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				In the underworld, there are tricks to killing.

				Like executing rivals at crossroads so ghosts won’t follow you home. But sometimes retribution is hard to avoid—and now a supernatural hit man has a contract on Domino Riley’s life. Luckily she knows a thing or two about death.... 

				An Underworld Cycle novella. Previously published in the anthology Harvest Moon.
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				Author’s Note: This takes place several months
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				I was twelve years old the first time I killed a man. It stayed with me a long time. Literally. The guy haunted me for more than two years until Shanar Rashan, my mentor and the boss of my outfit, taught me how to exorcise a ghost.

				I learned a lot from that experience. I learned I didn’t have to feel helpless, because I wasn’t. Turns out, a twelve-year-old budding sorceress is a poor choice of victim for a child predator. It was a powerful lesson for a fatherless girl coming up in the barrio.

				But I also learned that killing a guy is the easy part—it’s what comes after that’s difficult. You gotta take care of the body, and you gotta ditch the ghost.

				Crossroads are happening places in the supernatural underworld. Magic flows through the skin of the world, but its course is directed by the landscape, both natural and manmade. A crossroads is a place where these flows converge. That’s one reason large cities are so rich in magic—they’re full of crossroads.

				A crossroads is also an excellent place to kill a man, because these same properties disorient and confuse his ghost. Of course, while the city streets are rich in magic, there are better choices when a guy needs killing. The corner of Hollywood and Vine may be a good spot to ditch a vengeful spirit, but you run the risk that the murder will show up on YouTube.

				So that’s how I found myself at the intersection of two dirt roads in the Mojave Desert under the light of a gibbous moon, looking down at the disabled form of Benny Ben-Reuven. Benny was an Israeli gangster in my outfit who’d recently attempted to secure a promotion by putting a bullet in my skull. The fact that he’d tried to shoot me should have clued him in that he wasn’t ready. If he couldn’t take me out with sorcery, what made him think he was more qualified to be Shanar Rashan’s lieutenant?

				Benny’s wrists and ankles were bound to stakes driven into the earth, more for effect than necessity. I’d used a binding spell on him before we left the city that pretty much guaranteed he wouldn’t be any trouble. But gangsters are creatures of habit and tradition, and we don’t call them ritual executions for nothing.

				“I hate to kill someone as stupid as you, Benny,” I said.

				“You don’t have to do it, Domino. You don’t have to do this. We could—”

				“Benny, please,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s just a figure of speech. I don’t really mind killing you. No reason to be unpleasant about it, though.”

				Benny fell silent. His eyes were wide, and he started shaking. Maybe I was telling the truth. Maybe I didn’t hate it. I guess that’s another lesson I learned when I was twelve. Murder isn’t pleasant, but it’s not horrific, either, when the victim has it coming. More often than not, it’s just pathetic.

				“Thing is, I need to know if someone was behind you.” I shrugged. “I can take what I need to know, if I have to. But it’ll hurt. Easier if you just tell me.”

				Benny jerked his head from side to side. “No one knew, Domino. It was just me. I didn’t come to this country to be some woman’s dog.”

				I nodded and started pulling juice from the wasteland. “You got anything else you want to say, Benny?”

				Benny did. He said it in a language I didn’t understand, presumably his native Hebrew. I didn’t know the words, but I recognized the cadence and I could sense the magic pouring into him from the desert, crashing over the metaphysical levy I’d created with my binding ritual. Benny was spinning a spell—a big one—and never mind that he shouldn’t have been able to draw any juice through my ritual.

				There’s no percentage in allowing a guy to complete a death curse. I spun my own spell, chanting the words I’d memorized when I learned the invocation. “It is easy to go down into Hell,” I said. “Night and day, the gates of dark Death stand wide.” I reached out with the black magic and ruptured the artery in Benny’s brain. The death spell is quick and painless, though it needs too much juice and precision to make it effective in a real fight. It’s the right way to execute a guy when you have to do it.

				Benny died instantly, but that didn’t shut him up. His corpse completed the curse. I heard my name, Dominica, and my mother’s name, Gisele Maria Lopez Riley. Then blood frothed from Benny’s mouth and his corpse fell silent.

				Like I said, in the underworld, killing a guy is just the beginning.

				* * *

				My car died on the way back to the city. There was nothing suspicious about this in itself. I drive a 1965 Lincoln Continental convertible, and whatever points I get for style, there’s a downside to owning a car that’s older than I am.

				I was cruising along Highway 62 surrounded by nothing but desert and moon-washed darkness when the Lincoln coughed a few times and gave it up. I wrestled the car to the shoulder and switched on the emergency lights. I spun my nightvision spell and popped the hood. I went around to the front of the car and stared at the engine. It popped and clicked as it cooled. No obvious wires or hoses had come loose, which was just as well since I wouldn’t have known how to reconnect them anyway.

				Some people just assume magic and technology don’t mix. In fact, magic mixes with anything if you know how to do it. Unfortunately, I suck at fixing things in general, mechanical things in particular, and I didn’t have any spells that would get the Lincoln running again.

				I pulled out my cell to call Rafael Chavez. He was one of the more competent gangsters in my outfit and I’d known him since I was a kid. He’d send someone to pick me up. I activated the cell and looked at the screen.

				No signal.

				My magic isn’t much use with a dead engine, but I’m enough of a sorcerer to make a call. I pulled in some juice and cast my voice out toward the distant city.

				“Chavez.”

				“Domino?” The voice was sleepy. “What is it? Did you—”

				“I’m fine, Chavez. I finished that job we talked about.” The Organized Crime Task Force isn’t likely to eavesdrop on a magical conversation, but that’s no reason to get sloppy. “My car died. I need you to send someone.”

				“No problem, chola. Where are you?”

				“Hell if I know…the middle of the fucking desert, not far from Twentynine Palms, maybe. Follow the link.” With a little effort, Chavez could use my calling spell to locate me.

				“Okay, sit tight. I’ll get someone there yesterday.”

				I broke the connection and returned to the car. My nightvision spell amplified the moonlight, but it was still dark. And quiet.

				“Too quiet,” I said, and snickered.

				The problem with using magic in the wasteland is that the wasteland isn’t empty, and the magic lights you up like a beacon. Something old and hungry moved out there in the night. I felt it, like a hot wind stirring more than anything solid.

				I crossed myself. I was Catholic in the same way I was American—by birth. As a sorcerer, I had my own rituals, and the Church never held them in high regard. But unlike most Catholics in the modern world, I still believed in the spooky parts of the faith. So even though I had my own spells and protections if something went down, I crossed myself. I didn’t know what was out there, but it was a pretty good bet that God had a beef with it. The Signum Crucis was just my way of giving Him a heads up on the off chance He wanted to lay down some smite.

				It’d never actually worked, probably because God had a beef with me, too. This time was no different. To the naked eye, nothing much happened. By my witch sight, though, I saw a black fog roll in from the desert. It roiled onto the highway and coalesced into the form of a man who appeared in midstride and walked toward my car. I watched the figure approach until he stopped at the edge of the circle I’d put down with sand and as much juice as I could squeeze from the desert night.

				The man looked down at the circle and laughed. He breathed in deep through his nose, like he was taking in some fresh air. He was young, early twenties, with dark wavy hair that fell to his shoulders and a trim build. He wore a leather motorcycle jacket, battered jeans and cowboy boots. He was attractive in a completely inhuman way that’s not really my type.

				“You’ve been a busy bee,” he said as he began walking around the edge of the circle.

				“Idle hands are the Devil’s tools.”

				The man laughed again. “He makes good use of ambitious ones, too.”

				“Who are you?”

				“Call me Sam,” he said. He was behind me now, following the edge of the circle behind my car.

				“What do you want, Sam?”

				“Make a guess.”

				“Fix my car?”

				“Guess again.”

				“Suck the marrow from my bones?”

				“Warmer.”

				“Well, you’re not going to breach that circle, so you might as well go away.”

				“I’ve got some time. Maybe we can get to know each other, Domino.”

				This was the part where I was supposed to ask how he knew my name, except I’d have been more surprised if he didn’t know my name.

				“I’m not in the mood.”

				“Humor me. You killed a man tonight.”

				“You looking to be number two?”

				Sam laughed. He was in front of the car again, and the hazards bathed him intermittently in orange light. “I’m not a man.”

				“Insecurity isn’t sexy.”

				“How did that feel?”

				“Solid. You gave me a perfect opening, but the timing—”

				“Not the line, I mean the murder you did. How did that feel?”

				“It didn’t.” I regretted it as soon as the words came out of my mouth. I’d have been better off with the snark and nothing but the snark.

				“Nothing at all? Oh, that’s cold. Such a monster.”

				I shrugged. “He tried to kill me. He made a play and came up short. Nothing to feel bad about.”

				Sam nodded. “I know just what you mean.”

				“So why do you want to kill me?”

				“I don’t want to, necessarily. There’s a contract. I’m the guy they sent. You know how it is.”

				I suppose I should have been expecting it, but I was surprised. I’d been certain Sam was some sleepy old spirit my calling spell had woken up. I didn’t think Benny had the chops for a real summoning. “The curse? You came on account of Benny?”

				Sam shrugged. “Not at liberty, et cetera, et cetera.”

				I hadn’t been able to understand the words of Benny’s death curse, but there’d been enough juice to power a summoning. If that’s what it was, there were certain rules I might be able to turn to my advantage.

				“Maybe we can make a deal.”

				Sam arched an eyebrow. “What kind of deal?”

				I hate making deals with spirits, mainly because it’s damned hard to make a good one. Still, I didn’t really want Sam hanging around when my ride showed. I might be protected from him, but whoever Chavez sent to pick me up wouldn’t be.

				“I could buy out your contract.”

				Sam shook his head, smiling sadly. “The contract is binding.” His face brightened and he laughed. “Besides, it’s what I do.”

				“Well, like I said, you’re not getting through that circle, so I guess we can just sit here until the sun comes up.”

				“Yeah, about that…” Sam extended his arm across the plane of my circle and waved his hand at me. Then he stuck his foot across the line and shook it. “Hokeypokey,” he said.

				Despite the shock, my training and a survival instinct bred on the streets took over and I reached for the juice. I started to spin a combat spell, but suddenly there was no air in my lungs. I couldn’t speak, couldn’t think, and the juice bled away into the night.

				I was suffocating.

				Sam vanished and reappeared beside me in the car. I reached for the forty-five holstered under my left arm, but he shook his head and I was pinned back in the driver’s seat by an unseen force.

				He took the pack of Camels from my dash, tapped one out and rolled the end between his thumb and forefinger until it lit. He took a long drag and blew it out in a thin stream. “Good news or bad news first?” he asked.

				I still couldn’t speak, so I made choking sounds instead.

				Sam nodded at me.

				“Bad news,” I gasped.

				“No power of this world can save you from me. Not your magic and not your gun. Your life has been given over to me and I will take it.”

				“Good news?”

				“You’ve got three days,” he said, leaning back in the seat and gazing up into the moonlit sky. “I’ll take you when the moon is full.”

				“That’s the good news?”

				Sam laughed. “Yeah, and I’ll be honest, it’s not even that good. They’re going to be the last three days of your life, but they won’t be your best.”

				“So why wait? Why not get it over with?”

				“Don’t be impatient. As bad as the coming days will be, you’re going to like what comes after even less.”

				“That’s bullshit. You think you got the juice, take your best shot.”

				“It’s in the contract. Three days of torment, then you die. It’s a Jewish death curse.” Sam shrugged apologetically. “The Jews are good at curses.”

				“That’s anti-Semitic.”

				“No, it’s a compliment. The Israelites are my peeps. We go way back. But an astonishing variety of people have been trying to kill them for millennia, and they’ve had a lot of practice with death curses.”

				“So, what…plagues, frogs, the life of my firstborn?”

				“You have a child?”

				“Not that I know of.”

				He nodded, grinning. “Anyway, that stuff is culturally specific. But I’ll come up with something.”

				“Good. I fucking hate frogs.”

				“Thanks for the smoke, Domino. See you soon.”

				“Not if I see you first,” I muttered, but I was alone in the car.

				* * *

				A wrecker out of Palm Springs showed up about half an hour later. I paid the guy a small fortune to tow the Lincoln all the way back into L.A. I wasn’t sure how long it would be in the shop, but I was sure I didn’t want to leave my car to the tender mercies of some high-desert redneck.

				The wrecker left the Lincoln with my favorite mechanic and dropped me at my condo. I was hungry and there was nothing but beer and frozen burritos in my fridge. I welcomed the beer, but I couldn’t face a burrito that late at night. I ordered chicken fried rice and a couple egg rolls from the all-night Chinese joint around the corner.

				When the delivery guy arrived, I discovered I didn’t have my wallet. I had some cash in a drawer in the kitchen, so I was able to pay for the food. But I’d lost my wallet.

				Gangsters often prided themselves on living off the grid and outside the normal rules of society. I was no different, I guess, but it only goes so far. Yeah, technically, I could put the hoodoo on anyone who asked for ID, but it’s usually a lot easier to make with the driver’s license or dry-cleaning receipt, as the case may be. So never mind that I’m a gangster and a sorcerer—losing my wallet was as big a pain in the ass for me as it would have been for any civilian.

				Mentally retracing my steps, I remembered I’d had my wallet in the tow truck when I paid the driver. I couldn’t remember having it after that, so there was a good chance I left it in the truck. I remembered the driver had given me a business card in case I ever broke down in the middle of the desert again. I was pretty sure I’d put the card in my wallet.

				The tow service had been…Mike’s Towing. Or Mack’s Garage. Maybe Moe’s Wrecker Service. Something like that. The chances were pretty good that Mike, Mack, or Moe would discover my wallet and give me a call. Failing that, Chavez had called the guy and he’d probably remember the name.

				I ate my late-night dinner and caught a couple hours of fitful sleep. I woke to loud, insistent pounding on my door. I opened it to find a couple of detectives calling on me. There was a black woman with intelligent eyes and an interesting face in her mid-forties, and an older guy, the one with gray hair and bushy mustache who’s riding out his last days on the job before retirement.

				“I didn’t do it,” I said, and made to close the door. The old guy blocked it with his forearm and glared at me.

				“Dominica Riley?” the woman asked.

				“Maybe.”

				“Detective Meadows and Detective Sullivan. We’d like to ask you a few questions. Can we come in?”

				“What kind of questions?”

				The old guy, Detective Sullivan, produced a plastic bag from his jacket pocket. My wallet was inside. “We found something that belongs to you,” he said.

				“Oh, cool,” I said, and reached for it. “You could have just dropped it in the mail, but thanks for stopping by.”

				Sullivan jerked the bag away from me. “Your wallet was found at a crime scene, Ms. Riley,” Meadows said. “Now, can we come in, or should we come back with a warrant?”

				“Give me the wallet and I’ll answer your questions,” I said. I put some juice into it, not a real spell but just enough spontaneous magic to make the suggestion stick.

				“Sure,” Sullivan said, and handed me the bag. Then he frowned. “We’ll need that back at some point. It’s evidence.”

				“Yeah, whatever.” I showed them in and closed the door. I took the wallet out of the bag and tucked it in the pocket of my robe. I pointed to the sofa and the cops sat.

				“Nice place,” said Meadows. She seemed to be watching me a little too closely. Her attention was fixated on my talismans—I didn’t take them off, even when I slept. The talismans—jewelry and such—stored protective spells I could trigger in an emergency. They had juice, but a civilian wouldn’t notice. “What did you say you do, again?” the detective asked.

				“I didn’t.”

				“I know what you are,” Meadows said. “You work for Shanar Rashan, don’t you?”

				I did my best to keep the shock off my face and took a closer look at the detective. She didn’t have much more juice than the average civilian, but she was obviously a sensitive. She couldn’t flow any juice or spin a spell, but she could feel it, maybe even see it, like a crude form of my witch sight.

