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      Now she knows what it’s like to be disemboweled. Filthy claws buried in her middle, agony pouring through every nerve in smoking waves. Rows of triangular teeth snapped less than an inch from her nose, the thing’s exhalation heavy with diseased rot. Still, there was some hope. The leering noseless thing, blue eyes wide and mad with unholy glee, could only hurt her body.

      If she bled out quickly enough, at least she would still have her soul.

      Savaged corpses lay strewn throughout the basement, simmering in blood and sewer-stink. Unholy noises as the creatures feasted—a dog festooned with tentacles hissing at a giant, fungal-scarred almost-spider, the two tugging Steve’s limp body between them. Something too foul to describe crouched on Grik’s broken-open chest, ribs wrenched free like flower petals. And Trille, poor Trille…

      The pointed razors buried among her intestines flexed, and Cass Tierney screamed.

      “Pull the cord, Cass.” Bern’s voice, loud and urgent, but that was wrong, Frank Bernadotte was dead, so were Grik and Steve, Apoc and Trille, and no matter how many times she tried nothing changed.

      Hopelessness closed over her head, a drowning-dark wave. Twitchtwisting white-hot claws scraping the cup of her belly, the slender, terribly strong blue-eyed bogey grinned and chattered, its babylike singsong bathing her in a fresh flood of foul caustic breath. Tiny white worms wriggled between those rows of awful serrated teeth.

      “Pull the fuckin’ cord!” Bern sounded nearly frantic, in fact, and that was a bad sign. But wasn’t he dead? She glimpsed his headless body, crumpled near the entryway—he’d gone first, in every sense. “Goddammit, what did you give her?”

      It was usually Cass’s job to smooth the waters, but she couldn’t make her voice work. Hot blood dribbled down her chin. It wasn’t Trille’s fault, she wanted to say. The dose was standard.

      Wait, what? She grabbed at the thought—sane, rational, and best of all, coming from outside.

      That was it. She was dosed. Which meant this was a scenario and if so, she had an out.

      Pull the cord. But it hurt so much, the knives buried in her stomach mangling one inch at a time. The blue-eyed thing’s head shot forward with a vile, boneless movement. Its lips nearly brushed her sweating, blood-slick neck; Cass wrenched away, a tearing, desperate unphysical movement, spinning, whirling, splatters of intestine whipping in every direction before…

      WHAM!

      …slammed back into her body so hard the entire RV rocked, her spine bowing and lungs full of concrete, throat scraped dry, the seizure tossing a man who considerably outweighed her onto the kitchenette counter.

      “—the goddamn way,” big blond Trille yelled, wavy hair sticking up in every direction and his sandy-dark stubble ferocious. Barefoot in cargo shorts, the strap of the red-and-yellow portable defib kit bag across his bare chest, the medic sank one scarred, hairy knee onto the bed; he already had the kit’s battery clear and the paddles halfway free. “Bringing the zap, get clear, get fucking clear.”

      Cass’s right hand shot out, unable to fully close around Trille’s wrist—he’d been lifting iron with Apoc lately. Still, her fingers bit with surprising strength and the medic froze, peering down at his patient, training piercing the fog of adrenaline and interrupted slumber.

      “Don’t!” Bern howled, floundering in the kitchenette, green and orange Hawaiian shirt flapping. She had thrown him onto the counter. Under other circumstances it might have been almost funny. “She’s out, she’s out, don’t hit, abort, you motherfucker, abort!”

      “I am,” Trille yelled back, hunching almost defensively. The paddles whined, a soft high unsound, maybe imaginary. “Calm the fuck down, Sarge.”

      He’s not gonna. Not yet. “Up,” Cass croaked, a thin, reedy syllable. Relief hot and sharp as good bourbon filled her chest. “Trille? Up.”

      He was alive. So was Bern, and it meant the others were safe as well. The RV was familiar, its cramped interior half-lit but every inch regular, normal, conforming to the geometry and geography of the waking world.

      Best of all, blessedly sane.

      Cass had pulled the cord; she was out of the scenario. This run had failed just as badly as the others, but figuring out why could wait for a few minutes. She was parched—a side effect of both high sedative dose and pure terror—plus the shakes had her, an overactive terrier with a favorite chew toy. Her belly ached relentlessly, more pointed pain than grinding menstrual cramps.

      Not that her cycle was anything approaching regular, between the meds and the stress. “Up,” she repeated, since both men were watching her almost nervously.

      Trille blinked. “Yeah. Sure thing.” Still holding the paddles—albeit far away in his free hand—their squad medic yanked her upright to sit on the tangled bed, bracing her with impersonal efficiency. “Gimme the list, hot stuff. What day is it?”

      How the hell should I know? Cass shook her head, though she understood he needed to know she was not merely conscious but also oriented. “We’re still in Oregon.” Soft, invisible chemical fingers lingered, dragging at her brain, weighing down her limbs. “We had Thai for dinner, it doesn’t matter who’s President because the country’s always a mess anyway, and I’m stoned on meds so give me something to clear me up or…” She only slurred the consonants a little; her throat was cotton-dry.

      The medic promptly busied himself with stethoscope and blood-pressure cuff. Cass submitted meekly to the ritual of checking basic vital signs.

