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      Anyone who knows her wouldn’t be surprised to learn that Jilly sees the world through a prism of faerie tales. It was years before I came to understand that she wasn’t just being whimsical when she talked so easily about hobs and brownies and various kinds of faerie creatures.

      They were real.

      Faerieland, otherworlds, and all the denizens and creatures you might imagine to live there.

      It was all real.

      And so were ghosts.

      I remember when I first realized this. I felt like my head was going to explode.
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        * * *

      

      Juniper left her life as a Hollywood actor to live quietly back home in Newford. The last thing she wants is to be involved in the media circus that is the Newford ComicFest. But when Galfreya, the seer of the local Faerie Court, comes to her with a prediction (“If you go, there will be trouble. If you don’t go, the result will be catastrophic.”) she feels she doesn’t have much of a choice.

      Turns out the distance between trouble and catastrophe isn’t as wide as Juniper and her friends hoped.

      Sometimes you just can’t win.
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      The #1 issue in this world is that everyone wants a magical solution to their problem, and everyone refuses to believe in magic.

      —Andi Eigenmann
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      “I can’t believe you actually agreed to do this, Juniper,” Allison whispers in my ear as we wait for the moderator to finish introducing the guests.

      This is a Nora Constantine panel at the Newford ComicFest in the Convention Centre attached to the Reinhart Hotel on Williamson Street. I’m on stage with a mic in hand, sitting in a row of chairs beside my co-stars from the show as well as show runner and producer, Jessie Olson, all holding their own mics. Out front is a sea of faces, row upon row of fans, thrilled to be witnessing the first-ever reunion of the whole cast.

      For the three seasons the show ran I was its titular character, Nora Constantine, the feisty red-haired, green-eyed teenage detective, who, between her community college classes, solved crimes with panache and humour—courtesy of the great writers we had.

      Blonde and beautiful Allison Bennet, sitting at this moment to my right, was transformed by makeup and wardrobe on the show into the black-haired punk computer hacker Gabi Ramos—before there were hacker girls with dragon tattoos, colourful hair, or cool glasses, I might add. The character was an original then, a stereotype ever since.

      Further down the line from her are Roland Anders, who played the TA that we were forever depending on for inside scoops at the college, and my frenemy Carmen Hale, played by Nancy Benson. To my left is Jessie Olson and to her left are Dean Farris and Paul Carson, who played my two boyfriends, James Hearne and Toby Cannon, respectively. I—that is, my character—could never settle on which of them was my true love. Yeah, it was one of those triangle situations, though I was only ever with one of them at a time.

      I was happy to see them all, less happy to be doing the panel, and less happy times ten to have done the photoshoot yesterday. Entertainment Weekly—a big supporter when the show was running—sponsored both the cast being brought together for the panel and the photoshoot and it was a package deal. There were a couple of times when I wanted to punch out the photographer, but my friend Wendy kept me in check. He was actually a sweet guy but I’d forgotten what a pain in the ass it was endlessly posing solo, paired up with others, and then the group shots, which, let’s face it—when a photographer’s trying to wrangle seven people, somebody always screws up the shot.

      Wendy St. James was my plus one for everything. I’d brought her along because she’s a media junkie and I knew that of all the Stanton Street regulars, she was the one who’d most appreciate the circus that was ComicFest. She was pretending to be my personal assistant for the weekend and was actually doing an excellent job of keeping me on track and stopping me from walking out. And punching photographers. And while she couldn’t convince me to give up my usual jeans and sneakers she had talked me into a fancier top than the T-shirts I usually wore.

      At the photoshoot—which was where my co-stars and I all met up again for the first time in forever—nobody could believe that I lived a quiet life of painting and volunteer work. They were all still hustling acting jobs. The only ones having any real success were Jessie and Allison. They were working on a space opera that Jessie had brought to SyFy US, with Allison in the lead role. Twilight Sun—according to Wendy, I haven’t seen it—is kind of Seven Samurai in outer space. Allison’s character is Gwendolyn, a ne'er-do-well smuggler who’s sort of a ripped off cross between Han Solo and Firefly’s Captain Reynolds. I bet Allison crushes that role.

      For the others, selling autographed pictures at conventions and being paid for their appearances was a big part of how they earned a living. Lots of auditions, not many paying jobs. They were particularly happy about how the publicity of the upcoming EW article would raise their visibility in the industry.

      So why am I here?

      On a winter’s day about five months ago I got a visit from Mother Crone, a faerie seer who has a court in the Woodforest Plaza Mall, though you’d only know that if you went by after-hours when the faeries come out of their secret boltholes and take over the central hall of the mall and its food court.

      Geordie’s told me that she doesn’t often leave the mall so I’m surprised to see her standing there on my porch in a dark blue pea jacket that’s too big for her, jacket and hair dusted with snow. Beside her is Hazel, one of the faeries from her court. I can never decide if Hazel’s actually made of leaves and vines and twigs or if it just seems that way.

      She’s not particularly tall, Mother Crone. I feel like I loom over her and I’m only five-six. Hazel’s the height of a child, and sweet-faced like a child, but according to her she’s at least a thousand years old, give or take a hundred years. I wouldn’t want to try to guess Mother Crone’s age. I just know that she was with the faerie court when it came over with the first explorers from Europe. She was already old then and she’s been here ever since.

      I look to the curb but I don’t see a vehicle.

      “Did you guys walk all the way from the mall in this snow?” I ask.

      Hazel shakes her head. “No, we took the bus to the end of your street.”

      Somehow the idea of faeries riding public transportation doesn’t really compute for me, but maybe other people can’t see them the way I do. Where I see faeries they probably just see a couple of girls. Mother Crone actually looks like she’s twenty-something, and gorgeous the way that faerie can be when they’re not bogans or trolls. Her friends know her as Galfreya, but that’s never mentioned outside of her circle. There’s some kind of magic in names with faeries that I don’t quite understand, but I respect it.

      Then I remember my manners.

      “Come in, come in,” I say.

      My bull terrier, Sonora, has been studying them from behind my legs. She backs up a little when they come inside but relaxes as soon as she recognizes Hazel. Hazel crouches down to fuss over her and for a few moments all is perfect in Sonora’s world.

      “I was just making some tea,” I say as I lead the way to the dining room.

      The table in there is a mess of drawing paper, sketchbooks, various bottles of ink and mapping pens, and my current project, a study of the back entrance of St. Paul’s Cathedral which is fairly close to my house.

      “Will there be music with the tea?” Hazel asks. “Is Tam here?”

      Hazel’s a little smitten with my brother Tam but that’s not so surprising since most people are, myself included—in a totally non-creepy way, honest. He’s just very likeable.

      “It’s only me, I’m afraid,” I say.

      “We’ve only come to see you,” Galfreya says.

      “And doesn’t that sound foreboding.”

      Galfreya gives me an apologetic shrug that she probably doesn’t really mean.

      “She has a future to tell you,” Hazel says as she sits down at the table and starts flipping through my sketchbooks.

      And there it is. I glance at Galfreya and she nods in agreement.

      “Naturally I’m happy to see you,” I say, “but you could have just called instead of coming all the way out here in this weather.”

      “I need to tell you in person,” Galfreya explains, “so that I can judge the weight of its truth.”

      I leave whatever that means hanging while I go into the kitchen. I get the water boiling again, then return with a tray.  Pot of herbal tea, still steeping. Three mugs. A plate of various biscuits and cookies.

      “Biscuits!” Hazel cries when I put the tray down.

      She immediately puts one in her mouth and then tries to fill her hands with as many more as she can hold.

      “Hazel,” Galfreya says. “What did we say about manners?”

