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Seanan McGuire was born and raised in Northern California, explaining her love of redwoods and fear of weather. She writes urban fantasy under her own name and science fiction thrillers under the name Mira Grant. When not writing, she watches a lot of horror movies and television and attends a lot of Roller Derby, as well as attending conventions and arguing endlessly about the X-Men. She lives in a crumbling farmhouse with too many books and three abnormally large blue cats. Seanan is exactly as much of a geek as this bio makes her seem.




Nobody ever got eaten because they ran too fast. Maybe a few people went over cliffs they didn’t see coming, but that’s probably a better way to die.

—ALICE HEALY



A NONDESCRIPT WAREHOUSE IN NORTHEAST PORTLAND, OREGON (NOW)

I sank deeper into my crouch, waiting for the whistle to free me from the starting line. Princess Leya-you-out crouched next to me, the white star on her red helmet cover marking her as the current jammer for the Concussion Stand. We were halfway through the first bout of the season, and this was the first jam Leya and I were skating against each other. Every other round, it had been my team captain, Elmira Street, versus Leya, while I skated against the newer, slower, Holly Go Lightspeed. The blockers were a solid mass ahead of us, obscuring the open track. That didn’t matter. I’d seen it before.

Then the whistle blew, releasing the swarm. Leya and I lunged onto our tiptoes, dancing and shoving through the pack. Meggie Itwasthewind—one of my best friends on our mutual team, the Slasher Chicks—managed to knock two of the opposing blockers out of the way, and I was loose, picking up speed as I began my nonscoring pass around the track. As long as I could make a full circuit before Leya broke out, I was home free.

I love Roller Derby.



I skated that jam and the next two like my pleated camouflage miniskirt was on fire, shooting around curves as if they had personally offended me. We were up by thirty points by the time Elmira tagged me out, and I was feeling the pleasant burn of a bout well-skated in my thighs and lower back. Roller Derby is an awesome workout, especially if you like your cardio with a decent dose of blunt-force trauma. I collapsed into my chair, taking a swig from my water bottle, and watched the skaters circle the track.

Sometimes it can be hard to tell who’s skating for which team. Not so when it was the Slasher Chicks vs. the Concussion Stand. The Concussion Stand uniforms were styled after the classic theater cigarette girl, pairing red and white striped shirts with red booty shorts, fishnets, and lots of eyeliner. My team wore white tank tops spattered with fake blood, knee socks, and the aforementioned camo miniskirts. We looked like we’d been attacked by a serial killer in the woods behind some summer camp, which was exactly what we’d been going for.

The captain of the Concussion Stand, the lovely Pushy Galore, performed a flawless block on Elmira Street. While my captain struggled to break free, Princess Leya launched herself into a power jam, circling the track multiple times before Elmira could get back into the action. I shook my head and leaned forward to check my laces. Roller Derby is not a forgiving sport. A few bad jams can change everything.

“Final Girl! You’re in!”

I raised my hand just in time to catch the piece of fabric that marked me as the official jammer. Elmira Street skated past to a chair, looking disgruntled. “I got this,” I said, pulling the star-blazoned cloth over my helmet as I rolled toward the track. The opposing jammer, Holly, offered me a polite nod. I nodded back and hunkered down, waiting for the whistle to blow.

The whistle blew. We launched ourselves forward.

The first challenge any jammer faces is the pack: four blockers from each team, all dedicated to keeping the opposing team’s jammer from breaking free. Once we shove, scramble, and squirm through that human barrier, the jammer faces a new, more serious challenge—the other jammer. In order to control the jam, you have to be the first one to lap the track, becoming lead jammer and top bitch until the whistle blows again. (No, I don’t know why the word jam has so many meanings in Roller Derby. It’s like fuck. It’s a noun, it’s a verb, it’s a sentence! It’s the honey badger of conversation! Just assume that whatever part of speech the word is playing right now, it’s accurate.)

I shouldered my way through the blockers and took off, building speed with practiced precision. I didn’t know whether Holly had managed to break out of the pack yet: I just knew she wasn’t in front of me, and for the moment, that was good enough.

The track curved and the blockers came back into view, Holly still stuck in their midst like a bug in amber. Swell. On the one hand, this meant I was about to become lead jammer. On the other hand, it meant another pass through the bodies of my peers, which was always annoying.

Meggie saw me coming and shifted over, creating a narrow channel down the inside of the track. I could take it, if I was brave enough, and confident enough in my ability not to get knocked out of bounds.

Roller Derby is not a sport for cowards. I sucked in my breath, making myself as thin as possible—not the easiest thing in the world, since the Boob Fairy started visiting when I was twelve, and only stopped last year—and turned sideways, hitting the gap at full speed. The blockers from the Concussion Stand barely had time to register my presence before I was past them, with clear track ahead of me and points beginning to pile up for my team. I allowed myself a split-second grin, put my head down, and kept skating.

Holly eventually broke out of the pack, but I’d circled the track four times by then, aided by luck, timing, and a fantastic group of blockers who saw victory in their grasp if they could keep me moving. The whistle blew on a final score of Slasher Chicks 174, Concussion Stand 171. The rest of my team sprang to their feet, swarming the track as we became a swirling vortex of laughing, hugging, bleeding girls.

“Let’s drink some beer!” we shouted.

Our fans in the stands roared, shouting back, “Let’s smoke some pot!”

We turned to face the stands, some of us with our arms around each other’s shoulders, some of us standing alone. I had Meggie with her arms wrapped around my waist and Elmira with her shoulder pressed against mine, and it was moments like this that I lived for: moments where I got to feel like I was really a part of this world, and not just an eternal tourist, always passing through.

As a team, we shouted the last part of the Slasher Chicks credo to the room: “Let’s have premarital sex! I love premarital sex!”

The match was over. We took our victory lap, and applauded the Concussion Stand as they took their final lap around the track. Then the whistle blew for intermission, and we scattered.



