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        Temptation, Blood Trails #0.5

      

      

      A dinner party ended with a dead body.

      A young officer recognizes the foul stench of demon at the crime scene.

      It’s time to call for backup.

      Not a cop.

      A witch.

      
        
        Tap or click HERE and tell me where to send your free ebook. Quick! There's a murder to solve...

      

      

      I love hearing from readers, and I respond to all messages. You can reply to a newsletter, you can message me on Facebook, or you can email me at jblackstream@gmail.com.

      I will always respond, because you’re the ones that make these books possible.

      
        
        With much love,

        Jennifer Blackstream

      

      

      P.S. Your laundry is still in the dryer.

    

  


  
    
      When Agent Andrew Bradford returns from his post-demonic corruption hiatus, Shade is ready to give him time and space to heal. A nice quiet rest, free from magic, monsters, and murder.

      

      Too bad Andy has other ideas.

      

      The now less-than-human FBI agent is ready to get back to work, and he’s not taking no for an answer. Fortunately, a case falls into Shade’s lap that is perfect for the freshly returned law man—a rogue zombie a group of kids raised to celebrate Halloween.

      

      Silly witch. Nothing in the Otherworld is easy.

      

      The necromancer Shade calls to return the zombie to her grave finds one corpse too many in the cemetery.

      

      A corpse that leads to a desecrated church.

      

      An evil altar.

      

      Someone tried to summon an elder demon. And with Halloween only two days away, Shade knows they’ll try again.

      

      It’s Andy’s worst nightmare. And when he refuses to abandon the case, it becomes Shade’s worst nightmare too.
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      “Peasblossom, I told you that’s inappropriate, now take off the halo.”

      My pixie familiar glared at me from her perch on Andy’s shoulder, giving the glittering gold pipe cleaner halo affixed above her head an indignant tug forward. The movement created a sharp angle in the abused wire, and when she tilted her head just right, it gave her the appearance of golden eyebrows that would have made Groucho Marx proud.

      “I’m his shoulder angel.” She gestured at the white robe draped over her six-inch pink body. “How are you not getting that?”

      I tightened my hands on the steering wheel as I maneuvered around yet another of the orange traffic cones creating dotted lines all over the city of Cleveland. “It’s not that I don’t get it. It’s that it’s rude. Now get off Andy’s shoulder.” I reached for the zipper on my waist pouch. “There’s a packet of honey in it for you…”

      “You should be the shoulder devil.” Peasblossom gave her robes an indignant tug. “Trying to tempt me away from doing what’s right.”

      Andy shifted in the passenger seat, watching as Evelyn’s church grew farther and farther away in the side mirror. His dark blue suit had been freshly dry-cleaned, and the creases looked sharp enough to cut someone with. The white shirt had been bleached within an inch of its life, and was nearly blinding even in the dying October sunlight streaming in through the window beside him.

      “So how are you?” I asked, directing the conversation away from my well-meaning familiar. “Evelyn seemed pleased with your progress.”

      “I’m better. Evelyn was very helpful.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m learning to accept my new reality.”

      The words smacked of repetition, as if they were part of a mantra his paladin mentor had suggested.

      “That’s good.”

      The seat creaked as Andy shifted his weight to reach into his pocket. “Evelyn said the first step to regaining some semblance of balance was to recognize the first signs that I’m losing control. She put a blessing on this. It was my grandfather’s.”

      I stopped at a red light and turned to see what he was talking about. It was a silver pocket watch, dulled with time, but obviously well taken care of.

      Peasblossom leaned forward, holding onto Andy’s ear for balance as she peered down at the watch. “What kind of blessing?”

      “It’s an early warning system. The watch will tick louder if I get angry. The idea is, the sound will not only get my attention and make me realize I need to calm down, but it’ll also give me something rhythmic to concentrate on.”

      Again, his words had the feel of something being repeated. Something he was saying because that’s what he’d been told, as opposed to something he believed. I reminded myself that rehab wasn’t an instant fix. Rehab was education, it was giving someone the tools they needed to build a better life for themselves. A better version of themselves. The tools took time to learn how to use, and more time for the person to feel confident using them.

      “I think that’s going to be a big help to you,” I told him earnestly. “I’ve seen your self-control. I think just having something to take you out of the moment will make a huge difference.”

      “It will,” Peasblossom agreed. “I can’t be with you all the time, you know.” She gestured at me. “Taking care of that one is a full time job, believe me.”

      I narrowed my eyes and shot her a quick glare. “Get off his shoulder.”

      “She’s fine,” Andy said.

      I blinked, surprised he’d said anything, let alone come down on the side of the pixie who had no respect for personal boundaries.

      “See?” Peasblossom crowed. “I’m helping.”

      “He didn’t say that.”

      “Well, he meant it.”

      My cell phone rang. I was stopped at yet another red light, so I groped in the side pocket of my waist pouch for it. “Hello?”

      “Shade?”

      I recognized the voice of the older woman immediately. My mind filled with a curious combination of sweet, sugary goodness, and the sort of childish pranks that made me mentally review the contents of my trunk to make sure I had a spare change of clothes. “Josephine?”

      “Oh, no,” Peasblossom moaned. “It’s the Brewster sisters.”

      “Yes, dear, it’s me. Now, you know I’m not one to interfere with a little harmless fun—especially not at this festive time of the year—but I did think you should know there were some children in the graveyard, and they may have bitten off more than they can chew.”

      “Children” for the Brewster sisters covered ages zero to forty. “Meaning?”

      Josephine cleared her throat. “I believe they’ve raised a zombie. At least I think that’s what it is. It’s sort of shambling around the graveyard in a distinctly zombie-like fashion, in any case.”

      “A zombie?” The light turned green and I lurched forward into the intersection, forgetting I’d meant to turn. I cursed and flicked on my turn signal to turn at the next street. “Hold on, I’ll be right there.”

      “If you’re not too busy,” Josephine added. “With only two days to Halloween, I’m sure you’ve got your hands full.”

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes.” I ended the call, then put the phone on top of the arm rest. “Peasblossom, call Poppy.”

      “Are you sure?” Peasblossom asked doubtfully. “It’s not too late to partner with someone else.”

      Andy shot me a quizzical look.

      “Halloween is a busy time of year for the Otherworld,” I explained. “The Vanguard likes Otherworlders with experience working for them to pair up and be ready to be dispatched. I’m paired up with Poppy. The idea is, a witch and a necromancer together can handle anything that might come up.”

      “Necromancer?” Andy sat up straighter in his seat—something I wouldn’t have said was possible.

      “Yes. I’ll drop you off home first—”

      “No.” Andy stared at me as if I’d suggested he jump out of the moving car. “Why would you drop me home first?”

      I didn’t take my eyes off the road. “Didn’t Evelyn talk to you about Halloween? Demons are stronger around Halloween—and bolder. You’re—”

      “I’m more vulnerable to demonic influence,” Andy finished flatly. “Yes, she mentioned it. She also mentioned that I’ll be stronger too. And she said once I learn to control my corruption, I’ll be in a better position to fight demons than people who don’t have any demonic essence to them.”

      “Better than what?” Peasblossom scoffed. “Better than—”

      “Better than a witch.”

      I gripped the steering wheel harder, trying not to let that little jab get to me. He didn’t mean that as an insult. He was making his argument the best way he knew how.

      “While it’s true that your corruption makes you more effective at fighting demons,” I said calmly, “I think it’s worth noting that she said ‘when you learn to control’ your corruption.”

      “I’m not going to learn control by meditating. I learn better by doing—and you know that.” Andy stared hard at the road. “Let me do this. It’s better that I learn this when you’re here to help me.”

      I suspected that comment was meant to mollify me after the “better than a witch” comment.

      “Poppy is a demonologist,” Peasblossom offered slowly. “She’ll be there too. He’s not wrong that if he wants to learn on the job, this is pretty ideal.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to point out that he might like to take some time to decompress after his rehab stint with the Ministry of Deliverance. But it occurred to me that I didn’t know if he still had his job at the FBI. I hadn’t gotten up the guts to ask. Helping me on my cases might be all he had right now. And now that I thought about it, Andy did strike me as the type of person who preferred to keep busy when they were…going through a rough time. My hope that he’d stay home and go through cold case files while he took some downtime had been wishful thinking.

      “As far as the FBI is concerned, I’m on medical leave after getting shot in a street altercation,” Andy said, still without looking at me. “The Vanguard helped with the paperwork.”

      Ah. That made sense. It wasn’t as if Andy could have told his boss he was shot by a leannan sidhe. As it was, I hoped the Vanguard had remembered to provide false medical records, since it would be equally difficult to explain how he had healed so fast.

      Awkward silence filled the car, but thankfully Peasblossom had already dialed Poppy’s number and put the phone on speaker.

      “Hello?” came a young female voice.

      I heard something electronic in the background, music and a few explosions followed by gunshots. “Hi, Poppy? It’s Shade.”

      “Mother Renard! Long time.”

      “Yes, it has been.” I frowned. “Are you playing video games?”

      “Yeah. Slow night at the cemetery. I chased off some idiot trying to gather grave dirt, but other than that, nothing—No!”

      My heart leapt into my throat, but I calmed when the sounds from the video game told me her exclamation had been over virtual danger. “Which cemetery are you at?”

      “Shady Pines. I’m taking a breather, then heading for Oakwood.”

      “Can you head for North Star instead? I need your help. It seems someone raised a zombie.”

      “Of course they did.” Poppy let out an annoyed huff. “Every year the same thing. Halloween gets close and suddenly everyone’s an expert. But does anyone put the zombie back when they’re done? No. They just leave them wandering about like a lost puppy gnawing on whatever Joe Schmoe is taking a Halloween stroll through the cemetery.”

      She wasn’t wrong. “Can you make it?”

      “Of course I can make it. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      I glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard and frowned. “The drive from Shady Pines to North Star is twenty-five minutes, at least.”

      The electronic sounds of the video game stopped abruptly. “Twenty-five for a car. Not for a motorcycle.”

      I bit down on the urge to give Poppy another lecture on motorcycle safety. It just wasn’t worth arguing with a necromancer about the danger of death. Maybe when you spent your life bringing dead people back for a chat, you just didn’t see it the same way.

      I ended the call and looked at Andy. “She’ll meet us there in fifteen minutes.”

      “You can’t handle the zombie yourself, you need a necromancer?”

      He said it with the tone of someone asking a question about an interesting topic, not someone questioning my competence, so I didn’t take offense. “In an emergency, I could try to lay a zombie back down, but I’d have to look up the ritual to do it, and rituals like that are harder than people think. At least, it’s harder to do it properly. It’s sort of like trying to fix your own plumbing. Sure you can watch a video on the internet and try to do it yourself, but you could end up with a much bigger problem than you started with. Always best to call in a professional if it’s an option.”

      “So our job is to keep the zombie busy until she gets there?”

      “That, and if whoever raised the zombie is still there, we need to make sure they aren’t hurt. And find out if this was just a human playing with something they shouldn’t have, or something more.”

      “And it’s not unusual for the people who raise zombies to be into other magic as well,” Peasblossom added. “Which is why they pair witches and necromancers.”

      “Are there any other…teams, in Cleveland?” Andy asked.

      “I would imagine so. But I’m relatively new to working with the Vanguard, so I’m not familiar with every detail.”

      He studied the road ahead, his brow only slightly furrowed as he considered the situation. He pulled his notepad and pen from his pocket. It was comforting to see him taking the situation in stride.

      “Anything I need to know about zombies?” He flipped the notepad open, pen at the ready.

      “They’re very strong, very dumb, and very persistent. It takes a lot to stop them, especially since they have a distributed nervous system and a sort of omni-consciousness.”

      “Omni-consciousness?”

      “If you cut off a zombie’s hand, the hand will keep moving toward you. Same with the leg, or the head. When a zombie is raised, the necromancer doesn’t wake up their brain which then moves the body. It’s more like the necromancer animates the zombie’s body and gives it a command. Every major section of the body will try to follow that command.”

      “Like an octopus.”

      “Minus the following orders part, yes.”

      He glanced at me. “Then how do we keep it busy?”

      “Ideally, we get it out of the graveyard and into the Brewster sisters’ yard and I’ll use a spell to trap it in a pit. From there, we just need to keep it from getting a handhold to climb out, and wait for Poppy.”

      “Easy peasy,” Peasblossom said, patting Andy on the neck.

      It didn’t take long to get to our destination, and soon I was pulling into a short driveway lined with a well-kept lawn. Jean and Josephine Brewster lived in a house that was only a little older than they were, but both the house and its occupants had gained more character with age. Their cottage was a kit model from a Sears catalog, one of ten in the neighborhood, painted a medium shade of blue with white shutters added years later.

      Something had changed since our last visit and it wasn’t hard to spot. Both the house and its owners were bedecked with a taxidermist’s wares—including a small stuffed bat hanging around Josephine’s neck—and a liberal amount of blood. Yet somehow these macabre flourishes didn’t take away from their charm.

      Well, maybe a little.

      “Is that real blood splattered all over your house?” I asked, fixing Jean with one of my darker witchy looks.

      The sixty-ish woman fluttered a hand over her lace covered bosom and batted brown eyes at me in a performance that would have made any Hollywood icon proud. “Shade, is that how you greet a witness? With accusations?”

      “It’s chicken blood,” Josephine said primly, crossing her hands in front of her floral print dress. “We got some fresh chickens from Mr. Burke. All that blood, and if it were up to you it would have been wasted.”

      “Everyone can spot fake blood right off,” Jean added. “It’s not worth the clean-up. Besides, the corn-syrup attracts pests.”

      “She’s right,” Josephine agreed. “We were going to have to clean up this blood anyway after the butchering. Might as well get our money’s worth. Monday is Halloween, you know.”

      Andy stood slightly behind me—probably remembering the last time he’d been here and Jean had shot him in the backside with a BB gun. “You called about a zombie?”

      Jean gestured at him. “Now there’s a man who knows how to focus on what’s important in life. Yes, Agent Bradford, the zombie is just around the back wandering the graveyard. Just ask one of the kids, they’ll—”

      “Kids?” Andy repeated sharply.

      Jean frowned at the interruption. “Yes. Three of them. I think they were playing with the zombie. They were shouting a lot and running around like… Well, like chickens with their heads cut off.” She tilted her head. “You know, it doesn’t matter how many times I see it, it’s still fascinating.”

      “Zombies?” Peasblossom asked.

      “Chickens running around with their heads cut off,” Josephine explained.

      I didn’t stay behind to have that conversation. Andy was already running for the backyard, so I followed after him.

      “I don’t hear anything,” Peasblossom said. “That’s good. Usually with zombies, there’s a lot of screaming.”

      “It’s less good when you already know there are kids in the area that have seen it,” I reminded her grimly. “If they’re not screaming, that could mean they’re dead.”

      Peasblossom shot me a dirty look. “You’re always so pessimistic around Halloween.”

      Andy slowed as he reached the backyard and the rows and rows of headstones. This cemetery was old, most of the graves dug before anyone would have considered a flat headstone. There were lots of angels, a few Grecian-inspired busts, and lots of looming stones falling into sad disrepair.

      “Look,” he said, pointing.

      I followed his gesture to a woman near the middle of the cemetery, about five graves down from us. She was walking toward the tree line on the other side of the graveyard, but when she heard our voices, she turned to look. I caught a glimpse of a white dress with some sort of pattern on it, then Andy’s broad back blocked my view as he ran toward her.

      “Are you all ri—”

      The woman’s arms shot out and she wrapped her fingers around Andy’s neck. Peasblossom let out a shriek and launched herself into the air. I ran, my heart nearly stopping as two things became clear at once.

      First, the woman wasn’t a victim. She was the zombie. Now that I was right in front of her, I could see the details I’d missed from a distance. Her eyes had the milky cloudiness of the dead. If it weren’t for the eyes, I never would have pegged her for a zombie. Either she was a fresh corpse, or whoever had raised her had been very powerful. Throw a pair of sunglasses on her and I wouldn’t have looked twice at her on the street.

      Two, I realized she was about to crush Andy’s windpipe.

      Peasblossom dropped to the agent’s head, clinging to him as she let her energy pulse over his body—stabilizing him while the zombie squeezed as if trying to pop his head off his shoulders. My magic shunted down my arms with bruising force, and I shoved one hand in the zombie’s direction, sending a black beam of energy into the core of her body.

      “Infirmi!”

      The spell drove into the woman’s dead muscles, draining her preternatural strength. Andy jerked her hands from his throat and fell backward, Peasblossom still clinging to him. He wheezed and grunted, his face turning reddish purple as he fought to breathe through the ruins of his windpipe.

      The zombie turned to me, arms reaching for me with the clumsy slowness of a puppet on strings. I turned my body to the side, then kicked out sharply with one leg, striking the center of her body. The woman folded as she flew back and landed hard on her backside.

      I threw myself on the patchy grass beside Andy, my hands already reaching for his neck, fingers brushing lightly over the dark purple bruises. Painfully aware of the zombie shambling to her feet behind me, I closed my eyes, feeling with my magic, pressing blue light against his skin—then deeper. “Sana,” I whispered, guiding the healing energy where it needed to go.

      The damage wasn’t bad. Not nearly as bad as it should have been. Either the injury looked far worse than it was, or I needed to ask Evelyn about demonic energy and healing.

      Andy sucked in a breath, and this time, his chest inflated, and it didn’t sound like he was drowning. I released him just in time to see the zombie coming for me.

      Cold, pale hands reached for my throat as she charged. I fell onto my back, letting her momentum carry her forward as I planted my feet on her stomach and kicked out, trying to flip her over me. It didn’t work as well as I’d hoped. The zombie’s lower body heaved into the air, but instead of going over, she sort of hovered for a second before falling down. I rolled out of the way in time to avoid being landed on.

      Then the zombie got hoisted into the air again, this time by Andy. He had a hold of her dress, and he spun once, like an Olympian preparing for a discus throw, then hurled her a good ten feet away. He tried and failed to speak through a throat that hadn’t completely recovered yet.

      “Peasblossom, find Poppy and lead her here!” I shouted.

      “Right!”

      I shoved myself to my feet and faced the zombie just starting to rise up off the ground. “Glacies!”

      Magic pooled beneath the zombie as she started to stand. Before she got her balance, a thin sheet of ice spread out in a large circle, crackling and popping as it froze. She wasn’t ready for it, was too slow to grasp what was happening. Her feet shot out from under her, and she landed hard.

      Andy rolled his shoulders and straightened his suit, frowning when he found a patch of mud on the elbow where he’d caught himself when he fell.

      He caught me watching and tugged once on the hem of his jacket. “I’m fine.”

      “I believe you.” I looked back at the zombie, watching her try to rise again. She slipped and thudded onto her back again, head bouncing off the ice with a sharp crack.

      “How long will that hold her?” Andy asked.

      I brushed some dirt off the knees of my leggings. “As long as she doesn’t think of smashing the ice? A long time.”

      “She doesn’t look like a zombie,” he said finally. “I expected more…decay.”

      “She’s very fresh,” I agreed, looking around. “This is an old cemetery, I’m surprised anyone would have been buried here recently. She must be part of one of the families that have a mausoleum—”

      Tension seized Andy’s shoulders. “What if she wasn’t buried? Could someone have killed her, then raised her right away?”

      “She wasn’t murdered,” I said confidently. “If she’d been murdered, she wouldn’t be wandering around, she’d be heading straight for her killer. Or trying to. Believe me, there’s no mistaking it if you raise a murder victim.”

      I circled around the ice, staring at the zombie, searching for some sign of foul play. She was—or had been—a voluptuous woman. The white dress she wore clung to thick hips and a generous chest. Her shoulder length black hair swung wildly as she lurched to her knees, trying to rise to her bare feet. The zombie saw me and her mouth fell open wider, snarling as she swiped at me with one arm.

      The attempted attack cost her, and she lost her balance again, sending her face first into the ice.

      “What about the kids she was chasing?” Andy asked. “Couldn’t she have been chasing them because they’d killed her?”

      I shook my head. “If she’d been chasing her murderer, then when they ran away, she’d have followed. Nothing would have stopped her, and we wouldn’t have found her still here.”

      “Do you want to stare at her some more, or can I lay her back down?”

      I turned at the sound of the necromancer’s voice and found Poppy circling one of the larger tombstones. My eyebrows rose as I noted she’d changed her hair color again. It had been blue the last time I’d seen her, but now the short bob had been dyed a bright candy pink. It looked good with the violet contacts and the thick black leather jacket with pink and black striped sleeves. Soft black cargo pants with a neon pink belt and no small amount of silver chains completed the look as she stomped closer in her chunky-heeled black boots.

      “We were trying to figure out if she was buried today,” I explained.

      Poppy eyed the zombie scrabbling for purchase on the ice. “She died a week ago.”

      “How do you know?” Andy asked.

      Poppy looked up at him. The necromancer swore up and down she was five feet even, but in reality, she was 4’11” and not a millimeter more. “I’m a necromancer. I can feel it.”

      “Can you tell how she died?” Andy asked.

      Poppy frowned. “No. Once they’re dead, it’s more a matter of how dead. Cause of death has no bearing on my magic. Unless of course, she was murdered. In which case, we’d all be in big trouble. As would whoever killed her.”

      She glanced at me, arched one eyebrow, and nodded toward Andy.

      “This is Agent Andrew Bradford of the FBI,” I explained. “Andy, this is Poppy.”

      The zombie let out a howl of frustration and brought her fists down hard on the ice. The frozen layer shattered, the cracks reaching out to the edges until she sat in the center of a layer of ice shards. Any other creature would have immediately realized broken ice was easier to cross than smooth ice, but the zombie wouldn’t grasp her happy accident until she tried to stand again.

      “You three should get going,” Poppy said briskly, pulling a small backpack over her shoulder. “I’ve got it from here.”

      Andy blinked at the small dog skull attached to the backpack with multicolored twisty ties, but didn’t comment.

      Peasblossom landed on my shoulder, and I felt her step on the edge of her robe and fall forward. I held out my hand to catch her and earned a smack on the finger for my trouble.

      “I’m fine!” She tugged on the robe to settle it, then adjusted the still-bent halo.

      “You should take that getup off before you hurt yourself.”

      “I’m an angel,” Peasblossom argued. “I have to stay in uniform. I’m helping.” Saying that out loud seemed to remind her she’d abandoned her post, and I sighed as she launched herself toward Andy, landing on his shoulder with the same grace she’d arrived on mine.

      “Should we try to find the kids?” Andy asked. “I didn’t see any blood on the zombie’s face or hands, does that mean they got away safe?”

      “If they hadn’t, you’d know,” Poppy promised. “I’ll feel around for any fresh corpses after I put this lovely lady back in the ground, just to be sure.”

      “Find out what her name is,” I added. “I might need to talk to her family. Make sure no one missed her so much they turned to magic to bring her back.”

      “That never works out well,” Poppy agreed. “Her name should be on her grave. I’ll let you know.”

      I turned back toward the Brewsters’ house, an idea forming in my mind. Andy clearly didn’t think he needed any time off, but I didn’t want to throw him into the deep end on his first day back. A small case involving kids who got in over their head with a zombie might be the best I could hope for.

      “Let’s go talk to the Brewsters and see if they can help identify the people they saw. If the kids managed to raise a zombie, it’s possible they might try again.”

      Andy seemed like he wanted to stay and watch Poppy, but he followed me back to the house.

      The sisters were only too happy to have company, and we quickly found ourselves ushered into the living room where Josephine had already set out a tray of snicker-doodles and two cans of soda. She gestured for us to have a seat on the couch next to the coffee table.

      “So can you tell us more about the kids you saw in the graveyard?” I asked.

      Jean tilted her head. “Well we didn’t see much, you understand. We were out making some adjustments to our decorations when we noticed a bit of a hubbub. Some kids were running around the headstones, and it looked as if they were playing some sort of game. A woman in white was chasing them around—shambling, you might say. The kids were shouting, but no one seemed overly distressed. More frustrated, I’d say.”

      Josephine bobbed her head. “The Woman in White is a popular legend, so it didn’t seem strange for them to act it out. And it was all very dramatic with their black robes and such. But then Jean happened to get a glimpse of the undead young lady’s eyes.” She gave her sister a proud smile. “Jean’s vision is 20/20.”

      Jean nodded. “And when I saw her eyes, of course I realized that perhaps this reenactment was a bit too real for the poor lambs’ safety. So I thought it best we call you.”

      Andy reached for the soda, but I held out a hand to stop him. I loved the Brewster sisters. I did. But they were not the sort to interrupt what they thought was just a game. It would have been too much like tattling, and tattlers they were not.

      Unless of course tattling might also bring someone to their house and give them an opportunity for the pranks they loved so dearly.

      “Jean. Josephine,” I said seriously. “That young lady was someone’s daughter. Someone who’s probably crying over her loss even now. And this group you saw dragged her out of her grave. This is no laughing matter, and I hope you realize that this is not the time for jokes.”

      Jean and Josephine both looked as if I’d spit on their birthday cake. With a strange mix of disappointment and irritation, Josephine grabbed the sodas and Jean took the tray of snickerdoodles. Andy shifted on the couch, obviously agitated by the delay in getting answers.

      The sisters reappeared a moment later with two more cans of soda and a fresh tray of cookies—no-bake chocolate peanut butter cookies this time. In an attempt to smooth down their ruffled feathers, I reached for the soda and cracked it open in an astonishing display of trust.

      Neither one watched me take a sip, so that was encouraging.

      “I saw three girls,” Jean said, sounding more serious than before. “Two of them were quite young—teenagers. The third looked to be closer to your age, Shade. Mid-thirties, perhaps early forties.”

      “They were all wearing black robes,” her sister added. “The sort with the hood. It was difficult to see any more detail about their clothes or bodies. And I didn’t hear anyone call out a name.”

      A knock at the door interrupted their sullen solidarity, and I turned to see Poppy walk into the living room. The colorful necromancer had a grim look on her face—a strange expression for someone usually buzzing on a sugar-rush.

      “We have a problem.” She gestured over her shoulder with her thumb. “There’s another fresh body out there.”

      Andy was already getting to his feet. If I’d had any doubts about whether his soda and the cookies were safe, they vanished when neither sister made a move to prompt him to take the snacks with him.

      “Another zombie?” Jean asked.

      Poppy shook her head. “This one is definitely more Shade’s area of expertise.” She tilted her head. “You solve murders, right?”
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      As soon as we exited the Brewster’s house to head for the graveyard, Poppy dropped her backpack on the ground and knelt beside it. Andy paused to watch her as she began undoing the twisty ties that held the dog skull to her pink, chain-bedecked backpack. I looked up at the sky, glaring as I realized the sun had set with a speed that was only possible this close to Halloween.

      “What are you doing?” Peasblossom asked.

      “This will go faster with Jenkins,” Poppy assured her. “I felt the body when I put Eileen down. Sort of like an itch at the back of my mind. I could probe the whole graveyard to find the body’s exact location, but that can be tricky this time of year. I might wake someone up, or draw unwanted attention when I’m feeling around. But Jenkins is much more precise.”

      “Jenkins?” Andy echoed.

      I stared as Poppy laid the skull on the grass, then lifted a velvet drawstring bag from inside her pack. She dumped it out beside the skull, filling the air with the soft sound of old bones clicking against one another. The rest of the dog skeleton. The bones were smooth and worn down with age, and based on their size, I guessed the canine was some sort of terrier. I didn’t know Poppy that well—had only worked with her twice before—and I’d never met her…dog.

      Poppy laid her fingertip on the center of the skull, right between the eyes. “Come, Jenkins,” she whispered. “Who’s a good boy?”

      Flesh bloomed outward from the skull, pulsing and wet as it raced over the bones. There were more light clicking sounds as the dog’s ribs clattered into place before being swallowed by the wave of flesh, and the canine’s body lurched into the air as the legs formed beneath it. Skin slithered over the shiny muscle and tendons, and my stomach gave a warning roll that almost made me look away. Brown fur erupted in patches, almost but not quite covering the small dog.

      A Norwich terrier, if I wasn’t mistaken. When Poppy finally leaned back, and I could get a good look at Jenkins in all his undead glory, I had to admit that while he wouldn’t pass for a living dog under any real scrutiny, he was impressive nonetheless.

      A mad yipping sound filled the air as Jenkins gave a few experimental bounces on his four little paws, spun around—

      And immediately dove for Andy’s ankle.

      Andy jumped out of the way just in time to keep the small dog from taking a bite out of his pant leg. To his credit, he didn’t kick out at the energetic terrier, but just took a careful step back.

      “Jenkins! What’s gotten into you?” Poppy frowned. “Weird, he’s usually very well behaved. He’s only like this with—” She snapped her mouth shut. Her violet eyes settled on Andy, and she tilted her head to the side, studying him as if seeing him for the first time. “Agent Bradford,” she said slowly, “I’m not trying to be rude, but… Are you entirely human?”

      Andy’s jaw tightened, but he forced himself to relax and smoothed his hands down his jacket. “Yes.”

      “You’re sure?” Poppy pressed.

      “I’m corrupted.” The words flew out of Andy’s mouth like a hard shove meant to get her out of his personal space—even though she was standing a good five feet away from him.

      The air thickened with tension, and I shared a look with my pixie familiar. She shrugged. Necromancers were an odd bunch. I wouldn’t think Poppy would take issue with Andy being corrupted, but if I was honest, I really didn’t know her that well…

      “Oh.” Poppy waved a hand and turned back to Jenkins. “That will be it then. Jenkins is a psychopomp, and I’ve been working to expand his abilities beyond escorting the dead to the afterlife. He’s developed quite a sense for demonic influence.” She glanced back and forth between me and Andy. “I assume if you’re working with Shade, you’re not… You know. Evil. Well, of course you’re a little evil, you’re corrupted, and any demonic influence is—”

      “I trust Andy with my life,” I interrupted, cutting to the heart of the matter for expediency’s sake. “You mentioned a body, we should probably get going?”

      “Of course, of course.” Poppy gestured at her dog. “Jenkins is the best corpse-sniffer in the business. Aren’t you? Yes, you are. You’re such a good boy. Such a smart boy.”

      The smart boy was eyeing the agent’s pant leg again. If he was considering shredding Andy’s suit pants, then he wasn’t as smart as Poppy thought he was.

      “Jenkins, seek!”

      The undead dog shot off like a furry projectile, heading straight for the graveyard, sniffing the ground as he went. I didn’t know how he could possibly be holding a scent moving that fast, but he didn’t waver, and you had to respect that level of confidence. We followed after him at a more sedate pace, watching him weave through the gravestones like a fluffy brown Pac-Man.

      Andy studied the punk-rock necromancer as she brushed a hand over a tombstone in passing. “You said you felt the open grave, but you didn’t see it. Or the body. How do you know it was a murder?”

      Poppy looked over her shoulder, pausing when she noticed Andy getting out his notebook and pen. She gave me a quizzical look.

      “Andy takes information gathering very seriously,” I told her. “A lot of this is new to him.”

      “Really?” She tilted her head. “Gotcha. No worries. So, necromancers feel death. It’s almost like smelling perfume in the air, or feeling a breeze on my skin. When I was laying Eileen back down in the mausoleum, I had to feel around the crypt with my magic to make sure none of her other family members woke up, and send out magic to disperse the energy that whoever raised her used to animate her body. When I’m using my power like that, it opens my senses, makes me even more sensitive to the feel of death. That’s when I felt the other fresh corpse.”

      She paused, then added, “It’s sort of like running your hand over a blanket and feeling a small lump. Is it a wrinkle? A sock under the sheets? The only way to tell is to poke at it, but if you poke one spot on the blanket, you’ll make ripples and creases in other parts. I didn’t want to risk sending more ripples out over the graveyard. This close to Halloween, it’s easier to accidentally wake someone—or something—up.”

      Andy nodded. “Makes sense. So you felt the…lump, realized it was another body. A fresh grave. And you could just tell it was a murder?”

      Poppy pursed her lips, her eyes narrowing. “Whoever buried the body that I felt didn’t do any sort of last rites. No goodbye, no prayer, no nothing. That alone makes me think something’s not right. The fact that the body is less than twenty-four hours dead… I’m thinking it’s a murder. Call it an educated guess based on experience.”

      It was dark outside, and the lights of the city didn’t touch this area of the graveyard. The farther we got from the Brewster house, the thicker the shadows grew. My night vision was excellent, as was Peasblossom’s and Poppy’s. I unzipped my waist pouch and asked Bizbee for a flashlight, but Andy help up a hand.

      “If that’s for me, it’s not necessary.”

      I added night vision to my list of changes in Andy. It was just as well he didn’t need a flashlight. Creatures that lived in graveyards didn’t need them. And carrying one around just made you easier for them to spot…

      Jenkins let out a long howl up ahead and as a group we all broke into a jog. I found the little zombie dog sitting next to what looked like a large pile of leaves.

      “This is it.” Poppy got to her knees on the ground and leaned forward to brush away the rotting foliage. Then she dug her fingers into the loose earth beneath.

      Andy knelt on the other side of her, not hesitating despite the damp earth. Jenkins apparently thought it all looked like great fun, because he dove ahead, paws burrowing fast and furious, sending a stream of dirt in a mad flurry behind him.

      “Stop!” Poppy held up a hand. Her eyes flashed with temper as she pointed down. “They didn’t even bother to dig a proper grave! There’s no more than an inch of dirt over her.”

      She was right. We hadn’t done more than brush the surface and already there was a hand sticking out of the leaves. The lack of blood made the skin look bluish white, providing a stark contrast to the dark soil. I knelt beside Poppy and Andy, and together we brushed away the rest of the leaves and dirt, gently unearthing the woman.

      Her throat had been cut. The dried blood all over her neck and dotting her face looked black in the meager light from the moon. Her eyes were open, but dirt clung to them, making them hard to see.

      “She can’t be more than twenty,” I said quietly, looking down at her wrinkle-free face, and her jet black hair that didn’t match her blonde roots.

      “She was buried last night, from the feel of it.” Poppy ran her fingers over the girl’s forehead. “The leaves over the grave hid the turned earth. Someone was trying to hide the grave, but they didn’t put in enough effort to hide it long.”

      “The ground is cold, but not so hard they couldn’t have dug a decent grave,” Andy noted, feeling the ground around him. “Maybe they didn’t have time.”

      The girl’s arms were covered in black lace, including fingerless gloves. Her body was encased in more of the same, along with a black leather bodice that felt too soft and supple to be cheap. The skirt ended a few inches above her knees, and she wore fishnet stockings and knee-high boots with stiletto heels. Her makeup was thick, and every bit as dark as the rest of her ensemble, with lipstick so dark red it was almost black, heavy eyeliner, and eyeshadow that looked like dried blood.

      “She was ready to party.” Poppy pointed at the leather bustier and the boots. “Those aren’t cheap. She had money.”

      “Agreed. Can Jenkins pick up her trail?” I asked, looking around. The graveyard wasn’t very large, but it was big enough that someone could have killed her here and not been seen. “This area is mostly residential, maybe she came from one of the surrounding houses?”

      “Of course he can pick up her trail.” Poppy hesitated. “Though, he’s really better at finding corpses.”

      “Andy, would you wait here?” I asked. “Peasblossom, you too. I’m going to call Vincent and Kylie. Make sure no one disturbs the body till they get here?”

      “She means no thing,” Peasblossom told Andy. “Lots of creepy things in graveyards.”

      Andy blinked, and I could almost hear the demand for more information. A list of what sort of creepy things Peasblossom was referring to. But then he just nodded. “I’ll wait here.” He swept his gaze over the graveyard. “Anything in particular I should be on the lookout for?”

      “Ghouls,” Peasblossom said. “Maybe ghosts. Possibly another zombie. Some other stuff. Worse stuff.” She patted his shoulder. “I’ll point them out when I see them.”

      “There aren’t any more zombies,” Poppy corrected her. “I’d have felt that.”

      “Go ahead,” Andy said. “We’ll be fine.”

      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. This was turning out to be a little more intense than I’d had in mind for Andy’s first case post-rehab. I didn’t have too much time to worry about it though. Jenkins and Poppy were already on the move and my gut told me Andy had best stay behind.

      Northern Star wasn’t really a cemetery. It was a graveyard. Meaning, it wasn’t just land designated for burying bodies, but rather, it was specifically allocated as part of a church’s land meant for burying members of the congregation. The church hadn’t been used in years, but it had never been officially deconsecrated. Just another abandoned building that fell through the cracks.

      Jenkins bolted through the piles of leaves with the speed of an animal who knew where he was going.

      “An abandoned church.” Poppy eyed the building a few yards ahead of us. “Just the sort of place one would have a little Halloween fun.”

      “It’s not Halloween yet,” I said darkly.

      “Close enough. This Halloween falls on Monday, not everyone gets to party on a weekday.”

      “Somehow I don’t think this was a party.” I opened my waist pouch. “Bizbee, I think I am going to need the flashlight after all.”

      “Make up yer mind! I’ve got things to do, ye know.”

      “Hi, Bizbee!” Poppy called.

      “If that’s the necromancer, tell her she owes me a pink pen.”

      Poppy blushed. “I didn’t give that back?”

      The grig popped his head out of the pouch, glaring at her with beady black eyes as he used the legs of his cricket-like lower half to hand me the flashlight. “Would you owe me a pen if you’d given it back?”

      The banter felt out of place, given the gloomy aura of the dark building ahead of us, but I didn’t mind. It distracted me from the fact that the smell of copper was on the wind, and the shadows in the church looked much thicker than they should have.

      The beam of my flashlight illuminated the church. It wasn’t a fancy building, and there were no stained glass windows or elaborate crosses. In fact, the dilapidated building looked more like a small house than anything, with white wooden siding and a base of sand-colored stone. The paint was mostly peeled off, and the trees were doing their best to reclaim it, stretching dry, wooden fingers outward to caress the roof and what was left of the windows. We made our way toward the front door, stepping over fallen branches and shuffling through drifts of dead leaves.

      The air was filled with the scent of fallen foliage and wet earth, along with the sickly sweet smell of rotting wood. There was an obvious path leading to the door, supporting my suspicion that we were not the only ones to visit this place recently.

      Jenkins trotted happily up the steps and right through the crooked front door. I was about to follow him when Poppy put a hand on my arm.

      “Stop.”

      The punky necromancer’s serious tone gave me pause, and I did as she said.

      “This church has been desecrated.”

      “Desecrated?” I repeated. “Not deconsecrated?”

      Churches were often deconsecrated if they weren’t going to be used anymore. It was a simple procedure wherein the blessing on the building and land was removed to make the building fit for a switch from religious to secular use. Desecration, on the other hand, was much worse.

      There was some disagreement about what it took to desecrate a church. According to church law, a church could be desecrated by sudden serious damage, such as a fire, flood, or explosion. There were even older laws that claimed any church in which human blood is shed is desecrated, or any into which filth has been brought. For example, when the enemy soldiers used churches as stables, and the horses defecated on the floor, those churches needed to be cleansed and re-consecrated before they could be used for worship again.

      Then there were more deliberate techniques.

      Committing an act so heinous, so contrary to the faith of the church and those who blessed it in the first place, that the faithful can’t continue their worship in the same space until it’s been cleansed with a penitential rite and re-dedicated to whatever deity it was built for. That method allowed for more…creativity on the part of the person doing the desecrating. It was all about intention. Deliberate shows of disrespect.

      Murder was definitely on that list.

      “Desecrated,” Poppy confirms in a low voice. “I can feel it in the ground. This explains the chills I felt earlier when I felt that open grave. The whole graveyard is blighted.”

      Unease rolled down my spine like cold slime. “Some rituals specifically require desecrated ground as opposed to ground that simply isn’t holy or blessed.”

      “Can you tell if a ritual was conducted here?”

      “Maybe.” I stood facing the church and called my magic. I didn’t dare open my third eye, even though it had healed a lot since the last time I’d opened it. If this property had been desecrated, there was no telling what sort of creature it might have attracted. If there was anything more tempting to evil than an evil site, it was a holy site corrupted by evil. I wasn’t taking any chances.

      The silver light of my magic surged forward in strings that brushed the front door and roof of the crumbling church. No colored lights winked at me, no signs of any lingering spells. I moved forward, climbing the few steps and crossing the narrow porch until I could push open the crooked wooden door.

      Right on cue, the hinges screamed in protest, curling my nerves into painful springs of tension. I rolled my shoulders and pushed forward, keeping my spell in front of me. As soon as I crossed the threshold, I stopped.

      The smell of blood hammered against my senses, tendrils of death following on its heels. “Blood and bone.” I swept my flashlight around the church, trying to swallow past the sudden constriction in my throat.

      It was a small building, with only ten rows of pews to either side, each with room for five people to sit with comfortable space between them. The pews were splintered with age, and the thick grey dust that lingered in some spots only served to highlight where they’d been touched and the dust wiped away. Closer inspection revealed a fresh, thinner layer of dust in the spots that had been touched, so I guessed that the parties the Brewster sisters had mentioned hadn’t started this year yet.

      I swept my spell around the interior of the church as I took another step forward, carefully scanning for any active magic. Still my spell revealed nothing.

      There was dirt scattered all over the floor, along with a grayish white dust. I knelt down and touched the powdery residue before rubbing it between my thumb and forefinger. The fine granules were mixed with slightly larger shards.

      Bone dust. I’d have bet Peasblossom’s shiny penny collection on it.

      One of the granules glittered with violet light under my detection spell. It was different from the others. I retrieved my evidence kit from my waist pouch—with Bizbee’s help—and used the tweezers to pick it up.

      “What did you find?” Poppy asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “I think it’s a piece of the host. The Eucharist.” I squinted at the dense, papery substance, studying the violet glow of magic. “It’s been blessed.”

      “That’s not good. This place hasn’t been used for its intended purpose for years. If there’s a piece of the Eucharist here, then we could be looking at a Black Mass. Which means…”

      “Someone was summoning a demon,” I finished.

      “Summoning a demon, worshiping a demon. Could be Satan, could be any number of Hell’s members.” Poppy frowned. “But we can assume whoever did this was once a member of the Catholic faith. Every religion has their own version of good and evil, and a holy symbol doesn’t mean anything if there’s no faith behind it. To pervert these symbols for evil, whoever did it had to either have—or formerly had—faith in them. Otherwise, the cross is just a symbol, and the Eucharist is just a bit of bread.”

      My heart twisted as I considered that. I couldn’t help but think of Father Salvatore. The Catholic priest I’d met on the same case I met the demon who corrupted Andy. Father Salvatore represented everything Catholicism should be. Forgiveness. Love. Acceptance. Seeing what had been done here wasn’t just evil because of what had been done to the poor girl outside. Evil acts like this painted the entire faith in a bad light. It made it harder for people like Father Salvatore to reach people who needed them.

      The smell of blood continued to haunt me. I wanted to take a deep breath to center myself, but I didn’t want that smell any deeper in my lungs than it already was. I moved past the next row of pews, forcing myself to look up.

      The altar wasn’t a huge marble construct, or anything fancy like that. It was a simple wooden table, long and narrow. Something black crusted the corners on the left hand side, and my stomach churned as my senses forced my brain to make sense of what I was seeing.

      Blood covered one end of the altar. It was dry now, and my fingers itched with ghostly sensations of how sticky it would be to the touch. It was splashed on the floor too. It was a small blessing that it was autumn, and most of the insects were dead or sleeping. A few months earlier and the entire building would have been full of fat flies and plump larvae.

      I called my magic again. This time, I used Vincent’s forensic spell, sending the rolling smoke outward over the room. The Brewster sisters had decorated their house with chicken blood. Maybe this was more of the same. Or pig blood. Teenagers did that sort of thing all the time. Get some animal blood from a local butcher, use it in a protest…or an evil ritual with friends.

      My magic rolled over the altar, and a small shape squirmed into being. My shoulders fell.

      The blood was human.

      There were two shapes, a man and a woman. The bone dust could have been from either, so there was no way to know for sure if whoever had been involved in what went on here was male or female, or even in between.

      “There’s a circle on the floor there,” Poppy said, her voice hushed. “It looks like there was something there when the blood was spilled.”

      I tried to swallow past the lump in my throat. “A bowl, probably. My guess is they were catching the blood.”

      “Lots of reasons for that. It could be for a sacrifice. An offering. They could have drank it.” She shook her head. “The possibilities are extensive. I couldn’t say without knowing who they summoned. Or why.”

      Something in her voice made my chest tighten. “You sound like you have a theory.”

      Poppy shoved a lock of bright pink hair out of her eyes. “No. Yes. Maybe. Well, it’s almost Halloween, so I could be—”

      “Poppy!” I took a deep breath. “Please, just tell me.”

      She toyed with one of the chains hanging from her belt loop. “The fact that the person who performed this ritual chose a church, took the time to desecrate it, was willing to kill someone to do it, and gathered the blood… Minor demons can be summoned anywhere, and they don’t need you to kill anyone or desecrate a church.”

      I must have looked confused, because Poppy turned more fully to face me.

      “The type of beings most people refer to as ‘demons’ are actually made up of three different classes of demonic entities. The first, the ones humans are likely to encounter, are known colloquially as ‘fallen angels.’ These demons are descendants of beings who used to be good—maybe a real angel, maybe a guardian spirit. At some point, those benevolent beings were tempted by evil, corrupted so completely that their entire bloodline was tainted. They became demons such as the incubi, alps, and such. They have their own physical form, various magical abilities, but they can’t perform the same magic as devils. Devils is the demonologists’ term for what you would call elder demons.”

      I listened, fascinated. My own education concerning demons had been very general, since witches were not usually called on in cases of demonic interference. That was usually left up to priests, rabbis, and others who had taken holy orders.

      “So the demon who corrupted Andy,” I said slowly. “Lorelei. She’s an elder demon. A dybbuk.”

      “If she’s a dybbuk, then yes. Dybbuks are a type of elder demon, the second class of demonic entity.” Poppy grew serious. “They are the worst of the worst. Elder demons live on another plane, and to get to our plane, they need to be summoned. You don’t see many of them now, because the Ministry is quick to step in when one of them makes it to this plane. They’re at their most vulnerable right after they’ve been summoned.”

      Poppy rolled her shoulders, glancing around as if speaking about elder demons made her nervous. “An elder demon is too powerful to be held for long in a human body. When they possess someone, they need to build up their power quickly so they can either find another more powerful host, or use their magic to fortify the body they’re in. Elder demons don’t pop over onto this plane to grant wishes to some nobody who got their hands on grandma’s grimoire. They’re summoned by someone who knows what they’re doing.”

      “You said there are three types of demons. What’s the third?”

      “Minions,” Poppy said simply. “Lesser demons who serve the elder demons on their home plane. They can be summoned easily, without all this.” She gestured around us at the desecrated church. “It’s their job to trick the poor sap who summoned them into gathering the necessary ingredients and people to summon the elder demon they serve.”

      I closed my eyes, then immediately forced them open. “You think this could have been an elder demon.”

      “I’m saying the elders have a craving for that which is good turned evil. This,” she gestured around us again, “is catnip for the ancient ones.”

      I stared out the door, in the direction of the shallow grave where I’d left Andy. This was his first case after his demonic corruption had driven him into rehab...and he’d needed that rehab because of a case we worked together.

      Blood and bone, why did it have to be a demon again?
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      “Did you know those women splattered chicken blood all over their house themselves?” Vincent asked. “On purpose, I mean.”

      I stood from where I’d been sitting in the grass by the grave. Andy hadn’t wanted to leave the body to wait for the wizard and ghoul forensic team, and I hadn’t wanted to leave him alone. Just in case whatever had gone on in that church had attracted anything monstrous.

      The wizard’s hair, as always, stuck up at various angles, each brown lock appearing to have a mind of its own. Over his usual brown tweed jacket and rumpled shirt, he wore a heavier brown coat. Also tweed.

      Poppy clapped him on the shoulder, leaving a smear of powdered sugar. “You shouldn’t have turned down the goodies. If you’re going to let a little blood deter you from snacks, you’ll miss all the good stuff.” She walked over to me and handed me an open can of Coke. “Jean said you left this. And have you tried these cookies? They’re amazing. And those sweet old gals are amazing.”

      I accepted the soda and—after an experimental sniff—took a sip. “Where’s Kylie?” I asked Vincent.

      “She’s right behind me. She had to unpack her things from the van.” Vincent looked over his shoulder. “Ah, here she comes.”

      “Who’s—” Poppy followed Vincent’s gesture. Suddenly she froze.

      Kylie was always pale. Her complexion suggested she’d been pale even before she’d been infected with ghoul fever. Now she was pale enough for the bags under her eyes to stand out like dark bruises, giving the impression of someone in desperate need of a good night’s sleep. I tried not to let my concern show on my face, but there was no question that her cheeks were more hollow than they’d been when I first met her.

      Jenkins growled and dove forward. Vincent stuck out his staff at exactly the right moment, tripping the little dog and sending him crashing into the grass. He tightened his grip as the furry terror leapt to his feet. For a second I thought the wizard might swing for the growling dog like an errant golf ball if he charged for Kylie again.

      “Poppy?” I pressed. “It might be a good idea for Jenkins to rest now?”

      The necromancer snapped her fingers without taking her eyes off Kylie. Jenkins crumbled, returning to the pile of bones he’d started as, so abruptly that I took a quick step back, staring down at the remains. Poppy knelt down next to the bones and started to gather them.

      Her eyes stayed on the half-ghoul.

      “I’m Poppy,” she said finally, a little too loudly. “Who are you?”

      It took the pale woman a second to realize she was being addressed. She blinked. “I’m Kylie. Kylie Rose. I’m the autopsy technician.”

      “I’m a necromancer.” Poppy scooped up the doggy skull and held it out. “His name is Jenkins.”

      Kylie blinked again, giving the skull an uncertain half-smile. “He seems nice.”

      I silently applauded her for keeping the inflection in her voice from lilting up into a question.

      Poppy brushed the pile of bones into the velvet drawstring bag and dropped it into her pack before digging around for the twisty ties to fasten the skull to her bag. “Autopsy technician, huh? That sounds interesting. I’m halfway through a veterinarian’s degree.”

      Kylie shot me a look I saw often on the faces of people being swarmed by someone else’s children. It said, “They’re cute, now get them off of me.”

      “We came out here because someone raised a zombie and didn’t put it back,” I said, shifting the conversation to the matter at hand. “When Poppy laid her back down to rest—”

      “I felt an open grave,” Poppy cut in, zipping up her bag and getting to her feet. “It was this grave. Someone cut her throat, and we think it was part of a ritual performed in that church there.” She pointed.

      Andy stood near the grave, waiting patiently for Kylie and Vincent to get to work, to give him new information. But I didn’t miss the way he seemed to be fighting very hard not to look toward the church. Part of me wanted to ask if he could feel it. The blight on the land. Lingering demonic essence from the church. I’d ask him later. When we were alone.

      Kylie stayed back from the grave as Vincent began to set up for his initial sweep with his forensic spell. I could perform the spell too, but Vincent was more experienced, and he’d gotten much more efficient at locating the evidence that produced the images the spell provided. Since this could end up being a case we turned over to the Vanguard—or possibly the human police—we needed to collect all the physical evidence we could, and it helped to have someone “in the system” gathering it to vouch for the chain of custody.

      “Once Vincent finishes his initial sweep, I’ll start my preliminary examination,” Kylie said. “Though I can tell you now, that cut over her throat would have killed her.” She wrinkled her nose, then leaned forward. Her nostrils flared and she frowned.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “She smells wrong.” Kylie sniffed again.

      “Wrong how?” Andy asked, lifting his pen.

      “Her corpse smells…bad.”

      “Don’t all dead bodies smell bad?” Peasblossom asked. “Poppy says she died yesterday. Shouldn’t she reek by now?”

      “That’s not what I mean.” Kylie met my eyes. “Dead bodies are food to me. They smell good. She smells like…” She waved a hand in the air, trying to think of the right word. “Stale?” She rubbed a hand over her face. “All right, you know how in some cultures they leave food out for their loved ones who’ve passed away? Or sometimes they leave out milk for the fairies?”

      “Yes,” I said slowly.

      “And when the food has spoiled the next day, they believe their loved ones—or the fairies—took the nutrients from it? They ‘ate’ it?”

      “You’re saying someone…ate her?” Andy asked.

      “For lack of a better word, yes.” Kylie shook her head. “She smells like she’s been consumed. Like someone already took the sustenance from her body.”

      “So we’re leaning toward sacrifice then,” Poppy shoved a lock of pink hair away from her face. “She was offered up to a demon.”

      “What kind of demon?” Andy asked. “How do we find it?”

      “We don’t.” I took a deep breath. “We need to call in the Ministry of Deliverance for this one.”

      “You mean give up the case?” Andy shook his head, his grip on his notepad tightening enough to crease the stiff cardboard backing. “No. No, this is our case.”

      “Andy, I’m a witch. Demons are not my forte, and this isn’t something you play around with. Someone summoned a demon. This is serious, and we need someone who knows more than just the basics.”

      “Evelyn just left town for a conference,” Andy insisted.

      “Evelyn is not the only member of the Ministry of Deliverance,” I said calmly. “They’ll send someone else.”

      “Not someone else who will work with me.”

      Ah. So that was it. He wasn’t wrong. I doubted many members of the Ministry would be eager to let a corrupted FBI agent work a murder alongside them.

      I looked him in the eye. “Maybe it’s better we don’t work this one.”

      Andy gritted his teeth. A ticking sound filled the air, quiet at first, but getting louder. As soon as he heard it, he froze. I held my breath, waiting to see what he’d do. Bit by bit, I watched him force himself to relax. His shoulders lowered, his grip on the notepad eased. The ticking stopped.

      “Shade,” he said quietly. “I need this. I need to work this case. I need to know I can.”

      “I understand what you’re saying,” I said softly. “But you working this case to try to understand something about yourself is like an alcoholic getting a job at a bar to prove they won’t drink. It’s risky, and it’s unnecessary, and it doesn’t prove anything.”

      I hated that we had an audience for this conversation, but Andy didn’t look like he planned to walk away.

      “There’s tension in the Ministry right now,” Andy said finally. “Demons are fighting for equal rights. They want representation in the Vanguard.”

      Vincent stiffened. “Representation? For demons?”

      “That makes sense,” Poppy agreed. “Not sure why they haven’t had it all along. You can’t argue they aren’t sentient enough. Or organized.”

      The wizard gaped at her, but she didn’t seem to notice. Her eyes were all for Kylie.

      “Anyway,” Poppy continued, “you don’t need the Ministry to send anyone else. I’m happy to work the case with you.”

      I fought not to squirm. I liked Poppy, but necromancers tended to be… Well, working that closely with the dead took a toll. All magic did, but death magic was different. When a necromancer went bad, they went really bad. It was why they had such a terrifying reputation despite the legitimate benefits they provided. Poppy was young, so that worked in her favor. She hadn’t been dealing with death so long that it had really sunk in yet. But she knew as well as I did that paths like hers often led to madness.

      And I couldn’t imagine working with demons would do anything to slow that progression.

      “I appreciate the offer,” I said carefully. “But you said yourself, this could be one of the elder demons. In which case, we need more than just knowledge, we need muscle.”

      “Then let’s compromise,” Poppy suggested. “I’ll call the Ministry of Deliverance, make sure it’s okay with them if I start as the religious primary on the case. If we find out we’re dealing with an elder—for sure—I’ll call in and have them send one of their holy tanks.”

      “Holy tanks?” Andy repeated.

      “An expression,” I said. “She means one of their warriors.” I hesitated. “I don’t know.”

      “Shade,” Poppy said reasonably, “even if the killer was trying to summon one of the elders, they failed. Trust me, if an elder had been summoned, we’d know. They aren’t known for their subtlety.”

      Well, she wasn’t wrong there. I sighed. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to do the preliminaries. At least get an ID on the body.”

      Poppy fist-punched the air. “I’ll call the Ministry!”

      She was grinning at Kylie again, but the ghoul’s attention was focused on the grave. Vincent had already begun his duties.

      “All right, so she’s human, yes?” Andy said briskly, opening his slightly creased notebook.

      “Yes,” Vincent confirmed.

      “Then how did she get here?” Andy asked. “She was in the church, ostensibly that’s where she was killed. So did the killer kidnap her and bring her here—”

      “Or did he convince her to come to the ritual willingly?” I finished.

      Andy tapped his notepad. “I guarantee you the local cops drive by here a few times a night the weekend before and after Halloween. Whoever did this wouldn’t have parked in that lot. But there are a few side streets close enough to walk.”

      “Vincent, can you see if she has any car keys on her?” I asked.

      The wizard felt around the body, then withdrew a small purse that had been strapped to her belt. He opened it and retrieved a single key. “Looks like a car key.”

      “Only one key on the ring,” Andy noted. “Looks like a spare car key.”

      “Well, let’s see if we can find it.” I glanced at Poppy. “Think Jenkins could help us track where she came from?”

      “We don’t need Jenkins,” Peasblossom announced.

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      The pixie pointed. We all followed her gesture, and Poppy’s eyes widened.

      A huge black cat prowled out of the shadows. She looked like a panther, but with the pointed ears of a domestic cat. Her head came up to my biceps, and her fur was a black so dark she seemed to drink up the existing light, casting even deeper shadows.

      “Oh, look at you,” Poppy cooed. “Here kitty kitty. There’s a good girl. Oh, you’re so beautiful. Yes, you are.”

      Scath’s green eyes fixed on her, taking in her pink and black punk ensemble with one cursory glance. She snorted and shook her head, then padded over to stand beside me. The bag slung across her body had a bulge in the bottom. Majesty the kitten was sleeping, and far less likely to erupt into his usual chaos magic. Thank the Goddess for small favors.

      “Poppy, this is Scath,” I said, amused. “She’s a shifter.”

      “And she’s beautiful,” Poppy said, still using that higher than normal voice people used for pets and small children.

      I shook my head.

      “Can you track her back to a vehicle?” Andy asked Scath.

      Scath crept closer to the body. Vincent didn’t react, letting her get the scent without stopping his activities. When Scath moved away and headed through the graveyard toward the church, Andy and I followed.

      I stopped when we got closer, before we got too near to the doors. “That’s our crime scene, so be careful.”

      Scath didn’t go near the front door. She was looking around, sniffing the air, nosing around the ground. Then she turned away from the church, toward the road on the other side.

      A small, white four door sedan was parked on the side of the road. There was no one inside, and no tickets on the windshield, so it hadn’t been here long. The interior looked clean and uncluttered, no child car seats or parking passes. I checked, but the doors were locked.

      Andy stepped up with the key and pushed it into the lock on the driver’s side. The key slid in easily, and he turned it, rewarded with the click of the locks disengaging.

      “So this is her car.” He pulled the door open, then stepped back and gestured toward me. “You wanna do that forensic spell? See if you can tell if anyone was in there with her?”

      Anything demonic, he meant. Finding evidence of other humans wouldn’t tell us anything besides maybe that the girl rode around with her friends in her car.

      “There are limits to Vincent’s forensic spell,” I said, letting my magic rise. “This spell won’t tell us anything a DNA test wouldn’t. If the person who did this was possessed, or corrupted, that might not show up. And too much time has passed for me to pick up any sort of lingering energy signature.”

      Andy didn’t reply, so I pushed my hand out, flexing the now-familiar forensic spell. Smoky shapes rose in the car’s interior. My gaze darted around them, then again, but slower. I relaxed. “Only human females.” I concentrated again, and this time, I threw out a net of silver energy, feeling for spells or charms, something that might suggest the girl had been an active participant in the ritual that killed her. No answering colors arose from my spell. “No sign of magic.”

      I crawled into the car, feeling under the seats.

      “What are you doing?” Peasblossom demanded.

      “Looking for her purse.”

      “She had a purse on her,” Andy pointed out.

      I shook my head. “She had a tiny little pouch for the car key—which is the one valuable she couldn’t lock in the car. Where’s her wallet? Her phone? Her extra makeup? You saw her face, trust me, that woman had lipstick on her.”

      “And eyeliner,” Peasblossom added.

      Andy walked around the car and pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll run the plate.” He paused with the phone to his ear. “The tire’s flat.”

      Peasblossom’s wings buzzed behind her. “Want to bet a packet of honey that’s not a coincidence?”

      Andy called the license plate in, and I grinned in triumph as my fingers brushed against something leather. I reached farther under the seat, tightened my grip, and pulled out a small black purse. This one was much bigger than the small pouch we’d found on the body—in fact it looked like the small one had come with this one, maybe as a change purse. I unzipped the bag and rooted around inside.

      “Success.” I pulled out the wallet. “The driver’s license says Alison Gimble.” I squinted at the picture, part of me hoping it wasn’t her, that this young, fresh face staring up at me from the plastic license wasn’t the same person we’d just dug out of a shallow grave.

      But it was.

      “This looks like our victim.” I sighed. “She was twenty-two.”

      Scath had remained silent the entire time, sitting on the asphalt beside the car while I used my magic to probe for clues. It was hard to read any emotion on her face as she got to her feet and stepped forward enough to lean her head into the car and inhale.

      “Anything?” I asked hopefully.

      She pulled her head out again, then moved closer to me, angling her head up toward the driver’s license. I took the hint and lowered it so she could see the picture. She let out a soft, gentle huff.

      The car smelled like the body.

      Same girl.

      “We have a problem,” Andy said grimly, ending the call.

      “Another one?” I asked.

      He pointed at the driver’s license. “Our victim is Alison Gimble. But this car is registered to a Chloe Nielson. Also twenty-two, but definitely not the girl in the grave.”

      Dread curled in my stomach, and Scath raised her ears and swiveled them toward Andy.

      “Maybe she borrowed the car?” I said hopefully. “You said yourself it looks like a spare key.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe, they came together, and we only found one of them.” He gestured at the flat tire. “Maybe that was no accident. The killer could have been making sure no one got away.”

      “If there was another grave, or another body, Poppy would know,” I protested.

      Andy’s expression was grim. “Which means if Chloe was with Alison, then we have one dead girl…”

      My chest tightened. “And one missing.”
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      “If there’s a chance Chloe was here and now she’s missing, then every second counts.” Andy turned abruptly from the car, heading back toward the grave.

