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In the sweltering jungle, under the blood-red sun, Kadra hunted. Her steps were silent, her eyes – green as the trio of stones that encrusted the hilt of her sword – were alert, watchful, merciless.

For four days and four nights she had tracked her prey, over the Stone Mountains, beyond the Singing River, and into the verdant heat of the Land of Tulle.

What she stalked rarely ventured to these borders, and she herself had never traveled so far in the south of A’Dair.

There were villages here, small enclaves of lesser hunters, settlements of farmers and weavers with their young and their animals. The young were as much food to what she hunted as the cattle and mounts were.

She trod on the mad red flowers that were strewn on the path, ignored the sly silver slide of a snake down the trunk of a tree. She saw, sensed, scented both, but they were of no interest to her.

The Bok demons were her only interest now, and destroying them her only goal.

It was what she had been born for.

Other scents came to her – the beasts, large and small, that inhabited the jungle, and the thick, wet fragrance of vine and blossom. The blood – no longer fresh – of one that had been caught and consumed by what she hunted.

She passed a great fall of water that raged over the cliffs to pound its drumbeat into the river below. Though she had never walked upon this ground, this she knew by its light and music as a sacred place. One that no demon could enter. So she stopped to drink of its purifying waters, to fill her water bag for the journey yet to come.

And poured drops from her hand to the ground in thanks to the powers of life.

Beyond the falls, the busier scents of people – sweat, flesh, cooking, springwater from a village well – reached her keen senses.

It was her duty to protect them, and her fate that none among them could ever be her companion, her friend, her lifemate. These were truths she had never questioned.

At last she caught the overripe stench that was Bok.

The sword streaked out of its sheath, a bright battle sound as she pivoted on the heels of her soft leather boots. The dagger, its point a diamond in the sun, flipped from its wrist mount to her hand.

The dark blue claws of the Bok that had leaped from a branch overhead whizzed past her face, missing their mark. She set into a fighting stance and waited for his next charge.

It looked oddly normal. Other than those lethal retractable claws, the scent, the needle-sharp fangs that snapped out when the lips were peeled back for battle, the Bok looked no different from the people they devoured at every opportunity.

This one was small for his species, no more than six feet, which put him on a level with her. He was naked but for the thin skin of his traveling armor. Except for claws and teeth, he was unarmed. The vicious gouges across his chest and arms were stained from his pale green blood. And told her he had run afoul of his companions and had been forced out of the pack.

A distraction for her, she imagined, and didn’t intend to spend much time dispatching him.

‘They sacrificed you,’ she said as she circled. ‘What was your crime?’

He only hissed, flicking his long tongue through those sharp teeth. She taunted him with a happy grin, muscles ready. Above all else, she lived for combat.

When he leaped, she spun her sword up, down, and severed his head with one smooth stroke. Though the ease of the job was a bit of a disappointment, she grunted in satisfaction as the green blood sizzled and smoked. And the body of the Bok melted away to nothing but an ugly smear on the ground.

‘Not much of a challenge,’ she muttered and sheathed her sword. ‘Still, the day is young, so there is hope for better.’

Her hand was still on the hilt when she heard the scream.

She ran, her dark hair flying behind her, the band of her rank that encircled her head glinting like vengeance. When she burst into the small clearing with its tidy line of huts, she saw that the single Bok had been but a brief distraction, delaying her just long enough.

Bodies of animals and a few men who had tried to defend their homes lay torn and bleeding on the ground. Others were running in panic, some holding their young clutched to them as they scattered. And she knew they would be hunted down and rent to pieces if a single demon escaped her duty.

Sorrow for the dead and the thrill of upcoming battle warred inside her.

Three of the Bok were crouched in the dirt, still feeding. Their eyes glowed red, their vicious teeth snapped as she charged. They sprang, mad enough with blood to choose fight over flight.

She cleaved the arm from one, leaped into a flying kick to knock another out of her way as she plunged her ready dagger into the heart of the third.

‘I am Kadra,’ she shouted, ‘Slayer of Demons. Guardian of the red sun.’

‘You are too late,’ the remaining Bok hissed at her. ‘You are outnumbered. Our king will tear out your heart, and we will share in the feast.’

‘Today you go hungry.’

He was faster than the others, and fueled by his grisly meal. This, she knew, would be an opponent more worthy of her skill.