      “Or what?” There was a click and a bright scouring glare—Bern, shouldering Trille aside, using a penlight to check her pupils. The sudden pain and featureless white was a reminder of lucid nightmare. She shuddered; Bern’s other hand hand shot out to catch her shoulder, warm through her lucky Journey T-shirt. “Whoa, there. Talk to me, Cass.”

      “Thirsty,” she managed. “Christ.”

      “She’s all the way out, just a bit hazy from meds,” Trille announced. “You need a bump or a flop, sugar?”

      Bern kept shining the light in her eyes. “Give her a minute, for fucksake.”

      “Water.” What Cass really wanted was a hit of good solid booze, but that wouldn’t soothe her throat. There was a particular type of irony in being too ragingly thirsty for alcohol—plus, any additional depressant would interact badly with the sedative still in her bloodstream. “And a bump.” I’m not sleeping anymore tonight.

      Not if she could help it, anyway.

      “Get her some damn hydration, Bern,” Trille snapped, loosening the cuff around her upper arm. “So, the lady wants a bump. Poke or pill?”

      Normally Cass would’ve been touched by his gruff worry. But her midriff cramped unmercifully, her eyes stung from the penlight, and though she was beyond happy to see them both alive, unwounded, and moving around, men were always so goddamn annoying. “What do you think, asshole? Get it over with.”

      She hated needles, but nothing pill-based would get her out from under this sedative dose.

      Bernadotte clicked the light off, straightened with a gusty sigh. Bushy eyebrows were doing their best to meld over the bridge of his much-broken nose, a sure sign of yet more trouble to come. But he turned away, shouldering Trille hard enough to make the entire RV rock on its tires again, and that was the deciding factor.

      Cass bent over the side of the biggest bed their group possessed, unwashed hair slithering over her shoulders—and retched, aiming for the blue barf-bucket waiting its turn on the floor next to her carefully arranged sneakers.
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        * * *

      

      Her body attempting to turn itself inside out was an incontrovertible sign the dream was truly over. Bern opened a bottle of room-temp distilled water and also thoughtfully brought a small enamel camping bowl for Cass to spit in after she rinsed her aching mouth. Finally, Bernadotte glared an thorough examination of her from top to toe, turned with military precision, and stamped away down the RV’s narrow aisle.

      Added bonus—he took away the bucket as well.

      Everything tidy and shipshape, except for the mess she represented. Cass poured down the tepid water, her throat moving with long hard swallows until Trille nearly snatched the bottle away. “Go easy, or you’ll have to puke in the sink next.”

      “Big fun,” she muttered, gasped for breath, and froze, waiting for him to jab the hypo in. The slight sting was much less than having bogey claws buried in her guts, but still almost produced a flinch. “Whew.”

      “Any luck?” He capped the sharp and slipped it into the biohazard bin before turning his attention to tidying up, setting the defib kit on the counter next to his eternal olive-green surplus bag. Apoc called it a man-purse, cheerfully ignoring the fact that ragging your squad’s medic could be hazardous to continued health. “Not asking for debrief, just curious.”

      Well, I got out alive. “No sign of the big kahuna this time.” The terrifying being with its inhuman laughter, mad glare in its half-sensed eyes, its blaring mental screech—between that and whatever Trille had jabbed her with, a shiver ran from Cass’s scalp all the way down her back, and spilled along her trembling legs for good measure. “That’s good, right?”

      “Man, I don’t know.” Trille’s hair flopped as he shook his head, a quick hard motion like a cat meeting a terrible smell. “You’re the expert on that shit.”

      Intuition didn’t make for expertise, though practice might. But the cost for a single misstep, even in lucid dreams, was hellishly high. “I’m calling it good, I hate that thing. Why am I not feeling whatever you poked me with?” The sedation still dragged at her, smothering-soft.

      “Because I can’t give you a higher dose.” A yawn caught Trille, but his hands didn’t pause—repacking the crash kit, checking the supply of alcohol wipes, rechecking other stock, squirting sanitizer into the hollow of one callused palm and scrubbing hard. “Fucking roulette, even if you do seem to burn it off like nothing.”

      “Yeah.” Nobody talked about the inevitable terminus of those chemical games. Then again, she did her squad’s physical fighters the courtesy of pretending they were as immortal as well. Both sides of their agreement were achingly polite. “I’m a medical miracle.”

      “Fifty percent accurate, sweetheart, and it ain’t the medical part.” The medic gave his trademark easy, lopsided grin, though his hazel eyes were bloodshot even if he’d been napping during Bern’s shift. Running scenarios was almost as stressful for those watching over her vacated, vulnerable body as for Cass herself.

      She was, after all, chasing dreams, and because of her oddities there was no way of telling precisely when those would strike. Her brainwaves during sleep weren’t at all normal; Trille kept muttering about getting their hands on a real goddamn EEG.

      “That was a lovely compliment.” Cass managed a weary smile, and took a few more moderate swallows of distilled. It was luxurious to sit still, to be fully awake, to know she was physically, consciously safe. “Now you just have to try that in a bar, instead of telling some random woman about the last cow birth you attended.”

      “I’ll keep practicing.” He glanced over his shoulder as Bern slammed the RV’s side door open, climbing in with hard stomping steps.

      “What the fuck was that?” Bernadotte demanded. “Was it the big one?”

      “Nope.” They had only been at this campground three days, after all, not enough time for that creature to track her down again—and thankfully, not a single member of the squad had ever accused her of imagining it. “Just another unmitigated failure. This time I went in to try and save you. Real action-movie shit, I could hear the music.”

