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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   There was probably never a good time to have the police knock on your door, Lola reflected. But three a.m. on a September morning was definitely one of the worst. The fog outside seeped into the house with the stone-faced detectives, and the brisk chill of the night sank into Lola's bones. She'd only been home a couple of hours; only just stripped off and gone to bed. Now, huddled in her ancient rocking chair by the embers of a dying fire, she didn't feel as exhausted as she should. She felt like someone had stuck a live wire up her ass.
 
   “I know this can't be good news,” she addressed the female detective, who introduced herself simply as 'Hardy.' “So you'd better just get on with it.”
 
   Hardy, a brunette who did look exhausted, raised an eyebrow. “What makes you so sure it's not good news, Miss Guntram?”
 
   Lola tried a smile. “Do the cops ever show up after midnight with good news?”
 
   Her partner, Scherer, looked fresher. He sat on the edge of his seat like he might spring up any second, but he smiled back. It wasn't an entirely happy expression. “You caught us out, Miss Guntram. This isn't a social call.”
 
   “Then don't drag it out,” Lola said. His nervous energy was infectious.
 
   They exchanged a knowing look. “Where were you between ten and midnight tonight?” he asked.
 
   The blunt question created a knot of dread in her stomach and she had to swallow hard before she answered. “Working. I was with a client. Why?”
 
   Hardy fixed cold blue eyes on her. It was a searching look, penetrating. If Lola didn't know better, she'd wonder if the detective was trying to probe her psychically. But both detectives felt like nulls to her sharp senses. “Can you prove that?” she asked.
Irritation mixed with the dread. “Yes, of course. I have a diary in my office and you can call the client – although she probably isn't going to be any happier to hear from you than I am. What's this about?”
 
   Scherer couldn't quite manage Hardy's gimlet gaze, but his half-smile had disappeared. “What exactly is your job, Miss Guntram?”
 
   Lola shifted in the rocking chair, wishing she could cover herself with the blanket she sat on. But it would make her look vulnerable and she had a distinct feeling that wouldn't do her any favors.  She settled for tightening the belt on her robe and pushing her shoulders back. Three years of childhood ballet lessons had taught her that good posture always created a good impression.
 
   “I'm a spiritual consultant. I help clients with difficult decisions, life choices, with emotional and psychological problems.” That was an edited, socially-acceptable answer. Lola wasn't about to get into witchcraft and spellcasting. She rubbed her wrists absently, glad her robe had long sleeves that hid the scars on her arms.
 
   Scherer sneered at her answer, making her doubly glad she'd given the short version. “So you're a New Age guru or something? Separating the gullible from their money?”
 
   “Scherer,” Hardy said, “let's not get distracted.”
 
   “Yes, I'd love it if we could stay on track,” Lola snapped. “Maybe we can start with you telling me what this is about? It's late, I'm tired, I have an early start—”
“Why does 'spiritual consulting' take place so late at night?” Hardy asked. “That strikes me as odd, Miss Guntram.”
The sound of her own surname was starting to grate on Lola. “It's a new moon tonight. Very good for certain practices.”  Were they ever going to get to the fucking point? She couldn't think of a single thing she'd done that would bring them to her door, and it felt like she'd never find out at this rate.
 
   “So if we checked with your client, they would confirm you were nowhere near the Red Lotus tonight?” Hardy asked.
 
   Lola blinked. “The Red Lotus? No, of course not. Why would I be there?” The idea was so laughable, she almost forgot her nerves and irritation for a second. The Red Lotus was a pretty exclusive S&M club – members only, sky-high fees, that kind of thing. It was also owned and managed by Lola's ex-girlfriend. Even if she'd been into the kink that the Red Lotus offered, Lola could never have gone there. It would have been mortifying. She felt herself blushing at the very thought.
 
   “Well, you tell us, Miss Guntram.” Hardy leaned forward again, resting her elbows on her knees and clasping her hands under her chin. The movement put her face in shadow, with the room only lit by a soft peachy lamp, and Lola was struck by the thought that Hardy would be beautiful if she didn't look so tense and tired. “You see, a woman was found dead there tonight.”
Lola's heart jumped, then plummeted. “A woman? Not Rowan?” Her voice squeaked and she covered her mouth as if she could recover the sound.
 
   “Ms. Morgan is fine,” Scherer said. Lola felt some of her dread drain away.
 
   “She is the reason we're here, however,” Hardy said. “She seems quite sure you're responsible for the killing, you see.”
 
   The dread vanished completely, replaced with nausea. “What?” There was a sudden rushing in her ears and the room, icy cold before, was overwhelmingly hot. “Why would she say that?”
“You tell us,” Hardy invited again. Lola wanted to smack her.
 
   “I can't. I just...I can't. There's no reason. I wasn't there. I would never...Why would she say that?” Lola flexed her fingers into her palms, feeling a sting of pain. A glimmer of understanding rose through the shock. “How did the woman die?”
 
   Scherer answered, after glancing at Hardy for silent permission. “It appeared to be some kind of ritual. The woman had been bled.”
 
   “Exsanguinated,” Lola said without thinking, then bit her lip. Of course Rowan had pointed the finger at her. Bitterness welled in her and she didn't bother trying to fight it. Damn Rowan and her ignorance, her prejudice. How could she do this? Lola studied the two detectives, who seemed to be waiting for her to say something else. “I didn't do it. I have a client who can provide me with an airtight alibi and I'm happy to give you her contact details.” She rose, planning to head for her office.
 
   Hardy jumped up, blocking the doorway. “Why would Ms. Morgan blame you? She seemed very, very certain, Lola.”
 
   Oh, it was Lola now, was it? Was this the start of a good-cop, bad-cop motif? Lola looked the other woman up and down. They were about the same height, but Hardy looked athletic under her rumpled skirt suit, and Lola had no doubt she was physically stronger. Not a woman Lola wanted to antagonize.
 
   “I can hazard a guess,” she replied, “but you both strike me as skeptics and I'm not in the mood to be ridiculed. Being falsely accused of murder is bad enough.”
Hardy folded her arms and frowned. “I'm a homicide detective, Lola. You'd be amazed at what I've heard over the years. You can't shock me.”
 
   Lola glanced at Scherer. “What about you?” His 'New Age guru' sneer had stung, but she figured she'd rather be ridiculed and have them gone than worry about her pride.
 
   He just shrugged. Lola did something she didn't normally do outside of a client consultation and checked his aura. Just a light, psychic touch – nothing he'd notice – and she found swirls of frantic energy that didn't match the poker face he was giving her. He was wired, anxious, angry, his aura flaring muddy red and black in her mind's eye. She did the same to Hardy and found the same emotions and colors, edged with a dirty gray that meant Hardy was on high alert, unconsciously guarding her spiritual self.
 
   But although she sensed deep anger in them both, Lola didn't think it was directed at her, at least not now. It was chaotic and unfocused. That made her feel slightly easier about telling them the truth – whatever aggression they were feeling, they weren't going to turn it on her. Probably.
 
   “There's another side to my business,” she said. “If you'd like to come through to the office, I'll explain.”
 
   The idea of letting them in made her uneasy. She never let anyone into her home office, but she couldn't think of a faster way to clear this up and send them on. As she led them down the hall to the locked room, she asked Hardy, “What did Rowan say anyway? She can't have just shrieked my name and sent you scurrying over. She must have given some reason why I'd do something so awful.”
Hardy's lips narrowed. “I'm not at liberty to say.”
 
   “I don't have a right to know why I was accused of murder?” Lola already had a pretty good idea of what Rowan had said, but it would be nice to have it confirmed. Well, maybe “nice” wasn't the right word. “Vindicating,” maybe.
 
   She also wanted to know what Rowan might have said about magic or covens or rites, and how much the detectives believed. The scars on her wrists itched and she resisted the urge to rub them.
 
   “You're just not the one asking questions right now, that's all,” Hardy answered her.
 
   Lola frowned and unlocked the office, flipping the light on before ushering the detectives in. The warm scent of rosewood welcomed them in and Lola inhaled deeply, trying to ease the tension knotting up her muscles. She glanced around the office, trying to view it with an outsider's eyes. What did the room say about her? What secrets did it give away?
 
   The room was decorated in warm, earthy colors, evoking an eternal autumn. On the wall over the desk hung a photo of a raven silhouetted against a crimson and gold sunset. The desk itself was piled high with folders and papers, fighting for space with the laptop and a collection of mugs and a dish full of used teabags. Really, the only thing that marked the room as not mainstream was the bookcase. It was packed full with books on witchcraft, mythology, the occult, Wicca…The kind of books Lola just knew Scherer was going to sneer at.
 
   She sat at the desk and opened her diary, leafing through for this week while Hardy and Scherer wandered around the office. Predictably they both went straight to the bookcase. Lola glanced up at them and saw Hardy point to something on the shelf. Scherer let out a low whistle. Lola gritted her teeth and waited for them to switch focus back to her. Hardy pulled whatever book she’d found off the shelf and took the only other chair in the room, opposite Lola. She kept the book out of sight, smiling blandly.
 
   “Let’s see this diary then.”
 
   Lola shoved some papers aside and showed her the page. The client’s name and phone number were scribbled down neatly. Scherer leaned over Hardy’s shoulder to write them down in a small pad of his own. “What does BR stand for?” he asked.
 
   Lola shifted uncomfortably in the usually comfortable chair. Here we go. “Blood ritual.” The words tasted thick and bilious on her tongue, hard to say, and she hated that. She didn't need to be ashamed of what she did.
 
   Hardy and Scherer exchanged a pointed look. “Does that relate to this at all?” She placed the book on the desk, title facing towards Lola, who didn’t need to read it. She knew instinctively which one Hardy had taken. A plain white book with a clear black title: The Left Hand Path: Blood Rites, Occult Rituals, Demonic Entities.
 
   She wanted to be sick; she fought the urge. She wanted to scream a curse at Rowan; she fought that urge too. Harm none, that was the rule. She'd only broken it once. She met Hardy’s stormy eyes, saw the distrust there, the desire for Lola to be the villain. Probably nothing personal. It just made sense, that was all. It would be easy if Lola was the villain. “My client will confirm I was with her at the time of the murder,” she said, pleased her voice stayed cool and steady. “My reading material is not evidence, Detective Hardy.”
 
   “We’ll certainly be in touch with your client,” Hardy said. “In the meantime, I’d love to hear a little about these blood rites and how they work, Miss Guntram.”
 
   “Are you arresting me?” Lola asked. Hardy hesitated, then shook her head. “Then I’d prefer not to talk about it. It’s late – it’s early, in fact – and I’m exhausted. If you want to speak to me again after you’ve checked my alibi, fine. But right now, I think we’re done. Thank you,” she added, because it never hurt to be polite, especially if you really wanted to be extremely rude.
 
   Hardy sighed. She looked like she wanted to be gone too. “We’ll be in touch, Miss Guntram.”
 
   “Dawn –” Scherer began. She cut him off with a stern look as she rose.
 
    
 
   “We’ll see ourselves out,” she said. Her partner scowled and followed her silently.
 
   Lola waited until she heard the front door slam before she swore. She rolled up her sleeves and scratched her scars until the newer ones opened again, dripping dark blood over the paperwork. “Fuck it.” She pushed back from the desk, slamming her chair against the wall. The scars always itched when she was stressed or angry. It was probably all just in her head, but they did, and she couldn’t help scratching, even when it hurt, even when they bled. But the sight of her blood, the sensation of energy leaking away, was oddly calming, and after a minute or two the urge to break something – or someone – faded. No wonder they used to bleed the sick in the ancient world.
 
   She stood, unsure for a second what she was going to do. It was nearly four a.m. and a tired, reasonable voice in the back of her head whispered that she should sleep and let the cops call her client for her alibi. She was innocent, after all. Isako Jones would confirm Lola had been with her and that would be the end of it.
 
   That voice was drowned out by a much more primitive voice, screaming that she should go shake some answers out of Rowan.
 
   She went primitive.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The Red Lotus was a sleek, discreet building nestled in the heart of Fort Rosser's club district. From the outside, it didn't look much different from the cocktail bars or dance clubs around it. Once you got inside, that changed. Lola had no intention of going inside.
 
   The police were gone when she arrived, but the streetlights shone off the neon police tape running along the front of the building. Rowan leaned against one of those streetlights, holding a pair of towering high heels in one hand and a cigarette in the other. In the pre-dawn light, she looked ethereal, blonde ringlets tumbling round her porcelain-skinned face. She ought to be wearing a flowing white gown, Lola thought, and clutching dead roses to her chest. The shoes and cigarette just didn’t work with the Victorian waif look.
 
   Lola felt a moment of apprehension as she approached. Rowan looked wounded, her eye make-up smeared, her hands shaking. Then that primitive voice reminded Lola that Rowan had accused her of murder. If either of them deserved to look – and feel – wounded, it wasn’t Rowan.
 
   “Hey,” she shouted as she stalked up. She couldn’t bring herself to use Rowan’s name. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   Rowan jolted as if she’d been hit, swinging her head towards Lola. Her eyes widened and she dropped her shoes to the pavement, slipping into them quickly and expertly. With the heels, Rowan was a good four inches taller than Lola. She used that height well as she walked to meet Lola, glaring down at her and blowing cigarette smoke into her face. “What the fuck is wrong with me?” she spat back. “How dare you –”
 
   “How dare you send the cops to my house with murder accusations! How could you?” Lola’s wrists itched and she dug her nails into her palms to suppress the urge to scratch. “Do you honestly think I’m capable of murder or is this just some sick coven game?”
 
   “The Choir doesn’t play games with people’s lives,” Rowan said. “That’s a blood witch’s work.”
 
   Lola felt her nails slice into her palms. The pain was grounding, just enough to keep her from screaming at Rowan. “I’ve never killed anyone. I’ve never harmed anyone. Making completely baseless, vile accusations against me—”
 
   “Baseless!” Rowan did scream. “I found the body, Lola! I saw what was done and I know what it meant.”
 
   “And you thought of me,” Lola said softly. “You saw a dead woman and your first thought was that I did it. Do you hate me, Rowan? Do you really think I’m capable of killing someone?”
 
   Rowan’s face softened. “I don’t hate you.”
 
   “You hate me enough for this.”
 
   “No…No. I just…” Rowan took a deep drag on her cigarette, then dropped it and stomped it out. “Swear to me, Lola. Swear you’re not responsible.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have to swear. You should trust me.”
 
   “You’re the only blood witch I know and this woman died in a blood ritual. Swear to me you weren’t involved and I’ll believe you.”
 
   She wanted someone to talk to, Lola thought, someone who might understand or explain. Rowan’s eyes shone with unshed tears and she was shivering. Cold, tired, scared, that was how she looked. A little of Lola’s anger melted away.
 
   “I swear. Of course I swear. I have an alibi, Rowan. The police will be calling her first thing to verify. I haven’t been anywhere near the Red Lotus and I haven’t killed anyone. Ever.”
 
   Rowan’s shoulders sagged. “Okay,” she said. “Then tell me who did.”
 
   ****
 
   The murder hadn’t happened in the club itself, but rather in the alley between Red Lotus and the club next door. “Technically the alley’s mine,” Rowan said. “Lucky me, right?” She lit another cigarette, fingers shaking.
 
   Lola waved the plume of acrid smoke away as she studied the alleyway. They stood behind the neon yellow do not cross tape as if it had some real power to keep them back. But the cops had been and gone, the body had been carted away, and the forensics team had swept clean the damp concrete. If there had been a ritual here, there was no sign of it now. There was nothing to see, nothing to contaminate.
 
   Not on the surface, anyway.
 
   “Have you checked it out?” Lola asked.
 
   “No,” Rowan said, sounding rueful. “It didn’t even occur to me – when I saw her like that…I just…I panicked.”
 
   Lola didn’t blame her. Exsanguination, a pretty word for a brutal practice. Losing half to two-thirds of your blood was a death sentence in the right – or wrong – circumstances. Four or five pints of blood pooling on this dirty, litter-strewn floor…The idea turned Lola’s stomach and she was used to blood.
 
   “Do you mind if I do?” she asked. Rowan shrugged.
 
   “The police will have left psychic stains everywhere,” she said. “If you can find anything useful, you’re a better witch than me.”
 
   Lola didn’t comment. It was impossible to tell if Rowan was being sincere or just trying to bait her. Instead she focused on the crime scene.
 
   Reading the aura of a place was pretty much the same as reading the aura of a person, except there was usually a lot more information to sort through. The alleyway was bathed in red and orange, overlaid with brown, and gray, which suggested dark intent, violence, and pain. All of which Lola could have guessed at without seeing a thing. The red and orange was interesting – red often suggested materialism. Orange was linked to a desire for control. The killer had been motivated not by anger or lust or plain old violence. Of course, the fact that they’d drained the victim of blood told her that already.
 
   She looked deeper and found flashes of white. One fringe theory of aura reading suggested that a person’s aura turned white several hours before they were due to die. More accepted theories were that white indicated addiction or disease. Lola sighed and blinked, clearing her psychic sight. “There’s nothing helpful. If I could —” She stopped herself. Suggesting a touch of blood magic was only going to make Rowan turn on her.
 
   “Why would someone kill someone that way, Lola?” Rowan asked as if she hadn’t heard Lola speak. “They took the blood, you know. I didn’t find her lying in a pool of it. It was just gone.”
 
   Lola closed her eyes as her wrists itched. The thought of all that blood, all that power, it was enough to make her head spin. “There are a lot of things you could do with that much blood,” she said.
 
   “I guess you’d know.” Rowan flicked her cigarette butt over the police tape. “How many other blood witches are there in town?”
 
   Lola smothered her anger at the barbed comment. “I don’t know. Why would I?”
 
   “But you agree it would have to be a blood witch?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said again, feeling a little helpless in the face of Rowan’s insistence. Rowan would tell the Choir. She’d have to, and then they’d all come down on Lola regardless of her guilt or innocence. Dread pooled in her stomach. “I should go. No doubt the cops will want to speak to me again in a few hours.”
 
   Rowan grabbed her arm, sinking perfectly-manicured red nails into the fabric of her jacket. There was no strength in her grip; Lola could have pulled away easily, but she felt the desperation throbbing through the other woman and it held her in place.
 
   “Who could do this, if not a blood witch?”
 
   “Anyone could do it, Rowan,” she said. “I don’t know why you think the only people capable of slaughtering other human beings are blood witches.”
 
   “Who else would steal the blood?”
 
   Lola did pull away now. She’d thought – hoped – Rowan actually wanted her opinion. She should have known better. Like the cops, it would be easy for Rowan if Lola was the bad guy. Everything could be neatly, quickly wrapped up, and Rowan could go back to her regular life and pretend tonight never happened.
 
   “If you’re hoping I’ll confess, you’re going to be disappointed.” She turned on her heel to leave before her temper could get the better of her. Lack of sleep and stress never made anyone diplomatic.
 
   Rowan let her go without another word. But Lola felt her eyes on her as she walked away and she knew it wouldn’t be long before the Choir was breathing down her neck. They already mistrusted her, and some outright hated her. Like Rowan, they would be all too happy to believe she was responsible for the death at the Red Lotus. And they wouldn’t care about her alibi. Magic could fool the shrewdest police officer if you knew how to use it well.
 
   And there were lots of people in this city who knew how to use magic very well indeed.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Once upon a time, Lola had been a keen member of the local coven. She'd joined the Nightingale Choir aged sixteen, just as she was discovering her own innate talent for magic. She'd listened and learned, absorbing the knowledge of her sisters with an eagerness that had been all-consuming. That was the problem, really. She'd learned too much, too fast, and realized she wanted to learn more. Things the Choir deemed wicked, corrupting, and just plain evil.
 
   Lola didn't believe magic was evil. Intent was what differentiated between good and bad. She had no intention of being bad.
 
   But here she was, ten years later, the only blood witch in the city and therefore the bad guy by default.
 
   It fucking sucked.
 
   After she left Rowan, she went home to bed. Righteous anger mixed with the energy loss from working with her client, leaving her exhausted. As much as she wanted to leap headfirst into clearing her name and proving Rowan wrong, she knew whilst running on fumes and outrage, she'd achieve nothing.
 
   Before she allowed herself to sleep, however, she raided her herb collection and made a sachet stuffed with agrimony and bergamot. The agrimony was for protection, which she figured she'd sorely need soon enough; the bergamot for clarity of mind. A faint, sweet apricot-citrus scent drifted from the sachet when she was done, and it helped soothe her nerves a little. She tucked it under her pillow and climbed back into bed. This time she hoped she'd be undisturbed for at least a few hours.
 
   ****
 
   She woke naturally, feeling tense and wired as soon as her eyes opened. Memories from last night hit her like a slug to the gut. Quickly coupled with those was the realization that it was late morning and nobody had called. She slept with her phone next to her bed – she'd never sleep through it ringing. Nobody had called, not the police or anyone else. If the cops hadn't called, did that mean they hadn't spoken to Isako yet? And if not, why not?
 
   Anxious, she wondered if she should call Isako herself. Or was that witness tampering? She didn't want to give Hardy or Scherer any more reason to distrust her.
 
   Despite several hours of solid sleep, she felt fatigued and fuzzy – stress and nerves, no doubt. She threw away her agrimony and bergamot sachet with a grimace. Herb craft had never been her strength. She needed action more than she needed soothing. But what action to take? In theory, as soon as the police spoke to Isako, her part in this was over. But would Rowan and the Choir believe that? How could she convince them if not?
 
   She was pacing her front room, creating and discarding one stupid idea after another, when her doorbell rang. Lola froze, a roaring in her ears. Could it be the cops?
 
   Whispering both prayers and curses under her breath, she went to open door. She immediately wished she hadn't.
 
   Yvette Moore stood on the doorstep, looking as regal and unreachable as she ever had. Chocolate-brown locks woven into a thick braid. Make-up so perfectly applied you could hardly see it. An elegant whiff of soliflore perfume that put Lola depressingly in mind of funerals. Her clothes were all in soft, rich fabrics, from the plum-colored suede gloves to the charcoal woolen coat. Style. Grace. Poise. That was Yvette. Lola had adored her once.
 
   “That didn't take long,” Lola said, folding her arms in what she hoped indicated annoyance rather than defensiveness. “Rowan must have been up since dawn calling round the coven.”
 
   “Rowan has been up all night dealing with the trauma of finding a murder victim on her doorstep,” Yvette said crisply. “May I come in?”
 
   Lola wondered if Yvette would listen if she said no. Probably not. She'd just glide in, ghost-like, and claim the house as her own. Sighing, Lola let her in. “I didn't do it,” she said.
 
   “The first cry of the guilty,” Yvette said, striding through the front room. She arranged herself carefully on the threadbare sofa, looking as though she'd rather not. “You have to admit, the evidence is rather damning.”
 
   Lola didn't sit. She stood in the middle of the room, hands on hips, buzzing with anger. “What evidence? Have you been to the scene? Or the police station? Have you consulted with the police, given them your expert opinion? You don't know anything – you're just jumping to the wrong conclusion, as always. Except this time your ill-informed judgment is that I'm a murderer. Have you any idea—”
 
   “Stop ranting,” Yvette said. “Rowan has told me everything I need to know. I am convinced that a blood witch killed the victim in a ritual. The nature and purpose of the ritual remains elusive, but that information will come, I'm sure.”
 
   “How dare you—”
 
   “Stop, Lola. You're not listening to me. I said I'm certain a blood witch is the killer. I never said you were that blood witch.”
 
   Lola started to speak, then bit her lip, trying to parse Yvette's words. “You...don't think it was me? Then why...”
 
   “You are a lot of things. Impetuous, reckless, immoral, some might say. I've never thought you were evil, though.” Yvette smiled. It wasn't a particularly warm expression, but it was genuine at least. “You always were a good girl. Just misguided. I don't think you're a killer, Lola. But I think you might have valuable insight into this killing.”
 
   Lola's knees gave out and she sat down in her rocking chair too hard, jarring her spine. She flinched and gave herself a second, both to ride out the pain and process what Yvette was saying. “What do you want from me?” she asked. The Nightingale Choir prided themselves on white magic and benevolence – truly noble paths, of course – but sometimes that went hand-in-hand with a certain unwillingness to dirty one's hands. Just one of many reasons Lola had eventually outgrown them.
 
   “Find the culprit. Stop them doing it again,” Yvette said simply, as if she was asking Lola to pick up milk at the store. “We can't afford exposure and this death was too close to home. Do you think it's a coincidence that it happened outside the Red Lotus? A business belonging to a high-placed Choir member?”
 
   “I hadn't thought about it,” Lola said. “I figured...easy pickings, maybe? The alley is secluded and plenty of people come and go in that part of town. Find them? Yvette, I'm not a detective.”
 
   “You're a blood witch. A very good one, if all I hear is true. I know you have options open to you that aren't available to us. I'm sure you can be very inventive.”
 
   Lola scowled. “You just want me to do your dirty work for you.”
 
   “Absolutely,” Yvette said. “But it's for your benefit too. The sooner you catch the real killer, the sooner you'll be exonerated. The coven has always been concerned about the direction you've taken. This will make them downright aggressive.”
 
   Was that a warning or a threat? “I can be aggressive too,” Lola said.
 
   “Good. Direct all that anger in a constructive manner and make sure last night is not repeated.” Yvette rose, sweeping imaginary specks of dust from her coat. “Rowan tells me you read the scene. What did you find?”
 
   Lola shrugged. “Nothing useful.”
 
   “Try harder then. You were always good at auras. I can only imagine you've improved with time and practice.”
 
   “What if I don't want to get involved in all this?” Lola asked. “I don't have to answer to the Choir, no matter how many politely-phrased threats you make. Why should I put myself on the line against a murderer?”
 
   “Because you are not immoral at heart,” Yvette said. “At least, I've always believed so. You're a good person, Lola. You can help. That should be all the reason you need.” She swept out without another word, leaving Lola gaping and furious.
 
   No.
 
   No, no, no. This was not happening. First Rowan and now Yvette, demanding Lola find answers.
 
   Lola groaned, burying her head in her hands. Of course, it was never going to be as simple as just giving her alibi and carrying on with her life. Magic was not simple. She'd figured the Choir would give her trouble, just as they had when she first turned to blood magic. But they'd already ostracized her; the worst they could do was whisper against her, perhaps keep offering her name to the police. It would make her life hard but she could endure it since truth was on her side.
 
   She hadn't imagined the head of the Choir would demand she hunt down the killer.
 
   “Valuable insights,” she muttered to herself. As if practicing blood magic gave one a window into a maniac's head. And you had to be a maniac to exsanguinate another person. Not just for the sheer evil and violence of the act, but to waste all that power.
 
   The magic inherent in blood didn't last long once the blood was spilled. If you were going to use it, you had to act fast. There was no keeping bottles of blood in your basement for future use, whatever the Choir might think. If you were taking so much blood from a person, you were either indulging in serious overkill – no pun intended – or you were casting a huge spell, fast.
 
   There'd been no signs of a spell cast in the alleyway. But as she'd told Rowan, there were a lot of things you could do with a human being's worth of blood. Lots of big, powerful spells.
 
   Maybe...maybe if she gave Yvette enough information, that would keep her off Lola's back. If she gave Yvette some ideas of what spell the killer might have cast, the Choir could use that information to scry for the killer? If they were that worried about exposure and Rowan's safety, they could damn well get involved themselves.
 
   Okay. As plans went, it wasn't very solid, but it was the best she could come up with. It would have to do.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Lola was midway through her favorite book on rituals and spellcasting when the doorbell went again. She wasn't entirely surprised to see Hardy and Scherer this time. She was surprised at the hostility radiating off them both. Even without trying, she saw coils of muddied red – anger – and vibrant yellow – a struggle to stay in control – woven around Hardy. Scherer shared the red, but it was tinged with dark blue. He was afraid.
 
   A lump rose in Lola's throat. “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “Isako Jones is dead,” Hardy said.
 
   Lola stumbled back. “No.”
 
   “Yes,” Hardy said. Her face was unreadable, but it didn't matter. Her aura pulsed ceaselessly, the swirl of color making Lola dizzy. “I'm going to ask you to come down to the station with us, Miss Guntram.”
 
   Lola had to clear her throat twice before any words came out. “Am I under arrest?”  
 
   “Not yet,” Scherer replied. “But it's early in the day.”
 
   ****
 
   Lola couldn't stop staring at her hands. They were shaking. Even laid flat against the cold, slick surface of the interview room table, they shook. She'd placed her hands palm-down to hide the scars on her wrists, but the scars itched so wickedly she was struggling to keep her hands in place. But if she raised them, the shaking would be obvious to Hardy and Scherer. She didn't know why that mattered, but it did. It really, really did.
 
   “Now,” Hardy said, not unkindly, “tell us about Isako and your appointment. All the details, no matter how small or weird.”
 
   Lola placed her hands in her lap so she could scratch the scars without being seen. “Isako left her husband last year. He was very abusive, but psychologically rather than physically, so she struggled to get the police to take action.” She tried to keep her tone neutral when she said that, but suspected some bitterness leaked through. “She came to me because she was finding conventional counseling unhelpful. You know, there's no one right path for anyone, in anything. That's what I believe. That's why we clicked, I think.”
 
   “Isako wasn't coming to you for counseling, though,” Hardy said.
 
   “No. We were working on a series of spells to build her confidence back up.” She glanced up in time to see Scherer roll his eyes. “Look, you can think what you like, but please respect my beliefs and the beliefs of a woman I was very fond of,” she snapped. “I was helping Isako. If you don't believe magic is real, that's fine. But she did and it was working for her.”
 
   “Fine,” Hardy said, giving Scherer a hard look. “As you say, there's no one right path. Go on. You were working on some spells together and these required you to meet late at night?”
 
   “Not always. Like I told you before, a new moon is great for spellcasting. We meet at her place – she has a rooftop garden, it's perfect – and we performed the spell and I left.” She shrugged. “That was the last time I saw her.”
 
   “How did the spell work?” Hardy asked.
 
   Lola rubbed her wrists. “It was a spell to overcome fear. Isako...She's...She had come a long way since leaving her husband, but she still has...had nightmares about him coming after her. This spell would help her feel stronger and safer. It's pretty simple but very effective. I work with blood. My own blood, before you start screaming about human sacrifice or anything stupid like that. Blood is a powerful medium for magic; it's packed with energy and power. A few drops of blood can boost a spell to crazy levels.”
 
   Hardy and Scherer exchanged a look. Lola guessed they were thinking about the blood taken from the Red Lotus victim.
 
