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(( he Exorcist, Five Nights at
Freddy’s, and Pet Sematary are
all playing,” Bailey said, scroll-

ling through the movie theatre app on her
phone. She pushed her magenta hair out of
her face and read the last title again. “That’s
not how you spell cemetery.”



Preview: Bloody Bridges

“Five Nights at Freddy’s looks good,”
Logan said through a mouthful of half-
chewed churro. “I watched the trailer the
other day. Looks like that old pizza place over
in Newgate from when we were little, Pizza
Twins. The one with the creepy robot-puppet
things.” He led the way onto one of the many
bridges along the Watershed pathways.

“Yeah, but we can watch that'eneonline,”
said Sam. “They released it"in theatres and
streaming at the samettime,” They, followed
Logan onto the gsmall;" wooden bridge,
stopping halfway tojlook, down at the little
stream flowing under it.

Bailey shoved herWphone in her pocket
and husfied te catch up. She reached the
other twe at theWmiddle of the bridge and
said, “True, plas it’s PG-13. I could do
witheut a theatre full of fourteen-year-olds.”

“Especially on Halloween,” Sam said. They
launched” into an imitation of a squeaky
voice. “Ahh! I've never seen a horror movie
before! I have to scream in public and pee my
pants!”
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Logan laughed. “Seriously.” He pinched a
chunk off of his churro and dropped it into
the water.

“Hey,” Sam said. “You’re not supposed to
feed the fish.”

“Everybody loves churros.”

“So, Exorcist, or Pet Sematary? Seriously,
why is it spelled that way?” Bailey, watched
as a fat koi rose to the surface ‘andjsucked
down the chunk of floating, fried‘dough.

“No idea,” Logan said. He took the next-
to-last bite of his churte, then tore up the last
bit into smaller pieces and tegsed them into
the water.

“You redlly need tonquit that,” Sam said,
but theyfdidn™ actually sound all that con-
cerned.

“Exorcist,starts at 8:20, and Pet Sematary
starts, at 8:45 If we do Pet Sematary, we’ll
have time to hit the haunted house first.”

“There’s a haunted house?” Logan asked.

“Yeah,” Bailey said. “Over at the amphi-
theater.”

“So, it’s outdoors?” Sam asked.
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“ think there’s a tent,” Bailey said.
“Kandyse posted something on her TikTok
yesterday. It looked fun.”

“I dunno,” Sam said. “I'm not a fan of
those places.”

“Why not?” Logan asked. “Issums scairt?”

Sam rolled their eyes. “It’'s net that. It’s
just... like, they’re not allowed te, actually
touch you, but they get all up,if,your per-
sonal space. It’s like being pickedion by a big
brother going—”

“I'm not touching yeu!*Logan finished for
them, putting a fingex half aniifich from their

'”

nose.

“Exactly®, Sam said,)\swatting the finger
way. “I hate that shit.”

“I'll pay for yourmovie ticket if you come
to ¢thejhauntedwhouse,” Bailey said. Now
she’dybroughtyit up, she really wanted to go
check ifout.

“Pass,” Sam said. “But if you really want
to go, my nerdy heart would be delighted to
wait for you in the bookstore. You can have
your jump scares, and I'll get my own heart
rate up the old fashioned way: with caffeine.”
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Before Bailey could respond, Logan
stopped short in the middle of the bridge. She
and Sam both banged into him.

“Why’d you stop?” Sam asked.

Without speaking, he pointed at some-
thing on the path ahead of them.

Bailey and Sam looked whege he indi-
cated. “I don’t see anythingy” Bailey said,
keeping her voice low, just_ in case.

“Me neith—wait,” San® whispered®“Yes, I
do. Over there, at the edge of the'bridge.”

Bailey looked. It teok ‘@ moment for her
vision to pierce the gleomyjbutignce it did, she
jumped like she was already at the haunted
house. A pale face hévered in the dark. An
old mam™withi an unkempt beard stood
behind ‘@ bush, leeking at them. You didn’t
see¢ unhoused “people at Watershed very
ofteny The sprawling shopping center was too
busy, and didn’t have great sidewalk con-
nections to the rest of Arcanum. That, and
Bailey assumed mall security patrols kicked
them out regularly. Still, though, it wasn’t
unheard of, especially at night. Despite being
a busy commercial center, there were plenty
of natural areas, benches, and sheltered
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alcoves and doorways, perfect attractors for
those in need of a relatively safe place to sleep
outdoors.