      Scath had lifted her head at the mention of a possible missing girl, and now she looked to me, waiting. I zipped up Alison’s purse and locked the car before following after Andy.

      “I’ll leave her purse with Kylie and Vincent and give them back the key so they can examine the car when they’re finished with the body,” I said, keeping my voice low as we passed the church again.

      When we got back to the grave, Kylie was leaning over the body, brushing away more of the dirt with a small brush. She had a large bag beside her, and every once in a while, she’d scoop up a handful of dirt and put it in the bag. Probably to sift through for any evidence that might have fallen off the body. Vincent was right beside her, also adding handfuls of dirt to the bag. I watched him squint at something in the dirt, then pinch it between two fingers. His mouth tightened and he dropped whatever it was into an evidence bag.

      Poppy was on the other side of the grave, still regarding Kylie the way Peasblossom looked at the five pound jugs of honey at the grocery store.

      “Poppy, are you sure there weren’t any other bodies in the graveyard?” I asked. “No body here that shouldn’t be?”

      Violet eyes flicked to me with a hint of annoyance. “I told you, there are no other fresh bodies. I looked after I found this one.” She shoved her bright pink bangs out of her face. “This is what I do, Shade, and I’m very good at my job. Trust me. There are no other fresh bodies in this graveyard. Everyone here has been buried for at least twenty years minimum.” She jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “The only reason Eileen was here is because she’s from a rich family who had the money to buy space in a mausoleum for a few extra generations.”

      “What’s wrong?” Vincent asked, deducing I had a reason for pressing the necromancer.

      “We found Alison’s car,” I said, gesturing to the body. “But it’s registered to another girl.”

      Vincent stiffened. “You think she’s missing.”

      Immediately, Poppy rose to her feet. “Another girl? Shit, I didn’t know. Sorry, Shade.”

      I waved off the apology. “If you say she’s not here, then let’s take that as a reason for hope.” I held the key out to Vincent. “We think this is a spare key, so maybe Alison borrowed the car. Alison still could have been here alone with her killer. But we need to make sure. The other girl’s name is Chloe Nielson, we’re heading to her address now.”

      “Do I come with you?” Poppy said, subconsciously taking a step closer to Kylie.

      “Yes. I need you to come with me just in case Chloe is missing and we need you to look around her room, get a feel for what we might be dealing with. We still don’t know who did the summoning.”

      She looked disappointed, but she nodded. “Okay, let’s go. I’ll follow you on my bike.”

      “I think it would be better if you rode in the car with us. There’s no reason to take two vehicles.”

      Poppy grumbled under her breath—something about me driving like a woman every bit as old as the crone I was—but followed us. In reality, I had a bit of a lead foot—as Peasblossom was so fond of pointing out—but compared to Poppy, I might as well be pushing the car.

      “You do know Kylie mostly stays in the lab,” Peasblossom told her as we walked back to my car. “If you’re only on this case hoping to make her your ghoulfriend, you’re out of luck.”

      “She’s a ghoul,” Poppy said breathlessly. “I knew it. Ghoul-fever?”

      “This isn’t the time, Poppy,” I said, trying not to think about why she’d be pleased to find out about Kylie’s…situation.

      She shrugged and got in the backseat. “Just because you have no sex life doesn’t mean the rest of us should go without.”

      “She’ll have one soon,” Peasblossom said slyly, adjusting her position on Andy’s shoulder so she could face Poppy in the backseat. “As soon as—”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” I interrupted, slamming my door shut to punctuate the finality. “Both of you, focus. We have one girl dead, and one possibly missing. Let’s stay on task, shall we?”

      “She’s touchy,” Poppy whispered to Peasblossom.

      “Her dates keep getting interrupted,” the pixie whispered back. “She’s frustrated. And he’s a werewolf—and an alpha. So, she thinks getting physical is ‘complicated.’”

      I sank back in my seat and pinched the bridge of my nose as I waited for Andy to get into the passenger seat. He was holding open the back door for Scath, and I glanced over to see the large feline eyeing Poppy with suspicion before slowly climbing in. Blessedly, this seemed to be the distraction I needed, as Poppy’s attention turned from my non-existent sex life to the big fuzzy animal settling beside her. She squirmed, obviously fighting the desire to pet the large kitty.

      Blood and bone, if she spotted Majesty, we were going to be in trouble.

      When Scath and Andy were both in their seats, I started the car and eased out of the Brewsters’ driveway. Poppy practically vibrated with restrained energy in the backseat, and I wasn’t sure what had pleased her more, the opportunity to work beside a beautiful ghoul, or riding beside a giant kitty.

      

      The drive to Chloe’s house didn’t take more than twenty minutes, but it felt like an hour. I hated missing person cases. I hated the not-knowing, fearing every single minute could be their last. It was like the last few desperate seconds of a race, but stretched over hours or days. Statistics filled my head, reminding me that every minute tipped the probability of finding a missing girl alive farther and farther out of our favor.

      Chloe lived in a house that sat on a packed street in an older area of Cleveland. It was one of those neighborhoods that made people whisper words like “gentrification,” and left the people who’d recently moved there feeling hopeful, and those who’d been there a decade or more cry in their sleep. It said a lot about my state of mind, that my brain thought dwelling on people losing their cherished neighbors and livelihoods to the wealthy upper classes was a cheerier prospect then the conversation waiting for me in that house.

      It was after ten o’ clock, but the lights were still on. I walked up to the house with its red siding, and the fresh lumber that told me the porch had been redone in the last week or two. I took a deep breath, smelling the clean scent of new wood to calm myself as Andy knocked on the door. It wasn’t until I heard footsteps approaching that I remembered we’d all been kneeling on the ground by a fresh grave, and I quickly used a Cinderella spell to clean the mud from our clothes. Scath stood beside me, and I checked to make sure she was wearing her service dog glamour. She was.

      A man answered the door. He looked to be in his fifties, with a receding hairline, gold-rimmed glasses, and lines around his eyes that meant he either laughed a lot, or he needed to update his prescription. “Hi, can I help you?”

      His tone had the wary edge you would expect from someone opening their door to strangers on their porch this late at night.

      “Hello, I’m Agent Bradford from the FBI. Is this the home of Chloe Nielson?”

      The man’s gaze dropped to Andy’s badge when he flashed it, but he jerked his attention back to his face at the name. “Chloe is my daughter. Why, what’s wrong?”

      “Sir, when was the last time you saw your daughter?” Andy asked gently.

      “An hour ago, right before she went up to bed. What’s this all about?”

      I let out a breath of relief. She wasn’t missing. Wasn’t dead.

      Andy’s stance relaxed as well. “Mr. Nielson, we found your daughter’s car tonight near the scene of a crime. It looked to be abandoned, and we wanted to make sure Chloe was safe.”

      He didn’t mention that we’d found a body, or that Chloe’s car key had been in Alison’s possession. Probably because he didn’t want to offer a death notification to someone before he told the victim’s own parents.

      “Crime scene?” Mr. Nielson’s gaze flicked to Poppy. In retrospect, I should have considered a glamour for her. She didn’t look much like an FBI agent. Of course, neither did I, in multicolored leggings and a long-sleeved black shirt under a red trench coat.

      The necromancer stepped forward. “Mr. Nielson, my name is Poppy Caulfield. I work with a local youth outreach program. Please forgive my attire, sometimes I have to choose between appealing to our clientele and appealing to the world at large.”

      Mr. Nielson relaxed, comforted by Poppy’s blatant manipulation. “Chloe is upstairs sleeping. I’m not sure why you found her car in the city, but she probably loaned it to a friend. Chloe has a very good heart.”

      “Could we speak with her?” Poppy asked. “It would be a huge help if we knew who she loaned her car to.”

      “She’s upstairs sleeping,” he said slowly. “She’s been having trouble sleeping lately, so she took a pill. I’m afraid waking her up would be difficult.”

      “Trouble sleeping?” Poppy echoed. “I’m sorry to hear that, sir. Did she say what’s causing it?”

      Suspicion crept back into Mr. Nielson’s face. “I’m sorry, what does this have to do with your investigation?”

      I took that as my cue, and stepped forward, wrapping strands of purple energy around my voice before I spoke. “Mr. Nielson, right now, we’re just here to make sure Chloe’s all right. When we found her car so close to the crime scene, we were concerned, I’m sure you can understand that. If we could just see her for a moment?”

      “You want to see her?” he asked, confused. “I told you—”

      “If we could see her to confirm she’s all right, that would be very helpful,” I said, pushing more magic into my voice. “I can see that you’re a good father, and you care about her, but this is just a matter of protocol. We need to confirm she’s home for ourselves—for our report.”

      Mr. Nielson’s face softened. “Of course. Come with me. But please be careful, I don’t want to wake her up.”

      There was no reason for all of us to go up, so after a few glances, we decided it should be Andy. Peasblossom was with him, and she could make herself invisible to sneak into the room and make certain Chloe was truly where she belonged. Scath went with him, her senses offering a defense against any illusions strong enough to fool Peasblossom.

      While they were gone, I took the time to look around the living room, studying the family photos that were all over the walls and the mantle over the fireplace. There were a lot of pictures of the family together—Mr. Nielson, the girl I assumed was Chloe, and another woman I assumed was his wife. They looked happy. Though there was something off about the images that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      “I hate fireplaces that don’t work,” Poppy muttered, glaring at the fake wood. “Pointless, that’s what they are.”

      “Do you see something off about these family photos?” I asked. “I can’t put my finger on it.”

      Poppy came to stand beside me and studied the pictures. She lingered on the photograph I assumed was a senior class picture, then back at the others. “How old is Chloe?”

      “Twenty-two according to her driver’s license. Same as Alison.”

      “There aren’t any pictures taken after high school. It’s been four years since that was taken.”

      “Are you sure?” I frowned. “Eighteen looks that different from twenty-two to you?”

      Poppy gave me a look that made me feel every inch the centenarian I suspected I was. “Yes.”

      “Well, she was probably busy after she graduated,” I mused. “Maybe they just didn’t make the time?”

      Footsteps on the stairs warned me of Mr. Nielson’s impending return, so Poppy and I relocated back to the space by the front door. Andy came down the stairs behind Mr. Nielson, and he nodded to us. Chloe was sleeping, as her father had said.

      “Thank you, Mr. Nielson. We’ll let you get back to your evening,” Andy said.

      Mr. Nielson trailed him to the front door, but before we left, he put a hand on the agent’s shoulder. “If my daughter loaned someone her car, it must have been Alison. Alison Gimble.” He seemed to compose himself, straightening his spine. “The crime scene you mentioned. What happened? Was it Alison?”

      “I can’t talk about it right now,” Andy said, keeping his voice kind, but with the professional edge that said the subject was not negotiable. “It’s an ongoing investigation at the moment.”

      I stepped forward, drawn by Mr. Nielson’s choice of words. “You asked if it was Alison. Did you mean was Alison the victim, or was she the perpetrator?”

      I soaked each word with purple energy, softening Mr. Nielson’s resistance, pushing him to be completely open and honest. We weren’t talking about his daughter anymore, so his defenses were already down, and the magic brushed the tension from his face.

      “Alison’s been going down a bad path this last year,” he admitted. “She was taking Chloe with her for a while, but thank God, Chloe came out of it. She’s back to the girl I knew before, but Alison…” He shook his head. “You asked if I thought she was the victim or the perpetrator. The truth is, based on the choices she was making lately? I could see her as either.”

      “What sort of a bad path?” Poppy asked.

      “Drugs,” Mr. Nielson said simply. “Treating her parents like servants—if she spoke to them at all. Honestly, I didn’t want Chloe hanging around her anymore. She didn’t want to listen to me—Alison’s been her best friend since they met at church when they were young. They were both altar girls—Chloe still is. But a couple weeks ago, she must have finally seen what I saw. Or they had a fight. Whatever happened, Chloe doesn’t want to talk about it, but she and Alison haven’t been hanging out ever since.” He nodded. “And good riddance, I say. Alison was a good kid, but that kid is gone now. And if she’s not even going to try to get her life in order, the best I can do is try and keep Chloe away from her.”

      My magic had him in a soft, pliable mood, so I didn’t hesitate to ask my next question. “Mr. Nielson, where were you and your wife last night?”

      He didn’t even flinch. “We went out with some friends for dinner at a winery.”

      “Could I have their names, and the name of the winery?” Andy asked. “For my report?”

      “Of course.”

      Andy continued scribbling out notes after we were all back inside my car. “We need to go to Alison’s now. Mr. Nielson’s already guessing that something happened to her, and we can’t let her parents hear about it that way.”

      I nodded as I pulled out of the driveway. Alison’s address was on her driver’s license, so we headed straight there. She wasn’t even ten minutes from Chloe, but ten minutes might as well have been ten seconds.

      That’s just how it was when you had unpleasant news to deliver.

      I’d done a lot of death notifications. It was one of the first things Mother Hazel had taught me to do. She’d told me the important thing wasn’t to try and feel nothing—because you should feel something at the loss of any life. The important thing was to feel it, but to also hold yourself apart from those feelings so you could be strong for the person who’s just lost someone they loved. These moments would never be about my sadness or my anger. They were about the loved ones of the person who’d been lost. In these moments, a witch was strength. A witch was a shoulder to cry on.

      It had been a solid guess that Alison would still live with her parents. The rise in cost of living hadn’t kept up with the wages from the average job, so I wasn’t at all surprised to find that both Chloe and Alison hadn’t moved out at the still-young age of twenty-two.

      This time, it was a woman who answered the door. She had dark hair that fell to the hood of the sweatshirt she wore with the words, “Keep talking, I’m psychoanalyzing you,” emblazoned on the front in large white letters. The lines around her eyes told me she was at least forty-five, but her smile made her look even younger.

      “Yes?” she asked carefully. “How can I help you?”

      “My name is Agent Bradford, I’m from the FBI. Are you Alison Gimble’s mother?”

      “I’m her stepmother. Hold on, let me get her father. Please, come in.”

      I watched her leave the room with a controlled stride, quick, but not rushed. Her composure made me think doctor. Or perhaps a police officer. Someone who was used to dealing with emotional loved ones. Someone who, instead of panicking, instantly braced for bad news when the FBI showed up late at night asking about a kid.

      She returned a minute later with her husband. Mr. Gimble came out with the bustle of someone ready to get the bad news out of the way as quickly as possible. “What is it? What happened to Alison? Where is she?”

      “Mr. Gimble,” Andy started, his voice gentle. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but we found your daughter’s body tonight in Northern Star Cemetery. I’m afraid she’s dead.”

      Mrs. Gimble stepped closer to her husband and took his hand. He squeezed it, hard, but he seemed unable to look away from Andy’s face. “What happened?” he demanded, his voice tight.

      “Unfortunately, it’s still very early, and I don’t have as much information for you as I’d like. Can you tell me, when was the last time you saw your daughter?”

      “I haven’t seen her since last weekend.” Bitterness gave his words a sharp edge. “She lives with her mother. I was hoping to see her this weekend, but she made plans with a friend of hers.”

      “What friend?” I asked.

      “Chloe Nielson. She said she was staying with her this weekend.”

      I shared a look with Poppy. Chloe’s father had made it sound like the two girls didn’t see one another anymore.

      “They only live ten minutes away from each other,” Poppy pointed out. “Did they have sleepovers often?”

      “It was the best way to keep Miranda from horning in,” Mr. Gimble said tiredly. “I’m afraid my ex-wife still sees herself as ‘one of the girls.’ She’d rather be Alison’s sister than her mother. Anytime the girls hung out at her house, they’d have to deal with Miranda inviting herself. Alison went to Chloe’s to get away from her.”

      “She’s doing her best, Stu,” Mrs. Gimble said. “Miranda is going through a lot right now, and—”

      “Well, her best isn’t good enough, is it?” he said, the first hint of anger creeping into his voice. “Jesus, Sharon, you’ve seen what she’s been turning into. Alison used to be an altar girl for Christ’s sake, and now look at her. Black hair, black clothes, going to clubs every night. You can’t tell me she’s not taking drugs. And God knows what else.”

      “When did Alison quit being an altar girl?” Poppy asked.

      “Three months ago,” Mrs. Gimble explained. “I’m afraid she had a hard time with my marriage to her father. I think she expected someday her parents would get back together, and she didn’t like me crushing that dream. She’s been acting out for a while lately, but she wasn’t a bad kid, and I think she would have come around.”

      “Do you have any idea what she might have been doing at the cemetery?” Andy asked.

      “God only knows,” her father said, rubbing his temple. “I feel like I didn’t even know who she was these past few months. I mean, we had some trouble when she was a teenager, but it was just the usual growing pains—her wanting to be treated like an adult, me recognizing she was still a child and still needed hard boundaries. But lately, she was a completely different person. She was going to college, but then after the last semester ended, she decided she wanted to ‘take a break.’”

      “And did she?” I asked.

      “I told her absolutely not,” her father said firmly. “She’d already quit as an altar server, I thought she needed to take her commitments and responsibilities more seriously.” He frowned. “Which is when she decided to go live with her mother. Miranda had no problem letting her drop out of college. Not that she had a problem with anything Alison did.”

      “Did Alison have a room here?” Poppy asked.

      Mr. Gimble nodded. “I kept it as she left it, just in case she came to her senses and decided to come home.”

      “Could we see it?” Poppy asked.

      Mrs. Gimble led her husband toward the couch, at the same time nodding toward the other end of the house. “It’s up the stairs, to the right.”

      Poppy headed immediately for the stairs, and I started to follow her, Scath pacing along beside me.

      “Who are you calling?” Andy asked.

      I paused on the stairs and looked down to see Mr. Gimble holding a cell phone. The screen glowed as he scrolled through recent calls, looking for a number.

      “Her mother,” he said without looking up from the screen.

      “Sir, I think it would be best if you let us deliver the news.” Again, Andy kept his voice calm, but with that FBI agent edge that made it clear it wasn’t a suggestion.

      Mr. Gimble snorted and ended the call. “You better wait until after noon tomorrow. Miranda’s not answering, which means she already passed out. I think you’ll find my ex-wife lives in a bottle these days.”

      “That’s not fair,” Mrs. Gimble chastised him. “Miranda has been under a lot of stress. Her relationship with Alison is changing, and a lot of parents struggle with that.”

      I added her words to the slogan on her sweatshirt, and decided she was a counselor. Or psychiatrist. I took a gamble that logic would continue to hold out, and asked them the same question I’d posed to Chloe’s father. “Could I ask where the two of you were last night?”

      Mr. Gimble’s eyes widened, but before he could give voice to whatever angry comment I saw in his eyes, his wife put a hand on his shoulder. “They’re just doing their jobs.” She met my eyes. “We were here. We had dinner, we watched a movie, and we went to bed. I’m afraid we don’t have any witnesses except one another, but we had our curtains open, so I suppose it’s possible a neighbor saw us.”

      “Thank you,” I told her, offering a small smile.

      We left Mrs. Gimble to comfort her husband and headed upstairs to look around Alison’s old room.

      “You think we needed their alibis?” Poppy asked.

      “Not really,” I admitted. “I’m not getting an impression of deceit or violent tendencies from either of them. You?”

      “Nope.” Poppy opened the door that ostensibly led to Alison’s room. “They seem incredibly boring to me.”

      I smiled and shook my head as I entered the room. Alison’s room looked like any other twenty-something’s when they still lived with their parents. There was a twin-sized bed with a plain cream-colored comforter and a full length mirror leaning against the wall. There were pictures all over the place, some tucked into the mirror, some taped straight to the wall. A desk in the corner had a layer of dust on it, along with a stack of books. Old textbooks from college, from what I could tell.

      “She was studying religion.” Poppy pointed to one of the books. “I read that one. It’s a fantastic study on shamanism and the cultural appropriation in the neo-shamanistic movement.”

      “A religious concentration makes sense if she was still an altar girl at twenty-two,” I noted.

      “Anything in there that might suggest she was learning to summon demons?” Andy asked.

      Poppy flipped through the books, and looked through the desk drawers. “No. None of this would help her with that. You’re not going to find a textbook that tells you how to summon one of the elder demons. That sort of ritual and spell would be in a grimoire, and the Ministry is usually pretty good at tracking those down to keep humans from accidentally summoning someone—or something—they shouldn’t.”

      “Accidentally summoning?” Andy asked.

      “Well, I don’t mean someone accidentally summons a demon while trying to make chicken Marsala, but a lot of humans want to summon one creature and end up summoning another. Usually when they want to make a deal with a wish-granting demon, and they end up with something completely different.” The demonologist snorted. “The stories I could tell you…”

      “If Alison started living with her mother after she quit being an altar server, then my guess is anything really relevant is going to be in her room there,” I said. “But if Mr. Gimble is right, then we’ll have to wait until tomorrow to do that.”

      “Her mom is drunk, not dead,” Poppy pointed out. “There’s no reason we can’t go now.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not going to wake her from a drunken stupor to let her know her daughter is dead. It’s going to be hard enough as it is. If she is in the state her ex-husband suspects, then we’d probably end up telling her again tomorrow anyway.”

      “You’re right,” Andy agreed. “We might as well head back to the cemetery.”

      “Actually,” I said carefully, “I think we should all go home and get some sleep. Vincent and Kylie need time to process the evidence they found, and that’s where our leads are going to come from.”

      “I’m not tired,” Andy said calmly. “There’s more we can do tonight.”

      I hesitated. He was going to make me come right out and say it.

      Poppy beat me to it.

      “You’re corrupted,” she said simply. “You’re demon bait. There’s nothing a demon loves more than sullying something that used to be a pillar of goodness and justice. You need to get some sleep, and you need to make sure you’re not skipping any meals. You’re going to need all the strength you can get.” She tilted her head. “Also, if you give me tonight, I might be able to work up something to help give you a little extra protection.”

      Andy stared at her. He wanted to argue with us. I could see it in his eyes, in the way he kept flexing his fingers. I listened, straining to hear the tick-tock of his watch getting louder.

      But it didn’t.

      He nodded stiffly. “Fine. But we get an early start tomorrow.”
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      “So this is where Kylie works?”

      I jumped in my seat as Poppy suddenly appeared right outside the passenger seat window of Andy’s SUV. Her voice carried through the glass with surprising volume, and the black eyeliner she’d been so generous with made her violet contacts pop as if her eyes glowed.

      The piercing October morning sunlight punished me for looking in its direction, and I squinted as I opened my door. “Yes, it is, so we need to be professional. Dr. Dannon is human, so we go in, we listen to his results, we ask carefully phrased questions if appropriate, and we get out. We’ll talk to Kylie and Vincent afterward to get the details that aren’t appropriate for human ears.”

      “So we are going to talk to Kylie,” Poppy clarified.

      She brushed a hand over her shockingly pedestrian garb, the black suit jacket that stopped at her waist, and pencil skirt that flirted with her knees. The ruffles at the neck of her blood-red blouse were the only nod to her true idea of fashion that I could see—beyond the purple contacts and vibrant pink hair—but I guessed there was more that I couldn’t see. Garters almost certainly. Poppy had very firm ideas about style, and I was beyond impressed she’d been willing to sacrifice as much as she had.

      “Yes, we’re going to talk to Kylie,” I said, defeated.

      Andy closed his door and came around the vehicle, looking dignified despite the pixie in her angel costume sitting on his shoulder. I’d tried to talk Peasblossom out of her little cosplay. But she’d only been even more adamant about her duty to Andy after Poppy’s little speech at Mr. Gimble’s house last night. I wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that Andy truly didn’t seem to mind.

      Poppy brightened when she saw Andy, reaching one hand into her pocket as she approached him. “I have something for you.”

      Andy raised an eyebrow as she pulled something out of her pocket and offered it to him on her open palm. “A rock?”

      “Black tourmaline crystal,” Poppy corrected him. “I cleansed it last night, and carved a few of my own sigils into it. Take it.”

      Andy took the stone as if he half-expected it to be too hot to handle. “What do I do with it?”

      “Keep it in your pocket. See how it has that little smooth indentation there? That’s a natural touch stone. Whenever you have a moment of peace, or if you feel triumphant, or confident, or anything positive like that, you reach into your pocket and rub your thumb over the stone. The black tourmaline will absorb that positive energy and hold onto it.”

      “And what does that do?” he asked.

      Poppy closed his fingers around the stone and guided it to his pocket. “It holds onto that energy for you until you need it. If you feel despair, or doubt, or maybe your self-control is slipping—anything like that, you reach into your pocket, and close your fist around the stone. It’ll give you a little extra oomph.”

      “Oomph?” Peasblossom demanded. “He doesn’t need oomph! He needs protection.”

      Poppy shot an annoyed look at Andy’s self-proclaimed shoulder angel. “He’s corrupted. Anything I give him that would make a demonic attack less effective will also make him less effective. We don’t want him weak, we want him strong. Stronger than whatever demon is attracted to him.”

      “So if he does lose control, he’ll be even harder to stop?” Peasblossom pointed out.

      I followed the conversation like a virtual tennis match. I understood Peasblossom’s concern, but this was Poppy’s field of expertise, not mine.

      “It doesn’t make him magically or physically stronger,” Poppy said, keeping her voice calm. “It makes him mentally stronger.”

      I straightened suddenly. “You mean like the orb Evelyn gave me. The one that brings mental clarity.”

      Poppy shrugged. “Sure, sounds right. Only this doesn’t just give you mental clarity—you have to charge it. And it doesn’t offer an instant and overwhelming effect, it just helps.” She paused, then added, “But the thing that makes this better than a more powerful spell is that it’s charged by him. That personal attunement makes it more effective, and it can be recharged and reused.”

      Andy slipped the stone into his pocket. “Thank you.”

      She beamed. “My pleasure. Now let’s go talk to that gorgeous ghoul.”

      Peasblossom muttered something about hormones under her breath, but settled down on Andy’s shoulder before letting her invisibility hide her from sight.

      The Cuyahoga County coroner’s office was one of the most advanced in the world. It was on the top floor of a multi-story building, with large windows to lend plenty of natural light. There wasn’t a lot that could be done to cheer up a room with a murdered girl’s corpse inside it, but it beat going down into a dank basement room with poor air circulation.

      Dr. Dannon was waiting for us inside, standing beside a gurney that held a body—Alison’s body—draped in a white sheet. He was a tall black man, and every movement he made looked deliberate and purposeful. When he looked directly at you, he gave you the conviction that you had his absolute attention, and if he wasn’t looking directly at someone, or at a piece of evidence, his eyes took on the glazed, faraway look of someone whose brain is always mulling over one puzzle or another. He was also one of the most unflappable men I’d ever met, and he didn’t so much as blink an eye at Poppy and her neon pink hair and purple eyes. “Agent Bradford, Ms. Renard.”

      “Dr. Dannon.” Andy gestured at Poppy. “This is Ms. Caulfield. She joined our task force from the coroner’s office in New York.”

      “Task force?” Dr. Dannon repeated.

      “Human trafficking,” Andy lied. “There’s been a rash of disappearances of young women with religious affiliations. We suspect a Satanic aspect, and we’ve gathered a few people familiar with the cases we believe are connected.”

      “Well, that might explain a few things,” Dr. Dannon said grimly. “I found evidence of ecstasy in her system. And Kylie found these on the body.” He lifted a small evidence baggie. I squinted at the reddish-pink pills inside. They looked like candy. Smarties, maybe. And each one was engraved with a small pitchfork.

      Cute.

      “Looks like she was planning to party,” Poppy observed.

      “She’d already started,” Dr. Dannon responded. “Not only did we find ecstasy in her system, I can tell you she had sex a short time before she died. No condom, so we have DNA, if you can get me a suspect to match it.”

      “That could mean that the murder wasn’t planned,” Andy said slowly. “If the killer planned to murder her, you’d think he’d be smart enough to wear a condom to avoid leaving DNA.”

      “Or the murderer and her sexual partner aren’t the same person,” the coroner said, holding up a finger in warning. “It’s too early to speculate at this point. All I can tell you is she had consensual sex no more than an hour before death. And we already ran the DNA through the system. No hits.”

      Dr. Dannon moved to the right a step, pulling the sheet down to reveal Alison’s pale chest. “I’m afraid things only get less clear from here. When I cut her open, I found her heart had ruptured. It looked like a massive heart attack, but based on her medical history, I don’t see how she could have been at risk for something like that.”

      “What about her drug use?” I asked. “Could that have affected her heart?”

      “Unlikely. Some research suggests ecstasy can damage parts of the brain and, as with other mind-altering drugs, there’s some evidence regular use can lead to depression. But I haven’t seen any studies linking ecstasy to heart trouble. At most, Alison might have had trouble eating or sleeping, and she could have had an increased risk for colds, flu, and infections.”

      “What could cause a young, healthy person’s heart to rupture?” Andy asked.

      “Excessive alcohol use, smoking, high blood pressure, high cholesterol levels, lack of physical activity, diabetes, poor diet.” Dr. Dannon frowned. “Heart attacks among Americans under forty have risen two percent every year for the past ten years, but almost every case has some precipitating factor. And I saw none of them in Alison.” He held up a finger. “And that’s not all. There’s something off about her blood.”

      He turned to the file lying open on the table beside the gurney. “It almost looks like some sort of wasting disease that you’d see with an extremely low energy intake associated with starvation, or possibly an infection that causes rapid nutrient loss. I’ve seen this with tuberculosis, chronic diarrhea, AIDS, and superior mesenteric artery syndrome. I tested for all of that and found nothing. Add to that, the decomposition of her insides not only doesn’t match the conditions of the ground around her—it doesn’t match the level of decomp on the outside of her body. It’s as if she were rotting from the inside out.”

      I thought of what Kylie had said, about the body being consumed.

      This was not looking good.

      “It’s possible that the body was moved after death,” Dr. Dannon continued. “Stored one place, then buried later. But that wouldn’t explain why the insides don’t match the decomp rate of her outsides. I’ll have to run more tests. I can tell you she died at least a week ago.”

      Poppy was careful to make sure he wasn’t looking before shaking her head. She was sticking with time of death Friday night.

      Dr. Dannon handed Andy the file. “That’s all I have for you so far. I’ll call you if I find anything else.”

      “Thanks, I appreciate it,” Andy said, accepting the file.

      Poppy held her tongue until the doors slid closed behind us. “Alison did not die a week ago. She died two nights ago.”

      “I believe you,” I said grimly. “Dr. Dannon doesn’t know about magic consumption, there’s no way for him to be accurate with time of death when we can’t tell him about the circumstances. The real circumstances.”

      “Kylie will know.” Poppy perked up, as if she’d only just remembered where we were heading next. “We’re going to see her now, yeah?”

      “Oh, for pity’s sake, yes,” Peasblossom said, clapping her hands on her cheeks. “I’m surrounded by raging hormones! Next thing you know, Liam will leap out of the closet and drag my witch—”

      “Kylie’s office is just down here,” I said, louder than necessary.

      Peasblossom scowled at me, and Poppy smirked.

      Blood and bone, I’m too old for this.

      Scath padded along beside me, still wearing her service dog glamour. The blue vest marked the spot where she wore a bag slung over her body. The bag was Majesty’s domain, the place the chaos kitten curled up to sleep when he came out on a case with me. Not that I wanted him here, but I wasn’t given a choice. Either I let him ride along with Scath or he showed up on his own. Unannounced.

      At least I’d remembered to set him off before we left. Though what I was going to do with an ethereal light bulb, I had no idea…

      I was still thinking of the light bulb when I entered Kylie’s office, with Scath right beside me. Poppy, of course, had walked ahead, her eagerness propelling her into the room as if someone had shoved her. And it was because of our respective positions that I had any warning at all that something was wrong.

      The skull on Poppy’s backpack—Jenkins’ skull—was moving.

      “Um, everything okay, Kylie?” I asked.

      Poppy ignored me, sidling up to Kylie’s desk and half-sitting on the edge. The half-ghoul looked up from her seated position with the wary expression of someone faced with an over-caffeinated coworker.

      “Hi, Kylie,” Poppy said brightly. “Did you hear Dr. Dannon tried to say Alison died a whole week ago? Crazy, right?”

      “You were right, she died Friday night,” Kylie said, her gaze flicking to me.

      The dog skull was definitely twitching. And it could have been my imagination, but I thought I heard bones rattling somewhere in her backpack. “Poppy?”

      “What?” Poppy demanded, turning to me with an exasperated look.

      “Are your dog’s bones supposed to be moving like that?” Andy asked, pointing to the skull.

      She craned her neck to look over her shoulder at her backpack. “He’s not moving. They’re just bones, Agent Bradford. Unless I wake him up, they’re just bones. Jenkins is dead.” She winked at Kylie. “Now he died a long time ago.”

      I closed the door to Kylie’s office, my eyes on the skull as I spoke to Scath. “Is Majesty awake?”

      Scath dropped her service dog glamour, revealing the brown pouch slung across her back. Sure enough, there was a kitten poking his white-fuzzy face out of the bag, blue eyes dramatic against the white that gave way to black-striped grey fur.

      He was staring at the skull.

      Poppy started to say something—probably an exclamation of delight at the sight of yet another kitty—then stopped as the sound of rattling bones finally caught her attention. She removed her pack and set it on the floor, staring at the skull with wide eyes before glancing at Majesty.

      “That kitten is a necromancer?” she squeaked.

      “He’s never done this before,” I said weakly.

      The skull moved again. There was no flesh or fur yet, but something was happening. And I was one hundred percent sure now that the rest of his bones were rattling in the backpack.

      “What exactly does he do?” Poppy asked.

      “A little bit of conjuring here, a little bit of transmuting there, and other…effects.” I looked at the necromancer. “What about Jenkins?”

      “He’s a corpse-sniffing dog, a focus for my power…and a psychopomp.”

      I stared at her, my mind clicking as I tried to remember what a psychopomp was. She’d said that before, hadn’t she? What had she said? “He escorts spirits to the land of the dead?”

      “Escorts, drags…” Poppy waved a hand. “He can do with ghosts what I can do with zombies.” Suddenly she smiled, a gleam in her eyes visible even through the violet contacts. “My thesis for my final project when I got my degree in demonology was to hypothesize that with the right ritual, Jenkins’ psychopomp abilities could be amplified. I haven’t had the chance to try it out yet, but this is the first Halloween since my paper, so who knows?”

      Majesty meowed.

      I tensed, waiting for something horrible to happen. Jenkins’ skull twitched again.

      I cleared my throat. “Scath, could you take him outside, please?”

      Scath was watching the kitten too, but she seemed more interested than concerned. I hoped she’d take human form, tell me what was going on in her massive, black-furred head. But she didn’t. She did, however, take my suggestion to move Majesty outdoors. She headed for a door on the opposite side of the room. I walked ahead of her and opened it, revealing a small room with no windows. Scath went inside and I closed the door behind her.

      “That’s not a door to the outside, Shade, that’s a closet,” Poppy said slowly.

      “Scath can shadow-walk. She’ll get him outside easier that way than if she had to go out the front without us.”

      “You said she’s a shifter, can’t she just take human form and carry him out? Would she be naked, is that the problem?”

      “It’s more complicated than that, it’s a long story.”

      We all waited for a second, watching the dog skull. It had gone still again.

      I looked back at Kylie, eager to move on to something less…strange. “Did you find anything?”

      “Not much beyond what Dr. Dannon would have told you. Alison had Molly in her system and she had sex before she died. We found more pills on her, and I tested that, but there’s nothing non-human about it, no magic, no demonic influence. I ran the prints on the bag and the DNA through the Vanguard’s system, but I didn’t get a match.”

      “Molly is ecstasy,” Poppy told me.

      “So it looks like our murder suspect is a human,” I said.

      “The DNA is definitely human, but you know there are things that wouldn’t show up in a DNA test. If someone were possessed, for instance. Or if they were corrupted. But yes, I think you’re looking for a human with demonic ties.” She paused. “Also, I looked into the other zombie you mentioned—Eileen? There’s nothing there. She died of cancer. Vincent went to see her family earlier this morning, and he says they’re all human. No traces of magic, no sense of foul play.”

      The door opened and Vincent appeared, as if summoned by his name. The harried looking wizard gave Poppy’s backpack—still on the floor with the limply dangling skull—an odd look, then approached Andy and handed him a file.

      “I analyzed the bone dust in the church. They belong to one Sully Moulson. Not a nice man. Executed by the state after he murdered a family of six when they came home too early and caught him stealing.”

      “The bones of a murderer.” Poppy nodded. “That could have been part of the desecration ritual.”

      “It was more than that,” Vincent said grimly. “Shade was right, that crumb you found was part of a holy wafer. It was blessed by a priest, so according to Catholic lore, that little crumb was the literal flesh of Christ.”

      “Combined with the desecration, that means someone held a Black Mass.” Poppy picked up her bag. “A Black Mass is usually held by someone who wants to bring destruction to one of their enemies, but it could have all kinds of purposes. But whatever the reason, whoever held the mass brought an elder demon out of their plane to this one to get what they needed.”

      “They raised a demon?” Andy asked.

      Poppy nodded. “Demons come from a different plane of existence. Hell, you’d call it, but there’s more than one. So far, you have a holy place desecrated, a formal Black Mass, and a human sacrifice. That all says elder demon to me. And no one summons an elder demon to ask for money or sex. The elders are for people who want power. People who want to rule the world. Or at least their corner of it. And that means they summon the demon to stay.”

      “Is there any way to tell if the ritual succeeded?” Andy asked. “Or what they wanted?”

      “Not exactly, but yes.”

      “How helpful,” Peasblossom muttered. My familiar had supplied much useful lore on our last demon case, and I guessed feeling left out might be making her cranky.

      Poppy didn’t spare her a glance. “Look, old demons aren’t subtle. If they manage to get to this plane, they don’t hang around waiting for the Ministry to dispatch someone to send them back home. If that ritual had been successful, it wouldn’t be just the graveyard that was blighted, there’d be a trail. And what’s more, the ancient one would either need a body strong enough to hold it, or enough energy to make its own.”

      “Could that be what happened to Alison?” Andy asked. “The demon tried to possess her and it killed her?”

      “It’s possible, but unlikely. No one with enough knowledge to perform a ritual like that would be stupid enough to think a human party girl was strong enough to host a demon of that level. She’d have had to be blessed, or corrupted.”

      “Blessed?” Andy echoed. “Wouldn’t that make her harder to possess?”

      “Possibly.” Poppy waved a hand. “Old demons are different. When you’re talking minor demons, they prey on the weak, the people who are already headed down a bad road. Minor demons can just hitch a ride on such victims, encourage them to go farther and discourage them from turning back. They aren’t that strong, and they usually work for someone tougher.”

      She shook her head. “The powerful elder demons aren’t like that. They don’t want easy. They want power. They want glory. An ancient demon is never killed, they’re only sent back, and when they get sent back, they want a good story of conquest to tell. That’s what gives them status on their plane.”

      “I remember Lorelei saying that,” Andy said slowly. “She was looking forward to going back to Hell because she’d possessed a paladin.”

      “Right. Old demons want a challenge. And the best challenge for them is someone holy. Specifically, they want someone holy with a weakness. A tiny weakness that can be their way in.” She snorted. “Most often, that weakness is pride. Lotta holy people get tripped up by pride.”

      “So you think the killer lured Alison to the church, offered her up as a sacrifice to bait an elder demon, and…what?” I asked.

      “There are two possibilities I can see at this point. First, the killer lures Alison there to slit her throat, using the murder to open a gateway to the demonic realm for the demon to come through. He collects her blood to offer the demon when they arrive, a way for the demon to get a temporary burst of strength to stay on this plane long enough to energize themselves.”

      “Energize how?” Andy asked.

      “It takes a lot of energy for a demon to come to this plane, and they need to replenish their strength before they can use any real power here,” Poppy explained. “That means different things for different demons.” She pushed up the sleeve of her jacket and fingered a silver chain hanging from her wrist. “But none of them are good.”

      “What’s the second possibility?” Andy asked.

      “The killer might have used the bone dust, the Black Mass, and sex on the altar with Alison to open the portal. That would take a lot more magic on the part of the killer, but it can be done. Then, they could have used Alison as bait to lure the demon over, if something about her specifically appealed to him.”

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “It could have been a sin she was prone to, a glyph painted on her body, or even certain oils or something she imbibed that the demon fancies. Sort of like trying to lure someone to attend an event either by offering a buffet of foods they love, or promising that there’ll be other guests there who have something in common with them. In that case, the elder demon shows up and possesses Alison temporarily. Before they completely destroy her body, the killer slits her throat and catches the blood, then drinks it to sort of take the demon’s essence into themselves. That would make them a temporary vessel. And by sort of filtering the demon through Alison first, letting it take sustenance from her, it increases their chances of surviving being the vessel because the demon isn’t so weak that it drains them completely just trying to stay on this plane.”

      “Fascinating,” Vincent murmured.

      “So we’re looking for someone who’s either really wicked or really pious. Someone who wants power, or wants to serve.” Peasblossom scowled. “How very helpful.”

      “We’re looking for someone Alison trusted,” Andy said, half to himself. “A friend, a coworker. Maybe even a family member.”

      “I might be able to help with that.” Poppy shot Peasblossom a smug look. “Jenkins found Alison’s phone.”

      “Her phone?” Andy stepped forward. “And you’re just mentioning this now?”

      “Chill, Bradford, let me explain.” Poppy unzipped her backpack.

      “I don’t suppose you have that in an evidence bag,” Andy said tiredly.

      “It must have fallen out of her purse when you pulled it out from under the seat,” Poppy explained. “I used Alison’s finger to unlock it, and then I took the password off entirely so we could access it whenever we wanted without a hassle.” She looked at me. “You’re welcome.”

      “I’m not technologically challenged,” I said stiffly. “I’m more than capable of entering a password.”

      “A password of random digits, letters, and symbols?”

      I pressed my lips together and turned a glare on Vincent. “You didn’t mention she came back to the body to unlock the phone.”

      Vincent held his hands up. “She’s part of the investigative team, I thought you knew she had it.”

      “If you’re all done nitpicking my methods,” Poppy said loudly, “I think you’ll find this interesting. I think I know where Alison was going that night. Or at least, where she’s been spending a lot of her time.”

      She held up the phone, screen out. She’d opened Alison’s social media, and the screen was full of pictures. Most of them looked like they’d been taken in a club. There were flashing lights, tables full of booze and beer bottles, a dance floor.

      There were also cages hanging from the ceiling with winged creatures in them, some angels some devils.

      “Are those costumes, or…”

      “The angels are definitely costumes,” I said.

      Helpfully Peasblossom added, “Real angels don’t stand in cages shaking their half-naked bodies for a crowd of humans.”

      Andy stared at me. “You’ve met a real angel?”

      I nodded. “A couple of times. One here, not long ago. Also, the prince of the kingdom of Meropis was an angel.”

      Peasblossom’s eyes widened as she thought of the angel in question. “He’s huge.”

      I scrolled through the pictures. “Chloe is in a lot of these pictures. And it seems that until recently, she and Alison had the same sense of style.” I looked up at Poppy. “I think I know why there was a time gap in the family photos.”

      “Didn’t her father say Chloe recently returned to being an altar girl?” Poppy asked.

      “Chloe who’s been having trouble sleeping,” Andy said.

      “And who’s been going to that club, which might be where the ecstasy with the pitchfork logo came from,” I said, gesturing at the phone as Poppy turned it off and slipped it back into her bag.

      “You caught it too, then?” Poppy asked.

      I nodded.

      “What?” Andy demanded.

      Peasblossom winced. “Angels don’t shake their half-naked bodies for crowds of humans…but demons do.”

      “So you’re saying…”

      Poppy nodded. “At least one of the demons in those pictures was real.”
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      “Chloe’s parents said she can’t talk right now because she’s at church,” I said, ending the call as we left the building and re-entered the daylight to walk to Andy’s SUV. “They said she’s an altar server today.”

      Poppy threw a leg over her bike. “If she’s an altar girl, she could have gotten one of the hosts. Technically, she wouldn’t have permission to get into the tabernacle, but she could certainly get close enough to steal it when the priest wasn’t looking.”

      Her skirt hiked up far enough to tell me I was right about the garters before Poppy tugged it back into place. The black material was stretchier than it looked—the only thing that would save her from getting pulled over for indecency.

      “Tabernacle?” Andy asked, pausing with his hand on the driver’s side door handle.

      “It’s the box at the church where the priest keeps the host once it’s been blessed,” Poppy explained, putting her helmet on. “I mean, after the ‘bread’ has literally become the body of Christ.”

      “Literally,” Andy repeated.

      “Only if you’re Catholic,” I said absently, looking around for Scath. “For other Christian sects, it’s symbolic.”

      Scath appeared from behind a large red pickup truck, black fur drinking in the sunlight like black velvet. Majesty bounced along beside—and underneath—her, weaving between her feet without a thought to the very likely possibility that he’d be trod on.

      I opened the door to the backseat for the felines. “The mass won’t be over for another half hour. Let’s go talk to Alison’s mother. I don’t want to put off informing her any longer than we have to.” Well, I did, actually, but only because I wasn’t looking forward to telling another person their child was dead. But I wouldn’t put it off, because the longer we delayed, the higher the risk Mrs. Gimble might hear it from someone else.

      Andy checked his watch. “It’s after noon, so even if Mr. Gimble was right, she should be up.”

      “I’ll follow you.” Poppy smiled hugely as she watched Scath lean down and pick Majesty up in her mouth, lifting him into the backseat before climbing in herself.

      Scath gave her a sideways glance as she settled in the backseat, deliberately taking up the entire cushion as if daring the necromancer to try to sit beside her. It didn’t faze Poppy in the slightest, and her smile remained as she shoved her helmet over her head and flipped down the tinted visor.

      Mrs. Gimble lived less than twenty minutes from her ex-husband, but it was far enough to put her in a different neighborhood. Whereas Mr. Gimble’s neighborhood was well into seeing new houses and far-spread home improvements, the former Mrs. Gimble’s block had more windows covered in plastic, more broken sidewalks, and a general foreboding that made women walk with their keys poking out from between their fingers.

      I started to open my door, then closed it just in time to avoid a collision with Poppy as her motorcycle roared past us. No driveways meant parking on the street, and I made a mental note to look both ways before I opened my door again.

      “You’re going to kill someone one of these days,” I said, waiting for my heart to stop racing before getting out of the vehicle.

      Poppy winked at me as she sauntered over to meet us. “Maybe, but I’d bring ‘em right back.”

      “That’s not funny,” I muttered.

      Andy got out, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he actually paused to wait for Peasblossom to retake her spot on his shoulder. One tiny pink hand clamped down her hopelessly mangled halo and the other held up her white robe so she didn’t trip on it.

      Again.

      Peasblossom noticed me watching, and stood straighter so she could look down her nose at me—something she could do now that she had the higher ground. Physically, anyway.

      We walked over the crabgrass-thick yard and climbed the crooked steps to get to the front door. We rang the doorbell, but no one answered. There were no sounds of movement from inside, no hint someone was coming to answer the door. We waited a few minutes, and Poppy took the opportunity to tug her skirt down again, smoothing it out in the front and back.

      When there was still no answer, Andy peeked through the window to the side of the door. “I don’t hear footsteps.”

      I looked down at Scath, standing silently beside me in her service dog glamour, Majesty tucked safely in the bag hidden beneath the magic. “Is she in there?”

      Scath snorted, seemed to realize that wasn’t clear, then nodded, the gesture somewhat awkward in her feline form.

      Andy rang the bell again.

      When there was still no answer thirty seconds later, it was Peasblossom’s turn to ring the bell.

      No one could press a doorbell faster, or with more enthusiasm than a pixie.

      The door swung open on the seventh chime, and if Peasblossom hadn’t had the sense to make herself invisible before losing herself in button-pushing euphoria, Miranda Gimble would have caught her red-handed.

      Or maybe not. If the way Miranda was squinting at me was any indication, I doubted she’d have seen Peasblossom even without the invisibility. Even if she’d been holding a giant magnifying glass.

      “What the hell do you want?” Her voice sounded thick, as if her tongue were too big for her mouth. She licked her lips. “Who are you?”

      “Are you the mother of Alison Gimble?” Andy said.

      “I’m Mrs. Gimble, yes. Who’s asking?”

      “I’m Agent Bradford with the FBI, and this is Ms. Renard, and Ms. Caulfield. We need to speak to you, and it’s urgent. Could we come in?”

      “Of course.” Miranda pushed away from the door. “Have a seat, I’ll be right with you.”

      I watched her make her way toward the kitchen where she stopped to grope in a cabinet for a glass before getting herself some water. I sighed. Getting the news in the middle of a hangover wouldn’t make it any easier on her. Leaving Miranda to re-hydrate, I followed Andy and Poppy into the next room and took a seat on the couch.

      Miranda returned with the half-empty glass of water clutched in her hand. She had dark circles under her eyes, and her T-shirt was still slightly askew, but when she 	“Mrs. Gimble, please sit down.”

      She narrowed blue eyes at Andy, but did as he asked. “What is this about?”

      “Mrs. Gimble, when was the last time you saw your daughter, Alison?” Andy asked.

      “Friday, around six o’ clock. I dropped her off at her friend Chloe’s.” She waved a hand. “Alison wanted me to stay for a while, hang out with the girls, but I had things to do, so I dropped her off and came back here. Why?”

      “Alison doesn’t have a car?” Andy asked.

      Miranda stared back and forth between us, frowning. “She does, but her alternator is bad, we’re getting it fixed Monday. She was staying with Chloe for the weekend and I didn’t want to be without a car for that long, so I dropped her off. What is all this about?”

      Andy leaned forward. “Mrs. Gimble, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but your daughter’s body was found late last night at Northern Star Cemetery.” He gentled his voice as he met Miranda’s eyes. “She’s dead.”

      Blood drained from her face. Before I could open my mouth to offer my condolences, she lurched to her feet. Andy stood too, ready to catch her if she passed out, but she jerked away from him and circled the back of the couch to head for the kitchen. I heard the telltale clink of a bottle striking glass and winced.

      When she came back, she had the same glass in her hand as before, but this time I was willing to bet the clear liquid was vodka, not water. Scath sniffed the air, then snorted.

      “What the hell are you trying to pull?” Miranda asked finally. “Alison isn’t fucking dead. She can’t be dead. She’s coming home today, home by six she said. She can’t be…” She shook her head, then drained the glass before heading back for the kitchen.

      “This is going great,” Poppy muttered. “Can’t you make with the magic?”

      “It’s going to be a lot harder to do anything subtle when she’s already started drinking,” I answered, keeping my voice low. “Drunk people don’t focus well enough for subtle magic to work on them.”

      When Miranda came back into the room, she was holding the refilled glass in one hand and the vodka bottle in the other. I wasn’t sure if that’s what she’d intended, or if she’d just forgotten to put the bottle down. “What happened?” she asked, her voice strained.

      “It looks like she was attacked,” Andy said gently.

      “Attacked how? You mean assaulted? Was she…” She swallowed hard.

      “It looks like she had sex before she died,” I said softly. “But the coroner thinks it was consensual. Did Alison have a boyfriend?”

      “No. No, and if she did, she’d have told me. We were like sisters.”

      “What about Chloe?” Poppy asked. “Did Chloe have a boyfriend? Or a brother? Anyone around Alison’s age that she might have seen Friday when you dropped her off?”

      Miranda shook her head. “No. No, Chloe’s an only child.” She lifted her glass, used it to gesture. “And she was always jealous of my Alison. Alison was the star, the one that everyone wanted to be around. She…she sparkled. Chloe was always second best when Alison was around and she hated that.”

      The front door opened, and Mr. Gimble entered the house without waiting for an invitation or permission. Miranda stood straighter when she saw him, then leaned forward, tears filling her eyes, as if she’d go to him and cry on his shoulder. But then she caught sight of the second Mrs. Gimble right behind him.

      I had a split second to see her pull her arm back—realize what she was about to do.

      Andy was faster. When Miranda hurled the glass of vodka toward the couple entering the house, he smacked it out of the air before it could strike Sharon square in the face. It landed on the floor and shattered, throwing glass out in a wide arc.

      “Jesus, Miranda, what the hell?” Mr. Gimble sputtered.

      “How dare you bring her here!” Miranda snarled. “How could you bring her here?”

      “I’m here because our daughter is dead!” he shouted back. “I’m here because I’m a decent human being and I thought you shouldn’t hear the news alone.”

      “And you brought her with you?”

      “She’s a therapist, she can help.”

      “I don’t want her help! You’ve had enough of her help for both of us.”

      “Stu, Miranda, why don’t we all take a breath and sit down,” Sharon suggested. “Let’s all just take a seat. This is about Alison, right? We want to help these nice, hardworking investigators find out what happened to her.”

      “Get out of my house,” Miranda spat.

      Mr. Gimble opened his mouth, the glare on his face suggesting he had something to say about that, but Sharon put a hand on his arm. “It’s fine, Stu. She’s right, I shouldn’t have come. I’m going to wait outside, okay? I’ll be by the car if you need me.”

      Sharon looked at me when she said the last part and gave a small tilt of her head. She wanted me to follow her.

      “I left something in the car,” I said, turning my back to the Gimbles so I could meet Andy’s eyes, then flicked my gaze toward Sharon. “I’ll just be a minute.”

      Andy caught the hint, and nodded for me to go ahead.

      The screaming match continued after I shut the door behind me, but I trusted Andy and Poppy to handle it. I didn’t think Scath’s intervention would be necessary—which was good, since the “service dog” decided to follow me to my rendezvous with Sharon.

      The new Mrs. Gimble was waiting beside a blue four door sedan, and as I made my way over to her, my curiosity rose.

      “I’m sorry,” Sharon said with a rueful smile. “That couldn’t have been pleasant for you to witness.”

      “I would imagine that sort of friction isn’t pleasant for anyone.” I paused, then added, “Especially Alison.”

      Sharon brushed a lock of her brown hair behind her ear, her gold hoop earrings catching the sunlight. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I wasn’t Alison’s therapist, but even I could see she was struggling. And if you don’t mind a little guesswork from someone who’s seen this before…?”

      “I’m happy to listen to whatever impressions and insight you may have gotten,” I said honestly.

      Sharon nodded. “I met Stu at my office after he’d started bringing Alison in to see a colleague of mine. At the time, he and Miranda were legally separated, and had been for several months. Alison was an altar girl at their church, and she had…strong feelings on the idea of her parents breaking their vows. Considering divorce.”

      “And she shared those feelings,” I guessed.

      “Often, and without holding back.” Sharon sighed. “Stu admits he didn’t take it as well as he should have. But to be fair, the separation wasn’t easy on him either, and having a daughter lecture him on his responsibility to God, and how divorce is a sin, was a little hard for him to take. He responded by getting more and more strict with her in other ways. Alison was an adult, but she still lived with him and he still paid her cell phone and car insurance bills, so he had the authority to flex. And the more she tried to enforce God’s will on him, the more he enforced his rules on her. It was quite the power struggle.”

      “I assume that didn’t go well?”

      “Power struggles rarely do. Alison started lashing out emotionally, her grades started falling. That’s when he got her into therapy.” She winced. “Unfortunately, it did not help matters when the divorce was finalized, and Stu and I started dating. Alison lashed out at me then, calling me an adulteress, quoting the Bible as often as possible and in the most hurtful way possible… When we got married, it was the final straw. She moved in with Miranda.”

      I looked back toward the house. “She’s hurting too. Miranda, I mean.”

      There was real sympathy on Sharon’s face when she followed my gaze. “I would have loved to see her get into therapy herself. The divorce was harder on her than Stu because she didn’t want it. She thought they could work things out, and she wouldn’t admit that she and Stu wanted different lives completely. And when Alison rebelled against the divorce, Miranda saw that as a way to get back at Stu. Possibly get back with Stu. She jumped in with the same arguments Alison made, pointing out that divorce was against God’s laws, and since God didn’t recognize the divorce, they were still married in his eyes.”

      Sharon shifted uncomfortably. “It was never my intention to break up a family. Stu and I were just friends until the divorce was final. But unfortunately, I think Alison always held out hope the divorce wouldn’t really happen, and when it did, I think she felt betrayed.”

      “By her parents?”

      “By God,” Sharon said simply. “Alison had dedicated her life to her faith, and I think when she prayed for her family, and those prayers went unanswered, she felt God had turned his back on her.”

      She took a deep breath. “It started with little things. Just small changes to get her parents’ attention. More makeup. Darker clothes. Less modest clothes. Drugs. It was as if she wanted to rub it in their faces. They’d broken their promises, sinned against God. And if they were going to defy the church’s teachings, so was she.”

      “That must have been very hard on everyone,” I said gently. “It sounds like Alison was in a lot of pain.”

      “She was,” Sharon agreed. “And I did try to get her to talk to me. Or to go back to therapy. But she was so headstrong. So hurt and so determined to make everyone else suffer as much as she was suffering. I believe she would have come out of it eventually. Faith as strong as hers is hard to break.”

      My stomach sank. Hard to break, yes. Not as hard to transition. If there was one thing demons excelled at, it was taking advantage of those who felt abandoned by God in their time of need. Alison’s pain would have been a bright and shiny beacon no demon could resist.

      “The Alison you’re going to hear about,” Sharon said finally. “The drug-consuming seductress in black leather? Please don’t make the mistake of believing that’s all Alison was. That was Alison in pain. Exaggerating to make a point. Trauma can invert our best qualities, turn them into weapons we use against those we love. Alison would have come back to her true self. She just needed more time.”

      “I think you’re right,” I said, without meaning to. “I think that’s the best part of her faith. It’s never too late. There’s nothing anyone can do that’s so horrible they won’t be welcomed back. Forgiveness is there for anyone who sincerely repents and wants it.”

      Sharon smiled. “Yes. Exactly. And eventually Alison would have remembered that.”

      My temper flared, a sudden determination filling me as I looked back at the house. Alison had been dedicated to her faith—whatever she’d been going through these past few months. Her faith promised forgiveness, promised healing. Whoever killed Alison had robbed her of that. Taken away her chance to reconcile with her God.

      Someone had to answer for that.

      Someone would answer for that.

      “Thank you for talking to me, Sharon. I should get back inside.”

      Sharon leaned against the car. “Find the person that did this. Alison should have gotten her chance to say she was sorry.” Her expression grew pained. “I know Stu regrets not taking that chance himself.”

      I was still mulling over her words when I entered the house again. It was surprisingly quiet, and when I entered the living room, I saw Alison’s parents seated on opposite ends with Andy planted squarely between them.

      “Poppy’s upstairs,” he said. “First door on the right.”

      His tone suggested this newfound peace had not been easily won—but could be easily lost. I held my tongue and headed for the stairs, leaving Andy to resume questioning the divorcees.

      On the way to Alison’s room, I reflected on the change Sharon had mentioned.  If Alison’s transition from child of God to demon-seeking rebel had been as complete and severe as it seemed, then there had to be a catalyst. Alison hadn’t just rebelled—she’d ended up on the radar of real demons. Someone found her and led her to that world.

      And I would find them and see justice done.

      Alison’s room was the nicest in the house. In a way, it didn’t seem to belong to the rest of the building, with the sagging doorways and peeling wallpaper. Her bedroom had been painted recently, a deep shade of red that made the space smaller. I guessed Alison chose it. The bedframe was solid oak, with a matching dresser and desk—a full suite that probably cost more than Poppy’s motorcycle—perhaps purchased before the separation and divorce, when the Gimbles had two incomes and only one home. The desk was stacked with books, but unlike the ones we’d found at her father’s these were…darker.

      “I read some of these!” Poppy said waving a book at me. “When I was getting my degree in demonology.” She picked one up and stroked the cover. “Two of the rituals in this book are real. They mixed obsession and possession up, but other than that, it’s pretty solid.”

      “So Alison was studying rituals?” I asked.

      “Oh, yeah.” Poppy opened one of the books and flipped through it, her eyes quickly scanning the table of contents, then the index. “I’d have to examine these more closely to be sure, but I don’t see anything in here that would actually summon a demon. I mean, there’s some generic information about making a circle, some stuff about making yourself more appealing to a demon, but these sigils are nonsense, and I happen to know this ‘amulet’ they have pictured here is a fake.”

      “Is there anything in there that might have led her to a genuine resource, one that would be of real use summoning a demon?”

      “No, but I’ll take these with me, see if I can find anything.” Poppy dropped to her knees and slipped off her backpack, which hadn’t been visible a moment ago.

      I blinked.

      Poppy winked at me. “One of the chains has a glamour spell. Some places want to search your bag, so I use the glamour to keep them from seeing my bag at all. No sense letting them root around and find something they don’t want to see.”

      “Like dog bones?” I suggested.

      Poppy snorted. “Dog bones would be the least of their worries if they stuck their hand in my bag.”

      I watched the books disappear into the backpack, idly noting it must have a similar enchantment to the pouch around my waist. I daresay Flint would love the idea of adding a glamour to my pouch to make it invisible most of the time.

      As soon as the leannan sidhe’s name popped into my head, I scowled. I did not want to think of him. Not now, not ever. After all the trouble he’d put me through—put Liam through earlier in the month. I still owed him a slap.

      Poppy zipped up her bag and stood, then let out a soft laugh. “Shade, look. She had a vision board.”

      I glanced over to see Poppy was pointing at a large satin-covered board with pictures pinned to it along with little notes on paper cut into different shapes. The entire thing was done in black and red with lots of lace and rose buds.

      At the top of the board—where the goal would be—there was a picture of Tom Ellis dressed as Lucifer from the popular television series of the same name. Alison had photo-shopped herself into the picture next to him.

      “Is she wearing a tiara in that picture?” I asked.

      “She is indeed. Someone had set her sights high.”

      “But were her sights set on Tom Ellis or was he a stand in for a real demon?”

      “Either one, based on what I’m seeing here.” Poppy lifted a small velvet drawstring bag and sniffed the contents. She wrinkled her nose. “Good thing she didn’t know the first thing about a love spell. This would have been hell on her karma if she’d done it right.”

