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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Lola was up to her knees in sewage. Sticky cobwebs clung to her hair and cheeks. The raw stench of waste and rot assaulted her nostrils. Her boots would never be the same again—mostly because she was going to burn them as soon as she got home. And the worst part was, it was all for nothing.
 
   “This is a complete waste of time,” she called down the dark, dank tunnel. Her voice bounced off the old stone, sounding shriller and more pissed-off than she’d intended. Somewhere ahead, she could see the starry point of light that was Dawn Hardy’s flashlight, but her companion didn’t answer. Lola could only guess as to whether she was genuinely out of earshot or just being ignored.
 
   It was probably the latter. Dawn had been like a dog with a bone ever since the death of her partner, Eddie Scherer, six weeks ago. She was desperate to hunt down anyone she held responsible, and Lola couldn’t blame her … until she started walking and felt sludge squelch inside her knee-high boots. The wet slopping turned her stomach. They’d been down in the sewers for nearly three hours and they’d found nothing except shit and dead rats. Trying not to think about the contents of her boots too much, Lola hurried down the tunnel after Dawn.
 
   The detective had disappeared around a corner, and Lola found her hunched down in the muck, poking at something. “More rats,” she said as Lola joined her. “We must have found dozens. More dead than alive at any rate, which I wouldn’t expect in the sewers of all places.”
 
   “They probably all committed suicide rather than put up with the smell.” Lola didn’t crouch down to join her, but she shone her own flashlight over the muck and saw five still, furry bodies. “Poor things.” Unlike Dawn, she wasn’t keeping count, but she knew they’d seen far more dead rats than she liked over the past three nights. “Maybe they’re diseased or…”
 
   “Or she’s feeding on them.” Dawn straightened and rolled her shoulders, wincing.
 
   She was the last of Isaiah’s vampires, a dead woman given unnatural life by the demon. She’d disappeared six weeks ago and despite Lola and Dawn’s determined efforts, they’d yet to find a trace of her. They knew more about her now than they had when they started, thanks to Dawn’s police connections, but all of it related to the woman she’d been and not the creature she’d become.
 
   There, they were in the dark. And the filth. Lola sighed, rubbing her wrists. The scar tissue itched and she belatedly wondered if there was anything infectious down here.
 
   “Dawn, I have to go. I have a client meeting at midnight.”
 
   Dawn checked her watch, brief surprise washing over her drawn features. “Okay,” she said reluctantly. “Let’s call it a night.”
 
   It was late October and Lola’s busiest time of the year. The run up to Halloween was usually when she made a third of her annual income. This year, because of … certain events … she’d had to let a lot of potential business slide. Hunting down the last vampire before she killed and infected anyone else had taken priority. But the closer she got to Halloween, the more reluctant Lola was to turn clients away. She could almost see the money bleeding out of her walls.
 
   They headed back to the sewer entrance, Lola chewing over the question she’d wanted to ask since they started searching the tunnels. As Dawn made her way up the cold, metal ladder to the manhole, Lola called up. “What if she’s moved on? She could be in another city, another state for all we know.”
 
   Dawn paused halfway up to look back down at her. In the stark glare of Lola’s flashlight, she looked gaunt and alien. “She hasn’t. We’d have heard if there’d been any deaths elsewhere.” She carried on.
 
   Lola followed, frowning. “But there haven’t been any new deaths here, not vampire-deaths. And if she’s moved to another city, who’s to say the cops there would release any details? You guys didn’t.”
 
   “I’d have heard.” Dawn’s tone was firm and final. She reached the top of the ladder and gave the manhole cover a shove. Fresh air rushed down the tunnel and Lola sped up, eager to be back on the streets.
 
   They’d picked a manhole tucked away behind an Indian restaurant and the scent of smoky spices washed over Lola as she left the sewers, almost masking the stink of sewage. Her stomach growled. It was nine-thirty and she hadn’t eaten before they’d started out. Now her body was demanding food with loud, embarrassing growls.
 
   Dawn grinned at her. “Dinner on me?” she offered.
 
   “Dressed like this?” Lola gestured at them both. They were wearing shapeless navy coveralls. Dawn was just as covered in shit and filth as Lola, but she didn’t seem to care. “No respectable place would have us.”
 
   “No respectable place wants a cop in there anyway.” Dawn jerked her thumb in the direction of the street where her car was parked. “I’ll get us drive-thru or something.”
 
   There were towels and clean shoes waiting in Dawn’s car, and Lola couldn’t wait to strip out of the coveralls. Even with them, her boots were ruined and she was sure the smell would cling to her skin for days. The first two nights in the sewers hadn’t been so bad, but a heavy storm this morning had made a bad job simply disgusting.
 
   It was Friday night and the streets were busy, but nobody gave them a second glance as they stripped off the coveralls and toweled off their hair and faces. Lola guessed if anyone paid attention they just dismissed them as maintenance workers. She was wistfully envious of the crowd around her who were oblivious to Fort Rosser’s dark underbelly.
 
   Clean, or at least cleaner, they headed for the nearest drive-thru. While Dawn grumbled at the traffic, Lola poured over the map of the sewers Dawn had borrowed from the city waterworks. She hated maps. They all just looked like a mess of lines and squiggles no matter how carefully anyone explained how to read them. But they'd been combing the city—underground and over ground—for the past six weeks in search of Isaiah’s last vampire, and Lola thought she might finally be getting to grips with the arcane art.
 
   Self-improvement was never a bad thing, right?
 
   "There really isn't much left to explore," she said as Dawn pulled up at the drive-thru window. "Another two or three nights and we'll have seen all the delights Fort Rosser's sewers have to offer. Cheeseburger and a vanilla milkshake, please," she added.
 
   Dawn placed their order. "I'm convinced she's down there."
 
   "Because of the rats?" Lola folded the map up and tucked it in the glove compartment. "Shouldn't we be plagued by vampire rats by now if she's feeding on them?"
 
   Dawn shrugged. "Not just rats. A few people have reported missing pets—dogs, mostly. And we've been known to get the occasional deer wander into the city limits at night, too."
 
   "Dogs must go missing all the time, though. It doesn't prove she's feeding on them."
 
   "But we don't know, Lola." Dawn glanced at her, eyes feverish. Lola thought Dawn always looked tired—had from the day they'd met—but she'd gone past tired and into "death warmed up" the past few days. And yet she was almost unnaturally energetic. If Lola didn't know better, she'd think the other woman was doing speed or coke to put that wild spark in her eyes.
 
   "We don't know," Dawn repeated, squeezing the steering wheel. "And we don't know how the infection works. It might not pass to animals. You might need magic or a ritual to change a human. Maybe only demons can do it." She shrugged, clearly exasperated. "We just don't know."
 
   ****
 
   It was ten-thirty by the time Dawn dropped Lola off at her cottage. Lola figured she had just enough time to shower and change, and maybe sit down for a cup of tea in peace if the house was empty. There were no lights on, but you never knew with Tristesse. The demon duchess had a mind like a Picasso painting: impossible to make sense of no matter what angle you approached from.
 
   The security light came on as she reached the door and Lola saw something on the ground that made her pause. At first glance, it was just a bundle of twigs, and she almost kicked them aside before she recognized the shape they made. It was a Y with a third branch between the V of the letter. It was a rune—algiz, to be specific—a rune associated with protection among other things. Frowning, Lola crouched down and studied the sticks more carefully without touching them.
 
   They looked freshly cut and the largest still had red berries on it that identified it as hawthorn, a tree that was also linked to protection in some traditions. Lola pulled on her aura-seeing ability, feeling a tide of weariness wash over her as she did. The branches glowed a vibrant, summery green, tangled with smears of oxblood. The green was from the tree itself, the green of nature, and wilderness. The oxblood was a color Lola had only ever seen around demons.
 
   Her stomach flipped and she stood to unlock the front door, taking care not to move the rune. Even if there was no real magic attached to it that she could sense, she didn’t want to disturb it until she knew why it was there. Switching on the hall light, she called, “Tristesse?”
 
   The cottage rang with silence and Lola’s skin prickled. It shouldn’t, she told herself. Coming home to an empty house was normal, had been for years. And it wasn’t strange for Tristesse to be out doing … whatever she did. Lola shrugged off the creepy feeling. It was probably leftover sewer germs. A hot shower and a hotter cup of tea would work wonders.
 
   Showered and changed into what she thought of as her business gear, black jeans and a black turtleneck, she headed for the kitchen. The table, always a mess, was stacked with files Dawn had pulled on both the vampire, Gwen Craig, and Yvette, the former coven leader of the Nightingale Choir. Yvette, after all, was responsible for the vampires in her way. She'd used a murderous blood magic ritual to summon Isaiah from Gehenna to here, and he'd set about raising the dead with ghoulish enthusiasm.
 
   Ghoulish. She grimaced at her inadvertent pun and cleared some of the paperwork away to make room for tea. They'd had no luck finding Yvette, either. Despite the fact there was an official missing persons bulletin out on her, they still had precious little information in the system about the woman. She'd lived, it seemed, a very law-abiding life right up until she decided to kill two people to summon a demon.
 
   Dawn said that was ridiculous, that an act like that didn't come out of nowhere. Lola thought that might be true for regular people, but magic complicated everything.
 
   They'd tried scrying for both women first without so much as a trace. Rowan, by far the best scryer of their rag-tag vampire-hunting crew, guessed that Yvette could be shielding herself magically—not hard to do, but hard to do for long stretches at a time. Lola thought the chances were if they found Yvette, they'd find Gwen Craig too. And she was almost positive Yvette would never resort to hiding in the sewers.
 
   The longer it took them to find Gwen, the more chance there was of her infecting someone else and creating new vampires. None of them were sure yet how Isaiah's vampires reproduced, whether it just took one bite, or whether dead victims rose as vampires. Or whether it was something else entirely. This was demon magic, after all, and even Tristesse herself seemed to know nothing about Isaiah's own brand of demon magic. The only way to be sure they'd prevent more vampires appearing was to kill Gwen, and fast.
 
                 As she shifted the papers around listlessly, Lola uncovered several packets of seeds she was certain hadn't been there this morning. She tended her herb garden carefully, even if her herb craft was fairly poor, and she knew she'd never bought monkshood or foxglove seeds. Both were poisonous and neither interested her. She wasn't even sure monkshood would grow in this part of Maine.
 
   First the rune, now this. It was Tristesse, of course, but what was she up to?
 
   There was no time to ponder it. Lola finished her tea with a sigh and started gathering her belongings for the client meeting.
 
   Lola's business cards read “spiritual consultant.” That sounded better and cleaner than “blood witch” and raised fewer questions with the taxman. It also covered a multitude of jobs. She used her magic to help clients with everything from warding off bad dreams to recovering from depression, and plenty of other stranger, darker things in between. The work was steady enough, but she relied on repeat customers, people who weren't squeamish over the odd demands of blood magic. 
 
                 Halloween was different. Thrill-seekers and occult practitioners would normally be queuing up to work with her. Some people genuinely wanted the extra power-boost that blood magic provided to strengthen their own spells at this potent time of year. Some just wanted to say they'd held a séance with a real live blood witch. She didn't mind either way, as long as they paid on time.
 
   But this year she'd turned down so many jobs on hold to try to find Yvette and Gwen, even her regular clients were drifting away. She was the only blood witch in town, but definitely not the only person willing to work magic for a price. They'd find someone else for their Halloween fun and games.
 
   Jonah Trevino was a last-minute booking, not to mention a demanding one. Lola was happy to be flexible since she needed the money so badly, and since there were certain times of day that were better for certain rituals. Meeting a client at midnight or dawn, in a graveyard or in a coffee shop, wearing flowers in her hair ... none of that was unusual. People had their own beliefs and since intent and will were such a huge part of blood magic, Lola had to take those into account when she worked magic with them.
 
   So what made Jonah Trevino any more demanding than the woman who'd insisted Lola meet her wearing a blue dress and a vintage owl brooch the woman sent her? For one thing, Lola had no idea where they were actually meeting, or why. He'd emailed her a "starting point". She was to drive to that address and then call him, and he'd give her further directions. Lola was torn between amusement and annoyance. She had an inkling she'd stepped into someone's personal spy fantasy. Either that or someone's terrible paranoid delusion.
 
   Still, he was paying handsomely for his game and Lola was in no position to turn money away.
 
   She stepped carefully over the rune as she left the cottage again, hoping Tristesse would be here when she got back. If she remembered—amongst Dawn's dead rats, her mystery client, and a dozen other things she was working hard not to think about—she’d have a few questions for the demon duchess.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   She drove to Augusta Drive and parked outside the antique store there as requested. It was a couple of minutes until midnight and she waited patiently before calling Jonah. "I'm outside Pearlman's Antiques. Where do I go from here?"
 
   His answer came hushed and hoarse, as if he was afraid of being overheard. "Were you followed?"
 
   Lola found herself scanning the street for stalkers automatically with the urgency in his voice being so strong. "No, I'm pretty sure I wasn't." 
 
   "Pretty sure isn't good enough, Ms. Guntram."
 
   "I'm a spiritual consultant, not an FBI agent, Mr. Trevino." She tried to bite back some of her sarcasm, but she suspected she'd failed.
 
   "I'm sorry. I'm not trying to be difficult, but with things the way they are..." He paused and she had a mental image of him furtively scanning his own location, possibly from behind a newspaper with eye-holes cut in it. "All right. Drive to Devon Road Park. You know it? I'll meet you by the ornamental pond." He hung up abruptly.
 
   Lola sighed and started the car, heading back the way she'd come. He was sending her back across the city for no good reason that she could see. If he thought he was being spied on, he was the one who would be followed, not her, surely?
 
   Still, there were worse places for a clandestine meeting. Devon Road Park was a small stretch of cherry trees and koi ponds in one of Fort Rosser's better neighborhoods. Lola parked in the tiny parking lot next door, pulled on her battered leather jacket and headed out into the cold, muffling a yawn.
 
   The ornamental pond boasted a graceful, sweeping wisteria tree and a Japanese-style bridge to distinguish it from the clusters of other ponds in the park. She found Jonah Trevino hidden under the leafless tree's branches, bundled up in an ash-gray hoodie and smoking with shaking hands. The glow of the cigarette's cherry gave him away long before she could actually see him. It seemed an amateur mistake if he was going undercover.
 
   "Mr. Trevino?" she called as she approached.
 
   "Quieter!" he snapped.
 
   Lola joined him under the tree, getting a proper look at him as her eyes adjusted to the dark. He was younger than she'd imagined, probably in his early twenties. A silver lip piercing caught the smoldering light of the cigarette and when he raised his hand to smoke, she saw a thorny tattoo design around his wrist.
 
   "You are Jonah though, right?" It would be annoying to be wrong, or find out this was some elaborate joke. Although he'd already paid the consultation fee, so the joke would be on him.
 
   He pushed his hood back, revealing a shock of black hair. "You are Lola Guntram? Do you have ID?"
 
   She'd never been asked for ID at a consultation before, but she silently handed over her driver's license anyway. He pulled an LED torch from his jeans and inspected it thoroughly before nodding and handing it back. "It's pretty easy to fake ID these days," he said as he did.
 
   "Then why bother asking to see it?" 
 
   He opened his mouth then closed it again, frowning. Apparently stumped, he changed the conversation. "I did a lot of research on you before making contact. I understand you use ... unconventional methods in your work." 
 
   Lola had a little speech she gave all her clients about willpower, the nature of personal sacrifice, and the dangers of working with magic. She didn't bother giving it to Jonah. Something told her it would be wasted on him. "Yes."
 
   "Good. I have an unconventional problem."
 
   "Would you like to tell me a little about it?"
 
   He finished his cigarette and flicked the butt into the pond. Lola scowled at him, but he didn't notice. There was an unfocused light in his eyes, as if he was recalling something traumatic. "I run a blog called Fort Rosser Fortean. Maybe you've heard of it?" 
 
   That was not what she'd been expecting. She swallowed the bubble of skepticism that rose in her. Who was she to judge? "I follow your Twitter account," she said. Imani had insisted. The younger witch was all about mixing traditional magic with modern technology.
 
   He beamed at her. "So you know our work?"
 
   "Your Twitter work, yes."
 
   "We're an important voice for the county and the entire country when it comes to the unexplained, government misinformation, and the supernatural." He sounded proud and earnest, and it softened her, even if she didn't approve of a supernatural gossip site in principle.
 
   "So this is connected to your work, whatever ... this ... is?" she asked.
 
   He nodded, smile fading, and leaned in to her. "I have reason to believe I'm being followed by a very dangerous and inhuman creature. I've uncovered something huge." He took a digital camera from his hoodie's pocket.
 
   Lola waited patiently while he flicked through photos of starry night skies and a few shots of various meals. He stopped on a nighttime shot of an empty street. It was blurry, obviously taken in a hurry since the other photos were all crisp and clean. She wasn't sure what she was meant to be seeing, until he tapped the screen.
 
   "There, behind the car."
 
   She squinted and made out a dark shape emerging from behind a big car. He'd barely caught it in the shot. "Looks like a dog, maybe?" 
 
   He snorted and flicked to another picture taken seconds later. More of the animal was visible now, but the photo was still too unfocused to make out any fine details. She saw a long tail and a blunt head. "A dog?" Jonah asked, voice so laden with sarcasm she could have touched it.
 
   "It could be a dog," she argued. "A mastiff or something."
 
   "It was a panther," he said. "This isn't the first sighting either, just the first by me personally. My sources have been sending me stories about the Fort Rosser Panther for months." 
 
   She wanted to ask who his sources were but suspected he'd tell her it was confidential. "Okay," she said. She wasn't sure what to add. Whatever this was, she couldn't think of a way blood magic might help.
 
   "Since I took this photo and posted it on the blog, I've been followed."
 
   "Okay," she said again. "How do you know?"
 
   "Footprints in my garden. Shadowy figures tailing me when I go to the shops. Anonymous comments on the blog."
 
   "That must be part and parcel of running a blog, though," Lola said, hugging herself. The midnight cold was sinking into her, and she wished he'd at least picked somewhere indoors for this. She sat down, settling her back against the tree trunk and pressing her hands into the damp soil and dead leaves. The sensation soothed her, pushing back some of her tiredness.
 
   Jonah sat down with her and lit another cigarette. "Yeah, of course, but when you add it to the other things, it's suspicious."
 
   "Have you told the police?" She didn't really believe it would be worthwhile to do so, but it was something she always asked clients if it seemed appropriate. Anyone who thought they were being stalked, was escaping an abusive relationship, anything like that. If the problem involved addiction, she'd ask if they'd seen a doctor or counselor. It wasn't just for their own good, either. It could affect how she helped them, the spells and rituals she was willing—or able—to perform.
 
   "Fuck, no! Do you know how widespread and all-pervasive police corruption is? Plus, I'm Mexican. The police wouldn't piss on me if I ran into the station on fire."
 
   "Okay." The word was beginning to sound like a mantra. "So you have pictures of this ... panther and since you made them public, you've been stalked. How long has that been going on, exactly?"
 
   "About three weeks now." 
 
   "And how can I help?"
 
   "Protection. You can do protection spells, right? An amulet or a charm or something? Something that makes me ... not invisible, but, like ... unnoticeable." 
 
   It was such a mundane request, Lola almost laughed. Protection charms and spells against bad luck or malice were a remarkably commonplace part of her work. People always wanted a confidence boost in one area of their lives or another. She smothered the laugh. Whatever she thought, he believed he was in danger. "I can do that, yes. Maybe not make you unnoticeable, but I can craft something for protection." 
 
   "I need heavy-duty protection," he said. "If this is the CIA or something..." 
 
   "What makes you think it would be? You think they're releasing big cats into cities for some reason?" She was genuinely curious since she couldn't think of a single reason the CIA would do that, and she was sure they had done some shady shit over the years.
 
   "Well, I don't know. They could be spreading a new disease. I don't know yet. See, that's the other thing I want you to make for me. Something to sharpen my insight, my intuition, so I can get to the bottom of this. Can you do that?"
 
   Lola ran through her mental spell book. "I can do that."
 
   "Awesome." He stood. "Do you need a blood sample or any of my hair or anything like that?"
 
   "No," she said hurriedly. "I'll do some research first, figure out what will suit you best, and then we'll get back together, okay?"
 
   He seemed mildly disappointed that she wasn't going to cut him open there and then. "Sure. But I need this stuff fast, okay?"
 
   "You're at the top of my priority list," she promised him. Only because he was currently the only person on her list, but there was no harm in flattering him a little. It could earn her a tip.
 
   ****
 
   The cottage was still dark and empty when she got back, and Lola went to bed feeling distinctly lonely. It was rare nowadays that she slept alone. Tristesse had made herself as at home in Lola's bed as the rest of the house. She wasn't quite sure what their relationship was, but she'd grown used to it and the bed felt huge without Tristesse in it.
 
   There was no point worrying. Tristesse came and went as she pleased, and so far, she'd always come back. Lola crawled into bed, the exhaustion that had threatened earlier crashing over her now. Tomorrow it would all start again: the searching, the speculating, the frustration. Not so long ago, she'd promised herself that when all this was over, she'd take a long, tropical vacation. That still seemed like an impossible dream, but she fell asleep fantasizing about coconut cocktails and the scent of suntan lotion, and it made her feel a little better.
 
   ****
 
   She snapped awake with a ringing in her ears and a sharp sense of dread in her chest. She leapt out of bed and ran to the window, pushing the drapes aside. Daybreak hovered on the horizon, tinting the skies foggy gray and washed-out orange. Her heart hammered as she scanned her garden, trying to figure out what had woken her up.
 
   Just as she was about to go back to bed, a sound crashed through the air. A deep, mournful baying that sent shivers down her spine. Lola bit her lip, feeling chilled. The baying came again, drowning out the dawn chorus and seeming to echo inside the cottage itself. Pain spiked through her skull and panic gripped her as the walls closed in.
 
   She closed her eyes, suddenly claustrophobic. Visions of fire and shadow flashed across her mind's eye as one last, long howl shook the room. Lola screamed, desperate to hear something, anything else. That howl was baleful, full of madness, full of things human beings shouldn't hear. She had to block it out.
 
   When the last echoes of the baying faded, Lola found herself sobbing, nails digging deep into her palms. She was sweating despite the autumn cold, and molten sparks flickered at the edge of her vision. She sat down hard on the bed, pressing her hands over her frantic heart. Part of her wanted to run out to the garden and examine the aura of the place, see what malign presence had been out there.
 
   And a much bigger part of her wanted to dive under the duvet and stay there until the sun was up and daylight drove away all the shadows.
 
   She listened to that part.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   When Lola awoke again a few hours later, Tristesse was sitting cross-legged on the end of the bed, watching her intently. Lola groaned and pulled a pillow over her head. "It's weird to watch people sleep, you know."
 
   "Is it?" Tristesse asked, her tone implying she didn't care either way.
 
   "How long have you been sitting there?" Lola peered out from under the pillow to see Tristesse prowling up the bed. The demon lay down beside her, propping herself up on one elbow. Her fire engine red hair fell around her face in an unbrushed tangle, almost hiding it. But Lola could see the glint of mischief in her eyes and found herself irritated by it. "Where were you last night?"
 
   "Did you miss me?" Tristesse curled a lock of Lola's own tangled hair around her fingers, tugging lightly.
 
   Lola wished she was in the mood to be flirted with. Under other circumstances, this wasn't a bad way to wake up. Indeed, Tristesse had some very unique, enjoyable ways of waking Lola up, she'd discovered. "Did you leave that algiz rune on the doorstep?" 
 
   "Did I get it right? Imani assured me it was the best rune."
 
   "Depends what you need it to do." Lola sat up and hugged her knees, drawn in despite herself. "Algiz is for protection. If you draw it in a reading, it means you probably need to get a grip on yourself and stop ignoring your problems." She studied Tristesse, trying to read something in her face besides the mischief, which could so easily be a mask. "Are you trying to protect yourself from something?"
 
   Tristesse rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. "I'm learning new things. Expanding my horizons. That's something you love, isn't it?"
 
   "Call me cynical, but I don't think you did it as a romantic gesture." 
 
   "You are cynical." Tristesse sat up and kissed Lola's cheek, soft and fleeting. "Coming from an immortal, that is quite an accusation, darling." 
 
   Lola gave up. Never apologize, never explain seemed to be Tristesse's entire life philosophy. It was too early, she was too tired, and she had too much else to think about to worry about runes and demons just yet.
 
   Shaking her head, she went to shower. She needed to get to work on Jonah's request, and there was no doubt that Dawn would appear later in the day so they could trek through a new, viler part of the sewers. She grimaced. She needed to find a better way for them to hunt down Yvette and Gwen. There had to be something. A better scrying method, anything. What was the point of magic if it didn't make life easier?
 
   Now there was dangerous thinking.
 
   ****
 
   Showered and dressed, she hid herself in her office, her sanctuary. The smell of old books and rosewood surrounded her, and the promise of peace and quiet buoyed her. Tristesse had much the same awareness of personal space as a cat—it wasn't her problem and she wasn't going to pander to anyone—but Lola had stood firm on the office. If the door was closed, then entry was forbidden. So far, it was working. Getting Imani to obey the same rule was proving harder, but she ought to be in classes all day today. Lola was grateful for the respite.
 
   She'd been a solitary witch, a solitary person, for so long, this sudden influx of people into her life left her reeling sometimes. Some days she felt like the constant ebb and flow of other people's conversations and feelings was reshaping her, and some days that didn't feel so bad. This morning, she felt less reshaped and more ... eroded. The situation with Tristesse didn't help. They were lovers, yes, but Lola had no idea what Tristesse really felt for her. Demons might take dozens of lovers. They might eat them when they were bored of them, for all Lola knew. So much as she was fascinated by the demon duchess, she felt she had to resist falling too hard for her. That meant shutting her out, literally and figuratively, from time to time.
 
   With the office door locked, Lola switched on her laptop and put on her favorite playlist, a mix of instrumental pieces that brought to mind rolling sand dunes and slinky, perfumed belly dancers. Satisfied things were as perfect as they could be, she searched for Jonah Trevino's blog.
 
   Although she'd been following Fort Rosser Fortean's Twitter account for a while now, she didn't really pay much attention to it. A lot of it seemed to be baseless hysteria—was World War II staged by the Illuminati? Compelling new evidence comes to light!—and the rest of it was idle speculation—why haven't we been back to the moon? It would never have occurred to her to look any deeper, but now that she'd met Jonah, she couldn't help herself. Right or wrong, he truly believed in his Fort Rosser panther and mystery stalker, and if she was going to help him, she had to take him seriously.
 
   Besides ... that awful baying last night... She couldn't shake the echoes from her head. What if Jonah was onto something and there really was some big, unknown creature roaming the city? Maybe he'd just got the wrong sort of animal.
 
   The Fort Rosser Fortean blog was nicer than she'd expected. She'd feared enormous paragraphs of white text on a black background, possibly with some auto-play spooky music. But it was clean and professional, every article neatly tagged so it was easy to find everything relating to Jonah's panther.
 
   There were far more than she'd imagined, so many she felt left out for not having a sighting of her own. Every photo she found was just like Jonah's: grainy, taken at dusk or after dark from a distance. The animal in the pictures could easily be a big dog, she decided.
 
   For the first time in a while, she thought of the creature she'd seen, or thought she'd seen, at Yvette's house the night they confronted Yvette and Isaiah. Lola had been physically beaten and magically drained, and when nobody else seemed to notice the big black animal she'd seen running out of the house, she told herself she'd hallucinated it. The first and last time she raised it with Dawn, the detective had given her a faint, puzzled smile and then changed the subject.
 
   After that, she hadn't bothered asking Imani or Rowan about it. Dawn was an absolute straight-shooter: if she said there was no animal, Lola had to believe her. And Lola wasn't sure Imani was actually capable of lying. She verged on almost offensively honest and she was madly inquisitive. If she'd seen some unknown animal, she'd be hunting it down with every scrap of her considerable drive.
 
   But Lola hadn't quite managed to forget the creature. She bookmarked Jonah's blog for future reference and turned her attention to protection spells.
 
   A lot of the time she let her clients dictate the form the spell took. Women preferred enchanted jewelry, for example, something they could wear every day without drawing attention. Some people wanted wards on their doors, while others wanted incense to burn. She'd helped one client design a tattoo. There was a tattoo artist working in the Spiral who had a touch of magical ability, and he'd let Lola sit in on the session so she could add a few drops of blood to the ink. By all accounts, it had been incredibly effective.
 
   She thought Jonah would probably like that idea, but she also figured he wouldn't have the patience for it. He wanted instant results, and that meant charmed jewelry was the best bet.
 
   She pulled a heavy wooden box from under the desk, filled with precious stones, and started sorting through them all. Cool, tumbled pieces of amethyst, jasper, agate, amber, and moonstone fell through her fingers. She closed her eyes, mentally poking at the stones, feeling the latent energy within and waiting for one or two to call to her.
 
   She was so caught up in the little ritual that her house phone going off was an obscene shock. She yelped, scattering stones all over the floor. Cursing under her breath, she picked up the phone. "Hello?"
 
   "Why don't you answer your cell phone?" Rowan asked, more curiosity than reproach in her voice.
 
   Lola sank back in her chair, using her bare feet to pull the fallen stones into a pile. "I don't have it with me."
 
   "Then why do you even have one? I've been calling you for the past fifteen minutes."
 
   Lola bit back a sharp reply. They'd had this discussion about a million times when they were dating, and she didn't think they needed to have it now that they weren't. "What's up? Are you okay?"
 
   "I'm fine. I was just wondering what you're doing tomorrow night?"
 
   "Probably traipsing through the sewers with Dawn, if she has her way," Lola said gloomily. "Please tell me you have a better offer." 
 
   "I'd like you to come to a coven meeting with me." 
 
   "That's not really a better offer, Rowan."
 
   "Don't be childish. You used to love coven meetings."
 
   "Before I became the redheaded stepchild of the local magical community."
 
   "Well, that was your choice." Rowan sighed. "I don't want to argue about it. I just really want you to come, Lola. I could use your support."
 
   "Support for what?" Lola asked, curious despite herself.
 
   Rowan paused for a long moment. "I've been asked to take over the Choir. Tomorrow will be my initiation." 
 
   Lola let that sink in. The Nightingale Choir was currently without a leader because the former high priestess, Yvette, was ... well, who knew? She was gone, as far as the Choir knew, having disappeared after a fire at her house. Missing and likely to stay that way. It wasn't really a surprise the Choir might ask Rowan to step up and take her place. She'd been close to Yvette and was a high-ranking, well-respected member in her own right.
 
   "So they've given up on Yvette?" she asked Rowan.
 
   Rowan huffed, then coughed slightly, a sure sign she was smoking, which meant she was anxious. "Not everyone, but enough people that a new high priestess is inevitable. I don't really think I can say no."
 
   Lola thought she could say no without any problems, but then the Choir hadn't been part of her life for a long time. "It's an honor to be asked," she said. "And you're more than qualified." 
 
   "Yes," Rowan agreed, not sounding honored at all. "It's also a huge commitment and a huge burden. I'm going to have to stand there amongst my friends—my sisters—and lie. Lie about Yvette, over and over. Lola, I don't know if I can do that."
 
   They'd agreed not to tell anyone what Yvette had done, or the consequences it brought. Not just because—at the very least—it would implicate them all in covering up several huge crimes, but because if word got out that Yvette had killed and used blood magic to summon a demon, it would tear the Choir apart. Someone would feel obliged to go to the police, and even if they weren't believed, the fallout would be widespread and devastating. Yvette had dragged Lola into her web by framing Lola for one of her killings, but also under the pretense of wanting to keep the magical community out of the spotlight.
 
   It might have been a lie on Yvette's part, but Lola knew that there really was a kernel of truth in it. They did need to stay under wraps. Now more than ever, with demons and vampires on the streets. No matter what Jonah and Fort Rosser Fortean thought, the rest of the world wasn't equipped to cope with magic and demonology.
 
   "Well," Lola said, trying to think of something comforting to say. "You don't really have to lie. You don't know where she is."
 
   Rowan's exasperation was palpable. "Lola."
 
   Lola gave up. Rowan was a true friend and it was a small favor in the grand scheme of things. "What would I have to do?"
 
   "Just be there. We're meeting in the usual place at Dogwood Park. It'll just be nice to have someone else there who ... went through it, and I can't bring Caleb." 
 
   "Is Imani going?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   Okay. That would make it a bit more bearable. "Okay. I'll be there. Of course I will. I wouldn't want to miss your ascension to power."
 
   Rowan grumbled at that, but thanked her with almost embarrassing gratitude. Lola hung up, not entirely sure a night with the Choir beat a night in the sewers.
 
   She spent about an hour sorting through stones after that, until a piece of smoky quartz and a chunk of bronze-blue labradorite tumbled into her hands and sang out to her. The labradorite was a good all-purpose protection stone and the quartz would help with physical protection. The next step would be to bathe the stones in a mix of essential oils and a few drops of her own blood. That would wait until the evening though as she preferred to do that kind of thing at night. It was just … witchier. It was true that certain phases of the moon were better for certain spells, but Lola privately thought that was just because everybody, herself included, believed it. That belief, that energy, made it so. You could probably reveal your true love’s name just as well at high noon as at midnight, but nobody wanted daylight magic.
 
   Needing to stretch her legs, she went to find Tristesse. A couple of hours of solitude had her feeling more able to cope with her strange house guest, and she had a long list of questions to ask her. She wasn’t sure Tristesse would be able to answer some of them, but, well, don’t ask, don’t get.
 
   She found Tristesse curled up on the sofa looking at paint charts. Lola settled down next to her, close enough to feel the warmth of the demon’s body. Tristesse always seemed slightly hotter than a person should. Lola had seen her conjure flames from thin air and it was easy to imagine the same fire smoldering under her skin. Each touch, each kiss from the demon duchess held the promise of an inferno.
 
   “Thinking of redecorating my house?” Lola asked.
 
   Tristesse glanced up, lips curved in a soft smile. “Would you let me? The bedroom would look so much better in…” She peered at the chart. “Doe Skin. That is the not the color of skin.”
 
   “What color were your walls in Gehenna?” Lola asked lightly. Every now and then she tossed a casual question about the demon realm at Tristesse, just to see if she’d give a straight answer. Today was not one of those days.
 
   “You have no word for it. It is not a color meant for human eyes.”
 
   Lola remembered the baying she’d heard in the night, how she’d thought it was no sound for human ears and shivered.
 
   “Cold?” Tristesse wrapped her arm around her, pulling Lola in even closer, until Lola could rest her head on Tristesse’s shoulder.
 
   She did so, inhaling the scent of strawberry bubblegum that always seemed to linger around Tristesse. “Why are you looking at paint charts, really?” she asked. Start with a soft question and then build up to vampires and terrible howls in the night.
 
   “I want red paint.” Tristesse flipped to the red section of the booklet, sliding her fingers over the squares. Lola tracked the movement, over Raspberry Bellini, through Roasted Red, and into Scarlet Starlet. “Something bloody and vicious. None of this Candy Love or Satin Bow.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust.
 
   “I’m not letting you paint the bedroom red,” Lola said, only half-joking.
 
   “It’s for the front door.”
 
   “Oh? To go with your rune?”
 
   “That blew away in the night.” Tristesse flicked her fingers dismissively. “I’m going to paint it on. You can add some blood magic to the paint.”
 
   Lola sat up and took the chart away from her. “Why do I need a protective rune painted on my front door in blood?”
 
   She expected a flippant or evasive answer, but Tristesse surprised her. The demon duchess reached for her, cupping Lola's face in her hands and kissing her forehead lightly. "Because I need to be sure you are protected."
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Her words sent a chill down Lola's spine. "What do I need protecting from?"
 
   Tristesse smiled sadly. "Our missing vampire. Isaiah's little human minion. Life. The world. Everything, Lola." 
 
   "I managed to take care of myself just fine before you waltzed in," Lola said, feeling a prick of irritation to go with the unease.
 
   "Before I waltzed in, there were no demons or vampires in your life." Tristesse kissed her again, soft and sweet. "Indulge me. Let me have my rune."
 
   Maybe it was the kiss. Maybe it was just that, in the grand scheme of things, it wasn't too big a request. "Fine. But I'm picking the paint color." Before Tristesse could argue, she plunged into the next question on her mental list. "Do vampires feed on animals, or just people?" 
 
   Tristesse blinked. "I don't know why you keep assuming I know anything about Isaiah's creatures. I have no idea." 
 
   "Because you're always going on about necromancy, and vampires seem to fall under that. I'd ask Isaiah himself if you'd let me."
 
   "But I won't."
 
   Lola frowned. It wasn't as if she relished the idea of speaking to Isaiah ... or rather, what was left of him. Tristesse had decapitated him. His body was in Crown Hill Cemetery. His head was in a magically-protected box in Lola's attic. Killing a demon was impossible, Tristesse said, but hurting one? Torturing one? Yes, that was definitely possible.
 
   Once a week, Lola refreshed the spell on the box, one that kept Isaiah's unending screams of pain and venom silenced. It was a deeply unpleasant chore, but it had occurred to Lola more than once that they could force Isaiah to tell them about his vampires since they had him at their mercy. The idea of torture made her squirm, but not as much as the idea of Gwen Craig loose and creating more vampires.
 
   But Tristesse had insisted Lola was never to talk to him, never to even open the box.
 
   "Let it rest," Tristesse said now, as she had before. "I suppose there is no reason a vampire couldn't feed on animals. It's all blood, isn't it? Why?"
 
   Lola explained about the dead rats and pets. "How much self-awareness do they have? Could she make a conscious decision not to kill people?" 
 
   Tristesse shrugged. "Give the dead blood and they will talk. It's the first rule of necromancy. Who's to say blood won't also give them a mind and a conscience?" 
 
   It was a non-answer, but Lola guessed that was because Tristesse really didn't know rather than because she didn't want to answer. She did tease Lola with talk of necromancy, telling her it was the next obvious step for a blood witch, but she was never truly forthcoming. At first, Lola thought it was because she liked being in a position of power. Now, she thought maybe Tristesse just didn't like it when she had to admit to ignorance.
 
   Either way, it brought Lola no closer to Yvette and Gwen.
 
   She slumped down on the sofa, deciding she didn't have the energy for this. "I feel like we've been going around in circles for weeks. I don't understand why there's no trace of either of them. How can Yvette be hiding herself so consistently for so long?"
 
   "They may have left town," Tristesse offered.
 
   "Dawn says they haven’t."
 
    "Dawn wants them to still be in town. She's hungry for revenge."
 
   Lola nodded, acknowledging the truth of that. "Isn't there anything you can do?" she asked wistfully. She had no idea of the true scope of Tristesse's knowledge or abilities. She drip-fed it, hinting and teasing and skirting around it. "Tap into the ley line and find them like we found Isaiah that time?" 
 
   "The ley line made you sick."
 
   "I'm getting desperate."
 
   Tristesse shifted her position so she could free Lola's hair from the messy bun she'd piled it in. "I would happily teach you ley line magic. It's been a long time since I had an apprentice. But the experience did make you very sick."
 
   "Protecting me again?" Lola pulled a face at her.
 
   Tristesse tangled her hands in Lola's hair, smiling. "A dead apprentice is useless to me."
 
   Lola took her hand, weaving her fingers through Tristesse's. "I want you to teach me." Her first and last experience with the power of the ley line had been awful, but the potential there, the power flowing all around her, just out of reach... Not a day had passed without her thinking about it. Maybe once you were used to it, the sickness went away. Maybe it was like adjusting to a high altitude or something. Nobody ever learned anything valuable without a little suffering, after all.
 
   Instead of answering, Tristesse pushed her over so she lay on her back. The demon straddled her, pinning her to the sofa and leaning down to kiss her. This time she wasn't soft or sweet, and Lola gasped, arching her body up to meet Tristesse's instinctively. Tristesse deepened the kiss, pushing her hips down to pin Lola's lower body as well, and a swell of lust rose in Lola, sweeping everything else away.
 
   It was annoying, how easily Tristesse could turn her on and distract her. It left her aching for more, and she had no idea how much Tristesse could give her.
 
   Tristesse broke the kiss but nipped Lola's throat with a playful growl, making Lola squeak. "I'm a demanding teacher," Tristesse warned her.
 
   "But I'm an excellent student." Lola freed her hands and draped them around Tristesse's neck, pulling her back for another kiss. "How soon can we start?"
 
   Tristesse slid her hand under Lola's thin hoodie, tracing the curve of her breast through her bra. "Seems like we already have."
 
   Her touch sent shivers of need through Lola, and her brazen invitation was almost too good to resist. The only thing holding Lola back was a reluctant sense of urgency. There were so many things to do, especially now she'd agreed to go to the Choir meeting tomorrow night. She could easily waste a few hours, even a whole day, rolling around on the sofa with Tristesse, but that wouldn't pay her bills or help her clients or find Yvette. More's the pity.
 