But why would this guy be standing
behind a bush? Maybe he wasn’t unhoused,;
maybe he was a rapist or serial killer, ready
to leap out and attack them. ¢l think we
should go back the other way,” Bailey said,
already taking a first step backwazds:

“But what if he needséhelp?”’ Sam“asked.

“What if he needs help murdering you?”
Bailey countered.

“He’s not gonna ‘murder ‘afiyone,” Logan
said. “It’s Halloween; ‘he’s just out trying to
scare people.’

“Not shelping,” Sam said. “Jump scares
and invasions ofyfpersonal space are bad
engughy Randomppeople on the sidewalk will
actually touchyou.”

“Come on,” Logan said. “I'll protect you.”

Sam rolled their eyes. “Yeah, ‘cause you’re
an Avenger.”

Logan took three steps forward. Bailey
and Sam, sticking close together, took a
tentative one and a half.
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The man behind the bush made a loud
noise, somewhere between a wheeze and a
trumpet blowing.

Logan jumped back, slamming into the
other two. He must not have realized they’d
been following so close; he yelped when he
hit them, louder than the old man’s noise. All
three held their breath, watghingjthe man
behind the bush, waiting to see what'he’d say
or do.

The old man didn’t move,He centinued to
stand there, behindythe  bush, watching
them. He made anotherinoise: This time, it
was softer, much'moreywheeze than trumpet.

“I think he needs help,” Sam said.

“So, «all, 9-1-1, or mall security,” Bailey
said.

‘Andysay,what? We saw a person being old
in publie? Anybody we’d call will ask if we've
approached him. If we say we haven’t, they
aren’t going to come.”

They had a point, but, at the same time, if
the guy wasn’t in enough distress to merit a
call for emergency services, then they could
just leave, right? Bailey looked at her phone;
they still had time before the movie, but her
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chances at the haunted house were dwin-
dling fast. She considered the irony of an
actual scary experience getting in the way of
her pretend scary experience. “Sam!”

Sam didn’t answer; they’d already covered
half the distance between the others and the
man in the bush.

Logan called out too, but they kept
walking.

“Hi,” Sam said, approaehing the man. “I'm
Sam. Do you need helpwith,anything?”

Bailey watchedg She ‘c¢ould _hear Logan
breathing hard behind her; semuch for his
I'll protect yowbullshit.

“Can you, talk?” "Sam asked, when the
man dida’tyreply.

In response, Wthe bearded man made
angthenwheezing sound.

“Do you want us to call someone?”

Again, the man just stood there wheezing,
half hidden behind the bush.

Sam looked back at Bailey and Logan. “I
think we should call security now,” they said.
“He isn’t respon—~"

It happened so fast. One minute Sam was
standing there beside the man, looking back

10
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at Logan and Bailey with a concerned look on
their face, and the next they were...

Bailey’s mind couldn’t make sense of it.
There was blood everywhere, and pieces of...
Oh, God, pieces of her friend all over the
bridge, all over the path. The pieces, though,
were rapidly vanishing as the... thing...
continued to devour them. What was behind
that bush was no old man. It wasn't a person
at all. It was... it was...

Bailey dropped to her kneesjyunable to
look away. More importantly, unable to run
away, which she knew she needed to do, but
her muscles hadturned to‘mush. She lay on
the bridge,“watching®the nightmare before
her, unable tolmove. Logan was pulling on
her hand, urging'heér to get up, half-dragging
her back across‘the bridge.

“Wecan’t help them,” he was saying, his
voice thick with tears now rather than
churro. “We have to go, we have to get to
safety then call someone to—” He didn’t
finish the thought, though. Who could they
call who could handle that thing? Who could
stand any chance?

11
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The monster looked up, its bearded face
smeared with Sam’s blood. Bailey tried to
stand, but her legs still wouldn’t support her.
Logan tried one more time to pull her along,
but his survival instinct kicked in and he let
go, fleeing.

