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STRINGERS AND STRANGERS

SEANAN McGUIRE

Passing through Nevada, Westbound on the Southern Pacific Railway, 1931

“So where exactly are we going, city boy?” Frances Brown infused her words with the sort of exaggerated Arizona drawl that she hadn’t possessed in years, if ever. That was a danger sign if Jonathan had ever heard one. He raised his head from the papers he’d been reviewing to see Fran lounging bonelessly in her first-class seat, one foot propped against the windowsill and the other tucked underneath her.

“Boggsville, Colorado,” said Jonathan. “Do you think there’s any possibility I might convince you to stop giving the porters the impression of your being a woman of negotiable virtue?”

“Well, now. That depends.” Fran looked thoughtful. “Would I have to stop letting them pay to put their hands down my shirt?”

Jonathan rolled his eyes and went back to his papers, doing his best to shut out the sound of Fran’s raucous laughter.

Anyone peeping into their private cabin would have been struck by the sheer improbability of its passengers. Frances Brown was petite, blonde, and dressed like a farmhand, in wide-legged trousers and a button-down shirt. The empty gun belt at her waist was clearly custom-made, the leather worn smooth by years of handling. She wore no pistols. She didn’t need to. While the casual observer might not have known how many ways Frances Brown could kill a man, Jonathan did. His respect for her was unflagging whether or not her weapons were in view.

Jonathan Healy, on the other hand, looked like a visiting professor from some East Coast college, the sort of man who’d never seen a farm, much less worked at one. His suit was impeccable brown tweed, only a few shades darker than the sandy wheat blond of his hair. Glasses perched on the bridge of his nose. He sat ramrod-straight in his seat, barely moving as the train bumped and twisted on the track. It was as if he had considered the laws of physics, declared them undignified, and gone back to what he’d been doing before the question was broached. Currently, that involved reading from a stack of papers, scowling as if they had personally offended him.

Fran watched for a few seconds, laughter fading, before she sighed and turned back to the landscape rolling by outside the window. “It’s pretty,” she said. “I’ve missed the desert.”

“It’s hot, uncivilized, and filled with venomous beasts,” said Jonathan.

He glanced up just in time to see her wistful smile. It was directed at the world outside the window; she didn’t seem to see him looking. “Like I said: pretty.”

“Fran…”

“Don’t start, city boy. I’m not going back to Arizona. There’s nothing there for me. Besides, what would you tell the mice?” Fran turned abruptly back toward him, smiling that sudden, heart-stopping smile of hers. Even after three long years, it still held all the power of the first time. “You know they’d miss me, and they’d never let you have a moment’s peace until you came and talked me into coming back.”

“That’s true,” he allowed, once he could find the words. His family’s colony of talking rodents was exceedingly fond of Fran. They would be despondent if she took him up on one of his periodic suggestions that she return to her home state.

If he was being completely honest with himself, so would he. And much like the Aeslin mice, who never forgot or truly recovered from losing the people they loved, he feared that he would spend the rest of his life regretting the moment when he’d let her go.

“So talk to me,” she commanded, twisting in her seat so that she was facing him rather than the window. “I’m still not clear on what we’re doing out here. Not that I don’t appreciate the vacation—I do—but it’s not every day I wake up to find you outside my room with a train ticket and a suitcase already packed for me.”

Rather than answering, Jonathan fished his watch from his pocket and ostentatiously checked the time. “Eleven hours, twenty-three minutes,” he said. “Mother will be most disappointed. She was sure you’d ask me by the end of hour nine.”

“I have knives,” said Fran.

“I have guns,” Jonathan countered. “What we’re doing here is attempting to determine the reason that the local Apraxis swarms have been moving during their settled season. The local hunters should be able to find them and burn them out, but instead, the hives are being abandoned before anyone can reach them.”

“Uh-huh,” said Fran. “I’m guessing that’s bad?”

“Yes, it’s bad,” said Jonathan. “The only good thing about an Apraxis hive is that once it’s been built, you know where the swarm is.”

“Uh-huh. And what’s an Apraxis hive?”

“It’s—” Jonathan paused. “I’m sorry, Fran. Sometimes I forget you weren’t born to this.”

“So educate me.” Fran shrugged. “I’m a quick study, and as long as there’s something I can shoot at the end, I’m a pretty good student, too.”

Jonathan laughed. “You are, at that. Very well, then: let me tell you about the Apraxis wasp. First, picture a yellow jacket the size of a shoe.”

“My shoe or yours?” she asked.

“Mine.”

Fran shuddered. “Pictured.”

“Good. Now, give that yellow jacket human intelligence.”

“You’re messin’ with me,” Fran said. “There’s no such thing as a bug as smart as a person.”

“No?” Jonathan raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t you have said the same about a mouse, once? If you allow for the existence of Aeslin mice, Fran, you have to allow for Apraxis wasps. Sadly, when nature makes room for the one, she also enables the other.”

“Well, ain’t that about the least pleasant thing you’ve said to me recently,” said Fran flatly. “So we’ve got smart wasps the size of shoes. What are we going to do? Beat them to death with brooms?”

“I prefer bullets, but yes, that’s essentially the plan. Here’s the trouble: the Apraxis don’t stop at being intelligent. They’re memory thieves.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean they lay their eggs in living flesh and, once the host has been consumed by their larvae, they acquire all the memories of the individual who incubated them. They prefer intelligent hosts. It helps to enhance the hive. Make no mistake, Fran: the Apraxis wasp has no concept of ‘mercy.’ They’re killers, plain and simple, and they destroy whatever they touch.”

Fran frowned. “Well, then, shouldn’t we be thrilled if something’s making them pull up camp and move on? We don’t want them hanging out where people live, do we?”

“Well, that depends. What would you call something that can make a predator this dangerous abandon its territory in what ought to be its nesting season?”

There was a pause while Fran considered her answer. Finally, her expression hardened. “Bad,” she said.

“Precisely why we’re going to Colorado to investigate. Now. Let’s discuss how we’re going to handle the threat, shall we?”

Anyone listening outside their cabin for the next few hours would have been horrified by what they heard. Fortunately for the both of them, no one stopped to listen.