      She shook her head and dropped the bag into the trashcan. “See, Alison is the perfect example of how a little information can get you into a lot of trouble. These days there’s a whole ‘evil is sexy’ vibe going on—Tom Ellis being a prime example. Not many kids today know the truth about demons. Or want to. And it looks like Alison knew just enough about what demons can offer without knowing what they take in return.”

      I looked at Scath. “Mind if I use you for balance?”

      The sidhe tilted her head to the side, and I gestured at the bookcase. “I think I see something on top of this thing, and I want to climb on the shelves, but…”

      Scath snorted.

      “Ha, ha, are you going to help or not?”

      Scath paced closer to the bookcase, and I gripped the shelf above my head. I put one foot on the shelf low enough for me to step on, then braced the other on her furry back. Scath didn’t move, even when I trembled as I tried to find my balance. It was a reminder that she was even stronger than she looked.

      Poppy tapped her finger on the arm strap of the pink bag once again settled between her shoulder blades. “It’s weird though. She’s definitely reading the real thing. Or close to the real thing. It surprises me to think she’s one of those starry-eyed girls thinking about how cool it would be to have a demon lover.” She shrugged. “I mean, we all go through that phase, but—”

      “Poppy.”

      I stared at the object that had caught my attention, the square of black paper that had peeked over the edge of the bookcase. I stretched for it, hardly noticing when my body swayed precariously, warning me to get down before I fell. I jumped down without looking away from what I’d found.

      A black square of card stock with gold writing.

      “What is it?” Poppy came over to look, frowning down at the invitation with her brow furrowed. “You are invited,” she said, reading the gold script. “What’s that mean?”

      I swallowed hard. “It means Alison met the Acolytes who worship Lorelei.”
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      If Andy glared any harder out the window he was going to melt the traffic cones.

      His pocket watch wasn’t ticking, so that was good. Small blessings and whatnot. But there had to be a thousand thoughts behind that stare. Thoughts that had tightened his grip on the steering wheel until his knuckles paled. He hunched his shoulders as if leaning forward could somehow get us to the Acolytes’ house faster.

      I wondered what he would do when we got there.

      Scath lay in the backseat, her green eyes watching Peasblossom as she tried to retie the small bit of string around her robe at the waist. The robe was too long for her, and she’d already fallen over twice by stepping on it. Majesty lay on top of Scath’s head, chewing on one of her black pointed ears with his sharp kitten teeth.

      Scath noticed me watching her and gave me one of those slow blinks that I couldn’t interpret.

      “What did Sharon have to say, Shade? Did she know about the Acolytes?”

      I almost jumped at the sudden sound of Andy’s voice in the quiet. “No, she didn’t mention them. But she made it sound like Alison was a ‘cut your nose off to spite your face’ sort of girl.”

      “Oh?”

      I repeated what Sharon had told me, her theory that Alison felt abandoned by not just her parents, but God as well. “It would have made her an easy target for all things demonic,” I finished.

      Andy eyed the black invitation in my hands. The gold embossed lettering caught the sunlight as I turned it over. “That explains why the Acolytes approached her.” He paused, the muscle in his jaw jumping. “Did you see any evidence that Alison was corrupted? Would that show up in an autopsy?”

      “Not necessarily,” I hedged. “Corruption is more of a change in aura, a darkening of someone’s energies. It’s part of your soul, and once your soul moves on, there’s nothing left to reveal the corruption.”

      “That’s irrelevant,” Peasblossom insisted. “Alison couldn’t be corrupted. Lorelei’s in the Abyss. Only demons can corrupt. And not just any demon. It has to be one of the elders. And you heard Poppy. If there was an elder running about, we’d know.”

      “So none of the Acolytes could do it?” Andy pressed. “They can’t pass it on or share it, or anything like that?”

      I was almost positive Evelyn would have gone over all this information with him. I hadn’t asked him many questions about his time at her church, mostly because I’d wanted to let him lead that conversation. But I knew for certain the paladin would have—at the very least—taught Andy all the basics about corruption. But maybe he just needed to hear it again? Maybe he needed to be reminded he wasn’t contagious?

      “There are some demonic influences that can be passed. For instance, mortiferum feed on the seven deadly sins through an influence called ‘obsession.’ Obsession is contagious. But corruption is more like a demonic gift. You have to attain a certain amount of power in order to give that power to someone else, and none of the Acolytes are anywhere near that level.”

      “Are you sure? Couldn’t they have grown more powerful since the last time you saw them?”

      I hesitated. “Not more powerful exactly. But there are ways to magnify your abilities. For example, if they all participated in a ritual, they could combine the power they had and focus it all toward one goal.”

      “They can combine power?”

      “That’s a big part of what a ritual is,” Peasblossom spoke up. “It’s about sharing power.”

      “She’s right. It could be sharing power with a deity, or an aspect of the world around you, like the innate magic in plants and rocks, for example. Or you can raise it through sex or prayer. Or it could be sharing power with other participants.” I drummed my fingers on top of my waist pouch. “That sort of ritual isn’t easy though. It’s not just a matter of finding the ritual and following the directions. It takes a lot of focus, a lot of discipline. And a lot of trust.”

      “But they could also gain power by accepting possession. Isn’t that right?”

      So Evelyn had talked to him about that.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “Like Poppy said, minor demons are all too eager to find someone heading down a less than virtuous path. They’d be happy to grant power to someone who’s already corrupted. For a price, of course. There’s always a price. And if we’re talking about a lower-level demon, the amount of power they can give you is limited.”

      Andy checked his rearview mirror then made a right turn. “Evelyn said that if I want to control the corruption, I have to stay calm. I assume the same applies to the Acolytes. Now, we’re about to go in there and talk to them about a dead member of their little cult. And I’m going to have to ask them some questions that I know they’re going to take as accusations. Is Poppy going to be able to help keep them calm so things don’t get out of hand?”

      I shared a look with Peasblossom. The conversation was about to take an awkward turn. “Did Evelyn mention that the corruption doesn’t work the same with the Acolytes as it does for you?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Corruption preys on your weakness. It finds out where you’re vulnerable and infects that part of you. That’s why it’s impossible to be rid of completely. It’s not a possession, it literally merges with part of you. It feeds something that’s already there.”

      “She talked about that. For me, it was my temper.”

      I almost held my tongue, but this wasn’t the time to dance around the point. Andy needed the truth. “No. Your temper is secondary. Your vulnerability is fear.”

      Andy shook his head. “I wasn’t feeling fear when Raphael shot me.”

      “Your corruption didn’t overcome you when he shot you. Your corruption overcame you when you saw Flint.”

      “I’m not afraid of Flint.”

      “No, but you’re afraid for me of Flint. You’re afraid of what he might make me do, or what I might become due to his manipulation. And instead of dwelling on that fear, you got angry. Just like you feel when a child is threatened. You fear for their safety, but you don’t stay with the fear. You lash out against the predator.” I hesitated, then forced myself to go on. “And you’re afraid that anger from your fear might turn you into a monster.”

      I almost added, “like the person who killed your little brother,” but I couldn’t. That was too far.

      “You said the Acolytes are different than me. How?”

      I couldn’t tell from his tone how he felt about what I’d said. “The Acolytes weren’t corrupted against their will. The corruption didn’t need to seek out a weakness. It was given a way in.”

      “Hedonism,” Peasblossom agreed.

      I nodded. “The Acolytes consider the corruption a gift. It’s not attached to fear or anger, it’s attached to their hedonism, their desire for freedom and dedication to self-interest. These are parts of themselves they’ve fully accepted, even embraced.”

      “Caring only about yourself makes a person dangerous,” Andy said tightly. “Who’s to say they won’t go around killing people who annoy them, just because it’s in their self-interest and pursuing their desires is all that matters?”

      “True hedonists don’t want to destroy society,” I said. “And as much as they claim everyone should follow their desires and look out for their own self-interest above all else, the truth of the matter is a hedonist can’t properly enjoy life without a functioning society. And a functioning society needs rules.”

      Andy glanced at me at the next light. “You don’t think they’re behind this.”

      I turned to face him. “No, I don’t. The Acolytes are Satanists. Contrary to what the name misleads people to believe, they have nothing to do with Satan in the Christian context. And they don’t perform human sacrifices.”

      “They literally made a deal with a devil,” Andy retorted. “An evil devil that did kill someone. Two someones. Or are we ignoring that?”

      “It wasn’t Lorelei or her followers that killed the twins,” I said quietly. “That was the paladin.”

      “You’re trying to tell me Lorelei isn’t evil? That she doesn’t kill people, isn’t just fine with killing people if it suits her purposes?”

      “Lorelei is evil, and I’m sure she’s killed a lot of people. But her Acolytes aren’t following her for that. They’re following her because now, in the body she has, she’s not the same elder demon anymore. Being bound to Laurie has changed her, the same way it changed Laurie.”

      Andy stared at the road ahead. “If I add poison to wine, the wine doesn’t make the poison less poisonous, the poison makes the wine completely poisonous.”

      “That’s not a fair comparison,” I said gently. “Nothing in the world is completely evil or completely good. The potential for both is in everyone.”

      “In theory, maybe. But we both know, practically speaking, theory doesn’t mean anything.”

      There was so much I wanted to say to that, but I lost my chance when Andy pulled into the driveway. Our conversation would have to wait.

      I had a sense of déjà vu. The two-story red brick building still looked far too mundane considering it belonged to a demonbound paladin. At the very least, I expected the white shutters to be painted some sort of obnoxious red. But the house was nice. The lawn had gotten its final cut of the year and the bushes had been neatly trimmed in preparation for going to sleep for the winter.

      Poppy was already there, sitting on her bike in the driveway. She still had her helmet on, but she’d pushed the visor up to get a better look at the house. She turned to look at me when I got out of the SUV.

      “I expected more,” she admitted. “After seeing Alison, and the invitation, and everything you told me about Lorelei and Laurie and what went down. I was expecting something more like 666 Mockingbird Lane.” She sniffed. “They don’t even have a wrought iron gate. Not a single gargoyle.” She frowned. “There are wind chimes. Not even bone or twisted metal. They’re prisms, and they’re casting rainbows.”

      “I didn’t expect a necromancer to be so dedicated to a stereotype,” I commented.

      Poppy made a harrumphing sound. “It’s not about stereotypes, it’s about style. This house is boring. You lived in a house with chicken legs for centuries, you can’t tell me you don’t appreciate a little aesthetic?”

      Andy raised an eyebrow. “Chicken legs?”

      “Long story.” I opened the back door for Scath and she leapt out, stretching her legs and back before heading toward the house. Poppy fell into line beside me and we both paused to let Andy go first. Poppy because she was more focused on standing close to Scath and Majesty, and me because I wanted to see the Acolytes’ faces when they saw Andy.

      Specifically, I wanted to see if they sensed the difference in him.

      Andy knocked on the door and then stepped back, as he were already expecting a fight. I couldn’t necessarily blame him, considering the chaos that had greeted us the last time we’d come here.

      As soon as the door opened, Scath lifted her head. Her nostrils flared, and a second later, I smelled it too. Incense. Smoky perfume drifted through the air, strong enough that I guessed it had been burning for some time. I craned my neck to see inside around the man that answered the door, and I spotted pillows on the floor in a circle around a shallow bowl that looked as if it were made of brass. The incense smoke curled up from the center of the bowl. Someone blocked my view before I could mentally compare the size of that bowl to the measurements Vincent had taken of the blood-free spot in the church left by the sacrificial blood collection bowl.

      The man that opened the door was in his early forties. He had brown, curly hair and a matching mustache and beard, both thick enough that I couldn’t see the skin beneath. Jack, I remembered.

      Jack tensed as soon as he saw us. He hesitated when he saw Poppy and her bright pink hair, chunky black boots, and purple contacts, but then he focused on me and anger tightened the lines around his eyes. “You’re not welcome here. Go away.”

      Andy flashed his badge. “This isn’t a social call. I need to know if you know this girl.”

      I held up a copy of Alison’s driver’s license photo that I had on my cell phone. I studied Jack’s face carefully, but under his already angry squint, his reaction or any recognition was difficult to read.

      “Unless you have a warrant, I don’t have to talk to you. So goodbye.”

      Jack started to close the door. Before I could think of something to say to stop him, Andy stuck his foot out, blocking the door from closing.

      “Lorelei has a deal that lets her get visitors once a week,” Andy said in a low voice. “Cooperate, or I’ll do everything I can to make that deal go away.”

      I stiffened. I hadn’t realized Evelyn told Andy about that deal. I’d brokered it myself when I needed Lorelei’s help to save his life.

      “The deal is already in place,” Jack said calmly. “And you don’t have the power to take it away.”

      “Maybe not. But there’s litigation pending in the Ministry pertinent to demons who start cults. There are a lot of people upset with demons right now—all demons. It wouldn’t be hard to convince them to make your visiting arrangements more restricted.”

      Jack’s jaw tightened. I tried to look around him, get a view of the inside of the house, to see if any of the other Acolytes were here. I glimpsed the bowl again, along with a few other items on the floor beside it. A coin, a small wax figure. He caught me looking and stepped forward, invading my personal space and giving him room to shut the door behind him.

      “Jack, please,” I said quietly. “This is serious. Do you know her?”

      The Acolyte shrugged.

      Andy held up the invitation. “Try again.”

      Jack looked very much like he was considering doing something rash. If I recalled correctly, the ability his corruption had granted him involved reversing gravity. However, there were limits to his power, and it wasn’t as if he could send us flying into the sun. At best he might be able to get us thirty feet in the air, turning like lazy rotisseries. But I also didn’t know which of the other Acolytes might be here.

      “If you found the invitation, then you already know that I knew her. So why don’t you get to the point and ask what you really want to know?”

      “I want to know how you knew her, and when you last saw her,” Andy said coldly.

      The door behind him opened again. A girl appeared, young, maybe sixteen. She had long light brown hair and wore black rimmed glasses. Kelly, I remembered.

      “Her name is Alison,” Kelly said, using the sort of professional tone store managers used when explaining a return policy. “We were considering inviting her to join us, but it didn’t work out.” She looked at Poppy and tilted her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met?”

      “I’m Poppy,” she said, sticking out her hand and revealing at least seven silver bracelets under her sleeve. “Necromancer.”

      I thought Kelly stiffened for a second, but then the moment passed and she smiled. “I’m Kelly. This is Jack.”

      “Pleasure.” Poppy took the invitation I was holding and flipped it over, studying both sides. “I love the invitations. Really sets a mood.”

      I half expected her to say “unlike this house,” but she didn’t.

      “Why didn’t it work out?” I asked. “With Alison.”

      Jack leaned against the doorway. “When we invite people here to get to know them after they’ve passed the first phase, it’s pretty easy to tell who belongs and who doesn’t. A lot of people hear ‘Satanism’ and their minds fill up with dreams of dark rituals, drinking blood, and sacrificing small animals with a raging bonfire in the background. When they get here and find out that what we mostly do is sit around talking about our goals and what we’re doing to achieve them, they get bored pretty quick. Alison was worse than most.”

      “In what way?” Poppy asked. As she spoke, she reached for Scath, giving her head a cautious stroke that ended on one of her ears. Scath ignored her.

      Some of the anger leached from Jack’s face. “When we first saw Alison outside the church, she was talking to her friend about her dad. He was trying to control her, treating her like a child even though she was an adult. He thought the fact that he gave her some financial support entitled him to have a say over everything in her life. She felt suffocated and she wanted freedom and independence. I thought that was something we could help her with. We helped Kelly get emancipated so she could live here with me and Nina. And Jerome sat down with Nina and made a budget that let him get a car so he wouldn’t have to share with his mother and he moved in too, last month.” He shot Andy a dirty look. “Like I said, we’re about self-interest, not evil magic.”

      I had questions about the set up I’d seen inside, but I’d wait until he was finished before asking about it.

      “But when we actually got her here, it turned out she didn’t really want independence,” Kelly added. “She wanted power. As soon as she realized we were corrupted and we had special abilities, that’s all she wanted. We tried to talk to her, explain that it’s not about supernatural power, but she wouldn’t hear it. She called us hypocrites and stormed out.” She shook her head. “The sad thing is, she dragged Chloe with her, and I actually think Chloe might have been a good fit.”

      “Chloe was invited here too?” Poppy asked.

      Jack nodded. “We invited both of them. They were altar girls—altar girls in their twenties, if you can believe it. It wasn’t hard to figure out that both of them would be tempted by independence. Unfortunately, once Alison realized Lorelei was in prison—and there was no possible way for her to meet her, let alone be corrupted—she was done.”

      “And where Alison goes, Chloe goes,” Kelly sighed.

      “When was the last time you saw Alison?” I asked.

      “Over a month ago. She made it through one and a half meetings and then left. She never came back.” He hesitated. “She wasn’t a bad kid, but she did seem like she was going through… Well, I don’t like to call it a phase because that sounds dismissive, but she was definitely figuring some things out. I tried to warn her when she left that the sort of thing she seemed to be looking for was serious business, and if she really wanted to pursue it, she needed to go into it with her eyes open.”

      “She didn’t listen,” Andy said quietly.

      Jack stared at him for a long minute. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “What about Chloe?” Kelly asked. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine.” I paused, then asked, “Was Chloe interested in being corrupted too?”

      “I got the impression she’d have gone along with it if Alison wanted to, but she didn’t push like Alison did,” Kelly said truthfully.

      “A follower not a leader, eh?” Poppy said.

      “Very much so,” Kelly agreed.

      Everyone seemed to be getting along a little now, so I nodded toward the door. “I smelled your incense. It’s nice. Sandalwood, yes?”

      “We’re meditating,” Kelly said smoothly. “It’s good to stay focused.”

      “Is it just you and Jack, or are the others here too?” Andy asked.

      “Just us,” Jack said evenly.

      Andy looked like he might ask to go inside and see for himself, but Poppy spoke first.

      “You said Alison had issues,” she said thoughtfully, eyeing Jack. “Some of those wouldn’t have been daddy issues, would they?”

      Jack looked away. He caught himself immediately, looked back into her eyes and shrugged, but it was too late.

      “Came onto you, didn’t she?” Poppy asked knowingly.

      “She’s half my age,” Jack said calmly. “I turned her down as gently as I could.”

      “Seems like an odd position for a self-proclaimed hedonist to take,” Andy remarked.

      Jack snorted. “If you assume every man my age wants to have sex with young girls, sure. But hedonism is about doing what I want—not what society assumes I want. And personally, I have no desire to take someone to bed who wasn’t born when I was learning to drive.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d give us a DNA sample to prove it?” Andy asked.

      “And now we’re done.” Jack opened the door and stepped inside, careful not to open it so wide we could see into the house. “Goodbye, Agent Bradford.”

      He closed the door, leaving Kelly to decide for herself whether to stay or go.

      Kelly was studying Andy, and she had a strange look on her face. “You seem different, Agent Bradford. Has something changed?”

      He tightened his jaw. “We need to speak to all of you. Any of you who spoke with Alison.”

      Kelly shrugged and put a hand on the doorknob. “We’ve given you a great deal of information, and you’ve given us nothing. When you’re willing to trade information, give us a call. We’ll arrange a chat.”
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      “Why doesn’t she just ride with us?” Peasblossom demanded.

      Andy didn’t look away from the road ahead, didn’t so much as flick a glance to her as Poppy roared past the SUV on her bike, her small body hunched into the wind. Pink hair peeked out from under her helmet, fluttering wildy as she darted between two cars. I closed my eyes, unable to watch.

      “Poppy is an adrenaline junkie,” I said. “It’s how she got into necromancy in the first place.”

      “Necromancy and demonology.”

      I nearly jumped at the sound of Andy’s voice. He’d been silent for so long after we left the Acolytes—the sort of silent that meant he was angry, didn’t trust himself to speak.

      “Yes,” I said. “Poppy has a passion for education. I understand that in addition to being a Vanguard-licensed necromancer, she has a degree in demonology, and a minor in philosophy.”

      “Don’t forget she’s partway through a veterinarian degree,” Peasblossom reminded me.

      Andy tapped one finger on the steering wheel. He was more than usually restless after our little chat with the Acolytes. “She doesn’t look old enough to have completed that much school. Do necromancers have an extended lifespan?”

      “No, actually, it’s the opposite. They have a connection to the grave, and they’re constantly pushing their own energy into the dead. A lot of necromancers age faster than normal.” I almost continued on to say that’s why so many necromancers went bad. A desire to live drove them to seek more power, power outside their own that would help balance out the cost of what they did.

      But Andy was already stressed out after talking with the demon-loving Acolytes. Now wasn’t the time to mention Poppy had a better than average chance of developing a certain moral flexibility in the future herself.

      “Is Poppy new at it, then?” he asked. “Necromancy, I mean?”

      “No. Like most necromancers, she started young. From what she says, she was barely in double digits when she raised her first animal.”

      He glanced at me. “Dead pet?”

      “Unfortunately, no.” I sighed. “It was a deer.”

      “Why do you say unfortunately?”

      I winced. “Her father was a hunter. The deer was supposed to be dinner.”

      “Ah.” Andy tilted his head. “How’d he take it? Her father?”

      “He was committed to a psychiatric ward for a year and a half.”

      “Which is a quick recovery, really,” Peasblossom noted. “You humans have delicate psyches. It just doesn’t take much to send you round the bend, if you want the truth.”

      I almost flicked her off his shoulder for that one, but Andy only snorted rather than seeming to take it personally. He activated his turn signal, the clicking sound drawing my attention to the fact that we’d arrived. I peered out at our destination.

      St. Sebastian’s wasn’t a grand church the way I remembered grand churches. I remembered the days when building a church took decades. When you could have fed an entire village on just what went into the altar and the various chalices and little plates. But even lacking that grandeur, St. Sebastian’s had style. The twin towers on either side stretched up toward the heavens with slender grace, and the stained glass windows turned every beam of sunlight into a magnificent display of color.

      “Her mom said the service was over soon. We should catch Chloe before she leaves,” I said, opening my door.

      Andy pulled the keys out of the ignition, his eyes already focused ahead on the church’s front doors. There was a tic in his jaw that hadn’t been there a second ago, and he was holding his keys tight enough to leave marks.

      “Going into a church won’t hurt you,” Peasblossom said softly.

      Andy stiffened, then forced himself to relax, smoothing his hands down his suit. “I know. I’ve been staying in Evelyn’s church for almost a month.”

      He got out of the SUV and started walking before I could ask if part of him worried that he’d been fine in Evelyn’s church because he had her permission to be there. Maybe he thought he was like a vampire, and he needed an invitation. But his body language couldn’t have been clearer—he didn’t want to talk about it. And I had to respect that.

      I opened the backseat for Scath and she leapt out already wearing her service dog glamour. “Is Majesty sleeping again?”

      Scath snorted. I watched her for signs of movement, then assumed that snort had been an affirmative.

      Andy flinched when he got to the front door, holding it open for me at the last minute to let me enter first. I went in without hesitating, letting him have a moment alone so he could enter at his own pace.

      “Hello!” A woman with red hair curled into an impressive mass of tight springs charged at me with one hand out, a huge smile on her face. She wore a dress with blooming red roses on it, and a white baggy sweater two sizes too big.

      “I’m Joy,” she said, seizing my hand. “Welcome to St. Sebastian’s. If you’re here to listen to Father Saylor’s homily, then I’m afraid you’ve missed this one, but he will be doing another mass at five-thirty, and we would love to see you there.”

      A gust of cool wind ruffled my hair as the door opened behind me and Andy stepped inside. I could tell he’d heard her enthusiastic welcome because he gave her a wider than usual berth.

      “We’re so lucky to have him, you know,” Joy continued, waving a hand out to make sure Andy knew she was including him in the conversation now. “Father Saylor, I mean. He’s in high demand. He visits churches all over the country, and he has such passion! Now don’t get me wrong, Father Adrien does his best, but he just doesn’t have the same charisma of Father Saylor.”

      I used my body to keep her from greeting Andy with the same physical welcome she’d offered me. Goodness, this woman was a hundred watt bulb if ever I’d seen one. “Actually, we’re here to speak to Chloe Nielson. I’m Ms. Renard, and this is my colleague, Agent Bradford of the FBI.”

      “Chloe! Oh, yes, one of Father Saylor’s triumphs. We thought we’d lost her, but it turns out she just needed to see the candle in the window lit by a holy leader like Father Saylor. Brought her right back to us, didn’t he?” She clapped her hands. “I’ll go tell Chloe you’re here.”

      A few seconds after she disappeared, the door opened again. I turned to see Poppy slip inside, her eyes scanning the room as if making sure we were alone.

      “You were listening, waiting for her to leave, weren’t you?” Peasblossom accused.

      “Sorry you didn’t think of it?” Poppy muttered, straightening now that she’d confirmed Joy was gone. “What do you want to bet that woman is in charge of all the bake sales?”

      “Joy is one of our most enthusiastic parishioners,” a man’s voice said.

      I turned away from Poppy to find a priest walking up the isle. He was eighty years old if he was a day, but there was a sense of purpose in his quick stride that made me believe he’d hang on for eighty more if he wasn’t satisfied his to do list was finished. His white hair was combed back, and he wore robes that looked almost as old as he was. Wild eyebrows made him appear as if he were scowling, and none of the lines in his face seemed to stem from laughter. Even the lion embroidered on his robe over his heart looked angry, its claws more defined than one usually saw with embroidery.

      He stared at Andy for a long minute. Andy didn’t stand up straighter, or squirm. But I could feel the tension in the air between them.

      “Why do you want to speak to Chloe?” Father Saylor asked, folding his hands in front of him. “I hope she isn’t in trouble? I had hoped we’d put that behind us.”

      We? I thought. For a visiting priest, he certainly took his parishioners lives personally.

      Andy flashed his FBI badge. “Agent Bradford, FBI. We’re here to speak with her about a friend of hers. Another altar server. Alison Gimble?”

      My shoulders eased a little when I heard his calm professional voice. Classic Andy.

      Father Saylor’s face grew more serious, if that was possible. “Ah. Alison . She’s in trouble, isn’t she?” He shook his head. “She’s the lesson to be learned. The two of them are living proof of what happens to someone who accepts our Lord’s plan for their life compared to one who thinks they can do better.”

      He gestured around us. “I was called here, you know. The Lord sends me where I’m needed to clean up a community. This church was in trouble, full of parishioners who come and give the Lord money and think they’re done for the week. They don’t think twice about ignoring his teachings when it suits them. Setting a bad example for their children. Getting divorced and severing bonds tied by God. Their children running around like sheep with no shepherd. I brought Chloe back, but Alison kept straying. I had hoped I would still reach her, but if you’re here…” He nodded. “I’ll stay when you speak with Chloe.”

      “You said you brought Chloe back. Did Chloe quit being an altar server too?” I asked.

      “For a few weeks, yes. She quit not long after Alison. But then last week she came back with renewed devotion.”

      “Renewed devotion?” Andy repeated.

      “Yes. Chloe has embraced humility and re-dedicated herself to God. You’ll see.”

      There was something about his distinct lack of humility that made everything else he said ring false. And I didn’t like the way he was insinuating himself into the investigation.

      “I think it might be better if we spoke to her alone,” I said politely. “This is an active investigation. And Chloe isn’t a minor.”

      “She may not be a minor, but I think she needs support from someone who has her best interests at heart,” the priest responded firmly.

      “No need to worry, Father Saylor,” Joy said brightly, re-entering the small foyer. “Father Adrien will be there to support Chloe.” She looked back at Andy. “If you’ll follow me? Chloe is with Father Adrien in the rectory, he said it was fine to bring you in.”

      “I’ll come along as well,” Father Saylor insisted, narrowing his eyes at Joy. “I—”

      “Oh, but you have other things to attend to,” Joy chastised him. “You’re the head of our little church now, aren’t you? And with Father Adrien being laid up with a broken leg, poor man, he has very little to do right now. He’s got nothing but time, and he has assured me he doesn’t mind being present when these nice people speak to Chloe.”

      The brave redhead darted forward before Father Saylor could gainsay her and grabbed Andy’s arm. “This way, Agent Bradford.”

      Father Saylor looked like he wanted to protest, but couldn’t think of a way to insist without impugning Father Adrien.

      Joy led us out of the church and around the corner to an adjoining brick residence. Her flat heels made dull clicking sounds on the cement as she led a lively pace to the front door and opened it to usher us inside.

      There was no time to look around as she headed straight for the back of the building to a door that opened to reveal a narrow staircase. We all trooped up the stairs behind her and found ourselves in a small bedroom. Most of the room was taken up by a bed, with a small dresser on the left hand wall, and a large window to the right. The window offered a beautiful view of the city, and allowed sunlight to bathe the man with grey hair and pale, heavily lined skin lying in the bed and the girl seated on the chair beside him.

      Chloe didn’t look anything like the girl I’d seen in the photos. Nothing like the best friend Alison had taken with her to clubs, taken with her to meet the Acolytes. Her skin was makeup free, her hair clean and washed and pulled back in a simple ponytail, without a trace of any sort of hair product. She wore a dress despite the cold, a dark blue dress that minimized her hips and chest and reached past her knees. Underneath her skirt, I could see plain nude pantyhose and black flats. The only jewelry she wore was a wooden cross on a string.

      “Chloe, Father Adrien, this is Agent Bradford of the FBI, and his colleagues Ms. Renard and Ms….” She trailed off, eyebrows rising as she realized she’d never got Poppy’s name.

      “Ms. Caulfield,” Poppy supplied. She smiled at the girl in the chair. “You must be Chloe.”

      “Well, I’ll leave you to chat,” Joy said, already heading back down the stairs. “Father Saylor will need my help, I’m sure.”

      Chloe waited for Joy to vanish down the stairs, then looked at Andy. She brought her hand up, fingering the wooden cross. It made me wonder if she was psychically sensitive. Or if she could feel auras. It wasn’t an uncommon ability.

      “You wanted to speak to me?”

      Her voice was so quiet, if I hadn’t seen her lips move, I’d have doubted she’d spoken at all.

      “Yes,” Andy said, his voice softening. “I need to ask you some questions about your friend, Alison.”

      “Is she okay?” Chloe asked softly.

      Andy dodged the question. “Chloe, can you tell me when the last time you saw Alison was?”

      “Friday night,” she said. “Her mom dropped her off at my house.”

      “And she spent the weekend with you?”

      “No. No, she stayed until her mom was gone, then she borrowed my car and left.”

      “Where did she go?” Andy asked. He reached into his pocket for his notebook.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care.” Chloe licked her lips. “Alison and I weren’t friends anymore.”

      She wasn’t making eye contact. She didn’t seem hostile, so much as scared. Nervous. I called my magic, weaving purple energy into my voice. The same magic I’d used on her father last night.

      “If she wasn’t your friend anymore, then why loan her your car?” I asked.

      Chloe didn’t answer right away. The purple energy of my magic wafted around her face, and she didn’t seem to be fighting it off. She didn’t seem aware of it at all.

      Father Adrien reached out to pat her hand. He smiled, and even though it was a small smile, it reached all the way up to his pale blue eyes. “It’s all right, Chloe. These people just want to help.”

      “Alison scares me,” Chloe admitted.

      “Why?” I asked.

      Chloe wrapped her arms around herself. “Alison and I were best friends. We’ve been best friends since we were kids. But ever since her parents split up, she’s been… I don’t know. Mad, I guess. Acting out. At first it was fun. She’s always been a little…”

      “Goody-goody?” Poppy suggested.

      Chloe winced and glanced at Father Adrien.

      He gave her a wry smile. “I’m not so old I don’t remember what it was like to be young.”

      Chloe let out a breath. “She was a little uptight. Sort of a letter of the law sort of person. I mean, I love God, and I believe in His teachings, but at the same time… It’s nice to have a little fun.” She shrugged. “Anyway, at first it was like Alison was finally giving herself permission to cut loose. And it was fun at first, we went out, we partied. Especially after she moved in with her mom. Her dad was super strict, but her mom let her do whatever she wanted.”

      “If her mom was so permissive, why didn’t she move in with her right away?” Poppy asked.

      “Because her mom is uber-clingy,” Chloe said. “She’d always want to hang out with us. She’d buy us booze and try to sit around with us to drink it. Which was fine for a while, but then it was just really awkward.” She shrugged. “But when her dad got married, that was it. Alison doesn’t want anything to do with Sharon.”

      “Did her other friends feel the same way about Alison’s new laid back ways?” Poppy pressed. “Jack and Kelly? You both knew them, right?”

      Chloe smiled, just a little lift at the corner of her mouth. “The Acolytes. Yeah, they were nice. They were—” Suddenly she froze. She didn’t look at Father Adrien, but it was really obvious how hard she was trying not to. The tendons in her neck stood out, and even her hair looked cramped.

      “Who are the Acolytes?” Father Adrien asked, his voice lilting with curiosity.

      “A poorly named group of social justice warriors,” Andy said smoothly. “They can be a little extreme. Politically.”

      “Ah.” Father Adrien considered that. “I do wish young people would give the church a chance. We’re not all fire and brimstone.”

      There was something in his voice that made me look more closely at him when he said that last part.

      Andy must have heard it too. “Like Father Saylor?”

      “Oh, you’ve heard him preach?” Father Adrien asked tiredly.

      “He makes an impression,” Andy muttered.

      Father Adrien rubbed a hand over his face. “Yes, well, unfortunately I didn’t have a say in who my temporary replacement is. And Father Saylor does…draw a crowd.” He dropped his hands to the bed and patted the blanket. “But I’ll be on my feet in no time, I’m sure.”

      Five minutes with Father Adrien and I already liked him a thousand times more than Father Saylor.

      “You were saying about the Acolytes?” Andy prompted.

      Chloe relaxed, seemingly comforted by Father Adrien’s lack of judgment. “They wouldn’t give Alison what she wanted. She thought they were holding out on her, keeping everything for themselves. Alison hated it when someone else had something she wanted and felt she deserved. Even when it came to serving the church she was competitive and didn’t take no for an answer. She memorized Bible verses for every occasion so she could quote them at people who crossed her. She could be downright scary when she really got into the damnation verses. Once she cornered them, no one said no to her.”

      “Alison was a very valued member of this church,” Father Adrien spoke up. “I will admit she could be…a bit condescending. And her passion for God’s word could come across as overbearing, and more than a little judgmental. But I do believe a great deal of that was the pride of youth. She would have outgrown it. Her love for God was real.”

      “From what I heard, the way she expressed her faith could be very…divisive,” I hedged.

      Father Adrien winced. “You mean lecturing her parents. Yes, I’m afraid that wasn’t Alison’s finest moment. Though divorce does go against God’s law, most of us believe that the greater harm is to turn away those lost sheep entirely. Unfortunately, Alison has the passion to serve God, but she hadn’t yet learned to temper that passion with mercy. When you’re young, it’s easy to spot the sin, but harder to see the human emotions and longing behind it. And she didn’t have the experience to speak to her parents about it in a way that brought them closer instead of driving them away.”

      “I talked to Sharon,” I said. “She seems to think that when Alison’s parents got divorced, she took that as a sign God had abandoned her.”

      “I’m afraid Sharon may be right. And that’s what makes this whole situation so much sadder. I think that part of what drove Alison away from the church was her own guilt. I think deep down she worried that her judgment of her parents had not only failed to keep them together, but drove them farther apart.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “I’m just sorry that the people she found while in the midst of her pain were the sort to lead her astray.”

      “The Acolytes aren’t the ones who led her astray,” Chloe insisted. “They were good people.” She shifted in her seat. “It was Father Grey that did it.”

      “Father Grey?” Father Adrien echoed.

      “Alison heard about a new club.” Chloe licked her lips as if reliving the memories coming back to her. “It was intense. A lot of fun at first. It had a theme, a—” She stopped, and this time she did look at Father Adrien.

      “It’s okay,” the priest said softly. “I’m not your judge, Chloe.”

      “It was a Satanic theme,” Chloe blurted out. “I thought it was just all a big joke at first, just a theme. Angels and demons, seven deadly sins. It was a wild party, and I thought that’s all it was.”

      “Did you use drugs there?” Andy asked.

      “Yes,” Chloe said. Her voice was quiet again, but there was no hesitation. “There was Molly all over the place. It was…” She shook her head. “It was good stuff. But Alison wasn’t happy with just that. She had her eyes set on the VIP section.”

      “VIP section?” Poppy echoed.

      “Yeah. It’s where the club owner hung out with his favorites. Alison wanted in there so bad she couldn’t talk about anything else.” Chloe’s brow furrowed. “It was so surreal. It was like she’d not only turned away from God, but she wanted to punish him by… I don’t know, by switching sides. I’d never seen her like that.”

      “Pride was Alison’s downfall,” Father Adrien admitted. “I can certainly see her deciding she needed to be the best—whichever side she was on.”

      Poppy took a step closer, her body vibrating as if we’d finally hit on something interesting. “And how does one get into the VIP section?”

      Now Chloe was holding the cross around her neck like it was the last solid thing in the world. “You participate in one of the ceremonies. Father Grey called it a Black Mass.”

      Andy scribbled in his notebook. “Is Father Grey a real priest?”

      “If that man has conducted a Black Mass, then he is no priest.” For the first time, Father Adrien looked angry, his mouth tightening into a thin line. “A Black Mass means he’s turned his back on the sacrament, and he is no longer a man of God.”

      Andy tapped his pen on his notebook. “What’s a Black Mass?”

      “A perversion of a typical Catholic mass,” Poppy volunteered. “Basically, they do the opposite of everything a priest would do.” She wrinkled her nose. “You really don’t want to know how many ways they can defile the host.”

      “The host.” Andy stared at me. “The host is involved? The real host?”

      “Oh, yes,” Poppy said. “It’s a necessity. That’s why you need a real priest to hold it, because the host has to be consecrated.”

      Father Adrien hesitated. “We’ve had thefts recently. Someone stole the Eucharist from the tabernacle. I had wondered if Father Saylor was mistaken, but if someone is holding a Black Mass… They may have wanted it for this blasphemy.”

      “Someone stole the Eucharist?” I asked sharply. “Could I see it? The tabernacle, I mean?”

      Father Adrien paused, looking taken aback. “We will handle the theft. It’s not an FBI matter.”

      “If I could just have a look,” I said. “I just want to dust for fingerprints. If you’re right, and the person who performed the Black Mass isn’t a priest, we may find him during our investigation. We could give you the name.”

      “I suppose,” he said slowly.

      “So if you attend one of these Black Masses, then you get into the VIP section?” Poppy asked.

      Chloe shook her head. “No, you have to attend the Black Mass, and you have to stand out. You have to do something big enough that Father Gr—” she glanced at Father Adrien then corrected herself, “the club owner, Mr. Grey, would notice you.”

      “Something like what?” Andy asked, notebook ready.

      Chloe looked uncomfortable. I guessed she didn’t really want to get into detail in front of the priest. “Basically, you just had to praise Satan and do something flashy. It was like a competition to see who could be more outrageous. Anything involving sex or blood or…other stuff was always a big draw.”

      She closed her eyes. “It was awful. Like a nightmare. It wasn’t cool, and it wasn’t fun, and I didn’t want any part of it. I ran out. But Alison didn’t come with me. She stayed.” Now she looked at Father Adrien, and her expression turned begging. “I just wanted to come back. I want to forget all about that, and I want to be forgiven.”

      “And you are,” Father Adrien said firmly. “Once you confess your sins to God, he’s forgiven you. You’ve cleansed your soul, and it’s what you do now that matters.”

      Poppy fished Alison’s phone out of her pocket. She turned it on and flipped through it to get to the pictures.

      She didn’t see her mistake until she saw Chloe’s face.

      “She’s dead, isn’t she?” Chloe whispered, eyes locked on the phone she’d no doubt recognized as Alison’s.

      “I’m sorry,” I said gently. “Yes, she’s dead. We found her at the Northern Star Cemetery.”

      Poppy hesitated, then showed her the photos. “Is this the club?”

      “Yeah, that’s it,” Chloe said numbly. “It’s called Good Intentions.”

      Good Intentions. Cute.

      “Do you know any of these people?” I asked.

      That’s Xander,” Chloe said, pointing to a boy with brown hair. “He sells the Molly. And other stuff.”

      “Heroin?” Andy asked.

      “No, more like coins and chalices, and stuff like that. Ritual stuff. For people who want to show off at the Black Mass.”

      She focused on one of the pictures. A man with a light complexion and dark black hair. He was dressed as if he were ready for some sort of Catholic bondage session. Or like a stripper with a priest routine.

      “That’s Father Grey,” Chloe whispered.

      “Was Alison sexually involved with him?” I asked.

      “She wanted to be,” Chloe said firmly. “Father Grey was the head of the club, the owner, the one everyone wanted to hang out with. Alison thought being with him would make her the queen, so to speak. Alison didn’t like to be second best at anything.”

      “Do you think she could have been going to see him Friday night?” I asked.

      “She saw him every other weekend,” Chloe said. “She spent all her time at Good Intentions any more. She only went home to shower and refresh her clothes and makeup. And she’d have been really interested in holding his attention what with it getting so close to the Rite of Immundus.”

      “Rite of Immundus?” Andy repeated.

      “Another Black Mass,” Chloe explained. “Only bigger.” She shivered. “I don’t even want to think about what’s going to happen that night.”

      Halloween night, I thought. Of course it would be Halloween night.

      My imagination went wild with the possibilities. So much so, that I didn’t hear the ticking right away. Didn’t notice until Andy pulled out his watch to silence it.

      Before I could think of a way to ask him if he was all right, he continued, “Where were you Friday night?”

      “I was home. Sleeping.” She closed her eyes, then opened them just as quickly. “I’ve been having trouble sleeping lately. I take medication to help me. You can ask my parents, they’ll tell you I was home.”

      “Didn’t you think it was strange when Alison never came back?” Poppy asked. “She had your wheels.”

      “Alison said she’d be gone for the whole weekend,” Chloe explained.

      “And you were just going to let her keep your car?” Andy demanded.

      His voice came out sharper than I think he’d meant it, and Chloe jerked back, her eyes widening.

      “Yes.” She swallowed hard. “Listen, when Alison was full of righteousness and judgment, quoting Bible verses at you to remind you of what a terrible sinner you were, that was bad. She had a gift for making people feel two inches tall. Intimidation was her gift.” She shook her head, her eyes never leaving Andy’s face. “But that was nothing compared to what she was like once she decided God had abandoned her, and she would turn to Satan himself to get what she wanted.”

      “What do you mean?” Andy pressed. “What did she want?”

      “Control,” Chloe said, her voice hoarse. “She’d prayed to God to make her parents stay together, and they didn’t. So she figured, if God wouldn’t use his power to make people follow his own laws, then maybe she needed to have the power herself. And since God doesn’t dole out power to mere mortals, she went to the person who could.”

      Father Adrien had paled as Chloe spoke, and now he reached out a hand to put it over top hers. “What are you saying? Chloe, I thought this was all… I thought it was—”

      “You thought it was pretend,” Chloe said, tears brightening her eyes. “You thought it was just a bunch of kids doing wild things to feel important. But it’s not. Not at Good Intentions.” She looked at me then, with a fear that told me we’d been right about the demons in the pictures being real.

      “You may inspect the tabernacle, Agent Bradford,” Father Adrien said quietly. “Tell Joy you have my permission.”

      We all headed for the stairs, moving in perfect unison as if we’d all decided not to wait and risk him changing his mind. Andy got out his cell phone as he headed toward the staircase, and I caught a glimpse of the name of the person he was calling before I started down the stairs.

      Liam.
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      “So let me get this straight.” Liam took a long gulp of water, washing down the rest of his burger before focusing steady blue eyes on Andy. “This girl, Alison, tells her parents she’s spending the weekend with her best friend, then strong-arms Chloe into lending her car to her. She drives to Northern Star Cemetery where she either willingly participates in a demon-summoning ritual to get power like the Acolytes have, or she’s victimized by a killer who lured her there to use her in the same ritual.”

      “Right,” I said, stirring a puddle of ketchup with a French fry. “We know she was hanging out at a club called Good Intentions. We think that’s where she ran into whoever participated in the ritual—either with her, or using her.”

      “We know she wasn’t alone,” Andy added, picking up another section of ribs. “We know she had sex within an hour before she died.”

      “And it seems reasonable to think that whoever that guy was, he was with her at the church,” Poppy piped in. “Since I doubt she borrowed Chloe’s car then stopped off for a quickie before going to her demon summoning. Not to mention, someone had to bury her.” She took another bite of her chocolate fudge sundae.

      She squinted at me. “Actually…” she said, her voice muffled as she pulled the spoon out of her mouth and licked off the fudge. “The sex could very well have been part of the ritual. Sex is a time-honored method of raising energy, so it would fit for a summoning too.”

      Liam glanced at Poppy sitting beside him in the booth, his gaze lingering on her backpack where it sat on the bench seat between them. Or, specifically, on the dog skull attached to the backpack via twisty ties. He rolled one broad shoulder as if shaking off an errant thought about dead canines. “It seems like a safe bet that Alison was there willingly, given the presence of her car and the fact there’s no evidence that suggests a man may have driven it there after meeting her somewhere else. Since her throat was slit, and someone did bury her, it also seems like a safe bet that whoever was there with her double-crossed her, if not outright manipulated her. Do we have any suspects for who that could be?”

      Andy wiped his hands off with one of the wet wipes the waitress Alexandra had left for him, then grabbed his notebook from the table near his plate. “So far we’ve spoken to her father and stepmother. They both seem like decent human beings. He was a little too strict, and she seems like the sort that tries to play therapist to everyone, but I didn’t get the impression that either of them had any idea about the depth of what Alison was getting into.”

      “Me neither,” I agreed. “They both seemed very upset, and Mr. Gimble definitely seemed to think this was all his ex-wife’s fault.”

      “Speaking of the ex-wife…” Andy flipped to the next page in his notebook. “Miranda Gimble is a former yoga teacher. She met Mr. Gimble when he took yoga classes as part of physical therapy for an injury he sustained playing football at a family Thanksgiving gathering. They divorced a year ago, and he married Sharon six months ago. According to Miranda, all of Alison’s problems can be chalked up to Mr. Gimble marrying so soon after their divorce.”

      “Divorce is hard on kids, no matter how old they are,” Liam noted. “I can believe Alison may have been driven by those emotions.”

      “Moving on from the typical, we have the Acolytes.” Andy flipped to the next page. “Alison had one of their invitations in her bedroom. We spoke to Jack and Kelly, two of six Acolytes, and they both said Alison seemed like a ‘true’ Satanist at first, but as soon as she found out they were corrupted and actually had magical abilities, she became obsessed. Former best friend Chloe says Alison couldn’t stand to feel inferior to anyone, and she thinks she would have done anything to get powers like the Acolytes.”

      “Including trying to seduce Jack,” Poppy added, jabbing her spoon toward Liam.

      “But they couldn’t—or wouldn’t—help her with that?” Liam asked.

      “Couldn’t,” Poppy confirmed. “The only one who can corrupt a human like that is an elder demon. One of the older races, a denizen of the plane that humans call Hell. Minor demons can possess, but they don’t have enough power to give away for a corruption.”

      “And how many of the Acolytes are male?” Liam asked.

      “Jack, Jerome, and Grant,” I said. “So, three. And like Poppy said, apparently Alison had a go at seducing Jack. Unsuccessfully.”

      “Do we know it was unsuccessful?” Liam took a big swig of his drink before putting the glass down and rolling up the sleeves of his flannel shirt another inch. “Anything besides his word?”

      “No, he wouldn’t give us his DNA. But if we talk to this Father Grey and dismiss him as a suspect, we can revisit Jack.”

      “I could get his DNA,” Peasblossom said confidently.

      “Let’s not start that fight just yet,” Andy warned her. “The last thing we need is to do anything that might give the demons the upper hand in negotiations with the Ministry.”

      “Negotiations?” Liam raised his eyebrows. “The demons are negotiating with the Ministry?”

      “Equal rights, baby,” Poppy said with a wink. “If they get their way, it’s going to shake things up even worse than when the dryads argued murdering lumberjacks counted as self-defense and won.”

      “They can’t murder as a first resort,” I reminded her. “The Vanguard allowed them to participate in political groups and hold positions in the EPA.”

      “It won’t work,” Andy said, snapping his notebook shut. “Demons aren’t people. Their existence is predicated on the suffering and doom of others.”

      Poppy lowered her spoon, clinking it against the near-empty dessert glass. “You don’t want demons to have equal rights? You know that has implications for the corrupted too?”

      Andy met her eyes. “No. I don’t want them to have equal rights.”

      Awkward silence fell over the table. Liam ate his French fry, and I noticed he paid a little more attention to Andy after that declaration, relaxing slightly when the agent resumed eating.

      “You talked to the best friend. What was your impression there?” Liam asked.

      “I believe she’s afraid of Alison,” I said. “Chloe seemed like she was on board to party, and from what I can tell, she even took the Acolytes and their abilities in stride. It wasn’t until Alison threw herself headlong into these Black Masses that Chloe called it quits.”

      “A Black Mass will do that,” Poppy agreed. “They aren’t for the faint of heart.”

      “How many have you been to?” Liam asked her. I saw his eyes stray to Jenkins’ skull.

      “I’m a demonologist,” Poppy reminded him. “Black Masses are reconnaissance. I’ve been to a lot of them.” She scraped at the last of her whipped cream clinging to the sides of the glass. “So it seems our best lead right now is Father Grey. From what Chloe said, if Alison wanted to be belle of the demon ball, Father Grey had to be her Prince Charming. Based on what we know so far, I don’t think she’d have settled for less.”

      “I wish I could have found more evidence around the tabernacle,” I said, frustrated. “There were no prints besides Father Saylor’s.”

      Liam glanced toward the glass doors of Goodfellows. “Sun’s setting. Are we ready to head out?”

      “I’m ready,” I agreed. “Let’s—”

      “No,” Poppy sputtered, staring around the table in horror. “None of you are ready for a club like Good Intentions.”

      “I thought you’d never been there before?” Liam asked.

      “But I’ve seen enough pictures of the place to know it’s like other clubs I’ve been in.” She pointed at me. “You look like someone’s mum. And both of you,” she gestured from Andy to Liam, “scream ‘cop.’ No one’s going to talk to any of you—or me if I’m with you.” She wiped her hands off and slid out of the booth. “Come on, I have a friend who can help us.”

      “I’m not changing,” Peasblossom insisted, holding onto her wire halo as if Poppy might try to snatch it away from her. “I’m a shoulder angel.”

      “You’re fine, you fit the theme.”

      I put money on the table, including a generous tip for Alexandra, and together we followed Poppy into the parking lot. Liam had gotten one of his fellow pack members to drop him off at Goodfellows so he wouldn’t need to worry about leaving his truck somewhere, or driving separate. I let him take shotgun beside Andy while I rode with Scath in the back, and we followed Poppy a few blocks until she stopped outside a small shop with the name “The Closet” over the doors.

      I looked in the shop window, trying to get a feel for what we were getting into. The display was full of gowns and cloaks, with corsets that looked as if they’d been made by someone who knew what they were doing. The fabric looked rich and thick, and the detail embroidered on some of the corsets made me raise my eyebrows in appreciation.

      “They have pixie sizes?” Peasblossom said, her voice lilting in surprise.

      “Where?” I asked.

      Peasblossom flung out an arm, the long sleeve of her robe covering her hand for a second. “The whole window is full of them! It’s nothing but pixie sizes. Must be a sale.”

      “Ninety percent off,” Poppy joked, striding up to meet us with her helmet tucked under her arm.

      Peasblossom scowled. “Very funny.”

      Nothing I saw in the window looked even close to being the right size for a pixie. “I don’t see any pixie sizes.”

      “Me neither,” Liam agreed, getting out of the SUV to stand beside me. He closed his door, waiting for Andy to circle around before joining us.

      “None of you will see the same thing,” Poppy explained, amused. “It’s an enchanted window. It shows you what the shop has that will fit you.”

      “Interesting.” I cleared my throat. “So it’s not human-owned?”

      “No. The owner’s name is Madame Mulberry. She’s a sericum.”

      “Sericum?” Andy repeated.

      “An ancient race,” I said slowly. “They’re weavers. They spin silk that they make themselves.”

      “Make themselves…” Liam paused. “Like silkworms?”

      I smiled at him, grateful he’d guessed silkworm first and not another, more common creature capable of spinning. “Yes.”

      “So she makes all of this?” Peasblossom asked.

      Poppy nodded happily. “Madame Mulberry is a pillar of the community. She could have stayed in China, making her creations and selling them for thousands of dollars. But she immigrated here with her family thirty-two years ago, and she always prices her work so even those of more modest means can afford it. She also keeps some clothes to rent, for those who can’t afford to buy. And if you’re willing to work for her, she’ll allow you to earn store credit that way.”

      Poppy was bouncing on her toes now, violet eyes fixed on the shop window. Based on how her gaze flitted back and forth like a tennis match spectator, I guessed she liked whatever the store’s enchanted windows were showing her.

      As soon as we walked inside, we were greeted by a young man and woman who looked like they were ready to attend a ball at the Addams Family mansion. The young man wore a black silk suit jacket embroidered with blooming roses and curling thorny vines over a pair of black leather pants. More black in the form of lace spilled from his jacket sleeves and out of the small breast pocket, and he carried a cane with a silver handle in the shape of a large raven. His name tag said “Bodie.”

      The woman wore a black halter top draped with delicate silver chains, and a long skirt fastened with rows of silver studs that kept it skin tight from her waist to mid thigh before letting the fabric split on each side to reveal glimpses of long pale legs. Black lace gloves covered her hands but for her fingertips, and reached to her elbows. Her name tag read “Taryn.”

      “My friends need help,” Poppy told the pair. She gestured at us with that helpless “Whatcha gonna do?” sort of gesture kids usually made when trying to help older parents send a text message for the first time.

      “Yes, I can see that,” Bodie said dryly. He tilted his head, eyeing my leggings as if they’d said something to personally offend him.

      “Where are you going?” Taryn asked. Her eyes had landed on Liam, and she idly fingered a tape measure clipped to the waist of her skirt. As if she hoped he wanted something tailored so she’d have an excuse to peel his jeans off.

      “A club. It’s called Good Intentions, do you know it?”

      “I know it.”

      A man stepped out from behind a rack of trench coats. No, not a man. A woman. She wore a black suit, but unlike Bodie, her suit wasn’t embellished with embroidery or lace. It was a plain black suit, the sort one expected men to have been buried in fifty years ago, with a stark white shirt underneath. A bowler hat sat on top of her head, covering most of her short grey hair that fell like a butcher’s knife to tease her collar. Her heavily lined face put her at seventy if she was a day. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she were much older.

      “May I ask what has drawn you to Good Intentions?” She tilted her head. “If you’ll forgive the observation…you don’t seem the type.” Her gaze flicked to Andy. “Well. Not all of you.”

      Andy’s face stiffened into that FBI mask he wore when questioning a witness. “And you are…?”

      “Bridgett,” she murmured. “You may call me Bridgett.”

      Poppy walked behind her to the clothes rack and began rifling through the trench coats. As soon as she was out of Bridgett’s line of vision she looked at me. I tried not to react as she raised her hands to give herself horns, then jerked her head toward Bridgett.

      A demon.

      “Do you go to Good Intentions often, Bridgett?” I asked casually.

      The woman smiled. “I’m new to the area. But I’ve spent the last few weeks enjoying the…atmosphere of Good Intentions. May I ask how you heard of it?”

      “It was recommended to us,” Poppy said from behind her. “By a friend of ours. Alison Gimble, maybe you know her? She spent a lot of time there too.”

      Bridgett’s smile never wavered. “I’m afraid the name doesn’t sound familiar.”

      “She spent a lot of time in the VIP section, if that helps,” Poppy offered.

      Bridgett cleared her throat in a way that made me think she was smothering a laugh. “I’m afraid I’m not permitted in the VIP section. Nor do I have any particular interest in it.”

      Something about the VIP section amused her. Before I could ask her why, she continued, “Good Intentions is a mostly human club. For demons, spending time with others of their own kind is much like a fraternity party with all boys. It can be fun, but it’s not what they really want.” She paused and looked at Andy, then added, “Though I dare say, your experience may differ. I think you’ll be quite popular among…certain patrons.” She nodded her head. “I’ll let you get back to your preparations. You’ll want to let Bodie and Taryn help you.”

      Bodie smiled at her. “Are you ready to check out then, Bridgett?”

      “Yes, I think I am.” She fingered the lapels of her jacket.

      “You want us to throw way the old one?” Taryn asked.

      “Of course.”

      I watched Bridgett follow Taryn toward the registers, then looked at Bodie. “Throw what away?”

      “Her old suit. Bridgett comes in every night for a new suit, and she never takes her old one with her.” Bodie raised his eyebrows. “She’s Madame Mulberry’s best customer.”

      “Sounds wasteful,” I said before I could think better of it.

      Bodie glanced over his shoulder, then leaned in. “Not really. There’s another woman, Bridgett’s friend, I think, who comes in every morning to collect the suit she leaves behind. It’s sort of cute the way she tsks over it.” Then he straightened, sweeping an arm toward a corridor. “If you’ll all proceed to a dressing room, we’ll bring you your clothes.”

      I let him herd me into one of the rooms, making a mental note to talk to Poppy about Bridgett when we were out of the store and away from gossipy sales people.

      Thirty minutes later, I emerged wearing what Bodie had picked out for me. Black fishnet tights under a black dress with a blood red corset. My arms were covered with more fishnet from halfway down my fingers all the way to my biceps, and the entire outfit was completed by a particularly nice black pointed hat. The ensemble paired nicely with my red trench coat, which was a bonus since I didn’t fancy going out into the October cold with little more than fishnet between me and the elements.

      The touch of a warm aura against my back made me turn, a thrill running through my body at the familiar sensation. Sure enough, when I turned around, Liam was standing right behind me, close enough to slide his arms around my waist.

      “You look cute,” Liam said.

      I would have responded to the smirk I could hear in his voice, but my words fell away as soon as I saw him. Apparently Bodie shared Flint’s vision of Liam in shredded jeans, but unlike the Viking-style blouse the sidhe had chosen for him, Bodie had gone with a simple black leather vest. It showed off Liam’s broad, muscled shoulders, and when he moved, the material shifted to give peekaboo glances at the rest of his chest and stomach.

      “Holy wafers, Osbourne, looking good.” Poppy’s voice dripped with genuine appreciation—appreciation further demonstrated by her apparent inability to look at Liam above the neck. She trailed her gaze down his body, as if someone had told her there were numbers tattooed on his bare skin where it peeked out from the gaps in his pants, and she’d win a free dessert if she could find them all.

      “You’re welcome,” Bodie said smugly. He gave Poppy’s outfit—pair of pants that were zebra striped on one half and black with blood red crosses on the other, under a long tank top made of wide-eyed fishnet and a halter top with silver skeleton hands over her modest breasts—an approving look. Then he frowned at something over my shoulder. “Agent Bradford. You didn’t get dressed.”

      I turned to see Andy standing in front of one of the dressing room doors. He watched me and Liam, studying our new clothes the way he might have examined our choice of weapons before a fight. He still wore his suit.

      “Andy,” Poppy chastised. “You have to change.”

      “I think I’ll be fine.”

      Before anyone could argue further, Andy began to unbutton his jacket. It was a sign of how much Liam’s attire had distracted me that I didn’t realize what Andy was doing until he’d stripped off the coat and button down shirt and was pulling his undershirt over his head.

      Poppy’s eyes bulged as she got her first look at Andy’s scars. His back and upper arms were covered, the skin red and angry, a mixture of white lines and melted red wax. Where Liam had the body of an older man who stayed fit through a physically demanding lifestyle, Andy had the cut, muscled body of a man who’d seen the scary things life had to offer at a young age, and spent a lot of time in the gym making sure that when he encountered such monsters again, he’d be ready.

      For some reason, the combination of his scarred flesh with the neatly pressed dress pants served to emphasize the contrast, and it made him look…well, corrupted.

      “That’ll work,” Poppy agreed softly.
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      “Remember, don’t kill anyone. Killing is bad. Also, stealing. I mean stealing is bad.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Peasblossom where she was holding on to Andy’s earlobe, offering helpful advice that was really just a paraphrasing of the ten commandments. Good Intentions—like most clubs—had more than it’s fair share of noise, and between the percussive electronic music from the live band on the small stage and the added noise from people talking, she had to practically put her face inside his ear to be heard. I wouldn’t blame him if he brushed her away like an over-sized mosquito.

      We stood inside the club’s front entrance, where ten feet from the doors a raised platform began that offered a grand view over the whole room. I put my hands on the wrought iron railing that curved out to the right and left before sweeping forward with the curved staircases, feeling the cold metal against my palms. It felt good compared to the hot air the room. The club wasn’t uncomfortable, exactly, but I did get the distinct impression the interior was kept warmer than usual to encourage bared flesh.

      Halloween costumes at clubs like this seemed to get smaller and smaller every year. It wasn’t just the skirts getting shorter, and the shirt more low cut. The concepts were getting more risqué. In this particular club, they were even thematic. More than one couple walked around as Adam and Eve—dressed only in leaves. And there were a few dungeon-style demons in what seemed styled like armor but would be worse than useless in a real battle.

      Gold lights were tucked into recesses in the stairs, lighting the steps that would lead us farther into the club. Overhead vintage-style Edison bulbs stretched out in rows to create the illusion of a ceiling as they swayed gently and created shifting shadows on the floor below.

      The lights illuminated Andy’s bare skin, and shirtless as he was, I had an excellent view of the way his muscles twitched with agitation, the scars seeming to dance as he scanned the large room, taking in the scene around him. Probably identifying those club-goers most likely to be a threat, and mapping out the building’s exits.

      Good Intentions resembled a Prohibition-era club with plush booths and scattered tables situated arena style around the sunken dance floor, allowing spectators in the booths to watch the dancers like predators leisurely picking out their prey. In each of the four corners of the room hung a cage, each one featuring either an angel or a devil—or both.

      Mostly devils.