The wooden bridge vibrated as the
monster’s heavy paws pounded against it.
Bailey tried to look at it, to see death‘ecoming,
but her mind wouldn’t lét heg focuston the
creature. Instead, she loeked wheresSam had
been, at the puddie ‘of blood and bits that
were once her friend. She neticed a single
rivulet of blogd trailing away from the main
pool, having, found the, seam between the
sidewalkfand the wooden bridge. The blood
dribbledialong theerack and into the stream.

Bailey’silast thought was that Sam would
be so, mad their blood was going into the
water. They hated it when people fed the fish.

12
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MONSTER

“ his isn’t quite how I pictured
sword training would go.” Ella
dropped her arm, letting the

wooden practice sword rest against the floor

of Marcus’ training room.
“Is your arm tired?” Arjun asked. He

didn’t sound concerned.

13
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“Yeah.” She shook the arm out, trying to
relax the tight muscles. “I gave up karate
when I was thirteen, but I didn’t think I was
this out of shape. I didn’t expect a wooden
sword to be so heavy.”

“It isn’t. That’s why you’re practicing with
it first. Picture that wooden swordywith a ten-
pound weight attached to the zery‘end.”

“That... would be hard to workywith,” she
admitted.

He nodded. “And "now,imagihe you’re
balancing that tengpound‘weight not on the
end of a strip of wood,%butign a length of
sharp metal that'eguld, cut'you in half.”

Ella did 9magine itha, bit too clearly. She
shuddegedy, “Practice sword it is. But it
sounds‘like/I’'m never going to be able to use
therealhthing. I'm not strong enough.”

“You will Be,” he said. “Right now, we’re
getting“yyou used to how to stand and hold
the weapon. After that, we’ll start doing
precisely what I described, and attaching
weights to the end of the practice sword. We’ll
begin light and increase gradually; you’ll
develop the strength you need as we go.”

“You really think so?”

14
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“I do.” He favored her with a smile. “Now
pick that sword back up and show this
monster it’s chosen the wrong librarian.”

She smiled back, then lifted the wooden
blade and swung it at the practice dummy. It
hit with a thunk and almost knocked her off
her feet. “This is another thing I didn’t
expect,” she said, once she’d, regained her
balance. “I thought sword fighting ‘training
would be more like ingtheWmoviestor old
books. Dodge, parry, ‘that ssort“ef thing. I
figured we’d each haveya sword and would be
practicing against one anether.”

“We’ll get to that,” he said. “But how often
do you imagine you’resgeing to encounter an
opponentiywith a sword in twenty-first
centuryArcanum?®”

“Well...””

“Bxactly. T you find yourself needing a
sword, it isn’t likely going to be for a fencing
match. Youre learning to defend yourself
against monsters, not highwaymen.”

“You ever sword fight a highwayman?”
Arjun’s being more than three hundred years
old fascinated her.

“Sort of,” he said, looking away.

15
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“What do you mean ‘sort of”?” He looked
twitchy.

“Well,” he said, continuing to twitch. “I've
not always been the confident, upstanding
demon you see before you, you know.”

Ella made a fake gasp of horror. “You were
a highwayman, weren’t you?”

“Only ever out of necessity,” heysaid. His
shifty eyes said something different.

“You know, despite mdy eXtensiveteduca-
tion, most of what I know abeut highwaymen
comes from historieal'somance novels.”

“That might have givenyyou a rather
romanticized gmpression of‘those rascals.”

“It might. I might actually find them very
attractive?

“I alse, suspectyyou may be trying to cut
your lessonyshort because your arm is tired.”

‘s mot beeause my arm’s tired.”

Ellafdropped her wooden sword on the
floor as Arjun stepped close and put his arms
around her. His kiss was gentle but deep,
already familiar. She looked forward to her
training sessions not because she was eager
to learn to use a sword, but because they

16
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gave the two of them an excuse to spend time
alone.