A day and a half later, the train pulled away from the Boggsville, Colorado station, leaving the cryptozoologist and the cryptozoologist-in-training standing on the platform with their bags. “Now where?” asked Fran, turning to Jonathan.

“We’re going to want to find a place to sleep while we’re here,” said Jonathan. “I’ve written to some of the local cryptozoologists and hunters, to find out what they might know about recent events. It may be a while before we hear from them, and that will be easier if Father knows where to forward any mail.”

“Boarding house?” asked Fran.

“I’d prefer a hotel, but honestly, I’ll take anything with a bed and a door that locks.” His satchel bounced in his hand. He looked down at it and sighed. “A door that locks very well.”

Fran, whose first introduction to the Aeslin mice had been the result of rodent enthusiasm meeting insufficient locks, hid a smile behind her hand. “Well, then, let’s go ask the station agent,” she said. “He’ll be able to point us in the right direction.”

Jonathan nodded and let her take the lead, following her off the platform and toward the low-slung shape of the ticket building. In situations like this, where charisma and natural ease with people trumped knowing seventeen ways to incapacitate a basilisk without getting injured, he was more than happy to let her take the lead. He would have been happier to avoid situations like this in the first place, but beggars, as his father often said, couldn’t be choosers.

He was still pondering the frustrating nature of the trip when Fran walked back over to him, cheeks flushed with pride. “There’s a boarding house downtown,” she said. “Owned by a young widow whose husband went and got himself snakebit before their first anniversary. It’s reputable, affordable, and they guarantee no spiders in the privy.”

“Fifteen minutes in town and you’re back to speaking like a native,” said Jonathan, shaking his head.

“Speaking like a native gets us better beds,” Fran countered. “So does this place sound like it’s up to your rarified city standards?”

Jonathan fixed her with a withering look, earning himself a snort of amusement and a patiently raised eyebrow. Finally, he relented and said, “Yes. If you know the way, please, lead on.”

Fran laughed all the way out of the station and into the main street of Boggsville. Then her laughter died, replaced by a look of deepening confusion. Turning to Jonathan, she asked, “Is this how Tempe looked to you when you first came to town?”

For a moment he considered lying to her. Then he relented, admitting, “I suspect it was something similar, yes.”

“Damn.” Fran took another look around the deserted street. The sidewalks were made of unfinished planks; the buildings all looked as if they could use a coat of paint, a scrubbing, and possibly a structural overhaul—preferably before someone managed to fall through a floor. The sky was the color of dishwater, which was the only reason the heat was less than oppressive: it was coming on too close to winter for a true scorcher.

She sighed. “I’ve been living in the city too long.”

Jonathan’s hometown of Buckley Township barely qualified as a city by even the most generous of definitions. Still, Jonathan chose not to argue with her. “Can you find this boarding house?”

“In a town this size? I could probably find it without any directions. Since I’ve got ’em, we’ll be there before the scorpions get us.” Fran turned on her heel and strode briskly along the wooden sidewalk, leaving Jonathan to sigh and trot after her.

This was going to be one of those trips.



Dust from the street coated their shoes and the lenses of Jonathan’s spectacles by the time they reached the modest two-story home that Fran insisted was the boarding house. There was no sign or other indication that they were in the right place. Jonathan stopped on the sidewalk, eyeing the gingham curtains in the window. “Fran…”

“What’s the worst thing that can happen?” she asked, with a generous shrug. “If we’re in the wrong place, we move along and try somewhere else.”

“The worst that can happen? My guess is that the worst possible thing that could happen is that we discover this is where the Apraxis swarms have been moving, and we’re about to be consumed by mind-eating wasps in search of new meat for their larvae,” said Jonathan.

“See? That’s the way to look for the bright side in a situation.” Fran stepped forward before he could protest again, rapping her knuckles on the doorframe.

Jonathan sighed as she stepped back into position next to him. “Forward momentum is the only sort you acknowledge, isn’t it?”

“It’s the only kind I’ve got,” she said, still smiling.

The door opened.

The woman on the other side could have been taken from an illustration in a medieval bestiary, in more ways than one. She was fair-skinned, with enormous green eyes and long blonde hair that made Fran’s lighter curls seem garish, like putting fool’s gold next to the real thing. Her clothes were demurely cut, as befitted a widow, high at the neck and low at the ankles, but there was nothing demure about the calculation in her eyes. “Can I help you?” she asked.

“We heard you might have a room to let,” said Fran, her smile growing broader and more ingratiating. “We’d rather stay in a nice place like this than in a nasty old hotel, and so here we are, come to throw ourselves on your hospitality.”

The woman swept her eyes along the length of Fran’s trouser-clad form, clearly not approving of what she saw. She turned her gaze on Jonathan and repeated the process, her frown deepening. “Are you nice folks on your honeymoon?”

Jonathan knew the message in her words all too well, having encountered it repeatedly since Fran began her accidental apprenticeship with his family: it was the “no one lives in sin under my roof” judgment beginning. Sometimes he claimed Fran was his sister, which worked poorly if it worked at all. Other times, when the hotels were large enough, they simply checked in on their own and worked things out later. Here, at a small boarding house in a smaller town, he couldn’t see where either option was going to work.

Fran surprised him by smiling, taking his hand, and saying, “No, we’re traveling to California to see my folks. That was the agreement, wasn’t it, sugar-pie? We live on the East Coast with his kin, and once every few years, we take the train out to see mine.”

Jonathan tried to follow her lead as best he could, saying, “My Frannie gets anxious if she doesn’t see her family once in a while, and I prefer she be as tranquil as a mountain stream.” From the way her mouth tensed at the edges when he said that, he was going to pay for it later. He was too amused to be particularly concerned.

“Why aren’t you wearing rings?” asked the boarding house owner.

Jonathan gritted his teeth, wishing that the woman’s eyesight wasn’t so keen. “We left them at home,” he said.

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “What on Earth would make you do a thing like that?”

Once again, Fran came to the rescue. “We don’t want to tempt robbers more than we have to,” she said. “I mean, my Johnny’s not much of a fighter. If we’re going to travel, we’re going to do it with as few valuables as possible.”