      And she had. Big thumping bass, swelling guitar, the entire enchilada. That was the trouble with dreams; lines blurred, expectation became event, and her very presence in a scenario could warp it into a garden-variety nightmare.

      Or worse.

      Bern immediately swung into goddammit Cass mode. “You were supposed to run the one with Steve getting behind the⁠—”

      “I did. Same thing as happened every other time, he gets his innards blown out and the spiders start… start…” Cass stopped, contemplated the almost-empty plastic bottle. At least her hands weren’t shaking, much. “So I backed up the scene and put myself in.”

      Trille stiffened, his chin rising. “Both of which you’re not supposed to do.” He said it quickly so Bern didn’t have the chance to start, since that would inevitably let their de facto leader gain momentum for a good old-fashioned scolding.

      “Figured it was worth the risk. But I ended up disemboweled.” Her belly was still tender, and if she lifted her T-shirt she’d see angry red marks, her body attempting to make the vision real. “Apparently if I go with you it triggers one of those noseless blue-eyed bastards showing up.”

      And those were bad news, whether with four arms or two. They—and often their weird, tentacle-infested canines—arrived in most scenarios Cass inserted herself into, no matter the squad’s other prey. Unholy fast, unbelievably strong, and utterly bent on one thing—killing her—they nevertheless would pause to take out the rest of her friends in record time.

      Like a hot knife through butter, even with all the hardware Bern and Grik could lift from military bases or acquire through just as illegal though far less regimented channels.

      “Fuck.” Bern drew the word out, half-turning to stare at the curtained window over the kitchenette’s mini-sink as if it showed a pleasant vista. His brawny shoulders sagged for a moment, the desert-taupe Army surplus tank top clinging to a chest broader than Trille’s but not nearly so furry. “We can’t take this one, Cass. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s going to kill people, Bern.” She pulled her bare knees up and hugged them; she’d tried sleeping in pyjamas or boxers, but a T-shirt and panties won every time.

      “Us included,” he pointed out.

      “I can find a way.” She was failing at her job, Cass knew. The old anxiety nipped at her—either that, or the upper injected to fight off the sedative. The sensation was too close to tell. “I know I can. Please, Bern.”

      “No. You’ve been working it for a solid month, and don’t you dare think I’ve missed how you can’t get to sleep without Trille slipping you something even on non-scenario nights.” He didn’t bother looking at her, probably because he could sense she was about to deploy ethical logic as well as puppy-eyes. “We’ll hit a bank in the next town big enough and head back south.”

      “South’s too hot,” she pointed out. There were other groups working in California, Arizona, and Nevada, though none with their closure rate; maybe the others’ lack of success kept her group’s small fry asses from being noticed by whatever organization the bogeys clearly possessed. “And we’d have to pass Shasta again. We came up here for reasons, Frank.” Good ones.

      Bern’s glower was becoming truly ferocious. “We could go east. Way east.”

      “Where someone’s busy vanishing people like me rather than just messily murdering them.” She was outright scowling as well, Cass realized. The other side of the Continental Divide wasn’t anywhere she wanted to be, even if there were far less bogeys in the cities and the bodies of people with strange talents never showed up once their living selves dropped off-radar. Which could, as she inevitably pointed out, just mean they were consumed—some of the bogeys had distinct tastes for human flesh. “Sure, that’s a great idea. Tip-top.”

      “Nobody’s gonna vanish or murder you.” A muscle in Bern’s cheek flickered twice. He wasn’t quite in tooth-grinding territory yet, but it was awful close. “Not while we’re around.”

      “I can find a good scenario.” She had to at least try. Who else would deal with the bogeys infesting Salem? The rest of the waking world didn’t want to know, even if there were other hunters around—six teams in southern California alone, though personnel turnover was sky-high due to constant casualties. Cali was too hot for Bern’s crew at the moment, due to multiple warrants and the big kahuna seeming to zero in on her within days instead of weeks. Moving that much was a hassle. “Just give me some time.”

      “We’re down to beans and bones in the budget, Cass.” It was Bern’s just the facts tone, which she hated even more than the maybe you’re crazy he used to slip into before he learned better. At least there hadn’t been an outcropping of that in a while. “You’re offline until we find a good bank, then you’re strictly recon. That’s final.”

      “God damn it.” A slight sound was the plastic bottle crumpling in her grip; remaining liquid sloshed. “I don’t want to rob fucking banks, I want to keep those things from killing more⁠—”

      “You think we don’t?” Bern finally turned to glare at her, drawing himself up to full parade-ground height despite the low ceiling. “Any one of us? Just because we’re not fuckin’ psychic, you think we’re here for shits and giggles? You wanna tell Rico that, or Seymour? You wanna sit there and tell Trey he’s just here to fuck around?”

      “Don’t drag me into this,” Trille moved as if he wanted to leave, but Bern was in the way. “Calm down, both of you.” Normally it was Cass’s job to defuse any shouting matches; things were going pear-shaped in a hurry if he was stepping in.

      “I didn’t mean it that way, and you know it.” Cass’s chin set defiantly. She itched all over now, and that was definitely the upper fighting off the sedative. “Go fuck yourself, Frank.”

      “Yeah, well, if I could it’d be a damn sight better than hanging around with these assholes.” Maybe Bern realized he shouldn’t push her further, because he chose de-escalation instead of battering at her with sheer volume. Which showed real personal growth. “We’ll have other jobs, kiddo. There’s no goddamn shortage, so keep your bra on. Trille, is she clear?”