				“Oh, for Christ’s sake, not this shit again,” Sullivan said. “There’s no Shanar Rashan. He doesn’t exist. Can’t we just stick to the real criminals?”

				“You want some coffee?” I asked.

				“Sure,” Sullivan said. Meadows kept watching me.

				“I don’t have any. Beer?”

				“We’re on duty and it’s eight-thirty in the morning.”

				“No beer, then.” I went to sit in the armchair by the French doors that open onto the balcony, but Sam was already sitting there, grinning at me.

				“What the fuck are you doing here?”

				“Excuse me, Ms. Riley?” Detective Meadows frowned. “As we explained, we have some questions…” She obviously wasn’t sensitive enough to see Sam.

				“I’m just for you,” said Sam, laughing.

				I shook my head and dropped into the recliner. “Sorry, still asleep. What do you want to know?”

				“Where were you last night?” Meadows asked.

				“I stayed in and had Chinese,” I said, pointing to the cartons on the coffee table.

				“You don’t really have any friends, do you?” Sam asked. “And you can’t even trust most of the people you work with. You’re completely alone.”

				I glared at him and started to respond, then looked quickly back to the detectives and faked a yawn.

				“What time was that?” asked Meadows.

				“Late.”

				“Where were you earlier?”

				“In the desert.”

				“What were you doing in the desert?”

				“Murder,” said Sam.

				“Getting some air,” I said.

				“That’s it?”

				“Yeah. I thought about a mud bath, but I don’t really see the point.”

				“And later?”

				“Tell them about how you nuked Benny’s corpse with a fire spell,” Sam suggested.

				“I had some car trouble. Hired a wrecker service to tow my car back to the city.”

				“And what time was that?”

				“Maybe two, two-thirty.”

				“And this wrecker service, it was Mark’s Garage out of Palm Springs?”

				“Yeah, that sounds right. Or Mike’s Garage. Maybe Mack’s.”

				“It was Mark’s,” Sullivan growled.

				“Okay.”

				“And what happened when you got back to the city?”

				“Nothing. He took my car to a mechanic and dropped me off here.”

				“Was there an argument? Maybe there was a disagreement about the charges?”

				“Why don’t you ask Mark?”

				“He’s dead,” Sullivan said. “He was the victim of an apparent homicide last night. That’s the crime scene I mentioned. Speaking of which, we’re going to need that wallet back. It’s evidence.”

				“I took his heart,” Sam said. “There was a lot of blood, but I tucked your wallet under the body—that’s why it’s clean. ’Course, they’re probably wondering how it got under the body.”

				I sighed. “Look, I’m sorry to hear that. But I don’t know anything that will help you and you’re not going to pin it on me, so maybe we can just wrap this up.”

				Sam appeared beside me suddenly, sitting on the recliner’s armrest. I jumped and then tried to make like I was stretching. I glanced guiltily at the detectives. They seemed to be losing their patience.

				“Maybe you’d like to go downtown to answer our questions,” Sullivan said.

				Even when you tried to cooperate, cops always got around to the threats. They have their rituals just like gangsters do. Sorcery wasn’t an easy solution in a case like this. I could juice them and make them go away. I could make them forget about me completely. But they wouldn’t be working the case alone and their blind spot about me would eventually attract the attention and suspicion of others. My boss used a lot of juice to keep himself and our outfit off the radar, and I didn’t want to screw it up.

				“You could rat me out,” Sam said. “Go ahead—tell them I’m their guy. I don’t mind if you give me up. The woman might even believe you.”

				“Tell you what,” I said to Meadows. “Give me a card. If I think of anything else, I’ll call you. I’m not going to leave town or anything. Promise.”

				They looked at each other and Sullivan shrugged. Meadows nodded and handed me her card. “Do that, Ms. Riley. And if we need anything from you in the meantime, we’ll be back with paper.”

				Sam was waiting by the door. “I believe I’ll kill one of them. Which one should I choose? Detective Sullivan can already smell his pension…that would either be horribly clichéd or deliciously ironic. What do you think, Domino?”

				I opened the door for the detectives and forced a smile onto my face. “Look, thanks for coming by. I know you’re just doing your job. If I can help, I will.”

				“Goodbye, Ms. Riley,” said Meadows. She held my gaze a long time, as if to remind me she was onto my game.

				“Yeah, we’re going to need to get that wallet back,” said Sullivan, “it’s evi—”

				I closed the door and pressed my back against it.

				“I told you it wouldn’t be your best three days,” Sam said. He winked at me and disappeared.

				* * *

				In the old days, a sorcerer who needed to solve an arcane mystery might sift through dusty tomes of occult lore. I didn’t have any dusty tomes, but I did have Wikipedia. The site itself wasn’t much use—for real lore, I mean—but I could use it as a focus for divination magic.

				I powered up the laptop in my office and brought the search window up on the screen. I typed Sam in the box and conjured an image of the spirit in my mind. Tapping the ley line running under my condo, I hit the enter key and triggered the divination ritual.
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				This was disappointing but not entirely surprising. It just meant that, whatever he was, Sam had enough mojo to block my efforts to invade his privacy. Fortunately, I had a backup plan. Unfortunately, I’d really been hoping I wouldn’t have to use it.

				I went over to a low table by the window and flipped the power switch on a thirteen-inch black-and-white TV I’d had since I was a kid. It’s where I kept my familiar, a jinn whose name was Abishanizad. I called him Mr. Clean. Long story.

				It took a while for the tube to warm up, but the image of Mr. Clean’s thick neck and bald, round head gradually materialized. Specifically, the back of his thick neck and bald, round head—Mr. Clean appeared to be sitting with his back to me. This was new, and I took a moment to consider it.

				The interesting thing was that Mr. Clean was a spirit, and so he did not strictly exist in any physical sense. He didn’t occupy any position in space by virtue of which his back would appear to me. He was merely an incorporeal entity magically bound to the television set.

				Thus, by appearing with his back to me, Mr. Clean was making a statement, much like a gorilla at the zoo that sits with his back to the rubes come to gawk at him. I didn’t know enough about either spirits or gorillas to be sure, but I figured the statement translated roughly as “Fuck off.”

				“You remind me of a gorilla at the zoo,” I said.

				“Fuck off,” replied Mr. Clean in his rumbling baritone. He didn’t turn around.

				“Suit yourself,” I said. “I need some information.”

				Mr. Clean’s broad, muscular shoulders rose and fell as he sighed, but he didn’t respond.

				“Yeah, so, this spirit has been, I don’t know, stalking me, I guess. I need to get the lowdown on him.”

				“Why is this spirit stalking you?”

				“I don’t know, for sure. It may be—”

				“Maybe you imprisoned him in a box and he finally broke free, and now he wants to tear you limb from limb?”

				“No, I just met this cat. He says it’s a contract.”

				“What kind of contract?”

				“The gangster kind. See, I had to kill this guy Benny Ben-Reuven, on account of he tried to kill me…”

				“I’m not really interested in your desperate rationalizations,” Mr. Clean interjected.

				“…and I think he put a death curse on me. So this spirit—says his name is Sam—is stalking me, claims he’s going to torment me for three days before killing me.”

				“And?”

				“And, I want to know what you might have on this guy—the spirit, I mean.”

				Mr. Clean turned to face me, finally. “Tell me the curse.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I mean, recite the words, meathead.”

				“I can’t. It was in Hebrew, I guess.”

				Mr. Clean chuckled. It was the kind of sound the universe might make if it was laughing at you. I didn’t like it.

				“What’s so funny, gorilla-boy?”

				“The murder victim, he was Jewish?”

				“Yeah, Israeli.”

				“I believe I can identify the spirit,” said Mr. Clean.

				“Cool.”

				“This knowledge has a price.”

				It always does. Like I said, I hate dealing with spirits. I scored the grand prize in the familiar sweepstakes with Mr. Clean—he’s powerful, ancient and knowledgeable. Where the supernatural is concerned, it’s like having an informant on the inside. The downside is everything is quid pro quo: I have to offer the jinn some hypothetical future service if I want his help with anything. Really, it’s more like a karmic debt I’m accumulating, and Mr. Clean is holding my marker. Someday I’ll have to pay him off, plus the vig. So you could say the jinn is my familiar, but you could also say he’s my loan shark.

				“I could wash your car.” I suppose I was thinking about the Lincoln. I’d been worrying about it all day.

				“I don’t drive,” said Mr. Clean.

				“What does it matter? It’s just hypothetical anyway.”

				“Because this service is of no value to me, you could later claim that you’d only committed to perform an irrelevant service.”

				Good idea. Wish I’d thought of it.

				“What then? I don’t have time for this shit.”

				“I will require a massage.”

				I laughed. “Keep dreaming, genie. There’s no way I do anything even hypothetically equivalent to giving you a massage.”

				“It’s not sexual. It’s therapeutic.”

				“It’s not very therapeutic, either, because it’s never going to happen. What else you got?”

				“You can pick up my dry cleaning.”

				“You live in a Zenith.”

				“For the moment. When I gain my freedom, I’ll be able to take physical form. I prefer my shirts starched and pressed.”

				“Okay, I can do that.”

				“Then we have a—”

				“Wait! I’ll pick up your dry cleaning once.” Like a wireless provider, Mr. Clean is always angling to trap me in an open-ended service agreement.

				Mr. Clean grunted. “What I’ve already told you is worth more than that. You will perform this service ten times, at my request.”

				“Three.”

				“Ten.”

				“Five.”

				“Ten.”

				“Done,” I said, thankful there were no witnesses to my negotiating skills. “Give it to me. What is Sam?”

				“His real name is Samael.”

				“Never heard of him.”

				“The Angel of Death.”

				I’d been wisecracking with the “life of my firstborn” bit, but it turned out I was right on the money. “Benny Ben-Reuven called in a fucking angel to hit me? He doesn’t have the juice…didn’t have the juice…whatever.”

				Mr. Clean shrugged. “Your victim believed this entity was Samael, the Angel of Death. Whether it actually is that being, or whether any such being actually exists…there may be a definitive answer to this question, but it is not one that hairless apes are given to know, even those who play at magic tricks.”

				“That was an insult, wasn’t it?”

				“Yeah.”

				“Sticks and stones, Smokey. Your theory still doesn’t explain how Benny was able to bring in that kind of hitter. He wasn’t much of a sorcerer. He tried to cap me, for fuck’s sake. With a gun.”

				“This was a death curse.”

				“Yeah?”

				“You were in the process of murdering this man. You were taking all he was and all he would ever be. That’s a lot of juice, even for one with little talent for sorcery. He took that power, before you could, and he used it to summon this being.”

				“Damn, I need something like that.”

				“I could teach you a death curse. It would be costly.”

				“How costly?”

				“The massage would have a Happy Ending.”

				“Oh, hell, no. Tell me how I get out from under this thing.”

				“You don’t.”

				“I don’t?”

				“No. You can’t weasel your way out of it. The contract was paid in blood. Ben-Reuven purchased your death with his own.”

				“What an asshole.”

				“You’re hardly in a position to throw stones.” Mr. Clean shrugged. “All’s fair in love and black magic.”

				“Okay, I can’t get away from the contract. What are my other options, assuming I’m not interested in dying?”

				“What do you offer for this knowledge?”

				“I’m already picking up your laundry five times.”

				“It’s ten, and anyway, that was payment for the identity of your assassin. If you would know how to stop Samael, you must offer some further service. It had better be good.”

				My life was on the line and I figured it was time to make the jinn my best offer. “Rashan runs some massage parlors,” I said, choking down the nausea that rose in my stomach. “I’ll hook you up.” The parlors were juice boxes, arcane dens fronting for sex-magic rituals. But despite this secret purpose—or rather because of it—they were also the place to go in L.A. for a world-class rub-and-tug.

				“Done!” Mr. Clean said with an unwholesome gleam in his eye.

				“Okay, Desperado, make with the knowledge. How do I stop Samael?”

				“If this entity truly is Samael, the Angel of Death, you’re boned, to use the popular vernacular.”

				“That vernacular really isn’t popular anymore.”

				“Do you want to hear this?”

				“Yeah.”

				“You do not have the power to defeat one of the Host, and Samael—the real Samael—is a badass even by the standards of the Seraphim.”

				“What if he’s not a real angel?”

				“Then you can simply kill him.”

				“But if he is a real angel, he’ll wipe the floor with me.”

				Mr. Clean glowered. “Your surfeit of intellectual capacity is truly remarkable.”

				“I was smart enough to put you in that box.”

				“The point is,” Mr. Clean growled, “if this entity is truly Samael, he must follow the rules. He will not take your life until three days have passed. Even if you try to kill him.”

				“So I get a free shot at him,” I said, nodding. “If he’s a poseur, maybe I take him out. If he’s the real deal, no harm no foul. He still has to wait until the stars are right.”

				“The moon, actually.”

				“That’s actually pretty clever, Snowball.”

				“It goes without saying.”

				“Fine, next time I won’t say it. So what’s my first move?”

				Mr. Clean’s eyes grew wide momentarily, and then he sighed. “I suggest you develop a plan of attack on your own. It would be a tactical error for me to advise you on this.”

				“Why’s that? You want your Happy Ending or not?”

				Sam’s head popped up behind Mr. Clean and he grinned at me over the jinn’s shoulder. “Because if you keep running that pretty mouth, I’ll know exactly what you’re planning to do.”

				* * *

				I switched off the Zenith and unplugged it for good measure, and then I went into the bathroom to grab a shower. I didn’t like the idea of Sam popping in for one of his unannounced visits, but I also didn’t like the idea of spending the next three days with that not-so-fresh feeling. Besides, I do some of my best thinking in the shower.

				Sam’s appearance in Mr. Clean’s TV didn’t exactly inspire confidence in my plan. If nothing else, the stunt made it clear that even if he wasn’t a real angel, Sam might still be able to take me to school. Hell, maybe he already had taken me to school when he introduced himself out in the desert. My circle hadn’t seemed to bother him much. The truth was, I didn’t know a lot about spirits or what they were capable of. I’d only ever summoned the one, Mr. Clean, and that had mostly been an accident. And besides, so far the results of that play were decidedly mixed.

				Other than the jinn, I’d never given much thought to spirits. For that matter, even my own sorcery didn’t involve a lot of knowledge. I’d always been able to use magic, and even though Rashan had showed me how to improve my command of it back in the day, I didn’t really know how or why it worked. For a sorcerer, I knew fuck-all about the supernatural.

				I did have my spellcraft, though, and I knew a fair amount of necromancy, including the spell that would return a dead soul to the Beyond, the one I’d used to deal with the pedophile I’d killed when I was a girl. Problem was, I didn’t think Sam was a spirit of the dead. Whatever he was—assuming he wasn’t the Angel of Death, I mean—he was probably something more akin to Mr. Clean.

				I was a gangster, so I did know a thing or two about doing a hit. The key to doing it right was control. You control the situation, the environment, and the timing, and you control the target. Everything that happens or doesn’t happen, it’s because that’s the way you want it. No surprises, no loose ends. The trick was going to be achieving that level of control when I didn’t know exactly what Sam was or what he could do. They say a player can only play the cards she’s dealt.

				They only say that because they don’t know how to cheat.

				* * *

				When I showed up at the shop, my mechanic told me he couldn’t find anything wrong with the Lincoln. I paid him for his trouble, made a couple stops, and then drove east out of the city as the sun set in my rearview mirror.

				If there’s a list of common mistakes criminals make, returning to the scene of the crime is probably at the top of it. Right up there with leaving your wallet under the body. Still, I had work to do and you could say I was up against a deadline. The cops had a hard-on for me about Mark of Mark’s Garage out of Palm Springs, but I doubted they knew anything about the late Benny Ben-Reuven. At least, I hoped Samael hadn’t gotten around to telling them about it yet.

