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About Witch Hunt

There are scratches on Cèsar Hawke’s arms, a discharged Glock on his coffee table, and a dead woman in his bathtub. Yeah, maybe he brought the waitress home for some fun—he was too drunk to remember it—but he knows for a fact that he didn’t kill her. He’s an agent with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. He doesn’t hurt people. He saves them.

The cops disagree. Now Cèsar is running.

Isobel Stonecrow speaks with the dead. She brings closure to the bereaved and heals broken hearts. But when she talks to the wrong spirit, the OPA puts a bounty on her head.

Tracking down Isobel is the last case assigned to Cèsar before he bolts. If he finds her, he can prove that he didn’t kill that waitress. He can clear his name, get his job back, and bring justice to all those wronged families. 

She’s just one witch. He’s bagged a dozen witches before.

How hard can one more be?







About Silver Bullet

Former private investigator Cèsar Hawke has one rule: He doesn’t deal with dead bodies. That’s why he enlisted with the Magical Violations Department in the Office of Preternatural Affairs. He’s happy tracking down witches that commit petty crimes, but he leaves the homicides to other agents.

Except that he’s been assigned to a new team—a team that handles special investigations—and the job has suddenly changed. Now Cèsar has to deal with dead bodies. He also has to deal with necromancers, murderous cults, and demons that can stop a man’s heart with fear.

This isn’t the job he signed up for, but it’s the job he needs to do.

If he survives the first week.







About Hotter Than Helltown

A killer is mutilating bodies in Los Angeles. Agent Cèsar Hawke is on the case, but the murderer is ahead of him—way ahead of him.

Wiping the memories of the dead so that the team’s necrocognitive can’t talk to them? Done. Preventing magical reconstruction of the crime scenes? Oh yeah. And the murders keep getting more brutal while Cèsar struggles to catch up.

The best way to heat up a cold case is to go to Helltown, where Los Angeles’s most powerful evil hides out, but even those demons are afraid of the murderer. Their fear adds one more question to the growing pile of unknowns:

What kind of bad guy is too hot for Helltown?
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WITCH HUNT

Preternatural Affairs - Book 1

















CHAPTER ONE




HELL OF A NIGHT.

It was my first thought when I peeled my eyelids open—an immediate precursor to “everything hurts” and “screw tequila, I’m never drinking alcohol again.” My mouth was dry like I’d licked that brown apartment carpeting that every sadistic landlord inflicts on his tenants, including me. My muscles were petrified into knots.

Somehow, I stretched my legs out, flexed my toes, twisted my hips. My spine popped a few times. My body creaked.

And something jangled.

Would you look at that? A pair of open handcuffs dangled from my headboard. The key glistened on the bedside table, reflecting a sunbeam right into my aching eyeballs. I didn’t make a habit of decorating my bedroom with my work equipment, so I assumed that recreational use of my cuffs meant I had company. The best kind of company.

I swatted it with a finger and grinned at the clatter of chains.

My eyes traveled from the cuffs to my arm. Four bloody scratches spanned the space between wrist and elbow.

I’d handled enough crime scenes to recognize fingernail marks. And I’d been with enough women to know that some wildcats liked it like that.

Yeah, definitely a hell of a night.

Too bad I couldn’t remember it.

Grabbing at the scraps of memory made them float away faster. I thought I remembered a beautiful woman with beautiful curves and the kind of throaty giggle that would make me instantly hard. I had half a stalk just trying to remember her.

I sat up, checked the clock. I was late for work. Twenty minutes late, in fact. Should have woken up hours ago, showered, put on my monkey suit, gone into the office. No way I would be in before lunch now. Talk about an instant boner-killer.

Standing hurt in all the bad ways. My throbbing skull made my nuts shrivel into my body. Worst hangover I’ve ever had? Probably. There wasn’t much competition. I wasn’t a drinking guy. If I'd been partying this hard last night, she must have been really worth it.

Where was she, anyway?

I was alone in my bedroom. The open windows cast unforgiving beams of yellow light on the wall, cut into slices by my mini-blinds. The curtains were open. The neighborhood must have gotten a pretty good show.

But there was no woman in sight—no souvenirs but a misused pair of cuffs and a backache.

Out of habit, I opened my side drawer and grabbed a poultice that I’d prepared on the last full moon. Only two of them left. I’d need to do another ritual soon. I popped one into my mouth, chewed the grave dirt and oak, felt my muscles warm with magic. I grimaced as I swallowed. It was about as pleasant as drinking the clumps at the bottom of a protein shake.

I scratched a few unflattering itches as I snagged a suit out of my closet. Looked like I needed to steam out the wrinkles while I showered. Always did. I wasn’t good at getting my clothes out of the dryer in time, and government work didn’t pay well enough to justify the dry cleaners.

I hung it over my arm and dismantled the wards on my bedroom door with a wave of my hand. Or at least, I tried to dismantle the wards, but they weren’t active. I must have forgotten to turn them on during my drunken haze.

As soon as I stepped out and saw the rest of my apartment, I gave a low whistle.

My kitchen was a wreck. The contents of the counters had been dumped on the linoleum. The unplugged microwave was upside down on the toaster like they were the ones having a hot tryst. My jar of dried beans had shattered and spilled its guts all the way into the living room. The Blu-rays were everywhere. Oh man, even my eight-track collection had been screwed up.

There were stains on my couch and I didn’t want to know what they were. Lubricant or bodily fluids or whatever. The damn thing was from IKEA anyway. I would just toss it and get another one.

Again, I tried to remember the night before, and failed.

“Hope you were worth it,” I muttered, mentally tallying the cost of restoring my collections.

Fortunately, my fire safe was untouched, and my badge for work and my wallet were still on the bookshelf. I took a quick inventory of the contents. Cash, driver’s license, genuine counterfeit FBI identification, unmarked key card, St. Benedict’s medallion. Everything in its proper place.

My apartment had been turned upside down by a mysterious woman, but at least she had been honest about it.

Something out of place caught my eye. Not something that had gone missing, but something that didn’t belong to me.

A Glock.

I was already right in front of the bathroom when I saw the gun on my coffee table, so the unpleasant shock of possessing a firearm I didn’t recognize was interrupted by another kind of shock.

The floor in front of the bathroom door squished. I stepped back and lifted a foot to see what I’d touched.

It was red. It was slick. It smelled like a slab of rare steak.

It definitely wasn’t lubricant.

Once I realized that I smelled meat, I smelled more of it. It was thick in my sinuses. I wasn’t just nauseous because of the stiff neck and the hangover; I was nauseous because I smelled something dead.

In my apartment.

Funny how much faster I could move once I’d stepped in a puddle of blood.

I slipped back into the living room, dropped my suit on the chair, grabbed the Louisville Slugger from where it was propped on the wall. Everything was so much brighter and clearer than it had been a few seconds ago. My heart was hammering and every beat was a shot of adrenaline.

As I curled my fists around the bat, my peripheral vision seemed like it widened. The whole world was quiet. The air conditioning clicked on and cool air whispered against my ankles.

The apartment narrowed to the bathroom door as I approached. I didn’t hear anything moving on the other side.

I opened it.

The blood into the carpet was the end of a smear that crossed the linoleum and terminated at the other end of my bathroom—which, until that second, had been my favorite room in the apartment. The toilet and counter and fluorescent lights were standard Home Depot cheapies, but the bathtub was not. It was one of those big corner tubs with the jets that feel like sin after a hard workout at the gym. I’m enough of a man to admit to loving a hot bath. Sometimes even with bubbles and fizzy salts.

And there was the woman that had given me such a wild ride. Legs like a colt. Firm, perky breasts. The kind of pouty lips my eldest brother, Domingo, used to call “beejay mouth” until I punched him hard enough to shut his stupid face.

The mystery woman was real pretty. I knew her name—I was sure I knew her name. For sure she worked at The Olive Pit, a favorite bar for my office. It was where we relaxed on Fridays at six o’clock and held retirement parties and the annual Christmas gift exchange.

This waitress had laughed at me the first time I asked for her name, and the second time, and the third, but eventually I wised up and just took a look at the schedule in the kitchen. I couldn’t remember making love to those long legs and perfect breasts, but I remembered her ridiculously feminine handwriting.

Erin. Her name was Erin, punctuated with a smiley face encircled by a heart.

She was dead in my bathtub.

Hell of a night.

















CHAPTER TWO




MY NAME’S CÈSAR HAWKE. I’m a witch working for a division of the government you’ve never heard about.

The world’s not what everyone thinks it is—unless you think that our world’s a pawn in a game of chess between Heaven and Hell, and riddled with as much magic and wonder as it is with evil.

In that case, the world is exactly what you think.

My place of employment—the Office of Preternatural Affairs—takes a modern approach to an ages-old problem. It used to be that inquisitors would burn demons and the people in league with them. Now we get warrants, perform arrests, put the suspects on trial, and send guilty parties back to the Hell from whence they came with the travel forms filled out in triplicate.

Everything you’ve ever heard about demons, angels, and witches is true. I would know. I’m a witch myself. But the world’s in denial about us. The Industrial Revolution brought about an era of people too smart to believe in the boogeyman and everyone has spent long decades telling themselves comforting lies about the mundane world they think they live in. Aside from some priests, renegade demon hunters, and victims of demonic crime, nobody knows the truth.

Nobody but me and the other magically inclined special agents I work with, anyway. And we work hard to keep it that way.

This stuff I do with the OPA, it saves lives on most days.

Most days, I said.







I was still standing in the bathroom doorway and didn’t know how long I’d been like that. My arms were hurting from holding the bat with such a tight grip. My breaths were choppy and loud. It was the white roar of an approaching tornado.

Erin had long, lacquered fingernails that were attached to long, shapely arms that were draped over the side of my previously favorite bathtub. The nail on her right-hand ring finger was missing. The one on her pinkie was cracked. They were the kind of fingernails that would leave gouges on a man’s arm during sex if she was having a real good time—or if she was trying to fight off a murderer.

Glancing at the scratches on my arm a second time didn’t fill me with the same proud warmth it had the first time.

Swallowing down the acid taste of bile, I took another step into the bathroom, careful not to smear the blood more than I already had. I needed a better look at what had happened in my apartment—in my damn home.

Her head was tipped back against the tile, so it was easy to see the startlingly dark bruises wrapped around her throat. They formed a perfect imprint of two long-fingered hands that must have seized her from behind.

At a glance, it was hard to say if it was the strangulation that killed her or if it was the gunshot wound positioned directly between the globes of her breasts. I did feel safe guessing that the gunshot wound was where all the blood came from, though.

The Glock on my table.

I was suddenly in motion again, lifting the baseball bat, moving through an apartment that suddenly felt like six hundred square feet of deathtrap.

My search for an intruder was short and fruitless. The closets seemed deep and dark and endless even though they were too small to hold all my TV show Blu-rays, much less a murderer. I opened every kitchen cabinet and there was obviously nobody in there, either. I just about tripped over my free weights as I searched behind the bloody couch—yeah, that was blood on the cushions, all right.

Aside from poor Erin and a Glock that wasn’t mine, I was alone in my apartment.

My cell phone appeared in my hand. I dialed without looking at it as I walked back to the bathroom. I didn’t want to see her like that again, but it seemed too cruel to leave her alone.

Staring at Erin, all I could think about was Ofelia. Erin didn’t look anything like my sister, who was dark-haired and tall, like me. Erin was a short redhead, ivory-skinned and lean. But I looked at Erin, and all I could see was Ofelia with her bloody neck and bruised, lumpy face, and I was filled with a burning hate at myself, hate at the world, hate for the tequila that had wiped my memory of what had happened here.

The phone stopped ringing. Switched to a voice.

“You’re late, Cèsar, and I’m going to have your nuts on a griddle for it. Little salt, lots of pepper, maybe some—”

“There’s a dead body in my bathtub, Suzy,” I interrupted.

Silence.

I probably should have called OPA dispatch or something, but I didn’t want to talk to dispatch; I wanted to talk to my officemate. She would get it. She would know what to do, how I should react, the steps we needed to take to fix it. Her head was always clearer than mine.

“You’re going to have to say that again.” She sounded so calm, but there was a hard edge to her voice. Suzume Takeuchi—Suzy to me—was usually unflappable. But I think I’d just flapped her.

“You heard me. There’s a body in my bathtub. You gotta head down here with a Union unit. We’ve gotta pull this scene apart and figure out what the hell happened.”

Another long pause, and then, “Did you kill her?”

The question hit me between the eyes.

Scratches on my arm, body in my apartment, no memories in my skull—it hadn’t even occurred to me that I might have forgotten about killing Erin.

The idea was so ridiculous that I almost felt like I should laugh.

Almost.

“No, I didn’t kill her,” I said. “Who do you think I am?”

If she answered, I didn’t hear it. I was distracted by the wail of sirens through the cracked bathroom window. They were distant but approaching fast.

It wasn’t the Union, which was like a special forces arm of the OPA. The Union didn’t blast through residential zones with sirens wailing. They were covert ops. They rolled in with black helicopters and black SUVs and quietly arrested or assassinated the guilty.

Since it wasn’t the Union, those sirens belonged to the LAPD. The mundane police force.

Someone had called the damn cops on me.

“I need a Union unit now, Suzy.” I set down the Louisville Slugger and went to my living room window. It was a beautiful spring day. The oak tree blocking half my view was budding. Some kids that lived in the complex were playing on the grass. I could see the flash of lights beyond them.

Suzy seemed to understand why I was suddenly more urgent. “Okay, Cèsar, don’t do anything crazy. I’ll take this straight to Director Friederling. Cooperate with the police; we’ll be there shortly.” And then she hung up on me without saying goodbye because Suzy never said goodbye.

I pulled on the first clothes I found—boxer briefs, a pair of gray sweatpants with my alma mater’s logo on the hip, a white t-shirt—and that was when I heard footsteps coming up the stairs outside.

Every instinct told me to prepare to fight and run. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I shouldn’t have felt guilty. But I was the one with the scratches on my arm and bloody feet, and I knew what they were going to think. I wasn’t authorized to tell these people that I was with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. Officially speaking, the OPA and I didn’t exist.

All the cops were going to see was a man who got drunk off his ass and killed a woman.

But if I ran, if I resisted—like the burn of adrenaline in my veins wanted me to do—they were going to see a man who had killed a woman and was fighting them. It’d be as good as digging myself a nice, deep grave.

I had to cooperate. That was what Suzy said. “Cooperate with the police; we’ll be there shortly.” Like I had any other option.

Then my door was getting kicked open, there were hands forcing me to the floor, and I was handcuffed.

And mostly, I was just thinking that I was definitely never drinking tequila again.

















CHAPTER THREE




THE POLICE STATION KIND of smelled like piss. You know, ammonia. That chemical in urine that seemed to be impossible to scrub away once the puddle went dry. I could smell bleach, too—someone trying to clean up someone else’s mess.

Seemed like that was going to be a theme for the week.

It wasn’t the first time I’d been there. When Domingo got picked up for tagging in high school, that was where they had brought him: 77th Street Community Police Station. They were cool guys. They knew the neighborhood, they knew the kids, they knew who belonged and who didn’t. I didn’t know any of them by name anymore—it had been a long time since Domingo had gotten into that kind of trouble—but the cops walking me through the front door had the same honest faces that the old guys did.

They marched me past some desks that looked a lot like mine. The desks were covered in paperwork and staffed by exhausted men just trying to make the world a better place, when the world didn’t want to be made any better. They were underfunded and overscheduled and stressed out, just like I was.

But I wasn’t on the desk side of things now. The paperwork wasn’t my problem now. What had happened at my apartment—that was someone else’s bureaucratic nightmare.

The holding cell had a bench and a toilet and a barred window. The one next door had a couple of gang bangers that looked like they had won a fight. The right side of one guy’s face was purple, and the other one was bleeding through the bandages on his ribs. Whatever had happened to them, they were in good enough shape to be in jail. That meant they’d won.

The cops were polite about putting me in the holding cell and locking the door behind me. No manhandling or anything, just took off the cuffs and sat me down.

“I need a phone call,” I said.

One of my escorts said, “We’ll see what we can do.”

I wish I’d told them in the car that I worked for the FBI—the currently accepted cover story for OPA agents—because I was hesitant to say it after having met my two new roommates. I mean, I was an intimidating guy. I benched twice my body weight, my body fat was less than ten percent, and I looked like a freaking tank in gray sweat pants. But two gang members with stylized crosses on their throats and “SUR 13” on their foreheads weren’t going to be hot on chilling in a holding cell with a Fed. The next couple hours of my life would be easier if I kept my cover story to myself.

Once the cops were gone, there was nothing to do but read these guys’ life stories inked into their skin. I didn’t know human gang signs well. Give me a witch wearing chains of crystals and medallions, I could tell you his coven affiliation, status in the witching community, and even his favorite spells to cast. But a sad-looking Jesus, some elaborate crosses, eighteens and thirteens—I had no clue.

They didn’t think much of my staring. They stared back. Hard.

I wished I’d brought my last strength poultice with me when I’d gotten arrested.

I didn’t belong in jail. I wasn’t this guy. I wasn’t the one with the tats bleeding from an alleyway knife fight. Even when I’d gotten caught up in trouble with Domingo, it’d been property crime. Not this violent crap.

Bloody Face started cajoling me in Spanish. Whatever he was saying, it was probably offensive. I wouldn’t know. When my grandmother, who we called Abuelita, had come from San Salvador two generations back, she made sure all her kids spoke English. My parents, aunts, and uncles had never spoken Spanish, so I definitely didn’t. But I still had the looks, and these guys weren’t the first to think they could talk with me in “our” native language.

It was easy to tune out words I didn’t understand. It faded into the background of distant voices. I stretched out on the bench, folded my hands over my chest, focused on the window.

Sky was turning gray. Looked like rain.

My memory of finding Erin in the bathroom swelled to the surface.

Erin. Jesus, Erin.

I had ridden along on a couple of murder scenes when I was in training for the OPA. Everyone did their time with the Union whether they liked it or not, and it was always unforgettable. I remembered the stuff that they looked for in deaths related to demons. There were often runes and seals, finger painting with blood, that kind of stuff. Smarter demons, the ones more like humans, often liked to carve into their prey. The dumber ones just ate them.

Erin hadn’t been eaten. She hadn’t been carved. There were no runes in my bathroom. Just a hole in her heart and hand-shaped bruises stamped onto her throat.

It looked like any mundane murder I’d seen on those CSI TV shows. Nothing to do with demonic possession or magic or a hungry fiend whose master had lost control. It looked like someone had fucked her, choked her, shot her. All stuff that a human could easily do—anyone with a grudge.

I refused to think of that “anyone” as me. I was a victim here. It was the only possible truth, and the only one I would consider.

Something touched my feet and I looked up to see Bloody Shirt making kissy faces at me. He was pressed up against the bars. Leaning toward me, harassing me with gestures instead of words.

I propped up my knees so they couldn’t reach me. Shut my eyes. I still had a hangover and none of this was making me feel any better about it.

Guess with what happened to Erin, I should have been grateful that I was alive to feel so fucking miserable.

I told myself, Count your blessings, Cèsar, because the day is going to get worse before it gets better.

Sometimes it sucked to be right.







Yesterday had been so much better.

I’d just wrapped up a four-month-long manhunt for a witch named Black Jack who had a quick hand for tarot and a quicker hand for curses. Most of those curses were dumb pranks—might mess with someone’s head, but nothing deadly. The numbers in the OPA’s budget were redder than blood, so he’d been on the observation list for years without anyone managing to justify the cost of hunting him down.

Until he cursed some car keys and his ex-girlfriend drove into oncoming traffic.

That had bumped his priority up real fast.

The New Mexico office sent the file to us and Black Jack landed on my desk. Long story short, I bagged him just like I’d bagged a half a dozen other witches this year. Picked him up in a gas station. Slipped a mix of a sleeping and paralysis potion in his energy drink, knocked him out cold.

That was the result of four months of hunting on my part and years of monitoring by other agents. Taking Black Jack off the streets meant that we’d be saving a lot of money on cleaning up his bullshit. It meant we might actually get merit increases on our paychecks next summer.

Yeah, the big boss had been happy with me, and so was everyone else.

That was why I had been at The Olive Pit last night even though I don’t drink. We were riding high on the knowledge that Black Jack was going to Italy for trial, never to be our problem again. Everyone had been there: Fritz Friederling, the director who had given me the job with the OPA; some hunters with the Union; all the other investigators in the Magical Violations Department; even the administrative assistants.

Suzy had been there, too. The amount of alcohol that woman could put away was incredible considering she was five feet tall in heels. She had been exchanging crass jokes with Joey and Eduardo, the kind of stuff that I would never say in front of a lady, and playing drinking games that started with setting shots on fire and ended up with us all getting completely trashed.

I hadn’t paid for a single drink. All the guys had been buying for me—the man who nailed Black Jack.

They had given me shit over the way tequila made me cough and choke. Suzy had been pounding her tiny, delicately boned fist on my back and it had felt kind of like a jackhammer.

Bad alcohol, great company. So I had been feeling good. Real good.

Then Erin had arrived for her shift. She’d had a nasty black eye covered up with makeup. Big bruise. It covered half of her face. I remembered when my sister, Ofelia, was trying to cover up the evidence of her abuse, so I’d known immediately what was going on.

I had cornered Erin by the kitchen. I’d said something like, “Tell me who’s messing with you, and I’ll take care of it.” Big words coming from a drunk guy, but I’d meant it.

“Nobody’s messing with me,” she had said. She’d batted her eyelashes at me. Shot me a sweet smile. “I’m okay.”

“Let me help you,” I’d insisted. And then I’d told her who I was, whom I worked for, how I could nail the guy that was hurting her. I shouldn’t have told her the truth, but I did.

Then there was a haunted, hungry look in her eyes. Just for a second. Nothing more than a flash of it.

“I’ll think about it,” she’d said.

Suzy had found me, dragged me back to drinking. We’d played a few more games. I noticed at some point that Fritz had left and thought that was probably my cue to leave, too. Whenever the director thinks it’s time to get home and sleep, it’s time to sleep. But Suzy had talked me into staying.

Erin brought me a drink toward the end of the night. When she’d dropped it off, she kissed me on the cheek, slipped me a note. “I’ll tell you after my shift. Maybe you can help. But not here. Your place.”

When she’d left, I checked what she had given me.

Her phone number.

Then I’d tossed back the fireball she’d given me. I’d felt hot and excited at the thought of having Erin in my apartment. Suzy had been talking to me but I’d barely even seen her lips moving, much less understood what she was saying. My head was filled with liquored haze and the buzz of knowing I’d be taking a beautiful woman home.

After that…well, I guess Erin had come home with me, and I think we might have had sex.

I knew I hadn’t helped her.

I couldn’t remember that part.

You always thought if you got in trouble working for the OPA, it was going to be when you crossed someone like Black Jack. You thought it was going to be having a curse slipped under your desk or a demon assassin crawling out of the darkest alleys of Helltown.

I’d never thought it would be like this.

















CHAPTER FOUR




THEY GOT THE OTHER guys out of the holding cell before they came for me. I was alone with my view of the drizzly spring day for about an hour. Just me and my thoughts and a determined sparrow shrieking. It was kind of nice. Meditative.

Then life was moving again. There were people at my door and the halls were sliding past me. More desks, lots of guards, locked doors.

They dropped in an interview room.

It was hot in there. It couldn’t have been more than sixty degrees outside, but it was ninety between those four unremarkable walls, and I was immediately sweating. Hard to say if the discomfort was meant to be a technique to loosen me up or if the LAPD just didn’t have a budget for fixing the A/C. Either way, I didn’t like it. I still wanted my phone call.

Instead, they were gonna interrogate me.

You couldn’t call them “interrogations” anymore, though, because we didn’t “interrogate” people. That was too aggressive. That assumed too much guilt. We interviewed suspects these days.

Whatever we called it—whatever the LAPD called it—I knew exactly where I was and what was about to happen to me. And I knew it wasn’t going to be fun or pretty.

Back at OPA headquarters, we had several interview rooms. One of them had a silver-reinforced door and silver chains and a silver chair, just in case we crossed paths with a werewolf and needed to “interview” them. One of them was warded against magic, nullifying any witch that might sneak a charm in with her. Another had crosses and the pendant of St. Benedict engraved into the concrete floor—that one was for the demon-possessed perps.

But this place was almost hilariously normal. One-way mirror. Table in the middle with two chairs on one side and a single chair on the other—that was for me. The door wasn’t magicked or silver or anything. I got a good look at the completely normal lock as they guided me inside. They didn’t even have wards to nullify the magic in the poultice I had consumed that morning.

Two detectives came in to talk with me. I wondered how many were on the other side of the window. I wondered if they were scared of how big I was, how messy Erin’s body had been, how little they could find about me with a background check.

“You like to drink, Mr. Hawke?” asked the first detective. Her name was Kearney.

“I’d like a water, yeah,” I said.

That wasn’t what they meant, but they got me a glass of water anyway. Tasted like it had been sitting in a plastic jug for months.

“You drank a lot last night,” Kearney went on. She was an intense woman with a square jaw and no waistline. Fists clenched on top of the table. “When we tested you this afternoon, your blood alcohol level was still above legal limits for driving.”

I didn’t want to talk about my drinking habits. I didn’t have drinking habits.

“I need my phone call,” I said again. Felt like I’d been saying nothing else since they’d brought me here.

“Where do you work?” asked the other detective, Ramirez. He was a skinny man with gray hair.

I didn’t even have to think about the fake answer. It was habit now. “I work for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

They didn’t look surprised by that answer, so someone had already found my fake FBI badge.

“What do you do for the FBI, exactly?”

“It’s classified.” So much more classified than they could ever know. They lived in a small world, an ordinary world. They didn’t know anything.

Identifying myself as an FBI agent was usually enough to get me out of any degree of trouble. It didn’t work that day. Not after Erin, and not with Kearney shooting daggers out of her eyeballs at me. “I’m sure that must be stressful,” she said. “Working for the FBI, doing secret work. You have to unwind somehow. Who can blame you?”

I kept my mouth shut.

“How often do you think you go to the bar called The Olive Pit? Three times a week, four times? Every day? Just on Fridays? How much does it take to help you unwind, Mr. Hawke?”

I knew this routine. I’d done it a few times myself. They were trying to establish a narrative. They would try to set me up as a woman-beating alcoholic, tell me I got piss-drunk and killed Erin, try to sneak into it sideways so that I wouldn’t even realize I was agreeing until I’d signed the confession. You’d be surprised how easily people would admit guilt when they thought someone understood them.

But I wasn’t going to give them anything. They knew that I could ask for a lawyer at any minute and the interview would come to an end.

Thing is, I didn’t want my lawyer. I had nothing to defend.

I wanted the men in black suits to roll in here and erase me.

“Who does the Glock belong to?” I asked Kearney, addressing her directly. “Did you check the serial numbers?”

“Don’t you think it’s kind of strange to have a gun on your coffee table and no idea whom it belongs to?”

“Yeah, I sure do,” I said.

“You have a gun safe in your apartment.”

And I had a gun in it, too. A Desert Eagle. They wouldn’t know that, though, because I’d warded the safe with the help of some of the OPA’s best witches, and nobody could open it but me. Seeing the stuff in there would have made Kearney grow chest hair.

“I use it for my china collection.” I didn’t smile when I said it.

Disbelief was etched all over their faces, but they didn’t challenge me on it. Why bother pushing? They thought they had all day. Really, they only had until Suzy came in with her backup.

I hoped Suzy was close.

“A heavy-drinking FBI agent with a china collection,” Kearney said.

“I like breaking stereotypes.”

“Tell me about how you got the scratches on your arms.” The order came rapid-fire, almost talking over me. Trying to startle me into answering.

I turned my arms over so I could look at them. They had swabbed the scratches when I’d first arrived. Took a DNA sample out of my mouth and a vial of blood, too. The scratches had hurt the most. They were still tender.

I didn’t have an answer for them, and I wouldn’t have given it if I did.

“How long have you been thinking about killing Erin Karwell?” asked Kearney.

I slammed my fists on the table. I knew better, but I couldn’t help it. “I didn’t kill Erin.”

“Relax, Agent Hawke,” Ramirez said. “It seems like you’ve got a lot of pent-up aggression.”

Yeah, I was feeding right into the damn narrative.

The way he said “agent,” it sounded like he was referring to a piece of shit stuck to the sole of his shoe. He didn’t think much of federal agents, did he?

The pissing contest between local and federal government was an eternal battle. I’d seen it play out in a dozen different states—any time that I had to cooperate with the cops and deal with all the bullshit that followed.

They didn’t like having the feds fuck with their business, and they were taking it out on me.

It had to be that because there was no way anyone would really believe I’d kill a woman.

Problem was, I wasn’t who they thought I was. And I shouldn’t have even been there.

Where the hell was Suzy?

Kearney opened her mouth to ask another question, but I was tired of questions.

“I want my lawyer,” I said.

Interview over.

















CHAPTER FIVE




I DIDN’T CALL MY lawyer. I didn’t even have a lawyer. Who needed one when the OPA had the best legal department that taxpayer dollars could buy?

Instead, I called Suzy. I was ticked off when she was at her desk to answer it. I’d been imagining her leading the cavalry to come and save me, riding in on her metaphoric white horse, and instead she was in our damn cubicle.

“Cèsar. It’s you.” Her tone didn’t inspire confidence.

I took a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure Kearney wasn’t on my ass. She was at the nearby desk filling out paperwork. Ramirez was watching me, eyes wary, patiently watchful, but too distant to hear a whisper.

I twisted my wrists, trying to get comfortable with the phone. My wrists were cuffed again and I was getting real sick of it. “What’s going on, Suzy? Why am I still here?”

It took her a long time to answer.

“I’m sorry, Cèsar.”

My heart sank all the way down to my sneakers. Her tone was enough to tell me that the OPA wasn’t coming. No men in black to make me disappear. Nobody to say that I was innocent, this had all been a misunderstanding, their files were forfeit.

“Do you have guys at my apartment? Are they investigating?”

“Yeah. We’ve gotten involved, but the Union is handling the investigation.”

Bad sign. Union procedure was a secret, even to me, but they only got called in when the shit had hit the fan more than usual. “And?”

A sigh. “It looks bad. Real bad.”

“You know I didn’t do this, Suzy.”

“It doesn’t matter what I know. It matters what everyone else thinks. Look, I can hook you up with my lawyer. He’s a good guy. He’s done criminal law before, and if anyone can get you out of there on bail—”

“I don’t need a fucking lawyer!”

That part I’d said too loud. Kearney was staring at me. Ramirez was moving in.

“I’m sorry, Cèsar,” Suzy said again. I was real sick of hearing those words. I didn’t think I could hear them again without losing it.

The police station was so loud, so crowded. I was trapped in a sea of desks and concrete walls. Erin was still reaching for me with her cracked manicure, gazing at my ceiling with a look of postmortem horror, and I could smell that meaty scent of blood.

I didn’t even feel it when Ramirez took the phone from me and hung it up.

The Office of Preternatural Affairs thought I was guilty and they were shaking me loose before I dragged them down with me.

I was on my own.







The holding cell was a temporary thing. Wouldn’t be long at all before I got face time in front of a judge and found myself in real deep shit—an actual jail, not a room with bars in the back of a police station.

I still wasn’t worried about being found guilty. I hadn’t killed Erin and the evidence would prove it. It wasn’t my Glock on the table—it wouldn’t even have my fingerprints on it. Plus, there were security cameras around the apartment complex.

We would find out that someone had come home with us. It would prove that I had struggled with the attacker, making the wreckage in my living room and kitchen. And then they would be able to prove that the attacker had knocked me out and shot Erin.

It was the only story that made sense. The only possible explanation.

But they would determine all of that after I’d been in jail for months. After I’d had a lawyer assigned to me and been dragged over the coals in a long trial.

By that time, my life would already be ruined. The killer long gone.

It wouldn’t be any justice for Erin.

No, I wasn’t going on trial. I wasn’t following the Bloody Douchebag Gang into prison. It wasn’t happening.

Someone had messed with Erin—had messed with me—and I was going to find out who.

That was the decision I’d come to after five minutes of pacing in the holding cell. It only took a split second after that to decide how I’d escape.

You see, I’d been able to escape this whole time. But Suzy had asked me to cooperate, so I had been cooperating. Why not? Someone had been going to save me anyway.

But since the OPA thought I was guilty too, there was no point in sticking around. There was only one person that could prove my innocence, and that guy was me. I wouldn’t be able to do it if I was stuck behind bars.

I climbed up on the bench. It had been bolted to the wall so that it couldn’t be used as a weapon. It wasn’t directly below the narrow barred window, but it was only a foot or two to the right, and I could reach it. I had long arms. And not just long—but muscular.

Three days a week at the gym hadn’t built me up like a bear. I mostly went to do the cardio machines. A few hours on the treadmill to help make sure that I could catch a suspect on foot.

What had given me these insane shoulders were the foul-tasting poultices that I chewed every morning, the potions brewed on my stovetop in Walmart cookware, and the charms I kept hidden in my gun safe.

I wasn’t a normal human. Not like these cops were, and not like the people they usually arrested were.

They weren’t ready for someone like me.

My hands tightened on the bars. My forearms flexed and the muscles bulged like steel cable under the skin. The scratches from wrist to elbow twisted and distorted. Magic surged in my veins.

Crunch.

I was holding the window in my hands. Pulled it free of the brick, steel frame and all. I dropped it to the bench and didn’t look behind me. I knew the cops were coming—that hadn’t been a quiet noise. I could hear them shouting, and I had about three seconds before someone freaked out and shot me in the back.

Hauling myself into the window frame, I wriggled my shoulders through. They almost got stuck, like a snake that had eaten a mouse too big for its maw. But once I had that part out, the rest of me was no problem. It was an easy drop to the ground outside.

I was in a parking lot. It was raining hard. There were police cruisers around—a lot of police cruisers. The fence was twice my height and topped with barbed wire.

It only took a second for a skull-shattering alarm to go off.

Jesus, my hangover wasn’t loving that.

Three long strides and I’d reached the fence. Dug my fingers into the chain-link, found a toehold, started climbing. Domingo would be proud to see how fast I moved.

At the joint where the fence formed a right angle, there were two posts right next to each other without barbed wire on top. Good handholds. Nothing sharp that could cut me open.

I leveraged myself over the top and dropped onto the street.

The alarm had gone off quickly, but the men who were following me were slow, sluggish humans, unprepared for a magically juiced witch on the run. I wondered what they thought of what they saw—how quickly I had crossed the parking lot and scaled the fence, how little the fall to the other side had fazed me. I wonder if they might have been thinking that something supernatural had been going on or if they just thought I was on speed or something.

Denial was a hell of a drug.

Either way, I was out of there in a heartbeat.

















CHAPTER SIX




THERE WAS NOTHING FREE about being a man on the run. Hurtling through the streets, bolting down alleys to avoid cop cars, hiding behind Dumpsters that smelled like year-old milk—it was about as free as being in the holding cell with the tattooed gang members.

But eventually the sirens faded. I was alone by midnight.

For now, alone would have to be as good as free.

It was rainy and cold. Shelter was gonna be priority soon, but my picture was out there and I needed to be careful where my face showed up. That meant no hotels.

There were other places I could comfortably disappear. Helltown was probably a relatively safe place to hide from the LAPD, and if I was feeling real bold I could even head to the undercity. Because the demons down below would never fuck with an OPA agent, right?

Little bit of sarcastic humor there, in case you didn’t catch it.

But I didn’t go to Helltown. I’d been running without a plan so my feet had taken charge, directing me back to my apartment. It was the only place I could think to start.

Seeing my apartment building rise out of the darkness didn’t give me the relieved feeling it usually did. None of that “the day is over, now I can chill in front of my Firefly DVDs for the seventeenth time” warmth. I was detached. This wasn’t my place; it was the scene of a crime.

I sat in the bushes across the street for an hour, waiting to see if anyone was coming or going, but didn’t spot a single cop. I didn’t see any unmarked black SUVs, either—dead giveaway for the Union.

How many hours had it been since the police hit my front door? Sixteen? No way they’d cleared the scene that fast.

But I didn’t see anyone, and I couldn’t question the why. Once the OPA caught wind of my disappearance, they would be back to look for me, and getting caught at my apartment would be a fast and embarrassing end to my night as a fugitive.

I was up the fire escape about as fast as I’d gotten up the chain link fence. The ladder hadn’t been lowered, but I was still juiced on magic and a ten-foot jump was easy for me. Then it was just a matter of going up seven stories and finding my window. I tried to pull out the screen without making a sound.

It felt like I was sneaking back into Pops’s house after a night out with Domingo again, except I didn’t have my brother’s jokes to keep the mood light.

My apartment’s furnishings were colorless in the dark. I stopped by the window and listened for any sign of investigators lingering in my apartment. I could hear the guy upstairs working out, like he always did at one in the morning. No better time to lift weights and grunt loudly, right? At least I had the tact to save it for the afternoons.

But he was upstairs, and there were no cops in my place. Didn’t mean they couldn’t sneak up on me. Had to go fast.

I’d lived in the apartment for as long as I’d worked with the OPA—two years. It wasn’t anything fancy, but it was the first place that I’d lived without Pops breathing down my neck, so it was mine. Those movie posters on the wall? The Blu-ray collection? All the Brandon Sanderson books? Mine. And it felt like a major violation to have that stuff taped and tagged. Bet you anything that they’d photographed everything, too. Even my damn underwear drawer.

Judging by the blood on my hallway carpet, the crime scene hadn’t been scrubbed yet. Guess they would probably leave that to the landlord so that he’d have to pay the cleaning bill, too. I didn’t really want to know if Erin was still there, but I checked—bathtub was empty. The blood smear was just the way I’d left it, but there was a clear spot where her body used to be.

Didn’t look real in the dark. Black blood, white floor. Looked like crime scene photos.

Yeah. A crime scene photo. I could keep detached.

What would I have been looking for if this had been an investigation?

I headed into my living room and looked around. Suspect was obviously a social recluse. Spent too much money on movies—definitely didn’t have a girlfriend. Had been three years since the last girlfriend, actually, which was something I acknowledged with a pang of annoyance. And none of that information helped me figure out who could have actually killed Erin Karwell.

Ah, hell, I couldn’t keep detached here. Not in my place.

Better get what I’d come for and leave.

They’d collected a lot of the objects in my living room for evidence, but the gun safe was bolted to the floor. It hadn’t budged.

I opened my gun safe by passing my hand over the handle. Magic flared and a lock clicked inside. The door swung open.

There was one gun in my gun safe, and I kept it there unless I was doing fieldwork. It was a Desert Eagle that Fritz had given me for my birthday. It wasn’t required for OPA agents to pack heat, so it was the first firearm I’d ever owned. I hated that thing. Felt like carrying it around meant I was expecting to shoot something, and I didn’t do that.

But I grabbed it, along with the belt. If someone was out to frame me for murder, I had better be ready to defend myself.

The Desert Eagle was the only weapon in there. Most of the space was taken up by trophies from resolved investigations. I had gris-gris, charms, potions, photographs, even one of Black Jack’s tarot cards. Call it research. In that theoretical “someday” where free time and motivation intersected, I wanted to figure out how to deconstruct the spells cast by the OPA’s Most Wanted and put them to practical use. For now, it was basically a big box of useless crap.

The drawer at the bottom of the safe, however, was filled with dozens of Steno pads’ worth of personal notes. I took those. If the OPA cracked my safe, they would put them into storage and I’d never get them back. Their warehouses were worse than the ones in Indiana Jones; once something went in, it never came out.

There was one active case file in the safe, too. I’d locked it up before heading to The Olive Pit the night before.

This new case was supposed to be my reward for taking care of Black Jack so quickly. An easy bag-and-tag. The suspect was named Isobel Stonecrow—possibly a necromancer, probably a fake—and she had been earning money by claiming that she could connect them with their dead loved ones. If she was a mundane human having fun, she would be shocked when the actual witches showed up at her door. And if she was the real McCoy, we had even more unpleasant surprises in store for her.

I took that file, too. Might as well. Hopefully I’d be getting back to work soon anyway.

After that, it was a matter of getting dressed in comfortable clothes again. Jeans, a black tee, my favorite leather jacket. The inner pockets could hold my notebooks easily. I threaded my belt through the Desert Eagle’s holster and wore it on my hip.

I was pulling the window screen down again when I heard the lock on the front door click.

I froze halfway out of the window, one foot on the fire escape and the other on the carpet. My hand went to my hip but my brain stopped working.

My visitors were probably the cops or the Union—neither of whom I wanted seeing me here—and that meant I should probably run. But there was a small chance that it was whoever had killed Erin coming back to look at his handiwork. Witches would do that sometimes. Go back to where they performed a ritual, clean up their residual energy, collect supplies. Made it easy to catch them.

In the time it took me to realize there was a decision to make, the door opened. A small shape slipped into my living room.

It was Suzy. Ah, Suzy. She was obviously working because she was wearing professional attire. Tailored black suit, white shirt, black necktie. It was meant to make us all look uniform, but there was no hiding the waspish waist and incredible legs underneath the comfortable cotton. Even with her hair up, you could tell she was beautiful.

She looked shocked to see me. Her hand was already in her jacket, reaching for her shoulder rig.

“Oh, Cèsar,” she said. “You idiot.”

She wasn’t wrong.

There were people moving behind her. I couldn’t tell who, but she wasn’t alone. That made the decision for me.

I was out the window, over the side of the fire escape. Flying. Falling.

As soon as I hit, I was running again.

















CHAPTER SEVEN




THE OLIVE PIT WAS a mix of old and new, hip and nostalgic. The first floor had wood paneling and leather furniture. The second-floor balcony, on the other hand, was all acrylic—you could look through it to see the classier decorations below.

When it was running hot on a Friday or Saturday, they would get the spotlights going, and the transparent floor and chandeliers looked insane. But when I reached The Pit after fleeing from my apartment, it was quiet. You didn’t even notice the second floor with the lights off. It just looked like a cigar bar or something. Glistening wood floors, shelves of old books, outdated maps on the walls. The kind of place you could kick back with a martini and a cigar for hours of bullshit with the guys.

On a Wednesday night—or Thursday morning, take your pick—there was nobody there but the staff. One of the girls was leaning on the handle of her mop like she wouldn’t be able to stand without it. Mascara striped her cheeks.

I didn’t know her name. I’d only ever paid any attention to Erin. I wished I knew her name, wished I knew her well enough to tell her how sorry I was. Hated seeing girls cry.

Shaking the rain off my lapels, I headed in.

The waitress noticed that I was approaching and fixed a polite smile to her face. “We’re closing.” Didn’t even sound like she’d been crying. Good at covering up.

“I know. I’m here to talk with you.”

Her cheeks went pale. She ran a hand over the curls trimmed short to her scalp. “Is this about Erin?” She knew what was up. I probably wasn’t the first one here to talk about her. Luckily, she didn’t recognize me.

“Did you know her well?” I asked, extracting one of the Steno pads from my jacket. The most recent one was only half filled. I found the line that said “Black Jack got nailed,” skipped to the next blank page, and wrote “The Olive Pit” at the top.

“Guess so,” she said. She rested her cheek on her hands, wrapped around the mop, and gave me a scrutinizing look. Like she was trying to decide if she recognized me.

“Erin was in trouble. She came in last night with a black eye.”

“Did she?”

“Yeah, right eye.” I pointed at mine to illustrate. “Had you seen her with signs of abuse before?”

“No, she wasn’t abused. Not Erin. She’s not that kind of woman.” Her throat worked as she swallowed. “She wasn’t that kind of woman.”

“What kind of woman was she?”

“Smart. She always knew what she wanted and stood up for it. She worked hard. She took all the extra shifts without complaining.”

Yeah, Erin had looked like a smart girl to me. I believed it. And I wrote that down, too. It felt important to make note of what was good about her, the things that had marked her as special when she had still been breathing. “Was she hard up for money?”

“I guess so, but who isn’t these days?” The waitress pointed at the bar with her mop handle. The half-light from the lamps highlighted red on her high cheekbones, the bare curves of her shoulders. “Nobody worked the bar like she did. She was very dedicated to her job, and she got tipped like nobody else because she was such a delight to spend time with. If she was here just for the money, then she faked it well.”

“So you don’t think that she was abused,” I said.

“Not a chance. She wouldn’t have put up with it.”

“Did you ever spend time together outside of work?”

“I work three jobs, brother,” the waitress said. “The only thing I see outside of work is my pillow.”

I laughed at that. It felt good to laugh. Made my face ache a little, but the weight in my chest lightened a few ounces.

I only realized that the front door had opened again because I could hear the patter of rain on the sidewalk outside. Then the waitress’s eyes focused behind me. She stepped back, propped her mop against the bar, disappeared into the kitchen. She was fast. I’d barely reached for her and opened my mouth to ask her to stop before she was gone.

And then something hard pressed into the small of my back.

“Freeze, a-hole,” said a woman behind me. “Your nuts are mine.”

The moment of paralyzing fear instantly melted away. There was only one woman that obsessed with anything below my belt, and unfortunately all she wanted to do was chew it up and spit it out.

“Suzy,” I sighed. She let me turn around. She didn’t have a gun—she had jammed the hilt of a folding knife into my back. I lifted my hands to my shoulders in a gesture of surrender and arched my eyebrows in a gesture of, Are you kidding me?

Even if she was serious, there was nothing intimidating about a five-foot-tall woman. My reach was at least twice hers. I could have knocked her out before she got close enough to stab me. Not that I would have ever knocked Suzy out, mind you—but I could have.

I liked to think that we were friends. She knew I could overpower her. She also knew I wouldn’t.

Suzy rolled her eyes and flicked her knife shut. “You’re a dumbass.”

“About so many things, yeah, but why now?”

“Because I found you here. Here, Cèsar? Really? You might as well walk through the front doors of the Union offices with a sign that says ‘I’m guilty’ taped to your shirt.”

“You followed me,” I guessed.

“No, you’re pretty slick on the streets. We lost you two blocks north of your apartment. But I know you. I know what you’re doing. It wasn’t hard to guess you’d come here looking for answers.”

“And yet you came alone.”

“Guess I’m a dumbass too.” She shrugged. “You’re trying to prove your innocence, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am. But I don’t need to prove anything to you, right? You know that I didn’t kill Erin Karwell.” It seemed ridiculous that I even had to say it. Suzy should have known it. Everyone should’ve known.

There was sympathy in her big brown eyes. “Then who’s the culprit?”

“That’s the problem—I don’t know. I don’t even remember leaving the bar last night. I guess I drank too much, and then I woke up to find everything like…well, you saw it.”

Suzy’s lips pinched into a thin line. Was she thinking that meant I was guilty?

“Look, Suze, there’s no way I did it, and you know it,” I said.

“Well,” she said, “let’s finish what you’re here to do.”

She yanked the badge off of her belt and marched for the door to the kitchen. I was only a few steps behind her.

There were two women in back. They were standing beside the door to one of those big walk-in freezers. The schedule was on the wall behind them—including Erin’s name signed with a smiley heart—and shelves of alcohol to the left.

The waitress that I’d spoken to earlier looked alarmed to see me. Her body language was totally different, like a hamster about to bolt for cover. She was hiding behind her coworker even though the second waitress was six inches shorter.

Suzy brandished her badge. “Agent Takeuchi, Federal Bureau of Investigation.”

“I know who you are,” said the waitress in front. “You come here all the time with all of those guys.” She didn’t sound fond of our coworkers. Bet it was because government employees were too poor to tip well.

“What’s your name, ma’am?” Suzy asked.

“Thandy Cannon. Second shift manager.” She waved over her shoulder at the other woman. “This is Ladasha.”

“Okay, Thandy and Ladasha. I’m investigating the murder of one of your coworkers—Erin Karwell. I need anything you can give me. Whom she might have talked to last night, whom she was dating, friends and family. People with a grudge.”

“Oh yeah?” Thandy asked with a sneer. “You need to know who she was dating, do you?”

“This isn’t girl talk or gossip,” Suzy said. “This is an official investigation.”

“Is that why you’re dragging her boyfriend around?”

It took me a second to realize that Thandy was talking about me.

Suzy shot me a questioning look and I shook my head. No way. I was not dating Erin. Of course, that had been despite my best efforts, but Suzy didn’t need to know how roundly Erin had turned me down. My pride was already having a terrible day.

“You recognize this man?” Suzy asked, jerking a thumb at me.

“Hell yeah I do,” said Thandy. “That’s the asshole that yelled at Erin for twenty minutes before dragging her out of here last night. That’s the guy who killed her.”

















CHAPTER EIGHT




SUZY WAS GOOD AT her job in a different way than I was. She was a witch, too, a jack of all trades. But that wasn’t what made her effective. It was the fact she would do anything to clean up a mess.

Today, that “anything” was bribery.

She was smooth. She made a few benjamins appear from her wallet and Thandy and Ladasha promised not to talk about what they’d seen, quick as you please.

That money made the waitresses sign the standard nondisclosure agreement. The paper flashed with magic when Suzy tucked it back in her jacket. Thandy and Ladasha wouldn’t be able to say a thing about seeing me leave with Erin, even if they wanted to—the curse would choke them when they tried to speak. A pretty piece of magic from the OPA’s very best witches.

I was still numb with anger when Suzy took me home. I didn’t even realize she’d taken me back to her place until we were already there.

“You shouldn’t,” I said as she parked in front of her townhouse. “You’ll get in trouble if you’re seen with me.”

She punched the remote and her garage door lifted. “What else are you going to do if I don’t give you somewhere to sleep, huh? Go to your apartment and curl up in bed, wait for someone to find you? Use your ID to check in at a strip motel?”

“I’m not that stupid.”

“You could have had me fooled.” She pulled into the garage. “Get your ass inside, Hawke.”

Her townhouse was a cozy two-story wedged between a pair of identical units. The HOA kept a tight grip on exterior decorations, so from the outside, there was no telling them apart. She had the same blinds that the others did. Her lawn was maintained by the same service. Only difference was, her front door was painted bright blue. And once you walked through that door, the whole world changed.

Suzy’s townhouse was bigger on the inside—more like a Victorian mansion than a barebones townhouse. I’d measured it inside and outside once. One living room wall to the other was sixty feet across. But if you stepped out and measured the space between her neighboring townhouses, it was barely thirty feet wide. Don’t ask where that extra square footage came from. I was pretty sure even Suzy didn’t know how it worked.

She packed that extra space with enough ingredients and crystals to supply three covens, making her townhouse the magical equivalent of a hurricane. The amount of mystical energy swirling in her house was even crazier than Suzy herself.

Technically, dimensional distortions were against the law. Not to mention that she probably would have given the HOA board an embolism if they realized what she was doing to the neighborhood’s metaphysics. Luckily for Suzy, the HOA board didn’t include any witches—but the OPA did. We caught her as soon as she finished casting the spell. Her wards weren’t good enough to hide what she’d done from us.

But this was Suzy. An agent had shown up to arrest her and she’d ended up with a job offer instead.

She’d been hired a month after me. We had shared a cubicle ever since. And she still had her crazy-ass townhouse two years later.

The room flexed around me as I stepped through her doorway. I had to duck under dried herbs and step over a cat to get inside. “Bad kitty,” Suzy said, scooping up her cat in one arm before he could escape between my legs. He had a big gold bell hanging from his neck that glinted red out the corner of my eye. Some kind of protection spell.

“New familiar?” I didn’t recognize this particular cat. Not that I’d been to Suzy’s place since she’d bought new furniture last year. I’d helped her carry some couches upstairs as a favor. When you were as big as I was, you were always the first one to get called when someone needed heavy crap moved.

“Witches of my ilk don’t have familiars. We have sacrifices. Cat is not one of them.”

“Cat? That’s his name?”

“I’m not a poetic soul,” she said, tossing her jacket on the hook, fluffing out her hair, and heading into the living room.

Her living room was filled with smoke from smoldering incense cones. Every shelf was covered in crystals and she had herbs drying in every window. There was a permanent altar where most people would have a TV. Her assortment of deity figures could put a museum to shame—Horned God and Mother Goddess, a weeping Buddha, a crucifix with a tiny Jesus in the middle. Ready for any ritual at any time.

The smell of rose and jasmine made me sneeze twice, hard. It wasn’t just the incense. I was sensitive to magical energy—the stronger the active spell, the stronger my allergy attack. It was pretty much the most embarrassing quirk for a witch to have.

“I’m gonna open a window,” I said, scrubbing my nose furiously.

“Do it and die.” She breezed past me and climbed the stairs. “The couch is yours for the night, but we’ll need to figure out what you’re doing tomorrow.”

“Proving my innocence,” I called up after her. It was hard to work up conviction when another sneezing fit caught me.

I eyeballed her windows, trying to decide which I could crack without her noticing, and realized that one of them was covered in plywood. Broken?

I didn’t even see the clothing hurtling at me from the top of the stairs until I’d been smacked in the face. I caught them on my chest, picked them apart. They were a t-shirt and sweats that looked awfully familiar. Suzy yelled down at me, “I got those out of your locker at work. Don’t sit on my couch with your muddy clothes.”

I changed in the downstairs bathroom with Cat’s cold, appraising gaze behind me in the mirror. The bathroom mirror was shattered on the right side. It fragmented my face into five frowning sections. I wasn’t looking good—I could have passed for something dredged out of Helltown.

I tossed my clothes over an empty towel rack to dry then splashed water on my face and the back of my neck.

Even Suzy’s bathroom was filled with crystals and knickknacks. A row of porcelain cats with right paws uplifted filled the shelf across from her toilet. If Cat weren’t so damn furry, he’d be indistinguishable from his china counterparts.

Once I was as clean I was going to get, I dropped onto Suzy’s living room couch. I felt like I could have passed out the instant I settled onto the beaten furniture. The alcohol hangover had faded hours ago, but I had a shock hangover, too. The throbbing ache of a life turned upside down. Wasn’t that long ago that I’d squirmed out a police station window.

Suzy’s voice drifted downstairs. “There’s leftover chicken in the refrigerator if you’re hungry.”

Sounded good to me, but the fridge was around the corner about ten feet away, and it sounded like too much work. I kicked my feet up and sank against the arm of the sofa.

The pipes in the walls groaned as the shower started.

My eyes traveled to the folder I had dropped on Suzy’s coffee table. The red tab labeled “Isobel Stonecrow” and a ten-digit code specific to her case. I pulled it into my lap, flipped open the cover, and skimmed the details again.

This Stonecrow was some kind of witch who could talk to spirits. It was a rare talent, but not impossible. We used to have a witch on retainer at the OPA that did something like that. He would touch skulls and tell you what the victim was thinking before she died. Useful guy to have around. Made it real easy to close cases that the mundane police thought had gone cold.

He’d killed himself last year. We hadn’t found another witch that could talk to the dead since then.

But this Isobel Stonecrow, she might be able to do the same thing.

She might be able to ask Erin who killed her.

Stonecrow’s case file was a hell of a lot more interesting with that thought on the tip of my brain. I started reading it again with new eyes.

Three different families had filed complaints about her this year. One in Long Beach, one up near Sacramento, another down in San Jose. She sure got around. Wonder why she was traveling all over the state like that. Trying to keep us off her tail?

Those complaints hadn’t inspired this investigation. The last of those had come in three months ago, and we usually acted on real problems faster than that. If it wasn’t a problem now, it wasn’t a problem at all.

But the overview letter said that they wanted Stonecrow nailed within the week, and the budget set out for grabbing her was a lot more than we usually give one obnoxious witch.

That told me two things: first, that Stonecrow must have pissed someone off at the OPA, and second, that I wouldn’t be the only one looking for her. This wasn’t a case that was going to wait until I get back. They would have already given it to one of the other guys. Who knows? Maybe they were already on her trail tonight.

Not good.

I heard Suzy come down the stairs as I studied the files. Her shadow slid over me, doubled and tripled in size by all the candlelight. Her silhouette was almost as big as her personality. “Did you warm up the chicken?” she asked as she stepped into the kitchen. I smelled her body wash as she passed. She had used peach soap. Smelled feminine, like soft skin and curves.

And magical incense.

I sneezed again.

“No, I didn’t get that far.” My voice was embarrassingly stuffy. Couldn’t breathe through my nose anymore. “I’m not hungry.”

Suzy muttered some choice insults about all my favorite body parts and slammed around in the kitchen. She also said something about “stupid men.”

I snorted and kept reading.

Isobel Stonecrow didn’t have an address. She’d never had an address, in fact. No place of employment. No medical history. No Social Security number. No coven affiliations. If it hadn’t been for three furious families short a wad of cash, we wouldn’t have even known she existed. So her name was probably a pseudonym. If I could find her real name, I could find where she lived—if she lived anywhere at all.

With wandering feet like that, maybe she was mobile. Sleeping in the backseat of a car or something.

The information in the files was limited, but there might’ve been more in the OPA database. Witness testimony, for instance.

“Hey Suzy,” I called, marking a few notes in the margins, “you got any—”

I looked up and forgot all my words.

For a tough little pixie of a woman, Suzy’s legs looked awfully long when they were bare. It took me a few long seconds to get from her bare, dainty feet to the swell of her thighs and to realize that she was wearing a nightgown that didn’t cover much of anything. If she walked too fast, she would flash panties.

Her charcoal hair was loose around her shoulders and she was holding two bowls of food. Like every man’s wet dream.

“Uh, broken,” I said. That didn’t make any sense. Shit. “Your window’s broken. So’s your mirror.” That wasn’t what I’d meant to talk about. It wasn’t even what I had been thinking about.

She set the bowls down. “Some dick broke in while I was at work two days ago and stole a few things. This neighborhood’s going downhill fast. But you get why I didn’t want you opening a window now, right?” She stepped into the kitchen again.

Yeah, I got it. The thought of Suzy living alone in a neighborhood like this was enough to get my guts twisting. “Because you’re afraid of being attacked again.”

“No, because I’ve cursed my windows.” She smiled devilishly at me as she set a pair of plates on the coffee table. “Next bastard that touches them is going to have more boils than a sailor’s prick. Rice?” I didn’t say yes, but she spooned some onto my plate anyway, topping it with chicken that smelled citrusy. “Eat it, Hawke. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

She was eating with chopsticks like she was born with them attached to her hands, but she’d brought me a fork. Bless her.

My appetite returned the instant the chicken touched my tongue. I gave a low groan. “That’s good stuff.”

Suzy grinned. “Yeah, it is.” She was sitting on the coffee table, not the other couch. Her bare knees brushed against mine.

Jesus, that was distracting. She was never this distracting in our cubicle.

“What’s that?” Suzy pointed at the Stonecrow folder.

“Oh. Uh.” I rubbed the back of my neck and tried not to look at her legs. Don’t look at her legs, Hawke. “It was the last case assigned to me before… It was assigned yesterday. It’s for this witch, some flavor of necromancer, who might be talking to the dead. I thought that I could get her to talk to Erin and find out what happened.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. You need to get out of town, and fast.”

“What, and give up my job, my family, my life?” My collection of special edition Star Wars DVDs?

“The OPA’s not going to give you any help with this case, Cèsar. It looks bad. Really bad. Worse, it doesn’t look like anything infernal or magical. They’re prepared to let you go through the mundane court system.”

“I can’t believe Fritz is letting that fly,” I said. Fritz loved me. At least, I thought he did.

“Even Friederling has bosses.” She sighed. “Look, I’ll do what I can about the case while you’re gone. But for now you need to get away from Los Angeles, and you need to do it before the OPA decides that they should have a witch tag you with a tracking spell.”

I would’ve liked to see them try. I might not have been doubling the size of my apartment with magic, but I could detect and blast away passive spells like that in my sleep. “There had to be someone else in the apartment with Erin and me. That means there’s evidence. A trail I can follow. If I leave, that trail goes cold.”

“And if you don’t leave, you get to go to prison.”

I wanted to point out how they could only send me to prison if I was proven guilty, and they needed evidence for that, too. But what if Erin’s cause of death really had been magical or infernal? The fact the OPA wasn’t investigating meant that there weren’t any witches or demon hunters to sweep for evidence. The LAPD’s detectives were good at what they did—when it came to humans. But they didn’t have the tools they needed for this.

Suzy wouldn’t hear reason, though. I knew what it sounded like when she had made up her mind.

I’d been pushing the same piece of chicken around my plate for a few minutes without eating. I made myself take a last bite. “I’m exhausted.”

A sympathetic look. “Yeah, I bet you are. Catch a few hours of sleep. I’ll hook you up with a bus ticket before I go to work tomorrow.”

Suzy finished eating and cleaned up, which involved bending over a few times. I tried not to notice.

Damn.

She gave me some blankets and dimmed the lights. “I’ll wake you up at four. You need anything?”

I told her I didn’t. My resolve vanished in a puff of incense smoke when she headed upstairs, and I craned my neck to watch the globes of her ass flexing under her panties as she climbed. Double damn. Triple damn. Damnation above and below and everywhere in between.

I waited until I heard her door close before finding her laptop.

We all had them. The OPA issued laptops to its employees so we could take our work everywhere we went. No rest for salaried government employees, right? I usually left mine docked in its workstation, but Suzy was a workaholic. I knew it had to be around somewhere.

As I suspected, I found Cat sitting on her machine in the entryway. He gave me an offended look when I tugged it out from underneath his furry butt.

Our passwords needed to be changed every quarter, but Suzy’s password was always easy to figure out. She mixed up the ingredients that she kept in jars on her desk—always the same ingredients in a different order. Lotus, dragon’s blood, thyme, jasmine, moonstone. Not that I’d been watching her type or anything.

Anyway, it took three tries to get the order right, and I was logged in.

A quick search of the database brought up witness testimonies for Isobel Stonecrow, just as I’d been hoping. I printed them out. Stuffed them in my jacket. Put Suzy’s laptop back where I found it.

I spent a full minute at the base of her stairs and thought about leaving while she was asleep. But someone had broken into Suzy’s house. If I hit the streets tonight, I would spend the whole time stressing about her all vulnerable in bed, tangled up in sheets that smelled like her peach body wash, wondering if she would look like Erin in the morning.

I needed sleep. There was no avoiding that. Might as well do it where I could keep Suzy safe.

The blankets she’d given me smelled like Cat. I wrapped up in them and closed my eyes.

I was unconscious before my head hit the arm of the sofa.

















CHAPTER NINE




I DREAMED OF ERIN.

We were tangled in each other, her hips rocking, my hands mounding the twin swells of her ass. She was grinding, groaning. Her head rolled back on her shoulders. Her chest was freckled. I licked the sweat from between her breasts and bit her nipple. She liked that—judging by the sounds, she really liked that.

We moved in tandem, the two of us. Bodies slamming against the cabinets. Hands clutching at the counter. She was close to her peak. Her arm flailed and knocked the toaster onto the floor.

There was something wrong here—something missing between us. Something I had forgotten.

Couldn’t stop. Couldn’t think.

There was nothing but our bodies and the hunger.

She came hard, screaming. Her fingernails dug into my pecs. Even that knifelike pain was pleasure, carrying me toward the edge with her. I was balls deep, about to shoot a load inside this gorgeous woman, and I didn’t care that my heart had stopped beating.

But I knew I was about to die.

I shocked awake with a weight pressing on my chest. For a half second, I thought that I’d been buried alive. It was dark. I couldn’t breathe.

Then I saw two pale circles staring at me and realized that I wasn’t in a grave—I just had Cat smothering me. He was purring like a jackhammer and kneading Suzy’s blankets under his polydactyl paws. His whiskers tickled against my chin.

I pushed the cat off, let the sheets fall, pressed a fist to my chest. Heart was slamming against my breastbone. It wasn’t hot, but I was drenched in sweat.

Needed to breathe. Could have used another poultice for strength, too.

I raked my hands through my sweaty hair, leaned on my knees. I was all right. I was still here, even if Erin wasn’t. There was still time to get justice for her. All I needed was the manila folder on Suzy’s coffee table and some time. I checked the clock on the wall. Bad news was, Cat had only allowed me to sleep for two hours, and my eyeballs felt drier than granite and everything still hurt from yesterday. Good news was that Suzy was still asleep.

I got dressed, donned my jacket, and was almost ready to go when I saw the phone light up on the table near the sofa.

It was Suzy’s work phone.

Ignoring my whispering conscience, I flipped it open. It was from the OPA, not a boyfriend. She had gotten a standard tracker text—an alert telling her that a suspect in her current case had been sighted. It contained a series of digits that would translate to coordinates once decoded. I scribbled the number in my notebook before deleting the message from her phone.

The first four digits attached to the code were the same as the serial number on my manila folder. It proved what I already suspected: someone else had been given the Stonecrow case.

And that someone was Suzy.

What the hell? I’d told her that I wanted to talk to this Stonecrow witch, and she’d just told me to blow town. Suzy should have told me that she had the inside track on locating Stonecrow. On the bright side, now I wasn’t going to have to search very hard to find Stonecrow. The morning was already looking up.

I gave Cat a rub, got out the door.

The witch wasn’t going to catch herself.







Working for the OPA, you don’t get out on your own until you’ve already been walked around a few times on a short leash. Aside from the mandatory ride-along every agent has to do with the Union, there’s also a six-month probationary period where you get all the baby cases: kids slaughtering the pet cat to try to raise the dead, snake oil salesmen, housewives trying to emulate spells on Charmed and accidentally summoning demons. All the stuff that has no malicious intent and no victim but still has to get cleaned up.

Shady Groves Cemetery was the number one site of these bullshit cases. It was right next to a high school on the outskirts of the city, so that was where most complaints of lurking “Satanists” (emo teenagers without enough extracurriculars) got reported.

I’d been on so many somnolent stakeouts at Shady Groves that I had the layout memorized. It was up on a hill. Parking lot on the south side, school on the west side, bodies all up under the trees. The mausoleums and Victorian-era statues are the real tourist draw. The place has more creepy buildings than a small town in Louisiana.

If Stonecrow was the real deal, then she wasn’t a big player. Because that was where the tracker text was sending me: Shady Groves Cemetery. The little leagues. Training wheels for people who want to be necromancers.

So I didn’t bother preparing before heading over. I didn’t borrow Suzy’s kitchen to brew a magic neutralization potion. I didn’t get ropes or other restraints. I did take the gun—figured that’d keep my ass covered well enough if Stonecrow turned out to be hostile. I might even be able to shoot someone with it if they stood still long enough for me to get my bearings.

In retrospect, it wasn’t one of my best plans. Mostly because I had no plan at all.

I hit Shady Groves Cemetery about an hour before dawn. Even at four in the morning, Los Angeles traffic blows monkey balls. It was stop and go the entire way—mostly stop.

Eventually, Shady Groves came out of the predawn gloom. I didn’t park the stolen Toyota in the parking lot, since it would be visible from the graves. I took it up a frontage road around back. The tires thumped along for a couple hundred yards, bouncing me around like dice in a cup.

I could have picked a better car to steal. As in, maybe one with any suspension whatsoever.

Then I heard a thump and a hiss, the Toyota sagged on one side, and suspension was suddenly the least of my problems.

“Of course,” I muttered, killing the engine and getting out to look, even though I already knew what I was going to see. I’d blown a tire on a sharp rock that had been invisible in the darkness. Guess that was just my luck that week.

I kicked the tire. My short, illicit affair with the Tercel was over.

I found my way through the bushes to a section of chain-link that had been cut away long before I ever started working with the OPA. It was probably one of my trainee predecessors that did it; all of us have been through Shady Groves during our probationary periods, and I can think of at least one or two fat-assed agents that would have gotten sick of having to climb.

Pushing through the bushes, I beat away the snarls of metal and stumbled into the cemetery.

The second I freed my jacket, I realized that I should have taken at least a few seconds to prepare before going after Stonecrow.

Mostly because I was suddenly suffocating.

I’m not much into big showy rituals, but I know what it feels like when someone else is doing one. The air goes thick with magic and it’s like trying to breathe underwater. That was what happened to me when I crossed over the invisible line of wards underneath the trees rimming Shady Groves. My chest clenched up, throat closed, eyes watering.

I sneezed into the elbow of my sleeve. And then sneezed again, and again.

Shit. If I’d been on another OPA training run, I would have gotten so many points off on covert ops. Needed to clear my head. And my nose.

Necromancer or not, Stonecrow had real power. But I left my gun in my holster as I crouch-walked through the bushes, trying to make as little noise as possible for a six-foot-tall ape like myself. I plastered my back to the edge of a mausoleum and blew a few more muffled sneezes into my sleeve.

When I finally got control of my breathing, I heard the drums.

The rhythm immediately made me think of tribal things. The jungles of Central America. Wildcats and parrots. Those big bass drums that you pound with mallets before battle and make your enemies shit themselves because it sounds so badass.

The drumming was punctuated by a dry jangling noise. Not metal, but maybe wood.

A thickly accented voice echoed over the graveyard.

“By the light of the coyote moon, I summon the spirits,” she said. “By the dirt of these hallowed graves, I summon the spirits.” More rattling, another beat on the drums.

That accent didn’t sound like anything I’d heard before. I could barely understand a damn thing she was saying. But between what I did understand and the overwhelming sting of her magic, I knew that I’d found the suspect.

I peered around the edge of the mausoleum. Further down the hill, I glimpsed faint, flickering candlelight reflecting off of smooth brown skin. Bare skin, to be exact.

A woman was standing in front of a grave with her arms raised. Bone bracelets encircled her wrists. That was the only thing she seemed to be wearing above the waist, aside from a feathered headdress that had probably required the death of an entire endangered species to produce. There was some serious meat on those half-naked hips. The swell of her ass was covered in a strip of coyote pelt.

Beyond her shoulder, I could make out a pair of terrified-looking faces. They were far beyond the light from her fire. The candles lit their eyes with bright pinpricks. It was enough to tell that they were both wearing suits, like they’d be off to office jobs once they were done with the graveyard girl.

So this would be Isobel Stonecrow and her latest clients.

She was still talking in that thick, obscure accent. “Gods of the sky and stars! Deliver to me Brad Stewart!”

“Brian,” said the woman in the suit skirt. “His name was Brian.”

A pause, and Stonecrow called, “Brian!”

I sneezed repeatedly into my sleeve, trying to smother my face with my suit so that nobody would hear. The magic was too much for me. I slid to the ground with my arms over my nose and mouth, sitting on muddy grass that was still wet from yesterday’s rain.

Fortunately, Stonecrow was drumming again, even louder than before. She beat that damn drum until it sounded like the skin might break.

Then, suddenly, she stopped.

“Cindy?” Her voice sounded different, higher-pitched and with an American accent. “What are you doing here, Cindy?” The magic was still thick, but it had stopped building in intensity. It felt like the whole world had stopped to listen to Stonecrow’s voice.

The other woman gave a cry. “Brian!”

Magic surged, hard and sudden.

I sneezed.

There was no drumming to cover my ass this time. There was a clattering of bones as Stonecrow whirled to stare at me, only halfway concealed by the corner of the mausoleum. The candlelight from the tapers lit up the side of her face, giving me a glimpse of a very beautiful woman. She had big lips. I’d always liked big lips.

Crimson striped her cheeks, nose, throat, breasts. Was that…blood?

She lifted the mallet for the drums in one hand like she was going to hurl it at me.

“Who’s there?”

So much for sneaking up on her. I stood and put a hand on my holster. “Isobel Stonecrow, you are under arrest for necromancy.”

Her clients didn’t need to hear anything else. They turned tail and fled down the hill toward their red Lexus. The woman was wearing three-inch heels, so it was a slow fleeing. At another time, it would have been funny to watch her stagger through the mud.

Stonecrow flung the mallet at me. I ducked. It twirled harmlessly over my shoulder.

In two strides, I had crossed the space between us and seized her wrist. Her headdress held back straight brown hair. She wore a necklace of bones around her neck, interspersed with white and black beads. And holy hell, that really was all she was wearing above the waist. Her nipples were encircled by blood, too.

If Pops ever caught one of my cousins in public like that, she’d have been sitting tender for a week. Me? I didn’t mind so much. But it’s not good to stare at the suspects.

“Let go!” she cried, trying to yank free of my grip. She had obviously never fought a guy twice her body mass before. She didn’t get anywhere with it.

“I’m Agent Cèsar Hawke with the Office of Preternatural Affairs, Magical Violations Department.” I automatically reached for the cuffs on my belt only to realize that I didn’t have them. I never went anywhere without my handcuffs. What had I done with them?

Right. They had taken a vacation on my headboard the night Erin died, so the cuffs were probably in an evidence locker right about now.

My eyes swept over the ritual scene. Her circle was small, and now that I had crossed her salt line, it wasn’t resonating magic. The candles had melted into place on top of Brian Stewart’s gravestone. Add the drum and incense and animal bones to the mix, and I was certain I could prove she had been doing magic in front of mundane humans, if nothing else. Definitely an arrest-worthy offense.

Too bad I wasn’t taking her back to the OPA offices.

“We’re going to have a talk,” I said. Maybe in one of the mausoleums.

She kicked at my knees with sandaled feet. I grunted and hauled her down the hill toward a slightly more hospitable-looking tomb.

“Let me go! This wasn’t supposed to happen tonight! He told me I could do another job!”

What the hell was she talking about? And more importantly… “Are these cat bones?” I interrupted, shaking her wrist.

She gave her bracelets a surprised look, as if seeing them for the first time. “Raccoon.”

Well, at least Cat was safe from her.

Eyes on the road watching for other OPA agents, I pushed her toward the tomb. She stopped dead when we came out from behind the trees.

“Where’s your SUV?” Stonecrow asked, glaring at the parking lot.

Shit. She had obviously seen us before. We drove big black SUVs, much like the Union, though ours had lights and plates like the FBI’s did. And the fact that I didn’t have one now was, apparently, a big fucking giveaway.

I really should have borrowed Suzy’s handcuffs.

“Traitor!” she hissed.

With surprising speed, Stonecrow wrenched free of my grip. The bone bracelet snapped, leaving me holding a fistful of raccoon ribs and what looked like a car key dangling among them. I wasn’t even sure how she’d escaped me. She must have been feigning weakness when I first grabbed her.

Stonecrow reached into her animal skins and pulled out a fistful of gray powder. My eyebrows lifted, and I couldn’t help but grin a little bit. She looked like she was naked under her butt-flap. Did I want to know where she had been storing that dirt? Probably not.

“Stand down or I’ll shoot,” I said.

I made it two steps down the hill before she flung the powder into my eyes.

It was like having a beehive tossed in my face. I crashed to my knees with a roar, clawing ineffectually at my eyes. Fuck, that burned. Fire swept up my jaw, cheeks, forehead. Blisters bubbled under my hands. They popped. Gushed down into my collar.

There was no surge of magic and not a single sound, but by the time my running eyes cleared, Isobel Stonecrow was gone.

















CHAPTER TEN




I STAGGERED INTO THE public library as soon as the librarian unlocked the door. She stepped back, giving me a wide berth and a shocked look.

“Oh my,” she said, crossing herself as she scurried inside. I might not have been popular with the ladies, but I wasn’t “turn pale and run away” ugly. That was a bad sign. Real bad.

Slamming into the lobby bathroom, I flipped on the light switch. Considering how old and musty the building had looked from outside, the place sure got painfully bright, like jabbing huge fucking knives into my eye sockets. And, unfortunately, it let me see what Stonecrow had done to my face.

My square features were covered in boils. The left side was bad, but the right side was worse. My eyelids were swollen, lip sagging with the weight of pustules.

Fuck. This was not one of my better weeks.

I splashed water on myself to get off the last of that nasty gray powder and tried to decide what, if anything, I could do about it. It was more uncomfortable than painful now. Little Tylenol and it probably wouldn’t ache.

I poked one of the boils on my chin. It broke and made an audible splat against the porcelain sink. Underneath, the skin looked raw and red.

Pops’s wise advice about popping zits echoed out of distant teenage memory.

You should pop every zit that you want to turn into a permanent scar, he’d said. And he had punctuated that with, Dumbass.

He hadn’t intended that advice for magicked boils, but it probably applied.

Yeah, maybe I’ll just leave them alone. For now.

On the bright side, Stonecrow had given me a great disguise. A disguise that made it feel like my entire face was peeling apart, with pus dripping down my neck. But I couldn’t manage to feel grateful for it. I swore right then and there that I was going to see that woman behind bars—even if it meant turning myself over to the OPA, too.

I headed out of the bathroom, keeping my head down and trying to look like any other homeless bum making his way for the computer desks. I parked my ass in the first empty desk chair I came across. The old woman next to me didn’t even look up when I sat down. But Gramps across the table cringed at the sight of me, grabbed his jacket, and left.

“Hey, ugly fuckers are people, too,” I muttered at his back. The corner of my mouth cracked.

I pulled Stonecrow’s case file out of my coat, opened a map site on the computer, and started correlating the coordinates of her previous sightings to the website. The locations of the last families she had scammed—the ones I’d read about earlier that night—got little flags first, smack dab on the big population centers in the state. If I’d been at work, that would have been enough for the computers to do a quick sweep and figure out the connection. But I wasn’t at work. I’d have to do all the thinking for myself.

As I added the rest of the sightings aggregated from the OPA’s network of security cameras, a pattern started to appear. I absently scratched my chin while I looked at them and felt something warm ooze down my jaw. Okay, no scratching, either.

I focused on the Stonecrow sightings. And when I pulled out her raccoon bone bracelet for another look at the car key I’d grabbed, I realized it wasn’t a car key at all.

It was a key for an RV.

The old lady at the neighboring computer lumbered out of her chair and vanished. She left all of her crap on the desk, including an empty water bottle and a cell phone. It was scattered everywhere. Encroaching on my space. I didn’t care if she was going to look for another book or going to take a piss. No one was respectful of public space anymore.

I picked up the phone and dialed Suzy.

“Why the fuck are you calling me?” she said when I identified myself. “Tell me you’re out of town, Hawke.”

“Nice to talk to you, too. Listen, I need you to pull files for me.”

“What? Are you working right now?”

She tore me a new one for a minute, and except for a quick look around to make sure Grandma Space Hogger wasn’t on her way back, I kicked back and let Suzy’s vitriol wash over me. It was soothing, in its own way. Familiar. The dulcet background sounds I was used to at the office.

“Feel better?” I asked when she wound down.

“Hmph. That’s what you get for taking off without leaving a note, asshole.” I heard the clatter of computer keys on the other end of the line. “Okay, what files am I pulling?”

“Any RVs that have checked in at more than five of these California RV parks in the last three months.” I listed the locations off. Suzy typed furiously.

“Huh,” she said. “One RV comes up. Registration for…Belle Stonecrow. You’re still after the necromancer?”

“Actually, I think she’s necrocognitive, like Peter was before he—you know. She’s not raising zombies, that’s for sure.”

“Stonecrow is my case, Hawke.”

“I’m helping you find her. You can think of it as me paying you back for use of your couch last night.”

“Whatever.” Suzy couldn’t conceal how excited she sounded. It was a breakthrough. A good breakthrough. This was the shit that fueled us.

Isobel Stonecrow was living out of RV parks. It was so simple, and considering how much crap witches needed to lug around, practical as hell. Better than sleeping in the back of a car, too.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll find her.”

I was about to hang up when Suzy said, “You wouldn’t leave if I told you to again, would you?”

“Not a chance.”







I was in good shape. Not like the guys in the Union, but I kept up with my cardio. So I managed to reach the first two RV parks by noon with the help of a couple of city buses. No Stonecrow. I took a break around noon, stopping in a burger joint to escape the rain and splurge on dollar cheeseburgers. Bargain menus had saved my bacon between paychecks before.

The cheeseburgers would’ve been so good with bacon.

The third RV park took a longer, deeply unnerving bus ride to reach, and it was in the bad part of town. Know how they talk about “wrong side of the tracks?” Well, it looked like this park had been planted solidly in the middle of those tracks and then run over a few dozen times by trains hauling thousands of cattle, each of which took a giant dump on the park as it passed.

It was inside a crumbling brick wall. The smell of rain failed to overpower the sewage stench of a couple dozen RVs dumping their shit all over the place. Every so-called “recreational” vehicle looked like it had survived a nuclear blast.

If radioactive hillbillies ever vacationed in Los Angeles, this would have been the spot.

“You okay, dude?” the man at the window of the third RV park asked as I stopped to catch my breath. “Don’t die on my sidewalk, man. I gotta clean this thing.”

I knew I looked bad, but on-the-verge-of-death bad? And people said that no one cared in this town. “I’m fine.” I took a few deep breaths and regretted it. Man, that smell was terrible. Hard to tell if it was coming from the park or the guy operating the gates. He looked like a radioactive hillbilly himself, mostly bald with more hairy moles than teeth. “I’m actually looking for a friend.”

I went through the whole deal, miming Stonecrow’s height against mine, tracing her more slender form and generous hips. The man’s eyes lit up for a second, but then his face went neutral.

“Dunno,” he said, scratching the mole on the left side of his neck. His fingernail was yellow and cracked. “My memory’s terrible.”

And me without money for a bribe.

“Thanks anyway,” I said.

The man looked disappointed. “Any time, bro.”

I made like I was walking down the street, away from the entrance.

As soon as I was out of sight of the office, I vaulted the brick wall and dropped down on the other side behind an RV.

The look that guy had given me when I described Stonecrow was the look of a man that had seen ungodly perfection in a woman. The kind of woman with hips that could knock down walls, and her breasts—Lord, those breasts. No wonder clients had been paying thousands of dollars for her time.

I slipped my hand into my pocket and clenched it around Stonecrow’s bracelet. The raccoon bones dug into my palm. The pain was enough of a reminder of what I was doing there, what I needed to do, and why.

Last time I’d let my balls do the thinking, I’d ended up with an innocent woman dead in my bathtub. And this particular woman, this necrocognitive, was the only way I was going to get justice for Erin. That’s all she was. A tool to clear my name and find the real villain.

A tool that was slinking around behind the RV three parking spots down.

The sight of her lurking just a few yards away jolted me to my core. I hadn’t expected to be so quick to find her, especially when she was already on the run again. I’d hoped to catch her off-guard, cozy and unsuspecting in her mobile escape unit. Instead, she was crouched behind an old RV that was decorated with beaded curtains and electric teal paint.

There were no animal skins in sight this afternoon. Stonecrow wore cutoff shorts and a baggy pullover. The only reason I could identify her at that distance was that she had feathers woven into her hair, like a faint echo of the elaborate headdress she had been wearing early that morning.

For a second, I thought Stonecrow had been clued in to my presence and was trying to sneak away. But she wasn’t looking at me. She was leaning around the corner of the RV to peer at something else.

I followed her gaze to see a black SUV parked on the other side of her vehicle. It had flashing lights set into the grille and dark-tinted windows.

A pair of men in black suits stepped out. They were big guys, so much broader than me that they made me look like a skinny-assed nerd. Their necks were thick as tree trunks. Every move looked deliberate, choreographed. Only one type of person moved like that: kopides. Super-powered demon hunters.

The Union had found Stonecrow.

Wild thoughts whirled through my skull. Had Suzy reported our findings to her superiors, even knowing that I was going to the same place? Maybe she’d thought that they could get to Stonecrow first. Take away my primary incentive for remaining in town. No way she’d deliberately attempted to fuck up my day.

Whether or not it was what she had planned, that was definitely the outcome.

Stonecrow jumped into the shadows behind the next SUV, which was rocking on its suspension, like there was a dance party inside. Or some other kind of party. Then she jumped behind the next. The same one that I was hiding behind.

That was when she saw me. Horror flashed in her eyes.

Yeah, she recognized the blisters.

“You,” she hissed.

I lifted her bracelet. “Got something for you.”

She snatched it out of my hand then turned to bolt.

I grabbed her by the upper arm. Stonecrow twisted and just about melted out of my grip again. I was ready for her this time. Seizing both of her wrists, I shoved her back against the brick wall, giving her no room to pull off ninja maneuvers.

“Your bosses can’t have me,” Stonecrow spat. “I’d rather bury myself alive.”

“I’m not taking you to anyone else. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Doubt flickered through her eyes. They were dark brown, the color of rain-moistened grave dirt. “You’re not with them?”

“Yeah, right, glad we’re on the same page. We gotta get out of here before they see us,” I whispered. “Can you climb the fence?”

“I could if I had use of my hands.” She wasn’t fighting me anymore. I relaxed my grip on her.

Stonecrow kneed me between the legs.

It was like having a hot poker shoved into the middle of my intestines and then twisted. Nausea spread over my skin, from the tips of my hair to my fingernails, and I momentarily entertained the mental image of vomiting in her face.

My grunt of surprise was louder than I intended. By the time Stonecrow grabbed the brick wall and hefted her body halfway up, the Union suits were breaking past the line of RVs, searching for the source of the noise.

Eyes fell on me.

I realized that I recognized these guys. They weren’t just any random, anonymous Union apes; they were Joey and Eduardo, Suzy’s drinking buddies. Nice couple of young guys. Both of them had more muscles than brains and twice the strength of normal human men. Any doubts I’d had about Suzy tipping off her superiors were gone.

They ran at me as fast as they could sprint, which was, unfortunately, way too fast. Super strength comes with super speed. Not like the Flash or Superman, but a hell of a lot faster than me.

Eduardo grabbed for the back of the necrocognitive’s sweater and missed. He caught her hair instead, jerking her to the ground, pulling out a fistful of her glossy brown locks as he did it. I didn’t think that was in the Union playbook.

“Hey!” I protested, just as Joey punched me in the gut. It was a little too close to where Stonecrow had hit. I crumpled. Even a big tough guy starts crying for Mama when the huevos take a double tap. Low blow from another dude, especially one who’d been buying me shots of tequila the other night. Real low blow.

“What do we do with this…thing?” Joey asked.

Eduardo shrugged. “Tie him up, toss him somewhere dark? Wait.” He peered closely at my face then began to laugh. “Oh, that’s too fucking good. Joe, check him out. Suzy was right.”

Now they were both laughing. After a second, I worked up a halfhearted smile, trying to chuckle along. I probably would have laughed at them if they got dusted in the face, too. “Yeah, it’s me. Suzy sent you this way to pick me up?”

“No, just Stonecrow,” Eduardo said. “None of us thought you’d be dumb enough to show up too.”

Guess I was that dumb. “You want to untie me now?”

Joey punched me in the stomach again. I fell to my knees.

“Guess not,” I gasped.

“So?” Joey asked.

After a moment of silent deliberation, Eduardo seemed to come to a decision. “We’ll just take care of both of them. Lucky day, Joey, lucky day.”

I tried to feel satisfied at the sight of Stonecrow’s wrists zip tied and her petite form hauled toward the black SUVs, but even though it was her fault that I was in custody, I couldn’t work up the satisfaction. This was my necrocognitive. Not the Union’s. And I didn’t like it when any woman got treated like a piece of meat, even if she’d worked hard at deserving it.

“Come on, guys,” I said. “You’re asking for about six different citations with this behavior.”

“Shut up, Hawke,” Joey said. He pushed my wrists together and zip tied them.

My heart climbed into my throat, thudding with panic, as Joey opened the back door of the SUV and I came face to face with the yawning maw of its interior.

Briefly, I pitied everyone we’d ever made disappear into one of these black cars.

Then I was inside and the door slammed behind me.

















CHAPTER ELEVEN




NOTE TO SELF: BEING arrested by the Union sucks.

As it turned out, our guys were crazy fucking drivers. When Eduardo wasn’t hitting the brakes so hard that my head nearly snapped off my neck, he seemed to be veering around to catch every pothole under his tires.

“Hope you’re not too fond of the suspension,” I called to the front. I got one sunglassed glare over Eduardo’s shoulder.

Neither of them seemed interested in anything I had to say. Joey was talking into a cell phone too quietly for me to hear, and Eduardo was keeping up with his shitty driving.

It was guys like him that made my morning commute a joy.

“What are you doing talking back?” Stonecrow asked in a low whisper. “You want to make this worse?”

Worse? My face looked like ground fucking beef, I was under arrest by my own employer, and the necrocognitive I’d hoped would exonerate me was about to get tossed into a detention center far beyond my reach. And she thought a little snark was going to make it worse?

“You don’t get to talk. You got me into this.” My pissed-off face was much better than these punks could muster, but Stonecrow didn’t seem fazed.

“You got yourself into…whatever this is.” She was looking pale.

“Either way, we’re both being taken to an OPA field office for questioning.” I glared at her. “Have you been interrogated before? I’ve been on the other side of it, so I can give some pointers.”

“I can handle myself.”

“Sure, whatever.” I rolled my shoulders to keep them from getting tense and raised my voice again. “We getting to the office soon? I’ve got to piss like a racehorse.”

No one answered me.

Fuck all this bullshit. I wasn’t letting Suzy’s mix-up land me in prison.

We were going to get out of this.

“Don’t suppose you got any of that dust left over?” I asked Stonecrow quietly. I didn’t think boils were going to do much to slow down Eduardo and Joey, hardened kopides that they were, but enchanted dust could be useful for other reasons. I could try to change it, use its power.

“They patted me down, asshole. They took all the supplies I had.” She pulled a face. “And copped a feel while they were at it.”

They hadn’t fondled me, but they’d taken all of my notebooks, too. And the gun that had been bouncing uselessly against my hip. And the Stonecrow file. I’d thought I had nothing when I had to flee my apartment, but now I really had nothing. At least Stonecrow would still have her hideous teal RV if she escaped.

Stonecrow gave me a scrutinizing look. “If you’re not with them, then why did you assault me during my job last night?”

“You mean the creepy death ritual.”

“That’s my job,” she said.

“First of all, I wasn’t assaulting you. I was taking you into custody. Big difference. Second of all, I’ve been looking for you to ask for help. I wanted you to use the creepy death ritual to talk to someone.”

Stonecrow sniffed at me. “You’ve been near death recently.”

Yeah, because that was hard to guess.

“I was just in a cemetery. Remember?”

“No, not that.” Her eyes trailed over me, intense and focused. Under different circumstances, it would have been a nice look to get. “Who was killed?”

“That’s what I was going to have you help me with before…” I jerked my chin at the dashboard of the car, indicating Eduardo and Joey.

That was when I realized that we weren’t in the city anymore.

The freeway had turned into a highway outside the city at some point, and there wasn’t any stop-and-go traffic left. The buildings had thinned out, and sandy hills decorated with brush surrounded the road.

“What’s wrong now?” Stonecrow asked.

“We’re not going to the office.” I looked out the back window like that would change what I was seeing. It didn’t. Los Angeles was a quickly vanishing memory behind us. The closest field office to the RV park was in the complete opposite direction. We were headed into the deep desert instead.

“You got anything in your bag of tricks?” I muttered as the SUV pulled off onto a dirt road away from traffic entirely. Not that dropping my voice meant anything at that point. We didn’t have much time. “Something distracting? Flash powder? Poison ivy?”

“Why would I—what’s going on?”

“I just need something magical!”

Grudgingly, Stonecrow squirmed onto her side, rolling her hip to offer her back pocket to me. No, not her pocket—it was empty, flat and smooth against her butt. “Underwear. Left side.” She whispered so quietly I could barely hear her.

Whoa. Okay.

I tried not to touch her too much as I wiggled a plastic bag out from under the elastic band of her underwear. Black lace. Damn. She’d tucked the bag inside the folded-over hem, concealing a couple grams of a gray powder that looked a lot like what she had used to fuck up my face.

“I thought you were all out,” I hissed.

She sat back. “I lied.”

Joey glanced at me over his shoulder, still talking on the phone, and I palmed the baggie.

Rubbing my thumb on the plastic, I tried to guess what was inside. Definitely some salt. Looked like a little grave dirt—I used it in many of my poultices, so I was pretty sure about that one. Maybe some nettle, too. It was only lightly enchanted.

It would have to be enough.

“Where are you taking us?” I asked, louder than before, making sure I’d be heard over the engine.

“I’m going to do it now,” Eduardo said. He wasn’t speaking to me.

“Not until we’re out of town,” Joey said. “Follow the plan.”

The plan. Between our eastward travels and their mutterings, I was not feeling good about this “plan.”

I knew the Union had more outposts than the OPA did. We were mostly a bureaucratic affair—the brain to the Union’s body. They had fingers in everything, everywhere. For all I knew, they had a hidden base out this way and we were being sent there. But it wasn’t a base I knew.

If they were taking me somewhere that I didn’t have high enough clearance to see, then chances were good I wasn’t meant to come back.

Eduardo and Joey were focused away from us again. I opened the bag and carefully poured the gray dust in a tiny circle on the seat between Stonecrow and me. Her eyes widened, anger flashing over her face. She thought I was wasting it. In fact, I was casting the smallest fucking circle of power ever. Wondered if I might break a world record.

I poked the dust toward the north, south, east, west. The highway was straight as far as I could see—had to finish casting the spell before we hit a turn and messed up the orientation.

Pouring the last of the dust in the center, I snapped my fingers and closed the circle.

The magical juice inside was small enough that I didn’t even sneeze. It barely even tickled.

“With earth and stone, I call strength,” I whispered under my breath, pushing all of my meager energy into the circle, building its force with my own spirit. “With salt and…uh…”

“Nettle,” Stonecrow said.

My guess had been right. Nice. “With salt and nettle, I call strength. With the desert around us, I call strength.” Yeah, I know, it was stupid, but I’m not a poet. I don’t get fancy with my words.

But it was enough. I could see faint, coppery sparks of magic igniting within the powder.

Strength spells were one of my only specialties. Like the poultices I kept by the bed to juice up my muscles. Even a big guy can use a small edge when all of his foes are supernatural. I’d been making them daily, like protein shakes, for years. And that was probably the only reason my tiny, miserable circle of power was actually working, infusing the dust in the center with energy.

What else could I use against Eduardo and Joey? I needed something.

My mind touched on Domingo. The kind of shit he used to pull in high school while gambling. Luck spells.

“With the wind and sun, grant me luck,” I added, and I blew gently on the dust, focusing every ounce of my concentration on my brother.

Gold sparks. Copper sparks.

Pretty pathetic magic right there.

And I was out of time. There was a bend in the road coming up, but Eduardo was signaling and slowing the car, suggesting that our trip was over.

There were no buildings outside, no secret Union base. Just empty desert between a few isolated hills.

Shit.

I broke the tiny circle and pinched the gram of dust that I had infused with strength and luck. It burned against my fingers, but there were no blisters. I’d repurposed the magic for a more positive use, and I could only pray that my shitty spell would work. I still couldn’t help but flinch as I sprinkled it on my tongue.

I sneezed.

The SUV stopped with a jerk. Joey jumped out, flung my door open.

“Get out,” he said, aiming a gun at my head.

“This isn’t Union procedure.” I was delaying, scooping the rest of the powder into my hand. The properties of the stuff I’d used to make the circle hadn’t changed, and it still burned. I could feel my palm rippling with new boils. I clenched my fist around it.

I eased away from Stonecrow as casually as I could. Just my hands in a zip tie and my life in tatters, nothing to see here. She struggled when Eduardo grabbed her, but they were as well trained as I was and much better prepared. I just had to hope Stonecrow’s distraction could give me a few seconds.

Outside it was even brighter and hotter than it had been in the city. I was sweating when they pulled me out. I stumbled and fell onto my knees.

Joey pulled me to my feet again and dragged me when I didn’t get up fast enough. He was six inches shorter than me and twice as strong. But I could feel the powder on my tongue tingling, and the strength in my muscles was growing quickly with a familiar buzz.

My shitty spell had worked. Better still, it had worked well. My limbs felt limber and strong. My head was light. Everything fell into hyper-focus—probably the luck part of the spell.

It felt great. Good enough that I didn’t even panic when I noticed the manmade ditch that had been carved into the side of the road just off the shoulder.

The kopis kicked me behind the knees, making me fall on the edge. And then I felt a gun in the back of my head.

It was a by-the-book roadside execution. They would blow our brains out, leave us out of sight of the few people who even come out this way for off-roading, let the coyotes pick our bleached bones.

Definitely not Union procedure.

But I didn’t know that for a fact—maybe this was what the Union did when they black bagged people. Maybe everyone I’d ever arrested had ended up in a ditch in the desert.

Or maybe these fuckers were working for the asshole who had framed me for murder.

Either way, I wasn’t going down. My heart was pounding and I was smiling.

“Say a prayer,” Joey said, pushing the barrel hard into the back of my neck.

This should have been so much scarier than it was.

Lifting my bound, burning hands into a prayer position, I began to speak. “Hail Mary, full of grace, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, something, something, Heaven…and fuck you, asshole. Amen.”

I twisted and flung the remaining dust into Joey’s face.

A gunshot exploded next to my left ear.

So much for hearing.

His mouth opened in a roar that I couldn’t hear. He fell, dropping the gun, clawing at his face. His skin was rippling and twisting. Watching the boils rise was almost worse than feeling it happen.

Almost.

Eduardo dropped his grip on Stonecrow’s arm and aimed his gun at me. She was gone in an instant, rocketing toward the SUV with its open doors.

Good. One less thing to worry about.

I lunged to my feet and drove my shoulder into Eduardo’s gut, knocking the breath out of him. I managed to throw his ass to the ground. Jerked the gun out of his hand. My fingers were too swollen from the dust to grip it properly. I fumbled, dropping it.

Joey and his Elephant Man features were coming after me again. I kicked sand into his face—into those open, oozing wounds. He screamed.

Eduardo was getting up again. I swung my tethered fists at him and struck. He grunted, tried to punch me, and missed. He barely managed to claw at my face as he fell. My own boils erupted, pouring pus down my jaw.

Both of them regained their footing and jumped on me at the same time. We scuffled, and I didn’t know who was yelling and which guy was elbowing me. Feet and fists slammed into me. I curled up, protected my head. Managed to kick Joey to the ground, and he stayed down. But Eduardo didn’t.

When I glanced through my arms, he was drawing a gun from his jacket. He aimed it at my forehead.

All the supernatural ways I could’ve gone out in this world, and a bullet between the eyes was going to finish me.

How boring.

The gunshot rang in my ears.

But I wasn’t in pain.

I wasn’t dead, either.

It took me a second to sit up and figure what had happened. Eduardo was on the ground next to me, also still alive, but out cold. Stonecrow was holding a bloody rock in one fist, looking shocked that she had actually managed to bash it into his skull hard enough to do damage.

I’d thought Stonecrow had run for it and left me behind, but she had saved me.

I managed a grin for her.

Joey was getting up behind her, preparing to sneak up while she was distracted. I got to my feet and kicked him a few times in the gut, knocking him back down to the dirt. And then I kicked him in the face. Pustules exploded all over the desert.

“Thanks,” Stonecrow said, pushing a lock of hair out of her face with the back of her wrist. She left a smear of blood and dust on her temple.

I kicked Joey again, just because.

“You’re welcome,” I said.







