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      Six books. It never stops being weird. How the hell did I get here? Damned if I know. There are a lot of people who deserve

            to be thanked, but I hate long dedications / acknowledgments. You didn’t buy this book to read about me. So I’ll skip the

            long list of thank-yous and just get on with it. If you’re not on this list, feel free to use a pen and add a line for yourself.

            I don’t mind. Really.


      To Mom and the many fine writers of the DFW Writers’ Workshop. I may be smart, talented, incredibly cool, and surprisingly

            humble, but I still couldn’t have done this without you.


      To the people who keep paying good money to read my books. You keep shelling out the cash, I’ll keep writing ’em.


      And to Henchman 24. You will be missed.
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      The thing was big and white and hairy, and it was eating all the ice cream in the walk-in freezer. Four dozen chewed-up empty

         cartons testified that it had already devoured half of the inventory and it wasn’t full yet.

      


      From the safety of the doorway, Judy watched it stuff an entire carton of Choc-O-Chiptastic Fudge into its mouth with a slurp.

         The creature turned its head slightly and sniffed. It had vaguely human features, except its face was blue and its nostrils

         and mouth impossibly huge. It fixed a cobalt eye on her and snorted.

      


      Judy beat a hasty retreat and walked to the produce aisle, where Dave was stocking lettuce.


      “I thought I asked you to stock the ice cream,” he said. “No need,” she said. “Yeti is eating it all.”


      He raised his head. “What?”


      “Maybe not all of it,” she said. “Doesn’t seem to like the vanilla.”


      “What?”


      Dave wasn’t the brightest of guys, and the staffing shortage at the Food Plus Mart and the extra hours he’d been putting in

         had taken their toll. The poor guy got maybe three hours of sleep a night, nine dollars an hour, and two days of paid vacation

         a year, but it was all worth it to work in the glamorous world of supermarket management, she assumed.

      


      “It’s a yeti,” she said. “Big hairy thing. Belongs in the Himalayas. Except it’s in your freezer, and it’s eating the ice

         cream.”

      


      “What?”


      She sighed. “Just go look for yourself, Dave. I’ll handle the lettuce.”


      Dave trudged toward the freezer and returned. “There’s a yeti in the freezer,” he observed. “Mmm-hmm.”


      Dave joined her in piling on lettuce. They moved on to bananas, then grapes. He checked the freezer again.


      “Is it still there?” she asked. “Yeah. Now it’s eating the frozen chicken dinners.” He rubbed his fat chin. “What should we

         do?”

      


      “Don’t ask me,” she said. “You’re the manager.”


      Dave scratched his head. He was obviously having trouble forming a coherent thought. Judy took pity on him.


      “Isn’t there a book of emergency phone numbers, Dave?”


      “Yeah.” He yawned. “But I don’t think it has anything about yetis in it.”


      “Have you checked?”


      “Uh, no.”


      “It’s in the office, right?” she asked.


      He nodded. “Oh, Christ, Dave. Just give me the keys to the office already.”


      On the way to the office, she passed the freezer. The yeti was making a mess, and she’d probably be the one who’d have to

         clean it up. She didn’t mind. She needed the overtime.

      


      The emergency phone number book was a spiral notebook with a picture of a happy snowman on its cover. She sat in the creaky

         chair, propped her feet on the desk, and thumbed through the book. It wasn’t arranged in any particular order, but she wasn’t

         in a hurry. Fifteen minutes later, she decided on the only possibly appropriate number, picked up the phone, and dialed.

      


      The Animal Control line was automated. A pre-recorded voice informed her of the hours of normal operation, and she was unsurprised

         to discover that three in the morning wasn’t among them. She almost hung up, but it was a choice between listening to a recording

         or starting on the canned goods aisle, so it really wasn’t any choice at all.

      


      After two minutes of interminable droning that Judy only half listened to, the voice instructed, “If this is an emergency,

         please press one now.”

      


      She did.


      The phone started ringing. She counted twenty-five before she distracted herself with an impromptu drum solo using the desktop,

         a pen, and a pencil. She was just settling into her beat when someone answered the other line.

      


      “Animal Control Services. Please state the nature of your emergency.”


      “Yeah, uh, I know this is going to sound kind of weird, but we’ve got, uh, like a yeti or something, I guess, in our store.”

         She winced. She should’ve just said they had a big rabid dog. They might’ve believed her then. “I know how that sounds, but

         this is not a prank, I swear.”

      


      “Please hold.”


      Judy waited for the click and dial tone to replace the steady buzz in the earpiece. It didn’t come. The clock on the wall

         ticked off the seconds. Maybe they were tracing the call right now and dispatching a squad car to arrest her. Or at the very

         least, give her a stern talking-to. Well, let them. When the cops got here, she’d just show them the yeti and it would become

         their problem.

      


      “Cryptobiological Containment and Rescue Services. Can I have your name, please?” The woman sounded supremely disinterested.


      Judy hesitated, but she figured it didn’t make much difference at this point. “Judy Hines.”


