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          BY THE FABULOUS ANN AGUIRRE

        

      

    

    
      I'm so flattered to be asked to do this.

      I've known Lilith Saintcrow for a long time, and I've admired her work for even longer. In the coming anthology, you'll savor a wide variety of stories. Some are dark and disturbing, and they feature characters I wouldn't wish to meet in a dark alley. Others made me press a hand to my chest and left me warm and fuzzy with a wide smile.

      But one thing all the stories have in common? They were crafted by a consummate wordsmith.

      I have seldom had the pleasure of reading such a versatile writer, one who can take any premise and write it so adroitly that it becomes entirely hers. There is a story in this volume that is, in fact, a retelling, but I didn't even realize that until I finished and read the author's note. Then I went, Yes! Of course. Why didn't I see that before?

      The short answer is talent. Lili is undeniably an artisan, able to describe things with such precision and detail that she builds worlds even in short fiction. Her stories will grab you and they won't let go until you've finished.

      If you want to live a thousand lives and be left quietly stunned at the visceral power of her prose, then stay tuned, because I'm frankly envious that you get to experience all these stories for the first time right now.

      Happy reading!
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      She walked into the Gin Pony on a Saturday night, and every head turned.

      “—not to be so clingy,” Porter had just finished saying. Then he stopped, the Coors bottle halfway to his mouth. Little gems of condensation clung to brown glass, the label hadn’t had time to get soggy yet, and in the hall to the bathroom Sherry Papineau and Grace Sacks were getting into their regular monthly bitchfight.

      They’re best friends, but you wouldn’t know it. Just like you wouldn’t know Porter was married by the way he spruces up to spend a night drinking cheap beer. Of course everyone knew, though at least nobody was rude enough to say it directly.

      Pastor Bobby had even invited me for Personal Counseling, but when he tried to put his hand on my knee I shifted away and asked how his wife Loretta was doing, and maybe she could give me some advice too? That put an end to any church-based therapy.

      The stranger had long thick flame-colored hair, hues and highlights so deep and true they had to be natural. Green eyes, thickly lashed with charcoal, and she didn’t have the pink-rimmed stare or sickly cast a lot of redheads—like poor acne-scarred Hank Mitcherell, for example—are cursed with.

      No, she was pale and perfect, well-washed jeans clinging to long legs, flannel button-up with the sleeves rolled up open to show a white ribbed cotton tank top molded to a chest just fractionally asymmetric enough to be a hundred percent real. Her Tony Lamas had seen enough hard use to break them in, and the glint of gold near her collarbones wasn’t a cross but a kind of flat medallion, probably of a saint. Tiny gold hoops in her dainty ears, no ring on her left hand—at least four men in the Pony that night checked right off the bat, I reckon—but she didn’t need any jewelry. In the lottery of life she’d won the grand prize, and everything about her said she was just passing through on the highway.

      Especially those boots.

      People did pass right through; it was why the Pony could afford fancy plate glass, an expansive parking lot sealed every couple years, the vinyl-clad booths, and a barn-size dance floor added on when John-Robert decided his roadhouse needed a few more pretensions.

      She took her time scanning the bar, the refurbished jukebox surviving from the tenure of John-Robert’s father clicking as it decided what it was gonna play next. Even the men at the pool tables stopped to turn and look at what had just drug itself in.

      “Rich girl,” Porter breathed. “Prolly from Houston.”

      My glass of Coke was turning flat on the slightly sticky table, and I knew I was going home alone that night. So I just looked at the red plastic dish of dry-roasted peanuts, making a noise that could be taken for agreement.

      “What?” Porter set his beer down, and the faint whine in the word told me I was right. “Christ Jesus, you gonna sull up again? Just because someone…”

      “Church tomorrow.” I tried to pick the right tone—firm, but not confrontational. “Are you comin’ with me?”

      “It’s Saturday night. Why don’t we dance?” He even grinned, but his gaze kept sliding toward the door, hitching to a stop halfway and skittering back to me like a kindergartener gauging the playground monitor’s attention span. “You could have a whiskey ’steada pop. Or even one of those fruity things you like—My Ties?”

      “I got a headache, Porter.” I didn’t bother to point out he must’ve confused me with some other woman who liked alcohol, not to mention syrup. Probably pretty blonde Amy Waggoner, sitting over by the jukebox with Hal Greenburg’s meth-dealing cousin and giving our booth little sideways glances every now and again. “I’ll go home.”

      To prove it, I slid my legs off the end of the red vinyl seat and was about to push myself upright.

      A shadow fell over the table. “Hi.” Her teeth were so white she must’ve had some great insurance, and close-up that skin was flawless. Expensive name-brand lotions, I thought, stuff you couldn’t get at the plain old drugstore. She was slumming, and the only prospect in the place looking good enough for her was my husband.

      He’d been on the football team, after all, and kept himself in shape. A good job at Dewey’s Ford meant he could afford the nice ten-gallon hat, the tailored shirt, the Levis, the boots almost as expensive as hers.

      I was a shapeless, deflated beach ball. A blue-eyed brownette in a denim skirt, once wistfully pretty enough to make it onto the cheer squad because Beck Kinssaler’s mom liked me, but now mid-thirties and a little wide in the hips. I could still turn a cartwheel, sure.

      Just not for much longer.

      “I’m Jolene,” the woman continued, and though there was a hum of conversation everyone was watching. We all knew how this was gonna play out. She dangled a fresh, sweating bottle of microbrew from slender fingers tipped with crimson lacquer, and her smile held all the promise in the world.

      “Nicetameetcha,” I mumbled, got my feet under me, and headed for the door. We’d taken separate cars, of course—him the big new red half-ton, and me the old Corolla with manual windows and a habit of coughing if I hit the accelerator too hard.

      Porter didn’t even try to stop me, and he didn’t come home that night.

      

      A summer Sunday afternoon after church isn’t the worst thing in the world, especially with the live oaks drowsing outside and Oldham Road shimmer-rippling. Sunshine thick as chess pie filling, grey veils of gently waving Spanish moss, cypress and scrub foliage dusty dark-green, high grass yellow, the air so still you can cut it with a knife—and when evening came, it was always nice to sit on a wraparound porch with a big glass of sweet tea, watching the black walnut tree in a yard Porter took his fancy riding mower to when he felt penitent.