				The Angel of Death—or whatever he was—joined me in the passenger seat after about an hour of highway time.

				“This isn’t going to work,” he said.

				“What isn’t going to work?”

				Samael turned around and looked at the TV sitting on the backseat. He grabbed the plastic bag and removed the item I’d picked up from the dollar store. It was a plastic angel statuette.

				“This doesn’t look anything like me,” Samael said. The plastic angel had long blond hair, molded wings, white robes, and a yellow harp and halo.

				“Why should it? That’s an angel. You’re just some wannabe bogeyman Benny juiced up out of the desert.”

				“Why do you need your pet devil?” Samael asked, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.

				“Mr. Clean’s not a devil. He’s just some wannabe bogeyman I juiced up out of the desert.”

				Samael chuckled. “You’re sure about that?”

				“He’s a jinn.”

				“You say jinn, I say devil…” Samael shrugged.

				“Well, if you think he’s a devil, I’ll count that as a point in his favor.”

				Samael nodded. “So what’s he for?”

				“He keeps me company.”

				“You didn’t need his company before, when you brought Benny out here to murder him.”

				“Well, I had Benny to keep me company that time, didn’t I?”

				“Only on the trip out,” said Samael. “Speaking of Benny, who takes over his crew now that you’ve killed him?”

				“I’ve got someone in mind. Don’t worry your pretty little head about it.”

				“Carmen Leeds? You were planning to bring her in from Amy Chen’s crew, weren’t you?”

				I looked over at Samael and scowled. “Like I said, don’t worry about it.”

				“Thing is, I don’t think that’s going to work out.” The frown of mock concern on his face made me want to shoot him. “See, someone must have tipped off Benny’s crew, and I guess they didn’t like the idea too much. Seems Jefferson Alexander figured he was next in line.”

				Jefferson Alexander was something of a minority in the underworld, in the sense that he wasn’t a minority. He was a waspy Pasadena kid from old money—at least old by Southern California standards. People from privileged backgrounds didn’t usually find their way into the underworld. I had no reason to think rich white kids couldn’t have juice—it seemed to be completely random. But magic happened on the margins of society, and privilege had a way of keeping you safely away from the margins.

				Whatever the case, Alexander had the sense of entitlement common to his ilk, so it didn’t surprise me he felt he deserved a bump. The truth was, though, while he probably had at least as much juice as Benny, he didn’t have much of a way with people. The guys in the outfit couldn’t stand him, and that included most of his own crew. It also included me.

				“Alexander maybe won’t like it, but he’ll accept it when I tell him how it is.” I wasn’t sure if I was saying this for Samael’s benefit or my own.

				“You think so? Then why did he put a bullet in Leeds’s ear and leave her duct taped to an office chair in that chop shop on Edgehill?”

				I slammed on the brakes and jerked the car to the side of the road. The Lincoln’s tires squealed and it overshot the shoulder, raising a cloud of dust as it shuddered to a halt.

				I turned and grabbed Samael by the throat. “What did you do, motherfucker?”

				Samael grinned and didn’t even try to escape my grip. “I didn’t have to do much,” he said. “Honestly, I could have done it myself and made it look like Alexander’s work, but that wasn’t necessary. He really wanted to do it. Ugly business. Murder comes so easily to you people.”

				I released my hold on Samael, for the time being, and called Chavez. This time, I got a signal. He hadn’t heard anything about Leeds, so I told him to send some of his soldiers to the chop shop. Then I turned back to Samael. He’d gone back into the plastic bag and pulled out the book I’d bought at an occult store in Hollywood. It was titled The Angel of Death, by Friedrich von Junzt.

				“You picked up a biography,” he said, flipping through the pages. “I didn’t know you were such a fan.”

				“Before, I was just planning to smoke you,” I said. “But I can do a lot worse. If you’ve done something to Leeds, I’m going to let my imagination run wild.”

				Samael laughed. “What are you going to do? Put me in a TV and make me answer stupid questions?”

				That hit a little too close to the mark. I slammed the car into gear and left some rubber on the shoulder as I pulled back onto the highway.

				“So what did you read about me?” Samael asked.

				“Nothing much. Sometimes I have trouble falling asleep.”

				“Nightmares? I suppose that’s one of the hazards of your line of work.”

				I wasn’t real interested in therapy, but I figured it wouldn’t hurt to see if I could get some information. Samael seemed like the kind of guy who wanted to talk about himself.

				“Actually, I learned a lot. Too much. Seems there are a lot of contradictory stories about Samael.”

				“Such as?”

				“Okay, so maybe he’s the Angel of Death. But maybe he’s Satan. Or maybe an archangel. Or a fallen angel, or…what was it you called Mr. Clean? Oh, yeah, a devil. Maybe he’s just another small-time devil. Seems the ancient world was lousy with them.”

				Samael grinned. “And what’s your theory?”

				“In the stories, there’s a lot of different takes on what he is. Sometimes good, sometimes evil, but always a pain in the ass.”

				“I’ve gotta be me.”

				“And the way I see it, none of it really matters. Whatever you are—whether or not you’re really this cat in the stories—I’m still going to put you down.”

				“Your arrogance is magnificent.”

				I shrugged. “It’s not arrogance if you can back it up.”

				“And you’re convinced you can back it up.”

				“Oh, yeah. See, the scrub in the stories was a coward.”

				“A coward?” Samael grinned and bent an eyebrow at me.

				“Yeah. He really only had two claims to fame. He slaughtered a bunch of Egyptian children—everyone knows that one. And he attacked Jacob when he was still a babe in his mother’s womb—and he didn’t even win that fight, by the way. So maybe he always wanted to be the badass they called in when a baby needed killing. But he never really amounted to more than a tale mothers told to frighten their children. Like I said, a bogeyman.”

				Samael’s eyes flashed and his face darkened momentarily, and then the grin returned. “Ah, yes, the false bravado of the damned,” he said. “No matter how many times I see it, it never fails to amuse me. I hope you can cling to it, at the end.” Then he vanished, and the book he’d been holding toppled onto the floorboard.

				I enjoyed the rest of my drive in blessed silence.

				* * *

				The place where I’d executed Benny looked much the same as I’d left it, including the glazed and blackened Benny-shaped scar at the center of the intersection.

				It wasn’t really necessary for me to do what I meant to do at the crossroads. But magic is ultimately all about patterns, about convergences, intersections, and associations. I’d be able to draw more power in this place, and as the site of Benny’s death curse, it should be nicely attuned to Samael. It had other associations for me besides.

				I left the Lincoln’s headlights on to illuminate my work and gathered my supplies. I placed the TV in the middle of the road leading east from the intersection and switched it on. Electricity wasn’t necessary—I only kept the set plugged in at my condo so Mr. Clean could watch the local channels. The jinn surveyed his surroundings, looking from side to side as if peering through a window.

				“Have you decided to release me?”

				“No such luck, Mr. Clean.”

				“My name is Abishanizad.”

				“Your parents must have hated you.”

				“Why have you brought me here?”

				I momentarily considered asking the jinn to help with the manual labor, but finally decided it wouldn’t be worth the negotiating.

				“Hold on to your shorts,” I said. “I’ll let you know when I need you.”

				I began collecting stones from the desert, each about the size of a dinner plate. I didn’t much care about shape or texture—some were round, some were flat, some were rough, and some were smooth. I placed them in four separate rows, each at a forty-five-degree angle between the roads. It took a lot of rocks, but the result was a kind of Paleolithic geomorph like the spokes of a giant wheel, with the hub at the intersection of the crossroads.

				When I’d joined the outfit, my boss, Shanar Rashan, had brought me into the desert not far from this place to summon my familiar. That was the other association I could work with, and it’s why the jinn had been hoping for an early parole when he saw where I’d taken him.

				I had experience with exactly one spirit, Mr. Clean. I had a spell that had given me power over him. I had no idea if Samael was the same kind of entity as Mr. Clean, but I had no reason to think he wasn’t. I was going to work with that.

				I retrieved the plastic angel statuette and half buried it in the center of the crossroads, in the place where I’d killed Benny and burned his corpse. Then I went to stand in the middle of the west road, the same distance from the intersection as the spot where Mr. Clean was positioned. The moon hung low on the horizon, like a swollen yellow eye watching my preparations.

				“Juice up, Mr. Clean,” I called to the jinn. “I need all you can give me.” One of the primary roles of any familiar is to flow a little extra juice for its master. A normal familiar could flow a little extra—Mr. Clean could flow a lot. I expected to need all of it. The real question was whether it would kill me.

				When I’d summoned the jinn all those years before, I’d had no idea what to expect. It was my coming-out party as a young sorceress. It was a way of announcing myself to the unseen world, letting it take its measure of me and commanding its respect. I’d called out blindly to the darkness and Mr. Clean had answered.

				This time, I’d be calling to Samael. That’s why I was performing the ritual in the place where the death curse had manifested him. That was the purpose for the angel statuette. It wasn’t just a subtle jab, though it was that, too—it was a way of crafting a connection, an association, between the entity, the magic, and me.

				I began the chant at a whisper, just as I had when I was a girl. My mind emptied until it was a hollow chamber filled only with the words, and the pattern behind the words. I stretched out my arms and called the untamed magic of the wasteland to me, and it coursed along the four roads like a torrent. The stones of my geomorph began to glow with an orange radiance, like jack-o’-lanterns on Halloween.

				“Tyger, Tyger, burning bright, in the forests of the night,” I chanted. “What immortal hand or eye could frame thy fearful symmetry?” I’d never been much for poetry, but this verse had always held power for me, from the first time I’d heard it. When Rashan had taught me the summoning ritual, I’d known these were the words I would use to master it. When you’re really on your game, magic feels right.

				As the words gained volume, a hot wind blew in from the desert and lifted the hair from my shoulders. The wasteland itself awoke from its long slumber, and it breathed. Dark clouds rolled in and a bolt of lightning flashed down from the cloudless sky. It struck the center of the crossroads and the angel statuette was illuminated with electric-blue witch-light.

				I took that power into me, all of it, and I reached out to Mr. Clean to take his as well. He screamed as I violated him, gorging myself on his magic like a vampire at a soft, wet throat.

				“Tyger, Tyger, burning bright,” I shouted into the roar of the wind and the maelstrom of magic.

				And Samael came.

				Black smoke roiled in along all four roads to converge in the center of the intersection. A form appeared, like a hard-edged darkness against the night, a hundred feet tall. I saw a ragged outline, snapping like the folds of a tattered robe, or maybe just a jagged tear in the world that opened onto another place, a place of unrelenting blackness.

				The towering form gained solidity and details began to emerge. The figure held a massive iron sword and wore an iron crown. The face was in shadow, but I could tell that it looked upon me because the body was covered with hundreds, thousands, of eyes, each peering out at me from the darkness when the folds of the cloak shifted, never blinking.

				The maelstrom I had created turned at the center of the crossroads, drawing this being down into the statuette. Like Abishanizad, a spirit of earth and air as old as the world, it would be caught in that relentless pull and be bound to the plastic angel. I would imprison it by my will and power and make it my slave.

				Or not.

				Samael spoke, and hearing his voice was like stroking out. My head exploded, my body lost all feeling, and I collapsed to the ground, utterly paralyzed.

				“I am called Samael,” he said. “I am sorrow and loss. I serve the God on the Mountain and you have no power over me.” He lifted the iron sword and brought it down on the angel statuette. The blow didn’t so much cleave it as vaporize it, and the dust was scattered on the raging wind.

				The figure turned and a thousand eyes looked down at me where I lay prostrated in the dirt. And what I felt wasn’t fear, it was despair. It was the abject hopelessness that one can only experience when death is inevitable and only oblivion awaits.

				Samael was the Old Testament made manifest. My own faith, such as it was, was built upon that ancient foundation, but it was mostly about the possibility of salvation from it, through grace and redemption. There was no redemption here. There was only wrath and punishment. There was only retribution.

				The towering figure of the Angel of Death vanished and was replaced by Samael’s human form. The wind died as suddenly as it had risen and the night sky cleared. Samael walked over to me and crouched on his haunches. Strength gradually returned to my body and I struggled to sit up.

				Samael grinned at me. “Let’s hear it,” he said.

				“Hear what?” I gasped, fighting to pull the air back into my lungs.

				“A snappy one-liner. A sarcastic gibe. You know, talk a little trash.”

				I laughed bitterly, shaking my head. “What do you call it? The ‘bravado of the damned’? You’ve heard it a thousand times, and you still don’t understand it.”

				“It’s nothing more than impudence. It’s pride.” Samael paused, and then spat out a single word. “Sin.”

				I shook my head again. “No. You’re stronger than I am. Fine. Maybe you’ll kill me in a couple days and there’s nothing I can do about it. Too bad for me.”

				“At least you’ve come to accept your fate.”

				“But why? Is it because you’ve earned your strength? Is it because you’ve worked for your power? Is it even the luck of the draw? Hell, no. The fucking game is rigged. Someone decided that you’d be stronger than me, that you’d have the power of life and death over me, so that’s the way it is. Okay, no use crying about it. But don’t expect me to be impressed. You haven’t done anything to earn my respect. You’re a fucking tool.”

				“It’s the same in your world. You expected Benny to respect you, just because you had more power.”

				“Bullshit. That’s the luck of the draw. Benny and I are the same. We’re both human. So maybe I’ve got more juice than Benny, and maybe my boss has more than me. All men aren’t created equal, at least in the underworld. We accept that. But at least the deck wasn’t stacked ahead of the game.”

				Samael laughed. “You think it’s random?”

				“I know it is.”

				“And yet, you must know that magic is the pattern within the fabric. You must know this, or you would have no command over it.”

				“Yeah, sure,” I said, and shrugged. I’d been philosophizing on precisely that subject as I set up the summoning ritual.

				“So you know that magic is pattern, and yet you believe that the gift of it is random, without pattern? Do you not sense a contradiction in that? That everything else about magic is pattern, order, but those who are given to command it are not chosen, but are only a product of chance?”

				That brought me up short. I’d never considered it because it just didn’t fit my worldview. I didn’t want to believe I was chosen for anything. I didn’t want to believe anyone could make choices for me but me. If I wasn’t the master of myself and my fate, what was I, really?

				Samael nodded. “That is the question that should keep you up at night,” he said. “It has haunted me since I was made. What if there is only the pattern, the purpose? What if ‘I’ am only an illusion, a trick of the light? You said I was a tool. What if the ‘I’ is just the by-product of a tool aware of itself?”

				“No,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s no pattern or purpose behind everything, and even if there is, I don’t figure in it. You want to know how I know that?”

				Samael nodded, and I punched him in the nose. He reeled back, lost his balance, and toppled onto the sand.

				“What the fuck?” he said, sitting up and gingerly prodding his nose. A trickle of blood ran down over his lip.

				I laughed. “Didn’t see that coming, did you? I believe in magic because I can see it. I can taste it and touch it. I can feel that pattern and weave it into a new one if I want to. I don’t see that pattern in my life. I’m not feeling it. You want me to believe in it, show me. Until then, I’m not going to take the word of some spook with delusions of grandeur and an identity crisis to match.”

				Samael wiped the blood on the back of his hand and shook his head, smiling ruefully. We stood and faced each other. “I envy you,” he said.

				“Why? You’ve got the juice and the big-ass sword. I’m a mere mortal.”

				“That’s exactly why I envy you. I have seen it, Domino. The pattern. I’ve seen more of it than you, anyway, enough that I can’t just shut my eyes, wave my hand, and make it go away.”

				I looked at him closely. I’d gotten pretty good over the years at sensing when someone was holding out on me. “What else?” I asked. “That’s not all of it.”