   With a sigh, she wriggled out from under her. "Hold that thought. Let's go paint shopping."
 
   ****
 
   An hour later, Lola was crouched over a tin of Atomic Red paint that was almost the same color as Tristesse's hair. It occurred to her that was probably why Tristesse had insisted on it. She had her athame in hand and Tristesse stood ready with a paint brush. This was definitely one of the weirdest spells she'd cast.
 
   Still, she believed that Tristesse really wanted to protect her, and she certainly believed there were things in the world to be protected from, and she concentrated on that belief as she cut her thumb open.
 
   Ignoring the stab of pain, she squeezed her thumb, letting a few drops of blood fall into the paint. She channeled her belief and the memories of the last few weeks, pushing it all down into each drop. She focused on the protection Tristesse wanted. She pictured algiz, strong and straight, and gave her thumb one last squeeze.
 
   She pulled a Band-Aid from her pocket and quickly wrapped up her thumb. "Go ahead," she told Tristesse.
 
   Tristesse painted the rune with strong, firm strokes. The obnoxiously red paint looked like an act of vandalism on the distressed white wood, but the air snapped with power when it was complete, a quick flare that told Lola the spell had been successful. Tristesse stepped back to admire her handiwork, nodding with satisfaction.
 
   "And this is the strongest rune for protection?" she asked Lola.
 
   "I guess so. We could always add laguz for an extra boost, but I think traditionally that's more about mental protection than physical." Lola shrugged. She'd learned to read both rune stones and tarot cards when she was younger, but she was admittedly rusty.
 
   "We'll see," Tristesse said. She looked around the garden as if expecting something to emerge from the hedges.
 
   Lola found herself doing the same. At this time of year, the garden wasn't much to look at. It was a misty day and piles of dead leaves drifted around her feet, giving the garden a cemetery feel. She suddenly wanted to get back inside, and that annoyed her. This was her home. It was supposed to be safe already, regardless. She shouldn't feel creeped out in her own garden. “Happy with it?” she asked Tristesse.
 
   Tristesse studied the rune with a frown. “We’ll see,” she repeated. She dropped the brush into the paint tin and handed it to Lola. “I want to go with Dawn tonight.”
 
   Lola blinked. “You do? Why?” It wasn’t that Tristesse hadn’t been helping look for Yvette or Gwen. She’d scryed and walked the streets just like the rest of them. But she’d drawn the line at going down into the sewers. Apparently being a duchess meant never having to step in other people’s shit.
 
   “You have to work. Meet clients, prepare rituals.” Tristesse waved her hand in an airy way. Lola thought that probably meant Tristesse had no idea what Lola’s work entailed. “You’ve given up too much time for this, and I know you have to make money.”
 
   Sick of shivering in the mist, Lola ushered her inside to the front room. “I do,” she agreed. “But I can’t—”
 
   Tristesse pressed her finger to Lola’s lips. “You can. I am giving you permission.”
 
   “I wasn’t asking for permission.”
 
   Tristesse gave her an exasperated look. “You want to get back in the sewers to pick at dead rats?”
 
   “No, but—”
 
   “Then stay here and cast magic, and let me go instead. I may find something you overlooked.”
 
   Lola gave up. It wasn’t even as if she wanted to argue about it. She did have work to do and Tristesse might pick up something human senses would miss. Dawn wouldn’t care who was with her as long as she got to keep hunting. She was using up years’ worth of vacation days and overtime to stay off work and track down Yvette and Gwen, and Lola wasn’t sure she’d stop when that ran out. It scared Lola, that ferocious obsession. Sometimes she thought the reason she wanted to find the pair so badly was so Dawn would have to stop looking.
 
   “Keep an eye on Dawn, then,” she said to Tristesse. “Make sure she eats something.” It sounded hollow and lame, but Tristesse smiled, kissed her, and drifted away before she could say anything else.
 
   ****
 
   Tristesse left at dusk, almost buzzing with excitement, which Lola found suspicious. But then, who knew what Tristesse normally did when she went off on her own? For all Lola knew, Dumpster diving and roadkill cooking might be her favorite pastimes. Lola put it out of her mind and retrieved the stones she’d picked out for Jonah, along with a couple bottles of essential oil: frankincense for protection and bergamot for success. It felt like the right combination. Success probably wasn’t the word Jonah would use, but it was basically what he wanted—success in evading his stalker and breaking his big story.
 
   She brushed the stones lightly with the oils, then placed them in a shallow dish on the kitchen windowsill where they'd catch any moonlight that might break through the fog. The final touch was a few drops of her blood and a whispered mantra to press home her will and intent. Tomorrow she'd take the charged stones to a jeweler she knew downtown and have her set them.
 
   That done, she turned her attention to the less interesting part of self-employment: bills.
 
   After about an hour of that, she would have given anything to be interrupted, even by vampires. When Imani showed up, Lola couldn't get her in the house fast enough.
 
   "Next time you tell me you want lessons from me, remind me to tell you about accounting and pensions," she grumbled.
 
   "I'd probably be really good at that shit," Imani said, pulling off her enormous platform heels. Lola liked a lot of things about Imani, but what she liked best was her ability to walk in those things. A woman who could master heels like that could take on the world. "You don't like it because you see numbers as the enemy. Numbers are your friend. They don't lie, unlike words." 
 
   "Okay." Lola ushered her into the kitchen and put the kettle on. Imani made herself at home and immediately started sorting through the usual pile of ribbons and other scraps of material on the table.
 
   "Speaking of lessons," Imani said, picking out a thin strip of forest green velvet, "how's your schedule right now?" 
 
   Lola had kind of promised Imani she'd teach her blood magic. She'd balked for a number of reasons, some of them selfish ones, she knew. Mostly though, it was because Imani was new in town, newly sworn into the Nightingale Choir, and they tended to frown on Lola. She hadn't wanted Imani to be tarred with the same brush.
 
   Imani didn't seem to care though, and Lola had been showing her basic bits and pieces when time allowed. But between Imani's college classes, Lola's business, and of course the all-consuming search for Yvette and Gwen ... there just wasn't enough time to really dig deep.
 
   Lola watched Imani braid the velvet into her hair. "If you're not busy tomorrow morning, you can help me with something," she offered.
 
   "I have a class at eleven, but I can be around before then." Imani found the packets of foxglove seeds and held them up with a curious expression. "Not really the right time of year for planting, is it?"
 
   "They're Tristesse's," Lola said, as if that explained everything.
 
   "Ah," Imani said, as if it did to her.
 
   They chatted idly about Imani's classes and Lola's work, loose, meaningless talk that Lola found oddly comforting.
 
   "Are you going to Rowan's soiree tomorrow night?" Imani asked her once they'd exhausted the small talk.
 
   Lola started to answer but a faint sound cut her short. "Did you hear that?"
 
   Imani pushed her chair back, half-rising with her head cocked to one side. "Someone knocking at the door?" 
 
   Lola shushed her, holding her breath. In the silence of the cottage, she heard it again, louder this time. Fear tripped through her. "Someone scratching at the door," she whispered.
 
   "You got foxes around here?" Imani asked.
 
   "Maybe." That was a nice explanation, one that made her jangling nerves seem childish. "Sure, maybe. There are chicken bones in the trash..." 
 
   They both shrieked as a blood-curdling howl boomed outside. Imani reached for her and Lola snatched her hand gladly, heart in her throat.
 
   "That's not a fox," Imani said, her voice unnaturally high.
 
   Lola couldn't find her tongue. It wasn't quite the same as the baying she'd heard last night, but it echoed down in her bones in the same chilling way. The scratching came again, louder and more frantic this time, and Lola felt as though the house was shrinking around her, caved in by the noise and whatever creature lurked out there.
 
   "Maybe—” Imani began, only to be drowned out by another howl. She dropped Lola's hand, covering her ears and cringing. "What is it?"
 
   Lola shook her head, trying to gather her scattered wits. Whatever was out there, she didn't want to know what it was. She just wanted it to stay outside.
 
   A flare of light caught her eye and she spun to see the stones on the windowsill crackling and sparkling. The resinous scent of frankincense filled the air. The image of algiz flashed into her mind and she grabbed Imani again. "I don't think it can get in."
 
   Imani's eyes widened. "You don't think it can? Not very reassuring, Lola."
 
   "Turn out the lights," Lola said, rushing to the window. A second howl crashed in the night just as the lights went out, leaving the flickers from the stones as the only faint illumination. Lola pressed her face to the window, staring out into the garden. Street lights cast long shadows across the yard and fog rolled everywhere, increasing her sense of claustrophobia. But she saw nothing. Even the lights from her neighbors' houses seemed extinguished.
 
   The howl rang out a third time, and this time something thudded into the front door. Imani screamed, then clapped her hand over her mouth to silence herself. Lola reached for her again and they clung together in the dark, waiting for the next howl, the next thud at the door.
 
   When it did, Lola swore she heard wood crack under the weight of whatever was out there. Dread slammed into her, and she was sure she could smell smoke. She swallowed, trying to push down her fear. "Come on," she said, tugging Imani along.
 
   "Are you crazy?" Imani let her drag her into the hall despite her words, and Lola took strength from that. As the creature outside howled again and the smell of smoke thickened, she needed all the strength she could get.
 
   The creature threw itself at the door again. A halo of blood-red light exploded from the wood and the creature cried out in pain this time. Lola ran to the door, pressing her hand to the wood. It was hot to the touch. When the light faded, there were scorch marks in the wood, forming the straight, stern shape of algiz.
 
   "What the fuck?" Imani touched it and pulled her fingers back with a hiss. "Is this keeping it out?"
 
   "For now." Lola listened, but there was no sound outside now. She couldn't relax though. A thick, thrumming fear filled the whole house. The stink of smoke pressed down on her, urging her to throw the door open and let cool, clean air sweep in.
 
   A resounding crack shot from the kitchen. Panicked, Lola ran back with Imani right behind her. She had visions of a shadowy monster smashing in the window, bringing fire and smoke in its wake.
 
   Another angry howl rang out, followed by the desperate shrieking scrabble of claws on glass.
 
   Lola bolted to the window and grabbed a bread knife from the sink. Hands shaking, she slashed her palm open. Ignoring the slicing pain, she slapped her palm against the window, smearing a crude algiz onto the glass. The blood-smeared stones spat white-hot sparks, and another crack bounced around the room. Now there was smoke, billowing up from the stones and stinging her eyes.
 
   Her vision swam and she didn't see the creature as it flung itself against the glass one last time. Another flash of blood-red light blinded her completely, and Lola turned her head away. She heard the sound of some great beast running through wet earth, away from the house.
 
   The oppressive dread lifted. All that remained was silence.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Afterwards, Lola and Imani huddled together on the sofa with a bottle of wine. They hadn't turned the lights back on, but instead lit a bunch of candles and placed them around the front room. Lola had been torn between filling the house with light and staying in the dark to hide. The candles seemed like a good compromise. Although the crushing sense of fear had gone, both women were shaking and nervy. The wine wasn't helping much.
 
   "We should go out and look at the door," Imani said. "See how much damage it did. We might be able to tell what it was from the marks it left."
 
   "In the morning," Lola said with a shiver. She poured herself a second glass of wine. It was oaky and peppery, burning her throat and chasing away some of the cold that seemed to have settled under her skin.
 
   "Maybe it was a coyote. Do you get coyotes around here?"
 
   Lola shot her a dark look over the wine glass. "You really think that was a coyote?"
 
   "No," Imani said, running her finger around the rim of her glass. "I'm just trying to make myself feel better."
 
   It wasn’t like Imani to admit to being afraid. Lola nudged the wine her way again, then picked up the cracked stones sitting on the coffee table. The labradorite and smoky quartz had both split clean in two. They were charred and the potent scent of frankincense wafted from them. Not a hint of bergamot. Protection, not success. Lola mused on that. With the stones so recently touched by blood magic, the energy they held had been bubbling up, ready to be tapped and used. Whatever had attacked the house, the protection charm she’d cast had reacted spectacularly, especially combined with the rune on the door. Lola’s stomach turned. Without those chance protections, what would have happened?
 
   As soon as the sun came up, she was painting a rune on the back door as well.
 
   And then she was asking Tristesse what she knew about this. It was surely no coincidence that the demon duchess was obsessing over protection symbols just as this … creature showed up. Lola fumed inwardly. If she knew something and she’d lied…
 
   Well, there was no if about it. Tristesse did know something. She’d said as much, saying she needed to protect Lola, insisting on the rune. Lola had just let Tristesse’s blithe evasions charm her into not really asking any questions. And now some thing was stalking the house. She squeezed the stones, feeling the last sparks of energy fizzle out of them. She wanted to fling them at Tristesse, but she settled for flinging them across the room. They bounced into the empty fireplace. “Shit!”
 
   Imani jumped. “What?” She cast around the room as if expecting something to crawl out of the walls. Lola wouldn’t have been too surprised if it had.
 
   “Nothing.” Lola stood, needing to do something productive with her sudden anger, since Tristesse wasn’t here to be pelted with stones. “I need to do some work if you fancy helping me out?” She didn’t really need Imani’s help but anything was better than sitting in the candlelit gloom fretting. She needed to start over on Jonah’s jewelry and now was as good a time as any. She’d explained the theory of blood-charmed jewelry to Imani so why not give her some practice?
 
   They worked until around midnight, dragging the process of picking new stones out much longer than necessary. Imani seemed in no rush to go home and Lola was about to offer her the spare room for the night, when a loud hammering echoed through the house.
 
   Lola bolted to her feet, casting around the kitchen for a weapon. She grabbed the bread knife she’d used earlier, still sticky with her blood.
 
   “I think it’s just someone at the door,” Imani said, although there was more hope than confidence in her voice.
 
   Lola could barely hear over the thudding of her own heart, but she forced herself to listen and realized Imani was right. She couldn’t quite bring herself to drop the knife, but she did lower it to her side as she went to answer. There weren’t many people who came calling after midnight. Her friends probably wouldn’t comment on her carrying a bloodstained knife around the house, and if it wasn’t a friend … well, there was no harm being prepared.
 
   She hoped it was a friend. The desire to pick a fight with Tristesse was still pretty strong.
 
   But when she cautiously opened the door to Tristesse and Dawn, she didn’t get a chance to start a fight. Dawn muscled past her, carrying something big and stinking, draped in tarpaulin. “Clear the kitchen table,” she ordered as she passed Lola. Tristesse followed, her face unreadable.
 
   Alarmed, Lola hurried back to the kitchen and quickly swept everything onto the chairs and sideboards. Dawn dumped her burden on the table and the tarp fell open, revealing a very dead deer. Its belly had been ripped open, splattering its delicate head and breast with blood. The wound wasn’t fresh, but it wasn’t that old either. Lola could still sense the power in the blood, pulsing sluggishly. The poor creature’s legs were broken and Lola swore she saw fear in its glassy eyes.
 
   Bile rose in her throat. She glared at Dawn. “Are you insane?” She shot a glance at Tristesse too, who was leaning in the kitchen doorway, still as blank as a statue. “Are you insane? Why did you let her bring this here?”
 
   Dawn reached across the table and grabbed Lola by the wrist. “I need you to do that spell,” she said. “The one you did with Eddie when he … at the hospital.”
 
   Lola jerked away instinctively, certain she was going to be sick. The smell alone was bad enough but Dawn’s demand was one step too far. “No!”
 
   “The scrying spell? Why?” Imani came to the table, covering her nose with her sleeve. She looked like she might be sick too, but she poked the deer’s flank gingerly. “Where did you find her?”
 
   “Dogwood Park,” Dawn said. “Lola, you have to do it.”
 
   “No! For one thing, it’s a deer, an animal. It’s not going to have the same thought patterns as a person. It’s not going to see the world the same way. For another thing, it’s been dead too long. With Eddie, he’d just… You know…” Lola trailed off, not sure what to say. Dawn didn’t talk about her partner, but his memory was the specter at the feast, following her everywhere. Lola didn’t want to upset her by saying something explicit about his death. She looked to Tristesse for support. “I’m right, aren’t I? It’s too late?”
 
   The spell Dawn wanted was one Tristesse had performed really, not Lola. Tristesse had painted a symbol in blood on Lola’s forehead, placed a lick of Scherer’s blood on her tongue, and Lola had seen a brief glimpse of some of his last memories. But the blood had been fresh and full of power. Lola prayed that mattered with this spell, because the thought of ingesting deer blood was too much even for her. She prompted Tristesse again. “Right?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Tristesse said. “I’ve never tried the spell with an animal, or old blood.”
 
   “I need you to do this, Lola,” Dawn said. “Just try. It can’t hurt to try, can it? The longer you argue about it, the weaker the blood gets. That’s how it works, isn’t it?”
 
   Feeling pinned down, Lola stared at the deer, studying the auras around it. Like the power in its blood, the colors were fading. She’d hoped to see oxblood, so she could just tell Dawn that, yes, the deer had been killed by a vampire. Case closed. But the only color she saw was black. That didn’t help at all.
 
   “I’ll try the spell,” Imani said. “It can’t hurt, right? Me, I mean. It can't hurt me to try?”
 
   Tristesse shook her head. Lola scrunched her hands in her hair, wanting to object but unable to. Forbidding Imani to do anything wasn’t her place.
 
   “Good.” Dawn beckoned Imani closer and looked at Tristesse. “What do we do?”
 
   “You do nothing.” Tristesse gracefully slid between Dawn and Imani. She smiled brilliantly at Imani and Lola’s toes curled in jealousy. “We’ll do everything.”
 
   Imani swallowed hard and her gaze flicked briefly to Lola, then back to Tristesse. “What are we waiting for then?”
 
   Tristesse dabbed her finger into the ragged wound at the deer's throat and painted the spiky symbol on Imani's forehead. "Open wide," she said, and Imani obeyed so Tristesse could dab blood on her tongue, too. Lola's skin prickled and she felt a rush of sour magic pass over her.
 
   Imani's eyes rolled back in her head and she crumpled, hitting the tiles before anyone could catch her. Dawn dropped down and pulled her into her arms, glancing up at Tristesse with alarm. "Lola didn't faint like that."
 
   "Only because I held onto her." Tristesse knelt too, gesturing for Lola to do the same. "She's perfectly fine."
 
   Imani didn't look fine to Lola. She twitched and whimpered in Dawn's arms, as if having a seizure. It was unsettling to watch, and strange to be on this side of the spell. "Is that how I looked?" she asked Dawn.
 
   "I don't remember," Dawn said, staring down at Imani. "I was in shock, I think."
 
   Lola checked Imani's aura. Wild daggers of violent red light shot from her, indicating fear and anger. She saw faded streaks of yellow too, a color normally linked to life and energy. Panic gripped her. Was that just because Imani was reliving the deer's death, or was she in real danger?
 
   Imani's whimpers became a high-pitched keening. She clawed at the air, eyelids fluttering. Sourness coated Lola's tongue and the red in Imani's aura turned black, pulsing off her in thick, ropey tentacles. Lola's stomach turned. The urge to shake Imani and scream, "snap out of it!" was immense, but she didn't dare. Interfering with a spell she didn't understand was potentially much more dangerous than letting it ride its course.
 
   She dug her nails into her palms, wondering how much more stress she could take tonight.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   It felt like an eternity until the spell passed, with Imani twisting and thrashing in Dawn's arms as if possessed. Sweat dripped off her, beading her dreadlocks, and her voice grew hoarse and faint as she cried and groaned.
 
   Lola's wrists itched. Watching Imani was disturbing, and the dark magic flowing from her was disquieting, especially after their experiences earlier in the night. She felt like she'd stepped into quicksand, and being swallowed whole seemed a very real danger.
 
   But according to the kitchen clock, only ten minutes had gone by when Imani gave one last, shuddering moan, and opened her eyes. She blinked, dazed, and sat up, rubbing her eyes. "I need a drink," she said.
 
   Lola stood and got her some water. Imani chugged it, then used a few drops to wipe her forehead clean.
 
   "That was ... intense," she said, standing shakily. "Necromancy, huh?" She glanced at Tristesse. "That shit's heavy."
 
   Lola scratched her scars, frowning. Imani didn't sound quite as shaken up as Lola would have liked. The grubby stains of necromancy made her feel spiritually and physically dirty, and it didn't seem fair that Imani didn't feel the same.
 
   It was irrational, of course, even hypocritical. The gap between blood magic and necromancy really wasn't that wide. It just felt like a gulf, a deep, dark one, and Lola preferred it on her bloody side.
 
   "Did you see anything?" Dawn stood too, face frighteningly eager. "What did you see, Imani? Was it her? Did she kill the deer?" 
 
   Imani took a seat at the table, staring at the deer carcass with a softness and sympathy that was equally frightening. "Lola's kinda right. They don't see the world the same way as us. Everything is smells and feelings." She shook her head. "It's a mess, what I saw. Or experienced, I guess."
 
   "But what did you experience?" Dawn gripped the back of Imani's chair, rocking it, her frustration boiling over. Tristesse laid a hand on Dawn's shoulder, easing her back silently.
 
   "Chaos. Panic. Pain." Imani pressed her palms to her stomach and winced. "Tell you one thing, whatever killed this baby, it was fast and nasty."
 
   Dawn sank into the chair next to her, looking defeated. "That doesn't help."
 
   "It was a gamble," Lola said. She resisted the urge to add, like I said. That wouldn't help either.
 
   "I don't think it was another animal though," Imani said. She rubbed her throat again, frowning. "The deer, she has animals in her head, right? In smells. Like, foxes are musky, other deer are kinda herbal. The smell in her nose when she was attacked, she didn't recognize it." 
 
   "That doesn't mean it wasn't an animal," Lola said. "Just that it wasn't an animal it ... she had seen before." She thought of the Fort Rosser panther.
 
   Dawn didn't seem to hear Lola, though. "What did it smell like? Can you remember?"
 
   Imani wrinkled her nose. "Salt," she said after some consideration. "Salt and copper."
 
   "Like blood," Tristesse said, and Lola found herself nodding in agreement.
 
   Dawn's eyes lit up. "That could be her! That could be Gwen! We need to get back to the park—”
 
   Lola cut in sharply. "First, we need to bury this deer and clean my kitchen table, okay? Please," she added more meekly when Dawn glowered at her. "It'll be sunrise soon and I think we could all use some sleep before we do anything else. It's been a long, weird night."
 
   Imani yawned and nodded in agreement. "I call the spare bed," she said.
 
   Dawn slumped. "I guess you're right." She stood, pulling the tarp closed around the deer. She lifted it with a sigh. "Do you have a shovel, Lola?"
 
   She did, but it was in the shed and she didn't want to go out into the garden while it was still dark. She also didn't want to admit to her fear, or bring up the creature that had attacked the house just yet. She was momentarily torn, until Tristesse rescued her.
 
   "I'll help," she said, taking the shed key from the hooks on the wall. "We should finish this together, Dawn, yes?"
 
   Lola heaved a sigh of relief as the two of them went outside. Imani smiled ruefully at her.
 
   "I don't want to go out there either. Feel like we should have told them, though. If that thing is lurking around..."
 
   Lola paled, suddenly feeling shamefully cowardly. "Shit. I didn't think of that." She rushed to the back door, but Imani caught her before she could open it.
 
   "Tristesse can handle it," she said, with far more confidence than Lola really believed she had. "Besides, I think we'd all feel it if it was out there." 
 
   "Sure," Lola said. "I'm sure we would." 
 
   She wasn't sure if she or Imani meant it, but it felt better having someone else to be afraid with.
 
   ****
 
   Lola wasn't surprised to find she'd overslept when she did wake up. Bright, crisp sunlight crept through the blinds and the muted sounds of passing traffic told her the world was wide awake. She rolled over, still groggy, and reached for Tristesse. Her demon lover mumbled her name and pulled Lola against her. Lola luxuriated in the embrace. Tristesse's arms were warm and comforting, and the outside world probably wasn't going to offer Lola that. Tristesse could be so hard to read most of the time, but when it was just the two of them together like this, shut away from the rest of the world, Lola thought she could fall in love with the demon duchess. There was a rightness, a completeness she found in Tristesse's touch that both lured and unnerved her.
 
   She contemplated staying just like this, silently soaking up Tristesse's presence. Then she remembered all the questions she had, all the fear she'd felt last night, and reluctantly shook Tristesse awake. "We need to talk."
 
   Tristesse gave her a plaintive look. "Are you sure?" She slid one hand between Lola's legs, fingertips brushing Lola's thigh and making her shiver pleasurably.
 
   Lola's resolve wavered, and she grabbed Tristesse's hand before she could cave in completely. "Yes."
 
   Tristesse sighed. "I think you're losing interest in me."
 
   "There are a lot of distractions at the moment. Dead deer, missing corpses, mystery animals attacking the house..." 
 
   She'd meant to provoke Tristesse with her last comment, but she hadn't expected the wild reaction she got. Tristesse bolted upright, gripped Lola by the wrists and shoved her down on the bed. She straddled Lola, pinning her down and lowering her face until they were close enough to kiss.
 
   But kissing was clearly no longer on Tristesse's mind. Her eyes were wide, her breathing ragged. Fear, Lola thought, and felt an answering flicker of fear in her chest. Tristesse was afraid.
 
   "What?" Tristesse all but screamed it in Lola's face. "What happened? When? Why didn't you tell me?" She squeezed Lola's wrists hard enough to hurt. Lola bit her lip to hold back her whimper of pain and instead tried to buck Tristesse off her.
 
   "Get off me!"
 
   "Tell me what happened," Tristesse said, ignoring her efforts so completely that Lola's fear sharpened.
 
   She'd always known Tristesse could hurt her, if she wanted. She'd just never thought she would want to, not since their very first meeting. It was easy, far too easy, to be seduced and pretend that Tristesse was all velvet and silk. It was too easy to ignore the steel underneath.
 
   Lola swallowed hard and went still. "You're hurting me," she said softly. Her wrists ached and her scars itched.
 
   Tristesse blinked and wet her lips. The movement reminded Lola unnervingly of a snake. "There are creatures in the dark that will hurt you far worse," she said, her voice smooth and cold. "This isn't a game, Lola Guntram. Tell me what happened." 
 
   "Let me up and I will." It would have been easier to just tell her, but she couldn't let Tristesse think this was acceptable, ever. She wouldn't share a bed with someone who hurt and scared her.
 
   They stared at each other, seconds stretching out between them. Lola's heart hammered, fright and anger coiling together in her belly. She forced herself to breathe slowly, to remember Tristesse's insistence on protecting her. Whatever Tristesse was feeling here and now, it wasn't directed at Lola, or caused by her. She was scared too, and if a demon was scared, Lola figured she ought to take that fear seriously.
 
   Finally, Tristesse released her and withdrew to the end of the bed. She sat there like a feral animal, hunched and blazing with anger of her own.
 
   "Now tell me," she ordered.
 
   Lola sat up, pulling the duvet around herself as if it would offer any protection. She massaged her wrists, certain she'd have bruises to go with her collection of scars. She told Tristesse, both about the baying that woke her the night before, and the attack just a few scant hours ago. Icy shivers swept over Lola at the thought of what could have happened without the rune protecting the house.
 
   "That's why you wanted the rune on the door, isn't it? You knew that thing was coming! What is it?" she asked, unable to keep the hostility from her voice.
 
   Tristesse hugged her knees, head down, hair hiding her face. "It wasn't here for you." 
 
   "That doesn't tell me anything." 
 
   When Tristesse did look up, Lola was shocked to see her face streaked with tears. Rage still burned in her eyes, but those tears betrayed an anguish Lola hadn't expected. "It came for me," Tristesse said, voice eerily flat. "And it will keep coming."
 
   "What was it?" Lola found herself whispering, as if talking about the creature might summon it. "Something from Gehenna?"
 
   "A barghest," Tristesse said. "A hellhound. They hunt between dimensions, able to track their prey across all realms. They don't need doors or portals and they don't need blood or sacrifice. They are remorseless hunters and they are hunting me." 
 
   Icy fingers trailed down Lola's spine. Puzzle pieces fell into place. "This is about your marriage, isn't it? The Prince you ran away from?"
 
   Tristesse didn't answer. She stood, pushing her hair from her face. "The rune worked well, yes?"
 
   "Yes, but—”
 
   "That's good. They are nocturnal hunters. You should be safe during the day."
 
   "And at night?" Lola clambered out of bed, following Tristesse as she headed for the bathroom. "Are they going to keep attacking the house?" 
 
   "I don't know," Tristesse said, sounding pissy at having to admit it. "They're not after the house or you, Lola, they're after me. They probably only came here first because my scent is strong here." She stopped in the bathroom doorway, turning to face Lola. "They're not discriminating hunters."
 
   "You mean they might kill me just because I'm in the way? Or because I've been with you?" Lola wondered what she smelled like to a hellhound. Did Tristesse's bubblegum scent cling to her skin?
 
   Tristesse bit her lip, the tiny gesture speaking louder than words. "I would feel better if you stayed in the house after dark, Lola."
 
   Lola's stomach lurched, but she shook her head. "No, I can't. That's impossible, Tris, and you know it. I have clients, I have—I’m supposed to go to Dogwood Park tonight with Rowan. I can't cower inside all night, every night."
 
   Although, dammit, after last night, it didn't sound like such a terrible idea.
 
   She pushed that thought away quickly and waited for Tristesse to reply.
 
   The demon duchess frowned at her. "What if I begged you?" Her tone implied it would be incredibly painful for her, and a spiteful part of Lola almost wanted to make her do it just for that.
 
   She pushed that thought away, too. "I still wouldn't do it. I'd still have a business to run."
 
   "You can meet clients here, or just during the day."
 
   "Some of them, yes. But some of my spells need darkness and—” Lola realized she was on the verge of shrieking and fought to lower her voice. She didn't want to wake Imani or Dawn and drag them into this.
 
   "Lola." Tristesse closed the distance between them, cupping Lola's face in her hands. She stroked Lola's cheeks with her fingertips, gentle and sensual, her expression achingly sad now. "If something happened to you because of me, it would destroy me. Can't you understand that I need you to be safe?"
 
   The clash of frustration and concern in her voice almost made Lola smile. She covered Tristesse's hands with her own and eased them away from her face, so instead they clasped hands at chest-height. She tugged Tristesse in until they were body-to-body, skin-to-skin. She'd been so caught up in anger and fear that she'd forgotten they were both naked. Now the contact sent a frisson of arousal through her that she fought to ignore.
 
   "If you want to protect me, work with me," she told Tristesse. "You can't just lock me up and expect me to be okay with it. That's not a relationship, it's ownership. And I can't put my life on hold out of fear. There must be ways to fight these barghest, right?"
 
   Tristesse's lips parted, making her look surprised. Lola wondered if there were equal partnerships in Gehenna, or if demons simply fought for dominance.
 
   "I don't know how to fight them," Tristesse said. "I've never had to before." 
 
   "Okay," Lola said, fighting the panic those words caused, "then we'll figure something out together, okay? I don't want anything to happen to you either, you know," she added, unable to fight that arousal anymore. Tristesse's bare skin was warm and silky-soft, and their closeness was an impossible temptation.
 
   "Together. Okay," Tristesse said. She released Lola's hands and skimmed her fingers over Lola's shoulders and down her arms to encircle her wrists. She raised Lola's hands, frowning at the faint bruises blooming around her wrists. "I really did hurt you, didn't I? I forget how fragile human flesh is."
 
   "If that was supposed to be an apology, it was a very creepy one." 
 
   Tristesse kissed the back of her hands. "I can do better." 
 
   She drew Lola into the bathroom and turned on the shower.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Lola closed and locked the door, anticipation lighting fires in her. Tristesse was already in the shower, finger-combing her hair under the steaming spray of water. She beckoned Lola in with a come-hither finger. Lola joined her eagerly, hungry for intimacy and the comfort it brought. She wanted to wipe away the stress and horrors of the night, not to mention her fight with Tristesse. Losing herself in the demon's embrace and the soothing rush of water seemed the best way to do it.
 
   Tristesse pulled her under the water and kissed her lightly. "I am sorry, you know," she said. She ran her tongue along Lola's throat, over the pulse there, and bit gently, making Lola gasp and tremble. "I don't like being afraid. I handle it badly." 
 
   "I'll forgive you if you find a better way to handle it in the future." Lola tried to sound stern, but it was impossible with Tristesse's lips on her throat and her hands gliding over Lola's hips. Lola responded in kind, tracing her fingers down Tristesse's spine and over the curve of her ass, squeezing the inviting flesh hard.
 
   Tristesse wrapped one leg around Lola, jerking their hips together with a little growl. Lola leaned back against the cool tiles for support and wrapped her own leg around Tristesse, tangling them together. She slid her hand between Tristesse's thighs and found her slick and warm, both from the water and arousal. The demon duchess growled again when Lola slid her fingers inside her, and she wrapped her arm around Lola's neck, winding Lola's wet hair through her fingers.
 
   Lola petted her, coaxing sweet little sighs from Tristesse. When she sucked Tristesse's nipple into her mouth, those signs became insistent whispers, demands for more. Tristesse placed her hands on Lola's shoulders and pushed her gently, but firmly to her knees.
 
   Lola kissed water droplets off Tristesse's inner thighs, still easing her fingers slowly and teasingly in and out of Tristesse's cunt. She played and taunted, seeking that perfect moment, that perfect movement, to undo her lover. When she felt Tristesse tremble, heard her breathy sighs come faster and faster, she reached up and swept her tongue over Tristesse's clit. She was rewarded with a rough cry as Tristesse came, her whole body shuddering. Lola rose, supporting herself on the slick tiles, and kissed Tristesse as her cries became moans, then whimpers. Tristesse rested her head on Lola's shoulder, clinging to her with a vulnerability Lola didn't normally see.
 
   After a few seconds, Tristesse raised her head again and kissed Lola lingeringly. "I was supposed to be apologizing to you," she said.
 
   Lola buried her worries. Tristesse was the strongest person she'd ever met. Whatever was happening, she'd handle it. "It's your turn now," she told her.
 
   ****
 
   Lola didn't like feeling like an intruder in her own home, but that was exactly how she did feel when she came downstairs a little later. Dawn and Imani were in the kitchen, chatting away, and Lola could smell coffee brewing and bacon burning. They were such homely, ordinary sounds and smells that Lola didn't really want to invade, and she was tempted to creep straight past and head out without saying hello.
 
   Tristesse didn't let her. She took Lola's hand and swept her into the kitchen as if it was a ballroom and Lola was a debutante, all flourishes and swirls.
 
   "Nice moves," Imani said, looking up from the bacon she was cooking to a crisp. "Are there discos in Hell?"
 
   Tristesse twirled Lola around and dipped her in her arms, ending with Lola feeling perilously close to being dumped head-first on the tiles. She clung to Tristesse nervously. "No discos," Tristesse said, bringing Lola upright again. "But many tedious balls. We love nothing more than torturing each other with formal occasions."
 
   Lola imagined Tristesse in a Regency gown, making polite, stiff conversation with demons in powdered wigs and allowed herself a smile. "I never pictured Gehenna as so quaint."
 
   "I'm sure we could have a really long, fascinating conversation about the social conventions of Gehenna," Dawn said, "but can it wait? We have more important issues to deal with."
 
   Lola bit her lip, slipping out of Tristesse's arms. She had a sudden, vivid memory of being caught making out with her first girlfriend on the doorstep. Her mother's expression had been the same mix of rueful disapproval Dawn wore now. "Sure. Where do we start?" She gestured to Imani. "We had some work to do..."
 
   "I need Imani this morning," Dawn said. "We're going to sweep Dogwood Park, see if there's anything that triggers a memory for her."
 
   Imani scowled. "You know I've got an education to complete, right? I'm supposed to be in class in an hour."
 
   "Imani, this is more important," Dawn said.
 
   "Not for my future career aspirations."
 
   "We're going to Dogwood Park tonight anyway," Lola said, trying to rescue Imani. "Can't it wait until then? If the vampire is hiding there, she's more likely to be moving around after dark, right?"
 
   Dawn rubbed her bloodshot eyes with a groan. "Fine." She massaged her temples. "I can speak to someone in—" 
 
   "You can sleep," Lola said. Judging from her pallor and the yawns she was struggling to suppress, Dawn hadn't had a restful night on the sofa. "You can stay here if you want, but you need to rest, Dawn."
 
   "I'm fine. I have coffee." Dawn lifted her cup in a salute.
 
   Lola looked to Imani and Tristesse for support, but Imani was dishing up bacon and eggs, and Tristesse was staring out the window, scanning the garden. Lola sighed. You had to pick your battles. Now was clearly not the time for this one.
 
   She gathered the stones she'd picked out for Jonah. Freshly washed in essential oils and her blood, they were ready to be set. "I guess you don't have time to come with me now?" she asked Imani, who shook her head.
 
   "I can't miss this class. We're starting the robotics module this week and it's pretty essential for my long-term plans."
 
   "What are your long-term plans?" Lola asked. "World domination?"
 
   "I'm gonna send robots to Pluto," Imani replied around a mouthful of bacon. Lola had no idea if she was serious or not.
 
   "Great," Lola said. She slipped the stones in a small, velvet pouch and tucked it into her messenger bag. "I'm going to take off then. Um..." She reached for Tristesse. "Maybe if there's time, you and Imani could add a rune to the back door? You can show Imani the blood magic part, right?"
 
   Tristesse met her gaze solemnly and leaned in to kiss her cheek. "Of course."
 
   "Great," Lola said with relief this time. She said her goodbyes to the others and headed out. She hoped when she came back, Dawn would be asleep, the house would be protected, and Imani would be well on her way to either world domination or Pluto.
 
   ****
 
   Britt Hansson's store, Brisingamen, was just on the edge of the Spiral, poised between Bohemian chic and faded grunge. The Spiral was a neighborhood in a constant state of renovation and rebuilding. Rent was cheap and the stores that stuck close to the smarter, fresher part of Fort Rosser had created a small, artsy community vibe for themselves. Boutique clothing stores stood side-by-side with independent book stores, tiny art galleries displaying outsider art, and of course a plethora of coffee shops.
 
   Brisingamen always smelled of wood smoke and vanilla and the walls were painted with scenes from Norse mythology in broad, bold strokes. In perfect keeping with the Norse theme, the owner, Britt, was a statuesque blonde who Lola had often pictured as a Valkyrie. It was a thought that never failed to make Lola blush, although Britt never seemed to notice.
 
   "Lola, good to see you," Britt greeted her as she entered. "Got something interesting for me today?"
 
   Britt sat behind the counter with a tray of chunky wooden rings in front of her. Britt worked mostly with materials like bone, antler, and bogwood, but also wrought beautiful designs in copper and brass. Several of Lola's own charmed rings had come from Britt's skilled hands.
 
   "A couple of stones I need setting urgently." Lola handed over the velvet pouch. "I can pay extra for a rush job."
 
   She'd selected another piece of labradorite and a piece of cobalt-blue azurite this time. The azurite had been Imani's choice, a stone for intuition and insight. It hadn't called to Lola, but it kind of made sense given Jonah's desire to uncover a supernatural secret. Britt turned the stones over in her hands, studying them critically.
 
   "I could set the quartz in a ring, but the azurite would be better in a pendant. I can just drill into it and loop it on a chain. It'll be a bit primitive, but it's too uneven to be mounted in a ring."
 
   "Whatever you think is fine," Lola said. She preferred rings herself, but she didn't think Jonah would care as long as they did what he wanted.
 
   They did their customary haggling before settling on a price, and Britt told Lola to come back after lunch. Lola dropped Jonah a text to ask when he'd be available to collect the jewelry, and that was that. For the first time in several days, she found herself alone. She immediately felt guilty, like she should call Dawn and invite her sewer-spelunking.
 
   Instead, she resolved to enjoy a couple of hours of respite. The day was cold and foggy, but the fog wasn't sinister the way it had been last night, with hellhounds scratching at the doors. Rather, it felt protective, wrapping around her and keeping her a secret. It wouldn't hurt to have some downtime, she decided.
 
   She grabbed a coffee to go from one of the ubiquitous coffee shops and wandered the streets. Although a lot of the Spiral was a depressing mesh of building sites and boarded-up stores, the streets around Brisingamen were clinging to respectability. Just around the corner from Britt's store were a couple of New Age stores that had been in town forever, as far as Lola could tell, and seemed unlikely to ever close, no matter how the economy fluctuated or how many buildings were demolished around them. Magic, for sure.
 
   Cradling her coffee in her cold hands, Lola headed for Finnie's, the smaller of the two stores. It had a better selection of real witchcraft tools than the other, which was geared more towards what Rowan snobbishly called "weekend Wiccans". Lola had never dared to confess to buying her first athame from there. It had a faux pearl handle and had been tagged as a faerie dagger. She still had it hidden away somewhere.
 