He chose not his claws but the long hooked blade he drew from the sheath at his side.

Steel rang to steel as the screams and the stench rose around her. She knew there were at least three others and she knew now that the demon king, the one called Sorak, was among them.

His death was her life’s work.

The Bok fought well with his sickle sword, and swiped out with those blue claws. She felt the pain, an absent annoyance, as they dug furrows over her bare shoulder. Instead of retreating, she pushed into the attack, into the flashing blue and silver to run him through with a fierce thrust.

‘I am Kadra,’ she murmured as the Bok smoked to the ground. ‘I am your death.’

She wheeled to aim her weapon and her gaze on the demon king and the three warriors that flanked him outside the open doorway of a hut.

At last, she thought. Praise the powers of life, at last.

‘I am your death, Sorak,’ she said. ‘As I was death for Clud, your father. On this day, in this hour, I will rid my world of you.’

‘Keep your world.’ The king of demons, regal in his red tunic and bands of gold, lifted a small, clear globe. ‘I go to another. There I will conquer and feed. There I will rule.’

His handsome face was sheened with sweat and blood. His dark hair coiled, sleek and twisted, like snakes over his elegant shoulders. Then he bared his teeth, and the illusion of rough beauty vanished into horror.

‘Where I go, the food is plentiful. There, I will be a god. Keep your world, Kadra, Demon Slayer. Or come with me.’ He beckoned with a voice seductive as a caress. ‘I will give you the Demon Kiss. I will make you my queen and plant my young inside you. We will rule this new world together.’

‘You want to kiss me? To join with me?’

‘You have shed the blood of my sire. I have drunk the blood of a slayer. We are well matched. Together we will have power beyond all imagining.’

His three warriors were armed. And a demon king’s strength knew no equal among his kind. Four against one, Kadra thought with a leap of her heart. It would be her greatest battle.

‘Come, then.’ She all but purred it. ‘Come embrace me.’ She pursed her own lips, then charged.

To her shock, the demon swirled his cloak, and with his warriors, vanished in a sudden flash of light.

‘Where … how?’ She spun in a circle, sword raised, dagger ready, and her blood still singing a war song. She could smell them, a lingering stench. It was all that was left of them.

Women were weeping. Children wailing. And she had failed. Three Bok, and their hellborn king, had escaped her. Their eyes had met, and yet Sorak had defeated her without landing a blow.

‘You have not lost them yet.’

Kadra looked toward the hut where a woman stood in the doorway. She was pale and beautiful, her hair a midnight rain, her face like something carved from delicate glass. But her eyes, green as Kadra’s own, were ancient, and in them it seemed worlds could live.

In them, Kadra saw pain.

‘Lady,’ she said respectfully as she stepped toward her. ‘You are injured.’

‘I will heal. I know my fate, and it is not time for me to pass.’

‘Call the healer,’ Kadra told her. ‘I must hunt.’

‘Yes, you must hunt. Come inside, I will show you how.’

Now Kadra’s eyebrows raised. The woman was beautiful, true, and there was an air of magic about her. But she was still only a female.

‘I’m a demon slayer. Hunting is what I know.’

‘In this world,’ the woman agreed. ‘But not in the one where you must go. The demon king has stolen one of the keys. But there are others.’

She swayed, and Kadra leaped forward, cursing, to catch her. Frail bones, she thought. Such delicate bones would shatter easily.

‘Why did they let you live?’ Kadra demanded as she helped the woman inside.

‘It is not in their power to destroy me. To harm, but not to vanquish. I did not know they were coming.’ She shook her head as she lowered herself into a chair by a hearth left cold in the heat of day. ‘My own complacency blinded me to them. But not to you.’ She smiled then, and those eyes were brilliant. ‘Not to you, Kadra, Slayer of Demons. I’ve waited for you.’

‘Why?’

‘You call me lady, and once I was. Once I was a young girl of rank who took a brave warrior into her heart, and gave him her body in love. He was killed in the Battle of the Singing River.

‘It was a great battle against the Bok and the demon tribes who joined them.’ Impressed, Kadra tilted her head. She had been weaned on battle stories, and this was the greatest of all. ‘Many were destroyed on all sides. Many brave warriors perished, as did three slayers. The numbers of Bok were halved, but still Clud escaped and since increased those numbers again to plague our world.