      “Clear as I can make her,” the medic mumbled, gratefully. “We’ve got some protein shakes left, get out of the way so I can bring her one.”

      Frank hesitated, watching Cass. She sighed, letting go of her knees to rub at goose-pimpled arms, but she didn’t look away.

      “After the bank job,” he said, finally. “Take a week off with some good food, at least one tequila party, then you can run the scenario again. Maybe it just needs time. Like that bloodsucker thing in Salinas.”

      Cass nodded, though every day they let a bogey infestation keep operating meant it had more chances to hurt and kill civilians. It was unfair to think Bern and the others didn’t feel it just as badly as she did. In fact, they probably felt more helpless, since without her providing the way through a scenario the casualty rate hovered at about eighty percent.

      Hunting actual, literal monsters was a dangerous, dirty, losing battle. She was a secret weapon, but one of inconsistent utility.

      “All right.” Cass dropped her gaze to their leader’s fatigue-clad shins. His boots were still tightly laced, and his worry was palpable even without her stupid, useless sensitivity to other people’s emotional states. “I’m staying up. Go get some shut-eye.”

      Maybe he wanted to say more. But in the end he left, Trille badgered her into drinking a chalky-tasting protein shake, and all Cass had to do was get through the hours until dawn.

      It had already been a long goddamn night.
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      Hot night in the city, even if temperature differences largely stopped mattering once a Son had the mark. The expression could also mean a certain amount of shadowbeast activity; Nigel had no time for semantics, because his Elder had gone down under a knot of nthlei.

      “Eddie!” Michael screamed, combat sorcery giving the word a basso thunder very like the battle-roar any Son of Ymre could produce. The curly-haired Younger may have also temporarily forgotten tactical discipline, simply flinging himself at the snarling, somersaulting mass.

      “Michael!” Nigel had no time to wince, his broadsword singing as it clove a jana-spider in twain before he kicked one half away with brutal efficiency. “Stop!”

      Once a situation degenerated past a certain point, very little could halt momentum. High glassy ultrasonic whistles sounded north and east, neither too close but it was only a matter of time. Boise was deeply infested, and the other two trios they’d been sent with no doubt had their hands full as well.

      Advance duty only took volunteers, and in normal times a lirai examined each one to make certain they were merely dedicated, not actively suicidal. Especially after the late revelations of highly placed treachery—one even featuring a Dreamer gone crazy with despair, which any Son would shrug and admit was eminently understandable. A single instance in several millennia simply showed their mettle.

      The only wonder was that more lirai didn’t withdraw their grace, now that it was known to be possible.

      In any case, with the corruption rooted out it had suddenly become easier—or slightly more feasible—to expand past a spine-chain of mountains, the extreme boundary of the Sons’ territory on this continent since the mid-nineteenth century.

      At least, of the current calendar.

      Michael descended upon the tentacle-infested helldogs like a spirit of vengeance, a clatter of gunfire and deep thrum of killcraze bouncing off concrete walls and floor. The lower levels of this particular parking structure were prime breeding grounds for both taik flowers and nthlei; if they had a lirai and another trio they could cleanse the entire concrete pile and a few blocks in every direction as a matter of course.

      But no civilian or even a potential would survive this shadowbeast-infested mess. This third of the country was underwater, Nigel and his lads swimmers swarmed by crazed sharks.

      “Pour les Reveurs!” An ancient battlecry, rarely used nowadays. The rage had him, move and countermove standing out with stark chessboard clarity; Nigel waded through spore-puffing vegetable horrors and scuttling fungal-infested giant spiders, his blade a solid streak of silver and each move calculated with the instinct of countless losing battles. The creatures cowered before that fury, and he sheared through the spine of a nthlei leaping for Michael’s back just as the Younger managed to free the Elder from their slithering, crunching press.

      In fact, Michael was so enthusiastic he nearly went over backward while hauling lean blond Edward from the fray, and it was up to Nigel to save them both.

      A red curtain fell over his vision. Dangerous—the watchword was control, not berserker—but when his vision cleared, his back was propped against concrete and Eddie was crouched a short distance away, ragged breathing filling echoing silence. Michael leaned against the wall on Nigel’s other side, coughing hard before politely spitting a bright red gobbet to the side. It landed with a splat, followed by the much-closer sound of ribs popping back into place, and Nigel winced in sympathy. His own internal scaffolding had taken a bit of battering as well.

      “Do not,” Edward rasped, “want to do that again.”

      “Gave me a scare, you bastard.” Michael cleared his throat, grimacing. Huntshine shimmered in his pupils, tiny dots of blue light. He was well-daubed with blood and hellhound ichor; Nigel’s own gear was soaked in both substances.

      His throat was afire and the caustic goop dripping in his eyes a distraction he could have done without, but they were all three breathing and nobody had an amputated limb; good enough. He hated regrowth.

      “Well done, lads.” The high ultrasonic trill-thrill of hunting-horns underlaid his words, closer now, and accompanied by a thread of dark, unhealthy glee whispering inside his skull.

      A short, stunned silence—Nigel found both Elder and Younger staring at him, both with a variety of unconcealed shock. Surely he did not compliment them so rarely?

      Fathers were to be strict, but also just.