   Inside Finnie's, she browsed through books on chaos magick and palmistry, half-listening to the panpipe music drifting around the dusty store. Despite her efforts to enjoy a moment of peace and solitude, she felt itchy and edgy. The words in the books ran together, blurring as if she was falling asleep. The music, designed to be soothing, grated on her nerves. The atmosphere in Finnie's was uncomfortable and she glanced around, trying to pinpoint why.
 
   A boy with a green Mohawk and several facial piercings manned the counter, leafing through a magazine. On the other side of the store, a couple poked through wicker baskets full of gemstones, muttering to each other about astral travel. Just across from them, a figure rendered genderless by an oversized hoodie sorted through bottles of essential oils. There was nothing out of the ordinary, but Lola couldn't shake her disquiet. It was that feeling you got when you walked through cobwebs or skidded on ice—nothing painful, nothing damaging, but you were shaken up all the same. Your mind focused on what could have happened, not what had.
 
   It made her want to leave the store.
 
   And that made her think of magic.
 
   She frowned. A keep-away charm wasn't anything unusual. They were great if you wanted to avoid attention in nightclubs or at parties, causing the people around you just enough discomfort that they'd give you a wide berth without ever questioning why. They didn't last long, though, and she couldn't think of a single reason you'd want one on a place of business. It had to be on one of the other browsers.
 
   She debated peeking at their auras. It wasn't really her business. The charm wasn't doing any real harm—it certainly wasn't stopping the gemstone couple arguing over which plane of existence they wanted to get to—and if it was on one of the customers, it would disperse when they left. Her general rule of thumb with auras was not to look at a person's without permission. Sometimes she bent that rule, admittedly, but now didn't seem like one of those times. She couldn't start assuming every cantrip and charm was something sinister. The charm-wearer could have a stalker, or social anxiety. She'd cast similar charms on people for just such reasons.
 
   Resolved, she went back to the books, trying to ignore the creeping sensation between her shoulder blades. She was leafing through a dictionary on demons, trying to decide if it was satire or not, when the sensation started to fade. Relieved, she glanced around the store again and saw both the hooded figure and the gemstone couple heading out. The guy behind the counter watched them go, a faint scowl on his face. As the door swung closed, he shuddered, shrugged, and went back to his magazine.
 
   The atmosphere lightened considerably, but Lola still couldn't focus. Because she was incapable of leaving a bookstore empty-handed, she bought the demon dictionary and a TV psychic's biography, and left Finnie's. The gemstone couple stood in the street, still bickering.
 
   "Crowley called it the Body of Light, Klemp called it Soul Travel," the taller man said, his exasperation palpable. "And it's got nothing to do with yoga."
 
   "Soul Travel is taught in yoga," the other argued. "And it's irrelevant, anyway, if you won't cough up for a chunk of amethyst."
 
   Neither of them gave off a keep-away vibe. Lola scanned the street for the hooded figure, but the person had vanished. She gave the couple her best professional smile and slipped them a business card. "I might be able to help," she told them. "No yoga required."
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   She killed a couple more hours over another coffee, leafing through her demon dictionary. It was light on details about Gehenna, but packed with information about Kabbalah, djinn, and Anton LeVey. She made a mental note to ask Tristesse if the Church of Satan was taken seriously in demonic circles, then went to collect Jonah's jewelry.
 
   He'd texted her to say he could meet later in the afternoon, suggesting another round of spy games and clandestine meetings. Lola had refused. If she was going to help Dawn sweep Dogwood Park before she met Rowan for the coven meeting, she had no time to play at espionage with Jonah.
 
   She could almost hear the petulance in his answering text message. He agreed to meet her at the Park's visitors' center, but only because he happened to feel his safety was worth risking for a story so big.
 
   Lola grinned as she tucked her phone away and headed home. She'd just reached her car when Dawn called her.
 
   “Have you slept yet?” Lola asked her.
 
   “Never mind that. Where are you?”
 
   “Just leaving the Spiral, why?” Lola found herself squeezing her phone, a nervous response to the excitement and urgency in Dawn’s voice. What had happened? Nothing good, Lola was sure.
 
   “Great. Drive out to Chester Road. I’ll be there.” Dawn hung up without another word.
 
   Annoyed, Lola called her back. “Dawn, what’s going on? You can’t just fire off orders and expect me to blindly obey. I’m not some grunt beat cop.”
 
   “Lola, I’m driving. I can’t talk now. Please just meet me there, okay? It’s important. You know I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”
 
   After the dead deer incident last night, Lola wasn’t so sure of that, but she didn’t want an exhausted, strung-out Dawn crashing her car because she was driving while taking a call from Lola, so she hung up anyway.
 
   Lola was pretty sure Chester Road was in Hornbeam, the same neighborhood as Yvette’s house. Stomach churning, she hurried to her car and set off.
 
   ****
 
   Twenty minutes later, she was parked on the corner of Chester Road watching an ambulance pull away and a pair of police cars block off the road ahead. Sirens flashed and whined all around her, and when she checked the aura of the street, she saw thick, heavy sweeps of black and red. Violence, misery, death. Of course. What else?
 
   Someone tapped on her window, making her jump. She twisted in her seat to see Dawn. Heart racing, Lola wound down the window. “What happened?”
 
   “Murder,” Dawn said simply. “I picked it up on the police scanner.” She opened Lola’s door, gesturing for her to get out. “They called in a 187, which is a homicide.”
 
   “I know what ‘murder’ means,” Lola said, feeling dizzy as she got out of the car. “What does that have to do with us?”
 
   “They also called in a Code N to the same address, which means ‘newsworthy event’. This isn’t a regular homicide.” Dawn started walking towards the police cars at the end of the road.
 
   Lola hurried after her. “What is a regular homicide?”
 
   “You know what I mean. This isn’t just going to be someone getting shot or stabbed.” Dawn waved her hand dismissively. Lola guessed that years working as a homicide detective had to jade you a little, but there was still something unpleasant about Dawn’s casual attitude.
 
   “You mean it’s going to be like before? With Isako?” Lola slowed down, suddenly reluctant to follow. The churning in her stomach had turned to a sick foreboding.
 
   Dawn stopped too, a guilty look flitting across her face. “Maybe. Probably. I don’t know yet, but it’s something big and unusual, Lola, and it could be our link to Yvette and Gwen Craig. And if there is anything occult or ritualized going on, I want you to know about it. I want your opinion.”
 
   “Are you here in an official capacity?” Lola asked, knowing the answer before Dawn shook her head.
 
   “No, but it’s not like I’ve been fired or quit, Lola. I’m just taking vacation time. Nobody’s going to mind me at least asking what’s going on.”
 
   Lola wasn’t totally convinced, but she let Dawn drag her down the street anyway. Like York Drive, where Yvette lived—or had lived, Lola supposed—this was one of those cookie-cutter estates built in the 70s, designed to cram as many houses into the space as possible. It meant the roads were short and maze-like, winding into cul-de-sacs without warning, easy to get lost in. Thin footpaths slid between the houses, often hidden by thick hedges, so there appeared to be no way out of whatever homogeneous square of houses you found yourself in.
 
   The two police cars blocking off the entrance to Chester Road were also blocking the sidewalk, and Lola could see men and women in overalls hurrying back and forth. Two police officers stood guard near the cars and they snapped to attention as Lola and Dawn drew near.
 
   "Nobody… Oh, Detective Hardy." A baby-faced officer gave her a smile crinkled with concern. "I didn't realize you were back at work, ma'am."
 
   "First day back," Dawn said with a grimace. "I got here as soon as I could. Anyone else from Homicide on the scene?"
 
   "Detective Pearson is inside, ma'am. The bathroom."
 
   Dawn's fake grimace became decidedly real. "Great. Come on, Ms. Guntram. Your expert opinion will be greatly valued once again, I'm sure."
 
   Lola tried to ignore the suspicious gazes of the two cops as she followed Dawn past the barrier. The baby face gave her a sympathetic smile. "Rather you than me, miss," he told her.
 
   Not exactly comforting, Lola thought, picking up the fading but distinct scent of vomit on his clothes. Dawn seemed to think practicing blood witch meant totally cool with everything gory, brutal, or disgusting. Lola had a strong stomach, or thought she did before this entire mess started, but she was starting to discover her limits. Unusual homicides were definitely up there in the hard limit range.
 
   Past the cars was a set of semi-detached houses facing each other to make a square with a patch of grass in the middle acting as a communal garden. A swing set and a muddied soccer ball sat forlornly on the dead grass. Police tape had been slapped across the front door of one of the houses, leaving no doubt where the drama was. Dawn marched over without hesitation while Lola sidled along less eagerly. The presence of death and violence was an angry miasma over the houses. Anyone with even a touch of psychic awareness would sleep badly here tonight, and probably for many nights afterwards.
 
   The guys in overalls largely ignored them as Dawn led the way into the house. Forensics team, Lola guessed. Her guess was confirmed when someone tipped Dawn a salute and handed them each a pair of latex gloves and some paper shoes.
 
   "You know the drill, Detective," the man said. "It's a mess up there."
 
   It seemed unreal that no one questioned Lola being there, but before she knew it, she was inside the house. As more men and women bustled up and down the stairs, she soaked in the nasty sensation of violent death.
 
   The house looked so ordinary. Family photos on the mantel piece, holiday postcards pinned to the fridge. The decor was traditionally cheerful and bright, picked out by someone who loved sunshine and flowers. The scent of rosemary and lavender was strong in the kitchen, rich and comforting. The presence of the forensics team was a discordant note in the homely harmony, and Lola wanted to bolt. Whatever was waiting upstairs, she didn't want to see it.
 
   But Dawn went upstairs without hesitation and Lola followed, steeling herself. She'd seen worse. Probably. And even if she hadn't... Well, she might be able to help the victim. She could do better than flake out and run away. She had to do better.
 
   At the top of the stairs, she was hit by a vivid sense-memory. When her grandmother had owned her cottage, she'd kept a jar of pennies on the kitchen windowsill. The rising sun would hit that jar, warming the glass and the coins within, and if you opened the jar, the smell of hot copper would flood the kitchen. Lola had loved that smell. It made her think of buried treasure and dragon hoards.
 
   Now, standing in the house of a murder victim, it made her both nervous and strangely excited. It was the scent of blood, so much blood that she didn't need to see the scene to know what it looked like. There was a sweetness to it that told her the blood was no longer fresh, but to her magical senses, it was still inviting.
 
   Oddly, that calmed her. She was out of her depth with so much here, but she knew blood. It was her medium, her specialty. She didn't need to be afraid of that, at least.
 
   "Are you okay?" Dawn asked her, and Lola realized she'd frozen at the top of the stairs, blocking off the forensics guys.
 
   She hurried onto the landing, giving herself a mental slap. "Fine. Let's do this, shall we?"
 
   Before Dawn could answer, a plain clothes policeman came through a door at the end of the hall. His laser-like stare landed directly on Dawn and Lola felt a palpable wave of surprise and dislike pass between them.
 
   “Hardy,” he said frostily, “what brings you here? I thought you were on vacation.”
 
   “Pearson.” Dawn’s voice was even colder, which was quite a feat. “I guess everyone in homicide must be on vacation if the chief sent you down here.”
 
   He cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t be bitchy, Dawn. What would your dad say?”
 
   Dawn balled her hands into fists, then released them, waggling her fingers as if shaking off something sticky. “Nothing, Pearson. He’d say nothing, because he’s dead. What have we got here so far?”
 
   Pearson didn’t answer, instead shooting Lola a hard look. She stared back, trying to keep her gaze neutral while she took the measure of him. Aging, but not old, with graying hair and a weariness in his face that she recognized from Dawn. His beige coat was stained with smears of mustard and coffee, his tie crooked and his shirt un-ironed. He was almost clichéd—the veteran cop who could crack the case in his sleep but couldn’t do his own laundry.
 
   “Isn’t she a suspect in the Isako Jones murder?” he asked Dawn, pointing accusingly at Lola.
 
   Lola tried not to react, but the words felt like a physical jab, a horrible reminder of how this had all started. Isako had been her client and her friend, and Yvette’s victim. Technically, her murder was still unsolved, but Lola was sharply reminded that she probably still looked like a great suspect.
 
   “No,” Dawn said. “She had an alibi that checked out, as I’m sure you remember from the briefings at the time.”
 
   Pearson grunted and turned away from Lola, silently dismissing her. “So what are you doing here?” he asked Dawn again. “I don’t remember calling for back-up.”
 
   “I heard the call go in,” she said. “Figured it might be related to the Jones case.”
 
   “Which you’re not working on anymore.” Pearson pulled a pouch from his jacket and began rolling a cigarette. “You should be grateful, too. It’s a fucking mess in there, Hardy.” His hands shook as he rolled, the only betrayal of feelings he’d shown.
 
   “Tell me,” Dawn said. “I’ll probably be put back on it when I come back to work anyway.”
 
   He gave her a skeptical look, then shrugged. “I’m not spilling my guts in front of a civilian. Come on, Hardy, get real.”
 
   “Ms. Guntram has consulted on the Jones case. She has specialist knowledge that could prove invaluable if this is related,” Dawn argued.
 
   Lola pasted on what she hoped was a professional smile.
 
   Pearson didn’t look impressed, but he threw up his hands in defeat anyway. “What the hell? It’ll be all over the fucking news this evening anyway. I can see it now. ‘Latest in a string of macabre murders in Fort Rosser. Police helpless, citizens terrified.’” He ran his hands through his thinning hair. “You want this case? Come back, you’re welcome to it. It’s going to be a real clusterfuck from here on in."
 
   And with that, he shoved past them and headed downstairs, barking orders at people to let Hardy take a look at the crime scene. The stairs and landing suddenly became miraculously empty.
 
   "Pearson doesn't spook easily," Dawn said quietly.
 
   "We killed a vampire together," Lola reminded her. "It can't be as bad as that."
 
   Pain flickered over Dawn's face. Lola wondered if she ever woke up in the night, remembering the smell of burning flesh.
 
   Probably not, since that would require her to sleep in the first place.
 
   "Okay," Dawn said. "Let's see what we've got."
 
   She pushed open the bathroom door.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Lola's paper shoes squished on the bathroom carpet. Her immediate thought—who carpets the bathroom?—was quashed by the realization that it was blood soaking through the paper.
 
   She stepped back into the hall, taking a proper look at the room. Ordinary. Like everything else in the house. White tiles with a petal pattern. Rose-shaped soaps clustered together on the sink. A mismatched collection of shampoo and conditioner bottles, and a sun-catcher shaped like a star hanging in the window. Ordinary.
 
   Apart from the blood.
 
   It leapt up the white tiles as if the killer had thrown a bucket of it across the walls. It dripped down in jagged patterns, pooling in the pristine tub. She saw a partial hand print in deep crimson on the toilet lid. It was surreal, to see this much blood. Surreal and compelling. She could drag her fingers through it and recite cantrip after cantrip, burn through the energy here to create charm after charm. The blood was a few hours old, she could tell, but there was still enough power here for dozens of little spells.
 
   Or one huge one.
 
   But whoever killed the owner of this sweet, ordinary house, hadn't cast a spell, or at least not a blood magic one. You wouldn't spill this much blood and do nothing with it. Lola quickly checked the aura of the room and found no traces of magic. This wasn't like the murder at the Red Lotus, or Isako's death, where the blood had been used for a ritual. This was just ... slaughter.
 
   "See anything?" Dawn asked from just behind her.
 
   Lola shook her head. "There's no ritual here, Dawn."
 
   Dawn frowned and called to one of the forensics team. "ID on the victim?"
 
   The woman checked the notepad she was carrying. "Joanne Gilliam, forty-five years old, worked in real estate," she reeled off. "Recently divorced, no dependents."
 
   "Sad," Dawn said, surveying the bloody bathroom.
 
   "Maybe," the woman said with a shrug. "I guess she's not leaving any grieving relatives behind, at least."
 
   "She probably has friends and co-workers who will miss her though," Lola snapped, defensive on Joanne Gilliam's behalf. "And even if she doesn't, it's still sad that she was murdered."
 
   The woman blinked. "Of course. I mean... I just..."
 
   "Get back to work, Jess," Dawn said. The woman hurried off, looking irate. "Don't take it personally," Dawn told Lola. "They're not unsympathetic, but when you do this for a living, sometimes it's hard to see the dead as people. They just become ... things. It helps you deal with the horror."
 
   "Sure." Lola rubbed her wrists absently, staring at the wall of blood. She itched to touch it, but she had a feeling both Dawn and Detective Pearson would frown on that. "There's nothing here, Dawn. If it was Yvette, she didn't use the blood for a spell. If it was Gwen, she didn't drink it."
 
   "If I get a blood sample, can you see what happened?" Dawn asked, planting her hands on her hips and eyeing the blood gathered in the tub.
 
   "Maybe. I really don't know much about that spell yet, you know. And fresh blood is the only decent way to work this kind of magic. This is already a few hours old."
 
   "What's the point of magic if it doesn't solve all your problems?" Dawn sighed.
 
   "If I could use it to solve everyone's problems, I could retire."
 
   "You ladies done?" Pearson snapped behind them, making them both jump.
 
   Dawn turned to face him, subtly pulling Lola around with her. "The victim's on her way for an autopsy, I take it?"
 
   "Of course. The department isn't falling apart without you and—" He cut himself off before he could say Scherer, but Lola heard the name anyway, and so did Dawn. She twitched visibly.
 
   Pearson cleared his throat, looking guilty. "It's on the way to the morgue," he continued, just a little too quickly. "You want in on the case, call the Sergeant. Do it the official way, Hardy, don't just go sneaking around with your weird friends."
 
   Lola stiffened but held her tongue. It wasn't exactly the worst thing he could have called her.
 
   "I'll speak to him," Dawn said. "Thanks for letting me take a look, Pearson."
 
   "Your expert here find anything useful?" Pearson looked almost hopeful as he glanced at Lola, which made her rethink keeping quiet over the weird friend comment. He couldn't have it both ways.
 
   "Not yet," Dawn said. "We'll need the autopsy report, crime scene notes, everything."
 
   "Talk to the Sergeant," Pearson said again. "And when he calls me and confirms you're working the case, I'll share. Until then, I think you've both outstayed your welcome."
 
   He didn't exactly say it unkindly, but there was no arguing with that tone either. Dawn nodded and beckoned for Lola to follow her out. Lola gave the bathroom one last look, part of her mourning such a waste of power, and went after Dawn. They pushed their way through the seemingly unending parade of people filling the house and Lola was just about to step outside when she noticed something above the front door frame.
 
   There was a bottle balanced on the frame, filled with chunks of a bright, golden-orange stone. Citrine, she thought, and reached up for it. She wasn't quite tall enough to grab it, but magic sparked off the stones as she brushed it with her fingertips. A sense of well-being filled her, as if she'd stepped into a ray of sunshine on a cloudy day, and she found herself smiling as she left the house.
 
   "What was that?" Dawn asked her suspiciously, stopping her on the muddy lawn.
 
   "Gem water," Lola said. "It's just a nice little bit of household magic. I think there was citrine in the bottle—it’s a good stone for happiness, doesn't hold negative energy. Joanne Gilliam was a practitioner of some kind. Or friends with one," she added as an afterthought. She could see someone giving a friend a bottle of gem water to help lift their spirits after a divorce.
 
   "Interesting," Dawn said. "I'll make sure Pearson knows." She checked her watch. "I should get to the station and speak to my Sergeant."
 
   "You're really going back to work?" Lola asked. It probably wasn't a bad idea. Dawn needed routine, something else to focus on.
 
   Well, what she really needed was a real vacation, one where she grieved for her partner, maybe talked to someone about that grief. But Lola knew Dawn well enough by now to know that wasn't happening.
 
   "If I can. I really feel like this is linked to Yvette, Lola. Especially if it turns out our vic was a witch or something. I guess you could do a lot with another magic-user's blood, right?"
 
   "Yes, but the killer didn't do anything with it," Lola reminded her. "Just ... threw it around."
 
   "Even so," Dawn said, a too-familiar feverish gleam in her eye, "it's something new. We need something new."
 
   They passed the two policemen standing guard, and the baby face gave them a nod as they did. "Good to see you again, Detective Hardy."
 
   "You'll be seeing a lot more of me, I'm sure, Constable." Dawn told him.
 
   As with Pearson, there was no arguing with that tone.
 
   ****
 
   It was mid-afternoon when Lola got home. She brushed her hand over the rune on the front door as she entered, the way you'd touch a horseshoe for good luck. Maybe she'd add one of those to the door, too. Hell, maybe she'd leave a bowl of cream and bread out for any fey folk who might be passing. Couldn't hurt.
 
   The rune felt warm against her palm, tingling with magic, and Lola hoped that magic wouldn't be put to the test again tonight. She'd managed to avoid thinking about hellhounds all day, but now her blood ran cold, remembering the howls, the creature throwing itself at her doors.
 
   She hurried inside, locking the door as if that would make any difference when the denizens of Hell were beating at it.
 
   The cottage seemed empty, but she heard the telltale creak of floorboards overhead and knew Tristesse was home. She found the demon duchess coming out of the attic, shoving the foldaway ladder back up through the hatch. Tristesse's hair was disheveled and there was a smear of soot across her cheek.
 
   "Dare I ask what you were doing up there?" Lola asked, wiping the smear away. It wasn't time to refresh the wards on Isaiah's box, which was the only reason Lola ever went up there anymore. Thinking too deeply about the attic left her uneasy, although she still thought interrogating Isaiah about Yvette and his vampire was a good idea.
 
   "You can ask, of course," Tristesse replied, smoothing down her hair. "I won't answer."
 
   "Do you remember that conversation we had about communication? It was just this morning."
 
   "You have to allow me some secrets, darling." Tristesse swept downstairs, leaving Lola trailing behind her and fighting a too-familiar surge of annoyance.
 
   "You have nothing but secrets," she said, following her into the front room. "I don't even know what your favorite color is."
 
   "Red, of course." Tristesse threw herself gracefully onto the sofa, striking an inviting pose.
 
   Lola took the chair across the room, ignoring the invitation. In a couple of hours, she'd have to go meet Jonah. That was one reason to resist Tristesse's unspoken offer. 
 
   The other was that it would set a really bad precedent to let Tristesse seduce her twice in one day to avoid a difficult conversation. Instead, she told her about the murder.
 
   “Murder most foul,” Tristesse said with a slightly ghoulish relish. “Not to mention unnatural. Will this send the delightful detective back to work, do you think?”
 
   “She seems to think so. It’s got to be better than tramping through the woods looking for dead animals. Speaking of which…” Lola toyed with her rings, wondering how to broach the subject. While she knew there were a lot of gray areas in their relationship, she was pretty confident on one thing: Tristesse didn’t take orders. “I assume you’ll stay in the house tonight, right? You won’t be out there after dark?”
 
   Tristesse abandoned her seductive pose and sat bolt upright, crossing her legs primly. “You’re scared for me,” she said. It was almost an accusation.
 
   “Of course I am! You said yourself you can’t fight these hounds. The house is warded now, at least. If they catch you in the open…” Lola had no idea what they would do. Kill Tristesse, she assumed with a sick lurching in her guts.
 
   “If I’m in or near a ley line, I can fight back,” Tristesse said. “I didn’t flee Gehenna to be a prisoner here.” A black look crossed her face and for a second she was unrecognizable, something dark and inhuman. It passed quickly, but Lola’s heart tripped at the sight.
 
   “You can’t guarantee you’ll always be near a ley line though,” she said, trying to fight the flicker of fear. “How long will these hounds chase you? What will they do when they catch you? They can’t take you back to Gehenna, can they?” Hellhounds might not be bound by dimensional laws, but Lola was pretty sure demons were. There was nothing she’d read or heard that indicated demons could travel between realms without a gate, and as far as she knew, there was only one way to open such a gate. The bloody way. And there was, apparently, no way to open a gate inside Gehenna.
 
   “Not normally, no,” Tristesse agreed.
 
   “Normally,” Lola repeated pointedly. “Meaning there’s an abnormal way they can do it?”
 
   Tristesse stood abruptly, making no effort now to disguise her annoyance. “If I said I didn’t want to talk about this, would you stop asking?”
 
   Lola bit back her flippant answer and considered the question more carefully. “Yes, but I won’t stop worrying,” she said finally.
 
   “Nothing I tell you will reassure you. The hounds won’t stop hunting until their master recalls them. Yes, I will stay in the house tonight, but not every night for the rest of my life, Lola. Don’t glower at me. I’m not deliberately keeping things from you. There’s just so little to tell.”
 
   Lola tried to smooth out her glower. She didn’t want another fight and if the subject really was making Tristesse uncomfortable, now wasn’t the time to pursue it. She obviously needed a new strategy. “Okay. We’ll figure something out,” she said, more because it seemed like the right thing to say than because she thought they really would.
 
   That realization depressed her so much that she didn’t notice Tristesse standing over her until she swooped down to kiss Lola’s cheek. “Don’t worry about me,” Tristesse said. “Worry about your evening with the Nightingale Choir.”
 
   The suggestion did nothing to lift Lola’s spirits.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   It was three nights until Halloween and Dogwood Park’s annual bat walks were in full swing. The walks, designed to bring families to the park and engage would-be biologists, nature-lovers, and conservationists, had been running for several years and were always popular. Families did love them, but Fort Rosser’s goth population loved them more, and at this time of year, there were often more black-lipsticked teens flitting around the park than bats.
 
   Having been one of those teens herself not too long ago, Lola loved the atmosphere of the park during the bat walks. People huddled together at the visitor center, clutching steaming cups of coffee and wrapped in snug-looking scarves. Kids bounced around excitedly while their parents tried to impress upon them how much bats and owls liked quiet, well-behaved children. The center itself was already decked out for Halloween, with jack-o-lanterns by the door and black paper cats in the windows. A stall selling hot spiced cider and toffee apples was set up just outside the center, the inviting aromas the perfect invocation of a New England autumn.
 
   She stood just apart from the gathering walkers, cradling her own cup of spiced cider while she waited for Jonah. Dusk was creeping in, turning the sky inky blue with the sun a blaze of gold behind the trees. Soft faerie lights had been strung in the bare branches around the visitor center, creating an inherently magical feeling, and she soaked up the warm, lazy energy of the earth, feeling more at peace than she had for days. Weeks, even. She needed to incorporate more earth magic into her routines, she decided. Blood magic could give you a quick, sugar rush of energy when you needed it, but earth magic was the slow, deep recharge that nourished your soul as much as your body.
 
   It left far fewer scars, too.
 
   Jonah slid out of the shadows to stand beside her a few minutes later. He was dressed in the same spy-punk gear as last time, the effect slightly ruined by the toffee apple he was chewing on. Still, his furtive attitude and the fact that he was wearing sunglasses tickled Lola, and she greeted him with mock solemnity.
 
   “The barred owl flies at midnight,” she said, sotto voce.
 
   Jonah gave her an irritated look. “Be serious. Did you read the Twitter feed at all today?”
 
   When she admitted she hadn’t, he handed her his phone. “Three reports of a large, unidentified animal roaming Madison Court last night. It’s my panther, I know it.”
 
   Lola’s frivolous mood vanished when she read the stream. Madison Court was just two streets away from her own cottage. Reports of strange noises in the night, shadowy animals prowling the streets… That wasn’t Jonah’s panther, that was Tristesse’s hellhound. “Oh,” was all she could manage.
 
   “No photos,” he said, taking the phone back. “But the evidence is piling up! And with the murder now—”
 
   Lola started, splashing hot cider over herself. “Murder?” Surely it wasn’t in the press already?
 
   Jonah lowered his shades and glanced around the assembled crowd of hyperactive kids and harassed parents before pulling Lola deeper into the trees. “I’ve got a guy on the force,” he whispered. “Lady was found dead in her bathtub today, throat cut.” He made a slashing motion across his throat with his toffee apple. “Apparently it was super brutal.”
 
   “You don’t have to sound so pleased about it,” Lola snapped.
 
   He looked contrite, then shrugged. “Anyway, it’s probably not related to the panther, but after those murders a couple months back, I’m gonna keep an eye on things. Fort Rosser could have a serial killer on its hands. Or a cult, like a satanic cult, right?”
 
   Lola had met a few Satanists over the years while she explored various magical and spiritual paths. She didn’t think any of them would take kindly to being described as murderous cultists. “Well, I’m glad you’re looking out for us all,” she said, wiping the cider off her hands and onto her jeans.
 
   “So you got my merchandise?” he asked.
 
   She wrinkled her nose. “You make me sound like a drug dealer.” She handed him her cider and pulled a neatly wrapped package from her bag. He tore into it like a kid on Christmas morning. “You can have the ring re-sized if you need to,” she told him, “and there are instructions in there for re-charging the stones, but I’m happy to do it for a small fee once a month if you don’t feel confident about it.”
 
   He studied the ring, unable to hide his excitement. “This is awesome. How does it work? How do I re-charge it? Don’t I need to be a warlock or something first?”
 
   “Not really,” she said, amused. “You need focus and belief, both of which can be learned.”
 
   “I’ll probably just pay you to do it.” He slipped the ring on and waggled his fingers around. “Fits great. How does it work?”
 
   "The labradorite helps with general protection. The azurite enhances your intuition. Wear the jewelry all the time to get the best effects. The charms on the stones will protect you against bad intent and sharpen your senses."
 
   “So they can’t make me invisible?” he asked, pouting as he slipped the chain around his neck.
 
   Lola shook her head. She’d toyed with the idea of teaching him the keep-away charm after her experience at the book shop, but while he didn’t need to be a warlock to learn it, casting a charm of any kind did need a certain degree of practice. For a non-magic user, it probably wasn’t worth the effort. And since the charm wouldn’t give him true invisibility or last very long, she’d quickly ruled it out. Jonah wanted quick fixes. That was fine, that was part of blood magic’s allure. She didn’t see him taking lessons from her on how to draw down the moon or call the corners, which was fine, too. If he wanted to pay her to re-charge his jewelry once a month, that was better than fine.
 
   "This is neat," Jonah said, snapping his fingers and staring at the ring. "I really do feel something ... like a tingling under my skin. Can I blog about this?"
 
   "Sure," Lola said. "Just be sure to include my contact details. I need the business."
 
   "You should sell sex potions," he advised. "You'd make a killing."
 
   Lola made a non-committal noise and an awkward silence fell between them. A few feet away, one of the park rangers herded kids together to start the bat walk. That meant it was time for Lola to go find the Nightingale Choir. She sighed, reminded herself that Rowan was a very good friend, and said her farewells to Jonah.
 
   "I'm sticking around a little longer," he said. "One of my crew is coming to meet me and we're going panther-hunting."
 
   "Please don't," Lola said without thinking, her head full of hellhounds. "Stay home and blog."
 
   "What, no faith in your own work?" He tapped the ring and grinned at her. "Wait and see. I've got a good feeling about tonight. I bet tomorrow I'll have the most badass picture of the panther yet. Boom! Conspiracy blown wide open."
 
   He put his shades back on and wandered off, leaving Lola feeling like she'd left him far too vulnerable.
 
   ****
 
   The combined strength of the Nightingale Choir was about thirty women of all ages and backgrounds. The one thing binding them together was their devotion to elemental and ceremonial magic, white magic, where the rede “harm none” was the most sacred of oaths. Blood magic broke that oath, mostly because Lola was not above using it to help people gain revenge or acquire power. She saw it as a gray magic, mutable, with the potential to be used for evil, but no more so than any other tool in a person’s arsenal, magical or otherwise.
 
   When Yvette first made it clear that Lola was no longer welcome in the Choir, Lola had already decided to leave, so her expulsion had really just been a formality. She remembered the unhappy looks she got when she raved about her success with blood magic. The whispered comments and uncomfortable silences had become unbearable. People she’d considered friends, sisters, saw her as some dangerous deviant. In the end, her irritation with their attitudes had made it easy to walk away.
 
   Walking back was much harder. 
 
   She’d almost attended a Choir meeting earlier in the year, when Yvette had summoned her, but she’d left before it really got started. As she approached the clearing that served as the coven’s traditional meeting place, butterflies filled her stomach. No one here was going to hurt her, she knew, but the memories of the hurt she’d felt were still surprisingly strong.
 
   She felt the Choir before she saw them. Magic crackled through the night, carrying the scents of salt water, wet moss, charred wood, and ozone with it. They were calling the corners already, summoning elemental spirits to protect the meeting and enhance any other spells they might cast. Unseen by Lola, sylphs, salamanders, gnomes, and undines rushed to answer the call of the Choir. The spirits left sparkling streaks in the air if she looked at the aura of the land, but she’d never mastered the knack of seeing them or working with them. She hadn’t lied to Jonah—anyone could learn belief and focus. But then, anyone could draw a stick man while not everyone could paint the Mona Lisa.
 
   Candlelight surrounded the clearing, casting flickering shadows on the trees and bushes. She counted dozens of tea lights in lanterns of all descriptions, from stark metal and glass types to battered, antique ones. As if the clearing needed any more magic, the candles created an otherworldly air, soft and inviting, like the door to a faerie kingdom. Lola crept on, taking in the circle of women in the middle, looking for Imani and Rowan. She wished she’d gotten here before the meeting actually started. For one thing, it was very rude to just walk into someone’s magical circle uninvited. For another, it completely cemented her status as an outsider to have her wander in like a lost lamb looking for its mother.
 
   Luckily, Imani spotted her before she had to break the circle, and came hurrying over to greet her. Lola sagged in relief as Imani elbowed aside a tutting pair of women to drag Lola into the clearing.
 
   “You’re late!” Imani had dressed to impress in a turquoise and black, floor-length dress adorned with more leather straps and slashes of fishnet than Lola could take in. The dress hid her boots, but Lola was willing to bet they were chunky and packing enormous heels. She’d woven neon blue braids into her hair and painted her eyelids a stunning blue-gold, with long, extravagant sweeps of liner. She looked like a mermaid on her way to a rave, and Lola felt hopelessly underdressed in comparison.
 
   “I didn’t know what time you were starting,” she said feebly, feeling eyes turn on her. She straightened her spine and lifted her head, determined not to shrink under the weight of the stares. “Rowan didn’t tell anyone I was coming, did she?” she whispered to Imani.
 
   Imani squeezed her hand. “Think of yourself as a surprise celebrity guest.”
 
   Lola took her place beside Imani in the circle, next to an older woman she didn’t recognize “Where is Rowan?”
 
   “Being fashionably late, too,” Imani said. “She’s here, she’s just off-stage psyching herself up.”
 
   “She’ll be fine,” the woman next to Lola said serenely. “And there’s a few other people not here yet, too, so I don’t think she’s really late yet anyway.”
 
   Lola glanced around the circle. She knew a handful of faces and vaguely recognized others, but as to how many might be missing, she had no idea. The Choir was bigger than it had been when she left, she guessed. She wondered if anyone had left when Yvette disappeared, uncomfortable with a change of guard.
 
   “Are you a new member?” the woman asked Lola, offering her a ring-bedecked hand to shake.
 
   “Not exactly. Lola Guntram.” Lola shook her hand, feeling sparks of power from the rings that made her picture stormy oceans and stony beaches.
 
   “Oh.” The woman pulled her hand away immediately and turned to speak to the person on her other side.
 
   Lola sighed and tried not to take it personally.
 
   Imani was less forgiving. “She’s not carrying the Black Death, Cheri,” she said tartly.
 
   “No, but I’m about as well-received,” Lola muttered, suddenly wishing she could shrink as Cheri turned to glare at Imani.
 
   “The principles of the Choir…” Cheri started in a distinctly school-teacher tone.
 
   “‘A great many people think they are thinking when they are really rearranging their prejudices.’ William James. Right?” Imani looked down her nose at Cheri, as if that should finish the conversation.
 
   It did, but only because Cheri clearly had no idea how to respond. It didn’t matter anyway, because Rowan chose that moment for her grand entrance and the entire circle fell silent. The hush was warranted. Rowan swept in like a faerie queen and her sheer presence would have silenced a much larger crowd. She wore a lacy, white dress that hugged her catwalk model figure perfectly, and was just short enough that she wouldn’t cover the hem in forest mud. It created the illusion of Old Hollywood glamour, with the candlelight burnishing her golden ringlets and glowing off the simple gold jewelry she wore. She looked, of course, totally unsuited to an autumn night in the woods, but so ethereally beautiful that you had to ignore the impracticality of the outfit. You wouldn’t tell an elven queen her shoes were stupid, after all.
 
   Rowan glided into the center of the circle, plucking a lantern from a tree stump as she passed. She held it aloft, looking around the circle, and smiled when she saw Lola. Lola smiled back wistfully. She didn’t miss Rowan, not like that, but it was hard to see her looking so beautiful and not remember their relationship a little nostalgically.
 
   “I want to thank you all for coming tonight,” Rowan started. “I know the past few weeks have been unsettling, and of course we all have a lot of unanswered questions.” Her gaze darted briefly back to Lola. “Something I do know is that Yvette wouldn’t want the Choir to fall apart without her. She… She was … is incredibly proud of what we are, the values we hold…” Rowan swallowed hard, a sour look passing quickly across her face. Lola had no doubt she was struggling to get the words out, knowing what Yvette had done while preaching those values.
 
   Rowan composed herself and carried on, changing direction slightly. “I’m honored that you’ve all asked me to step in while we readjust. I hope I can make you all proud with my leadership, and that the Choir can continue to be the source of wisdom, guidance, and friendship it’s always been.”
 
   Lola choked back a cynical snort and turned it into a coughing fit that earned her just as many hard stares anyway. Imani nudged her.
 
   “Dignity,” she whispered. Lola got herself under control.
 
   Rowan seemed not to notice, continuing her speech. “As we don’t have a current high priestess to formally hand the role over to me, and as I’m sure I will only be a temporary replacement anyway, I don’t see the need for any pomp or ceremony tonight. I just want to assure you all that I take this position very seriously and I want you all to feel free to come to me with any questions or concerns you have.”
 
   She put down the lantern. For a moment, there was an air of anticipation, as if the Choir thought she might produce some fireworks or burst into song. Instead, Rowan gave them all a huge and almost certainly fake smile and strode from the center of the clearing towards Lola and Imani. The circle broke as she did, with the assembled women drifting off into smaller groups to chat and whisper.
 
   “That was horrible,” Rowan said as she reached them. She kicked off her shoes and sighed in relief, heedless of the wet grass and mud she now stood in. “I need a cigarette.”
 
   “You did great,” Imani said. “You probably should have done a little ritual or something, though. You know, just for the theater of the moment.”
 
   Rowan shook her head. “I felt stupid enough already.” She reached out and caught Lola’s shoulder. “Thanks for coming. It means a lot to me.”
 
   “It’s fine,” Lola said, then realized how weak that sounded and added, “It was a pleasure.” It had been a reminder of their past, one that threw Lola's relationship with Tristesse into sharp relief. She'd always known, subconsciously, that she and Rowan wouldn't last. They had always been moving in different directions, and Lola hadn't tried too hard to hold on when that became apparent.
 
   Now she knew Tristesse could be taken from her, Lola desperately wanted to hold onto her.
 
   Rowan grinned. “I’m sure it wasn’t, but I appreciate it more for that.”
 
   “Rowan.” A girl about Imani’s age hurried over and handed Rowan a small silver flask. Lola caught a whiff of brandy as Rowan took a swig. “That was a lovely speech,” the girl gushed. “You were so inspiring.”
 
   “Thank you, Leigh.” Rowan handed the flask back with a genuine smile. “It’s nice to have the vote of confidence.”
 
   “Oh well, some of us newbies have been saying forever it’s time for a change,” Leigh said, gesturing at Imani, who looked amusingly horrified. “Right, Immi? The passing of the torch and everything?”
 
   Rowan and Lola turned to Imani in sync. “Is that right, Immi?” Rowan asked, her voice honey-sweet.
 
   “Sure… You know, culturally speaking. In a global community sense,” Imani said through gritted teeth. “I mean, philosophically speaking, an injection of fresh blood is important in any group from time to time.”
 
   “We should discuss your ideas for the coven sometime,” Rowan said.
 
   Imani’s look of horror intensified and Lola guessed Leigh was going to get a mouthful next time Imani had her alone. She wasn’t sure why it was that big a deal. Imani was right—new ideas were important. Of course, the Choir wasn’t always receptive to fresh blood… And Imani was very interested in more controversial magical paths. Maybe she was worried she’d end up ostracized, too.
 
   “I wish Jo had made it,” Leigh was saying, saving Imani inadvertently. “It would have really lifted her spirits to see this.”
 
   “I didn’t realize she wasn’t here. Is she okay?” Rowan asked.
 
   “I don’t know. She didn’t answer her phone and—”
 
   “Jo who?” Lola asked, a sudden anxiety gripping her.
 
   “Jo Gilliam,” Rowan said. “She’s our newest member. You look like you’re going to be sick, Lola. What’s wrong?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Heart pounding, Lola dragged Rowan out of the clearing and into the shade of an oak tree. "Joanne Gilliam is dead," she hissed once she was sure they were out of earshot.
 