      Leathery wings sprouted from their backs, and small horns curled from their temples. Most of the horns and wings were fake, just costumes worn by enthusiastic humans. But at least two of them were real. Succubi, if I had to guess, using their shape-changing ability to give the crowd what they wanted. If the looks they were getting from below were any indication, they’d have their pick of meals tonight.

      “I think I see the VIP section.” Liam’s breath tickled my neck and sent gooseflesh flowing down my right arm.

      I rolled my shoulder, enjoying the shiver as I followed his gaze.

      The strings of lights that created the false ceiling also served the purpose of hiding the balcony that circled the room where the second floor would be if the building didn’t have a warehouse-like open design. But between the strands of lights, if you were looking, you could see the railing. See the people here and there leaning on the black iron bars, looking down at the club. Even the spectators in the booths were exposed to the eyes of those above.

      It was easy to peg the upper balcony for an exclusive area. There were far fewer people up there, and they wore that lazy confidence that came from being told you’re better than everyone else. One or two lounged against the railing, rolling their champagne glasses between their fingers. I could understand why Alison had chafed at not being up there. I scanned the area, but I didn’t see Father Grey.

      “We should get drinks,” Poppy spoke up from the other side of Liam. “Help us blend in.”

      “I don’t drink,” I said back, not quite shouting.

      “You shouldn’t drink!” Peasblossom yelled into Andy’s ear.

      As I stared around the room, I considered opening my third eye, then quickly discarded the idea. Succubi weren’t generally harmful, just very open about how much they enjoyed sex. But if there were people here attending Black Masses, then there was a distinct possibility that they were all demon bait. Demons knew an opportunity when they saw one, and I was willing to bet there were plenty of spirits here—seen and unseen—that would leap at the opportunity to slide into a witch who wasn’t fully in her own skin.

      “Oh, now look at that, that’s shameful.”

      I turned to see what Poppy was talking about, expecting lewd behavior of one kind or another. But the necromancer was pointing at a dish of lemons behind the polished bar to the left.

      “Now that bowl would be perfectly functional with a little love and a quality hammer,” Poppy objected. “Instead it gets a few dents and now someone’s using it to hold drink garnishes. Look at the craftsmanship! I’ll bet that’s eighteenth century French Huguenot.”

      Liam leaned close again. “I’m going to stay with Andy. Do you want to stay together as a group, or split into pairs?”

      “Together for now,” I said immediately. “Let’s head toward the bar. People are chattier by the bar.”

      I didn’t know if Andy heard me, or if he’d just had the same idea, but he turned and headed down the staircase to the left. Liam followed after him, with Scath and me trailing behind, and Poppy bringing up the rear.

      Andy’s foot had barely hit the floor when a woman seemed to appear from nowhere. Red hair cascaded down her back in waves, and I could just barely make out large, wide-set eyes behind thin lacy black veil she wore over her face. She reached for Andy’s back, one finger tracing a thick scar that started at his hairline and ended at the bottom of his right shoulder blade.

      Andy jumped back as if she’d struck him. The pulse in his neck throbbed so hard I could see it, and the lights overhead reflected a sudden sheen of sweat on his temples, his forehead.

      Liam pushed forward, planting himself between Andy and the redhead. His nostrils flared as he looked the woman up and down. “What did you do?” he said sharply.

      The woman’s eyes were all for Andy, ignoring the alpha. “I could take that pain away. I could take the memory right out of your mind. Easy as shredding a paper from a file folder.”

      “That’s a rursus.” Poppy spoke loud enough for Liam’s ears to pick up her voice even over the music and crowd. “A demon. When she touches his scars, she makes him relive what caused them.”

      “But if you let me, I can take it all away,” the woman promised. “You’ll never see those memories again.”

      Andy’s eyes showed too much white, and his chest rose and fell so fast I worried he might hyperventilate. He didn’t back away again, but it didn’t take a witch to see what the demon had started. To see him trapped in childhood memories. Still fighting.

      My magic warmed my palms, and I looked at the demon. “Get away from him.”

      “He hasn’t told me to go away.”

      “He will once he gets a look at what you’re hiding under all that lace.” Poppy jumped forward, seizing the black veil that hid the woman’s face. The demon hissed as the lights revealed her skin. Revealed the patches that seemed to be turning grey.

      Rotting.

      “A rursus has to possess humans to survive,” Poppy said, throwing the veil to the floor with a disgusted curl of her lip. “They eat a person’s memories—starting with the bad ones. Their victim feels good until the rursus runs out of bad memories and starts eating the rest of them. Until the person that was ceases to be, and they’re left with the rotting remains.” She waved a hand in front of her face, exaggerating as if the woman reeked—which she didn’t. She smelled like camphor oil. “Smells like you’ve overstayed your welcome in this body.”

      “Get away from him,” I repeated. “Or I’ll cremate you right here.”

      The rursus glared at me as she crouched down to retrieve her veil. “Who are you to order me around?”

      “I’m the one who’ll drag your rotting carcass out to the parking lot and set you off like a Roman candle.”

      We were starting to draw attention. It wasn’t necessarily how I’d have liked to introduce ourselves, but given the fact it was a demonic club, there were worse ways. The important thing would be establishing we weren’t prey.

      Which meant making an example out of the rursus.

      I smiled.

      “You’re a witch, aren’t you?” a small voice asked.

      I turned my head just enough to locate the source of the new voice without letting the redhead out of my sight.

      A young man stood no more than two feet away. He was lean, almost scrawny, and I’d have bet my favorite thimble he wasn’t old enough to be here. Maybe eighteen, if I rounded up. He wore a thin grey tank top and black jeans that had been washed so much they were more grey than black. He looked at me with a plea in his eyes that squeezed my heart, made me turn toward him.

      “I am,” I said. “I’m Mother Renard.”

      “Can you get me out of here?” he begged. “Can you help me get out of here?”

      Confusion pinched the skin between my eyebrows. “The door is right there. Is someone stopping you from leaving?”

      He reached for my hand, his eyes still locked on mine. Suddenly two men appeared behind him. Large men in black jeans and black tank tops with chains slung across their chests. Unlike the silver chains draped over Poppy’s body and backpack, these chains didn’t look like decorations. They looked…functional. One of them had a crust on one link that looked like dried blood.

      I reached for the boy’s hand as the men clamped down on his shoulders. He let out a small cry. I tried to pull him toward me, but his hand slipped out of my grasp. It was like trying to hold onto a fish. I reached for him again.

      “Shade, be careful!”

      Poppy’s voice irritated me, and I snapped, “He wants to leave.”

      “Then let him leave.”

      “They won’t let him!” I snapped.

      The two bouncer-types glared at me without speaking and started to drag the boy back toward the dance floor.

      Tears filled his eyes. “Please, help me! I just want to go home!”

      I reached out my hand, and he lunged for me, managed to slip out of their grip. They scrambled to grab him again as the boy hurtled toward me, as if he were on a boat floating away from the pier, and he only had seconds to jump before it was too late.

      “Who won’t let him?” Poppy demanded. “Shade, there’s no one else there!”

      Too late. The boy landed in my arms. Unlike his hands, the rest of his body wasn’t slippery at all. In fact, it was sticky. My first thought when I touched his shoulder was that his skin felt like Charlotte’s Web. One of the fey racehorses I’d met on a previous case. The each uisge’s skin had the same feel to it, the same stickiness I knew was meant to trap prey. Keep them from letting go. For the each uisge the end game was drowning. What did the boy want?

      Unfortunately for him, I wasn’t in the mood to play games.

      “Ambustum,” I hissed.

      My hands flared with heat. No flames were visible, but the burn was there, the searing heat that made the boy’s skin bubble, made him scream in agony as he tore himself away. He fled into the crowd without looking back, trailing the scent of burning flesh in his wake.

      Coward.

      “That was a tufili,” Poppy said grimly. “Parasitic little demons. He’d have drained your strength until you couldn’t stand, then left you for dead.”

      My heart pounded as I swiveled my head to the side, searching for Andy, for the rursus. My skirmish with the tufili had drawn me farther from the stairs than I thought. Andy remained beside Liam where I’d left them. I’d been afraid to look back and see my friend still frozen there like a statue, imprisoned in his own mind, reliving what had been done to him.

      But that wasn’t what I saw.

      Andy’s hand was wrapped around the rursus’ throat. There was no emotion on his face. No fear. No anger. Just a quiet calm as he tightened his grip, dug his fingers into her throat. I took a step forward and heard the rursus let out a wet gurgle as she fought to breathe.

      “Father Grey,” Andy said, raising his voice. “Have you seen him?”

      “No,” the woman choked out. “Just…just arrived. Saw you. Need you.”

      The muscles in Andy’s arm flexed, tightening under his skin as he flung the demon to the side, letting her crash into the wall near the stairs and slump to the floor. Her skin was bruised and ugly where he’d squeezed her throat, easily damaged when the flesh the demon wore was already dying.

      A man with caramel skin and black hair slid past me to flow into the spot in front of Andy, invading his personal space with the confidence of someone who didn’t hear the word ‘no’ very often. “Now what would you want with Father Grey?” he asked in a soft German accent. “He’s a hot one, I’ll grant you, but there’s nothing he can offer you that I can’t.”

      The demon smiled as if he’d made a funny joke.

      “I warned him,” Poppy murmured. “He’s corrupted. Catnip for every demon in this place.”

      “He needs to use the stone you gave him,” I said.

      “He did, that’s how he shook off the memory the rursus raised.”

      “Blood and bone.” I closed my hand into a fist, calling my magic. I wasn’t going to stand here and wait in line while a stream of demons tried it on with Andy.

      Before I could decide on a spell, I felt a hand on my arm, a pleasant buzzing warmth that told me who it was.

      Liam had strayed from Andy’s side, not far, but far enough to reach me. When I turned to see why he’d stopped me, he shook his head ever so slightly.

      The FBI agent stepped forward, forcing the new arrival to take a step back. “You here often?”

      The man smiled, his eyes dropping to Andy’s mouth. “Yes.”

      “Good.” Andy reached into his pocket and grabbed his cell phone, with Alison’s picture already there, waiting to be shown around. “When was the last time you saw this girl?”

      “She’s not my type.”

      He circled Andy, his body rolling with an easy movement that reminded me of a snake. Andy took another quick step in his direction. The movement caught the demon off guard, and he lost some of his grace when Andy backed him up to the bar a few yards from the end of the stairs. Andy didn’t put his hands on the bar or otherwise try to box the other man in, but his scarred body made an imposing enough barricade.

      “I didn’t ask if she was your type. When was the last time you saw her?”

      The German looked at Andy with renewed interest. “She comes here very often. But she’s not here now.”

      “When was the last time she was here?”

      “I don’t know. She is not of interest enough for me to recall.” He leaned forward, lips nearly brushing Andy’s jaw line. “I will remember you.”

      “Give it up, Jonas, sex isn’t his sin,” a new voice spoke up.

      The man approaching now was smiling too, but this wasn’t a pleasant smile. This was a baring of teeth, a performance meant to highlight his glistening canines. His features were sharp, his cheeks almost gaunt, and he prowled toward Andy as if expecting—hoping—the FBI agent would produce a weapon.

      “Everyone who comes here likes sex, Frankie,” Jonas called out. “You just want to make someone bleed. It must be something about the atmosphere Father Grey has fed here. He lights a fire under us all.”

      Frankie burst out with a laugh, nodding at Jonas. “Point well made. Father Grey does have a burning desire to see us all give into our darker urges.”

      Now it was Jonas’ turn to laugh.

      “However,” Frankie continued, “I think this one likes violence.” A hint of eagerness crept into his tone as his gaze flicked to the rursus still slumped on the floor, then back to Andy. “I think this one’s mine.”

      I wanted to step in. Andy was getting crowded now, and the vein in his temple started to bulge. I looked to Liam.

      He didn’t take his eyes off Andy, but he answered my look with a firm, “Let him be. He needs to know.”

      “Needs to know if he’ll lose control?” I asked, trying to keep the frustration out of my voice.

      Liam shook his head. “Not if. When.”

      “This is fantastic,” Poppy breathed, her eyes wide. “This is so much better than I expected.”

      Scath pressed her heavy body against my leg, and when I looked down, her green eyes met mine. Then she looked at Andy, then back at me. Asking.

      “Not yet,” I murmured.

      Peasblossom had, for her part, had the sense to go invisible as soon as the rursus stopped Andy. It made me feel better, knowing she was there on our friend’s shoulder. Ready to help.

      “I’m here to speak to Father Grey,” Andy said, keeping his voice smooth and level. “Tell me where I can find him, or get out of my way.”

      “And if I don’t?” Frankie taunted.

      Liam’s aura flared, and the burst of heat against my skin made every one of my nerve endings stand up. I held my breath, waiting for Andy to react. Beside me, Poppy bounced on her toes, making the chains on her backpack jingle. And at the bar, I saw Bridgett. She touched the brim of her bowler hat in acknowledgment, her pale blue eyes lit with amusement.

      “I don’t have time to waste with you,” Andy replied, his voice just loud enough to be heard over the pulsing dance music, over the crowd. “I’m here to talk to Grey.”

      “About what?” Jonas asked from his new spot reclining against the bar. His new position allowed him to angle his hips toward Andy. I didn’t know much about demons, but I could guess this one. An alp. Sex demons, related to incubi. “What is your business with the dark lord?”

      Frankie snickered at the moniker, but I didn’t know why.

      Andy held up his cell phone, this time showing the picture to Frankie too. “I want to know about this girl. When was the last time she was here? Who did she talk to?”

      “And what is my motivation to tell you anything?” Frankie leaned closer. “Will you make me tell you?”

      “Is he part goblin?” I muttered under my breath.

      Andy looked Frankie up and down, a quick glance to size him up. And because he was Andy, he looked to Poppy, silently asking for pertinent information.

      “He’s a low-level bellum,” Poppy told him. “He gets a high from pissing people off.”

      “You smell good,” Frankie said, flexing his hands. “The more I push you, the better you smell. You want to hit me.”

      Andy put the phone back in his pocket. The veins on his arms stood out. He did want to hit him. If he did, there was no question in my mind that the fight would spread. There were too many demons in this club, too many patrons who would welcome a brawl and the chaos it provided. I glanced up, past the strings of light. The VIPs were watching.

      Inspiration struck.

      “Father Grey wants to see sin,” I said in a low voice, knowing Liam would hear me anyway. “And this is a demonic club. It’s not just the low-level demons that want to see a reaction. It’s Grey.”

      “We put on a show to lure him out,” Liam murmured.

      “Right.” I raised my voice, looking at Andy. “Hit him.”

      Andy’s fist shot out as if he’d been waiting for those two little words. Frankie’s head snapped back, and he stumbled against the bar next to the alp. Jonas slid away from him, shaking his head as he melted back into the crowd. A lover, not a fighter.

      The bellum heaved himself off the bar, a grin splitting his still-human face. His eyes reflected the lights above as his body swelled, straining the seams of his shirt as he drew his fist back and punched Andy square in the jaw.

      Andy took the hit with an ease that turned my stomach, imagining what he’d endured that he’d had to learn to handle being struck that hard. But there wasn’t time to dwell on it.

      The rursus peeled herself off the floor. One side of her face hung lower than the other, as if her exertion and the damage she’d taken from our brief scuffle had strained what little energy she had. Her body was decaying faster now, and if she didn’t get a new one, her demon would likely return to its own plane. Trapped until it could find a way out. She leapt for Andy with the desperation of someone who had nothing left to lose, her hands reaching for his scarred back.

      “Impetu!” I shouted, shoving forward with my hand. A blast of force shot out from my palm, striking the rursus in the chest. This time when she hit the wall, her skull cracked. The stomach-turning sound of bone breaking made me realize the hubbub around us had dimmed as more people stopped what they were doing to watch.

      Perfect.

      Poppy stood five feet away from me, her eyes blank and her face slack. Something was wrong. She stood in a trance, as if staring at something I couldn’t see. A man squared off with her wearing the black, beak-faced mask of a plague doctor, along with a long black cloak that hid his form.

      No, not a mask.

      That beak was part of his face.

      Scath screeched that feline roar of hers, and pounced for the demon who’d entranced Poppy. Her claws shredded the demon’s cloak, reaching deep to score the flesh beneath it. The demon screamed and whirled away, one hand going to its bloody side.

      Poppy glanced at me as Scath took out her attacker, and her eyes widened.

      I turned to follow her gaze and found myself face to face with a woman at least a foot taller than me, but half as wide. A wispy black lace dress draped the skeletal creature from just beneath its shoulders to its thigh bones. My brain told me I was seeing things, because skeletons weren’t that big, and they didn’t move like that. Yet bony fingers reached for my face, empty eye sockets staring straight into my soul.

      I stared back into the dark pits of those sockets too long, dazed. The next thing I knew, the skull abruptly swiveled to the side, teeth grinding as rotting arms wrapped around its skeletal body from behind.

      I blinked. The dead rursus was grappling with the creature that had been focused on me, flesh and red locks of hair sloughing off her body as she continued to decay. The rursus’ broken skull rained chips of bone and slivers of something spongy. Bile splashed the back of my throat at what I was wretchedly sure were exposed brains glistening beneath her red hair.

      A low growl sent goosebumps over my skin, and I turned in time to see Liam grab a man by the throat. He turned, and the lights glinted off something sticking out of Liam’s back.

      A knife.

      “Liam,” I cried out.

      Poppy grabbed my shoulder, nodding toward the alpha. “He’s fine. If they’d hit anything vital, he wouldn’t be standing.”

      It wasn’t the most reassuring thought, but Liam did seem to have his situation under control, so I looked for Andy.

      Horror blossomed in my chest as I found him still by the bar, blood pouring over his skin, painting him crimson. His scars were bleeding. He hadn’t fully transformed—his face still looked normal, and the cuts and injuries I’d seen the last time he’d taken his demonic form hadn’t returned yet. But he was bigger than he’d been a moment ago. Not much, but enough that I noticed.

      He held the bellum against his chest from behind, one arm banded around his waist, the other around his throat, his blood making them both slippery. The agent’s mouth was pressed against the bellum’s ear, and the demon’s eyes widened a little more with every whispered word.

      The bellum cried out, squeezing its eyes shut. A surge of energy rolled over its body, and he surged up, gaining four inches in height, and more in bulk. The growth spurt tore him out of Andy’s slippery grasp, and he whirled around to face him, fist raised.

      “Deformare nitentibus!”

      Sickly green light pulsed outward from my outstretched hand, striking the bellum in the center of his bloody back. Andy’s blood, or the demon’s own, I didn’t know. And I didn’t care. The bellum made a gurgling sound in his throat before bending over, arms wrapped around his midsection. My spell exploded into sizzling green coils, and he let out a nerve-curling scream.

      “Liam!” I shouted. “Throw him!”

      I gestured to the demon Liam still held with his feet off the ground. Liam’s biceps bulged as he tossed his attacker into the bellum. Sweat broke out on my forehead as I kept hold of the spell I’d used on the bellum, making a fist to gather that energy. Then I snapped it to the side.

      The green light shot into the second victim. Without releasing the bellum, the spell’s coils swallowed the demon who’d stabbed Liam. Now both demons were screaming as their bodies distorted. Shiny, bloody muscle flashed across my vision as their skin split and reformed, swallowing bones that warped into new shapes. Both of them screamed. Kept screaming as the magic twisted their bodies like crack-and-snap children’s toys.

      The sound of their agony echoed so loud in my ears, it took a moment for me to register the other sound behind me.

      A slow, measured clapping.

      I turned. The crowd behind us had parted, revealing a man from Alison’s photos with black hair and a smooth pale face. Father Grey wore a high-necked Gothic coat, with thirteen steel buttons that stretched from his neck to his waist. A priest’s white collar was tucked into the high neck.

      “A fantastic show,” he said, his voice smooth, almost seductive. “It’s so refreshing to meet a group of people so willing to embrace their dark side.” He spread his hands, fanning out his fingers as he gestured at the club around him. “Welcome to Good Intentions.”
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      “You must be Father Grey,” I said.

      The priest nodded his head as if I’d said something more flattering than just his name. “I am. And you are?”

      “Mother Renard.”

      “Poppy,” the demonologist said, forgoing any title.

      Father Grey glanced from her to the rursus on the floor. The zombie was holding down the black gowned skeletal creature who’d tried to ensnare me. “That was you, Poppy?”

      The necromancer crossed her arms, but didn’t say anything.

      The two demons I’d hit with the spell weren’t screaming anymore. They’d run out of breath, and now they lay on the floor, their deformities and they way they’d collapsed in a heap making them look like one horribly mangled form with too many limbs. Their whimpers should have bothered me more than they did. Maybe it was the fact that one of them was still covered in Andy’s blood. Or maybe it was that one of them had stuck a knife in Liam’s back.

      Maybe it was the atmosphere in Good Intentions.

      “We have questions, Father.” Andy’s voice was low, each syllable dragged over a pit of gravel. His scars weren’t bleeding anymore. The blood on his skin was drying, turning a dark shade of maroon instead of bright crimson. He’d pulled the knife from Liam’s back and now he tossed it aside.

      “And you are?”

      Andy’s skin twitched as he let out a breath, his body constricting to its previous size. “A friend of Alison Gimble.”

      I flicked a hand over Andy including the demons and floor and stained knife beside him. My Cinderella spell cleaned up the blood. No way was I leaving any of our blood lying around a place like this where it could get used for spells or rites. I thought I heard Bridgett chuckle from her seat at the bar.

      “Alison.” Father Grey nodded. “One of my favorites. Where is she? I expected to see her tonight.”

      “When was the last time you saw her?” I asked.

      “Why don’t you come upstairs with me?” he suggested. “We can speak more easily up there. I’m afraid we’ve already stolen too much of poor Lacey’s thunder.”

      He gestured back at the music stage. A woman who wasn’t an inch under six feet tall, with curves that would have made Aphrodite weep, stood with a hand on one hip, her eyebrow quirked in an “if you’re quite finished?” fashion.

      Liam didn’t touch the wound on his back. If I hadn’t felt the flare of his aura, hot as a blast from an open over door, I wouldn’t even have known how hard his body was working to close it. His eyes flickered with gold as he took a step forward.

      Father Grey’s attention zeroed in on the alpha, and I watched something pass over his face. I suspected he could feel Liam’s aura too.

      “And you are?” Father Grey murmured.

      I wagered he spoke that low as a test of whether Liam could hear him. I almost didn’t hear him, and I was five steps closer than the werewolf.

      “Another friend of Alison’s.”

      Father Grey headed for another set of stairs. This one didn’t lead to the doors we’d entered through, but were set against the wall and led straight up to the balcony.

      I looked around at the club’s other patrons, remembering what Bridgett had said about the clientele being mostly human. The fight, bloody and loud as it had been, hadn’t scared anyone away. If their glazed eyes and dopey smiles were any indication, a big part of that was the colorful pills we’d found on Alison. Molly. Ecstasy.

      But still. Some of them should have been afraid. Should have fled. Especially when the body the rursus had been occupying, which was even more gruesome in death, began trailing Poppy through the room like a lost puppy. I was grateful when the zombie remained on the bottom step instead of following us up. Not just because I appreciated having an impromptu guard, but because zombies made me nervous. An enemy you couldn’t reason with was terrifying.

      I flexed my power, letting it spread outward in a silver haze. There was magic everywhere. Demonic powers of all flavors. I didn’t have time to analyze all of them, or even most of them. But I wasn’t interested in the demons, not right now. I wanted to know if Good Intentions itself had some sort of magic. Some sort of safeguard Father Grey could use if things got too out of hand.

      There. The candle holders on the tables of the booths. Their flames glowed with a soft purple flame under the influence of my magic. Some sort of illusion spell. That would work. Sculpt sounds just enough to turn screams of agony into the normal shouts of a brawl one might hear break out at a local football game.

      The radius of the spelled candles couldn’t have been that great. They weren’t doing anything for Andy, as far as I could tell. Even though he didn’t seem to be so agitated that his powers were kicking in, he did seem on edge. Nervous energy rolled off him, and he kept flexing his hands open and closed. Itching for a fight.

      Which made the first face we saw when we reached the top of the stairs so very unfortunate.

      Grant.

      I recognized the Acolyte right away alone on the couch pressed against the wall. It was hard to miss someone with Groucho Marx eyebrows and a mop of curly black hair. He wasn’t dressed like the rest of the clubgoers, opting instead for a thick white cotton Henley and a pair of cargo shorts.

      He looked up as we stepped off the stairs, and his eyes met mine. Anger flooded his gaze immediately, and he sat up straighter.

      I waited for him to speak, but he didn’t. Instead he took a cell phone from his pocket, slumping back against the cushions as he began the kind of rapid texting that made me cringe, imagining typos and well-meaning, but inaccurate auto-correct.

      “I saw Alison on Thursday,” Father Grey answered at last as he turned to watch us trail up the stairs. “I expected her last night as well, but she never showed. I’m sure she’ll be here tonight if you want to check up on her. I trust that’s what you desire?”

      I studied his face, trying to determine if he was pretending to believe Alison was still alive, or if he truly thought she might show up tonight. He seemed open enough, but that amused facade he held in place made it hard to tell. The only thing I was sure of was he wanted to look at Andy and was trying not to.

      It was something we had in common.

      Aside from Grant and Father Grey I saw five other people in the VIP section. All of them wore varying combinations of black cotton, leather, lace, silver jewelry, and enough makeup to satisfy an army of mimes.

      None of them looked happy to see us.

      “Have any of you seen Alison since Thursday night?” I asked.

      Andy seemed content to let me ask the questions. I wasn’t sure if he thought they would speak more freely to me, or if he didn’t trust himself to speak yet.

      Grant didn’t look up from his cell phone, but I could tell he was listening. I wanted to confront him. Ask him what he was doing here, in a place that went against everything the Acolytes claimed to stand for. But I didn’t know if Father Grey knew about the Acolytes. Knew that there was someone in his VIP section—two, counting Andy—who had the corruption of an elder demon in them. If he didn’t, I wouldn’t be the one to tell him.

      The other VIPs looked around at one another, and a few shook their heads. Finally, a girl with black hair and brown roots stepped forward.

      “Alison hasn’t showed up the past two nights, and the place has been all the better for it.”

      “Linda,” Father Grey chastised her. “Alison was passionate about our work here.”

      “She was passionate about herself,” Linda corrected him. Her brows dipped in a scowl. “She thought she was better than all of us.”

      “And that’s not a guess,” one of the boys said. He ran a hand through the spiky white hair on top of his head. “She said it outright.”

      “Not to me,” Grant said.

      I detected a hint of smugness in his tone. I remembered what Jack had said about Alison wanting to be corrupted, how angry she was when they told her it wasn’t happening.

      Linda clenched her teeth. But she avoided looking at Grant, and so did the rest of her VIP squad. Interesting.

      “Alison had a great deal of pride,” Father Grey said. “And unlike some people, we don’t punish pride here. We revel in it. It’s what made Alison such an inspiration.”

      “So she must have had a lot of friends here.” I looked around the VIPs. “Who did she hang out with?”

      “Her friend Chloe,” Linda said. “They were always together.”

      “Including last Thursday?” Poppy asked.

      One of the boys shook his head. “No, Chloe stopped coming awhile ago.”

      “So who did Alison hang out with after that?” Poppy asked.

      No one said anything. But I noticed that none of them were looking at Father Grey anymore either.

      “Alison’s friend said she had quite a crush on you,” Liam said, taking a step closer to the fallen priest. “Was her attraction unrequited, or…?”

      “Are you asking me if I had sex with her?” Father Grey asked, his eyes shining. He traced a hand lightly over his chest, fingers dancing over the metal buttons.

      “Did you?” I pressed.

      “Yes,” he purred. “Sex is one of the purest forms of pleasure.” He took a step closer to me and brushed my hair back over my shoulder with his fingertips, then reached to trace the brim of my pointed black hat. “If you’re jealous, you don’t need to be. I like witches.”

      Tick, tick, tick.

      I didn’t even see Andy move. One minute he was standing behind me, the next minute his fist shot through my peripheral vision, connecting with Father Grey’s jaw.

      Liam’s aura flared, but he made no move to stop Andy. Made no move to intervene at all.

      Andy curled his fist in Father Grey’s black coat. “Where were you last Friday night?”

      “Let him go,” one of the girls demanded, getting to her feet.

      “Now,” one of the boys added.

      “It’s all right,” Father Grey said, waving his hand at his followers. “Everyone relax.” He met Andy’s eyes, studying him with an expression I couldn’t quite read. He reached out his tongue, licked at the drop of blood oozing out of his split lip. “I was here. Any number of people can vouch for me.”

      “I can vouch for him,” Grant said, standing up. “He was here all night.”

      A chorus of agreement came from the other VIPs.

      Father Grey put his hand over Andy’s where he still held on to his shirt. “You should come to my Rite of Immundus,” he murmured. “I think you would enjoy it.”

      The agent released him, though I guessed it had more to do with evading Father Grey’s touch than anything else. “And what happens at this Rite of Immundus?”

      “That’s when we’ll get our powers.” Linda smiled, a dreamy expression softening her eyes. “Like Grant’s.”

      I cursed inwardly. So they did know about him. Or did they know about all the Acolytes?

      “How?” Poppy bounced past me and flopped down on the couch near Grant. “Who gives you the power, Linda?”

      “All power comes through me,” Father Grey said, holding his arms out. “On All Hallow’s Eve, I will hold a very special Black Mass. Those who have truly dedicated themselves to sin, to living their most satisfying life, will gather with me in a ritual that will part the veil between this world and the next, and everyone will get the power they desire.”

      I glanced at Grant. He was watching Father Grey, but unlike the VIPs he didn’t look to him like an answer to his prayers. It was more like the way children looked at the bouncy house employee while they gave the safety speech before opening the doors to let them in. A sort of “Sounds great, but is the speech really necessary? Let’s get on with it.”

      “And that’s what Alison wanted,” I clarified. “Power?”

      “Satan’s mercy, yes,” Linda said, rolling her eyes. “Alison considered it a great injustice that she didn’t already have magic. The first time she showed up here, all she could talk about was who has magic. If you didn’t have any special powers, then she didn’t give you a second look.”

      “Who among you have powers?” I asked.

      No one raised their hand.

      Grant smiled. No surprise there.

      I regarded Father Grey.

      “Of course I have magic,” he said. “But I’m not a magician here to perform for you. Those who have attended the Black Mass have seen my power.”

      I looked at the kids to confirm, and sure enough they were all staring at Father Grey with hungry faces, eyes shining with the fantasy of one day having their own power.

      “Is there any way for someone to gain this magical ability early?” I asked. “What if someone didn’t want to wait for the Black Mass, or what if they wanted power sooner so they could use it at the Rite of Immundus?”

      “There is no path to power here but through me,” Father Grey said, his voice suddenly cold.

      “Is that why you don’t let demons in the VIP section?” Poppy asked. “Not a fan of competition?”

      I raised my eyebrows. Poppy was right. There were no demons up here, only humans. And whatever Father Grey was. I made eye contact with Poppy and nodded toward him, a tiny tilt of my head. She shrugged.

      “The demons here serve me,” Father Grey said, his tone dropping another few degrees. “I do not serve them. This Rite of Immundus is for those I wish to reward.”

      “Uh-huh,” Poppy said. “And what exactly do you do at this Rite of Immundus? What artifacts do you use? Do you perform it in Latin?” She kept rapid-firing questions, watching Father Grey’s face the whole time. Trying to get a reaction out of him. “What makes this Black Mass different than the others you’ve held? Will there be a summoning? If so, whose door will you be knocking on?”

      “I will not reveal any secrets before it’s time. Only those who attend will have those answers.” He narrowed his eyes. “You are even more curious than Alison. She was impatient as well.”

      “How impatient?” Andy asked.

      Father Grey rubbed his coat where it was still wrinkled from being bunched in Andy’s grip. “She begged me to hold a private ritual just for her. But I told her no. As much as I admired her arrogance, a ritual like the Rite of Immundus takes a great deal of planning. It’s not something one just throws together at the last minute because someone can’t wait. Xander and I have been working to prepare for weeks.”

      “So you’ve done this before?” Poppy pressed.

      There was a slight hesitation, then Father Grey smiled. “Of course. I do it every Halloween.” He spread his arms again, taking in everyone in the VIP section. “Every year, I find people worthy of the kind of power I have to offer. It takes time, and I travel all over the country, but I think this year will be my greatest yet.”

      “Does anyone else travel with you?” I asked.

      “I travel alone. There are a great many people who would like to steal my secrets and perform these rituals on their own. Or attempt to, I should say,” he added. “Even if I told you what I planned to do, it is very unlikely you could replicate it. It’s not just about power, or knowing what words to say. It’s about experience. Being able to ride the energy you raise. Being able to look into the face of whatever responds to your ritual and know that they will like what they see.”

      I shared a look with Liam. Everything I’d heard about Alison so far suggested she was the sort of girl who believed she deserved to go first. What if she’d found someone who’d attended one of Father Grey’s Rite of Immundus’s? What if she’d tried to replicate it on her own…and failed?
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      “So you’re telling me,” I said slowly, “that Alison came to Good Intentions with Chloe at first. And when Chloe stopped coming, she spent her time here with you?”

      The priest shrugged. “I never allowed her to monopolize my time. I was aware of her interest, of course, and I took her to bed when it pleased me to do so. But if you’re asking if Alison spent the majority of her time here with me, the answer is no.”

      “So if it wasn’t Linda’s crowd, who did she spend time with?” Poppy asked. “You’re not telling me she just hung out all on her onesies?”

      Before Father Grey could answer, a commotion broke out on the floor below us.

      I went to the railing to look down, and spotted two young men locked together near the dance floor. One of them—a blond with black roots and enough chains around his neck to be a choking hazard—pulled back his fist and let it fly, making solid contact with his opponent’s jaw. His opponent—a brunet whose street clothes made him look like he’d wandered into the club to use the bathroom and gotten lost—winced, revealing bloody teeth. Then he hurled his weight forward, tackling the faux blond to the floor. They rolled around while the other clubgoers formed a circle around them and began offering helpful phrases like “Get him!” and “Hit him back!”

      “Problems, Xander?” Father Grey called.

      “Did you say Xander?” Andy strode to the railing and peered down through the strands of lights. “We need to speak with him.”

      The brunet lurched off the floor, and looked up at the VIP section. “No problems. Just enthusiastic haggling.”

      “Glad to hear it. Come up here when it’s convenient. I have some guests who’d like to speak with you.”

      The blond’s desire to fight ended as soon as he witnessed the exchange between Xander and Father Grey. He sneered at Xander and made a rude gesture I hadn’t seen before, then walked away. Two of his friends thumped him on the back, no doubt reassuring him that he’d totally won that fight.

      Xander was kneeling on the floor doubled over, suggesting he’d taken a significant blow to his midsection. When he got up, he had a fistful of bloody tissues, and he shoved them into his back pocket as he headed for the stairs.

      Like Grant, Xander didn’t dress like he belonged at Good Intentions. He wore a pair of faded blue jeans and a golf shirt with a tiny alligator over the left pocket. The only thing that kept him from looking completely out of place was a tiny skull he wore on the end of a leather thong. Mouse, I thought. Maybe a small rat.

      When he reached the VIP section, he smiled at each of us in turn as he jogged over to Father Grey. One of the tissues fell out of his pocket and he bent to pick it up.

      “Sorry,” he said, stuffing it back with the rest. “Had to wipe up my blood. Never a good idea to leave that sort of thing lying around, yeah?”

      “A wise precaution,” the priest agreed. “Xander, I’d like you to meet some friends of Alison. Mother Renard, Poppy, and…” He arched an eyebrow, looking from Andy to Liam and back.

      “Liam,” the alpha said, holding out his hand.

      Xander accepted the handshake. “Pleasure.”

      He turned to Andy, expectantly.

      “What was the fight about?” Andy asked.

      Xander scowled and shot a glance toward the lower level of the club. “Bryce has an inheritance that would have put my entire family through college and med school, but he wants to argue with me over a couple hundred bucks. Next time, I’m tripling the price. I’ll call it the Trust Fund Baby Special.”

      “Greed is a wonderful thing,” Father Grey reminded him. “Of course Bryce would want to keep as much of his wealth as he can.”

      Xander smirked. “My greed is wonderful too. And I’m going to wring every last cent I can out of him.”

      “As well you should,” Father Grey said, holding out his hands as if Xander had just benefited from some grand lesson.

      “What were you selling him?” Liam asked.

      Suspicion tightened the skin around Xander’s eyes. He looked Liam up and down, paying more attention now. “Why do you care?”

      Liam’s aura flared again, but before he could respond, Poppy leveraged herself off the couch. “I hear you’re the person to see for a good time,” she said, skirting around me to plant herself in front of Xander. She batted her eyes at him, not even trying to be subtle. “I’m always looking for a good time.”

      Xander looked us all over again. My witch hat, tilted at a rakish angle, Liam’s peek-a-boo bare chest, Poppy’s pink hair, and Andy’s scars. His gaze lingered on Andy, eyes sketching out his scars as if guessing what weapon had left each ugly reminder.

      “Who told you that?” he asked, finally. “That I'm the one to see?”

      “Alison,” Poppy said smoothly. “She told me to ask for something pink and pitch-forky.”

      “Alison,” Xander said, his expression easing. “Yeah, she parties hard. That’s right, Father Grey said you’re friends of hers. When did you meet her?”

      “We recently became acquainted,” Poppy said. “I was hoping to run into her here tonight, but no one’s seen her around.”

      Xander frowned. “That’s weird. She’s usually here every night. Especially now that we’re getting closer to the Rite of Immundus.” He gestured at us. “I assume since you’re up here, you’re going?”

      “I haven’t decided yet,” Andy said. “Details are thin.”

      “You’re as bad as Alison,” Father Grey sighed, rubbing his temples. “No one has patience anymore.”

      “This’ll take the edge off your wait,” Xander said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a small plastic baggie with a handful of pink pills in it. They looked like the same pills we’d found with the corpse. “Yeah, Alison is what you’d call hyper-ambitious. She doesn’t just want to be first in line. If there’s something she wants, she wants to get it before there is a line. And then show it off.”

      “I know the type.” Poppy nodded at the pills. “How much for two?”

      “For a friend of Alison’s, thirty.” Xander pointed at Poppy. “Now that’s something else I’ll say for Alison. She never haggled. If she wants to buy something, she asks me how much it is, I tell her, and she pays me.”

      “Were you close, or was it just business?” I asked.

      Xander hesitated. “How exactly did you know Alison?”

      To my astonishment, Poppy popped one of the pills into her mouth.

      I hadn’t known she used drugs. Magic and drugs were a dangerous mix.

      The change in Liam’s aura and the throbbing of the vein in Andy’s temple hinted they weren’t happy about it either.

      “We used to go to the same church,” Poppy lied. “Then they got the new guy in, and he is a drag. Alison bounced from there a while ago, so I hit her up, and she clued me in to this place. Said I could get something from you to take the edge off Sundays, if you know what I mean?”

      Xander relaxed a little more after she took the pill, and every word out of her mouth seemed to mesh with whatever impression he had of Alison. I’d have been happier about it if Poppy hadn’t taken that pill, though.

      “Well, Alison calls me her friend, but between you and me, it’s only because I have connections she wants.” Xander waved the bag of pills. “I liked her, but anyone who talks to her for more than five minutes knows she isn’t one to waste time with someone she can’t use.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Poppy said, her voice taking on a teasing tone. She elbowed Xander in the side. “When she said your name, I got the definite vibe that you and she shared more than one way to have a good time.”

      He let out a stuttering laugh. “Um, no. No, she didn’t like me that much. She didn’t even like the pills that much.” He inclined his head toward Father Grey. “Maybe if he wasn’t around, she might have given me a shot. But, no, Alison decided a while ago to set her sights on Father Grey. She wouldn’t settle for less.”

      Liam had moved to stand slightly behind Xander while he was talking, acting as if he were getting a closer look at the pills. If I hadn’t been watching him so closely, I would have missed the flash of white and red in his hand as he pocketed one of the bloody tissues he’d taken from Xander’s pocket.

      “She said you sell more than just pills,” Poppy said with a wink. “Do you have anything else to show me?”

      “I have some stuff out in the car if you’re interested,” he agreed. “When you said ‘take the edge off Sundays,’ did you mean zoning out during mass, or were you thinking to add your own ritual to the holy day?”

      “What sort of ritual supplies do you have?” I asked, straightening my witchy hat to draw his attention.

      “Well, just in case Alison gave you any big ideas, let me start by saying I don’t have anything on the level of what Father Grey uses for his rituals,” Xander said, holding his hands up. “Like I told her, I can’t help you run your own Rite of Immundus. But if you’re looking for something for your altar, maybe an athame or a nice chalice, I’m your guy.”

      “She did mention that she was disappointed you weren’t more helpful,” Poppy said, an apologetic inflection in her voice. “But I didn’t get the impression she’s giving up. Between you and me, I think she suspects you’re holding out on her.”

      The dealer shoved a hand through his hair. “I told her, find out exactly what ritual she wants to perform, find out what she needs, then talk to me. If she puts in the work, gets the fine details, then we can talk. I even pointed her to some sources that might help her figure it out.”

      “She’s not going to put in the work,” Linda muttered. “She’ll find someone to do it for her.”

      I’d almost forgotten the other VIPs were here. But they were, and clearly they were all listening in.

      Xander shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Where do you get the stuff you sell?” Andy asked.

      “I don’t really like to share my sources. I’m a history major with a religion minor. I have massive student debt, and my degree is very, very specific. These people,” he said, gesturing around him, “are keeping me from becoming another example for the Democrats to use when they talk about why free college is so important.”

      He lowered his voice. “And I’d like to quit selling the drugs and move to a more legal form of earning, so I have to play the rest close to the vest. You understand.”

      Andy stepped toward him. Every move he made caused the shadows to shift over his body, caressing his scars. Being naked from the waist up, and wearing only the plain grey suit pants, there just wasn’t anything about him to draw the eye away from those scars. Hints at a brutal life that invited disturbing questions.

      Xander swayed back. “But you seem like a nice fellow, so maybe I could give you a few pointers. Goodwill and estate sales are ripe for the picking.”

      I frowned. A specific division in the Vanguard specialized in making sure powerful artifacts didn’t end up in the general population that way. They’d started popular antique evaluating TV shows specifically to help filter them out. “You’re trying to tell me you find magic artifacts at Goodwill and estate sales? Enough to make part of your living off of it?”

      He waved a hand. “The important thing is for it to look the part. And there are ways to enchant objects too, leaving them out under the full moon, dipping them in holy water, burying them in a cemetery, and whatnot. Ninety percent of magic and ritual is faith.”

      That wasn’t true, but it behooved the Otherworld’s status quo of hiding in plain sight for humans to think that way, so I didn’t say anything.

      Xander straightened. “And of course, sometimes I leave my wares here, let them soak up the energy so to speak. Father Grey is kind enough to let me tuck a few things behind the bar and on the shelves, sometimes I even hang something on the wall. It adds to the atmosphere and gives my stuff a mojo bump, so it’s a win-win.”

      Demonic energy was corrupting, so that part checked out.

      “Do you supply Father Grey with supplies for his rituals?” Poppy asked casually. “Are you helping with the Rite of Immundus?”

      “Of course Xander will be there,” the priest said, stepping forward. “You heard him before. He’s the personification of greed, isn’t he? The powers that be will love him.”

      I drummed my fingers on my waist pouch. So far, everyone seemed to be under the impression that Alison was still alive. Though of course, any of them could be lying about it. Everyone agreed Alison wouldn’t waste her time with anyone lower in status than Father Grey, but the priest was adamant he didn’t spend much time with her.

      “Who does Alison hang around with when she’s here?” I repeated, eyeing Linda. “You said she’d get someone else to do the research for her. Any ideas who that might be?”

      “She had a blonde friend named Chloe she used to hang with,” Xander offered. “She was sort of submissive, if you catch my drift. But Chloe stopped coming in about a week ago.”

      “Submissive, yes.” Father Grey frowned. “She was more of a lookie-loo, I’m afraid. More interested in Xander’s mundane wares then the riches I offer. Pity.”

      “Oh, I’m not sure about that,” Grant spoke up.

      I narrowed my eyes as he stood and sauntered closer to us. His eyes lingered on Andy, but not his scars. He looked into Andy’s eyes, that sort of steady gaze people used when they were trying to tell you something. I remembered Kelly’s stare, remembered her asking, “You seem different, Agent Bradford. Has something changed?”

      Could they feel the corruption in Andy or had Lorelei told them about it?

      Regardless, Grant didn’t like me, and he wasn’t subtle about it.  Somehow I doubted he was choosing to participate in our conversation out of an impulse to be helpful.

      “What do you mean?” Father Grey asked.

      “Well, everyone knows that there’s nothing a demon likes better than corrupting the innocent.” Grant looked straight at Andy now. “The more virtuous a person is, the sweeter it is for the demon to corrupt them. Watch them slide down from their lofty perch to sit in the filth with the rest of us.”

      Oh, yeah. He knew.

      Liam frowned. “You think Chloe was pretending to be innocent. You think she ran off to make herself a more tempting target?”

      Grant nodded toward the fallen priest. “I think Alison and Chloe both wanted Father Grey but Chloe was too submissive to fight her up front. And I’d bet a pint of my own blood that Chloe was disappointed when she left the Black Mass and Father Grey didn’t follow her out. She’s probably waiting in her bed every night hoping he shows up to seduce her back.”

      That was not the impression I’d gotten from her. And it wasn’t the impression Jack and Kelly had given me of Chloe either. I wanted to ask Grant more questions, but I didn’t want to do it here. I still couldn’t risk exposing the Acolytes’ existence to Father Grey and his VIPs.

      “So you and Grant were both here Friday night,” Andy said, looking back and forth between the priest and the Acolyte. He looked at Xander. “Where were you Friday night?”

      Xander gestured with his thumb at the dance floor. “I was here. I sold a dozen pills to some kid with two-hundred dollar bed head.”

      “Which kid?”

      Xander shrugged. “They all look the same to me, if you want the truth.”

      I sighed. Not a great alibi.

      Xander frowned. “Why do you want to know where I was Friday?”

      “Alison and I were supposed to meet up Friday night, but she canceled on me and said she was going to do some sort of ritual,” Poppy explained. “I haven’t seen her since. I figure since she’s sort of new to the ritual thing, she was probably doing it with someone else, maybe several someones.”

      She snorted. “Honestly, I thought I’d find she had more friends here. Maybe she did do it on her own. Can you tell me what the last item you sold her was, ritual wise? Did she ask for anything specific after you pointed her in the right direction?”

      “Sorry, I do have some client confidentiality,” Xander said.

      There was suspicion in his voice now. I glanced around at the rest of the VIP section and saw it reflected in all their faces.

      Andy must have seen it too. “Alison doesn’t need confidentiality anymore. She’s dead.”

      I watched their faces as he gave them the news. Xander’s gaze immediately flicked to Father Grey, then he looked away just as fast.

      “I sold her an athame,” he mumbled “Looks like an old letter opener, very cool. I told her it wasn’t magic, she’d have to charge it herself, full moon or something. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go.”

      Father Grey stepped closer to Andy. His energy had changed, and he seemed shocked, and just a little angry. “What happened to her?” he demanded.

      “We can’t share details of an ongoing investigation,” Andy said coolly.

      “Do you think Chloe killed her?” Father Grey pressed. “Do you think Grant and Xander are right, and she desired to have what Alison had?”

      “Like he said, we can’t discuss an ongoing investigation,” Liam said. He reached out and stopped Xander before he could get to the stairs. “You said you’re a history major with a religion minor. Did you point Alison’s research in the right direction?”

      “I might have mentioned a ritual that she could look into on her own, see if it fit what she wanted,” Xander hedged, sounding miserable. “I told her to be careful. I told her I didn’t know much about it, she’d have to ask around.”

      “What was it called?” I pressed.

      He winced. “Partis corpus.”

      Poppy’s hand closed around my arm. Tight. Painfully tight. “If you’ll excuse us, we should go,” she said, her voice vibrating with false brightness. “I think I left the stove on.”

      No one bought it for a second, but Father Grey was lost in his thoughts, and news of Alison’s death had started a hubbub among the other VIPs that provided the distraction we needed to flee down the stairs.

      “What’s wrong?” Andy asked.

      “Partis corpus,” Poppy said grimly. “One of the most dangerous rituals out there.”
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      I tensed as we left the staircase, painfully aware that the last time we’d descended a stairway, we’d been accosted by all the demonic entities in the club on the prowl for fresh meat.

      It was almost enough to make me ignore the rursus zombie that fell into step behind Poppy as if she were attached by an invisible thread.

      Almost.

      “Poppy…the zombie?”

      “I can’t lay her back down here, now can I?” Poppy said in a clipped voice. “She can hang out until we leave. Trust me, she doesn't care.”

      “She’s going to start to smell,” Peasblossom complained.

      “She already smells,” Liam muttered.

      Poppy ignored both of them. “The partis corpus ritual is meant to summon a powerful demon and offer them a host—a means to physically remain on this plane of existence for an indeterminate amount of time.” She scratched her chin and glanced around the room, making sure none of the club-goers were watching before spitting something into her palm.

      The drug she’d taken upstairs. She’d hadn’t swallowed it after all.

      “The ritual involves calling a demon and either letting them possess you, basically trading your body and your life for some favor or power, or possibly brokering a deal whereby the demon will possess someone else. I’ve heard of it, but I don’t know the details, so we need to talk to someone here. I spotted a familiar face when we came in.”

      “I thought you said you hadn’t been here before?” Andy asked sharply.

      Poppy rolled her eyes. “I haven’t been to this club specifically, but this is sort of my scene. Demonologist, remember?”

      “I didn’t see you wave at anyone when we came in,” Liam said. “And I can’t help but notice no one came to our aid earlier. Is this familiar face a friend?”

      Poppy winced. “Well, sort of. She was. Still might be. She holds a grudge, so maybe not.”

      “Thanks for clearing that up,” Peasblossom said sarcastically, breaking her uncharacteristic silence.

      I glanced toward Andy’s shoulder, but the pixie was still invisible. Probably best.

      “She was a friend. Then she was more.”

      “And now?” Liam asked.

      “Now she’s an ex.”

      Peasblossom sputtered. “Fantastic. We’re going to talk to your ex-girlfriend. And what is she? Another demonologist? A necromancer?”

      “No…” Poppy said, dragging out the word in a way that told me I wasn’t going to like what she said next. “She’s a summoner.”

      I almost stopped walking. “Oh, blood and bone. Really?”

      “What’s wrong with a summoner?” Andy’s hand rose a few inches, automatically reaching for the notebook in the pocket of the jacket he wasn’t wearing. He remembered he was shirtless, and lowered his hand, brow furrowed in frustration.

      “Summoners are crazy,” Peasblossom said bluntly. “More so than necromancers. Well, not more so. But they go crazy sooner.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Poppy muttered.

      “Crazy how?” Liam asked.

      “Summoners deal with creatures from other planes on a regular basis,” Poppy explained. “They communicate and negotiate. And doing that sort of thing requires a sort of…mutual understanding.”

      I nodded. “Think of it this way. Whenever you meet with someone from another culture, if you really want to engage in meaningful dialogue that produces strong, trust-based relationships, you have to understand how you’re different and why. Inevitably, you may find yourself seeing certain situations from their point of view. Only in the case of summoners, it’s not just ‘you’re right, it does make sense for rice to be a huge part of an overall diet,’ or ‘why wouldn’t I give my nine-year-old a glass of wine at dinner?’ It’s more like, ‘I suppose it is technically trespassing if a person’s dreams push their energy from the physical plane to the astral plane, so why shouldn’t I be allowed to scrape a little of that energy off and keep it for myself?’”

      “Morality isn’t objective,” Poppy agreed. “It’s subjective. And for two people to work together, you have to negotiate what moral imperatives will guide that relationship. Most summoners start out trying to strong-arm creatures from the other planes into following their code.” She glanced at Andy and Liam. “No offense, but humans tend to be rather arrogant in that respect. You all have a moral superiority complex that Otherworlders find either amusing or annoying, depending on their goals.”

      “But any summoner that wants to be really successful learns to give a little to get a little,” I added. “And so we end up in a realm of moral…flexibility.”

      “And the mental gymnastics they have to do to keep feeling good about their choices can leave them a little unbalanced,” Poppy finished. “At least, by human standards.”

      “So she would have no problem teaching a dangerous ritual to a human,” Andy said flatly.

      “None whatsoever,” the demonologist admitted.

      We all fell silent then, each of us turning over that information in our minds as she led us across the room. As I’d expected, our little fight earlier had earned us all something of a reputation, if the looks we got were anything to go by. Some of the club-goers gave us a wide berth, others seemed eager to see how they might fare against us.

      Andy and Liam fanned out, one to either side. Liam let his aura expand, a subtle warning to anyone who thought about getting too close. Most people wouldn’t feel it, not consciously, but some would. Andy went for the direct eye contact method, staring down anyone who seemed inclined to step into our path.

      I put on a witchy look and used it the way Mother Hazel had taught me to in situations like this. Instead of looking people in the eye, I’d glance down at their drink or their clothes, then up at their face. The end effect was as good as if I’d telepathically asked “What would your granny say if she saw you right now?”

      Done right, it was as effective at parting the crowd around us as a cow-catcher on the front of a locomotive.

      Ahead of us, a woman was seated at a table on the dance floor. She had pale brown skin, and black hair done up in braids that fell down her back like a beaded curtain. Dark eyes rose to watch us approach, and her gaze immediately flicked from Poppy, to me, then back, lips tightening.

      “Well I know you must want something,” she said in a smooth voice with a hint of an accent I couldn’t quite place. “You don’t just call me anymore.”

      “To be fair, the last time I called you, you summoned a poltergeist to chase me down and steal all my knives,” Poppy countered. “It took my favorite switchblade.”

      “I know.”

      “Stella, this is Shade, Andy, and Liam. Everyone, this is Stella.”

      “Just get to the part where you tell me what you want.”

      I took a step closer to draw the summoner’s attention, despite my suspicion that having her full attention was not in my best interest. “Hi, Stella. I was hoping you might be able to help me with some information.”

      Stella’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly. “Are you her lover?”

      “No,” I said honestly, having been ready for that question. “Just a friend.”

      “Yes. I started that way as well.” She lifted her drink from the table and looked at me over the rim as she took a sip. “What sort of information?”

      “There’s a girl who comes here often—Alison. I was told she wanted to perform a ritual, and I was hoping you could tell me more about it. The partis corpus?”

      The summoner rolled her eyes. “Everyone and their brother wants to learn that ritual. It wouldn’t be Halloween if someone wasn’t trying to summon a demon to puppet their body.” She raised one finger from her glass and pointed at me. “This is why we need to have better religious education in schools. Teach people the reality of demon possession.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was being serious or not. Hard to tell with summoners.

      “Come on, Stella,” Poppy coaxed. “No one knows these rituals better than you.”

      “Flattery? Really?” Stella put her drink down almost hard enough to crack the glass. “What makes you think I have any interest in helping you?”

      “You wouldn’t be helping her,” Liam said. “You’d be helping us. We think someone tried to conduct the partis corpus, and it didn’t go well. We need to know how much trouble we’re looking at.”

      “You mean she died,” Stella said flatly. “What a surprise. And here I thought a complete amateur would breeze through a challenging summoning ritual—without supervision or help—without fear of any consequences.”

      “If you knew she couldn’t handle it, why teach her?” Peasblossom snapped.

      Stella didn’t look at all surprised to hear the pixie’s voice come out of nowhere, and didn’t seek the source on Andy’s shoulder. “She paid well. And I warned her not to try it without someone more experienced helping her. If she didn’t listen, that’s her fault, not mine.”

      Andy’s face told me he clearly had some thoughts on that, but to his credit, he realized now wasn’t the time for ethical debate.

      “What can you tell me about the ritual?” I asked.

      “I don’t give information for free. Alison paid five hundred dollars for what I told her.”

      “Five hundred?” I asked, unzipping my waist pouch. “I—”

      “I don’t want your money.” The summoner’s eyes glittered, reflecting light that had nothing to do with the bulbs overhead. “If you want me to talk to you, then I want something in trade. A favor.”

      “No.” Liam, Andy, and I all spoke in unison.

      Poppy and Stella both blinked at us.

      “All right,” she said slowly. “Then I want blood from—”

      “No.”

      Again, we were in perfect agreement.

      Stella narrowed her eyes. She stared at each of us in turn, and I didn’t need magic to know she was looking deeper than just our expressions and body language. Summoners felt energy, and more than that, if she wanted to, she could extend her senses the way I did when I opened my third eye. Only for a summoner, getting a peek like that didn’t mean leaving her body the way I did. It was more like opening a second eyelid. Her gaze settled on Andy, and she smiled.

      “Fine. Then we’ll trade information. I’ll tell you about the ritual…and you tell me the name of the demon who corrupted you.”

      I started to open my mouth, but Andy spoke first.

      “Lorelei. Now tell us about partis corpus.”

      Peasblossom slapped a hand against her forehead. It was a sound I knew well.

      Andy gave her a look, belatedly remembered she was invisible, and shrugged the shoulder she was sitting on. “She’s locked up. No one can summon her, giving away her name isn’t going to do anything.”

      “Lorelei won’t be her true name,” Stella added.

      I noticed her smile had gotten bigger. I made a mental note to refresh my knowledge about summoners when we left.

      “The partis corpus is meant to provide a one-to-one benefit, between the supplicant—or the person summoning the demon—and the demon itself. This isn’t a ‘we summon a demon to lead our group to glory’ sort of ritual. The person running it is bargaining ‘you give me X, and I’ll give you a body so you can stay on this plane.’”

      She lifted her glass for another sip. “The ritual requires three parts. First, you need something powerful to open a portal between here and the demonic plane. For a human, this usually means sacrificing a life. The more powerful the demon, the more powerful the life. For an elder demon, you need to kill a human.” She waved the glass. “For a lesser demon, you need a smaller sacrifice, maybe an animal, or maybe even just sex. But I’ve never heard of using the partis corpus to summon anything less than an elder demon. It would be like paying Dwayne the Rock Johnson fifty thousand dollars to open a jar of pickles for you.”

      “Did Alison react when you told her that?” I asked.

      Stella met my eyes. “Nope.”

      Andy tensed, but didn’t say anything.

      “Second,” she went on, “you need an offering. The offering is something that gives the recently summoned demon strength. Crossing from one plane to another is exhausting, and they have to recover their strength before they can do any sort of real magic.” She gave all of us a sharp look. “This does not mean an elder demon who’s just crossed over is weak, or in any way not a threat. Any demon who comes from one plane to another does so knowing that they won’t be at full strength, and they will have a plan. Do not underestimate them.”

      “What sort of things did you tell Alison could be used for an offering?” Andy asked.

      “Most often, it’s the blood of whoever you killed to open the portal,” Stella said simply. “If you know a lot about the elder you’re summoning, you can tailor the offering to them. Some like babies, some like virgins. I know there’s one elder demon who prefers an offering of the entrails of an albino.” She frowned. “Which, why melanin would matter to someone asking for entrails is beyond me, but apparently, they’re quite firm on that point.”

      “What happens if there is no offering?” I asked.

      Stella blinked. “Why would you summon an elder demon and not have an offering? That’s a good way to become the offering yourself.”

      “Wouldn’t the circle protect you?” I asked. “I assume casting a circle is a big part of any demon-summoning ritual?”

      “Then you’d be wrong,” Stella said shortly. “That’s another aspect of the partis corpus that makes it so dangerous. You need a circle, yes, but you also need to be inside the circle with the demon. Especially if the body you’re offering to them is yours.”

      “What if you’re offering them someone else’s body?” Poppy asked.

      “Then that body has to be in the circle too, but you still have to be in the circle because the sacrifice requires it,” Stella explained, starting to sound impatient. “The sacrifice for this ritual means killing something. If you want that energy to reach the demon, the sacrifice has to be in the circle. And if you’re performing the sacrifice—and if you want the demon to give you the credit, then you need to be in the circle too.”

      “And the third part is the body, right?” I asked.

      “Yes. Most often with this ritual, the body is the supplicant’s. Partis corpus means ‘shared body.’ Usually, the supplicant offers their own body so the demon can enter this world, then the demon goes to work building its power until it can manifest its own physical form.”

      “And by building its power, you mean…?” Andy asked.

      Stella shrugged. “Depends on the demon. Generally, look for a lot of death. This is where you’ll see mass ‘suicides’ or a natural disaster where a lot of people go ‘missing.’ It could be ‘an act of terrorism’ or ‘a ship mysteriously sank.’”

      “But it’s not always the supplicant,” I clarified. “The supplicant might summon the demon into a different body?”

      “The partis corpus ritual isn’t used to summon minor demons,” Stella explained. “Mostly because it isn’t necessary. Any idiot can summon a demon—it happens by accident all the time. And when demons possess them, it’s usually a joyride. They cause a bunch of trouble, maybe go on a killing spree. But for the most part, that possession doesn’t hurt the human’s body. Well, unless the police or family kill them because of what they’re doing.”

      Poppy shuddered. “Elder demons are a different story.”

      “Very different,” Stella agreed. “Being possessed by an elder demon is sort of like a woman of my size trying to fit into a newborn size swimsuit. It’s not comfortable for anyone, and there’s a good chance of damage. The supplicant in this sort of ritual has to be one of three things. One, powerful enough that they are completely confident letting the elder demon possess them will not kill them; two, smart enough to offer the demon another powerful vessel just to make sure if things go pear-shaped they live to try again; or three, too stupid to take any precautions. The threes wind up dead.”

      “What makes a vessel strong, in these situations?” Andy asked.

      Stella tapped one long fingernail against the tabletop. “Demons like someone who’s either very unholy or very holy. So a corrupted human would work.” She gave Andy a piercing look. “Or anyone with a demonic bloodline. Some of the fey races could handle it, the sidhe or their ilk. Then there’s the holy vessels. Anyone favored by God, so a priest whose humility and devotion have endowed him with beyond-human abilities, like healing, that sort of thing. I’ve heard of vampires being offered up, or other forms of dead or undead.”