   “You have to use it fast though,” she said. “It loses its potency quickly, so the spellcasting has to be done within an hour of the bloodletting. For the spell Isako and I were doing, it was pretty instant. I shed a few drops on a white candle bound with gold ribbon, and that was that.”
 
   “That sounds very high school Wiccan,” Scherer said.
 
   “I'm keeping it simple for you, Detective Scherer.”
 
   “Okay, children.” Hardy frowned at Lola. “You cast your spell, using your own blood. Not Isako's?”
Lola shook her head. “I never ask my clients to use their own blood in spells.”
 
   “Okay. And then you left?”
 
   “Like I said.” Lola shifted in her seat, brimming with grief and frustration. “What happened to her?”
 
   “I'm sure you'll understand that we can't reveal any information,” Hardy said. “You were the last person to see her before she was found dead. You admit to meeting with her the night she was killed. And you've been named as a potential suspect in another murder.”
 
   “You think I had time to kill one person, drain them of blood, dispose of that blood, and then run across town to kill Isako all on the same night?” Lola threw her hands up, regretting the words even as she spoke them. “Why? What's my motive? Isako wasn't just my client, she was my friend! And Rowan...I'd never do anything to hurt Rowan.”
 
   “Rowan Morgan hasn't been hurt,” Scherer said.
 
   “Dumping a dead body on her doorstep is pretty harmful,” Lola retorted.
 
   Once again, Hardy took control of the conversation. “Okay. Let's say we believe you weren't involved in either killing. Perhaps you could explain the reasons someone might drain a victim of their blood?”
“A big spell,” Lola said. “Something complex, something that goes beyond a person's own capacity for using and directing magic.”
 
   “So are we dealing with an amateur here? Someone just beginning at witchcraft?” Hardy asked.
 
   Lola shook her head. “It's hard to imagine. Blood magic isn't common knowledge and it isn't really...” She paused. She didn't want to reveal the Choir's existence but it was going to be hard to tell Hardy much without talking about witchcraft in a wider sense. “It's hard to just stumble into,” she said finally.
 
   “Do you know anyone who might have stumbled into it? You obviously did at some point.” Hardy didn't sound judgmental as she said it, but Lola couldn't help feeling judged. “And Rowan Morgan knows of your work. Is it possible—”
 
   “Rowan wouldn't hurt a fly,” Lola said. Even if the Choir weren't bound by the rules of white magic, Rowan was never going to be capable of murder.
 
   But she might be capable of finding one, Lola realized suddenly. Scrying with blood magic was next to impossible, but scrying with water was almost effortless and Rowan leaned heavily towards water magic.
 
   “Listen,” she said, “am I under arrest? Because if not, I'd really like to go home.”
 
   They swapped another of those knowing glances, and for a second she was terrified they'd say she was under arrest. Then Hardy sighed and slumped down in her chair as if she'd like to slide off it altogether. “No, you're not under arrest,” she said. “Just don't plan on going far, okay?”
 
   Lola stood, forcing herself to smile politely. “I know. I've seen the movies.”
 
   ****
 
   Blood magic opened up a lot of doors that other types kept closed. It also closed off one or two types that Lola rarely missed. Scrying was one of them. It required time and preparation, whereas blood magic was all about fast results. Scrying also required an affinity for water magic, whereas Lola had leaned towards fire. Finally, scrying needed patience. Nobody was ever going to accuse Lola of having any of that.
 
   She went straight to Rowan's from the police station. It felt surreal, driving there. A place that had once been a second home, now a place that felt as forbidding and dangerous as Mount Doom.
 
   There'd been no drama or malice in her break-up with Rowan. Lola always thought that even if she hadn't gone towards blood magic, they would have separated eventually. Just grown apart. Rowan was six years her senior, and whilst that didn't matter so much when Lola was eighteen and Rowan was twenty-four, by the time Rowan was twenty-seven and Lola was twenty-one, it was just clear they didn't want the same things.
 
   Of course the blood magic hadn't helped. But until last night Lola had never thought it was something Rowan held against her.
 
   It was that, more than memories of their relationship and break-up, that had Lola hesitating at Rowan's front door. What if Rowan wouldn't help her? What if she really believed Lola was capable of murder?
 
   Before she could lose her nerve, she rang the bell, silently composing a persuasive speech while she waited for Rowan to answer.
 
   It wasn't Rowan who answered, though, and Lola's words died in her throat. A tall, broad-shouldered man with coppery hair and a deep scowl opened the front door. Lola took a step back at the force of that scowl. “Uh...is Rowan in?”
 
   “She's asleep,” he said. “Who are you?” He looked her over with a mix of curiosity and annoyance.
 
   “A friend?” Lola offered. It didn't seem like the right answer, but he didn't look like the kind who accept any answer.
 
   “What's your name? I'll pass her a message.”
 
   “Lola Guntram. It's really—”
“Lola?” Rowan suddenly appeared in the hallway behind the guy, looking elegantly disheveled in a burgundy robe. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I need your help,” Lola said, throat dry.
 
   “Rowan,” the guy started. Rowan stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. No words, just a simple touch, and his manner changed. His scowl vanished. He moved aside, letting Rowan come to the doorway.
 
   “You need my help?” Rowan smiled thinly. “Why, what have you done?”
 
   “Nothing,” Lola said, pushing down her irritation. “We went over that last night, remember? Can I come in?”
 
   “You don't have to let her,” the guy said.
 
   “I know, Caleb.” Rowan smiled at him over her shoulder. “It's fine.”
 
   Lola heaved a sigh of relief as Rowan beckoned her in. Step one accomplished. She followed Rowan into the lounge, with Caleb so close at her back she could feel the heat of his glare. Further steps might be a little harder to get done.
 
   ****
 
   Rowan had redecorated since Lola last visited. The house had previously had a cottage chic vibe; now there was a definite modern, minimalist look going on. Lots of black and white, lots of clean corners and sharp lines. Lola hated it immediately. Still, it wasn't her house and it wasn't important. She perched on the edge of a white leather chair and watched Rowan and Caleb settle themselves on the matching sofa. Rowan seemed relaxed, lounging like a cat against the snowy leather. Caleb echoed Lola's posture, tense and ready to jump.
 
   “So, what can I do for you?” Rowan asked.
 
   “Did you send Yvette round?” Lola hadn't meant to ask, but the words tumbled out before she'd even realized. It hurt, she understood suddenly. It hurt so much that Rowan could think her capable of murder, that she could tell Yvette and the police that.
 
   Caleb stiffened. Rowan rested her hand on his knee. “I had to tell her what happened, Lola.”
 
   “Like you had to tell the police about me?”
 
   “We did this last night. You said you wanted my help.” Rowan ran her hands through her curls, looking tired and exasperated. “Do you really, or do you just want to fight? Because I don't have the energy for a fight, Lola.”
 
   “I do,” Caleb said with a growl.
 
   Lola had no desire to fight with Caleb. He definitely looked like he'd win. “No, I don't want to fight,” she said to Rowan. “And I do need your help. I want you to scry for me.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Who,” Lola corrected. “Isako Jones. She was a client of mine. A friend.” She swallowed the sob rising in her throat. “She's dead, Rowan. She was killed last night.”
 
   Rowan covered her mouth with fluttering fingers, eyes wide. “Oh Lola...” She leaped up, startling both Lola and Caleb, and pulled Lola into an embrace. “Oh Lola, oh no. I'm so sorry.”
 
   As unexpected as the hug was, Lola sank into it gratefully. The stress of the past few hours hit her full-on as soon as Rowan's arms ringed her and Lola found herself crying into the fleecy comfort of Rowan's robe. It was soothing and humiliating at the same time.
 
   Rowan rubbed her back and said nothing. It wasn't until Caleb cleared his throat pointedly that Rowan released Lola and stepped back. “What happened to your friend?” she asked.
 
   Lola sat back down, scrubbing her eyes dry with her sleeve. “I don't know. The police won't tell me. That's why I want you to scry for her, see if you can see into her apartment. She was my alibi, Rowan. I was with her last night.”
 
   Rowan bit her lip. “Yvette asked you to find the killer, didn't she?” When Lola nodded, Rowan returned the gesture. “Okay. Let's see what we can do.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The rest of Rowan's house might have become a monochrome nightmare, but her study was still her. Distressed furniture, vintage flowered wallpaper, and the scent of vanilla in the air. It didn't look like it belonged to the owner of a BDSM club but books and covers, and all that. “It's nice to see this room hasn't changed,” she remarked to Rowan.
 
   Rowan smiled ruefully. “Caleb's an interior designer. I'm his experiment.”
 
   “His tastes are kind of bland.”
 
   “In interior design, maybe.” Rowan winked and Lola couldn't help laughing. “Okay, let's get to work. I don't suppose you have anything of Isako's with you?” Rowan asked.
 
   Lola shook her head. She wished she did. Not just for the scrying but for memory's sake.
 
   “Never mind.” Rowan sat at her desk and pulled a drawer open. A waft of nag champa drifted out.  Rowan took out a glass bowl and went to fill it with water, leaving Lola to clear the desk of invoices and newspaper clippings. She pulled the blinds down too, shutting out the weak autumn sunlight. When Rowan came back, she shut the door and set the bowl down on the desk.
 
   “I need to call the corners,” she said, sounding almost embarrassed about it.
 
   You didn't call the corners, the elements, in blood magic. You just cut your hand and there it was, pure power, literally at your fingertips. Still, Lola had always liked the ritual and she moved away so Rowan could stand in the middle of the small study. Some witches used candles to represent each of the four elements, but Rowan had always preferred a simple incense stick. Nag champa, her favorite scent. Lola had a sudden sense memory of Rowan's shower, lathering herself in nag champa soap.
 
   She blinked it away as Rowan lit her incense stick and turned to the east, taking a deep breath. “Hail to the Guardians of the Watchtowers of the East, powers of air and invention. Hear me!"
 
   Lola caught a new scent, like grass after rain, and felt a tingle of power rush through the air.
"Hail to the Guardians of the Watchtowers of the South, powers of fire and feeling. Hear me!"
 
   Now a crackle of heat, quick and dry, and the scent of spices and desert flowers.
 
   "Hail to the Guardians of the Watchtowers of the West, powers of water and intuition. Hear me!"
 
   The sound of waves crashing on the sand and the faint cry of sea birds.
 
   "Hail to the Guardians of the Watchtowers of the North, powers of mother and earth. Hear me!"
 
   Last, the scent of moss and damp leaves and a feeling like warm sun on her face. Lola closed her eyes and sighed as sweet, pure elemental magic filled the room. It felt so different to blood magic. Blood magic had a rich, heavy presence to it, like thick velvet and red wine. Elemental magic was sugar-light.
 
   Rowan inhaled deeply again, letting the magic gather around her. After a few seconds, she sat down at the desk, leaning over the bowl. Lola knew better than to hang over her shoulder while she worked, but it was frustrating not being able to nonetheless. Scrying could take hours without an object to focus on, even if it was a witch's particular knack.
 
   “Isako Jones. Show me Isako Jones. Show me Isako Jones,” Rowan whispered over and over, focusing all the energy she'd called. Lola felt it swirl around the room and knot itself around the other woman. Lola wanted to dance with the energy, feel it coil around her too, but she forced herself to stay still. Maybe that was the key difference between blood magic and elemental magic. Elemental magic gave you energy; blood magic took it from you. Lola thought it was a worthwhile exchange, but there was no denying how intoxicating Rowan's magic felt.
 
   That feeling faded the longer she waited for Rowan to find something. Scrying was an inexact art – another reason Lola didn't like it – and almost two hours passed before Rowan straightened up and called her name. Lola hurried to her side, peering into the bowl.
 
   “That's Isako's place,” she said. The image in the water was blurred and rippling, but she recognized the delicate green-and-gold hand fan hanging on one wall. Isako collected them, but most of them were displayed in her front hall. That one was in the front room.
 
   “Show us more,” Rowan said. The image rippled and changed focus.
 
   Now Lola saw the floor of the front room, the tatami mat thrown over the polished floorboards.  Normally the mat was clean and pale, the floorboards glowing warm woody gold underneath. Now all Lola could see was blood, spattered wildly across the floor.
 
   No, she realized, forcing herself to look closer and not think about where the blood came from. It wasn't just a random spray. The blood had been shaped into a pattern, a sigil.
 
   “Do you know what it means?” Rowan asked her.
 
   Lola shook her head, fixing the sigil in her memory. “Not specifically, but it looks almost like alchemical symbols. That gives me a starting point.” Her head pounded as the reality of what she was seeing set in. Another blood ritual. Oh God, poor Isako. She licked her lips. They were dry and cracked and she realized she must have been chewing them while Rowan scryed. “This is bad, Rowan, this is really bad.”
 
   Rowan leaned over the bowl again. “Show me more.” The image didn't change and she whispered a curse under her breath. “There was a lot of magic used in that room. It's making it hard to get through.” She made a flicking gesture in the air and Lola smelt sea salt. “More, please. We need more.”
 
   The image blurred, vanished, then reappeared. Isako's front room again, cast in darkness. A shadow strode across the tatami mat, garbed in black. The only hint of color was blood-red hair, long and curling. And then it was gone, the water clear and empty. Rowan sat back and clapped her hands. The magic in the room dispersed instantly.
 
   “That's it,” she said. “I'm sorry, I couldn't hold it anymore.”
Lola squeezed her shoulder. “That was plenty. Thank you.”
 
   Rowan stood, stretching and shaking her hands as if she had pins and needles. “Do you think that person was the killer?” Worry filled her voice.
 
   “It seems a safe guess.” Lola turned the sigil over in her mind, itching to run home and look it up. It would be rude to just abandon Rowan though. She was always tired after scrying, and Lola could see the exhaustion setting in already, in the lines around Rowan's mouth and the tightness of her shoulders.
 
   “I owe you,” she said. “I couldn't have done this alone.”
 
   “You could,” Rowan replied, “if you had the patience.”
 
   “But I don't.” Lola ignored the tiniest hint of reprimand in Rowan's tone. “So I owe you.”
 
   Rowan sighed and rubbed the back of her neck. “Find out who did this and why. Help make sure they don't do it again. We'll call it even.”
 
   ****
 
   Of all the questions Lola had spinning round her head, only one seemed truly important as she left Rowan's. Why Isako?
 
   Was it just coincidence that her client, her alibi, had been murdered, or was it deliberate? Lola felt sick at the idea that Isako had been targeted because of her, but it was just too hard to believe that two murders, committed on the same night by a blood magic user weren't tied purposely to Lola. Not when one of the murdered was a long-term client of hers.
 
   If it was deliberate, then the killer wasn't framing Lola for the police's benefit. It had to be to raise suspicion with the coven, and it had worked like a charm. It was probably just a happy bonus that Rowan had sent the cops Lola's way. So was the killer someone inside the coven?
 
   Lola hated the idea. The Choir hadn't always been kind to her, but she had so many good memories of her early years there, discovering magic, forming friendships, falling in love...
 
   There were undoubtedly other magic users in the city. But Lola didn't mix with them any more than she mixed with the Choir. She couldn't clear her name by chasing after things she didn't know about. She had to start with what she already knew: the Choir and the sigil.
 
   ****
 
   Once home, she returned to her books. Now she had a definite symbol to look for, she was able to narrow down the search of her considerable library. In a battered tome called Symbols, Sigils, Signs and Seals, she finally found it. She barely remembered buying the book; most likely she'd picked it up secondhand somewhere, mentally added it to her “to-read” pile and forgotten about it. She'd always bought far more books than she'd ever get round to reading.
 
   Still, there it was in plain black ink on the yellowed page. The same sigil she'd seen on Isako's floor. It wasn't alchemical, as she'd first thought, although it shared the typical sparse lines and deceptive simplicity. The language of alchemy was really just a form of shorthand, indicating herbs, liquids, and equipment. This sigil, according to the text, could be broken down into several smaller ones, but combined together like this, it meant just one thing. A word. A name.
 
   Gehenna.
 
   Hell.
 
   Lola rubbed her scars, tracing the lines of countless spells cast, immeasurable energy drained and used. She'd cast spells for self-confidence, spells of attraction. Spells for good luck, spells for decision-making. Once she'd spent almost twenty-four hours casting a spell that wove together blood and fire magic to help a client take revenge on her rapist. That was dark magic, made of dark intent no matter how worthy the cause. That was the only time she'd broken the “harm none” rule, and she didn't regret it. That was the kind of magic the Choir thought was just the tip of the iceberg with Lola. It was the hardest spell she'd ever worked, the grayest, and absolutely the most satisfying.
 
   It was nothing compared to this sigil and what it meant.
 
   Gehenna. There was only one reason, the book stated, that you would write this symbol as part of a spell, and that was to open a doorway. Write it in freshly-spilled blood and you weren't just opening it, you were kicking it down. With someone else's freshly-spilled blood...
 
   Lola set the book down, stomach churning. She had to tell Yvette.
 
   But what could Yvette do? This was way outside the Choir's comfort zone. Fuck that, it was outside Lola's comfort zone. This was bigger than elemental magic, bigger than blood magic, and bigger than motive Lola could have guessed at.
 
   This was demonology.
 
   Murder was just the beginning.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   In the end she decided not to tell Yvette, yet. Without solid proof the killer was a Choir member, Yvette wasn't going to act against her own coven. And Lola didn't want to bring rumors and theories to her, not when so much was riding on all this. Not just Lola's reputation but other people's lives. She only had to remember the sting of Rowan's accusation to know she couldn't do that to someone else.
 
   No, before she said anything to anyone, she needed facts. And now she knew Isako's home had been the site of a ritual, that was her starting point.
 
   For fast magic on the go, blood magic was superior to anything the Choir practiced Lola had spent about a year figuring out how to combine blood magic with stones and crystals for an even more effective, subtle way of spellcasting. It was one thing to cut your wrists and fingers in the privacy of your own home; it wasn't quite as easy to get away with out on the streets. Stones and crystals offered the solution.
 
   Lola had built a small collection of custom-made jewelry, all embedded with stones chosen for their particular properties. Once a month, under the new moon, she washed the stones in her blood. It enhanced the natural properties of the stones, kept the magic in them fresh and strong, and gave her a way to perform spells without freaking anyone out.
 
   She ran upstairs to raid her jewelry box, and plucked out her amber and amethyst rings. Amber was considered by witches an especially magical stone, offering protection from physical harm. Amethyst kept away bad luck and curses. Lola figured she'd need all that if she was hunting down a demonologist. Lastly, she added a bracelet woven with coral and garnet, for protection from evil. As she slid each piece on, there was an audible snap in the air, and the stones sparked and glowed.
 
   Feeling as protected as she could be – and hoping fervently she wouldn't need any stronger protection – she slipped on her favorite jacket and sturdiest boots, and set off for Isako's house.
 
   ****
 
   As she'd expected, Isako's home was sealed off with police tape, although there were no cops on the scene. Good. That didn't just make Lola's task easier, it meant she had time to stop. To stand at Isako's front door and let her grief wash over her for just a minute or two. Her throat clogged up and her eyes stung. Isako had been sweet, kind, and so much stronger than she knew. She'd deserved a long life, rediscovering happiness. Lola had felt privileged to be helping her on that road. Now she figured it would be her duty, and her honor, to help bring her killer to justice.
 
   And that meant getting to work.
 
   Lola slipped under the police tape and went round to the back garden. Ideally she'd do this inside the house, but breaking and entering wasn't a great idea even when you weren't a potential murder suspect. She'd have to settle for what she could get.
 
   Isako had been a keen gardener. Lola stood in the middle of the small, well-tended space, her heart sinking at the thought of it all going to waste. Even this late in the year, the garden bloomed, with potted chrysanthemums and pansies lining the fence. Ivy and heather would endure through the autumn and winter, and little displays of cyclamen would last until the first frosts, Isako had said. It was pretty and peaceful, and now that Isako was dead it felt false and pointless. Who would take care of the pansies and cyclamen now?
 
   She sighed, knowing she couldn't worry about it. She stood by the back door and drew her athame from her messenger bag. Her ceremonial dagger was simple, black-handled and double-bladed, and had been a gift from Rowan. Every time Lola used it to draw blood, she had a moment of dark enjoyment. Petty, yes. But satisfying.
 
   She pricked her finger now and rubbed tiny drops of blood across her eyelids. The world sharpened, like she'd turned the color up on a TV. The grass underfoot was intensely green; the flowers a riot of jewel colors She blinked a couple of times, letting herself adjust to the change, and then she opened herself up to the aura of Isako's house.
 
   She saw everything she expected to: dark eddies of red and black, blurred with streaks of dark green, blue, and brown. Anger, power, violence, fear. All the traces that dark magic and murder left behind. Overlaying those colors was a brilliant path of oxblood red. It was a color she knew, and maybe she would have ignored it if it wasn't blazing a trail away from the house. A red like that indicated strong will power, a desire for survival. It sparked with flickers of gold too, which suggested...something spiritual?
 
   That didn't feel quite right, but the strength of the aura, the richness and vibrancy of it, was irresistible. It felt fresh, whereas the other colors were slowly fading away. Whoever or whatever created this trail of energy, they were strong and bold, and more than a touch magical. Lola almost couldn't help following the trail.
 
   The little spell on her eyelids would fade quickly, so she didn't waste any more time at Isako's. The trail wound away from the house and towards the city center; Lola jogged her way along, dodging other pedestrians as best she could with her sight unfocused. Seeing auras when you were standing still was easy; seeing them when you were in motion was like having a diaphanous veil across your eyes, blurring the world. It helped that the oxblood trail was so strong; she could tune out the background auras that surrounded every person and place she passed. That didn't stop her bumping into every second person she passed though.
 
   The spell was all but gone by the time she reached the city center, leaving her with just wisps of color in her vision unless she concentrated. She didn't need to concentrate anymore now, though. She was on Delta Street, in a part of town affectionately known as the Spiral – as in the Downward Spiral. Block after block of run-down tenements and boarded-up shops. Eternal building sites and endless posters advertising redevelopment and buildings for rent. Delta Street was one of the nicer parts of the neighborhood, still a few years away from the grime and bleakness of other streets.
 
   Lola stood in a small courtyard, with several shops clustered around a central seating area. Dying potted plants ringed the tables and chairs and if Lola squinted, she could see smears of oxblood energy on the leaves, as if someone had rubbed them between their fingers. The trail led into the coffee shop.
 
   Lola rubbed her rings, felt a reassuring snap of energy from the stones, and went inside.
 
   The shop was quiet, with just one or two tables occupied. Indie rock music played low on the speakers and the barista behind the counter was leafing through a magazine. There was a heavy air of ennui about the place, and it made the red-haired woman in the corner stand out even more than she would have anyway.
 
   She would have stood out anywhere. Her hair was pillar-box red, her corseted dress raven-wing black. She sat in the scruffy armchair as if it was a throne and she stared at her tall glass cup of coffee as if it had personally offended her. Her perfect nose was wrinkled, her perfect mouth pouting. Lola squinted, the start of a headache stabbing at her temples in the aftermath of her spell. Fine tendrils of oxblood wavered around the redhead. Lola wet her lips and approached.
 
   “Something wrong with your coffee?” she asked.
 
   The woman looked up, fixing Lola with extraordinarily dark eyes, ringed with long, thick lashes. “It's vile,” she said. “I was told it's very popular, but clearly it's an acquired taste.”
 
   “Maybe you should try the green tea,” Lola suggested, feeling inane but not sure what else to say. This woman had been at Isako's house – she could be a killer. Nothing about her manner suggested it, but then, what did killers look like? And even if she was a killer, screaming accusations at her in the middle of a coffee shop probably wasn't the best way forward.
 
   “There's green tea?” The woman wrinkled her nose again, but in amusement now. “How curious. Why is it green?”
 
   Lola didn't know how she'd expected this confrontation to go, but this definitely wasn't it. “Um. It's less oxidized than regular tea, I think. It's supposed to be good for you.”
 
   “I avoid anything that might be good for me. Sit, please. You look awkward hovering there.” She gestured to the other chair at the table, a regal motion.
 
   Lola didn't think she'd look any less awkward sitting down, but she did it anyway.
 
   “What's your name?” the woman asked.
 
   Lola hesitated before replying. The situation was just too surreal for her to be sure what the right path through it was. “Lola Guntram,” she said finally, figuring it wouldn't hurt. If this woman was Isako's killer, she may well already know who Lola was.
 
   “That's an ugly name,” the woman observed.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Guntram. Ugly, and mannish. Like King Guntram?” the woman said, as if Lola should personally know King Guntram.
 
   “Uh...” Lola fought to find a way to gain control of the conversation and failed. “Well, is your name any prettier?”
 
   “Of course. That's the beauty of picking your own name. It's Tristesse, which means sadness in French. It's very poetic, don't you think?” She smiled at Lola, the kind of smiles spiders might give butterflies. “What was it you wanted, Lola Guntram?”
 
   What had Lola wanted? What had she expected here? She had no idea now. “I...” She twisted her amber ring, trying to draw strength from it. “I think you might be able to help me with something,” she said finally, heart fluttering. A dangerous ploy, if Tristesse was a murder. Lola tried to imagine those elegant white hands covered in Isako's blood. It wasn't that hard.
 
   Tristesse cocked her head to one side. It was a bird-like gesture, but not any bird Lola would have wanted staring at her so intently. A falcon, a hunter, that's what Tristesse looked like. “I could help you? In exchange for what?”
 
   Lola reminded herself that she was doing this for Isako as much as herself. “Did you know Isako Jones?”
 
   “No. I don't know anybody. I'm new in town.” Tristesse smiled. “Did that help?”
 
   “You were at her house.” Lola leaned across the table, spreading her hands flat on the surface so her rings caught the light, shining and sparking with power. Tristesse looked down at them and Lola saw genuine interest on her face. That confirmed one thing – Tristesse was a magic-user. You wouldn't see the sparks otherwise. “I followed you from her house.”
 
   As soon as she said it, the atmosphere changed. Tristesse leaned back, her expression changing from curious to ice-cold. Lola felt walls slam into place between them, a physical sensation that made her flinch away from the other woman. Tristesse's dark eyes flared red and Lola felt a brief, but terrifyingly intense burst of power from her. It was thick, dark, sharp as a blade, and utterly, utterly inhuman.
 
   Lola bit her lip to keep herself from whimpering. Tristesse stood and swept from the coffee shop without a word.
 
   Lola chased after her. It was probably – almost definitely, in fact – a stupid move. But that glimpse of Tristesse's power was too much to resist, never mind the fact that her reaction confirmed she knew something about Isako.
 
   The other woman was striding out of the courtyard, heels clacking smartly on the pavement. Lola fell into step beside her, feeling scared and excited and idiotic. “If you—”
 
   “You followed me here. Will you follow me wherever I go?” Tristesse asked. “What if I go somewhere dangerous? Would you follow me there, Lola Guntram?”
 
   “I need to know what happened to my friend.”
 
   “And you think I can tell you. What if I can't?
 
   “Why were you at her house?”
 
   They were walking down Delta Street, Lola struggling to match Tristesse's pace. The other woman was staring straight ahead, as if she could ignore Lola out of existence. For a few seconds, Lola thought she wouldn't answer. Then Tristesse licked those sumptuous lips and said, “I'm sorry your friend is dead. I didn't kill her.”
“But you do know what happened to her.”
 
   “I know lots of things, Lola Guntram. I know the secret names of cats. I know the scent of falling stars. I know the sound of angels weeping.” She turned to look at Lola, and her smile was both sad and inviting. “I don't know who killed your friend. I do know why they killed her.”
 
   Lola stopped, grabbing Tristesse's sleeve. She half-expected Tristesse to shrug her off, or possibly even slap her away, but Tristesse stopped too. “You have to tell me anything you know. Anything.”
 
   “What will you give me in exchange?”
 
   Lola bit her lip in frustration. “What do you want? Money?” She didn't have the kind of money that would buy answers, but she didn't have anything else to offer either.
 
   “Money.” Tristesse was scornful. “How banal. I don't want money.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   Tristesse turned suddenly and took Lola's ring hand. She raised Lola's fingers to her lips and kissed the rings, first the amber, then the amethyst. Little shocks of power and delight ran through Lola.  “I want sanctuary,” she said. “A safe place. Can you give me a safe place, Lola?”
“You mean...” Lola stumbled. “You want to...stay with me?”
 
   “You sound so confused. Is not tradition to offer sanctuary those who seek it?”
 
   “I'm not a church.”
 
   “And I am not a church-goer. I'm looking for a bed and four walls. Is that not a simple thing, in exchange for information?”
 
   There was a catch. There had to be. Tristesse was...Lola didn't know what she was, but she was like nothing and nobody Lola'd ever met before, and that was probably trouble in itself. She was magnetically powerful and obscenely beautiful and she was clearly also manipulative and temperamental. You'd have to be desperate or insane to invite this creature into your life.
 
   Tristesse gave her that predator's smile and Lola knew she was lost.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Lola loved her cottage. It had belonged to her family for generations. She'd redecorated when she moved in, getting rid of the patterned wallpaper and blush-pink carpets her grandmother had loved, and replacing them with natural, neutral colors Otherwise it was the same as it had been for years: the open fireplace stacked with rough-chopped kindling, the kitchen full of spices, dried herbs, and bunches of lavender hanging from the ceiling. She'd kept all the antique dining room furniture, restored the old rocking chair, and polished it until it glowed.
 
   It was cosy, homely, and most of all it was hers. When Tristesse swept in, holding her skirts off the floor like a queen entering a hovel, Lola died a little inside.
 
   “This is small,” Tristesse said, looking around.
 
   “You asked for a sanctuary, not a palace,” Lola reminded her.
 
   “I wasn't insulting it, just stating a fact.” Tristesse slipped out of her boots, leaving them neatly against the wall in the hallway, and went off to explore. Lola followed. She was feeling less intimidated and more like she'd unexpectedly adopted a very big cat. She had to keep reminding herself of that flare of dark, chilling power she'd felt from Tristesse. There was nothing tame about her.
 
   Tristesse was in the kitchen, opening jars of spices to sniff. She was chewing on a sprig of lavender. Lola resisted the urge to scream what are you? at her and instead set the kettle to boil. Their exchanges at the coffee shop and on the way here had made it clear she'd get nothing by pushing at Tristesse. So even though she burned to demand answers about Isako and Tristesse herself, she forced herself to act nonchalant, like bringing wandering goth princesses home was an everyday occurrence.
 