      “Expected you to yell at me for getting caught like that. Rookie move.” But Edward grinned, the slashes on his face sealing into angry pink lines. Those across his torso, visible under torn shirt and jacket—he had narrowly avoided evisceration—were much more vivid, dark red.

      At least his guts were still packed where they should be. All they had lost was some few ounces of claret.

      “And assign me drills for jumping in,” Michael chimed in, dark eyes dancing.

      “I will have to forego the pleasure.” It was not quite a humorous observation; Nigel had not assigned drills in a few weeks only because their actual combat time was well past sufficient for practice. “Now we must move.”

      “Anyone close by?” Edward’s brow was creased, his cheek striped with dots of drying blood. He scrubbed at his forehead with hard, stiff fingertips, a semi-nervous tic.

      At least in fierce combat the voice of the Mad God could often be shut out. Not entirely, but enough.

      Of course the Elder wanted to know if backup was a possibility. The temptation to lie was near overwhelming, but unworthy of such good soldiers and beneath a Father as well. Nigel’s thumb rubbed the band of his signet, snug against his filthy palm.

      “No.” He did not glance down to see the heavy, dark gem set in an alloy unsurpassed by modern metallurgy, the mark of one burdened with command.

      The lads exchanged another look, and Nigel almost wished he hadn’t lived long enough to reach this stage. Death might be easier, but only if the cursed souls of those bearing the mark were not consigned to the Mad God afterward. In the end, fear of that prospect—rather than the iron will his kind were supposed to possess—kept him going.

      In order to survive, they needed to not be caught by the unclean tonight. If the other trios were too busy to speak, retreat to safe harbour was the correct tactical move.

      Is it the strategic one, though? Nigel had to admit, if only to himself, that he had a very bad feeling about all this. Two scheduled check-ins, flown past without a single word from their fellows. Not entirely out of the ordinary, especially on advance guard, and yet.

      The entire situation was beginning to look very much like a siege, and a well-coordinated one at that.

      “They could just be busy,” Edward offered, not quite tentatively. It was an Elder’s job to float such ideas, providing a foil to instinct, gun-shy cowardice, the whispers.

      Or all of the above.

      “Unlikely,” Nigel was forced to admit. “Time to fall back, all the way to Billings if necessary.”

      “Haven’t even found a single potential.” But Michael didn’t say it very loudly. Dreamers—or even regular psychics without a lirai’s particular constellation of talents—were far rarer than those who had the moral flexibility and physical hardiness to survive a Son’s mark and constant, grinding battle.

      In a city this overrun, the lifespan of such delicate creatures had to be incredibly short. Inside his head, the whispers mounted another notch; the Mad God could sense hopelessness, and it was like unto a feast for that terrible, ancient creature.

      “We fight the good fight not to win, but to measure ourselves.” He sounded dry and pompous even to himself, Nigel realized, and a dry, barking laugh strangled itself in his throat.

      “That Shakespeare?” Edward actually perked up a bit as he peeled himself away from the wall, rolled his shoulders, and checked his guns with blurring-quick motions. Every weapon was already stowed neatly, but it never hurt to be certain.

      He must have been rattled.

      “Sadly, no.” Nigel allowed himself a grim smile. “But I’m sure he would have said it if he’d had time.”

      A few moments later the parking structure held only echoes and shadowbeast corpses, swiftly deliquescing into puddles of rotting ichor. The chill, ultrasonic whistles of hunting-horns mounted, first in one quadrant, then another.

      Dawn was a long way off.
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      It wasn’t even a proper frontier temple yet—merely a structure Americans would call antique, half renovated and as yet only half stone-clad, no garden or salle, a dormitory instead of separate cells, the armory merely a long room with hastily hardened walls, the outer defenses strong but raw and newly set. There was no space which could function as a temporary liraim either, since any potential collected must needs be rushed eastward under heavy guard.

      It had been home for a few increasingly busy months, and with three trios of Sons the construction work had been proceeding apace. Now, it was merrily aflame, the just-discovered bodies of the trio left standing guard about to be consumed by sorcery-fueled fire, and Nigel didn’t let loose a torrent of filthy language only because he was too bloody busy at the moment.

      “Down!” Michael yelled; both Father and Elder dropped without hesitation. The Younger was choosing his shots, but soon the tide of nthlei, jana-spiders, and junior kthul would lose whatever caution beasts of such appetite could lay claim to.

      Certain things could be told from a configuration of murdered bodies, and Nigel had an awful feeling about how both Henri and Joel—Elder and Father—had been sent to whatever awaited their souls. And their Younger, terribly chewed and battered, was past all earthly punishment for treachery.

      Not that Nigel would have meted out anything other than swift, painless passage. It was enough that most Sons did not fall prey to the whispers, the slithering perception-tricks, the hopeless attempts to stave off a mad god’s soft, chilling faux-reasonableness.

      Those who did were to be pitied—after they were dealt with.

      He was up again in less than a heartbeat, sword singing as it clove air and unclean flesh alike. The lads dropped back, Edward now taking the duty of covering fire as Michael reloaded and ensured there would be no flanking maneuver.

      Pale smears lingering to the rear of the horde were a pair of moondogs—hunting hounds, larger than stray nthlei, collars dripping with red gems set in tangles of thin dark metal filament. The beasts snap-snarled, driving other creatures before them yet not quite brave enough to approach. If their leashes were held by lunn’yie or sarnaki, the psychic pressure and direction would provide ersatz courage.

