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			1

			Trouble wasn’t content to follow Constance Verity. Trouble was more proactive when it came to Connie. She’d grown used to trouble, so she knew it when she walked into a room. She’d been recognized, and there was nothing to be done about it. She almost stopped right there, thanked the interviewers for their time, and went on her way. But she’d come this far. She might as well go all the way.

			“Please, Mrs. Smith, have a seat.” Tom, an older man in a gray suit, gestured to the chair across the desk.

			“It’s Smythe,” she corrected. “And it’s Ms.”

			Jan continued to study Connie like a complicated math problem she couldn’t quite solve in her head. She leaned over to Tom and whispered in his ear. His eyes went wide, then narrowed. A curious smile crossed his face.

			“Terrific,” mumbled Connie to herself.

			“I’m sorry?” asked Tom.

			“Oh, nothing.” She smiled and smoothed her pants.

			“Ms. Smythe, we’ve been looking at your resume, and I must say it’s a bit thin.” He held up the paper, ran his finger down the two paragraphs, and nodded to himself. “To be honest, we probably would’ve rejected you right out, but you scored incredibly well on the aptitude tests.”

			“Thank you.”

			It wasn’t technically a compliment, but she felt like she should say something.

			Jan folded her hands across the shared desk. “Yet according to this, you didn’t even attend college.”

			Connie shrugged. “My education was . . . informal.”

			“Please, go on, Ms. Smythe.”

			They leaned forward.

			“My childhood was chaotic. I might not have the credentials, but I am fluent in seventeen languages, type at two hundred words per minute on a good day, know how to fix any office machine you can think of and probably any you will have one day but haven’t thought of yet, can run the mile in four minutes if I’m wearing a good pair of shoes. Oh, and I know shorthand, and I play a mean game of softball, if you need a new player to fill in while your starting shortstop recovers from his broken ankle.”

			“How did you know that?”

			“I’m a bit of a detective, too.”

			He nodded again. “And where did you acquire these skills, Ms. Smythe?”

			“Places,” she replied. “Does it really matter? I’m qualified, aren’t I?”

			“Perhaps overqualified,” said Jan.

			“How can I be overqualified? You just said I don’t have anything on my resume.”

			“But surely someone of your abilities can find more gainful employment elsewhere.”

			“I just need a job,” said Connie. “If you don’t want to give it to me—”

			“Are you Constance Verity?” interrupted Jan.

			“No, I’m Connie Smythe.”

			Tom went to his smartphone. This was so much easier before Google.

			“Yes, that’s me,” said Connie. “But that’s my old life.”

			Next came the questions. 

			Most people had questions.

			“What is it like in the future?” asked Jan.

			“Like now but with more evil robots. Good ones, too. No flying cars, though.”

			“Is it true you’ve died twice?”

			“Three times. But one of those times, I was a clone, so it doesn’t really count.”

			“What’s Dracula really like?”

			“Good guy, once you get past the creep vibe.”

			“I read on the Internet that you have telekinesis. Can you move this pencil?” Jan rolled it forward. The interviewers stared at it, expecting it to dance.

			“I had telekinesis. For about a week,” said Connie. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

			Frowning, Jan took back her pencil.

			“I can see I’ve wasted your time.” Connie stood up.

			“Wait, Ms. Verity . . . Ms. Smythe. We might have a position available for you.”

			“Really?”

			Tom smiled. “Yes. In fact, I can think of the perfect use for someone with your skills.”

			Connie shook her head. “I’m trying not to do that kind of stuff anymore.”

			He chuckled. “Oh, Ms. Smythe, I’m not talking about any of your more colorful talents. Although I’m certain those will come in handy eventually. No, we have an opening in the mailroom. Or would that be a problem?”

			“No, not at all.” She shook their hands. “You won’t regret this. I promise.”

			“I’m sure we won’t. Since you’re here, why don’t Jan and I go down with you and introduce you to the team?”

			“Now?”

			“Why not?”

			Connie said, “Sure, but can we downplay the . . . stuff? I don’t like to talk about it that much.”

			Jan and Tom smiled and nodded. “We understand. It’ll be just between us.”

			It wouldn’t be. It never was. Jan and Tom were certain to tell someone about meeting the Amazing Constance Verity, and by day’s end, everyone would know. Connie just hoped nobody would make a big deal about it.

			On the elevator ride to the basement, Jan and Tom flanked her. They smiled and bobbed their heads along to the Muzak. They were brimming with more questions, but to their credit, they didn’t ask them. Maybe this would work out after all.

			The elevator doors opened. The mailroom was a big, empty chamber where a dozen robed figures stood around a yawning chasm reaching deep into the foundation and beyond.

			Connie groaned. “Ah, shit.”

			Tom pressed a ceremonial dagger against her back. “If you would be so kind, Ms. Verity.”

			She stepped out of the elevator, and the cultists all turned toward her.

			“I just wanted a job,” she said. “Is that too much to ask?”

			“Ah, but we have a most important job for you,” said Jan. “You will feed the Hungry Earth. What greater honor is there?”

			“Pension matching?” she suggested. “Four weeks’ vacation a year?”

			They pushed her to the edge of the pit. At its distant bottom, a ring of giant teeth gnashed, a dozen tongues writhed.

			“I must say you’re taking this very well,” said Jan.

			“You don’t think this is my first time on the sacrificial altar, do you? I’ve been offered up to dark gods and cosmic horrors more times than I’ve been to the dentist. And dental hygiene is very important to me.”