It had only been about two weeks since
the incident that had brought them together;
an incident that should, by all rights, have
caused them never to want to look at one
another again. Ella had foundga book in
Marcus’ library she couldn’t open. Arjun had
used magick to release the coverjwhich had
also released a magickal-€onstruct version of
the Roman god, Cupid.Alt-Cupid had then
proceeded to wreakyhavoc all over the
mansion and grounds, using his arrows to fill
people with eithés, uncontrellable desire or
overwhelmihg reyulsion.

Ella afid,Arjin had both been hit with the
desire atrows andyliad missed all the goings-
ongd'in “the restvof the house while they
obsessively explored each other’s bodies in
the basement room containing Marcus’
disassembled library. It had been an
imbroglio of consent issues all around,
culminating in everyone having to fight Alt-
Cupid in the nude. Even now, the fact that
everyone on Arjun’s team—including
Kaden—had seen her not only naked but in

17
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the literal throes of passion filled her with
humiliation.

After it happened, Ella and Arjun avoided
one other for a short while, but she found
herself thinking about him often, and not
just about Alt-Cupid’s horrible manipulation.
After some careful questions asked of the
others who’d been affected, she’d ‘¢eonfirmed
nobody else was experiencing ‘any lingering
effects of Cupid’s influenee, ‘at least hothing
beyond embarrassmentyand anger, Nobody
still desired anyonegthey’dBeen arrow-shot to
desire, and no one)was, still' repulsed by
anyone they’dpbeen made to be repulsed by.
Some of the, victims®had been couples in
actual gélationships, and the events had
made lasting ripplés, to be sure, but there
appeared to,be rie residual magick.

[myshort, Cupid’s arrows had caused Ella
and Arjun to notice something already there
between them, waiting to be discovered.
They’d been exploring it, keeping it to
themselves for the time being, and seeing
how things progressed.

At the moment, they were progressing a
bit fast for two people who had somewhere to

18
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be. “None of that,” Ella said, gently removing
Arjun’s hand from under her shirt. “We have
Sini’s party, remember?”

Arjun’s face dropped. “Oh, yes. That.”

“Yes, that,” she said. “You don’t have to
come, but we did both say we’d help out.”

“Alright,” he said. “But I'm¢bringing a
book.”

“Sounds like a good plan.”

“Do you want to ride together?? Arjun
asked, about ten minutes later, standing in
Marcus’ circular driveway-

Ella considered.\People ‘kifiew she was
taking swordsmanship lessons from Arjun;
no one would _question why they were
togethewg“Surel And I grabbed you this. You
said youw, wantedya book to take to Sini’s
shep.”

He, took the large, hardcover book from
her and, looked at the title: Introduction to
Library Science.

“We were talking about my job the other
night, and you sounded curious about what
a librarian actually studies. Thought it might
answer some questions.”

19
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“And also be dry enough to make me want
to be more help to Sini?” he asked, one sexy
eyebrow raised.

She smirked. “Maybe a bit of that, too.”

Arjun laid the textbook in the back of the
van, beside his own, very real, sword in its
scabbard. “Get in the van, you.”

Ella gave him a quick kiss, then went
around to the passenger sidendoor and
climbed in.

“Grab that box ofynapkins, will you?”

Kaden toek sthe box’ from the back of
Mari’s ¢ar, ¢losed thgphatch, and followed her
intosFhe ‘Crystal Unicorn.

Mari \setiythe two thermal grocery bags
she’d'beéen carrying down on the store’s sales
counter.%That’s everything except the hot
plates and churro warmer,” she said. “I need
to ask Sini where she wants me to set those
up before we drag them in, so we don’t have
to move them around a bunch of times.
They’re heavy.”

20
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Kaden thought most of what they’d lugged
in so far had been heavy, but he kept it to
himself. As much as he hated food service of
any kind, even just serving free tacos to the
customers at Sini’s grand-reopening party,
he was determined to be a good, supportive
boyfriend. “I don’t see her,” he said, looking
around the small, colorful stere. “She must
be in the back room, .or ‘ever “on the
apothecary side.” The stofe was really*two-in-
one; the public face of the Crystal\Unicorn,
which sold new-ageyy things like crystals,
candles, and tarotVcards, ‘and the secret
apothecary calledyThe, Alabaster Capybara,
which sold, herbs “and actual magickal
artifactsgtoypserious mages.