There were more zip ties in the SUV, so once Stonecrow and I had cut free of our restraints, I used them on Eduardo and Joey. They were both awake when I finished. Eduardo seemed like he was having a hard time staying awake, head lolling—he might have had a concussion, but I didn’t really care. Joey was much more conscious and much uglier.

I crouched in front of them. The sun was at their back because I was nice like that. Evening was coming fast. They might not even get sunburned before it got dark again.

“So how was this supposed to end?” I asked. “Was it secret Union procedure, or something personal?”

Instead of answering, Joey said, “Are you fucking stupid?”

Well, yeah, that was a possibility. But I wasn’t the one tied up in a ditch. I couldn’t be that stupid.

Eduardo worked his mouth around, gathering saliva on his tongue, then spat on the ground at my feet.

Nice.

Stonecrow jiggled my shoulder before I could ask more questions. I brushed her off, but she did it again. “What?”

“Shouldn’t we be leaving?” She was looking at the abandoned SUV. 

She had a point. All of the OPA’s cars had GPS trackers in them. Just because we were alone for the moment didn’t mean that we’d be alone for long. “Works for me.” I patted my pockets to make sure my notebooks were where I’d put them. I’d grabbed all of my stuff out of the SUV while looking for the zip ties, and the desert would’ve been a bad place to accidentally drop them. “Let’s get out of here.”

“You can’t just leave us!” Joey cried as we walked toward the car. 

I didn’t tell him we could. Actions spoke louder than words.

Anyway, it wouldn’t be long before the Union picked them up.

Unfortunately.

I yanked the cable to the GPS tracker under the car before taking off again.

Once we were back on the highway, I pulled the phone out of my pocket and tossed it into Stonecrow’s lap. “I’ll read you a number, and I want you text this location to the number.”

“What location? I’ve got no clue where the hell we are.”

I parked the car by the side of the road. “Here, I’ll do it.”

She didn’t let me pull the phone from her hands.

I rubbed my forehead then winced. I was still covered in blisters. The sun had only made it worse. “You can pull our coordinates up on the app on the phone. Give it to me.”

She scowled but obeyed. I grabbed our coordinates from the phone and texted them to Suzy with a short message: “Eduardo and Joey tried to kill me. Get to them first and find out why.” I waited for the message to go through, then handed the phone back to Stonecrow.

“We should get rid of that,” I said. “It has a GPS tracker, too. I’ll let you decide how to trash it.”

Stonecrow stepped out of the car and ducked. When she got back in and closed the door with a solid thump, I raised an eyebrow in her direction. She said, “Under the tire.” The corner of her mouth twitched as she surveyed me. “You look like shit.”

I angled the rearview mirror. Yep, still hamburger-faced. “Wonder why that is.”

“I can fix it,” Stonecrow said. “I just need some herbs.”

Her tone wasn’t exactly friendly, but she didn’t sound pissed at me now. It was a start. And if she could heal my face? Better and better.

The phone crunched when I pulled away.

We rode in silence, Stonecrow only moving to turn on the air conditioning. The quiet lasted on the road back to town for about five minutes or so when she said, “So…Cèsar, right? You didn’t kill the agents back there. Because you work with them?”

“I don’t know if they deserve killing. And that’s not something I do, anyway. But yeah, I kinda work with them—or at least I used to. I’m currently taking what you might call an unscheduled vacation from the Office of Preternatural Affairs.”

“Why?”

No nice way to say it. “Because I’ve been accused of murder.”

Stonecrow leaned toward her window a few inches.

“Oh.”

“I didn’t do it,” I said. “That’s why I need your help. I need you to talk to the victim and find out who did kill her. It’s the only way I can clear my name.”

She let out a shaky breath. “Okay. Tell me what happened. Tell me about her.” I gave her the short version of Erin’s story. It wasn’t much shorter than the long version. When I finished, Stonecrow was frowning more than ever. “So you…you didn’t kill this waitress?”

Could she have tried to sound a little less skeptical?

“No. I didn’t.”

“And you want me to talk to her.”

It was like we were talking in circles. “If you can do what you say you can.”

“I can,” Stonecrow said, tapping her finger thoughtfully against her chin. “I just need to get close to her remains, preferably within touching distance. You think you can pull that off with people gunning for your head? Do you think you even want to? It’d be much safer to run.”

“I’ve gotten this far. I can’t stop now.”

She sighed. “Okay. Let’s go talk with Erin.”

















CHAPTER TWELVE




WE MADE A STOP at an herb shop then grabbed dinner at a fast food joint as the sun sank to the horizon. Dinner and magical supplies were paid for by Joey, who turned out to have a fat wallet. I left the credit cards and his fake FBI identification in the glove box. The cash was ours.

I didn’t risk going inside the McDonald’s to order. We used the drive-through and ate behind the security of tinted windows in the parking lot. Stonecrow looked extremely disinterested in my burgers, but she seemed okay with her chicken wrap, and she guzzled her soda in about five seconds flat.

“So what’s your story?” I asked when I was halfway through my meal, gesturing at her. “What does the OPA want you for?”

“They don’t tell you that in your files?”

“Your file says that you’ve had three families complain that you’re a scam artist. But every story’s got two sides, right?”

“Three complaints.” She snorted. “The dead don’t lie, Cèsar. That’s why people complain. They don’t like what the dead have to say to them. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

Stonecrow wiped her fingers with one of the paper napkins. She looked around for a place to throw it out and caught sight of her dirty face in the mirror. We were both all dusty from the brawl in the desert. She used other napkins to wipe off her face.

“Necrocognition is a rare talent.”

“Is it?” Stonecrow asked. I couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not.

“Where’d you learn to do it? Are you part of some kind of…I dunno, a tribe or something?” I asked. Her getup at Shady Groves had looked like the fifties Hollywood idea of a Native American wisewoman, but I had a hard time believing that that anyone who wore feathered headdresses and animal skins to a cemetery could be legit.

Yet she sat up straighter, tossed her hair. Her whole demeanor shifted. It was like she pulled on a disguise as I watched. “Yes, my tribe taught me. I am a native princess. I was trained by the best shamans in all of the nations,” she said, voice resonant with that accent she’d had before. “I was going to stay on our reservation, but the spirits called me to the world beyond. It is my destiny to speak the truths of the dead even when people aren’t prepared to hear it.”

“That so?”

“You saw how those Union men behaved when they arrested me—what they were prepared to do to silence the voices of the dead.” She sounded both imperious and annoyed. I guess my incredulity was showing.

“I have a hard time believing the Union would try to kill you if you can do what you claim. You’re too valuable. Hell, I bet the OPA would love to hire you.”

“You can deny it all you want, but it’s obvious that those men didn’t intend for you and I to come back from the desert.”

That much, I couldn’t deny. I just didn’t know why.

She tossed her trash in the backseat and grabbed the plastic bag from between her feet. I’d let her do all the buying in the herb shop and kept my aching face inside the SUV, so I had no idea what she’d gotten. 

“So how does your necrocognition work? Is it an evocation thing?”

She glanced at me before opening a baggie and pouring something green and grainy into her empty soda cup. “What? What’s evocation?”

For the first time since we’d started chatting, I believed the disbelief in her voice. It was more genuine than her bullshit “princess of the tribes” speech. “So you’re not summoning demons in order to talk to the dead. Doing blood rituals and shit. Human sacrifice.”

“I do use blood,” she said. I grimaced, and she hastily added, “I get it from the butcher. Pig, cow, chicken.”

The thought of slaughtering animals for a spell didn’t bother me—I’d knocked off a few mice and rats in my time training with the OPA—but witches that were willing to kill for power often didn’t stop at animals. I watched Stonecrow warily as she mixed ingredients. After she’d tossed a few things into her cup, she replaced the plastic lid and shook it.

“I was impressed with your spell in the SUV,” she said, softer than before. “That was great.”

Great? Well, if that was the word she wanted to use for it, I wasn’t going to stop her. “What can I say? Panic is inspirational. I don’t even do ritual circles most of the time. I’m more of a potions and poultices kind of guy. My coworker, Suzy, she’s all about the circles of power and energy manipulation. Bet she could have cooked up something even better.” I laughed. “Bet she could have cursed both of them without even getting out of the car.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Well, you did well enough for both of us to survive.”

Yeah, we’d survived. Couldn’t ask for much more than that.

She took the lid off her cup again and scooped out a pulpy mess that smelled like a hamster cage. Stonecrow reached across the center console toward me.

I jerked back. “What’s that?”

She grabbed the wrist of my blistered hand.

“Relief,” Stonecrow said, smearing the mix on my skin.

The hot ache of the wound immediately subsided and was replaced by a damp coolness. Shivers rolled down my skin as the blisters dried, shriveled, and sloughed away to reveal fresh skin underneath.

It felt so good that I didn’t stop her when she dabbed it on the rest of the blisters, too. The stench was overpowering, but not magical. I didn’t even sneeze.

She handed me a fistful of napkins. “There you go.”

I wiped my face clean and checked the mirror. I looked like Cèsar again. A Cèsar that desperately needed to shave, but Cèsar nonetheless.

Stonecrow was smiling a little, giving me a weird look.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, tilting my jaw to see if I was turning purple or something.

“Nothing,” she said. “It’s just—I didn’t get a good look at you in the cemetery before defending myself, so now I’m…looking at you.” The smile seemed fixed to her lips.

Fuck if I knew why. Women.

“Thanks for the…” I drew a circle in the air around my face with a finger, indicating all the freshly healed skin. “Even if you caused the damage to it in the first place.”

Her eyes had gone a little glassy as she gazed at me. She blinked and refocused. “Oh. Self-defense. I thought you were going to kill me.” It wasn’t exactly an apology. Guess I didn’t need one. Stonecrow grabbed a clean napkin. “You missed a spot.” She wiped along my jaw. I didn’t think I’d missed anything, but I appreciated not smelling like hamster cage, so I let her clean down my neck and collar.

Once she was done with the pawing, I finished my last burger. The beef didn’t taste quite as good now that she’d mentioned using animal blood in her rituals. “Let’s get one thing straight, Stonecrow. If you’re into human sacrifice for your magic, get out of the car right now. I don’t work with murderers.”

“Isobel,” she said. “Not Stonecrow. Isobel’s fine.”

I liked the sound of that, but I didn’t feel like being on first name terms with a murderess. “You haven’t killed anyone for a magic spell,” I pressed.

“Never,” Isobel said.

Good enough. We could always talk about the animal cruelty later.

“Then let’s have a talk with Erin,” I said, turning the SUV on.







The night grew dark and sultry. It was nice enough out that I would have liked to roll down the windows and let the damp evening breeze into the car, but I was hesitant to give up what little privacy the tinted windows gave us. Not to mention the bulletproof glass. I could still feel the barrel of a gun jammed into the back of my skull. Now that the giddiness from my shitty luck/strength spell was wearing down, I could feel it real well.

I’d been one finger squeeze away from my brains splattered on the desert. That was enough to make a guy turn paranoid.

We parked outside Suzy’s townhouse.

Isobel glanced out the window. “What’s here?”

“My coworker. Suzy. She’s gonna be able to help us.”

“Suzy,” she mused. “Bet she has blond pigtails.”

More like pure animal rage and filthy jokes trapped inside a woman’s body. Whatever. “Stay here,” I said, and got out. When I rounded the car, Isobel was slamming her door, hiking her shorts up her ample hips. “Uh, didn’t I say ‘stay here?’”

“You said it,” Isobel said, giving me a disarmingly dazzling smile.

Right.

She didn’t follow me when I headed toward Suzy’s blue door. She remained leaning against the SUV. I kept an eye on her as I headed up the walk.

I was on Suzy’s front step, about to knock, when the door flew open. There must have been magical alarms that I hadn’t sensed.

The instant of total relief on Suzy’s face was immediately overwhelmed by anger. “Cèsar, you are one stupid motherfucker,” she said, but she was grabbing me by the jacket, running her hands over my chest and arms, like she couldn’t believe I was still alive. “What are you doing here? Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

Considering that I hadn’t gotten a bullet in the head? Yeah, I was feeling pretty thoroughly okay. “Did you get to Eduardo and Joey first? Did you question them?”

“Of course I didn’t,” she whispered. “The Union must have been ten seconds behind you. They recovered them first.”

“So you don’t know if executing people is Union procedure or if they’d been hired to kill us?”

“Executing people?” Suzy’s eyes went wide and round. Her fists clutched my lapels. “For fuck’s sake, Cèsar, what the fuck? Who would have hired Eduardo and Joey as assassins anyway? They’re dumbasses!” She shook her head. “No. They’re good. They wouldn’t—it couldn’t have been bribes or something. They wouldn’t do that.”

Either Suzy didn’t know her friends as well as I now did or it really was Union procedure to shoot people in the head the second they became nuisances. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

She pressed her face to my chest, wrapped her arms around me for a tight squeeze, and then pulled back to punch me in the stomach. Damn, Suzy was a violent hugger. “Fuck, Cèsar. My texts are monitored. You stole a fucking Union SUV. You—” She cut off. She had finally noticed that I wasn’t alone. “Who’s that?”

Isobel was coming up the sidewalk. I opened my mouth to respond.

“You brought the necrocognitive to my house?” Suzy interrupted. “What the flying fuck is wrong with you, Cèsar?”

Leaning my shoulder against her doorway to block her view, I shrugged. “Bet if you asked Pops, he’d tell you he dropped me a few times as a kid. Look, Suzy, like I was saying, we need your help.”

“We?”

Did she need to shout everything at me? “We need to find Erin Karwell’s remains so we can talk to her and clear my name.”

“We?”

Okay, she’d already said that.

Isobel touched my back. “Hey,” she said. “Is everything okay? You guys are…loud.”

Suzy’s expression shuttered. She looked between me and Isobel and the SUV with a weird look, brow furrowed, lips frowning. “I told you to get on a bus, Cèsar. I told you to run. I’m not going to help you serve your balls to the Union on a platter. We’re done with this bullshit.”

And then she slammed the door in my face.

“That was helpful,” Isobel said brightly.

No fucking kidding.

















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




WE GOT STUCK IN traffic after leaving Suzy’s. I didn’t know where we were going, so it didn’t really matter. I just drove without stopping, creeping down The Five slowly enough that I might as well have walked it.

The Union was probably tracking us now. We’d have to ditch the car soon—find another one. Where and how, I didn’t know. I was exhausted and annoyed and my ability to plan had been left behind in the desert. I’d expected Suzy to have the answers—and access to Erin’s body. Without either of those, I had no idea what to do next.

“Do you know where the OPA takes victims for autopsy?” Isobel asked.

Guess my aimlessness was obvious. “No,” I admitted. “I never deal with murder. I specialize in picking up witches who’ve been getting into trouble, but generally not the homicidal type.”

“More like the ‘talking to the dead’ type?” she asked with a teasing smile.

“If you’re asking if you’re one of my cases, yes. You are.” I huffed out a breath. “Were.” But she had the gears in my skull turning. Where did we take the dead? I’d never seen body bags hauled into my office building, but I had seen ambulances around. They probably went somewhere on the OPA campus.

The idea of breaking into one of our buildings was laughably bad. We had hundreds of magical and physical alarms—I’d have gotten arrested before I made it past the Starbucks between the Magical Violations and Infernal Relations buildings.

But maybe if someone could bring Erin’s body out…

“How much body do you need?” I asked. “The whole thing, or would an arm or a finger work?”

Isobel pulled a face. “I don’t know. I suppose I could do it with any part of the body.”

Any part?

I cast my mind back to the blood in my bathroom. It might not have been cleaned up yet. And Erin had to have left some tissue behind, too.

We were almost past the exit closest to my apartment. I changed lanes without signaling, slicing through the narrow space between cars. Horns blared at me.

Isobel grabbed the leather arm of her chair. “What are you doing?”

“Getting you a piece of the victim.”







We parked a few blocks away from my apartment building and walked the rest of the way there. I noticed that Isobel was carrying the bag from the herb shop with her, but didn’t ask what else she had bought. She’d already admitted to using animal blood. I probably didn’t want to know what she had in there.

It was a nice night for walking, even if I was out with a necrocognitive. The moon was hazy yellow, and the air was quiet and still. No signs of cops or Union anywhere. Didn’t get any better than that.

Isobel eyeballed my building as we headed around back. “What is this place?”

“What, got a problem with it?”

Guess my defensiveness had given me away. She gave me a skeptical look. “You live here?”

I took another look at my apartment. It was indistinguishable from any of a million other apartment buildings in Los Angeles. The architecture was…well, it wasn’t going to win any awards, but it wasn’t like I spent much time looking at the big taupe box from the outside. It had a secure lobby and a couple trees. Whatever. I spent most of my time at the office anyway.

“You live in a teal RV with beaded curtains,” I pointed out.

“Teal is a magical conductor. The curtains…” The corner of her mouth quirked. “Well, there’s no excuse for that.”

At least she was willing to admit it.

Grabbing the fire escape’s ladder, I pulled it down and stepped aside.

“Ladies first,” I said.

Isobel stared up at it. “I don’t like heights.”

“It’s the only way up.” I extended my hands toward her. “I won’t let you fall.”

She hesitated then climbed onto the first rung. I dutifully stood behind her, prepared to catch her in the unlikely event of the fire escape suddenly melting and throwing her to the ground. As soon as she reached the second floor, I followed her. And we did that all the way up to my floor.

When we got up to my apartment’s window, Isobel glanced over the railing at the ground and turned pale. She grabbed my sleeve.

“I’ve got you,” I said, steadying her.

She sighed and leaned against my chest, all warm and soft. Probably trying not to fall over. “You do have me, don’t you?”

And with that weird question, she pushed in the screen for my window and slipped inside.

I climbed in after her.

My apartment hadn’t changed since the last time I was there. I was relieved to see everything intact. The landlord was kind of a dick; I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d tossed all my belongings to the curb as soon as I went missing. But a cursory search proved that nothing new had gone missing since my last visit. The rent was paid through to the end of the month—maybe I could actually keep my home if I managed to clear my name before April rolled around.

Not that it felt like home anymore. I stood awkwardly in the bedroom as Isobel picked through my closet, staring at the bed that I’d woken up in on my last morning as an innocent man.

I’d been with Erin there. She’d died in this place. Shot and strangled.

I wasn’t sure I could feel at home anywhere ever again.

“What do you need out of my closet?” I asked.

“Oh, just looking around,” she said airily, with a hint of that “shaman princess” tone. Yeah, right. She was snooping.

I pushed the door shut. “Look around somewhere else.”

She lifted her hands in a gesture of surrender. “All right, all right.”

“Need lights so that you can search for Erin’s tissue?” I opened my bedside table in search of a flashlight.

She wandered out of the bedroom. “No, thanks. I don’t need to see to find what I’m looking for.”

I grabbed the flashlight anyway and turned it on. There was still blood on the hallway carpet. Isobel flinched at the sight of it. A little skittish for someone who had slapped animal blood on her bare breasts for a ritual in a cemetery.

“Getting any vibes?” I asked.

She shook her head slowly. “Where did Erin die?”

I led her to the bathroom. “The tub.”

It was hard to stand there, staring at the empty bathtub, knowing what had been inside of it. But I had the necrocognitive. We were on the scene of the crime. If this were what I had to do to find Erin’s killer—well, I’d do a hell of a lot worse to bring justice to her.

Isobel stopped beside me in the doorway. She swallowed hard.

“Do it,” I urged. “Raise her.”

Isobel kneeled on a clear patch of floor by the tub, clutching her bag from the herb shop. Her face was ashen in the darkness. “So much blood,” she whispered, trailing her hand over the edge of the tub. “How did she die?”

The memory of the bruised handprints on Erin’s throat came to mind. “You tell me.”

She clenched her jaw. Reached into the bag and sprinkled herbs across the floor. Thank God that was some kind of plant matter and nothing animal in origin. “Erin Karwell,” Isobel said, one hand on the herbs, the other hand stretched over a tacky puddle of dried blood. She cleared her throat. When she spoke, she only had a trace of that dramatic, fake Indian accent. “I summon—I summon the spirits to…” She looked at me and trailed off.

“Well?” I demanded.

She put both hands on the tub and squeezed her eyes shut. “Erin Karwell,” she whispered.

Isobel was silent for several long seconds. It was nothing like the cemetery. She wasn’t even pretending to put on a show. She just…sat there. Doing nothing.

And after a minute, her eyes popped open again. “I don’t have the right supplies.” It sounded like she had to fight with herself to make the words come out, like she was confessing to something awful.

“What do you need?” There was a hard edge to my voice. Harder than I meant. “Do you need candles and salt? Do you need raccoon bones? Do you need to take off your shirt?”

“Cèsar…”

“Well?”

“I need a body.”

“You’ve got her blood, you’ve got the herbs,” I said. “Talk to the damn victim, Isobel!”

It exploded out of her. “I can’t!”

The force of her frustration punched through me. I stepped back, gripping the doorframe.

So there was the truth. Isobel Stonecrow wasn’t really a necrocog. She was a liar, a scammer. Exactly what the OPA had thought she was.

“The drums,” I said. “The bones. The blood. Fake.”

“Yes, all of that was fake,” Isobel said, scattering the herbs across the bathroom floor as she stood. “And the herbs don’t do anything, either, I was just—I always try to put on a show. But—”

I’d heard enough. I shoved away from the door.

“I can still help you, Cèsar! I just don’t—”

“Forget about it,” I said. The anger burned out of me, dwindling down into a hard iron core of defeat.

Isobel couldn’t raise Erin. She couldn’t give me the truth. I couldn’t get vengeance—couldn’t clear my name, get my job back, get my life back.

I didn’t bother with the window. I ripped open the front door of the apartment, tore down the yellow police tape, and stalked away from the home I might never see again.

Isobel followed me to the top of the stairs and gazed at me with wounded eyes.

“Let me help you,” she said. “We can still figure something out.”

What the hell could a scammer do for me? For Erin? I froze on the landing and glared at her. “If you’re smart, you’ll get out of town, Stonecrow. And you won’t come back.”

Maybe that was what I should have done in the first place.

















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




THE HOUSE I WAS standing in front of was by far the nicest I’d been to since this whole thing started, so long as you liked suburban sprawl—which I did. It was quiet on this street. The kind of place where everyone was in bed by nine and trouble didn’t roam the sidewalks looking for things to tag with spray-paint. Trees were swaying with the breeze, a dog barked in the distance.

The guy who met me at the front door of the house on the corner looked like he belonged. Sweat suit, nice sneakers, crew-cut hair. His tattoos were hidden by sleeves. “I was wondering how long it would take for you to make your way here.”

I sighed. “I didn’t want to bring this to your door, but I just…I’m out of options, man.”

Domingo pushed open the security screen and held his arms open. I stepped into his embrace, squeezed him tight. I’m not so much of a man that I can’t hug my brother hard when I’m having a shitty week. Domingo hugged back just as fiercely.

“You look like shit on a stick. Do I want to know why?”

“I fought off two assassins in the desert. Kicked their asses. Pulled out all the ninja moves.” I mimicked a few karate chops, and Domingo laughed.

“Sure you did. Couch in the den is yours as long as you want it.”

I didn’t want Domingo’s couch at all. It was stiff and old, and Domingo’s wife wouldn’t be happy to see me on it.

What I really wanted was his ritual space.

Domingo and I had gotten into a lot of bad shit together as teenagers, but we’d gotten into a lot of good things, too. Like magic. Abuelita had been the one to identify that we had the old magic in the first place, taught us how to tap into it, but we’d worked together to find the limits of our abilities. Domingo still had an altar in his basement—everything a guy needed to whip up a batch of strength and energy potions.

The house was mostly dark when he let me in. It was well after midnight, but that shouldn’t have mattered in my brother’s house. He was a night owl.

I leaned around the end of his stairs to check the second floor. All the doors were open and the rooms were dark.

“Sofia already in bed?” I asked.

“She isn’t here.” A sigh. “We’re taking a little time apart. And before you say it—”

“I wasn’t going to say anything.”

“—she’s in love with someone else.”

She wasn’t my wife, but the announcement still felt like a punch to the face. I sucked in a hard breath. “You know who?”

“I don’t, and I don’t want to think about it.” He scrubbed his hands through his hair. He’d always been the spitting image of our dad, except without the mustache. Now, with heartache etched on his face, he was practically Dad’s twin. “Either she’ll break it off with him or me, and I’ll deal with either when it happens. You’ve got bigger problems. Sit down, I’ll get you a beer.”

“Shouldn’t I clean up first?” I gestured at my dusty jacket and jeans.

“I’m not the one in the house who cares about the upholstery, dude.”

There wasn’t anyone in the house who cared about upholstery anymore. And his home felt a hell of a lot emptier for it.

I was the one on the run from murder charges, but I’d take my week over Domingo’s. He was nuts for Sofia—she was his moon and stars and all that romantic crap. She was the reason he’d stopped knocking over 7-Elevens for petty cash and gotten a real job. She was the reason Domingo had a nice life in the first place.

I took the couch in the living room. It was a lot softer than the den couch.

“Anyone come looking for me?” I asked, eyeing Sofia’s footstool and trying to decide if I wanted to risk putting my dirty shoes on it.

“You busted out of jail. What do you think?” Domingo called over his shoulder as he went for the kitchen. “Agent Takeuchi hit up Pops first, so I got the courtesy of a warning phone call before she appeared at my doorstep.”

I whistled. “Suzy? Really?” I knew I’d probably been given a file like Isobel’s and assigned to an agent, but I never would have thought that the OPA would assign me to my desk mate. Weird that it was the OPA visiting my family instead of the LAPD, though. “Did Pops have fun with her?”

“He says she’s a gorgeous woman and you should let her catch you.”

Of course he did. “Tell me he didn’t hit on her.”

“What do you think? Seventy-two years old and the man’s still got it.”

“He thinks he’s got it, anyway,” I muttered.

Domingo emerged from the kitchen and with two bottles of beer. I took mine gratefully and drank deep. The cold felt amazing going down my throat. And in my hand. I placed the bottle to my forehead and winced when it hit a bruise.

“Tell me what happened,” Domingo said.

“What hasn’t happened? I don’t even know where to start.”

“The beginning works.”

The beginning. Right. “I had drinks. A lot of drinks. My coworkers and I were celebrating, and I tried to chat up a waitress—”

“Erin Karwell.”

He knew her name. I grimaced. “Has it been on the news?”

“Oh yeah.” He pushed a piece of paper across the coffee table to me. It was a printout from a news website. There was a picture of Erin on the top—gorgeous, innocent, living Erin, with her hair wild and a huge smile. The words in the headline, “Waitress Murdered,” made me feel like I was falling down a deep, dark hole.

I skimmed the article. My name wasn’t mentioned. One of the few advantages of being a spook, I guess.

“How’d you know that I was connected?” I asked, folding up the article, sticking it in my pocket. I wanted to keep Erin’s face with me. A reminder of why I was doing what I was doing.

“The FBI agent,” Domingo said. “She told us.” He sank into the chair across from me, took a swig of beer. “She was acting real weird. I’ve never seen anyone that pissed in my life.”

That didn’t sound weird—that sounded like Suzy. I leaned back against the couch cushions, shut my eyes, rolled the sweating bottle over my face. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“You can’t even see me right now.”

“I don’t have to see you.” I opened my eyes. Domingo had schooled his face into something so innocent, it looped around about five times and landed right back on guilty. “I know what you’re thinking. I always know what you’re thinking. And Suzy didn’t frame me for the murder.”

“Someone did.”

Lord, it was nice not having to be the first one to say it. A weight lifted from my lungs. I breathed for the first time in days. “Yeah. Someone did. But it wasn’t Suzy.”

“How can you be sure?”

If Suzy had framed me for the murder, then why would she have let me sleep on her couch? She had been nothing but a good friend. A better friend than I deserved. But I said, “She doesn’t have a motive. Why kill a waitress?”

“You said you were hitting on this Erin girl, right?” Domingo asked. “Women get crazy when they’re jealous.”

Jealousy would have implied there was something between Suzy and me other than a cluttered desk and a four-foot wall covered in sticky notes. It didn’t fit. “No way. She’s on my side. She’s been helping me this whole time.” Aside from slamming the door in my face, anyway. But she’d get over that.

“Helping you with what, exactly? How are you going to get over this ‘on the run’ thing?”

“I don’t know anymore. There’s this other woman—”

“Another woman,” Domingo said, as if that explained everything.

I snorted. Unlike him, all of my problems were not of the curvy female persuasion. “This other woman is a witch. She said that she could speak to the dead, so Suzy helped me find her. But Isobel’s a fraud. That was a waste of time.”

A grin. “Isobel.”

“What?”

“I know that tone of voice. Can’t get her off your mind?”

Of course I couldn’t. She had lied to me, convinced me that she could be the solution to my problems. And she wasn’t. But the sight of her standing at the top of the stairs with haunted eyes, pleading with me, asking me to let her help… That was going to stick with me for days. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t have a plan anymore.” I ran both hands through my hair, sinking deeper into the couch. “I’m wasted—I can’t even think.”

Domingo set down his beer, pulled out his phone. “That’s why you’re here. Leave the thinking to me. What do you need to get done?”

Shit, I didn’t even know where to start. “The SUV needs to go. It’s parked a few blocks away. It belongs to the, uh, the FBI, and I pulled out the GPS tracker, but they’ll still find it sooner or later.”

“Consider it gone,” Domingo said, typing rapidly on his phone.

“I need another car.”

“Done.”

A smirk crept across my face. “Really?”

“I still know people.” Domingo had been legit for a couple years now—about as long as I had been working for the OPA—but when he had been bad, he’d been really, really bad. People had looked up to him. It was no surprise that he was still in touch.

“I need to know who really killed Erin,” I said.

“That I can’t help you with, but your new car will be here in an hour and you’re welcome to help yourself to my basement. I’ve got some new stuff. Wanna check it out?”

Domingo didn’t even need to ask.

He took me downstairs. He had completely redone the place since my last visit. The walls were paneled half in oak, half in fancy-ass wallpaper. Sugar skulls hung from the walls with candles in their eye sockets. He had a circle of power permanently imprinted on the floor and an altar as big as a bed.

I sneezed as I set foot on the bottom of the stairs.

“Damn,” I said, scrubbing at my nose with my hand. “Nice.”

“Been thinking about starting a coven. I thought, with Sofia out of the house…” He trailed off, gazing around the room with a lost look, as if he didn’t really recognize it. She had never been a fan of the witch thing.

He had some gemstones in a bowl of salt on his altar. Judging by the fact they were directly placed in a puddle of moonlight, I was thinking he had to be infusing them. “What are you working on?” I asked, trailing my fingers through the air over the bowl. I could just make out sparks of blue and white from the corner of my eye.

“Trying to figure out a spell to help me sleep.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Haven’t been resting well ever since…you know. Brain keeps me awake. But I can’t seem to get it right. Last batch made my dreams too vivid. Kept waking up screaming.”

That was a real problem. Couldn’t have Domingo going crazy while he waited for Sofia to get her shit together.

I skimmed his shelves, looking through the herbs. I picked out agrimony and elder root.

“Got any passionflower?” I asked.

Domingo frowned. “Why?”

“You need passionflower.”

I sprinkled the herbs I’d picked out on his gemstones. The aura of magic shifted—couldn’t tell you how, but it did. I’d never been real analytical about my magic. Failed chemistry in high school twice. But I instinctively understood what Domingo needed.

His eyes were shining when he stepped up to look at it. “It’s perfect.”

“Test it out before you thank me,” I said. “Hopefully it won’t make you comatose.” Although it looked like he could have used a few weeks of solid sleep. Maybe going comatose wouldn’t have been the worst thing for him. I kept my eyes on the infused gemstones as I asked, “How long has she been gone now?”

“A month. Every morning I wake up and think she’s making breakfast downstairs just to remember all over again,” Domingo said. “I’ve distracted myself with the basement. Pops even did the floor for me.” His gesture encompassed the room. “Now the remodel’s done, but Sofia’s still with him.”

“Shit, man.”

He socked me in the shoulder. “Keep the bitch eyes to yourself. Take whatever you want.”

I took another pass around the shelves, looking for finished products rather than herbs. Domingo had been making poultices, too. I grabbed a bowl of strength he’d brewed and sniffed. My sinuses tingled, but no sneeze—he’d never been as good at poultices as I was. “I’m gonna take all of these. I’ve been away from mine a couple of days and feeling weak.”

“Whatever you want,” he repeated.

I stuffed my pockets with strength poultices, a few potions in plastic bottles, anything that looked vaguely useful. When I was done, I weighed an extra fifteen pounds. Or maybe that was just the exhaustion hitting me hard.

“Can I sleep in the guest room?” I asked. “Just for a few minutes.”

“Why not?” Domingo agreed. “I’ll make dinner happen while you nap. No shimmying down trees while I’m distracted, though—you need to get some real rest. And I’ll know you’ve ducked out on me.”

“Hey, if it worked on Pops…”

“Don’t even. What do you want for dinner? Pizza? Burgers?”

“You could give me your moldy leftovers and I’d be the happiest man alive.”

Domingo snorted as he pulled out his cell phone. “Not with the way I cook.”

It felt like it’d been days since I smiled. I patted him on the back. He smiled back.

It was good to be home.

















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




I DIDN’T SHIMMY DOWN the tree outside the guest room, but I also didn’t stay for dinner. I crawled into the shower to rinse off the dirt, tossed back a few shots of energy potions, and crept out the back door as soon as the shock of consciousness hit me.

Every minute I spent at Domingo’s house was another minute begging for him to be dragged out to the desert next.

My new car was a Dodge Charger, newest model year. Bumblebee yellow with two sexy black stripes up the hood. I gave a low, appreciative whistle. Domingo’s “friends” were richer than I expected. That worried me—the idea that Sofia was gone and Domingo was suddenly tight with his old contacts again. But I’d deal with that later.

I grabbed the keys out of the wheel well and booked it.

My leads were dry. Erin had been murdered two days ago and I still didn’t know anything about what had happened—only that Stonecrow was a dead end and that Suzy was sick of me.

If a case was going cold, then all I needed to do was heat it up. And we have a saying at my office: “There’s nowhere hotter than Helltown.”

The agents weren’t talking about the weather when they said that. Helltown is just another neighborhood in Los Angeles, much like Chinatown, and it enjoys the same temperate winters and steamy summers that the rest of the city does.

But if you’re looking for a murderer, or missing evidence, or a stolen item on the black market—chances are real good that you would find it in Helltown.

You just had to know where to look.

I drove around until sunrise, then parked the Charger at a Walmart and walked three blocks east. I stood outside Helltown with my arms folded, eyeballing the empty street in front of me.

It didn’t look like anything special—definitely not a demon hideaway. From the outside, all I could see were rows of uniform housing with barred windows and sunbaked lawns. The fact that I was seeing those houses at all meant I was allowed to enter. Meant that someone inside of Helltown was expecting me.

Most humans weren’t going to stumble into Helltown by accident. It was drenched in enough wards and diversion spells to render the average mortal stupid. There were lots of accidents on the intersections outside because people drove too close and got zapped with old magic. But I walked right up to the edge of the block and didn’t get turned away. My invitation was open.

Not the most cheerful thought.

I stepped over the line in the sidewalk—and got smacked in the eye with a femur.

“Jesus,” I growled, slapping it away, spinning to look at what I’d walked into.

From this side, I could see that the entrance to Helltown was marked with an iron arch that had bones dangling down the middle, kind of like Isobel’s beaded curtains. I rubbed my face hard where the bone had touched it.

Lord, I hope the sun’s bleached all the bacteria off of that.

Then I turned around to get my first look of the morning at Helltown.

As soon as I had passed under that archway, the seemingly empty street had become populated. Demons and witches and idiot humans with death wishes bustled through the road, pushing along wheelbarrows and dragging sacks behind them. The road hadn’t been maintained since it vanished into Helltown in 1968, and the pavement was all but dust under my feet, making me stumble when I stepped off the sidewalk. My foot squished in something red-brown and rotting. Graceful, Cèsar, very graceful.

The yellowing lawns I’d seen from outside were nothing but dirt pits in here. The bars and glass were missing from most windows, letting me see to the seething darkness within the houses. All of the street signs had been torn down and replaced with sheets of engraved steel—all decorated with spikes, of course. Demons love putting spikes on everything.

It was a neighborhood out of a nightmare, twisted and perverse.

It was my only hope of finding a lead now.

“Welcome to Helltown,” I muttered under my breath.

I was talking to myself. Three days since going rogue and I was already going nuts.

Keeping my head down, I walked fast toward the intersection of Grim and Blacksburg. Demons and witches had self-segregated within Helltown, so there are neighborhoods within the neighborhood. All the higher demons, like incubi, live on the northern streets with the mortals that feed them; I was heading south, where the less powerful demons hid out.

I never went to the north side of Helltown. Never.

Moving quickly, I watched my feet instead of watching my surroundings, trying to look like I belonged. I didn’t want to see what I was passing anyway. The ramshackle buildings had human skulls over most doorways. Several of the houses had converted the yards to pens for exercising human servants. Vendors had carts set every few feet, selling crafts made of demon and human byproducts, selling kebabs of flesh, clothes woven from human hair. Those were the worst. Just the smell of them made me want to barf.

It wasn’t a nice place, Helltown. Kopides had been trying to shut it down ever since a coven of witches and duke from the City of Dis collaborated to make those streets disappear from Los Angeles. But you can fit a lot of evil in a couple square miles, and we couldn’t trust automatic weapons to operate around all that infernal power. It didn’t leave a lot of options for slaughtering the residents of Helltown.

For now, the OPA only jumps in when we need something. When Helltown is spilling outside its boundaries.

As long as Helltown stays self-contained, anything goes.

Down on the south side of Helltown, there are fewer shops and more apartments. The buildings were crammed all full of demons like carcasses being eaten by maggots from the inside out. But there’s one shop on the ground floor of a tenement that I’ve visited three or four times before. Aside from being a source of irritation for the OPA, the shopkeeper was a nosy pain-in-the-ass that always knows what’s going down in her town.

Monique was one of the more innocuous demons in Helltown—a glass blower. She mostly crafted supplies for witches—vials for potion making, bowls for mixing ingredients, enchanted flasks, that kind of thing—but she also made pipes for drug use. That was the thing that got her in the most trouble. It’s one thing to supply witches that live in Helltown, and another to supply potheads on the outside with pipes shaped like dicks.

Everything that demons craft gets demon energy crafted right into it. By smoking through a novelty pipe that Monique had made, druggies were opening themselves to demonic possession. It wasn’t a big deal for the occasional smokers. Now imagine April twentieth at UCLA with a hundred college students that suddenly need exorcism, and you’ll get why Monique is a problem.

We’d originally thought the dick-pipe affair was a witch thing, which was how it got assigned to me. Now Monique had the pleasure of being my one and only demon contact. She’d cut a deal to avoid incarceration, and she fed me information whenever I was brave enough to head into Helltown.

She still had a bunch of dick-pipes on the shelf by her front door at eye level. I had to give it to her. Monique was a real artist. Big dicks, little dicks, circumcised, uncut, all of them perfectly shaped for smoking weed.

“Get the fuck out of here,” said a gravelly voice.

I dragged my attention from a nine-inch pipe with detailed veins. The artist herself was behind the counter, sitting on a stool that lifted her squat, froggy body to a normal height. She was surrounded by spindly glass sculptures. They were genuinely beautiful.

“Hey, Monique,” I said. “How’s business?”

She gave me a flat look. Literally a flat look. No nose, no eyebrows, barely any lips. All of her looks were flat. But this one was especially unimpressed, like I’d just asked to borrow money from her. “I’ve stopped selling pipes to mortal kids, so I know you’re not here to fuck with me. Yet I told you to get the fuck out of here and you’re not listening. You want something, you ugly cunt, so what the fuck is it this time, Hawke?”

Great. I’d caught her on a bad day. “I’m looking for information pertaining to a murder.”

“You know I didn’t fucking kill anyone.”

I grabbed an Erlenmeyer flask off of her shelf. I could use some new equipment. “I know. You’re too short to do anything worse than bite ankles.”

She flashed dagger-like teeth at me. “I said I didn’t kill anyone. That doesn’t mean I won’t.”

Setting the flask on her counter, I fished around for some of the cash I’d stolen from Joey Dawes. “Erin Karwell. She was a waitress at a bar called The Olive Pit. Do you recognize the name?”

“Mortal?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure?” Monique asked. I set a twenty on the table. Before I could let go of it, her hand shot out and seized my wrist. Her fingers were those of an artist, long and slender and delicate. Her touch sent chills rushing up my forearm. “I don’t want any of your fucking money. I know why you’re here. You’re in deep shit, Hawke, and you’re desperate for answers.”

“You can’t know why I’m here if you don’t know Erin.” I flashed the news article with her photo.

“Is that the cunt you killed?” Monique asked, barely even glancing at it.

Shit. She did know why I was there. It wasn’t fun being part of Helltown’s rumor mill. No fun at all. “Don’t tell me you’re siding with the cops on this one.”

“I’m on nobody’s side but mine, and my side is awfully fucking interested in not getting dead.”

I pulled my hand back from her counter, twenty clutched in my fist. “Has the OPA been through here asking for me?”

“It’s not the OPA you need to worry about,” Monique said. “Yeah, I recognize Erin. She used to come around here.”

That was news to me.

“What do you mean, ‘around here?’ Helltown? Your shop?”

She pushed the flask toward me. “Take it. Consider it a parting gift.”

I didn’t touch it. “Erin was just some waitress. What would she have been doing in Helltown?”

“Get your dumb ass down to the Temple of the Hand of Death,” Monique said. “It’s on Sekhmet, northwest side. That’s where you’ll get your answers.”

My sense of alarm heightened. “Why? Is someone there expecting me?”

Her smile was even more unpleasant than her glare. “Have a nice day.”

















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




COMMON SENSE SAID THAT I shouldn’t go to the Temple of the Hand of Death. It was on the north side. The north side of Helltown was where the incubi were, so I didn’t go to the north side. Especially not if there were things expecting to see me there.

Should have been a no-brainer, right?

But common sense and desperation didn’t play nicely, and I didn’t have a lot of other options.

I drew my Desert Eagle before approaching the so-called temple.

It was one of the shittier buildings in Helltown. The temple looked like it occupied a former gas station, judging by the row of vintage gas pumps in front of it. You could still almost make out the graceful lines of the fifties-style decorations on the outside of the building, but they had rotted with age. The roof sagged in the middle. The sun had bleached the colors out of everything. The windows had been punched out.

Smoke spiraled out of the windows, fogging the area in front of the door. Smelled like a brushfire. I sneezed.

A steel sign had been hung over the door. It read: “Vedae som Matis Duvak.” I didn’t understand vo-ani, the demon language, but I was going to assume that meant “ugly-ass gas station.”

I pushed the door open.

The floor inside was poured concrete. An altar stood at the far end of the room—a folding table with an array of melted candles sitting in piles of sludgy wax. There was a big clock on the wall behind it. A couple of hand-woven baskets stood along each wall. They were covered, fortunately. I didn’t want to know what demons considered to be fitting offerings for demon-gods being honored in a temple gas station.

I didn’t see any demons there, but I still eased the safety off the gun as I slipped inside. The door whined shut behind me.

“Is anyone here?” I asked, raising my voice. “My name is Agent Cèsar Hawke and I’m with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. I have questions.”

“I have answers,” someone said from behind me.

No way in hell someone had gotten behind me.

I spun to see a woman. A human woman. She had bushy brown hair, a hunched back, innocent-looking eyes. Couldn’t have been any older than a gawky fifteen or sixteen. She wore black velvet—heavy skirt, sleeves that draped to her fingertips—and a boned corset. Delicate iron jewelry dangled at her neck and over her forehead. Black symbols had been painted on her cheeks, one under each eye.

She gave me a nervous smile. She was holding some kind of stone scepter that looked much too fancy for an awkward teenager.

“Are you a good man, Agent Cèsar Hawke?”

You want to talk about things that make me useless? Women were number one. Children were number two. Combine both of them by sticking a vulnerable young girl in front of me, and I turn into a giant sucker. This kid was way too young to be dressing up like an infernal priestess and hanging out in Helltown, no matter what she’d done or who she thought she was.

Every single one of my protective instincts went nuts in an instant. Like a big raging beast was trying to break out of my chest.

“Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you,” I said, lowering the gun. “Who are you?”

She cocked her head to the side. “Who am I? Who are you?”

“I’m Cèsar,” I said again, slower this time, even though she’d already said my name. “What are you doing here? How did you end up in Helltown?”

Her smile turned weird. Her eyes unfocused. “I think you are probably a good man, Cèsar, but that doesn’t change anything.”

Wait, her eyes weren’t unfocused.

They had just focused behind me.

I turned.

And there she was: Isobel Stonecrow, holding a folding chair in both hands like she thought she was a WWE wrestler.

She swung. The chair struck.

I was out before I hit the ground.







I didn’t feel it when I went unconscious. It was like I blinked, and suddenly I was in a chair with ropes tethering my ankles and left wrist. Isobel Stonecrow was kneeling on my right side, quickly knotting the cord on that arm.

I couldn’t react as quickly as I normally would have. The world was swimming around me, spinning and flipping and blurring like I’d just had another rough night with a bottle of tequila. I swiped at Isobel too slowly. By the time my fist grabbed at the place her throat had been, she had already dodged, grabbed my arm, and pinned it back to the chair.

She wasn’t alone. Another priestess of the Hand of Death was behind her, watching with an amused grin that she couldn’t hide behind her fingers.

Yeah, laugh it up.

“He’s ridiculously handsome,” the priestess said, giving Isobel a thumbs up. “Nicely done.”

The corner of Isobel’s mouth twitched. “Can I have a minute, Elora?”

“You can have fifteen. Or maybe twenty. However much you need.” Was she waggling her eyebrows? Jesus. Women.

The priestess slipped past Isobel. I twisted, trying to see where she was going. I couldn’t turn far. For all I knew, there were a dozen priestesses back there giggling at me really quietly.

“What the fuck, Izzy?” I asked once I was reasonably certain that we were alone.

One thick eyebrow arched, lips twisting. “Nobody calls me Izzy.”

I didn’t even know why it had slipped out like that. I sure as heck wasn’t feeling in a “pet names” mood with her. Probably the concussion talking.

Tried to jerk my wrist free. She had already knotted the rope. Damn, she was fast.

“You hang out in Helltown?” I asked as she backed away from me.

“Sometimes,” Isobel said. “It’s a place to settle when I’m not on the road. I have friends here.”

Friends? More like coworkers. She was wearing the robes of the priestesses of the Hand of Death, all black velvet and glittering iron jewelry. I would have been lying if I said that the way the corset lifted her breasts wasn’t totally awesome. But even if I’m a sucker for beautiful women—and I am—I’ve got my limits.

“Let me go,” I said.

“All I want to do is help. Don’t be afraid.”

A scoff. “I’m not afraid.” Not that afraid, anyway. But you try being held hostage by someone in Helltown without losing your cool. I’d heard stories of agents going into Helltown and never coming out again—some of them rumors, some of them definitely not. I didn’t want to be another cold case. I might have been sweating a little.

Like I said, there’s nowhere hotter than Helltown.

Finally prying my eyes free of Isobel in all her robes and demon jewelry, I took a long look at the room where I was now momentarily trapped. I was fairly certain that it was underneath the gas station temple. It looked like a basement. There were floorboard joists over my head. The walls were bare concrete stained with moisture. No windows. Just torches. Fucking torches, like we were in the Temple of Doom.

Isobel had three big baskets behind her. She grabbed one of them and hauled it closer to me.

“Let me out of here,” I said.

“Not until you believe me. I’ll untie you once you’ve seen the truth, and you can decide what to do after that.”

She was still on about that? “If you’re stashing kids in the temple, then what comes after that might be a call to the cops.”

Isobel frowned as she dropped the basket at my feet. “Kids? You mean Ann?”

“Is that the name of your little diversion upstairs? How did she end up here? Kidnapping?”

“She’s vedae som matis bougaknati.” Whatever the fuck that meant. “Don’t go near Ann,” Isobel said firmly. “You have to listen to me, Cèsar. I can help you. I want to help you.”

I strained against my bindings. “Yeah, I can tell. That’s why you lied to me about being able to talk to Erin and tied me to a chair.”

Her eyes lit with fire. “Fine. You think I’m a fraud? Let me show you how much of a fraud I am.”

She kicked over the basket. The lid flew off and hit my shins. Bones spilled out—dry human bones. I would have recoiled if I hadn’t been attached to the chair.

There were no drums this time, no fake accent, no chanting.

Isobel extended her hands over the bones in front of her, palms facing the ground. She closed her eyes.

“Come to me,” she whispered.

The magic slapped me upside the head like a folding chair. My eyes burned and sinuses tingled and I sneezed three times in quick succession. The room blurred. All that magic that I had felt in at Shady Groves Cemetery was back, strong enough to choke me.

Once I could see again, all of the oxygen vanished from my lungs.

There was an apparition in front of me. The full figure of a naked, hairless human man, who looked baffled to be in the basement. His dark skin looked inhumanly gray. And—Jesus—I could see the basket through his shins.

He was a ghost.

His mouth moved, but Isobel spoke for him, still whispering, still in her true voice. “Where am I? What’s going on?” Her eyes were empty, like the ghostly figure had taken control of her.

“Holy hell,” I said.

Isobel stepped around the apparition to touch my shoulder. The ghost’s empty stare followed her movements.

“Do you believe me now, Cèsar?” she asked softly.

Oh yeah. I believed her.

















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




ISOBEL HAD PARKED HER RV behind the Temple of the Hand of Death. She dragged me to it, delicate fingers encircling my wrist, eyes on the surrounding road and the creatures milling between buildings.

I must have been unconscious longer than I’d thought—it was starting to get dark by the time we left. Dangerous time to be on the streets of Helltown, even for a woman dressed like a priestess. During the day, only the corporeal, daywalking demons could go outside, making it relatively safe for visiting OPA agents. Once night fell, shit got real.

The OPA specifically forbade agents from entering Helltown in the afternoon to make sure that they wouldn’t be there at nightfall.

I didn’t trust a lot about the OPA right now, but I trusted their sense of self-preservation.

Isobel shoved the door to her RV open and pushed me inside. I held my breath when I stepped onto the upper step, prepared for her magic to overwhelm me. All witches have a habit of marking our territory with wards and curses, which can be enough to fuck up my nose if the witch is powerful. And Isobel was definitely powerful.

Yet I didn’t sneeze. I didn’t feel even the slightest tingle.

The RV looked even more retro on the inside. She had shag carpet, a beanbag chair. Her furniture was upholstered in plasticky white material. All she was missing was a lava lamp. But even though her kitchen counters were covered in jars of herbs and bags of—oh Lord, was that blood? I didn’t see an altar.

“Don’t you cast magic in here?” I asked as she climbed in behind me, slamming the door.

“Not exactly,” Isobel said. She dropped the velvet skirts. They puddled around her ankles, and she kicked them away. She was wearing cutoff denim shorts underneath, which clashed with the remaining corset in a sexy kind of way.

“What’s ‘not exactly’ supposed to mean?”

She tossed her veils to the floor and climbed into the driver’s seat. “It means that I’ve never had a dead person in my RV, so I’ve never had to cast a spell in here.”

The engine groaned to life and my eyebrows climbed toward my hairline. Vehicles weren’t meant to work within Helltown, not with all the infernal energy. Mechanics got all gummed up. “Then how’d you get the RV working?”

“I have talented witchy friends,” Isobel said, turning on the headlights. I stood behind her, hands braced on the back of her chair, as she wrenched the wheel to the right and got onto the bumpy road. “They know things.”

If she knew the kind of witches powerful enough to shield her RV against infernal energy, then I wanted to know those witches, too. Heck, the entire OPA would want to know those witches. If we could bring our SUVs and BearCat assault vehicles into the neighborhood, it would change the game in a big way.

Later. After I wasn’t a fugitive anymore.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said.

Isobel shot a smile over her shoulder at me. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

The shadows were growing long, stretching in spindly fingers over the pavement. The darkness didn’t have that blue cast to it that sunset often gets. It was black. Blacker than black. The shadows weren’t just shadows, and they were creeping toward the RV.

The engine grumbled, floor bucking under my feet as Isobel drove toward the nearest exit.

A group of men appeared in the street. They were all narrow-shouldered and wearing studded leather jackets. They didn’t walk. They sauntered, slouched, almost slithered, until they stood in the middle of the road in front of us.

Just a glance at the three of them filled my head with dirty mental images of lips and tongue and fingers. I wasn’t gay or anything; everyone with a pulse would get desperately horny around these guys, and I wasn’t any exception. Most humans were useless against a demon’s thrall.

They were incubi. The whole reason I avoided the north side of Helltown.

Monique must have told them that she’d run into me.

“Run them over,” I said.

“What?”

“You heard me!”

Isobel slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop on the gravel. Her bumper stopped inches from their legs. The trio of incubi didn’t even twitch.

“Are you crazy, Izzy? Don’t fucking stop!”

She twisted the wheel, tried to move forward. One of the incubi stepped in front of the RV. Pressed his pale hand against the windshield.

His thrall rolled through me.

Incubi are demons that look like humans in all the ways that count. They’ve got faces like ours. Two arms, two legs, all the normal parts. But they don’t come from Earth. They come from somewhere much hotter and darker. And they don’t survive by eating food like normal people do.

They feed on sex. And they can make anyone desire them using their powers of thrall.

That probably sounds like a useless power, as far as demon talents go, but have you ever tried killing someone that you desperately want to fuck? Let me tell you—it’s a hell of a defense.

And these guys didn’t just want sex.

They wanted me dead.

Even knowing that they were out to kill us, dirty thoughts flashed through my mind. It built quickly as the incubus shoved all his demon energies at us. Naked bodies, big, long dicks, dripping pussies.

It wasn’t the first time I’d faced an incubus. I knew how to break free.

We needed distance.

“Isobel, go!” I said.

But her eyes were glazed over, breath quickening. Her hands dropped from the steering wheel into her lap.

One of the other incubi was approaching our door.

I wanted to rip off my clothes and let him enter. Who cared if he wanted to kill us? It would be sweet, orgasmic death. I wanted to let him have me. I wanted to let him have Isobel. I wanted…

Distance.

He opened the door. I slammed it shut and locked it. Through the window, I got a great look at his jacket. I wasn’t surprised to notice that it was being held shut by silver needles. That was a mark of the local incubus mafia—the gang that ruled Los Angeles and, not coincidentally, loathed my guts.

“You can’t fucking have us,” I said. It was hard to speak. I wasn’t actually sure that the words made it out of my mouth. The thrall was turning me stupid.

Lord, I wanted him. He wasn’t even attractive. Way too square. Way too male. But his black eyes smoldered and it took all my strength to turn away. If I kept staring, I was going to open the door for him—and I didn’t want him and his silver needles to be able to reach me.

Isobel still wasn’t moving. She was rubbing between her thighs, groaning softly.

At another time, that would have been a fun distraction. But not now. “Sorry, baby,” I muttered, shoving her out of the chair. She didn’t even fight me as she spilled to the floor.

The other incubi were approaching the windshield now. In about five seconds, I was going to be surrounded by so many demons that I’d be helpless to the desire, just like Isobel.

So I didn’t give them five seconds.

I slammed my foot on the gas.

The RV didn’t have much juice behind it, especially in Helltown, but it lurched forward. I knocked into two of the incubi, who hadn’t backed up fast enough. One of them fell under my wheels. The bump was way too satisfying.

The guy at the door ran along our side, slamming his hands into the door. I couldn’t hear what he was shouting over the engine noises.

Every fiber of my being wanted to stop the RV—every fiber except that narrow sliver of self-preservation that was screaming. Stopping would mean death. So I kept my foot flat on the pedal.

The last incubus fell away. He couldn’t keep up.

I swung the wheel around, turning a tight corner. The iron arch leading back to civilization appeared at the end of the street.

We passed through the barrier. My heart contracted and my sinuses itched.

The instant that we were out of Helltown’s wards, Domingo’s cell phone rang.

I didn’t answer it. I drove faster.

The more distance I put between Helltown and me, the faster the thrall faded. It took three blocks before I could think of anything but turning back and letting our attackers have their way with me.

I dared a look over my shoulder at Isobel as I careened down the streets. “Izzy? You okay?”

She was pulling her shorts up and buttoning them, cheeks flushed bright red. “I’m fine. I think.” She sat in the passenger’s seat, twisted around to watch Helltown disappear through the back window.

“Are we being followed?”

“I don’t see anyone,” she said. She let her head drop into her hands. “I’m so sorry about that, Cèsar. That was my fault. I never should have gone back to vedae som matis duvak—they were probably watching for my RV.”

“Wait, what? Why would the incubi be after you? I thought they were after me.”

She frowned. “Huh?”

Interesting. It seemed we had a mutual enemy. “Not a friend of the Silver Needles?”

Isobel stuffed her breasts back into her corset.

“No,” she said flatly.

Domingo’s phone rang again, interrupting us. This time, I answered it. “Domingo here.”

It was Suzy. “You still in LA, Cèsar?”

I had never been happier to hear her voice before. I didn’t bother asking how she knew that I had my brother’s cell phone. Suzy knew everything. “I thought you were done with me.”

“I’ve come to terms with the fact that you’re not leaving town until you’ve got your answers. So you want to talk to Erin Karwell or not?”

“You found her.”

“I’m breaking about fifty laws that most Americans don’t even know exist to tell you this. I could lose my job. I could be imprisoned. I could be killed. I hope you’re grateful.”

“Oh, I’m grateful. I could just about kiss you,” I said.

Isobel gave me a side eye. I ignored her and kept driving.

“Don’t go all sappy on me.” But Suzy’s voice had softened. “Her body wasn’t taken to the usual morgue. She was sent to Bittman Labs, out in Torrance.”

Torrance? That wasn’t anywhere near the scene of the crime. But I knew where it was, so I got into the turn lane. “I owe you, Suze.”

“Hell yeah, you do.” A pause, and then, “Do you still have the necrocog?”

“She’s with me right now.”

Isobel gave me another look, this one more warning. The same kind of look Aunt Raina used to give me before beating sense into my ass with a chancla.

“I guess that’s good,” Suzy said. “I’m going to meet you at Bittman Labs. I’m on my way now.”

“Don’t. You’ve gotten yourself in enough danger.”

“Did it sound like I was asking for your opinion? I’ll meet you around back in, what, half an hour? Maybe forty-five. Don’t go in without me.”

Suzy hung up the phone.

“Who was that?” Isobel asked, a hard edge to her voice.

“Suzume Takeuchi. Suzy. The woman we visited.”

“Your coworker at the Office of Preternatural Affairs? The place that’s sending guys out to execute us?”

“That has nothing to do with Suzy.”

“Are you so sure about that?” When I stopped at the intersection, Isobel grabbed my arm, forcing me to look at her. “If someone in the OPA is out to get you, how do you know that you can trust anyone that works there?”

Eduardo and Joey were friends of Suzy’s. But I shook off the thought as soon as it crept over me. A lot of crazy shit had happened the last few days, but if I could trust anything, it was my taste in friends. “You don’t know Suzy,” I said. Isobel made a noncommittal sound in the back of her throat. That sound was enough to take me from offended to pissed in two seconds flat. “How do I know I can trust you? You’re the one fucking around with demons in Helltown.”

“I’m the one the incubi in Helltown want dead,” she said dryly.

I winced. “Good point. The enemy of my enemy, or…whatever.”

“She’s been in Helltown,” Isobel said.

“What? Who?”

“Your Suzy. I asked around. Does she usually wear business suits and throw money at all her contacts? She was in Helltown this morning. Yesterday, too.”

That was news to me. But it didn’t mean anything. Suzy had multiple cases, just like I usually did. She could have been chasing down anyone. “We can trust Suzy.”

A smile flickered over Isobel’s lips. “I hope so, because you’re staking both of our lives on it.”

The light turned green. We got on the freeway and headed for Torrance.

















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




THERE WAS ONLY ONE car in the parking lot when we got to Bittman Labs, and it wasn’t Suzy’s. Isobel passed the building at a crawl, leaning forward to squint out the windshield. “Is that hers?” she asked.

“No, Suzy said she’d be around back.”

Isobel hesitated, knuckles white on the steering wheel. “Last chance to escape with our lives.”

“I won’t have a life if we leave,” I said.

She parked the RV behind the morgue.

Suzy was already waiting for us on foot. No car in sight. She gave me a look through the windshield that could have curdled milk—or maybe that look was for the giant teal beast that came groaning around the corner.

I jumped out.

“Hey, Scooby,” Suzy said by way of greeting. “Nice Mystery Machine. Why is your bumper bloody?”

It was Isobel who responded from behind me. “It’s incubus blood. Don’t worry about it.” She clambered out of the RV, pulling a t-shirt over the corset that had more holes than cloth in it. The Cabo Wabo logo was stretched over her ample breasts.

Suzy’s expression changed completely as she looked Isobel up and down, hand resting almost casually on her hip where she usually wore a holster. No gun tonight. Probably for the best. The two of them together were a real Odd Couple, all right—Suzy buttoned up tight in a suit and tie, Isobel fast and loose.

“Agent Takeuchi,” Suzy said, extending her hand. “We haven’t officially met yet.” It was hard to tell what she was thinking, but the vein that had appeared in her forehead made me think it wasn’t real good.

After a beat, Isobel shook her hand. “I’m Isobel Stonecrow.” Was that a moment of hesitation before she said her name? Man, I wanted to run her face through our databases. See what other pseudonyms she might have.

“Why is there incubus blood on your RV?”

Suzy didn’t know about my history with the Silver Needles, and I didn’t want to have to explain why incubi might be attacking me. When Isobel opened her mouth to reply, I interrupted her. “We can talk later. We’re in kind of a rush with Erin now, aren’t we?” I asked.

“I guess so,” Suzy said. “Where are your supplies for the spell, Stonecrow?”

Isobel glanced at me.

I answered for her. “She doesn’t need them.”

“But the ritual sites we’ve found…”

“Fake,” I said.

“Interesting.” I’d seen Suzy in a lot of weird moods before, but not this one. She was usually brash. Aggressive. But this chilly thing, this was new. She jerked a thumb toward the back door. “I called ahead. Rob left it unlocked. Just gotta go in.”

She turned and headed inside.

Isobel hung back, hesitating to follow.

“Problem?” I asked.

“This is going to sound like the obvious statement of the day, but there are a lot of dead bodies in there.”

And she could probably hear every last one of them. I wouldn’t be eager to go inside either. “Could you call up Erin from out here?”

“I need to be closer than that.”

But she didn’t look like she was in a hurry to make that happen.

Suzy opened the back door, propping it against her foot so that it stayed open. “Coming?”

“I’m coming,” Isobel said, but she still didn’t move.

“I don’t like morgues,” I said. “You got my back on this?” I reached out for her, offering a hand. She stared at me for a long time before taking it.

“Sure,” she said, leaning against my side. We fit together pretty well. “I’ve got your back.”

I’d like to say that was just a smooth line to get her inside, but not so much. Never been a fan of morgues. Bodies give me the heebie jeebies.

Suzy held the door until we passed through. Then she closed it, punched a few numbers in the keypad by the handle, reactivated the alarm sensors by pressing a red button.

We were in a sterile hallway. The night crew wasn’t in this part of the building, so only the emergency signs over the doors gave us any light.

Suzy clicked on a penlight and traced it along the wall. “Rob said he’d leave me alone to check the bodies, but I didn’t tell him that I’d have company. Be quiet.”

“What excuse did you give him for wanting a little one-on-one time with cadavers?” I asked in a whisper.

“I didn’t give him an excuse. I gave him money.” Suzy led us down an adjacent hall. Isobel had pulled back from me, hugging her arms around herself, walking slowly. She was shivering in her shorts and tee.

Shucking my jacket, I dropped it over her shoulders. I had long sleeves underneath. It didn’t make a difference to me. But she looked startled and kind of pleased. “Thanks,” she said, pulling the lapels closed over her chest.

“I looked up Peter’s case file,” Suzy said, walking backward so that she could address me directly. She talked like Isobel wasn’t with us. “Our last necrocog.”

“I remember Peter.”

“They scanned his personal notes and put them in the database. Good reading. Did you know the dead can’t lie?”

“Of course they can’t,” Isobel said, picking up her pace to walk alongside me. “Souls move on after the bodies are gone. All that they leave is residue. An imprint. Memories don’t have the motivation to lie. The testimony of the dead is inviolable.”

Suzy nodded. “If the victim’s body is still here, and if Stonecrow can talk to her, you’ll have your answer.” She stopped in front of the door to the refrigerator and gave me a hard look. “You sure you want that? It’s not too late for you to hop a bus to Mexico.”

I answered by pushing the door open.

It was even colder inside. One wall was nothing but silver drawers. There was a steel table in the middle, some jars and cabinets to the wall on the right. Chills rolled down my spine at the sight of them.

Suzy grabbed a clipboard off the wall. “Karwell, Karwell…” she muttered, tracing her flashlight down the page.

While she searched for Erin’s name, Isobel moved to stand in front of the drawers. She’d been reluctant to enter the building, but she didn’t look reluctant now. She looked…drunk. Intoxicated. Her eyes were lidded and she was breathing heavy.

“Isobel?”

She didn’t respond to me. She lifted her hands in front of her like she was trying to push curtains apart.

That glazed look was starting to freak me out. Way creepier than tribal drums and raccoon bones and shit.

Suzy hung the clipboard up on the wall again and faced me. Her features were pinched. Bad sign. “Erin Karwell is here.”

“Where?”

She didn’t move toward the drawers. She went to the cabinets on the opposite wall, grabbed keys hanging from a hook, and unlocked them. There were several white boxes inside, each a bit smaller than a banker’s box. Isobel recoiled at the sight of them.

Suzy grabbed one. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t take a few steps back when she carried it over and set it on the steel table.

She lifted the top. There was a bag of gray dust inside.

Cremains.

“Erin Karwell,” she said.

















CHAPTER NINETEEN




I’D FLIRTED WITH ERIN for months, so you’d think that I would know more about her. Or at least be able to put together a memory of her face and hold it clear in my mind, as crisp as the grayscale photograph in my pocket. Like, what color were her eyes? Were her ears pierced? Did she wear jewelry?

I couldn’t remember any of that without checking the picture Domingo had printed up. I couldn’t remember Erin’s smile or laugh or even her black eye all that well. Months of heavy tipping and one trip sneaking into the kitchen to find her name, and I couldn’t even tell you how long her hair had been when she wasn’t wearing a ponytail.

But I remembered what her body looked like in my bathtub. I remembered her cracked fingernail and the hole between her breasts. I remembered the bruised shape of a hand imprinted on her unbreathing throat.

Now even that was gone.

Erin Karwell had been cremated. Body vaporized.

“Shit,” I said. “I’m fucked.” Probably an understatement.

Suzy seemed to deflate. It didn’t look like disappointment, but relief. “Guess that’s it,” she said, moving to put the lid back onto the box.

Isobel stopped her by reaching in to grab the plastic bag. “I can try. I’ve never done ash before, but I’ve worked with some rotted bodies. It can’t be that different.”

“A lot of cremains are just bone and whatever the victim was burned inside,” Suzy said, her voice hard-edged as she tried to pull the box out of Isobel’s reach. “There’s probably barely any of the body left.”

Isobel dragged the bag toward her anyway. “We can at least attempt it.”

They were playing tug of war with the box. I settled it by grabbing Erin’s cremains and placing them in front of Isobel. She pulled the rubber band off, folded down the edges of the bag.

“Cèsar,” Suzy said warningly.

“The worst thing that can happen is nothing,” I said. “Stop worrying so much.”

“It can be so much worse than that,” she whispered. I ignored her.

Isobel had her hands stretched out over the cremains and her eyes had gone blank. She stared at the wall without seeming to see it. “Erin Karwell? Erin…come on…” Her cheeks flushed. The muscles in her hands strained.

I felt her voice all the way down in my stomach.

Erin Karwell…

Magic built around us, pressing tight inside my chest as silvery mist lifted from the cremains. I smothered my nose and mouth with a hand, fighting not to sneeze at the force of magic.

Erin didn’t appear as quickly as the man in the temple had. I glimpsed ghostly legs, but they faded to nothing within moments. Then I glimpsed a sliver of face. Eyes without irises. A bald scalp.

The body formed slowly, painstakingly, blurred around the edges.

There she was. Erin.

Suzy stepped back, reflexively reaching for the pistol she wasn’t carrying again.

Erin looked down at herself, running ghostly hands over her breasts. They looked smaller than I thought I remembered. Maybe she’d had implants and plastic surgery hadn’t translated to her ghost. The hair wasn’t there either, just like it hadn’t been on the man Isobel had raised. She looked bald.

The ghost flickered. Her legs had never fully formed. When I stepped to the left, I could see that she didn’t have a back either, more like a flat picture than an entire body.

Guess cremains were enough to summon her soul, but only barely.

Her mouth moved. Isobel spoke for her.

“What’s going on?” she asked softly.

It was quiet in the morgue. Dead quiet. No pun intended. Isobel was whispering, but I didn’t have to strain my ears to hear her at all.

“Erin?” I said.

Isobel grimaced, pressed a hand to her forehead. The ghost vanished for a full second before reappearing. “Where am I?” Erin asked through Isobel. “What happened?”

“My name is Agent Takeuchi. I’m with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.” Suzy sounded hoarse, kind of freaked out, but I still almost laughed at her introducing herself as a member of the FBI. Like a dead woman was really going to ruin our cover. “I need to ask you a few questions. Can you hear me?”

Erin nodded. Her gaze drifted over the room, but just like Isobel, she didn’t seem to see any of it.

“What’s the last thing you remember, Miss Karwell?” Suzy asked.

Isobel spoke. “I went to work. I was running late.” She flinched, mouth twisting and brow furrowing. “I went to work. I was running late. I’ve been running late a lot, so Thandy chewed me out.” She groaned and bent over at the waist as if someone had struck her. At the same time, Erin faded out of view then faded back. “I went to work,” Isobel whimpered. “I was running late.”

Damn. Erin was barely there. I wanted to grab Isobel, shake her free of the connection, but stood frozen at the end of the table. I needed to hear this. I needed to get past Thandy to what happened after that.

The door opened. An out-of-breath morgue tech rushed in, and stopped short at the sight of the ghost. “Praise Allah,” he breathed.

“Rob,” Suzy said, stepping toward him, trying to block his view. It was too late. He’d already seen her. “Get out of here. I told you to leave us alone. I fucking paid you.”

His mouth worked soundlessly. “It’s—the—what is that?”

“Rob. What are you doing here?”

“The cops,” he said. Erin was reflected in his wide eyes. “The cops are here. I know the alarms are disabled, and I didn’t call them, so someone must have…tipped them off…” He tried to move toward Erin’s blurry ghost. “Is that a ghost?”

Suzy swore in a language that wasn’t English. “I’ll take care of this,” she told me, seizing Rob’s arm, dragging him into the hallway. She left the door open. I could watch their shadows slide over the wall as she hauled ass toward the reception desk. Voices I didn’t recognize echoed back toward me.

We were out of time.

“Keep Erin here,” I urged Isobel. “Just a few more seconds.”

The sound of my voice finally drew Erin’s attention to me. Her ghost solidified and brightened. Her blank eyes penetrated me.

“Cèsar?” she asked through Isobel’s mouth.

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, baby. It’s me. I’m here. You gotta tell me who killed you. I need to know what happened.”

Her glowing, delicate hands flew to her throat. Erin’s white eyes widened and her mouth opened.

Isobel began to scream.

Shit.

I grabbed her wrists, shoved her away from Erin’s ashes. Didn’t help. Isobel was trapped. All tangled up in Erin’s spirit.

And there was no fucking way that the cops wouldn’t hear it.

Footsteps beat in the hallway. I heard Suzy shout.

I shook Isobel hard. “Let go! We have to run!”

“You killed me!” she shrieked, beating at my chest, trying to wrench free. “You killed me!”

What she was saying sunk in. The room spun around me. Erin’s horrified mirage clutched at her heart where the bullet wound had been, screaming through Isobel’s lips as she stared at me, fraying around the edges. The ghost vanished with terror in her eyes, and Isobel kept screaming.

Terror pounded through me. The cops were still fighting with Suzy in the hall and getting closer. We needed to be gone. Now.

I lifted Isobel off of her feet, slammed her back into the wall.

“Izzy!”

Her scream cut off, mouth still open, eyes blank.

Slowly, she focused on me.

“Nobody calls me Izzy,” she whispered. She reached up to touch my face. Her fingers brushed along my jaw, up my cheekbones, to my brow, like she was identifying my features with her hands. “Oh my God, Cèsar. Oh my God.”

She didn’t have to tell me what she had learned from her connection to Erin. I already knew what she was going to say.

I had killed Erin Karwell.

















CHAPTER TWENTY




SOMEHOW, WE ESCAPED. DON’T even fucking ask how, because I don’t know.

Everything went from screaming to running in about two seconds flat. There had been gunshots. Suzy had been yelling, flashing her badge. Men had shoved guns in my face and grabbed my sleeves. I had punched someone. Maybe a couple someones.

Then Isobel and I had been running. We’d gotten into her RV. And then we were driving.

After that, all I knew was that we ended up outside Los Angeles. It was night outside the windows. Desert stretched to the hills. We weren’t on a road anymore. We were far from the LAPD, far from the OPA, far from Suzy at the morgue.

But there was no running from what I had learned.

I sat on Isobel’s creaky futon and stared at my hands. They looked bigger than usual. I wondered if the shape of them matched the dark imprints on Erin’s throat before her body had been reduced to nothing but ash. I hadn’t checked. I’d been too busy freaking out. I hadn’t believed it could have been me anyway.

I still couldn’t believe it.

“Erin.” Her name was a prayer on my lips. An apology.

I wasn’t that guy. I wasn’t someone who got drunk enough to black out. I wasn’t capable of getting drunk enough to shoot a woman.

And yet, somehow, I was.

Like Suzy had said, the dead couldn’t lie.

You killed me, she’d said. You killed me. God, those screams. They’d carved my heart right out of my chest and left me hollow on the inside.

Isobel stood a few feet in front of me. Just out of arm’s reach. She was staring at me as if seeing my face for the first time. She wasn’t driving, so that meant that the RV had stopped at some point. I wasn’t sure when.

“Did you lie to me?” she asked.

I didn’t understand the question. “What?”

“You told me that you didn’t kill Erin. Were you lying to me?”

She had heard what Erin had said, hadn’t she? She knew what I had done. I could see it in her face. “I didn’t know,” I said slowly. “I didn’t think that I would have ever done…that. I wasn’t lying to you. I believed that to be true.”

“I don’t think I want you in my RV.”

I couldn’t blame her for that. I stood.

She pushed me back onto the futon.

“I didn’t tell you to leave,” she said. I stared up at her blearily, trying to understand. “We’re miles out of town. There’s nowhere for you to go anyway. So don’t even think about bailing on me.”

That was a lot of sympathy for a murderer.

I leaned back against the wall, stared up at the ceiling. “I should have turned myself in to the OPA.”

She sat next to me. The mattress sagged under our combined weight. She touched my leg and I pulled away.

Erin wasn’t going to smile again, never serve drinks again, and I’d ended that. It was me.

“I should really go,” I said. I could barely hear my own voice over the roar of shock in my ears. High blood pressure, probably. My adrenaline was still insane. I felt cold all over.

“Go where?”

“Just…go.” To the desert. Find that ditch where we’d abandoned Joey and Eduardo. Climb in, pull the dirt over me, never climb out again. It would still be better than I deserved.

Isobel slid her arm around my back. “You’re not going anywhere like this, Cèsar.”

How could she touch me, knowing what we knew now?

“I killed her,” I said.

A shadow flashed through Isobel’s eyes. She brushed the hair off of my forehead. “She didn’t come back right. The cremains were harder to work with than I thought. She didn’t really know what she was saying.” She looked thoughtful. “I really thought that it should have worked with her remnants like that. I’m not sure why it didn’t. If it wasn’t so dangerous to go back to Helltown, I’d ask Ann what she thinks, but…”

But the incubi there were watching for us now.

Maybe I should have let the Silver Needles have me.

“I’m not a real witch,” Isobel said. She was changing the subject to something easier to stomach than murder. Fine.

Dully, I said, “I just watched you raise Erin.”

“Yeah, but that’s all I can do. I told you that I didn’t enchant my RV’s engine—that was something my friend did for me as a favor because I can’t. I’ve never cast a spell in here because I don’t have whatever it takes. I can’t do wards. I can’t even light a candle.”

“The blister powder,” I said.

“Another present from my friend.”

“The cure?”

“Those are just herbs that counter the effects. It’s not magic.” Isobel shrugged. “I am a fraud—just not the way you thought. I have to fake my rituals because I can’t cast spells for anything.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“I’m coming clean with you,” she said gently. “As clean as I get with anyone. I want you to know…I trust you. No matter what happened with Erin, I trust that you’re a good guy.”

“Don’t,” I said.

Isobel touched my wrist. “I’ve met a lot of bad people before, Cèsar. I’ve known career criminals. Not people who hurt by accident, but people who hurt by design, and those who enjoy it. You’re not one of those people.”

But I was. I had killed Erin.

Lord, the fear in her eyes when she looked at me…

“You’re right. You killed Erin Karwell. But that doesn’t make you a bad man,” Isobel said. “I know you’re not with the Needles. And come on, you were more worried about the safety of a teenager hiding out at the Temple of the Hand of Death than you were about being held captive. That’s not something bad men worry about. I’ve seen the goodness in you.”

“That another one of your witch powers?”

She smiled faintly. “I don’t need magic to know goodness when I see it, Cèsar.”

“You shouldn’t even be sitting next to me.”

She rubbed her thumb over my knuckles. “You won’t hurt me.”

I wanted to believe that was true. I wanted it to be true so badly that it hurt deep down on the inside. “I always thought that…” It was too hard to get the words out. It felt like I was choking on Erin’s name, like she had become permanently lodged in my chest. “You know why those incubi wanted me dead?” Dumb question. Of course she didn’t. But she was polite enough to shake her head. “It was because I saved my sister, Ofelia. That’s what made me an OPA agent, too. Saving Ofelia.” Like that could change what I’d done to Erin.

“What happened to her?” Isobel asked.

It was a question I’d gotten a few times before, from a few different people. I’d never answered it before. It wasn’t anyone’s business.

But fate, destiny, whatever, had entrusted Isobel with the testimony of the dead. She had followed me into a morgue to try to clear my name. She hadn’t run when she’d learned the truth.

If I could trust anyone, it was Isobel.

So I told her.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




SOUNDS CLICHÉ TO SAY it, but it was a dark and stormy night. The kind of night where the wind blows the trees sideways and tosses the ocean against the beach like it’s got a vendetta against the sand. It was Hurricane Raquel, a should-have-been-impossible tempest ravaging California.

All the sane people were hiding indoors. But my sister had still been out there somewhere. Nobody had seen her for days. Her last text message had been to Domingo, asking him to pick her up at the CVS a few blocks from her house, but she hadn’t been there when he’d arrived.

It wasn’t all that weird. Ofelia was a hurricane all her own. She had a habit of flaking out and disappearing with friends for days only to return later in a whole new outfit with her head shaved, a new tattoo, and dark rings under her eyes. That was normal for Ofelia.

But this wasn’t normal. She’d been running with new friends. Instead of coming back from outings with tattoos, she was coming back with caked-on makeup that almost entirely concealed bruises. And now the hurricane had moved in and she hadn’t talked to anyone, not even Pops.

So I’d tracked her. Hacked into her Find My Phone account and zeroed in on the GPS. I wasn’t working for the OPA then—I was a private dick, paying my rent by catching vanishing parolees and taking photos of cheating spouses. I didn’t have access to any of the databases that I would later on. Searching for her phone was as fancy as I could get.

It was good enough. In a few minutes, I had an answer.

Ofelia’s phone had been dropped outside the gates to Helltown.

At the time, I didn’t know what it was. The neighborhood just looked like a piece of shit to me. One big gray blight on the face of Los Angeles. It didn’t occur to me that the cars and houses were just illusions.

I looked around for her phone and couldn’t find it on the street.

When I turned around, I saw people appear out of that empty road. They shimmered when they crossed the invisible barrier. It was a group of three slender men with long black hair, all wearing leather, all pale-skinned and perfect. And they’d come out of fucking nowhere.

I ducked into an alley, heart jackhammering, and watched.

The men melted halfway into the shadows while they talked. They didn’t look human because they weren’t. Abuelita had taught me to cast magic, but this? This was new. It was the first I’d seen of this world, a place filled with demons and haunts and things that bumped in the night.

One of them was holding something.

Ofelia’s phone.

I thought about attacking them right there. Oh man, did I want to attack. They had seen my sister. They knew where to find her. But I understood instinctively that they weren’t human and that throwing a few punches wouldn’t do shit to stop them.

Before I figured out what to do, they climbed into an Audi parked on the corner and drove off.

I wouldn’t figure out what I had seen for days, not until I was working for the OPA and Fritz Friederling debriefed me. But I can tell you now that they were incubi. They’d been coming out of Helltown.

At the time, all I knew was this: They had Ofelia’s phone.

So I got in my car and followed them.

They went to a beach house in this insane hurricane. It was built up on stilts. All the sand had been washed out from under it, but the house stood strong in the storm.

One of the incubi got out of the car. Went into the house. Then the car left.

I had to climb up and break a window to follow him inside. Looked like a normal vacation home. Any kind of place you would have found on a B&B website, pretty much. Generic furniture, generic wallpaper. Non-smoking signs.

But there was a glass bowl in the kitchen. That bowl was filled with needles as long as my fingers and sharper than knives.

I hadn’t known it at the time, but that was the calling card of the Silver Needles—the incubus mafia.

The man I’d followed was in the bathroom washing up. He was shirtless, covered in tattoos from his waist to his neck. There was an eagle inked on his spine. Its wings wrapped around his throat, touched his chin. Ofelia’s phone was on the sink next to him.

I slipped past him. Headed up into the attic. Not sure how I knew I’d find her there, but I did.

Ofelia was hogtied in the corner. There was a ball gag in her mouth. There was so much blood on her face and neck that I barely even recognized her.

She tried to speak around the gag and couldn’t. I peeled it out of her mouth. “Ofelia?”

My baby sister said, “Cèsar,” and then she began to sob.

When I untied her, I realized she was fully dressed. No torn clothes. Same outfit she’d disappeared in. All the wounds were on her face and neck and hands. They hadn’t touched her anywhere else. But her cheeks, her lips, her eyelids—they were riddled with tiny punctures.

The demons had used that bowl of needles on her.

She told me what had happened as I untied her. Turned out that the Silver Needles, despite being sex demons, didn’t rape their victims. They were the sickest kind of sadists—the kind that got off on psychological pain as much as the physical kind. They enjoyed the process of forcing people to give themselves up, so they didn’t use thrall to coerce their captives. They liked the victims to beg for sex.

The Needles gave their captives two choices: get tortured, or consent to being fucked to death. “Willing” demon food.

Ofelia had picked torture.

So they’d tortured her. Lord, had they tortured her. But Ofelia had held out.

She’d been at the mercy of the Needles for a week. An entire fucking week. They’d ripped her so full of holes that she was faint from blood loss, and she hadn’t given in.

I thought about the incubus washing up in the bathroom, the bowl of needles in the kitchen.

I thought about killing him.

But Ofelia was too weak to walk. I tossed her over my shoulder and climbed out of the attic like that.

I took her straight to the hospital. I stuck by her side the whole time that the nurses were bandaging her wounded body, and when the cops showed up to question her. She refused to file a police report. She told me that it’d just get the cops killed if they went after her attacker—he wasn’t human; they couldn’t hurt him.

So once she fell asleep, I went back to get the fucker that had taken her myself.

He was still at the beach house. I found him talking on Ofelia’s cell phone under the pier. He looked agitated. Fearful. He was telling someone on the other end that he’d lost her and that the Needles were going to kill him for it. His eagle tattoo jutted over his collar, so I could tell that it was the same guy, and the sight of him made my vision go red.

I interrupted his call by smashing his head into the rocks.

Saying what I did to him wouldn’t make me sound good. I’m not a violent guy, you know. When I arrested witches on the OPA’s most wanted list, I’d rather sneak up on them than risk a direct confrontation. But this guy, I just about knocked his fucking head off.

He never saw me coming.

That was how I discovered that incubi have a weakness—a big one. When they bleed, they bleed hard. His skull cracked when I dropped him. He poured blood all over the sand. And I realized that I might have gotten what I’d been fantasizing about, but didn’t really want—I might have actually killed the guy.

I used Ofelia’s phone to call for an ambulance. Fucking stupid, right? An ambulance for the demon from Hell.

I didn’t get EMTs. I got black SUVs.

The guy who came out on the beach to greet me had blond hair and a nice suit and a look of surprise. He asked me if I’d tracked and taken down the incubus on my own. I told him yes. And I apologized. I felt like shit for what I’d done to the incubus. I wanted him to face justice, not die.

Apparently, that was the right thing to say. The blond man smiled at me. He told me that his name was Fritz Friederling, and he didn’t arrest me.

He asked me if I wanted a job.







“So did he die?”

I looked at Isobel for the first time. I’d been staring at her beaded curtains the whole time I talked. Didn’t want to have to see what she thought of me. But now I saw, and she was watching me with sympathy in her eyes.

“Fritz said that he was locked up in a Union detention facility,” I said. “So, yes, he survived.”

“And Ofelia?”

“She healed. Just about disowned me for going after the incubus on my own, but she’s fine. Back to her usual shit. Getting into trouble.” I couldn’t help but smile to think of her. She was getting in trouble in Mexico now, somewhere with warm beaches and no incubus mafia.

“Sounds like you did all the right things,” Isobel said.

It was the first time I’d told anyone the whole story since starting to work for the Office of Preternatural Affairs. And she didn’t think I was stupid or a violent animal. My heart unclenched a little.

“Fritz probably saved my life from retaliation by the Needles,” I said. “The job’s good. I love my job. And I’ve ruined all of it.” I gave her a sideways look. “Why did you think the incubi were out to kill you?”

She looked surprised by the question. “Oh. It’s just…Helltown drama, I guess. North side versus south side. Death’s Hand doesn’t like incubi and vice versa. They’re always after the priestesses.”

“I don’t think you should go back there.”

Isobel stroked her fingernails through my hair. “I can take care of myself.”

I was too exhausted to argue. I dropped my head into my hands again. “I wasn’t lying to you when I told you I didn’t kill Erin. I didn’t know—I never thought I could have—”

She kissed me.

My first reaction was all animal—the little brain, not the big brain. She climbed into my lap and all I could think about was how incredible she felt, the way she tasted, the smell of her hair. She pushed me so that my back bumped the wall and she kissed hard.

I liked it. A lot.

But big brain won out. I grabbed her by the arms instead of the parts I really wanted to grab. I pushed her back.

She looked surprised and confused. “What?”

“What do you think you’re doing?”

Isobel skimmed her fingernail down my cheek, like she was tracing the path of a tear. I tried not to look down her shirt. It was hard. I had a great view from that angle. “I’ve been thinking about kissing you ever since you saved me in the desert. Actually, that’s a lie. I’ve been thinking about it ever since I washed your face off and realized you weren’t a hideous gargoyle.”

I was too confused to be offended. “But I killed Erin.”

“Oh, Cèsar,” she sighed, like I was totally clueless. She melted against my chest. Her head felt good tucked against my neck. “You need to turn yourself in. Tell Fritz everything that’s happened—everything about the Needles in Helltown, and Erin Karwell, and the Union guys. I know he’ll be able to help you.”

“Turn myself in?”

“Yes. I’ll take you to him in the morning.”

So Isobel wasn’t afraid of me, but she still thought I should be arrested. She was probably right. That was the only way that Erin Karwell was going to get the justice she deserved now.

But I couldn’t let Isobel drive me to Fritz’s house. The OPA had been looking for her. They wouldn’t just arrest me.

“You’re right,” I said. “I’ll turn myself in. And I should probably—”

Isobel put her hand over my mouth. “Shut up and hold me.”

That I could do.

I wrapped my arms around her. Lord, what I would have given to have been with a woman like Isobel a week ago. Before I hurt Erin. Before I fucked up and made an innocent life pay for it.

Isobel didn’t try to kiss me again. She rested against me, warm and comfortable and silent, giving me the trust I didn’t deserve.

Eventually, her breathing slowed. She relaxed.

I’d had energy potions, but Isobel hadn’t. She probably hadn’t slept in days. Made it easy to gently move her off of me, stretching her out on the cot. Took superhuman strength not to lie down next to her, but I didn’t. I grabbed another energy potion out of my jacket, took a quick swig.

Then I went walking.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




I HAD TO WALK for three hours before I finally spotted a cab. The closest things I had to water were the energy and strength potions I’d snagged from Domingo, so I drank them as I walked up the highway toward Los Angeles. I was jittering hard by the time I got into the checkered cab.

“Where to?” the cabbie asked me.

My hands were shaking like I’d tossed back a twelve pack of Red Bull. I raked my fingers through my hair. I was soaked with sweat.

It wasn’t just the walk or the potions. It was knowing what I had to do next.

For a second, I thought about telling him to take me back to Isobel. I thought about locking myself in the RV with her and seeing what else she’d been thinking about doing to me. I thought about asking her how she felt about spending the summer in Mexico with Ofelia, maybe heading into San Salvador to visit Abuelita’s family.

But Isobel wouldn’t take me back, so I gave him a different address.

The driver turned on the meter and got on the road.

Fritz Friederling lived in Beverly Hills. He’d told me over drinks at The Pit once that his great-grandfather had been big in mining—something about minerals—and Fritz had inherited everything when he was sixteen. He worked for the OPA because he was passionate about keeping the country safe, not because he wanted the benefits. Definitely not because he wanted an extra eighty grand a year. It was pocket change for him.

His house was wedged in between two celebrity mansions. The kind of place that buses visit on tours. The cabbie gave a skeptical look at the elaborate gate guarded by stone lions with uplifted paws and said, “This right?”

“This is right,” I said, and I gave him a sweaty wad of cash.

He was gone before I’d gotten all the way to the intercom.

I buzzed. The speaker crackled on, and I said, “It’s me, it’s Cèsar Hawke.”

The gate swung open immediately. Fritz’s front lawn was bigger than most public parks. It was early in the morning and gardeners were working on maintaining his flowerbeds. The staff didn’t even glance at me as I headed for the front door.

A man emerged from the house, half-dressed for work in charcoal gray slacks. He was a suave motherfucker with his blond hair slicked back, a tie hanging around his neck, and a watch that probably cost more than Domingo’s house. I’d always thought he looked kind of like James Bond.

“Cèsar! Thank God!” Was I imagining things, or did Fritz look relieved to see me?

I lifted my hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’m not here to fight. I’m turning myself in.”

“Turning yourself in?” Fritz frowned deeply. “Aren’t you going to try to defend yourself?”

“No. I’m just…turning myself in.”

“Well,” he said. “You surprise me.”

I’d surprised myself, too. “I’ve had a bad week, man.”

He obviously already knew that. He swept a hand toward the front door. “Let’s go inside. You look like you could use a drink.”







Fritz had servants. One of them brought me a snifter of brandy. Not my usual breakfast, but considering I was about to go somewhere that I’d never have a drink like this again, it seemed like a final act of generosity from my boss. Even so, I didn’t want to drink it. I never wanted to drink alcohol again. I cupped the snifter between my hands and warmed it with my body heat as Fritz hiked up the legs of his trousers and settled on the chaise across from me.

He looked like he was going to speak. I didn’t let him.

“I’ve been doing some investigating in my…time off. Trying to figure shit out. Get my head on straight. You’ve probably heard some of it from Eduardo and Joey.”

Fritz’s eyes sparked with interest. “Agents Costa and Dawes? What about them?”

“They didn’t tell you that they found me?” I asked.

“They haven’t been back to work in days.”

Well, that was interesting. “They caught me at an RV park, dragged me out to the desert, and tried to execute me.” Fritz’s jaw dropped open. I quickly added, “I left them alive. All I did was tie them up.” I didn’t mention Isobel. If the OPA didn’t know how to find her, I wasn’t going to help them.

“I believe you,” Fritz said. “I know you wouldn’t lie about that.” He raked a hand through this hair. “That’s not good, Cèsar. Costa and Dawes are with the Union, and as you know, there’s somewhat of a…veil of secrecy between our department and theirs. I’ll have to go through official channels to get authority to investigate them.”

“But you will investigate them?”

“I’ll investigate,” he said.

Relief warmed me. At least something good had come out of this. The only good thing, maybe, but at least it was something.

Fritz leaned his elbows on his knees, staring at me intently. “Now do you want to talk about what’s happened with Erin Karwell?”

I stared into the brandy. The pattern of the marble floor was distorted through the curved side. “Not really.”

“I wish you had come to me when you left the police station.”

“Would have made your job easier, huh?” I asked.

He looked surprised. “I might have been able to help you.”

“I don’t think there’s any helping me now.” It wasn’t about me anyway. Even if he could have waved his hand and made the problem disappear, it wouldn’t have fixed anything for Erin.

“You’re a good agent, Cèsar. I don’t have many good agents under me—and fewer that I can trust. I’d hate to lose you.”

Even though I’d killed a woman? “I’ve always appreciated my job,” I said cautiously. “But you didn’t send anyone to pick me up from the 77th Street station. I figured you’d written me off.”

He shrugged. “The paperwork takes time. You never would have gone to trial.”

I didn’t know what to say about that. I opened my mouth then shut it.

A man wearing a black suit and tie stepped into the doorway. He caught Fritz’s eye. My boss stood.

“Finish your drink,” he said. “I have a phone conference I can’t miss.”

What was more important than a fugitive agent showing up at his door?

As if he could read my mind, Fritz said, “There’s been new evidence in your case. They’re debriefing me on it now.” He gave me a sideways smile. “With this new development, I’m sure the meeting won’t last long.”

I didn’t see anything amusing about it. My fingers tightened on the snifter hard enough that the pads went white.

Fritz followed his security guard or assistant or whatever into the kitchen. I could see through the doorway that Fritz’s kitchen was as nice as the rest of his house. Marble countertops, big island thing, cast iron cookware hanging from the rack. There was a freaking waterfall on the back wall.

I wasn’t sure how long it would be until the Union came to take me away, but I felt antsy, like I was going to get jumped at any moment. I paced the room, set the brandy on his antique bureau, checked my reflection in the mirror. The week had aged me. I was scruffy and sunburned and dirty.

I scrubbed my jaw and stared at the face of the man who had killed Erin Karwell. That guy deserved everything he was gonna get.

My hip buzzed.

I just about jumped out of my skin at the sensation. Patted my pockets. Felt something hard on the right side.

Domingo’s cell phone. I forgot that I’d been carrying it.

I glanced up at the kitchen. Fritz was still talking with his assistant, outlined in gold by the light through the window. They weren’t watching me. They didn’t notice when I stepped into the hall and answered the cell phone.

“You have to come back, Cèsar.”

Took me a second to recognize Isobel’s voice. She sounded like she was panicking. “Wait, what? Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

“It’s Agent Takeuchi—she did it, she was there—”

“Slow down, Izzy. What about Suzy? Where was she?”

“I grabbed some of Erin Karwell’s cremains before we ran. I’m sorry, I know it’s gross. But I used it to raise her again.”

“Why would you—”

“Cèsar, you’re as dangerous as a teddy bear. I needed more information.” Isobel plowed on without waiting for me to speak. The reception was bad—her voice crackled, faded, then came back. “—was there that night. At your apartment.”

What she was trying to tell me started to sink in.

“Suzy was there?”

“She was fucking there, Cèsar,” Isobel said. She didn’t seem to have heard me. I was losing her. “Erin saw her.”

It was impossible. No way Suzy would have been hiding that from me, not without a good reason. It didn’t mean she was a killer—it didn’t mean anything.

“Wait, there’s someone—” Isobel began.

The sound crackled, fuzzed, and cut off abruptly.

The call had died.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




FRITZ’S FRONT GATE WAS closed. It was tall. And there were two black SUVs parked on the other side. The Union had arrived to arrest me, take me to a detention center, make me vanish.

They were going to be disappointed.

I veered off the path, hurtling through the gardens. “Sorry!” I shouted to a gardener as I pulverized his begonias.

There was a tree planted near the wall. It had been trimmed to keep the branches from hanging over the opposite side, but it was easy to climb from the gardens. Domingo and I had climbed a thousand trees to sneak out and party on the weekends, and my muscle memory hadn’t faded. I was over the wall in seconds.

I jumped over the side. Landed hard on my knees. Got up to run.

Hands grabbed my jacket from behind. I swung a right hook as I turned.

It was only Suzy’s lightning-fast reaction time that saved her from getting a face full of fist. She grabbed my wrist and twisted it behind my back. I felt my elbow pop.

“Suzy!”

She forced me to the ground with her grip on my arm. “Shut the fuck up, Cèsar,” she hissed under her breath. “They’re on the other side of that wall.”

Once she was sure I was quiet, she released me and leaned around the corner to look at the SUVs. Her hand rested on her hip where a holster should have been. For the first time, I wondered why she hadn’t been carrying her sidearm. I hadn’t seen her with it in days. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Looking for you.” She showed me a crystal filled with a faint turquoise glow. “Tracking spell. I used the clothes you left at my house as a focus.”

“Why? Because you want to tell me the truth about what happened the night Erin died?”

The blood drained out of her face. “Cèsar—”

“So it’s true.”

Her lips pressed into a thin frown. “Stonecrow?”

I nodded.

She pushed her hair out of her face, closed her eyes, seemed to think silently for a moment. When her eyes opened again, she looked resigned. “You were drunk off your ass, Hawke. You’d been arguing with the waitress outside. When I saw you leave with her, I followed to save you from a drunken one night stand.”

“And then?” I pressed.

“I confronted the two of you in the parking lot outside your place. I told Erin to go home and offered to pay for a cab.” She glanced at me. Then back down. Couldn’t meet my eyes. “You had your tongue halfway down her throat, but you found the oxygen to tell me to fuck off.”

“So you shot her?”

Suzy’s eyes widened. “What? No. I fucked off, like you told me to. I went home.”

“You knew what I’d done this whole time,” I said.

“Of course I did. I’m not stupid, Cèsar. Everyone knows what you did. Everyone fucking saw you leave The Pit with Erin Karwell.”

“If you were so intent on hiding the truth from me, then why did you take Isobel and me to the morgue?”

“I didn’t think Stonecrow would actually be able to talk to the dead. I read her files. I was convinced she was bullshitting you, bullshitting everyone, and that she’d just make something up that made you happy. I didn’t think she’d tell you that you actually…” She stopped talking. Shut her mouth.

My head was swimming. I felt sick.

I didn’t realize I’d sunk into a crouch until her hand dropped onto my shoulder.