      My phone was a blank dark rectangle—no texts, no calls, even Hannah Smythe hadn’t asked for a ride to Seventh Baptist that morning. And Porter must be having a great ol’ time, I thought.

      Oh well. There’s death do us part and then there’s the fact that a divorce would mean I get half. It was good enough to just sit in the heat, let the sweat collect under my tits—freed from the church bra, praise Jesus—and behind my knees, while I thought the whole thing over one more time.

      Salt damp on my cheeks could have been from the humidity, high enough to hammer a grown man flat halfway to the red-painted mailbox.

      The mailbox where a shiny black sports car had pulled up and sat, idling while I watched curiously, thinking it was some stranger lost in the sticks.

      But the engine’s subliminal hum halted, the driver’s door opened, and a flame-red head rose into purple-and-crimson evening. She folded her arms on the car’s top, and even at that distance—all the way to the end of the driveway—her eyes were a bright greenglass glitter. Probably just a trick of the failing light, I thought, and waited for her to get bored.

      She didn’t. A cat watching a mousehole, pointed chin resting on crossed arms, the evening breeze playing lovingly with that pretty red hair.

      Maybe Porter hadn’t satisfied her? Or maybe he’d lifted something from her purse—he liked the thrill of taking, even when something might be given for free. But he hadn’t come home half-shamefaced, half-triumphant, with a cheap bunch of flowers thrust in my direction.

      So maybe it was something else.

      I was finished with my tea anyway. So I walked down the driveway, gravel crunching under my espadrilles, and thought about how wonderful it would be to take tepid shower soon as I got back inside.

      “So this is where he keeps you.” A pair of black movie-star sunglasses pushed up like a headband, a flash of teeth as she smiled, her bare pale shoulders and the lace-edged straps of another white cotton tank top. A pretty, lilting voice—maybe she wasn’t looking for Porter, but coming to warn me not to interfere.

      It had happened before, even if everyone knew he wouldn’t risk alimony.

      “That’s what the ring means.” I popped the mailbox door, glanced at the circulars inside, and decided to leave them there. Folded my sweating arms—just to keep from throwing a punch, I told myself.

      “Is it?” She studied me in the gloaming, that catlike smile fading a little. “You could invite me in for coffee, you know.”

      Now why on earth, I wondered, would I do that? “There’s no need. Just send him back when you’re done.”

      “What if I’d prefer not to?”

      “Just look at you.” I thrust my chin forward a little, indicating the sports car. It could just as easily have meant her Tony Lamas, her designer jeans, her fancy skincare. “You’ve got everything, what do you need him for?” I could have added, he’s all I have.

      Marrying well was the only thing I’d done right since graduation, and even the right thing often means you have to swallow a lotta shit.

      “There might be something else I want.” She stretched, a supple feline movement, before opening the car door again. “I’ll see you later, then.”

      “Tell Porter to at least text me,” I called, but she turned the key and the engine’s hum drowned out the last half of the sentence. She didn’t spin out, but she might as well have.

      There is no way to fight a woman like that. I cried myself to sleep that night as I had pretty much once a week since my honeymoon.

      

      Dusk again, the sun dying in masses of royal purple and gold, even the kudzu looking a little wilted, cicadas blur-buzzing in the treetops, birds shrieking over stagnant water. I heard the tires on the driveway and thought it was Porter, though I should’ve known better because the sound wasn’t heavy as the red half-ton. I even wiped my hands on a towel as I headed for the door, self-rising flour shaking free in small puffs. My heart was in my throat, and the splash it gave my innards when I recognized the black sports car’s bright halogen headlights was like being on the world’s most rickety rollercoaster.

      The engine idled for about thirty seconds—I was clearly silhouetted, peering through the glassed-in screen door, and the timer for the biscuits wouldn’t go off for another seven minutes. I’d made too many for even two people to eat, like always. Porter complained sometimes, but he also bitched when I used the store-bought tube dough.

      And besides, the birds liked day-old hockey pucks. At least God’s little feathered bastards were grateful when men couldn’t be.

      The headlights died. She rose out of the car on one single, graceful movement. The small gold medallion below her collarbones gave a vicious little twinkle as she called my name in a lilting soprano.

      Porter had probably told her all about his mean old wife. I balled the towel up in my fists and pushed the screen door open, wet heat like a slap, then a dragging weight. I stopped on the top porch step—maybe I felt like I needed the high ground.

      Her boots made hardly any sound; she stood at the foot of the stairs. “Are you going to invite me in?”

      “Have Porter text me,” I repeated. “If he wants a divorce, I’m getting at least half. Though it looks like it don’t matter to you.”

      “It really doesn’t.” Her smile glimmered, hanging in the dark.

      The good smell of crockpot roast and an oven full of biscuits—things men like, meat and potatoes like we’re always told—had crept outside with me, hanging motionless in a simmer of evening full of greensmell from the drying-up crick midway to the back of the property and the metallic tang of sprinkler water. There was a division in the neighborhood over watering times; Porter said you lost a lot through evaporation doing it anytime near daylight. He set ours for three in the morning, and now I wished I could turn them on to soak her.

      Not to mention that car, though it was safe enough on the gravel driveway.

      “So you just like rubbing it in.” I realized I was sounding like my mama when she was sober. Flat and disappointed, too tired to be bitter. “Or are you here to pick up his clothes?”

      “I can buy whatever I need.” For a moment a little bitterness of her own peered through. Maybe she was a little older than she looked, I thought, and it was just money keeping her pretty.

      Eventually that would wear out, but it hadn’t yet. A long aristocratic nose, high cheekbones, that glossy candy-apple mouth—she was a princess doll, the kind I’d played with in my bedroom while listening to Mama’s soft, warm, drunken warbling along with the radio.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “You can. For Porter too, but be careful. He’s got a nasty temper.”

      She took her time, examining me from top to toe—a careful, unhurried appraisal. “Does he, now.”

      Why was she bothering? Certainly I was nowhere in her league. For some people victory just isn’t enough, though; they want complete, crushing dominance. God knew Porter did. It made him the coach’s favorite on the football field, and maybe it was why he was good at selling cars.