      The little faerie empties her hands back onto the plate, chewing furiously on the biscuit in her mouth in case she’s asked to put it back as well.

      “That they’re…good?” she tries after swallowing.

      If this is supposed to be a learning moment I blow it by laughing. But Galfreya smiles as well. Hazel takes the opportunity to snag another biscuit.

      “What’s this future you want to tell me?” I ask.

      Galfreya’s features go serious.

      “There will be a gathering of tribes this coming May,” she says. “If you go, there will be trouble. If you don’t go, the result will be catastrophic.”

      “A gathering of the tribes,” I repeat.

      She nods. “At the Convention Centre on the lakefront.”

      It takes me a moment to work out what she means.

      “Are you talking about ComicFest?”

      She nods.

      I suppose you could call it a gathering of tribes, though more properly it should be a gathering of nerds (in a good way). There’ll be gamers, cosplayers, artists and authors, comic book collectors, pop culture fanatics—pretty much every kind of fanatic you can think of really. And I suppose you could call them tribes, the way each group tends to stick together.

      But I can’t figure out what it has to do with me.

      “You want me to go to ComicFest,” I say.

      “No, the choice is yours. I’m just telling you the future I saw.”

      “You mean futures, and it doesn’t sound like much of a choice. I’ll either find some trouble waiting for me or if I don’t go it’ll be worse.”

      “So it would appear.”

      I never thought of it before but now I realize that I really hate predictions.

      “So either way I’m screwed,” I say.

      Galfreya doesn’t respond except to regard me with a steady gaze.

      “Why me?” I try.

      “I don’t choose what I see. Ask the Moon Mother since only she knows what’s hidden from us.”

      I sigh. “So what’s your track record?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “How often do your predictions come true?”

      Hazel looks up from her third—or maybe fourth—biscuit. “She’s always right, which is confusing when she has more than one vision of the same thing.”

      I give them both a look. “How does this kind of thing even work?”

      “Among the cousins,” Galfreya says, “and some of the Native tribes, there is an understanding that there is no such thing as time. Past, present and future all exist simultaneously.”

      “Okay, that’s not helping.”

      Galfreya smiles. “You have to let me finish.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      “Originally, faerie had no sense of the linearity of time either. We had days and nights. Seasons. The rise and fall of the moon. We learned of time from humans but some of us still view the world as the cousins used to. It only comes in moments. Flashes of the past, present and future all entwined, the threads of the pattern usually centered on one individual or place.”

      I wait a moment to see if she’s going to add anything.

      “And then when you see something,” I say when she doesn’t go on, “you come and tell the person involved.”

      “Not usually. But this is court business. Many of Tatiana’s court attend this tribal gathering.”

      “Really? I can see your people coming to the Faerie Festival, but ComicFest? Isn’t it a little high tech and media heavy for faeries?”

      “Faeries aren’t all woodland sprites and spirits of hill and hollow and stream. Not anymore. Some of us live in the wires, even more are…” She pauses as though looking for a word. She settles on, “Wireless.”

      “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “She never jokes about futures,” Hazel says.

      “The point,” Galfreya says, “is that many of the attendees will be from the faerie court and Tatiana works hard to keep her people safe.”

      “So she wants me to go—because that will be the lesser disaster.”

      “She would no doubt appreciate it, but the choice is yours.”

      “What makes you think I wasn’t already going?”

      Galfreya smiles. “From what I’ve been told, it would be the last event you’d have any interest in attending.”

      I take a moment to contemplate Galfreya asking around about me. The thought isn’t uncomfortable exactly, but it feels…unlikely.

      “That’s certainly true. What happens if I don’t go?”

      “As I said, the choice is yours. I’ve no idea what exactly will happen there, or why your presence will mitigate the problem to some degree. No one will force you. But since you’re under the protection of the faerie court it might seem fair if such a consideration were reciprocated.”

      “Oh, I’ll go,” I tell her.

      Even though the idea fills me with dread. Not Galfreya’s vision, but feeling trapped in a convention hall with people who can’t see past the character of Nora Constantine to actually see me? Yeah. Ugh.

      “I thought you would,” Galfreya says.

      “Because you read the future.”

      She shakes her head. “No. It’s because I know you to be a person who does the right thing when she can. I know it’s not something you look forward to doing, but consider this. Now the queen of the local faerie court will owe you a favour.”

      “I don’t do things for favours.”

      Galfreya gives me another of those luminous smiles of hers.

      “I rest my case,” she says.

      When they leave I go upstairs to my linen closet, which also serves as a portal to a small forested world that I call the wild acres. This is where Christiana Tree lives, the shadow sister of my friend Christy Riddell, and the person who set up this magical door for me. Stepping through my closet can take me to those wild acres, to an alley near my gym, to a spot near the animal shelter, or to my friend Jilly’s house which is where Sonora and I go today.

      Jilly’s not only my best friend—actually she’s probably the best friend of anybody she happens to meet—but she’s also my business partner. If you can call it a business when it makes no money and all it ever seems to do is get us into trouble.

      Jilly likes to call us Coppercorn & Wiles, Private Investigators. At one point she was all set to have cards printed up and probably stencil the name on the door of the art studio that’s in the greenhouse attached to the back of the house on Stanton Street where she lives. That never really suited our amateur endeavours to my mind, and it makes even less sense now that we’re associated with the Newford Police Department’s Paranormal Investigations Task Force—and isn’t that a mouthful?

      I’m surprised Jilly hasn’t been pushing for cards that read Coppercorn & Wiles, Special Agents. Maybe she’s satisfied with the clip-on brass police shields and ID billfolds we were issued from the task force.

      She’s in the greenhouse when we arrive, painting, and has probably been at it for a while since there’s paint on her smock, in her hair, on her hands and even on one cheek—a harmonious palette to match the painting on her easel. I swear she’s like Pigpen in that old Peanuts comic strip. But with paint instead of dirt. It doesn’t matter how tidy she is, all she has to do is walk into the studio and somehow she’s covered in paint.

      Her little terrier mix Bobo jumps off the couch where he’s been sleeping to trot over for pats from me and sniffs from Sonora. He, at least, is free of paint.

      Jilly smiles and waves hello with her brush which sends a splatter of paint onto the stone floor where it disappears into the pattern of previous spills.

      “I thought you were staying home today,” she says.

      “So did I until Galfreya and Hazel dropped by.”

      Jilly’s eyebrows go up. “Galfreya’s now making social calls?”

      “She isn’t,” I say. “She didn’t.”

      Jilly waits for me to explain. Instead I say, “Apparently I’m going to ComicFest this year.”

      For a moment, she’s actually speechless.

      “Who are you,” she finally says, “and what have you done with my friend Juniper?”

      “Ha ha.”

      “No, I’m serious. My Juniper would never go to ComicFest. She doesn’t watch TV or blockbuster movies, she doesn’t read comics except for Mona’s, she reads regular books and passes them along after she’s finished, she doesn’t collect action figures⁠—”

      “Actually, I have a box of Nora Constantine action figures in a closet somewhere.”

      Jilly ignores my interruption. “She doesn’t like being recognized as Nora Constantine and she really doesn’t agree with fans being charged fifty bucks or whatever for a photo op and an autograph.”

      “It’s not that I don’t like being recognized as Nora, it’s that I don’t like how people assume that I’m actually the character.”

      “Liar.”

      I stick out my tongue and Jilly smiles.

      “Okay,” she says, “that’s about the right maturity level for my Juniper.”

      “I learned it from you.”

      “Who has to learn how to stick out their tongue?”

      “Obviously me.”

      Jilly studies me for a moment. “Joking aside, why on earth would you of all people be going to ComicFest?”

      “Galfreya told me I should.”

      Her eyes light up. “Is this a case?”