My name is Antimony Price, and I’m a social worker for monsters.

Full introductions take longer than I like, so here’s the Price family history, Wikipedia version: Once upon a time, we were bad people who killed monsters because we thought God wanted us to. Apparently, we also thought God was an asshole. A whole lot of other people helped us kill monsters, because we belonged to the Covenant of St. George, which is basically a big bucket of assholes. One day, we realized we were in danger of becoming assholes on a permanent basis, and that some monsters were actually pretty cool. So we quit and started helping the monsters—who prefer to be called “cryptids”—instead of going all I Am Legend on them in dark alleyways.

The Covenant didn’t like us quitting, we didn’t like the Covenant telling us what to do, and things got bloody for a while, culminating in the Covenant of St. George “wiping out” my family line. They didn’t, obviously, but as long as they think they did, everybody gets to be happy. We help North America’s cryptid population avoid assholes who want to kill them, the Covenant of St. George gets to be smug about slaughtering us in our beds, and nobody gets hurt. Most people don’t know we exist. Most people don’t know that cryptids exist, either.

We do have to fly under the radar, to avoid someone from the Covenant figuring out that we’re still alive and kicking. That means code names and aliases and finding creative new ways of learning essential skills like kicking ass, maintaining cover, and eating track at thirty miles per hour without losing any teeth. You can probably see where Roller Derby was the perfect solution. Derby girls go by false names anyway, so I didn’t feel as bad about telling them my name was Annie Thompson, not Antimony Price. Skating with a derby team will sure as shit teach you teamwork, and skating with broken toes or bruised-up shins will teach you pain tolerance.

It’s a good life, if you can handle it, and if you don’t mind women on roller skates slamming into you at high speeds while you circle a flat track in pursuit of transitory glory. I enjoy it. But then again, I’m a little weird.



The match was being held in the warehouse where we normally staged our practices and had been broken into two bouts: the Slasher Chicks vs. the Concussion Stand, which was over, thanks to my spectacular jamming skills (and okay, maybe the rest of the team helped too), followed by the Rose Petals vs. the Stunt Troubles. Intermission came between the bouts, to allow the second group of skaters time to warm up, and to give the spectators time to drink more beer.

Half the skaters from the Slasher Chicks and Concussion Stand were still on the track, circling as one big, happy family. I looked at them longingly. It would have been nice to join the free skate, but my cousin Elsie was waiting for me in the stands, and if there’s one thing Elsie hates, it’s waiting. I grabbed my water bottle and made my way to the old storage closet that we were using as a temporary dressing room.

Carlotta—better known as “Pushy Galore” when she was skating—was there when we arrived. She was Elsie’s on-again, off-again girlfriend. At the moment, I was pretty sure they were on, which gave us reason to be friendly. “Good skating out there today, Thompson,” she said.

“Thanks,” I said, moving to retrieve my duffel bag from the pile in the corner. I unzipped it, pulling out a clean black tank top with the league logo on the front. “You guys were pretty awesome, too.”

Carlotta snorted. “We need to work on our blocking. Next time, we won’t go so easy on you.”

“Looking forward to it.” I had time to pull my shirt over my head before a hand touched my elbow. Years of combat training told me to grab the hand and break the associated wrist before it introduced a knife to my ribs. I may be the only person on the planet whose reflexes have been calmed by Roller Derby. I finished removing my shirt and turned to meet the wide blue eyes of my teammate, Meggie. No, I corrected myself; she was out of uniform. Her name was Fern. “What’s up?”

“Are you going to sit with Elsie?” she asked, in her piping baby-doll voice. It matched the rest of her. Fern was a spun-sugar confection of a girl, with pale blonde hair and the kind of quirkily pretty features that would have gotten her scouted for America’s Next Top Model if she hadn’t preferred roller skates to high heels. She also wasn’t human. Fern was a sylph, a type of cryptid therianthrope whose shapeshifting was limited to increasing and decreasing her personal density. Breaking the laws of physics was all in a day’s work for her.

“For a little bit,” I said. “Do you want to come?”

“Are you sure she won’t mind?”

“She’ll have Carlotta to distract her, so even if she minds, she won’t notice,” I said, pulling on a pair of jeans over my bloodstained knee socks. “Isn’t that right, Carlotta?”

“Fuck you,” said Carlotta genially.

“There’s that classic Concussion Stand charm.” I slung my skates and duffel bag over my shoulder, leaving my hair in its messy braids. “Come on, Fern. Let’s go get good seats for the heavy petting.”

Fern giggled and followed me to the door, pausing only to wave to Elmira Street—now just Elmira, since she was out of uniform and on her phone, furiously texting her legion of boyfriends. They never came for the matches, but if tonight was like every other night, one of them would be showing up with Indian takeout by the end of halftime. Elmira did not look up to acknowledge our departure.

We emerged from the storage closet and into the cavernous warehouse, where the rattle of skates against polished wood seemed much louder now that I wasn’t wearing my helmet. Bleachers formed a shallow shell around the track, adding an air of class to the event; many Roller Derby bouts are skated without anything resembling seats for the audience. It’s easier to drink when you don’t have to do it standing up, though, and one of the concessions was run by a local brewpub, which had helped to hook us up with a set of barely used bleachers from a defunct local dodgeball league.

(Yes, that’s weird, and no, none of us pushed the issue. Portland is a city that thrives on being a little bit to the left of normal. I had no trouble with the idea that we once possessed a competitive dodgeball team. I had a slightly larger problem with the idea that it had somehow failed.)

Elsie had, as usual, claimed a prime spot in the front row of the bleachers, spreading herself and her possessions out until she had space reserved for four. She waved when she saw us, and smirked until we were close enough for her to say, “I figured you’d bring Fern with you. Hi, Fern.”