   Rowan gaped, then pressed her hand to her mouth. "What?"
 
   Lola gave her a hurried rundown of the murder, watching Rowan grow paler and more stricken with every word. "Please tell me it's just an awful coincidence," Lola said hopelessly.
 
   Rowan shook her head. "No, I wish... Oh, Lola. She was so new. New to everything. She joined around the same time as Imani and Leigh, and she was so, so happy to be part of the Choir."
 
   "I'm sorry," Lola said. They were inadequate, such words always were after someone died, but she meant them. Rowan looked like she was crumbling, and Lola could almost feel the weight she must be carrying—the weight of the Choir, the weight of Yvette's actions, and now the weight of an innocent woman's death.
 
   "Do you think it was Yvette?" Rowan asked, leaning back against the tree trunk. "Do you think it was another ritual?"
 
   "If it was Yvette, she didn't take the blood and there was no sign of a ritual. She could have cast a spell, but with the amount of blood spilled..." Lola stopped. Rowan looked faint.
 
   "What do I do?" Rowan asked. "Should I go back and tell everyone?"
 
   "No," Lola said. "I doubt the police will like me telling you in the first place, let alone you telling thirty other people. Don't say anything. Let the police handle it. They know what they're doing."
 
   Rowan managed a smile. "That's not a very Lola-like sentiment."
 
   "When I say police, I really mean Dawn," Lola said.
 
   "I don't know if that's reassuring or not." Rowan straightened up, patting her dress. "I wish this thing had pockets. I really need a cigarette now."
 
   People started drifting towards them, smiles wide and warm for Rowan. Lola saw Rowan swallow hard and paste a polished, utterly fake smile of her own in place.
 
   "Will you come back to my place later?" Rowan whispered to her. "Caleb's away and I ... I could really use the company."
 
   Lola felt a refusal rise in her. She wanted to go home and make sure Tristesse was there and safe. But the silent pleading in Rowan's eyes was impossible to ignore. "Of course," she said, having to force the words out. As soon as she'd said them, she wished she could retract them. Her nerves knotted at the thought of Tristesse facing those hounds alone.
 
   Rowan gave her a real smile then turned to greet the approaching women. Seconds later she was swept away in a flurry of chat and congratulations, giving Lola no chance to take her words back.
 
   **** 
 
   Rowan had made her excuses and slipped away after about an hour, citing an emergency call from work. Lola had glued herself to Imani's side in the meantime, and was pathetically grateful when Rowan came to find her. Imani didn't quite get how uncomfortable the Choir made Lola and she seemed to think the best way to overcome that discomfort was to talk loudly and excitedly about every type of magic the Choir refused to practice.
 
   After an hour of insisting that she didn't practice necromancy, had never used animal entrails for divination, and had definitely never made a voodoo doll, Lola was exhausted and ready to shove Imani off a cliff.
 
   "You don't have to antagonize people," Lola told her as Rowan joined them at the edge of the clearing.
 
   "I know, but it's fun. Don't say you don't like shaking up people's stiff world views," Imani said. "Nobody makes progress if we don't challenge the status quo."
 
   "You can do that without suggesting people cut up chickens to see the future," Rowan said with a mixture of affection and irritation.
 
   "I wouldn't just go kill a chicken," Imani argued. "But if I was killing one anyway—”
 
   "Enough." Rowan pressed her fingers to her temples. "You're giving me a headache. Go mingle. Lola and I are going home."
 
   Imani gave her a searching look. "You never leave early. Are you okay?"
 
   "It's nothing. I've been stressed out about tonight all week, and it's just catching up to me," Rowan said. She kissed Imani on each cheek and waved her off.
 
   Imani looked unconvinced, but said nothing, and instead simply said goodbye to them both and wandered back into the clearing.
 
   "She scares me sometimes," Rowan muttered.
 
   Lola linked arms with her, gently dragging her in the direction of the park's car park. "She's young and hungry for knowledge, that's all. You can't hold that against her."
 
   "She's hungry for power," Rowan corrected with a frown. 
 
   "She's no different than I was—or am," Lola said, annoyed at Rowan's tone. "Don't drive her out because you don't like her interests."
 
   "She's not going to be driven out. Don't put words in my mouth. I just wish she was more concerned in being a real part of the Choir and less with making a scene."
 
   "Maybe the Choir isn't right for her."
 
   "Then she should do what you did, and leave. She'd jump at the chance to be your apprentice." Rowan sighed. "I'm not trying to be unkind about her, Lola. She's just hard work sometimes."
 
   Lola dropped it. She'd never seen any animosity between Imani and Rowan, but she guessed the way Rowan felt she had to treat Imani during coven meetings was very different to the way she could treat her outside of them. Choir business wasn't Lola's business, and until or unless Imani came asking for Lola's advice or opinions, she wasn't going to get involved.
 
   They separated in the parking lot and Lola followed Rowan back to her place. She drove with the window cracked open, listening for nightmarish baying in the darkness. There was nothing out of the ordinary though, just the usual sounds of a city at night. It should have been reassuring, but instead it made her uneasy. What if the hounds had already struck? What if the rune hadn't worked tonight?
 
   By the time she parked outside Rowan's house, all she wanted to do was throw the car into reverse and speed home. She sat in the car, alternately rubbing her amber ring and her scar tissue. The ring gave off tiny shocks of warm, comforting energy, and the feeling of rough skin under her fingers was a reminder that she commanded power, if she needed it. 
 
   None of that got rid of her anxiety, and if Rowan hadn't pulled up and blocked her in the driveway, she would have turned around and driven back to her cottage at full speed.
 
   The last time she'd been at Rowan’s, Caleb had made over her pastel-colored house into a minimalist black-and-white nightmare. When Lola stepped into the front room now, she saw Caleb had been let loose again. This time he'd gone for a maritime feel, with blue-gray walls and rich brown leather sofas. A striped navy and white throw rug covered the polished floorboards, and he'd hung paintings of sailing ships and lighthouses on the wall. It was much better than the previous look, but it still wasn't Rowan.
 
   "You should see the bedroom," Rowan said, correctly interpreting Lola's expression. "I don't mind the experimenting, but mirrored ceilings are a step too far."
 
   "Do you enforce that policy at the Red Lotus?"
 
   "Come down one night and have a look. Wednesday night is Cocktails and Cabaret. You'd like it."
 
   Lola had never been inside the Red Lotus. When she and Rowan were dating, she'd worried Rowan would take it as a sign she was interested in BDSM, which she definitely wasn't. After they split up, it would just have been weird. "Maybe," she said, giving the non-committal answer. Cocktails and Cabaret sounded nice, but also a world away from her current reality.
 
   Lola took a seat on the sofa while Rowan went to change. She came back wrapped in a wine-colored robe and carrying a bottle of pre-mixed Cosmopolitan. "I know it's tacky," she said, grabbing two martini glasses from a cabinet in the corner, "but sometimes you just need cheap alcohol."
 
   "I hope you don't serve this at Cocktails and Cabaret," Lola said, accepting her glass.
 
   "My bar manager would never allow it." Rowan curled up on the sofa and downed her Cosmo in one noisy gulp. "Okay. Now tell me what you think, honestly, about Jo's death."
 
   Lola sipped her own drink, turning over what little she knew in her mind. "If it was Yvette, I don't know why she did it. She wasted a hell of a lot of potential power. Even if she did cast some spell or charm while she was there, it's hard to think of anything big or useful she could do without leaving any signs behind."
 
   "What if she did it to feed Gwen Craig?" Rowan asked.
 
   A chill hit Lola. "I hadn't thought of that."
 
   "It makes sense, doesn't it? Jo knew Yvette. She'd welcome her in without question—she had no reason not to. Yvette and Gwen could easily have overpowered her and Gwen could have fed uninterrupted." Rowan shuddered.
 
   Lola was horrified. "I have to tell Dawn. They'd already taken the body away when we got there. If Jo rises—” 
 
   She set her drink aside and grabbed her phone from her bag. When Dawn didn't answer, she sent what she hoped was a coherent text message. "Shit. Rowan, if Gwen did kill Jo..."
 
   Rowan poured herself another cocktail with shaking hands. "It's just one possibility, Lola. We haven't found any other signs of Gwen still being in Fort Rosser, remember."
 
   Now the idea was in her head and Lola couldn't let go of it. She remembered checking a body in the morgue for Dawn and Scherer, seeing the bite marks. More clearly and horribly than that, she remembered being in Crown Hill Cemetery with Tristesse and seeing Isaiah's freshly-risen vampires for the first time. She wished Rowan had gone for stronger alcohol.
 
   Her phone beeped, making them both jump. It was a terse but weirdly reassuring message from Dawn: 
 
   Throat cut. No sign of bites.
 
   "I never thought I'd be glad to get a message like that." Lola rubbed the back of her neck, trying to ease the tension there.
 
   "It still means Gwen is out there unaccounted for," Rowan pointed out.
 
   Lola scowled at her.
 
   "I'm just saying. I'm not happy about it. I've been trying to find a better scrying spell but nothing's working." Rowan smiled grimly. "Maybe I need to try chicken entrails."
 
   "In this room? Caleb would kill you. Where is he tonight, anyway?"
 
   "Just away overnight on business," Rowan said, waving her hand dismissively.
 
   "What kind of overnight business do interior decorators have?" Lola asked. She was genuinely curious—she didn't know much at all about Caleb and if Rowan was serious enough about him to move him in and let him continuously redecorate her house, then Lola felt like she should know more.
 
   To her surprise, Rowan frowned at her. "Does it matter? Is that really what we should be focused on tonight?"
 
   Lola recoiled, taken aback. "I guess not. Sorry."
 
   Rowan stood, heading for the bookcase in the corner. "I ordered a few books on divination," she said breezily, as if she hadn't just bitten Lola's head off. Lola glared at her back. "Maybe you could take one and do some research, and I'll work on the others?"
 
   "Scrying has never been my strong suit," Lola said. She'd never really had the patience to sit and stare into bowls of water or flickering candle flames for hours on end.
 
   "Self-improvement is good for you." Rowan tossed a book across the room, Frisbee-style, forcing Lola to catch it before it hit her in the face.
 
    Lola didn't reply, choosing instead to flick through the book. It was a simple compilation of divination methods from A to Z, covering everything from tossing salt crystals and interpreting the way they fell to studying the behavior of ants. It was the kind of book she loved—secondhand and smelling of dust and old wood, the pages dog-eared, the spine broken, and the contents esoteric. She wondered if she could get away with keeping it.
 
   "Tristesse is going to teach me how to tap into the ley lines," she told Rowan. "That might be another way to find Gwen and Yvette."
 
   Rowan gave her a measured, serious look. "Is that a good idea?"
 
   "I don't know. Maybe not, but we have to try everything, don't we?" Lola finished her cocktail and stood, clutching the book to her chest. Mentioning Tristesse triggered the urge to run home and check on her. "I should go."
 
   "Have a coffee first," Rowan said.
 
   "Rowan, this crap is three percent alcohol. I'm not drunk."
 
   "Humor me, Lola. The last thing I need is for you to wrap yourself around a tree on the way home." Rowan headed for the kitchen without waiting for a reply. Lola gritted her teeth, resisting the temptation to bolt while Rowan was out of the room. She meant well, but every second Lola waited here now felt like a stab in the guts. She'd spent enough time tonight making Rowan happy. Now she wanted to be with Tristesse.
 
   ****
 
   One coffee later, she was driving home. Even if the cocktail hadn't been that alcoholic, adding a cup of caffeine into the mix had her buzzed. She made a mental note to tell Rowan that coffee sobering you up was an urban myth.
 
   As she pulled out of Rowan's estate, an animal shot across the road in front of her. Lola screamed and slammed her brakes on, a rush of adrenaline sending her heart wild. Her car screeched to a stop as the animal vanished into a dense wall of shrubs. Her headlights shone on the empty road, and for a second she sat still, clinging to the steering wheel as her whole body shook.
 
   "I saw that," she said. "I definitely saw that." It would be nice and convenient to blame it on stress, cheap Cosmos, and coffee, but she knew what she'd seen.
 
   Well, sort of. She knew she'd seen a big animal and she was pretty sure it hadn't been a dog. The tail... Something about the tail was wrong. She released the steering wheel and rolled down the window, listening. As on the ride here, she heard nothing unusual. The wind rustled the hedgerow leaves and slim shapes flitted over her head as bats darted after moths, but that was it. That was all.
 
   "I saw it," she whispered to herself and got out of the car.
 
   Then she wondered exactly what she'd do if she found a hellhound or Jonah's panther in the hedges and quickly got back in. Once again, she found herself thinking back to the night they’d confronted Yvette and the animal she would have sworn she saw.
 
   Nerves jangling, she started the car again and slowly drove on. As she turned the corner, she glanced in her rear view mirror. A pair of amber eyes burned in the shadows behind her.
 
   Lola hit the gas.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   She sped home, wishing she could shake the nerves riding her. It probably was just a dog, after all. She was running on fumes, loaded with anxiety and pressure from a dozen different directions... Would it be so strange if her brain was playing tricks on her? The road had been dark, the creature quick. Was she going to be like every tin-hatted conspiracy nut on the internet and start screaming about chupacabres and chem trails?
 
   Lola liked to think she was open-minded. Her mother had often quipped at her that if she was too open-minded, her brain would fall out. So she'd tried to temper that receptive mindset by choosing what she believed based on evidence, not twisting evidence to fit what she wanted to believe. It had served her well through her magical life—she tried everything that interested her and discarded what didn't work.
 
   She tried to apply the same principle now as she drove home. What evidence did she have? She'd seen an animal. That was all. She was pretty confident it wasn't a supernatural animal and she had no reason, besides Jonah's insistence, to believe there was a big cat running around Fort Rosser.
 
   So she must have seen a dog. A regular, everyday dog.
 
   By the time she pulled up outside the cottage, she'd almost convinced herself.
 
   It helped ease her mind that the cottage looked undisturbed. The rune on the door pulsed with a steady, soothing energy. She brushed her palm over it as she opened the door, feeling a quiet crack of her own power there. "Tristesse?" she called, shutting and locking the door behind her.
 
   There was no answer and for a second, paranoia gripped her. Then she heard music playing low in her office and felt a huge rush of relief. "You know the 'nobody else in the office' rule is in effect even if I'm not here, right?" she asked as she went in, keeping her tone light to mask the swell of emotion.
 
   Tristesse sat at her desk, ignoring Lola so utterly that Lola felt invisible. All her attention was focused on the glass terrarium on the desk. It was filled with soil and a mix of real and plastic plants and nothing else that Lola could see.
 
   She knew Tristesse far too well to think the tank was empty, though. "What is that?" she asked, approaching warily.
 
   Tristesse looked up, a bright smile on her lips. "Grammostola rosea."
 
   "That sounds like a vaginal infection. What is it?"
 
   "Come and see." Tristesse scooted the chair back and patted her lap invitingly.
 
   Lola chose instead to hover at Tristesse's side and peer into the tank. It wasn't that sitting in Tristesse's lap wasn't enjoyable, it was just that she was sure she was about to be upset or annoyed, and she didn't want to be distracted by demonic wiles.
 
   The tank looked empty up close, until she peered into the half coconut shell in one corner. Something inside shifted, making her jump. "Is that a spider?"
 
   "A tarantula." Tristesse sounded pleased with herself. "A Chilean rose tarantula. They are very docile and associated with protection, resourcefulness, and cunning."
 
   "Oh," Lola said weakly.
 
   The spider crept almost reluctantly into view. It was a dusky pink color, shaded darker around the legs and abdomen. It seemed huge and Lola had a sudden, horrible vision of it crawling over her face in the dark.
 
   "You need a familiar," Tristesse continued. "Every good witch has one, yes?"
 
   "You could have got me a black cat," Lola said, transfixed by the spider. She hadn't thought she was afraid of spiders until right this second.
 
   "Black cats are common."
 
   "But they're not going to crawl down my throat in the night."
 
   "Lola." Tristesse rolled her eyes. "Neither is she."
 
   The spider retreated back into her coconut and Lola released the breath she'd been holding. "It's really..." She paused. She'd been about to say thoughtful or considerate, but she wasn't quite prepared to lie about it. "An unusual gift," she said finally.
 
   Tristesse gave her a knowing smile. "There is a method to my madness, darling. You'll need a familiar if you're going to learn to travel the ley lines without me." That was intriguing enough to kill the last of Lola's lingering worry. "Why?" she asked.
 
   "They act as an anchor, something for you to link back to so you can leave the ley lines and return to your body."
 
   That made sense. The first and last time Tristesse had taken her into the ley line, it was clear to Lola that without a guide, she'd have been lost in there forever. The raw, magical energy was addictive, and malleable enough that one could easily spend hours there just ... playing. You could lose track of time, lose track of yourself in there. And the transition back out of the ley line had been rough, leaving Lola sick and disoriented. She could see how having a real world focus to tie yourself to could help alleviate that.
 
   But...
 
   "But why a spider?" She didn't mean to sound like she was whining, but it was hard to imagine getting that attached to a tarantula.
 
   "Because they are web-spinners," Tristesse said, sounding surprised that Lola even asked. "They create threads, strong, beautiful threads. And magically, that is significant, don't you think?"
 
   "I guess." Lola knelt down so she was on eye-level with the tank and watched the spider. It... She ... seemed to watch back, unmoving inside her coconut shelter, but somehow giving off a vibrant sense of awareness. She was pretty, Lola decided grudgingly. "Thank you," she said more sincerely.
 
   "You should name her," Tristesse said. "If she's to be of any use to you, you need to bond with her."
 
   Lola immediately dismissed Charlotte and Shelob as too clichéd. "I'll sleep on it," she said, straightening up with a yawn. She felt as if she'd been awake for weeks. The past couple of days and nights had been a grind. She pulled Tristesse to her feet, then suddenly remembered the damn reason she'd been so keen to get home.
 
   "Are you okay? Has it been okay here tonight? The hounds haven't..."
 
   Tristesse silenced her with a kiss. "Not so far."
 
   The light kiss sent shivers through Lola, banishing all thoughts of hellhounds in a flash. It was a magic all of its own, she thought, sinking into Tristesse's embrace, and it grew harder and harder to resist each time. And why should she resist it? All her worries about their differences, that a human could never satisfy a demon, that a demon could never live like a human... They seemed meaningless when Tristesse's lips met hers.
 
   Their lives were so fraught with danger. More every day, it seemed. Maybe Lola needed to let go of those worries and just let the magic take over. How else was she going to find out what she and Tristesse could become together?
 
   ****
 
   Lola woke up in the night, shivering. She reached instinctively for Tristesse and found the bed empty. She rolled over to see the demon duchess standing at the open window, misty night air rushing around her naked body. The chilly wind seemed to fill every corner of the room, and Lola pulled the duvet around her shoulders as she sat up, trying to block it out. "Tris?"
 
   Tris didn't move. "Go back to sleep, Lola. There's nothing out there."
 
   Lola watched her, quietly admiring the slender curve of her back, the milky paleness of her skin in the darkness. By daylight, Tristesse was striking. At night, she was unearthly. "If there's nothing out there, come back to bed."
 
   "I'm not tired," Tristesse said.
 
   "Why do you think they haven't come tonight?" Lola asked.
 
   Tristesse turned then glanced over her shoulder at Lola. In the shadows, it was hard to judge her expression, but when she spoke her voice was soft, worried. "I don't know. Perhaps the runes are keeping them away."
 
   "It seems weird to me that human magic might be stronger than demon magic." Lola huddled further into the duvet, until she was all but engulfed by it. "You're immortals, you're..."
 
   "Immortality isn't as impressive as you'd think," Tristesse said. "It just gives us more time to be cruel to each other and forces us to be more inventive in our cruelty. As for our magic..." She shrugged. "You hear 'demon' and you think angels, gods, Heaven and Hell, correct? But it isn't like that. We aren't all-powerful. Not even close."
 
   "You can raise the dead and create fire out of thin air," Lola pointed out. "Humans can't do that."
 
   "But that is limited power," Tristesse said. An amused smile flashed across her face. "How often on a daily basis do you need to raise the dead or start a fire? Human magic is so much more versatile. You can help people. You can offer them protection, you can find the lost, heal... You can create doors to other worlds. We can't do that."
 
   It was something Lola had never thought about. The literature on creating portals was scarce, and since it inevitably required more blood than any living person could provide, she'd never given it much thought before Yvette did it.
 
   "Why can't you? I mean, if you know the ritual, you're prepared to kill..."
 
   "Demons can't be killed," Tristesse reminded her. "And if there is knowledge on how to open a gate, it's lost to us." She drifted into silence, leaving Lola with the impression once again that she was keeping back more than she told.
 
   You wouldn't have to kill a demon to get enough blood for a portal, Lola mused as she settled back down in the bed. Tristesse was right—immortality did allow for creativity. You could bleed a demon forever. So that wasn't the reason they couldn't open portals. Could it really be as simple as a lack of knowledge?
 
   Tristesse closed the window and slid back into bed. "Let us not worry why the hounds haven't come tonight," she said, pulling Lola into her arms. "Let us instead be grateful they haven't."
 
   Lola drank up the sensation of Tristesse's body against hers, smooth and warm and right. She was grateful. She had to remember to show that to the demon duchess.
 
   ****
 
   It was a measure of what her life had become that when midday arrived and nothing strange or disturbing had happened, Lola became jittery. She kept waiting for her phone to ring or a text to arrive heralding the next murder, the next disaster. But it didn't happen, and by late afternoon, that in itself was adding to her nerves.
 
   "What if something's happened?" she asked Tristesse.
 
   "To everyone? That seems unlikely."
 
   They were in Lola's office, where Lola was pretending to read through Rowan's dictionary of divination. In reality, she'd read the same page three times without taking anything in, her attention torn between worrying and watching Tristesse with the tarantula.
 
   Tristesse sat on the other side of the desk, the spider before her on a pile of unopened mail. Lola was toying between Carmine and Coral as names, inspired by the pink shades in Tristesse's paint charts. She had to admit, the longer she watched the tarantula sit and do nothing, the less creepy she was.
 
   "I don't know," she said. "It's just weird not to have heard from anyone."
 
   "Maybe nothing has happened worth telling you about."
 
   "I don't think that's reassuring."
 
   "Which is a sign that you need to think about something else." Tristesse gently picked up the spider and held her in the palm of her hand. "Have you decided on a name yet?"
 
   Lola glanced at the paint chart that sat next to her book. "Valentine?"
 
   "You put no thought into that," Tristesse scolded. "How do you expect to bond with her if you treat her so lightly?"
 
   Lola squirmed when Tristesse held her hand out, indicating she should take the spider herself. "Aren't tarantulas venomous?"
 
   "She is very docile. She won't bite. And you must bond with her, Lola, or she'll be useless as an anchor."
 
   Lola held her own palm out, resisting the urge to close her eyes. "Why can't I use a place or a person as an anchor?"
 
   "People move around. They leave town. She won't go anywhere, she'll always be a fixed point for you to return to. And places have no soul. You can't bond with a place." Tristesse nudged the spider onto Lola's palm.
 
   She weighed more than Lola expected, but there was something nicely solid about the weight. The spider sat in her palm, unmoving. She wasn't sure whether that was reassuring or not. "You can bond with a place," she said, mostly to stop herself thinking too hard about the tarantula. "People talk all the time about falling in love with cities, or having a spiritual home somewhere."
 
   "Have you ever heard of a witch with a house for a familiar?"
 
   "I've heard of plenty of witches with black cats for familiars," Lola grumbled. "How am I supposed to bond with something I can't even cuddle?"
 
   Tristesse smiled. "You're not even trying. Put her back in her tank."
 
   No sooner had Lola fastened the lid of the terrarium than her phone started ringing. She answered, trying not to sound too eager in case it was a potential client. "Lola Guntram. How can I help?"
 
   It was Dawn. "Are you busy? Can you come to the morgue?"
 
   "Is this about Jo Gilliam?" Lola asked her.
 
   "What else? How soon can you get here?"
 
   Lola quickly thumbed through her diary to make sure she had no other appointments, even though she already knew she didn't. Jonah had been her only client for the past few days. It was depressing to think this was her busy season. "Twenty minutes."
 
   "Great." Dawn hung up.
 
   Lola stood. "Do you want to come to the morgue?" she asked Tristesse.
 
   "Is this some human courtship tradition that I'm unaware of?"
 
   "I just figured you might be sick of being indoors. If we're lucky, Dawn might drag us through a landfill and then take us for a burger." She hoped Tristesse would come. It wasn't exactly a romantic outing, but after her revelation about her feelings yesterday, she was determined to spent more time, real time with Tristesse. If she wanted more from her, she had to give Tristesse more of herself in return.
 
   Tristesse pouted. "She didn't buy me a burger the other night. And after I carried that poor deer to her car, too."
 
   Lola closed her diary and peered in on the tarantula. She had returned to her coconut shell, where she seemed content to stay until the end of time. "You don't think Dawn is..." She trailed off, unsure how to phrase her question.
 
   "Obsessed? Unhinged? Monomaniacal?" Tristesse supplied. She tapped her lips, her pout fading into a serious frown. "She doesn't talk about her partner much, does she?"
 
   "I think she's afraid if she starts, she'll never stop." Lola shooed Tristesse out of the office and shut the door. "They went through the Academy together, she told me. He must have been a huge part of her life."
 
   "If her grief helps us find Yvette and the vampire, then it's doing some good at least," Tristesse said.
 
   "How pragmatic of you." Lola wasn't sure she approved of weaponizing Dawn's grief that way.
 
   Tristesse shrugged and pulled on a moss-colored trench coat that she'd apparently materialized out of thin air one day. Lola had yet to work up the courage to ask her where she got her clothes, in case the answer was I steal them. "She won't talk and she won't stop. Until she is ready to do one or the other, what can we do but stay close and see where she leads? When she does stop, at least we'll be there."
 
   On reflection, Lola decided, Tristesse was right. That was probably the best thing they could do for Dawn. Not to mention the only thing. She followed Tristesse outside, and offered her hand to her on impulse. Tristesse looked surprised, then smugly pleased as she clasped it. Warmth trickled through Lola at the contact, and she resolved to reach out to Tristesse more often.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Fort Rosser City Morgue was never going to be the most fun place to visit, but today the atmosphere was positively oppressive. Gray storm clouds scurried overhead as Lola and Tristesse arrived, threatening to burst open any second. Cold wind whipped dead leaves and cigarette butts around Lola’s feet, and the whole building seemed to throw off a dismal air that made her want to go straight home again. Even Tristesse's constant warmth at her side didn't dispel the gloom.
 
   Dawn was waiting for them in the reception area, although she looked askance at Tristesse. “I’m officially back at work and on this case,” she said. “I can’t risk being kicked off because my boss thinks I’m dragging in freaks and weirdos. No offense, Tristesse.”
 
   Tristesse raised an eyebrow. “What about me says freak?” she asked. Her tone was mild, but Lola bristled on her behalf. It was impossible to tell if Tristesse felt insulted, but Lola had had years of small, subtle insults flung her way and she felt stung by Dawn's disregard.
 
   Dawn didn’t catch it. “Your hair. Nobody naturally has hair that color, and people who dye their hair that outlandishly tend to be seen as outsiders, rightly or wrongly.”
 
   Tristesse curled a lock of her fire-engine red hair around her fingers. “And Lola is not a freak because…”
 
   “Because Dawn needs my help,” Lola said, not bothering to keep the ice from her voice.
 
   “She’s an expert consultant.” Dawn turned to Lola and added, “You can bill us for your time, in fact. Travel and subsistence.”
 
   Any other time, Lola would have brightened at that prospect. “Great,” she said. “Can I add Tristesse on as my expert assistant? She's got way more expert experience than me.
 
   Dawn seemed to realize now she'd said something wrong, although clearly not what. “I'm not trying to be rude,” she said. “Just practical.”
 
   “I'm sure,” Tristesse said. “Unfortunately for you, Dawn, I'm very sensitive to slights. It comes with being nobility.”
 
   Dawn flushed and looked to Lola for support. Lola shrugged, unwilling to give it.
 
   “I don't think you're a freak,” Dawn said finally. “I'm sorry. But that doesn't change the fact that I can't take you down there, Tristesse.”
 
   “I accept your apology,” Tristesse said loftily. “Assuming Lola is still happy to be your expert consultant, I'll wait up here while you two work.”
 
   “I'm happy enough,” Lola said.
 
   “It does mean I’ll be asking you to look at dead bodies a lot,” Dawn said.
 
   “Fine, as long as they stay dead.”
 
   Dawn smiled without much humor. “Come on, let’s get to work.” Lola reluctantly left Tristesse, in the reception area and followed Dawn down into the autopsy room. “Do you want me to do the blood scrying spell?” Lola asked as they descended. “Because I might need Tristesse’s help for that.”
 
   Dawn shook her head. “We already know what Jo Gilliam’s last moments were like. Only the magic of forensics was required for that.”
 
   “So what am I consulting on, exactly?”
 
   "I'm just going to tell you what we've learned so far, and you're going to tell me what you think, okay?"
 
   It sounded straightforward enough, but Lola could practically feel the pressure settling on her shoulders. "What if what I think is wrong?"
 
   "Then I'll fire you," Dawn replied with a wicked smile.
 
   Well, that would be a shame. Expert Consultant would look great on her resume.
 
   Down in the autopsy room, Gil Bridges greeted them with the cheery enthusiasm Lola remembered from her first visit. She found it oddly reassuring now, whereas back then, she’d been unsure if she trusted someone so happy to be surrounded by corpses all day. On reflection, she’d decided that if you could do Gil’s job and stay happy, you were living a pretty good life.
 
   “Ah, Lola! Welcome back,” he greeted her. “Come to see the Bathory Body, have we?”
 
   “The … Bathory Body?” Lola looked to Dawn for guidance.
 
   Dawn rolled her eyes. “Don’t let any journalists get hold of that,” she told Gil. “The headlines are going to be crazy enough on this as it is.”
 
   Gil led them over to the wall of steel drawers and pulled one open. Although Lola already knew what she’d see, she still felt sick when he revealed Jo Gilliam’s corpse. She’d been cut open and sewn back together again, as neat and tidy as you like, but the Y incision wasn’t any prettier for being neat, and nothing would assuage the horror of the vicious cut to the dead woman’s throat. Even sewn shut, it had clearly been a gaping wound. Lola could see it ran almost all the way around the poor woman’s neck, as if the killer had attempted to decapitate Jo.
 
   A dead body held little power, and this one had already lost so much blood that Lola could barely feel even the last, sluggish traces of potential energy that might have been there. She stared down at Jo, feeling sick and sorry, angry and impotent. She’d been a sacrifice, Lola was certain of it. A wasted sacrifice. Whoever did this, they hadn’t honored the power Jo’s death had provided, hadn’t given anything up to create it. It had meant nothing to them, not Jo’s death nor the magic it could have become.
 
   “You okay?” Dawn asked her.
 
   Lola shook herself from her reverie. “Fine. Sure.” She cleared her throat, trying to focus. “So what happened?”
 
   Gil answered. “Her throat was cut from behind—no defensive wounds. She had no time to fight back.”
 
   Dawn took over. “My best guess is Jo was killed in the bathroom. We didn’t find blood anywhere else in the house, or burns or bruises to indicate she’d been dragged upstairs, for example. We found a couple of interesting things in the bath tub… Actually, Gil, could you give us a minute?”
 
   He wandered back to his desk obligingly. He probably wasn’t really out of earshot, but Dawn obviously wanted the illusion of privacy.
 
   “What did you find?” Lola asked. She was still staring down at Jo. The woman looked pale and waxy, like a mannequin. She almost wanted to touch her and see how the flesh felt, just out of morbid curiosity. She had a feeling Gil wouldn’t approve.
 
   “Traces of angelica flowers and sage and basil essential oils,” Dawn said. “Any idea why that would be?”
 
   “In the bathtub?” Lola dredged her memory, starting to worry she knew why Gil had called Jo the Bathory Body. “Sage and basil are good for psychic cleansing, getting rid of anything negative attached to you. Angelica… Uh, angelica has a few uses. It can act as a barrier against negative energy or … as a way to remove curses,” she finished slowly. “Hexes and spells that have been cast against you.” She chewed her lip, a theory forming. She’d thought Yvette couldn’t possibly have cast a spell, and she was kind of right. There’d been no ceremony or structure to what she’d done, but there had been intent, a very specific intent. “She bathed in Jo’s blood, didn’t she?”
 
   “That’s what I think. I haven’t said anything to anyone else yet, but it makes sense.”
 
   “She’s trying to break the link between her and Isaiah, or maybe slow down the effects of her cancer,” Lola said. “That’s my guess.”
 
   “Could it work?”
 
   “I have no idea. Maybe. I’d have to do some reading, but in theory this kind of blood magic could be potent, done right. The sacrifice itself would raise a hell of a lot of power, and add in the herb craft and the jolt you naturally get from blood magic, and you’ve definitely got something. But it could only be short-term. Blood magic is a quick fix, fast power, and it burns out fast. That’s why I need to re-charge my charmed jewelry regularly.” She waved her rings at Dawn.
 
   “So assuming this … spell worked at all, Yvette would have to keep doing it to get any real benefit?” Dawn asked. She looked both wan and fierce, as if her body wanted to collapse and her brain wanted to fight.
 
   Lola nodded. “Gil’s not far off with his Bathory comparison. I mean, it’s all speculation, but I have no doubts Elizabeth Bathory was a blood witch, personally.” She had stacks of books on Bathory in her bedroom. Biographies, accounts from members of her court, even a compilation of her personal letters. When she’d first discovered blood magic, Bathory seemed the obvious historical figure to research, along with Vlad Tepes. It was probably a good thing Dawn hadn’t seen all those books when she and Scherer first came calling, Lola reflected now. If you were looking for a murderer, a stash of books on an infamous mass murderer in your main suspect’s bedroom probably looked suspicious.
 
   “So this could be the first of many murders.” Dawn scrunched her hands in her hair. “How long would the effects of a spell like this last, theoretically?”
 
   “It’s hard to say. I’d just be guessing.”
 
   “Then guess.”
 
   Lola spread her hands in a helpless gesture. “Assuming she’s doing what we think, I don’t know … a week, maybe? Almost certainly not more than that. But I am just guessing. Did you find any sign of Yvette at the house?”
 
   “No fingerprints, no murder weapon. She was clever and careful.” Dawn slumped a little and slammed the steel drawer shut, packing Jo Gilliam away. “I need to find a way to tie this to Yvette. I don't want to be too open on the whole magic and witchcraft thing yet. We’re trying to find any witnesses who might have seen anything around the time of the murder.”
 
   Lola shifted her weight uneasily, torn. There was absolutely no way she wanted a spotlight on Fort Rosser’s witches, or anyone else who fell under the loose heading of the magic and witchcraft thing. But if it helped them catch Yvette before she killed again, Lola would accept exposure as a fair price. There were, after all, plenty of people who already believed magic was real and workable—her client list proved that. Did she have the right to decide what was revealed and what stayed hidden? Did Rowan or the Choir?
 
   No, she thought reluctantly. None of them did, not when lives were at stake.
 
   “You might have no choice,” she told Dawn. “Even if your colleagues think it’s all bullshit, it’s still a lead, right? If you were to say this killing was ritualistic, or tied to the Red Lotus and Isako’s deaths, that gives you something to work on, at least. It’s not as if fanatics and cult killings are new.”
 
   “True. I can’t just pull it out of thin air though. I need something.” Dawn sighed. “Okay. Thanks for coming down here, Lola. Remember to invoice me, okay?”
 
   They waved goodbye to Gil and headed back upstairs. Outside it had started to rain heavily, and Tristesse was nowhere in sight. Lola wouldn’t have put it past her to just wander off to amuse herself, but she couldn’t help the prick of panic in her heart.
 
   “She’s probably gone to get a coffee or something,” Dawn said, seeing Lola’s worry. “She’s a fiend for those white chocolate mochas.”
 
   “Really?” Lola asked, intrigued despite herself. “I didn’t know that.”
 
   Dawn shrugged. “She made us stop at three different coffee shops when we were out the other night. I hope demons can’t get diabetes. Want me to help you look for her?”
 
   Lola glanced up, seeing nothing but thick rain clouds. It would be dark soon. If Tristesse wanted to spend the night drinking overpriced coffee concoctions and working herself into a caffeine frenzy, that was fine, but Lola would prefer she did it in the safety of the warded cottage. “Please,” she said, accepting Dawn’s offer. “I should buy her a cell phone.”
 
   “She’d never use it. I wouldn’t worry too much, you know,” Dawn added as they set off on foot towards the nearest coffee shop. “She’s not exactly going to be threatened by your average mugger. And as alien as she pretends to be, she knows a lot about the modern world.”
 
   It bothered Lola that Dawn seemed to know Tristesse better than she did. “I’m really not worried about her being mugged.” 
 
   Dawn didn’t know about the hellhounds. Lola debated telling her. It felt like a secret, something only she and Tristesse should share, and she couldn’t help but feel Tristesse would be annoyed if Lola told anyone else. But again … if lives were at stake, who had the right to decide what was a secret? 
 
   She gave Dawn a brief rundown of the situation, wondering why Imani hadn’t come demanding answers about their experience yet. It was unlike her. “One minute Tristesse seems deadly serious about how dangerous these creatures are, the next she’s moaning about not being allowed out after dark,” Lola finished, a touch of frustration escaping her. “I never know where I stand with her.”
 
   Dawn whistled. “When it rains, it pours,” she said. On cue, a thunderclap rocked the sky and the thin crowd around them thinned out even further as people ran for the shelter of stores and cars. The rain, already heavy, began pelting down in stinging droplets. Thin, sharp bolts of lightning lit the dark clouds, promising the storm was here to stay a while.
 
   Lola pulled her hood up and stepped into a doorway. Dawn joined her. Even in the seconds it took them to find shelter, they were drenched. Dawn’s hair was plastered to her face and Lola felt water seeping into her boots. “Well this is shit,” Lola said after a few minutes of staring at the lashing rain.
 
   "We should head home," Dawn said. "Tristesse probably went back to your place anyway."
 
   Lola agreed with a sigh. Tristesse wasn't stupid and she wouldn't put herself at risk deliberately.
 
   “I’ll call you if we hear anything more on the Bathory Body,” Dawn said with a flash of dark humor. “Or anything else.”
 
   “Likewise,” Lola said, knowing she was thinking of Gwen Craig. They said their goodbyes and made the dash for their cars. By the time Lola reached hers, she felt half-drowned. A quick look in her rear view mirror confirmed she looked all-drowned. Shivering, she blasted up the heater and headed home. A hot bath, possibly with a glass of wine, sounded like the next best move. Hopefully Tristesse would be waiting.
 
   If not … well, Lola guessed there wasn’t much she could do. Scry for her? Just sit and worry? Dawn was right. Tristesse wasn’t helpless.
 
   She definitely needed a cell phone though.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The cottage was empty. That was becoming a familiar feeling again and now, with everything that was happening, Lola didn’t like it.
 
   Once she was warm and dry again, she retreated to the office with a pot of tea to try to really study Rowan’s divination book. With music playing low and the fragrant scent of bergamot wafting around the office from the teapot, the rain drumming outside became a pleasant element of a cozy evening. She checked on the tarantula and found her still in her coconut shell, apparently having decided there was nothing worth moving for. Or maybe she was sleeping. How did you tell with a spider?
 
   “I should call you Aergia,” Lola told the disinterested spider. “She was a goddess of sloth and guarded the court of Hypnos. There we go. That has meaning. Tristesse will be delighted.”
 
   Aergia shuffled slightly in her substrate which Lola took as a good sign. And speaking of signs…
 
   The divination encyclopedia wasn’t really going to help, Lola quickly realized. For one thing, divination was not the same as scrying. It was all very well to scatter ashes in the air and interpret the patterns, but you had to be able to interpret them. You had to already be versed in interpretation, and that was far from a science. You brought your own biases and cultural influences to the matter at hand, not to mention your own subconscious desires. With scrying, either you found what you were scrying for or you didn’t. The reasons you didn’t varied, but there weren’t really any gray areas when it came to results.
 
   She was intrigued by the all-too-brief reference to driromancy, divination by dripping blood, and bookmarked the page for later reference. Maybe that was something she could adapt, or tie to Tristesse’s blood-scrying spell.
 
   As she pondered the possibilities, her cell phone rang. She was surprised to find Dawn on the other end, sounding uncharacteristically upset.
 
   “Can I come over? Do you mind? I just can’t settle here this evening,” she said, words spilling too quickly. “It just feels wrong here tonight.”
 
   The words sent prickles down Lola’s spine. “What do you mean, wrong? Wrong how?”
 
   “I don’t know. I feel uneasy. Claustrophobic, maybe. I just … I’d rather be somewhere else, that’s all.”
 