      I turned on my heel, said, “Have a nice evening,” because it was polite, and headed inside.

      She lingered for a minute or two, but shortly afterward the car’s engine caught, she turned around using the start of the gravel track that led to the shed, and the brake lights, two clotted ruby wounds, showed at the end of the driveway.

      I let the lacy white sheer over the living room’s picture window fall into place, sniffed back tears, and hurried to the oven so my biscuits wouldn’t burn.

      I couldn’t eat. The roast went into the fridge soon as it cooled down, potatoes and carrots separate in my nice matching glass Tupperware. At dawn the next morning I crumbled the biscuits, tossed them off the back porch for the birds, and sat next to the hot tub for a while. The stars faded one by one as the sun fixed itself to rise, a bone-white waxing moon sinking behind the inkblack trees.

      

      It wasn’t like Porter not to text with some bullshit excuse or another. It also wasn’t like him to spend more than a single night away. Every time my phone buzzed it was someone else, though, and while I typed a few worried messages I never pressed send.

      I knew better.

      Jennifer Claridge checked in about her husband’s dental work since she had nobody else to complain to, the church sent out a mass text about Lou Haney Jr’s funeral—something about the time changing, but I hadn’t planned on attending anyway—and old Mr. Slocombe got my number mixed up with his son-in-law’s again so I had to pass the message along to Nicole Edgerly.

      Normally on Monday I’d get groceries. But going into town would mean being eyed at the supermarket, and if I got cornered by a busybody I’d have to listen to a whole bunch of bullshit about someone else’s family while avid little eyes blinked, a gossiping gaze crawling all over me like Porter’s hands in the backseat of his high school Ford.

      I never shoulda married you, he’d shout at me, if I dared to comment on his affairs. But everyone expected it. You ain’t got no right.

      So I cleaned. I watched the stories on the TV. At least we had a good cable package—I could flick through channels, nice and mindless, for hours.

      I didn’t cry more than once, in the dead doldrums of afternoon.

      Dusk visited again. This time there was no engine sound, no headlights bobbing up the driveway we’d just had re-graded. Even the rush of people coming home along Oldham Road—four cars in an hour was damn near a traffic jam in that part of unincorporated Weston County—was oddly absent, or maybe I just kept missing the neighbors since I was roaming the house, all the lights off because it didn’t matter, only the television sending a stuttering blue glow over the living room.

      At first I thought the scratching at the French door in the dining room was a cat or a raccoon. When I stepped through the archway from the kitchen I saw a human shape, and my heart leapt into my throat fit to strangle me. But it wasn’t Porter with one of his pranks, a lost hunter, or even a hardworking rural rapist.

      I may even have blurted what in the Sam Hill like my grandfather, and she smiled as if she heard me though the entire manufactured home was insulated to a T. Of course she couldn’t see me, there was still a little light outside and the dining room would be a dark cave.

      The big glass sliding door was a lot nicer than any my childhood home, like everything else. I kept it closed—we wouldn’t have to shout at each other through a thin clear barrier, but it might be close.

      Eventually I flicked the back porch light on, the yellow anti-bug bulb giving a flood of stinging light. Her lips pulled back even further, a fractional snarl like a surprised possum. A hot, hard, nasty burst of satisfaction filled my chest, so intense I thought I might spit.

      Her expression smoothed, quick as raindrops merging with a stagnant pond. “Hi.” Bright and clear, her voice only slightly muffled by the glass, just as her outline was hardly blurred. “Can I come in?”

      What I wanted to say was hell no. I just stood there, looking through the glass. She would see only her own reflection, I thought—but that was no hardship.

      She was just that damn pretty.

      Still…her gaze fastened unerringly on me, or felt like it did. I stood next to the eight-seater oak table, my hand reaching blindly for the back of a chair—part of the wedding registry, the entire set a gift from Gramma Ruth.

      By the time Gramma died the next year, Porter had cheated on me with Kiki McFarlane and Sarah-Ann Hockstetter.

      “Come on,” she said, softly. “At least open the door a little.”

      I found myself shaking my head. Gooseflesh slid down my back. Why the hell was she at the back door? Had she left her car out on Oldham? Women like her didn’t walk through the woods.

      One pale hand lifted. Her nails weren’t red anymore, they were a nice French manicure instead. Maybe she liked the house, though someone like her probably had a city mansion in a gated community. Of course, the land our house sat on was worth something.

      She tapped her fingernails against the door, each hitting precisely once. “He doesn’t love you,” she said, her mouth lingering whisper-distance from the door. Did she taste the pollen and dust of summer, the grit of a dry afternoon?

      I hadn’t cleaned the windows for a month; Porter would be nice for a while when he came home, but would sooner or later complain about something small before he went out to find another hole for his dick to sniff at.

      My mouth shaped two simple words. I know.

      “Why are you clinging?” No condensation from her breath—maybe the humidity was too high. Those glossy lips, so close to dry slick glass. “Open the door. We can talk.”

      I backed away, one silent step at a time. Went catfoot to every window, making sure the blinds were tilted the right way, the sheers and color-coordinated drapes closed. When I got to the dining room again she was gone, nothing but the empty, mocking porch and the crouching hulk of the covered hot tub.

      At least he didn’t bring his women home to simmer in that soup-pot. It sat unused, religiously salted with chemicals at recommended intervals.

      I triple-checked every lock, pulled the big drapes over the glass door, and peered between the living room curtains. No lights on the road, and it was so quiet I could hear the electric hum of the muted television.

      And the cicadas outside, buzzing like they knew a secret.

      

      Wednesday rolled around, and Porter still hadn’t called or snuck home to get his clothes. I figured he was living it up, and he’d know the only time it was guaranteed I wouldn’t be in the house was for a church function. The only wonder was that he’d managed to keep her attention so long, I guessed, and drove to the midweek after-dinner service. The Corolla’s starter ground when I twisted the key; maybe with alimony I could get a newer car.

      Porter said the truck was enough, said that though he had a good job and we owned the land the manufactured sat on, another car payment was just too much. Especially when the riding mower was this year’s model and the deck around the hot tub needed some attention soon to save it from rot.