      “Please don’t get that look.”

      “What look? I don’t have a look.”

      “Yes, you do. The one you’ve got right now that says let’s drop everything and pretend we’re detectives.”

      “Special Agents. And there is no pretending anymore.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do not,” Jilly says. “Now tell me everything.”

      We sit on the couch and I relate my recent faerie visit.

      “Hmm,” Jilly says when I’m done.

      I sit back and let her think it through. Sonora squiggles around beside me, jockeying for a better position, and I scratch behind her ears.

      I love being in the greenhouse, or as it’s properly known, the Grumbling Greenhouse Studio. Jilly shares it with Sophie, another resident of the house on Stanton Street, but friends are always dropping by to work here, myself included. In the summer it’s like being in the middle of a field with big trees rising up at the sides of the property embracing the large lawn, the sunlight pouring in, or maybe it’s a rainy day and you can sit and watch the water splatter on the glass or drops racing each other as they run down the panes.

      But I like it best in the winter. You wouldn’t think a glass enclosure would be cozy, but the floors are heated, the windows have thermal panes, the light is glorious, and there’s comfortable furniture lounging around wherever there aren’t art tables and easels. I love just sitting on the couch with my feet propped up and looking out at the winter as it tries its best to get in.

      “The trouble with Galfreya,” Jilly finally says, “at least according to Geordie, is that she’s usually right. We need to do some research on both the Convention Centre and ComicFest. It wouldn’t hurt to look into the guests as well. Wendy and Saskia could help us do that.”

      “I doubt they’ve announced all the guests. I think they like to drop in special surprises as they go along.”

      “Are you going to be a guest?” Jilly asks.

      “I hadn’t thought of that. It would give me freer access—especially into whatever VIP areas they’ve got.”

      “You can probably bring a plus one. It should be one of us.”

      We look at each other and both say “Wendy” at the same time. If there’s one person in our merry band of ragtag investigators planning to attend ComicFest already it would be her. Plus she knows everything about everything when it comes to pop culture and fandom. She probably already has a weekend pass. Hopefully she can get her money back or sell it to someone.

      “I’ll call Greta in the morning,” I say, meaning my agent, Greta Swirsky. It’s only because of her business acumen that I still earn money on a TV series that went off the air over a decade ago. “She’s been trying to get me to do one of these events for forever and a day.”

      “And I’ll call Alan,” Jilly says, meaning Alan Grant, her publisher, “and see if we can get a table selling my books. That’ll be my in.”

      “Except,” I say, as I realize what we’re doing, “didn’t we agree that the only people to go out into the field would be Christiana and me?”

      “Don’t be silly,” Jilly says. “There’ll be zillions of people there. What danger could we possibly be in?”

      “The trouble that Galfreya mentioned?”

      “We’ll stay in the background. Promise. Nobody will even know we’re there.”

      Right. No one’s going to notice that Newford’s most prominent faerie artist will be sitting at a table with huge posters of her art on the wall behind her and stacks of books in front of her?

      “The first sign of this trouble,” I say, “you’ll get out of harm’s way?”

      “Of course. I’m not a danger junkie.”

      “Promise?”

      “I already did.”
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        * * *

      

      All of which is to explain how most of the Stanton Street regulars—at least all the women from the house—ended up at ComicFest on a Saturday morning, in a large ballroom, sitting in a row at the very front, while I’m up on stage with the rest of the cast of the Nora Constantine show.

      So far—except for my photoshoot yesterday—the weekend has been uneventful. Wendy and Saskia had done their research and there was nothing untoward about the venue, ComicFest, or any of the invited guests. The Convention Centre wasn’t built on ancient burial grounds, there’d been no recent string of unsolved murders at various ComicFests, and the guests were, at least mostly, the usual B-list hopefuls and niche performers, all with wildly enthusiastic fans but no deep dark secrets waiting to explode into some horrible disaster.

      At least not that we could uncover.

      The only weird moment so far—if you don’t count the disconcerting sensation of sharing the crowd with buxom anime cosplayers, Storm Troopers, and every size and shape of a Doctor Who, to name a few—had come when we first arrived at the separate entrance for the VIP guests. Wendy and I had no trouble getting in. The convention staff were uniformly pleasant and professional.

      It’s when I asked to see the head of security for the event that things got wobbly.

      A lot of the people working security are just volunteers, but some are off-duty NPD officers, including the guy in charge. He’s a good-looking, tall, broad shouldered guy, with a shaved head that gleams in the fluorescent lights. He’s wearing a black T-shirt with the word “Security” stencilled on it and a name tag that reads “Gary.” He has no visible weapons. There’s a walkie-talkie clipped to his belt and he’s also wearing a bluetooth earpiece. He looks super efficient when he comes into the room where we were asked to wait. I find that comforting should Galfreya’s prediction come true.

      Or should I say when, because by all accounts she’s always right.

      Someone’s prepped him since he uses my name when he comes into the room.

      “I’m Gary Carter,” he says, holding out his hand. “I’m on loan from the NPD and I can assure you, Ms. Wiles, that the safety and privacy of our guests is⁠—”

      I cut him off as I shake his hand. “Actually, it’s Agent Wiles,” I tell him and I show him the billfold with my NPD identification.

      He actually sucks in a bit of air and pulls his hand back. He looks from Wendy back to me.

      “Is there…” He clears his throat. “Is there something I need to know?”

      The supernatural world is so much a part of my life these days that I sort of forget how it can freak out most people. Detective Waller, our main liaison with the Paranormal Investigations Task Force, says that the regular rank and file of the NPD fall somewhere between those who think we’re a joke and those who are all too aware of why we’re needed and want to keep their distance. Anybody not on the task force really doesn’t want to be in the position of having to write up reports about the kinds of things we deal with.

      “There’s just been a tip that something could go down,” I say.

      “What kind of something?”

      “I have no idea. But I’d appreciate it if you’d immediately contact me if you run across anything unusual, no matter how insignificant.”

      He cracks a half smile, here then gone.

      “Have you been out in the main hall?” he asks. “Unusual is pretty much the norm for this convention.”

      “I don’t mean people in costumes. It’s more—well, you’ll know it if you see something that I should be aware of.”

      “Great.”

      I give him my winningest smile. “Honestly it’s probably nothing. I just wanted to check in with you so that you’ll know I’m here should something come up.”

      He nods, still plainly unhappy.

      “I hear you,” he says. “No offence, but I hope we won’t be talking again this weekend.”

      “Me, too,” I say.

      I don’t take offence because I understand exactly where he’s coming from.

      “That guy was actually scared of you,” Wendy says when we’re back in the hallway and heading for the green room.

      “Nah,” I tell her. “He’s just worried about the kinds of things we deal with—and he should be—especially in a place like this with a crowd this huge.”

      And speaking of crowds, it feels like half the attendees of the convention are gathered in the big ballroom for our panel. Every seat is filled, with more people standing across the back and along the side walls. The moderator introduces each of us, spends a bit of time asking his list of prepared questions, and then opens the floor for questions from the audience. Naturally, because I’d rather not, I get the first one.

      A girl with blue hair in a really excellent steampunk outfit approaches the mic. A line made up of a Batman, a Tolkien elf, a Vulcan, a guy in a Marvel t-shirt, and a female Sherlock Holmes forms behind her.

      “Juniper,” the steampunk girl says. “Why did you quit acting?”

      And I remember immediately why I hate public speaking.

      I stare at her blankly for a long moment. I don’t want to talk about that kind of thing with strangers so I go for the joke.

      “I decided to become an amateur sleuth just like Nora,” I say, “and the acting got in the way.”

      It obviously doesn’t satisfy anybody, but it gets a couple of chuckles.

