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      I’d lost fifteen pounds in six months.

      Being a nurse, I’d run through the worst-case scenarios first: cancer, diabetes, TB. When I’d checked my blood sugars and cleared myself of coughs and suspicious lumps, I was left with the much more likely diagnosis of depression. Which was why I was here, even though here was an awkward place to be.

      “I can tell you anything, right?” I asked as I sat down across from the psychologist.

      “Of course you can, Edie.” She gave me a comforting smile and adjusted her long skirt over her knees. “What do you feel like talking about today?”

      I inhaled and exhaled a few times. There didn’t seem to be any good way to launch into my story. Hi, I used to work with vampire-exposed humans. Once upon a time, I dated a zombie and a werewolf. So, you know, the usual. I snorted to myself, and admitted: “I’m not sure where to begin.”

      “Anything that feels comfortable for you is fine. Sometimes it takes a few sessions to rev up.”

      “Heh.” Six months was a long time—I should be getting over things already. Things like being fired . . . well, shunned, which felt a lot like firing. Maybe I should have let them wipe my memory when I’d had the chance. Figures I would make the wrong decision. “I’ve just been through a rough time lately.”

      “How so?”

      “I had this job that I really enjoyed. And I had to leave it. To go elsewhere. Ever since then, my life just feels . . . plain.” I’d spent the end of winter up to now, July, working full-time night shift in a sleep apnea clinic, monitoring patients while they slept. It was dull. My skin was paler than ever, and my social life was long gone.

      There was a pause while she attempted to wait me out. When I didn’t continue, she filled the gap. “Let’s talk about what you used to enjoy. Maybe we can figure out what you enjoyed about it, and think how you can bring those qualities over into your current situation.”

      “Well. My co-workers were good people. And my job was exciting.” I paused, chewing on the inside of my cheek.

      “What was exciting about it?” she encouraged me.

      I looked at her, at her nice office, nice couch, nice shelves with nice things. It must be nice to be a psychologist. I looked back at her. She smiled, and opportunity blossomed inside my heart. We, she and I, had patient–therapist privilege. As a registered nurse, I knew the boundaries. As long as I wasn’t a danger to myself, or to anyone else, she’d have to keep what I told her quiet. It wasn’t like she was going to believe me, besides.

      I leaned forward, my elbows on my knees. “What do you think about vampires?”

      The smile on her face tightened for just a fraction of a second. “It’s more important that I know what you think, not the other way around. So, tell me, Edie. What do you think about vampires?”

      “What if I told you they actually existed?” I said. Her smile appeared increasingly strained. “Here, I won’t make it into a question. I’ll tell you what I think. They do exist. There’s quite a few of them out there, actually. They have human servants, some to do their dirty work, and others just to get blood from, like human cattle.”

      The words poured out. I knew I wasn’t supposed to say anything, and I knew from looking at her that she didn’t want to hear it—but it felt so good to finally talk about it. The dam had broken. I couldn’t stop now.

      “And there’s werewolves too. There were two big packs, but now there’s just one, and they race around on full moon nights in the parks outside of town, and then there’s also zombies, and I dated this zombie for reals once—I knew he was a zombie going into things, and I still dated him. You know how I knew? He told me. I was his nurse one night. At the hospital where I used to work.”

      I sank back into the world’s most comfortable couch and pressed a hand to my chest. “I cannot believe I just told you all that. That felt so good.” Looking up, it was clear my confessions hadn’t had the same effect on both of us.

      She gave me a tight high smile. “Do the vampires tell you to hurt yourself?”

      Not lately! was the wiseass answer that I wanted to give—but everything I told her was going into a file. If I was going to abuse her listening skills, the least I could do would be to take things seriously, and stay polite. “No. They don’t. They’re not in my head either.”

      She tried a different tack. “Do the vampires tell you to hurt other people?”

      Not anymore! “No. They’re not allowed to talk to me right now.”

      I could see her measuring me, weighing my sanity. It was pull up now, and laugh, like everything I’d said had been part of a prank or crazy joke, and wasn’t I hilarious?

      Or sink like a stone—which was the direction I was heading in. It could be said I lacked the gene for self-preservation that most people came installed with.

      “There was this one vampire that I was really close to. She kicked me out to protect me, after I destroyed all the extra vampire blood in the county. I saved everyone . . . but I ruined everything too.”

      The therapist inhaled and exhaled deeply. “Edie, at twenty-five you’re a little old to be having a schizophrenic break. But we need to do some reality testing here.”

      Reality testing. Like everything that’d happened to me this past winter wasn’t real. I stared at the patterned carpeting beneath my feet. “That’s the thing. It was all real. All of it. But I can’t tell anyone about it. You know what’ll happen to you when I leave this room? If you believe me?”

      “No.” Her face looked like she was sucking on an increasingly sour candy. “Why don’t you tell me?”

      “The Shadows will come out of the ground and erase your memory of everything I said. Maybe even of me.” I nudged the carpet with my toe.

      “Edie, how long have you been having these delusions?” I didn’t answer her. “I know you’re a nurse, and no one wants to put you on meds less than I do, but my co-worker next door—he’s a psychiatrist. We can go together and check in with him. He could get you in as an emergency visit, and then you can go fill your prescription. Risperdal does wonders for people.”

      “Risperdal?” I startled and looked up. I was crazy . . .but I wasn’t crazy. “No.”

      “Edie—” Her voice went low. I grabbed my bag and started walking toward the door. “You’re not going to hurt yourself, are you?”

      “Not if I don’t stay here,” I said as I shut the door behind me.

      In nursing school I’d done a psych rotation. The nurse I was following and I ate Ripserdal-endorsed microwave popcorn out of a brand-new plastic bedpan. It was incongruous at the time, participating in even a small part of the pharmaceutical promotion machine, and eating out of bedpans like they were bowls for food. After that, I’d always made sure to bring my own Tupperware, and limited my brand endorsement to using whatever med-of-the-month-themed pens were lying around.

      I didn’t want to be on the med of the month, though. Even though I knew meds were helpful—vital, in some cases—for depression. It was just that, well, my problems felt situational. You would have thought that it was the stress of working with vampires and were-creatures that did me in, but no, my depression had come after that, with the onset of spring.

      I drove home with the windows down, hoping that the fresh air flowing over my face would make me feel more alive. It did—until I thought about the fact that I had to work tonight. My stomach curdled, and I finally put two and two together. Working at the sleep clinic was killing my soul.

      There’re only so many nights you can watch someone sleep on a video monitor and stay sane. I had two years of intensive-care-level experience, and yet I’d spent the last six months watching people sleep, listening to them snore. It was like going from being a fighter pilot to a model-airplane captain—the joyless kind glued to the ceiling at a toy store.

      My phone rang. I saw the picture of my mom, and picked it up like you’re not supposed to in the car. “Hey, Momma—”

      “Hey, Edie! Can you come over?”

      A lifetime of being my mother’s child meant I could tell from her voice that something was wrong. “Um, sure. Why?”

      She attempted to deflect me. “You’re not on the phone in your car, are you?”

      “No,” I completely lied. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing—I just—” She hesitated. My mother was good at many things, but lying was not among them.

      As I waited her out, my brain itemized every bad thing it could be. The list was shorter than it’d been six months ago, since the supernatural community was now shunning me—back then, if she’d called me up like this, I might have panicked and hung up to call the cops, for whatever good they could do.

      Thank goodness she’d never known where I’d been working, who I’d been hanging out with, or what I’d been up to.

      Now the first spot on my reasons-my-mother-could-call-me-in-the-middle-of-the-day list was occupied squarely by my brother. Jake had had a brief reprieve from his heroin addiction when I’d been working at the hospital. As long as I was employed there, the Shadows worked their weird magic to keep him immune to heroin’s effects, no matter how much he shot up.

      He’d been clean up until I’d gotten shunned, when his protection abruptly ended. And sure enough, Jake had been hooked again soon after. I tried not to think about him, most times now. Thinking about him only made me sad.

      I stopped at a red light as the awkward lull on the phone continued. “I just got some bad news is all,” my mother finally went on. “You’re pulled over, right?”

      “Of course I am,” I totally lied again. Whatever it was, it must be bad. I prepared myself for the worst. Jake, found face down in some gutter. The image came too readily to mind, followed by sadness and shameful relief.

      “Good. Well. I have cancer,” she went on, matter-of-factly.

      “What?” The car behind me started honking. I looked up. The light had changed. “What—where?”

      “I was thinking maybe you could come over and join Peter and me for dinner? And then we could talk about things.” The car behind me honked louder.

      Talk about things. Sure. Wait until dinner? Oh, hell no. “I’m coming right over, Mom.”

      At least she didn’t fight me. “Sounds good, honey. See you soon.”

      Throughout my entire life, my mother had been my rock. My childhood had been crazy, and while as a teen I’d resented that, now that I’d grown up, I realized she was human, and she’d done the best she could. Knowing she was frail and sometimes fallible made me love her all the more. I couldn’t lose her now. My heart was racing in my chest, and I felt like I’d been punched. I drove through the light and pulled to a stop on the next side street to gather myself.

      I looked down, and my mom’s picture was still up on my phone’s screen. It was blurry—I smudged it with my thumb, then realized it wasn’t sunscreen transferred from my face; I was crying. I inhaled deeply and swallowed it down. No. Not yet.

      I needed to figure out how bad things were first. There were tons of different kinds of cancer. Thousands, really. There were all the chances in the world that this was an easy one, right? Tons of things that doctors could do. Chemo, radiation, or surgery. My mom was tough; she could get through it. She had a great support system: her church, her husband, me.

      But that might not be enough, a small, terrified voice whispered inside me. No one knows better than a nurse that sometimes, despite the best interventions and intentions, good people die.

      I turned the screen off on my phone and carefully set it down on my passenger seat so I wouldn’t be tempted to throw it out the window.

      Up until recently, I’d known creatures that lived— barring holy water showers or tripping into wooden stakes—forever.

      If I had to, I’d make them make my mom live forever too.
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      I drove over to my mother’s house on the side streets, avoiding the highway, where I’d only be tempted to speed dangerously and cut people off.

      Still, each lurching stop seemed like a personal affront—as though everyone who was trying to get home during rush hour was intentionally blocking me. I rolled up my windows so people wouldn’t hear me yelling obscenities.

      By the time I got to my mother’s house, I was hoarse, but exhausted in a good way. I took a moment to compose myself in the car, picked up my phone and put it into my purse, and walked up to the front door.

      Which was locked.

      “For crying out loud—” I knocked on the door. They knew I was coming, Jesus—

      Peter opened up the door. “Sorry. We called Jake too.”

      “Yeah, well, the bus system takes a lot longer to get here.” If my brother even had bus fare. But I could understand Peter, my stepfather, wanting to assess Jake’s condition before letting him in.

      “Edie—dinner’s not done yet,” my mother apologized from the kitchen of her house. I dropped my purse on the floor, took off my shoes, and joined her.

      “I’m not even hungry, Mom. Tell me about everything. Now.”

      “Well—” Her eyes darted to Peter first. It was so unlike anything I’d ever do, that look to him for permission, and it made me want to shake her. But that was who she was—she wasn’t going to change now. “It’s breast cancer. Stage four. I’ve known for a while now—”

      “Are you kidding me?” I said, my voice rising in anger. Peter took a step forward, waving his hands at me to calm down. I’d seen her at least once a month since Christmas— talked to her about once a week on the phone. She’d seemed down, but not sick. Or sick, but not cancer-sick. I’d assumed she was just depressed about Jake. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “You just seemed so depressed, Edie. I thought you were like me. Upset about Jake.”

      No, I’d written Jake off. It was an entirely different feeling than upset. “Mom—how bad is it?”

      “Well, you know, the doctors have been trying very hard to get ahead of things. But it seems like they can’t. We didn’t find it early enough. The chemo’s not working, it’s on my liver too, and it’s inoperable—I’ve got a couple of months, maybe a year, but—”

      “You’re wrong,” I interrupted, and looked to Peter for confirmation of her words. He looked away. “Oh, no—no way. They’re wrong.” I ran back out to my purse, and returned with a notepad and a pen. “Okay, tell me what their names are. I’ll ask around about them, find out if they’re any good—which I can already tell you that they’re not— and we’ll find new doctors for you. Better ones. The best ones. Best ones ever.”

      “Edie—” My mother looked so harmless from behind the island of her kitchen, the light shining down from above, haloing what I now suspected was her wig. “It’s not going to be like that.”

      “You’re wrong.” If there was a way I could go into her body myself and individually strangle cancer cells, I would do it.

      “There’s quality of life to be considered too, Edie—” she began.

      “You’re a nurse. You should know how that is,” Peter said from the side. I turned on him. I didn’t care what he had to say about things. For all I knew, it was sleeping with him that had given my mother cancer. Like HPV. Or all those winter trips to Florida, he’d made them go on— maybe it’d gotten in through her skin.

      I knew I was getting a little irrational, but it was better than the alternative.

      “I want you to be on my side in this, Edie.” She came out from behind the island, and I could see her fully now, the way her clothes didn’t hang right. When had that happened? How had I been so blind? I was a nurse, for crying out loud. But she wasn’t a patient. She was my mom.

      “I want to be on the fighting side!” I pounded my chest with a fist.

      “That was always your problem, dear.” My mother smiled at me, sadly. “You never knew how not to fight.”

      I spent the rest of dinner determined to prove her wrong— as if somehow making it through until dessert without blowing up again would show her that she needed to change her damn mind. I ate with a vengeance, swallowing under chewed bites of food, feeling overcooked chicken scratch at my throat on its way down—all the while realizing that Mom wasn’t eating as much as she ought to.

      If it was any consolation—which it wasn’t—at least I’d be here when Jake got his effing act together enough to arrive. Maybe he would be on my side in this, and we could talk her out of giving up together. And maybe there were little green men living on the moon.

      He’d probably hope she’d die, so he could get his inheritance, and then shoot it all up his arm. I stabbed another bite of chicken with a knife.

      After dinner, we sat in the living room to talk. Turns out when cancer is the elephant in the room, there’s not very much to talk about. Mom told me about her church’s mission project, down in Mexico, and I listened without actually paying attention.

      I didn’t even feel like I could cry. Crying would be an admission that things were irredeemable. If I kept being strong, I could somehow force her to be strong too.

      So at the end of the night, after Jake didn’t show up, I took my dry-eyed leave.

      “Really, Edie, we should hang out more,” she said gently as I hugged her on her spot on the couch so she wouldn’t have to stand. Trying not to notice how weak she was when she hugged me back.

      “I’ll come by tomorrow,” I told her, as Peter escorted me to the door.

      “She needs some rest, Edie,” he said when we turned the corner to the front hall. I bent over to push on my shoes and grab my purse. “She’s very tired these days.”

      He blocked the door with his hand, and looked pointedly at me. I knew what he was saying with his eyes.

      I could think whatever I wanted to think, but he wanted me to keep it to myself.

      Peter and I didn’t always agree—but I had always thought I’d known, up until today at least, that he had my mother’s best interests at heart. If he thought I was just going to take this lying down—

      But the shadows in my mother’s face were mirrored in his, too. I’d been busy pretending they weren’t there so I could be mad at him. Now I wondered how many nights he’d spent up, kneeling beside her at the toilet, how many pillowcases he’d found beside him in the morning covered in her hair. I shoved my three-year-old self down into a box and found the grown-up nurse in me again. I stood a little straighter, and let her take charge.

      “I’ll visit every other day, so I don’t wear her out. Let me know if you need to take a break too.” I took a step forward, staring at him. “And this time, tell me if anything changes—or I’ll never forgive myself, or you.”

      He grimly nodded, and then opened the door to let me out.

      

      I drove off like a sane person. I didn’t take out any mailboxes or lampposts on their street. But two streets over I almost hit a garbage can, so I pulled over again.

      Now it was safe to cry. Huge sobs welled up, and I had no Kleenex in my car, so I was forced to daub at my teary-snotty face with the bottom of my shirt. I’m sure I looked charming, asphyxiating with sorrow and baring my pale stomach in turns. When I reached the end of my crying jag fifteen minutes later, exhausted, I knew I could safely drive.

      A part of me that wasn’t dissolving in pain started doing calculations. Things would be easier if I hadn’t destroyed all the extra stored vampire blood in the county last December—the thing that had gotten me shun-fired. If I hadn’t done that, and I were in this situation now, I could steal some vampire blood from work or I could just stand outside the transfusion lab and waylay someone, karate chop them in the neck or some shit, and make them give me all their keys.

      But I didn’t know if the lab was still being used, since I’d ruined things so successfully seven months ago, over the holidays.

      While I wasn’t paying attention—or while that distant part of me was plotting—I took the exit to County Hospital again. I didn’t fight myself, even as I pulled into the parking lot.

      It took a while to find a spot, as seven o’clock was prime visiting time, which was good since it’d make it easier for me to get in. I knew from prior experience here that the intensive care units were on lockdown, and you’d need a badge to get inside.

      But floor Y4, the one that cared for all the supernatural patients, had another barrier—and just one elevator. I wove back through the stairs and hallways until I found myself, feeling odd in civilian clothing, outside its orange doors.

      First things first. I rummaged in my purse until I found my old badge. I’d kept carrying it, even though I didn’t think it’d do me any good anymore. Chances were if I met an old “friend,” I’d be dead, and not have time to wave an expired badge around. But old habits die hard.

      I ran my badge in front of the elevator’s lock. The lights didn’t flash. I waved it, more slowly, again.

      No such luck.

      Second—I kicked the door. “Hey!”

      My voice echoed in both directions down the hall. I didn’t know what else was on this floor; I’d never looked around when I’d been working here. Now I wondered how far I was from a security guard. “Hey!” I shouted, with more force, and slammed my fist on the door.

      Y4 didn’t need guards, normally—because it had the Shadows. Creepy tar-like things that fed on the hospital’s pain, they lived deep inside the ground underneath it. They monitored guests at Y4 and kept an eye on the elevator door.

      “Come on—” I looked up at the acoustic-tiled ceiling. There were plenty of cracks up there for them to hide in. “I know you can see me. And I know you know who I am.”

      The Shadows wiped the minds of anyone who saw anything they shouldn’t. I’d had the option, when I’d left, to let them wipe me. “Please. It’s important.” They were the ones that’d initially contacted me to work on Y4, in exchange for straightening out my brother. I knew they had similar bargains with the rest of Y4’s crew.

      Silence.

      Maybe they weren’t even here anymore. Maybe they were being punished. They’d abandoned Y4 once before, to chase after an escaped prisoner of theirs. I’d destroyed the stored blood in their absence, rather than let it get stolen. There’d been a war on—it made sense at the time.

      But if I’d known I’d be condemning my mom—I waved my badge across the reader again, angrily. “Let me in!”

      “Why?” Darkness coalesced over my head like a tiny storm, bringing back bad memories.

      “I want in. I want my old job back.” I took a step back so they couldn’t rain on me. I didn’t want them to touch me—if they washed over me, they’d know my heart in an instant. And it was still in their power to erase parts of my mind.

      “You have nothing we want anymore, human, and we’re shunning you besides.” The darkness began to drift away, like blowing smoke.

      “Come on,” I pleaded with the ceiling tiles. If I hadn’t just come straight over after seeing my mom, I never would have said it, but— “Isn’t there anything I can trade you?”

      The remnants of the cloud stilled, looking like a thin membrane overhead. “You know who we were looking for?” The thing that embodied their presence thrummed in time with their speech, looking like gray lung tissue shuddering back and forth with unholy breath.

      “No. Who?”

      “Santa Muerte. She is still missing. Should you find her, then we may talk.”

      Done with talking, and done with me, the wisp of gray evaporated.

      I didn’t know how the hell I was going to be able to find something—or someone—that the Shadows couldn’t even find. Them sending me off on some goose chase was not a feasible answer. Dammit to hell.

      A crew of three people, none of whom I recognized as former co-workers, were returning in scrubs from the taco truck. They were surprised to see me there, and one of them waved a badge in front of the door.

      If I could just get downstairs—I might know someone who was on p.m. shift right now. If I explained what was going on with me, what had happened to my mom— everyone down there who was staff was human. They all still had beating hearts.

      As the elevator doors opened for them, I tried to step in alongside them. One of them blocked me. “I just want to go down—” I said by way of explanation, trying to sound innocent and kind.

      The man who blocked me shook his head. “No you don’t. Trust me.”

      “No, really, I do. You don’t know me but—” I held the door open as his smile got tighter. “Please, it’s just—”

      “You’re not authorized.” The one nearest me gently pried my hand off the door. I let them because I didn’t know what else to do—fighting with them was not going to help my case.

      Without my hand, the elevator doors closed, taking them away.

      I looked up to the ceiling, where the Shadows had been. “This isn’t the last of me,” I told them.

      But if I didn’t think of things, fast, and make some miracles happen, it might be the end of my mom.
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      What was I even talking about? Or thinking of?

      I pulled my little Chevy into the parking lot of my new apartment “home.” How could I explain things to her if my plan actually worked? Yeah, Mom, just stay still while I inject you with this strange red stuff. And if you feel a little like eating raw meat afterward, I won’t blame you. I’d met daytimers before, the servants of the vampires who had only gotten a drop of blood. They were mostly miserable people, scrabbling for their owner’s favor to survive. I couldn’t condemn my mother to that existence, even if I could get my hands on vampire blood.

      This evening had been a fool’s errand, just an excuse to keep the denial rolling, doing something, keeping up pretense, instead of giving up again.

      I walked up the stairs to my place on the second floor and opened the door. Minnie, my Siamese, still loved me. She wound around my ankles as I stumbled to my couch.

      Moving had been a top priority once I’d gotten a new job, so as to avoid any unwanted visitors in the middle of a full moon night. My new place was the upper right half of an older fourplex near the south side of the city. The only decoration I had on the wall was a giant silver cross. The couch I sat on had most likely fallen off a werewolf’s truck, and the mattress in my bedroom had been recently turned upside down to hide the stab wounds—stab wounds that had probably been meant for me, but I hadn’t gotten to ask the stabber about them at the time. The world I’d been in had been a dangerous place. I’d barely gotten out alive. It was no place to send my mom, even if I could figure out how.

      I pulled out my phone, went through my address book, and dialed old friends though—the denial train continued. Asher the shapeshifter had helped me out more than I deserved, and I called him first. I left a message on his voice mail. “Hey. I know I’m shunned. But I’ve got a problem—and, as usual, a stupid plan. Call me back.”

      Then I called Anna, the vampire who was partially alive, and the one who’d initiated my shunning for my own good. I got a high-pitched beeping, like a fax machine calling, from her old line. I dialed it again, hoping against hope that I’d misdialed and this time she’d pick up. Nothing. Just more faxing beeps. I stared at the useless phone line. I guessed vampires didn’t have to worry about early termination fees.

      Lastly, I called Sike, the only daytimer I’d ever been fond of. I got the three rising beeps saying that her phone was disconnected—dead—which made sense because so was she.

      I didn’t know how to get ahold of anyone else without stalking Y4 directly, which I figured the Shadows would put an end to as soon as they realized I was camped outside. And I didn’t want to tempt them to wipe my memory. I reluctantly pulled out my laptop. If the Shadows were going to offer me a needle-in-a-haystack’s chance of help, well, I was stupid enough to try to take it. For now. But I knew that in my current state the Internet could be dangerous for me—I was only one bad search away from staying up all night going from WebMD to crank sites, and winding up at dawn trying to convince myself that my mom’d get better if only she drank her own pee.

      I carefully typed in Santa Muerte and swore to myself I would have the strength to leave the rest of the Internet alone. I was surprised to be rewarded with a few hundred pages of hits.

      Santa Muerte—the literal translation “Saint Death”— did exist. At least as much as the Easter Bunny and the Tooth Fairy. She looked a lot like the Virgin Mary, except for the fact that she was a skeleton inside of her voluminous robes, with a skull-head and bone-hands. Anyone could pray to her—and there were tons of people who felt neglected by the Catholic Church who did. She was the patron saint of the downtrodden. Prisoners, gunrunners, drug dealers, assassins, kidnappers—a saint for people who had to assume God was going to disapprove of their life choices, but who still felt a need to pray.

      If disenfranchised people prayed to her for aid, she was my kind of deity. “If you’re not too busy helping murderers, maybe you could get off your lazy saint-ass and heal my mom,” I told my computer screen while I clicked through to the next page.

      While Santa Muerte was interesting conceptually, she didn’t seem to be of any current help to me. I doubted the Shadows were chasing a nebulous concept. They’d been holding someone physically imprisoned who had then escaped, which implied an actual person, someone who probably liked the name. Being the Saint of Death sounded majestic and grim, no matter what language it was in.

      Once I got away from abstractions, there were a thousand other things she could be. If she was even a she. I snorted. She could be anything. A person whom they’d trapped, an ancient vampire, or some unknown werecreature. A cryptid. I knew there were weird things in the world now, things I hadn’t even imagined existing a year ago. Santa Muerte was just the final piece of strange straw on the were-camel’s back.

      I closed my laptop’s lid and curled into a ball on my couch, and when Minnie came over to snuggle me, I didn’t push her away. I must have fallen asleep there, because the next thing I knew my phone was ringing in my hand.

      “Hello?” I mumbled. I hadn’t looked at the incoming call on purpose. Then I could pretend it was someone who could help me, calling me back.

      Instead I got the peeved voice of the receptionist at the sleep clinic that I’d left hanging for my night shift. “I don’t suppose you’re coming in to work tonight?”

      “No,” I told her, and hung up.

      There was no way to get back to sleep after that. I couldn’t believe that my mother had cancer. A couple of months. Less than a year. By this time next year, I’d be without a mom.

      It was too horrible to grasp. I tried to do things to distract myself, seeing as feeling bad for myself or her wasn’t going to help. I read books without reading them, flipping pages at random. I tried to watch a comedy, but the whimsical acting felt like an insult to my current life.

      As I wandered around my place, I wished I had someone around to talk to about things. I didn’t mean to be a loner, but that’s just how it was. My zombie boyfriend had left town months ago, and I couldn’t see the werewolf I’d briefly dated—one-night-standed—again, after the shun. Same thing for Asher. I was tempted to call him up again regardless, but leaving repeated messages on his voice mail would be too pathetic for words.

      I just wasn’t good at keeping track of people. The fact that no one ever seemed to keep track of me either was not lost on me. I’d never known how to relate to the real world, or myself; I’d just run from crisis to crisis trying to even things out. Fix my parents’ divorce, fix my addict brother, fix my patients at work—with all the placating and atoning I was doing, in a previous life I must have been an asshole. I’d managed to maintain a vague sense of self via helping people, and in return it gave me a feeling that I had a semblance of control.

      But losing my mom would send me reeling. I could feel it. Everything beginning to spin away.

      I went back to my room and poured the Ambien out of my pill bottle. I popped two of them, drank a full glass of water, and surprise! It was 8 a.m.

      I woke up normal, only remembering that I’d been upset about something and what was it, when memories hit me in the stomach like a physical blow. I reached for the Ambien again and spilled them out to count them.

      I could just stay in bed. They said that Elvis had a diet where he took sleeping pills so he wouldn’t get up and eat. I wondered how long that’d work for me. Just because I’d lost fifteen pounds didn’t mean I was thin—as long as I drank some water with my pills, I could probably keep going on stored fat for an easy week. I’d be like Sleeping Beauty, up until I got evicted.

      If I remembered right, I’d sort of quit my job yesterday. It wasn’t too late to call in and play the I-just-found-out-my-mom-got-cancer excuse. They were nice to me there, even if the work was slow.

      I tried to imagine myself going in tonight, though. Sitting in the small video booth, listening to people snore, thinking about my mom, all alone.

      That wasn’t going to be healthy for me. Worse even than double-Ambiening it for a few day-nights.

      I shoved myself to sitting and reached for my computer.

      There were tons of nursing jobs on Indeed, mostly wanting experience that I didn’t have. I sent my résumé out anyway, scattershot, just to give me something to do. And then I cleaned my place—it was bigger than the old one, but funkier too, so my rent had stayed pretty much the same after I’d moved. The hardwood floors meant that Minnie’s hair had collected in tufts in the corners of the living room. Suddenly hunting all of these down seemed monumentally important, and I set myself on the task industriously.

      Anything to do something. Just not to think.

      I was chasing down the last of these when my phone rang. I picked it up, dust covering my face. “Hello?”

      It was one of the places I’d sent a résumé to earlier. The person on the far end of the line had a slight accent, and wondered if they could ask me some preliminary questions. “Sure.” I opened up my laptop and brought it back to life so that I could use it to cheat if need be. “Where are you guys located?” I asked, to buy myself some time.

      She gave me an address, and I plunked it into my browser first off.

      “Yes—two years of prior hospital experience. No, I don’t speak Spanish.” Some things weren’t worth lying about when they could be easily disproved. My browser hopped into map mode and pulled up the street view of the Divisadero clinic. I saw it had a huge Santa Muerte mural painted in front of three elaborate crosses on its wall and a dramatically shadowed numeral seventeen. The woman on the phone began making polite excuses to get off the line with me.

      “No, wait, please. I’m very interested in working there. Public health has always been a passion of mine.” Completely not borne out by my résumé or working experience, but hey. I shrank the map program and saw just how much farther south Divisadero was, and made an assumption about how much of a pay cut it would be. There couldn’t be that many other qualified nurses applying. I zoomed back in quickly. The mural on its side was huge, and her outstretched skeleton hand seemed to be beckoning me. “I can even interview today.” I crossed fingers on both my hands. Please, this time, just let me get what I want.

      She inhaled and exhaled loudly, and gave me a time two hours from now.

      “Thank you—public transportation? I have a car—if you say so. Okay. See you then.”

      I hung up the phone with her and paused to really think. Despite the fact that I’d slept normal hours last night, I wasn’t used to being up during the day. I was covered in dust and cat hair—and I’d just volunteered to be at an interview in two hours. But it was an idea. The mural seemed more stagnant than it had barely a minute ago; now that I wasn’t deluding myself, her outstretched hand was more pointing up the street than calling out to me. But still. Nothing said I actually had to take the job. I might as well see, right? And two hours was long enough for a shower and coffee.

      

      After my shower, I blow-dried my hair and got dressed in a just-past-the-knee skirt and a blousy summer-weather-appropriate top, hoping it would say interview but not mug me, and walked to the train station in the pre-noon sun. Today would be as hot and humid as every other day this summer had been, the sun breathing over Port Cavell’s shoulder like a stalker.

      While I felt confident that no one actually wanted to steal a Chevy from last century, the Divisadero clinic was more than a little into what I’d been trained to think of as the bad side of town. No wonder she’d suggested I take public transportation.

      The fourth leg of the train ride was the longest. As the train snaked aboveground to where the fifth and sixth stations were, the entire population of the train rotated through the car, everyone but me. When we reached the sixth station, I got out alone.

      This was an open station, and just below it in the shelter the train platform provided was an open-air market of sorts. There were stands with fruit piled up, and ropes strung from side to side of the bottom of the pavilion, knotted off and lined with shirts. There was a cart with a grill and something good-smelling cooking on it. I took the next few steps down.

      The platform above provided some shade, and maybe the trains created a passing breeze. There were women pulling small children behind them. Smoke from the grill caught a crosswind and made me cough nervously. Everyone around me was speaking Spanish.

      People were looking at me, registering that I was there, that they didn’t know me, and then looking away. I didn’t feel I was in danger, but I did feel like an outsider. I got my bearings while trying not to turn my back completely on anyone. I’d been too paranoid for too long to let my guard down now. According to the map in my head, the clinic was two blocks up. I set off down the sidewalk while listening for footsteps behind me.

      The road was lined by the walls of run-down businesses, a few painted fresh white over graffiti. Others were turquoise and pale pink. There were some cars parked outside, though none that would have shamed my Chevy. The road itself could only questionably be called such, full of potholes and patches of gravel. The sidewalk wasn’t much better.

      I looked back where I’d come from. Who knew there was this whole other world that I’d never been to before, or even seen? I thought back to the train. Had I taken that line before? Yes. It’d been a while, but I had—I’d just never gotten off at this one stop. It was like Europe—you were sure it was there, but you mostly only saw it on TV.

      A car pulled up beside me, and the music playing inside it turned off. I elbowed my purse a little closer to my chest. “Need a ride, lady?” asked the man inside the car. I thought about ignoring him. I didn’t want to be the type of person who thought poorly of anyone, but I also didn’t want to wind up a sad morality tale that women told to other women on dark nights.

      Still, it was 1 p.m., and there wasn’t anything in my purse worth stealing.

      I leaned over. “I’m just walking to the clinic. It’s up that way, right?”

      “Yeah. Just up the street. Tell Hector I say hi.” He nodded and turned his music back on, veering back into the center of the street and heading up to proposition another pedestrian. Just a guy trying to make a buck without giving Uber a cut. I could appreciate the hustle. I relaxed a little but kept walking quickly. There were men standing on a corner, outside what looked like a liquor store, but that was farther down. I saw the clinic itself, its name at the top of one wall, the letters painted on where the original ones had fallen off. I realized I was facing the wall that had been on the street view—but that the mural was gone, replaced with off-white paint that hadn’t been weather-beaten by an entire summer’s sun. Santa Muerte was gone.

      I wondered what that meant for me.

      Just how much of a fool’s errand this would be.

      I stood for a moment, trying to compose myself. A preteen kid standing outside the clinic door walked over to me. He looked me up and down, eyes narrowed, judging me, and then he clucked, shaking his head. “You’ve got susto bad, lady. You won’t find help for that in there. You need to come with me and see my grandfather.”

      My left eyebrow rose involuntarily. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “Are you sure? Only farsantes in there. My grandfather is a curandero—” He kept going, his patter confident. His pants were a little short, and the center of his shirt had the logo of a brand I didn’t recognize.

      “I’m sure. Thanks, though. I appreciate your concern.” I squeezed around him and opened the door.

      “Don’t put that in your mouth, mija!” a mother told a child inside. An elderly woman coughed in a corner, running rosary beads through the fingers of one hand. A pregnant woman sat with one hand on her full belly, the other pushing a stroller back and forth with a sleeping occupant inside. And two men were having a discussion— one of them didn’t have any teeth, and the other had a grotesquely swollen hand.

      They may not have been my people, as I had come to understand it, when I was working with the vampires, daytimers, and sanctioned donors on Y4. But they were patients. And just like that, I knew where I was again. It was home.

      Hard plastic chairs lined the waiting room walls; the bulk of the clinic itself was walled off by double-paned plastic. I presented myself at the nearest window, and a woman with short dark hair and copper skin told me to wait a minute for Dr. Tovar to see me.
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      “Miss Spence?” My name rang out from the side door. I stood and smiled, and went over to the woman in pink scrubs holding it open. She looked me up and down and snorted dismissively, but she still opened the door. “Dr. Tovar will see you now.”

      I followed her down a corridor with instructional posters in English and Spanish. I could count the Spanish words I knew on both hands. I knew corazon meant “heart,” sangre meant “blood,” dolor meant “pain.” Other than that, I was pretty good at guessing, and quick to call the translation line at the hospital if need be. The woman I was following knocked on a closed door and, at an answer from the occupant, opened it for me.

      Dr. Tovar held my résumé in his hands.

      He was beautiful. Dark skin, black hair, a strong jaw, wide shoulders under a tweed coat—suddenly I wished I’d dressed up a little more for this, until I remembered he was a doctor.

      Doctors were bad ideas, and off limits, for any nurse. You got into fights with doctors too often to think of them that way. At the hospital, it was like war. Nurses were on the front lines, and doctors were like distant generals who never believed you when you said you were running out of ammunition while they were yelling at you to march.

      When he was done frowning at my résumé, he glanced up and looked surprised, for the briefest of moments, to see me. Regaining his composure, he gestured to the extra chair.

      I sat down across from him. This room was a personal office with a simple desk and worn-down chairs, not a place for seeing patients. There were books in both Spanish and English behind him, thick medical dictionaries that looked out of date. If it were any smaller, my knees would have met his beneath the desk.

      “And just why am I looking at your résumé?” He had a mild accent, the kind that said he’d grown up somewhere else but lived here a very long time.

      “Lucky, I guess?” I tried halfheartedly to sound convincing.

      He looked up at me with a grimace, and his eyes traveled up and down the length of me, much as the woman who’d let me down the hall had. At a club or on a date, it might feel sexual, but here I felt like he was cataloging all my flaws. When he was done, he sighed. “You don’t speak Spanish, do you?”

      “I’m sorry, but no. I can play a mean game of charades, though.”

      He didn’t crack a smile. “What do you know about serving diverse patient populations?”

      I’d had to camouflage the second-to-last job on my résumé. No way to put works well with vampires down in the prior employment blank. “I worked at a county facility. We saw all kinds of patients there.”

      “Why did you leave?”

      “I didn’t like working night shift.”

      “And yet your next job was at a sleep clinic? Your . . . current job?” he said, after inspecting the dates more closely.

      “I’d rather work days. And with patients that are awake.” He made a thoughtful noise. He wasn’t that much older than me, early thirties, but he seemed older, like he was required to exude the aura of middle-aged wisdom here. I guessed as the doctor of a community health clinic, it was expected of him.

      “So, um—what happened to the mural outside?” I asked, trying to make small talk.

      He gave me a dark look over my résumé. “We painted over it. I don’t want people praying to death on my watch.” I swallowed and nodded as he went on, setting my résumé down.

      “Nothing personal, Miss Spence, but you’re completely unqualified to work here. You don’t speak Spanish, you’ve never done real clinic work with people who were awake, and you’ve never been out of a hospital setting. I don’t think there’s anything you can offer us. At all.”

      His tone wasn’t rude; he was just being forthright about the facts. My instinct was to fight him—but with what? My mom was right. Just because fighting was the only tool in my tool belt didn’t mean it was always the best one for the job. And why should I, now that the mural was gone? It’d been foolish to think I’d gotten some sort of a sign.

      And being rejected here didn’t mean I was condemned to work at the sleep center. I’d sent my résumé out to a ton of other places. At least now I knew I needed to come up with a better why-I-left-my-last-job lie.

      I stood and reached out to shake his hand. “Ah well. Sorry for wasting your time.”

      He took my hand and shook it. His hand was warm and strong, and he gave me a begrudging nod. “Not many people try to work down here.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”

      “No.” A quick smile crossed his face, and then he gestured to the door.

      

      I saw myself out the short hallway. Strike one. But I probably had twenty-four hours’ grace at the clinic—it’d take them that long to find my replacement, and I hadn’t seen my current job up on Indeed this morning. No way for them to know I was fishing a new one. I should call them tonight, in case none of this went well. I tried to muster up some enthusiasm for going back there, and found myself hollow.

      I let myself into the waiting area just as the far door to the outside world opened. Two men came in, one holding the other as he stumbled and bled. The mother sitting in the waiting room screamed, while her daughter stared innocently.

      “¡Médico!” the standing one shouted, pulling the bleeding man another step into the room. The elderly woman with the rosary beads began to pray aloud.

      I stepped through and let the door close quickly behind me to protect the staff. I could see into the plastic-windowed wall to my right where the receptionists had scurried off like rabbits. Hopefully to tell someone in charge there was a bleeding man out here.

      “They tried to kidnap me!” The standing man pointed what I belatedly realized was a gun at me. Instantly, I held up my hands. “¿Quién eres?” he asked me.

      I didn’t know what he was asking precisely, but the gun helped make it clear. “La enfermera,” I said, at least knowing the Spanish word for “nurse.” I opened up my purse slowly and pulled a pair of gloves out. “Let me see your friend.”

      As an actual clinic employee had yet to be seen, the gunman grunted assent. I moved closer to the bleeding man. He was shot in his upper arm. Behind us, with the men distracted and the gun pointed at me, the other patients filtered out, stepping over the wounded man’s trail of blood.

      “That’s gotta hurt. Let’s get you sitting down. How long ago was this? How much blood did he lose?” I kept asking questions, trying to distract them both from the mass exodus happening at the door. I inspected the rest of him visually and with both gloved hands—he’d slimed blood all over himself in getting dragged here. There could be a second, worse gunshot wound hidden somewhere else on him, easy. When I didn’t find anything else, I tested a finger near his wound, and he yelped.

      “Pray for me, Grandmother,” he begged the elderly woman sitting behind us, the only waiting room occupant left inside.

      The grandmother snorted, loudly. “I would sooner die than pray for you!”

      I heard the back-room door slam open behind me. “Goddammit, I told you all to call ahead. You all have our number.” Dr. Tovar was at my side. He looked at me. “You go home. Now.”

      This wasn’t my fight, my place, or my people. But I was here, and my hands were covered in an injured man’s blood.

      “I mean it! Go home!” Dr. Tovar yelled at me.

      “I’m not some dog you can shoo away!” I yelled back. He closed his mouth and glared, but then he turned to our patient rather than continuing our fight.

      The door to the outside world opened up again. I turned around to see. Two men stood in the doorway, sunlight pouring through from behind, casting them in deep shadow. They both held up guns. The man holding his friend dropped him to hold his gun up too.

      “Not in here!” Dr. Tovar yelled. The standoff continued over our heads. I looked back at the floor, not wanting to gawk at the men holding guns. “We’re off limits!” Dr. Tovar yelled again.

      None of the men moved.

      I closed my eyes and winced, waiting to hear a round, not knowing who or what it’d strike. The grandmother prayed louder, “Santa Muerte, escucha la oración de su hija pobre.”

      I opened my eyes in surprise and turned to look at her. The gunmen were closer now. I could make out their faces and see the beginnings of strange tattoos high on their necks.

      “I said my clinic is off limits!” Tovar yelled.

      “Your clinic, and your people. For now,” the nearer of the gunmen said. “But Maldonado has unfinished business with him.” He twitched his gun at the man bleeding on the floor.

      I instinctively leaned in over the bleeding man to protect him—and found Dr. Tovar was already there. Our shoulders touched. If they were going to shoot the man, they’d have to be content with a leg shot—or shooting through one of us. The tweed of his coat rasped against my upper arm where my sleeve ended.

      “The seventeenth is coming, doctor. Did you tithe yet?” the gunman asked of Dr. Tovar, jerking his chin up slightly.

      “You can’t have him,” Dr. Tovar stated again.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “Your answer is tell Maldonado to go fuck himself,” Dr. Tovar said, his voice frighteningly calm.

      The first gunman started forward, and the second swatted out a hand to hold him back. Their faces were as cold-blooded as any vampire as they contemplated shooting Dr. Tovar and me.

      The second one released the first. “Come on. He’ll come out eventually,” he said.

      “We’ll shoot you in the street, like a dog,” the first threatened, staring at Dr. Tovar, lowering his gun.

      And then they retreated, the door closing behind them, taking the sunlight and shadows with them.

      The grandmother went on a tirade. “Rezo y rezo y sigue siendo lo mismo!” Then she stood up and left the waiting room, clearly disgusted with all of us equally.

      I wanted to run after her and ask her who she was talking about, how she knew anything about Santa Muerte—I didn’t get to ask many questions back in December when I was being shunned out the door.

      But I was helping Dr. Tovar. I looked over to him, and he nodded at me. “Let’s get him up and into the back room.”

      We did so, with the help of the man he’d come in with.

      One of the receptionists held open the door.
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      I tried to make eye contact with Dr. Tovar while we were involved in the process of cleaning up our patient.

      When the man’s shirt came off, I could see that he was covered in grim prison-looking tattoos. He talked angrily to his friend, but mostly in Spanish, so it wasn’t illuminating. And Tovar ignored any pointed looks I gave him. What I was trying to say with my eyeballs was, Are you going to report this? I knew we were supposed to report all gunshot wounds that anyone received to the police. And keep the bullets too. But now wasn’t the time, not in front of the patient, and this was not my place.

      “Why don’t you go to my office, Miss Spence,” Tovar said when he was almost done. I inhaled to argue, and then remembered the wisdom of not doing so for once. I took off my gloves, washed my hands, and went outside.

      I figured it was going to take him a while to clean up, and I owed it to myself to see if the elderly woman had come back. I went up to the hallway door, looked around at the waiting room through the thin pane of wire glass, and didn’t see anyone out there but a janitor scrubbing at the bloodstain on the floor.

      I tried the handle and stepped out, keeping the door open with my foot. I looked around the room until I was confident I’d seen it all and gave the janitor a shy wave for interrupting him.

      The old woman was gone. Damn.

      Was Santa Muerte an actual saint to that woman? Or a personal friend? A concept—or an entity? I wished she was still around to ask, or that the Shadows’ request had been more specific. They could have at least given me a Wheel of Fortune clue. But if finding Santa Muerte—the person, place, or thing—would make them heal my mom, then somehow I would. I quietly walked back down the hall to Dr. Tovar’s office to wait for him.

      

      It took an hour for him to finish up, which I used to confirm that the medical books on the shelves were actually old. Not spirits-and-humours old, but close. I hoped they weren’t using them for modern medical advice.

      I touched the skin on my shoulder where his coat had scratched against it. Hard to believe that the man who’d been dismissing me so analytically this morning was that passionate about saving his patients. And yet—there was a cough from the hallway outside that let me know I’d been caught snooping.

      “Sorry. I’m naturally curious.” I stepped back around the desk as Dr. Tovar came in. “What was all that about?” I asked, making guns with my thumbs and forefingers, and shooting them at the wall.

      “Turf wars.” He looked like he didn’t know how to explain it to me. He was angry still, but holding it in. I could almost see it surge underneath his skin. If he’d been a were, I wouldn’t have been surprised to see him change. He sat down, exterior calm, and I did the same. “It’s an election year. The current mayor’s cracking down on crime at the edges of our side of town. Less space, more pressure. It’s like putting the lid on a boiling pot.”

      “Do people come here like that often?” I turned one of my imaginary handguns to shoot my own shoulder.

      “Often enough.”

      “And you don’t call for outside help?” Might as well be fearless about questions; I’d already been unhired for the day.

      “There’s a reason they don’t call nine-one-one, you know.” The anger in his face relaxed to make his dark eyes look weary instead.

      “What if that’d been worse?”

      “Then I’d call. We’re a clinic, not an emergency department. I wouldn’t let him die over his or my pride.” He shrugged. “Do you bring gloves everywhere you go?”

      I nodded. “Hand sanitizer too. The world’s a disgusting place.”

      He agreed with a snort, and appeared to be studying the top of his desk, thinking hard.

      “Who is Maldonado?” I asked him.

      The question made him glance up at me. He began shaking his head, frowning deeply. “You saw things you shouldn’t have today, Nurse Spence.”

      While I might not have heard that particular line before, boy had I heard others just like it. I held my breath.

      “I suppose you think I have to hire you now. Or you’ll tell people how I run things down here.”

      While I might not have been above blackmail for a good reason, getting a job was not one of them. “No. I don’t think that at all. I’m not judging you in the least.” His eyes narrowed as I went on. “I’ve had to work at some interesting places before. Ones I couldn’t really put on my résumé.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Being a witness to attempted murder doesn’t put you off?”

      If he only knew the kinds of secrets I’d had to keep. “Without going into details—trust me. I’ve seen worse.”

      He tilted his head forward. “That’s funny. You look like the kind of person who goes talking to police.”

      “I’m confused—do you want me to be incredibly honorable and report you to authorities and not get hired? Or do you want me to be useful, morally hazy, and gainfully employed? Because, personally? I like the one where I wind up with a job.”

      At my protest, his face had the smallest flicker of a smile. “You do seem to understand some of our natural expediencies, and actually have basic nursing skill. Those things might be more valuable to me than you speaking Spanish, the way our summer’s going so far.”

      I squinted at him. “Are you offering to hire me?”

      “Yes. If you want it, against my better judgment, the job’s yours.”

      This was what I’d wanted, right? But now—like so many other times before—it wasn’t how I’d wanted it. Still, this place was my only link to Santa Muerte, whoever or whatever she may be.

      “Oh, so now you’re wise enough to be scared?” he asked, sounding smug.

      How could I even answer that? “I want the job.”

      “See you tomorrow then. At 8 a.m.,” he said, and pointed toward the door.

      I nodded. I was halfway down the hall when I realized he’d never given me an answer about Maldonado.

      

      The waiting room was still empty when I reached it, although the janitor was done. Maybe that woman would be back tomorrow. She’d called out to Santa Muerte like she knew her personally—in prayer, no less. Rosary and all.

      Praying while using a rosary smacked of comfortable familiarity. If even one person knew of a Santa Muerte, no matter who or what that was, there were bound to be others. I’d just have to find them.

      The same early-teens kid from before blocked my path. “Oh, lady, you still need a limpieza. Bad. I have the don; I can tell.”

      “How can I need that if I don’t even know what that is?” There was drying blood on the ground outside too, slightly darker than the rest of the surrounding stains on the cement. I wondered if the janitor had even tried to clean it up out here.

      “My grandfather, Don Pedrito, he can heal you.” He patted his chest with authority.

      “Look.” He was thin, rail-thin, with wrists that my hands could wrap around, the fingers meeting and then some. “I don’t have any money. But tomorrow I’ll be here. I’ll bring you a sandwich.”

      He pulled his head back as though he’d been hit. “I don’t need your charity!”

      “And I don’t need your limp—limpieza,” I started off strong, but then what I said wound up sounding like limp-pizza. It was embarrassing. I stepped around the blood on the ground in irritation, more at myself than the kid. “Whatever the hell that is.”

      “You’ll need it eventually. You have a curse on you. You’ll see.”

      “Maybe tomorrow. But not tonight.”

      He heaved a sigh and glared at me. I shrugged and walked around him, and then walked the two blocks back to the train station in the daylight. I wasn’t scared in the crowd anymore. I felt alive.

      And when I got home, I called up the sleep clinic to officially quit.
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      I felt substantially less alive the next morning. I’d gone to sleep easily enough, thanks again to Ambien, but six thirty was early enough to make me feel frail. I got out of bed like the floor might roll away from me, then stumbled up to make coffee, take a shower, and head out the door. I remembered to make a sandwich for myself before I left, and an extra sandwich for that kid, too. I could eat it later if I didn’t see him again.