“They’re going to arrest you, Cèsar, and who knows what comes after that? We need to get out of here.”

This time, when she grabbed me, I let her. She ran toward the street behind the house. I followed her.

A black SUV stopped at the end of the alley.

She skidded to a stop. Planted both hands in my chest, pushed me the other way.

But when I turned, there was a black SUV there, too. We’d been caught on both sides. Now men were jumping out wearing tactical gear, shouting for us to freeze, drop our guns, put our hands in the air. Suzy was swearing again.

“I’ll talk us out of this,” she said.

I lifted my hands to my shoulders. My heart wasn’t even beating fast now. I wasn’t scared of facing what was to come—what I deserved to deal with.

The men stepped into the alley and circled us. Six of them, all carrying M16s and wearing ballistic helmets. Their flak jackets had bold white letters on the chest: “UKA.” It was a full unit of Union kopides—and they weren’t messing around.

But when Suzy stepped away from me, saying, “He’s not a threat,” the guns aimed at her.

Not me. Suzy.

“Cèsar!” It was Fritz. He stood just outside the ring of armed men. His shirt was buttoned with a perfect double Windsor at his throat. “Approach me slowly,” he said, holding out a hand.

He was talking to me.

I blinked at him. “What?”

“Suzume Takeuchi, you’re under arrest for the murder of Erin Karwell,” said one of the Union men.

“This was the subject of the conference call, Cèsar. They identified the partial fingerprints on the Glock we found in your apartment,” Fritz said, voice shockingly level. “The gun belongs to Agent Takeuchi.”

“Suzy?” I asked.

Suzy was shaking her head, her expression slowly melting into horror. “It was stolen from my house. My broken windows—they took the Glock—”

A man whipped the butt of his M16 into the back of her head. She cried out, but stayed on her feet and tried to escape. Then there were three men on her, forcing her to the ground facedown. Her arms were twisted behind her back. They cuffed her.

Fritz approached with a black bag in hand. He looked grim.

“I’m sorry, Cèsar,” he said. “I know you were close friends.”

Were—past tense. Like Suzy was already gone.

And then he pulled the bag over her head and cinched it.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




EVERYTHING WAS A BLUR after that.

I was debriefed in an SUV as they took me home. Fritz rode along in back with me, fielding multiple phone calls, occasionally barking orders over a Bluetooth headset. He told me that I was totally innocent. He told me that my arrest record with the LAPD had already been wiped.

I asked him what would happen to Suzy.

He said, “She’ll be detained.”

Fritz had no offers of leniency for Suzy, no laments about what a trustworthy agent she was and how much he would miss her. Just a stony glare and a comforting pat on my back.

“I don’t think Suzy’s guilty,” I said.

How could I explain that Erin’s ghost had told me I was the murderer? The dead couldn’t lie. Suzy couldn’t be guilty. But I couldn’t say any of that without giving Isobel away, and it wouldn’t explain how Suzy’s Glock had killed the waitress.

“Take the afternoon to relax,” Fritz said, handing a security badge to the Magical Violations building to me. It had my picture on it and no other information. “I look forward to seeing you at the office tomorrow.”

We’d arrived at my apartment complex.

I stepped out. The SUVs left.

And then I was alone.

My home was totally clean now. Erin’s blood had been scrubbed out of the carpet, and the smell of cleaning fluid lingered in the air. My DVDs were intact. Someone had removed my broken appliances. All my potions and poultices were gone. Aside from that, it looked normal.

It didn’t feel like I belonged there.

And I definitely didn’t want to go anywhere near my bathroom.

Instead, I grabbed Domingo’s Charger from the parking lot near Helltown and went for a drive.







Isobel’s RV wasn’t where she had left it. All I found was a drying stain where her septic system had been drained and tire tracks.

She was gone.

I sat behind the wheel of the Charger for a good twenty minutes, thinking back on our last phone call, the way it had cut off. She’d probably been using a cheap burner phone, since a nomad without a job could hardly get a contract with a major carrier. No surprise that there’d been bad reception. The fact that she was gone probably didn’t mean she was in trouble—just that she’d moved on the way she always had. Off to find another source of income.

Not a big deal. That was her modus operandi. Always on the move. Shouldn’t take it personally.

But I did.

Hey, she’d been the one to kiss me, even when she thought I’d killed Erin. Couldn’t blame me for thinking she might be interested in seeing me again now that I was, apparently, an innocent man.

Whatever.

Fritz had told me to take the afternoon off, but I couldn’t imagine returning to my apartment. It was still early in the day, not even noon.

I turned on the Charger and drove to my first day of work since Erin Karwell’s death.







I had the security badge Fritz had given me, but when I walked up to the monolithic white building of the Magical Violations Department, I didn’t really expect it to work. It felt like everyone was staring at me as I walked through the OPA campus, accusing me of murder with their glares—or worse, of betraying Suzy.

No way they’d let me in. Not after the sins I’d committed.

But the card reader flashed green when I waved the badge over it. The door unlocked. I stepped inside, and nobody stopped me.

My desk was in cubeville on the third floor. The exterior walls were giant windows looking out over the campus. Within those windows, everything was surrounded by boring gray half walls. No privacy for the witches working in Magical Violations.

Conversations stopped and heads turned as I headed for my desk by the north windows.

I sat down at my desk to find that all of my belongings had been cleared from the surface—not just mine, but Suzy’s, too. Every last scrap of it. Her cup of pens. Her computer monitor. The pink and yellow sticky notes we had been using to leave obscene jokes for each other. The three little ceramic cats she used to keep next to the stapler.

It looked so empty.

Aniruddha stopped by, tapping a knuckle on my desk. “Hey, Hawke. You’ve probably noticed something’s missing.”

My eyes were drawn to Suzy’s chair, pushed into the corner with nobody sitting in it.

“A few things are missing, yeah,” I said.

“All of your personal effects and work computer were taken down to processing,” Aniruddha said. “Friederling has requested that everything be returned to you as soon as possible. Luckily your effects didn’t get taken to the warehouse yet, but it’s still going to take a couple hours to find everything. You’ll be back to normal by tomorrow morning.”

Normal. Right.

“Thanks, man,” I said.

He glanced at the empty chair, too. “Never would have believed it. Didn’t believe it when they said it was you, either.”

“Thanks,” I said again because I didn’t know what else to say.

“I don’t think you’ll be able to get any work done until your computer is back. You should go for a walk. Get something to eat. Go home.” He shrugged. “Up to you.”

And then Aniruddha left, checking his clipboard for the next item on his to-do list.

Maybe that wasn’t a bad idea, going for a walk. But I wasn’t hungry. I was still jazzed from all the energy potions I’d been mainlining for the last few days and my stomach had cramped into one hard knot.

I headed down to processing instead. It was the office where they tagged and organized evidence before filing it away in a warehouse for the rest of eternity.

I’d only ever seen one woman working the desk there. Ivy was older than dirt but sharper than shale. She worked in a cinder block room in the basement of the OPA office. Its high windows were barred. There were three aisles of tables with evidence waiting to be filed. Everything was tagged with slips of pink, yellow, blue, and green paper.

I’m sure it seemed organized to Ivy, but it looked like insanity to me.

She snapped her fingers when she saw me come through the door and said, “Case File 4457-A. I’m on top of it.”

“Thanks, Ivy,” I said.

Ivy went searching for my case file number, shuffling between the tables, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose, muttering to herself.

A CD on the table next to me caught my eye. It was sitting in the sunlight label-down and casting a rainbow on the wall. It was tagged with green paper.

“What’s green mean?” I asked.

Ivy didn’t even look at me. “Evidence seized by the Union.”

“It gets mixed up in here too?”

“Oh yes. That’s a good way of putting it. ‘Mixed up.’ I swear to you, if they would just take care to label things before sending them to me…” Ivy sniffed delicately. “The Union is the worst about it, too. I just had two boxes of evidence from Costa and Dawes brought to me, and it’s like they were deliberately attempting to obfuscate their evidence! It’ll take days for me to review and sort through it all. Days.”

The disc had been taken from Eduardo and Joey? While Ivy was still distracted, I flipped the disc over. It had been printed with a time and date—the day before Erin’s murder. And Ivy was right about obfuscation. Someone had blacked out the case number with marker.

I grabbed it. Tucked it into my pocket.

Ivy turned around, setting a box on the table in front of me. It had a pink label. Why did the Union get to be green when Magical Violations was freaking pink? “The personal effects taken from your apartment will take longer to return. We need to seize them from the LAPD. Everything you need to do your job should be in here, however.”

I took the box from her. I managed a smile.

“Thanks.”

















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




I WENT HOME TO check out the CD in privacy.

It was the first time I’d taken my work-issued laptop back to my apartment. I sat at my kitchen table as the disc drive whirred to life, nursing a tall glass of chocolate-flavored protein powder and almond milk. It wasn’t sitting well in my cramping stomach, but I needed the sustenance. Anything but another energy potion.

Before I opened the video program, I checked to make sure the Wi-Fi and Bluetooth were turned off—didn’t want the laptop reporting to the OPA that I was reviewing stolen evidence. It might have been paranoid, but whatever. I felt like I had earned some paranoia.

Then I clicked the video. I fully expected it to be surveillance of my apartment, or maybe The Pit.

But the gray picture that appeared on the screen was of Suzy’s house.

I felt a wave of shock at the sight of her familiar couches and coffee table. Cat was lying on one of her chairs, kneading a blanket in his paws. The windows were open—Suzy hadn’t been burgled yet. Clicking the fast-forward button, I watched Cat sleep at four times normal speed, his furry flank rising and falling rapidly. He got up, licked his ass, went back to sleep on a couch. Night fell outside. Cat chased a fly and then disappeared.

Motion flashed outside Suzy’s window, but the video was going too quickly for me to be able to tell what it was. I resumed normal speed. Reversed. Hit play.

A human figure crossed through the shadows outside.

I watched the next five minutes with my breath stuck in my throat. The intruder didn’t come through that window. She came in somewhere off screen and walked through the living room with her back to the camera. Fished around under the coffee table, searched Suzy’s filing cabinet.

Then the intruder turned as if she could feel the camera looking at her.

I paused the video.

Her face was square and framed with heavy brown hair. Her lips were full. I would know—I’d kissed those lips.

Isobel had broken into Suzy’s house.

As the video continued, I watched Isobel break into Suzy’s gun safe. She grabbed the Glock. It didn’t look like she was comfortable with firearms; she seemed to accidentally eject the magazine and struggled to reinsert it.

But then she turned suddenly, as if responding to a noise that the footage didn’t pick up. A man walked into the frame. He had a slender figure, long black hair, studded leather jacket—an incubus?

Isobel’s mouth moved silently. She aimed the gun.

He flashed across the screen, moving toward her with superhuman speed.

She fired. The muzzle flashed. Black blood spurted from the back of her assailant’s jacket.

And that was all of the footage.

I replayed it to make sure, searched for other files on the disc, but that was it. There had to be more after that—it just wasn’t on the CD.

I ejected the disc and checked the date again.

It was the day before Erin’s murder. Two days before I’d hunted down Isobel.

But there she was, breaking into Suzy’s house, caught on footage from a security camera that I was pretty sure didn’t belong to Suzy. The OPA had put surveillance in her house. I looked over my shoulder, thinking I’d see a guy in a black suit standing over me, and didn’t find anything. I was going to have to search my whole fucking apartment for cameras and microphones before I took another shower.

I didn’t put the disc back in. The image of Isobel struggling with a demon was still frozen on the screen even though I’d removed the CD.

The disc had belonged to my case, but been deliberately damaged by Eduardo and Joey. Why? What was it about Isobel’s fight with the incubus that they didn’t want anyone to know? Or was it the information that exonerated Suzy that they were trying to hide?

Because this definitely exonerated her—and implicated someone else entirely. Someone I never would have suspected.

Suzy had said that the Glock had been stolen from her house, and here Isobel was, doing the stealing. That Glock had appeared in my living room the night that Erin died.

I slammed the laptop shut and left the apartment.







The evening was growing long by the time I reached Helltown. I parked the Charger in the Walmart lot again before heading under the invisible arch.

This time, I thought to duck rather than getting a femur to the face.

The streets of Helltown were just as busy as the last time I’d been there—maybe even busier. It was getting late. The weaker demons were trying to get inside before night fell, and the stronger demons were preparing for another night of fun. A night that I didn’t plan on sticking around to see.

I’d gone in through the entrance closest to the Temple of the Hand of Death, and I sprinted straight there without looking back. I had to move through shadows to reach it. Every time I left direct sunlight, I felt a chill rake down my spine. Felt like eyes on my back. Creatures watching me. Waiting for a chance to feed. Maybe even Silver Needles closing in to try to kill me again.

I didn’t plan on giving them a chance.

The front door of the Temple of the Hand of Death hung off its hinges. And Isobel’s RV was parked next to the empty gas pumps.

Drawing my Desert Eagle, I threw open the door to her RV and checked inside. There was nothing there but the beaded curtains. No sign of a struggle—but no sign of Isobel’s whereabouts either.

I kept the gun aimed at the ground as I moved into the temple. There were no electric lights inside, so the shadows were deep. An oil lamp left smoky smears on the wall and didn’t penetrate the darkness all the way back to the altar. But it was enough light for me to see that the teenage priestess was sprawled on the floor in a mess of velvet skirts and blood. What had Isobel called her? Ann?

She stirred as I dropped to her side. She wasn’t dead. Thank God.

I holstered the gun. “Are you okay?”

“What do you think?” She pushed her skirts aside to reveal the hilt of a dagger jutting from her fleshy leg. She had been stabbed. My stomach lurched at the sight of it.

She needed medical support. An ambulance. The kind of help that couldn’t come into Helltown.

“Are you alone here?” I asked.

“I am now,” Ann said. She sat straight up, scanning the ground surrounding her. When her gaze fell on the stone scepter that had fallen a few feet away, she immediately seized it. Hugged it to her chest. “They took Isobel.” Still clutching the scepter tightly, the girl yanked the knife out of her thigh.

“Whoa there,” I said, standing back with my hands lifted, unsure if I should try to help her. “Be careful. The femoral artery—”

“It didn’t hit anything major. Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine.” She sounded calm, but she was sweating. She glared at me with furious blue eyes. “This is sacred ground. Isobel should have been safe here.”

“What happened? Was it an incubus?”

Ann frowned. “No, it was a guy dressed like you.” I was dressed for work—so, black suit, white shirt, black tie. OPA standard. Probably Eduardo.

“Do you know where he took her, Ann?”

“He said something about a pit when he dragged her out of here,” Ann said. “That’s all I know.”

“Wait. A pit, or The Pit?”

“Dunno.” She wiped her blood off the dagger with her forefinger, then rubbed it on the shaft of the scepter. I couldn’t help but recoil. The blood was…vanishing. Like the scepter was drinking it up. Any urge I’d had to protect this girl was suddenly gone. Isobel was right. Ann didn’t need to be saved by anyone—definitely not my responsibility.

“Do you need me to take you to a hospital?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer.

“We’ll be fine,” Ann said.

We? Hadn’t she said that she was alone? I backed away from her, eyeing the darkening streets outside the shattered windows. I needed to get out before the Needles realized I was there—and before the worse demons came out to play.

I left Ann alone in the darkness.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




THE OLIVE PIT SHOULD have been open at six o’clock in the evening, but its neon sign was turned off and the windows were dark. I sat across the street in the Charger for a good long minute, arguing silently with myself over how I should approach it: Go in alone, or call for backup?

Procedure said that I should call for help. We were expected to work with a certain level of autonomy—probably more than the real FBI were—but when it came to situations potentially involving firearms, we were supposed to get Union support. If a witch cast a spell at me, I could cancel it out with my own magic, but magic didn’t do much against bullets. And Eduardo would definitely be armed.

But I didn’t know whom to call anymore. Suzy had been arrested for a murder she couldn’t have committed by the company we worked for. Eduardo and Joey were definitely bad guys. And Fritz—who knew about Fritz? He had contributed to Suzy’s arrest, too.

I sent a text message to one of the only phone numbers I had memorized then got out of the car.

The windows were unlit, but the curtains were open, so I peered inside. There was a light on in the kitchen, but everything else was turned off.

Silhouettes moved in front of the illuminated doorway. I counted them.

Five distinct men. I could tell them apart by their heights and clothing. And those were just the ones I could see.

I sat against the side of the building as I considered my odds, hiding out of sight from the men inside. Handling a single witch was easy. That was what I did best. Stalking them, figuring out their patterns, slipping a sleeping potion into their coffee. No confrontation necessary.

But five guys—I didn’t know where to begin.

“You really think this is time for a drink?”

I whirled. Domingo stood in the mouth of the alley. He wore another comfortable sweatsuit and carried a brown paper bag.

“You got here fast,” I said.

“I saw on the news that Agent Takeuchi is going to trial for the waitress’s murder, so I figured you were declared innocent. I was already on my way to bring you dinner at your apartment. Up for celebratory junk food?” He tipped the bag and the smell of cheeseburgers wafted through the air.

I hadn’t been hungry until that moment. I snagged his sleeve, pulled him down to the ground with me, tore into the bag. “We’ve got a problem,” I said around a mouthful of burger. “There are at least five men inside this building and they’re holding Isobel captive.”

Domingo tensed. “So you texted me?”

“I can’t handle it alone.”

“Call in backup! You’re with the FBI!”

I swallowed down one of the burgers. “Actually, I’m not. I work for a secret government department called the Office of Preternatural Affairs. We handle witches gone bad and demons and stuff. I don’t know if I can trust anyone with the OPA now. All I know is I can trust you.”

He made the time out symbol with his hands. “You shitting me?”

“What? Abuelita’s a witch, we’re witches. Are demons that weird?”

“No, I knew about demons. I mean this Office of Whatever the Fuck.”

“You knew about demons?”

“Do you think you’re the only one Ofelia talks to? Yes, I know about demons. But I thought that secret government stuff was some tinfoil hat bullshit.”

“Oh yeah, newsflash. Secret government agencies exist. I work for one.” I shrugged. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone, but I figure this is better than getting killed. So—ideas?”

Domingo sat back against the wall, staring up at the sliver of sky we could see between the two buildings. Clouds were moving in again. Smelled like rain. He was probably thinking about what I’d told him, but I knew it wouldn’t take him long to wrap his brain around it. My brother was tough as fuck.

“Isobel,” he said after a minute. “The woman you were telling me about.”

“Yeah. The woman.”

“She worth saving?”

Was she? She’d stolen Suzy’s Glock and gotten my friend detained. But she’d also been taken by Eduardo or Joey. If she’d framed Suzy, then she needed to come to justice—and not the vigilante kind.

The thought of turning Isobel over to the OPA didn’t sit well, either.

Cross that bridge once I come to it.

“She’s worth it,” I said.

Domingo grabbed the last burger out of the bag and scarfed it down. Once he was done, he wiped his hands off on his sweats and stood up. “’Kay. I’ve got an idea.”







Domingo had everything he needed in the trunk of his car—his “mobile command center,” he joked. He tossed me a big black can of salt and a skein of yarn and told me to help him circle the building. He’d take the north and east sides; I’d take the west and south.

“Don’t let anyone see you,” I warned him.

Domingo flashed a dazzling smile. “Me?”

This was the guy that had once stolen a dozen MacBook Pro laptops from an Apple Store while it was open—and escaped without getting caught. Casting a circle of power around a bar filled with demons unseen was nothing compared to his battle with the Geniuses.

I still moved to cast my half of the circle as fast as I could. I kept low, crouched under the windows, and unspooled the yarn as fast as possible. Then I joined up with Domingo in the back alley. He clapped his hands to close the circle, and the shock of magic was strong enough to make me sneeze twice.

“Shut up,” he said, clapping a hand over my mouth. I sneezed on him. “Sick, dude.”

I scrubbed my face clean. “What now?”

“Sleeping spell,” Domingo said. “The Cèsar Hawke Special. I got all the herbs you recommended—including passionflower—so all we have to do is amplify and project it.” He tossed a gemstone to me. An emerald the size of my thumbnail. “I’ll get the chants going over here. Put this on the western point of the circle. Once the spell activates, take the emerald and head inside with it—everyone’ll be unconscious.”

I rolled the gem over in my fingers. “Everyone?”

“Everyone but the guy holding the emerald.”

That’d make getting Isobel out tricky. But hey, it also meant skipping a fight and getting my ass kicked. I’d take it.

“What are you doing driving around with the supplies for sleeping spells?” I asked.

“I’d been planning to take it around to test it on friends. Well, covenmates. Help me tweak it a little, you know?” He planted his hands on his hips, giving the circle’s circumference a hard look. “This should probably work.”

“Probably? I’m feeling real confident in your skills right now.”

He grinned. “Go save the woman, Cèsar.”

















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




THE MAGIC WAS ALREADY building by the time I reached the front of the building. I was fighting so hard against the urge to sneeze that my eyes were streaming, blurring the street around me. But even though my vision was shot, I could see that one of The Pit’s windows was suddenly open.

All of the windows had been closed when I’d checked the building out earlier.

I dropped into a crouch, hiding below the windowsill. I could hear footsteps on the other side of the wall. Whoever had opened the window was still nearby.

On all fours, I crawled to the edge of the circle and set the emerald on the western point. It sparked with blue light.

Domingo’s magic surged, sudden and powerful. The sneeze caught me off-guard. My face pretty much exploded—and the sound echoed.

Shit.

The front door unlocked behind me.

I was standing by the time it swung open, but I didn’t draw my gun in time. Eduardo Costa stared at me from the other side. He looked as surprised to see me as I was to see him. He wasn’t wearing a jacket, so I could see that he had a shoulder rig with a holster under each arm.

“Cèsar,” he hissed.

I socked him in the jaw.

Eduardo didn’t even flinch.

He tackled me to the ground and we hit the pavement hard. He was heavy on top of me, knee digging into my chest, compressing my lungs. But my difficulties breathing were the least of my problems. If he moved two inches to the right, he would break Domingo’s circle of power. Scuffing that line of salt would kill the spell instantly.

Had to get him back inside the building.

Blows rained down on me fast and hard. Couldn’t even tell where Eduardo was hitting. Everything from the shoulders up hurt like fireworks detonating in my bones. I blocked my face, absorbing the contact with my forearms.

He paused to draw a gun.

It only took a second—but it was long enough. I sat up. Slammed my head into his face. Missed his nose, but sent him reeling.

The emerald flared just a few inches away from my head as Domingo’s magic snapped into place. The burst of energy meant that anyone inside the building should have gone unconscious.

Too bad Eduardo was outside.

I grabbed the emerald and held it in my fist as I swung. I knocked Eduardo’s arm aside at the same instant that he fired. The bullet went wide, smacked into the stucco exterior of The Pit. The sound was loud enough that my aching skull began to ring like a bell.

He turned to aim again. I dived, shoving him through the doorway.

We both crossed the threshold.

The instant his foot touched the ground, his eyes went blank. He rag-dolled on the ground. Caught a table on the way down. It collapsed under his weight, cracking and crashing underneath him.

I caught my breath, prepared to pass out with him.

But I was awake. The emerald was warm in my hand.

“Domingo, you genius bastard,” I whispered.

I held still for a moment, listening for the sound of others on the approach. Anyone who was awake should have heard the gunfire and come running, but my brother’s spell seemed to have worked. Everything was silent inside The Pit.

Kneeling beside Eduardo’s body, I patted him down for weapons. All I found were the two guns under his arms. They were smaller than mine—each one a Beretta 9mm, both probably Union-issued. That was a pretty standard model of gun for police and military. I still had my Desert Eagle, but I took one of pistols anyway. Having twelve extra bullets couldn’t hurt.

I checked the safety, then tucked Eduardo’s gun in the back of my belt and went looking for Isobel.

There were more bodies near the kitchen. I had expected to find Joey nearby, but was shocked to see that these men weren’t OPA employees at all—they were slender men with black hair and leather jackets. I thumbed back an eyelid on one of them. His irises were demon-black.

What was Eduardo doing hanging out with incubi?

And they weren’t just any incubi. The guy I was looking at was wearing a leather jacket pinned shut with silver needles. The wickedly sharp edges were stained brown.

These were the same fuckers who had hurt Ofelia and attacked me in Helltown.

And they had Isobel.

A storm of righteous fury and protectiveness surged in my chest. It was too easy to imagine Isobel looking like Ofelia had when I found her at the beach house. All the punctures in her ears, her nose, her lips, the back of her neck.

Not again.

I followed the beam of light through the kitchen door. That was where I found Thandy—the manager that I’d interviewed right after Erin died. She didn’t look injured, and she had a pulse. She’d be fine once Domingo lifted his spell. That accounted for four of the people I had seen in the kitchens. There was at least one other around here somewhere.

A door next to the walk-in freezer was opened. It led to basement stairs.

I headed down.

The basement was cold and dry, with a dirt floor and brick walls. They had several floor-to-ceiling racks of wine bottles, a few kegs stacked in the corner, and some other assorted liquor on the shelves. Guess it was what I would have expected to find underneath a bar.

The chair with a woman tied to it, though—I was pretty sure that wasn’t normal for a bar.

I rounded the steel chair to find that Isobel’s ankles and wrists had been tied to it. Her head drooped low, chin touching her chest. I gently pushed her head back and was relieved to see that she hadn’t been tortured yet—not with needles, anyway. She had a black eye. Her bottom lip was split open in two places. Blood had dried on her chin.

“Jesus, Izzy,” I muttered.

I holstered my gun and worked at the knot on her right wrist, picking at it with my stubby fingernails. It had been tied tightly by an expert. It wasn’t loosening. I had to resort to biting at it to get the thing undone. Thank God everyone else is unconscious. I must have looked like an insane pit bull gnawing on her ropes.

Luckily, the other knots came more easily. I was working on her left ankle when I felt Domingo’s spell fail.

A frisson of energy settled over me, like I’d stepped under one of those grocery store produce misters. Breathing became easier immediately as my nose stopped itching.

The magic was gone. The circle had broken.

And I was still in the basement of The Pit.

“Step back. Hands in the air.”

I settled back on my heels, mind racing through all of my favorite swear words, both real and invented for the situation. “You woke up fast,” I said, looking over my shoulder to see Eduardo on the stairs. He still had one gun. Guess I should have taken both of those from him.

He scrubbed a hand over his eyes. Took another two steps into the basement.

“I should be thanking you,” Eduardo said. “I thought that Erin was going to get the bounty. But you fixed that problem for me, didn’t you? Sounds like I’ll be the one to enjoy the payday now.”

Wait. Erin was going to get the bounty? What bounty?

Isobel was stirring behind me. Had to get her out of there—first priority. Questions could come later.

The door opened again.

“Don’t shoot him. He’s mine.”

My heart stopped beating at the sight of the second man that had stepped onto the stairs. His hair was choppily short and inky-black. His skin was pale, his eyes endless pits of darkness. And there was a tattoo encircling his neck—feathered wings that touched his chin with the tips.

It was the incubus that had tortured Ofelia.

My hatred was immediate, but brief. The incubus had brought raw sexual energy with him. His thrall crashed into me. Sucked my breath away.

All I could think of was naked bodies. Sweaty skin. Lips and fingers.

“Hey, I caught him first, Gregor,” Eduardo protested.

Gregor. The incubus was named Gregor.

“And I told you not to shoot him,” the demon said, cracking his knuckles. I stared at his fingers and thought about them wrapped around my hardening shaft. I couldn’t help it—couldn’t clear the image from my mind, no matter how hard I fought it.

I’d been able to resist the Needles in Helltown, but this guy was a thousand times more powerful than that. I was the tree bowed under the weight of the hurricane. I was nothing.

I needed him.

Eduardo was still talking, but I barely heard him. “If you think this means you don’t have to pay me the bounty—”

“I don’t,” Gregor said.

Fuck it, kill him. Kill him now before the thrall’s too much.

I moved in slow motion. Stood, turned, drawing my Desert Eagle.

My hands were clumsy on the metal. Didn’t want to be wrapped around a gun, didn’t want my finger curved around the trigger. My dick was hardening, straining against my fly. I wanted my clothes off. I wanted Gregor. I knew it was thrall, and it didn’t matter.

I aimed the gun at Gregor’s head but couldn’t pull the trigger. His black eyes were sucking me in. He extended a hand toward me and the tension between us grew to a fever pitch until I couldn’t tell that Eduardo was still in the room. Hell, even Isobel didn’t matter anymore—the woman I’d broken into The Pit to save. It was just the incubus and me.

The demon that had tortured my sister.

Shoot him. Now.

The Desert Eagle slipped out of my hand. Hit the ground.

My trigger finger tensed after the gun was already gone. Seconds too late. The only explosion I heard was my will self-destructing.

I tried to draw Eduardo’s Beretta, but then the incubus was on top of me, slamming me into the wall, punching me across the jaw. It felt good. Like pleasure erupting down my spine. I wanted him to do it again. I wanted him to rip my throat out and drink the blood and ride me down into darkness. I’d bleed for him, drain every fluid dry if Gregor asked.

Ofelia had turned this down for a week. A week.

Thirty seconds of it and I was ready to give in.

Gregor punched me again. “I’ve been waiting years,” he growled, punctuating each word with another strike. “You. Almost. Killed. Me.”

“More,” I said. The word came out unbidden. My balls were getting tight, on the verge of erupting. My hands were empty—I’d dropped the Beretta, too.

This is thrall, you have to shake it, you have to get free…

Knuckles met the bridge of my nose. Felt something snap. Tasted blood.

It was good. So damn good.

“You ruined my life!” Gregor said. “You made me look impotent in front of the Needles when you took that bitch away. And I had to cut a fucking deal with the Union to get out of the detention center. Do you know what that did to my pride?”

Why was he so angry with me? I just wanted to please him—whatever it would take for him to keep pleasing me.

“I thought I’d settle for your head,” he said, grabbing my shirt in both hands, jerking my face close to his. “But this is better than that. I’m much happier killing you myself.”

“More,” I whispered again.

“I’ll give you more, you motherfucker.”

Gregor threw me.

I was flying.

The room hurtled past me. My back hit something hard, something that didn’t feel like liquid sex. Heard glass shatter. I collapsed to the dirt and wine bottles rained around me.

The shelf hit me a second later.

That one hurt.

The pain was almost enough to snap me out of the incubus’s thrall. I remembered fighting him on the beach after saving Ofelia. I remembered slamming him into the rocks, cracking his head open, watching the blood gush over the sand.

Incubi were weak. Any injury could make them bleed to death.

Easy.

But I had to hurt him to exploit that—I had to want to hurt him.

Eduardo was shivering as he fought against Gregor’s thrall. Kopides were less susceptible to demon attack. It still must have hurt like hell. “If you kill Agent Hawke—if you don’t pay me that bounty—we’re going to have a major problem, Gregor.”

The incubus’s laugh was like a deep tiger growl. “I don’t think so, Costa. It sure doesn’t look like you’re the one killing him.” A boot slammed into my temple. My vision blurred. I bucked against the ground, pleasure hardening my abs.

“I’ll send you back to the detention center,” Eduardo said.

Gregor grinned. “You’ll have to tell them how I got out in the first place.”

He kicked me again and I groaned.

I was screwed. Isobel was screwed. She needed me, and here I was, about to shoot my load on the ground while an incubus fucking beat me to death.

Through the haze, I focused on Isobel.

She must have been hit by the incubus’s thrall too, even though Gregor was focusing most of his power on me. She was breathing hard, cheeks flushed, tongue darting out to wet her lips. But she’d broken free of the chair. Apparently, her embarrassing experience in Helltown had taught her how to momentarily shake off incubus thrall—and a moment was all she needed.

Isobel extended her hands over the dirt floor. Her eyes were rolled into the back of her skull. She trembled all over, from her bottom lip to the tips of her fingers.

Magic surged hard, like a fist that squeezed my lungs shut. I couldn’t sneeze. I couldn’t breathe.

Silvery mist rose from the ground around her. Ten different locations around the room—no, more than that. There were graves all over the place. Under the rubble of the wine rack. Under Isobel’s chair. Along the walls.

The Needles had been burying victims under The Pit.

And now Isobel was calling them.

Holy hell.

Gregor stopped kicking me and focused on the silver figures that had just appeared around us. They were all bald and eyeless and glowing, and they surrounded Gregor and Eduardo.

“Get them,” Isobel said. The lips of every spirit she had raised moved with hers. She spoke in many voices, deep and tremulous and echoing.

The spirits rushed.

The incubus’s thrall couldn’t do anything to the dead. He roared as they fell on him, beating his fists at empty air, unable to touch them. The weight of his demon powers lifted from me fractionally, and I searched wildly for the guns I had dropped.

My Desert Eagle was only a few feet away.

I struggled onto my knees, shoving the toppled shelves off of me. I was glad it actually hurt. It helped clear my head, shoving all the scraps of Gregor’s thrall out of the corners of my skull.

Gunfire exploded through the room. Eduardo was shooting. It did nothing to the spirits piling on top of him, tearing at him with translucent hands.

Once a spirit stepped onto me, I realized why he was screaming. A foot plunged into my chest. Icy shock froze my heart.

The room went black, and I spiraled toward death.

“Cèsar!”

Isobel’s voice broke through the darkness. I heard something skitter, felt metal touch my fingertips. Eduardo’s Beretta. She’d kicked it to me. I grabbed it and got onto my knees.

The spirit slipped out of my body, leaving me gasping.

Eduardo and the incubi had retreated toward the stairs, where the other incubi from upstairs had joined them. Four guys altogether. The spirits wouldn’t be able to hold them off for long.

Isobel had given us a distraction, but that was it. Just a fleeting moment to break free of Gregor’s thrall. And I could tell Isobel was going to lose control if we didn’t get out of there fast. She was shaking hard enough that it looked like she’d break apart.

“Isobel!” I reached for her through silver mist. She didn’t seem to see me.

The basement windows shattered. Black figures flew into the room and dropped onto the ground.

Men aimed their guns at us, shouting to each other, shouting at everyone. “Drop your weapons! Hands in the air!”

I caught a flash of black and white Union equipment out of the corner of my eye. Didn’t dare look too close, but I knew it was the cavalry. I dropped the gun, put my hands behind my head, stood stock-still.

Eduardo fired.

At least, I think he fired first. All the shouts turned to the chatter of automatic gunfire too quickly for me to tell.

Instinct carried me through the silvery spirits that Isobel had summoned, launching myself toward her with hands outstretched. Ice clutched my heart. But I wrapped my arms around her, slamming both of us to the ground as gunfire exploded overhead. Bullets whizzed over us.

Her eyes cleared the second we hit the ground.

“Cèsar?”

The ghosts vanished.

Eduardo struck the earth next to me. Unlike Isobel, his face was blank. Blood cascaded out of his mouth. And then Gregor landed behind them.

Both of them had been shot in the chest. Just like Erin Karwell.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




IT SEEMED LIKE THE fight ended real fast after that. The incubi went down fast, and there wasn’t enough time for them to summon up a nasty thrall to save their asses. Demons hit the ground, one after another—boom, boom, boom.

The Pit was secure. Isobel and I were safe.

As soon as everything was dead, the Union guys stepped aside to let the OPA agents step in. They weren’t from my department, Magical Violations. Considering that we were dealing with incubi, they’d probably come from the Infernal Relations Department—IRD—so I didn’t know their names. I’d seen them in the cafeteria at work, though. The faces were familiar.

And then there was another familiar face. Fritz kicked an incubus body down the stairs as he stormed into the basement.

“Cèsar,” he said when he saw me. Then his gaze fell on Isobel and his eyes lit up. “Belle!”

Fritz hauled Isobel to her feet and kissed her.

I’d like to say that was less shocking than coming up against the Needles at The Pit, but it wasn’t. Surprise squirmed right through my adrenaline haze. All I could do was stare at my boss and the necrocognitive he’d ordered me to find. A necrocognitive that he knew really well, apparently.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, cupping her face in both hands.

She pushed him away. Her face was bright red under the bruises. “Don’t do that.”

“They beat you, didn’t they?”

“Cèsar kept them from doing worse,” Isobel said.

Fritz barely glanced at me. “Well done, Hawke.” Hawke? Since when did we stop being on a first-name basis? “Belle, we need an EMT to look at you. Come with me.”

He dragged her away.

Isobel caught my eye and mouthed, Just a second.

I stared after her for a good two minutes, trying to figure out what the fuck had just happened.

Everything from the last week seemed disjointed, like a puzzle that didn’t quite fit together. I understood that Gregor had put a bounty on my head. I also understood that Eduardo and Joey had been going for the money. But how Erin and Isobel fit in—how my boss knew Isobel—I just couldn’t wrap my mind around it.

“Agent Hawke?” It was one of the guys from IRD.

I wiped blood off my upper lip. Gregor’s beating seemed to have resulted in a broken nose. “What’s up?”

He asked me a few questions. How did I know the witch outside the perimeter? Why had I called in Domingo Hawke instead of backup? What was Eduardo’s role in what had happened here? I answered him on autopilot. Unlike the LAPD, the IRD agent actually seemed to believe me. Refreshing.

I’d witnessed the aftermath of more than a few investigations gone nasty, so the sight of the forensics team moving into The Olive Pit was actually comforting. It was so normal, in that “my life is weird” kind of way, that the residual panic from the fight finally began to subside.

The insanity of the week drained out of me, replaced the monotony of the status quo.

I stood back and watched as everything was tagged, labeled, and outlined. Ballistics experts started figuring out where all the bullets had come from. I could have told them it was pointless trying to sort that out, but nobody seemed interested in talking to me.

In fact, now that everything had calmed down, it was like I’d turned invisible. Spent a few days a fugitive and started feeling like I was important. Now Isobel and Fritz were having an intense conversation in the corner, like the kind of conversation that looked like it should happen in a locked bedroom somewhere, two IRD agents were questioning Thandy, and the photographers were taking pictures of everything but me.

I don’t have much pride, but what little I had was licking its wounds.

With nothing else to do, I drifted over to Thandy. Her face crumpled when she saw me.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. Blood poured out of a wound on her temple, rapidly soaking through a dishtowel pressed against it. She must have been hurt when the Union came in. The fact that it wasn’t clotting made me think that she wasn’t exactly human. “I only cooperated because of Erin.”

“Hold up,” I said. “What about Erin?”

“Gregor told me to tell everyone you were dating. He wanted them to think that you’d been beating her. He wanted you to have nowhere to hide.”

Hadn’t Eduardo said something about Erin, too? Something about the bounty?

“Thandy, was Erin human?” I asked.

The manager shook her head. “She was Gray, like me. We both got recruited into the Needles last year. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

So Thandy wasn’t a full succubus—she was a half-demon, a Gray. It explained why she was bleeding so profusely. And if Erin had been a half-succubus, too, then that would explain why I had been unable to resist her sexual allure. It hadn’t been chemistry. It had been thrall.

I was an OPA agent. I should have known better.

Damn.

One of the IRD agents grabbed Thandy’s arm. “Do you have any other questions, Agent Hawke? We need to get her to a healing witch soon.”

“No, go ahead,” I said, backing away.

I watched him take Thandy upstairs with a sinking feeling in my gut. Erin hadn’t gone home with me because she wanted me. She’d probably wanted to feed, and I’d been throwing myself at her feet like a giant dipshit for months.

The other IRD agent touched my sleeve. “You need to see the EMT?” he asked, squinting closely at my face through his spectacles. “You look pretty bad.”

Just my shriveled pride shattering into a million pieces. Don’t mind me. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

I couldn’t deal with the investigation anymore. I headed upstairs to the bar, snagging a bottle of wine out of the rack on my way up the stairs. I know I’d sworn to stop drinking, but it wasn’t hard liquor—a little wine never hurt anybody.

Sinking into one of the leather chairs on the first floor, I uncorked the bottle and took a swig. It tasted a little peppery, kind of woody. A lot like bitter self-hatred.

Isobel took the chair next to me and reached for the bottle. “I could use some of that.” Her bloody face had been cleaned and someone had given her an OPA-branded jacket that was way too big on her. She looked absolutely terrible.

I handed the wine to her. “That was pretty badass. The dead thing.”

She smiled shyly around the mouth of the bottle as she sipped. “It was a new trick. It’s kind of interesting how inspiring total panic can be.”

Inspirational was a word for it.

“I saw security footage. You left the Glock in my apartment. Did you kill Erin?”

Isobel blushed. “No, I’d been snooping in your apartment the day before, while you were at work. I guess I forgot it there. It was an accident.”

Snooping? Just like she’d been snooping at Suzy’s place?

“Who the fuck are you?” I asked.

“Isobel Stonecrow is a friend of mine,” Fritz said, wiping the blood off of his hands with a monogrammed handkerchief as he sauntered over.

Friend, he’d said. Right. The kind of friend that you fondled after saving her life.

“We met a couple of months ago because he needed to speak to his late grandfather,” Isobel said. She flashed a smile at him. “He wasn’t fooled by the drums and animal skins either.”

“I saw right through all of your pretense.” Fritz smiled back at her. “She proved trustworthy with my grandfather’s spirit. When I realized that my department had been infiltrated by the Needles, I needed someone outside the organization I could trust, and Belle was that woman. She’s been investigating the Needles and all of my agents for the last several weeks.”

I remembered how she’d told me that nobody called her Izzy, and now I knew why. She preferred the OPA agents wrapped around her pinkie finger to use a different diminutive.

“Ergo the snooping,” she said.

Fritz was speaking to me, but he could barely take his eyes off Isobel. “I believed you were trustworthy, Cèsar, but I had to be sure. Agent Takeuchi was high on my list of suspects. You’ve been close with her, and you had previous connections with the Silver Needles.”

“Was that why you assigned Isobel’s investigation to me?” I asked.

He nodded. “The Needles had identified Belle as my ally and a threat. I wanted to see how you handled the investigation. Unfortunately, we had that little problem with Erin Karwell first. Speaking of which…”

“Cèsar killed her in self defense, Fritz. She was a half-succubus. She attacked him,” Isobel said. “Erin Karwell and her coworker, Thandy Cannon, were Gray planted at The Pit to watch the OPA.” A smile flashed over her lips. “You’re going to have to find another bar to hang out at after work.”

Fritz looked disappointed. “I’m going to miss dollar rib night.”

I was going to miss living a normal life where I thought I could trust people. But you know, priorities. “Where’s Joey? Agent Dawes?”

“He’ll be arrested by now. Another unit went to his house at the same time this one moved in on Costa.”

Guess I should have felt relieved about that, but I was too exhausted. “So…what now? What about Agent Takeuchi? She didn’t have anything to do with Erin or the Needles. Her only crime was being unlucky enough to work for the OPA.”

“Ah, yes. I’ll make some calls,” Fritz said.

He whipped out the Blackberry and walked off again.

Isobel reached out, grabbed my hand. “I’m sorry I lied to you, Cèsar.”

The memory of her kissing me in the RV flashed through my mind, shortly followed by the memory of Fritz kissing her. I got up and abandoned the wine bottle on the table between our chairs. “I’m gonna get some air.”

“Thank you for saving me. Again.”

The way she said that turned my guts to hamburger.

Not going to think about it.

I managed to tear myself away from Isobel. Walk through the swarm of OPA agents moving in and out of the building. Bump past a photographer.

Domingo was sitting outside The Pit on the tailgate of a black SUV. He was smoking again, and he hadn’t smoked since getting married. When he saw me, he offered the cigarette in my direction. “Better not,” I said. “I think I’m technically on the job right now.”

“Your loss.” He dragged deep. The end flared with light. As he blew smoke out of his nostrils, he nodded toward the window. Isobel was on the other side talking to Fritz. “That’s the woman, huh?”

I sighed. “Yeah. That’s the woman.”

“And that’s your boss, isn’t it?”

“Yup.”

“Tough cookies.”

My thoughts involved a lot more expletives than that, but he’d gotten the gist of it. I sat on the tailgate next to him. “Your spell sucked. Everyone woke up.”

“Your friends broke the circle.” He patted the SUV. Its tire straddled the salt line.

I wasn’t sure I’d call the Union “friends.” Even if Eduardo and Joey had been double agents, I wasn’t feeling real warm and tingly about that particular arm of the OPA at the moment. On the other hand, every scrap of brotherly rivalry I’d ever felt about Domingo was suddenly magically forgotten. “In case I forgot to tell you earlier—thanks for coming out to help me.”

He grinned. “No problem.”

Fritz and Isobel emerged from The Pit. “Ready to go?” he asked.

I stood. “Where?”

“I’m making a new task force specifically for internal investigations and special ops. You can select an agent you trust as your partner. I assumed you’d pick Agent Takeuchi. Unless there’s someone else you’d like to nominate?”

“You assumed rightly, sir,” I said. I glanced at my brother. “You good here?”

“I’m fine,” Domingo said, taking a deep drag of his cigarette. “Go play secret agent man.”







I was waiting for Suzy when she emerged from the Union detention center. It was in an underground bunker in the middle of the Mojave, probably an hour of driving from the nearest highway on narrow dirt roads. The entrance was hidden inside a big pile of black rocks. Suzy emerged looking disheveled and annoyed. Her suit was rumpled, tie loose around her neck, hair in a messy ponytail.

She stopped a few feet away from me with a dubious look.

“Hey, Suze,” I said. “Bad day?”

“I’ve had better,” she grunted.

“You’ve been declared innocent and the bad guys are dead. What could be better than that?”

“Not being detained in the first place,” Suzy said.

“Good point.”

But she perked up a little. “So they’re dead, huh?” She didn’t give me a chance to explain. She didn’t seem to care. “What the fuck happened with my Glock?”

“It was a mix-up,” I said.

Anger flashed over her features. “Hell of a fucking mix-up.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shook her head. “It’s not your fault.” She tugged the rubber band out of her ponytail. Fine black hair fell around her cheeks. “Fuck, I need a shower.”

I jerked my chin toward the pile of rocks. “What’s it like down there? I’ve always been curious.”

“You don’t want to know.”

Probably true. “Ready to go?”

“Oh yeah.”

I escorted her toward the helicopter that had carried me out to the detention center. Apparently, Union regulations didn’t allow aircraft to park directly on top of the underground construction, so it was a good quarter mile to the north. Fritz and Isobel climbed out as we approached and met us halfway.

“Welcome back, Agent Takeuchi,” Fritz said. “You’ve been reassigned from the Magical Violations Department to a new task force. You’re now Agent Hawke’s partner and will handle special investigations.”

Suzy glowered at him. “A promotion? Right when I’m getting out of a Union detention center?”

“Yes, it’s a promotion. You’ll have much more responsibility.”

“And more pay?”

Fritz was stony-faced. “We’ll see.”

Which meant no.

Damn. I hadn’t thought to ask for more money, but now that Suzy mentioned it, I wouldn’t have minded a raise. I was going to need a new apartment—one where I hadn’t killed a half-succubus—and moving wasn’t cheap. I also really wanted to complete my Star Trek: The Next Generation collection on Blu-ray.

“I accept the promotion,” Suzy said.

Fritz smiled. “Of course you do.”

The helicopter’s rotors hadn’t slowed while we talked. It was ready to take off when we approached. Fritz moved to help Suzy into the helicopter, but she jerked out of reach, giving him the kind of look that could have started engine fires.

I stood back for a moment, letting them pick their seats, buckle in. Isobel waited with me.

A question had been nagging at me since we left The Pit, and I couldn’t help but ask now that we were momentarily alone. “So you and Fritz,” I said, leaning close, keeping my tone low. Nobody would be able to hear us under the helicopter.

Isobel’s cheeks flushed. “Yeah, Fritz and me.”

“Are you…?”

“We used to be.” She quickly added, “But it’s been over for a while. I reminded him. He knows.”

That probably shouldn’t have made me feel as good as it did. The feeling didn’t last long. Ex-girlfriend of my boss? The only woman I could date with even more guilt would be Domingo’s estranged wife.

She climbed into the helicopter. I let Fritz help her up and kept my hands to myself.

I took the seat across from Isobel. “You knew I was going to be assigned to investigate you. So you knew I was coming. And you still dusted me with blister powder in the cemetery.”

Isobel had the courtesy to look embarrassed again. She waited to respond until she had pulled on her headset. Her voice came in over the speakers, flat and crackling with interference. “I thought you might have been with the Needles at the time.” She ducked her head and focused awfully hard on figuring out her buckles. “No hard feelings?”

Suzy was staring fixedly out the window, Fritz absorbed in his Blackberry. Both of them looked disturbed, probably for completely different reasons, but I knew they could hear us over their headsets.

I had a lot of hard feelings about this week and I didn’t think I was the only one. But it was a new day, and apparently, we were coworkers now. Better to move on.

“Naw,” I said. “No hard feelings.”

Fritz pushed his microphone closer to his mouth. “Good, because we have a lot of work to do. I just received a report of anomalous infernal activity in Reno, Nevada, and we’re the closest unit equipped for response.”

“Infernal?” Isobel asked. “You mean demons?”

That wasn’t the problem I had with Fritz’s statement. “How the hell are we equipped? We just got Suzy out of the detention center. We haven’t done any training for demons. We’re barely even a team yet.”

Fritz smirked. “I said internal investigation and special projects. This is special. Are you all ready?”

I was pretty sure that was a rhetorical question, but I exchanged a look with Suzy. For the first time since she’d stepped out of that bunker, there was a spark of mischief in her eye. “Born ready, sir.” Of course this was the kind of thing she’d love. She rolled with the punches better than anyone else I knew.

This was going to be fun.

“Great,” I said. “Let’s go to Reno.”

Hell of a week.
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CHAPTER ONE




APRIL 2008 - RENO, NEVADA

If you saw me sitting down in the old Soup Express building that Wednesday morning, you’d think that the spineless piece of shit stool pigeon that I was interviewing was human. You’d be right about the spineless piece of shit part. The human part? Not so much.

You could have passed Connie on the street corner with no information about her but the shifty-eyed way she watched the world, and you’d instantly know she was the type to spill the beans for enough money. She looked as slimy as her personality: greaseball face, a wig likely styled with canola oil, damp patches at her groin and underarms. The chunky gold watch and necklace she wore were the kind of jewelry owned by CEOs and high rollers, not assholes with Sharpie eyebrows and Juicy sweats.

If Connie had been smart, she would have sold that watch for whatever the pawnshop would give her and headed for the border. Not to a country without an extradition agreement, but a country without an overlord.

Connie wasn’t smart, so she was in an empty, condemned building with me.

She was regretting it.

“We haven’t met before, have we?” she asked, mopping at her forehead with a fistful of dusty napkins from the counter. Before the economy crashed, Soup Express had been one of those places where you ordered at the register and got your food delivered to your table—an uncomfortable mix of fast food and sit-down—and they’d left behind a lot of detritus.

I fought the urge to lean back as Connie sat in the chair across from me, arranging her long, narrow limbs into the pretense of a casual posture. Slouched back, ankles crossed, arms behind her neck. Might have been convincing if she’d held still like that longer than two seconds. She couldn’t stop fidgeting.

Jesus, she didn’t smell right. I expected someone that looked like her to reek of body odor and cologne. Instead, she smelled like rot.

“No, we haven’t met,” I said. Fortunately. “How many contacts do you feed information to, if you can’t remember them all?”

Connie shrugged. It was a short, twitchy gesture, more like someone was tickling the back of her neck and she was trying not to look back to see who it was. “You know how it is. Drop some lethe, lose a year.”

I didn’t know how “it” was. I didn’t even know what “it” was.

I casually lifted the cover of my manila folder and skimmed the top page. Fritz had left me a sticky note about lethe. It said, “Street drug for demons. Stimulant. Subcutaneous insertion via intake bracelet or inhalation via sinuses.”

My eyes flicked up to Connie. Her watch had slid down her bony wrist, revealing an iron band on her forearm. The intake bracelet.

I pretended that I hadn’t noticed it, or at least, that it didn’t surprise me. I wanted Connie to think this was a normal day of the week for me. Like it was part of my morning routine to squeeze information out of spineless piece of shit stool pigeons.

It wasn’t. My job was not so much intimidation and hexes and shooting guns as much as pushing papers from one side of my desk to the other, and occasionally tracking down non-violent perps.

At least, that’s what my job used to be, before I had a bounty put on my head by the incubus mafia. One thing had led to another, I’d gotten promoted to a special team, and the status quo had changed in kind of a big way.

Now here I was, working with demon informants.

A demon. Jesus.

This part definitely wasn’t normal for me.

I had one demon contact. One. And Monique was an artisan, a shut-in, someone who presented no real threat to humanity. And even though a skinny chick like Connie was as unintimidating as I could imagine, I didn’t know what kind of demon tricks she might be able to pull.

These days, frankly, it felt like I didn’t know anything about…anything.

Not that I could let Connie catch on to that.

“We need to talk about the infernal energy event that we detected this weekend,” I said. The words came out smooth. Infernal energy event. Those were three words I’d never put together before in my life, but I thought I made it sound pretty natural.

Connie’s face crumpled like she was about to start crying. “Oh man.”

I let the manila folder drop closed. “So you know about it.”

“Don’t need to ask me about this one. Find someone else. Anyone else.”

I was mostly new to demons, but not new to dealing with informants. There were two kinds of them: the kind that needed intimidation to loosen up, and the kind that needed money. I thought Connie might snap if I tried to intimidate her. Couldn’t imagine pulling the “look at how big and scary I am” moves on a lady anyway, even if she was a demon-lady.

Sliding my wallet out of my pocket, I set it on the table in front of me.

“Let’s take this nice and slow,” I said. “Start from the beginning. Where do you work, Connie?”

Her fidgeting stopped when she spotted my wallet. She swallowed hard. “I hold down a job at Craven’s Casino. Part-time. Janitorial work’s a good way to get info. It’s like I’m invisible in the uniform, you know? You’d be surprised what people say around the staff, like we’re not even there.”

Now she was talking. That was good.

“Craven’s Casino is owned by demons, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Uh, yeah. Obviously. John Ascuaga’s not going to serve long pig ribs on Thanksgiving.”

Who the hell is John Ascuaga? What the hell is long pig?

If there was any way to make an investigation more difficult than throwing me at my first demons, it was throwing me at my first demons in an unfamiliar city. But I kept my face smooth as I jotted down the notes to look up later. Just had to look good, look confident, keep Connie talking. My Steno pad already had a full page of notes about this investigation and I’d been working on it for less than twenty-four hours.

“Were you at work when the event occurred, Connie?”

She stiffened. Gave a jerky shrug. Gnawed on a fingernail. “I don’t know.”

Time to rephrase.

“What were you doing on Sunday night at ten o’clock?”

“Working,” she said.

Okay. We were getting somewhere. “Did you notice any strange behavior in the casino that night?”

“It’s always strange in Craven’s, amigo.” Connie tore her thumbnail off, spit it onto the floor. “Our cocktail waitresses wear assless chaps and they let people fuck them. They encourage it. But anyone who fucks them turns up dead. And you don’t need chips to gamble on the floor; you can toss anything valuable on one of those tables and play. Or you can put down nothing at all and let the dealer figure out what you owe. The dealers are happy to take blood or flesh half the time. So you wanna talk strange? At Craven’s?”

She painted an ugly picture. I was starting to feel a little hot. I caught my hand loosening my tie and made myself stop.

It was easy enough to imagine what a demon-owned casino might be like. Helltown, in Los Angeles, played by similar rules—the trade of flesh and blood and souls. Demons liked money, but they liked organic currency much, much better.

I’d been quiet too long. I tried to remember what we were talking about.

“Did you see anything stranger than usual? You know what I mean.”

“David Nicholas was irate,” Connie said. “Normal levels of irate, but…” She stopped. “I don’t know. I just—I don’t know.”

David Nicholas? I flipped through the dossier. No way to make the search look casual now—his information was toward the back. We had no photo, no information on aliases or species. All it said was that David Nicholas was the name of the manager running Craven’s Casino.

I doubted that he was human. Hard to imagine a human that could keep charge of that kind of hellhole.

Pun intended.

“Did you speak with the manager? Do you know what was bothering him?” I asked.

Connie shook her head. “No. I avoid him. Everyone smart avoids him.” Her fingers crawled across the table, toward my wallet. I resisted the urge to put it away and instead opened it. Green paper poked up on one side. Connie’s glassy eyes brightened. “I heard him laughing.”

“Laughing?”

“Cackling,” she said. “David Nicholas was storming around, biting heads off like usual, and then he went into his office for a while. I felt the—this event thing—and when he came out of his office again, he was happy. Happier than I’ve ever seen him.”

I made note of it. “When did he go into his office?”

“Dunno. I was busy mopping the first floor shitters.”

“Is that early in your routine at work, or late?” I asked.

“First thing.”

So David Nicholas’s momentary disappearance probably coincided with the infernal energy event.

It wasn’t much information. It was barely anything at all. I drummed the end of my pen on the table, frowning hard at Connie. She shriveled under my gaze, so I made myself stop. Didn’t want to intimidate her. Hated seeing fear in a woman’s eyes.

“I want to pay you, Connie. If you can tell me anything about what caused the event—including rumors you may have heard—you can walk out of here two hundred dollars richer.” Fritz had actually given me a thousand dollars in cash before sending me into Soup Express for the chat, but I didn’t think Connie was that tough a nut to crack.

“It’s because of her,” Connie whispered, staring fixedly at the floor.

I followed her gaze. She was watching a spider skitter across the dusty concrete. It was a harvestman, a daddy long legs. Connie looked petrified by it.

“They’re not venomous,” I said, bending down to scoop the harvestman up in my fingers.

Connie jerked back, shooting to her feet, sending her chair crashing to the ground.

“Oh man,” she said again, rubbing her hands over her face, raking furrows through her greasy hair.

I went to a cracked window. “There you go, buddy.” I ushered it off of my hand. It delicately stepped off of my fingers and vanished outside. Snow aside, it was a pretty warm night in Reno, Nevada—the harvestman would be fine.

When I turned back to Connie, she had plastered herself flat against the wall. She was shaking harder. Didn’t look like fear anymore. It looked like she might be having a seizure.

“It’s her,” she said again. “She saw me. She knows I’m talking. I’m dead.”

“Who is ‘she?’”

“She wants to find it—she—she knows that it’s there, down in my nest. She’s been asleep for so long and now she’s trying to wake up and she’ll come for me down there.” Tears rolled down her sweat-slicked cheeks. “I said too much. She knows that I said too much. She’ll kill me.”

My heart folded in on itself. “I can protect you. Let me help.”

There was something in Connie’s hand—something velvety black. For a moment I thought she’d snagged my wallet while I was distracted, but it was still on the table.

Whatever she was holding, it had shiny parts.

A knife.

“I need backup!” I shouted, drawing my gun, moving to take cover behind the stairs.

The informant moved too fast for me to stop her. But she didn’t attack me.

She dragged the blade across her throat.

It wasn’t sharp enough to cut with a single swipe. She hacked at her own neck, mangling the flesh. Black blood gushed over her hands. She cut herself open from ear to ear and exposed shining meat under the skin.

I forgot my gun and rushed to stabilize the wound.

“Connie—”

She sagged in my arms.

The back door to the restaurant exploded open. Agent Suzume Takeuchi ran in, gun drawn but aimed at the floor. “What happened?” she asked, scanning the surroundings.

Connie’s blood was stinging my skin. I dropped her and tried to wipe my hands clean on my jacket, but the blood started burning a hole through the breast. I took the whole thing off, swiped my hands dry, and dropped it.

Suzy nudged Connie with the toe of her shoe. She didn’t move.

Our informant had killed herself.

















CHAPTER TWO




MY NAME IS AGENT Cèsar Hawke. I work for the Office of Preternatural Affairs. You’ve never heard of my employer or me, but we keep the country safe from that which goes bump in the night.

Every story you’ve heard about the boogeyman is true. Witches? Oh yeah—I’m one of them. (I don’t ride a broomstick.) Werewolves? Yep. Demons and Hell? Unfortunately.

The existence of these creatures used to be accepted as fact, but our society has become skeptical. These very real dangers are considered myths by the general public.

That’s okay. It’s my agency’s duty to make sure that the average joe can live a happy mundane life, oblivious to the fact our entire world is teetering on the brink of the abyss.

My specialty used to be hunting down other witches, but I’ve been recruited to a special team that handles the worst of the worst. Trust me when I say that the worst is far worse than you can imagine. Fortunately, I’ve got great people at my back: Suzy Takeuchi, whose magical curses are only slightly less impressive than her verbal curses; Isobel Stonecrow, a necrocognitive that speaks with the dead; and Fritz Friederling, the brains and money behind it all.

We deal with curses, blood, and mayhem so that you don’t have to.

You can thank us later.







“I see that your meeting went well,” Isobel said as I dumped Connie’s body on top of the kitchen island.

I stepped back with a grimace. “Could have gone worse.”

We were in the penthouse at the top of the Dat-So-La-Lee Condominium Tower, a recent construction in downtown Reno that overlooked the Truckee River and surrounding casinos. The Office of Preternatural Affairs had obtained it for our team’s use while we were in town.

It was a secure location—a natural feature of being atop the tallest non-hotel building in the city. Plus, the lobby desk downstairs now was staffed by an admin assistant on loan from our Los Angeles office. Suzy had warded it with a dozen different spells. Fritz had stuck cameras in every corner, both inside and out. One of the other empty condos had been turned into a surveillance station so we could watch the whole damn city if we wanted to.

As far as temporary outposts went, it didn’t get more secure than this.

But the best part, if I was going to be honest with myself, was that it was swanky as fuck.

Think wood floors made from rare, endangered trees. Think glass block showers. Think platinum fixtures. Think windows that change tint throughout the day so we’d have the most comfortable light level at all times.

And then think about how much nicer our penthouse was than that.

Far cry from the one-bedroom closet I occupied in Los Angeles.

Isobel donned a pair of blue latex gloves before lifting the corner of the trash bag I’d used to wrap up the demon’s remains. Her eyebrows climbed high on her forehead. “Did Connie try to screw you to death, too?”

“Ha-fucking-ha,” I said. I knew Isobel was joking, but I didn’t find it very funny.

I wasn’t a violent guy. I couldn’t even make myself pretend to threaten people who deserved it, much less rip a woman’s throat open with some kind of dull blade. But after killing a succubus that had been trying to claim my head for a bounty, I was getting a reputation.

It sucked.

Fritz breezed through the kitchen with his BlackBerry glued to his ear. When he saw the new décor, he paused mid-step and lowered the phone. He sniffed distastefully at the sight of Connie’s body. “Do you have to do that in here?” That was the problem he had with the situation: the fact that we’d just dropped a fresh cadaver in the kitchen, not that there was a cadaver in the first place.

“I could use your bedroom,” Isobel offered brightly.

He sighed and returned his attention to the cell phone.

Our fledgling team had only been sharing the condo in downtown Reno for two days, but that was two days too many. Three OPA agents and one consultant crammed into a single penthouse—even one as nice as this one—was just asking for trouble. We were all getting on each other’s nerves.

Some of us more than others.

Suzy entered and announced her presence by setting her new Beretta on the counter. She’d bought it at a gun shop in Sparks to replace the Glock that had been seized as evidence by the OPA. And she threw a pointed look at Isobel when she set it down.

Isobel looked right back at her, sharing silent woman-glares.

The two of them had been arguing over bathroom space for twenty-four hours straight now. They weren’t outright yelling, or even being all that rude. But they were civil in the chilliest way possible. Standing in the same room as the women was kind of like unexpectedly finding myself in the Arctic Circle.

I was about ready to quit my job and go home to my trashy bachelor pad just to escape it.

“Gloves?” Suzy asked, searching our cluttered counter.

Isobel offered the box to her. “Here you go, Agent Takeuchi,” she said in a polite, controlled voice.

“Thank you, Miss Stonecrow,” Suzy said in a similarly too-nice tone, taking a pair of gloves of her own.

They both looked at me. The full force of the woman-glares made my dick try to invert. Was I supposed to be involved in the autopsy too? I’d watched Connie kill herself. I’d gotten a front row seat to the show. I was done with that demon for the rest of my life. “Thanks, but I’ll pass,” I said, stripping off my tie. It was smoldering from a smear of Connie’s blood, so I tossed it in the trash. “Maybe I’ll get started on the report.”

Suzy rolled her eyes. “Just put on the damn gloves, Hawke.”

I put on the damn gloves.

It took teamwork to peel away the trash bag without splattering blood on anything else. We stuffed it into a stainless steel bin with biohazard symbols on the lid.

“It’s caustic,” Suzy said thoughtfully, inspecting a piece of plastic that had been in contact with Connie’s blood. It was bubbled and shriveled, like it had been held too close to a lighter’s flame.

I shrugged. “She is—was—a demon. Caustic blood is normal for a demon.” I managed to say it with enough authority that Isobel nodded along with me, but I wasn’t actually sure that was true. I caught Suzy’s eye. “That is normal, right?”

“I have no clue. We need someone with a background in preternatural medicine for this.” She used a pair of steel tweezers to pull apart the flaps of Connie’s ragged throat. “I’m not sure how much information we can get out of the body otherwise. I can’t even begin to guess at the cause of death.”

“I’m thinking…fatal ventilation in the esophageal region,” I said, totally straight-faced.

Isobel snorted.

That sound was the straw that snapped Suzy’s tenuous equanimity.

She ripped her gloves off. Flung them in the trash. “I’ll get the report started.” She went into the bedroom and slammed the door.

Isobel wasn’t smiling anymore.

I stared at Suzy’s door, wishing I could see through to the other side and all the way into my partner’s brain. I’d been having a rough week, but it was nothing compared to hers. She had spent a day incarcerated in a Union detention center, which was about a day too long for anyone’s sanity.

The Union was the militaristic division of the Office of Preternatural Affairs. I wasn’t sure what she’d seen in their prison, but it had to be bad. She’d gone into the place spunky and crass and fun. She’d come out with a hair-trigger temper that had been fired twice over Isobel leaving puddles of water around the bathroom sink.

But who could blame her? After being released, Suzy hadn’t even been able to go home to feed her furry roommate, who was eloquently named Cat. We’d gone straight from picking her up at the detention center to our temporary outpost in Reno.

She needed a break. We all did.

I turned my glum gaze onto Connie. Unfortunately, none of us were getting a vacation.

“I thought it was funny,” Isobel said softly.

“Normally, she would have thought that was funny, too.” I kept my voice down so that Suzy wouldn’t be able to hear us through her door. “Cut her some slack.”

Isobel lifted her gloved hands in a defensive gesture. “I didn’t say anything about her.”

“I know. But she’s just—she’s not herself. Don’t judge her for this.”

“I’m not.”

“Okay,” I said. “Good.”

I distracted myself by grabbing a steel probe and using it to pry open Connie’s fingers. I hadn’t had time to examine the blade that she had used to kill herself, but I was very interested in checking out the murder weapon now.

Getting that close to her stiff, rubbery flesh made me cringe, but I guess I couldn’t complain. This was my job now. This was what the day-to-day was going to be like. Chatting up demons, watching them kill themselves, and then prying evidence out of their cold, dead hands.

I’d signed up for that. This was my choice.

But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss my paperwork shuffling.

“What do you have planned for tonight?” Isobel asked, leaning her elbows on the kitchen island.

I glanced up from Connie’s hand. “Huh?”

“You know. Once you’re off work.”

“I don’t think I get to be ‘off work’ while we’re here,” I said. “That’s the problem with a salaried job. All my time belongs to the OPA.”

“You can’t work twenty-four hours a day. At some point, this cadaver’s going to end up down a garbage chute. I think you’re due a little free time between body disposal and the next crisis.”

I wiggled the probe between Connie’s forefinger and thumb. “Guess I don’t have any plans. What about you? You’re not an OPA employee, are you?”

“No, I’m just here as a favor to Fritz. I can walk whenever I want.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled up at me. “I was hoping you could teach me how to do magic. I obviously have some kind of magical talent, but no idea what to do with it outside the usual…you know. Ghost thing.”

“I’m not really the guy to ask,” I said. “Potions and stuff, yeah. But I’m no good at ritual.”

Isobel’s eyes went big and imploring. “So teach me to make potions.”

I did need to mix up a few new brews. Since I hadn’t been home in a while, I hadn’t had time to restock on strength and energy potions—everything an OPA agent needed to keep up with preternatural perps. I might as well allow Isobel to watch. “Yeah, sure. I’ll teach you everything I know. Which is about three different potions, but…”

Her grin brightened her entire face. “Great.”

I finally pried the blade out of Connie’s hand, only to realize it wasn’t a blade at all. The bottom half was leathery, brown, and covered in wiry hair. The shiny part was hooked and about as long as my hand. The point glistened with fluid.

Isobel pulled a face. “That looks kind of…”

“Organic?” I suggested.

“It makes me think of bugs.”

The whole thing was a foot long, from the bottom of its wrinkled pouch to the shining tip. “Big fucking bug.”

Fritz emerged from the suite’s office and tucked his cell phone in his pocket. A white apron was draped over his arm. “What have you found?”

“I’m not sure.” Isobel lifted the hooked blade with the tweezers. “What does this look like to you?”

He pulled the apron on over his head, tied it around back. Then he took the tweezers from her. “Hmm. Daimarachnid pincer, I think. Doesn’t that look like a daimarachnid pincer to you?”

I stared. “Oh, yeah. Right. Dime…arachnid… Whatever. Not sure how that didn’t occur to me.”

Fritz laughed. He’d never been much of a laughing guy, and I understood why every time he did. The sound was kind of dorky and nasal. Did not match his suave gentleman spy billionaire look at all.

“Sometimes I forget that you were only dealing with humans when I recruited you from the private sector, Cèsar.” He turned the pincer over and held it up to the light. “Both of you, lean close. See these markings?” He pointed at a slender line of symbols imprinted below the base of the claw. “Master demons brand their underlings like ranchers brand cattle. You can tell a lot about a demon from such marks: master affiliation, the level of Hell they originate from, whether or not they’re sentient…”

“Looks like someone decorated the crease on a saggy ball sack to me,” Isobel said.

Fritz lifted an eyebrow. “You would see that, wouldn’t you?” He set the pincer down. “I could tell you what these brands mean, but maybe we should use it as an educational opportunity. What do you think? I’ll requisition a copy of Hume’s Almanac. Let you two interpret them.” It was only then that Fritz seemed to realize that we were missing a person. “Where’s Agent Takeuchi?”

Isobel opened her mouth to respond. I spoke first.

“She’s getting a head start on the reports.”

“I admire her initiative.” Fritz dragged a barstool over to the table. “Are you ready to continue interviewing the informant now?”

I glanced down at Connie’s body. She seemed even greasier now that she was dead. Her skin was bloodless and sagging, like the bones inside were starting to melt away. “She doesn’t look to be in a chatty mood.”

“She will be in a moment,” Fritz said. He was looking at Isobel.

Oh. The necrocognitive. Right.

Being able to speak with the dead was such a rare talent that I kept forgetting Isobel had it. She seemed too sweet—and too damn normal—to have such a freaky ability. Of course, the first time I had met her, she had been half-naked, painted in animal blood, and stalking around a cemetery at night. But I didn’t hold that against her. We all had weird hobbies. Personally, I liked to watch anime in the original Japanese even though I couldn’t speak a single word of the language.

My hobby was slightly less useful than Isobel’s.

She rubbed her hands together nervously. “I’ve never tried to speak with a dead demon before. I’m not sure I can do it.”

“You spoke with a half-succubus,” I said.

“Half,” Isobel said. “That means half-human, too. I just tried to talk with her human side. But this thing doesn’t have one.”

“I believe you can do it,” Fritz said. “Give it an attempt.”

“Okay, but…no promises.”

Isobel extended her hands over Connie’s body. Her eyes unfocused. Her fingers stretched out as though feeling some invisible texture to the air.

The magic hit me hard, like being shoved in the chest by a linebacker. I actually took a step back and gasped. My lungs closed, my throat tightened, and my sinuses itched. I would have sneezed if I’d had any oxygen left in my body.

Fritz didn’t react at all. He watched with calm interest as I clutched at my throat.

“Connie,” Isobel said, her voice growing deeper and more resonant. “Come here, Connie.”

That was all it had taken her to raise a ghost before—calling their names, like they were on opposite sides of a room and she just needed to get their attention. But now her brow furrowed and she frowned.

“Connie?”

Her hands flexed. My head began to swim from the force of the magic.

“Isobel,” I croaked. “Can you turn it down?”

She didn’t seem to hear me. She shut her eyes. “Connie!”

Silvery mist lifted from the body.

I knew what came after this. The mist would turn into a human shape. That human would have no clothes or hair or eyes. And then Isobel would be able to speak with the voice of the dead. Creepy, but kind of getting to be normal at this point.

That wasn’t what happened.

The mist formed into eight legs and a low-slung body. The empty eyes were numerous, glistening bulbs. And below those dangled a pair of pincers like the one that Connie had used to kill herself.

It was a spider the size of a small car, and it was in the middle of our kitchen.

I gave a strangled shout and jumped back, tripping over one of the barstools. It crashed to the floor. I was about two seconds behind it.

Fritz raised a hand toward me. “Wait—be silent!”

But Isobel had been shocked by my yell and she lost her concentration. She stumbled away from the spider. When she saw what she had summoned, she screamed.

The spider evaporated, taking the crush of magical pressure along with it.

Suzy’s bedroom door flew open. Her gun was already drawn. “What’s going on out here?”

I gaped up at her. She was only five feet in her work shoes, so I’d never seen her taller than me before. “I have no idea.”

Realizing that nobody was about to die, Suzy holstered her gun. She offered me a hand. I took it and Suzy hauled me to my feet. “What the fucking fuck was that?” I asked, staring between Isobel and Fritz.

“That,” Fritz said, “was a daimarachnid.”

I filed that definition away for later reference. “Daimarachnid” means huge fucking spider. Gotcha.

“Why did a daimarachnid come out of your dead informant?” Isobel asked. She was still clutching at the counter behind her, like she thought she might fall over without it.

“That was the ghost,” I said. It only occurred to me as I said it. “Connie was somehow a daimarachnid, wasn’t she?” The body didn’t look like a daimarachnid. It looked increasingly like an empty rubber suit. But like I said, demons have some crazy powers, and I don’t even know what half of them can do.

“Why don’t we find out?” Fritz pulled on a pair of gloves. “Would the three of you like to help me with the autopsy?”

My feeling of surprise was mirrored on Suzy’s face. She was the one who said, “You’re doing the autopsy?”

Fritz was the director of the Magical Violations Department, where I had been assigned before “volunteering” to join our new team. As far as upper management went, he was good at his job. He treated the men and women that worked for him well. He interfaced with the other departments spectacularly. But that was all managers were trained and expected to do—I’d never seen him do anything that was actually useful.

“Believe it or not, I had a life before I was recruited to the OPA as well,” Fritz said. “Drag the lamp over here. And get comfortable, because this is going to be very long and very interesting.”

















CHAPTER THREE




“INTERESTING” TURNED OUT TO be the wrong word for a demon autopsy. I could think of a lot of words for it—“nasty” and “horrifying” being the first two that came to mind—but “interesting” was not one of them.

Fritz spent hours slicing and dicing Connie’s rubbery flesh. An hour in, Suzy made a bottle of bourbon appear out of thin air, then made several ounces disappear before another hour passed. She offered to share, but I wasn’t in a drinking mood. Actually, I was never in a drinking mood, but now even less than usual. I needed a clear head for this crap.

I migrated to the window to avoid having to watch what was happening in the kitchen. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much of a city to look at outside. All I could really see in our neighborhood were aging strip motels and pawnshops and souvenir shops that sold novelty t-shirts with filthy slogans on the chest.

Out the western windows, I could look beyond the city to the sun disappearing behind the snow-capped Sierras. The sky was pink and violet and gold. Much more scenic than anything in my part of Los Angeles.

Today, the sight of the sunset made me feel strangely, inexplicably grim.

“Do you like coffee?” Isobel asked, stepping up to my side. She offered a mug to me.

It was a better offer than the bourbon, but not by much. My stomach was knotted after watching Fritz work with the scalpel. “No, but thanks.”

“That bad, huh?” she asked.

I eyed the body on the table over Isobel’s shoulder. It turned out that Connie’s greasy skin was actually nothing more than a skin-suit that somehow concealed a lot of long, furry legs. Fritz had said something about dimensional pockets by way of explanation. I hadn’t listened all that closely.

I was too distracted by the way that the skin-suit’s gushing fluids mingled with the black blood and turned a strange brown color—not too unlike the coffee.

“Yeah,” I said. “That bad.”

Fritz finally stepped back, mopping the sweat from his forehead with a dishtowel. He was soaked in blood up to his elbows. “That pincer didn’t come from Connie’s daimarachnid form. Both of her pincers are intact, and it doesn’t match her species anyway.”

“So there are multiple types of daimarachnid running around.” My mind flashed through the possibilities. The harvestman demons, the black widow demons—oh shit, maybe tarantulas twice the size of Connie’s ghost.

I was going to go ahead and try to not think about that.

Suzy took another long drink as I sat next to her on the couch. “And the cause of death wasn’t esophageal ventilation, was it?” she asked, mimicking my tone.

“The poison definitely killed her,” Fritz said. “The informant had been prepared for suicide.”

His phone rang and the BlackBerry buzzed along the edge of the counter. Isobel reached for it, but Fritz lunged across the kitchen to catch it first. He clenched it in his fist and shot a warning look at Isobel. “Don’t touch my phone,” Fritz said. He pointed at Suzy and me in turn, too. “That goes for all of you. Never touch my phone, or there will be literal Hell to pay.”

Isobel rolled her eyes as she turned away.

Fritz answered the call on speakerphone. The voice that responded was pleasant and female. I wasn’t sure if OPA dispatch was staffed by actual people or if the response was computer-generated. It always sounded like the same woman on the other end, day or night.

“Director Friederling, your appointment has been arranged. The manager of Craven’s is expecting to meet your team outside his office at nine o’clock.”

I glanced at the clock. A lot of time had been consumed by Connie’s autopsy; it was already seven.

“Thank you, Nancy,” Fritz said.

“You’re welcome. Can I help you with anything else?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Have a good night, sir,” she said, and the call disconnected.

Fritz scrubbed his arms clean in the sink. “You two heard that, didn’t you?” he said to Suzy and me.

“We can’t meet the manager of a demon casino,” I said, kicking my feet up on the coffee table. “We don’t know enough about dealing with the infernal community. Hell, we don’t know anything about dealing with the infernal community. I don’t know if you’ve forgotten, but there are OPA regulations about level of training required for teams before going on active duty.”

“We’re not operating entirely under OPA regulations, but I do have a solution for your inadequate training.”

Fritz dried his hands, retreated into his bedroom, and returned with a box moments later. He placed it on the counter to remove the contents: four small pieces of black plastic the size of my thumb.

I took one and turned it over. It had a rubbery loop attached and a single button on the flat side. There was also an attachment that looked like an earplug.

“Bluetooth earpiece,” Fritz explained. “And here are the receivers. You’ll clip these to your belts so that the earpieces will work even if you’re somewhere without wireless reception. They connect directly to a team line and OPA dispatch.”

I’d seen folks wearing similar earpieces, but usually they were just douchebags talking too loudly on their cell phones at grocery stores. Now I got to be one of those douchebags. Professionally. “Thanks,” I said, placing it over my ear. It was surprisingly comfortable once I got it angled correctly, and the rubber insert canceled out most room noise on that side.

“The button on the side is for initiating and terminating calls.” Fritz handed a second earpiece to Suzy. “I’ll be capable of listening to your conversation with David Nicholas and send information to you as the meeting progresses.”

Isobel reached for the fourth earpiece, but Fritz tossed it back into the box before she could take it. Guess she wasn’t coming along.

“I’ve requisitioned secure smart phones with access to the OPA database for more convenient access to information, but those won’t arrive until tomorrow,” Fritz said. “You’ll have to settle for this tonight.”

“Tonight? As in right now?” I asked. The meeting was two hours away, and I’d promised Isobel that I would teach her to brew potions. I also really wanted to make myself a fresh pot of strength enhancers before I faced another demon.

“Yes, tonight, right now,” Fritz said. “Your meeting is at nine o’clock.”

“With all due respect, I think that going into a casino filled with demons after sundown is a terrible fucking idea.”

The corner of my boss’s mouth lifted in a smile. “Most demons won’t agree to meet us during the day.”

So much for getting the cauldron a-bubbling. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need any magically enhanced strength that night. Shouldn’t be too hard, right? Just had to avoid getting into a fight with David Nicholas, enigmatic demon manager of an evil casino.

Easy.

I tossed my latex gloves in the trash, grabbed my leather jacket out of the closet. I’d normally only wear suits on the job, but Connie had ruined the last one, so leather was all I had left.

“Rain check on potions class?” Isobel asked, following Suzy and me to the door.

“Rain check,” I agreed.

She smiled. “Go get ‘em, tiger.”

















CHAPTER FOUR




I’D THOUGHT THAT LEAVING for our meeting almost two hours before we were scheduled to arrive would make us embarrassingly early. Turned out Fritz wasn’t being as pushy as I’d thought. Suzy and I had to walk laps around the block for over an hour before we found Craven’s Casino.

It wasn’t that it was particularly difficult to reach; the problem was that it was warded almost as much as the entrances to Helltown, and it resisted being seen. Suzy only discovered it when she realized that she couldn’t look at the space between two other buildings—an old hotel and a convenience store—and then she pointed it out to me.

“There,” she said.

I had to tilt my head to look at it from the corner of my eye. I glimpsed a building jammed between the others, one that was awkwardly tall and skinny. Its windows were boarded up. The sign was red neon—of course it was red neon—and it said “Crave’s.” The “n” had gotten smashed, leaving a gap in the word.

Once I managed to focus on it the first time, seeing the casino got easier. I rubbed my eyes and took a better look.

The streets downtown were still frozen and slushy from the last snowstorm, but the sidewalk in front of Craven’s was perfectly dry, as if warmed from underneath. The black paint on the exterior walls was peeling. The front door was guarded by a guy who had two giant tusks jutting out over his bottom jaw.

I tried to tell myself that this was no different than visiting Helltown—maybe even a little better. It was just one building, not an entire neighborhood. And while the OPA might have been mostly helpless to do anything about the demon-run neighborhood in Los Angeles, we could always just drop a bomb on a single building. Theoretically.

But Helltown was the devil I knew. This? This was something else.

“Ready?” I asked Suzy.

Her hand rested on her holster as she surveyed the building. The muscles in her shoulders were tense. “Yes, I’m ready.”

She didn’t sound ready.

I wanted to ask her if she was okay. I wanted to make her tell me what had been going through her mind ever since we got her out of the detention center. But the Bluetooth earpiece beeped, reminding me that we weren’t alone, not really.

Fritz’s voice came in over the earpiece, soft and clear. “Give the doorman my name. He’ll let you in.”

Suzy and I crossed the street. Her legs were a heck of a lot shorter than mine, but she lengthened her stride to reach the door first.

The look that the doorman gave her was somewhere between annoyed and amused. She was dressed for work, which meant a black suit, black necktie, practical loafers. She looked like she belonged in an office building, not downtown Reno at night.

“Whatever you want, it’s not here,” he rumbled, carefully enunciating the words around his tusks. “Beat it.”

“Fritz Friederling sent us,” Suzy said.

“Friederling, huh?” He stepped aside, holding the door open. Hot air gusted over the sidewalk. “Enjoy.”

I stepped through ahead of Suzy.

After everything Connie had said about Craven’s, I expected the casino to be a horror show. But I’d already been in a couple of the other casinos to avail myself of their greasy breakfast buffets, and the gaming room floor didn’t look all that different from those at The Eldorado or Circus Circus.

The carpet was covered in tacky geometric patterns. The walls were painted black with mirrored panels and a mirrored ceiling. The card tables looked like they were arranged at random in the sunken floor, half-hidden under a cloying cloud of cigarette smoke.

A cocktail waitress sauntered past, looking me up and down with heavy-lidded eyes. She was wearing a few strips of leather and not much else. And her body—oh man, no way could that body belong to a human. Not unless she had some kind of antigravity spell holding up her bare breasts. Her nipples looked like Hershey’s kisses. Her hair was silk framing her slender neck.

I thought about kissing along the line of her throat, nipping her jaw with my teeth. I thought about suckling the sweat out from between her breasts. As she returned my stare, I thought she had to know exactly what I was thinking about—and approved of it.

Suzy bumped into me deliberately, jolting me out of my glazed stare. “Thought you’d be done with succubi by now, you big dummy.”

A succubus? That would explain a lot. I still couldn’t help but watch the waitress slink pass with the drink tray, hips swaying. She shot a sultry, inviting look over her shoulder.

“I’m just…thirsty.” Right. Thirsty. Even though I didn’t drink alcohol.

Suzy’s lips pinched into a frown. “Maybe you shouldn’t drink anything a demon gives you. Just a thought.” When I didn’t immediately respond, she jabbed a knuckle into my ribs. “Hawke! Pay attention!”

I blinked hard, shook the haze away. “Yeah. You’re right.”

Connie had talked about how inviting the cocktail waitresses were—and how deadly. And I’d still forgotten her warnings the second I walked through the door.

I made myself focus on Suzy instead. She was very pretty, but not succubus-distracting. Safe and normal. “What would I do without you, Suze?”

She just snorted and started walking.

“Where’s David Nicholas’s office?” Suzy muttered, two fingers touching her earpiece.

“Up the rear stairs. Up—don’t go down. Right above the ninth-floor high roller gaming room.”

We found the stairs behind the blackjack tables, hidden behind a pair of escalators that were marked with “Out of Order” signs. The stairs were narrow and spiraling and didn’t look like they’d be capable of supporting my weight.

“Nine floors,” I muttered.

Mischief sparked in Suzy’s eyes. “Not afraid of getting a little exercise, are you, Hawke?”

“I’m afraid of stairs collapsing and killing the both of us.”

“Grow a pair,” she said, elbowing me in the same place she had pinched me. It felt like I was going to bruise.

That was a little of the Suzy I loved.







Our good humor was gone by the time we reached the ninth floor high roller room, slaughtered by a mix of fatigue and a serious case of the creeps. Everything between the first and ninth floors was dark—no resemblance to The Eldorado there.

I glimpsed a restaurant on the second floor that smelled like sticky-sweet barbecue. Third through fifth were just dark hallways. Eighth looked like some kind of spa, with a front desk and a red-tiled floor, but the creature behind the counter definitely wasn’t human.

It was a relief to hit the ninth floor, even if the typical casino décor had been replaced by velvet curtains and oil lamps. It was so dark that I couldn’t tell if there were demons or humans squatting around the tables.

“Did you survive the nine whole flights of stairs?” Suzy whispered in a weak attempt to lighten the mood as we sidled along the wall, staying off the gaming floor.

“Yeah, but my thighs are killing me. Not sure I could climb another step.”

“Tough shit,” Suzy said, pointing. There was a separate staircase leading to the manager’s office, which was an enclosed loft overlooking the tables.

I groaned, and not just because I didn’t want to go up more stairs. It was awful dark up there.

“Look at the bright side,” she said, nudging me onward. “Your ass is going to look fabulous.”

The stairs led to an antechamber outside the manager’s office, which was, like everything else, painted black. David Nicholas’s door was labeled “MANAGER.” I knocked on it. Even that brief contact made chills wash over my spine. My heart was beating a little too fast, like I’d just guzzled an entire gallon of energy potions. Faster than it should have after taking the stairs.

“Do you feel that?” I whispered, waving my hand between us. It seemed like there should have been something tangible to touch, like a scratchy veil clawing at my face, making it hard to breathe.

“Feel what?”

All of the other sounds of the casino had retreated, like the hall separating us from them had grown a mile long, and I could only hear the faint echoes of life. Yet the antechamber itself felt smaller. Like it was contracting around me.

“That,” I said, unable to put to words the growing tension.

Suzy’s jaw tightened. “You’re imagining things, Cèsar.”

I wasn’t. The walls were definitely getting blacker. It was getting harder to breathe.

The office door opened.

The sallow-skinned man who greeted us was my height, but about as thick around as one of my biceps. A leather jacket hung off the points of his shoulders. His shirt was stained with tobacco fingerprints. His cheeks were so sunken that I could make out the line of his individual teeth, and his eyes were endless, inky black.

“David Nicholas?” Suzy asked.

The corners of his lips stretched across his face, reaching from one earlobe to the other. “What have we here?” I could feel the words all the way in the core of my intestines. I was transfixed by the black sheen on his tongue as it undulated with speech.

“Fritz Friederling,” I said. “He sent us to talk to you.”

David Nicholas lifted a cigarette to his lips. He inhaled and blew smoke out the caverns of his nostrils. “Come inside.”

He stepped back, leaving nothing between me and his office but a threshold. It was even darker inside than it was out on the landing. I wasn’t sure that I wanted to go in.

Our hesitation seemed to amuse him. His smile grew again.

“Ladies first,” he said.

Suzy lifted her chin and went inside.

I couldn’t let her go in alone—I followed.

















CHAPTER FIVE




WALKING PAST THE WINDOWS of David Nicholas’s office, I could look down to see the poker hands of every high roller below. The dealers handled the decks smoothly like they were extensions of their hands, flicking the white rectangles across the red felt, gathering up the discards, shuffling and stacking and redistributing. The motions were hypnotic and the card patterns were unusual. Grinning knaves and furious jackals.

I was so distracted by the sight that I wasn’t watching where I was going. My foot caught on something. Only Suzy’s quick grab stopped me from falling. I looked down to see what I’d tripped on and immediately regretted it.

David Nicholas’s office was a garbage dump. The trash was piled as high as my shoulders in some places. His desk was one giant ashtray, with used cigarettes scattered among the paperwork. A brass bucket on the floor nearby was filled with brown sludge. The upholstery on his chair was torn at the corners to reveal tobacco-browned padding.

The manager slid through the mess without ruffling even a single candy wrapper and poured himself into the chair. He propped his feet up on the desk. The bottom of his boots were caked in something gray—something that I didn’t think was mud.

“Take a seat,” David Nicholas said.

Suzy and I exchanged looks. There were two chairs for us, but they were both stacked high with yellowing reports. Looked like they must have been there for decades.

I shoved everything off of the seats and sat. Suzy followed after a reluctant pause.

“Friederling,” David Nicholas mused aloud, rolling the cigarette between his forefinger and thumb.

My eyes flicked to the pile of trash to my right. Had it just…moved? What was lurking in there? It smelled like wet rot, even though I could only see paper and plastic from the outside.

There was probably something dead inside.

At least, I hoped whatever was inside would be dead.

“Do you know Friederling?” Suzy asked.

“I know the family,” David Nicholas said. “You might say we came from the similar cesspools.”

I pulled a Steno pad out of my jacket, prepared to take notes. “Aren’t you a…?”

“Nightmare?” he asked.

I’d meant to say “demon,” but his office was definitely nightmarish. I couldn’t think of a better word for the casino, his office, or the man sitting in front of me, in fact.

Fritz’s voice whispered through the Bluetooth earpiece. “A nightmare is a breed of demon. They’re born incorporeal, but gain human form after they’ve collected power for a few centuries. Only the strongest ones resemble humans.”

“Resemble” seemed to be subjective. There was no mistaking David Nicholas for human, even with the sallow hair limp at his cheeks, the human clothes, the presence of two arms and two legs.

But I got the message. This guy wasn’t to be fucked with.

I wished I hadn’t worn my jacket into Craven’s. It was so hot and stuffy. Could barely suck in a lungful of air like this.

“When was the last time you were in contact with an employee of Craven’s named Connie?” Suzy asked.

David Nicholas popped the cigarette in the corner of his mouth. “Not since you killed her.” The words fell hard, like he’d just swung a sledgehammer and smashed into both of us with the accusation.

I didn’t know how to respond. The nightmare was looking at me—looking into me—and it felt like he knew everything rattling around inside my head.

“He knows that Connie is dead but not how it happened,” Fritz said, his voice tinny and distant. “That means he doesn’t know anything at all. Don’t worry about it.”

I wanted to ask Fritz what the hell he meant, but I couldn’t talk to myself without looking crazy.

“We were in contact with Connie because of concerns about unusual infernal activity in the Reno-Sacramento territory,” Suzy said. “Do you have any information about that?”

“Reno-Sacramento territory,” David Nicholas echoed. His eyes flicked between us and then settled on me. “You a kopis?”

I didn’t need Fritz’s definitions to understand that question. Kopides were a class of super-strong, super-fast humans that were born to hunt demons. All of them were men—something about the ability being carried on the Y chromosome. Many of them were employed by the Union. So I understood what he meant when he asked me if I was a kopis, but I didn’t understand why he would ask that in response to Suzy’s question.

I hesitated to answer, hoping that Fritz would fill in with more information. He didn’t.

“We’re witches,” I finally said.

David Nicholas snorted and sat back without continuing that line of thought. Smoke curled out the opposite corner of his mouth. “Always thought it was queer to call men ‘witches.’ Should be sorcerers or something. Unless you’re queer, mate?”

He was trying to provoke me. He was going to have to accuse me of something actually insulting if he wanted to do that. “Everyone who casts magic is called a witch.”

“Queer,” he said again. “Very queer.” The last millimeter of cigarette burned away, smoldering at the filter. He flicked it into the brass bucket of sludge. “You’re not a kopis and aspis trying to take up residence in the territory. So who the fuck are you, and why is any of this your business?”

“He doesn’t know about the OPA,” Fritz said immediately. “Don’t tell him.”

Shit.

I couldn’t whip out our usual cover story, which was that we worked for the FBI. Demons knew that the FBI was officially unaware of the preternatural.

I looked to Suzy for a suggestion, and she looked back at me. Her face was colorless. She was being hit by the horrible aura of David Nicholas’s office just as bad as I was, and she looked like she was on the verge of passing out.

Double shit.

I said the only thing I could think of saying. “We’re concerned citizens.” Smooth, Cèsar.

The weight of the air in the office grew as David Nicholas stood. I tensed, but he only drew out a pack of cigarettes.

He said nothing as he extracted a new cigarette, lit it, stuck the box back into his pocket.

Lots of small, mundane gestures. Nothing out of the ordinary. But for a moment, I imagined a knife in his hand. I imagined him leaping across the desk, burying it in my chest, watching the wound flake and rot.

Fear flushed over my skin, making my heart accelerate. Suzy actually made a tiny noise in the back of her throat.

Our reactions didn’t go unnoticed. David Nicholas took a long drag off of his cigarette as he smirked. “Okay,” he said. “You’re new here. This is how it works: You want information from me, you pay for it. Cash first. Then I’ll tell you what I want you to know.”

Suzy didn’t hesitate. She pulled out her wallet.

“Five hundred,” she said.

My surprise barely dented the fear choking me. Suzy was better at bribery than that. She knew to start low, use the figures to manipulate the informant, get what we wanted cheap.

Guess she wanted out of the manager’s office as much as I did.

David Nicholas was suddenly standing in front of us and I hadn’t seen him move. I jerked back in my chair. If it hadn’t been for the trash pressed against the back, I might have fallen over.

He plucked the money out of Suzy’s hand.

“You detected a surge of infernal energy because the territory’s overlord is waking up,” David Nicholas said, thumbing through the twenties. He seemed satisfied. He tucked them in his front pocket.

He was standing too close to me. I needed to get away.

“Who is the overlord?” Fritz asked over the earpiece. Suzy’s jaw was hanging open. Her pupils were dilated. “Hey! Listen! Ask him who the overlord is!”

My mouth worked silently. I licked my lips, but my tongue was dry. “What is—who’s the overlord?”

Speaking made David Nicholas turn his black gaze on me, and all I could see was his skeletal face. “The Night Hag. She’s been sleeping for decades, but she’s starting to stir.”

Fritz was muttering in my ear. “Night Hag… Night Hag? Hmm…” He wasn’t going to be any help. He didn’t have any information about her that we didn’t.

We were alone—at David Nicholas’s mercy.

“Why are you telling us this?” Suzy asked. She was bolder now that the demon wasn’t looking at her. She actually managed to stand up, straightening her suit. “Connie thought this was fatal knowledge.”

Everything’s so dark.

“It is,” David Nicholas said. It sounded like he was talking at us from a million miles away.

I imagined those long, slender fingers ripping out my throat. I imagined the wound blistering and rotting away until there was nothing but cracked spine under my chin.

“You want more information about what’s going on, who she is, what happened to Connie? There’s a mine a mile north of Fallon. Silverton. Go take a look at it.” His smile was the yellow crescent of the waning moon, teeth stubby and brittle and pocked. “Everything you need to know is in the Silverton Mine. Every little bit of fatal knowledge you bitches could possibly want.”

I stood. Felt Suzy’s hand grab my shoulder.

The trash in the manager’s office was swelling, closing in on us. The roof was dropping as the floor sank under our feet. On the game room floor, dealers flicked cards with the devil on them at the players. I glanced over my shoulder. The exit was so far away. I pushed Suzy toward it.

“Call me if you have any other questions,” David Nicholas said pleasantly.

















CHAPTER SIX




TO SAY I SLEPT poorly after my meeting would be an understatement.

What do you think about when I say the word “nightmares?” Whatever you think of, I’m sure it’s plenty bad enough. Showing up at the office naked on the day of a big presentation. Losing all your money. Death by fire. All the normal mortal fears.

Those are good fears to have. Loss of life, or loss of security. Bad dreams were a way for our subconscious to help us prepare for the unlikely worst. Unlikely, unless you’re the type that routinely shows up for meetings naked. More power to you. I won’t judge.

Until the night I met David Nicholas in Craven’s, that’s how I would have thought of nightmares, too.

Now, that word meant skinny skeleton-men with sallow flesh, and the utter, absolute suffocation of darkness. The nothingness of death. The inescapable everything of pain.

I dreamed horrible dreams and couldn’t wake up. David Nicholas haunted my night, and all I knew was rotting, boiling, suffering, sinking. Over and over again through the eternity of sleep.

And the case had barely even been started.

“You look like crap.”

I tried to focus on the woman who had spoken to me. I’d finally escaped the black pit of my bedroom, but I wasn’t really awake yet. “Huh? What?” I asked, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.

Finally, I managed to focus on Isobel. And that woke me up real fast.

It looked like she’d already been awake long enough to shower and exercise. She was wearing nylon shorts with slits up the sides that went all the way to the elastic waistband, giving lots of breathing room to her meaty thighs. I could watch the concussions ripple through her creamy brown flesh with every step she took.

She wore a white tank top on top of that, sheer enough that I could see the pattern on her sports bra—sheer enough that I could see her navel, for fuck’s sake—and the cloth could barely contain her breasts. Those jiggled when she walked, too.

Isobel had headphones around her neck. A morose Arcade Fire beat thumped from the speakers. The cable disappeared into the back of her shorts, where it must have connected to an MP3 player, but I couldn’t see it, no matter how hard I looked for the lump. And I was definitely looking hard.