				He nodded. “I envy you because you may be right. I’m just a tool, but humans may not be. I don’t know that you are, and I wish I had that. The rest of us are like insects caught in a spiderweb, but some of my kind believe that humans are free of it, for better or worse.”

				“Ignorance is bliss,” I said.

				“Amen,” said Samael.

				“Now that we’ve shared our existential angst, I don’t suppose this changes anything?”

				“It changes everything.”

				“Really?”

				“Yes. I’m still going to kill you in two days. But up to the end, you’ll believe you’re dying free.”

				* * *

				The next morning, I went to East L.A. to meet with Rafael Chavez. Carmen Leeds had been found dead, just as Samael had said she would be. Worse yet, Jefferson Alexander seemed determined to secede from the outfit, and it looked like his crew was behind him. Two murders in the organization in as many days was enough trouble—a civil war would be really bad for business.

				I met Chavez in an outfit-controlled tattoo parlor. We had a lot of them all over our territory. Tattoos were powerful mojo, and the operation, though small in scale, worked on multiple levels. First, a lot of gangsters used tattoos to enhance their ability to flow and store juice. In theory, they worked just like any other kind of arcane symbology, from graffiti to old-school glyphs and runes. In fact, they were even more potent because they were permanently etched in the sorcerer’s skin and paid for in blood and pain.

				That blood and pain paid a dividend, too, even when the subject wasn’t a sorcerer. The inking ritual had magic of its own, and we skimmed that juice from every customer that walked in the door for a tribal wrap or a tramp stamp.

				And finally, human activity and emotion amplifies the potency of the juice that courses through our turf, and we can use the tattoos to augment that effect. Every patron that gets inked in one of our joints acts as a mobile amplifier wherever they go.

				Chavez was in the back office talking on the phone. He hung up when I walked in. “Where you been, chola? We got a problem here.”

				“I went to fucking Disneyland, Chavez, what do you think? It might be nice if I only had one problem at a time, but until that blessed day comes, you might have to handle some shit on your own.”

				“Okay, okay, D, chill out. We’re doing the best we can.”

				“Tell me what’s happening.”

				“I guess Alexander found out you were going to bump Carmen ahead of him. He disagreed with the decision, so he smoked Carmen. He says he’s leaving the organization and I guess his crew likes the idea. Word is, he’s been making contact with some other outfits, looking for a new team. This shit is going to get a lot bigger if someone takes him on.”

				“He’s a fucking idiot,” I said.

				“Yeah, maybe, but he’s got some juice and it’s a good crew. They produce. There’s some outfits that wouldn’t mind laying down the welcome mat for him. Not friends of ours.”

				Gangsters could be prone to tunnel vision, and this was the kind of thing that happened when a guy didn’t see the big picture. From where Alexander was standing, he had something to offer and plenty of interested buyers. What he apparently didn’t realize was there was no fucking way I could let it happen.

				Alexander himself was replaceable—everyone is—but the crew and its operation were real assets to the outfit. More importantly, you don’t have an organization without rules, and we couldn’t just stand back and let Alexander flaunt the rules. You give gangsters the idea they’re independent contractors, and pretty soon you don’t have an organization at all.

				“I really hate this fucking guy,” I said.

				“I never liked him, either,” Chavez said. “Mi madre always told me not to trust white people whose first and last names were reversed.”

				“Jefferson Alexander?”

				“She had a whole system worked out for evaluating white folks based on their names. Two first names or two last names were bad, but the reversed names were the worst.”

				“Jefferson Alexander could be two first names, or two last names, or it could be reversed names.”

				“Yeah, so he’s triple fucking jeopardy, chola. Mama would never have brought him in.”

				“Well, he’s gotta go now. No question about that.”

				“It’s not that simple, chola. He’s got his crew behind him, so you take him out you don’t necessarily solve the real problem.”

				“Does Rashan know about this?”

				“Yeah. He said you could handle it.”

				It would be nice if my boss got more personally involved from time to time. Then again, if he was interested in doing that I wouldn’t have a job.

				“So how do you isolate Alexander and still get his crew back on the reservation?” Chavez asked.

				“I guess I’ve got to sit down with him. Convince him I’ll consider his request. Thing is, no one likes the fucking guy. If I can buy enough time for his crew to remember that, they’ll back me when I take him out. Hell, they might do it themselves.”

				“That could work,” Chavez said. “The main thing is to make sure another outfit doesn’t get behind him.”

				“Is there anyone in the crew we could give a bump once Alexander’s out of the way?”

				Chavez shrugged. “Well, you know, we looked at these guys before we decided to bring Leeds in. They’re good, but none of them have upper-level management experience. Kelvin Zimmerman—they call him KZ—has potential. He runs a couple blocks in Baldwin Village, tight shop. But it’s a big step from herding gangbangers to running a whole crew.”

				“Okay, I can work with potential. I want to know everything there is to know about this kid. And be ready to set up a meeting with him when it’s time to move on Alexander. I want a smooth transition when the time comes.”

				Chavez nodded. “You want me to get you a sit-down with Alexander?”

				“Yeah, soon as possible.”

				“Where you want it to be?”

				“His choice.”

				“I don’t think that’s a good idea, chola. He already ganked Leeds, he might think he can make a move on you.”

				“God, I hope so. That would make this real easy, wouldn’t it?”

				Chavez laughed. “I like the way you think. Okay, I’ll call you with the when and where.”

				I left the office and walked back through the tattoo parlor. Samael was sitting in one of the booths getting inked by a young Asian woman. She leaned over him, working on his left forearm with the needle gun.

				“It’s a flaming eyeball,” he said, and grinned at me.

				“Real original.”

				“Eyes are cool. I like eyes.”

				“If you say so.”

				“You think this thing with Alexander is going to work out?” he asked. “I’m not sure. If someone were to tip him off to your play, the whole plan could come apart.”

				The artist stopped working and sat up. She looked from me to Samael and back to me. She looked like a deer caught in the headlights.

				I gave him a hard stare. “No idea what you’re talking about,” I said. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t talk about it here.”

				Samael shrugged. “I don’t see what the big secret is. Everyone here’s got to know who they’re working for.” He looked at the girl and raised an eyebrow. “Right? You do know who owns this place, don’t you?”

				“I, uh, just work here, sir,” she said. Smart girl. She did know, of course, and she wasn’t just a tattoo artist. She had juice and enough of a brain not to talk about it.

				“My mistake,” Samael said. “Just a word to the wise, Domino. The clock is ticking.”

				“Yeah, it is,” I said. “Enjoy it while you can.”

				* * *

				Detectives Meadows and Sullivan were waiting for me at the door of my condo when I got home. I might have guessed.

				“Ms. Riley, we’d like you to come downtown and answer some questions,” Sullivan said.

				“Why’s that? I’ve still got your card. I’ll give you a call if I remember anything that might help you.”

				“We have a witness who reports seeing you leaving the scene,” Meadows said. “You’re going to have to come with us.”

				“Let me guess, white male, early twenties, dark hair to his shoulders, nice build?”

				Meadows frowned and glanced at Sullivan. “We can’t divulge the identity of the witness, Ms. Riley.”

				“Yeah. This guy’s lying to you. It’s personal with him and me. You’re going to find out he’s not a very reliable witness. He’s wasting your time.”

				“Maybe so,” said Sullivan, “but you’re still going to come with us.”

				“Am I under arrest?”

				“Not yet,” said Meadows. “But we can do it that way if you want.”

				I didn’t have time for this shit. I tapped the ley line and flowed juice into a spell. “I have with me two gods,” I said, “Persuasion and Compulsion.” The magic would ensure the cops would buy just about anything I was selling.

				“Excuse me, Ms. Riley?” said Meadows.

				“The fuck are you talking about?” said Sullivan.

				“You don’t need me to come downtown,” I said.

				“The fuck we don’t,” said Sullivan.

				“I’m not a suspect in this case.”

				“The fuck you’re not.”

				I blinked and looked at the detectives with my witch sight. My compulsion had broken against them like waves against the rocks. Someone had warded them against my magic. The defenses were good—I’d eventually find a hole in them, but it would take a while.

				Samael appeared behind the detectives, standing between them. He put his arms around their shoulders, but they didn’t seem to notice. He smiled. “I did that,” he said.

				My mind raced as I ran through the options. I could get a lot tougher with the juice, but I didn’t really want to go there with the cops, and anyway, I wasn’t sure even combat magic could hammer through Samael’s wards. I could force them to go get a warrant. I didn’t know much about police procedure—I didn’t need to when I could rely on magic to get me out of jams—but it seemed pretty likely they had more than enough on me to get one. And being arrested would just dig me in deeper.

				In the end, I took a ride downtown. It was the first time since I was a juvenile delinquent I’d seen the inside of a police station. I spent a couple hours in an interview room stonewalling the detectives while I poked holes in the wards. Fortunately, Samael didn’t show up to patch them or I might have been there all day.

				Meadows managed to score some alone time with me, and she used it to press me on Shanar Rashan and the outfit. She knew there was more going on in the city than met the eye. She didn’t have all of it, but she was just aware enough of the supernatural underworld that she couldn’t let it go. Even if no one else in the department believed her, she was going to keep digging until she found the truth.

				What she apparently didn’t realize was that civilians—sensitive or not, cops or not—were never given a chance to find the truth. Eventually, she’d get too close, learn a little too much, and someone or something would make her go away.

				When I’d weakened the wards sufficiently, I hit Meadows and Sullivan with the compulsion again. I told them to erase the interview tape and shred the paperwork, and then I walked out of there. It wasn’t a perfect solution. Lots of other cops had seen me. I didn’t know how much Meadows and Sullivan might have talked about me, or to whom, and I couldn’t be sure how far the paper trail went. Maybe they’d get it all, or maybe there’d be a loose end someone would notice and start asking questions. Even with magic, cover-ups are complicated, which is why it’s best to stay off Five-oh’s radar in the first place.

				I cabbed it back home and got a call from Chavez on the way. Alexander had agreed to meet with me…in a few days, maybe the weekend. It pissed me off that Alexander had such trouble working me into his schedule, and besides, I wasn’t sure I’d be available in a few days. I told Chavez to politely request a more urgent fucking meeting.

				I’d just gotten back to the condo when Chavez called again. He’d arranged the sit-down with Alexander for that evening. It was at a construction site in Baldwin Village, a low-income housing tract that would be the crack houses and shooting galleries of tomorrow. I had just enough time to grab a shower and a bite to eat.

				In the past, the outfit didn’t have any interest in construction, but we were trying something new. Build the right way—some creative geometry and the right symbology stamped into the foundations—and we’d be able to pull even more juice from the vice and sin for which these places would inevitably be used. Ordinarily, we had to convert a building—typically with graffiti magic—but that was a suboptimal solution if we could build our juice boxes from the ground up. Construction is all about efficiency and sustainability these days.

				Alexander was waiting for me in a trailer at the construction site. Most of his crew was there, too. They were armed and juiced up, but that didn’t necessarily mean Alexander was planning to take a shot at me. He might just be scared shitless. I still hoped he’d make a move and give me an excuse, but I wasn’t counting on it, the way my luck had been running.

				A gangster with an Uzi and nervous eyes opened the door for me and I climbed into the trailer. Alexander was sitting behind a battered metal desk with a Formica surface. He nodded to one of the folding chairs in front of the desk.

				“Chavez said you wanted to sit down,” he said. “Here I am.”

				I had to stifle a laugh as I took a seat. Alexander was trying to play the hard guy, but he didn’t play it very well. It wasn’t really his fault—a real hard guy is hard because life made him that way. You can take the rich white kid out of Pasadena, but you can’t take Pasadena out of the rich white kid. Still, he didn’t seem frightened or even concerned. He seemed confident, like he already knew what was going to happen. Given that he had no reason to feel confident, that made me curious.

				“Yeah, real nice of you to meet with me, Jefferson. I was afraid we were going to lose you.” I left it hanging there, and the look on Alexander’s face told me he wasn’t sure how to take it. Good. The same look told me it didn’t bother him much, either way. Not good.

				“Drink?” he asked, holding up a bottle.

				“Cuervo?” I said, and shook my head. “I’ve already had my daily allowance of iguana piss.” I admit, I’m a tequila snob. I can drink just about any hootch ever brewed or distilled and have a pretty good time, as long as you don’t try to call it tequila. Alexander shrugged and poured a dirty drinking glass half-full.

				“Well, say what you want to say. I got other people to see tonight.”

				Was that supposed to mean he was meeting with rival outfits? Probably, and that meant I’d better do a really good job of changing his mind.

				“What happened with Carmen Leeds was unfortunate,” I said. “It wasn’t sanctioned.”

				Alexander shrugged and took a drink.

				“That said, strength demands respect. That’s the way it is with our thing. I gotta recognize it. Makes it look like I picked the wrong guy to run this crew.”

				Alexander smirked and took another drink. “Yeah, I guess maybe you did.”

				I nodded and hoped he wouldn’t see the way my jaw was clenching. “Okay, so you win. You run this crew.”

				“You’re giving it to me?”

				“No, you already took it. I can’t give you what you’ve already taken, can I? I’m just signing off on it.” If I had to pretend to eat shit, I could at least make it look good.

				Alexander’s eyes narrowed. “What’s the catch?”

				“No catch. The outfit is more important than any complaints I might have about your methods. We need this crew. The boss won’t let it go.”

				Alexander nodded. “Okay, good,” he said. “I’m cool with that.”

				That’s because you’re a fucking idiot. “Good, then, it’s settled. Congratulations.” I reached across the desk and shook his hand. “There’s just one thing,” I said and sat back down.

				“What’s that?”

				“I got to be sure you haven’t switched sides. It’s a question of organizational security. I don’t care what you might have been planning—that doesn’t matter now. But if you’ve made any commitments, we need to know about it. If there are problems with another outfit, that’ll have to be escalated up the chain of command.”

				“I haven’t made any commitments. Not yet,” he added.

				No humility, no regret, no apparent concern that he may have put the outfit at risk. No apparent fear that I might lose my patience and melt his face. The guy was either more stupid than I gave him credit for—and I gave him credit for a lot—or he really liked his hole cards. What was his angle? Why did he feel so damn safe?

				“Then we’re good,” I said, mentally adding, “Until I get around to killing you.” I stood up and walked to the door.

				“Thanks for coming by,” Alexander said. “You made the right decision, this time.” He smirked again.

				I gave him a hard look. “I’ll see you soon, Jefferson.”

				* * *

				With the Alexander situation handled and the cops temporarily off my case, I had an opportunity to turn my attention back to Samael. The attempt to bind him with the ritual I’d used on Mr. Clean obviously hadn’t worked out, and that pretty much exhausted my knowledge of spirit magic. I needed an expert.

				Ismail Akeem was a Somali sorcerer who’d been with Shanar Rashan a lot longer than I had—longer, in fact, than any gangster I knew. Spirit magic was Akeem’s specialty and his paranoia was legendary. His house in Koreatown was known to be well warded against spirits. I figured that gave me a decent shot of picking his brain without Samael eavesdropping on the conversation.

				You meet enough freaks in the underworld to get used to it after a while, but no one in the outfit creeped me out like the Somali witch doctor. Akeem had a certain presence that seemed a little out of step with the rest of the world. There was a light in his eyes that might be knowledge the rest of us didn’t possess, or that might just be madness.

				I parked my car on the street outside his house. The grass in the front yard was dead and marred in places by disturbing black splotches, like someone had spilled crude oil on what was left of the lawn. I had no idea what had caused the stains and quickly decided not to think about it too much.

				The light came on as I reached the porch and the front door opened.

				“Welcome, Domino,” Akeem whispered. There were conflicting stories in the outfit about the whispering. Some said it was caused by the ritual possessions Akeem exposed himself to. Others said it was because he ate spirits. Akeem himself always said he whispered so the spirits wouldn’t know what he was thinking. It made me wonder if I should be whispering, too.