			“Ah, yes, Ms. Verity,” said Tom. “But the difference here is that you are all alone. No one is here to save you.”

			“What makes you think I need to be saved?”

			“Come now, Ms. Verity, even someone of your reputation for harrowing escapes can see you’re at our mercy. This building is secure. There will be no last-minute arrival of the cavalry.”

			“First of all, you can stop using my name so much. Why do bad guys do that? It isn’t dramatic. It’s just repetitive.

			“Secondly, what do you possibly hope to accomplish by feeding me to this thing? You don’t think it cares about one little speck of flesh? It’s a big, dumb thing. It’s like expecting a whale to be grateful because you tossed it a potato chip.”

			The cultists gasped collectively with such precision, they must’ve rehearsed it in advance.

			“You dare insult our god?” Jan sounded genuinely hurt by that. “There is but one penalty for such heresy. You must be sacrificed.”

			“Weren’t you already planning on sacrificing me?”

			The cultists mumbled among themselves.

			“Enough of this!” shouted Tom. “Hurl Ms. Ver . . . her into the pit, that our glorious god might awaken this day.”

			Several cultists seized Connie and pushed her toward the precipice.

			“You didn’t let me finish,” she said. “It’s obvious at a glance that none of you have any combat training, aside from perhaps that lady in the back.”

			“I took judo for a year,” confirmed the woman. “I’m a yellow belt.”

			“Good for you. So, yes, there are a lot of you, and you all have your special ceremonial knives, which are all very pretty but not very practical in a fight. But I’ve fought better and more and come out on top. I’m not saying you can’t get lucky. You might, but I’m just playing the odds here. I single-handedly held back a regiment of robotic samurai at Agatsuma Gunma Canyon. But I’m sure your club of out-of-shape middle-managers will be the ones to punch my clock.”

			“I CrossFit,” said a cultist among the throng.

			“We know, Gary,” said Jan. “We all know.”

			“I might not have much formal education,” said Connie, “but adventuring is better training than any vocational school you’re going to get. Practical training. Like the Seven Deadly Styles of Martian Kung Fu, shown to me by the Exalted Master Shang Ig Ga.”

			She kicked a captor in the face, elbowed another, and paralyzed a third with a finger strike on his neck. The cultists stood in shock.

			“If you think that’s impressive, just imagine how awesome it would be if I had the four arms and prehensile tail required to be a true master.”

			Tom raised his dagger.

			“Don’t do anything stupid, now,” she said.

			Howling, he charged her. She stepped aside, smashing him across the back, and he tumbled, screaming, into the abyss. The Hungry Earth swallowed him whole without so much as a slurp.

			The rest of the cult reconsidered attacking Connie.

			“See? Your god couldn’t care less about one measly sacrifice. You could shove the entire population of this city down that hole, and it wouldn’t notice.”

			Jan was crestfallen. It was tough losing something you believed in. Even if that belief was ludicrous and insane.

			“We’re done here,” said Connie.

			A low, echoing rumble rolled out of the maw, and the ground shook under them.

			The toothy jaws snapped open and shut eagerly, and its tongues slithered up the chasm.

			“Huh.” She shrugged. “I did not see that coming.”

			The cultists cheered. Their celebration was cut short when the creature’s tongues whipped out of the pit and started dragging them to their doom.

			Connie got into a lot of messes in a lot of different places. After decades of globe-trotting adventures, the governments of the world had created a special international agency dedicated solely to keeping track of her. It wasn’t much, but it did make cleaning up the messes in the aftermath easier. Lucas Harrison was the lead agent of that agency.

			He gazed down into the now quiet abyss in the basement.

			“What the hell is that?”

			“The Hungry Earth,” said Connie.

			“The hungry what?”

			“Earth. Have you ever wondered what’s underneath that shell of rock we’re standing on?” She pointed to the rows of teeth and flaccid tongues. “There you have it.”

			“Like a monster? How big is it?”

			“You should know this already,” she said. “It’s in the files.”

			“We have a dozen cabinets of files on you, Verity. I can’t be expected to memorize every weird thing you’ve been involved in.”

			“Isn’t that your job?”

			“I’m the liaison. Agent Barker is records.”

			“How is she doing?” asked Connie.

			“She’s on paid leave. Read something in one of the files that gave her night terrors.” He pointed to the giant maw below. “How big is that thing?”

			“Earth-sized,” she replied. “It’s in the name: The Hungry Earth.”

			“You’re telling me the earth is a monster.”

			“More or less.” She nodded to the six remaining cultists who hadn’t been eaten by their mindless god. “And these yahoos almost woke it up. What? You didn’t think it was hollow, did you?”

			Her condescending tone rubbed him the wrong way.

			“I distinctly remember that incident with the subterranean Neanderthal invasion,” he said.

			“Part of it’s hollow,” she corrected. “But most of it’s monster.”

			“We’re living on the skin of a sleeping monster. What the hell happens when it wakes up, Verity?”

			“Don’t know. Don’t want to find out. I chucked some cinnamon into its mouth, and that put it right back to sleep.”

			“Where the hell did you find cinnamon so fast?”

			“I’m resourceful.”

			“You’re telling me you just saved the world. Again.”

			“Technically, I saved us from the world.”

			“I’ll be sure to include that in my report. This will probably push Barker over the edge.”

			Barker wouldn’t be the first agent overwhelmed by the secret files of Constance Verity. It was doubtful she would be the last. Harrison himself had replaced the previous agency head who had called it quits after having to fish Connie out of the ocean and find an environmentally friendly way of disposing of the six-hundred-ton corpse of the kraken. Constance stayed sane by virtue of having confronted this stuff since she was a child. It wasn’t weird. It was life.