      Almost nobody came to Seventh Baptist after work that day. Not even the blue-haired Mulgroon sisters who had been on the revival circuit their whole lives showed up. Loretta played the organ we had all donated for, Pastor Bobby gave a tepid version of last Sunday’s sermon, and Sam had canceled the weekly youth group meeting. Apparently some bug was going around, and half the town was feeling poorly.

      Jenna Marbury told me so in the foyer, the brassy tinge to her blonde curls hardening between each salon treatment. She was too busy feuding with Cindy-Sue Applewhite to gossip much about anyone else; they’d been at it since middle school. Even their husbands didn’t get the kind of attention the two of them devoted to one-upping each other. Pastor Bobby didn’t give me a lingering look when he shook my hand after the anemic service, thanking me kindly for coming. Loretta had a worry-line between her eyebrows, but that was usual.

      She also looked mighty peaked, pale and blinking, and though it was high summer she wore a red turtleneck. I didn’t think Pastor Bobby was the using-his-fists type, but I guess any man can get there.

      Any woman knows as much, too.

      That sunset was a real humdinger. Masses of black cloud lingered on the horizon—it wouldn’t rain, not yet, but the humidity lingered near ninety-five percent and the dust was a choking veil. Branches and moss-drapes moved uneasily; any grass or scrub brush left to its own devices twitched under a hot, damp wind like a feverish dog’s tongue. Lines of crimson, gold, orange, and indigo stacked up in the west like a layer cake, the kind of sky Gramma Ruth always called migraine weather and some other old folks sailors take warnin’ even though it was evening.

      The Corolla’s door opened with its usual heavy almost-groan, and the interior breathed out leftover oven heat. A glitter caught my eye; I paused, peering over the top of the car, as it came again.

      A single flash of gold, the medallion resting just below her collarbones.

      Her black sports car was parked on the shoulder of Ginnacola Avenue, on the other side of the ditch marking the church parking lot’s unofficial boundary. Leaning against its hood, her hair aflame in the dying day, Porter’s latest shaded her eyes with one graceful hand and stared in my direction.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I mumbled, and hurried into the car. It started on the first try, thank God, and while I was driving home my phone dinged twice.

      I stopped to check the mail—junk circulars plus the cable and ’lectric bills this time, a fundraising letter for the local fire district—but didn’t look at my texts until I was safely inside, standing in front of the closet in the master bedroom.

      All his clothes were there. Nothing missing from his dresser, either. I thumbed my phone on, and saw with no real surprise two messages from my husband.

      It was weird, though—they consisted solely of an address out on what the locals called Highway 8 but was now named after some long-dead civil rights activist, and a grainy picture of a trailer.

      Nothing else. Maybe he wanted me to pack him a bag.

      I stood for a while, listening to the house creak and sigh as night fell. It wasn’t any cooler than day—not much, anyway—but sunlight has a weight all its own in that part of the world, hammering everything down day after day.

      Set neatly on Porter’s side of the closet was also a fabric carrying case almost as long as my leg. The ammo was kept separately, some in the shed and some in the hall closet.

      In the distance, thunder muttered.

      

      The gas gauge’s needle stayed comfortably at half. I could’ve stopped in town to fill up, but why? I had some hazy idea of avoiding the CCTV at the Pilot station or Joe’s Bait & Fuel, but really, my head was full of static like my grandmother’s old television after one A.M..

      Sometimes you don’t go crazy all at once; instead, it’s a slow slide into cottonwool, a gentle descent.

      I’d left my phone at home, because they can track those. I wasn’t thinking about ballistics—the deer rifle was older than me, left over from hunting trips Porter’s daddy used to go on as a teenager. Cleaned and oiled every few months, it still worked just fine.

      My grandpa Ralph had taught me how to shoot. I didn’t like it, but then, the older I got I didn’t like much of anything. Maybe that’s why Porter did what he did.

      Anyway, I didn’t need directions. I knew exactly where I was going.

      Full night had swallowed the town by the time the Corolla bumped to a stop at the end of a long, weed-scarred dirt driveway. A row of young slash pine stood along the road, no doubt planted in a fit of optimism, and the galvanized mailbox listed drunkenly, the single red reflector on its post winking at each nighttime passerby.

      The weather-silvered wooden porch sagged underfoot. I’d expected a hotel room, or something further away. A bigger town would have suited Porter just fine, except he would be a much smaller fish in a wider pond.

      There was a hole torn in the netting of the screen door. Hinges squealed resentfully as I pulled it wide. I meant to knock on the door itself, a signal that I meant business and I wasn’t touching the button that might or might not mean doorbell. Lightning flashed, painting the trailer with pitiless white. Mildew traceries clung to siding, the wood-lattice skirting sagged, and parked further back—almost hidden from the road by a listing carport covered with kudzu—my husband’s truck gleamed through a patina of dust and pollen.

      Thunder arrived, hurrying after the flashes but never quite catching up. I stared at the trailer’s front door.

      It was slightly open.

      I pushed, gently, and it swung inward. More lightning stutter-flashed, showing a relatively trim little kitchen. Someone who took a bit of pride in themselves lived here; clean dishes sat in a yellow rubber drainer and the fridge’s white enamel face held only a few neatly arranged rectangular magnets. A clinging reek of clean-linen air freshener warred with damp—it smelled like some windows were open despite the heat, but there was a sickening tinge to the air.

      Something might’ve crawled under the trailer and died.

      “Porter,” I called into the darkness. Thunder held onto the name’s coattails, rolling down a dark hall. Maybe he’d sent the address to get me out of the house; maybe he’d been sitting in her sports car laughing at me. It wasn’t enough to come by and take his clothes while I was at church—no, he wanted it to hurt.

      And here I was, standing in a stranger’s house with a rifle strap over my shoulder. But why was his truck parked so far back? His pride and joy; even her black sports number couldn’t compare. Leaving it here as bait was entirely unlike him.

      Maybe she had suggested it, I thought. The smell was awful. Why were the windows open? Was all her high gloss just a façade? But if this was her trailer I’d’ve seen her around town. Maybe she’d just blown in and was looking to catch something comfortable? You could put on a good show for long enough to get what you wanted; most people never look deeper than the surface.