“I'll go,check. Keep an eye on the car? We
leftfit unloekedwand I don’t want anybody
stealing the “equipment before we have a
chance'to bring it inside.”

Kaden nodded and went to stand by the
door, where he could see out onto Kent
Street. A black van pulled in and parked
behind Mari’s car. As he watched, Arjun
Rakkar climbed out of the driver’s seat. To
Kaden’s surprise, Ella McIlntyre got out of the

21
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van as well. Marcus had recently hired Ella
to curate his magickal library, but Kaden had
known her for over a year; it was still strange
to see her interacting with the rest of the
team.

Kaden moved to the side so Ella and Arjun
could come into the shop.

“Hey, Kaden,” Ella said.

“Is Sini in back?” Arjun_asked:

“Think so,” Kaden said.

Arjun muttered something “that might
have been some fosmuef thanks _and headed
straight for the doortat the bagk of the shop.

“Is Mari here?’Ellajasked.

“She went to_find®Sini,” Kaden said. He
told hergaboutineeding to consult with Sini,
the shop’s ownerjabout where to set things
upfbefore they could bring in the last of their
supplies. He“knew he was over-explaining,
but he“eouldn’t stop himself; every time he
tried to stop talking, the image of Ella’s full,
naked breasts rose unbidden from his
memory, sweaty and bouncing as she and
Arjun... “Mari thinks she might be able to get
rid of the rest of the supplies left since her
taco truck was destroyed in the storm, stuff

22
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like napkins, cardboard food baskets, churro
mix. Then she can sell the last of the
surviving equipment and she’ll be out of the
taco business for real.”

Ella nodded, walking behind the counter
and looking at the cash register. “I haven’t
run a register since high schooly’ she said,
trailing a finger across the keys. “I'm not sure
if I'm nervous or excited.”

“Excited?” he asked. He loekedyup but had
to look away again. “You’re, an ‘even bigger
nerd than me.”

“No,” she said. “I'm net.”

He smiledgYoureteallypnot,” he agreed,
attempting @another loekiat her pretty face.

“SinigSays Wwe can use any of the plugs
behind “the countér,” Mari said, striding
across the'sales¥floor toward the front of the
storey “Every ‘outlet is on a separate breaker,
so we wen'’t overload anything. Hi, Ella.” Her
glance from Ella, to Kaden, and back again
was very quick, but Kaden caught it.

Had it looked like he’d been flirting with
Ella? Had he been? He didn’t think so. Of
course, Mari had been at the mansion for the
whole Cupid fiasco, too; she’d seen as much

23
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of Ella as Kaden had. Maybe she was only
jealous because of what he’d seen.

It hadn’t only been Ella and Arjun who’d
put on an unintentional show for everyone
that day; Mari and Kaden had fallen victim to
Cupid’s arrows as well. They’d been drawn
into a small, but genuine, orgy, sight on top
of Marcus’ dining room table. Things had
been strained between them evefysince, and
Kaden wasn’t sure whetheér itwas)jealousy or
blame on Mari’s part, ox justha guilty
conscience of hisgown. “Let’s, go get the
equipment,” he said, hepingfto break the
tension.

Mari nodded and led the way out the door.
Kaden fellowed; not looking back at Ella.

)

-

“l kind of feel bad, eating tacos without
Kaden,” Liam said.

“He’s a big boy,” Gina said. “Besides, he
and Mari are serving tacos at Sini’s store
thingie, remember? I'm sure he’s eating
plenty of those.”

24
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“Good point.” Liam bit his steak taco in
half, chewing the huge bite easily.

Gina was a bit jealous; a mouth that big
would come in very handy as the full moon
approached and her werewolf appetite kicked
into high gear. Shifting forms burned up a lot
of calories. For most wolves, that meant
eating incessantly for a few days before the
full moon, then eating less, butystill more
than usual, for a few day® afteg, te even back
out. Gina, however, had the ability to shift
any time during theymonth. Her appetite
spiked after every shift, and she tried to keep
her calorie intakeéyhigh all“the time, so she
was always‘teady.