The woman sniffed. “That explains your attire as well. I suppose I have a room for the two of you. Payment is expected up front for the first night; you can settle up at breakfast for any nights you choose to stay after that. Meals are included, but they’re served when they’re served, and you’re not to expect me to hold them for you. I’ll thank you to wear skirts while you’re in my household, and refrain from any harsh language or lewd behavior. I know how you city folk can be.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Fran, with such exaggerated politeness that Jonathan knew she had to be seething inside.

“You folks have names?”

“Jonathan and Frances Healy,” said Jonathan. Saying the words aloud was almost startling, like he’d been waiting to hear them for years. The pressure of Fran’s fingers laced through his was suddenly very distracting. “And you are…?”

“Eleanor Smith,” said the woman. “My daughter, Betty, is at her music lesson right now. I’ll thank you not to bother her. She’s a good girl.” Her eyes flicked to Fran, carrying another silent message: She’s a good girl, and you are not.

“We wouldn’t dream of it, ma’am,” said Jonathan. “If we could come inside, we’d love to pay for our room and unpack. It’s been a quite long trip.”

“Well, come in, then,” said Mrs. Smith, as if she hadn’t been the one blocking the door. She moved to the side, and Jonathan and Fran stepped into the hall.



A short time later, the two of them were safely locked in their second-floor room, Jonathan sitting on the bed and cleaning his pistols while Fran paced and the mice—freed from their confinement in his satchel—explored the hidden space beneath the bureau.

“That boorish, judgmental, withered old—”

“Princess,” Jonathan interjected, before Fran could go any further.

She stopped dead, her boot heels clicking hard against the floor, which wasn’t softened by so much as a rug. “I beg your pardon?”

“She’s a princess,” he said. “What did you observe?”

Fran scowled. “Johnny…”

“I’m quite serious. What did you observe about her?”

“That she’s a b—”

“She’s young enough to be seeking remarriage, but she’s not. Instead, she’s wearing dresses that have been mended repeatedly and running a boarding house that’s well maintained, meaning it shows a profit, yet has the bare minimum in terms of furniture and comforts. She has a daughter we’ve been instructed to stay away from, which should only hasten her toward remarriage. And she demanded to be paid up front.”

“Not every woman needs a ring on her finger,” said Fran.

Was it his imagination, or did she sound a little wistful when she said that? “Not every woman, no, but a woman that attractive, living in a place like this, with a daughter to care for? I managed to brush against her hand as we took the stairs. She’s too warm. Not by much, but by enough, when combined with everything else. She’s a dragon princess. They’re notorious misers, and highly suspicious of strangers, especially where their children are concerned.”

Fran stared at him for a moment before sighing and flopping down on the bed next to him. “Christ above, is there anyone human left in this world?”

“Most people are human; you simply notice the non-humans more, since they’re the ones most likely to cause us trouble.” Jonathan picked up a chamois and began wiping the fingerprints from his gun barrel. “You’d best get some rest. We go looking for the missing Apraxis swarms tonight.”

“Oh, that’s just what I was hoping you’d say.” Fran rolled over to prop her chin on her hand. “What all do I need to keep in mind while we’re looking for these Apraxis thingies?”

“Don’t get stung,” Jonathan replied, and resumed cleaning his pistol. “The ovipositor of the female Apraxis is connected to her stinger, and you don’t want Apraxis nymphs feeding on your flesh. I’m told it’s one of the most painful experiences possible.”

“Don’t get stung, got it,” said Fran. She eyed Jonathan with some concern. “You gonna get any rest before we go out bug-hunting?”

“I’m going to stand guard.” Something about Jonathan’s tone forbade further argument. Fran looked at him for a few seconds more before rolling over to face the wall, closing her eyes at the same time. Years of traveling with the circus that raised her had served her well: she was asleep almost immediately.

Jonathan waited until her breathing leveled out before setting his pistol aside and sliding off the bed. He crossed to the bureau, where he knelt and murmured, “The Violent Priestess is asleep.”

The mice, who understood the human need for sleep, were quiet as they crept into the open and looked at him with expectant oil-drop eyes. The colony’s head priest stepped forward, and asked, in a squeak, “What would you have us do, O Lord?”

“Scatter,” Jonathan said, without hesitation. He had long since adapted to the Aeslin tendency to view him as some sort of god, and was content to use it to his own benefit when necessary. “Search. Look for any sign of what moves the wasps. Do not be seen. This is important. We don’t know where the Apraxis are; we don’t know who they may have infected. If you are seen, you may not return to the colony. Do you understand me?”

“We hear, and understand,” intoned the priest.

“Good,” said Jonathan. “Now go. Find the wasps.”

The mice scattered, vanishing under the bureau. A few seconds later, Jonathan heard the distinctive sound of tiny feet inside the walls. He nodded to himself, satisfied, and returned to his place on the bed, picking up his pistol. Let Fran sleep, for now. He had much to do before the sun went down, and time was not on their side.



Fran woke to find Jonathan standing over her with her gun belt in one hand, and a piece of wood wrapped in strips of cotton in the other. She sat up, squinting at him. “You planning to bash my head in with that thing?” she asked.

“No; I’m fond of your skull in its present configuration. If we’re unfortunate enough to find an Apraxis hive, I’m going to set it on fire. Are you ready to go?”

“Just let me hit the privy and rinse my mouth out, and I’m all yours.” Fran leaned forward and grabbed her boots. “Anything I need to know?”

“The mice are surveying the town; I’ve sent a telegram to Father with the boarding house address, but I haven’t heard anything back from him yet. I don’t expect to for some time, all things considered. For right now, assume we’re on our own.”

“Aw, city boy.” Fran’s smile was sharp and sudden. “That’s always how I’ve done my best work.” She pulled her boots on and stood, heading for the door. Jonathan followed her. At the bottom of the stairs, she turned toward the hall, while he proceeded into the parlor. Cheapness of the furnishings aside, the boarding house was equipped with indoor plumbing, for which Jonathan was grateful; the last thing he wanted to do with Apraxis wasps in the area was lock himself in an outhouse. Some risks were necessary. Others were simply foolish.