      “And you believe you have a yeti in your freezer—is that correct?”


      The words were beginning to lose their absurdity. “Yes, I think so,” she said, though she wasn’t as certain as she had been

         five minutes before.

      


      “Can you describe it?”


      “It’s big and white and eating all the ice cream,” she said. “What flavor?”


      “What?”


      “What flavor does it seem to prefer? Yetis generally go for rocky road. Now wendigos, on the other hand, prefer strawberry

         in my experience.”

      


      “What’s a wendigo?” Judy asked. “Like a yeti, except meaner.”


      Judy considered that this woman might be screwing with her. If Judy were working a lonely job in the middle of the night and

         got a crank caller, she’d probably do the same.

      


      “It didn’t seem to like vanilla.” There was an awkward pause. “I am not making this up.”


      “Just stay out of its way. We’ve dispatched an agent. He should be there in fifteen minutes.”


      “I didn’t tell you the address.”


      “We trace the emergency calls.” The operator hung up. Satisfied she’d done her job, she went to the front of the store. She

         shouted, “They’re sending a guy, so I’ll go wait for him and take a smoke break while I’m at it, Dave!” There was no indication

         he’d heard her, but he’d figure it out.

      


      The night was cool, and she wished she’d thought to grab her sweater. It wasn’t cold enough to bother going back. She sat

         on the coin-operated rocket, lit a cig, and waited.

      


      She wondered about the yeti. It didn’t make much sense for a mythical monster from the Himalayas to be in the Food Plus Mart

         freezer. She hoped the guy the city sent would know how to handle this. She doubted that pole with the loop of rope would

         be up to the task.

      


      A white van pulled into the parking lot. The plain black stenciled letters on its side read monster’s cryptobiological rescue.

         The vehicle rolled lazily into a parking spot in the middle of the lot, though there were plenty of closer spaces available.

         A man in cargo pants and a T-shirt stepped out of it. The dim lot lighting kept him an indistinct blur as, whistling the theme

         to Star Trek, he went to the back of his van and retrieved something. He didn’t look like much, and as he walked closer, he looked like

         even less. He was tall and lanky, with a narrow face. His hair and skin were blue. The hair was a tangled mess and could’ve

         passed reasonably for seaweed. He carried a baseball bat over his shoulder.

      


      She didn’t comment on his blueness. Like the inexplicable appearance of the yeti, it didn’t seem odd. Like encountering an

         elephant at the beach or meeting an Aborigine at the mall. She wouldn’t expect it, but she wouldn’t classify it as bizarre

         as much as unexpected. Her lack of a strong reaction struck her as stranger than anything else. But Judy made an art out of

         indifference, so she just chalked it up to not caring.

      


      “Are you the guy?” she asked. “The guy the city sent?”


      “I’m the guy. Are you the one who called?”


      She nodded. “Let’s have a look, then.”


      Judy stabbed out her cigarette. “I don’t think that baseball bat is going to do much against this thing.”


      “Lady, I don’t recall asking you what you thought. How about I leave the delicate art of stacking canned goods in decorative

         pyramids to you, and you leave the yeti wrangling to me?” He snorted. “That is, if it even is a yeti.”

      


      He gestured toward the door and smiled thinly. “After you.” Judy flicked her cig into the ash can and led him to the freezer.


      The yeti was still there. It’d done away with most of the inventory and was content to just sit on its big hairy ass and digest

         its meal.

      


      “Yup. Yeti,” said the guy.


      “Told you.”


      “Good for you.”


      “How the hell did a yeti get in our freezer?” she asked. “Tibetans make a pretty penny selling the young ones as pets. Then

         they grow up, and the next thing you know, some asshole drives them to a strange part of town and unloads them.”

      


      Judy frowned. “That stinks.”


      “What are you going to do? People are shit.”


      This was a philosophy that Judy shared, so she didn’t argue. It did stimulate some empathy for the yeti, though, looking very

         much like a big fluffy teddy bear except for the claws and teeth.

      


      “You aren’t going to hurt it, are you?”


      “I’m paid to bring them in alive.” He pinned the bat under his arm and pulled out a small book from his back pocket. He flipped

         through the pages, nodded to himself, and with a marker drew a few strange marks along the bat.

      


      “What are you doing?” she asked.


      He glanced up with annoyance but didn’t explain. The blue-skinned guy went into the freezer. He wasn’t being sneaky. Just

         walked up to the yeti and smacked it on the back of its head with the bat. It wasn’t a hard blow, but it seemed to do the

         job. The yeti’s eyes fluttered and it fell over, unconscious.

      


      The guy kissed his bat, took out his marker, and started drawing on the freezer floor. He drew a circle around the unconscious

         creature, and, after consulting with his pocket guidebook again, began drawing strange letters around its edges.

      


      “What are you doing now?” she asked. “You wouldn’t understand it.”


      “Try me.”


      “Unless you’ve got a certified degree in runic studies with a minor in cryptobiology from the Greater New Jersey Community

         Collegius Arcanus, just leave me alone and let me take care of this.”