      I was tempted to call my mom from the train, to make plans to see her tonight, but I didn’t know what her sleep schedule was like. I made a mental note to call her later.

      The ride felt different today. The train shook back and forth on the rails, the early-morning light strobing through the windows, looking like the beginning of an old-time film reel. I reached the right station at 7:45 a.m. and descended the stairs.

      “This phone’s mine, move your damn blanket over!” This morning I noticed a row of pay phones, from the Cretaceous period or whenever most pay phones went extinct, long since missing their earpieces and surely free of dimes. They now provided the backbone for a cardboard shelter where two homeless people were arguing over the edges of their blankets.

      There were more people milling, getting on and off the train. It was windy today, thank goodness, creating a rare breeze. It sent pieces of trash scudding around on the ground, weaving in between people’s feet, looking like they too were queuing up for the train.

      I moved to the periphery and struck out for Divisadero. I walked past shit by the side of the road that looked, to my clinical eye, too big to be from a dog. I’d have to be more careful where I stepped today.

      I looked behind me and wondered if the man I’d helped treat was somewhere in the crowd—or if those who’d come to get him were. I didn’t think I saw anyone I recognized, but I did walk a little faster at the thought.

      The same bloodstain was there on the stoop when I reached the clinic doors. Blood’s really hard to get out of a lot of things, especially cement. I was pondering this when I heard a small moan from behind me.

      I jumped and turned around. It didn’t sound human, really, more like wind stroking past the end of an open glass bottle. I heard it again. I stood there on the sidewalk for a second, overly conscious of my attempts to avoid stepping on the stain from yesterday’s altercation, trying to locate the source of the sound with my ears.

      “Hey, lady.”

      The kid from yesterday walked up the block. “Hey,” I said back.

      “You still need a limpieza. I can tell.”

      “Yeah, that’s still not gonna happen. I gotta get to work. First day on the job.” I pointed with my thumb to the clinic behind me. He wagged his head in exaggerated disapproval at my playing for the other team. “I’m Edie. Who’re you?”

      “I’m Olympio.”

      “What do you do all day, Olympio?” It was summer now, otherwise I’d have asked him why he wasn’t off at school.

      He grinned, showing uneven teeth. “Try to stop people from going in there. You all can’t do half the things my grandfather can.”

      “How so?”

      “You all take months to figure out what’s wrong with someone, and then pills for the rest of their lives. My grandfather, he can heal you in just one day.”

      As a nurse, I’d heard all sorts of holistic health bullshit. I’d seen patients who’d been burned by cupping, who had made themselves ill by eating mislabeled “remedy” pills contaminated with lead. “Yeah?” I said, my eyebrows rising.

      “Yeah. You got something wrong with you, lady. I can tell. I don’t know what it is, but my grandfather is a great curandero; he’d know.”

      “Well.” I was quiet for a moment, trying to hear the sound again. There was a storm drain across the street—it could be wind going by its entrance. “Well—” I regrouped. “I disagree. No, wait. Actually, I do agree—there’s something wrong with me.” I was sure I looked worried about my mom. I’d seen it in the mirror this morning, in the corners of my eyes. “But it’s not the kind of thing that other people can fix.”

      “My grandfather—”

      “I’m late for work. I brought an extra sandwich, though. For lunch. Maybe I could trade you for it, and you could tell me more. At noontime.”

      He leaned back, casual, ready for wherever business took him. “Hey, I’ll be here trying to rescue people from you all, all day.”

      I grinned at him. “Make sure you stand in the shade. I don’t want to know what your grandfather does for heatstroke.”

      

      I went into the clinic. There were already three people waiting. The receptionist saw me and buzzed me in. I went through the door, and as it thunked shut, Dr. Tovar stuck his head out of his office. “It’s 8:05. Are you always late?”

      “Sorry.”

      “I know you didn’t get lost, seeing as you were here yesterday,” he went on, and then pointed down the hall. “Catrina will get you set up. Your first patient’s a tecato, needs a dressing changed on an abscess.” Then he slammed the door.

      Another woman came to my side and rescued me from the hallway, pulling me into a short corridor lined with rooms.

      “I’m Catrina. And he’s not always a hard-ass. He just thought you quit was all.” She wore much the same outfit as she had yesterday, a pink scrub top seamed in purple, with matching scrub pants. She had light brown skin and short-cropped black hair. Her face’s angular cheekbones gave her back the traditional femininity that the short hair took away. “Is it true you don’t speak Spanish?”

      “What’s a tecato?” I asked in response.

      She stuck out her lower lip and blew air up her face. “You’re going to be useless here.”

      “I really want this job,” I protested.

      “Why?” She leaned in toward me. “Are you some sort of stupid do-gooder?”

      “No. Yes. But no.” I took a step away. I couldn’t really say, Hey, I’m looking for Santa Muerte so I can trade her in to get a favor for my mom, and I heard someone talk about her in your waiting room yesterday.

      She crossed her arms and squinted at me. I saw a strange tattoo on the back of one of her fingers, but now was not the time to ask about it. “You have a record?”

      “What?” She’d startled me.

      “Shoplifting. DUI. Something dumb,” she guessed.

      “No!” I protested. “I just hated my last job is all. I need to work here.”

      “I don’t want to waste time training you if you’re just going to leave.”

      That was a reasonable enough fear. I crossed my heart in a Catholic fashion. “I promise not to.”

      “Oh, well, now that you’ve crossed, I believe you for sure,” she said, her voice dripping with irony. “Do you even have scrubs to wear?”

      “Yes—I just—” It hadn’t occurred to me to bring them. I wasn’t used to wearing scrubs during the day. “I should have brought some in. I’ll bring them in tomorrow.”

      “If I did not see you jump in to help that gangbanger yesterday—” She ran a hand through her short hair. “Tecatos are heroin addicts,” she said, and watched to see if I’d flinch. “You’re not going to get grossed out, are you?”

      “No. I’m good with addicts. Turns out I speak their language.” At least here I’d get paid to deal with them, unlike all the times I’d tried to help out my brother. She gave me a strange look as I pressed on. “Who else will I see? What else will I do?”

      “Didn’t you ask any questions?”

      “I was busy not getting hired—until I got hired.” I gave her a weak smile and she sighed again.

      “Well.” Her hands found her hips. “You’ll be double-checking the work the medical assistants do—there’s three of us. I’ve been here the longest, and I’m also a phlebotomist,” she said, like I ought not to forget those facts. “Other than that, there’s wound care—people with diabetes, missing toes, some ostomy checks, paperwork, more paperwork . . . oh, and when shit hits the fan, you’ll be doing triage.”

      “How often does that happen?”

      “Every few months. When the gangs go to war. The ambulances come for the dead guys, and we get the live ones.”

      “When’s the last time that happened?”

      Her lips thinned into a line. “We’re due. It’s the heat outside or something. Makes people angry and dumb.”

      “Does Dr. Tovar report things?” I didn’t want to straight-out ask about the bullet wound from yesterday.

      Her face said she got my meaning, even as she chose not to answer me. “Depends on the thing.”

      I gave a one-shoulder shrug. “Okay.” I wasn’t a stickler for the rules, especially when I didn’t know what they were.

      Catrina handed over a set of keys. “Anything that can be stolen is locked down, and everything can be stolen.” I could see her mentally dismissing any prior hospital experience I had. “I’m not sure where you worked at before. Most people are nice, and even the bad ones need our help. But there’s a reason we’re separated from the outside world with bulletproof plastic.”

      

      I was quiet while she gave me the rest of the tour. There were three small rooms that they saw people in, in addition to Dr. Tovar’s private office, and a slightly larger office in the center of the building with an attached break room. Then she put me into the first patient room and said, “Wait here.”

      I waited. I tried keys until I found the one that unlocked the cabinets, so I could figure out what was where. I was shoving boxes of gauze aside when the doors opened behind me and a man walked in.

      “He’s got a fever. His name is Frank,” Catrina called from the hall behind him.

      I knew hazing when I saw it—or smelled it. I stepped aside, and gestured for him to sit down on the table. He was white, but he’d been in a lot of sun. He stumbled over to the table, leaned against it for a bit like he might puke or fall to the floor, before remembering to turn around and sit down.

      He had an odor like stale beer and pee and whatever else you smell like when you never take a bath and you’ve worn the same pants for a month. “Hello, Frank. How can I help you?”

      He looked me up and down—even his gaze was disgusting. Between my nurse radar and a lifetime of being female, I knew then that the next phrase out of his mouth was going to be inappropriate.

      “You can give me a kiss,” he said slowly, leaning dangerously forward.

      I put a hand on one shoulder to press him back upright. “No thank you. Why’re you here?”

      He laboriously rolled up one sleeve, revealing the scars of living down here. Divots of healed ulcers from skin popping, and some straight cuts over his wrists, maybe self-inflicted when he was sober. The price of hard living and infrequent access to medical or mental health care.

      Not finding what he wanted on that arm, he rolled up the sleeve of the other, and I saw it. A wound dressing that was almost as grimy as he was, right in the bend of his arm. He’d punctured himself either with a dirty needle or into an unclean site, and pushed germs from the outside world inside his flesh where they could grow.

      I knew from my own brother that there weren’t any safe needle exchange sites in this town. I pulled on an extra set of gloves.

      Unfortunately, looking at his wound required being in breathing range of him. I tugged at the tape, which had fused with his arm hair. He grunted in pain until I managed to rip it loose. When I did, the packing at the center of the abscess popped out. It smelled worse than he did, and I was surprised there weren’t maggots inside waving hi.

      “You wanted this changed?” I asked him. His whole arm was red and swollen, and I didn’t need a thermometer—I could feel his fever through my gloves. He seemed stuporific. Was this his natural state? Pickled from alcohol? Or had the infection gone to his brain? It was hard to say when you didn’t know someone’s baseline. “Hang on.” I grabbed an entire box of alcohol wipes out of the cabinet, and started using them one by one to draw grime away from the wound, to find its margins. The surrounding area was puffy and tight, and the center gleamed with lymph and pus. Once I determined the edges of his infection—heated swollen skin down almost to his wrist and going up his upper arm, like the points of a flame—I made a face.

      “You’re going to need some antibiotics.” From a hospital. I didn’t envy whoever was going to have to start his IV. He muttered something; I didn’t know if he was talking to himself or to me. “I’m gonna get the doctor, sir.”

      I took a step toward the door, then turned. “Hey,” I said, and held up a hand to wave until his eyes tracked on me. He did live down here, after all. “Do you know anything about Santa Muerte?”

      With his good hand, he tapped a cross over his chest.

      And then he passed out on me.

      

      I stuck around to help watch him until the paramedics came. He woke up a few times and tried to get out of the room, until I redirected him. Luckily, he couldn’t talk well enough to refuse medical care. Nothing was sadder than a patient who was lucid enough to say, “Leave me alone, the liquor store closes at nine.” The paramedics navigated their gurney in through the narrow hall and out again like pros, lashing him down onto it with casual efficiency. Unsurprisingly, they already knew him by name.

      Once they were done, Dr. Tovar came back from signing papers and jerked his chin at me. “Cellulitis? Good catch.”

      Not really. Just looking at him, smelling him, you knew that he was going to have something. I’d bet money he was covered in MRSA. Good thing my immune system was already strong from prior hospital time.

      I couldn’t not wonder how my brother was doing. If he even knew about Mom’s cancer.

      If he even cared.

      Frank had a mother too.

      “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?” Dr.Tovar asked, eyeing me. He seemed concerned.

      I shook my head, and caught back up with reality. “No. Just not used to working days yet is all. But I will be, by the end of this week,” I promised with a smile.

      His gaze softened. Maybe he knew false bravado when he saw it. I bet he saw a lot of it down here. He exaggeratedly looked at his watch. “Why don’t you go to an early lunch, then? There’s a bench in the parking lot in the back. Or you can eat inside.”

      “Thanks.”

      He nodded at me as he closed his office door.

      

      I got my lunch out of the small fridge in the break room. There was no one else taking a break yet. Dr. Tovar wandered by again, called by Catrina into another one of the smaller rooms. I found the bathroom, then took myself on a repeat tour. There was one door that Catrina hadn’t opened. I tried the handle, and it gave. The men’s bathroom perhaps? Dr. Tovar was the only man I’d seen so far here. I peeked inside and saw a storage room, with a second small fridge at the back of it.

      Medical fridges were different from house fridges; they were all lockable and stainless steel. I felt the weight of the keys in my pocket and fished them out, looking for the shorter ones that would fit its smaller lock.

      One clicked, and I opened the door.

      There were three racks with tubes in them. I reached in and picked one up. The tube had a red top, which matched its contents. I tilted it back and forth. It looked like blood to me.

      “What are you looking at?” Caught, I jumped, dropping the test tube to find Catrina standing behind me.

      “Nothing,” I said instinctively—even though I was. I regrouped and picked up the test tube on the ground. I held it out to her. “What are all of these for?” None of the tubes had a label.

      “None of your business.” She took the tube from my hand and wedged herself beside me to replace it inside. I shuffled back out of her way while she slammed the fridge’s door and relocked it. Afterward she whirled on me. “I gave you the wrong set of keys.” She snapped her fingers and held her hand out.

      There was no good reason to collect or keep label-less blood. But I’d just gotten hired. I couldn’t get fired before I managed to figure anything out. I frowned. Even if I gave her the keys back, I knew what I’d seen. Reluctantly, I dropped the key ring into her hand. “What’s all that about?”

      “None of your business is what,” Catrina informed me, pocketing the keys, then glaring at me. “I don’t know why he hired you. Don’t be a brat.”

      I swallowed. There was no space in this small room for me to get away from her. “I’m just asking why. It’s not like I’m going to tell anybody.”

      She squinted at me, and her lips puckered thoughtfully. “I have you figured out now. You’re here because you’re a troublemaker.”

      Proving myself to people today was taking an exhausting turn. This wasn’t an argument I could win—and if I was honest, she did have a point. “Obviously,” I said, and made a show of looking at my watchless wrist. “But it looks like I’m a troublemaker still on lunch break,” I said, and then I walked around her.
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      I could only think of one reason why anyone would have unmarked labels of blood lying around—but I was biased; I had vampires on the brain. Hands clutched around my paper lunch bag, I went through the waiting room, heading outside. Maybe a walk would clear my mind.

      Olympio stood there, leaning against the wall, hiding in a fractional amount of shade, still hoping to direct our clientele his grandfather’s way. After the morning I’d had, I might just help him.

      “Peanut butter and jelly?” I said, offering the extra sandwich I’d brought for him.

      He made a face. “I don’t need your sandwich, lady.”

      “Edie,” I corrected him. I looked up and down the block. “How about a trade? A sandwich for a tour?”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” he said. He sounded a little unsure, but now he was looking at the sandwich.

      “Just a block or two?” I held it out a little closer to him. He shrugged. “Sure,” he said, and grabbed the sandwich with practiced nonchalance from my hand.

      We walked around the neighborhood. Brightly painted buildings fought with general decay. Signs were in Spanish first, and then English, if at all. Any storefront window had bars or chain link covering it, and the roads did not improve. I wondered if any public services got down here, excepting the clinic. It wasn’t fair if they didn’t, these people paid taxes too.

      There were moments of hidden beauty. Old-school murals with block forms from the end of last century, and huge motifs, intentional rip-offs of traditional Mexican art. And graffiti, surprising in its vitality, bold streaks of color, with letters so distorted I could hardly read them. Olympio told me who worked where, short stories from his life. He began by not sharing too much, but when I started asking questions and seeming appreciative, he morphed into a tour guide. When we reached the end of the next block, he pulled up short.

      “You see that?” He pointed at a mural with an elaborate triple cross. “That’s where Three Crosses territory begins. That’s how they mark their space.”

      The same gang those gunmen had belonged to yesterday—and I had seen others behind Santa Muerte on the clinic’s wall online. “Like a warning sign?”

      “Like we’d better turn back.”

      I stood on the street staring at the mural for a little longer. “Those were the guys from yesterday, right?”

      “Yeah. The second ones.”

      “What are they fighting for?” I hadn’t seen any gold mines along our way.

      “Territory.”

      “Really? I heard them mention a tithe.” I thought back to the moment. It was a little blurry, seeing as I’d been afraid I was going to get shot. “Yeah—they asked for a tithe, right before Dr. Tovar told them to fuck off.”

      Olympio bounced and laughed at this. “Ha!”

      I furrowed my brow, trying to understand all the layers at play here. “But—I thought you didn’t like him?”

      “We have different business practices. But I never said I didn’t like him,” Olympio clarified.

      “What’s a gang need a tithe for, anyhow?”

      “That’s just the fancy term they’re using for the bribes they’re demanding. You give them money, they protect you from themselves, and then they get to build their fancy church to Santa Muerte. Like she needs a church, or even wants one.” Olympio’s bearing was one of extreme disgust.

      I tried not to tense up or show any excitement. “Who is she?”

      Olympio gave me an odd look. “She’s one of us. She knows our hearts.”

      Person? Saint? Spare alien from Star Trek? Whatever. If she was what the Shadows were looking for, and I could trade her in to heal my mom, I needed to see. “Can you take me to her?”

      Olympio’s eyebrows rose, and he gave me a mystified look before shrugging one shoulder. “Sure.”

      Together we went down a side street, then came back on another block. Was it really going to be this easy? No way. If it was, the Shadows would have done it themselves. But I couldn’t help hoping as I followed him. I didn’t know how I’d catch her, but I’d think of something. I’d flat-out lie. Anything to save my mom.

      Olympio went into a wide alley. Partially hidden by a second-story overhang, one entire wall was covered with a bright mural. A woman stood in rings of primary colors, red, green, yellow on a wall of blue, like she was Venus stepping forward from the ocean inside a rainbow clamshell. She had purple robes down to the ground, which was painted with red roses the size of small cars. The only thing incongruent was that she had a skull for a face, and hands of bone. She held a globe in one hand as though she were weighing it.

      There was writing over her head in thick red script, the same color as the roses: Reina de la Noche.

      The rest of the blue wall around her image and the roses was covered in names. Names covering names, as though alternating groups were trying to claim her, and numerous solo names written in not by artists, but in pen and ink, or chipped into the stone of the wall.

      Olympio stopped in front of the image, and as I realized what he meant, my stomach fell. “This is her, isn’t it.”

      “Yeah. The Three Crosses act like they own her. This is the last of the murals that they haven’t put their crosses on. And if they see you praying to one of the other ones, the ones that they control, they’ll come by and try to collect one of their tithes.”

      “Tithe of what?”

      “Whatever you’ve got on you. And if you fight them, they’ll take you away and you’re never seen again.”

      “Oh.” I’d been a fool to think I could succeed where the Shadows had not. The Santa Muerte legend was just an excuse to shake people down.

      He side-eyed me. “You’re disappointed?”

      “I sort of assumed she’d be a person.”

      Olympio laughed. “She’s better than a person—she’s a saint. She can see everything. She protects us. Life is hard. She understands that.” He went up and put his hand on her dress. I could tell from the other stains on the paint that numerous other people had done that too.

      “So—” I looked at all her imagery. “She’s death?”

      “She protects people who know they’re going to die. Which is pretty much all of us.” He pointed at a particular scrawl. “That’s my name. From the last time I prayed here. Not to be healed, of course. My grandfather can heal anything,” he explained with pride. “But she can grant wishes, when she wants to.”

      “Huh,” I grunted noncommittally.

      He narrowed his eyes suspiciously at me. “Why’re you looking for her, if you don’t know who she is?”

      “The old lady in the waiting room yesterday morning prayed to her when she saw the guns. I was just wondering,” I said, and he made a face like he was disappointed in me. “She is beautiful, though,” I added, because as artwork, she was.

      He nodded in agreement, and I could tell I was slightly redeemed. “Well, now you know who she is. We should get back now. We’re still at the edge of safe territory.”

      Olympio took us back down another street while I tried to think. I wondered what Reina de la Noche meant. I reached back in my mind for comparable Latin words. Reign, nocturnal—ruler of the night? An apt name for Santa Muerte, I guessed.

      “How’s your grandfather heal people?”

      Olympio squinted at me. “Trade secrets.”

      “What—really?”

      “Yeah. You haven’t been blessed by the don. You couldn’t even do it if you tried.”

      “So why not explain it to me?”

      He sighed exaggeratedly. “It would take up too much time.”

      “Can you do what he does—what he claims to do?” I corrected myself.

      “Some of it.” He picked up a rock in our path and chunked it across the street. “But I’ll be the best in the world, eventually.”

      I looked around at our surroundings, all cement and hot sun. This was an unlikely place for anything to grow, much less a peerless folk healer. Olympio must have guessed what I was thinking. He puffed out his chest like a pigeon and glowered at me.

      We were back at the clinic shortly. “So how far could we walk in this direction?” I asked, trying to rescue myself in his eyes.

      He resumed his station outside the clinic door, like a dark cloud against its wall. It must be no fun working all day during the summer, all summer long.

      “Only place you should be walking is back and forth from the train.” He’d changed from a sensitive kid who liked attention to a proto-adult carrying world-weary exhaustion and heavy pride. I remembered being his age, sitting on the fence of puberty, not sure which way to jump, torn between desperately wanting people to like me and being angry all the time.

      “Hey, don’t shut me out like that,” I complained.

      “Why not? I hardly know you.”

      He had a point. I didn’t know him either. But I knew his type. I shrugged one shoulder. “I just get the feeling, if we were someplace else we might be friends.”

      His eyes narrowed at me, the shy kid still coming through. “Yeah, well, I don’t know how to get to that place from here.”

      Catrina leaned out of the clinic, interrupting us, and waved at him. “Olympio, I’ve got your grandfather’s test strips.”

      Diabetic test strips. I recognized the box. Olympio snatched them from her hand and gave me a hot look before running off.

      Guess for all of his powers, Olympio’s grandfather hadn’t mastered the art of healing diabetes yet.
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      I stepped back into the clinic. There was a family in the waiting room now, a woman with three kids and a man with gang-looking tattoos.

      I waved to the receptionist, who buzzed me into the back, and I reported to Catrina because she still seemed in charge of me. “What now?”

      “Now you do some paperwork.”

      And that’s almost all I did for the rest of the day, until Eduardo, one of the other medical assistants, introduced himself and rescued me from my desk.

      “Come explain to my patient why he needs to take his blood pressure meds.”

      I looked at his numbers—175/110, oy!—and started talking as Eduardo translated me.

      “No—of course they make your headache feel better. But you need to take them every day, not just when your head hurts. Has anyone in your family died of a heart attack? Or a stroke?” I leaned back against the counter behind me so I’d be eye level with the man. It was important he took his pills, or he’d leave his children fatherless.

      From my new vantage point, I could see just inside his collar, to a tattoo on the left side of his neck. I tried not to stare at it while I gave him my blood pressure spiel. Two dark tattooed holes, with ink blood dripping down. They could have been tattoos of bullet wounds, but the fact that there were two of them, and on his neck, made me think that they were supposed to be from fangs.

      I wanted to ask him about them, but I knew from working at County that it wouldn’t be right. Not for white kids, who mostly got anything on them that looked pretty on the wall. The hibiscus that reminded them of their trip to Hawaii, a bird because their spirits were free. But for people who had gang lifestyles, tattoos were a code, and you couldn’t just ask them what things were. And you wouldn’t get a straight answer if you did. I’d had to see three people with clown-type comedy–tragedy mask tattoos at my old job to realize that there was a local gang that used those masks to identify themselves. Before that, I’d just thought it odd—and somewhat creepy—that middle-aged men were into clowns.

      Vampires were a popular motif among a lot of people. Just because not many people knew that vampires were real didn’t mean they weren’t in the popular subconscious. It wouldn’t have been the first time a gang thought that vampires were cool. I supposed they were, up until you actually met one.

      I made sure he understood the reasons he needed to keep taking his medicine, as Eduardo translated his questions back to me, and we let him leave the room. “You could have told him all that, couldn’t you?”

      Eduardo gave me a sly grin. “It sounds more official coming from you. Some of them prefer to hear it from a gringa.”

      I snorted and pushed forward. “Hey—” There was a test tube of blood on the counter behind me. I pointed at it. “What’s that for?” It wasn’t labeled. He popped it into a plastic bag and opened the door.

      “You’d have to ask Dr. Tovar.” Eduardo shrugged, shuffling off into the back.

      I waited for Dr. Tovar to come by, to ask him about the test tube, but when it hit five fifteen, my urge to go home— and maybe nervousness about the trip, after walking with Olympio—outweighed my curiosity for the day. The part of me that was trying to be rational thought I was overreacting, a little hyper-attuned to the type of thing that mattered in my now very-former life. As far as Santa Muerte went, that elderly woman hadn’t come back. I could find a Three Crosses gang member and ask about their beliefs, but that sounded potentially injurious and I wasn’t likely to get a better answer from them than I already had from Olympio. I’d have to wait and ask Dr. Tovar about the blood tomorrow.

      I couldn’t overlook the irony that I was grasping at anything to give me hope when my mother had already given up. Personally, I blamed her belief in a happy afterlife.

      When I left the clinic, Olympio was gone. But I could hear the whispering sound I’d heard in the morning. I looked both ways before crossing the street and crouching to look into a storm drain.

      “Drop something?” I startled. Dr. Tovar was behind me, locking the clinic door. “Or lose a gun? I’m sure there’s half an armory down there, rusting away.” He stood stiffly, his hands in his pockets, wearing his tweed coat on even this hot day.

      “I thought I heard something.”

      His right eyebrow raised in a question. “I don’t hear anything.” He jerked his head toward the station. “Care to walk?”

      While a doctor wasn’t my preferred companion, walking with him wouldn’t hurt. I made sure to stand far enough apart from him that it wouldn’t look like we were together. Even so, ladies returning from the station made clucking sounds as we walked by. I wished there was a way to signal to them that no matter how handsome he was, I was not interested in him, nor would I ever be. At all.

      “So how was your first day?” he asked.

      “Interesting, except for the paperwork.”

      “I’m glad Frank’s wound didn’t make you run away.”

      “Am I going to get hazed every day I’m here? Or is that just your regular clientele?” I asked in a way that I made sure sounded like I was joking.

      He outright laughed, maybe the first time I’d seen him pleased. I wondered what it would be like to be him, at the helm of a perpetually sinking ship, bailing water with all his might.

      We might have more in common than I’d thought.

      “As regular as the rising sun. Why did you even apply for this job in the first place?” His eyes tried to read me as we walked, even before I could respond.

      “If you’d told me this was going to be an interrogation, I’d have walked on my own,” I said with an obviously fake grin. He snorted and I relaxed some. “Really, I just needed a change. I thought I wanted to take it easy, and the sleep clinic was great for that. But easy gets dull.” No need to tell him about my mom’s time bomb or any legends. “Why do you work down here?” I asked instead.

      “If I don’t, who will?” He shrugged, taking his coat pockets up and down with the gesture.

      “Did you grow up here?”

      “Nearby.”

      “Where do you live?”

      His lips quirked up into a soft smile. “Nearby.”

      “How many stations away?” I asked quickly, before he could evade me.

      “Past the station. I don’t take the train.”

      “Oh.” I kept on course, hoping I was on to something. “Do you live alone?”

      He drew up short and looked at me. “Why?”

      “Because people are looking.” I indicated behind myself with a head gesture. “Either you’re very single and they’re making assumptions, or you’re very married and they’re imagining the worst.”

      He almost rolled his eyes. “I live alone. You?” he asked in a tone that made it sound like he was only asking to be polite. But in my experience men didn’t ask questions like that if they didn’t want to hear the answers.

      “I have a needy Siamese,” I told him. I tried to sound a little cute. Not that I was interested, but I could be flirtatious when the opportunity presented itself. “Did you report that guy from yesterday?”

      He snorted, the beginning of a laugh. “I see how you are—try to get me to lower my guard with personal questions, and then in for the attack.”

      I shrugged and gave him half a grin. “There’s only one of me. It’s transparent when I’m the good cop and the bad cop.”

      He eyed me and turned serious, shaking his head softly as if to say there were a lot of things I didn’t understand. “You’d probably find a lot of bullets inside that storm drain too,” he finally said, which still wasn’t a direct answer.

      “Why?”

      “Because reporting things to the police won’t change anything. Not down here. You haven’t seen one yet. Nor will you. We’re off their maps, unless there’s been too many bodies to ignore. But,” he said, leaning his head forward, looking directly at me, “you seem willing to be very lax with rules.”

      “Heh.” I hadn’t exactly been reaching for the phone yesterday. I felt a little sheepish—he had a point. “The place where I used to work, it didn’t always pay to ask questions.”

      “And yet here you are, interrogating me,” he said. He gestured me forward, and we began walking again.

      “You haven’t even gotten me started yet, really.” We had just half a block left. Now was my chance for the most important question—we were too close to the train station for him to abandon me. “Eduardo drew some blood on my last patient, but you didn’t order lab work. Did he make a mistake? Do I need to talk to him about that tomorrow?” I asked as casually as I could, trying to make myself sound managerial.

      He shrugged and shook his head, too fast. “Don’t. I’ll say something to him.”

      “He did tell me to ask you, when I asked him about it,” I pressed.

      “We see a lot of patients each day. Mistakes happen. We should be lucky if they’re all so benign.” I regretted his choice of words. It was too easy to slide in my mind from things that were benign to things that weren’t, that were currently growing inside my mom. “I will talk to him,” Dr. Tovar assured me after seeing the look on my face.

      “It’s not that—” I began to explain, but saw my train coming down the line. I knew I hadn’t seen a refrigerator full of blood-draw mistakes—but I wasn’t sure they were worth throwing down with my day-old boss over just yet. For his part, he looked like he wanted to ask me what was wrong, but I could see him restraining himself. Maybe I wasn’t the only one worried about crossing lines. Behind me, I heard the air brakes start. “Sounds like I should go—” I waved and started trotting backward.

      My leaving decided him. He went back to being a doctor again, surely as closing a door. He stood a little straighter and nodded at me. “Have a safe trip home, Nurse Spence.”
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      I took the train all the way to my parents’ house. Not the same train—they lived in the “nicer” part of town, off a different line—but it only took about thirty minutes. I got off at their stop, and it would still be a walk to their place, then—I looked down. I was wearing the same outfit I’d worn at the clinic. When I’d been seeing patients. Frank, in particular. I may be immune to everything this side of TB, but my immunocompromised mother was not. There were germs all over my clothes. Shit.

      I stood at the station—probably the safest in the city, as my folks lived in a gentrified zone—and called her.

      “Edie—are you coming by?”

      “Tomorrow.” I told her who I’d seen today, and where I was. She was disappointed, but also amused.

      “Weren’t you just working at the sleep place?”

      “It got boring.”

      She laughed. God, I loved to hear her laugh. “Well, I’m sure you’re doing the Lord’s work, wherever you are.”

      Yeah, about that. Actually, Mom, I’m there because I’m trying to find a sympathetic supernatural creature to save your ass. Too late to argue now. Plus, I loved her. “Can we do dinner again tomorrow? Don’t cook. I’ll bring food in.”

      “That sounds lovely. We’ll expect you tomorrow night.”

      “Give me till seven thirty so I can go home and take a shower first.”

      She said, “See you then, dear,” and hung up.

      Still feeling foolish, I swiped my card to get back up to the train.

      

      By the time I stopped off for takeout and took the train back, it was almost eight o’clock. I set the food down as soon as I got home and shooed Minnie off when she got too close. I didn’t think I needed to take a shower before dinner—I was starving, my PB&J was a while ago—but a change of clothes and washing any exposed skin would be nice.

      I was running a washcloth over my arms and feeling silly for not just showering already when the doorbell rang. It was eight o’clock at night. And to say I didn’t typically have visitors would be an understatement. No one knew where I lived now, except for my family. Goddammit, if it was Jake . . . well. Maybe it would be good for us to talk about Mom.

      I set the washcloth down and came out to look through the peephole.

      “Hey, Edie,” said a familiar voice as I looked through.

      He must have heard me lean against the door.

      Ti. My zombie boyfriend from last fall.

      All the stomach acid that had drenched my stomach at the thought of my brother visiting shifted slightly, continuing to rise. I could ignore him, like he’d ignored me for going on seven months now. Being forgotten had hurt. “Edie,” he said from behind the door, his voice drop-

      ping.

      “Can’t help but think of the last time we met like this,” I said quietly, from my side of the door. We’d been going to a trial then, and he’d been wearing half of someone else—a part of their face, and their arm.

      “I’m all me this time, though.”

      I opened the door up just a crack and whispered, “Where have you been?” I kept my face hidden by the door.

      “Around. You were kind of hard to find, once you moved.”

      “And no one told you I was being shunned?”

      “Do you think I care what any vampire says?”

      This apartment unit, unlike my last one, was on the second floor. My porch light made him cast a shadow on the wall beside my door. His skin wasn’t much lighter than his shadow, a dark, even black, though his eyes were the color of amber hidden from the sun. The last time I’d seen him, he’d been recovering from injuries received as a fireman inside a burning house, and his skin hadn’t healed back all the way. Now he was whole; the rippling scars were gone, and his hair was grown back, tightly clipped against his scalp.

      He put his hand on the partially open door. “Can we talk?”

      I looked up at him, at the face I’d kissed once, even when it hadn’t been all his. He’d risked his life for me.

      He was still that same man.

      I nodded.

      “Indoors?” he asked gently, not teasing in the least. I took a step backward and let him in.

      He took a look at the silver cross hanging on my wall. “I’d ask if you were religious now, but I think I know the answer to that.”

      “You never know who’s going to visit,” I said, well aware that neither crosses nor silver worked on zombies.

      There was an awkward silence. I waited for him to fill it. I figured he was here for a reason, and I didn’t want to give him any outs.

      He walked into my living room and looked around. “I can’t tell. Is this a step up or down?”

      “It’s a lateral move.” What does one normally do when one sees exes whom one perhaps wants to stay on congenial terms with, but only for five minutes or so? I walked over to my kitchen. “Tea? Coffee?”

      He smiled softly. “I’m fine.”

      Of course he was. Zombies didn’t need to eat or drink, except for show, and to regrow—and besides, he’d gotten to do the leaving, not the being left behind. Of course he was fine.

      “Edie, I didn’t mean to—”

      “Yeah. No one ever means to.” I walked past him and sat down on the far end of my couch. He sat opposite me.

      “This is a nicer couch than your last one.”

      “It is. So why’re you here?” I was actually more interested in where he’d gone, and why he’d left, but the answers to those questions were more likely to piss me off.

      “I wanted to check in on you. The last time I saw you, you were in pretty dire straits.”

      “You mean when you left me.”

      “At a hospital. Your hospital.”

      I crossed my arms again, this time over my stomach. The last time Ti’d seen me, I’d been stabbed by vampires and was bleeding at a prodigious rate.

      “I was wounded too, Edie. I had to go and heal.”

      We both knew what that meant for him. Killing people. Eating them. Not nice people, but still. “I didn’t leave town, though, until I knew you were going to be okay. I asked around.”

      “You could have asked me.”

      He wrung his knees with his dark hands. “I should have. But—you know what I am, Edie. What I do. I should have never been with you.”

      “Didn’t I get a vote in that?” I asked, my voice small.

      He slowly shook his head. “No.”

      “Ti—”

      “I tried to tell you. I don’t know why I thought it could be different with you.”

      “Maybe it could have been, if you’d just given things a chance.” I didn’t want to hope that things could change now, did I? I was still mad at him for leaving me, right?

      “When we were in the back of that limo together, when you were bleeding out, and I was falling apart—you smelled like death.” He paused, and I could tell whatever he was going to say next would pain him. “And it smelled good.”

      I started shaking my head. “You never would have, Ti, never ever—”

      He cut me off without meeting my eyes. “No. And yet, I can’t deny what I am. What I’ll always be.”

      “I don’t judge you, Ti—”

      “You did once. And you should.” He shrugged softly. “It’s the right of the living to judge the dead.”

      I bit my lips to keep quiet. Anything I said now would be the wrong thing. And yet—“Why’re you here now, Ti?” If he was back for me, I wanted to hear it. I didn’t know what I’d say at that point, but I wanted to hear him say the words. And if he wasn’t back for me, well, I wanted to know that too.

      “I was out of town for a while. And when I came back, I wanted to check on you.”

      “I’m not the reason you came back, though, am I.” It wasn’t even a question. If he’d wanted to come back for me, he would have done it already.

      “No. There’s a magician here who says he can give me back the rest of my soul.”

      It wasn’t me. It was never me. Ti’d been looking for the rest of his soul ever since he’d been freed as a zombie. He had half of it—enough to keep him him—but whoever had changed him had the other half, and had used it to control him. Getting or growing a whole soul was the only way he could really die. Not just be dismembered-die, but really die and go to heaven, where he thought he would see all his old friends, and his dead wife.

      I crossed my arms again.

      “I don’t know if he really can, but he’s working on it. He has power like I’ve never seen—no, I don’t see it, I feel it. He can do magic, Edie. Like my old master. The real thing.”

      “What’re you trading him?”

      Ti’s lips split into a rueful grin. “Money. Lots of it. But I don’t need it, like I am. And if it doesn’t work, I can always get more.”

      I guessed employability wasn’t a big concern when you were immortal and didn’t always need to eat. I shook my head. “Why are you here, here, Ti? Not in the metaphysical sense—why are you in my living room?”

      He wouldn’t meet my gaze. “I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

      “You didn’t need to talk to me to find that out.”

      “Heh.” He ran a hand through his short hair. “I guess I thought I owed you answers.”

      “You could say that. Seven months ago—you totally could have said that.”

      “I feel really bad for the way things happened, Edie.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry. I mean it. Not that I can pretend to know if that even helps.”

      It was the only apology I would get from him. Take it or leave it. I stared at my far wall, where a spider emerged from the corner, ran up, and, as if blinded by the lamplight, dove back into a crevice in the hardwood floor again. “I guess I should say that I’m glad for you.”

      “It’s what I want. What I’ve always wanted. I just didn’t mean to hurt you along the way. I feel really bad about that.”

      “You feel really bad about it?” I asked, my voice rising. “Yeah. I’m sure you do.”

      Ti tilted his head. He was still handsome, no denying. Strong, responsible. I’d felt safe when I was with him. There’d been a crazy moment in time when I thought that maybe I’d loved him. I’d spent the past seven months shoving that part of me down.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” I said. “I’m pissed that you didn’t let me know sooner. And I’m sad that I was stupid, back then.”

      He looked wounded, but he recovered too quickly for me to know precisely which part of my statement had hurt him. “What’s this about you being shunned?”

      I leaned back. “I got into some trouble after you left. There was a werewolf problem, and a vampire problem—I wound up destroying all the extra vampire and werewolf blood at County Hospital.”

      Ti’s eyebrows crept up his forehead. “When you get into trouble, you don’t do it halfway.”

      I snorted. “Seems so.”

      “Is that creepy little girl vampire still around?”

      “Anna? Yeah. I haven’t talked to her since New Year’s Eve, though.” No matter how much I might like to, to somehow make her help my mom. “She’s the one who made everyone shun me to keep me out of trouble. No one’s allowed to talk to me now, on threat of death, I think. She set me free, by making me leave.”

      He snorted. “I’ve never known anyone to get away from them before.”

      I shrugged. “Seems I have. Nothing supernatural’s come knocking at my door since I moved. Until you. Although I admit, I don’t go out at night as often as I used to.”

      “That’s probably for the best.” Another awkward silence passed between us, until he spoke. “It’s almost dark. I should go.”

      I didn’t have a way to convince him otherwise. I felt helpless again, like I had the last time he’d left me behind.

      I cannot express strongly enough how much I abhor being left behind.

      He rocked to standing, and this time I didn’t fight him. “I’m sorry I can’t give you what you need, Edie. Humans and zombies just aren’t—”

      I cut him off. I didn’t want to hear it. “The time for that would have been a while ago, anyhow.” I walked around him and opened my apartment door.

      He swallowed—the vestiges of another human habit— and nodded. “I think the shun is a good idea, Edie. I want you to be well. But I don’t want to see you around.” He reached out and put his hand against my cheek. “I mean that in the best possible way.”

      I wanted to turn my head into his hand like a cat, and lean into his strength, but I forced myself to stay still. “Thanks, I think,” I said as drily as I could.

      “Goodbye, Edie.” He took a step back, and I closed the door after him.

      Seven months is long enough to get over someone you loved who saved your life, right?
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      I didn’t sleep very well that night. I tossed and turned and Minnie got tired of putting up with me—when I woke up she was sleeping inside my closet, on the floor.

      By the third time I’d snoozed my alarm, I was doubting the wisdom of signing up for a daytime job. It wasn’t too late to call up the sleep clinic and say I’d been pulling some sort of dickish prank, quitting without notice. “They’d love that, of course,” I mumbled to myself in the shower. But I got out the door on time to make the train, and I found myself rolling downtown, yawning through the first five stops.

      “Ah, enfermera.” Dr. Tovar was standing at the bottom of the station stairs. “Decided to be on time today?”

      I wasn’t sure where he got off acting so much older than me when he wasn’t. “You haven’t scared me off yet,” I said, trying to sound brash.

      He tilted his head, as though acknowledging that fact, while still making allowances for it to happen sometime soon. As I caught up to him, he started walking, and I walked beside him.

      “So what is this place? A traveling market?”

      “People need to buy food on the way to work in the morning. And those who come in each day whose jobs require the train are better able to pay for food than others.” We ducked through the crowd. I tried to stay close enough to listen to what he was saying without being close-close. “Your old work shirt might have been torn, so you need another. Or you might have been paid well for the day, so you can buy new shoes for your child. It ebbs and flows with people’s paychecks, firsts and fifteenths.”

      The sales spaces were marked by strings tied from structure to structure, some with clothing hanging down. One of them had a pile of individually wrapped toilet paper rolls, stacked up like a pyramid. I was pretty sure I hadn’t seen that one yesterday, and I might not see it tomorrow. “I buy dinner here sometimes, on my way home,” Dr. Tovar said. “And breakfast too. If you’ll wait a moment—”

      “Sure.” The grilled stuff did smell pretty good. Better than my PB&Js, for sure. There was a stall here I hadn’t seen previously, with T-shirts silkscreened with messages in bright colors. Feeling emboldened by Dr. Tovar’s presence, I walked over to look at them. More images of Santa Muerte, with the words “reina de la noche” in elaborate script above her like the mural had featured. The woman running the show was at the back, rehanging shirts so that the artwork was facing out, no matter the direction of the wind. When she turned around, the shirt she wore had what looked like a vampire bite on the collar, in red ink, bleeding out.

      No way. “Miss—” I opened my bag, hoping that pulling out cash would attract her attention. She was walking to me with a smile when something over my shoulders made her eyes go wide. I turned back to see what it was, just as Dr. Tovar reached my side again and began pulling me away.

      Three men were pushing through the marketplace, with crosses tattooed on both sides of their necks, from windpipes to collarbones. They confronted the shirt-selling woman, saying something I couldn’t understand. I could read their body language, though—they were looming. It wasn’t good.

      “This doesn’t concern us.” Dr. Tovar kept pulling at my arm. The rest of the market had gone quiet, focusing on the work of paying studious attention elsewhere. One of the men yanked down her shirts, sending them to the ground. The woman was complaining loudly. Another man grabbed for her, and in doing so pulled down the collar of her shirt.

      Either she had two moles on her neck where fang marks would be, or they were scars, or strange tattoos—just like the man with high blood pressure yesterday. “Come on.” Tovar pulled me more firmly, and wouldn’t let go. “You go messing in other people’s business here, and it won’t go well for you.”

      “We have to help—” I fought with him.

      “No, we don’t. It isn’t our job,” he said angrily, yanking me along. Halfway down the street to the clinic, getting dragged like I was an errant child, I stopped and pulled my arm back.

      “If it’s not our job, whose is it?” I practically yelled at him.

      He was quiet for a moment, fuming at me. “They’ll get what’s coming to them. Trust me.”

      Says the man who I already know is lying to me about test tubes full of blood. “How can you be so sure?” He stood there in front of me, pissed off. I could see him mentally forming the words he wanted to say—so close to telling me the truth—and then restrain himself again.

      “Goddammit,” I protested. “You know something you’re not telling me.” The blood, Santa Muerte, the rulers of the night—it was all adding up to vampires down here. Somewhere.

      His eyes met mine, steely and dark. “I know that it’s a good thing I waited there this morning, for you. Otherwise—”

      “Otherwise what?” I interrupted him.

      “I’d probably be seeing you in the clinic, with a broken nose.”

      I frowned, waiting for him to back down, or explain. My arm throbbed. I looked down, and there was a red handprint around my wrist where he’d pulled at me. He’d been really scared for me. His eyes followed mine, and widened. “I’m sorry. That was irresponsible.”

      “What it was, was assault.” I wrung my arm in the opposite direction, to get feeling back in my hand.

      He took a step forward, still angry. “I just didn’t want you to get hurt.”

      “What about her?” I pointed up the street with my good arm.

      “I don’t care about her!” he yelled at me. There was an awkward lurch where he gathered himself once and for all, regaining his temper, becoming the doctor that everyone here knew and loved. He continued on more sanely. “She’s not my employee.”

      I ground my teeth together while I tried to figure out what to say next. I was angry at him, my arm hurt from being yanked on, and him holding out information was infuriating me. “What’s going to happen to her?”

      He inhaled and exhaled before answering me calmly. “They’ll probably destroy her goods. They were there to make a scene. They wouldn’t have to rough her up much for it to work. She was probably behind on her taxes.”

      “Oh, so they were from the IRS?” I said, my voice heavy with sarcasm.

      “There’s a lot of gangs in the area. That’s a profitable open space. You can’t just set up shop there without bribes.”

      “We still should have called nine-one-one.”

      He was his controlled self now, practical through and through. “Do you really think they would have come down here in time?” he asked snidely.

      I didn’t like what the answer to that might honestly be. “They’re supposed to.”

      “You’re too used to where you live.” He jerked his chin back the way my train had come. “The world doesn’t work that way here.”

      “I get that.” I didn’t understand it fully, but things down here operated by a different set of instructions, ones that hadn’t been issued to me. I’d felt like this before, though—back on Y4. “Why’d she have a bite tattoo?” It was too telling for her to have one, and those shirts, and my patient from yesterday too. Plus, the Three Crosses had permanent crosses for protection tattooed on their necks. . .

      Dr. Tovar looked at me like I was making things up. “You mean bullet hole marks. Bullet holes. How many times they’ve been shot.”

      I looked back behind us at the market that was becoming smaller with each step we walked away, and then I looked at him, and he wouldn’t look back at me. I didn’t believe him farther than I could throw him. Everything pointed to vampires being here somewhere; the only question was, was how much did Dr. Tovar know—and could I get him to tell me in time to heal my mom.
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      I was a little cowed at work that day. Between witnessing violence and being dragged away from it, and the feeling that I had more questions than answers, especially about Dr. Tovar—I tried to keep busy. Knowing myself, it was the only thing I could do.

      If Dr. Tovar was a daytimer, then the blood was going to someone. Who? Who was the Ruler of the Night that the Three Crosses were tattooed in fear of? I watched Catrina dive in and out of patients’ rooms before and after me. I never saw her with test tubes full of blood in her hands, but her scrubs had pockets, didn’t they?

      Keep your head down, Edie, I told myself. I didn’t have the protection of my former job or my former friends anymore. And I was supposed to be shunned—there was a chance I would blow my cover here and get ushered out the door. Then where would I be?

      There had to be a way to get Tovar to confess, though. Something simple. Like holy water, or crosses. Only I didn’t have either of those on me. I snorted, alone in a room while I was waiting for a patient.

      Eduardo saw two people in, two women who bore a familial resemblance to each other. The younger was my age, and she helped her mother up onto the table.

      “I don’t need your help, the curandero cured me,” the older woman informed me as soon as she was settled.

      Her daughter was filled with rage. “Oh, yeah? Then why was your last blood sugar four hundred and three?”

      “The curandero?” I asked. The older woman emphatically nodded, and then started speaking in Spanish to her daughter. It was clear they were retreading an argument they’d already had many times before.

      I didn’t want to rat the curandero out as needing blood sugar test strips for himself, but if he was telling people with uncontrolled diabetes they were healed, he was doing more harm than good. No matter how nice his grandson was.

      The daughter waited for their argument to subside, and then summed things up for me. “She thinks that he’s cured her. He’s prayed over her twice, and now she’s cured.”

      “¡No, si me visita dos veces más, me va a curar!”

      “You can go every day, Mom, for all I care—just keep taking your shots!”

      Together they were a mirror image of my mother and me. And as with my own mother currently, I felt at a loss. I was sure the older woman had heard all the reasons why she should keep taking her medicine, and the daughter was tired of making her try.

      I went for extreme science. “There’s no miracle cure for diabetes. Just rigorous control. Without that, the sugar crystals in your blood will rip up your kidneys and the blood vessels in your hands and feet. You’ll lose your nerves; you won’t know what’s hot or cold. And if you get an infection, because of all the sugar in your blood for the germs to feed on, you might die.”

      Although I felt like the mother already understood me, her daughter translated, adding her own concerned inflection, especially on the you-might-die part. Her mother stayed proud and obstinate, and addressed me in English. “I believe I will be better. And so it will happen for me.”

      “That’s not how it works,” the daughter said.

      The mother jerked her chin up. “That’s how it will work for me.”

      I jumped in before things got any worse. “I know it’s hard to accept that there’s nothing that will fix the situation.” I realized as I said it that I could be talking to myself. I could ignore everything strange I’d seen here and just try to be normal for once, to have a normal life, doing normal things, helping normal people. And my mom would die, like people with stage four breast cancer mostly, normally do.

      “You were saying?” the daughter prompted me.

      I turned to face the mother and focused my attention on her. “You have to take the medicine. Your daughter loves you; she doesn’t want to be without you. You can’t blame her for wanting you to live, can you?”

      The older woman’s face crumpled a bit at this, but then she recovered and gave a dramatic sigh. “For your sake, I suppose I can pretend that the shots work.”

