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1


The guy standing in front of me had a demon riding his shoulder.


It was an ugly blue-gray thing about the size of a Michigan opossum, bloated like an animal that’s been dead on the side of the road for a few days, with wicked little clever hands and kind of a possum-y face, and a scaly black tail that hung down the guy’s back and curled back and forth, back and forth, like the one on that evil goddamn cat clock one of my foster grandmas used to have.


Sigh. I’d been able to get off work early, but I never got a break from being crazy.


I couldn’t help but stare.


Staring at things that aren’t really there—and talking back to the voices in my head—had gotten me in trouble since I was a kid. So I kept quiet, but that was only because I’d had years of practice. I mean, if snakes or bugs or something were crawling up your legs, you’d react, right? If a bear was in your living room, you wouldn’t just sit there sipping tea and chatting. You’d freak out. Knowing a demon isn’t real doesn’t make it any easier to ignore, believe me. It’s not easy being nuts.


The demon must have felt me staring, because it twisted its head all the way around and leered at me, red tongue lolling and sharp teeth white against that ugly face. It had tufts of white hair poofing out from its ears like an old man’s, and blisters all around its mouth.


I’d been standing in line for like an hour, waiting to get into Honey Badger’s so I could check out this new band I’d heard so much about, and I’m not good at waiting in line. Or with crowds. Or pretty much anything else that involves dealing with a bunch of smelly, noisy people.


I was feeling a little twitchy…


…so when I thought nobody was looking, I stuck my tongue out at the little bugger. I mean, come on, I’m hardly going to be intimidated by a demon the size of a friggin’ cat. You should see the bitch I hang around with on a daily basis. Now, there’s a demon.


That got me pretty much the reaction I’d expected. Demons can’t stand being made fun of, which is funny when you think about it. I mean, that something from the Land of Make-Believe might have feelings and opinions and shit. Bet if I talked to a shrink about all of this, he’d tell me that I have a very vivid imagination. Then he’d give me a fistful of pills and take away my guns.


Nope.


So I keep my imaginary little kingdom in my screwed-up head where it belongs, and entertain myself by aggravating demons while I’m standing in line. Real mature, I know.


So the demon started screaming, and I grinned because nobody could hear it but me, and maybe because I’m feeling a little too closed-in by a bunch of people I don’t know, and thinking this whole get out and pretend to be normal thing was just another one of my bad ideas. Grinning or laughing is kind of how I react to stress. You don’t get locked up or drugged to the gills for grinning, not the way you do for hitting people.


Then the guy with the demon on his shoulder jerked his head and looked over his shoulder at me. Not the shoulder with the demon, which was a relief, because for a minute I’d thought maybe he could hear it, too, and if he could see the little bastard, well… Imaginary demons were bad enough, but if they turned out to be real, that’d be so much worse.


He was good-looking, I suppose, in a skinny-hipster-dude kinda way, though he’d have been more attractive if someone had explained to him that body spray isn’t an acceptable alternative to bathing, or that crumbs in the beard lose their appeal after a few days.


Seriously, dude, if you’re not the Wicked Witch of the West, take a damn shower.


He had good teeth, and greenish hazel eyes that would have been pretty if he hadn’t been scowling. Then his eyes met my boobs—kinda hard not to, since I’m six foot tall if I slouch a little, and he was shorter than I am. He turned his sneer into a leer, which was worse. Dirty Hipster Dude had his dirty thoughts all over me, until I felt like I was the one who needed a shower.


Here it comes, I thought. Three…


Two…


One…


“Well, you’re a tall drink, aintcha?” Oh, ew, he even did the indulgent-little-smile thing. “I like ’em tall.”


Good enough. I opened my mouth to say something cutting and witty, and probably a little bit mean. “I like ’em bathed,” maybe. Then my demon showed up, put a hand on my shoulder, and whispered a suggestion into my ear.


I just couldn’t help myself.


“I like ’em hung,” I replied.


“Yeah?” His grin widened, and he swayed toward me.


“Yeahhhhh,” I said as seductively as I could manage. “Dress ’em out, hang ’em up in the shade for a few days, strip out the tenderloins and eat those first. That’s the best part, you know… Wanna know a secret? I usually take a bite or two raw. I do love a good piece of… meat.” I let my grin widen as I talked, and my eyes, too. Give him a little of the Harley Quinn treatment and… see?


I breathed a sigh of relief as he backed away. Seriously, the dude stank.


“Crazy bitch,” he muttered, and he stepped out of line. “Crazy bitch.” The demon on his shoulder screeched in impotent fury.