				We went inside and I sat on the sofa. Akeem served tea. He sat in an antique armchair and we drank the tea in silence.

				“You have troubles with the spirits,” he said when we’d finished. “Tell me about them.”

				“Just one spirit,” I said. “And how did you know why I wanted to see you?”

				“How many times have you come to see me before?” Akeem asked.

				“Never, I guess.”

				Akeem nodded. “And why else would you be here now? Most people find my company disturbing.” I shook my head, but he waved away my objections. “There are many of us in here,” he said, tapping his temple. “Sometimes I find my own company disturbing.” I’d bound Mr. Clean to an old TV set. Akeem had bound many more spirits to his service, but he didn’t use a TV. He imprisoned them within his own body and bound them to his soul.

				I told him about Benny Ben-Reuven and the death curse, about Samael and my failed attempt to bind him to the angel statuette. Akeem sat silently and listened without interruption or reaction.

				“These spirits tell many stories about themselves,” he said when I was finished. “In that, they are just like us. It doesn’t mean the stories are true.”

				“So this Samael may not really be the Angel of Death?”

				Akeem shrugged his thin shoulders. “There is no way to know. But what does it matter if it is true?”

				“Well, if it’s true, I’m fucked.”

				“What will be, will be,” Akeem said. “Do not allow the stories this being tells about itself to defeat you before you have even begun to fight.” That sounded a lot like Mr. Clean’s advice. When I thought about it, that didn’t really surprise me.

				“So what can I do? He’s proven that he’s stronger than I am.”

				Akeem shook his head. “He’s proven nothing. He’s only shown you that you cannot bind him. This may be a matter of superior strength, yes, but it may also be a product of his nature, or of the magic that brought him here.”

				“Okay, that’s good. What are some other ways I could get rid of him?”

				“You could give him to me. He sounds…interesting. I believe I should like to eat him.”

				“No, Akeem. Thank you for the offer. But this is my problem. I can’t put you at risk. You’re too valuable to the outfit.”

				Akeem nodded. “When did you say he will make the attempt on your life?”

				“Three days from when I killed Benny. When the moon is full.”

				“And this powerful spirit, this angel of death, why do you suppose he would need to wait? What does he care about the phases of the moon?”

				“Yeah, I wondered about that, too. Why not just take me out? He said those were the rules—three days of torment, then he’d kill me.”

				“The answer is that he doesn’t care about these things. Those are the rules, yes, but not his rules. They are merely the rules of the magic that called him and bound him to Benny Ben-Reuven’s service.”

				“Okay, but what does that mean? How does that help me?”

				“It helps you because these details are limitations. You see? It does not matter what this Samael is, or is not. The curse itself is limited, it has weaknesses, and you can attack those weaknesses. The spell is your enemy, not the spirit.”

				“Okay, that’s real good. I may not have the juice to handle the Angel of Death, but I should be able to handle any spell Benny Ben-Reuven can throw at me.”

				“Yes,” Akeem said.

				“So this spell, how would it work?”

				“As you say, Benny’s death powered the summoning, initially. But this was only powerful enough to call the spirit and bind it here. The spell needs time to gain power, and it draws that power from the swelling moon. When the moon is full, the spell will have ripened sufficiently to compel the spirit to obey Benny’s command.”

				“To kill me.”

				“Yes.”

				“But if I could stop the moon from becoming full, the spell wouldn’t ripen and Samael wouldn’t be compelled to kill me.”

				Akeem arched his eyebrows at me. “Is that within your power, to stop the moon from becoming full?”

				“Not a chance.”

				“Indeed. The moon is beyond your reach, but the connection between you and the curse is not.”

				“Would I be able to see the connection?” I asked, giving myself a quick examination.

				“You are marked.”

				“Where?” Whether the mark was physical or arcane, I should have been able to see it.

				“Come,” Akeem said. He stood and extended a hand. He led me over to where a mirror hung above a side table in the living room. He disappeared into another room and returned holding a hand mirror. “Lift your hair and look at the back of your neck,” he said, and handed me the mirror.

				I looked and didn’t see anything. I looked again with my witch sight, and I saw it: a faintly glowing, lidless eye.

				“Son of a bitch,” I said.

				“There is your mark,” Akeem said.

				“Why my fucking neck?”

				Akeem shrugged. “It is the usual place. Some say it is to place the mark nearest the seat of the soul. I don’t believe such superstitions.”

				“Why then?”

				“A hand or a foot, even an arm or leg—you could just cut it off.”

				I laughed. “Yeah, I guess that’s not going to be an option here. So how do I get rid of this fucking thing?”

				“Even on the neck, there are physical methods, depending how deep the mark is. It might be possible to remove the skin with fire or blade.” He reached out and placed a cool, dry hand on the back of my neck. “Unfortunately, this mark is very deep.”

				“Yeah, that’s too bad. What are the other options?”

				“Your death would likely tear the mark free of its tether,” Akeem suggested.

				“On the other hand, I’d be dead.”

				“You could be revived, probably.”

				“Let’s keep that one as a last resort. What else?”

				“You could go to Rashan. He is old and very powerful. He might know a way to remove the mark.”

				“Okay, that’s the last resort. I’ll go to my boss if dying doesn’t work.” Rashan had made me his lieutenant because he believed I could take care of business on my own. I wasn’t eager to undermine that belief. My job security depended on it.

				“You could perform a cleansing ritual in a sacred river—the Ganges, the Jordan, the Nile…”

				“Anything closer to home?”

				“Aha Kwahwat.”

				“Never heard of it, but it doesn’t sound that close.”

				“It’s the Mojave name for the Colorado. Their name for themselves means ‘people who live along the river.’”

				“Cool. Can you teach me the ritual?”

				“Yes, it isn’t difficult, but I must warn you—it’s very dangerous.”

				“Of course it is. Okay, what’s so dangerous about it?”

				“The ritual will create a physical manifestation of the magic that marks you. I do not know what form it will take, but you must defeat it to cleanse yourself of the mark.”

				“No problem, I prefer a stand-up fight to all this sneaking around.”

				Akeem looked at me blankly.

				“You don’t go to the movies much, do you?”

				* * *

				I drove through the Mojave Desert for the third time in two days, but this trip was taking me all the way to the Arizona border. It turned out some parts of the Colorado were more sacred than others, and the aqueduct that stretched from Lake Havasu to the Santa Ana Mountains didn’t make the grade. I was looking for a spot near Needles where ancient petroglyphs adorned the rock formations along the river.

				Akeem had showed me the cleansing ritual, and he’d been true to his word. The spell wasn’t complicated and it didn’t take long to learn. The real trick, I knew, would be dealing with the spell once it manifested and tried to kill me.

				Now that I knew it was there, the mark on the back of my neck had started itching. I was pretty sure it was just my imagination, but that didn’t make it itch any less. I drove through the desert night and smoked and itched.

				Needles was the kind of town I wouldn’t mind relocating to if I ever got tired of city life. It was a small, never-was kind of town in the middle of the desert, but it had juice. It perched on the western banks of the Colorado for starters, and as the petroglyphs I was looking for suggested, its history was ancient. It also straddled Route 66, which runs along one of the most potent ley lines on the continent. The town is full of the mid-century Americana that’s kitschy at its worst but too cool for school at its best. Maybe it was a tourist trap and hotter than hell’s attic, but Needles was still my kind of town.

				I turned off I-40 and drove north for several miles on River Road. I parked the Lincoln at an RV park and campground near the river and set out on foot for the last leg of my journey. There wasn’t much in the way of a canyon along this stretch of the Colorado, grand or otherwise. The ground was broken and rugged, but mostly flat. The area compensated for the general lack of canyons with a lot of interesting rock formations. After a couple hours, I found the cluster of reddish spires I was looking for.

				I stopped at the edge of the water and examined the rocks with my witch sight. The petroglyphs were easy enough to find, and I could tell they were still altering the flow of magic in the area after who knew how many millennia. Just like the graffiti back home but built to last. I couldn’t tell exactly what the symbols were meant to do, but I guessed I’d find a hollow or crevice that had once been a shaman’s cave back in the rocks somewhere. A player had to carve out his turf and control his juice. Some things never change.

				I stripped off my clothes and waded out into the water waist-deep. The flow wasn’t too strong, maybe because of the ample width of the river and the gentle gradient, or maybe because of all the fucking dams humans had built along its course. The water wasn’t cold—it was early summer, and even in the dead of night, the temperature must have been pushing seventy.

				I bathed myself and then began the ritual. I opened myself to the river, and the rock, and the vast vault of stars overhead. The rush of magic that washed over me was so powerful, tapping it was effortless.

				“If the doors of perception were cleansed,” I chanted, “everything would appear to man as it is, infinite.” The words were from a poem by William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, and they flowed freely with the ancient magic that swept through this barren land.

				The mark on my neck began to burn and the waters around me began to roil and churn. Gradually, a form began to take shape just below the surface, partially hidden from view by the white, moonlit froth. Slowly, the figure rose from the river, water streaming from its limbs and hair, until it stood before me. The figure was a familiar one.

				It was me.

				The chant died on my lips and I stared at my reflection. After the initial shock, I looked with a more critical eye. I thought I looked a bit wide in the hips. I wasn’t getting any younger, and I supposed my metabolism was slowing down. I’d need to amp up the spells I used to keep the cellulite at bay, and it probably wouldn’t hurt to skip the burritos for a while…

				I noticed my doppelganger had a rather annoyed look on her face.

				“Let me guess,” I said, “evil twin?”

				“I know you are,” she said, “but what am I?”

				“Huh?”

				“You have it backward, sweetheart. You’re the evildoer. I’m the part of you that wants to be punished.”

				“That’s a little twisted, don’t you think?”

				“You would say that.”

				“Uh, yeah, I just did…”

				There was a moment of awkward silence. We stared at each other. We cleared our throats.

				“So what happens now?”

				“Now I punish you…us…whatever.”

				“Seems a little self-defeating. Can’t we just go back to the way it was? You know, I’ll do what I do, you can cry about it, and I’ll mostly ignore you.”

				My self-righteous twin shrugged. “That’s not going to work anymore. There’s a contract.”

				“Yeah, but if you kill me, Samael won’t be able to.”

				“I’m a manifestation of the curse. Maybe I am the way he kills you.”

				“It’s not time yet.”

				“It won’t be long. I can make it last a while.”

				“So make your move.”

				She sighed. “You summoned me, remember? You’ve got the idea you can kill me and make the curse go away. I can stand here all night.” She laughed and shook her head.

				I laughed, too, and then hit her with the force spell stored in the gangster ring on my pinkie finger. She triggered the magical shield in the ring on my—her—left ring finger, and my spell shattered against it like an arrow striking a steel door. We stared at each other some more.

				“This really could take a while, huh?” I said.

				“Yeah, I told you.”

				I pulled in juice from the river and started spinning spontaneous attack spells. I hurled them at her, one after the other, as fast as I could flow the magic and twist it into lethal implements of my will. There was a lot of juice to be had and I brought a furious storm down upon her.

				She easily deflected every attack as quickly as I could launch it. It was no mystery how she was doing it. I knew every move she was making and anticipated every defense. It didn’t fucking help me, though, because she anticipated every attack no matter how hard I tried to juke her. Really, it was infuriating.

				After a time, she got bored and began countering. This didn’t exactly liven things up. Thrust, parry, thrust. Swing, block, feint, swing. Back and forth, going nowhere. I’m not sure how long we stayed at it, but eventually I could feel my toes pruning.

				My toes were pruning. Because I was naked, standing in the river. I was naked. My self-righteous twin was naked. Only difference was, I had a pile of clothes waiting for me on the bank. I pretended to tire and began to give ground, retreating to the edge of the river. My adversary didn’t seem to be buying it, but she pressed the attack anyway. When I gained solid ground, I ducked, rolled, and reached for my clothes.

				And I came up holding the stainless-steel forty-five semiautomatic I’d placed in the pile under my jacket.

				“Eat lead, bitch,” I said, and squeezed the trigger.

				My twin went to the crucifix at her neck, activating the physical shield stored in the amulet. There was an electric-blue discharge of magical energy as my shot ricocheted harmlessly into the night.

				“Son of a bitch!” I took a couple hopping steps and threw the pistol as far out into the river as I could. It arced over the surface, end over end, and plopped into the water like a bullfrog going for a swim.

				“Well, what did you expect?” my twin said. “You know about the shield, did you think I’d let you shoot me?”

				“Shut the fuck up.”

				“I’m just saying, it wasn’t very clever. You could have tried throwing rocks at me first, try to get me to discharge the shield. Then you shoot me.” So helpful.

				“You’d have thought of that, too,” I said. “You could have used a telekinesis spell to throw the rocks back at me and still used the shield when I shot you.”

				“Yeah, good idea.”

				I threw up my hands and sat down on my clothes. “That’s it,” I said. “I surrender.” I was all juiced out from the ridiculous duel, and the mark on my neck burned like a motherfucker. Besides, there’s only so much frustration a girl can take.

				My twin waded to shore and sat down by me, so close we were almost touching. “What did you think would happen, Domino?”

				“I thought I could take you, obviously. You’re not really me. You’re just a spell.”

				“It’s a really good spell,” she said, “but that’s not what I meant. How long did you think you could go around murdering people before you were called to answer for it?”

				“I don’t go around murdering people. If I have to kill a guy, he’s got it coming—”

				“Save it, Domino, I know the drill. It is what it is, no matter what you try to tell yourself. There are consequences.”

				“Oh, give me a fucking break. You’re a spell, okay? That’s it—just a spell. Don’t try to tell me this is about some absolute moral law handed down from on high. You can try to close the sale all you want, but I’m not buying.”

				She looked at me, and I thought there was a kind of desperation in her eyes. “Why, Domino. Why can’t you see?”

				I held her stare for a moment, then swallowed hard and looked down at my feet. I shrugged. “I’m a gangster,” I said. “I’m not apologizing for it. Maybe you, or Samael, or God Almighty don’t think much of what I am, but there’s worse things I could be.”

				“There are better things, too.”

				I stood up and started getting dressed. “Says who? I like being a gangster. Beats an office job.”

				“Sarcasm and denial won’t save you, Domino.”

				“Never failed me before,” I said, and pulled on my boots. “I’m outta here. You coming, or what?”

				“I can’t go with you.”

				“You have to stay out here? What will happen to you?”

				“I’m just a spell, remember? This manifestation will fade when you leave, and I’ll be unmade when my purpose is fulfilled.”

				“When I’m dead.”

				“Yes.”

				My self-righteous twin was a manifestation of the curse condemning me to death. Maybe I could think of something more useful than trying to destroy it or talking a little smack. I sat back down.

				“Tell me the curse,” I said.

				“What?”

				“Tell me the words, in English.”

				“Angels of destruction will hit you,” my twin recited. “You are damned wherever you go. Dark will be your path and God’s angel will chase you. A disaster you have never experienced will befall you and all curses known in the Torah will apply to you. I deliver to you, the angels of wrath and ire, Dominica, the daughter of Gisele Maria Lopez Riley, that you may smother her and the specter of her, and cast her into hell, and dry up her wealth, and plague her thoughts, and scatter her mind that she may be steadily diminished until she reaches her death. Put to death the cursed Dominica. May she be damned, damned, damned!”

				“Benny wasn’t fucking around.”

				“Like I said, it’s a really good spell.”

				“Samael isn’t just going to kill me, he’s going to drag me to hell? I won’t even leave a ghost?”

				My twin shook her head. “Samael can kill you, but he doesn’t have the authority to judge you.”

				“So what’s the bit about smothering the specter of me and casting me into hell?”

				“It’s a prayer for protection in the afterlife from the target of the death curse.”