			“What are we supposed to do with this great big hole?” asked Harrison. “Fill it with concrete?”

			Connie handed him a business card. “Call this number. Ask for Abigail Cromwell Nightshade. Be sure to use the full name. She’s very particular about that. She’ll know what to do.”

			“You just carry this around on you in case of emergencies?”

			“I carry a lot of things around with me in case of emergencies, Harrison. You know that.”

			He tucked the card in his pocket. “I don’t know how you do it, Verity. I’d be exhausted if I constantly got into adventures.”

			“Who says I’m not? Sure, I can get by on one hour of sleep. I’ve got the unflagging endurance of a kid who grew up wrestling dinosaurs and running from space barbarians. But it gets old. You can only punch so many zombies, and after a while, saving the world loses its charm.”

			“So, why don’t you stop?”

			“Now, why didn’t I think of that?” She shook her head. “It’s not really up to me. It’s out of my hands. Always has been.”

			“You’re telling me that with everything you’ve done, every unbelievable person you’ve known, every incredible near escape and last-minute save, you can’t control your own destiny? I don’t know, Verity. If you can’t, who the hell can?”

			Connie chuckled.

			“Something funny?” he asked.

			“No. Hadn’t thought of it. That’s all. You said exactly what someone should’ve told me years ago. I’m Constance Danger Verity. I’ve defeated magical Nazis in four different alternate realities, and saved the King of the Moon from a literal army of ninja assassins. I can do anything. Why the hell can’t I do this?”

			She slapped Harrison on the shoulder.

			“Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.” Grumbling, he answered the phone. “Harrison here. Yes, most of the goddamn planet, apparently.”

			Connie left him to his conversation and set out on her great adventure.
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			Professor Arthur Arcane sat in his study. Two layers of dust covered everything, and Connie brushed off a stack of books, all written by him, on the paranormal. Arcane was the foremost authority in the field of parapsychology. Or he had been, up until he’d sacrificed his life to repel an incursion by an army of disgruntled specters from the Other Side.

			“I’m dead, you say?” he asked.

			“Yes, sorry to have to break it to you,” she replied.

			“Funny. I don’t feel dead. I expected it to be . . . colder. Or warmer.”

			She shrugged. “Maybe it’s because of the way you died.”

			“When did it happen?” he asked.

			“A couple of years ago. There was this artifact buried at these crossroads . . . Y’know what? The details aren’t really important.”

			“And now I’m a ghost. I suppose there’s some irony in that. I was wondering why the cleaning staff was doing such a lackluster job.”

			He blew at some dust, and his spectral breath managed to raise a few specks.

			“Nobody’s bought the house since I passed?”

			“People say it’s haunted.”

			He laughed.

			“And why are you here again, Connie?”

			“I like to check on you. I kept a key to the place.” Not that she needed it.

			“Check on me?” He folded his hands under his chin. “Since I don’t remember any of those other times, I have to assume that means I have standard recurring spectral memory fugue.”

			She nodded.

			“And we’ve had this conversation before.”

			“I’ve lost count.”

			“Disappointing, but not unexpected.”

			“You always say that.”

			“Yes, I imagine I’m prone to repetition. Nature of a repetitive spirit manifestation, isn’t it? After all the time I spent studying them, I have to say becoming one isn’t very interesting.”

			He always said that, too.

			“I miss you, Arthur. I never really got the chance to tell you when it mattered, but I think I was falling in love with you.”

			Arthur eyebrows arched. His glasses slid down his nose. He pushed them up.

			“I had no idea.”

			“Neither did I. Not until after you were gone.” She sighed. “Died, I mean. You’re still here.”

			“And you still come to visit me?”

			“I hope you aren’t here. And I hope you are.”

			“Connie, you can’t torture yourself like this. I’m sure you did everything you could to save me.”

			She laughed. “I’m not feeling guilty, Arthur. I’ve lost people before. Goes with the territory. I just wish we could’ve lived different lives.”

			“Yes, well, I’m afraid it’s too late for one of us. And you never really had a choice.”

			“I’m going to become normal,” she said.

			“Do you want to do that?” he asked.

			“I’m going to try.”

			“No, Connie. I didn’t ask if you could. I’m asking if you want to.”

			“Of course I want to. What kind of question is that?”

			“Connie, being normal isn’t as easy as not having adventures. It’s not something you just become.” He tried to take her hand, but his fingers passed through hers. “Oh, right. Ghost. Keep forgetting that. My point is that you can’t just elect to be normal. You’ve seen and done too much. It’s not as simple as flicking a switch.”

			“I know at least four or five guys with time machines,” she said.

			“Time machines are not how ordinary people solve their problems,” he said. “As I recall, you always said time travel never works out the way you want, anyway.”

			“I never got to go to my prom,” she said.

			“I didn’t go to mine.”

			“I didn’t get to go. I was off fighting yetis on Venus. Not that it would’ve mattered. I barely went to school. Didn’t make any friends there. You’re my second-best friend, Arthur, and you’re dead.”

			“Again. Not a very ordinary thing. Is it so bad being special?”

			“I used to love this stuff. Gallivanting across the universe, fighting evil, discovering lost mysteries, saving the world.” She smiled. “It was fun. And I didn’t think a whole hell of a lot about what I was losing in the process. Proms and weddings and casual Fridays. I lost my virginity in the Amazon jungle to Korak the Savage, and it was glorious. But it isn’t supposed to be like that.”