      “Good.” The daughter shook her head and rushed her mother off the table, happy to take any victory she could. She ushered her mother out of the room, then leaned back to roll her eyes in commiseration with me. Aren’t stubborn old people crazy? her look said. I nodded. Yes, yes, they were.

      

      I went outside for lunch and found Olympio there. I pulled out the extra sandwich I’d made him, and today he sniffed at it.

      “No thanks, I already ate.”

      “Fair enough.” I opened up mine and wolfed it down. “Your grandfather cure anyone lately? Practioner-to-practioner?”

      Olympio grunted. “Of course. He cures everyone he touches.”

      “An older lady? Diabetes? Recently, from the sounds of it?”

      His eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “You have to tell him not to say things like that, Olympio. What if that lady had gone home, not taken her medicine, and died?”

      Olympio turned and began walking away from me. “Who’s to say he didn’t heal her? She’s not dead if she came down here, right?”

      “That’s hardly an excuse, Olympio. And even if your grandfather doesn’t know that, you do.” I caught up to him, waiting for him to look back. No matter what bizarre claims Olympio made, he had to know his grandfather was telling lies.

      Olympio inhaled like he was going to explain things to me, then turned and punched the wall behind him lightly. “Just leave me alone, okay?”

      “Okay.” I stood there as he faced away from me. I wished I hadn’t pissed him off. I didn’t want his grandfather hurting anyone, but there’d probably been a more sensitive way to convey it, one I hadn’t explored in my flustered-from-this-morning mind. I sat down on the ground and sighed. He didn’t walk farther away.

      I waited what might be an acceptable period of time—and then longer than that, just to be sure—before asking him, “Do you know anything about Reina de la Noche?”

      He was still facing away from me. “Why?”

      “I saw a woman selling their shirts get hassled this morning, by the Three Crosses crew.”

      Olympio snorted, inhaling deeply, to spit out a wad of phlegm. “That’s just like them. Scared.”

      “Which ones?”

      “The Three Crosses. Beating up ladies. It’s like them.” He was finally warming up to me—or the topic—again.

      “What are the Rulers like?”

      “Rulers?”

      “You know. The Reinas.”

      Olympio rolled his eyes. “Reina de la Noche—it means ‘Queen of the Night.’”

      “Oh.” Well, that put a lot of things in perspective. Including vampire bite T-shirts and tattoos. I wondered who the queen was. The only person I currently knew who could lay claim to that title happened to actually be a vampire. Anna, the vampire who’d gotten me shunned. “Olympio, can you do me a favor?”

      “What?”

      I fished two twenty-dollar bills out of my purse and held the money out. “Can you go buy me a small silver cross?”

      “Why? You don’t seem religious.”

      “I could be.”

      “But you’re not.”

      I couldn’t lie. “No, I’m not. It’s for a friend. Look, you can keep the change. Can you get me one, or not?”

      Olympio eyed me for any signs of trickery. Finding none, he went back to his version of a businessman, suave and smug. “No guarantees that there’ll be anyone with those down there today. I keep a twenty just for seeing, okay? Because I could be missing people to send my grandfather’s way here.”

      “Okay. That’s fair.”

      He prepared to set off, then turned back. “You have to do me a favor in return, though.”

      I blinked. This was new. “Sure, what?”

      He gave me a wry look. “Stop pretending that you know Spanish. It’s embarrassing.”
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      I saw myself out the door at five on the dot. While waiting for Tovar, I found Olympio. The storm drain moaned quietly behind him.

      “Did you get it?” I asked him. He handed it out on his palm, a small silver cross, no bigger than my thumbnail.

      “Had to look for it. So you don’t get any change.”

      “That’s okay.” It didn’t have a chain attached, and I didn’t even know if it was actually silver, though it was shiny.

      Olympio tsked at me. “Your susto is getting even worse,” he informed me. “If you don’t get a limpieza soon—”

      “I still have that extra sandwich,” I cut him off.

      “Whatever.” He crossed his arms high on his chest and looked away from me.

      Stubborn, and mad at me. I had to respect him. I looked down at the sandwich. It wasn’t attractive anymore. I hadn’t been paying attention to my lunch bag on the train and it’d been squashed thin. I didn’t want to take it home, and I wouldn’t bring it back to eat it tomorrow.

      I stood up, crossed the street, and chunked it into the storm drain. Maybe I’d plugged the hole, because the distant howling stopped.

      The rest of the staff left—Catrina glaring at me—and then, last, Dr. Tovar came out. “How nice of you to wait for me.”

      “Well, you know.” I shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to accidentally get involved in local politics while I was unsupervised.”

      Olympio, who was ignoring us both, chose then to look over his shoulder and roll his eyes at me.

      I had the silver cross in my palm. I doubted Dr. Tovar was a daytimer—a daytimer would never do anything as selfless as work at a downtrodden public health clinic— but there was the blood, and the tattoos, and too much else unexplained. I’d been thinking about it all afternoon, and this was the least-worst idea I’d had so far. I just wished I had had a chain to put the cross on; that’d make hiding what I was about to do easier.

      “Dr. Tovar—” I began, as a warning, and then reached out to grab his nearest hand in both of mine, pressing the cross flush against his warm brown skin.

      He looked down at our touching hands and his eyebrows rose in bemusement. “Nurse Spence, are you trying to have your way with me?”

      I studied him for any reaction, any hint of a sign—and got none. I sighed, and let go carelessly, and the silver cross dropped to the ground. He knelt and picked it up for inspection with a frown. “Really. This? Again?”

      “How do you know?” I asked him.

      He held up the cross and twirled it between thumb and forefinger like it was a freshly plucked daisy. “Crosses and silver, everyone knows. I do watch TV.” He shook his head while watching me closely. “You really thought I was a vampire?”

      “No. You’re standing in daylight. I thought you might be working for one.”

      Olympio fully turned back at this, eyes wide, and began watching our conversation, head swiveling like he was following a tennis match.

      “Because of some blood?” Tovar’s expression grew darker, and his voice rose. “You jumped straight to vampires? You’re a nurse, you’re supposed to be scientific, aren’t you? If I’d wanted someone who believed in things like that, I’d just hire Olympio.”

      “Hey!” Olympio protested.

      “You can’t deny that it’s weird,” I went on, taking a step closer. “There’s so many coincidences. The bite tattoos, the cross tattoos, the blood—”

      His hand caught mine, and I stopped talking. “And you can’t deny that you’re obsessed with it,” he said.

      “Maybe,” I admitted, and I didn’t yank my hand away. He pulled my hand up and slapped the cross back into my open palm.

      “I don’t know what you believe, Edie, but we’re not trapped in The X Files here.” He looked from the cross to me and back again. His eyes softened with pity for me. “Whatever you think you’re seeing, whatever ghosts you’re chasing from your past, you need to forget about them. You need to move on.”

      It’s not as simple as that. If I move on, my mom will die! was what I wanted to scream at him with all the breath in my chest. But what came out was a spiteful, “Okay. Fine.” He let go of my hand and took a step back, still watching me. “I need to go now. I have some personal business to attend to this evening. But I’m sure Olympio here can take you to the station and see you off safely.”

      My hand was wrapped so tight around the cross in my hand it was poking me. I shoved it in my pocket and took a huge breath of air, like I was surfacing from a deep pond. “Sure. I’m fine.” I didn’t need him, or his pity, anyway.

      “Okay then.” He nodded, like we’d decided something together, and turned to go.

      

      Olympio waited until Dr. Tovar had outpaced us for half a block before running ahead of me and turning back. “You really believe in vampires?”

      I sighed and ignored him. Of course it would lead to this. The cross was in my pocket now. If only all of me could fit so neatly into another place, hidden from here.

      “Is the Donkey Lady real?” he asked as a follow-up. “Who’s that?”

      “She’s a lady with a donkey head—if you’re under the train station bridge at night, she’ll come out and get you.”

      I concentrated on this instead of my current set of problems. “Why’s she got a donkey head? And where does she find hay to eat?”

      “She doesn’t eat hay—she eats little kids who believe in her. Which is why I don’t. I mean, I didn’t, but—” Realization dawned on him like the sun over a smooth ocean, full and bright. “Should I be? Is she real? Oh, if she’s real—”

      I held my hand up, and Olympio went silent. “Vampires are real. The Donkey Lady is likely not.”

      “Whoa.” He squinted at me. “How do you know?”

      We were almost to the station now, and crowds of people were getting off trains, walking home. The woman’s stall that I’d seen disrupted this morning had been replaced by another stall, as if it’d never been there at all. And the pyramid of single rolls of toilet paper was almost gone. “I’m in a rush right now—lunch tomorrow? I’ll explain, okay?”

      He danced back and forth with frustration, but finally nodded. “Okay. Tomorrow. You promised. Don’t forget.”

      “I won’t,” I said, and dove into the exodus of people coming down the stairs, so I could get up to catch the next train.
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      After a shower and a drive, I was hauling a car full of groceries out at my mom’s. I’d brought her favorite kind of frozen pizza because I wasn’t a good cook.

      I rang on the doorbell and then tried the door and found it unlocked.

      “Honey, I’m home!” I called out as I wedged myself and my groceries inside. I had to go through the living room to get to the kitchen—I began waddling along, after kicking off my shoes, only to stop at the living room. “Oh. It’s you.”

      My brother sat on the couch, beside my mom. He gave a short wave. “Hey, sissy.”

      “Hey,” I said, flat. I’d been so worried about giving my mom MRSA I’d gone home and showered first. And here was my homeless brother, with whatever germs he’d picked up on the streets, breathing her air with abandon.

      “I should have called to tell you Jake was here,” my mom said. “The meds make me forgetful.”

      She hadn’t called because she’d known that it would be like this between us, although I’d be disappointed if she thought that knowing he was here would make me leave. A dark part of me thought there’d be plenty of time to give him a piece of my mind after my mother died.

      I wanted to take that part of my mind out, stomp it to death, and then throw it through a high window.

      “Well, I brought Hawaiian pizza over. If I’d known he was here, I’d have brought some pepperoni along.”

      “Pineapple, ugh,” my brother said. At least I had that to hold over him.

      

      Hating pineapple didn’t stop my brother from pulling it off the pizza and eating most of the slices. There wasn’t much to talk about at the table. No need to ask Jake how he was doing—the answer? Bad—or what was going on with me—same as the last time I’d seen her, when I’d first found things out. No need to tell my mom that I was hot on the vampire trail on her behalf, if me pressing things didn’t get me fired first.

      “So what’s up with your boyfriend, Edie?” Jake asked casually.

      I blinked. “Um—”

      “The guy from Christmas? Kevin?” he helpfully provided.

      “Nothing. We broke up.” “Kevin” had been my shape-shifter friend Asher, pretending to be my date so he could be nosy. He’d been a little more than a friend, if I were honest about things—but after the shun went into place, I’d had to leave him behind, too.

      My mom reached out to pat my hand, bringing me back to the present. “That’s okay, honey. You’ll find someone who appreciates you someday.”

      I patted her hand back. “Thanks.”

      She gave me a wry smile. “You know I’d make an extra effort to live if I had grandkids on the way.”

      “Mom!” I protested. “What?”

      “You can’t say things like that. It’s not fair.”

      “Sorry, sorry, you’re right. I just always assumed I’d live that long. Now—” She didn’t finish her sentence, and she let the thoughts drift.

      I glared across the table at Jake. “I’m not the only one with reproductive organs here.”

      “Hey, remember that time you walked in on me and Debbie and yelled?” Jake said. I groaned, knowing where he was going with this. “I’m just saying, if you hadn’t interrupted us, Mom might have had her chance.”

      “Oh, God, don’t remind me—” I put my hand to my forehead as my mother laughed. Debbie had been my best friend in high school, until I’d found out she had the hots for my brother. “I’m permanently scarred by that, you know.” I turned toward my mother, who was still chuckling. “I thought you wanted us to be all celibate and stuff? You’re supposed to have my back on this.”

      Her expression melted from amused to sick, and her pallor changed from pale pink to yellow. She put a hand to her mouth, and rushed for the downstairs bathroom door.

      “What—look what you did, Edie.” Jake instantly blamed me. Old habits die hard.

      “I didn’t do anything.” I slowly stood. The sounds of my mother hurling in the other room began.

      Jake glanced back toward the bathroom, fearfully. He lived a rough life now, but I’m not sure if anything could prepare him for this. “If you didn’t stress her out so much, she’d have been fine,” he lashed out.

      “Me? Stress her out? The daughter with a real career? Who do you think she stays up at night crying over? Me, or you?” I stood up, ready to take it up with him once and for all. But he looked as scared as I knew I felt about Mom. The anger washed out of me. I was a nurse; when people were throwing up, I knew what to do. I turned and went into the bathroom with my mother and closed the door.

      

      Here I was again, being the good kid, in a bathroom too small for two people at once. I couldn’t even kneel beside her, so I just sat on the patch of countertop by the sink and reached down to stroke the back of her head.

      Being the good kid never brings any rewards. A good life is its own reward, people tell you, and you in turn try to tell yourself that, but when you’re the good kid and someone else is the black sheep, and they get all the extra attention and energy—it’s hard not to be jealous of them. I waited until she was done, and we were both quiet. I took a washcloth from the cabinet over the toilet, got it wet with the faucet wedged beside my ass, and wrung it out to

      hand down to her.

      She took it and ran it across her face. “I hate being like this.”

      “I hate it too. The cancer,” I clarified, after a second’s extra thought. “I could stay in here with you puking all night. Not that I’d look forward to it or anything.”

      She laughed and coughed, and handed the washcloth back up to me.

      “Isn’t there anything they can do?” My voice was smaller out loud than I thought it’d be, in my mind. Now that we were alone in here, no Peter, no Jake, I wanted my mommy to tell me everything was going to be all right. Even if it wasn’t.

      “I’m sorry to do this to you, Edie.” She gave me a bittersweet smile.

      “It’s not your fault or anything. I just want to be sure—”

      “I’m sure.” She looked around at our bathroom’s close walls. “I’m tired of being like this.”

      “The whole thing is so unfair.” She was supposed to be the one protecting a sick me. This role reversal felt wrong. “In my head, it only happens to grandparents. Not parents, you know?” She gave me a pointed look. “I’m not going to have a kid just because you have cancer, Mom. Sheesh. You’ll get one someday. You just have to survive this is all.”

      She gave me a weak smile. “I’ll try,” she said. For the first time, I realized I was being unfair. Telling people to survive terminal illnesses was kind of a dick move. Like telling addicts to just quit their habits already.

      “You just . . . do what you have to do,” I said, leaving things open-ended. She would do what she had to do, and I’d keep searching for something that could heal her. Really heal her, all the way.

      She sat on the bathroom floor now, her back against the wall, and reached up to put her hand on my knee. “You don’t even have to have a kid, Edie. Just promise me that you’ll be happy,” she said, and I nodded. I could do that. “And that you’ll try to look out for Jake.”

      That was easier said than done. I didn’t want to make promises I had no interest in keeping. Looking into her face, though, what else could I say? “I’ll try.” The same promise she’d made me. It was the only thing I could say that wouldn’t stick in my throat.

      “Thanks, honey,” my mom said. She opened the door and pulled herself upright by its handle. Leaning back in, she kissed my cheek with her sour stomach-acid breath and then walked out, leaving me alone.

      

      After I’d said good night, I got into my car. First thing, I checked through my purse—which I’d unwisely left in the hallway alone while I’d been taking care of my mother—to make sure all my cash and ID were still there. They were. Maybe even the great and selfish Jake had been humbled into pure living by Mom’s cancer. Or, more likely, he’d already shaken down my mom for money before I’d gotten there, and she’d leniently given in.

      I drove home and got ready for bed. Today had been too long. I’d showered earlier, so all I had to do was brush my teeth and crawl under my sheets.

      I still took an Ambien. My body wasn’t used to switching to days yet, and if you could harness the power of sleep into a convenient pill form, you’d take it too, wouldn’t you? Especially if you didn’t want to lie there and think. None of the things I had to think about were good.

      

      I was woken by a thump outside my door. A glance out the window proved it was still night—the middle of the night even. Full streetlight, no haziness of dawn. I closed my eyes. It was nothing, or a neighbor. Sleep released me momentarily, but if I waited here quietly, it would retake hold.

      Another thump. And then a third. They weren’t knocks—definitely thumps. I reached for my phone. It was 3:00 a.m.

      I still felt bleary from the Ambien. People saw things on Ambien, and drove cars up telephone poles. Was this Ambien, or was it real?

      Another thump. I looked down, and Minnie was at the foot of my bed, standing up, looking into the hallway with concern. The sound was real. She leapt off the bed and dove underneath. That sealed it.

      I got up and went as quietly as I could to the door, which actually wasn’t very quiet as I stumbled along in my hall. Walking on Ambien was like walking on a boat. I didn’t have any windows out to the second-floor landing, just the peephole. I pressed my hands to the door and leaned forward.

      My outside light was on, casting something gray in shadow. The peephole’s refraction made it hard to see what was really there; it kept focusing in on individual parts instead of the whole. Or maybe that was just me, woken against my will, the Ambien refracting my vision. I concentrated, hard.

      Another thump, and I jumped back. Dammit. I still couldn’t see. And I didn’t dare open my door.

      There was a whuffling sound of disgust, a massive indignant snort, the sort of thing you’d think a T. rex would do. And then one final angry thump, and the sound of something padding down the stairs.

      I assumed it was the last thump. It’d had that sort of pissed-off quality. But really, there was no way of knowing. I waited for a time, and neither the sound nor the creature came back.

      I made a short list of things that would be able to find me, cross-matched with things that looked like what I’d partly seen outside my door, and came up with an answer I didn’t like very much.

      A husker’s hound.

      Fuck me.

      On my way back to bed, I pulled my decorative silver cross off my wall.
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      Jorgen.

      It would have been easy for Jorgen to find me, no matter where I moved. He knew what I smelled like. He was a vampire’s Hound now—it was his job.

      He hadn’t started off as a Hound, though—he’d been a minor werewolf, a human bitten on a full moon night. This past winter he’d been involved in the same confrontation over vampire blood that’d gotten me shunned, and this was his punishment. He wasn’t a free wolf anymore. He couldn’t even go back to being human. Trapped as a Hound, he was enslaved to a particularly frightening vampire named Dren.

      And it was my fault he was a Hound now, if you went back far enough. I’d been the one who’d stopped his pack’s plan and destroyed all the extra supernatural blood. I had no idea what he wanted to see me for, but I couldn’t imagine any reason that was good.

      He was a piece of my old life, the one I was so foolishly, desperately trying to get back to. I pressed the cross to my chest and it chilled me through the fabric of my nightshirt.

      “Goddammit.”

      The reason I’d moved was so things like this wouldn’t happen to me. At least at this new place, I’d never given any vampires permission to come aboard. It was a good thing, though, right? If Jorgen wasn’t shunning me . . . what did that mean for me? Did it mean I was allowed to talk to vampires and other supernatural creatures now, and they to me? Or was I in trouble for refusing to accept my shunning? Was his visit a punishment, or a warning? If Jorgen was here—could Dren be far behind?

      I tossed and turned until dawn.

      

      My alarm went off at six thirty, and I woke up and showered without much enthusiasm. At least today was Friday. It was easy to forget about Jorgen in the daylight—if I hadn’t woken up with the cross beside me and Minnie still under the bed, I might have brushed the whole thing off as a bad dream.

      I rode the train in and walked down the stairs, half expecting Dr. Tovar to be waiting for me at the bottom, my recalcitrant chaperone. He wasn’t there, though. I waited a minute, and then prepared to make the walk in myself.

      Yesterday’s shirt stall was still gone, but another clothing store had taken its place. Pink scrubs with a purple trim hung flat, straight as day, without any wind. They looked familiar . . .

      I started walking quickly to the clinic.

      The front of the building was covered in graffiti, looping swirls of complex writing that I couldn’t decipher. The front door was open. I went inside and found it empty. “Hello?” I looked around and realized all the chairs in the waiting room were gone, and the walls were painted with huge multicolored crosses. The room reeked of fresh

      paint. “Is everyone okay?”

      Hell, was anyone but me even inside? The door to the back had been busted through.

      “We’re not seeing patients today!” came a yell from beyond. Dr. Tovar followed it, with his coat finally off. He was wearing a white T-shirt with his normal dark slacks. When he came out, his hands were tight in rage, which made the muscles of his arms stand out. When he saw me he relaxed a little. Without his coat he looked surprisingly human, and more frail.

      “What happened here?”

      “We were looted last night. We’re lucky they didn’t burn the place.”

      Suddenly my urge to help that woman yesterday—this attack put it into focus. My mouth went dry. “Did I—”

      “No. This is about them, and me.”

      “The Three Crosses?” I guessed.

      “It’s not like they tried to hide it,” he said, pointing to the walls. “They took all the chairs, and anything left out in the break room. They broke into all the lockers. And they cut up an exam room table, autopsy-style.”

      “Should I call the police?”

      “Already called. I have to report this, for insurance’s sake.”

      I pointed back outside. “I saw Catrina’s scrubs at the station. Should I go get them, and report who the seller is?” Maybe there were other chairs there for sale.

      “No. I doubt Catrina would want them back. They took things to trash them. That person probably just picked them up out of the trash. That’s where the receptionists and MAs are, looking for the waiting room chairs.”

      “Ugh.” I would sit down, only there was no place to sit. I spun, looking from wall to wall—and the front wall, the one visible from reception, had looping numbers written on top of the crosses. It took a moment for my mind to resolve them into a date. Seven-seventeen. Like I’d seen on the mural on my computer map, that first day on the phone. “Why the date?”

      He flushed darker. “No reason.”

      I pressed my lips together. I didn’t want to refute him, but they hadn’t written a huge date on the wall for their own health. Today was Friday, the eleventh of July. The seventeenth was next Thursday. What would happen then?

      He started stalking back and forth, and finally answered my silent question. “They want me to make a tithe. To openly join their cause—to take their side.”

      “What side is that?” I couldn’t see Dr. Tovar under some gang leader’s thumb. “They don’t want you to help anyone but their people? Or work for free?”

      “It’s more complicated than that.” He stopped and got a pensive look. “They didn’t go in back this time. Or burn us down. This was just a warning.”

      “And the seventeenth?” I tried again.

      “It’s meant for me.” He walked over to the wall painted with the numbers and planted his hand against them. He rubbed against it and the top layer of wet paint smeared. He sighed and rubbed his hand against his pants.

      “But why you?” I had my suspicions. Perhaps they wanted him to stop giving blood to vampires. “The crosses, and the blood,” I slowly began. I’d seen Jorgen last night—I knew there were vampires around. I was sure of it.

      He cut me off with a shuddering sigh. “Stop it.”

      He looked so exhausted and angry—and exhausted from being angry—that I had to. It was my turn to take pity on him. I walked around the room. The two flanking crosses were ornate multicolored affairs, part Celtic, part Greek Orthodox, elaborately colored and twisting. The center cross was stick-straight and stark gray. I wondered if they hadn’t gotten a chance to finish it, but its lines were crisp and the edges were shaded. Maybe its simpleness offsetting the others was the point?

      I opened my mouth and inhaled to ask him a question, but he cut me off with a gesture. “Please. Go.” He waved me out of the waiting room, and went in back.

      

      I sat down on the front stairs, not sure where else to go. If I went out very far I’d only get lost, and I didn’t have any paint to begin covering the crosses up.

      I felt bad for him, even if he was a doctor. This clinic was his baby, and Three Crosses had gone and ruined it—not just for him, but for everyone. That’s why they’d hurt him here and not at his home, wherever it may be. Violence done to him personally, he’d just shrug off or take silently—he was that kind of man.

      But violence done here, to his place and his people? It was the lowest kind of blow.

      I’d never once seen him do the wrong thing, not where his people or patients were concerned. And it dawned on me that I was among their number, another wayward chick tucked under his wing. He’d hired me to protect me. And he’d been walking back and forth to the station with me. Normally that sort of thing would chafe, but I was having a hard time minding. It was nice to feel like someone else gave a damn. It made me feel safe.

      What if this was the page of the Choose Your Own Adventure novelization of my life where I just picked to forget everything that came before and take everything at face value, as it was told to me? And not pry and just let sleeping dogs lie and not feel bad for realizing my boss sort of seemed interested in me, and also was hot? Apart from the part where my mom died, it sounded nice.

      Eduardo returned holding a waiting room chair. “Chair delivery,” he announced, and I scooted over to let him in, saving me from any more strange thoughts.

      

      One by one, chairs filtered in throughout the rest of the morning. They’d been left in odd spots: on roofs of buildings, in deserted lots. My co-workers had put the word out, asking anyone who found a chair to bring it in.

      The insurance adjustor came surprisingly quickly to take pictures of the place. After that, I spent the rest of the day laying drop cloths on the floor—reams of the paper we used to keep exam room tables clean—and putting coat after coat of white paint on the walls.

      We were deep into the afternoon when a man appeared in our door. While he didn’t have tattoos on his neck, the men who came in to flank him did.

      He had close-cropped black hair, and held himself like he was used to being listened to. He had on a black button-down shirt, black jeans, and black cowboy boots. A gold chain hung outside his shirt, with a large pendant whose shape I couldn’t make out. Catrina ran back to get Dr. Tovar as soon as she saw him, and afterward she stayed in the back. The others stayed but stilled. People put their paintbrushes down.

      “I came as soon as I heard there’d been damage here,” he said, once the doctor entered the room.

      “I appreciate your concern, Father Maldonado,” Dr. Tovar said flatly.

      “Pastor Maldonado,” the man corrected, looking around the room. “Clearly the crosses are meant to implicate us, when we were not responsible.” He held his hand to his chest, as if gravely injured by the vandal’s artistic implications. Once there, his hand stroked the pendant as if it gave him permission or powers. If I squinted and used my imagination, I could see the figurine holding a scythe.

      “Clearly,” Dr. Tovar repeated, with sarcasm.

      The man looked around at the destruction of the room, his eyes lingering on the sad wall half covered in white.

      “I could offer to have my men paint a mural here, you know. Testifying to Santa Muerte’s greatness.” He lifted up his pendant to kiss it before carefully setting it back down.

      Dr. Tovar grunted. “If she’s so great, why didn’t she stop them from doing this last night?”

      “Perhaps she was not aware she had your patronage,” the man said in a conciliatory tone. But that was the only thing regretful about him. His eyes looked around the room, as proud as if the art here were created by his own child. “You have yet to tithe to us. The seventeenth approaches. We can’t finish our new church without the support of every member of the community. How will she know we love her, if our new church isn’t grand?”

      “You and I both know this has nothing to do with that.” At that moment, Eduardo returned with another liberated chair. The pendant-wearing man, whom I guessed was the leader of the Three Crosses, but also some sort of Santa Muerte priest, smiled at seeing him awkwardly lugging it in.

      “In the words of Jesus himself—if you’re not with us, you’re against us.” He smiled, revealing teeth as gold as the necklace he wore.

      I sighed aloud, and started vigorously painting. I wanted to flick white paint all over his black clothes, but if this is how they retaliated—well, my walk back and forth to the station was a long one. But I’d fought with vampires before and won. I had the scars to prove it. Evil wins when good steps down—and I was tired of stepping down.

      I dropped my paintbrush, loudly. “Are you proud of yourself? What you did here?”

      “Me?” he said, turning to look as if seeing me for the first time. “I did nothing.”

      “How many people who need medical attention won’t get it today, because of you? Kids who need vaccines, and their moms took time off work to bring them in—are you going to pay them those days back?” I inhaled and exhaled deeply, seething with anger. “Things are hard enough without incidents like this.”

      The man smirked, focusing his attention over my shoulder at Dr. Tovar. “And yet, they could have it harder.”

      At some unseen signal, the men behind him retreated, and he followed them out.

      From behind me, Dr. Tovar said, “That was stupid of you.”

      I was still breathing heavy. “I know.” I turned around to face him. “Sometimes I can’t help myself.”

      He looked bemused. “I think you need someone with you at all times, to stop you.” He exhaled and shook his head, but he was actually smiling now, warm and true. That and the T-shirt and the paint splatters on his slacks made him finally look his age. Too young to face a lifetime of this.

      “I don’t know why you put up with that. I mean, I know why—but it sucks.” His amusement faded into a sad half smile, and I thought maybe I’d hurt him. If I did, it made me feel bad. This wasn’t his fault. I inhaled and tried to extricate myself. “I’m sorry, Dr. Tovar. I’ll just be over here, finishing my wall.”

      He shook his head at me. “You can call me Hector. When we’re not in front of patients, that is.”

      I picked my paintbrush up from where it’d landed on the floor, and kept my smile to myself. “Thanks.”

      

      We both worked as the other medical assistants brought back chairs—people from the community brought them in too, once they’d heard what’d happened. By the end of the day, we were only down five.

      We were both covered in splatters of paint. My scrubs were ruined. Luckily, scrubs were pretty cheap. I looked down at them—they were some of the green kind I’d snuck home in from Y4. It felt like a very long time ago.

      Hector made us all leave when it turned five. “Anyone who wants to come back tomorrow can.”

      A few people nodded, then he looked at me.

      I wanted to sleep in some first, on my first day-shift weekend. “Nine?”

      Hector smiled at me. “I’ll meet you at the station.”
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      I hadn’t learned anything new today—not where vampires were concerned. Maybe Maldonado was a daytimer? He had the self-possession of one. It would explain why he didn’t have the tattoos his followers did. Plus, he was an asshole, which fit the mold. Hmmmm.

      I got off at my station, walked to my car, and drove to a hardware supply place, where I picked up a cordless drill and some extra chain locks.

      

      I didn’t go to sleep that night. No Ambien for me. Instead I lay in bed and waited. If Jorgen had found me once, he’d find me again, and I bet Dren would be with him this time. If I had to pick the person from my past most likely to break the shun and return to make trouble for me, Dren would win. He was a Husker, a type of vampire that specialized in finding people and, if paid to do so or sheerly for the pleasure of it, husking out their souls. I didn’t understand what he did with them afterward; it was some sort of vampire numbers game.

      Minnie hopped up on the bed, and I stroked her soft belly. Dren had tried to husk my soul out once, and it’d cost him one of his hands. I’d like to think that if we went back in time, knowing the consequences of his actions would have stopped him, but I doubted it—Dren wasn’t the kind of vampire who learned. He’d just have tried crueler, harder.

      One evening cup of coffee easily kept me awake until three. My body was thrilled to be staying up past ten o’clock, and my night-shift nature came rushing back. But by four, I was crashing again, and by four thirty I was doubting my will to live, wondering why the hell I’d said I’d go back to the clinic tomorrow. Oh, I know. Hector had asked me. I pulled the covers up over my head to hide from myself.

      And then I heard it. A solid thump.

      I sat up, and all foolishness left me as Minnie skittered off the bed. I picked up the cross I’d set beside myself at sundown and rushed to my front door.

      “Who’s there?”

      No answer from the other side of the door. I looked through the peephole. My outside light was on, triggered by motion, and Jorgen’s head, malformed by his transformation into a Hound, angled outside, looking back at me with first one black eye and then the other. His head was huge, like a horse’s in size, only it looked like a wolf’s.

      “I’m going to open my door,” I announced. “You know you can’t hurt me, right? I’m being shunned,” I added, just in case.

      I’d installed five extra chain locks that evening, for all the good it would do now. I unlocked the main bolt and pulled the door open the width of the chains. I knew as a vampire Dren couldn’t come inside, but I wasn’t sure if the rules that applied to vampires also worked for their familiars, or whatever it was that Jorgen technically was now, as Dren’s Hound.

      “What do you want? Who’s there?” I could only see Jorgen in four-inch-wide pieces as he moved outside. His fur was gray and scabrous—he walked on all fours, and his skin hung down around him so loosely it looked like he could turn around inside it. He was like a half-leper, half-wolf shar-pei.

      More pacing. No response. “Jorgen?”

      The beast outside came closer and sat down. In the blink of an eye, it shoved a paw inside the gap of the door.

      “Gah!”

      I made to slam the door on his fingers, and barely stopped myself in time. They weren’t fingers, and weren’t paws either—it was like he was trapped between the two polar opposites of his transformation, between wolf and man, with all the disgusting qualities of both. He dug at the door frame, taking away splinters, like a big bad dog.

      “Go away!” I wasn’t getting any answers from him. It was possible he’d tracked me down just because he could, to torment me. No matter that it was his fault he’d been trying to steal supernatural blood this past winter—the fight that’d gotten me shunned, and him punished and bound—I knew he’d feel I’d done this to him. I wondered which was worse, knowing he could never again be fully wolf or human, or knowing he was stuck permanently subservient to Dren.

      I didn’t want to hurt him, but I didn’t want this—I only wanted to save my mom. Then I had a wild thought. “Jorgen— where’s Dren?”

      The scrabbling stopped, and the paw pulled back. Now it was a nose, dog-wet but pink like a human’s, that shoved at my door. He took two long sniffs of the air inside my room, smelling my things, smelling me, and then retreated to look over his own shoulder. He looked again, at me, his eyes human, and then exaggeratedly behind himself.

      “Is Dren trapped in a well?” I asked, then shook my head. I didn’t want to know why Jorgen was here—there was no possible reason that was good.

      But Dren was a vampire. And my mom still needed blood to heal.

      “Is Dren out there?”

      Jorgen growled in frustration at me, a frightening low noise.

      I highly doubted Jorgen was here with people who could drive. Surely they’d have sent a person who had hands to come and knock on my door; besides, there was no way he could fit himself into a car.

      “Make him come up here to talk to me. I’m not going down there.” I wasn’t sure how protective my shun actually was. If there was a vampire in the parking lot, I’d rather meet him from inside the safety of my house, where no-entry rules applied.

      Jorgen’s paws reappeared, pushing against my door. He rattled it inside the frame, and the chain locks groaned under his strain. He reared back then slammed forward again, and one of the freshly installed locks popped.

      “Jorgen!” I reprimanded him, for all the good it would do. I swooped up the cross and swiped it across his claw-tips. He howled and jumped away from the door.

      “What’s going on?” My neighbor opened up his door. He was a family man, with two kids and a wife, living tightly packed inside a one-bedroom like mine. At this, Jorgen ran away, snaking down the stairs and running off into the night. My neighbor looked at me through my jungle of lock chains. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded to prove it. “What was that about?”

      “A bad ex-boyfriend,” I lied.

      He grunted, crossing his arms over his gut. “We don’t want any trouble here. If he comes back, you’d best involve the cops.”

      “I will.”

      He squinted at me, then nodded and retreated into his house. His manly work here was done.

      And mine was just beginning.
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      I tried to go back to sleep after Jorgen’s intrusion, but it was hard. I’d never seen a Hound without the owner close behind, and it wasn’t like Dren to taunt in absentia. I knew from our shared past that he was more the hands-on-personal-touch type. Or hand, singular, since I’d accidentally taken one of his. It was unfair I’d become the enemy for life of a creature that never had to die.

      I strongly doubted that Anna, the vampire who’d instituted the shun to protect me, would change her mind without warning me first, which made me wonder if she was okay. Was that maybe why Ti had broached the subject the other night? I should have asked more questions when I’d had the chance.

      I didn’t sleep again that night. I watched the clock tick by until the sun rose, and then I got up. Maybe I could be a day person after all—if I pretended the day was another night.

      By the time I brushed my teeth, it was seven thirty. I could go out and get breakfast. The best diner in Port Cavell was two stops up the train line. Close enough that I could go there and drink a lot of coffee, and come back to the clinic station by nine for my escort with Hector. I singsonged his name a little bit in my mind, and I snorted at myself. I needed to get over my schoolgirl self. I’d managed to stuff down my libido for the past seven months. I could go a few more. Nothing had changed. Nothing. I put on clothes I wouldn’t mind getting indelible paint on, and walked out to the train.

      

      On the weekend, it was almost nice this early. The train was nearly empty—there wasn’t any place exciting to go in the next two stops north, not on a hot weekend in July. Most people were staying home, sealed tight in air-conditioned bubbles, or standing in front of open fridges. I hopped off at the right stop, walked three blocks over, and went into the diner. I spotted someone wearing hospital green in a booth, facing away from me.

      I did what I always did when I saw someone in scrubs—I hurried up a bit, in case I knew them. I walked past their table and glanced back casually—this time, I did. It was Gina, leaning over to put her wallet inside her purse.

      “What’re you doing up this early?” I teased. I hadn’t seen Gina in seven months. My face lit up without thinking about it. She didn’t seem to hear me, so I tapped her table and waved. “Hey! What’re you doing here?”

      She jerked her head up, looking night-shift-tired, and she reached out to protect the tip she’d left her waitress like I might steal it. “Getting breakfast.”

      “Gina—”

      “Hey.” Her hand found the Y4 badge on her chest, and she shoved it into her scrub’s breast pocket.

      “How’re you doing?” I pressed on.

      “What’s it to you?” Her bangs swung forward as she jerked her head in a slightly threatening way.

      “Gina—”

      “Just because you can read a badge doesn’t mean we’re friends.”

      “You don’t remember me?”

      She frowned deeply. “No. Should I?”

      I blinked. Oh, no. I’d told the Shadows I didn’t want them to change my memories—so maybe instead they’d changed everyone else’s?

      “I’m sorry—I must have had you confused with someone else,” I said. It wasn’t worth Gina wondering who the Shadows had stolen away from her for the rest of her day. I’d been the one to choose remembering. I didn’t think she would have chosen to forget.

      Gina deflated. “Whatever.” I backed off, and she scooted out of her booth and walked toward the door.

      I stood there watching her, all my memories struggling to get free. We’d been friends, good friends. I’d helped her out a lot—we’d trusted each other. And now she didn’t

      remember me. At all.

      I wish I’d thought to check if there was a ring on her ring finger now, if her were-bear boyfriend had finally proposed. I hoped she was happy, without me.

      “Miss—would you like a table? The next one down’s already been cleaned.” A waiter stopped in front of me and gestured to the next booth over.

      “Sure.” I stood by the booth meant for me. If I sat there alone after seeing Gina, that’d be no good for me. I reached out to tap the waiter’s shoulder as he walked away. “Actually—I’ll just get some coffee to go.”

      

      I made it to the Divisadero station early. The fact that it was a weekend hadn’t stopped the marketplace at all; in fact, there were more people here, buying and selling goods.

      Waiting seemed dumb, and two blocks wasn’t that far. I angled around people, feeling much more at home among them in normal clothing instead of scrubs, and heard a familiar voice at the end of the aisle.

      “Who among you has not felt the evil eye? How long can you take the risk that someone has cast bad luck upon you?”

      I walked over to Olympio, and he waved low with his hand in acknowledgment that he saw me. So this was what he did to drum up business on weekends when the clinic was closed.

      He pointed at me. “You, woman—you look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

      Because I had? The ghost of my former life. I made a face at him. “I couldn’t sleep last night.”

      “The curandero can give you a candle to burn to make you sleep like a contented child. He can chase the ghosts away from you.”

      “Can he prescribe me Ambien?” I asked.

      Olympio groaned and walked away. Something smelled like garlic over here—there was a grill running. I inhaled deeply and looked around. The rest of the people were ignoring Olympio. Either none of them needed ghost relief, or all of them had heard Olympio go on like this before. He sighed and dropped his act and came over to talk to me. “Man, I hope all these people meet the Donkey Lady. I wouldn’t feel bad if she ate all these disbelievers,” he said, louder at the end. The other people still ignored him. He rolled his eyes at them.

      I was close enough to him to smell garlic. “Olympio— what did you eat for breakfast?”

      “Nothing. I just slept with a head of garlic last night. And ate five raw pieces this morning.”

      It was his breath. Definitely his breath. I leaned away from him. “Did it occur to you that that’s why people are ignoring you?”

      He frowned. “You’re the one who told me there were vampires down here.”

      I held up my forefinger. “I never said anything about down here. I just meant in town.”

      “Same difference.”

      I hated that phrase—and I hated the fact that Olympio remembered our conversation about vampires. I’d been hoping that the Shadows would erase his memory of our conversation, but apparently they were too busy wiping minds of people whom I wanted to remember me.

      “And anyway, garlic doesn’t work on vampires.”

      “But silver and crosses do?” He raised his eyebrows, ready to throw anything he could back at me.

      “I’ve created a monster,” I said flatly. “You said you’d tell me more today.”

      “Here?” I looked around at the people surrounding us. He followed my gaze and grunted. “Later. But today, okay?”

      “Okay,” I agreed.

      Olympio jerked his chin up. “Hey—don’t you want to ask if I know anything about your clinic? Your doctor was here earlier, asking.”

      “He’s not my doctor.” I shushed him, feeling my cheeks turning red.

      “When will you all be done? By Monday?” Olympio obliviously went on, luckily for me.

      “I don’t know. Maybe?”

      “I like it better when all the sick people come to the same place. It sucks bad enough on weekends here—I don’t want to have to do the market on weekdays, too. The owner of the pharmacy won’t let me stand in front of it. Says ‘no solicitors,’ ” Olympio said, obviously making fun of the other man’s Indian accent.

      “Yeah, well. We’re repainting today. If Dr. Tovar hasn’t done it all by the time I get there.” I could see him doing just that—coming in at 5 a.m. and doing everything before any volunteers arrived.

      Olympio nodded. “Let me know if you need an extra hand. Para el pago, of course.” I stared at him blankly. “For pay,” he said, for my sake.

      “Hell, I don’t think I’m getting paid for this. I must have been high on paint fumes when I agreed to come in extra.”

      Olympio laughed and pointed. I turned around, and Hector was walking up from behind me. “Ahhh, there you are, Nurse Spence. Eager to start off the day?”

      “Something like that,” I said, and walked in with him.

      

      He was wearing a dark green button-down work shirt and jeans. It felt strange to be walking beside him without his tweed coat on. A few other people at the market offered him condolences about the clinic; others shot dark looks at me. I found myself looking for excuses to talk to him, ones that weren’t related to vampires.

      “So what was that tithe thing yesterday about?”

      Hector sighed. “You don’t give up, do you?”

      “I’ve been told it’s part of my charm.”

      “By who?” he asked, with a rueful smile.

      “People,” I deflected. “Possibly crazy people. But— about the tithe—”

      “Okay, okay.” He waved his hands to stop me. “You’ve worn me down. The Three Crosses are building a new church in a warehouse two miles down.”

      “I take Maldonado isn’t a Catholic?”

      Hector shook his head. “No. He believes in Santa Muerte. Which I normally find hard to condemn—if people find comfort in her, I won’t take that away from them. Lord knows we get little enough comfort in life. If faith helps, and they feel the real church isn’t helping, I don’t care where they find it from. It’s better than drugs or booze. But I do mind the extortion.”

      “What, it’s not really a tithe?” I said, feigning disbelief.

      Hector snorted. “When your priest is also a gang leader, it’s usually a bad sign. Maldonado is not what he seems.” Hector slowed and I slowed with him.

      “How well do you know him?” I asked.

      “What makes you think I know him?” Hector stopped entirely and looked up at me.

      “The love notes on the clinic walls. Unless he does that to everybody,” I let my implications fade. There was the deal with the cross tattoos and the vampire tattoos, of course, but it went beyond that. That, plus Hector’s face right now—it all came into focus for me. “He seems like the kind of person who does what he wants, takes what he wants. If he wanted you dead, you’d be dead already.” I paused to think. “So instead he must want something from you. Which implies that you have a relationship.”

      The look on Hector’s face said I’d hit a raw nerve. I decided to go for broke, minus vampires. “Hector, what happens on the seventeenth?”

      His expression, already clouded, became more so, and he hung his head. “I’m sorry, Edie. I don’t want to talk about it.” He started walking again, and was quiet on our way in.

      At least for once he didn’t try to tell me I was crazy.

      And I noticed he didn’t deny a thing.
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      The volunteers who’d arrived before me had already gotten started on the next wall. It was taking several coats of paint to cover up the vibrant artworks, and while I knew we needed to cover them up on principle alone, not to mention for gang-affiliation reasons, it did seem a shame to ruin them all.

      Then I remembered the sliced-up table in the first patient receiving room, which sobered me. It was a clear warning that anyone who worked here, or wanted to come here as a patient, could be sliced up like that too.

      Hector had brought us face masks to wear, and a fan, which we set up in the corner, for all the good it’d do. We left the front door open, and as we worked, applying coat after coat, other people trickled in to help.

      Even with the work to do, I was getting sleepy. I hoped Jorgen visiting wouldn’t become a nightly affair. It was weird on a lot of levels. Where was Dren? I held the brush the wrong way, pressed too hard against the wall, and it slipped out of my hand. Like a fool, I tried to catch it as it fell, and wound up making a bigger mess.

      Catrina danced away from the paint spatter and tsked at me. “I don’t know why he stands up for you. You’re a drain on all our time.”

      I had had to ask one of the medical assistants—usually Eduardo, because he was nicer to me—to come in and translate a lot for me this past week. I retrieved my brush and turned toward her to apologize, but she went on.

      “You couldn’t even stay in last night and rest up for this—even though you slept in two hours longer than anyone else. No, you had to go out and party, and now you’re useless here. Can’t even put paint on a wall.”

      She turned back to her spot before I could contradict her. Her hand flowed up the wall expertly, and I could see the strange tattoo on the ring-finger knuckle of her right hand as she brought the brush back down.

      “He stands up for me?” I said aloud, more to myself than her.

      “Rationalizes you, more like.” She whirled on me, her voice low. Her short dark hair held a snowfall of white paint. “Don’t you be getting any ideas—” she warned, punctuating herself with the brush.

      I exhaled loudly. “I’m trying hard to fit in. Honest.”

      She puckered her face in disappointment. “Try harder,” she said, then turned back toward her piece of wall.

      

      At noon, I was going over the last cross for the first time when Hector came in with food and beer. People congregated in groups, like they knew one another, because they all did. Feeling awkward, I took my burrito and slunk outside.

      Olympio sat on the steps, eating chips and holding a to-go cup from the place that we’d gotten lunch. “Hector hook you up?” I asked him.

      “Yeah. You all done?” he asked, looking back.

      “Almost.” I sat down beside him. “You could have come inside to help too, you know.”

      “I can’t go inside. It’d diminish my don.”

      “What is that, even?”

      “It’s my gift, as a curandero.” He gestured grandly out at the street in front of us.

      “Well, then, of course.” I sat down on the curb beside him and looked back at the wall outside. The paint didn’t cover as well out here as it had inside. It’d need another two coats for sure. “We’ll probably be back to normal on Monday. Whatever normal is.”

      Olympio cocked his head at me. “I wasn’t kidding about the ghost. You sound down, mami.”

      “What’s it to you, mijo?” I asked back. His eyebrows rose.

      “That’s right. I know three words of Spanish. The other two are curse words, though.”

      Olympio grinned, showing me a mouth full of chips. “I could teach you more.”

      “Curse words?” I laughed out loud, and he did too. It felt good.

      “More Spanish. Not curse words,” he amended.

      “Sure,” I said and nodded. “It’d be useful.”

      “There’d be a small fee, of course.”

      “Of course.” I took a big bite of my burrito and chewed it.

      “Can you tell me about the vampires now?”

      I sighed with regret. I should have watched myself better. “They’re sort of like the ones you see on TV. Or read about in books. You’ll probably never meet one. The end.”

      Olympio screwed up his face. “You have to tell me more than that. How many are there? Where did you meet them? Did they bite you?”

      I twisted my lips sideways. “There’s a bunch of them. More than you’d care to think about. I met them where I used to work, at my old hospital.”

      “They were there for the blood?” Olympio guessed.

      “Something like that.” I folded the wrapper back over the end of my burrito, my appetite gone. “I got fired, and now I don’t know where they are anymore.”

      “But you’re looking for them now. Why?”

      “I didn’t promise to tell you that,” I said, setting the burrito down. I wished I’d brought out my Coke. “Your turn. Are the Reina de la Noche really run by a queen?”

      His eyes widened, and he got a silly grin. “Oh, yeah. But here’s the thing—no one’s ever seen her.”

      “Really?”

      “Seen her and lived. Even her own people don’t know what she looks like. She’s like a ghost.” He squinted at me. “Or a vampire? The teeth and the blood of the Reinas—is that what you think?”

      I shrugged mysteriously, trying to act like I knew more than I did, while still desperate to hear him go on. “You tell me.”

      “Whoa. Whoa.” He set his cup down. “Then all the stories would be real. They say she killed all of the Port Boyz gang in one night—that’s how the Reinas got their territory.”

      That did sound like a vampire, if, and only if, it were real. I could see the stories he’d heard through his mind.

      “They said she ripped their heads off. I didn’t believe it—how could a girl rip off anyone’s head? But—”

      I waved my hands for him to slow down. “People make up stuff all the time. And it’s always been cool to have other people scared of you. Right?”

      He closed his mouth, trapping all his previously outlandish stories inside, and nodded. “Yeah. Right.”

      

      We were quiet then, eating. The sun was beating down, and everything was still. People were walking in and out of a small store a few corners down, and behind us was a low hum of conversations I couldn’t understand, but right now it seemed like it was just the two of us sitting outside, Olympio, me, and a few brave ants.

      And whatever was moaning across the street from us in the storm drain. “You cannot tell me that you don’t hear that,” I told Olympio.

      “What?”

      The day was completely still. The only other sounds were from people inside the clinic.

      “That,” I said, pointing to where it sounded like it came from, the drain. “Maybe it’s my ghost. Or the queen.” I gave him a look.

      Olympio seemed like he was trying to listen. He leaned forward, tilting his head. “Nothing.”

      I heard the moan again. “Oh, come on. What good are your curandero powers if you can’t hear that?” I said, but the moaning had stopped, and Olympio shook his head.

      “It’s not powers like Spider-Man—it’s a calling.”

      I stood and walked out to look back to where the train was. Could the train be moving air? Or was the sound of it running on its tracks echoing back off of a certain spot? The sound began again. I silently pointed at the drain, and Olympio made a face but slowly began nodding.

      “Okay, that is creepy.” He shoved the rest of his chips into his mouth and set his soda down.

      I walked closer and squatted down beside the drain’s mouth.

      “Is someone down there?” I asked

      “¿Aquí abajo?” softly echoed back to me.

