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Colin stepped out of Harrison Teague's empty coat closet and surveyed the abandoned apartment. It looked no different than it had the last time he'd seen it, except that the carpet was a bit more crispy-fried. Gabrielle came out on his heels, backpack in hand.  

He started to wonder aloud if his Swiss Army knife was still here, when a hand clamped over his mouth. He looked down and found himself staring at the woolen sleeve of a pin-striped suit. The hand turned his head until he was looking into Asdeon's glowing eyes. The demon raised a finger to his lips and glanced toward the front door of the apartment.

Puzzled, Colin reached out with his senses to the door, beyond it. He felt as if he'd run head on into a giant Nerf ball — metaphysically speaking. 

Douglass.
"He's leaving," Asdeon mouthed, making little shooing gestures toward the front door with his black-tipped fingers.
Colin nodded to show he understood, and Asdeon let go of him. He turned to see Gabrielle standing just behind him, staring at the demon, her eyes huge and watchful in an unnaturally pale face. Several seconds passed before Colin felt the Nerf ball roll away from the apartment door and down the hall. 

"Thanks," he said to Asdeon, when Douglass' strangely opaque signature had faded. "How'd you know?"

"A coincidence, believe it or not. I came in through the front door — well, scuttled under it, actually — when I got a bug's eye view of your detective friend leaving. Big fella. I mean, if you're a cockroach."

Colin turned his attention to the place where the rift had opened. Dread at the prospect of prying it open again tickled the nape of his neck and left a metallic taste on the back of his tongue. He found himself wishing Zoel were here, but she remained conspicuously absent.

He glanced at the demon. "Now that we know what to expect, do you think you can keep me from being sucked into Never-Never Land again?"

Asdeon shrugged. "S'possible. How long will I have to hang on to you?"

Colin looked to Gabrielle, who had set down her backpack and was rubbing her arms as if trying to warm herself. "How long do you need?" he asked her.

"Oh..." She glanced at Asdeon. "Thirty seconds, give or take. Enough time to summon Eemsha and throw the decoy into the rift."

Colin closed his eyes. "There are so many ways in which this can go tragically wrong."

Asdeon slapped him on the back, nearly toppling him headfirst into the Barcalounger. "C'mon, kid, buck up. What could go wrong? A mysterious rift that indiscriminately sucks in unwitting couch potatoes, a wrathful spirit of unknown power, a femme fatale with vengeance in her soul — hey, it's the stuff dreams are made of."

"Nightmares, you mean. All right, let's do it. Gabrielle, we'll get you set up first, then I'll see if I've still got the touch."

Together they described a circle on the floor with the colored sand, laying out a pattern of crow feathers at the perimeter. These, Gabrielle explained, served a dual purpose. They called upon her clan totem for protection and ensured (she hoped) that the words she chanted would remain true to 'ak'e'eshchí — What Was Written. To that end, she also wore a beaded sash about her waist — sis thichi'í, she called it, adding, "A Sacred Law belt, for lack of a better translation." 

"Sort of like a spiritual flak jacket, huh?" Asdeon suggested.

Gabrielle's eyes flicked to the demon, her expression wary. "Does he have to hover like that?"

"He's really okay," Colin told her.

"You can trust him?"

"I didn't say that."

"Hey!" Asdeon said. 

"I've got to tell you," Gabrielle said, daring to look up into the demon's face, "seeing that cockroach morph into a 1930's gangster was ... unique."

Asdeon grinned, and suddenly he was wearing sunglasses, jeans and a red T-shirt with a black blazer over it. He held a cordless microphone in one hand, and gestured as if to a cheering audience. "Thank you! Thanks very much. I'm here for all eternity. Remember to tip your tormentor. Thank you!" He morphed back to the pin-stripe look. "Hey, you're makin' me blush, here. It had the desired effect — you didn't make a peep."