After a long night of dark dreams, Isobel was vibrant life. Young and gorgeous and ripe.

Pretty funny for a woman that spoke to the dead.

“Pick your poison,” she said, lifting her hands. She had a cereal box on one side and a carton of eggs on the other.

My eyes trailed to the space between her arms. The two pleasantly round objects between her arms, to be exact. “Eggs,” I said automatically, before my brain actually processed the question. “Wait, why?”

“I’m preparing breakfast for both of us. You look like you’re barely alive, much less up for cooking.”

“I’m not much of a morning person.” Even when I wasn’t being tormented by nightmares every second that I was asleep.

“Luckily for you, I am,” Isobel said. “Pick your pleasure.”

Now that was a loaded offer. “Are you an angel?”

She just laughed at me. But I stopped her when she moved to get a skillet out of the drawer. I was still caught up in the murky haze of nightmares, thinking of the brown fluid in David Nicholas’s spittoon, the deep shadows in his eyes. My stomach was a hard knot.

The fact that Isobel was about to cook in a kitchen where Fritz had dissected a demon the night before wasn’t whetting my appetite, either.

“Help me find the biggest stockpot we’ve got,” I said.

“Huh?”

“For potions.”

“Breakfast potions?” she asked.

“No, just potion-potions. I’ll skip eating this morning.” And maybe for the rest of the week, I thought as my stomach lurched again. I couldn’t get David Nicholas’s thrashing black tongue out of my mind.

Isobel squeezed my bicep. “How do you have these if you don’t feed yourself properly?”

“Magic,” I said. No, really—it was literally magic. I lifted some weights, but I didn’t have time to work out enough to pack the kind of muscle I was carrying.

But she laughed like I was joking. “How about you find the stockpot? I can’t learn on an empty stomach.”

I searched through the cabinets while she cooked breakfast for herself. Most of the cookware was hiding in the pantry, including a stockpot big enough to cook an ostrich. I set it on the burner next to Isobel’s and grabbed my herbs.

The OPA had sent us a package of everything the average witch needed to cast spells. They hadn’t sent us a couple of my usual mainstays, like oak ash or grave dirt, but I picked out a few substitutes and arrayed them over the counter in the order that I’d need to use them.

Isobel sat at the kitchen island with her breakfast and watched me bring the water in the stockpot to a boil. She’d produced a notebook from somewhere.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Taking notes.”

I grinned. “No way. Only one way to learn, and that’s by getting dirty.”

She scarfed down her eggs. “Okay,” she said, around a mouthful of sautéed mushrooms. She swallowed. “I’m game.”

“This one is yours.” I slammed a smaller pot on the burner next to my industrial-sized stockpot. “This one is mine.”

She hopped off the barstool, bridge of her nose wrinkling. “Why do you get the big one? Is this a manly pride thing?”

“You’re not going to produce anything we can consume on your first try. Better to waste a smaller amount of herbs.”

“That’s nice,” Isobel said.

It was the truth. No matter how smokin’ hot Isobel was—and she was, trust me—I wasn’t going to handle her with kid gloves during potion making.

Getting it right was more important than flattering her ego.

Brewing a potion was a lot like high school chemistry. There were actual formulas that you could use to figure out the herb ratios, which involved a lot of almanacs, careful measurement, and scales. Abuelita, who had taught me most everything I knew about magic, had an entire Book of Shadows with formulas.

But heck, I’d failed chemistry. I never whipped out a calculator to figure out how to make my potions.

I preferred to listen to my intuition.

I started running powdered herbs through my fingers, feeling their energies, sensing the potency. Not bad. It was all fresh. “So do you want to know the trick to brewing a perfect potion?” I asked, portioning out the sage.

“Nope,” Isobel said. “I only asked for lessons so that I would have an excuse to stand next to your sexy body.”

“Uh,” I said. Eloquent as always.

“I’m joking. How do I brew a perfect potion?”

“Listen to the herbs.”

She burst out laughing.

“I’m serious. For once. Hold this and tell me what it says to you.” I dropped the rest of the bag of sage in her hand.

Isobel straightened her face. “Okay. I’m listening to the herbs. They say…” She closed her eyes, shut her fist around the bag. I kept holding on to her. “They say that the Cubbies are never going to win the pennant.”

“Ain’t that the truth?” I muttered. Of course, the Giants weren’t doing much better this season. We couldn’t talk.

Her eyes popped open. “I’m not getting anything. I’m sorry.”

“Maybe it’ll come to you,” I said. “Follow my lead.”

I started mixing herbs in my stockpot and listed off the amounts that I thought Isobel should use. Once we actually got down to mixing, she was serious and attentive. She watched me closely, mimicking my gestures, stirring the way I stirred.

“Making potions isn’t magic in the same way casting spells is magic,” I said. “Spells require ritual, some kind of fuel. Right? But we’re encouraging the energy inherent in the herbs to react and change. The result is shaped by the world around us and the way we interact with it. The phase and position of the moon, whether Mercury is in retrograde…”

“Is it?” Isobel asked.

I wasn’t actually sure. I was mostly talking bullshit, recalling things Abuelita had told me, rattling off random witchcraft facts. “Sure,” I said. “Why not?”

But I could feel that the atmosphere was right for brewing a strength potion. There was tension in the air. Even without grave dirt, we were sucking the force of the earth from far below, the power of the wind.

Isobel started zigzagging her spoon through the potion.

I grabbed her wrist. “Careful!”

“What?”

“Stir clockwise for potions that give you something. Counter-clockwise for taking something away. I usually do clockwise—strength, energy, luck. If you’re healing, you want the other way to remove illness.”

“What happens if I mix back and forth like that?”

“Apocalypse and destruction and making tiny kittens weep, probably,” I said. “You starting to simmer?”

Isobel leaned over her pot to look inside. “Um.”

I glanced into it. She wasn’t just simmering—she was at a full boil.

That was my fault. I should have been watching her more carefully. “We can fix this.” I reached over to turn down her heat. “Throw in a little… Shit, try some vervain. There’s essential rose oil in the box, too. That might balance out the energy. Plus a quarter cup of distilled water—”

“Rose oil,” she said. “Got it.”

She seized a bottle from the coffee table, uncorking it. Good quantity of rose oil. Way more than I could use in even a year.

My potion was starting to bubble, too. I turned the heat down. “Just add one or two drops of the oil so that—”

She dumped the entire bottle in. Blue smoke gushed out of her pot like a mini-mushroom cloud.

I jerked my pot off the stove, rescuing it from the fallout. “Jesus, Izzy!”

“Sorry, sorry! The bottle’s so small that I figured the whole thing had to go in!”

“Small?” It had probably taken at least a couple thousand roses to produce that much oil. Not that Isobel could have known that—she didn’t know anything about magic. And I was starting to understand why she might not have been able to learn before. The woman was a walking disaster zone.

Setting my stock pot aside, I removed Isobel’s potion from the heat, turned on the steam hood, and fanned away the smoke.

Her mistake had caused a reaction. A big one. It was hard to tell if it was because she’d started to burn the potion or added too much oil, but something had catalyzed. What had been a murky gray mess a moment before had somehow become red. The still-popping bubbles were almost gold.

It didn’t look bad, but it definitely wasn’t a strength potion.

“Huh,” I said.

“What is it? Did it work?”

“Not exactly.”

She leaned around my shoulder, cheek warm against my bicep. “Is it an actual potion?” I looked down at her pressed against me and caught a whiff of her sweat. It was amazing. I was convinced that females didn’t have actual body odor—just pheromones specially designed to drive guys like me insane.

Wait, she’d asked me a question. “Despite your best efforts, this is definitely a potion of some kind.” I lifted a spoonful for a sniff. It didn’t have a horrible smell. Kind of sweet.

“Even a stopped clock is right twice a day,” Isobel said dryly. “I’m bad at magic. I’m sorry.”

I bit back an agreement. “You’ve just gotta be more careful.”

I set the spoon in the pot and went to test what I’d made. I was more cautious than usual. I’d normally guzzle it down like a protein shake after a workout, but since I’d brewed this close to Isobel’s clusterfuck of a potion, I didn’t trust that the energies would be right.

Carefully lifting a spoonful of strength potion, I sipped a tiny bit of it.

While the spoon was still against my lips, magic erupted behind me, like a slap to the back of my head.

I sneezed.

Strength potion and snot sprayed against the backsplash. I dropped the spoon and whirled.

Isobel was standing, frozen, beside her pot. She had been messing with the pot again and now the surrounding stovetop was sparkly crimson. It looked like she had opened fire with a paintball gun.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“I thought I’d try to clean it up,” she said. “I think I might have accidentally discovered what my potion does. It…explodes. Into glitter.”

Only Isobel could accidentally make a potion that exploded into fucking glitter.

“Okay. Step away from the kitchen very slowly before you do any more damage,” I said. “I’ll handle cleanup.”

“What? You want to get rid of it now that we’ve made a glitter potion?”

I felt a smile tug at the corner of my mouth. “What else would you do with it?”

“I can think of a few dozen uses,” she said airily. “Maybe I’m not terrible at magic. Maybe I’m a magical genius waiting to be discovered or something.”

“Or something,” I muttered.

She assumed a dramatic voice, much like the fake-regal tone she had been using the first time I saw her talk to the dead. “I hereby dub this…a sparklebomb.”

I felt a muscle in my eyelid twitch. “Sparkle…bomb?”

“Yep. Sparklebomb.”

She scooped up another spoonful and lobbed it at me.

Reflexes kicked in. I stepped aside and the glob of failed potion smacked into the cabinet behind me, spraying glittering gold gunk all over the counter.

The puff of magic was bigger this time. I sneezed.

In my moment of weakness, she attacked again.

This glob hit me square in the chest and exploded over my t-shirt. The spray went up my nose, soaked through to my chest, got in my bangs. I stared down at myself in shock. I was…shiny.

Isobel clasped her hands over her mouth in silent horror, which quickly dissolved to giggles.

Her laugh was infectious. A grin spread over my face.

“This means war,” I said.

There was a ladle on the counter. I snagged it, scooped up a big ol’ heaping helping of her potion, and hurled it at her.

Isobel ducked behind the island and it whizzed over her head.

Then slapped into Fritz’s face.

The potion caught him coming out of his room, already talking on his BlackBerry. In the long, suspenseful moment before he reacted, my life flashed before my eyes.

Fritz swiped a hand down his face.

“What the…?”

Most of the red color rubbed off, leaving him dusted in golden sparkles. It clung to his eyebrows, his eyelashes. Sort of an unintentional David Bowie look.

Isobel started laughing first. I didn’t think it was all that funny—losing my job was not exactly chuckle-worthy—but once she started, I couldn’t help but follow suit. Call it panic laughter.

Fritz whipped an embroidered handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped his face off. Or at least, he tried. The glitter stubbornly adhered. He took one glance at his shimmering handkerchief and asked, “Teaching Isobel to brew?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. I knew Fritz too well to call him “sir,” but it was probably better safe than sorry. Being on the verge of losing my government benefits made me feel extremely respectful.

“Obviously you both need training. I’ll make arrangements.” He stuffed his sparkling handkerchief back in his pocket, looking as dignified as possible for a man whose skin shimmered like a pretty unicorn. “The helicopter will be here to take you and Agent Takeuchi to Silverton Mine in ten minutes, Agent Hawke. I suggest you get ready.”

















CHAPTER SEVEN




I WAITED FOR SUZY on the roof, standing just beyond the reach of the helicopter’s rotors. Fritz had warned her that we were leaving seconds after telling me, so she’d had just as much time to prepare as I had, yet she was nowhere in sight. The pilot had been keeping the engine warm for departure for a while now. He looked impatient.

Suzy finally emerged ten minutes later, when the cup of coffee I’d brought up for her had already stopped steaming. There were shadows under her eyes and her hair was loose around her shoulders. Didn’t even look like she’d put on any makeup, which made her vaguely resemble the Cryptkeeper. I was smart enough not to share that thought out loud.

“Good morning, gorgeous,” I said, offering the cup to her. Having grown up with a prickly sister, I was also smart enough to know when a woman needed a compliment.

She brushed past me and climbed into the helicopter.

I followed her inside, buckling up and pulling on the headset.

“Didn’t sleep well?” I asked, speaking through my microphone so she’d hear it on her headset.

She shook her head and finally took the coffee from me. “Appreciate it,” she said, glancing at my face. She did a double take. I’d taken a five-minute shower and spent the entire five minutes trying to scrub sparklebomb residue off of my chin. It hadn’t worked.

“Don’t say anything,” I said.

Suzy didn’t. But she did grin, and I was glad to see it.

We lifted smoothly into the air. The building fell away from under us, and we were out of town in minutes. Reno wasn’t any nicer to look at from the air. Not like Vegas, which at least had a few impressive features on The Strip and a spectacularly stark desert bordering it.

As we passed the hills to the north, Fritz’s voice came over the speakers. “You’ll need to use industrial dish soap to get the glitter off, in case you were wondering.”

I glanced around the helicopter. Nobody else had reacted to that. “Sir?”

“Can you hear me, Cèsar? You need dish soap to clean your face.”

“I’ll have to try that when I get back,” I said. “I’m, uh, I’m real sorry about the glitter.”

“It’s all right. Consider it collateral damage.” Fritz sighed over the headset. “It looked like you were having fun. You both deserve some fun—Belle especially.”

Well, if that wasn’t an awkward line of conversation I didn’t want to approach with my boss, then I didn’t know what was. I knew that Fritz had feelings for Isobel. In fact, I was pretty sure they had even been involved for a while, but I hadn’t asked details because I really didn’t want to know. It was at the top of the lengthy list of things that were none of my business.

I couldn’t think of any response that wasn’t ridiculously awkward.

I finally settled on saying, “I appreciate your offer of additional training.” Oh yeah, look at me being not-awkward. “I’m sure Isobel appreciates it, too.”

“Not a problem. Let me know if you can think of anything else that would make your job easier. I can obtain virtually anything.”

That was probably true. The OPA’s tentacular reach was pretty impressive.

“More extensive training in all matters would be great. You know I never wanted to get into this kind of shit. I’ve got no idea what I’m doing.”

“I understand you’re going out of your way to help, and your loyalty won’t go unrewarded, Cèsar.” Now we were back on a first-name basis. Not the friendliness I expected after splattering him with magical sparkles. “I’ll arrange for some hands-on time with the Union.”

That sounded almost as much fun as visiting David Nicholas again. “Thanks. Will hands-on time with the Union include Isobel? She could use it.”

In much the same way that our team wasn’t officially sanctioned by the OPA, Isobel’s participation wasn’t common knowledge, either. Fritz had told me privately that he thought that keeping her existence a secret would help keep her safe. I agreed wholeheartedly.

Despite what he’d said, he still dragged Isobel along on this case—as a “consultant,” he’d said. Apparently, his desire to keep her safe wasn’t quite as strong as his desire to keep her within his reach.

“Do you think she would benefit from what a Union unit could teach her?” Fritz asked.

I hesitated, weighing the options. “Yeah. I think it would.” She was going to run into demons sooner or later. She needed to know how to handle herself, too.

“I’ll call in help from a kopis I trust. Someone discreet.” After a moment, he added wistfully, “She reminds me of Emmeline sometimes. My wife.”

I didn’t know he was married. Possible infidelity? This conversation was a whole onion of layered awkward. “I’ve never met her.”

“You wouldn’t have, no,” Fritz said.

“There it is,” Suzy interrupted, bringing a blissful but belated end to our private conversation.

The helicopter descended, skimming over the sagebrush before settling on a bare patch of dirt. I was all too happy to drop my headphones on the seat and jump out.

As soon as we were on solid ground, the helicopter took off again. I shielded my eyes from the sun and watched it vanish. My heart dropped as the copter climbed.

“Aren’t we supposed to have support on this? Where’s the helicopter going?” Suzy asked.

It took me a second to realize that she was wearing her Bluetooth earpiece, rather than speaking to me. I hadn’t put mine in yet. I fumbled to get it out of my pocket.

After a beat, she said, “Who does it need to pick up?” And then, “Understood, sir.”

She ripped off her earpiece and jammed it in her pocket.

“We’re alone?” I asked, still holding on to my Bluetooth device. I didn’t need to have been privy to that conversation to know that it had been bad. Suzy’s expression said enough.

“We’re alone.”







The entrance to Silverton Mine was blocked by a few rotten two by fours and warning signs, blasted to unreadability by the desert wind and sun. I could almost make out words like “danger” and “no admittance.” I ripped the boards away.

There was no door on the other side—just a tunnel dug into a sagebrush-covered hill, which slanted steeply into the ground. It was too dark inside to see beyond a hundred feet. Every iota of my common sense said we shouldn’t go inside.

So, of course, I went inside.

But I drew my gun first. I’m not that much of an idiot.

“What are the odds that this isn’t a trap?” I asked as I ducked through the hole.

“Nonexistent,” Suzy said, hanging outside the entrance as if reluctant to follow me. Who could blame her? “Did you dream about him last night?”

I glanced at her. She had her gun drawn as well. The sun was at her back, making her hair shine with bluish highlights and shadowing her exhausted features.

“Oh yeah,” I said. “I dreamed about him.”

We didn’t need to say anything but that. She’d probably dreamed about all the same things I did. The endless darkness and pain. The deep pits of suffering. Suffocation. Hopelessness. Rotting. The kind of things I didn’t want to talk about. Not here, at the mouth of an abandoned mine, not at McDonald’s during rush hour, not on Santa’s fucking lap at Christmas.

It felt like if I put those nightmares into words, they would become real. No matter where I said it, reality would turn into a molten, hellish pit of fear.

But it still hung between us, unsaid. Like a third person stalking us into the mines.

“I feel like I should point out how insane this is,” I said, offering a hand up to Suzy to help her climb into the tunnel. She picked her way down carefully while I steadied her. “We’re paper-pushers. We don’t do this kind of field work.”

“We do now. Abandoned mines and demon-casinos. This is what our jobs have become.” She jumped the rest of the way down and landed beside me, where the tunnel leveled out a bit. There were worn, twisted mine cart tracks set into the ground underneath us.

“When I tracked down Black Jack, I had to stay at a Motel 6 for over a month,” I said as we followed the tracks deeper into the mine. The air was still and heavy. It was warmer than it had been on the surface by several degrees. “I thought that was roughing it.”

“You pussy. I stayed at a Motel 6 for three months during the Half Moon Bay Coven investigation. And I didn’t even land an arrest on that.”

“Yeah, well, you’re at least…I dunno, twice as rugged as I am. That’s not a big deal for you. You know that most motels don’t even have a freaking gym?”

“Poor baby,” Suzy said. “I can’t imagine how you survived.”

Now we were in a dark tunnel with barely a sliver of sunlight to illuminate our path. Fortunately, we’d both brought Maglites. I guided mine over the walls. The tunnel was narrow, barely wide enough for Suzy and me to stand side by side, and huge supports held the ceiling up. The wood was splitting with age and sagging in the center.

I touched one of them as I passed. The wood felt hard and calcified. It wasn’t quite as precarious as it looked.

The tunnel opened into a small cave that looked like it had been dug out by hand. The rocks were covered in pickaxe marks, and it was filled with a honeycomb of wood about thirty feet high and fifty feet back. We paused by the entrance, shining our flashlights around. There was some antique trash cluttering the floor. Broken chair, shattered lamp, the handle of some kind of tool I couldn’t identify.

I didn’t see anything vaguely infernal. Definitely nothing that might clue us into what was happening with the Night Hag.

“Maybe it’s not a trap,” I said. “Maybe David Nicholas was just playing a practical joke, sending us here.”

“Maybe. I don’t like it.” She stepped gingerly through the maze of wooden supports, gun in one hand, flashlight in the other.

I watched our backs as I followed her. The sun was gone now, and the exit looked impossibly dark, kind of like the way that David Nicholas’s office had felt.

Don’t think about him down here. I pushed the previous night out of my mind.

There was an old, rusted elevator waiting for us on the opposite side of the room. I nudged it with my foot. It groaned and trembled dangerously.

“I’m not going down that,” I said.

“I think we can pull it out of the way,” Suzy said, holstering her gun, jamming the flashlight under her arm. “Grab the other side.”

Together, we yanked the elevator platform out of the shaft, and I unhooked the chains. Once that was gone, I could see that the distance to the bottom wasn’t very long—just about fifteen feet. I could jump that without a problem. But I was hesitant to try it.

Once we got down there, we’d have to climb back out again. That would take longer.

If we needed to run, scaling the wall would take a long time.

My thoughts got stuck on that point. If we need to run. It was crazy. Irrational. What would we be running from in an empty mine?

Suzy wasn’t bogged down by crazy thoughts. She was already sitting, swinging her legs over the side, flipping over onto her stomach to lower herself. She dropped to the bottom. “Huh,” she said, shining her flashlight around the other side. “You should see this.”

Muttering a few choice words about nightmare demons and OPA agents under my breath, I jumped down with Suzy. The air was even warmer at the bottom. Starting to feel kind of like a sauna. It was so quiet that every step and motion was amplified, even as it seemed to be smothered by the rocks around us.

There were two tunnels branching off from the elevator. Both had divergent mine cart tracks, and both were too long for our Maglites to make much of an impression on the darkness.

“Split up to search?” Suzy asked.

I’d watched too many horror movies. No way I’d let Suzy out of my sight down here. “We’ll check them one at a time. Together.”

“It would be faster to—”

“Together,” I said firmly.

Suzy shook her head, but didn’t argue. She headed down the right fork.

The tunnel kept narrowing, not just in width but also in height. My head started brushing the wooden support beams, so I stooped. Started sidling sideways to watch Suzy in front and keep my flashlight going behind us, watching the elevator shaft rapidly disappear.

It was too quiet. Too tense.

“Feels kind of like Indiana Jones, don’t you think?” I asked, breaking the silence. “I just need a fedora and a whip.” I mimicked snapping a bullwhip down the tunnel, taking a few quick steps, like I was dodging poisoned darts

Suzy snorted. “You’re no Harrison Ford.”

“More like Benjamin Bratt,” I said. “The steamy Latin Indiana Jones.”

“Steamy,” she echoed, her eyes dancing with silent laughter.

Hey, I could be steamy. I arched an eyebrow. “Hola, amiga. Donde esta el ancient treasure?” Okay, I didn’t actually speak any Spanish, and my accent sucked. But it got Suzy chuckling.

It felt good to hear her laugh. That was usually all we did at work on the boring days—find increasingly stupid ways to get the other smiling. Sure, we weren’t in cubeville anymore, but this was still work. No matter how weird it got, it was just a job. Even if we were about a half a mile underground now.

And totally alone.

In the dark.

Don’t think about David Nicholas.

Suzy’s smile faded too fast. She was distracted.

“Still thinking about David Nicholas?” I asked, because that was definitely who I was thinking about, no matter how hard I tried not to.

“No,” she said. “Well, yes, but not just him. I keep thinking about the detention center.”

I pulled the Bluetooth earpiece out of my pocket to make sure it was turned off. We were probably too far underground for communication, but this wasn’t a conversation for the OPA’s ears. “I know it had to be bad, but…how bad?”

Suzy’s frown carved lines into her face that aged her a good ten years. “What did they tell you about the Union when you signed up for the OPA?”

“Fritz said that the Union’s kind of like Special Ops. The demon-hunting Marines. Another department like ours.”

“That’s what they told me, too,” she said. “I think they lied. I don’t think the Union’s just some department. I think it’s bigger than the OPA, or maybe bigger than our whole damn government.” Suzy stopped walking, staring blankly at the boards holding up the sagging wall. “It was enormous. The detention center, I mean. What they had underground—it was bigger than the OPA campus. There are hundreds of demons under there. Thousands.” She touched my sleeve, gave me an urgent look. “I think we made a mistake signing up for this.”

I didn’t get a chance to ask if she meant Fritz’s special team or the OPA in general.

A distant shuffling sound echoed up the tunnel.

Suzy’s gun was out again in an instant, aimed into the darkness ahead of us. I kept my gun toward the floor. Watched our backs. It was hard to tell where the noise had come from—ahead or behind—because of the way everything echoed against the rocks.

My partner saw it first.

“Dammit,” she said.

I think she said something else, but it was drowned out by the sound of her gun firing.

















CHAPTER EIGHT




AFTER SUZY FIRED HER gun, I spent a moment recalling the cute little harvestman spider in the Soup Express building. I remembered how delicate its legs were and how harmless it had looked skittering across the broad surface of my hand.

I remembered thinking about how spiders were good to have in the house, and how Pops had once told me that they were bad luck to kill. I’d laughed at him over that part. Stupid superstitious Pops. Spiders weren’t lucky; they were just bugs.

Pops had smacked me upside the head when I shared that sentiment with him. They weren’t merely bugs, he’d said. They were the apex predators of the bug world. And, he’d grudgingly admitted, it would make our ant infestation problem worse if we killed the bugs that ate them, which would definitely be unlucky.

I remembered all of that in the span of a heartbeat.

Then that heartbeat passed, and I realized that Suzy and I were the infestation problem that the apex predators were out to fix that day.

The demon came hurtling out of the darkness at the end of the tunnel.

Seeing Connie’s ghost hadn’t prepared me for the sight of an arachnid the size of an eight-legged pony. It was brown, leathery, wrinkled, covered in hair. Reddish stripes marked its legs and back. It looked kind of like a wolf spider. A huge fucking wolf spider.

And it moved like lightning.

It hit Suzy. She fell under it with a scream that rattled inside the tight mineshaft. Her Maglite went flying, lighting up the roof in a brief flash before it hit the ground.

The light went out.

It was on top of her, and apparently, it was stronger than its size suggested. Suzy kicked and shoved and couldn’t get it off of her.

I slammed my shoe into the daimarachnid’s head—did spiders even have heads?—and smashed it against the wall. One of its flailing legs knocked me off balance.

Yeah, it was strong. Really fucking strong. Like getting kneecapped by a baseball bat.

Suzy fired again. Bang! Black blood sprayed up the wall.

It didn’t deter the spider.

I dropped my Maglite as I hurried to my feet. From the floor, the flashlight magnified all of the shadows a dozen times, casting the scurrying spider in a dark silhouette that consumed most of the tunnel.

I could only make out Suzy’s struggle in brief flashes between the moments of light and darkness as the flashlight spun.

She kicked the demon in the pincers.

Got her shoe caught in its mouth.

Fangs glistened, dripped poison.

A dainty-boned fist slammed into one of the gleaming red eyes. The eyeball erupted. Fluid gushed down the side of its face.

She shot again. Bang!

Another spray of blood.

I leveled my Desert Eagle but couldn’t get a clear shot, not with Suzy still fighting underneath it.

“Shoot the fucker in the fucking face!” she roared. She swung another punch. The demon released her foot and bit down on her sleeve.

I wanted to shoot it. I did. I’d finally found the circumstances under which my inner pacifist was subdued by my much more hidden inner warrior, and I’d never wanted to shoot anything as much as I wanted to shoot that spider.

But my aim sucked, and there was no clear shot.

“I can’t—I might hit you!”

Suzy screamed as she emptied her magazine into its belly with her free hand. The exoskeleton cracked. Stinging blood sprayed over me.

The demon jerked with every impact, but didn’t get off of her. Didn’t let go of her arm.

My left ear, unprotected by the noise-canceling Bluetooth earpiece, was ringing sharply. The handguns were too loud in an enclosed space and I could barely hear the scuffle now. Could have been more daimarachnids coming at us and I never would have known.

A jerking leg smacked my flashlight, spun it in the opposite direction. Now I couldn’t see Suzy and the spider at all.

Her muffled voice penetrated my ringing skull. “Shoot, Cèsar!” Even half-deaf, I could feel her panic right through my guts.

I launched myself at the spider, wrapping my arms around its massive body. Kind of like hugging an angry mastiff. Fangs pressed against my shoulder, but didn’t puncture the leather jacket. I hauled it off of Suzy with every drop of magically reinforced strength that flowed through my muscles.

We flipped, and I ended up on its back, straddling the spider like the ugliest motorcycle I’d ever seen in my life. It thrashed underneath me.

I’d ridden mechanical broncos a few times in my day. It’s a fun bar activity for teetotalers.

Not so fun with a demon.

It just about tossed me into the wall, but I managed to cling to it, wrapping one fist in its wiry hair. My head bounced off a wooden beam.

Dazed, I pushed my Desert Eagle against the carapace behind its eyes.

And I fired.

Blam!

The Desert Eagle was a fucking hand-cannon in comparison to Suzy’s new Beretta 9mm. She might as well have been shooting BBs at it. My hollow-point bullet, however, punched through its head segment and ripped out the other side.

It collapsed under me.

The spider had finally been squished.

My legs were shaking as I stood. Hands were shaking, too. I tried to turn on the safety but couldn’t seem to find it.

Fuck. This was not me.

I should have been writing up magical usage reports. Should have been sneaking Dilbert cartoons onto Fritz’s door while he was in the seventieth phone meeting of the week. Should have been bribing the administrative assistants with donuts to get a fresh supply of essential oils delivered faster.

I should not have been shooting demons in abandoned mines.

When I kept fumbling with Desert Eagle, Suzy gently removed it from my grasp and flipped on the safety for me.

“Thanks,” I said. I couldn’t even hear my own voice.

I think she mouthed, “No problem.”

She shucked her jacket, then pointed at me. I looked down. The daimarachnid had drizzled blood and venom all over me.

The mines were much too stuffy to wear jackets anyway. I dropped it.

When I spoke again, my hearing was a little bit better. I could actually tell that I was trying to talk, anyway. “Next time, let’s requisition shotguns,” I said.

Suzy leaned heavily on me, wiping her sleeve over her forehead. “Shotguns? How about a nuclear bomb?”

Better and better.

















CHAPTER NINE




WE FOUND WHERE THE daimarachnid had come from at the end of the tunnel.

Unfortunately.

A few yards down, the ancient wood had given up and allowed the walls to collapse into rubble. The rocks were covered in a stringy white substance that stretched from ceiling to floor. Reminded me of Halloween decorations. Except that this wasn’t fluffy cotton.

It was webbing. Huge goddamn spider webs shit out of a demon’s goddamn ass.

“That’s something I didn’t want to see, ever,” I said. Not that I’d ever given a lot of thought to the possibility. But if I had, “demon shit-webs” would have been really high on the list.

Suzy grimaced and lifted her flashlight higher. The glass covering the bulb had shattered when she dropped it, but it still worked. “There’s something inside of that stuff.”

I looked closer. She was right—there were two large masses submerged in the webbing, each almost as big as I was. They looked like cocoons. “If those are eggs, I’m fucking done,” I said. “I will quit my job and walk out of here. I will move to fucking Costa Rica. I will spend the rest of my life as a bartender serving fruity umbrella drinks to fat tourists. I swear it, honest to God, right this moment.”

Suzy grinned. “I’ll take that bet. You gonna cut one of those open, or should I?”

Cut it open? What if whatever was inside was still alive? I wasn’t sure how many bullets remained in my Desert Eagle, but I was willing to bet that there weren’t enough for an egg sac filled with demon babies. In fact, I didn’t think there were enough bullets in the world to deal with all the daimarachnids I now suspected to be hiding in the Nevada desert.

Ah, hell. Why not? How much worse could this day get?

Rhetorical question. Don’t answer that.

The webbing was thick. I wrapped my sleeve around my hand and beat at it, tearing the largest supports free. It was tough, like sturdy strands of woven silk, and sticky to boot; once the web cleaved to my sleeve, I couldn’t peel it off again. If I kept trying to tear it away by hand, I was going to end up in a cocoon myself.

“Help would be fantastic,” I said.

Suzy whipped out a serrated hunting knife. It made short work of the tendons holding the cocoons to the rest of the web.

The two big masses fell to the ground. Thump, thump.

“Gimme that knife,” I said, holding my hand up.

She did.

I hacked through one pod, and then the other. I realized what they were about halfway through the first one. Tried not to think about it too much. Just kept cutting away, revealing white t-shirts, jeans, and colorless faces.

The daimarachnid had wrapped up bodies. Human bodies. One male, one female. The female was blond and mostly intact. The male looked to be of Hispanic descent, from what I could see of his remains. His face had been chewed on.

Well, at least they weren’t demon babies.

I covered my nose with my web-free sleeve as I patted them down, searching for injuries. They weren’t old enough to be rotting yet—looked like they’d just been killed a few hours earlier, in fact. But the smell of blood was strong. The coppery stench was a slap to the face and I had to swallow back bile.

Whatever the spiders had been keeping the victims for, it hadn’t been to drink their blood.

“You know, I signed up for Magical Violations so I wouldn’t have to deal with dead people,” I told Suzy without lowering my arm, voice muffled by the sleeve. “After my last case, I was really hoping that I wouldn’t have to work with this shit again for at least—oh, I don’t know, is a month too much to ask for? One month without dead people and blood?”

“If hopes were unicorns, we’d be galloping across a magical fairytale land of roses instead of shooting spiders,” she said flatly. Sensitive woman, Suzume Takeuchi. I could just bask in the sympathy. “What killed them?”

I wasn’t exactly equipped for an autopsy, but even though the male looked pretty thoroughly masticated, the only major injury I found on the female body were a pair of large punctures. I was going to bet both had fallen victim to daimarachnid venom. The scuffs and bleeding on the female weren’t significant enough to kill a person.

“Death by arachnophobia,” I intoned in my best fifties monster movie voice. “They came from the deep!”

“Uh huh. Any ideas what this means?” Suzy was actually touching the mangled male body, lifting what remained of his collar to reveal a tattoo. It was about as big around as her dainty palm and half-eaten. The half that I could still see looked like a bleeding red apple.

“It’s not any gang tattoo I recognize,” I said. “Hey! Maybe he’s a Snow White fan.”

“Guess loving Disney movies runs in the family. The other body has one, too.”

She was right about the woman being inked—probably not the Disney part, though. The dead woman had the bleeding apple tattooed on the side of her neck. It was even bigger than the man’s tattoo. Or maybe it just looked bigger because she hadn’t had her flesh chewed off by a man-eating spider.

I sat back on my heels. “The neck tattoo definitely has meaning.”

“And what would that be?” Suzy asked.

In a high-pitched, feminine voice, I said, “I’m totally unemployable.” My partner smacked me on the shoulder. “Hey!”

“Wait,” she said, suddenly focusing on the webbed wall behind me. “That’s not all rock and web in there. There’s something else.”

She had aimed the beam of the flashlight on something white and shiny. Suzy gave me an expectant look.

Guess that was my cue to dig it out.

With Suzy’s hunting knife, I sawed away more of the web. It was moister near the middle. I cringed as I peeled it back, trying to touch as little as possible, and definitely trying not to think which part of the spider it had come out of.

After a few minutes of work, I’d revealed something among the rubble that was…well, I wasn’t sure what. It looked like white marble. I hauled out one chunk that was the size of my head. It was heavier than it looked, like it was made from lead.

“Looks valuable,” I said, hefting it. The rocks shifted where I’d removed the stone, revealing other, larger pieces of white stone behind it.

“Looks like bone,” Suzy said. She reached out to touch it. “What do you think—”

Scuffling noises echoed up the tunnel. We spun simultaneously to face the darkness.

I didn’t see anything yet, but there was no question what that sound meant.

Suzy fumbled for her pistol, then stopped. She must have remembered that she’d emptied her magazine. I handed her the knife and she took it with trembling fingers.

The shuffling noises grew louder.

Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Oh holy fucking fuck.

That sounded like a few more daimarachnids. Plural.

I shouldn’t have been in this mine. I should have been wasting sticky note pads by animating stick figure ninjas. I should have been sneaking mild laxative potions into Suzy’s coffee. I should have been calling in sick so that I could stay home and read the newest Iron Druid release. I should have been—well, just about any-fucking-where but here.

Drawing my Desert Eagle, I tried to count the bullets mentally. How many times had I shot the first spider?

“We’ll bring nukes next time,” Suzy whispered.

Next time? We’d be lucky if either of us had a next morning.

I didn’t say that out loud.

“Yeah,” I said. “Definitely nukes.”

Two daimarachnids appeared at the end of our pool of light—barely even fifty feet away. It wasn’t enough warning.

I fired without aiming. It was luck more than skill that blasted the top of the first demon’s carapace off. Red eyes splattered. Its legs buckled, sending it stumbling.

The other one climbed right over it without care.

And there was another behind it.

The second daimarachnid hit Suzy and slammed her into the collapsed wall. She grunted, hand locked against its face, just above the flailing pincers. They scraped at her shirt even though she held it, barely, at arm’s length.

She plunged the knife into its mouth.

I fired on the third one. First shot missed; second one hit in the center mass.

The other injured daimarachnid leaped up onto the wall, skittering at us from the ceiling. I lifted my gun. Fired again. Missed again.

It jumped on me. We hit the ground.

Venomous fangs filled my vision.

“Holy fuck!”

I jammed the Maglite into its jaw just as the pincers were about to strike, and they snapped shut on the flashlight instead of my face. It reared back a couple inches, squirmed on top of me. One of its legs banged hard into my shoulder. Felt like being hit by a car.

This close, I could hear wheezing, hear the slurp-slurp inside its mouth. Sounded like it had organs a spider shouldn’t have had. It exhaled hot air on me that smelled like rot.

I tried to bring the gun up—tried to shoot it through the head. Pulverize the brain.

But another leg slammed into my arm. The Desert Eagle snapped out of my grip. Metal clattered against stone.

The Maglite bent inside the spider’s jaw. It was biting down, making the metal groan. Five more seconds and the flashlight would be gone, leaving nothing between venomous death and me.

I’m going to die down here. The realization washed over me, cold and jagged and aching.

I wished I’d called Domingo to say goodbye.

A gunshot exploded through the tunnel, loud enough to make the collapse tremble and dust spray over the daimarachnid and me.

Sounded like Suzy had found my gun. Maybe she’d at least be able to save herself.

Another booming gunshot.

Wait—that’s not the Desert Eagle.

I’d barely had time to realize that I was hearing shotgun fire when the demon on top of me turned into mist. The flashlight shot from its mouth and smacked me in the face. Flesh and blood sprayed over me, getting in my hair and on my sparklebombed chin.

It even got in my goddamn mouth.

Not going to lie, I freaked out. I screamed and kicked away the now-limp bits of the spider.

My skin was burning. My tongue felt like I’d just tried to deep-throat a cactus.

I couldn’t feel relieved that the spider was dead. I could only think about making the pain stop. I stripped my shirt off, ripped it over my head, flung it to the floor. Slapped the patches of blood that were burning at my abs, wiping it off.

Shit, it’s on my jeans!

I started to unbuckle my belt.

“Well, don’t get too naked now,” drawled a masculine voice I didn’t recognize. “I’d be excited to see me too, but let’s keep some mystery in our budding relationship, eh?”

I fumbled for my bent flashlight. Aimed it down the tunnel.

Two men were standing ankle-deep in spider guts, wearing extremely amused expressions and all-black clothing. And when I say they were wearing all black, I meant head to toe black-black. Combat gear. Flak jackets. Armored kneepads. Even the shotguns were black, aside from the white circle and arrow stamped on the side of the barrel.

That logo meant that they were from the Union.

The man who had spoken had his arm wrapped around Suzy’s waist. She was bleeding from her hairline and looking dazed, but she was alive.

“Who the hell are you?” I asked.

“My name’s Malcolm Gallagher,” said the guy holding Suzy. He jerked his thumb at his companion. “This is Bellamy. We’re the cavalry.”

















CHAPTER TEN




THERE ARE A FEW things more embarrassing than wearing another man’s clothes—the clothes of a man about seventy percent of my size—but I couldn’t think of any of them when I left Silverton Mine and dressed myself.

Malcolm Gallagher was a small guy. His waist and inseam were both thirty inches, which was the size I’d worn in junior high. Unfortunately, he was the only one of the Union guys that had a spare uniform with him. My borrowing options were limited.

I couldn’t button the fly on his slacks. It looked like I was rocking a pair of high waters. Don’t even get me started on the way his shirt stretched across my shoulders.

It was slightly better than being naked or wearing demon blood-drenched clothes.

But only slightly.

Suzy must have been concussed. She didn’t laugh at me when I climbed back into the helicopter after dressing, having abandoned my bloodied clothes among the sagebrush. In fact, she could barely focus on my face at all.

“Anyone home?” I asked, snapping my fingers in front of her eyes.

She shoved my hand away. “Fuck you, Hawke.”

All right, she’s fine.

Malcolm clambered into the helicopter with us, whistling a fast-paced reel with his shotgun propped against his shoulder. He slammed the door shut as soon as he was settled.

“Go ahead,” he called up to the pilot, who gave him the thumbs-up.

Bellamy sat in the front row as well, looking like a frowning Fritz-clone. He talked on a BlackBerry and held the hunk of white marble that we’d recovered in his lap.

It turned out that our helicopter pilot had dropped us off and then popped down to the nearest Union outpost to pick up help, at Fritz’s request. Good thing he had, too, because we’d have been dead if he had waited a couple more hours to summon assistance. I was too young and too handsome to die at the jaws of a spider. I hadn’t even finished watching the last season of the Battlestar Galactica remake yet.

Of course, my pride might have been in better shape if I’d died. I tugged down the hem of my borrowed shirt. “Thanks for the help,” I told Malcolm, who was seated across from Suzy and me.

“Any time,” he said, setting the shotgun beside him. “Really, any time. I’m contractually obligated to provide support to the Office of Preternatural Affairs.”

I caught myself smiling. This guy wasn’t like the other Union kopides I’d run into before. They were mostly baby-faced ex-military assholes that thought the circumference of their necks bestowed all kinds of special privileges on them. You know those guys—the ones who do bicep curls in the squat racks and grunt so loudly that you can hear them all the way across the gym.

Malcolm was older, grizzled, with no hint of vanity. He had an eye patch. His face was heavily scarred and pockmarked. Looked like he’d been to Hell and back in his time, maybe literally. And he had a sense of humor. I desperately needed to soak up the vibes of someone funny right about now.

The helicopter lifted off and Suzy swayed, pressing a hand to her forehead. She’d mopped up some of the blood while I was changing, so I could see that she had a huge gash along her hairline. Looked like it was from getting knocked around, not from daimarachnid pincers—thankfully. If either of us had been bitten, we’d have been dead by now anyway.

“You all right, beautiful?” Malcolm asked.

Suzy’s brow furrowed. She looked at her hand as if expecting to see blood on it. “I’ll be fine once I’ve had a few years of sleep.”

“Can’t do anything about the sleep, but I bet a drink or six would fix you up right. As soon as we’re off-shift, I’m buying.” He grinned and waggled his eyebrows at her. She seemed to be too exhausted to notice.

“Where’s my knife?” she asked, massaging her temple.

I’d picked it up for her, along with her empty Beretta. “I’ve got it. Don’t worry.”

“Good.” She sagged against the seat, closing her eyes.

“No sleeping,” Malcolm said. “You might not wake up.”

“I’m not sleeping. Just checking my eyelids for holes.”

“As long as you don’t die checking your eyelids for holes, that’s just dandy.”

I kept her in the corner of my vision. I wouldn’t let her fall asleep, but if anyone deserved a few minutes of rest, it was Suzy. “We’re real grateful for your help, Malcolm, but you want to tell me how you managed to save the day in the nick of time?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Fritz called the outpost this morning. Said you guys are fresh, need some training handling demons and casting advanced magic. Wanted to see if we could spare some guys for education.” He spread his arms wide. “Here we are. I’m all about demons, and Bellamy’s all about magic.”

Then it was lucky that I’d accidentally sparklebombed Fritz that morning. Otherwise, he might not have been annoyed enough to request a Union babysitter in time.

Was this the man that Fritz had said was trustworthy? The one who was safe to tell about our team?

“So you’re friends with Fritz,” I said cautiously.

“Friends? Aye, I suppose so. Enough that he told me about his unsanctioned team and consultant, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

Trustworthy and perceptive. “Good to have you with us.”

“I tend to think so, yeah,” Malcolm said. Modest guy. He rubbed his hands together. “Right. So! Now that we’re mates, tell me what led to that glorious mess of a near-fatal disaster I found down there. I haven’t seen a daimarachnid nest that size in—oh, never, actually.”

I gave him the short version of the story. He would get more useful details once Fritz debriefed him.

“Nightmares and spiders and ethereal stone, oh my,” Malcolm said after I finished. “This is going to be a fun job.”

“Stone what now?” I asked.

“Ethereal stone. The white rock.”

Ethereal? Call it sleep deprivation, call it fatigue from a near-death experience, whatever—it took me a few seconds to remember what that meant.

If infernal was the tail on a coin, ethereal would be the head. One was demonic. The other was angelic. Two different kinds of very scary, very big power.

“You mean, angels made that stuff we found?” I asked. “What the hell would spiders want to do with ethereal stone?”

“Daimarachnids with a hunk of angel-rock? No idea what to make of that,” Malcolm said. “Probably not why infernal energy spiked this weekend, for obvious reasons. Also probably not high priority. You know what we need to do first?” He grinned. “We need to teach the bastard that sent you into the daimarachnid nest a lesson he won’t forget.”

















CHAPTER ELEVEN




WE TOOK SUZY TO the condo and got her in front of a doctor. Then I cleaned and oiled and reloaded the Desert Eagle. By the time I was done, Fritz had debriefed Malcolm and Bellamy and formed a plan.

The sun was still high in the sky when we left to have a talk with David Nicholas.

This meeting was happening on our terms: unannounced and during daylight.

Bellamy and I were dismantling the wards outside Craven’s by noon. Not my specialty, and not an easy job. We had to find the anchor points of the spell, probe for the weak spots, and open a hole that would allow us to enter without permission. Fortunately, it turned out that demons weren’t real careful about maintaining their wards; the quartz crystal forming the anchor point under the sidewalk was cracked. Had it not been for that, I’m not sure we would have been able to open it.

But open it we did. Bellamy pressed his hand to the concrete, forced his magic into the crystal, weakened the wards.

Then we moved into the casino using the side door in the alley. We weren’t touched by even the faintest trickle of defensive magic.

Malcolm kicked the front door next to the handle.

The lock shattered.

“Go,” he said, sliding a hand into his jacket, watching the surrounding street.

Bellamy took point. I was right behind him. We slipped through the kitchen hallways, drew our guns, and came out onto the gaming floor with our firearms raised.

The casino looked different in the morning. Most of the tables weren’t staffed, aside from the two nearest—Texas Hold ‘Em and roulette. Two dealers, six players.

“Freeze,” Bellamy said, and they did.

“You.” I pointed to a dealer with ruddy red flesh and four fingers on each hand. “Where’s David Nicholas?”

The dealer didn’t speak. Bellamy stepped forward, jammed the gun in a player’s throat.

I tried not to flinch. They were just demons, after all. This was the only way to communicate with them. But the player looked like a woman—a terrified woman, middle-aged and plump, indistinguishable from human aside from the nictitating membranes that flicked over her eyes.

Luckily, the red-skinned dealer answered before Bellamy had to squeeze the trigger.

“I just settled a debt with David Nicholas in his office ten minutes go,” she said. “He’s probably still there. I haven’t seen him leave.”

Malcolm sauntered in after us. “Where’s his office?”

I jerked my chin toward the back. There were still “Out of Order” signs on the escalators. “Upstairs. Ninth floor.”

“Hold everyone down here,” Malcolm told Bellamy, who nodded. “You’re with me, Agent Hawke.”

We hit the stairs together. Walking two steps below Malcolm, I noticed that he wasn’t as obvious about his kopis super-fitness as most of the Union guys were. They usually looked like their movements were choreographed. Like they were constantly pulling judo moves just by walking across a room. Malcolm, however, looked almost carelessly lazy as he headed for the ninth floor.

Somehow, the fact that he wasn’t showing off made him look a lot more dangerous.

Most demons would never even see him coming.

He talked as he climbed. “Union units are usually at least five or six guys. Makes it easier, yeah? Split up, cover the doors, monitor from outside—whatever you fancy. That’s the Union’s preference. But you don’t need ever need more than two people when fighting demons. Kopis and aspis. That’s the way God intended it.”

I’d learned about kopides and aspides when I’d been in OPA training. “Aspis” was another word for “witch”—a very special, specific kind of witch. A witch that was ritually bound to protect a kopis. When a kopis and aspis teamed up, it gave the two of them all kinds of special abilities, the most important of which was partial immunity to demon powers. Succubus thrall didn’t work on them.

Binding as aspis was a big deal, kind of like getting married. Most witches didn’t do it. I definitely wasn’t going to. And just having a random witch hanging around did no good for a kopis.

“If that’s the way God intended it, then why didn’t you bring Bellamy up with you?” I asked as Malcolm glanced through the second floor doorway then advanced toward the third.

“I’m here to be your bestest friend and teacher, mate,” he said. “You need training to fight demons. School is in.”

“I don’t think this is a great time for that.”

Malcolm grinned, stretching the scar along his cheek. He aimed his gun ahead of him on the stairs. “You kidding? There’s no better time than when you’re on the job.”

We reached the seventh floor without running into anyone. Malcolm steadily climbed the stairs without stopping.

“Getting an aspis, you learn a lot about partner tactics,” he said. “You learn that it’s not about who’s stronger in the fight, but who’s got the better position. Where your enemy’s attention is focused. Understand?”

“You don’t need to be a better fighter,” I said. “You need to be smarter.”

“Exactly. When your enemies are demons, you’ll always be slower, clumsier, weaker. You gotta outmaneuver them. ‘Kopis and aspis’ means ‘sword and shield’ in Greek, but that’s not really how it works. It’s not like I’m offense and Bellamy’s defense. We’re two limbs on one body. We’re twice as strong because we can rely on each other to be in the right place when shit gets real.”

“How romantic.”

I earned a good laugh out of Malcolm.

“I like you,” he said. “I hope you don’t die too quickly.”

With those inspirational words, he stepped out onto the ninth floor.

The high roller floor was unoccupied and dark. Nobody stopped us as we headed up the private staircase to the manager’s office.

Malcolm handed me a small piece of foam when we reached the landing.

“Is this an earplug?” I asked.

“It helps,” he said, popping one into his left ear, the side that wasn’t occupied by a Bluetooth earpiece.

My head was still aching from all the close-range gunfire I’d suffered through in the mines. Protecting what little hearing remained on the left side was probably a good idea.

I stuffed my earplug into place. It was uncomfortable, but everything went blissfully muffled.

Malcolm didn’t knock on the manager’s door. He tried the handle and it turned smoothly.

The door swung open.

I knew immediately that David Nicholas wasn’t there. Not because I could see the whole room—it was still a junky mess, blocking the rear half from our view with spires of garbage—but because the sight of the office didn’t scare me. It wasn’t a dark cavern. It was just a room with too much crap all over the floor that smelled like a spittoon.

“We missed him,” I started to say, but Malcolm cut me off with a slice of his hand.

He pointed to his ear, silently indicating that I should listen. So I did.

Even through the foam stuffed down my ear canal, I heard a weird noise. It kind of reminded me of tearing celery stalks in half, all wet and crunchy. Couldn’t see where it was coming from. Not through all the huge piles of trash.

Someone in the room groaned.

Maybe not someone, but something.

I wasn’t quite worried until I noticed that Malcolm looked worried. He put two fingers to his earpiece and whispered. “Bellamy?”

The response came over my line, too. “Yes, sir?” Bellamy asked. Awful formal way to address someone that he was basically married to, magically speaking.

“We’re going to need help up here.” Malcolm sounded calm, and that scared me even more than his worried expression did.

“Right away, sir.”

“What’s happening?” I whispered as Malcolm patted down his pockets.

“Don’t suppose you have any silver bullets, do you?” he asked.

I didn’t get a chance to ask why.

The tower of garbage behind David Nicholas’s desk toppled, scattering over the floor. Something big struck the back of his chair—something that definitely wasn’t human or a nightmare. It looked more like a huge, angry Chihuahua.

Whatever that thing was, its skin was rippling, bubbling, shifting. It seized the desk with hands that had shrinking human fingers, turning into splayed paws. Silver claws furrowed into the wood. It bared glistening white teeth as its head shrank back against its shoulders. Ears slid into position on top of its head.

At least it wasn’t a daimarachnid.

But this probably wasn’t better.

Warning suspects before we engaged them violently was big in the OPA rulebook, underlined twice and highlighted in blazing yellow. We weren’t even issued guns. Shooting was a last resort, if used at all. And if so much as a single bullet left a gun we owned, we had to fill out enough paperwork to choke a herd of cows.

That kind of hesitance did not seem to be written into the Union’s rulebook.

Malcolm fired into the sliding flesh. Tiny injuries dotted the creature’s flank, but vanished just as quickly.

Massive jaws opened in a furious howl, and I got a great look at shining white fangs and a drooling tongue. Definitely not an overgrown Chihuahua. Now it reminded me of the time I’d been bitten by my former neighbor’s German Shepherd, but bigger. Much bigger.

Faster, too.

It hurled itself over the desk, smashing through the garbage to leap at us, paws outstretched.

Malcolm dragged me back. Slammed the door. The body hit the other side and made the whole wall shake.

“Well, today’s a red letter day, Cèsar,” Malcolm said. He was sweating. “Can I call you Cèsar?”

I didn’t care if he called me Annie Oakley. “What is that in there? Is it a—” I was interrupted by the beast hitting the other side of the door again. Hinges squealed. “What kind of demon is it?”

“It’s not a demon. Phase of the moon aside, I’m fairly confident that’s a werewolf.”

The door buckled under the third impact—then shattered.

Malcolm didn’t try to dive out of the way. He threw himself at the door, bracing his shoulder against it.

The thing pushing against the other side—the werewolf—was the size of two daimarachnids, covered in sleek dark fur, and slavering as it snapped wildly at Malcolm. It couldn’t reach him around the door. When its jaws failed to shut on his shoulder, it pushed a paw through the gap and swiped at us.

The claws got much closer. It tore open the sleeve of Malcolm’s shirt.

Shit, shit, triple shit, gotta put this dog down…

I lifted my gun, trying to aim at the twisting beast. I didn’t have a clear shot. Malcolm struggled against its strength. Veins bulged on his scarred forearms. But as hard as he was fighting, he was still baring his teeth in a wide, insane grin. “Whoa there, cowboy, don’t shoot me! I’ve got this!” Malcolm said cheerfully. Then he laughed. He fucking laughed.

He lost an inch to the werewolf as he shifted to position his handgun against the crack in the door.

Malcolm fired through the wood.

The werewolf yipped. Fell back.

Triumph surged through me, but it was momentary. The werewolf was as unharmed by that shot as it had been by the first six or so. Its claws scrabbled at the casino carpet as it got back to its paws, leaving deep gouges where it found traction.

Malcolm wielded a broken half of the door like a shield, aiming his gun over the top.

Another two shots. He got the werewolf right in the face.

I was hiding behind the wall, but I was still close enough to see the monster’s eyes when it righted itself. Its irises were bright silver. The color of a full moon on a misty night.

The werewolf shook itself. Blood and fragments of metal sprayed from its fur. It tossed aside Malcolm’s bullets just like that, and it didn’t even look injured.

My moment of shock made me realize too late that the wolf had focused its attention on me. It unleashed all the power coiled in its haunches and jumped.

I dodged, spinning away from the swipe of claws.

I was too slow. Fire burned down my chest and stomach.

“Hey! Stop right there!” Bellamy had reached the top of the stairs. The sound of his shout drew the werewolf’s attention to him.

I’d thought the daimarachnids moved fast, but it was nothing like the wolf. It streaked across the landing before my panicked heart could manage another beat. Before I could even hit the ground on my knees, clutching at my bleeding abs.

The wolf never reached Bellamy.

With a battle cry, Malcolm threw himself onto the werewolf’s back, wrapping one arm around its throat and burying a knife in its side. The werewolf threw its head back and howled. Malcolm dug in, wriggling the blade between its ribs. “Got any silver?” he shouted at Bellamy.

“No sir!”

“Of course not! Fantastic!”

Malcolm sliced the knife across the werewolf’s throat.

It hurled Malcolm off of its back and slammed into Bellamy, almost knocking both of them down the stairs. The aspis caught the railing at the last second and kept himself upright.

I tried to raise my gun, tried to shoot the werewolf again, for whatever that was worth. But it was already rushing down the stairs.

Gone.

I moved to follow the sound of clicking claws down the stairwell, but Malcolm planted a hand in my chest. He was drenched in werewolf blood. “Hang on there, mate,” he said. “No point trying to kill yourself just yet. Plenty of time for that later.”

We were just going to let it go? Blood was smeared on the floor from where it had been shot in the doorway, across the landing, and down the black stairs. “But it’s almost dead. You slit its throat!”

“Ha,” Malcolm said. “Almost dead. Funny.”

Bellamy wasn’t laughing. “Only silver can kill werewolves, Agent Hawke. It will heal those wounds within minutes.”

I wasn’t sure if it was shock or the injury or what, but standing suddenly seemed too difficult. I sagged against the wall, clutching my burning wounds.

“That was fun,” Malcolm panted, hands braced on his knees. “Woo! Wasn’t that fun, gentlemen?”

If I’d been able to breathe properly, I would have told him exactly how fun I thought that was. I had to settle for shooting him an “are you crazy?” look instead, which went right over Malcolm’s head.

“Lucky thing he wasn’t expecting us—and that we were in such a small space. Gave us a big advantage. Hey, Cèsar, remember what I said about positioning being more important than strength?” Malcolm grinned. “Made that fight easy!”

“Easy?” I peeled my hands away from my shirt. The wounds were shallow but bleeding profusely. “Easy?”

“Easy,” Bellamy confirmed.

I’d hate to see what fighting a werewolf would be like when it was hard.

















CHAPTER TWELVE




WE CLEARED OUT THE living room of the penthouse so that Suzy and Bellamy could cast a circle of power on the parquet flooring.

Though ritual had never been my thing, I probably could have helped them with the circle. But when I got back, Fritz took one look at my bloody chest and said, “Rest. Now.” Call me wimpy if you want, but I didn’t feel like arguing with him. Resting sounded like a mighty fine idea.

So I rested. I kicked back on the couch with a bandaged chest and pretended to drink a foul-tasting cup of fancy coffee that Isobel had brewed using Fritz’s fancy coffee beans, even though I didn’t particularly like coffee, just because it was better than having to work.

I watched Suzy set up the altar at the center of the circle while Bellamy finished lighting candles around the circumference. She looked even worse than I did. I felt like one giant bruise, but she was one giant bruise. Her whole face was purple.

Fritz had tried ordering her to rest, too, but Suzy was a hell of a lot more stubborn than I’d ever want to be. She’d been pissed that Fritz wouldn’t let her go after David Nicholas with us. She wasn’t going to get left out of spellcasting, too.

“How’s it going over there, Suze?” I asked.

“Everything’s coming together,” she said. “Just a few more minutes.”

Malcolm entered the condo carrying yet another bin. The OPA had sent a big shipment of fresh supplies while Suzy and I were at the mine: some additional herbs and crystals, along with new suits for all of us, but mostly just guns. Lots of guns. Malcolm had been spending his afternoon converting the den into a small armory.

“Hey,” I said as he passed. “Am I going to turn into a werewolf?” I pulled up the hem of my shirt, prodded the edge of my bandages.

“Nope,” Malcolm said. “It takes a bite to turn you, not a bitty baby scratch.”

Bitty baby scratch? The wound wrapped around half my torso.

“At least you won’t need to start waxing,” Isobel said, hurrying over to take the opposite end of Malcolm’s bin as it began to slip.

“Yeah, good thing.” I’d actually been waxing my chest my entire adult life—ever since I had more than three chest hairs to remove—but nobody needed to know that. It was a bodybuilder thing. Helped show the muscle definition. Plus, the ladies liked smooth pectorals. Or at least, I was pretty sure that the ladies would have liked smooth pectorals if I ever got a life outside the job.

Small details.

Suzy made a triumphant sound. “There!”

I could tell that the circle had closed because I sneezed hard. It hurt for my abs to clench and I couldn’t help but groan.

Suzy and Bellamy kneeled on cushions they had placed on either side of the altar. They’d built a pretty fancy circle, marking the outer edge with salted chalk and decorating the altar with a big glass sphere. I’d seen the diagram of the layout for scrying—the fancy word for “remote viewing spell”—in the company-approved Book of Shadows, but it looked much cooler in reality.

Bellamy rested his hands on either side of the crystal ball, and Suzy touched his fingers.

Isobel lingered outside the circle. She was watching with extreme interest, like she’d never seen anything like it. Considering what she’d done when we tried to make potions that morning, she might not have. “What is this…thing?” she asked, pointing around the circle.

Yep. Definitely hadn’t seen it before.

She’d told me once that she had been trained by a bunch of powerful native shamans to cast magic. It was becoming more and more obvious that she’d been full of shit, and now I was pretty sure that she’d also never met a shaman, much less been taught by one. Everyone who cast magic knew what a circle was.

Everyone but Isobel.

Not for the first time, I wondered who she really was.

The witches inside were starting to quietly chant, so I took it upon myself to explain. “It’s a circle of power. It helps witches build up energy and keeps it all within the border. Where you place it, and how it’s oriented to the cardinal directions, changes the nature of the energies. Gotta be pretty careful about that.”

Isobel pointed to the low table between Suzy and Bellamy. “And that?”

“Altar,” I said.

“I know what an altar is. I mean that.” She jabbed her finger again, more insistently. “Is that a crystal ball?”

“Actually, yeah.”

“Officially speaking, it’s a scrying mechanism,” Fritz said from the kitchen. His fingers flew over the keyboard of his laptop as he worked, ever-present BlackBerry pinned between his ear and shoulder. He wore thick-framed glasses with square lenses that put librarians to shame. “Crystal balls are used by psychics, mystics, and frauds.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s a crystal ball,” I said in a stage whisper to Isobel.

Suzy suddenly spoke. “Well, this is…”

“Weird,” Bellamy said when it seemed she couldn’t come up with the word. They hadn’t moved their hands from beside the crystal ball. Or the scrying mechanism. Whatever the fuck the official OPA Book of Shadows wanted to call it.

“Can you see, Bellamy?” Suzy asked. Her eyes were glazed over and focused up at the ceiling.

“No. I can’t. You?”

“Me neither.”

I glanced around the room. Was I missing something?

Apparently not—the others looked just as confused as I was.

“What can’t you see? David Nicholas?” Fritz asked.

“Anything,” Suzy said. “Hey Bellamy, could you hand me something of yours? Your earpiece, your left shoe…” He pulled off his watch and handed it to her. I noticed (with no small amount of amusement) that even the face of his watch was black with blocky white numbers.

Suzy rolled it through her fingers and continued staring at the ceiling, eyes glazed with magic.

“Can you see me?” Bellamy asked.

“Sure,” I said. “You’re sitting right there.”

Isobel poked me in the chest, right over my bandages. I winced. She was obviously taking lessons in Cèsar Management from my partner.

Suzy blinked rapidly, clearing her vision. “I couldn’t find you, Bellamy. You’re in the circle with me and I still couldn’t find you.” She turned to Fritz. “Something is preventing me from remotely viewing the city. There’s kind of a gray haze over everything. It extends over the desert to the north, just beyond Fallon, and out to Lake Tahoe. I can’t see David Nicholas. Or even our group.”

Fritz slid his reading glasses down the bridge of his nose to stare at her over the frames. “What does that mean?”

“We’ve never been able to remotely monitor Reno’s activity all that accurately,” Malcolm said from the doorway to the den. He blew into the barrel of a disassembled gun, poked a rod through the center to clean it. “Our working assumption is that it’s got to do with the geography. The Truckee Meadows are in a valley. It funnels the natural energies down from the high-elevation lake to the west and turns the whole region into a giant natural circle of power. It distorts everything.”

Isobel looked askance at me. “Bodies of water attract magic,” I explained. “Like a sponge. Or a crystal. Actually, more like a crystal.”

“That shouldn’t completely neutralize my view of the city,” Suzy said, talking right over me. “Not from inside of the valley. And the lake might distort it, but not blank everything out.”

Bellamy looked thoughtful. “You’re right. There’s something else at play here.” He got up, scuffed out the edge of the circle, washed his hands off in the sink.

“Active obfuscation?” I suggested. It wasn’t something I knew how to do, but my brother, Domingo, had always been able to mess with other witches’ spells.

“David Nicholas doesn’t have any witches on his payroll strong enough,” Fritz said.

“How do you know?”

He turned his laptop around so I could see the screen. He was logged in to the OPA database and working with a table of data I didn’t recognize. “His witches are all level twos or less.”

“Wait, we have a database of witches? We have witches ranked?”

“Sure,” Malcolm said. “Union uses it all the time for reference on cases. Bellamy’s a six.”

I must have looked offended, because Fritz’s tone went soothing. “Your security classification hasn’t been adequate to access our databases of preternatural citizens before. It’s nothing personal.”

That wasn’t why I looked surprised. Databases of preternatural citizens. My skin crawled at the sound of it.

Working for the government was normally pretty awesome. It usually gave me a warm, patriotic tingle to think about how much pay I was sacrificing in pursuit of the greater good.

Databases of citizens did not give me warm tingles.

“What am I ranked at?” Suzy asked as she swept the circle’s salt into a pile with a broom.

“Seven,” Fritz said. “Cèsar’s a three.”

Ouch.

I thought about asking how they picked those numbers, but decided I didn’t want to know. That wasn’t going to do any favors for my pride. At least I was still more of a witch than anyone working at Craven’s.

Hey, it’s the little pleasures that make life worthwhile. Even when they were petty.

“If David Nicholas isn’t obfuscating scrying spells in the region, then what else could it be?” I asked, tactfully redirecting the conversation to less insulting territory. “Could the werewolf have anything to do with it? I assume he left that thing in his office for a reason.”

“He probably suspected we would retaliate against him for luring us to the daimarachnid nest,” Suzy said. “That was just another trap. Werewolves can’t have magic power, so this is something else.”

“Another coven of witches?” Bellamy suggested. “Or—”

He cut off, whipped around to stare at the door. The blood drained out of his face.

“What?” Fritz asked.

“The wards,” Bellamy said.

The fire alarms squealed, shattering my skull with a high-pitched whine.

I fell off the couch at the sound. The alarm itself flashed with brilliant white strobe, reducing our motions to a series of stop-action moments. Fritz grabbing Isobel’s wrist. Malcolm drawing his gun, mouth opening in a silent command to Bellamy. Suzy bolting for the table of guns.

I was closest to the entrance. I reached it first.

The alarms were howling in the hall, too. The door to our surveillance condo was open and I could see that all the security monitors they had arrayed across the kitchen counters were fuzzed with white noise.

Darting to the end of the hall, I leaned over the half-wall to look down the spiral staircase.

I should have been able to see all the way down to the administrative assistant manning the lobby desk. But below the second floor, everything was…black. Nighttime dark.

Cold tendrils of fear slithered over my heart.

“Guys?” I called over my shoulder.

Nobody responded to me.

The shadow was creeping up the stairs, oozing onto the second floor. There was something moving inside of it. Legs and arms and narrow shoulders.

My heart was slowing. Struggling to pump blood through my body. The walls were creeping toward me, narrowing the hallway as the roof dropped inch by inch. The building was closing in. Collapsing. Shrinking the distance between the landing that I was standing on and the darkness on the second floor.

Death had come for us, and there was no escaping now.

A familiar face flashed in the shadows below.

No, not Death.

David Nicholas.

















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




“OY! DON’T LOOK AT that!”

Startled, I whirled and swung my fist at the same time. Malcolm ducked under it easily. He hooked his arm around my neck, pulled me down to his level.

Reflexively, I wanted to fight and run, wanted to escape the fear. I pushed down the panic reaction, clinging to the knowledge that Malcolm was my ally. I even forced myself to allow him to drag me down the hall.

“Those are nightmare demons down there.” His mouth was close enough to my ear that I could hear him over the shrieking fire alarms. “You don’t need to be bonded to a kopis to keep them from hurting you. Soon as you realize you’ve got thrall creeping up on you, move your body, get the blood pumping, and get the fuck out of there.”

He shoved me toward our penthouse. I could take a hint. I ran.

I reached the door in time for Suzy to shove a shotgun into my hands.

“We’re not getting our asses kicked this time,” she said, wide eyes blazing with anger. She’d propped a second shotgun against the door. She picked that one up for herself.

The shotgun wasn’t much of a safety blanket. I’d never shot one before. Not that it’s all that different from a pistol, as far as the mechanics go. Point the end with holes at whatever you want dead. Pull trigger. Done.

But there wasn’t anything to shoot at. I could pump a shadow full of lead, sure, but it would pass right through that shadow and hit whatever was on the other side.

“What’s the plan?” I asked, gripping the shotgun tightly in both hands.

Fritz was on his BlackBerry even now. He lowered it to address me. “If David Nicholas is attacking with nightmare backup, we want sunlight. They’ll be less powerful in the sun.”

“The roof,” Suzy said.

I turned to head out the door again.

The hallway beyond was completely black.

A pair of pale hands emerged from that darkness, seizing me by the neck of my shirt. They jerked. I staggered a step before managing to catch my footing.

Anything that could touch me should have been touchable right on back.

I fired the shotgun.

Having another explosion that close to my head without ear protection felt about as good as jamming an ice pick through my skull. For sure, I wasn’t going to escape this week with all of my hearing intact. I’d be happy to sacrifice the ability to hear a few frequencies if it meant escaping with my life intact.

Unfortunately, that didn’t look like the case. My shot didn’t do anything.

Something hard cracked into my back, attacking from behind. It pushed me to the floor. My cheek was smashed into the carpet.

The darkness swarmed over me, obscuring my view of everything—the sunlit doorway that Suzy was standing in, the Berber carpet an inch from my nose, even the nose itself. A harsh buzzing filled my ears. Heat flooded my skin.

Someone was sitting on my back, knees digging into my ribs, knuckles pressed against my scapula.

Cèsar… My name drifted on the air.

Fear bit into my lungs, but Malcolm had told me that I didn’t have to take it—that it could be escaped. Even as the terror grew, I knew that I needed to get my body moving. Put distance between the source and myself. Get blood flowing through my body, and, more importantly, my brain.

Whatever was sitting on me couldn’t be real heavy. It was bony, not big.

I could fight back.

Dammit, Cèsar, fight back!

But it felt like I weighed a thousand pounds. I was chained, tossed into a pit with spiders at the bottom. Glistening pincers reached toward me. Eight red eyeballs on every ashen white skull watched me fall.

No—that was the fear. A hallucination.

Fight.

I twisted and jammed my elbow backward.

And, somehow, I hit something.

A sharp cry split the air. The pressure on my back vanished. I was still holding the shotgun in one hand—I kept my grip on it as I scrambled to my feet.

Suzy and Fritz were in the shadows, too, but I could barely see them. All I could tell was that Suzy was running away, calling for Bellamy, shooting into nothingness. She was gone by the time I thought to reach for her.

But Fritz was within arm’s reach. My hand closed on his wrist. He spun to look at me. Shock whitened his face. “The roof,” I said. “Now.”

We ran. I wasn’t real proud of it, but we ran.

The darkness chased us up the hallway toward the fire exit. The green sign brightened as we approached.

Fritz and I climbed the stairs two at a time.

Door at the top. So close to sunlight.

I hesitated halfway up, looking back down the shadowy hall with its potted plants and framed paintings of the desert. The darkness had sucked the color out of everything. I thought I could hear shouts from farther down the hall, but it was hard to tell with my hearing all jacked up by the gunfire.

Malcolm and Bellamy. Suzy and Isobel. They were out there. They were fighting while we were running. “Go ahead,” I told Fritz as he pushed open the door. I gave him the shotgun.

“Wait,” he said.

I didn’t let Fritz finish. I shoved him out the door.

A hand caught my ankle. Jerked me down the stairs.

My stomach lifted into my throat as I fell. My chest slammed into the steps, sending pain lancing through the scratches on my belly. I twisted to see what had caught me, following the bony hand up the sleeve of a leather jacket to a grinning, skeletal face.

David Nicholas.

“Hello again,” he said.

I slammed my shoe into his face.

It felt like kicking a rubber ball. My heel sank into his nose without breaking anything. The sole left the momentary imprint of treads on his face.

Even though David Nicholas hadn’t spoken, I heard his voice in my mind. I see you’re injured. Shame it would be if that went bad. Cold fear flooded me. I forgot to try to wrench free of him.

I fumbled at my shirt, lifting the hem to see the bandage underneath.

The bandage was gone. The gash from the werewolf’s claws had become deeper, slicing straight to the glistening bone. And through the tunneled flesh, I could see meat—so much meat, like walking down the refrigerated aisles at a grocery store. Cut of flank, cut of ribs, all marbled with fat.

I had been sitting out in the sun too long. The injury was festering. It was hot and there were flies picking at the edges of the meat—I’m nothing but meat—surrounded by veins carrying blood and encasing a heart ticking moment by moment to an endless death.

It would be a shame for all that meat to go bad…

His voice was everywhere.

The skin peeled away, flaked and burned. The muscle bubbled. Pustules swelled and burst like boiling water, gushing hot yellow sick.

Malcolm had told me to run.

It was too late to run.

David Nicholas was on top of me, driving his hands into the bloody wound, tearing at it with green-tinged fingernails. He leaned so close to my face that I could smell the rotting flesh on his breath. “You got into my office. I don’t like intruders.”

I could barely gasp out a response. “Wasn’t the werewolf enough revenge?”

“What do you mean, werewolf?”

A howl shook the hallway.

The fear didn’t lift so much as shift. All images of rotting wounds blinked out in an instant. David Nicholas’s thrall disappeared. But as soon as I realized that I had heard a wolf’s cry, real fear crashed over me.

The howl punctured the darkness again. David Nicholas turned in slow motion, the shadows sliding around him, like they were part of his leather jacket and sunken eyes. I could see right through his eyelids into infinity. “Werewolf,” David Nicholas whispered again, as if realizing something.

He was gone.

The hard press of shadowy terror was gone, too. I could move again.

I scrambled to my feet, seized the door, and rushed into the safety of daylight.

















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




UNFORTUNATELY, DAYLIGHT WASN’T WAITING for me on top of the roof.

The sun had dropped low to the mountains and the sky flamed violet-orange. Only a few slivers of light glowed between the lengthening shadows, and those would be gone in seconds, too.

There was a second door on the opposite side of the roof, leading down to a maintenance hallway. Malcolm hurtled out of the other door at the same time I emerged. His bicep was sliced open and he was slicked with blood to his wrist.

Fritz stood in the last puddle of light looking shocked, aimless. “You survived,” he said when he saw me. Well, he didn’t have to sound that surprised.

“Isobel?” I asked. “Suzy?”

“With Bellamy, heading for ground level,” Malcolm said. “Don’t worry. He’s a good man. He won’t leave the ladies alone.”

Momentary relief eased through me. But I could still hear noises underneath my feet. Banging and screeching and more howling. It was louder than the wind buffeting us on top of the buildings, like there was an entire war going on in the condo below.

I’d never been to Hell before, but I was willing to bet that was what it sounded like.

The sun dropped lower. The pool of light on the roof narrowed.

Fritz offered the shotgun to me, and I shook my head. No point in taking that. He looked more comfortable holding it than I felt.

“Did you call for backup?” I asked Fritz, noticing that his BlackBerry peeked out of his pocket.

“Not exactly,” he said. “The OPA is aware we’re under attack.”

“And?”

“And we’ve met the current limits of our support for the time being.” Which was probably the calmest way possible Fritz could say that the OPA wasn’t sending anyone to help us.

“Then what’s the plan?” I asked, spinning on Malcolm.

The kopis blinked at me. “Plan?”

Yeah, not the response I wanted to hear from the only guy there who knew how to hunt demons.

My panic hit its apex. We couldn’t just stand there and wait for the nightmares to come back. Sure, Suzy and Isobel would be fine—and that was important, maybe the most important thing—but I wasn’t ready to jump down David Nicholas’s maw, either. “The helicopter,” I said. “It can’t be far. Where’s the helicopter?”

“It’s relaying staff and equipment to the Silverton Mine,” Fritz said. “The next nearest copter can’t get here for twenty minutes.” About nineteen minutes too long. He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “It’s my fault you’re here without adequate training, Cèsar. Have faith. I won’t let you down.”

I wanted to believe him. I really did. Fritz was solid—the guy who had given me the job, a friend more than a boss. But even he could only do so much in the face of a nightmare’s assault.

Suddenly, everything within the building underneath us went silent. The banging sounds stopped. It was quiet on the rooftop as the chilly wind faded with the sun, and the final sliver of sunlight and safety vanished around us.

The door I’d entered through opened.

David Nicholas sauntered onto the twilit rooftop. A smile spread over his face at the sight of us huddled by the wall, whipped by chilly spring winds.

“Well, well, well. Look at what we’ve got here. Looks like a regular buffet, doesn’t it, Donna?”

The woman that came onto the roof from behind him didn’t respond. She held a thick iron chain with a skull-sized bludgeon attached to the end, and she spun it in lazy figure eights at her side. She was brown skinned, brown haired. Could have been sculpted from the mountains. Not a succubus.

“Basandere,” Malcolm filled in, muttering the word out of the corner of his mouth. “Earth spirit. Basque.” She looked like she belonged in a freaking army. She wore leather body armor and carried that chain like she knew how to use it with lethal intent.

Fritz lifted the shotgun to his shoulder. He aimed at the basandere. “Stay back.”

The other door opened and a cold wash of fear came through it. A second nightmare emerged. It was another male, straggly and unwashed. Looked like any of the guys living under the freeways in Los Angeles.

We were surrounded.

“You’re all new to the area, so you might not know this,” David Nicholas said as he strolled toward us, “but you don’t fuck with my space. You don’t fuck with me. You don’t carry guns into Craven’s and threaten my dealers.”

My mouth was dry, but I found the ability to speak. “Sorry. Won’t do it again.”

“Apology not accepted,” David Nicholas said.

As the red light of sundown faded, he began to grow in size. No, that wasn’t right—he was still man-sized, still skinny, and passably normal. But his presence was growing. What Abuelita would have called his aura.

The basandere took a step and Fritz fired.

The pellets smacked into her gut. She grunted, but kept coming, swinging the chain at him. Fritz moved faster than I expected. He ducked it easily.

That confrontation was like firing a starting pistol.

David Nicholas jumped. His fear strangled me, and Malcolm’s advice echoed in my skull. Get away from it. Get your blood moving.

Move, Cèsar!

I dodged, throwing myself into a roll. I came up on my feet outside David Nicholas’s reach.

There was a tool bag propped against an air conditioner. I fell upon it, seizing the first heavy thing I found—a wrench—and hurled it at the nightmare.

The tool whistled through the air end over end. My aim was good. It smashed into David Nicholas’s face. Soft-boned or not, the impact still staggered him.

Behind him, I could see Malcolm fighting with the other nightmare, Fritz with the basandere. Amazing how we were one on one yet the odds felt so very much against us.

David Nicholas threw the wrench back at me, earning my attention once more.

I didn’t dodge in time. It glanced off my injured shoulder, numbing the arm.

And then he was slamming me into the air conditioner, his aura exploding, filling the darkness of twilight with immense fear. I swung a fist at him, but getting hit by the wrench had slowed me—I missed.

Where were we? David Nicholas whispered into my mind.

With those words, I saw rotting meat again, torn ragged in the teeth of a skull.

The door on the corner of the roof banged open. The noise distracted my attacker. David Nicholas turned to see what had happened, and I took the opportunity to shove him off of me.

From the depths of the hallway below, the werewolf leaped onto the roof.

I threw myself down, and the wolf rushed over my head, driving into David Nicholas. Its jaws clamped shut on the nightmare’s arm. David Nicholas screamed as black blood gushed out of his jacket.

The wolf threw its head back and forth, tearing at the nightmare’s flesh.

What bullets hadn’t been able to touch, the werewolf absolutely shredded. It ripped pieces of sallow flesh from David Nicholas’s body. They dissolved into puffs of smoke the instant they contacted the floor.

It took me a second to realize that David Nicholas wasn’t just screaming. There were words in there, too. “Fall back! Fall the fuck back!”

The other nightmare vanished first, dissipating into smoke. The basandere released Malcolm and stepped away. She was bleeding from multiple gunshot wounds. Fritz had done a number on her, even though I hadn’t been able to imagine him so much as swinging a punch until that moment.

David Nicholas jumped out of the werewolf’s path, phasing across the shadows. He wrapped his arm around Donna’s shoulders.

“This isn’t over,” he said.

And then they both vanished, leaving us alone with the werewolf.

Out of the frying pan…

But the wolf didn’t attack. The beast’s flesh rippled. The fur puddled around on the floor, baring raw, pinkish-brown flesh. Bones popped. The man stood erect as his vertebrae ground against each other, sucking his tail back into his spine. He grimaced as his muzzle compressed, letting human lips and a human nose appear.

The only thing that didn’t change was the eyes. Those huge, glowing, silver moon eyes.

I backed into the corner with Fritz and Malcolm. There was no escaping without having to get too close to the shapeshifting werewolf.

It didn’t look like Fritz was going anywhere anyway. He’d put up a good fight against the basandere but taken a hell of a lot of damage himself. It looked like he might have been missing teeth. Worst of all, blood caked his chest from a wound I couldn’t see. He pumped the shotgun. “Get ready,” Fritz muttered, and Malcolm lifted his fists, prepared to fight again.

The werewolf finished changing. He stood in front of us all naked and human.

He was about as hairy as you’d expect a guy that turned into a wolf to be. His chest, forearms, and shins were carpeted. His skin was several shades darker than mine, but the hair on his head was blond and coarse and curly.

The wolf-turned-man wiped demon blood off of his bottom lip with his thumb. I caught a flash of sharp teeth hiding behind those lips.

“Well,” Malcolm said. “Lovely.” That wasn’t the word I would have used, but okay. “Thanks for your help.”

Sheer contempt radiated from the werewolf. “Don’t thank me. That wasn’t a rescue.” His voice was a surprisingly light, articulate baritone. “You’ve got something I want and I couldn’t find it in the penthouse. What did you do with the ethereal artifact?”

It took me a second to realize what he was talking about. “The white rock?”

His silver gaze turned on me. “Do you have it?”

None of us had it. After picking us up from the mine, the helicopter pilot had immediately taken it back to the OPA office in Los Angeles for study.

I didn’t want to be the one to break the bad news to the werewolf. The wound on my chest throbbed in memory of his claws, and I wasn’t eager for another opportunity to get acquainted with his temper.

“Who are you?” Malcolm asked instead, redirecting the conversation.

The werewolf puffed up his chest. Tossed his head back. “I’m Cain.” He said it like we should have recognized him. I knew who Cain was—as in, am-I-my-brother’s-keeper Cain—but as far as werewolves went, that name was meaningless to me.

“Well, Cain, if you need the ethereal artifact, I’m sure we can come to some kind of agreement,” Fritz croaked, coughing wetly. He set down the shotgun and the BlackBerry appeared in his hand. “Let me make arrangements.”

Cain didn’t seem interested in “arrangements.” The werewolf fisted a hand in the throat of Fritz’s suit. Pulled a fist back to strike him.

I stepped forward. “Whoa there, you don’t have to do that, buddy. We’re not arguing with you. We want to help.”

“I don’t need help and we aren’t going to negotiate,” the werewolf said without releasing Fritz. “This is my demand: You will send me your fragment of the ethereal artifact or I’ll crush all of your bones into dust with my jaws.”

He had a pretty damn compelling argument. And a heck of a way with words.

The werewolf’s nostrils flared. He tossed Fritz aside and advanced on me, sniffing the air around my shoulder. He wasn’t as big as he looked when we were standing face to face. About my height, but not as broad. Built more like a swimmer than a football player.

My spine stiffened, but I didn’t pull back. I watched Fritz scramble away in my peripheral vision. He had dropped his beloved BlackBerry at Cain’s feet, but at least he was safe.

“I wounded you, witch,” Cain said, almost like it surprised him. “I smell myself on you.”

“Uh, yeah. But I didn’t take it personally. No hard feelings.”

“That’s not all I scent. Where did you see Yvette?”

I blinked. “Yvette?”

“You’ve got Yvette’s smells all over your hands. You touched her recently.” He shook his fist at me as he spoke and I got a glimpse of his naked side. The werewolf had a tattoo on his ribcage. It was a bleeding apple about the size of my hand, encircled with emerald green leaves and dripping inky blood down his flank.

The same tattoo I’d seen on the bodies in the mines.

My mouth was suddenly dry. If this guy wasn’t happy about the ethereal artifact going missing, he definitely wasn’t going to be happy to hear about his dead friends.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

His hand shot out and clamped on my throat. He lifted me right off my goddamn feet like I was a chicken getting hauled to the chopping block.

Malcolm and Fritz were exchanging glances, as if trying to silently decide how to handle the situation, but I knew there was nothing they could do. I’d already seen how useful it was to shoot werewolves.

I struggled to speak. “Look, Cain—”

“We have Yvette!”

The words came from behind the werewolf. He turned without dropping me, and I struggled to breathe through the pressure, kicking uselessly at the roof.

Suzy was standing in the doorway, shotgun aimed.

“Say that again,” Cain growled.

“We’ve got Yvette and the ethereal artifact,” Suzy said, fearless in the face of the werewolf. “Drop Cèsar or you’ll never see either again.”

What the hell was she talking about? I tried to catch her eye, but she was ignoring me.

The werewolf sniffed the air. He must have been able to detect the smell of Yvette around Suzy, too, because he finally released me. I stumbled, gasping as air flooded my lungs.

“Bring both to me tomorrow at midnight,” Cain said. “You’ll find me on Sapphire Beach. If you don’t come, or if you don’t have Yvette and the artifact, then I will kill every last one of you.” There was something very matter-of-fact about the way he said that, like he was confident that killing us would be about as difficult as popping down to the corner store for aspirin.

“Fine,” Suzy said.

Cain stepped away from me, backing toward the edge of the roof.

He was leaving. I started to relax.

“I’ll need insurance, of course,” the werewolf said.

Then he broke into a run—too fast for me to realize what he was doing, much less stop him.

He wrapped both of his arms around Fritz’s body. And then both of them plunged off the side of the condo’s roof.

















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




MALCOLM AND BELLAMY SEARCHED the sidewalk below the Dat-So-La-Lee Condominiums for purée of werewolf and OPA director.

Unsurprisingly, they didn’t find either.

I felt weird retrieving Fritz’s BlackBerry from where he had dropped it on the roof. I’d never seen him without it, so it seemed like a deeply personal possession. Like picking up someone else’s dirty underwear.

“Didn’t Fritz tell us not to touch his cell phone?” Suzy asked, meeting me at the stairs leading back to the penthouse. “Something about drastic consequences and hellfire?”

“I bet he was an only child,” I said.

“Is,” she said. I lifted my eyebrows at her in questioning. “He ‘is’ an only child, not ‘was.’ Being dragged off a rooftop by a werewolf doesn’t mean he’s instantly dead.”

I had a hard time imagining any other outcome to the situation.

We returned to the penthouse to find that it had been ransacked—probably by Cain while we were distracted by fighting David Nicholas’s guys. Nothing was missing, as far as I could tell, but our fancy furniture had been shredded and the floor had been scored deeply by werewolf claws.

I was still numb from watching Cain drag Fritz over the side of the roof, but not so numb that I couldn’t realize that we needed help. More help than one kopis and aspis dyad. Maybe whole squads of trained werewolf- and nightmare-hunter type help.

So I waited until Suzy retreated into her bedroom, then called Fritz’s boss.

Drastic consequences and hellfire? I’d like to see Fritz try to kill me for making a call on his phone while he was being held captive by Cain.

I’d never met any of Fritz’s superiors before. I wasn’t high enough in the OPA food chain to know that we had a database of witches, so I definitely wasn’t high enough to talk to upper-upper management, either. But his boss’s name was one of the only contacts in his cell phone: Vice President Lucrezia de Angelis.

Imagine my surprise when the woman that answered the phone had a thick Italian accent and didn’t seem to care about Fritz’s disappearance so much as the fact that I’d breached the levels of bureaucracy.

“Are you a moron?” Lucrezia asked.

I was pretty sure that it wasn’t in my best interests to answer that question.

“I apologize for calling you, but this is urgent,” I said in my very best I-am-a-good-employee voice.

“You have another supervisor that could have contacted me, don’t you?”

I was totally thrown by the question. “Actually…” Since Fritz had reassigned Suzy and me to a new team handling special investigations, I was pretty sure that the former layers of middle management had become irrelevant. But I also wasn’t sure that Fritz’s superiors knew anything about that. “Sorry?”

“You’re not authorized to access this phone. You are not authorized to contact me. What have you looked at? Have you read emails, text messages, accessed databases…?”

I didn’t want to apologize again and sound like a broken record. I wasn’t even sure what I was apologizing for. I couldn’t think of any other way to handle Fritz’s disappearance. “I only called you.”

“Do you understand what this means?”

I was pretty sure I didn’t understand anything at this point. “No, ma’am.” Good time to pull out the honorifics, I think.

“Director Friederling is responsible for the information that can be accessed through his phone, which means he is now responsible for anything that you may know. It will be his duty to control you.”

“I don’t need to be controlled, ma’am,” I said. “I wouldn’t say anything even if I had seen it, which I definitely haven’t.”

I was pretty sure her moment of silence radiated skepticism.

“Tell me why you’ve called.”

I gave her an overview of our confrontation with David Nicholas and Cain. She already knew about the earlier raid on Craven’s. She also knew who Suzy and I were, so apparently Fritz was very chatty on his long phone meetings. Made it easy to catch her up on the case, though.

I wondered—not for the first time—how much the OPA knew about what Fritz was doing here. How much, if any, of our current operation was secret on this mission.

It would have been impossible to ask without spilling the beans, so I didn’t.

“What’s your plan after this?” Lucrezia asked, surprising me again.

I was supposed to have a plan now? “We’re going to recover Fritz. Director Friederling, that is.” At least, I hoped that we were going to recover Fritz, and not the scraps of Fritz that survived being a werewolf chew toy.

“Yes. You will recover Director Friederling,” she said, “and you’ll do it promptly. If he is not available to be responsible for your breach in security, then those loose ends will need to be tied up.”

“Loose ends?”

“You,” she said softly.

I sat down on one of the bar stools. Hard.

Was Fritz’s boss threatening me?

This call had gone from “awkward” to “shit-your-pants terrifying” in three seconds flat.

She went on. “The clock is ticking, Agent Hawke. We have procedures. You need to have Director Friederling contact me within thirty-six hours of his disappearance, which I will mark as occurring at five o’clock in the afternoon Pacific Standard Time. After that, we’ll be forced to assume that he’s been killed by the werewolf and can no longer be responsible for you. Do you understand?”

In thirty-six hours, she would arrange to have me killed.

“I think I understand,” I said, and I managed to keep calm when I said it.

“Excellent. Keep me apprised of progress via email. The BlackBerry is yours for the time being.” Did she actually sound amused by that?

And she hung up on me.

I stared at Fritz’s BlackBerry. Her name flashed on the screen and then disappeared.

Setting it down very carefully, I backed away like the thing might give me herpes. Unfortunately, what it had given me was actually much worse.

“Oh shit,” I whispered.

Malcolm entered the room. He was in full Union combat gear again, helmet and all. “What’s that you said?”

“Nothing.” Just freaking out over my boss’s boss’s death threats. No big deal. I watched Malcolm as he grabbed a few small flash bombs off the table and began loading his pockets. “Hey Malcolm?”

“Mmm?”

“Do you trust the Union?” I asked. “Or the OPA? The whole organization?”

The question seemed to puzzle him. “Trust them with what?”

“I mean—are we safe?” That didn’t seem to make sense either. I struggled to organize my thoughts. “Would the OPA kill us?”

“Sure,” Malcolm said.

Guess the response shouldn’t have shocked me at that point, but it did. I worked for a secret government organization. It was kind of shady, yeah, but it was still a government organization. They were still part of the law. There were definitely laws about not killing employees.

Probably more than a few labor regulations about that, too.

Malcolm seemed to realize the gravity of my question, and he drummed his fingers on the butt of the AK-47 thoughtfully.

“I come from the Union side of things. I went through basic training. I’ve seen Union HQ. I enlisted with my eyes wide open to every shitty thing the Union’s doing worldwide, and I get why they do it. You want to know if you can trust your bosses? You can’t.” He gave a helpless shrug. “We’re not here for the pension. We’re here to save the world from powers a lot bigger than us. Evil powers. Gods and monsters that can crush us with a glance. The only way you stay ahead in a place like this is to do evil right on back.”

“I signed the NDA,” I said, choking down a bitter mix of denial and fear. “I’ve done everything they asked.”

“Someone threaten you?”

I was pretty sure I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone I’d talked to the vice president. “It’s been a rough week.”

“It’s only going to get rougher,” Malcolm said, knocking his knuckles against his helmet.

I gave him a wary look. “Are we going into a fight again?”

“I am. You’re out on this one. Lucky you! I’ll make sure to save a couple of daimarachnid heads for you.” At my look of surprise, he said, “We’re clearing out the rest of the spider nest at Silverton Mine—me and Bellamy and another Union unit. Gotta make it safe for excavation.”

“Going to retrieve the rest of the artifacts?”

Malcolm tapped his nose under the glass facial shield. “Don’t get too comfortable, mate. Once it’s empty, you and that gorgeous partner of yours are going to have to escort the necrocognitive to the site. There are bodies to interview, information to collect, werewolves to fuck with.”

How was Cain going to react once we possessed more of the artifacts from the mines? My guess was that it wouldn’t be good. I wasn’t even sure he’d let the OPA start an excavation. “Speaking of the werewolf…”

“I’ve got a magazine of silver rounds now,” Malcolm said. “Don’t worry, I didn’t forget you.”

He tossed another magazine to me. It looked like it would fit the Desert Eagle. I thumbed out the top round and rolled it between my fingers, getting oil smeared over my skin. It was made of brighter, shinier metal than my usual bullets. “Silver?”

“Of course,” he said.

“Don’t I get any special training on this one?”

“Nah. Werewolves are rare. You’ll never run into another one in your career.” Malcolm hefted his AK-47 and headed for the door. “I’ll give you one tip, though. You see Cain again, you point that thing between his eyes and don’t stop firing until he is fucking dead.”

Good tip.

















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




ONCE THE SHOCK OF talking to Lucrezia wore off, practicality set in. The clock ticking down to death threats made me extremely eager to act, needless to say. I wanted to do something—anything—to save Fritz’s ass so that my ass could be saved, too.

I’m not too proud to admit that I was thinking pretty hard about ways to make Cain a happy camper.

But there was no way to appease him until the OPA returned the fragment of ethereal ruin. We also had to wait for Malcolm and the Union to destroy the daimarachnid nest, allowing us to recover Yvette’s body. I wasn’t sure what we were going to do with the dead woman, exactly, but I couldn’t do anything without it.

So instead of acting, I slept. I slept really, really badly.

Years of darkness seemed to elapse before I woke up.

I didn’t feel like cleaning, but I spent the morning working on the penthouse anyway. Growing up with a huge family in a tiny house, you got used to cleaning whether or not you wanted to. Keeping on top of the mess had been the only way to keep our living room from looking like David Nicholas’s office, and old habits died hard.

I grabbed garbage bags from underneath the sink and started tossing everything Cain had broken into the trash. He’d been like a tornado. Nothing had survived untouched. Our brand new cookware? Crumpled like beer cans against a drunken frat boy’s forehead. The altar in the living room? Karate-chopped in half. The curtains? Looked like a wolf had sharpened his claws on them. Guess he probably had.

We’d only been out of there for a couple of minutes. Cain hadn’t had much time to wreck the place, and he’d still done it pretty thoroughly.

And he was bent on coming back for us if we didn’t give him the ethereal artifact and his dead friend Yvette.

On the bright side, if I could hide from Cain’s wrath for another—oh, twenty-eight hours or so, I wouldn’t have to worry about getting ripped apart by a man-eating werewolf. Vice President Lucrezia de Hardass would just shoot me in the back of the head.

Man, this is not my week.

I fantasized about taking a vacation while I tossed stuff out. The OPA wasn’t too liberal about vacation time, but I’d bet that Fritz would be feeling generous after I came up with an impossible rescue plan and dragged him from the literal jaws of death.

Maybe I could head up to Canada. It had been a long time since I got somewhere all pretty and forested.

Nah, forests sounded too hospitable for a werewolf. Maybe the Caribbean.

Yeah. I couldn’t imagine a werewolf in the Caribbean. Or nightmares, for that matter.

When I turned around, I was surprised to find that Suzy’s bedroom door was open a crack. Enough for Suzy’s eye to peek through. “Would you come inside?” she asked, blinking at me through the open sliver of doorway. “I need to talk with you.”

I almost agreed reflexively, but then my brain caught up with her request.

Suzy was inviting me into her bedroom.

Last time she’d shared her personal space with me, she’d been running around in a t-shirt and panties and a sneaky smile. It was a weird fucking thing to do to a guy like me. Didn’t really know how to deal with it. “I should probably keep cleaning. Look for evidence Cain might have left behind. Or something like that.”

Suzy shut her eyes and bumped her forehead gently against the doorframe. “Please?”

I was helpless against that word coming from a woman. Please. She could have followed it up with a request for felony murder on her behalf and I would have given it serious consideration.

I took a step toward the door. Stopped myself.

Bad idea. Bad idea. Think, Cèsar.

“Maybe just for a minute,” I said.

You fucking asshole.

But she smiled, and I couldn’t go back on my word now that I’d said it.

I stepped into Suzy’s bedroom.

The world distorted around me as I crossed the threshold. My stomach flipped. And my sinuses inflamed like I had a cat allergy and had just plummeted into a pit of kittens.

Muffling my sneezes into my arm, I studied Suzy’s temporary bedroom through watering eyes. We’d only been there for a few days and she had already been casting spells all over the place. There was a reason that she was a level seven witch and I was only a three: I brewed awesome strength potions; she distorted reality.

The other bedrooms in the penthouse were maybe a hundred and fifty square feet. Hers was at least four hundred now, and that was just the entryway. She had somehow added an inner hallway that led off into a separate kitchen and bathroom area. Another closed door probably led to a bedroom.

In her sitting room, she had magicked the walls to a pleasant blue color with a smattering of firefly-like stars hovering near the ceiling. The floors looked like bamboo mats. She’d even enchanted a freaking water fixture that dribbled down one wall into a stone basin bigger than most bathtubs.

“Take off your shoes,” Suzy said, shuffling over to her couch and curling up on it. I kicked off my sneakers.

I hadn’t gotten a good look at her through the door. Now I saw that she wasn’t in playful “let’s fuck with Cèsar’s tiny brain” mode, but “fuck, every inch of my body hurts” mode, and I felt selfishly relieved. Suzy had an icepack pressed against one side of her face. Her body was consumed by sweatpants and a sweater at least two sizes too big for her. She wore slippers with smiley faces on the toes that bore a strange resemblance to Cat.