      “It’s creepy, but it’s not—” Olympio began, coming near.

      “Pero no es—” echoed back to him. And then what sounded like a sob. We both jumped back and heard sounds of actual crying—someone choking back tears.

      “We have to go down there,” I said.

      Olympio shook his head violently back and forth. “Call nine-one-one.”

      I knelt closer. “Can you hear me?” The crying continued. Louder. “Olympio—how do we get down there?”

      He reached for my mouth with his hand. “Don’t tell her my name!”

      “Sorry, sorry.” I stood and dusted off my knees. There had to be some way to get down in there. “Show me where. Please.”

      “We can tell the others,” he said, pointing back to the people in the clinic.

      “I could barely get you to believe me,” I said. “And how often does nine-one-one get people to come down here?” He closed his mouth and looked back and forth from me to the storm drain, where the crying kept on. “Fine. I’ll show you.”
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      We walked down the street together, a little back toward the station, then to the left before Olympio stopped in front of the pharmacy. “We need five dollars.”

      Not in a position to deny him favors, I handed the money I hadn’t used on breakfast this morning over to him.

      “Good. Wait here,” he said, and went into the store without me. I waited, the sun beating down. Just as I started to suspect that he’d ditched me and run out through the back, Olympio returned. “Here.”

      He showed me a small flashlight, free of packaging, with batteries already in it, and handed me a fist full of change. I shoved the change back in my pocket as he led on.

      

      We went down a few alleys, and then between buildings and behind another alley, before storm drains opened up into one final wide cement ditch in the ground, like a footpath for giants. There were makeshift tarp tents along either side of the open ditch. We wove through these quickly as people slumbered inside. “This is Tecato Town,” Olympio announced. “Tecatos are—”

      “I know what tecatos are.” We started walking down the steep, graffiti-covered hill, leaning back as we did so, and I was glad I’d worn tennis shoes today. There were shards of broken glass everywhere—I wished I had my gloves. “Can your grandfather cure them?”

      Olympio grunted in thought. “No. I don’t think so. To be healed, you have to want to be healed. I’ve never met a tecato who wanted to be healed all the way. They’re all a little in love with the drug. Why do you ask?”

      I glanced up at the tents that were disappearing above the cement horizon. “My brother. He could be sleeping up there.” He probably wasn’t; he was probably at a homeless shelter, but I hadn’t asked him where he was staying the last time I saw him. On purpose. My foot skidded, and I almost had to put a hand down. “Gah!”

      “That’s your ghost, then. He’s haunting you.” Olympio reached the bottom, taking a few running steps to land on mud-stained cement. I followed him, much less gracefully. “Maybe you should see my grandfather. Even if he can’t help your brother, he could help you.”

      “Why do I need help?”

      “He’s haunting you—your worry. He’s causing your susto, stealing your spirit.”

      I snorted. “He’s been susto-ing me for years, then.” I almost told him about my mom, then caught myself. He was just a kid; he didn’t need my problems.

      “Why don’t they sleep down here?” I asked as we reached the ditch’s flat bottom.

      “Flash floods. Wash everything away. Us too, if it rains.” Huh. It was humid today, as always, but the sun was still out. At the bottom, we started heading toward the three circular metal tunnels that led beneath the street and then down. They looked like the beginning of some joke, where the devil asked you to pick a door. “How come you know so much?”

      “Everyone plays here as kids. When you’re little, you tell each other stories about La Llorona, the stories that your mom told you, to scare you away from here. When you’re older, you take other kids here to beat them up.” We took a few steps into the tunnel. “It dumps out on the far side of downtown. I know where it comes out, but I’ve never gone all the way through.” The entrances to the tunnels were colored with graffiti, the floors strewn with rocks and glass. I saw the orange cap from an insulin syringe.

      Olympio went on. “There’s a lot of echoes in here. It’s haunted, for sure. I did wonder, though, if all those times I thought you heard someone, it was just some other kid getting his ass beaten at the end of the line.” He turned on his light. “Now we just walk back the way we came. Only underground. Watch out for needles.”

      We walked slowly, crouching, shining the flashlight before each and every step. The smell here was metallic, almost like the taste of fresh blood, the tang of wet rust. There were small tree branches—I wondered how far away those had been swept in from, where the hell was the nearest park?—condoms, bent spoons, and the occasional bullet case. Graffiti warned us that this place belonged to the Three Crosses, then the Reinas, then the other names I couldn’t read with faded colors—enough different scripts that it was clear no one really ruled here. “Why does she cry? In your stories?” I whispered to Olympio, and heard it sussurate around me, like listening to a breathing lung.

      “Someone killed her kids.”

      “The Donkey Lady?”

      “No. The Donkey Lady—she’s under the train station at night. She’s different. Someone shot her donkey, and then she became one—don’t ask me.” He turned to look back, shining the flashlight up at his face, casting it in frightening shadows as he started talking again slowly, like it was an effort to explain things to someone as unimaginative as me. “La Llorona fell in love with someone who didn’t love her back. She killed her children to follow him, but he still didn’t love her. So she killed herself, and now she haunts rivers and snatches children away. And this place can be like a river, sometimes.”

      He swung the flashlight down to the ground and began walking. “Isn’t that an old story? Like it happened far away from here?”

      “So?”

      “So—I’m just saying, chances are she’s not haunting a storm drain someplace where it snows in the winter.”

      Olympio glared over his shoulder at me. “I’m not hearing anything anymore—let’s go back,” he said, and then the wailing overtook us, echoing in the small tunnel. I yelped, Olympio jumped, and the flashlight fell to the ground, clanging on the tunnel’s metal floor.

      “Shhh!” I grabbed up the flashlight.

      “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go—” Olympio started pulling at me, his hands scrabbling over mine for control of the flashlight.

      “Hang on, okay? Who’s there?”

      “Una abuela” came the sound back. “¡Una abuela en  la necesidad de ayuda!”

      I looked to Olympio to translate for me. “She says she’s a grandmother who needs help.”

      “Well then.” That didn’t make it any less creepy, but I’d take talking ghosts over disembodied crying any day. I took a few steps farther up the tunnel, and Olympio followed me. When I slowed down, he bumped into my back. We reached a fork in the tunnel, where it branched in two.

      “¿Vienen o no?” said the voice.

      “She wants to know if we’re still coming,” Olympio said. It seemed like her voice was coming from the darker path, of course. Olympio stopped me. He picked up a branch and set it down pointing in the direction that we’d come from.

      “So we’ll know which way to pick when we come back.” And then we went into the black.

      

      The woman just kept asking if we were coming, over and over again. It got so I bet I would know those words too, in addition to sangre and mija. I might hear them in my sleep. They might be the last things I ever heard, if Olympio’s imagination was accurate.

      I tried not to let on that I was scared, but my imagination was just as good as Olympio’s; worse, I’d already seen awful things before. Swirling Shadows that tried to suck you down, the teeth of an angry werewolf, vampire fangs, cancer. All sorts of different things that wanted to gnaw on you.

      It got hotter, smelled worse, and suddenly there was light.

      “¿Vas a venir?”

      Sunlight poured in from a grateless storm drain above, but it illuminated only a square on the opposite wall. Hector was wrong about there being guns down here, but there was trash; everything from the street had been swept in. It stank. No clouds in the sky, but somehow water lingered here, in disgusting pools hidden by—or made of— trash. I stepped into the strange room, hunched over so the moldy ceiling wouldn’t touch my head.

      “Ustedes están aquí.” The woman who’d called to us was in the far corner. The sunlight robbed me of any night vision, making it hard to see her in the shadows. I could only distinguish the crumpled shape of her form.

      Olympio spoke to her first. “¿Abuela, por qué está aquí?”

      “Me perdí, y me lastimé,” she answered him.

      Olympio looked to me. “She’s probably from Tecato Town. She got lost and hurt.”

      I motioned with the flashlight for her to come nearer. She threw up her hand against it and withdrew. “Sorry, Grandmother,” Olympio said.

      She was huddled up, wrapped in a black blanket. Her eyes were hollow, and she had sparse white hair in greasy ringlets around her face. “Can she come out to me?” I asked Olympio while keeping my eyes on her. While I doubted I was going to become part of a horror movie right now, I’d seen enough of them to know better than to look away.

      She said something, and Olympio translated. “She says her ankle hurts.”

      “Can she show me her ankle?”

      Olympio asked her, and she did so, putting it out and pulling up the blanket to expose it while making little cat-like hisses and cries.

      It was swollen and red. Cellulitic for sure. “Shit.” She spoke some more. “She says she can’t walk.”

      I swallowed. It stank in here, and we’d walked so far, and there was no way this little woman was going to be able to walk back out.

      “Oh, no. You aren’t even thinking that, are you?” Olympio asked me.

      “I am.” Suddenly, despite the heat, I wished I was wearing long sleeves and jeans. Isolation gear. Maybe a full biohazard suit. I handed the flashlight over to Olympio. “It’s going to be a long walk back.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      I came nearer to her, where she sat in the one spot of shade. I gestured for her to stand as best she could. And then, despite the stink and my rising horror, I reached out for her. Her blanket, where she’d been sitting on it, was damp. I didn’t know if it was water, or urine, or worse. “Oh, God,” I said, for strength, and then closed my mouth to keep out the smell. She scrabbled at my neck with her bony arms, fingernails clawing me. I took a shuffling step, and—by pulling down on me, my back already screaming from crouching in the tunnels all the way down here—so did she. She yanked my neck, and pulled herself forward, and exhaled what I knew was a curse word.

      

      While the tunnel had seemed long enough going into it . . . walking back out, helping to hold up someone who stank and was damp and was climbing all over me . . . the only thing that stopped me from gagging was the horror that in doing so, she might get something into my mouth, a corner of her blanket, a piece of stringy hair. So I suffered in silence as Olympio led us back out, step after laborious step, as the dirt ground into me and the woman’s dampness soaked through my clothes.

      The last turn, and we were facing the tunnel’s exit. The circle of sun looked so sweet, and with the fresh air rushing in, I didn’t care if it was piping oven hot. Freedom was so, so near.

      “No quiero ir por ahí.”

      “She says she doesn’t want to go out there,” Olympio told me, forcing me to finally speak.

      “Tell her she’ll die in there,” I muttered out of the safe side of my mouth, hauling her forward one more step.

      “Odio el mundo, me dará la bienvenida a la muerte.”

      “She says she’s okay with that. That she doesn’t like the world.”

      I couldn’t agree with her more right now, but letting her die in a storm drain was not an option. “Tell her I’m horrible and mean, and I’m going to carry her leper ass out anyway. Only make it sound nicer when you say it.”

      Olympio snorted, and presumably did as he was told. She didn’t stop fighting, and I pulled her, still struggling, out into the sunlight.

      Thank God—we were free. I stood there for a bit, breathing the fresh air as carefully as I could. I didn’t drop her, not because I was afraid she’d crawl back into her storm drain cave, but because I knew if I did I would never manage to talk myself into picking her back up again.

      “What now?” Olympio asked.

      What now indeed. The walls of the storm drain were steep. I was tough, but I wasn’t strong. “Got any bright ideas?”

      “Wait here.” Olympio pocketed the flashlight and scurried up the wall.

      She was talking—nattering even, I’d say—to herself. I wondered how old she was. Old people could get dehydrated easily, and then they’d become confused. Or urinary tract infections—those could take an old person from normal to demented in no time. There was nothing to do for that but get in an IV line and give fluid—but not so much that her questionable lungs or kidneys got flooded. Treating old people was hard, and there was nothing I could really do for her down here.

      Olympio returned, rolling a shopping cart down from over the horizon. It careened down, with the rubber on his shoes barely braking it from slamming into the cement floor. Then he rolled it, with one wonky wheel, over to us.

      “Put her in here, and then we can take her up.”

      She fought me—she fought us, since Olympio started to help. We got her in, and then it took me pushing and him pulling and us going up the hill at an angle to finally reach the flat top. We rolled the woman toward the clinic, where I prayed to God that Dr. Tovar had not gone home for the day.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      Luckily for me, he hadn’t.

      Olympio told him the story after I’d set the woman inside, and I’d run in back. I didn’t have an extra shirt to change into, but I washed myself up as best I could in the clinic’s small bathroom. I soaped myself up to my armpits, and washed my face, and splashed my neck. She had clawed me, dammit, when she’d slipped on the tunnel’s curved bottom, oh, every other step.

      I couldn’t tell what was friction burns on my neck and shoulders, and what was claw marks. The whole area was bright red. I washed with soap and water, and soaped and rinsed again. I didn’t want to put my old shirt on—I wanted to burn it.

      There was a knock outside the bathroom door. “You want an extra shirt?” Hector asked from outside.

      I opened the door up fractionally and stuck my arm out. “Yes please.” He handed it over, and I pulled it on. It smelled lightly of men’s deodorant, like it’d been worn before, or had been packed near something that had. It wasn’t a bad smell.

      I came out, feeling slightly cleaner, and found him waiting in the hall. “Thanks.”

      He nodded, as if he loaned shirts to employees all the time. “We’re waiting for an ambulance. She’s significantly dehydrated, and she needs antibiotics now. And I’m not taking her in in my car.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I put my fingers to my neck where she’d clawed me, and felt the raised edges of the wounds, like speed bumps on my neck.

      “Let me look at that—you cleaned it, right?” I didn’t answer him, I just gave him a look. “Sorry. Had to ask.”

      “Hmmph.” I did feel better showing it to him, though. This way, if I died of something tragic and curable, like cat scratch fever, someone would know how and why.

      “What on earth made you go down there?” he said, stroking his fingers along the edge of the wound on my neck. I shivered, surprised by his touch, and then crossed my arms, trying to pretend that I’d somehow taken a sudden chill in July. “It was foolish of you.”

      I looked at him. His warm brown eyes were familiar—I recognized the same compassion in them for me that I’d seen him have for his patients.

      What could I tell him? That I needed to save someone, because it was looking like I couldn’t save my mom?

      I looked away, conscious of how near he was. “I thought I heard someone.”

      “In the storm drain? But of course.” His voice was light and teasing.

      “It just sounded like someone was down there. And then Olympio heard it too.”

      Hector shook his head in dismissal. “I already talked to him. Told him he should have more sense next time. That’s a dangerous part of town. You both could have been killed.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Your life may not mean much to you, but Olympio’s whole family relies on him.” I didn’t have anything to say to that. My cheeks flushed in shame. He finally stepped away. “Anyhow. The ambulance is on its way.”

      

      I followed him back into the waiting room, where the old woman sat. She clutched her black blanket around her, despite the heat, and I could only imagine how badly the seat she was on would need to be disinfected on Monday. “Are we done here?” Olympio said, looking back and forth from Hector to me.

      “Yes. Thank you.” Hector pulled out his wallet and handed Olympio a ten-dollar bill.

      Then Olympio came over and looked to me. I found a ten and gave it to him. He looked me up and down, and hmmphed. I fished in my pocket and gave him the rest of my flashlight change.

      “You want to know how I knew we wouldn’t die?” he asked me as he pocketed my money.

      “How?”

      “La Llorona couldn’t be a grandmother since she killed all her kids.”

      “Ha.” I grinned at him. And then our shared moment was broken by the sound of water dripping—from the woman’s chair onto the floor. She was peeing herself.

      Olympio blanched. “You don’t pay me enough for that, though.” He sprinted for the door.

      

      The paramedics lifted her onto the gurney. She fought, clawing at them like a wildcat. Without the black blanket, she was naked—they covered her up with a sheet from their ambulance. I knew they were driving her over to County, the only facility that would take someone like her. Most hospitals weren’t exactly going out of their way to open up their doors. And old habits died hard, ambulance drivers who’d driven the sickest or meanest people to County for half their careers weren’t going to change overnight.

      Once she was gone, Hector threw her blanket away. I felt bad watching him trash what was probably her only possession in the whole wide world, but there was no way we could keep the thing; it was a petri dish. I promised myself I’d buy her another one, if I ever saw her again— but I bet she was going to stay a few weeks someplace with IV antibiotics, sedatives, and possibly restraints.

      Then we closed the place, and Hector locked the doors behind him.

      He walked me back to the station. “You should put some Neosporin on that. And change the bandage frequently.”

      “I am a nurse, remember?” I said. He gave me a look that made it clear this afternoon, I’d crossed the line. “Okay, okay, I will. And I’ll wash your shirt, and bring it back to you.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Just get better. You should call me if anything changes.” He patted himself down and found a business card inside one pocket. He handed it to me.

      I’d gotten phone numbers in less romantic ways, barely. I grimaced and took it from him.

      

      It was only five by the time I got home, but I was exhausted. Between two days of painting, and then my hunchbacked trip through the storm drains, I had more problems than just my neck.

      I took a long shower, and every drop of water that hit or trailed down my neck wound stung. I fought to stand there, scrubbing away the rest of the grime, going through what felt like half a bar of soap.

      After that I slathered Neosporin on my neck, gauzed it up with supplies swiped from my last job, and crawled back into bed to take a short nap. I set my alarm clock and everything.

      When I woke up Minnie was purring by my side. I petted her, like always—and realized it was dark. I could have kicked myself. All that effort to get on a day schedule, and here I would be up all night.

      Worse yet—I’d missed dinner with Mom. Shit. Shit shit shit.

      I looked at my phone. It was ten o’clock. Too late to call. Of course, she’d called me, and sent a worried text message. I checked the volume on my phone. It was up. I’d slept right through her calls too. Should I text? Text Peter? Or what? Shit!

      I sent an email, hoping one of them would check it in the morning. They’d be up for church; maybe they’d check their emails before that, or after? I could call at nine. I didn’t think my mom was in any shape to leave the house, but I knew if she couldn’t leave she’d watch one of those sermons on TV.

      I had limited mother–daughter time left in my life, unless I managed to shake down a vampire—one that didn’t want to kill me, which meant Dren was out. Fuck.

      And my neck still hurt. Goddammit. I got up and stumbled over to the bathroom. I tripped and stubbed my toes.

      Fucking fuck fuck!

      Maybe if I stopped cursing at God, he’d treat me better. Then again, a fair God wouldn’t be offing my mother with breast cancer, now would he?

      I sighed and sank down onto the floor of my bathroom rather than face myself in the mirror again. My neck burned—and so did my pride. What was I doing? I was chasing the hope of healing my mother like it was some kind of frantic butterfly. Anytime I thought I got close enough to try to catch an answer, my hands wound up empty again—or worse yet, my dreams were smashed inside.

      Maybe I should just quit the job at the clinic and spend what little time was left with her. No one could blame me if I did. I could move back in for a little bit. She and Peter had turned my old room into a guest bedroom. I knew they still had my old bed.

      I hauled myself up by the edge of my sink.

      I leaned on my sink and tugged the tape off my neck dressing with my free hand. The gauze slid away, colored with the yellow of purulent drainage, and the claw marks were red and oozing. “Ugh.” And now that I was standing—I did not feel well. Or look well, by the dim bathroom light. I was still sore from earlier today, I’d slept wrong, and now I was fighting off this infection too. I had faith in my nurse’s immune system—I couldn’t count how many times I’d picked up something at the hospital and felt sick going home, only to wake up the next morning well. Plus, the only emergency room I could think to go to in the middle of the night would be County, and damned if I’d end up there. I tied up my hair, hissing as raising my arms above my head made my neck hurt, and got back into the shower.

      I couldn’t rinse my neck off directly—it hurt too badly for that—but I held my head so that it’d catch all the water running down, and tried to tamp at myself with a soapy washcloth. I dried myself off, regauzed my wound, and stumbled back to bed, where I dry-swallowed an Ambien. My last memory was of it being bitter on my tongue as it made its way down.
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      Thump thump thump. What what what?

      I blinked in bed. If Jorgen was back here to eat Minnie, I was going to punch him.

      All my covers were tossed off the bed. I sat up as the thumping continued. Who did that? Why? Who unmade my bed? Jerks.

      Thump. “Go away!”

      Thump-more-thump. Shit.

      “I have neighbors, you know. I’ll call the police.”

      I scrabbled for my phone, watched the numbers on the screen flicker and dance. Stupid numbers. Always betraying me.

      The thumping kept going on. Was it coming from inside me? I looked down at myself, and oh-my-God my neck burned. Maybe it was my neck knocking. Telling me something. I sat on the edge of my bed.

      “What? Go!”

      I heard talking, outside, as though someone was answering me.

      Not Jorgen, then. Unless he’d learned how to talk. Had he learned how to talk? I tried to imagine him talking, and saw a comical dog in my mind, one with a tweed coat and a smoking pipe. I snickered at this, and the thumping began again.

      “Whatever!” I stood up, naked, and picked up my robe off the floor. I walked down the hall to my front door and swung it open.

      Hector was standing outside. “Why’re you here?” I asked him.

      “The more I thought about it, the more I was worried about you. No telling what diseases that old woman had.” I squinted at him, choosing the version of him I thought was really him, and not the shadows the porch light made him shoot off to either side. It was hard; there were a lot of him to choose from. “How do you know where I live?”

      “You did fill out some forms when I hired you. Can I come inside?”

      Nervous laughter spilled out of my mouth like a river. “No. I mean yes. Wait. No.”

      Who was this person talking? Not me. I pressed my hand against my hallway wall. The cross there, it was cold, it felt so good. I took it off the wall and held it against my chest.

      “Are you okay, Edie?”

      “I’m fine. I’ve always been fine, and I’m going to always keep being fine.”

      He looked doubtful. “You don’t look so fine. Can I come in?”

      I leaned forward and put a finger on his chest. “Are you a vampire?” I had seen him in the daylight, but who knew?

      “No. I wish you’d get over your vampire delusions.”

      “You would be deluded too if you were me!” My voice rose, and I realized I was shouting. Neighbors, dammit, neighbors! I lowered my voice to hiss, “You’d be looking for a lot of excuses to delude yourself, if you were me.”

      He took my hand, and pushed me gently back. More like he was holding me upright. “I thought you said you were fine?”

      “Dammit.” I took a step back, and the hallway tilted, sending me spilling to the side. I hit the wall with my shoulder. It reverberated up to my neck, and I hurt so bad I wanted to cry. “Here, hold this.” I handed the cross to him, this one made of real silver. If he touched it, I’d be safe.

      He took it, and took a step inside. “Edie—you look really bad.” He reached his hand out and touched my forehead. His hand was nice and cool. Maybe it’d taken all the chill from the cross and channeled it into me. I reached up and pressed his hand tighter against my forehead.

      “You’re hot. You should sit down.” Fully inside my house now, he took my shoulders and directed me toward my couch.

      “I’m totally, utterly okay,” I said, letting him push me down. “Can I have your hand again?” Looking at me strangely, he offered it over, and I pressed it to my face again. “This is a good hand. I like this hand.”

      “Okay. Edie. You need to calm down. Wait here, okay?” he freed himself, closed my door, and went down my hall. I was there for an hour or twelve, but then he came back and handed me a wet washcloth.

      “What were you doing with my cat?”

      “Edie. You’re sick.”

      “No, I’m not.” I would totally shake my head to tell him no, only my neck hurt so, so bad.

      “Yeah, you are.” He reached into his phone for a pocket. Or the other way around. “We need to get you some help.”

      “Fine.” I was tired. Now that I was sitting down again, the sleepiness was taking me.

      He smiled at me, a warm light in his eyes. “See? You’re still fine.”

      “I’m not sick.” I looked up, petulant as any child fighting sleep. “I hate you.”

      “You are sick. I know you don’t hate me.” He held his pocket to his ear.

      I remember saying, “Don’t tell Olympio anything,” and then I thought I was going to pass out.

      I’m pretty sure I did.
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      Wherever I was when I woke up, it smelled like smoke— not like cigarette smoke, but like hippie smoke, herbal stuff, and pipe tobacco. A dim lightbulb hung overhead. The ceiling was dingy, stained yellow with smoke and neglect, the walls mostly hidden by colorful banners with phrases in Spanish. I recognized the names of a few saints, and there were posters for soccer tournaments from 1973. There were statues on a cheap table at the back of the room, skeletons wrapped in robes and holding scales and scythes, like the background of a pretentious metal album. Something crinkled beneath me as I moved my head—and sitting up, I realized I’d been lying on tinfoil. “What the—where—” I patted at my pockets, looking for my phone. My mom. I had to call my mom—but the last things I remembered didn’t involve putting on pants.

      “El durmiente despierta,” said a voice in Spanish. A man I didn’t recognize was watching me. He was smoking a pipe, sitting among the statues, and the light in here was so dim I’d thought he was one. He had one whole leg and one that jutted out and ended, amputated at the knee; a crutch leaned on either side of his chair.

      “Where am I?” I skittered backward from him, wrinkling the foil.

      “Edie—” A familiar voice from behind me. I turned around, and saw Hector at the door.

      “What is this?”

      “You were sick. So I brought you here.”

      Olympio peeked in behind him. Suddenly I knew where I was at. “Oh, God. Take me to a real hospital.”

      “You don’t need a real hospital now! My grandfather cured you!” Olympio pointed at the strange man behind me. I looked back, and he tapped out his pipe into a wastebasket by his good knee.

      There were no windows in this room. “What time is it? Tell me.”

      Hector found his phone inside his coat pocket. “3 a.m.”

      I’d taken an Ambien at 10 p.m. No way I was awake now. Oh, shit. “How long was I out for?” I stood, unsteady, my feet slipping against the tinfoil I’d been lying on. Now that I was standing, I could see it was in the shape of a cross.

      “A whole day. You were very sick.”

      My mother had probably been freaking out for almost two days. She already had one derelict child—she didn’t need two. “I need to get home. Right now.”

      “It’s only been a day. I’m sure your cat’s fine. And I’m your boss; it’s not like I’m going to fire you. You were really ill.”

      There was a wetness on my neck. I reached up and found a poultice there. I pulled it off, and it crumbled in my hand. It smelled like tobacco. “Jesus Christ!” I flung the remnants of it down. “If I was really ill, why the hell did you bring me here?”

      Hector’s face darkened, but it was Olympio who spoke first. “Hey! I told my grandfather that you were cool! Worth saving!”

      There were still pieces of what looked like wet spinach stuck to my hand. I looked back at Olympio’s grandfather, who was stoically contemplating what an asshole I’d been. I took in a few huge gulps of air to calm down. “It isn’t—I’m sorry.” I made sure to look at his grandfather. “I’m really sorry. Thanks for healing me. I think. But I’ve got some other things I need to be doing with my time.”

      He leaned forward and held out an egg to me.

      “Don’t touch it,” Olympio said. “He’s just showing it to you.”

      I thought it was stone, black marble in the shape of an egg, until Olympio went on. “The egg holds what my grandfather took from you. The badness, muy malo, very bad. He put it into the egg to protect you. And when you leave, he’ll take care of it, so it’ll never attack you again.” Olympio’s grandfather spoke, and Olympio translated. “But he won’t be able to stop you from putting new bad stuff back inside yourself.”

      “Thank you,” I said, as sincerely as I could, then turned to push my way through the door.

      Hector followed me down the hallway and stairs as I raced my way out. I didn’t know where I was going, I just needed to get home.

      Halfway down the hall, I realized that those had been statues of Santa Muerte in his room. I should have asked him about her. Of course. If anyone had a direct line to obscure supernatural entities, it was a man who took badness out of people and put it into gothic Easter eggs.

      I made it out of the building, hitting the street almost at a run. “Hey—slow down!” Hector called after me. I darted through a group of people standing, and they laughed, either at some joke or to see a lost white girl on the lam. Hector caught up to me.

      “Where are we? I need to go. I have to get home.” He reached out to feel my forehead, and I ducked away. “I’m fine. I just have to go.”

      “What is wrong with you?”

      “Me? Why did you take me to him? What was that about?”

      We were underneath a sputtering streetlight, and Hector’s face was full of concern. “He was the best doctor for the kind of illness you had.”

      “Does he cure cancer?”

      “No.” He pulled back as if I’d hit him. “Do you have cancer?”

      “No. My mom does. I was supposed to go see her the other night.” I went through my pockets, looking for my phone or anything at all, but then realized when Hector had gotten me out of my house, he probably hadn’t thought to bring my purse along. “I’m sure she’s worried sick. Sicker. You know?” I laughed at my own poor joke.

      “Edie—I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s why I started working at your place. I couldn’t bear to be at the sleep clinic one more night, once I knew. I couldn’t just sit there, not doing anything. It’d drive me insane.” I looked around, trying to figure out where I was, where the nearest train station would be, only I didn’t have any money on me. I whirled on him. “I need to go home now. I have to call her tonight, even if it wakes her up.”

      “Or you could just ask me for my phone?” He held it out to me.

      He was right. I’d had my mother’s phone number memorized since we’d moved here in second grade. I stuck out my hand without saying anything. Hector dropped his phone into it, and I dialed.

      “Mom? Peter—Peter, yeah, I’m fine. I’m sorry. I was really sick. No, I’m better now, thanks. Really sick. This is actually a doctor friend of mine’s phone.” I glared at Hector. In case my parents called back to check on me, he’d better cover for me. “Yeah. Tell her I love her, and not to worry, okay? Okay. Thanks.”

      I hung up, a small portion of my guilt lifted, and gave Hector back his phone.

      “If I’d known, Edie—” he said, his voice heavy with apology. “What about just taking it easy for a week? Letting the news settle in?”

      “Because. I suck at being alone with myself. And I’m the most alone person I know.”

      He looked down at me. “I find that hard to believe.” His arms were open, palms facing up. I could step into them, just for human contact, for human warmth.

      I took a step back so I wouldn’t do anything foolish. “Believe what you want. It’s true.” I couldn’t let him hug me, so I hugged myself. Now that we were outside, it was cooler, and the shirt Hector had picked out for me was thin. Oh, God, he’d put my bra on me. Yes, he was a doctor and all—I knew that for me penises were a dime a dozen, I’d seen so many at work—but he was still my boss. Ugh. “What happened to me?” I touched my neck, where the claw marks had been. They were still there now, but fainter, and they didn’t hurt to touch.

      Hector’s arms dropped, our moment was gone. “Susto. In layman’s terms, some of your spirit leaked out. The curandero caught it, and put it back in.”

      I snorted. “Is there a cork on me somewhere I should know about?”

      “No. But you need to go easier on yourself.” He stepped nearer and stood quietly, as if by being calm he could force me to be still. He didn’t have his coat on, and from this near I could smell him. Deodorant, and the sweat it fought. He smelled like a man. The night was cool and I would bet his hands were warm.

      “How’d you know to check on me the other night?” I looked up at him, without stepping away.

      His eyes searched mine, and I didn’t know what question he was trying to answer there. “I just had a feeling.”

      “At eleven o’clock at night?”

      “I’m like Olympio. I see things.” He shook his head and looked away from me. “Sometimes when an addict comes in, I can see their addiction, like a black snake tied around their chest. Not every addict—and it’s not always a snake. Sometimes I see other diseases. When I see those people, I do what I can, and then I tell them to go see the curandero. Their problems are not entirely of this world— and they’ll need more than medicine to solve them.”

      I looked down at myself. “So all those times he told me I needed healing, you saw it too?”

      “To a lesser degree. I suspect he’s got stronger sight than I do. And better training. I’m sorry—I didn’t know it would get so bad so fast with you.”

      “Heh. Don’t feel too bad, you’ve still got all of Western medicine on your side. And penicillin. Which is what I was pretty sure I needed. Or Cipro. Bactrim. The big guns.” I looked back up at him, and he was still too near to me. He was close because he wanted to be. “What do you see when you look at me now?”

      He was still for a moment, and then tapped my breastbone. “There was a black flower here. Unfurling, like an anemone.” He waved his fingers in the air. “Sucking your life away. You were already barely hanging on—you didn’t have any strength left to fight it.”

      “Is it still there?” I asked, my voice small.

      Hector nodded, and held up his fingers, an inch apart. “He shrank it, but it’s not gone. It’ll just grow until you solve whatever causes it.”

      My life? I wondered, and then laughed aloud. He opened his mouth, like he was on the verge of making a confession, and then he looked hurt.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “No—I’m not making fun of you. I already know there are strange things in this world.”

      “Like vampires?” he asked, and I nodded. “Why do you want to meet a vampire?” he went on.

      “To help my mom. Their blood can heal almost anything.”

      A gamut of emotions ran over Hector’s face, from wisdom to disgust. I wasn’t sure how he’d wind up feeling, if despite his seeing things he’d think that I was insane, or if he knew better and would finally break and tell me.

      “You give that extra blood to someone, right?” I pressed, hoping I could help him decide.

      He nodded, slowly. “Yes. I do.”

      “¡Médico! Doctor! You forgot your coat!” Olympio came running out of the building behind us, yelling for us to stop, like we’d been going somewhere. We turned to watch him, and he drew up short and wide-eyed, pointing behind us. “Donkey Lady!”

      He dropped Hector’s coat and ran back inside.

      I looked over my shoulder and there was Jorgen, reared up on two legs.
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      I didn’t think he looked like a donkey or a lady at all—but I knew what he’d once been.

      Standing made him at least seven feet tall, with an angular, wolf-like head, looming over me. I should have known he’d find me again. That’s what a Hound was for. He jumped after Olympio, and I threw myself into his path.

      “Jorgen!” The Hound drew up short. “Are you here for the kid? Or for me?”

      Jorgen tilted his head down, and oh, how I wished for a doorway between us. He took a step forward, shoveling his nose at me, as if to push me back. I held my ground.

      Hector whispered. “What . . . is that?”

      “You can see it?” I wasn’t sure if Jorgen’s powers to hide depended on his proximity to Dren, or if he was generally hidden. Jorgen looked over to Hector, and then back to me.

      I could see him running after kids, to scare them since they could see him, like a bored junkyard dog. “You don’t eat them, do you?”

      He looked at me through one of his too-human eyes.

      He didn’t blink.

      “I don’t want to know. Why are you here?” I asked. He came very near, slowly, and it was hard to steel myself not to back away. He was even more grotesque up close, and since my shun hadn’t protected me from him so far, I wasn’t sure what he was capable of. I stood very, very still as lips, slightly more human than Hound, grabbed my wrist and tried to pull me down the street.

      “Hey!” Hector said in warning. I gently pulled my wrist away from Jorgen’s mouth and wiped it on my shorts.

      “Jorgen, I have no idea what you want—or how I could even help you.”

      Jorgen growled, a human-sounding expression of frustration. He reached for my wrist again, and Hector stepped up. Jorgen eyed him with pure hatred, and his lips curled into a snarl.

      “What is that?” Hector asked, trying to stand in front of me to protect me.

      “It’s a Hound. I didn’t always work at your clinic—or the sleep clinic before.” Now was the time to lay all my cards on the table, if I was going to get the truth. “I used to work on a floor for supernatural creatures that needed help. The Hound belongs to one of them.” Not the entire truth, but enough. “He belongs to a vampire. Which I wish I could find right now.”

      At this, Jorgen stopped growling.

      “That’s what you want from me, isn’t it?” I asked Jorgen. “To follow you.”

      Jorgen’s oversized wolf head bobbed, the patches where he was missing fur gleaming in the streetlight.

      “Where?” Hector asked.

      “I don’t know. To Dren, I assume.” Jorgen bowed down at this, and his teeth slunk toward my wrist again. I pulled it away. Dren was a vampire; finding him would solve my problem, right? Maybe. “I’d rather find a vampire that doesn’t hate me, though.” I couldn’t really imagine my mother spending her life indebted to Dren now, could I? God.

      “How did he find you?” Hector jerked his chin at the nightmare by our side.

      “It’s what he’s cursed to do.” I used a knuckle to push my cheek in to chew on. Could I get Dren to help me? Somehow? Was it worth the risk? Of course it was. It was my mom.

      Just as I was talking myself into following Jorgen, even if I already knew I wouldn’t like where he would lead, Hector nodded. Subtly at first, but then grander, as if convincing himself of something. “All right. I’ll take you to her. I’ll show you.”

      “To who?”

      Hector raised his hands to the sky. “To who else? The Queen of the Night.”

      

      This was a much better option, inasmuch as any option was better than dealing with Dren, a vampire who I already knew had a grudge against me. Now a willing guide, Hector took us deeper into the city, with Jorgen following along like the Hound of the Baskervilles come to life. Jorgen whined periodically—it was clear we were not going the way he preferred, from the noises he made, and the way he wove at every corner—but he didn’t put his lips on me again, thank God.

      We reached a place where there were women standing on the corners of the streets. Not sex workers, or seeming to be in any way working the corners—normal women, in groups of two or three, talking, standing in place. Watching. When the first group saw us, they smiled at Hector. And one of them whistled out a call that I heard repeated far away. The graffiti on the walls changed—Reina colors for sure. “Are we in their territory now?”

      Hector nodded.

      “So I was right, there was a connection between the people with the bite mark shirts and the tattoos all along?”

      “Presumably. I’ve never seen her myself. I’ve only heard about her.”

      “Why did you go in with her lot, then? The blood is for her, isn’t it?”

      He nodded again. “Catrina explained it to me.”

      “And you believed her? Wait—she knows?”

      “She does. Our visit will probably wake her up.”

      “She told you she was getting blood for a vampire, and you believed her. Wow.” I at least had Jorgen to prove that I was for real. What had Catrina had?

      “Hey, I see things too,” he said.

      “But—you’ve never met her.” I tried again.

      “No. I don’t have to. I can walk through here and see the changes she’s made. Look around. There’s no trash on these streets. All the businesses here close at the end of the day, and no one ever breaks into them. The kids who live inside her lines get fed. I have no idea how she’s doing it, or what laws she’s breaking, but this is what I want for our entire community.” He looked around the empty street we were walking down, all of the people living in it happily at home, watching TVs that we could hear through open windows. Vampires weren’t typically helpful like that. All the vampires I’d ever met had three plans. What they wanted, what they wanted, and how you could help them get what they wanted.

      “Plus,” he went on, “something goes bad—she’s strong enough to fight.”

      “Fight who?” I asked, but I realized I already knew. “Maldonado.”

      “And his men, if it comes to that. She’s stronger than I am. She’ll live longer, for sure.”

      That sounded ominous. “Hector—” I still had to figure out how to save my mom. But we were less than a week away from the seventeenth and whatever badness it meant for Hector and his home. I thought my mom had longer than that. We turned a corner and he drew up short.

      “We’re here.”

      

      The street we turned onto had been truncated halfway down, turning the road into a courtyard. There was a barricade across the entire block, the road cut in half by cars stacked on top of one another, junkyard-style, like Legos made of steel. No mere human had done that.

      “Whoa.”

      “Almost there,” Hector said. “They’re unlikely to let me inside, but they might let you in if I vouch for you.”

      I nodded. “Please, try.” Whoever was inside was legitimate. No plain human could move cars like that without a backhoe. Following Jorgen, presumably to Dren, was my worst-case scenario. If there was any way I could get a seemingly decent vampire to help my mom, one that wasn’t self-centered and insane, I would do it.

      We reached the front of the structure, which wasn’t as solid as it had seemed from the shadows at the end of the block. It was a double-walled fortress, and there were tunnels inside where I could see women walking—patrolling— back and forth, between the rows of cars.

      Hector and I waited until two women emerged. “It’s a bit late for la entrega de sangre, médico.”

      “No blood tonight. I’ve brought a friend who needs to see the queen.” He gently pushed me forward. From my new vantage point, I could see that both of the women were casually wearing submachine guns.

      “We don’t allow visitors.” Neither of the women apparently saw Jorgen, standing beside me.

      “Please, bring someone with the don out. She’s special, and she needs to see her.”

      They talked among themselves, passing the message up the line. I used that time to wonder what exactly the submachine guns were for. Someone inside yelled out, “Hey, médico!” then companionably and came around the corner and saw me.

      “Oh, not you—” Catrina, from the clinic. Then her eyes found Jorgen and her jaw dropped.

      “What the—” She crossed herself.

      “Hey, Catrina.” I gave her a low wave.

      “Explain that.” She pointed at Jorgen.

      “He’s like a pet. To one of them,” I said with particular emphasis, hoping she’d know what kind of creature I meant. “He doesn’t belong to me. I’m trying to return him.” Whatever I needed to say to get inside the door and meet this queen.

      She squinted at me. “The don calls to you, too?”

      “No. I knew his owner in a former life.” I didn’t want to say the word vampire here—despite the blood thing, I didn’t know how much people out here would actually know. If they were daytimers, they would have been able to see Jorgen. Hell, if they were daytimers, they probably wouldn’t need submachine guns.

      “Perhaps the queen can rid her of him. Él encuentra las cosas. Maybe the queen could use him herself?” Hector asked.

      Catrina grunted. “He’s not coming in here.”

      To be honest, I didn’t want to take Jorgen in with me either, but I didn’t want to find out what he’d do if I didn’t eventually go along with his mysterious plan. I gestured at the wall of cars and made an excuse I hoped he’d understand. “I don’t think he could safely fit.”

      “All right, then. We’ll take her in. You two wait here.” She pointed at Hector and Jorgen.

      I looked back at Hector apologetically.

      “Don’t worry.” He looked over his shoulder at Jorgen, who was on all fours now, too long to be normal, drapes of skin and fur hanging down. “I’m sure we’ll both enjoy it.”

      

      Catrina let me in. The other two let her, and acted like she wasn’t crazy—even though they couldn’t see Jorgen, they accepted that there were strange forces at work in the world, and were prepared to try to handle them with gunfire. I wondered if Catrina had always been able to see the soul-sucking flower in me.

      She patted me down more thoroughly than the TSA, and when she was done, she gave me a grudging nod of respect. “I guess you know more than you let on. Welcome to casa de la noche.”

      

      Word traveled ahead of us. First we moved through the precariously balanced maze of junkers. I looked overhead and realized we were walking under deadfalls, created by non-engineers. I took a few deep breaths, tried to chase away my claustrophobia, and kept my eyes on Catrina’s back.

      It got darker as we went in—and then we reached simple Christmas lights, sparkling like stars, netted overhead. It gave the tunnel we were traveling through a dream-like quality, and took away the edge of a thousand pounds of rusting junk.

      Then we reached the building everything was attached to. I felt better once I was under solid brick. The main doors were guarded, and Catrina had to do a call and response in Spanish before she was let back in. Inside was quiet, as befit a place without drugs or hooliganism to keep it awake. A few people getting up for early jobs— they were wearing uniforms, and I could smell the coffee on their breath as they walked the way we’d come down the hall. They looked at me but didn’t ask any questions.

      We passed one person as she was closing her door. I could see into her rooms—they looked normal, tight but tidy—with the exception of a bricked-up window on the far wall.

      “Bricks?” I asked Catrina.

      “No open windows on the bottom two levels. It’s not safe.”

      If you were allergic to light. Or maybe were expecting smoke grenades from rival gangs. I kept my mouth shut as I followed her farther in.

      

      We reached the end of the hallway, and there were stairs going down. To the basement. There was a gate across the hallway, bolted into the cement. A series of locks of all different types ran down it, circled with padlocked chains through the bottom rungs.

      “We’ll have to wait here. I don’t have the key.” She sat down on the stairs.

      “Is she normally out late?”

      “Until almost dawn. You have an hour.”

      “You could—” I gestured back up the stairs. No need for both of us to kill time here.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to ditch me?”

      I shook my head. “No—not at all. It’s just that it’s late. Not everyone’s as used to staying up at night as I am.”

      She reached behind her neck and unclasped a necklace I hadn’t noticed there. A small cross swung out of her shirt, and she patted me with it.

      “Wouldn’t it have been smarter to do that up above?” I asked when she was done. She reclasped her necklace, satisfied.

      “You’re right—I should always check.” She looked away, lips tight, like she’d missed something she ought not to have in recent past. “Even Reina doesn’t mind me checking.”

      So. The plot thickened. If I’d known I might meet a real vampire, I’d have brought something useful. Like a syringe, or an IV start kit. I snorted at myself and rubbed sweaty hands against my jeans.

      Catrina was quiet. Any questions I wanted to ask would give away information on my part. I didn’t want to tell her anything else about myself or my situation until I found out who I’d be dealing with tonight.

      Waiting here, I could feel the moments ticking away. I hoped that Jorgen hadn’t eaten Hector, that Olympio wasn’t cowering under his bed worrying about the Donkey Lady, that I hadn’t left Olympio’s grandfather with the impression that I was a bitch, and last but not least, that Peter had woken up my mother just enough to explain to her that I was all right. Let’s add the hope that my mother might not die at the end of all this to my laundry list too. That maybe I could get some fucking answers here from a fucking real vampire, one that just happened to be nice enough to hand over a small amount of blood.

      There were footsteps on the stair above us. “Catrina, who is there?” a voice called down.

      Of course the vampire could smell me. She could probably hear me breathing.

      “She’s a nurse, she works at the clinic with me. Hector brought her. She says she needs to see you, to help her get rid of the thing outside. Hector says it may help you in your search.”

      Had he? Hmmmm. If this vampire was searching for something, maybe we could work out a trade. “My name’s Edie,” I helpfully provided, my name echoing up the stairs.

      There was a sigh from up above. “I was hoping it wouldn’t be you.”

      Black boots appeared on the stairs, then tight jeans, black shirt, and then a face that I knew. She was a real vampire. I’d been there when she’d been marked to be turned. “Luz.”

      “Enfermera,” she said, closing her eyes and shaking her head.

      I’d been her nurse—no, her boyfriend’s nurse—for a stretch when I’d been working on Y4. He’d been gravely injured by a gunshot wound, and she’d been adoring him to the end. Anna, the vampire I was a friend of, had changed him into a daytimer, and Luz into a full vamp, to save both of their lives. Mostly. Seeing as I’d found her as the ruler of a gang, hidden in the basement of an apartment-bunker, I wasn’t sure this was what Anna’d had in mind.

      “Catrina, you can go,” Luz said.

      “But—” she began, reluctant to be dismissed. She looked to me, then back to Luz, and asked, “Any news?”

      “Not tonight. I’ll look again tomorrow.”

      It was clear Catrina didn’t want to leave. Luz reached out and grabbed her shoulder. “I’ll find her. I won’t rest until I do. Don’t lose hope.”

      Catrina nodded softly, and then ran back up the stairs. Luz watched her go, with pity, and then looked to me. “I suppose that we can talk. Perhaps I owe you that. Or perhaps you owe me?” Her eyebrows rose, and the gaze that had been so wide and soft with Catrina narrowed to predatory.

      “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” She’d begged Anna for her boyfriend’s life, and this was the payment Anna had required. Changing her into this, here. “I had no idea.”

      “What’s done is done,” Luz said, her lips snaking up into an ironic smile, showing fangs, as she reached into her pocket for a ring of keys.
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      After enough locks were opened to successfully win a car on The Price Is Right, Luz pushed open a very squeaky gate. “Rust, my last defense,” she said, closing the gate behind us—and, to my dismay, redoing all the locks. Once finished, she repocketed the keys, flipped on a light, and gestured me farther in.

      The basement was small and open, with cement floors and walls. A couch, a coffee table, an unmade bed. A single lamp hung over the bed, a tissue paper heart stapled to its shade, casting a pink shadow down. With the exception of her excellent collection of capless test tubes scattered on the floor, Luz had fewer belongings than me.

      “Luz, this is a pit.”

      “Call me Reina. Everyone else does,” she said as she kicked test tubes aside. Thank God the things were made of plastic, not glass, or this’d be like some sort of torture-porn horror film.

      “Okay, Reina—what—” I watched her sink onto the cement floor, and went to kneel beside her. Her eyes were flat and cold, like a shark about to bite. I scooted back a bit, and she nodded. “What the hell happened to you?”

      Focusing on me, she pushed herself up on one elbow. She stirred the test tubes nearest her until she found one with its contents still intact. “Since this is all your fault, I’ll tell you the truth.”

      I cleared a spot from test tubes on the floor, thanked God that Hector had dressed me in jeans two nights ago, not shorts, and carefully sat down.

      “After I was bitten I slept for three nights. When I woke, I was unguarded and hungry. So I went out.” She cracked the cap off the test tube and daubed the contents out with a dainty fingertip. “My first thought was to use all my power to tear apart the gang that’d crippled Javier. I went to see him immediately after I was reborn.

      “He didn’t understand what had happened. No one had explained things to him. He just knew he was well now, and that I’d been gone, that was all. No one told him that I was asleep. Dying. Then becoming alive again.” She tilted her head and finished off the blood in the tube like it was the last gulp of beer from a bottle, then she tossed the empty tube away. “I found him at a party.”

      I imagined her, starving, entering a room of humans, the sound of their blood singing in her ears.

      “He said I’d been cheating on him, and went to hit me. I stopped him. For good.” I wondered if Javier had realized the mistake he’d made—right before Luz had broken his head off. “The party ended after that. I ate him. It was awful, in retrospect. At the time?” She picked up another test tube and looked at it as though it paled in comparison, then threw it aside. “At the time, I was hungry. And then she arrived to claim me. Your friend.”

      I wasn’t sure friend was the best term to describe the bond between Anna and me. I’d saved her life once, and that was a very big deal, but friend was pushing it.

      “I think she wanted me to do what I did. I think she knew I would do it, and she wanted to show me what I was capable of. So that I would believe her. I would know what I’d become, and feel her power over me. But even after that, I still fought her.” She looked directly at me. “I don’t like being told what to do. By anyone.”

      I snorted. “I remember that about you.”

      “We made a deal. As long as I don’t out vampires, or create followers—if I don’t bite anyone human or share any of my blood with them—she will leave me be. So far I have been true to my word.”

      I wondered if Anna giving Luz her freedom as a test. And if so, had she ever imagined that Luz would manage to hold out this long? Luz was strong-willed indeed. I looked around at the test tube pit we were in. “How long’d it take you to come up with this workaround?”

      “Longer than I would have liked. There were not many dogs out to feed on in winter.” I imagined Luz, half mad with hunger, wandering the streets at night. Her eyes were distant, probably remembering the same. “The only thing keeping me alive—and not under her sway—was my pride. Pride is not a very filling dish.”

      She began to sink back against the cement floor, her black hair spilling out like the roads on a map. “And then Adriana found me. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. She knew Catrina, and Catrina . . . helped.”