I laughed out loud. “What, you don’t like deer meat?” I said. “If you hate hunters so much, maybe you should go back to the city.” A few faces in the crowd looked up at that, and turned to stare the guy down. Bearpaw is a friendly place, unless you’re one of those vocal “Save Bambi” types. There’s even a giant billboard just outside of town that proclaims, “There’s a place for every wild creature on earth… right next to the mashed potatoes.”


Dirty Hipster Dude moved to the back of the line, hands in his pockets and lecherous eyes fixed firmly on his never-seen-the-woods hiking boots. His demon clung to his hair and hissed at me.


My own demon stood just behind my shoulder; I could feel the satisfaction pouring from her like heat from a woodstove, but I didn’t turn to look at her, or smile, or acknowledge her presence in any way.


I may be crazy, but I’m not insane.


* * *


Apparently Dirty Hipster Dude wasn’t alone in his delusions of odeur. The whole place stank. I tipped back on the hind legs of my little chair and kept my feet propped up on another one. That, my usual scowl, and a bit of a reputation kept the crowd mostly away from my table. Occasionally I’d have to break out the barbarian death glare when some hopeful Fudgie blundered into my territory, but for the most part I sipped my mead and listened to the music.


Honey’s mead was famous—I’d heard they even served it in Paris—and the band was rockin’. Bane and the Bean Sidhe was a ridiculous name for a rock group, and they looked like punk rockers who’d been given a partial makeover by a bunch of preschoolers with an unlimited supply of glitter glue, but hot damn they could play. And when their lead singer Bane opened that big toothy mouth and just belted it out, holy crap what a voice. I’d never heard anything like it. That dude could sing. That smoky, lovely, bone-tickling voice rose up like a bird, like an eagle, effortless and powerful and huge. It made me feel free. It made me feel happy.


He had some kind of strange accent, round and slurry. I understood like one word out of every three, but with a voice like that, so what? He could be singing about underwear, as far as I was concerned. Come to think of it, I wouldn’t mind…


My reverie was broken when none other than Dirty Hipster Dude stumbled into my field of vision, came right up to my table, and tried to pull away the chair on which I’d been resting my feet. I brought my own chair down on all fours, landing with a bang, and unleashed the glare, but my powers were no match for whatever chemical cocktail he’d been marinating in. He had the strange mushroomy smell and glazed-donut look of someone who’d been using. Maybe he’d accidentally roofied himself. Somehow he seemed the type.


“You usin’ this?” he mumbled, even as he tried to tug the chair out from under my feet. I tipped the mouth of my wineglass away from him and narrowed my eyes.


“Piss off.”


See? I can be both mature and subtle.


He swayed in place for a minute or two, staring at me with his mouth partway open. The demon wasn’t on his shoulder anymore, though I could see it swimming around in his head behind his eyes, like a muskie in dark water. But if his demon was a muskie, mine was friggin’ Cthulhu, and her voice wrapped around me like a wet blanket. As always, she was full of good advice.


Kill him, she purred. Beat him, bite him, stab him in the eye. Break your glass on the table and cut him, slice him, bleed him like a pig.


“Shut up,” I answered wearily. I know, I know—it was a mistake to talk to her directly, but sometimes she gets to me. I just wanted the stinky dude to go away, and my stupid demon to shut the hell up so I could listen to the music. “Just shut up, okay?”


Dirty Hipster Dude stuck both hands deep in his pockets. Maybe he’s checking to see whether he still has balls, I thought. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d had that effect on a man.


“You shut up,” he retorted. “Crazy fuckin’ bitch.” Then he stumbled off, mumbling to himself.


Not the first time I’d had that effect, either.


Follow him, urged the demon. Stalk him, hunt him, kill him dead. Cut his…


“I said shut the fuck up,” I snapped, though I knew I shouldn’t. I’d have to be really careful, now that I’d talked to her twice in one day. I didn’t know what would happen if I acknowledged her a third time, but I’d always had a feeling it would make me very, very sorry. So I leaned back in my chair and sipped my mead cautiously. Stinky Hipster hadn’t come anywhere near my drink, but you can never be too careful. There didn’t seem to be anything different, so I listened to the music.


Bane was singing about lust, I think. Or maybe love. Or betrayal? Whatever it was, that dude could sing. I’d always wished I could sing, but whenever I try, I go crashing through the notes like a bear with a sore tooth.


Come to think of it, that’s pretty much how I went through life.