Mrs. Smith was sitting on the couch when Jonathan walked into the parlor. She frowned at the sight of the makeshift torch in his hand, and frowned more when she saw the pistols at his waist. “I don’t tolerate late nights or carousing,” she said.

“We’re not planning on any carousing, and I promise, it is our intent to be safe in bed before the night can be considered ‘late,’” said Jonathan.

Her frown deepened. She stood. “Are you sassing me, young man?”

“No, ma’am.” The trouble with dragon princesses was their vulnerability: they were essentially human women in all the ways that counted, now that the great dragons they had evolved alongside were gone. That made them suspicious and unfriendly when confronted with anything that looked as if it might threaten them.

But they were also targets for the Apraxis. Jonathan looked at the woman in front of him, with her business and her child to protect, and made a decision.

“My wife and I haven’t been entirely honest with you, ma’am,” he said.

She sniffed. “That’s no surprise.”

“We’re entomologists. We collect exotic insects from around the world. We heard that you had a wasp problem here, and we thought it might be worth investigating.”

Her eyes widened. “If you’re here about that, then you’re damn fools.”

“No, ma’am. We’re well-equipped fools, who’d like to remove a threat to you and yours from this town. I just have to ask that you not tell anyone about our comings and goings.” Jonathan continued to meet her eyes. “If you know anything about strange disappearances or unusual insect sightings, that information would be useful as well, but really, all we’re asking for is a little discretion while we resolve a problem and further our careers.”

“What’s in it for me?”

“Beyond the removal of the danger? We’ll happily pay double for any night when we leave the building after sunset.”

He could all but see the equations running in her eyes. Finally, she said, “Fine. If the two of you want to risk your lives on a fool’s errand, it’s no skin off my nose. But if you’re not back by dawn, whatever you’ve brought with you is mine—I won’t hold a dead man’s things a minute longer than I have to. It’s bad luck.”

“I would never ask you to,” said Jonathan.

“And don’t you dare lead those things back here. I run a respectable establishment.”

The idea of “respectable establishment” being determined by whether or not your place of business was regularly attacked by mind-eating wasps was almost ludicrous enough to make Jonathan laugh out loud. He managed to suppress the urge, replying only, “I promise you, we have no intention of leading them anywhere, save perhaps into a killing jar.”

Mrs. Smith sniffed, and said nothing. They were still looking at each other when Fran came down the hall, wiping her hands together. She stopped, looking between the two.

“Am I interrupting?” she asked.

“No,” said Jonathan. “We were just leaving. Good night, Mrs. Smith.”

“Good night,” said the dragon princess stiffly.

Jonathan and Fran turned toward the door. Before they could reach it, however, it was opened by someone on the other side, and a young girl—no more than six or seven, with hair the color of sun-bleached corn silk—walked into the room, followed by a woman in her early twenties. Jonathan froze.

The woman was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, and somehow, he knew that he had known her all his life.

Her hair was black; her eyes were blue; her skin was paler than it should have been, given the desert where she lived and her lack of a bonnet. But none of that mattered. What mattered was that she was looking at him, a smile on her lips, and asking him a question.

Fran’s elbow introduced itself roughly to his side. Jonathan snapped back to reality, and realized he hadn’t heard a single thing anyone in the room had said since the door was opened. “I—I beg your pardon,” he stammered. “Jonathan Healy, at your service. This is—”

“I’m his wife,” said Fran, with a thin smile. “Frances Healy, at your service.”

“It’s lovely to meet you,” said the black-haired woman. “My name is Heloise Tapper. I’m Betty’s music instructor.”

The little girl gave the woman a besotted smile before curtseying to Jonathan and Fran. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“It’s nice to meet you, too, Betty,” said Fran. “Your mama’s been real sweet to us, but now we have to be going. We’ve got some sights to see before the night gets too far along. Isn’t that right, dear?”

Jonathan didn’t reply. Fran elbowed him again. He jumped, barely aware that he’d been staring at Heloise, and said, “Yes, yes, of course. We must be going. I do hope we’ll see you again, Miss Tapper?”

Heloise smiled. “You can be sure of it,” she said.

“Must be going,” said Fran, and all but dragged Jonathan out of the boarding house. Even as he stumbled down the steps he was looking back over his shoulder, toward the door, where Heloise stood outlined by the light like a paper cutout.



Jonathan was walking on his own by the time they reached the main street. Fran glanced over, assessed the bewildered look on his face, and continued dragging him along. He pulled away after they turned a corner, putting the boarding house out of view. Fran stopped.

“What was that about?” he asked.

“Funny; I could be asking you the same question,” she shot back. “I thought we were here hunting giant death bugs, not so you could make eyes at some black-haired lady who ain’t never seen the sunlight. Or is this what you do every time you go out to the desert?”

“What?” Jonathan looked at her blankly. “What in the world are you talking about?”

“I suppose I should expect it. Last time you came to the desert, you brought me home with you. It’s past time you went out and got yourself a new pet project. Can’t say as I think she’ll be half as good with a gun as I am, but hell, maybe you don’t like girls who can outshoot you. I swear, Jonathan Healy, you are the most arrogant, idiotic—”

He clapped his hand over her mouth, cutting her off in mid-sentence. Fran’s eyes widened, filling first with confusion, and then with the sort of fury he really preferred to see directed as far away from himself as possible.

“Shh,” he whispered, before she could pull away or, worse, bite him. “You can be furious later. Right now, listen.”

Fran glared at him, but relaxed against his hand, doing as he asked. Then her eyes widened. He pulled his hand away, nodding. Fran nodded back, and the two of them started down the street, moving toward the sound of buzzing wings.



Jonathan’s chest tightened as the source of the buzzing came into view ahead of them: the train station. It made sense. The station was the largest standing building in town and, if something was truly upsetting the swarm, it also afforded the most opportunities for a rapid escape. He’d never heard of Apraxis migrating by train before, but he’d never heard of them moving during their settled season, either. If the one could happen, the other also became plausible.