      Batman asks Allison a question about Gwendolyn, her character from Twilight Sun.

      The Tolkien elf brings it back to me again.

      “You never do events like this,” he says. “What made you change your mind this time?”

      I so didn’t think this part through beforehand.

      “It was the easiest way I could think of,” I say, grasping for a shred of something adjacent to true, “to see all my old friends in one place.”

      “And for the money,” Paul Carson says.

      Of all the cast, he’s the hungriest, probably because his career really stalled after the show ended. But that doesn’t mean he has to project his sensibilities onto me.

      “My fee,” I say, “is going to my local animal shelter.”

      That gets a little applause from the animal lovers in the audience.

      Paul stands up and does a courtly bow, arm stretched out in my direction.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he says, “may I present to you Saint Juniper.”

      “I can’t believe I ever kissed that mouth of yours,” I tell him.

      I’m serious, but I say it like a joke and the audience erupts in laughter. I try to remember if Paul was always this annoying. Kind of, but his attitude has certainly become more cynical over the years.

      This panel’s an hour and a half long but it feels like days. We’re barely halfway through and I’m already counting minutes and seconds. I’m not stupid enough to wish for Galfreya’s trouble, but I would definitely welcome an interruption. Still I force myself to remember that while this is uncomfortable for me, the attendees paid good money to get in and it’s not my place to rain on their parade. I’m lucky I got to be part of something that was meaningful to people, even if the afterwards drives me crazy now.

      So I take a steadying breath and let myself slip into the mindset I put on whenever I used to do press junkets for the show, or the films I did after it ended. It’s a little disconcerting how easily I can pull that Juniper on, like a costume of my own.

      Where I can I start to steer questions directed at me to other members of the cast and happily, it works to take the focus off here and there. We talk about funny things that happened on the set, our favourite scenes from the show, how much of the season arc we knew while we were filming individual episodes, that sort of thing. At one point Allison does a really funny impression of what it’s like to act with only a green screen to play off of—something she has to do a fair amount on Twilight Sun it turns out.

      As the end of the panel nears and we’ve all fallen back into something like our old camaraderie, I find to my surprise that I’m actually enjoying myself. So much so that I feel a little irritated when I see a guy in a black security T-shirt coming toward me from the side of the stage.

      The irritation vanishes almost instantly when he leans over to whisper in my ear, “Gary says we need you, ASAP.”

      He steps away and I let Dean finish a funny story about our first romantic scene before I stand up.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, “but I’m being called away.”

      It’s a little flattering to hear the sound of disappointment that runs through the crowd.

      “I’m here all weekend,” I add. “I’ll catch up with you at the next panel.”

      I catch Christiana’s eye where she sits in the front row with the Stanton Street regulars and she nods. As she stands up Jilly starts to rise as well but Christiana puts a hand on her shoulder, gently, until Jilly sits down again. Thankfully, she’s remembering her promise to stay in the background. Or at least is accepting the reminder without a fuss.

      “Is everything all right?” Allison asks, quietly.

      “That’s what I’m going to find out,” I say.

      I turn off my mic and lay it on the chair, then follow the security guard off the stage. By the time we’re in the wings, Christiana has caught up with us.

      “What’s up?” I ask the guard.

      He’s a skinny guy with a veritable wave of hair and a long beard, so not an off-duty police officer unless he works undercover in a hipster bar. He’s wearing a name tag that reads “Stan.”

      “It’s…” He has a bit of a sick look to his features like he needs to hurl. “Gary said you need to see it for yourself.”

      Christiana and I exchange worried looks. Neither of us likes the sound of that.

      Stan leads us through service corridors until we come out at the open hall that leads to the Convention Centre and the attached Reinhart Hotel. One wall is made of glass and we can look down on the giant space where the convention’s dealer’s room spreads out in every direction. It’s packed with people. The hall we’re in isn’t packed, but if we’re about to go into a dangerous situation there are far too many convention attendees milling about for my comfort.

      Stan takes us to where another security guard stands in front of a men’s room door, arms folded across his brawny chest, his skin a rich coffee brown. His dark hair is cropped short and he has an NPD shield tattooed on his bicep. Definitely an off-duty cop. His name tag reads “Kevin.”

      “Which one of you is Wiles?” he asks when Stan explains why we’re here.

      I don’t know how much of a description he’s been given of me, but since Christiana and I are both in our thirties and red-haired I suppose it could be confusing. But my hair always hangs flat and hers is full of curls. And I’m a lot taller than she is.

      “I am,” I say.

      He jerks a thumb to the closed door. “Gary’s waiting for you.”

      As we move forward, he stops Christiana.

      “She’s with me,” I say.

      Kevin shakes his head. “Only you.”

      “Yeah, that’s not the way this works,” I tell him. “She’s part of my team.”

      He looks a little confused by my response but he continues to shake his head.

      “Only you,” he repeats. “No civilians⁠—”

      I cut him off and show him my badge. “She’s part of my team. I’m sure your precinct captain’s going to be delighted to get a call from my boss when I tell him how you impeded my investigation.”

      He gets the same wary look Gary got when he realizes that I’m part of the Paranormal Investigations Task Force. He doesn’t even call me out on the fact that nobody’s decided jurisdiction on what department is going to handle whatever’s happened here.

      “Aw, shit,” he says. “Is this Spook Squad business?”

      “I won’t know until you get out of my way.”

      He shoots me a sour look but waves us both through. I push the door open and hold it for Christiana before I follow her in.

      We find ourselves in a short hall. The main part of the washroom itself is out of sight. The first thing we see is another ComicFest security person, white-faced but determined, comforting a guy successfully channelling his inner Pirates of the Caribbean with a Jack Sparrow costume. He looks eerily similar to Johnny Depp, sitting on the floor, grey-faced and shaking, defeated with shock.

      They both look up when they hear us come in. I check their name tags. The security guy’s reads “Jeremy.” Jack Sparrow’s attendee name tag tells me his actual name is Larry Reed. When I look back at Jeremy I see that his eyes are as haunted as those of the attendee he’s looking after.

      “Don’t go in there,” Jeremy says as we move to step around him. “You won’t ever unsee it.”

      “I know. Comes with the job,” I tell him.

      We turn the corner and I wish we could have taken his advice.

      My gaze is immediately locked on the body propped up against the wall between the sinks and the hand dryer. Because of its position it’s easy to see the cause of death. Somebody broke off the top of his skull and scooped out his brains.

      My stomach’s doing little flips but I can’t look away.

      “Jesus,” I hear myself say.

      “Yeah, it’s not pretty.”

      I manage to look away and focus on Gary, who’s standing on the other side of the sinks. He’s looking a little grey himself. I look back at the body and note that the victim’s skin is so white it’s almost translucent. Considering the damage done to him, I’m surprised at how little blood is splattered around.

      “Is this what you were expecting?” Gary asks.

      I return my attention to him. “I didn’t know what I was expecting. I was hoping for nothing.”

      “Kind of late for that. Your CI have any other tips for us?”

      I shake my head. “Did you call it in?”

      “It’s not my first rodeo, Agent Wiles. The coroner’s on her way. Major Crimes is sending a couple of detectives.”

      “I need to call my boss,” I tell him.

      Captain Sam Cray and I got off to a rocky start but we’ve slowly been building up respect for each other. He’s not happy to get my call but then he’s never happy when some new supernatural threat shows up in the city. I can’t say I blame him.

      “I’ll be right down,” Cray says. “Nobody touches anything until I get there.”

      I pass that on to Gary which gets me another frown and a brusque nod of agreement.

      “Do you know the victim’s name?” I ask.

      When he shakes his head I crouch down to have a look at the man’s name tag. He’s dressed like Indiana Jones but his tag reads “Mark Coleman.” I feel Christiana’s presence right at my shoulder.