‘I watched the battle in my fire, and in the moment my love was struck down, in that moment of grief, I bore a girl child. She who was born to take up a sword as her father had done. She who would be more than those who made her. You are she. You are my blood and flesh and bone. I am she who bore you. I am your mother.’

Kadra retreated one step. Where there had been pity was now anger. ‘I have no mother.’

‘You know I speak true. You have vision enough to see.’

She felt the truth like a burn in the heart, but wanted only to deny it. ‘Humans who are not slayers keep their young. They tend and guard and protect them even at the risk of death.’

‘So it should be.’ The woman’s voice thickened with regret. ‘I could not keep you with me. My duty was here, holding the keys, and yours was your training. I could not give you a mother’s comfort, a mother’s care, or a father’s pride. Parting with you was another death for me.’

‘I need no mother,’ Kadra said flatly. ‘Nor father. I am a slayer.’

‘Yes. This is your fate, and even I could not turn your life’s wheel away from it. As I cannot turn it now from where you must go, from what you must do.’

‘I must hunt.’

‘And you will. Our world and another are at stake. I could not keep you then,’ she stated. ‘I cannot keep you now. Though I have never let you go.’

Kadra shook her head. She was accustomed to physical pain, but not to this hurt inside the heart. ‘The one who bore me was a warrior, as I am. She died at demon claws when I was but a child.’

‘Your foster mother. A good and brave warrior. At her side you learned what you needed to learn. When she was taken from you, you learned more. Now, you will learn the rest. I am Rhee.’

‘Rhee.’ Kadra, fearless in battle, went pale. ‘Rhee is a legend, a sorceress of unspeakable power. She is closed in a crystal mountain, of her own making, and will free herself when the world has need.’

‘Stories and tales, with only some truths.’ For the first time, Rhee’s lips curved in a smile lovely in humor. ‘The green of Tulle is my home. No mountain of glass. You have my magic in you, and it is you who must free herself. There is great need. In this world, and the other.’

‘What other?’ Kadra snapped. ‘This is the world. The only world.’

‘There are more, countless others. The world from which the demons sprang. Worlds of fire, worlds of ice. And a world not so different from this – yet so different. Sorak has gone to this world, through the portal opened by the glass key. He has gone to plunder and kill, to gather power until he is immortal. He wants your blood, wants your death to avenge his father. More, even more, he wants the power he believes he will gain by making you his mate.’

‘He will not have me, in this world or any. He would have slain his own father in time if I had not destroyed Clud before him.’

‘You see the truth. This is vision.’

‘This is sense.’

‘Whatever you choose to name it,’ Rhee said with a wave of her hand. ‘But a king cannot rule without vanquishing his most feared foe. Or changing her. He will not rest until you are destroyed by death or by his kiss. He goes through the portal to begin his own hunt. With every death from demon hands in that place, another here will die. This is the balance. This is the price.’

‘You speak in riddles. I will fetch the healer before I hunt.’

‘If you turn away,’ Rhee said as Kadra got to her feet, ‘if you choose the wrong path, all is lost. The world you know, the one you need to know. There is more than one key.’ Rhee breathed raggedly as her pain grew, took another clear globe from the folds of her skirt. ‘And more than one mirror.’

She waved a hand toward the empty hearth. Fire, bright as gold, leaped into the cold shadow.

In it, Kadra saw another jungle. One of silver and black. Mountains … No, structures of great height – surely they could not be huts – rivers of black and white that had no current. Over them great armies of people marched. Over them battalions of animals on four round legs raced.

‘What is this place?’

‘A great village. They call it a city. A place where people live and work, where they eat and sleep. Where they live and die. This is called New York, and it is there you’ll find them. The demons you must stop, and the man who will help you.’

Though fascinated, and just a bit frightened of the images in the flames, Kadra smirked. ‘I need no man in battle.’

‘So you have been taught,’ Rhee said with a smile. ‘Perhaps you needed to believe you needed no one, no man, to become what you have become. Now you will become more. To do so, you will need this man. He is called Doyle, Harper Doyle.’

‘What good is a harper to a warrior?’ Kadra demanded. ‘A fine warrior he’ll make with his song and story as sword and shield.’

‘He is what you need. You will fail without him. Even with him there is great risk.’

