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Callie Shaw lived a life as close to her
fairytale dreams as possible. She had a strong protector, she had
survived a series of life-threatening ordeals and emerged
triumphant, and she had a farmhouse in the northern Italian
countryside to call her own.

Now, some aspects of this new life were still
problematic. Her protector had also been her captor, and he was a
lion-headed giant. Those ordeals? All at the hands of certified
monsters who delighted in using her body until she was lost to
paroxysms of lust.

And the farmhouse provided only temporary
housing at best. Callie knew its previous occupants would return
soon. After all, the world couldn’t remain flipped upside-down
forever. Order would be restored. Armies would arrive, or at least
police, and she’d be whisked away to her family’s home in Ohio and
the lion god Mios would be lost to memory.

Such thoughts kept Callie awake at night. She
rested her head on Mios’s chest and listened to the thrum of
whatever coursed through his veins. She never sensed a heartbeat –
only a rush of energy that sounded like a perpetually breaking
wave.

Callie always reached the same conclusion: It
was time to find other people. The students in her exchange program
must have reported her disappearance. Her parents, though they were
oblivious to most things, were certain to be upset. Half of the
Italian police force was probably scouring the northern
countryside.

If there’s anyone else out there.
Besides monsters.

That final thought always sent Callie further
into Mios’s embrace. Callie couldn’t escape from the terrible
possibility that her disappearance had gone undetected, and that
nobody remained to conduct a search. She might be alone, or vastly
outnumbered, in a new world filled with creatures determined to
enslave her, or snuff her out.

But she had to try to make contact. Of that,
she was certain. Hiding out at the farmhouse wouldn’t last
forever.