      “That looks like the work of a Grendel ghoul,” she says.

      She steps back as I straighten up and turn to look at her.

      “Grendel what? You mean like from Beowulf?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Grendel’s a more common name than you might think in the otherworld. I’m talking about the alchemist James Grendel from a world called Ofelia. He played at the whole Dr. Frankenstein thing, trying to make homunculi out of animal parts, and nobody took him seriously until he accidentally created the ghouls. People call them Grendel ghouls to differentiate them from regular corpse-eating ghouls.”

      “And how exactly are they different—beyond eating parts of live people instead of corpses?”

      “They only ingest the brains and blood.”

      “So they’re zombie vampires. Please god tell me they’re not zombie vampires.”

      “No, they’re Grendel ghouls.”

      “How do you kill them?”

      “Like most monsters. You cut off their heads. Burning them works, too. I’d recommend both.”

      Gary’s gaze is going back and forth between us.

      “Please tell me you’re not actually having this conversation,” he says.

      “Welcome to our world,” I tell him. “I want to try something,” I add to Christiana. “Can you make sure nobody interrupts me?”

      “Sure.”

      I walk over to where the urinals and stalls are and start to call the victim’s name. I push open the door of the first stall. It’s empty. So’s the second.

      “What’s she doing?” I hear Gary say until Christiana shushes him.

      There’s a line of eight stalls. I find Mark in the last and largest stall. Or rather I find his ghost.

      See, that’s my thing. For some reason I can see ghosts, which isn’t as rare an ability as you might think. The difference with me is that I can also communicate with them, and that is rare. Apparently.

      Mark’s like most of the ghosts I meet. He looks completely normal and substantial. He’ll stay that way—at least in my eyes—unless I touch him. If I touch him he’ll fade away. I can call them back, if I know their name and speak it aloud. Ghosts are usually compelled to come to me, though sometimes it can take a while. From his violent death I was pretty sure Mark’s ghost would still be disoriented and wouldn’t have gone far. And I was right.

      When I open the stall door he’s sitting on the floor, bent over, hands pressed into his face. His skull is intact—ghosts rarely show signs of how they died when I meet them. He doesn’t look up when I come in. He doesn’t show he’s at all aware of me until I speak.

      “Hey, Mark,” I say.

      His head jerks up.

      “I’m so sorry you had to go through what you did,” I tell him. “It must have been awful.”

      “You—you can see me?”

      “Pretty sure. Guy in his mid-thirties dressed like Indiana Jones?”

      I’m trying to keep it light because I don’t want to spook him, pardon the pun. His lip gives an involuntary twitch. He straightens up, then leans back against the tiled wall.

      “And I am dead, right?”

      “Afraid so.”

      “Yeah, I guess nobody survives what happened to me.”

      I find it interesting how quickly some of the recent dead adjust to their condition. It must be a built-in coping mechanism because if I’d died the way Mark did I’d feel like I’d be traumatized for the whole of my afterlife.

      “Did you know the person who killed you?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “He said he was Avarice.”

      “That was his name? Or was it a character he was cosplaying?”

      “No, it was just like that’s what he was. The way I might say I’m a white guy.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Like a guy from one of those old cigarette ads—like the Marlboro Man? Tall, buff, square jaw, really good hair. He was wearing black jeans and a Western-style shirt. I remember thinking he looked too straight to be here—no costume, nothing remotely nerdy about him.”

      I repeat the description aloud and hear Christiana relay the information to Gary.

      “How does she know that?” Gary asks.

      Christiana sighs. “Just put your people on notice to watch out for somebody matching that description.”

      I tune out Gary’s response and turn back to Mark.

      “So you’re in the restroom,” I say, “and this guy comes in. Then what happened?”

      “I’m washing my hands and I look up when I hear him come in. He’s just standing there staring at me with this weird little smile.

      “‘You’ll do,’ he says. So I say something like, ‘Excuse me?’ And he goes, ‘This is going to be fun.’

      “He’s annoying, but I think maybe it’s just an act, like from a show I don’t know? So I just finish up at the sink even though he’s staring at me. If it’s an act it’s an irritating one. I politely ask him to go bother someone else, but he just keeps staring at me. And I’m not the kind of guy who gets into a fight—especially not with a guy like him. I mean, he’s all muscle, you know? I just want to get out of there.

      “I’m drying my hands and he says, ‘Oh, you’re right. We haven’t met yet. I’m Avarice. And you’ll do nicely.’ And he takes a step towards me and then he—he…”

      “Take your time,” I tell him. “I know this must be hard.”

      “It’s just—you’ll never believe this.”

      I give him a smile. “I’m talking to a ghost so I kind of think I’m open to whatever you’ve got to tell me.”

      “Right. Yeah. Of course.”

      “So what did he do?” I ask.

      Mark shivers. “You ever see those nature documentaries, like where a big snake is chowing down on an antelope or something? How they can unhinge their jaws so that the poor bugger fits in somehow?”

      “Sure,” I say.

      “He was like that. He mesmerized me or something so that I couldn’t move but I was still aware. I don’t know how. I watched him take the last step and then he grabs my shoulders. Then his mouth gets bigger and bigger and he chomps down on my head.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever felt something hurt that much but I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t move or do anything. Then the next thing I know I’m standing by a sink watching him feed.”

      He plucks at the sleeve of his jacket.

      “I didn’t know I’d become a ghost,” he says. “I thought it was just some awful dream. That I hadn’t even gone to ComicFest yet.”

      I want to give him a comforting hug but I know if I touch him he’ll disappear.

      “What happened next?” I ask instead. “Did you see where he went?”

      “Out the door—easy as you please like he didn’t just eat my brain and then suck all the blood from my body. I still couldn’t move—I mean the ghost me—but I think now it was from the shock of it all. I just stood there staring until this guy came in dressed like Jack Sparrow. He took one look at my body and had a complete meltdown. He was out the door before I could even talk to him and then I…” He gets a confused look. “I guess I went away or something. The next thing I remember is hearing a woman calling my name—that was you?”

      “That was me.”

      “And then I found myself sitting here.”

      “We’ll find who did this to you,” I tell him, “and we’ll make him pay.”

      “I don’t think he was human.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” I pause. “Do you want to go now?” I try to ask the question gently.

      “Go where?” he asks.

      “Wherever ghosts go,” I tell him.

      “I guess.”

      “Thanks for your help, Mark. You were really brave to come back and talk to me after what you went through.”

      I don’t tell him he didn’t have a choice. Why not let him leave feeling good about himself?

      I reach forward and put a hand on his shoulder. It goes right through and he fades away. I stand there for a long moment before I return to the others. Captain Cray arrives just as I reach them so I only have to go through the story once for both him and Christiana.

      “You’ve got your people looking for this guy?” Cray asks Gary.

      Gary nods, but adds, “Except this is all bullshit.”

      Cray jerks a thumb at the victim. “Tell that to Indiana Jones here. Or do you have a better explanation for what happened to him?”

      “No, but come on. Your witness interview is with the ghost of the victim?”

      Cray gets that intense look he does when something pisses him off. I’m just glad it’s not directed at me.

      “Do we have a problem?” he asks.

      Gary holds up his hands, palms out.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” he says.

      “Then stop calling my agent a liar,” Cray tells him.

      At that point the detectives from Major Crimes arrive, followed by the coroner. The detectives give the body a cursory look before they turn their attention to Cray. The coroner can’t hide her interest. She immediately crouches down beside the body and peers at the edge of the bone where the top of Mark’s head had been bitten off.

      “This your case?” one of the detectives asks Cray.

      He nods and I can see the relief in the detective’s face.