‘Why should I believe any of this? Any witch might conjure pictures in a fire. Any woman might spin a tale as easily as thread.’

‘The stone in your crown of rank, those in your sword, I gave to you. For strength, for clear vision, for valor, and last, for love. They were my tears when I gave you to your fate. In my eyes you see your own. In your heart, you see the truth. Now we must prepare.’

Kadra set her hand on the hilt of her sword. ‘I am prepared.’

With a heavy sigh, Rhee got to her feet. She walked to a wooden cupboard, took out a metal box. ‘Take this.’ She offered a bag of stones. ‘Where you go,’ she explained, ‘they have great value.’

Kadra looked into the bag of shining stones. ‘Then where I go is a very foolish place.’

‘In some ways. In others, fantastic.’ Rhee’s expression was soft. ‘You have much to see. I will give you what knowledge I can, but there are limits. Even for me.’ She held out her hands, gripped Kadra’s before Kadra could draw back.

‘The rest,’ she said, and glinting tears scored down her cheeks, ‘is up to you, and the man called Doyle.’

A great roar, like rushing water over cliffs, filled Kadra’s head. In it were words, a hundred thousand words, spoken in countless tongues. A pressure, as a boulder laid on her heart, filled her chest.

The light was blinding.

‘Valor and strength you have, my child. Use them on this journey wild. But open yourself to vision, to love, before it’s too late. Gather them close and face your fate. Would I could keep you safe with me,’ she murmured, and her lips brushed a kiss over Kadra’s. ‘But once again I set you free.’

The world whirled and spun. The air sucked her in, tumbled her, then spat her rudely out.
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Sprawled in bed, plagued by the mother of all hangovers, the man called Doyle let out a surprised and pained grunt when a half-naked woman dropped on top of him.

He saw eyes of intense and burning green. Eyes, he thought blearily, that he’d been dreaming of moments before he’d awakened with a head the size of Nebraska.

There was an instant of recognition, a strange and intimate knowledge, and with it a bone-deep longing. Then there was nothing but shock.

He had time to blink, a split second to admire what he was certain was a very creative hallucination, before the very sharp and very real point of a dagger pressed against his carotid artery.

‘I am Kadra,’ the mostly naked and well-armed hallucination stated in a throaty voice as oddly familiar as her eyes. ‘Slayer of Demons.’

‘Okay, that’s really interesting.’ If he’d been drunk and stupid enough the night before to bring a crazy woman back to his apartment, and couldn’t even remember heating up the sheets with her, he deserved to get his throat cut.

But it really wasn’t the way he wanted to start the day.

‘Would you mind getting that pig-sticker away from my jugular? You’re spoiling a perfectly good hangover.’

Frowning, she sniffed at him, then used her free hand to pull up his top lip and study his teeth. Satisfied, she drew back the dagger, slid it handily into its wrist sheath.

‘You are not a demon. You may live.’

‘Appreciate it.’ Going with instinct rather than sanity, Harper shoved her, snatched at the dagger. The next thing he knew, she’d executed a neat back flip off the bed, landed on her feet beside it. With a very big sword raised over her head.

‘You win.’ He tossed the dagger aside, held up both hands.

‘You yield?’

‘Damn right. Why don’t you put that thing down before somebody – especially me – gets hurt? Then we can go call the nice people at the asylum. They’ll come pick you up and take you for a little ride.’

Disgusted that she’d landed on a coward, she shook her head. But she lowered the sword. ‘Are you the harper called Doyle?’

‘I’m Harper Doyle.’

‘We have to hunt.’

‘Sure, no problem.’ Smiling at her, he eased toward the far side of the bed. Whatever that feeling had been when he’d first looked into her eyes, he was sure now he hadn’t been drunk enough, hadn’t been stupid enough to bring her home with him. ‘Just let me get my hunting gear and we’ll be off.’

Using his body to block her view, he slid open the drawer in the nightstand and drew out his Glock. ‘Now, put that goddamn sword down, Xena.’

‘I am Kadra,’ she corrected and studied the object in his hand. ‘This is a gun.’ The name, the purpose of it were floating in her head, in the maze of knowledge Rhee had given her. The fascination for it, this new weapon, made her yearn. ‘I would like to have one.’

She looked at him, studying his face for the first time, and found herself shocked that it brought her another kind of yearning.

‘I was sent to you,’ she told him.