   “Can I get you a cup of tea?” she asked.
 
   Tristesse put away the jar of cinnamon she'd been sniffing. “Is it green?”
 
   “It's Lady Grey.”
 
   “Is it good for me?”
 
   “I don't think it has any overt health benefits, no.”
“Very well.” Tristesse nodded and took a seat at the kitchen table. “You practice magic.”
 
   Lola dropped a teabag in the sink, caught off guard by the statement. Maybe she shouldn't have been, but Tristesse's direct manner wasn't something she experienced often. Once she'd left the Choir, she'd rarely mixed with other magic-users. Even she did, there was usually this odd dancing around the topic, while people sized each other up, tried to decide if their secrets were safe or if they'd be mocked for them.
 
   “Yes,” she said, rescuing the teabag. “And you?”
 
   “What kind of magic? Thelemic magick used to be very popular.”
 
   “Not since Aleister Crowley died, I don't think.” Lola glanced at Tristesse over her shoulder. The other woman was still chewing on her sprig of lavender and toying with a pile of ribbons and scraps of lace on the table. She'd picked up a long strip of sky-blue ribbon and was winding it around her fingers with a look of serious concentration.
 
   “Your friend was not a practitioner.”
 
   “No,” Lola said, heart aching. “She was a client of mine. I was doing magic for her.”
 
   “What do you know already? You followed me from her home; you know something.” Tristesse held her hand up to admire the ribbon, then carefully began unwinding it again.
 
   Lola swallowed. Her throat felt raw and dry all of a sudden. “She was killed for a ritual, a blood ritual, to open a gateway.”
 
   “Know a lot about blood magic? You don't look much like a necromancer.”
 
   “They're not the same thing,” Lola said.
 
   “They go hand-in-hand. If you start down one path, you'll likely walk the other eventually.” Tristesse wagged a finger at Lola.
 
   “Let's stick to the subject,” Lola said.
 
   “The subject is magic.”
 
   “Please.” Lola's voice broke. “I need to know. You don't understand how important this is.”
 
   Tristesse rose and moved to Lola, draping the ribbon round her neck. Lola froze, waiting for Tristesse to choke her. The other woman shifted so her body was pressed against Lola's and tied the ribbon in a bow. She pressed a warm hand to Lola's cheek and kissed her forehead. “Pretty girl,” she murmured, lips moving against Lola's skin. “You already know. Surely you already know.”
 
   Lola was horrified to find herself crying. “A demon. They used her blood to summon a demon. You...”
 
   “Not me,” Tristesse corrected gently, thumbing Lola's tears away. “I merely followed before the door closed.”
“But you are a demon.”
Tristesse drew herself up proudly and Lola saw fire flash in her eyes. “I am a Duchess of Gehenna.”
 
   “Looking for sanctuary.” Lola bit her tongue. Baiting a demon – did fear make you stupider?
 
   Tristesse smiled. It was sad and beautiful and terrifying all at the same time. She pinched Lola's cheeks and moved away. “Your friend died to summon a demon. There. Now you know. Is your life changed?”
 
   Lola's head spun. She knew. She'd known since she understood that sigil. Hearing Tristesse confirm it was a fierce, painful blow, but it wasn't an answer. The what hadn't been the question, not really. It was why and who that mattered. “Why do people summon demons?” she asked, untying the ribbon.
 
   Tristesse shrugged, retaking her seat. “Idiocy, mainly. Oh, they'll tell you it's the quest for knowledge, but that's very much a lie in my experience.”
 
   Lola knotted her fingers in her hair, tugging at it. She needed to talk with someone who wasn't a demon. Rowan or Yvette seemed the only choices, but inviting either of them over while Tristesse sat at her kitchen table seemed...incriminating.
 
   How could it be so hard to prove her innocence? She was innocent. She was fairly sure Rowan believed her, but consorting with demons – for any reason – was not something the Choir would approve of. If blood magic was forbidden, demonology was so far outside the rules, Lola was pretty sure Yvette would kill her for the good of humanity.
 
   She turned back to Tristesse, who was daintily sipping her Lady Grey tea, although Lola didn't remember making it at all. “Do you know the demon who was summoned? I guess you must have been close to the door when it opened, to be able to slip through? Did you see anything?”
 
   “Not really,” Tristesse replied. “The gateway was open quite some time – there was a lot of power behind the spell.”
 
   That made sense, with the amount of blood two murders would provide. Lola ground her teeth. What now? What direction to go in?
 
   She decided to start by calling Yvette. There was no reason Yvette had to come here again, after all. It took her a few minutes to dig out her old address book and find Yvette's number, and she felt Tristesse's eyes on her the whole time. A demon. She had a demon in her house. It should probably scare her a hell of a lot more, and it did make her nervous. But mostly it made her wildly curious. Why had Tristesse left Gehenna? What was it like there? What did demons do when they weren't being summoned by humans?
 
   Would Tristesse answer if Lola asked? Probably not. She pushed the thought aside for later and dialed Yvette.
 
   “I'm busy,” Yvette said before Lola could say more than hello. “If you want to talk, we'll have to fix a time later to meet.”
“You send me off to hunt down a magical murderer and I have to make an appointment with you to talk about it?” Lola wished Yvette was in front of her so she could punch her.
 
   “People do exist when they're not with you, Lola. I have a job, one I can't just drop at your convenience.”
 
   Lola tried to remember what Yvette's job was. Sales or something, something dull and soul-destroying, which probably explained a lot about Yvette. “Well, when is it convenient? Do I have to wait for another dead body before you'll deign to see me again?”
Yvette sighed. “You can be so childish. The Choir is meeting tonight in Dogwood Park. Nothing formal, we're just welcoming some newcomers. You could come along and we could talk then. It might be good for you to reconnect and revisit the old path,” she added in what she obviously thought wasn't a condescending tone.
 
   “You mean the right path,” Lola said, not bothering to hide her annoyance.
 
   “Your words, not mine. Will you be there? I have a meeting to get back to.”
“I'll be there.” Reconnecting with the Choir sounded like a terrible idea but she had to take what she'd learned to Yvette. And of course there was no ruling out that the killer was a Choir member. Maybe even one of the newcomers Yvette mentioned.
 
   “Why should the onus be on you to find this demonologist?” Tristesse asked as Lola hung up. “I thought you humans had a perfectly good justice system.”
 
   “I wouldn't call it perfectly good,” Lola said. “And it's not equipped to deal with magic and demons. And the Choir – the coven I used to belong to – they think it was me. I have to prove it wasn't.” The unfairness of it had her grinding her teeth. She reminded herself that it wasn't just about proving her innocence – it was finding Isako's killer too.
 
   “I could help,” Tristesse offered, catching her off guard.
 
   “Why would you?” she asked, suspicious.
 
   Tristesse twirled a lock of shockingly red hair round her fingers as she had the ribbon earlier. “In exchange for sanctuary. It's only fair.”
“Aren't deals with demons traditionally bad news for humans?”
“Traditionally, yes.” Tristesse grinned wickedly. “I'm not one for tradition, personally.”
Lola scrunched her hands in her hair. Was this the inevitable corruption the Choir worried about? One day simple blood magic, the next day demon lodgers offering you temptation with a feline smile.
 
   “How could you help?” she asked.
 
   “How could a demon help you track down another demon, is that what you're asking? You have a very limited imagination, Lola Guntram.”
 
   “What I have is very limited experience of demons.” Lola sat at the kitchen table, keeping a slight distance between herself and Tristesse. “What can you do? I mean, do you just sense other demons or is it more complicated than that?”
“Oh, everything to do with demons is complicated. Have your little coven meeting first. Then we'll do some real magic.” Tristesse cracked her knuckles and beamed at Lola.
 
   Lola rubbed her scars. Was it her imagination or was the day just getting longer and harder by the minute?
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   There was a serenity to the woods at twilight that Lola felt deep down in her bones. Dogwood Park wasn't quite the same as camping out in a true forest, with only the wilderness and the stars for company, but it worked in a pinch. Clean, earthy scents of damp moss and tree bark filled the air, along with the songs of birds roosting for the night.
 
   When she’d first joined the Choir, she’d lived for the monthly meetings here. Each full moon, they’d gathered at Dogwood Park to call the corners, draw down the moon, cast spells, and simply be together. She’d made new friends, learned so much new magic, and fallen in love here. A nostalgic ache filled her chest as she walked through the wet grass towards the coven’s traditional meeting place. She was happy with her path but…Well, she certainly didn't have the social life she’d had with the Choir. It wasn’t something she thought about often, but when she did it was with a weird sting, like she’d suddenly noticed a paper cut.
 
   At the heart of the park was a rough, natural circle of yew trees. The needle-like leaves and red berries had symbolized immortality for almost as long as mankind had been assigning meanings to the natural world. What better place for a coven to meet? Years ago, before Lola had joined the Choir, someone had dragged the stump of a storm-fallen tree to the center of the clearing to make a rough altar. Alone in the clearing, Lola crossed to the altar and pressed her hand to the rough wood, pushing down until she felt the nip of splinters in her palm.
 
   “Hello,” she said softly. Despite the autumn chill all around her, the wood felt warm and welcoming. She opened herself up to the spirit of the place, seeing washes of clear, bright colors fill the clearing, healthy greens and the violet of wisdom and intuition. A deep sense of calm filled her, bringing rich, spicy scents of earth after rain and moss-covered wood. Some witches saw elemental spirits – gnomes, salamanders, undines, and sylphs – but Lola never had. She felt them though, smelled them and sensed the vibrations they created in the world, and that was enough. The chaos and misery of the past couple of days felt distant and manageable. She wanted to cling to that feeling hard, so she slipped her athame from her bag and pricked her finger quickly. She spread the pinprick of blood across her palm and pressed her palm to the tree stump.
 
   Her hand prickled as her blood sank into the rough grain of the old tree, and a fast, delicious warmth hit her. Serenity and resolve followed, the peace and tranquility of earth magic blending with hard, fast blood magic. She could handle this. Whatever it was, wherever it was going, she could handle all of it. Tristesse, the killer, Isako’s death, the Choir…She was Lola Guntram and she was capable. The earth believed it. Her blood believed it.
 
   “Wow. What did you do?”
 
   The awed voice shook Lola from her slight trance. She jumped away from the stump, heart pounding. A young woman hurried into the clearing, long dreadlocks bouncing behind her. As she approached, Lola saw neon green and blue braids woven into the thick black locks, and silver piercings in the girl’s nose and lips. Her outfit was delightfully inappropriate for a walk in the woods: platform heels, jeans covered in straps and chains, and a tattered leather jacket over a faded Sex Pistols t-shirt.
 
   “This place is buzzing! Are you the priestess? I didn’t think you’d started already. Am I late?” the girl chattered, drawing to a halt and offering Lola her hand. “Imani Dachi. Don’t worry if you don’t remember it,” she added in the tone of one whose name was frequently mispronounced.
 
   “Lola Guntram. I’m not a Choir member, I’m just…I’m meeting Yvette and she –”
 
   “Oh! You’re the blood witch! Wicked.” Imani grinned and sat down, hugging her knees. “I thought you’d be some crazy old hag.”
 
   Lola wasn’t sure whether to be amused or offended. “Is that how they describe me?”
 
   “Well, they don’t really talk about you much, except in hushed tones. You’re like an urban legend. Is it true you lure children into your gingerbread house?”
 
   Lola couldn’t help grinning back now. “People notice missing children. I lure hobos into my gingerbread house.” She thought of Tristesse and found herself laughing far harder than the joke really warranted. She got herself under control and joined Imani down on the ground. With her spell still firing through her, she felt cradled by the earth, relaxed and safe. She buried her bloodied palm in the grass to keep the connection going. A spell like this wouldn’t last more than a few hours, but she figured she’d need it to get through the coven gathering and her meeting with Yvette.
 
   “So you’re a newbie,” she said to Imani. “Is this your first proper meeting with the Choir?”
 
   Imani nodded, fiddling with the end of a braid. “I’m pretty new in town. I met some of the girls at college and once they convinced me this wasn’t some knock-off of The Craft, I figured I’d check it out.”
 
   “So did you move here for college? What are you studying?”
 
   Imani’s eyes lit up and she launched into a rave about her double major in physics and computer sciences. Her enthusiasm was palpable, even if Lola didn’t understand half of what she was saying. Science had been her worst subject all through school, but there was something she found exciting about other people’s knowledge. It fired her up, made her need to understand and explore. So she tried to keep up with Imani’s tumble of words until the other girl stopped and changed directions abruptly. “So tell me about blood magic.”
 
   “Where to start…”
 
   “Perhaps don’t start at all.” Yvette appeared behind Imani, making both women jump. She frowned down at Lola. “You’re welcome to join the circle, Lola, but I didn’t invite you here to start corrupting people.”
 
   Lola opened her mouth to argue but Imani cut in first. “’If you have knowledge, let others light their candles at it,’” she said. “Margaret Fuller.”
 
   Yvette blinked, then smiled icily. “Of course. Imani, you’ll excuse us a minute? Lola and I need to talk privately.”
 
   Lola stood, wiping her hands off on her jeans. Yvette guided her away from the tree stump, to the edge of the clearing. Under the shadows of the yew trees, Yvette looked stern, even a little scary. Lola let the wash of calming earth magic flow over again, reminding herself that Yvette was just a woman. Certainly she was the least scary thing Lola had to worry about right now.
 
   “So?” Yvette prompted her.
 
   Leaving out Tristesse, Lola explained what she'd learned. Yvette's face grew tighter and sterner with every word.
 
   “Demons,” she spat. “Portals to hell? Lola, are you serious?”
 
   “You don't believe me?” Lola had never considered that possibility. If you believed in gnomes and salamanders, was it that much of a stretch to believe in demons?
 
   “Have you ever read about the McMartin preschool? In the 1980s, the family were charged with Satanic ritual abuse – sexual abuse – of the children in their care. There were six years of investigation and trials, and it was all lies, Lola. It was all completely fabricated.”
“What does that have to do with this?”
 
   “You cannot go engendering panic and hysteria in the magical community by talking about demons and Satanism, and you certainly can't talk about it outside of the community.”
 
   “I'm not talking about Satanism and I'm not telling the 'magical community' at all. I'm telling you, like you asked me to do!” Lola leaned in, lowering her voice as she became aware of other people entering the clearing. “I'm not lying about what I've found out, Yvette.”
 
   Yvette pulled away from her slightly, smoothing down her coat sleeves. “There is enough basic human evil in this world without bringing demons into it. And that's what our killer is, a human.”
 
   “I never said they weren't, I just said -”
 
   “A human working dangerous, evil magic for evil ends,” Yvette said, carrying on as if Lola hadn't spoken. Lola was remembering, vividly, another reason she'd left the Choir. “Your affinity for blood magic gives you an insight into what they might be doing, I still believe that, but you must not let yourself be swayed by the trappings of the crime.”
 
   “And what do you think they might be doing?” Lola asked, impatience getting the better of both her and her spell. “I mean, we all know blood witches spend their whole time corrupting the innocent and sacrificing babies and dancing with goats or whatever the fuck you tell people. You must—”
 
   “That's enough,” Yvette said, raising her hand to silence Lola. “Need I remind you that it's your own best interests to solve this? If I recall correctly, you are under suspicion.”
Lola burned. Impatience wasn't the word. There wasn't a word for what she felt just then. Words were so fucking limiting. She sucked in a deep breath and spun on her heel to walk away. If she stayed, she was going to shove her bloodied, muddied hand into Yvette's face and scream obscenities at her.
 
   She walked straight into Rowan.
 
   “Lola!” Rowan caught Lola's shoulders to steady her when Lola stumbled in surprise. “What's going on?”
 
   “Lola thinks we have an amateur Satanist on our hands,” Yvette said, dryly amused.
 
   “What? The murder at the club?” Rowan looked from Lola to Yvette, confusion sweeping over her face.
 
   “That sigil we saw in Isako's house. It was used to open a gateway to Gehenna – Hell. I think -”
 
   “Lola,” Yvette said, more gently, “we can't take rumors and speculation to the police.”
“I don't know what more you want from me.” Lola threw her hands up. “You asked me to look into it – like I'm a detective or some kind of bloodhound, and I have, and now you don't like what I'm telling you because you're worried it will upset the community. No worry for the dead people? No worry for what the killer will do next?”
 
   Rowan gripped Lola's wrist. “If you know anything, you have to go to the police, Lola. It doesn't matter how tenuous it is.”
 
   “The whole point of Lola being involved was to handle this without exposing the community,” Yvette argued. “The police will rip us apart if they think any of us are involved in this.”
 
   “You don't have to warn me about that,” Lola retorted. She stopped herself from looking at Rowan as she spoke. Rowan was proving to be an ally; she didn't want to ruin that, even if it was Rowan's fault Hardy and Scherer had come to her door in the first place.
 
   “Well then,” Yvette said, as if she'd won the argument. She glanced past Lola to the clearing, which was now filled with a dozen or so women. Lola could see Imani's neon braids glowing in the light of a torch someone held. “I have to go. Lola, discretion. Remember the McMartin preschool.” She swept off before Lola could answer.
 
   “Fuck the McMartin preschool,” Lola said to the empty air. “I don't know what it is she wants from me,” she added to Rowan, not bothering to hide her despair.
 
   “She wants everything tidied away neatly without any Choir members getting hurt or any bad publicity coming our way.” Rowan kicked at a lump of earth at her feet. “She's scared, Lola. And you bringing demons into it -”
 
   “I'm not lying about it.”
 
   A heavy, awkward silence fell between them. Rowan stared at the ground. Lola stared up at the star-strewn sky, waiting for ridicule or scorn.
 
   “Why would someone summon a demon?” Rowan asked eventually, surprising her.
 
   “I guess if you knew that, you'd find the killer.” Lola listened to the muted chatter and laughter in the clearing and felt very out of place. “I should go. Looks like you're getting started.”
“Hang on, I'm coming with you.” Rowan fell into step with her as she walked away, surprising Lola once more. “You can't just dump a load of talk on me about demons and Hell and then walk away.”
 
   “But...the Choir...”
 
   “Won't miss me tonight,” Rowan said. “I think catching a killer is more important.”
 
   Gratitude suffused Lola. “Thank you.”
 
   They'd just cleared the ring of yew trees when Lola heard thudding footsteps behind them. She glanced back to see Imani running after them.
 
   “Wait up! Yvette said you'd gone crazy and were raving about demons.”
 
   Lola and Rowan stopped, exchanging glances. “So?” Lola asked, apprehensive.
 
   “So it sounds kinda cool. Well, maybe not cool. But definitely worth learning more about.” She looked at them both hopefully. “You need a third? I can help.”
 
   “You don't know what we're doing,” Lola pointed out.
 
   Imani grinned. “Do you?”
 
   Touche. Lola shrugged. “Merry meet then, I guess.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Lola had agreed to meet Tristesse after the Choir meeting, but her house was empty when she got back with Rowan and Imani in tow. Lola had half-expected to see the demon duchess still at the kitchen table, possibly covered in cinnamon and making art out of tea leaves, and was oddly disappointed by her absence.
 
   Still, she would have been hard to explain to Rowan and Imani, and even if they seemed inclined to believe, she didn't want to start the night by dumping a real live demon on them.
 
   Instead she sat them down at the kitchen table and explained about the sigil's meaning and her trip to Isako's house. Reluctantly, she also explained meeting Tristesse, although she left out how Tristesse's origins, painting her instead as another practitioner.
 
   “Another blood witch?” Rowan asked.
 
   “Not really. I don't know. We haven't talked much. She's just...she can help, I think.” If she came back. Lola was very aware that Tristesse had absolutely no real reason or obligation to.
 
   “So what do we do now?” Imani asked. “Is it worth scrying again?”
 
   Rowan shook her head. “There'll be nothing to find by now. I think it's safe to say Lola has taken all she can from Isako's house, and there was nothing in the alley at the Red Lotus. At least, I don't think so.” She looked to Lola for confirmation.
 
   “Nothing helpful,” Lola agreed. “I think we need to try to figure out who could commit these murders and perform a ritual like this. Talk to other magic-users, see if anyone has heard anything or seen anything...” She trailed off, realizing what a huge task it would be. Especially when you really couldn't just march up to people and ask them if they'd killed anyone for magic recently. “I don't know how we'll do that though,” she admitted.
 
   “I do,” Imani said. “I've met loads of people at college who are into paganism or Wicca and different magic practices. Rumor travels fast – as soon as these murders are public knowledge, people will start talking.”
 
   “That's great,” Rowan said, “but I'm not sure chasing down rumors is the wisest course of action.”
“You've got to start somewhere,” Imani said. “Right now you've got nothing.”
 
   This was much easier in books and movies, Lola thought. You stumbled upon a crucial piece of evidence and the conspiracy simply unwound for you, no effort required. She felt a stab of sympathy for Hardy and Scherer and thought again how much easier their jobs would be if Lola was the killer. And while Imani was right that they had to start somewhere, Lola wasn't sure how many genuine magic-users they were going to find at the local college.
 
   So what other options were there? What other approaches could they make?
 
   “All those books upstairs and you have so little knowledge? That's rather sad, don't you think?”
 
   Lola jumped at the sound of Tristesse's voice. The demon waltzed into the kitchen with a pizza box in her hands. She'd swapped her gothic princess attire for ripped black jeans and an oversize hoodie, and now looked like she'd fit in perfectly on a night out with Imani. Lola decided not to think about where the clothes had come from. Or the pizza for that matter.
 
   Tristesse set the pizza down and took the last seat at the table, beaming round at the three of them. “Three little witches, all so determined to act and all so directionless.” She flipped open the pizza box and took out a slice. “I was informed that this has absolutely no nutritional benefits whatsoever,” she told Lola.
 
   Lola glanced at the pizza, which seemed to be topped with everything a pizza restaurant could possibly offer. “No, I think you're safe there,” she said. “What do you mean about all the books?”
 
   “Just that it's surprising you can be so well-read and still so ignorant.”
 
   Lola frowned. “Rowan, Imani, this is Tristesse. Tristesse—”
 
   “Rowan. Imani.” Tristesse regarded them both with lofty disinterest and turned her attention back to Lola. “How was your coven meeting?”
“Annoying,” Lola said. “Apparently the magical community doesn't believe in demons.”
“How ridiculous. What do you know about ley lines?”
 
   “The Old Straight Track,” Imani said. “That's what the guy who came up with the concept called them. They're like a network of natural points of interest, right?”
 
   “Correct, partially.” Tristesse pushed the pizza box towards her as if offering her a reward. “They are vast natural reservoirs of power, remnants of a much older race that dwelt on your plane.”
 
   Rowan raised an eyebrow, expressing more cynicism with the gesture than Lola would have thought possible. “I'm pretty sure ley lines have been debunked very thoroughly.”
 
   “By humans who have no ability to access the power anyway.” Tristesse looked down her nose at Rowan and turned to Lola. “But I can show you how to do it.”
 
   Despite the tiredness settling over her, despite the frustration and anxiety of the situation, Lola felt a spark of excitement at Tristesse's words. “You can? How?”
 
   Tristesse smiled and tapped her lips. “Fancy a walk?”
 
   ****
 
   It wasn't particularly late when they set out, but the autumn night was thickly dark and piercingly cold. It weighed down on Lola and she longed for the buzz of blood magic to wake her up. Just a quick prick of her fingers, or the reopening of a new scar, just a touch of blood and a whisper of will, and she'd be wide awake. She didn't want to do it in front of Rowan or Imani, though.
 
   Instead she stayed close to Tristesse and wondered what the demon was going to do with her. Or to her. She’d read about ley lines, but it seemed to be the one metaphysical subject that everyone agreed was nonsense. Usually if you looked hard enough, you could find at least one person or faction willing to defend their particular school of magic to the death, but not this one. Decades of research, practice, and experimenting had yielded nothing. Ley lines, if they existed at all, were simply random acts of geography.
 
   So Tristesse’s words had Lola both skeptical and wildly curious. An ancient race that predated humans? Vast, untapped reservoirs of power in the earth itself? It was fantastical and fascinating, and she wanted to know all about it, right now. But Tristesse had been tight-lipped since they left the house, simply leading them through the city with a secretive smile.
 
   “Are we going to the Red Lotus?” Rowan asked suddenly, as Tristesse swung off the main road they’d been walking and onto Arcade Street, where the Lotus and several other clubs were.
 
   Tristesse spun on her clumpy heels to beam at Rowan. “Sounds like an enticing place.”
 
   “It’s my business,” Rowan said. “And it’s closed.”
 
   Tristesse widened her eyes. “Wouldn’t that be such a coincidence, a witch choosing to open her business over a ley line?”
 
   Rowan frowned and Lola guessed, like her, Rowan wasn’t sure if Tristesse was teasing her or not. But there was no denying they were heading for the Red Lotus; Lola could see the sign now. The neon red lotus flower wasn’t lit tonight, but lights from neighboring buildings bounced off it, giving it a pearly sheen anyway. When they reached the silent club, Lola noticed the police tape blocking off the alley was gone. She peered down the alleyway and saw flickers of muddy red and black in the air, a psychic reminder of what had happened.
 
   Rowan shivered and drew closer to Lola, hugging herself. “Why are we here?” she asked. “I don’t think I’m comfortable with this.”
 
   “Well, technically speaking, you weren’t invited,” Tristesse said.
 
   “Technically speaking, I own the place and if you’re going to perform some weird blood spell here that potentially endangers my friend –”
 
   “Rowan,” Lola cut in softly, touched by Rowan’s fierceness. “If you’re not ready to be back here, it’s okay.”
 
   “Why are we here?” Rowan asked again, ignoring Lola and focusing a laser-sharp glare on Tristesse. “Because of the murder?”
 
   Tristesse drew a line in the air and Lola swore she saw sparks, although the other two didn’t react. “There’s a ley line running underneath this street. A great, thick, wide one. Or do you really think you were just drawn here by chance?” she asked Rowan. “You may not be able to tap the power, but you’re a strong, natural witch. Your subconscious knows things your waking mind never considers.” She gestured around, flicking her fingers at the other clubs and shops lining Arcade Street. “I wouldn’t be surprised to learn every one of these places is owned or staffed by gifted humans. Witches, psychics, petty meddlers…Ask them and they’ll tell you they just like it here, it just feels right. The truth runs much deeper.”
 
   “You think the killer knew that?” Imani asked. “About the ley line, I mean.”
 
   Tristesse shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
   “Is Isako’s house over a ley line too?” Lola asked. Another shrug from the demon.
 
   “I’m not an oracle. Do you want my help or do you want to stand on street corners and talk yourselves to death?”
 
   Lola felt Rowan and Imani’s eyes fix on her. “I think this is your call, Lola,” Rowan said, sounding both frosty and worried.
 
   “What do I have to do?” Lola asked Tristesse. Butterflies flitted around her stomach and she wasn’t sure if she was nervous or excited. The chance to learn something new was always tantalizing, but she couldn’t forget what Tristesse was. Trusting her could be stupid at best, deadly at worst.
 
   And yet Lola was going to trust her anyway. Because Tristesse was dangling something irresistible in front of her, and Lola was too greedy to say no.
 
   “Come with me,” Tristesse said and swept off down the alley. Lola followed, but Rowan grabbed her arm as she passed.
 
   “Be careful!”
 
   “Aren’t you coming?” Lola asked her. Imani looked eager and hopeful, but Rowan shook her head firmly.
 
   “Whatever she’s doing, I don’t want to see it. I’m sorry, Lola, and I’m not trying to be difficult, but all this…It just isn’t something I agree with.”
 
   “But you’re here,” Lola said, taken aback. “You offered to help, you came along.”
 
   “I’m here for you. I’ll help you. I’m not so sure about her.”
 
   Lola smiled, hoping her own apprehension didn't show. “I'll be fine.”
Tristesse whistled impatiently from the shadows of the alley. Lola felt a spark of annoyance, but patted Rowan's shoulder and hurried after Tristesse without another word.
 
   Tristesse waited at the end of the alley, perched on the edge of a dumpster as if it was a throne. The only light down here came from high above, in the window of the Lotus's neighboring building, and it cast a pale halo around the demon. She looked trashy and beautiful, an urban fox in human shape. Lola's butterflies went frantic, turning her stomach into a churning mess. When Tristesse beckoned her forward with a crooked finger and a wicked smile, Lola's mouth went dry.
 
   She wet her lips and picked up her pace, joining Tristesse at the dumpster. “So what now?” she asked, trying to sound nonchalant and sure she was failing miserably.
 
   Tristesse hopped off the dumpster and laid her hands carefully on Lola's hips. She drew Lola in close, until Lola could smell strawberry bubblegum on her breath. It was unexpected enough to counter the jolt of lust she felt at Tristesse's touch.
 
   “Um...” Lola said.
 
   Tristesse laid a finger on Lola's lips. “Hush. Be still.” Her eyes glowed in the darkness. Lola remembered thinking the demon was like a large cat before; now she felt more like a tiger. She watched, hypnotized, as Tristesse raised her finger to her own mouth and with one sharp slash, cut her lip open.
 
   Lola gasped as blood welled to Tristesse's mouth. This close, she smelt salt and copper. More importantly, she sensed power, rich and thick and velvety. Intoxicating. When Tristesse kissed her, she was already past resisting.
 
   The demon tasted of bubblegum and blood, sweet and sour. Lola leaned into the kiss eagerly, feeling dark magic flow between them. When Tristesse bit Lola's lower lip, the sudden pain swiftly turned to pleasure, mutated by the magic. It ran over Lola like an oil slick, fast and overwhelming. That brief glimpse she'd had of Tristesse's power in the coffee shop, it was nothing compared to this. She felt light-headed, weak in the knees, and buzzing with energy. She knotted her hands in Tristesse's hair, making the kiss deeper and harder, as if she could yank all that magic straight out of her.
 
   She was vaguely aware that her mouth was bleeding too and she wondered if Tristesse was taking power from her. It was a far-away thought, though. If Tristesse was taking from her, it was surely nothing compared to what she was getting from Tristesse.
 
   And then Tristesse broke the kiss, placing her hands on the sides of Lola's head to hold her still. The demon breathed heavily, eyes wide and shining, mouth stained red. She licked her lips slowly. “You taste like an electric shock,” she said. She sounded dazed.
 
   “I—” Lola started to answer, but the world was spinning. Her vision blurred as the night exploded with color. She felt the ground disappear beneath her, and if Tristesse hadn't been holding her, she would have collapsed. Raw energy rushed around her, as if she stood in a racing river. She looked down and saw she was knee-deep in crackling, pulsing, wild magic.
 