      If this was helping. The jury was still out on that one. “I have been true to my word. And I may kill people, as long as I don’t bleed them. When I realized that—” A sly smiled crossed her face. “I took charge. I punished the gang that had hurt Javier in the first place. Then I started to take their place. Only in different ways. Hopefully better.” Luz finished lowering herself to the floor. “Morning is near. Enfermera, why are you here?” She was fading before my eyes, with the arrival of the sun.

      “I need to talk to Anna.”

      “If she wanted to talk to you, she’d find you. Next.” Her eyes were halfway closed, like a resting cat.

      “My mother has cancer. I want some of your blood.” She paused, and then laughed and laughed and laughed.

      “Please say you’re kidding me. No. You’re too earnest to kid. I remember that about you.” She rolled to her side and closed her eyes, nuzzling into the chill cement floor. “Do you really think that’s wise?”

      “I don’t know what else to do.”

      “I couldn’t help you, even if I wanted to. If I did that, I would break my word. If I give you my blood, I would break my promise to Anna, and that would be the end of my freedom. I have no doubt that she would come herself to take me back.”

      “There has to be something I can trade you. Or something that you want.”

      She snorted. “You? No. There is nothing more for us to discuss.” The sensation of her presence in the room kept fading.

      “Goddammit! Luz!” I crawled over to her on the cement floor, empty test tubes rolling out of my path. I grabbed her shoulders and shook her. It was unwise, but I had finally found a vampire that wasn’t going to kill me and she was turning out to be fucking useless. She didn’t move. I twisted around, looking around her room for anything to grab hold of, to leverage to get her to help me. Her unused bed, bathed in heart-shaped pink, mocked me. I frowned and looked down at her now peaceful face. I shook her again. “Luz! Who else lives down here with you?”

      One eye opened and fixed on me.

      “Who told you?”

      “No one. Pink hearts aren’t exactly a vampire decorating theme.” I’d gotten a reaction, so I decided to press my luck. “Where is he? Who is it that you’re looking for?”

      She groaned, shaking herself, trying to fight the sun. She pushed herself up on her elbows, and I quickly scooted back. “She,” Luz corrected me. “Where is she. She isn’t here.” She breathed like a dying person, raspy and with long pauses, except in her case she was fighting to stay awake. Luz fixed her eyes on me and panted. “There is no way you can find her if I cannot.”

      “If it’s a deal—if it’s for your blood—I can. Try me.” Luz squinted at me, her head beginning to sink down.

      “Ask Catrina. She can tell you what you need to know.”

      I nodded at her relaxing form. “Okay.”

      I stood, dusting off my knees, as Luz faded. Lightning-fast, one of her arms snaked out and her hand caught my ankle, fingers tight. It would be nothing for her, even half asleep, to crush my ankle and rip off my foot.

      “Don’t come back unless you’ve found her,” Luz warned.

      “Okay,” I said again, my voice pitched higher. She finally went to sleep, and her hand released me.
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      I stared at Luz’s prone form. Could I condemn my mother . . . to this? I didn’t want her to be a vampire, just a daytimer; I wanted her to get just enough blood to be healed and stay that way. But there were no promises after that, no way I could predict how things would go with one hundred percent certainty.

      Catrina was waiting outside on the stairs, on the other side of the locked gate. She called out to me. “Get the keys.”

      I looked down at Luz again, trying to imagine my mother sleeping there instead of her. “Really?”

      “Really.” Catrina crossed her arms.

      I slunk back over to Luz and tapped her. She was well and truly gone now—I didn’t know if she was mostly dead, or dead-dead, or what. It was creepy. I reached into her pockets and yanked out the keys too quickly, shaking her. I jumped back, just in case, and then ran back to the doorway.

      Catrina snapped her fingers on the other side. “Give them here.”

      I imagined her taking them once I did, leaving me locked in here with Luz—there were so many locks, it’d take me hours to free myself on my own. She snapped her fingers again, and I tossed the keys through. From here, I had a good view of the tattoo on her left-hand ring finger’s first knuckle. It looked like a stylized bone.

      She began opening the door. I talked while she worked. “Reina said you would help me. She’s looking for someone—”

      “I know.” Catrina knelt to get at the last locks on the gate.

      “I need something that smells like her, to give to the Hound.” She frowned again at hearing this as I stepped out. I wondered if I would ever see her smile. She closed the door and started relocking the gate.

      It wasn’t too late. I could stop Catrina and run back in there and somehow bleed Luz while she slept. But pledging my mother to a vampire that hated her wouldn’t do any good—it was likely to get her killed.

      “Come on,” Catrina said as she finished locking the door behind me. She threw the keys back inside, where they clattered on the cement floor and landed by Luz’s thigh. “I’ll take you to her room. We’ll find something for your devil there.” I took one last look at Luz’s sleeping form. I tried to imagine being in love with a vampire, and drew a blank. Anna and I had done right by each other—but love was not the word. Whatever human had cut out that paper heart for Luz was crazy. And brave.

      “What was her name, anyhow?”

      “Adriana.” Catrina glowered at me. “And she’s my sister,” she said, before going up the stairs.

      

      Because of Luz, I knew it was already past dawn. I couldn’t see outside, but there were people moving around, the sound of showers being turned on through thin walls, opening and closing bedroom doors. Catrina led me upstairs, and then down a hall.

      “When she wasn’t down there, she was up here.” She opened up a door and we stepped inside. Natural light from a window across from us flooded the room. The walls were cream; one had a red couch, the other a small black TV. A black bookcase didn’t have books on its shelves—it had tiny figurines in bright colors, and gold medallions artfully arranged. A streamer of tissue paper with elaborate designs cut into it swung from shelf to shelf.

      Catrina pushed past me to go into the next room. I didn’t follow. There was no need for me to be too nosy. She came back with a dark blue sweater. “Will that thing be able to find her—even if she’s—” She didn’t want to say the worst out loud.

      “I don’t know. But tonight, I’ll ask it if it can.” Her eyebrows rose at my response. “It used to be human. It understands,” I said, and she shook her head.

      “Just when I thought I’d seen everything there was to see.” She looked from the sweater she held to me, and pulled it back. “I’m going with you.”

      “What? No way.”

      Catrina started nodding and wouldn’t stop. “She’s my sister—I have to go. I want to be there when you find her. You don’t know what she looks like—and that thing might eat her—and—”

      “Okay!” I held up both my hands to stop her. “I want to go on record as saying I think it’s a bad idea, but okay.” I didn’t think it mattered how I found Adriana—and besides, Catrina had the don, whatever the hell that was. It might be nice to have someone on my side who could see things I couldn’t, and who could talk.

      “Tonight?” she asked, holding the sweater to her chest. “Yeah. Meet me at my place at sundown.”

      “All right.”

      I gave her my address, and she led me out.
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      I trotted down the stairs and out into the car-filtered daylight. Following people who already knew their way through the maze led me out to where Hector was sitting, waiting for me.

      He stood up when he saw me. “How’d it go?”

      “Oddly.” I looked around to make sure no one was listening as we began to walk away. “She is a vampire.” I figured I could tell him that much. “Her floor is littered with a thousand or so test tubes from Divisadero, which I think you knew.” I made a face at him.

      “I’d rather pay her kind of tithes, seeing as she’s doing useful things here. Not making everyone pray to a bony statue and extorting bribes.”

      I looked around. “When’d Jorgen leave?”

      “He disappeared before sunrise. He wasn’t pleasant to look at, and so I didn’t for a while. When I turned back next, near dawn, he was gone.”

      I wondered where he roosted during the day, if he ran back to Dren’s side, literally disappeared, or hid out . . . underneath the leaves of trees. Like a butterfly in the rain. Not. I snorted at the thought.

      “So will she help you?” he asked. I nodded. “What’s her price?” I gave him a look, and he shrugged. “Nothing is ever for free.”

      Which begged the question why Hector was helping me. Had been helping me, ever since the day he’d seen the black flower on my chest and hired me to keep an eye on it. I really should have asked Catrina about that, dammit. I guess I’d get a chance to, tonight.

      “She said if I can find her friend, she’ll trade me the blood for my mother.” Hector made a groaning sound and shook his head. “What?” I asked.

      “Edie, that’s impossible. Adriana’s been missing for more than a month. Sometimes—rarely—kidnappings work out, but after a month? No way.”

      “Oh, man.” I groaned. Hector had no reason to lie to me that I knew of, and besides, I’d watched enough true crime shows on TV to know he was right. A month was a really long time. Throw one more slim chance of saving my mom onto the pile. “Was it Maldonado?”

      “Who else could it be?” Hector’s lips drew into a grim line. “But he must know what Luz is. That’s why he only comes out during the day and bunkers down at night.”

      I couldn’t imagine Luz not shredding anything that moved to get to Adriana—no. But maybe once Adriana had been kidnapped, the threat of violence against her had held her hand. She must really not know where Adriana was. . .and cruelest of all, she still lived in hope. “How long does he think that’ll work?”

      “Long enough.”

      “Through the seventeenth?” I pressed. We were nearing a train station.

      Hector drew his hand up himself like he was catching bad thoughts and throwing them away. “I don’t understand why you won’t tell me what’s happening on that date. Do you have a cage match scheduled with him then, or what?”

      “My fight with him wasn’t supposed to involve anyone else.” He sighed deeply, started patting his pockets, and retrieved a fistful of change. “Take it. Go home.”

      I didn’t know if he meant home, like to my apartment home, or fired-go-home-forever, home. “What’s that?”

      “Train fare.”

      “You can’t fire me—” I protested.

      “I’m not. The clinic needs you. You’re a good nurse. Just go home.”

      I eyed his palm suspiciously. “Will you tell me everything later?”

      “If I can. Give me one more night.” His eyes searched mine, and I hoped he would find what he was looking for there. “I have to get to work now, Edie. Make my life easier for once, and do what you’re told.”

      I frowned but held out my hand, so he could pour the change in. As I relented, he relaxed, and I realized he must be exhausted. “You have to be as tired as I am—you should take today off.” I bit my tongue before I asked him to come home with me. Not to take advantage of him, but just to take care of him for a bit. Like he’d spent the past two days taking care of me.

      His bearing softened. “I wish I could, but I can’t.” And then he stood straighter, picking up all the burdens he’d momentarily left behind. “Go home and get better. Doctor’s orders. Especially since I don’t think I can talk Olympio’s grandfather into taking you back.”

      I was tired. I needed a shower. I still smelled like smoke and I was pretty sure my shirt had a stain from that disgusting poultice. “But what’re you going to do? You have to be as tired as I am.”

      He smiled softly at me. “I am. But I’ve got to go to work.”

      

      I took the next train. I got off at my stop and went home. My front door was closed, but Hector had left it unlocked. Minnie was exorbitantly glad to see me and meowed aloud as she followed me around my house. “I know, I know.” I knuckled her head, and then stripped for my

      shower.

      When that was through, I plugged in my phone. Three worried calls from my mother, and a private one from Peter to tell me I was being awful. I’d caught as much in his tone last night, and deleted it without listening all the way through. I called her back, tried to sound the right combination of sick and safe on the phone, and rescheduled an early dinner with her tonight.

      Five hours of sleep and twelve snoozes later, I got up again. It was only three. I tied my hair up, bent at odd angles since I’d slept on it wet, and headed for the train. I got off the stop before my mother’s to get her a small bouquet of flowers from an upscale liquor store. Then I hopped back on and off and walked up to her door.

      Three knocks, and I waited. Nothing. I was reaching up to knock again when the door opened. Peter.

      “Hey—”

      “Your mother’s sleeping.” He stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

      “I can wait—”

      “She was up all night, worried sick about you. I’m not waking her up, after the stunt you pulled.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to reach for the door handle. He didn’t slap my hand away, but I could see him thinking it. “I really was sick!”

      He looked me up and down. I looked tired, maybe, but not ill. He knew what ill looked like. Ill was sleeping inside, right now.

      “I’m not lying!” I protested.

      “Keep your voice down,” he snapped at me.

      “Peter—she’s my own mother. You can’t stop me from seeing her,” I said in clipped tones.

      “She needs her rest right now. More than she needs to see you.” He inhaled and exhaled deeply. “Look, Edie, you and I have always gotten along. So you get another chance. But not today, not right now. I’ll tell her you came by.”

      I could not believe I was being stopped. I wanted to yell at him, but what would that do? Wake my mother, so she’d stumble to the door and see us fighting? That wouldn’t do. “Here.” I shoved the bouquet forward. “They’re for her.”

      He looked down at the flowers, but didn’t take them. “She’s neutropenic. You should know better.” And with that, he went back inside and closed the door.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      Neutropenic people couldn’t get flowers or fresh fruit, or anything else that might have germs on it. I knew that— flowers weren’t usually allowed on ICU floors. And of course my mom was neutropenic, after all her rounds of chemo. She’d be lucky to have four intact white blood cells left to rub together, like the last few floating Cheerios in a cereal bowl.

      I couldn’t believe it had happened, all the way home. That I’d forgotten, and that Peter’d rebuffed me. I went back to my apartment on the train, stunned and angry, and barely remembered to get off at my stop. It was drizzling as I walked in. I was halfway up the stairs to my apartment when I realized I’d left the flowers behind on my seat.

      I forced myself to eat a dinner of whatever was left in my fridge. Just before nightfall, I heard a knock. Catrina was standing outside my front door. I held it open for her. “Welcome to casa de la crazy.”

      Snorting, she walked in to sit down on my couch. “What now?”

      “We’re on Jorgen’s timeline. I’m sure he’ll show up.” He still wanted me to go with him—and now I needed something in return. I sat down on the opposite end of my couch. I’d already gotten ready. I was wearing mostly black. I’d taken the cross I’d had Olympio buy and strung it on a long string hung around my neck; my old badge from work was in my back pocket. I was super prepared to make bad decisions.

      Catrina had Adriana’s sweater out, across her lap. She’d worn sensible boots, and I thought I could see the outline of a knife hilt at their top. Of course.

      “How’d your sister meet Luz anyway?”

      “You even know her real name.”

      “Yeah. We go back awhile.”

      Catrina’s eyes narrowed in thought as she looked at me. “I underestimated you.”

      “I’m . . . sorry?” I guessed. I didn’t know what to say.

      She hugged the sweater to herself and leaned back into the couch. “My sister used to have some problems. She hung out with the wrong crowd. One night, things weren’t going well for her. Luz rescued her from a bad situation. And Luz wasn’t doing so well herself, on her own. They . . . started hanging out. Together.” I tried to fill in the gaps in Catrina’s story with my imagination. Leaping from saving someone’s life, to being on a pink-heart basis. Catrina watched me closely out of the corner of her eye. “They are in love.”

      I already knew as much. It wasn’t the pink heart that gave it away, but the look on Luz’s face when she spoke of Adriana and the warning bruise she’d left on my ankle. “When’d you know she was a vampire?”

      “When she tried to kill my cat.” Catrina snorted. “I didn’t want to believe, but the stories Adriana told me, and how she’d saved her—I have the calling, too—I didn’t want to believe, but I could see. After that, it was easy for me to help them by supplying Luz with blood. And after that, things started getting better for our block.”

      Well, I’d had no idea Luz would become the world’s first socially conscious vampire when I’d met her. I wondered if Anna had had a hand in that. “What’ll happen if your sister doesn’t come back?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” Catrina was interrupted by a thump. She jumped, and Minnie bolted from the kitchen to the bedroom.

      “Sorry. That’s our ride.”

      We went to the door and Jorgen was there. “Hey. You’re here because you need me to help Dren, right?” I didn’t want to think of what was wrong with Dren that he couldn’t help himself, or that Jorgen couldn’t waltz in and fix. Jorgen nodded, his black eyes fixed on me.

      “Okay—well, we need to make a deal.” I really hoped that my neighbors weren’t looking out right now, seeing me talk to empty space. “I need you to find someone else for me first. Then—and only then—we can go help Dren.” Jorgen went back to all fours and leaned forward, his face very near to mine. His breath stank, and he tilted so that I could see into his nearest black eye. In that one eye was all the hatred Jorgen felt for me, for the situation he was in—where I had put him. He’d kill me if he could—but he needed me right now. We’d get along until then, was what that eye told me, but afterward? Who knew.

      I looked back into my apartment and waved to Catrina. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      

      She let Jorgen smell her sister’s precious sweater. I’d never seen a Hound do what one does before. He was still for a moment, waiting. And then I’d have sworn he seemed pleased. He bounded to the bottom of the stairs, rippling like a weasel or ferret or some other creature with an extra half a spine, then looked back, waiting for us.

      I figured we were walking toward the station halfway there. Catrina was quiet, just watching Jorgen pace along. The Hound could be faster than we were, but there was no point in jogging after him when we didn’t know how far we’d have to go.

      “How long have you known him?” Catrina asked me.

      “I first met him in December.” I didn’t want to go into the details of my past with Jorgen. “How long have you known Hector?” I deflected instead.

      “Since December.”

      I was a little stunned. “Really? He seems so entrenched here.”

      “Oh, he is. He’s done a world of good. He was a friend of the original doctor, who was getting quite old.”

      “Hmm.” That didn’t fit the picture of Hector’s life that I’d created in my head.

      When we reached the station, I wondered how Jorgen would get through. I fed in my card for myself and Catrina, and the turnstile clicked as we passed through. I looked back at Jorgen, trapped on the other side. Leaning back, I passed my card through again, and he reared back onto two legs, waddling through the turnstile in a creepy half-human fashion, jerking erratically forward like a monster chasing me in a bad dream. When he was through, he fell to all fours again, his ill-furred loose skin swinging down after him.

      There was no way not to see him in the station’s brighter light. His human skin was pale and blue-veined where it was visible in patches through his fur. He looked so wrong it made it hard to talk to him. “Where to now?” I asked aloud.

      He got his bearings, and we waited quietly for the southbound train.

      

      Why wasn’t I surprised when we got off at the clinic’s stop? The homeless people were sleeping in their makeshift shelter by the payphones. I hoped that neither of them had the gift like Catrina—I didn’t want to have to explain Jorgen to anyone. At the same time, I felt safer traveling at night with a nightmarish creature beside me. I hoped that just because normal people couldn’t see him didn’t mean he couldn’t affect them. I’d hate to get into trouble and not be able to count on my horrific imaginary friend.

      “Here?” Catrina asked, plainly disappointed when we reached the bottom step.

      “You wanted somewhere more exotic?”

      “I just figured she wouldn’t be so close.”

      Because close . . . was probably bad. The best answer for why Luz hadn’t been able to find Adriana was that she was dead after all. I could see Catrina steeling herself to find out the truth, any truth, just to finally know. I didn’t respond.

      We walked in a direction I hadn’t gone yet on my short tours with Olympio and last night with Hector. At night, this side of town seemed much grimmer. The colors were washed out, and all that showed up was dirt and darkness. A few dogs ran up to us as we passed an alley—half feral and growling. Jorgen leered at them, and the shy ones ran away. The braver ones trailed us with a litany of barks, until yells of frustration from the closed windows we passed shook them off.

      “Can he tell us what we’re in for?” Catrina asked.

      “I don’t think so.” At County Hospital, for patients who couldn’t talk or write, we had boards with likely complaints. They could point to a picture of a toilet, and we’d know to bring a bedpan. What kind of board of horrors would Jorgen need to tell me what we were going into? A knife, in the alley, with Colonel Mustard. Heh.

      There were some people sleeping in the street—on a hot night, you didn’t need a shelter. And if you were too drunk or crazy to get into one, odds were that no one would mess with you.

      Other people were lurking in corners. I could feel them watching us. I didn’t know if it was Jorgen’s presence that kept them at bay, or if we possessed some frightening luck. We turned onto a new block, and there was a bright light at the end of it. My first thought was of a train. I

      couldn’t help but stare.

      “Here?” Catrina whispered in disgust. “All this time— here?”

      An effigy of Santa Muerte was standing in the window, draped in a purple robe, trimmed in gold, with embroidered gold-thread stars. The street was strewn with flowers and petals. I had a suspicion where we were.

      “Maldonado’s current church?” I guessed. She nodded. The altar’s light illuminated the grimace on her face. We walked toward the church, Jorgen bold, us more slowly behind.

      A person raced out in front of us, crossing the street, and started sweeping up the flowers with both arms.

      “Oy!” A man I hadn’t noticed stepped out from beside the altar, hidden by the shadows of the building behind. “Stop that!” He shoved the other person down and pulled back his leg like he was going to kick whoever he’d shoved. I saw a bony arm rise up in supplication.

      “Hey!” I said, without thinking about it first. Catrina yanked me back. The man stopped, mid-kick, distracted by me, and the person I’d saved scrambled over. In the altar’s light, the bony flower thief had stringy hair and was wearing two hospital gowns, one in each direction, only three buttons snapped between them. “Oh, God. Not you.” It was the woman I’d saved, who’d infected me.

      “¿Quién eres?” the man said, coming over.

      “You’re kicking someone’s grandmother!” I said, emboldened by Jorgen’s presence beside me.

      “She’s stealing flowers to resell. It’s against the law. Those flowers are Santa Muerte’s.” I could see the three cross tattoos on either side of his neck.

      “The flowers are in the street. Technically, they’re trash,” Catrina said, stepping forward, into the altar’s light.

      “Cállate, no sabes lo que dices,” he said, and stepped forward. I really hoped Jorgen was looming somewhere behind. “Wait—I know you—” He looked Catrina up and down, then put a hand to something at his waist.

      Jorgen bowled him down. The man fell with a grunt, and Jorgen’s mouth stretched comically wide. His jaw unhinged, like a python’s, and he barely had the man’s head in his mouth before the man began to scream. Three bizarre gulping bites and the man was gone; only Jorgen remained.

      What had that man been reaching for? A gun? A knife? A phone? Too late now; we’d never know.

      “Where did he go?” Catrina whispered, horrified.

      “Do you really care?” I said, my voice rising higher.

      Jorgen’s formerly slack-skinned stomach was stretched taut like a drum. I thought I could see a foot pressing out from the inside, like a perverted kicking baby.

      The elderly woman started babbling between us, holding her hands up in a placating fashion. I gladly concentrated on her instead.

      “Grandmother—Abuela—” I said, trying to calm her down. She must have made it to County, I recognized the pattern of her hospital gowns. I reached out and touched her forehead, and she didn’t jerk away. She didn’t have a fever; that was good—hopefully she wasn’t contagious anymore. “What happened to you?”

      She began speaking in fast Spanish that I couldn’t understand. Catrina translated quickly. “She doesn’t like it here, everyone is mean to her, there is no respect left in this world. And she’s scared of that dog.”

      Well. She had every right to be. She bent over and started scrabbling on the ground, rooting through the discarded flowers like she’d lost a contact lens. I didn’t want to leave her behind here for the next Three Crosses guard to kick. “Catrina—is there somewhere you can take her?”

      “Why?”

      “We can’t just leave her here is why.”

      “Doesn’t she have a home?”

      “Look, Jorgen will only listen to me. And we’re near where your sister is. Maybe you can just trust me to find things out.” I didn’t want to state the obvious: that we both knew what the answer would be, that Jorgen would most likely lead me up the street so he could dig away at a shallow trash pit in a narrow backyard. I gestured to the elderly woman. “She needs your help. Can you take her back to the Reina’s? Get her some food?”

      Catrina looked from the old woman to me, and then past us to Jorgen, whom we’d both just seen swallow a man alive. Even with her gift, the weirdness tonight was mounting in a way I could tell made Catrina uncomfortable. Maybe that, and being too close to the final truth. She frowned but agreed. “Okay. But you better come to work tomorrow and you tell me what you find out.”

      “I will. I swear it.”

      Catrina reached out and gently herded the old woman away.
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      “This whole night is hard to swallow. But you know all about that, huh?” I asked Jorgen in an attempt to be light-hearted. He had just eaten a person. It was weird. Should I offer him some Tums, or should I go off and violently puke out my disgust in a corner? I didn’t know, so I decided to press on. “Where to?”

      Jorgen took off toward the far end of the street, and I followed him. We reached an alley, and Jorgen dove in. I chased after him. “Hey! No eating people!” I whispered as loudly as I dared.

      We snaked to the back of the building we’d just been in front of. There were dogs in cages out back. They started whining as soon as they felt, or maybe saw, Jorgen. Trapped in cages, all of them were cowed.

      A man came out of the back of the Three Crosses building, and kicked the nearest cage. “Stop it! ¡Cállate!”

      I waited against the wall, hidden by an overflowing dumpster, and Jorgen stood in the middle of the alley, huge and invisible.

      Jorgen looked to me, and then looked to the man, and leapt forward, catching him in the back. I know the landing knocked all the air out of the man—I heard it leave him in a rush once Jorgen pinned him. I raced up as the dogs whined even louder, clawing at the backs of their cages.

      “Don’t kill him!” I hissed. “Just keep him from following me.”

      Jorgen reached out with a massive back leg and stepped on the Three Crosses man’s leg, breaking it with a crunching sound.

      “Jesus!” I yelped. The gangster’s eyes widened, and now, able to breathe, he inhaled deeply to howl in pain. “No no no.” I lunged down and planted my hand over his mouth. “Can you understand me?”

      His eyes were wide. He could see only me in the alley; he had no idea how I’d managed to knock him down and break his leg.

      “Don’t yell.” His eyes were watering with pain. “If you yell—I’ll have my ghost here kill you.” Jorgen crouched in and exhaled on the man, breath rancid as rotten death.

      He nodded, and I released his mouth.

      “If you move even one inch, my ghost will eat you.”

      “Like upstairs,” he whispered.

      He knew other hungry ghosts? Great. Leaving Jorgen to guard him, I turned toward the door.

      

      The man had left the door open when he’d come outside. I hoped Jorgen wouldn’t eat him while I wasn’t looking—I wasn’t sure I could handle that on my conscience. I swung the door open and looked inside before entering. It was dark. Disconcertingly so.

      This was for my mom. I’d find out what had happened to Adriana, and then Luz would owe me, no matter what. The small voice that kept telling me what a bad idea this was in the back of my head—I told that voice to shut the hell up.

      I reached in and fished around the doorjamb for the light switch. As my hand passed into the darkness, I felt an odd static in the air. About as far as I could reach my hand into the room, I felt the chipped plastic switch against the wall and flipped it. It wasn’t wired to the light overhead, but to a light at the top of the stairs that rose from this bottom entryway. I stepped fully in, and felt enveloped by the charge—as if it were crawling up and down my skin, inside my clothing, like electric pins and needles.

      It smelled in here, too. Worse than Jorgen’s breath. Like rotting meat. Not good. I was prepared to find one dead body, but the smell promised more.

      Jorgen had followed me from the alley to look inside. He leaned forward through the door, but it seemed to be blocked to him. Maybe by whatever I was feeling right now.

      “Can you come in?” Screw the man in the alley. I’d feel better with Jorgen at my back.

      The Hound shook his head. Whatever felt weird about the air in here was actually barring him. “Shit.”

      The room I was in was just a communal room, a landing for the rooms that branched off it. Two doors to either side, and then the stairs leading up. I didn’t know where to go next; I was going to just try the door on my right when I heard a groan.

      Up the stairs. Of course.

      I’d left the door open behind me, in the hope that Jorgen would follow me or stay in my line of sight. I took the first stair, listened to it creak, and then took the next three stairs more slowly before looking back at Jorgen’s disappearing form.

      Whatever I’d thought I’d be doing tonight, I didn’t think I’d actually be doing it alone.
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      I reached the top of the stairs as quietly as I could. As I walked up, I could see there was another landing, and again, more doors.

      Another groan. Louder. Longer. But I couldn’t locate it—there was a door in front of me, and a door to my left. I opened the one in front of me first.

      This place reeked. As a nurse, I’d smelled ten different kinds of death before, seen maggots feasting on someone’s gangrenous leg, and this smelled worse. It was dark inside too, of course. It felt humid, probably from the rain, but my skin imagined it as the dampness of spoiled things. With extreme reluctance I fumbled inside for a light switch. My hand found something smooth and round instead. I patted up and down, felt more strange things, and started panicking. I inhaled, exhaled, imagined where the hell the light switch would be if this fucking place were built to code, and went in for it, finding the tiny plastic nub of a switch between two smoother surroundings.

      This time, the light illuminated the whole room. Which let me see that the things I’d been touching on the wall . . . were bones.

      “Oh, God.” The entire wall I was walking out of was faced in bones. Long femurs and short tarsals, and broken-up pieces of skull wedged between. The entire wall— and half the ceiling. And part of the floor.

      I took a few steps in, careful not to touch anything else. Not all of the bones had been bleached, which was the reason for the smell. Nuggets of flesh, strings of tendon, all remained attached.

      “¿Hola?” said a very weak voice, hoarse.

      I couldn’t figure out where it was coming from at first. The jagged outlines of the bones on the walls prevented me from seeing what was there, like an optical illusion— a cage made of bones, set on the room’s far side.

      “¿Quein está ahí?”

      Whoever was talking sounded frail. I walked nearer, reminding myself that cages were a two-way street. They could be cruelly used on good dogs—or used on bad dogs, to keep good dogs safe.

      The bones were wired up with curling rebar, ornate, disgustingly beautiful, Giger-esque. I stopped a body length away from the cage to peer inside.

      “Por favor, ayúdame.” It was a woman, dressed in a thin nightgown. I thought she was a child at first, but then I realized she’d been starved. Her hair was in front of her face, her arms were stick-thin—and—“Por favor, por favor.”

      “Please?” I knew por favor. She started speaking, more quickly, and I held up my hands. “I don’t know what else you’re saying. Are you okay? Se habla inglés? Dolor?”

      “Mucho dolor.” Much pain, she agreed. She reached for the bars of her cage, and I knew what I thought I saw was true. The outlines of the bones under her skin had been tattooed on her arms. There was a tattoo on the back of her ring finger on her right hand, one that I knew I’d seen before, but her hands were so thin, so thin.

      “How can I help you out of here?” I had never wished so hard to know another language in my life.

      She turned toward me, and the hair slid away from her face. The outline of her skull had been tattooed on her, the outlines of teeth pulled up on either side of her mouth, forcing her face into a cruel smile, just like Santa Muerte in the altar outside.

      “We have to get you out,” I said more loudly. I didn’t know how, but—I touched the cage carefully. The bones weren’t solid, but the rebar beneath them was. I searched for any cracks.

      “Come on—” I found a loose bone, and pulled, and it came off with a crack, but the rebar below didn’t budge. The bars were welded too close together for me to manage to pull her through. I groped over bones not long removed from their owners, searching for a door—Maldonado had gotten her in there somehow, and that’s how I’d get her out again—then I found it. A knot of rebar, double wrapped, in between pierced vertebrae.

      It wasn’t a lock, and there wasn’t a key. Whoever had twisted this cage shut on Adriana never meant to open it again.

      I put my hands on either side of the knot’s tail and prayed that somehow I could Hulk out and get Adriana free. “Come on, come on—”

      “Edith?” came a weak voice from outside the room. Almost no one called me Edith anymore. I stood up straighter and looked around. The woman in the cage, nearly skin and bones, pulled herself halfway up.

      “I’m so sorry—hang on—I’ll be right back.” I started backing out of the room. The woman in the cage reached a bony arm through its bars out at me.

      She didn’t cry. She might have been too dehydrated to cry.

      

      I made it back to the landing without fishing around inside bones to find the light switch again. I went to the second door and opened it up.

      “Edith—I smell you.”

      “Dren?” Jorgen’s owner, my erstwhile Husker, the vampire who’d tormented me, whom I’d cost a hand—“Dren?” I asked again, my voice raising.

      “Don’t turn on the light. Just come here.”

      I stood in the doorway. “Dren, what’s going on? Why are you here?”

      “It took Jorgen long enough to find you. Come here.”

      Was this where Jorgen had wanted me to come all along? Nice. And ironic. No wonder he’d been so pleased.

      “Come here,” Dren demanded again.

      “No.” He sounded weak, which didn’t mean that it was safe to wander on blindly and say hi. “How about you come here? I need your help to free this girl.”

      “I’m not in a position to free anyone right now. Get in here.” There was a long pause, and then a word I never thought I’d hear. “Please.”

      That was weird—and frightening. “Dren, tell me what’s happening. Now.”

      “Edie—I’m weak. They’ve . . .” His voice sunk low. “If you turn on the light, we might be seen. We don’t have much time before he comes back. Hurry.”

      “Hurry and do what?”

      “Help me, goddammit! Please!”

      A piece of vampire lore returned to me. Honor and whatnot, when sworn. “Swear not to hurt me.”

      There was a dry laugh. “I swear it. I couldn’t hurt a fly. Come closer, Edie. I’ll need to lean on you.”

      There was movement at the back of the room, him, fabric, the bang of something metal. I took a step inside, and another, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness ahead of me. He was lying on a metal table, draped in a sheet not unlike a gown, one hand folded in across his lap, the other hand missing.

      “Come on already.” I waved him to come forward. The charge around me, what I’d felt when I first came into this cursed place, was increasing now. The pins and needles were beginning to feel more like teeth.

      “I can’t. I need your help.” He reached out to me, with his arm that ended in a stump.

      “And swear to help my mom,” I added.

      “I swear, but only if you hurry the fuck up,” he hissed.

      I’d wanted to save my mom, right? And I’d found Adriana. Only I couldn’t get her out. I was torn between the two rooms, like a kid frozen between horrors at a haunted house. Neither of the rooms was a good option, and everything felt like it was getting worse, fast—it was act or run, and don’t stop running, don’t think of looking back.

      I ran toward him instead, and drew myself up short at his bedside. He was lashed down, restrained across his chest, abdomen, thighs, and feet. I ratcheted the ties off him, unlacing their ends, freeing him. He gasped as the last one came loose, and pushed himself up.

      He lurched up, swung his arm around my neck, and shoved himself off the table. He hobbled, as if one of his legs didn’t work. Because it didn’t. I looked down at his other, flaccid arm.

      “The bones. They take them out each night. Alternating. And then I heal, and then they take them out again.” His voice was dancing on the edge of mania.

      I grit my teeth to not puke, and took a step forward. Stumbling, he came with me. Okay, okay, okay. Do this. Don’t run.

      “Jorgen’s outside.”

      “Good. Let’s go.” Dren said, his face tucked in against my neck.

      

      I would have rather saved the old grandmother again than Dren. This place was so much worse than the storm drain where I’d found her. It’d only been trash there, things forgotten. This place was full of bad intent. Someone had done this to Dren—was doing that to Adriana.

      “Is there any way—” I started to ask, even though I had no idea how I’d manage to carry them both out. And Dren couldn’t even use both his arms.

      “No. She’s as good as dead. Just hurry—go—” he pleaded.

      I was saving the vampire instead of the girl. I heard her whimpering as we crossed the upper landing. She must know we were leaving her behind. She deserved saving more than Dren, but he was the only one I could get out. It felt so wrong, but I couldn’t think of how I could undo her cage’s knot.

      How much more moral ambiguity could I take? I’d work on sorting it out tomorrow.

      “I’ll come back,” I whispered to the girl, praying that she could hear me, that she’d understand—that no one had ever lied and told her that before.

      I just needed to get Dren over to Jorgen. Who knew where the hell they would go together, but after that, he would owe me. This had to be worth some blood.

      And then maybe I could come back for her. I didn’t know what I could do against welded rebar and magic, but there had to be something, something, something—we reached the top of the stairs, and the door opened below.

      Fuck.

      Dren started panting into my neck. “Don’t let him hurt me, Edie. Don’t let him hurt me again—” His voice was rising like a boy’s.

      “Shhhhh.” There was nowhere for us to hide, only one way out. I thought about throwing Dren down the stairs—it wasn’t like he could die, right?—and somehow tumbling after him, getting the door open again, somehow hauling Jorgen inside to help us.

      That was a lot of somehow.

      The bottom floor’s new occupant arrived at the bottom of the stairs, putting his foot on the first creaky step. He stepped into the half-light the downstairs switch provided. And I knew him.

      “Ti?” My zombie ex-boyfriend. I almost dropped Dren in surprise.

      “Ti—this is awesome timing—can you help?” I shouldered Dren up higher as he hung limp against me, like a rag doll. “Dren’s been hurt, and there’s this girl upstairs—” I began, and I realized my great luck. “You’re strong enough to open her cage, awesome!”

      “Edie,” Dren warned, with true fear in his voice.

      Ti was silent as he came up the second and third stairs. “Ti?” He had to have seen me. Right? “Come on. Hurry up and help.”

      Dren started quivering, trying to control his disobedient limbs, and lurch away. “See if you can get us past him—hurry!”

      “What—” I looked down at Dren, who was trying to let go of me and brace himself against the wall, and then back to the still-ascending Ti.

      Who was holding a long butcher knife.

      “No. No no no. This is not happening.” I bartered aloud. I backed us up an awkward step as Ti rose. “Ti— you can’t do this. This isn’t you.”

      The Ti I knew put honor above almost everything else in life. Wanted to help people, not hurt them, not unless they deserved it. Wanted to get to go to heaven when he died, once he’d earned back the lost half of his soul. “Ti, please—”

      I could see his expressionless face. There was nothing of the man I’d once loved there, nothing of anyone, nothing at all.

      “Ti—stop,” I ordered, hoping it would trigger something in him. “Stop this right now. I’m Edie. You remember me. I know you do.”

      The electric currents of this place were roiling now; it felt like my hair was on end. I pushed Dren sideways, into the wall, and blocked him from Ti with my body. I was going to be killed by my zombie ex-boyfriend, and my bones put into the room with that poor woman. Silver didn’t work on zombies. I pulled out my badge and prayed to someone, anyone, that it might still protect me the way it used to when I was on Y4.

      It struck up like a lit match, and Ti paused one stair down from us.

      “Dren—go. Somehow. Just go.”

      Dren fought against my back, and I moved forward. He fell down for a few steps, tumbling past Ti, and then started crawling forward, dragging himself down the stairs with his one good arm.

      Ti made to follow him. I raced down the stairs until I was below him, badge still out. The electric jolts were sharper, running up and down my body in sharp snaps, like the charges from a violet wand. My badge sputtered like a dying sparkler, and Ti took a step down, implacable, following Dren. I put myself in his way.

      “Ti, say something.” I pleaded, but he wouldn’t. Or couldn’t. I was close enough now to see that his eyes were glazed. He was not himself here. He took another step forward, and I took another step back.

      “Please, Ti. No.” The butcher knife was still at his side. I was in striking range now. I had to believe that Ti wouldn’t kill me—I put my dying badge against Ti’s chest, breathing heavy, the electricity in the room buzzing in my ears. We danced together down another stair.

      “Ti—I know you remember me.” His eyes tracked me. Was that good, or bad? I hoped that whatever in him was human was listening. “You broke up with me once. You do not get to kill me again.” He stopped advancing. The knife was still low. I could hear Dren behind me, pulling himself against the linoleum floor.

      “I’m out!” Dren called from below, just as the light from my badge disappeared.

      I took three steps back. Ti didn’t follow me. His body might belong to someone else now, but his eyes were still his, watching me. I didn’t want to leave him here. “Ti—”

      “Edie—hurry!” Dren called from the alley.

      I dropped my badge, turned my back, and ran for the door.
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      Outside, Dren was scrabbling along on the wet ground, and Jorgen was standing guard over him. What had happened to Ti?

      “Okay, okay—” If I stopped telling myself what to do I would panic. I reached down and pulled Dren up. He hissed at me, fangs out. “Don’t you dare—”

      “Just get me out of here.”

      The man who was still lying back there with his broken leg started trying to crawl backward at the sight of Dren.

      Dren’s shirt slipped through my fingers as I tried to haul him up. I’d only imagined springing him—it hadn’t occurred to me that after that, we’d somehow have to run, and that he wouldn’t be able to walk. I hadn’t thought about bringing a wheelchair along.

      Jorgen knelt awkwardly, and I tried to hoist Dren up onto his back, but Dren kept sliding off. There was surprised shouting from down the alley. Perhaps the disappearance of Jorgen’s first victim had been discovered. I couldn’t understand their words, but I could hear their angry tone.

      “Dren, we’re going to have company soon. Can you send them away?” We were still trying to scrape our way down the alley, the three of us, unsuccessfully. But I’d been with Dren before when he’d made everyone ignore him, entire train cars full of normal people.

      “Can’t. Too weak. Too close to the brujo’s power.” He hauled himself up Jorgen’s side desperately and planted his fangs into the Hound’s neck. Jorgen snarled and twisted, dislodging him.

      “Horrible beast!” Dren yelled, back on the ground. “This is not the time to be feeding, Dren—”

      “I need blood!” Dren yelled, raising up his good fist and pounding it down.

      The man we’d threatened earlier had crawled backward to hide behind the dog cages, and then he started yelling for help.

      “Shit!” I hissed. “Come on.” Jorgen looked behind us and took a flying leap back toward the dog cages. “No!” I shouted at him. The dogs squealed. Jorgen stopped, but he was standing over the man who’d given us away. The man started praying at the top of his lungs. Santa Muerte this, Santa Muerte that.

      “You’d be better off praying to me!” I hauled Dren away, dragging him down the alley way like a dead body. Three Crosses men raced out of the building like angry ants, weapons drawn. At a command from someone among their ranks, they held fire and moved aside. I’d never seen so many guns before. My stomach turned to ice.

      “What’s happening here?” I recognized his voice. From the clinic—Maldonado. Somehow he was even more frightening than the weaponry.

      “I’m rescuing my friend.” There wasn’t any point in lying.

      Maldonado smiled. “He was always free to leave. All he had to manage to do was walk out.” Some of his cohort laughed as Maldonado continued. “He’s the kind of beast we protect ourselves from. Him and la Reina. He deserves what he got.”

      Under other circumstances, before this, I would totally agree. But after what I’d seen tonight? No. The bone room had gone above and beyond.

      “And what about her?” I pointed back up to where the bone room had been. Dren kept crawling away behind me. I could hear his good arm splash into puddles and the rest of him slide.

      “She was with la Reina. As, clearly, are you. Which makes many things of yours forfeit.” Maldonado closed the distance between us. “First your bones, then your life.” He raised his hand, and many of his men put guns away to pull out knives. Somehow the knives seemed worse. I took a step back.

      I was cast in sudden shadow by headlights behind me, and I heard the squealing of tires. Some of the Three Crosses men raised their hands to protect their eyes, and I heard “Get in!” from behind me. I whirled and saw Hector, frantically waving at me from inside his car.

      “Jorgen! Now!” I yelled at the Hound. He ran back through their numbers, clawing and biting, shoving them aside.

      I ran until I caught up with Dren, and hauled him toward the waiting car’s passenger side. Shots rang out; I prayed to God that they hadn’t made contact. I hopped in beside Dren, almost on top of him, and slammed the door.

      “Go go go!” I looked behind us, at Jorgen, running away.

      Hector raced backward down the alley, then went flying down the street.

      “How did you know?” I asked his reflection in the rearview mirror.

      “As soon as Catrina got home she called me and told me where you’d been.” Hector looked into the backseat at Dren. “Where are we taking him?”

      Dren seized his chance. He lunged forward and wrapped his good arm around Hector’s neck, the headrest in between them.

      “Dren, no!” I yanked at the vampire. His arm nearest me was too flaccid to get traction on, and his good arm was too strong. I reached out and grabbed hold of his head, hauling it backward by his ears and hair.

      “I need blood to heal—” Dren said, and it was clear that he didn’t care where it came from.

      “He has to drive! Let him go!” Hector wove from side to side in the empty street, reaching for the glove compartment with the hand that wasn’t on the wheel. He teased the latch with his fingers and it slid open. He grabbed whatever was inside, and then bashed Dren in the head with it. The vampire hissed like a rattlesnake and recoiled, sinking down behind the driver’s seat.

      Hector held up what he’d hit Dren with so that it was visible in the rearview mirror. The good old King James. “I was raised Catholic, motherfucker. Stay in the backseat.”

      The rest of our ride passed in silence. I’d done it. I had some help—but we were gonna be okay. No one had gotten hurt. My mom was going to be just fine. To borrow a phrase from Hector, I had saved the motherfucking day. As the streets got nicer and it was clear we were out of Three Crosses’ realm I began to beam.

      “Why are you so pleased?” Dren asked from beside me.

      “Because.” I inhaled and exhaled deeply. “Just because.”
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      Hector pulled the car into a well-lit place—the parking lot of a Catholic church. As soon as we parked, he got out and slammed his door.

      I hopped out after him, leaving my door open.

      “We’re going to kill that thing.” He popped the trunk of his car, bringing out duct tape and a tire iron.

      I took a step back. “We’re not going to kill him, and I’m not going to ask you why you’re driving a kidnap-mobile.”

      “He tried to kill me,” Hector said, shaking the tire iron for emphasis.

      “I need him! To save my mom! Remember?”

      “Technically, I only wanted some of your blood,” Dren said from his slumped position inside the car, eyes glittering in the night. “I didn’t need all of it.”

      I pointed at him. “Do me a favor, and don’t try to help.” Then I moved to stand between Hector and Dren. Normally, a vampire would have no problem fighting back, but since Dren was missing half of his long bones and starved for blood and Hector was pissed, I gave humanity an even chance. “Let me explain. Some. As much as I can. Hector—that place up there—it was awful. They were torturing him. Taking out his bones and using them to decorate—” My voice failed me at the memory.

      “Adriana’s up there, Hector. She’s trapped in a cage of bones and rebar. It is literally insane.”

      Then I looked to Dren. “And you swore to help my mother. I need some of your blood. She’s got cancer. I want to heal her.”

      Dren’s eyebrows rose up on his forehead. A smile pulled up the edges of his lips, and then he gave a barking laugh. He laughed again, and again, sounding like an overexcited dog, until he started coughing, and the coughing won out.

      “What’s so funny?” I stood outside the car with my hands on my hips. “You promised—you swore!”

      Dren recovered himself from the coughing. “You need to make your oaths more precise. Trust me, you do not want your own sweet mother to be bound to my blood.”

      “Fuck you, Dren.” I took a step nearer to the car, strength building in me. “You’re doing this.”

      He slunk forward in the car, crawling out of it with his one good leg and arm, and both Hector and I scooted back. “If she were bound to me, I would make you regret giving her my blood until the day you died. She would come to hate you as the person who enslaved her to me.” He paused to arrange himself on the pavement once he was on the ground, straightening out his messed-up leg. Then he appeared to think, and smiled, full of fangs. “Just think of all the things I could order her to do. Oh, my.”

      My fists curled in impotent rage. “But I saved your life!”

      “And I thank you for that. But I also swore an oath not to hurt her, whoever she may be. Trust me that my blood would only do that. I would see to it, in fact.”

      I leaned forward and screamed at him, “I did not come all the way down here just to save you! If I had known, I would have tried harder to save the girl instead!” I whirled on Hector. “Give me the tire iron.”

      He took a step back. “I thought we weren’t supposed to kill him?”

      “That was before,” I said, my hand still out.

      “Edie—he has a point.”

      “Fuck both of you, then.” I walked in a small circle. I ran my hands up through my hair. “We have to go back for her.”

      “Not tonight. We’re not going anywhere tonight.” Hector brought the tire iron down with finality.

      “We may not be—but Luz, I mean Reina, is going to be all over Maldonado when she hears about this. Do you have her phone number? Does she have a phone?”

      “And what do you think she will do to your precious zombie when she finds him there, girl?” Dren said from his position on the ground.

      “You shut up.”

      “Go on. Tell him about the zombie,” Dren crooned. “I’d love to hear you explain him away.”

      I knelt down to be on a level with him. “How is it you were stupid enough to get caught?”

      “What’s it matter to you?” he challenged me.

      “More mouth from you, and we’re going to wait out here for the sun,” Hector threatened, waving the tire iron. I blinked, startled that he knew how to kill a vampire. Then again, it was on every other TV show right now. At least Hector was still on my side, even though he had to know I was holding out information on him.

      Dren sighed in exaggerated exhaustion. “I came looking for Santa Muerte. The Shadows sent me in. She’s got a high bounty.”

      “Did you find her?”

      “No. Those fools are trying to summon her. The girl in the cage is meant to be some sort of sacrifice.” He shrugged his weak shoulder, which yanked his limp arm up in a grotesque fashion. “Santa Muerte herself is still loose—and they’ve almost got enough magic to draw her there. I’ll give them that. I sorely underestimated the magician inside.”

      “That’s because he’s a brujo,” Hector said. I didn’t know what that meant yet, but somebody was going to be explaining it to me soon.

      “Someone is helping them,” Dren went on. “You don’t get knowledge like they’ve gained through experimenting on your own. You try magic that strong without practice and you’d blow yourself up.” His eyes narrowed. “I suspect House Grey is funding them, or helping them outright. I didn’t meet any of them personally, but my torture did have the feel of poetic justice to it.”

      The last time I’d seen any vampires from House Grey, Dren had been lopping their arms off at Anna’s command. His torture had a grim symmetry to it. Vampires didn’t forgive, and they sure as hell never forgot.

      “What would they want with Santa Muerte?” I asked aloud.

      “She’s hugely powerful. Who wouldn’t want death on their side?”

      “Why didn’t the Shadows send anyone in after you?”

      “And admit defeat? Or that they’d sent me to begin with?” He snorted, pushing himself up against the car’s open door with his good arm. “I sent my Hound out for help—and the stubborn thing spent a month trying to run away before admitting defeat and realizing it couldn’t. I think it was hoping I would die. Little does it know, that wouldn’t free it. Our fates are linked.”

      “Why did it find me?”

      Dren rolled his eyes. “It wasn’t like the weres would help me now, was it? And I’d kept him away from other vampire kind. In the circles of the people he could find, and the people who were likely to be stupid enough to help me, the only overlap was you.”

      “You always know how to make a girl feel special, Dren.” I rocked back up. My calves ached from all the crouching and pulling I’d done tonight. “Look, where can we take you? You need to go somewhere.”

      “I need blood is what I need.” His eyes shone in the car-door shadow, backlit like a cat’s.

      “Neither of us is going to give you any.” I did feel bad for him. He was a shade of his former self here. Still frightening, but also sad.