* * *


Even with the ethereal singing, the encounter pretty much screwed my mood. The bar seemed to be getting smaller on the inside, the people louder, and the air smellier. So when the band stopped for a break and some local warblers stood in, I put down my glass and got ready to leave. Then Honey dropped by.


Honey is the proprietor of Honey Badger’s, and the owner of Honey Badger’s Meadery. Her round, honest face and apple cheeks smiled out from bottles of mead, cider, and wine all over the world, and her cleavage had men counting their change wrong since we were in junior high together. She’d been the most popular girl in school back in the day, and I would’ve hated her if I didn’t love her so much. Honey had always been the closest thing I’d had to a friend, and in true honey badger fashion, she didn’t give a shit what anyone else thought.


My demon hated her. I mean, she hated everyone, but she hated hated Honey. Whenever Honey was around, I’d be treated to an endless rant of kill, kill, maim, kill, blood and death, yadda yadda. It would’ve been tedious if it weren’t so terrifying, because after a while, I couldn’t tell where the demon’s voice left off and mine began. Since it was all in my head, well… these thoughts had to be coming from somewhere, right?


Cue the voice in Crazy Girl’s head…


Kill the bitch. Kill the slut. Smash the glass, cut the girl, cut her face, smash…


Enough, already. I pushed the wineglass away and balled my hands into fists to hide the shaking. Not to keep from smashing the glass and cutting anybody, though. Nope, not that far gone yet.


…yet…


Though I stopped myself from answering just in time, I still winced out loud at the demon’s harsh laughter. As much as she hated Honey, it was nothing compared to how badly she wanted me dead.


I have the scars to prove it.


“Siggy!” Honey called out over the noise. “Holy shit, girl, I haven’t seen you in a hound’s age!”


“A hound’s age?” I said. “What the hell does that even mean?”


“Means I’m a stupid hick, duh. It’s good for business.” She blinked her baby blues at me and tugged her wench’s blouse a little lower.


“You look like you got lost on your way to the Ren Faire, you know,” I said.


“Yeah, that’s good for business, too. You know what else would be good for business?”


“Not again.” I groaned and rolled my eyes theatrically.


“Yes again,” she replied. “When are you going to sell me some of that mad honey, Darlin’?”


“Probably about the time you stop calling me ‘Darlin’.’ You know I don’t have any to sell. There’s just the one hive. It’s just a hobby.”


“But you could…”


“Not gonna happen, chick.”


She sighed and blew a tendril of nauseatingly honey-colored hair out of her face. Seriously, she didn’t dye it or anything. If I didn’t love her so much…


“Well, I had to try,” she said. “It would be good for business, too. I’d call it ‘Siggy’s Mad Mead’—”


Time to change the subject.


“Looks like this Bane has been pretty good for business. Man, he can sing.”


“Yes, he can,” Honey said. “Speaking of which, would you do me a favor? Bane went out back for a smoke and hasn’t come back yet. Would you mind checking for me, see what’s keeping him?”


“Yeah, uh, sure,” I replied, standing so quickly I almost knocked my chair over. “Then I’m out of here. Being around so many people makes me twitchy.”


“That’s because you’re crazy,” she teased. She laughed, because she thought it was a joke. And because she thought it was a joke, I loved her as much as I could.


* * *


I was parked near the back of the building, so I swung by to grab the pipe wrench out of the bed of my truck. My demon had gone quiet, and my ears were ringing like the time one of the fathers had boxed my ears—which time I can’t tell you, because that bastard boxed my ears more often than he changed his nasty brown tee shirt. My vision was going a little blurry around the edges, a sure sign that tomorrow I’d have a clusterfuck headache. It was also a sure sign that something bad was about to go down.


That’s irony for you. Talking about things that were about to happen had been one of the reasons my ears would get boxed. I’d like to say I learned to keep my mouth shut, but that would be stretching the truth.


I might be crazy, but I’m not a liar.


Okay… sometimes I’m a liar.


I’m stronger than I look, too, which is a good thing because I’m about as big around as a willow switch, and nearly as flat. Honey thinks she knows how strong I am—most likely that’s why she sent me out back to look for the singer. Even so, she doesn’t know the half of it.


My strength is just one of the freakish things I try to keep hidden, like the way I can drink pretty much anything alcoholic and never get so much as a buzz, or my ability to sleep for two days straight without ever needing to get up and pee. Or my intense need of coffee. You’ve never seen scary till you’ve seen Siggy J. Aleksov in the morning before she’s had her coffee.


Strong as I was, I kept the big wrench in the back of my truck. It was big, it was heavy, and it felt good in my hands. Yeah, I know…


That’s what she said.