      She looked at me. “Some witches and wizards can survive it, if their power is strong enough. A golem could work, if the crafter was skilled enough.”

      “What about a zombie?” I asked suddenly.

      “That might work. If the zombie were fresh, and in their life that person had some sort of power or holiness in tune with the other examples I mentioned.”

      “There was no demon in the zombie I laid to rest last night,” Poppy said firmly. “I would have felt that.”

      “And Alison was asking you about this ritual like she wanted to try it?” Andy pressed.

      “Yes.” Stella shook her head. “Alison wasn’t one for humility. That level of arrogance is so very dangerous when one holds congress with demons.”

      “Alison was consumed,” I said, remembering what Kylie had said about the body. “That sounds more like she was the sacrifice, not the supplicant.”

      “Or something went wrong,” Poppy pointed out.

      “Something definitely went wrong, if Alison was the one to conduct the ritual,” Stella said confidently. “The partis corpus is a challenging ritual even for someone who knows what they’re doing. It’s in Latin for one thing, which very few people take the time to learn properly. Mispronunciation is common. That’s why these kinds of rituals are usually learned in person.”

      “But you don’t give that kind of help?” Andy said.

      Stella shook her head. “I don’t mind selling information from time to time, but I work alone. And I would never summon something I couldn’t control. And no one controls an elder demon.”

      “Alison wanted to do the ritual,” I said slowly. “But she ended up being the sacrifice. So either Alison wanted to do the ritual and failed, or someone independent of her plans managed to perform it first, somehow luring her in as their sacrifice…”

      “Or Alison lured someone there to be the sacrifice, and her intended victim turned the tables on her,” Liam finished. “So one possible scenario,” he reasoned, “is that Alison screwed up the ritual and the demon ate her instead of the person she wanted to offer up. Her victim escaped.”

      “But Alison’s throat was slit,” I pointed out. “And her blood was gathered in the bowl.”

      “And someone took the bowl and buried her body,” Andy added.

      Poppy frowned. “Someone could have slit her throat to make it look more like a human killing. You heard Dr. Dannon, he was all kinds of confused by what he saw of her insides.”

      “I think chances are good that whoever Alison’s victim was, she found him here,” I said. “And if her victim had to be powerful or at least more than human to serve as a host, then there’s a chance they might have guessed what she was trying to do. They killed her first, perhaps going along with the ritual until the opportune moment before taking over?”

      “Which brings us to a second possible scenario,” Liam said. “Alison was the intended victim all along. Someone else could have seen how eager Alison was for power, and manipulated her into trying the ritual, knowing all along that they could overpower her and make her the sacrifice.”

      “That makes sense,” Stella agreed. “Alison’s made no secret that she wanted to attend the Rite of Immundus as an equal to Father Grey, not a lowly congregation member like the others.”

      “So someone approaches Alison, tells her they have a way for her to get the power she wants. They’re smart, so they have her going around getting the supplies and the ritual so no one can connect them to her death.” Liam frowned. “So now the question is, did the ritual fail or succeed?”

      Poppy snorted. “Elder demons aren’t subtle. If the ritual succeeded, we’d know.”

      “She’s right,” Stella said grudgingly. “If an elder demon had been successfully summoned, they would have immediately sought out more food to solidify their presence on this plane. You’d be looking at a lot of sudden deaths.”

      “So we need two lists,” I mused. “One of people Alison may have manipulated into being her sacrifice, thinking they were gullible, but who were in fact smart enough to outmaneuver her. And two, a list of people she would have believed could follow through on an offer of power.”

      “I can tell you there were two men here that Alison didn’t consider a complete waste of her time,” Stella said.

      “Father Grey,” I guessed.

      “Correct.”

      “And the second?”

      Stella looked at Andy. “A corrupted boy. Like you. He asked about the partis corpus ritual too. I don’t recall his name, but I’d know his eyebrows anywhere.”

      I froze, dread welling up from my very core. “Grant.”
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      “Blood and bone,” I cursed.

      Liam was already moving toward the stairs that led up to the VIP section. His nostrils flared and he twitched when he passed Poppy’s zombie, but he didn’t slow down. We earned a dirty look from all the VIPs when we reached the top of the stairs, but the one glare I was hoping to see wasn’t there.

      “He’s gone.” Liam lifted his face, then scowled. “There’s too many people here, and his scent is already all over the place. Maybe if I shifted I could find him.” He looked down at Scath. “You go left, I’ll go right?”

      Scath didn’t nod, but she did prowl forward a few paces, sniffing the air. Then she loped for the stairs, following them down and disappearing into the crowd. Once again, I was struck by how dark her fur was. It didn’t reflect the lights above her like one would expect because there was no gloss to her smooth coat. When she entered the crowd, she disappeared into the spaces between bodies. Just another shadow.

      Liam removed his leather vest. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      I reached for the vest to hold it for him, not bothering to hide my appreciation of the treat that was Liam completely bare-chested. Adrenaline already pounded through my system, my thoughts zipping around my head like fireflies hopped up on Xander’s little pink pills. It didn’t take much for the sight to send my brain shooting off down a hotter path, one that bounced off other memories I had of him pre-shift. That was one of the interesting things about dating a shifter. I’d seen him naked several times already, and not one of them had been during sex.

      That realization made me scrabble to get hold of my thoughts before I drowned in my own hormones. Liam shot me a wolfish grin—because of course he sensed what I was thinking, that was another part of dating a shifter—then headed for the stairs. Looking for a little privacy to finish the change in deference to the number of humans.

      “Where did Grant go?” Andy demanded, facing the group of VIPs still standing around.

      Once again, Linda was the only one feeling chatty. “We’re not his parents. He left, we didn’t ask where he was going.”

      “Did he leave the club entirely? Did he say anything?” This time when Andy asked, he took a step closer, crowding Linda’s personal space.

      “He didn’t say anything to us,” she said, her voice shaking, but only a little. “He just left. You left, Father Grey left, then Grant left. Not a word from either of them.”

      Suddenly, she raised her hand and touched one of the scars on Andy’s biceps.

      Andy inhaled sharply and jerked his arm away from her. She dropped her hand, but didn’t apologize. For a second, Andy stared down at her. As if he thought she was lying, and he was considering what he was willing to do about that.

      “This is intense,” Poppy whispered.

      Then Andy turned away from Linda, shaking his head as he returned to the stairs. I fell into step behind him, listening to make sure his watch wasn’t ticking before looking over my shoulder at Poppy.

      “You need to lay that zombie down,” I said. “We can’t have her—it—following us around.”

      “Why not?”

      Poppy’s question was genuine. It made me wonder how often she had a zombie trailing her around. How often she didn’t put them back in the ground right away.

      Andy spoke up before I could answer. “So what’s our theory?” he asked as we filed down the steps again, moving to stand near the bar. “Alison is jealous of the Acolytes’ corruption and angry they won’t help her get powers too. Grant knows how upset she is about it, realizes he can use it to his advantage.”

      “He lures Alison to the church with promises that he can summon Lorelei to corrupt her,” Poppy said, picking up on his logic. “But instead, he offers her up as a sacrifice.”

      “Why?” Andy asked. “Grant already has power, why would he run the risk of raising an elder demon that might kill him?”

      I stared at Poppy, horror mounting as an awful idea began to form. “Because he thought he could summon Lorelei from the Abyss.”

      The necromancer followed Andy to the corner of the bar, as far as we could get from the rest of the crowd. She crossed her arms, ignoring the rursus zombie beside her. “The Acolytes didn’t seem that cold-blooded to me. You really think Grant would kill Alison on the off chance he might be able to get Lorelei out of prison?”

      “Losing Lorelei for them was like losing a family member,” I said, hating the thought even as I said it. “They love her. And they’re just new enough to the Otherworld to think anything’s possible.”

      “It is not possible to summon a demon out of the Abyss,” Poppy stated as if it were obvious. “How pointless would a demon prison be if a demon’s followers could just summon them right out again?”

      “Hope can be a dangerous thing,” Andy said, searching the crowd for some sign of Grant.

      “True,” Poppy admitted. “And there are plenty of people who’d be happy to take advantage of that hope. Maybe someone promised Grant it was possible. You heard Stella, the partis corpus ritual is dangerous. I could see someone using Grant to do the ritual, let him take all the risk, counting on him to die so they can step in with the demon.”

      Andy shot her a look. “Seems like that’s exactly what Stella did. She gave Alison the spell she needed to summon a demon, and she knew why she wanted it.”

      “It’s not her job to protect people from themselves,” Poppy said testily.

      “Just like it’s not a drug dealer’s fault if a user overdoses?” Andy shot back.

      “We are getting way off track,” I interrupted. “The point is, Grant as well as Alison asked Stella about the partis corpus ritual, and Grant legged it as soon as we showed up here. We need to talk to him, so let’s focus on that.”

      Andy and Poppy both fell silent, grudgingly allowing me the point. We waited a few minutes longer, then Liam and Scath reappeared. Liam was in human form again, and he’d obviously found a safe place to hide his clothes while he was in wolf form, because he was once again half-dressed. I held out his vest, and he took it.

      “Grant’s gone,” Liam said grimly. “His trail ended in the parking lot.”

      Scath snuffed her agreement.

      “All right then,” I said, heading for the stairs that led up to the exit. “We need to go talk to the Acolytes.”

      “I doubt they’re going to tell us where he is,” Poppy said doubtfully. “No offense, but they all seem to really hate you.”

      “Maybe so, but if Grant was trying to summon Lorelei, I doubt he was hiding it from the rest of them. I know Jack, Nina, Jerome, and Kelly all live in Lorelei’s house, so we should be able to get hold of those four at least. If they were involved, we might find evidence at the house. The bowl they used, something. At the very least, we might be able to get a sample of Grant’s DNA to test.”

      As soon as we left the club and the cool October air swept the scent of blood and bodies away from my nose—blessedly with the zombie downwind—I felt some of the tension in my shoulders ease.

      “You drive,” Andy said, tossing the keys to Liam.

      I managed to keep moving without letting on his request surprised me. It made perfect sense that he might want some time to collect himself. It’s not like he was asking Liam to take him back to Evelyn’s church. Or to lock him up at New Moon.

      Poppy got on her bike, ordering the zombie to get on behind her and hold on. I started to say something, but didn’t. She was the necromancer, let her worry about the dead. If she wanted to drive around Cleveland with a zombie holding on like some sort of dead date, then have at it.

      “Where is she going to bury that thing?” Liam asked as soon as I closed my door.

      “I have no idea.”

      Andy was quiet. He’d put on his shirt and suit jacket before getting in the SUV, and now he reached into his pocket for his notebook and pen and began furiously scribbling notes. Ah, that explained why he’d wanted Liam to drive.

      My good feeling lasted until we pulled into the driveway to Lorelei’s house. Or the Acolytes’ house, now. I looked down at my outfit and debated taking the time to change. Not that the Acolytes would give a flying fig what I was wearing, but if they were going to glare at me, I might as well be comfortable.

      On the other hand, if I took time to change, so would Liam.

      And if there was anything that might take the edge off sour Satanists, bare-chested Liam was high on my list…

      “Should we wait for Poppy?” Liam asked.

      “No, she’ll be along soon. She probably stopped to put the zombie down. Trust me, she’ll make up the time. That bike is practically a time machine, the way she drives it.” I looked at the house. “I don’t want them to see us sitting out here and have time to hide anything. Or anyone.”

      “Fair point,” Liam agreed.

      I looked down at Scath. “Why don’t you circle around the back? Wait there and make sure no one sneaks out?”

      Scath didn’t answer, but she didn’t have to. I opened my car door and she loped off into the darkness, slipping into the shadows near the house.

      Once again, we were greeted by a less than enthusiastic Jack. I wondered if answering the door was one of his duties, or if he just happened to be closer every time.

      “What do you want now?” he asked, opting to abandon false manners all together. He paused, noticing Liam. “Who are you?”

      “Detective Sergeant Osbourne,” Liam said calmly. He pulled his wallet from the back pocket of his jeans and flashed his badge. “I need to ask you a few questions about your friend Grant.”

      The amusement that had crossed Jack’s face when he tried to reconcile the badge with Liam’s club outfit abruptly drained away. “Are you here as a human cop, or are you with the Vanguard?”

      “I’m here to find your friend Grant, and I can operate in whatever capacity is necessary.” He leaned forward. “Right now, I’m only interested in a murder, but if I feel you’re not being cooperative, it wouldn’t be hard to expand my investigation to other areas. Like a cult recruiting new members in the name of one of the elder demons.”

      “We aren’t a cult,” Jack said testily.

      “And you’ll be welcome to argue that to the Ministry of Deliverance after I speak with them about Alison, and what happened to her after you…educated her. But wouldn’t it be easier if you just answered my questions?”

      “What’s going on?” Kelly came up behind Jack. She spotted Andy and smiled, completely ignoring the rest of us. “You’re back.”

      “Where’s Grant?” Andy asked.

      “He’s not here,” Kelly said easily. “I can tell him you stopped by?”

      Oh, she was good.

      The sound of a motorcycle roaring down the street drew my attention, and I turned to see Poppy pull in the driveway and climb off her bike. She jogged up to the porch with her helmet tucked under one arm. No zombie.

      Small favors.

      “Have any of you ever been to Good Intentions?” Andy asked.

      Kelly snorted, slouching against the doorframe as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “Um, no. That’s not our scene. But then again, you know that, don’t you?”

      “I thought I did,” Andy said, holding her gaze. “Until I saw Grant there.”

      Kelly’s face didn’t change. But she didn’t have a snappy response either.

      “I was there once,” Nina said.

      The door opened a little wider and the oldest of the Acolyte females peered out at us. Nina had short, straight brown hair, green eyes, and a tan I knew without looking would cover her entire body—and had not come from a tanning salon. She wore a slinky blue dress and four inch heels, suggesting she had plans to go out. “Why do you ask?”

      “Do you know a summoner named Stella?” Poppy asked. “Beautiful brown woman, curvy, big eyes? Voice that makes you want to put on a movie and not watch it, if you know what I mean?”

      Liam arched an eyebrow at her.

      “Can’t say I do.” Nina shrugged. “If you want the truth, I was very disappointed with that place. Especially the club owner. What’s his name? Father something.” She made a sound of disgust. “Ballsy name like his, you’d think he’d be a good time.”

      “Father Grey?” Poppy asked.

      “That’s the one.” Nina rolled her eyes. “That man is all talk. He comes on strong, saying he can ‘feel my energy,’ making all these innuendos, but he had zero follow through.”

      “That’s definitely not the impression we were given,” I said, frowning.

      “I’ll bet. He seems to put a lot of effort into the sexy bad boy image, but I read some serious repression in his body language when I kissed him. Anyway, I didn’t go back.”

      “Grant goes there a lot,” Andy said, staring at Jack. “Often enough that he’s in the VIP section now.”

      Jack and Kelly immediately shut down, their faces resorting to a stony poker face.

      Nina waved a hand. “Grant is young and impatient. He’s having a difficult time adjusting to Lorelei’s absence and he wants to rebel against the people keeping her away from him. But he would never hurt anyone.”

      Nina had opened the door wider. I was just trying to get a good look without being too obvious, when Poppy thrust out her hand, pointing to something inside the house. “It was you!”

      Nina jerked back, looking around in bewilderment. “I’m sorry?”

      “Hey!” Kelly said, glaring at Poppy as she pushed past them and into the house. “You can’t come in here without a warrant!”

      “I’m not a cop.” Poppy grabbed something off one of the shelves. I recognized it as the same bowl I’d seen when we were here before. “This thing has grave dirt in it. There’s still some in here—you didn’t clean it out very well.”

      “What does that mean?” Andy asked, pushing his way into the house behind Poppy.

      Poppy waggled the bowl in the direction of our unwilling hosts. “It means they raised the zombie.”

      Kelly crossed her arms and leaned back against the wall. “What zombie?”

      Poppy planted one hand on her hip, jutting it out to the side. “Don’t even try it with me, girlie. I told you, you didn’t clean the grave dirt out. I can prove it was you.”

      Silence fell over the room as the Acolytes tried to resist looking at one another. And failed.

      Jack sighed. “We didn’t hurt anyone. It was just an exercise. A little test to see if we could work together to cast magic beyond the limited abilities we each got from our corruption.”

      “If you hadn’t interrupted,” Kelly added, “we would have been fine.”

      “Liar,” Poppy scoffed. “Raising a zombie is only half the battle. Just because you raised it doesn’t mean you can control it. And that zombie was out of control. There was no sign of awareness at all.”

      “We lost control,” Nina said calmly. “We could have handled it right away, but we wanted to try and regain control without damaging her body.”

      “Because you needed it for something?” Andy asked.

      “Because it’s one thing to raise someone from the grave, it’s another to hack up their body,” Nina said, narrowing her eyes. “There’s no reason to be rude. We were getting everything back under control when you showed up.” She flicked her hand toward me and Andy.

      “She almost killed Andy,” I said, full witchy look boring into each of them in turn.

      Kelly at least had the grace to look chagrined. “We didn’t mean any harm. It was just an exercise.”

      “Was it?” Poppy looked at me. “The partis corpus ritual would work with a zombie. A fresh zombie.”

      “Partis corpus ritual?” Kelly asked lightly.

      Liam narrowed his eyes. “Drop the innocent act. You’re wasting my time. You raised the zombie, and we have a witness that says Grant was asking about the partis corpus ritual. You were trying to summon a demon. Why?”

      “Lorelei’s locked up,” Poppy added. “She’s beyond summoning. You know that, right? So what were you trying to do?”

      Another silence. A longer one this time.

      They waited long enough that I found myself straining to listen. Waiting for the tick tock of Andy’s watch to start. To match the tension I could see crawling up his body, even with his suit on.

      “We wanted to ask about the future,” Kelly said finally. “We wanted to raise a zombie to ask if there was anything we could do to get Lorelei out of the Abyss.”

      “That’s a myth,” Poppy informed her. “The dead can’t see the future anymore than the living can. Unless you were raising a zombie that was a seer in life, they wouldn’t be able to tell you anything about the future.”

      “Besides which,” I added, “that’s not what the partis corpus does. That ritual summons a demon. And we know Grant was asking about it. So if it wasn’t Lorelei he was trying to summon, who was it?”

      “We didn’t care,” Jack said, defeated. “We just needed a demon. Someone older, like Lorelei.”

      Andy tensed. “You wanted someone to help you break her out of the Abyss.”

      The Acolytes fell silent again.

      “Listen to me,” Poppy said seriously. “That is not how demons work. They don’t help other demons. Even if you’d managed to summon a demon, they wouldn’t have helped Lorelei even if they could—which they can’t, by the way. The only ones who can let Lorelei out of the Abyss are people with clearance from the Ministry. At best, the demon you summoned would have promised to help you, then betrayed you. They would have used you to cement their own power. Probably eat you. Or turn you into their slaves so they could use you to amass a following that would build their own power base.”

      “The partis corpus requires a sacrifice,” I said slowly. “Who were you planning to sacrifice?”

      Nina shrugged. “A cow.”

      “A cow?” Poppy repeated. “A cow wouldn’t work. The ritual requires a human sacrifice.”

      “Well, we were going to try it!” Kelly said, exasperated. “Look, we don’t want to kill anyone, do you understand that? What do we need to do to prove it to you?”

      “Give us a DNA sample,” Andy said immediately. “Shade has a sample she took from the crime scene. She can compare it to all of you, right now.”

      “Fine.” Jack crossed his arms. “We’ll each give you a DNA sample, but you have to destroy it in front of us. Deal?”

      “Deal,” Andy said.

      The exchange happened so quickly, it made my head spin. As if both the Acolytes and Andy were trying to make a show of who was more determined. Jack gave the agent one last glower before disappearing upstairs. I took the opportunity to unzip my waist pouch and retrieve my evidence kit from Bizbee.

      Kelly stared at the tiny grig, and for just a second, she appeared to forget how much she didn’t like me. Her eyes brightened and she stepped forward. She remembered we were enemies before she could ask me about him, though, and once again, we lapsed into stony silence.

      A few minutes later Jack returned. Jerome was with him this time, and he paused long enough to give me and Andy both a look that made it clear he too blamed us for Lorelei’s imprisonment, and yes, he was still angry about it.

      Jack raised a hairbrush. “This is Grant’s. I trust this will suffice?”

      I nodded. “Jack and Jerome, if you could each just take a hair from your head and lay it on the floor?”

      They did as I asked. Jack also pulled a few hairs from the brush, checking to make sure he found one with the follicle still attached. After a second of thought, I also took out the bloody tissue Liam had gotten from Xander at Good Intentions. I put the sample of DNA I’d gotten from Vincent on the floor next to them and called my magic. Silver light flickered over the samples, bouncing back and forth between them and the swab in the evidence bag. No reaction.

      “None of them match,” I told Andy.

      Kelly was already gathering the hairs back up, backing away from me as if I’d try to snatch them away. “Are we done now?”

      “Where were all of you Friday night?” Andy asked.

      “Here,” Jerome said.

      “We were talking about the zombie ritual, trying to figure out where we went wrong,” Nina added.

      “So your alibis are…each other,” Poppy said. “That’s not great.”

      “Well if we’d known we were going to need alibis, we’d have come up with something better,” Kelly said sarcastically.

      “Grant was here too,” Jack added. “We were all here.”

      I didn’t believe them. None of us did. But unfortunately, we had no proof. Stella had been clear that both Alison and Grant had asked about the ritual. And she hadn’t recollected other names, but she’d said ‘everyone and their brother’ wanted to know about it.

      Andy looked pissed, but he left with the rest of us, shoulders twitching when the door shut none too gently behind us. “They’re involved,” he said tightly. “I know they’re involved.”

      “They’re definitely up to something,” Poppy agreed. “But it’s Halloween. Lots of people are up to something. The question is, were they up to killing Alison?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said finally.

      “We don’t know that hairbrush really had Grant’s hair in it,” Andy protested.

      “True. But if they intended to use the zombie as the vessel for the demon they summoned with the partis corpus ritual, then they weren’t ready to do the sacrifice the night Alison was killed. They didn’t have the zombie ready. They didn’t raise the zombie until the night after Alison was killed.”

      “So if it wasn’t the corrupted Acolyte, Grant,” Liam said slowly, “then either Alison lured someone to the church who later turned on her, or someone was manipulating her the whole time.”

      “Xander’s DNA wasn’t a match,” I reminded him.

      “Nina says Father Grey is a fake,” Poppy volunteered. “Am I the only one who’s curious as to why none of the people who attended his previous Rite of Immunduses are around to talk to?”

      Andy started the SUV and pulled out of the driveway. “And he left Good Intentions at the same time as Grant. I didn’t see him when we were looking for Grant, did any of you?”

      “No,” Liam said.

      We looked down at Scath. She snorted.

      “I think that’s a no,” I said.

      “We need to find Father Grey,” Andy said, stopping at a traffic light. The glow bathed his face in crimson, the effect creepier in light of the tension rolling off him.

      “So we’re heading back to Good Intentions?” Liam guessed.

      “But he’s not there,” Peasblossom objected. “We just looked.”

      “Maybe not,” Andy said. “But I saw three levels of windows at Good Intentions. There were windows on the lower level, and one on the level the VIP room was on. What do you want to bet there’s a third floor, and that’s where he lives?”

      “No bet,” Liam agreed.

      Poppy grinned. “So we’re going to search the living quarters of the evil priest. Sounds like fun.”

      I watched Andy’s face as the light turned green, my mind replaying everything that had happened in the club.

      Going back didn’t sound like fun to me.
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      “I’ll meet you there,” Poppy said, heading back for her bike.

      This time, Andy drove. He tapped one finger against the steering wheel over and over, the movement so rhythmic, so steady that more than once I strained to hear if his tapping was masking the sound of his watch ticking.

      It felt strange—in a bad way—when we walked into Good Intentions for the second time in as many hours. This time, we were recognized, and some of the patrons gave us a wider berth while others trailed in our wake like a mini-entourage, hoping for another brawl. Liam and Scath discouraged the lookie-loos as we headed for the stairs and up into the VIP section. Unsurprisingly, they didn’t look happy to see us again. I tried to catch a glimpse of Grant or Father Grey, as if it just might be that easy.

      It wasn’t.

      Linda was the VIP to greet us, sort of. “What do you want?” She swayed on her feet, hinting the drink in her hand was one of several she’d enjoyed since we left.

      “The stairs to the next level. Where are they?” Andy asked.

      She stuck out her chin. “Third floor is off limits. Even for VIPs.”

      A soft ticking sound crept through the air to pulse against my ears, the only warning I had before Andy shot forward, crowding Linda’s personal space as if he’d only just stopped himself from plowing right over her. She gasped, her eyes opening wider as they locked on his face.

      “Where. Are. They?” he ground out, his voice hard and ice cold.

      Liam took a step forward. He didn’t intervene, but he put himself in Andy’s peripheral vision. A subtle reminder he was there. Andy took a deep breath and slipped his hand into his pocket. Feeling for the smooth black tourmaline crystal Poppy had given him, I realized. Slowly, the ticking sound faded away.

      “That way,” Linda said, her voice breathy as she nodded to the other side of the room.

      The catwalk that ran all the way around the room had a door on the opposite side from the VIP section. As Andy turned, I caught a glimpse of his face. For a split second, I would have sworn his eyes were demon black, but then he blinked and the illusion was gone.

      If it had been an illusion.

      I let Andy walk a little ahead of us, with Poppy between him and me and Liam. Liam noticed I was hanging back, and fell into step beside me.

      “I’m worried about Andy,” I said, speaking in a low voice that only the shifter would hear over the noise of the club. “He’s already losing it.”

      “He didn’t lose it,” Liam responded, also keeping his voice as low. “It’s too early to worry.”

      “That’s not what it looks like to me,” I insisted.

      Liam shook his head. “He’s testing me. He wants to see if I jump in too soon, or not at all.”

      “When will you know it’s time to jump in?” I asked.

      Liam looked down at me, sympathy softening his features. “When he commits to a decision he can’t live with.”

      I wanted to press him for more detail, but I didn’t have time. Andy had already arrived at the door. He tried the handle and found it locked. I would have offered to pick it, but Andy didn’t give me the chance. He planted his shoulder against the door and shoved, separating the door from its hinges with a metallic shriek of protest. I made a mental note that he was stronger even when he was still in human form. Good to know.

      I hoped Liam was paying attention too.

      I looked back at the werewolf to make sure, and he caught me looking. His gaze flicked from me to the broken hinges, making the connection. Then he gave me an amused grin, flashing his canines.

      Not worried then.

      “You were right,” Poppy said as we reached the top of the stairs. “Looks like he was living here.” She eyed the meager space, gaze flicking over the desk sitting across from a bed. Those and the file cabinet were the only pieces of furniture in the room. “If you can call it living.”

      The covers draped over the bed were a faded greyish-white, threadbare and plain, and I couldn’t help staring at it for a minute. “Is it just me, or does this not seem like the sort of place a sexy evil priest would bring lovers?”

      “You think he’s sexy?” Peasblossom demanded.

      “No, but he’s very clearly trying to be.” I looked at Liam and nodded to the bed. “Does this look like a place a playboy would bring women?”

      “Should I be flattered you think I’d know what a playboy would do?” Liam asked dryly. Then he shook his head. “No, you’re right. This place does not fit with the image he gives off downstairs.” He sniffed the air, then wrinkled his nose. “It’s musty up here. I can smell Grey, but there’s no one else. No perfume, no makeup. No smell of sex.”

      “Ew,” Peasblossom muttered under her breath.

      Liam shrugged. “If he had sex routinely up here, I’d know.”

      “Again, ew,” Peasblossom said.

      I drummed my finger on my waist pouch. “There’s something not right about Grey. I just can’t put my finger on what.”

      Poppy headed for the desk and sat down at the computer, trailing her fingers over the keyboard as she reached for the mouse. Liam and Andy started rifling through the papers on the desk and I headed for the filing cabinet beside it. The filing cabinet made me think Father Grey was older than he looked. Paper still meant something.

      “Well, that’s weird,” Poppy said, frowning at the screen.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I don’t think he uses this computer much. There’s no history from his web browsers, nothing in the recycling bin. No favorites, no bookmarked sites. No porn.”

      “Maybe he’s just fastidious about deleting his history?” Liam suggested. “Nowadays a lot of people are.”

      “Maybe,” she admitted. “But you’d think someone as into sin as he is would have something.” She gestured at the room with an irritated flick of her hand. “These are not the living quarters of Father Grey, leader of the Black Mass, promoter of the great Rite of Immundus.”

      “Maybe he has dirty magazines under his mattress?” Peasblossom offered in a conciliatory tone.

      “I doubt it,” Poppy said darkly. “Guy seems more and more like a poser.”

      Andy frowned and lifted a folder from the desk. “I think I found something. Didn’t Grey say he’d had different clubs in the past?”

      “He did,” I confirmed.

      “Three names here might refer to his other clubs. The Pit, Seventh Circle, and Fire and Brimstone.”

      “The names have a certain pattern,” Liam agreed. “What else does it say?”

      “Under each club, there’s a list of seven names.” He lowered the paper enough to look at me over the edge. “They’re all labeled with one of the seven deadly sins.”

      My stomach rolled and I closed the filing cabinet. “I hate themes.” I paused, something tickling my brain. I re-opened the filing cabinet again and trailed my fingers over the folders until I came to the one I wanted: Fire and Brimstone. I pulled out the file and flipped it open. “Andy, are the names under Fire and Brimstone by any chance: Mark, Jeff, Richard, Gina, Gregory, Summer, and Cristina?”

      Andy looked up. “Perfect match.”

      I closed my eyes. “He has a dossier for every name on that list.” I forced my eyes open, forced myself to flip through the rest of the papers inside the Fire and Brimstone folder. “Lots of details. Including criminal records.”

      “Please don’t tell me they’re all kids like Alison.” Andy’s voice was soft.

      “Not exactly. But not one of them saw their thirtieth birthday.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “They’re all around the same age as Alison and Chloe.”

      “Old enough to know better, still too young to care,” Poppy said, her voice hushed in the dark room.

      Andy stiffened, his grip on the folder tightening in a crinkle of paper. “They’re all dead?”

      Poppy turned back to the computer and opened a web browser. Her fingers flew over the keys, and the glow of the screen bathed her face, made her purple contacts brighter. Her gaze flicked back and forth as she read. “I found a few articles here on Fire and Brimstone. It burned down last year on Halloween night. Seven bodies were found in the basement, and the list of victims matches the list you just read.”

      She clicked open a new window and started typing again. “There was a fire at the Pit too. Halloween before last.”

      “Let me guess. Seven bodies in the basement,” I said numbly.

      Poppy looked away from the computer, her expression harrowed in a way that looked wrong on the young necromancer’s face, framed by all that pink hair. “Yep.”

      “Two of Grey’s clubs burn down, each one on Halloween night, each one with the same number of victims?” Andy put a hand on the back of Poppy’s chair, his knuckles white as he gripped it hard enough to make the metal underneath the torn padding creak. “And he just happens to have files on all the victims?”

      Liam had his phone out now. I watched him swipe his thumb over the screen, using a pattern to unlock it before opening a web browser. The symbol for the Vanguard flashed across the screen, then a square popped up. Liam pressed his thumb against the square, and the light flashed a few times before offering a search box. The Vanguard’s database.

      “If there’s a pattern here, the Ministry of Deliverance should have picked up on it,” Liam said. “They watch things like that, murders with numerical significance, and anything with possible demonic undertones. The fact that they both happened on Halloween night should have been a huge red flag.”

      “If the Ministry knew anything about this, they’d have agents here,” Poppy pointed out. “Maybe he’s been flying under the radar somehow.”

      “How can he be under the Vanguard’s radar if it’s all over the news?” Andy demanded. “What, is seven deaths and a fire not a big enough deal? Not worthy of Vanguard intervention?”

      “Maybe you should meditate and recharge your crystal,” Poppy said evenly.

      Andy’s jaw tightened. I held my breath, waiting for him to come at her with the complaints he’d had before. Share with her his complete lack of faith in the Otherworld’s equivalent of Interpol. But he pressed his lips together and turned away.

      He slipped his hand into his pocket.

      I stared down at the file I was holding, giving the agent some privacy to gather his thoughts. “Peasblossom, did Father Grey feel evil to you?”

      “A lot of things in this place feel evil,” Peasblossom admitted. “It’s hard to narrow it down. But he’s not soaked with evil, or anything like that. Not a demon.”

      Liam looked up from his phone. “The Ministry opened a file on Grey last year after Fire and Brimstone burned down.”

      “Do they have any leads?” I asked.

      “Can’t tell, the file is restricted. I can only read the summary. Enough to tell they’re aware of the pattern, and they’ve assigned someone to the case.”

      Poppy returned to the computer screen, filling the air with the soft clicking sound of the mouse as she followed one link after another. “Okay, this might be something. One of the witnesses this reporter interviewed about the fire said something about a Rite of Immundus. Said his friend—one of the seven victims—was supposed to be at the club the night of the fire for some huge party.”

      I shut the filing cabinet and stared at Poppy. “He mentioned the Rite of Immundus specifically?”

      “Yep.”

      I looked over her shoulder, reading the screen. My stomach tightened. “So Father Grey’s Rite of Immundus isn’t a Black Mass meant to bestow power on the faithful.”

      Poppy turned to meet my eyes. “Nope. It’s a massacre.”
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      “Make sure you eat,” Peasblossom warned Andy as we walked into Goodfellows. “I mean, you should eat a lot. Liam always says, if you skip meals, it makes you cranky. And you’re already prone to cranky. You get cranky a lot. And this whole situation?” She waved her arms around, the sleeves of her baggy white robe falling to her pink elbows. “This has the potential for Hyde-level cranky.”

      Peasblossom kept up a steady stream of what I’m sure she thought was helpful advice as we looked around the Otherworld-friendly pub. Alexandra was there—as always—and she brushed a lock of long blonde hair behind one pointed ear and nodded toward a table across the room. Vincent and Kylie had set up at a large round table, and they had an array of files and papers spread out around Vincent’s tea and Kylie’s kombucha.

      “Kylie,” Poppy said, waving at the half-ghoul. She made a beeline for the seat beside the autopsy technician, and Kylie shot me another one of those “What’s going on?” looks. I shrugged.

      Vincent paused in the middle of running his hand through his already tousled brown hair, wincing as he looked up at us. “It’s not pretty, I’m afraid.”

      “Is it ever?” Liam sighed.

      Vincent pushed a file toward Liam as the alpha took a seat across from him. “These are the autopsies on the victims from the scene at Fire and Brimstone. There were eleven deaths total. Seven bodies were found in what used to be the basement, their bodies burned to ashes. The other four were upstairs, two were crushed and two died of smoke inhalation. There were seven people reported missing the next day that, according to their families or friends interviewed, had said they’d be at the club that night. Two of them returned three nights later and police confirmed they’d simply changed their plans and hadn’t told anyone. The other five are still missing, no bodies found.”

      “Could any of them have been in the basement too?” I asked.

      Vincent shook his head. “I know some of the people who worked that scene. If the missing people were there, they’d have found them. They gathered bone fragments from the remains and they were able to get DNA. They got two matches from the system—juvenile records. The rest they were eventually able to match when their families reported them missing and provided samples.”

      Alexandra stopped by the table. She put down a water for Andy, a Coke for me, a cup of honey for Peasblossom, and after a wink at Poppy, put down a hot chocolate with enough whipped cream to teeter precariously when the necromancer exhaled. The air filled with the scent of chocolate and vanilla.

      “Alexandra, you’re my favorite,” Poppy announced before leaning forward to take a bite off the tower of whipped cream.

      We ordered food then, all of us aware that we’d need to keep up our strength for what was coming. And of course, some of us ate because being cranky took on a new meaning when Otherworldly abilities were involved.

      Kylie didn’t order anything to eat. I watched her quietly as the others ordered, noting that she was putting a little too much effort into staring down at the files, re-reading the same paragraph over and over. If I hadn’t been watching, I wouldn’t have noticed Alexandra slipping her a piece of paper.

      I watched Kylie out of my peripheral vision as she unfolded the note. Her face softened as she read it, then she slipped it into her pocket.

      “The victims were all human,” Kylie said. “Unfortunately, since fire is the ultimate purifier and destroyer, it’s impossible to tell much more than that.”

      “There’s no way to tell if they were corrupted,” Poppy agreed. “The club had enough demons in it that it would be impossible to say if the demonic influence had anything to do with the bodies, or was just the lingering aura of the clientele.”

      “At this point I can’t even say for sure that they died in the fire,” Kylie said, frustrated. “For all we know, they were shot or stabbed, or ritualistically dismembered. Once the bodies were burned, all that evidence was lost.”

      “So you can’t tell us anything,” Andy said flatly.

      I almost gave him a witchy look for the tone of voice he used, but stopped myself. Andy was already having a rough day, and he hadn’t eaten since early that morning. I’d cut him some slack. For now.

      Kylie seemed to feel the same way. “I can tell you that the fire in that building wasn’t mundane. This wasn’t a gasoline fire, or an electrical fire. There was no bomb, no candles that tipped over and caught the drapes. This fired turned those bodies to ashes, leaving only a few fragments. This was crematorium-level heat.”

      Poppy grabbed one of the photographs of the crime scene. “You can tell a few other things about the scene from these, though. Look at these stripes here. I’d lay odds those were wooden benches, arranged like church pews. And this pile of melted bronze they found here?” She pointed to another spot on the picture. “Could have been the dish that holds the host.”

      “There was melted glass near the metal too,” Vincent agreed. “And chemical remnants of wine.”

      “The water and wine.” Poppy nodded. “Sounds like Father Grey held his special Black Mass.”

      “It fits,” Liam agreed. He pulled out the files we’d taken from Father Grey’s office and put them on the table in front of Vincent. “Grey kept dossiers on the people who died in that fire. They were all between eighteen and twenty-five, they all came from devout Christian families, all attended church or had recently quit, and a good portion of them had criminal records.”

      “Each of the names in his book is associated with one of the seven deadly sins,” Poppy mused. “That’s very ritualistic. If this holds true, then he’d need seven this year too.”

      “Which means when he was upset Alison was dead, he wasn’t upset because he lost a loyal follower, he was upset he lost one of his sinners,” Andy said.

      Vincent frowned as he flipped through the files. “This is monstrous. This Father Grey, he does this every year?”

      “It seems at least for the last three,” I said grimly. “But this ledger is fairly new. For all we know, he’s already filled several others.”

      “No,” Poppy said firmly. “No, this has to be new. The Ministry started investigating last year. There’s no way it took them that long to catch on to satanic-themed nightclubs burning down on Halloween night and killing seven people each time.”

      “That’s a fair point,” I admitted.

      “Unless they knew about it before then and just didn’t do anything about it,” Andy said darkly. “Maybe this serves their purposes somehow. Or maybe it’s not on a big enough scale for them to care.”

      Poppy abruptly leaned back from her cup of hot chocolate. “I know you have a dim view of the Vanguard, but they wouldn’t do that. The Ministry can be stuffy, and a little judgy and intense, but they wouldn’t let something like this slip by.”

      “You’re telling me there’s no one in the Ministry that would support purification?” Andy asked. “No one that would think making an example out of a half dozen sinners was for the greater good? Maybe make it part of some community clean-up? Kill seven sinners, make sure all sins are represented, and scare others off the bad path?”

      I stared at Andy. “What did you say?”

      He waved a hand and grabbed his water. “Nevermind.”

      “No, no. What did you say? About community clean-up?” I stared at Peasblossom. “Is it just me, or did we hear that phrase recently?”

      “Father Saylor,” Peasblossom remembered, her voice muffled by the honey-covered hand pressed against her mouth. “He said something about God sending him where he’s needed to clean up a community.”

      “Did you say Sailor? Father Saylor?” Vincent frowned and dug through the stack of files before pulling one out. “I think there was a Father Sailor in the witness statements.” He found the file he wanted and flipped it open. “Yes, right here. Father Saylor was interviewed after the Pit burned down. He was asked about the victims because several of them had once attended the church he was at and he’s quoted as saying, ‘Woe to the wicked! It will go badly with him. For what he deserves will be done to him. Isaiah 3:11.’”

      Andy took a huge gulp of water, then set his glass down forcefully. “So basically, he said the victims deserved to die.”

      A faint ticking emanated from his pocket. Andy took another long drink of water, and I noticed he held his breath longer, and let it out slowly after he swallowed, like a mindful breathing exercise. The ticking stopped.

      “Wait a minute,” Poppy said, grabbing her spoon and saving a chunk of whipped cream threatening to flop over onto the table. “Are we saying it’s a coincidence that Father Saylor just so happened to be in the same city as Father Grey when one of his nightclubs burned down? Or are we saying they’re working together?”

      I tapped one fingernail against the table. “Nina said Father Grey was a fake. She said he talked a good game, but when she tried to take him up on it, he turned into a prude. No follow through.”

      “Which is supported by the state of his bedroom,” Liam added.

      “And there were no demons in the VIP room,” Poppy recalled. “Maybe he wasn’t afraid of competition. Maybe he just couldn’t bring himself to be that close to demons. And now that I think about it, the demons I talked to didn’t seem deferential to him at all. Not even respectful.”

      Andy stiffened. “‘He’s a hot one.’ ‘He lights a fire under us all.’ ‘Father Grey does have a burning desire to see us all give into our darker urges.’” He looked at me. “They knew. They knew about the massacres, they knew what was coming. It’s all a big joke to them.”

      “So Father Grey and Father Saylor are working together,” I concluded. “Father Saylor gets a position as a guest at a local church and uses that position to help him identify ‘lost sheep.’ Maybe he name drops the club to send them to Grey. He’d be sneaky about it, warn them that he hopes they’re not going to Good Intentions or wherever, something like that.”

      “Grey picks one for each sin, invites them to the Black Mass,” Liam continued.

      “And then after they’re all killed, Father Saylor holds them up as a warning to others,” Poppy finished. “The community is horrified, lots of people go running back to the church and the community praises Father Saylor for being such a charismatic advocate for God.”

      I squirmed in my seat as Father Grey’s voice came back to me. “I like witches.”

      He’d meant something entirely different than what I’d assumed.

      Peasblossom climbed on top of the ledger, stomping on it for good measure. “This won’t stand. We have to stop them!” She glared down at the cover of the ledger. “And isn’t it just like them to have a cat for a mascot?”

      “That’s not a cat, that’s a lion,” Vincent corrected her.

      Peasblossom crossed her arms. “A lion is a cat.”

      “She’s got you there,” Poppy agreed.

      “Did you say lion?” I leaned forward and pulled the book closer. “Blood and bone. This is the same lion that Father Saylor had embroidered on his robes. I thought the tail was unraveling, but it’s not. Those are flames.”

      “That,” Bridgett spoke up from behind me, “is the symbol of the Shepherd’s Crook. See how the lion’s tail is straight, then curved at the end? The lion’s ferocity combined with the soft and noble intentions of the humble shepherd.” She snorted.

      I twisted in my seat, holding a witchy look in place to hide just how bad the demon’s voice had startled me. Bridgett stood a few steps away, dressed in the new suit she’d purchased at the Closet.

      She nodded to the ledger in front of me. “The Shepherd’s Crook are a fanatic sect of priests who believe the church has gone soft on sin. Less and less behavior is being punished to their satisfaction, what with divorce being allowed, homosexuals accepted, premarital sex overlooked, birth control permitted, and, of course, declining attendance at mass. They dream of the old days when the Inquisition held ultimate power and priests could be holy and still torture people.”

      “Fear isn’t the same as faith,” Poppy said stiffly. “Believing in something because you’re afraid of the consequences if you don’t isn’t the same as true faith.”

      Bridgett shrugged. “In my day, priests were concerned with saving a person’s soul—and that’s it. The health of a person’s body, emotions, and quality of life was irrelevant. All that mattered was obedience to the rules that would get you to Heaven.”

      “That is a distorted picture of Christianity,” Poppy argued. “Those people are fanatics. They give Christianity a bad name.”

      Bridgett smiled. “Yes. They do. But then, that’s the problem with religious fervor, my dear. Too often it is not self-aware. It is abandonment of one’s senses, a giving over of oneself to something greater. It’s why that fervor so often turns to evil. Once you’re passionate enough about a cause that you find yourself able to excuse behavior you would never accept in others—murder, for example—then you become the monster you once fought against. It is…very common.”

      There was a wistful tone in her voice that didn’t match her words. It wasn’t hard to imagine that the demon had capitalized on such passion before.

      “You’re creeping me out,” Peasblossom said under her breath, shoving her hand back into her cup of honey.

      Bridgett bowed. “Apologies. I’ll say goodnight then.”

      “What are you doing here anyway?” I asked, stopping her before she turned to go.

      The demon paused, letting her gaze travel over everyone at our table. She paused when she spotted the files, the fan of photographs from the other clubs. Vincent noticed her attention and grabbed the photographs, shuffling them back into a neat pile and closing them away in one of the folders. He looked straight at Bridgett when he did so.

      “This is neutral territory, is it not?” Bridgett inquired.

      “It is,” I said carefully. “But you’ll forgive me if I’m just a little…intrigued by the coincidence. We see you at the Closet. You’re at Good Intentions. And now here. If I were a more paranoid sort, I’d think you were following us.”

      “Well, allow me to put your mind at ease,” Bridgett said graciously. “I am not following you.”

      I waited, but she didn’t add anything else. And she didn’t look away.

      “What do you want?” I asked softly.

      “Oh, I don’t want anything. Not yet. Not at the moment.” She bowed her head. “However, I do have some things I must attend to. Halloween night and all. I expect things will get interesting very soon, and it wouldn’t do for me to miss it. Good night.”

      Liam watched Bridgett leave the pub, then looked at the floor. He frowned and looked up at me. “Where’s Scath?”

      “She’s setting off Majesty outside,” I told him. “Thought it might be a good idea.”

      As if on cue, there was a muffled boom coming from the alley behind the pub. A few seconds later, I heard the hiss of a fire extinguisher through the window to the far right.

      I took another sip of my Coke. “If Father Grey wanted Alison to die on Halloween night as part of some ritual, then he had no reason to kill her at the church. I don’t think he killed Alison.”

      Andy’s phone went off, breaking the sudden silence.

      “Hello?”

      He jerked his attention up, his gaze locking on mine. He didn’t speak for several long heartbeats, just listening to whoever was on the other end of the line. Then he stood, shoving his chair back. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

      “What happened?” Liam asked, already standing.

      “That was Chloe’s dad. Someone broke into Chloe’s room. She’s gone.”
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      “Scath, you come upstairs with me. Andy, Liam, you take Poppy and search the area, see if you can pick up any trace of her.” I pulled my trench coat tighter around me, glad I’d taken the time to change back into my own clothes on the drive over to Chloe’s house. Trading a dress for leggings was definitely the right call on a night like this.

      Scath leapt out of the backseat of Andy’s SUV, her service dog glamour already in place.

      Liam climbed out after her. He’d changed in the SUV as well and was once again dressed in his signature blue jeans and a flannel shirt. Alexandra—bless her—had packed our food to go, but none of us had felt like eating. Liam had eaten anyway, finishing off two burgers and a large helping of fries, and I’d made a half-hearted attempt at my own fries. Andy hadn’t touched his, and Poppy hadn’t been able to eat while riding her motorcycle. And I was actually impressed she hadn’t tried.

      Liam scanned the dark area between Chloe’s house and the neighbor’s, eyes glinting with gold streaks when the meager moonlight hit them. “I’m going to head for the shadows there and do a partial shift. It’s dark enough outside I shouldn’t have to worry about anyone getting a good look, and my senses will be sharper.”

      “Well, I’m sure Shade’s sorry she won’t get to see you in all your glory,” Poppy murmured.

      “Not the time, Poppy,” I warned, heading toward the front door.

      She scoffed and fell into step behind Liam. “If you can’t laugh on the job, then you’ll never laugh at all. True for a demon hunter, true for a village witch.”

      “And a werewolf.” Liam paused, then added, “And a cop.”

      The passenger door slammed and Andy joined me so we could approach the house together. Chloe’s parents met us at the door. Her mother had obviously been crying, the skin around her eyes red and puffy, and her father looked like he was ready to punch his fist through the wall.

      “Mr. Nielson,” Andy said, nodding.

      “Agent Bradford, Ms. Renard, Ms. Caulfield, this is my wife, Ginny.”

      “The police just left,” Mrs. Nielson said tearfully. “I don’t think they believed us.”

      “What do you mean they didn’t believe you?” Andy asked, his voice sharp.

      “They said the window wasn’t broken, and there’s no sign of a struggle, just some water on the floor. They said I might have imagined I heard Chloe scream. They think she might have climbed out the window to go meet up with friends.” She pressed her lips together for a heartbeat or two, stifling the urge to start crying. “She wouldn’t do that. Not anymore. She’s different now, and I tried to tell them that, but they wouldn’t listen.”

      “Chloe’s done this before?” I asked, keeping my tone gentle.

      Her mother pointed a shaking finger at me. “Don’t. Don’t you dare. Yes, Chloe has acted out before, but she turned her life around. She did not run off.” She shook her head and gestured for us to come inside, a quick angry gesture. “Come in. Come on, I’ll show you.”

      I followed her into the house, past the family photos I’d seen on my first visit, and up the stairs to Chloe’s room. I hadn’t gone upstairs last time, so I didn’t know what to expect, but I had an idea. Based on what I knew of Chloe’s experience now, how severe she’d been in her repentance, going so far as to dress with a modesty that almost made her stand out even more in this day and age, I guessed her room would be similarly modest.

      I was right.

      There were crosses everywhere. A huge picture of the virgin Mary. A rosary lying on the dresser. The Bible—with a bookmark—lying on the bedside table. As she had with her personal appearance, Chloe had run as far as she could from Good Intentions, and she’d swung too hard the other direction. Hopefully, she’d move on, see that moderation was best, and one didn’t have to live in an extreme on either end. One thing was certain—

      This was not the room of a girl hoping a dark priest would seduce her back into the fold.

      A wet spot on the beige carpet caught my eye. When I knelt down, I noticed a small glass bottle that seemed to have rolled under the bed.

      I’d have bet my sturdiest pair of winter boots that was holy water.

      Confirming my hunch didn’t take long, just a flex of my magic to send a silver net over the moisture. Silver light glittered back at me. Whoever had come into Chloe’s room, she’d thought holy water would make them go away. Had it actually been a demon, or other evil being? Or had she thrown the holy water because she’d expected something evil?

      I stood, holding onto the spell as I did, then pushing the magic outward around Chloe’s room. There was a smell in the room, as if something had been burning. Not a match, but something else. Cheap incense maybe? Herbs?

      No other magic winked at me. No blessings, no spells. Other than the holy water, everything in the bedroom was completely mundane.

      I looked back at her mother where she hovered in the doorway. Mrs. Nielson stood there with her chin raised, daring me to brush off Chloe’s disappearance as the behavior of a wild child.

      “What exactly happened?” I asked.

      “We were sleeping,” her mother said. “And we heard Chloe scream. I woke Daniel, and he ran into her room, but the window was open and she was gone.”

      Scath—wearing her service dog glamour—prowled around the room. She sniffed at the puddle, then sniffed the air before pacing to the window. It wasn’t always easy to communicate with someone in animal form, but her body language spoke volumes. Her sudden stillness and the steady stare she leveled at me told me she’d found something.

      Andy saw it too. He’d picked up the Bible beside the bed, but now he closed it and put it down. “Has Chloe’s room always looked like this?”

      “Heavens, no.” Her mom sighed. “No, I’m the first to admit Chloe has been a little wild this past year. I thought it was healthy at first, just a young woman enjoying life, maybe being a little reckless, but nothing drastic. I had hoped she’d calm down, but this…” She hesitated, then added, “She threw so much stuff away. I kept some of it, just in case. Not that there’s anything wrong with this,” she rushed to add, gesturing around the room. “It’s just the change was so sudden, so extreme, I didn’t want her to regret throwing anything away.”

      “Could you show me what you kept?” Andy asked.

      “Sure. Come with me.”

      I waited for them to leave the room before addressing Scath. “You recognize the scent?”

      She snorted, then nodded, that awkward feline nod.

      “Grant?” I asked.

      Nothing. Just more green-eyed staring.

      “Father Grey?” I guessed.

      Another nod.

      I bit my lip. “She threw holy water on him. Peasblossom didn’t get a read on him as evil. So is he masking his aura somehow? Or did Chloe think he was someone—something—else?”

      I looked around the room. “I think we can assume that Chloe really was scared straight. If this change is as extreme as her mom says it is, then I’m guessing she was scared of something specific. Something she saw at the Black Mass? Maybe it wasn’t gross or over the top human behavior that scared her, maybe she saw a real demon.”

      Movement out the window caught my eye, and I went over to push it open. Liam was walking across the lawn below, and he must have found what he was looking for, because he’d returned to full human form.

      I waved to get his attention, and when he looked up at me I leaned out the window. “Father Grey?” I asked, trusting he’d hear me even from this distance.

      He nodded. He pointed to the house, then drew a trail over the grass toward the next street perpendicular to the one in front of the house. He mimed driving.

      “Grey took her.” I rubbed a hand over my face. “We need to find him.”

      I heard footsteps in the hallway and turned in time to see Andy come into the room ahead of Mrs. Nielson.

      “It looks like Chloe got rid of everything,” Andy said. “Clothes, makeup, shoes. Even her laptop.”

      “She said she was done with all of it,” her mother said, wringing her hands. “I thought for sure she’d change her mind about the computer. Even I need my computer.”

      “I think I’ve seen everything here,” I told her. “We’ll call you as soon as we know anything.”

      Her mother nodded, but she bit the inside of her lip, and I saw more tears were on the way. I couldn’t blame her.

      We all met at the SUV. Poppy leaned against the back passenger side door. She hadn’t changed her clothes, so she still had the half zebra-striped pants, making her stand out in the dark even without my excellent night vision. “I’m not picking up on anything dead or undead. No hint of evil either.”

      “I caught Grey’s scent between the house and the street,” Liam said grimly. “And Chloe’s too, recent. No blood, though.”

      “He took her.” I waited for Poppy to push herself off the SUV and opened the back passenger door to let Scath inside. “There was holy water spilled on the floor in her room. My guess is he came in when she was sleeping, ready to whisk her away, just like Grant said she wanted.”

      “Only she didn’t,” Andy said, his voice tight. “Grant lied.”

      “But why?” I wondered out loud. “Why lie about that?”

      “To mess with him?” Poppy guessed, flicking a thumb at Andy. “No offense, but it doesn’t take an empath to pick up on the tension between you and the Acolytes. And the way Grant leaned into the whole ‘watch them slide down from their lofty perch to sit in the filth with the rest of us’ comment also makes me think he was out to get your goat.”

      “So Grant lies, Father Grey believes him and thinks Chloe wants him to seduce her,” I said slowly. “He needs a replacement for Alison, time’s running out, so he comes to her house.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense.” Poppy hooked her thumbs into the straps of her backpack and ran them up and down. “Why would he kidnap her? She hit him with holy water, clearly she wasn’t as interested in lust as he thought. And if he knew she wasn’t a sinner, he knew she was useless to him, in a ritualistic sense.”

      “He had to kidnap her,” Andy said, staring into space. “He wouldn’t want her sticking around to accuse him of attempted rape. He probably took her just to keep her out of the way until he can pull off his little Rite of Immundus.”

      “If you’re right, then finding her has to be our priority,” Liam said, rolling his shoulder so his tendons popped. “If he really wants her out of the way, then he might kill her.”

      “Wait a minute,” Poppy interrupted. “You said you found holy water?”

      I nodded. “My guess is when Grey showed up, she threw holy water on him. Either she thought he was a demon, or she suspects he’s truly evil himself and the holy water would drive him away.” I froze. “The burning smell.”

      “What burning smell?” Liam asked.

      I looked down at Scath. “That smell in her room. Did you smell it too?”

      Scath nodded, once.

      “Could that have been the smell of holy water scalding Father Grey?”

      Scath tilted her head, then snorted. A long pause. Then another nod.

      “The holy water burned Grey,” Liam murmured. “Interesting.”

      Poppy jabbed her finger at him, stopping just short of poking him in the chest. “It’s because he’s violated his vows. He’s committed evil acts in the name of God. That’s blasphemy.”

      Andy held up a hand. “Wait a minute. When Laurie committed murder, she lost her powers. She could still use demonic abilities thanks to Lorelei, but her God-given powers were stripped. If Father Grey is evil now, how is he not seeing the signs? His magic would be affected, wouldn’t it? After at least three mass murders?”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised how strong denial can be,” Poppy promised. “And there is power to be had with evil as much as with good. And as long as Father Grey still has power, he’ll convince himself it still comes from God.”

      Andy reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. “Chloe’s mom kept her hairbrush. I took a few hairs from it, maybe you could use that to find her?”

      I took the hairs, studying them to make sure they had the root attached. “Hair isn’t as strong as blood, but I can try.”

      I unzipped my waist pouch and lifted the flap. “Bizbee, could I have a map?”

      Two fuzzy antennae poked out of the pouch, and I raised my eyebrows as Poppy not-so-subtly tucked herself behind Liam. I couldn’t really blame her. Bizbee could be quite intense about missing office supplies.

      The grig glanced around—probably looking for Poppy—then handed me a map. Well, sort of a map. It was a pamphlet from the Akron Zoo showing where all the animals were located.

      “I don’t think she’s at the zoo,” Andy said slowly.

      “It doesn’t have to be a map of the city,” I explained. “The map is just part of the spell. There are some casters who can use tracking magic without material components like this, but since tracking isn’t one of my specialties, the more help I get, the better.”

      I folded Chloe’s hair in the map then held it pressed between my hands as I called my magic. “Ubi es,” I whispered.

      Magic pulsed in my head, and I turned without meaning to. The magic moved me, made me face the opposite direction. Showing me the way to Chloe.

      “It’s working,” I said, speaking softly so as not to disrupt the spell. “This is going to be somewhat tricky.”

      “I’ll drive,” Liam volunteered. He looked at Andy. “You can eat on the way.”

      Andy didn’t argue. It made me feel more hopeful about our impending confrontation with Grey. Even more so when I noticed he was reaching into his pocket again—charging the crystal Poppy had given him.

      Andy ate his meal while I tried my best to give Liam directions. It wasn’t easy, especially when a string of one-way streets contradicted the way the magic wanted us to go. The spell left me with a bad feeling of vertigo, and if Bizbee hadn’t had the foresight to hand me my mints, I’d have ended up hanging my head out the window trying not to be sick.

      “Are you sure we’re at the right place?” Liam asked.

      I stared out the front windshield at the rectory beside St. Sebastian’s church. The magic had thinned as we drove, and now I couldn’t feel it at all. “This is where the spell brought us,” I said, trying to sound more certain than I felt. “I— Oh, blood and bone.”

      “What?” Andy demanded, shoving his food wrappers into the bag and dropping it on the floor.

      I opened my door as Poppy parked beside us so the necromancer would hear me too. A cold gust of wind flooded the car, making me shiver as I looked from the church to the rectory.

      “What?” Poppy asked, picking up on the mood in the SUV.

      I waited for the necromancer to disembark from her motorcycle and hang the helmet from one of the handlebars before pointing to the church. “The tabernacle. I examined it before, when I was trying to find evidence to tell us who stole the Eucharist. I didn’t find any prints besides Father Saylor’s. At the time, I assumed that was because the thief either wiped it off or wore gloves.”

      “But now you think maybe Father Saylor is the one who took the Eucharist out and gave it to Father Grey,” Poppy finished. “Makes sense. It would be an awful big coincidence if both Grey and Taylor just happened to be in the same city at the same time as one of his clubs burned down.” She narrowed her eyes. “If they’re really working together like this, then we need to report it to the Ministry. This is huge.”

      Andy opened his door and got out, brushing his palms together as he eyed the rectory. “First we get proof. Then we call the Ministry.”

      Poppy looked at me, uncertainty in her eyes.

      “Let’s talk to Father Saylor first, see if Chloe really is here,” I said. “Then we’ll decide.”

      Poppy shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      We all made our way to the front door of the rectory, and I raised a hand to knock. A few seconds later, the door swung open, revealing a familiar female face surrounded by bouncy red curls.

      Joy’s eyebrows rose. “Agent Bradford.” She glanced at the rest of our group, including Scath in her service dog glamour. “It’s rather late. How can I help you?”

      “Do you live here?” Andy asked.

      “Oh, no. I was just staying late mending some of Father Saylor’s robes. Bless him, he does put some wear and tear on them, vigorous as he is in his service to the Lord. And I made dinner for both him and Father Adrien.”

      I tried to smile. “Is Chloe here?”

      Joy wrung her hands in front of her. “No, she’s not. Her poor parents called earlier and I was sorry to tell them we haven’t seen her since this afternoon.”

      “I have some new information on who might have taken her,” I said. “I think Father Saylor might be able to help me find this person. Could we speak to him?”

      Something passed over Joy’s face. Suspicion, but in a polite way. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I know all of you…?”

      “These are my associates,” Andy said. “This is Ms. Renard, Ms. Caulfield, and this is Detective Sergeant Osbourne.”

      He ended strong with Liam’s rank. For a second, I wondered if the fact Liam wasn’t in uniform was going to hurt us, but Joy only gave his outfit a cursory glance. A much shorter look than she gave Poppy’s form-fitting attire.

      “As I said, it’s rather late,” she said carefully, “and Father Saylor has a busy day ahead of him tomorrow. He’s writing a new sermon. And he’s already spoken to Chloe’s parents and the police, so I’m not sure what more he can tell you?”

      “We think he might know something about a man we believe could have taken Chloe,” I said. Beside me, Scath leaned farther into the house, nostrils flaring. Scenting for the missing girl.