      


      He moved around the circle, drawing strange symbols. It took three minutes, and when he finished, he stepped back as the yeti

         disappeared in a flash. When the spots cleared from Judy’s eyes, the yeti was gone. There was a small, fluffy rock in its

         place. The weird writing drifted off the floor and faded like smoke.

      


      “What did you do to it?” she asked.


      “Don’t worry your pretty little head.” He scooped the stone up and stuck it in his pocket. “Just transmogrified it for easy

         transport.”

      


      “So that’s it?”


      “That’s it. Now if you could just accompany me to my van and sign some paperwork, I’ll be on my way.”


      They started back. “That was easy,” she said. “I thought it’d be a lot harder than that.”


      “That’s why they pay me the big bucks.”


      They were halfway down the stationery aisle when a tremendous clatter and crash echoed through the store.


      “Is there anyone else in the store?” he asked. “Just Dave.”


      Something roared.


      “Another one?” she asked.


      He pulled a small square of paper from his pocket. It had a lot of those weird not-quite-letters written on it. The paper

         folded itself into an origami hummingbird.

      


      “Chester, recon,” commanded the blue guy. “I’m on it,” said the bird, and it soared over the aisles on paper wings before

         quickly returning. “We’ve got a yeti in the canned goods aisle.”

      


      The bang of a shelf of Chef Boyardee brand beef ravioli being tossed to the floor made Judy wince. It depressed her to realize

         that she’d been working at the Food Plus Mart long enough to identify the brand and product solely by the sound. Spaghetti-Os

         had a tinnier echo, and green beans were more muffled.

      


      “Shit—I just stocked that aisle.”


      The blue guy and Judy investigated canned goods. The yeti’s cheeks bulged as it stuffed pasta, cans and all, into its maw.

         It was a hell of a mess. This creature was bigger than the last.

      


      “This shouldn’t be a problem,” said the guy. “I can handle this.”


      Something growled behind them. Judy whirled and came face-to-face with yet another yeti. This one bared its teeth at her and

         snarled. Its bloodshot eyes bore into her, freezing her in place. It knocked her aside with a glancing blow and seized the

         blue guy. He struggled, but the yeti lifted him to its jaws and swallowed his head. The guy flailed and twitched as the creature

         ambled away, sucking on him like a lollipop.

      


      She didn’t hear the man scream. Either he was dead already or his shrieks of pain were being muffled by a throat full of his

         own blood. The yeti stopped at the far end of the aisle and spit the man out. It hunched over him, growling and clawing. Scraps

         of cloth flew in the air, but the creature’s body blocked Judy’s view of the carnage.

      


      “Oh, shit. Oh, shit.” Judy froze, repeating the chant over and over.


      A curious grunt came from the canned goods aisle. The second yeti’s claws clicked on the tile as it drew closer. It snorted

         and sniffed.

      


      She bolted for the front doors. They were only a dozen or so steps away, and the lumbering yetis didn’t seem very fast. A

         can of peas rolled underfoot, causing her to fall. She struck her head on the discarded baseball bat and it rolled noisily

         across the floor.

      


      The second yeti roared as it advanced on her. “Oh, shit, oh, shit!”


      She’d always known Food Plus Mart was a dead-end job. She just hadn’t expected to reach the end so soon.


      The paper bird, now folded into a large vulture shape, fluttered in the creature’s face. “Run, miss! I can’t distract it for—”


      The yeti grabbed the bird and threw it to the floor. The beast stomped on the paper several times.


      Judy snatched up the baseball bat and clutched it in two tight fists. The Animal Control guy had used it to knock out the

         other yeti. She figured she’d only get one shot so she had to make it count.

      


      The yeti pounced.


      She brought the bat up hard and smashed it across the jaw. There was an explosion of force. The yeti was blown back down the

         aisle. It flew fifty feet, landing with a thud beside the third yeti, the one mauling the Animal Control agent. The struck

         yeti stayed down, but the last one turned away from its victim and howled.

      


      The strange writing on the bat glowed brighter. The weapon quivered in her grip. It was only a bat and the yeti was a hulking

         brute, but she felt invincible with it.

      


      “Come on,” she whispered through clenched teeth. “Nobody messes with my canned goods aisle, you son of a—”


      The abominable snowman charged forward. Its feral roar dissolved her sense of power. Yelping, she pitched the bat at it. The

         weapon sailed through the air and struck the yeti right between the eyes.

      


      The bat exploded in a crack of thunder. Splinters of wood flew like shrapnel, slicing her face and arms. A sizable chunk collided

         above her right eye, knocking her to the floor. Everything went hazy as she struggled to stay conscious for a few seconds.

      


      “Miss? Miss?” Her vision cleared enough to make out the four-foot paper man standing over her. “Are you okay, miss?”


      She sat up, and the sudden rush almost made her throw up.


      “Don’t try to stand.


      That’s a nasty bruise on your head.” The yeti was dead. Its head was gone, blown to oblivion. There wasn’t even any blood

         or brains left. Just a smoking crater. She glanced down at the chunk of scorched wood that had dented her skull.