   “See it?” Tristesse asked.
 
    
 
   Lola nodded mutely, transfixed. Seeing auras was one thing. This...this was like seeing the soul of the world. She could see spiders glowing on the bricks all around her, little pinpricks of fire in the night. She could feel the hum and vibration of weeds forcing their way through the concrete. She could hear the moonlight spilling over the city. Her heart raced as she tried to take it all in. She was overwhelmed. She would faint. Human beings weren't supposed to experience the world this way.
 
   “Steady,” Tristesse said. She turned Lola's head so their eyes met. “You're standing in a ley line. Now you can see it, you can tap into it.” She took Lola's hand in her own and curled her fingers into a grabbing gesture. Lola watched as a thread of magic rose to her fingertips. Her skin stung at the contact, but it was a good sensation, like when she cut herself for blood.
 
   Tristesse cast the thread out and whispered something in a lyrical language that fell on Lola's ears like a blessing. The thread twisted in the air, flowing out of the alley and into the night.
 
   Lola wanted to follow, but Tristesse held her firmly in place. “You can travel the ley line,” she said. “You don't need your body for that.”
 
   “How?” Lola asked, bouncing on her heels. “What do we do? Where's it going? What did you say?”
 
   “Have you ever astral traveled before? It was very big in the Eighties.”
 
   “The 1980s?”
 
   “The 1880s,” Tristesse corrected. “It's easy. And once you're out of your body, you can see so much more.” She spun Lola round so Lola faced away from her and gripped her shoulders. “Still bleeding?”
 
   Lola touched a finger to her lips and came away with a smear of blood. She nodded.
 
   “Drop it into the ley line.”
Lola flicked a few drops into the twisting stream and saw it flare bright red for a second. “Now what?”
 
   “Intent. Isn't that the heart of all magic?” Tristesse sank her fingers hard into Lola's shoulders. “Think about what you want.”
 
   Lola thought of Isako and the woman murdered right here in this alley. She wanted to find their killer, desperately. Not just for her own sake, but for theirs too. It was an almost violent need, firing through her like a shot of neat vodka: icy, sharp, and mind-rocking.
 
   “Good girl.” Tristesse whispered something and gave Lola a hard shove.
 
   Lola fell forward, out of her body, and into the crackling river of magic.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   For a wild second, Lola thought she'd died. She felt like she did when you fell in a dream – that awful instance where your heart seemed to stop and the world vanished.
 
   But then Tristesse was there, holding her up and lifting her out of the ley line. Lola glanced back and saw herself in Tristesse's arms, frozen in an intimate tableaux in the alleyway.
 
   “I'd forgotten how this felt,” Tristesse said, sounding breathy. “Well then, darling. Lead on.”
 
   Lola was about to ask what she meant, then she felt a stab in her gut. She gasped in pain and glanced down, expecting to see something lancing through her. And she did, but rather than a blade, she saw a thick cord of black light running through her stomach. She wrapped her hands round it, feeling static shocks, and gave it an experimental tug.
 
   Her vision clouded and a torrent of images flashed before her eyes. Isako, dead and bleeding. A woman screaming at shadows. Blood and fire. She felt sick but before her body could really react, she was jerked forward along the cord of power.
 
   She screamed, trying to stop herself. Tristesse appeared at her side, looking as cool and casual as a glass of iced tea. “Just relax. Nothing can hurt you here.” She grabbed the cord too, and Lola felt the momentum of the ley line carry them both along, away from their bodies.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked, panicked despite Tristesse's assurances.
 
   Tristesse shrugged. “Wherever the ley line takes us. Intent. You thought of something, the ley line absorbed your energy, your feelings, and it's carrying you towards a matching energy.”
 
   “Like...it's alive?” Lola looked down to see if she could see Rowan and Imani, or the buildings they were rushing past, but the ley line's blaze drowned out the real world. All she saw was power. She wanted to drag her fingers through it, but she didn't dare let go of the cord.
 
   “Not alive. Mutable. It wants to be used. Add in a little blood magic and the possibilities are limited only by how badly you want it.”
 
   It was a dangerously intoxicating idea. Raw power, ready to be shaped however you liked it. Like blood magic, but so much vaster. With blood magic you only had as much as your body could give – or someone else's body if you followed that path. But this stuff, running riot through the city...this was free for the taking and apparently limitless.
 
   Could she access it without Tristesse's help, she wondered as she rushed along. It felt like a dangerous idea. But how could she not wonder? Here she was, flying along a river of magic, brimming with more power than she'd ever experienced, with a beautiful, baffling demon at her side. If this was what corruption felt like, bring it on.
 
   As if she knew Lola was thinking about her, Tristesse twisted in the air and curled her arm around Lola's neck, drawing Lola's mouth to hers. They kissed savagely, Lola feeling giddier and higher with every second.
 
   She barely noticed when they jolted to a stop. The world had become Tristesse, her lips, the taste of her blood, the silk of her hair against Lola's cheek.
 
   When they parted, Lola was breathless and weak in the knees, and no longer just from the crash of power all around her. She clung to Tristesse, trying to compose herself. “Where are we?”
 
   Tristesse pulled her out of the ley line. Lola felt a keen sense of absence immediately. She could still see it but the world felt dimmer and she felt duller. She tried to shake off her disappointment and looked around. They'd traveled surprisingly far while she was lost in Tristesse's kiss. She saw the tall pine trees and low iron-wrought fence of Crown Hill Cemetery on the edge of Fort Rosser. Sparsely-placed street lamps shone amber light down on crooked headstones and dying bouquets. She heard the distant roar of passing traffic from the far side of the cemetery, but beside that there was just silence.
 
   She was almost afraid to find out why the ley line had brought her here.
 
   “I like how you humans keep all your dead together,” Tristesse said, gliding towards the cemetery gates. “It's so neat and tidy.”
 
   “What do demons do with their dead?” Lola asked, following her. She hesitated at the gate, remembering her physical body was back at the Red Lotus, presumably still clasped in Tristesse's arms like a swooning romance novel heroine.
 
   “Energy is never destroyed, merely transformed,” Tristesse said. She passed through the iron like a phantom and beckoned for Lola to follow.
 
   Her entire body tingled as she moved through and she felt slightly disorientated on the other side. “If anything happens to me while I'm astral traveling—”
 
   “Nothing will,” Tristesse said, waving her hand dismissively. “Shall we explore?”
Lola couldn't think of a single pleasant reason to ever visit a cemetery. She'd read enough about necromancy to know the value of graveyard dirt or dew collected from dead roses, and she'd experimented a little with such materials. But the only real goal of necromancy was to contact the dead and even she'd never been interested in that. It seemed so disrespectful, and so unnecessary. Let them rest.
 
   But if you were summoning demons, you probably didn't have those qualms about disturbing the dead, she reasoned. If that was what the killer was doing.
 
   With no clear idea of where to go or what to look for, Lola simply walked, hoping her ley line-enhanced senses would help. Although things were definitely a little dimmer away from the ley line, she still felt hyped-up and sparkling with power. She could feel a low background hum as she walked, something that felt dark and tarry, and decided it must be the magic inherent in the ground here. Earth imbued with the dead, and all the power that created. Tristesse was right – energy never disappeared. Every bone buried here had once belonged to a vibrant human being, with all the emotion, drive, and mess that implied. And the living brought their grief here, flooding the land with one of the strongest, deepest emotions a person could experience.
 
   Crown Hill was a rolling mass of potential magic and tonight Lola was achingly aware of it.
 
   She tried to tune it out as she walked, but obviously she wasn't doing a very good job of it, because she walked into Tristesse before she realized the demon had stopped moving. They'd stopped by a praying marble angel, and for a second Lola thought maybe Tristesse was going to crack a joke about it.
 
   But there was no smile on her face. Instead she looked shocked and – afraid?
 
   “I smell rotten eggs.”
 
   “Is that bad?” Lola asked. She peered past Tristesse but saw nothing except shadows and gravestones.
 
   “Brimstone, darling. I smell brimstone. And humans don't stink of brimstone. Move carefully.”
 
   “Why do we have to be careful if nothing can hurt us like this?”
 
   Tristesse didn't answer. She slunk past the angel and into the dark. Lola hurried after her, heart racing as she tried to sense whatever Tristesse had. There was too much energy to sift through though, too many currents of power swirling around her. She hadn't missed the implications of Tristesse's words however.
 
   Tristesse stopped again under a dying maple tree and gestured for Lola to be quiet. Lola stood beside her, staring into the shadows and waiting for her eyes to adjust.
 
   Even once they had, she couldn't believe what she was seeing.
 
   Grave after grave, opened. Headstones knocked down. Caskets opened.
 
   And empty.
 
   Her stomach turned. Could you be sick while astrally projecting? She had a feeling she might find out. “What...what...”
 
   “Your killer is a grave robber too,” Tristesse said. “And with a demanding overseer.”
 
   “You know who did this?” Lola asked, swallowing the bile in her throat.
 
   “We should go,” Tristesse said.
 
   “No.” Lola grabbed her arm. “We have to stop whoever's doing this!”
 
   Tristesse stared down at Lola's hand as if it was something repulsive. “Darling—” she began.
 
   “Duchess.” A hoarse, cracked voice bounced through the night air, making Lola jump. “I had no idea your leash was so loosely held.”
A man strolled into view. Just a man, average in height and build, bland-featured and forgettable. But menace crawled over him, and even without trying Lola could see tendrils of murky color surrounding him.
 
   And he could see her. He could see her and Tristesse. Oh shit.
 
   Behind him came people. They moved stiffly, as if just woken up. Lola had a sick, horrible feeling that wasn't far from the truth.
 
   Oh shit.
 
   “Have you come to admire my handiwork?” the man asked. “It's amazing what one can achieve, don't you think?” He gestured at one of the people behind him, and the woman lurched forward. He wrapped his arm round her waist and kissed her knotted, earth-caked hair. “I know it's not your style, duchess, but unless I'm mistaken, you're traveling with a blood witch there. She should appreciate this, don't you think?”
 
   “What are you doing, Isaiah?” Tristesse asked, practically vibrating with tension. “You can't possibly mean to start a nest here.”
 
   “Why not? The city is big, the prey is plentiful.” He smiled. It was a chilling expression. “And my children are hungry already. I see you've already bled your witch. Why not let one of my children finish the job?”
 
   Lola didn't see it happen. One second the dead woman was at his side, the next she was lunging at Lola. Lola screamed, falling back as the woman snapped at her with wickedly sharp teeth. Tristesse grabbed Lola, whirling her away from the woman and flinging her hand out at her. The woman exploded in flames. She screamed now, dropping to the earth and flailing in agony.
 
   “My pet!” Isaiah seemed genuinely aghast at Tristesse's actions. He rushed to the burning woman's side.
 
   “Come!” Tristesse grabbed Lola and ran. Lola had no choice but to run with her. The demon's speed was uncanny and before Lola could really register what was happening, they were back at the ley line. Tristesse all but threw Lola into the power stream.
 
   Overwhelmed, terrified, and suddenly utterly overloaded with magic, Lola passed out with a great sense of relief.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   She slept fitfully, as if in the grip of a fever. Confused, broken images tormented her when she was asleep, and when she was awake the world spun and fractured around her. Once she woke up screaming for Tristesse, and the demon was there, her warm body curled around Lola's like a comforting blanket.
 
   “I'm here. You're safe,” Tristesse whispered, stroking Lola's sweat-soaked hair and kissing her cheek. Lola shook and burrowed against her, desperate for her heat, before passing out again.
 
   When she finally awoke properly, painfully bright daylight burned her eyes. She groaned and rolled away instinctively, reaching for Tristesse. The bed was empty though. Lola opened her eyes and peered groggily around the room, trying to get her bearings.
 
   She was definitely in her own bedroom, which was a relief. The rumpled sheets smelt of hot bodies and strawberry gum, bringing a flush to her cheeks she couldn't quite explain. Memories of the night crawled through her head, like flashbacks when you'd drunk far too much. And in keeping with that, her head ached, her mouth felt stuffed with cotton balls, and her entire body felt like she'd run a marathon.
 
   “Water and cereal,” Imani said briskly from the doorway.
 
   “What?” Lola managed to answer. Her voice was raspy, reminding her of the demon from the cemetery. Isaiah. Isaiah and his undead woman. She shivered, wishing she could hide under the duvet forever.
 
   “Tristesse said you'd feel shitty, like you were coming down from something,” Imani said, coming to sit on the edge of the bed. She was holding a tray with a glass of water and a bowl of cereal on it. “Whenever I'm coming down from ecstasy, all I want the next day is water and cereal.”
 
   “I'm not hungry.”
 
   “Doesn't matter. You need to eat. Can you sit up?”
 
   Lola tried and found she could, although her muscles screamed in protest. She took the tray reluctantly. “Where is Tristesse?”
 
   “Downstairs arguing with Rowan and her scary boyfriend.” Imani leaned forwards, peering into Lola's eyes. “You okay? You look like shit. What was it like? What happened? Tristesse won't really tell me anything.”
 
   Lola winced at the thought of Rowan and Tristesse arguing, especially now she knew what Tristesse was capable of.
 
   That woman...burning...oh fuck...
 
   She pushed the tray away. “I really can't eat anything right now.”
“Then maybe you should come referee between your girlfriends.”
 
   Lola groaned again. “Why me?”
 
   “Because I value my neck more than I value yours. Sorry.” Imani hopped off the bed. “Eat your breakfast, take a shower, and come downstairs. I wanna know everything about last night, and Tristesse isn't talking.” She left the room.
 
   Lola forced herself to obey, one step at a time. The water was a balm on her parched throat, but the cereal was too much effort and she only ate a few mouthfuls before giving up. Showering was exhausting, but at least the hot water was soothing on her sore body. If this was the result of using ley line magic, Tristesse could keep it.
 
   She wiped steam off her bathroom mirror and studied herself critically. She looked as bad as she felt, shadows under her eyes, skin pale. Her lips looked puffy and swollen, probably from a combination of hard kissing and hard biting. Humans were definitely not meant to experience ley line magic, she decided, no matter how good it might have felt.
 
   And it had felt spectacular, right up until they ran into Isaiah.
 
   Even after dressing and applying a little make-up, she still looked woeful. She didn't want to face anyone looking like a warmed-up corpse. Frowning, she dug around in her bedside drawers, through tangled necklaces, mismatched earrings, and tiny vials of perfume, until she found a brooch her grandmother had given her years ago. It was a gold pewter bird, sweeping its wings up in a motion she'd always found triumphant. She pricked her finger with it.
 
   She smeared droplets of blood on her wrists, across her pulse points, and added a swipe of peppermint oil from one of her perfume vials. She felt more alive immediately. Probably still not ready to break up a fight between Rowan and Tristesse, but if she waited for that, she'd never go downstairs.
 
   Besides, she had a fight of her own to pick with the demon duchess.
 
   She found them in her front room, not at each other's throats as she'd feared, but locked in an icy silence that spoke as loud as any words. Rowan was slumped on the sofa, with Caleb a bristling mass of restrained anger next to her. Rowan's face was a sullen mask and she clutched Caleb's knee so tightly Lola was sure it must be hurting him.
 
   Tristesse lounged in the rocking chair. She looked nonchalant, but Lola could sense her anger as clearly as she saw Rowan's. It vibrated around her, and Lola saw flashes of red and black light in the air.
 
   Imani was doing a great job of appearing unconcerned as she browsed Lola's bookshelves. If she really was as unaffected by the atmosphere as she looked, Lola envied her.
 
   Rowan leapt up when Lola came in, rushing to hug her. “Are you okay? Let me look at you.” She scowled at Lola. “You look awful.”
 
   “Put her down, Rowan,” Caleb said.
 
   “Someone needs to be looking out for her.” Rowan shot Tristesse a bitter look. “Someone who actually cares about her.”
 
   Tristesse raised one eyebrow but said nothing. Lola gently pushed Rowan back. “I'm fine. But Tristesse and I definitely need to have a conversation about the definition of “safety.”'
 
   “I got you out of there unharmed,” Tristesse said.
 
   “Out of where? You need to tell us exactly what happened,” Rowan said.
 
   Caleb reached out for her, catching her hand. “You shouldn't even be getting involved.”
 
   “Well it's too late for that now,” she snapped, shaking him off. She rounded on Lola. “I would never have let you disappear off with her last night if I thought you were going to get hurt.”
“Let me?” Lola echoed. “How would you have stopped me? And it needed to be done, I just...I just didn't think...” She remembered the woman lunging at her, the casual way Tristesse had turned her into a flaming ruin. “I didn't think,” she finished softly, feeling cold and nauseous.
 
   Rowan sat down again, her scowl deepening. “No surprises there.”
 
   “Are you going to tell us what happened?” Imani asked. She was holding a book on fairies and where to find them, something Lola thought might be a much more productive use of her time just then. “You guys just disappeared into the alley and came out an hour later looking like the final girls in a slasher flick.”
An hour? It hadn't felt that long. Admittedly, Lola had been very distracted. She ran her hands through her hair, trying to think of a concise answer. “I don't really know what happened,” she said finally, looking to Tristesse for support.
 
   “A demon named Isaiah is stalking your city's cemetery, raising the dead and turning them into vampires. Whoever killed your friend and the other woman used their blood to allow Isaiah to travel here.” Tristesse shrugged. “That's the gist of it, anyway.”
 
   “You make it sound so ordinary,” Lola said. “Vampires?”
 
   “What did you think the woman who attacked you was? You saw the graves.” Tristesse stood and paced the room, clearly agitated. “All your myths. Vampires, yokai, naiads, whatever...they're all demons. Exiled demons, stranded here for centuries. Isaiah is a vampiric demon, he creates other vampires.”
 
   “That's insane,” Caleb said. “You're saying every supernatural, mythical creature ever is a demon? That's bullshit.”
 
   “It's actually a pretty common idea,” Imani said. “A lot of Celtic folklore says fairies are fallen angels. Scandinavian folklore too.” She waved her book at Caleb, who answered with a murderous growl. “Angels who fell from Heaven into water became water spirits, the ones who fell to earth became, like, imps and gnomes or whatever.”
 
   “That's bullshit,” Caleb repeated.
 
   “Bullshit or not, it's happening,” Lola said. “I saw it. One of those people attacked me.” She rubbed her throat and frowned at Tristesse. “You said nothing could hurt us while we were astral traveling.”
 
   “That was before I knew Isaiah was out there,” Tristesse replied. “Obviously he was tapped into the ley line as well.”
 
   “Obviously.” Lola fumed.  
 
   It was also obvious Tristesse wasn’t going to apologize, and Lola tried not to feel hurt by that. What did they owe each other anyway?
 
   She turned to Rowan. “We need to tell Yvette.”
 
   “She won’t believe us,” Rowan said.
 
   “She might when more dead bodies start piling up! She won’t be able to blame me for all of them.” Lola knotted her hands in her hair, pacing the room. It seemed to be shrinking down around her, too full of people and too short on air.
 
   “What would she do?” Caleb asked.
 
   Lola stopped pacing. “I don’t know.” She hadn’t thought that far. It had just seemed like the right next step. But what could Yvette do?
 
   “Nothing, because she won’t believe us,” Rowan said again. “And even if she does, this…this isn’t her area. It’s not the Choir’s area. This is demonic magic, necromancy, blood magic. Nobody in the Choir has the knowledge or experience to deal with vampires.”
 
   “So this is my problem, is what you’re saying?” Lola rounded on Rowan and immediately wished she could take it back. Rowan glared at her and Caleb simply looked murderous.
 
   “I’m not saying that, Lola. I’m just pointing out –”
 
   “That my nasty, dirty blood magic –”
 
   “You’re completely overreacting.”
 
   “I got attacked by a vampire! I’m allowed to overreact!”
 
   “It’s so hard to imagine you two dating,” Imani said before Rowan could answer. “Did you have one of those really feisty relationships with loads of arguments and make-up sex?”
 
   “That’s none of your business,” Rowan said tartly. “Lola, I’m not trying to pick a fight with you. But seriously, what do you think Yvette or anyone in the Choir could do against demons and vampires?”
 
   Lola inhaled deeply, catching a whiff of peppermint. She wished she’d added a touch of lavender oil too; she could have used the calming effects. “Tristesse burned the one that attacked me. Fire spells –”
 
   “Are dangerous on a large scale, not to mention exhausting for the witch, as you should know,” Rowan said.
 
   “Are you ever going to let me finish a sentence?” Lola asked her, unable to keep the sting from her voice.
 
   “What about the classic vampire execution methods?” Imani addressed Tristesse. “Garlic, stakes, holy water, that kind of thing?”
 
   Tristesse wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Nothing that came from a rotting wooden box surrounded by dirt and maggots is going to be affected by the smell of garlic.”
 
   Imani looked disappointed. “So why can’t you just go set fire to them all then, if that works? And hell, you don’t need magic to start a fire anyway. We could head to the cemetery right now –”
 
   “And torch every casket just in case there’s a vampire inside?” Caleb stood, pulling Rowan up with him. “We should go. This is pointless. Crazy and pointless.”
 
   “Fine, fuck off,” Lola snapped. “I didn’t ask you along anyway.”
 
   Copper light blazed around Caleb, an aura so strong it dazzled Lola, forcing her to look away. “I didn’t come here for you. I came here for Rowan!” He all but roared, and Lola felt like she’d shaken a beehive. Anger, intense and sudden, boiled off him. His eyes burned with fury. Rowan looked shaken but did nothing to try to calm him.
 
   Lola stepped away from him, into a warm, solid body, and found Tristesse’s arms around her.
 
   “Down boy,” Tristesse said, mimicking his snarl. “Try anything stupid and I'll have you neutered.”
 
   “That’s enough,” Rowan said, quiet but firm. Lola felt a crackle of power from her, and saw the hematite pendant Rowan always wore spark at her throat. Hematite was a grounding, calming stone. Rowan had always made a point of renewing her hematite jewelry under the full moon each month to charge it. She’d always said that running the Red Lotus needed a hell of a lot of calm.
 
   The gemstone definitely had a visible effect on Caleb, as did Rowan’s hand on his shoulder. The fiery aura around him dimmed, and some of the rage left his eyes. He seemed to shrink a little, as if that sudden storm of anger had enhanced him and its swift departure reduced him. Still, Lola was grateful for the warmth and support of Tristesse at her back.
 
   “Sorry,” Caleb muttered. “I just worry about you.” This to Rowan, who gave him a warm, loving smile in return.
 
   “Maybe we should go,” she said to Lola. “We’re not getting anything done like this.”
 
   Lola nodded. Her throat was too dry to speak, and she hated that Caleb had scared her so much. Where had that fear been last night when she let Tristesse drag her into the ley line? Why did she feel safe with a demon at her back and scared of the man in front of her?
 
   “Beast,” Tristesse said once Rowan and Caleb were safely out the door. She released Lola and sank back into her seat, seemingly unruffled by the whole encounter.
 
   “Talk about possessive,” Imani agreed. “Wouldn’t have pegged Rowan for liking the alpha asshole type. So what now?”
 
   Before Lola could answer, there was a knock at the door. Lola’s heart dropped into her stomach. She wasn’t sure why until she saw two silhouettes through the frosted glass and realized her friendly neighborhood detectives were back. She opened the door to Hardy and Scherer with a fake smile that made her mouth ache.
 
   “Can I help?”
 
   “Was that Rowan Morgan we just saw leaving?” Hardy asked. She still looked tired, leaving Lola wondering what horrible, exhausting news they’d come to impart.
 
   “Yes. Is that a problem?” Lola fidgeted, remembering her thought – oh, it seemed so long ago now – that there was never a good time for the cops to call.
 
   “I didn’t think you two were on good terms, that’s all.” Hardy shrugged. “Can we come in?”
 
   “Do you have to?”
 
   The detectives exchanged knowing looks. “We’d rather not discuss this on the doorstep,” Scherer said.
 
   Lola didn’t want to discuss it all, whatever it was, but she knew by now that they weren’t going to be dissuaded. She swallowed the nasty words rising to her lips and let them in, ushering them through to the kitchen. She shut the door before Imani or Tristesse could follow. Not that a mere door would stop either of them, she thought sourly, but hopefully they’d get the hint and respect the silently-requested privacy.
 
   “What now?” she asked, hoping she didn’t sound quite as abrupt and rude as she felt.
 
   For the first time since she’d known them, both Hardy and Scherer looked uncomfortable. Scherer drummed his fingers on the kitchen table, looking at Hardy expectantly. She stared at the pile of ribbons on the table, looking like she was working up the courage to say something. Lola’s scars itched. They’d been itching since Caleb’s temper tantrum, but she’d been able to ignore it with so many other people around her. Now, with just the detectives and their palpable discomfort, her skin prickled and stung unbearably.
 
   “What?” she said again. “You’re making me nervous.”
 
   “We need you to come and look at a body.” Hardy said it in a rush, expelling the words as if they tasted bad.
 
   A chill ran down Lola’s spine. “Whose body?” She pictured vampires tearing through the city, leaving bloodless, ravaged corpses in their wake. She scratched her left wrist until it bled, and immediately felt a little shot of relief.
 
   “We can’t tell you anything yet. Will you come and look?” Hardy asked.
 
   “Why?”
 
   One of those irritating looks passed between them. “You’re not under arrest, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Scherer said.
 
   “We just need a…unique perspective on this.”
 
   The relief her mini-bloodletting had given her vanished immediately. “This is to do with Isako, isn’t it? And the Red Lotus murder?”
 
   For a long moment, they said nothing and that was all the answer Lola needed.
 
   “Will you come?” Hardy asked finally.
 
    
 
   Lola nodded mutely.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Lola left Tristesse and Imani at home, hoping they didn't burn down the cottage or turn it into a sanctuary for birds of prey or something while she was gone. Both seemed equally possible.
 
   The drive to the morgue was silent and grim. Hardy and Scherer were so quiet Lola could almost believe she was alone in the car. She sat in the back, watching the city rush by and wondering who was dead and how. Another ritual killing? A vampire attack? Her stomach churned and her head pounded, and she desperately wished she was in bed, in the dark, unaware of all of this.
 
   It was a gray, cold day, the sky clogged with storm clouds, and Lola couldn't stop thinking about those open graves. If it rained, they'd turn to mud. Great pits of mud. What if someone went to visit, to take flowers to a loved one, and found their casket unearthed, slipping and sliding around in a slick of wet earth?
 
   For a second she thought she was going to puke, and she tore desperately at her wrists until she drew blood. Once again, relief washed over her and she was able to...well, relax wasn't the right word. She was able to calm down, though, and push the more morbid thought aside until they reached the city morgue.
 
   The morgue was exactly how she'd always pictured them to be: cold and sterile, with a faint smell of bleach. Hardy and Scherer lead her into the autopsy surgeon's room, where a cherubic-looking man in scrubs waited for them, smiling pleasantly.
 
   “Detectives, always a pleasure. This is your expert?” He beamed at Lola, seeming suspiciously happy for a man who cut up corpses for a living. He shook her hand. “Gil Bridges.”
 
   His hand was smooth and warm, and for some reason it made Lola uncomfortable. “Lola Guntram.” She glanced at Hardy. “Am I your expert?”
 
   “For this, you're the closest thing we have,” she replied wearily. She nodded at Gil. “Show her the body, please.”
Gil led Lola to a metal table, the body on it covered with a sheet. Lola wet her lips, stomach churning again. She wished she'd skipped Imani's cereal. She had to clasp her hands together to keep them from shaking while Gil peeled the sheet back to reveal the dead man beneath.
 
   He was young and unremarkable, and at first that was all she could tell. Fair hair, plain features, waxy skin. And pale, she thought. Far too pale. Then she saw a touch of color on his throat: two bloody, ragged wounds set in a deep purple bruise, like an ultra-violent love bite. The blood had dried to rusty brown, but it was crudely bright against his lifeless skin. She reached for the wound, then drew her hand back.
 
   “You can touch if you want to,” Gil said. “Can't hurt him anymore.”
She didn't want to, but the presence of blood and the certainty that she knew what killed him pulled her in like a magnet. Dried blood wasn't much good for magic, but she didn't need magic to understand what she was seeing here. Still, when her fingertips brushed his throat, she felt a shiver of icy energy pass through her. Was that what necromancy felt like?
 
   “There's a similar wound down at his femoral artery,” Gil said.
 
   The room swam a little. Lola sucked in a deep breath and tried to ignore the slight dizziness she felt. “Was he exsanguinated?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   Gil's nonchalance was oddly reassuring. If he wasn't going to freak out about it, Lola decided she couldn't either. “Where was he found?” she asked.
 
   Hardy appeared beside her. “Arcade Street. In a car park behind a bar.”
 
   Lola made a mental note to pester Tristesse about ley line locations. If Arcade Street ran over a ley line, and Isako's house did too, that might be some kind of clue. 
 
   Or not. But it was something. “So he was out partying?” she asked Hardy. Drunk and vulnerable, perhaps easy prey for a freshly-raised vampire.
 
   Hardy nodded. “According to his friends, he went out for a cigarette and never came back in again.” She ran a hand through her hair, a mixture of anger and apprehension on her face. “So what killed him, Lola?”
What. Not who. Was that a deliberate choice? She wondered what kind of research Hardy had been doing since their last little chat. “Haven't you done an autopsy yet? Had your forensics guys look him over or whatever it is you normally do?” she asked. She didn't mean to sound antagonistic, although she was sure she did. This just felt like...like a trap, maybe. Whatever she said, Hardy and Scherer – and Gil – were bound to think she was crazy. She was already under suspicion, and she doubted the detectives had changed their opinion of her all of a sudden. Calling her in, calling her their “expert,” it all felt a little false.
 
   “No autopsy yet,” Hardy said. “We only brought him in a few hours ago and these wounds...they...well, they reminded me of something. Something that made me think of you.”
 
   Lola grimaced. “Lucky me.”
 
   “We're wasting our time, Dawn,” Scherer called from near the door.
 
   “We agreed to do this my way,” Hardy fired back, turning to frown at him. She managed a polite, professional smile when she turned back to Lola. “So tell me what did this.”
 
   “You'll think I'm crazy.”
“I already think you're a little bit crazy.”
 
   Hardly reassuring. Lola took a deep breath, thinking her options over. Since there were practically none, it didn't take long. “I'll tell you what I think, but not here.” She didn't want Gil's curious eyes on her, or the presence of that poor, dead man.
 