      Throughout all this, Hector was surprisingly non-plussed. He still held the tire iron at the ready, but he didn’t seem as ready to use it as when he’d first gotten out of his car.

      “Once, I made it halfway down the stairs,” Dren went on. “The sun began to come up. I had to crawl myself back up again before I passed out in the light. And your boyfriend—he’s a piece of work.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend, Dren.” Whatever we saw on the stairs tonight it was not Ti.

      “You should have seen him, rooting around inside my thigh every other night. Like he was gutting a chicken.” Dren played with his damaged leg, rolling it back and forth on the ground. It flopped from side to side like a twisted toy. “What did I ever do to him, other than threaten to kill you?”

      Hector turned to me. “Where are we taking him? We need to take him somewhere, before I beat his head in.”

      “Okay.” I fanned out my hands. As much as I didn’t want to take him back to my place, I inhaled to offer it up. Then Jorgen appeared, racing back down the street, a nightmare in full flight. “Oh, thank God.”

      Hector groaned. “Goddammit, not that thing again.”

      We moved out of Jorgen’s way as he came to kneel down, offering his neck to Dren. “You’d better behave this time, or I’ll skin you, I swear I will,” the vampire warned.

      Jorgen closed his eyes, and Dren bit in. Hector made a repulsed face, and there was no way not to hear the slurping noises while Dren sucked at Jorgen’s neck. Just when I thought the noises alone would make me retch, Dren pulled back and tottered up to standing. Hector and I jumped even farther back. “How can you—”

      “I’m a vampire. I heal quickly, when fed. Even on blood as disgusting as a Hound’s.” He was still emaciated, but at least his bones were whole. A trail of Jorgen’s blood stained his chin. “That’s why they used the zombie. I couldn’t feed on him.” Jorgen lurched up, and Dren leaned against his side.

      “Where are you going, Dren?”

      “Away. To shun you,” he said, and laughed. “To heal. And sleep. And leave this place for good.”

      “Whatever magic those people are using—it’s powerful, Dren. You know it yourself.” I took a step nearer to him, hands out, pleading.

      “Please don’t try to appeal to the altruist in me. There is none.” Dren started walking away, one arm slung around Jorgen’s neck.

      “Don’t kill anyone tonight, Dren,” I called after him.

      He turned back to smile wickedly. “You’re not the boss of me.” And then waved weakly with his healing arm.

      Dammit. I still wanted him to help me. If only I’d made him promise more precisely—and if only he weren’t a jerk. I didn’t want to admit that maybe he was right; maybe by denying me he was actually helping my mother. And yet I didn’t want all this to be for nothing. I’d almost gotten killed, I’d left an innocent person behind, and I still hadn’t saved my mom. I wanted to run after him, yelling at him until he changed his mind. But I couldn’t. He was running now. Not to avoid me, but because he—a vampire, fearless and occasionally psychotic—was afraid. I watched him rush down the street until he was hidden in shadow.
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      “Good riddance.” Hector rounded his car, tossed the tire iron back into his trunk and slammed it shut.

      “What time is it? We’ve got to go tell Luz.” I started pacing. I didn’t want to get back into the car. It felt like maybe three or four. Plenty of time for Luz to go in and rescue Adriana.

      “You can’t tell her, Edie—you’ll start a war.”

      I stopped and stared at him. “Luz wouldn’t be starting anything—she’d be finishing it. You did not see what I saw.”

      “Innocent people would die, Edie—”

      I pointed back the way we’d come. “There’s an innocent person up there being starved to death and tattooed with bones. I don’t really care if some other people die, as long as she gets free.”

      “No,” Hector said, decisively.

      “Why are you protecting them? I thought you hated Maldonado?”

      “You don’t understand—”

      “Because you haven’t told me!” I yelled. After tonight, I had no patience for games.

      “Edie!” He took hold of my shoulders and shook me. And then his face changed. His tan skin lightened, and his dark eyes went blue.

      It took me a moment longer than it should have to place what was happening, it had been so long. Hector wasn’t Hector anymore. His face was changing, into the face of someone else I knew. “Asher? Oh, my God.” I put my hand to my mouth to muffle a scream. “Why—why didn’t you tell me he was you?”

      He let go of me and stepped back. “I was trying to hide.” His face changed, more slowly, toward the Asher I used to know.

      “No. Don’t. Just stay Hector, okay?” I didn’t need any more blasts from my past tonight.

      “Okay,” he said, his voice low.

      I couldn’t believe that Hector had been Asher this entire time. That he’d known me, from before. We’d been friends, and more than friends, and he’d hidden himself from me—why?

      “Have you been him all along?” I asked.

      He nodded slowly.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “It wasn’t supposed to be like this, Edie.”

      “Oh. Tell me. How was it supposed to be? I would have wanted to know!” I wanted to lean in and hit him. I couldn’t believe he’d lied to me. “All this time I’ve been trying to do things and get help, and you knew who I was, and you knew what I’d seen—you could have fucking helped me.”

      “No. I couldn’t have.” He stepped back closer to the streetlight and arched his back, running his hands through his dark hair, changing fully back to Hector. “You don’t know what I’ve been through—”

      “Because I didn’t know!” I accused him.

      He turned and I saw him fight to keep his emotions in check, stopping himself from yelling back at me. “You’re not the only one who has problems, Edie.”

      That shut me up. I was still pissed off, but leery. “What’s wrong?”

      His eyes scanned the ground, as if he were looking for where to begin. “Do you remember when that shapeshifter punched you on Y4?”

      “Yeah.” Gina and I had been taking care of him, and he’d gone wild, trying to escape. He’d lost control of his ability to shapeshift, and had wound up going through everyone he’d ever met before. “He was insane.”

      “Funny you should put it like that.” Asher inhaled and exhaled deeply. “What was happening to him happens to all shapeshifters, eventually. If they don’t take steps.”

      I frowned, and thought back to the event. “But you said he’d been tortured by vampires, I remember—”

      “I lied.” Asher cut me off. “That was only half the truth. I didn’t want to explain at the time.” His frown deepened as he stared at the ground. “No one likes to talk about how they’re going to die.”

      I waited for him to go on.

      “You can’t be a shapeshifter forever, Edie. You either touch too many people, or you get too old, and something starts to break inside.” He touched his chest. “You can’t hold yourself together like you used to. The person you know you are fades, and if you’re not careful, you get replaced by all the people you’ve touched—by everyone else you have inside. There’s only two ways out: either you go crazy, or you pick someone else inside to be.” Asher stretched his hand out and looked at it as if the fingers there were unfamiliar to him. “It happens to all of us eventually.”

      “I don’t understand.” Asher was supposed to be gone, just like everything else from before the shun. And now he was here—and I was going to lose him again, already? “So you picked being Hector? Over going crazy?”

      Asher nodded. “Is Hector real?”

      “He’s a clinic doctor in Miami. I touched him years ago, and started being him in Port Cavell after New Year’s. We were the same age, and he has no family. The real Hector doesn’t know he has a doppelgänger here, and he never will.”

      “And so who are you then, now?” I asked, squinting at him.

      “Asher all the way. Still. But I’ve been trying to be Hector. To let him win.” His eyes finally found mine again. “I need to let myself go. But seeing you every day has been making it hard.”

      I bit my lip for a moment before asking him my next question. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. “How long do you have?”

      He looked away from me. “Not long now. Every day I wake up, and everything’s cloudy. It’s hard to sort out what’s me and what’s him. And I shouldn’t even try, because if I don’t forget, if I don’t give myself over to really being Hector, I’ll—” His voice drifted.

      “Go insane,” I finished for him, remembering the tortured patient we’d had to tranquilize back on Y4. I hadn’t realized that being a shapeshifter was like having the supernatural version of Huntington’s. “Is there any way to stop it?”

      “No one in the entire history of shapeshifters has ever managed to escape before.” Asher sighed. “Except for maybe one.”

      I pounced on the idea. “Who? Can we find them? Talk to them? Get them to tell you how?” I couldn’t stomach the thought of losing Asher again so soon.

      “He’s already been trying to contact me. He found me a few months ago.” Asher stared stonily at the ground. “Sometimes he sends thugs over to paint my birthday on the clinic walls.”

      “No way—Maldonado’s a shapeshifter?”

      “Yeah. Who also happens to be my dad.”

      My jaw dropped. Maldonado being a shapeshifter made sense; it explained how Adriana had been duped. But him being Asher’s father—“How can that be?”

      “I don’t know. It shouldn’t be possible.” Asher tensed as he faced his past. “He left when I was a kid, abandoned me and my mom. She said he knew his time was coming, and he was going to try to find a way to survive. What my mother didn’t tell me was that it happened all the time— and that everyone who went out like that almost surely went insane. I spent my whole childhood waiting for him to come back.” He snorted softly. “Talk about a waste of time.”

      I sat on the hood of his car, giving him room to pace. “How do you know it’s him now, though? Do they look alike, or what?”

      “No. It’s his interest in me. Things he says, the way he acts. And the fact that everything is going to happen on my birthday, on the seventeenth? It’s his way of letting me know he’s still in there, even if he’s not completely in charge. I always wondered what happened to him . . .” Asher frowned and shook his head. “He must have gone out and looked for the most powerful person he could find, to touch them so that he could mimic them before he went insane.”

      “And now he’s pretending to be him—like you’re pretending to be Hector?”

      “Like I’m becoming Hector.” Asher made another face. “Although for all I know, he killed the original Maldonado and took his place.”

      I blinked. “That’s a thing? That you all do?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not proud of my people all of the time, Edie.”

      “Remind me to never hang out with you in a dark alley.”

      Asher gave me a look. “Why would I want to be a nurse when I could be a doctor?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re gonna need to be someone else entirely when I’m through with you.”

      “I kid.” He snorted softly. “I’ve been trying to figure out how he did it, ever since I realized he’d managed to. It’s not like we can have a tea party where he tells me all his tricks. I don’t think he’s able to come out all the way yet, not without breaking his mind, so his interest manifests repeatedly in shitty ways. Graffiti, personal threats, the birthday timing.”

      “Nothing personal, but your dad is kind of a jerk.”

      “Agreed.”

      A silence passed between us, in which I couldn’t believe I was hanging out with Asher again. I wish it’d been under different, better circumstances. But despite the cloud hanging over us both, it was nice to be on the same team again. “Do you know what his plan is? And why now, anyhow?”

      “Because he thinks he can control Santa Muerte. And because if he can, he wants to save me. I think. As much as I can guess at anything. I know he thinks Santa Muerte’s the answer. And after the way you described seeing Adriana—she must be the key.”

      I swallowed at this. I couldn’t forget Adriana’s suffering, but I didn’t want to condemn Asher. He held his hand out to me, and it was changing, rippling, strange. I willed it to be a trick of the lamplight, and not him losing his form. “I don’t want to know what’s inside my heart on this, Edie. I don’t want to live over the bones of some girl’s corpse, but I don’t know how much longer I can manage to be both Hector and me.” He clenched his hand into a fist, and brought it back to his side. “I don’t want to condemn Adriana to die. But if there’s some way Maldonado can save me—it’s not the kind of choice anyone should ever have to make.” He hung his head. “I honestly thought she was dead, Edie. I had no idea.”

      I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me.

      “I don’t want to lose myself. That’ll be like dying. And I don’t want to go insane, either. I can feel the voices getting louder, inside my head. They’re all so . . . angry. It hurts me.”

      I didn’t know if he meant emotionally or physically. I didn’t think I wanted to know.

      “I spent my whole life doing what shapeshifters were supposed to do. I saved money up, I contributed to the safe houses—the sanatoriums—we send our kind to when they lose their minds. I thought I was ready to go, at peace with my fate. And then Maldonado appeared, telling me to do things like my dad used to do—and then I saw you and—I don’t know what happened to me.” He took a deep inhale. “It’s not too late for me to just give in to Hector. I could just sink into him, and let him win.”

      “And that Hector won’t remember me, will he,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

      “He wouldn’t know anything about my past. Just his. He might remember this conversation—but he’d write it off like a bad dream. I’ve seen it happen before.” He snorted and looked up at me, the emotion on his face raw. “My own mother doesn’t even remember me. She thinks she’s a housewife upstate.”

      I swallowed against the rising knot in my throat. What was happening to Asher was awful. But was it more awful than what was happening to a kidnapped, starved, and tattooed girl? I couldn’t swallow that down—and from the look on his face, neither could he.

      I didn’t know what to say, so I opened my arms to him. Asher came over to me and stepped in. I wrapped my arms around his waist, and pressed my head against his chest, as his arms looped over me. I could feel my hair catching on the stubble on his chin. “I don’t want you to go away again.”

      He didn’t say anything, just held me close.

      If it’d been up to me we would have stayed there forever. I didn’t want to let go. But sooner than I would have liked, he squeezed me one last time and began pulling away from me. I sighed and leaned back.

      “I swore to Catrina that I would let her know today, Asher. I’m not going back on that. She deserves to know.”

      He nodded over me. His face was Hector’s face. “Today is technically after dawn, and Luz will be asleep then. Just give me until tonight. We can regroup and go in with Luz instead of her racing off half-cocked, not knowing what she’s up against, right before sunrise. I don’t think he’ll kill Adriana if he needs her for his ceremony.”

      Don’t think didn’t equal know. I bit the inside of my cheek. We were betting somebody’s life either way. Why shouldn’t I bet on Asher’s?

      Who the hell was I to make that choice?

      I evaded my shadowed conscience by talking. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier that it was you?”

      He snorted. “You were being shunned.”

      I waved my hand to draw a circle around us. “You’re not doing a very good job of it.”

      “Don’t forget you were the one who came to be interviewed,” he said. He was close enough that it would have been so easy for me to touch his face. “When I saw your name on that résumé I didn’t know what to think. And then when you walked in—I tried to not hire you.”

      “So me getting the job was some pretense? To keep me in your memories?”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking. Maybe I didn’t want to let go.” He gave me a smile full of regret. “If those gang-bangers hadn’t come in, you would have been out the door. But when they did, I thought maybe it was a sign. You’re good in dangerous situations. You’re foolish sometimes, but you don’t back down from a fight. And if something happened to me, you’d actually keep working at the clinic. I know you’re the type that’ll go down with the ship.”

      I kicked my heels against the side of his car. “Gee, I don’t know if I can take much more flattery.”

      “I’m sorry, Edie. I wanted to say something to you so badly. Every single day. Seeing you struggle to find answers hurt me more than you could know.” He looked solemn and sad and worn out. Despite all the lies before, I knew he was now too tired to tell me anything but the truth. “I just didn’t want to drag you down with me. I wouldn’t wish this on anyone.”

      If I was going to split moral infinitives tonight, I needed some guarantees. “From here on out, I want to go with you. I don’t want you doing anything without me.”

      At this, his face lightened a degree. “Good. I want you there.” He inhaled and exhaled deeply, all the while staring at me like he might not see me again. I couldn’t imagine being forgotten—or being forced to forget everyone I ever knew. “Living like this,” he said slowly, “knowing what’s coming for me—it’s been so lonely.”

      I nodded to agree. Being shunned was bad, but his fate was so much worse. “Can you give me a ride home?”

      He shook himself, as if coming back to the present, and backed up to give me room to hop off his car. “Of course.”
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      I was quiet in his car while he drove us. The car, which I hadn’t noticed much of before, was a Datsun from last century. I watched his face in the rearview and his hands, one on the wheel, one on the stick shift beside me. I reached out and laced my fingers through his for old times’ sake. Who knew if we would ever get to make new memories? He nodded, though didn’t turn his head.

      “So why Hector?” I asked him, when the silence had gone on too long.

      “I’ve spent most of my life being either a dick or a rogue. I figured it was time to give something back. I saved up a lot of money—my bank account can coast.”

      I watched Port Cavell pass by outside in the night. “How old will you be on the seventeenth?”

      “Thirty-three. Assuming I can remember that.” We made a left-hand turn onto the highway. “What Dren said back there—was it really Ti?”

      “Yeah. And speaking of forgetting—” I blew air through half-parted lips. “I don’t know what he was. He didn’t know me, and he wasn’t acting like him.”

      “How long has he been like that?”

      “I don’t know. He came over to see me the other night, and he was normal then.” His grip tensed slightly—if I hadn’t been holding his hand I might not have felt it. Or maybe I was reading too much into things; maybe it was just another gear change.

      “What happened to him?”

      “He said he was in town because someone here could cure him and give him back the other half of his soul so he could finally die. A great magician,” I said more slowly, adding two and two. “Shit.”

      “Yeah.” Asher merged into the fast lane of the highway, and then we didn’t have anything to say at all.

      

      He pulled into the parking lot of my new place, and I tried to pull my hand back casually. He caught it. “Wait.”

      “Okay.” I turned to face him. My brain was still having a hard time merging Asher’s personality with Hector’s body. Was this the first time this had happened, us in a car together, or the fortieth? He swallowed before speaking to me.

      “It’s just really good to see you again is all, Edie. I’ve been wanting to tell you that for a while.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Asher,” I said, because it was. “No matter who you look like.” I leaned back against the closed car door. “I’m going to call the clinic and leave Catrina a message to call me—and when she does, I’ll tell her everything.”

      “That’s fair. Don’t tell her about me, though—or this. And call me Hector. It’s easier on me.”

      “When I talk to Catrina this morning—doesn’t Luz deserve to know what she’s up against?”

      “Luz already knows Maldonado’s a shapeshifter. It’s how they captured Adriana in the first place, I think. They went as someone she knew—Catrina, Luz, or me. Who knows. And the Three Crosses wouldn’t be freaked out by him showing off his powers. They already know he’s magical.”

      “Don’t you think she would have searched his current home first?”

      “You saw how weak Maldonado made Dren; maybe she couldn’t get close enough to see?”

      Which brought up a good point. “If Maldonado is so strong he scares vampires, and he’s trying to control the saint of death, how can we succeed?”

      Asher shrugged. “You’re not asking me anything I haven’t already asked myself. There’s a chance I could get in with him, but there’s no guarantees.”

      I tried to think out different scenarios, pushing players around on a chessboard inside my mind. “Luz might get killed if she goes in alone. Us going with her isn’t much better, but there’s a chance.”

      “I could get us in the door, get his guard down— maybe,” Asher offered.

      I nodded. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was better than Luz running in to replace Dren on Maldonado’s cutting board.

      “Just get her to wait for the rest of us, once she finds out. Tell Catrina it’s vital to keep Luz at the Reina’s fortress after sundown tonight until we get there. Tell her you’re bringing Jorgen if you have to. I’ll act surprised when she tells me at work, and then agree to go along with it, and that way we can both encourage Luz to accept our help.”

      Encouraging and convincing vampires. Wow. I didn’t know if either of those things was possible. “I feel so much better now that there’s only a fifty–fifty chance she’ll go off and get killed during a rampage.”

      Asher snorted. “Me too.” He glanced over my shoulder at the apartments behind me. “I still have to get to work. See you at sundown?”

      I smiled softly at him. “I wouldn’t dream of being anywhere else.”
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      I called the clinic and left a message for Catrina—I hoped by the time she’d call back I’d still have some tact. It’d been a long night and I was going down.

      I got a call shortly after 8:00 a.m. “Well? What?”

      I’d been dozing on my couch. It took me a second to remember who it was on the other end of the line.

      “Was she there? What did you find?” Catrina’s voice rose, taking my silence for bad news.

      “She’s there. She’s alive.”

      Catrina whooped on the far end of the line. “Where is she? Is she okay? Did you get her out?”

      “Go into a closet, will you?” I told her, and I heard doors open and slam in her path. “Okay. You need to promise me something before I say anything else.”

      “Anything. What.”

      “I couldn’t get her out, Catrina. She was caged. But she’s alive—she saw me. I told her I’d be coming back.”

      “You? Pffft. Reina will have her back tonight!”

      “No no no. That’s what you have to promise me. Maldonado’s a brujo—he’s more powerful than you think he is. I only made it out alive because I had Jorgen with me. If you send Reina in there alone, there’s a chance she’ll die, and then where would we be?”

      “But we’re going in—we’re getting her.”

      “We are. I just want you to tell her to wait for us. So she’s not alone.” I could feel her weighing my advice against her urge for expediency. At least she couldn’t tell Luz anything until it was dark. “Please, Catrina. I don’t want to see Luz get hurt.”

      “All right. I’ll tell her that. I can’t make promises, though.”

      “Not many people can, where vampires are concerned.” I inhaled and exhaled. All my chores for the night were finally through. “I’ll meet you at Reina’s at sundown, okay? And then we can set off together. I’ll bring the Hound.” It was a white lie, but maybe another reason to get Catrina to make Luz wait—she’d already seen it gobble one man alive.

      “Okay,” Catrina said, and hung up on me.

      

      After the night and morning I’d had, I thought I’d be too wired to sleep, but no—the second I was out of my shower, I fell into my bed. I set my alarm for three, and I woke up in almost the same position I’d landed in. I’d slept like the dead.

      I got up and walked to the train station. The humidity was worse, and there were thunderclouds overhead. It was fitting it would rain.

      I arrived at my mom’s house before the first fat drops. I crouched under the overhang above my parent’s front door, and I almost fell in when Peter opened it.

      “You look a sight,” he said. “Is she up?”

      He nodded and let me in.

      I walked into what had once been my home. Pictures— some of me—hung on the walls. My mom had framed a drawing I’d made of a fall leaf in the fifth grade. There was a picture of all of us, me, Mom, Jake, minus Peter, plus bio-dad, at the Grand Canyon, when I was like four.

      I didn’t remember that trip anymore—if I ever had, four’s pretty young—but I remembered the picture of it. The picture was the real memory. Where would it go if it weren’t here—at my mom’s? Put into a box? Only exist inside my mind?

      This world was so far removed from where I’d been earlier today. Nothing here was cement. Nothing here had ever been covered in bones or blood.

      I felt the friction that I’d had frequently, when I was beginning as a nurse, trying to hold two worlds inside my head. The world that I’d known my entire life—the one with nice couches you could sit in, watching the daily news as it happened to other people, distant on TV—and the world where drunk people tried to hit you, where people turned orange once their livers blew out and then shit themselves until they died.

      It was a little like being a prisoner. Once you’d seen the inside, the outside was never really the same again.

      “Edie!” My mom spotted me as I walked into the living room.

      “Hey, Mom.” I smiled at her, bending down for a hug, stepping through the tunnel from my current life, violent and strange, into this, the recollection of my past. Two-dimensional pictures. Painted leaves. Carefully labeled jars of vacation sand.

      My mother smiled at me. “How was your day?” she said, and she patted the couch beside her.

      “Good,” I lied, and sat down.

      

      I spent the afternoon chatting with my mom. She seemed smaller now, even smaller than at our dinner earlier this week. I remembered that Greek myth about Tithonus, who lived forever but was always aging, who eventually shrank down to the size of a cricket. My mother wasn’t there yet, but she would be, if the cancer didn’t get her first.

      “You know, Edie, I’ve been thinking about your childhood. I’m sorry it was hard on you . . .” She kept talking, but my mind went blank. Oh, God. This conversation? I’d heard people have it at work. I’d lurked in rooms while it was happening, or had been sitting right outside their doors, but I’d never had it myself. Half confession, half absolution. The ordering of affairs.

      “I don’t really want to rehash the past,” I blurted out, louder than I meant to. She blinked. “You’ve been a great mom. I’m a pretty awesome kid.”

      “But—”

      I shook my head. “Shut up.”

      It wasn’t that she couldn’t die if we didn’t have that talk . . . but having it was one more step on the path of inevitability. Accepting what was happening. No turning back. I didn’t care what growths were raging in her right now, I still hadn’t given up.

      Even if she had.

      She shook her head, gave me a smile, and patted my hand with hers, all bone-thin and skin translucent-white. “Tell me about your new job. Is the doctor there handsome?”

      My mom had asked me that at every job I’d ever had as a nurse, ever. “Gah.” I rolled my eyes for comic effect, and grinned at her. “Okay. Yeah. He is.”

      My mother chuckled in triumph. “Tell me about him.”

      “Okay.”

      We hung out until she faded, talking about small things under Peter’s watchful eye. When she wanted to take a nap again, I left. Peter even gave me a hug. I tried to be genuine when I gave him one back.

      By the end of my return trip home it was raining in earnest. I ran from the station to my door, and once I got inside I started to gear up. I put on my belt with a silver buckle, and a silver cuff that Asher’d given me for Christmas what felt like a lifetime ago. I took the silver cross down off my wall again and plunked it in my bag. I wasn’t sure how to get to the Reina’s. I pulled out my phone and prepared to text Asher.

      There was a knock at my door. Maybe he’d saved me the hassle of a text, heh. I walked up to my front door and looked through the peephole outside.

      As soon as I saw who was there, I began latching all the lock chains I’d installed.

      “Edie!” Ti protested, from the far side, hearing me work. The Ti of last night hadn’t been able to speak to me, right?

      “Ti—where were you last night?” I asked through the closed door. Though the better question to ask might have been who he’d been.

      “Edie, come on. Let me in.” He hit the door, and it made me jump.

      “Why’re you here?” I yelled through the door.

      “I found your badge. In my pocket.” There was a long pause. “Why was it there?”

      “Just stay on that side of the doorway, okay?”

      Silver wasn’t any good against zombies. Nothing was, except for guns and knives, and I couldn’t imagine hacking Ti up. Plus the most dangerous thing I had in my house was a steak knife.

      I opened the door slowly and peered through the chains. He loomed on the other side. “Do me a favor and try to look harmless, could you?” I asked him. He deflated, taking a step back. “Thanks.”

      “Edie, what’s going on here?” Honest confusion played on his face.

      I stepped forward and peered out and up at him. “You really don’t know?”

      “No. And I don’t like feeling like that.”

      “You’re not going to like what I have to tell you, then.” I looked to the side, where my neighbor’s front door was closed. “Last night, I saw you with a butcher knife. You’d been cutting bones out of Dren. For a while now, it seems. A month or so.”

      Ti blinked. I waited for him to tell me I was lying. If he did, then I’d slam the door in his face. My hands tensed, waiting.

      “Go on.”

      “I was rescuing him. From where he was trapped. Being tortured. By you, as it turns out. And then you were going to come after us, and somehow you changed your mind. I think you remembered me. You could have hurt me but you didn’t—so maybe you knew who I was. Even if you can’t remember it happening now.”

      Ti ran his fingers through his short hair. “Why would I hurt you? And why would I torture Dren?”

      “You really don’t remember anything?” He shook his head slowly. “What’s the last thing you do remember?”

      “Yesterday. I did some construction work for the guy I’m working for now. It’s what I do in the day, while he works on getting me back my soul.” He stared down at his hands. “I remember from sunup to sundown, but not after that.”

      “Do you sleep at night?” We’d never done any sleeping when we slept together, when he was with me.

      “No. I don’t need to.” I watched him think about the gaps in time. “I don’t remember what I’ve done any night for a while now.”

      “Is the magician you’re with named Maldonado?” Ti’s brow furrowed deeper. “How did you know?”

      I sighed. “Hang on.” I closed the door and undid all the locks. “You’re sure it happens around sundown?”

      “Yes. Whatever it is.”

      I let him into my apartment and closed the door before I went on. “I saw you with a butcher knife. You’d been filleting Dren.” I sat down on my couch.

      He stood there for a moment, processing. “You’re sure?”

      I nodded quickly. “There was a chance that you were going to debone me. That’s why I had my badge out. I hoped it still had some magic left in it. And I think you remembered me—you didn’t raise the knife.”

      It was clear from the look on his face that he couldn’t believe it. “I would never hurt you, Edie.”

      Well, that’s debatable. I kept my witticisms to myself.

      Ti looked at his hands like they had blood on them. “How could I have been so blind?”

      “Do you remember anything about a girl there?”

      “Oh, God, no—what else have I done?”

      “She was trapped in a cage. The room she was in was plastered with bones. I couldn’t get her free.”

      “Why—why any of that? And why me?”

      “I’m not sure, to be honest. You helped him torture Dren—and Dren couldn’t feed off you. Maybe that’s why.”

      Disbelief still roiled on Ti’s face. “You rescued him? Why?”

      “Because I couldn’t figure out how to rescue her. And even though Dren’s awful, Ti, no one deserves what happened to him.”

      Ti flexed his strong hands. “I know where he is. I’ll kill him.”

      “If he’s been controlling you, Ti, you can’t go back to him. Who knows what’ll happen to you tonight.” I looked at my phone. It was six o’clock now—not that far away from sundown. “We have to figure out how to fix you, how to get you cured.”

      “How?”

      How indeed? I made a face. I only knew one person who could cure the incurable.
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      Ti came willingly with me to the train station. It was so hard not to remember the last time we’d done this, when we’d been on the way to my trial, where the fate I shared with Anna had been sealed. I stood near him, but not too near him—I wanted to protect everyone else on the train if he did go away, but I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea about him and me.

      For his part, he seemed lost in thought. I bet he was poring over each and every day he remembered, searching for lost memories.

      I stepped away and texted Asher. “Hey. I need more time. Ti’s here—he’s safe right now. I’m taking him to the curandero.” Asher didn’t respond to me.

      When we got off at the clinic’s stop, the marketplace was winding down; everyone had taken their wares home, as it wasn’t safe to sell at night. We walked down to the clinic itself, where a bright blue Three Crosses flyer had been nail-gunned to the door, promising the opening of a grand new church for Santa Muerte’s mass on Friday night. The eighteenth—the day after whatever Maldonado was starving Adriana to do. The street was littered with them—I wondered if there’d been a fight.

      “Where to?” Ti asked, looking around.

      “I was hoping we’d see Olympio.” I felt safe traveling with Ti. We walked down the street. I tried to remember the way I’d come that night, but it’d been dark, and we’d gone to the Reina’s hideout besides. I recognized one side street and took it, taking us to the mural of Santa Muerte. The sun was beginning to set, giving her an eerie glow. How long did I have? What a wonderful plan this was. I stood in front of her picture. “Hey, you—I’m doing a lot of work here. You want to help me?”

      Ti looked from the mural to me. “Edie?”

      “Edie!” I turned toward the new person shouting my name and saw Olympio, riding along on a bike too small for him, waving at me. “Hey—Edie!”

      “Olympio!” He parked the bike and got off. I hugged him, and he hugged back for a second before he realized it was uncool and pulled away. “Olympio—I need a really big favor.”

      Olympio looked over my shoulder at a brooding Ti. “Who’s he?”

      “He’s being possessed by Maldonado every night. Can your grandfather cure that?”

      He looked Ti up and down, and I wondered what he was seeing with his don. “Of course he can,” Olympio said, but his face was unsure.

      “How do we get there from here?”

      “I’ll take you the short way. Follow me.” He hopped back on his bike and led the way.

      Ti and I walked quickly after him. “This was your plan?” Ti murmured.

      “Pretty much.” I crossed my fingers that it was a good one.
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      We reached Olympio’s grandfather’s building not long before nightfall. Olympio ditched his bike and raced ahead to announce us.

      “How is he going to heal me?” Ti asked.

      “I’m not sure. But he fixed me up when I was in dire straits. I wouldn’t bring you here if I didn’t think he could help.” I took his hand in mine as we walked in the door.

      Olympio came back down to find us as we were taking the first set of stairs. There was a child crying behind one of the thin walls. I tried not to think about what would happen if I was wrong; if Maldonado’s power over Ti couldn’t be broken, just where would I be setting him loose? It was hard not to yank him down the hall.

      Olympio opened his grandfather’s door and waved us in. “He said yes. Come on.”

      

      Ti ducked under streamers hung from the ceiling near the door. “Edie,” he chastised, seeing all the candles and statuary lying about.

      “He’s magic. In a good way. I promise.”

      Olympio’s grandfather was tearing off strips of tinfoil to lay on the floor while muttering what I assumed were prayers to himself. When he saw Ti he made an exclamation.

      “What?” I asked Olympio. Olympio turned, eyes widening.

      “I saw, but I didn’t see—” He was gawking at Ti. “You didn’t tell me he was really dead!”

      “You didn’t ask. I thought you could see—”

      “I thought it was a dead man’s curse. Not that he was actually dead.”

      “He’s a zombie. Does that change things?”

      Olympio’s normally confident expression crumpled. “My grandfather says we’re charging you triple.”

      Ti snorted softly.

      The curandero said something aloud, and Olympio translated. “Bring him over here. There’s not much time.”

      

      Ti stood where they showed him to stand, facing us near the door, although he was giving me exasperated looks. The curandero went around the room on his crutches, lighting candle after candle. It was getting later, I could feel it, even if I couldn’t see the sun going down like a vampire could. The curandero started chanting while he moved, crutch-hopping from place to place, gathering herbs strung up from his ceiling to dry.

      Any moment now Luz would be waking up. I hoped she listened to Asher and Catrina. And any second now Ti could be going away for the night.

      “First the Donkey Lady, and now this—” Olympio tsked. His grandfather glared at him and started praying loudly.

      As the sun disappeared outside, Ti became still. His countenance changed from a grimace as he tolerated my elaborate prank upon him to slack, unemotional smoothness.

      “He’s gone,” Olympio whispered to me.

      “And Maldonado?” I whispered back.

      Olympio shook his head quickly. “Don’t say his name while you’re in here.”

      The curandero swung over to Ti, beating him with a bunch of herbs tied together, whisking first at his exposed skin, then starting from the top of him, slowly beating lower, increasingly awkwardly, dangling from one crutch. When he reached Ti’s feet, he stood straight to start over again. I had no idea what he was saying, but he was loud. “It’s going to be difficult,” Olympio narrated to me. “He’s made of magic—it’ll be hard to pull the magic malo out of him while leaving him whole. How do you know him?”

      “He’s an old friend.”

      “You and your friends,” Olympio said.

      At least Ti was still for the procedure. He hadn’t moved an inch since the curandero had begun. I was getting tired of standing and went to lean back against the wall. Ti’s amber eyes tracked me. Angry, accusing, scared? They were impossible to read, and then they closed, as slack as the rest of him. I hoped Asher was okay.

      When the curandero had finished hitting him with herbs, he lit them on fire and set them in a metal pan. When’s the last time the fire marshal visited? I wondered darkly. Then the curandero pulled out a white egg.

      I was surprised to see it wasn’t already black. I assumed that part of the procedure was sleight of hand— still might be, I realized. I kept an eye on the egg while the curandero waved it over Ti’s body, praying even more loudly, as if he could shout Maldonado’s influence away.

      I nudged Olympio. “What’s the point of this?”

      “Same as when he did it to you. My grandfather’s pulling the bad energy out of him and putting it into the egg.”

      “Poor egg,” I said.

      “Better it than us. The energy has to go somewhere.”

      Between the candle smoke in the room and the endless chanting, I started feeling claustrophobic. But I didn’t want to disrupt the ceremony. Gah, did I really believe in magic now? Was I one of those people? I always wanted to punch those people at the hospital, when they’d brought their crystals into their sick friends’ rooms and hung Tibetan prayer banners from the walls.

      It wasn’t even the paraphernalia so much as the type of people who enthusiastically believed in it, and tried to convert you to their tantric chanting ways. When you’re performing actual science, those people get irritating fast. And I didn’t want to get started on the patients who believed crazy things, like water was poisonous, and mosquitoes were recording their conversations. Some people’s brains were porous due to stupidity, damage, or drugs, and once bad ideas got in there, they were impossible to shake out again.

      But there was magic in the world. The vampires and were-things and shapeshifters, I could blow off as alternative life-forms. But whatever held Ti together was truly magic—hell, he’d been alive since the Civil War.

      Magic, and a strange hope he could be happy someday, even if he had to wait until he got to heaven. Ti was strangely like my mom. I snorted and smiled at him, and his eyes opened.

      The curandero splashed what must have been pure alcohol on the herbs on the pie tin at Ti’s feet, and lit it into flame with a cheap plastic lighter. It would figure that there was no smoke alarm in this room, and that Ti used to be a firefighter.

      “You okay?” I whispered to him, hoping he could read my lips. He didn’t respond. The curandero’s prayers went quiet and intense, then loud again, repetitively, as if his words were ocean surf. He lunged in and pressed the egg against Ti’s forehead.

      At first I thought it was smoke from the fire he’d already illegally lit—the blackness swirling around the white eggshell. Then the egg changed color like it was being dipped in weak dye, turning a gray so faint I could hardly see it, then progressively becoming darker, until the shell was night black.

      Olympio raced around me into the back room, then returned with another egg. He ran up to exchange this one with his grandfather while carefully setting the black one into the charred pie pan. I could swear it started rocking from side to side.

      It was really black. I sat on my haunches against the wall, trying to figure out how the curandero had done that.

      The second egg changed colors now. Olympio produced a third fresh egg and set down the second, which began to spin. The curandero’s hand with the new egg in it began to shake.

      Ti leaned forward, pressing the curandero back.

      “No. Ti—” I ran forward, so if Ti raised his hands I could put myself in harm’s way. Olympio’s grandfather hadn’t asked for this.

      The black eggs in the pie tin cracked, and things slithered out of them, pouring over the edges of the shallow metal pan. Like snakes made of smoke, endless numbers of them writhed out of the broken shells, trying to crawl toward Ti’s legs. I tried to kick them out of the way. It burned where they touched me, and they bit me like tiny vipers, striking again and again with small black fangs. The curandero stayed still, the final egg trapped between Ti’s forehead and his palm. Ti blinked, coming to eerie life.

      “Ti,” I whispered.

      My legs were on fire—I could feel their bites through my shoes down to my foot bones. I didn’t know if the snakes were venomous. I knew this couldn’t be good for me, but I couldn’t leave Ti.

      He leaned forward and lifted up one leg like he was going to walk off the foil cross.

      “Ti, don’t.”

      I got as close to him as I could. His lifted foot dropped, touching down on the carpeting outside the cross.

      “Ti—you remember me. I know you do. It’s why you didn’t hurt me the other night.” I reached out for him, and electricity snapped between us like winter static. I grabbed his wrist and it thrummed, quivering like one of those carnival games where they say they’ll test your love power. And that’s sort of what this was, wasn’t it? Even if we were through. There had been something there between us, once upon a time. It was gone now, but not erased. I’d never let go.

      “I know you remember me.”

      His other arm swung wide, sweeping the curandero to the ground, crutches and all. Olympio’s grandfather kept praying, even as he landed on the floor, the blackening egg he held smashed. I took his place, centering myself in front of Ti. I couldn’t give up on him, not when him being here was my fault.

      “I know you can hear me, Ti. You’re in there somewhere.” His amber eyes were staring down at me. I reached up to touch his chin with my free hand, like the last time he’d touched me. There was electricity there too, as if where we touched we completed a circuit. “Come back to me.”

      The door to the room opened up, and Luz flew in from the hallway outside. Her teeth were out, and she raced in the way full vampires can: from not there to in your face in half a second.

      “You liar!” she shouted at the top of her lungs as she lunged for me.

      Ti ripped his arm free from my grasp and punched her.

      She flew across the room and landed against the wall.

      She stared down at her concave chest, where Ti’s violence and her prior speed had caved it in. Snap by sickening snap, she reknitted before our eyes.

      “Don’t ever hurt Edie,” Ti said, and then sagged forward. I caught him.
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      Luz stood as soon as she could and jerked her chin at Ti. “What is that thing?”

      “He is a zombie.” I helped set him to standing again. I stood on the side of him opposite from Luz. Even though she was injured, she was still pissed and fast. “What happened tonight? Why are you here?”

      “I went there and found nothing!”

      “You didn’t wait for Hector or me?”

      “Catrina told me—and I have waited long enough!” She pounded her fist into the wall behind her. It shook.

      I didn’t want to ask if Adriana was dead. If she was, it was something that’d be written on my conscience until the day I died. “What did you find there?”

      “The whole place was emptied out. I could smell the blood—I could smell that she’d been there. But she and everyone else, and everything, were gone.” Luz sounded mystified with herself. “I don’t know how they were keeping me from seeing it before . . . when she disappeared, that was the first place I checked. I know I checked it. Repeatedly. I know I did.” She sounded more like she was trying to convince herself than us.

      People remembering actions they’d never done had a feel of familiarity. Either the Shadows were here, mucking things up—unlikely, seeing as it was in their best interests that I somehow complete my quest—or it was House Grey, as Dren had suspected, loaning or teaching Maldonado their powers. They wanted Santa Muerte for themselves, even though they wouldn’t get their own hands dirty to do it—just help out Three Crosses and Maldonado.

      Ti was still leaning on me when Hector arrived with Catrina. Olympio helped his grandfather to stand. Ti turned toward the old man. “Is it broken? Am I fixed?”

      The curandero spoke, and Olympio translated. “Fixed for now. No guarantees, though. Once you’ve been touched by a brujo, he can always find a door.” He looked at me and said something else, but Olympio didn’t translate it. The curandero laughed aloud, triumphant, holding the smashed remains of the last black egg. The snakes—or whatever it was that they’d been—were gone. I looked at my ankles and they were covered in red welts, oozing serous fluids. I’d worry about that later.

      “Luz—are you okay?” I asked.

      Luz was touching herself like she couldn’t believe what had just happened. Either Luz’d never seen herself heal as a vampire before, or she was used to beating on people a lot more fragile than a zombie.

      “What happened?” Catrina asked.

      “I went there, and she was gone.” Luz glared at me. “If you’d come to me sooner, last night—”

      “Then you’d have been killed. He’s more powerful than you think,” Hector said, surveying the room. His gaze landed on me, still holding Ti, and looked displeased. “We came as soon as we could.”

      “Thanks.” I turned toward Ti. “Are you better?”

      “I’m not homicidal anymore. Better might take awhile.” He pushed himself up. “What’s the vampire’s deal?”

      “Ti—now that you’re fixed, what do you remember?”

      “How does this help?” Luz demanded.

      I ignored her. “Ti—there was a girl incarcerated with you. The one I told you about. Do you remember any more now than you did earlier today?” Incarcerated sounded better than jailed. They’d both been prisoners, in a sense. Unwilling.

      Ti’s brow furrowed as he tried to retrieve information that House Grey magic had shoved aside. “Just the bones. So many bones.” He looked down at his hands as if they still might be covered in gore. “Rooms that there was no daylight in, and bones. That’s all I see when I think of her.”

      “I went to that room. She was gone,” Luz growled.

      “Ti—rooms?” I gently prodded.

      He nodded. “There was . . . more than one. Only one girl, though.” His eyes fixed on mine. “What kind of monster was I that I helped keep her there?”

      What kind of guard would be more fearsome and invulnerable than a leashed zombie? I took his hands in mine. “It wasn’t you, Ti. You weren’t yourself.”

      “I swore no one would ever control me again, once my old master died—that I’d never be how I used to be. Used. Again.” He slowly shook his head. “I can’t believe it happened to me. That I came here to offer myself over to him—”

      “Only because you wanted to be healed. How were you to know?” It was hard to see him in so much pain. He wouldn’t be the first person to fixate on a goal so much that he lied to himself about its outcome. If anyone about knew that, it was me.

      “If there was more than one room, where’s the second one?” Hector asked. I looked back at him—at Asher— and he wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Their new church. The one I was doing construction on during the day. It’s behind the main altar there.”

      “That’s where they’ve taken her?” Luz stood, pushing Catrina aside, but Hector blocked the door.

      “We go together, Reina. You cannot do this alone,” Hector said as she prepared to shove past him. There was irony in the situation. If only Luz had bitten Adriana, Luz would know exactly where she was now—vampires could find anyone they’d ever bitten before. But because she’d followed Anna’s instructions to the letter, she was blind. And healing my mother was that much farther away from me, still.

      Luz deflated. “I’ve searched there too, and missed her before.”

      Olympio’s grandfather said something, and Olympio translated him. “Because they would not let you see. But someone who has had the bridle taken off their mind will not so willingly put it on again.”

      “She has a bridle, but I have a door?” Ti asked ruefully.

      Olympio held up his hands and shrugged. “It’s magic. Do you expect it to make sense?”

      Ti looked around the room. “I’m going with you all. I know the layout of his new church. And I want revenge.”

      Luz’s lips lifted in a feral grin. “Then you’re on our side.”
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      Hector drove us. It seemed for the best. He knew where we were going, and that way I could sit in middle of the backseat in case I needed to stop Ti from going crazy again, in theory. Hector was silent, and I wondered if he had anything in his glove box that’d stop a zombie. Luz sat in the front seat, and Catrina sat beside me. Outside, it started to rain, hard, and I wondered if Maldonado was somehow behind the storm.

      “How was she? Last night, when you saw her?” Catrina asked me.

      I didn’t want to lie, but I was afraid Luz would throw herself out of the car and race ahead without us if I told the truth. I wondered if Hector had had the sense to child-lock his car. “She was starved, but still alive. And covered with tattoos of bones.”

      Catrina pulled her head back at this. “Why?”

      “She couldn’t say. I don’t speak Spanish.”

      Catrina’s hands found each other in her lap, and she touched the tattoo on her right ring finger. “I wonder if—”

      “Don’t,” Luz advised from the front of the car.

      “What?” I asked.

      Catrina finally held her hand up for me to see. The tattoo there was hard to make out with only streetlamps outside the car for light. “When we were eighteen—we went out and got them done. So we’d be sisters forever. To the bone.” It was a stylized drawing of a finger bone, tattooed on her first knuckle, like the funny bone from an Operation game, only fatter. “Maybe that was why,” Catrina went on.

      “No,” Hector said, looking back at us in the rearview mirror. “Who better to serve the house of Santa Muerte than a dead man? And who better to steal away than the love of a dead girl?”

      “I’m not dead,” Luz protested.

      “You are. You just don’t get it yet,” Hector said. “Look—whoever they are, they stole Adriana out from underneath you. Edie tells me that probably means Maldonado’s a shapeshifter,” he added, leaving himself out of it.

      “That explains a lot,” Ti said, making a fist and cracking the knuckles of his right hand.

      “What it means for us, though, is that we shouldn’t touch him. We should try to corner him and disarm him, but not touch him skin-to-skin. And we should stay line-of-sight to one another, so that no one gets lost or left behind.”

      Luz groaned. She could be much faster than any of us. It would pain her to be so close, and still be slow. I wondered if she’d still give me blood at the end of this; if my participation on this trip was enough to count. She turned back, as if she felt me thinking about her. “I know why she shunned you now.”

      I nodded in the dark. People who were islands couldn’t get hurt.

      “How do you know where it is?” Ti asked Hector. “They nailed a flyer to the clinic door this morning with the address. Made it hard to miss.” Hector turned off the headlights and coasted to a stop. “It’s at the end of the block. If I get any closer, they’ll know we’re here.”

      “They’re going to know we’re here soon, anyhow.” Luz sat straighter in her seat. “I’ll see you all on the inside,” she said, and she leapt out of the car.

      “Reina!” Catrina called after her. I leaned over Ti to look out, but I couldn’t see her; she’d already run away.

      “Think we can count on her to take out snipers?” Ti asked aloud.

      “They don’t snipe down here. They spray,” Hector yelled, just barely louder than the rain coming down on the car roof. A lightning bolt illuminated him gesturing his hand back and forth, like a running machine gun.

      “You two should stay here then,” Ti said, looking at Catrina and me. I wanted to go in with them, but I wasn’t supernatural, or bulletproof. And if I went, there’d be no way to convince Catrina to stay behind.

      “Okay.” I looked back and forth between the two of them. It might be the last time I’d see one or both of them alive. “Protect each other, okay?”

      Hector nodded and Ti grunted—and as one they went into the rain. There was a distant shout—louder than the rain—and shots were fired.

      “Come on.” Catrina huddled behind the driver’s seat, where Dren had been last night, and pulled me down to do the same. “This isn’t the first gunfight I’ve been in,” she explained.

      It killed me to wait there, to hear sounds of violence, guns, and not know what was going on. When I peeked up like I shouldn’t, and a lightning bolt shot down, all I could see was a warehouse down the block and gates that were wide.

      “Stay down!” Catrina hissed.

      “How can you be so calm?” I hissed back.

      There were more shots. I tried to convince myself that it was thunder, but I hadn’t seen any lightning bolts to cause it.

      I wanted my friends to be all right. I wanted my mother to be all right. I just wanted everything to be right in the world for once, for one soul-shattering moment of calmness when I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone else, or even myself.

      Another gunshot, a scattered grouping. I pressed my forehead to the window like I shouldn’t, trying to see anything through the rain.

      A bloody hand slapped against the top of the glass. I screamed and jumped back.

      The hand slid down, horror-movie-style, like a drowning man’s last wave good-bye. The unrelenting rain made the bloody droplets race down.

      Ti wasn’t going to bleed, and Luz bleeding was unlikely. “Hector?” I said, my voice cracking in fear.

      “Don’t do it!” Catrina warned me.

      I ignored her and opened up the car door, glad to find it was someone I didn’t know. With the help of the overhead car light, I could see a young Latino man with three cross tattoos on the visible side of his neck. He was prone on the sidewalk, and the rain was washing his blood away. “Oh, God.” I reached for my phone. I didn’t know where we were, but Catrina did. I handed my phone to her. “Call nine-one-one. Tell them someone’s been shot.” Maybe I should have pre-reported our arrival here, seeing as gunfire was almost a given. This kid was technically a bad guy—but we were the ones who’d come in asking for trouble. I couldn’t just watch him die.

      Hector was a doctor—he had to have a first-aid kit in his car somewhere. All self-respecting healthcare workers did. I reached and felt under the chairs, found nothing, then hopped into the driver’s seat to pull the lever for the trunk. A spare tire, the tire iron and duct tape from last night, and lastly a paper bag full of medical supplies. I looked inside it as the rain pelted the bag and started soaking the equipment inside.

      What good was gauze going to do right now? Not very damn much, in this fucking rain. I took it back to the prone man.

      “Where did you get hit?” I asked. He didn’t answer. He was far away from the compound—I assumed he’d run this whole way. Or maybe crawled. I pushed him so he was on his back, and tried to look him over. There was a welt on his arm. I unspooled a roll of gauze, lassoed it around his armpit, and tied it tight. Until I could figure out where he was bleeding, I was going to cut off blood flow to all his extremities on principle.