				“And Benny needs protection because I’ll be dead but that won’t necessarily get rid of me?”

				“Even with death curses,” my twin said in a scolding tone, “violence never really solves anything.”

				“In the underworld, killing a man is just the beginning,” I said.

				“Right.”

				“Or a woman,” I said and laughed. I stood up again and started making my way back along the river.

				“What’s so funny?” my twin called to me.

				“I’ve got a plan,” I said, turning back to her.

				“What plan?”

				“I’m going to make someone an offer he can’t refuse.”

				* * *

				Samael was waiting for me when I got back to the car. I ignored him and we drove in silence for a while. I thought about my next move. It was a gamble, but I was pretty sure it was the right play. The only other options Akeem had given me were dying and asking Shanar Rashan for help. Even with time running out, I wasn’t real enthusiastic about either one. I was also thinking about Detectives Meadows and Sullivan. I’d gotten them off my back, but I wasn’t convinced that was going to stick.

				“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that,” Samael said.

				I kept ignoring him.

				“The cops, I mean. You’ll be pleased to know they won’t be bothering you anymore.”

				I glanced over at him with narrowed eyes. “Why’s that?”

				“There was another murder. Through shrewd police work,” he said and winked, “they were able to connect it to the tow-truck driver. They have a new suspect.”

				“What kind of shrewd police work?”

				He nodded, grinning. “A shoeprint with a distinctive wear pattern on the heel connected the two murders. Mud and fecal matter with a unique mineral, biological, and chemical composition connected the killer to the sewers below Chinatown. Maybe it was the MSG.”

				“You actually planted evidence at the first murder scene, the tow-truck guy?”

				Samael tapped his forehead. “He who fails to plan, plans to fail,” he said. “Did you think I was winging this?”

				“So who’s the poor bastard you’re pinning it on?”

				“No need for you to worry—it’s no one you know.” Samael laughed. “I have to admit, I thought about framing up your boss, but we don’t really have enough time to let that play out the way it deserves.”

				“Fuck you, who’d you pin it on?”

				“A ghoul,” Samael said, chuckling.

				“Couldn’t find a ghost or a goblin?”

				“No, a real ghoul. Haven’t you ever run across one?”

				I hadn’t, but I didn’t feel like admitting it, so I just clamped my mouth shut and stared at the highway.

				Samael nodded. “Well, there aren’t that many of them, so it’s not surprising. They’re similar to vampires, except, instead of gaining power by drinking blood, they get it from eating human flesh.”

				“Like a zombie?” I couldn’t help it—professional curiosity.

				“No, they’re not dead—or undead. At least, not at first. They start out human, as human as you or I. Well, you, I guess, not me so much. Anyway, they get some power from the cannibalism, like I said, but eventually it starts to change them.”

				“How?”

				Samael shrugged. “They start looking a lot like a cadaver.”

				“How nice for them.”

				“Yeah, but here’s the cool part. If they survive long enough, they begin another metamorphosis as their power continues to grow. They start to become incorporeal. Not completely, at first, but they can control it. Like maybe they can make parts of their body incorporeal. Then, later, they learn to phase out completely for a short time. Eventually, they become permanently incorporeal, like a wraith or something.”

				“And there’s one of these things in L.A.?”

				“More than one. Like I said, this one does most of his eating in Chinatown.”

				“And it murdered somebody?”

				“Right. It can survive just fine eating corpses—you know, ones that are already dead—but this ghoul doesn’t have any problem whipping up a fresh meal. It’s old and hungry for power, pun intended. It’ll soon be ready for its final metamorphosis.”

				“And you sent the detectives after this fucking thing?”

				“Yeah. I told you, they won’t be bothering you anymore.”

				I pressed the accelerator to the floor and kept it there. I made it back to the city just after dawn. Having screwed me again, Samael left me alone lying in the wet spot. Part of me said the detectives weren’t my problem and I had enough shit on my plate. There was something more than a little absurd about a gangster going to bat for a couple of cops.

				But I knew the detectives’ lives were on my tab. Samael knew it, too, of course, which is why he set them up. It’s not like he hadn’t warned me. Even if I couldn’t save myself, at least I could try to save Meadows and Sullivan before I checked out.

				Samael had fed me enough information that I could probably have found the detectives without divination magic. Beyond the contractual three days of torment, he clearly wanted to keep me busy until it was time to die. For that reason, as well as the obvious one, I didn’t want to waste any more time than necessary in the Chinatown sewage system, so I stopped by my condo and ran a standard finding spell.

				For necromantic divinations, I use FriendTrace.com. I was hoping the detectives were still alive, though, so I went with a popular mapping site instead. I typed their names in the input box, pumped juice into the spell and clicked the search button.

				“Gather up the fragments that remain,” I said, “that nothing be lost.” A bird’s-eye view of Chinatown came up with a red arrow pointing at a location off North Main. That meant either that Meadows and Sullivan were together, or only one of them was still alive. I grabbed my backup forty-five from the hall closet on my way out.

				In the movies, the sewers under any great city are vast, stinky catacombs of dark, claustrophobic, brick tunnels and chambers. The reality is that L.A.’s modern sewers are nothing more romantic than smooth-walled, concrete pipelines of varying sizes. Still, all but the largest interceptor lines are just as dark, claustrophobic, and stinky as the ones in the movies.

				I entered through a maintenance cover in a back alley. When I dropped down into the muck, the stench hit me like a linebacker blindsiding a quarterback. I staggered and would have fallen if I hadn’t caught myself on the slimy, curving wall. I bent double and retched. I’d been expecting a powerful stink, of refuse, and shit, and stagnant, filthy water. I hadn’t been expecting the overpowering reek of dead, rotting flesh. Based on Samael’s description of the ghoul, I supposed I should have been.

				I dropped a protection on myself to keep the toxic fumes at bay, and then I spun my nightvision spell. The magic seemed to penetrate the gloom well enough that I didn’t think I’d need a light. There were sounds in the tunnel—the metallic groaning of distant valves, dripping water, the animal noises of small vermin. Nothing that sounded like a ghoul or a detective in distress. I picked a direction and crept down the tunnel.

				As I advanced, the smell grew stronger. I had to flow more and more juice just to avoid adding the contents of my stomach to the sewage. Even with the juice, the hideous stench began to take its toll. My eyes, nose, and bare skin began to burn, as if from an extreme allergic reaction or exposure to toxic chemicals. My breathing became labored and fatigue numbed my limbs. I realized this wasn’t just the mundane unpleasantness of the sewers. It was magic.

				I’d gone maybe twenty feet when I stepped in the first pitfall. I dropped into the liquid filth, and though it was only about five feet deep, the fall plunged my head below the surface. I came up gasping and puking. I pulled myself out of the crude hole and hunched over, heaving until my stomach was empty. Then I heaved some more. Sludge clung to my skin and clothes and plastered my hair to my scalp.

				The shakes had mostly subsided when I heard the noise, a horrible symphony of splashing and chittering growing louder as it approached. I knew what it was before I could see it. A massive horde of rats spilled down the tunnel toward me like a roiling, black flood. My nightvision resolved the amorphous, writhing mass, and the hundreds of tiny eyes shone like bright pinpoints of white light in the gloom.

				I reached for the juice and it tasted foul as I drew it in. “A great flame follows a little spark,” I said, and a ball of fire exploded down the tunnel and burst over the horde of rats. The horrible smell of burned fur and flesh washed over me and drove me to my knees. Oily, noxious smoke filled the tunnel, choking me.

				The rats kept coming. The survivors swarmed over me before I could spin another spell. I lost my balance under the weight of the scratching, biting horde and toppled backward into the hole. I went under again, submerged in filth and a squirming blanket of rats.

				I’d drained all my combat talismans in the pointless duel with my evil twin. The rats pressed me down below the surface and tore at my flesh with their teeth and claws. With no air in my lungs and no strength in my body, I couldn’t spin a spell. I beat at the rats with my fists, but my feeble attacks had no effect. I was dying.

				Your life is supposed to flash before your eyes at the moment of death. Maybe it was delirium or a misfiring brain overloaded by abject terror, but I was spared the traditional recap. I simply panicked. I cast out mindlessly for the juice, sucking it in like fresh air, drawing into me all the magic I could hold, and then drawing more.

				Magic awakens something primal in the human mind. In its presence, humans become agitated, paranoid, and aggressive, and particularly strong magic can cause them to degenerate into an almost animalistic state. Turns out, it can have an even more dramatic effect on a horde of frenzied rats.

				There was a deep, electrical humming sound as the magic rushed into me, and my body began to blaze with an arcane radiance. I felt the smothering vermin freeze and begin to convulse, as if they were one organism. They went mad. Some of them turned and began to devour each other, others began to devour themselves. Some flipped and twisted spasmodically as if in their death throes, and others flailed in the water, churning it to a disgusting froth. Still others simply fled, exploding away from me down the tunnel in either direction.

				I crawled out of the hole and dragged myself to the side of the tunnel, smashing or swatting aside any of the repulsive creatures that came near. I sagged against the wall, struggling to breathe, still burning with the magical fire. I gradually regained control of myself and began spinning spells to bleed off the juice that threatened to consume me from the inside out. No fireballs this time—I wielded focused, precise force spells like hammer and scalpel, smashing and impaling the maddened rats one by one.

				When it was finished, I sat in the sludge amidst the floating rat corpses. I threw my head back, looked up at the low ceiling of the tunnel, and screamed. I didn’t care if the ghoul or anyone else heard me. The terror and revulsion felt like a living thing inside me, and I had to get it out.

				Time passed. Eventually, I marshaled enough strength to climb to my feet and get moving. I stumbled through the sewer in a haze of pain and exhaustion. When the tunnels branched I followed the stench, forging onward as it grew stronger, backtracking if it began to subside. There were more pitfalls, and I avoided some of them. In one of those I didn’t avoid, I discovered a crude tunnel leading away from its bottom perpendicular and several feet below the main line. I suspected there was a whole warren of tunnels down there that hadn’t been excavated by the Public Works guys.

				The tunnel brightened ahead of me and I saw that it opened up into a broad intersection of four trunk lines lit by an overhead electrical fixture. The ghoul had chosen this space for its lair. I might have expected a little decor, comparable to what a homeless person might cobble together. Some personal effects, maybe, or at least a pile of garbage for the ghoul to call its own. But the ghoul didn’t have anything like that. Instead, its lair was littered with bones, which I discovered when they began shifting and snapping under my feet, and with the partially eaten carcasses of its victims.

				I didn’t have much time to soak in the ambience, because I was distracted by Meadows and Sullivan. The detectives hung suspended from chains anchored to the roof in the center of the tunnel intersection. It was a crossroads, I realized, and I wondered if the ghoul chose this place to do its killing for the same reason I chose mine.

				Meadows was unconscious, beaten and bleeding, but I could see the rise and fall of her chest and hear her ragged breath. She was alive. Sullivan wasn’t so lucky—the ghoul had gotten busy with him. His right leg had been gnawed off a few inches below his knee. His abdomen was torn open, and the organs and entrails were exposed. His face was a mask of blood and ruin.

				Then his eyes snapped open and fluid sprayed from his mouth as he gasped. “Puhhh…”

				“Jesus Christ!” I yelled, and spun a spell. A blade of force sliced through the chain suspending his body and he collapsed in my arms.

				“Puhhh…” he groaned.

				“Shut up, Sullivan,” I hissed. “Don’t talk.” I wanted to help him—stop the bleeding, cover the open cavity where his abdomen was supposed to be, something, but I didn’t even know where to start. Healing isn’t exactly my specialty, and I didn’t have any magic that could help him.

				“Puhhh…” he said again. Then he clenched his jaw and forced out a word. “Partner…” He tried to turn his head toward Meadows, but he couldn’t find the strength. He sank back and his eyes closed.

				“She’s okay, Sullivan,” I whispered. “You protected her.”

				Detective Sullivan sighed. A bloody air bubble formed on his lips and popped. Then he died.

				I released him and cut Meadows down. I cradled her, shaking her gently and patting her cheek. “Wake up,” I said. “Please, Meadows, wake up. I don’t think I have it in me to carry you out of here.”

				The lights went out.

				It wasn’t just the overhead fixture—the intersection was engulfed in a supernatural darkness. I could feel the magic in the air. I could taste it, as thick and nauseating as the stench. My nightvision was useless. I was blind.

				I heard a splash to my left. Then I heard an airy, wheezing sound in the darkness that I couldn’t identify at first. After a moment, I recognized it. Sniffing.

				I spun up a light spell, hoping it would neutralize the magical darkness. It didn’t. The spell came together like it should, but it didn’t produce any light. The ghoul had some juice, and he was pumping more of it into his spell than I was. I could power up my spell, probably enough to overcome the darkness, but then I wouldn’t be doing anything else. That didn’t seem like a winning strategy.

				I dropped the light spell and slowly stepped back, away from the sniffing. Unfortunately, I’d forgotten about Meadows and I tripped over her unconscious body. I went down in the disgusting soup, again, and the ghoul seized the opportunity to attack.

				There was no splashing to warn me, and I thought the creature must have leaped. One moment I was gathering my feet beneath me, and the next moment the ghoul was on me. We crashed into the water and rolled. My head plunged below the surface and smashed into the slimy concrete. I felt the thing’s claws dig into my chest, pushing me under, and then its teeth bit deep into my shoulder, pain lancing through me like a hot knife.

				I felt the ghoul’s teeth grinding against bone. My lungs burned and white spots began to explode before my blinded eyes. I kicked and thrashed, struggling against the weight that pressed down on me, but the ghoul held me fast. I briefly managed to get my head above water and choked down a mixture of sewage and precious air before I went under again.

				Abruptly, I could see. I looked up through the thin veil of foul water and saw the mottled gray form of the monster atop me. Its skin was loose and wrinkled, but the muscles that moved beneath it were lean and corded. I couldn’t see its face because it was buried in my flesh, but the ghoul appeared to be completely hairless. Then it tore away from my shoulder and leaned back. It looked down at me with milky, dead eyes. A gobbet of my flesh hung from its withered lips, caught in a monstrous grinder of crooked, yellow fangs. The ghoul went incorporeal momentarily, flickering like a video image on the fritz.

				The ghoul swallowed greedily, and then it opened its mouth wide, its lower jaw distending until I thought it would snap. It grabbed my head in both hands, immobilizing it, and I felt its claws sink into my scalp. The ghoul leaned down until its horrid maw filled my view.

				Then I heard a muffled retort, another, and another. The ghoul’s head snapped around, looking over its shoulder, and its grip on me loosened. It phased out again, shimmering and ephemeral as a mirage. I pushed my face out of the water and sucked in air. The ghoul became solid again, and a sharp crack followed instantly. The back of the ghoul’s skull exploded, and a black, oily fluid sprayed from the ruin and spattered my face.

				The ghoul screamed but it didn’t die. It thrust away from me and launched itself at Detective Meadows, who was leaning against the tunnel wall and leveling her service revolver at the thing. She fired again as the ghoul rushed her, but it phased out and the bullet passed harmlessly through its center of mass, ricocheting off the far wall. When it was almost upon her, the ghoul became solid again.

				“Vi Victa Vis!” I gasped, and struck the monster with a hammer of force in the small of its back. The spell hurled the ghoul over the detective’s head and to her right, and slammed it into the concrete. There was a wet sound of pulped flesh and the crack of splintered bone, and the creature crumpled to the ground.

				The ghoul twitched and jerked, phasing in and out, and its broken body crackled and snapped as it struggled to its feet. It turned and looked at me with those pale, soulless eyes, and it screamed again.

				I looked at Meadows. “Run,” I said. She looked once more from me to the ghoul. Then she ran, scrambling away as quickly as her injured body could move.