“Hi, Elsie,” said Fern shyly. She liked my half-succubus, nonskating cousin, probably because when the three of us hung out together—or even with Carlotta—there was no such thing as “abnormal.” We were all different in our own ways. Carlotta and I were human, but I was a skinny, busty Caucasian girl who still lived at home with her parents, while Carlotta was a solid, curvy Latina who had her own adult life, complete with mortgage and finance-related day job. Elsie was half-human, on her mother’s side, and had been happily unemployed since finishing her five-year journey through community college.

At the moment, Elsie was rocking a Concussion Stand logo shirt, denim cutoffs just this side of street legal, and wedge-heeled shoes that would have led to serious injury five minutes after I strapped them onto my feet if I’d tried to wear them. The bottom inch of her sleek blonde hair was dyed electric purple, matching the capped sleeves on her black T-shirt. She looked perfect, as always.

I plopped down next to her. “Gimme,” I said.

To Elsie’s credit, she didn’t toy with me or try to pretend she didn’t know what I was talking about. She just pulled a foil-wrapped packet out of her purse, handing it over. I unwrapped it and beamed.

“Snickerdoodles. You are my favorite cousin.”

“Only because I brought you cookies,” said Elsie mildly.

“I’m cheap,” I said, and handed Fern a cookie.

Elsie looked like she was going to say something, but stopped, sitting up a little straighter. I followed her gaze to find Carlotta emerging from the storage closet. I grinned.

“You have got it bad for that skater girl,” I said.

“I wouldn’t say I’ve got it bad . . .” protested Elsie. “I just enjoy her company.”

“Uh-huh. And pigs can fly.”

“If your slingshot is big enough, sure,” said Fern.

We turned to look at her, but were saved from the need to reply by the sound of screams coming from behind the bleachers. Elsie and I exchanged a glance, and she stayed where she was while I jumped to my feet and ran toward the sound of danger like a character in a bad science fiction story.

What can I say? My parents didn’t do a very good job of instilling me with a sense of self-preservation.



Most populations are split when it comes to the sound of screams: half the people will run toward them, hoping they can help, while the other half runs away from them, remembering what happens to first responders in horror movies. The ratios get a little skewed when you’re talking about a warehouse full of derby girls and drunk Roller Derby fans. I was fast, but I wasn’t close enough to be the first person on the scene. I wasn’t even the fifteenth. A crowd had gathered behind the bleachers by the time I finally tracked the screaming to its source.

What was interesting was that the screamer kept changing. Someone would scream and run out of the crowd, only to be replaced by someone else doing the exact same thing. I elbowed my way into the mob, not being all that careful about the people around me, until I broke through the interior edge and stumbled into the open space at the center.

In retrospect, I should have realized it would take something like a severed, fishnet-clad human leg—still wearing a roller skate—to cause that much of a ruckus at the Roller Derby. At the time, I just froze, taking in the leg and everything that it implied.

Something in the warehouse had killed a derby girl. A member of the Concussion Stand, if the laces on her roller skate were anything to go by. And since the Concussion Stand had been on the track up until a few minutes ago, whatever it was, it was probably still in the warehouse.

“Well, shit,” I muttered, and turned to push my way back through the crowd.

If anyone noticed that I didn’t seem particularly upset, they didn’t say anything. Most of them were too busy jockeying for a closer look they would regret the next time they tried to go to sleep. The modern world doesn’t exactly go around preparing people for the sight of severed human limbs. Call it a failing in the basic survival curriculum of the universe. More people were running in from all directions, and I could hear little screams and exclamations of surprise coming from the other side of the bleachers as the news began to spread.

Fern was standing a few feet away from the mob. I met her eyes as I said, “We’ve got a girl down. I need you to get the NSOs and tell them there’s been an accident. I’m going to go notify Carlotta.”

“Why Carlotta?” asked Fern.

“Because the girl who’s down was a member of the Concussion Stand.”

Fern paled as she caught the past tense in my statement. “Okay, Annie,” she said, and ran back the way we’d come. Sylphs can move faster than almost anything else on two legs, as long as they’re not running against the wind. She’d find the NSOs—nonskating officials—before I would have figured out where to start looking. Better yet, she looked inherently innocent in a way I stopped being able to manage before I hit puberty. The NSOs would have asked me a lot more questions than they would ask her.

I didn’t run back to Elsie and Carlotta, but I walked fast, trying to keep my expression blank and scan the crowd for signs of danger at the same time. It wasn’t an easy combination, and I announced my return by tripping over my own duffel bag and crashing into the bleachers, nearly landing on Carlotta.

“Not my type, Thompson,” said Carlotta, shoving me off. Then she paused, seeing how pale I was. “Annie? Did you find out what all the commotion is about?”

“Carlotta, there’s . . . there’s been an accident.” I swallowed. Somehow, this was harder than I’d expected. I’ve been a cryptozoologist for my entire life, but most of the time, my job doesn’t include looking humans in the eye and telling them their friends are dead. “One of the members of the Concussion Stand . . .”

Carlotta lurched to her feet, demanding, “Who?”

“I don’t know, I—”

“Dammit, Thompson!” She grabbed me in a way that would have meant a personal foul on the track, her fingers digging into my shoulders. “I know you’re not a people person, but you can’t even tell me who’s hurt?”

“I can’t tell you because there wasn’t a head!” I spoke more loudly than I’d intended to. Carlotta went white, letting go of my shoulders. Heads turned in our direction. I swallowed and said, “There’s no body. Just a leg. But it’s wearing a skate and fishnets, and the skate has black and purple laces.”

“Oh, God.” Carlotta pushed past me, running for the edge of the bleachers.

I turned to find Elsie staring at me, eyes wide and disapproving within their rings of glittery eye shadow and too-black kohl.

“That’s your idea of sensitivity?” she said. “‘Oh, it’s just a leg’?”

“I didn’t mean—”

“You’re sick.” She stomped after her girlfriend. I stayed where I was, resisting the urge to strap my skates back on and head for the hills while I still could. I wouldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it. Whatever had killed that skater did it quickly, cleanly, and without being seen. Nothing human could have done it that well. And if our killer wasn’t human, that made it my problem.