      It was how half the town got away with what they did. Whether they were incapable of seeing below the crust of politeness or just didn’t care to mattered not a whit, as Gramma Ruth was always saying.

      More lightning. The smell of rain fought with chemical air freshener, and I moved down the hall. The trailer had once been nice, and some effort had been made to maintain but it wasn’t nearly as good as our manufactured. The darkness was choke-deep. There wasn’t even a nightlight in the bathroom, though a faint nose-scouring tang of bleach said someone was engaged in a losing battle.

      Cleanliness is possible in poverty. It’s just so exhausting, eventually you might as well give up.

      The smell got thicker near the bedrooms. A postage-stamp one to the right opposite the bathroom, just right for a kid or two. The master was at the end of the hall, and the rifle was now loose in my hands, heavy and metallic.

      It wasn’t loaded—or was it? I couldn’t remember.

      More lightning. The shapes on the master bedroom’s old waterbed didn’t make sense at first. Things bloat up quick when the weather’s hot, and since every window in the place was open the wind was whisking the smell out toward the backyard.

      That’s why it hadn’t hit me in the face as soon as I opened my car door.

      More lightning, sticky white glares lunging past chintz curtains. The flies were still active; I couldn’t believe nothing else had gotten in through a busted screen to get at the meat.

      I recognized the boots—they were still spit-shiny—and the expensive diving watch, an anniversary gift back when I still thought our marriage could be saved. His hat lay on a mound of probably once-clean laundry in the corner, near the closet.

      He wasn’t alone. The other body had a frosted-blonde mane, her jeans had once been skin-tight, and though her face was blackened and swollen I recognized Amy Waggoner. I knew she lived out this way, but had never visited.

      There was no need. Thunder rattled, growing closer.

      The rifle’s strap caught on something as I blundered out of the trailer. The porch quaked alarmingly, I went to hands and knees at the foot of the stairs and didn’t blow my own fool head off with the gun, which was a mercy. I couldn’t even tell if it had gone off because God’s thunder was everywhere, my heart humming in my ears, and if I’d eaten anything that day I might have vomited. As it was, I only produced a little burning bile flavored with the afternoon’s sweet tea.

      I hunched there, shaking and shivering. My vision cleared fitfully, lightning splashing in random bursts, and I realized the shadow over me wasn’t just night, or clouds. It was something else, and arranged just-so a few feet from my burning hands, my fingers flat on gravel, were the toes of a pair of black Tony Lamas.

      “You got it all wrong,” Jolene said, and lunged for me.

      

      When I woke up, raindrops drummed the roof. A familiar sound, and I was in an equally familiar bed. The water falling outside was a thick silver curtain and flashes strobed through the clouds, big booming noises following about six seconds later. In the morning white ropes of steam would lift from the road where the sun hit, and the kudzu would have grown another foot and a half.

      “Take it easy.” Her arms were around me, her back propped against the headboard. She was taller than me, a little wider in the shoulders. “It can be pretty disorienting.”

      I might’ve tried to push her away. But she was warm in the air-conditioned stillness, and it had been a long, long time since anyone held me close. It was like the first breath after you break the swimming pool’s surface, like the first mouthful of Gramma’s fried chicken when you haven’t eaten for a couple days because your mother was on a bender, the first hit of weed after a long break.

      Even Porter never held me like that.

      I lay there and waited. Her perfume smelled like springtime. She stroked my hair.

      “Stubborn.” Her voice was a soft murmur between the thunder-mutters. “But faithful. I knew the moment I saw you; it’s so rare.”

      My throat was dry, and the rain’s whisper was a torment. Her heartbeat was a lot closer, under the soft firm cushion of her left breast, and just as maddening. There was sweet tea in the kitchen, I thought about getting up for a glass but my legs felt shaky as a newborn foal’s. As if a fever had broken, or that moment after the vomiting is finished and there’s more on the way, but for a short few glorious moments the relief is a riptide.

      “Way too good for him,” Jolene continued. “And so beautiful, I couldn’t look at you for long. Like the sun.”

      “Whaaaaa…” Slurring. I sounded drunk. “The fuck.”

      “Oh, sometimes.” Her laugh was like warm caramel. “But that’s the least of what we’ll share. It’s lonely until you find the right one, you know.”

      I coughed, and shivered. She told me she didn’t need an invitation, but there were other rules. She told me how she’d looked for me, and for how long. She whispered things I’d always dreamed of, things I never thought anyone would say, hot breath tickling my ear and a shameful excitement pouring through me like hot milk.

      She said she’d saved me a few of the townfolk but afterward we’d go anywhere we liked, and she’d show me the world.

      “But…Porter.” The words were a croak, I was so thirsty. “I thought…”

      “Who would want him?” She lifted her wrist. The rain intensified, and I was dozily glad the manufactured had a new roof. “Especially when they could have you.”

      A flinch as she bit, and she lowered her arm. She pressed her bleeding wrist to my lips, and it smelled candylike, a wicked spicy burning. And underneath it, the copper-penny reek of a skinned knee.

      “Drink,” Jolene crooned. “Oh, sweetheart, drink.”

      I did. She said she liked my name better than hers because it was old-fashioned and suited me, and when my cheeks went concave as I sucked on the wound she sighed as if it felt good. I drank in the dark while she stroked my hair.

      It was hot, and delicious, and good. She held me tight as it changed me, and all the while my heart thumped painfully, repeating one word over and over because I had been waiting for her, too, I just hadn’t known it.

      

      
        
        Jolene, Jolene, Jolene, Jo-leeeene…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        About the Story

      

      

      
        
        One day I was listening to an old Dolly Parton album and remarked on social media, “Dolly, honey, Jolene’s not after him, she’s after you.” About an hour (and a positive avalanche of agreement) later I found myself in the position of having promised a story to that effect…so I wrote it in the space of a single weekend.

        It never sold, but it’s still one of my favorites.
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      Leonidas held court in a nightclub, a cliché come to life; I do not ever make the mistake of thinking such bad taste makes him any less lethal. The place is full of walking victims, predators, and the Kin. The guards at the door barely nodded as I stepped past, wild-haired and in a bedraggled blue velvet last fashionable when Her Majesty Victoria reigned. My only concession to modernity was the boots, heavy-soled and more expensive than a human life in this day and age.