			“It’s easy to see what you don’t have.”

			“Don’t feed me that grass is always greener line. I keep thinking of all the things I didn’t have that most people do, and it’s starting to piss me off. I know a million people would trade places with me in a heartbeat, but it’s not everything it looks like from the outside.”

			“Yes.” He cleaned his glasses. “As clichéd as this might seem, we all have our crosses to bear.”

			She was hoping he’d understand where she was coming from. His own extraordinary passion had been his undoing, and now he was trapped between life and death. It probably helped he kept forgetting that.

			“I missed your funeral, Arthur.”

			“I’m sure you had a good reason.”

			“There are always reasons. And they’re always good. But, goddamn it, I loved you. I could have at least been there to pay my respects.”

			“If there’s one thing I’ve learned from this experience, it is that ghosts don’t generally care about such things.”

			“Yes, but the living do. I do. Even if I ignore all the things I can’t get back because it’s too late, I think about all the things that are destined to come up. My mom had a bunion removed the other day. She didn’t call me. It wasn’t a big deal, but one of these times, it will be a big deal. And I won’t be there for her or Dad when it happens. I’m sure there will be a good reason for it, but it won’t change that I’ll end up letting down the people I care about.”

			“But what about all the people you’ve helped?”

			“Strangers. Mom keeps a scrapbook of all the commendations, thankful letters, and awards I’ve gotten. It looks nice, but what does it add up to in the end?”

			“Haven’t you saved the world on multiple occasions?”

			“That’s what people tell me, but I’m beginning to think that the world isn’t as fragile as all that. The universe got along just fine for billions of years without me. I don’t think it needs me to save it. I think it all works out about the same in the end. Sometimes, I like to think of myself with a dead-end job that I dislike, a husband who is letting himself go, and some ungrateful kids I take to soccer practice. It sounds dreary, but at least it would be my life. I know it sounds selfish.”

			“It’s not selfish,” he said. “Or maybe it is. But it’s not unreasonable.”

			He smiled at her, and he was so handsome in a bookish way that she wished she could kiss him. Touch his face. Caress his hand. Anything.

			“My question does then become Can you?” he asked.

			“I can try,” she said.

			“I’d wish you luck, but you don’t need it.”

			“Thanks.” She paused on the way out of the study. “Sorry again about missing your funeral.”

			“Funeral? Wait? Am I dead?”

			Sighing, she closed the door on him.
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			Connie, as a woman of two worlds, had always had some trouble making friends. The extraordinary people she met on her adventures were usually so busy on their own adventures that unless they needed help foiling an alien invasion or exploring the booby-trapped ruins of a long-lost civilization, they didn’t keep in touch.

			Ordinary friends came with their own unique set of problems. It wasn’t easy to balance the normal and the extraordinary. Those two sides of her life didn’t get always get along, and the consequences could be bothersome.

			She’d had three boyfriends meet tragic ends. Once would have been bad luck. Twice would have been forgivable. Three times was a sign from the universe. The healthiest relationship she’d ever had had been with a warlord who lived in the mythic past, and that was complicated by the whole time travel thing, which she’d learned to avoid ever since having to kill several evil versions of herself from the future. Or would kill them at some point. She still wasn’t clear on that.

			Connie did have one friend among the ordinary, who had been a friend of hers since Connie’s seventh birthday party, which had been interrupted by a giant snake attack. After she’d slain the monster by taking advantage of its severe birthday cake allergy, all the other children had fled. All of them except Tia, who had managed to save a cupcake for Connie. From then on, they’d been the best of friends.

			They’d made plans to meet up at their go-to, a kitschy chain restaurant designed with a manufactured quirky aesthetic. It was boring and dull, the kind of place adventures didn’t happen. Not often, anyway. Everywhere Connie went, adventure might be lurking.

			Connie arrived first. She always did. It was protocol. She found a table, and when she sat down, her cell rang.

			“The eagle eats cheese at midnight,” said Tia mysteriously.

			“The moose dances under the half-moon,” replied Connie, equally mysteriously.

			There was a pause.

			“Wait. Is that good or bad?” asked Tia.

			“Why are you asking me? You’re the one who came up with the code phrases.”

			“It’s a lot to keep track of. Moose is code for vampires, right? Is there a vampire there right now?”

			“Moose is code for aliens,” said Connie.

			“There are aliens there?”

			Connie glanced at the unassuming man sitting at a booth across the room. Not many people would’ve noticed the secondary gills on his neck or the slit where his third eye was shut tight. Even fewer would’ve known to look.

			“There’s one,” she said. “But he’s just here with friends. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

			“This isn’t going to be like the mummy incident, is it? As I recall, you said he wasn’t going to be a problem, either.”

			“No, I said I didn’t think he would be problem. Mummies are unpredictable. You’re the one who still wanted to go to the Egyptian artifacts exhibit with me, even knowing my history with the cursed undead. So, that wasn’t my fault. But this is just an alien, a native of the Ragkurian Spiral, from the looks of it. They’re perfectly harmless.”

			“Then why did you mention him?”

			“Will you stop giving me a hard time and just come on? The coast is clear, I swear. The most dangerous thing here is a woman at the bar contemplating killing her husband for the insurance money.”

			“You know I love you, Connie, but it’s creepy when you do that detective thing.”

			“Sorry. We can do this at the Safe Zone.”

			The Safe Zone was the break room at the insurance company where Tia worked. Nothing exciting ever happened there.