The panic was still isolated in patches throughout the warehouse, probably because a little screaming was par for the course at a big Roller Derby match, and most people still didn’t know what was going on. I scanned the crowd until I found the women I wanted—and thank the god or gods of your choosing, they were standing together. I bolted toward them, ignoring the muffled shouts of protest in my wake. What’s pissing a few folks off if it means saving a lot of lives?

“Thompson?” said Elmira, blinking.

“Hey, Final Girl,” said her companion. Cylia—better known on the track as Triskaidekaphilia—was the captain of the Rose Petals, one of the teams that was about to skate. She was a lithe blonde with blue streaks in her hair and cat hair liberally dusted across her pink and black uniform.

“Hi, Elmira, hi, Cylia,” I said. “I need to talk to both of you before somebody pulls the fire alarm. Can we go somewhere?”

Cylia frowned. “What’s going on?”

The crowd around us was noisy and enthusiastic and paying no attention to us. I took a breath and said, “One of the members of the Concussion Stand is dead. I don’t know who, except that it isn’t Carlotta, because she was with Elsie when I found the remains. The blood was too fresh for this to be some sort of Criminal Minds body-dump shit, and the cuts I saw looked more like claw marks than knife wounds. Fern’s gone to alert the NSOs, at which point I’m assuming the warehouse will be evacuated—”

As if on cue, the fire alarm blared through the warehouse, drawing exclamations of surprise and dismay from the people around us.

“There we go,” I said. “Look, if this goes normally, the police are going to show up, they’ll search the place, declare it a crime scene, and close it for a few days while they try to find the rest of the missing girl. And maybe they will, I don’t know. Human killers are sort of outside my bailiwick.”

“Are you saying you think this was an inhuman killer?” demanded Elmira.

I gave Cylia a sidelong look, fighting the urge to roll my eyes. Elmira knew about the cryptids in our league—she called them “girls with diffabilities,” which was a cute little portmanteau way of saying “monsters I like”—but that didn’t mean she understood them. “Pretty sure, yeah,” I said. “I’m going to need you to keep the rest of the Slasher Chicks away from here, except for me and Fern. Cylia, can I get your phone number?”

Elmira put a hand over her face. All around us, people were streaming toward the doors, still clutching their beers and bags. Pulling a fire alarm was a great way to empty the building, but I wasn’t worried about losing our killer. Anything with claws big enough to have made the marks on the dead girl’s leg would have ears to match, and was probably cowering in a closet or crawlspace by now, waiting for the noise to stop.

“Thompson, are you planning to sneak back in here and bait a monster that’s already killed one person, rather than doing the sane, sensible thing and leaving this to the authorities?”

“Sorry, but yeah,” I said, baring my teeth in an admittedly feral grin. “It’s just that in a situation like this one, I sort of am the authorities. But don’t worry. I promise we’ll try not to damage the track.”

Elmira groaned.



More than half the league quietly melted into the shadows after the fire alarm rang. No one had smelled smoke inside, and the grapevine is strong within the derby community; within five minutes of the evacuation, everyone who hadn’t actually seen the leg behind the bleachers knew about it. Even those who wanted to stay and show their support were just as likely to excuse themselves. Princess Leya put it best when she slung her skates over her shoulder, shook her head, and said:

“The Portland PD tries hard, but sometimes, you just gotta get the fuck out of Dodge before somebody asks to see your papers.”

“I get that,” I said. I was lurking at the edge of the crowd, where I could do a quick fade into the trees if it looked like someone wanted to question me. Speak softly and keep your face out of the news reports, that’s the Price family way. “Can I call you when we’re going back in? I could use you.”

Leya, who was a chupacabra in addition to being a damn fine jammer, nodded. “You’ve got my number. I want to find whatever did this to my girl and make it sorry it ever fucked with us.”

“I’ll call soon,” I said.

“Okay,” said Leya, and walked toward her car. I turned back to the crowd.

The dead girl turned out to be Tanya Durham, better known as Holly Go Lightspeed, the newest Concussion Stand jammer. They’d identified her by the tattoo on her ankle. Knowing her name put her death into upsetting focus. Carlotta had been borderline hysterical when the identification was made, and was still more upset than I’d ever seen her. She was sitting in the smoking area, sobbing, with her team clustered around her like they could make it better through sheer proximity. I cringed when one of those girls broke from the pack, turning and stalking toward me.

Elsie at least waited until she was close enough that she didn’t need to shout before demanding, “Well?”

“Keep your voice down,” I said, glancing at the police. They were still occupied with interviewing our NSOs. I’d managed to keep myself from being identified as “the girl who found the leg”—which I technically wasn’t, I was just the first girl who’d been thinking clearly enough to alert the authorities—and I wanted it keep it that way.

“Why, because the police might somehow psychically realize you could be fixing this shit, and instead you’re hanging out under these stupid, scabby trees, waiting for the noise to stop bothering your precious ears?” Elsie scowled. I had never seen her this angry, and not for the first time, I was glad her pheromones were weaker than her brother’s. The last thing I needed right now was to be manipulated into charging into danger. “Don’t you care that a girl is dead?”

That stung. “I care as much as you do, Elsie, but what do you want me to do? Attracting attention won’t bring her back, and we made so much noise getting out of there that whatever killed her is either gone or hiding. I need to give it a chance to calm down and come back.”

“And then what?”

“And then I go in with Fern, and Cylia, and Leya, and we find whatever the fuck is in there, and we deal with it.”

Elsie nodded. “Carlotta and I will be expecting your call.”

“What?” I stared at her. “You can’t be serious. Elsie, Carlotta’s human, she can’t—”

“You’re human too, and you don’t see me telling you that you can’t hunt whatever killed Tanya,” Elsie countered. “Carlotta’s not stupid. She’s not going to rat anybody out.”

“I can’t blow anyone’s cover, Elsie. It wouldn’t be right.”