He led Fran up the station steps in silence, wishing he could make her fully understand the scope of the threat. Apraxis wasps were smart. If they’d just been killers, they would have been a horror and a threat, but they wouldn’t have been half so dangerous. As it was, he was leading Fran into a building containing an unknown number of flying opponents with human-level intelligence and inborn weaponry.

It was almost enough to make a man rethink his choice of profession.

“Fran, if you don’t want to go inside, I would quite understand. You’re still an apprentice, and it would be unfair of me to ask you to endanger yourself in this fashion.”

“Are you joshing me, city boy?” Knives appeared in Fran’s hands, no doubt pulled from somewhere in the lining of her coat. He had long since given up all pretense of knowing how many weapons she carried at any given time. It seemed safer to admit ignorance until she started calling for backup. “You drag me halfway across the country and make me share a house with the Wicked Bitch of the West, and then you try to keep me out of the interesting part? You know me well enough to know that’s not going to work.”

“And you know me well enough to know that I have to offer,” said Jonathan, pulling his own pistol from his belt. “Very well, then. If we’re both set on risking our lives before midnight, we’d best get on with it. The clock isn’t going to stop while we argue. There are, however, a few rules.”

“When aren’t there?” Fran asked.

The look he gave her then was so uncharacteristically serious that she quieted, a small frown forming on her lips. “Will you listen?”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, all levity gone.

“Thank you. First, you stay behind me. It’s not simply a matter of my trying to cover for you—Apraxis often attack from the rear, and we’re going to need the cover if we’re going inside. So stay behind me, and watch my back. In exchange, I’ll watch yours. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“Second, if I say run, you run. Don’t take one more shot. Don’t decide that I’m being overly cautious. Run. I’ve seen what the Apraxis do to their victims. You haven’t.” With any luck, she never would. With even more luck, he never would again.

“Anything else?”

Jonathan sighed. “Please try not to die. There aren’t any convenient circuses to steal a replacement trick rider from.”

“I’ll keep breathing if you’ll do the same, city boy,” said Fran.

“It’s a deal,” said Jonathan, with a brief-lived smile. Then he began advancing on the train station, his pistol held ready. This time, Fran followed him, not into the streets of Boggsville, but into Hell itself.



Night and darkness had transformed the station from a bright, airy building into a cavern filled with suspicious shadows and sounds that had no obvious source. The buzzing was constant, so loud it seemed impossible that the entire town wasn’t coming to investigate. Fran crept along at Jonathan’s heels, and decided that anyone who was still alive and living in Boggsville must have learned to ignore the buzzing, because to do anything else was to deal with the question of its source.

Jonathan continued forward until they reached the middle of the station’s main waiting room, where the sound was at its loudest. He stopped there, gesturing for Fran to do the same. She nodded and turned, locking her shoulders against his back. Then, and only then, did the pair look up toward the rafters, and the sound of thousands of wings beating in unison.

It took a moment for their eyes to process what was in front of them. The ceiling seemed to be pulsing, like it was breathing in time with the humming of the wings. Jonathan’s mouth went dry. It was a living curtain of bodies—some small, proving that the Apraxis were continuing to breed, while others were almost a foot in length, wasps grown far past the point which Nature intended. The only mercy of the scene was that the darkness sapped the brilliance from their colors, turning them into gray-banded shadows. Seeing them in the light would just have made it clearer that they were never intended to exist.

He felt, rather than heard, Fran’s indrawn breath. There was no need to motion her to be quiet; she knew as well as he did what would happen if they baited the apparently sleeping beasts above them. The wasps must have taken shelter in the train station for the night. They would remain there until morning, unless startled. Slowly, Jonathan reached back with his free hand and gestured toward the door. He and Fran needed to exit. Reconnaissance was complete: the hive existed, and could be tracked. Now it was time to decide what to do about it.

A normal Apraxis hive would contain ten to thirty individuals. When he’d heard the sound of wings, he’d believed that was what they were moving toward: a single hive, ready to be examined and exterminated. He hadn’t been expecting to discover all the missing hives from the area clustered together in a single place, apparently united against whatever had caused them to move.

Fran nodded, once, before starting to walk back toward the door. Jonathan matched her steps, trusting her to guide him out. He didn’t want to turn around; he didn’t want to do anything that might risk his losing sight of the pulsing mass that was the hive for even an instant.

They were almost out when a rock hit the station window. The sound echoed through the room like a crude imitation of a gunshot. The buzzing stopped a split-second later, like the monstrous wasps were holding their breath in anticipation.

“Run,” whispered Jonathan.

Frances ran.

Jonathan ran after her, and behind him came the roar of wings as hundreds of Apraxis wasps launched themselves from the ceiling and swept down upon the perceived threat to their hive. Fran reached the door first, grabbing for the knob. It refused to turn.

“The door’s locked!” she shouted, all pretense of stealth abandoned.

“Find a way to unlock it,” Jonathan snapped back, before turning, pulling the second pistol from his belt, and opening fire on the descending swarm.

The first several Apraxis to dive toward him were greeted with bullets which shattered their fragile exoskeletons and sent them careening to the floor. The next wave veered off, choosing to attack from the sides instead. He shot three of them down. The fourth encountered a hastily-flicked knife as Fran caught the motion out of the corner of her eye. All the wasps they hit went down. But there were more—so many more—and their weapons were limited.

The third wave paused in their attack, hovering overhead and moving in a complicated interweaving pattern, like a deck of cards being shuffled by a pair of skillful hands. Jonathan tried tracking them with his pistols, and found that he couldn’t keep a single wasp in his sights; they were moving too fast. He might hit one or more if he fired into the body of the swarm—they were tightly packed enough to make that possible—but he might also miss entirely, and bring the full weight of their wrath down on his head.

“Frances, if you’re taking your time out of a misguided respect for the property of others, this is the time when you stop being considerate and start smashing things,” he said, out of the corner of his mouth.

“I’m trying,” she hissed back.

The swarm overhead was beginning to dip lower, still moving in that complicated, coordinated pattern. It was almost hypnotic in its way, like watching fire consume a log. Jonathan blinked, trying not to let himself be mesmerized by the swirling sea of wings and bodies. He didn’t dare look away. Looking away would be an invitation to the end.