      “You need anything from us?”

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d have the body transported back to the task force’s lab. And we need some officers out looking for the thing that did this. If he’s still in the crowd we need to find him. Fast. If they spot him just tell your people to let us know and to keep their distance unless civilians are in immediate danger.” He turns to Christiana and me. “Is there any special way to kill whatever the hell this guy is?”

      Christiana falls back on her old standby. “Cut off his head, burn the head and the body.”

      “Right.”

      While he gets on the phone to call all hands on deck from the task force I take Christiana aside.

      “So, not Grendel ghouls,” I say.

      “Apparently not.”

      “Have you heard of this guy called Avarice?”

      “Maybe. You know about elementals, right?”

      I shrug. “Only what I’ve heard. They’re connected to the four elements. Earth, Wind and Fire. And, of course, Water.”

      She smiles to show she gets the joke reference to the old funk band.

      “There’s a fifth element,” she says.

      “Like in the old SF movie?”

      “I never saw it.”

      “That’s okay. Now that I think about it, I’m not sure what the fifth element ever was in that film.”

      “In otherworld lore,” Christiana says, “it’s Spirit. But elementals represent all the different aspects of spirit. Love, hate, ennui, kindness, jealousy, lust—you get the idea.”

      I nod. “So, Avarice is an elemental.”

      “Possibly.”

      “According to Mark—the victim—this Avarice feeds on people. Heads first. Does it have something to do with what he represents—Avarice? That’s like greed, right?”

      “It is. But I’m not sure how that makes sense,” Christiana says. “Does the elemental of love feed on people in love? Or kindness?”

      “So maybe it’s something else. Maybe the elemental is really greedy himself? Like he’s the embodiment of that emotion or whatever?”

      “Possibly,” Christiana repeats. “I’m not an expert in the intricacies of elementals. I just know they exist. But I do know they don’t usually mix it up with humans. Why would an elemental be here? Especially with the Faerie Court in heavy attendance?”

      “Don’t ask me. This is the first I’ve heard of these things.”

      “What things?” Cray asks.

      He’s off the phone now and has come over to where we’re standing.

      “Christiana thinks our killer could be an elemental,” I say.

      He frowns. “Is that better or worse than what we already thought we were dealing with?”

      “I don’t know,” Christiana says. “We need to talk to some people who know more.”

      Cray nods. “And you’ve got people in mind?”

      Before she can answer, one of the detectives calls over to us.

      “Heads up, Captain. Two more bodies were just found in the northwest women’s bathroom.”

      “Fuck,” Cray mutters. “We need to get this guy. How many men have you got in the building? They must have security cameras. Let’s get somebody looking at them.”

      We all turn when the detectives don’t respond.

      “What the…?”

      Cray’s voice trails off. The two detectives and Gary are standing there with vacant gazes. I glance at the coroner and she seems out of it as well.

      “Remember what Mark told me?” I say.

      Christiana nods. “He’s in here.”

      Except he’s not. Christiana and I go back to check the stalls, Cray has his gun out and steps carefully into the short hall that leads back out into the corridor between the hotel and the Convention Centre. There’s nobody in here except for us.

      When we follow Cray into the hall we see that Larry—the guy dressed up as Johnny Depp who found the body—is gone as well, standing absolutely still and staring at nothing. Jeremy—the security guard looking after Larry—meets our gaze with wide eyes.

      “He just…stopped,” Jeremy says. “It’s like he’s there but not there.”

      I put a finger to my lips.

      Cray is standing a step beyond the restroom door, staring out into the concourse, and through the glass to the dealer’s room below. I can see what’s stopped him over his shoulder. Everywhere in our line of sight people are frozen in place.

      I go back to the frozen detectives and relieve them of their service weapons. I hand one of the Glocks in its holster to Christiana and we join Cray as he moves into the hall. He has his own weapon out, held in a straight-armed grip as he tries to cover the whole of the motionless crowd.

      “What—what’s going on?” Jeremy says as he joins us outside.

      “I don’t know,” I tell him.

      But it’s bad. And he can see as much for himself.

      It’s not just the people around us. For as far as we can see not a soul is moving in the entire concourse. We walk through the crowd and take the escalator down to the dealer’s room. There’s a pile of bodies—breathing bodies, but not moving—at the top and bottom of the escalators and Cray and Jeremy take a moment to pull some arms and legs away from the still-rotating metal stairs, while Christiana and I keep an eye on the room.

      Out on the floor, music filters from various booths but otherwise it’s silent. A wild-eyed brunette dressed as Batgirl comes running out of the motionless crowd, stopping dead when our three handguns point in her direction. Before anyone can speak, she turns back and runs away.

      “Even if we see this Avarice guy,” I say, “we can’t shoot him in here. There are too many people. Someone else is going to get hit even if we put a bullet right in him.”

      As Cray turns to look at me I return my borrowed gun to the holster at the small of my back. Christiana follows my lead and does the same. Cray gives a brusque nod and holsters his own weapon.

      “We still need something,” he says.

      “I’ve been thinking about that.” I turn to Jeremy. “Even though there’s a no-real-weapons policy people still show up with swords and knives and things, right?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      For a moment I think he’s been hit by whatever’s afflicted everything else, but then I realize he’s just stunned.

      “Jeremy,” I say louder.

      When his gaze meets mine I repeat my question and he gives me a slow nod.

      “Yeah, we confiscate them,” he says. “They get them back when they leave.”

      “Where do you keep them?”

      “I can show you.”

      Cray pulls out his phone. “I need to update the team.” He frowns at his screen. “That’s weird. I don’t have any bars.”

      “Me, neither,” Jeremy says.

      Cray looks at Christiana and me. “Can this guy be tech savvy enough to have a jammer?”

      I check my own phone. It looks the same as any iPhone but Christiana got it for me in the otherworld, in a place called Mabon, which is where the service provider is situated as well. I don’t know how it works but it doesn’t matter what world you’re on, you get a signal.

      Except for today.

      I look at Christiana and she shakes her head.

      “You need to bring Joe back here,” I tell her. “We’ll go with Jeremy to get some weapons.”

      I’ve been deliberately trying not to think about Jilly and our friends back at the Nora Constantine panel because we won’t be able to help anybody until we’re more appropriately armed. But it’s hard. The worry for them sits like a lump in my stomach.

      “I’ll be right back,” Christiana says.

      She goes to step away into the otherworld, but nothing happens.

      “I’m blocked,” she says. “Something’s keeping me here.”

      “Do either of you know what the hell’s going on here?” Cray says. “Like what’s going on with these people and why aren’t we affected?”

      He doesn’t know how dire things just got. We can’t communicate outside the Convention Centre and can’t get out. We’re stuck in here with some creature that can bite the top of your head off like it’s an ice cream cone.

      “I know it’s not good,” I say.

      Cray nods, his mouth set in a grim line.

      “Let’s get those weapons,” I say.

      Jeremy leads us off to Security, Christiana at his side. Cray and I follow.

      It’s funny. Cray and I got off to such a bad start that six months ago I couldn’t stand to be in the same room as him. The only reason I came to work for the task force was because I knew it was a more organized way to help people than the haphazard way Jilly and I had been going about it. I’d insisted at the time that we have no contact with Cray, but in a small group of people, with him being the boss, contact was eventually inevitable.

      I went into the job resisting all his attempts to make up for treating me so badly before. I managed to keep it up for a couple of months, but he wore me down—not by trying to win me over, but simply by treating me with respect and accepting the boundaries I’d set out. And I saw how he was with the team. How he’d lay down his life for any of them, including me. I admired his work ethic.

      He could still be brusque when he was caught up in a case, but I didn’t take it personally anymore.