“Here’s the thing. I got a sort of modified version of the family code, since I’m, you know, an abomination of nature and everything? And the version I got says I can tell my girlfriend when she’s surrounded by people who can help her when she’s hurting. This is the worst thing she’s ever experienced. I have to help. You have to help.” Elsie shook her head. “You can argue all you want, but if I find out you came back here without us, we’re done. I’m not going to stand by you if you won’t stand by me, and I thought derby was about teamwork and building a community. You’re not playing with the team right now, Annie. You’re playing like a Price. I expected better from you.”

She turned and stalked back toward the smoking area. She didn’t look back at me. She didn’t look back at me once.



I got a ride home from Cylia; Elsie was staying at Carlotta’s, and neither of them wanted to talk to me. Since I wasn’t one of Holly’s teammates, and I hadn’t been seen speaking to her right before she disappeared, my name hadn’t come up for questioning. Thank God for that. I hadn’t been looking forward to running from the police.

Cylia pulled off by the side of the road in the woods surrounding my family’s home. “Are you sure I can’t take you all the way?” she asked. “I’m not comfortable dropping you off in the middle of nowhere.”

“I’m good,” I said, grabbing my duffel bag as I undid my seat belt and slid out of the car. “My parents aren’t big on unannounced company. I’d rather not cap the worst night ever by having a huge fight the minute I walk in the door, you know?”

“I get that,” said Cylia. She cocked her head, eyeing me. “Still, you have to admit this is weird. Almost as weird as you being a human who hangs out with a succubus and doesn’t bat an eye at me being a jink. What’s your deal, Annie Thompson?”

“My name says it all,” I said. “I’m the Final Girl.” I shut the car door before she could ask me any more questions. To my relief, she didn’t roll down the window. She just waved and pulled away from the shoulder. I stayed where I was and watched her taillights dwindle down the dark, wooded road.

Cylia was going to press until her questions were answered: I knew that, just like I knew that since she was a cryptid, I could tell her who I was without fear of Covenant reprisal. Still, I couldn’t help but feel like this was the beginning of the end of my Roller Derby career. I’d been able to skate for as long as I had because when I was on the track I was Annie Thompson, and not Antimony Price.

As I stepped into the woods to begin the hike to my house, I felt like I finally understood my big sister’s attachment to her dance alias. Sure, it was frivolous, and had gone on long past the point where it could be considered reasonable, but it was nice to be part of a community that didn’t expect anything from me. As long as Annie Thompson showed up for practice, everyone was happy with her, and no one was waiting for her to save the world. Antimony Price had rules. Antimony Price had expectations. Annie Thompson . . . all she had to do was skate.

I took a break after I’d gone about a quarter mile, listening for indications that I was being followed. Silence greeted me, broken only by the distant hoot of one of the local owls. I started walking again, pulling my phone out of my pocket.

Elsie isn’t my only cousin. She has a brother, Arthur, better known as “Artie.” Like Elsie, he’s a crossbreed, half human, half incubus. Unlike Elsie, he doesn’t leave the house very often. It was almost midnight. He still picked up on the second ring. “Annie? What gives?”

“You didn’t know it was me,” I scolded. “I could have been a Covenant operative who’d taken this phone off Antimony’s broken body.”

“True enough,” said Artie. “Since you’re not, what gives?”

“One of the girls on the Concussion Stand was killed tonight.”

Silence.

“She skated in the match against the Slasher Chicks. Something killed her after she left the track.”

“Uh, Annie?” Artie’s tone was hesitant, like he already knew he wouldn’t like my answer. “Why did you say something, and not someone?”

“Because whatever killed her did it in a warehouse full of spectators without being seen, and got away with most of her body in a matter of seconds. If it hadn’t dropped a leg, we probably wouldn’t know she was gone.”

“Okay, that’s disgusting. So what are we looking for?”

“I don’t know. What could do something like this? You’re the one with the mad research skills, and I’m the one walking alone through the dark, creepy woods.”

“Not to sound pessimistic, but ‘fast, stealthy, and capable of either eating or toting away most of a person’ doesn’t narrow down the list at all. If you said ‘it was invisible,’ that would be something. Is there any chance it was invisible?”

“It could have been,” I said. “It could have just been really fast. We found the leg behind the bleachers, which were filled with people at the time.”

“Then I’ve got nothing, because I’ve got too much to have anything. Find me more information and I can tell you what it might be.” Artie sounded frustrated. I couldn’t blame him, since I felt pretty frustrated. “When are you planning to go back to the warehouse?”

“How do you know I’m planning to go back?”

“I’ve met you.”

I laughed a little. “The police are currently searching the place. I’ll watch the news to see if any of the officers mysteriously disappear, and if not, I figure they’ll clear out soon. I’ve already notified most of the cryptid girls in the league that I’m going to need them to help.”

“That’s good.”

“I was wondering—”

“No, Annie.” He sounded sorry, but firm; there was no wiggle room in his refusal. “I know you need help, and I know you think I should get out more, but I’m just not in a good place for leaving home.”

“Artie—”

“I will do everything I can to help from where I am. I’ll do research, I’ll tell you what kinds of weapon to use and what kinds of weapon will be laughed at, and I’ll be a shoulder for you to cry on, but I’m not going to leave the house. I’m sorry.”

I sighed. “I know, Artie. I know.” Artie had never been a social butterfly, but we used to be able to get him out of his room for things like conventions and trips to the comic book store. It helped that he’d been stupid in love with our adopted cousin, Sarah, since he was old enough to know girls were something he was allowed to be interested in. Sarah felt the same way about him, not that I could persuade either of them to believe it. She’d gone to New York with my sister Verity, supposedly to audit college math courses, but really to keep my brainless big sis out of trouble.

She failed, and she got seriously hurt. She’d been staying with my grandmother since then, putting herself back together one piece at a time. Artie hadn’t spoken to her since the accident. He hadn’t left the house since then either. It was like he thought going outside would be giving up on her somehow, and the universe would know. It was a silly, superstitious way of thinking . . . but I couldn’t blame him. If staying inside made him feel like he’d get his Sarah back someday, I wouldn’t drag him out.