      Unease creased the skin around Joy’s eyes and she clasped her hands in front of her. “You realize, of course, that Father Saylor can’t reveal anything that was said during confession?”

      “I don’t believe that will be relevant,” I promised.

      At first I really thought she wasn’t going to let us in. And there was something odd in her look. As if she were seeing more than mundane senses would allow. I called my magic and flexed it in her direction, sending a soft puff of silver energy over her body. No magic answered me back. She was human.

      Before I could decide if it was worth the risk to dig a little deeper, Joy nodded. “All right. Follow me.”

      She led us through the modest house into a small kitchen. It was a combination kitchen and dining room, with the table so close to the stove that the stove door couldn’t be opened if someone occupied the chair closest to it.

      There wasn’t enough room for all of us to sit at the table. In fact, there wasn’t really enough room for all of us to be comfortable in the kitchen at all. It would have made more sense to have us sit in the room we’d just passed through, but if Joy noticed the crowded conditions, she opted not to say anything.

      “Wait here. I’ll get Father Saylor.”

      I looked at Liam when she left. “Can you smell Chloe?”

      He lifted his face, nostrils flaring. “No. I smelled her outside in the parking lot, but it was faint. As if she was here, but now she’s gone.” He sniffed the air again. “It doesn’t smell like she came inside.”

      “Peasblossom, have a look around and make sure she’s not here.”

      “Right!”

      The pixie winked out of sight just as footsteps on the wooden floor in the hall leading to the kitchen warned us Joy was returning with Father Saylor. A split second later, the priest filled the doorway.

      Father Saylor was no longer dressed in the robe with the unraveling lion that he’d worn earlier during mass. Now he wore the plain black pants and jacket that were a priest’s casual clothes—and of course he still wore the white collar. Again I was distracted by his huge, bushy eyebrows.

      “Joy tells me you have new information about Chloe’s disappearance?” Father Saylor said. “The police led me to believe she’d run off on her own. A return to her old ways, so to speak.”

      “And do you think that sounds like something she would do?” I asked. “When we last spoke to Chloe, she seemed very dedicated to following the straight and narrow path.”

      The priest’s lips thinned. “Appearances can be deceiving. One must never be lulled into believing that someone is incapable of sin. All humans are capable of sin.”

      He said it without a trace of irony.

      “And of course you chose to speak with her without me present, so I can’t speak to whether she was honest with you or not. In any case,” he continued. “I told the police I have no idea where Chloe might be. What new information do you have that you think might be relevant?”

      “When we spoke with you earlier, Chloe mentioned a man from the night club she attended with Alison. A Father Grey.”

      The priest narrowed his eyes. “I believe I’ve asked you not to refer to him with that holy title. Grey is no priest. He is a sinner, a man who has turned his back on God and his own holy orders.”

      “Well, we believe he was in Chloe’s bedroom just before she disappeared. Do you know where we could find him?” Andy asked.

      Father Saylor brushed a hand down his shirt, passing his fingertips over the right breast pocket, where the lion on his robes would’ve rested. “And why would I know where he is?”

      “You don’t know him?” Liam asked.

      “Who are you?” Father Saylor asked coolly.

      “Detective Sergeant Osbourne, Cleveland Metroparks Police.” Liam straightened, and I felt his aura flow over me, as if he were flexing his energy, letting his beast rise, just a little.

      Father Saylor huffed out an irritated breath. “I know of him, but I’ve never met the man. If I had, believe me, I’d have given him an earful of the Good Book. In more ways than one.”

      I reached into my pouch where Bizbee was waiting with the files. “I have a statement here that you gave police last year,” I said, giving Bizbee time to pull out the document I needed. I took it from the grig and dropped it onto the kitchen table. “Is it just a coincidence that you were in the area when Father Grey’s last club burned down?”

      “Did that community need help too?” Andy added.

      Joy stood behind Father Saylor. She was making a pot of tea, but I didn’t miss the way her movements slowed. She was definitely listening. I had the sudden hunch that the reason we were all packed into the kitchen like sardines was so the parish helper would have a convenient excuse to stay in the room while we spoke to the priest.

      “Of course it isn’t a coincidence!” Father Saylor barked, startling me out of my thoughts. “It was divine intervention. And despite your sarcasm, Agent Bradford, yes, that community did want for God’s mercy. And that’s why God sent me there. Grey is an evil man, and he was gathering up all the lost sheep of that community and leading them to a spiritual slaughter. They followed him and his foul temptations, and they would have followed him straight into the bowels of Hell. God sent me there to save them.”

      “But you didn’t save them,” Liam pointed out. “They died in a fire.”

      “I saved those who would have followed in their path,” Father Saylor said stiffly. “Sin spreads, Detective. It spreads like a disease”

      I grabbed the ledger from my pouch and held it up. “And this?”

      “What is it?” Father Saylor said, exasperated.

      He tried to hide his reaction beneath his annoyance, and avoided looking directly at the ledger. He knew what it was, and he didn’t want me to see he recognized it.

      I pointed to the lion emblazoned on the corner of the cover. “Do you know what this lion symbolizes?”

      “I have no idea what that might mean to a man like Grey. Perhaps he envisions himself as a lion eating the lost sheep of our Lord.”

      “I never said it was Grey’s,” I said evenly.

      Father Saylor’s face didn’t betray anything, but the way he raised his arms before catching himself and forcing them to his sides struck me as defensive. “Of course I assumed it was Grey’s. Isn’t he the one you came here to talk to me about, who else’s would it be?”

      Andy stepped forward. “And do you find it at all odd that the lion on Father Grey’s ledger just so happens to be a perfect match for the lion on the robe you were wearing earlier?”

      Saylor’s face turned red, an almost identical shade of red to the lion on the ledger. “You are all fools. You learn nothing. Haven’t I told you from the beginning, that this man—this man you so wretchedly insist on referring to by a title he gave up long ago—is one who perverts that which is holy in order to mock our Lord? He holds a Black Mass with a stolen Eucharist, and he uses our own practices to conduct his blasphemous rituals. Is it so far beyond your grasp of logic to see that he might also twist our symbols as well?”

      He jabbed a finger toward the ledger—still not looking directly at it. “The lion is a common symbol in Christianity.” He shot a withering glare at me. “Not that I would expect you to know that.”

      “Me?” I asked with an innocent lilt. “Why single me out?”

      Why indeed. Did he know I was a witch? If so…how?

      “Your disrespect for me has been clear from the beginning. If you had any real faith, you would show the deference I’m due as a servant of God.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “So you’re telling me that lion on your robes doesn’t represent the Shepherd’s Crook?”

      This time his reaction was unmistakable. A tightening of the skin around his eyes, a shift in his weight toward the door. He wanted out of this conversation. Wanted it bad enough his body was trying to escape before his mind could come up with a good excuse.

      “That is an old wives’ tale,” he said in a low voice. “An old story based on the inquisitions of the past. A legend that young priests tell one another when the lights go out, a dream that lets them envision themselves as holy warriors, heroes who fight for our Lord with weapons more exciting than thoughts and prayers.”

      “And what do you think of those young men?” Liam asked. “The ones that think evil is taking hold in the world, and good men need to step into a more aggressive role? ‘Woe to the wicked! It will go badly with him. For what he deserves will be done to him.’” He leaned forward. “Isaiah 3:11.”

      Father Saylor turned up his nose at Liam. “So you can read. Let’s see if you can also learn. Matthew 10:28: ‘And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.’”

      “Do you think the people who died in those fires deserved to die?” I asked softly.

      Joy had stopped pretending to make tea. She held so still that even Father Saylor noticed the change in her.

      “Joy, our guests are finished here. Please see them out, I have God’s work to do.”

      This time Father Saylor did turn away. He was halfway to the door when Andy spoke up.

      “Where were you Halloween night last year? And the year before that?” He stepped out from behind one of the chairs, taking a few steps toward Father Saylor. “Where were you when those kids burned to death?”

      Tension held Father Saylor so tightly that when he turned his head to look at Andy, the motion looked painful. “I was with God. As I always am.”

      “Just the two of you?” I asked.

      The comment was more sarcastic than I’d intended, and I regretted it immediately. Not that Father Saylor was going to deign to give us an alibi, but it might have kept Joy from snapping to attention. The redhead gave us a polite, but firm smile as she gestured to the door—the door opposite the one Father Saylor was heading for that would lead him deeper into the rectory. “I’ll see you out?”

      Andy opened his mouth, his shoulders set as if bracing for an argument, but I held up a hand.

      “Thank you,” I said. “We should be going anyway. We need to focus all our efforts on finding Chloe.”

      Joy nodded, relief obvious in her face. “Yes, please do. Chloe is a good girl. Her faith is real, I know it is. I’ll pray that you find her and bring her home safe and sound.”

      Andy looked like he had something to say to that too, but he held his tongue. We let Joy lead us out, and the whole time, Poppy said nothing. In fact, the necromancer was still silent when we arrived back at Andy’s SUV.

      “We should have stayed,” Andy said, jerking his door open. “He knew more than he was telling. At the very least, we should have gotten a real alibi.”

      Something smacked the back of my head and I heard a soft “Oof!” It was a familiar feeling. Peasblossom hadn’t been paying attention to where she flew.

      I held still, waiting for the pixie to recover enough to drop her invisibility so I could face her. “Did you find her?” I asked.

      Peasblossom rubbed her forehead. Her halo was gone, but I didn’t think she’d noticed yet. “No. And Father Adrien said she hasn’t been here.” She sniffed. “So much for your tracking spell.”

      “The tracking spell would tell me where she was when I cast it,” I said patiently. “So it’s possible that she was here, and she left.”

      “Or was moved,” Andy said, flexing his hands at his sides as if trying to expend excess energy.

      I looked back at the rectory, an idea forming in my mind. “Okay. So if we’re right, and those two are working together… New theory. Grey kidnaps Chloe, and now he’s panicking because he realizes Grant was wrong. Or lying. Now he needs to figure out what to do with her. He doesn’t kill her right away, because he can’t justify it. Her faith is real, and she hasn’t done anything wrong.”

      Poppy picked up on what I was saying. “So he brings her here to see what Father Saylor says.”

      “Father Saylor sends him away, because obviously bringing a girl you kidnapped to the church where Joy or Father Adrien might hear her is a bad idea to anyone who isn’t in a blind panic,” Liam added.

      “Which he definitely is, if that holy water really burned him,” Poppy added. “That would be a hard thing to get over, even if you’re already deep in denial.”

      The door to the rectory opened to reveal Joy.

      As one, we all piled into the SUV as she stepped out into the night and glanced out at the parking lot.

      “Pull out,” I said. “Let her think we’re leaving.”

      “My bike is still there,” Poppy objected.

      “They don’t know that’s your bike,” I reminded her. “We’ll come back for it.”

      Andy drove out of the parking lot, then pulled into the gas station across the street. He parked near one of the pumps, and we waited. A few moments later, Joy left, driving an electric car with a “Coexist” bumper sticker on the back.

      “Wait here,” I told him. “I have a hunch.”

      No one questioned me. Not even Peasblossom. And a few minutes later, their faith was rewarded when another car pulled out of the parking lot. An older model sedan—with an even older model priest behind the wheel.

      Father Saylor.

      I smiled. “Follow that car.”
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      “What is that place?” I asked, squinting at the small store where Father Saylor had just parked.

      Poppy leaned forward, propping her chin on the shoulder of Liam’s seat. “It used to be a hardware store. They went out of business last year.”

      “What would Father Eyebrows want with an abandoned hardware store?” Peasblossom tugged on her robe and almost fell over when her next step trod on her hem. Andy lifted his hand to keep her from tumbling into his lap, keeping it there until she regained her balance enough to get back into place.

      “I don’t know.” I fought the urge to whisper even though I knew the priest couldn’t hear me. Andy had parked on the other side of the street, and Father Saylor hadn’t glanced back once as he made his way from the car to the front of the abandoned store.

      “He has a key,” Andy noted, watching Father Saylor let himself inside.

      “Could he have bought the store?” Liam asked.

      Andy opened his door, letting in a gust of cold air. “We need to assume Grey is in there. Hopefully with Chloe.” He looked over his shoulder. “Liam, you and Scath are the fastest. Can you cover the back entrance? Make sure they don’t make a run for it?”

      “My pleasure.”

      I almost spoke up. The entire reason Liam was here with us was because Andy had wanted him here as a sort of personal backup. Separating himself from Liam when he was about to enter a building with two men who made his blood boil seemed…counterintuitive.

      I brushed the concern away as soon as I had it. Liam’s hearing was beyond a human’s. If anything happened inside, he’d hear it. He’d know if Andy needed him.

      Andy looked at Scath. “Okay with you?”

      Scath didn’t respond right away. With Poppy and me in the backseat with her, she hadn’t been able to stretch out, so she sat between us like one of those huge lion statues that guarded important buildings. When she turned to me, her eyes were level with mine. Those green eyes gleamed in the streetlights as she seemed to consider her options.

      “I’ll be inside,” I said encouragingly. “I’ll have Andy, Poppy, and Peasblossom with me. If anything happens, you’ll be right there. And it would help, if there is a fight, to have someone coming in from the opposite direction.”

      Scath snorted. Andy took that as an agreement, and both he and Liam got out first to make room for her. She crawled into the front seat and leapt from the vehicle, landing in that eerily silent way cats could manage.

      “What about the kitten?” Poppy asked, trying for casual and failing miserably. “If Scath is going with Liam, can I hold Majesty?”

      “Why would you want to?” Peasblossom demanded, sounding genuinely shocked. “He’s a ball of chaos. He summons rhinoceroses! He calls lightning.”

      Poppy’s eyes widened. “And he’s so soft.”

      “I’m not having this conversation right now,” I muttered, shaking my head as I climbed out of the car. “Majesty goes with Scath. She’s the one most likely to survive his ‘help.’”

      Scath took a step away from Poppy, probably leery of being used to sate her urge to pet something soft and furry once it was clear Majesty wouldn’t be leaving his pouch.

      Poppy crossed her arms and pouted. “No one appreciates what they have.”

      Poppy, Andy, and I held back while Scath and Liam circled around the building to get into position. I’d half expected Liam to shift into wolf form, but he didn’t. It was surreal to watch him move with that preternatural grace in human form. His body seemed to flow, as if he had muscles where he shouldn’t, and he was so much quieter than I could have managed. Garbage couldn’t trip him, and he never accidentally stepped in those puddles of what one could only hope was rainwater.

      “Stop staring,” Peasblossom muttered.

      “I’m not staring. Why don’t you go have a look in the windows?”

      Peasblossom gave me a knowing snort, but didn’t argue—blessedly. She blinked out of sight, and I could tell she’d left Andy’s shoulder when his face twitched forward, trying to follow her even though he couldn’t see her.

      A few minutes later, Peasblossom appeared on Andy’s shoulder again, dropping her invisibility. “No one’s inside. Not in front where I could see. There’s a door behind the counter, they must have gone into the back.”

      Andy shifted his weight to his other foot. “I don’t like all that glass. If they come out of the back, they’ll see us coming.”

      “We have Scath and Liam around the other side. If they do see us approaching, chances are, they’ll flee the other way.”

      “Or barricade themselves in there,” Andy said, a hint of frustration in his voice.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Peasblossom assured him. “They can’t barricade themselves well enough to keep me out.”

      “We’ll deal with that if it comes to it.” I glanced up at Peasblossom. “You stay invisible. When I open the door, you go in first, see what we’re getting into?”

      “Right.”

      Poppy fell into step behind me, moving slowly so the chains on her backpack didn’t rattle. When we reached the door, I grasped the handle and pulled.

      “Locked,” Poppy whispered.

      “I can unlock it,” I whispered back. “This is a public building, there’s no threshold.”

      “You have a lock-picking spell?” Poppy’s eyes glittered.

      “Yes.” I used my Mother Hazel tone to convey that lock-picking spells were only for emergencies, and not something one did for funsies or amusement. It must have come across as intended, because Poppy looked sulky again.

      I held a hand in front of the small lock, trying to look more confident than I felt. There’s no threshold, I reminded myself. The lock is not going to explode.

      “Recludo,” I whispered.

      The metal components of the lock slid open with a sound that wasn’t loud at all but might as well have been an air horn to my sensitive nerves. I held my breath, sure that I’d hear pounding feet any second, look up to see an angry Father Saylor looming behind the glass door.

      Nothing happened.

      I let out a long, slow breath before easing the door open quietly.

      The inside of the store was stacked with boxes. They looked and smelled new, filling the air with that fresh cardboard scent. One of the boxes was open and I peeked inside.

      The box was full of Bibles. I checked another box and found it full of crosses and small statues of Jesus and the Virgin Mary.

      Interesting.

      I was just stepping away from the boxes when I heard voices coming from the back.

      Peasblossom landed on Andy’s shoulder and made herself visible again. She gestured for me and Poppy to lean in.

      “Chloe is back there,” she whispered. “She’s tied to a chair, and she’s a little roughed up, but I think she’s fine.” She grinned, her multifaceted eyes glittering in the moonlight coming through the windows. “Grey’s face looks awful. He and Saylor are real—”

      “What were you thinking?” Father Saylor shouted, his voice booming through the partially open door.

      As one, Andy, Poppy, and I all hid behind boxes, just in case anyone came out of the back room.

      “Alison is dead!” Grey shouted back. “The ritual is tonight. We need the seven.”

      “Chloe isn’t a sinner,” Saylor seethed. “She repented. She begged for forgiveness, she’s re-dedicated herself to God. She’s talked about entering a convent!”

      “No,” Grey insisted. “That’s not right. Grant told me how she lusts after me. He said her innocence is all an act. She pretends to be pure so I’ll chase her. She knows how tempting purity is to evil.”

      “She doesn’t appear pleased to see you,” Saylor said coldly. “If she’s so enamored of you, then what is she doing tied to a chair?”

      “You told me to take her away!”

      “You brought her to the rectory! What if that old fool had seen her?”

      “She was in the trunk, how could he have seen her?”

      There was a loud crash from somewhere outside, toward the back of the building.

      “What was that?” Saylor demanded. “Did you bring more people here? Did you bring them? Your demons?”

      “They aren’t my demons,” Grey snarled. “Stop calling them that. I think you’re starting to forget we’re both on the same side. Just because I play the dark side of our duet doesn’t make you any holier than me, and you need to stop acting otherwise.”

      “Well something’s out there,” Saylor snapped.

      Footsteps. Moving away from us.

      “It’s just a cat. It knocked over one of the trash cans.” More footsteps. This time coming and going. As if Grey had started pacing. “What are we going to do with her?”

      “What choice do we have, now that you’ve brought her here?”

      “I haven’t hurt her,” Grey shouted again. “She attacked me.”

      “What do you mean she attacked you?” Saylor scoffed. “You said you entered her bedroom while she was asleep!” He paused. “Wait a minute. Did she do that to your face?”

      “Yes!” Grey said, exasperated. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you! She threw acid on me.”

      I didn’t like where this was going. I looked at Andy, gestured at myself, then the door. He pressed his lips together into a thin line, but nodded after a second of hesitation. I called my magic, holding it ready as I stepped out from behind the stack of boxes and pushed open the door. “It wasn’t acid.”

      Grey and Saylor both froze. I swept the room with my eyes, noting walls lined with metal shelves full of boxes but no obvious hiding places and no other occupants besides the two priests and Chloe.

      The dark priest was wearing his usual garb, black leather with steel buttons cut to flatter his lean, muscular figure. But his face was a lot different. The left side was red and blotchy, puckered in an arc over his cheek, and his eye didn’t open all the way. The wound was angry, and looked incredibly painful.

      Father Saylor was exactly as we’d left him and definitely looked more in control than Grey, though his face was flushed from all the shouting.

      Chloe looked up at me, her eyes red and puffy from crying. Duct tape covered her mouth, but she didn’t need words to tell me she was terrified. She stared at me as if I were the last sane person in a world gone mad, leaning toward me as far as the ropes tying her to the chair would allow.

      “Calm down,” Father Saylor said, holding up his hands. “This isn’t what you think it is.”

      “I think you have a young woman bound and gagged and you’re holding her against her will,” I said calmly. “Which part of that is wrong?”

      “All of it,” Saylor said stiffly. “I’m here for Chloe. There was a misunderstanding, and once you told me Grey had been in her room, I immediately deduced that there’d been some confusion. I came here to rectify the situation.”

      “You heard Father Grey had been in her room, and—even though you don’t know him at all, have only heard of him—you were somehow able to guess not only that he’d taken her, but where he’d taken her?” I let my incredulity soak every word.

      Father Saylor didn’t seem to have anything to say to that. But he wasn’t ready to back down, either. “Father Grey was just about to let Chloe go. We just wanted to speak with her first to make certain she understands the situation.”

      “I look forward to hearing an explanation.” I tilted my head. “And now it’s Father Grey, is it? Weren’t you the one so eager to correct that title not more than an hour ago?”

      “If you’re done judging me,” Saylor said stiffly, “I’ll explain—not that I expect someone like you to understand.” He straightened his spine, brushing his hands down his front as if preparing to give a full sermon in front of his congregation. “Father Grey and I work together. God’s work.”

      Father Grey nodded quickly. “We go to communities that are troubled, and I set up a club to draw in sinners. It’s my job to weed out those with a true propensity for evil as opposed those who are simply struggling with their choices.”

      “I put the call out to the families of the local churches,” Father Saylor continued. “I speak of evil and I teach parents to spot the signs of damnation in their children. Some come back to the church, and I’m able to save their souls. Some, sadly, stray farther. To Father Grey.”

      “You’re both part of the Shepherd’s Crook,” I said grimly. “Or will you still deny it?”

      “I don’t deny it,” Father Saylor said lifting his chin. “The only reason I did not claim membership proudly earlier this evening is because I knew you would attempt to insert yourself in our plans. I knew you would ruin what we’re trying to do.”

      “You mean burn down Good Intentions along with seven innocent souls?”

      Saylor straightened his shoulders. “Revelation 21:8: ‘But as for the cowardly, the faithless, the detestable, as for murderers, the sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their portion will be in the lake that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death.’”

      The magic I was holding burned hotter, wild energy rising with my temper, begging to be released. He talked so calmly about murder. Letting people burn to death. Surely it would be justice to burn this place down around his ears?

      Bridgett’s words came back to me. “Once you’re passionate enough about a cause that you find yourself able to excuse behavior you would never accept in others—murder, for example—then you become the monster you once fought against.”

      Suddenly the door behind me flew open, and Andy strode inside. “Father Grey, I’m placing you under arrest for the kidnapping of Chloe Nielson.”

      “This is no job for the human police,” Saylor snapped. “It was an honest mistake. He never would have hurt her, not once he realized she was innocent.”

      “Look at her,” I demanded, gesturing to the bruise on Chloe’s cheek. “She’s hurt, and she’s terrified. And you’ll excuse me if I’m not convinced of his altruism because he accidentally kidnapped the wrong woman to burn alive.”

      “She attacked me,” Father Grey insisted, his eyes wild. “Look at my face! She threw acid on me.”

      “Like I said before,” I said coldly. “That wasn’t acid.”

      Something changed on Andy’s face. His FBI mask slipped, letting me see an eerie glint in his eyes. Something like satisfaction. It was a look I’d seen on Flint’s face—sometimes even Mother Hazel’s. But never on him.

      He leaned closer to Father Grey. “It was holy water.”

      Father Saylor stilled. “What did you say?”

      “Liar!” Father Grey screamed. “It was acid. Look at my face!”

      I unzipped my waist pouch and pulled out the evidence bag with the bottle and remaining holy water in it. “This is what was found in Chloe’s room.” I opened the bag and pulled out the cork. Father Saylor stared as I dripped it onto the thin skin on the inside of my left wrist. I held it up to show him. “Not acid.”

      “That’s not what she used then!” Father Grey insisted. “There must have been another bottle.”

      “Then you won’t have a problem with me dripping this onto your wrist?” I suggested, holding up the bottle to show there was another drop left.

      Father Grey jerked back.

      Father Saylor held up his hands. “Fine. Arrest him if you must. Even though you have to realize that arresting him will cause nothing but confusion. What are the police going to say about your holy water theory?” He took a step away from Chloe, moving behind Father Grey, closer to the back door.

      “We have people outside,” I told him. “Don’t try to run.”

      Father Saylor gave me a superior smile. “I do not run.”

      I didn’t seem him pull the knife.

      One minute he was leaning toward the door, the next he’d seized Father Grey with one hand gripping his chin, jerking his head back. With his other hand, he deftly drew the blade over his partner’s throat. Father Grey’s eyes bulged.

      Chloe screamed behind her gag.

      Father Grey fell to the ground.

      Dead.
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      “There. Now we can all calm down.”

      I stared at the priest, my blood roaring in my ears. Chloe was screaming—or trying to. The gag muffled the sound, but I could still hear her. Could see her face turn bright red with the force of those screams.

      Father Saylor held out his arms, still holding the bloody knife. It was a slim blade, fancy enough to suggest it was meant for something more ritualistic than murder. I hadn’t seen him draw it, so he must have had it up his sleeve the whole time. He wasn’t wearing his robes. The sleeves of his black shirt weren’t so loose that getting the knife out would have been easy. It would take practice. Experience.

      This wasn’t the first time he’d drawn the knife in the heat of the moment. And I’d bet it wasn’t the first time he’d killed with it.

      The priest reached for the knots on the ropes that held Chloe to the chair. She screamed again, jerking away to keep him from touching her.

      “Stay away from her!” I snapped.

      The priest looked up at me as if I’d just shouted an obscenity in the middle of Sunday mass. “Excuse me?”

      I moved to stand beside Chloe’s chair, one hand raised to usher Father Saylor a step back. “You’re scaring her. She just saw you kill a man. Do you really think she wants you anywhere near her?”

      He scoffed. “She isn’t scared of me. Why on God’s earth would she be scared of me?”

      “Drop the knife,” I said, keeping my voice soft not for his sake, but for Chloe’s. “Now.”

      He put the knife down without looking at me, as if his decision had nothing to do with me. I clenched my hand into a fist as he shifted to stand in front of her, leaning down to look into her eyes. Chloe squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head toward me.

      “Chloe,” Father Saylor said sharply. “Look at me.”

      “Get away from her.” This time it was Andy giving the order. His voice such a deep rasp that it was almost unrecognizable.

      Tick, tick, tick.

      Father Saylor ignored him. “Chloe, you have seen in real life what others have only seen in their nightmares. You know that demons aren’t just stories used to frighten people onto the path of righteousness. They’re real. They’re among us.”

      Chloe kept her eyes shut, her face pinched. I put a gentle hand on her face, and she opened her eyes wide.

      “Chloe, I’m going to take the tape off your mouth, okay?” I said gently.

      She hesitated, then nodded miserably.

      “Chloe!” Father Saylor snapped. “Listen to me. You’ve seen real demons, and you know that this city is full of sinners who would dance with them, lie with them, worship them. You’ve seen how evil takes away our friends. Our family.” He lowered his voice. “You know how important it is to fight back.”

      Chloe looked down at Father Grey. As I peeled the tape back from her mouth, carefully so as not to hurt her, she let out a small whimper.

      “Chloe,” Father Saylor said, drawing her attention back to him. “Being reactive is leaving God’s people behind. The demons don’t wait passively for victims. They seek them out. They chase them down. And every sinner they corrupt has the potential to exponentially infect others with their sinful ideas and behavior.” He pointed toward the door. “Those demons you saw at the club? They didn’t follow Grey here. They’ve been here.”

      “I doubt that,” I said coldly.

      Father Saylor glanced up at me, contempt in his eyes. “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      I started working on the ropes tying Chloe to the chair. “The demons at Good Intentions had no respect for Grey. He amused them. They joked about him being ‘hot’ and saying he really ‘burned’ for the ladies or he had a ‘fiery’ passion for sin.”

      “You find it odd that demons favor analogies reminiscent of Hell?” the priest scoffed.

      “I think they knew about Father Grey’s history with fire.” I locked gazes with the priest. “I think they were following him. And you. Following you because they knew you would gather victims for them. I don’t think they respected Grey—or you—but I’d lay odds they liked both of you a lot. Or at least appreciated all you did for them.”

      Father Saylor’s face bypassed red and went straight to purple. “How dare you. I have dedicated my life to saving souls. How dare you suggest that I could in any way—even unintentionally—be some sort of…some sort of…”

      “Demon beacon?” I supplied helpfully. I finished untying the ropes and let them fall away before gently rubbing Chloe’s wrists to help get her circulation flowing again. “You know, you may be the first priest I know with a demon following.”

      “They do not follow me!” Father Saylor screamed.

      “Oh, but they do, Father,” a woman’s voice said.

      I whirled around, putting myself between Chloe and the speaker. Bridgett stood in the doorway, a small smile on her heavily lined face. Her blue eyes sparkled even brighter than before, her amusement making them look almost silver beneath the slight shadow cast by the brim of her bowler hat.

      Fantastic. A demon. Exactly what this little confrontation needed. The magic I’d let go of to untie the rope sang through my veins with renewed vigor.

      Andy angled his body so he could watch Bridgett and Father Saylor, his eyes flicking back and forth as he reassessed the situation. The ticking had stopped, and I noticed him drawing his hand out of his pocket, as if he’d touched the tourmaline to center himself.

      “Oh, do relax, Mother Renard,” Bridgett said calmly. “I’m not here for you.” She looked to the priest, and now there was a definite twinkle in her eye. “I’m here for him.”

      All the color drained from Father Saylor’s face, the change so extreme and so quick it was a wonder he didn’t lose consciousness. He bent and snatched up his knife to point it at Bridgett. He started to pray in Latin, but it wasn’t a command to send her back to Hell or anything like that. He was praying for salvation. Praying to God to save him from this evil.

      “Yes, fighting evil is a bit harder when it’s a real demon and not misled children, isn’t it?” Bridgett said, her voice deep and smooth.

      “What do you mean you’re here for him?” I asked, still standing between Bridgett and Chloe.

      I noticed Father Saylor shifting so he was behind me.

      “I’m here on behalf of the Ministry of Deliverance,” Bridgett said simply. “Father Saylor has been a naughty boy, killing all those humans. And in such a public way. The Ministry frowns on such things, you know.”

      “Liar!” Saylor shouted, abandoning his prayer. “She’s lying. She doesn’t work for the Ministry. She can’t. She’s a demon. Surely even a witch knows a demon when she sees one?”

      “She’s definitely a demon,” Poppy said grimly.

      The necromancer entered the room behind Bridgett. The demon tilted her head toward her, but didn’t take her eyes off Father Saylor. Poppy edged around her, her body tensed for trouble.

      My anxiety crept up another notch and I unzipped my waist pouch. “Bizbee, could I have the holy water, please?”

      Bridgett arched a grey eyebrow. “That won’t be necessary.”

      “You expect us to believe you’re working with the Vanguard?” Poppy asked. “With the Ministry?” She licked her lips. “I can feel your power pressing against my brain.”

      “I take the compliment,” Bridgett said, inclining her head. “And I return it. Your power exceeds your age.”

      “You haven’t seen my power,” Poppy countered. “Yet.”

      “Oh, but I’ve heard stories. There are more than a handful of demons at Good Intentions familiar with your work. I’ve already heard quite a bit about you.”

      “All bad things, I hope?” Poppy said lightly.

      I didn’t like the turn the conversation had taken. I still had to find Alison’s murderer, and I knew it wasn’t Saylor, or Grey. I needed to get Chloe home safe and get back out there. At least now that the two priests would be out of the equation, that meant the Rite of Immundus wouldn’t go ahead as planned. One crisis to cross off the checklist.

      Bizbee handed me the holy water, and I used my thumb to pop the cork. “I don’t suppose you have any ID to confirm you’re with the Ministry?”

      “Alas, no. I’m not yet an official member. The court case is still pending, you see. I’m more of an…intern.”

      “Pull the other one, it’s got bells on,” Peasblossom snapped, invisible on Andy’s shoulder.

      “Actually it’s true,” Joy said.

      Andy twitched as we were joined by yet another person from the church. Joy filled the doorway, her face pale and her red curls bouncing as if they couldn’t decide what direction they wanted to go. She pushed her glasses higher on her nose. “Bridgett is with me.”

      “Joy?” Father Saylor sputtered. “What’s the meaning of this?”

      “One moment, one moment, I have my credentials right here.” Joy fumbled in the bag slung over her shoulder, pulling out wads of tissues and a glasses case as she dug deeper toward the bottom. “I’m sure it’s here somewhere, I remember putting it…”

      “It’s in the side pocket, dear,” Bridgett said. “You put a gold star on the zipper to help you remember.”

      “Oh, that’s right, I did, didn’t I? Yes, well, every new system takes time to learn.”

      Andy shifted his weight, the strain of keeping everyone in his line of sight wearing on him. His hand dropped into his pocket again.

      Finally, Joy made a sound of triumph and held up a badge with a sheet of star stickers stuck to it. “Here it is!”

      Poppy approached her, still keeping her attention on Bridgett. She took the badge and pulled the stickers off so she could study it, tilting it to see the holograms. Her eyes grew unfocused, and I knew she was flexing her magic, tapping the energy that infused real badges from the Ministry. Finally she looked up at me and nodded. “It’s legitimate. She’s with the Ministry.”

      “So you’re working together?” I asked, glancing from Joy to Bridgett.

      “Yes, we are—temporarily for now,” Joy explained putting her badge back into her purse. “We’re part of a pilot program attached to the pending court case. A sort of experiment to test the feasibility of good and evil working in tandem. We were assigned the Fire and Brimstone case.” She bit her cheek, eyeing Father Grey’s corpse. “We’d hoped to catch them in the act, but…”

      Peasblossom blinked back to visibility. “So Bridgett’s a demon and you’re…?”

      “An angel.” Joy held up a hand. “But no, I can’t show you. I’m afraid my other forms can be temperamental. Not sure which one will show up, and there is one that tends to strike observers quite mad, so best not risk it. I hope the badge will suffice?”

      “Yes,” I said quickly.

      Father Saylor’s shoulders drooped, relief washing over his face. His hand trembled as he reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from his face. “An angel. One of God’s own.” He nodded. “You’ll understand. You do understand, don’t you, Joy?”

      “Oh, my yes, indeed, I do understand, yes.” Joy pulled out a small leather-bound notebook and flipped it open. “You’ve killed…let’s see here.” She looked at Bridgett. “Was there a confession? I’m afraid I was late.”

      “There was.” Bridgett smiled at the priest. “He and Father Grey worked together. They started the fires.”

      “I see, well then, that means that you are responsible for…twenty-nine murders.”

      “Not murders,” Father Saylor said hotly. “Executions. Father Grey and I only ever punished the wicked.”

      “Oh, but—” Joy said.

      Bridgett held up a hand, cutting her off. “Then why did you kill him?” she asked, gesturing at Father Grey’s body.

      “He killed him?” Joy scribbled in the notebook. “Oh, that brings it up to an even thirty.”

      “I executed him,” Father Saylor said, “because he’d been poisoned with his own temptations. He fell victim to the same demonic pleasures he wanted to fight.” He straightened his spine as he faced Joy. “It is all in God’s service.”

      “Well, you’re certainly free to argue that in court.” Joy put the notebook back in her bag. “We should go now.”

      “Put the notebook in the pocket with the star on the zipper,” Bridgett reminded her.

      “Oh! Oh, yes, right. Well, as I said, it’s a new system.”

      Saylor used his handkerchief to wipe the blood from his blade. “Very well. I welcome the chance to prove my righteousness. I—”

      I sloshed the bottle of holy water in his direction, sending an arc of blessed liquid over his face, and he sputtered to a stop. A scream escaped his throat, couched by the sizzle of burning flesh.

      Joy’s eyes widened.

      Bridgett chuckled.

      “What have you done!” Father Saylor screamed, bending over with his hands dancing around the bubbling skin of his face, wanting to touch it, but not daring to. “What have you done?”

      “Andy, I don’t know if Evelyn taught you this,” I said calmly. “But holy water is very interesting. You see, not only does it feel like acid to evil beings, but it distinguishes between levels of corruption…” I stepped closer to the agent, holding out the bottle of holy water and gesturing at his hand.

      Andy was staring at me. Not in a bad way. Not necessarily in a good way. More like I’d surprised him. He hesitated for a split second, then held his hand out. The water dripped onto his hand, and after a moment he relaxed. “Just water.”

      “To you. You’re corrupted, but that’s not the same as evil. For someone to use holy power to an evil end…that turns the holy water against them. It’s a sign of their deity withdrawing their favor.” I looked at Father Saylor. “You never gave Grey a chance to repent. No final confession. If you were truly working for God, you would have cared about his soul above all else.”

      “No!” Father Saylor snarled. “I am not evil. I’ve committed no sin. What I did was righteous. They were all sinners. All of them!”

      “Well,” Bridgett said mildly. “Not all. Twenty-eight died in the club fires. Father Grey died here. But there was one more, wasn’t there?”

      I had no idea what she was talking about, but Father Saylor did. He didn’t make a sound, didn’t try to defend himself.

      Instead, he bolted for the door.

      Bridgett appeared in front of him, moving faster than my eye could follow. She raised her hand, and Father Saylor ran right into it, his body coming to a sudden halt.

      He made a choking sound low in his throat, then stumbled back. My stomach rolled as I caught the briefest glimpse of a long black claw on Bridgett’s finger before she retracted it, leaving a smear of blood on her hand. Father Saylor’s hand on his stomach came away smeared with blood.

      “Bridgett, that was extreme,” Joy chided. She shook her head and pulled out her notebook. “I’m going to have to note that in my report.”

      “You do that, dear,” Bridgett murmured, watching Father Saylor fall backward and land hard on the floor.

      Joy stepped closer to Father Saylor’s body and laid her hand over the wound. Gold light welled up on his body. I couldn’t see his flesh, but I knew healing magic when I felt it. And there was no healing magic quite so strong, quite so pure, as an angel’s magic.

      Without standing, Joy finished making her note in the book, then closed it and slipped it and the pen back into her handbag—forgetting the pocket with the star on the zipper. “Well, that’s that then, isn’t it?” She frowned down at the body. “You realize we’ll have to carry him now. Both of them. This would have been so much simpler if he’d walked to the car himself. We could have asked him to carry Father Grey as well.”

      “I’ve seen you lift a car,” Bridgett said dryly. “Surely this isn’t a hardship.”

      “Well, it’s not about strength, is it? It’s about awkwardness. It’s like a sack of flour, he’s going to flop around.”

      “Could I have just a moment, please?” I asked.

      Joy blinked. “A moment? For what?”

      I opened the pouch again. “Bizbee, could I have the DNA sample from Alison’s body?”

      “What do you need?” Joy asked.

      “I just want to compare Father Grey and Father Saylor’s DNA to what we found on Alison,” I explained. “I don’t think either of them would have killed her, not when she was one of their seven, but I have to be sure.”

      “Oh. Oh, yes, of course, go right ahead.”

      Bridgett and Joy both watched with interest as I held onto the DNA sample from the evidence kit and called my magic. Tendrils of silver light snaked from the sample to each of the priests, tasting their blood. There was no flicker of power.

      No match.

      “Well, that’s it,” Poppy said, frustrated. “That’s the last of our suspects.”

      “Unless the Acolytes lied about Grant,” Andy said in a low voice. He looked at me. “If they put someone else’s hair on his brush, would that have tricked Liam’s sense of smell?”

      “Unfortunately, yes,” I said. “If the brush was Grant’s. The brush would be coated with oil and skin cells from Grant, and that would overwhelm any hairs they put on there.”

      “We need to talk to them again, then,” Poppy said.

      I shook my head. “No. They won’t talk to us. Or if they do, they won’t tell the truth. We need to talk to someone who might know what they’re planning. Someone who will talk to us.”

      “Who?” Poppy asked.

      I looked at Joy. “I need a favor.”
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      “Thank you so much for bringing me here,” I told Joy.

      Joy smiled as she finished unlocking the wards around the door that led to the room in the Ministry of Defense’s headquarters that housed the portal to the Abyss. The magic released with a burst that made my ears pop. “It’s my pleasure. You were a great help to us.” She leaned in, lowering her voice. “Between the two of us, I suspect Bridgett would have preferred catching them in the act. I can’t fault her work, but I get the sneaking suspicion she would have preferred to be more…active, in their punishment.” She nodded, almost to herself. “Yes. A confession is much better. I should make a note of that for the future…”

      She paused before opening the door, then turned to me. “The claw was extreme, wasn’t it? I mean, I thought it was, but it’s hard to be sure.”

      “A bit,” I agreed, trying to hold onto my patience as my attention drifted to what I could see of the room behind her.

      She swung the door open wider, and I stepped into the room. It was cold here, even compared to the air outside. But it was a different kind of cold to what the October night had to offer. This cold skipped your skin, went right for your bones. Made you cold from the inside out. I stared at the sparse room, empty except for a circle of stones surrounding a pit in the floor.

      The entrance to the Abyss.

      The Ministry’s prison for demons. Hundreds of cells—at least. All of them accessible by this portal. In order to get where you wanted to go—and avoid a sort of Russian roulette of prisoners—you needed a member of the Ministry to let you in, and to make sure the portal delivered you to the right cell block.

      “You said you’ve been here before?” Joy clarified. “So you know about the spells around the entrance?”

      “Yes,” I managed, squeezing the word past a suddenly dry throat.

      “The magic discourages both coming and going,” Joy continued, as if I hadn’t spoken. “It will try to make you go back, but you should be able to push through. More importantly, you need to be ready for the spells on the way back out. They’ll try to make you stay. It’s a safeguard against the demons—believe me when I say they feel it much worse than you will. And of course, I’ll be here waiting for you to make certain you get in and out safely.”

      I nodded, moving closer to the ring of stones. Suddenly I was hyper aware of the absence of the rest of our group. Scath wouldn’t come into the Abyss—hadn’t come with me the last time either. Andy opted to refrain for obvious reasons, and Liam had chosen to stay with him for support. And Poppy…

      Well, Poppy wasn’t allowed in.

      Apparently, demonologists had a tendency to go half-mad, and they’d been banned from entering the Abyss since an unfortunate incident with a descendant of Van Helsing.

      Peasblossom squirmed against the back of my neck. She’d parked herself under the collar of my shirt as soon as she left Andy’s shoulder, determined to get warm after being out in the night air. It wasn’t any warmer in here, so she stayed snuggled up, her tiny heart beating even faster than mine as I knelt down and threw one leg over the circle of stones, feeling for the ladder with the toe of my boot.

      “I don’t like these spells.” Peasblossom’s voice was muffled by my shirt and coat.	I started to agree with her, but the words wouldn’t come. It was hard to think and fight the spells at the same time. My thoughts kept flip-flopping on me. Why was I going down the ladder? I didn’t want to go into that place. I should be climbing up. Right?

      I remembered that the drop to the floor below me wasn’t far. Not even ten feet. But there was a huge difference between dropping that sort of a distance when you were warm, and dropping that sort of a distance when your legs were already frozen, and your bones felt like they’d shatter if you so much as bumped your shin on a coffee table. So I didn’t drop. I forced myself to keep going, one step at a time.

      Finally my boot landed on black stones. The smell of iron stung my nose, along with the aroma of burning coals. Sadly, there was no corresponding heat to go with that smell. I gave myself a moment to adjust to the voices. I remembered those from last time too. Little whispers, nagging doubts. Voices that reminded me of everything I’d ever felt guilty about. I let them come, then gently swiped them away. This wasn’t the time to dwell.

      I paused. The last time I’d come here, Lorelei had heard me coming. She’d called out to me—mocking, of course. But this time there was silence.

      For a second—only a second—I panicked. Had I been wrong? Had Poppy been wrong? Was it possible to summon a demon from the Abyss?

      “Lorelei?” I called out.

      “Mother Renard?”

      My shoulders slumped in relief, and I chastised myself for being foolish. I walked forward, approaching the iron bars of the cell before me. The demon looked up from the book she was reading, a thick text with a leather binding and letters too faded for me to make out the title. I glanced up at her face—and startled.

      The body Laurie the paladin and Lorelei the demon occupied was a blonde with hazel eyes—eyes which had matched last time I saw her. Now one was brown and one was green.

      She noticed my stare and smiled. “A side effect of our therapy. Apparently, as the mind goes, so the flesh follows. It’s going to be interesting if my wings and tail make an appearance.”

      Peasblossom burrowed out from her cozy spot behind my neck. “You’re in therapy?”

      “Yes. It’s part of Laurie’s penance. She must understand why she did what she did, so that she can truly be forgiven. We’ve learned quite a lot.” She looked behind me. “No Agent Bradford?”

      I studied her closely. She didn’t sound sarcastic. Or mocking. Just…curious.

      “No, he’s not here. I need your help,” I said finally.

      Lorelei grinned. “And what have you to bargain with this time?”

      Strangely enough, her question made me feel better. Now this was the Lorelei I remembered. “Let me rephrase that. Your Acolytes need your help.”

      Her smile wilted at the corners. Lorelei fought to put it back in place, but I’d already seen her reaction.

      She cared.

      I had her.

      Thank the Goddess.

      “There’s been a murder,” I said. “A girl. Her name was Alison. The Acolytes courted her as a potential member, but—”

      “I know about Alison,” Lorelei interrupted. “They told me all about her.” She closed her book and put it on the bed beside her. “Even if I had been available to corrupt her as she desired, I wouldn’t have. Based on what they told me, she was a dominant personality who would have attempted to take over my little group, and there’s only room for one leader.” She paused, then sighed. “Well, I suppose you could count me as two. But still. Alison was too bossy, she would have been miserable, and made us miserable.”

      “You knew they were recruiting then?” Peasblossom asked.

      Lorelei wagged a finger at her. “I’m not discussing my Acolytes with you. Not with litigation pending. And don’t think I don’t know you’ve been made aware of what’s going on—politically speaking. I’m sure Agent Bradford has told you all about our little deposition.” She gave me a side-eyed glance. “You really should help him move past this wretched self-loathing. He’s going to be a legal nightmare until—”

      “We’re not here for that,” I interrupted. “We’re here because Alison was murdered in a desecrated church. We think she was killed as the sacrifice in a partis corpus ritual.”

      Lorelei stiffened.

      “You know the ritual?” I asked.

      “Of course I know the ritual.” Lorelei sounded insulted. “Everyone in the demonic realm knows the partis corpus. It’s how I came to be on this plane to begin with.” She didn’t wait for me to comment on that. “You think someone was summoning an elder demon.”

      “Yes. Specifically, I think your Acolytes tried to summon one.”

      Lorelei narrowed her eyes. “You wouldn’t by any chance be here on behalf of your partner? Agent Bradford?”

      “He’s working this case with me.”

      “That’s not what I asked. Is this for him?”

      I frowned. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Lorelei rose to her feet. Her cell was small—barely room for the sparse furnishings that included a bed, a toilet, and a small desk with a modest stack of books. She approached the bars, but didn’t try to touch them.

      “Agent Bradford has never been my biggest fan. I’m aware that despite his…circumstances, he is not in favor of seeing demons get the same basic rights that other races enjoy. Proving that my Acolytes were involved in a partis corpus ritual would have a damaging effect on my case.”

      “I’m here to find Alison’s killer. That’s it.”

      Lorelei studied me for an unnervingly long time. Her mis-matched stare seemed to increase in intensity.

      “Tell me everything,” she said finally. “How you got the case. What you know. Tell me everything, and maybe I’ll answer your questions.”

      “I will agree to an even trade,” I corrected her. “If I tell you about the case, you will answer my questions. All of them.”

      Lorelei inclined her head. “We have an accord then. Now tell me.”

      So I did. I told her about the zombie, about Poppy finding Alison’s body. I told her about the desecrated church, and how we’d found Chloe. When I got to the part about Good Intentions, Lorelei wrinkled her nose. Then when I told her about Father Grey and Father Saylor—including what had happened to them—her jaw dropped.

      “The Shepherd’s Crook? They’re still around?” She scoffed and shook her head. “Some organizations just won’t die, will they?”

      “The point is, I’m out of suspects. Out of suspects, save one.”

      “Grant,” Lorelei guessed. “You think they planted someone else’s hair on his brush.”

      “I didn’t test the women’s DNA,” I said calmly. “Nina could have given a sample.”

      Lorelei shook her head. “No. They wouldn’t do this. None of them would. Even if they were so inclined, they don’t have that kind of power.”

      “Grant has been hanging out at Good Intentions,” I pressed. “We know he got the ritual from a summoner there. It’s not a question of whether or not he was interested in the partis corpus, or if he had the know-how. And who knows who else he talked to there? Who else he might have traded favors to, accepted help or power from?”

      Lorelei fisted her hands around the bars of her cell. “No. Hear me now, Mother Renard. I did not corrupt a handful of humans and send them off into the world to do who knows what. I was building something. I had a vision. A plan.”

      “A cult,” Peasblossom said.

      “A brood,” Lorelei corrected her. “Or a family, if you prefer. Laurie has always done her very best to make certain I can’t procreate. I wanted…descendants. A legacy. Demons aren’t social creatures, but that is more a desire to stay away from our own kind, to avoid the inevitable power struggles that come with socializing with other demons. It’s not the same as wanting to be alone.”

      “So you’re telling me you raised them right?” I asked, trying not to sound sarcastic. “Your Acolytes wouldn’t summon big bad demons because you taught them better?”

      “I’m telling you I taught them well enough not to make a mistake so stupid as to summon an elder demon they don’t know,” she said coolly. “I’m telling you that we’ve spoken of my imprisonment. They understand that the only way for me to leave this prison is for someone in the Ministry to give me a pardon. They certainly know they can’t simply summon me out.”

      “Are you guessing, or did you discuss it?” I pressed. “Summoning you out of here, I mean?”

      “We discussed it,” she snapped. She smoothed her hair behind her ears, trying to regain her composure. “Not only that, I’ve hammered it into their heads that I’m a special case. Not every elder demon would have given them power—or anything else—without demanding a steep price.”

      “You’re a special discount elder demon?” Peasblossom said.

      I thought Lorelei might fly into a rage, or at least snap at her. But to my surprise, she opened her mouth, then closed it. She let out a long, slow breath.

      “I mean,” she said quietly, “that as I corrupted Laurie, so Laurie corrupted me.” She fingered the embroidered edge of her sleeve. “Believe it or not, a century ago, the Acolytes would have been every bit as horrible as they pretended to be when you first met them.” She looked up. “But this is not a century ago. I am not who I was. I am paladin-bound. I am…” She trailed off. “Well. I’m not sure what I am.”

      This was not what I’d expected. This had to be a trick. Demons could not be rehabilitated. Therapy did not make a demon less…demonic.

      And yet…

      And yet I believed the affection in her eyes was real. I believed she cared for the Acolytes. Not just because they were hers, her property. But because they were her brood. Her family. And I believed that caring for them, really caring for them…had changed her. More than perhaps even she realized.

      “Lorelei,” I said gently, “we found DNA in Alison’s body from a man she had sex with the night she was killed. We’ve compared it to every suspect we had, and none of them match. The only one on our list it could be is Grant.”

      “I’m telling you, it couldn’t be,” Lorelei insisted.

      “They already started the preparations,” I told her. “They raised a zombie. They were going to use her as a new body for you.”

      “They raised a zombie?” Lorelei smiled. “They’re growing up.”

      Her smile didn’t fool me. Nor did the pride I could hear in her voice. I heard what was underneath it. The sudden fear. Uncertainty.

      She knew it looked bad for her Acolytes.

      “Lorelei, so far, only Grant has done anything that will get him locked up,” I said. “He may have killed Alison, but if we can find him, and prosecute him, you might save the others. All they’ve done is raise a zombie.”

      “I don’t believe they would hurt anyone,” Lorelei said stubbornly. “And nothing you say will convince me otherwise.”

      “They claimed they were going to use a cow for the ritual,” I said flatly. “Tell me, are they truly stupid enough to believe that would work?”

      Lorelei flinched. She jerked back from the bars, bending over with her arms around her stomach, her face twisted in sudden pain.

      “Lorelei?” I asked sharply. “Lorelei! Are you okay?”

      “Apologies, Mother Renard,” Laurie said in her Italian accent. She winced as she straightened, her arms falling away from where they’d clutched her stomach a moment ago. “I’m afraid Lorelei isn’t ready to believe her children could be capable of what you’ve suggested.”

      I relaxed for a split second before I remembered that the paladin half of the demonbound may in fact be less inclined to cooperate with me than Lorelei. “Laurie?”

      “Yes.” Laurie smiled, weakly, but a smile nonetheless. “I’m sorry I haven’t written. I did want to apologize. For everything.”

      I didn’t know what to say. Wasn’t sure I was ready to believe this wasn’t all part of some elaborate hoax.

      “You’re telling me the demon doesn’t want to think her Acolytes are capable of evil?” Peasblossom demanded.

      Laurie shook her head. “You misunderstand me. I’m saying Lorelei isn’t ready to believe the Acolytes are in trouble. She’s…in denial.” The paladin sighed and turned to go back to her bed, sitting on the edge with her spine straight and her hands folded in her lap. “Lorelei and I have made steps in our relationship. I understand her more now. Who she’s become. I’m not saying I believe she’s yet arrived at the point that she would shed a tear over the murder of a human, but to see one of her Acolytes imprisoned… That would hurt her.”

      “I understand, but that doesn’t change the fact that if they have killed someone, I can’t let that go.” I took a deep breath. “I think they’re involved. Some way or another, they’re involved, and I need to talk to Grant. First I need to find him.”

      Laurie bit her lip. “Lorelei and I have been doing trust-building exercises. We are now aware of what one another is doing and saying. When she’s in control, it’s no longer a blackout for me. Just as she’ll have knowledge of our conversation now. I’ve heard her speak to them. And I heard them speak of the club you mentioned. Good Intentions. They mentioned a Father Grey. He sounded most unpleasant. Very arrogant.”

      “He’s dead now,” I told her. “And I tried to match his DNA to the sample we got from Alison. No match.”

      “What about Xander?” Laurie suggested. “Grant spoke to him on more than one occasion. He sold drugs and magic supplies.”

      She wrinkled her nose when she said drugs, and her voice took on a distinctly disapproving tone.

      “We already tested his DNA too. But if Grant talked to him a lot, then it’s possible he’s with Xander. Maybe Xander and he are close enough that Xander would hide him.”

      Laurie stiffened. This time, I guessed what was happening. When she spoke, the change in her voice confirmed I was right.

      “Xander,” Lorelei said darkly, the Italian accent gone.

      “We cleared him,” I said again.

      “I don’t mean he might have killed Alison,” Lorelei said, her voice sounding pained, as if she had to force the words out. “Grant told me about Xander. He was at the club often, and they talked a lot. Xander had some real ritual items.” She stopped. Emotions flowed across her face. Anger. Denial. Stubbornness. Fear.

      “You said you don’t think Xander killed Alison,” I said, keeping my voice gentle. Whatever Lorelei had to say, she didn’t want to say it. “Lorelei, I want to help them.”

      Lorelei met my eyes, stared into them so hard I almost took a step back. “Xander has brain cancer. Grant told me.”

      I frowned. “Xander has brain cancer. I don’t see what—” I stopped, my eyes widening. “Oh. You mean…”

      Lorelei stared at me, and suddenly her expression turned pleading. Her emotions raw, without any sign of mockery, any sign of deception. “Find them, Shade,” she whispered. “Find them before it’s too late.”

      Blood and bone. Xander wasn’t the killer.

      He was the sacrifice.
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      “Not to rush you, but it’s eleven o’ clock.” Peasblossom squirmed back into the neckline of my shirt as I opened the door to exit the Vanguard building. The wind struck me in the face before streaming around my body to stir the hair at the nape of my neck. Peasblossom let out a yip of protest and burrowed deeper under my clothes.

      “I know, we need to hurry.” I looked ahead toward the edge of the parking lot where Andy’s SUV was parked. Liam, Andy, and Poppy sat inside, keeping warm while they waited. Scath waited outside. Her green eyes caught the moonlight, gleaming at me from the shadows under the SUV.

      The door opened as I got closer, and Liam got out. He opened his mouth as if he’d ask me how it went, but one look at my face rendered the question moot. Immediately he opened the door to the backseat, letting me climb in before retaking his position in the driver’s seat. His aura crept up a few degrees, heating the air in the SUV. “Where are we going?”

      “To find Xander.” I unzipped my waist pouch. “Bizbee, could you hand me the evidence bag with Xander’s blood on it? And I need the map again.”

      “Xander’s blood wasn’t a match. Why are we looking for him?” Andy asked.

      I met his eyes. “Grant told Lorelei that Xander has brain cancer, he’s dying.”

      Poppy’s eyes widened. “That’s so sad. But what does it mean?”

      “I think Grant is going to sacrifice him. I think he figures Xander is going to die anyway, so he’s convinced himself it’s okay.”

      Liam started the SUV, but didn’t back out of the parking space, waiting for me to give him a direction first.

      “Lorelei and Laurie didn’t know where Grant might be,” I continued, opening the evidence bag Bizbee handed me. “But if he’s planning on using Xander as the sacrifice for the partis corpus ritual, then finding Xander should lead us to Grant. And having Xander’s blood makes finding him a lot easier.”

      I tore a piece of the tissue off and put the rest back into the bag.

      “How accurate will this tracking spell be?” Andy asked.

      “More accurate than the last one. I have blood this time.”

      Andy slipped his notebook out of his pocket.  “And blood is better than skin?”

      “Yes. Think of it as the difference between an app that tracks your phone in real time versus an app that only tracks your phone when it’s connected to wifi. With blood, if Xander moves, the spell immediately updates and redirects me. With skin, I’ll get the location of the person where they are when I cast the spell, and I have to hope they don’t leave before I get there.”

      I put my fingertip against a spot on the tissue, sending a tiny pulse of power into the blood. Red light flared, shot over the tissue like crimson flame, consuming it like flash paper so quickly I gasped and almost dropped it.

      “Was that supposed to happen?” Poppy asked.

      “Yes,” Peasblossom answered her. “The sample is sacrificed for the spell.”

      “Like DNA testing,” Andy observed, scribbling in his notebook. “Interesting.”

      I ignored them all, concentrating hard on the magic before it could disperse. “Ubi es.”

      At first I was afraid it hadn’t worked. Then I felt it. A tug at my consciousness, an urge to turn in my seat, face west. Like before, but stronger. “That way,” I said, keeping my voice low, trying not to break my concentration. “Go that way.”

      “This is such a fun spell to use while driving,” Andy said dryly.

      “What are you complaining about, I’m the one driving,” Liam muttered.

      Peasblossom huffed from her spot under my shirt, warming a tiny spot on my shoulder with her breath. “So judgy. Maybe you’d like to get out and use your nose to track him through the city? Hmm?”

      “You’re making it hard to concentrate,” I warned, trying not to clench my teeth. I pointed. “That way.”

      Liam did his best to drive where I told him to, taking turns at the last second, improvising when one way streets came out of nowhere to make life more difficult. He kept a relatively good humor about the whole thing too, even though I myself was tempted to get out and walk more than once. Maybe I could figure out a way to give Peasblossom the spell, let her fly and then report back and tell us where he was. If I could talk her into flying in this cold weather.

      We ended up at an apartment building five minutes from where we’d started.

      It had taken us twenty minutes to get there.

      My companions had the good grace not comment on this out loud. Smart people.

      Following the spell into the building was much easier, and it didn’t take long to locate the right door. I released the spell, relieved to be rid of that strange sensation of having a thread tied to my brain, tugging me in different directions every time I turned.

      There was a decent sized gap under the door, and I’d seen my familiar fit through thinner spaces.

      “Peasblossom, go inside and take a look,” I whispered. “See if he’s in there and if he’s alone.”

      Liam tilted his head, his eyes unfocused. “Someone’s in there. And they’re watching Looney Tunes.”

      “Which one?” Poppy asked.

      “Roadrunner and coyote.”

      “I love them!”

      “Shh!” I pulled the collar of my coat back to make it easier for Peasblossom to get out. She made herself invisible when she reached the thin carpet, then wriggled underneath the door. It was a tighter fit than I’d thought, and she had to ditch the white robe to make the squeeze—something I knew because the tiny garment became visible once it left her body. I braced myself for her complaints when she returned. I should just get the honey packets ready now…

      A few minutes later, I heard the faint scritch of Peasblossom wriggling under the door again.

      “Xander isn’t in there,” she said, landing on my shoulder.

      Something in her voice told me there was more. I bent to pick up her robe and shoved it into my waist pouch before she could try to put it back on. “What’s wrong?”

      “That kid at the club. The one Xander got into a fist fight with? He’s here. He’s sitting on his couch watching a cartoon coyote getting squished by an anvil. And he’s concentrating really hard. And chewing on a pen cap.” She made a face. “Which is disgusting.”

      “Drugs,” Andy guessed. “It’s a tactile thing. He’s probably on ecstasy.”

      “Probably,” Liam agreed. “The question is, what is he doing at Xander’s?”

      “Maybe they made up?” Poppy suggested. “It’s in his interest not to hold grudges against his dealer.”

      “Well, we need to talk to him.” I held up a hand to knock, then glanced at Peasblossom. “Did you get any sense of him while you were in there?”

      “He’s not demonic,” Peasblossom said. “But I don’t sense everything. He could be corrupted. Or possessed. If it’s a minor demon, I might not feel it.”

      “Well, at least we can rule out elder demons.” I knocked on the door.

      No one answered.

      Liam tilted his head again, arched an eyebrow. “He’s coming,” he said slowly. “He’s just…shuffling along.”

      “Shuffling like shambling?” Poppy looked at the door. Her eyes took on that cloudy quality that told me she was flexing her power, feeling past the door and into the apartment. “He’s not undead,” she announced. “Must be crashing.”

      Peasblossom smacked her forehead.

      A small eternity later, the door opened. Sure enough, it was the boy we’d seen fighting with Xander. The expensive bed head was slightly the worse for wear, flat on one side as if he’d had a lie down recently. He stared at our group, glazed eyes sliding from one to the other. A slight furrow creased his brow, as if he were trying to remember why he’d gotten off the couch.