   It sounded uncannily like the effects of the keep-away charm Lola had felt at Finnie’s. Was someone trying to drive Dawn out of her home? Who? Why?
 
   There was only one answer that made sense. “No, stay there. I’m coming to you.” Lola cradled the phone between her ear and shoulder while she headed for the hall. Her messenger bag was slung over the shoe rack by the door. She grabbed it one handed and went to the kitchen. “I could be wrong, but I think someone’s at your place, or outside it, casting a spell to make you want to leave.”
 
   “What?” Dawn laughed. “Lola, it’s nothing like that. I’m just a little lonely, I guess. Can’t I just—” 
 
   “No.” Dawn admitting to loneliness? Dawn admitting to any emotion? That was another red flag for Lola. “Stay there, please. If I’m wrong, I’ll bring you back here.”
 
   Dawn grumbled, but agreed to stay put. She gave Lola her address and hung up. Lola threw a few things into her bag and scribbled a message for Tristesse. She really didn't want to leave before Tristesse came back, but she didn't feel there was a choice. As she headed for her car, she conjured a quick mental map of Fort Rosser, trying to decide who lived closer to Dawn—Rowan or Imani. There was a chance the spell could compel Dawn to leave her house before Lola got there, so backup wasn’t a bad idea. And if Lola was wrong and Dawn really was just having a moment of vulnerability, then backup still wasn’t a bad idea. When some people’s emotional barriers came down, they unleashed a flood.
 
   Her mental map reading wasn’t any better than her actual map reading, but she was pretty sure Rowan would be closer than Imani. Dawn lived in an apartment block at the edge of the city center. Whether Rowan was home or at the Red Lotus, she’d get there faster than Imani, who lived in student accommodations in a shabby suburb. She texted Rowan and jumped in her car, hoping she was just being paranoid about the whole thing.
 
   The rain fell hard and fast, keeping Lola cautious on the roads despite her desire to speed all the way to Dawn’s. Luckily, the storm was also keeping other drivers off the roads, so she made good time and pulled up outside Dawn's apartment block fifteen minutes later. It was one of four, arranged around a central courtyard and accessed through a locked gate that was fortunately low enough for Lola to clumsily clamber over.
 
   The courtyard was lit by a few artistically placed lamps that did little to push back the darkness. Instead, they glowed on neatly-shaped bushes and beds of flowers that had been flattened by the rain. Lola pulled on her aura-sight and saw smears of muddy red and murky pink, indicting anger and deceit. There was also the gray of fear and, barely visible amidst it all, a few faint traces of demonic oxblood.
 
   Lola's heart raced as she ran for Dawn's building. A light glowed in the lobby, acting as a beacon, but the closer she got to the door, the more she wanted to turn and run the other way. That creeping sense of unease that signaled the keep-away charm slid over her. Her scars itched and she scratched them frantically, as if she could dispel the charm that way. It would be better to turn away, a little voice whispered to her. Get home, get dry. Wait for Tris. Dawn would be fine. She was just being neurotic...
 
   She forced herself to stop scratching and pushed through the clinging tendrils of magic. That was what was in her head, that feeling. Not her worries for Dawn. She grabbed the door handle and rattled it in vain. It was locked—by the looks of it she'd need Dawn to buzz her in. She could just about make out the apartment numbers on each buzzer by the light inside, and she pressed Dawn's and waited.
 
   Then pressed again.
 
   And again.
 
   There was no answer.
 
   "Shit." She slapped the door, her worry morphing into panic. Yvette was here, she knew it. The only question was why?
 
   The idea of Dawn dead in her bathtub, her blood painting the walls, turned Lola's stomach. She began pressing the door buzzers frantically, hoping she'd annoy someone enough to get an answer, if anyone was home anywhere in the block. Yvette's spell could have already driven everyone out into the night. She felt like there were bugs crawling all over her skin, under her hair, the spell insisting she'd be happier elsewhere. Rain slicked down the smooth stone and glass doors of the block and her fingers slipped on the buzzer buttons, making her scream in frustration.
 
   As she fumbled in her bag for her phone to call Dawn, the intercom clicked to life and a clearly pissed-off man snapped, "What the fuck?" through the speaker.
 
   "Let me in, please. I have a friend inside—”
 
   "Fuck you, lady. I'm not the fucking doorman."
 
   "Please! It's Dawn Hardy. She might—” 
 
   "Dawn?" There was mumbled swearing. "Fine, but tell her she owes me. I only just got my kid to sleep."
 
   "Thank you," Lola said as the intercom went silent. The door clicked open and she shoved through into the lobby, heading for the stairs at a dash. Dawn lived on the second floor, and she could already feel how much stronger the keep-away charm was inside. It wasn't just an urge to wander off now. It was a belly-deep desire to leave, an ugly need to simply abandon hope. Walking forward was like walking into a high wind, every step a grinding effort.
 
   She'd never felt this charm so powerful. She had no doubt it was powered by blood magic. The only comfort there was that it would probably fade quickly.
 
   That didn't make moving through it any easier. She found herself hesitating, lingering at the foot of the stairs, thinking once again that she was being paranoid and wasting her time. Thinking that Tristesse was probably at home by now, waiting for her. Thinking about how much nicer it would be to just leave...
 
   She shook her head and found herself back at the main door, hand gripping the handle. A fresh wave of frustration hit her. She grabbed her athame from her bag and slashed it across her palm in a quick, brutal movement. She squeezed her hand into a fist as the blood welled, feeling a surge of power, pain, and clarity. Gritting her teeth, she ran for the stairs again.
 
   She could still feel the spell, but with her own power pushing back against it, it was easier to ignore, easier to remember that it was just a spell. She was sweating with the effort by the time she reached the second floor. She slapped her hand against the mint-green wall for support while she caught her breath, leaving a bloody smear on the perfect paintwork.
 
   The hallway was eerily quiet, the hunter-green carpet muffling her boots as she hurried down it. There was an artificial pine scent in the air, completing the green theme. The palette reminded Lola uncomfortably of hospitals.
 
   A door cracked open down the hall and Lola froze, heart in her mouth. A woman with dirty blonde hair poked her head out into the hall. Even from here, Lola could see the tension in her shoulders. When the woman turned her head to glance Lola's way, she understood why.
 
   The woman's face was a mask of blood.
 
   It was Gwen Craig. It was their missing vampire.
 
   A strangled cry left Lola's mouth before she could stop herself. Gwen's face contorted, shock and fear plain to see. She slammed the door open and burst into the hall, heading away from Lola. Lola gave chase, grabbing her athame again as she did. It wasn't much of a weapon, but it was better than nothing.
 
   Gwen disappeared around a corner. Lola stumbled, tripping over her own feet as she followed. She steadied herself against a door and turned the corner. At the end of the hall was a huge, round stained glass window, patterned with suns and stars. Gwen was a few feet away from the window and picking up speed. Lola's eyes widened as she realized what the vampire intended.
 
   "No!" she shouted, reaching out, even though she had no chance of grabbing Gwen.
 
   The woman looked back once, shocking Lola with the sheer terror on her face.
 
   And then she dived at the window.
 
   The sound of smashing glass was almost lost in the howl of the wind ripping in. Lola's boots crunched on brightly-colored shards as she rushed to the broken window, just in time to see Gwen's pale hair vanish into darkness as she plunged down.
 
   Lola didn't see her hit the ground, didn't hear it either. But a second later, illuminated by the feeble glow of a courtyard light, she saw Gwen hobble towards the gate.
 
   It never occurred to Lola to go after her. She turned and ran back to the apartment Gwen had left. The image of her face, caked in blood, burned in Lola's mind. Gwen would have to wait. She had to find Dawn.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Nobody came out to investigate the crash. Either nobody heard it, or the keep-away spell held some sway over Dawn's neighbors. Lola was grateful as she raced back down the hall. She didn't have the time or the patience to come up with an explanation.
 
   She burst into Dawn’s Spartan apartment, skidding on the welcome mat and nearly crashing into the sofa in her rush. She righted herself and cast around the open plan room. There was a spotty trail of blood on the bare floorboards, leading through the living area and stopping at a door across the room. Lola followed it, whispering useless prayers to herself. Please let her be alive. Let her be okay. She had no idea who she was praying to and she had no doubt it was too late for prayer to help anyway, but it was a primitive reflex. She couldn’t stop herself.
 
   She pushed open the door to reveal a starkly tidy bedroom, filled with soulless flat-pack furniture and lit with a glaring white bulb. She had the intrusive, ridiculous thought that Caleb would hate it before she heard Dawn moan, low and pained.
 
   “Dawn!” Lola threw herself across the bed and found Dawn on the other side, between the wall and the bed frame. She was curled in on herself, cradling her gun like a protective talisman, her face hidden by her dark hair. Lola smelled fresh blood, felt its pulsing power. But she didn’t see it and she didn’t know whether that was good or bad. “Dawn, it’s me.” She dropped to her knees beside Dawn and rolled her over, terrified of what she’d find.
 
   “I shot her,” Dawn said, her voice hollow and flat. “I shot her, Lola. I shot her.”
 
   Lola bit her lip as she eased Dawn upright. She tried to pry the gun from her hands, but Dawn shook her head so viciously that Lola stopped, afraid they’d end up accidentally setting it off. Dawn’s plain white shirt was bloodied, and there was spatter on her pale face, but Lola couldn’t see any wounds. Some of the screaming tension inside her began to ease. “Dawn, what—” she started to ask, then stopped, her question dying in her mouth as Dawn slowly pulled her hair away from her neck.
 
   The shirt sleeve was torn at the seams, revealing a ragged, bleeding bite in the meat of her shoulder.
 
   “Oh no.” Lola rummaged in her bag, hands shaking. “Oh shit.”
 
   “I shot her, Lola. It’s okay,” Dawn said, still sounding inhumanly calm.
 
   “Dawn, your shoulder.” Lola forced herself to keep the same flat, empty tone. “You’ve been bitten. We need to treat it.”
 
   Dawn’s eyes widened. She craned her neck to look down at her shoulder. “No,” she said. She dropped the gun and grabbed Lola’s arm, squeezing painfully. “No. No, no, no, I won’t go like Eddie, Lola. I won’t go like Eddie!” Her voice rose to a shriek, all the terror and horror she’d been masking just seconds ago let loose. “Lola, do something. Do something!”
 
   “I will!” Lola pulled free of her iron grip and dumped the contents of her bag on the bed. It was easier than trying to find things by touch alone. Vials and baggies spilled everywhere, and the pungent smell of a dozen herbs washed over the hot copper tang of blood.
 
   “You can’t do anything.” Dawn rocked back and forth, hands knotted in her hair. “Nobody could help Eddie. Oh God, Lola, Lola, I don’t want to die. I don’t want to turn into one of them.”
 
   “You won’t,” Lola promised, sorting frantically through her herbs. Her palm was still bleeding and she was leaving crimson smears all over Dawn’s snowy-white bed sheets. She didn’t dare stop to bandage the cut though. For one thing, she would need the blood once she found… Ah! She snatched a baggie of sea salt up and tore it open, spilling the grains into her bloodied palm. Pain sliced through her, bringing the desperation of their situation into razor-sharp focus. She had no idea what she was doing. She had no idea if it would work.
 
   “This is going to hurt,” she warned Dawn. She slapped her handful of blood and salt onto the open wound, grinding it in. Dawn screamed and pulled back, hitting her head against the wall. The blow seemed to shock her, or at least silence her. She sat still after that, trembling almost imperceptibly.
 
   Salt was the great purifier, the healer and protector. Lola felt a snap of power as her hand hit Dawn’s shoulder, like a static shock. She hoped that meant the salt was doing something good. The memory of Eddie Scherer, deranged and broken with his hands around Dawn’s throat, was too clear in her mind. She couldn’t let that happen to Dawn.
 
   What else purified? Sage. She had sage leaves. She groped on the bed with her free hand and found the baggie of sage leaves. She crushed it up, then added the leaves to the weird poultice she was making. The power sparked again and she pressed both hands over the bite, shoving her will into the blood, both hers and Dawn’s. Work. Heal. Hold. I don’t care which, just please, please don’t let her turn.
 
   “I’m going to throw up,” Dawn said, head rolling forward.
 
   “Not yet.” Lola hurriedly bandaged the bite, not sure there was anything else she could do here and now. It was a clumsy dressing, but it would stay in place and stem the bleeding. As a last-ditch attempt to feel like she really was helping, she drew a crude algiz rune on the gauze in her blood. “Now you can throw up.”
 
   Dawn pulled herself up using the bed as support and then crawled across it. Lola bandaged her palm with a bit more precision—she had much more experience dressing her own wounds—and followed Dawn. Her blood thumped in her veins, and her heart rattled around her rib cage. 
 
   Would her rough magic work? 
 
   Would it hold back the infection of the bite? 
 
   They still didn’t even know how Isaiah’s vampires worked, or if a bitten victim became a vampire too. Eddie Scherer had died raving and thirsty for blood, but was that the start of a transformation or a delusion brought on by something in the vampire’s bite? No one knew.
 
   No one except Isaiah.
 
   Dawn’s bathroom was barely big enough for one person, let alone two, but Lola managed to squeeze in while Dawn knelt at the toilet, puking noisily. Lola held her hair out of her face and rubbed her back in slow, soothing circles, trying to keep her dark thoughts at bay.
 
   When Dawn was done, she slumped down against the shower door, eyes closed, skin chalky. She reached blindly for Lola, and Lola sat down next to her, holding her hand. They huddled together on the fuzzy pink bathmat in silence, Dawn shivering endlessly. Lola rubbed her hands between her own, as much for her own comfort as Dawn's.
 
   That was how Rowan found them when she walked in twenty minutes later. She stood in the bathroom doorway, dressed like steampunk princess in a chocolate-brown corset and dark gold skirt, and stared down at them with anguish on her face. She swallowed convulsively, twice, then finally said, "A pink bathmat, Dawn?"
 
   Dawn opened her eyes. "It was on sale."
 
   ****
 
   Rowan shooed them into the front room and settled Dawn on the sofa with a glass of vodka and ice. “Tell me what happened,” she ordered them both in what Lola guessed was her Mistress of the Choir voice. Calm, but hard as iron, brooking no refusal. It was probably also her dominatrix voice.
 
   Lola wasn’t sure stopping for vodka and chat was the best plan, but Dawn seemed only too happy to talk now that her initial shock had worn off, so Lola sat with her, still holding her hand, and listened.
 
   “Yvette showed up just after I called you, Lola. She obviously wasn’t expecting me to be here, because of her spell, I guess.” Dawn sipped her vodka and grimaced. “She clearly didn’t have a plan for dealing with me, especially when I pulled my gun on her. I asked her what she wanted. She pulled a knife, which is completely ridiculous when someone has a gun on you, but I think she was panicking.”
 
   Lola nodded. The Yvette she knew would probably be outraged at having a gun pointed at her. This new Yvette, sick, desperate, and on the run, would have been terrified. “Did she say what she wanted?”
 
   Dawn shook her head. “First, she tried to persuade me to let her in and talk with her. Said that I needed to hear her side of the story.” Dawn sneered. “She said I owed it to her as a servant of the city. When she realized I wasn’t backing down, she called Gwen. I guess she must have been here all along, just out of sight.” Dawn closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, silently reliving something Lola didn’t think she wanted to hear about.
 
   “What happened?” Rowan asked, swirling ice around her own glass of vodka with an arrhythmic clinking that grated on Lola’s nerves.
 
   “She attacked,” Dawn said flatly, as if it had happened to someone else. “She was so fast, she caught me completely off-guard. One minute I was in the doorway, the next I was on my back halfway across this room. We struggled, obviously.” She released Lola’s hand to rub her forehead, frowning. “I don’t really remember much … the gun went off, I’m sure of that. I don’t remember her biting me, but I know I got one shot off because that’s when she took off.”
 
   “She didn’t seem hurt when I saw her,” Lola said. “She seemed scared.” It bothered her, that raw fear she’d seen in Gwen’s face. Although, if Dawn had put a bullet in her, that would probably explain it.
 
   “What do you think Yvette wanted?” Rowan asked. “She was obviously planning to have you out of the way, Dawn, but it doesn’t sound like she wanted you dead, or why bother with the keep-away charm?”
 
   “Info on the Bathory Body case,” Dawn said after another swig of vodka. “That’s the only thing that makes sense. She might want to know if we have any suspects, any leads.”
 
   “Do you have anything here?” Lola asked.
 
   Dawn shook her head. “Just some newspaper clippings from the Red Lotus murder. Nothing official. And I doubt she would have found anything, anyway. There was no time.”
 
   "Okay," Rowan said, seeming to dismiss Yvette. "So the question now is, what do we do about the bite?"
 
   Dawn shuddered and drained her vodka. "I won't be like Eddie," she said, words slurred ever so slightly. "I can't face that. It was only a few hours before anything happened to Eddie.” She set her glass aside and rubbed her thighs, a nervous gesture that made Lola want to grab her hands again.
 
   “There’s still time,” Lola said, mind racing. “I mean ... there are plenty of spells for healing and purification. There’ll be something that can help, right?” She addressed this to Rowan.
 
   Rowan nodded and crouched at Dawn’s side to inspect Lola’s bandaging. “I can’t imagine blood magic is much help with healing wounds from blood-drinkers,” she said, her tone just shy of condemning. “Water magic will be better…”
 
   “Sorry I didn’t have time to cast a circle, sing a song, and summon a happy water elemental,” Lola snapped, unable to stop herself. “I’m not a Disney princess.”
 
   “It wouldn’t take you ten minutes—” Rowan stopped herself with a visible effort. “Why don’t we go back to my place? There are some things I can at least try, Dawn. Isaiah’s magic isn’t anything like ours, but it is still magic. There’s no reason we can’t find a way to help you.”
 
   Dawn nodded, although she looked unconvinced. She stood and grabbed her gun. Lola went to gather her supplies, still scattered over Dawn’s bed.
 
   “Call Imani,” she told Rowan when she came back. “I bet she’s got a few tricks up her sleeve, too.” Lola was heading for the door when Rowan grabbed her bag strap, pulling her to a halt.
 
   “Where are you going?” Rowan asked. “I need to know what you did if I’m going to work around it.”
 
   “Salt, blood, and sage,” Lola said. “And a lot of hope. I need to get home.”
 
   Rowan flushed with anger. “Now? Really? Lola, I need you!”
 
   “You don’t. You’re way better at anything involving elemental or ceremonial magic than me, and anything I suggest involving more blood magic is just going to piss you off.” Lola pried Rowan’s fingers off her bag. “Imani will be much more useful and I am actually going off to get help, so let’s not waste any more time!”
 
   “Tristesse?” Dawn asked. “Do you think she—”
 
   Lola shook her head. Tristesse had told her over and over she didn't know anything about Isaiah's vampires or how his magic worked. Even if she was back at the cottage now, there was no guarantee she could help Dawn. Lola wished desperately it were otherwise, because she'd so much rather go to Tristesse than Isaiah.
 
    Her stomach churned at the thought of going up to the attic, but what choice was there? She looked at Dawn, pale and dead-eyed. She’d already resigned herself to a gruesome fate, Lola thought. If there was anything within Lola’s power to change that, she would do it. She had to.
 
   But she didn’t want to raise Dawn’s hopes falsely nor alarm either her or Rowan. “Just trust me,” she said, more to Rowan. “I’ll be in touch soon.”
 
   Rowan placed her hands on her hips, scowling. In the tight-laced corset and full skirts, the pose wasn’t very intimidating. She looked like an angry faerie. “Fine. But I’m not okay with this.”
 
   A sharp retort rose to Lola’s lips, but Dawn interrupted. “I’m fine with it. If either of you think you can do something, please, let’s do it. Now.” 
 
   Lola and Rowan nodded at each other, Rowan still frowning. Lola didn’t bother trying to placate her. She gave Dawn one last look and left.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   It was still raining hard, but Lola was less cautious on the road now. Dawn’s face haunted her. So did the memory of Scherer’s death. He hadn’t even been bitten that badly, she was sure of it. If Dawn had taken that same bite wound from a dog, she’d be in the ER getting stitches, but Lola couldn’t think of anything more dangerous for her. Boxed up in an endless queue of people waiting to be seen by overworked doctors with no guarantee of help… No, Dawn would be better off with Rowan. Lola just hoped Rowan really could do something. There were just so many unknowns here.
 
   All the more reason to force some information out of Isaiah.
 
   Tristesse and the hellhounds were far from her mind when she darted up the garden path to the front door, but they came crashing back violently when the security light flipped on. Deep, splintered furrows scarred the wood, passing straight through the algiz rune. Claw marks ran down the length of the door, reaching far higher than any dog she knew of could. She could feel the fading energy of her blood spell, guttering like a candle going out. She’d have to refresh it as soon as possible. She should have been refreshing it every morning, without fail. Trembling, she ran her fingers down the furrows, amazed the door hadn’t caved in under the beating it had taken.
 
   But it had held. It had. And that was all she had time to care about right now. She unlocked the door and locked it again behind her, trying to calm her raging nerves. The house was undisturbed, no sign of Tristesse or rampaging hellhounds. She battered down the part of her that wanted to panic over the demon duchess and ran for the office.
 
   After much mental wrestling, she’d kept the bread knife Tristesse had used to decapitate Isaiah. She had no idea if the dried demon blood on the blade would—or could—be useful to her, but that had been a bit beside the point. The knife was evidence of a horrific act. She’d rather it was under lock and key in her office than abandoned anywhere else. Now she thought the sight of the knife might remind Isaiah exactly how badly a demon could be hurt.
 
   Which was a great theory, except Lola couldn’t really think of many new ways to hurt someone who’d already been decapitated.
 
   Isaiah didn’t need to know that though.
 
   She took the bread knife from her safe and headed for the attic.
 
   Lola's attic had been normal … once. Full of boxes of ancient Christmas tree ornaments, knick-knacks that had belonged to her grandmother, and a few suitcases of clothes belonging to her parents, who were happily retired and traveling round Europe in a camper van. She got a postcard from them every few months, brief and cheery, that she kept in an album in her bedroom.
 
   Normal. Probably the most normal part of her witchy cottage. Until Tristesse and Isaiah crashed into Lola's life.
 
   Now magical energy raced around the attic, the cool, fresh taste of air magic. All the boxes and suitcases had been pushed to the walls, and in the center of the old floorboards stood a heavy wooden chest. Sigils ringed the chest and the hot buzz of blood magic emanated from the symbols. The sigils were from the demon tongue, Tristesse had told her. She hadn't told her what they meant, but Lola had them all scrawled down in her book of shadows to translate one day ... when she had the time ... if she ever had the time.
 
   The air spell was designed to deflect and muffle noise coming from the trunk. It was a constant, invisible whirlwind around the chest, bouncing back any sound that hit it. The sigils, whatever they translated to, were for containment, to combat any magic Isaiah might be able to try.
 
   She paused at the top of the ladder, one hand reaching for the light switch cord swinging over her head. She saw the silhouette of the chest and felt the brisk touch of air magic whipping around it. She’d have to break that carefully maintained spell to talk to Isaiah. She couldn’t deny that the idea terrified her. Her palms were so clammy she could barely hold onto the knife, and it felt like someone had reached between her ribs to squeeze her heart. She had no idea what she’d find in that chest. If Isaiah was still sane or lucid. If he was dangerous. She wished she had some back-up. She wished she had Tristesse.
 
   She pictured Dawn’s bite wound and remembered the horror of Eddie’s final moments. She wasn’t doing this for herself. If it was dangerous or scary, well … she could be scared. For Dawn’s sake, she’d face this danger.
 
   She switched on the light. The bare bulb was covered in cobwebs and dust, and the dim light did little to dispel the air of gloom and unrest in the attic. Trying to ignore the knot in her stomach, she headed for the ring of sigils. The floorboards creaked underfoot, making her jump, even though she knew damn well they were creaky. This must be how horror movie heroines feel, she thought, and suppressed a burst of nervous laughter.
 
   Breaking the circle of power around the chest was as simple as stepping through it. She felt a small, angry backlash like a wasp’s sting, and an eerie moan as the air magic broke. For a split second, the silence in the attic was deafening.
 
   Then the screaming started.
 
   It was a torrent of abuse, foul curses in a babble of languages. His voice was ragged and broken, packed with misery and hatred. Despite the heavy wooden chest dampening his screams, Isaiah’s voice still rang powerful and strong, bouncing off the sloped ceiling and hitting Lola with a force that could only be magical. Her head started throbbing, ice pick pains shooting through her skull. She clutched the knife tighter and approached, bracing herself to open the chest. No doubt the effects would be much worse.
 
   She crouched down and popped open the lock, knife held ready in case… Well, just in case.
 
   She counted to three and threw the lid open, screwing her eyes closed. She had no idea what she was going to see, but she was damn sure she didn’t want to see it.
 
   Isaiah’s curses never faltered for a second. “Oath-breaking bitch! Come to torment me again? Have the dogs not sank their fangs into you yet? The Prince will skin you alive, Tristesse. Skin you alive and make you watch him feed your flesh to his underlings. He’ll carve out your heart and force it back down your throat. Lying, deceitful coward…”
 
   Lola’s blood ran cold. She pressed her hands to her ears in a futile attempt to block him out. “Shut up!”
 
   To her shock, he obeyed, briefly. “Oh, it’s the pet.” His voice dripped with disgust. “Where’s the bitch, little blood witch? Or has she abandoned you, too?”
 
   “Shut up,” Lola repeated. Full of dread, she opened her eyes. It was hard to assume a position of authority if you couldn’t even make eye contact. The sight that greeted her was almost too surreal to be frightening. Almost.
 
   Isaiah’s severed head rested on a bed of black velvet, looking more like a B-movie prop than anything else. She saw a crust of dried blood on the velvet, stains of it on his pale throat and in his mousy blond hair. His skin was ashen, his eyes bloodshot and sunken. If it wasn’t for his blinking and the way he slowly, carefully licked his cracked lips, he could really be a mannequin, a waxwork.
 
   But she knew better and she couldn’t stop the flood of questions tumbling through her mind. How did he talk or think or blink? All the muscles and nerves that had connected his head to his body … everything that made his synapses fire and snap, that was all wrecked, ruined, and lost. How could he possibly be? How did the head survive? Did his body still breathe, buried deep in Crown Hill Cemetery? Did his fingers twitch? Did his heart beat? Was he in pain?
 
   It didn't matter. She didn't have time to worry about demon physiology. "I'm not here to talk about Tristesse," she said. "I'm here to talk about you. Your creatures."
 
   He blinked. The simple movement turned her stomach. "My darlings. You killed them."
 
   "Yes," she said. There didn't seem much point in lying.
 
   He bared his teeth in a snarl. "If I could..."
 
   "But you can't," Lola said. “You can't do anything to me, and I can still do things to you." She ran her finger suggestively down the blade, watching his eyes track the motion. "Skin you. Cut out your eyes. Pull out your teeth." She shrugged with far more bravado than she felt. "I'm guessing you still bleed. I could do a lot with demon blood, I bet."
 
   He paled, then laughed bitterly. "You're bluffing. You don't have the stomach for torture, child."
 
   "I killed your darlings," she reminded him. "I burnt one alive. You really think I wouldn't hurt you? I want to hurt you."
 
   He sucked on his lower lip, a flicker of fear in his eyes. "What is it you want, leech?"
 
   "Your vampires. I need to know how they ... reproduce. How they make more vampires. Can you stop it?"
 
   His expression turned speculative. "You found my last one?”
 
   "Maybe." She tapped the edge of the blade on the chest to keep his attention. "If they bite someone, how do we stop that person turning? How long does the transformation take? How is it passed along?"
 
   To her dismay, he laughed. "Oh dear. Took a bite, did we, leech? You should adapt well to the lifestyle though, no? Blood is already one of your appetites, is it not?"
 
   She was about to snap that she hadn't been bitten, but held her tongue. He didn't need to know, he just needed to talk.
 
   He sneered at her. “Why should I tell you anything? Suffer, as you and the bitch have made me suffer. You have nothing to offer me except pain, and I’ll be in pain whether I speak or not.”
 
   Lola shifted position so she was sitting cross-legged. “But there are definitely degrees of pain,” she said. “I don’t care how much you suffer, but you should, if that’s all the future holds for you.” She held the blade up to the dim light. “This is the same one Tristesse used on you. The blade’s pretty dull now. I always find dull blades hurt more.”
 
   “You almost sound convincing,” he said. “But your hand shakes and you reek of fear.”
 
   He was calling her bluff. And he was right, sort of. She wasn’t afraid of him, though. She wasn’t even afraid of hurting him. She was afraid of failing her friend. Anger fired her and she brought the knife down with expert precision to pierce the velvet, the blade nicking his cheek and drawing a dark, sluggish drop of blood. To her immense satisfaction, he yelped. She twisted the point of the blade in the material so the serrated edge ground into his skin. He couldn’t escape. He couldn’t move away. He could only suffer.
 
   “You don’t know what I’m willing to do,” she said through gritted teeth. “You have no idea how creative I can be, the spells I know, or the things I will do despite being afraid. I cut myself up for power, Isaiah. Why do you think I wouldn’t cut you up for knowledge?”
 
   Was there a glimmer of admiration in his eyes now, tempering the fear? That unsettled her more than anything else he’d said or done. She swallowed the feeling and waited for him to reply.
 
   He wet his lips. “Where did you get bitten?” She raised her hand to her shoulder and he laughed wildly. “No. Where in the city were you attacked? Was it on a ley line?”
 
   Her mind raced. “I don’t know.” She knew of the ley lines running through Crown Hill Cemetery and on Arcade Street where the Red Lotus was. Were there any others in the city? How did she find out? “Why does that matter?”
 
   “Because demons draw their magic from the lines, leech,” he said impatiently. “It’s raw chaos magic and we channel it directly from the ley lines and bend it to our will. Your traitor bitch hasn’t told you anything, has she?”
 
   Lola tried to puzzle it out. “You can only raise the dead within a ley line… Does that mean the vampires can only pass on their infection in a ley line?” Wild hope surged up in her. Was it really that simple? It explained why Scherer had turned. He’d been attacked in Crown Hill. It might explain why Gwen hadn’t created anymore vampires. It wasn’t that she wasn’t feeding—she just wasn’t feeding in the right place.
 
   “The magic that reanimates the dead cannot be spread outside of a ley line,” Isaiah agreed. Then he smiled cruelly. “That doesn’t make you safe.”
 
   Her hope died as quickly as it rose. “Why not?”
 
   “Chaos magic,” he said. “You speak of infections—chaos magic is the infection. It animates the dead. It conjures fire out of thin air. Who knows what other effects it would have on a human being? Chaos is change. That’s what demons do. That’s what we are. If you were bitten by one of my darlings, little blood witch, you will not go unscathed.”
 
   Lola wrenched the knife free of the velvet, cutting a long, shallow slash up his cheek as she did. His hiss of pain gave her no satisfaction now. She felt nauseous, unable to stand another second with him. She got to her feet and gave the chest a good, hard kick. The lid slammed shut on Isaiah with a thud and almost immediately he struck up his vicious stream of curses again. Lola fled the attic with his voice ringing in her ears. She knew she should stop and refresh the wards to silence him, but she couldn’t, not then. She needed to get the hell away from Isaiah.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   She sat at the top of the stairs, scratching her wrists mindlessly, caught between panic and numbness. Dawn was not going to turn. Probably.
 
   But that didn’t make her safe. It didn’t mean she was okay. And if Isaiah was telling the truth, there was no way to predict what might happen to her.
 
   She realized she was bleeding and hurried to her bedroom. She bandaged the minor cuts she’d re-opened and, as an afterthought, dabbed a few drops of lemon and rosemary essential oil on the bandage. They’d soak through and mix with the blood, giving her a boost of energy and focus. Both seemed like a good thing to have right now.
 
   She sat on her bed and gave herself a minute for the little magic to spark off, allowing herself to feel angry, hopeless, and exhausted. Then she felt a pinprick of pain and power as the oils hit her skin, and a jolt of energy. The smell of sweet lemon and sharp rosemary penetrated her foggy brain and lifted some of the numbness. It wouldn’t last long—really, the only cure for what she was feeling was sleep. Possibly a coma. But it would last long enough for her to get back to Dawn’s apartment.
 
   As she jogged downstairs to lock the knife away again, her cell phone rang. It was Rowan. Seeing her name sent a flicker of trepidation through Lola. “What happened?” she asked, pausing in the hallway.
 
   “Did you get your help?” Rowan asked at the same time.
 
   Lola slumped against the wall. “Kind of. I don’t think Dawn’s going to turn.”
 
   “But you’re not sure?”
 
   Lola quickly ran through the ley line theory, adding the warning that there still might be after effects from Gwen’s bite. When Rowan spoke again, she sounded resigned, but not hopeless.
 
   “Okay. Look, Imani’s on her way and then we’re going to all go back to my place. Why don’t you stay put and get some rest?”
 
   Lola thought about the wicked gouges in her front door. “I’d rather come to yours, I think.”
 
   “Caleb is home today and I don’t have room for everyone,” Rowan said quickly, insulting Lola. “If you’re right, there’s nothing we can do for Dawn now except wait. Imani and I have a few ideas for healing and purification spells and, well, no offense, but you won’t be much help. Get some sleep, Lola,” she added more kindly. “We’ll regroup in the morning.”
 
   Lola hung up feeling like she’d been excluded from the cool kids’ party. Caleb was home? What did that have to do with anything? Maybe he just hated her and didn’t want to be in the same house as her. They hadn’t exactly hit it off, but it was still a depressing thought. She slid down the wall to sit on the floor, massaging her temples.
 
   What now? Sleep was going to be impossible while her little spell lasted, and probably even after that. Now the immediate crisis was over, her thoughts kept spinning back to her damaged front door and Tristesse’s absence. What if the hellhounds had gotten to her already, here or out on the streets? Lola would never know. Tristesse would just vanish from her life and Lola would never know if she’d chosen to leave or been taken.
 
   The thought was a dagger in her heart. She stood quickly and locked the knife away, then ran back up to the bedroom. She rifled through the drawer Tristesse had claimed for herself and pulled out a vintage Joy Division t-shirt that Tristesse often wore. She pressed the faded material to her face, inhaling the lingering scents of bubble gum and Tristesse’s warm skin. It would be ridiculous to try to comb the city for Tristesse, but Lola could try scrying for her. With the focus boost from the rosemary oil, she might be better at it than usual. And even if not, at least she was doing something, instead of just sitting around in the dark, agonizing.
 
   She raided the kitchen for candles and matches, then retreated to her office. The black-out blind on the window made it the best room in the house for scrying with flame. It was also the room she felt most comfortable in, an added bonus she was not going to overlook.
 
   Under Aergia's unwavering gaze, she cleared her desk and stood three candles in holders. One white, for sincerity and spiritual strength. One brown, for concentration and stability. And finally one red, just because it was the color she most associated with Tristesse. She lit the candles and a stick of jasmine incense, and turned off the lights.
 
   Candlelight made the office intimate and serene. The heady scent of jasmine—one of her favorite flowers—had a calming effect on her, and when she sat down to stare into the dancing flames, she felt more in control than she had for days.
 
   Twisting Tristesse's t-shirt in her hands, she let herself drift off. The erratic twitching of the flames was entrancing, and she allowed herself to be lulled. The trick with scrying, for her anyway, was to sink into a meditative state, to be open and receptive. Rowan went for razor-sharp focus, paring away everything except what she sought. But Lola liked to let her mind wander, go seeking and see what she found that way.
 
   Probably another reason she'd never been very good at scrying, she reflected.
 
   She pushed that thought away, concentrating on the flames again. Before long, the flames were all that existed. That and the soft t-shirt, and the faint trace of bubble gum. It was easier, far easier than usual, for Lola to let go of the here and now, and send her mind spinning out into the aether. Maybe it was the oils, still soaked into her bandages and mingling with her blood. Maybe she was just that desperate now to know where Tristesse was.
 
   At first, all she saw was darkness. The candlelight died away as her mind drifted, leaving her floating in shifting shadows. She breathed deeply, slowly, and didn't fight the darkness. Wandering through the aether to scry was nothing like being dragged along by the relentless rush of the ley line. She was confident that she could bring her mind back to her body any time she liked.
 
   She focused on Tristesse. The taste of her lips, the scent of her skin. Her cool, cat-like amusement at human quirks, and her alien disdain for human weakness. The shocking red of her hair and her sly, quiet smile. Her dry sense of humor and her infuriating secrecy. All the things Lola knew about her, all the things that drew her to the demon and drove her crazy, she gathered them up and flung them into the aether, and hoped her senses would hook into something.
 
   She didn't know how long she'd been floating when the darkness slowly began to brighten, as if the moon had come out from behind night sky clouds. A scene formed, dreamlike and surreal. A cemetery at midnight. Dead leaves rustling amongst weathered tombstones. Stone angels staring down sightlessly while bats flitted past soundlessly. Lola could almost feel the chill of the wind, the first touch of frost in the air. It was Crown Hill Cemetery. It had to be.
 
   A black-garbed figure caught her eye, bent over one of the burial plots. A flash of crimson hair and pale skin confirmed it was Tristesse. And she was digging. The scrying spell didn't allow Lola to move closer. She was no more physically in the cemetery than if she'd been watching on TV. But even from her distant viewpoint, it was obvious the demon duchess was working hard. Lola saw clods of dirt flying into the air, splatting wetly around her. What the hell was she doing?
 
   A twig snapped somewhere in the darkness. Tristesse didn't pause her digging, but Lola's nerves fired. She scanned the shadowed graveyard warily, hoping it was just a fox or a raccoon. But a light burned in the shadows, like coals in a dying fire. And it grew brighter and bolder as Lola watched, until she could clearly see the hulking canine form slinking through the trees ringing the cemetery. Its eyes glowed a baleful red in the blackness of its fur. Sparks trailed in its wake, and a smoky cloud billowed around it like a halo. It moved with a slow, deliberate pace that chilled Lola.
 
   She wanted to be sick. Tristesse seemed oblivious to the creature, digging away with single-minded purpose. Surely she must hear it? Or feel it, feel the oppressive weight of its presence? Lola could and she wasn't even there. It beat against her psyche like a war drum.
 
   There had to be a way to warn Tristesse. Lola readied herself to drop out of her scrying trance, already trying to work out how fast she could get to Crown Hill. Already knowing she'd never get there in time.
 
   In the split-second before she dropped out of the aether and back to herself, she saw the hound leap in a blazing arc. She saw Tristesse whirl, her shovel raised like a weapon. She heard herself scream a warning that fell into the void.
 
   And she snapped back into her body sharply, flooded with terror.
 
   She blew out the candles in one breath and raced from the office. Even if it was too late, even if there was no hope in hell, she had to get to Crown Hill. To Tristesse.
 
   Her hand was on the front door handle when the hellhound hit. Its savage baying boomed through the wood, sending Lola to her knees with a scream of panic. The impact of the beast against the door sent shudders through the whole house, and Lola quickly scrambled backwards, away, in case the door caved in under the weight of the hound.
 
   The door held, but she wouldn’t chance anything. She pushed to her feet and tore the bandages off her palm and wrist. She dug her nails into the cut on her palm, tearing it open and bringing a fresh well of blood to her skin. She charged at the door, bringing her palm down on the wood just as the hound crashed into it once more. She smeared the shape of algiz onto the wood, praying it would work as it had before.
 
   The hound yowled and dragged its claws down the door. Lola pressed her back to the wood, eyes squeezed shut, as if she could hold the creature back with her body. In the pit of her heart, she knew if the hound broke through the wood, she was dead.
 
   She heard it clawing at the door, fast and hard, and felt the door shake as the hound dug in. The rune was hot against her back, with a sharp, bright energy that would have been painful if she'd been able to think about it.
 
   The door buckled. She felt it bend in, heard the wood crack and splinter. The stink of charring wood filled the hall and Lola felt flames kiss her body. She threw herself down the hall just as the door finally split in two under the force of the hellhound's attack. It swung on its hinges, blackened and smoking gently.
 
   The hellhound filled the doorway, billowing flame and smoke. It was the size of a wolfhound, but stocky like a mastiff, and inky black. Its eyes were a mesmerizing, glowing red that filled Lola's head with images of fiery pits and tortured sinners. It panted, revealing cracked and yellowed fangs that sent icy shivers of dread through her. When it stepped into the hall, it left huge, ashy paw prints behind, and the rotten stink of sulfur.
 
   Lola realized she was crying, hiccupping sobs born of terror and helplessness. She huddled at the foot of the stairs, watching its slow advance with horror. That mouth ... those jaws ... it could tear her apart like a rag doll.
 
   She needed to move.
 
   She had to move.
 
   But it was mere feet away and she wasn't moving. She couldn't move. She couldn't think. She could barely breathe. She could only watch as the great hound padded towards her, fire licking along its black coat and burning in its malevolent gaze.
 