Looking around, I smacked the heavy part of the pipe into my right hand. Being a lefty had caused one of the mothers to accuse me of being the spawn of the devil. Far be it from me to disagree with a nun.


A voice rose up in anger. A powerful voice, a singer’s voice, a voice that had made me feel happy for a short while. There came a distinct thud-smack of a fist striking flesh, and that gorgeous voice cried out in pain and fear.


Oh hell no.


Oh hell no.


When I move fast, I move fast. I sprinted across the gravel parking lot holding that wrench in both hands like a caveman with a club. My face was frozen in that madwoman’s grin I get, and I was drunk on adrenaline like I never get with alcohol. My demon was humming a little tune, happy as a fuckin’ clam because the rage was closing in and shit was going all dark around the edges. My ears were ringing with this nasty tinny noise like bells and evil crickets, and oh yeah…


Something bad was about to go down.


When I realized the demon was humming, I made my fingers drop the wrench, because I don’t want something bad to end up with me in prison. My demon shrieked with rage and called me all kinds of nasty things, but I kept running, taking the corner like a baseball player rounding third base. Then I slid like a boss, smack-fuckin-dab into—you guessed it—Dirty Stinkin Motherfuckin Hipster Dude.


He had the singer pinned up against the nasty dumpster behind Honey’s, and he’d pulled a knife. I don’t know if he had rape in mind, or robbery, or maybe he was just showing off his shiny new pseudo-penis. Whatever his intentions were, I belted him hard enough to knock them clean out of his skanky little head. I may have knocked out a few teeth, too, and I sure as hell broke his nose. That came from martial arts class. You know, Far East spirituality, and all that crap. I never did learn how to control my temper, but I sure as shit learned how to throw a punch.


He threw up his arms to protect himself—and when my knee hit his solar plexus, he threw up, noisily, all over himself and half the parking lot. His hands came back down, and the hilt of his knife glanced off my temple just above the jaw. It wasn’t much of a blow, but damn it hurt, and it pissed me off even more. The rage closed in, the buzzing noise almost like I was being mobbed by my bees. Dirty Hipster Dude threw his arms out wide and his head back, to surrender, I guess.


All I could see was his exposed throat.


One blow, hissed the demon in my head. One blow, that’s all it takes, you know you want to. And I did want to, wanted to hit that asshole as much as I’d ever wanted anything in my life. I twisted my hips with every intention of doing it. Killing him. Killing every fucker who’d ever hit a child, a woman, a girl, hit me…


“Don’t,” Bane said. Hands out, smiling, face as serene as if he was asking me not to pick flowers in his garden. The words pierced the cloud of red fury, and instead of a killing strike to the throat, I threw a regular old punch to the gut.


Hipster Dude collapsed into a pile of new puke and self-pity, and I tried to unclench my fists, my jaw. I was wound tight, too tight, like a broken alarm clock. I tried to breathe through my nose, tried to bring my lips back over my teeth, tried not to show what a crazy, fucked-up nutjob I really was.


Bane reached out and touched me.


Don’t ever, ever touch me when I’m mad. Something bad will happen, every damn time, and even if I’m sorry afterward it’ll be too late.


But Bane touched the side of my face, and I didn’t die, and he didn’t die. Nobody died. The ringing in my ears faded away to almost nothing, and my vision cleared, and for a change my demon wasn’t bellowing violence and obscenities.


People started spilling out the back doors, yelling and pointing at us, at Dirty Hipster Dude moaning in his own puke. Bane smiled at me, really smiled at me, and for a moment I almost smiled back.


My demon, seeing that my attention was diverted, seized the opportunity. She grabbed my battered head in both hands and squeezed so that the pain in my temple came crashing through the door. Cue blackout in three…
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I hate hospitals.


Yeah, I know that sounds stupid. I mean, who likes hospitals, right? Nobody ever says, “Hey, I’m having a great day, let’s go to the hospital,” but me, I haaaate hospitals. They’re full of pain and death and lies the size of a friggin’ elephant standing right in the middle of the room while everyone pretends it’s not there. Another broken arm, another broken leg, a bruised spleen, a split lip. What a clumsy fuckin’ kid. How long has she had this rash? We need copies of her x-rays… Everyone stands around talking, eyes looking at you over their paper masks, all concerned, but it’s just lies and lies and more lies.


If they cared so much, how come I had to keep coming back? At least this time I’d put myself in the hospital. Maybe that’s what they call growing up.