      His shirt was full of holes. The crosses hadn’t protected him from anyone but Luz—and even that was iffy. I startled when I thought I’d found a gun—but it was just the outline of a gun, tattooed on his stomach, roughly done. This kid wasn’t much older than Olympio was. Jesus.

      “Hey!” I shouted at him, shaking him. He groaned. I could feel a pulse at his neck. “Help is coming, okay? Just hang on.”

      I went through his limbs more systematically now, looking for holes in the fabric in addition to blood, and undid one arm and a leg. Then I planted the rest of the gummed-up gauze over a wound on his thigh. I hoped it wasn’t his femoral—I didn’t think I was strong enough to haul him into Hector’s car.

      There was another burst of gunfire. “Edie!” Catrina shouted at me.

      “Hang on. I’m almost done, okay?” I wasn’t sure whom I was addressing, him or her.

      “Edie—Edie?” Catrina made a question of my name, and I turned around. “I think I got shot.”

      She was still crouched behind the seats, but she was holding her side. “Oh, God—can you lie down on the backseat? Lie down right now.” I tied down the dressing on the gangbanger’s leg, and took my soggy bag of gauze back into the car. “Shit shit shit—where?”

      “Here.” It was the side of her stomach—could be a flesh wound, could be halfway to peritonitis.

      “Okay. I want you to lie still.” I opened up as much gauze as I could. “Is there an exit wound?” I slid my hand under her back to feel for any other, potentially worse, openings. Finding none, I shoved all the gauze into the bleeding spot on her stomach. “Shit. Catrina—hold this here, okay?” I fished my phone out of my pocket with bloody hands. Not that now was a great time to text Asher, but he had the fucking car keys and I didn’t know what else to do. Emergency vehicles should already be on their way. Should.

      “How did it happen? I was being careful.” She was gritting her teeth from the pain. I wondered where the bullet had wound up inside her. God-fucking-dammit. If anyone should have gotten hit, it was me, gallivanting around outside.

      “What have you done?” Luz was outside, standing in the rain, looking at the bleeding man. Her eyes went wide when she saw Catrina.

      “Did you find her?” Catrina reached a red hand out.

      “No. She wasn’t there—” Luz looked between the gangbanger and Catrina and made an assumption. She put her foot on his tattooed neck.

      “No! He didn’t shoot her!” I yelled into the rain.

      “So?” Luz yelled back. “He’s one of them!”

      “Tell her he didn’t hurt you, Catrina!” I sank down to her level inside the car. “Tell her!”

      Catrina’s eyes narrowed. It was clear she didn’t want to care.

      “Catrina—” I begged.

      “Reina—don’t,” Catrina whispered.

      “Bah!” Luz kicked the man and knelt down, holding his eyelids up with her thumbs and looking into his eyes. He woke up then, when he hadn’t before. Seeing her looming over him, he started to talk—I assumed she was using her glamour on him. She reached for the bandage I’d placed on his leg and pulled it aside. “He doesn’t know where she is. He says he’s never seen her. Let him bleed to death like he deserves to.” I reached out and fought her for control of his leg. “Whose side are you on?” she yelled at me, fangs out.

      “The side where no one dies!”

      Luz rocked back on her heels and laughed at me. “It is too late for that.”

      Acid flushed through my stomach. “Where’s Hector and Ti?”

      She smiled, showing fang. “Your zombie friend makes a very effective human shield. They’re slower than me, but I think they’re fine.”

      “And she wasn’t there,” I asked again.

      “No. All this, for nothing. And Catrina shot.” Luz looked into the car where Catrina was. I couldn’t read what was written in her eyes. “I wanted to save one person. That’s it. Just one. The rest of the world can go fuck itself, if I can save this one. And they still keep her from me. There was a pile of bones there—but no girl.”

      “I’m sorry, Luz.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      Catrina screamed from inside the car. I didn’t know if it was anguish or pain.

      “We’ve got to—” I said, looking at Catrina. If I had to pick between her and the man outside, I’d choose her. “Do you have keys?”

      “No. The doctor does.” She squinted into the distance. “He’s on the way.”

      Hector and Ti arrived just as sirens started down the street, ambulances and police cars fighting through the rain.

      “Who is that?” Ti asked.

      “Oh, no—Edie—” Hector said, looking at the man and then at Catrina. He leaned into the car and quickly assessed her.

      “She needs help—but he might die. He’s going into shock.”

      Of course he was; he’d been bleeding out in the cold rain. Hector pulled his keys out and threw them at me. “I’m a local doctor. I can say I heard shots and came out to help.” He shook his hand, and I handed him his emergency bag.

      “In the rain?”

      “I know the police. They’ll believe me. Take my car— get Catrina to County. You know where to go.”

      I didn’t want to leave him behind with this mess. There was no guarantee more Three Crosses members wouldn’t come out. I almost said his real name, and just barely caught myself in time. “As—Hector—be careful, okay?”

      Asher nodded, and Ti put his hand out. I handed him the keys. I knew he’d been to County before.
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      Luz rode in the front seat while I cradled Catrina’s head on my lap and applied pressure to her side in the back. Was it a good thing there was no exit wound? I didn’t know enough trauma medicine to know. I petted Catrina’s hair with my free hand while she moaned.

      “Can’t you just—” I asked Luz. She pulled her head back, as if I’d suggested something offensive to her. “Goddammit, Luz, it’s only a little blood.”

      “If I give blood to her, I’ll wake up Anna—and if Anna takes me back, who will rescue Adriana then?”

      “How do you think Adriana will feel if you kill her sister?”

      “Don’t,” Catrina whispered.

      “You stay out of it.” I told her. Her blood was seeping up, gluing her shirt to my thigh. “Ti—what happened in there?”

      “Nothing good. Maldonado wasn’t there. And the girl we were looking for wasn’t either. They seemed surprised, so it wasn’t a trap, but nothing was gained.”

      It was still pouring outside. Inside, the car smelled like humidity and rain, and blood—and rot.

      “Did you get hurt?” I asked Ti.

      “A few shots. Nothing I can’t heal.” He pulled us onto the highway, and the rain didn’t stop.

      

      We were silent on our way to County. I wondered what was happening with Asher, if they would keep him for questioning, if they’d find other members of Three Crosses, and what they would say. Catrina had been quiet—her eyes were open, but I could tell she was thinking, watching lampposts go by, upside down, outside the window in the night. I watched her breathing, and my free hand held her wrist to feel the strength and speed of her pulse.

      We pulled into the emergency roundabout, and Luz got out of the car. “I’ll go in with her. You two go on.”

      I looked to Ti. He shrugged, and then I looked back to her. “Are you sure?”

      “There’s still half the night to go. I can take her in and answer any questions—or stop them from asking them.” Luz tilted her head to indicate what, as a vampire, she could do with her mind.

      “Is that okay with you, Catrina?”

      She nodded and I relinquished her to Luz, who picked her up easily, although she gasped and groaned. Once she was in Luz’s arms, she looked up at the other woman. “You’ll search again tomorrow night?”

      Luz smiled down sadly at her. “Of course.”

      

      Ti drove me home. I didn’t know what to say, straight up until he put the car into park. I turned toward him. “Do you want to stay here? I’ve got a couch.”

      “Sure.” He opened up his door and got out. I trotted up to my apartment and opened the door. Once he was in, I latched all the chain locks again. Ti looked bemused.

      “Am I supposed to be keeping an eye on you, or are you supposed to be keeping an eye on me?”

      “To be honest, I’m not sure. Both, maybe? I need a shower, and I need to sleep. How about you?”

      “Just the one. I don’t think I ever want to sleep again.” He waved the thought away. “No offense to people who need to.”

      “All right, then. Dibs on the shower, because it’s mine.” And because after a wounded zombie showers, there might be . . . clots. I got a towel out of my linen closet and threw it down on the couch for him. “Wait here.”

      I couldn’t help but think about how in other circumstances, if our lives had been different, the chance to take a shower with Ti might have been sexy. Now—no. That door had closed. I wasn’t sure when it had happened, or how, but when I searched my heart, I knew it was true. Maybe because someone else was there instead. My heart always liked to bet on the darker, more damaged horse. I sighed and looked down—my ankles still had red marks on them that were tender to touch, after the snakes. At least Asher wasn’t full of snakes—just other people. I got out of the shower, dried my hair, and threw on clothes. Ti stood up when I entered the room.

      “Your turn.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. You can’t stay out here like you are now.” I pressed a smile on, as if the events of tonight had never happened. As if I hadn’t had my hands covered in other people’s blood.

      “Okay.” He nodded and stepped around me. A few seconds later I heard the water running. I went into the kitchen and made myself coffee. There was a knock at my door.

      “You have got to be kidding me.” I set my coffee down and walked over to the peephole, barefoot. Asher stood outside, looking bedraggled. I started unlatching the locks. “Hector.” I stuttered while saying the right name.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Are you?” His eyes were scanning me, as if to make sure I was still whole. Knowing who he was inside, and who he might be after the seventeenth—I wanted to say more, but the seventeenth was only two days away. Technically, it started at midnight tomorrow night. I shouldn’t want to fall on my sword again, like I had with Ti. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he went on, worried by my silence. “I couldn’t ask you back there, but if anything happened to you—”

      “I’m fine. Honest.” I nodded quickly to make him believe.

      There’d been familiarity between us before, a willingness to touch each other without fear. I wanted that back, no matter who he looked like now. Screw being afraid of getting hurt.

      He stepped in, and I didn’t move—I wanted him to step into me.

      “Edie?” Ti asked from the hallway, emerging with a towel wrapped around his waist—and several flesh wounds visible on his chest.

      “Ti—” I looked back at him and gestured toward Asher, who was perilously close. “This—Asher’s here—” I explained lamely, then swallowed. Ti didn’t know Hector was Asher yet.

      “It’s okay.” Asher looked from Ti to me, and stepped back outside again. “I was just coming for my keys.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t want to shout out that it wasn’t like that, but I could see his assumptions on his face. “Asher—”

      “Asher?” Ti began. I could see the beginning of a change on Asher’s face, as if his other form was being summoned by his name.

      “You’ll keep her safe, won’t you?” Asher asked of Ti, taking a step farther back on my stoop, into shadows.

      “Asher, don’t go.”

      “Don’t apologize, Edie. In a few days—” He held his hand out, not for me to see anything, but because I would know what he meant. On the seventeenth, his hands would be fully Hector’s . . . or no one’s at all. “Keep the car. I’ll take the train.” He turned and went down my stairs.

      Maybe I should have run after him. Or maybe he was right. I was exhausted by too much too fast tonight.

      “That was Asher?” Ti asked me. “How long has he been pretending to be the doc?”

      “Seven months or so.” I stood in my doorway, looking out, willing Asher to return.

      “I didn’t mean to startle him, Edie.”

      “No, it’s okay. You were just trying to keep an eye on me is all. And I’m still keeping an eye on you.” I tried to sound as light as I had earlier and failed. There wasn’t enough coffee in the world to help me fake it.

      “It’s been a long night. You should get to bed.”

      “Yeah. I should.”

      “I’ve wrung out my clothes. I’ll leave them in your shower to air-dry overnight.”

      “I’ll get you sheets for the couch.” I came back with them. He was still wearing just a towel.

      “Edie—I’m sorry.” He jerked his chin at the doorway where Asher had been.

      I held up my hand and passed the sheets over. “I don’t think I can take any more apologies tonight.”
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      It was noon when I woke up. The rain had stopped, but it was still gray out, thick clouds with the promise of more to come. I stumbled into my living room, where Ti was lying on my couch. He nodded when I came in.

      “Did you have a good night?” I asked him.

      “I remember all of it. It’s a start.” He was on top of the sheets and had his clothes on, though they looked worse for the wear. He still had the faint smell of rot. “I need to go now. I thought you should know. I wanted to stay to tell you.” He swung his feet down so he was sitting. “I think we’re going to be fighting again tonight, and I don’t want to be at half speed.”

      I read between the lines. He was telling me he was going to go out to feed. If he and I had stayed together, how many times over would we have had that conversation in code? Would I be okay with it? Was I okay with it now? “Thanks for letting me know.”

      He stood and started walking toward me for the door at my back. “I didn’t want to just leave this time, you know?”

      I nodded and hugged myself with my arms. Better late than never. “Thanks, Ti. I appreciate that.”

      “Edie—” he began, drawing up his face to one side like he was going to say something else.

      I leaned back and quickly opened up the door. “You should really be going. I have to visit my mom soon. I’ll see you tonight.” I didn’t want to let him in, not even a little bit.

      He sighed and nodded.

      “Okay.” He nodded at me and walked out into the beginnings of drizzle that quickly turned into sheets. I watched him go until the rain swallowed him.

      

      Once Ti was gone, I folded into my couch. Was Asher at work today or not? I sent him a text message, one I probably should have sent last night. “That wasn’t what it seemed,” and “Again, tonight? Reina’s?”

      Tonight was likely the last night we could save Adriana. It was officially the seventeenth at midnight tonight. And if we didn’t find Adriana, then I wouldn’t have any leverage over Luz, and Santa Muerte would belong to Maldonado, costing me the only thing I could trade to the Shadows for my mom. Tonight was the night. Where ever we went tonight, whatever we did—I wasn’t going to stay behind again.

      I got up, went into the bathroom, brushed out my hair, and put on clothes. And then I made the hardest phone call of my life.

      She picked up on the third ring. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hi, honey!” She sounded happy to hear from me. “What’s up?”

      “Nothing much. I just wanted to tell you that I love you.”

      “Awwww, that’s sweet of you. I love you too, dear. Are you coming by tonight?”

      “No. We’ve got a meeting scheduled after work.” If I went by now, and I was scared, she’d root me out. Mothers had a kind of magic too. “But I’ll come by tomorrow afternoon, if that’s okay.”

      “Sure. I’ve got a doctor’s appointment at three—come over before then, or after six?”

      “Can do.”

      “I always love hearing from you.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” she said again, and I hung up. If she knew what I was doing for her, if she understood everything that was involved, she’d tell me to stop it, she wasn’t worth it.

      She’d be wrong.

      

      My next phone call was going to be to County—I still had their main information line in my phone. But I didn’t know Catrina’s last name, and she might not be able to speak right now besides. I put on all my silver again, grabbed my purse, and ran out to my car in the rain.

      The information desk wasn’t much help when I got there, without a last name. But County was a big facility— even though I hit one dead end, it wasn’t hard to leave and loop back in through another unguarded door. I had a suspicion where she’d be at, and it was late enough that some of my old co-workers might remember me as an occasional float nurse there. Through a combination of persistence and luck, I found her in medical ICU. I waved, and she waved back, and it was good enough for her nurse to let me in.

      “What’s happening tonight?” she asked slowly as soon as I was close enough to hear her.

      “Nothing you’re going to be a part of. How do you feel?” I read the numbers on her monitor. Everything looked fine.

      “They found the bullet. It took them a while.” She was pressed flat against the bed like someone who was on the good drugs. I knew if I started fondling IV bags I’d draw her nurse’s ire—but her pupils were wide and her movements slow. Even if she wasn’t on a narcotic drip, she’d been getting them frequently—and understandably, if they’d been fishing inside her guts for a ricocheted round. “What’s going on?”

      “You didn’t miss anything else last night. I just wanted to check on you was all. Do you need me to tell your family that you’re here?”

      Her dilated eyes slowly fixed on me. “Family? What family? Adriana’s all I have.”

      “I’m sorry.” I glanced up at the clock. I probably had an hour, provided I wouldn’t get in the way here. I pulled up a chair. “I can’t believe you got shot.”

      Her lips pulled into a low grin. “Me either. Should have been you.” I’d found the small hole in Hector’s door on my way out to my own car. The bullet had gone through the door, through the passenger-side chair, and straight into Catrina.

      “Yeah, I know.” I looked around the room—it’d been a while since I’d floated to medical ICU, and a while since I was last here, period. “They treating you right?”

      “I don’t hurt much, as long as I don’t move.” She stared off into space. I wondered how long I should stay, if she was tired. Her eyes closed, and I made to stand. The sound of the chair scraping back startled her awake again. “I keep fading off. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll go now. I’ll come back tomorrow and let you know.”

      She didn’t respond, but her eyes closed again. Chances were she wouldn’t even remember my being here. I turned around and took a step toward the door.

      “Edie?”

      I turned around, knowing she might not say another word. People on good drugs were sometimes like that. “Yeah?”

      She fought to open her eyes again. “She left me there last night, Edie. She didn’t stay.”

      “What?” I turned around and crossed the room to stand at her bedside. She was too wasted to lie.

      “Reina set me on a chair in the waiting room, bleeding. She left the second after you did.”

      “Are you sure?” Bleeding could cause unconsciousness. And unconsciousness felt a lot like time travel when it was happening. “She had to leave before the dawn.”

      “No. I could see the windows—it was dark outside. She just left me behind.”

      “That’s not like her.”

      “I know.” Catrina’s dark gaze wandered around the room, until it finally landed on me. “I just needed to tell someone. It wasn’t kind of her.”

      I took Catrina’s hand into both my own. “You’re right.” Information shared, she relaxed again, and soon she began to snore. I stopped by the nurses’ station on the way out and gave them my phone number just in case, and told them I was a family friend. And on the elevator on my way out, despite the fact there were other passengers in it, I knocked on the wall with one hand.

      “Hey—Shadows. You’ve got to protect her. Make sure she’s okay.”

      They didn’t respond, and as we reached the first floor, all the other passengers avoided looking at me.
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      In my car again, with hours left to kill before sundown, I wasn’t sure what to do or where to go. It wasn’t too late for me to drop in on my mother, but . . . no. If I went there, she might sense something was wrong and start to worry. Surely the story of last night and tonight was written on my face. Without thinking, I followed the train on street roads, heading farther downtown.

      While it wasn’t raining now, last night and this morning had filled in the potholes with water, making their depth hard to judge. My little Chevy swayed from side to side as cement rubble caught alternating tires. The market was closed, due to the weather I assumed, and I drove down to the Divisadero clinic proper.

      Maldonado’s blue sign had been ripped off the door, and a new one put in its place: closed.

      Of course the clinic was closed. With Hector barely himself, and Catrina gone, there’d be no one left to run the ship. The real question was, would it open again? I drove on.

      The distances were shorter, now that I wasn’t on foot, and landmarks were easier to find during the day. The rain seemed to have washed everyone away with it—that, or after the gunfight last night, everyone else but me was wise enough not to go out.

      I canvassed streets until I found the one we’d been on the night before. I recognized the fence Hector had parked his car next to. The rain had washed away all of that boy’s blood. I should have looked at County for him too.

      I slowly cruised up the street to where the new Three Crosses church had been. In the day without the rain, it was much less menacing than the lightning-freeze-frame picture I’d made of it last night. The gates were torn off their hinges—that was all Luz there—and had been reconstructed using woven locked chains. Police tape fluttered, torn down from the places it had been tied, and a lone janitor was shoving water around with a street broom inside.

      I stopped the car. The janitor looked up at me nervously then, seeing only a girl inside the car, shook his head and got back to shoving water around. I eased off the brake and stepped on the gas—and there was a thump from the front of my car. I hit the brakes again and leapt out to see what I’d hit.

      The elderly woman I’d saved from the storm drain was huddled in front of my car. “What the—I cannot believe you!”

      “¡No te creo!”

      “Did I hit you? Are you okay?” She was still wearing County Hospital gowns, soaked to the bone.

      “¿Estás tan ciego no puedes ver?” she complained.

      “Lady, I still can’t understand you. What the hell are you doing out here?”

      The woman put her hands on her hips, and I took her meaning.

      “Okay. Maybe if I can’t understand you, I shouldn’t keep asking you questions. But sheesh.” I looked around. “Where did you come from? I’d swear to God you weren’t here just a second ago.”

      She squatted back down and played her hands in the water streaming down the gutter from higher ground.

      “No no no, you can’t do that. You’ll catch a cold.” She angrily hit the water, and splashed it at me. “Hey! Come on—that’s not right.”

      She shoved her hands back into the water—there was another storm drain down the street. Some of the water the janitor was brooming out of the Three Crosses compound had made it up to here, a waterfall over the sidewalk’s edge. Looking like some sort of creepy elderly otter, she fished out a handful of rubble and showed it to me.

      “Look—” I began. She shook her hand again, spattering me with cold drops. “That’s disgusting! Stop it!” I walked away from her and opened up the driver-side door of my car. I was done with trying to save her by force. Either she’d get in willingly, or I’d just drive away. I didn’t have to save everyone right now—in fact, my saving people dance card was fucking full. I pointed from her to my car with intention that could be understood across tongues. “Get in.”

      She shook her hand again, playing her opposite forefinger against the stones in her palm, as if she was panning for gold.

      “Get in,” I repeated. Surely she knew how door handles worked. I got in my car, and she hit my car hood with one hand.

      “Are you coming?” I asked her. She tottered back and opened up the door. When she sat down she threw the wet stones she held across my dashboard. Trails of thin mud poured down from them. “Hey!”

      She dusted her hands off on her wet gowns, and crossed her arms. “Gah.” Clearly, the Reinas hadn’t been able to keep her safe somewhere—and before that, neither had County. That left just one place we could go.

      I went back toward the clinic, slowly, the only car on the road, searching for the path Olympio had taken Ti and me on yesterday. I made a few wrong turns but eventually wound up in front of Olympio’s tenement and parked my car.

      “Look,” I tried to explain to the old woman. “You just need to be safe for a night. No one should be on the streets tonight. Bad things are going down.” The only thing I saw on her face was frustration, likely with me. “I’m sorry. I wish I could explain.” I ran through what little Spanish I did know and went for broke. “Noche muy malo, mucho dolor. Stay indoors!”

      She lunged forward, grabbed up one of the rocks that hadn’t rattled off my dash, and shoved it at me.

      I took it. At least it was dry now. And it didn’t look much like a stone to me.

      “That’s. . .not a rock. Is it?” I held it up to the fading light outside. “It’s a finger bone.”

      Not a lot like the tattoo Catrina and Adriana shared—it was long and slender, gracefully curved. It’d been stained gray by mud, but there was no denying what it was.

      I picked up another stone from where it’d fallen on my floor. It was just a rock. All the rest of them were. But not this one.

      “Okay—we’re going up to the boy’s house. And then you can talk, all right?”

      Wherever she’d gotten the bone from, I’d get Olympio to make her tell me.

      

      It took time and effort to herd her up the stairs toward the curandero’s door. I knocked three times, and Olympio peeked out. “I knew I saw you outside!” he exclaimed. “You never told me you had a car!”

      “You never asked,” I said, and stepped back so he could see the woman I’d brought with me.

      “Ugh, her again?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. Can she stay here?”

      Olympio released a huffing sigh of protest. “I’ll just add it to everything else you owe my grandfather. Don’t forget, you owe him for last night.”

      “I’ll write him a check. Honest. Just this one more thing.”

      “Fine.” Olympio pulled back and opened the door all the way, so that we could step in.

      He went off to get the old woman a towel, and we stood in the same room I’d been in yesterday, only there was no tinfoil cross, and no snakes. The curandero sat on his chair in the corner, surrounded by candles and statuary. When Olympio returned, he looked me over. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I just need you to translate for me. And then to keep her safe overnight.”

      “Big. Check,” Olympio warned.

      “I totally understand.” I looked to the old woman, and pulled the finger bone out of my pocket. “Where did you get this, Grandmother?” I looked to Olympio. “It’s very important. Make her tell me.”

      Olympio translated my question, although I got the impression that the woman understood me on her own.

      “Mictlan.”

      Olympio waited for her to go on. When she didn’t, he asked the question again.

      “Mictlan,” she answered again, with a strong nod.

      Olympio shrugged. “It’s not a word. I don’t know what it means.” Then the curandero spoke and Olympio began to frown. “My grandfather says it’s like a word for hell.”

      I looked from Olympio to the curandero and back again. “I would guess that whoever’s finger that came from agrees with you.” I went back and put my back against the wall, much as I had the prior night while watching the curandero heal Ti. There was some thread of commonality here; all I had to do was see it. I squeezed the bone in a fist while I tried to think.

      The place where I’d seen Adriana trapped had been full of bones—and by the next night, when Luz had gotten there, completely emptied. And the new Three Crosses church, where we’d made our abortive attack, had been empty too.

      Adriana and all those bones were somewhere. I’d bet they were still all in the same room.

      Ti had said he’d been working at night someplace dark. With no lights. Maybe there was a third location? But if so, where?

      The old woman was standing in front of me, her eyes burning, trying to make me understand something that I couldn’t see. I shook my head like the janitor had shaken his head at me earlier, to see her playing in the gutters, while he shoved around all that water that wouldn’t drain away.

      Because the gutters were blocked. The same gutters I’d found Grandmother playing in, where she in turn had found bones—and not unlike the ditch where I’d found her in the first place, hidden underground. In a dark place, not that unlike hell.

      “Olympio.” My eyes took a second to focus on the boy again. “I need you to explain to me how to get to that ditch by Tecato Town.”

      “Oh, no—” Olympio began shaking his head violently.

      “I need to get over there.”

      The old woman started clapping her hands in glee, like a psychotic cymbal-monkey.

      “If you’re going there, then I want to go with you,” Olympio said.

      “No way.”

      “You don’t know where you’re going. It could flood—”

      “All the more reason that you can’t come.”

      “No—I have to!”

      I looked to his grandfather and pleaded with my expression for the man to talk some sense into his grandson.

      “Siente la llamada. Debe contestar,” the curandero intoned.

      “See? My grandfather agrees. He says it’s my calling to go with you,” Olympio interrupted as his grandfather went on, and Olympio made a face. “Ugh. Really?”

      The curandero nodded, and Olympio looked up at me. “He says you have to take us both.”

      I blinked. How were we going to get someone with crutches down the steep cement side of the ditch to the bottom? Much less inside the tunnels afterward?

      Olympio read my mind. “Not him. Her.” He made a face at the grandmother.

      That was almost worse. “To a flash-flood zone, underground, while it’s raining out?” I looked from one to the other of them and waited for someone else here to be sensible, because it wasn’t going to be me.

      “It’s the only way. I was meant to go. So was she,” Olympio said.

      “You’re sure about this?” I asked Olympio’s grandfather, and he nodded. I let out a sigh. “I guess you can’t fight prophecy.”
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      To my dismay, no one had stolen my car while I’d been at the curandero’s. Then I’d at least be able to leave the hospital-gown-wearing grandmother behind. Olympio, though—the thought of predestined adventure had him clinging to me like a barnacle. Before we left, he’d gotten two flashlights from his neighbor for our trip. Now he sat in the passenger seat and played with my radio, in between giving me directions. When he realized I didn’t have any Spanish presets, he started slowly twisting the dial. I didn’t enjoy listening to him hop from station to station like he was cracking a safe, but it was a good way for him to kill time. Listening to him made me not stop and think how insane this was. Taking them with me, destiny or not, was like going to war in a clown car.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you had a car,” Olympio said.

      “I wasn’t keeping it from you. It just never came up. Why? Where did you want to go?”

      “I couldn’t go anywhere, until I was called.” Olympio found a station he liked and finally sat back. “I’ve been waiting my whole life to find my calling. Now, though . . . who knows? I have to see where the calling takes me.”

      “I thought you’d been seeing things your whole life?”

      “Yeah. So? So’s Catrina. You never know if you’ll really be called.” He nodded along with the song.

      “And you can’t tell it yourself?” I asked, wondering for a dark moment if Olympio’s grandfather had taken out a large life insurance policy on him.

      “No. It comes to you in dreams. Or another curandero can see it. Like I see things on other people.” He pointed for me to go right.

      “Speaking of, how’s my gaping chest wound?”

      “Your black flower?” he asked, and then squinted at me. “It’s smaller. Almost gone.”

      I made a thoughtful sound. “You’re just being nice to me in case we die, aren’t you?”

      He grinned. “I’m not going to die.”

      I stopped at a dented stop sign. “God. If I’m going to die, don’t tell me.” I looked back in the rearview mirror as I made another right hand turn. “What about her?”

      “She’s just a cloud. Can’t make a thing out about her. I’ve seen people like her before, though. It just means she’s undecided.”

      “About what?” I couldn’t imagine the old woman having big decisions to make. It was clear she didn’t have a house, a lover, or a 401(k).

      “No clue. And I don’t think she’d tell me if I asked her. Park here.”

      “Great. Just great.” I pulled alongside the entrance to an alley. “Is this the kind of place where I might as well leave them my keys?”

      Olympio looked around my car in dismay. “It’s not like you have anything in here worth stealing.”

      “True. All right. All aboard that’s going aboard.”

      “What’s that mean?” Olympio asked.

      I jerked my thumb out the window. “Time to get off the train.”

      

      It was almost sundown. I made them wait while I texted Asher quickly. I should have texted him earlier, but I think I knew he would try to leave me behind again—much less the Three Musketeers that I’d become.

      At the edge of Tecato Town. Think Maldonado’s bone room is underneath. Have guide.

      

      Better to tell him that than get into specifics. I eyed Olympio again. “You’re sure about this?” The old lady could suit herself, but Olympio . . . I wished I could make him stay behind somehow. I hadn’t gotten a choice about a lot of things as a kid—but nobody had told me I was destined for greatness either. Olympio worked harder and deserved a fairer life.

      He nodded brusquely. “I’m sure.”

      “Okay, then. Where to?”

      “Through here,” Olympio said, and led the way.

      

      We threaded through the tarps the tecatos had strung up to keep out the rain. The air here was thick with the smoke of wet fires. Skinny men huddled around them, blowing on them to keep them lit, socks strung overhead. The old woman kept up surprisingly well.

      We reached the edge of the wide cement ditch, half a football field across, filled with a muddy stream. We were closer to the metal mouths this time than we’d been before. I could see them down there, and hear water pouring through them and on into the dark.

      “You ready?” Olympio asked me.

      “I was born ready,” I said, teasing, trying to sound like an action hero. Olympio snorted, and then we started down the steep cement bank.

      I didn’t have time to watch the old woman; I was too busy concentrating on my own feet. The sides were slicker now after last night’s rainfall, making the entire thing feel like we really were going into a mouth.

      I reached the bottom with a splash at the same time Olympio did. I wished I’d known when I’d left my house this afternoon to have worn rain boots, though the water felt good on my smoke-snake sores. God only knew what I was going to contract tonight. I heard a splash behind me, and the old woman was standing there. I was glad she hadn’t tumbled down.

      “Which one?” I yelled. The sound of the water running over the corrugated metal was loud.

      “I don’t know! What does your intuition tell you?” Olympio shouted back.

      My intuition said it wished that it was dry. I stared, looking from one tunnel entrance to the next, wondering if Olympio was right, if I’d be able to feel the right one.

      I was just like those people at the hospital with their stupid crystals.

      “I have no idea!” I shouted back to him.

      The old woman shoved by both of us, “¡Éste, éste!” and went into the nearest mouth.

      Olympio shrugged. “She says this one!”

      “Fine.” She was probably at least as magical as I was, or anyone else could be. Our chances were one out of three.

      We hobbled behind the woman in the dark. Olympio pulled out one flashlight for himself and handed the other one to me.

      The old woman was part mole. She didn’t wait for our light, she just dove through the tunnel, her hunchback perfectly suited for our journey. Olympio and I had to cling to the walls to stay upright while the ankle-high water tried to trip us. I got in front of Olympio and started using my bigger size to block him from falls while he tried to shine our flashlights far enough ahead to keep the woman in their spotlight. She took a right hand turn and disappeared.

      “Fuck,” I whispered when she went out of sight. “Come on, keep up,” Olympio urged me on.

      Together we waddled to where she’d taken the turn. Olympio shone his light in the tunnel she’d taken. “Where did she go?” I asked.

      “¿Abuela?” Olympio called.

      “Wait for us, lady!” I shouted after him.

      We took the turn, but she didn’t wait. We reached a T in the tunnels and shone our lights each way. “Where now?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” One of the tunnels looked it rose higher than the other. I couldn’t imagine Maldonado pulling off a ceremony while fighting getting swept away down here. “That way.” I pointed my flashlight toward the slightly drier tunnel.

      “Okay.”

      We shimmied along it, one step after another, until it took another turn. This new tunnel was longer than the flashlight beam. Could she have really gotten that far in front of us?

      “Keep going,” Olympio nudged from behind me.

      “Fine.”

      The tunnel floor rose, and we had to crouch farther down. The only benefit was that the water we walked through was shallower. Each shuffling step sloshed less and kicked more. There were hard sharp things below us that we were walking on; they ground against one another, making our footing harder to find. I toed up one of whatever it was, my foot numb with prolonged exposure to the runoff.

      It was rounded and flat, and curved just like a rib.

      “Huesos,” Olympio whispered behind me. “Bones.”

      I nodded and put my fingers to my lips. I turned his flashlight off and took the other one, keeping its beam low as we went in.
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      There was a bend in the tunnel, and the walls turned from metal to stone . . . to bone. We’d found it. The last bone room. Olympio gasped.

      “Shhhh,” I cautioned. I raised the flashlight slowly, scanning around the ground. Scattered bones covered the floor and were affixed to the walls. The same cage I’d seen before, or its sister, sat against one wall, its occupant hard to spot inside. From somewhere in the room came a sound of running water, a faint hissing like a faucet left on.

      I didn’t see anyone where the flashlight could reach. I took a few more steps in, and Olympio stayed glued behind me. Together we crept up to the cage. “Adriana?” Olympio guessed.

      “Déjala ir,” the girl in the cage whispered back.

      I ignored him. “We have to get her out of here—”

      “No. She’s saying ‘free her,’ not ‘free me,’” Olympio interrupted. He took the flashlight away from me and shone it down to where Adriana lay collapsed inside the bone cage. Her whole body was wedged against the side, and her arm was reaching out. He shone the flashlight where she was reaching to—and Luz was there, chained to the ground.

      “Luz!” I ran over to her at the same time as Olympio did. “Luz—wake up—”

      She was sprawled across the floor, chained at both wrists, and I realized with sickness the hissing sound I’d heard was her—the cuffs were silver, and were sawing through her arms as fast as she could heal. I dragged her back and pulled the silver cuffs out of the divots they’d worked into her wrists.

      “Luz, when did this happen to you?” Without Catrina around to guard Luz, had someone attacked the Reinas during the day? Who better to know their schedule than the Three Crosses? I’d hoped the guards I’d seen with submachine guns had been able to defend the people inside the Reina’s compound.

      But it was still daylight outside. Despite the fact that it was pitch-dark in here without our flashlight to see, the daylight above still held sway.

      “Why won’t she wake up?” Olympio asked me.

      “She’s Reina—and it’s still light out overhead.” I snapped my fingers and pointed to the nearest pieces of bone. “Grab me those, will you?” Olympio did as he was told, and I shimmed them between her skin and the silver cuffs.

      There was the sound of boot heels on cement, footsteps louder than the water outside. And another Luz appeared, from a crevice of shadow in the far wall.

      “How?” Olympio whispered.

      How indeed! My mind panicked, and then I realized I knew. Last night, when Luz had run in first to look for Adriana, or maybe even before then, during a prior fight— she’d touched Maldonado. And he was still a shapeshifter. He’d been able to capture her and take her form.

      It was probably how he’d captured Adriana in the first place.

      We’d taken Maldonado himself home last night. No wonder he’d left Catrina behind. And because he wasn’t really a vampire, he wasn’t constrained by the sun.

      The shapeshifter’s eyes saw us, and he put a hand that wasn’t his on his hip. “So now you see.” The upright Luz looked to her twin on the ground, and then at me. “I knew if my son loved you, you were smart,” said the shapeshifter with Luz’s face. And then he transformed into Maldonado. Luz’s clothes were tight on him, until they disappeared, changing with him into Maldonado’s black robes, pendant and all. I didn’t know if his transformation was shapeshifting or magic or what.

      “So you’re . . . Asher’s father?” I asked, looking for some way I could appeal to him.

      “Only part of me. It’s very complicated in here.” He tapped his forehead with a gloved finger and watched me with glittering eyes. “We only use the shapeshifter when we need him. We do as I say, the rest of the time.”

      “Can you,” I began slowly, not sure who I was addressing or how to address him, “let her go?”

      He grinned and laughed. “We have a plan, and she’s a part of it. It’s too late to go back now.”

      “But she’s just a girl—” I pleaded. “You have to let her go.”

      He knelt down a distance away, so we were on the same level. “Why would I do that?” He swept his arm back to indicate the room we were in with the girl in the cage and the bones on the walls. “I have a glorious plan, and you expect me to ruin it over your conscience? Because you think you have a tenuous connection with someone from my past?”

      Maldonado was waiting for an answer. The longer I played stupid, and the longer we talked, the greater the chances Luz would wake up, or Asher would come down here and save us.

      Maybe.

      “Do you know how many pasts I have inside me right now?” he asked.

      All I could do was shake my head.

      Maldonado leaned forward. “I’ll tell you. Thousands. And they’re all so mad. And the shapeshifter, your friend’s father, is the worst of them all.” He grabbed a loose bone off the ground, and scraped its sharp edge across his forehead. “He screams and screams until I want to cut him out of me from the inside. When all this was his idea. His idea!” He jabbed the bone at his forehead with force, and when he moved his hand, a bruise and drops of blood were left behind.

      Maldonado regained control of himself, casting the bone aside. “When he’s the one that found me to implement it.”

      “Why? What possible reason could you have for all this?” I looked desperately around the room, with the deaths of so many written on its walls.

      “This location lends itself to magic. This place is as old and angry as the land your Shadows call home, and is more watered with fresh blood. It was nothing to buy the warehouse above and block off this storm drain, and easy to use the pathetic tecatos outside. Your zombie friend went among them at night, while they were high, like a junkie reaper.” He paused to consider this, and then continued. “And then this room—even in his sleep, look at the artistry. He’s good with bones.”

      I needed more time. Luz needed more time. “But why all the bones? Why here? Why the girl?”

      “So we could call Santa Muerte to us and control her.” Maldonado rose again to standing. “It’s a brilliant plan.”

      “You can’t own Santa Muerte!” Olympio shouted from behind me. “¡Eres un mentiroso, hijo de la chingada!”

      “Shut it!” I ordered Olympio. He didn’t know what I did about Maldonado. The flashlight he held, our only light, shook in his hands.

      “We’ll kill you!” Olympio went on.

      Maldonado smiled. “There you are wrong. I can see into the future sometimes. And I see myself becoming very powerful shortly.”

      Luz stirred beside me. I didn’t see it, but I could feel it, like a presence returning to fill the space, the reverse of dying. I’d never seen a vampire wake up before. I knew she was going to be pissed—and still chained, unable to help us just as she hadn’t been able to help herself before.

      The only thing I could think of to do to save us was what she’d been forbidden to do. I carefully spotted Luz’s lips in the near dark. I’d once sworn I’d never let anyone else bite me—I’d already been bitten by Anna once, and feeling vampire fangs slide into your flesh once is enough. But if I didn’t get Luz to wake up soon and even the odds, Olympio and I weren’t going to make it out of here.

      “Olympio—run!” I shouted at him, and reached for her mouth. I yanked her lower jaw down, smashed my wrist between her fangs, and slammed her jaw back shut. Olympio took off, his light shining with him toward the tunnel.

      Maldonado spotted me half a second too late, as the light disappeared. He laughed. “Dama—there’s no keys for those cuffs.” There was a snapping sound, and then bright flames appeared, without anything to burn, in the high corners of the room, illuminating all the bones. There was a pattern on the walls: They swirled from large to small, all sweeping in toward the cage. Maldonado walked over and yanked me back, making Luz’s teeth lacerate my wrist.

      He grinned down at me, his face a rictus. Both hands on my shoulders, he shoved me back with more motion than force. It was his magic that followed through, sending me skidding like a strong wind into the wall, extra bones on the floor clattering away from me. I was pinned to the wall, a great weight pressing against my chest. “Stay here,” he commanded. “Someone should get to see.”

      And then he returned his attention to the woman in the cage. “Adriana, mi niña esquelética, mi mujer delgada, la más pálida y rubia.” He stroked his hands up and down the bars of the cage, bone and metal both. Bones on the wall behind me were jabbing into my back, but his power held me still. Maldonado leaned back and started waving his arms in the air in front of the cage in a pattern, like he was conducting a symphony. His voice rang out, as the curandero’s had on the previous night. I couldn’t get free.

      A dirty face appeared in the tunnel entrance. Maldonado seemed not to notice. It was the old woman returning. Go away! I tried to shout at her, but the brujo had stolen my voice.

      Grandmother walked in like a charmed snake, weaving back and forth. Maldonado’s hands included her in his gestures, and he crooned to her, encouraging her, pleading, begging, telling her where to go. And she listened. She came nearer—not to him, but to the cage.

      Inside it, Adriana had risen up. She was impossibly thin, cachectic, and the sleeveless white dress she wore hung off her. The outlines of her bones were clear to see, running just beneath their matching tattoos, and her face was tattooed into a grinning skull mask.

      Like a bird dancing for itself in front of a mirror, Grandmother and Adriana mimicked each other. Grandmother came closer to the bars of her cage, and Adriana followed, holding up her weakened body by leaning against the bars. Maldonado’s voice rose in a song-like prayer, and Grandmother stood up straight and leaned in. Adriana met her there, and their lips touched.

      Old and broken, and young and broken, different but paired, two halves of the same whole. I realized what I was seeing just as a strange light enveloped the place where they touched—if I squinted it looked like they were merging. Maldonado’s magic was uniting Santa Muerte, the old lost woman, the goddess held prisoner by the Shadows for so long that she was a hollow version of her own self, and putting her into Adriana’s starved, trapped form. Adriana’s hand went up, and Santa Muerte’s matched it, two hands pressing into each other until magic combined matter and only one hand remained.

      Maldonado’s voice went from whispers to shouting, and behind him, Luz sat up. Night had finally arrived. She licked her lips, tasting my blood, and she looked at me with angry eyes. I’d betrayed her to her maker—but Anna was the only person who could save us all now. Then she saw Adriana and Grandmother, and the strange thing they were becoming, conjoined.

      “No!” She lunged at the end of the chains—I heard the bones I’d slid into her cuffs shatter.

      If Luz had just woken up—so had Anna. Would she get here in time? Where was she? Was she even still in town? I didn’t know. I started beating against the magic that held me, and it kept slamming me back into the bone wall, tighter each time.

      Another voice joined Maldonado’s. A flashlight beam illuminated the tunnel’s entrance, and Olympio was there.

      No! Run! I tried to shout at him, but my voice was still gone.

      He came into the room like the boy I’d first seen outside the clinic, confident, and his prayers met Maldonado’s with a cocky tone. He didn’t wave his hands, just set his flashlight in his armpit, lining it up so it’d beam into Maldonado’s face, and kept repeating himself.

      Maldonado rebounded—I expected him to attack Olympio physically, but he redoubled his efforts toward controlling the women he held in thrall. The light where Grandmother and Adriana met got brighter—no matter what Olympio tried, Maldonado was too strong. Olympio realized it just as I did, while Luz was screaming obscenities in two languages, lunging like a rabid dog at the end of her chains.

      Olympio grabbed the flashlight from under his armpit and threw it at the cage.

      It flew end over end and only hit the corner of the cage. But it hit the bone there solidly, and knocked off one tiny flake.

      Maldonado began waving his hands madly, as if he was sending his orchestra toward destruction. He flung his hand out toward Olympio. His magic slammed into the boy, sending him reeling back into the wall beside me.

      I watched the tiny piece of bone drop as I heard Olympio grunt, wind knocked out of him by the force of his landing. The light holding the matched women together began to flicker and shake.

      “Edie—” Olympio whispered, gasping for air. There was a spear of tibia shooting out through his right shoulder—a bone from the wall behind us had pierced him through, back to front.

      Oh, God! —I yelled, still without a voice.

      Luz shouted a triumphant battle cry from behind the cage. She held up mangled hands—she’d broken the bones of her hands to free them from the silver cuffs. She ran for Grandmother and began to pry her back from Adriana with her arms. Maldonado stopped praying now, and started shouting. I dropped the few inches between me and the ground, yelped, and found I could talk.

      “Olympio—” I scurried over to where he was pinned. We were the two least magical things in the room—we needed to get the hell out. I reached behind him, where the wall was slick with his blood, and tried to pull the bone free from the wall. It was attached—embedded into cement. I couldn’t break it without hurting Olympio. With piercing wounds, you were supposed to try to leave the object in—it might be applying pressure on arteries on the inside, stopping the person from bleeding out. But the shouting and fighting behind us wouldn’t last forever, and in Luz’s damaged state I couldn’t guarantee who would win.

      “This is going to suck,” I told Olympio.

      He gritted his teeth and nodded. “Do it.”

      I took him by his shoulders and yanked him off the wall. The bone slid into his wound again and out the other side. He collapsed into me. I balled his hand into a fist and put it up against his chest, and I pressed the back of him into me, picking him up.

      “Come on,” I told us both. “Come on.” I started drag-carrying him to the tunnel’s maw. Behind us, the shouting and sounds of fighting didn’t stop.
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      I wasn’t sure where we were going. The water fought against us, trying to steal Olympio away from me. We were lower here, so the water was deeper—I didn’t know if that meant I was going the wrong direction, or if it’d begun to rain outside. He whimpered every time I yanked him, and my chest was warm with his hot blood.

      “You can’t die,” I explained to both of us. “You can’t.” I felt along the tunnel’s side with my shoulder, hitting it with the top of my head, the sound of the water susurrating around us, making me dizzy. What if I got turned around? What if Maldonado’s magic twisted the tunnel somehow? What if there was no safe place?

      “Come on.” I pulled us both along. The air got fresher, and I had to fight the water more. I was soaked up to my thighs; I couldn’t feel from my feet to my knees. The only thing that kept me going was that I was carrying Olympio. The water rose and I stumbled, wrenching on Olympio’s arm. He cried out then, I heard it echo. I pulled him up again and turned to start sidestepping against the rising water-wall, trying to give it less of me to push against.

      “Edie? Olympio!”

      Our names, shouted from a distance.

      “¡Estamos aquí! Here!” Olympio shouted weakly from my arms.

      I couldn’t spare a breath to yell. If I lost my footing now, there’d be no regaining it; we’d both be washed away, battered against the tunnel walls.

      “Edie! Olympio!” The voice was more panicked. Closer. I saw light just as hands snatched in. I fought them instinctively. Olympio yelped as he was pulled from my arms.

      “We’ve got you—Edie—” Ti was there, pulling me forward against the tide, and Asher was at his side holding Olympio.

      “She’s down there—so’s he,” I whispered as soon as I felt safe. They hauled us against the current, out of the tunnel, back to the ditch’s open space. Wider here, the water was shallower but not much slower. “He’s insane.” I reached for Asher. “Whatever he tells you—he is insane.”

      Asher held up a hand covered with Olympio’s blood. “I know.”

      There was a crash of thunder and a lightning bolt nearby. In that frozen second of light, I could see that the man who held Olympio wasn’t fully Asher anymore . . .or Hector either. His face was pulled between forms, asymmetrical, pieced together with parts from a hundred different beings.

      “No—” I fought against Ti to stand on my own.

      “Shhh,” Asher whispered to Olympio, hidden again in the dark. Regardless of his form, he applied pressure to the wound like a doctor would. “Shhhhhhh.”

      The sound of water grew—rain from a hundred city blocks was slowly channeling down. We turned to walk up the ditch as one.

      “Asher!” A man’s voice yelled behind us. Maldonado emerged from the middle tunnel, apparently no worse for the wear. Adriana, Luz, Grandmother? Had magic or water taken all three?

      Maldonado reached out his hand. “I knew you were out here. It’s not too late for you!”

      Asher stopped, Olympio still cradled in his arms. He turned toward Maldonado, his father, and I couldn’t see his face.

      “Asher—come to me,” Maldonado demanded, and I remembered how inside the bone chamber he’d kept me trapped. “The ceremony can go on. They’re all trapped in there. I can save you. Come with me, and see.”

      Asher started setting Olympio down. Was he choosing to do that? Of his own volition? Or was he under Maldonado’s control, as I had been?

      “No!” I struggled against Ti to find footing with my numb feet. He pulled me close for one moment, helping me stand straight, and his lips brushed my forehead.

      “Be careful, Edie,” he whispered. He made sure I had my footing, let go of me, and then ran in.

      Ti reached Maldonado before Asher, and hit him like a truck. The brujo was flung back into the cement wall and collapsed into the water at Ti’s feet. I wanted to cheer, but I had to get over to Olympio—maybe this would all be over soon and somehow, we’d all survive. I tried not the calculate the odds as I reached Olympio’s side.

      Maldonado had recovered—I hadn’t seen it happening, but he was locked with Ti now, arm-to-arm, chest-to-chest. As a zombie, Ti was the only thing shapeshifter Maldonado couldn’t become. Asher was still walking toward his father, slowly. I hoped it was reluctance holding him back, but I honestly didn’t know.

      I scooped Olympio up out of the water. He was cold and pale. “Hey, hey.” I shook him awake. “You’d better still be with me.”

      His eyelids fluttered open. “You haven’t killed me yet.”

      “Where’d you want to go, Olympio?” I knelt down in the water to keep him out of it, raising his chest up across mine. I hugged him in an attempt to provide pressure. “In the car, when we get out of here. Where do you want to go?”

      He smiled at me. “Disneyland.”

      I snorted. “That’s pretty far away from here.”

      “Yeah. I know.” I squeezed him tighter.

      Out of the farthest tunnel, Grandmother arrived. She was like some mystic cockroach that nothing could kill. As I had that thought, she turned and pierced me with her eyes.

      Maldonado shoved Ti back, and Ti stumbled to one knee. Grandmother moved around their battle and walked toward me. As she did so, I noticed something strange about the fight. Asher was at its periphery, moving back and forth in one spot like a paused character in an old video game. Was he fighting his father, or had his father put him there, trapped, while he was wrestling with Ti? I crushed Olympio to my chest with worry.

      As Grandmother neared, she seemed taller, as if her spine had unwound, and I realized she was producing light, the bright orange-yellow of light pollution tinged with smog.