      


      The blue guy was beside her. “Are you okay, lady?”


      “She might need medical treatment,” said Chester.


      She struggled to speak.


      “She’ll be okay,” the guy said. “Chester, get the healing elixir from the van. The one in the yellow bottle. That’ll fix her

         up.”

      


      “Sure thing, boss.” The paper man folded himself into his hummingbird shape and flew away.


      “But… but…” Judy covered her eyes as she assembled the thought piece by piece. “But that yeti mauled you.”


      He helped her up, keeping her steady. Her vision cleared. The guy’s clothes were ripped, but there wasn’t a mark on him. Not

         so much as a scratch.

      


      “Why aren’t you dead?”


      “I’m blue.”


      Judy leaned on the guy to keep from falling over. “Huh?”


      “I’m invulnerable to violent harm when I’m blue.”


      Maybe it was her spinning head or the way that he said it so matter-of-factly, but it made sense to her.


      A vaguely Dave-ish blur appeared at the end of the aisle.


      “What the hell happened?”


      “It’s okay, Dave,” she said. “We took care of it. Me and this guy the city sent. Uh, what’s your name?”


      “Monster,” said the blue guy.


      “Of course it is. Well, Monster, I really have to sit down before I puke, which I really don’t think you want to happen. Unless

         you’re also immune to dry-cleaning bills while you’re blue.”

      


      They went over to checkout and found a stool for her. She leaned against the counter and closed her eyes.


      “Shit,” said Monster. “You killed one.”


      She opened one eye. “It was going to eat me.”


      “A dead yeti is hardly worth hauling in for alchemical harvesting,” he said. “Thanks a lot.”


      “Sorry,” said Judy, but she really didn’t mean it.


      The paper man returned and handed Judy a plastic bottle. “Drink this, miss. It’ll help you feel better.”


      She took the squeeze bottle and squirted some in her mouth. “Ugh. This tastes like crap.”


      “That’s the manticore bladder,” said Monster. “But without it, a healing elixir isn’t much more effective than a sports drink.

         So deal with it.”

      


      Judy grumbled, but her head did feel better. She slurped another mouthful.


      Dave’s exhaustion dulled him, and so when he shook his head and muttered to himself, Judy knew he was pissed. His store was

         a mess, and there was no way they’d get everything fixed before the next shift.

      


      Monster said, “Soooo, what do we got here? Two healthy yetis…” He glared pointedly at Judy. “And one dead one.”


      She half scowled, half smiled. “It was going to eat me.”


      “Mmm-hmm.”


      “Screw the overtime,” she said. “Dave, I’m going home.”


      He mumbled his approval. Or disapproval. Or indifference. Regardless of the exact sentiment, she was out of there.


      Chester said, “Miss, we’ll need you to sign some forms.”


      “Whatever. Just make it quick.”


      “I left the forms in the van, Chester,” said Monster.


      Rather than wait for Chester to go retrieve the paperwork, Judy followed him into the parking lot. While he rummaged around

         in the back of the van, she lit a cigarette.

      


      “So how did that guy do that?” she asked. “Make that yeti into a stone and have the baseball bat explode?”


      “I’d like to explain it to you, but I really don’t understand the magic of this lower universe myself. Even if I could, you’d

         just forget it.”

      


      “I nearly got killed tonight. That kind of makes an impression on a girl.”


      “Oh, you’ll sort of remember it, but you’ll soon find the details a bit… fuzzy.”


      “Wait a minute. You’re calling me a muggle, aren’t you?” Chester jumped out of the van with a clipboard. “That’s not an officially

         recognized term.”

      


      She snatched the papers. “I’m not a dumbass muggle.”


      “Whatever you say, miss. Though only muggles use the word muggle.” His paper head had no mouth to smile with, but she sensed his condescending grin. She was tempted to flick her cigarette

         at him.

      


      “There. All signed. Can I go now?”


      “Certainly, miss. Have a pleasant night.”


      She tossed him the clipboard and headed toward her car. “And tell your boss he’s lucky I don’t sue his ass for giving me an

         exploding baseball bat.”

      


      Judy didn’t see how she could ever forget this, and her contrary nature made her even more determined not to.


      By the time she’d gotten home, she’d forgotten that vow.
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      Since dead things couldn’t be transmogrified, Monster had to lug the yeti corpse back to his van. He slapped a few gravity-defying

         Post-it note runes onto the carcass to make it easier. Still, he found it annoying, especially since there wasn’t quite enough

         room for a full-grown yeti in his van. He’d known that but decided to give it a try. Now the carcass’s wide shoulders were

         caught on the shelves and cabinets that filled the interior, and its lower half hung out.

      


      “Come on, Chester,” he grunted. “Are you pulling?”


      Chester spoke from somewhere on the other side of the corpse. “I’m not exactly the strongest paper gnome in the business.

         Maybe we should just call Hardy. He’s got a pickup.”