   “Where then?” Hardy asked.
 
   “Crown Hill Cemetery.”
 
   “For fuck's sake,” Scherer muttered behind her. Lola ignored him. Hardy was the one she had to convince. Scherer would follow her lead, protesting all the way, no doubt.
 
   Sure enough, when Hardy nodded, Scherer sighed in resignation.
 
   ****
 
   It was raining by the time they reached the cemetery, the kind of thin, light drizzle that almost made you want a real storm. Almost. Lola still couldn't stop thinking about open graves turned into squelching swamps.
 
   “So are you going to tell us why we're here now?” Scherer asked her as they got out of his car.
 
   “I'd rather show you.” Lola wasn't sure she could handle his derision if she said the word “vampire.” Showing them the open graves would at least convince them this was no run-of-the-mill murder. If there even was such a thing.
 
   He threw his hands up and looked at Hardy. “We still doing things your way?”
 
   “We've come this far,” Hardy said with grim humor “Lead on, MacDuff.”
Lola guided them through the cemetery, trying to remember the way she and Tristesse had gone last night. In the gray light of day, Crown Hill felt no less sinister. She hoped the myth about vampires burning up in daylight was true. She wasn't ready to run into Isaiah and his pack again.
 
   Almost as bad was the idea that she’d find the graves undisturbed, with no trace of last night’s horror. What then? She’d lose any credibility she had with Hardy and Scherer for starters. She bit her lip and ploughed on, hoping she wasn’t about to make herself look insane. And then she laughed silently at the idea that she needed those graves to be open and empty.
 
   It was a strange relief to find the graves, and strangely vindicating to hear Hardy gasp and Scherer curse. There were five of them, lined up between a marble angel and a Celtic cross. It had seemed like so many more last night – all ripped open, the earth heaped all around the gaping mouths of the graves. The casket lids were splinters, as if Isaiah had reached in and dragged the dead out. Fog curled over the ruined graves and Lola shivered, feeling dark intentions lingering in the fog. Maybe that was just her imagination, but she didn’t dare check the aura of the place. She already knew it would be tar-black and rife with evil.
 
   “What the fuck?” Scherer hurried forward, past Lola to stand the edge of the closest grave. “What the fuck is this? Grave robbing?”
 
   “You knew about this?” Hardy asked Lola, face thunderous. “Is this some kind of game?”
 
   “No! I mean, yes, I did know. But it’s not that simple,” Lola added quickly when Hardy looked like she might implode.
 
   “You need to talk fast,” Hardy started.
 
   She didn’t get any further.
 
   A mud-stained man dived out from behind the Celtic cross, shrieking like a banshee. He launched himself at Scherer and the two tumbled into the open grave, a mess of flailing limbs and wild screams. Hardy leapt straight to her partner’s defense, pulling her gun from her shoulder holster and rounding on his attacker. “Back up! Get off him or I’ll shoot!”
 
   “No!” Lola rushed to her. If this was one of Isaiah’s pets, he might not even notice a bullet. Panic fired through her as she scrambled to think of something to do.
 
   Down in the grave, the two men slid around in wet dirt and the wreckage of the casket. Scherer gripped his attacker’s shoulders, trying to push him back. The man snapped and gnashed at Scherer,  straining for his neck. Hardy seemed hesitant to shoot – no clear shot, Lola guessed – but if they didn’t do something, Scherer was going to be overpowered. She racked her brain, dozens of useless spells flashing before her mind’s eye.
 
   Impulsively, she shoved past Hardy, dragging her nails across her wrist as she did. A recent scab opened and her blood welled to the surface of her skin. “Hey!” she called, waving her bleeding arm over the grave. “Over here!”
 
   She felt like an idiot, but it worked. The man – vampire – lost interest in Scherer immediately. He lurched up, hands hooking into the earth to drag himself out of the hole. Lola’s heart shot into her mouth. She hurriedly backed up as he reached for her, trying to keep herself both out of reach but close enough to stay tempting. He was fast, though, and she was certain any second he’d have her pinned to the earth while he gnawed on her wrist.
 
   Fear gave her speed, but trying to run backwards made her clumsy. She tripped and went down hard, jarring her knee and her spine. And just as she’d feared, he was on her, hissing as he yanked her arm up towards his mouth. She screamed, a combination of horror and pain, and punched him with her free hand. Her rings smashed into his cheek, carrying magical energy as well as physical power, and she saw sparks fly. His cheek burned and he released her, his own cries of pain joining hers.
 
   Lola pushed to her knees, wincing at the spike of pain in her left leg as she did. The vampire clawed at his face, keening pitifully. The sound made Lola's ears ring and she wanted it to stop – wanted him to stop – but before she could even start to think of a plan, Hardy stepped up behind him. Her gun went off twice, loud, staccato bangs that deafened Lola for a split second. The man fell forward, his head bouncing off Lola's knee. She screamed and kicked out instinctively. His body rolled to the side, limp and unresisting. Most of the back of his skull was gone.
 
   Lola was suddenly cold and clammy, then burning hot. She stared up at Hardy. The other woman looked remarkably calm. “Scherer, you okay?” she called.
 
   Scherer hauled himself out of the grave. He was covered in mud and had a set of violent scratches down one cheek, but otherwise seemed unharmed. “What the fuck? What the fuck?” He staggered over to the dead body and nudged it with his shoe. “Bath salts? PCP?”
 
   “Maybe. The lab can decide.” Hardy offered Lola a hand up, but Lola couldn't accept. She couldn't seem to move. The dead man was right in front of her. She could see his brain. She could see blood. And a tiny part of her wondered what power you'd find in a vampire's blood.
 
   Self-disgust swamped out everything else. Lola rolled onto her side, struggling not to throw up. Hardy crouched down beside her, laying her hand on Lola's shoulder.
 
   “You need to get your shit together,” she said, not unkindly. “We're going to have a few questions for you, understand?”
 
   Lola mumbled an answer, wondering how much worse she'd just made things for herself.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   The police interview room was no more pleasant the second time around. This time at least, it was just Lola and Hardy – Scherer had been sent to get himself checked over. He hadn't looked too badly hurt on the surface but he'd taken a hard fall and his partner insisted he go get a doctor's opinion. Lola was unabashedly relieved; Scherer was definitely the more skeptical of the two and she hoped Hardy might be easier to talk to on her own.
 
   “I went through a real gothy phase when I was a kid,” Hardy said. They were alone in the interview room, just them and the watery coffee. It created an air of sterile intimacy. “Dyed my hair purple, listened to Marilyn Manson and hung out in cemeteries at the weekends.” She smiled ruefully.
 
   “I'm not going through a teenage rebellion phase,” Lola said. “I'm too old, for one thing.”
 
   “I know. I'm just trying to find some common ground. Do you hang out in cemeteries at night, for example?”
 
   Lola shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Not regularly, no.”
 
   “But you knew what we'd find there today. And you still haven't explained what that – any of that – has to do with our dead guy.”
 
   Lola rubbed at the bandage covering her wrist. It was nowhere near as satisfying as scratching bare skin. “You wouldn't believe me if I just told you. I had to show you.”
 
   “Did you know that man would be there, waiting to attack?” Hardy asked, voice icy. No longer looking for common ground, Lola guessed.
 
   “I wouldn't have taken you there if I'd thought we'd be in danger,” Lola snapped. “I only knew about the caskets and I wanted you to see that before I told you anything in case you just dismiss me as crazy or deluded.” Yvette's warning about the McMartin preschool flashed through her mind and she grimaced.
 
   Hardy sipped her coffee and pulled the same face. “So tell me now. Tell me everything you know, no matter how crazy it sounds. I've got three dead bodies on my hands and so far the only clue I have is you.”
 
   Lola figured she had nothing left to lose, really. And if telling Hardy what she knew had even the smallest chance of preventing another death, she had to do it. So she spilled everything – everything except Tristesse. The demon duchess seemed separate from all this in Lola's mind. She knew it was an artificial separation, but she just couldn't bring herself to add Tristesse into all this. It was a decision from the heart, not the head, and she hoped she wouldn't regret it later.
 
   She did talk about the Nightingale Choir, about auras and blood magic, about ritual killings and the possibility of beings from other dimensions. She didn't use the words hell or Gehenna. She figured Hardy would appreciate a no-frills explanation of magic and all it encompassed. She couldn't bring herself to look at Hardy as she talked, in case she saw scorn, so instead she stared into her cooling coffee.
 
   When she finished, she did look up, bracing herself for disgust, pity, or whatever else Hardy might have for her.
 
   She didn't expect to see curiosity on the detective's face.
 
   “Can you show me some magic? Some real magic?” she asked.
 
   Lola searched her mind for a quick, indisputable piece of magic. She settled on something a little showy, a spell that  always tired her out, but one you really couldn't argue was sleight-of-hand or a trick of the light. “Do you have a knife I can borrow?”
 
   Hardy looked wary, but fetched her a blunt butter knife. Lola sighed. It was probably the best she was going to get, but she couldn't help wishing for her athame. She unwrapped the bandage from her wrist and re-opened the cut she'd made earlier. The blunt blade made it hard, painful work.
 
   She let her blood fall on the smooth plastic surface of the table until she had a small pool, then bandaged her wrist up again, ignoring the dull ache in it. She gathered up all her anger, bewilderment, frustration and fear that the past few days had generated, and she aimed it squarely at the pool of blood.
 
   Whatever path you followed, whatever kind of magic you preferred, Lola firmly believed that a good chunk of your success depended on will power. How much you wanted the magic to work. Right now what she wanted most was to crawl into bed and stay there until all this was over, but she knew in her bones she had to be part of fixing this mess. So she focused all her energy and will power and trained it hard on her blood, visualizing a simple shape in her mind.
 
   Slowly the blood began to shimmer, flickers of light racing through it like lightning through clouds. It coalesced into a long, thin river, then rounded into a tube, a body. It rose from the table, the headless body developing a thin snout and spindly legs. A pair of feeble wings sprang from the body and the whole construction wobbled like jelly, on the verge of collapse any second. Lola stifled a yawn as she watched her little blood dragon wavering. It wasn't the best one she'd ever made, but hopefully it was real enough for Hardy.
 
   “Wow,” Hardy said. “That's fucking creepy.”
 
   Lola was too tired to disagree. The little dragon stretched its wings, then fell in on itself, turning back into a sticky puddle of quickly drying blood. “Did it look like real magic?”
 
   Hardy was pale, eyes wide. She had to try a couple of times before she managed to say anything. “I don't really know what I was expecting.”
 
   “A rabbit from a hat?” Lola asked, sudden exhaustion making it impossible to hide her sarcasm.
 
   Hardy scrunched her hands in her hair, gaze fixed on Lola's blood. “I need to think,” she said. “Go home, Lola.”
 
   Lola was only too happy to obey.
 
   ****
 
   The cottage was empty when she got back, and she was too grateful for the peace to worry about where Imani and Tristesse had gone. She was sore, dirty, and more worn down that she'd ever felt in her life. Silence and a long, hot bath seemed like heaven.
 
   She went through her usual bath-time ritual, lighting a couple of sandalwood and vanilla candles and adding a handful of chamomile bath salts to the water. She sank into the steaming tub with a moan of bliss, eyes falling closed. This was it. Heaven. The hot water felt delicious on her aching body, and the gentle perfume of the candles and bath salts helped ease a lot of the mental tension she was carrying. She was going to stay here forever, locked away in her steamy, scented sanctuary, and forget all about the rest of the world.
 
   The illusion was rudely shattered by Tristesse throwing open the bathroom door so hard it bounced off the wall. Lola jerked upright, sloshing water everywhere. “Normal people knock, you know,” she said, hurriedly covering her breasts, then wondering why she bothered. She almost certainly didn't have anything Tristesse hadn't seen before.
 
   Tristesse looked almost comically contrite, and knocked on the door sharply. “May I come in?”
 
   “You're already in.” Lola sank back into the water, her sense of peace destroyed.
 
   “Then why do I have to knock?” Tristesse sounded irate, which was rich.
 
   “You knock before you come in.” Lola closed her eyes and inhaled sandalwood-scented air. It didn't help her nerves at all, so she opened her eyes again and looked at the demon.
 
   Tristesse seated herself gingerly on the toilet  and started playing with the little seashell-shaped soaps on the sink. “You've been gone a long time,” she said. Her tone was neutral, but it still sounded a little like an accusation.
 
   “I had to talk to the police.” Lola shifted in the water, wondering what Tristesse would make of her trip back to Crown Hill. “I had to take them to the cemetery.”
 
   Tristesse's eyes flashed and Lola felt a rumble of angry power run through the room. “Was Isaiah still there?”
 
   “No, but one of his pets was.”
 
   “You were hurt?” There was nothing neutral in Tristesse's voice now. She sounded so furious that Lola was scared for a second, until she realized the anger was for her, not at her. Tristesse bristled with barely-restrained rage, and hot waves of power rolled off her. If Isaiah were here right now, Lola wouldn't have bet on him.
 
   “No,” Lola said, heart fluttering. “No, I'm fine.”
 
   The rage and power vanished immediately. “Good. Is the creature dead?”
Lola nodded. “One of the cops shot it. That will kill a vampire right? She shot it in the head.” Panic gripped her as countless vampire movie death scenes shot through her head. Should they have staked the vampire? Shoved garlic in his mouth?
 
   “I believe destroying the brain will kill any creature, dead, alive, or otherwise.” Tristesse shrugged as if it wasn't all that important in the grand scheme of things. Maybe it wasn't, to her.
 
   “That fire spell, can you do that any time?” Lola asked. She felt a spurt of disappointment when Tristesse shook her head.
 
   “Only in the ley line. All demonic magic springs from ley lines. Outside those, we’re limited in what we can do.”
 
   That didn’t quite fit with the bursts of energy Lola had felt from Tristesse before, but she had a feeling she’d get nothing if she asked about that. “So Isaiah can only create vampires within the ley line? He can’t just go around turning the whole city into the walking dead?”
 
   “No, but he wouldn’t anyway. A city this size can’t sustain a legion of blood-drinkers. I expect his pets will soon disperse, find other hunting grounds for themselves. Isaiah may leave as well. I don’t know.” Tristesse shrugged and picked up Lola’s toothbrush, frowning at it. “If you want to stop him and his pets, we’ll need to act fast.”
 
   Lola couldn’t help but be surprised. “We?”
 
   It wasn’t that she thought Tristesse was selfish or lacked compassion. It was more that she had no idea what Tristesse thought about anything, and while she clearly didn’t care for Isaiah, that wasn’t the same as aligning herself against him, with a human woman she had no reason to care about.
 
   Tristesse set the toothbrush down daintily, as if it was a very unladylike object she shouldn’t be touching, and held Lola’s gaze. Her face gave away nothing, but there was an intensity in her dark eyes that made Lola shiver despite the warmth of the bath water. “Is it not normal for friends to help each other?”
 
   “Is that what we are? Friends?” Lola didn’t kiss her friends the way she’d kissed Tristesse last night.
 
   Tristesse smiled and leaned forwards. “Are we more than friends?”
 
   Lola’s nudity suddenly felt a lot more important. She stood quickly, spraying Tristesse with water, and grabbed a towel. “I don’t know what we are,” she said, failing to keep the frustration from her voice. “I don’t know what you are.”
 
   Tristesse didn’t move a muscle. “I’m someone offering to help you. You’re in deep in a nasty mess and as charming as your witches are, they can’t help you. Not as effectively as me, anyway.”
 
   “How?” Lola asked, wrapping the towel around herself. It didn’t really help. Tristesse’s gaze was hawk-like and Lola had a feeling she’d already memorized exactly what Lola looked like naked and soaking wet.
 
   “I can find Isaiah for you again and I can take him down.” Tristesse licked her lips as if tasting something sweet.
 
   Rowan could probably find him too, Lola thought, but she kept quiet. She had no idea if Rowan still wanted to be involved in all this, and she wouldn’t blame her if she didn’t. And anyway, as much as stopping Isaiah before the city was overrun with dead bodies did matter…It wasn’t the only thing that mattered.
 
   “Can you help me find Isako’s killer?” she asked. “Because this didn’t start with Isaiah. Someone brought him here and they killed my friend to do it.” Tears stung her eyes.
 
   Tristesse rose and stood in front of her. With Lola given a little extra height by the bath tub, they were on eye level. There was something unnerving about it, being able to stare straight into Tristesse’s dark eyes. Unnerving, unsettling…but not unpleasant. It was like waiting for a roller coaster ride to start. The demon duchess reached up with gentle fingers and brushed Lola’s tears away.
 
   “You humans are such leaky creatures.”
 
   Lola laughed despite herself, a little of the tension ebbing away. When Tristesse leaned in and kissed her, it was sweet and undemanding, and over far too soon. Lola found herself leaning into the other woman, wanting more. Tristesse snaked her hands round Lola's hips, peeling the towel away. It splashed into the bath to coil around Lola's ankles. She didn't notice. Tristesse's fingers danced up her spine, flicking water drops away and sending shivers through Lola. She pressed her body against Tristesse, then realized she'd soak the demoness and started to pull away.
 
   Tristesse simply pulled her back firmly, deepening the kiss until Lola could feel it curling her toes.
 
   “I'll get you all wet,” she said, breaking away briefly.
 
   Tristesse laughed, sliding one finger down Lola's back to stroke the curve of her ass. “Please do.”
 
   Heat bloomed in Lola. Her nipples tightened and ached, tormented by the soft, inviting material of Tristesse's top. She pushed against Tristesse, seeking some relief. “Have you been with a woman before?” she asked curiously.
 
   Tristesse cupped Lola's breast tenderly, gliding her thumb around the nipple with lazy ease. Lola closed her eyes, soaking up the attention greedily. “Do you want to discuss my past lovers? Women, men, human, inhuman...Do they matter?”
 
   Before Lola could say, no, of course not, Tristesse dipped her head and flicked her tongue over Lola's nipple, drawing a gasp from her. Lola curled her hand round Tristesse's neck, wanting more.
 
   Tristesse lapped at her nipple, delicate and teasing, whilst her fingers drew invisible patterns on Lola's back and buttocks. Every touch was a little shock, sending forks of lightning through Lola and straight to her clit. When Tristesse moved to her other breast, Lola captured her free hand and brought it between her legs, silently urging Tristesse to go further, give her more.
 
   “Hungry little human,” Tristesse said and bit her nipple, just hard enough to make Lola jump. “Are you so eager to finish things?”
 
   Without waiting for an answer, Tristesse grazed her fingernails over Lola's sex, circling around her clit until Lola was wriggling against her in a hot mix of frustration and desire.
 
   “Turn around,” Tristesse ordered, putting her hands on Lola's hips to spin her. Lola obeyed and found herself momentarily airborne as Tristesse lifted her out of the bath, setting her down on the bath mat. Tristesse wrapped her arms around Lola, pulling her so Lola's back was against her chest. She slipped one hand back between Lola's legs, her other hand pinching and massaging her breasts.
 
   Breathless, Lola sagged against her. Tristesse toyed with her clit and peppered her throat with kisses, bringing a tide of need surging in Lola. She ground her ass against Tristesse and felt the demoness buck her hips forward in response. Tristesse pushed her fingers inside Lola, murmuring with pleasure as she did. 
 
   “So sweet. So giving.” Tristesse licked her way along Lola's collarbone and curved her fingers inside Lola's passage, drawing a long, low moan from her. “Will you cum for me, darling?”
 
   “I will if you keep this up,” Lola said. She could feel an orgasm approaching, coaxed along by Tristesse's wicked fingers and words. She kept up the rhythmic rocking of her hips, relishing the feeling of Tristesse pushing back, matching her rhythm. Part of her longed to turn round and strip Tristesse as naked as she was, to explore and enjoy Tristesse's body, but a much bigger part of her was content to simply writhe in Tristesse's arms, memorizing the feel of her fingers pushed deep inside Lola, the heat of her lips on her skin.
 
   She whimpered, covering Tristesse's hand with her own and pressed Tristesse's palm harder against her sex. Tristesse obligingly ground her hand harder against Lola, twisting her nipple with her other hand until Lola cried out in painful pleasure. Control slipped away from her and she found herself bucking against Tristesse, gasping and crying wordlessly. Tristesse twisted her fingers inside Lola, finding that perfect target, and Lola came with a suddenness and violence that stole the last of her breath.
 
   “I need to sit down,” she said, her legs turning to jelly.
 
   Tristesse sat her down on the edge of the tub and took a dry towel from the rail. She draped it around Lola's shoulders, then dropped a kiss on Lola's forehead. “I find I have quite forgotten what we were talking about,” she said, a mischievous glint in her eyes.
 
   “My dead friend,” Lola said, and immediately wished she hadn't. The orgasm had clearly shaken her brain lose. 
 
    Tristesse knelt before her and cupped her face in her hands. “I can’t promise I can find your friend’s killer,” she said. “But I can promise to behead anyone who makes you cry.”
 
   “Well,” Lola mused, wrapping the towel around herself, “What more can a woman ask for?”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Dried and dressed, Lola felt a little less grimy and vulnerable. She twisted her wet hair into a ponytail, threw on her comfiest jeans and fluffiest hoodie, and went in search of Tristesse. She’d accepted there were probably a lot of things she wouldn’t get a straight answer on, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to ask anyway. And if Tristesse really meant that she would help stop Isaiah and his pets…Well, Lola wasn’t going to turn her down. Ley line magic was clearly far more powerful than anything Lola could summon herself and if they could use it to their advantage, that was the best plan. Especially since she couldn’t – wouldn’t – rely on Rowan or Imani, let alone Hardy. It wouldn’t be remotely fair to expect Hardy to get involved with vampires and demons, and the other two witches would certainly be safer staying away.
 
   The thought made Lola’s heart twinge – she felt isolated now in a way she never had before – but she put it aside as she searched the house for Tristesse. As she looked, she wondered what the etiquette was for dealing with demons after you had sex with them. Had she accidentally sold her soul or something? She shivered, her body remembering what Tristesse had done to it, and decided she could live without her soul if need be.
 
   She found Tristesse in the study, leafing through Lola’s diary. “Do you make a living with your magic?” she asked as Lola took the other seat at the desk.
 
   “I get by.” Lola worked on a sliding scale, but she had enough regular clients that money was never an issue, especially as she owned her cottage outright. She’d never be rich but so far she’d never struggled either.
 
   “Add necromancy to your talent pool and you’ll make a killing connecting the bereaved to their loved ones,” Tristesse advised, closing the diary.
 
   Lola blinked. “Isn’t that…kind of taking advantage of people’s grief?”
 
   Tristesse smiled and said nothing, reminding Lola sharply and uncomfortably that she sitting opposite someone that wasn’t – had never been – human. Although really, her comment about beheading people should have been reminder enough.
 
   “I’m not interested in necromancy,” Lola said. “I’m more interested in ley line magic. If it’s not accessible to humans, how come I could see it and touch it last night?”
 
   “Blood, of course. You had demon blood in your mouth last night.” Tristesse’s smile widened. “It gave you a little bit of demon power. Did you enjoy it?”
 
   “The come-down was a bitch,” Lola said.
 
   “That’s a very evasive answer.”
 
   “How are we going to stop Isaiah?” Maybe if she just stuck to asking direct questions, Tristesse would eventually give her a full answer. “Can we send him back to Gehenna?”
 
   Was it her imagination, or did Tristesse flinch? “I would be reluctant to open a doorway to Gehenna,” she said. “And I doubt you would be happy to spill the amount of blood needed to do it.”
 
   “Couldn’t we do it with ley line magic?” Lola persisted.
 
   “No.” Tristesse tone was icily final.
 
   “Fine.” Lola made a mental note of her reluctance to even discuss it and moved on. “Can we kill him?” The thought of murder made her sick, but if there was no other choice…
 
   Tristesse’s smile was back. “No. Demons are immortal, truly. We cannot be killed.”
 
   “Then how do we take him down? You said you could do it.” Lola didn’t think she could stand to hear of one more murder. And it seemed inevitable there would be more unless Isaiah and his vampires were stopped.
 
   “Immortal doesn’t mean invincible. There are ways. Nasty ways, but that need not be your concern,” Tristesse said with a dismissive hand-wave. “You should worry about the vampires.”
 
   “I’m very worried about the vampires.” Lola stared glumly at the pile of used teabags sitting on her desk. It felt like a lifetime since she’d had Hardy and Scherer in here, judging her reading material. She wanted her pre-Hardy and Scherer life back with a fierce longing. “So what’s the plan?” she asked Tristesse.
 
   Before Tristesse could answer, there was a knock at the front door. Lola groaned and buried her head in her hands. “Don’t let them in. Whoever they are, I don’t want to see them.”
 
   She looked up to see Tristesse gliding from the room, ignoring her completely. Moments later, Imani was bouncing up and down in front of her, clutching a tablet to her chest. Her eyes gleamed almost feverishly, sending a bolt of worry through Lola.
 
   “Have you seen this?” Imani shoved the tablet in Lola’s face. Lola took the tablet from her, afraid she’d get her head caved in otherwise.
 
   It was a Twitter account called Fort Rosser Fortean. Lola pulled a face at their bio – On the very edge of the night. Your source for the supernatural in Fort Rosser. The avatar was a flaming skull. “Is this for real?”
 
   “Read it,” Imani insisted.
 
   Lola scrolled through the stream and soon managed to piece together the mishmash of tweets, retweets, and cryptic conversations to realize what Imani was so worked up about.
 
   News of the killings had leaked.
 
   “Shit.” Anxiety hit Lola like pins and needles all over her body. The tweets speculated on Satanic cults, animal sacrifices, drug-fueled orgies, and of course naked witchcraft rituals. The McMartin Preschool story loomed large in her mind. “Yvette is going to kill me.”
 
   “Why? This isn’t your fault. Unless you leaked the story to FRF. You didn’t, did you?” Imani peered at Lola suspiciously for a second, then waved her off. “Nah, you didn’t. Relax. As far as I’ve seen, you’re the only person trying to clean up this mess.”
 
   “This will be all over the mainstream news by tonight and then what? People are going to start talking, the magical community will be torn apart.” Lola’s scars itched furiously. She paced the tiny office in an attempt to drain off the sudden flood of nervous energy. “And more people are going to die. Then what? Shit. Fuck. Hell.”
 
   “You’re bleeding.” Tristesse cut her path off, clasping her by the wrists. Thin trickles of blood ran down Lola’s arms and she felt a flare of annoyance at the wasted power. She glared up at Tristesse, who simply smiled back and refused to let her go. “We can stop Isaiah and his pets.”
 
   “How?” Lola asked.
 
   Tristesse raised Lola’s hands to her lips and kissed her fingertips. It was soothing – annoyingly so. “There are several options for finding him. I know you can track auras – I can show you a way to do so more easily, with a spell that would last longer.”
 
   The idea was tempting, but the memory of how sick she’d felt after the ley line wasn’t. “What else?”
 
   “I can track him myself, via the ley lines.”
 
   “Can you…take care of him?” Lola asked. She had no idea what that would entail, if Isaiah was immortal, but presumably Tristesse wouldn’t offer if she couldn’t do something.
 
   Tristesse’s smile became vicious. “Oh yes. I would consider it my duty.”
 
   “What about the vampires?” Imani asked. “Stakes through the heart, garlic in the mouth, poppy seeds on the graves? That kind of thing?”
 
   “Take out the brain,” Tristesse said, releasing Lola.
 
   Imani pouted. “I thought that was zombies.”
 
   Tristesse looked down her perfect nose at the girl. “Is there a functional difference between a dead creature that drinks blood and a dead creature that eats brains?”
 
   “Probably not.” Imani sighed and perched on Lola’s desk, arms folded as if in silent rebellion. “Okay, fine. We take out the brains. How many vampires are we dealing with and how do we find them?”
 
   Lola dug in her desk drawer for her supply of Band-Aids. “You shouldn’t be involved, Imani. This is dangerous.”
 
   “I know it’s dangerous. People are dead. I don’t see how it’s any less dangerous for you than me.” Imani tilted her head, stubbornness stamped in every part of her posture. “You can’t do it alone and Tristesse is going after Isaiah, who may or may not be with his vampires.” She looked to Tristesse for confirmation.
 
   The demon shrugged. “They are not wolves, they are tigers. Lone hunters, not pack animals.”
 
   “Right, so if Tristesse takes Isaiah out, that means no new vampires can be made, right? So then we can focus on the ones already out there,” Imani said.
 
   Lola felt like she was caught in a tornado. “Are you an experienced vampire slayer, then?” she asked Imani, rubbing her cuts through the Band-Aids.
 
   “No, but my dad started taking me hunting when I was ten. You give me a gun, I’ll give you a dead vampire.” Imani sounded scarily confident to Lola, who had never even seen a gun in real life before today.
 
   “Excellent.” Tristesse clapped her hands in approval. Lola wondered if she’d ever seen a gun. “Now, can we persuade your girlfriend to join in as well?”
 
   “Rowan isn’t my girlfriend,” Lola said.
 
   “Ask her anyway,” Tristesse ordered. “What’s your saying? The more the merrier.”
 
   Lola had never felt less merry in her life, but before she could argue, Imani jumped off her desk, tablet in hand again. “Hold up. Something’s going on at Fort Rosser General.”
 
   “So?” Lola asked, wondering how long she could keep a lid on her temper between Tristesse and Imani.
 
   “So if Fort Rosser Fortean are reporting on it, it could be something we need to know about. Something vampire-related. Think of all the blood at a hospital! Well, I bet you do anyway. Are we going?” Imani tapped her foot impatiently against the desk leg. Lola’s head throbbed in time with it.
 
   What choice was there? “Sure. We’re going.”
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Fort Rosser General wasn’t a big hospital. When Lola and Imani arrived, the parking lot was full of both cars and people, and Lola could see police cars pulled up in the ambulance bay, sirens flashing. “What’s going on?” she asked the nearest person, a man who managed to look both angry and bored.
 
   “You tell me. I was supposed to be visiting my wife but they kicked me out. Maybe it’s like, winter vomiting sickness or something?” He shrugged and wandered off.
 
   Imani was glued to her tablet. “FRF says all non-essential staff and visitors were evacuated about an hour ago. Cops showed up just before that.”
 
   “Any ideas why?” Lola couldn’t believe she was asking for ideas from a trashy gossip Twitter account, but it was probably the least weird thing she’d done lately.
 
   Imani shook her head. “Nothing concrete.”
 