				I looked back to the ghoul. “A great flame follows a little spark,” I said, and the ball of blue-white fire spun into being above my upturned palm. The ghoul screamed again and flung out a gnarled claw at me. The force spell that struck my chest wasn’t as powerful as mine had been, but the impact extinguished my fireball and hurled me backward, tumbling head over heels until I smashed into the opposite wall. The back of my head cracked painfully against the concrete.

				“Goddamnit,” I said, and slowly staggered upright, swaying momentarily until I caught my balance. I extended my hand and clenched it into a fist. “Man is born free,” I said, “but everywhere he is in chains.” Bands of force encircled the ghoul and began to constrict. The creature went incorporeal again, but I didn’t release it. When the ghoul became physical, I flowed juice into the spell and tightened my grip, slowly compressing the creature’s withered body as if I’d dragged it to the bottom of the sea. The ghoul’s eyes popped and its internal organs were pulverized. Then a staccato snapping filled the tunnels as every bone in its body was ground to fragments.

				When I was finished, the thing I held had all the structural integrity of a sack of jelly. I released it and it sank to the ground almost soundlessly. I walked a few paces down the tunnel Meadows had taken, and then turned. I spun up the fireball again and hurled it at the corpse. When the smoke cleared, there was nothing left of the ghoul except the stink.

				After a few minutes, I found Meadows wandering lost through the sewers. “Detective,” I called, and spun a light spell so she could see. Meadows whirled and leveled her revolver at me, then slowly lowered it until it hung at her side.

				“I knew it,” she said. “I was right all along—about you, about all of it.”

				“Yeah, you were right. What are you going to do now?”

				“I can’t do anything, can I? No one will believe it, and even if they did, you wouldn’t let me do anything, would you? You could put a hex on me, make me forget. You could make me disappear.”

				“I’m not going to do that,” I said.

				“And Shanar Rashan? He’s real too, isn’t he? He’s not just an urban legend.”

				“That’s a name you’d do best to forget.”

				“Meaning what?”

				I shrugged. “I won’t harm you, Meadows. But it isn’t just about me.” I might be disappearing myself, soon enough, and I wouldn’t be able to protect her if she went poking her nose where it didn’t belong. I wasn’t going to press the point—Meadows was the kind of person who needed to figure it out for herself. I knew the type pretty well.

				“So what now?”

				“I guess you know Sullivan is dead. I leave and you call it in. You put down a serial killer tonight—there’s plenty of evidence back there. They’ll be able to identify some remains. I had to torch the ghoul, so you may have to get a little creative with the paperwork.”

				“Ghoul? Is that what it was?”

				“I guess. This was my first one, so I’m not exactly an expert.”

				“Sweet Jesus,” Meadows said, shaking her head. “You think you’ve seen the worst these streets have to offer, and then you find out there’s a whole other world that’s uglier than you ever imagined.”

				“Yeah,” I said. “That’s why it’s better if people don’t know.”

				“But I do know. Now I’ve got to figure out how to live with it.”

				“I could make you forget, if you want me to.”

				“No, Riley. No way. Don’t do that to me. Please.”

				I nodded and turned to go. “Take care, Detective.”

				“See you around.”

				“I hope not,” I said, and I left.

				* * *

				When I got back to the Lincoln, I pulled my cell out and saw I had seven missed calls from Chavez. I hit the speed dial without checking the voice mail and he answered on the first ring.

				“What’s the news?” I asked.

				“Chola, we got a problem. Alexander grabbed KZ.”

				“What do you mean he grabbed him?”

				“I mean, he took him fucking hostage or something. I don’t understand it, D. Look, I was asking around about the kid, like we said, doing the due diligence in case we wanted to bump him up. But I was discreet about it, D—no way Alexander got wind.”

				“I think I know how he found out, Chavez, and it’s not on you.”

				“You say so, chola. Thanks. What’s our play?”

				“Where is Alexander holding him?”

				“The Paradise, that abandoned theater on South Broadway. Used to show porn there. The boss wants to reopen it, turn it into a juice box. I told him nobody goes to fucking porn theaters anymore, but he—”

				“Okay, Chavez, I got it. What’s Alexander doing? Has he made any demands?”

				“He’s not talking, chola. Far as I know, he hasn’t got any demands. He went to the mattresses. He’s got the rest of his crew in there—maybe they’re backing him, maybe he took all of them hostage. I don’t know. It’s hard to tell, because he brought in some outside muscle.”

				“Who?”

				“A crew from Pico Union, Salvadorans. Mean motherfuckers. Looks like he brought them in last week.”

				“Last week? What the hell?”

				“Yeah, I been busy, D. I found out this motherfucker was planning to hit Leeds last week. That’s when he brought in the Salvadorans.”

				Last week. Before I hit Benny Ben-Reuven. Even before Benny tried to hit me. Which meant…Alexander knew Benny was going to make a move on me. And he knew I’d kill Benny. And he knew Carmen Leeds would be the next in line. So he gets in front of the thing, sets up a hit on Leeds in advance.

				It was a reasonably good theory, except for all the holes in it. Like, if Alexander was enough of a psychopath to murder everyone in his way—and I had no reason to doubt him—why not just murder Benny himself? Why wait for Benny to make a move against me and get himself killed? Plus, even if everything goes down the way he wants it to, he has to know I’d never let it stand. He has to know—he smokes Leeds, I smoke him. So why go to all the trouble?

				All the bolts slid into place, neatly filling the holes in my theory. Alexander also had to know I’d be out of the way. He had to know Benny was packing a badass death curse. That’s why he didn’t do Benny himself and why he wasn’t worried about retaliation from me. I kill Benny and get popped by the death curse, Alexander just has to stay alive a few days until the curse finishes me off. Maybe he even thought it would be immediate, didn’t know about the mandatory three-day waiting period. Either way, he just has to buy some time. That’s why the little cocksucker seemed so smug and agreeable at our sit-down.

				I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I got played, Chavez.”

				“Yeah, maybe we all did, but that don’t matter. Let’s go get this motherfucker.”

				“No, I mean I got played.” I filled in the details for him—the death curse, Samael, everything.

				“Jesus Christ, chola,” Chavez said when I was finished. “That’s one sneaky fucking white boy. Even mi madre wouldn’t have seen that coming.”

				“Yeah.”

				“You should go to Rashan, D.”

				“And say what? That Alexander played me and would he please pull my ass out of the fire? Come on, Chavez, you know how this thing of ours works. Rashan will cancel my health insurance and give Alexander my job.”

				“No way, chola. He likes you. He wouldn’t cut you loose.”

				“Fuck you, Chavez, he didn’t make me lieutenant because he likes me. He gave me the job because he thought I could do it better than anyone else.”

				“So what are you going to do?”

				“I’m working an angle.” I looked at my watch. “But I’ve still got time to kill Jefferson Alexander.”

				* * *

				The Paradise was one of those screen palaces from a different age, a time when going to the movies was still an event. That age was long dead by the seventies, and the Paradise reinvented itself as a joint where middle-aged guys in raincoats went to thoroughly enjoy the latest adult films. By the mid-eighties, home video had killed the porn-theater star and the Paradise became a drug haunt, just like every other derelict building the city hadn’t gotten around to condemning. Now the ghosts of Bogie and Bacall, Chambers and Holmes mingled with those of junkies and crack whores, and the theater had become a kind of sorry-ass monument to urban decay.

				In other words, the Paradise had juice. I could see why the boss wanted to bring it back online.

				I parked down the street and walked cautiously along the sidewalk to the front of the theater. There was only one word spelled out on the marquee: CLOSED. The glass was long gone from the ticket booth and the entrance, replaced with sheets of plywood. The sheets were nearly hidden under a thick layer of graffiti, and I recognized our gang tags.

				I placed my palm flat against the door and flowed a little juice, unlocking the wards. I pushed it open and stepped quietly inside. It was dark and I powered up my nightvision spell. The Paradise had probably had a grand, ornate entry when it opened. All that finery had been replaced by more utilitarian decor during the adult-film era, and now even the metal fixtures, linoleum, and stain-resistant carpet had been removed. The place was gutted, with exposed mechanicals in the ceiling and bare, cracked, and pitted concrete floors, also liberally adorned with graffiti. A rusting metal staircase led up to the projector room and balcony.

				A shadowed figure appeared in the doorway at the top of the stairs. I felt the unmistakable electrical tingle and building pressure of magic gathering. The figure shouted something in a language I didn’t understand but that sounded vaguely Asian, and a fiery lance streaked down at me.

				It was solid spellcraft, accomplished even, and it reminded me this was a good crew, one the outfit needed. The spell also provided sufficient illumination with my nightvision that I could identify the gangster attacking me. It wasn’t Alexander, it was a Vietnamese kid named Bobby Nguyen. He had some juice and he looked scared. He was backing up his boss, but he didn’t seem happy about it.

				I spun a spontaneous counter and caught his spell in midair. I reversed it and flicked my hand, hurling the spear back at Nguyen so fast it blurred to an indistinct, orange streak as it flew toward him. I froze the spell inches from his face.

				“Get lost, Bobby,” I said, and jerked my head in the direction of the door behind me.

				Nguyen swallowed hard and nodded. He eased carefully around the fire spell and down the stairs. He gave me a kind of embarrassed wave, and then darted out the door.

				I curled my hand into a fist, and the lance diminished to a tiny point of orange light and then vanished. I went up the stairs. I figured Alexander was in the main theater, but I didn’t want to leave any of his crew at my back. I ducked my head into the projector room, but it was empty. I pushed through the swinging doors and stepped onto the balcony.

				Two more of Benny’s gangsters were waiting there, a guy and a girl, both young. I recognized them but couldn’t remember their names. The guy was the one at the construction site who’d opened the trailer door for me, the one with the Uzi. He still had the Uzi, and he let loose with it when I came through the doors.

				I triggered the crucifix—I’d charged all my talismans before coming to the theater—and bullets hammered the shield, setting off a miniature fireworks display as the sapphire energy discharged. Bullets chewed into the paneling of the doors and wall behind me in a blizzard of splintered wood.

				“All movements go too far,” I said, tearing the submachine gun from the gangbanger’s grasp with the telekinesis spell and pulling it through the air into my own. “Vi Victa Vis,” I said, extending my hand toward him, palm out. The force spell hurled him backward and knocked him off the balcony. Fuck him, he tried to shoot me. Anyway, the balcony wasn’t that high—he might live.

				While I was dealing with the shooter, the girl was spinning a spell. I use famous quotations for my spellcraft, but the activity can be anything that helps you flow the juice and create the right pattern for the spell. She used finger tutting, which was new to me but made a lot of sense. On the downside, it required some really intricate hand gestures and positions. On the upside, it was nonverbal and looked really fucking cool.

				I felt the magic well up in my mind, whispering to me inside my skull, calming me, encouraging me to throw down my weapon and give up the fight. I shook my head at the girl and smiled, flowing my own juice and washing out the hostile magic. Her eyes got a little wider and her shoulders slumped. She dropped to her knees and laced her fingers behind her head, like I was planning to read her Miranda rights. Good enough.

				I moved to the edge of the balcony and looked down. There were half a dozen more gangsters in the theater, the big hitters in Benny’s crew. At the front of the theater, on the raised platform where the screen had once been, KZ was bound to a wooden chair with a strip of duct tape covering his mouth. He was enclosed in a circle that had been laid down with red spray paint. By my witch sight, I could see the juice flowing through the circle and I could even get a sense of its purpose. It was a ward against my magic, but it was more than that. Alexander had also tied off a killing spell to the symbol. He’d be able to trigger it with little more than a thought.

				I spun my levitation spell, floating over the banister and out into open space. I spread my arms dramatically and hung in the air above the gangsters below. Most of them started backing away, unwilling to attack me, but two of them cast halfhearted combat spells my way. I reached out with the juice, intercepting the spells and snuffing them out.

				“Vi Victa Vis,” I said, and hurled my force spell down at them, modifying the pattern in my mind and rearranging the magic in midcourse. The spell forked and struck both of my attackers at once, and they crashed through several rows of dilapidated seats before finally coming to rest, unmoving, on the theater floor. The others turned and ran.

				I floated down from the balcony and landed in the center aisle. I spun my eye in the sky spell and positioned it just below the ceiling. The spell would give me a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of anything in the theater. I walked down the aisle toward KZ.

				Through the eye spell, I saw two of Alexander’s Salvadorans step through the doors at the back of the theater, moving into position behind me. They must have followed me in from the street. So much for keeping the bad guys off my back. The Salvadorans’ faces and heads were heavily tattooed and both were representing MS-13 colors. They’d probably come up in the gang, and I guessed old habits died hard.

				The access door at the front of the theater opened, and two more of the Salvadorans came out and took positions on either side of KZ, just outside the circle. Finally, Jefferson Alexander made his appearance. He was dressed just as he’d been at our sit-down and looked a little crusty. He’d probably been too scared to leave his escort long enough to get a shower or a change of clothes. That made me happy.

				Alexander walked over to stand closer to the Salvadorans. He spread his hands and sneered at me, as if daring me to make a move. “No one asked for you, bitch,” he said. “Get the fuck out of here.” He looked at the nearest Salvadoran and laughed, but got no reaction. Even his hired killers couldn’t stand the fucking guy.

				I kept walking. With the eye spell, I saw the Salvadorans by the door move up behind me. I stopped when I was about ten feet away from Alexander. I focused my attention on the two Salvadorans standing with him and spoke to them in Spanish.

				“I’m Domino Riley,” I said, “Shanar Rashan’s lieutenant.” The Salvadorans visibly flinched and glanced at each other. They already knew who I was, of course, but the boss’s name had power. “That’s who you’ve lined up against.” I looked at Alexander and then back to the Salvadorans. “With him.”

				I had to give Alexander credit—there weren’t many gangsters with some juice who were crazy enough to back him against me, not to mention my boss. But he’d found them. There was a moment in which no one moved and time itself seemed to take a coffee break. Then I felt magic being sucked from the room like air from a burning building, and the Salvadorans unleashed hell on my ass.

				They’d obviously fought together before, because their attacks were coordinated. The two in front targeted my defenses. One went after my talismans with magic-eating juice while the other hit me with a chaos spell designed to short-circuit any active protections I might try to spin. The two in back went on the offensive, lashing out at me with elemental and kinetic energy.

				All of this happened at once, in the space between breaths. In the moment before this malevolent magic crashed over me like a tsunami, my familiar appeared in the middle of the theater, standing like his namesake with his arms crossed over his barrel chest.

				“Take it all, Mr. Clean,” I said.

				The jinn spun in place and became a whirlwind, and the maelstrom sucked the hostile magic from the air and devoured it. The wind howled and shrieked and I had to brace myself to keep from being taken by the vortex.

				“Kill them,” I said, and the jinn tore into the Salvadorans, smashing bone and tearing flesh in a frenzy born of years of imprisonment and syndicated reruns.

				I turned to Alexander. He was watching the carnage in stunned disbelief, slowly backing away toward the exit door. He saw me and a look of determination and defiance hardened his features.

				“You do anything to me and KZ dies,” he said, shouting to be heard above the roaring wind.

				I smiled and hit Alexander’s circle with my own chaos spell, overloading his weak-ass magic and pulling the deadly pattern apart at the seams. The wards collapsed in on themselves and the liberated juice was caught by the raging whirlwind and consumed. The wind died and Mr. Clean reappeared, standing with arms crossed once again at the back of the theater.

				“Time to man up, Jefferson,” I said. “I’ve really been looking forward to this.”

				Whether because he actually had some balls or he was up against the wall and knew it, Alexander came to play. He advanced and started spinning spontaneous combat spells, alternately pounding my defenses and exploring them for weaknesses in a sophisticated attack routine. The guy had some juice, even if he was a prick.