You know what’s even better than waking up in the hospital? Waking up in the hospital with a cluster headache—or as I like to say, a clusterfuck headache. I hadn’t had one in over a year, and the tears that came leaking out now were as much about the despair as they were for the pain. The eye on the side of my face where I’d been hit felt like it was burning and all swollen up, as if someone was trying to pop it out of my head with a hot spoon.


This was the price I paid for not letting my demon have her way. Pain so bad I’d do almost anything to make it stop.


Almost anything. I hadn’t yet killed anyone, but the headaches were getting worse, and deep in the hell that was my brain the bitch was laughing at me. She knew it was only a matter of time.


I had to get up. I had to get up and move. I tried to sit, whimpering a little at the pain and the nausea, and again when the IV needle clawed at my arm. Of course, nurses love that shit. “Poke ’em full of holes, stuff ’em full of pills,” and if they don’t like your story, “Stick ’em in the psych ward for a few days.”


Scootching my butt back on the bed, I tried again to sit up without tearing the damn needle out of my arm, crying because it hurt so bad and I hate needles and I hate hospitals and I hate those fucking short gowns. I couldn’t sit up all the way, and I couldn’t lie back down because that would make my head hurt so much worse, so I just kind of leaned back wishing I was dead. Just when I thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse, the nurse walked in, saw me, and stopped dead in his tracks.


His mouth flattened into a line of judgmental distaste.


Yeah, I remember you, too, I thought. Asshole. His eyes flicked to the scars on my forearm, and for a minute I wanted to cover them with the blanket and just melt into a little puddle of shame, and then I got mad. It didn’t help the pain any, but it got me to stop crying.


“You need to lie back down,” he said, setting the little laptop thingie on a table and advancing on me like he was going to push me down.


“I need to get up,” I croaked. “I have a cluster headache.”


“You have a concussion,” he said condescendingly. “You were in a bar fight.” Contempt dripped from him like sweat. Mean little piggy eyes. “I need you to cooperate. I need—”


“You need to work on your bedside manner.” A voice as sweet and low as clover honey brought the nurse up short.


“Are you family?” Nurse Asshole snapped, turning toward the door. He knew I didn’t have a family.


“Oh, yes, I’m family.” Bane stepped into the room, carrying a bunch of shopping bags and looking more fabulous than any human has a right to look. “My family is this hospital’s biggest contributor, so I think you’d better drop the attitude, or you’ll be looking for a new job.” Asshole stiffened as if someone had twisted the stick he kept shoved up his rectum.


“I’m going to get the doctor,” he snapped, bolting from the room.


“You do that, sweetheart.” Bane smiled at me, and his smile was so full of real compassion that the tears started leaking out again. Was it possible that this stranger could care about me? I didn’t care about me.


Of course, he didn’t know me, and I did.


He pulled the IV pole closer and untangled the line so I could sit up straight, then adjusted the bed and attempted to free me from my hair. It’s so long that if I sleep with it unbraided, I wake up tangled like a fish in a net. Long fingers massaged my back, my neck, and my scalp. It felt so good I would have wept with relief, if I hadn’t already been crying.


“Poor thing,” he crooned, and it felt genuine. “Poor thing. Can I get you anything? Glass of water? Another blanket? I brought you some clothes. Yours were all covered with someone else’s blood, and that’s terrible juju. Just let me know when you’re ready to put them on, darling. No hurry. You poor little thing.”


“Unh,” I replied, by which I meant “keep doing that.” I hate being touched by strangers, hate it hate it but omigod, his touch was magic. The pain let up a little, enough so that I could focus on my rescuer.


“Fabulous” hardly began to describe Bane. His eyes were a startling turquoise blue, like a California swimming pool. Nobody had eyes that color, but they looked real. His hair was silvery-white tipped with rainbow colors at the ends, cut short at the sides and sticking up all over the place like a lion’s mane. Think David Bowie as the Goblin King, only younger and sparklier.


He wore artfully torn clothes of some shiny black material that probably cost more than I’d make in a year, and lots and lots of glittering makeup, and awesome black boots that buckled up past the knee. He wouldn’t have looked out of place on the cover of Rolling Stone, or maybe one of those girly magazines at the grocery store.


Me, I’m a torn flannel and old jeans kinda girl, who’s doing well if I can find clean underwear in the morning.


He pulled away just as I was starting to get antsy.


“Better?” he asked. I nodded. “Do you think you’re ready to get dressed? That gown looks good on you, but I’d rather we didn’t get pulled over for indecent exposure on the way home.”