   So the guy could be right. It could be some bug that had everyone throwing up in the halls. Lola peered at the hospital’s aura and saw a miasma of ugly black, brown, and red. Some of that could be the natural aura of a building filled with sickness and mortality, but the colors were so pulsing-hot, so vivid, that Lola knew they’d been caused by some fresher event. She could also make out sparks of oxblood, the color she associated with Tristesse, and wondered if it was less a “Tristesse color” and more a “general demon color” Either way, it convinced her to push through the milling crowd, dragging Imani behind her.
 
   “You think it's a vampire on a killing spree?” Imani asked, sounding almost eager.
 
   “Please don't put that thought into the universe.” Lola shoved aside a couple of nurses and found herself barred by a policeman.
 
   “You can't go in, miss.”
 
   “I have a friend in there,” Lola said, knowing it wouldn't work but feeling compelled to try. When he shook his head, she searched her memory for a quick persuasion spell she could use on him.
 
   “Lola Guntram!” Hardy appeared from the sea of people, face tight and pale. She stalked up to Lola and grabbed her by the shoulder, tugging her away from the other police officer. “Scherer is in there,” she said, quiet and urgent.
 
   Lola thought of Scherer, those wicked scratches on his face. The vampire had drawn blood, and doubtless hurt him, but badly enough to put him in hospital? “Why?” she asked.
 
   Hardy was drawing her towards the hospital, flashing her shield at any officer who looked likely to ask questions. Imani followed closely enough that nobody had a chance to object.
 
   “I sent him to get himself looked over, remember? He said he wasn't hurt, but he hit his head in the fight.” Hardy stopped at the main entrance to the hospital. Through the revolving doors, Lola could see more policemen and a few people in scrubs and white coats milling around. She could feel nervous energy pulsing through them.
 
   “Is he okay?” Lola asked Hardy when the other woman seemed to lose her train of thought.
 
   Hardy raked her fingers through her hair, shaking her head. “His doctor was worried he had a concussion so sent him here. Half an hour later Scherer calls me, says he feels sick and is going home to rest up. Thirty minutes ago, we get a call from here to say a man had attacked and killed a nurse.” She looked sick, anguished and desperate. She gripped Lola's arm again, hard enough to hurt.
 
   “Scherer.” Lola's own stomach turned over.
 
   Hardy leaned in close enough that Lola could smell the mint on her breath. “Lola, he ripped her throat out.” She shook Lola. Her eyes gleamed and Lola wondered how hard she was working not to cry. “My partner, Lola. My partner.”
 
   Lola wet her lips, feeling tears sting her own eyes. “What will they do to him?”
 
   Hardy glanced through the glass doors. “They have him cornered in an operating theater. That's all I know. I just got here. I have to go and see what's happening. I have to see him.” She touched her jacket unconsciously and Lola realized with a start she was touching her gun. “Lola, you have to tell me. Is this to do with the man at Crown Hill? Did he do this to Scherer?”
 
   “I don't know.” Lola didn't know anything, she thought hopelessly. Didn't know enough about Isaiah and the creatures he'd made, didn't know how they worked, what they wanted. She wished Tristesse was here, but the demon had elected to stay behind. I'll work on finding Isaiah, she'd said, and Lola hadn't pushed. She hadn't really believed there'd be anything serious going on at the hospital, nothing that needed a demon's presence.
 
   Hardy nodded, face grim and resigned. “Who's your friend?” she asked, nodding at Imani.
 
   “Imani Dachi, a fellow practitioner.”
 
   “Can she help? Magically, I mean?” Hardy almost whispered that last, glancing around if she expected jeers at the word magic. Lola didn't blame her. She glanced at Imani, eyebrow raised questioningly.
 
   “I can help,” Imani said without hesitation.
 
   Hardy patted her gun again and glanced at the line of cops keeping back the restless crowd. “Am I going to regret this?” she asked. She didn't seem to be asking Lola directly, so Lola decided not to answer. Especially since the answer was almost certainly yes. “Okay,” Hardy said, inhaling deeply. “We're going in.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   The hospital was eerie. It wasn't silent – there were still too many police officers and hospital staff there for that. They crowded around, whispering frantically, fear and confusion thick in the air. But their presence and behavior was so clearly out of the ordinary that it felt eerie. Lola saw anxiety, anger, and disbelief on every face. The police let Hardy pass without a word, but Lola felt their distrust on seeing her and Imani.
 
   They hurried along the green-tiled corridors, past a cheerful mural of sunflowers and squirrels, following the signs for Operating Theater One. Hardy moved with purpose, stride swift and assured. Lola admired that. If she'd found out Rowan had killed someone, if she was marching to the scene of Rowan's bloody crime, she didn't think she'd have that kind of poise.
 
   She patted her messenger bag much the same way Hardy had patted her gun, feeling her athame  tucked inside along with a few herbs, a lighter, and some other bits and pieces. She hadn't known what to expect and hadn't entirely expected anything. She definitely hadn't expected to be following a detective to a murder scene. Maybe that had been naïve, given the events of the last few days. Still, it hadn't felt right to leave the house with nothing, so she'd stuffed a few general magical odds and ends into her bag. Now, feeling darkness and death beat all around her, she was comforted by her odds and ends.
 
   “What do you think happened?” Imani asked her as they followed Hardy. “You think this Scherer got vamped?”
 
   “I don't know. I didn't see him get bitten or...” Lola threw her hands up. Or what? These weren't Hollywood vampires, with all the tropes and clichés neatly laid out for her. These were demon-made monsters, raised from the dead. She didn't know the rules.
 
   It was a terrifying thought. “I wish Tristesse was here.”
 
   “You could call her,” Imani said.
 
   Lola was about to dismiss it, then decided she wanted Tristesse here more than she wanted her looking for Isaiah. A lot more. “Can you call her?” she asked Imani, shoving her cell phone into Imani's hands. “Just tell her I said...please.”
 
   Imani rolled her eyes, but nodded and turned around, vanishing back the way they'd come.
 
   “Tell her I said hurry, as well!” Lola called after her.
 
   “Quiet,” Hardy said. They'd rounded a corner and walked into a knot of officers in uniform. They all had their guns out, aimed squarely at the gray doors of the operating theater. Lola's heart leapt into her throat.
 
   “Is he in there?” Hardy asked the nearest officer.
 
   He nodded. “Yes ma’am. Him and another nurse. He hasn’t hurt her but he’s threatened to. He’s asked for you.” He looked strained and Lola could see waves of black light falling off him. This wasn’t the average day at the job for him, she guessed. It was weirdly reassuring to know.
 
   “Okay,” Hardy said, eyes fixed on the doors. “Give us some space, please.”
 
   “Ma’am –“
 
   “I’m not telling you to leave. Just back off a bit. Scherer’s been my partner for years.” Hardy swallowed, the only sign of emotion she’d betrayed. “Let me talk to him before we go in all guns blazing.”
 
   “And her?” The office glanced at Lola, his expression betraying plenty of emotion – none of it positive.
 
   “Consultant.” Hardy waved him and the others back, then beckoned Lola forward. With a little space between them and the cops, Lola felt exposed and vulnerable. She shifted closer to Hardy, one hand in her bag in case she needed to grab her athame. It might have been a ritual knife, but the blade was still sharp. She hoped she wouldn’t be forced to find out how sharp.
 
   Hardy peered through the round window in the door, then glanced back at Lola. “Can you tell anything from here?” she asked.
 
   Lola joined her, looking over Hardy’s shoulder and into the theater. For a second she didn’t see Scherer or his hostage, just a wash of oxblood, black, and brown. She blinked a couple of times, forcing her vision to clear, and then she saw them. Scherer crouched in the corner like a wild animal, tense and brimming with hostility. His skin was corpse-pale, his eyes fever-bright. The scratches on his cheek almost glowed. He held a scalpel to the nurse’s throat and the woman quivered and wept. There was blood on both their clothes. Lola bit her lip to hold back her cry. Scherer could kill the nurse before any of them could reach her. Dread sank into Lola’s bones.
 
   She tried to answer Hardy helpfully. “I see traces of demon energy around him. That’s not surprising though, given he was attacked by a demonic vampire.”
 
   “So how do we proceed?” Hardy asked.
 
   Lola had no idea but she could feel the weight of Hardy’s expectations, and I don’t know was clearly not the answer to give. “Carefully,” she said. Hardy shot her an exasperated look. “I don’t know what happened to him. He probably doesn’t know what happened to him. If magic and demons were straightforward, I’m sure we’d all be much happier, but here we are.”
 
   Hardy sighed, readied her gun, and cracked the door open. “Eddie? It’s Dawn. I’m coming in, okay?” She edged into the room slowly, blocking the entrance as she did, presumably in case Scherer made a dash for her rather than because she thought Lola might muscle past her.
 
   “Dawn?” Scherer sounded confused and exhausted. “I don’t know what’s going on, Dawn.”
 
   Lola watched as Hardy approached him, her movements as precise and as careful as a dancer’s. Hardy didn’t look at the terrified nurse, barely seemed to acknowledge she was there. All her attention was on Scherer, on her partner. “Me either, Eddie, but that’s not new, right? But we can work it out together, like always.” Her voice was steady, full of humor and compassion.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. “I feel sick.”
 
   “At least you’re in the right place to get checked out then.” Hardy stopped a few feet away from him, keeping the operating table between them. “Why don’t we see who we can find to help?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said again. “I think I fucked up, Dawn. I think I hurt someone.” His fingers twitched and Lola held her breath as the scalpel twitched with them. The nurse squeezed her eyes shut, whimpering, as the blade kissed her throat. A thin trickle of blood slid down her neck. “I think I’m in trouble.”
 
   Hardy tensed, rocking on the balls of her feet. “No, Eddie. I won’t let anyone hurt you, you know that. Whatever trouble you’re in, I’ve got your back. Like always, right?” She stepped forward.
 
   “No!” Scherer shouted. “Stay there! Where’s your gun?”
 
   She stopped dead, holding the gun up for display.
 
   “Put it on the table,” he said.
 
   “I will if you let the girl go,” Hardy said. “We can work this out between ourselves, can’t we?”
 
   He cast around the room, licking his lips. Even without trying, Lola could see oxblood light rolling off him. Part of her was dying to know what had happened, how he’d become so…contaminated, and another part of her was terrified he’d kill the nurse without even noticing. She hoped Tristesse came, and came fast, and wished she didn’t find the thought of the demon so comforting.
 
   “If I let her go, you’ll shoot me,” Scherer said finally. Hardy shook her head.
 
   “I’m your partner, Eddie. Let her go, okay?”
 
   Scherer loosened his grip on the scalpel slightly. “And you’ll put the gun down?”
 
   “Have I ever lied to you?”
 
   Lola wanted to tell her not to do it. Scherer had already killed one person, was mere breaths from killing another. The idea of Hardy giving up her weapon made Lola feel sick. But he was listening, he was. She saw it in his face, saw some of the confusion clear away. She saw it in his aura, as trusting pink sparks flashed amidst all those darker colors She held her breath as his arm relaxed, freeing the nurse.
 
   The woman didn’t wait. She was on her feet and scrambling for the door in a flash, crashing into Lola. Lola bundled her into the arms of a waiting police officer, relief flooding her.
 
   “Now put the gun down,” Scherer ordered Hardy.
 
   “Drop the scalpel first,” she said, starting to lower the gun to the operating table.
 
   He tossed it across the room. Hardy sighed and set her gun down. “Okay—”
 
   Scherer dived at her. Lola screamed as he tackled his partner, knocking her to the floor and slamming her head off the tiles. Hardy went limp. The armed cops behind Lola surged to the doorway but Scherer's yell stopped them.
 
   “I'll kill her! Stay back or I'll kill her!” He gripped handfuls of Hardy's hair, threatening to slam her head down again. Lola caught a glimpse of Hardy's face, saw she was conscious, but clearly dazed. One of the policemen tried to muscle past Lola into the theater, but she grabbed his arm.
 
   “Please, he means it.”
 
   “Miss, let me do my job,” he said, shaking her off.
 
   Scherer snarled, shaking Hardy like a dog with a piece of meat. “I will kill her!”
 
   “Stay back.” Hardy's voice was cracked but firm. “He's going to let me go, aren't you, Eddie?”
 
   Lola didn't think he was. She couldn't stand to see Hardy hurt but she couldn't bear the thought of Scherer dead, either. He was a victim too.
 
   “Only once we're out of here.” Scherer stood, hauling Hardy up with him. Unlike her, his voice shook. “We're going to leave, aren't we, Dawn? Walk out together. Yes. We can do that, can't we? Partners. We're partners, Dawn.”
 
   She wrapped her hands round his, trying to force him to release her hair. “Sure, Eddie. But you have to let me go first. We can't walk like this.” She sounded so calm and reasonable, Lola could almost believe he'd listen.
 
   The policeman next to Lola clearly didn't believe that. “Detective Scherer, if you do not release Detective Hardy, I will shoot.” He drew his gun up, aim steady.
 
   “No.” Scherer whipped Hardy into a chokehold, face manic. “No, you can't! I'm not going out like some rabid fucking animal. This isn't my fault!”
 
   Hardy struggled against his grip, clawing at his arm, but between the blow to her head and Scherer's strength, she was helpless. Lola watched her eyes flutter close. The officer who'd threatened to shoot Scherer barged past Lola, as another officer grabbed her, pulling her out of the doorway. She fought, but he simply shoved her aside as if she was feather-light, and followed his partner into the theater, gun at the ready.
 
   “Last chance!” one of the cops yelled. “Let her go, Scherer! I will shoot!”
 
   There was a scream.
 
   There was a shot.
 
   And then there was only the sound of Dawn Hardy weeping.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “Lola!” Tristesse appeared beside her as if teleported, pulling her into a tight embrace. “Why are there guns everywhere?”
“They shot Scherer.” Lola held Tristesse in a death-grip. “He was all...I don't know, vampy and demonic. I don't know. They shot him.” She realized she was shivering and tried to make herself stop.
 
   Tristesse stalked past the policemen, dragging Lola with her. To Lola's surprise, nobody protested. Tristesse seemed to give off an aura of such command, it was almost as if they couldn't protest. Demon magic? Or just Tristesse?
 
   Inside the theater, Hardy cradled Scherer's body, sobbing desperately. The cop who'd shot him hovered awkwardly, trying to pry Hardy away.
 
   “I have to call this in. You have to let him go,” he kept saying, sounding helpless and exhausted now.
 
   “Get out,” Tristesse said to him.
 
   He gaped at her. “Who the hell—”
 
   “Get out,” she said again, and Lola heard a rumble of power in her voice that hadn't been there before. Still slack-jawed, the cop scrambled out of the room, shutting the door behind him.
 
   “What did you do to him?” Lola asked.
 
   Tristesse ignored her, turning her attention instead to Hardy. She knelt down next to her and peered at Scherer. “How long has he been dead?”
 
   “Minutes,” Hardy said, voice broken.
 
   Tristesse glanced back at Lola. “Would you like to know how this happened?”
 
   “I know how it happened,” Lola snapped. “That cop out there shot him.”
 
   “I meant how he became affected by Isaiah's power,” Tristesse said.
 
   “Oh...How?” Lola glanced at Hardy, feeling she ought to ask for permission.
 
   “With blood, of course.” Tristesse smiled grimly. “Where's the bullet wound?” she asked Hardy.
 
   Hardy seemed too dazed to protest. She shifted Scherer's body slightly, revealing his face. Lola blanched at the sight of the bullet wound between his eyes. Her stomach turned and she hurried to the corner of the room, afraid she'd throw up.
 
   For a second the room spun and her stomach heaved. She felt hot, then cold, then nothing at all. Just a drifty, spacey feeling that she thought might be shock. That wound, the vacancy on Scherer's face...She couldn't stand it. This wasn't her world, this wasn't the world she wanted. Tears stung her eyes.
 
   “Lola.” Tristesse took her gently and guided her back to Scherer. “I understand this is cruel. But you cannot have the luxury of weakness. Scherer's blood holds a potent magic right now and we can't waste it. It can tell us so much.”
 
   “Is this how you get me into necromancy?” Lola asked, scrubbing her eyes with her sleeve.
 
   “Perhaps.” Tristesse knelt by Hardy again, taking Scherer in her arms. Hardy seemed unable to resist. She simply watched, pale and trembling. Lola joined them, a spark of her ridiculous curiosity getting the better of her.
 
   “What are we doing?” she asked Tristesse.
 
   Instead of answering, Tristesse jammed her finger in Scherer's head wound.
 
   Lola cried out. Hardy wavered as if she'd faint. Tristesse reached out and painted a symbol on Lola's forehead in blood. “Close your eyes,” she told Lola.
 
   Lola felt flickers of power where the cooling blood touched her skin. She closed her eyes and saw gold and green light dancing on the inside of her eyelids. A sense of languid calm filled her, a sensation so alien from her experience of blood magic that it would have been disturbing – if she could have felt anything else just then. But the calmness was all-consuming.
 
   “Now open wide,” Tristesse said.
 
   She obeyed and felt Tristesse slid her fingers into her mouth. The taste of copper and salt hit her tongue – more blood. Her stomach revolted, but she swallowed anyway, feeling a hot, sour flood of magic fill her body.
 
   Now what, she tried to ask, but her voice was lost. Something...something was falling over her, like a shroud of dark light. She opened her eyes to see Tristesse and Hardy waver and vanish.
 
   ****
 
   And now she was in a doctor's office, small and neat, with posters about flu vaccinations and depression support groups tacked to the wall. The smell of bleach stung her nostrils and the sound of a clock ticking rang in her ears. The smell was too strong, the sound too loud, and the dim autumn sunlight streaming through the window was far too bright. She hurt. Everything hurt, every hair, every fingernail, every scrap of skin that made her up hurt.
 
   The nurse sitting opposite her smiled sympathetically. “If it's any consolation, there are no serious injuries. These scratches should heal up nicely without any trouble.”
 
   Lola looked down at her forearm, which was hairier and stronger than usual. Three long, ragged scratches marred her tanned skin, angrily red. She pressed her fingers to them, then the matching ones on her face, and shuddered at the pain that lanced through her. “That hurts more than it should,” she complained.
 
   The nurse's smile didn't waver. It was irritating. “It's probably a touch of shock.”
 
   Lola shook her head. She didn't feel shocky. Just aching and fed up. And thirsty. She rubbed her throat, frowning. “So I've got a clean bill of health? I can go back to work?”
 
   “I would probably take the rest of the day off, at least. Take some painkillers and rest up.”
 
   “I can't. I have too much work to do.”
 
   The nurse's smile became stern. “It can wait, Detective, I'm sure. Your health has to take precedence.”
 
   Her words were like mosquito bites, utterly maddening. “You don't know how serious this is.” Lola rubbed her scratches, a sensation of dread and anger washing over her. “I can't just kick back and relax while people are dying.” She licked her dry lips, wondering hazily how it would feel to shake some understanding into her. Just grab her by the throat and squeeze until she got it, until she really fucking got it...
 
   She clenched her hands into fists, pleased at the sense of power and strength she had. When she looked back up at the nurse, she realized the woman had been talking again. Her mouth moved but all Lola heard was buzzing, like wasps around her head. She twitched, temper fraying. The woman was too loud, too incessant. Handing out orders as if Lola was a child. She needed to shut up. Lola wanted to shut her up.
 
   “...sure you're more used to giving orders than taking them, but just this once—”
 
   “Shut up,” Lola said, digging her nails into her palms. She stared at the nurse's throat, at the delicate gold chain around it. She could grab that and snap the woman into her arms. She could make her stop talking.
 
   The nurse started, frowning. “There's no need—”
 
   A red mist fell over Lola, a fury that defied words and thought. Just blind, animal rage that couldn't be mastered or denied. Lola lunged at the nurse, grabbing the necklace. The woman barely had time to shriek before Lola yanked her from her seat and dragged her to the floor. She straddled the nurse, pinning her down and wrapping her hands around her throat with a grunt of satisfaction. The woman's eyes bugged and her hands flapped, frantic and useless. It was...good. Exciting. And it stirred that thirst in her until it was unbearable.
 
   The beautiful sight of the nurse's white throat bruising under her fingers...That was the solution. Lola felt it in her gut.
 
   She moved to quench her thirst.
 
   ****
 
   Lola came round face-first on the floor, her cheek pressed to cool, smooth tiles. She was dimly aware of someone stroking her hair and a cacophony of noise all around her. She thought she heard someone telling her to get up, but she couldn’t. She was liquid, puddled on the floor and unable to pull herself back together.
 
   Then a veil of bright red fell across her vision as Tristesse leaned over her, her hair tickling Lola’s lips. “Come on, darling,” Tristesse said. “We’re being kicked out.”
 
   Lola found herself rising and realized it was Tristesse lifting her. She fell easily into the demon’s arms, her legs not quite steady enough to support her. “Why do I feel drunk?” she asked, resting her head against Tristesse’s shoulder. Tristesse smelt of dark chocolate and darker incense, like some corrupted temple priestess, and Lola wanted to rub the scent all over herself.
 
   “Is she okay?” Hardy asked.
 
   “She’ll be fine,” Tristesse said. “She just needs some fresh air.”
 
   Lola looked up to see Hardy peering at her with concern and a crown of police officers and men in white coats filling the operating theater. Claustrophobia hit her at the sudden press of people. Reality crashed back in – Scherer, dead, his blood on her tongue, and she clung to Tristesse, shivery and sick. “I definitely need to get out of here.”
 
   Tristesse swept her to the door as if the people around them didn’t exist, and they were almost in the corridor before something crucial flashed into Lola’s mind. She spun, looking for Hardy. “The nurse. The nurse he had in here, if he scratched her or cut her or anything, she could be infected too.”
 
   Hardy’s eyes widened and she nodded, turning to one of the other officers, a rangy man in plain clothes. Lola exhaled and let Tristesse escort her out. Whatever demonic mojo she gave off was powerful – people simply stepped aside for her, asking no questions and offering no protests. Soon enough, they were out in the parking lot where Imani promptly pounced on them.
 
   “She said I couldn’t come in. Said I’d be in the way.” She glared at Tristesse, tossing her dreadlocks with every word. “What happened? Are you okay? You look like shit.”
 
   “I wish you’d stop saying that to me.” Lola detached herself from Tristesse reluctantly and scanned the parking lot. Most of the large crowd had dispersed but there were more police cars, and the county medical examiner’s van. “I need to go home.” Her legs were steadier and she could stand without leaning on Tristesse, but she still felt muddle-headed, as if she’d left part of her mind in the vision. She could feel the nurse’s skin popping under her teeth, hear her screams ringing in her ears. And most of all, she tasted blood, bitter, sour blood. Scherer’s and the nurse’s.
 
   She started to wipe the bloody symbol from her forehead, then decided she wanted to make a note of it first. What she’d experienced hadn’t been pleasant but there was no denying it had been interesting, in a particularly ghoulish way.
 
   Lola let Imani drive, not sure she was a safe choice behind the wheel. On the ride home, she filled Imani in on what had happened while studying her forehead in the rear view mirror, memorizing the symbol Tristesse had painted there. It was a stark, jagged thing and she felt strangely uneasy seeing it. “Is this a demon symbol?” she asked Tristesse, who was sitting in the back of the car leafing through the road atlas with apparently genuine interest.
 
   “It is the language of Gehenna, meant to open the third eye and bridge the space between the living and the dead,” Tristesse said. “It’s a form of necromancy.”
 
   Lola frowned, torn between annoyance and interest. “Why do I feel dirty all of a sudden?”
 
   Tristesse glanced up from the atlas and gave her a sly smile. Lola flushed and had no idea why.
 
   “You really need to teach me some blood magic,” Imani remarked, breaking the tension Lola felt building between herself and the demon.
 
   “The Choir will kick you out if I do,” she said.
 
   “So? They’re not my parents. I didn’t sign any binding contracts with anyone. And there are plenty of solo practitioners in the city if I want to go learn elemental or ceremonial magic from them. You’re the only blood witch, though.”
 
   Lola rubbed her wrists, wondering why she didn’t like the idea of teaching Imani. Most of it was worry over the girl being ostracized, although Imani didn’t seem the type to let herself be shut out if she wanted in. But she had a tiny, shameful suspicion that part of it was, as Imani had said, Lola was the only blood witch in Fort Rosser and…well…she didn’t mind that. It was knowing a secret that everyone else could only guess at. It was being special, unique, the orphan child who suddenly discovers her family were royalty in an exotic land. Lola squirmed in her seat, uncomfortable with this side of herself.
 
   “Okay,” she said reluctantly. “When all this is over, we’ll talk about it.” There. That wasn’t a yes but it wasn’t a no either. And judging by Imani’s broad smile, it was a satisfying enough answer. She’d work on ironing out the petty parts of her personality later.
 
   ****
 
   Back at the cottage, Lola quickly scribbled Tristesse’s symbol down in her book of shadows before washing her forehead. As the last of the dried blood flaked away, she felt a pressure lifting from her shoulders that she hadn’t been aware of. Maybe it was the last of the magic falling away. She felt a twinge of regret. She hadn’t enjoyed experiencing Scherer’s memories, but the spell itself was fascinating and she wanted to explore it…except it was necromancy and that was definitely off limits.
 
   Unless you could adapt the spell for living people. A drop of blood, a window into their recent memories…there were all kinds of ways you could use that…
 
   She shook her head and left the bathroom. There were more important things to worry about here and now. She went down to the office, where Imani was writing a list in one of Lola’s notepads and Tristesse was watching her with the same focused interest she’d given the road atlas.
 
   “What are you doing?” Lola asked Imani, perching on the window sill. This put her behind Imani, so she could see the title of her list:  To be conscious that you are ignorant is a great step to knowledge.
 
   “Making a list of what we know about Isaiah and his vampires. And whoever summoned Isaiah here, but since that basically amounts to ‘absolutely nothing,’ I’m leaving that until last.” Imani tapped her pen on the paper. “We know Isaiah was summoned here by someone with a strong working knowledge of blood magic – which I guess means you’re not the only player in town after all, Lola. We know he uses demon magic to raise the dead and turn them into pseudo-vampires. I’m saying ‘pseudo’ because I don’t think they’re really vampires as we know them from folklore, but close enough. We know these vampires appear to be able to infect living people, and those people go berserker. Agree on all that?”
 
   Lola nodded. “And we know that his vampires kill, too.” She glanced at Tristesse. “Does Isaiah feed on blood himself?”
 
   “Purely for the pleasure of it, yes,” Tristesse said.
 
   Imani pulled a face. “Gross.”
 
   “It’s his nature,” Tristesse said with a shrug. “It’s disgusting, but then many creatures of Gehenna are.”
 
   “Okay.” Imani made another note on her list. “We also know that taking out the brain and burning the vampire is an effective method of execution. And I guess that’s all we know.”
 
   “It’s enough,” Lola said. “We just have to find all Isaiah’s pets and kill them.” The idea made her head throb painfully – harm none –  but she reminded herself that these people were really already dead. “And Tristesse can handle Isaiah, right?”
 
   “Of course.” Tristesse cocked her head to one side and smiled darkly. “It will be a pleasure.”
 
   “So we just have to find the vampires.” Lola wondered how good a scryer Imani was. “We can go out tonight—”
 
   “Why wait?” Imani protested.
 
   “Because we can’t run around killing people in broad daylight. Fort Rosser Fortean would have a field day. Not to mention the cops.” Lola sighed. This had all started with her falsely accused of murder; it looked like it was going to end with actual murder. She wished she could just run away, disappear into the night and forget it all.
 
   She had a feeling Isako’s spirit would haunt her if she did. That and her own guilty conscience.
 
   ****
 
   Imani claimed to be a decent scryer with candlelight, but it was almost impossible to scry for a person without something they owned as a focus, unless you were as practiced as someone like Rowan. Tristesse suggested they use graveyard dirt from the vampires’ graves, an idea Imani jumped on with predictable eagerness. Somewhat reluctantly, Lola let them head off to Crown Hill. Reluctant both because being alone in the house made her feel cold and nervy, and because – there was that petty part of her surfacing again – she didn’t want Tristesse and Imani going off together. She had no idea if Imani was queer or not, but it was impossible to see Tristesse as anything other than fascinating and irresistible. And capricious and dangerous and a dozen other alluring things.
 
   And Imani was bright, bold, and engaging…Surely just as fascinating to Tristesse as Tristesse was to Lola. What happened between them earlier in the bathroom...It might be meaningless to Tristesse. Lola might be meaningless to her. Who knew how demons conducted their relationships?
 
   Her melancholy brooding was cut short by the phone ringing, and she was surprised to find Yvette on the line.
 
   “What's going on?” Yvette asked, skipping any pleasantries. “The news is full of absurd stories.”
 
   Wearily, Lola explained what had happened at the hospital. It was getting hard to keep track of what she had and hadn’t already told Yvette, so she left Imani and Tristesse out, and simply gave the bare bones details: magically-infected policeman, dead nurse.
 
   “And what are you doing about this?” Yvette asked.
 
   “Everything I can.” Lola’s wrists burned. She wedged the phone between her shoulder and cheek to keep talking while she scratched them. “I’m working on it.”
 
   “I’m starting to doubt that.”
 
   “Well what are you doing about it, apart from harassing me? ‘Solve this huge impossible problem, Lola, but don’t you dare draw attention to anyone while doing it, especially not the Choir. Think of the McMartin preschool, Lola.’ Do you have anything helpful to add, or are you just enjoying watching me flail around while people die horribly?”
 
   Yvette fell silent. For a second Lola thought she’d hung up. “I don’t know why I make you so antagonistic,” she said eventually, “but I’m sorry that I do. I’m not just thinking of the Choir, either. I’m worried about you and anyone who might get hurt.” She paused again, long enough that Lola almost wanted to speak to break the silence. “I just want him stopped, Lola.”
 
   “I know. I do too.”
 
   “Well then. I've managed to keep the Choir calm so far, but this must end. Whatever you're working on, Lola, work fast.”
 
   And that was that. Yvette hung up.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Lola swore and slammed the phone down. She tore at her wrists with her nails until blood spilled down her arms. Sometimes the bloodletting calmed her. Sometimes it just made her furious. Now was one of the latter times. The more blood she saw, the more she hated Yvette. The woman was a nightmare. Thank God – thank all the gods and whatever else was out there – that she had left the Choir. The thought of that woman having any power over her...
 
   Except, of course, Yvette had been wielding power over her from the second she'd found out about the death at the Red Lotus and Isako's murder. She'd pushed Lola deeper into the mess, dangling vague threats over her head the whole time. The Choir this, the Choir that...And apart from Rowan and Yvette herself, Lola hadn't seen hide nor hair of any Choir members. Was Yvette really keeping them at bay?
 