Gabrielle gave Asdeon an uneasy smile, settled cross-legged in the center of her sand circle facing the charred area, and finished her preparations by laying out a bullroarer and her birchwood Raven wand. 

Then she brought the spirit bags into view. There were five of them, hanging from a thong.

"Eeew! Gross!" said Asdeon. "What's that smell?"

"The heady scent of Diné magic," Colin told him. "These are spirit bags. Besides the really nasty smelling goo, there's hair, nail clippings, spit -"

"Yummy. So, now what?"

Gabrielle laid the spirit bags before her on the floor, in the center of a symbol representing the four directions. "Now, I summon Eemsha." 

Holding the Raven wand in her left hand, she raised the bullroarer in her right and swung it slowly over her head, beginning the chant that would open a doorway to the Spirit World: "'Áháshyá. Hodiyin. Sodizin: hats'ídigi kew'é doo, ch'é'étiin — 'aa'ádoolniith."
Colin didn't understand the words, but knew they were similar to the ones he used. I come, aware, to this sacred place ...
 He took a deep breath. "Okay. Show time."

He assumed a wide-based stance to Gabrielle's left, facing the center of the burn, and began the Shadowdance, his inner ear pricked for the sound of an alien voice speaking the Elder Tongue. As he slid deeper into the discipline, he felt Asdeon at his back, fanning him with summer heat. He spared another thought about the location of the absent Zoel, then continued with the Dance, one eye on Gabrielle. 

Moments passed, the two chanting in peculiar harmony, the demon watching them both. Colin felt the change first, sensed the shimmer of power in the air before him. The rift was forming. He looked sideways at Gabrielle. A fine dew of perspiration stood out on her cheeks and forehead, gleaming in the fey light that seemed to fall from above her head.

He heard the Other's voice as a murmur at first, the words indistinct. He spoke his own Words more forcefully, driving the Other back. He knew he would have to give into the alien force eventually, but right now his job was to hold it at bay.

The alien voice tugged at his inner ear like the buzz of an insect. He raised his own voice further, put more power into each Word, but the buzzing did not abate. Before him, a bright, thin line split the air above the scorched carpet.

"Qu idu su isû et sïcu qu t'akh ... " 

Damn — he could now make out the words. In a moment, he knew, his own lips would begin to form them. It was the same invocation as before.

Ward, block, parry, thrust. He put more force into his movements, heard tones of desperation thread through his own voice. He could feel himself being drawn slowly toward the gleaming slit. Asdeon's hands gripped his shoulders from behind. The demon grunted in surprise.

Gabrielle! Colin dared not speak her name, but only thought it, urgently, turning his eyes to her. The Other's voice roared in his head, striving for control of his tongue: "Iä kingu! K'yå adkh mu ÿs!" 

"'Aa'ádoolniith!" Gabrielle's voice cut across the usurper's words, tearing at Colin's concentration. Over her head a rent seemed to open in the very fabric of reality — a ragged gash of light-sucking darkness, rimmed with lurid green. 

Through the gash a form flowed — a greasy smudge with an aura so foul Colin thought he might never get the reek of it out of his nose, or its oily touch off of his soul. In that instant of distraction, the Other mastered his tongue. "Iä kingu!" he shouted, and his feet faltered in the Dance. 

In a single heartbeat, the rift was thrown wide open, and Colin's feet left the ground. Searing pain lanced through his shoulders as he was flung like a pennant in a stiff breeze, held in the air or an instant by Asdeon's talons. But the demon's grip slipped, his claws losing their purchase on Colin's sweater and digging ruts into his flesh. 

In the end, overwhelming pain accomplished what his will could not: A confusion of sensation exploded in his brain with the shrill blast of shattered neon tubes, and the flow of ancient words stopped in a raw scream of agony. 