“Tell mgyagain why we decided to come to
the mallhon Halloweéen?” Zach asked, looking
out the)floor-to<eeiling window beside their
tabley /Watershed Bridges teemed with
people,ymany with small children in cos-
tumes carrying trick-or-treat bags.

“Because Veracruz is my favorite Mexican
restaurant, and you live to please me,” Gina
said.

“The kids should be gone soon anyway,”
Zephyr said, taking a drink of water. As the

25
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only non-werewolf at the table, his plate was
notably smaller. Gina had wondered whether
the recent emergence of Zeph’s own special
powers, something to do with the air element
she didn’t quite understand yet, might
increase his appetite as well, but it hadn’t. If
anything, he seemed to be eating less. “Trick-
or-treat was over at six, before dark.”

“Now it’s just a thousandyteenagers
running around trying t6 sc¢are‘each)other
and hook up during a“horror mevie,” Liam
said.

“Yeah, much better,” Zachysaid.

Gina smirked "@ne‘of theése days, she was
going to pdint out towZach and Arjun how
much alike,they were.

One day. Not teday. Probably not soon.

“Speaking ofwhorror movies,” she said.
“Anybody up for one?” She’d managed to get
the three of them to agree to an actual double
date; no way was she going to let them off the
hook with dinner only. They were going to
eat, see a movie, then eat again while they
walked over the cute little bridges like normal
couples on a date. Well, normal couples with
werewolf appetites, anyway.

26
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“Maybe,” Liam said, looking at Zeph.

“l could do a movie,” Zeph agreed. “I
assume Gina knows what’s playing?”

Gina always knew what was playing. She
listed the movies from memory, leaving out
the ones she had absolutely no interest in.
She didn’t imagine any of the others would
think more than three hours of Taylor Swift
or Leonardo DiCaprio sounded likejya good
idea anyway, but shewasn’t ‘taking any
chances.

“I vote Exorcist,’aLiam said.

Agreements wentjaround‘the table. Gina
remembered the titles'from‘an earlier look at
the Watershed Cinema’s\listings, but not the
times. Shey,pulled out her phone to check
after instructing Zach to order her a slice of
chili-checolate ‘éake if the server came by.
Theironly option for The Exorcist was at 8:20,
unless‘they wanted to wait until 11:05. The
late show would mean avoiding the
teenagers, since it was a weeknight, but what
would they do until then? She didn’t think
she could sell the idea of a romantic walk
around Bridges Park for three solid hours,

27
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and nobody was going to want to do the
haunted house, herself included.

She looked up from her phone to discuss
the plan when a loud bang interrupted the
Mexican pop music playing from the restau-
rant’s speakers. Everyone in the noisy
restaurant stopped talking atgonce and
looked up.

The noise had come from the “window
three tables away fromgwhere Ginay Zach,
Liam, and Zeph sat. A"woman atythat table
screamed and jumped, out of the booth, as
though whatever had “hit “the glass was
coming through“the ‘windew at her. Gina
really hoped somethifig supernatural wasn’t
about tesfuin their nice time. She and Zach
were finally retusfiing to something like
nogfmaley after the bullshit with Cupid at his
father’s mansion; she didn’t need anything
else now. She and Liam, the ones sitting on
the outside edge of their booth, stood at the
same time and went to look; the red smear
across the glass did not bode well.

“What hit the window?” Gina asked. “Was
it a person?”
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The woman who’d screamed nodded. The
man she was with held her, trying to comfort
her, and said, “I think he went that way.”

Gina turned where the man pointed,
which was toward the restaurant’s front
door. Sure enough, as soon as she looked, a
red-haired boy of about seventeen stumbled
through the door, covered im what looked
very much like blood. More people,séreamed
and gasped, and he felldo the tiled floor. A
wide-eyed hostess, even youngen than the
bloody boy, lookedgalternately between him
and the bar, clearly hoping anether employee
would step ingso she didn’t'have to deal with
it. When the boy reaehed toward her, she
steppeddrackwards.

Zachywalked past Gina with purpose,
approaching the¥boy on the floor. “What hap-
pened?” he asked.