“Fran—”

“Almost…” There was a loud splintering sound. “Got it!” Then the door was shoved open, and she was dragging him out into the night, away from the swarm. Fearing the escape of their prey, the Apraxis dove. Too late; Jonathan and Fran were already outside. The wasps pulled up short at the threshold of the station. Then they vanished back up into the rafters, leaving only the steady drone of wings to mark their presence.

Jonathan, who had half-fallen against Fran, got back to his feet. “Well,” he said, re-holstering his pistols before removing his glasses and wiping them against the front of his shirt. “That was bracing.”

“Is that normal for giant demon wasp things?” asked Fran. She moved to stand beside him. Her knives were already gone, vanished back into her clothing.

“Not in the slightest. We should be dead now.” Jonathan replaced his glasses. “They won’t leave the building. Enough Apraxis to kill everyone in this town, and they’re hiding in a single defensible location.”

“Meaning what?” asked Fran.

The look Jonathan gave her then was enough to make her blood run cold. “Meaning there’s something out here that the Apraxis are afraid of.”

“See, I was really worried that you were going to say that.” Fran looked back to the doorway. “Now what?”

Jonathan didn’t have an immediate answer.



“Things don’t add up,” said Jonathan an hour later, as he sat on the edge of their shared bed, flipping one more time through his father’s notes. “Apraxis wasps depend on swarm intelligence. Collectively, they know everything that any of their victims knew. Depending on the size and complexity of the swarm, they can have the intelligence and memories of hundreds of humans. Swarms have even been known to exchange members when they were missing information that they thought might be beneficial.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Fran continued oiling her knives, testing their edges one by one before sliding them back into their sheaths.

“A healthy Apraxis swarm isn’t afraid of anything, because the lives of individuals matter only when the swarm is reduced to the point where they risk losing vital information. This swarm is a… a collective. They’re not at risk of losing anything. So why would they refuse to leave the station?” He threw the notes down in disgust. “They have no natural predators. They have no known illnesses. Their behavior makes no sense.”

“Now hold on there, Johnny. I think you’re missing something.”

Jonathan looked toward her. “How so?”

“When we met, you didn’t know that there were Questing Beasts in Arizona, and I didn’t know that there were talking mice in Michigan,” said Fran. “An’ neither one of us knew that there were little green snakes with wings living in Indiana.”

“They’re a sub-species of coatl,” said Jonathan. His interjection lacked heat; he was already getting the distant look that meant he was considering the implications of her words.

“Whatever they are, they’re little green snakes with wings that no one knew existed. So how about you stop saying the giant wasps have no natural predators, and tack on a weasely little ‘that we know of’? Then all we have to do is look around until we know what we have to shoot. Besides the several hundred giant death wasps.”

“Frances Brown, you’re a genius.” Jonathan was suddenly on his feet and heading for the door, leaving Fran to blink bemusedly after him.

“Was it something that I said?” she asked, of no one in particular.



Jonathan’s pounding brought Eleanor Smith to her bedroom door, the high collar of her dressing gown clutched tight around her neck. Her eyes widened when she saw him, and she stepped out into the hall, closing her door—but not before he could see the mound of gold chains and ore covering her mattress.

“I don’t have time for pretty pretense or lying to you,” he said, cutting off her protests before they could begin. “I am here to find out what is upsetting the Apraxis hives and endangering lives in this town, including yours and your daughter’s. As I have no idea how to contact the local bogeyman community, any information I acquire will have to come from you. Now: when did this start?”

Eleanor stared at him, open-mouthed, for several seconds. Then she lifted her head, took a breath, and said, “I’m sure I don’t have any idea what you’re—”

“You’re a dragon princess,” he said. “Your species used to live symbiotically with the great dragons, until they became extinct. You’ve been hiding amongst the humans ever since. I’m not here to endanger you, but I’m not going to allow you to lie to me, either. There’s too much at stake.”

“Mama?” Betty’s voice was sleepy. Her head appeared around the edge of the door as she rubbed at one wide blue eye with the heel of her hand. “Hello, Mr. Healy.”

“Hello, Betty.” He looked back to Eleanor. “I know it’s got to be hard for you to be here without a Nest to help keep you safe. I truly have no intention of making things harder. But I need to know when the Apraxis started behaving like this.”

“Go back to bed, Betty,” said Eleanor, and gave her daughter a gentle nudge back into the room. “I’ll be in soon.” She closed the door again. Her eyes all but spat fire as she said, “If you’re lying, I’ll see you hanged for casting aspersions on my character.”

“Ma’am, unless Colorado is a strange state indeed, ‘the Widow Smith isn’t human’ is less casting aspersions and more a sign of insanity on my part. Still, I’d be grateful for anything you could tell us. We saw the swarm tonight, and it was…”

“Bigger than you thought it’d be?” Eleanor chuckled mirthlessly. “If I had a penny for every man who’s ever said that—I’d still be running this boarding house. Where’d you leave your wife? I don’t want you people asking me questions more than once.”

“She’s in our room,” said Jonathan. He wasn’t going to correct her about Fran not being his wife. Eleanor had just admitted she wasn’t human; he wasn’t going to make her cope with the idea of unmarried couples sharing a bed beneath her roof. Besides, he wasn’t sure how he was going to cope with that either, once the time for sleep arrived. “Come with me.”



Fran was cross-legged on the floor when he returned to the room, with Eleanor close behind him. The mice were clustered in front of her in a semi-circle, apparently in the middle of a report. They froze when the door opened. When she saw the mice, Eleanor did the same.

“There are vermin in my home,” she announced, in the calm, overly measured tone of a woman who was deciding how loudly it would be appropriate to scream.

“They’re with us,” said Fran. “Mice, y’all say hello to Mrs. Smith. This is her place we’re staying at.”

“HAIL, MRS. SMITH, OWNER OF THE PLACE!” piped the mice obligingly.

Eleanor’s expression transformed from horror into simple disgust. “Oh,” she said. “They’re Aeslin mice.”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Jonathan, closing the door behind her as she finally stepped into the room. “We’re sorry we didn’t mention them when we were checking in, but I’m sure you can see where the topic would have been difficult to raise.”