 


~~~

 


The opportunity to explore presented itself
on a warm, overcast morning about ten days after Callie and Mios
took over the farmhouse. Callie tracked time by scratching notches
into a small wooden keychain she’d found in a kitchen drawer. Just
as she was crossing out the last set of four vertical lines, Mios
entered their bedroom and showed her an empty crate.

“Time to go gathering again?” Callie
asked.

Mios nodded once. His mane shook around his
jowls. He’d been restless for several days and nights now, even
disappearing after midnight when Callie pretended to be asleep. He
hunched low to avoid the doorframe and stomped back to the living
room. Callie heard the door open and knew she’d have to hurry. Mios
was never one for wasting time.

One of the farmhouse’s former occupants was
close to Callie’s size, so she chose what she guessed were the
women’s least favorite clothes – the Laundry Day clothes – and took
them as her own. She wore a faded pair of blue jeans that bunched
loose at her ankles and a light gray long-sleeved cotton shirt that
was also slightly large on her frame. She looked at herself in the
mirror and saw her modest features flattened out into a gray-blue
blob, but that was just fine with her – she didn’t need any more
leering creatures giving chase and taking more of her
pride.

Callie pulled her hair into a ponytail and
slipped on a pair of soft moccasins. She jogged out the front door
and saw Mios waiting by the farmhouse’s split-rail fence. He
scanned the surrounding forest carefully, and then beckoned.

Callie couldn’t hide her excitement. Mios
directed her toward the dirt road that led in the opposite
direction of every other excursion they’d made. With the way the
farmhouse was situated among the foothills of the nearby mountain
range, Callie knew they’d find a village or town at the other end
of the road.

Today, she thought, we find
people! She yearned for human contact, even though it felt like
a betrayal to Mios.

The couple walked for over an hour on the
winding ribbon of dirt. They passed through clusters of pines as
well as open fields. The air was thick and heavy, the sun only a
faint yellow orb struggling to burn through the blanket of clouds
overhead.

Callie pushed her sleeves past her elbows and
stepped lightly alongside Mios. She tried to talk with him, mostly
to distract herself from the oppressive humidity.

The giant was less responsive than usual.

“Where are we going?” Callie asked. “Have you
gone this way before?”

Mios tilted the empty crate toward her
without breaking stride.

“You know, it gets awfully lonely talking to
myself all the time.”

 

Mios lumbered on.

They came to a sign that read “San Vito – 2
km” and that’s when Callie’s heart began to race. She wasn’t sure
why the prospect was exciting – she was, after all, trailing
alongside a monster, but she figured that this new world, if it was
real, had old-fashioned fairytale rules. Certain monsters were
good, others were bad. Some helped humans, some didn’t.

Obviously, Mios was one of the good ones;
therefore, anyone left in the village would welcome him. The logic
seemed sound. Callie straightened her back and marched on.

We’ll be heroes! The saviors of San Vito!

A few minutes later, as the road descended
from the final foothill, she saw the village from a kilometer away.
Callie’s shoulders slumped.

It was empty.

Just as Callie knew the farmhouse was empty
the first time she saw it, she was sure the cluster of buildings
and shops along the main road ahead was abandoned. Closed doors and
boarded up windows greeted them as they reached the village.
Several cars, some with shattered windshields, sat at odd angles to
the shops.

Mios slowed when they reached the barren
village’s center square. A small statue perched atop a granite
block: a man raising a sword toward the hills. Farmer’s carts and
stalls were empty. Mios moved confidently, like he knew exactly
where he wanted to go. He tugged Callie toward a two-story stucco
building that housed a supermarket. The front door was ajar, and
Callie could see through the plate glass windows that someone else
had already made a pass down the aisles. Dented cans and shredded
boxes littered the floor.

Mios sniffed carefully around the entrance
before they entered. He walked past the lone cashier station – the
register missing, the phone and intercom unit ripped from the wall
– and headed for the first aisle. Moving swiftly, ducking dangling
fluorescent lights, he dumped items into the crate.

Callie picked up a wire shopping basket and
walked down the center aisle toward the back of the store. She
picked up what looked useful: dry goods like jerky, nuts, and
pasta; pain relievers and bandages; and packages of soap.

When she reached the rear corner of the
store, she found a staircase. Mios was busy sorting through rotten
produce and gave her a quick glance. Callie tilted her head and
raised her eyebrows, as if to ask “Okay if I check it out up
there?” and he chuffed once.

She set down her basket and vaulted up the
stairs two at a time before he reconsidered. When she didn’t hear
him racing after her she knew the second level would have to be
safe. Mios hadn’t let her out of his sight for more than a few
seconds since the run-in with the serpents.

The second floor was a large open room that
ran the length of the store. A maze of dusty boxes cluttered the
bulk of the space. A desk occupied one far corner and a
knife-sharpening workbench another, right next to a wooden door
with “USCITA” painted in flaky blue letters

On the workbench, three or four knives
glinted in muted sunbeams. Rectangular frosted glass windows lined
the walls and gave the room a hazy warmth.

“Wouldn’t hurt to have another knife in the
arsenal,” Callie said, letting the words slip into the musty air to
break the eerie silence.

She maneuvered around stacks of boxes until
she could select a knife. A large cleaver rested on top of several
smaller blades; Callie hefted it in her hand and nodded
appreciatively at its weight.

“A hefty blade indeed,” she whispered,
laughing softly. She still caught herself behaving as if she was an
actress in an epic fantasy.

Callie brandished the blade as she turned
away from the bench.

“I wish those serpents would come
back. I’d chop them into bits!”

She slashed at an empty cardboard box and
sliced two thin lines with ease.

“This thing is sharp for such an old junky
place,” she said, now distracted by splitting the packing tape on
several more boxes in search of something useful.

Callie sliced and ripped, sliced and ripped,
whipping up dust in the fading sunlight until she was wedged into a
corner near the wooden door. She couldn’t see the stairwell from
her position.

“I don’t think you want to see the serpents
again. They’re not too pleased with you, Ms. Shaw.”

Callie jumped and spun around. She planted
her back against the door and scanned the room. The voice, deep and
drawling, seemed to come from all sides.

“Who was that?” Callie said. She projected
her voice, despite her fear, in hopes that Mios would hear if
anything went wrong. “Who are you? What do you want?”

She readied the cleaver, raising the blade
over her right shoulder.

Footsteps padded nearby – just on the other
side of the cardboard box wall. Callie’s hand trembled. Blood
pounded in her ears.

Then, he appeared.

A lean, tan man with close-cropped blonde
hair sauntered around the boxes. He was about six feet tall and
wiry strong. He wore a torn white t-shirt over dark green canvas
shorts, and a pair of tattered sandals made of thin strips of
leather. Blue eyes as radiant as opals twinkled hints of laughter.
The man looked her up and down and nodded appreciatively.

Callie was speechless. She lowered the
cleaver. Something about seeing this man – a real man, not a
monster – made her relax.

“Oh my god,” she said, letting her breath out
in a rush. “I thought you were...”

“A monster?” the man said.

“Exactly!” Callie said. “So you know? You’ve
seen them? They’re real?”

The man chuckled and said, “Oh, they’re real
alright. As real as the night is black.”

He slipped a messenger bag off his shoulder
and rummaged through the largest pocket.

“Look, Callie, we don’t have a lot of time
right now. Can we do introductions later?”

“What do you mean?” Callie said. “And how, I
mean, why are you...how do you know my name?”

The man pulled a digital camera out of the
bag, wiped the small display, and pressed the power button. When he
looked up at Callie, his eyes were dark with concern.

“I’ve been following you.”

A familiar fury rose in Callie’s chest. Why
were the only creatures around here always after her?

“Oh, give me a break. Not again, another one
of you perv – ”

“Stop,” the man said. “Just stop. There’s no
time. You’re in grave danger.”

He took a step toward Callie and she raised
the knife again.

“Stay back,” she yelled. “You’ll have to kill
me first!”

The man stopped. He held his arms up and
shook his head.

“I’m not the one who’s going to hurt you,
Callie. He is.”

The words hit Callie like a punch.

“Who?” she said weakly, knowing exactly who
the man was talking about.

“Mios. Maahes. The lion god. The one who
kidnapped you and...well, you know what he’s done.”

Callie leaned against the wall and thought
she’d slide all the way to the floor. Her legs shook.

“He’s not going to hurt me,” she said. “He’s
not like that. Besides, how do you know anything about this at
all?”
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