‘Fine, we’ll get to that. But right now, put the sword down,’ he repeated. ‘I’d really hate to spoil my record and shoot a woman.’

It was more comfortable to study the gun, and her feelings for an interesting weapon. ‘The missile goes through flesh and bone. It can be very efficient.’ She nodded, sent her sword home. ‘Perhaps you are a warrior. We will talk.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ Harper agreed. ‘We’re going to have a very nice chat.’

His head felt as if someone had spent the night attempting a lobotomy with a dull, rusty blade. He could accept that. In a bemused celebration of his thirtieth birthday – how could he be thirty when he’d been eighteen two minutes ago – he’d consumed a tanker truck of alcohol. He’d been entitled to get plastered with a couple of pals. He was entitled to the hangover.

Having a woman – a gorgeous green-eyed Amazon who filled out her black leather bikini in a way that gratified every young boy’s comic book fantasies – leap on him out of nowhere was a really nice plus. Just the sort of happy birthday surprise a man who’d reached the point of no return on the path to adulthood could appreciate.

But having that erotic armful hold a knife to his throat wasn’t part of the acceptable package.

And where the hell had she come from? he wondered as she stood there eyeing his gun. There was nothing but simple curiosity and avid interest on that sharp-boned siren’s face.

Had he been so drunk he’d forgotten to lock his door? It was a possibility – a remote one, but a possibility. But she’d called him by name. No way she was from the neighborhood. He was a trained observer, and even if he’d been a myopic accountant rather than a private investigator he would have noticed a six-foot brunette with legs that went to eternity.

‘Jake.’ The solution trickled through his suffering brain. Though he relaxed a little, he held the gun steady. ‘Jake put you up to this, didn’t he? Some weird-ass birthday surprise. Jake’s who sent you.’

‘I am sent by Rhee, the sorceress. How is it that a harper has such a weapon? Have you killed many demons?’

‘Look, it’s too early in the morning for Dungeons and Dragons. Show’s over, sister.’

‘I am not your sister,’ she began as he eased out of bed. Then her eyebrows shot up. He was naked, but that neither surprised nor shocked her. Her instant and elemental attraction did.

He was taller than she by nearly a full hand, broader in the chest and shoulders, with fine, sleek muscles.

Reevaluating, she pursed her lips. His hair was the deep brown of oak bark, and though unkempt by sleep, it created a good frame for a strong face. His eyes were the bold blue of the marsh bells, his nose slightly crooked, which told her it had weathered a break. His mouth was firm, as was his jaw. Though his skin was pale, like a scholar’s who closeted himself with scrolls, she began to see possibilities.

‘You have a fine build for a harper,’ she told him.

‘Yeah?’ Amused now, though still cautious, he reached for the jeans he’d peeled off the night before. ‘How much did Jake pay you for the gig?’

‘I know no Jake. I do not take payment for slaying. It is my destiny. Do you require payment?’

‘Depends.’ How the hell was he going to get into his jeans and hold the gun at the same time?

‘The knowledge was given me that these have value in your world.’ She tugged the bag of stones from her belt, tossed them on the bed. ‘Take what you need, then dress. We must begin the hunt.’

‘Look, I appreciate a joke as much as the next guy. But I’m naked and hungover, and it irritates me to wake up with a knife to my throat. I want coffee, a barrel of aspirin, and a shower.’

‘Very well. If you will not hunt, show me how to use your weapon.’

‘You’re a piece of work.’ He gestured toward the bedroom door with the Glock. ‘Out. Back to Central Casting, or Amazons R Us, or wherever the hell—’

She moved so fast that all he saw was a blur of limbs and leather and flying hair. She leaped, executed a handspring off the bed, and some part of her – boot, elbow, fist – connected with his jaw.

An entire galaxy of stars exploded in his head. By the time they novaed and died, he was flat on his back, with her standing astride him turning the Glock over in her hands.

‘It has good weight,’ she said conversationally. ‘How is the missile …’ She trailed off when with a twitch of her finger she fired. Her eyes widened with something like lust when through the open bathroom door, she saw the corner of his vanity sheared off.

‘It is faster than an arrow,’ she commented, very pleased.

Not Jake, he corrected. Jake might have a weird sense of the ridiculous, but his old college friend wouldn’t have sent him a lunatic who liked to play with guns. ‘Who the hell are you?’