      Though mortal life has ever been cheap.

      An assault of screaming and pounding noise was what they called music nowadays. No doubt there are Preservers who will eventually cherish it as I cherished the liquid streams of beauty from my Virginia’s piano.

      But I doubt they will be half as enchanted as I was. And Virginia’s song was gone forever. Even her recordings were lost in last night’s fire.

      More smoke, though of cigarettes so the taint of burning upon my clothes and hair went unnoticed. Fragile warm bodies bumping against me on every side, the islands of hard brightness denoting Kin; both swirled amid the nasty cacophany pumped through electronic throats, buffeting the crowd. The bar was a monstrosity of amber glass, dark iron, and mahogany, the mortals behind it scrambling to slake various thirsts.

      And there, across the wide choked space, red velvet ropes holding back the crowd. The baroque horsehair couches arranged in intimate little groups were exactly what they appeared to be—emblems of a king’s receiving-room. Leonidas lounged upon the largest, draped across it like a boneless toy. White-blond hair, the left half of his face a river of scarring, he watched his little sovereignty avidly. Behind him, a shadow moved.

      Sallow, unsmiling Quinn. Tarquin. The only ugly thing Leonidas allows in his presence. The White King does not even allow a mirror in his domicile, lest it somehow show him his own shattered face.

      The ropes parted. I do not stand on ceremony, even among Kin. Nevertheless, I inclined my head to Leonidas as I stepped onto the dusty red rug.

      “Eleni.” His lips shaped my name, pleated ridges of scar tissue twitching. The noise swallowed us whole, like a whale.

      And Leonidas looked surprised. It is not often a Preserver seeks out a Promethean in his place of power.

      “I seek vengeance.” My tone cut through the wall of noise. “You will provide it.”

      His fingers flicked a little, dismissing me. “What nonsense are you speaking?”

      The noise was overwhelming. It sent glass spikes through my head. The smell of burning hanging on my clothes and hair spurred my fury.

      Virginia. Zhan. Peter. And Amelie, my own heart’s child, all mutilated and burned. “My house.” I could barely speak, my fangs swollen with rage. “My house, burned to the ground last night. My charges murdered. We had a Compact, Leonidas!”

      “And we still do,” he murmured. The “music” came to a crashing halt, and static filled the entire building—my rage, Leonidas’s amused bafflement, and Quinn’s unblinking attention.

      I should have been pleased that Tarquin paid such attention; he must have considered me a threat. Me, a lowly Preserver.

      I did not begin as a Preserver. We all begin as something else, each and every one of the Kin.

      “Come,” Leonidas said in the almost-silence, before the music started again. “Let us solve this mystery.”

      

      Upstairs in a private office, he arranged himself behind a bare, highly polished desk. I stood before him like a supplicant, but I was past caring.

      “They killed Zhen on the stairs.” My throat was full. “My beautiful dancer. And Virginia in the library. She fought back. The young ones were in the cellar. Peter, and Amelie.” I swallowed grief like a stone. “Mutilated. Stakes through their hearts.”

      “Ah.” Leonidas said, and nothing more.

      “What do you intend to do?” My hands were fists.

      He shrugged, a loose inhuman motion. “What can I do? I am no Preserver. And your charges are not the first to fall. The hunters are mortals, and they take only easy prey.”

      So he knew of this. Easy prey. I stared at him. What mortal could kill even the youngest and slowest of us? And yet.

      Tarquin, at his shoulder, looked steadily back. His entire frame was tense, ready. Another indirect compliment.

      “Then I shall trouble you no further.” I turned upon my heel. My boots left black streaks on the creamy carpet.

      “Eleni.” Tarquin’s voice, flat and heatless. “Try the Hephaestus, downtown.”

      I paused. Inclined my head slightly. Leonidas’s rage filled the room, but what was his anger to me?

      “I am in your debt, Tarquin,” I said softly, and stalked away.

      

      I did not venture downtown often. For one thing, it was Leonidas’s prime territory. For another, it was…confusing. The bright lights, the crowds, the cars…it was easier and safer to gather what I needed for my little family elsewhere. I am a Preserver, I preserve what would otherwise be lost in the deep waters of time. Each of my charges was a gem, skilled in an art which could reach its highest expression only when freed from the chains of mortality.

      All that, gone. Lost in a nightmare of fire and screaming. Only I remained. And the thin bright trail of bloodscent—the weakest male attacker had been bleeding as he left my home. Without Tarquin’s hinting, I wouldhave lost him entirely.

      But no. At the corner of Bride Street I found the golden thread. It turned at corners, flared and faded, drifted with the wind. It is a predator’s instinct, to bring down the weakest in the pack first.

      Besides, the weakest break most easily.

      The Hephaestus was a slumped brownstone building, weary even though the night was young. It reeked of desperation. I passed through the foyer like a burning dream, the proprietor not even glancing away from his television screen. I expected the smell to take me up into a room, but it did not. A hall on the ground floor led to a fire door, which did not make a sound as I pushed it open. I stepped out and halted for a moment. Greasy crud slid under my bootsoles.

      The blind alley was old, close, and dank. Refuse filled its corners. At its end, a single door. The blood trail led to it, but there was a heavier reek filling the air.

      I approached cautiously. There was no outlet to another street, this was a remnant of an earlier time. I wondered if the bricks underfoot were old as Amelie.

      My heart, that senseless beating thing, wrung in on itself. I ghosted to the door, every sense alert as if I was hunting for my family. My chest ran with pain at the thought.

      I laid a hand on the door. It was solid, vibrating slightly as all matter does. Locked and barred, too. I sensed the iron of the bar, metallic against my palate.

      If I have learned one thing as a Preserver it is this: strength does not matter. The will matters.

      I gathered myself, stepped back, and kicked the door in.

      A foul stench roiled out. I plunged into its depths, skipping down a set of sloping concrete stairs, my fist flashed to catch the mortal before he could even lift the gun. He flew back, hitting the wall with a sickening crack.