      The me of six months ago would have been shocked to see that we were actually becoming friends.

      “You’re looking a little rough,” I say.

      He nods. “We had a long day and a longer night clearing out a nest of mosquito women in the Tombs. It was pretty much dawn before we got back to headquarters.”

      “What are mosquito women?” I have to ask, trying to imagine tiny women the size of insects that are somehow dangerous.

      “A kind of vampire, I guess. They look human until they start to feed. Then a long proboscis comes out of their mouths. They plunge it into their victim and drain them dry.”

      “I’ve heard them called blood sirens,” Christiana says over her shoulder, “but mosquito women is a good way to describe them.”

      “The blood part I get,” Cray says, “but why sirens?”

      “They can mesmerize their victims with their song. You’re lucky they didn’t use them on you and your team.”

      “We almost lost a couple officers,” Cray says. “We didn’t know what immobilized them, but there was a weird whine in the air—I guess it could have been a kind of music.”

      “You must have caught them by surprise,” Christiana says. “Before they could really get their mojo working.”

      “Who are you people?” Jeremy asks.

      “In this situation,” I tell him, “we’re the good guys. That’s all you need to know. Now where’s that weapons cache?”

      “The Security office is at the end of this corridor,” Jeremy says, “but it’s not really a cache.” He points towards the end of a hall just off the main entrance to the Convention Centre.

      “So long as it’s got some actual edged blades I don’t care what you call it.”

      At the end of the corridor he takes us into a room that’s set up like the Green Room for the VIPs. Sofas, tables with comfortable chairs set around them, a couple of tables pushed up against one wall. Two security guards are slumped on the sofa but my interest is in the pile of weapons on a table in the corner.

      “Seriously?” I say. “People tried to bring all of this crap in?”

      Spread across the tabletop are every kind of sword and knife you can imagine. Broadswords, curved blades, thin rapiers. I also see a couple of maces and a Death scythe that’s got to be seven feet long with a wicked curved blade.

      I’m immediately drawn to the lacquered wood saya, the sheath of a katana. I lift the sword and the hilt feels great in my hand. The shock comes when I pull some of the blade free from the sheath. The workmanship of the steel is absolutely exquisite and the edge looks like it could cut a floating hair in two. Whoever brought this was a serious collector indeed.

      “You know how to use that thing?” Cray asks.

      I nod. “I needed to learn for a movie and ended up liking it so much that I kept up my lessons until I moved from L.A.”

      “I know guns and hand-to-hand,” he says. “What do you recommend for a novice?”

      I pick out a short solidly made sword for him and a pretty good replica of a Bowie knife.

      “With the knife,” I tell him, “hold it with the sharp side up and when you cut, cut up. That way the blade won’t get caught on the ribs.”

      He give me a curious look. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”

      I shrug.

      Christiana’s settled on a pair of knives. I refrain from reminding her that they’re for close work and close might be deadly with this Avarice guy. I know she can handle herself.

      Jeremy simply stands there looking at us.

      “Here,” I tell him and hand him another short sword.

      He doesn’t want to take it.

      “Suit yourself,” I say and put it back on the table. “We’ll try to keep you safe but I’d be more comfortable if you were at least carrying something.”

      “Look at me,” he says. “I’m like a hundred fifty pounds of no muscle. I don’t know how to fight.”

      “It’s not how strong you are,” I tell him. “It’s how you use what you’ve got.” I turn to Cray and Christiana. “So how do you want to play this? Split up or stick together?”

      Christiana and I both look to Cray.

      “It’s a tough call,” he says. “We can cover more ground if we split up, but I don’t like the idea of any of us trying to take this freak on their own. How about if we compromise? Christiana and Jeremy can try to round up whoever hasn’t been affected and find a safe place to stash them while Juniper and I hunt down Avarice.”

      “Works for me,” Christiana says.

      I nod. “But I want to check the room where my panel was being held first. Jilly and our friends were in there.”

      “Then let’s do it.”

      My katana has a strap and I slip it over my head and one arm so that I can easily grab the hilt and draw it over my shoulder. I know a half dozen strikes from this position alone. When I’m ready we make our way back to the concourse and split up.

      “Be careful,” I tell Christiana.

      I want to add, because you don’t have anybody to watch your back, but she knows what I mean.

      “I will. You, too.”

      She sets off down the hall toward the far side of the concourse and Jeremy tags along behind her. Cray and I walk down the short hall and out into the open atrium of the Convention Centre.

      “Which way?” Cray asks.

      I point across the space at a ninety degree angle from where Christiana’s headed.

      “The main door to the auditorium’s that way,” I tell him, “but I’d rather go by the service corridors so that we can come out from the side of the stage. Get an idea what’s going on in there before we commit ourselves.”

      “Makes sense.”

      Cray’s wearing sneakers that have a little squeak on the atrium’s marble floor. I realize it only sounds loud because everything else is creepy quiet.

      “Did you really learn all your skills from doing movies?” he asks.

      I start to laugh except I realize he’s serious.

      “Indirectly,” I tell him. “When you’re doing something that requires handling weapons the actors always get training. My problem is that I usually get interested in more than just a cursory knowledge so I ended up spending way more time with the on-set trainers than a lot of actors I know. The learning process and getting into the heads of the characters was what I always liked the best.”

      “So why’d you quit?”

      I don’t know why I answer his question. I’m never this honest about it except to my friends. But having allowed this conversation to start, now I feel I need to finish it.

      “Shitty films,” I tell him. “I would read a script that seemed pretty good but by the time it got through all the hands that work on a film they’d have taken out anything that made the story and characters work—they’d gut it, suck the life out of it till it was just another cookie cutter film with flat characters and no heart.”

      “You’d think they’d want it to be good themselves.”

      “You’d think. And they do. For some value of ‘good.’ They think it’s good, with all the stuff they’ve added, all their tinkering. Except then it tanks.”

      “And they don’t take responsibility,” he says with more insight than I was expecting.

      I nod. “I had a little fame with Nora Constantine but it only took me so far. I never got the chance to work with the actors and directors who would have kept me interested in continuing. Hang on,” I add. “This’ll take us backstage.”

      I ease open the door and we slip in. I notice that Cray’s sneakers aren’t making a sound now, despite the floor. That’s interesting. I’ve been trying to get Joe to teach me how to walk that silently. Maybe I should get some tips from Cray if we get through this. Scratch that. When we get through this.

      We’re in the makeshift backstage Green Room for the main ballroom now. There are a few people sitting on the various couches and chairs, eyes open, but they’re motionless and no one’s home. I recognize a couple of guys at a table as organizers of the event.

      “Is that the Timinator?” Cray asks.

      I follow his gaze and nod. Tim Brydon—stage name, the Timinator—is another wrestler turned actor. He looks like he would take you apart if you looked at him wrong, but he’s actually a real teddy bear.

      “In the flesh,” I say. “I worked with him on an action film once.”

      “Has he got any actual chops, or does he just play the part well?”

      “He’s the real deal—wrestling and acting—and he’s also one of the warmest and funniest guys I’ve worked with.”

      “Huh. I always liked him.”

      I smile. Cray almost sounds like he’s having a fanboy moment. Who knew that was possible?

      We cross the room, go up a few steps and then we’re making our way through the door that takes us backstage. Cray catches the door as it swings shut to stop it from slamming.

      There are a few people backstage, as usual. Some probably work for the event, but others are the inevitable personal assistants and probably an attendee or two ballsy enough to try and sneak backstage. Like most of the people in the building, they’re not moving at all.

      I feel a little pang of guilt when I recognize Wendy’s blonde curls. This would never have happened to her if she hadn’t come with me. Knowing that she would almost certainly have been there anyway doesn’t help.