      “Elegir,” she said when she stood nearby. “¡Elige!”

      “What the hell are you saying?” I asked aloud.

      “¡Elige! ¡Elige uno!”

      “She says for you to choose. She says you get to pick one,” Olympio translated for me. I could see the meat of his wound, where I’d mashed him to myself, turning white with no-blood. It wasn’t just the rain that made him cold—he was slipping away from me.

      “Ask her what she means!” I almost shook him in my frustration.

      “¡Elige!” she yelled again, spitting the word at me.

      “¡Elige!” she commanded, and I knew.

      If whatever Maldonado had been trying to do in the bone room had worked, with all the magic that’d been swirling around below—then she was the Santa Muerte. The Saint of Death.

      I’d been praying to God for my mom to live for a week and a half now. Why not just ask the deity of the damned, the one that was actually here?

      “¡Elige!” she yelled, and thunder cracked in time with her voice.

      Choose. My mom. Or—Olympio.

      God help me.
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      What kind of horrible choice was that? What kind of uncompassionate fucking awful deity asked for you to choose between your friend and your own mom?

      “I hate you!” I shouted out into the storm.

      “¡Elige!” she shouted back.

      My mom already believed in a good afterlife. I couldn’t send Olympio, a punk-ass kid I’d dragged into this mess, to his, here.

      God. Help. Me.

      “Him! Save him! If you can!” I shook him in fear. “Do it if you can—do it now!”

      Grandmother squinted at me, then made a thoughtful face and looked down at the boy in my arms. Then she stepped away, taking her phosphoric aura with her.

      “Olympio?” I looked down at his face, wet with rain and my tears. “Come on. You have to get better.”

      “Déjame en paz, estoy bien.”

      “I can’t understand Spanish, remember?” I shook him again. “Olympio?”

      “Stop that. I’m fine.” He blew air through half-parted lips and struggled to sit up. I released the wound on his chest—and his skin under my palm was whole.

      A wave of water came our way. Maldonado had toppled Ti. The electric feeling I’d had in the altar house returned, Maldonado’s power regrouping around him. Asher stumbled when the wave hit him, falling to his knees.

      “Asher—hurry!” Maldonado shouted for his son. “Come help me! It doesn’t have to be like this. I can set you free!”

      Asher put his hands to his head and bent down, as if in prayer. I could hear his anguished voice yell, “No!”

      Ti recovered and yelled a mighty cry. He ran toward Maldonado again, only to be pushed back like I had been in the bone room. I could see him fighting against the magical force, leaning in as if he were wrestling a hurricane. Grandmother walked over to him.

      Luz crawled out of the nearest tunnel, silver-ruined hands holding Adriana to her chest. She pushed to standing, cradling the other woman, and walked toward us with laborious steps.

      “Is she okay?” Olympio asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

      Grandmother reached out toward Adriana and Luz just as Luz tripped. Adriana clung to her, and Luz fought not to get washed back.

      Maldonado shook his hand at Asher. Asher refused him, shaking his head slowly. So painfully slow.

      Lightning flashed nearby, and thunder clapped. A tecato’s tarp washed by. I snagged it, for all the good it would do, and gave it to Olympio. I set him down in the torrent, and he held his own. Then I moved with the current toward the tunnels, the water speeding my feet.

      A rush of anger at being used fueled Ti now—he kept pressing forward against Maldonado’s magic front, making incremental gains. I passed Grandmother helping Luz back up. I wasn’t sure what I could do against Maldonado, but someone had to help Asher. He couldn’t go insane alone. I couldn’t just leave him there. As I walked toward him, he stood up and started moving away from me. Slow step after slow step, ever closer to his father’s outstretched hand.

      I took dangerous steps and let the current carry me, splashing down to my knees twice. “Asher, no!” I fought back up, coughing out foul mouthfuls of runoff.

      Asher turned, and a lightning bolt showed me his face. There was little of the man I knew left behind—he was like a golem, made of clay. “Wait for me!” I yelled. “Remember! You said you wouldn’t go without me!”

      “Shut up, woman, before he is lost to us both,” Maldonado commanded. I tried to yell back at him but he stole my voice.

      I rushed through the water before his magic could shove me away like Ti. I reached Asher and blocked him with my body.

      “Don’t go.” I could only mouth the words, but I took him in my arms and held him. “Just don’t go.”

      He struggled with me, and I wasn’t sure if I was making the right decision or not—he would go insane here, and lose all memory of me, but I couldn’t let Maldonado win. The Asher I knew would not have wanted that.

      His form rippled beneath me, changing through all the people he could be. I felt my hands down his arms to find his hands, pressed against the ditch’s cement floor, and wove my frozen fingers through his. My chin was barely above water, and I pressed my cold cheek to his back. I called his name in a voiceless whisper, like I was summoning the dead.

      The electric feeling in the air faded, and Ti ran for Maldonado. The brujo brought his hands up as Ti aimed one fist at Maldonado’s chest.

      “¡Basta ya!” Grandmother yelled. Lightning strobed down and ignored all the higher places it ought to hit, striking on Maldonado’s chest just as Ti’s fist landed. Ti was blown back as thunder shook the world to the bone.

      The lightning didn’t leave Maldonado. The connection it made with his chest pinned him back against the ditch’s cement wall. It bore into him, lasting longer than a lightning bolt should. The first things to go were his clothes; they burned away as if maybe they’d never been there, been magic all the time anyhow. Then it burned through his skin—like some terrible acid, the lightning kept eating things away. Maldonado shed form after form, like a peeling snake, each one appearing for a second, and then being vaporized. I realized they were faces of everyone he’d ever been—the lightning was forcing him to ripple through them all, and all of them were screaming.

      “Don’t look!” I told Asher, though I didn’t know who he was now anymore. No matter how you felt about your parents, no one should see that. Rising up to a whine, the screams finally stopped. Ti hadn’t moved from where he’d landed, and the light around Grandmother—now incontrovertibly Santa Muerte—was turning from orange to white.

      Beneath the water, Asher’s hands gripped mine back. He’d stopped twitching, going through his forms. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but I took comfort in his fingers wound with mine. He rose up, pushing me back.

      He didn’t look like anyone I’d ever seen him be. But he was one person now—hopefully whole.

      “Edie—” I heard my name, but Asher’s lips didn’t move. I turned as I realized it was coming it was coming from behind me, from Ti.

      “Hang on, okay?” I told Asher as his hands rose to feel his unfamiliar face. He nodded silently.

      I waded through the freezing water to Ti, who was holding himself up. Santa Muerte’s light was barely enough to see by—and what I could see wasn’t good. Ti had been hit by the same blast that’d tortured Maldonado. “Let me see.” I turned him toward the light and pulled his hand away from his side. A chunk had been torn out of him, which shouldn’t matter, because Ti was a zombie. And yet—he held his hand up, mystified. He was dripping red. “Ti—”

      The sternness that had always haunted his face disappeared. “Can it be?”

      “Oh God—oh God—” There was visible bone, rib cage, I could see it, and more pink underneath. He didn’t smell like he’d smelled all the other times he’d been shot. There was no stink of ancient death here, just the rain, running through his wound, washing his blood away. “Oh, God.”

      Ti reached out and seized me. “This is not your fault, Edie.”

      “Oh, no, Ti—” I whispered in a squeak.

      He held me tight, forced me to look at him. “This is what I’ve wanted for so long. I’m okay.”

      “Ti—” I was racked with guilt. I should have never shut him out. My whole body was numb from the freezing water—every part of it except for my heart, which was cracking in two.

      “This was what I wanted. She did it. She just knew.” His expression was beatific. Soft. “You remember. I explained this to you. I meant it.”

      “If you don’t go to heaven now, I’m going to go up there myself and kick someone’s ass.”

      Ti laughed aloud, until it ended in a cough. I reached forward and held him, and he held me back until he couldn’t anymore. When I let go of him, he would be gone. I would never get to see him again. It was one thing knowing he was just gone, away from me, and another to know this was final, he was dead. We sank into the water together, and I let his greater weight pin me down until it covered me entirely, baptized by my sorrow, anchored by what I’d lost.

      Hands reached down from above and pulled me up. “Let me go—” I fought them as I resurfaced. “I belong with him.”

      “No, you don’t.” It was the man I’d never seen before again. I knew it was Asher, but I didn’t know how many more changes I could take tonight.

      “Are you . . . still you?” I asked him.

      He nodded and pulled me to him. “And I need you to stay here with me.”
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      I wrapped my arms around Asher and sobbed as he held me close. I heard his voice rumble in his chest as he addressed Santa Muerte. “Explain yourself.”

      I pulled back, still crying, to see.

      Grandmother pointed at Olympio and began speaking. He translated for her instantly.

      “You shall be my voice, young one. And I owe no one explanations, nor apologies.” Olympio translated her words, but there was no mistaking her tone. The hospital gowns were gone now, covered instead by a translucent flowing light, but there was no mistaking her hands and skull, all bones. “I was trapped by the creatures below the ground, and the brujo sought to conquer me.”

      There was nothing of Maldonado left but a charred mark against the cement. Everything that had been him had been burned away and floated off, into the drains. She continued, looking at each of us.

      “I have answered the prayers of those who have called to me—one prayer for each of you. I have been kinder to you than you could ever hope for me to be.”

      I realized that’s what had happened to us. Ti—he’d always wanted to be human again, to get the chance to really die. I’d chosen to save Olympio, and Asher had chosen to save himself. I looked back to Luz and Adriana—Adriana was standing on her own now, without any of the bone tattoos. And Luz didn’t seem as frightening as she once had. I wondered what Olympio had wished for.

      There was a commotion from above us, in Tecato Town. A squad of people jumped over the side to land in the ditch upriver from us. The way they leapt and landed—vampires, for sure.

      A cloaked woman was at the head of their number, hood high. But I saw her white skin, and one blond curl pressed out. Anna had arrived.

      “Why are you no longer mine?” She pointed at Luz.

      Luz pushed Adriana behind her—if there were to be punishments, they would be hers. “I wished to make her whole. And she wished to make me human again.”

      Anna took in our ragtag group, looking like drowned rats except for Santa Muerte, and her face softened. “I understand.” She pushed down her hood. “I came as soon as I could, when I knew you’d broken your promise and tasted blood. House Grey attacked us as soon as we left.” She stared at Santa Muerte. “I can only presume they wanted to control you.”

      And suddenly the reasons why people wanted to control Santa Muerte became clear. If she could turn a vampire human again—and a zombie—she could bring the dead back to life, as befit her name.

      “What will you do now?” Anna pressed.

      Santa Muerte spoke. “I do not owe you answers either,” Olympio said for her as soon as she was done.

      “Your people need you here—” Anna said.

      Santa Muerte turned toward her, and her skull-mouth opened up and laughed, jawbone flapping up and down. “Do not presume to know me, undead one. I could control you too. Those creatures of the dark held me for too long, centuries, sucking away my power.”

      “Who will protect the Reinas from the rest of the Three Crosses then?” I interrupted while I was still brave enough to ask. Whatever had just transpired here, it hadn’t magically ruined everyone else’s guns. People like Maldonado had plenty of followers eager to take their place. Without Luz to be the Reina and instill fear, her people wouldn’t stand a chance. I looked over to Luz and I could see the same thoughts cross her face.

      Anna looked at me as though she was just registering my presence. “I should have known it would be you—”

      I wasn’t about to get shunned off now. “You can’t abandon all those people, Anna. You don’t know what it’s like down here.”

      Santa Muerte clapped her bony hands, and another lightning bolt struck nearby. “Don’t tell me what it is like to be abandoned. And don’t dare tell me what here is like.” Again, Olympio translated. Santa Muerte pointed at Anna. “My people no longer need your kind.”

      Anna took two steps forward. “You owe us.”

      Only Anna would try to call in debts from a saint.

      “I’ve already paid them. What do you think I should pay you?” Santa Muerte said, indicating us.

      “We were attacked on the way here. I lost three servants to House Grey tonight.” Anna looked unsure. She never looked unsure. “If—if they are not in a better place—I demand their return.”

      “You admit vampires fear the afterlife?” Olympio translated, his tone as arch a Santa Muerte’s.

      Anna spread her hands to include the area that surrounded us. “I admit that here may already be hell.”

      Santa Muerte cackled at this. “Oh, I have seen hells, mi querida. I have seen hells.” Then she cocked her head and focused eyes that were just empty sockets on Anna. “Pero ha hecho lo mismo usted,” Olympio said, “But so have you.”

      Anna had been tortured for a century not long before. Maybe not as long as Santa Muerte, but—the older spirit nodded, as if to herself, making her robes flow. “Perhaps, we may come to an arrangement.”

      Anna nodded. “I would like that very much.”

      The two women pulled aside. I had no doubt that the flock of vampires that had followed Anna here could hear them speak in whispers, but I was too tired to try. I sagged, and Asher gathered me up. If I didn’t look at his face, then I knew that it was him—I felt it in the way his arms held me, strong and close.

      “Are you okay?” he whispered in my ear. He sounded like Asher. Some.

      “Yeah,” I whispered back, a lie. I looked around for Ti’s body and couldn’t find it. He’d already been swallowed by the drain. “I want to get away from here.”

      I could feel him nod against me. “Me too. Soon.”

      Anna and Santa Muerte’s conversation ended. Santa Muerte proffered her skeletal hand, and Anna sank to kneel and kiss it, her cloak flowing out around her in the waters. I wondered what agreement they had reached. Standing again, together, they rejoined our small group. At an unseen signal, Anna’s people started flowing away.

      “But what about Three Crosses?” I shouted out. I needed to hear that the clinic would be safe.

      Santa Muerte turned and fixed her dead sockets on me. Olympio translated as her mandible moved. “Do not worry. I have some business yet to do with them.”

      And then she walked past us. Walking wasn’t the right word—she moved through the runoff without actually moving, her robes concealing any motion of her body below. She rose up the wall of the ditch, taking her light with her, and disappeared.

      Anna watched her go then looked over to me. “Are you okay, Edie?”

      “It’s been a long night,” I answered honestly.

      She came over to me, shaking her head like a disappointed auntie. “This is not what I had in mind when I started your shun.”
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      Luz really was whole. She let me hold her hand, which let me feel her wrist. Her bones had been reknit, and she had a pulse. Adriana wouldn’t let go of her—we three were all crammed into the leather backseat of one of the black cars the vampires drove. Vampires always traveled in style. Olympio was in the front seat, playing with the radio dial. Asher had asked to take a separate car home. I wished I’d gone with him, but he’d seemed worried and weird, and I wanted to make sure Olympio got home in one piece.

      Adriana said something in Spanish. I hadn’t realized she was talking to me until Luz elbowed me. “You knew him from before?”

      “Who?”

      “Hector.”

      “Yeah. I knew both of them before, actually.” My hair was drying out in the car’s lovely heat.

      Adriana went on, and Luz smiled before translating to me. “When you find someone, you love, you should never give up hope.”

      I gave them a halfhearted smile, but mentally amended, Unless your name is Edie.

      We went into Reina’s territory first, and our grim vampire driver parked right at the edge of the junkyard maze. The guards with submachine guns held them meaningfully, waiting for the first signs of aggression as Luz and Adriana stepped out. Then there were shouts of joy carried up the line—and people swarmed out of the Reina apartments to see them, to touch them with their own hands. Witnessing their joyful reunion with their friends made me want to cry.

      Olympio was plastered to the window, watching them until he couldn’t as we drove away.

      “She really was a vampire?” he asked me.

      No point in lying; he’d already seen much worse. “Yeah.”

      “Wow. And the Donkey Lady?”

      “I don’t think he’s coming back anytime soon.” It would probably take wild-undead-horses to drag Dren back to this part of town after what Maldonado had put him through.

      “Good.”

      “So what’d you pray for?” I asked him.

      “When?”

      “You know. Earlier,” I said. I assumed when she said we’d all gotten a prayer answered, she’d meant him too. Unless he was too busy being almost dead to hear her.

      His face furrowed into a frown. “You mean when I wrote my name on her mural?”

      “Sure,” I agreed, because it was easier than explaining anything else to him.

      “I asked to be the greatest curandero of all time.”

      I snorted. “How do you feel about that now?”

      He pondered it for a moment, then held up his hand. He reached into the backseat and tapped me on my chest. “You tell me.”

      There was no ticker-tape parade awaiting Olympio’s return when we parked outside his building. He hopped out of the car and held the door open. “You’d better come back and visit me.”

      “I will. I might bring my mom.” Who knew what a semi-magical Olympio could do versus unmagical irrational cancer, but I should take the chance.

      He made a curious face, then nodded with a grin. “Okay!”

      I shut the car door. Had I made the right choice? I could have healed her tonight, for real. But what other choice could there be? I waved at Olympio through the window, and he waved back at me. My vampire chauffeur hit the gas and turned the radio off.

      

      I forgot that my car was down by Tecato Town, and remembered that fact as the driver dropped me off at my apartment. It was too late now—what was done was done, I’d go pick it up tomorrow. When I got inside my place, Minnie was happy to see me. There weren’t any disturbing texts or messages on my phone. I started a shower, because God knew what I’d been drenched in in the storm drain tonight—probably toxic waste. I snorted, got myself good and clean, then dried off. I didn’t notice when I poured Minnie a double helping of food because I was thinking too hard.

      What now? Was everything worth it? Ti was gone. My mother wasn’t guaranteed saved. I’d gone from normal to strange again in less than two weeks. What had I done?

      What had I become?

      I paced around my bedroom, putting on clothing, trying to figure things out. I realized I’d gotten dressed again instead of putting on clothes for bed.

      Hopefully the only other person who could help me answer things would be awake too.
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      I walked out and took the earliest train uptown. I didn’t remember directions precisely—I’d only been to Asher’s house twice before, in the winter and in a car. But I got off at what I thought would be the nearest stop and walked in a direction that felt right to me. The morning was cool—last night’s rain had washed away all the clouds in the sky, and as I walked, I could see the beginnings of dawn. It took me a while, several side streets and dead ends, second-guessing myself after I’d walked entire residential blocks. But eventually I found a house that I thought I recognized even without the snow. I went up to it and knocked on the front door.

      After a long wait, a good-looking man I didn’t know opened it, and I was scared I had the wrong address.

      “Edie?” He pulled the door wider, and unfamiliar lips gave me a tentative grin. “Come in.”

      I smiled nervously and nodded, and then painted the air in front of his face. “I’m not used to—”

      “Me either,” he agreed.

      “Is it . . . permanent?”

      “I don’t know. I just asked her to save me was all. I didn’t get an instruction manual. It didn’t feel right to press.” He shrugged. “I’ll try it . . . in a few days.”

      “That makes sense.” No reason to risk dying again so soon. He closed the door behind me and gestured me farther in. The interior of his house remained the same as the last time I’d seen it. We were in his living room, which was mostly a library; there was a fireplace but currently no fire. I walked over to the mantel and stroked a finger down it. “You’ve got a lot of dusting to do.”

      Asher snorted. “When I left this place behind six months ago . . .”

      “What’ll happen to your new place?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Is Hector . . . coming back?”

      “I don’t know that, either.” He circled his couch and sat down, facing me and the fireplace. “It’s only been a few hours. I haven’t figured much out yet.” Asher touched his own chest and pointed at me. “The thing haunting you—it’s gone. I’ve still got some powers. I can still see.”

      I looked down at my own chest. “I think I can thank Olympio for that.”

      “Is he okay?”

      “Yeah. He didn’t die. And he didn’t know anyone that did. He thinks we won.”

      Asher’s eyes narrowed, and his gaze focused on me. “Did we?”

      “As much as we ever do?” I said, and then I walked over to him. “I’m not used to your hair.” I stepped up to him and reached out for his hair, pulling down shaggy brown-blond bangs. They almost reached his eyes—he could be an emo guitarist if he tried, or with a little gel, clean up to be a youthful accountant. He had the kind of face that would look better with glasses. He was still taller than me, but not very much more so, not too much to be comfortable to reach up and hold.

      “What were we doing out there?” I asked the man who didn’t look anything like my friend.

      “We were doing what was right. What we thought was right at the time.”

      “But Ti’s dead—and I didn’t save my mom. Unless it turns out that Olympio can magic away cancer.” I rolled my eyes.

      Asher ducked his head, and his hair slipped through my fingers. “I should have asked to save her. I know you chose Olympio.”

      Save her—instead of himself? “That’s absurd, Asher— you’re a man, not a saint.”

      His eyes wouldn’t meet mine. I took a step closer, took his chin, and pulled it gently up. It was the first time I’d touched him since the events earlier this evening—and instead of the brown I was used to, his eyes were now blue. What must it feel like to always see the world through different eyes?

      I stared at him wondering for so long, he gave me a questioning look. “I’m sorry, I’m just not used to this,” I apologized.

      “Neither am I.” He pulled away from me, and stood and shrugged with one shoulder. “Did you walk? Do you want a ride home?” He started walking for his door, and I followed him out.

      I waited outside while he opened his garage and backed out a silver truck. He rolled down his window. “Get in.”

      He left his window down as he drove, and I rolled mine down too. It was summer outside, and dawn air was rushing in. He didn’t merge with the highway but went a side route in the same direction as my place, and I didn’t complain. Anything I said would be pushed away by the wind, anyhow. Pieces of half-dry hair whipped my face; I held them back with one hand. I propped my feet up on his dashboard, and he took an unexpected right-hand turn.

      “Hey—” I protested.

      “You’ll see,” I saw him mouth as he shifted gears.

      It was strange to sit beside him in the car when I wasn’t used to this version of him yet. I stared out the window and concentrated on the wind. We wove down roads I didn’t know until we were in the middle of nowhere, a dirt track overgrown with trees. He pulled in and put the car in park.

      “Out.”

      “Where are we?”

      He took his keys from the ignition. “Out.”

      I hopped out of the truck and walked around to wait for him. “Is this where I find out that you’re also a serial killer?”

      He frowned at me. “Do you really think that?”

      “No.” I squirmed, feeling awkward. Nothing out here but trees and his stare. “I just have a smart-ass mouth. Why’re we here?”

      “Follow me.” He walked past me and into the tree line. The trees thickened and then thinned out again, exposing a wide pasture with a small wooden building in the middle of it, not much bigger than a shack. “This is where I was born. Shapeshifters live far away from everyone else when they can. To protect them as long as possible from what they are.”

      “To stop them . . . from touching people?” I guessed.

      “Precisely.”

      No one had lived in the building for a very long time. Ivy had grown up the walls, and the chimney’d started to break; there was a small pile of brick rubble beside it on the roof. Too many rough winters, and no one here to care. “This place is special to me.” He stared at the lone shack, lost in his memories. “Last night, I thought I was never going to see it again.”

      I smiled at him. “I’m glad you were wrong.”

      “Do you know how long it’s been since anyone’s tried to protect me?” he asked. I shook my head. “When I met you in my office without your badge, I touched your skin. I could see through you then. Your entire life. Everything.”

      I suddenly felt very naked and alone. “So?”

      “I saw someone who always thinks other people’s lives are worth more than hers.” He took a step toward me. “You’re wrong.”

      I made a face and rolled my eyes.

      “I’m not kidding, Edie. Your brother, your mom. You’re so busy saving the world that you forget to ask who is saving you.”

      I inhaled to protest, but I wasn’t sure how to fight back. “And then you there, last night,” he went on. “I knew what you were thinking, Edie. Every time you touched me. Every time I touched you. Last night—last night, I held on to you like a rope. Thinking about you, thinking like you, they were the only things that kept me from going insane. I was so close, I was on the edge—but I still knew you.”

      I held myself and crossed my arms. “It’s not fair that you know everything about me, when I don’t know anything real about you.”

      “That’s why I brought you here. This is real. I’m real. And you do know me.” His eyes were intense, and he was breathing deeply. “No matter what I look like. You will always know me.”

      Emotions fought inside me. I was confused. I didn’t know what I wanted, or what he wanted from me, but this was almost too much. “I think you should take me home.” He waited a long moment, then deflated and inhaled.

      “All right.”

      I followed him back through the trees to his truck. He opened up my door for me, and I slid in while he walked around to the driver side. The wind and light through the trees overhead gave everything below moving dark spots, roaming pieces of shadow. He opened up the driver door and sat down, reaching out with his keys. If we drove away now—all this would be lost, in our past. I realized I didn’t want to lose anything else right now.

      “Asher, stop.”

      Holding the keys still, he slowly turned to look at me, with hope in his eyes.

      “Edie, let me in. I won’t go,” he told me.

      I nodded, so slight that he might not even have seen it. He slid the short distance of the seat over to me and kissed me, pressing me up against the half-raised window glass. I was surprised by his intensity—I didn’t know his lips or his chin, or the feel of his stubble grazing me, but I knew him. I closed my eyes and let myself feel back.

      Skin, warm and lean. I kissed him as hard as he kissed me, pushing my hands up underneath his shirt, touching him. He ran his hands over me like he’d never get enough of touching me. When he came up for air, he grabbed me and pressed me to him bodily, my face into his neck. I could breathe in the smell of his hair, and he wasn’t vetiver-scented anymore; just shampoo and sweat and skin.

      It was hard to breathe smashed against him. “You know I’m not going anywhere, right?” I told his shoulder, and he pulled back, shaking his head, eyes worried.

      “I can’t read you anymore. Not since last night.”

      I didn’t want to think about what that meant for him just yet, if he was a stunted shapeshifter or a full human— right now I was glad for a little privacy. I let my head fall back onto the seat behind me and smiled at him. “That would explain why your pants are still on.”

      He smiled down at me and touched his forehead to mine. “Not for long.”
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      There wasn’t much room on his truck’s seat. He pulled me down to lie flat, and we wrestled with jeans until we were out of them, him between my legs, my right knee wedged against his steering wheel. After six months of nothing but my fingers, I was tight. He concentrated, pushing himself into me, and when my body relented, suddenly taking him in, we both gasped.

      “Did I—”

      “No. Don’t stop.” I moved beneath him with a groan. This was what it was like, to be with someone I’d been with before, someone who meant something to me. It had been so long. He moved with me and we found a rhythm together. There was no way for him not to be on at least some of my hair, and the morning sun plus our friction was turning the truck into an oven, making him drip with sweat. But he was real, and this was real, for as long as he was moving inside me. His face over me was earnest, watching me like I was the magical one, breathing in time with his thrusts. I reached up and my hand slid over his sweaty back, feeling the strong muscles of his shoulders working to hold him up. I ran the backs of my nails up his scalp, and held my hands there, framing his head, watching him intensely, this complete stranger fucking me, who I felt knew me better than anyone. I put one hand back to push against the door so I could press harder against him. Every time I arched, he groaned, and the more I arched, the harder he rubbed against all of me. I gasped again and he moved with more intent, and faster, giving me what I was beginning to need. I pulled his head down toward me so that our foreheads touched, and we were breathing the same air. It felt like we were one, me starting where he ended, him starting at the end of me. His whole body moved over mine, stomach to stomach, chest to chest, each stroke filling me completely, and when I began to cry aloud and let go, he thrust harder until he came with me, finishing with a hoarse breath, calling my name.

      He collapsed against me, and it was hard to breathe, but I didn’t mind. Asher carefully pushed himself up, half on, half off me, and slid an arm through my hair to hold my head. I nestled against him, watching the dappled light play off his shoulder and chest. I could have stayed with him like this forever, I realized, just being held and cared for, and even more amazingly, feeling safe.

      “You want to tell me your real name now?” I asked him, pushing a damp lock of hair off his face. Even though we were through he was still watching me carefully, as if at any moment I might change my mind and leave. “I mean, what if I want to say it next time?” I reasoned aloud.

      “I don’t want to be that person anymore. I only want to be Asher with you.” Something tentative and hopeful sparked in his eyes. “Next time?” he repeated me.

      And suddenly, despite the fact that I already was naked, I felt even more so now. And trapped. “I mean—” I started spinning.

      “No. That’s what I want too,” he interrupted before I could take it back.

      My first instinct was to ask, Really? but before I did, I realized I wasn’t that insecure. So instead, I said, “Good," and grinned, and he mirrored my smile back down at me, before following it with gentle kisses.

      The real world crept in slowly, like eventually it always does. Now that we weren’t moving much, I wasn’t very comfortable, and I didn’t think his truck had a towel, but there was no way I was pulling away from him.

      Not this time.

      And not ever again.

      “You do realize one of us has to move first,” I said after a while, when I was pretty sure I couldn’t feel my leg.

      “Never.” He pressed his face down against my shoulder and chest and I ignored everything else to wind my arms around him and hold him tight.
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      “I’m so glad you didn’t come over last night, Edie—you would have been trapped by that storm.” My mother stood in the doorway of her home, looking frail. “Summer storms are the worst.”

      “Yeah, they are.” I agreed, and she smiled at me. “Are you staying for dinner?”

      “No. I just wanted to drop by and say hi.” Asher was waiting in his truck around the corner for me—I’d asked him to detour on my way home, and he’d obliged. “I’m actually running errands, but we can reschedule for later on in the week, any night’s fine.”

      “Tomorrow night, okay? Unless you have a hot date, that is,” she teased.

      I made a face. For once I actually might, but I knew Asher would understand. Besides, my mom went to bed pretty early. “Tomorrow night’s fine.”

      Her face wrinkled, and she squinted with a little worry. “Can I invite Jake?”

      “Of course. You don’t have to ask, Mom. I’ll even bring something he likes to eat this time.”

      My brother’s weight lifted, she smiled even more widely at me. “Thanks, Edie. I like it when we feel like a family.” “Me too.” I leaned in and hugged her close. “Hey—hang on, Mom.” I pulled back a little and leaned out the doorway to wave down the street to Asher, gesturing for him to get out of his car and come down the street, and I gave my mom a silly grin. “I have someone for you to meet.”

      

      I went back downtown with a bouquet of flowers to get my car the next day, surprised to find it intact. What, no one wanted to see what treasures were hiding in a Chevy older than most of the locals? I opened the door, and heard someone shout my name.

      “Edie!” It was Olympio, again on his bike. “I was waiting for you! I figured you’d come yesterday.”

      “Sorry. I was busy.” I hadn’t left Asher’s bed for one blissful day. Even just sleeping beside him was nice. But today was back to being a grown-up, and dealing with things.

      “Who’re the flowers for?”

      “For Ti. I don’t think they’re going to find a body.” And if they did, they wouldn’t know whose it was. I would’ve tried to find out where his wife was buried and put them together if I could, but I didn’t have enough to go on about his past. I’d borrowed Asher’s laptop this morning to try, but no luck. Besides, as my mother was fond of telling me, bodies were just our mortal shells. If there was any fairness in the world, Ti was already with his wife wherever they’d wanted to be. Now that I was with Asher, I was more inclined to believe things could be fair. Maybe.

      “You want me to go with you?” Olympio offered. “You got a lock for that bike?”

      Olympio tsked at me. “Nobody’s going to steal it.”

      “Because you’re the world’s greatest curandero now?”

      “Exactly.” He leaned it against my car, and together we went back down to the ditch’s side.

      

      The weather had gotten better immediately after our battle, and all the drainage had done its job. Now there were only long, shallow puddles and muddy debris to prove it’d ever rained. We reached the bottom and walked up to the three metal mouths. The sun was coming up behind them, so the retaining wall cast shadows, and the tunnels—I didn’t think anyone could talk me into going into a tunnel ever again.

      “Do you want to say anything?” Olympio asked when we’d reached the shadow’s edge.

      “Not really.” I didn’t want to pray, and I didn’t know what to say. Ti’d been a good man for almost a century. It didn’t matter that his heart wasn’t beating for half of it. I walked forward, leaving Olympio behind. I reached the middle entrance and threw the flowers inside it. I heard them land with a splash, and knew they’d be there until the next rain. “I’ll always think of you when I see storms,” I said softly.

      “How sweet,” a voice in the tunnel echoed back.

      I jumped, but Olympio must have taken my movement for grief; he didn’t rush in. Which was good, because I didn’t want him seeing whom I knew I’d see next. He’d already seen enough strange.

      “Ahhhh,” the Shadows hissed in an imitation of sympathy. “We didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Why’re you here?” I wanted to tell them to get out— they didn’t deserve to be anywhere near Ti.

      “Because. We entered into a pact. You did find Santa Muerte, after all,” their voices murmured, interspersed with dripping sounds. “She is not ours, but we are bound by technicalities. So we talk, now, as we said we would.”

      “What do you want?” There was no way they’d be talking to me if they didn’t want something from me. I knew how they played the game.

      “There’s been a little accident on Y4. We could use you there again. In exchange for helping your mother, of course.”

      Forty-eight hours ago, I would have jumped at that chance.

      But the events of the past two weeks had changed me. I stared into the blackness of the tunnels where the Shadows lurked, only now willing to offer their aid. As much as I still wanted to save my mom the easy way—probably the only way, whispered the darkest part of my heart—my mother wouldn’t want her life to come at the cost of mine.

      Which is what it would be, if I went back to Y4 under the Shadows’ yoke.

      I’d come so close to death this time. Next time—would I make it? It all came pressing down on me. I’d had to weigh so many options and choose between lives since I’d arrived here. How much longer could I press my luck before it ran out?

      I was close to a normal life here, with my job and Asher, and I knew it. As close as someone like me would ever come. And that was what my mother really wanted for me.

      I chose me.

      “We’ll see,” I told the darkness inside the tunnel mouth.

      “We’ll, see?” they mimicked back. “We’ll, see?” Their multivoice raised harshly, and then ended in a laugh. “We’ll see, indeed.”

      I stepped away from the tunnel entrance. With Ti’s body gone, there was nothing for me down here now.

      Olympio still waited politely, just out of the shadow’s reach. “Everything go okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll say an oración for him later.”

      “Thanks. I’d appreciate that.” I smiled down at him. “You’re awesome, Olympio.”

      He patted himself like it was no big deal. “I know.”
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      And so now things are normal. Ish. As normal as I’ve ever had them before. Shadows don’t talk to me, I haven’t seen a vampire in three months, and Asher wants me to move in with him, which is good because I practically live over there anyhow and Minnie is royally pissed off at me. Asher can change safely into Hector—we haven’t tried anyone past that—and he still works at the clinic and no one else knows. Catrina was discharged from County into Adriana’s waiting arms.

      My mom’s condition stabilized. The tumors are still inoperable, but they’re no longer growing. I don’t know who I have to blame for that—God, Santa Muerte, science, or luck—but I’ll take it. It’s good.

      I still miss it sometimes, though.

      I like to think I’d go back someday because I want to. Not because anyone owes me, or I owe anyone else, especially not the Shadows. But, well.

      You never know.
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      I wake up with a start, gasping for air. I have to tell Asher something.

      Everything's bright and orange, and I can only see through one eye. The other eye's swollen shut, it burns when I try to open it. Water slaps rubber, over and over, in endless slow applause. I remember the sound from childhood, floating down a lazy river in an inner tube, drunk with beer my older brother had snuck me when I was sixteen.

      "Edie? Are you okay?" Asher's leaning over me. His voice is hoarse.

      I have to tell him something.

      But I can't. There's rope in my mouth. And I can't pull the rope away because my hands are tied. My feet too. I'm hog-tied, and when I move, my shoulder starts to throb.

      "Is it still you?" Asher asks me. I don't know why he's asking. I don't know what he means.

      I have to tell you something, I try to say around the rope, even though I can’t remember what it was.

      "I'm so sorry, Edie. I'm so, so sorry. It is you, right?" he asks, and his voice cracks.

      I want to comfort him. To tell him that I'm okay, even though it's clear that I am not. He looks so afraid right now. I've never seen him this afraid before.

      “We’re going to be all right. We’re going to get away from here. I’m going to save you,” he says, more to himself than me. He scuttles backwards and brings up what I realize is a paddle, and leans over the side of the orange thing we're riding on, paddling for all his might.

      Inside my mind, things slid into place. My ties, our lifeboat. What I want to say to him.

      He's paddling so hard that salt water is spraying my face.

      And I remember.

      Everything.
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      I had a death grip on the balcony railing and was looking down at the ocean with trepidation. Our room on the Maraschino was six floors up, maybe four down to the water line. I couldn’t help but wonder just how deep the sea was after that.

      "Edie, it's not like I booked us on the Titanic." Asher called from the doorway of our room.

      I turned around to give him a nervous grin. "I know," I said, then returned my gaze to the sea. He’d planned this trip for us. A chance for us to get away from the weather in Port Cavell, to go on our first official vacation together. It was just what we’d needed, especially when winter rolled in with a white-out blizzard that’d lasted two weeks, making it impossible for us to get to the clinic where we both worked, me as a nurse and him as a doctor. We met before I knew he was a doctor, I swear.

      Our cruise had sounded fabulous up until my last minute packing extravaganza this morning. That was when I realized my period was a week late. My luggage had felt like I’d been carrying an anchor with me ever since –- and it was why I was staring out at the ocean like it was a Magic 8 Ball now. I was hoping for a sign, a yes or a no, but the only thing the waves seemed to say was “Reply hazy, try again.”

      "Don't help or anything. I've totally got it all," Asher said behind me, bringing in our bags.

      "Okay!" I said with feigned gullibility. He rolled his eyes, and tossed the last of our bags onto the bed. I let go of the rail and came over to him. "If you hadn't booked us such a long trip, I wouldn't have had to pack so much."

      Asher spread his hands. "Well if you'd just listened to my plan to keep you in here naked the whole time, I feel sure we could have gotten you down to one small carry-on. I kept telling you they have twenty-four hour room service."

      His mystified look at how I could refute such logic made me laugh. He reached for me, and I stepped into his arms. "Think of it, Edie. A two week trip from LA to Hawaii and back. No snow the whole way. "

      "Yay, adventure!" I said from the safety of his armpit.

      "No. We've had enough of adventure. This," and he swept his arm grandly over the ocean, like he was Poseidon, "is a vacation."

      I hadn't had a vacation in a very long time. The road trips my brother and I had been hauled on as a kid where we'd seen Mt. Rushmore hardly counted. I’d had time off before, but I’d never been on a real vacation.

      And Asher was right about adventures. I didn’t need any more of those. I'd spent a year of my life knowing too much about the underworld of our hometown, being involved in what could charitably called hijinks or more reasonably called Machiavellian death plans orchestrated by the vampire, werewolf, and shapeshifter communities.

      All of that had ended when I'd started dating Asher, seven months ago. In a way, the past seven months with him had already been the best and longest vacation in my whole life.

      Asher spun me and I yelped in surprise. We both landed on the bed —all white-linens, with mountainous amounts of white pillows—and Asher pulled me closer to him. “ Imagine it. Two weeks, no patients, no MRSA, no vampires—just you, me and the sun."

      I propped myself up and put my chin on his chest and squinted at him. “No norovirus?”

      He laughed. “I may be a doctor, but I’m not God. No guarantees.”

      His warm smile lit up the whole room and I was so in love with him. I thought about telling him then, blurting out that I was late—but what if it was nothing? Or—what if by saying something, I jinxed it? Would that be a relief? I didn't even really know yet if I wanted to be pregnant, or even if I was. I was sort of happy, sort of scared, and everything was still sort of imaginary. But we were on board this ship for two weeks—I’d know by the end of our trip. My uterus would have to declare itself one way or the other by then.

      He reached out and smoothed my brow with his thumb. "I love you. Everything's going to be perfect."

      Yeah. It would be. Either way. I had him, and he had me. I tilted my head to kiss the inside of his palm. "I completely believe you."

      The boat, or ship, whatever it was supposed to be properly called, left the dock with a lurch, and began to rock beneath our feet. We gained speed as we left the harbor and I heard the sound of waves slapping against its metal sides. It made noises like an older building in a strong wind.

      Asher rolled out of bed and started to industriously unpack.

      "Can't we go look around first?" Our luggage wasn't going anywhere, and Asher was right, I had packed a lot of stuff. It wasn't my fault there were two separate formal nights on board. Formal nights required a lot of extra provisioning.

      "Hang on," he said, while pulling out a stack of jeans, shorts, and swimtrunks. "There's a safety lecture coming up that we have to go to." He started putting his clothes away into the drawers beneath the desk diagonally across from our bed.

      "How do you—“ I was asking when a five note chime crackled overhead from an intercom I hadn't noticed in the ceiling. Captain Ames introduced himself and welcomed us aboard at incredible volume, and then a scratchy recording instructing passengers to report to their designated safety zones began.

      “I just know,” Asher said, answering my unfinished question when our instructions were over. “But after this, we can take a tour. I promise.”

      I just know was Asher’s polite way of telling me he knew, knew. From before, when he’d been a full fledged shapeshifter.

      Despite us dating for seven months, there were all sorts of things I didn’t know know about Asher. Things I might never even have the time to find out. As a shapeshifter, he wasn’t just the summation of his own memories and experiences, he was the combination of the knowledge and form of everyone he’d ever touched. Anyone he’d ever had skin to skin contact with before this past summer was inside of him, and he could make himself look like them, and have access to everything they knew. Up to and including me.

      Back in July he’d almost gone insane because of it, like all shapeshifters approaching their mid-thirties. He'd been saved from his fate by Santa Muerte, who we’d been helping at the time, and she'd stopped his descent into madness. Afterwards, Asher could access old forms and memories, but not take on any new ones. Which was nice because it meant he didn’t always know what I was thinking anymore when he touched me. But it was still strange when he just knew things for no good reason.

      And it was one of the reasons why I'd sort of assumed we couldn't have kids, much to my mother's dismay. I knew enough science to know about interspecies dating. Maybe Asher and I would have a Liger together. I snorted.

      "What?" Asher asked, from inside the closet, where he was hanging up his suit jackets.

      "Nothing! Hey, can you hang up my dresses for me?"

      "Sure."

      I watched him, from my position sprawled across the arctic white bedspread. When he was done he came over to stand beside me on the bed, the red formal gown that I'd bought specifically for this trip hanging down in the open closet behind him.

      "Hey," he said quietly. “What’s wrong? Are you sick or something?”

      His question was maybe a little too close to the truth. I stood up quickly. "Just jet-lagged. Sorry." I smiled at him like I was carefree. "I'm ready now. Let's go."

      And my heart melted when he smiled back at me.

      

      He led us down the hallways without stopping to look at any signs, and I wondered if he or one of his other personalities had been on this same ship before. I held his hand but trailed behind him, as the hallways weren’t very wide.

      

      I concentrated on the warmth of his hand as he held mine. He had a normal body temperature, which I liked. I’d dated zombies before, and they were cool, and werewolves could be too hot. If I were Goldilocks, Asher-the-shapeshifter was just right. Apparently my uterus agreed.

      We reached the entrance to a grand banquet room together, and there were multiple hand sanitizer stations right outside its doors.

      “Look, it’s like we never left home!” I let go of his hand to cup mine beneath the automatic foam. Asher snorted, but followed my lead. It was easy for him to blow things off, he never seemed to get sick. But he grinned at me, and I found myself grinning back.

      The cruise employees inside the banquet room’s entrance checked our name off their list, and Asher led us to the table that corresponded to our room number.

      The room itself was huge. Strange to think that such a big space was confined inside a ship, itself another big space. And that together, we, with those spaces, were hurtling over the ocean. I hadn’t really gotten a sense of our movement yet, and looked around for cues. The chandeliers overhead were brightly colored ornate glass affairs, like the tops of tropical trees, complete with glass flowers and glass birds, all fixed so as not to swing, and the chair Asher pulled out for me to sit down on felt stable against the low carpet underneath. So far the only indication I was even on a ship was the waves I could see out the window, three tables down.

      A crowd of people pushed in and slowly filled every chair. Kids too young to be back in school just yet, a few lucky though sullen teenagers whose families were letting them escape school for enforced family bonding,  a lot of older adults who could afford to take two weeks off of work, and lastly, us. I felt very sympathetic towards the teenagers just then.

      An older man with short gray hair and wearing a suit jacket pushed a woman up in a wheelchair to join us. She had a blanket tucked around her legs covered in entwined pink and purple paisleys. He was barrel chested, one of those old men who’d managed to hold onto his bulk as he aged, betrayed only by  the pull-tabs of his hearing aides just barely poking out of his ears. But she had aged even better than him, with bright eyes darting behind her librarian-style half-lenses, and  short hair smartly styled. Everyone ages, and as a nurse I was forced to be more aware of my mortality than most, but I also knew that some few are lucky enough to age well, and it was clear she fell into this happy category.

      He positioned her at the table, put on the wheelchair’s brakes, and then sat down beside her. I inhaled to ask her why she was in a wheelchair and then stopped myself, and gave her a big camouflaging smile. At my job, being nosy was practically mandatory. But in real life, asking random people rude questions about their health doesn't make you many friends—and makes you seem a little creepy.

      Despite my attempts not to stare awkwardly at her wheelchair, she smiled. "Car accident."

      "Oh. I’m sorry." I backpedaled—this was a vacation, afterall. "Is this your first cruise?"

      "No. Yours?"

      "Yes. I'm kind of nervous about it." That'd be a good excuse for my rude behavior, and it wasn't that far from the truth. "I don't really like the sea."

      The cant of her left eyebrow rising over her glasses’ frame said that she thought that this was an odd vacation choice for me then, but age had also given her more tact than I possessed. “We've been going on one a year for the past forty-five years. On our anniversary."

      “How nice,” I said and gave Asher a side-eye look, hoping he could rescue me from myself, only to find he was looking at something over his shoulder and not currently paying attention.  He’d seemed so pleased with himself when he’d planned this trip for us. I couldn’t help but wonder just what traditions we’d create together or where we’d be in the next forty-five years.

      Asher stood suddenly and gave me a tight hold-that-thought smile. "I'll be right back," he said, and walked quickly across the room without another word.

      “Are you all newlyweds?” the wheelchair woman’s husband asked. I flushed bright red.

      “Um, no…” Even though I might be pregnant by him. Way to stay classy, Edie. But people made mistakes, and besides, if everything worked out, it wasn't a mistake now, was it? Just a happy accident. That was okay, right? This wasn't 1887 anymore. Or even 2007.

      “Hal—” she chastised him.

      “If we’re at the same table here our cabins are probably next door. I just want to know if I should take my hearing aides out at night is all,” Hal went on, giving me a knowing look.

      I caught his gist, with horror, and felt myself turning a Technicolor shade of red.

      “Hal, shush!” she said with a laugh at my rising discomfort. She leaned over to pat my hand. “You’ll have to ignore him. Lord knows I do.”

      And to think I’d thought I had the lock on awkward questions. “Ha ha,” I forced a laugh.

      She leaned forward and gave me a confessional look. “Don’t let anyone ever tell you not to have a good time when you can, dear. Married or not.”

      “Thanks. I’ll remember that.” Anything to not discuss my sex life with the elderly. “I’m Edie. My erstwhile boyfriend is Asher.” I resisted craning my head around to look for him, so he could help get me out of this mess.

      “I’m Claire and he’s Hal,” the woman introduced them. Hal gave me a nod, and a jowly smile.

      “Nice to meet you all,” Asher said, returning to the table. About time.

      An Indian family of four sat down in a rush at the far side of our table before I could ask him where he’d been. The couple was a little older than Asher and I, but they had their acts more together, as evidenced by their two children, a boy, ten, and a girl, maybe eight. The girl was wearing coke-bottle glasses over wide-set eyes that the glasses didn’t quite explain, and her face was a cherubicly round.. Both the girl and the woman had long black hair – the mother’s was up, expertly coiffed, showing off large diamond earrings, while the girl’s trailed down her back in one thick jealousy-inducing braid.

      “I hope we didn’t miss anything – “ the man asked as they sat down.

      “No, they haven’t started talking yet,” Claire informed them.

      

      A life-jacket wearing cruise employee did a silly dance to attract our attention. He was joined by two other staff, and they mimed rowing across the stage. Oddly, their levity didn’t make me feel any safer.

      “Have you ever had do any emergency procedures?” I asked Claire with a whisper.

      She smiled indulgently and I noticed that for an elderly woman, she had very good teeth. “Only once, dear, a long time ago. But everything worked out.”

      Hal leaned in, overhearing. “Don’t worry. This cruise line has a stellar reputation.”

      Asher elbowed me gently. “See? What’d I tell you?”

      I gave him a look. He wasn’t the one dealing with being scared of the ocean and pregnancy and old people listening to us having sex. But – he was dealing with something. Asher could camouflage his emotions more than most people, but I’d learned he had certain tells. The small crease between his eyebrows was one of them. Had he seen someone else he knew here? If so, I didn’t want to think about how he knew them. I leaned over to ask him what had happened, when a person with a megaphone started the safety lecture up front. Asher gave me a pensive look, but shrugged. His problems must not have anything to do with the integrity of the ship, seeing as he wasn’t herding us towards the liferafts. I figured I should listen first and ask questions later.

      In the “unlikely” event of any problems, we’d meet in this room again, and get lifejackets handed out to us and then guided to the lifeboats in an orderly fashion. The demonstrated lifejackets were low rent affairs that you had to breathe into to inflate. I wondered if the adjustable straps on them would be able to accommodate some of the larger people in the room.

      Our table shook and startled me, but it was just the kids at the far end, playing some sort of hand-tapping tag with one another. As their parents tried to stop them I realized I was the only one at the table even trying to pay attention. Asher’s attention was still divided, the parents were pointing and giving their children stern looks, and Hal and Claire were absorbed in thumbing through a tour book for Hawaii, murmuring suggestions and dog-earing pages. Occasionally Claire would glance up and over at the children, giving them a wide grandmotherly grin.

      In a way, our little table here was the complete circle of human experience. Asher and I, together, maybe having a kid, that other couple with their handsome if fidgety children, and finally Hal and Claire, with matching short grey hair and wrinkles, aging gracefully. If I was pregnant, it would be weird…but we’d be doing what thousands, no, millions, of people did every day. Plunking our little car token around the game board of Life.

      I should probably just relax. About everything. No matter what happened, baby, no baby, everything would be fine. There was no reason for it not to be.

      The safety lecture was wrapping up. Our vacation had begun, and we were going to have a good time. I reached underneath the table to take Asher’s hand, feeling serene—and found his hand balled into a tight fist.
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"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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