      I hit him too hard. Then the smell hit me in return—I dropped into a crouch, recognizing it, atavistic shivers running through ageless flesh. The lykanthe hung upon the far wall, a writhing mass of fur held fast in silver chains, ivory teeth wired together by a muzzle cruelly spiked on the inside with more silver.

      It was no threat, but still. For a moment I hesitated. Then I turned back to the human, who was making a thin high whistling sound. One of his arms hung at an odd angle.

      They are so breakable.

      My fingers, slim and strong, tangled in the mortal’s black turtleneck. There were leather straps too, holding knives and other implements. He was still trying to gain enough breath to scream.

      I selected one knife, slid it free. Broad-bladed, double-edged, it gleamed in the cellar’s gloom. Would anyone hear him? It was not likely, the alley and the walls above would mock his cries.

      Good, I thought, and rammed the knife through his shoulder. He whisper-screamed again.

      I closed off the cry with my free hand, clamping it over his mouth. Hot sweat and saliva greased my cold hard palm. I found words, for the first time since I had left Leonidas’s nightclub.

      “I will ask you questions.” My voice was soft, my native tongue wearing through the syllables. “If you answer, I will not hurt you more.”

      It was only half a lie.

      

      Still gorged from last night’s hunting, I did not drink from the filth. As fitting as it would have been to drain him, no drop of his curst fluid would pass my lips.

      His scarecrow body hung against the wall, twitching as the nerves realized life had fled. The lykanthe upon the other wall moved slightly, silver chains biting its flesh. But it made no sound, not even whining through the muzzle.

      I should have left it there. Their kind is anathema.

      But I am a Preserver, and the waste of anything irked me. Especially any part of the twilight world where I fed and sheltered my charges.

      There was a long table full of silver-plated instruments, gleaming in the low sullen light. The ones closest to the thing on the wall were crusted with blood and other fluids. I allowed myself a single nose-wrinkle. The stews I had found Virginia in had smelled worse.

      A glimmer of eye showed between puffed, marred lids. It was madness to consider letting the thing free. There was probably nothing human left inside that hairy shell.

      As much or as little was left human inside my own hard pale carapace, perhaps.

      The silver-coated metal of the manacles crumpled like wet clay in my fist. Raw welts rubbed the hair from the skin everywhere they touched. They are dangerously allergic to the moon’s metal, a goddess’s curse. Or so I always heard.

      I twisted, and one collection of bright amber claws dangled free. I bent and soon the legs were free as well, hanging bare inches from the floor. I glanced up—yes, the hook in the ceiling, there, they had hoisted it to deprive it of leverage. It hung like a piece of Amelie’s washing—she had not yet lost the habit of cleaning her clothes after every night’s rising, though her body did not sweat or secrete.

      Now that body lay in perishing earth. A sob caught at my throat. I denied it.

      My voice sounded strange. “I hope you can understand me. I am not your enemy; I hunt those who did this to you. Go to ground and sleep until you can become human again, if you can.”

      It made no reply, merely hung there and watched me. Or perhaps it was dying, and the gleam of eyes was a fever-glitter. The shoulder looked agonizingly strained, sinews creaking.

      “Mad,” I muttered. “I am mad.”

      But I freed the last manacle anyway, silver-plated trash bending and buckling. By the time its heavy body thudded to lie in its own effluvia, I was already gone. Straight up the brownstone’s wall and over the rooftop.

      Behind me, a long inhuman howl ribboned away. So it was alive, after all.

      

      Uptown. I climbed carefully, fingers driving into the spaces between bricks where putty crumbled. The street below was deserted, and in any case, who would expect a woman in a dress going directly up a brick wall? Human beings do not see what they do not wish to see.

      Each floor held a comfortable ledge right under the windows, as if the building were a lunatic belted tightly against himself. Or a worm, each segment caked with exhaust-grime, rising above the ground before it dove.

      Zhen held that the ancient world smelled better. I disagreed. Even with the reek of smog, there is no contest between my city and, say, Rome or Paris in their ancient, fouler days. Mortals have grown cleaner.

      In some ways, at least.

      The fourth floor. My boot-toe gripped the ledge, I pulled myself up. Eased along it, weight balanced, velvet scraping brick. There was a smear of dried blood on the back of my left hand, other crackling bits upon my face and neck. I would not wash until vengeance was complete.

      Not hard to find the window. It was half open, and the reek of adrenaline and bloodshed billowed out like red dye in water.

      Nine-man teams, he had told me, choking as my fingers tightened on his throat. Three burners, three fighters, a sensitive, and the captain and his lieutenant. That’s all, I swear.

      After I cut three of his fingers off and he still swore, I believed him.

      At the very edge of the window, I held my skirts back. Leaned, and peered in.

      The room was dark. A table stacked with odd shapes, a chair, a television blindly spewing colored light. On the bed, a stabbing motion, buttocks rising and plunging down.

      The Burner had company.

      A slightly acrid scent—the reek of a slightly dominant male. Cheap perfume mixing with aftershave and sweat, the musk of sex. The window did not creak as I eased it wider, wider. My shadow moved upon the floor, I hopped down light as a leaf while the rhythm of creaking bedsprings became frantic. Softly I stepped across the thin carpet, avoiding a pile of clothing. Smoke-scent rose in simmering waves.

      He had not even washed the stink of murder away. Loathing choked me; I glided to the bedside and looked down just as the man stiffened, his head thrown back. The woman’s eyes were closed, her long pale hair spread upon the pillow and her painted face garish even in the dark.

      My claws sank into flesh and I ripped him up and away, viselike fingers clamped at the base of his neck. Just like a mother cat chastising a kitten—or a Preserver teaching a new charge to control the Thirst.

      He flew across the room, hit the television crouched upon its low dresser. Glass shattered, wood splintered, and the woman inhaled to scream.

      “Shhh.”I laid my finger against my lips. She swallowed her cry, staring. My eyes would be glowing yellow by now. “Gather your clothes, child, and flee.”

      Her raddled face crumpled, but she did not make a sound. I turned my back on her and found the man crawling for the table and his weapons—hilts and ugly penile gun-shapes. I caught him halfway there with a kick that threw him into a flimsy chair set in the corner, the sweet sound of snapping ribs echoing against every wall. The tank settled in the chair’s lap toppled, liquid splashing, and its cap bounced away, loosing a stench of petrol and an odd cloying additive.