Just before he could be pulled into the rift, Colin sensed, rather than saw, a swift rush of power to his right. Gabrielle leapt from a crouch into the air, which seemed to suddenly take on the consistency of water. Time slowed almost to a crawl, while the Diné, black hair streaming, unbound, behind her, executed a full somersault in slow motion. She released her clutch of spirit bags into the rift's maw with one hand, extending the other toward Colin as if to check his slide. 

Her voice came to him from everywhere at once: "Eemsha, 'anáshdthoh! I laugh at you!" Her power was a warm barrier at his feet — a barrier he met in soft collision just before he dropped to the floor like a leaden weight. 

The rift seemed to explode then, and what poured out through its open vent was the most horrific cacophony Colin had ever known. It recalled the psychic barrage loosed by the Wine of the Veil, but this was external, battering his senses instead of his soul. His synesthesia made eye-searing colors of the babble, and it stabbed his tongue with sharp, metallic tastes.

Shielding his eyes, he could see, within this tear in the world, a roil of warring hues — dark and light — through which lightning crackled. Before he could react, a writhing coil of the stuff – a tentacle of light - reached through the aperture, to stab blindly at the room. Three feet from where Colin lay, an arm chair exploded in a burst of flame, flinging shreds of burning stuffing and fabric into the air.

Then he was being dragged backwards, away from the rift, the roaring behind him competing with what poured into the room from beyond. Lightning continued to strike indiscriminately, all but blinding him.

Gaze strobing, he watched as Gabrielle rose from the floor where she had landed. Literally larger than life, she was silhouetted against the embattled energies within the rift, her long hair flung about her head and shoulders as if by a capricious wind, her hands outstretched and empty.

"Kódóko t'áá! " she cried, her voice sounding as if it were coming through cranked speakers, with a ton of feedback. Colin somehow understood — in the way that one shaman understands another — that she was drawing a boundary between the rift and the real: Thus far and no farther! But when she spoke again, it was the fundamental elements of the world that she invoked. "Ni', ko', yá, tó — dajoolyé! Earth, fire, air, water — they are called! Gáagii nishthí! Crow!" 

Her hands flew upward in a scooping motion. With the gesture, the crow feathers rose from the sand circle as if caught in a chorus of tiny whirlwinds. They danced and cavorted, seemingly at her direction, coming together over her head. Her raised hands made a fluttering motion, like the shadow play of a magician, and the feathers morphed into the dense, solid shape of a crow. She cast the made thing away from her into the rift, crying out again: "Iíya Gáagii!"
The rift sealed itself with a sound like the rushing of a great wind. Then all sound ceased with such suddenness that for a moment, Colin thought he had been struck deaf.

The first things he heard were his own breathing, his own blood throbbing in his veins. The next thing he heard was: "Hot damn, she's good!"

Colin tilted his head back looked up into Asdeon's gleeful face. He was almost surprised to find he could move. It was painful — the soft tissue just below his collar bone on both sides of his chest was in agony — but he rolled up onto his hands and knees and crawled to where Gabrielle huddled, her knees drawn up to her forehead, her face cloaked by her hair. It cost him to reach out a hand to her, but he did nonetheless, catching her by the shoulder and rocking her gently. "Gabrielle?"

She was murmuring something and he leaned close to hear. It was a single Navajo word: "Ma’ii." 

He shook her with more force. "Gabrielle — are you all right?"

She raised her head and looked at him, dazed. "We ... we did it?"

"You mostly," he said, still in awe of what he had seen her do. "You summoned the Elementals. You closed the rift."

She shook her head. "I doubt it's permanent. Something ... something's not right."

"What?"

But her eyes had dropped away from his face and now widened. "Oh my God — you're bleeding!"

"Yeah, sorry 'bout that, Sparky. My bad." Asdeon stood over them in Hell's Angel persona, rubbing his hands on his jeans. "Look, I gotta think that the neighbors — hell, maybe even the whole 'hood — heard us bustin' up the place, so I recommend we move this discussion someplace that's not likely to be overrun with cops shortly."

�Literally, Eat Crow!