   Finally, inevitably, it stood before her. Its hot breath grazed her cheeks and she flinched away, pressing herself against the stairs as if she could melt into them. Her mind gibbered, trying to summon up a spell, a charm, anything to fend the beast off, but came up blank. The hound growled, a deep, soft rumble that made her whimper in fear.
 
   "Please," she heard herself say. As if you could reason with a monster. "Please."
 
   It lowered its great head to sniff at her hair. She bit her lip to hold back a scream and ducked her head to hide her face. Its breath scorched her. She smelled her hair burning. She pulled her knees in tight to her chest, shrinking herself as much as she could, and she wondered how painful death was.
 
   The hellhound threw its head back and howled. Lola screamed, knotting her hands in her hair. The creature's fury was plain, its presence overwhelming, and she almost wanted it to kill her, just so this crushing fear would be gone.
 
   But the death blow she expected didn't come.
 
   She opened her eyes only to have smoke blind her. She swatted away the smoke, coughing harshly, still waiting for those awful fangs to clamp down on her. If her heart didn't burst first.
 
   When she could see again, she saw the hound had backed off. It still glared at her, growling softly. But its hackles were down, and the coils of fire and smoke wreathing its big body were fading, she was sure of it.
 
   She held her breath, certain this was just a final trick before the hammer fell. The hellhound barked gruffly, then turned and bounded out her ruined front door, vanishing into the darkness and leaving Lola utterly alone. Utterly confused. And still utterly terrified.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   At first, she didn't dare move. Then, when she was sure the hound wasn't coming back and her heart was no longer trying to explode from her rib cage, she stood. Her legs were like jelly and she had to cling to the bannister to stay upright. Tears streaked down her face from a mixture of fear, relief, and smoke. The thought ran endlessly, madly, around her head that she had to fix the front door. The hound could come back any minute, and the door was just hanging there, wide open and inviting. She had to fix it.
 
   She moved carefully to the door, still not trusting her legs to hold her up. A huge, jagged break ran right down the center of the wood, so the door almost folded in two, held up only by the brass hinges. She gripped the edge and pushed it back into the frame. The door gave an ominous creak, but stayed in place. Cool night air filtered in through the crack. She doubted the door would stand up to an enthusiastic Jehovah's Witness, let alone another hellhound attack.
 
   Why had it left? It could have killed her in a second.
 
   Lola hugged herself, a frightening vision of that massive maw floating before her eyes. Her entire head would have fit neatly into the hellhound's mouth. She should be dead.
 
   Her knees buckled and she quickly went through to the kitchen before they gave out entirely. Exhaustion swept through her as she sat down. She felt ... punished. Like she'd been through a meat grinder, left with her skin flayed off and her nerves exposed.
 
   She reclined in her chair, then cried out and leapt up as a shot of agony flared through her back. Hands shaking, she peeled off her top. The back of the top was a ragged mess, and she remembered now the pain she'd felt when she braced herself against the door. She'd burnt herself enough times—both during magic and cooking—that she was sure her back wasn't burned, but she needed to make sure.
 
   Batting down the urge to simply fall asleep at the kitchen table, she went up to the bathroom. With some contorting, she was able to get a look at her back in the mirror. To her relief, she had no burns. What she did have was a perfect imprint of algiz in the middle of her back, the strong center line of the rune running straight down her spine. It was a sooty black color, the skin around it reddish and swollen, as if it had been freshly tattooed. Lola shivered and craned her arm around to touch it. The skin was tender and sore but otherwise undamaged.
 
   "I don't think I have the energy for this," she told her reflection. Her reflection clearly agreed. She looked zombified, pale and ragged in the unforgiving bathroom light. She had a feeling she'd look just as awful under a kinder light.
 
   There were things she should do, she knew. She should refresh the wards on Isaiah's chest. She should check in on Dawn. She should probably bar her front door, find some lotion for her back, go look for Tristesse... There were so many things she should do.
 
   But her vision was swimming, her body threatening to give up on her. Her head hurt, her heart ached, and the only thing she could do was crawl into bed. She burrowed under the duvet like a child afraid of the dark and fell immediately, gratefully asleep.
 
   ****
 
   Lola woke gradually to the distant, insistent shrill of both her cell phone and her office phone. At the same time, someone started hammering on her abused front door. Her first instinct was to pull her pillow over her head and ignore them. Then the memories of the night before came flooding back, and she realized it could be news about Dawn, or even Tristesse. 
 
   She pulled herself upright with a groan, stiff and aching. Her body didn't want to move, but anxiety for Tristesse was already consuming her mind, and it helped her ignore the aches and pains.
 
   She hauled herself out of bed and threw off the clothes she’d fallen asleep in. They stank of soot and smoke, a stark reminder of the night she’d endured. She stuffed them in her wash basket with a shudder and found a pair of pajamas to throw on. She scraped her hair into a bird’s nest of a pony tail and hurried downstairs as fast as she could.
 
   The front door swung on its hinge, revealing Imani drumming her palm furiously against the charred wood. She had her phone pressed to her ear and a wrathful expression on her face. Behind her, carrying a bag that smelled pleasingly of coffee, stood Jonah Trevino. For some reason, the sight of them together filled Lola’s sleep-fogged brain with a vague horror.
 
   “Why don’t you answer your phone?” Imani demanded.
 
   “I was asleep.” Lola blinked. It was a misty day and only the thinnest trickle of sunlight penetrated the mist. “What time is it?” How long since she'd scryed for Tristesse? Was there still time to get to the cemetery?
 
   “Two in the afternoon. I’ve been calling you all day. Jesus, Lola, I thought you were dead!” Imani glared at her.
 
   “Then why didn’t you just come in and look for me? The door’s clearly open.”
 
   “I didn’t want to disturb a crime scene. Jonah was about to call the cops.” Imani nodded at Jonah, who waved brightly at Lola.
 
   “Can we come in?” he asked.
 
   “No,”, Lola said. “I have to go out.”
 
   “Not in that state.” Imani took the bag from Jonah and thrust it at her.
 
   “Coffee as black as night and bagels with bacon and cheese,” Jonah said when Lola stared blankly at the bag.
 
   Lola's stomach growled. She really wanted to send them packing and get to Crown Hill, but she figured she could at least keep the coffee. “Come in. But you can't stay long. I need to go.”
 
   Imani didn't seem to hear as she guided Jonah through to the kitchen. They settled in, watching as Lola tore into one of the bagels. They were both clearly bursting with questions. Lola could practically see Imani vibrating with the need to interrogate her. She decided to get in first and give herself some breathing room. “I didn’t know you two knew each other.”
 
   “We met yesterday, actually,” Imani said. “You didn’t tell me you knew Jonah Trevino.” She said his name with a slightly awed tone, as if he was a celebrity.
 
   Well, to Imani he might well be. She’d introduced Lola to Fort Rosser Fortean after all. “He was a client. Confidentiality, you know. How did you meet?” Lola couldn’t help but feel she’d accidentally mixed two combustible liquids together.
 
   “I was following up a panther sighting in Dogwood Park and Imani was collecting fly agaric,” Jonah said, giving Imani the same starry-eyed gaze she’d fixed on him. “We got talking and it turned out she’s a fan of my work.” He shrugged bashfully. “You know, it’s always cool to meet a fellow enlightened thinker.”
 
   A match made in UFO-infested heaven. Lola finished her first bagel and reached for a second. “Why were you collecting fly agaric?” Lola asked Imani. “You know it’s poisonous, right?”
 
   “Of course,” Imani snapped. “Stop asking questions. I know it’s a delay tactic. What the hell happened here last night? Are you okay?” She leaned across the table and grabbed Lola’s wrist, stopping her biting into the bagel. “They came back, didn’t they? Where’s Tristesse?”
 
   Lola’s throat closed up at Tristesse’s name. She couldn’t stand to think about her vision last night, couldn’t bear to think Tristesse might be lost … or worse… Instead of answering, she shot Imani a warning look. “I don’t think we should talk about it now.”
 
   “Why? Because of Jonah? He knows everything. I told him.” Imani waved off her concerns. Jonah busied himself with his phone, flushing slightly.
 
   Lola gaped at Imani. “Imani! You don’t know him!”
 
   “How well did you know Tristesse before you brought her back here?” Imani fired back. “I trust him. It’s instinctive. And you should trust me.”
 
   Lola opened her mouth to argue, then stopped herself. Anything she said would sound hypocritical and patronizing. “How’s Dawn?” she asked finally.
 
   Imani shrugged. “She was trying to get some sleep when I left Rowan’s. She had a rough night. She was sick a lot.”
 
   Lola’s stomach clenched and she dropped the bagel. “I should go see her.” Dawn first, or Tristesse? She knew what her heart wanted, but she could almost hear her friends telling her that Tristesse could take care of herself, just like Dawn had said yesterday. 
 
   But none of them had seen the hellhounds.
 
   Imani grabbed her wrist again as she started to rise. “Not until you’ve told me what happened here.”
 
   Lola slumped down in the chair again and poked Jonah in the arm. “You’re not going to tweet any of this, are you?”
 
   “Not if Imani says I can’t,” he said. Imani nodded sternly. He shrugged and put his phone away. It was clear from his keen expression though, that he intended to memorize every word Lola said. She’d have to ask Imani to ask him not to blog about it either.
 
   Wearily, she told them about the hellhound’s little visit. She left out Isaiah—she didn’t care if Jonah was Imani’s reincarnated soul mate, he did not need to know about the demon head in Lola’s attic—but told them both everything else in gruesome detail. It was strangely cathartic. By the time she’d finished, she felt less like a victim and more like a survivor.
 
   Imani and Jonah listened with equal parts horror and fascination. When Lola finished, Imani leaned over in her chair and flung her arms around her, burying her face in Lola's hair. "You could have been killed!"
 
   Lola returned the hug, feeling more like she was offering comfort than receiving it. "But I wasn't. I'm okay."
 
   "Let me see your back." Imani stood, pulling Lola up with her.
 
   Lola hitched up her pajama top enough to show Imani the rune burned onto her back without flashing Jonah. Imani whistled and pressed a gentle finger to the mark.
 
   "That's crazy, Lola. Damn. I wish we'd made Rowan let you come over."
 
   "Why did the hound just leave?" Jonah asked. "Because of the rune? I mean, it had you right? You were dead meat. Why would it suddenly back off?"
 
   Lola sat down again, trying not to take offense at dead meat. He probably wasn't deliberately being an insensitive prick. "I wasn't the person it was hunting," she said. It was the only explanation that made sense. The rune magic had already failed. The hellhound could have torn her throat out before she’d had time to scream. But it had assessed her, seen she wasn't Tristesse, and left. Hadn't Tristesse told her she'd be safe?
 
   Tears welled in her eyes. "I have to find Tris," she said.
 
   "Not in this state," Imani said. "And not before we get your door fixed." She took Lola's coffee cup and bagel away, pushing them to Jonah. "First things first. You go get cleaned up while Jonah and I call a repairman. Then we're going to put some badass wards around your house."
 
   "But—"
 
   "Lola, honey, if Tristesse is hurt or ... anything else, it's already too late," Imani said, her tone gentle but businesslike. "But she's probably not hurt. She's probably having a continental breakfast at the best restaurant in town that she's going to trick some rich old white dude into paying for. Either way, you need to take care of yourself before you worry about her, right? So go shower and dress, and then I promise, we'll worry about Dawn and Tristesse, and anyone else you want to worry about."
 
   “Fuck the door,” Lola snapped. “I have to find her. You're all all right, you all have each other, Dawn is with Rowan, but Tristesse is out there by herself being hunted by monsters and she has no one.”
 
   “Lola!” Imani stood, taking on a whole new tone, far less gentle. “You're not in charge, okay? I get it, I do, but you're hurt, you're burnt out, and I'm not letting you go tearing off like this. At least, at the very least, take a shower and let me ward the cottage. It'll take no time and when Tristesse does come back, the place will be safer for her, right?”
 
   Lola wanted to slap her. Instead she dug her nails into her palms and tried to figure out the quickest way to get rid of them both. Letting Imani do her stupid wards was probably best, she decided unwillingly. Imani would feel like she'd done her good deed, and Jonah would probably do whatever Imani told him, so they'd leave with clear consciences. Then, then Lola could go find Tristesse.
 
   Still feeling the urge to hit something, she stomped upstairs to change. As she went, she heard Imani tell Jonah, “You can blog about my badass wards, if you want.” His reply was inaudible, which Lola thought was probably for the best.
 
   ****
 
   She skipped the shower and settled for clean clothes, anxious about wasting more valuable time. When she came back down, Jonah was still in the kitchen wrapping up a phone call. He was giving someone her address, so she guessed it was a builder or repairman. She thanked him when he hung up and got a brilliant smile in return.
 
   "Hey, don't mention it. It's cool. I mean, this is all pretty awesome to me, you know? Not to belittle your experience," he added quickly, "but, shit. Demon dogs, witchcraft, murder? I was born for this."
 
   Lola eyed him suspiciously. "Imani really did tell you everything, didn't she?"
 
   "Don't be mad at her. We clicked. When you bond like that, secrets are superfluous."
 
   "You run a blog and Twitter account dedicated to exposing secrets," Lola pointed out.
 
   He looked offended. "I'm not an asshole, Lola. If people ask me not to talk about something, I respect that. I'm not interested in wrecking ordinary people's lives. I care about wider truths. Enlightenment."
 
   She felt like there might be some conflicts of interest there, but let it go. "Fine. Just don't mess with Imani, okay? Don't hurt her."
 
   Now he looked wounded, pressing a hand to his heart, dark eyes bright with indignation. "Lola. I would never."
 
   She gave him a wan smile. "Where is she anyway?"
 
   "Outside, invocating."
 
   They found Imani at the end of the garden path, kneeling on the paving slabs. She had a stick of purple chalk in her hand and carefully drew an elaborate circle, filled with symbols that looked Hebraic to Lola. She hung over Imani's shoulder, trying to puzzle it out.
 
   "Is that the Transitus Fluvii?" she asked, referring to the occult alphabet often used in high ceremonial magic.
 
   "Yeah, you know it? I've been reading the Key of Solomon. This is the first time I've tried anything on a big scale. I put a protective ward on my laptop and it seems to be holding up okay." Imani brushed a heavy braid from her face and put a finishing flourish on her circle.
 
   The Key of Solomon was a Renaissance grimoire full of curses, invocations, and conjurations for dealing with spirits. Lola had a copy in her library, and she'd dabbled with some smaller spells, but the binding of spirits had always sat ill with her. Although the school of thought was that the spirits in question weren't and never had been human, it was still bending sentient beings to your will, trapping them for your purposes, and Lola hadn't ever been able to justify that to herself.
 
   "You bound a spirit to your laptop? What on earth for?"
 
   "Extra security," Imani said.
 
   Jonah joined them, snapping pictures of the circle with his phone's camera. "Awesome. Maybe I can interview you for the blog? Like, something on technology and magic, how they intersect."
 
   Imani stood, wiping chalk dust on her jeans. "Only if I can do it under a pseudonym. Magenta Crowley or something like that."
 
   "Sure," he agreed.
 
   "Imani," Lola cut in, "How long is this going to take? Solomonic magic isn't really my thing."
 
   "It doesn't have to be. I'll perform the rite and bind the spirit, and you can just reap the benefits. Don't look at me like that. That's how people look when they talk about you in the Choir, you know. Like you're doing something immoral."
 
   Lola smoothed out her expression, feeling hypocritical. "I'm not trying to be judgy..."
 
   "Then shut up and let me work. I guarantee this ward will keep your home hellhound-free. And burglar-free, and probably door-to-door-salesmen free, too."
 
   Lola gave up. She hoped Imani and Jonah never decided to go into politics. They'd steamroll anyone who got in their way.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Despite her impatience, Lola couldn’t help but be impressed by Imani. High ceremonial magic was complicated, tedious, and required a precision and focus that could take years to hone. Binding a spirit was an energy-draining exercise. It wasn’t like calling the corners and asking elementals to guard your circle. You were actively working to chain a spirit to a specific place, with a specific command. Opinions varied as to what spirits actually were—souls of dead people, minor demons, a fifth kind of elemental—Lola certainly didn’t know. All she knew was they were hard to work with.
 
   But Imani breezed through the ceremony, radiating confidence and a warm, comforting energy. She sat cross-legged and ramrod straight before the chalk circle, a bright orange citrine pendant dangling from her clenched fist. She murmured in a low, fast cadence in what sounded like Latin to Lola. Eyes closed, she swirled the pendant over the circle in wide, slow loops. Lola felt white-hot power gathering around Imani, burning away the autumn fog and warming the chilly air. When Lola checked the circle with her aura-sight, it blazed fiery gold, a color associated with enlightenment and pure intentions. Next to Lola, Jonah watched in rapt fascination. Every now and then he’d start as if something had struck him, making Lola wonder if he was sensitive to the magic Imani generated. It wouldn’t be a surprise. Very few people were completely null to magic in its many forms.
 
   Imani increased the tempo of her chant, swinging the crystal faster and faster, and Lola stepped back as a glowing wall of light rose up around the chalk circle. She pulled Jonah back, too. Imani was building to a fever-pitch, and Lola didn’t want Jonah to get caught in the backlash if something went wrong. Sweat dripped from Imani’s brow and her voice cracked as it rose. The physical strain of the spell hit hard and fast—her perfect posture wavered as the power grew.
 
   There was an audible pop in the air over Imani’s head, a shower of sparks from her crystal and a soft, melancholy sigh that seemed to come from nowhere. The wall of light flickered then crashed down and spread out over the garden, like a great wave hitting the shore. It dissipated, but Lola felt the power thrumming under her feet, down in the earth itself. It sent a pleasant shiver through her, like pulling on your favorite sweater on a cold winter morning.
 
   Imani slumped forward with a moan, and Jonah rushed to help her to her feet. She looked tired, but her eyes sparkled. “How’d I do?” she asked Lola anxiously.
 
   Lola gave the newly-laid wards around the cottage a psychic push. They offered her no resistance, but she felt an enormous bank of power within them. They, or maybe it, could push back, and push back hard. “Impressive,” she told Imani, who beamed. “You’ve got a knack for this.”
 
   “You’re amazing,” Jonah said, poking the air.
 
   “I’m starving,” Imani said. “I wish you’d saved me a bagel, Lola.”
 
   Lola ushered them back into the house. “Help yourself. You know where everything is. I really need to go.”
 
   “We're going to check on Dawn, right?” Imani asked. 
 
   “I need to find Tristesse.” Lola’s scars itched. Why didn't Imani get how serious this was? How much could Lola do for Dawn now anyway? Despite Isaiah’s revelations last night, she still had very little information. Something might happen to Dawn. Or it might not. What use was that?
 
   As for Tristesse, she had a starting point. Crown Hill Cemetery. From there she could enhance her aura-sight the way Tristesse had shown her and hopefully track her down that way. Maybe, maybe she was still there. The cemetery was in a ley line, after all. Maybe Tristesse had been able to wield her own brand of chaos magic and fend off the hellhound.
 
   Mind racing, Lola realized Imani was talking to her. “What?”
 
   “I said, when we get to Rowan’s, Jonah and I can tell you our news.”
 
   Irritation surged in Lola's chest. “I'm not going to Rowan's. I told you that.”
 
    “This is super important, Lola. I wanted to wait ‘til we were all together, save repeating things, you know?” Imani bounced a little, winking at Jonah.
 
   “Shit, yeah!” he said, grabbing her hand and squeezing it. “And you know what, your magic jewelry made it possible, Lola.” He waggled his ring finger at her, flashing his quartz ring and smiling so broadly, Lola began to worry.
 
   “What did you do?” she asked them both as Imani started raiding her kitchen cupboards.
 
   “Relax. It’s good news.” Imani found a loaf of bread and pointed Jonah to the fridge. “You’ll be pleased."
 
   “Then why do I feel so scared?”
 
   “You’re highly strung. You should take up yoga.” With Jonah passing her butter and cheese, Imani started making sandwiches. They moved in perfect sync, as if they’d known each other for years, not just a matter of hours. The thought twanged at Lola’s heart and soul, made her ache and long for Tristesse with a fierceness that shook her.
 
   She hadn’t been in love for a long time. She didn’t know if she was now. She just knew that watching Imani and Jonah make cheese fucking sandwiches together brought a lump to her throat and an acute pain to her heart.
 
    
 
   ****
 
   Somehow, Lola found herself driving them to Rowan's. The plan was to kick them out of the car at Rowan's house and speed off, but when she pulled up, Imani all but dragged her in. “Five minutes,” she said when Lola protested. “That's all I need and it really is important. You'll thank me, I swear.”
 
   Lola couldn't imagine anything less likely.
 
   Despite Imani and Jonah’s honeymooner mood, the atmosphere at Rowan’s house was grim and frosty. Dawn slumped silently in one armchair, clutching a cup of coffee like it was the only real thing left in the world. Caleb sprawled across the sofa, looking and smelling like he slept in a ditch, and glowering. Not at anything in particular, just glowering at life, Lola guessed. She wondered, in an abstract way, what Rowan saw in him. She was so polished and poised, and Caleb was so … not.
 
   Rowan was in the kitchen, fussing over a tray of sandwiches with far more anxiety than Lola thought was warranted. Her gnawing torment over Tristesse warred with distress at the sight of her friends so miserable and defeated. With heavy misgivings, she slipped into the room and closed the door quietly, leaving Imani and Jonah the unenviable, and probably impossible, task of cheering up Dawn and Caleb. The kitchen showed the same nautical theme as the lounge, with sea horses and sea shells painted in vivid turquoise and sandy yellow on the cream walls. It was nice, but Rowan’s obvious edginess took away any comfort the room might have offered.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked Rowan.
 
   Rowan toyed with a loose curl of hair, sending a faint whiff of cigarette smoke Lola’s way. “I don’t think I have enough pulled pork.”
 
   Lola looked at the small mountain of perfectly cut, triangle sandwiches on the sideboard. “How many people are you expecting? Is the Choir coming over?”
 
   “Very funny. Of course they’re not, thankfully. I doubt I could keep track of all my lies anymore.”
 
   She sounded so bitter that Lola went to hug her, but Rowan raised her hands, fending her off. “Don’t.”
 
   Lola stepped back, masking her hurt. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing. Everything.” Rowan glared at the sandwiches. “Having to leave the club last night. Having to babysit Dawn. You. Caleb. All these lies to the Choir about Yvette. Everything, Lola, everything.”
 
   Lola didn’t know what to say to that. Everything was a pretty big problem. “I’m sorry,” she said finally. “Do you want me to go?”
 
   “No, no.” Rowan grabbed a packet of cigarettes from the kitchen windowsill and beckoned Lola out into the garden. “I’m sorry. I’m being a bitch. Lack of sleep.”
 
   Lola followed her into the garden. Rowan wasn’t much of a gardener, but like most witches, she kept a tidy herb bed. Pots full of chives, lavender, and rosemary lined the otherwise empty flowerbed, cut back to protect against early frosts. The garden, like Rowan’s office, showed no signs of Caleb’s interior design obsession. Sparse and neat, it was purely Rowan in the same way the cottage-chic office was.
 
   A weather worn wooden bench sat against the fence on a patch of gravel, and they sat down there, Rowan smoking furiously. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I shouldn’t have said that about babysitting Dawn.”
 
   “How is she?” Lola asked, shuffling gravel around aimlessly with her feet.
 
   “Scared. Angry. She’d be out there right now looking for Yvette and Gwen, but I think she’s terrified she’ll rip some passerby’s throat out by accident.” Rowan finished her cigarette and dropped it in a sand-filled jam jar at her feet. She lit another one immediately. “You need to tell me what you did last night. Who you spoke to, if it wasn’t Tristesse.”
 
   Lola stared at the pots of herbs, reminded suddenly and sadly of Isako’s beautiful garden. “Does it matter?”
 
   “Of course it does. How do you know they’re right, or that they can be trusted? How do we know we can trust your word if we don’t know where your information came from?”
 
   “You won’t be happy,” Lola warned her.
 
   “I’m not happy anyway. Can’t you tell?” Rowan’s eyes darted towards the house. “Just be honest with me, Lola. That’s all I want right now.”
 
   She sounded bone-tired and it plucked at Lola’s heart strings. So she told her, skipping the part where she’d threatened Isaiah with torture and settling for a slightly less bloody version of the story. Rowan’s reaction was to toss away her second cigarette, looking pale and sick.
 
   “What if he’s lying?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t think he is.”
 
   “You hope so.”
 
   “Of course I hope so,” Lola snapped. “I want Dawn to be safe.” She stood, too cold to sit in the garden inhaling cigarette smoke any longer. “We’re all in the dark here, Rowan. At least I’m doing more about it than making pulled pork sandwiches and chain-smoking.”
 
   To her surprise, Rowan laughed, somewhat manically. “I guess that’s a fair point.” She stood too, dusting off her jeans. “They’re Caleb’s favorite. He needs cheering up.”
 
   Rowan must spend her entire waking life making pulled pork sandwiches, Lola thought. “Well, let’s go feed him. Then Imani and Jonah can share their super-secret news with us all.” And Lola could finally escape.
 
   “Jonah?” Rowan asked as they headed back to the house. She didn’t seem any happier, but was clearly grateful for any distraction.
 
   “He’s a client of mine. They met while Imani was foraging for poisonous mushrooms.”
 
   Rowan rolled her eyes. “Of course they did.”
 
   Back in the living room, the atmosphere was still frosty, although Caleb and Jonah both perked up at the tray of sandwiches. Imani crouched at Dawn’s feet, her hands resting on Dawn’s knees. She talked too softly for Lola to hear, but Dawn’s expression was stony and distant. Whatever Imani was saying, Dawn didn’t want to listen. As Lola approached, burdened with food Dawn surely wouldn’t want, she saw Dawn shake her head.
 
   “I do feel fine. That’s what worries me,” she whispered to Imani. Lola set the tray on the coffee table and perched on the arm of Dawn’s chair. She’d felt the words are you okay? rising in her throat and swallowed them abruptly.
 
   Instead she asked Imani, “So what did you want to tell us all?”
 
   “Oh yeah!” Imani sprang up. Her braids bounced as she whipped around to grab Jonah. Dawn shot Lola a look of pure gratitude. Imani settled herself on Rowan’s sofa as if it was a throne, pulling Jonah down beside her. “Okay,” she said in the tones of someone about to tell a truly juicy secret, “so I was out in Dogwood Park last night and I ran into Jonah.” She nudged his knee with hers, beaming.
 
   “I was out following up a Fort Rosser Panther sighting,” he added more seriously. “One of my guys reported some weird animal kills—"
 
   Caleb snorted. “Your guys? What, are you like one of those shitty ghost hunter paranormal TV guys?"
 
   Rowan laid her hand on his knee. “You’re really going to trash paranormal TV shows, Caleb? You?”
 
   Lola watched Caleb’s face redden, half embarrassment, half anger. But as he always seemed to, he settled under Rowan’s touch, relaxing back in his seat. Jonah scowled at him, but carried on without a hitch.
 
   “Weird animal kills around the park. It’s been going on for a while now.”
 
   “What counts as weird?” Lola asked, thinking of the dead deer on her kitchen table and Imani’s panicked horror after the scrying spell.
 
   Jonah shrugged. “Big cats kill by suffocation, right? They go for the throat.” He made a choking gesture. “They don’t tear out the stomach or anything like that. But with these kills, the predator did do that.”
 
   “So it’s not a big cat,” Caleb said. “Not your panther.”
 
   Jonah shrugged again, eyes glittering. “It’s still something weird. And there have been panther sightings in the park, so I went to check it out.”
 
   “And we met, and I recognized Jonah from his site—I still can’t believe you didn’t tell me you knew him, Lola—and we got to talking.”
 
   “Did you?” Dawn asked tonelessly, eyeing Jonah suspiciously. “What about?”
 
   “Everything,” Imani said, her eyes widening as she immediately realized it was the wrong answer. Rowan and Dawn stiffened visibly, and Caleb looked primed to explode. Lola felt angry heat sizzle through the room and she clutched Dawn’s shoulder as Dawn started to rise.
 
   “Everything?” Dawn spat through gritted teeth. “Everything, Imani?”
 
   Imani shrank away, her usual defiance lost in the face of everyone’s collective anger. Lola didn’t blame her for that. Nor did she blame the others for their rage. Everything covered a lot. An awful, incriminating, bloody number of secrets and horrors. Everything, and to a man who thrived on those things. Jonah shifted protectively closer to her, hands clenching into fists.
 
   “Don’t start with her,” he told Dawn, fierce and fast. “What right do you have to keep secrets when people are dying?”
 
   Dawn shook Lola off and stood. She loomed over Imani and Jonah, hands on her hips in a pose designed to intimidate. “This isn’t a game. You can’t hash tag it and fuck around with people’s lives.”
 
   “Who’s fucking around?” Jonah retorted. “I’m not the one withholding vital information from the cops.”
 
   “If you say a word—”
 
   “Dawn!” Lola jumped up and caught her arm, tugging her back. She felt like she’d grabbed a live grenade, terrified it was about to go off in her face. Dawn shook with anger and it was all aimed squarely at Imani and Jonah. Imani looked like a beloved family dog had just bitten her. “Dawn, calm down. Let them finish, okay?”
 
   “It’s not okay,” Rowan said. She was squeezing Caleb’s knee now, and Lola wasn’t sure whether it was to restrain him or herself. “Imani, first of all, you know how important it is for the Choir to maintain secrecy. Second of all—”
 
   Imani exploded, throwing her hands up to give both Rowan and Dawn the finger. “Fuck the fucking Choir! Do you want to know where Gwen Craig is or not?”
 
   Now Lola felt her frustration boil over. “Jesus, Imani. Couldn’t you have just started with that?”
 
   Dawn all but pounced on Imani. “You know where she is? How? Where?”
 
   “I’m trying to tell you!” Imani stood, pacing across the room to put as much space between herself and Dawn as possible. Jonah quickly joined her, wrapping a supportive arm around her shoulder. “Context, people. Context is everything.”
 
   “Tristesse is missing, Yvette is killing people, and Dawn got attacked last night,” Lola snapped. “We don’t have time for theatrics.”
 
   “Fine!” Imani threw her hands up again, this time in a gesture of exasperation. “We followed some tracks through the park and found her den. There’s an old maintenance shed near one of the ponds and she’s been hiding in there. Now you’re all going to ask me ’what tracks?’ and ‘how do you know?’” She crossed her arms, expression challenging.
 
   For a heartbeat, no one spoke. Then, reluctantly, Caleb asked, “What tracks?”
 
   Imani smiled triumphantly. “Foot prints and, like, drag marks. Like she’d dragged something back to the shed. We found a dead raccoon there we think she’d killed recently. The lock on the shed was broken and there’s empty bottles and cans in there, and some blankets.”
 
   “Could be a homeless person’s shelter,” Caleb said.
 
   “Okay, expert woodsman,” Imani said. “Let’s go take a look.”
 
   “I’m game,” Dawn said. “Lola?”
 
   Lola shifted her weight uneasily, hugging herself. Priorities again. Tristesse was hers, for better or worse. Tristesse’s name was the first off her lips when she’d snapped at Imani. Tristesse was the only person she wanted to see right now. But Dawn was silently pleading for her support, with her bloodshot eyes and chalky skin. With her barely-restrained rage and the trembling fear it masked. Lola felt sick at the idea of letting her face Gwen alone—if that was what they were going to face.
 
   “I’m in,” she said, the words unbearably bitter on her tongue. It felt like a betrayal, but she couldn’t leave Dawn. And stopping Gwen could make the entire city safer. That was what they'd been trying to do all along, wasn't it?
 
   “Me too,” Caleb said, surprising her. Surprising Rowan too, by the look of it. "Rowan?"
 
   She scrubbed her face with her hands. "I can't." She gave Dawn a desperate, apologetic look. "I have so much paperwork for the club, one of my bar managers handed in their notice and I don't—”
 
   "It's fine, Rowan," Dawn said. "We don't all need to go tramping out there, drawing attention to ourselves."
 
   Rowan sank back in her seat with relief. Caleb kissed her hair. "It's probably a false alarm anyway."
 
   Imani huffed but said nothing. As far as Lola could see, that was the best approach anyway. She felt like all their words were in danger of becoming weapons.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   By silent agreement, Caleb drove Dawn to the park, leaving Imani and Jonah to ride with Lola. The pair huddled together on her back seat, hunched over Jonah's phone and whispering frantically to each other.
 
   "Please don't tweet about this," Lola said, watching them in her rear view mirror. "I think it would kill Rowan."
 
   Jonah glanced up at her. "I'm not going to, and even if I did," he added a touch glumly, "nobody who mattered would believe it."
 
   Imani nudged him. "I would! I matter!"
 
   "Yeah, but if you went to the cops and said you'd found a vampire in the park, would they take you seriously, or would they tell you to go sleep off the drugs or whatever?" He shook his head. "People are trained to treat conspiracy theorists as pitiable lunatics, so even when we are right, the government can keep suppressing the truth."
 
   "Don't you ever feel like all this secrecy bullshit works against people like us, though?" Imani asked Lola. "Imagine how big your business could be if the wider world didn't treat magic like a joke or something sinister? I mean, it's not the fifteenth century. Nobody's going to get burned at the stake."
 
   "Children in Africa are accused of witchcraft all the time, and they die for it," Jonah said, surprising Lola. "There's a difference between regular people like you and Lola playing it safe with your knowledge and big corporations and government bodies using their knowledge to control people."
 
   "That's a very clear-headed attitude," Lola said, then winced at how patronizing she sounded.
 
   "I'm a very clear-headed person," Jonah said. "I can believe in Bigfoot without being a moonshine-swilling moron."
 
   Lola smiled ruefully at him in the mirror, accepting the chastisement. "I get your frustration," she told Imani, "but the flip side of it is, imagine a world where everyone knew they could summon a demon through murder. We already know how that ends. And you don't even have to get into blood magic or demonology—a talented elemental witch could suffocate someone without leaving a trace."
 
   "Not everyone's looking for ways to kill people," Imani said.
 
   "I know." Lola chewed her lip, trying to think of a way to explain something she'd never fully explained to herself. History was full of magic. Every faerie tale had its wicked witch. Every Halloween, she saw dozens of little girls running around in pointed witch hats. You could walk into almost any bookshop and find books on crystal magic, how to worship the moon, how to read runes and create sigils. In a sense, the magical community didn't hide itself at all. It was just that, unless you looked right, there was nothing to see.
 
   "I don't think people want to believe," she said finally. Jonah and Imani both nodded as if she'd been particularly insightful.
 
   "Can I tweet that?" Jonah asked.
 
   She was saved from answering by their arrival at the park. She pulled into a space alongside Caleb's truck and they joined him and Dawn. Theirs were the only cars in the lot, and with mist thick around the trees and the threat of rain in the iron-gray skies, Lola thought they might have the entire park to themselves. All the better for vampire-hunting. Although none of them had anything remotely like a weapon with them if they did find Gwen.
 
   She patted her messenger bag. There was a lighter in there, as there always was. She'd used it on one of Isaiah's other vampires. Her stomach churned at the thought of doing it again, but if it came down to it, if Gwen attacked, she wouldn't hesitate to defend herself. She glanced at Dawn, who stared into the trees, expression blank. No, Lola wouldn't hesitate. She couldn't.
 
   "Lead the way then," Caleb told Imani.
 
   She gave him a challenging look. "What, you don't know your way around the park?"
 
   "You wanna pick a fight now? I'm here because you said you had something worth showing me." Caleb's lip curled. "So let's see it."
 
   Given how prickly everyone seemed to be today, Lola wouldn't have been surprised if Imani and Caleb had simply started flinging mud at each other. But Imani relaxed her stiff posture and gave him a look that, while not apologetic, was certainly softer.
 
   "Sorry. I'm not trying to be bitchy. It's been a long couple of days, that's all." She squared her shoulders and set off into the park, Jonah immediately behind her.
 
   Dawn followed, muttering something under her breath. Lola didn't quite catch the words, but the gist was clear from her tone—Imani had no room to complain. That left Lola and Caleb bringing up the rear. They followed the others in silence at first. Caleb's body language was offensively closed off: hands stuffed in his pockets, eyes on the ground. Lola didn't mind. It was hard to imagine what they might have to talk about.
 
   "I'm worried about Rowan," he said suddenly, as if the words had exploded from him.
 
   "Oh," Lola said awkwardly.
 
   "This shit is getting too much for her. Dead bodies on her doorstep. Yvette going psycho, all this vampire and demon bullshit. I'm worried she's going to be a target. For Yvette, I mean."
 
   It was the most he'd ever said to her in one go, and it took Lola a second to digest it. "It's hard to imagine Yvette hurting Rowan. They were friends, they..."
 
   He cut in bluntly. "Yvette's unhinged. And Rowan did take over the Choir. What if Yvette knows and wants revenge?"
 
   Lola didn't have an answer for that. "We'll stop her before it comes to that. We'll find her."
 
   He shot her a cynical look from under his thatch of blond hair. "If we were going to find her, we would have already. Rowan's been exhausting herself scrying for the little bitch."
 
   "If magic was that simple, everyone would be doing it." Lola kicked at a rock, sending it rolling into a pile of dead leaves.
 
   "Can't be that many invisibility spells," he said.
 
   "No, but there are deflection spells, keep-away charms..." Lola trailed off, biting her lip. Deflection spells, like the air spell she and Tristesse had wrapped around Isaiah to muffle his screams. Could you tinker with that, create some kind of shield against scrying? Was that how Yvette was staying hidden?
 
   A dog barked somewhere in the distance, a frantic, joyous yapping that made Lola shiver. The hellhound rose up in her mind, raw and vicious, and her wrists itched painfully. She didn’t dare scratch the scars, though. The thought of putting the scent of fresh blood in the air made her nauseous. Paranoid? Probably. But why risk it? Even if she was safe from hellhound attacks, there were no guarantees about vampire attacks.
 
   Part of her hoped they didn’t find Gwen, so she could make her excuses and race to Crown Hill. Tracking Tristesse’s aura would get harder as time passed and the energies faded. She wasn’t convinced she could re-create the intense spell Tristesse had cast on her when they hunted down Isaiah and Yvette, not without Tristesse’s help. And of course, she had no idea if her vision had even been true or not. She blinked and the image of the hellhound bearing down on Tristesse flashed before her eyes, vivid and chilling. She dug her nails into her palms, trying to curb the need to scratch her wrists.
 
   Caleb cleared his throat, managing to put a world of annoyance into the noise, and Lola jumped. “What?”
 
   “You should have killed her. Back at her house, that night.”
 
   “Yvette?” Lola shook her head, stunned he would say it so casually. “No. No. I shouldn’t have.”
 
   “Then the demon should have. Someone should have.” He glowered, gesturing up ahead at Dawn. “Look at the fucking mess we’re in now. If Yvette was dead…”
 
   “I didn’t see you there that night flinging righteous vengeance around.” Lola fumed, partly because she agreed with him on some primal level, and she hated herself for that. “Taking a life should never be the solution. Never.”
 
   “How can you of all people be such a bleeding heart? If Yvette was dead, Rowan would be safe, Dawn would be sane, and we’d all be much better off.”
 
   “You don’t think I’m sane, Caleb?” Dawn dropped back to face him, eyes hard and glittering. Wrapped in fog, pale and haggard, she looked wraith-like and, yes, a touch insane.
 
   Caleb held her gaze for a second, then swore under his breath and stormed past her to catch up with Imani and Jonah. Dawn fell into step with Lola, who could no longer resist, and slipped her hands inside her coat sleeves, raking her nails over the scar tissue frantically. The pain was an instant shot of relief, lifting some of the tension knotting around her neck and in her stomach.
 
   “Do you think I’m insane?” Dawn asked her, softer and more pensively.
 
   “I think I’m going to agree with the Cheshire Cat and say we’re all mad here,” Lola said.
 
   Dawn barked with laughter. “Don’t let Caleb hear you call him that.”
 
   “Mad?”
 
   “The Cheshire Cat. He—” Dawn stopped herself, a curious look passing over her face. “He’s touchy,” she finished finally.
 
   Lola stopped scratching, wondering what Dawn had really been about to say. Then she decided she didn’t care that much about Caleb and dropped the thought. They walked on in a silence broken only by the cawing of crows and the rustle of dead leaves underfoot. The park felt like a fantasy landscape brought to life. Avalon, or the path to faerie land, maybe. Fall apples, tart and soft, piled under the trees and overripe berries exploded in the brambles. The gracefully dying trees and rolling mist created an endless maze that spiraled in on itself, offering no clues to travelers. If it wasn’t for Imani’s neon blue braids, it would be too easy to lose the others.
 
   She reached out lightly with her magical senses and felt the wet-soil energy of earth elementals, gnomes, nearby. It was a soothing presence, like a mother’s embrace when you were sick. It pushed back some of her anxiety, and she left herself open to it until the ghostly shape of the maintenance shed appeared in the gloom ahead.
 