      These, however, were mere coursers. Perhaps they had tasted human flesh tonight—a few unlucky civilians, a weak psychic unable to hide from the Mad God’s minions in time—but a trio of fully armed Sons was a wholly different matter.

      If any sarnaki arrived, however, the battle would shift. Quickly.

      “Fall back!” Nigel yelled, and his lads gave a good account of themselves as they did. Foul ichor spattered, unholy flesh made terrible noises as it separated, bones cloven with brittle, nasty snapping sounds. If they could reach the garages…

      Just as he considered the prospect, a rumbling roar barreled through the ruined priory and he knew their transport had been rendered inoperable. Petrol was so very flammable, after all.

      Be difficult for this to go any worse. Just thinking as much was tempting fate. At least while he was so occupied the Mad God’s taunting could be shoved aside, save for the slow candlewax drip of hopelessness.

      “Go!” Edward yelled, a paroxysm of communication. “Go go fucking go!”

      Apparently Michael was fey with bloodlust as well. “Language,” he growled, the old joke nearly capable of bringing a minor grim amusement-crack to even a Father’s granite-walled calm.

      Nigel sheared the head from a junior kthul and heard the hunting-horns—overwhelmingly close now, piercing glassy needles stabbing every creature with a single erg of psychic sensitivity in range. He barked the command to disengage, moving forward to allow both his boys a heartbeat’s worth of lead time. A fighting retreat, the most difficult maneuver in any tactical or strategic sense, but they were good lads. The very best, and they would give everything they had.

      He knew, with sickening clarity, that he might lose at least one of them tonight.
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      Sleeping without sedation was becoming progressively more difficult. Fortunately, there was plenty to occupy Cass’s waking hours—the armory to keep tiptop, laundromat runs to make, Steve and Grik arguing good-naturedly under the hood of Apoc’s pickup, Apoc swearing under his breath at the bike because he wanted her to have every possible inch of speed, Bern everywhere at once, planning and organizing and making decisions.

      Trille, frowning while inventorying medical supplies, shook his head and sucked in his cheeks when Bern asked what the hell. Which could mean they were low on critical stuff, or just that he didn’t want to get into it since they couldn’t shift her dosages any higher. Grik went on laundry runs with Cass, his nose buried in a gearhead mag unless it was time to shift loads or fold. She hunched over the printouts at the unpainted picnic table Bern had commandeered, looking at whatever layouts Apoc could scare up for different banks, batting around ideas and drawbacks, Steve weighing in with the finer points of law enforcement operating procedures or response times in this part of the country.

      The landscape was pretty—thickly clustered trees, green even as summer’s heat built in corners and valleys, not a lot of underbrush but what there was lush and varied. This campground just west of Salem was one of the more pleasant specimens, a stream to the east chuckling to itself on the way to a much larger river Grik and Steve had big ideas about fishing in if the time could be found. The camp amenities were maintained just enough to work most of the time, ignored enough to mean no employees could be bothered about Cass and the gang’s oddities. The only problem might be other vacationers, but they mostly assumed she was a young wife or little sister dragged along on a hunting trip; the good weather meant everyone was busy with their own vacation business, having little time to wonder about anyone else’s.

      The betting pool for who the next nosey passerby would think she was married to heavily favored rangy beak-nosed Apoc, though Steve was an unexpectedly strong contender despite his weathering and quasi-military buzzcut.

      Y’all can tell a real soldier by the way he goes feral-hair on leave, Grik would remark, with a lopsided grin, and Steve would snort that if a high and tight was good enough for his daddy it was good enough for him.

      Seeing the terribly sanity-melting things in the world’s undercracks tended to either psychologically loosen a person up or spin them irretrievably into tightass territory, depending on preference. Most of the guys had swerved relatively hard to the tightass side except Apoc, but even he had a disconcerting gleam in his dark eyes every once in a while.

      Cass figured she and Trille were the mellowest of the bunch, despite a generous number of nervous tics shared between them. She drummed her fingers on silvered, splintered wood, shaking a stray strand of chestnut hair from of her eyes. “It just doesn’t feel right.”

      A heavy, sleepy drone lingered in the treetops; apparently high summer in western Oregon contained cicadas. She hadn’t known they reached this far north. No eucalyptus, though, and she missed the subtle stinging scent.

      “Nothing feels right at this point.” Bern had narrowed the choices to two, a big box bank and a smaller credit union. Both were FDIC-insured, and objections to the nature of their funding inevitably ran up against his contention that the squad was at bottom a government program since they were, after all, doing a public service. Either way the guvmint pays, he’d drawl, and that usually ended any intense discussion over ethics or morals.

      They hadn’t had one of those in a while. Which Cass could feel good about; the relative relaxation was a mix of her scenario-running keeping casualties way down and stone-cold professionalism among the survivors. They hadn’t opened tryouts for a while since the mix was working well, everyone got along… and nobody was quite ready to get attached to a new face yet.

      Not after Sam and Dean. Poor kids—but they hadn’t listened, and paid the price. That operation was still the stuff of literal nightmares; one thing about chasing scenarios so hard was the questionable mercy of not suffering hi-res 4K replays of old failures.

      The waking world was the current—and much larger—problem. Bigger banks meant larger payoffs, but also more intense security and better response times from local law enforcement. Cass frowned at the street map spread before her, closed her eyes, and shook out her hands. Running fingertips lightly over each approximate location gave her the tingles, and differentiating what the sensations meant was trial-and-error at best.