Before I could ask “What the fuck?” Dr. Long knocked and entered in one fluid movement. It’s always tempting to say something about privacy, but since he’d seen me naked and sliced open from wrist to elbow, I have a hard time even making eye contact with him. Plus he has a really nice ass.


The scars on my arms itched again.


“Ready to go, Ms. Aleksov?”


“Do I get to keep the pole?” I tugged the IV line and scowled at him, but he just chuckled and set me free, leaving me with a cotton wad and giant white “x” of medical tape to keep me from bleeding to death.


“Looks like you’re getting back to your usual self,” he commented. “I’ll send the nurse in with your paperwork. Do you have a ride home?”


“I—”


“I’ll be driving her home.” Bane winked at me. “Honey’s orders, so there’s no use arguing. She’s got your bill covered, too, and don’t scowl at me like that, I’m just the fabulous messenger.”


Dr. Long laughed. “Well, I see you’re in good hands.” He gave me the usual stack of stupid “how not to die when you’ve got a concussion” literature, patted me on the head like I was five years old, and hustled off. Doubtless he had other patients waiting, patients who were in greater need, more deserving, didn’t want to have wild sex with him, and probably had the ability to pay their own bills.


Bane tossed the bags on my bed and I glared. Or squinted—my head was starting to hurt again.


“I can get myself home. You don’t have to bother.”


“And I could have gotten myself out of a mess last night, but you thought you should bother. So I’m in your debt.” His smile was friendly enough, but I knew stubborn when it was staring me in the face, even when I wasn’t looking into a mirror.


Chasing him from the room, I took the clothes out of the bags and put them on. They were the kind of clothes I’d have picked out for myself, cotton tee and jeans, hiking boots and a big flannel shirt, but way more expensive than I was used to. The bra and panties fit, they matched, and still had tags on them from a boutique I couldn’t even walk into without feeling like a dumpster-diving bum.


I grumbled the entire time.


But it felt kind of nice, too.


* * *


The sunlight through the trees flashed against my eyes like a strobe light, and by the time we got home it felt like something was trying to bash its way out of my head. As a result I didn’t have the energy to argue when Bane took over. I’m usually pretty pissy about people invading my territory, but he had a mug of coffee in my hands and an ice pack on the back of my neck before I could work up a real snarl.


Really, I just wanted the pain to go away. Leaning back into my squashy old couch I closed my eyes, half listening as Bane bustled about my trailer singing to himself, wondering whether the half-cup of coffee I’d managed to suck down would stay down. Whenever a clusterfuck headache comes on, if I’m lucky the pain only lasts a week. A month if I’m not, and it’ll purge me of nearly everything I try to put into my stomach.


“Poor thing,” Bane crooned. “Poor little thing.”


The demon sat on the couch next to me, ancient springs creaking under her weight, her hot hand on my thigh as she leaned close. I could even smell the sulfur-and-burnt-hair smell of her breath. She was always stronger, always more there, when I had a headache.


You have knives in the kitchen, she crooned. A hammer in the drawer. Guns in the cabinet, guns in the dresser, chainsaw and ax in the woodshed. Siggy, do it, Siggy, you know you want to…


Do it, and the pain will stop.


“Piss off,” I advised, but my stomach heaved, and I clenched my jaw. Damned if I was going to lose my coffee over this bitch.


She laughed, and I gritted my teeth to keep from crying out as my face twisted in agony. A hand appeared on my other shoulder, long-fingered and cool and strong. I jumped half out of my skin and dumped the half-cup of coffee all over myself and the much-stained couch.


“Dammit!” I yelled, and then clapped a hand over my mouth to keep from puking.


“You weren’t talking to me, just then, were you?” Bane’s voice was careful, neutral. I took my hand away, but kept my mouth clamped shut. I knew better than to talk about my demon. I’d tried, once, in a shrink’s office, and it hadn’t turned out well.


“That’s what I thought.” He moved off, and I figured the next thing I’d hear was the trailer door slapping shut. Well, I hadn’t wanted help in the first place, no skin off my back.


But nope, the footsteps headed toward the kitchen, not the door. A cupboard opened, pots and pans rattling.


“I’m making dinner,” he said to nobody in particular, “and I’m spending the night so I can keep an eye on you. If you think you’re big enough to throw me out, you’re welcome to try.”


The coffee pot gargled to life again, and he began to sing. My demon gnashed her teeth and hissed.


Then she was gone.