   She went to clean and bandage her wrists. Even for her, it was becoming too frequent an event, she thought wryly. The cold water stung her skin and she noticed for the first time how much her wrists ached. She stared at the torn flesh, the old scars and open wounds. She looked like she'd tried and failed to kill herself dozens of times. Stress and magic was an exhausting combination. When all this was over, she'd take a vacation. A long one. Somewhere tropical, with oiled bikini babes serving icy cocktails out of coconuts.
 
   When this was over. She'd be lucky to survive. Demons, vampires, as if she was cut out for any of that. Bitterness washed over her in a black tide and she struggled to push it back. In a matter of days her life had become an unrecognizable mess and she hadn't even had time to notice. Hadn't had time to acknowledge exactly how fucked up it was.
 
   Midway through putting her first aid kit away, Lola paused, a flash of her conversation with Yvette falling into sharp relief.
 
   I just want him stopped.
 
   Had Lola told her about Isaiah? She couldn't remember. She'd told her about demons, definitely, but she didn't think she'd mentioned Isaiah specifically, any more than she'd mentioned Tristesse.
 
   She shoved the kit back in the kitchen cupboard, frowning as she wondered if Rowan might have told her, or even Imani. That seemed likely – there weren't many secrets within the Nightingale Choir. And how much did Lola really know about Imani or where her loyalties were? Practically nothing. So Yvette could easily know about Tristesse. Shit. 
 
   She sat at the kitchen table, toying absently with the ribbons and scraps of cloth piled there. It probably didn't matter. Yvette's opinion of her wasn't going to get any worse. It would hurt if Rowan or Imani had told her anything, but it wouldn't really be that much of a surprise. She braided together a few pink and purple ribbons – love, friendship, passion, protection – then unwound them and wove together black and red instead. Strength and banishing negativity sounded more useful right now. Not that basic ribbon magic was going to fix anything.
 
   She tossed it all aside, about to go and call Rowan to set her mind at rest, when Imani and Tristesse burst in. Imani slapped the road atlas down on the table, sending a cloud of dirt and dust into the air. “We're in business!” she announced.
 
   Lola sneezed as dust flew up her nose. “You got some graveyard dirt?”
 
   “We got the dirt and Tristesse showed me a great scrying spell.” Imani held up her index finger, which was bandaged. “My first blood magic spell.”
 
   “What was it? What did you do?” Lola asked, eager despite herself. She looked past Imani to Tristesse, who blew her a kiss.
 
   “I'll show you another time,” Tristesse said. “Look at the map.”
 
   Imani opened the atlas to a map of Fort Rosser. Lola didn't want to admit that she couldn't read a map to save her life – the atlas had come with the car – so she studied it with fake understanding. “Go on,” she said.
 
   Imani indicated three smears on the page that Lola realized were dried blood. “Here, here, and here. Vampires.” She smacked her fist into her palm with obvious satisfaction. “They're not too far apart, either. We could take them all out pretty quickly if they stay put.”
Lola bit her lip, trying to make sense of the crisscrossing mess of streets, roads, and seemingly random lines. “So they're...where, exactly? How far is this place from this place?” She pointed out two of the smears that, to her, looked miles apart.
 
   “This is Jefferson Avenue, this is Eighth Street. They're like five minutes apart. Eighth Street is pretty much nothing but factories and warehouses, which makes sense for a vampire hideout, I think. It wouldn't be too hard for someone to sneak into a warehouse and stay hidden.” Imani tapped the third smear. “This is out in Hornbeam. That's about ten minutes' drive from the other places,” she added, clearly having noticed Lola's struggle to keep up. 
Hornbeam was a new estate at the edge of the city, lots of tiny parks and boxy houses. Lola couldn't imagine anywhere a walking corpse might safely hide there. “Great. If they stay put, that's great.”
 
   “If we move now—” Imani started, only to be interrupted by a knock at the door.
 
   Lola wasn't sure who she expected but it definitely wasn't Dawn Hardy. The other woman looked like she'd emerged from a war zone: wan and exhausted-looking, eyes red, mouth carved into a scowl.
 
   She didn't bother with a greeting, just pushed past Lola and went into the kitchen. She looked Imani and Tristesse over, then turned back to Lola. “Do you know who's responsible?” she demanded. “Do you know where to find them? Are you going after them?”
 
   Lola glanced at Tristesse, who nodded.
 
   “Yes,” Lola affirmed. “We are.”
 
   “Good. I'm coming with you.”
 
   ****
 
   Hardy had been told to take vacation time, she told them wearily. Scherer's death and her decision to bring two “civilian freaks” into the hospital were the main reasons.
 
   “But our big chief isn't my biggest fan anyway,” she added, taking a seat at the kitchen table and studying the map. “He jumped at the chance to get me out of the office for a few days. My dad was a cop and our boss thinks I used my family connections to get where I am.” Her scowl became deeper. “Scherer and I rose up through the ranks together. We went through the academy together. We were...I can't imagine being a cop without him.” She sniffed and bowed her head, letting her hair hide her face. “I need to do something.”
She left the rest unsaid, but Lola heard it anyway. I need to do something for Scherer. Lola reached across the table and covered Hardy's shaking hand with her own, squeezing. “We'll stop it,” she said, surprised at how confident she sounded.
 
   “This is perfect,” Imani said. “We can split up – two of us can take Hornbeam and two of us can take Jefferson and Eighth.”
“What about Isaiah?” Lola asked Tristesse.
 
   “I think it would be prudent to deal with his pets first,” Tristesse said, “given how quickly they seem able to infect people.”
“Agreed,” Hardy said. “Hell, we don't know how many people are already infected.”
 
   Nasty thought. Every zombie movie Lola had ever seen piled into her head. “Okay,” she said, “I need to prepare some stuff first. Imani, there are some things I should show you too.” She glanced out the window, feeling queasy now the action was almost upon them.. The sun was setting and there were vampires to kill.
 
   ****
 
   Lola took Imani to her bedroom and let her pick through her charmed jewelry. Since Imani had a leaning towards fire magic, Lola wasn't surprised when she gravitated towards a red jasper amulet and an amber ring. Both were associated with the element, and both would offer a little extra protection and grounding. Lola pricked her finger and gave them a quick blood wash, then did the same with her own rings, explaining the theory to Imani.
 
   “So much of blood magic is about will power. You're not calling on elemental powers or guardians to lend you power, you're taking what your own body has to offer.”
 
   “Or someone else's body,” Imani said, slipping the amulet over her head.
 
   “Only if you want to be really unethical about it,” Lola said pointedly. Imani grinned.
 
   “Relax. I'm not going to go out stealing from blood banks or anything. But I'm right, aren't I? I mean, whoever summoned Isaiah used other people's blood.”
 
   “Yeah, and they'll probably do it again if we do deal with Isaiah.” Lola sat down on her bed, both angered and defeated by the idea. “They wanted something and it couldn't just have been to unleash an undead plague on the city. If they didn't get it this time, they'll try again. Whatever we do tonight, we still won't know who started all this.”
“Tristesse will get it out of Isaiah,” Imani said. She sounded so blithely confident that Lola's own spirits lifted.
 
   “Come on,” she said, rising and closing her jewelry box. “Let's get to work.
 
   ****
 
   Imani wanted them to split up but Hardy overruled her. “For the first site at least we should stick together,” she said. “None of us really know what we're doing or what we're going to face. We don't even know how many of these creatures there are left. It's stupid to split up under those circumstances.”
 
   “We didn't find any more open graves when we were at Crown Hill,” Imani argued. “You killed one, Tristesse torched another, that's three. And we have three sites. If we can't handle three—”
 
   “I agree with the detective,” Tristesse said. “Let's not take any chances until we must. My magic isn't as strong outside of the ley lines and none of these locations fall within one.”
 
   Lola checked the contents of her messenger bag for the hundredth time, decided once and for all she'd packed everything that might be useful, and slipped it on. “Let's get moving then. If the vampires go walkabout it's going to cost us.”
 
   Lola and Tristesse took her car, with Imani and Hardy following in Hardy's. They headed for Jefferson, the closest location. Twilight had fallen over the city in a gray haze, mist creeping in to shroud the buildings. The long rows of warehouses looked ghostly and Lola had chills down her spine as they parked. There was so much that could go wrong.
 
   “What now?” she asked as they got out. “We can't break into every one and check, can we?”
 
   “We don't need to.” Tristesse took her hand. “I may not be as powerful outside the ley lines, but I'm not helpless either.”
 
   Lola felt a surge of dark power when their skin touched. The air around them crackled and Lola felt a tug towards one of the warehouses, like a cord around her heart that had just been tightened. Her chest hurt and she gasped, releasing Tristesse. “What was that?”
“Just a little seeking spell. Very basic demon magic. It only works at close range, sadly, but it's enough here and now.” Tristesse strode towards the warehouse without waiting to see if the others followed.
 
   Lola rubbed her chest. She wouldn't be surprised to find a bruise there later. She hurried after Tristesse, hearing Hardy and Imani close behind.
 
   Tristesse led them round to the delivery bay, stacked high with empty pallets and crates. The sliding doors were locked and bolted, but that didn't prove to be a problem to the demon. She did something – Lola didn't know what, Tristesse blocked her view of the lock – and there was a sharp pop and an acrid burst of smoke. Tristesse started to pull the heavy door open, but Imani leapt forward, grabbing her arm.
 
   “What if the building is alarmed?”
 
   “Then I expect the alarm will go off,” Tristesse said, seeming amused. “We are going in here to kill a person, Imani. Breaking and entering seems trivial in comparison.”
“You're missing the point. We don't want to bring a security firm or the cops down on us,” Imani said.
 
   Tristesse gave an exaggerated sigh and looked at Lola and Hardy. “Well?”
“Let me handle it.” Hardy helped Tristesse open the door. It pulled back with a painful screech that was soon drowned out by a strident alarm. Hardy ducked inside. For a few agonized minutes, they waited, Lola hardly daring to breath. Then the alarm stopped and Hardy poked her head out, grinning.
 
   “Picked up a few tricks over the years,” she said by way of explanation.
 
   They crept in. Hardy produced a flashlight and scanned the warehouse floor with it. The place was eerie, just the distant squeak of rats breaking the silence. Boxes were stacked high along the aisle ways, turning the building into a maze. Lola's scars itched and her spine prickled. She grabbed her lighter from her bag. It was a heavy, brass-plated Zippo and the familiar weight was comforting in her hand.
 
   Tristesse led them confidently through the stacks. Lola was half-tempted to grab her hand again and see if she felt that painful pull, but she wanted to keep one hand free.
 
   “Hear that?” Imani whispered in her ear, making her jump.
 
   Lola listened, trying to tune out the muffled scurrying of rats and her own tense breathing. Somewhere close by, she thought she could hear growling. “I hope it's not a guard dog.”
 
   “I'd rather face a guard dog than a vampire,” Hardy muttered. She had her gun in hand now, keeping the flashlight beam steadily fixed on the path Tristesse took.
 
   “Hush,” Tristesse ordered.
 
   They rounded a tall stack of boxes and found themselves in a dead end. A few feet away a shadowed shape crouched low against the wall, growling low and rough. A smell like raw meat and bile hit Lola's nose, making her gag. In the glow of the flashlight, the figure – a woman – looked wild and dangerous, blood staining her mouth and dripping from her chin. She hissed at them, huddling protectively over the dead body on the floor.
 
   Hardy shoved the flashlight into Imani's hands and stepped forward, bringing her gun up in a smooth motion. “Fort Rosser PD! Put your hands up.”
The woman flew at her, hitting her square in the stomach. They hit the ground and Hardy's gun went off, the bullet slamming into the wall. The woman twisted herself on top of Hardy, shrieking as she slapped and punched at her.
 
   It had only taken one scratch to infect Scherer. Lola lunged and grabbed a handful of the woman's greasy hair. Tristesse did the same and together they yanked the woman off Hardy. Imani whacked her across the face with the flashlight and she dropped like a stone.
 
   Hardy scrambled to her feet, leaning against the stack of crates. “Did she cut you?” Lola asked, heart in her throat.
 
   “I don't think so.” Hardy looked around for her gun and scooped it up, never taking her eyes of the woman. “Is she out?” There was a touch of fear in her voice. Lola had no doubt she was thinking about Scherer too.
 
   Before Lola could answer, the woman moaned, lifting her head. Hardy cried out and fired twice. The woman's body jerked then went still. For a second none of them moved, just stared down at her, waiting for her to rise again.
 
   Then Hardy leaned down to check for a pulse. “Dead,” she said.
 
   “Did you get her brain?” Imani asked, waving the flashlight up and down the woman's body. “Because I don't think we should call dead otherwise.” The light revealed two bullet wounds in the woman's chest.
 
   “I've got it. Everyone step back.” Lola took out her athame and stabbed her thumb. Then she flicked her lighter open. A huge flame jumped up and she let a few drops of blood fall into it. The fire flared dazzlingly bright as Lola knelt next to the woman, touching the flame to her hair and clothes. Praying the woman didn't regain consciousness, Lola channeled her will into the fire and the blood, forcing it to consume the vampire, and just the vampire. It wasn't a complex spell, but it was hard and tiring, draining energy away from her. She could keep the fire fixed on the object of her will and burning steadily for as long as her strength held out.
 
   Whether that was long enough to consume an adult woman's body, she had no idea.
 
   Tristesse rested her hands on Lola's shoulders, and Lola felt an extra shove of energy into her spell. It was a surprisingly good sensation; maybe it would even be sensual under other circumstances. The flame slowly eating away at the vampire turned oxblood-colored and burned brighter, faster.
 
   Within minutes the woman was nothing but ashes. Lola stood shakily, leaning on Tristesse for support. Her stomach was rolling and her head pounded. The sight of the body the vampire had been feeding on pushed her over the edge. A man, his throat torn open, his guts ripped out.
 
   Lola ran to be sick. Behind her she heard Imani say with false cheer, “that wasn't so bad.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Lola stumbled out of the warehouse and puked in a trashcan, relieved at the feeling of cold night air washing over her. She straightened up and wiped the sweat from her forehead. She'd never used that spell to burn a person before. The knowledge that she had now left her cold and nauseous, but there was nothing left in her stomach to come up. Even if she told herself that it was necessary, that the woman was already dead anyway, she couldn't push it away. The stink of burning flesh, of bile and rot.
 
   She dry-heaved, longing for a bottle of water. There was a clatter of noise behind her as the other three joined her, Hardy pulling the warehouse door closed.
 
   Tristesse slipped her hand gently under Lola's jaw, tilting her head up. “Are you unwell?”
 
   “Just a little,” Lola said, closing her eyes. “Is everyone okay?”
 
   “A little freaked out,” Imani said. “But hey, one down, right?”
 
   Lola opened her eyes and glanced at the younger woman. She didn't look as chirpy as she sounded, which was a relief really. “I don't know if I can do that again.”
 
   “You won’t have to.”
 
   Lola turned, shocked to see Rowan heading their way. She was dragging Caleb along behind her and she was dressed for business in black jeans and a black turtleneck under a leather coat. Rowan didn’t really do “casual” but this was the first time Lola could remember seeing her dressed like an assassin. Caleb, on the other hand, looked like she’d pulled him out of a dumpster.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Lola asked when Rowan reached them. “How did you know we were here, come to that?”
 
   “I scryed for you. Are you okay? What happened?” Rowan touched her shoulder and Tristesse backed off. Lola missed her immediately, but it felt rude to shrug Rowan off.
 
   She explained briefly, impressed at how dry and clinical she could sound now she’d emptied her guts.
 
   “So what’s next?” Caleb asked. “I guess we're in, whatever it is.”
 
   “Of course we are,” Rowan said. “Just tell us what to do.”
 
   Her unexpected presence and aid buoyed Lola. “Eighth Street is next,” she said. “That’s where the next one is. Or was. Hopefully still is. Then Hornbeam for the last one.”
 
   “If I may suggest an alternative plan?” Tristesse asked. Everyone looked at her. But of course they did, Lola thought. Demon mojo. Her nerves tingled with it. “Now we know what to expect, we should divide our forces. You four,” she indicated Imani, Hardy, Rowan and Caleb with an almost dismissive sweep of her hand, “can deal with the creature at Eighth. Lola and I will head to Hornbeam.”
 
   Hardy frowned. “We agreed splitting up was stupid. And after what we just dealt with, I haven’t changed my mind about that.”
 
   “But we have reinforcements now,” Tristesse said. “Rowan is as accomplished a witch as Lola, I’m sure. And Caleb…” She trailed off and smiled secretively at him. He scowled in reply. “Caleb has hidden talents.”
 
   “You don’t know anything about me,” he said, his tone a mixture of anger and uncertainty.
 
   “I know enough,” Tristesse replied, smile widening. “I know you’ll be a great asset tonight.”
 
   “She’s right,” Rowan said, somewhat begrudgingly. “Don’t start a fight over it, Caleb.”
 
   “Whatever,” Hardy said. “That still means four of us going after one vampire and only two of you going after the other. It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “We’re wasting time debating it,” Tristesse said. “These creatures aren’t going to stay put and wait for us to come and incinerate them.”
 
   Lola swallowed hard, worried she might be sick again.
 
   Hardy wavered, glancing from Imani to Rowan and Caleb, and back again. “Can you two handle it alone?” She aimed the question more at Lola than Tristesse.
 
   “Of course,” Lola said, hoping she projected the same invincible self-assurance as Tristesse. “And as soon as you guys are done, you can come find us, right?”
 
   Rowan's smile was a little strained. “Right.”
 
   ****
 
   “Why do I feel like you're up to something awful?” Lola asked Tristesse once they were well away from the others. Back out on the empty street, away from the warehouse, she felt better. Maybe it a case of out of sight, out of mind. Maybe it was the rush of autumn mist and night air clearing her head. Either way, the reality of what she'd done in the warehouse already felt a little faded, a little distant.
 
   That probably wasn't a good thing for her mental health.
 
   “Perhaps I just wanted to be alone with you,” Tristesse said coyly.
 
   “Seriously? Now?” Lola wasn't sure if she was more irritated or suspicious.
 
   Tristesse stopped and grabbed Lola by the arms, swinging her round and pressing her up against a warehouse wall. She planted her hands on either side of Lola's head and stared down at her, face unreadable. Lola wet her lips, suddenly nervous. Why was it so easy to ignore what Tristesse was?
 
   She was inhuman. She was dangerous.
 
   She was devastating and when she lowered her head to kiss Lola, she was delicious.
 
   It was a long, slow kiss that sent waves of hot pleasure all through Lola. It melted away her irritation, and she knew that would irritate her later, but there and then it was impossible to feel anything but desire. She moaned helplessly as Tristesse licked along her lower lip, everything forgotten but the demon's touch. Lola reached up, wanting to touch her too, but Tristesse caught her hands and pinned them over her head, holding Lola in place effortlessly.
 
   The brickwork scraped the back of her hands and Tristesse's teeth were just a little too sharp as she nipped at Lola, but the tiny sparks of pain were intoxicating. Demon mojo. Bad mojo, but it was too good to resist.
 
   Any other time, she would have melted into that kiss completely, surrendered herself and told Tristesse yes, yes, anything…But they didn’t have that luxury and she reluctantly pulled herself together, turning her head to end the kiss. Tristesse responded by licking the curve of her ear, then backing off before Lola could squirm away.
 
   “I like you, Lola Guntram,” Tristesse said.
 
   “Good,” Lola said, pressing her hand to her racing heart.
 
   “But I am not being entirely sentimental. Isaiah is not going to be stopped with bullets or magic that depends on a dozen poems and hand gestures to make work.”
 
   “We’re not going after…” Lola stopped. When she and Imani had raced to Fort Rosser Hospital, Tristesse had stayed behind to work on finding Isaiah. “You know where he is?”
 
   “I know where he was. If he’s still there, we may kill two birds with one stone.” Tristesse started walking again and Lola hurried to keep up.
 
   “Hornbeam. Why there?”
 
   Tristesse shrugged. “Maybe his summoner is there.”
 
   “Well that would be nice. Three birds with one stone.” Lola had to admit to a spark of angry hope. She wanted to see the person who’d killed Isako. She wanted to know what kind of human being would kill another, what motivated them…How they lived with it.
 
   She’d done some gray things with her magic. Revenge and spite weren’t honorable but they were common, and people paid well to act on their negative impulses. Lola tried not to judge. But even the darkest, nastiest blood spell she’d ever performed hadn’t left anyone dead. And she couldn’t think of anything she’d want badly enough to kill for.
 
   And yet…She’d just killed a woman in the most nightmarish way possible. Did it matter that the woman had died once already? She hadn’t asked for Isaiah’s gift. She’d been a victim and Lola had killed her.
 
   Maybe she wanted to look into the eyes of someone else who could do that and make sure she didn’t see anything she recognized
 
   “You’re thinking too much,” Tristesse said without looking at her. “Stop it. We have work to do.”
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   On the drive out to Hornbeam, Tristesse made Lola stop at a supermarket. She left Lola in the car and returned after an agonizingly long fifteen minutes with a huge bag. She slung it into the trunk, then rejoined Lola in the front. Lola was dimly surprised to see her holding an enormous bread knife
 
   “What’s that for?”
 
   “Isaiah,” Tristesse said, running her finger down the serrated blade.
 
   Lola had never thought of herself as squeamish until about three days ago, but her stomach was suddenly rolling again. “I thought you couldn’t kill a demon.”
 
   “No,” Tristesse agreed and said nothing more.
 
   They drove the rest of the way in silence. Hornbeam was silent when they got there, darkness settled over the estate like a blanket. Lights glowed behind curtains, there was the occasional bark of a dog or hum of a car engine, but otherwise there was nothing to disturb the night. Lola parked outside a neat little church and checked mindlessly through her messenger bag. It was a pure time-wasting activity. The darkness and silence felt oppressive and she was uneasy at the thought of running into both Isaiah and one of his pets.
 
   Tristesse didn’t seem in any rush either. She toyed with the knife, staring straight ahead but clearly seeing nothing.
 
   Lola cleared her throat. “Shame there isn’t a ley line under Hornbeam.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t enjoy your last ley line trip?”
 
   “No, but I can’t argue with the results.” Lola remembered Tristesse saying she didn’t have much power outside of the line. She still wasn’t sure she believed that, but the demon had definitely wielded enough power within it. It would be much nicer, say, if Tristesse could just burn up Isaiah and his vampire with a flick of her fingers. Nicer for Lola’s conscience, anyway.
 
   She beat down that thought as unworthy.
 
   Tristesse’s smile was gentle and strangely melancholy. “In Gehenna power belongs to those strong enough to take it. Here it spills out everywhere, ripe for the plucking and yet so few of you even notice it. I think that’s better, though. If you could all use the lines, draw magic from blood and fire, capture the earth…I think your world would be a much crueler place.”
 
   “Is Gehenna cruel?” Lola asked.
 
   “You have no idea.” Tristesse kissed the knife. “Come. We’re wasting time.”
 
   With an entire estate to search, Lola figured the quickest thing to do was recast her aura-enhancing spell. Hopefully if Isaiah had been here, she could track him that way. If they were just dealing with the vampire, she wasn’t entirely sure what to look for, but she figured an undead being would leave its own distinct trail. She pricked her finger and rubbed blood on her eyelids, keenly aware of Tristesse watching her.
 
   “Is this how you found me?” she asked when Lola explained what she was doing.
 
   Lola nodded. “The effect doesn’t last very long, though, so let’s hope Isaiah isn’t too far away.” She scanned the street, mentally dismissing the slew of colors she’d expect to find in a densely populated estate. She was only interested in seeing that distinctive oxblood red – or any color that she’d never seen before. Anything that might indicate an inhuman presence.
 
   It was like looking for a needle in a haystack. She’d known that before she’d even started. But she didn’t know any way to narrow down the search without wasting hours scrying. And in that time, the vampire and Isaiah could move on, he could raise more dead, and they could infect countless people…
 
   “Lola.”
 
   She turned to look at Tristesse, saw her awash in both oxblood and a deep, regal purple. Her red hair shone and her eyes glowed, making her already pale skin snow-white. She was stunning and for a second, Lola forgot all about Isaiah. Then Tristesse sliced open her thumb with the bread knife and reached for Lola, bringing her sharply back down to earth.
 
   Tristesse’s blood had a rich ruby glow to Lola’s magical sight, and she was transfixed by it as Tristesse reached out for her, following the movements of Tristesse’s hand like a snake following a flute. “Close your eyes,” Tristesse said impatiently.
 
   Oh. Lola obeyed and felt Tristesse smear her blood on her eyelids. When she opened her eyes again, the night had come alive. Not just with auras, but with sounds and scents. The babble of countless daily conversations as people walked the streets. Arguments, laughter, shrieking, singing, crying. The mix of perfumes, hot dogs, petrol, sweat, soda, wet dog, shampoo…All of it swirling all around her like phantoms, pieces of psyche left behind. This was nothing like reading a place as she’d read the Red Lotus – this was being immersed in a place. It was beautiful, chaotic, and a tiny bit frightening.
 
   She remembered training herself to see auras, how strange and wild that had been at first. Making sense of anything had taken her weeks of dedication, switching between regular vision and aura-vision until she gave herself migraines. She had a natural knack for it, but talent alone wasn’t worth much if you didn’t hone it. She’d worked hard and her body and mind remembered the drills. That was probably the only thing that stopped her being completely overwhelmed by the boost Tristesse’s blood gave her spell.
 
   She took a deep breath, rubbed her amber ring, and started sorting through the torrent of impressions and sensations. The psychic protection and grounding spells she’d worked into the ring and refreshed time and time again kicked in slowly, helping her keep control of what she saw and filter out what was useless. The everyday chatter and mundane babble fell away and she homed in, “listening” for a name, a feeling, an image…Anything that might guide her from here.
 
   She had no idea how much time passed – too much, it felt – but suddenly she saw a flare of oxblood out of the corner of her eye. She whipped round to see a man-shaped blur of light pass her. A memory, not a real person, but it was enough. She followed, dimly aware of Tristesse falling into step with her. As she focused harder and harder on Isaiah’s psychic shadow, scared the spell could stop any second, she became less and less aware of Tristesse. The world narrowed down to tunnel vision and an ever-increasing sense of urgency. Her head pounded, her eyes watered, and her wrists itched.
 
   The spell didn’t fade away; it simply stopped so abruptly that Lola tripped over her own feet, disorientated by the sudden change in her vision. Everything she’d experienced was cut off, leaving her with an aching head and swimming vision. She blinked, groping blindly for something – someone – to cling to while she readjusted. Tristesse gripped her hand, offering her silent support, and Lola took it gratefully.
 
   When her vision returned to normal and the headache receded a little, she released Tristesse and took a look around. They were still on the main road through the estate, but somewhere along the way they’d gone down a hill and round a corner, so she couldn’t see her car anymore. They stood outside a row of shops – a florist, a hair salon, a used bookstore. Stark white streetlights shone on the windows, illuminating posters and counters inside. Crickets whirred in the darkness. It was all so normal. But Isaiah had passed this way and she felt like pieces of him must cling like cobwebs to every brick and leaf.
 
   “What now?” Tristesse asked her as she took stock of their surroundings.
 
   Lola was about to refresh the spell and start over when she saw the street name. “York Drive. Shit.”
 
   “Shit?” Tristesse echoed.
 
   “Yvette lives here.” I just want him stopped.
 
   But I never told her about Isaiah, Lola thought. I’m sure I didn’t. Anger stirred in her.
 
   She’d been to Yvette’s once, when she first joined the Choir, for an evening of white wine and witchy gossip with a few others. Rowan had brought her along, commenting dryly about how much Yvette must hate living in such a cookie cutter neighborhood. Her house had smelt overwhelming of lily of the valley and her sofa was beige suede. Lola had been terrified of spilling her wine on it. That was all she really remembered about that night: the smell of flowers, the acrid wine, and the fear of doing damage.
 
   She didn’t realize she was running until she heard Tristesse’s feet pounding the pavement behind her. “Yvette is your coven leader?” she asked as she caught up to Lola.
 
   “She’s not my fucking leader,” Lola panted. She was out of shape but she couldn’t seem to slow herself down. The anger was spiraling up inside her, heating her blood and moving her feet, and for the first time in days she felt like herself. Not scared and floundering and unsure, but ready to fight. It was exhilarating.
 
   She pulled to a halt outside Yvette’s house, catching her breath and studying the plain, innocent-looking exterior. Rose bushes on the front lawn. A birdbath nestled amongst them. She hated it. She aimed a vicious kick at one rose bush, watching in satisfaction as petals and leaves cascaded into the air. Tristesse rested her hand on Lola’s shoulder.
 
   “If she is Isaiah’s accomplice…”
 
   “I’ll kill her,” Lola said, voice venomous. “She murdered Isako, she—”
 
   “If she is his accomplice,” Tristesse continued as if Lola hadn’t spoken. “She will not be helpless, whether he is here or not. Just remember that.”
 
   Lola tried to quell her anger. She was right. If Yvette was involved, then she was involved with murder, blood magic, and demonology. She should stay calm. She should tread carefully. She should remember that she could be totally wrong about Yvette.
 
   She thought about all the things she should do and then ran to the front door, hammering her palms against the glass. “Yvette!”
 
   She didn’t really expect Yvette to answer – she certainly wouldn’t have answered the door to a screaming madwoman after dark – so she wasn’t surprised when the house remained silent and dark. It didn’t make her one bit less furious though. She tugged and twisted futilely at the door handle, then glanced back pleadingly at Tristesse. “We have to get in.”
 
   Lola expected her to repeat her trick from the warehouse. But Tristesse simply slammed her fist through the glass pane, shattering it with an almost musical crash. Lola gaped. Blood trickled down Tristesse’s knuckles, and she wiped it calmly on her jeans before reaching through the broken pane to open the door from the inside.
 
   And still there was not a sound from inside the house.
 
   “Shall we go in?” Tristesse pushed the door open and swept a mocking bow.
 
   The front door opened straight into the front room. Lola’s heels snapped on the wooden floorboards and she hoped pettily that she left mud all over them. The heady scent of lily of the valley hung in the air just as she remembered, but it was tainted by something rank and faint underneath. It reminded her of Crown Hill. Brimstone. Tristesse cursed under her breath, a word that made Lola’s ears ring.
 