“I don’t allow pets anyhow,” said Eleanor. She folded her arms, looking from Jonathan to Fran. “You wanted to ask me about the wasps. So ask.”

“My question is the same as it was before: when did this behavior begin? Apraxis swarms shouldn’t be moving this time of year, much less grouping together. There’s no recorded reason for this behavior.”

“It started about three months ago,” said Eleanor. “There’d always been reports of large insects in the canyons and the hills, but they mostly didn’t bother you if you didn’t bother them. We had a few ranchers and prospectors go missing every year or so.” She didn’t need to say the words “no great loss”; her tone conveyed it for her. “Then the sightings started getting closer to town, and not long after that, folks started to disappear.”

“And the more people vanished, the larger the swarms became,” ventured Jonathan.

“You’d think, but it was almost the opposite for a while. It was like they were takin’ people just to keep their numbers up. We kept finding these bits of broken wing in the street. Something’s been killing them. Or was—it stopped a few weeks back. It hasn’t been safe to walk out alone since then.”

“Thanks for stopping us from going out,” said Fran. “Or trying, anyway.”

“I can’t stop the suicidal from doing what they will,” said Eleanor. “Anyway, the swarms started grouping together about then. I suppose it’s their way of defending themselves.”

“No matter how good a predator is, it would have to be foolish to cross a swarm the size of the one we saw tonight,” Jonathan agreed. “Did anyone new arrive about the time the swarms changed their behavior?”

“New people come and go all the time around these parts,” said Eleanor.

“Anyone who stood out?” pressed Jonathan. “Maybe someone who asked questions that made you uncomfortable, or seemed overly interested in the wasps?”

“You mean like the two of you?” asked Eleanor sweetly.

“How about somebody who didn’t stand out,” said Fran, saving Jonathan from the need to come up with a response. “Was there anybody who showed up and did their best to keep a low profile? Maybe tried to stay out of sight?”

“Yes,” said Eleanor. “Wait—no. Wait… I don’t know.” She blinked, looking perplexed. “Why don’t I know? I know everything that goes on around here. I make it my business to know. Why don’t I know?”

“Mrs. Smith, take a deep breath and think back to when the wasps began to change their behavior,” said Jonathan. His voice was suddenly soothing. “What else changed around then? Anything at all, no matter how small it might seem, could tell us where we need to start looking.”

“Well, there was a good barley crop. We had the harvest festivals about then, put out the usual offerings of offal and ground bone meal for the chupacabra and the black dogs in the hills. Betty started taking music lessons. I had a lodger who ran out without paying for his last two nights—”

“Wait,” said Fran. “Back up a bit. Why didn’t Betty start music lessons until this past fall?”

“There was no music teacher,” said Eleanor automatically. Then she paused, blinking. “But that can’t be right. Miss Heloise has been here for years.”

“Except for the part where she wasn’t here before this past fall,” said Jonathan. He looked to Fran. “I suppose it’s time we go have a talk about music lessons, and why someone decided to lock us in the train station.”

The mice cheered.



“Do dragon ladies have memory troubles?” asked Fran, as she and Jonathan walked down the main street toward the music teacher’s house.

“Dragon princesses, and no,” said Jonathan. “They’re usually quite canny. They have to be, if they want to survive without the dragons to protect them.”

“Never had a dragon to protect me,” said Fran. “I find a sufficient number of knives handles the situation nicely.”

Jonathan smiled. “Yes, Fran, but you’re one of a kind.” He might have said more, had they not found themselves standing at their destination.

Miss Heloise Tapper’s music studio was tucked into a storefront off the main street. From the light in the window overhead, she lived and worked in the same place. Jonathan produced a length of wire from inside his vest and bent over the lock. A moment later, the latch opened with a click, and he nudged the door open with the toe of his boot.

“I love it when you break the law,” murmured Fran.

“Shh,” Jonathan replied, and stepped inside, moving as quietly as possible. Fran followed. They automatically fanned out, putting a space of about three feet between their bodies. Then they stopped, both frowning as they tried to make sense of the empty room around them.

Finally, Fran asked, “Shouldn’t there be some kind of… I don’t know… music stuff here?”

“You’d think.” Jonathan touched his temple, looking perplexed. “This is very odd…”

“Sweetheart?” Heloise Tapper’s voice was followed by the appearance of Heloise herself on the stairs. She was wearing a dressing gown, and looked ever-so-slightly rumpled, like she’d just gotten out of bed. “Did you catch the intruder?”

Jonathan’s hand dropped away from his temple. His pistol was suddenly in his hand, aimed at a wide-eyed Fran. “Yes, dear,” he replied. He scowled at Fran. “You’d best be prepared to face constabulary justice, young woman.”

“Oh, swell, she’s a mind-scrambler. You couldn’t have said somethin’ about that?” Fran’s own guns appeared in her hands, drawn almost too fast to follow. One was aimed at Jonathan; the other at Heloise, who looked startled, and not a little angry.

“Young woman, you are being rude,” she snapped.

“Don’t reckon so, but I’ll take that under advisement,” said Fran. “What in tarnation are you? Some kind of super-wasp? You’re prettier, but I don’t see as you’re any nicer. Now get the hell out of Johnny’s head, or it’s not going to end well for anybody in this room. Deep down, he knows that I’m the faster shot, no matter what you’ve done to him.”

Heloise pressed a hand to her chest. “What makes you think I’ve done something?”

“Because he’s holding a gun on me, and that’s not something my Johnny’d do.”

“Ah.” Heloise dropped her hand, eyes narrowing. “Now the question is, why isn’t it working on you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe ’cause I’m too damn stubborn to be mind-scrambled.” Fran cocked back the hammer of the pistol aimed at Heloise. “Let him go.”

“Make me,” Heloise snapped.

“Suit yourself,” said Fran, and fired. Jonathan pulled his own trigger half a heartbeat later.

Fran’s bullet flew clean and true, catching Heloise in the breast. It should have pierced her heart; it should have taken her down in an instant. Instead, the music teacher screeched wordless fury before turning and running up the stairs. Jonathan’s aim was a little less clean, perhaps because he didn’t actually want to kill Fran; his bullet hit her right shoulder, knocking her back a step. She shouted, bringing both guns to bear on him.