I put my empty cup on the coffee table and leaned back, listening to Bane’s powerful, wonderful, honey-soft voice. Leaning back I closed my eyes, and must have fallen asleep. The last thing I remembered thinking was that my life couldn’t possibly get any weirder.
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I woke in my own bed to the sound of music, the smell of coffee, and the cautious absence of pain. Figuring that life could only go downhill from there, I decided not to move. Why tempt Fate by reminding her of my existence?


All good things must come to an end, however, and all women must pee. I opened my eyes carefully, certain the clusterfuck was hovering over my pillow, just waiting for me to sit up so it could grab my head and crush it like a grape. Maybe I’d just lay here another…


Nope. I really had to pee. I sat up even more carefully, but nothing bad happened.


“You up, Buttercup?”


Bane’s shadow filled my doorway. Damn, he was sparkly… and fabulous, and in my house. I fought the urge to sound like an ungrateful bitch.


“You’re still here?”


Okay, so I didn’t try all that hard, but he just laughed.


“Mornin’, Sunshine.” Another nickname? “Thought you were gonna sleep forever. Breakfast’s ready when you are. I got rid of that crap you had in the kitchen and got you some real coffee.” I made a face at his retreating back and stood up, intending to root around and find something cleanish to wear.


Then I froze in shock.


My room was clean. There were no clothes on the floor, my coffee cups were missing from the dresser, the mirror and windows sparkled… I felt like the seven dwarves must have felt, when friggin’ Snow White invaded their sanctuary.


“Bane!” I hollered.


“Siggy!” Bane hollered back with a voice full of laughter. “They’re in the drawer.”


“What?”


“Your clothes. They’re in the drawer. The ones I didn’t burn.”


Pulling open the dresser drawer, I scowled at the clean, folded clothes, some of which were unfamiliar. I couldn’t say for certain they were new—given my tendency to put off doing laundry—but some of them were unlike anything I’d buy myself. Too expensive, for one thing, and what was up with that slinky black top? I shoved it aside and sighed with relief when I found my old Life is Good shirt, frayed at the seams but soft and comfy as a blanket.


Walking tenuously to the bathroom, I peed, I brushed my teeth, then brushed my teeth again because it tasted like a rodent had crawled in there and died. It occurred to me that I might shower. To hell with that. If Bane was offended by my body odor, then he could just go home.


I mean, I was grateful and all—really, I was—but this was my place. It was a nasty old trailer nobody else wanted—narrow and dingy, with that’s-not-wood paneling riddled with holes, hideous green carpet, and a bathroom so tiny my knees practically hit the wall when I sat down to pee—and I’m pretty sure I’d violated a bunch of ordinances when I dragged it out here. But whatever, it was mine. The best thing about my place was that I owned it outright, land and all, twenty acres and change I’d bought when one of the foster-grands who actually liked me left me a little bit of money.


Coming out of the bathroom, I was still attacking my head with a hairbrush. Fuckin’ tangle fairies. He was sitting with a serene look, sipping a cup of coffee that smelled like heaven on earth. There was a big platter of pancakes and another of sausages, and my stomach growled so loudly I think it rattled the dishes in the cupboard.


Clean dishes in the cupboard. Damn, what a concept.


“Thank you for cleaning up,” I said in a voice that sounded like a five-year-old being forced to apologize for belting her foster sister. The smile widened.


“You’re quite welcome. I got your mail, too… it looks like your electric bill is overdue.”


“That’s private,” I snapped, and then I felt bad. This stranger had driven me home, watched over me as I’d slept, even cleaned my home and made coffee—excellent coffee, by the way—and here I was acting like a bear with a sore ass. “Sorry. I’m not very nice first thing in the morning.”


“Well, it’s not first thing in the morning, but after a sleep like that you’re entitled to a little bitchiness.” Bane’s laugh was just like his singing voice, big and powerful and whole.


“What is it, noon? How long did I sleep?”


“It’s more like four in the afternoon, sweetie, and you’ve slept for three and a half days.”


I choked on my coffee.


“Three… days?”


“Mmhmm. I was afraid I’d have to kiss you awake, Sleeping Beauty.” The smile went positively wicked, and I choked again as my body responded with a flash of heat. What the actual fuck? Bane was gorgeous and all, no doubt about it, but my tastes had always been more lumberjack and less Las Vegas. What was in that damn coffee?


“I’m surprised nobody stopped by to ask about that fight.” Cops could smell me from, like, a mile away. Everybody in town knew I’d been one of “those” foster kids, and I could hardly change lanes without getting pulled over and ticketed. They’d have a field day with a bar brawl—even when shit wasn’t my fault, it was always my fault.


With a sigh I rubbed my head, wishing I could go back to sleep, but I was awake now, and hungry. So I pulled the plate of about a dozen sausages closer, snagged one with my bare fingers, and took a bite.