Apprehension melted away. “Are your bruises getting worse?”

She shifted her ice pack to conceal them. “Just took them a while to develop. You don’t look much better.”

“Well, I did get to wrestle with an overgrown mutt while you were casting the TARDIS enchantment on your bedroom.” I peeked into her bathroom. She’d practically given herself an Olympic-sized swimming pool. “Damn, Suzy.”

“I got sick of having to share with the necrocog,” she muttered.

Hey, at least it was keeping the peace. I would have drawn a chalk line down the center of the penthouse, chainsawed down that line, and given a separate half to each of the women at this point. Whatever it took to make the air stop freezing me into an ice sculpture every time they hung out in the same room.

“We’re going to need a plan to recover Fritz,” I said, pacing back and forth across her magical bamboo flooring.

“We’ll think of something,” Suzy said. Awfully Zen for a woman who had almost gotten eaten by a spider. Of course, Zen was easy when you didn’t know your superiors were contemplating killing you.

I raked both hands through my hair, like if I built up enough friction I might be able to force my stupid brain to generate a plan. “Couldn’t you have picked something physically possible to taunt Cain with? Something other than his dead friend Yvette?”

Suzy’s tone went icy. “I didn’t have a lot of time to think about it before he popped your head off like a cork.”

Well, shit. I hadn’t meant to sound ungrateful. I sat on the end of her couch. “Maybe we’ll get those nukes in and we can just drop them on the werewolf.”

“It’ll have to be a silver nuke.”

I had to contemplate that possibility for a minute. I’d been reading about werewolves on the OPA database on Fritz’s phone, and it verified what I’d already understood about werewolves: they could only be killed by silver. Didn’t matter the delivery method. Silver bullets, silver knives, silver ear piercings. It poisoned them from the inside out.

The database hadn’t said whether blasting them apart would work as well. The image of a splattered wolf body slithering together into one big puddle, Terminator 2-style, flashed through my mind. I was pretty sure I didn’t want to test that.

“What are we going to do?” I asked glumly, dropping my forehead into my hands. “Yvette. It’s impossible.”

“We could string her up like a marionette and walk her down the beach,” Suzy suggested.

I didn’t think it was funny. Not this time.

But it did get the cogs in my brain turning.

“Isobel,” I said suddenly.

Suzy’s eyebrows knitted. “You’re not in the right bedroom for that, Hawke.”

“No, Isobel can raise Yvette. Or at least, she can raise her ghost. Maybe seeing Yvette’s apparition at a distance would be enough to convince Cain that we’ve got her. All we need is enough time to save Fritz, right?”

“I saw your necrocog’s ghosts. That’s not going to convince anyone.”

“Great. I can’t wait to hear your better plan. I’ll wait.”

Suzy sighed. “We can try it. Why not? We’ll have to get Yvette’s body out of the mine, though.”

“The Union’s working on it now.”

Her cheeks paled a little. “Good.”

“Yep,” I said. Her ice pack had slipped again, revealing her mincemeat face. If she’d looked like the Cryptkeeper the day before, then today she was—heck, what was worse than the Cryptkeeper? Suzy. Suzy was worse than the Cryptkeeper. “Look, I don’t know if you want to talk, but—”

“I tried to sleep last night,” she interrupted, like she could read my mind.

“Didn’t go well, I take it.”

“No,” she said. “It didn’t.”

“You know what I’m doing as soon as we save Fritz? Sleeping potions. A gallon of sleeping potions. Whatever it takes to black out and pass out.” I grunted. “Might have to wait until we’re back in LA, though. Cain fucked up my bed on his rampage.” I’d had to sleep on a pile of blankets on the floor the night before.

“You could sleep in here with me tonight,” Suzy said.

So much for not being in “let’s fuck with Cèsar’s tiny brain” mode.

My ability to speak short-circuited. I stared at her.

“I can enchant a second bedroom,” she added.

“Oh. Yeah.” Maybe I was reading too much into that. Shit. “That would be great, Suze. Thanks.”

She just nodded.

My cell phone rang, saving me from thinking of something else to say.

I pulled out the BlackBerry with dread lodged in my heart, but that wasn’t where I was getting the call. It was my other phone. The one I’d been using before making the mistake of calling Lucrezia. “Cèsar!” Malcolm greeted when I answered. “How are you doing, mate?”

“Since I’m pretty sure your call means that the nest of daimarachnids is dead, I’m going to say I’m doing pretty well.” As good as humanly possible, given the circumstances.

“Great. See you soon?”

“Not sure there’s an alternative, is there?”

He gave a warm chuckle. “I left the keys to the SUV on the island. Don’t scratch the paint.” He hung up. I stood.

“Time to work again?” Suzy asked.

“Always. You ready?”

Her smile was thin. “Born ready.”

















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




WHEN THE OPA DECIDED to get something done, it didn’t mess around.

Our organization’s ruthless efficiency was one of my favorite things about it. You wanted to investigate the scene of a crime in an hour before the mundane police showed up? No problem. We could be in and out in forty-five minutes. Want to arrest someone before they have enough time to leave the country? We’ll meet them at the airport.

And if you wanted to excavate a mine, the OPA would rip the earth apart.

It was strangely satisfying to see the crater that used to be Silverton Mine. No more tiny cramped holes. No more aging mine cart tracks. No more crumbling walls. Just a few Caterpillars and a giant pit.

Tents had been erected around the mine, forming a small city occupied by engineers in coveralls and a handful of black-suited witches. We had about two dozen personnel on-site—impressive, considering that my team had been the only personnel locally available until the night before.

We even had a construction crew at work. Until that moment, I hadn’t known that the OPA employed construction workers, but all of the large machinery was painted matte black with white government seals on the side, so I was completely sure that the equipment belonged specifically to our agency. Because, you know, the OPA and the Union couldn’t have a single piece of equipment that was a normal color. Or any non-black color at all, really.

“This is pretty cool,” I admitted to Suzy.

It didn’t look like she agreed. She frowned as she watched the proceedings. I wondered if she was thinking about the Union detention facility again.

A pair of familiar figures climbed out of the hole wearing combat gear and splattered in shiny demon blood. Malcolm pulled off his helmet as he ambled over. His hair was a sweaty mess.

“Hello, gorgeous,” he said to Suzy, giving me a conspiratorial wink. At least, I think it was meant to be a wink. With his eye patch, it could have just as easily been an unusually lascivious blink. “You are a sight for my sore eye. Even if you have, you know, sore eyes. But the bruises are a fetching look on you, trust me!”

It was hard to tell if Suzy was smiling or scowling through the puffy face.

“What is this?” I asked, gesturing at the dig site.

“An excavation!” Malcolm said. “What else do you think it could be?”

“Looks like we got those nuclear bombs we ordered,” I said. “I take it the daimarachnid nest has been emptied.”

“Thoroughly squashed. Make sure to let me know if you want any souvenirs before we send everything to the incinerator!”

Souvenirs? Yikes. “I think I’m good. I do need access to the human bodies that were in the nest, though.”

“We haven’t pulled those out yet. Go down, help yourself. Look for a husky lad named Gary Zettel. He’s commander of the unit handling the more delicate digging down there.”

As soon as Malcolm headed for the tents, Suzy rounded on me. “Are you planning to just stand by and allow him to talk to me like that?”

“Who’s talking to you like what?”

“Malcolm. He’s sexually harassing me. I could get him fired.”

I’d never heard Suzy complain about harassment before. Most of the time, our coworkers regarded her like one of the guys, but it wasn’t weird to catch a new hire trying to hit on her. Suzy deflected it all with aplomb.

“But he’s harmless,” I protested.

“It’s not harmless to treat female coworkers like sex objects.”

“So why am I supposed to be calling him out on it?” I asked. “If you don’t like it, tell him to stop.”

“That’s not the point.”

I wondered if I needed to check her temperature. She wasn’t acting like herself. “You’ve never taken it personally before.”

“Just because I behave in a certain way to navigate a hostile professional atmosphere doesn’t mean it’s a good thing. Do you think I like being constantly objectified by my peers? Do you think I enjoy pretending to have fun when everyone’s being a giant dick?”

I had a feeling that this was a trick question. “Yes?”

Suzy snorted. “Forget about it.”

“Happily. Now let’s go grab Yvette.” It would have been much easier to take Isobel down into the mine to talk with the bodies, but Malcolm and Bellamy were the only ones who knew she was there. We’d had to leave Isobel in the SUV parked on the hill a half-mile away.

I headed for a ladder down into the mine and Suzy followed.

“How are we going to get a body out of the mine without raising suspicion?” she asked.

“It won’t be a problem,” I lied.

I’d figure it out once we got down there.







I found the Union unit digging near the place that Yvette’s cocoon had been discovered. There were five people working there, all of them stripped down to black tank tops and slacks. Four had shovels and pickaxes. The remaining woman—a stocky redhead with a square, frowning face—was working a jackhammer.

My eyes skimmed past them in search of Yvette. Both cocoons had been moved onto tarpaulins and covered in sheets. I was glad to not have to see the mangled body again. I’d gotten more up close and person with a daimarachnid’s mouth parts than I wanted to, and it was way too easy to imagine having that kind of damage inflicted on me.

“Well?” Suzy asked. “What now?”

I didn’t know how to respond. I didn’t have any brilliant ideas.

Hell, maybe I’d just walk out with it. As far as anyone knew, I had orders to recover the body. The OPA and the Union didn’t exactly see eye-to-eye on procedure, and we definitely didn’t share our methods across the departments. So long as I looked like I knew what I was doing, nobody would stop me.

Probably.

Not much of a plan, but I wasn’t working under ideal conditions.

“Wait here,” I said with confidence I didn’t feel.

I walked toward Yvette’s body.

One of the Union guys stepped in my way. He was one of the stockiest men I’d ever seen. He barely came up to my chest, but was twice as broad as I was. His neck and chin formed a solid block on top of his shoulders. His tank showed off arms that bulged with veins. “Gary Zettel,” he said, offering a gloved hand to me.

I shook it. He had a crushingly strong grip. The break-your-knuckles kind that some men like to use, as if they’re crushing everyone they meet into submission.

“Kopis?” I asked.

“Yes. I’m the commander of this Union unit.” Zettel gave me an appraising look. “Witch? Magical Violations?”

“Yep,” I said. More or less.

“You’re the one that found this site. You did good work eliminating the initial assault of daimarachnids.”

That was probably meant to be a compliment, and a rare one at that. Zettel didn’t look like the kind of guy that did the friendly thing very easily. “I can’t lay claim to most of that, unfortunately. Malcolm Gallagher destroyed most of the nest.”

Zettel’s expression went cold at the mention of the other kopis. “I see. What do you need?”

“Yvette.” Wait, was I supposed to know her name? That probably hadn’t made its way through official channels yet. I coughed into my fist. “I need to transport the bodies to the helicopter so that they can be examined at the Los Angeles field office.”

The commander extended his hand toward me palm-up, as if waiting for me to give him something.

I stared at him.

After a moment, he prompted me. “Orders?”

“For transporting victims?”

“Yes,” Zettel said in a barely-patient voice. “Let me see your orders.”

“The OPA doesn’t issue ‘orders’ when clearing a scene,” I said, which was true. At least that was one thing I didn’t have to lie about.

“The Union does, and this falls under Union jurisdiction.”

“I found the nest,” I said. “It’s the OPA’s.”

“We cleared it, so this is ours,” Zettel said firmly. I was starting to get why the local cops always got pissed off when I came through one of their scenes flashing a federal badge. “I’ve already requested help from a Union forensics team. They should be here in an hour. If the OPA wants access to the bodies, you’ll have to submit a request.” His eyes narrowed at me. “Or you can bring me orders issued through Union channels before forensics arrive.”

Yeah, because that was going to happen.

Fuckity fuck.

Gary kept that withering gaze locked onto me, and I started to back away despite myself. I’d never done well at the dick-measuring contests. “I’ll get back to you.”

He turned back to digging at the webbing, lifting his pickaxe over his shoulder and bringing it down on the rock with a sharp clink. He totally ignored me. It was like I’d never been there at all.

Suzy was still standing at the entrance of the tunnel with a bemused expression. “You don’t have the body.”

No shit. “I think Gary doesn’t like me.”

“Then what’s the plan?”

Why did everyone expect me to have a plan all of a sudden? I wasn’t a planning guy.

But I thought back to what Malcolm had told me about teams. How you only ever needed two people to accomplish a mission, and they didn’t need to be kopis and aspis. It was all about positioning. “Distract Gary Zettel,” I said. “The chunky guy with the pickaxe. Get his attention. Actually, get the attention of the entire unit.”

Suzy looked skeptical. “And you’ll just walk out with Yvette? I’m not that distracting.”

“You’re good at making people like you,” I said. “Work your magic, Agent Takeuchi.”

The corner of her lips quirked at the formal name. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Her whole posture changed. She sauntered over to the unit with a disarming grin glowing from her features. It was the look of the woman who used to toss back shots with Union kopides at our (former) favorite bar, The Olive Pit. A woman that could hold her own against any man that worked for the OPA.

Not gonna lie. The fact that she could change gears that easily kinda freaked me out. What was the pretense—the serious, professional look, or the casual affectation?

Didn’t matter. When Suzy talked, everyone listened. One by one, they turned to look at her—Gary Zettel and his crazy salami-arms and the redheaded woman with the jackhammer, even the skinnier woman in back with a cell phone that reminded me of a female Fritz.

Man, I missed Fritz. Or at least, I missed his brain.

And the fact that his presence would have meant I wasn’t in danger of getting shot by the vice president of the OPA.

Moving on.

I didn’t stop to listen to Suzy. I sidled over to the bodies against the crumbling wall, eyes on the Union unit, making sure that they were all fixated on Suzy.

Guessing by her hand gestures, she was pantomiming shooting up the daimarachnids.

Slipping my arms under Yvette, I lifted her tarp-wrapped body from the floor. I tossed her over my shoulder. Then I took her to Isobel.

















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




I WAS SWEATING BY the time I dumped Yvette’s body at Isobel’s feet. It wasn’t real hot—even the desert became cool during winter—but I’d like to see you run with a hundred pounds of floppy dead weight over your shoulders for half a mile without feeling it.

The fact that I reached Isobel before Gary Zettel realized that one of the cocoons had gone missing was a small miracle. I arrived on top of the hill ready to collapse from a mixture of adrenaline and exhaustion.

“Took you long enough,” Isobel said, pacing alongside the SUV.

There was literally nothing in the entire world that she could have said to annoy me more than that. “Well, I’m real sorry, princess. Next time? You’re welcome to sneak into the Union dig site and drag the corpses around.”

Isobel didn’t even glance at me. “So here we are,” she said softly, nose wrinkled. The tarpaulin had fallen open. Yvette was grayer than I remembered and the bite wounds had shriveled.

“Is there something wrong with the body? Aside from the obvious.”

“No,” Isobel said. “It’s a normal body.” She sucked in a shuddering breath. “Okay. Guess I can do this. I just…usually, I don’t do anything during daylight. You know?”

I didn’t know.

I glanced up at the sky. It was morning, a few hours from midday, and still a safe distance from the midnight deadline. But not safe enough. “Does death magic take darkness?”

“It helps.”

We couldn’t wait until darkness. “Give it a try now.” She didn’t immediately move. Instead, she rubbed her palms on the thighs of her jeans. “What, you need animal skins and drums again?” I couldn’t keep the irritation out of my voice, and I didn’t bother trying.

Hurt flashed over Isobel’s features. “You know that they get in my head, don’t you? It’s not that they just speak to me. We share a mind for a few brief minutes, and it is…” She grimaced. “It’s agonizing, Cèsar. So forgive me if I’m not eager to jump in.”

That made me feel like a huge asshole. “I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t know.” She shrugged stiffly. “All magic has a cost, one way or another. That cost usually comes in the form of a ritual or sacrifice or something. I think one day…this is going to cost me my sanity.”

I touched her elbow. She turned a heavy-lidded gaze up at me, and I realized her cheeks were damp again, streaked with mascara. She had been crying.

“Wish I could tell you that you don’t have to do this,” I said softly.

“You’re right. Fritz needs me.” She sucked in a breath, closed her eyes. “I just need to find the strength.”

Instinct made me take her hand. Her fingers curled around mine.

She stood over the body for another silent minute, as if gathering her thoughts. And then Isobel held her free hand over the body, palm-down.

“Yvette,” she said softly, eyes going unfocused. “Yvette, come here.”

Her magic hit me like it always did. It pulsed through my veins, made my head ache. But through my watering eyes and itching nose, I watched the ghost of a woman sit up from the body, showering murky white energy around her.

Within moments, Yvette’s ghost stood on top of the body, hairless and naked.

Her neck was glowing. I blinked, rubbed my eyes again. Didn’t change anything. Her tattoo was definitely glowing. Somehow, even though she hadn’t kept her hair or outfit, she’d managed to keep the bleeding apple imprinted on the side of her neck.

“How does that work?” I asked quietly, trying not to break Isobel out of her reverie.

When she responded, it was in her quiet, not-quite-there voice, and Yvette’s lips moved. The ghost was speaking through Isobel. “You mean this?” Yvette touched her neck where the giant tattoo burned like the sun. It blanched her features, making it impossible to see her face. “Swearing to the Apple is an oath of the soul. It’s permanent.”

I was surprised that Yvette knew what I was talking about, much less understood why her ghost would have a visible tattoo. She must have been a witch when she was alive. A powerful one.

Bet she was much higher than a three. Not that I was still bitter about that.

“The Apple?” I asked, focusing on the conversation. “What’s the Apple?”

“My chosen family,” Yvette said. “We are witches and men who have worshipped Adam since the dawn of humanity.”

“Adam. Do you mean the first man? Garden of Eden Adam?”

“Yes,” she said through Isobel.

That was kind of interesting, but it wasn’t anything relevant to my extremely urgent need to recover Fritz. I didn’t care if she was a cultist or a famous actress or a graduate of Barnum and Bailey’s Clown College. I just needed her to look alive.

I circled around Isobel and Yvette. The ghost was see-through. Too pale to pass for living.

“Can you boost her somehow? Make her look more…realistic?” I asked Isobel.

She clenched her hands into fists and let out a long, slow breath. Her brow furrowed with concentration. Yvette darkened fractionally until I couldn’t see the horizon through her waist anymore. She remained too pale, though.

Isobel kept concentrating, pushing, making the magic build. Tension rippled through her body.

Not much changed with Yvette, but I could tell that Isobel was trying hard. I sneezed into the crook of my elbow three times, very quickly, and had to walk away from them to catch my breath. The amount of magic was smothering.

When I composed myself and looked back at Isobel, Yvette looked exactly the way she had when I’d left.

“This isn’t going to work,” Isobel said. “I can’t make a ghost look real. Do you want to ask her anything else while she’s here?” The magic slipped and Yvette faded to a normal level of ghostly semi-translucence.

“Where’s Cain?” I asked, struggling against my choking disappointment.

Yvette flickered. “We don’t have any single base of operations. We’re always on the move. Always running. People don’t want to hear what we have to say, so we hide.”

“Okay. So where was the last hideout?”

“The Grand Sierra Resort.”

That was a hotel-casino in Reno. That gave us something to investigate—a list of names to search, a way to find more information about our quarry before facing him down on Sapphire Beach.

“What does Cain want to achieve?” I asked.

“He wants to assemble the ethereal gateway so that we might access the ruins, open a door to Eden, and free Adam—blessed is He, may He walk upon the Earth once more.” Isobel’s nose wrinkled as she spoke for Yvette. She was conscious enough to find that distasteful for some reason.

It didn’t explain why Cain had been rooting around in David Nicholas’s office, though.

“What does David Nicholas have to do with this…gateway?” I asked.

“The demons wish to possess the gateway so that they can pursue the power beyond,” Yvette said. “It will change the world if they seize it. We can’t allow that. Only Adam, blessed is He, may have that incredible power. Cain was investigating how far David Nicholas’s recovery efforts have come.”

“And how far has he come, exactly?”

“He’s gone nowhere at all,” Yvette said. Guess that was good news. I still wasn’t clear on what it would mean for David Nicholas to have “incredible power,” but I was happy that he didn’t have it.

“Okay, cut her out,” I said, squeezing Isobel’s hand tightly in mine. She didn’t respond. “Izzy? Come back to me.”

The ghost evaporated and Isobel swayed on her feet. She pressed the heel of her palm against her temple. “Adam,” she said, speaking in her normal voice again. “Eden. Do you have any idea what she was talking about?”

Her warmth seeping through my shirt made it hard to think. “Not a clue. How about you?”

“I got some images from her. She’s not crazy, Cèsar. This cult is obsessed with this Adam guy to a sickening degree.” Her hands slid up my chest, resting over my heart. “Whatever they want—we can’t let them have it. We can’t give them the pieces of that gateway.”

I was willing to agree with her on that, except that giving them pieces of the gateway might be the only way to save my ass. “We need another plan,” I said.

“Actually, we need a helicopter.”

“What?”

“I can’t make a ghost look real. But we’ve got a whole body here.” She swept her hand over Yvette’s corpse. “She’s pretty fresh—no rotting yet. We could cover up those wounds and put some blush on her cheeks and she’d seem pretty alive. So…why don’t we just reanimate her?”

“Just reanimate her?” I asked. “You mean, like a marionette?” Maybe Suzy’s idea hadn’t been that crazy after all.

“Like a zombie,” Isobel said.

“Sure, yeah, let’s do that. We’ll just run down to Necromancers-R-Us and grab a witch that can make Yvette’s bones dance. Let me call the helicopter.”

“You think you’re so funny.”

Hey, I was pretty damn funny, thank you very much. “The OPA doesn’t have any necromancers on staff,” I said. “We don’t do zombies.”

“You don’t do zombies.” Isobel smiled. “But I know someone who does. And so do you.”







Ann looked even more like an ordinary, awkward teenager than when I had first met her.

I’d never seen her outside the Temple of the Hand of Death in Helltown, and she wasn’t all that impressive to behold in the real world. Her spine was hunched like she lived in front of a computer, but her shirt still wasn’t quite long enough to cover the bottom roll of her stomach. Her bushy hair was pulled into a bushier ponytail at the nape of her neck.

She was the acne-riddled stereotype of a D&D-loving hacker-nerd that had haunted me through high school, making me hide my comic books in my anatomy binder out of the fear I’d get a reputation like hers.

And she was now our only shot at getting Yvette’s body to Cain.

“This is our savior?” I muttered under my breath as Ann stumbled climbing out of the helicopter.

Isobel gave me a warning look. “Be careful with what you say around her.”

“I won’t hurt her feelings.” I didn’t talk shit about kids. I wasn’t that much of a jackass. But I was going to be thinking shit at Ann pretty loudly, since I was betting everything on her supposed expertise as a necromancer. Right about now I had a hard time believing that she’d be able to spend five minutes in the sun without getting burned, much less raise a convincing zombie.

“I’m not worried about Ann’s sense of pride,” Isobel said. “She doesn’t have one. I’m worried about—”

“Belle!” Ann interrupted. She hitched her backpack higher on her shoulder and shuffled toward us faster.

Isobel’s smile was wan. “Hey, Ann.”

“And hello, Agent Cèsar Hawke,” the girl said, thrusting a hand at me. Her whole arm was pasty-pale. Getting out on the helipad on the roof of the condominiums was probably the most sun exposure she’d gotten in weeks.

I shook her hand. “Good to see you again, Ann. I appreciate that you’ve come out here to help us.”

“What else was I doing?” she asked. It didn’t sound like a rhetorical question. She really might not have been sure what else she was up to. I didn’t know, and frankly, I didn’t want to know.

When I’d last seen Ann, she had been hanging out alone in an infernal temple as darkness fell. Nighttime was when any sane human being got the fuck out of Helltown. She’d looked like she was just getting warmed up for the evening.

I wasn’t scared of a seventeen-year-old girl. I wasn’t. Seriously. But I’d have to be insane not to be kind of cautious.

I led Isobel and Ann toward the maintenance staircase, avoiding the penthouse. More personnel had arrived and turned our condo into a hive of OPA activity. Another scrying spell was being conducted in our living room—led again by Bellamy and Suzy—and a few techs had staked out the kitchen to analyze data on the Grand Sierra Resort’s recent guest.

I’d emailed Vice President Lucrezia de Angelis for permission to use Ann as a consultant, so her presence was authorized and expected by the rest of the team. Isobel, however, still wasn’t officially supposed to be on the scene of an OPA investigation. We had to be sneaky on our way down to the basement, where I had socked Yvette’s body away.

“The zombie needs to look convincing,” Isobel explained in a whisper as we hurried down twenty flights of stairs toward Yvette. At least, I was hurrying. Ann was still shuffling, slow and steady. “She doesn’t need to be perfect, but we’ve got to convince Cain that Yvette isn’t dead for at least…I don’t know, do you think ten minutes will be enough, Cèsar?”

“Sure,” I said. Why not?

I had no idea how long everything at Sapphire Beach was going to take. All I knew was that I had somehow become responsible for the hand-off with Cain. I was going to escort Yvette and face the werewolf. Again.

Malcolm was figuring out the rest.

The kopis had reassured me that I would be safe during the operation. There would be armed guards hidden all over the mountain, not to mention some guys out on the lake in a (black) Union boat, ready to sweep in if anything went wrong.

I’d have dozens of men providing backup for me at the lake. Gary Zettel’s unit, Malcolm and Bellamy, and a few extra snipers.

Perfectly safe way to double-cross a crazy werewolf cult leader.

“I can make a good zombie,” Ann said. “I could make her look alive for days if you wanted. But I’m going to need a sacrifice.”

“A sacrifice?” I interrupted.

She looked at me like I was the dumbest person she’d ever seen on the face of the Earth. It was kind of a teenage girl’s specialty expression, if my sister Ofelia was anything to judge against. “We need to sacrifice a life in order to bring another life back. It’s not that complicated.”

“No, not complicated at all,” I said. “Let me just knock off the admin aide at the lobby desk so we can make Yvette pretty.”

Ann didn’t seem to have noticed my snark. She looked thoughtful. “That could work, but don’t rush to kill anyone yourself. I’ll need to do it as part of the ritual.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake. Where was I going to find a sacrifice?

My mind immediately went to David Nicholas. If there was anyone that I wouldn’t mind turning up dead, it would be that guy. But I wasn’t actually certain that nightmares were killable.

Isobel massaged her temples. Looked like she was developing a headache. “We’ve talked about this, Ann. We can’t just kill people for sacrifices.”

“We can, and we need to if you want a convincing zombie,” Ann said.

I raised my hand like I was in class.

“Does it have to be a human sacrifice?”

















CHAPTER NINETEEN




IT WAS NOT ALL that hard to obtain a daimarachnid for Ann’s ritual.

What, you didn’t seriously think I was going to try to kill David Nicholas, did you?

All I had to do was head up to the penthouse suite and ask nicely for a living daimarachnid. As it turned out, Malcolm hadn’t been joking about trophies. And not all of the trophies had been slaughtered.

“Living spider-demon for a ritual sacrifice, eh? No problem! We took a few samples to the warehouse we’ve bought outside Fallon.”

“We bought a warehouse outside Fallon?” I asked.

“The Union did,” Malcolm said. “We’ve dug up too much interesting stuff at the Silverton Mine to ship to LA for analysis. We’re founding a new base in the Reno-Sacramento territory to simplify a bit.” He shrugged. “This territory’s been unguarded too long anyway.”

I seemed to remember David Nicholas saying something about the territory belonging to him and the Night Hag. I didn’t think he would take too kindly to the Union setting up camp there.

“How long do you think the, uh, sample will take to get here?” I asked.

Malcolm glanced at his watch. “An hour?” It had taken several hours to dredge Ann out of Helltown. It was already six o’clock in the evening. Just a few hours left to save Fritz.

I tried not to freak out about that.

“An hour is fine, I suppose,” I said. “It just needs to be alive and in the basement as soon as you can manage it.”

“ETA on our zombie?” Malcolm asked.

“An hour, plus however long it takes to perform a ritual.”

“Excellent. We’ll say…three hours to departure. We’ve already got men setting up around the beach. Don’t want to keep the werewolf waiting.” He grinned and moved to leave.

I grabbed his arm. Lowered my voice. “One more thing. I need a rental car as soon as possible, to be picked up in Reno and dropped off in Los Angeles.”

“Rental car? You going home?”

“Not me,” I said. “Our…other consultant.”

Understanding brightened Malcolm’s eyes. “Ah. Good idea. It’s getting a bit crowded in this building to keep secrets.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

Unfortunately, Isobel hadn’t agreed with me as readily. In fact, she had been downright pissed when I told her that it was time for her to leave. I was surprised that she’d put up such a fight. Isobel was transient by nature, so I figured she wouldn’t mind moving on earlier than expected.

She’d insisted that she was part of the team and wasn’t going anywhere until Fritz was safe. It was a nice thought, except that she wasn’t really part of the team—at least not officially—and I wasn’t sure if Zettel would waste time arresting an unauthorized person on the premises. The Union seemed like a shoot first, ask questions never kind of department.

My frustration must have showed on my face. Malcolm smirked. “Does she know she’s leaving yet?”

“She knows,” I said. That didn’t mean she had actually agreed with me, but I was about eighty percent certain she’d see sense by the time the rental car arrived.

“I’ll make arrangements,” Malcolm said.

“Thanks.”

I turned to leave the penthouse, but the sound of a conversation in Fritz’s bedroom stopped me beside the door.

“I think this must be what’s waking up the Night Hag,” said Allyson, the redheaded witch with Gary Zettel’s unit. I’d never heard her speak before, but there was no doubt in my mind that the deep, gruff voice belonged to her. “You know what this can do?”

I glanced through the doorway. Fritz’s belongings had been set aside and his room repurposed for conferences. Another piece of that white ethereal stone sat on the table between Allyson and Bellamy.

“It would explain the obfuscation,” Bellamy said.

It would?

“There would have to be more than this. The mine only had a few fragments. Not enough to build the entire arch. But look at this…” Allyson pushed the laptop toward Bellamy. “That’s how much we have. This is what we’re missing.”

I couldn’t see the screen, but Bellamy made an interested noise.

Allyson realized that I was listening in. She turned a cold stare on me.

I started walking again, feeling guilty, even though I wasn’t sure why. We worked for the same company. We were on the same side. We were even working the same case now. I had the rights to all the same information that Allyson did…in theory.

But Fritz’s BlackBerry was heavy in my pocket, reminding me that more information wasn’t always a good thing.

Sometimes it was better to dwell in the dark.







Ann spent the hour until delivery preparing the basement for her ritual. First, she rearranged the furniture so the tables were in the center of the room. Then she swept the floor, humming quietly to herself as she cleaned. The stone scepter jutted out of her back pocket.

“What else do you need to make your circle?” I asked as I hauled Yvette’s body onto the left-hand table.

Ann gave me a blank look. “Circle? Why would I make a circle?”

“Death magic never needs circles,” Isobel explained.

One more way that necro-whatever witches were fucking weird. “Great,” I said, rocking back on my heels, wiping my palms down my slacks. “That’s…great.”

I wasn’t feeling great, watching Ann prowl around the corpse like a kid on Christmas morning. Isobel approached death with a healthy amount of trepidation, reflected now by the way she sat in the corner, as far from Yvette as possible. Ann seemed genuinely pleased to come face to face with a cadaver.

The girl paused beside Yvette’s body, studying her closely while fingering the stone scepter. “Is this a witch?”

“Uh…” I wasn’t sure how to tell. I glanced at Isobel, but she looked as helpless as I felt.

It was easy to figure out if a living person was a witch. We all kind of had kind of a glow to us. But dead bodies didn’t glow. They were too busy being dead.

“Does it matter?” Isobel asked.

A shiver coursed through Ann’s body. “Sometimes.”

The door banged open, bouncing off the wall. Malcolm and Bellamy entered the basement with a tarp-wrapped bundle struggling between them. It was big and bulging and had been tied up with chains. I couldn’t see what they held captive, but I could guess. My heart sank into my stomach.

“Ho ho ho!” Malcolm said, dragging hard on the chain. The bundle bumped down the stairs.

We’d prepared a second table for the daimarachnid, but there was no way in holy squirming hell that it was going to be able to stay up there. I pushed the table aside and the men dumped it alongside Yvette’s table instead.

“Jesus,” I said. “I thought you were going to sedate it.”

Bellamy looked exhausted. “We did.”

I stepped back as they attached the chains to O-rings anchored in the concrete floor. I wasn’t sure why a condo building had O-rings in the basement, but it was exactly what we needed, so I didn’t plan on complaining to management.

The spider fought so hard that it threw the tarp off of its face. Its pincers strained toward me. Bullet holes peppered its carapace.

“By the way, Isobel,” Malcolm said as he clasped the end of the last chain on an O-ring, “we transported this in the trunk of your brand spankin’ new rental car. You’re good to go whenever you’re ready.”

Isobel’s eyes met mine. If necrocognitive powers included laser vision, I would have been incinerated on the spot.

Apparently, she hadn’t come to see reason yet.

“We’ll start prepping the SUV for zombie transport,” Malcolm said. “On a scale from one to braaains, how much reinforcement do we need in the compartment holding our dead friend here?” He patted Yvette’s table.

Ann’s upper lip curled. “She won’t be a zombie like that, thank you very much. No reinforcement at all. God. What do you think I do here?”

“Make zombies?” he suggested.

Isobel laughed. “Get out of here before you hurt something.”

Malcolm saluted her, wink-blinked at me, and pushed Bellamy upstairs again. That left us alone with one very dead woman and one very angry spider that was still trying to break free.

The three of us stared at the daimarachnid for too long. When I realized Ann wasn’t doing anything, I turned to her.

“Well?”

She wet her cracked lips with her tongue. “I don’t know. It depends on what you need Yvette to be able to do.” She circled the table, stroking the stone scepter gently. “It’s not hard to reanimate a dead person. It’s harder to raise one and heal it, or raise one that you want to talk like a real person.” Her brow furrowed. “Um, she doesn’t need to talk, does she?”

“Nah,” I said. I wasn’t imagining a lot of chit-chat with Cain. I thought we could just lure him out onto the beach and stand back while a sniper rifle armed with silver bullets introduced itself to him.

“Yeah. In that case, I just have to…” Ann made a stabby gesture at the daimarachnid with the scepter in her hand. “And then the rest just kind of flows from there.”

Isobel checked her watch. “We don’t have much time, so we should really get started.”

Ann grabbed a knife off of Yvette’s table. “Which part do you think bleeds the most?” she asked, leaning around the struggling daimarachnid to look at it.

Jesus. How were we supposed to know? It was a fucking spider. I didn’t think normal spiders even had blood.

I thought back to our fight in the mine, struggling to make sense of the violence and insanity. My memories went kind of hazy around the worst of the confrontation. “The eyes bleed a lot,” I said slowly. “I think they’re weak around the head.”

“All righty,” Ann said, standing at its side.

She still didn’t stab. She looked pale.

“Are you okay?” Isobel asked.

“It’s just…” Ann cringed. “Spiders.”

I was going to have to do it. I took the knife from her.

“Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath and blowing it out again. Stabbing a daimarachnid shouldn’t have been difficult. Some of its brethren had almost killed Suzy and me in the mines. All I needed to do was tap into that frustrated anger that had made me want to nuke the whole place.

Easy. Right?

Except that the bulbous red eyes glaring their fury at me had consciousness in them. The same kind of consciousness that had fueled Connie, as much as it creeped me out to think about being in Soup Express with one of these things.

There was a world of difference between thinking violent thoughts and committing acts of violence. And an even bigger difference between killing in self-defense and killing something that couldn’t scratch an itch on its venomous pincer if it wanted to.

A hand closed around my wrist, interrupting my circuitous thoughts.

“Just do it already!” Ann said, and she shoved my hand forward.

The blade of the dagger plunged into the daimarachnid’s head behind the rows of eyes. Blood gushed forth. It made an awful squeaking noise that could have been a scream or air escaping the cracks in its exoskeleton.

Shocked, I released the dagger and took a big step away from Ann.

The daimarachnid wasn’t dead yet. The necromancer jerked the knife out and stabbed again, this time without hesitation.

Her face lit up as she plunged the knife in again and again and again, until there was nothing left but a bloody mush. Black fluid spattered over her hand and wrist. It must have burned. She didn’t show it.

Isobel reached for the kid, opening her mouth, but then seemed to change her mind.

Smart woman.

When the spider stopped moving, Ann slicked the blood all over the stone scepter, eyes shut in joyous rapture. She traced her finger along Yvette’s dead arm.

“Rise,” Ann said simply.

I’d kind of expected the magic to build like it did with Isobel. A sudden crest of energy, followed by the emergence of something beautiful and unsettling. The ghosts were creepily gorgeous. They did honor to the memory of the person who had died.

Raising a zombie wasn’t any kind of gorgeous.

Yvette’s legs bent at the knees with an audible pop. Her neck twisted, swiveling her head around to look at us. I could actually hear the rasp of her eyelids peeling open.

“Holy shit,” I gasped, staggering backwards.

The body’s spine made a grinding noise. Her skin moved strangely as she twisted, puckering in places and stretching in others.

Ann looked like she was on the verge of happy tears as Yvette sat up. “Oh, baby!” She smoothed her hand over Yvette’s forehead. “She’s beautiful!”

My jaw had dropped open and I couldn’t think of what to say. When I looked at Isobel, I found that she didn’t look any better.

Beautiful? Hell, I was willing to believe anything that was going to save my life was beautiful at this point.

Even a freaking zombie.

















CHAPTER TWENTY




“WE SHOULD TALK ABOUT Ann,” I said as Isobel and I headed toward the alley behind the condos. “She’s not right in the head. She’s not going to get better unless someone intervenes for her sake, and fast.”

She groaned and massaged her temples. “Cèsar…” She managed to load a lot of meaning into my name. Like, You’re in over your head again, Cèsar, and, If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay away from Ann, Cèsar. I didn’t disagree with her. With everything that had happened this week, I was so far in over my head that I was drowning.

But I couldn’t shake the memory of Ann stabbing the shit out of a demon with glee in her eyes.

Dammit, she was just a kid.

“We can’t just send her back to Helltown after this,” I said. “You saw what she did in there.”

“No, Cèsar. This isn’t how this works.”

“Yes, Isobel. I might work for a secret government agency, but we’ve got ways to communicate with the not-secret agencies. Ann’s seventeen, right? Child Protective Services can still help her. Or there are government grants for education—”

“She doesn’t need to be saved,” Isobel said.

“Like hell she doesn’t.”

“Ann’s happy with her life the way it is.”

“And I’m happy living on a diet of Cheetos and Mountain Dew, but that doesn’t mean I should.” I stepped in front of Isobel before she could open the back door to the alley, forcing her to look at me. “She’s just a kid, Izzy. I’m going to do something about her. I have to.”

Isobel gazed up at me. She sniffled. It was only then that I realized her eyes were red and puffy, like she was crying. Guilt punched through my heart. “Oh, Jesus,” I said. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“It’s not that.”

I opened the door, trying to figure out where this mood swing had come from. The car was waiting for us outside with the keys on the trunk. Malcolm and Bellamy had delivered.

There was only one reason I could think that Isobel might be so upset.

“Fritz,” I said. No, wait, that wasn’t how I’d meant to bring him up. I ran a hand through my hair and tried again. “Look, he’s gonna be okay. He’s not just some empty suit that hides behind a desk. You don’t get into upper management with the OPA unless you can take care of yourself.”

I was talking bullshit. For all I knew, Fritz really was just candy-ass old money sitting pretty on what he’d inherited from his family. But I thought that was probably what Isobel needed to hear. That wherever he was, Cain wasn’t breaking him down. Wouldn’t really hurt him. That Fritz was going to be okay.

It might have been the truth. I mean, I hadn’t known that he had a medical background. For all I knew, he had a background in surviving werewolf abduction, too.

Hey, you never know.

“I trust that he’ll be fine,” Isobel said. “I want to believe it, anyway. I’m an optimist. I’m not upset because I’m worried about him, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Oh, no, I wasn’t—”

“Yes, you were,” she said.

Okay, that was exactly what I’d been thinking. “It’s none of my business.”

“I’m not the type of woman that falls apart over a man.” She folded her arms over her chest. Shot me a sideways look. “Most men.”

“Of course not,” I said. When in doubt, agree with the ladies. Yet another one of Pops’s wise pieces of advice.

“You’re going to laugh at me if I tell you what’s wrong.”

I grabbed the keys but didn’t open the car. “That is one thing I definitely won’t do.”

Isobel flung her hands in the air and sighed. “I don’t want to leave the case. Isn’t that stupid? I’m upset that I haven’t finished the job.” She leaned back against the Kia and massaged her temples even more viciously. I somehow doubted that was having quite the effect she intended. “This is what I’ve come to. Being shuttled away from danger before the bad guys come to justice, like I’m some delicate fucking butterfly.”

I didn’t laugh, but I did have to fight not to smile. Her distress was surprising, not stupid. I just didn’t expect a woman that lived in an RV that spent her life running away to be so reluctant to hit the road again. “Justice, huh? You’d make a good OPA agent.”

She rolled her eyes. “Be nice.”

Yeah, guess that wasn’t much of a compliment. “You’re not being sent away because anyone thinks you’re weak, but we can’t have you arrested, either.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know.” Isobel reached into her purse and extracted a jar as big as her thumb. She shoved it into my hands. “Here. Take this.”

“What is it?” I asked, moving to pull out the cork.

She stopped me by grabbing my wrist. “Careful. That’s my going away present for you.”

A smile crept over my lips. “Going away present?” I lifted the jar and looked inside as I swirled it around. The sludgy fluid looked familiar. Too thick to be water, too red to be mercury.

As soon as I realized what I was holding, my smile slipped.

“Sparklebomb,” Isobel said. “I tinkered with it a little more. I think it’s really cool now, and maybe even a little bit useful. Try it out sometime…when you’re alone.”

“Like…alone-alone?” I lifted my eyebrows.

“Yeah, you probably don’t want to splatter anyone with it. You know. Glitter.” She made an exploding gesture with her fingers. “Poof!”

So not “open it when you’re naked in bed”-type alone. I wasn’t sure if I was disappointed or not.

I couldn’t imagine a situation in which sticky gold glitter would be useful, much less sticky gold glitter that Isobel had been “tinkering” with while lacking direct supervision. She’d tied a ribbon around the neck of the jar, though. She’d put some thought into the present. It obviously meant a lot to her.

“Thanks,” I said, sliding it into my back pocket.

I unlocked the car and tried to hand Isobel the keys. She didn’t take them. She leaned her hip against one of the rear doors, staring at the back door of the condominium.

“I raised the ghost of Fritz’s late wife, Emmeline,” Isobel said. “That was why Fritz originally hired me. I know you’ve been wondering. He wanted to talk to his wife.” She rubbed a hand over her eyes, massaging her eyebrows with her fingertips. “It’s hard not to feel for a widower after seeing how much he loves the ghost of a woman he’s lost. Do you know what happened to her?”

“None of my business,” I said again. Just like whatever was between Isobel and Fritz wasn’t my business, either.

I tried to push the keys into her hand again. She ignored me. “He asked me to marry him,” Isobel said. “That’s why we stopped being…involved.”

“You broke up with the billionaire because he wanted to marry you.”

“I broke up with Fritz because I’d barely known him for a month when he said that he wanted to marry me. That’s strange. Don’t you think that’s strange?”

For Fritz? Yes. I had a hard time believing Fritz was the type to throw marriage certificates at a woman after knowing her for a couple weeks. I’d have thought of him as more of the lengthy courtship ending with a prenup and a press release about his engagement kind of guy.

“Damn,” I said.

Isobel was staring at my hand. I hadn’t even realized I had pulled out Fritz’s BlackBerry until that moment. It had been weighing heavily in my pocket all day as I tried desperately to pretend it wasn’t in my possession, but I kept grabbing it without thinking.

“Anyway,” she said softly, “Fritz isn’t my type.” Her fingertips skimmed up my forearms, gently teasing the hairs, sending heat rippling through my body and making my muscles tighten. “I don’t want to leave the case, and—and I don’t want to leave you.”

There was no way that Isobel could know the effect that touch had on me. How such a small gesture could push me instantly toward the brink. “Careful,” I said, but I didn’t push her away.

Isobel leaned against me, letting her warm softness mold against my chest. “I don’t want to be careful, either.”

Lord, it just wasn’t fair. “The fact that Fritz found you first—”

She laughed softly. “It doesn’t mean I belong to him. I don’t belong to anyone, Agent Cèsar Hawke. I don’t belong to Fritz Friederling, I don’t belong to you, and I don’t belong to…” Her lips pursed. “Well, I am my own woman.” The “hear me roar” part was unsaid, but it didn’t need to be spoken for me to believe it one hundred percent.

And a hell of a woman she was. I wanted to throw everything Pops had ever told me about respect and letting ladies make the first move out the window and show her that she was mine in seven different ways to Sunday, half of which would be illegal in some Southern states.

Except…Fritz.

No matter what Isobel said, this was the guy that had given me a job. Jailed the incubus that tortured my sister. And he was obviously very much in love with Isobel. I wasn’t a real smart guy, but I could see that.

There were lines that just shouldn’t be crossed.

So I took those Neanderthal urges and set them in a mental corner for a time out.

“Call Fritz’s phone as soon as you get back to Los Angeles,” I said, opening the door to the car. “It should be safe for you to leave a message. Just don’t mention your name or where you ended up exactly. I’ll know it’s you, and we’ll find you after the case is over.”

Isobel didn’t move for the driver’s seat. “Cèsar.”

“Miss Stonecrow.”

She grabbed me by the earlobe and tugged. Hard. Ouch. I doubled over just to keep her from ripping my ear off, which put my face on the same level as hers. “Don’t you dare try to put distance between us with formalities. I’ve seen you do that before and I won’t fall for it.”

“It’s not a ploy,” I said.

“You are as frustrating as you are sexy.”

“Do you mean I’m not frustrating you at all, or—?”

Isobel bit my bottom lip, shocking me into silence. Which was apparently what she wanted. As soon as I was quiet, she licked the place she had bitten, and then her tongue was in my mouth, and her fingers were locked behind my neck, and she was pushing herself hard against my body.

My back hit the side of the car. She was all over me, like she had a dozen hands and every last one of them were hell-bent on feeling me up. She groaned into my mouth, wrapped my tie around her fist, pulled on it hard.

Before I could react, Isobel stepped away again, but she didn’t release my tie. She had a death grip on it still, keeping me against the car. “You’d better survive this case, mister,” she said, poking me hard in the chest with each word. “Bring Fritz back, shoot the werewolf, and then come find me. Got it?”

“I think so,” I said, still struggling to catch my breath. She responded with another hard kiss against my lips. A brief one. Then she slipped into the driver’s seat and smiled up at me from the shadows within the car.

Hadn’t I been trying to talk to her about something else? Something important?

“Ann,” I said suddenly, remembering.

She smiled. “Apparently I didn’t scramble your brain enough. I’ll kiss you harder next time.”

I wasn’t going to let the witchy-woman distract me, not this time. “I’m going to do something to help Ann. Mark my words.”

“Don’t do anything you’ll regret,” she said.

Too late for that. “Drive safe, Isobel.”

“I like it when you call me Izzy,” she said.

She slammed the door. The engine growled. I took a step back to keep my toes from getting run over.

When the car was gone, I could see the condo’s back door on the other side. Suzy stood on the top of the stairs, watching me. “The zombie’s ready to head out,” she said as the engine noises faded. “You need to escort the necromancer to the beach.”

“Wait, what?” And when blood resumed flowing to my thinking head, I quickly changed it to, “Yes. Right. Gotcha. Time to save Director Friederling. I’m ready.”

Suzy shook her head, sighed, and headed back inside.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




I’D NEVER BEEN TO Lake Tahoe before, although I’d heard a lot of nice things about it from folks who vacationed up this way. The water was supposed to be so clear that it was like a mirror. The snow was, apparently, absolutely perfect for skiing. They said the hiking was good, too.

Who had the time for that many outdoor sports? Not me. I worked for a living, thanks. And seeing the lake for the first time in the middle of the night wasn’t real impressive anyway. It mostly looked like a big black smudge surrounded by the big black spikes of pine trees.

The sky, though—the sky looked nice. I didn’t often get a good look at the sky in Los Angeles. Too much light pollution. Here in the mountains, with a thin atmosphere and not much civilization, the stars looked close enough that I could have knocked them out of the sky if I tossed a baseball hard enough.

Ann stepped out of the SUV, took one look at the forest, and groaned. “It stinks here.”

I sniffed. It smelled like pine, fresh air, wet soil. You know, the outdoors. Something that kids in this internet-addicted generation didn’t seem all that hung up on experiencing. “We’ll make this as fast as possible,” I said. “Let’s get your zombie.”

I opened the rear of the SUV. Ann fidgeted beside me with excitement as one door swung open, and then the next.

“Come on,” Ann cooed, opening her arms as if for a hug.

Yvette lurched out.

Suzy was the only one on the team who knew how to wield makeup brushes once Isobel left, so she’d been forced to handle making the zombie look alive, and Yvette looked pretty good, all things considered. Suzy was an artist with eye shadow.

She’d drawn the line at dressing the zombie, though, so I’d been forced to do my best using clothes purchased from casino gift shops. Turned out I was a terrible judge of women’s sizes. Yvette’s borrowed skirt was loose around her hips, the shoes flopped on her feet, and the sweater I’d used to cover her bite wound said, “The Pen Is Mightier than the Sword” with “pen” and “is” mushed together so that it looked like it said something dirty.

Our zombie looked like she had terrible taste in clothes, but between that and the hair, she looked passably alive.

The way she moved, however…

Yvette’s head drooped to the side, arms limp at her sides. She was drooling, and I was pretty sure that fluid wasn’t saliva.

“Can you do something about…?” I gestured to Yvette’s head in general.

Ann licked her thumb and scrubbed at the dribble on the zombie’s chin. Kind of like a mom with her toddler. I tried not to feel completely horrified and failed. “Stand up straight,” Ann said. “Shoulders back.”

Yvette lifted her head. She still didn’t quite focus.

Maybe Cain would think she was drunk. Or on drugs. Or sleepwalking. He was definitely going to realize that something was wrong, even if he couldn’t put his finger on what. There was no way that he could guess she was dead—right? It wasn’t like zombies were common.

“Great,” I said, looking over Yvette. It was the only nice word I could think to say, even if it was sarcastic.

“Great,” Ann sighed. Not sarcastic.

I couldn’t make the trade fast enough.







As I slipped and slid my way down the sandy beach, I realized that Ann had been right. Sapphire Beach did smell strange.

The problem wasn’t what the lake smelled like. It was all the scents that were missing. I was used to visiting Long Beach, where the muggy air was heavy with the scent of fish and the salty sea. Here, it was cold and icy and reeked of frozen pine.

I was probably imagining it, but I also thought I could smell wet dog.

The tension ratcheted up with every step I took toward the water. My skin was crawling. At any moment, Cain could jump out and attack me. I had loaded my gun with the silver bullets that Malcolm had given me, but the werewolf moved fast; I wasn’t confident that I could hit him, even if I had enough time to react.

This was it—my chance to save Fritz from a murderous werewolf cult thing and save myself from Lucrezia. Everything hinged on this meeting.

No pressure.

Yvette shambled alongside me, cradling a fragment of fake ethereal gateway in her arms. It was a nice replica. I sure as heck couldn’t tell the difference between that and the real thing. Pretty cool trick, considering how little time the team’d had to replicate the artifact before the meeting.

We stopped on the beach at the edge of the frothing waters. I tried not to look around for the other people that were meant to be watching me make the trade off.

I knew Ann was a few feet behind me, lurking in the shadows so she could continue controlling Yvette. I also knew that there should have been kopides in the trees, including Malcolm and Gary Zettel. But wherever they were hiding, I couldn’t see them. Not Suzy or the snipers or anyone else.

I had to trust that they had my back.

Trust. Right. Trust the organization that’s run by a vice president who threatened to kill me.

The traitorous thought rose sudden and unbidden. I tamped it down just as quickly.

I could freak out about that later, after I’d saved myself.

Glancing at my watch, I saw the moment that the second hand dragged the other hands to midnight.

Yvette drooled quietly beside me.

Cain did not emerge.

I waited, alone on the beach with the crashing nighttime waves. Clouds crept over the full moon. The wind was warmer than I expected, considering I was in the mountains in March—probably heralding more snow.

Ten minutes passed, then fifteen.

Still no Cain.

I was just starting to worry when I saw a man in black step out of the trees. I tensed, but it wasn’t Cain or a cultist—he was wearing tactical gear and, I think, carrying a sniper rifle. Hard to tell in the dark. The man was pointing to his ear. Or, more specifically, his Bluetooth headset.

Crap. I was meant to be wearing one of those, too. I’d completely forgotten.

I jammed it in place in time to hear the screaming.

“—here, it’s here, oh Lord in Heaven, it’s here, and it’s got him, it’s going to—” Those few coherent words were cut off by another strangled shout. I thought that he was trying to pray, but it was impossible to tell.

My blood turned to icy sludge as others began shouting over the comm. There were wet squirts and splats, meaty tearing noises. The microphones caught way too much information and conveyed it to my headset.

I didn’t have to see anything to imagine the carnage happening on the other end.

“Where are you?” I asked, pressing my fingers to the button to activate the speaker. “What’s happening?”

Malcolm replied over the line. His voice was clear and unsettlingly calm in comparison to the screaming. “You’re hearing Silverton Mine, Agent Hawke.”

And then I wasn’t hearing Silverton Mine at all.

Communication cut out.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




SUZY APPEARED FROM THE trees and hurtled toward me, sliding on the sand in her practical shoes. She wasn’t trying to hide anymore. Nobody was—members of our team were emerging from everywhere all at once, like freakin’ springtime daisies.

“Where’s Cain? What just happened?” I asked.

“Cain attacked the mine,” she said. “This was a diversion.”

The helicopter took off from the trees, buzzing into the night. It headed east toward Fallon. Car engines roared. Headlights blazed to life. Just as quickly as everyone appeared, they were leaving again. Heading to Silverton Mine too late.

I moved for the nearest vehicle, but a Union kopis caught my arm.

“We’ve received orders to remain and search the beach,” he said, gesturing to indicate me and another kopis at his side. “Just in case Cain’s hideout really is nearby.”

“Orders from who?” I asked.

The kopides exchanged looks. “Zettel,” said the second guy.

Zettel probably just wanted me out of the way. But what if he was right? What if there was a chance that Fritz was nearby, and I was trying to head in the opposite direction?

I checked the time on the BlackBerry. We were well past midnight now. I didn’t have time to go on a wild goose chase across northern Nevada anyway. “Wait,” I said, catching Suzy’s sleeve when she moved to get into the SUV. “Take this with you.” I handed her my gun. She was going to need the silver bullets more than I did. “Go save lives, Suzy.”

“But the mine—”

“Seriously, get out of here,” I said. We couldn’t stand around debating. The clock was winding down.

Suzy seemed to understand. She took the Desert Eagle, checked the safety, shoved it in the glove box. “Ann?” she called over my shoulder at the necromancer, who was fidgeting with Yvette’s clothes, tugging them into place to hide the bite wound again.

“I’ll stay and help Agent Hawke search,” she said. Goody for me.

Suzy slammed the door, but didn’t immediately pull out. She rolled down the window. It looked like she wanted to say something to me. Her mouth opened, and then closed. She shook her head. “I’ll see you back at the penthouse,” Suzy said.

She pulled out, following the line of departing SUVs and leaving me alone with Ann and the kopides.

Within minutes, it was like the Union had never been there at all. The roads were dark and empty. The beach was silent except for the slop of water over the sand. I stepped up to the edge to watch the last light recede—the search boat on the opposite shore was leaving, too.

Wait. Why would the Union boat be leaving us? It couldn’t reach the mine. It should have been coming to the beach to help conduct the search for Fritz.

Unless…the Union hadn’t ordered anyone to stay and search for Fritz.

Something was wrong. I felt it deep in my bones, sudden and certain.

I heard a shifting sound behind me.

In the water’s reflection, shining in the moonlight, I saw a rippling image of the two Union kopides. I realized belatedly that I didn’t know either of their names, and couldn’t remember having seen them at the mine. They weren’t part of Zettel’s unit.

I flashed back to my almost-execution in the desert outside Los Angeles, back during my last case. How the kopides had forced me to my knees and been about to shoot me in the back of the head. It had only happened a week earlier and the memory was still painfully fresh.

It was probably paranoia, not intuition, that said that these kopides had just aimed their guns at my skull.

But paranoia had been treating me pretty nicely lately.

I threw myself to the sand.

My belly hadn’t even hit the ground before I heard twin gunshots, one right on top of the other.

The man to the left shouted above me. “Motherfucker!”

The other kopis hit the ground next to me, gushing blood and brains from his shattered forehead. He wasn’t dead yet but I’d be surprised if he lasted longer than a few more heartbeats. He couldn’t even lift his gun again, though he tried.

Not my problem anymore.

I didn’t take time to think. I just reacted. I kicked out both feet and slammed them into the standing kopis’s shins, knocking him to the ground.

He tried to bring the gun to bear on me. I kicked again, snapping it out of his hands, sending it skittering into the water.

The kopis lunged. He rode me down, slamming his fists into my head and shoulders. He was as strong as every other demon hunter that had ever pummeled me, unfortunately—it was like taking Allyson’s jackhammer to the face.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I asked between blows, trying to shield my face with my forearms. “Who sent you?”

His answer was to shove me a few inches back, press a hand to my cheek, and force my head into the water.

The cold lake rushed over me to the chin. Ice water slopped into my mouth and into my sinuses.

It numbed immediately. I tried to inhale on instinct and got a lungful of it. My chest hitched and I gurgled, struggling to expel the water, struggling to breathe.

The kopis’s hand was a ten-ton lead weight. He drove my head back into the sand.

The wave receded, giving me a moment of oxygen. Then it crashed over me again even harder than before. Water soaked my shirt. Sand and grit scraped at my tongue. There was a faint taste of blood—the waves were lapping at the dead kopis, too, and now I was drinking his blood. Gross.

Black lights danced in my vision.

Can’t breathe. Have to get up.

Through the veil of rippling water, I could see that the attacking kopis wasn’t smiling or glaring or…anything. There was no emotion in his face as he forced me down deeper and deeper into the cold black lake.

This was business. Not personal.

Either motivation could kill me just as easily.

I had tossed back a couple of strength potions before heading down with Ann and Yvette, but my strength was still insignificant next to the kopis’s, and waning fast as oxygen left me. Every time the water sloshed into my nose, I couldn’t help but expel air trying not to swallow it down.

I beat at his arms, weaker and weaker. My vision blurred. I squeezed my eyes shut so hard that I saw stars.

Then his weight was suddenly gone.

I sat up with a deep gasp that roared through my chest, sucking down air hard. It hurt to breathe in. I gagged and barfed half of Lake Tahoe all over the sand.

What had happened? Who had saved me?

Through tearful, blurry eyes, I saw a slouchy teenage girl raise a stone scepter and bring it crashing down on the back of the kopis’s head again. The Yvette zombie was holding him down with supernatural strength so that Ann could beat the shit out of him. The necromancer pummeled him again and again, eyes gleaming in the moonlight as she pulverized his skull.

He screamed as she beat him. It wasn’t a quick death, like the kopis that had been shot by accident. It was agonizingly slow. Horrible to watch. I couldn’t have done it to him.

But Ann did.

The first sight of his gray matter only seemed to spur her to hit harder.

I finally got to my feet. “Ann—stop!”

She didn’t seem to hear me. She kept beating. She kept grinning. I seized the girl by the shoulders, and she kicked at me as I dragged her away. Blood gloved her forearm.

She was laughing.

“Jesus,” I groaned, shoving her away from the attacker, away from me. I was going to throw up again.

It was too late for her victim. He was dead now. Beyond dead. And Yvette still held him down, waiting for her next order.

Ann had always given me the willies, but I hadn’t thought of her as dangerous. She was smaller and weaker than me. Guess I’d expected to be able to fight her off easily if she attacked. I never would have given thought to what her zombies could do to me.

Tears streaked Ann’s cheeks as she kept laughing, clutching the scepter to her breast. She didn’t care that it was caked in gore.

“Are you okay?” I asked when I regained enough composure to speak. Ann kept laughing. I grabbed her shoulders again. “Listen to me! Are you okay?” I probably shouldn’t have bothered asking. I already knew the answer was a resounding “absolutely not.”

Her laughter suddenly cut off. She stood straight and tall. The tears quivered on her jaw, but she didn’t shed another.

“I’m fine, Agent Cèsar Hawke,” Ann said. “How are you?”

Jesus almighty.

“I’m alive because of you,” I said, feeling sick all over. “You saved me. I don’t…” I swallowed hard. I could still taste the water of Lake Tahoe mingling with the first dead kopis’s blood. When I spoke again, my voice was raspy. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said.

She had saved my life. Did I have any right to get angry about how she had done it? Wasn’t it selfish to be so fucking freaked out by the brutality of it?

I was alive because of her.

My thoughts kept circling back to that, and I couldn’t manage to feel grateful for it.

I think I’m going to be sick again.

Sinking to a crouch, I braced my hands on my knees and struggled against the urge to vomit.

Ann had protected me. Who would protect me from Ann if she ordered Yvette to kill me next?

Focus, Cèsar.

I turned to look at the bodies. The gunshot that had killed the first kopis wasn’t clean. The shooter had been going for my head and missed when I dodged. Ann’s insanity aside, two Union kopides had just tried to kill me. Again. The question was, why? Were these Lucrezia’s men, or was this something else entirely?

I approached the bodies, pulled open their shirts, searching the bare skin under all the blood.

“What are you doing?” Ann asked.

“Trying to figure out why they want me dead,” I said.

I found the tattoo on the first man’s back. It was a large bleeding apple, done in a similar style as Cain’s, although the ink was older and blurring around the edges. I didn’t need to find the tattoo on the other guy, but I did just to confirm my suspicions. It was between his shoulder blades.

Relief escaped me in a sigh. This wasn’t a message from Lucrezia. It was just a couple of Union kopides that also happened to serve Cain’s cult. Or else a couple members of Cain’s cult that had stolen Union gear and somehow infiltrated our investigation unnoticed.

No big deal.

When I was done handling them, I washed my hands in the lake’s water and turned my Bluetooth earpiece on. I kept Ann in the corner of my eye as I said, “Suzy?”

“I’m here, Cèsar,” my partner said after a moment. “What’s up?”

“I just got attacked by two members of the Apple.”

Her voice sharpened. “Are you okay? And the necromancer?”

“We’re fine.” More or less. Ann was still smiling an unsettling smile as she gazed up at Yvette, as if enraptured by her face. I wasn’t sure I’d call that “fine,” but we were both alive for the moment. “I think this means I was getting close to something. I’m going to look for Fritz.”

“Wait for backup,” she said. “I’m coming back.”

I disconnected without telling her that I couldn’t wait. It was getting late. The moon was high in the sky. If Fritz didn’t contact Lucrezia soon, I’d be in big trouble.

We were out of time.

“Shit,” I said. “Shit, shit, shit.” At least one of these dead bodies had to know where Cain’s lake hideout was, assuming he had one. But they were both dead now. That information was lost to me. Searching on foot was going to take forever.

Ann cocked her head to the side. “Problem?”

“I was just wishing that Isobel were here so I could ask these guys where Cain’s hideout is.”

“Oh,” she said. “I can help you with that.” Her giggle was high-pitched and just as strange as her smile. “So much death here tonight. I can work wonders with that.”

More death magic? I wasn’t sure I wanted Ann to do anything of the sort. But my feet felt glued to the sand, and I watched in numb shock as she worked her magic.

Cords of power lifted from the depths of the earth, locked around the stone scepter in Ann’s hand. My eyes watered and my lungs constricted as both men began to stir, rolling over, lifting their cracked skulls from the sand so that clumps of brain dribbled over their foreheads.

They both stood, steady and tall. Aside from the giant holes in their skulls, they looked passably alive.

I was feeling sick all over again.

Ann pressed the scepter against the first man. The magic between them brightened. She fed off of both of their deaths and shoved it into him. “Why did you just try to kill Agent Hawke, Ricky?” she asked. His name came to her easily, as if she had known his name all along. She must have learned it from the magic.

“He escorted Yvette and possesses the fragment of ethereal ruin. Cain wanted both. He didn’t order us to kill Agent Hawke, but it seemed like a convenient way to take possession of them.” Ricky said it so calmly. Killing me was “convenient.” Nice.

“Where is Cain hiding?” Ann asked.

“He hides in many places. He moves all the time so that nobody can find him.” That was almost exactly what Yvette had said. When Ricky spoke, a vein in the remnants of his forehead bulged and squirted blood into his skull cavity. I clapped a hand over my mouth.

Once I had control over my urge to vomit again, I rephrased the question. “Where does Cain hide when he’s at Lake Tahoe?”

The zombie didn’t respond to me. Ann had to repeat the question before Ricky would answer. “There’s a cave a mile up that way, with the entrance in the water. You have to swim to reach it.” He lifted an arm and pointed north with a limp hand.

“Is that where the hostage is?” Ann asked.

“Yes. That’s where the hostage waits for the moon.”

“What does that mean?” I asked. “‘Waits for the moon?’”

The zombie stared at nothing. He was reanimated well enough to speak, but not to do much else, it seemed. The color was still draining out of him as his blood slowed to a stop.

Man, that gave me the willies.

I stepped out into the water ankle-deep and looked for an outcropping of rocks. I couldn’t see it in the dark. I was going to have to head up there blind. Glancing over my shoulder at Ann and her zombies—now numbering three—I wondered if I’d be safer with them coming with me as protection, or going into a cult’s hideout alone.

I remembered the delight in Ann’s eyes as she attacked the kopis, and I decided I didn’t want her anywhere near me.

“Can I borrow Yvette to protect me?” I asked.

“Sure,” Ann said. She turned to the female zombie. “Follow Agent Cèsar Hawke. Do anything he asks.”

Yvette lumbered into the water after me. I gave Ann a look that might have been a smile or a grimace. Even I wasn’t certain. “Thanks.”

Together, the zombie and I went to save Fritz.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




YOU DON’T KNOW COLD until you’ve been waist-deep in Lake Tahoe when it’s filled with snowmelt.

Not that I had time to check, but I was pretty sure that my testicles clawed their way into my stomach within twenty seconds of submerging myself. And that was only the beginning of the horrifying chill. My teeth chattered as I sloshed through the water, fighting to reach the next bank of rocks before I lost all ability to move below the waist.

Yvette, meanwhile, looked entirely unbothered by the temperature. She was much shorter than me and the water got all the way up to her chin in some places.

Guess dead people didn’t care much about the cold.

I warmed myself with the thought that Fritz was just around the next little peninsula of rough, slippery stones, or the next one. Always the next one. I couldn’t find the damn beach that Ricky had mentioned.

Finally, long after I could no longer see the beach where I’d left Ann and her two new kopis-zombies, I found the mouth of the cave. Trees grew on top of it in twisted spirals, reaching toward the sky with brown pine needles encrusted in ice.

The entrance was tall enough that I didn’t have to duck when I dredged myself out of the water, but just barely. The stacked-rock walls did a great job sheltering me from the frigid breeze.

It was too dark for me to see far beyond the entrance. I stood on the brink and wrung my shirt out as much as I could. The splattering water echoed inside. “Is there a light switch?” I asked Yvette, knowing she couldn’t answer.

If I gave myself a few minutes to work on the spell, I might have been able to conjure up some kind of candlelight spell. It was considered one of the most basic spells that almost any witch could cast. But every second I stood in the wind was another second exposing the poor huevos to the chill, so I headed in blind.

The ground had been smoothed flat inside the mouth of the cave. I didn’t trip on anything as I shuffled along with one hand on the rock wall. Yvette lumbered behind me, slow and purposeful as she had been in the lake.

“Fritz?” I whispered.

No response.

I stretched out both hands and shuffled a little farther.

Something hard stopped me after two steps. I couldn’t see what, but it was broad and flat, so I assumed it was a wall. Weirdly, it felt like wood, not stone. I felt along until I found a doorknob.

It was unlocked. I pushed the door open.

There was a single light inside—a battery-powered camping lantern. It illuminated the room well enough for me to see that it was a pretty basic structure. Three walls were wooden planks. The fourth, in the back, was stone. There were a couple of cots on either wall and a bucket in the corner that was probably used as a toilet, judging by the smell.

And a man was slumped against the back wall.

Fritz.

I dropped to my knees next to him. Shook him gently.

“Hey,” I said. “You better not be dead, asshole.”

Fritz’s head lolled on his shoulders, but his eyes didn’t open. He was looking pretty bad, even in the limited light; he’d gotten a heck of a beating. The shoulder of his shirt was tacky with drying blood.

But there was a pulse at his throat.

Fritz was alive.

I bowed my head and took a minute to revel in the relief. The instant Fritz was awake and we had reception, I was going to have him call Lucrezia. He would clear everything up. We were going to be fine.

Fritz’s eyes finally cracked. Then he focused on me, and his eyes shot wide open, suddenly alert. “Cèsar, no!” he groaned, gripping my shirt in both hands. “You have to go!”

“Not without you,” I said, moving to pull his arm over my shoulder.

Someone else spoke. “Ah, Yvette. Thank our blessed Adam.”

I knew that voice.

So much for being fine.

I turned slowly, knowing whom I would see behind me. Cain stood in the doorway in all his naked werewolf glory, rimmed by faint moonlight. He was smiling at Yvette, who stood in the corner with her head flopped to the side and her arms limp. Guess it was dark enough that even he couldn’t tell that Yvette wasn’t at her best.

He brushed past her to look at me. Cain’s silvery eyes glowed in the darkness. It was only then that I realized he was carrying another piece of white stone under his arm like a football—not the decoy that Allyson and Bellamy had fabricated, but a genuine piece of ethereal ruin from the mines.

“Wow,” I said. “You must run really fast.”

Cain actually smiled. One corner of his mouth lifted higher than the other, making his whole face look slanted. “Werewolves have incredible powers of speed and strength.”

Apparently. He must have run hundreds of miles in an hour. Impossible for any land mammal. Wondered if he was just fucking with me and had stolen an SUV or something.

I wanted to make a snarky quip at him, but I couldn’t think of any.

So instead I said, “Get him, Yvette.”

He wasn’t expecting to be attacked from the rear. He didn’t turn to defend himself in time.

The zombie jumped onto his back and wrapped her arms around his throat, slamming him into the wall with her momentum. He dropped the piece of ethereal gateway.

I didn’t wait to see how long it would take a werewolf to dismember a zombie—I doubted it would be long at all. I grabbed Fritz, dragged him to his feet, and hauled his semi-conscious body toward the mouth of the cave as quickly as possible.

But not fast enough.

Cain roared behind me. One of Yvette’s legs flew over my head, without any sign of the rest of her body.

Then he was on top of me.

My head slammed into the floor and bounced.

I blacked out.







I woke up with one hell of a migraine and a werewolf standing over me.

Not the best wake up call, let me tell you.

“Auntie Em? Uncle Henry?” I asked, squinting through the pain of my possible concussion to figure out where the hell I was.

Judging by the wooden walls and camping lantern, I was thinking I was still in the cave.

Fritz groaned. He was lying on his side next to me, bleeding on the ground in quantities that didn’t look safe or healthy. His hands were tied in front of him with bungee cords.

Yep. Still in the cave.

And, judging by the fact that my immobile wrists ached behind my back, I was also tied up. Now Cain had two hostages instead of one. Better and better.

“I thought you were supposed to be at the Silverton Mine,” I said.

Cain paced in front of me. Couldn’t he put some clothes on? His junk was swaying just a few inches away from my face and that was a lot more werewolf than I wanted to get acquainted with. I don’t have a problem with old guys blow-drying their balls at the gym, but shoving hairy wolf nuts in my face when I’m nursing a migraine? No thanks.

A guy’s got to have his limits.

“I finished my errands there,” he said. “I took what I wanted and left my men to slaughter the remaining personnel.”

“Didn’t take long for you to dig out the rest of the gate.”

“I didn’t bother digging out the rest. This is all I took.” Cain tossed that piece of glistening white rock the size of his hand in the air then caught it on the way down.

“It doesn’t matter if you stole the rest of the ruins anyway,” I said. “We have the first piece on lockdown somewhere. You will never get it from us. You will never build the gate.”

“You’re an idiot,” Cain said, throwing and catching the stone again. “I don’t want to build the gate. I only need to destroy a single piece to ensure that nobody manages to open it.”

I frowned. My eyes darted to the dark lumps in the back of the room, which I thought used to be Yvette, now slightly dismembered. “But the Apple—”

“They’re idiots, too. Pawns in a bigger war. I have to keep them motivated and focused. As long as they want something, and they think I can give it to them, they are pliant. If they get what they want and liberate Adam, then they won’t be useful to me anymore.”

He wasn’t just a megalomaniacal cult leader. He was a lying megalomaniacal cult leader. What a charmer.

But seriously, he was a charmer. His smile radiated charisma. Easy to see why a cult would follow him. I wanted to trust him and this guy had clubbed me.

“You probably shouldn’t be telling me this,” I said. “I’m going to arrest you, and anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.” I didn’t actually have to give perps the Miranda warning, but it seemed like a good time to remind him that I worked for the government and all.

“I can tell you whatever I want. I haven’t had anyone to be honest with in months. It’s helpful to have a sounding board for my plans. What do you think?”

“I think…” I blinked. “Wait, I’m a sounding board? Does that mean we’re friends now?”

“No.”

“Damn,” I said. “I’m feeling like we could be friends. And, you know, friends don’t let friends drive drunk. Friends also don’t murder each other. We should be friends.”

I was babbling. This was bad. I needed to shut my fucking mouth before I made it worse.

How is that possible? What’s worse than getting killed by a werewolf, Cèsar?

Aside from Barry Manilow, that is.

Lord, even my thoughts are babbling.

Cain crouched beside us. “We don’t have to be friends for you to be useful to me. And I think you’ll be extremely useful.” He ruffled Fritz’s hair, not gently. “Protein alleviates a new wolf’s transitional discomforts.”

Fritz met my gaze as best he could through his swollen, bloody eye sockets. I suddenly understood why he was bleeding so much.

One of the Union zombies had said something about Fritz waiting for the full moon…hadn’t he?

My boss had been bitten by a werewolf.

Oh shit.

Cain straightened and backed toward the door. “I need to figure out how to destroy this,” he said, tossing the fragment of ethereal stone in the air again. “I’ll be back for Fritz in the morning, once he’s human again.” He glanced out the door to the mouth of the cave and the sky beyond. “We change very late at night the first time. I’d say you have almost an hour to kiss your butt goodbye.”

And with that, he slammed the door, leaving me alone with Fritz.

The guy whose ability to call the Union was the only thing saving me from Lucrezia de Angelis’s vengeance.

The guy who might be about to shapeshift into a man-eating wolf.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




I SQUIRMED IN MY bindings, inching away from Fritz.

“Friends also don’t eat friends,” I said. “Just, uh, pointing that out.”

I only kind of meant that as a joke. Fortunately, my boss laughed. The sound was dry and rasping and awful. He must have been even more injured than he looked.

“I’ll keep that in mind while I’m howling at the moon.” He flinched and groaned, spine bowing. I strained away from him but didn’t make it very far, tied up as I was. Fortunately, he didn’t turn into a werewolf right at that moment. “Your rescue plan seems to have gone awry.”

“It doesn’t help that there are members of the Apple in the Union. They tried to kill me as soon as my back was turned,” I said. “By the way, on a related note—there are members of a fucking cult in the Union. Did you know about that?”

“I might have.”

Of course he did. “That’s why you formed this team, isn’t it?”

“A primary motivator, yes,” Fritz said. “Who was it?”

“One of them was some guy named Ricky. I don’t know who the other one was.”

“Ricky.” He rolled the name around on his tongue. “I don’t recognize that name. This is worse than I thought. I never anticipated encountering the Apple before you and Agent Takeuchi were trained to handle them. Coming to Reno was a mistake.”

“We’ll be all right. Suzy’s on her way.” I tried to sound upbeat about it, and not like “oh God Cain is going to eat my partner as soon as she gets here.”

“Hopefully she arrives within the hour,” Fritz said dryly.

I twisted around to look at my pocket. It still bulged where I expected to find his cell phone. Too bad I couldn’t get it out. “We could call her,” I said, “if we can reach your BlackBerry.”

His eyes sharpened, even through the blood and pain. “You have my BlackBerry? You moron.”

“Yeah, thanks. I get that now,” I said. “Would have been helpful to know in advance that calling for pizza on your phone would be a death sentence. So can you reach it?”

Fritz rolled onto his back. The movement made his face crumple. “Just a moment.”

How high was the moon outside? “Not to hurry you or anything, but…”

“Yes, I said just a moment!” Fritz snapped.

“Newborn werewolves are so grumpy,” a silken voice said from the shadows. A voice that didn’t belong to anyone that should have been the cave. The darkness swirled and coalesced into a tall, slender human figure with sharp shoulders and greasy yellow hair.

The glow of a lighter splashed over David Nicholas’s skeletal face. He touched the flame to the tip of his cigarette, inhaling deeply, making the tobacco glow crimson.

I groaned and kicked my feet against the ground, pushing myself toward the opposite corner—the one he wasn’t standing in. David Nicholas tucked the lighter away and blew smoke out his nostrils, unimpressed by my pathetic attempts to escape.

“Look at what we have here.” He sauntered over to Fritz and planted a booted foot on his chest. “Great Grandbaby Friederling with bungee cords around his ankles and… Are you wearing a suit and tie? A Friederling in a suit and tie!” Apparently this was hilarious, even though I’d never seen my boss wearing anything else. The nightmare’s laughter was more like coughing.

“Get your foot off of me,” croaked Fritz.

“Oh, I don’t think so.” David Nicholas knelt, pressing more weight on his chest. “This is sweet. Just too damn sweet. Let me treasure this moment.”

“What do you want?” I asked. I was kind of shocked to be able to speak. David Nicholas didn’t seem to have brought his thrall with him.

“I want what Cain has, and what you buggers have,” David Nicholas said. “The Night Hag is waking up because she wants the ethereal ruins, and I aim to give them to her.”

“You and this Night Hag are going to have to get in line,” I said. “Everybody wants them.”

“That’s because there’s power in those rocks. Lots of it. More than you’d know what to do with. We, on the other hand, know how to make the ruins work for us. Keep us safe. Understand?”

“Nope.”

David Nicholas’s eyes glinted with annoyance. “The Reno-Sacramento territory’s safe from remote viewing because of the ethereal ruins. And as long as the Night Hag possesses them, it’ll be easy to drive away competitors.”

“That’s nice,” I said. “Too bad the Night Hag doesn’t possess them anymore. Guess you should have moved faster to kill Cain.”

He sucked hard on the cigarette. Blew out more smoke. “It’s not too late yet.”

The first glimmer of hope stirred in my heart. Weird reaction to being in the room with a nightmare.

“You’re going to kill Cain?” I asked.

David Nicholas reached over to me and plucked the BlackBerry out of my pocket before I could react. “Depends on you,” he said. “We’re going to steal the ruins from Cain and whatever’s left in the Silverton Mines. That’s not a problem. But there’s still a piece missing—a piece you assholes took out of town.” The piece that was currently being studied in Los Angeles. “Bring it back to me, then fuck off. In return, I’ll let both of you escape this cave. Fair?”

As far as I knew, the OPA had never been interested in the ruins. We had just come to Reno to investigate that stupid surge in infernal energy. And now we knew what it was: a rising overlord named the Night Hag who wanted the ethereal ruins. Mission accomplished.

“The last piece is all yours,” I said. “We don’t want it. Now let us out of here.”

Fritz groaned softly. Luckily, the pain was too much for him to try to argue with me.

David Nicholas held the BlackBerry out. “I need the last fragment to be brought from Los Angeles first,” he said softly, dangerously. “Make the call.”

“My wrists,” I said.

A blade glinted in the light. David Nicholas sliced smoothly through the ropes and freed me. My shoulders ached at the change in position as I took the phone from him.

“Don’t,” Fritz moaned. “My phone—”

“I already spoke to the VP,” I said. “It can’t get any worse.”

I dialed for the Los Angeles office.

David Nicholas watched hungrily as my call was quickly escalated to the lab analyzing the ethereal ruins. Since I was on an executive line, nobody argued with me when I told them to bring the evidence back to Reno. I ordered them to deliver it to Craven’s front door. Dispatch confirmed that it would be there within two hours.

Easy.

Once I hung up, David Nicholas stood. He tossed the switchblade at my feet. “Lovely doing business with you.”

He flashed out the door to attack Cain.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




LIKE MOST BLUE-BLOODED American children lucky enough to have a piggy bank and too much free time, I used to be a big fan of comic books. My favorite ones were always those where two superheroes’ books crossed over and they met for the first time. The stories were awesome and the covers were awesomer.

If you’re not familiar with comic books, you might think that two good guys getting together would mean working hard to achieve the same goal. Right?

Nope.

Spider-Man meets Wolverine always ended up as Spider-Man versus Wolverine, because you don’t care how well superheroes work together. That shit’s boring.

You want to know who would kick the most ass in a head-on fight. You want to know which big and nasty is the biggest and nastiest.

Are Spider-Man’s web shooters and agility enough against Wolverine’s adamantium claws? Can Wolverine slice and dice an acrobatic teenage nerd he can’t even catch?

That kind of thing.

I didn’t get much time for comic books anymore. I’ve got a pull list at the shop on the corner, but I don’t get to spend hours arguing with Domingo over who should have won the fight. (Spider-Man, for the record.) I spend way too much time dealing with real superheroes at work to have time to obsess over fictional superheroes.

But tonight, work had served up that kind of entertainment on a platter, conveniently allowing me to enjoy my vicarious thrills while on the clock. I had front-row seats to big and ugly versus bigger and uglier.

Nightmare against werewolf.

Who would win?

Judging by the guttural screams that shattered the air outside the cave, it was a close fight.

“Come on, come on,” I muttered, hacking at the bungee cords holding Fritz’s wrists together. The knots were too tight for me to work with my fingernails.

“Leave me,” Fritz said. He was so quiet that I could barely hear him under the screaming. “Don’t untie me. If I change, I could kill you.”

“Don’t be a fucking martyr,” I said. Besides, if he changed into a werewolf, the bungee cords weren’t going to keep him from eating me anyway.

There. I finally hacked through the cables and freed his arms. His feet came a little easier.

Pulling Fritz’s arm over my shoulders, I carried him outside the cave.

Cain was in a bad place. He was knee-deep in the lake, thrashing and beating at nothingness, screaming like he was wounded—even though I couldn’t see a mark on his body. I couldn’t see David Nicholas, either.

The moon had traveled most of the way across the sky, full and heavy, and it cast stark shadows over Cain’s fight. When had the moon gotten that close to the mountains? I must have been unconscious a lot longer than I thought.

My heart sank at the realization.

Was it already too late for Fritz to call Lucrezia?

My boss sagged against me, stumbling, making me stagger under his weight. The blood was still pouring freely from his shoulder. His eyes were glazed. I was going to have to toss him over my back and carry him through the icy waters of Lake Tahoe. But if I didn’t make it to the other shore before he started shapeshifting, I was going to get caught in the surf with a werewolf transforming on my back.

The call couldn’t wait that long.

I sank to my knees, propping him against the wall. I pushed the BlackBerry into his hands. “Fritz, you have to call Lucrezia de Angelis,” I said in a low, urgent voice, hoping he could hear me over Cain’s roaring.

His head lolled. “Werewolf…”

“Yeah, right, you have to call her before you change. She’s going to kill both of us if you don’t.”

Fritz’s fingers closed around the BlackBerry. His thumb moved weakly, trying to dial.

Cain finally realized that we had escaped. He ripped away from David Nicholas, lunging for us. I jumped out of the way just in time. He hurtled past me and slammed into the wall with a snarl. When Cain whirled to face us again, I realized that the bones in his face were popping and shifting. Fritz wasn’t the only wolf-to-be I had to worry about.

Shadows swirled like smoke and David Nicholas appeared. His eyes glimmered with amusement—and worry. “Don’t let him change into a werewolf,” he said. “My powers don’t work on dogs. Won’t be able to do much about him after that.”

“How the fuck am I supposed to keep him from changing?” I asked.

“Silver,” David Nicholas said.

I did have silver rounds loaded in my gun. But I’d given it to Suzy.

“You were supposed to be able to stop him! We had a deal!” I snapped, jumping out of the way as Cain’s writhing form stumbled at me again.

“Oops,” David Nicholas said. “Sorry about that.”

The nightmare exploded into smoke and converged on Cain, tangling in his fur. It must have hurt. The half-wolf threw his head back to howl his fury into the night. David Nicholas seized on his open jaw and slithered down his throat.

Cain’s howl cut off. He choked and gagged, seizing on the beach.

Fritz waved me down. “Take these,” he said, holding out a pair of handcuffs. They looked shinier than a normal pair of cuffs. Laced with silver?

I snatched them out of his hands. “Make the phone call, Fritz!”

There was no time to babysit my boss. Cain and David Nicholas were still struggling. The werewolf was trying to change. And if he got all the way into his animal form, then nobody was going to be able to stop him—not the nightmare, and definitely not me.

Sucking in a deep, steadying breath, I threw myself on top of them.

It was even worse than trying to ride a daimarachnid.

Cain was so much bigger, so much stronger, and he was still shapeshifting underneath me. David Nicholas’s stranglehold on him seemed to be slowing the process, but not enough. I could feel bones rippling between my legs.

“Hold his jaws!” I ordered, feeling kind of stupid for issuing orders to the inky shadow.

The inky shadow listened. He coalesced on Cain’s face and enveloped his jaw.

The werewolf’s head slammed into my arm. He couldn’t open his mouth to bite. Thank God. If the nightmare had been a half-second slower, Fritz wouldn’t be the only one communing with the full moon.

I managed to clamp the handcuffs on one of Cain’s shapeshifting wrists. Flesh sizzled at the contact. I felt the howl inside his furry chest, muffled by David Nicholas’s makeshift shadow-muzzle.

Yep, definitely silver-laced handcuffs.

Summoning my many years of experience in wrestling my brother, I hooked my arm around Cain’s throat, flipped him underneath me, and clasped the other cuff around his free wrist.

He screamed and struggled, but he wasn’t going anywhere now. The werewolf was contained.

David Nicholas evaporated from Cain’s fur and reappeared a few feet away in his human form. He looked even more skeletal than he had earlier. Fighting the werewolf had drained him of strength and energy. “There,” he said, and he punctuated the word with a swift kick in the werewolf’s ribs.

I turned to face Fritz, a grin growing on my face. “We did it! We stopped the—” My eyes fell on my boss, and I cut off.

Fritz was slumped on the beach. Unconscious. The BlackBerry a few inches from his slack hand.

He didn’t make the call.

The sound of thumping helicopter rotors made me look up. A black Union copter was descending on a hill a couple hundred yards to the south, and it wasn’t the helicopter we had been using. This one looked meaner, more military, with rockets clutched to its underbelly.

Judging by the red lasers suddenly swarming over the beach, this copter was carrying snipers.

Fritz hadn’t called in time. Lucrezia had sent men to clean us up.

I stared around at the beach, realizing what the men would see. They weren’t going to see that I had just narrowly rescued Fritz from a werewolf. They were going to see Director Friederling bleeding—possibly dead—on the beach while I crouched over a struggling werewolf with a nightmare at my side.

If that didn’t look like a serious loss, I didn’t know what would.

I mentioned the OPA was ruthlessly efficient, right? And how awesome I thought that was? I take it back.

I waved my arms over my head and shouted, knowing it was already too late. “Don’t shoot! It’s under control!”

A bullet buzzed past my ear. I heard plastic explode.

They had shot the BlackBerry just a few inches from Fritz’s limp fingers.

I jumped behind the cover of rocks, pulling my legs against my chest so there would be nothing to hit. More bullets whizzed past. Cracked into the rocks. They were like a tiny, deadly fireworks show right next to my head.

My heart hammered in my chest. I pressed the button on my earpiece and spoke as soon as I heard the line go live, uncaring of who might be on the other side.

“Fritz is alive! I repeat, Director Friederling is alive! Tell the vice president to call off the men!”

That soothing female voice responded. “Please hold.”

“Please hold? Please hold? I’m being shot at by my own fucking allies!”

But the gunfire had stopped—for the moment. I kept my back braced to the rocks. Didn’t dare look around the side to see what they were doing. Could have been reloading, could have been moving in to get a better shot, could have been called off. No way to tell.

I smelled tobacco and looked up to see David Nicholas leaning against the rocks next to me, sheltered from the view of the Union. He sucked on his cigarette. “It would have been fun to watch them kill you,” he said. “Shame.”

He flicked the cigarette to the ground and lunged at me.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




I WOKE UP WITH a jolt in the penthouse. Hazy sunlight stabbed my eyes. I flung up a hand to shelter myself from the burn.

What am I doing here?

Shoving the sheets to my knees and patting down my body, I found no wounds. I thought that I’d chafed my wrists when twisting at Cain’s bindings, but I was healed now. There was no indication of the fight at Lake Tahoe anywhere on my flesh.

“Suzy?” I called, kicking the sheets off.

It was quiet in the penthouse. It sounded like I was alone.

I got out of bed. Drifted to the door. Pushed it open.

The living room on the other side was empty. Good thing, too, because I was wearing my boxers. Not the most professional presentation.

Last time I’d been here, Gary Zettel and Malcolm had turned our penthouse into a Union outpost. There had been men in black everywhere. A giant circle of power in the den. Guns and surveillance equipment and maps of the region.

Now it looked the same way it had right before David Nicholas attacked, including the stockpot on the stove.

“You’ve forgotten something.”

I turned at the sound of the voice. There was nobody behind me.

More than that, there was nothing behind me—not the living room, nor the windows overlooking the city, nor the view of the mountains beyond. There was only impenetrable, endless blackness.

I definitely had forgotten something. Fear swelled in my gut, squeezed against my lungs.

That voice drifted around me again. “Connie killed herself for a reason, Agent Hawke. Talking about the Night Hag where the spiders can hear you—knowing what the Night Hag wants—that’s fatal knowledge.”

“But I know what she wants, and I’m still alive,” I said.

“I know. Unlucky for you, she knows, too.”

The words echoed.

She knows, she knows, she knows…

There was no ground beneath my feet and no oxygen in my lungs. I spiraled down into darkness. Sank deep into the fear.

I had been caught in David Nicholas’s thrall.

The instant I realized it, I struggled against the weight of his compulsion, moving my legs, trying to get the blood flowing. Trying to escape the way that Malcolm had taught me.

Even though I couldn’t see, I could feel carpet under my bare feet. I focused on that instead of the crush of terror and the sluggish beat of my heart. If I dwelled on that for too long, I was going to lose my composure and my sanity.

That knowledge is fatal, Agent Hawke…

David Nicholas’s voice was inside me now. He wasn’t speaking aloud anymore.

He was in my goddamn head.

“We had a deal,” I said, pressing my hands to my ears, knowing I couldn’t force the nightmare out of my skull. It was too late. He had drilled down into my brain. “I released the ethereal artifact to you, and you were going to spare our lives.”

I said that I’d let you out of the cave. I didn’t say I wouldn’t kill you later. And this, Agent Hawke, is something you must die for…

What a fucking asshole.

My hands slammed into something solid—a wall. I wedged my foot against the baseboard to give myself a sense of the planes of reality. It made me feel more secure, more real, to have something to grip.

I slid along the wall inch by inch.

David Nicholas’s fear grew, gathering at the nape of my neck, squeezing hard on my spinal column.

He was behind me. He was approaching. Needed to escape before he reached me.

I moved faster, but it was like struggling through the icy waters of Lake Tahoe again. I was sluggish. Freezing. Numbing from the outside in. I could feel the chill climbing my knees and hips and chest and I knew it was just David Nicholas’s thrall, I knew I was imagining every bit of it, but I still panicked at the idea that I was about to drown.

Where was I? The carpet seemed wrong for the penthouse. It looked like it belonged back home in my shitty one-bedroom Los Angeles apartment.

Wait. I was in my apartment.

I could see the hallway around me now. It was nighttime-dark, but not unnaturally so. My bedroom was behind me. Living room to the right. The bathroom door was closed a few feet ahead.

The carpet in front of the door was sticky and red and warm.

I didn’t want to push it open. I knew what would be on the other side.

You’re going to die tonight, one way or another, Agent Hawke, David Nicholas hissed.

Against my will, I pushed the bathroom door open. I fought the urge kicking and screaming inside my head but my body didn’t obey me. I belonged to the nightmare now. His control was absolute.

David Nicholas was going to finish me off.

But first, he had finished off Isobel.

Her body was in the bathtub. She must have been in there for a while. She had moved beyond rigor mortis to slick-fleshed decay, and I could see all the way through her sucking wounds to the maggots within her body. She had been shot between her breasts. The wound was black and green and bubbling.

Even in death, Isobel reached for me with pleading hands. “You let me die,” she said. The voice didn’t come from her mouth. “You sent me away and he killed me.”

No.

I spun, tried to escape. And there he was.

David Nicholas descended.

He was not the shriveled, feeble creature I’d first seen chain smoking in the manager’s office at Craven’s. Instead, he was the grinning skeleton on the mast of a pirate ship, draped in barnacles and tattered seaweed, his ribs containing a writhing mass of maggots that consumed dead organs.

His heart pumped. Every beat was as loud as though I were trapped inside a massive drum, forcing my body to pulse in time with the sound, squeezing my skull in an ever-tightening vice.

Each pump sent black fluid gushing over his breastbone. It squirted out from between his ribs, trickled down the backs of the maggots.

It dripped on me. It sizzled.

I tried to scream, but my mouth opened wide and no sound came out.

The Night Hag wants you dead, Hawke, David Nicholas said, his skeleton teeth clacking together. It’s time for you to surrender. The sooner you give up, the sooner this will be over.

The sooner you’ll be dead…

He swooped down on me and I jumped away. I tripped over my own feet. My shoulder hit the ground, and I was shocked by how solid it felt. I rolled to my feet. Tried to run down the hallway again. Away from the bathroom and Isobel’s bloated body within.

Something fell out of my pocket as I scrambled. When it hit the ground, it gave a glassy clink and spun away into darkness.

Isobel’s going away present. The potion.

She was dead now. Gone. I hadn’t saved her, and I couldn’t even keep track of the last thing she had given me? My need to grab the potion was just as intense as my fear of David Nicholas. Maybe even more so.

Give up, Agent Hawke. Roll over and die.

Skeletal hands settled over my shoulders, touching me from behind. Fear froze my innards.

But I couldn’t succumb. I needed that jar.

I ripped free of David Nicholas’s grip and chased Isobel’s gift as it rolled down the hallway. The ground was tilting, growing steeper underneath my feet. The jar accelerated. It wobbled as it rolled. I pushed myself to run harder, to run faster and catch up with it.

Just let yourself die…

My hand closed around the jar.

David Nicholas swooped down on me. He was so immense, bigger than the darkness, constantly rotting and regrowing and rotting all over again. His heart squirted blood onto my face. A maggot fell onto my cheek and inched toward my nose.

The terror was too much. My heart stopped beating.

Instinctively, with my last moments of strength, I hurled Isobel’s jar at David Nicholas.

The glass shattered on his skull. Magic slammed through me as red-gold light flooded the apartment. Glitter exploded everywhere.

And I sneezed.

Hard.







My hearing returned first.

David Nicholas was screaming. The waters of Lake Tahoe crashed against the shore. A helicopter’s rotors pulsed steadily somewhere nearby.

I sneezed two more times before I managed to clear my vision.

The nightmare and I were still tucked away, hiding from the Union snipers among the rocks outside Cain’s cave. I hadn’t been taken back to the penthouse. I had never left the beach. I had, however, managed to hurl Isobel’s sparklebomb on David Nicholas. And she hadn’t been joking when she said that she had tweaked it. The phosphorescent glitter burned, painting the demon in shimmering gold fire that reminded me of rainbows and rubies and Lisa Frank binders.

On me, it would have just looked stupid. On David Nicholas, it looked deadly.

He thrashed as he fell, clawing at his face with his fingernails. He ripped the sallow skin off of his face and it wasn’t enough.

Its self-contained light seemed to burn brighter the harder he fought against it. The potion burned holes through him.

With a shriek of protest, David Nicholas splattered into smoke. The wind carried the last wisps of the nightmare away.

I was alone.

In the silence that followed, I whispered, “Holy shit.”

That stupid sparklebomb had broken me free of the thrall, driven David Nicholas away, and saved my life.

I think I owed Isobel an apology.

And maybe a really nice dinner.

A heartbeat later, a pair of Union kopides dressed for combat leaped around the rocks, guns aimed at me. They must have been attracted by all the noise. I shoved my hands in the air over my head. “I surrender!” I yelled. “Don’t shoot me! Director Friederling is alive!”

They didn’t immediately move, and I stared up the barrels of their guns for a breathless moment. My mind flashed back to the two kopides attacking me earlier that night. If these guys were with the Apple, too, then nothing I said was going to stop them from killing me.

A woman I didn’t recognize stepped between the kopides, shoving them aside.

“Stand down,” she snapped. I’d never seen her long, skinny face and floaty blond hair before, but I definitely knew that accent. This was Lucrezia de Angelis. She was over six feet tall in high heels and she didn’t seem to have any problem navigating the rocks in stilettos.

“Fritz is alive,” I said quickly. “Check for a pulse. He just passed out. He’s alive.”

Lucrezia’s lips pinched. “Very well. Hupprecht?”

One of the kopides lowered his gun and went to check Fritz. “Yes, ma’am. He is, in fact, alive.”

The vice president put two fingers to her ear. She had an earpiece, too. “Cancel my last orders. Yes, those ones. And have the helicopter stand by.” After a pause, she said, “Yes, you can also release Agent Takeuchi.” She shot me an annoyed look. “Your partner has a lot in common with a rabid Tasmanian devil, Agent Hawke. She didn’t like being restricted from the scene.”

God bless Suzy.

I tensed when Lucrezia thrust a hand at me. It took a full second for me to realize she was offering to help me up.

She was surprisingly strong. She lifted me to my feet effortlessly. The vice president was an entire inch taller than me wearing those shoes, and it was strange to feel dwarfed by a woman. Even her slim-cut black skirt suit radiated intimidation.

I glanced over the rocks. Another pair of agents were hauling Cain—back in his human form, still cuffed, with a black bag over his head—toward the Union boat moored on the other side of the rocky outcropping.