“Johnny, don’t you make me shoot you,” she half-begged. “I don’t want to shoot you. You know that, don’t you?”

“You shot my wife,” he snarled.

“What is it about this town and you and fake wives?” demanded Fran. “She’s not your fake wife, I am! You don’t have a wife, you idiot!”

There was a flicker of confusion in Jonathan’s eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, shaking it off. “Heloise and I—”

“Johnny, I love you.”

Jonathan froze. “What?”

“You think I stuck around your house for the past three years because I was bored? Any circus in this country’d be glad to have me, and your monster-hunting’s fun, but it ain’t everything. I stayed for you. I love you. Don’t you let some cheap Snow White-lookin’ bitch make all that work be for nothing.”

“I…” Jonathan shook his head, like he was trying to get rid of something buzzing in his ear. “I…”

“Aw, hell.” The buzzing wasn’t just in Jonathan’s ears: Fran could hear it too, and it was getting closer. “Hate to stop there, but think you can shake off your delusions long enough to play shooting gallery with me? I think we’re about to have company.”

And the Apraxis burst through the window, cutting off all further conversation.



It was the sort of battle better described than lived through. Jonathan and Fran wound up backed against the wall, shooting down as many wasps as they could—Jonathan’s aim was better, Fran fired faster, and the swarm was packed so tightly that neither had the advantage—before the bullets ran out. Fran began flinging knives, while Jonathan looked frantically for an escape route.

There was a single interior door. It might lead to a dead end. It was their only chance.

“This way!” he shouted, and grabbed her hand, hauling her behind him as he ran. For her part, Fran was glad to go. The wasps were starting to get past her defenses, and their stingers burned like pokers when they pierced her skin.

The door led into the shop’s small kitchen. Fran slammed it shut, listening to the dull impacts of Apraxis wasps against the wood. “What the hell is going on in this town? I do not approve!”

“No one does.” Jonathan stepped away from the door. “Fran, help me look for things to burn.”

“Oh, so I’m Fran again, am I? Not the wife-shooter? Because I was—” Her words were cut off by his mouth slamming down against hers, kissing her with all the intensity of a decade of frustrated waiting. After a split-second of shock, she kissed him back, just as fervently. Then she pulled away, slapped him across the face, and started rummaging through Miss Tapper’s shelves.

“I suppose I deserved that,” said Jonathan, grinning a little, and followed her.

In a matter of minutes, they had piled every flammable thing they could find in front of the door, liberally dousing them with lamp oil, kerosene, and cooking fat. “Johnny?”

“Yes?”

“We gonna die?”

“Oh, quite probably. Fran?”

“Yes?”

“Will you marry me?”

“Oh.” Fran blinked, and then smiled at him, radiant as the sun coming out. “Quite probably. Now light that match, city boy, and let’s have us a bonfire.”

The flames were just starting to consume the door when Jonathan heaved a chair through the kitchen window. He and Fran tumbled out into the street, landing in a heap amidst the broken glass and dirt. They heard footsteps.

It was really no surprise when they looked up to see the town sheriff standing there, gun drawn.

“I suppose we’re under arrest,” said Jonathan wearily.

“You suppose correct,” said the sheriff.



The town was small enough that there was only one jail cell, which they were allowed to share after they swore, again, that they were married. Jonathan had managed to beg a pair of tweezers and some gauze, insisting that it would be easier than waking the doctor. Fran sat on the bench in front of him, shirt bunched around her shoulders, wincing as he dug the tiny Apraxis eggs out of her flesh. The gunshot wound in her shoulder was already wrapped in a thick layer of bandages.

“What’n the hell happened back there?” she asked, as quietly as she could.

“That Tapper woman—whatever she was—she scrambled my head,” Jonathan said. “I remembered being with her for years. I remembered our wedding.”

“So how’d you break out of it?”

Jonathan extracted another egg from Fran’s arm. “You mustn’t laugh.”

“Johnny, right now, I’m not in a laughing mood.”

“I couldn’t remember a single mouse ritual having to do with her. That simply wasn’t believable. And then you were there, and you… I remembered the mice celebrating you.”

Fran laughed.

“You promised.”

“City boy, no one could hear that without laughing.” Fran grimaced as he removed another egg, and then asked, “So why did she scare the wasps so bad?”

“She manipulated my memory. Apraxis colonies are nothing but memory. To them, she must have seemed like the greatest predator the world had ever created. If she could do to them what she did to me…”

“Well, isn’t she a great neighbor? Remind me to hate her a little more.” Fran was quiet for a minute. “Did you mean that back there?”

“Yes. Although not until we get home. My parents would murder me if we got married in a Colorado jail.” Jonathan paused. “Assuming you meant your acceptance?”

“Only took you three years.”

“Touching as this is, I’d like you to leave.” They turned to see Eleanor Smith standing outside their cell, hands clutched primly in front of her. “Your bail’s been posted, and since it seems you burned down an unoccupied building, you’re free to go.”

“But what about—”

“Most of the town doesn’t remember her. I suspect I only do because I’ve been paying for music lessons.” Eleanor’s mouth pursed. “She never taught Betty a note. Now come collect your things—including your vermin—and go.”

“Why are you doing this?” asked Fran, pulling her shirt back into position. “It seems awfully nice of you.”

“I don’t like you,” said Eleanor. “I liked the wasps even less, and the ones that didn’t burn to death seem to have left. Good job. Now go.”

“Thank you,” said Jonathan. He stood, helping Fran to her feet. Eleanor turned, waving to someone. The sheriff appeared a moment later to unlock the cell.

Leaning on each other, battered, bloodied, and feeling oddly victorious, Jonathan and Frances limped out of the jail and into the blazing, wasp-free light of the Colorado dawn. There would be research to do, and the question of what the Tapper woman had been would need to be resolved, but for now, they were alive, they were free, and they were finally together.

Perhaps, Jonathan thought, trips west weren’t so bad after all.

He kept the thought to himself.
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