      


      “Screw that. I’m not giving him a cut of my commission.” Monster planted his hands on the yeti’s ass cheeks and pushed. It

         slid in a little farther. A shelf tipped. Its contents spilled. Most of the forms fell in the interior, and a few plastic

         bottles with elixirs and potions bounced around.

      


      “Stupid girl.”


      “Perhaps it’s not my place to say,” called Chester, “but she is a civilian. Under the circumstances, she behaved admirably.”


      “Shut up, Chester.”


      “Yes, boss.”


      Monster took a minute to catch his breath. It was too bad he wasn’t superstrong green today. Would’ve made things a lot easier.


      “So should I radio for Hardy yet?” asked Chester. “Or should I wait until the specimen is good and wedged?”


      “Sarcasm doesn’t become you.”


      “To be technical, I was being facetious, not sarcastic.” Monster wasn’t really sure what facetious meant. The gnome had a bigger vocabulary than he did, and it bugged him. Not enough for Monster to actually try to improve

         his word power, but just enough to irritate. Kind of like a pebble in his shoe that moved around so that he felt it only once

         every dozen steps or so. Annoying, but not quite enough to induce him to unlace his sneakers and fish it out.

      


      “Call Hardy,” he said.


      “You got it.”


      Monster sat on the wedge of fender not blocked by yeti hips. He reached into his pocket for a cigarette. Then he remembered

         he didn’t smoke anymore, and even if he did, his shirt pocket had been ripped to shreds by his earlier mauling.

      


      Chester appeared. The paper gnome held up a one-inch doll that chimed steadily. “You missed a call.”


      Monster took the doll, set it on the fender, and searched his pocket again for cigarettes that he knew weren’t there. “Got

         any smokes?”

      


      “Sorry. Fire and paper gnomes don’t mix.” Chester folded himself into a parrot and settled on Monster’s shoulder. “Dispatch

         says Hardy is on the way.”

      


      Monster made a neutral gruntish kind of noise.


      The doll continued to chime. “If you’re not going to check your messages, you could at least turn that thing off,” said Chester.


      “Can’t turn it off,” said Monster. “Only way to get it to shut up is to listen to the message.”


      The doll grew more insistent in its chiming. “I don’t know why you don’t just get a cell phone,” said Chester. “At least those

         can be set on Silent.”

      


      “Don’t want a cell phone.”


      He didn’t want a nagging doll either, but Liz had insisted. She’d said the doll was more reliable, and it didn’t have to be

         recharged. The truth was that it was a lot harder to ignore the doll than a cell. The chiming would just get louder and louder

         and louder. Now that the doll knew he knew about the message, it would be even worse. It would also report his slow response

         time back to Liz.

      


      The doll’s chime changed to a shrill hiss. It was getting impatient.


      “All right, already. Give me the damn message.”


      Liz’s voice issued from the doll. “Hey, this is Liz. Call me.”


      “Thanks,” said Monster. “Glad I didn’t miss that one.”


      The doll hummed. “Hey, this is Liz. Call me.”


      “I got it.”


      “Call me.”


      “I heard you the first time.”


      “Call me.”


      Monster snatched up the doll. “Listen, you stupid little bastard, I got the message already! Shut the hell up!” He hurled

         it across the parking lot. The doll jumped to its feet and jogged back over.

      


      “Wouldn’t it just be easier to call her back?” asked Chester.


      “Maybe.”


      Monster raised his foot and prepared to stomp the stuffing out of the doll, but he came to his senses at the last moment.

         Destroying the doll would release the minor devil contained within. Although it couldn’t do more than one small malicious

         act before returning to the underworld, it could still be a pain in the ass. Last time he’d lost control and destroyed one

         of Liz’s dolls, he’d gotten a boil on his nose. And the one before that had taken all the fizz out of his sodas for a solid

         month.

      


      Of course, minor devils lived for stuff like that. It was the whole reason they allowed themselves to be bound. Inevitably,

         they’d be released to pull one of their malevolent pranks. For a devil, spending a thousand years in mortal servitude was

         always worth it if it got to eventually inflict someone with a case of sonic flatulence for a day. Nasty little bastards,

         and Liz loved them.

      


      That should’ve been his first clue.


      No, he corrected. Summoning a girlfriend from the Pits, that should’ve been his first clue.


      The doll chimed in hopes of irritating Monster to destroy it, but he set aside his foot. “Nice try. Just connect me with Liz.”


      The doll rang three times. “Hi, this is Liz. I’m not here right now, but please leave a message after the beep.”


      Monster declined to leave a message. He snarled at the doll. “You knew she wasn’t going to answer, didn’t you?”


      The doll shrugged. He picked it up and stuffed it deep into his pocket.


      Twenty minutes later, a lime green pickup pulled into the lot and came to a screeching halt beside Monster’s van. A large

         man, not exactly fat but tall, wide-framed, and doughy, got out. He wore a jumpsuit the same shade of green as his pickup.

         Other than his largeness there wasn’t much about Hardy to notice except the full set of ram horns curling around his skull.

         Hardy claimed to be part demon, but it seemed unlikely. A lot of folks claimed to be part demon, but a lot of people claimed

         to have known Merlin too.