“It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll pull out the field guides and scan the local Bigfoot hunter forums to see if anyone’s spotted anything strange in your neck of the woods.”

“Thanks. Call any time if you find something—and I mean that. Sleep isn’t going to be a priority tonight.”

“Are you going to ask your folks to join you?”

That made me pause. Mom and Dad were cryptozoologists and hunters in their own right. Inviting them on the hunt would be the smart thing to do. It would also erase any chance I had of maintaining my cover. Sure, “Annie Thompson” got involved in more weird shit than she had any right to, but she did it mostly by accident, and with all the best of intentions. Antimony Price would bring a lot of baggage to the table, and she wouldn’t really make anything better. Being a Price girl never did.

“Only if I have to,” I said. “I’d rather take care of this on my own.”

“I get that,” said Artie. “Just please, if you’re going to do that, can you take care of it without dying? I’d miss you if you were gone.”

“Who would you talk to about the X-Men?”

“Exactly,” said Artie.

I smiled. “So speaking of the X-Men . . .”

We talked about comics for the rest of my trip home. By the time I reached the front gates, I felt almost human again. That was a good thing, because I had a lot of research to do, and not much time to do it in.



The sound of my phone ringing six inches from my head woke me at the crack of—I peeled my face off the keyboard and peered at the computer clock. The crack of eleven o’clock in the morning. It was late enough that I couldn’t bring myself to yell at whoever was on the other end of the phone as I flipped it open and managed an exhausted, “Why shouldn’t I murder you?”

“Because it’s either a manticore or a chimera.”

Artie’s words were like a bucket of cold water on my addled senses. “Are you sure?” I asked, sitting up straight.

“I got a friend in the Portland morgue to send me pictures of the dead girl’s leg, and the claw pattern could be either, but it’s not going to be anything smaller. Factor in the climate, the time of year, and some weird ‘I think I saw a lion’ posts on the Bigfoot boards, and those are your options.”

I dug my knuckles into the side of my leg, hoping it would help me wake up. It didn’t. “Shit.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

Manticore are intelligent enough that they can make moral judgments, and they can be trained not to eat humans, although they don’t like having their diets restricted. Chimera aren’t so forgiving. They’ll eat whatever they can kill, and no one’s ever successfully domesticated one. There was a third option . . . “Any chance it’s a feral Sphinx?”

“Body count’s too low.”

“. . . right. How do I kill a chimera?”

“Bullets. Lots and lots and lots of bullets.”

“That’s simple, at least.” I sagged in my seat. “Please tell me you have some good news.”

“I also checked with one of the guys I know on your local Police Beat, and the police aren’t currently monitoring the warehouse. You’re good to go back whenever you need to.”

“Then we’re going back tonight.”

Artie sighed. “I sort of figured you would be. Don’t die. Please?”

“I’ll try,” I said, and hung up, turning my attention back to my laptop. The browser was open to a page on lindworms. I’d been reading about their dietary habits—not good—and how much destruction they could do—even worse—when I’d finally passed out. “Right,” I said, and stood. I needed breakfast before I went back to reading about things that were guaranteed to ruin my appetite.



Time to leave for the warehouse came sooner than I had wanted it to. Time is funny like that. Cylia and Leya had both been home when I called. Fern hadn’t answered her phone. I left a message, counting on her desire not to see me turned into human confetti to make her show up. I was about to make the most awkward call on my list when my phone rang. I blinked at the display and raised the phone to my ear.

“Elsie?”

“Carlotta and I are about twenty minutes out,” she said, without preamble. “If you don’t want me coming to your front door—and I know you don’t want me coming to your front door—you need to be on the frontage road when we get there. Otherwise, I’m driving straight to the house.”

“Don’t do that,” I said automatically. I paused. “Wait, you’re coming to get me?”

“Did you think I was going to make you skate here? You’d arrive after we’d all been shredded. Be on the road or I’ll see you in the driveway.” She hung up.

“. . . right.” I shoved my phone into my pocket, shouting, “Mom! I’m going to go fight a monster I haven’t identified yet!”

“Don’t get decapitated, dear,” she called back.

I shook my head. “Parental oversight,” I muttered, stepping outside. Sometimes it’s hard to forget that I’m the youngest child in the family—I came after the heir and the spare, and my parents are happy if I make it through the day without setting anything on fire or dropping anyone who doesn’t deserve it down a pit trap. Great for doing whatever I want without worrying about rules getting in my way, lousy if what I want is for my mother to realize that I’m running off to get myself killed and at least offer me an extra knife or something.

The frontage road where Elsie was going to pick me up was located about a quarter mile from the house, and the easiest way to get there was by taking another stroll through the woods. At least the sun was up this time. I walked quickly, trying to relax and focus. Whatever was waiting in the warehouse wouldn’t get easier to subdue—or to kill—if I tied myself in knots over it before I knew what I was up against.

Elsie was parked on the shoulder of the road when I emerged from the trees. I stopped where I was, blinking, before I broke into a jog, quickly covering the space between us. She scowled through her open window. “You’re late,” she accused, once I was close enough to hear her.

“You’re early,” I countered. “Hi, Carlotta.”

Carlotta, who was sitting in the passenger seat, smiled wanly. She didn’t look like she’d slept. “Hello, Annie. I hope you had a better night than I did.”

“Probably, yeah,” I said, opening the back door and tossing my duffel bag onto the seat. It landed with a clanking noise that made Carlotta’s eyes widen. I slid in after it. “I’m really sorry about Holly.”

“Just shut the door so we can go, okay?” Elsie turned the engine back on. “We can all get in touch with our feelings after you kill the fucking thing.”

I shut the door. Elsie pulled away from the shoulder, slamming her foot down on the gas hard enough to send us hurtling along the road. I scrambled to get my seat belt on. Elsie was a fairly safe driver under most circumstances, but it only takes one argument with physics to ruin everyone’s day.