“Thanks,” I said slowly. “Are we…uh…are we cool?”

Lucrezia arched an eyebrow. Her cold expression made me feel teensy tiny. “We’ll have a debriefing tomorrow. In the meantime, I’ll allow you to carry Director Friederling to the transport.”

She spun on her heel and walked away. She stepped lightly over the rocks, as if she were floating.

“Wait! Fritz was bitten,” I said. “Isn’t he going to—”

“Most kopides are immune to werewolf bites,” she said without looking back.

I stared after her in slack-jawed shock.

Wait. Fritz is a kopis?

After a moment, I realized that the team was preparing to leave. The boat’s crew were untethering from the rocks, warming the engines, and shouting orders at each other. At this point, I wouldn’t have been surprised if they weren’t going to wait for us.

Nothing the Office of Preternatural Affairs did could surprise me anymore.

With a final glance around the beach—still no sign of David Nicholas—I threw Fritz’s unconscious body over my shoulder and followed Lucrezia.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




WE DIDN’T HAVE THE debriefing the next day. Fritz took a little longer to heal than that. And when I say “a little longer,” I really mean “little.” He was back on his feet by the following night, even if he was still wrapped in more bandages than a mummy.

Turns out that kopides have accelerated healing powers on top of super-strength.

“You never told me,” I said, checking my reflection in the mirror to ensure my tie was straight. The Union was packing up our penthouse behind me and Lucrezia was waiting for us in what had been Fritz’s bedroom.

Five minutes to debriefing, and I wanted to make sure I looked good for it.

“Never told you what?” Fritz asked, bumping me aside with his shoulder to check his tie, too. Guess I wasn’t the only one on edge about Lucrezia.

“I always assumed you were a witch. Everyone else that works in our department is a witch.”

He gave me a thin smile. “You never asked.”

“How the hell does a kopis end up in charge of the Magical Violations Department?”

“Another story for another time, Cèsar,” Fritz said. “Look at me.” I turned to face him. He adjusted my lapels, picked a few hairs off my shoulder, brushed his hands briskly down my sleeves. Felt like being pecked at by a mother hen. “There. You’re very nearly presentable.”

“You kidding? I’m always swanky.”

“I didn’t hire you for your professional presentation. We’ll put it that way.”

“What are we going to talk about in the meeting?” I asked, choosing not to remark on Fritz’s friendly jab. My pride could only sustain so many blows before it shriveled into a whimpering raisin. “Werewolf, right? And the ethereal ruins?” He nodded at both. “What about the Apple?”

He shushed me and glanced over his shoulder. Nobody was close enough to listen in. “That’s a subject strictly for our special team,” Fritz muttered, barely moving his lips. “We’ll discuss it when we get back to Los Angeles. You can be sure of that.”

Did that mean that Lucrezia was suspected to be part of the Apple, too?

“Understood, sir,” I said.

He checked the time on his new BlackBerry then pocketed it again. “Might as well head into the tiger’s den, eh?”

“I can’t wait,” I said. By which I meant, I am scared shitless of Lucrezia de Angelis and the only reason I’m not running away is because I’m reasonably confident she would shoot me in the back. Judging by Fritz’s knowing look, I was pretty sure he caught my meaning.

Suzy was waiting for us outside the bedroom door, arms folded and a severe scowl twisting her face. She blocked our path to the door with her body. Petite as she was, Suzy still formed a pretty convincing brick wall between her posture and death glare. “I’d like to protest again that I’m not being included on a critical debriefing such as this.”

“You don’t have the clearance,” Fritz said.

She snorted. “And Cèsar does?”

I wasn’t offended. I agreed with her completely. I really, really wished I didn’t have the clearance to be debriefed by Lucrezia.

Taking Suzy by the arm, I gently moved her aside.

“You don’t want to be here for this,” I said. “Trust me on this one.” I put every ounce of sincerity into those words as possible, since I couldn’t tell her the truth—that I had made a call on a secure line and ended up on the Union’s possibly fatal shit list.

Her annoyance faded a fraction. “Yeah, all right. I’ll help move everything down to the trucks. Let me know when you’re done.”

Fritz opened the door. Lucrezia sat at the desk on the other side.

I gave Suzy a last sad look before heading in.

“Please, sit,” said the vice president, gesturing at the chairs on the other side of the desk.

We did.

She steepled her hands in front of her face as she studied us, eyes flicking between my face and Fritz’s for several long, quiet seconds. Her stare made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

As she studied us, I studied her. Did she have a bleeding apple tattooed somewhere on her body, too? Was it really OPA protocol to kill people that violated the rules, or was that cult protocol?

How deep did our organization’s corruption run?

I had a feeling that Fritz and I were going to find out all too soon.

Finally, she broke the silence. “The werewolf has been placed in a Union detention center. He’s been on our list of possible problems for quite some time now. Your assistance in arresting him is appreciated.” She made that praise sound about as warm and fuzzy as a porcupine. Continuing in a clipped tone, she said, “Explain why we surrendered the only piece of ethereal ruin in our possession.”

I’d been prepared for that question. “I had to broker a deal with a local demon in order to immobilize the werewolf and save Director Friederling.”

“The same demon that raided the Silverton Mine after we had already been assaulted once earlier in the day.” It wasn’t a question. She drummed her lacquered fingernails on the desk. The sound was like hammering coffin nails. “You used a secure line above your clearance to order the release of that artifact. The same line that you had already violated to notify me.”

“I stand responsible for Agent Hawke and everything he might know,” Fritz said.

Lucrezia nodded. “Yes. You do.” That sounded awfully foreboding. “Well, did you at least complete the mission? Did you validate the cause of the unusual spike of infernal energy in the Reno-Sacramento territory?”

I exchanged glances with Fritz. He shook his head fractionally.

We hadn’t been able to verify that David Nicholas was dead. I’d scoped out Craven’s while Fritz was healing and everything there seemed to be business as usual. Since knowing details about the Night Hag’s plans was something David Nicholas was happy to kill over, I didn’t want to spread that love around. Not even with Lucrezia de Angelis.

Seemed like I was privy to all kinds of fatal knowledge I didn’t want to possess these days.

Fritz was the one who lied. “It turned out to be an equipment error. There is no unusual infernal activity in Reno, Nevada, and there is no reason for continued OPA presence in the territory.”

Lucrezia seemed satisfied by that answer, giving a sharp nod and tapping a note into her smart phone. “Nonetheless, we will establish the outpost in Fallon. A werewolf and a cult in the area is no coincidence. This area is worth observation.” She shot us a look over her phone. “I had initially thought to put you in charge of the new outpost, Director Friederling, but it seems that you require retraining in protocol, particularly where data security is involved.”

“I understand,” he said with only the slightest flinch.

“We’ll give the new base to Gary Zettel. He has other matters to attend to locally anyway.” Lucrezia tapped away at her phone even faster than before. “All that remains is the matter of what to do with Agent Cèsar Hawke.”

The bottom of my stomach dropped out. “I’ll sign whatever I need to. I’ll go to special training. I’ll swear a blood oath.”

“That won’t be necessary,” she said. “Will it, Director? Have you chosen him?”

“I have,” Fritz said.

I glanced between them. “Wait, chosen me for what?”

“You’ve been assigned as Director Friederling’s aspis,” Lucrezia said. “You’ll both receive special training and perform the binding ritual shortly. Now, if that’s all…”

I knew a dismissive tone when I heard one. But even through the cold wash of shock—I’m going to be Fritz’s aspis?—I knew that there was one other thing we needed to address.

Fritz stood, but I remained sitting.

“I have one request,” I said. Lucrezia gestured, indicating that I should speak. “It’s about the necromancer named Ann…”







The University of Nevada, Reno had a decently green campus considering that it was stuck in some godforsaken desert valley. The quad was grassy. The trees were big and old. Add in all of the distinguished brick buildings and it almost might have passed for Ivy League if you squinted your eyes hard enough.

Okay, maybe not.

But it wasn’t bad, anyway. I’d visited the University of Nevada, Las Vegas, so I’d seen a heck of a lot worse than UNR.

“College,” Ann said blandly.

“That’s right,” Isobel said. Her smile looked forced. “College. What do you think?”

Ann shuffled her feet, hung her head. “I don’t know. I wasn’t planning on leaving the temple in Helltown. I’ve got everything that I need there.”

“You can bring everything that matters most here,” Isobel said. “We’ve already rented a townhouse for you on the north side of town—just a short bike ride away. Anything you want us to stock in your new home? Just tell us. We can get you everything you need.”

Everything except the permanent fixtures of Helltown, anyway. Like the temple that Ann had lived in, the demons that were a constant danger to her life, and all the other great influences that came from living in an infernal neighborhood.

Ann didn’t look excited, but this was exactly what the kid needed. An actual education. Normal human peers. A chance for a regular life.

A life where she would never have to bludgeon anyone to death ever again.

What she had done was freaky. No doubt about that. But the freaky factor didn’t change the fact that she had saved my life, in her sick way, and that she was just some kid who had a lot of really terrible influences in her young life.

Everyone deserved a second chance.

Even Ann.

“You’ll like college life,” I said. “You could join a…uh…” I’d been about to say sorority, but then I tried to imagine her willingly hanging out with living human girls, and that just didn’t compute. “Anyway, I had a great time at UCLA. Made a lot of great friends. Took great classes.” Got higher than a kite a few times. She didn’t need to know that part.

She still looked dubious. “Yeah, I guess.”

“Free room and board for four years, plus two extra if you move on to graduate school,” Isobel said firmly. “And a budget for some fun stuff on the side. All you have to do is stay in school.”

“Here? Why?”

Isobel shrugged. “Why not?”

University of Nevada, Reno: Why Not? Now that was a slogan for the ages.

“There’s a cemetery just north of the campus,” I added.

That got Ann’s attention. Her eyes brightened. For the first time, I realized that her irises were blue. Kinda pretty. I hadn’t noticed them hiding behind her thick glasses earlier. “Really?”

“Yeah. Our Mother of Sorrows. You can reach it by going under a bridge by the north parking lot.” I’d seen it with Isobel when we first came to the campus to talk to the administration. I wouldn’t have even noticed, but Isobel had gotten the same bright look in her eyes when we walked past. Death witches and their graves, what could I say?

“Hmm,” Ann said.

She wandered away from us to explore the quad. We hung back to let her get her bearings on her own.

Isobel had returned from Los Angeles just for this moment, and I was glad that she had. It was nice standing here with her in the sunshine, watching Ann spread her creepy fledgling wings, taking her first creepy steps out on her own. I wouldn’t have wanted to share the moment with anyone else.

It looked like there was something going on at the student center, since people were streaming toward the doors. Ann stood beside the line without joining it. At a distance, Ann’s slouchy jeans and half-hunched back and pasty skin made her look like all the other kids.

“I’m feeling something,” I said. “It’s this weird squishy thing in my stomach.”

Isobel grinned at me. “Could it be pride? Are you proud of the necromancer girl you can barely tolerate?”

“Maybe. Wait, no—I think it’s indigestion.”

Her laugh made the gray spring day just a little bit brighter. “You were right, Cèsar. Ann really needs this.”

“I like to think that I have good ideas occasionally.” But only occasionally, punctuating all the other bad ideas I was much better at having.

Isobel looped her arm around my waist, squeezing me tight. We fit together well. I liked it.

Ann returned to us.

“I guess I’ll stay,” she said, her cheeks glowing bright red. “Thank you.”

I dropped the keys to the townhouse into her hand. It was on a keychain that also had her new address and the key to a used pickup truck we had bought for her. The truck was red. No OPA black for Ann. “You’re welcome, kiddo.”

“I’m going to go check out the cemetery,” she said. “Guess you two are leaving now?”

I glanced at the mountains. The sun was still plenty high, but I was itching to escape northern Nevada before darkness hit. “Yeah, I think so. Call us if you need anything?”

Ann’s eyes gleamed. “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

With that, she walked away, disappearing into the crowds of students.

“That’s our good deed for the month,” I said, sauntering back toward the SUV with Isobel under my arm. We had the OPA special. It was one of the newest models, very comfortable for eight-hour drives down the most boring stretch of highway on the face of the Earth, also known as The Five.

“Only one good deed a month?” Isobel asked. A mischievous smile crossed her lips. “Does that mean all our other deeds are naughty?”

I think she’d meant that to be teasing, but it just made me think of every horrible thing I was starting to suspect about the OPA. “Where our agency is concerned, I really don’t know.”

Her smile faded. “How much trouble are we in, Cèsar? How bad is the situation?”

I thought of bleeding apples, werewolves, and the number of supposedly allied kopides that had tried to kill me. I also thought of Fritz waiting for me in Los Angeles and how I was about to sign away the last of my freedom in the form of a binding ritual. Now that I was going to be an aspis, the OPA owned me body and soul.

Didn’t get much worse than that.

“Bad,” I said, slipping on a pair of sunglasses. “Real bad.”

We still got in the SUV and headed back to Los Angeles.

Tomorrow was Monday. We had work to do.
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CHAPTER ONE




YOU WANT TO TALK annoyances? Let’s talk annoyances.

When creatine powder leaves clumps at the bottom of my daily protein shake, that’s a minor annoyance.

My neighbors having sex on the other side of paper-thin walls at all hours of the night, every night, keeping me awake and reminding me of my own nonexistent sex life? Significant annoyance.

Having to spend three months living at a Motel 6 in New Mexico, waiting for a witch to slip up so I can arrest him? Huge annoyance.

And yet I would take any one of those annoyances over dealing with crank calls at work. Fake reports of preternatural interference spawn paperwork. Lots of paperwork. They require money from our pathetic budget to organize an investigation. For that matter, they require investigators like me—trained witches who know how to hunt down other witches.

All for nothing.

Responding to crank calls is easily my least favorite part of the job with the Office of Preternatural Affairs.

The worst part is that the callers always seem to know what kind of report is going to end up wasting the most time and money. The OPA’s budget is always written in blazing red numbers, so we ignore most tips until we have a slow week, which could be a year later, could be never.

But if someone reports a dead body, we have to go look for it every goddamn time.

Even when it’s an obscene hour of the morning and I’m not supposed to be at work, getting tipped off about a dead body means putting on my monkey suit, driving into the office to grab the file, and then heading to the alleged scene to search for a victim that doesn’t exist. And then there’s all the paperwork in triplicate that comes after that.

Guess what I was doing on my Saturday morning.

Hint: It didn’t involve sitting around on my couch with a hand down my pants while I reread the Wheel of Time series yet again.

“On the bright side, we can get comped for the donuts,” said Suzy Takeuchi as she opened the driver’s side door of our SUV. She flicked a Dunkin Donuts receipt at me. I had to drop my folder to catch it. “Hang on to that. I expect to get paid back.”

I skimmed her purchases. “Two dozen donuts?” She was a tiny woman, like about as big as my bicep. I couldn’t imagine her fitting one of those pastries in her face, much less twenty-four of them.

“They’re not all for me.” She pushed a maple bar into her mouth until her cheeks bulged like a hamster wearing a suit and tie.

Not that eating two dozen donuts would have hurt Suzy. She was a gorgeous woman with a waspish waist that our standard-issue suits couldn’t conceal. Great legs, too. If she’d put on a few more pounds, she probably would have just improved her already mind-blowing curves. I loved a woman with curves.

Of course, Suzy’s curves are none of my business, and she’d knee me in the balls if she knew I was thinking about her. At our office, she’s “one of the guys” and happy to prove it—either with her sharp wit or her sharp, bony joints slammed into delicate places.

With Suzy, it was always safer to keep my thoughts to myself.

She offered the donut boxes to me. I set aside the manual I’d been reading—our organization’s requirements for witches about to become aspides—and lifted the lid on the top one.

The donuts smelled better than orgasms and looked like a month’s work at the gym begging to get blown in thirty seconds.

There was a raspberry-filled one in the corner. My favorite.

Suzy slapped my hand when I reached for it.

“Not for you,” she said around a mouthful of maple bar, spraying me with sugar. “Put them in the back seat if you don’t have any self-control.”

She shifted the SUV into gear and followed the mechanical GPS voice’s instructions to get back onto the road. We weren’t far from the scene of the supposed crime now. We just had to drive a few miles into endless suburbia, find 7245 Cherry Tree Lane, and talk to the resident to make sure there was nobody dead inside. Easy.

I stuck the boxes on the floor behind me. “Why’d you buy two dozen donuts if you’re not eating them or sharing?”

“I didn’t say I’m not sharing them. I’m just not sharing them with you.”

“Love you too,” I muttered, opening the case file to review it one more time.

We had received the anonymous tip that morning. The woman had claimed to hear a disturbance at 7245 Cherry Tree Lane around three in the morning, and said she “just knew” that it was a murder.

When she’d been asked how she “knew,” she’d changed her story, claiming that she’d seen a body through the window. She also said that it had definitely been a murder by a demon, although she mysteriously didn’t know what kind.

And then she’d hung up.

We’d gotten three other tips like that in the past month. Always on the weekend, always vague, always resulting in a very grumpy Agent Suzy Takeuchi on the scene. She’d been on call the entire month, so every single one had landed on her desk.

This one was obviously fake, too, but Suzy had asked me to suffer with her this time. I didn’t have to go. I wasn’t on call. But I’m useless against a woman asking for my help, even at four in the morning on a Saturday, and Suzy knows it.

Luckily, crank calls aren’t very common. When you work for a secret government agency that doesn’t officially exist, your phone number doesn’t get publicized, either.

When it does happen, it’s usually bored, sex-drunk incubi who want to giggle over all our black SUVs rolling out to the middle of nowhere. Thanks, guys. Real funny.

Man, those donuts smelled good.

“They’re an investment,” Suzy said, finally swallowing the rest of her sugar-bombed breakfast. “You don’t like waking up early on Saturdays, do you?”

“I love waking up early on Saturdays. I love having a whole long weekend to myself so I can brew potions and lift weights and not wear these stupid black suits.” And read The Great Hunt again. I hated being interrupted at the good part.

“But you don’t love going into work on Saturdays. Nobody loves going in to work on Saturdays. Wouldn’t it be nice if someone else had to do that?”

“Someone usually does,” I muttered. I’d been on call the month before Suzy and I hadn’t had to deal with any pranksters.

“The donuts are for dispatch,” Suzy said. “Next weekend, when some asshole calls in a dud, dispatch is going to look at who’s on call. They’re going to see my name on top with Aniruddha as my secondary if they can’t reach me. And then they’re going to say, ‘What, wake up Suzy? That nice agent who brought us frosted donuts? No, I’m going to call the other guy.’”

“Or they’re going to say, ‘Wow, we should wake up Suzy, she brings us donuts on the early mornings,’” I said. “And then, when you return without donuts, they’ll realize you were making empty gestures in a cold attempt to toy with their emotions.”

She shot me a sideways look. “That’s not how it works.”

“You’ll find out next weekend, won’t you?”

The neighborhood slowly turned from gas stations and convenience stores into houses. A few had barred windows, but this was still a pretty nice part of town. No graffiti on the signs, cars that were less than ten years old. Not somewhere I’d expect a murder to happen.

According to the GPS, Cherry Tree Lane was still a few miles away. I reopened the OPA witch’s manual to take another shot at reading an incredibly boring chapter on herbal quality regulations.

I didn’t care about herbal quality regulations. I didn’t care about the spells that aspides needed to know, either. An aspis was a witch bound to a kopis—a demon hunter—to act as his magical shield, protecting him from the mental powers of demons and strengthening him in battle. I’d never planned on becoming such a thing. That wasn’t my life. I was a former detective, not a fighter.

But then I had gotten into trouble with the OPA. The only way to get out of it had been to agree to become Director Fritz Friederling’s aspis.

Now I was taking the aspis approval test in a couple of days, and I needed to know everything in this stupid, boring manual if I wanted to keep my job. Possibly my life. With the OPA, it was hard to tell how serious they were about any given situation.

Secret government organizations are exempt from a lot of labor laws. You know, like the ones that say, “Don’t kill your employees for insubordination.”

I’d been struggling to study for weeks, but skimming the manual made me feel like I was going to pass out. Great sleep aid. I wished I’d thought to bring energy potions with me when I’d met Suzy that morning.

“You know, I’m pretty sure Malati in dispatch has a crush on me,” I said, putting my finger on the page so I wouldn’t lose my spot.

“Her and every administrative assistant in the department,” Suzy said, rolling her eyes.

“I could talk to her about your position on the on-call list…if only I weren’t so hungry.”

“Don’t be such a baby.”

“Don’t be stingy with the Dunkin,” I said.

“Fine. Eat one. It’ll go straight to your ass.”

“You’ll be the first to notice, I bet.” I grinned at Suzy as I reached back for a jelly-filled donut. I couldn’t quite reach with my seatbelt on—it had locked into place. I untethered myself and reached again.

She slammed on the brakes.

My shoulder smacked into the dashboard, sending the case file and manual flying. “Hey!”

Suzy gave me a look of wide-eyed innocence. “Oops. I almost missed the house. We’re here!”

Muttering to myself, I scooped up the papers, opened my door, and tossed the folder onto my empty seat. I was pretty sure my shoulder was going to bruise.

Cherry Tree Lane was even nicer than the rest of the neighborhood. We’re talking the kind of lawns that look like they’re maintained by gardeners, not neighborhood kids. There wasn’t a barred window in sight.

The residents looked to be fairly old: no sign of toys scattered across the driveways, lots of tacky lawn angels among the begonias, ramps for the disabled built up to the patios.

“Quiet here,” Suzy remarked, checking her gun as she rounded the car to my side. She used to carry a Glock, but she’d switched to a Beretta after her last sidearm ended up getting her falsely accused of murder. Guess she’d held a grudge against the gun.

“Bet the squealing tires woke up all the nice old people when you hit the brakes,” I said.

“Poor fuckers, getting disturbed when they try to sleep in on a Saturday.” She tossed a slender leather wallet at me. “You left this on your desk.”

It was a fake FBI badge that looked as good as the real thing. Probably made by the same vendor. The OPA and the FBI are both government organizations, after all.

I bet FBI agents don’t have to worry about their bosses killing them if they fail to pass a certification test, though.

The badge had my name, Cèsar Hawke, and it said I was a special agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Not sure what made their agents so special, but there you go. I grimaced at the bad picture and jammed it in my pocket. “I’ll let you talk to the homeowner,” I said. “Go ahead, ring the doorbell. Wake up the poor old people.”

Suzy hopped up the stairs. “My pleasure.” I hung behind her as she pushed the button, keeping an eye on the street surrounding us.

It felt like someone was watching us even though the street was empty. It was a nice morning, already about sixty degrees, with bright blue skies. If there were old people in the neighborhood, it was already well past time for front yard puttering.

But the street was silent, the curtains were all drawn, and it still felt like someone was watching.

“Been studying for your test?” Suzy asked as we waited. She must have noticed me reading the manual.

“Unfortunately,” I said.

“But you’ve already memorized it all, right? Your test is on Tuesday.”

I’d been trying to memorize it, but I hadn’t even gotten through the whole thing. A million-page epic fantasy series was easier to read for the seventh time than the hundred pages of The Guidelines for Union-Affiliated Aspides.

“The test will be a breeze.” I didn’t look at her as I said it.

Suzy hit the doorbell again. “You’re so full of shit.”

“How hard can the test be? I’ve already been a witch my whole life. I should already know everything I need to be an aspis.”

Suzy snorted. “Keep telling yourself that. Where are these assholes?” She pounded on the door. Considering her fist was about a quarter the size of mine, she sure could make a ruckus. It should have been loud enough to wake up everyone within a three-block radius.

Even so, nobody poked their heads out of their houses to see what was going on. The street was still totally quiet.

My sense of unease was growing, and it had nothing to do with pre-test nerves.

“Have I mentioned that crank calls are my least favorite part of the job?” I asked, trying to peer through the curtains by the front door. They were printed with a pattern of ugly kittens and impossible to see through. “Bet this tip sent us to an abandoned house.”

Suzy just grunted in agreement.

Abandoned house or not, someone should have been trying to figure out what an SUV with government plates was doing on the street by now.

“See if you can find an open window,” Suzy said. “I’ll verify the address with dispatch.”

I stepped around the rose bushes and spotted one of those little bathroom windows high on the wall. Those never had curtains. Perfect for looking into the house.

Bracing my foot against the garden fence, I lifted myself up to peer down at the bathroom.

It looked a heck of a lot like my Abuelita’s old bathroom. Floral print everything. Safety bars by the toilet and shower. Extra TP rolls kept on a wooden dowel decorated with hand-painted cats.

The bathroom door was open so that I could see into the hallway beyond. The carpet was black.

My stomach twisted. I dropped into the bushes again to catch my breath. It was suddenly a lot harder to breathe.

Old people didn’t have black carpet.

Then I lifted myself up again for a second look, wedging my fingers in the window’s crack so that I could force it open. The change in air pressure wafted the scents of the house out at me—tobacco, mothball, and pennies.

Lots of pennies.

The carpet definitely wasn’t black. It was wet.

I tromped through the bushes, opened the side gate, and let myself into the back yard.

There was an open window behind the homeowner’s green trashcan, giving me a perfect view of the hallway beyond the bathroom. I didn’t have to guess at what could have left the carpet soaking wet now. I could see everything perfectly.

The bloody footprints. The smeared handprints on the wall. The mutilated body in the kitchen.

Okay. So I take it back.

Responding to crank calls is my second least favorite part of the job.

















CHAPTER TWO




YOU AND I LIVE in totally different worlds and you don’t even know it.

There’s the world that everyone sees—the world that everyone considers to be real. That’s the world that you live in. It’s boring and mundane. Magic doesn’t exist. The greatest dangers are having a heart attack after eating too many Big Macs or forgetting your wallet on the bus.

The world I live in? It’s a lot more dangerous.

Unfortunately, it’s also real. And just because you don’t see what’s happening in my world doesn’t mean that it can’t kill you.

Everybody is caught in a hidden war between the forces of good and evil. Even you. And for now, evil is winning. It lurks in the dark corners of hospitals, preying on the weak. It owns businesses in your hometown and skips out on state taxes. Evil watches you through your window as you prepare to sleep in perceived safety.

My job is making sure you never need to know that this kind of evil exists.

I’m Agent Cèsar Hawke. I used to be a private investigator, but these days, I roll with the Office of Preternatural Affairs—also known as the OPA. We handle everything magical or not-human that makes life dangerous for ordinary folks.

That means bad witches most of the time. Sometimes that means demons. Yeah, like the things that come from Hell.

It used to be that I only handled witches with the Magical Violations Department. That’s my specialty. But Suzy and I got enlisted in a special team led by Director Fritz Friederling, my future kopis, and now we investigate internal affairs. We investigate everything else, too.

If trouble doesn’t fit into one of the usual boxes, we’re on top of it.

We’re the men in black, armed with magical potions, pentacles, and handguns. Conspiracy theorists hate us. Nobody else knows we exist.

That’s the way we like it, and we plan to keep it that way.







Pretty amazing how quickly the somnolent little neighborhood came to life once all of the OPA homicide investigators showed up.

We’d cordoned off the yard with yellow tape so that the gawkers couldn’t interfere. And there sure were a lot of gawkers from the neighboring houses, all of them as old as I suspected. Made me uncomfortable to think that they were all looking at me, seeing my face. I preferred being a spook.

Fortunately, they wouldn’t remember anything once they signed our enchanted witness statements. Not my face, not the murder, and none of our staff or equipment.

That touch of magic was almost as impressive as how quickly Suzy’s donuts had vanished.

I lifted the lid to find that they were all gone, including the glazed one with the raspberry filling that I’d been eyeballing. There was nothing left but crumbs and a few stray sprinkles.

“Really?” I muttered, shooting suspicious glances at the rest of the staff on site.

The forensics team had shown up in black vans with government plates to match our black SUVs. We’d also gotten a Union unit on site in case there was anything dangerous in the house. They’re like the military wing of the OPA, and they get involved anytime someone needs to be shot at.

We’d quickly discovered that nothing was lurking in 7245 Cherry Tree Lane, though. Now the whole Union unit was milling around in the front yard, smoking cigarettes, violating regulations left and right.

I was willing to bet one of those assholes ate my donut.

To be fair, after seeing all that blood, I wasn’t sure I’d have been able to stomach the red-colored jelly anyway.

“Anything left?”

I turned to see Harding, the unit’s witch, hovering hopefully behind me. He was a skinny black guy with a goatee and white tattoos encircling his wrists.

“Only the tragic scent of a donut graveyard and deep regrets,” I said, stepping aside so that he could peer into the back of the SUV, where Suzy had set out the Dunkin boxes.

“Darn,” Harding said. “I never get to the good snacks in time.”

Maybe the gluttons had been the forensics team after all.

“Sorry, man.” I gave him a sideways look. “You’re with the Union. You deal with demon murders all the time, right?”

“Sure.” He wetted a finger with his tongue, stuck it in the corner of the box, and then sucked the sugar off of his skin.

“Any guesses what breed of nasty killed this guy?”

“Could be anything. This is Los Angeles, after all. Helltown’s only fifteen miles that way.” Harding flapped a hand vaguely toward the south. “I’d bet our killer is already gone and we’ll never figure out what did it or why. Big damn waste of time.”

With another longing gaze at the empty donut box, he ambled back to his team.

Harding approached one of the men smoking on the lawn. The two of them were indistinguishable from the others in the unit. Black polo shirts, black utility pants, black combat boots. But something about the way they moved was different. Like they were two hands from the same body.

I was willing to bet anything that those guys were bound as kopis and aspis. The Union made sure to attach a witch to every demon hunter right after training; kopides were way too vulnerable to demon powers without a magical bodyguard.

The OPA was different. We mostly employed witches, and few of us were assigned to kopides.

But I was going to have to become the same kind of bodyguard as Harding in just a few days. It would be a permanent relationship, seeing as how the bond was unbreakable.

I’d be like that with Director Friederling once we were bound: two halves of a whole.

The idea was seriously creepy.

“You done moping around yet?” Suzy called to me from the doorway. She was holding half of an apple fritter in one bare hand. The other hand was gloved in blue and stained with blood. Not only had she gotten one of the last donuts, but the crime scene hadn’t made her lose her appetite. I wasn’t sure if I admired or hated her.

“I’m not moping,” I said, stepping around the crime scene photographer as he emerged from the house.

“Fine. Done being a big sissy about blood yet?”

Giving me shit was Suzy’s hobby. Usually, it was kind of funny. Today, I was not amused. Someone had died in that house just a few hours earlier. They’d been murdered messily. Painfully. And the killer was still out there.

Yeah, I definitely was not in the mood for bullshit.

“What’s your problem?” I snapped.

“Put on gloves and I’ll show you.” She stuck the rest of the fritter in her mouth and headed back inside.

They’d set a box of rubber gloves and plastic shoe covers on the table just inside the front door. I plucked two latex-free gloves out of the box so that I could handle the resident’s mutilated cadaver.

I didn’t put on the shoe covers.

It’s never a good sign when they want you to don plastic booties for a crime scene. That means there’s a good chance you’ll ruin your shoes if you don’t. And that means sloshing around in blood and whatever else the victim might have spilled.

Suzy was right about one thing. I don’t like blood. Don’t have to be a sissy to dislike blood, okay? But the sight of the booties alone was making my stomach twist.

I went in without them.

First thing I noticed was that the clock in the entryway had stopped at three thirty-seven that morning. It was one of those big round clocks with a different picture at each hour, and in this particular case, it pictured various kitten breeds. It didn’t have a power cord, so its batteries must have died.

I stepped into the living room. The clock on the side table had stopped at three thirty-seven, too.

“Did you notice the clocks?” I asked Suzy.

She snapped a second glove onto her bare hand. “Yeah. Apparently the power got knocked out for all the houses in about a half-mile radius.”

“These clocks are running on batteries.”

“Demons.” Suzy shrugged, like that was explanation enough.

The living room was trashed and the forensics team worked at tagging everything: the shattered TV, the couch vomiting its upholstered guts from a slash in the back, a dent in the drywall, a curtain that had been ripped down, the spilled ash tray.

I stood back to study it, trying to form a timeline of the struggle in my mind.

Entry to the house hadn’t been forced, so the fight hadn’t started near the front door.

It had started near the TV.

The resident had been surprised from behind. He’d been knocked into the entertainment system—that dent in the LCD panel was probably from his head—and then he’d pulled the TV down on top of him when he fell. But he’d recovered fast. He’d gotten out from under the mess to fight back.

The attacking demon had had a knife, though, and the victim had been unarmed.

So he’d tried to run. He’d jumped over the couch—hence the slash in the leather—smeared blood on the walls in the hallway, and made it all the way to the kitchen before succumbing.

That’s where Suzy was waiting for me now, along with a puddle of blood warping the linoleum.

“Meet our victim,” she said.

She was crouching beside the body I’d glimpsed through the window. He’d bled out through a gash severing the arteries in his throat, giving him that stereotypical second grin.

His face was bloody from the nose down—mostly because his nose and lips had been cut off—but his closed eyes were clear. It took me a second to get past the hamburger on the bottom half of his face to realize that this wasn’t an old man. No crow’s feet, no bags under the eyes, no wrinkled forehead.

“This doesn’t look like the guy who should live here,” I said.

“That’s because he didn’t.” Suzy flipped his wallet open. “Jay Brandon. Thirty-three years old, lives all the way out of town in Lone Pine. Seems he was visiting his mom.”

“Where’s his mom?”

“Luckily for her, not here. We haven’t found her yet.”

I took a second look at Jay Brandon, trying to see past the blood. Trying not to think of him as a human being who had just been alive hours earlier. Someone who had hobbies, friends, and a job. I wondered if he’d ever read the Wheel of Time series and then tried not to think about that, either.

He was a victim. He was my job.

Just another case.

The nose had been cut off cleanly. Sharp knife. Same knife that had gutted the sofa and cut his throat open. Same knife that had removed his lips.

His lips. Jesus.

“Why are his teeth…?” I couldn’t finish the sentence. It looked like someone had tried to punch them into dust.

“I don’t think it was because he was struggling,” Suzy said, digging her fingers into his mouth and pulling the jaw down. “It seems to have been part of the mutilation. See this?”

I didn’t see it. The kitchen was hot, the walls were close, and everything seemed to be spinning.

She kept talking. “The missing teeth are in his mouth, so this was done while he was lying here. But this isn’t where he was killed. That was done in the hallway.”

“The hallway?”

“Hung him from a rafter by his feet while cutting his throat. That’s how most of the blood ended up all over there…” Suzy waved at the blood-soaked carpet. “And then in here, once the perpetrator dragged him into the kitchen. Probably after he was dead.”

He’d been bled out like a pig. A kosher pig.

“You okay?” asked one of the forensic guys who had been taking a sample of blood from the counter. “You don’t look good, Agent Hawke.”

“I think he’s going to yark.” That was from Janet, the vulture of a woman who led the forensics team. She had a smear of chocolate on her bottom lip. Definitely one of the ones who had eaten the donuts. But now that chocolate glaze looked like blood to me.

This was probably Suzy’s cue to jump in and help tease me, so I didn’t look at her. I tried to look at the body, focus on the job, think of him as just part of the case.

Suzy still had her fingers in his mouth. I glimpsed the white shine of shattered teeth in the back of his throat.

And that was when I finally lost it.







I didn’t throw up. Okay? I’m bad, but I’m not that bad.

I did, however, spend about two minutes hovering over a toilet with a padded pink seat while the donuts I didn’t eat strongly contemplated visiting the porcelain gods. Probably a good thing I’d only managed to get one poultice in my gut before leaving the apartment that morning.

Jesus, the bathroom smelled like old people. Foot creams and shit. That didn’t help.

What did help was the idea of the forensics team in the kitchen just down the hall, waiting to hear if I barfed on a crime scene. They’d never let me hear the end of it if I did.

So I swallowed down the bile, splashed some water on my face, and loosened my tie.

No vomiting.

I’d been in such a hurry to get to the bathroom without splashing in blood-drenched carpet that I hadn’t remembered to close the door. Behind my reflection, I could see Suzy leaning against the doorway, arms folded and eyebrows lifted.

“Go ahead,” I said, sipping water out of the palm of my ungloved hand. “Say it. I know you want to.” I splashed the rest of the water on my hair. It wasn’t that it was an unusually hot day for Los Angeles, especially not this early in the morning, but panic messes with a guy.

Suzy rolled her eyes. “Come here, Hawke.” She straightened my tie and tightened it once more. “You good?”

“I told Fritz that I don’t do bodies when he offered me the job,” I said.

“Yeah. I remember that.”

“Nothing’s changed. I still don’t do bodies. Missing persons, sure. Witches abusing power, heck yeah. Demons supplying infernal bongs to college students—I’d do that again. It was hilarious. But murders? I draw the line at murders.”

“I know,” Suzy said.

She wasn’t giving me a hard time. I wondered if she was sick.

“Are you good?” I asked.

“This guy wasn’t just killed. He was mutilated.” She said it matter-of-factly. Suzy wasn’t bothered by dead guys at all. “Director Friederling called to tell me we’ve been assigned to this case, but there might be someone outside the organization who could find answers a hell of a lot faster. Save us some work, you know. And help us catch the killer before he kills again.”

I looked at her blankly. “Like…the LAPD?”

“Like…some kind of consultant.” Suzy gave me an expectant look.

“Oh,” I said. “You mean her.” I didn’t say her name, not when we had a house filled with personnel who weren’t supposed to know that she existed.

“That won’t be a problem, will it?”

“Kind of. I haven’t really spoken to her since we got back from Reno. I’ve been busy.”

“Oh yeah?” That information seemed to perk Suzy up for some reason.

“I don’t even know where to find her.”

“Guess it’s time to look her up again. You’ll do it, right? You don’t like bodies, I don’t like necrocognitive witches.”

Could I find Isobel Stonecrow? Hell yes I could. I’d found her before, I could do it again. “I’m on it,” I said.

“Great. Get out of here. Track her down. I’ll have the body taken to the morgue, and we can just ask Jay Brandon who killed him.”

















CHAPTER THREE




YOU’D THINK THAT FINDING one of our consultants should be pretty trivial. I’d worked two cases with Isobel Stonecrow now, taken her on a road trip with my team to Reno, and I’d even taught her a thing or two about magic.

We were kinda coworkers. I hoped that we were also friends. It should have been as easy as picking up a phone and making a call.

But Isobel didn’t do well with phone numbers. Or being tracked, for that matter.

Which meant that finding her always required a little investigation of its own.

“Working overtime?” Aniruddha asked, stopping beside my desk. His coffee mug said “Don’t Look at Me, I Just Cast the Magic” and was roughly the size of a bathtub. And that was his weekend cup. His mug was more like an Olympic pool during the week.

Talk about a guy who can’t get enough of work.

I minimized the window I’d been looking at and swiveled in my chair to face him. “Some cases just don’t have the courtesy to stick to office hours.”

“Were you looking at Craigslist?”

“No,” I said, by which I meant, Yes, now go away.

His lips curled into a smile. “I heard you tossed your cookies all over a dead body today.”

It had only been three hours since I left the Brandon house and rumors were already getting around. Again, on a Saturday. It seemed like the need to get a life was growing pretty desperate around the OPA offices.

“No idea where you heard that,” I said. “Hey, are you working on the crank calls?”

“Agent Gonzales was doing some research on that,” Aniruddha said.

“Then what are you doing here on a Saturday?”

He shot me a mind-your-business look over the rim of his coffee tub. His expression was less than intimidating with the broomstick-riding cartoon witch painted under the snarky text. “Well, look at the time. Seems I have to get to a phone meeting.” He hadn’t even checked his watch.

But hey, Aniruddha was gone, and I opened Craigslist again feeling just a few degrees more dispirited.

I’d been using the website to keep tabs on Isobel over the past few weeks, even though we weren’t talking. She never posted her ads in the same section twice. I’d found her posting in the farm and livestock section once, which was just about the last place I’d ever think to look for a necrocognitive.

She wasn’t in the farm section today, or community services, or anywhere else on the Los Angeles site. I actually found her posting on the San Francisco boards this time. In the women-for-men personals section.

“Home of diseased escorts and death witches,” I muttered.

Her advertisement just said, “Lost a beloved family member or friend? Have unfinished business? Call me to find peace.” And then a phone number I didn’t recognize. No other contact information.

Don’t ask me how she ever managed to get any business with vaguely worded messages like that, but I know that she did pretty well for herself. We’d only crossed paths because Fritz had hired her to talk to his late wife in the first place. Or maybe she’d been talking to his grandfather. They kept changing the story on me, and I didn’t know which one was true.

I peered over the walls of the cubicle farm to make sure Aniruddha was nowhere in sight. Then I called the number on the ad.

A woman picked up on the third ring.

“Hello?” Her voice was musical and pleasant. Not the way I’d expected husky, melodramatic Isobel to sound on the phone.

“Izzy?” I ventured.

“Who’s Izzy? Oh. Isobel. No. I mean, yes!” The girl’s voice dropped to a mysterious undertone. “You’ve reached the shaman named Isobel Stonecrow. How may we lay your troubles to rest?”

I glanced at the computer monitor to make sure that I’d called the right number. “Uh…who are you?”

“I’m blessed to be in training with the shaman.”

Jesus, Isobel. She’d picked up a fucking intern. “Look, can I just talk to Isobel? Tell her it’s Cèsar.”

“We don’t interrupt the mystical vibrations surrounding Shaman Stonecrow until the appropriate phase of the moon. Phone calls are incredibly disruptive to her gods-granted powers. But I’d be happy to take a message for you.”

What bullshit. Isobel was about as attuned to the phase of the moon as my desktop computer.

My magic was pretty traditional, hooked into the Earth and sky and seasons. It was summer—bad time to brew strength potions. The moon was waning, too, which meant I hadn’t been able to replenish my supplies in over a week. I knew moon cycles. It was a big part of my witchcraft.

Isobel had no clue what the moon did to magic. Her talent was more like a psychic power. It was definitely not gods-granted and did not require meditation.

She didn’t need anything to raise the dead but a dead body.

I couldn’t tell if Ms. Perky knew any of that or was just feeding me a line, so I said, “Just tell Isobel that it’s Cèsar.”

A long pause. “I don’t know where she is.”

“She’s missing?” I couldn’t keep the hard edge out of my voice.

“No, on the road to meet a client. I couldn’t leave town for this one. I’d miss too many classes.” Ms. Perky had turned to Ms. Sulky just like that. “I don’t know where she arranged to meet this guy.”

“But she’s on the road. So she’s really in San Francisco?”

“I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t be talking to you,” she said.

Fuck me. “No, wait—”

“Don’t call me back. I’ll have the shaman call you.”

The phone was already shuffling, making those telltale “I’m going to hang up on you” noises. I raised my voice, as if that would help. “It’s urgent that she—”

And the line went dead.







San Francisco was a good seven hours north of the OPA offices in Los Angeles, and there was no way my beater of a Camry was going to make the trip. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d changed the oil. My windshield was more cracks than glass. The tires were so bald that Mr. Clean would have been envious to see them.

Working for the government isn’t a rich or glamorous lifestyle, but hey, at least I had great health benefits. Who needs a sexy car when you’ve got sexy teeth?

I abandoned my car in the parking lot and requested use of one of the company SUVs from the motor pool instead. Apparently, they also had people on staff this weekend. My request was approved immediately.

Grabbing the case file, I headed down to the garage.

Seven hours of driving on three hours of sleep. It was going to suck, but at least Isobel would be waiting somewhere at the end. One of the last times I’d seen her, she’d left me with a pretty memorable kiss and the promise of a lot more than that to come.

Considering I hadn’t heard from her for months, I was dealing with some pretty mixed signals here. Searing kisses followed by chilly silence.

I never would have wished for an excuse to talk to Isobel—especially since the only good excuse was someone dying—but since I had one, I was going to take advantage of it.

The thought carried me down three flights of stairs, across the bridge to the parking garage, and down a few more floors.

Where a cherry-red Bugatti was waiting for me.

The driver’s side window rolled down and Director Fritz Friederling peered at me over the frames of his sunglasses. “I intercepted your request for a car. Need a ride?”

Checking my watch, I found that it was still, in fact, Saturday the fourteenth, just after lunchtime. I could tell the date because of the fancy-ass timepiece that Fritz had given me for my birthday two weeks earlier. It had the moon phase and everything.

There definitely hadn’t been a time warp back to Friday or ahead to Monday.

“Does everyone here work on Saturdays?” I asked.

“Just the lucky ones. Get in.” The doors clicked as they unlocked.

“I’m headed on a research trip,” I said. “You probably don’t want to come along.” Normally, I would have been happy to see him. Fritz and I had been swapping movie recommendations. I’d introduced him to anime; he’d gotten me started on silent movies, and now I was hooked on Buster Keaton.

But anytime I was hoping to see Isobel was a time that I was also hoping not to run into Fritz.

He didn’t look impressed by my attempt to divert him. “Now, Agent Hawke.”

I slipped into the passenger seat and was hugged by cool leather. The dashboard looked like it belonged on an alien spacecraft, although the effect was kind of blown by the cacophony of nineties music coming from the speakers.

He might have been my boss, but I still couldn’t help but give him a Look. The kind of Look that said, “You’re a billionaire with a passion for silent movies and aggressive stock investments, yet you listen to jock jams in the car?”

He gave me a responding Look that was like, “Don’t forget that I gave you this job and saved your life. I can listen to whatever I want.”

And my Look was conciliatory, because he was right.

Kind of a dick move to go all judgmental on someone who’d done as much for me as Fritz had.

We have really meaningful Looks.

Fritz pushed his sunglasses back up and put the car into gear. The silent conversation was over. “You were going to look for the necrocog, weren’t you?”

“So you’ve been talking to Suzy.”

“She wanted permission to restrict forensics access to the victim until Belle got a look at him.”

“Belle” was what Fritz called Isobel. Obviously. Because endearing nicknames between an OPA director and his secret contractor were normal. Maybe they were when that director and contractor used to date, and the contractor had refused the director’s marriage proposal yet continued to work for him anyway.

Like I said, totally normal.

Also a pretty compelling reason not to take Fritz to San Francisco with me. Talk about a cockblock.

But it seemed like I wasn’t the one taking Fritz anywhere. He was taking me. He slipped through Los Angeles traffic with all the caution of a guy whose team of lawyers can make speeding tickets vanish as easily as fanning away a fart.

Did I mention that Fritz is rich? He is “holy fuck” levels of rich. He hadn’t bought his spaceship of a sports sedan on a government paycheck. More like a legacy of mining money and smart investments. He earns more breathing in his sleep than I will in my lifetime.

He also wasn’t driving northward.

“This isn’t the right way,” I said.

“I’m taking you to the morgue to meet Suzy.”

“We’ve got a morgue on the OPA campus.”

“I didn’t want to catch Isobel on the security cameras,” Fritz said. “We’ve borrowed a funeral home and sent the body on a detour. After I drop you off, I’ll pick up Belle and bring her back with me.”

“But she’s missing—possibly somewhere in the Bay Area. I was going to get to San Francisco and then cast a tracking spell.”

“I know where she is. I’ve already warned her I’m coming,” Fritz said.

Right. He was a former client. Of course he could contact her.

Annoyance pricked at me. Why did he get her direct line while I had to deal with Craigslist and breathy interns?

At least I wasn’t going to have to listen to jock jams all the way to San Francisco.

















CHAPTER FOUR




JAY BRANDON’S BODY LOOKED so much worse in the sterile lighting of the morgue.

We had borrowed the Golden Fields Funeral Home for this conversation because it was conveniently close to the OPA campus—just about two blocks west. They had great lighting in their embalming room. I could see every little detail of Jay Brandon’s severed nose and lips, not to mention all the other damage.

The cutting hadn’t been limited to his face and nose; the murderer had also cut his heart out of his chest by going under the ribs, too.

Demons are creative bastards.

The room itself was decorated with white and red tile on the walls and stainless steel everything. The vibrant, high-contrast colors kind of made me think of the way a fifties diner might be decorated, which made me think of burgers and fries, which made me feel pretty sick.

Greasy food was not a pleasant thought while staring at a mutilated body.

I forced myself to look away from him. The alternatives weren’t much better. Jars of embalming fluid were lined up along the tiled walls right next to the pump that filled the veins of cadavers with plastic junk to make them look slightly less dead.

The fluids were just as bright as the walls themselves. Some were purple, others were pink-tinted, one was clear, and the most disturbing of them was a sort of bodily fluid-reminiscent orange. All the colors together made me think of a soda fountain.

I really needed to stop thinking about food around the victim.

“Poor bastard,” Suzy muttered, pulling on a pair of fresh gloves. “What a way to go.”

“How did he…uh…go?” I asked. I was pretty certain that I didn’t want to know the answer to that question, but it seemed like the thing to ask. “Was it the heart or the…” I pointed at my own throat to indicate the slit under his chin.

“Cause of death was definitely the throat injury. But they verified that all of the mutilation was inflicted before he died—including the removal of the heart. It must have gone fast.” She grimaced. “I swept the scene for spell residue and found nothing. Whatever happened on Cherry Tree Lane was violent, but not magicked.”

“Damn,” I said.

“I know. Poor guy.”

Being killed without magic was far worse than the alternative. Ritual sacrifice was often so intoxicating to the victim that they didn’t feel anything. At other times, the witches responsible would drug the lucky sacrificee so that they wouldn’t be able to fight back.

At least, that was what the handbook for aspides said about ritual sacrifice.

Yes, the test I was studying for apparently had questions about magical murder. Fun.

“No magic narrows down our list of possible perpetrators, though,” I said.

Suzy snorted. “Sure. Instead of being one of the thousands of witches within Los Angeles city limits, it’s one of the thousands of demons. Now we just have to find which one.”

A knocking at the door. It swung open and Director Fritz Friederling stepped in. “She’s here.”

Isobel Stonecrow entered behind him.

If the morgue was a fifties diner, Isobel was the pinup model on the chef’s calendar in the kitchen. The most morbid pinup girl I’d ever seen.

Her glossy brown hair was twisted up into a half-up, half-down style held in place by clips of animal bone. Judging by the fact that she was wearing Fritz’s suit jacket over a loincloth of coyote fur, she was probably topless underneath—her idea of what a death shaman should wear.

Fritz had pulled her off the job to help us out.

When she stepped into the room, the jacket gapped a few inches, letting me glimpse her beaded necklaces and the curve of breasts underneath.

Yep, topless.

There’s something about hips like hers that render me stupid. Doesn’t matter that I’ve seen her a few dozen times by now. The amount of meat on this woman is always shocking in the most pleasant way possible, and it redirects all my blood flow from the brain in my skull to the less useful brain below the belt. Add in a glimpse of her breasts…

It was a good thing I had Suzy to do all the thinking about the case, because I was going to be pretty useless around her.

“Hello,” Isobel said to Suzy, all cool courtesy. Her tone heated when she addressed me. “And to you, too, Cèsar.”

Somehow I managed to say, “Hey.” Articulate as ever.

Cèsar Hawke: ladies’ man, melter of loins, consummate poet.

I caught Suzy rolling her eyes when she thought my back was turned.

“Who is this guy?” Isobel’s eyes roved over the body, lingering on his facial wounds, the gaping hole under his ribs. Then she fixed her gaze on the floor, eyebrows knitted.

Unlike Suzy, she wasn’t comfortable with the mutilation. She usually worked with cadavers that were six feet deep. She didn’t have to see the blood and bone.

Must have sucked to be a death witch who wasn’t comfortable around the dead.

“His name is Jay Brandon,” I said. “We found him in—”

“Why don’t you tell us?” Suzy interrupted. “You’re the necrocognitive.”

Isobel frowned. “I need his name to summon him, at least.”

“And now you’ve got it.”

“Cool it, Agent Takeuchi.” Fritz’s BlackBerry buzzed in his pocket. He checked the screen and then went for the door. “We don’t have the funeral home for long. Make this fast, Belle.” He slipped into the hallway to answer his phone call.

“Need anything?” I asked Isobel. “Latex gloves? Drink of water? Actual clothing?”

She didn’t seem to hear me. She was staring at his empty chest, the hard lines of muscle smeared with blood, the concave plane of his stomach.

Suzy stepped back next to me, leaning on the counter at my side.

“Here we go,” she said with a smirk.

I felt the magic rising a heartbeat later. It filled the room like an invisible tide, climbing up my thighs, clutching my chest in its grip until it became hard to breathe. The back of my throat itched.

Isobel stretched her hands over the body, palms down and fingers spread. Most witches needed a ritual in order to build power for their craft. Not Isobel. She didn’t need circles, chanting, or herbs. All she needed was a name.

“Jay Brandon,” Isobel intoned, “rise up and speak to me.”

Magic surged. I sneezed into my sleeve.

Suzy was already holding a tissue up for me.

“Thanks.” Blowing my nose didn’t stop the itching. I’d always been kind of allergic to magic, but it wasn’t because of anything in my sinuses. It was an uncontrollable reflex.

Great quirk for a witch to have.

The tension reached its apex, and I gripped the counter behind me hard to keep standing. My head was spinning. I couldn’t seem to inhale anymore—my lungs felt like they were filled with fluid.

But just as my vision began to darken, the energy eased. Instead of passing out, I sneezed again.

Twice.

“Come on, Jay,” Isobel said. “Come here.”

Silver mist lifted from the cadaver’s dull skin. What looked like a ghost sat up from Jay Brandon’s body, marked by none of the wounds that had killed him. He also had no clothes, no hair, no real focus in his eyes. He looked like a creepy adult-fetus-ghost-thing.

But it wasn’t really a ghost. It was only an imprint of who Jay had been, a memory brought to life by the energy that remained postmortem. But it could talk and think like Jay, and that was what mattered.

“Hello, Jay,” Suzy said pleasantly. “How are you doing?”

I wiped my watering eyes clear in time to see his semi-transparent head swivel toward her. His face was intact. His nose was hooked, his lips kind of thick for a dude. I pulled my Steno pad from the inside pocket of my jacket, flipped it open to the first blank page, and started sketching.

When the victim responded, it was through Isobel’s lips. His mouth moved but she did all the talking.

“I’m good,” Isobel said softly. Jay’s ghostly image threw his legs over the side of the table and dropped to the floor. “Thanks for asking.”

Standing, the victim was about an inch shorter than me, and a pretty skinny guy. Well-built, though. What we called “otter mode” at the gym. The kind of guy who got all his exercise from swimming, jogging, and other hard cardio.

“Tell us what happened to you,” I said.

“Are you talking about what happened at the Saint Benjamin Soup Kitchen?” Jay asked through Isobel’s mouth. “Because I already told the cops I didn’t want to press charges. The whole point of volunteering is working with indigents, and sometimes they get a little rough. That’s how it goes.”

I stopped sketching long enough to write the name down: “Saint Benjamin Soup Kitchen.” I’d never heard of it. Then again, I barely had enough free time to keep up on all the shows I recorded on my DVR, much less feed the homeless.

“What do you remember from this morning at your mother’s house?” Suzy asked.

“I was watering her plants,” he said.

We waited for him to continue speaking, but that was it. He’d been watering her plants. “And then?” Suzy prompted.

“I took a nap on her couch.”

Suzy stepped up to the misty version of Jay Brandon, who didn’t seem to notice his own body a few inches behind him. “Okay. When did you get to LA, Jay?”

“Thursday night.”

“Did you drive? Fly? What?”

“I drove,” he said. “I live up in Lone Pine. Small town. Crummy airport. I always drive.”

“Is it a long drive?”

“Not that bad. It’s a couple of hours. I don’t mind. I like listening to audiobooks in the car.”

I made note of that, too, although it didn’t seem too helpful now. You just never knew which details were going to end up mattering later on. Maybe his murderer targeted him because of his reading preferences.

Then I started sketching his profile. Something about his hooked nose kept pulling my gaze back to it, and it wasn’t the fact that I could see the embalming fluid through his ghostly flesh. It was such a distinctive feature, that nose. If I’d walked past Jay on the street, that’s all I would have noticed about him.

Suzy circled around him. “So you visit your mom a lot?”

“Every couple of weeks, ever since Dad died. I’d move back if I could find a job.”

“What do you do for her while you’re in town?”

“Water her plants,” Jay said. Guess I should make note of that, too. Murderous plants. Revenge of the begonias. I’d handled a demonic possession case involving dick-shaped novelty bongs—I wasn’t going to rule anything out. “I also pull some weeds in the garden, work on her roof, stuff she can’t do. And I take her to do volunteer work at the soup kitchen.”

“We haven’t been able to contact your mother. Is she away this weekend?”

“Oh, yeah. Visiting Uncle Salazar in San Jose. He picked her up yesterday morning, but she’ll be back Monday.” Jay looked troubled. “What’s today?”

“Saturday,” Suzy said. “If you drove down on Thursday, and your mother got picked up yesterday, what did you do last night?”

“Nothing much. Just kinda hung out around her house. She has HBO.”

That caught my attention. “Anything good?” I hadn’t gotten to kick back and watch TV in way too long.

“Reruns of The Sopranos,” Jay and Isobel said. “Pretty good.”

Suzy snort-laughed at me. “Do you have an alibi, Jay? Can anyone verify that you spent last night at your mother’s home?”

Isobel’s eyes focused on Suzy, giving her a look of annoyance through Jay’s chest. “The dead can’t lie. He doesn’t need an alibi. Besides, he’s not suspected of anything, is he?”

“I just want to know if he was alone,” Suzy said patiently. She turned back to Jay. “Were you alone?”

He nodded, and Isobel continued speaking for him. “Aside from a brief visit from Bubba Tanner, who lives down the street. He saw Mom leave and wanted to know where she was going.”

Bubba Tanner. I wrote that down, too.

“So you woke up at your mom’s house this morning,” Suzy prompted. “What did you do first?”

“Used the bathroom.”

“And then?”

“Watered Mom’s plants,” Jay said.

“And?”

“Went back to sleep on the couch.” He smiled, like he was so pleased with himself.

If it hadn’t been for the incredibly obvious fact that he was dead, I would have thought that was the truth. Like Isobel said, he wasn’t capable of lying.

Yet for some reason, Jay Brandon didn’t remember having his nose and lips cut off. He didn’t remember struggling against his assailant as hands slithered through his innards to reach his heart. He didn’t remember being hung up by his ankles, his throat slit, his life gushing onto the floor of his mother’s kitchen.

So much for an easy resolution to the case.

















CHAPTER FIVE




WE STUCK JAY BRANDON in an OPA van and shuttled him two blocks to the campus, where he was supposed to be. I let Suzy take him inside. I’d had enough of morgues for the day.

It felt easier to breathe once I was in the fresh night air, even though it was about ten degrees warmer outside than it had been in Golden Fields Funeral Home. It was good to get away from the formaldehyde. Away from the mangled body. Away from the harsh fluorescent lights and the cloying sense of death.

The night was heavy and restless, though. It felt like the city knew that there was a murderer in its streets.

A sadist like the one that had killed Jay Brandon was an infection in the veins of Los Angeles, and we were the body’s only defense against it. The only thing to keep that killer from striking again.

And we had no clue how to find the murderer responsible.

But I did find Janet from the forensics department smoking by the trash bins. She wore a skirt suit, battered pumps, pantyhose with a run up her right calf. She offered her cigarette to me.

“No thanks,” I said, moving to stand a few feet upwind, where the smell of tobacco wasn’t as overpowering. The smell of rotting trash was stronger but still slightly more appealing. I hadn’t been able to stomach the scent of cigarettes ever since I faced off with a chain-smoking nightmare in Reno.

Cruel mirth danced in her eyes. “Feeling better? Not going to get sick again? I can’t remember the last time I saw someone vomit on a body.”

Most of my coworkers were great. Janet was not one of them.

Had she been one of the guys, I might have snapped at her, told her off. But I never could manage to get real angry with a woman. It wouldn’t have been effective anyway—in an argument with a woman, the woman always comes out on top. It’s a class skill.

“Any thoughts on a killer yet?” I asked.

“That’s your job.” Janet flicked her stubby thumbnail against the butt of the cigarette. Ash showered onto the damp pavement. “We just collect the evidence. You get to figure out what brand of beastie that evidence points toward.”

I opened my mouth to tell her that I didn’t handle demons, that my specialty was witches—but then I shut my mouth again.

My desk was still in the Magical Violations Department, but now that I was working directly under Fritz, my job had become whatever he said it was. Didn’t matter if I didn’t know anything about demons. Tracking down the culprit was, in fact, my job now.

“Okay. Then what’s the evidence look like?” I asked. She looked like she wanted to argue, so I added, “Without extrapolating any conclusions from it.”

“There isn’t much evidence. The scene was clean.” Her cheeks hollowed as she took a long drag on the cigarette. She couldn’t have been much older than me, maybe late thirties, but her lips were already developing a permanent wrinkled pucker. “That is to say, we haven’t found any unusual hairs, fingerprints, or fibers. Everything belongs to the home or homeowner. Clean.”

I wanted to ask her if there were any demons whose powers involved wiping evidence, but I was supposed to be the expert on that now, apparently. So I just nodded wisely as if that told me so fucking much about the case.

“Interesting,” I said, rocking back on my heels.

Janet smirked. She wasn’t fooled.

Then her gaze shifted beyond me, and her smirk turned into something more like a sneer.

Isobel rounded the building, hips swaying and necklaces clacking. Ice shocked through my nerves at the sight.

Janet had spotted her. She would know that we had this witch on the OPA campus. And Isobel wasn’t exactly a forgettable visitor.

I could only imagine what Janet must have thought of the necrocognitive’s work costume. I know I’d had more than a few “What the heck is wrong with this woman?” thoughts the first time I’d seen her, and I’d been expecting to run into someone weird.

“Hey, Cèsar,” Isobel said, hanging back at the edge of the light. She looked equally displeased to see Janet there. She’d been hoping to find me alone.

Janet took a last pull on her cigarette, stubbed it out on the pavement, and stuck a hand out. “Janet. Forensics.”

“Isobel. Delighted.” They shook hands.

That obviously wasn’t the self-identification that Janet had been expecting, but she didn’t press. She picked up the butt of her now-lightless cigarette and tossed it into the trash before heading back inside.

Then Isobel and I were alone behind the morgue with the smoggy Los Angeles breeze and bio-hazardous waste in a red trashcan.

“Damn, Izzy,” I said.

She winced. “I didn’t think anyone would be hanging around the OPA buildings this late at night on a weekend. I’m sorry. It was an accident.”

All of my annoyance immediately melted away. She was pretty good at doing that to me.

I still couldn’t keep the lecture to myself. “You want to be investigated? Or worse, recruited?”

“That’s worse than being investigated? I thought you liked your job.”

I did. I used to. I wasn’t all that sure anymore. Sometimes I really missed being a private dick whose main concern was whether Mr. Black’s mistress was cheating on him or not. The job had been a lot pettier then, but at least I hadn’t had to deal with office politics.

“You just have to be more careful,” I said.

“I know. You don’t have to tell me.”

“Apparently, I do. Janet saw you.”

“What’s she going to do? She doesn’t know anything.”

She knew we had a witch decked out in bones and animal skins hanging around. That was more than enough to make trouble.

But an accident was an accident, and I couldn’t change what Janet had seen.

Hopefully, she’d keep her mouth shut.

Isobel fanned herself. “Is it hot out here?” She slid Fritz’s jacket off her shoulders, baring every inch of her upper body decorated in bone, wood, and turquoise.

With her back to the building, she was shadowed enough that I couldn’t make out anything that wouldn’t have been fine in a PG-13 movie, but it didn’t matter. I’d seen it all before. My mind filled in the blanks.

“Hot,” I said. “I mean, yeah, it’s hot.”

The corner of Isobel’s mouth twitched into a half-smile. “I haven’t heard from you much lately. I was starting to think you’d forgotten about me.”

It was impossible to forget about a woman who had taken up permanent residence in my dreams. “You’re not easy to find. The number on your Craigslist ad sent me to some secretary. Why do you have a secretary?”

“I’ve been lonely since we hooked Ann up with a full ride scholarship to Normal Person University. I found Yelena through a local coven, heard she was looking for work…”

“She thinks you’re a shaman.”

“So what?”

“So you’re a lot of things, but you’re definitely not a shaman. I don’t think you’ve ever seen a shaman in your life.”

“That’s not the story,” Isobel said. “She does a better job selling my services if she only knows what the clients need to know.”

“Tell me she’s at least an adult.”

“She’s at least an adult.” Isobel was obviously humoring me.

If Yelena was a high school kid, then we were going to have a problem. The OPA didn’t have the budget to bother most witches, but they got worried about minors involved in illegal operations. Like, you know, pretending to be a shaman and speaking to the dead.

“Is that why you’ve been hiding from me?” I asked. “Because you know I’d have to stop you?”

She slipped her fingers up my shirt, giving me a smile that made all the blood in my body migrate southward. She was so warm and soft. Her curves fit like she was supposed to be there. “I haven’t been hiding. If you really wanted to get a hold of me, you could find me. You’re Special Agent Hawke.”

“Maybe I thought you didn’t want to be found.”

“Haven’t you ever heard of hard to get? Sometimes a girl likes to be chased.” Her fingers stopped at the inner pocket of my suit jacket. She plucked my business card out and stepped back. It was a fake one, of course, with the FBI logo on it, but it had my real phone number.

“Fritz doesn’t need to chase you,” I said. I tried not to sound like that offended me.

“I don’t care if he finds me. It’s different with you.” She flicked my card against her fingers. “I’ll give you a call if I get bored waiting.”

I’d wanted nothing more than for Isobel to vanish when Janet spotted her, but now that it looked like she was slinking away from me, I wanted to drag her back. Chain her down. Keep her from vanishing for a few more weeks.

“Do you need a ride somewhere?” I asked.

“Nah. I get around fine.”

“What if there’s another body? What if I need you?”

Isobel tucked the card in her loincloth. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips, making them glisten, drawing my gaze to the motion. “Then come find me.”

















CHAPTER SIX




DAY TWO OF MY supposed weekend hit, and I still hadn’t gotten any reading done.

Sunday morning dawned hot and sunny—perfect time to hide in my shitty apartment and lose myself in the Wheel of Time series. But murderers don’t catch themselves.

Instead, I reviewed my notes on Jay Brandon, donned my monkey suit, and hit the road to suck the marrow from the bones of our dead case.

The Saint Benjamin Soup Kitchen used to be a house, and not a pretty one. The ramshackle split level was wedged between a daycare that looked condemned and a body shop, their shared fences tagged with enough spray paint to make the wood a half-inch thicker.

The sign for the soup kitchen was clean, though. It was a nice big cross with a white cloth draped over its arms, like it was inviting new arrivals to come in for a hug. I didn’t think the neighborhood toughs were sparing the crucifix out of kindliness. There was a paint can on the sidewalk next to it and the cross looked damp.

They didn’t care about the fencing, but the sign had been repainted recently. Probably earlier that morning.

It also didn’t escape my notice that the soup kitchen was only three blocks from the border of Helltown.

The trio of volunteers cleaning the yard looked like they were humans dressed in Wal-Mart specials, not demons. I caught a glimpse of some of the mess before it vanished into the depths of a bag: beer cans, a couple needles, empty bags of chips. Ordinary junk. Nothing infernal or occult.

One of the men acknowledged me with a smile as I headed up the steps. His eyes were brown, not black, and the teeth he flashed weren’t fangs, though a couple had been replaced with gold caps. Definitely human.

“Looking for someone?” he asked. Guess I didn’t look like I was coming in for a meal with an ironed suit and the badge clipped to my belt.

“Whoever’s in charge,” I said.

“Then you want Sister Catherine. You’ll know her when you see her.”

I flashed a smile in return. “Thanks.”

The front door was propped open. As hot as it was outside, it was even hotter within, and so muggy that it was hard to breathe. Dusty ceiling fans didn’t do anything to move the air around.

Most of the interior walls had been knocked out to make a big dining room, and the remaining surfaces had been hand-painted with vibrant murals. All religiously themed. There were sheep and a serene bearded white guy shepherding them on one wall, a childishly rendered version of the Last Supper on the other side, and a pleasant forest behind the serving line.

Folding tables lined the peeling linoleum floor. Every seat was full and the line for food stretched almost all the way back to the door. I had to sidle past a young, haggard-looking couple to even fit inside.

It was pretty obvious why Jay Brandon and his mom had been volunteering here. The two people serving food couldn’t keep up with the demand, especially since they were running low. The banging coming from the kitchen made it sound like the cook was struggling to prepare more.

I hung back in the corner to watch everyone. If I’d come looking for suspicious types, I’d sure found more than enough of those. Lots of people with track marks and meth teeth. Lots more with darting eyes, shaking hands, scraggly hair. Between the hundred people eating or waiting to eat, they’d probably had all of a dozen showers in the last month.

But Jay hadn’t been killed by a druggie—at least, not this kind of druggie.

I sidled past the tables and headed for the food line.

One of the volunteers stepped away, wiping her hands clean on a towel. She looked like a nun type. Her hunched body was swathed in something resembling black robes, and her hair was tucked under a scarf. I caught her heading into the kitchen.

“Sister Catherine?” I asked.

She looked startled by the question. “Catherine’s doing fundraising at a church event. I’m Mary.”

Damn. “Know when she’ll be back?”

“Just a few minutes, I’m sure.” Her pale blue eyes flicked to the badge on my belt, then to my face. “Can I help you in the meantime?”

“If you’ve got a minute, maybe you can.”

“I have a minute if you don’t mind helping in the kitchen,” Mary said.

Cooking? Me? For these people? “I’m pretty busy this morning, ma’am.”

“Aren’t we all?”

She vanished through the door, and I followed.

The rest of the house might have been a wreck, but the kitchen was spotlessly clean, if outdated. The appliances were so old that Pops could have used them when he was a kid.

Even with the back door standing open—through which I could see a yard of junk cars, probably owned by the body shop—it was several degrees hotter than the rest of the house. Sweat practically exploded from my pits.

“The oven’s broken, Mary,” said the lone cook without preamble. He was wearing an apron that might have been white once. “Looks like the cord’s finally been chewed through by the mice.”

“Did you finish reheating the breakfast pizzas?” She opened the oven, bent down to peer inside. When she stooped, the curvature of her back became much more exaggerated, almost like her spine had been snapped and healed at an impossible angle. “Dear me. The cheese isn’t even melted. We’ll need to get more food.”

The cook looked pained. “We don’t have money for more food.”

Mary patted at her robes. “I could have sworn…ah, here we go.” She produced a few crumpled dollar bills. “Can you get muffins, maybe?”

“No time to get to Sack and Save. I’ll grab Pop-Tarts or something at the gas station,” the cook said.

Pop-Tarts and breakfast pizzas for the homeless. Nourishing.

“Do you have any cash?” Mary asked, turning to me.

I did. I always kept a hundred on hand for emergencies. But I wasn’t contributing to those kinds of shopping habits, especially when those handouts were going to people who couldn’t bother to hold a job down. “No, sorry. I don’t have anything.”

Judging by Mary’s knowing look, she could tell I was lying. Don’t ask me how. She just did.

“Get whatever you can, Quinn,” she said. “I’ll see what I can do about this oven.”

The cook tossed his apron aside and hurried out.

I was sweltering. Needed to get out fast. “Mary, my name is Agent Cèsar Hawke. I’m with the Federal Bureau of Investigation and I’m here to talk about a volunteer named Jay Brandon.” I tugged on my collar to try to get a little oxygen. “Do you know him?”

“Oh, I only work at this soup kitchen one or two days a month. I spread my time between so many charities. Maybe too many.”

Her embarrassed smile was kind of charming. I wouldn’t have ever called her pretty, but she was definitely striking with her strong jaw, bright eyes, and straight nose. She must have been a looker before the years slapped her around.

“He was a well-built Caucasian man in his thirties with blond hair, blue eyes,” I said. “Probably came in with his mother most of the time.”

Mary’s hand flew to her heart. Her fingernails were gnarled and tobacco stained. “He was?” Now she was staring at my fake badge.

“Do you remember him?”

“I don’t,” she said. “I’m sorry. Help me pull this oven away from the wall so that I can look at the power cord.”

She sounded so authoritative about it that I moved to obey instantly. My Abuelita had conditioned me to respond to that sharp old lady voice from an early age.

I dragged the oven out a few inches. Mary checked behind it. “Definitely the power cord,” she said with a disapproving headshake. “The mice weren’t a problem before the health department made us get rid of our cats.”

“Jay Brandon had an altercation with one of the bums that comes here for food. You might have heard about that.”

“Parishioners,” she said, searching through the drawers.

“What?”

“They aren’t ‘bums.’ They’re members of our church, and we feed them.”

Whatever. “Did you hear about the fight?”

“Yes, sad thing,” Mary said. She pulled a roll of black electrical tape out of one of the drawers and shuffled back toward me. I hadn’t noticed before, but she had a pretty bad limp. “It was Matt. He’s been struggling this year. Really struggling. Incredibly desperate. I wish there was more we could do for him than fill his belly and pray for his soul, but…well, we’re lucky on the days we can keep half of our parishioners from leaving hungry.”

“Matt? Is that a nickname for Matthew?”

I tried to pull out my Steno pad, but Mary shoved the electrical tape into my hands.

“Be a dear and see if you can do something about the power cable for the oven. We can’t afford to replace it.”

I was ready for the all-too-mundane witchcraft of her grandmotherly command this time, but I still sidled behind the oven. It was dusty back there—dusty, and filled with mouse poop. I was wearing one of my good suits.

“I’m not here to volunteer, ma’am,” I said.

“God brought you to us for a reason. I’m hoping that it was to fix the oven.”

“I don’t think He cares about your oven.”

She flapped her hands at me. “You would be surprised. Go on. See what you can do.”

At least it was an excuse to take my jacket off and roll up my sleeves. I crouched behind the oven to inspect the cord. It looked like a whole legion of mice had been stripping the thing.

They were lucky the damn kitchen hadn’t burned down by now.

I’d managed to salvage a couple of old eight track players in much worse condition, and I was stuck at the soup kitchen until Sister Catherine came back. Might as well get dirty.

I unplugged it from the wall and pulled out my pocketknife. “Matt. What’s his full name? Matthew…?”

“Not Matthew. Matteo,” Mary said. She was already moving around the kitchen, pulling out more food supplies that looked like they were intended for dinner. Cups of noodles and dried potatoes. “Matteo Lanham, if I recall what the police called him. I usually don’t know their names. Sometimes they don’t seem to know their names, either.”

“Why was he desperate enough to attack Mr. Brandon?”

“He wasn’t. He was disoriented. He’d been in rehab, but I believe that he relapsed. A volunteer attempted to restrain Matt and ended up on the receiving end of his violent attentions. I expect that was Mr. Brandon.”

I cut through the oven’s power cable, severing the worst of the chew marks, and discarded about a foot of mangled plastic casing. “Do the—uh—parishioners know where volunteers live?”

“We’re all family here,” Mary said. “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“You know where I can find Matteo Lanham?” I stripped a few more inches of insulation from the remaining cable, leaving the wires inside exposed.

“He didn’t kill anyone.”

I hadn’t said that anyone was dead. I straightened, setting my pocketknife on the counter. “I thought you didn’t know anything about Jay Brandon.”

“You referred to him in the past tense, and you’re an FBI agent,” Mary said. “It’s not a difficult puzzle to solve.”

Guess not. Subtlety had never been my strong suit.

I grabbed the electrical tape and hunkered back down with the mouse shit. “Does he still come around here?”

“Unfortunately, Matt has been banned from the church. I haven’t seen him since the incident.”

It only took a few seconds to wrap the wires together and reconnect the plug to the oven. Then I mummified it in electrical tape. It didn’t look fancy, but it was probably a little bit less of a fire hazard than what the mice had done.

Mary left the room long enough to take soup out to the serving line. She returned in time to see me plug the oven in and turn the knob.

The light actually came on. I was one miracle closer to being canonized.

“God is good,” Mary said, beaming at my side.

“I don’t know about God, but I’m not half bad.” I flipped my pocketknife shut.

“He works in mysterious ways, Agent Hawke. Today, He worked through you. The church appreciates it.”

If God was working through me, I sure as hell hoped that He would stick around long enough to help me find justice for Jay Brandon, too.







Sister Catherine showed up when I was on my way out the back door, and I thought she had to be the least nun-like woman that I’d ever met.

She was old and scrawny, like a clothes hanger had been unwound and stretched out to its maximum length. She was wrapped in a pantsuit that must have been fashionable in the seventies and had been dry-cleaned a few thousand times since. Her blond bob looked like it had been cut by one of the volunteers in the front yard.

“I wasn’t expecting a visit from the FBI.” The way she stood between Mary and me, I thought she was trying to form a wall with her body. She just didn’t have much body to act as a block. No shoulders, no breasts, no hips. If she turned sideways she might have fallen through the floorboards.

“I’m here to talk about a volunteer,” I said. “Jay Brandon.”

The lines on her face deepened with worry. “Mary, I need you to take a message to Father Phillip.” She bent to write a note on paper branded with the logo of a real estate agent’s office. Apparently, donations weren’t enough to buy stationary with their own name on it.

“We’re almost out of food here, and there are more parishioners we need to feed,” Mary said.

“Don’t worry about that, dear. Breakfast hours are nearly over. This message is urgent.”

I’d heard that sugary-light tone from women before, the one that said “you better listen to me or I’m going to wreak passive aggressive hellfire on your life.” My brother Domingo’s wife used to use that tone all the time before she left him.

“I understand,” Mary said, hanging her head.

Sister Catherine folded the note into the volunteer’s hand. “Thank you.”

Mary limped out the back door, the way that the chef had gone.

And then I had the nun’s full attention and I kind of regretted it.

“I know what happened to Jay Brandon,” Sister Catherine said in a low voice. “I received the phone call from your colleague last night. We have no information on him that the LAPD doesn’t already possess. We haven’t seen him since the incident with one of our parishioners. If you have any questions, they’d be better directed toward Detective Hanson.”

“The local police don’t appreciate intervention from the federal level. They’re not cooperative.”

“I have much more urgent concerns on my hands than your politics, Agent…” She trailed off, leaving expectant silence at the end of her sentence.

“Agent Cèsar Hawke.” I showed her my badge. She didn’t look at it.

“My heart breaks for the Brandon family. I held vigil for him last night, and I can only pray that his suffering was brief and that he’s now in a better place.” Sister Catherine nodded toward the door. “There are living men in need of God’s grace—men that we’re still capable of helping.”

She shed her jacket and hit the dirty dishes with gusto. Her cross necklace caught the light through the window and cast dancing golden shapes on the wall.

“I only need a few minutes of your time, if you’ve got it,” I said.

Sister Catherine peered through the door to the food line. “Well, I don’t. Look at those people. Have you no sympathy, Agent Hawke?”

I had sympathy all right. I had sympathy in fucking spades for the man I’d found mutilated on the floor of a kitchen. “Sorry if I’m more concerned about bringing a man’s killer to justice than a bunch of vagrants getting their handouts fast enough.”

Wrong thing to say.

“I hope you’ll return with a warrant next time,” Sister Catherine said tightly, “because you’re not welcome here otherwise.” She scribbled off a note and pushed it at me. It was the address for a local church. “It seems that you need to spend less time questioning and more time listening to greater powers. I’ll pray for you.”

I didn’t take the paper. “And I’ll be in touch, Sister Catherine.”

















CHAPTER SEVEN




THE CANYON CREEK BAR was on the north side of the OPA’s campus. It was always busy enough that a guy could feel anonymous there, but not so busy that the waitresses hadn’t quickly come to recognize me. Not just me—pretty much everyone who worked with me, too.

The Magical Violations Department used to go to a place called The Olive Pit to celebrate holidays, finishing tough cases, or days that ended in the letter Y, but it turned out to be run by murderous incubi. We shut that shit down within hours of the discovery.

It hadn’t taken us much longer to find a new place to waste our measly government paychecks.

Canyon Creek didn’t have the glossy charm of the Pit, but it had everything else we needed. It was a big, dark room decorated with the skins of steers and deer. Wagon parts were suspended from the ceiling. It felt like a dark, musty barn where you could grab moonshine before heading out to the lake for the weekend.

The wings were cheap, it was dark, it was weird. What else could you want?

Personally, I didn’t go there for the alcohol. Never had. But it’s always a little easier to think through a case over a bowl of pistachios.

I took a booth in the corner and spread my notes across the sticky table. I tried to think of it as being a kind of corkboard rather than being just plain disgusting.

On one side, I had Jay Brandon’s face glaring at me with his missing bits highlighted: nose, lips, and heart. On the other side, I had all the boring details of his interview with Isobel. The neighbor that had visited him. The fact that he had watered his mother’s plants that morning, then gone down for a nap. His visit to the soup kitchen.

My notes on the soup kitchen were in the middle. I had Matteo Lanham’s name there, a few observations about Sister Catherine, some info about Mary and Quinn.

None of it felt meaningful or connected. I might as well have been trying to read an illuminated text in ancient fucking Greek for all that it meant to me.

But there had to be something there. Something I just couldn’t see yet.

“What happened to your missing parts, Jay?” I muttered to my illustration as I cracked another pistachio.

His face and heart hadn’t been found at his mother’s house. Someone had removed them from the scene.

Or eaten them.

I wrote a few notes on a fresh page. Mangled body to prevent identification? I crossed that line out immediately. The killer had left his wallet, and it wouldn’t have been hard to figure out he was the homeowner’s son besides.

Eating the pieces? That went on the second line. It made my hair curl just to write it, but this was a demon we were talking about here. They considered human organ meat a delicacy.

But the nose? The lips? Didn’t seem likely for food.

A few more thoughts came after that, each increasingly ridiculous. Replacing his own body parts? Making a new body, like Frankenstein? Gift for a friend? Just being an asshole?

For all I knew, any of those could have been true. My gut told me they weren’t.

Someone slipped into the booth across from me.

Suzy.

“Whiskey,” she told the waiter as he passed, and then she focused on me. I could tell by the way she quivered that she had a lead. When she got excited, it radiated from her freaking pores.

“I hope it’s good,” I said.

Suzy practically squirmed. “Oh, it’s good. Remember how Jay Brandon mentioned that he got a visit from a neighbor? Bubba Tanner?”

I peeled one of the papers off the table, the one from our interview with the murder victim. I’d written Bubba Tanner’s name at the top. “Did you find him?”

“I found him.”

“What did he have to say?”

“Nothing,” Suzy said. “But his wife had a few interesting thoughts to share with me. In fact, she had a lot to say about her husband’s death.”

The paper slipped from my fingers. “Another murder?”

“Nope, aneurysm.” She was still grinning. “Guess when he died. Guess.”

“Well, it would have had to be after he talked to Jay Brandon on Friday night, unless he was a zombie. Please don’t tell me he was a zombie.”

“Your guesses suck, Hawke.” Suzy leaned on the table to give me a stare so intense that it was kinda starting to freak me out. “He died at three thirty-seven in the morning on Saturday.”

The one paper in my file I hadn’t been looking at were the details of the anonymous tip that had brought us to Cherry Tree Lane in the first place. It hadn’t seemed too important in comparison to what I’d learned since.

The anonymous tip had been placed at three fifty in the morning.

Suzy snagged her whiskey from the waiter and lifted it as though in a toast. “Yeah, that’s right. Bubba Tanner died right about the same time as the clocks stopped in Jay Brandon’s house, and right before we got the call.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I’ll admit it—I jumped. It had stopped ringing by the time I succeeded in pulling it out of my pocket.

The number for the missed call wasn’t in my contacts. But a text message blinked to life a half-second later: “What’s taking so long, Special Agent Hawke?”

Apparently, waiting overnight had been longer than Isobel Stonecrow had been hoping for.

But I had her number now, and we had a fresh lead.

Seemed like it was time to have a chat with Bubba Tanner.







Mercy General Hospital was about forty years old, but time hadn’t been kind to it. The place looked like it was easily a century old, and it felt more like an asylum than somewhere people went to get better.

Suzy paced me as I strode through the halls, even though her legs were about half as long as mine. She didn’t look like she had to struggle to keep up and people stayed out of her way. Maybe it was the gun under her arm, maybe it was the power suit, maybe it was the way she seemed to vibrate with urgency. She was a woman on a mission and nobody was going to fuck with her.

The nurses’ station was protected by bars and glass, and the women sitting behind it had that look to their eyes—the same kind of look beat cops got after handling unruly criminals for too many years.

These women had seen every kind of ugly death bestowed upon the innocent. They handled the dregs of society because they wanted to make society a better place. But they looked like their dreams had been crushed under an endless onslaught of people who just couldn’t be saved.

If I ever quit working for the OPA, I definitely wasn’t going to get into the medical field, let me tell you.

Suzy flashed her badge at the window. “Agent Takeuchi. This is Agent Hawke.”

“What do you need?” The nurse’s nametag identified her as Nurse Barrow. She was a heavyset black woman with no-nonsense eyes and muscular arms.

“We’re picking up a body from your morgue. You should have already gotten the fax,” Suzy said. It hadn’t taken any effort to convince Fritz that we needed this body; he’d started writing the email about five seconds after I called him. “Last name of the deceased is Tanner.”

Nurse Barrow wheeled herself back to the fax machine and shuffled through the pages waiting on the tray. She plucked one out of the middle.

“I see,” she said. “Just a moment.”

She turned to her terminal—a relic of the eighties. The screen was black with blurry amber text. Must have been a pretty fancy system when it had been installed, but it looked like it hadn’t been updated since its implementation, just like everything else in the hospital.

Nurse Barrow’s fingers flew over that keyboard. It only took a few seconds for her to turn back to us and say, “He’s not here anymore.”

“What do you mean, Tanner isn’t here anymore?” Suzy asked.

“His body has already been transferred to the family’s church for a service.”

“Which church?” I asked.

The hospital lights flickered before she could answer. The nurse’s brow furrowed, and she rapped a finger against her keyboard. “That’s not normal,” she said. I leaned around to see that her monitor was flickering, too.

A light bulb popped. Sparks showered over me, down the neck of my jacket, burned my skin. I leaped away from the counter slapping at my back.

Everything went dark.

Not just the lights, but everything. The computers, the beeping life-support machines, the clocks, the air conditioning system.

The hospital was dead. And so were many of the patients inside, if the power didn’t come back fast.

I held my breath waiting for it. Should have only taken a second or less before everything turned back on. Medical facilities should have had redundant power systems—everything they needed to survive several minutes off-grid.

But it all stayed quiet.

I pushed the button on my Bluetooth headset. Not sure what made me do it, since I didn’t have anything to report to OPA headquarters yet.

There was no responding beep.

The silence made me check my cell phone. Also powerless.

“Don’t you people have a UPS?” Suzy asked Nurse Barrow. I could barely see either of them in the darkness.

“Look,” I said, grabbing her arm to orient her, pushing my phone into her face.

The nurses were suddenly moving. Doors were opening, people were rushing through the dark hallways. As curtains opened in the rooms, barred sunlight spilled over the floors, and I could see the fear in the faces passing me.

I felt the thump in my chest, in the ground below my feet. Something had woken up—the generator, utility power, no way to be sure.

But the lights came on.

It had taken no more than a minute, maybe two, but that was a long minute for patients in critical condition to survive without power. Relief didn’t hit me. Judging by Suzy’s expression, it hadn’t hit her, either.

“Damn,” she whispered.

The clocks on the wall had stopped, even though they all must have been on batteries. They all said that it was four fifty-seven in the afternoon.

Dread crawled up my spine bone by bone. My fingers reached the Bluetooth earpiece of their own volition. The beep when I pressed the button seemed to echo hollowly through my skull, voided of thought and feeling by the aching knowledge of what must have just happened in that hospital.

OPA dispatch answered immediately, as pleasant as always. “How may I assist you, Agent Hawke?”

“We need a team at Mercy General Hospital,” I said. “I think there’s been another murder.”

















CHAPTER EIGHT




THEY FOUND THE BODY in the boiler room.

The security guard who’d located the victim stood aside to let us through. He was flushed red, sweating through his shirt. “Maybe you should take a seat,” Suzy told him.

He nodded. Sank into a chair by the wall. Braced himself on the seat by gripping it with both meaty hands.

Agents were cordoning off the end of the hallway. Nurses and patients hovered on the other side of the tape, trying to see what we were about to see. Crazy assholes. If I didn’t have to see what I was going into, I would never have looked.

Suzy squared her shoulders and pushed the door open.

A short staircase led into the basement. It had already been checked by the hospital’s private security; we knew that there was nobody waiting to surprise us downstairs. It still didn’t feel right to let Suzy take the lead. I stepped in front of her, heading down into that darkness.

It was silent aside from the room humming around us. All the environmental equipment made it sound like we were inside a breathing, pulsing organism.

The basement lights had blown when the power went out, and only one of them had come back. The lone bulb painted the cement wall in a sickly shade of yellow and made the blood look glossy black.

A body waited about two feet from the wall. It was another man. He was wearing a nurse’s scrubs.

“Look familiar?” Janet asked. She was putting on a lab coat and gloves. She reeked of cigarette smoke. Must have just had one before coming downstairs.

She offered us a box of gloves. Suzy took a pair. I didn’t. No way did I plan on touching this body.

He was blond—I think he was blond. His jaw was square. Hard to tell when he was lying down, but he had probably been my height while standing up. Narrow in the shoulders. Another guy, like Jay Brandon, who looked like his favorite method of exercise was swimming or jogging.

That was all I could tell about the way he had been before he died.

His eyeballs had been plucked out. The sockets were empty. Fingers had smeared the blood up his forehead, pushed it through his hair. His earlobes had been ripped off, cut off, I wasn’t sure. Hard to tell from that angle.

The blue shirt had been shoved up to reveal his nipples, and there was a pit in his stomach where the killer had gone under the ribs to remove the heart. That was where all the blood came from. This guy hadn’t been drained from his throat like the first one. Probably not enough time for that.

Judging by the staining on his body, it wasn’t just his heart that had been cut out. His dick had been removed, too.

“It’s so different.” Suzy yanked on her gloves. “But it’s the same. The cuts are similar.” She pushed her fingers between the victim’s lips, probing his mouth. “The teeth are gone again, too.”

She sat back on her heels, elbows resting on her knees, and glared at that body.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” I asked.

“Fuck,” Suzy said. She stripped her gloves off. Wiped her hand over her forehead.

She didn’t want to say it, so I did.

“I think this is a serial killer.”







The murder in the boiler room was a hell of a lot sloppier than Jay Brandon’s, and that was saying a lot, considering that the killer had dragged Brandon between rooms, hung him up by his ankles, and let him bleed out.

Once I adjusted to the horror of what I was seeing—or at least the shock of it—I started assembling events in my head.

This hadn’t been a fight. There was no real sign of a struggle. Whoever had taken down nurse John Sullivan had probably taken him by surprise and then overpowered him by sheer strength.

It was only sloppy because the killer had been in a rush.

He must have already been going to the boiler room for something. An illicit smoke break, I was guessing, since a pack of bloodstained cigarettes rested a few inches from his hand.

The murderer had taken him on the stairs. Pushed him to the floor, flipped him onto his back, and held him down. Sullivan would have initially been too stunned from his fall to fight back.

By the time his head cleared, it would have been too late.

I imagined Nurse Sullivan screaming as a demon jammed its clawed thumbs into his eye sockets. I imagined the murderer keeping one hand on the nurse’s face to hold him down as the knife dug underneath his breastbone. I imagined the sickening pop as the heart’s ligaments tore free and how everything must have slurped as the demon withdrew his hand, organ and all.

With all the blood in Nurse Sullivan’s hair, I thought that the killer must have been petting him as he died.

He was just a victim. This was just my job. That was it.

God, it was hot in that basement.

“I think I found his earlobes,” Suzy said from behind the boiler. I could only see the right-hand sliver of her face lit up by her penlight, reflecting in her brown irises, painting her skin LED-blue.

Janet from forensics immediately took a plastic bag over to Suzy to collect the evidence. I didn’t join them. I could imagine what a pair of severed earlobes would look like, and that was bad enough on its own.

“Double ought gauge,” Janet said. “I’m surprised they allowed this at a hospital.”

My curiosity was too much. I leaned around and glimpsed Janet tweezing a piece of flesh encircling a glass ring into a bag.

“Piercings?” I asked.

“Big ones,” Suzy said.

“What do you think, Agent Hawke?” I turned to see Fritz Friederling striding into the basement, leather briefcase tucked under one arm.

Surprise rolled over me. Fritz didn’t come to crime scenes. He sat behind a desk, attended meetings, filled out paperwork. The only time I’d ever seen him on the scene of a crime had been to rescue Isobel and me from incubi, and that had been pretty dire.

I couldn’t help but peer up the stairs to see if Isobel was following. She wasn’t. Fritz must have left her at the OPA offices, where she had been expecting to interview Bubba Tanner.

“What do you think?” Fritz asked again.

Right, he’d been talking to me. “I think this is the same demon who killed Brandon.”

“Are you sure? The methods of murder are drastically different.”

No, I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t be sure of anything until I had a confession on paper. Fritz knew that—he was testing me. And Janet was obviously listening in.

“The specifics of the mutilation is different, but there are other identical markers. The power outage, the clocks stopping simultaneously, the physical profile of the victim. There’s no reason to think that it’s another killer.”

“We could ask him,” Fritz said softly. I checked the open doorway at the top of the stairs again. Still no Isobel.

I lowered my voice. “Jay Brandon didn’t remember anything. What are the odds this guy will?”

“Then what do you propose?” Fritz asked.

“I’m thinking it’ll take old-fashioned detective work. Just have to ask a lot of questions, comb the scenes for evidence, put it all together like a puzzle.”

“Or you could behave like the witch that you are and reconstruct the scene magically.” Fritz thrust the briefcase he was holding at me. “This is for you.”

“What is it?”

“Look inside,” he said.

The second my hands contacted the bag, I knew that it was powerful—the kind of powerful that made my sinuses tickle.

I kept most of my magic supplies in duffel bags, like the ones that I took to the gym. Trust Fritz to think that he should stick magical supplies in a designer leather briefcase.

It was stamped with a craftsman’s mark and the material felt like butter in my hands. Inside, I found compartments built specifically to cushion glass vials, which contained all the standard herbs I used as well as a few more obscure ones.

“Check the back,” Fritz said. “I asked Belinda to put in a pocket sized for your notebooks. I know how much you love those Steno pads.”

Now I felt even worse for throwing mental shade at him over the jock jams. “Gee, Fritz. You shouldn’t have. It’s not even our anniversary.”

“Think of it as an early congratulations for passing your aspis licensing test. You’re ready to take the test, right? It’s coming up on Tuesday.”

My mouth felt dry. “Oh, yeah. Definitely. One hundred percent ready.”

“Good,” Fritz said. “Because once you pass the test, we’re doing the binding ritual the next day. I’m looking forward to the benefits of your protection.” He plucked a jar of salt out of the briefcase. “Furthermore, if you’ve studied the handbook thoroughly, you’ll already be familiar with the spell required to reconstruct the murder.”

“Reconstruction spell,” I said. “Yeah. Right.”

I hadn’t gotten that far in the handbook yet. It was probably in the truncated Book of Shadows at the end—the contents of which would, in fact, be included on the test. If a witch couldn’t cast those spells, then he wouldn’t be able to cast the binding ritual, either.

But…Jesus, that was complex magic. It required a big ritual. Much bigger than anything I ever did.

Domingo could have done it, easy. Suzy could probably do it in her sleep.

I wasn’t my brother or my partner.

Fritz’s hand settled on my shoulder, heavy and reassuring. He steered me into the corner and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Someone in the office has contacted the vice president.”

“Lucrezia de Angelis?” As if there was another vice president that Fritz would be worried about.

His expression was almost neutral, but his lips had gone so tight that they were white around the edges. “She heard about Belle’s visit. I don’t think the VP knows what Belle can do yet, but she’s asking questions about why we would have another witch consulting on cases. Some of those questions also involve your readiness to become my aspis.”

My heart sank. Not just down to my stomach, but past my gut, down beyond my knees, six feet deep in the earth below the basement.

I’d accessed OPA files above my clearance level on a job in Reno. Apparently, this was a problem. A big problem. The kind of problem that Vice President Lucrezia de Angelis believed might require crossing me off her list—permanently. Fritz’s solution had been to take me as aspis, claim responsibility for my knowledge and behavior, and save my life.

If the vice president already doubted my ability to become his aspis, then she was probably thinking about what she’d do about me if I failed the test, too.

“It was Janet,” I said. “She saw Isobel. Bet she has Janet spying on us now.”

“Then you’d better do well with the reconstruction spell,” Fritz said.

I licked my dry lips. “Okay.”

I could tell by his expression that Fritz was thinking pitying thoughts in my direction. Both of us knew that I wasn’t a good enough witch to be aspis to Fritz Friederling, director of the Office of Preternatural Affairs.

But I had to be good enough, because if I wasn’t, then I would be too dangerous to keep around.

Fritz raised his voice and addressed the forensics team. “Everyone head out. Your legally mandated fifteen-minute break is overdue. Not you, Agent Takeuchi. You and Agent Hawke need to supervise the scene.”

Janet and her cohort, Chekov, emerged from behind the boiler. She looked annoyed. “I’m in the middle of something, sir.”

“No, you’re not. Head upstairs to take a break.”

Her eyes flicked between us, but she couldn’t argue with Director Friederling. Not without giving away her new hobby as vice presidential stool pigeon.

“Yes sir,” she said.

Fritz gave me a significant look. “Fifteen minutes, Agent Hawke.”

Fifteen minutes to cast a spell that was beyond my skill level.

No problem.

















CHAPTER NINE




THE BASEMENT WAS EMPTY within seconds, leaving Suzy and me alone with a mangled body.

“Okay,” Suzy said, jerking the briefcase out of my hands. “What bullshit does Director Friederling have you doing this time? You can’t tell me he cares about legally mandated break times. We’re never going to get audited for that crap. We don’t even exist.”

“I need to cast a reconstruction spell before everyone comes back, Suze,” I said. “I’m so fucking screwed.”

“You’re about to take the aspis test. Reconstruction spells are included. You should already know how to do them.”

“Yeah. I should know them.”

“But you don’t.” She didn’t look surprised. “They’re fucking with you again. Aren’t they?” All of her cynicism, her humor, her warmth had drained from her features.

The same case that had gotten us assigned to special investigations had led to Suzy’s incarceration in a Union detention center. They thought she’d killed someone, and she’d spent a day locked up in the desert north of Los Angeles.

Whatever had happened in there, it had changed her. It had made her a little bit harder. And it had definitely wrecked her trust in our employer.

I didn’t want to tell Suzy the details of what was happening with Lucrezia de Angelis. It would only endanger her, too. So I just gave her a Look. The same kind of Look I used to give my brother, Domingo, when I was begging-without-begging for him to get me out of trouble. He called it my bitch face. Domingo was kind of an asshole.