“It was— My friends— I left—"

Zach knelt down. “It’s okay,” he said, his
deep voice more soothing than Gina had ever
heard it. “Slow down. Was there an
accident?”

The kid shook his head. “Not an accident.
He was— It jumped—”

29
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“He? Or it?”

The kid was quiet for a few seconds, then
shook his head. “I don’t know. Both. Neither.”
He looked down at himself, seeming only now
to notice the blood drenching him. “Oh God,
oh God, oh God!” He shook his arms, as
though trying to shake the bloodff.

“Did someone attack you?,Or an animal,
maybe?”

“Maybe.” The kid’s eyes fixedyon“a)point
over Zach’s shoulder.

Gina thought thatywas it, he’d checked
out, no more answers from him. But he must
have been remembering, replaying the scene
in his mind; becauseafter a short while, he
responded:

“It was alwerewolf.”

-

Y.

3

“God, I missed these tacos,” Kaden said,
talking through a mouthful. It tasted exactly
like the ones from Mari’s truck, Tio’s Tacos,
had.

“You eat tacos like twice a week,” Mari
said.
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“Yeah, but not these. I get why you’re
letting the truck go, and you’re gonna be the
best archaeologist since Indiana Jones, but
the world will not be the same without Tio’s
Tacos.”

Mari smirked and rolled her eyes, but he
could see she appreciated the compliment. Of
course, she’d inherited the truek because her
uncle José, the tio in Tio’s Tacosy had been
killed by a supernatural ereature\He decided
to let the truck talk stop, there, lést he bring
up bad memories.

Also, lest he bring, upia subject he wasn’t
ready to begeompletely truthful with her
about, like“the part“where his friend and
teammatép Liain, was the werewolf who’d
killed “dJosé. Thdat was a very long
codversation fof» a much later time, after
she’dylearnedenough about the supernatural
to undegstand things like a rogue werewolf
shift, and how Liam hadn’t been able to help
what he’d done.

Kaden took a drink from his can of Dr.
Pepper; his mouth had suddenly gone dry.

“We have to go.”
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Kaden looked up, wincing a bit from the
sharp bubbles in the soda. “We what?”

Arjun repeated himself, not elaborating.

“We promised to help with the party.”

“I got a text from Gina. We’re needed.”

“But—"

“Now.”

Arjun was a man—og, téchnically,
human-rakshasa hybrid—of few%wonds, but
this was laconic even forAimalUnderstanding
the urgency, Kaden turned te Mati.‘Can you
handle things witheutune?”

Mari, too, seemedito get what Arjun’s tone
meant. “YeahgGotahead. Can’t ignore the bat
signal.”

It wagiKadefd’s turn to roll his eyes, but he
knew itwas/sort offrue. He gave Mari a quick
kis§, popped theusast bite of his taco into his
mouth,/and geabbed his jacket. He snatched
a churre, before following Arjun out the door.

“What’s going on?” Kaden asked Arjun, as
they climbed into the van.

“Gina doesn’t know,” he said. “Or, at least,
she didn’t when she sent the message.”

“Then why—"
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“Someone burst into the restaurant where
they were having dinner, covered in blood,
claiming a werewolf attacked him.”

“So, it’s a rogue wolf?” Kaden really hoped
it wasn’t a rogue wolf. He preferred monsters
who weren’t also victims themselves; it made
fighting them a lot less complicated.

“I don’t think so,” Arjun said. €I suspect
werewolf was simply this petson’s only
reference point for a monsternGina agrees.

That made sense. ‘When someone who
didn’t know aboutgthe supernatural saw a
real werewolf, they assumeditfwas a regular
wolf, or evengpa ‘hig dog. But for someone
whose notion of a werewelf came from movies
and TVgmanyWlarge, furry monster might
registeryas' a werewolf in their limited
imagination. “Séy what might he have seen
thatfwould “Shave looked like a movie
werewolf?”

“So many things,” Arjun said. “None of
them are good.”

“Where are we going?”

“Watershed Bridges.”

“The mall?” Kaden almost choked on his
churro. “There’s a monster at the mall? On
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Halloween?” The place would be beyond
crowded. How many people had seen this
thing?