“Is it true?” Carlotta sounded uncharacteristically meek. I turned toward her, finally taking in all the small, frazzled details of her appearance as I realized how shaken she really was. She looked like a woman whose world had shifted 180 degrees while she wasn’t paying attention, leaving her unsure which way was up.

“Is what true?”

“That you . . . do you kill monsters? Is that what you are? A monster hunter?”

I directed a glare at the back of Elsie’s head. “That’s an oversimplification.”

“But you’ll kill this monster. It killed Tanya—Holly—and now you’re going to kill it, right?”

“I . . .” I took a deep breath. “We’ll see, okay? I have to do everything I can to figure out what happened before I know what to do in response.”

“It killed my friend,” said Carlotta without inflection.

I winced. “Look, I’m sorry, but I don’t know what it is yet. Maybe it had a reason for what it did. Maybe it didn’t understand.”

“Not helping,” said Elsie grimly.

I closed my eyes. “I’ll do the best I can,” I said.

I didn’t say anything else during the drive. Neither did Elsie or Carlotta. I think we all agreed that it was safer that way.



Leya, Cylia, and Fern stood in front of the warehouse, trying to look like they weren’t loitering at a crime scene. The warehouse door was standing slightly ajar. They were all wearing their practice clothes, and I was relieved to see that everybody had their skates.

“Hey, guys,” I said, walking up. “You ready?”

“You know what’s in there?” asked Cylia.

“We’ve got two options, neither of them good. It’s either a manticore or a chimera. Either way, it’s big, it’s ugly, and it’s hungry.”

“Eh,” said Leya. She shrugged, the motion of her shoulders suggesting joints that didn’t follow the rules of human anatomy. “I’ve seen ugly before. We can kick its ass.”

“Good,” said Carlotta, stepping up behind me. “I assume you won’t mind a little help.”

Leya blanched at the sight of her human team captain. “I—”

I held up a hand. “Carlotta won’t tell anyone anything,” I said. “She just wants payback.”

“We understand,” said Cylia. “If I’d lost one of my girls, I’d burn the world down before I let someone tell me I didn’t get to avenge her.”

“Since we agree that no one is leaving, can we get down to the important business of risking our necks?” I asked. “Elsie, you’re standing guard. If it looks like the police are coming to check things out, dissuade them by whatever means necessary.”

“Why am I standing guard?” my cousin asked, sounding affronted.

“Because you don’t skate, and we need to be fast. Whatever killed Holly was fast.” She was also the one with preternatural powers of persuasion, but I didn’t want to say that in front of her girlfriend. I pulled my skates out of my bag and turned to the other girls. “Everyone but Leya, full protective gear; this is like any other game, except for the part where something in that building is going to try to kill you.”

“So it’s exactly like every other game,” said Leya, earning nervous laughter from Cylia and Fern.

“Fern, once you’re geared up, I want you to go inside and do a lap around the place, top speed,” I said. “If you see anything, get out of there, but try to get a good look as you retreat. We need to know what we’re up against.”

“Okay,” said Fern, and produced her skates.

“Hang on,” said Carlotta. “Are you sure it’s safe to send her in alone?”

“Trust me,” I said. “Nothing can catch Fern when she pulls out the stops.” As if to prove me right, Fern got her skates on and took off toward the warehouse, moving so fast that she became a pale blonde blur before she disappeared through the open door. I turned back to Carlotta. She was gaping, openmouthed. “See?”

“I think she just violated a law of physics,” said Carlotta. “Maybe two.”

“Three, actually, but who’s counting?” I sat down on the pavement, reaching for my own skates and pulling them on. “She’ll be back in a minute. Everyone, gear up, and remember, this is not a drill, but that doesn’t make it a Three Stooges routine. If you’re not sure you can take a shot, don’t take it. If you think you’re in danger, get out. I don’t know what’s in there, I don’t know if we can kill it, but I know we’re going to give it a really good try. Everybody follow?”

“Today, you’re the team captain,” said Carlotta. “I follow.”

“Good. How far are you willing to go?” I looked toward Leya, who pressed her lips into a thin line before pulling her shirt off over her head. I nodded, satisfied, and resumed tying my skates.

“Why is my jammer topless?” demanded Carlotta.

“I’ll be bottomless in a second,” said Leya.

“You wanted to be part of this,” I said, and climbed back to my feet. “Helmets on, those of you who need helmets. It’s time to party.”



Fern’s circuit of the warehouse had turned up no monsters. She had spotted several new gouges in the concrete floor, which confirmed Artie’s candidates for the monster in the warehouse: only the manticore and chimera had claws that could cut stone.

It was dark inside the warehouse, lit only by the thin sunlight filtering in through the skylights. “Fern, lights,” I murmured. “Leya, you’re up.”

“On it,” said Fern, and darted into the shadows, once again moving almost too fast for the eye to follow.

Leya didn’t say anything. She just nodded and ran for the track. She shed the remainder of her clothes as she moved, and was naked by the time she cleared the bleachers. “Hoy! Monster!” she shouted, and proceeded to turn inside out. Not literally, but that’s what it looked like, as her skin was suddenly pulled inside her body and replaced by a naked, glistening hide patched with black and orange scales and pierced irregularly by vicious-looking spines.

Carlotta made a choking sound.

“Chupacabra,” I said.

The lights came on. Something in the rafters screamed. I smiled grimly. I couldn’t help myself. It’s hard not to smile when a plan starts coming together.

My smile died an instant later, when the thing from the rafters hit the track in front of the transformed Leya. “Oh, fuck,” I said, and drew the gun from my duffel bag.