   “He was here.”
 
   “But he’s not now,” Lola said. They didn’t need to search the house; if anyone had been in they’d have come running by now, surely? She drew her athame, prepared to refresh the aura spell and start again. She’d go all night if that’s what it took. If she had to spend every drop of magic and blood in her body, she’d do it. The dead deserved no less.
 
   Before she could draw blood, the front door swung open. Lola and Tristesse spun to see Yvette standing in the doorway, silhouetted by the streetlight behind her. She was carrying a shopping bag, which struck Lola as weirdly incongruous. “Oh dear,” Yvette said, flipping on the light. For the first time since Lola had met the woman, she didn’t sound composed. She sounded broken, and for a second Lola thought she’d made an awful mistake.
 
   Then Tristesse lunged forward, hissing. “You stink of him, woman. Where is he?” She grabbed Yvette by the collar of her coat, hauling her into the house and slamming the door shut. Yvette squeaked, dropping her bag. Glass smashed and pale golden wine spilled over the perfect floorboards.
 
   Lola checked Yvette’s aura, almost relieved when she saw the tell-tale oxblood smears there. She didn’t have to let go of her anger. Good. She stalked up to Yvette, who struggled helplessly against Tristesse, and slapped her hard. Her palm cracked loudly across Yvette’s cheek. “Did you kill Isako Jones?”
 
   Yvette teared up, lips wobbling.
 
   “Don’t you dare cry,” Lola warned her.
 
   “I was dying!” Yvette blurted. Her usual serene mask was gone, replaced by terror, guilt, and the same rage Lola herself felt. “I was dying and I was desperate!”
 
   “Dying?” Lola looked her over, as if she’d see some mark of disease or injury. “Dying of what?”
 
   “Pancreatic cancer.” Yvette swallowed, skin turning pallid. “It’s hard to detect in the early stages. I just…I had back pain and that was it. That was it, Lola. I had no idea. I was dying and I didn’t even know. By the time I got a diagnosis, it was too late.”
 
   Sympathy wormed its way into Lola’s heart – until she remembered the trail of dead bodies she’d followed to find Yvette. “I’m sorry, but that’s not an explanation. And clearly you’re not dead, so….”
 
   “No. My doctor said it was too late but I couldn’t just give up. Would you? I researched and researched, tried every spell, every ritual, and when my magic didn’t help I looked for magic that would.”
 
   “Demonology,” Tristesse said. “A demon cannot heal. If that was the lie Isaiah sold you to buy his freedom, you were cheated.”
 
   “He did though,” Yvette said, a glimmer of triumph on her face. “He did cure me.” She tried to break free of Tristesse again, but Tristesse simply shook her like a dog with a rabbit, hard and fast, and Yvette fell still.
 
   Lola shook her head, struggling to process it. “You killed two people and used their blood to bring Isaiah here. Yvette. How could you? You murdered – did Rowan know?” The thought was sickening. Yvette and Rowan were close, after all. If Rowan had known about any of this, Lola wasn’t sure what she’d do.
 
   “No. I didn’t even tell her about the cancer. I didn’t tell any of the Choir anything.” The brief triumph was gone, replaced by guilt once more. “Do you think I wanted any of this? To mess around with murder and black magic and demons? I wanted to live, Lola. Tell me you wouldn’t feel the same.”
 
   “I wouldn’t sacrifice another person for it,” Lola snapped. She itched to slap Yvette again. “Or unleash a monster on the city! You know what Isaiah’s done – you sent me after him! Was it worth it? Is your miserable murderous soul worth it?”
 
   “Of course.” Yvette drew herself up, as if she’d decided to deal with Tristesse by ignoring her grip on her. “I’d be dead now if I hadn’t made the choices I had. I’m sorry people got hurt —”
 
   “Murdered!” Lola screamed at her.
 
   “But don’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same, because until you face down your own mortality, Lola, until you’re contemplating your own inevitable early death, you can’t possibly know what you would do. You can’t.” Yvette finished softly, like an actress reading the final lines of a tragedy. Sad, but self-righteous.
 
   “You fucking bitch.” Lola gave in and slapped her again. Yvette’s head snapped back with the force of the blow and she gasped in pain. It was a wildly satisfying sound. “You hypocritical smug bitch! You killed my friend. You sent me in to die too, didn’t you? Were you afraid I’d figure it out?”
 
   “I thought you’d stop him!” Yvette shot back. “With everything you do and know, I thought you could catch him and send him back.”
 
   “You stupid woman.” Lola had to walk away from her or she was going to slap the skin right off her face. She paced the front room while Tristesse held Yvette, collecting her thoughts. She didn’t really want to kill Yvette but it was hard not to imagine it. And apparently killing people was really easy if you were motivated enough. She realized she still clutched her athame in one hand and hurriedly shoved it into her jeans pocket.
 
   “Where’s Isaiah now?” Tristesse asked, giving Yvette another little shake.
 
   “I don’t know,” she replied. “He was here, but he went out with that…creature.” She shuddered.
 
   “When?” Tristesse grabbed a handful of Yvette’s hair, yanking until she whimpered. “You are partially responsible for that creature, woman. It would behoove you to pay attention to it and its master.”
 
   “I don’t know! Not long ago.” Yvette tore free with some effort, leaving a few strands of long, dark hair clenched in Tristesse’s fist. “He said they wouldn’t go far. He said they needed to…feed.” She blanched and looked regretfully at the smashed wine bottle.
 
   Lola looked to Tristesse. “What should we do? Wait for him to come back?”
 
   “Yes,” Tristesse said. She’d produced her bread knife again as if by magic and slapped it rhythmically into her palm. “He won’t go far if he's made this his base.”
 
   “How did he cure you, if demons can't heal?” Lola asked Yvette.
 
   Yvette pursed her lips like a disapproving school teacher. “I don’t want to discuss it.”
 
   “He tied himself to her,” Tristesse said. “Demons are immortal. There are ways to share that immortality, if your gifts run that way anyway. Isaiah can give life to the dead. It’s much easier to give life to the living. A rite, a sharing of blood…Her disease hasn’t gone away, it just won’t kill her anymore.”
 
   “Did you know that?” Lola asked Yvette, who’d gone deathly pale again. “Did you get an all-clear from your doctor?”
 
   She shook her head, clearly stricken. “There hasn't been time. I just…He just…I had weeks, Lola. Weeks to live. And the past couple of days…I’ve felt fine. Fine.” She repeated the word like a spell, as if it could change the truth.
 
   Lola couldn’t stop her pity then, despite all the evil Yvette had done. She was stuck in a body that would fail, sicken, weaken…but never die. And pancreatic cancer was cruel. She’d lose weight, could develop diabetes. There’d be vomiting, fevers, maybe blood clots, tumors…And if Tristesse was right, it would simply go on forever. “Could she still get treatment?” she asked Tristesse.
 
   Tristesse shrugged. She clearly didn’t care – she’d moved to stare out the window, scanning the dark, silent street with a watchdog’s intensity.
 
   Yvette sank to the floor, moaning. “Oh no, oh no, no, no…”
 
   “Be quiet,” Tristesse ordered her. “It’s too late now to feel sorry for yourself. You can’t pretend you didn’t know you were dealing with monsters.” She tensed suddenly. “He’s coming.”
 
   Was that fear in her voice? Lola remembered she’d seemed scared at Crown Hill too, when she realized it was Isaiah they were chasing. Lola’s throat tightened and she pulled her athame free again without thinking. Tristesse had secrets, Lola was all too aware of that. But she seemed so powerful and competent; it was hard to think of anything threatening her.
 
   Yvette started to wail. Lola quickly grabbed her shoulder and squeezed hard. “Shut up!”
 
   “What difference does it make?” Yvette snapped at her. “He’s going to know something’s wrong the second he sees my ruined front door.”
 
   It was admirable in a way that, in the midst of this nightmare, Yvette could still make Lola feel like a teenage hooligan. Lola shoved aside her irritation, watching Tristesse. Her skin prickled when the demon duchess slid away from the window, out of sight.
 
   “He's here,” Tristesse said.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Lola hauled Yvette to her feet and held onto her, twisting one arm up behind her back to keep her in place. She kept her athame in her free hand, but realistically, if Isaiah and Tristesse were going to fight, Lola knew she'd just be in the way if she tried to help. Physically and magically, she was pretty sure she was no match for a demon. The best thing she could do was stop Yvette doing anything stupid.
 
   Yvette didn't fight her. She simply hung in Lola's grip, whimpering softly. Lola veered between wanting to slap her silent and feeling deep pity for her. Still, they needed to deal with Isaiah before she decided how she felt about Yvette.
 
   She felt Isaiah before she saw him. That sense of menace and malice she remembered from Crown Hill rolled into the house like mist, and Isaiah strolled in seconds later. He looked so normal, under other circumstances she'd believe he was Yvette's husband, late home from the office. You'd never look twice at him on the street – the exact opposite of Tristesse, who demanded attention just by existing.
 
   They always say that about serial killers, she thought, tightening her hold on Yvette. They looked so normal. You'd never have guessed. You'd say the same about Yvette.
 
   He stood in the doorway and took in the scene with expression. His gaze raked over Lola and Yvette, and Lola thought she saw a flicker of contempt in his eyes, but it was so brief as to be invisible. Then he turned to Tristesse and there was no mistaking his disdain.
 
   “Still on the loose? The prince must be devastated.”
“Good.” Tristesse's voice was sour. Whoever the prince was, Lola flinched on his behalf.
 
   “So,” Isaiah said, almost pleasantly, “what now?”
 
   Maybe he expected a long speech from Tristesse about his crimes and the punishment he deserved, about how he'd hurt enough people and it was time to pay. Lola certainly expected that.
 
   Tristesse clearly had no time for such formalities. She launched herself at him with a wildcat's cry, the bread knife raised. He was caught off guard and she slammed him into the wall, driving the blade into his shoulder. She wrenched it free with a spray of blood and slashed at his throat. Isaiah caught her hand, snake-quick, and shoved her back. Tristesse stumbled, legs hitting the ornate glass coffee table in the center of the room.
 
   Isaiah took advantage of her distraction to backhand her, sending her sprawling onto the table. He jumped on her, grasping for the knife. Tristesse hissed when he grabbed her wrist, twisting to try to force her to drop it. She struggled beneath him, attempting to throw him off. Isaiah smacked her again and her head bounced off the glass. For a split second she went limp.
 
   Despite her resolution not to interfere, Lola desperately wanted to rush in. She chewed her lip, weighing up the risks of letting Yvette go. Before she could act though, Tristesse came back to life. A wave of dark, fiery energy filled the room and she thrust Isaiah off her, flinging him across the room to land at Lola and Yvette's feet. Yvette screeched and struggled against Lola.
 
   “Get him away, get him away!” She moaned and writhed and pushed, forcing Lola backwards. She dropped her athame as they tussled and Isaiah rolled onto his knees and snatched it up.
 
   Lola released Yvette and shoved her aside, diving for her athame. Isaiah drove his fist into her stomach before she could avoid it. The blow was inhumanly powerful, dropping her and driving the air from her lungs. He cuffed her casually and her vision spun.
 
   Tristesse attacked again, bringing the knife down to tear across Isaiah's back. Dark energy built around her, and Lola thought she saw flames lick along the blade, but she was seeing stars from Isaiah's blow and couldn't be sure. Isaiah roared, more in anger than pain, and rose to his feet, swinging the athame. He caught Tristesse a glancing blow along her collarbone. A thin line of dark blood bloomed against her pale skin.
 
   “This is ridiculous,” he told her. “Why are we fighting when we both want the same thing?”
 
   “You think you know what I want?” Tristesse scoffed.
 
   “Come now. Everyone at court knew how you felt about the prince. How long had you planned your escape?”
 
   Tristesse's face was a mask of cold arrogance. She'd give him nothing. “And what is it you want?”
 
   “The same thing as you – freedom.” He gestured absently at Yvette, cowering in the corner of the room. “She gave it to both of us. Why waste such a gift? We could accomplish much together.” He smiled and for a second it made him beautiful.
 
   “Please. If I wouldn't take a prince, I'll hardly lower myself to a baron.”
 
   Rage clouded Isaiah's face and Lola felt a flood of his own power – damp and rotting, filling her mind with pictures of wet soil and worms. It pushed against Tristesse's, clashing painfully with it. He sliced at her with the athame again. Tristesse blocked the blow with her own knife, but the force of his strike knocked it from her hand.
 
   Seeing her disarmed, Isaiah attacked in a frenzy, driving Tristesse back with wild swings of the athame. She fell back towards the front door, dodging his attacks but seemingly helpless to fight back. It was as if his power beat her down physically.
 
   Lola, still wheezing from Isaiah's sucker punch, crawled for the bread knife, which had shot under the sofa. Her body ached and her movements seemed nightmarishly slow. Then something grabbed her ankle and she screamed, kicking instinctively.
 
   “Let them kill each other,” Yvette whispered, releasing her ankle and scrambling up beside her. “Let them kill each other, Lola, and we can...you can...”
 
   Lola got to her hands and knees with a grunt and shouldered Yvette aside. She could see the bread knife, the blood-spattered blade glinting just an arm's length away. Across the room, Isaiah had Tristesse pinned against the wall. She clutched his knife hand, holding the athame away from her face – but only just. Now Lola definitely saw tiny flames dancing around Tristesse, but they didn't seem to hurt Isaiah as he wrestled against her, trying to plunge the blade down.
 
   He'd blind her if he struck true. Panic fired Lola and she grabbed the bread knife, used the sofa to get to her feet. She stepped forward and fell again as Yvette caught her ankle once more. She landed on the sofa and tried to kick Yvette off, but the other woman clung to her legs with surprising strength.
 
   Desperate, Lola nicked her wrist with the knife and flicked the blood at Yvette. There was no magic or power behind the motion, but Yvette clearly didn't know that. She reared back with a shriek as blood droplets hit her cheek. Lola kicked her hard in the chest, sending her crashing onto her back. Yvette screamed in pain. So much for harm none.
 
   Free, she raced across the room and buried the knife in Isaiah's back. She'd never felt anything like the sensation of that blade sinking into his body. It sickened and exhilarated her to see blood well through the tear in his shirt.
 
   Isaiah spun, wrenching the knife handle from her hand, and struck at her with the athame. She brought her hand up just in time to block it, and her own blade ripped across her palm. The pain was so intense it took her a second to register it but when she did, her only thought was of the power spilling out of her.
 
   She had to use it. She had to.
 
   Isaiah struck at her again, but he'd forgotten Tristesse. She grabbed him by the hair, yanking him  back so his strike missed Lola. Lola snatched her athame from his hand while he tore himself free from Tristesse. He turned to strike at Tristesse, who slipped round him to stand by Lola. Fire pooled in her palms, the heat stinging Lola's skin. She didn't let herself think about what she was doing. She grabbed Tristesse's blazing hand with her blood-soaked one and slammed their joined fists into Isaiah's face.
 
   She channeled every drop of anger and will power she had into the blow. For Isako, for the dead woman at the Red Lotus, for Scherer and for herself. She felt the energy rushing through her and the effect was electric.
 
   Flames swallowed Isaiah and he fell away from Lola screaming, clawing at his face. She tried to focus on the fire, hold it in place as she had with the vampire at the warehouse. But the combination of blood and demon magic ran away from her, and she realized in horror she had no choice but to get away from Isaiah. The fire ate at him and scorched the floorboard, leaped to the curtains and threatened to engulf the room. Already smoke filled the air, stinging her eyes and scouring her lungs.
 
   Tristesse grabbed her and shoved her towards the front door. “Out! I'll deal with him.”
 
   Coughing, Lola started to obey, then remembered Yvette. She raced across the room and dragged Yvette to her feet. They stumbled towards the door together. The hole in the glass was letting some smoke out, but it was already hard to see, with smoke and heat pressing down on them with frightening intensity. Lola pushed Yvette through the doorway, falling gratefully into the cool night to gulp down fresh air
 
   “My house!” Yvette clutched Lola's arm, staring in horror at the flames dancing inside her front room. “We have to call the fire department.”
 
   “Your priorities need some work.” Lola shoved her off, entranced and terrified by the fire. She couldn't see Tristesse or Isaiah through the window and the urge to run back inside was almost overwhelming. She had no idea what Tristesse's plan for dealing with Isaiah had been, but she'd bet it hadn't involved house fires.
 
   Distracted, she didn't see Yvette move. The other woman tore her athame from her hand and drove it into Lola's side before she could react. A lance of white-hot pain sent Lola to her knees with a cry. She grabbed the athame's handle with her blood-slick hands, staring helplessly as Yvette took off into the night.
 
   Lola tried to cry out but her voice was gone. She tried to stand up but her legs were rubber. The pain was everything, everywhere. Cold shock swept over her, shutting her down. She tried to pull the athame out, but the jolts of pain were too much, both from the wound itself and the slash across her palm. Instead, she just let her hands fall, pressing them to the damp grass, breathing hard and wondering if she would pass out. It was an attractive idea.
 
   The sound of a car screeching to a stop jerked from her daze. Whimpering, she forced herself upright in time to see Rowan and Imani spilling out of the car. Hardy was close behind and – and what – something...Something shot past Lola, something big and bulky and not human, speeding straight into the house.
 
   “Lola!” Rowan was beside her, gently helping her to her feet. “What on earth...”
 
   Hardy and Imani ran to the door, then just as quickly backed away as Tristesse strode out like a warrior queen, flames haloing her hair, face streaked with smoke and blood. She dragged Isaiah behind her. He was a blackened husk, but still alive, Lola saw. Still breathing. Still crying. Hardy trained her gun on him automatically, but it was clear from her face that she didn't expect to need it.
 
   The thing...the creature Lola had seen shot back out of the house as fast as it had gone in. She had a brief impression of amber eyes and dark fur, and then it was gone, disappearing down the road in the direction Yvette had taken. Nobody else seemed to notice it and Lola half-wondered if she was just hallucinating now.
 
   Tristesse dragged Isaiah to the middle of the lawn, throwing him down like a sack of garbage. She glanced around at them all, gaze settling on Imani. “Go fetch Lola's car,” she ordered, pointing down the road in the general direction of Lola's car. “There's a box in the trunk.”
 
   Imani looked like she wanted to ask a million questions, but she just nodded and ran the way Tristesse told her. Tristesse knelt next to Isaiah, holding her bread knife like a sword.
 
   “Where is your last vampire?” she asked him.
 
   If he was capable of answering, he didn't. Tristesse sighed and brought the blade down on his neck.
 
   Lola passed out long before Isaiah stopped screaming.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   She woke up in her own bed, stiff, sore, and aware of a warm body beside hers. She rolled over, biting her lip as the stab wound in her side twinged, and saw Tristesse. The demon was awake and watching her, eyes dark with concern. Lola was slightly disappointed to realize they were both fully clothed.
 
   “Hello,” she said. The sun was shining feebly outside and the events of the night crashed into her head in a jumbled mess. “What did you do to him?”
 
   “Demons are immortal,” Tristesse said. “But we can be hurt. Torn apart, even. What doesn't kill us sometimes...sometimes still breaks us.”
 
   A box in the trunk of her car. Tristesse kneeling down to kiss that ragged blade to Isaiah's neck. Lola blanched. “Where is he?”
 
   “Most of him is buried in Crown Hill.” Tristesse propped herself up on her elbow and reached out to stroke Lola's cheek. Her touch was surprisingly soothing, given the conversation they were having. “I don't think you need to know where the rest of him is.”
 
   “I think I do,” Lola argued. She didn't think she was capable of being shocked or upset just then, so it was as good a time as any to know.
 
   Tristesse rolled her eyes. “The box is in your attic,” she said. “We would be wise to cast a protective circle around it before he can use his tongue again. A silencing spell, perhaps.”
 
   Lola's stomach turned over. “I know an air spell we can modify,” she heard herself say. Maybe she could still be a little bit shocked. That was probably a good thing. “Do the others know?”
 
   “Hardy was magnificent,” Tristesse said. Lola suppressed an irrational pang of jealousy. “She called your fire department while Imani and I dealt with Isaiah. She gave your authorities a story – a burglary gone wrong, I believe. Rowan brought you home and tended your wounds. She was very proficient.”
 
   Lola looked at her hand, noticing the careful bandaging for the first time. When she checked her side, she found the same careful bandaging just below her ribs. Her body was tender but she felt better than she probably should for having been manhandled and stabbed. Rowan was good with herbs and healing cantrips – she'd probably given Lola a magically-enhanced painkiller of some sort.
 
   “So Imani knows,” Tristesse continued. “The others...the less they really know, the better. I'm sure they'll draw their own conclusions.”
 
   “And Yvette? And the vampire? And – shit, I saw some animal, like some big dog or something...”
 
   “We didn't find them,” Tristesse said. She curled a lock of Lola's hair round her fingers. “But we will.”
 
   “I hope so. And the dog?”
 
   Tristesse gave her a blank look. Lola decided she was too tired to push it. Maybe she had hallucinated it. She settled down, pulling her duvet up until she was almost buried in it. Tristesse snuggled down with her, still stroking her hair. “What now?” Lola asked her.
 
   “Whatever you like,” Tristesse said, a world of invitation in her voice.
 
   What would she like? Lola had no idea. She thought what she'd like best was just to stay here like this, cocooned in her duvet with Tristesse next to her, with just silence and sunlight for company. It wouldn't last forever – too many loose ends to tie up that just couldn't wait – but for as long as it would last, that was what Lola wanted most.
 
   She wriggled round until she was facing Tristesse again and kissed her. It was the first time she'd initiated a kiss, she realized, and she was privately relieved when Tristesse responded. Feeling daring, she slid her hand under the faded t-shirt Tristesse wore, running her fingers over the soft skin of her hips.
 
   “Have you been with a demon before?” Tristesse asked her between kisses.
 
   “Just once,” Lola said. “It was okay.”
 
   Tristesse growled and bit her lip, pushing Lola onto her back. “Wars were fought in Gehanna for the right to enter my bed, witch. And I denied all the winners their prize. I am not 'okay.' I am the fall of empires.”
“You do talk a lot, though.” Lola kissed her again, pushing down the waistband of the yoga pants Tristesse had acquired from somewhere. She'd have to ask her where she kept finding clothes. It could be a useful trick to know.
 
   “You are growing too sure of yourself,” Tristesse told her, mockingly stern. “Never be sure of anything, especially a demon.”
Lola swept her hands over Tristesse's cool skin, smiling at the look of pleasure on her face. “I'll never be sure of you,” she said honestly, “but right now I am very sure of what I'd like, and I think you did offer me whatever I'd like.”
 
   Tristesse sat up, kicked off the pants and peeled off her t-shirt. She straddled Lola and took her hands, bringing them up to cup her breasts. Her skin was silky-smooth and Lola longed to capture one of her nipples in her mouth, see if they tasted as sweet as they looked. “Just remember that royalty and nobles have fought and died for what I freely give you, Lola Guntram.”
 
   There was something in her voice, some vulnerability that touched Lola's heart. She rolled Tristesse's nipples lightly between her fingers, hoping to chase it away. She liked Tristesse strong and unconquerable. Tristesse leaned down for another kiss, and Lola slid one hand down her body, over her stomach, along her thighs. “Roll over,” she told the demoness.
 
   Tristesse rolled onto her side and Lola settled against her back, staying off her own wounded side. She ran her nails up and down the inside of Tristesse's leg, feeling her shiver and twitch in response. With each pass of her hand, she drew closer to Tristesse's core, before moving her fingers away again. She listened to Tristesse's breathing, heard it hitch and catch every time Lola almost touched her clit, and she waited until Tristesse was panting with need before gently pinching her clit. Tristesse moaned and froze against her, then twisted just enough that she could meet Lola's eyes.
 
   “I don't like to wait,” she said.
 
   Lola released her, instead moving her palm in slow circles over Tristesse's sex before slipping a single finger inside her. Tristesse was wet, her body welcoming, and she arched against Lola like a cat in the sun, sighing happily. Encouraged, Lola added another finger, working her thumb over Tristesse's clit as she did. Tristesse reached back to clutch at Lola's thigh, holding her in place while Tristesse rocked against her. Lola wrapped her leg over Tristesse's, the slight change in position allowing her to press her own aching clit against Tristesse's leg.
 
   Silence fell over them, nothing but the sensation of flesh on flesh, of building pleasure between them. Lola pushed deeper into Tristesse, increasing the pressure both inside her and on her clit, loving the way she was able to make the demon duchess writhe and gasp in her arms. Suddenly Tristesse shifted position, reaching behind herself to finger Lola, and Lola felt as though she'd lit a fire inside her. She buried her head in the curve of Tristesse's throat, kissing her frantically, amazed at how close to the edge she was.
 
   Tristesse stiffened against her with a moan, and Lola's own climax hit seconds later, spurred by the feeling of Tristesse's channel convulsing around her fingers, the sound of Tristesse crying out in sheer joy. Tristesse rolled over and kissed her fiercely while their bodies shivered and quaked, and Lola forgot her stab wound, forgot Isaiah, forgot everything except the demon in her arms.
 
   ****
 
   Afterwards they curled up together in a tangle of bedsheets, silent again. Lola felt strangely energized, like she'd cast a spell, but she had no desire to do anything with the energy. She just wanted to stay like this with Tristesse, quiet and content, hidden from the world. Tristesse's words echoed in her head, though, and eventually she broke the silence.
 
   “Who's the prince?” she asked , not really expecting an answer.
 
   For a long pause, there wasn't one. Then Tristesse sighed. “What do you know of Gehenna?”
 
   “Not much. Just that it's a realm where demons live. Hell, I guess.”
 
   “It's not Hell. Parts of it are very beautiful, and there are certainly no sinners swimming in the lakes of fire.” Tristesse smiled, although it wasn't a particularly happy smile. “There is a hierarchy. Princes, dukes, duchesses, earls, barons...It's very old-fashioned. My father is a high-ranking noble within the court. He had plans for me. I did not agree with them. Let us leave it at that.”
 
   Lola decided they would. She rolled over carefully so she could spoon against Tristesse, and the demon happily draped her arms around Lola, embracing her as if they'd always shared the bed this way. She closed her eyes, pushing away everything but the soft sound of Tristesse breathing.
 
   ****
 
   Dawn Hardy was more than magnificent, Lola had to admit later that day. She'd handled the fire at Yvette's – and Yvette's subsequent disappearance – with a nerve Lola could only wonder at. Her story was simple: she'd been driving to a friend's in Hornbeam when she passed Yvette's house and saw the blaze. She stopped to call the fire department and used her police credentials to hang around at the scene and drip-feed suggestions to the beat cops who showed up shortly afterwards.
 
   “Burglary gone wrong is straightforward enough,” she told Lola. “Or arson by some firebug or kids messing around, whatever. Yvette going missing doesn't have to be connected to that. It won't take much digging for someone to find out she recently had a devastating medical diagnosis, and then they'll decide she took off as a result of that.”
 
   They'd all gathered back at Lola's that evening – all but Caleb. “He's sick,” Rowan said by way of explanation. Lola didn't press. Rowan's tone told her she'd learn nothing anyway. Lola and Tristesse had spent the day researching silence spells and it had been a welcome relief when the others showed up. The thought of dealing with what waited in her attic was not appealing.
 
   “So Yvette's disappeared and we still have one vampire unaccounted for,” Rowan said. She looked as pale and wan as she had that first night at the Red Lotus, when Lola had gone to confront her. She smelt of cigarette smoke and drummed her nails nervously on the kitchen table as she spoke. “I can't believe...I told her everything, Lola. Everything.”
 
   “This isn't your fault,” Lola said. “She was desperate and scared and...I don't know. Awful. But that isn't your fault.”
 
   “I just feel like I should have known. I feel so stupid. I accused you, Lola! I genuinely thought...And Yvette just nodded and smiled and let me think it, and look where we ended up.” She stood, pulling a packet of cigarettes from her bag. “I'll be in the garden.”
 
   Lola wished she could go after her and say something meaningful, something that would really help. Yvette's betrayal had to cut so much deeper for Rowan. But she knew there wasn't anything, nothing Rowan couldn't hear anywhere from anyone. Platitudes and clichés and nothing that really made any difference.
 
   Imani waited until she'd closed the back door behind her, then said, “are we going to look for Yvette? I mean, she is a murderer. And if she did this shit once...”
 
   “Let me worry about that,” Hardy said. She too looked drained and exhausted – but then, she'd looked that way the first time Lola saw her. Maybe that was just how cops always looked. “The less involved you all are, the better, frankly.”
 
   Lola was content to go with that for now. “And the last vampire?”
 
   “We can scry for her again,” Imani said.
 
   “Or just watch Fort Rosser Fortean,” Hardy added dryly. “Either way, that's something that can't wait.”
 
   Neither Hardy or Imani had wanted to talk about how they'd taken care of the other vampire, and Lola figured Rowan would be just as reticent. They all seemed...marked by whatever had happened after Lola and Tristesse left. But Lola got that. She certainly felt marked, in so many ways, by everything that had happened at Yvette's. She figured there were some things they didn't need to share.
 
   But there was still one of Isaiah's pets left and Hardy was right – they couldn't ignore that. They couldn't have another Scherer.
 
   Lola glanced at Tristesse. The demon duchess regarded her with a smile. “Are we up for vampire hunting again tonight?” Lola asked her.
 
   “I suppose we have to be, don't we?” Tristesse said.
 
   It wasn't the most heartening response. Luckily, Imani's was better. She slapped her palm down on the table, making them all jump.
 
   “What are we waiting for? Let's find the little fucker and finish this.”
 
   Lola laughed, then winced as her stab wound throbbed painfully. “Don't make me laugh.”
 
   “I'm dead serious.” Imani wagged her finger at Lola. “We don't need to wait for dark. We shouldn't wait for dark.”
 
   She was right. Lola went to get her messenger bag from her office. Just this one thing, she told herself, and then she could go back to normal.
 
   She listened to Imani and Tristesse bickering in the kitchen. She touched her bandaged hand and thought about Isako, and what lay in her attic, and knew normal was a lie. Or at least highly changeable. Her new normal was going to involve a demon duchess and a blood magic apprentice, at the very least. Not to mention all the spells she had to ask Tristesse about.
 
   “I'll never be bored again,” she muttered to herself as she checked through her messenger bag, mentally ticking off everything inside. The only thing missing was her athame. Using it after she'd been stabbed with it felt very wrong.
 
   Satisfied she had everything a good blood witch could, Lola Guntram went vampire hunting.
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