      Still, it was data. And they needed every scrap to make an informed decision.

      Painful pins-and-needles on one hand, a relatively gentle—though bristly—warmth on the other. She opened her eyes, sunshine and conscious detail flooding in. Her fingers looked like they should, thank God. The heavy, glassy underwater sensation of sleep deprivation meant she had to stop several times a day to self-test, just so she could be certain she wasn’t dreaming.

      “Not that one.” Her left hand turned without conscious direction, brushing away the credit union. “It hurts.”

      “So we have a winner.” Bern rested his elbows on the table. Afternoon glow picked out a few grey hairs in his mop, pulled neatly back with an elastic band he’d no doubt stolen from Cass’s stash.

      They all got into her hair stuff, from shampoo to combs to elastics; at least they never bitched about buying her tampons. Or any other item she might put on the grocery lists. She shook out her fingers, the prickles fading. “More like a strong contender. I don’t like any of them, but beggars⁠—”

      “Can’t be choosers, yeah.” A ferocious frown, Frank’s mustache contorting. The hair on his forearms glistened, muscle flickering as he shifted. “Moving north a hundred miles or so might be better.”

      “Might.” Cass knew there was little chance; he was right, the cupboards were almost bare. At least none of them were talking about knocking over gas stations—yet. Her role here was to behave as backstop, help Frank think out loud.

      “But there’s no room for that,” he grumbled. “It’s this or nothing, and if it goes bad we’ll use Plan CT.”

      CT, short for Cover Thine-own-ass. Splitting up was the worst of all possible worlds, not least because whoever got stuck with their resident weirdo had a higher chance of running across a bogey without the rest of the team for backup. It was one place none of them wanted to be.

      Especially her.

      A shadow fell over her shoulder. “Baby needs a new timing belt,” Grik announced. His combination of Irish Spring, motor oil, and healthy sweat enfolded Cass for a brief moment as he leaned in to look at the maps and printouts. His hand rested lightly on the edge of the table, and she didn’t have to flinch at a large, over-muscled male in her personal space. In fact, the haze of his body heat was comforting, a big brother’s slightly irritating disregard of borders. “Among other things. How we doin’, sir?”

      “Goose ain’t cooked yet, but at least it’s plucked.” Bern’s gaze rose from the scattered papers, met Cass’s. A silent question, her own hopeless answer. They were hanging on by teeth and toenails, and really it was a miracle they’d gotten this far. “Tell Apoc to have the bike together by dusk. Everyone else, get ready for a recon night.”

      “Yessir.” But stocky brunet Grik paused, looking down at her.

      Cass glanced up, long enough to see the former Marine’s eyebrows—straight lines, looking almost painted on—drawn together into a single caterpillar, his mouth thin and turned down.

      “What?” She did not stick her tongue out or cross her eyes. Someone here had to be the adult.

      “You look like shi—uh, you look tired.” He bumped her shoulder, but gently. “Maybe you should go take a nap, eh?”

      Considering she’d probably need a bump to keep her awake while piloting a temperamental two-wheeled death rocket tonight anyway, and further considering she had even more trouble sleeping during the day, it was a stupid-ass suggestion. But he was worried, and any dark circles under Cass’s eyes gave her boys more than enough cause for concern.

      They were stand-up fellows, and they did their best to take care of their freaky little mascot. So she gave a tight smile, and dropped her chin in approximation of a nod. “Just focus on the barbeque we’ll have in a couple days.” It was their tradition after a successful bank run, and a good one. “I want enough of real potato salad to clog my arteries, and don’t you forget it.”

      “Damn right.” He was finally unbending enough for mild swearing in her vicinity, instead of ’scuse me ma’ams and pardon my Frenches. “Ain’t gonna have that heathen make it.” Both Grik and Cass were of the opinion that raisins had zero place in that particular American culinary standard; Steve, ever the optimist, kept trying to talk them into broadening their taste horizons.

      Grik straightened, barely suppressed a salute in Bern’s direction, and ambled away. The RV’s door banged open and Trille appeared, a yellow plastic cleaning carry-all in one hand; he was on scrub-a-dub duty today. Apoc glanced up as the medic passed, then went back to work on the bike. Steve, leaning deep into the pickup’s guts, banged his fingers on something and swore loudly enough to be heard two campsites over.

      Cass found herself smiling. “A good crew,” she said, softly.

      “Doing their duty.” Bern’s half-proud, half-sourly watchful expression didn’t change, no matter how quietly he said it. “You go get ready. Lotta work even if tonight goes well.”

      As usual. But she understood. Every time they lost a fellow soldier, a little piece of Bernadotte went too. He took on the weight of worrying about the whole damn circus, and Cass as well.

      She almost wanted to suggest he take a damn nap, but he was busy collecting the papers and his scowl warned against even gentle prodding at the moment. Cass sighed, pushed herself upright, and set off for the RV.

      Maybe she’d just lie down for a bit.
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      Lean, low, and touchy, the old midnight-blue Ducati was the closest she’d ever come to flying. Apoc loved the machine and its lack of computer furbelows nearly as much as he liked giving Trille shit, and kept her purring like a kitten.