“Oh. My. God.” They were so good. “Marry me.” The words shot out of my mouth without checking in with the brain first, and my face flushed hot. “Uh, I mean…”


“I’m flattered, darling, but as it happens I am bespoke.” Bane chuckled. “And I don’t think my debt to you extends quite that far.”


Bespoke? “Debt? What debt?”


“I should have been able to fight off that… guta, but he surprised me. I might have ended up with cold iron in my gut if you hadn’t jumped in. Oh, I picked up your pipe wrench, by the way, very nice, and had your truck brought over.” He set the coffee cup down with a delicate clink.


“I have no idea what a goota is, but you’re not in my debt,” I said, swallowing the last of the sausages. “I jumped in without thinking like I always do, that’s not your problem.”


“Mmhmm.” Bane pushed over the plate of pancakes. “Here, they’re blueberry. I already ate.”


Normally I’d hold back around other people, or at least have the decency to act embarrassed when I eat all the sausages or pancakes. But Bane wasn’t exactly normal people, and I was really hungry. I pulled the pancakes over and dug in.


Omigod. So good.


“Somebody did stop by to ask about the fight, just so you know. Two somebodies, actually. They won’t be back.”


“What? Why? What do you mean?” My stomach curled into a knot. The last thing I needed was more trouble with law enforcement. They already thought of me as dangerous, as well as crazy; I didn’t need to give them an excuse to lock me up and throw away the key.


They’d done that once, when I was just a little kid, and it hadn’t taken my demon long to sink her teeth into me. Back then I’d been too small to do much more than set a couple of small fires, and I was still cute enough and little enough that they let me back out… eventually. An adult wouldn’t be so lucky.


“Oh, relax, darling. I had a little talk with the nice officers and convinced them that none of it was your fault. By the time I got done, they were ready to pin a medal on you.”


“But how…”


“I can be very persuasive.” Bane smiled, and for a moment seemed to go a little feral around the eyes, and that brilliant smile was a little sharper, a little toothier. Then I blinked, and he was normal again. As normal as a glitterpunk rock star sitting in my kitchen could ever be.


“Here’s your mail.”


Change the subject, much? But I accepted it gratefully, if the mail less so. All I ever got was bills, anyhow. All bills and no pay make Siggy a little bitchy… er.


As Bane was handing me the pile of second notices and overdue notices and cutoff notices, a large stiff white envelope slipped from the pile and spun across the table. He reached out one long, perfectly manicured finger and stopped the envelope before it could pinwheel onto the floor. I wondered how he kept those long purple nails looking like that. The few times I’d tried to paint my own nails, they’d come out looking like something had been gnawing on my fingertips.


“Missed one,” he said, picking it up to give to me… but then Bane froze, turquoise eyes widening as they scanned the envelope. His upper lip curled back and a growl came out, a sound so low and scary it might have come from me.


“What is this?”


A little frisson of disquiet shivered through me as I took the envelope, but then I looked at the return address.


“Oh, that’s my DNA test results,” I said, careful to keep my voice steady. “It’s no big deal.” But it was a big deal, but only to me, and now I was all anxious for another reason.


All my life, all my questions, and I held the answer right there in my hands. I wished I could tell Bane to leave, but how could I do that without being a completely ungrateful bitch? Still, there was no way I wanted anyone around when I opened this.


Bane snatched the envelope away, and my jaw dropped open like an idiot’s. I was used to being disrespected, but I was used to being feared a little bit, too.


“What the…”


“Ssssst!” Bane silenced me with an aquamarine glare, and I was caught so thoroughly off-guard it actually worked. He held the envelope up to the light and stared as if to see through to the documents inside, and then brought it close to his face and sniffed, delicate nostrils flaring, with an expression that said it might have been road kill.


“What,” I repeated, “the fuck. Are you doing?”


“DNA test, hmmm?” With pursed lips he handed me the envelope, not bothering to explain or apologize.


“Yeah, well, you know. I’m adopted.” I had been adopted at one point, but that first family had dumped my ass back on the system when they decided I was “special needs.” Nobody had wanted to keep me since, but I didn’t want to go into all that. I didn’t want to go into any of that, ever, with anyone.


That didn’t mean I wasn’t still curious. I still wanted to find out where I’d come from, and why my mom left me, and all that sappy shit, so I could cry about it in the privacy of my own home.


“And how did you find out about this company?” Bane reached across the table and tapped the envelope. “Did you find them… or did they find you?”
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