      


      Monster nodded at Hardy. Hardy nodded back. They said nothing else as they worked together to extract the yeti from the van

         and load it onto the pickup.

      


      “I want forty percent,” said Hardy. “Forty? Shit, I captured the damn thing. All you have to do is deliver it.”


      “Forty percent. And I’m doing you a favor. Alchemical harvest for a dead yeti won’t even pay for my gas. The most valuable

         parts are the tongue, eyes, and fangs, and those are missing. You aren’t holding out on me, are you?”

      


      “Come on, Hardy. Look at it. The head got blown to bits.”


      “So no teeth?”


      “I checked. They must’ve been disintegrated in the blast.”


      “What the hell happened, anyway?”


      “A civilian got in the middle of things and misused a pacification rune.” Monster patted the yeti. “The pelt is used in some

         cryo preservation enchantments. That’s worth something, isn’t it?”

      


      “Maybe ten years ago. Forty. Take it or leave it.”


      “Fine.”


      “Great. Let me just go get the paperwork.” Hardy fumbled around in the cab of his pickup. Monster thought he saw a bulge just

         above Hardy’s ass, the telltale sign of a goat tail. It was far likelier Hardy was half satyr than part demon.

      


      Monster pulled the doll from his pocket and tossed it under the pickup’s rear tire.


      Hardy lumbered over. He wasn’t that fat and so there really was no reason for him to lumber that Monster could see. Unless

         Hardy was trying to squeeze some hooves into size-ten sneakers. With a smug grin, he handed over the forms, and Monster signed

         them.

      


      “You drive a hard bargain, Hardy.”


      “Just trying to make a living. You understand.”


      Monster climbed into his van and drove a safe distance from the doll while Hardy started his pickup. The vehicle pulled forward,

         squishing the doll. The devil’s revenge was swift as all four tires blew out at once and steam exploded from under the pickup’s

         hood. The engine sputtered to a halt.

      


      Monster waved to Hardy and pulled into the street. “Little much, wasn’t that?” asked Chester. “Hey, I owed him one. Last week

         he sprayed my underwear with chupacabra pheromones, remember?”

      


      “And two weeks before that you replaced all his grimoires with Dr. Seuss books, if I recall correctly.”


      “Only because he phoned in that false gryphon call to keep me from scoring that cockatrice bag.”


      “And, if I remember correctly, a month before that, you—”


      “Hey, I owed him one for the pheromones, and that’s that.”


      “I suppose it would be a waste to remind you of the dangerously cyclical nature of these kinds of feuds.”


      Monster pulled the three yeti fangs he’d managed to scavenge from the Food Plus Mart and stuck them in the ashtray, smiling.

         “You suppose right. Not least because I don’t know what the hell cyclical means.”

      


      Three scores in one call was an unexpected windfall. He wondered if the Food Plus Mart might be a hot spot. A change in architecture

         or street names could create an imbalance in the flow of magic, but usually the Bureau of Geomancy was on top of that sort

         of thing. He decided it must’ve been a fluke. Even in the world of magic, shit just happened sometimes.

      


      Half past six in the morning, he decided to call it a night. One of the advantages of being his own boss. He had enough cash

         in his pocket and figured he’d wait to drop his bags in the afternoon. For now, he was just tired and ready to get some sleep.

      


      It wouldn’t be as simple as that. Liz would be waiting. She was always waiting. But it was either go home, sleep in his van,

         or get a motel room. His back was achy, and even fleabag motels cost money that he’d rather not spend.

      


      He parked the van outside the house and sat there for a while, just looking at it. The lights were on. Liz didn’t sleep. Demons

         didn’t need to, and Liz was all demon, dragged up from the Pits. He’d dragged her up himself.

      


      Demons were like people. They came in a lot of varieties. Though they were always evil or self-serving or, at the very least,

         obnoxious, they weren’t all the same. On the surface Liz was warm, intelligent, and charismatic. She was also part succubus

         and had the perfect body to show for it. There were a lot of good things about having a succubus for a girlfriend. She cooked.

         She cleaned. She had a job at Sin Central Incorporated that brought in more money than he made, and she never bugged him about

         playing too many video games. And there was all the sex too.

      


      But there was a real downside to having a succubus for a girlfriend. Little things such as spitting fire, superhuman strength,

         that slight brimstone scent that no amount of air freshener could ever quite mask no matter how many gallons of aerosol artificial

         pine stench she sprayed over everything. And there was all the sex too.

      


      “If you hate coming home so much,” said Chester, “why don’t you just break up with her?”


      He’d tried once. There were still scorch marks on the ceiling, and he’d had to buy a new television after she’d melted the

         old one. She hadn’t hurt him. She never would, though she could’ve killed him easily enough. In her own way, she loved him,

         and he cared for her too. They just weren’t a good couple.

      


      But they were stuck with each other. He kept her out of the Pits, and she kept from tearing him to pieces as per the scorned

         woman clause of their contract. He reminded himself that should he ever find a way to escape this relationship, he would never

         again answer a personal ad in the Weekly Underworlder.