      An exceedingly swift, temperamental feline, to be sure. But leaning forward, safe in the saddle, Cass’s booted toe clicking down and her wrists thrumming with vibration as she shifted, the wind rushing over and past the helmet’s slick curved sides, her middle tightening as she leaned through turns, a lower center of gravity and faster reflexes both assets to match her lighter frame and greater patience… oh, they said bikes were for boys, but it wasn’t even close to the truth.

      Like their flesh counterparts, chrome horses understood women. That particular street—and affection—ran both ways.

      The guys couldn’t help with this part of the process, their big loud selves overwhelming concentration Cass needed to reach the requisite variety of receptive internal stillness; she had enough on her plate attempting to function through the wall of purely mental noise. Any chemical capable of blunting her sensitivity would also put her at risk of a truly heinous motorcycle accident. Plus, neither the pickup nor the RV were fast or agile enough to slip away from cops—or anything else which might notice an anomaly wandering around.

      The bogeys were indeed drawn to her like flies to honey. Or a corpse, Steve might joke, though only under his breath. Gallows humor was how cops, soldiers, or Cass herself dealt with this sort of shit, but Bern had superstitions about what was or was not acceptable before any operation.

      Even this variety of simple recon.

      Pools of streetlamp shine—orange or cold blue, depending on whether the lights had been updated or not—splashed over the bike’s shining shoulders. Engine-hum poured up her arms and spine, collected in her ribs. She turned, not following any GPS but a sure inner tugging.

      After a few moments’ worth of fixed attention on any map-point, she could generally find her way there with little trouble. She only had to worry about avoiding cold spots, psychic temperature dropping as a wirebrush-scrub of ill intent rubbed over shrinking skin.

      When the freeze got physical, that was serious bad news.

      The worst part was the goddamn screaming. Even a slipstream past her helmet and the engine’s steady comforting throb couldn’t filter out the crowd-roar of so many people packed together. Fortunately most of the voices faded into a general ruckus, occasional spikes of high emotion like whistles in a packed stadium, but it was still painfully loud. The sound didn’t bother going through her ears, and her halting explanations to Bern or Trille were met with incomprehension.

      They had a lot of trouble imagining an amazing variety of things, even given their self-chosen jobs. Though they were often more than willing to take her word, since Cass knew things she shouldn’t, did things they couldn’t. More than once she’d sensed a bit of eye-rolling, however—swiftly suppressed, but in the end they were regular people.

      Ordinary, sane men. If they didn’t fight the bogeys so frequently, they might retreat into frenzied denial of their own senses and memories; Christ knew Cass had seen it happen before. And honestly, she wouldn’t have minded doing so herself.

      She simply didn’t have the luxury.

      Nighttime was fractionally easier, with plenty of people asleep and producing a low hum instead of active, conscious mental shrieking. But the area around their target was outright hopping, between the bars, restaurants, smoke shops doubling as dispensaries, and other amenities catering to those who liked being out after dark.

      It was a state capital and a college town, after all.

      Another trouble with slipping around past sunset was the frequency of cold spots. Most were her early-warning system for bogeys, a few alerting her of potential accident or police presence to avoid. Distinguishing between themw as a matter of practice.

      Trille was full of theories about her abilities, mostly that they were throwbacks to prehistoric times when a sixth sense could warn of incipient sabertooth attack—or worse. Grik surprisingly concurred, saying soldiers developed all sorts of funny instincts under combat, and maybe something in Cass’s childhood had triggered a latent ability since she’d been put in foster care?

      That wasn’t the bad part, Cass always wanted to say, but didn’t. Personally, she blamed the cave.

      That was a bad thought while she was circling the target. The bank was closed for the night, a stolid brick building sitting on a busy corner. Right next door was a high-end grocery store at the bottom of a five-story building—offices on the second and third floors, rent-controlled student apartments on the fourth and fifth, the roof probably used to sneak quick cigarettes or joints during dry weather, maybe even holding guerrilla gardens.

      All in all it seemed a nice area, if you could afford the rent. The college kids probably had a ball.

      Circling the bank, looking over the one-way streets, letting her strange talents soak up the ambiance while the bike sang its happy walking-song—she’d done this before, many times. This zone didn’t have much in the way of cold pockets, though she’d avoided several on her way in.

      So much of her work was an inexact science. Woo-woo, Steve once said dismissively just after he joined up, and nearly got his teeth rearranged by an enraged Bern.

      With her helmet’s tinted face-shield down she was an anonymous shadow, wrapped in a dark jacket and padded black riding pants, heavy engineer boots and black gloves. She could pretend she belonged, maybe as a student—though no ramen-and-beans kid would have a bike with these mods, or even the base model unless their parents were generous with a trust fund. She could be a young professional who liked zooming through dark streets, perhaps even a young man, conscious only of physical danger from cars or paved misadventure.

      On her second circuit a cold spot suddenly bloomed where one hadn’t been before, the skin between her shoulderblades popping into hard nasty gooseflesh, a gasp wrung from her lungs as the bike’s speed dropped. She cut across two lanes, grateful for the relative dearth of traffic, and a high wavering glassy needle-noise pierced the deep surf-sound of normal people going about their safe, sane existences.

      Oh, crap. That sound, passing straight through her head in a straight, icy line, meant big bogeys. If Cass heard it during a scenario the response was an immediate plug-pulling; at a campsite or in a motel it meant load up and move.

      On recon, the death-flute cries meant get out of here, now.

      Unfortunately, it was too late.
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