      The Burner lay moaning. Short dark hair, a hefty build. He was probably light upon his feet, though. He would have to be. If they hunted anything other than a Preserver’s helpless charges, they needed speed and ruthlessness.

      Not that it would help him now.

      I was on him in a moment. Naked flesh, veined and crawling with the incipient death every mortal is heir to. One arm cracked with a greenstick snap. He howled, the tank glugging out a small lake of cold liquid splash-soaking the carpet. I grabbed his short hair and ground his face down. That cut off the howling, and I do not deny a savage satisfaction. His hands flapped, long white fish.

      My arm flexed; I pushed harder. His skull creaked. I had to restrain myself—I didn’t want to, but breaking his head open was too quick and easy.

      The door opened as the woman fled. She had not stopped to clothe herself, and she was screaming as well. A slice of golden electronic light from the hall narrowed in her wake. I flexed again, dragging the man’s face along sodden carpet. Then I pulled his head up and rose, claws digging hard. He screamed, scrambling to get away, and I flung him across the room again. He hit the wall over the bed with a sickening crack, dislodging a forgettable, mass-produced painting. Not like Amelie’s exquisite color-drenched canvases.

      Fury poured through me. I leapt upon the bed almost before he landed, broke his other arm. He could not get in enough air to scream, making little whispering hopeless sounds.

      Had Amelie made those sounds? Had she pleaded for her life?

      The smell—petrol and that additive, and the bright copper of blood—maddened me. I thrust my hand into his vitals, another layer of stench exploding out, claws shredding. I was aiming to pierce his diaphragm, tear through lungs and hold his beating heart in my palm before I crushed it.

      The door to the hall burst open, and the little pocking sounds around me were bullets plowing into the bed. I felt the stings and hissed, fangs distended, hot streams of stolen life I had meant to bring home to my charges tracing little fingers over me.

      Instinct took over. I am a Preserver, not a Promethean. I leapt for the window, leaving the Burner choking on his own blood, body twitching as his comrades’ bullets plowed through it. Down I fell, landing cat-light upon the street.

      Two dead, seven to kill. I could find them again with little problem, but now my prey would be wary.

      I retreated across the street, black blood and other liquids fouling the dress Virginia had made for me. Upon a rooftop with a good view I crouched, and I watched.

      I did not have to wait long.

      

      Sirens howled in the distance. Exactly three and a half minutes after I’d fled through the window, four men carried the body of a fifth out of the brick hotel. None held the scent of dominance, all of them reeked of petrol and fear. An anonymous navy-blue minivan accepted the body as cargo, and they crowded in after it. One, a slim dark youth, took the driver’s seat. He paused before opening the door, his curly head cocked, and I had the odd thought that he could feel my gaze.

      That was ridiculous. No mortal could possibly…

      And yet. Sensitive, the first man had said. I had not questioned further. Now I wondered if I should have.

      I became a stone, sinking into the rooftop, my vision gone soft and blurring as I pulled layers of silence close.

      The youth shook his head, opened his door and hopped nimbly in. The vehicle roused from its slumber, and I shook off the silence just as a soft footfall sounded upon the stretched-tight drumhead of the roof behind me.

      Quinn? I turned, my ragged skirt flaring.

      It was not Tarquin. Of course not. He would be utterly silent—until he chose otherwise.

      The shaggy-haired man crouched, naked except for a rag clout the color of dirt. His torso rippled both with lean muscle and scars glinting gray-silver. The reek of wildness and moonlight hung upon him, like the brief tang of liquor before a Kin’s metabolism flushes through it.

      I dropped into a defensive crouch. They do not usually run by night, and I had never glimpsed one without clothes or fur. My claws slid free, and I hissed, baring fangs. It would distort my face; I would not have done so in front of my charges. Now, I cared little—except he was interrupting. My prey might well go to ground, I could possibly lose them if delayed here.

      The lykanthe did not snarl, merely cocked his head. His eyes were bright silver coins, the pupils wavering fluidly between cat-slit and round. He made a low grumble, deep in his throat.

      An inquisitive sound.

      I straightened, slowly. My claws retracted. The purr of the minivan retreated, almost swallowed in traffic-hum.

      I pitched back, grabbed the waist-high edge of the rooftop, and plummeted. It is no great trick to land softly from a height. The sound of cloth tearing was lost in the backwash of sirens as mortal authorities arrived to wonder at the damage caused.

      

      When there were no traffic laws, sometimes a vehicle could escape. They were lumbering-slow, true, but the flux and pattern of other crowding carriages occasionally provided cover. Nowadays, if you stalk a metal carriage through the streets, there are only certain choices at each intersection. If you can keep the sound of the engine in range, even better.

      I did not worry about the padding-soft footfalls behind me. If the lykanthe had meant to attack, he would have. I cared little for his intent, so long as he did not rob me of my revenge.

      The van was aiming for the freeway, negotiating a cloverleaf of pavement loops. It slowed, straining and wallowing through a turn. I leapt, catching the overpass’s concrete railing, velvet snapping like a flag in a high wind as I soared.

      Thin metal crunched as I landed hard, claws out and digging through the van’s roof. It slewed, wildly, more predictable than a frightened horse. I am small and dark from childhood malnutrition even the Turn could not completely erase, all the easier for me to curl in tightly and hold on.

      How Zhen had laughed at me, tall lean Zhen with his grace. I was gymnastic, he told me in his mellifluous native tongue, not a dancer. I laughed with him, for it was true. But it was I who brought home stolen life each night to fuel his leaps and turns in the mirrored room given over entirely to his dancing. Shelves of CDs and the equipment to transfer music from one form of storage to another were all burned and dead now, and dance was an evanescent art. He would never discover another movement, another combination, inside his long body now.

      The van slowed, still swerving wildly, and I held, wrists aching where the spurs responsible for claw control move under the skin. When I had the rhythm I would lift one hand and tear the top of the minivan open like one of Amelie’s cans of⁠—





OEBPS/images/break-section-fell-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"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.



OEBPS/images/lililogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/heading-fell-flower-d-screen.png





OEBPS/images/humantales-lg.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

LILITH SAINTCROW