      “See you tomorrow, boss.”


      Chester folded himself into a palm-size square. Monster stuck the paper in his pocket and went inside.


      Liz was sitting on the couch. She didn’t look up as he entered, just kept reading her Cosmo.


      “Hey,” he said. “Hey,” she replied. “How was work?”


      He grunted. “I made some spaghetti, if you’re hungry.”


      He grabbed a plate and sat beside her. Liz didn’t have horns, bat wings, or a tail, but her skin had a deep red tint, and

         her lips, eyelids, and hair were jet black. She looked like a sunburned Native American goth woman. Her tendency to wear clothing

         and accessories with flowers and butterflies usually added a touch of hippie to the mix, but today she was wearing one of

         his old T-shirts and nothing else. Fifteen months ago, he would’ve found the sharp hint of her nipples against the cotton

         and her naked perfect legs to be enticing. Now all he could think was that she was getting the scent of brimstone all over

         another one of his shirts.

      


      She did it on purpose. She was slowly odorizing his wardrobe, marking her territory.


      “What happened to you?” she asked.


      “Yeti,” he replied through a mouthful of spaghetti.


      She nodded to herself, thumbing through the magazine.


      He finished his dinner in silence. Then he tried to slip off to bed unmolested, but when he came out of the bathroom in his

         pajamas, she was waiting for him. There was a time when the promise of her carnal pleasures would’ve filled him with glee.

         Back then she would’ve been naked and oiled up and ready for action. Now she was still wearing his T-shirt and reading her

         magazine.

      


      Liz’s succubus nature meant that regular sex was necessary to keep her from getting cranky, but that didn’t mean she necessarily

         enjoyed it. There were plenty of times when she wasn’t interested in it except as a bit of exercise. And those times were

         more and more common lately. Maybe he wasn’t a great lover, but she could’ve had the decency to fake some passion. Hell, she

         was a succubus. Wasn’t that her job?

      


      He went to the bed and lay down beside her. “I don’t really feel like it tonight, baby,” he said.


      She arched an eyebrow. “Oh, come on. It never takes long.”


      He was too tired to be insulted. “Our contract specifically says intimate relations are to be supplied on a daily basis.”


      Monster didn’t need to be reminded. When he’d signed the contract, he’d found special promise in that particular clause. He’d

         assumed it was meant to bind her. Now he knew better.

      


      “I don’t know if I can even—”


      It was a weak attempt. Among Liz’s supernatural talents was the ability to give a man an erection by her willpower alone.

         He could’ve been strapped to a bed of nails while mongooses chewed on his face. It wouldn’t have made a difference. All she

         had to do was wave her index finger in a small circle and upward motion toward his groin and he would snap to attention.

      


      Liz pulled his pajama bottoms down to his ankles without ceremony and climbed atop him. He made a halfhearted attempt to fondle

         her breasts but didn’t even have the motivation to reach under the T-shirt. She kept reading her magazine the whole time.

         Monster occupied himself by scanning the articles titles on the cover. He was guessing she hadn’t gotten to “Old Flames: Keeping

         the Spark” yet.

      


      When she was finished, she got up and left the bedroom without so much as a “Thanks.” Monster pulled his pajamas up and covered

         his head as the dawn light filtered through the curtains.
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      The red cat was at their door again.


      Rob didn’t like cats. He didn’t hate them. He just didn’t see why people kept them around. He also had the same puzzlement

         over dogs, snakes, hamsters, fish, and children. Spouses occupied a sort of subcategorization in his universe. Sometimes useful,

         but mostly a bother.

      


      Over thirty years, Rob and Evelyn had developed an encyclopedia of unspoken communication. It was through this vast network

         of signals that their marriage endured—thrived—in a comforting familiarity and reassuring silences. The system had worked

         because they’d both come to conclusion that they really didn’t like each other. The truth was that neither of them was very

         likable. They could be pleasant, polite, helpful. But they weren’t charismatic or endearing, and a divorce and new marriage

         would only lead to the same place they were already at.

      


      Everything had been going swimmingly these last twenty-seven years. Then the old lady had moved in next door, and now Evelyn

         spent three or four hours a day staring at cats, yammering about cats.

      


      “It’s out there again,” she whispered. “It’s sitting on the porch.”


      Rob sighed. “It’s just a cat.” While he had no use for cats, these particular felines, while numerous, weren’t generally much

         of a nuisance. Once in a while, one of the little beasts might start howling in the middle of the night, but it was far less

         frequent and disturbing than the parties thrown by the swingers across the street.

      


      “Have you ever taken a look at them?” asked Evelyn. “I mean really taken a look at them.”

      


      “They’re cats. What’s to see?”


      “Their eyes. There’s something wrong with their eyes.” She peeked out the front-door window at the cat sitting on the porch.

         “And their shadows aren’t right either.”

      


      “Jeezus, Evelyn. How much time do you spend watching those things?”