			“No, it’s cool. I’m sick of microwaved burritos, anyway.” Tia slid around from behind Connie and stepped up to the table. Tia hung up her phone and arched her eyebrows. “Did I surprise you?”

			“Sure. Totally. I had no idea you slipped the busboy ten bucks to hide in the kitchen to try and get the drop on me. Just like I have no idea that you got here forty minutes early to do it, and that you ate a BLT when you got too hungry to wait.”

			Tia took a seat at the table. “Somebody is feeling snarky today. I take it the job interview didn’t go very well.”

			“I did keep the world from killing us all, but other than that, it was a bust.”

			“Sorry to hear that.”

			“It’s cool. I’m just cranky because I’m hungry.”

			Connie ordered a soup, sandwich, and beer. The soup was bland. The sandwich was chewy. The beer was warm. None of which was surprising. The restaurant’s unexceptional nature was why they came here.

			“I still don’t know why you want a job, anyway,” said Tia. “Jobs are boring. And you don’t have to work, right? You’re rich.”

			“Not as rich as you might think. Most of the treasure I’ve collected over the years was cursed. You can’t really spend that stuff. But, yes, I’m not hurting for money. This isn’t about money. Money doesn’t mean much when you don’t have time to enjoy it, and if I could go on a vacation now and then, I wouldn’t have much to complain about.

			“Every day is an adventure for me. Every single day. Sometimes, if they’re short, I can manage to fit in two in a day. I just want to go home, curl up on the couch, and not worry about being kidnapped by rock monsters or getting mixed up with handsome, devil-may-care rogues.”

			“I keep telling you to feel free to send any unwanted rogues my way.”

			“They lose their charm,” said Connie. “And that’s if they don’t end up betraying you in an elaborate scheme to steal the crown jewels of England.”

			“I bet betrayal sex is pretty hot, though,” replied Tia with a wry smile.

			Connie nodded. “True. It’s almost worth it. Just as long as you don’t mind dangling over a crocodile pit afterward.”

			“I still have a hard time believing they have a crocodile pit in the Tower of London.”

			“They have crocodile pits everywhere.”

			Tia asked, “What’s your plan, then?”

			“Who says I have a plan?”

			“You do. I can see it your eyes. You’ve got that look. Determined. Focused. Don’t deny it. I’ve seen it a thousand times before. Which leads me to believe that you’re about to do something foolhardy and incredible, and since it’s been a while since I’ve seen it, I can only assume that this is all about your desire to be normal.”

			“That detective thing is kind of creepy,” agreed Connie.

			“For an ordinary person, I have my moments.”

			“You’re right. I do have a plan, and the beauty of it is its simplicity.”

			Connie leaned forward. The cheap restaurant lighting cast dark shadows across her face.

			“I’m going to kill my fairy godmother.”

		

	
		
			4

			Constance Verity wasn’t born special, but she did become special a little over three hours later.

			The very short woman fluttered into the hospital room. Her tiny gossamer wings were far too small and delicate to bear her aloft, but since they barely flapped at all, it was safe to say they were mostly for show. She wore a garish purple-and-blue pants suit. Glittering gowns had fallen out of favor among her profession several decades before. She still had a fondness for sequins, and they sparkled on her lapel.

			“Ah, there you are.” Her round, cherubic face wrinkled into a soft smile. Her rosy cheeks glowed, and she removed a wand from her inside jacket pocket. “I had a devil of a time finding you, my dear.”

			Mr. Verity, an unassuming man of indeterminate ethnicity and aged somewhere between twenty and fifty years (as best any casual observer could guess), was a technical sort and was intrigued how she managed to stay airborne. His first guess was some manner of wire harness, but that seemed impractical.

			“May we help you?” he asked.

			She chuckled. “Oh, no, it is I who shall help you. Not you, specifically. It’s far too late to help you. You’re both perfectly fine, perfectly dull people, though I don’t mean that as a slight to either of you. The world can always use more perfectly fine, perfectly dull people. But your daughter need not be one.”

			Constance’s mother, who was every bit as indeterminate as her husband, said, “Did Sharon send you?”

			“Fate itself sent me, my good woman. To offer a blessing on this beautiful child.” She landed beside the bed and offered a business card to Mr. Verity. It read grandmother willow, fairy godmother.

			Grandmother Willow winked at Constance, who studied her godmother with the blank, confused stare reserved for newborns and potheads contemplating if their cats knew the secrets of the universe and just weren’t sharing them.

			“How much does this cost?” asked Mr. Verity as he waved his hands over Grandmother Willow in search of wires.

			“For you? Not a thing. I’ve been contracted by an outside agency for this one.” She put her stubby finger to her lip. “Don’t ask me. I’m not allowed to tell. But one blessing shall be yours, and it shall shape the course of this beautiful child’s life in the most fantastic ways.”

			She tapped her wand against the end table to shake loose the fairy dust. A small pile of colorful sand glittered like a rainbow.

			“The question is, what form shall that blessing be? Great fortune? Too uninteresting. Great fame? Too shallow. Flawless beauty? So last-century. Superhuman strength? Too traditional. Speaking with animals?” She shook her head and chuckled. “Heavens, no. The chattering gossip of birds alone is enough to drive one to endless distraction.”

			“Don’t we get a say?” asked Mrs. Verity, who didn’t believe this for a moment but was enjoying the game.

			“No, no, no. Parents can’t be trusted with this decision. It’s far too important. Perhaps I should ask the child herself.” Grandmother Willow floated over the bed, and Mr. Verity decided it must have something to do with magnets.

			“Tell me, dear child, what is your fondest wish?”