‘I am Kadra.’ She nearly sighed with the repetition – perhaps the harper was loose in the brains. With some sympathy she offered a hand to help him up. ‘Slayer of Demons. I have come to hunt, to fulfill my destiny. Though it does not please either of us, you are obliged to assist.’

‘Give me the gun, Kadra.’

‘It is a good weapon.’

‘Yeah, it’s a good weapon. It belongs to me.’

Her lips moved into a pout, then her face brightened again. ‘I will fight you for it.’

‘I’m at a disadvantage at the moment.’ He got to his feet, very slowly, kept his voice mild and easy. ‘You know, naked, hungover.’

‘Hung over what?’

‘Maybe we could fight later, after we clear up a few points.’

‘Very well. I will give you the weapon, and you will give me your word that you will help me hunt the Bok.’

‘Helping people’s what I do.’ Maybe she was in trouble, he thought. Not that he intended to get involved, but he could at least listen before he called the guys in the white coats. ‘Is that why you’re here?’ Gently, he nudged her gun hand aside so he wouldn’t end up with a bullet in the belly. ‘You need help?’

‘I am a stranger here, and require a guide.’ She reached out, squeezed his biceps. ‘You are strong. But slow.’ With no little regret, she returned the Glock. ‘Can you make more of the gun?’

‘Maybe.’ She’d threatened him with a knife, with a sword. She’d knocked him on his ass and disarmed him.

Damn if he didn’t respect her for it.

In any case, she’d made his first morning as a thirty-year-old man interesting. He hadn’t become a PI because he liked the boring.

Added to that, there was something … something about her that pulled at him. Her looks were enough to knock a man flat. But it wasn’t that – or not only that. You couldn’t find the answers, he reminded himself, unless you asked the questions.

‘I’m going to put my pants on,’ he told her. ‘I want you to step back and keep your hands away from that sword.’

She stepped back. ‘I have no wish to harm you, or any of your people. You have my word as a slayer.’

‘Good to know.’ When she was at a safe distance, he tugged on his jeans, then snugged the gun in the waistband. ‘Now, I’m going to make coffee, and we’ll talk about all this.’

‘Coffee. This is a stimulant consumed in liquid form.’ ‘There you go. In the kitchen,’ he added, gesturing toward the door.

She strode out ahead of him. Whatever shape he might have been in, Harper thought, however baffled he might be, a man who didn’t admire and appreciate that view was a sorry specimen.

Still, he glanced at the front door of his apartment as he passed. It was locked, bolted, chained.

So she’d locked up after she’d come in, he decided. He looked back to see her stop and gape out the living room window. Like a kid might, he mused, at her first eyeful of Disneyland.

So high, she thought in wonder. She had never been in a hut where the ground was so far below and so many people swarmed beneath. Their costumes were strange to her, strange and fascinating. But fascination turned to awe when she watched a cab zip to the curb, saw the woman leap out.

‘She rose out of the belly of the yellow beast! How is this done?’

‘You pay the fare, they let you out. Where the hell are you from?’

‘I am from A’Dair. In my world, we have no beasts with round legs. I don’t – wait.’ She closed her eyes, searched through the knowledge Rhee had given her. ‘Cars!’ Those brilliant eyes opened again, smiled into his. ‘They are machines called cars and are for transportation. That is wonderful.’

‘Try to find one in the rain. Honey—’

‘Yes, I would like honey, and bread. I am hungry.’

‘Right.’ He shook his head. ‘Coffee. Coffee first, then all questions can be faced. Come with me. I want you where I can see you.’

She followed him into his tiny galley kitchen. While he measured coffee, she ran her fingers over the surface of the counter, over the refrigerator and stove. ‘So much magic,’ she said softly. ‘You must have great wealth.’

‘Yeah, rolling in it.’ He made a reasonable living, Harper thought. But he was what you could call between active cases at the moment. Maybe he could hold off on the guys in the white coats, see if she needed an investigator, and had enough to pay his retainer. ‘Jake didn’t send you, did he?’

‘I do not know this Jake.’ She peered at the side of the toaster, delighted with her own odd reflection. ‘I know no one in this world, save you.’

‘How did you get here, to my place?’