The creature advancing on Leya was clearly a chimera. It had all the hallmarks: a lion’s head, a goat’s body, a serpent’s tail, and vast, leathery wings just barely in proportion with the rest of it. It was the size of a full-grown bull, and since Leya was about the size of a large coyote, this wasn’t going to be a fair fight. Roller-skating across concrete didn’t put me in the best position to aim, but I wasn’t going for a kill shot, just a distraction. Once I was close enough to be sure I wouldn’t hit Leya, I fired.

The chimera roared, leonine head swinging around to face me. I fired again for good measure before turning and skating in the opposite direction, heading as fast as I could back toward the other girls. Cylia was already down in a jam position. Carlotta was still standing frozen, staring at the chimera.

“Move!” I howled. “You’re here to be a distraction, so for the sweet love of fuck, move!”

All of them scattered, even Carlotta. Fern flashed by, a blur on a mission. I glanced back and saw her slam into the chimera, which was actually knocked sideways by the impact. Her wheels dug gouges into the track before she rebounded and skated away. She must have modified her density at the last second, trading insubstantiality and speed for as much weight as she could summon.

The chimera bellowed, and bellowed again as Leya leapt out of nowhere and locked her teeth on its left wing. It tried to shake her off and she bit down harder, holding her ground. Cylia skated by, and the chimera struck at her, demonstrating the raw speed it must have used when it killed Holly. Its aim was off, not by much, but just enough that she was able to duck out of the way. That would be her natural luck-eating abilities saving her ass. None of the rest of us could count on anything like that. We’d have to count on what we did have.

Our incredible skating prowess. I hunkered down, ignoring all known gun safety rules, and skated as fast as I could toward the thing with my pistol out and ready in my hand. Its strike radius couldn’t be greater than the length of its limbs plus the flexibility of its neck. With Leya providing a distraction, the math turned more complex, but in my favor. I was readying myself to fire again when Carlotta skated between me and the chimera, a length of two-by-four in her hand.

“Where the hell did she get that?” I demanded.

No one answered me. Carlotta slammed her makeshift weapon into the side of the chimera’s head, shouting, “This is for Tanya!”

The chimera didn’t even bellow. It casually swatted her aside with one paw, sending her crashing into the bleachers, then shook Leya off its wing as it turned. The chupacabra hit the ground hard, yelping as she slid across the track. Luckily for her, the chimera ignored her in favor of stalking toward the fallen Carlotta.

Fern was still skating circles around the warehouse, looking for another opening. She was moving at a speed that could have been fatal to anyone as solid as a human. And that gave me an idea.

“Fern! Cylia!” I shouted. “Whip!”

The whip is probably the most universally recognized move in derby, thanks to a certain movie starring Drew Barrymore. Your jammer is trying to make it around the track, so you form a living whip of derby girls and lend her some extra speed to put her past any obstacles. It’s effective when it works, and stupid as hell when it doesn’t, and in this case, doing it wrong might get me killed. No pressure.

Fern slowed enough to grab Cylia by the wrist and tow her around the track to me. Cylia grabbed my hand, flinging me at the chimera as hard as their combined momentum would allow. I stayed low, trying not to lose speed as I hurtled toward the beast. Then, when I was close enough, I unloaded my gun into the back of its head.

The chimera stopped stalking. The chimera wobbled. And then, with a final-sounding thump, the chimera fell. Which would be when I lost awareness of the events in the warehouse since—thanks to momentum and the blood on the track making it difficult to stop—that was when the chimera fell on me.



I woke up to find Elsie shaking me by the shoulder, a concerned look on her face. I pushed myself up onto my elbows. Nothing felt broken. That could have been the shock talking, but I’d take it. “Anyone dead?” I demanded.

“No,” she said. “I think Carlotta has a broken collarbone.”

“The chimera?”

“That is dead.” Elsie shook her head. “You shot the shit out of that thing.”

“Overkill can be fun.” I decided to risk sitting up all the way, and looked around. Cylia was near the bleachers chatting with Leya, who was in human form and had put her clothes back on. Fern was skating around the body of the chimera, moving at a more reasonable speed now that the danger was past. Carlotta was sitting by herself. I nodded toward Carlotta. “Is she all right?”

Elsie sighed. “I don’t know.”

“Did you tell her . . . ?”

“That I’m not human? No. We’re not at that stage in our relationship.” Elsie cast another glance toward her girlfriend. “After tonight, we may have to get there pretty soon.”

“Yeah.” I held out my hands. “Help me up.”

Elsie tugged me to my feet, and stayed where she was as I skated slowly over to where Carlotta was sitting. She looked up as I approached.

“This is why you chose the name Final Girl, isn’t it?” she asked. “Because the world’s full of monsters.”

“They’re not all monsters,” I said, sitting on the bleachers beside her. “Leya’s not a monster. She’s just a girl who sometimes runs around on all fours for funsies.”

“Yeah,” said Carlotta. She didn’t sound like she believed me.

I sighed. “I’m sorry you had to see this.”

“Holly deserved to have me here.” Carlotta looked up. “Holly deserved to be here.”

There are no pretty words in this world that will bring back the dead, and so I didn’t even try. I just sat with her, giving her the time she needed to absorb the way her world had changed. I’d call my parents soon, and let them know we had a dead chimera to dispose of. We’d go home, and we’d meet on this track after the blood had been washed away and the gouges had been repaired. That would all happen later. In the moment, I froze, sitting in the mostly empty warehouse, looking at the body of a beautiful monster, and listening to Carlotta cry.

Fern skated up and sat down on my other side. “We won,” she said. “Yay us.”

“Yay us,” I agreed. I looked toward the others, motioning for them to come and join us. They did. Without hesitation, they did, settling around us until we formed the bloodiest derby tableau ever. “Teamwork, huh?”

Carlotta actually laughed through her tears. It was a beautiful sound. “Don’t think this means we’re going easy on you next game.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

We were derby girls, and that made us a team that was bigger than labels or league divisions. Nothing—not death, not secrets, not the dead chimera in the middle of the track—was going to change that. And that was pretty cool.

“Who wants pizza?” asked Cylia.

I closed my eyes and smiled.
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