      Her back is to me. I move around front and cup her cheek for a moment, whispering, “I’ll get you out of this.”

      “One of your people?” Cray asks.

      His voice is soft and holds some sympathy.

      I nod.

      “We’ll get this guy,” Cray tells me.

      I nod again. “You can count on it.”

      We can hear voices now. I look down the row of chairs on the stage.  Jessie and all of my costars from the show are frozen in their chairs except for Allison, who is standing indecisively at the edge of the stage, a look of horror on her face.

      I move closer to the curtain and peer around it. My heart goes still.

      It’s not the sea of still faces all staring vacantly at the stage that stops my breath. It’s the twenty or so people at the back of the room who are being stopped from leaving by some guy I’ve never seen before except I know exactly who it is. The ghost Mark was spot on when he said Avarice looked like the Marlboro Man.

      That is if the Marlboro Man looked like he stepped out of some cheap vampire flick because even from my vantage point I can see the blood smeared on his face. There are at least a couple of bodies at his feet, a few more near the door behind him.

      And of course there’s Jilly standing at the front of the mobile survivors, yelling at Avarice.

      “I need a diversion,” I tell Cray. “Give me sixty seconds then make it noisy.”

      I scurry across the stage, ignoring Allison’s shocked gasp, and drop to the floor of the auditorium without waiting for Cray’s response. I don’t hear an alarm raised at my sudden appearance so I figure I’ve still got the element of surprise on my side. I stay low so that if anybody looks in this direction my presence will be blocked by the rows of audience members.

      I’m still counting the seconds down in my head as I run in an awkward crouch to the end of a row of chairs. I get there before the minute is up and, still crouched, awkwardly draw the katana as I wait for Cray to make his move. It turns out he came down from the stage as well because he suddenly shouts from the opposite side of the room from where Avarice has Jilly and the others cornered.

      Cray discharges his pistol into the ceiling and even in a room this big the gunshot is deafeningly loud.

      I’m sure every gaze in the room has gone to him. I want to look but I stay focused on the task at hand. I come up fast and run at top speed to the back of the room, happy that I won the argument with Wendy about wearing more stylish footwear versus my usual Converse.

      I guess some sixth sense warns Avarice just as I’m about to reach him because he turns but I have too much momentum. I take a running leap, the katana high over my head in a two-handed grip.

      The blade’s as sharp as I thought it would be.

      He starts to lift a hand to ward off the blow but all that does is sever most of his fingers before the katana goes clean through his neck. I don’t land well but I’ll take any fall where I don’t break or sprain something as a win. I lose my balance and sprawl into the crowd where Jilly’s standing.

      I recover quickly and move forward, the katana in my left hand, the detective’s gun I borrowed in my right.

      “Keep back!” I say as I sense people moving forward behind me. I tune out the babble of their voices.

      I keep the Glock steady on Avarice’s head which is lying on its side, sightless gaze staring off into oblivion. The body is between me and the head, unmoving. I don’t know where the fingers have gone. The thing that creeps me out most is the spray of blood that splattered on the immobile audience. The closest two, in aisle seats, are just sitting there, staring straight ahead, drops of blood running down their faces.

      Cray moves fast when he wants to. By the time I’ve got the gun trained on Avarice, he’s already by my side.

      “He looks dead,” Cray says.

      “He does. So why isn’t the spell broken?”

      Because just like the few bloody people sitting near us, the rest of the audience taking up all those rows of chairs is also still frozen in place.

      “We need to burn the head,” I say.

      Cray nods and turns to address the people who haven’t been afflicted.

      “Listen up,” he says. “I need you to exit this room in an orderly fashion.”

      A barrage of questions gets thrown at him.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Who was that guy?”

      “Is he dead?”

      “What’s wrong with everybody else?”

      I lift my gaze from Avarice’s head to look down the aisle. There are at least two bodies close by, a few more further along. They’ve all had the tops of their heads bitten off. I didn’t even see them as I charged past them towards the back.

      Then I hear somebody say, “Jesus Christ. That really was Juniper Wiles going all badass.”

      I turn. The small crowd is agitated, their faces pale with shock. Most of them look a little stunned. A lot of them are staring at me and I can’t quite read the expression I see in their eyes. It might be fear. I guess I can’t blame them for the way I went all Toshiro Mifune on Avarice. The rest are either still peppering Cray with questions or just standing there, shell-shocked.

      I find Jilly. She’s a little pale, too, but she manages a wan smile for me. I see Sophie and Saskia.

      “Where’s Mona?” I mouth.

      Jilly gets a worried look and points to the front of the room. I think I can see Mona’s short blonde hair in the row where they were all sitting earlier.

      “Shut up!” Cray yells, losing patience. “I need you to exit this room and do it now.”

      “Can you organize this?” I ask Jilly. “Christiana’s out there tracking down whoever else hasn’t been afflicted.”

      She nods.

      “And when you see her,” I add, “could you send her in here?”

      Then I put a couple of fingers in my mouth and blast a sharp whistle which gives us a moment of silence.

      “Jilly here,” I say and she raises her hand, “is going to lead you all out into the main concourse. Please follow her lead and stick together.”

      “You’re not our boss,” says a guy dressed up like—I don’t know. I guess he’s supposed to be Sherlock Holmes?

      I take out my shield and clip it to my belt.

      “Maybe not,” I tell him. “But you’re still going to do what I say.”

      Sherlock Holmes starts to open his mouth but Cray shuts him down.

      “You’ll do as you’re told,” he tells the guy, “or we’ll put you in cuffs and as soon as we get out of here you’ll be spending the night in lock up.”

      “On what charge?”

      “Let’s start with obstructing justice. So stop yammering and do exactly what Agent Wiles tells you.”

      I can see that Sherlock Holmes wants to argue, but he ducks his head under Cray’s glare. Jilly and the others get the crowd to move toward the door in an orderly fashion. They’re still confused and full of questions, but they’re keeping their voices low.

      I stick the gun back in its holster and after cleaning the katana on Avarice’s pant leg, return it to its sheath. Then I realize that one person isn’t moving with the others.

      “Seriously?” Allison says. “You’re a cop and you never told me?” She had obviously decided to join us here at the gory end of the room.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “I’ll bet it is.”

      “I need you to stick with the others, Ms., ” Cray says, interrupting her.

      “But—” Allison begins.

      “I’ll talk to you about it later,” I tell her. “Promise. But right now I’d really appreciate it if you’d go out and help my friend Jilly herd all those people.”

      She studies me for a moment, as though she can’t quite put together who she knows me to be with the woman that just cut off Avarice’s head and has an NPD shield clipped to her belt.

      “Painting and volunteer work, my ass,” she says, but she turns to catch up with the others, moving the stragglers along.

      I return my attention to Avarice.

      “This was too easy,” I say.

      Cray shrugs. “Maybe not. Remember what Christiana said about removing their heads.”

      “I know. It did the trick. But look.” I wave a hand down the aisle where the other bodies lie strewn. “He wasn’t exactly a cuddly little teddy bear. I have a hard time believing this is all over just because he doesn’t have a head anymore.”

      “More to the point,” Cray says, echoing the first question I asked myself after I removed Avarice’s head, “why do we still have all these people frozen in place? And—” He takes out his phone. “Still no signal. Why are we still cut off?”

      I bend down and pick up Avarice’s head by the hair. Gross. Sometimes I truly wonder about my life.

      “Let’s go burn this thing,” I say. I might be in a bit of shock myself.

      Cray shakes his head. “Not in here. We’d need a pretty big fire and there’s no place for the smoke to go. Plus it’ll set off the sprinkler systems and then we’ll have to deal with wet as well as cranky people—at least those that survive.”
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