				I backpedaled and countered his attacks. Alexander maintained the barrage, relentless, pulling more juice, hammering against my will with a power born of desperation. I had to admit, I’d probably underestimated the fucking guy.

				I stayed with the rope-a-dope until I sensed Alexander tiring. I was just about to bring the pain when Detective Meadows appeared out of nowhere. “Police! Down on the ground!” she yelled, her revolver aimed at Alexander in a two-handed police grip. “Now!”

				The conflagration of magic dissipated and died as Alexander and I both turned to look at her. He didn’t turn his head from the detective, but I saw Alexander’s eyes swivel to me.

				“No fucking way,” he said, and laughed. Alexander extended his arm toward Meadows. The gun quivered, and then shook. Slowly, her arm bent until the gun’s barrel was pressed under her chin. Her body tensed and froze.

				“Meadows, what the fuck are you doing here?” It was stupid, but I was too stunned to think straight.

				“I followed you,” she said, looking over at me out of the corner of her eye. “I thought you’d lead me to Rashan.”

				Alexander looked from the detective to me. “You two know each other? And she knows about the boss?” He laughed again and shook his head.

				“Let her go,” I said. “Don’t dig yourself in any deeper, Jefferson.”

				“Fuck me, she’s a cop, Domino! And you actually care, don’t you?”

				“Yeah, maybe I do.” I flung out my hand and the revolver was torn from the detective’s grip, tumbling through the air to clatter off the far wall. I flicked my wrist and Meadows was hurled backward, flipping over the first row of seats and out of sight.

				I spun my chaining spell, and iron bands of force enfolded Alexander, wrapping him in a lethal embrace. I squeezed, forcing the air from his lungs. He couldn’t move and couldn’t speak. He couldn’t flow any juice and couldn’t spin a spell. He was at my mercy.

				I approached until we were standing nose to nose. His eyes bulged and veins stood out on his forehead and temples. His face was turning a blotchy reddish-purple. I held the chaining spell steady and pulled in more juice. I’d made a mistake with Benny Ben-Reuven, and I didn’t plan to make it twice.

				“If you tell the truth you don’t have to remember anything,” I said. I thrust my own will deep inside Alexander’s mind. A squeal escaped his lips and his body jerked and tensed. He fought me and I dug in deeper, the spell slicing through his consciousness like a lobotomist’s knife.

				The mistake I’d made with Benny is I’d believed him when he said no one else was behind him. I’d believed him because it was the simplest explanation for the attack. It hadn’t been well planned. Benny had just waited for an opportunity when we were alone, and then he’d tried to shoot me in the head. It hadn’t looked to me like he’d given it much thought at all, and that fit with what I knew about Benny.

				Deep inside Alexander’s mind, I found the truth. The hit had been planned, it just hadn’t been planned by Benny. He’d learned about Benny’s death curse and coveted it. Benny had insisted it wasn’t for goyim, so Alexander came up with a way to use it for his own ends. He began planting suggestions in Benny’s mind—some with juice and some without, but always with the idea that Benny had to make a play to move up in the organization. He found Benny’s not-so-deep-seated misogyny, and he worked with that, too, worrying and picking at it until it nagged Benny like an angry boil that wouldn’t go away.

				Alexander had done all this with the idea that Benny would eventually take a shot at me. He didn’t know how Benny would do it and didn’t really care. He knew it wouldn’t work, and he knew I’d kill Benny for it. Then the death curse would come down on me, and the organizational ladder would be open, two rungs ahead of Alexander.

				If it had ended there, his hands would be clean—Benny and I would have done all his dirty work for him. But that wasn’t enough for him. Alexander had to kill Carmen Leeds, and he couldn’t make it look like anyone else was behind that murder. He hadn’t realized he’d have to deal with me, however temporarily. He thought the curse would take me as soon as I smoked Benny, and that would give him a free shot at Leeds.

				I probed around in all the dark corners of Alexander’s ugly little mind until I was sure the scheme ended with him. His crew had come along with him, but mostly because they didn’t know what he was up to. All they knew was that I’d killed their boss and brought in someone from the outside to replace him. Alexander convinced them I was trying to break up the crew because it had become too successful, too powerful. Alexander had brought in the Salvadorans as insurance, but that was just the beginning. After he took my job, his plan was to purge the ranks of any disloyal elements and replace them with more of the killers from Pico Union.

				I dropped the spell and retreated inside my own head. I held the chaining spell on Alexander and cranked the vise a little tighter, just because. Then I balled my fist, took a step back, and punched him in the mouth. I put a little juice into it and his jaw shattered.

				I turned to Detective Meadows. She’d peeled herself off the theater floor and was slouched in one of the seats in the first row. She saw the way I was looking at her and held up her hands.

				“I know,” she said. “Maybe I shouldn’t have followed you.”

				“Yeah, maybe not. I told you, Meadows. You keep it up, you’re going to get hurt.”

				“I’m a cop. What am I supposed to do, ignore my job?”

				I shook my head. “This isn’t your job. This is my job. Your job is out there with all the normal criminals.”

				Meadows shook her head. “None of that matters,” she said. “What difference does it make if I get the bad guys off the street if I can’t even touch the really bad guys?”

				I looked at her for a moment before speaking. “When I was a little girl,” I said, “a man tried to rape me.” Meadows tried to speak, but I waved her off. “I had the power to stop him. I could protect myself. Most children can’t. Most moms and dads can’t, either. That’s your job.”

				“Because you’re not going to do it,” Meadows said. It was an accusation.

				“That’s right,” I said. “Because I’m a bad guy, too.”

				“You’re not a bad guy, Riley. Maybe you need to think you are.”

				“Maybe. But I’m not one of the good guys, either.”

				Meadows nodded. She got up and went to retrieve her revolver, returning it to the holster clipped at her belt. She turned and looked at me once more, and then she left.

				I dragged Alexander’s unconscious body out to my car and threw him in the trunk. Then I banished Mr. Clean once again to the Zenith in the backseat. I got the idea the jinn had thoroughly enjoyed the evening’s work. It wasn’t in him to do a job for free, though, and his assistance in the fight had come at an unspeakable price. I’d need to brush up on my knowledge of essential oils.

				* * *

				I drove into the desert for what was likely to be the last time. Samael didn’t appear to keep me company, which was just as well because I wasn’t sure I had any of the bravado of the damned left in me.

				I’d made arrangements with Chavez and he knew what to do if I didn’t come back. I’d recommended him to take my place as lieutenant. He deserved it, but it would be Shanar Rashan’s decision in the end. For his part, Chavez was ready to put together a posse and go after Samael the old-fashioned way. I vetoed that idea. I didn’t want the death curse to decimate the outfit. I was all about organizational best practices, right up to the end.

				When I reached the crossroads, I got out of the car and sat in the dirt in the middle of the intersection. The moon was full and the magic of that wild place was thick enough to raise the hair on my arms. Even the roads were transformed in the moonlight, appearing to my witch sight like ancient rivers rather than something carved from the desert by the hands of men. Before long, Benny’s ghost appeared.

				He turned a full circle, looking out at the desert. He looked up at the moon. “Has it really only been three days?” he asked. “There’s no sense of time here. It could have been a hundred years.”

				“Just three days,” I said. “But it was a long fucking three days.”

				“Why are you here? Have you come to beg for your life?”

				I laughed. “No such luck, Benny. I’m here because this is where I want to die.”

				“Why? You’ll be trapped here, just like I am.”

				I nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be trapped here. With you. It’ll be like a steel-cage death-match. We’ll have a lot of time to work out our disagreement.”

				Benny’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “No! I’m protected from you.”

				“No, Benny, you prayed for protection from me. That’s not really the same thing, is it? Like they say, God always answers prayers, but sometimes the answer is no. You had enough juice to kill me—props for that—but you don’t have enough juice to save yourself from the things I’ll do to you once I’m dead.”

				The ghost started stumbling around in ragged circles, fading in and out of view as he searched futilely for a way to escape the crossroads. I just watched him and after a time he accepted the inevitable. He stood and faced me again.

				“What do you want?”

				“A sit-down, what else?”

				Benny nodded. “Okay. I’m listening.”

				“We got played, Benny—both of us.” I spelled out Alexander’s scheme for him. Benny got angrier the longer I spoke. His spectral image flickered and faded in and out as he lost his grip on the world of the living.

				“That motherfucker,” Benny said when I’d finished. “He made me do it, Domino! He made me take a shot at you!”

				“It’s a little late to cover your ass, Benny. Alexander maybe gave you the idea, encouraged you a little, but it wouldn’t have worked if you didn’t want to do it.” Benny started to protest, but I held up my hands, cutting him off. “It’s on me, too, Benny. Like I said that night, I didn’t really mind killing you. I just did what we do. I didn’t think it through.”

				Benny’s ghost stared up at the sky again and sighed. “You know the weirdest thing about being dead? I always heard ghosts hated the living, like they were jealous of them because they were still alive.”

				“You’re not?”

				“Fuck, no. Now that I’m dead, I don’t see much point in being alive in the first place.”

				“That sucks, Benny.”

				“I mean, what’s the difference? When you’re alive, it seems like the most important thing in the world, but what does it matter, really? There was an inscription I heard about, it was on a Roman tomb or some shit. It said, ‘I was not. I was. I am not. I care not.’ I always thought, what kind of fucking attitude is that, you know? Turns out, that shit was proper wisdom, Domino.”

				“I don’t know, Benny, maybe it’s something only ghosts and Romans got figured out. I still care.”

				He looked at me and his image wavered again. “You do, don’t you? You still want to live.”

				“Sure I do,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “The last three days, I haven’t been thinking about much else.”

				“You want me to pull the contract.”

				“Yeah, that’s what I want,” I said.

				“What’s in it for me?”

				I shrugged. “Well, if you don’t, I’m going to stay here and spend some time with you, Benny. I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to convince you it’s better to be alive.”

				Benny nodded. “What else you got?”

				I stood and walked over to the car. I popped the trunk and dragged Alexander to the middle of the intersection. He was conscious, but I still had the chaining spell on him, so he couldn’t move. With a broken jaw, he couldn’t speak, either. I gathered the stones I’d used when I tried to bind Samael and rearranged them into a circle around the crossroads. The circle bisected the roads leading to the intersection. I’d only need to move one of the stones to open a way out.

				“You’ll release me?” Benny asked, looking at the stones.

				“Yeah, you’ll be free as a bird, Benny. Plus, I throw in Alexander to sweeten the pot.”

				“So either I spend eternity with you trapped at this fucking crossroads, or I’m free and I get to take out my frustration on Alexander?”

				“Yeah, that’s the deal.” I looked at him and narrowed my eyes. “You ask me, it’s a pretty fucking good deal.”

				Benny nodded. “Okay, we’re straight, Domino. Hell, it wasn’t really your fault anyway. Like you said, we both got played. And I did try to shoot you. Anyway, I’m not really doing you a favor, you know. So you live a little while longer—big fucking deal. Most of it will suck and you’re still gonna die. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, Domino. The Angel never stops chasing you.”

				“That’s all it takes to lift the curse?”

				“That’s all it takes,” Samael said, appearing beside Benny’s shade. “No power of this world can save you, Domino, but there’s an out clause for a dead man’s forgiveness.” He turned to Benny. “Is that your wish, Binyamin Ben-Reuven? You want to pull the contract?”

				“About that,” Benny said, “maybe we can renegotiate.”

				“On what terms?”

				Benny pointed down at Alexander. “I want to put the hit on this sorry motherfucker,” he said. “I never liked the fucking guy.”

				* * *

				Detective Sullivan was planted with full honors by the Los Angeles Police Department. I knew it wasn’t a good idea, but I stopped by to pay my respects when they put him in the ground. I didn’t have any strong feelings about the guy, but he seemed like a decent sort and I felt I owed him that much. I stood alone by a tree a short distance from his grave and watched as the priest sent him on his way.

				“I can’t help but feel partly responsible for his death,” Samael said. I’d been expecting him, but my heart still skipped a beat. My hand went reflexively to the back of my neck, even though I knew the mark was gone. Samael was leaning casually against the tree with his arms crossed, chewing a toothpick and watching the funeral.

				“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Figured you’d gone back to whatever hole you crawled out of.”

				Samael laughed. “Why would I do that?”

				I looked at him and grinned. “You didn’t hear?”

				“Hear what?”

				“I put a contract on you, Sammy.” I gestured to Sullivan’s grave. “This shit here has consequences. You should know that better than anyone.”

				“You’re bluffing, Domino. You don’t have the juice.”

				I smiled. A car door slammed behind me, and I turned. A black Mercedes was parked on the side of the road that wound through the cemetery. Shanar Rashan nodded at me and started walking toward us.

				Samael gave a low whistle. “Damn, you put the Turk on me?”

				“He’s not really Turkish. He’s Sumerian.”

				“You sure he can handle me?”

				“Word is, he taught Ismail Akeem how to eat spirits back in the day.” I shrugged. “Worst case, a spot opens up at the top of the chain of command. I’m willing to see how it plays. What about you, Sammy? You in?”

				Samael took a long look at Rashan, and then glared at me. “Another time, Domino. I’ll be watching you.” He winked and then he was gone.

				My boss walked up beside me and looked at the mourners gathered at the graveside. “Is she the one?” he asked, nodding to Detective Meadows.

				“Yeah,” I said. “She could be a problem. She could also be a friend of ours.”

				“She has the sight, but no real juice.”

				“She’s smart,” I said, “and strong.”

				Rashan looked at me and smiled. “Okay, Dominica. Don’t force it. If the detective’s interest in us persists, make sure she becomes a friend and not a problem.”

				I nodded. “Thanks, boss.”

				“Anything else?”

				I glanced over at the spot where Samael had been standing. “I think we’re all good for a while.”

				Rashan nodded and returned to his car, and I watched as he drove away. I stayed at the cemetery until Sullivan’s friends and family had all gone, and then I walked up to his grave. I pulled the book about Samael out of my jacket pocket and flipped through the pages. Then I closed it and tossed it on top of the casket.

				“Sleep well, Detective,” I said. “The bogeyman’s gone away.”

				* * * * *
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					Haley’s 
The Underworld Cycle, available now from 
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					ebooks are sold:

				Mob Rules

				I’m Domino Riley, an enforcer for Shanar Rashan.

				Like most mob bosses in L.A., he’s a powerful sorcerer,
					battling for control of the city, gathering up the magic 
of violent and
					powerful emotions and storing it for 
his own use. Back in the day, Rashan
					saved me from 
the streets and made me his lieutenant. You could 
say
					I’m his go-to girl.

				When a fellow gangster is ritually executed, I have 
to
					find out which of Rashan’s enemies was behind it—and why. The cryptic messages
					I’m getting from the 
Beyond tell me it wasn’t a simple hit.

				With the bodies piling up, I need to win an occult 
gang
					war, take out the supernatural traitor within 
our outfit and, oh yeah,
					deal with the mixed messages I’m getting from the boss’s son….
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				Skeleton Crew

				Bodies are hitting the pavement in L.A. like they 
always
					do, but this time they’re getting right back up, death be damned. My mobbed-up
					outfit of magicians may be the strongest in the city, but even they aren’t
					
immune to the living dead.

				And I’ve yet to develop a
					resistance to Adan Rashan.

				If I don’t team up with the boss’s son, we won’t just 
be
					at each other’s throats over control of the outfit. We’ll be craving hearts and
					brains, as well.

				Because as long as this nasty spirit from the Between is
					stopping souls from finding peace, I’m facing the biggest supernatural crisis to
					ever hit the City of Angels.

				Zombies, it’s time you feared me.
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				“Fast pacing, pungent wit, surprise twists, thoughtful
					discussions of morality, and escalating, cinematic battles keep the pages
						turning.”
—Publishers Weekly (starred
					review) on Mob Rules
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