			She hovered close to Constance, who gurgled.

			“I see. But could you be more specific?”

			Constance sneezed in Grandmother Willow’s face. Frowning, the fairy godmother landed at the foot of the bed. She wiped her face with a handkerchief as a dark little cloud rumbled over her head.

			“A dangerous choice, little one, but it is yours to make.”

			She waved her wand in circles in the air, spewing sparkling dust throughout the room.

			“Though all other mortals tread in either the ordinary or the fantastic, you shall journey through both. On the dawn of your seventh birthday, yours shall become a life of adventure and wonder, and it shall be so until the day of your glorious death.”

			A blinding light bathed the room.

			“So it shall be!” shouted Grandmother Willow. Her words echoed throughout the hospital for several minutes, running back and forth playfully through its halls.

			The light vanished in a pop.

			Grandmother Willow brushed the fairy dust off her shoulder. There was a layer of the stuff on everything.

			“Sorry about the mess.” She nodded to Mr. and Mrs. Verity as she tucked her wand back into her pocket. “Good day. And congratulations.”

			She hovered out the door via a carefully concealed personal hovercraft built into her slacks, Mr. Verity decided.
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			“Isn’t it bad luck to kill a fairy godmother?” she asked.

			“Probably,” said Connie. “But it’s what I need to do.”

			“That’s pretty cold-blooded.”

			“I’ve killed before.”

			“That’s not what I’m talking about. Those other times, they were self-defense, right? You’ve never tracked someone down to kill them before, have you?”

			“The way I see it, this is self-defense.”

			“You’re sidestepping the question.”

			“I’ve studied under the second-greatest assassin in the universe. And when he was killed by the greatest assassin, I studied under her. I’ve seen enough and done enough to know that life is cheap, and that the line between hero and killer can be a thin one.”

			“Oh, brother.” Tia rolled her eyes. “How long have you had that speech in your pocket?”

			“Since this afternoon when I came up with this plan and knew you’d try to talk me out of it.”

			“I’m not trying to talk you out of it,” said Tia. “I’m just trying to get you to think about it some more. It’s what friends do when friends are on the verge of possibly making a mistake.”

			“You do think this is a mistake.”

			“I said possibly. I don’t know, Connie. I haven’t led your life, but I have been sitting on the sidelines for most of it, been mixed up with it now and then. I can say this isn’t you. You’re not a killer. Not like that.”

			“Maybe you’re right. The only way to find out is to track down my godmother and see what happens.”

			“Fine, but I’m coming with you, then.”

			“No way. It’s too dangerous.”

			“We are talking about a fairy godmother here,” said Tia. “What’s she going to do? Run me over with a pumpkin carriage? Smother me in an avalanche of ball gowns?”

			“You’re thinking of fairies from Disney movies. Real fae are dangerous and unpredictable.”

			“That’s exactly why you should have backup.”

			“You’d be a liability,” said Connie.

			“Even better. Didn’t you once tell me that the mark of a good sidekick is being undertrained and overenthusiastic?”

			“You’re telling me you want to be a sidekick?”

			“No, I want to be your sidekick. You’re the Constance Verity. You do all kinds of awesome stuff every day. I want in on some of that. I’ve lived a perfectly ordinary life up to this point, aside from those moments when I’ve been dragged into your exploits. What’s it gotten me? A dull job, a divorce, and a house I’ve spent too many years decorating and redecorating. I was just talking to my mom about experimenting with a neo-Asian/postmodernist Russian fusion motif.” Tia shuddered. “Dear God, what has my life become? You’ve saved me from space aliens and gangsters. You can at least save me from shopping for tapestries.

			“And before you tell me no, I’ll just come along anyway, following stubbornly behind until you have no choice but to bring me with you.”

			“You would, wouldn’t you?” Connie laughed. “Okay, you’re in, but I take no responsibility for whatever happens.”

			“What’s going to happen? I’ll be beside Constance Verity, probably the safest place in the whole goddamn universe to be.”

			“Oh, why did you have to say that? You just jinxed it.”

			“I didn’t think you believed in jinxes,” said Tia.

			Connie didn’t.

			But she wasn’t so sure that jinxes didn’t believe in her, and they’d had a long, long time to build a grudge.
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			Connie had learned to enjoy her quiet moments when she could. After the incident with the Hungry Earth, she was due for some downtime. The cosmos usually portioned out some relaxation after she saved the day.

			Tia had evening plans with her normal friends. She invited Connie along. It was always a risk hanging out with Tia’s friends. Connie wasn’t great with normal people and normal stuff. She could fake it, but it was all so much chatter. Try as she might, she couldn’t give a shit about most ordinary stuff. She didn’t watch much TV. When she found time to read, it was usually obscure instructional texts about skills she figured she might need at some point. Her musical knowledge was mostly limited to pop songs originating in the Large Magellanic Cloud, which were surprisingly catchy once you got past the screeching vocals.

			She turned down the invitation and made plans to meet Tia the next day for Connie’s final adventure.

			“It might do you some good to get out with normal people,” said Tia.

			“You know me and people,” replied Connie.

			“Yes, I know you. And people. But if you’re really trying to be normal, you might as well get used to it.”

			“We both know it doesn’t work like that. If I go with you, you’re just as likely to have something weird happen. I don’t think your friend Dolores has ever forgiven me for ruining her baby shower.”

			“Ruining? If you hadn’t been there, we’d all be brains in jars right now.”

			“I don’t think that’s the way she sees it,” said Connie.