‘Through the portal. It is …’ She straightened, trying to decipher the knowledge, then to express it. ‘There are many dimensions. Yours and mine are two. The Bok stole a key and have entered yours. I have another.’ She drew the clear globe out of her pouch. ‘So I have followed. To hunt, to kill so that our worlds will be safe. You are to help me in this quest.’

Poor kid, he thought. She was definitely a few fries short of a Happy Meal. ‘You can’t just kill people in this world. They lock you up for that.’

‘You have no slayers to fight against evil here?’

He dragged a hand through his hair, then rooted out some Extra-Strength Excedrin. Isn’t that what his father had done? And what he himself had wanted to do as long as he could remember? To go after the bad guys, on his own terms?

‘Yeah, I guess we do.’

The woman was definitely in some sort of jam, even if it came out of her own oddball imagination. He would just keep her calm, ask some questions, see if he could dig out the problem. When he’d done what he could, he would make a few calls and have her taken someplace where she could get some help.

It would be the first good deed of his new decade.

‘So, you come from another dimension, and you’re here to hunt down some demons.’

‘The king of demons and three of his warriors have entered your world. They will need to feed. First, they will hunt for animals, the easy kill, to gather strength. Where are your farms?’

‘We’re a little short on farms on Second Avenue. So what do you do back in – where was it?’

‘A’Dair.’

He could run a search on the name on his computer, see if he could pinpoint where she’d come from. She didn’t have a discernible accent, but the cadence, the rhythm of her speech sure as hell didn’t say New York.

‘What do you do back in A’Dair besides slay demons?’

‘This is my purpose. I was born a slayer, trained, educated. It is what I do.’

‘Friends, family?’

‘I have no family. She who raised me was killed by a tribe of Bok.’

Mother killed, he thought. Trauma, role playing. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘She was a fine warrior. Clud, sire of Sorak, took her life, and I have taken his. So there is balance. I have learned that she who bore me was another. Rhee, the sorceress. Her blood is in me. I think I am here, able to be here, because of that blood.’ She sniffed the air. ‘This is coffee?’

‘That’s right.’

‘It has a good scent.’

He poured two mugs, offered one. She sniffed again, sipped, then frowned. ‘Bitter, but good.’

To his surprise, she downed the entire mug in one swallow, then swiped a hand over her mouth. ‘I like this coffee. Dress now, Harper Doyle.’

‘How do you know my name?’

‘It was told to me. We will hunt the Bok together.’

‘Sure. We’ll get to that in a little while.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘You don’t believe. You think I’m loose in the brain. You waste my time with too many questions when we should act.’

‘Part of what I do in my little world is ask questions. Nobody’s calling you a liar here. Why shouldn’t I believe you’re a demon slayer from an alternate universe? I’m always getting clients from other dimensions.’

She paced up and down the narrow room to work out the logic. He was mocking her, and this was not proper. Lesser warriors were not permitted to show a slayer disrespect.

Yet, she admired him for it even as she found his demeanor frustrating.

This was his world, Kadra reminded herself, one of wonders far beyond her ken. So her world would be beyond his. If she were in his place, she would not believe without proof.

‘You must be shown. I cannot blame you for doubt. You would be weak and foolish if you didn’t question, and the weak and foolish would be of no use to me.’

‘Darling, keep up that sweet talk and you’ll turn my head.’

She didn’t have to understand the words to recognize the sarcasm dripping from them. A little impatient, a little intrigued, she held one hand up, and the other, with the globe in its palm, out.

‘My blood is of the sorceress and the warrior. My blood is the blood of the slayer. I hold the power of the key.’

She drew her mind down to the globe, drew the power of the globe into her mind.

Harper’s kitchen wall dissolved as though it were a painting left out in the rain. Through it, he saw not the apartment next door but a thick, green jungle, a curving white ribbon, and a sky the color of pale blood under a fierce red sun.

‘Holy shit,’ he managed before he was sucked into it.
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The heat was enormous, a drenching, dripping wall of steaming water. It was a shock, even after the jolt of pain, the blast of blinding light. Even so, his bones felt frozen under his skin as he stared out at the tangle of towering green.

New York was gone, it seemed. And so was he.

Not a hangover, he thought, but some sort of psychotic event brought on, no doubt, by too much liquor and too many loose women.

As he watched, dumbfounded, a snake with a body as thick as his thigh slithered off into the high, damp grass.
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