Luckily for me, Suzy wasn’t.

“You’re going to owe me big time for this, Cèsar. I own your balls. I’m serious.” As she spoke, liveliness returned to her features. She concealed her hard center like an Almond Joy concealing tooth-breakingly stale nuts under a delicious chocolate coating.

“You already own my balls, Suze. You said you owned my balls for buying me a Coke from the vending machine last week. Remember?”

“Yeah, but I really own your balls this time.” She ripped open the briefcase and looked inside. “At least you’ve got the good stuff. Let’s get this done.”

I could whip out potions faster than a greasy Slytherin head of house. I could do small circles, too. They helped contain the energy when I brewed potions. Allowed me to make better poultices. That kind of thing.

Complex spells were a lot more precise and much less instinctive.

You had to know which cardinal direction you were facing to the exact degree. You had to know just how to balance the elements at the four corners to facilitate the flow of energy. You had to be able to draw runes within the circle without breaking the perimeter.

Fuck anything up and you get to start over.

For this kind of ritual, the circle was more than half of the magic. It was the foundation, the walls of the house, the roof. Once it was made, all that remained was filling in the rooms with the witch’s power. Tough stuff.

Watching Suzy cast the circle of power was downright impressive. She made it as quickly as she could throw back shots of tequila at the company Fourth of July party.

“You watching, Hawke?” she asked as she spilled salt around the edge of the circle. “You have to do this alone next time.”

“I know. I’m watching. I can do it.”

Good thing, too. The clock on the rest of the team’s “break time” was dropping rapidly.

Suzy talked while she worked, conspicuously leaving part of the circle open so that she could move in and out without breaking it. “Once you’ve got the circle set up, it’s easy. You’ll just have to close the circle and place the target. Use this.” She tossed a crystal from the briefcase at me.

“Put this on the body, right?” I asked.

“Exactly.” Suzy grabbed a piece of chalk and continued to speak as she drew a few runes. “You won’t need an incantation for this one. I’ll build everything you need into the runes. Runes are your friend, Hawke. If you just memorize the runic alphabet in the company Book of Shadows, you can put anything together.”

She spilled magic from her fingertips, flooding the runes with energy. My eyes watered. I sneezed.

“With runes and practice, of course,” she added.

“Runes, practice, and memorizing the whole company Book of Shadows,” I said thickly, rubbing at my nose with my sleeve.

“Just the appendix. It’s kind of like trying to do a speech in sign language just by finger spelling the alphabet. Slow and difficult, but hey, at least you’re talking.”

She sprinkled herbs over the circle. Clapped her hands.

The power pulsed like a beating heart, and I sneezed again.

We were out of time. The door had opened and the forensics team was on its way back down with Fritz at the rear. My future kopis looked incredibly bored, like he couldn’t care less about whether or not I could pull off the spell.

Suzy was fast. She crouched over the body across the room before anyone made it down, like she was just searching for evidence, and I was left standing by the circle with the focus crystal. It looked like I’d just done all the work myself.

And they say cheaters never prosper.

“Ready?” Fritz asked, his tone as cool and detached as his eyes.

“Almost done,” I said. I could fake it about as well as Suzy. I picked up the salt, stepped into the circle, sprinkled it over the hole in the circumference.

The circle clamped shut around me.

Invisible iron bands crushed my chest, and it was all I could do to keep standing. Forget making myself look like I wasn’t surprised by the force of the magic. For a few long seconds, it was all I could do to keep breathing.

When it relaxed, my vision was murkier. Everything outside the circle was shrouded in gray mist. Everything inside blazed with light. The lines Suzy had drawn on the ground, the jars of herbs, even the salt looked to be on fire. A dome shimmered over the circle.

Domingo had told me it was like that, but I’d never been able to cast anything like it.

“Wow,” I said.

Judging by how unimpressed the others looked, they couldn’t see it.

What had Suzy said to do next?

The crystal.

I couldn’t walk over the line without ruining the spell. I had to pick up the ritual knife—something else Suzy had pulled out of Fritz’s bag of magic tricks—and use it to cut an invisible doorway into the energy dome. That was something I already knew how to do: Bury the point of the knife in the base of the circle, drag it up the magical wall, open it like a veil. The energy parted easily.

When I stepped through the door I had cut open, the circle didn’t break. The energy continued to pulse around me. I took shallow breaths through my mouth to keep from sneezing as I approached the body.

The colors weren’t as vibrant now. The blood was gray, the nurse’s skin was white. It didn’t look so grotesque.

I placed the focus crystal on the body.

Immediately, the whole room changed. Lights flickered to life where all the bulbs had blown. The equipment that we had brought into the room vanished, leaving a smoky haze where they had stood.

Nurse Sullivan suddenly appeared on the stairs. He looked as real as any one of Isobel’s apparitions, so perfect and so detailed that I could even see the glassy plugs in his earlobes.

“Nice,” Janet said. Everyone could see what I was seeing now.

Fritz took a quick step away from the vision of Nurse Sullivan, betraying his usual composure. “Well done. That’s the best reconstruction spell I’ve ever seen.”

High praise. It would have felt nice if it had been aimed at me.

As I watched, Nurse Sullivan took cigarettes from his pocket. He was already holding a lighter. A Zippo with one seriously ugly flaming skull stamped on the side.

“Did anyone find that?” Suzy asked.

Chekov shook his head. “We’ll look again.”

We wouldn’t find it. I already knew the ugly flaming skull Zippo had gone missing, just like the pieces cut from Jay Brandon.

Another trophy.

Nurse Sullivan’s mouth opened in a silent cry. He pitched off the stairs, twisting as he fell, slamming the back of his head into the floor. The cigarettes flew from his hand.

Another apparition had pushed him. This one was human-sized, draped in bleached white blankets. Stolen hospital linens. It was enough to hide the attacker’s head, shoulders, upper body, but it wasn’t enough to hide its feet—although cloven hooves probably don’t qualify as feet.

“Definitely a demon,” I said.

The killer was on Nurse Sullivan before he could get up. Human hands pinned him down by the throat. The demon wasn’t holding hard, but the victim couldn’t move.

I didn’t want to see this. I didn’t want to watch him die.

Movement on the stairs made me turn. Our murdering demon wasn’t alone.

Another human-like figure stepped briskly into the basement wearing a baggy black sweater. The hood was lifted and I couldn’t tell if the wearer was male or female, fat or thin.

The second figure lifted a hand into the air. My sinuses exploded, and I hit the ground on my knees, sneezing so hard that it felt like my nose was going to fly off my face.

My throat clamped shut. I wheezed. Struggled to breathe.

A hand gripped my shoulder. “Agent Hawke?” I couldn’t respond to Fritz. The magic was attacking me, plowing along the tracks of the spell Suzy had cast to crush the heart. “Agent Hawke? Cèsar!”

His fist pounded into my back.

The magic vanished. Air rushed into my lungs, filling me with dizzying oxygen.

I blinked rapidly as my vision cleared. Everything looked normal again and the apparitions were gone.

In fact, the magic was gone from the room, too. All of it. Every scrap of the circle that Suzy had cast, the apparition of the demon attacking Nurse Sullivan, the gray haze.

I wiped my upper lip. I was surprised when my hand came away wet with blood.

Hell of a sneeze.

“What the fuck was that?” I asked.

Suzy looked just as shocked as I felt. “In my professional opinion? I think we just saw a witch predict our investigation and prevent us from seeing what happened to Nurse Sullivan.” She lifted her eyebrows at me. “And Cèsar just got bitch slapped for being the one to look.”

















CHAPTER TEN




SUZY AND I MET the hospital’s head of security upstairs, leaving Nurse Sullivan’s body behind. The change of scenery wasn’t much of an improvement. Sure, there was no blood, but the security manager only had bad news for us.

At this point, I would have been a lot more surprised if he’d known anything useful.

He informed us that Bubba Tanner’s body hadn’t been transferred to any church that actually existed in Los Angeles. They’d checked for us. In fact, there was no Compassionate Heart Ministry anywhere in California.

Equally unsurprising: The hospital’s security footage was blank for the entire hour leading up to the power outage. The tapes weren’t missing. They had just been wiped clean, as though someone had yanked them out and gave them a vigorous magnet rubbing.

“Do you ever miss the days of physical media?” Suzy asked, putting all of the tapes into a padded briefcase. The hospital’s security manager watched us from the doorway, silently disapproving.

We were still going to attempt to recover the footage. Officially speaking, the tapes were wrecked. Unofficially speaking, the OPA had some pretty cool spells that might be able to recover images.

“No,” I said. “Not at all.”

“Really? But there’s something so satisfying about this old stuff. It’s solid. It’s real.” She hefted one of the tapes in her hand. “This really looks like something important.”

The last twenty-four hours of camera footage throughout the hospital had been backed up onto high-density tapes, but they still took up three cases. They were solid all right. Solid enough that we probably could have killed someone by dropping all the tapes on his head from twenty feet up.

“I really like flash drives,” I said, taking all three of the cases from her. “There’s something to be said for being able to carry terabytes in your pocket.” Suzy fought me on the last case, but I managed to wrench it from her grip.

“I can carry those.” A combative spark flitted through her eyes. The one that drove her to prove she could be as good at anything as a man, even if it was something physical and the man in question was at least twice her body mass.

“I know you can,” I said. “You’ve already helped me a lot today, Suzy. Let me carry the tapes.”

Surprisingly, she let it go.

We walked to the parking garage and loaded the cases into the SUV. Suzy wasn’t big on sleep in the middle of the case, so she’d be heading into the office to analyze them. I planned to head home.

The magic had wiped me out. I didn’t just feel physically exhausted—I was burned out to my core.

It was kind of a good ache, though. Like the DOMS I used to get when I first started lifting weights.

Suzy slammed the trunk shut, but I didn’t immediately climb into the driver’s seat. I leaned against the door in a way that I hoped looked more casual than exhausted. “Thanks for everything today. I wouldn’t have been able to do that ritual without you.”

“Don’t wimp out on me, Hawke. What are you up to tonight?”

It was already eight o’clock. Time flies when you’re dealing with murder victims. “Working from home? Watching TV? Sleeping?”

“All wrong answers,” Suzy said. “I’ll be at Canyon Creek at ten waiting to get trashed, and you’re buying.”

“It’s Sunday. Nobody from work is going to be there.”

“Nobody but us,” she said.

“I don’t drink.”

“Awesome, because I need a designated driver.”

I could tell when Suzy had gotten her mind set on something. Considering that she had probably just saved my job—and my life—that afternoon, she could insist on a week of foot massages at her desk and it wouldn’t be thanks enough. Buying drinks was nothing.

“All right,” I said. “Canyon Creek at ten.”







Since sleep was off the menu, I took my laptop home to work. I’m not a workaholic like Aniruddha or Suzy, but it felt irresponsible to kick back when a serial-killing demon was circumcising men in the greater Los Angeles area. Even if it was just for a few minutes.

Home wasn’t fancy, but I didn’t have to wear pants there, so it was better than going into the office.

I’d been forced to move into a new apartment after killing a half-succubus at my old one. After all that blood, I hadn’t been able to get the cleaning deposit back, and my landlord definitely hadn’t written me a referral. Renting gets tough when you slay demons and wreck the carpet at one apartment. Apartment managers are so damn picky about tenants.

So my new place wasn’t as nice as the last one. That said a lot because the last one had been kind of a dive.

The carpet smelled like decades of cigarette smoke and cat piss, the holes in the walls had been patched with the wrong color of paint, and I was becoming convinced that the drywall was actually rice paper. Furnishing it all in the very best from IKEA didn’t do much to distract from the constant thumping of music, the arguments from the lesbian couple that lived upstairs, the screaming of children in the parking lot.

But it was as good as it got now that nobody else wanted to let me rent.

So here I was in my personal shithole, sitting on a hard couch that was named something with a lot of umlauts, trying to relax in my Batman boxers while people screamed on the other side of the wall.

At least I was saving a lot of money on rent.

Shithole or not, the first thing I did when I got home was make another sweep for cameras. The OPA kept surveillance on all of its staff. Not officially—nobody talked about it. But I’d seen footage from Suzy’s apartment and I found a new camera in my apartment every week now that I knew to search.

Today, I found the camera tucked under the kitchen counter. They weren’t getting lazy. They wanted to make it easy to find so I’d stop looking after that one.

I stood in front of it and scratched my balls for the benefit of the guys watching on the other end. I really dug around in there to get that itch. Felt good after a day with Los Angeles’s summer heat adhering my testicles to my leg. I hoped that my voyeurs were enjoying it.

Then I smashed the little black box under my thumb.

The second camera was sneakier. They’d put it in a light fixture. I dropped it down the garbage disposal.

Now with some semblance of privacy, I got a stockpot of energy potion brewing. It bubbled cheerfully on the stove, occasionally belching smoke tinged a faint shade of rose that stained the walls behind it. I might have cared about the discoloration if I hadn’t lived in an apartment that was only a slight upgrade from a cardboard box.

“Anyone watching in here?” I muttered as I moved into the bedroom, making another camera sweep.

I didn’t find anything. Either they hadn’t bothered because they expected no action in my bedroom—sad, but probably true—or they’d just gotten really good about tucking them away.

Fortunately, I didn’t need to find this one to blow it away.

With a wave of my hand over the wards on my door, I blasted all the electronics in the room. The lights went out. I waited three seconds before allowing the electricity to return—well after the wiring on the cameras would have fried.

I really didn’t want the OPA seeing what I had in my bedroom.

“All better,” I said.

I lifted the mattress to make sure my supplies were still in place: the suitcase I’d packed with a couple outfits, a lot of extra-strength poultices and energy potions, some emergency herbal supplies. The more mundane stuff was a Camelbak, dried food, first aid kit. Everything I needed to leave the country if Lucrezia de Angelis decided to kill me.

There was a matching evacuation bag at my brother Domingo’s house, and another I’d buried at a rest stop south of town.

If shit hit the fan and I had to bug out, I was ready for it. Very ready.

By the time I returned to my laptop, the data recovery team was emailing me updates on the security tapes. I kept Outlook open in the background while I poked around in the OPA databases.

“Demons and witches,” I muttered. The pot on the stove hissed and burped another pink cloud.

Why would a demon and witch work together?

There were a few unlikely possibilities. It wasn’t easy for demons to get to Earth, after all. If they weren’t corporeal, it took a witch to evoke them. Witches could also facilitate demonic possession. But the demon we’d glimpsed had obviously been physical, so it didn’t seem likely to be evocation. With the cloven hooves, it probably wasn’t possession, either.

Since I knew exactly jack and shit about demons, I decided to research the witch side of things. I was good with witches.

I also knew that the magic used to attack me in the hospital wasn’t easy. I could sometimes block spells cast by other witches, but I couldn’t set a trap that would shatter spells in advance. And controlling demons wasn’t exactly Magic 101 material, either.

Whoever I was looking for, he would be strong. That meant he was probably already on the OPA radar.

Once upon a time, I’d been forced to call around local covens to get an idea of which witches might be strong enough to cast the spells I was investigating. Now I had access to OPA databases with security clearance nearly equal to Fritz’s. That meant I could look through our ranking system instead.

We had records of literally thousands of witches throughout North America. Anyone that the OPA had ever investigated, had under surveillance, or knew existed.

The database included Black Jack, a witch that I had apprehended the previous year. He was ranked as a five. Stronger than me, but not strong enough to keep me from arresting him. I felt a little smug about seeing that.

I sorted the list by highest to lowest ranked and started skimming.

At the top, there was a cluster of Faulkners, most of whom were located in Colorado or had no address at all. The best of them was a freaking twelve. I hadn’t even realized the numbers went up to twelve. The notes said that he was most likely “stronger than we are capable of measuring.”

Someone that strong probably wouldn’t waste time murdering random blond men in LA. Call me sexist, but I didn’t think a male witch would help a demon circumcise other guys, either.

I worked my way down the list, ruling out witches that hadn’t traveled to the United States recently, or had unrelated magical specialties, or just because my gut said it wasn’t them. I’ve got a pretty damn good gut. Saved me from a lot of big trouble in the past.

And now my gut was telling me that this witch wasn’t in our database.

I’d only gone through a few pages, but I clicked over to the sister list of kopides anyway. It was much shorter. There weren’t many kopides in the world, much less in the United States; we were talking global numbers in the hundreds rather than the tens of thousands of noteworthy witches.

There was no reason to think that a demon hunter should be involved, but I still took a quick look at kopides in the Los Angeles area.

Predictably, most of them worked for the Union. But there was also one kopis—labeled “retired”—named Roberto Tanner.

Bubba Tanner?

Outlook popped up with an alert from the data recovery department.

At the same time, my phone rang. It was Suzy.

“Bubba Tanner was a kopis,” I said as soon as I answered it.

At the same time, she said, “We got a couple images off of one of the tapes. I’m sending them to you. We’re running them through the facial recognition database, but tell me if you recognize anyone.”

Another email.

I clicked on it, enlarging the attached images. They were from a camera facing the hospital’s entrance.

“All I see are a bunch of patients,” I said. “And a few nurses.”

“Check the last two,” Suzy said.

Skipping ahead, I found a figure wearing a black hooded sweater approach the entrance—the same hooded sweater that I had seen on the witch in the reconstruction spell. But this time, the face wasn’t concealed. Her head was tipped back and I could make out blurry features.

Features that looked an awful lot like Sister Catherine’s.

















CHAPTER ELEVEN




SUZY AND I DIDN’T make it to Canyon Creek.

“I’ll add those drinks to your debt.” She zipped up her bulletproof vest. It was matte black and unmarked. The Union was happy to emblazon their logo on everything they used, but the OPA was slightly subtler than that. Slightly.

I threaded a hip holster through my belt and buckled it. “Are you keeping accounts on how much I owe you now?”

“I have a spreadsheet. I’ll show you next time we’re at the office.”

“Gotta be honest with you, Suze.” I checked the magazine on my handgun, a Desert Eagle, and slid it into place with a satisfying click. “Sometimes you really creep me out.”

She grinned. “I’ll work on that.”

We arrived in Sister Catherine Reilly’s neighborhood like ghosts. Her house wasn’t all that far from the soup kitchen, but our research had shown that the nun liked to have some of the “parishioners” help with upkeep, using her meager retirement fund to compensate them. The attentiveness showed in the fresh blue paint on her siding and the well-trimmed bushes lining her cracked path.

She wasn’t a rich woman, but what little she had went straight to those poorer than her.

Working so hard to employ homeless people didn’t seem like the kind of thing that a crazy murderer would do, but crazy murderers came in all shapes and sizes. I tried not to judge.

I parked my SUV around back and Aniruddha parked up front, covering both entrances to her house. It looked like she was either asleep or not home. All of her lights were off.

“You good?” Suzy asked as I killed the engine, leaving absolute silence in its wake.

“Oh yeah,” I said. “I’m fine.” And I actually meant it this time.

This was the part of the job I liked—when we closed in on the bad guy. I’d spent many boring hours sitting outside motels, abandoned warehouses, office buildings, and restaurants to catch suspects. That part was boring.

But it was hours of tedium punctuated by sheer adrenaline when I finally moved in for the arrest.

Those moments of adrenaline made all that tedium completely worthwhile.

“Don’t suppose you thought to pick up donuts at any point,” I said.

In the total darkness of the car, I could barely make out Suzy’s slender face, the bow curve of her lips, the black tie peeking out from underneath her bulletproof jacket. “When would I have had time for that?”

“I don’t know. You had a few hours at work without me.”

“If you want donuts, Hawke, you’re going to have to get them for yourself.” Suzy pressed the button on her Bluetooth headset. “How do things look up front, Aniruddha?”

“All quiet here.” His tiny voice came in over my headset, too. “Having fun, Suzy?”

My Bluetooth headset beeped softly, nearly interrupting Aniruddha.

“Hang on,” I said, accepting the call.

“The church and soup kitchen are clear,” said the pleasant female voice on the other end. “The suspect is unaccounted for.”

The light in the bathroom blinked on. Golden light pooled over the lawn, brightening her bushes, shimmering on the recently watered grass.

I put two fingers to my headset, pressing the button. “There’s activity at her house. We’re going in.”







I slammed my foot into the door beside the lock, shattering it. The door flew open. Bounced off the wall.

Keeping my gun drawn but aimed at the floor, I slipped into Sister Catherine’s mudroom. Shoes were lined up in a rack under the window. Potted plants decorated the opposite wall. Nobody in sight, nowhere to hide.

Suzy pushed past me. “I’ll check the rear bedroom.” She ducked into the hall.

I stepped through the other doorway and found myself in a dining room. The table was covered in papers. I shined my light on them as I passed, taking a quick read of the top page of one pile. It was nothing incriminating. Just a typewritten plea for donations.

A crashing sound told me that Aniruddha and his partner, Donahue, had entered through the front door.

Abandoning the dining room, I pushed into the kitchen.

My flashlight skimmed over the stove, the cabinets, the teapot on the counter. Long shadows painted the walls with cloven-hoofed monsters waiting to jump out at me. My heart raced as I shoved the pantry door open and found nothing in there but Tuna Helper.

Kitchen was empty. Hall was empty. I moved down to the bathroom on the far end of the house.

I kicked open the door. The sudden light stabbed into my skull, but my vision cleared quickly. It was a tiny closet of a room and just as empty as the rest of the house—but the shower curtain was closed. I swung the gun around, aimed it into the tub. “Don’t move,” I said, and I whipped it aside.

Nobody was in the shower. The pink floral bath mat looked dry.

Then who turned on the light?

I turned to look at the switch and found a timer on it. It was a cheap security measure—just a way to turn the light on and off to make it look like someone was home. Sister Catherine had set the timer’s clock to activate three times a night.

Right on cue, the bathroom light turned off.

“Shit,” I said.

Suzy spoke from down the hall. “Clear in here.”

“Here too,” said Donahue. Sounded like he was in the living room.

I left the bathroom door open behind me. There was still one room unchecked—a bedroom across from the bathroom.

I opened the door and aimed both gun and flashlight inside.

Sister Catherine wasn’t there, but the room wasn’t empty, either. A large oak table stood in the center of the floor. There were two statues the size of my arm at the center: one with horns curling from his hair, and a woman with a pregnant stomach. Judging by the glossy reflection of my light on the stone, they both looked to be carved from marble.

“I’ve got an altar with a Horned God and Mother Goddess in here,” I called to Suzy. “Sister Catherine’s not just a witch. She’s a full-blown naked-in-the-moonlight, please-call-me-Phoenix-Winterfire pagan.”

“Phoenix Winterfire’s a pretty cool chosen name.” Suzy appeared at my side to look into the altar room. “Yep. Pagan.”

Sister Catherine also had incense on her bookshelf, a few crystal balls, some bundles of sticks, altar cloths trimmed with golden coins, all the traditional paraphernalia you’d expect to see a practicing pagan to have. Not so much for a nun.

I checked my watch. It was after midnight. “Where the hell does a nun hang out after midnight on a Sunday?”

“Maybe she likes to party. She’s a nun, not dead.”

Or maybe she was killing someone else as we looked in the wrong place. “Shit,” I said, returning to the hallway. Aniruddha was waiting for us in his own enchanted bulletproof vest. Felt a little silly to be milling around a nun’s empty home in so much gear.

“Well, she’s not coming back here if she’s smart,” Suzy said. “You broke her back door. Nice move, Rambo. She’s going to know we’re onto her as soon as she sees that.”

“We can prop it up, make everything look good, leave a car here to see if she comes back,” suggested Aniruddha. “I’ll stay if Suzy’s game to back me up.”

“Not tonight. I hate stakeouts,” she said.

“I’ll call in and see if anyone else is available to watch tonight.” I raked a hand through my hair. “Fuck.”

Suzy punched me in the shoulder. “Don’t stress it. Let’s make a quick sweep for anything incriminating. Sacrificial goats or whatever. Make sure that we’re breaking doors on the right woman’s house.”

My phone rang, interrupting her. It was the same number that had texted me three times now, sending me increasingly flirty messages that I hadn’t had the time or energy to respond to.

I stared at it for five full rings, trying to decide if I should answer it.

I’d wanted a way to contact Isobel. Now I had a way to reach her and I was working too much to talk. I had thought to shelve a conversation with her until the case was over, but what if her call was work-related?

I spent too long debating with myself. The screen went dark again.

“Problem, Hawke?” Suzy asked.

My phone lit up once more. Same number. “I need to take this. I’m going to step outside.”

I exited from Sister Catherine’s front door. We weren’t bothering with subtlety now that we had kicked her doors in; Donahue had left his SUV’s lights splashing over her patio, illuminating the entire yard so that nobody could hide in the shadows.

Stepping down onto the grass, I answered my phone.

“Isobel?”

“There you are. I was getting worried.”

Damn, but it was nice to hear her voice right at that moment. “I’ve been working. You okay? You’ve been texting a lot.”

“You haven’t responded since you asked me to talk to the body of that kopis.”

“Yeah, we didn’t manage to recover him from Mercy General Hospital. Sorry. I thought Fritz would have told you.”

“He did. That’s not why I wanted to talk,” Isobel said.

Oh. “I haven’t had time for socializing. Murders. You know.”

“I know,” Isobel sighed. “I’ve been busy, too.”

“Lots of people want to talk to their dead aunts and dogs, huh?”

“I don’t talk to dogs.”

“You should try sometime,” I said. “Bet that’s a pretty big niche in the market waiting to be filled.”

Her voice dropped, becoming throatier. “I’d rather just talk to you.” That tone made it sound like the kind of talk that a lot of guys paid three dollars a minute for. I might have been at a suspect’s house, but I was only human. Blood redirected south, away from where it was needed most in my big brain.

My physical reaction to her tone was made slightly more awkward by Aniruddha walking out of the house with a few things confiscated from Sister Catherine’s altar. I coughed and turned away, giving my back to him.

“Not the time, Isobel,” I said.

“Is it ever?” She sighed. “Well, do you want to tell me what happened to the missing body?”

“It’s missing.” It came out a little curter than I’d intended, but my night hadn’t been awesome. “Hospital staff claimed to have released it to the Compassionate Heart Ministry, but that place doesn’t exist. Someone stole the guy.”

“Oh,” Isobel said. “The Compassionate Heart Ministry? It actually does exist. I know that one.”

I frowned. “You do?”

“Yeah. I used to go there sometimes for mass.”

“We ran a search and couldn’t find it. Is it in Los Angeles?”

Isobel sighed. “Yeah, but you wouldn’t find it on Google Maps. I don’t think anybody has ever managed to draw a map of Helltown.”

















CHAPTER TWELVE




I DROVE BACK TO the office with Suzy, leaving Aniruddha and his partner behind to watch Sister Catherine’s house. If I was taking Isobel into Helltown, I needed to prepare.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t really any way to prepare for heading into Los Angeles’s neighborhood of demons, evil witches, and human slaves. You kind of just had to do it the same way you got into a freezing pool.

Just close your eyes and step off the edge.

Suzy spent the drive texting on her company cell phone.

“What are you doing?” I asked as we got onto the freeway again.

“Updating the team. Don’t mind me.”

The team? We had a team?

“You’re texting Fritz.”

She shrugged. “He told me to keep him apprised.”

I wanted to order her not to tell him anything, but I resisted the urge. Fritz needed to know what was going down if I hoped to have any backup on my trip to Helltown.

But if I were about to do something dangerous with Isobel, he’d probably want to be involved in a bigger way than sending backup.

“What are you telling him, exactly?” I tried to make it sound like a casual question.

“Just a general update.” She turned off her phone and tucked it away. “Get off at the next exit. It’s faster.”

“What are you talking about? The office is right off the ramp two exits down.”

“Not the office,” Suzy said. “Canyon Creek. You still owe me drinks.”

I checked the time. “At one o’clock in the morning?”

“Problem?”

Yeah, it was kind of a problem. I couldn’t go into Helltown until dawn hit. I wasn’t stupid enough to visit at night. That meant I should have had at least three whole hours to sleep, and I was going to need all the rest I could get.

But I could tell by the way that Suzy was looking at me that she wasn’t going to let me off the hook. Once she got something in her head, she was an unstoppable force.

“No, not a problem,” I said. “As long as you don’t mind being drunk and exhausted at work Monday morning.” Actually, it was already Monday morning. Jesus, I need to sleep.

“Not everyone’s as much of a lightweight as you, Hawke,” she said cheerfully.

Canyon Creek never closed, but they did stop selling alcohol at two in the morning—unless you worked for the government office a couple blocks down. In that case, they were always serving drinks.

And they seemed to be expecting Suzy.

“I almost thought you weren’t going to come tonight. Who’s the new guy?” The bartender, Carlos, seated us at a booth underneath a couple of hanging yokes.

I gave Suzy a questioning look. She ignored me. “The usual guys are working. Put it on the new guy’s tab.”

Carlos already had her favorite brand of beer ready. He must have filled the pitcher as soon as he saw her come in. I reluctantly handed over my credit card, and the bartender left.

“I’m the new guy?” I asked.

I don’t have a lot of pride, but I’d been Suzy’s desk mate and punching bag for two and a half years—as long as either of us had worked for the OPA—and I thought that made me a little bit more than “the new guy.”

Suzy rolled her eyes. “Aniruddha and Donahue have been keeping me company most of the time.”

My eyebrows lifted. “Both of them?”

“Keep the dirty thoughts to yourself. We’re all insomniacs who have a mutual interest in beer.”

“So you’re spending a lot of time here.” It wasn’t really a question. Carlos knew her preferred beer and had it ready after the hours it was legal to sell alcohol, for fuck’s sake.

“Home’s a long drive away. If I’m working late, it’s sometimes easier to hang out instead of going back.”

“Who watches Cat? And when do you sleep?”

“My neighbor feeds Cat, and I sleep on the ladies’ room couch on lunch breaks.” There was a hard edge to Suzy’s voice now. She didn’t like this line of questioning. She poured herself a glass of beer, started drinking, and didn’t stop until the glass was empty.

“Why does the ladies’ room have a couch? The men’s room doesn’t even have soap half the time.”

“Women need somewhere to do personal stuff, you know.”

“Personal couch stuff? This is sexism. I need a bathroom napping couch.”

“Agent Rosnovski used the couch to pump breast milk when she returned from maternity leave in February. When’s the last time a guy needed to pump titty juice?”

“Oh, sure,” I said. “Pull the ‘women make babies’ card on me. It’s still discrimination.”

Normally, that would have sparked a spirited argument from Suzy. I wanted to see her get angry. I wanted her to laugh and smile and punch me in the arm.

Today, she just drank more beer.

I put my hand on her wrist, preventing her from refilling her glass for a third time. “Is this because of what happened a couple months ago?” It was my tactful way of asking if being incarcerated had fucked her up in a bigger way than I’d thought.

Suzy loosened her tie and unbuttoned her collar. “No,” she said. And then, “Yeah. I’m not sleeping well.”

Now that I thought about it, I’d seen her heading to the bar with coworkers more often than usual. I’d just figured she was being her usual level of social.

Suzy lived alone. She’d always preferred to drag people into yet another long night of drinking instead of going back to hang out with Cat, her cat. But this was something else.

“You can’t just drink it off.”

“I’m not,” Suzy said. “I’m not diving into a keg to shut up my brain. Trust me. Alcoholism isn’t on the menu. It’s just the dreams that I can’t handle.” She forced a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I figured you’d understand.”

I did. I didn’t want to think about what had happened any more than she did. I’d killed a woman—a half-demon, sure, but still a woman who I’d been flirting with for months.

My way of dealing with trauma was to lift more weights, eat good food, try to keep well rested. Suzy was punishing herself with long nights of beer and sleep deprivation.

“I get what you’re doing, but we do have work in the morning.” I spoke slowly, chose my words carefully. “My place isn’t far. You can crash there, if you want.”

“Doesn’t matter where I sleep,” Suzy said. “The dreams are always there.”

“I have potions. I can knock you out without dreams, and without the help of total exhaustion and cheap beer.”

Now I had her attention. “Really?”

“Yeah. I used to make them for my sister.”

Ofelia had a lot of nightmares to avoid considering she’d been abducted by the incubus mafia, the Silver Needles, and tortured for a week. I’d brewed potions for her every night until she moved away to escape Los Angeles. Domingo and I missed our baby sis, but I couldn’t blame her—I’d have done the same thing.

I was pro at dreamless sleeping potions now, though. I could whip them up in my sleep.

Pun intended.

“I appreciate the offer, Hawke,” Suzy said. “I might take you up on that later. I just can’t deal with twelve hours of magicked sleep right this second.” She poured yet another glass of beer, but I was glad to see that she sipped at this one. “Anyway, sleeping isn’t going to fix the problem.”

“You’re not in the detention center anymore,” I said. “There isn’t really a problem to fix, is there?”

“There’s still a problem.” Her eyes gleamed darkly in the light of the bar. “The whole fucking Union is a problem, and I’m going to have to do something about it at some point.”

That threw me. “What are you talking about?”

A man stepped up to the edge of our table. I thought it was Carlos returning with my credit card. Instead, I looked up to see Fritz Friederling.

It was one of the only times I’d seen him in anything but a well-tailored suit. He wore a collared shirt under a light sweater, khakis, and the kind of leather driving moccasins that had probably cost a month of my shitty apartment’s rent. He looked like he was ready for a day boating off the coast.

Did everyone deal with two o’clock in the morning better than me? Didn’t anyone freaking sleep?

“I hope you don’t mind,” Fritz said, slipping into the booth across from us. He took the empty glass that Carlos had left for me and filled it halfway.

“Plenty of booze for everyone,” Suzy said. “Cèsar’s buying.”

“Isn’t Cèsar generous?” he asked lightly. Something in his expression that told me this was all business, not a social call.

What the hell had Suzy texted him?

“Cèsar is reluctantly generous,” I agreed. “And tired.” That was aimed at Suzy.

“Yes, I expect you’d like to get some sleep if you’re planning on working at dawn,” Fritz said.

Oh yeah. Suzy had told him what I was planning to do with Isobel.

“I’m hoping to find Sister Catherine at Compassionate Heart Ministry,” I said. “If not, we might at least be able to find the body of Roberto Tanner for Isobel to question him.”

Fritz just stared at me. The silence was so much worse than if he’d berated me, even though I was just doing my job and I had no reason to get berated in the first place.

I had to say something. “I hoped you could position support for us outside of Helltown. Just in case.”

“No,” Fritz said. “It’s not happening.”

“You mean tracking down Sister Catherine?”

“Going to Helltown.”

“I can deal with it. This isn’t my first visit,” I said.

“It’s also not Isobel’s. She’ll be recognized, and the Silver Needles now recognize where her loyalties lie.”

Well, at least Fritz was being honest about his intentions. Hos before homicide investigations. Or something like that.

“The Silver Needles don’t like me, either,” I said. “We’ll avoid them.”

“You can go to Helltown if you go alone. I’ll provide support outside the neighborhood.”

“She has to come,” I said. “I have no idea where I’m going without her. Wandering around that place blind would definitely get me killed.”

“You’re not taking Isobel to Helltown and that’s final.” Fritz pushed the untouched glass of beer away from him and stood. “Lucrezia de Angelis is arriving this morning.”

If my night hadn’t already been on the fast track to Shit Town, that pretty much set the destination. “What? Why?”

“For your test tomorrow. I’ll be picking her up at the airport at seven o’clock, so I’m going into the office to prepare for her arrival. You should likewise expect a meeting.” He caught Carlos coming back to the table and slipped a roll of cash into his hand. “For whatever these two people want. Keep the rest as a tip.” He nodded at us. “Have a good night.”

I gaped at him as he walked away.

Lucrezia de Angelis was coming to town to make sure I passed my aspis test.

The test I still hadn’t had enough time to study for.

The test that I needed to pass in order to keep my job, and possibly my life.

“You might as well drink,” Suzy said, shoving Fritz’s cup at me. “You’re fucked anyway.”

She had a point.

















CHAPTER THIRTEEN




A CHURCH IN HELLTOWN. The very idea of it reeked with irony.

I’m not a real religious guy, but my family used to attend church on Easter and Christmas, like any decent American should. To me, churches mean hushed silence, a feeling of being at peace, the comfort of knowing someone’s watching over you.

That, and the sensation of Pops kicking me in the Achilles tendon because I wouldn’t stop swinging my feet in the pews.

You know, a family place.

Helltown was the opposite of that in every way possible. You were always watched in Helltown, but not by a benevolent caretaker. More like glowing red eyes waiting for an opportunity to sink their teeth into your throat.

The neighborhood is a major source of stress around the OPA offices. The smartest of us avoid going inside at any costs, but the ones who visit and survive wear it like a badge of honor. I survived a visit to Helltown and all I got was this lousy admiration from my coworkers.

All the agents say there’s nowhere hotter than Helltown, and they’re right.

It’s not just the heat, although that’s part of it. The streets burn like there’s a fire smoldering right under the pavement. The wind never quite seems to clear the smoke from the food carts where they cook human flesh for snacks. The air is always stale, always stuffy, always hot.

But when your case goes cold, if you’re brave enough, you can usually heat it up by visiting Helltown too. The demons there, they know things.

There’s nowhere more dangerous than Helltown. Not in Los Angeles. Not anywhere else in California. Maybe nowhere else in the country.

And I was about to go in there willingly.

Again.

“It’s not so bad once you get used to it,” Isobel said as we headed for the gates.

We’d parked outside a nearby apartment complex and were taking the remaining distance on foot. Cars didn’t work in Helltown. Neither did cell phones or Bluetooth earpieces, for that matter. We’d have no way to contact backup once we got inside.

Not that it mattered, since I was going in without Fritz’s approval, which meant no backup.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it,” I said. I’d been there a few times and it was equally awful every time.

“Really, Cèsar, you just have to know where to go and where not to go.”

Wasn’t the whole place a “where not to go?”

“I used to be scared of it, but once I realized that nothing’s going to get you during the day, the whole place is kind of a joke,” Isobel went on. “I mean, as long as you stay away from Needles territory. And keep out of the shadows. And, you know, don’t talk to any demon who might want to kill you. And—”

“I get the idea.”

Isobel patted my cheek. “You just looked worried. I was helping.”

No, she definitely wasn’t.

Just because I was heading into Helltown with a guide—a death witch who used to serve as priestess for the Hand of Death—didn’t mean that I was safe. I’d left the suit at home and was wearing street clothes, but I still felt like I had a flashing “OPA agent” sign over my head.

She led me into Helltown through a street on the east side. From the opposite side of the intersection, it looked like a normal suburban neighborhood, not unlike Cherry Tree Lane.

But as soon as we set foot on the sidewalk on the other side of the stoplight, everything changed.

The houses and unkempt yards vanished. The air got heavy. Heat radiated through the soles of my shoes and stirred my jacket.

Stretched in front of me was a neighborhood that looked like it had been hit hard by an apocalypse, maybe more than once. The buildings leaned against each other for support. Windows were boarded over, shuttered with plywood. Doors were jammed shut with the carcasses of cars that hadn’t run in fifty years.

Tall iron spikes grew from the sidewalks on either side, arching over the road to meet in the center. A metal plate hung from the apex of the arch. It said, with no small amount of self-aware humor, “Welcome to Helltown.”

I read it aloud as we passed, and couldn’t help but add, “Population: Every sorry fucker too stupid to stay out.”

Isobel chuckled. It sounded like she was just humoring me, but I appreciated it. Always loved a woman who laughed at my crappy jokes.

It even briefly distracted me from how much I hated visiting this place.

I’d never seen Helltown empty before, but there weren’t any demons on the street right now, in the first light of dawn. It felt hollow. Guess it was still too early for the daytime demons to emerge but too bright for the nocturnal ones to survive.

Even though I couldn’t see them, I could feel them watching us through the cracks in the boarded windows.

Hungry, waiting.

Isobel strode ahead of me, head held high, somehow not staring at the empty streets.

“It’s right over there,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at me. I couldn’t help but notice that she looked amazing for the early hours of the morning. My sister had always looked like a monster until about noon, but Isobel was perfection, with feathers in her braids and eyes unshadowed by fatigue. “Two blocks in.”

Just two blocks in. Not that bad, right?

At least, I didn’t think it was that bad until I saw the church itself. I’d expected to see something like the Temple of the Hand of Death, which had been built into a rundown old gas station.

Instead, I found myself facing a cathedral with a bell tower, iron spires, crimson stained glass windows, and statues of warped saints weeping blood. The gargoyles had shriveled wings and cloven hooves and teeth longer than my hand.

The whole place had to be at least ten stories tall, and it eclipsed the sun.

“Compassionate Heart Ministry,” my ass. Whoever had named it that had a sick sense of humor. I would have called it something like “Church Doom.”

“Wait,” I said when Isobel moved to head in.

“What?”

“All the shadows.” There wasn’t a hint of sunlight anywhere on the block.

She looked at the church again like she hadn’t seen it before. Isobel seemed to glow against the black walls of the church. “We’re probably safe. What time is it?”

I checked my watch. The second hand wasn’t moving.

“It was six-thirty when we came in.” And I could definitely feel it. I’d officially been awake for twenty-four hours and wanted nothing more than my bed.

Well, maybe I wanted to be outside of Helltown even more, but those weren’t mutually exclusive aspirations. My bed was, conveniently, not in Helltown. Two birds with one stone.

“We should be safe,” Isobel said. She sounded entirely unconcerned.

A door slammed somewhere on the street. I whirled to see a demon shuffling from window to window to open the shutters on his shop. He probably would have been seven feet tall if his back hadn’t been arched like a McDonald’s sign, making his horned head hang in the region of his waist.

He wasn’t even looking at us, but I suddenly wanted to be in that church. Better the devil we didn’t know yet. Or something.

Cool fingertips touched my cheek. “Are you okay?” Isobel’s brow furrowed with attractive concern.

Down boy. “Just tired.”

“Well, then let’s get in and out.” She pulled me into the shadow of the church before I even realized what she was doing. The path leading to the door felt cold, like an isolated winter swirling outside the walls. “Why are you so tired? Is the case keeping you up?”

“Kind of. I was on a stakeout with Suzy, and then I owed her drinks, so I played designated driver until I met with you. Never did get any sleep.” Isobel stopped walking. I only realized when I was already a few feet ahead of her. “What?”

“You bought her drinks?”

“I know. I have no idea how she gets away with that on a work night. And I bet she still feels better than I do.”

“You spent all night with Suzy,” Isobel said.

Why had she stopped walking? Here, of all places? “Someone had to drive her drunk ass to the office. Come on, I don’t want to wait for the suspect to find us.” Or something worse.

Isobel let me take her arm and pull her into the church’s entryway, a room with black walls and a low ceiling. Candles rimmed a statue of a marble figure with no face, leaving smoky stains on its shapeless legs and casting flickering shadows on its shoulders.

“She likes you,” Isobel said.

“I’d hope she likes me a little,” I said, checking behind the statue. There was another doorway leading into the main body of the church. It was open, but too dark to see what waited beyond. “Makes working together easier.”

I leaned around the doorway to peer into the darkness.

The inside of the church had a much higher roof, but the walls were just as black. Now I could see that the stained glass windows formed abstract crimson mosaics that barely let in any light. I’d been expecting more creepy imagery, like inverted crosses.

Isobel huffed. “I’m saying that Agent Takeuchi wants you.”

I almost didn’t hear what she was saying because I was too busy, you know, trying not to die. “Not following your line of thought here. Suzy wants me to do what?”

“She wants to get in your pants, and then get you out of your pants, and fuck you brainless. Suzy Takeuchi wants to have sex with you. Are you really that stupid or do you just play a stupid guy on TV?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Yeah, it made me laugh in a creepy church in the middle of Helltown, where we were likely to get killed and mutilated by a nun. That’s how ridiculous it was. “You are reading way too much into drinks after work, Izzy.”

“Look, I’m a woman, and I know the games women play. Women don’t want to get drunk until sunrise with guys they don’t want to sleep with.”

She had no idea how literally I wanted to sleep with Suzy. Actual sleeping. Restful, snoring sleep.

“You don’t know Suzy, Isobel.” And it was going to stay that way. Suzy was having a bad week. Or a bad month. Maybe even a bad year. I wasn’t going to tell Isobel why Suzy really wanted constant company.

“I know women like her,” Isobel said darkly.

“Can we shelve this conversation for later? For a sane time when we’re not going to possibly die?”

“We’re not going to die.” She squeezed my bicep. “You’ll protect us if any scary old nuns attack.”

Glad to know she was so confident.

But it was easy to imagine my body sprawled on the red velvet runner between pews, my shattered teeth in the back of my un-breathing throat, foreskin peeled away by demon claws…

Don’t think about the nurse.

“Who does services here?” I asked.

“A few priests rotate out. When I came, it was Father Mikhail Night. He moved on, and Father Bronson Webb replaced him. I’m not sure who it is now.”

“What kind of ugly are the priests? Nightmares?” I didn’t want to imagine what kind of services demons might hold. The brief mental picture I couldn’t help but suppress involved lots of blood.

Isobel giggled. “They’re humans. Normal human priests.”

“Humans helping demons?”

“Sometimes,” she said. “There are also a lot of other humans in Helltown.”

“Mostly slaves.”

“Yes, but smart demons fear God, Cèsar. They’re afraid of a good smiting. Many of them will allow their slaves to attend services instead of risking His wrath.”

Color me skeptical, but that twisted logic didn’t jive. “Wouldn’t God smite them for keeping slaves in the first place?”

“As long as He’s getting worshiped?” She shrugged. “I think He doesn’t care. Not that I’ve ever heard of a demon getting smote for holding a slave back from Sunday mass, mind you. Ann told me that allowing slaves to attend services is a pretty old superstition. Apparently they even have a few churches in the more civilized parts of Hell.”

If a church in Helltown was too ridiculous for me to accept, then I wasn’t going to attempt to wrap my head around a church in Hell. A church that actually worshiped God.

Isobel shook my shoulders gently, like she was trying to loosen me up for a massage.

“Deep breaths, Cèsar. We’re safe in here. It just looks scary because it’s an old building, but it’s consecrated ground enchanted by generations of witches. It’s safe. I can’t even talk to bodies here.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Ann and I tried to work some death magic here at Father Night’s request. It didn’t work. If you ever want to be buried somewhere that you’ll be safe from my kind of interference, try Helltown.”

“I’ll think about adding it to my will,” I said. Think about it, and then completely forget about it, because I did not plan on spending eternity in this place.

We reached the front of the church to find an empty pulpit backed by a mural. The image was pretty innocuous: green fields with a radiant sun and lots of sheep. A lot like the murals I’d seen at the soup kitchen.

“Is this all there is to the church?” I asked.

“There’s a basement,” Isobel said. “And there’s a choir loft.” She turned to point behind me, and surprise registered in her eyes.

I followed her finger to see that someone was standing above us, swathed in shadow behind the crimson curtains of the loft.

Sister Catherine.

Her eyes fell on me. It was like the time I’d walked in on Domingo shoving his tongue down the throat of my girlfriend freshman year, sitting on the edge of my bed—that exact same look of guilt and shock and resignation.

It took me a second to remember that I’d brought a gun, much less that it might be something I’d want to draw. I fumbled at the strap and drew the gun.

“Catherine Reilly, you are under arrest!”

She ran, of course. They always fucking run.

And Sister Catherine was pretty fast for an old lady.

She reached the bottom of the stairs before I could sprint back down the pews. She flung the front doors open and hurtled into the street.

I’m a big guy, but that doesn’t mean I’m slow. Most of my time at the gym is spent on cardio. When you have magicked muscles, it doesn’t take much time weightlifting to bulk, but you still have to put in the legwork if you want to be fast.

I’m definitely fast.

Within seconds, I was about ten feet behind the nun, gun drawn, aimed at the ground.

“Freeze!” I shouted.

I didn’t expect it to work. I wasn’t even pointing the Desert Eagle at her. But Sister Catherine immediately dropped to her knees on the broken pavement.

Her obedience shocked me so much that I almost ran right into her. I managed to stop before ending up in an undignified situation on the ground, but just barely.

She clasped her hands together in prayer and tipped her head back to the sky. “Forgive me,” Sister Catherine asked the…what, the clouds? Oh, right. Prayer.

“You’re begging in the wrong direction, Sister. I’m the one who’s about to arrest you.”

I didn’t have to read anyone their Miranda rights, nor did I have to even tell her why I was dragging her in. One of the perks of working for a secret government organization is a slightly less-than-strict adherence to the laws everyone else deals with.

Sister Catherine just kept praying. Something about Mary and grace and I didn’t really listen so I can’t tell you what else.

I grabbed one of her wrists and wrenched her hands apart.

I used to have two major rules guiding me, both in life and in the business. The first was that I didn’t deal with homicides. Obviously that was shot to hell.

The second rule—the one that I wasn’t about to let slip away from me—is that I don’t hit women and I don’t get rough with them. I’m better than that. Even when I’m arresting a female witch, I do it as respectfully as possible.

But after seeing what Sister Catherine had done to the nurse—seeing what she had done to her own volunteer—I wasn’t feeling extremely gentle.

Taking the cuffs out of my pocket, I yanked her arms behind her and tightened the metal rings around her wrists.

“We’re after you?” Isobel had finally caught up. Now she was staring at Sister Catherine with a hearty heaping of skepticism. “There must be a mistake, Cèsar. She can’t have done anything worthy of arrest.”

“Isobel, my dear,” Sister Catherine said, wincing as I cinched the cuffs just a little bit too tight. “It’s been too long.”

“Over a month, I know.”

“Three months.”

Isobel cringed. “I haven’t been in Helltown lately. I’m sorry.”

“You two know each other?” I asked. Why wasn’t I surprised?

If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought her cheeks were looking kind of pink. She didn’t try to deny it, though. Funny how I could have gone through several life and death situations with this woman and I still knew virtually nothing about her.

“She used to bring me cookies,” Sister Catherine said.

Isobel’s face was definitely red. “I guess I owe you a few dozen.”

“She’s a suspect,” I said, hauling the nun to her feet. “Don’t fraternize with the suspect. Okay?”

“Suspected of what? Being too nice?” Isobel asked.

“Murder,” I said.

Isobel’s jaw dropped open. She’d known we were hunting a murderer who worked at that church, but she just hadn’t connected the dots yet.

On the bright side, it was a really quiet drive back to the OPA headquarters.

















CHAPTER FOURTEEN




SUZY MET ME ON my way into the Magical Violations Department. Aside from her hair being twisted into an unusually messy bun, it was impossible to tell that she’d been drinking until sunrise; her suit was clean, her eyes were clear, and she looked focused.

“Where are you going?” she asked, pacing me down the hall to the elevators.

“I’ve arrested Sister Catherine. Now I’m going to interview her.”

Suzy shoved a folder at me. “Then you’re going to want to know what we found in the closet of her altar room.”

I stopped by the elevator doors to look. There were multiple photographs of plastic bags, jars, and storage tubs. I had no idea what I was looking at until one of the pictures zoomed in on the jars.

“Those are hearts, aren’t they?” I asked.

I took a quick count. There were six of them. We’d only found two bodies.

Suzy looked grim. “There are at least eight different victims suggested by the other trophies she’s kept. Oh, plus we found Nurse Sullivan’s Zippo with the flaming skull on the side.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah, I thought you’d be interested in that.” She slapped me on the back. “Good work arresting her. I’m going to contact the LAPD and see if I can track down the other murder victims.”

She left me with the photographs in hand. I got in the elevator and flipped through them again as the floors slid past me, dropping me deep into the cement underbelly of the OPA campus.

A couple of the photos were labeled. It was the only way I could tell that I was looking at severed noses and lips.

We’d found the rest of Jay Brandon.

Isobel’s insistence that Sister Catherine was innocent had been gnawing at me. But now that gnawing was gone.

I’d caught the killer. Now I just needed to find the demon—her murder weapon.

Case closed.

Right?







The guys had put Sister Catherine in one of our special interrogation rooms. We’re used to keeping witches on the premises, and we know how to keep the most powerful of them under control.

She was strapped to a chair in the center of a permanent circle of power that had been carved into the cement floor. The cuffs were padded leather—the ultimate in comfortable government bondage—and stamped with easily activated magical marks that could knock her out in a millisecond if she became difficult.

The walls themselves were drywall, but our insulation wasn’t just fireproof. It was enchanted to be magic-proof, too. Anything cast inside the room couldn’t get out.

Even if one of our suspects broke free of the chair, they wouldn’t be able to bewitch anything outside the room. And good luck escaping with all the armed Union guards waiting in the hallway.

As soon as I got in, I explained the various features of the room to Sister Catherine. It’s not procedure, but I always liked to see how people reacted to hearing about it. How worried they got said a lot about what they knew of magic.

Sister Catherine looked real worried. She knew a lot.

“Why am I here?” she asked. She didn’t bother trying to test the strength of the straps like so many suspects did. She was a skinny old woman; she knew she wouldn’t get anywhere with that.

I took the chair across from her, right by the door to the exit. Put my body between her and the way out. “You tell me why you’re here,” I said. “You’re the one who bolted. You’ve gotta have a pretty good idea of what’s going on.”

“I’ve put a lot of hours into concealing my less traditional charitable efforts, Agent Hawke,” Sister Catherine said. “Can you imagine how difficult it would become to obtain grants and donations if people learned that I also try to bring the word of God into Hell?”

“So you were running to protect the soup kitchen,” I said.

“And several other charities.”

“That’s funny. I thought you were running to protect yourself from getting nailed for the murder of Jay Brandon, among others.”

She paled, but didn’t look surprised.

“Oh,” she said.

I showed her some of the photos from Suzy’s folder—not the ones with the body parts, but the snapshots of her altar. “Tell me about the statues. What’s up with these? Kinda blasphemous for a nun to have, don’t you think?”

She was still trembling from my last accusation and slow to respond.

“It’s not blasphemous at all. They’re not meant to be gods; they’re representative of male and female energy, positive and negative, black and white.” Her hands twitched like she wanted to gesture as she spoke, but she couldn’t move enough to pull it off. “Infernal and ethereal.”

“Like Hell and Heaven. Seems you’ve been a little too interested in the more southerly part of that dichotomy, Sister.”

“If you mean the infernal, Hell isn’t south of anything. It’s not even in our dimension.”

“What do I know? You’re the expert, apparently.”

Sister Catherine just stared at me, like she couldn’t believe how much stupid shit was coming out of my mouth and had no idea how to react to it. I got that look a lot when I tried to joke around with my coworkers. Nobody appreciated my genius.

“You don’t associate pagan worship practices with the Devil, do you?” she finally asked. “I’m only in Helltown to offer support to its residents. There are humans in the neighborhood who are incapable of leaving to worship. They deserve to benefit from the warmth of our faith, too.”

Who was playing stupid now? “We saw the demon you’ve been using as a murder weapon, cloven hooves and all.”

Realization struck her, eyes widening.

“Cloven hooves,” she said. “Demon.”

“So what have you been doing? It’s more powerful than evocation to have brought a physical entity to the Earth. Are you breeding them? Keeping them as pets? Feeding them volunteers from your soup kitchen?”

Sister Catherine sank back against the chair, momentarily closing her eyes. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought that she looked relieved.

The sight of it disarmed me. I hadn’t been expecting relief.

Could I have been wrong about her? It felt like I’d just thrown a dart at a target from two inches away and somehow hit the wall anyway.

“Lord above,” she said. “You think I’m dealing with demons.”

I lifted the photo of the jars of hearts. “We’ve got pretty compelling evidence for that, yeah.” Pain twisted her features. She didn’t speak. “Want to give me a story about how you’re just holding these for a friend?”

“I was waiting to give them proper, respectful burials,” Sister Catherine said. “I needed to dispose of them discreetly on holy ground. I couldn’t let them rot, or be thrown away, or…”

“That’s sweet of you, considering you fucking killed people.”

She bit the inside of her cheek. Her eyes dropped to her feet, which were also bound to the chair in leather cuffs.

“You want to confess to anything?” I asked. “Explain why you’re using demons to kill people? Tell me how many other victims we should expect to find? Fill in the blanks for me, Sister. I’d sure appreciate the help.”

The woman took a deep breath. When she returned her gaze to me, she looked resolute. “Yes, I am responsible for the death of Jay Brandon and the nurse at the hospital. I have been in Helltown consorting with demons. Whatever confession you would like me to sign, please present it as soon as possible and notify my lawyer.”

Yeah, my dart had definitely missed. Now she was messing with me.

I stood up and dropped the photos on my chair.

Pacing around Sister Catherine, I pushed back my jacket so I could brace my hands on my hips. Drum my fingers against my belt. It was so quiet in there that I could hear the tap of skin against leather.

“Okay,” I said. “You’re in Helltown to help people.”

“I am in Helltown to consort with demons, which led to the death of Jay Brandon.”

That was what I’d gone into the room expecting to hear. I wanted to hear it.

Now that I had, I wasn’t happy.

“Why?” I asked. “What do you get out of the murders?”

Sister Catherine’s mouth opened and then closed again. Her hands tightened into fists. “Well, what do witches typically get out of working with demons? Power, I’d assume. Yes, I’ve been getting power from this. It makes me stronger in my pagan witchcraft.”

“And what kind of demon is that thing we saw you with, exactly? The thing in the basement of the hospital?”

“It’s so powerful that it’s a breed of its own.” That answer came more promptly. She might have been telling the truth. I’d been reading about demons. The biggest and nastiest were one of a kind.

“And now this thing is roaming around without its keeper?” I asked.

The nun considered this. “No, it only comes out when I summon it. Now that you have me, that demon won’t be causing problems anymore. You shouldn’t bother looking for it.”

Which meant that it was still out there. Probably vulnerable without Sister Catherine and capable of murdering again.

I needed a new tactic.

“How much do you know about the Office of Preternatural Affairs?” I asked.

“Only what I’ve heard people say at the church.” She had the courtesy to look embarrassed. “They don’t say many positive things.”

Yeah, I would bet they didn’t. “When witches break our rules, we make them disappear. Some of them get retrained and hired to work for us. Some of them get relocated where they’ll cause less damage. But we do something else with the witches responsible for killing people.”

She paled. “I can imagine.”

“No, you can’t. Our jails aren’t like mundane jails. They’re bad places to be. You’ll be cut off from your power for the rest of your life.” I was guessing, but it sounded scary enough to suit the OPA. We were scary people. “There definitely aren’t any churches.”

Sister Catherine couldn’t seem to speak. Her eyes glistened, and a single tear rolled down her cheek.

I wasn’t a bad guy. I didn’t want to do bad cop. But the truth was that if Sister Catherine signed a confession saying that she was responsible for everything, she would disappear for a long time.

Maybe I wasn’t a bad cop so much as a brutally honest cop.

“You have given me a really bad weekend, Sister,” I said. “I’d like it if this week was better, so I’ll give you one more chance to tell the truth before we call your bluff and toss you in one of our coldest, darkest cells. What the hell is going on here?”

She swallowed hard. “Exactly what I said.” The nun was trembling all over. “Bring the confession and I’ll sign it.”







Isobel was waiting for me in Fritz’s otherwise empty office. I mean, of course she was. It was nine o’clock in the morning and Lucrezia de Angelis was somewhere on the campus, so Isobel was in the one place where she was most likely to get caught.

And here I’d trusted Fritz to take her back to her RV after we were done in Helltown.

“Jesus, Izzy,” I said, slipping into the office and shutting the door behind me. “Are you trying to get caught?”

She looked irritated. “We were interrupted trying to leave. I’m hiding until Fritz can get me out of here. Have some faith, Cèsar.”

Isobel was doing a terrible job of hiding. Fritz had a corner office with huge windows and a great view of the entire grassy OPA campus. It also probably allowed anyone on the sidewalk to see us talking.

I shut the curtains so that the only light came from Fritz’s desk lamp.

“You can’t send Sister Catherine to prison,” Isobel said. “Or wherever it is you send people.”

“We have a detention center run by the Union,” I said, “and it’s a horrible pit of darkness where people who use demons as murder weapons deserve to go.”

“She didn’t do it,” Isobel said.

That was exactly what I was struggling not to think.

It didn’t make any rational sense. She had the victims’ hearts at her house. If that wasn’t incriminating evidence, then I didn’t know what was. But her reaction had been all wrong. She was still hiding something. I was beginning to suspect that “something” was that she was actually innocent.

Like I’ve said before, I have a pretty good gut instinct, but a gut instinct against a closet of body parts didn’t mean anything.

“Give me all your evidence for her innocence and I’ll let her go,” I said. “Better yet, find the real killer. I’ll wait here, twiddling my thumbs, until you get back.”

Isobel paced, twisting her hands together. “She’s a good person. She’s selfless. She couldn’t deny a beggar asking for a quarter, much less kill someone.”

“Look, I don’t think you know Sister Catherine as well as you think you do,” I said. I ticked off the reasons on my fingers. “She was hostile toward me when I initially questioned her at the soup kitchen. She just confessed—literally five minutes ago—that she’s responsible for the murders. We found a closet at her house with pieces of the fucking murder victims inside. This isn’t the kind of shit that innocent people do.”

“I bet that if you dig into it, you’ll find that the evidence was planted. And if Sister Catherine was hostile to you, then you were probably acting like a jackass,” Isobel said.

“Am I ever a jackass?” She opened her mouth. I cut her off with a gesture. “You know what, don’t answer that. You met Sister Catherine in Helltown. That alone says a lot about her character.”

She batted her eyelashes at me. “I live in Helltown sometimes.”

“Not really. You live in an RV and it’s sometimes in Helltown. Big difference.”

Isobel slipped away from Fritz’s desk and started plucking at my tie. I had loosened it coming out of the interview room, and now she untied it completely, tugging on it until it slithered from around my neck. “You’re just making excuses for me because you like me.”

“I wouldn’t make excuses for Sister Catherine even if she was as hot as you are,” I said. “Murder is murder.”

Her hands hesitated on my chest. “Is it?”

“Usually. Yes. Definitely. I don’t know.” She had pressed the full length of her body against mine, and it was getting awfully hard to think. “Wait, are you trying to seduce me into letting Sister Catherine go?”

“You would be a lot more fun if you stopped thinking for a few minutes.”

“Gotta say, that might be the first time I’ve been accused of thinking too much.”

“I’m not trying to convince you to let her go, per se,” Isobel said. “I just think that you’re wrong about her. You need to keep looking for the truth. If you don’t, then there will only be more death—and you’ll have incarcerated a helpless old woman in the meantime.”

She was right. She might as well have been reading my mind for all that she was speaking my thoughts.

“I’ll keep looking,” I said.

“That’s all I want. Thank you.”

She’d just scored the victory she wanted, but it was hard to think of anything but how soft her curves felt. “So you bake a lot of cookies, huh?” I asked, because that was the only thing I seemed to have gotten out of Isobel’s relationship with Sister Catherine.

“When I have a kitchen to do it in.” Her embarrassed smile was pretty damn cute. “It’s not easy in my RV.”

“I have a kitchen.” It slipped out before I could think to stop myself.

Isobel’s full lips spread into a smile. She looped the tie around her neck alongside all the bone and feather necklaces. “Just tell me when, Agent Hawke, and I’ll be there.”

I cleared my throat. “I should go find Suzy. Can I, uh… Can I have my tie back?”

She ignored my outstretched hand and tied it loosely in a neat Double Windsor. The long strip of black cloth looked happy to be nestled between the globes of her breasts, but maybe I was just projecting my own feelings onto an inanimate object. Just maybe. “I’ll give it back when I come over to your apartment to bake cookies.”

God, I wanted to be that necktie.

Isobel leaned toward me, stretching up on her toes.

Don’t kiss your boss’s ex-girlfriend in his office. There are probably cameras. Don’t do it. He will kill you.

“So, uh, where’s Fritz?” I asked.

Best way to kill the mood? Bring up the ex.

“I think he’s in a meeting,” Isobel said, immediately stepping back.

Victory. “Did he say who he’s with?” It was a lot easier to think with some breathing room between us.

“Let’s see.” Isobel helped herself to the planner on Fritz’s desk. “It just says ‘Vice President.’ The meeting ends in about five minutes if you want to ask him about it.”

Shit. Lucrezia de Angelis would be heading straight toward me in five minutes.

“I have to go,” I said.

Isobel looked like she was about to say something else, but I didn’t listen to her. As soon as she opened her mouth again, she was going to say something that turned off my ability to think rationally, and then I’d be really screwed.

It wasn’t the most dignified exit, but I left Fritz’s office, abandoning my tie to the blissful chasm of Isobel’s cleavage.

And I ran right into someone outside the door.

The first glimpse of a woman with blond hair froze me to the floor, but it wasn’t Lucrezia de Angelis.

It was Janet from the forensics department.

She was slightly better than the vice president in the way that a plague is slightly better than a nuclear bomb.

“Cèsar,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

I edged away from her. “Who were you expecting?”

“Director Friederling and the vice president. They asked to meet with me.”

“You’re in the wrong place. They’re down in the conference rooms. You better go find them.” And get the hell away from the office Isobel is hiding in.

She called after me when I tried to walk away. “Aren’t you attending the meeting, too? I know that Lucrezia wants to speak with you.”

Better and better. “Sorry, I’m in the middle of something,” I said. “Rain check?”

I left Janet gaping at me in the hallway outside Fritz’s office.

















CHAPTER FIFTEEN




I HAD TWO CHOICES at that point: Stick around to talk to Lucrezia de Angelis, or go back to Helltown looking for more information about Sister Catherine.

For once, Helltown was the slightly less unpleasant option.

I made my second trip at one in the afternoon, right when the sun was at its apex and the shadows were at their fewest. That was the safest time to visit, which wasn’t saying much.

Instead of heading in the way that Isobel had taken me that morning, I went my usual route. It was on the south side of the neighborhood. Not so coincidentally, it was farthest from Silver Needles territory. And then I only had to go a block to visit my not-so-favorite infernal contact, Monique.

If you think you’ve seen ugly before, you’re wrong, because you’ve never seen Monique. She didn’t have a nose, lips, or eyebrows. She was about as tall as my hip standing up, but she usually crouched on a stool like a mutant frog so it was easier to see her mangled face. Her gnarled hands were blistered from numerous accidental burns while blowing novelty glass sculptures. And then there was the smell.

Now, I’m not a guy who judges based on appearance. I could get past her looks if she was good company. I’d dated too many beautiful women with horrible personalities in college—I knew what mattered most.

So when I say that Monique’s ugly, I’m not just talking about the way she looks. I’m talking about her from the inside out. She’s a misanthropic, self-centered bitch. She used to sell bongs infused with infernal energy to college students, knowing that it would open them to demonic possession. Monique didn’t care as long as she got paid.

She didn’t look happy to see me stroll into her shop. She was never happy to see me.

“Smile,” I said. “It’s a beautiful day.”

“Fuck you, asshole,” Monique said, lipless mouth flashing jagged teeth.

I had to duck to get into her shop without knocking glass off the shelf over the door. You know where I keep all my fragile stuff? Low on the wall where any guy over six feet tall could destroy them by walking past.

Knowing Monique, it was probably a tactic to get customers to accidentally break her crafts and have to pay for everything.

“You’ve been busy,” I remarked, sliding between two bongs that were hung from the ceiling by leather cords wrapped around their shiny glass testicles.

“What the fuck do you want?”

“You always think the worst of me, Monique. Maybe I want to buy something.”

“Oh, you’re gonna buy something, all right,” she said. “You come into my shop, you constantly disrespect and threaten me—you better at least give me cash, asshole.”

She needed an insult thesaurus. I was so many more things than just an asshole.

I had brought cash, though. I knew what I was doing.

What I didn’t know was what Monique was doing. Now that I had stepped into her cramped little shop, I could see that her production had seriously gone into overdrive. Her shelves were filled from floor to ceiling two layers deep. Hazy sunlight shone through glass bulbs and cast a kaleidoscopic glow on the floor, red and green and gold and blue.

“I don’t even recognize half of this stuff you’re making,” I said.

Judging by Monique’s expression, she thought I was a huge moron for confessing that. Hey, at least “moron” wasn’t “asshole.”

“Tell me what you want and get out of here before your smell scares off the real clients.”

“I smell great,” I said.

“You smell like meat. Annoying, whiny meat.” Monique rolled a glass ball in one hand while she painted it with a tiny brush. The jagged, spidery symbols reminded me a little bit of the circle of power Suzy had cast in the hospital boiler room.

“Is that the demon language you’re drawing there?”

She set the ball on the counter and just looked at me. “Mind your fucking business.”

Okay. Not in a chatty mood.

I pulled out the one thing guaranteed to cheer her up: a wad of cash. Her eyes brightened. Her black tongue slithered over her lips.

“I’ve got an easy question for you today, Monique.”

“Ask,” she said, extending a hand for the money. I held it beyond her reach.

“What kind of demon stops clocks, shuts down electricity whenever it murders, kills kopides in its proximity, and takes souvenirs from its victims?”

Monique’s instant of receptiveness vanished. She snatched the ball from the counter, like she thought my words might shatter it, and hugged it to her sunken chest. “Get out.”

I produced more money. Her expression didn’t change.

“I’m trying to find a killer. This demon is connected to the Compassionate Heart Ministry. I already arrested a suspect, but she’s not helping me find the demon responsible. I need to know what I’m dealing with, Monique.”

“You’re suicidal.”

“Not any more than usual. To be fair, though, I am in Helltown.”

Her eyes narrowed to slits. “You think you’re so funny. Don’t you, asshole? You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

“That’s why I’m here,” I said.

“Nobody goes to the Ministry anymore,” Monique said. “The slavers haven’t been letting the meat attend. Not since we found out what lives there.”

“And what is that?”

“I don’t want your money. Get out of here.”

If Monique wasn’t taking my money, then she was serious. Dead serious. “Okay. If you’re not going to talk, then who will?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yeah, you do. You always know.” Monique seldom gave me answers of her own volition, but four times out of five, she pointed me in the right direction.

“Other suicidal assholes will definitely talk about this,” she growled.

“In specific…?”

Her lip curled. “Okay. Fine. Try Bates’s Barbershop. Two blocks directly north on the corner.” She checked the clock. “It’s getting to be a little late, but you might catch him if you hurry.”

“Wait, a barbershop? For demons?”

“You ever seen how fast a well-fed succubus’s hair grows?”

No, and for that I was eternally grateful. “Who’s at Bates’s that I want to speak with? The barber?”

“A client,” she said. “He’s been getting his hair trimmed at eleven-thirty every Monday.”

Her vagueness did not inspire confidence. “You know if you send me into a death trap, I’ll never be able to give you money again, right?”

“I mourn and weep,” Monique said. “Boo hoo.”

Right.

I gave her twenty bucks. “Thanks for your company,” I said. “It’s always such a pleasure, Monique.”

“Fuck off, asshole,” she said.







Considering that the incubus mafia would kill me if they realized I was snooping around Helltown, going deeper into their territory seemed like just about the most terrible idea I could ever have.

But the only alternative was going back to the OPA office to talk to Lucrezia de Angelis, so I followed Monique’s directions north.

The barbershop was located in a building that used to be one of those cute little bungalows from the forties, though it definitely wasn’t cute anymore. Human bones were scattered around the lawn. The rocking chairs on the stoop were listing on broken legs. Tattered curtains fluttered without any wind and the barber’s pole didn’t spin.

When I stepped inside, I was surprised to find a room that was mostly clean. No blood, no bones, no bodies. Just two leather chairs in front of a long row of dusty mirrors.

One of the chairs was empty, but a man sat in the other chair with a black drape over his shoulders. He was a Latino-looking guy with graying hair and a friendly face. His eyes were mocha-brown, not demon-black. And he seemed to be having a nice talk with the demon trimming his hair.

The barber wasn’t using scissors or a razor—he was using his goddamn claws. I assumed that this was the eponymous Bates. I wasn’t exactly surprised to see how he plied his trade, but I was kinda grossed out.

“Take a seat,” said Edward Scissor-demon in a gruff, gives-no-fucks kind of tone. “I’ll be with you in a minute.”

Running a hand over the back of my hair, I contemplated the leather seat. I did need a haircut. I just wasn’t sure how much I trusted a demon to have those claws so close to my jugular.

Suzy’s taunting voice echoed from the depths of my skull. Stop being a pussy, Hawke.

Imaginary Suzy had a point. After all, I had a gun. I had good reflexes. I could shoot the asshole if he went for my throat.

So I sat down, and my reflection in the dust-encrusted mirror didn’t even look all that worried about it.

“You don’t seem like the usual visitor to Helltown,” said the man in the other chair. His voice was as friendly as his face. Made me trust him in an instant.

“I’m not,” I said. “I’m just looking for information.”

“You’re either a brave soul or a fearful one to resort to looking for your information here.”

“Can it be both?”

He chuckled. “You’d have to be a fool if you weren’t somewhat frightened by Helltown.”

“You’re not afraid. You’re the biggest fool of all,” growled Bates, slapping the man’s shoulder. My hand made it all the way to my sidearm before I realized the barber was just teasing him.

“I bask in the comfort of knowing God is on my side.”

Bates snorted. “Delusional.”

“Wait, are you the priest in residence at the Ministry?” I asked the client.

“That’s right. I’m Father Phillip.”

“I’m Agent Cèsar Hawke,” I said. “I think I’ve been looking for you.” I kept an eye on the demon barber as I spoke, but he showed no interest in attacking me. This was a guy who kept to himself. I could admire that, even in a demon.

“Nice to meet you, Agent Hawke. How can I be of service?”

No nice way to say it, so I just had to be blunt. “Sister Catherine has been arrested under suspicion of murder, but I’m thinking she didn’t do it. I want to be able to let her go. If you know anything that would help me do that, I’d appreciate the information.”

Bates snort-laughed. Smoke spiraled from his nostrils. “You’re done here,” he told Father Phillip, brushing the hair trimmings from his shoulders to the floor. “I’m going to go sit somewhere that I’m not likely to hear sensitive information.”

“Smart man,” Father Phillip said. The demon peeled the drape away. The priest was about as traditional as Sister Catherine; he wore a v-neck tee and black slacks. No white collar or cassock for this guy.

He offered money to Bates, but the demon didn’t take it. He waddled off into the back room and left us alone.

“Sister Catherine is innocent,” said the priest.

That seemed to be a common sentiment. “She’s confessing to the murders.”

“Lord above.”

“Yeah. Any thoughts on that?”

Father Phillip gave me an appraising look in the mirror. “If she’s confessed, why do you think she’s innocent?”

“Character testimony from a mutual friend. Plus, she doesn’t seem to have a clue about the murders she’s claiming to have committed.”

“She must be trying to protect someone,” he said. “Sister Catherine puts the parishioners first. Always. She gives everything for them: her money, her time, her soul. I completely believe that she would admit to a crime that a parishioner committed if she thought her confession would help the actual perpetrator live a better life.”

“A real woman of God,” I said.

“To her very core.”

I wondered if the real killer was someone I’d seen at the soup kitchen. The guys cleaning the front yard? Volunteer Mary? The cook who ran off the instant I set foot in the kitchen? Or maybe the homeless guy who had attacked Jay Brandon?

I didn’t realize that I’d been musing out loud until Father Phillip said, “It could be any of them. They’re all family to her.”

“She’s got bad taste in chosen family.”

“Sister Catherine’s heart is pure. She sees the goodness in us all.” He sighed. “But yes, she’s also naïve. I’m not surprised at all to hear that she’s in trouble.”

At least he was willing to admit it.

“How long have you been working with her?”

“About eight weeks,” Father Phillip said. “I volunteered to spread the word of God in Helltown last year, but the Ministry only allows one visiting priest at a time for safety’s sake. The demons have welcomed our presence for now, but they are mercurial. Better for only one of us to die should they change their minds. I had to wait for Father Webb to leave before I could take his place.”

“That doesn’t sound like a job I’d volunteer for.” I got out of the chair. Didn’t seem I was getting a clawed haircut that day. Bates was still nowhere in sight.

“It’s a higher calling.”

It was downright suicidal. “Who does Sister Catherine see the most in Helltown?”

“The priestesses,” Father Phillip said. “Catherine believes that all gods are one and that God is all, so she considers even infernal priestesses to be allies.”

Priestesses like Isobel, who used to serve in a Helltown temple.

“Any of those priestesses have cloven hooves?” I asked.

“Not that I’ve seen.”

Damn. Guess it had been a long shot. “Did she smuggle a body into the Ministry recently? As in, this week?”

“Not smuggled, no, but she brought a man who requested burial on our grounds here yesterday.” Father Phillip stood. He was shorter than me, but then, most people were. “Is he a victim?”

“His name Roberto Tanner?”

“The kopis? Yes.”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “But I’d sure love to find out. I’m going to have to seize the body so I can investigate.”

“We’ve already laid him to rest,” the priest said. “You’ll have to disinter him.”

The day just kept getting better and better.

















CHAPTER SIXTEEN




ROBERTO “BUBBA” TANNER WASN’T looking great after spending a day buried in Helltown. He didn’t look like he’d died the same morning as Jay Brandon. He looked like he’d died weeks ago and had flies picking at his skeletal corpse in the open sun.

Isobel said that it was something to do with the supernatural effect preventing bodies interred on site from being resurrected. Guess if they rotted quickly enough, their bodies would be useless to death witches in more ways than one.

Considering the condition he was in, if it had taken another day to find Bubba, we might have never found him at all.

“That’s a smell,” Fritz remarked.

It wasn’t just a smell. It was a stench. We’d brought Bubba’s body to the Golden Fields Funeral Home and the ventilation system wasn’t doing its job. The fumes put off by his rotting flesh were that putrid.

At least I wasn’t the only one bothered this time. Everyone was standing on the fringes of the room: Fritz, Suzy, even Isobel, and she dealt with bodies all the time.

“Well, we got what we wanted,” I said. “Let’s take advantage of it and talk with him.”

“You’re right. I should call him forward,” Isobel said, but she didn’t move closer to him. And who could blame her?

Suzy waved a hand in front of her face. “You guys are alone on this one. I’m going back to the office. I’m waiting on emails from the LAPD, and I want to keep digging back in the phone records and ATM security footage.”

“What, giving up before me for once?” I asked. “Pretty sure I get bragging rights on this.”

“I’m not giving up. I think I’m close to finding the crank caller.”

After all the actual bodies, I’d forgotten about the fake calls leading up to Jay Brandon’s discovery. They hadn’t seemed important anymore. “Don’t you think that’s a waste of time?”

“What if it was one of Sister Catherine’s volunteers making those calls?” Suzy asked. “Would you think it’s a waste of time, or would you think we’ve found the possible culprit?”

“Good thinking, Agent Takeuchi,” Fritz said.

She slipped out of the room with a hand over her nose.

“Okay,” Isobel said, approaching the body. “What did you say his name was?”

“Roberto Tanner,” I said. “Bubba for short.”

She lifted her hands over him. She didn’t look directly at the body and her nose was wrinkled. “Bubba Tanner, come to me.”

Considering the stink that the body was making, I was half-grateful for the way her magic closed my throat. I coughed into my sleeve. Gasped in a lungful of air that tasted like bad hamburger.

Bubba Tanner shimmered, and the residue from his spirit rose to stand beside the table.

He looked a lot better as a bald, naked apparition than he did as a rotting corpse. He was in pretty good shape for a fifty-year-old man. He was stocky, but muscular. The layer of thick body fat made him look like a biker rather than someone who ate too many potato chips.

I’d never seen a demon hunter as old as Bubba Tanner before. All the kopides that worked for the Union were practically kids. Half of them couldn’t even grow beards.

Looked like life treated a hunter pretty well if he could survive the demons for a few decades.

“Hello, Roberto,” Fritz said.

Isobel spoke for him. It was strange hearing his words coming out of her soft, feminine voice. “Call me Bubba.”

I wanted to make this fast. Get our answers, get out of the room, send the body back to Helltown. So I asked, “Why did you visit Jay Brandon on Friday night?”

“I was worried about him,” Bubba said through Isobel. “I could feel his visitors. He’d been getting some weird house calls over the last week, so I wanted to make sure he was safe.”

“You felt his visitors?”

“Their energy, I mean. It’s been a long time since I felt some of that. It wasn’t the witch getting me worried; I run into those all the time. They’re a dime a dozen in Los Angeles.”

I checked my Steno pad. Bubba lived all the way down the street. It was an impressive distance to “feel” anyone.

“So he was being visited by a demon?” Fritz asked.

“No,” Bubba said. “Something much worse than that.”

Unease crawled down the back of my neck, making my hair stand on end. “What’s worse than a demon?”

“Something good gone sick. Perverse. I don’t know—I’m not sure what it was, but I’ve got my suspicions.” He turned his empty eyes on me, and it felt like he could look right through my skin. “Have you ever met an angel before?”

His question was met by silence from all of us.

I knew that angels existed, and that was the complete extent of my knowledge about them. I think they were supposed to be the good guys. The positive energy to balance out the bad energy that demons made.

“Are you saying that an angel visited Jay Brandon?” Fritz asked, breaking the silence. I noticed that he didn’t answer the question.

“Like I said, I don’t know. I felt angel power, but it wasn’t right.”

“What’s angel power feel like?” I asked.

I wasn’t all that surprised when Fritz answered. “I feel demons on the back of my neck, all the way down my spine. I feel angels in my crown. It’s like a weight pressing down on the top of my head.”

Guess that answered Bubba’s question as well as it answered mine.

“It was like that, yeah,” Bubba said. “Except that this one felt sick. I couldn’t handle it. Every time I felt that power, I just about passed out.” And then he had “felt” that power once, and it had killed him.

“Do you have an aspis?” Fritz asked.

“I used to.” There was a whole lot of history behind those three words. It weighed heavy in Isobel’s voice.

After an aspis died, his or her kopis was left without protection. Bubba would have been just as susceptible to a demon’s power—or an angel’s—as any other guy. Maybe even more sensitive. I’d still never heard of anything that could kill from a distance just by existing.

“What’s the last thing you remember, Bubba?” Fritz asked.

The apparition frowned and Isobel frowned with him. “I was making coffee. I felt that energy again—a big strong push of it—and then my head hurt.” The necrocognitive touched her forehead. “I died, didn’t I?”

I wasn’t sure if we were supposed to answer that. This wasn’t really Roberto Tanner. It was just residue. But the last time I’d seen one of these “residues” realize she was dead, she’d started screaming.

But Fritz said, “Yes, you died. Your service to this world has ended. Thank you, Bubba.”

The apparition actually looked relieved.

“Took long enough,” he said. “I can’t wait to be with Sally.” That must have been his aspis.

And then Isobel let him go.







Fritz caught up with me outside the morgue. Isobel had brought her RV to a nearby gas station, so she didn’t need a ride home for once. “Come with me,” he said, steering me toward his Bugatti.

I grimaced. “Time to meet with Lucrezia de Angelis?”

“No. I’ve gotten you out of that for now.” There was something ominous about the way he said “for now.”

“Then what can I do for you?”

“We can’t discuss it here,” Fritz said. “Do you have the briefcase I gave you?”

“In my car, yeah.”

“Then let’s grab it and get going.”

I stopped by my car then went to the Bugatti, which looked ridiculous sitting outside the aging funeral home. It would have looked ridiculous pretty much anywhere but Fritz’s fancy-ass mansion, though.

Fritz had the courtesy to keep his jock jams turned on low as we drove. I could almost tune out the obnoxious music.

Once we got on the freeway, I started to speak. “So this drive we’re taking. Is it—”

“Wait.”

Did he think his car was bugged or something? After everything I’d found in my apartment, nothing would surprise me.

I kept my mouth shut.

He headed past all the good parts of town and straight into the bad one. Not the kind of place that I would have felt safe driving a Bugatti, but Fritz didn’t even bat an eye.

Guess if his car got jacked, he could always just buy another fleet of them.

We parked on a graffitied street corner that was marked as a fire lane. “The curb’s red,” I said.

“And?” Fritz asked.

If risking his car meant nothing to him, then I guess a parking ticket wouldn’t, either.

I leaned forward to peer out the narrow windows at the street beyond. It was getting dark and it was hard to tell where we had gone. It wasn’t until I saw the mechanic’s yard filled with wrecked cars that I realized where Fritz had taken me.

We were at the Saint Benjamin Soup Kitchen.

I looked askance at Fritz. He said, “You’re going to be my aspis. This is the first thing we are doing as a team.”

“Sounds bad,” I said.

“It could be.” He pulled the breast of his jacket open to show me what was inside. He carried a long, slender dagger sheathed in the inner pocket. It glinted red in the corner of my vision, which made me think that thing wasn’t just sharp, but also enchanted.

“Killing vagrants isn’t actually a solution to the homeless problem.” Bad joke, I know. Sudden adrenaline does terrible things to my brain.

“It’s only for self-defense. Hopefully, we won’t need to use it.”

I sure hoped he had something a little more deadly than that on him if he wanted to fight with an angel. I hadn’t had time to retrieve my Desert Eagle.

We got out of the Bugatti. It was a hot, humid night without a breeze to offer relief, but Fritz didn’t take off his jacket, so neither did I. In fact, he buttoned his. Business mode. I tucked the briefcase under my arm and followed suit.

The yard was looking a lot cleaner now that Sister Catherine’s volunteers had gone through it, but there was already new trash blowing in, some weeds, a few beer cans. The path to the front door was clear.

It wasn’t busy tonight. Didn’t look like anyone was there to eat. Inside, several volunteers were sweeping, mopping, sterilizing the tables.

A man met us at the door. His greasy hair was held back by a net.

“Can I help you?” he asked, looking us over. It was the cook that had left as soon as I showed up in the kitchen. What had the other volunteer called him? I couldn’t remember.

“I’m Fritz Friederling. This is my associate, Cèsar Hawke.”

“Quinn Humphreys,” he said, thrusting a hand at Fritz.

The cook was caked in dirt and grease, but Fritz didn’t hesitate to shake hands with him. “Tell me, Mr. Humphreys, how much does it cost to run this soup kitchen for, say, three years?”

Quinn gave Fritz a second look, more analytically this time. My boss and I weren’t dressed all that differently. We were both wearing black suits, white shirts, black ties. But my suit was off the rack, and Fritz’s had probably been made to his exact measurements. His shoes came from Italy. Mine came from Kohl’s. Even his tie was just that much nicer.

You look at Fritz closely enough, you can tell he’s not like everyone else.

The cook looked close enough.

Hesitant excitement sparked in his eyes. “I don’t know, exactly. Sister Catherine handles the budget. I think we’re running on twenty grand a year right now.”

Fritz pulled his checkbook out. It was in the pocket opposite the enchanted dagger. “Seventy-five thousand, then. Who besides Sister Catherine has access to the charity’s accounts?”

“Father Phillip. Hector Phillip.”

“Excellent.” Fritz wrote the check. I had to watch him do it—I’d never written a check for anything bigger than rent and a down payment, and it was surreal to see him write a number like that. It had a lot of zeroes.

He signed with a flourish, ripped the check off, and handed it to Quinn.

“I want a tour of the facility,” Fritz said.

Needless to say, we got the tour.

Not that there was a lot to see. There was the cramped, outdated kitchen, a musty pantry, and the dining room. One other closet held the folding furniture. There was also an office even smaller than that closet wedged behind the pantry.

That was it.

Quinn explained the program as he showed us around. He told us about the backers, the people it was helping, Sister Catherine’s accomplishments. Fritz watched him attentively and I watched Fritz.

I’d never seen Fritz looking dangerous before, but there was tension coiled in his muscles waiting to be unleashed. He was a bloodhound on the hunt as we moved from room to room.

What he was hunting for at the Saint Benjamin Soup Kitchen, I had no idea.

There was a volunteer check-in sheet in the tiny office. I skimmed the list of names while the other two men were distracted. Quinn had been the first to arrive that night, and Mary had been second, but I hadn’t seen her anywhere.

“Where’s Mary?” I asked.

“She’s here somewhere,” Quinn said. “I saw her a minute ago. Maybe she ran off for a smoke.”

Probably better that she wasn’t around. Mary would find something else for me to do and we’d end up stuck at the soup kitchen all night.

Fritz perused the list, too. “Do you keep comprehensive records of your volunteers?”

“We do background checks for anyone who handles money and arrange food safety training for the cooks,” Quinn said. “We’ve got all of those records filed in the cabinet.”

“I’d like copies.”

Quinn shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know. I have to ask Sister Catherine.”

“Do you?” Fritz asked.

A long moment of silence. Quinn licked his lips, looked at the check in his hand again. “Nah,” he said. “Not really.”

We left ten minutes later with a list of volunteers and without getting attacked. After flashing that big knife at me, I’d been so sure we were going to see action.

There was a parking ticket waiting for us back at the Bugatti. Miraculously, it hadn’t been keyed.

“What was the point of that?” I asked, leaning my elbows on the roof of the car. “Aside from throwing wads of money at a charity run by a murder suspect.”

“I was confirming a suspicion.” Fritz plucked the parking ticket off of the windshield, crumpled it in one hand, and lobbed it over the soup kitchen’s fence. I’d have called him out on it if he hadn’t just funded the program for the next three years.

“And is it confirmed?”

He grimaced. “Yes. Unfortunately, it is.”

















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




FRITZ WAS PENSIVE ON the drive away from the soup kitchen.

“Well?” I asked.

“Wait,” he said again.

We didn’t talk until we got to Fritz’s mansion.

One time, when I first moved out on my own, I took a bus tour of the celebrity houses of Los Angeles. Don’t ask me why, I don’t know. Boredom or something.

Fritz’s mansion was one of the places the bus passed in Beverly Hills. The tour guide hadn’t said who lived there—the Friederlings were obscenely rich, not famous—but I recognized the place after he hired me.

Getting a job offer from a billionaire had been one of the less surreal things about starting to work for the OPA.

The gate opened when his car approached it. We passed sculpted topiaries, a fountain, some fancy rock formations.

Servants waited for us on the stairs at the end of his looping driveway. One of them opened the door for me. Fritz handed his keys to another. “We’ll have brandy in the parlor,” he said.

“Right away, sir,” said one of the servants.

Our footsteps echoed in the foyer. Everything was all marble and platinum. He had a water feature down the hall. I could hear it echoing all the way through the first floor of the house.

A servant met us in the parlor, where she was stocking the bar. Another member of his staff was building a fire. I swear, Fritz employed about half of Los Angeles just to keep his house running.

“Thank you, Gertrude,” Fritz said.

“Can I get you anything else?” she asked, closing the glass doors sheltering the fireplace.

“Only privacy. Thank you.”

They left us alone.

I’d never been in the parlor before, so I paced around the room to check out some of the stuff he had on display. He had an antique globe of the Earth that must have been designed by someone on acid, considering the way the countries were laid out.

Another set of globes didn’t look like Earth at all. They were dusky red, laced with gold threads, and the names stamped on each ball definitely weren’t human. Dis. Malebolge. Coccytus.

I was starting to check out his bookshelves when I realized he was watching me.

“What?” I asked.

“I forgot to mention that I finished all of the books you loaned me,” Fritz said.

A laugh escaped me. I’d been expecting some kind of announcement of doom and gloom, and instead, he wanted to talk epic fantasy. I’d given him my hardback copies of the A Song of Ice and Fire series a few weeks ago, but I hadn’t actually expected him to read them.

“Oh yeah? What did you think?”

“Awesome. I can’t wait for the next.”

“Well, you’ll have to,” I said. “The new ones only come out whenever all the planets in the solar system align. The writer will probably die before he’s done.”

“That’s not necessarily a problem. We could just have Belle summon the author’s spirit and force him to dictate the remaining books to us,” Fritz said. “We’ll hold the outlines hostage for outrageous royalties.”

“You know what? You might be a genius.”

Fritz gave a rare grin. He wasn’t a guy who smiled and laughed a lot, and I always understood why when he did it—his laugh completely spoiled his suave millionaire persona. It sounded kind of nasal. Sometimes he even snorted. It made him seem like he was an average dork, just like me, instead of a mining magnate.

I liked him best when he was dorky and laughing, though.

But Fritz’s practiced mask smoothed back into place within moments, and I remembered that we hadn’t just gotten together to talk about books.

“Ward the room,” he said.

“Come again?”

“Ward the room against outside listeners. Wards are on the test tomorrow. You need to know this.”

“Oh,” I said, “yeah.”

I did actually know how to cast wards. I had some pretty good ones around my apartment. Domingo had helped me with some, but most were one hundred percent Cèsar Hawke originals.

Now that Suzy and I had done a big spell together, I thought I could improve on my normal, clunky wards.

Fritz watched as I pulled supplies out of the briefcase and arranged them in a circle one at a time. All the salt was messy, so I didn’t do the whole room. I didn’t need to. The magic would expand to fill the walls.

It took about half an hour from start to finish. I remembered what Suzy had told me about the alphabet of magic—how you could cast anything if you wrote it in enough detail—and I wrote out the silence that I wanted to protect us, the privacy that I expected. Then I sealed the spell with a clap of my hands.

My spell was so good that it even made me sneeze.

Fritz looked pleased. “You’re getting better.”

“Try sounding less surprised,” I said, blowing my nose on the offered handkerchief. It was embroidered with Fritz’s initials in calligraphy. Even his snot rags were expensive.

“I’m proud, not surprised. Your abilities have been limited in the past.”

Fritz Friederling: master of the backhanded compliment. “Can we talk about what’s eating you now?”

“Lucrezia de Angelis is going to administer your test tomorrow,” Fritz said. “I thought you deserved warning.”

I waited to feel shock, but it never came. It didn’t matter who was testing me at this point. I’d either pass or fail and deal with the consequences either way. “Huh. Tested by the vice president. If she’s got so much time to worry about me, then she’s getting paid way too much for her job.”

“It’s not you she’s worrying about. It’s me. She discovered that I bribed the original proctor.”

“Bribed?”

“Yes, of course,” Fritz said.

So even he thought I wasn’t going to be able to pass.

“She’ll kill me if I fail, won’t she?” I asked, sinking into a chair across from the fireplace. It had the square lines and swooping metal frame of some kind of Scandinavian designer, though one much nicer than the guy who’d made all the IKEA furniture in my apartment.

He looked surprised. “You think that Lucrezia wants to kill you?”

“She tried to have me shot when she thought you’d died and we couldn’t bind as kopis and aspis.”

“Those were more urgent circumstances. No, Lucrezia won’t have you killed for this. She’s scraped all of your activity on the network and realized that you didn’t see anything sensitive on my BlackBerry. You don’t know anything dangerous.”

“Oh,” I said. “Great.”

“You don’t sound as though you were genuinely worried.”

I shrugged. “I escaped the OPA and the Union before. Figured I could do it again.” I didn’t mention the part where I’d already prepared supplies for my escape plan. I trusted Fritz, but he still worked for our somewhat evil employer.

“Escape is a great thought, but if Lucrezia wanted you dead, you would be dead,” Fritz said.

“That’s what you think.”

A slow smile spread over his lips. “Maybe I’ve underestimated you.”

“Maybe. So what’s the real consequence if I fail?”

“You’ll be fired. Our organization doesn’t have use for witches too weak to become aspides.”

“Guess I could get back into the private sector.” Chasing down cheating wives again didn’t sound all that bad. Sure, there were no benefits and self-employment taxes sucked, but I’d set my own hours and never had to deal with demons. That life was sounding pretty cushy right about now.

Fritz went to the bar and grabbed two glasses. “Brandy?”

“I don’t drink.”

“You might want a drink for this.”

“What, it gets better?” I asked.

He replied by asking again, “Brandy?”

“Alcohol has never improved anything in my life. I’ll pass.”

Fritz poured himself a snifter and warmed it in the palm of his hand. “Have you ever seen someone after they’ve been fired from the OPA?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone fired from the OPA at all. Government job.” I shrugged. “It’s hard to get fired as long as you keep your mouth shut.”

“Four people have been fired from the Magical Violations Department in the last three years: Agents Spavin, Herd, Canalda, and Reed. Before Agent Takeuchi was hired, you shared a desk with Agent Herd for a month.”

I laughed. “Right.” I’d never even heard that name before.

My smile quickly faded when I realized that Fritz wasn’t laughing too.

“We have contracts that compel witnesses to remain silent about the supernatural. What enchantments do you think we weave into contracts for our employees?”

I tried to think back to the day I signed my contract. I couldn’t recall many of the details.

Just like I couldn’t recall Agent Herd.

“Upon termination, an employee’s mind is wiped, their existence is redacted from our files, and the memories of former coworkers are also purged.” Fritz spread his arms wide, nearly sloshing the brandy over the rim of the snifter. “Except for those in upper management.”

Now I was feeling sick, thinking about all the things I’d forget if my employment was terminated.

I’d forget killing the half-succubus back in the spring—that wouldn’t be so bad. But I’d also forget Suzy and Fritz, my closest friends. I’d forget Isobel. I’d forget the case I worked with Domingo that helped us get over all our old brotherly grudges. I’d forget all the magic that I had learned, wonderful and terrible as it was.

And everyone would forget me, too.

My mouth felt awful dry without that brandy. “Good thing I’m going to pass the test. Huh?”

“Very good thing,” Fritz said.

My preparations to leave the country weren’t going to do a lot of good if I didn’t remember they even fucking existed.

I needed a Plan B, but the test was tomorrow. I didn’t have time for another plan.

“There has definitely been an angel at the soup kitchen,” Fritz said, changing topics smoothly. I wasn’t sure if I was grateful for the distraction or not. “Angels are incredibly powerful. They leave a mark everywhere they go. That was why I wanted to go there.”

“And you felt it?”

“No. I felt something like an angel, but it wasn’t an angel. Not anymore.” Fritz looked grim. “Just like Roberto Tanner said.”

“I’m not following you, Fritz. What’s an angel, but also not an angel?”

“Do you remember Malcolm Gallagher?”

How could anyone forget Malcolm Gallagher?

He was a one-eyed demon hunter we’d met on an investigation in Reno. Fun guy. Good fighter. He’d saved my ass a couple times and told me about what it meant to be an aspis before I even realized I was going to become one.

“What about him?” I asked. “Is he an angel?”

Fritz laughed. “No. We trained together when he first enlisted into the Union, and he had a lot of stories to tell about his life prior to recruitment. He joined late in life—not a teenage boy like many of our demon hunters, but as a man who had already spent many years fighting demons independently.”

“A rogue,” I said. I knew there were quite a few kopides loose in the world who didn’t work for us yet. They were more dangerous than helpful. Unregulated. Violent.

“He spent several months on the trail of a creature that killed human infants. Malcolm described the murders as gruesome, but he spent the investigations too drunk to remember many details. In short, the infants were abducted as newborns, drained of fluids, and left as husks.”

“Jesus.” No wonder he was an alcoholic.

“Imagine his surprise when he found the culprit and it was an angel.”

“No way,” I said.