			It was a complicated question. Did Connie cause strange adventures to happen by her mere presence, or did the universe compel her to stumble across them? She hadn’t ever figured it out, but she couldn’t blame Tia’s friends for being paranoid. If she showed up with Tia, half of them would probably make excuses to leave. The other half would politely pretend not to be expecting disaster to strike while jumping at every sudden noise.

			“Have it your way,” said Tia, “but you better not start your adventure without me.”

			“Wouldn’t dream of it,” said Connie, though she had considered it.

			They parted ways, and Connie went back to her apartment in the better part of town.

			Mr. Prado was there to greet her. He usually was. He owned the building and spent much of his time in the lobby, reading books, waiting for someone to walk by so that he could start up a conversation. Connie suspected he only owned the building to be able to corner people on their way to the elevators.

			He perked up at the sight of Connie. “If it isn’t my favorite tenant. Tell me about the wonderful new job you found today?”

			“No job today,” she replied.

			“Oh, I’m certain you’ll find something soon. Unless you end up getting involved in one of your digressions. I wouldn’t be too concerned. I’m sure something will pop up soon enough.”

			Connie stepped into the elevator.

			“You had a package delivered earlier,” said Prado. “Don’t worry. Refused delivery, as you requested. It was a most peculiar shape though, and it was singing. I do wonder what was in it.”

			Connie had stopped wondering years ago. She was always getting mysterious packages. Two or three a week. In her youth, she’d opened them with zeal, ready to dive into whatever strange exploit they’d begin. She’d since soured on those little enigmatic gifts.

			“Thanks, Mr. Prado. You’re a lifesaver.”

			“Anytime,” he said as the elevator doors closed.

			Connie’s place was a jumble of boxes, packed with the treasures of an extraordinary life. Some might mistakenly believe her to be a hoarder, but she had room for all the stuff if she could find the time to unpack it. Adventuring was time-intensive, and there weren’t enough hours in the day to fight dragons and settle into any kind of routine. That was why Grandmother Willow’s blessing had been a curse. Being a part of both worlds meant something had to suffer, and as much as Connie tried to avoid it, it was the ordinary world that usually fell by the wayside.

			She unwound with a long bath and a beer. She sat on her couch, surrounded by her souvenirs, and tried zoning out by watching TV.

			It didn’t work.

			She was more wound up than she’d thought. The idea that this could be her last hurrah made her eager to get on with it. She’d never been terribly patient. She was a woman of action, and when she set her mind on something, she usually did it. But she’d promised Tia that she’d wait.

			But she wouldn’t wait in her apartment. She decided to go out. She had no solid plans, but she’d figure something out.

			While she was locking the door to her apartment, the door across the hall opened and a woman exited.

			Connie nodded to her. “Hello.”

			“Hello,” said the woman. “Did you just move in?”

			“No, I’ve lived here for a while,” said Connie.

			Suspicion crossed the woman’s face. “Huh. I thought they just used that place for storage.”

			It wasn’t far from the truth.

			“I guess we haven’t met before. I travel a lot. Don’t spend much time at home. I’m Connie.”

			The neighbor squinted. “You look familiar. Are you famous?”

			“I won the lottery once,” replied Connie. It wasn’t a lie. She didn’t add that it led to her discovery of a lottery-fixing scheme and a shootout in a zeppelin. It just kept things simple.

			“Oh, yeah. I’m Dana.”

			She appeared ordinary. A little too ordinary. Connie’s suspicions popped up. A lot of ordinary things in her life weren’t ordinary.

			Dana, whose hand had been out there for a few seconds, pulled it back. Connie reached for it.

			“Sorry. I’m a little distracted. Connie.”

			They shook hands. She measured the handshake for anything suspicious. Spongy android flesh. Room-temperature undead. Too-hot lava person. An electrical zap. The pinprick of a hidden needle filled with poison. All the usual stuff.

			Dana’s cell rang. She turned her back on Connie.

			“I’m on my way. So what if I’m late? It’s a poetry slam. They’ll start without me. Yeah, yeah. I’ll miss out on a few of the clever capitalism/slavery metaphors shouted by people in quirky hats.”

			She ended the call and grunted.

			“Poetry slam?” said Connie.

			“It’s a showcase of the self-important and the uninspired. Although once in a while, someone comes up with something good if you’re willing to wade through the bullshit. Or so I’m told. Hasn’t happened yet, but . . .”—she crossed her fingers—“but my boyfriend is a hipster, so I’m stuck.”

			“You could always break up with him,” said Connie. “Then again, taking relationship advice from me is probably a bad idea.”

			“Believe me. I’ve thought about it. But he’s actually very sweet. I go to his poetry slams. He doesn’t tell me I’m a pawn of the patriarchy for shaving my legs. Not often, anyway.”

			“Sounds reasonable,” said Connie.

			“A girl learns to make compromises. It was nice meeting you.”

			Dana walked toward the elevator.

			Connie paused before the open door to her apartment.

			She called to Dana. “I’ve never been to a poetry slam.”

			“Oh, it’s dreadful,” said Dana with a smile. “Not for the faint of heart.”

			Connie chuckled. “That’s one thing I’ve never been accused of.”

			The coffeehouse was the kind of place people who were too cool for Starbucks went, where they ordered the same sort of complicated, overpriced coffees they could get at Starbucks but at an even more overpriced cost with the assurances that the cow that the milk came from lived on a private farm where it was fed only the finest feed and massaged twice a day.

			Connie had never cared for coffee. She could drink it. After living off moldy bread and troll blood for a week, she could pretty much drink anything. Literally. A side effect of the blood was an immunity to all poisons, a talent that came in handy in her day-to-day life.