      “And don’t you ever notice that, except for this one, they always stay in her yard?” she said. “There’s always ten or twenty

         out there, but they never get outside the fence.”

      


      “Who’s complaining?” he replied. “She’s got them trained.”


      “You can’t train a cat to stay in a yard. It can’t be done.”


      “Obviously, it can.”


      “Something destroyed my rosebushes. Explain that.”


      “I don’t know,” he said. “Raccoon, maybe?”


      “Raccoons don’t burn down rosebushes,” she said. “Burned? You think cats set fire to your rosebushes?”


      “Not cats. Cat. That cat! Just look at it. It knows I know, and it’s rubbing my nose in it.”

      


      Rob was beginning to doubt that spouses belonged in that subcategory after all. But at least her inexplicable paranoia gave

         him a reason to look forward to work. Eight blissful hours of middle management drudgery seemed almost like paradise compared

         to listening to Evelyn ramble on about her furry arch-nemesis.

      


      He started to open the front door, but she slapped away his hand. “For God’s sake, Rob, use the back door. It’s out there.”


      “Oh, for cryin’ out loud.” He pushed her aside and opened the door.


      The cat stood and stretched. It glanced at Rob and Evelyn but didn’t seem very interested in either of them.


      Evelyn hid halfway behind the door and a few steps away from the threshold. “If you were any kind of man, you’d confront her.

         Tell her that we know what she’s up to.”

      


      “You aren’t serious. You want me to go and yell at an old lady who has never done anything to us except have a cat that likes

         to sit on our porch?”

      


      “And burns down rosebushes,” she added. “And I think the beast ate the Newtons’ dog. The one that disappeared a week ago.”


      “The Saint Bernard?”


      She nodded.


      The cat raised its head and licked its lips in a manner that even Rob had to admit looked very satisfied.


      Evelyn moved a few steps back.


      “Oh, for the love of Pete,” said Rob. “Look, if I take the cat back where it belongs and tell them that we’d prefer they keep

         it inside, would that make you happy?”

      


      He really didn’t care if it made her happy, but he was hoping it might make her shut up. All he’d ever asked of her was a

         certain degree of bland agreeableness. It seemed ridiculous that one cat should destroy that. If it meant yelling at an old

         lady to restore her sanity and his peace, then he was perfectly willing to do so.

      


      She smiled. Her smile always struck him as forced and counterproductive, more disturbing than reassuring. His smile was even

         worse, but at least he had the good sense to use it only on special occasions. He never inflicted it on his wife.

      


      “Won’t you?” she asked. “I can’t stand the dreadful thing. If she could just keep it inside…”


      Rob picked up the cat. It didn’t try to run away. He didn’t grab it by the back of the neck, but gently cradled it in his

         arms. This wasn’t motivated by care or concern but by an awkwardness with touching living things. Whenever someone offered

         to let him hold their baby, which was thankfully a rare occurrence, he always excused himself to use the bathroom.

      


      He strolled over to the neighbor’s house, passing through the white picket fence around the neatly trimmed yard and colorful

         flower beds planted along the cobblestone path from the sidewalk to the door. The many cats on her lawn, at least a dozen,

         all raised their heads as he undid the latch and opened the gate.

      


      The cat in his arms didn’t squirm at all until he reached the quaint front door and knocked. Then it twisted loose and hit

         the porch. The cat waited patiently with Rob for the door to open.

      


      He checked the time. He had another five minutes before rush hour really set in.


      The door swung open and a tall young woman appeared. Her face was thin, and she didn’t have much of a chest either. She made

         up for this with a nice figure and a pair of slender, athletic legs with just a hint of muscular power. Rob had always been

         a leg man, and he had a preference for brunettes. This woman’s hair was long and shimmering, just the way he preferred.

      


      “Oh, my—Pendragon,” she said. “There you are! And who is this you’ve brought with you?”


      The cat meowed once, then went inside without saying anything else.


      “Wherever did you find him?” She smiled widely, displaying long white teeth that were just short of an overbite. They were

         not her best feature, but he was willing to overlook it.

      


      “Your cat keeps—” he started. “Pendragon,” she corrected. “His name’s Pendragon.”


      “Uh, yeah. Your cat, Pendragon, he keeps coming over to my house and bothering my wife.”


      “He has?” She gasped theatrically. “That’s most distressing. Mrs. Lotus will be most upset with him. Come in, come in.”


      “I have to get to work.”


      “Oh, nonsense.” The woman took his hand. “We must tell Mrs. Lotus. I’m sure she’ll want to hear your story.”


      He started to protest, but he was at that point in his life at which two hours of traffic jam seemed a fair trade for five

         minutes of miniskirted legs. It wasn’t as if anyone at the office would notice. The guy in the cubicle next to him still called

         him Ron. Rob might’ve been insulted except he’d never even bothered to learn the guy’s name.

      

OEBPS/images/9780316071956.jpg
A. LEE MARTINEZ ©

(!

@; WE CAPTURE YETI!;@.
CALL US FOR ALL YOUR PEST CONTROL NEEDS.