Fritz stared into the firelight, slipping his free hand into his pocket. “Angels are not children of God. Did you know that?” Obviously a rhetorical question—he had to know that everything I knew about angels could dance on the head of a metaphorical pin. “God didn’t create angels, so He’s at constant odds with them. Angels who disobey Him are given the most severe punishment imaginable: not damnation to Hell, but damnation to Earth as a fallen creature, helpless to their own dark urges.”

“You are talking about angels here. Right? Because that’s not what’s in the Bible.”

“The Bible is a human creation.” Fritz took a sip of his brandy and set it on the mantel. “Malcolm told me the truth.”

“Yeah, I’d definitely trust an alcoholic demon hunter to know more about theology than the Bible.”

He unbuttoned his jacket, slid into the chair across from me, rested his elbows on his knees. “For the moment, I want you to accept what I’m telling you as truth.”

“Okay. Fine. It’s truth.”

“Fallen angels are cast from Heaven as monsters greater than any demon. Unlike demons, which are driven by chaotic impulse, these monsters are cursed—fixated on a single idea. They have an itch they can never scratch, and yet they are compelled to eternally attempt it.”

“Scratching an itch with dead babies is a hell of a thing,” I said.

“Try to be sympathetic. The fallen angel that Malcolm hunted had a love for the innocent, so Samael hungered for the most innocent of all: infants. Imagine if you had no choice but to kill babies.” Fritz sat back in his chair, shaking his head. “No. Imagine that you had no choice but to kill young women just like your sister—for eternity.”

Just the casual mention of it made me cold all over.

I’d been the one to find Ofelia at the mercy of the Silver Needles. She’d healed some of the scars that resulted from her torture, but not all of them. Not the holes they’d dug into her cheek and down her neck. Definitely not the ones that her attacker had left on her soul.

Nothing could make me do that to someone else. Nothing.

Except that I had killed a young woman who reminded me of my sister. She’d been a half-demon trying to kill me, but I hadn’t known that at first. When I realized what I’d done, it had been a very special kind of hell.

And fallen angels did that over and over and over.

I sympathized all right. I sympathized a little too much.

“All right.” I shook off my reverie. “So what’d that angel do to piss off God? This Samael guy, I mean.”

“Malcolm wouldn’t tell me. I’m not sure he knew. Considering the punishment, I bet he spared an innocent soul that he was ordered to kill.”

“Ordered by God.” I couldn’t keep the skepticism out of my voice.

I lived in a world filled with demons, sure. I saw evidence of the battle between good and evil every single day.

But this idea of an interventional God just didn’t sit with me. I’d never seen Him around. I’d seen a lot of people who deserved to be saved, and not a one of them had ever been touched by any deity that I could see.

Now Fritz wanted me to believe God was bitter, vengeful, and at odds with angels.

It was a lot to ask.

“I want you to look at the evidence for this case again,” Fritz said. “Frame it in this light: The murderer is not sadistic; he is merely incapable of acting any other way. What impulse is he following? Why is he mutilating men like this? And what must he have done to earn this specific punishment?”

I rubbed a hand over my jaw. “That would change the case completely.”

“Good. We need to change our thinking if we want to find a fallen angel.” Fritz gave me an intent look. “These creatures are incredibly powerful. Roberto Tanner died just from being exposed to it. I’m also susceptible until we bind as kopis and aspis. If we’re going to hunt this creature down, you must pass the test tomorrow.”

“I have to pass it anyway,” I said.

“Consider this an added incentive.” He got up again, and I could tell I’d been dismissed. “I’ll see you after the test.”

I stood, too. “I’m not gonna let you down.”

“I know you won’t.”

I dismantled the wards, grabbed my briefcase, and made it all the way to the door before a thought struck me. “Did Malcolm end up killing Samael?” I asked, glancing back at Fritz.

He was staring into the fire again. The way that the light danced over his narrow features and slicked-back hair made him look faintly translucent, like he was something ethereal himself.

Fritz swirled the brandy in his glass. “The fallen angel died. Apparently, in the end, it was a mercy killing.” His look chilled me all the way to my guts. “Let’s give this angel the mercy he deserves, too.”

















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




I SAT IN MY car for almost a half an hour before I went into the office the next morning. I just fucking sat there, hands on the wheel, and stared at the wall of the parking garage through the cracks in my windshield.

I’d drunk too many energy potions that morning and my nerves were frayed electric wire. Goosebumps kept sweeping down my shoulders, over and over, like I had a fever and was standing in front of a cold breeze.

After talking with Fritz, sleep had been an impossible fantasy. I’d stayed up until dawn reading that goddamn manual for aspides, poring over the spells, worrying that I wouldn’t be able to do any of it when the time came. I couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to forget the last two years of my life.

Jesus, I needed to sleep for a few days before this test.

There was another energy potion in my briefcase. Another three, actually. I’d made extras while I was studying. I uncorked one and threw it back. Ice raced through my veins, numbed my fingers. The cracks in my windshield seemed to sharpen until they might shatter.

Only twenty minutes until I was due at the testing room. There was no time left to wait, no time to sleep, no time to study.

Time to face Lucrezia de Angelis.

I got out of my car and headed down the floors of the parking garage.

Somehow, I got all the way into the Magical Violations Department. It wasn’t the weekend anymore, so everyone was working, mostly on pleasantly boring cases. Misbehaving covens, dumb teenagers sacrificing pets to demons, witches selling over-powered libido potions to old people. That kind of thing.

Suzy came out of the photocopier room. “Hawke! Look what I found!” She shoved papers in my face.

I pushed her arm down. “Not right now.”

“But I’ve found another one of the murder victims. Same victim profile—athletic blond guy, and he’s missing parts. Leubold Chambon.”

“What? Where?”

“Torrance,” Suzy said. “Three months ago. I’ve been trying to find the owners of the other body parts in Sister Catherine’s closet, and I got this out of the LAPD’s files. The case never made it to us because there was no sign of preternatural involvement.”

Three months ago. That meant the killer had been up to this crap longer than I’d expected.

I checked my watch. There were still ten minutes until I was due at the testing room. “Okay. I want to see.”

Suzy had already put the files on my desk. She pulled them apart, arranging the pages so I could see everything at once: the black and white crime scene photos, the report from the LAPD, the head shot of the victim from when he’d been alive. He was blond and blue-eyed with a weak jaw. According to the report, he had stood just under six feet tall.

“Just like the other guys,” I said.

“This one was missing his lower jaw,” Suzy said. “I don’t think the killer liked his overbite.” She pushed one of the crime scene photos at me. It was easy to look at them when they weren’t in color. The blood was gray. His upper jaw glistened white with exposed bone.

Leubold Chambon was also missing strips of skin—big rectangles of dark gray on light gray flesh. “Tattoos?”

“Bingo.”

Sort of like the way that the killer had cut off the nurse’s earlobes. “Uniformity,” I muttered.

“You think Sister Catherine wants them all to look the same?”

I’d hung photos of the other two victims on our cubicle wall, and now I looked at them again. They did look a lot alike. “Maybe the murderer wanted them to be the same person.”

“We could just ask her,” Suzy suggested. “It’ll make it easier to figure out what happened to all of the other bodies.”

I grimaced. “I don’t think Sister Catherine has any clue what happened to the other bodies, because I don’t think she killed them.”

A pair of white heeled pumps appeared on the carpet outside our cubicle, interrupting the conversation. My eyes traveled up those pumps to slender ankles and muscled calves encased in nude pantyhose. Her white skirt suit brushed the tops of her knees and was tailored to flare over her hips, making it look like she had more curves than she really did. Her wrists and neck were long, swanlike, and I had the brief mental image of sliding my lips up to the curve of her jaw.

This woman was well over six feet tall in heels—taller even than me—and her wispy hair was pale blond.

When I finally reached her face, my testicles attempted to claw their way into my body in horror.

I’d been checking out Lucrezia de Angelis. The possibly evil vice president who controlled the fate of my job and my memories.

She didn’t look happy to be there, but she was so Botoxed that she probably couldn’t have smiled even if she wanted to. “You’re late for the test, Agent Hawke.”

Lucrezia worked for OPA’s headquarters in Italy, and you could tell by the way she talked. Her accent was so thick that I expected her to go off about spicy meatballs at any second.

I stood, adjusted my suit, smoothed a hand over my hair. “I got sidetracked by the case. We’ve got an active murder investigation going.”

“I’m aware.” She turned on her heel and left. The expensive white suit was as flattering for her ass as it was for her nonexistent hips.

Guess I was supposed to follow.

“You can do it,” Suzy said. She punched me on the shoulder. One more bruise on top of all the others.

I grimaced and rubbed my arm. “Thanks, Suze.”

Before I left, I took a last, long look at my partner’s face. She had big eyes and charcoal hair. I’d been staring at that face every Monday through Friday for the last two years.

Seemed impossible that I could forget her. Seemed impossible to forget any of this.

Lucrezia’s clicking heels were retreating down the hall. I followed her.







The test was administered in one of our warded workrooms, which took up an entire floor in the Magical Violations Department.

I’d spent a lot of hours tearing my hair out in that room. Deconstructing and reconstructing circles by covens that had broken the rules so we could figure out how. Trying to duplicate spells from crime scenes. Testing dangerous enchanted objects.

Man, I missed that part of the job.

The workroom had a great view of the OPA campus. The walls were nothing but window so that we could see the exact position of the sun. Grassy lawns and square government buildings stretched around us. I could see guys heading to work, a couple of secretaries eating breakfast in the shade by the fountain, some black-uniformed kopides jogging in formation.

Lucrezia stood in front of a cardboard box at the center of the room. “This is your test, Agent Hawke.”

“What, no Scantron?” I asked.

“It’s a practical test using standardized supplies.” She twisted her watch on her wrist to check the time. “I’ll assume it’s safe to skip the dull formalities of the basics. We’ll skip to the end. Agent Hawke, I want you prepare the circle for the binding ritual between kopis and aspis. You have two hours.”

That spell wasn’t in the appendix of the aspis manual. The Union handles the binding of kopides and aspides all the time, so they have a room where the circle is permanently erected. It’s a lengthy ritual, too. Redoing it every time they assign a partnership would have meant letting witches take days off of work to prepare—days we often didn’t have.

And I was pretty sure it couldn’t be done in two hours.

“You’re kidding, right?” I asked.

She waved impatiently at her entourage, who’d followed us into the room. One guy lifted the lid off of the box. The other handed me a barebones diagram of the circle without any instructions.

“I’m too busy to waste time on this,” Lucrezia said. “It’s eight o’clock. I’ll be back to inspect your finished circle at ten.”

She definitely wasn’t kidding.

Lucrezia left and her lackeys stayed. Guess they had to make sure I wasn’t going to cheat by pulling a miracle out of my ass or something.

I picked through the supplies in the box. There was all the standard stuff you’d expect: chalk and salt and even yarn, which some witches—my brother included—preferred to use for the perimeter of a circle.

There were also some less-standard supplies, like a wand and a crystal bowl. Then all the candles. Tons of candles. And the statuettes? I had no idea what those were for.

The terribly photocopied diagram had little dots around the edge of the circle. Maybe those were meant to represent statuettes.

I did know what to do with the ritual dagger. The super sharp steel blade was split into two down the middle. Its handle was engraved with a pentagram, some runes, a few thorny flowers. The knife was an athame, more form than function, meant to bleed the kopis and aspis so their blood could mingle.

Then I twisted the top off of a bottle of oil that I found at the bottom of the box and sniffed it. This was more familiar territory—identifying herbs. I smelled some dragon’s blood, St. John’s wort, arrowroot. Maybe some sage, too.

It was like being handed a disassembled machine and being expected to build it. And find a way to give it electricity without having a power cord.

All within two hours.







I’d once missed a week of high school because I’d driven Domingo’s getaway car after a 7-Eleven heist and gotten caught by the cops.

I hadn’t driven the getaway car on purpose. I hadn’t even known Domingo was planning another robbery until the alarms were going off and he shoved a bag of money into the glove box and started yelling at me to drive fast. I’d just obeyed him like I always did because he was my brother and he’d kick my ass if I didn’t.

When they caught us, the justice system was gentle with me. Everyone knew Domingo was the source of the trouble. By age seventeen, his record was longer than a Robert Jordan book, and I was just his confused, scared kid brother.

Still, I ended up missing a week of school, and my teachers didn’t feel very forgiving once I told them why.

Anatomy finals had been the Tuesday I came back from juvie. Open notes. Should have been easy…if I’d had any notes.

My friend Tiana had let me copy hers, but I’d had to sneak into the teachers’ lounge to rush them through the shitty Xerox machine, and I’d ended up missing half the pages.

Bullshitting my way through that final had been one of the hardest things I’d ever done, especially the practical part. I’d mutilated the pig fetus because I hadn’t known what half of the organs were. Plus, Tiana’s handwriting would have been too sloppy to read even if it hadn’t been an awful photocopy, so I wrote a lot of dumb answers like “urine is made in the thymus.”

I’d failed that test something like fifteen years ago now, but I still had stress dreams about it: being wrist-deep in pig blood, with the clock ticking toward the end of the school day, and Tiana’s incomplete notes smeared with formaldehyde fingerprints.

I’m always naked in the dream, too, because that’s literally the only way that test could have gone worse.

Now I was staring into that box of supplies for the aspis test and I was having pretty powerful flashbacks.

Two hours was definitely not enough time to cast the binding ritual.

I wasted twenty minutes just trying to decrypt that goddamn diagram. There was a pen in the box, so I used it to fill in the blanks wherever the bad printing had left holes in the image. It required too much guesswork. I didn’t know which part was the pig’s right kidney and which was the liver, metaphorically speaking.

Once I gave up on that, I tried to start drawing the circle on the floor of the workroom.

Lucrezia’s lackeys weren’t talking but I heard the occasional snort. They were probably witches too. They knew where I was fucking up.

“Any help here?” I asked the woman by the door, a square-jawed brunette who looked to be silently laughing at me.

“Why? I’m having so much fun,” she said.

“What if I put this candle here?” I asked. “Am I getting warmer? Colder?”

She smirked. “Cold.”

“How cold? Slightly cool? Frostier than Lucrezia’s scrotum?” I moved the candle between two points, looking to her for any sign of where it should be placed. The diagram was missing that whole part of the circle.

No help from the peanut gallery—the witches just schooled their expressions and stopped talking to me at all. They weren’t going to help me cheat.

And following the diagram definitely wasn’t working.

I paced between the walls, arms tightly folded, pig dissection nightmares swirling through my skull.

At least I’d just had to repeat that anatomy class over the summer to earn credit. I hadn’t forgotten my entire high school career.

I can’t do this. There’s only an hour and a half left. I’m so fucked.

The realization that I was going to fail settled over me with calm certainty. There was nothing I could do to make the situation worse now. Fritz wasn’t going to have an aspis, he wouldn’t be able to hunt down the fallen angel, and I was going to go back to being a private dick without any clue that I’d taken a hiatus to work for the government.

I stopped pacing. I turned back to the box.

If Lucrezia de Angelis was going to fire me, I might as well try to fuck up the spell really thoroughly first—and do it my way.

I’d always sucked at instructions. Precise magic just didn’t work for me. I didn’t use recipes for my potions or poultices—I used a heaping dose of old-fashioned instinct.

So I crumpled the diagram into a ball and chucked it across the room.

“Salt,” I said. “Oil. Fine.” I could work with salt and oil.

Fuck the yarn. Yarn was for sissies. I threw that at one of the windows.

Starting over on the circle might not have been the most time-efficient maneuvers, but it felt good. I drew a pentagram and the circle enclosing it in chalk. Then I put the box of supplies in the middle and started picking through it again.

I picked up the statuettes and rolled them over in my hands to feel their energy. One felt hot, like it had been in the sun all day—it got to go in the south, the cardinal direction that was associated with fire. One of them made my fingers go numb with cold. Figured I’d stick that one toward the east.

There was a whole spectrum of sensation in those statuettes, smells and textures and temperatures. Wood and stone, electricity and wind. I put them in what seemed like the right order around the circle.

Chances were good I was wrong, but it felt right.

Dribbling the oil inside the circle didn’t feel right. Once I started rubbing it around the outside of the salt, though, I sneezed—hard.

The air got thick. The salt sparked with magic.

I put the double-bladed dagger in the center of the circle and the energy only grew more intense.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” I said.

I had to smooth out the diagram page to see the symbols again. I couldn’t totally bullshit that part. But I only glanced at it to see what kind of marks they’d placed in which quarters, and then I went back to the absolute basics: the magical alphabet of runes that Suzy told me to use when I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing.

And I really didn’t know what the fuck I was doing.

After about a thousand tiny runes in chalk, I could barely breathe through the lump in my throat, my head was swimming, and my nose was streaming down my upper lip. I didn’t stop. I threw my jacket in the corner, blew my nose on the shitty diagram, and kept drawing.

Then the salt started to burn deep grooves into the wood of the floor. The candles lit even though I hadn’t touched them. The oil started to smoke.

And someone said, “What in the world is this?”

Lucrezia de Angelis’s voice was low and dangerous.

The clock on the wall said that it was ten on the dot. I looked down at the floor to see a mess of chalk, salt, and candle wax that looked nothing like the drawing that I had been given.

“That’s a damn good question,” I said.

I picked up the knife I’d put in the middle of the circle. It was scalding hot. I bounced it between my hands, blowing on my burning fingers.

Lucrezia prowled around the edge of the circle. I couldn’t help noticing the way her bony hips snapped from side to side when she walked. I liked my women with curves, which she definitely didn’t have, but there was something about her predatory stride that pushed my buttons.

Probably better not to notice how hot my future ex-boss was, but whatever. I might have been about to lose my memory anyway.

“Ridiculous,” she muttered, inspecting my work closely. “This is simply absurd.”

I didn’t bother keeping my mouth shut. Might as well speak my mind while I still had one. “You know what’s absurd? Expecting me to perform a twelve-hour ritual in less than a quarter of the time with shitty instructions. That’s what’s absurd. This circle’s just a byproduct of absurdity.” The knife wasn’t cooling off. I jammed it in my belt. “I don’t know what it does, but if it happens to make the OPA campus explode, don’t look to me for apologies.”

“It’s a binding circle.” Lucrezia held her hands out as though she could feel the invisible edges of my magic. “Definitely some kind of binding circle.”

“Not like any binding circle I’ve seen before,” said the brunette by the door.

Lucrezia shot a look at her. “Obviously.” She turned back to me. “Tell me how the ritual would proceed from here, Agent Hawke.”

I scoured my memory for that chapter from the handbook. “There’s some kind of verse. The witch uses the ritual knife to cut open his arm, and the arm of the kopis, and they share blood. Then they’re bound. Done.”

Considering how disapproving she looked, I was pretty sure that was the right answer.

“Fine,” she snapped.

“So this circle would work?” I asked. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

The vice president prowled and frowned and prowled some more. Finally, she looked like she was too disgusted to keep facing the chalky mess burned into the wood floors, and she flung her hands in the air. “None of this matters! I’m sure Fritz prepared you for this test. This result doesn’t mean anything.”

“If he had tried to help me cheat, he wouldn’t have prepared me for the whole binding circle thing,” I pointed out. “You kind of sprung that on me. Or, hey, if I’d been prepped, maybe I would have fucking done it right instead of doing…whatever the fuck this is. Did you think about that?”

Her eyes flashed. “What’s your point?”

“I don’t have a point. Why do you want me to fail? No wait, don’t tell me. Let me guess. I look like the stylist you fired for screwing up your two-hundred-dollar haircut.”

She lifted her chin to look at me down the bridge of her nose. It was an impressively disapproving expression. I wondered if she’d practiced it in front of a mirror. “I couldn’t care less if you fail, Agent Hawke.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“Enjoy your smug sense of satisfaction,” Lucrezia said. “It will not last.” She stomped toward the exit.

“Should I clean this up? Am I fired?” I asked.

“You can bind here tomorrow. We’ll have to have a crew wipe it out when you’re done,” she said. “It’s set in too deeply to easily remove.”

“Does that mean I passed?”

I just barely heard her say as she left, “Yes. You passed.”

Miracles do happen.

















CHAPTER NINETEEN




PASSING THE ASPIS TEST was just about the least satisfying victory I’d ever experienced.

Lucrezia had shaken me off like something stuck to her shoe, her lackeys had kicked me out of the room before I could figure out what the hell I’d done to the spell, and Fritz hadn’t been in his office when I went to deliver the news. I hadn’t gotten a single congratulations. More like an overwhelming sense of, “Yeah, I guess we won’t kill you this week.”

I’d won. I had my memories, my life, and my job.

I wasn’t sure how good I actually felt about that.

“Hey! Hawke!”

Suzy was sitting under a copse of trees outside the Magical Violations Department. She had a grocery bag beside her on the bench and a hot dog cradled in her hands.

Only one guy made hot dogs with that many sinfully delicious toppings. “I see that Crazy Ricky’s put his cart on the corner again,” I said.

“Doesn’t matter how many times we wipe that guy’s memory of the OPA campus’s location, he keeps finding us again. Stubborn stupidity must be his mutant power.” Suzy squinted at me. “Why do you look like crap and smell like smoke?”

I flopped onto the bench next to her. “I just cast a binding ritual.”

She glanced at her watch. “It’s not even eleven. You were gone for less than three hours.”

“I cast it in two.” I wasn’t trying to brag. Okay, maybe I was bragging a little.

Suzy did look satisfyingly impressed by the news. But not surprised. “Here, taste my hot dog. The jalapeños will burn the roof of your mouth off.”

“Yeah, that’s not a great sales pitch right there.”

She shrugged and took a giant bite with gusto. Her eyes watered, and she spit crumbs as she said, “Congratulations, Hawke. I knew you had it in you.”

“No you didn’t. Nobody knew.” I laughed hollowly. “I didn’t know.”

Suzy took another bite. Her mouth was too full to speak, so she just rolled her eyes.

“Look, it’s obviously not that you suck at magic, Cèsar,” she said once her mouth was clear again. “It’s that you think you suck at it. Your family is full of witches, right? And you think you’re not as good as them. They’ve probably told you that a few times, too. When your family talks like that, you get it in your head, you let it grow under your skin.”

I lifted my eyebrows at her. “Speaking from experience?”

“Add in your low ranking in the OPA database, the expectations of the test, even Fritz saying you’re not good enough to be his aspis…”

“I get it. Everyone thinks I suck.”

“Yeah, they do. And you let them think that.” She swept a few crumbs off her lap onto the grass. A pigeon hopped between her feet. “If someone tells me I’m not good at something, I try harder. I prove them wrong. You curl up into a little ball like a fucking pill bug and let yourself get poked with a stick.”

“I’m not a pill bug,” I said.

“You’re kind of a pill bug.” Suzy finished off her hot dog, leaving nothing but a smear of liquid cheese on the corner of her mouth. “Don’t let people push you around, Cèsar. You’re a better person than that and you’re a better witch, too. I shouldn’t need to tell you that, though, since you just kicked ass at that spell.”

I had kind of kicked ass at it. Hadn’t I?

Suzy pulled something out of her grocery bag and offered it to me. A donut wrapped in tissue paper.

“Is that the kind with jelly filling?” I asked.

She smirked. “I know what you like.”

And it turned out to be the best goddamn jelly donut I’d ever eaten.







Right after lunch, I got an alert on my phone that said Sister Catherine was about to be transported to a detention center. It was immediately followed by another alert that said the case was closed.

Officially speaking, we’d gotten justice for the murder victims. Suzy and I could have spent the rest of the day at Canyon Creek and gotten away with it. It was Tuesday, after all, which meant bottomless Buffalo wings. I could watch Suzy get drunk and eat chicken until I barfed.

Or better yet, I could skip all of that and sleep for about sixteen hours.

Unfortunately, life goes on, and serial killers keep on serial killing. Sister Catherine’s confession might have convinced the OPA that the danger was passed, but I knew better.

“I’ve got a theory,” I told Suzy once we reached our cubicle again. “Suspend all disbelief and follow along.”

She sat on the desk, folded her hands in her lap. “Belief: suspended. Go ahead.”

“Sister Catherine hasn’t been targeting victims and consorting with demons to kill them. She’s lying to protect a fallen angel. Locking her up isn’t going to change anything, and the killer is still out there.”

She had gotten the same alerts on her phone that I had. She knew that the case was officially closed. So she only said, “Huh.”

“Disbelieving yet?”

“Maybe a little. Sister Catherine lying to protect someone would fit her personality, but fallen angels don’t exist.”

“They definitely exist. They’re angels that pissed off God.”

Suzy folded her arms. “And you know this…how?”

I could have given her the whole Malcolm Gallagher story, but it felt wrong to share that. “I asked you to suspend disbelief,” I said.

“Okay. Fine.”

“I think the fallen angel is going after men who look like someone he knows—or somebody that he used to know. He’s not really after these guys.” I tapped my finger on Leubold Chambon’s headshot. “The murderer is confused. Desperate. He’s finding people who resemble his ideal victim and hoping that it will feel like killing the real thing.”

“Ergo severed body parts,” Suzy said.

“Exactly. His model didn’t have gauged ears, so he cut off the nurse’s body jewelry. Nurse Sullivan’s eyes must have been the wrong color, too—no problem, pluck ‘em out. Jay Brandon’s lips and nose were wrong, so those are gone. This other man lost strips of skin where he had tattoos.”

“And at least one victim was circumcised, so the killer knew what was going on in his ideal victim’s dick region. They were probably sexually involved.”

“It could be a familial relationship,” I said. “Like a parent or sibling.”

“Dismemberment and murder. Fucked up family.”

“Reminds me of Hawke family Christmases when I was a kid. I’m feeling nostalgic.”

Suzy hopped off her desk. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“What, that my family needs therapy?”

“No. Well, maybe they do. But we can make a mockup of the ideal victim by assembling a face out of the parts the killer didn’t remove. If we know what he looks like, maybe we can get ahead of the murderer.”

That was exactly where I’d been headed. I offered Suzy one of the victim’s headshots and a pair of scissors.

“Let’s put the puzzle together,” I said.

It felt morbid to cut up the photographs in the same way that the killer had mutilated his victims. We used the ears and eyes off of Jay Brandon. We took the lips and nose from Nurse Sullivan. We took the neck, shoulders, forehead, and hair from Leubold Chambon. Then we taped them together and stuck it to the corkboard.

Earlier, Suzy had attached a new cluster of sticky notes to that corkboard. Each one had a different obscene drawing on it. There was even a disembodied dick with a butt instead of testicles, and its glans was smiling.

Murder victim on one side, dickbutt on the other. We were a classy team, Suzy and I.

“The only other commonalities between victims are physical build and age,” Suzy said, flipping through the files. “There’s no connection between jobs, religions, or ethnic backgrounds, so I’m thinking this is a purely physical attraction. What you see is what you get.” She brandished her hands at the creepy as hell photograph we’d assembled. “Ta da!”

Our ideal victim looked like any of the pretty boys who came to Los Angeles hoping to become actors. Square jaw, straight nose, killer cheekbones. Generic pretty boy.

“Great,” Suzy said. “So all we have to do is put every single attractive blond guy in LA into protective custody and we’ll have stopped the killer in his tracks.”

“You think this man is attractive?”

“He’s a little bit perfect,” she said.

I rolled my eyes. Women.

She caught my expression. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“You’re thinking nasty things at me, Hawke. Let it out.”

“I don’t get why women like pretty boys. That’s all.” I jerked my thumb at the assembled victim. “That’s my sister’s type, too.”

Suzy pinched my cheek. I allowed her to do it with a stony-faced glare in return. “You have a problem with pretty boys? That’s fucking cute.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, forget about it. Let’s focus on the case.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Good idea.”

“I’ll send this picture to the LAPD,” Suzy said. “Ask them for cold cases with victims matching the profile.” Suzy dropped into her computer chair and opened her email program. “You know, it’s kinda funny, but our ideal victim looks an awful lot like Director Friederling.”

I heard Lucrezia de Angelis’s high heels rapping against the floor from a hundred feet away. I peered over the top of our cubicle wall to see her coming right for me, entourage in tow.

And she looked pissed.

Lucrezia stopped in our doorway. She was practically haloed in storm clouds. “Where is he?”

“Who?” I asked.

“Director Friederling. He’s not in the office and he’s not answering his BlackBerry. Where is he?”

I couldn’t help it. I looked at the picture that we’d assembled on the corkboard of the ideal victim yet again, but in a totally different way.

Suzy was right—he really did look a lot like Fritz.

“Oh shit,” I said.

















CHAPTER TWENTY




LUCREZIA DE ANGELIS SENT a Union unit to Fritz’s house. They didn’t find a body. They didn’t find anything else, either. His servants didn’t know where he’d gone, all his cars were intact, and there was no sign of an intrusion. Not even a muddy cloven hoof print in the garden.

Strangely, Fritz’s security footage from that morning was blank and all of his clocks had been stopped at exactly four-thirty in the morning.

Unless Fritz had accidentally triggered an EMP in his foyer, then there was only one other option.

He had been taken.

I managed to reach Sister Catherine before they relocated her to the detention facility. Harding, the Union aspis I’d met at the Brandon house, was dragging her out of her holding cell.

“Hey, wait,” I said, grabbing Harding’s shoulder to stop him. He had the nun in handcuffs that glowed with some kind of restraining spell.

Sister Catherine looked worried to see me. “What’s wrong?”

“Where is he?”

“Who?”

“Bob fucking Saget. No, you know who I’m asking about. The fallen angel.”

She would have collapsed if Harding hadn’t been holding onto her arm so tightly. Her face went ashen, her eyelids fluttered, her legs wobbled. “Please tell me that it hasn’t happened again.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “There’s no body. Yet. Where’s he hiding?”

Sister Catherine’s eyes welled with tears. “If something happened to me, she was meant to get out of the city immediately. She had planned to go somewhere uninhabited, somewhere that she wouldn’t have to deal with…temptations.”

“She?”

“The angel,” Sister Catherine whispered.

Harding looked between us, frowning deeply. “What’s going on here?”

“Sister Catherine lied on her official confession,” I said. “I’m pretty sure that’s a sin.”

“I have to take her to the detention center,” Harding said. “I’ve already got the orders. Transport leaves in five minutes.”

I didn’t think there was any point in arguing that. The Union took their orders seriously. Dead seriously. “But you know where we can find the angel, Sister Catherine. Don’t you?” I demanded.

Her mouth pressed into a hard line. She didn’t want to talk. Even now, she was trying to protect the angel.

Harding checked his watch. “We have to go,” he said. “Sorry, Hawke. You’re going to have to get the case reopened.”

There wasn’t time for that much paperwork. Fritz could have already been dead.

I ignored Harding and focused on Sister Catherine. “She’s abducted a victim who matches the profile.”

“Does he look right?” Sister Catherine asked. “How well does he fit?”

“Pretty goddamn well.”

“She might not kill him. She might try to keep him.” Her chin quivered. “She only killed the others because she was confused—she thought they were the right one—but once she realized the truth…”

“Once she realized that she didn’t have the right guy, she got pissed and killed them.”

“If this victim can convince her that he’s the man she’s looking for, he might be safe.” A tear streaked Sister Catherine’s wrinkled cheek. “I’m sorry.”

But Fritz was a kopis, just like Bubba Tanner. A fallen angel’s brand of love might kill him as surely as having his heart ripped out.

Harding started marching the nun down the hall again, keeping an eye on his watch. I hurried to keep up with them.

“Where, Sister Catherine?” I asked. “Where?”

She didn’t say anything until they reached the double gates at the end of the hallway. I couldn’t follow them through—nobody but one or two assigned guards was ever allowed access to the armored transport vehicles for safety reasons.

Before Harding could push her through, Sister Catherine turned to me.

“The bell tower,” she said. “Please don’t hurt her. It’s not her fault.”

Harding dragged her though the gate, the wards flared, and she was out of my reach.







“Sister Catherine’s case is closed and can’t be reopened,” Lucrezia said, seated comfortably behind Fritz’s desk.

It looked like she planned to be there for a while. His lamp, miniature globe, and leather blotter were gone, and she was already starting to replace the decorations. The wire statue of a bird on the corner of the desk marked her territory as well as if she’d pissed on all his furniture.

“The case was closed by mistake,” I said.

“It’s no longer your concern. I’ve assigned another team to locating Director Friederling.”

I leaned both hands on the desk. “But I know where to find him.”

“Do you, now?” She didn’t look remotely interested.

Lucrezia was struggling to log on to Fritz’s workstation. She typed with just two fingers, hunting and pecking for each letter.

“He’s in Helltown. There’s a church there, and—”

“We can’t send a team into Helltown. The factions that reside within its borders wouldn’t take kindly to such an intrusion. Do you want to start a war?”

For Fritz? “Heck yeah.”

“We’ll address that neighborhood soon enough, but not yet,” Lucrezia said. She pushed the keyboard away from her with a huff and finally gave me her full attention. “If he were in Helltown, it would explain why our tracking spells aren’t working.”

“So you’ll send someone in to check.”

“No. We’ll have to wait until he emerges.”

I stared at her. She stared back at me with no expression. Lucrezia didn’t look at all bothered by the idea that if Fritz ever emerged, it might be in multiple mutilated pieces.

“You don’t have a problem with me, do you?” I asked. “You’ve got a problem with Fritz.”

“Don’t be concerned about your life or job,” Lucrezia said. “If we find Director Friederling dead, I’ll just have you matched to another kopis.”

I didn’t want to be matched to another kopis. I didn’t even know any other kopides.

“Thanks for all the help,” I said, backing away from the desk. Mentally, I added, You frosty bitch.

“Just so you know,” she said, “the fact that I’ve decided not to fire you doesn’t mean that your coworkers are not vulnerable. I will terminate the employment of anyone I perceive to be endangering our already-tenuous relationship with Helltown.”

Translation: Get Suzy’s help saving Fritz, and you’ll regret it.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I almost made it sound convincing.

“I’ll keep you updated on Director Friederling’s status,” Lucrezia said. She returned her attention to the keyboard with a scowl. “In the meantime, feel free to take the afternoon off and celebrate your test results.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Fat fucking chance of that.







Night was falling when I reached the Wal-Mart a block from Helltown. The shadows were long and the sun was brassy on the horizon. I liked a good sunset as much as anyone else, but it looked like a warning light today. Like the flashing yellow signal that says a train’s about to run you over.

A teal RV with beaded curtains was parked at the back of the lot. I knocked on its door.

The young woman who answered had to be Isobel’s new intern, Yelena. She had similar coloring to Isobel, but none of the curves, so she looked like a kid wearing a My Little Shaman Princess Barbie costume.

For fuck’s sake, her bracelet of raccoon bones had pink beads on it.

“Why, hello,” Yelena said, looking me over. There is nothing creepier than getting eyeballed by a girl who may or may not be a teenager. Well, maybe fallen angels are creepier, but only slightly.

Isobel appeared behind her. She was dressed for work with everything that entailed: the big head gear, the jewelry, the animal skin loincloth, the necklaces that didn’t quite cover her breasts. I was getting used to the outfit. I managed to keep looking at her eyes.

“Seriously?” I asked Isobel over Yelena’s shoulder.

She gave me a look of irritation, ripping the lid off of a Tupperware container. The smell of blood filled the air. “We have appointments tonight. You’ve interrupted us, so you’ll just have to take us the way we come. And this better be good—I’ve already rescheduled the first client twice for the OPA.”

“Fritz is missing and might be dead. Is that good enough?”

Isobel’s irritation vanished instantly. “What?”

Yelena looked between the two of us like we were the most interesting tennis match ever. “Who’s Fritz?”

“Give us space,” Isobel said. Her tone left no room for argument.

The intern bowed. She actually fucking bowed. Then she slipped into the back of the RV. It didn’t exactly give us privacy, but the illusion was almost as good as the real thing.

The suspension creaked as I stepped into the RV. Magic tingled through my skull, faint and weak. Isobel never cast spells in her RV—she wasn’t that kind of witch; she didn’t even know how—so I would have bet that I was sensing Yelena’s work.

I peered into the Tupperware that Isobel had set down. Yeah, definitely blood. Probably pig, knowing her.

“What’s happened to Fritz?” she asked me, arms folded over her chest. It made the little animal bones dig into her breasts. Looked painful.

“I think the serial killer took him,” I said. “But I know where she’s hiding, and the OPA won’t send anyone to get him back, so I need your help.”

Isobel’s eyes were so wide that it looked like her eyeballs might pop out of her gorgeous face. “How do you know he hasn’t already been killed?”

“I don’t.”

Her hand flew to cover her mouth. “Oh my God.”

“I’m not trying to freak you out, Izzy, but we’ve got to move fast. He’s been gone all day.”

A shudder ran through Isobel’s body. “I’ll have Yelena cancel all our appointments. What do we have to do to find him? Where is he?”

“That’s why I need you,” I said. “How do we get into Helltown at night without dying?”

















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




“I AM SO, SO honored that you’re letting me help with this! Don’t worry about the wards. I can definitely hold them while we’re on the move, no problem. We’ll save Fritz in no time! I won’t let you down!”

I opened my mouth to tell Yelena to shut up.

Isobel’s glare stopped me.

The teal RV trundled toward the gates of Helltown. Judging by how much it creaked and trembled on its way out of the Wal-Mart parking lot, it seemed about as likely to collapse in a pile of wheezing machinery at the next stop light as it was to make it over Helltown’s border. But Isobel swore that the RV could survive anything. I had no choice but to believe her.

Like guns and electronics, most cars didn’t work inside Helltown. Moving parts had a habit of failing at the worst possible moment around all of that infernal energy. That was a big part of the reason that the OPA hadn’t cleared the neighborhood out yet—we weren’t sure that we even could.

Isobel’s teal RV with beaded curtains had transported me through Helltown before. Hopefully, it could do it again.

In the back, Yelena worked at brewing an extra-powerful spell to help protect us in Helltown’s harsh nighttime conditions. She might have been wearing pink beads and had mosquito bites for tits, but the circle I watched her cast was anything but child’s play.

Maybe it was because I’d pushed my magical abilities to their limits that morning, or maybe she was really just that good, but her spell felt like it was going to crush my chest. My eyes were watering and she wasn’t even done yet.

In a singsong voice, she said, “Bring protection to these hallowed walls. Nothing can get in, nothing at all. Be they nightmares or spirits or anything bad, turn them away. Don’t let them make us sad.”

For fuck’s sake. She was rhyming. And it was the worst goddamn rhyme I’d ever heard.

I was pretty sure I could have written a better verse when I’d been in kindergarten.

The magic was still powerful enough to make me sneeze again.

“This is the friend who enchanted the Mystery Machine to work inside Helltown?” I muttered to Isobel. I was standing right behind the driver’s seat. From that angle, I could easily see down her cleavage, despite the t-shirt she’d thrown on.

Isobel didn’t look up at me. Her knuckles were white on the steering wheel. “She’s one of the witches who helped me, yeah. I have a lot of friends.”

“And how old is she, exactly?”

“She’s legal,” Isobel said.

I sneezed into my sleeve again. “Legal for what? Renting a car? Drinking alcohol? Skipping her after-school latchkey program?”

“Cèsar,” she said, “shut up for a few minutes.”

She stopped at a red light across from Helltown’s entrance. The illusion of a neighborhood on the other side looked more menacing at twilight, like the darkness inside was too immense to hide.

Every inch of my common sense was screaming at me to stay out, to find somewhere bright and safe and stay there until dawn.

Luckily for Fritz, my common sense has always been in pretty short supply.

“You’re sure he’s in there?” Isobel asked.

“About eighty percent.”

She squeezed the steering wheel tighter. “Only for Fritz,” she whispered.

“Only for Fritz,” I agreed.

The signal turned green.

We passed the stoplight and crossed the invisible border separating Helltown from the mundane world.

Yelena started repeating her rhyme, louder this time. “Bring protection to these hallowed walls. Nothing can get in, nothing at all…”

Magic surged over the RV, rippling around its body. The view beyond the windows turned black. Like someone had covered us in velvet while I was glaring at Yelena.

The ride got a heck of a lot bumpier on the inside. The suspension couldn’t handle the pulverized asphalt. Isobel took a turn and just about tossed me into the passenger’s seat.

Yelena was braced, though. She didn’t have any trouble keeping on her knees in the middle of the circle.

“Be they nightmares or spirits or anything bad…”

I couldn’t tell if my headache was from listening to that crap on repeat, a side effect from her magic, or the stress of being in Helltown after dark.

My fingernails dug into the armrests of the chair. Now that I was sitting in the passenger’s seat, I could see everything Isobel could through the windshield, and I wished I couldn’t. It looked like we were driving through a black fog. Wisps of shadow flashed through the high beams.

“What are those?” I asked.

“Would you believe me if I told you that they’re just smoke?” Isobel’s voice was tight and her arms were rigid.

“Probably not.”

“They’re incorporeal nightmares.” She shot a look at me. Somehow, there was a faint touch of humor to the twist of her mouth. “Yelena’s chanting is the only reason we’re still sane right now.”

Yeah, because that made me feel so much better.

Then, suddenly, the swirling shadows were gone and the headlights cut right through the darkness. The two wide, yellow circles brightened the ground in front of the Compassionate Heart Ministry but didn’t seem to touch the walls of the building itself.

Its spires were black, just a few shades darker than the sky, and it looked like the kind of place that light wouldn’t be able to touch on the brightest day. The bell tower stabbed the underside of the moon.

Thump.

Something smacked into the side of the RV, rocking it on its wheels.

“What was that?” I asked.

Yelena was struggling. Sweat drenched her forehead. “That would be a visitor knocking.” She didn’t sound so bright and perky anymore.

I didn’t need to ask what kind of creature wanted to visit us.

“Extend the wards,” Isobel called over her shoulder. The RV kept trundling toward the church, but we were moving in slow motion, and it looked so far away now. Impossibly distant. According to the speedometer, we were below five miles per hour.

“I’m trying,” Yelena said. She shut her eyes, squeezed her hands on the crystals in the circle. Her face was purple with exertion.

The magic wasn’t expanding.

Another hard thump, and the RV rocked again.

Which was about the time that the engine started spluttering.

The cabin lights flickered. For a few seconds, the only light inside of the RV was the faint glow of Yelena’s magic. I could see what was outside the windows in that instant.

There were faces pressed to the glass, peering through the beaded windows with glowing crimson eyes and bared teeth.

And then the lights came on again. Isobel jammed her foot against the gas pedal.

“Come on, come on,” she growled.

The RV groaned as it accelerated a fraction, and the church grew in the windshield. The speedometer inched toward ten miles per hour.

The stairs were right in front of us. Isobel didn’t hit the brakes.

I grabbed the dashboard. “Isobel?”

“Hold on!” she shouted.

We smashed into the stairs, bumping as we climbed toward the front door. Yelena shrieked. I slammed into the dashboard.

The door was just a few feet away. Getting closer.

Isobel drove us right into it.

The church doors exploded open just as the RV’s engine gave up the ghost and died with an exhausted wheeze. The battery followed seconds later. Darkness filled the passenger compartment.

We rolled a few more inches into the church. I felt another thump as our bumper tapped the statue guarding the foyer, tipping over a handful of the candles illuminating its base.

And then our momentum was gone, and we stopped.

“Wow,” Isobel whispered, hands locked on the steering wheel like she couldn’t let go.

I swung around to check on Yelena. “You okay?”

The intern had curled up on the floor between seats, arms over her head. Somehow, she had managed not to break her own circle of power. She had, however, snapped one of her necklaces, scattering parrot feathers and pink beads everywhere.

“I’m good,” she said in a tiny, muffled voice.

“Why’d you do that, Isobel?” I asked, stepping over the seats to look out the back window. The rear half of the RV jutted through the doors, but the darkness on the other side of the glass wasn’t impenetrable anymore.

All those swirling shadows were held a few feet back, like they couldn’t pass the stairs of the Ministry.

“The church is warded, but only a few feet outside of the walls,” Isobel said. “I knew we would be safe if we could just get inside before Yelena’s magic dropped out.”

“Mission accomplished,” I said. Now the RV was inside the goddamn church, and there was no way that the fallen angel would have been able to miss hearing our arrival.

Yelena pushed onto her knees again. “I’ll stay here and protect the RV.” She mounded her hair and tied it in a messy knot at the nape of her neck. The beginnings of a bruise marked the left side of her forehead. “I’ll try to get the engine going, too.”

“Great.” I drew my Desert Eagle, checking the safety, the magazine. Everything looked good. “Isobel can help you.”

“Isobel is not sitting here while you endanger your life,” Isobel snapped.

I wasn’t about to argue with the death witch who had just driven us face-first into a fucking church.

Together, we left to search for Fritz.







It was a lot harder to leave the RV behind than I would have expected, considering that leaving the RV also meant leaving Yelena. But she had quickly gotten the lights functioning again. They filled the foyer with a warm glow.

Once we were through the doors to the nave, there was no light at all.

Metal glinted in the corner of my eye. I looked down to see Isobel holding a long knife. Don’t ask me where she’d hidden it—she’d swapped out her animal skins for blissfully snug Daisy Dukes, which didn’t cover much more than the loincloth.

“Be careful,” I warned her. “When we find this thing, I don’t want you getting in the way.”

Isobel’s eyes flashed. “In the way?”

“We’re dealing with a fallen angel here. It’s more powerful than anything you’ve ever faced before.”

“You have no idea what I’ve faced.”

“Nothing is stronger than an angel.” Actually, I had no idea. It sounded right to me. Mostly, I just wanted to scare Isobel enough that she’d go back to the RV—but she didn’t look scared.

“Let’s just find Fritz and get out of here,” she said.

Now that I could agree with.

But we’d already been discovered. Someone was moving by the altar, silhouetted against the mural of sunny fields.

I grabbed Isobel’s arm, but she wouldn’t let me shelter her with my body.

“Wait,” she said, stepping ahead of me.

“Izzy!” I hissed under my breath. “What part of ‘more powerful than anything you’ve ever faced before’ didn’t you hear?”

The person by the altar stepped forward into a beam of moonlight tinted ruby by the stained glass windows. It wasn’t the terrifying monster I’d expected. It was a shriveled little old lady in baggy robes.

Isobel remembered how to speak before I could. “Mary?”

“My goodness, is that Isobel? Sweet little Belle?” The volunteer from the soup kitchen smiled. It made the edges of her eyes crinkle pleasantly. “It seems like it’s been months since I’ve seen you and your cookies around here. Oh, come here, let me look at you!”

Mary limped over, arms open. Isobel made the knife vanish again and plastered a smile onto her face.

“Yeah, it’s been a few weeks,” Isobel said, but without the friendliness that she’d had for Sister Catherine. She sounded wary. And for good reason. Yet she accepted Mary’s hug, and I could only gape as the women embraced.

Over Mary’s shoulder, Isobel looked terrified.

There was nothing intimidating about a fragile old woman shuffling around in the dark, even if we were in Helltown. But that was the thing—humans didn’t stick around Helltown at night.

Which meant she wasn’t what she appeared.

My eyes raked down her voluminous black robes. The cloth dragged on the ground, so I couldn’t see her feet.

“I was just making some tea for my husband,” Mary said. “Would you like to join us for a cup?”

Isobel quickly stepped back and clung to my arm. “I didn’t know that you’re married. I’ve never seen you with anyone before.” I think she said it for my benefit.

A light clicked on in my head.

The fallen angel had been killing people compulsively based on some ideal victim. That victim was probably someone that the angel loved, someone she knew intimately.

Someone like a husband.

“He just came back to me. He’s been…” Mary paused, frowning, as though trying to figure out what she was saying. “He’s been traveling,” she finally said with finality.

She has him. She has Fritz.

“I’d love to meet your husband,” I said.

“He’s sleeping right now. I’m sure he’ll come down once he wakes up, though,” Mary said cheerfully. She took my other arm in both of her hands, and I went tense all over. “I want you to look at my electric teakettle for me while you’re here, Agent Hawke. The enchantments protecting it from Helltown’s energies seem to have failed and you did such an excellent job with the oven at the soup kitchen.”

I swallowed hard. “I’m happy to help however I can.”

Mary guided us down the pews. Her footsteps sounded sharp on the stone, like she was wearing cowboy boots under those voluminous robes.

Or like she didn’t have shoes at all.

She stopped at a kitchen at the back of the church. There were overstuffed chairs scattered around the room, a French press on the counter, even a bookshelf with a few well-worn bestsellers from the last couple of decades. Someone had gone mural-crazy in the back, too, and the brightness of the paint was shocking in the otherwise colorless gloom of Helltown.

“Nice,” I said.

“Sometimes they feed the human slaves back here.” Isobel sounded like she was trying to feign cheerfulness, but failing. “When their masters let them stay after mass, they’ll come back here and socialize.”

Mary released me. The place that her hands had been touching felt cold. “We try to make them as comfortable as possible. It’s a challenge.” She sighed. “I wish there was more that we could do for the mortals of Helltown, but they come and go so frequently…”

“You mean, they get killed all the time,” I said.

“Their masters are not gentle.” Mary looked sad. Genuinely sad.

Pretty weird, considering that I was ninety percent certain this old bat had been murdering innocents for months.

I scanned her face for any hint of guilt and didn’t see anything. No guilt, no guile, nothing. As Domingo would have said, “The bitch is crazy.”

Mary didn’t even know what she was doing.

She shoved an electric teakettle into my hands. “Fix this. In the meantime, I’ll stoke the fire and boil some water.” She shuffled to the fireplace, struck a match, lit the charcoal inside. There was a pot of water suspended over it.

Isobel slipped to my side. “It can’t be her,” she whispered.

“Just like how you thought Sister Catherine couldn’t be involved?” I hissed back.

“Well she isn’t the murderer, is she? I wasn’t wrong.”

“But she’s been—” I cut off when Mary glanced back at us.

“How does the kettle look?” the old woman asked.

I hadn’t even glanced at it yet. I rolled the teakettle over in my hands.

The wires had been ripped out of the bottom and connected to batteries. Crystals had been duct-taped to the base. Judging by the way they flashed in the edge of my vision like Isobel’s RV, it was probably safe to guess that those should have protected the batteries from Helltown’s powerful infernal energy.

“It’s probably fixable,” I said. “It’s not my area of practice, though.” A thought struck me. “How do you even know I can cast magic?”

“I can always tell. It’s a gift.” Mary prodded the fireplace with a poker. The flames flared and momentarily rendered her black robes semi-translucent, letting me see the outline of her body. Her knees looked thick and malformed.

Whatever she had hidden under those robes, it was not human.

“When did you say your husband was going to come down?” I asked.

“Oh, who knows? He has a habit of sleeping in. After being gone for so long, I don’t want to bother him.” She limped away from the fire, now burning strong, and opened a cabinet. “Anyone for Milano cookies? They’re not as good as Isobel’s cookies, of course, but we make do in a drought.” She winked at Isobel.

The woman at my side looked like she was going to throw up. But she said, “Sure. I love Milanos.”

I set the electric teakettle on the counter and patted my suit down, searching for a pocketknife. Instead, I found a hard lump on the back of my belt.

I’d forgotten that I was still carrying the ritual knife from the aspis test. It was hidden by the tail of my jacket and still warm with magic.

My eyes sliced across the room to Mary. Would stabbing a fallen angel in the heart be enough?

She was offering a cookie to Isobel with a warm grin. I couldn’t even imagine burying the blade between her shoulder blades. Just contemplating it made me queasy.

I found my Swiss Army Knife and used it to cut the crystals off of the teakettle. The magic was still in place; the spell was just dead.

“I can probably energize them,” I said. “Might make it work again.”

Mary popped a cookie into her mouth. “I knew you’d be able to help.”

“But before I can start, I need to clear my head. And, uh, some other things. Is there a bathroom?”

She pointed at a door beyond the fireplace. “Back that way. I have to warn you, we don’t have proper plumbing here. We tried to install actual toilets once and they constantly broke. All that infernal energy, you know. Everything breaks around here.”

Damn, but she pulled off the charming, cuddly grandma thing. She was even better than Sister Catherine.

I stood. “Isobel? Want to show me where they are?”

“I’ll just stay here and catch up with Mary,” she said. “I don’t need to use the facilities.”

“But it’s dark back there,” I said through my teeth. I wasn’t going to leave Isobel alone with an insane fallen angel.

“You’re a big boy. You’ll be fine.” Isobel gave me a hard look. “Go find the bathroom.”

I couldn’t argue with her without giving us away. And every second I waited was another second that we didn’t know what condition Fritz was in—or if he was even still alive.

“I’ll be fine,” Isobel said softly.

She had been a priestess at the Temple of the Hand of Death. She was probably safer alone in Helltown than I was, even here.

So I gave Mary another smile, and I left Isobel alone with the fallen angel.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




I HAD TO SEARCH three staircases before I found one that led somewhere other than the dusty attic and choir loft. The inside of the bell tower was a long, lightless, spiraling staircase with darkness waiting at the top.

Climbing those stairs took an eternity. I lost track of the number of floors after the first five. Shadow consumed the stairwell below and above, forcing me to guide myself with a hand on the wall.

The only way that I knew I was getting to the top was that I could hear wind whistling through open windows.

Finally, I found myself in a square room big enough to house multiple bells, though there weren’t any bells in sight.

Empty chains dangled over the hollow core of the tower.

And there was Fritz.

Considering that Mary—or whatever her real name was—thought that Fritz was her husband, she hadn’t left him in very comfortable conditions. He was suspended from the middle chain by his wrists. Ropes cinched his ankles together, and a bell’s clapper dangled from his feet to stretch him out long and lean. It looked heavy. The rope was digging into his skin.

Maybe she hadn’t liked her husband all that much.

He wore flannel pajama bottoms and no shirt. There was a slipper on one foot, but not the other. She must have literally dragged him out of bed.

Luckily for Fritz, it didn’t seem that he had any significant characteristics different from those of Mary’s husband. Nothing had been severed. Guess he was already circumcised, too, because his flannels weren’t soaked in blood—and thank God for that.

“Hey, asshole,” I said. “Wake up and get down here.”

He didn’t react. He’d passed out harder than a frat boy at his first party.

I grabbed the chain for another bell and hefted myself off the floor. Maybe I’m not the best at magic, but if you ever need a guy to climb something in about two seconds flat, I’m your guy. I’ve got an upper body like a gorilla’s.

Kicking off the railing, I swung toward Fritz, reaching my free hand for his chain. I missed the first time and overshot, swinging right past him.

My hand closed around his chain on the second try. Fritz swayed over the empty tower. A droplet of blood dripped from his nose and vanished into the darkness below.

I hooked an arm around Fritz, which put us uncomfortably close. Way closer than two guys should ever need to be. Good thing he was unconscious and would never remember having his face nestled against my chest.

“Sorry, boss,” I muttered. “I just have to cut your ropes.”

The dagger on my belt was hotter than it had been downstairs, like it was reacting to Fritz’s presence. I could only hold it for a few seconds. Luckily, I only needed a few seconds to saw Fritz free of the chain.

His entire weight sagged into me, including the iron clapper dangling from his ankles. My hand slipped down a few links. The metal burned up my palm and pinched my wrist.

“Fuck,” I grunted, shifting Fritz so that his upper body rested over my shoulder. That position was just as awkward. It shoved my face right into his armpit. I grimaced. “First I have to get hip-deep in Lake Tahoe’s snowmelt to save your ass, and now I’ve got to smell your BO to save you again. You owe me so fucking much, dude.”

He groaned against my neck.

I released one of the chains and gravity swung us back toward the other side. I let go once there was floor under my feet.

We both hit in a tangled mess.

Shoving Fritz away, I wiped some of his blood off my shoulder, scrubbed his sweat off my face. Awful.

He flopped onto his back. His eyes were still closed, and there was drool at the corner of his mouth in addition to all the blood. I sliced the clapper off of his legs and found that one of his feet was black from the ankle down.

His circulation had been cut off for too long. He needed a doctor. Or a witch who could actually heal him.

It was only then that I realized I was still gripping the ritual dagger, and it was blazing with heat from such close proximity to Fritz. It hurt. A lot. I jammed it back into my belt and peeled my fingers open to find the elaborate hilt pattern burned into my palm.

“What the hell?” I must have really screwed up that binding ritual.

I’d worry about that later.

But now what? Fritz was still unconscious. I slapped his face a few times, maybe harder than I needed to. Hey, I was having a bad night.

No reaction.

A cry echoed up the bell tower. “Cèsar! She’s coming!”

Those three words made my heart just about stop beating. I recognized Isobel’s voice, recognized the desperation in her tone, and recognized how bad she must have thought things were if she was yelling at me.

She’s coming. Mary had left the kitchen and was headed up the tower.

“Wake up, Friederling,” I said, slapping him again.

Nothing.

I checked his pulse. It was fine.

What was it that Bubba Tanner had said? He had been overwhelmed by the fallen angel’s power every time she visited his street. Fritz probably wasn’t going to be able to wake up until I got him away from the force of Mary’s power.

Now I could hear shuffling on the stairs. It sounded like a weird, two-legged horse coming at us. Her hooves echoed. The scent of brimstone wafted through the air.

The only way out of the tower was to go down the stairs and pass her—or jump out an open window.

Neither option was awesome.

I checked out the windows of the bell tower. We were several stories above the roof of the church, but I could only tell by brief glimpses of the smooth black surface below, because inky smoke whirled past the windows.

Nightmares were pushing against the wards, trying to force their way in. The most powerful demons of Helltown knew there was fresh mortal blood inside the church.

If I jumped outside with Fritz to escape Mary, we’d be just as likely to end up in the arms of some other kind of evil.

The clopping sound drew nearer. “Agent Hawke,” Mary said in a soft voice, “you’re not bothering my husband, are you?”

Shit. She was only a couple floors down.

I checked the windows again. The wards formed a loose bubble around the church, so there were a few feet of safety between the walls and the swirling nightmares.

As long as I stuck close to the walls, we’d be fine. Maybe.

We definitely wouldn’t be fine if we stayed in the bell tower.

“I’m gonna regret this,” I muttered, tossing Fritz over my shoulder again.

The echoing sound of Mary’s hooves rapping against wood grew until it sounded like thunder in the tower.

I sat on the edge of the windowsill, threw my legs over the side, and looked down. Pulsing crimson lights were scattered across the street like starlight. They came from some kind of demon I’d never seen before, and it looked like a lot of them. They weren’t used to prey wandering willingly into their midst.

The ass end of Isobel’s RV was a beacon of light in the sea of darkness. Yelena’s magic was holding. I could almost hear her whiny little voice chanting that stupid rhyme.

If I could reach the RV, her magic might be strong enough to protect Fritz from Mary’s energy.

So I turned and started climbing. The decorations on the outside of the tower were easy to grip—stone vines, open-mouthed grotesques, crosses and pentacles. I slid down with Fritz over my shoulder.

Incorporeal nightmares blasted past me, just outside arm’s reach. Hot wind ruffled my hair.

Mary’s voice drifted from the open shutters above me.

“Shamdan? Sweetheart? Where did you go?”

I climbed faster.

I’m ripped with muscle from a healthy combination of weight lifting and strength-enhancing magical poultices. I’d once broken out of an LAPD jail cell by ripping the window out of the wall. I could bench more than twice my body weight, and I was a heavy guy. Hell, I could probably do bicep curls with Suzy if she held still.

But you want to talk a real workout? Try climbing down the outside of a building, King Kong-style, with a two-hundred-pound adult man over your shoulder.

I should have had a few more strength poultices before entering Helltown.

My arms were quickly turning to jelly as I lowered us, pushing myself to go faster, struggling to escape the sound of Mary’s growing despair.

“No! Lord help us, Shamdan!”

The nightmares swirled faster just outside the wards of the church, as if frustrated that they couldn’t reach me. It looked like they were getting closer. My heart jumped every time motion flashed out of the corner of my eye.

They were going to get us. Wrap around us both, swallow us whole, drop us into a pit of eternal fear.

I’d been under nightmare thrall before. I hadn’t forgotten what it felt like.

One wrong step, and the nightmares would have me again.

But then something solid touched my feet and I almost fell off the side of the tower in shock. I gripped the head of a grotesque tightly, heart clawing at the back of my throat as I looked down.

I’d reached the roof.

I released my hold on the tower and stumbled over the black ceramic tile with Fritz precariously balanced on my shoulder.

Darkness swirled above us. I glimpsed clawing hands, skeletal faces, bleeding eyes. “Fuck off,” I said. “You hear me? We’re not food!” I swung my fist at them.

The nightmares dissipated, whirling away into the starry night.

I blinked. I hadn’t actually expected that to work.

“Huh,” I said.

Then I realized that someone was climbing out of the same window I’d descended from. It wasn’t that the nightmares had been listening to me—they just didn’t want to have to face a fallen angel.

Smart nightmares.

Mary had shed the voluminous black robes to make her descent easier. She still had the face of a harmless old lady, but she also had furry satyr legs, cloven hooves, and severed wings. Her skin was wrinkled in places, scaly in others.

And here I’d been expecting angels to look like those fat-ass cherub decorations for Valentine’s Day.

She climbed a lot faster than I did, hooves and all.

I grabbed Fritz tighter and jumped down into one of the dormers to hide. The ledge in front of the stained glass window was narrow. I jammed my heels against the decorative trim, knees almost to my shoulders, and pushed Fritz into the corner with my elbow so he wouldn’t fall.

“Come on, wake up already,” I hissed, shaking him hard.

Still no reaction.

There was no way I could get down to Yelena’s RV before Mary did. He would never wake up like this. If only we’d had time to bind as kopis and aspis before he’d been kidnapped—a bound kopis would have been immune to her energy.

Wishing wasn’t going to save our lives.

I drew my Desert Eagle, even though my gut told me that a fallen angel wasn’t going to be real impressed by bullets. I’d just have to empty the magazine into her chest and hope for the best.

Damn it, I didn’t want to empty the magazine into any part of Mary. It rankled against every fiber of manly decency in my body. She wasn’t just a woman; she was a confused old woman who had been damned by God. If you could ever call a serial killer an innocent, that would be Mary. She didn’t deserve death any more than Fritz and I did.

But if it came down to Mary or me, I knew who I would choose.

Shifting Fritz’s weight to draw the gun bared an inch of skin on my back. The knife from the binding ritual scalded my spine. I swallowed down another curse.

Why was that knife still hot?

Lucrezia’s disbelieving face as she studied my circle suddenly flashed through my mind. Like she’d said, I hadn’t cast the spell right. It had worked, but it had been weird and wrong, somehow. And the knife was still burning like it was connected to that fucked up spell.

What if that was because I hadn’t finished the ritual? What if the knife was burning with magic, waiting for me to take the final step?

Fritz’s limp arm was already in my lap. It would be easy to find out.

I drew the knife from my belt again. I’d already burned my fingers so badly that the heat felt cold now—probably a bad sign, probably some kind of nerve damage. I slashed the point down Fritz’s forearm and sliced him open from the inside of his elbow to wrist. His blood looked almost black in the darkness of Helltown.

Demons swirled beyond the wards again, scenting his blood.

They might as well have erected a neon arrow pointing at our precarious hiding spot, directing Mary right at us.

Focus, Hawke. Finish the ritual.

I ignored the nightmares and made a second cut. The blade was so sharp that I didn’t feel the first bite of it into my skin. I dragged it all the way down the vein, just like I’d done to Fritz, and then gripped his arm tightly to hold the cuts together.

His blood flowed into my veins, and mine flowed into his.

There was a chant that I should have been saying. I couldn’t remember it.

But it didn’t seem to matter. Power wrapped tightly around my chest, clutching me in its invisible fist, and I sneezed. The sound was explosive in the windy night. Then I sneezed again, and again, and I couldn’t seem to stop.

The dagger had gone icy in my hand.

“Shamdan!”

Crash. Stone shattered.

Mary swung into view, gripping the top of the dormer. Her hooves slammed into the roof below my ledge and crushed the tile, sending the shards tumbling hundreds of feet to the street below. Her wings had been severed about a foot from her shoulders. The shriveled stumps were twitching.

She was one ugly bitch—uglier even than Monique. Her chest was sunken. The tubes of her wrinkled breasts swayed from a scaly collarbone. Her stomach was open to expose the dried-out husks of black intestines. The human face perched on her shoulders looked like a mask now, like it might slip right off her skull.

I didn’t think I’d had enough time to swap blood with Fritz. There was no way that the ritual could be complete.

But I was out of time.

Shoving Fritz behind me again, I swung the Desert Eagle around to bear.

I squeezed the trigger.

I’m not a good shot, but Mary was about a foot away, and a Desert Eagle is a pretty big gun.

A hole punched through her chest. Right between her saggy tits.

Shock blanked her face, and her hands slipped from the top of the dormer. She just barely managed to catch herself on the cracked tiles. She dug her fingernails in.

I leaned back and kicked, stomping the heel of my shoe into her hand. “Let go!”

Desperate fury smoldered in her eyes. “You can’t have Shamdan! I won’t let you hurt him!”

“He’s not your fucking husband!”

One more good kick, and her hand slipped free.

But man, the bitch was fast. She caught her grip again and scrambled over the edge of the roof. Her fingernails had grown longer, sharper. They gashed furrows into the tile.

We’d seen evidence of knife attacks at the murder scenes, but Mary probably hadn’t needed a knife. The slit throats, the hearts cut out of chests, Jay Brandon’s wrecked furniture—she had done it with her fingernails.

I didn’t plan on letting her use those against me.

I started climbing an instant before she did. I hauled myself over the top of the dormer onto the slope of the roof, leaving Fritz curled against the stained glass window in relative safety. The speed of my reaction gave me about a three-foot head start, but the tile felt slick under my knees as I rushed on all fours toward the peak of the roof.

Mary was right behind me. I could feel her breath on my legs, burning right through my pants. She stunk like rotten eggs.

Then the angel slammed into me, rolling me onto my back, forcing both of us to slide down the sloped roof.

I brought the gun up between us. Her tobacco-yellow fingernails slashed into my wrist—sharper than they looked—and the gun skittered away. It landed in the rain gutter.

“I won’t be separated from Shamdan again. I just got him back.” Red-tinged tears shimmered in Mary’s eyes. “You’re working with Adam. Aren’t you? Aren’t you?” Her hands closed around my throat, squeezing. The points of her fingernails dug into my skin. “Like I said at the soup kitchen, I just knew that God was working through you.”

And here I’d thought that she’d meant it as a compliment.

My vision sparked black at the edges as she squeezed tighter. I beat against her wrinkled arms, tried to push her off. The blows didn’t even make her flinch. All I managed to do was smear blood from the wound in my arm.

Every thought of trying not to hit a woman fled from my skull, and I beat harder. Harder. But it still didn’t do anything. Her thumbs pressed into my esophagus.

Mary was strong for an old woman.

My lungs ached, desperate for oxygen. Where had I left the ritual dagger? Why hadn’t I brought a spare weapon? Shouldn’t I have come into Helltown with a fucking bazooka?

The world rapidly became darker.

Too late for regrets.

Something shifted in my body—in my skull. It felt like I could suddenly smell better, hear better, see better, even as consciousness rapidly faded. My skin felt electric.

There was something new inside of me. An awareness. A strength. I wasn’t sure what.

Maybe it was death creeping up on me.

Then the pressure was suddenly gone and Mary was standing. She turned her back to me. “Shamdan,” she said, and it sounded like she was almost weeping.

For an instant, I was afraid that there was a second angel, but then I realized the strange new awareness had come from something else entirely. I could feel the newcomer inside my head. I could have pointed at him with my eyes shut just as surely as a compass pointed north.

I pushed up onto my elbows, breathing hard, and I realized what had really happened.

Fritz Friederling had finally woken up.

And we were bound.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




MARY’S EYES BRIGHTENED AT the sight of Fritz. Literally. Everything about her started glowing, like there was a spotlight beaming out from inside her chest. For an instant, she almost looked beautiful, like she probably had before her fall from Heaven.

“Shamdan,” she said again. Now it sounded like a prayer.

“Yes,” Fritz said. “It’s me.” Blood streamed from the inside of his arm, spattering against his stomach, the flannel PJs.

He was holding the ritual knife. I hadn’t even realized I’d left it with him.

Fritz extended a hand toward her, but Mary didn’t immediately move to take it. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, “I’m so sorry for everything.”

“There’s no need to apologize,” he said.

“But our son—”

“You had no control over Asmodeus. It wasn’t your fault.”

My jaw dropped. Fritz talked with total confidence, like he really had produced offspring with this old woman. How the hell did he know what to say to her?

“Adam told me that Asmodeus was my fault,” Mary said.

“He never dealt with his fallibility very well.” Fritz shrugged. “If Asmodeus was our doing, then wouldn’t everything that mankind has done be His fault?”

Mary sank to her knees as though she could no longer stand. She was just a few feet away from me, and I could see the hole that my gunshot had left in her back. She was bleeding silver. “Adam said it was because we didn’t have permission to make Asmodeus in the first place.”

It felt like I’d just clicked into a movie on Showtime halfway through and had missed all of the setup. I had no idea what they were talking about.

I didn’t want to wait for the exposition. I wanted to end this while she was distracted.

The Desert Eagle was still stuck in the rain gutter at the edge of the roof, not that far out of reach. Without getting up, I eased myself down the tiles, crab-walking for the gun as silently as possible.

Fritz was still talking, still creeping me the hell out. “That’s not true. Eve approved of our union.”

“Eve approved of everything we did,” Mary said. “I still fell when Adam struck me down. And you…” The words seemed to catch in her throat. “Asmodeus killed you.”

My hand slipped on the roof. A tile broke free, skittered over the edge, vanished into the darkness of the night.

The fallen angel whirled. Her bright blue eyes burned at the sight of me. “I’m fine now,” Fritz said loudly, trying to draw her attention back to him. He spread his arms wide. “Look at me. I’m here.”

“But Asmodeus killed you,” Mary said again without turning to him. She began to stand.

Hadn’t Sister Catherine said that Mary murdered the men only when she realized they weren’t her husband?

Oh shit.

I gave up my attempt at being quiet and slid toward the gun. My hand closed on the metal.

Mary shrieked as she flew at me.

Bracing my legs against the gutter, I twisted, aimed, and fired.

I fired three times and the first two shots missed. The last one hit the top of her shoulder, passed through. It struck one of her wing stumps. Silver blood sprayed me.

Mary instantly collapsed with a scream.

Fritz rushed toward us. Or at least, I think he was trying to rush. He was limping too much to move quickly. Looked like circulation still hadn’t returned to his injured foot. “The access door,” he said, seizing my hand and hauling me to my feet. “Run!”

I jerked Fritz’s arm over my shoulder, acting like a crutch as we ran across the roof.

It was weird to touch him now. His skin didn’t feel like someone else’s skin anymore. It felt like a piece of myself that had fallen asleep, like a numb extra limb.

“Faster,” he urged.

I glanced over my shoulder. Mary was already struggling to her feet again. Even drenched in her own blood, it didn’t look like she was slowing down.

The access door was on the side of the tower. I kicked it open, dragged Fritz inside, and shoved it closed behind us.

Mary slammed into the other side. The whole wall shook.

I leaped back. “Jesus!”

The doorknob turned. I jammed the deadbolt into place. It was a crappy little piece of metal that wouldn’t last long against the enraged pounding of a fallen angel, but it slowed her down. It would probably give us whole minutes until she broke through and murdered us.

“I think she’s angry,” Fritz said.

She rammed into the other side again. The hinges groaned.

“No fucking kidding,” I said.

I grabbed Fritz again, and we bounced down the stairs in the most awkward three-legged race possible.

The door shattered a few stories above us.

“Shamdan!”

“She’s not obsessed or anything,” I muttered.

Fritz responded by groaning, doubling over in pain. He fell off my shoulder. Grabbed his ankle. The foot was only looking worse. The toes were swollen to three times their usual size, like balloons about to pop. “I can’t walk like this, Cèsar.”

“Okay,” I said, “I’ll carry you again.”

Before I could pick him up, Fritz said, “Quick, do a piggyback.”

I looked at him blankly. “You want a piggyback ride?”

“Activate the bond,” he said patiently.

Oh. Now I understood.

An active bond was what happened when an aspis opened up the magical tie to his kopis, allowing both parties to draw strength off of each other. The manual for aspides had described how to activate the bond. I knew how to do it, technically speaking. But it was one thing to have metaphysics explained in loose terms and something else to attempt it.

Hooves rang out against the stairs.

“Now, Cèsar,” Fritz said.

I closed my eyes and looked inward, reaching for my center of power. That was exactly what the manual said: “Reach into your center of power.” Like it was so simple.

If I had a center of power, it wasn’t easy to find while I was running high on adrenaline. All I could hear was the beating of hooves and my pounding heart. My hands felt numb.

“Focus,” Fritz said. “You did the binding, and you can do this.”

He was right. I’d kicked ass at the binding.

What had Suzy said about me? I had a confidence problem. I turned into a pill bug when things got too hard.

I’d told her that she was wrong, and now I needed to prove it.

Magic glowed deep inside of me. I mentally seized upon it, tuning out the sound of Mary’s approach. I could smell her wheezing brimstone breaths from here. I ignored that too.

The manual had said to reach out to the bound kopis with that core of power, so I did. I unspooled my magic and extended it toward Fritz.

I could see him through my shut eyelids. He was a blazing white beacon in the darkness just waiting for my energy, so I hooked the magic into that beacon, connected us together. It felt like a silver hook dug into my ribs and anchored me to him.

Judging by Fritz’s gasp, he felt the same thing.

And then he was in my head, and I didn’t have to guess—I knew for a fact. I shared in his feelings. I felt the agonizing pain in his swollen foot and his twisted shoulder muscles, still aching from suspension in the bell tower. The pains quickly faded now that we were bonded, pulsing at the very edge of his consciousness like nothing worse than a bruise.

His thoughts also cascaded through my mind. Only a few of the words made any sense. Cèsar has done it…the active bond…finally…feeling strong…Naamah…

If I could hear Fritz’s thoughts, then he’d be able to hear mine, too.

Which meant it was definitely not a good time to think about Isobel. Don’t think about Isobel. Definitely don’t think about her boobs. Or her ass. Her amazing, perfect ass. Goddammit.

Fritz’s nasal chuckle rolled through the bond. Man, he even sounded dorky in my mind.

I really hoped he didn’t hear that thought.

“Stop thinking so loudly, Cèsar,” Fritz said aloud. “Your humiliation is going to give me a headache.”

I opened my eyes to argue with him.

Mary was standing on the landing with us, just behind Fritz.

He spun to face her.

The heady rush of power between us spiked in response to the fallen angel. Her sickening energy crashed into us, bounced off of the protective bond.

Even with the protection of the piggyback, Mary’s presence was almost too much. I could see why she would have given Bubba Tanner an aneurysm.

But we stood strong against her. Or at least, Fritz stood strong against her, and I couldn’t tell the difference between the two of us anymore. We had combined into one super-strong fallen angel killer. Like a Dinozord but so much cooler.

The angel didn’t attack us, though. She limped forward with love in her eyes.

“He didn’t hurt you,” Mary said. “God is good. Thanks be to Adam.”

Man, she’s crazy, I thought.

I was shocked when Fritz responded. It’s not her fault. And then, a moment later, I could clearly see how he planned to kill her. He was thinking about chopping the remaining wings off of her back and ripping out her heart, the same way that she had killed the blond men. Fritz imagined it with gruesome clarity.

I couldn’t help but think, What the fuck?

It will be a mercy.

“I will never leave you again,” Fritz said aloud, focusing on Mary. “Come to me now, beloved.”

Mary took another two clomping steps toward him. Then she stopped. “Wait. Where are your wings, Shamdan? Your glorious golden wings?”

Fritz hesitated to respond a second too long.

Her expression crumbled into one of pain. For the first time, she looked like she knew who she was, where she was, and what she was doing. “You’re not him,” Mary whispered.

Bad fucking time for a moment of clarity.

I was pretty sure that was my thought. Like ninety percent certain.

The angel lunged.

Mary shoved Fritz to the ground. I felt him strike the floor as though it was my shoulder hitting. She slashed her fingernails down his back, between his shoulder blades, as if peeling the skin open to search for his missing wings.

I felt that, too.

We screamed in unison.

I had the presence of mind to kick off the ground, propel myself forward, knock into Mary. I shoved her off of Fritz. We went rolling and my hips fell over the edge of the stairs. The weight of my legs dragged me down. I managed to grab the wooden platform, but I was just inches from falling all the way down the bell tower.

Mary had almost fallen, too. She hung inches to my right, face twisted with despair and anger.

“I never meant to hurt them,” she said. “I can’t help it. I’m sorry.”

It was the last coherent thing she said to me.

Disorientation fogged her gaze again, and her mouth opened in a scream. She swiped a clawed hand at me. I couldn’t dodge—not without falling.

Fritz’s good foot stomped down on her arm. Her fingers twitched inches from my nose.

“Leave my witch alone,” he said.

He tossed Mary across the room.

She rebounded immediately. Her hiss didn’t sound remotely human, and there was nothing resembling consciousness left in her eyes.

Fritz flipped the ritual knife in his hand and attacked.

I’d never seen my boss fight before. He was pretty badass when it came to moving paperwork from one side of the desk to the other, sure, but fighting? I never would have imagined he was any good at it—when, in fact, he was goddamn amazing.

He moved so quickly that I couldn’t keep up with him. His foot lashed out, and then a fist. He kicked, punched, dodged, ducked, leapt up to kick again. He wasn’t James Bond. He was a blond Jet Li.

My muscles tensed and jerked with his as I hauled myself back onto the landing. We were still bound. My body thought it was his. Every blow, every wound—I felt it. Both the satisfaction of landing a good punch and the pain of failing to deflect one of Mary’s kicks.

The fallen angel was strong, but Fritz was fast. He pinned her to the wall face-first with a hand in the back of her head.

He brought the ritual knife hacking down on her right wing stump, severing it from her body.

Mary’s scream made my eardrums tremble. I clapped my hands over my ears, but I could still hear it through Fritz.

She elbowed him in the face. One of my teeth went loose. No—one of his teeth.

He ducked under her next strike. Fritz wrapped an arm around her, pinning the angel to his chest, and hacked again.

The other stump flopped to the ground.

Mary arched against him, her wail echoing all up and down the tower.

There was no expression on Fritz’s face as he shoved her to the ground, but our bond told the truth. His sadness was overwhelming.

He dropped down to straddle her, knees pinning her arms on either side of her. She thrashed weakly. Without the remainder of her wings, she was too weak to overcome Fritz’s kopis strength.

He kept his expression schooled as he offered the knife to me. “Do you want to do it?”

I think he meant that as a gesture of respect, offering to let me kill a fallen angel and all. It was probably the only time in my entire life I’d have the chance. Plus, the first kill of our new partnership. A victory.

Gazing down at Mary as she gasped and bled on the ground, I didn’t feel victorious. I felt sad, too.

“No thanks,” I said. “Just make it fast.”

Fritz drove the knife under her ribs.

















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




WE FOUND ISOBEL UNCONSCIOUS in the kitchen.

I set Fritz down in one of the overstuffed chairs before going to her side. I’d shut down the bond as soon as Mary died, but while I was thrilled to get my brain back to myself, it meant that Fritz was weak again. I’d had to carry him all the way downstairs. He definitely couldn’t stand up on his own.

But I also didn’t have to worry about the content of my thoughts as I pulled Isobel into my lap and checked her pulse. It looked like she had fallen and hit her head. Blood trickled from her temple. But her pulse was fine, and her eyelids fluttered at my touch.

She smiled faintly when she saw me. I liked that smile a lot.

“Cèsar.” Her eyes went suddenly wide. She sat up. “Mary!”

“She’s dead,” I said, steadying her with a hand on her back.

“Fritz?”

I pointed to the chair. Fritz gave her a small nod. His bad foot was propped up on a table, still black, still swollen, not looking good at all.

“Thank God,” Isobel said.

Thinking of what had happened to Mary—how an angel could have become that twisted thing that we’d fought upstairs, and how it had apparently been God’s design—I couldn’t help but grimace.

“Yeah, sure. Thank God,” I said. “Whatever.”

Isobel looked confused by my reaction, but didn’t remark on it. “I might have something to help with your foot in the RV, Fritz.”

Together, we staggered back to the foyer to find the RV intact and idling. Yelena waved excitedly at us through the windshield.

I tried not to groan.

Hey, being stuck in an RV with Yelena was a thousand times better than dying a horrible, messy death at the hands of a fallen angel. I could deal with it.







We holed up in the RV to wait for sunrise, sheltered within the church’s wards and the glow of Yelena’s magic. After Isobel rubbed some kind of smelly herbal salve on Fritz’s foot and bandaged the cuts on his back, the women went to sleep on the mattress above the driver’s compartment.

I stayed awake to make sure we didn’t get attacked.

At least, that was what I told everyone I was doing. The truth was that I was much too wired to sleep. The binding had given me a dose of energy a thousand times more powerful than any potion I could have brewed. I wasn’t sure I was going to sleep for the rest of the week.

So the ladies slept in the bed, Fritz crashed on the couch, and I held vigil.

Keeping watch in Helltown overnight wasn’t as bad as I expected. The nightmares bouncing off of the church’s wards had been harrowing at first, but it started to get kind of funny after a couple hours. They were relentless.

If I’d stepped out there, they would have eaten me alive. But I was out of their reach. The knowledge was way too satisfying.

My burned hand stopped aching a few minutes after I rubbed Isobel’s salve on it. I entertained myself by massaging it into my various bruises and watching them fade. Whichever witch friend had made that for her was pretty good. Soon enough, I was strong again—ready to wrestle oxen, if not another fallen angel.

Time passed. Night faded into the navy glow of pre-dawn.

One by one, the demons evaporated. The shadows faded. A sliver of sunlight glowed on the roofs of the buildings across the street, highlighting human architecture tainted by decades of infernal influence. It was kind of pretty, in a weird way.

Guess Isobel had been right about one thing: Helltown’s really not that bad once you get used to it.

“Doing all right?”

I turned to see Fritz dragging himself toward me, hair mussed and foot wrapped in bandages. He stunk of herbal salve. “Yeah, I’m good,” I said. “You?”

“I can’t feel my foot anymore.”

“Was Isobel’s salve that good, or is it the super fast kopis healing?”

“It could be either.” His grim tone said that he thought that neither was the cause of the numbness.

He couldn’t feel his foot anymore because the nerves had gone dead.

We were going to have to get him to the hospital to find out if his foot would ever heal. That would be a problem for later, once the sun was all the way up and Helltown was safe again.

He sat next to me.

I thought about telling him I was sorry for what had happened to him, but that was stupid. It hadn’t been anyone’s fault but Mary’s. Apologies wouldn’t fix his foot, either.

“You know what sounds good?” I asked instead. “A greasy, nasty diner breakfast. Scrambled eggs cooked in bacon grease, toast slathered in butter, that cheap freezer sausage…”

Fritz contemplated this. “I could go for that.”

“Bet your personal chef would be horrified if you asked for it.”

“Then I suppose we’ll have to go to Denny’s,” he said.

I tried to imagine Fritz rolling up to Denny’s in his Bugatti Veyron. That got a good laugh out of me.

Laughter felt amazing.

A rustling at the front of the RV told me that the girls had woken up. I glanced back to see that they’d closed the curtains on the bed to give them privacy. They were probably changing out of their pajamas.

We had two naked women just a few feet away with nothing between us but flimsy, floral-patterned cloth.

Fritz caught my eye and grinned. I didn’t need to activate the bond to know he was thinking the same thing.

“You’re a pervert, Director Friederling,” I said. “Completely sick in the head.”

“You are too.”

“Well, we can be sick as a team.” I turned away from the curtains and lowered my voice. “How did you know all that angel stuff, anyway?”

“You mean about Shamdan?” He sighed. “It’s an old family story. We’ve known that Naamah was likely to come back for generations. It’s only surprising that it took this long.”

“Naamah? You mean Mary?”

Fritz nodded. “My forefathers passed along the story of Shamdan and Asmodeus knowing that one of us would have to take care of Naamah someday.”

“And you did,” I said.

“I did.” He tipped his face toward the rising sun, eyes closed, letting it warm his face through the window.

“Do I want to know why your family thinks they’re responsible for Naamah?”

“No,” Fritz said, “you don’t.”

At another time, I would have asked more questions. I sure had enough of them. But I’d just enjoyed an overnight sleepover in Helltown, gotten bound to a kopis, lost a lot of blood, and watched a confused old woman get her heart cut out by someone who looked like her husband.

If Fritz said that I didn’t want to know more about Naamah, I probably didn’t.

“Cool,” I said.

Isobel and Yelena appeared behind us. They were fully dressed without a single feather, bone, or bead in sight. The two of them actually resembled normal women.

“I don’t think I formally introduced you last night,” Isobel said, focusing on the man sitting beside me. “Fritz Friederling, meet my intern, Yelena Katzenberg.” She planted a hand in Yelena’s back and shoved her at Fritz. “Yelena, this is Fritz. He’s a kopis. A demon hunter.”

Fritz arched a skeptical eyebrow, but his words were smooth. “Among other things.” He took Yelena’s offered hand and kissed her knuckles. I tried not to gag. “A pleasure to meet you.”

She giggled. My gag reflex remained under control. My rolling eyes didn’t.

“He was injured killing a fallen angel tonight,” Isobel added helpfully.

Yelena just about swooned. “That’s incredible. You must be so strong to have survived with only a foot injury.”

“It’s very painful,” Fritz said in a dignified, self-sacrificing kind of way.

I gave Isobel a hard look. Are you trying to set your ex-boyfriend up with your intern? She only gave me an innocent smile in return.

“You two can get acquainted on the way to the hospital,” Isobel said.

Yelena giggled and crawled onto the bench beside him. “I’ll be happy to take care of you, Fritz.”

Guess there were some benefits to getting abducted by an angel after all.







After one short stay in the hospital and several long visits with physical therapists, Fritz was missing a foot.

Permanently.

“It’s not that bad,” I said. “The prosthesis makes you look like Robocop.”

Fritz scowled from the passenger’s seat of his Bugatti. I wasn’t sure if he was annoyed because the titanium-boned foot was uncomfortable or because, as his driver, I had refused to play jock jams on the way into the office.

Just because he was missing a limb didn’t mean I had to put up with his shitty music.

Especially since I’d become his temporary chauffeur. He had a real chauffeur on staff, of course. Probably a few of them. But I’d offered to take him back and forth to work for a while, and he’d agreed without asking why I was volunteering.

The fact is that I’m a lot better company than a hired driver. I’m definitely more fun. Handsomer, too.

Plus, he’d kind of lost his foot because I hadn’t saved him fast enough. Made me feel a little responsible.

“It’s only temporary,” Fritz said, hiking up the leg of his slacks so he could get a better look at his new fake ankle. It was some kind of black plastic with the metal joint partially exposed. Maybe not quite Robocop, but it really did look cooler than a real foot. “If you think this one is impressive, wait until you see what I’ve commissioned.”

I got out to open his car door, but Fritz got to it before I could. He emerged with a cane—titanium and black, to match his new foot—and stood straight-backed in the parking garage as though nothing on his body had changed.

“I’m going to ask you to stay with me this morning,” Fritz said, setting a brisk pace for the elevators. He was limping a little, but I was pretty sure he’d be faster than me once he got used to his bionic addition. “Just for an hour or so.”

I got into the elevator with him. “What, big baby doesn’t want to be all on his widdle wonesome? Need me to escort the baby-boo to his desky-wesky and—”

He interrupted me. “Shut your ugly face, Agent Hawke.” He was trying not to smile as he said it. “Lucrezia de Angelis is still in my office. She expects me to resign now that I’m disabled. I just thought you would enjoy her face when she sees that nothing has changed.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “I might not mind seeing that, yeah.”

“That’s what I thought.”

The elevator opened on a bright, sunny day. I escorted Fritz to the Magical Violations Department, but he didn’t even let me open the door for him. He got there first and stood back to let me in.

“Damn. You’re a feisty cripple, aren’t you?” I asked.

“I could fire you.”

“Yeah, but you’re still stuck with me for the rest of your life.”

“Or your life,” Fritz muttered.

He loved me. It wasn’t a serious threat.

Probably.

I breezed into the office. Now I wasn’t bothering to make sure that he could keep up because I knew he could. His cane rapped against the floor in a rapid cadence, one hit for every two of my steps. He was barely even leaning on it.

Cubeville looked more like a field of prairie dogs this morning. It was the director’s first day back at work—everyone had popped up over their half-walls to stare.

Nobody but me had seen the way he’d fought Mary, and I wasn’t sharing details, but I’d told a couple of the guys the bare basics: The fact that Fritz had been taken into Helltown at night, my role in releasing him, and that we’d taken care of the murderer together.

My coworkers didn’t know anything, but rumors had spread the way they always do. The last time I’d heard the story repeated back to me, I’d been using Force lightning and Fritz had beheaded the angel with a flaming sword.

Yeah, they all looked suitably impressed.

I spotted Suzy’s charcoal hair near the windows. She was the first to start cheering. And once she got it going, everyone else followed suit.

The applause and whoops were thunderous.

Fritz jerked his sunglasses off and gave a thin smile. “Thank you,” he said. It was so loud that I could barely hear him even though I was right by his side. “Thank you all very much.”

That greeting was nice and everything, but what was waiting in his office was even better.

As soon as I opened the door, Lucrezia de Angelis got to her feet and removed her reading glasses. Her eyes were wide. Her cheeks were pale under her layers of makeup. Janet from forensics hovered behind her with a clipboard—looked like she’d gotten a promotion to vice president’s assistant.

“Fritz,” Janet said, and then corrected it to, “Director Friederling.”

“Could we have privacy, Janet?” he asked pleasantly.

She glanced at Lucrezia then nodded, shuffling out of the room. The fact that Janet gave me a wide berth didn’t escape my attention.

Once she left, the room was awkwardly silent.

Even more of Fritz’s belongings were missing from the office. His diplomas and certifications had been taken down from the walls, probably shoved into a drawer somewhere. Lucrezia’s stupid bird statue was still perched on the corner of the desk, and she’d swapped out the curtains for her own.

Fritz took in the sight of it all with cool dispassion.

“Interesting,” he said.

“I’ve only borrowed it.” The all-powerful Lucrezia de Angelis actually sounded defensive.

He lifted an eyebrow. “As I understood it, the vice president should have a permanent office in the administration building. I must have been mistaken.”

“I have been watching the department closely in your absence.” She gathered her composure around herself like a cloak. “For instance, you might be interested to know that Catherine Reilly has received a partial pardon. Instead of sending her to a permanent detention facility, she’s going to rehabilitation.”

Fritz didn’t look like he cared, but I was definitely interested. “So she’ll be out soon?” I asked.

“Five years. Three with good behavior,” Lucrezia said. “She did aid a murderer.”

But she was going to get out. That was good.

The world needed more good people like Sister Catherine.

“Thanks,” I said, and I meant it. I’d been the one to request a review of her case earlier in the week. Lucrezia could have ignored it, or shelved it for someone else, but she’d gotten Sister Catherine out of the Union detention center as fast as I could have hoped for.

The vice president gave me a small nod. “As I said, I’ve been watching the department closely.”

“Mmm,” Fritz said. It was the most withering non-committal noise I’d ever heard. “Well, I’m back to take care of everything now.”

Her eyes flicked down to his feet. She didn’t seem to know which one to look at. His shoes matched, his slacks were long enough to hide his ankles, and there was really no way to tell which one had been amputated.

“I expected you to be on disability for some time,” Lucrezia said with a tight smile. Her expression said, I was hoping you’d never come back at all.

He smiled back. “When there’s so much work to be done? I couldn’t keep myself away.” Fritz toyed with the head of her wire bird statue, twisting its neck around so that it was staring at its own feathery ass. “I’ll have your personal effects sent to the administration building. Unless you’d like me to ship them back to Italy for you…?”

“Yes,” she said. “I think I’ll be going home. Everything seems to be in order here.” She looked at me when she said that.

I was grinning. Shouldn’t have been doing it, but I couldn’t help it.

“We’ll miss you,” I said.

Her fake smile vanished completely.

Lucrezia followed Janet out of the room. She was as stiff-backed as though someone had shoved that bird statue up her butt.

Once the door was shut, I jerked my thumb at it. “You know, if I was a paranoid guy, I’d be thinking she only came to Los Angeles to make you miserable.”

“That would be paranoid, wouldn’t it?” Fritz grabbed a box from under his desk and tipped the statue into it. He jerked the curtains down, tossed a few fancy pens in on top of them.

He finally sank into his high-backed chair and I’d never seen him look so happy. He hummed cheerfully to himself as he started typing an email.

It took a lot to bother Fritz. Losing a limb? Whatever. Losing his office to the VP? Now that would have been a fate worse than death.

“So what’s Lucrezia’s problem with you?” I asked.

Fritz drummed his fingers on the desk, contemplating the question. Last week, he probably wouldn’t have answered me at all—we were friends, but not that close. Now he said, “Some women aren’t willing to accept rejection.”

“You mean she wants a piece of The Fritz?”

“She used to,” he said. “Now I think she’d prefer if I vanished. It’s complicated.”

I thought of Naamah and her husband, Shamdan. How she had desperately searched for him over the years and killed any man who didn’t meet his standards. That confused mixture of love, grief, and regret that had driven her as a fallen angel.

Whatever had happened with Fritz and Lucrezia, it really couldn’t be that bad.

“Aren’t women always complicated?” I asked.

“Unfortunately,” Fritz said.

That took the mood from light to depressed in about three seconds flat. I could tell when it was time for me to leave. “I should probably get to work. Need anything else, boss?”

He clicked his mouse to send the email. “No, I don’t think I’ll need anything for the rest of the day. See you at Canyon Creek?”

I shrugged. “If that’s what you want. I’m your ride home.”

“I just invited the entire department to a party in honor of the case,” Fritz said. “They’ll be disappointed if you don’t go.”

According to the sudden commotion on the other side of the wall, the email had been received.

Guess I was going to the bar.

“Canyon Creek sounds great.” I grabbed the doorknob, but Fritz spoke again before I could leave.

“Thank you, Cèsar,” he said.

He didn’t have to tell me what he was thanking me for, and I wasn’t going to blow the moment by getting all weird about it.

So I just nodded and stepped out of the room.

“Woo! Fallen angel! An office first!” Suzy seized me right outside the door, slapping my back in a way that was probably meant to feel congratulatory, but was going to leave a bruise the size of her tiny jackhammer of a fist.

I laughed uneasily, stepping out of her reach. “It’s a first?”

“What do you think? How many fallen angels have MVD agents run across while stalking nasty covens?”

Point taken. “Are we going to celebrate right now?”

“Director Friederling gave us all the afternoon off, so hells-to-the-yes, we’re celebrating. Last one to Canyon Creek is buying a round of drinks for the entire department!” Suzy winked and punched me again, this time in the bicep. I wasn’t convinced she didn’t have a bionic fist. It fucking hurt. “And that includes you, even if you are the guest of honor.”

I didn’t want to be the guest of honor for killing Mary, or Naamah, or whatever we were calling her. We’d put a confused old angel out of her misery. It wasn’t worth drinks and endless wings.

It felt like everyone should have been in mourning.

But it was hard not to get caught up in the energy of the other agents. It was Friday. A big case had been closed, and a killer had been caught. Without any other active life-or-death cases to keep us in the office, we were off work before lunch. What wasn’t worth celebrating?

The tide of fleeing agents pushed me toward the door, but I detoured to my desk to clean up my Steno pads, the files from the LAPD, the chimera face of the victims that had been assembled into a portrait so much like Fritz’s. I never wanted to see any of that again.

An open folder on Suzy’s desk caught my eye. It was marked with the same ten-digit case code. I peered at the papers she had clipped to the inside.

It was all her research on the crank caller. She’d followed a money trail from the gas station where the burner phones had been purchased—a Shell about a block from our office—to an ATM at a Wells Fargo that was a quarter-mile north of that.

Whoever had made those crank calls had been doing it from right outside the OPA offices.

Suzy appeared and snapped the manila folder shut. “Ready to go?” she asked brightly.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Oh, this?” She fanned herself with the folder. “Nothing. The case is closed. Dead end. It belongs in the shredder.”

I tried to grab it from her. “That didn’t look like nothing.”

Suzy dropped it in the trash on top of a big bouquet of roses. My eyebrows climbed my forehead. Suzy, getting roses? She didn’t have a boyfriend.

She followed my gaze to the flowers. Her cheeks heated.

“It’s complicated,” she said.

Aniruddha stopped outside our cubicle. “Can I walk over with you guys?”

Suzy’s smile went forced. “Sorry. Have to wrap some stuff up with Cèsar first. Go ahead and get drinks; we’ll be over in a few minutes.”

While she was distracted, I reached into the trash and snagged the card out of her flowers. I flipped it open. For Suzume, the brightest star. —Aniruddha

I looked up at the guy in shock, but he was already gone.

Suzy whirled on me. She snatched the card out of my hand.

“That guy? The boring workaholic with the stupid coffee mugs?” I asked. “Really?”

“Yes, that guy.” I’d never seen her blush so much. Until that moment, I wouldn’t have thought she was capable. “Let me show you something. You can’t tell anyone. Okay?”

She clicked a file on her desktop. A picture expanded.

It was a security photo from a Wells Fargo ATM. It clearly showed Aniruddha withdrawing cash from the machine to go buy a disposable phone.

“He’s been making the crank calls?”

Suzy deleted the picture. “He wanted to pull me in on the weekends so we’d have to work together. When I confronted him with the evidence, he confessed to everything and asked me out. With flowers. Roses, meet trashcan.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “He’s hitting on you by wasting company resources.”

“Shut up.”

“You’re his brightest star!”

“Shut up, shut up, shut up.”

“But Aniruddha’s been—”

Suzy silenced me with another hard smack on the back. There was nothing friendly about this strike. She was pissed, and it hurt that much more. “Like I told you, Hawke. It’s complicated.”

I slung an arm around her shoulders. I sympathized, I really did. And I was also incredibly relieved that the crank calls weren’t anything connected to fallen angels, their guardian witches, or horrible murder.

Maybe that was why I couldn’t stop laughing. The weight of the relief had left me dizzy.

“Suze, ‘complicated’ is our middle name in the Magical Violations Department,” I said. “And you know what? Drinks are on me tonight.”






***




Check out the next Preternatural Affairs book!

Shadow Burns




[image: Image]


Dear reader,

I hope you’ve enjoyed the first three books in Cèsar’s series. He still has a few more stories to tell, so make sure you don’t miss the fourth book in the series, Shadow Burns!

If you’d like to know when my new books come out, visit my website to sign up for my new release email alerts. I hope you’ll also leave a review with your thoughts on the site where you bought this collection of Preternatural Affairs novels. It helps other readers find the series, and I appreciate the feedback!

Happy reading!




Sara (SM Reine)

http://authorsmreine.com/

http://facebook.com/authorsmreine 
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