Arjun nodded.

“Where at Watershed?” Everybody called
Watershed Bridges a mall, but it was really a
sprawling shopping complex; theydevelopers
probably called it something like a) “lifestyle
center.” A monster at Watershed ‘eould mean
anything from a creatdre “‘lurking“behind
trees in a park to SsemethingWdevouring
people on the escalatos at'Barnes & Noble.

“I'm not sure. They were having dinner at
Veracruz andsa teenage boyburst in, covered
in blood and,saying a'werewolf attacked him
and hisgffiends. She said to let them know
when we, get thetej 1 presume she’ll let us
know where theyare then.”

“They’re going after it without us?” Kaden
was flattering himself with the wus in that
sentence, he knew, but going after an
unknown monster without Arjun was risky.

“I received one text message,” Arjun said,
starting to sound pissy. “Why don’t you call
her whilst I drive?”
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Gina’s phone only rang once, but it was
Zeph who answered it.

“Is Gina okay?” Kaden asked. He switched
the phone to speaker so Arjun could hear.

“Yeah, she’s shifted.”

“Do we know yet what we’re dealing with?”

“No, but it’s something bad. The kid took
us to the bridge he was crossing with his two
friends when it attacked. It’sfseaked with
blood, but there’s nothing else, left, not even
tatters of clothes. One ofithem wasya girl, and
even her purse is) gone, though someone
could have seen that on thé ground and
stolen it, I suppose. Whatever attacked them
either dragged them“off or ate them, right
down togtheir ¢lothes and belongings. That’s
what Ginpa’s doingdnow, seeing if there’s a
bleod trailleading away, or if she can pick up
on the scent of the creature.”

“What could eat two people, clothes and
all?” Kaden wondered aloud.

“Did the boy give any more description
after calling it a werewolf?” Arjun asked.

“Yeah,” Zeph said. “They were crossing
the bridge and saw an old man standing at
the other end. There’s a big bush there, and
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the kid said the guy was standing behind it,
rather than on the path. He didn’t talk to
them, but he made weird noises, like he was
having trouble breathing. Wheezing, but also
a loud noise he said sounded like a trumpet.
One of the kids decided to approach him, see
if he needed help, and the thing jumped out
from behind the bush.”

“The old man?”

“That’s just it,” Zeph said¥The kidisays it
turned out not to be an old manyat all. Its
face looked like a man, with a beard, but its
body was, well, he’s ‘still‘eallingit a werewolf,
but something big,and heavy, with a lot of
teeth and claws. It was\already dark, so he
isn’t sure"about colors or details.”

“Did‘he say anything about its tail?” Arjun
askKed,his'voicetaking on a dark tone.

“No.”

“Camyyou ask him?”

“Sure. Anything specific I should ask?”

“No, I don’t want you to lead him. Just ask
if he saw its tail.”

There was a pause while Zeph presumably
walked over to the kid. “Hey,” he said in a
gentle tone. “My friends who are coming to
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help have a question for you. Did you see the
monster’s tail?”

There was silence for a moment.

“He’s nodding,” Zeph said. “What did it
look like?”

The kid spoke, but it was too quiet for the
phone to pick up well, even on speaker. When
he’d finished, Kaden asked Zeph toyrepeat it.

“He said it was big and curvedjwide at the
base and narrow at the tip, almost as big as
the rest of the monster. ;[And%there was
something sharp atygthe end of it, like a claw.”

Kaden felt his body slam ba¢k into the van
seat as they_suddenly, doubled their speed.
“What is it?? he asked®

“Zephymy, dofiot pursue that thing until we
get there, I'd tellfyou to have mall security
evacuate the entire area, but I know they
won’listen. Ror now, do not try to find it or
follow ity, and do not engage with it. We’ll be
there in a few minutes.”

The van’s tires squealed as Arjun pulled
into the exit lane for Watershed without
slowing down. More squeals from behind
them told Kaden he hadn’t checked his
mirrors first.
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“Um... okay,” Zeph said. “What is this
thing?”

“I sincerely hope I'm wrong, but I believe
we’re dealing with a manticore.”
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