   She’d vaguely known the place Imani meant. She’d spent hours wandering Dogwood Park over the years, and there weren’t many corners she hadn’t explored. But it had been some time since she’d passed this way, and she remembered the maintenance shed as newly built, the paintwork gleaming white with signs of activity everywhere. Heavy-duty gardening tools, sacks of fertilizer, cans of gas, that kind of thing. It must have been much longer than she realized since she’d last come this way, because now the shed was worn-down and ravaged by the weather. The paintwork was yellowed and peeling and the windows were veiled with cobwebs. A rusted rake leaned against the wall, the prongs thick with mud. Imani picked it up and beckoned them around to the front of the shed.
 
   Jonah peered through one of the filthy windows. "Can't see anything," he whispered.
 
   "Who wants to go in first?" Imani whispered too, brandishing the rake like a spear.
 
   Reality hit Lola and adrenaline flooded her. Gwen might actually be in there. They might be about to end this. She remembered how it had felt the first time they'd gone after Isaiah's brood—the fear, the horror, the sickness she'd felt afterwards. She'd asked herself then if Isaiah's vampires deserved to die for what he'd inflicted on them. She wasn't sure she'd ever come up with a satisfactory answer. Could she balk at the idea of killing Yvette and still be willing to kill Gwen?
 
   She remembered the fear she'd seen on Gwen's face just last night. She glanced at her companions. Imani and Jonah, poised for action but both clearly hoping someone else would make the first move. Caleb was all coiled aggression, tense and snarling silently. Dawn had one hand inside her coat and her face was a pallid, unreadable mask. She probably had her gun, Lola realized. And she probably had none of the qualms Lola was feeling right now.
 
   Blood magic taught you a lot. It taught you your limits, for one thing. It taught you how much you could give and how much you could take. It taught you to recognize when to stop. What you could endure and what you were willing to inflict, both on yourself and others. Faced with the grim prospect of another dead body, Lola found herself unwilling to inflict death upon Gwen Craig.
 
   "I'll go first," she heard herself say. She pushed past Imani, who fell back with a soft sigh of relief.
 
   The wooden door had a perfect horror movie creak. Lola’s heart thudded as she pushed it open and the smell of mold and damp wood flooded out. Shadows filled the interior, and it took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust. Dim shapes came into view: a ride-on lawnmower, stacks of paint tins, bundles of bamboo poles… And the hunched, shivering form of Gwen Craig.
 
   She cowered away from Lola, away from the pathetic autumn sunlight, covering her face with her hands like a child hiding from the dark. All around her were scattered animal bones and rotting carcasses—mice, rats, birds, like a necromancer’s starter kit. Gwen peered through her fingers at Lola, eyes wide and shining in the gloom. “Are you going to kill me?” she asked.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Lola braced herself in the doorway, struggling to find her voice. “What will you do if I say yes?”
 
   “Ask you to make it quick.” Gwen stood, a jagged, awkward movement that put Lola in mind of marionettes and newborn foals. She stepped towards Lola, crushing a bird skull underfoot. “I can’t take it. I can’t stand it. They’re in my head all the time, him screaming, her yelling, and I can’t stand it! I don’t want this!”
 
   She lunged at Lola, hands grasping. Lola fell back, crashing into Dawn, who dragged her out of the way as Gwen hit the doorway. She stopped there, clutching at the splintered wooden frame and gazing hungrily at Lola. Fear rattled through Lola, but she pried herself free of Dawn’s hold, forcing herself to face the dead woman. She heard the others shifting around behind her, and she had a horrible feeling one of them would strike if Gwen moved past the doorway. Given Gwen’s speed, given the way she’d attacked Dawn last night, Lola wasn’t sure that would end well.
 
   “You’re saying you want us to kill you?” Dawn asked. Lola didn’t dare take her eyes off Gwen, but she heard the telltale snap of a gun’s safety being released. Her nerves burned at the sound.
 
   “Can’t you come into the sunlight?” Jonah asked at the same time, his eagerness grating just as much on Lola’s nerves as Dawn’s gun.
 
   Gwen ignored them both, her attention unshakably fixed on Lola. “Do you think I don’t know what I am?” Her voice broke and she raked her ripped nails down her cheeks, drawing blood. “He’s in my head, whispering it to me, telling me how he remade me, and she’s there too, ordering me to come to her, and I can’t … I don’t want to do what they say, but I can’t stop myself!”
 
   “Yvette’s controlling you?” Imani stepped up beside Lola. “How?”
 
   “I don’t know!” Gwen plowed her fingers into her hair, tearing lank, blonde chunks free from her scalp. “When I drink… When I drink it’s better. It’s easier to say no. But if I drink…” She let loose a tortured moan and dropped to her knees. She reached for Lola like a supplicant. “I know you killed the others. He told me. You can kill me, too.”
 
   Lola stared at her, sickened and sad. Gwen was emaciated, chalky-pale and ragged. The blood oozing from her cheeks was a bluish-brown color, and the energy she felt from it was toxic and dark. And why wouldn’t it be? The woman was dead. Should be dead. Wanted to be dead.
 
   “If she wants putting down, put the bitch down,” Caleb said somewhere behind her. “Why are we wasting our time asking questions?”
 
   “Agreed,” Dawn said. She moved to Lola’s other side, her gun aimed squarely at Gwen, who gazed at Dawn hopefully.
 
   “She sent me for you,” Gwen told her. “I was supposed to kill you.”
 
   “You might have yet.” Dawn’s hand trembled, the gun dipping.
 
   “Why did Yvette send you after Dawn?” Lola asked. She was stalling, she knew. Gwen wanted release and who was Lola to deny her that? But there was a difference between what Gwen asked for and what Caleb and Dawn were advocating. Maybe it was all just semantics. Maybe Lola had no room to judge. She’d hurt people with her magic, she’d helped people hurt others, when she thought it was justified. She’d weighed the rights and wrongs and said, “Yes, I will help you cause harm.” And she’d never regretted her choices.
 
   Why was this different?
 
   Gwen laughed bitterly. “Because she hates you! She hates all of you. I hear her. It’s like poison in my head.” She slapped the side of her skull, hard. “She’s festering. Maybe she thinks if you’re all dead, she’ll be purified. I don’t know. I just can’t do it anymore! If you want to kill me, kill me. I want it. I do. I need it.” She reached out and grabbed the barrel of the gun, tugging it towards her forehead.
 
   Dawn recoiled, disgust crossing her face, and Lola felt a spurt of anger as she realized Dawn didn't just want to kill Gwen. She wanted to hurt her, punish her, and granting Gwen a quick death clearly wasn't going to satisfy that need. Suddenly Lola wished she’d come alone. She felt trapped, with Imani and Dawn on either side and Jonah and Caleb at her back. Trapped and crushed by the chaotic clash of rage and car crash curiosity all aimed at the woman on her knees before them.
 
   She’d thought she’d strike without hesitation to protect Dawn. Confronted with the truth of this broken, crazed creature, Lola thought now she’d be striking at the wrong person.
 
   “Stop,” she said, to everyone, everything. “Dawn, stop.”
 
   Dawn rounded on her, face thunderous. “Are you fucking—”
 
   “Stop!” Lola shoved her, just a little, but enough that Dawn’s eyes widened and she clicked the safety back on. Once she had, Lola gave her a harder shove, pushing her away from Gwen. “Can we just pretend we’re civilized human beings for a fucking second?” Her voice rose. She heard the edge of hysteria in it and thought wryly how well it matched Gwen’s.
 
   “Now what? You want to spare her?” Caleb closed in on her, so furious she could see his aura without any magical help at all. It blazed coppery-gold, burning away the mist around them. “Get a fucking grip, Lola.”
 
   “This isn’t a gangland execution.” She looked to Imani for support, but she was slinking away from Caleb, reaching for Jonah’s hand. Lola swallowed and steeled herself against her friends’ shock and anger, and her own quaking nerves. “I’ll do it, okay? I’ll do it. But not like that.” She gestured at Dawn’s gun.
 
   “She’s right,” Jonah said, unexpectedly. “You don’t want this on your conscience.”
 
   “You don’t know what my conscience can stand,” Dawn said. But she turned away from Gwen, and when Imani silently held out her hand, Dawn gave her the gun.
 
   Something broke between them all, some thread of tension, and Lola felt a shift in the mood. Less anger, more resignation. She held Gwen’s gaze, shutting the others out. “Are you sure this is what you want?” she asked.
 
   Gwen licked her cracked lips. “Would you want to exist like this?”
 
   Exist. Not live. Lola shook her head and took a deep breath. “You guys can go,” she told the others.
 
   Imani made a noise of protest, but Jonah took her hand firmly. “We still have a panther to find,” he said. “We don’t need to see this.”
 
   Caleb swore and spat. He gave Lola a dark look and walked away, melting into the fog without a word.
 
   “Please go,” Lola said, when the other three hesitated. “Jonah’s right, Imani.”
 
   “What if she’s lying? What if she attacks you?” Dawn asked, eyeing Gwen suspiciously.
 
   “She won’t.” Lola found she believed it. Gwen could already have attacked if she wanted, and given how close she was to Lola, she could have ripped her throat out long before Dawn got a shot off. Instead she cowered, and stared up at Lola as if she was a savior, not an enemy.
 
   Dawn looked unconvinced. “I’m staying.”
 
   Gwen whimpered and Lola worried she might just bolt if they dragged this out much longer. Lola would quickly lose her own resolve, too. “Fine. But this doesn’t need an audience.”
 
   This. She couldn’t even put a name to what she was going to do. She scratched her wrists and looked past Gwen to the maintenance shed. The cool, dark interior seemed like a sanctuary now. She leaned down and pulled Gwen up by the sleeve of her tattered coat. It was several sizes too big and slipped off the woman’s shoulder, and there was something so hopelessly pathetic about that, it brought a lump to Lola’s throat. She swallowed it firmly. Gwen didn’t need her pity, and pitying her wouldn’t make this any easier for Lola.
 
   “Inside,” she told Gwen. She didn’t look back at Dawn, just marched Gwen into the shed and shut the door behind them. Darkness swept over them, and the smell of must and rot filled the air. Something about it made Lola think of tombs and mausoleums. Ghoulishly appropriate. Gwen stood before her, trembling. Lola couldn’t make out her expression, but something told her the trembling came from anticipation, not fear.
 
   When she first started her business, she’d had a query from a potential client who wanted bloodletting. Just that, no magic, no spiritual aid. He just wanted Lola to drain off his blood. What she did with it afterwards, he’d said, was of no interest to him. But he needed it and was willing to pay for it. Lola had refused—bloodletting was useless at best and dangerous at worst, a practice with no purpose in the modern age. If he was ill, she’d told him, he needed a doctor of some description. If he was masochistic, he needed a service she couldn’t provide.
 
   He’d persisted, emailing and calling for weeks. He was never aggressive, but each call and email was more desperate than the last. He needed this, he told her, and she could help. So why wouldn’t she? She’d be getting his blood in exchange, after all, not to mention his money. Finally, she’d insisted on knowing why he was so desperate.
 
   “It’s the voices,” he told her simply. “They stop when I bleed, but I can’t do it myself. Don’t have the stomach for it.”
 
   She’d done one bloodletting session with him on the condition that he’d then visit a doctor. She’d drawn a negligible amount from his arm, making more of a ceremony out of it than she liked or it needed, and she’d watched, fascinated, at the relief and satisfaction that passed over him as she did it. He’d trembled too, with an eagerness that had made her wonder if there was something sexual in the process for him. But that relief had nothing to do with sex. It was the unraveling of a terror, the waking from a nightmare.
 
   She’d never seen him again. But looking at Gwen now, she remembered him. Remembered how ambivalent she’d felt afterwards. She’d helped him, yes, but … helped him do what?
 
   “Please,” Gwen whispered, hugging herself. “I just want some quiet, that’s all. Just some peace.”
 
   Lola closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “Turn around.” He who hesitates is lost, Imani would probably say. Except Imani would probably know a less clichéd quote. Gwen turned her back to Lola.
 
   Lola took her athame from her bag. It was a ceremonial blade, not meant to be sharp. Not meant to kill. But Lola knew the damage it could do—she’d carry the scar from Yvette’s attack with it for the rest of her life. It was surprising what you could do when the adrenaline was running high.
 
   She gripped a handful of Gwen’s hair and pulled her head back, exposing her throat. Gwen didn’t resist. A willing sacrifice. Lola felt power weave around them as it drummed in her blood and sped up her heart. She could do something with that power. The temptation was rich and devilishly sweet. It was no surprise the Nightingale Choir thought she was corrupt, really, when she could stand here like this, a woman’s throat bared to her blade, and think about how best to make use of her death.
 
   “Do it,” Gwen said. Fine quivers ran through her and her breath came in tight, shallow gasps.
 
   Lola did it. It was easier than she thought, the athame slicing clean and true from carotid to carotid. Blood sprayed. Gwen never made another sound, but her blood had its own song, bleak and beautiful, and Lola couldn’t stop herself from raising the blade to the dim light as Gwen fell at her feet. The vampire’s blood dripped like tar from the athame, dark and unclean, but no less compelling for that. If she swallowed it, would she see the woman Gwen had been? Hear Isaiah’s voice in her head?
 
   She dropped the athame. It landed with a clatter next to Gwen, drawing Lola’s down to the body at her feet. Reality cracked across her consciousness. “Oh God.” She knelt and checked Gwen’s pulse with shaking fingers. She didn’t really need to as the woman was clearly lifeless, dead much faster than even a deep wound to the neck would allow. But then she had already been dead some time, hadn’t she? Maybe this had just been a formality, a reminder to her body that it was already all over.
 
   It was what Gwen had wanted. It was what Lola had come here to do. This curious hollowness she felt, so different from the visceral nausea she'd felt the first time she'd killed one of Isaiah's vampires ... was that guilt? Grief? She couldn't name it. She just knew none of this had worked out how she'd thought, and now the world was completely off-kilter.
 
   The door clicked open, making her jump. Dawn peered in, her expression strained. "Are you okay?"
 
   Lola stood, dusting her jeans off. She wasn't sure how to answer that, so she didn't. "We need to burn the body. Or the shed."
 
   Dawn nodded, unfazed by the idea. "Just the body, I think. We don't want to risk starting a wildfire."
 
   Lola pulled her lighter from her bag, looking around for anything flammable she might be able to throw over Gwen's body to help it burn. She found a can of paint thinner on one of the shelves and splashed it over Gwen. She felt stiff and jerky, as if she wasn't quite in command of her body, but she ignored the feeling. Last time she'd done this, she'd used magic to make the vampire burn, but she wasn't sure she had the focus or the energy for that now. The past twenty-four hours were catching up to her hard, and she just wanted this over and done.
 
   It would leave some strange clues for Fort Rosser's finest, she guessed. A woman who was buried in Crown Hill, found burned in Dogwood Park. What would they think? What would the forensics show? Gwen was going to become one of Jonah’s unsolved mysteries.
 
   "Lola?" Dawn said softly. "Do you want me to do it?"
 
   Lola realized she was hovering motionless over Gwen, lighter in hand. She shook her head and flicked it open, sparking a flame. She touched it to Gwen's ragged coat and stepped back quickly as the paint thinner caught light with a rush. Fire raced over the body, eating away at it, and filling the shed with smoke and a chemical stink that turned Lola's stomach.
 
   "Come on," Dawn said, taking her by the arm. "We're done. It's done."
 
   Tired beyond measure, Lola let Dawn drag her away.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Lola sat in the driver's seat of her car, wishing Rowan was there so she could steal a cigarette from her. She hadn't smoked since trying it once or twice as a teenager, and now all she could think about was how good it would feel, how soothing a deep drag of nicotine would be.
 
   Imani slipped into the passenger seat. "'Death is better, a milder fate than tyranny.'"
 
   "Who said that?" Lola asked her.
 
   "Aeschylus. He probably wasn't talking about vampires, though. Are you okay?"
 
   Lola rubbed her wrists absently. "I think so. I just feel sad for her. Gwen." She glanced in the rear view mirror. Across the parking lot, Caleb sat on the boot of his truck, watching Jonah and Dawn. Lola wasn't sure if that pair were arguing or not, but they leaned in close, Dawn making rapid, furious hand gestures while Jonah nodded vigorously.
 
   "Are they okay?" Lola asked, jerking her thumb towards them.
 
   Imani shrugged, digging through her bag. "Jonah wanted to ask her some police stuff. He thinks the cops bury cases with supernatural elements." She pulled a candy bar from the bag and handed it to Lola.
 
   "Do they?" Lola took it gratefully, surprised at how hungry she was. It seemed like such a mundane thing to feel, but she figured maybe sugar would do the same job as nicotine.
 
   "Well, if they do, Dawn isn't going to tell Jonah, is she? But they probably do. What now?"
 
   "I need to find Tristesse. I've left it too long already." Lola closed her eyes, feeling the hot breath of the hellhound on her face again. She shuddered, the too sweet candy turning to ash in her mouth. Her back ached where the rune algiz was branded, and she wondered if, like her itching wrists, she'd always feel that now when she was anxious or angry.
 
   "You need any help?" Imani offered.
 
   She shook her head. "Someone needs to stay with Dawn." She wasn't sure what she thought would happen if Dawn was left alone, it just seemed vital that she wasn't. Rowan had been right—Isaiah could have been lying.
 
   Imani sighed. "You'll be careful, right? No heroics?"
 
   "I'm too tired for heroics. I just want to find her and drag her to bed. To sleep," she added when Imani grinned slyly. She hugged the younger witch. "Go separate Jonah and Dawn before Caleb does."
 
   "Oh, he'd let them fight to the death," Imani said, opening the car door. "He doesn't give a shit about any of us except Rowan. This alpha male lover thing must be super-hot from the inside, but from the outside it's just obnoxious." She paused before closing the door. "You did the right thing, you know. And it was pretty cool. I mean, not that killing Gwen was cool, but ... giving her mercy, showing her compassion. That was cool. Admirable, I mean."
 
   Some of Lola's exhaustion lifted. "Thanks."
 
   "Let's just hope she really was the last of them." Imani slammed the door and strode towards the others. Lola sighed and bumped her head on the steering wheel.
 
   "Okay," she whispered, starting the car up. "Next stop, Crown Hill."
 
   ****
 
   Crown Hill was uninviting. It wasn’t just the pervasive fog or the gathering darkness as evening drew in, but the memories, too. Lola parked her car at the gate and spent a few minutes staring through the iron wrought bars to the cemetery beyond. This was where she and Tristesse had come when they rode the ley line. Where she’d first seen Isaiah and his vampires. Where Scherer was attacked. Somewhere in there, Isaiah’s body was hidden away, resting anything but peacefully.
 
   Was she going to find Tristesse in there somewhere, bloodied and tortured? She hoped not. At the same time, she hoped so, because then at least she’d have Tristesse with her again.
 
   Steeling herself, she left the car and headed for the cemetery. The pained creak of the iron gate opening sent a pair of crows bursting into the skies, cawing angrily at her. It felt like a bad omen.
 
   Not sure where to start, she simply walked the rows of headstones, scanning the weathered stone crosses and withered wreaths for any sign of Tristesse. She wanted to call out to her, but the oppressive atmosphere kept her quiet. After all, who knew what she might summon in this place? The thought made her entire body ache.
 
   On the far side of the cemetery were a set of moss-crusted mausoleums, set away from the main bulk of burial plots. Solemn and stately, the gray stone and elaborate cornices hinted at old families, old money. As she approached, a tingling warning ran down her spine, that now-familiar keep away whisper of magic she’d felt at Dawn’s. And before that, at Finnie’s. It wasn’t as strong here and now, but then Yvette probably didn’t need to worry about being disturbed at the cemetery, did she?
 
   Hatred lit her up. She didn’t need any magic of her own to ignore the spell this time. All her anger and loathing of the woman powered her straight through it. She stormed towards the mausoleums, pulling on her aura-sight to follow a trail of oxblood and brownish-yellow light through the headstones. Tucked away under the sheltering branches of a weeping willow was a small mausoleum guarded by two stone gargoyles. At first glance, the figure sitting on the mausoleum steps could have been anyone. They wore a shapeless, oversized coat, the hood up to obscure the face. The keep-away charm gave Lola the impression she was looking at a nobody, someone she’d never notice and never remember normally.
 
   But this wasn't nobody. This was Yvette, and suddenly murder seemed like a really good idea again.
 
   "Hey!" she yelled as she approached, fury strangling anything else she might have said.
 
   She didn't need anything more eloquent. Yvette looked up, her hood falling back to reveal her startled expression. She stood quickly, almost falling down the steps in her haste, and made as if she'd run.
 
   Lola lunged at her, tackling her and driving her back down onto the steps. Yvette cried out as her spine hit the stone, but she didn't struggle when Lola pinned her down. Lola grabbed her wrists, squeezing until she saw pain flicker across Yvette's flawless face.
 
   She looked unnaturally good, Lola realized, for a woman trapped in a cancer-ridden body, a woman who'd been living rough for a few days at least, judging from the funk coming off her clothing. "The blood baths work then," Lola said. "Is that the key to eternal beauty? Who's after Joanne Gilliam? Or are you just picking Choir members at random?"
 
   "Let me go," Yvette spat. "I'm not going to roll over and die for you like Gwen."
 
   "You're not going to die at all, thanks to Isaiah." Lola dug her nails into Yvette's wrists. She wanted to smash the back of her head off the steps. All the things she'd expected to feel for Gwen—righteous anger, bloodlust, the desire for retribution—it all flooded her now. She wanted to hurt Yvette, make her suffer, make her bleed.
 
   Her heart pounded at the thought, and she wasn't sure if it was in excitement or horror.
 
   Uncertainty made her hesitate and she relaxed her hold on Yvette instinctively. Immediately Yvette head butted her, sending pain cracking through Lola's head and stunning her for a second. A second was all Yvette needed to pull free and shove Lola off her. While Lola was still dazed, Yvette straddled her, pinning her just as Lola had done, and wrapped one hand around Lola's throat.
 
   Lola clawed at her arm, staring into Yvette's unnaturally beautiful face and seeing not a shred of doubt there. Yvette would kill her. Calmly, cleanly, and coldly. Lola started to struggle, trying to buck her off.
 
   Yvette raised her free hand and tore her nails down her own cheek. Blood welled in the gouges and Yvette smeared it over her fingers, then flicked it at Lola's face, hissing a mantra that sent icy shivers through Lola.
 
   Blood and air hit Lola’s face at the same time, and she felt the oxygen ripping from her lungs as Yvette's spell kicked in. Choking and panicked, she thrashed against both the magic and Yvette, to no avail. The air spell pushed down on her, crushing her lungs and throat. Her vision blurred as Yvette straightened up, laughing cruelly.
 
   "Not bad for a beginner, don't you think?" She wiped her cheek clean, then wiped her bloodied hand on her hoodie. "I felt you kill Gwen, you know. I felt all Isaiah's vampires die. It's like someone yanking a hair from my head, just ... irritating. It makes you realize how unimportant they all were. If people are so easy to kill, how much can it ever really matter when they die?"
 
   Lola closed her eyes, gasping and trying to fight the panic. She had to break the spell and lift the pressure from her chest, and she couldn't think straight to do it. Could barely hear Yvette over the buzzing in her own head. She wasn't going to die. She wasn't. She wasn't going to give the prissy bitch the satisfaction, and that meant she had to fight. She had to find something to fight with.
 
   But it was so hard to think. Her body felt squeezed, as if in the coils of some massive serpent, and her vision was fading. Her heart jumped around like it would batter its way free of her rib cage. Yvette was already just a yapping blur, meaningless and distant.
 
   But it was just a spell. Just a spell, wrought with magic she knew intimately.
 
   She bit into her lip, grinding and tearing with her teeth until hot, coppery blood filled her mouth. Pain and power shot through her, giving her a split second of strength, and she spat the blood at Yvette, shoveling all her panic into the gesture. Yvette was still close enough that the blood hit her face, and she recoiled with a cry of disgust.
 
   Her focus broke and Lola's frantic energy punctured the spell. Lola felt it collapse, air rushing over her and away in a hard gust that stung her face. She gasped convulsively as the pressure on her chest vanished, but Yvette didn't give her time to recover. With an angry shriek, she grabbed Lola by the hair, making to slam her head off the steps.
 
   Lola caught her wrists and jammed her knee into Yvette's stomach. Yvette grunted in pain, but Lola couldn't quite stop her. She heard the crack of her own skull on the stone before the pain registered. Then she only had a second to feel white hot heat flash through her head before the world, already faded, went completely black.
 
   ****
 
   She came around with the taste of dried blood and cold stone in her mouth, and the sound of someone singing softly close by. Her head rung like a struck bell, her lip stung where she'd bitten through it, and it was a second before she dared open her eyes. Daylight was going to hurt.
 
   But she had to know who was singing. The sound was haunting.
 
   She eased herself up and opened her eyes. At the top of the mausoleum steps, covered in blood and dirt, sat Tristesse. Her clothes were torn, her hair a snarl around her pale face. She looked tired and ... smaller than usual. A muddied shovel lay across her lap. The sight of her was enough to shove away any lingering haziness Lola was feeling.
 
   "Where..." Lola's voice came out as a croak. She swallowed hard and tried again. "How long have you been there?"
 
   Tristesse slid her way down the steps until she sat next to Lola. "Not very long." She brushed her fingers carefully over Lola's head, and Lola flinched when she touched the goose egg at the back of her skull. "I wasn't sure whether to wake you. Human head injuries can be tricky."
 
   Lola was giddy with relief at the sight of her, and she wanted to say something that would let Tristesse know it. To her embarrassment, all she could say was, "Sitting around watching passed-out women is creepy, Tristesse."
 
   "You're always so grumpy when you wake up." Tristesse eased her fingers around to cup Lola's chin. She turned Lola's head this way and that, gazing intently at her. "If I'd been here five minutes earlier, whoever did this to you would be dead."
 
   "No, she wouldn't." Lola slumped, rubbing her eyes. Tristesse's touch was soothing and she wished she could just sink into the demon duchess's arms and float away, but she had too many questions. Too many concerns about Tristesse herself. Lola gripped the ripped collar of Tristesse's coat, pulling herself upright. "Where were you? What happened? I saw ... the hound came for you. I saw it."
 
   Tristesse shuddered and turned her head, burying her face in Lola's hair. "I can't talk about it."
 
   "But you have to," Lola said. A sort of tired anger washed over her, directed at Tristesse, Yvette, everybody. Everything. "You just disappeared on me. I had a hellhound breathing down my neck, Tristesse. In my house, right in my fucking hallway. And you were just gone..." She broke off, surprised to find she was crying. Shit, so much had happened since they'd gone to the morgue. She felt like a completely different person than she'd been twenty-four hours ago.
 
   Tristesse looked up, a matching weariness on her face. "But you're safe. It didn't hurt you. It wouldn't. It's me they're hunting."
 
   "Were you here last night? Did one attack you? Tristesse, you have to tell me what happened!" Lola gave her collar a hard tug. "Please."
 
   Maybe it was the please. Tristesse sighed and straightened up. "I was here."
 
   "And the hellhound?"
 
   "I drove it away." She waggled her fingers. "Ley line magic. It wasn't easy. It drained me almost dry, but I drove it away."
 
   Lola examined her critically, taking in the tiny cuts on her face, almost hidden under the dirt and what she now saw was ash. She took Tristesse's hand and found her nails broken, some almost down to the quick. Her fingers were bloodier than her face, and Lola had a feeling if she rolled up the coat sleeves, she'd find scratches and furrows on Tristesse's arms as well. "How?" she asked, rubbing Tristesse's hand gently between her own.
 
   "Ley line magic," Tristesse repeated. "I can create fire almost effortlessly in this place--you've seen it." She shrugged. "Fighting fire with fire isn't actually a particularly wise strategy, but it's all I have." Pain flashed across her face. "The hounds are born of flame. They don't fear it."
 
   Lola was desperate to ask how Tristesse had driven the hound off, but Tristesse stood suddenly, using the shovel as a crutch. She leaned heavily on it, arms shaking with the effort. "I would very much like to be clean and asleep," she said. "I have never spent the night in a cemetery before and I don't intend to do so again."
 
   Lola stood too, feeling just as shaky. Agony stabbed through her skull as she moved, and she closed her eyes, reaching for Tristesse for support. "Okay," she said. Clean and asleep sounded perfect. She had Tristesse. Tristesse was safe, if battered. That was enough for right now. The rest of her questions would wait.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Some hours later, Lola lay in bed, propped up on one elbow and staring down at the sleeping demon. Tristesse's bare body was a mess of bruises and scratches. It had taken her a long time to fall asleep, purely because however she lay, she hurt. It made Lola appreciate how lightly she'd gotten off, both with the hellhound and Yvette. Yvette could have killed her while she was out cold—it certainly wasn't Yvette's conscience that stopped her.
 
   Still, Lola had her own aches, and her head still throbbed despite the dangerous number of painkillers she'd taken. Sleep was going to be impossible until the headache passed. So she just watched Tristesse, bathed in cozy lamplight, and wondered if Tristesse would reprimand her for being creepy if she woke up and caught her. She smiled a little at that.
 
   It was strange to think of Tristesse as vulnerable, strange and frightening. What if the Prince never called the hounds off? The rune on Lola's back throbbed at the thought. There had to be a way to keep Tristesse safe. Maybe now that Gwen was dead, they could figure something out.
 
   Lola sighed. Except, of course, Yvette was still out there somewhere, and probably looking for her next victim. And Dawn was still an unknown quantity. She might not become like Gwen, but she still might change. And into what? There was no way to know. Would Isaiah have any power over her? Would Yvette?
 
   The thought chilled her and killed any chance of sleep. Lola slipped out of bed, leaving Tristesse sleeping peacefully. She pulled on her robe and headed down to the kitchen. She set the kettle to boil and sat at the table, staring into the darkness.
 
   It had to all end sometime, didn't it? It just seemed like every time the end was in sight, someone shifted the finishing line back.
 
   She tried to imagine herself refusing to be involved anymore. Just telling the others that she was done, that she had a business to run and a life to live. Even in her head, the scenario didn't play out well. Like it or not, she knew too much to simply walk away.
 
   So they had to end it. "It" being Yvette.
 
   The kettle came to a boil and she made herself a cup of tea, turning increasingly dark thoughts over in her head. No matter how she examined the problem, she kept coming back to two simple conclusions.
 
   First, she didn't want to kill Yvette.
 
   And second, she probably couldn't anyway.
 
   In some ways, it was a relief to realize these things. She'd certainly felt enough hatred and anger to kill the woman with. When she thought of Isako, her blood boiled. When she thought of the poor dead people Isaiah had turned into monsters, the damage he and Yvette had done so carelessly, so uncaringly, she was ready to pop out their eyeballs with her bare hands.
 
   But when she'd had Yvette's head in her hands, she'd hesitated. And not just because killing Yvette might not be possible.
 
   Invariably, when she undertook a powerful work of magic with a client, the subject of sacrifice came up. Not the sacrifice of another's life, but the sacrifice of the self. The offering of a part of you to something greater, for a purpose that might not be entirely pure. Are you sure? she'd ask them. Because this will change you. It will change how you see yourself. And you might not like the person you discover you're capable of being.
 
   She'd been seconds from trying to murder Yvette, and she didn't like the person who'd had all that rage, all that destructive potential.
 
   But still. The woman had to be stopped. Contained, the way Isaiah was contained. Lola was prepared to do that. She just had to figure out how.
 
   She took her tea through to the study and flicked on the lamp. The light shone on Aergia's tank and the tarantula crawled slowly across the substrate with a single-mindedness Lola had to admire, given she had nowhere to go. There was something calming about watching her though, and Lola let her mind drift while she sipped her tea and Aergia made her ponderous way around the tank.
 
   There didn't seem any point wasting more time trying to scry for Yvette. Whatever she was doing to mask her presence, she was doing it well. Lola thought now she must be using some kind of air spell to deflect other spells, and that probably was breakable... But why expend the energy trying when Tristesse could take her into the ley line and they could, in theory, race straight to Yvette? She'd put it off out of fear. Now she was far more afraid of what her life could become than anything using the ley line could do. And since Tristesse was going to teach her anyway, why put it off any longer?
 
   Instead of waiting to see what Yvette did next, Lola would go straight for the throat. She and Tristesse had managed to defeat Isaiah. Surely together they could handle Yvette as well? They could figure out what to do with the bitch once they actually had her.
 
   ****
 
   Lola slept better once she'd made her decision. When the sun rose, she awoke feeling almost lighthearted. They could do this. Once Yvette was contained, everything else would stop. They could focus on Tristesse and keeping her safe. There had to be a way. Just because Tristesse didn't know it, didn't mean it didn't exist. She'd managed to drive off one hellhound last night, so they weren't invincible. Maybe, like the demons they served, hellhounds could be bound with some creative thinking.
 
   Tristesse was much less chipper, stirring sluggishly and going straight to stare out the window. "It feels different today," she said, wrapping the bed sheet around herself.
 
   "Imani put a ward around the house—”
 
   "No. It's not magic." Tristesse opened the window and leaned out. The wind snatched at her hair, and with the bed sheet draped around her, she put Lola in mind of a gothic romance heroine, all pale and dramatic. She was beautiful, desirable, and Lola wished they had time for desire. "It's something in the air. Everything feels thinner. More fragile."
 
   Lola's scars itched. "It's Halloween," she said. "Traditionally the veils between worlds are thinner today." She tried to sound casual, but she remembered, suddenly and sharply, Tristesse saying that normally hellhounds couldn't travel between worlds with demons in tow. Normally. They'd never finished that conversation, had they?
 
   "Ah," Tristesse said. She slammed the window shut and glided from the room without another word.
 
   Lola resisted the urge to run after her. She swallowed the bile rising in her throat and told herself she had no reason to feel panicked. It was daylight. The house was protected. Surely that meant Tristesse was safe right now.
 
   She settled back into bed, listening to the sound of water running in the bathroom as Tristesse showered. The short autumn days made daylight a valuable resource, but she hoped with the ley line powering them, it wouldn't take long to find Yvette. She wondered if she should call the others, or if this would be easier with just her and Tristesse. Could Tristesse take more than one person astral-traveling with her? Did you have to have some magical skill or knowledge to ride the ley line? Lola reached for the notepad she always kept at her bedside and scribbled down her questions. There might not be time to get answers today, but later she would definitely ask. Because they would definitely have a later.
 
   Tristesse re-entered the room ten minutes later, wrapped in a towel now and dripping water all over the carpet. She sat on the end of the bed, idly braiding her hair, and she listened intently when Lola launched into her epiphany from last night. Her expression changed from neutral to interested, if wary.
 
   "I can only take one person into the ley line with me, and I'd only ever take you," Tristesse said. "We have a bond that offers protection. It's easy for travelers to get separated in there without that."
 
   Lola hugged her knees. "You never mentioned that before."
 
   "I would have, eventually. I thought we would have more time for lessons."
 
   "So we can try my idea then?"
 
   "Of course. It would be nice if you had an entire idea instead of just half of one, but we'll improvise, I'm sure." Tristesse stood and threw open the wardrobe, giving Lola a clear view of the wicked welts and scratches on her back. Lola's heart stung at the sight. What had Tristesse been through with the hellhound? How had she emerged safely?
 
   "How is it half an idea?" she asked, because she knew Tristesse wouldn't answer if she asked about her wounds.
 
   "Finding Yvette is half an idea. What to do with her is the other half. Lock her in the attic with Isaiah? Seal her up in the basement?" Tristesse glanced over her shoulder at Lola, a smirk on her lips. "They walled up Elizabeth Bathory, did they not? That might be fitting." 
 
   "We could just turn her over to the police," Lola said. The idea of Yvette chained up in her basement was too much to stomach first thing in the morning.
 
   "Yes, gift-wrapped, with a confession taped to her forehead." Tristesse shrugged and tugged a pair of ink-black jeans from the wardrobe. "Well. Let us find Isaiah's little devotee first. Do you suppose Rowan will let us use the Red Lotus?"
 
   "For what?" An image flashed through Lola's head of Tristesse in a leather cat suit, wielding a whip. It wasn't completely unwelcome.
 
   "A safe space for our bodies to rest in while we travel."
 
   "We didn't worry about that the first time."
 
   "But the first time we had Rowan and Imani close by, and it was after dark. It would be very poor practice to leave ourselves exposed in broad daylight."
 
   Lola nodded, feeling silly for not having thought of that herself. "I'm sure she won't mind. She wants all this over with more than any of us, I think."
 
   "Excellent." Tristesse added a blood-red tank top to her outfit and spun to face Lola, smiling darkly. "Let us go to war."
 
   ****
 
   Rowan was less ready for battle. "Are you sure this is going to be safe?" she asked Lola.
 
   They sat in her front room, just the three of them. Caleb was out working, for which Lola was privately grateful. She wasn't sure she was ready to face any of the others right now, with Gwen's death still fresh in her mind. Rowan had a pile of catalogs in front of her, a mix of sound equipment and catering, and she'd seemed grateful for Lola and Tristesse interrupting until Lola explained what they wanted to do.
 
   "Of course," Lola said. "We won't be physically with Yvette, after all."
 
   "So then what's the point? You find her via the ley lines, then hope she stays put while you rush back to your body and then go grab her?"
 
   Lola looked to Tristesse for that answer. It was a potentially huge flaw in the plan.
 
   "Yvette won't know we're there when we find her," Tristesse said. "And even if she moves on before we can physically find her, we'll be able to track her far more easily with a recent starting point."
 
   "Isaiah knew you were there when you found him at Crown Hill." Rowan gave Lola a look that was half exasperation, half pleading.
 
   "Because he was using the line himself, to raise his vampires." Tristesse shrugged Rowan's concern away.
 
   Rowan chewed her lip, her reluctance plain. "Okay. We've got nothing to lose, I guess."
 
   ****
 
   Never having been inside the Red Lotus, Lola had crafted an image of chains hanging from the ceiling, masked men lurking in every corner, and whips being handed out at the door. Of course, it was nothing like that. The huge main room boosted polished cherry wood flooring that glowed under stark white spotlights. The walls were draped with crimson curtains, with strange, curving sculptures in bronze filling recesses around the walls. The bar was a darker wood, with bronze and red accents. Over the bar was a sign painted in elegant gold script. One must desire something to be alive. The stage was ringed with tables and chairs in the same dark wood, and the whole room smelled of jasmine and sandalwood, scents reputed to be aphrodisiacs.
 
   "This is nice," Lola said, aware of how stupidly surprised she sounded.
 
   "Of course it is," Rowan said, smiling proudly. "Want to see the play room?"
 
   "Maybe another time." Lola noted a gleam of interest in Tristesse's eye that told her she needed to keep Tristesse away from the play room if they were going to get anything else done.
 
   Rowan seated them at one of the tables and went to the bar. "I feel like I'm going to need a drink for this," she said, settling down behind the bar and pouring herself a glass of wine.
 
   There was a vase full of silk roses in the center of the table, and Lola played nervously with one as Tristesse flashed her a predatory smile. "Are you ready?" Tristesse asked her.
 
   Lola didn't think she was. Her nerves jangled at the thought of going into the ley line, a combination of anxiety and excitement that made her throat dry. She could go for a drink herself, but it felt like a stalling tactic. "I'm ready," she told Tristesse.
 
   Tristesse scooted her chair around so she was next to Lola and cupped her face in her hands. There was no mistaking the excitement in Tristesse's eyes for anything else. They sparkled in the club's lights, and she bit her lip tauntingly, invitingly. Lola's heart skipped as a single drop of blood bloomed on Tristesse's lips.
 
   "Come here, lover." Tristesse kissed Lola, sparking a slow, lustful burn in her. She remembered the last time Tristesse had done this, and this time she felt the moment the demon duchess bit into her lip. The brief stab of pain was nothing compared to the torrent of power crashing into her. Dark, deep, slick magic, headier than any alcohol could be. It filled Lola as if she was an empty vessel, stretching her awareness and tugging the world out from under her.
 
   Reality was stripped bare. The Red Lotus was suddenly a shimmering, living thing, the very bricks breathing. The lights dazzled, and the scents and memories of countless men and women who'd had their pleasure here piled in on Lola's senses. She gasped, lust, love, and greed ricocheting through her. She clutched at Tristesse for support even though they were both still sitting down.
 
   She'd forgotten it felt like this. She'd made herself forget, because this was utterly addictive.
 
   Wild magic rushed around them, beckoning Lola with an irresistible call. Her heart sped now. Her entire body buzzed and she wanted to throw herself headfirst into the stream of magic, and simply let it carry her wherever it would go, unfettered and mindless.
 