      “What’s up?” he said finally.

      I didn’t bother with introductions. Best not to confuse the kid. “Is Xander here?”

      He blinked. Once. Twice. “No.”

      “Do you know where he is?” I asked.

      Another blink. “At the club?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Why would I?”

      Liam leaned forward over my shoulder, enough for me to see his nostrils flare in my peripheral vision. “What’s your name, son?”

      “Perry.”

      There was a lilt at the end of his name. I almost asked him if he was sure.

      “Perry, was Xander here tonight?” Liam asked.

      “No.” He frowned and leaned against the doorway, petting the door jamb absently. “Why would Xander be here?”

      A thought occurred to me suddenly, a sour feeling of suspicion squirming its way into my stomach. “Perry, earlier tonight you and Xander had a fight at Good Intentions. You punched him. What was that fight about?”

      Perry scowled. “Xander was being a dick. He said he was going to offer Cassie a freebie if she’d make out with him. Cassie’s my girlfriend, and he knows it.”

      “That’s why you hit him?” Liam asked.

      “No, that’s why I told him he was being a dick. Then he hit me.” He blinked. “Then I hit him.”

      Liam’s aura pulsed behind me, singeing the back of my neck through my hair. I looked over my shoulder at him. His face was set in hard lines. Angry lines.

      “Thanks for your time.” Liam turned away from Xander, toward the way we’d come in. “We need to go.”

      Even without Liam’s aura, I’d have known he was upset. It was in the way he moved, the tension in the silence. Poppy and Andy seemed to feel it too, and none of us spoke until we were back in the SUV.

      Andy turned in his seat to face Liam. “You think Xander started the fight on purpose.”

      Liam shoved the keys into the ignition. “That isn’t Xander’s apartment, and Xander hasn’t been there recently. The reason Shade’s spell brought us there is because the blood on the tissue wasn’t Xander’s. It was Perry’s. Xander started that fight. He wanted to get bloody, and he wanted Perry bloody too.”

      “He was counting on you to pick his pocket, and drew attention to not wanting to leave his blood lying around to make extra sure you took the bait,” I realized.

      “Because he heard us asking about Alison,” Andy added.

      “And he wanted the DNA to eliminate him from our investigation.” Liam shook his head. “Stupid. I should have known better.”

      “You’re not the only one that fell for it.” I bit my lip. “So it could have been Xander that killed Alison.”

      Poppy winced. “He wouldn’t be the first person to get a horrible disease and turn to magic to cure it. He could be planning to summon a demon that could take the cancer out of his brain. Or make him strong enough to fight it off. Pluto’s pitchfork, there are some elder demons that could give him a whole new body, if he lived long enough for them to recuperate to that level of power.”

      “We need to find Xander and find out for sure if his DNA is a match,” I said grimly.

      “And how do we find him?” Liam asked.

      “I have an idea!” Poppy grabbed the door handle and jerked it open, half-throwing herself out of the SUV before slamming the door behind her. Before anyone could say anything, she vanished back into Perry’s apartment building.

      “Where is she going?” Peasblossom demanded.

      Andy pulled his notebook out of his pocket and flipped it open. He scanned the pages of notes he’d already taken. “So are we saying now that Grant isn’t the killer? It’s Xander?”

      “Either of them could still be our killer.” I let my head fall back against the seat. “And we’re getting closer and closer to midnight.”

      “You’re sure that’s when they’ll try it again?” Andy asked. “It has to be midnight?”

      I shook my head. “No, it doesn’t have to be midnight. Magic almost never relies on something as arbitrary as time being specific down to the hour. More often it depends on the phase of the moon, or the alignment of planets. Or, in this case, the season. The only thing that makes midnight more appealing, ritual-wise, is the sheer amount of people who believe in its significance. When that many people believe something that strongly for centuries, it takes on its own power.”

      “So if he tries again—Grant or Xander—then where will he do it?”

      “Whoever killed Alison knows we’ve found the crime scene at Northern Star Cemetery,” I pointed out. “They won’t go there.”

      The door to the backseat opened again and Poppy leapt inside amidst a cacophony of rattling chains and the faint scent of cold earth. “I have an address.”

      “How?” Peasblossom demanded.

      Poppy grinned. “Never underestimate an addict’s ability to find his dealer.”

      I waited for her to punch the address into the app on her phone. The electronic voice gave Liam his first instructions, and he pulled out of the parking lot and into traffic.

      “We were trying to figure out where they might be planning to try again,” I told Poppy.

      She considered the question. “The scene at the church in Northern Star was planned well in advance. There aren’t many places you can get the bones of a murderer. Whoever did it had to locate the body of a murderer, dig it up, steal the bones, dry them out, grind them down. And bone dust can be lethal if you inhale it. You don’t do that sort of thing just anywhere. They’d need somewhere ventilated, but closed off enough that no one noticed what they were doing. It takes time to find a good place.”

      “So the question is, did they have time to put that sort of thought and planning into a plan B, or are they going to be at a disadvantage this time?” I said.

      Poppy took her backpack off and dug around inside it. I tried to ignore the clacking of dog bones being rustled in their velvet pouch as she pulled out a bag of M&Ms. She tore it open and offered it to me, but I waved it off. She waggled it at Scath, earning her a snort of disbelief from the sidhe.

      Poppy shrugged at Scath’s refusal and emptied the bag of candy into her mouth. Still crunching, she said in a slightly garbled voice, “My guess? They put the effort into a plan B. You just don’t want to take chances with elder demons.”

      Andy shot her a look over his seat, then looked at me. I waved a tired hand in a “what are you going to do?” gesture. He turned back to his notebook, still shaking his head.

      “If they know Grey is dead, they might use Good Intentions,” I said slowly. “He did say Xander was helping him prepare.”

      “Who knows?” Poppy said, swallowing her mash of M&Ms. “They could have planned to do the partis corpus ritual even if they didn’t know he was dead. You heard Nina, she knew Father Grey was a poser. And Grant spent a lot of time at Good Intentions. Maybe he figured he could throw Grey over and take his place, use the ritual space himself.”

      Liam looked down at the GPS. “Xander’s apartment is on the way to Good Intentions. We can stop there, see if he’s home. If he’s not, we can get something of his that Shade can use to track him.”

      “He’s probably at Good Intentions,” Poppy objected. “We should just go there.”

      “If we’re wrong, we’ll have wasted valuable time,” Liam argued.

      “I think we need to go to his apartment,” I said, agreeing with Liam. “If Xander is a willing part of this, then there might be something there to give us a clue exactly what demon they’re trying to summon.”

      “That would be valuable information to have,” Poppy admitted, smoothing her hands down the zebra-striped leg of her pants. “Okay, fine.”

      I leaned back in my seat as Liam drove. Scath pressed against me, a warm furry weight that was twice as comforting on a night this cold. I stroked her head absently as I stared out the window. Grant or Xander. Grant sacrificing Xander because he was going to die anyway? Or Xander working alone, hoping he could save himself from the cancer that would kill him?

      Neither idea was terribly appealing.

      Xander lived in an apartment just off campus near Cleveland State University. It wasn’t the nicest area, but it wasn’t the worst, either. Being Halloween, there was a lot more activity than one would usually see around midnight, with gaggles of costumed college students shuffling around in semi-drunken stupors.

      We knocked on the door to Xander’s apartment—his real apartment—and a young man I didn’t recognize answered. He had dark skin set off nicely by his white button-down shirt, and he startled when he saw our group standing in the hallway. “Um, can I help you?” His tone was wary, as if we were about to shout trick-or-treat and demand handfuls of candy he didn’t have.

      “Is Xander home?” I asked.

      Immediately, the young man rolled his eyes. Then he seemed to realize we might be friends of Xander’s, and wiped his annoyance off his face. “No, I’m sorry he’s not. Can I give him a message?”

      “Actually, we need to come in.” Andy stepped forward, holding out his badge. “Agent Bradford, FBI. I have some questions for Xander, but you might be able to help too. Could we come in, Mr….?”

      “Shaker. Keith Shaker. Sure, come on in.”

      He sounded polite, but underneath that tone was the tension that most people felt when faced with law enforcement. Especially law enforcement in their homes. FBI agents generally didn’t drop by unannounced for pleasantries after all.

      “Have you seen Xander recently?” Andy asked.

      “No, and with any luck, he’s not coming back. Dude’s been gone for two days, and all I can say is, I hope he’s finally chucked it in.”

      Peasblossom made a choked sound in her throat at the callous remark.

      “Chucked it in?” I asked.

      “Quit school,” Keith said bluntly. “Left. Dropped out.”

      “You don’t get along?” Liam asked.

      Keith shook his head. “We used to, but not anymore. Xander used to be cool, fun to hang out with. But then a few months ago he changed. Now all he does is snap at me over every little thing. Says I’m interrupting his work, like he has some huge project due and he’s behind his deadline.” He scoffed. “And I know that’s not true, because he hasn’t been to class in weeks.”

      “Do you mind if we look around?” I asked.

      “Go ahead. His bedroom is down the hall on the left.”

      I nodded to Poppy and she followed the directions he’d given to check out Xander’s room. Scath went with her, but I stayed behind with the roommate.

      “You said his behavior changed. Did that have something to do with the cancer?”

      Keith’s brows furrowed. “Cancer?”

      I hesitated, but only for a second. If I was giving away personal information, and Xander wasn’t involved in raising a demon, I’d apologize later. “I was told Xander had brain cancer.”

      Keith crossed his arms. “I don’t know who told you that, but they lied. There wasn’t a damn thing wrong with Xander. Not physically, anyway. And there’s definitely no way he had anything as serious as that. He’d have to be on medication, wouldn’t he? Doctor appointments?” He gestured to the wall where a calendar hung by the fridge. “That’s Xander’s calendar. And I’ve never seen so much as a checkup on it.”

      Andy went to the calendar and lifted the pages, scanning previous months before letting it fall back to where it had been. “This calendar is three months behind.”

      “There’s no medications in the bathroom cabinet either,” Liam said, reentering the room.

      “That can’t be right,” I murmured. “Grant said he had cancer.”

      I headed back to the bedroom, ignoring the confused look Keith shot me.

      “Poppy, did you find any prescriptions?”

      She was at the desk in the corner, sitting in the chair as she skimmed through a stack of books. “No medications, but lots of books on demons. And these things are full of little Post-its.” She held up a well-used notebook, also thick with Post-its. “And he has a few notebooks filled with notes too.”

      “Anything pertinent?” I asked.

      “Oh, yeah.” Poppy winced. “How familiar are you with the demon Terethak?”

      “Not familiar at all,” I said. “Who is he?”

      “A demon who specializes in corrupting not just people, but the earth itself. He destroys crops. According to most religious scholars, his time on earth is always short because when he does amass enough followers to reach his full power, he inevitably ends up blighting their land. His followers die, he loses power, and eventually he’s banished.”

      “Doesn’t sound like a very smart demon,” Peasblossom pointed out.

      Poppy frowned. “Do not underestimate Terethak. He might only stay on earth for a short time, but he’s learned to make it worth his while. Remember, demons wreak havoc on earth so they have something to brag about when they return to their own plane. Rumor has it, Terethak makes his name by taking requests.”

      “Requests?” I echoed.

      “Yep. People summon him specifically to ruin their enemies. At first, their enemy seems to grow in power. Everything’s going great, their leaders strike fear into the hearts of any who oppose them. Then suddenly, boom! They lose it all. Their enemy who summoned the demon sweeps in to profit off the mess. Sort of like corporate businessmen making a killing in the chaos after a war or a natural disaster.”

      “We need to get to Good Intentions,” I said grimly.

      Scath came out of the bathroom holding a brush in her mouth. She approached me and I took the brush with a nod.

      “Good thinking. I can use the tracking spell on the way to Good Intentions, just in case we’re wrong and he’s not there. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      Keith accepted our sudden exit with no small amount of relief. He didn’t even blink when Poppy went by carrying an armload of Xander’s books and notes. As soon as he closed the door behind us, she told Andy and Liam what she’d found in Xander’s research.

      “So now we’re pretty sure Xander is the one planning to summon the demon,” Liam said. “And we’re pretty sure he’s doing this at Good Intentions?”

      “I have his hairbrush, so I can use a tracking spell to be sure, but to save time, just head for Good Intentions. If the spell pulls us a different way, we’ll adjust, but there’s no sense taking a roundabout way when we’re pretty sure we know where he is.”

      “Um, guys?” Poppy asked, pausing with her hand on the SUV. “We have a problem.”

      “What?” Peasblossom demanded. “What now?”

      “Well, we know who’s doing the summoning, and who’s being summoned,” Poppy hedged. “But if Xander is the one doing the summoning…who’s the sacrifice?”

      Andy jerked open the driver’s side door this time and climbed in. “And why would Xander tell the Acolytes he has brain cancer if he doesn’t?”

      The lump in my throat grew larger and I scrambled to get into the SUV behind Scath. “I can only think of two reasons. Either he wants them to feel sorry for him, maybe help him perform a partis corpus ritual…”

      Andy gritted his teeth. “Or he’s manipulating them into doing their own. He puts the idea in their heads, planning to turn on them at the last minute. Let them think he’d be the ideal sacrifice.”

      “Just like he did with Alison,” I finished.

      “Now we call for help?” Peasblossom said hopefully.

      “Now we call for help,” I agreed.
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      Good Intentions was picking up steam. I could hear the music as soon as I got out of the SUV, and there were a few people walking in as we pulled up.

      “This isn’t good,” I said. “We need to clear these people out of here. If we’re right, then we don’t want a bunch of innocents wandering around upstairs while we deal with Terethak.”

      “Given how many customers Xander had, I don’t think clearing the place out will be a problem. Not with a little help.” Poppy slid out of the car, then held up a hand. “How’s your glamour?”

      “My glamour is impeccable,” Peasblossom said haughtily.

      I saw where she was going with the question and smiled. “An excellent idea. What do you think, local cops, or full Federal agent?”

      “Local cops,” Poppy said confidently.

      “More recognizable, good point,” I agreed.

      “Well, yeah, that. Also, impersonating a Federal officer carries a higher penalty.”

      Andy opened his mouth, but I rushed to cut him off. We could talk about the moral implications later. “Peasblossom can take care of herself, I can do my own, Scath can do her own.”

      “And I have three potions, so I can handle me, Andy, and Liam,” Poppy said happily.

      “I have a badge,” Andy pointed out.

      “So do I,” Liam said.

      “But you don’t have the uniform,” I reminded them. “You’ll be much more noticeable from a distance if you’re wearing a uniform.”

      “ You can flash your real badges if it makes you feel better,” Peasblossom added graciously.

      Poppy looked up at the pixie with a thoughtful expression on her face. “Hey, Peas, any chance I could talk you into using your glamour on a friend?”

      Peasblossom narrowed her eyes. “What friend?”

      Poppy flushed.

      I stared harder at her. “Poppy…”

      She cleared her throat. “Well you didn’t expect me to just lay her to rest on the side of the road, did you? That’s no way to treat anyone. I’ll lay her down when I can do it properly and not a minute before.”

      “So it’s disrespectful to lay her down hastily, but raising her to dress her up like a cop is fine?”

      “Everyone’s a critic,” Poppy muttered.

      I let the subject drop, not wanting to get into the tricky subject of how many skeletons Poppy had in her backpack. I’d known that a lot of necromancers could reduce a body to a clean skeleton, but I’d never met one that used that particular skill for the purposes of convenient relocation via backpack.

      Andy was already looking at the front door as if he’d charge inside with or without a disguise, and the way Liam was watching him made me think haste was called for. Poppy handed out the potions, explaining to the two law enforcement officers that their will would determine what they looked like, so they should be as accurate as possible, and both of them needed to think of the same uniform. Poppy and I waited to see what they chose before using our own magic to match them.

      “I am not riding on a zombie,” Peasblossom insisted, hiding herself in the collar of my police uniform.

      Poppy ignored her as she reached into her backpack and rooted around for the rest of the bones to complete the skeleton she’d started unloading in between handing out potions. “We need all the help we can get while we wait for the Ministry, and beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “I’m no beggar.”

      Andy’s hand twitched toward his notebook as he watched Poppy gather the bones and a small blue tub with a pink lid. “Is that Vick’s Vapor Rub?”

      “Just the container. I use it to hold the ointment for the bones.”

      “Ointment?” Liam echoed.

      Poppy opened the jar and used the waxy white mixture inside to draw a few sigils on some of the larger bones. “I don’t have to do this to raise her, but it makes it easier. And since I anticipate trouble soon, I figure I should save my energy where I can.”

      “We need to get in there now,” Andy said, clenching and unclenching his fists as he looked at the club. “He could be starting the sacrifices.”

      “You’ll thank me later.”

      Before Andy could answer that, Poppy stood and held her hand out over the bones. Power made the hairs on the back of my neck rise, and I watched the pile of bones begin to rattle. Once the magic got going, it moved faster and faster. The bones clicked and hissed, rising into the air as they built up and out. Just as I’d seen with Jenkins, tendons, muscles, and finally skin slithered over the bones in layer after layer, until I was looking at the redheaded woman the rursus demon had possessed.

      Poppy admired her work, reaching out to brush a hand over the arm of the zombie as if reassuring her. Like Jenkins, the woman’s flesh wasn’t perfect. She was very clearly a zombie, with patches of skin a little too grey, and here and there a split revealed strands of muscle. But considering it was Halloween, she’d blend right in.

      “She just needs a dress,” Poppy told Peasblossom.

      “That is not all she needs,” Peasblossom groused. She clung to the top of my head, threading her arms through my hair.

      Poppy rolled her eyes. “Fine. If you won’t help, she can be naked then. I’m sure that won’t look weird next to a group of cops.”

      Peasblossom said something in Gaelic that sent my eyebrows into my hairline, but she flew forward to land on top of the zombie’s head. A second later, the woman looked just as human as she had when we’d first met her.

      I shook my head and started for the club before Peasblossom could change her mind. The electronic music grew louder as we got closer, and by the time we opened the door, it was almost deafening. Inside, the club was packed with people, all of them in costume. Along with the usual witches and vampires, there were more subtle costumes. Faust and a few saints caught my eye.

      And of course some were just as naked as you could be without violating health codes. One gentleman had only a tube sock over the crucial bits.

      Peasblossom would no doubt have something to say about that later.

      The fact that Andy and Liam were both law enforcement in truth, when added to my training in the witchy look under Mother Hazel, and to Scath’s general gift for a soul-penetrating stare of death, we had no trouble selling our story when we entered the club. Just walking in the front door cleared out a good portion of the clientele. I pushed a little magic into my stare, stopping just short of the evil eye.

      The people fled from the building in what I’m sure felt like a subtle manner to them, but was more like the stampeding of sheep. Those brave enough—or chemically uninhibited enough—to stay, were only too happy to scram after we told them we had reason to suspect a bomb.

      I thought Andy was going to swallow his tongue when Poppy made that particular claim.

      Scath had opted for K9 glamour instead of a human cop, as I’d expected she would. When we located the door to the basement, it was locked. I half expected Andy to break it down like he had the previous door, but since there was some merit to a little stealth, I slid in front of him and quickly used my magic to deal with the lock instead.

      “Something smells weird,” Liam said in a low voice. “Someone’s burning incense. I can smell it even over…” He shot a glare over his shoulder at Poppy’s zombie.

      “The incense will be from the ritual,” I said, a new sense of urgency propelling me forward. “We need to hurry.”

      I opened the door and stepped out of the way so Scath could go first. I figured her panther-like form made her the quietest, and would blend into the darkness of the stairway. The longer we could keep the element of surprise, the better.

      It was only the fact that she was as low to the ground as she was that saved us from the ambush.

      A hand shot out of the doorway, grasping at where my throat would have been if I’d gone first. The flesh was too grey to be human, and gaps in the rotting skin offered glimpses of bone underneath.

      A zombie.

      “Blood and bone,” I cursed, calling my magic as we backed up as a group. I let my glamour drop, and so did Peasblossom and Scath. Liam, Poppy, and Andy were all disguised by means of a potion, so their police officer uniforms remained as we fanned out, away from the basement door. The aroma of incense thickened in the air.

      “I see two zombies,” Liam barked.

      “There’s six of them,” Poppy said grimly. “I can feel them.”

      “Would’ve been nice if you’d felt them before now!” Peasblossom yelled.

      “I wasn’t expecting zombies, was I?” Poppy snapped. “Were there zombies here before? No! I don’t go splashing my power around on Halloween without a reason!”

      “Not the time,” I said, raising my voice. “The question is, can you handle them?”

      “Of course I can handle them, but if the Acolytes or Xander hired a necromancer, then—”

      “Poppy,” a male voice called out. “They said you might show. I’m so glad they were right.”

      She groaned. “Of course it had to be Stewart.”

      “You’ve been up against him before?” Peasblossom demanded from Andy’s shoulder.

      “Sort of. Ex-boyfriend.”

      “Of course,” Peasblossom muttered.

      The zombies in front of us shambled forward, following us as we backed away. I hoped we might draw them farther from the passage that would take us down to the basement.

      Poppy glanced at Liam, her pink hair falling over one eye. She huffed out a breath to blow it out of her way. “If you can take out Stewart, I can take control of the zombies. He overexerted himself raising this many, it won’t be hard. He’s always overestimated his stamina…”

      Liam rolled his shoulders and started unbuttoning his shirt. He didn’t turn around, but I could tell from the way he held himself that he’d already figured out where Stewart’s voice had come from. I wasn’t sure if he could smell him over the rotting zombies, but a strong sense of smell wasn’t Liam’s only asset. “Anything I need to know?” he asked Poppy.

      “Yeah. His nose has been broken twice already, and he’s extra flinchy about being hit in the face.”

      I didn’t take my eyes off the zombies, who looked exactly like most horror movies portrayed. I didn’t know if that meant they’d been dead for a really long time, or if Stewart just wasn’t a very strong necromancer. I hoped it was the latter. “You and Poppy deal with the necromancer and the zombies. Andy, Scath, Peasblossom, and I will head for the basement.”

      “I might need to borrow Scath,” Liam said.

      I started to ask why, but then I heard it. A low growling sound, snarls mixed with the crackling of a bonfire. I’d heard that sound before.

      Hellhounds.

      “Fantastic,” I muttered. “How did they get hellhounds?”

      “They actually aren’t that hard to summon if you have the right ingredients,” Poppy said, her voice distracted. She was staring hard at the zombies, her eyes cloudy with power. She’d already started wresting control from Stewart.

      “Take Andy and Peasblossom down to the basement, we’ll be right behind you,” Liam promised.

      Scath let out one of those eerie feline sounds, her green eyes flashing as she stared down one of the hellhounds creeping out of the shadows. The hellish canine’s body was the bottomless black of a coal briquette, with a dusting of grayish ash over the top layer of fur. Flames licked out along its sides, and the air around it wavered in the heat. Red eyes burned with searing flame, and those eyes fixed on Scath.

      I had a split second to see something move against Scath’s side. The bag that held Majesty. The kitten poked its head out, eyeing the hellhound with far more interest than I cared to see in this particular kitten.

      “Shut the door behind you,” Liam said, his voice turning to a rasp as he shifted from human to half-wolf.

      He didn’t have to tell me twice.

      The zombies all stiffened as Poppy attempted to seize control of them away from Stewart. They twitched forward, then stopped as their master fought back, tried to move them like pawns on a chess board. One of them stumbled toward me, reaching out with rotting hands.

      “Torsit!”

      I shouted the spell just as the zombie swiped at me, close enough that I wiped at my cheek at a phantom sensation of something smeared on my skin. Black tentacles exploded from the floor beneath the zombies, writhing and grappling the dead minions in glistening black coils.

      I charged toward the doorway with Andy right behind me. The tentacles contracted, bringing two zombies together so hard I heard their skulls bounce off one another with a sickening crack. Two of the others got slammed into the floor with a sound much squishier than my stomach would have liked. I felt something splatter the backs of my legs and tried not to think about what that might be.

      Andy and I bolted through the door, and he slammed it behind us.

      The smell of incense got stronger as soon as the door shut behind, cutting off what little ventilation there’d been. I covered my nose and mouth with my hand, then dropped it when I realized how pointless it was. There was no fighting frankincense. Frankincense and something else. Lots of something else. It was as if an arsonist had lit up an incense store, and the entire inventory was going up in smoke.

      Literally.

      “Do you have the crystal Poppy gave you?” I whispered. “Is it charged?”

      “Yes.” Andy mumbled the answer, already moving down the stairs in a hurry.

      My eyes burned, and I blinked, trying to clear my teary vision. It was a good thing Scath and Liam had remained behind with Poppy. As bad as this was for me, I couldn’t imagine what it would have done to them with their enhanced senses. I flashed back to my last case. Flint’s brother’s house, full of the scent of burning sage.

      I shook off the memory and began to make my way slowly down the stairs after Andy. The bottom opened up into a huge room, much bigger than I would have expected. The far end had been remodeled, with large stone awnings that gave the room a medieval feel.

      The huge altar at one end drew my eye. There was a skeleton lying on the altar, and a man was running his fingertips over it. He held a bowl in one hand and was dipping his fingers in what looked like some sort of oil, then anointing the bones.

      Grant.

      The Acolyte looked up as we entered, and his entire body went rigid. “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

      “I know what you’re trying to do,” I said calmly. “I know about the partis corpus ritual. I understand why you want to get Lorelei out of her prison, but this is not the way.”

      Grant gripped the bowl tighter. “Go away. None of this concerns you. Why can’t you ever just mind your own business?”

      Andy stepped to the side, forcing Grant to choose one of us to focus on.

      “I talked to Lorelei,” I continued.

      The mention of the demon’s name briefly softened Grant’s features. It only lasted a second though, and then they hardened again. Hatred blazed from his eyes. “Get out.”

      “Lorelei told me she explained it to you,” I pressed. “She told you there is no ritual that will summon her out of the Abyss. So why are you here?”

      Andy moved a little farther away from me. Moving to flank Grant.

      “I’m not trying to summon Lorelei,” Grant retorted. “I’m helping Father Grey. We’re getting ready for the Rite of Immundus.”

      “Grey is dead,” Andy said evenly. “His partner killed him. Slit his throat.”

      Grant opened his mouth, then snapped it shut. Genuine confusion wrinkled his brow. “His partner?”

      “Father Saylor,” I told him. “They were working together. The same way they have every Halloween for at least the last three years.” I took a step in the opposite direction Andy was moving. “They do this every year. They gather up people they think are sinners, and they lure them to the basement of their newest club. They intended to kill you.”

      An emotion flickered across Grant’s face. But it wasn’t anger or fear. If I didn’t know better, I’d have said it was relief.

      “If he’s dead, then he’s no threat now, so you can leave.”

      “You can’t do this, Grant,” I said quietly.

      “If Lorelei can’t be summoned, then what do you care what I do?”

      “The partis corpus ritual requires a sacrifice,” I said coldly. “I’m not going to let you kill someone out of some misguided attempt to get Lorelei back. More than that, Lorelei doesn’t want you to do that. She doesn’t want you to be a murderer.”

      “I’m not killing anyone,” Grant snapped. “No one is going to die. We have a cow—”

      “A cow won’t work. And if you don’t know that, then you’re even less capable of a ritual like this than I thought,” I interrupted. “The sacrifice isn’t about taking a life, Grant, it’s about a sin. It’s about evil. That’s why it summons a demon. When you murder someone, you’ve taken a life. Not just who they are, but who they ever would have become. You’ve taken not just one person, but one person who meant something different to a lot of people. Someone’s child, someone’s sibling, someone’s friend. That kind of evil destroys something inside of you, and that’s what brings the demon through.”

      Grant’s shoulders drooped, just a little. “You’re lying. Animals are a traditional sacrifice in plenty of cultures.”

      The smell of the incense was starting to make me sick. My eyes watered, and I glanced around the room. There were smokers everywhere, hanging on the walls beneath the fake torches. It would take me forever to get them all down, let alone make them stop smoking. And there were no windows that I could see. No way to air the place out.

      “I’m not the one who’s lying.” I swallowed hard, trying not to inhale more of the incense than necessary. “Xander lied to you. He doesn’t have brain cancer. He’s not terminal.”

      Grant looked startled. “What?”

      “He doesn’t have brain cancer. I’ve checked his living quarters and records.”

      Grant shook his head. “Why would he lie about that?”

      He wouldn’t make eye contact. He didn’t want to believe me.

      But he was starting to.

      I gentled my tone. “Maybe because he wanted you to believe he didn’t have much time left? Maybe he knew you needed a human sacrifice, and he thought if you believed he was going to die anyway…”

      “You think he was tricking us,” Grant said, a hint of the old venom coming back. “You think he wanted us to think he was weak and had only a short miserable future ahead of him, so we’d choose him for our sacrifice. Then he’d turn the tables on us, is that it?”

      “Yes,” Andy said.

      Grant lifted his chin. “You’re wrong. That was Alison’s trick.”

      I froze. “You know what he did to Alison?”

      Grant nodded, shoving his chin out so he could look down his nose at me. “Yeah, and you’ve got Xander all wrong. Alison is the one who tried to sacrifice him. She lured him to the church, then she tried to kill him. She told him she would summon a demon to cure his brain cancer. But she lied.”

      “Xander killed her,” I said slowly.

      “In self-defense,” Grant shot back.

      “But Xander lied about his brain cancer,” Andy spoke up. “Think about it. Why would he tell Alison he had brain cancer? Alison who wanted to know how to do the partis corpus ritual? Just like he told you he had cancer.” The agent stepped closer to Grant. “What makes you think you won’t end up just like Alison?”

      “Shut up,” Grant said, shaking his head. “Shut up.”

      “You fell for his lie about the brain cancer, just like you fell for his lie about helping Lorelei with this ritual,” Andy added.

      “Whatever he’s planning to do here,” I said, gesturing at the altar, “has nothing to do with Lorelei. We found Xander’s notes and his research. He wants to summon an elder demon called Terethak. He’s using you.”

      Grant set the oil down. Slowly. “I need her,” he said quietly. “Lorelei. I need her back. We all do.” He closed his eyes. “I found out about the ritual from Stella. I thought we could sacrifice a cow, and use a zombie’s body as a vessel. But then you showed up,” he shot me a glare, “and we lost the zombie. When Xander approached me after that, it was like a sign.”

      “He must have found out you asked about the ritual too,” I said. “And he realized he could use you and the others.”

      “I just want her back,” Grant said again.

      “You’re still able to visit her.” My mouth was watering now, my stomach rolling. If I didn’t get away from the pungent smoke-filled basement soon, I was going to throw up. I had to get out before Liam and Scath came down here looking for me and suffered the same or worse.

      “Visiting someone you love in prison isn’t the same thing!” He shook his head. “I want her to come home. But she says that will never happen. She’ll have to stay there forever.”

      “No, she won’t,” came Xander’s voice.

      I whirled around to see him descending the stairs. How had he made it down here, past Liam and the others? Were the alpha and Scath and Poppy still fighting Stewart and his minions upstairs? Had he snuck by two shifters’ noses? Or were they…

      My thoughts screeched to a halt as Xander stepped out of the shadows and I realized he was holding someone in front of him with an arm around her neck. The girl was young, thirteen or fourteen at most, with shoulder length light brown hair. Her brown eyes bulged as they flicked back and forth between the two shapes moving on either side of Xander.

      More hellhounds. Smoke curled from their nostrils, painting black swirls in front of their burning red eyes. One of them shook itself, sending puffs of pale gray ash into the air.

      “Stacey?” Grant looked horrified. “Xander, what are you doing to her?”

      “Stacey came here looking for you,” Xander said calmly. “And it seems like you might be getting cold feet. So I’m here to encourage you.”

      “Let her go.” Grant lifted his hands. “I’m warning you, let her go now.”

      “You really think your power will do you any good in this room?” Xander scoffed. “Why do you think I have all this incense burning? I know all about your abilities, and your little nauseating cloud can’t compete with frankincense.” He shook his head. “No, we’re going ahead, as planned.”

      “I changed my mind,” Grant insisted. “I’m not doing this.”

      I called my magic, letting it rest against my palms in a heavy thrum. Andy stood on the other side of Grant, and as soon as he took a step toward Xander, both hellhounds fixed their red-eyed stare on him.

      “What exactly do you hope to accomplish here?” I asked.

      Xander glared at me. “I intend to bring Lorelei out of her prison. And when I do, she’ll reward me with the corruption she gave her Acolytes. I’ll be one of them for real.”

      “She’d never give you anything if you hurt one of her Acolytes.” I shook my head, trying to will the nausea away.

      “You don’t expect us to believe you’re going to sacrifice yourself?” Andy asked. “You do remember that’s part of the ritual, right? Someone has to die?”

      Xander’s face darkened. “It was supposed to be Grey. I knew about what he’d done before. About the clubs, the people he killed. No one would have missed him. But I heard what you said. I know he’s dead.” He held Stacey closer. “So we’ll have to improvise.”

      Stacey screamed, a sound of pure panic. Her power flared, her corruption making her eyes flicker to black for a split second as a swarm of bats erupted out of nowhere.

      I flinched and raised my arms to protect my face as the room filled with shrieking mammals, likely agitated further by the thick incense filling the room. Peasblossom cried out in terror, and a pulse of energy told me she’d made herself invisible. Not that it would do her any good with predators that relied on sonar to find their prey…

      Chaos erupted, and for a second, everything seemed to happen at once.

      Xander let go of Stacey, trying to protect himself from the bats.

      Andy dove for Xander.

      One of the hellhounds dove for Andy.

      I raised my hands, ready to fire a spell at the hellhounds, the feeling of rushing waves already washing against my palms.

      Stacey crashed into me in what I thought was a mad dash to escape.

      We hit the floor in a tangle of limbs, and suddenly a jolt of electric pain shot through my spine.

      Stacey had a taser.

      We’d been tricked.
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      The choking scent of frankincense still clogged my nose and throat, combining with what I now knew was Grant’s power to make my head throb and my stomach roll. My chest ached, and my skin felt as if it had shrunk two sizes, every nerve raw. I tried to get up, but as soon as I got my palm pressed against the floor, something lifted me into the air. I got a glimpse of Jack’s face beneath the hood of the dark cloak he wore, and then I was sliding through the air—

      Toward the altar.

      “You’re all in on it, then,” I said. I tried not to drool as saliva filled my mouth. Floating through the air while nauseated was a truly terrible idea.

      “We tried to tell you to butt out,” Jack said, his voice distracted as he concentrated on levitating me over to the altar. “It’s your fault you didn’t listen.”

      “Watch out for the pixie,” Jerome spoke up from somewhere past the top of my head. “She has a pixie familiar.”

      Stacey rose to her feet, the taser held casually in her hand. “My bats will take care of the pixie.”

      Fury pulsed through my empathic link to Peasblossom. Then satisfaction as I felt her climbing along my body toward my waist pouch, using invisibility to hide from the humans, and the movement of my own body to mask her own from the bats. Stacey was underestimating Peasblossom.

      She’d regret that.

      “You’re taking his word over Lorelei’s, that this ritual can summon her?” Andy spoke up.

      I tried to crane my head around to see where he was. Andy stood less than five feet away from the altar, his hands held up in an “I mean no harm” gesture. The two hellhounds that had arrived with Xander flanked him. They herded him closer to the altar, lips pulled back to reveal obsidian-black teeth. Andy’s voice sounded strong, and he wasn’t swaying. I wasn’t sure if he was less affected by Grant’s power, or if he was just standing outside the radius.

      “That wasn’t Lorelei,” Grant corrected him. “That was Laurie. And of course she’d say that to anyone who asked. She’s trying to suck up to her God so he’ll forgive her for a double homicide. She’d say anything to keep Lorelei locked up.”

      “I’m surprised you can’t tell the difference,” Andy scoffed. “Even I could tell whether it was Laurie or Lorelei speaking. I talked to them both, they each confirmed this ritual won’t summon Lorelei.”

      Andy was bluffing. He hadn’t gone into the Abyss with me.

      “Think about it, Grant. Even if it were possible to summon a demon out of the Abyss, Lorelei isn’t a full demon. She’s bound to a paladin. What makes you think you can summon a paladin? Or are you so arrogant that you think you can summon Lorelei away from Laurie, even though some of the greatest paladins tried and failed to do just that for centuries?”

      “No, they tried to exorcise her for centuries. No one tried to summon her.”

      Peasblossom was inside the waist pouch now. I felt her when she climbed out again, felt her scurry up toward my face. A second later, something pressed against my lips, and I parted them enough for Peasblossom to shove some sort of pill into my mouth.

      “It’s Dramamine,” she murmured almost too quietly for me to hear. “For the nausea.”

      I swallowed the pill, grateful that I’d always been sensitive to any pill that threatened drowsiness as a possible side effect. With the adrenaline pounding through my system, I wasn’t worried about feeling tired. As I concentrated on my breathing, willing the drug to work faster, I heard Andy shuffle another step closer to where I hovered just over the altar. I hadn’t spotted Xander yet. Where had that lying son of a demon gone?

      “But I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me,” Andy continued. “After all, Lorelei obviously doesn’t know you as well as she thought she did either. She said you weren’t killers.”

      “We aren’t killers,” Nina said coldly from somewhere out of my line of vision.

      “Lie to me if you want, but don’t lie to yourself,” Andy said tensely. “You’ve got Shade on an altar ready to be killed. Or is the knife Xander is holding just for show?”

      I jerked my head to the other side, toward the back of the room away from the Acolytes. Xander’s face was less than a foot from mine, and I couldn’t help the sharp inhale of surprise. The brunet, unlike the Acolytes, wasn’t wearing a hooded robe, or anything so dramatic. In fact, he was wearing the same street clothes I’d seen him in earlier. He gave a small, almost amused smile as I choked on another lungful of frankincense and demonic power.

      “That’s not a knife,” Stacey spoke up. “It’s an athame. It’s used for ceremony, not sacrifice.”

      “Seems sharp enough to do the job,” Andy countered.

      I looked down without meaning to, instinctively seeking out the athame in question. Xander didn’t move, neither to raise the weapon nor to hide it. It was a simple blade, a bright silver that reminded me of a pewter letter opener I’d once owned. There were no gems, no etchings, nothing fancy at all. That worried me. People who brought simple weapons like that to a ritual like this typically did so because their confidence in their abilities and knowledge were high. They didn’t need fancy accoutrements.

      “The partis corpus ritual requires a sacrifice,” I said, relieved when my stomach didn’t heave when I spoke this time. “You’re not still clinging to your flimsy ‘a cow will suffice’ theory, are you?”

      “Mock if you want,” Jack said. “But we’re not going to kill you. Xander is going to sacrifice your magic. You’ll be human, but you’ll be alive.”

      I looked back up at Xander’s face. He was trying not to smile. Trying not to give away how utterly ridiculous his lie was, how foolish the Acolytes were to believe it.

      “That’s not possible,” I said calmly. I arched my neck, straining to see behind me, to see someone other than Xander. I turned my face to the other side, toward the door, and I was just able to see Grant standing about ten feet away. He stared at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Something between satisfaction at finally seeing his enemy where he wanted her, and disappointment. As if it didn’t feel the way he’d expected it to.

      I knew that feeling.

      “You can’t ‘sacrifice’ someone’s magic. He’s going to kill me if you don’t stop him. Just like he killed Alison.”

      Xander didn’t bother to contradict me. Instead, he looked down toward his feet, and I heard the faint sound of metal sliding against stone. As if he were scooting a sacrificial bowl into place with his foot. Sliding it out from behind the altar where the Acolytes hadn’t seen it.

      Getting ready to catch my blood.

      “And what about Andy?” I demanded. “What are you doing to him?”

      “He’s the vessel,” Nina spoke up. “A righteous man corrupted. Xander says he’s perfect.”

      “He won’t survive it,” I said, forcing the words past my constricting throat.

      “I saw him at Good Intentions,” Grant chided me. “He’s strong. He’ll be fine.”

      “Xander will kill me, and the demon he summons—who is not Lorelei—will kill Andy. Lorelei said you aren’t killers,” I said, raising my voice. “If you prove her wrong, then you’ll do more than put yourselves on the Ministry’s radar. You’ll ruin any chance she has at getting out.”

      “Getting out?” Jerome scoffed. “Seriously, that’s your play here? You’re going to tell us Lorelei has a chance at getting out of the Abyss?”

      “It’s true,” Andy confirmed. “There’s litigation pending. Demons are fighting for representation in the Vanguard, a department equal to the Ministry. They’re fighting the corruption charges with a free will defense. They’re arguing that demons don’t drive people to commit crimes any more than a radicalized political group, and since those are legal, there’s no basis to imprison demons for doing the same.”

      “Lorelei would have told us,” Kelly said.

      “She didn’t want to get your hopes up,” I said. “But if you do this, then you’ll hurt her case. One of the tenets of the Ministry’s argument is that demons corrupt and build cults, and since they can give literal power to their followers, this gives them more influence than a human political group. If you do this, you’ll be giving them a fresh case—a case against Lorelei specifically.”

      “Oh, because all this legislation is about Lorelei?” Jack said sarcastically.

      “It’s only possible because of Lorelei,” Andy corrected. “She’s the one who brought the case to court. If you do this, you’ll humiliate her. You’ll give the Ministry all the evidence they need that even a demon bound to a paladin is too great an evil to be out in the world.”

      It worried me that Xander wasn’t bothering to argue. I would have liked to think he couldn’t come up with anything convincing, but I had the feeling he didn’t talk because he knew he didn’t have to. He was that confident that even if Andy could sow doubt in the minds of the Acolytes, it’d be too little, too late.

      There wasn’t time for a great plan. Kelly circled the altar, moving in a wide arc to encompass Andy, Jack, Grant, and Xander as well. Andy, Xander, and I were inside because we were all part of the ritual—and Jack and Grant were inside to make sure I stayed sick and floating. Everyone else was outside the circle, and I wouldn’t be able to affect them with my magic—assuming I could focus enough to use it.

      I took a deep breath through my mouth, trying to ignore the taste of the incense. The Dramamine was kicking in, and the nausea wasn’t so bad. I just had to take my time, make sure I had a hold of my magic.

      I had to be strategic. I didn’t know if I’d get a second chance, so I had to make the first spell count, and I had to make it subtle. Something that wouldn’t drive Xander to order the hellhounds to attack. Wouldn’t nudge the Acolytes to physically bind me to the altar instead of having Jack levitate me over the stone surface. I called my magic, and concentrated on one word, letting it echo in my head. “Pax.”

      I held an image of Xander’s athame in my mind, picturing golden bands of energy wrapping around the weapon, locking it into place. He wouldn’t feel it, wouldn’t know what I’d done until he tried to raise the weapon. Unless he was more sensitive than I thought.

      He wasn’t.

      Xander began chanting. He walked around the altar, his hands held out in supplication. The Acolytes shifted, and I thought Jack and Kelly looked uncomfortable, but Jerome, Nina, and Stacey watched with anticipation. Eagerness. I couldn’t read Grant anymore.

      Andy made a sound low in his throat. I bowed my body to drop my head, trying to get a better look at him beside the head of the altar. It wasn’t until I saw his eyes squeezed shut that I became aware of a sound growing louder in the background. A sound steadier than my rapidly pounding heart.

      A ticking.

      Blood and bone, where was our backup? What was taking the Ministry’s agents so long to get here?

      “Andy, it’s going to be okay,” I said, trying not to let my panic show in my voice. Liam, Poppy, and Scath were in the club too. Xander and the other Acolytes had obviously snuck by them somehow—possibly through another entrance. Maybe they didn’t know I had allies upstairs?

      I didn’t know Stewart, didn’t know how strong he was, how powerful. Blessed Goddess, now that I thought about it, I didn’t know if Xander had arranged for other backup himself. Maybe Liam, Poppy, and Scath were fighting more than just zombies, a necromancer, and a pair of hellhounds? Maybe the Ministry was here, but they were upstairs fighting something I didn’t even know about?

      Calm down, I reminded myself. Don’t panic.

      A spot on the floor began to glow. Concentric circles of red light. I didn’t want to look at it—didn’t want to see what my brain was screaming at me about, that something was moving.

      Something was coming.

      Xander’s eyes glowed with the reflection of the portal, making him look less human. He started to raise the athame.

      And stopped.

      He couldn’t lift it. The golden bands of magic I’d wrapped around the weapon kept it at his side. I watched the realization cross his face. I expected anger, even fury. But he just shook his head.

      “It won’t save you,” he whispered. “I’ll strangle you with my bare hands.”

      “Wait,” Grant said, taking a step forward. “You said you weren’t going to kill her.”

      “Look down,” Xander snapped. “She’s coming. Can’t you see her?”

      “It’s not Lorelei,” I said. I tried not to worry about the change in Andy, his breathing rougher, body swelling and straining the lines of his jacket. The ticking was growing louder. “It’s Terethak.”

      Jack hesitated. I saw it, and I fixed my gaze on him, staring hard into his eyes. “We found Xander’s notes. Did Grant tell you that? Xander’s been researching Terethak. That’s who he’s trying to summon. Not Lorelei.”

      “No,” Stacy insisted. “He’s summoning Lorelei. He knows that’s safe. He’s seen what she did for us, and that’s what he wants her to do for him.”

      “He tricked Alison into dying for his first try, and now he’s going to kill me for his second,” I told them. “What will Lorelei say when you tell her?”

      Jack believed me. Or at least he wasn’t sure. Whatever the case, the force holding me aloft melted away, leaving me to collide against the altar, not hard enough to crack my skull, but hard enough to knock the breath out of me. My eyes widened as I fought to breathe.

      Xander grabbed my throat. I felt Peasblossom’s energy spike, felt her power race over me, stabilizing me as I tried to pull Xander’s hands off my throat. Adrenaline shot through my body, my heart pounding so hard it hurt, and my lungs screamed with the need for air.

      Then Xander’s hands were gone. Grant grunted, and I twisted in time to see him tackle Xander, the drug dealer screaming as he fell.

      There was a dull crunch. The scream stopped.

      The shape I’d seen inside the portal roared through, filling the air with the sound of a deep rumbling that rattled my bones. The sound of earth shifting, rock and dirt splitting open to swallow people, cities. I sat up and tried to get off the altar, tried to call my magic with breath I didn’t have.

      I was too late.

      The demon’s energy swelled out of the portal—

      And into Andy.
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      I scrambled off the altar, backing away from him as the FBI agent’s body convulsed and he doubled over, his skin turning a dangerous shade of red. His knuckles blanched from the strain of the fists he tightened as his hands rose toward his chest. My heart pulsed in time with the vein in Andy’s temple, and my magic bounced around inside me like a pinball.

      But none of my spells could help with this. Anything I did to strengthen Andy might strengthen the demon.

      Xander’s blood seeped onto the floor from where the athame was lodged in his stomach, dead eyes staring at nothing. Grant and Jack stood like statues, their faces pale, their eyes bouncing between Xander’s corpse and Andy’s transformation. The two hellhounds that had guarded Andy tilted their heads. Confused? Or waiting?

      Suddenly, Andy straightened, giving me my first look at eyes that had gone solid black. The tension bled from his body, and he slowly looked around as if he’d never seen this room before. When he spoke, his voice was deeper and more resonant—Andy’s voice, but not.

      “Where is my priest?”

      He turned as he spoke, and his attention focused on Xander’s corpse. He didn’t react to the dead kid, but when he noticed the empty sacrificial bowl, his features twisted with sudden rage.

      “No offering?” He closed his hands into fists, then rolled his head from side to side. Andy’s skin twitched, as if the demon inside him were wearing a suit a half size too small. Terethak’s gaze landed on Grant. “You. I remember you.”

      Grant didn’t speak. I didn’t know if he could speak. The blood had drained from his face, and he had the look of a man who hoped that if he held very still, the monster wouldn’t see him.

      But the monster saw him.

      Blood and bone, where are the Ministry? They should be here by now.

      “You have found me the perfect vessel,” Terethak said, looking down at his body. “I can feel his virtue. The corruption swirls through him, mixing with such purity of faith. He believes in justice. He would die for justice.” He smiled. “I will reward you for this.”

      He bent and picked up the ceremonial bowl, pausing to jerk the athame out of Xander’s unmoving chest. He drew the shining, bloody blade over his palm, cutting into his flesh until dark red blood rose in thick droplets, then he made a fist over the bowl. Beads of blood dripped into the beaten bronze. “Come. Touch my blood, and place it on your tongue. Let the gifts I feel inside you grow.”

      “Don’t do it,” I said, trying not to sound as desperate as I felt. “Listen to me. He isn’t your friend.”

      Grant hesitated. “Xander said he would summon Lorelei.”

      “Yes,” Terethak agreed. “But he wasn’t strong enough to summon her himself. Not where she is. He needed me.” He lifted the bowl of blood. “And if you want to help me free your mistress, then you need your strength. By giving power to her Acolytes, I give power to Lorelei. Take what I offer. Let us free her together.”

      “He’s lying,” I snapped. “He’s weak because he didn’t get an offering. He’s using you to protect himself.”

      The demon ignored me, focusing on Grant. “You stopped Xander from killing the witch. You are afraid I’ll punish you for that. But I will not. I was summoned to help you. To help Lorelei.” His mouth curled into a snarl, the expression looking wrong on Andy’s face. “The Ministry has grown arrogant with its own power, like a tick fat on the blood of its victims. It has taken enough of my kind. It will not keep Lorelei.”

      Suddenly the door burst open. Liam erupted into the room, still in half wolf form, his body bulging with fur-coated muscle, spattered in places with red patches of blood. His golden eyes found me near the altar, took in the expression on my face. His gaze flicked to Xander, then to Andy, to the Acolytes. Taking it all in. His lips pulled back to reveal bloody teeth.

      Poppy was right behind him, chains jangling on her backpack, the zebra-print half of her pants revealing bright red blood, and some darker liquids I didn’t want to identify. Jenkins bounced around her legs, yipping and barking with all the ferocity of a dog fifty times his size. Two zombies shuffled in behind her, their eyes empty, their faces slack. One of them was the redheaded zombie from before. The other must have been one of Stewart’s.

      Scath slipped past them, moving like a shadow, her sickly green eyes finding mine. Her nostrils flared, and she coughed and shook her head. For a split second, I worried Grant’s power was still mixing with the incense, but Scath snarled and fixed her attention on the hellhounds without hesitation. Liam didn’t seem unsteady either, though the amount of incense had to be unpleasant.

      “Terethak possessed Andy!” I shouted. “Poppy, he didn’t get the offering!”

      Poppy understood immediately. She retreated to the corner farthest from where Terethak stood, her dead army trooping along behind her. “Guard me,” she ordered them.

      The zombies moved to obey immediately, forming a wall in front of her as she dropped to her knees and spilled her bag onto the floor.

      “She will banish me,” Terethak told the Acolytes, his voice strangely calm. “I will return to my own plane, and Lorelei will remain trapped. Unable to enjoy freedom here or in her homeland. Will you abandon her when you are so close to securing her freedom?”

      Kelly was the first to reach into the bowl, then lick the blood from her fingertip, but the others followed quickly after. I circled the altar, putting space between me and the Acolytes as my brain fought to process the situation. They’d broken the circle when they approached to reach the bowl. There was nothing holding Terethak inside it anymore.

      I could hear the clatter of supplies as Poppy set up her exorcism. But I couldn’t look away from the Acolytes. Part of me, a tiny, shameful part, wondered if Terethak had well and truly tricked them. If perhaps they would die right there, poisoned by his blood so he could take their souls.

      Nina’s eyes went black, and she threw out a hand. Flames erupted from her fingertips, shooting through the air—straight at Poppy. The zombies in front of her pressed together, closing the gap as they took the brunt of the flames. Their tattered clothes caught fire, and the smell of burning hair added a foul layer to the frankincense-scented air. But the zombies didn’t speak or cry out, and they didn’t leave their post. Poppy began to chant.

      I raised my hand, magic swelling inside me as I crafted a spell in my head. I was vaguely aware of Jerome disappearing into his robe, his clothes pooling on the floor as grey smoke billowed out from the folds.

      “Fati—”

      The word for the spell died as a tendril of smoke caressed my skin, then bit with acid—it was Jerome, skimming past me. I hissed and jerked away, glaring at the cloud of mist floating away from me. I’d seen his mist-form before, but it hadn’t felt like this. The smoke of his body ate through my shirt sleeve, down to my skin, and I could see my skin was red and blistered where it had touched me. Now he was headed straight for Poppy.

      This time, the zombies couldn’t protect her completely. The acid cloud wasn’t just a cloud, it was Jerome in a gaseous form, and he circled around the zombies to get to the tiny necromancer.

      Unfortunately for Jerome, his mist form didn’t make him immune to fire. The flames from the zombies’ bodies sizzled in the cloud, and the smoke shifted abruptly, shuffling to the side. Jerome regained his flesh and blood body, crying out in pain as he held his arms out wide. Burns covered him in large patches, his eyes showed too much white.

      So the Acolytes had gained new abilities.

      Duly noted.

      I faced off with the four remaining Acolytes. My magic writhed around me, riding high on the adrenaline pouring through my blood. I kept all the Acolytes in my field of sight as I called my spell again.

      “Fatigatio!”

      A black wave of energy pulsed outward from my outstretched hand, swelling and rolling toward the Acolytes. It drove into their muscles, and each of them staggered back a step.

      Kelly dropped to the floor and her skin rippled in a way that was all too familiar. I wasn’t surprised when fur spread over her body—though the orange and black stripes were unexpected.

      I smiled.

      The problem with new abilities was that you didn’t know the ins and outs of using them yet. It was never a good idea make your first go of it in the heat of battle, and that was never more true than someone with a brand new shapeshifting ability.

      I could have told her it took practice to be fast.

      Scath was on her before her body was halfway through the change, dragging her claws down wet muscles and half-formed bones. Kelly screamed with a mouth that hadn’t quite finished shifting, crammed with more teeth than it was used to.

      Stacey fought against my spell, forcing her trembling body to take one shaky step forward. She held out a hand with her fingers splayed wide open. A whip appeared in her grasp, writhing and twitching the way no whip should. I swallowed hard as I realized this was no whip of leather. It was alive.

      And it was formed entirely of wriggling centipedes.

      Stacey drew the whip back, the weapon moving far more like a real leather whip that those insects should manage. She lashed out at Poppy and her flaming zombies, but before the stinging tip of the weapon could reach the necromancer, Jenkins hurled himself into the air like a furry cannonball. His jaws closed over the center of the whip, crunching a handful of centipedes in his tiny jaws. Half the whip fell to the floor, exploding into scurrying insects.

      Grant stared intently at Poppy, but the way he swayed on his feet made me think my magic had hit him harder than the others. Or maybe he’d been more tired to begin with, what with having to fill this room with noxious fumes. Jack seemed to have been hit harder as well, and he glared at me as his chest heaved, trying to regain his breath.

      I found Liam standing five feet away from Andy, his bestial body planted firmly between the possessed FBI agent and the rest of the room. I wasn’t sure if Liam’s position reflected his confidence that he could endure a demon’s attack better than Poppy, or if this was part of his promise to Andy. To keep him from hurting anyone.

      Probably both.

      The hellhounds growled at him, staying between Andy and the rest of the room, but they didn’t attack.

      Yet.

      “Andy,” Liam said, his voice garbled by his mouth full of sharp teeth. “Remember what Evelyn taught you. Find your center. Find yourself. The demon is an intruder. Force him out.”

      A smile spread over Terethak’s mouth. Andy’s mouth

      I cursed under my breath. He was feeling better. Whatever he’d done for the Acolytes had helped him too. Not surprising, since demons were always stronger when they had more followers. And whether they’d intended it or not, accepting his power had made the Acolytes his followers.

      They’d regret that.

      If they lived that long.

      One of the hellhounds took a step toward Liam. Suddenly, it twitched. Rigor started at its legs, then spread up, turning ash-covered skin to stone. In a matter of seconds, the beast was no longer a creature of fire and flesh—but a stone statue.

      A ball of grey and black fluff peeked out from behind Liam’s leg.

      Majesty.

      Terethak’s smile faltered. Then in a movement almost too quick for me to follow, he reached for the floor beside him and picked up Xander’s corpse. He hurled it at Liam with the ease a human might have thrown a football, but Liam snatched the corpse out of the air, swung it around, and hurled it back. Terethak batted it out of the way with a snarl.

      Suddenly the pouch around my waist opened, and a flash of neon orange and green appeared. A spray of water launched from the plastic nozzle, sizzling as it struck Terethak’s skin.

      “Have some holy water!” Peasblossom shouted.

      I glanced down to see Peasblossom and Bizbee holding a water gun, the one I’d had blessed by an amused Father Salvatore. I hadn’t even seen Peasblossom get in the pouch.

      Terethak snarled. “Stop her!” he bellowed, pointing to Poppy.

      I turned on my heel and ran to Poppy, putting one hand on her shoulder. She didn’t look at me, didn’t stop.  A thousand spells raced through my head, and I sifted through them with an ease I wouldn’t have felt a year ago. We were outnumbered, so I had to be smart. Had to make this spell count.

      “Misericordia,” I whispered.

      Golden energy pulsed outward from my hand and flowed over Poppy’s body as if I’d upended a gallon of honey over top of her. The energy pulsed and glowed in a way only Peasblossom and I could see. I almost lost sight of Poppy through the golden light.

      Then the glow faded. I stared down at the illusion I’d created. Poppy’s pink hair was gone, replaced by bright yellow locks braided on either side of her head and topped with bright pink plastic ponytails. The punky outfit she’d worn a moment ago was now a pale blue sundress, with smudges of dirt here and there and on the hem. The ritual tools on the ground around her had turned to jacks and a bright red ball.

      The illusion was topped off with a tiny puppy sitting on the floor beside her. A ball of fluff with large brown eyes.

      “That’s the spell you choose?” Peasblossom hissed. “An illusion?”

      “Wait for it,” I murmured.

      Nina raised her hand toward Poppy, but as she stared at the illusion, her body language faltered. Her hesitation cost her, and the flames shot harmlessly over the necromancer’s shoulder.

      “That doesn’t prove anything,” Peasblossom argued. “She still tried to—”

      Beside Nina, Jack drew back his fist, his attention on Poppy. I had a split second of fear. Fear of what his new power might be. Fear that Peasblossom was right, and I’d chosen the wrong spell.

      Nina dove for Jack, tackling him before he could get his shot off. “No, she’s just a child!” Nina screamed.

      Beside them, Jerome had recovered enough to stand. Whatever he’d planned to do changed as he watched Nina attack one of their own. He let out a curse and ran for Nina, dragging her off Jack. “Nina, she’s no kid! It’s a trick! She’s going to send him back, knock it off!”

      “That’s a three-fer,” I told Peasblossom as I called my magic again. “One spell, three Acolytes.”

      “They’re not all buying it,” Peasblossom retorted, wrestling with the water gun.

      I turned with her to find Grant staring hard at Poppy, his finger pointed toward the necromancer. It wasn’t until then that I realized Poppy’s voice was shaking. At first I thought maybe she was exhausted, but her eyes showed too much white. Not exhausted. Terrified.

      Before I could figure out exactly what Grant had done, Stacey threw her hands into the air. A swarm of bats appeared out of nowhere, replacing the ones Majesty had taken out before. The kitten perked up, clearly viewing this as a personal gift as he launched himself into the air along with an equally excited Jenkins.

      Terethak threw back his head and let out a roar. The sound drove deep into my body, rattling my bones, filling my stomach with ice water. He dropped to one knee and slammed his fists on the ground, putting his whole body into it. Andy’s whole body. Tremors shot out from where he struck the floor, and the cement cracked, fissures spreading out like an enormous spider web. Poppy’s chanting cut off with a shriek as the floor beneath her opened, spilling her into a gaping crevasse—

      And the two flaming zombies fell with her.

      “Scath!” I screamed. “Get her out of there!”

      The sidhe was already moving. Her panther-like body sailed through the air, falling into the crevasse without a sound. I didn’t have time to watch her, to see if she got Poppy out. I knew she would.

      I had other problems.

      Grant was looking at me now. And the hatred in his eyes bored into me, reached deep until it touched the icy core that had grown from Terethak’s roar of rage. Fear spiraled outward from that ball of ice, streaking through my veins like tendrils of frost.

      The need to run seized me, a desire so pure, so intense, that I was moving before I even realized it. I ran for the door, every ounce of my willpower dedicated to getting out, getting away.

      Peasblossom screamed at me to stop, screamed at me to fight it, but I barely heard her. I couldn’t stop. If I stayed here, I would die.

      Unfortunately, panic was the enemy of speed and grace. Terethak had destroyed the floor, turned it into a series of uneven planes and thick gaps. My foot struck the uneven stone, and I sprawled onto the floor, hard enough to drive the air from my body.

      All I could do was stare up at the ceiling as Bizbee and Peasblossom fought to pour something down my throat, a liquid that tasted like bitter raspberries. I swallowed to avoid choking, and felt the fear ebb. The need to run faded. I was almost calm.

      Until I saw Terethak leap over my body—

      And disappear out the door.
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      “We have to follow him!” Peasblossom shouted. “Shade, get up!”

      The room spun around me, smoke and stone blurring into a grey wash of nothing. Sweat coated my forehead, its sticky wet residue a reminder of my blind terror of a moment ago. Grant had been bad enough with his nausea-inducing aura, but I hated fear illusions. There was no logic to them, no way to talk myself out of running away. Just the mind-numbing need to flee. A direct line to my survival instincts.

      “Shade!” Peasblossom yelled again. “Come on! Get up!”

      I pushed myself up on shaking arms, willing my stomach not to roll with the same intensity as my head. Peasblossom continued to bellow unhelpful but enthusiastic orders as I got to my feet and stumbled toward the door, haphazardly maneuvering over the broken stone under my feet.

      Please let the club be empty, please let the club be empty, I chanted to myself as I climbed the stairs. Poppy, Liam, and Scath had made it to the basement—Poppy with two zombies. Surely that meant they’d taken care of Stewart and the other zombies?