			She ordered an apple cider, and the barista glared like she’d asked for a bottle of freshly squeezed toddler brains.

			“We have over two hundred varieties of coffee,” he said.

			“I don’t like coffee,” she replied.

			The barista steadied himself with two hands on the counter as if mortally wounded. “You just think that because you haven’t had good coffee.”

			“If you don’t want people ordering the cider, why is it on the menu?”

			He ignored the question. “We have coffee that doesn’t taste very much like coffee.”

			“How much is not very much?” she asked.

			He considered the question. “A little bit like coffee. But we can put chocolate into it. Whipped cream.”

			“Yeah, I’ll have that, then,” she replied, “but without the coffee.”

			“We have an artisan blend that tastes almost exactly like hot chocolate.”

			Connie wasn’t interested in this fight. She should’ve just ordered a fucking coffee, but she was terrible at walking away from battles.

			“Look, Jonathan—”

			“It’s Jone-athan.” He pointed to his nametag.

			“It’s not spelled Jone-athan.”

			He fixed her with a look reserved for poseurs and idiots.

			“Fine. It’s your name. What do I care?” she said. “Jone-athan, I just want something to drink that isn’t coffee. I know that this offends your sensibilities, and I’m sure that any one of your coffees is this glorious wonderland of flavor experiences that will delight my senses now and forever. But I’m a Philistine, an uncultured fool who has been despoiled by a culture that loads me up with sugary beverages and processed foodstuffs. I could no more appreciate your unparalleled coffee nectar than I could understand the genius of whatever art-house auteur director you currently love or whatever obscure musical group you and exactly four of your friends listen to. I will never be cool like you. I will never understand the secret beauty of this world the way you do. So, give me a cider and your pity and/or contempt, and we can both get on with our lives.”

			Jone-athan’s smirk faded. He shrugged. “Whatever, lady.”

			She bought her drink and joined Dana at a table.

			“Cider?” asked Dana as she sipped at her coffee. She frowned and stuck out her tongue. “Well, good for you. I’ve never been able to stand up to Jone-athan.”

			“I’ve slain bigger monsters.” Connie smiled as she sipped her bland cider. “When’s Willis up?”

			Willis, Dana’s hipster boyfriend, was a tall, good-looking guy with a bad haircut and questionable taste in pseudo-African fashion, but he was nice enough.

			“Soon. He’s getting ready. Something about cleansing his aura, aligning his chakras. I’m sorry about that lecture he gave you about truth versus art. He’s not as annoying once you get to know him.”

			Connie wasn’t so sure about that, but he was mostly inoffensive. He genuinely seemed to care about Dana too. He wasn’t Connie’s boyfriend, so she didn’t see a reason to care. It was simply nice to be out among ordinary people.

			Except it put Connie on edge. She’d worried, in the last ten years or so, that her hypervigilance would become a problem. It was justified by her life, but it did make enjoying the quiet times more difficult. Like noticing a briefcase sitting, unaccompanied, by the bathroom for the last six minutes. Or the guy with the eye patch at the corner table who hadn’t actually done anything suspicious, but she’d always had bad luck with people wearing eye patches, so she couldn’t help but be wary.

			“Oh, Byron’s here,” said Dana, snapping Connie out of her danger sense.

			“Byron?”

			“My brother. Didn’t I mention him?” She waved to a tall man.

			“No, you didn’t,” said Connie.

			“Well, he wasn’t sure he could make it. He doesn’t always.”

			Byron walked over. Connie deduced he liked jazz and was something of a cinephile. His favorite food was anything fried, and he loved to dance. She silenced her inner detective.

			Dana introduced Connie. She shook his hand. It wasn’t android-spongy.

			Byron wasn’t handsome, but he was cute. A little pudgy. His left eye was a little bit lazy, but he probably hadn’t realized that yet. His tie was askew, though that was probably a fluke, given the tidiness of the rest of his appearance.

			Connie frowned, telling her detective to shut up.

			“Something wrong?” he asked, catching the frown.

			“No. Just distracted by . . . stuff,” she said, then after a pause, added, “Poetry, right?”

			He sat. “What’d I miss? Don’t tell me I missed the bird guy.”

			“Bird guy?” asked Connie.

			“You’ll know him when you see him,” said Dana. “His soul is a bird. Hope is a bird. Love is a bird. Basically, everything’s a bird. Except hate. Hate is a Camaro, for some reason.”

			“Guess I should get a coffee,” he said. “Where’d you get that cider?”

			“They sell it,” said Connie.

			Byron appraised her as if meeting Beowulf in the flesh. “I bet Jone-athan didn’t like that.”

			“Don’t like coffee either?” she asked.

			He shrugged. “I should order something.”

			“I’ll take care of it,” she said.

			“You don’t have to do that.”

			“It’s no problem.”

			He glanced over at Jone-athan, who sat beside the espresso machine like a judgmental gargoyle in flip-flops. “If you insist . . .”

			“Just saving the day,” she said. “It’s what I do.”

			They shared a smile. He was definitely cute.

			She faced down the guardian of all things cool and environmentally responsible, and returned with a cider for Byron and a vegan cookie that tasted surprisingly good.

			An elderly woman, complete with shawl and walker, took the mic and began reciting an ode to sexual awakening. Dana distracted herself with her phone while Byron listened intently. Connie found the part about receiving her lover’s warm seed into her welcoming petals a bit unsettling and chuckled to herself.
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