   She reeled that thought back. Intent mattered here, more than in any other kind of magic. She looked at Tristesse, trying to ground herself. Tristesse smiled, unearthly and dangerously beautiful.
 
   "Well?" Tristesse said pointedly. "Where are we going?"
 
   Right. Lola wiped her bleeding lip and flicked a droplet into the ley line. It glowed red for a second, and she felt a fresh rush of power inviting her in. A snaking cord of black light speared through her, and she gripped it firmly, feeling energy crackle along her skin. She marshaled her thoughts, trying to ignore the power rolling around her.
 
   Yvette. She wanted Yvette. She wanted safety for her friends, for Tristesse. She caught Tristesse's hand and squeezed it hard as the ley line whipped them away from the Red Lotus.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Tristesse all but wrapped herself around Lola as they flew along the ley line, her hands snaking under Lola's top, her lips trailing fire along Lola's throat. She scraped her nails down Lola's back and nipped at her skin, sending hot shivers through Lola. Lola had no idea if it was Lola herself or the ley line that was proving such a turn-on, and she didn't care. She knew she found the line's power exhilarating, and she threw herself into Tristesse's embrace with a matching fervor, kissing her hard and wild.
 
   They were pitched out of the ley line abruptly. Lola's head spun and she saw stars. It took a few seconds for her vision to clear. Once she'd oriented herself, she quickly realized where they were—and it was the last place she would have guessed.
 
   Isako Jones had kept a beautiful garden, but it had quickly fallen into ruin. Weeds ran rampant in the flower beds and the flower pots were full of withered blooms. Dust and cobwebs filled the kitchen windows. Isako had no family in the US, Lola remembered. Her parents were in Japan and she'd been divorced with no kids. There'd been nobody, as far as Lola knew, to take care of the house. It must have gone to the state, but it looked as though nobody had been here since Isako's murder.
 
   It would make a pretty good hideout for Yvette, then. Lola could even think of it as kind of fitting, in a sick, sad way.
 
   "I remember this place." Tristesse rubbed some of the grime from the kitchen window and peered inside. "This is where the gate opened into."
 
   Lola reached for the back door handle, then paused. "Can we touch things here?"
 
   "A little. It takes some effort. Think of yourself as a poltergeist."
 
   Lola tried the door. It was like trying to hold onto wet soap, her fingers slipping clumsily off the metal. "So did the gate just open up in a city square or something? Out in the wilderness? How did you find it before it closed?"
 
   "There is a lake outside the city. Not many go there. It has a ... particular reputation." Tristesse gently nudged Lola aside and started playing with the door handle. "I always found it a good place to go and be alone. I was there when the gate opened, as was Isaiah, although he never saw me."
 
   "Why was he there if this lake is so shunned?"
 
   "Isaiah and I do have one thing in common." Tristesse made a sharp gesture with her hands and the lock popped open. "We were not on friendly terms with the higher powers in Gehenna when we left. Isaiah is considered a political dissident by many, but he doesn't have the ... the breeding, the pedigree to be truly powerful. His magical gifts are useless in Gehenna, and without either magical or social clout, all he can do is make noise and be an irritant. He often left the city. He said it was to refresh himself, but really it was to sulk."
 
   She pushed the door open and stepped carefully inside. Lola followed, chewing over that tidbit. No wonder Isaiah had been so keen to answer Yvette's call, then. Here in the mortal world he could have had power.
 
   The inside of the house was unnervingly quiet and still. Lola had been here so many times when Isako was alive, for spell-working and just to visit, and seeing it dark and abandoned sent a fresh wave of grief through her. She ran her finger along the smooth wood of the breakfast bar, leaving a clean trail behind. The air smelled faintly of dragon's blood incense and cinnamon, but under that was a trace of rot and ash, tainting everything. Lola looked around the kitchen with her aura-sight and saw pulsing veins of black and oxblood light everywhere.
 
   Lola headed for the front room, bracing herself. This was where Isako was killed, where Yvette had created the gate to Gehenna. She didn't need to pull on any magical skill to feel the heavy weight of death and darkness in the room. There was no longer any blood on the polished wooden floor. The straw tatami mats Isako collected had been rolled up and thrown on the sofa, and some of the delicate decorative fans had fallen from the wall. Those were the only signs that anyone had been here, and they weren't recent signs. The mats and fans were as thick with dust as everything else.
 
   "Nobody's been here since Isako died," she said as Tristesse joined her. "Not in this room, anyway."
 
   Tristesse nodded her agreement. "Nothing human."
 
   Lola's wrists itched. "What does that mean?"
 
   Tristesse ignored her. "What did you think of in the ley line?"
 
   "Finding Yvette... Keeping everyone safe..." Lola trailed off, an ugly ball of doubt filling her stomach. "Keeping you safe."
 
   Tristesse smiled humorlessly. "Oh dear."
 
   Overhead, the floorboards creaked. A deep, bass growl rumbled through the house. Lola's throat went dry and the rune on her back burned. "Shit."
 
   Tristesse backed towards the kitchen, ashen-faced. "Out," she said.
 
   Lola turned to run for the back door—and came skidding to a halt with a scream. A hellhound stood in the middle of the kitchen, red eyes glittering like garnets, breath fogging in the air. Tristesse grabbed Lola's arm, pulling her back.
 
   "Can they see us?" Lola whispered. It was a faint, desperate hope, she knew. The hound stared right at her. Humans might not be able to see them in the ley line's flow, but the hounds had no such limitations.
 
   "You should make a run for the front door," Tristesse said, her own gaze locked squarely on the hound. "They won't chase you. Concentrate on Rowan. You should—” 
 
   "I'm not leaving you!"
 
   "You can't help, Lola!" Tristesse gave her a shove towards the front door. But the stairs creaked and Lola knew a second hound was making its way down to them. The first hound advanced too, claws squealing on the kitchen tiles.
 
   Tristesse cupped her shaking hands together and a small blue-hot flame appeared in her palms. "Will you hate me if I burn your friend's house down?"
 
   "Not if it gets us out of here in one piece." Lola watched the second hound appear in the doorway. It looked bigger than the first, baring yellowed fangs at her in a fearsome snarl.
 
   Tristesse edged towards the pile of tatami mats. The hounds tracked her movement with hungry eyes, ignoring Lola. She probably should make a break for the door. If Tristesse was going to start a fire as a distraction, an open front door sounded essential. Intellectually, she knew the hounds would leave her alone. She could do it.
 
   Knowing was one thing. Believing was quite another. She couldn't take her eyes off the hound in the hallway, its massive jaws and baleful stare. It could crush her skull effortlessly and there was absolutely no way she could convince herself to take a single step in its direction.
 
   "Lola." Tristesse's voice was tight and high. "They're going to rush me. You have to run when they do."
 
   Lola tore her gaze from the hound to look at her. Sweat dripped down Tristesse's brow and cheeks, and the ball of fire in her hand was the size of a grapefruit, casting an unearthly light over her face. Fierce energy eddied around her, both alluring and frightening in its magnitude. It smashed over Lola like an ocean wave, staggering her.
 
   As if in answer, hot power rose from the hellhounds, and they both stalked into the room, closing in on Tristesse. Lola felt crushed between the invisible forces. It seemed impossible anything could stand between them and survive.
 
   On the floor, where Yvette had used Isako's blood to open the gate, a haze appeared. Blood-red and shimmering, the sight of it filled Lola with an inexplicable panic. "Tris..."
 
   "I know, Lola." Tristesse sounded serene now, despite the strain on her face. "I was digging up Isaiah's body."
 
   "What?" The words barely penetrated. All Lola could think about was fire and hellhounds, and how hard it was to breathe. The hounds moved with menacing slowness, surely knowing they had all the time in the world to catch their prey.
 
   "In the cemetery. I was digging Isaiah's body up." Tristesse was right up against the sofa now, as far away from the red haze as she could get, and she reached leisurely down for one of the tatami mats with her fire-filled hand. "I didn't quite get finished, but you should be able to find him easily enough if you hurry." Flames spilled from her palm and rushed along the straw mats, billowing up with a soft pop.
 
   Primal fear surged through Lola. Tristesse's words were meaningless and the hounds were closing in. Fire ate at Isako's sofa and mats, smoke spiraling upwards. Lola shook. "Tris—”
 
   The hound closest to Lola pounced, flying past her with a roar. She shrieked and fell back, her face burning. The hound crashed into Tristesse, plowing her to the floor, heedless of the fire blazing behind her.
 
   Tristesse shot her hands out, gripping the hound's jaws as it tried to bring them down in a crushing bite. She let out a scream of effort as she pushed its massive head back, fire chasing over the hound's body as it fought against her. It stepped on her shoulder, ripping her coat away and grinding its claws down into her flesh. Tristesse grunted, baring her teeth at the monster, holding its fangs just inches away from her face.
 
   Horrified, Lola started towards her, but the second hound leapt in front of her, snarling and spitting sparks. Lola stumbled back, almost stepping into the red haze. Heat and the smell of old blood washed over her, and for a second she heard a beautiful, terrible singing, like a choir of tortured angels. The hound barked at her and herded her away from the haze—the gate, it had to be the gate.
 
   Frantically, Lola tried to think of a spell, a charm, a chant, anything that might help, and she came up blank. The hellhound grinned wolfishly at her, as if it sensed her helplessness. Angry tears welled in her eyes. Beyond this hound, the other still struggled against Tristesse. Flames whipped around them both, smoke poured off them, and the smell of burning cloth and hair infected the air. Lola could barely see Tristesse through it all, but she knew with a wrenching agony that the demon duchess would lose this fight.
 
   She steeled herself to charge the hound in front of her. Even if it was a suicidal move, she couldn't do nothing. She couldn't just watch.
 
   And then the hound pinning Tristesse howled in agony and reared back, thick black smoke streaming from its eyes and mouth. Tristesse, wreathed in flame like a raging goddess, rolled to her knees, locking her gaze on Lola. Blood poured from her shoulder, black and thick and screaming out to Lola's magical senses. The insidious thought crept in that Lola could make some mighty magic with Tristesse's blood... Something to keep the hounds away... If only there was time.
 
   But there wasn't. The hound was already recovering from Tristesse's attack, and the second hound had turned away from Lola, bearing down on Tristesse with grim, bone-shaking growls.
 
   Tristesse gave Lola a look that was both heartbreakingly sad and frighteningly wrathful. "I can't beat them, Lola. Go. Go back to Rowan."
 
   "No!" Lola reached out.
 
   Tristesse cursed and flung her hand out at her. A smashing, invisible force hit Lola, sending her flying into the wall and knocking the air from her. She slid to the floor, gasping painfully. "You go or you die, understand?" Desperation edged Tristesse's voice. She pulled herself to her feet, facing the two hounds with hair aflame and ash and blood as her war paint. She was magnificent and horrible, and Lola felt like she'd punched a hole in her heart.
 
   She should stay. She should fling herself at the hounds and do whatever she could, no matter how futile, to save Tristesse. But she couldn't, she realized with a sick lurch. She couldn't.
 
   Are you sure? she'd ask her clients. Because this will change you. It will change how you see yourself. And you might not like the person you discover you're capable of being.
 
   She watched the hounds rush Tristesse. She watched Tristesse go down in a shockwave of fire. And then she thought as hard as she could of Rowan, and the world fell away.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Lola was lost. The world was a void—soundless and lightless—with only the constant, maddening crackle of raw magic all around her to prove she was still alive. The ley line carried her, but she couldn't direct it. She was drowning in it, as surely as if she'd been at sea in a storm. She thrashed and floundered for some thread of reality to cling to, but all she could picture was Tristesse, burning up and bloodied, and she couldn't go back there. She had to get out of the ley line.
 
   Rowan. She had to focus on Rowan. Rowan was as real as it got. Lola knew every inch of her, every facet and flaw. Rowan with her tumbling golden curls and her nag champa scent. Her sex club and her cottage chic office. Cheap cocktails and cigarettes, the shining veneer and the fragile nerves it masked. Languid kisses and silky lingerie. Slow nights wrapped together and lazy mornings untangling themselves.
 
   If she couldn't use Rowan as an anchor, she really was lost.
 
   Something bloomed in the void, a silver light splashed with violent red. Lola twisted in the blackness, feeling a stab of pain through her core. When she splayed her hands across her stomach, she felt a pulsing cord of power there, snaking out to rejoin that distant stream of silvery magic. She grabbed it, heart in her throat, tears stinging her eyes, and sobbed as she pushed all thoughts of Tristesse away, instead letting memories of Rowan replace them.
 
   She tumbled like Alice down the rabbit hole as time and distance became meaningless. Maybe this was why Tristesse had kissed her so passionately—to distract her from the frightening possibility of being lost, of never getting anywhere. She shoved that thought away, concentrating on Rowan and the Red Lotus until daggers of pain stabbed through her head. She summoned up the scent of jasmine and sandalwood, and the taste of Cosmopolitan cocktails, and she hoped and prayed and wished that the ley line would understand.
 
   She snapped back into reality with a yelp of pain, feeling like she’d braked too hard in a car. She scrabbled at the edges of the table, desperate to hold something solid, something anchoring.
 
   “Lola!” Rowan was on her knees at Lola’s side, her hands squeezing Lola’s thigh. “What on earth happened?”
 
   Lola brushed her hair from her eyes, wincing as her fingers scraped her burned cheek. She almost didn’t dare look up to see where Tristesse had been sitting, but the near-hysteria in Rowan’s voice forced her to. She raised her head reluctantly, her neck creaking. Tristesse’s seat was empty. “What happened?” she asked Rowan. “What did you see?” Her voice was shaking, same as her hands. Her whole body shook, nausea filling her. Whether it was a reaction to coming out of the line, or to seeing Tristesse really, physically gone, she didn’t know.
 
   “You were both slumped across the table. God, it was creepy, Lola. Please, please don’t do this again. Or at least don’t make me watch.” Rowan took Lola’s hands in her own, massaging them gently. “And then this mist appeared from nowhere, covering Tristesse. And she was gone. I didn’t even have time to react, it happened so fast.”
 
   Lola tried to stand, but her knees buckled and she thudded back into the chair. “We have to get to Isako’s.”
 
   “Why? What happened, Lola?” Rowan clutched at her hands now, worry etched in her face. “What happened to your face?”
 
   Lola touched her cheek, sending a lance of pain and a wave of dizziness through herself. “How bad is it?”
 
   “Looks like you got scalded. Oh God. I can’t deal with this.” Rowan stood. “I’m calling the others.”
 
   “No! You have to take me to Isako’s house.” Lola tried standing again, using the table for support. The bar swam and for a second, she thought she’d throw up. She swallowed the bile with an angry effort, but it felt like all the life was leaking out of her. She wanted to pass out but battled back the urge. Fear for Tristesse gave her a boost of strength and she grabbed her messenger bag from under her chair. She pulled out her athame and a vial of peppermint oil.
 
   “Don’t—” Rowan began, then stopped herself as Lola jabbed the athame into her thumb. She turned away, as if just seeing the blood would corrupt her. “I don’t know how you can do that.”
 
   Lola swayed on her feet. “It’s easier than it looks.” She smeared blood over her wrists then added a couple of drops of peppermint. She felt more alert, if no less sick, immediately. “You have to take me. I don’t think I should drive.”
 
   Rowan ran her hands through her hair. “I don’t know about this. We should—”
 
   “Please!” Lola grabbed Rowan with her bloodied hand, and Rowan jumped back as if stung. “There might still be time to help Tristesse!”
 
   It sounded like a lie as it rolled off her tongue. She’d seen Tristesse go down under the hellhound, and her physical body had been snatched away as cleanly as if it never existed. But she had to try anyway. Tristesse was sly and resourceful. She’d find a way to hold them off and … and … dammit, she couldn’t be gone. There had to be a way to save her.
 
   “Okay,” Rowan said, her tone overly-careful, as if Lola was a bomb about to go off. “Okay, we’ll go, but you have to explain what happened. I can’t help you if I don’t know.”
 
   She couldn’t help anyway, Lola thought miserably. Rowan couldn’t even watch Lola perform the simplest, cleanest bit of blood magic. What use would she be against demons and their monsters?
 
   She knew, intellectually, that was unfair. Rowan had helped kill Isaiah’s vampires, after all. She’d get her hands dirty if need be. But down in the swirling pit of anguish and fear that filled her, Lola didn’t care that she was being unfair. She just knew it wasn’t Rowan she wanted beside her, and it made her unkind. She didn’t have the energy to try to be better.
 
   ****
 
   The drive was a nightmare. Rowan had to stop twice so Lola could throw up, and by the time they reached Isako’s neighborhood, the blood magic she’d performed had started to wear off. Rowan refused, apologetically but firmly, to let her refresh the spell in her car.
 
   She was probably right, Lola thought, resting her aching head against the window. You couldn't keep taking energy from yourself and expect your energy levels to rise. Her little spell was great for a quick jolt, but what she really needed was deep, deep sleep.
 
   Sleep was still a long way off, though. She knew it as soon as they rounded the corner onto Isako’s street and saw the fire truck parked outside the house. Isako’s neighbors, those who were home, milled around on the pavement or hung out of their doors and windows to watch the spectacle. Her heart didn’t so much sink as plummet, dropping so hard she was sure it physically hit her stomach. “Oh no.”
 
   “Why does it always end in fire?” Rowan asked humorlessly, parking the car. She reached into her bag and drew out a packet of cigarettes.
 
   Lola fumbled with the door handle, but Rowan grabbed her wrist. She batted her away. “I have to go and see.”
 
   “And say what? If Tristesse is inside, the fire fighters will find her. You can’t just go waltzing up to Isako’s house in this state—it wasn’t that long ago you were a suspect in her murder.”
 
   Lola flinched at the reminder. That had been Rowan’s fault, indirectly. She stared at the house. They were a few houses away, and the fire truck blocked most of the view, but she didn’t see any plumes of smoke or flame, so the fire must have been contained quickly. That was a relief. At least no one else would get hurt.
 
   She switched to her aura sight, feeling a migraine threatening as she did. Auras were usually effortless to her but she really was running on fumes. It took a second for her vision to adjust, and when it did, the world was a chaotic storm of oxblood and ink black. Every building, every person, every fucking tree, all shrouded in demonic light that crept out from Isako’s house and tainted everything it touched. Lola couldn’t stand it. She closed her eyes, blinking the sight away. When she opened them again, the world was normal but the after-image wouldn’t go away. She saw the sinister light flickering away at the corner of her eyes. The car was too hot, too small, and she threw the door open, letting cold autumn air rush in.
 
   The air tasted metallic and felt thin, as if she was on top of a mountain. Fragile, shifting. She remembered what Tristesse had said earlier, about the world feeling different today. Halloween, when the veils between worlds parted. Lola felt shattered. The hounds had dragged Tristesse back to Gehenna through those thinning veils, hadn’t they? Maybe everything before today, all the attacks on the house, had been scare tactics, to wear Tristesse down before the inevitable.
 
   “Come on,” Rowan said, tossing her cigarette out the window. “There’s nothing we can do here, Lola. Let’s get you home.”
 
   Lola wanted to scream in protest, but she couldn’t find her voice. She closed the car door, feeling numb and adrift. She dropped her head forward, closing her eyes again. Fire and blood filled her mind’s eye. Should she have stayed? Tried harder to help? Maybe if Tristesse had gotten away today, that would have been the end of the hunt.
 
   She should have been more careful when they stepped into the ley line. More focused.
 
   "Do you want to tell me what happened yet?" Rowan asked her as she started the car. They hadn't really talked on the drive here. It had taken all of Lola's concentration to stay conscious and not vomit all over the car.
 
   Guilt and grief churned in Lola's stomach and she shook her head. She didn't know how to begin explaining the hounds, and she still didn't really know what Tristesse had been fleeing in Gehenna. A mystery Prince, an arranged marriage... It almost sounded romantic without any other context. Clearly it had been deeper and darker than that. And now Lola would never know the whole story. Now Tristesse had been dragged back to face the fears that haunted her, and Lola couldn't follow.
 
   She ached. "I can't," she told Rowan. "I will. But I can't now. I just ... it hurts too much."
 
   Rowan nodded, compassion in her eyes. Neither of them spoke again.
 
   ****
 
   Rowan wanted to stay with her, but Lola sent her home. She was either going to sleep or cry, and she didn't particularly want Rowan to watch her do either. Rowan hugged her tightly and kissed her uninjured cheek.
 
   "Call me. Whatever time of day, call me if you need me."
 
   "I will," Lola said, even though she wouldn't. She wouldn't be calling Dawn or Imani either. She wanted to be alone with her knotted emotions until she'd unsnarled them.
 
   Sleep dragged at her, but she couldn't stand the thought of sleeping in her bed, knowing Tristesse wasn't coming back. Instead, she grabbed her duvet and pillows and went to her office. She cocooned herself in the duvet and huddled in her chair, staring into Aergia's tank. The tarantula was hiding in her coconut shell, back resolutely turned to Lola. It felt like a shunning. If only there'd been more time for Tristesse to teach her. If only Lola had tried harder to learn. She might have bonded with the spider and been able to use her as an anchor, get out of the ley line faster. If ... if ... if.
 
   Had Tristesse been preparing to lose to the hellhounds? Preparing Lola for her abduction back to Gehenna? The rune on the door, the spider. Lola wished she'd been less scared of learning to use the ley lines, less indulgent of Tristesse's moods and secrecy. Every time she should have pushed her lover and herself harder, she'd gone soft instead. If she hadn't, she might have realized, really understood, that Tristesse hadn't been fighting for her own benefit, but Lola's.
 
   She tilted her chair back and shoved the pillows behind her head. Her eyes fell closed just in time to stop the tears from falling.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Whispering woke her up. A constant sussurro that invaded her dreams and pushed her back to the waking world. Words she didn't understand persisted in a language that hurt her ears. She stirred sluggishly, kicking away her duvet. Her wrists itched and she scratched them dully, until she felt blood on her fingertips. Sinister ideas floated through her head, nebulous and frightening, bloody and foul.
 
   Heart racing, she sat up, rubbing her eyes. They felt gritty and raw, and she knew she'd cried in her sleep. She felt grimy, and not just physically. The insistent, intrusive whispering felt like a stain on her soul, and she could almost see the chasm it beckoned her towards, slowly and surely. Madness and violence edged those whispers. You didn't have to understand the words to feel the intent. This was what Gwen had heard. What Yvette still heard … a constant, poisonous dripping that chipped away at reason and humanity.
 
   Isaiah.
 
   She forced herself up, cursing herself for not re-doing the wards in the attic. Before she did anything else, she had to silence the demon before he drove her as mad as he'd driven Yvette. She grabbed her messenger bag and headed upstairs.
 
   The whispering grew louder as she entered the attic, the language shifting to English. "Lost the bitch, did you? She never stood a chance against the Prince, you know." Isaiah chuckled, the sound muffled and strange coming from inside the chest. "It's best never to get too attached to our sort, little witch. We are not faithful and we are not kind."
 
   "Shut up," Lola said, her voice cracking. She set her bag down and went to the small box of supplies against the far wall. It contained candles in various colors, as well as bags of herbs and resins. Refreshing the wards was a slow process, combining blood and elemental magic. She needed to call the corners first and get the air magic going before adding blood to the mix. It would be hard enough to focus as it was without Isaiah's bitter words.
 
   "I hope she suffered," he said. "Did you see them take her?"
 
   "Shut up!" She hurled a heavy pillar candle at the chest. It bounced off and rolled back to her feet as Isaiah laughed.
 
   "It's funny, really. I'm freer here, like this, than she'll ever be in Gehenna. She'd trade places with me in a heartbeat if you asked her. If you could ask her."
 
   Sobbing, Lola stalked to the chest and kicked it, rocking it. "Shut up, shut the fuck up! We'll see how fucking smug you are without a tongue in your head to laugh with."
 
   She meant it, she realized. She'd slice his tongue out in a heartbeat and smile as she did it. She squeezed her hands into fists, waiting for him to reply, silently daring him to. She almost hoped he would. There was this storm inside her, waiting to break, and no one would deserve her fury more than him.
 
   But disappointingly, he stayed silent. She swallowed her rage as best she could and set about her work. Maybe the distraction would be good, something to channel the anger into.
 
   An hour later, she didn't feel any better, but the wards were the strongest, most vibrant she'd ever made. Invisible currents rushed around the attic, carrying fierce eddies of magic that silenced Isaiah even more effectively than cutting his tongue out would have. She went to clean herself up. It was almost noon, which meant she'd slept almost twelve hours, and yet she still felt exhausted.
 
   After she'd showered and dressed, she went back to the office, finding herself unable to do more than stare into space. Was this the after-effect of the ley line or was she heartbroken? In love and in mourning.
 
   She hadn't even said anything to Tristesse. No parting words to wish her luck or love. She'd just gone, and now Tristesse was beyond her reach. What had Tristesse's last words to her been? She'd already forgotten. Shit, how could she have forgotten already? Shouldn't the words be engraved in her heart? She buried her face in her hands, fighting the urge to cry again. It probably didn't matter what Tristesse's parting words had been. It wasn't as if they'd had time to exchange anything meaningful.
 
   I was digging Isaiah's body up.
 
   Lola straightened up and a sudden flush of adrenaline chased away her grief. She'd said she was digging Isaiah's body up. That's why she'd been at the cemetery. But why dig him up, and why tell Lola then, with hellhounds on either side and time slipping away so frantically?
 
   Lola knotted her hands in her hair, trying to make sense of it. Had she wanted to move Isaiah's body? Maybe Yvette had been looking for it—maybe that was why she was at the cemetery.
 
   Lola had to go look. Tristesse had told her that for a reason, and Lola couldn't ignore her. She had to find Isaiah's body and move it, hide it again, whatever. It might be the last thing she could do for Tristesse, and if Yvette was looking for him, well ... it was in everyone's interest to stop her from finding him.
 
   A seething, burning energy filled her. She stood and raced to get her bag and boots. It made sense. That's why Tristesse had told her to hurry. Dammit, why hadn't she remembered sooner? Isaiah could communicate with Yvette. He could easily have told her where his head was. Yvette could be bringing his body here right now. For all Lola knew, it would be a simple matter for a demon with Isaiah's kind of power to reunite his head with his body. Shit. Shit. She had to move fast.
 
   She threw on her boots and jacket and charged out of the house. This must be how Dawn felt in the wake of Scherer's death, she thought. Grieving but galvanized.
 
   When she got to Crown Hill, she decided to use the same tactic she had last time, just walking the rows of graves in the hope that she'd stumble on something. Tristesse had been digging in Lola's vision of her, and she'd still had the shovel when she found Lola after Yvette's attack. It stood to reason there'd be an open grave somewhere, or at least a partially open one.
 
   After ten minutes of walking through the misty, unwelcoming rows, she felt an exhausted misery set into her bones. There was no sign of any activity so far and the adrenaline that had carried her here was fading away. Suddenly feeling heavy and weak, she sat down on the nearest burial plot, leaning back against the cool marble headstone with a silent apology to the occupant.
 
   She should call Rowan or Imani and get them to come help her look. She was in no state for this, and if she did find Isaiah's body, she'd probably need help moving it. As she reached in her bag for her phone, she heard a voice nearby. The mist dampened the sound, but the speaker was close enough that Lola was certain it was Yvette. The adrenaline came rushing back. She pressed herself hard against the headstone, as if she could melt into it.
 
   "...won't even know what to do next..." Yvette's voice floated in and out of the fog. It sounded like she was arguing with someone, her tone petulant. "...even seen anything like her wards, and I can't just..."
 
   Lola peeked around the headstone and saw Yvette pacing back and forth a row or two away, gesturing wildly. She was alone—could she be talking to Isaiah? It seemed the only answer. She was completely oblivious to Lola's presence, that much was clear.
 
   "...just tell me how to do it and I'll do it! You can't keep it from me forever! You're not getting out of there, you know."
 
   Lola stood slowly, staying low so she was still hidden by the graves between her and Yvette. She hardly dared breathe in case it gave her away. She wasn't sure what she was going to do when she reached Yvette. She also wasn't sure she'd be as merciful as she'd been last time. She was certain Yvette wouldn't let her live a second time.
 
   "I'm not afraid! I'm not weak! Look at everything I've done for you so far! I had to kill to get you here..." Yvette paused, head whipping around. Lola froze, her heart pounding. "Who's there?" Yvette called. "I heard you."
 
   She headed Lola's way. Lola bit her lip hard enough to draw blood and charged her with a war cry.
 
   Caught off guard, Yvette screamed. Lola plowed into her, knocking her to the ground and into a headstone. Yvette gasped painfully and her eyes closed. Lola drove her knee into Yvette's stomach to pin her in place and grabbed her wrists, shaking her.
 
   "You're looking for his body, aren't you? Where is it? Did you find it yet?"
 
   Yvette opened her eyes, tears of pain streaking down her face. "His body? I don't need his body, you stupid bitch. I've got his voice in my head day in, day out. All of his knowledge, all of his magical experience." She laughed weakly. "The body is nothing. That's what I've learned since I got my diagnosis. It's just a shell, holding energy. It's the energy that matters. That's all I need."
 
   Confused, Lola shook her again. "Then what are you doing here?"
 
   Yvette curled her lip. "Why would I tell you anything?"
 
   She could be lying, Lola reasoned. There was a certain bravado to her tone that rang false. She leaned in, pushing her knee harder into Yvette's stomach, and drew a whimper of pain from her. "Don't tell me then. It doesn't matter now. I've got you."
 
   The question was, could she keep Yvette pinned while she rang Dawn? Probably not. All right then. As Yvette opened her mouth to speak again, Lola slammed her fist into her jaw. Yvette's head bounced off the grave with a dull, satisfying thud, and she slumped silently. Lola waited a second to make sure she was really unconscious, then slowly moved off her, rubbing her stinging knuckles.
 
   She stayed kneeling within arm's reach of Yvette, in case she came around, and started to call Dawn. Then a thought struck her like a lightning bolt.
 
   The body was a vessel. A vessel full of energy.
 
   And a demon's body couldn't be killed, not truly. Couldn't be destroyed. It was an eternal, unbreakable vessel ... full of blood.
 
   Enough blood to blast open the gates of hell, over and over again.
 
   She could bleed a demon forever. Hadn’t she already thought that?
 
   She had to find Isaiah's body. She dialed Dawn with shaking fingers, lightheaded and sick with nerves. The idea wouldn't go away now that she'd had it. It was suicidal, but ... but maybe that was what Tristesse had meant. Maybe that was why she'd been digging him up—to provide an immortal font of power for Lola. To give her a way to follow.
 
   "Lola?" Dawn sounded half-asleep. Lola hardly noticed.
 
   "I have Yvette. You have to come to Crown Hill right now. You have to arrest her and I have to—” 
 
   "What? You have her?"
 
   Lola heard a muffled crash behind Dawn, as if she'd knocked something over. "At Crown Hill," she repeated, desperate to get Dawn here as fast as possible. "You have to hurry, Dawn."
 
   "I'm coming... Shit... My gun... Keep her there, Lola, no matter what. I'll be there as soon as I can, okay?" Dawn hung up without another word.
 
   Lola knelt in the mud, watching Yvette's chest rise and fall. A wild, unearthly glee seized her. Once Dawn had taken Yvette away, she'd carry on searching until she found Isaiah's body, and if she had to drag him all the way home by herself, she'd do it. Whatever it took, she'd find her way to Tristesse.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   It felt like she’d waited an age for Dawn, but Yvette was still out cold when she finally showed up. Lola was sure she hadn't hit her that hard—she didn't think she was capable of hitting anyone that hard, so it couldn't have been that long. The air grew colder and a light rain fell on them, but nothing else changed. Lola bounced on her heels, impatient and edgy.
 
   Finally, Dawn emerged from the fog, dressed all in black and as pale as death. She wore sunglasses despite the miserable weather, and she had her gun in hand. Lola's cry of greeting died on her lips as Dawn took aim at Yvette.
 
   "What are you doing? You can't just shoot her!"
 
   "Are you going to stop me?" Dawn didn't look her way. "She deserves it, Lola. You know she does."
 
   "You need to arrest her. She—” 
 
   "I can't. I quit."
 
   "You ... quit the police?" Lola faltered. "Why?"
 
   Dawn did look her way now, offering her a thin, strained smile. "Because there's something wrong with me and I don't know what. But I know killing her will help make it better."
 
   The bite... What happened to Dawn while Lola was losing Tristesse? She licked her lips, tasting dried blood, and moved in front of Yvette. Whatever Dawn was feeling, whatever she thought, Lola couldn't let her kill someone in cold blood. It would break her completely.
 
   "Don't be ridiculous, Lola," Dawn said, exasperated. "You know it's the only way to stop this. The only guaranteed way to end everything."
 
   "You wouldn't have said that a few weeks ago."
 
   "A few weeks ago I hadn't seen demons and vampires! I hadn't watched Eddie die! I hadn't been bitten by a monster! A lot's changed in a few weeks, Lola, and I'm not giving this bitch any more chances." Dawn tore her sunglasses off, advancing on Lola.
 
   Lola saw with a shock that her eyes were ... were wrong. It took her a second to really see it. Her irises were darker, almost black, and the vessels were bloodshot.
 
   "Something's wrong with me," Dawn repeated, heartache in her voice. "And it's her fault, Lola, so I have to kill her. I have to."
 
   Lola shook her head. She wasn't sure what she was saying no to—Dawn’s words or her eyes. "You'll never forgive yourself."
 
   "I'm not interested in forgiveness. Lola—”
 
   Dawn's warning shout came a second too late. Lola was suddenly grounded, knocked off her feet by Yvette, who tackled her at the knees. Lola hit the ground hard, felt an explosion of pain as Yvette kicked her in the side of the head. The world turned bright white. A shot rang out, and Dawn swore viciously.
 
   Lola slumped into the wet leaves, head ringing from the gunshot and the kick. For a second, she was deaf and her vision swam. When it cleared, she lifted her head and saw Dawn kneeling over, expression unreadable.
 
   "You shot her," Lola said.
 
   "I shot at her," Dawn corrected.
 
   "Why didn't you go after her?" Lola sat up, feeling sick. Her brain seemed to bang against the sides of her skull, too big to be contained by mere bone.
 
   Emotion flickered over Dawn's face: hate, hunger, anger, and finally love. "Because you're my friend," she said, low and sad. "I'm changing, but not that much, Lola. Not yet."
 
   She helped Lola stand, and Lola leaned on her gratefully, closing her eyes. "You can't kill her," she told Dawn. It seemed so important to make Dawn agree. Then she realized, "you can't kill her. She's tied to Isaiah. She won't die anyway."
 
   "Oh." Dawn sounded disappointed. "I'll have to think of something else then, won't I? Let's get you home, okay?"
 
   "No. I have to find Isaiah's body. Tristesse started to dig him up."
 
   "Lola, you probably have a concussion."
 
   "I don't care. It doesn't matter. Tristesse is gone, Dawn, and I can't get to her without Isaiah's body." Lola gripped Dawn's collar, trying to shake her and failing. Her hands were clumsy and every move she made sent her head spinning again. "I have to find her. And him. Both of them."
 
   Dawn frowned. "Tristesse has gone where? You're not making any sense, Lola."
 
   Lola shook her head. The motion sent a wave of nausea through her and she fell out of Dawn's grip, stumbling away to throw up.
 
   “Okay,” she said weakly once she was done. “I need to sit down.”
 
   Dawn helped her to a bench a few gravestones away. They sat huddled together, Lola resting her head on Dawn’s shoulder. They were silent for a while, but eventually the quiet was too much for Lola and she found herself talking, telling Dawn everything that had happened yesterday—how was it only yesterday?—with Tristesse. Dawn listened, stroking Lola’s hair soothingly. Lola stopped short of telling her that she wanted to go after Tristesse, but she doubted it would take Dawn long to figure that out if she put her mind to it.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Dawn said when she was finished. “The past couple of months have been pretty hellish, haven’t they? No pun intended.”
 
   “And Yvette got away again.” Lola felt a fresh wave of despair hit her. “That’s twice I’ve had her now.”
 
   “I should have shot her. I can’t believe I missed.” Dawn sighed, her breath ruffling Lola’s hair. “I should have at least got her in the knee. I got too angry.”
 
   Lola straightened up to look at her. Dawn stared ahead, sunglasses back in place, hiding her changed eyes. “What else is different?” she asked. “What are you feeling?”
 
   Dawn wet her lips and shook her head. “I haven’t slept since Gwen attacked me. I don’t mean I’ve slept badly, or I’ve had insomnia. I just haven’t slept. I should be exhausted by now, forgetful, unable to focus… I’ve had plenty of sleepless nights on the force, and I know how badly it fucks you up, short and long-term. But I feel fine.”
 
   Fine seemed like a stretch. Sitting as close to Dawn as she was, Lola could feel the tension in her body, how stiff and taut she was. Never mind the trigger-happy rage fest she’d just thrown. Lola chewed her lip, wishing she had just let Dawn shoot Yvette. All it would have done was hurt her, and she definitely deserved hurting. If Lola hadn’t been so frantic and delirious, they might have Yvette right now. What they would do with her was another issue… But once again, Lola had hesitated and Yvette had taken advantage.
 
   "We have to find her," Lola said, thinking aloud.
 
   Dawn nodded grimly. "If she really does need this Bathory ritual to stay healthy, she’ll kill again, and she’ll get smarter about it. She won’t keep going after people she knows. Hookers, homeless people. That’s who I’d target.”
 
   Lola shivered, the motion sending waves of nausea through her. “Let’s hope she’s not as smart as you, then.”
 
   "She'd be crazy to keep going after Choir members. Someone in the PD will make the connection sooner or later."
 
   "Are you really quitting the police?" Lola asked her. It didn't seem wise. Without the job to anchor her, it was all too easy to see Dawn going off the deep end. Hadn't Lola been watching her edge closer and closer there since Scherer died?
 
   Dawn stared at the ground. "I handed my notice in yesterday. My boss told me to consider grief counseling before making a final decision." Her lips quirked in what was almost a smile. "I don't think it will help."
 
   “Did you love Scherer?” she asked Dawn impulsively, then bit her lip, regretting it. It wasn’t her business and Dawn had never shown any desire to discuss it.
 
   Dawn toyed with her jacket zipper. “It doesn’t matter either way, does it? It doesn’t matter now.”
 
   Lola started to reply, but she forgot the words before she even opened her mouth. Her vision swam again and she groaned, resting her throbbing head in her hands. “I need to go home.”
 
   “I’ll take you. You’ll need someone to stay with you for a day or so anyway, if you are concussed.” Dawn helped her up, peering critically at her. “I’ve had a few concussions in my time. You have to tell me if you have any loss of balance, any problems understanding what I’m saying, okay? We can give you painkillers and a cold compress for your head for now, but any serious symptoms show up, and I’m taking you straight to the hospital.”
 
   Lola didn’t argue, as much as she wanted to. She’d let Dawn take care of her for now. She didn’t think she had a lot of choice in the matter anyway, and going home to an empty cottage, a cottage that Tristesse wasn’t coming back to, held little appeal. The memories would hang in the house like cobwebs. Her own misery would leave a bitter taste in the air. No, she didn’t want that. Dawn would help. They could be miserable together. Or maybe they could comfort each other together. Soothe the raw edges of each other’s losses.
 
   Besides, it would be much easier to go grave-robbing after dark.
 
   ****
 
   It was easy, when you were immortal, to think of pain as unimportant. All things passed, eventually. War, love, hunger… They all faded. Pain was no different. Just a temporary state, meaningless when you had eons behind you and ahead of you. Tristesse had the fleeting thought, as the hellhounds tore into her undying flesh, that her people might be kinder if pain meant more.
 
   Before she could dwell on the idea, flames consumed her and the hounds. Not her own fires, but the devouring hellfire of the barghest. She screamed as her skin burned and her voice was lost in the roar of the fire. When she raised her hands to fend off the hounds, she saw bare bone, licked with white-hot fire. Her skin had melted away faster than she could draw breath. There was no word for this kind of pain. They would reduce her to ashes and still she would hurt. Her very atoms would hurt, long after her organs were destroyed and her bones were no more.
 
   The hounds sank their teeth into her shoulders, crunching through muscle and bone, one almost severing her arm with its bite. Its mouth was gory with her blood and shards of her bones. It was the last thing she saw before the most intense heat imaginable burst her eyeballs, sending scintillating shots of pain through her skull. Madness beckoned blissfully, offering an escape from the torture. Blinded, unable to scream, unable to fight, Tristesse let every thought go ... except Lola. Except for her blood witch. Nothing else was worth clinging to.
 
   This was the way back through the gate for a demon, a fiery road of torment and delirium. The hellhounds would tear her apart, render her bodiless, and her immortal essence would be taken straight to the Prince. Her body would remake itself. That was the nature of immortality. All things passed, even the destruction of her very being.
 
   And then, at the feet of the Fourth Prince of Gehenna, her torment would begin anew.
 
    
 
   The End
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