      And the demons knew about the Rite of Immundus, so they’d be gone too by now. Right? Even demons didn’t want to be burned alive. Even if they were brave enough to return after Liam and Andy had shooed them away, they wouldn’t want to hang around and wait for the place to catch fire. Right?

      Wrong.

      I heard Andy’s voice as I reached the top of the steps. Except the cavernous depth told me it was Terethak speaking, using Andy’s mouth. I fought not to let my mind follow that path, not to lose myself in the realization that Andy was living his worst nightmare. I focused on his words. The music that had been playing in the club when we arrived was gone—possibly destroyed by Poppy, Liam, and Scath’s encounter with Stewart and his zombies and hellhounds. The silence allowed me to hear what Terethak was saying.

      “Stop them, and I will burn the place down myself,” he promised. “There will be enough chaos for you to take all the humans you want, and the Ministry will never be the wiser.”

      “How do we know Grey is really dead?” someone demanded.

      “How do we know you didn’t kill him?” another added.

      “There won’t be any humans left here,” a different voice complained. “Will you burn down another building?”

      I forced myself to stop before leaving the meager protection of the enclosed doorway. The room was not empty. Andy was speaking to someone—more than one someone. I needed to know who—and what—they were before I let them know I was here.

      Peasblossom didn’t wait for me to tell her what to do. She flexed her power, and I felt her leap off my waist pouch.

      “I did not kill Grey,” Terethak said. “But I saw him die. I know he planned to burn this place down. And I know that he has done it before. The news articles mention his old clubs and the bodies found in the basement. Seven bodies, for seven deadly sins. But oddly enough, each of his little Rite of Immunduses were also followed by an increase in the number of missing people. A handful of club-goers vanished, their bodies never found. Where do you suppose they went, hmmm?”

      “Are you threatening us?” It was the woman’s voice again, the first speaker’s. “What do you plan to do, report us to the Ministry?”

      “No. I do not care who you possess, or who you kidnap and sell off. Do what you want with the humans.”

      “Thanks for the permission,” the male speaker said sarcastically.

      A hint of annoyance crept into Terethak’s voice. “Let me rephrase. Downstairs, there is an alpha werewolf who also happens to be the Detective Sergeant of the Cleveland Metroparks Police. With him, there is a witch and her familiar, a monstrous feline sidhe, and a necromancer—all working on behalf of the Ministry of Deliverance.”

      The demons hissed.

      “Any second now, they will come running up here with the explicit goal of sending any demonic presences they find back to hell—and arresting those with enough physical form to hold here. So if you do not want to end up in the Abyss, you have a choice. Run now like a coward. Fight separately and hope you are not eaten or arrested. Or fight by my side, and I will create a natural disaster so huge, the infrastructure of this miserable city will crumble, leaving a cornucopia of panic-stricken victims you can indulge in at your leisure.”

      Ice frosted up my spine. Ohio was no stranger to natural disasters. Tornadoes were a fairly regular occurrence, though usually blessedly mild, and severe thunderstorms and windstorms sometimes capable of felling huge trees weren’t uncommon.

      That being said, Terethak’s gift was shaking the earth. And Ohio hadn’t had even a moderate earthquake in over seventy years. They didn’t plan their buildings around the probability of a huge earthquake, and most Ohioans wouldn’t know what to do if it happened. Panic-stricken was putting it mildly.

      Peasblossom landed on my shoulder, still invisible. “There’s nearly a dozen demons inside. Minor ones, looks like. If they’re here expecting a fire, my guess is they’re fire resistant and were looking forward to wading into the flames of Father Grey’s little party to kidnap people whose disappearance would be blamed on the fire.”

      “That would explain the people missing from the previous fires,” I murmured. “I—”

      The sound of footsteps on the stairs below cut me off. I looked behind me, magic burning through my veins as I prepared a spell in case the face I saw coming toward me was one of the Acolytes.

      Before I could see who it was, Peasblossom screamed, “Look out!”

      Someone grabbed the back of my trench coat, and the ground fell away as I was lifted off my feet and hurled through the air. I hit the ground hard, the breath leaving me in a loud whoosh as I rolled to a stop near one of the booths, slamming my head and elbows into the floor on the way. Pain spiked through my skull, and for a few seconds, I couldn’t move the fingers on my left hand. When I finally came to a stop, I was staring up at a woman’s face.

      She leaned over to look at me from her spot in one of the booths, her long red dress edged with black lace barely strong enough to keep her bosom in check. Her skin was too orange, her eyes a brown so light they looked red. A demon.

      “Is this your witch?” she scoffed, looking up at Andy. “This is what you thought would scare us into helping you?”

      There was a shout and a thud. A body sailed over my head, giving me a glimpse of a man with the same complexion as the rude demon woman as he hurtled over the booth to hit the stage on the other side of the room.

      “Get away from her,” Liam snarled.

      My magic still hummed inside me, and as I turned my head, I realized Andy stood less than ten feet away. Like the other demons in the room, he was looking at Liam, eyeing the snarling werewolf with the wariness any sane person would.

      No one was paying attention to the pathetic little witch lying on the floor.

      I knew an opportunity when I saw one.

      “Clypeum invitus!” Black energy shot out from my palm as I shoved it toward Andy. My voice was weaker than I’d have liked, wheezy from having the air knocked out of me. But it carried the spell, and that’s all that mattered.

      Andy’s eyes flicked to me, but it was too late. Bands of energy wrapped around him, stretching like sticky tar between the two of us, binding us together. The constricting pull of the bond stole my breath, but the discomfort didn’t last. A second later, the squeezing sensation was gone, but I could still feel the energy of the spell pulsing between us.

      Terethak took a step toward me, staring out at me from Andy’s face with an expression that sickened me with how much it didn’t belong. Regarding me like an insect who’d done something unexpected just before he could squish it.

      “What have you done?” he asked softly.

      “Something you’ll thank me for later.” I pushed myself to my knees, then got to my feet. The room tilted a bit, but the momentary vertigo was nothing I couldn’t handle. “Andy, possession isn’t the same as corruption. Terethak has nothing to do with you. You can fight this.”

      “Andy’s not here right now,” Terethak said. “But if you have any last words for him, I’ll pass them on.”

      “You promised a cornucopia of panic-stricken victims,” one of the demons called out. “When will you deliver if we help you?”

      Andy’s eyes never left mine. “Help me dispose of the witch and her friends, and we’ll start with this building and work our way out tonight. One domino after another.”

      “No!” Stacey yelled.

      Terethak turned his head toward the door to the basement while still keeping me in his peripheral vision. His eyebrow twitched toward his hairline as he spotted Stacey emerging from the stairway behind the other row of booths, her brown eyes narrowed, her arms held out to her sides as if drawing power. She spoke and moved with the overconfidence that betrayed every one of her thirteen years.

      “Excuse me?” Terethak tilted his head.

      The other Acolytes emerged from the doorway. Jerome had retrieved his robe, and when he moved, it opened enough for me to notice he was wearing boxer shorts under it as well. The fact that he’d taken the time to get dressed was a painful reminder of how young he was. How young they all were. Even Jack and Nina, adults by any human standard, were woefully immature compared to everyone around them. New to the Otherworld.

      They reeked of prey, and they didn’t even know it.

      “This isn’t why we summoned you,” Stacey said, raising her voice.

      “Oh, isn’t she precious,” one of the male demons murmured. He unfolded himself from one of the booths, the chains hanging from his black denim jeans jingling as he slunk a few steps toward Stacey. “I could just eat her up.”

      “No.” Terethak held up a hand. “These six will be my first disciples. They will be the ones to open doors for you. The first to go out into the chaos I create, increasing the damage exponentially.”

      The demon stopped, frowning. “You won’t let us have them.”

      “Not them. They are fuel for the fire that will bring others running right into your arms.”

      Stacey narrowed her eyes, her arms still held out to her sides as if she were an actress in a B horror movie ready to open a portal to Hell. “We summoned you. We can send you back.”

      I laughed.

      I couldn’t help it. Couldn’t help the hysterical sound bubbling up in my chest.

      “You think you can exorcise him?” I said. “Six corrupted humans? You couldn’t control a zombie. A zombie you raised.”

      Jack narrowed his eyes. He didn’t strike the same dramatic pose as Stacey, but he was still wearing that robe. The one that made him look like he’d raided a Hollywood set. “We’ve had more dealings with demons than you—”

      “No!” Anger drove the word out of me in a mad rush. “No, you have no experience with demons. Do you understand me? None. Zero. Your experience is with a demon-bound paladin. A demon sharing a body equally with a holy warrior. You know nothing about real demons. And when I tried to tell you, when I tried to explain, you didn’t listen.” I gestured around us at the dozen demons, at Andy and the demon occupying his body. “Watch what happens now. Watch, and know that you made this happen. Know that it’s your fault.”

      I wasn’t being entirely fair. The Acolytes hadn’t planned this. Hadn’t planned to summon Terethak. They’d truly believed Xander, had believed they were calling Lorelei. But I didn’t care. It didn’t matter. They’d had a chance to turn back, to listen to reason, and they’d gone ahead anyway.

      Terethak clucked his tongue. “I’m afraid she’s right. You have grossly misunderstood the balance of power in our relationship. Let me…enlighten you.”

      A shadow passed over his face. Andy’s features twisted, his mouth curling into a snarl, his eyes swallowed by the demon black shine that made my stomach turn. “You are mine. Feel my power inside you…and obey.”

      Kelly was the first to fall. The sixteen year old’s eyes went black, her face smoothing as all expression left her features, the fear and uncertainty vanishing as the demon ensnared her mind. She marched past me to stand in front of Terethak, then turned, putting her back to him and standing there like a sentinel. The other five followed suit, and all I could do was stare as they formed a half-circle around Andy. Around Terethak. Their master.

      “Nice puppet show,” one of the demons drawled. He leaned forward, fingers playing with a large amber stone on the end of a chain hanging from the pocket of his suit jacket that he wore over a bare chest. “Fine. I’ll help you build the playground.”

      “So will I,” agreed another.

      I looked around the room, taking stock of the horrifying turn of events. Liam stood a few feet away from the basement door, where he’d grabbed the demon that had thrown me like a crumpled piece of paper, sent him flying across the room. The lights overhead cast a warm glow over the pale fur that covered his bare chest, down to where his pants were unfastened to make more room for him in his half beast form. His gold eyes met mine, and he looked from me to Andy. I couldn’t read the expression on his wolfish face.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      I glanced at the door behind him, wishing Scath would appear. Or even Majesty, Goddess help me. But they were still downstairs, still with Poppy. Poppy who was hopefully even now finishing the exorcism that would send Terethak back where he came from.

      “Nina,” Terethak said slowly. “Burn the witch.”

      Thinking about my missing comrades had cost me, and Nina’s hand was already rising. Liam launched himself in a jump that carried him over the row of booths, but he was too late. The connection between the demon and the Acolytes was too strong.

      Fire shot from Nina’s palm, angry tongues of yellow and orange like sleek dragons racing straight for me. I raised my arm to protect my face, but I didn’t move. My spell still hummed against my skin, and I knew it still bound Andy as well. Andy and the demon inside him. It was time he learned what my spell could do, what it meant to cross a witch.

      Holding in the scream would have been pointless, so I didn’t. I screamed as the fire scorched my hand, then hurled myself away without caring about how I landed. I wriggled out of my flaming trench coat, cradling my hand as best I could without touching my burned skin to my clothes. Through the agony, I heard Terethak screaming too. The earth demon had no protection from fire, but even if he had, he was still too weak to fortify a host body that had no such immunity. It was almost enough to make me smile, even as Bizbee cursed and scurried up my chest with a potion bottle clutched tightly in his arms.

      He poured the healing potion down my throat, and I gave him time to get back to the pouch before getting to my feet. The potion would help the burn, but it wouldn’t heal it completely. I’d need a much stronger potion—or multiple potions to heal that kind of damage. But at least I could think through the pain now, and the wound wasn’t open and wet.

      “Stop!” Terethak shouted.

      I raised my eyes to meet Andy’s, found Terethak watching me with barely restrained fury as he ripped off the shirt sleeve to keep it from touching the third degree burn on his forearm.

      “How?” he hissed.

      I didn’t answer him. My spell linking us wouldn’t last long, and I didn’t want him to know that, but I couldn’t bluff either. Terethak would know what Andy knew. He’d know we weren’t bonded, that what was happening now had to be a spell. But he didn’t know exactly how long my spell would last, or if I could renew it. So I needed to take advantage while I could.

      “Andy, fight him,” I said, taking a step forward. “Push him out. Terethak is weak. He’ll only get stronger the longer you wait, now’s the time to push him out.”

      “Jack,” Terethak bit out. “Attack Stacey.”

      “Now we’re talking,” one of the demons crowed. “Make it interesting, Jack!”

      “Bad Acolyte!” Peasblossom shouted.

      Movement at my waist drew my attention down in time to see Peasblossom and Bizbee wrestle the squirt gun’s nozzle to point at Jack.

      “Get back!” Peasblossom commanded.

      I wasn’t sure whether Terethak had made Jack any more vulnerable to holy water than he’d been before. As I’d demonstrated with Andy earlier, corruption didn’t necessarily make one vulnerable to holy water. It didn’t really matter though.

      No one liked getting nailed in the eye with a squirt gun.

      Jack hissed and closed his eye, one hand rising to block the stream of water before it could shift to his other eye.

      “Where’s Poppy?” Liam asked, his voice coming from much closer than I’d expected.

      I jumped, startled, then shook my head. “I don’t know. She fell into a pit earlier, but I thought Scath would help her out of that and she’d come up here to finish the exorcism. But she hasn’t showed, so I don’t know what she’s doing.”

      Scath appeared at my side as if I’d summoned her by saying her name.

      “Where’s Poppy?” I asked her.

      Scath snorted.

      “That’s not helpful,” I said, trying not to let my frustration show in my voice.

      Jack was trying to ignore the stream of water that kept seeking out his eyes, aimed with sadistic glee by the pixie they’d so badly underestimated earlier. He pushed another step forward, closer to Stacey.

      The female Acolyte stood motionless. She wouldn’t defend herself. Couldn’t defend herself. Her face pinched, a furrow appearing between her brows. She was fighting for control.

      And losing.

      “Liam, go check on Poppy?” I asked hopefully.

      He shook his head. “I have to stay here. I told Andy I wouldn’t let him hurt you. If I leave, he’ll never trust me again.”

      “I can’t leave,” I said, speaking low enough that only Liam would hear me. “I have to stay close, or the spell on Andy will break.”

      Scath leapt between the two Acolytes. I hadn’t even seen Jack punch his fist forward, but Scath had. She landed in the space between him and Stacey and I thought I heard her ribs crack, but I wasn’t sure. Scath swiveled her head to face Jack, teeth bared, green eyes simmering with fury.

      “He can’t help it,” I reminded her.

      The demons closed around us in a circle like a crowd at a boxing match, keeping Terethak in the center, followed by his half-ring of Acolytes, then me and my allies. In typical demon fashion, they weren’t in a hurry to intercede, preferring to enjoy the show, soak up all the pain and suffering they could. These were minor demons. Vultures who preyed on the weak. Since they’d stayed behind, I assumed they had some sort of fire resistance, something that let them wade into the flames set by the priest duo so they could select their own victims out of the collateral damage.

      But they weren’t so weak that they posed no threat at all. Any demon was dangerous.

      Liam and I moved so we stood back to back. We could escape. I had no doubt we could escape. But I wasn’t going to abandon the Acolytes—however much they might deserve it.

      And I sure as Hell wasn’t leaving Andy.

      “Kelly, attack Nina,” Terethak suggested, as if he were tempting her to try a new dessert.

      Kelly pointed at the ground in front of her. Three large rats appeared, beady eyes glinting in the bare-bulb lights overhead. They raised their noses, scenting the air, then hissed and backed away from Liam.

      Kelly swept an arm toward Nina. “Attack!” she ordered.

      Liam leaned forward toward the rats, drawing their attention as he let out a snarl that threatened to curl my nerve endings and showed every one of his sharp teeth. The rats had begun to surge toward Nina, but they shrank back from the alpha, self-preservation overriding Kelly’s command.

      “This is boring!” one of the demons complained. He raised his hands, spheres of flames dancing in his palms. “Let’s liven things up, shall we?”

      He threw a ball of fire at Nina as if goading Kelly to be more enthusiastic in following Terethak’s order. The older female Acolyte’s hair caught and she screamed, beating at her head to put out the flames. The demon threw back his head and laughed.

      Then he froze, the sound dying in his throat as a shaft of light exploded from his chest like a brilliant yellow spear. He stared down at his ruined body, falling to his knees with an expression of shock fixed on his face. By the time he hit the floor, the life was gone from his eyes.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Evelyn said, her hand still raised, still aimed at the circle of demons. Her white robe flared around her legs, the hood down to reveal her bald blue head and its shining gold tattoos. The corners of her mouth tilted up in a grim smile. “I had to make a little stop.”

      A figure stepped out from behind her, and my jaw dropped.

      Lorelei.
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      I knew it was Lorelei and not Laurie because her attention was all for her Acolytes, her mismatched eyes flicking from one to the other, taking it all in. Jack still pressed his attack on Stacey, one eye red and watering from where Peasblossom and Bizbee had drilled him with the squirt gun. Scath bared her teeth at him, keeping her large black-furred body between him and his would-be target. Not five feet away from them, Kelly faced off with Nina, trying to force her rats to press the attack despite the looming werewolf.

      I didn’t know if Lorelei could feel Terethak’s influence in them, but if the fury that crossed her face was any indication, I guessed yes. The demon-bound paladin was dressed in plain black leggings, but the long white tank top she wore was emblazoned with a red cross. It was a simple outfit that somehow fit both the demon and the paladin, a visual reminder of her two halves.

      The sword in her hand carried a message as well. The broad steel would have been difficult for me to lift, but the demonbound paladin held it with the practiced ease of someone with not only the strength, but the experience to wield a blade that large. She gripped it tighter and headed for the Acolytes.

      Evelyn had turned her attention to the remaining demons. Several of them had fled as soon as she killed the first one, but some had merely slunk to the corners of the room, waiting to see how things played out just in case the cornucopia of victims was still on the table. Evelyn gripped her sword, the blade glowing with a warm golden light as she turned to find her next target. “Where is the elder?” she asked. “I felt their influence rippling through the city.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her about Andy, but as I drew the breath to speak, I realized that something was wrong. The air around me hurt. My skin felt raw, and my throat burned when I drew in a breath, and the skin on my burned arm screamed in agony, as if someone were rubbing sandpaper over an open wound.

      I had the vague thought that it might be Jerome’s doing as I fell to my hands and knees. I tried to pull my shirt up over my face as if that would help. The Acolyte was clearly still under Terethak’s influence, still obeying his orders even as Lorelei made the rounds, fighting her rival’s influence in her Acolytes.

      “Ventum,” I said, my voice a choked rasp from the acid fog I’d inhaled.

      Wind erupted around me, not a strong gust, but a gentle breeze that pushed Jerome and his gaseous form away from me, fought against him to press him up to the ceiling. With my skin still burning as if I stood naked under the sun on a hundred degree day, I pushed myself to my feet. I saw Andy say something to Grant.

      A second later, the young Acolyte grabbed a chair from the floor and brought it down heavily on Andy’s head. The agent grunted and collapsed on the floor, his burned arm curled over his head, bloody flesh catching the lights above.

      “No!” Evelyn shouted, fury burning in her eyes. “Get away from him!”

      The paladin charged across the floor as Grant fled, eyes bulging with terror. Evelyn let him run by her, let Lorelei flow into the space in front of him, seizing him by the shoulders as she began the fight to peel away Terethak’s influence. I tried to shout a warning, but my voice came out a wheezing gasp, too quiet for Evelyn to hear.

      I was too far away to stop her from kneeling beside Andy, a healing spell dancing over her tattoos.

      Too far away to stop Terethak as he rose up, a piece of the broken chair clutched in Andy’s fist.

      Too slow to stop him as he plunged the makeshift stake into Evelyn’s stomach.

      To me it seemed like time had slowed. The paladin grunted as Andy drove the wood deep into her gut, blood spilling over his hand. Her eyes widened, and her gold tattoos flickered. I was vaguely aware of Peasblossom launching herself out of my pouch, but the brunt of my attention was on Andy as he leaned in. Her lips parted as he whispered something into her ear. Then she slammed her mouth shut, gritting her teeth until the muscle in her jaw jumped with renewed tension.

      And just like that, everything was moving too fast. The demons who had begun to retreat when Evelyn stared them down saw their opportunity. They rushed the paladin in a wave, eyes glittering with malice. One of the females called fire to her hands, juggling balls of flame. Another grabbed the railing from the stairs leading up to the VIP section, tearing a piece of it off to wield like a crowbar. Another dropped the glamour that had been making him look human, revealing a blackened skeleton with horns curling from his temples, a segmented tail long enough to curl around his calves as he walked.

      “No!” Lorelei screamed.

      There was something inhuman in the scream. Power behind it. Suddenly Lorelei’s eyes blazed with light, one eye searing red, the other retina-melting silver. She raised her sword and charged the pack of demons, her lips moving in a litany of magic.

      “Supplicatumque iere protegentibus!”

      Panic seized my body, and I lifted a hand, needing to warn Lorelei, tell her that Andy wasn’t himself. But before I could get the words out, something soft and furry brushed my leg. A tiny mewl sounded near my feet.

      A second later, Andy vanished.

      I looked down to see Majesty staring at the space where Andy had been, his tiny fuzzy face perplexed. He looked up at me and meowed.

      Lorelei’s jaw tightened, but she didn’t slow down. She charged the demon closest to Evelyn, driving her sword into his chest. Magic exploded outward as the blade made contact with the demon, and the metal-wielding attacker shot backward with enough force that he cracked the wall. Without slowing, Lorelei pivoted, swinging the blade around with heart-stopping speed. The demon with the fireballs dancing over her palms screamed as one hand was completely severed, falling to land with a dull thud on the floor near Evelyn’s leg. Still spinning, Lorelei slashed at the third demon, shattering two ribs as she tried to cut his skeletal body in half.

      On the floor, Evelyn pressed her hands to her wound, using her magic to heal herself as she scanned the room. She bore the grim determination of someone who’d been in many, many battles. Who’d been injured worse. Someone who wouldn’t leave an ally behind.

      She was looking for Andy.

      “Liam?” I called out, my voice too high-pitched for my liking. Liam’s nose could find Andy.

      The werewolf stood beside the group of Acolytes, and based on everyone’s body language, I guessed Jack and Stacey were no longer under Terethak’s control, but Nina and Kelly remained immobile—still under his orders. At my call, Liam looked up. His gold eyes flicked up and down my body, checking for injuries.

      “Andy,” I said, gesturing around me. “He’s gone!”

      Immediately, Liam raised his face, scenting the air.

      Someone tackled me.

      I felt the warm weight of a body, arms wrapping around me as the force of the tackle carried us both to the ground. I let out a yelp of surprise just before my back hit the floor.

      Hands slapped the wood floor on either side of me. Whoever it was had caught themselves to stop their full weight from crushing me. The impact of the floor against my back hurt like hell, but at least I wasn’t winded. I could still speak.

      “Andy?” I whispered. “Andy, is that you?”

      Andy didn’t answer.

      His body pressed against mine, pinning me to the floor. The sensation of his body resting flush on top of mine when I couldn’t see him toyed with my mind, made me hesitate.

      “Andy you have to fight him!”

      When Andy spoke his breath against my ear sent gooseflesh down my left arm.

      “He’s digging in. I can feel him burrowing into my mind, and it hurts.”

      My heart leapt into my throat as I realized Andy was in control. “I know,” I said breathlessly. “I know it hurts, but you have to fight.”

      “If I lose, he’ll kill you. You, and Liam. Everyone. I can feel his power, and it’s building. He’s using me. Using my connection to Lorelei. As soon as he figures out how to use that bond, it’ll all be over. It has to end now. Your only chance is to kill me now while I’m in charge.”

      “Evelyn can banish him.”

      “I almost killed her,” Andy said tersely. “Terethak knows she cares about me, and he’ll use that against her. She won’t kill him, not when he’s using me as a shield. She’ll hesitate, and she’ll die. Someone else needs to do it. Someone else needs to stop him. Stop me.”

      “It’s not your choice.” I gritted my teeth, wishing I could see his face. Dammit, I needed to see his face for this conversation. “Andy, I’m not going to hurt you. You know I won’t.”

      “I know,” Andy rasped. “But Liam is a man of his word.”

      He shifted his body, and my eyes widened as I felt something sharp press into my stomach. I still couldn’t see him, and I couldn’t see what he was holding. The floor was littered with broken glass and wood splinters, it could be anything. I felt the point of whatever he’d grabbed to use as a weapon push through the thin material of my black shirt. Felt it find skin. Felt him draw blood. Images of what he’d done to Evelyn flashed through my eyes, and my magic rose inside me, snapping and lashing out, demanding to be set free.

      I held it in. He would not make me kill him.

      Liam was at my side in an instant. His nostrils flared, and I knew he’d scented the blood, scented Andy. He’d figured out what was happening. He ripped Andy off of me, and like a magician pulling back a curtain, the invisibility fell away.

      Andy dangled from Liam’s grip on his jacket, his eyes too wide, the veins in his temples bulging and pulsing with every mad beat of his heart. In his hand, he gripped a broken piece of wood.

      “Andy, don’t!” I scrambled off the floor, my hand held out.

      Andy brought the stake down toward Liam, aiming for his throat. Liam caught the FBI agent’s hand with his, then drove him into the floor, hard enough for his head to bounce off the wood with a sickening thud.

      I sucked in a breath, my brain filling with images of a crushed skull, severe brain damage. My hands burned with a healing spell as I prepared to hurl myself at Andy, to keep him from leaving his broken body at the demon’s mercy.

      But Andy’s eyes didn’t leave the werewolf as he stared up at him from the floor.

      “Didn’t hurt,” he whispered. “You better hurry.”

      “Stop it,” I said, taking a step forward, my entire body trembling. “That’s not Terethak. It’s Andy.”

      “I know who it is,” Liam said gruffly.

      “You promised, Liam,” Andy ground out.

      Liam tightened his grip on Andy’s shirt. “It’s not time for that yet.”

      Tick, tick, tick, tick, tick.

      Andy’s watch. It hadn’t been ticking before when the demon was in charge, and it hadn’t made a sound when Andy was attempting suicide by werewolf. But hearing Liam’s refusal, realizing that his safety net wasn’t as close as he’d thought…

      Andy’s face darkened, hatred flaring to life in his eyes. His body tensed, his hand sliding away and feeling over the floor. “You lied.”

      Liam bared his teeth in what could have been a wolfish smile. “Death isn’t the only answer.”

      Andy’s arm shoved forward. Liam stiffened, making a low grunting sound in his throat. I bit back a scream as blood bloomed over his furred chest, crimson dripping down Andy’s fist where he’d stabbed him with something, another glass piece of debris he’d grabbed from the floor.

      Liam grabbed Andy’s hand holding the weapon. He squeezed.

      This time I knew I heard bones breaking. Andy screamed in pain and rage. He dropped the broken glass.

      “Fight,” Liam urged. “You have to fight for yourself. Your life has just as much value as anyone else’s.”

      “I’m not worth all the lives that will be lost if I lose,” Andy hissed. “And you know it.”

      “Fighting to keep others safe is noble, but not if you aren’t willing to fight for yourself just as hard. That’s where your strength comes from. Men who fight for others and not themselves die fast. There’s a big difference between being willing to die, and believing you deserve to die.”

      Andy looked away. He squeezed his eyes shut, and I saw tears.

      “Dammit, Andy, you are too stubborn to give in,” Liam ground out. “You can have a guilt-ridden pity party later. Right now, I said fight.”

      Andy’s eyes flew open. A hint of brown blossomed in the drowning black pits.

      “Come on, Andy,” I whispered. “Please fight.”

      Suddenly the floor began to shake. What few glasses remained on the surviving tables and booths rattled and danced to the edge before falling off to shatter on the floor. Wood groaned and cracked, and the lights that were left flickered and buzzed in warning.

      “That’s not Andy,” Lorelei said.

      I looked up to see the demonbound standing amidst a pile of bodies. At least three of the demons were dead, but the others lay on the floor in a bloody pile, too weak or too scared to move. They’d learned the hard way that preying on humans in moments of trauma was a far cry from a true fight. A fair fight.

      “He’s fighting,” Liam said, golden eyes sliding to Lorelei. “Let him try.”

      “I’m not going to kill him,” Lorelei said evenly.

      Evelyn appeared behind her. The paladin had healed herself enough that she didn’t even limp, but the blood from the wound still stained her white robes. The tattoos that covered her head shone with unearthly light as she approached Andy.

      I twitched forward, ready to put myself between them, but Peasblossom landed on my shoulder, winking back to visibility.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered. “Trust her.”

      Evelyn knelt on the floor beside Andy and put her hands on his shoulders. I couldn’t feel her magic, but I could tell she was doing something. The light dancing over her tattoos moved faster and faster, her voice too low for me to hear, a new pleasant hum in the air.

      Andy threw back his head, his body arching off the floor as he let out a loud, long bellow. The sound kept going, inhumanly loud. It rattled the lights overhead, and the small bulbs exploded, raining down tiny shards of glass. The room grew darker, lit only by the staggered torches on the walls and the lighting behind the bar.

      Andy drove his fist into the floor, and the wood buckled and surged, as if the earth underneath it were coming alive. I almost fell back, but Lorelei grabbed my arm, kept me steady. Andy screamed again, and his body swelled. Liam released him but stayed close, watching as Andy’s jacket snapped open, buttons flung in all directions, quickly followed by his shirt. Stitches ripped open as Andy bent over, nearly in half, his body growing the way it had before, when we’d fought the Unseelie twins Rafael and Luna.

      The scars all over his back and upper arms seeped fresh blood, his face bubbling and melting with an old wound that gave me a good, hard look into his past, and how much pain and fear still lurked there. His eyes became the twin pits of darkness I still saw in my sleep, all traces of brown swallowed along with the white.

      “That’s Andy,” Lorelei breathed. “He’s fighting.”

      Evelyn continued to speak, her voice the same low, resonant chant. I realized she was inspiring him. Lending him strength and willpower. Blessing him.

      Lorelei looked around the room, eyeing the broken floor. “There’s no way to make a proper circle. If Andy manages to push Terethak out, he’ll find a new host. We need some way to hold him so Evelyn can banish him.”

      “Lorelei!”

      The demonbound paladin spun in time to be enveloped by her Acolytes in a massive group hug. Apparently, Andy taking control had pushed Terethak back enough to give them time to fight off his influence.

      An idea struck me, and I grabbed Nina’s arm. “Poppy. We need Poppy. She was doing an exorcism in the basement, go get her, now!”

      Stacey frowned, tearing her attention away from Lorelei long enough to meet my eyes. “Exorcism? You mean the spell she was doing downstairs?”

      “Yes,” I said impatiently, still watching Andy.

      Stacey shook her head. “I don’t know what your friend was doing downstairs, but one thing I can tell you for sure—that wasn’t an exorcism.”

      I froze. “What did you say?”

      Stacey shook her head. “I don’t know what it was exactly, but trust me, it wasn’t an exorcism. She was raising power for something, but it wasn’t a banishing energy. It felt more like she was going to supercharge someone. I assumed it was you.”

      “What do you mean it wasn’t an exorcism?” I said. The words sounded dumb even to my ears, but I couldn’t stop them. I thought back to what Poppy had been doing, the chant I’d heard. Latin was one of several languages I’d learned, and one of my better and more used languages. Poppy had been talking about sending a demon back to Hell. I knew it.

      “I know what an exorcism feels like,” Stacey said firmly. “It makes me itch. Whatever your punky friend was doing, it wasn’t an exorcism.”

      Someone was lying to me. And I knew who I trusted more. Though, now that I thought about it, Poppy had never said she was doing an exorcism…

      “We’ll go find out,” Jack said, leading the others toward the basement door. “We’ll find her.”

      I almost told them to stop. Almost told them to stay away from Poppy. If one of them was lying, that put the others in trouble.

      Apparently, the tide had changed enough that Scath no longer felt the need to glue herself to my side, because she trotted off behind the Acolytes, following them down to the basement. And Poppy.

      Andy cried out, and I snapped my attention back to him, Poppy and her spell forgotten. Suddenly his body tensed. Black smoke poured from his body. Evelyn shot to her feet, sword at the ready, but before she could raise it, the smoke shot forward—

      Into the skull hanging from the necklace around Grant’s neck.
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      I stared in dismay at Xander’s necklace around Grant’s neck. He hadn’t been wearing it before. I knew he hadn’t. When had he put it on?

      “What is that?” Lorelei demanded.

      “It was Xander’s,” I said, still staring at the necklace. “He’s the one who summoned Terethak.”

      Grant stared down at it, his eyes wide. Then he looked at Lorelei. “I—”

      He went rigid, his words choked off as Terethak seized control of his body.

      Lorelei took a step toward him, fury twisting her face. “How dare you,” she seethed, fixing her stare on Terethak. “You miserable earth worm. How dare you take what’s mine?”

      Terethak smiled at Lorelei using her Acolyte’s face. The expression didn’t look right on Grant. The Acolyte had always been defiant, even smug. But something in his eyes now didn’t belong there. A coldness that made him look older.

      Much older.

      “Lorelei,” he said softly. “Such a pretty name you’ve chosen for yourself.”

      She tightened her grip on her sword. “Leave him, or I’ll cut you out of him.”

      “Lies,” Terethak scoffed. “I can see his thoughts. Just as I saw the former FBI agent’s. You won’t hurt this body anymore than you would have hurt the other.”

      Evelyn rose to her feet, slowly dropping her hand from Andy’s shoulder. “I think you’ll find I feel no such warmth.”

      I put myself between Evelyn and Grant. Something in the air was making my witch instincts go haywire, something I was forgetting. Terethak was far too smug for a demon facing off against a paladin. He had to know Evelyn would kill Grant to get rid of him if she had to. Maybe not Andy, but Evelyn wasn’t lying. She held no particular warmth for Grant.

      Cold, but true.

      And yet the demon seemed unconcerned. He cupped his hand around the small skull around his neck, surveying the room. Nina, Stacey and Kelly had fled to the basement in search of Poppy, but Jerome and Jack remained in the room. I caught sight of them in my peripheral vision as they moved to flank Lorelei.

      “Grant,” Jack said calmly. “You have to push him out.”

      “Same as you did before,” Jerome added. “Concentrate on Lorelei’s magic. Let her help you push him out.”

      Grant took a few quick steps backward, glaring at both of them. The movement carried him closer to the broken bar—closer to the exit.

      Liam seemed to sense the same thing. He bolted for the stairs, leaping to the upper landing with the same effort I’d use to climb the stairs of my front porch back in Dresden. He planted himself in front of the exit, staring down at Grant.

      “Don’t come any closer,” Terethak warned as Lorelei and the remaining Acolytes stepped forward. “I’ll burn this body to ash—just like Alison.” He adjusted his trajectory, moving behind the bar, putting the long length of polished wood between him and the rest of us.

      Suddenly I realized what it was that was bothering me. I drew the magic pulsing through my veins and shoved it outward in Grant’s direction. “Prohibere!”

      Grant dove as soon as I started to raise my hand, and my spell missed. He snatched something off the wall, too fast for me to see what it was.

      “What was that?” Evelyn demanded.

      “Xander kept a bunch of artifacts on the walls,” Andy said, pushing himself to his feet. Anger pulsed off of him, and the scars on his back, arms, and face still bled as he stared down Grant.

      Evelyn charged forward, and Lorelei ran after her.

      “Don’t hurt him!” Lorelei shouted. “You wouldn’t have hurt Andy!”

      “Don’t worry, Lorelei,” Terethak crooned. He clutched the object he’d taken from the wall to his chest. It was a coin of come sort, set in a silver cage.

      Evelyn slowed her steps, growing more wary as she approached the smiling demon.

      “Don’t hurt him,” Lorelei said again. “Grant, you have to fight.”

      “Grant’s a little busy right now,” Terethak said, holding tight to the artifact in his hand as he searched the wall behind him. “He feels just awful about murdering Xander.”

      Lorelei twisted around to look at me, her eyes wide.

      “It was an accident,” I said, not taking my eyes off Terethak. “Xander tried to kill me, Grant tackled him. Xander died by the blade he’d intended to use on me.”

      “That’s not your fault,” Lorelei said.

      “He thinks it is,” Terethak said, shrugging. “And we all know how costly a moment of doubt can be. Don’t we, Evelyn?”

      Evelyn’s jaw tightened. “You won’t leave here, Terethak. You must know that. The agents I’ve dispersed around the city to deal with the fallout of your arrival would stop you before you got a single block.”

      “I don’t plan to walk anywhere.” Suddenly, Terethak’s hand touched a small painting. There were bumps in the paint, as if someone had glued stones to the canvas, then painted over them. Terethak gripped one such lump and pulled.

      “Iaculum lux!” Evelyn held out her free hand, and a shimmering shaft of light took form. With a practiced step forward, and a twist of her body, she hurled the spear of light at Terethak. The beam flew straight and true—

      And bounced off an invisible force a foot in front of Grant.

      “He’s shielding.” I waved a hand in his direction, sending a silver net out over the room toward the force that had blocked Evelyn’s attack. Gold light shimmered in my mind’s eye, and I studied that glittering sheen for a several moments. “It’s a force protecting him from holy magic.”

      “It won’t hold for long,” Evelyn promised.

      “It doesn’t have to.” Grant rubbed the lump he’d pulled from the painting on his shirt.  “I’m leaving.”

      “Everyone out but Shade!” Evelyn bellowed. “My magic can’t penetrate the field in time,” she added under her breath. “And my weapons are likewise enchanted. You’ll have to do it.”

      “None of my magic will drive Terethak out,” I said.

      “I won’t let you kill him,” Lorelei said tensely. “Let me try. Let me force Terethak out.”

      Evelyn shook her head. “I’ve felt Grant’s aura. He will not win.”

      “Typical,” Lorelei snarled. “Anything for one of yours, but one of mine—”

      “This isn’t the time for this fight,” Evelyn snapped.

      “This is exactly the time for this fight!”

      Before I could interject, there was a thudding of heavy boots on the basement stairs behind us. Poppy exploded into the room in a flurry of black lace and bright pink hair, her violet eyes bulging as she looked wildly around the room. I took a step back, my mouth falling open as she rushed forward.

      I could feel the power rolling off her. It pulsed against my skin, like Liam’s aura only ten times more intense. Every hair on my body stood up, and I rubbed my arms, trying to stop my nerves from spasming.

      “Jenkins,” Poppy choked out. “Where?”

      I hadn’t seen the little dog, didn’t know he’d gotten separated from her. Scath had followed Poppy up the stairs, and now she raised her head, searching the room. Green eyes flashed, and she dove into one of the shadowed corners where a table had been upended, and when she emerged again, she held a squirming ball of fur in her teeth.

      My mouth fell open. The little terrier was gnawing on an arm, the hand of which was still grasping and trying to crawl away. A memento from one of Stewart’s zombies.

      Scath brought the terrier to Poppy and dropped him on the floor, making a harsh hacking sound as if trying to rid herself of the taste of zombie dog.

      Jenkins felt Poppy’s power too. Immediately, he dropped the arm, ignored it as it crawled away. Poppy fell to her knees and put her hands on Jenkins, carding her fingers through his brown fur.

      “Blood and bone… The power’s for him?” I whispered.

      Poppy shoved the energy into the little zombie terrier, ignoring the twin looks of shock on Lorelei and Evelyn’s faces. Jenkins let out a long howl, a sound so loud and so deep it rattled my bones. His puppy eyes glowed with a ferocious black light, and he bared his tiny teeth in a snarl—

      Then launched himself at Grant.

      “You can’t kill him!” Lorelei howled.

      “He won’t…kill him,” Poppy panted, still on her knees. Pride glowed in her eyes as she watched Jenkins.

      The Acolytes poured in behind her.

      “Shade, that dog,” Kelly said, out of breath. “He’s a psychopomp!”

      I couldn’t take my eyes off Grant as my poor brain fought to process what she was saying. “Psychopomp?”

      Kelly stood beside me, watching Grant. “Escort for the dead.”

      “Not just the dead.” Poppy struggled to her feet, then pitched to the side. Jack caught her and held her up. “He doesn’t just escort souls to the afterlife.” She smiled, and this time, it was all teeth. “He drags demons out of their hosts.”

      I stared at Jenkins. The little dog’s eyes still burned, and he’d closed his teeth on Grant’s shoulder. Grant screamed and dropped the stone he’d been holding.

      I didn’t dare open my third eye, not when there was about to be a demon looking for a new home very soon. But I did push outward with my magic. Just enough silver light to show me the edges of the demonic energy caught between Jenkins’ teeth.

      “Blessed Father in Heaven,” Evelyn breathed.

      “Good boy,” Lorelei whispered.

      Poppy just nodded happily.

      The roar coming from Grant seemed to split in two—Grant and Terethak both shouting as the terrier ripped the demon from his body. Jenkins jerked back as the demon came free, then spun around in a circle, dragging the demonic spirit with him, keeping him off balance and disoriented as he roared in fury.

      Evelyn rushed forward and drove her blade into the demon’s chest—or the bit of swirling energy where his chest would have been. Terethak screamed. His vortex of energy dissolved away, sinking into the floor and vanishing with a vicious heave of force that made the floor buck under our feet—a final echo of his power.

      Jenkins sat on the floor, looking around to make sure the demon was gone. When he found nothing else to sink his teeth into, he looked up and barked at Poppy.

      Expectant.

      “Yes, you do get a treat!” Poppy cooed. “You’re such a good boy!” Jack released his steadying hold, and she let herself fall to her knees, fighting to get her backpack off so she could dig around for a treat.

      “How?” Evelyn asked, resting the tip of her blade on the floor. “How did you do that?”

      Poppy tossed Jenkins a treat almost as big as his leg. “It’s my own creation. Never tried it before now. Eventually, I hope to make it so he can take the demon all the way to Hell. But that means a portal, and that’s tricky.”

      “Grant!”

      Lorelei and the Acolytes surged forward, swarming the young man in a huge group hug. Lorelei hugged him with a ferocity that made my chest tighten. It was a personal moment, so I turned away, giving them what little privacy I could.

      Andy stood behind me. His clothes were destroyed, his jacket and shirt lying in tatters on the floor behind him, his pants held up by sheer willpower, for all I could tell. His skin didn’t bleed anymore, but dried blood crusted his skin and scars, painting him a dark red.

      “Andy?” I said quietly. “Are you all right?”

      He wouldn’t look at me. He squeezed his eyes shut, and I watched him force his demonic energy down, his body shrinking back to human size.

      I let my magic rise, flicked my hand over his skin, cleaning away the blood and sweat and grime. Next I mended his pants, then his shirt and jacket. I couldn’t imagine what was going through his mind right now. How he felt. But I knew Andy. And the first step back to himself came with clean skin, and fresh clothes.

      Andy didn’t react to my spells, or the renewed state of his clothes. And he didn’t reach for his shirt.

      “He doesn’t know if he would have won without Evelyn,” Peasblossom said from the direction of my waist pouch. “It bothers him.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Liam winced as he put a hand over his stomach where Andy had stabbed him, as if leaping down from the stairs had reopened the wound. “Now he knows he can fight. It’s a start.”

      I didn’t say it out loud, but I wasn’t so sure. Andy looked…broken.

      Lorelei stepped away from her Acolytes. Her eyes were once again normal colors—green and brown instead of red and silver. Andy tensed when she approached, but she ignored his reaction and reached for his hand. He let her take it. I half expected him to take a swing, but as I held my breath, he remained perfectly still.

      “I have something for you,” Lorelei said.

      Andy started to pull away, but Lorelei tightened her grip. He hissed and pulled harder to no avail. Too late, I realized she was using magic, realized his reaction wasn’t to her presence, but to what she was doing.

      Lorelei released him, and Andy glared at her, then stared down at his wrist.

      There was a tattoo on his skin, right over the pulse in his wrist. Two double-headed arrows intersecting one another perpendicularly, with a spiral that started in the center and swirled out to stop beneath the head of one of the arrows. It didn’t take a witch to know this was no mundane tattoo.

      “What is it?” I asked, when Andy remained silent.

      Lorelei answered, but she didn’t take her eyes off him. “A mark of potentia. Potential.” She leaned closer to Andy, softening her voice as she spoke. “I’m older than you’ll ever be. Older than the redwoods. I don’t often learn a new lesson, but I’m going to tell you what I’ve learned these last few months.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “There’s no such thing as destiny. Or fate. Whatever my other half might tell you, there is no path for you, or me. I’m a demon. I’m an old demon. Ask anyone and they’ll tell you, there was only ever one path for me.” She held out her arms. “And yet…”

      Andy stared at the tattoo. “What does it mean?”

      “The arrows point in all directions. Because all directions are open to you—there for you to choose, not for some faceless deity or force to choose for you. And the spiral is rebirth. Because just as you can always choose your own direction, you can also always choose a new one. Every action you take will put you farther down a path, but with each new action comes a chance for a new direction. A different choice.”

      She tilted her head. “Mistakes will follow you. Enemies will remember you. A new choice brings a new start—but not a fresh one. And a new path will never be easy.” She looked at me, then at Liam. “But if you’re lucky, your friends will follow you on your new path too. And during those times when you’re too tired to travel, too hurt—if you have really, really good friends… Sometimes they’ll carry you a little ways. Until you’re strong enough to walk on your own again.”

      Andy stared down at the tattoo. Long minutes ticked by. No one said anything, and no one moved. I think everyone was afraid they’d break the spell. Interrupt whatever thought process Andy was following as he stared at the new lines on his skin.

      Then he looked at me. At Peasblossom. At Liam. At Evelyn. And finally, at Lorelei. “Thank you.”

      It wasn’t the beginning of a beautiful friendship. And I didn’t expect Andy to suddenly become an advocate for demon rights. But it was a start. Not for her. For him.

      I couldn’t help it. I hugged him. I hugged him until I felt him pat my back in that awkward way non-huggers did. I hugged him until he gave up and put his arms around me too.

      I hugged him until he hugged me back.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 28

        

      

    

    
      “I hate Vanguard debriefings,” Peasblossom complained.

      I jerked up in my seat, my cheek warm from where it had been pressed against Liam’s chest. The werewolf sat beside me in one of the Vanguard’s interview rooms, his head back against the wall behind his chair, and his legs stretched out in front of him. He cracked one eye open as I sat up, causing his arm to slide from my upper arm down to my hip, but he made no move to get up.

      I blinked drowsily at Peasblossom. “What time is it?” I groped at the side pocket of my pouch for my phone. It took a few tries for me to get it out of the pocket’s netting, and I almost gave up. I was so tired. My body felt like it weighed a million pounds, and Liam’s warm aura buzzing against my skin coaxed me to lay my head back down on his flannel-clad chest and go back to sleep.

      “It’s time to go, that’s what time it is.” Peasblossom shot a scowl at the door. “How long can they keep us here? Evelyn was there. Let her explain everything.”

      “Evelyn wasn’t there for the beginning,” I murmured, my eyes half-closed. “They need to know everything that happened.”

      “Then let Poppy tell them! They’re already questioning her about her dog, she can tell them the rest of it too.”

      “I’m sure she is,” I said patiently. “But you can see why they’d be particularly interested in Jenkins’ new gift. I’m sure they’ll ask her about the case too, but in the meantime, they needed to hear it from us.”

      “And we told them,” Peasblossom wailed, flopping down on my shoulder. “I want to go home.”

      I forced my eyes open again. The pixie was sulking on my shoulder. She looked miserable, and I honestly couldn’t blame her.

      Once Evelyn had banished Terethak, the timer had started on getting Lorelei back to the Abyss. I still had no idea how Evelyn had managed to get Lorelei released—elder demon summoning or not. I was hoping to find out as soon as they got around to debriefing us.

      If they got around to debriefing us.

      “Andy didn’t have to wait here,” Peasblossom grumbled. “Why couldn’t I have gone with him?” She picked at the hem of her skirt. “I would have put the costume back on.”

      “Andy was possessed by Terethak,” I reminded. “They needed to look him over, make sure there was no lingering influence or complications with his corruption.” I hesitated, even as I tried to sound reassuring. “How long has it been?” I said under my breath as I raised my phone to read the digital time.

      “It’s been two hours,” Liam said.

      I sat up straighter in my chair. Liam opened his eyes, and I felt him move beside me.

      “He’ll be fine,” he said gently.

      “He didn’t seem fine.” I looked back at Liam, studying his face as I spoke, trying to get a read on his thoughts before he could think of a nice way to phrase his responses. “Back at Good Intentions, he seemed ready to die. Like that was the easiest way.”

      “It is,” Liam said simply. “And it’ll feel like that for awhile. Especially when he slips, when something happens to scare him into thinking he’s dangerous to the people he cares about. But don’t underestimate him. He’s got friends to get him through those times, and eventually, he’ll get a handle on it.”

      Just then the doorknob turned. Scath raised her head from where she’d been lounging under the table, and the brighter light from the hallway made her green eyes gleam.

      Evelyn stepped inside. She’d changed out of her ruined robes, and taken the time for a shower too. Her gold tattoos once again appeared as an unbroken dull metallic shine against her blue skin. She smiled at me as she came inside, and I smiled back.

      Bridgett came in behind her.

      I went very still in my seat at the sight of the demon. Bridgett’s clothes still had dried blood on the front, part of her suit jacket stiff with it. Father Saylor’s blood. Apparently, the demon didn’t mind it. Perhaps even liked it. Bridgett followed my gaze, then tilted her head as if my discomfort with the dried blood piqued her curiosity.

      Joy shuffled along after the demon, glasses slightly askew as she shoved them higher up on her nose. She swung her large bag off her shoulder and onto the table and pried it open. Without a word she began digging around in its contents, her brow furrowed in concentration.

      “I’m sorry we kept you waiting so long,” Evelyn said. “There were a lot of arrangements to make.”

      “What kind of arrangements?” I asked.

      “We’re not at that part yet,” Joy broke in. She pulled her bag open wider and squinted at the contents. “We need to ask you some questions first.”

      “We already told you everything!” Peasblossom snapped. Her wings buzzed behind her as she glared at the angel. “I want to go home.”

      “We’re not here to ask more questions about the case,” Evelyn said calmly.

      Liam’s hand settled on my thigh, warm and heavy. It wasn’t until I felt his touch that I realized I’d sat forward in my seat, my hands gripping the arms of my chair so hard my knuckles turned white.

      “Questions about what?” Liam asked, sitting straighter in his chair.

      “About Andy,” Bridgett said, her gaze steady on mine.

      I stared at Evelyn. “Where is Andy?”

      “Shade, please don’t worry.” Evelyn sat down in one of the chairs on the opposite side of the table. She glanced at Joy, but the angel was still rummaging in her bag, pulling out files and a handful of pens, along with enough Post-it notes to put her instantly on Bizbee’s good side.

      “No, no, nothing to worry about,” Joy agreed. “Just need to get a sense of the man. Strengths and weaknesses, we all have them. No sense putting him where he doesn’t belong.”

      My heart leapt into my throat. “You’re planning to put him somewhere?” I thought of the Abyss and felt sick.

      “Dear, I think you’re scaring her,” Bridgett said dryly. “Perhaps we should start from the beginning?”

      “That would take too long,” Joy said, pausing in her search long enough to frown at the demon.

      Evelyn pinched the bridge of her nose. “The beginning of the project, Joy.”

      “Oh. Oh, yes, that. Yes, that does seem reasonable.” Joy rifled through the folders she’d put on the table in a stack that threatened to tumble over and spill everything onto the floor. “Tell me, you said that you were with Mr. Bradford when you found Alison’s body? Shortly after that, you found the church. But you did not call the Ministry to send a team to take over the murder, and instead, you took the case yourself—with Mr. Bradford—and the young demonologist—Poppy, I believe. Yes?”

      “And we proceeded only after getting clearance from the Ministry,” I clarified. “Yes.”

      Joy nodded, over and over again as if once she started it was difficult to stop. “Yes, that was my understanding, good. Am I to interpret your decision as an indication that you have a desire to work demon-related cases? As a sort of adjunct to the Ministry?”

      “No,” I said quickly. “No, I prefer to take cases as they come to me. I never intended to settle on a…specialty.”

      “Not a demon specialty,” Peasblossom added.

      “Then it was not your desire to work the case that drove you to seek clearance?” Joy asked.

      I hesitated, unsure if I wanted to tell them taking the case had been Andy’s idea.

      “It’s okay,” Evelyn said softly. “All we want is the truth.”

      That wasn’t nearly as comforting an assurance as she seemed to think it was.

      “Andy wanted to keep the case,” I said finally. “We discussed it, and when Poppy volunteered to work with us, we decided we had the necessary resources to handle it.”

      “How would you describe Mr. Bradford’s attitude toward the idea of handling a murder case involving a potential demonic element?” Bridgett asked.

      “I’d say he approached it with the same professionalism and passion for justice he’s approached every case I’ve worked with him,” I said firmly.

      Bridgett slid her gaze away from me, settling on Liam. “And is that your impression, Alpha Osbourne?”

      Liam took his hand off my leg and rolled up his shirt sleeves, considering his answer. “No,” he admitted. “My impression is that this case was personal. Andy’s still learning to deal with his corruption, and he looked at this case as a way to prove something to himself.”

      I didn’t look at Liam, not trusting what expression would be on my face. He wasn’t wrong. But it still felt like a betrayal.

      “And if Mr. Bradford were a new wolf,” Bridgett continued, her tone slow and even, as if she knew where the conversation was going and wanted to make sure it got there. “What would your recommendation be if he wanted to return to his job among humans?”

      “I’d say that was a bad idea,” Liam said quietly. “If he were one of mine, I’d make sure he had a job around experienced pack members—people who could help him if he needed it. People who could stop him from doing anything he wouldn’t be able to live with later.”

      I could barely hear my own thoughts over my pounding heart. “If you’re suggesting that Andy shouldn’t be permitted to work for the FBI, then I disagree.” I still didn’t meet Liam’s eyes. I needed to stay calm, and my emotions were too high to look at him before I’d had some time to process what he’d said. “I think taking him away from that job would do more harm than good. Andy needs to protect people. He needs to pursue criminals, to see justice done and to be a part of that process. There must be some way to make sure he’s got some sort of safety net?”

      “There is,” Bridgett said, as if I’d said exactly what she’d been waiting for. “My point exactly.”

      Joy huffed out a breath that made the curls above her eyes dance. “That was not your point. Shade is clearly talking about putting an Otherworlder into the FBI.”

      “That’s not what she said,” Bridgett corrected her. “She said he should work to distribute justice, with an Otherworld support system to help him. Which is exactly what I said.”

      “What exactly is going on?” Liam asked.

      Peasblossom perked up. “You’re going to assign him to the Cleveland Metroparks Police to work with the werewolves?”

      My lips parted in surprise, and Liam’s aura flared.

      Before Liam could voice his opinion on that idea, Joy waved a hand. “No, no, no, nothing like that. This is new. A project the Ministry has been discussing recently.”

      Bridgett gestured between her and Joy. “You’ll recall my dear friend mentioned that she and I are working together as a sort of experimental task force. A duo to start. Up to now, we’ve largely been doing case reviews, seeing if cold cases might benefit from…alternate perspectives.”

      “You mean seeing if you recognize the work of any of your cohorts,” Peasblossom scoffed.

      The demon shrugged one shoulder. “If you like.”

      Joy snatched up a small journal and waggled it at me. “It’s been rather a glowing success, actually. We’ve closed forty-two cold cases this year. The Saylor and Grey case was our first active investigation.” She pushed her glasses higher on her nose again. “And given how well it went, I think we’re ready to make the case that it’s time to create a genuine task force.”

      “We’re looking to add members to our team,” Bridgett said with a smile.

      Peasblossom’s wings buzzed. “My witch isn’t joining your little club.”

      “No one is asking her to,” Joy said, her brow furrowing in confusion.

      “They’re talking about Andy.” My voice sounded far away. “You want him to join you.”

      “Not just him,” Bridgett said, sounding pleased with herself. “Poppy too. The young necromancer’s success this morning has garnered her a great deal of attention. Her energy and creativity is exactly what our task force needs.”

      “Not to mention her moral flexibility,” Peasblossom muttered.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. A task force that dealt with demonic crimes. A group of demons, angels, and necromancers. Who else had they scouted for this task force? Who else would be working with Andy? It had taken him a long time to warm up to me. How would he react to Otherworlders who were more…other?

      I opened my eyes and looked at Evelyn. “This is Andy’s decision. Why did you need to talk to us about it?”

      “Before I answer that,” she said carefully, “I need to ask… Detective Sergeant Osbourne, how did you come to be involved in this case? Alison’s murder wasn’t relevant to the Wild Animal Task force, nor is it pack business.”

      “Andy asked me to help,” Liam said.

      “Why?” Evelyn pressed.

      Liam laid his hands flat on the table. “He wanted me there in case he lost control. He knew if he did, I could stop him before he hurt anyone.”

      Evelyn met my eyes, and in her I saw my own thoughts reflected.

      “If we were to invite Andy to join this task force,” she said gently, “we believe we would need someone to fill Liam’s role. Someone Andy would trust to stop him. I was hoping you could give us some insight on who might be a good candidate.” She leaned forward. “And I do want to hear your opinion, Shade. You know Andy, you’ve worked with him. You’ve seen him at his best and his worst. Do you think he would thrive on this task force?”

      Not ‘would he be able to do it.’ Would he thrive.

      It was a small distinction, but it made all the difference in the world.

      “I think he could,” I said finally. “If,” I warned her, “you let him see results. If he can see that what he’s doing makes a difference. A significant difference.”

      “You mean he needs to see the villain die,” Bridgett suggested.

      “He needs to see the villain punished,” I corrected her. “Imprisoned works too. But you can’t put him on a team that tracks down criminals and then make him watch them get released with a slap on the wrist.”

      Joy stared at me as if I’d slipped into Pig Latin. “The Ministry is not in the habit of slapping anyone on the wrist. When we decide someone is worthy of our attention, they are certainly worthy of facing the consequences of their actions.”

      I couldn’t help it.

      I looked at Bridgett.

      The demon grinned. “I’m working off my debt.”

      “Oh, this is fantastic,” Peasblossom muttered.

      I leaned back in my chair. “If you’re going to find a replacement for Liam, I suggest you get someone older than Andy, someone with a lot of field experience. Someone with authority. But not someone who will feel superior to Andy, or make him feel…tainted.”

      Evelyn nodded. “Another male?”

      “That won’t matter as much as personality,” I said. “He needs to believe the person will stop him if it’s necessary, but doesn’t want to stop him. Won’t go looking for an excuse. And it has to be someone he respects.”

      “I have the perfect candidate,” Bridgett said confidently.

      Joy narrowed her eyes at Bridgett as she picked up another file. “Yes, I was reviewing your candidate.”

      A lump rose in my throat, and it took me two tries to speak. Everything was moving so fast. And I had so many questions. “This task force. Will it be located in Ohio?”

      “For now,” Evelyn said gently.

      “Terethak’s entrance through the portal did cause a ripple,” Joy agreed. “We’ve contained as much of the damage as we can, but it was Halloween night. We’ll need an enhanced presence here to make certain nothing else…untoward happened.”

      “She means we need to make sure no one else rode that energy to this plane,” Bridgett said with a grin. “Not all evil comes from my plane. There are others who require much less oomph to pass over.”

      “I don’t think you should say that like it’s a good thing,” Joy said. She shook her head and plucked another book out of her bag, a small red, leather bound journal. “I’m making a note of that.”

      Suddenly Andy’s broad shoulders filled the open doorway. Poppy was with him, her violet eyes wide with excitement, and a dusting of powdered sugar all over the front of her shirt. She bounced on the balls of her feet, making the chains on her backpack jingle before she bolted into the room.

      “Shade! Shade, did you hear? We’re going to be on a new task force!”

      Andy arched an eyebrow at the necromancer, then looked at me. He was wearing his FBI mask, the one he kept on when he wasn’t ready to let other people see what he was thinking. As much as I respected that mask in the field, I hated seeing it when he looked at me.

      “I heard.” I kept my voice light, trying not to let my fear show on my face.

      Andy saw it anyway. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “I’ll still be around.”

      I stood up, but no words came to me. I didn’t know what to say. That I was glad he’d found a place he might belong? That I was scared to death for him? That I was sorry for what my barging into his life had done?

      Andy came around the table and stopped in front of me. I stared at his face, trying to pierce that mask. I wanted to know what he was thinking. I needed to know what he was thinking.

      Then he hugged me.

      The shock only lasted for a moment. He might just be trying to comfort me, pushing away his own doubt to make me feel better.

      But I never turned down a hug from a friend.

      Like a dam had broken, my fear washed away, taking my doubts with it. They’d be back later, I knew that, but for now they were gone.

      “Is he one for my side or yours?” Bridgett asked. “In the spirit of keeping things even.”

      “Mine,” Joy said crisply. “He’s definitely one of the heroes.”

      Bridgett shrugged. “We’ll see. It’s never too late to show new colors, you know.”

      Joy pursed her lips and clicked her pen. With a shake of her head at Bridgett, she opened the red journal again. “I’m making a note of that too.”

      

      *****
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      All right, so here's the deal. Certain online retailers have affiliate programs whereby people can earn referral fees for sending people to shop on their site. It's sort of like a "finder's fee" negotiated by a burly sea captain. Or perhaps a roguish treasure hunter. Maybe a dragon-shifter with a head for business... I digress. Basically, when you click on a referral link, the online retailer pays the associate (in this case, me) a very small percentage of whatever you spend during that session. So if you click that link and buy, say, LEGO Super Heroes Super Hero Airport Battle for $75.70, then the retailer takes your $75.70 and gives me somewhere around $2.
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      All right, back to writing. Thank you for reading,
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