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Author’s Note
(Content Warnings)
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CHAPTER ONE
Ode to Joy
 
“Honey,” Joy says, shoving her crystal ball in my face, “you need to get laid.”
I pull a face into the ball, making sure Joy can see the image of my scrunched-up nose ballooning and distorting through the glass. “You don’t know anything about my sex life. How do you know if I need anything?”
“I’m a clairvoyant, darling. I know these things better than you ever will.”
“You mean, you’re a twenty-something failed witch who now plays therapist for unknowing civilians.”
“Same thing,” Joy answers, dismissively waving her hand—the same one that happens to be holding the crystal ball. “Oh, woopsy daisy.”
I dive forward over the sable tablecloth, arm outstretched to catch the falling sphere. It glances off my straining fingers, toward the richly carpeted floor—then Joy’s bone-white hand expertly scoops it up, leaving me stretched across the tabletop like a beached whale.
Joy laughs obnoxiously, the sound impossibly loud coming from such a diminutive frame. “Gets you every time!” she crows, her wide grin exposing the gap between her two front teeth.
“Yeah, yeah, laugh it up,” I mutter, pouting and dragging myself back across the table to my seat. Joy is still giggling as I struggle to adjust my crooked tie and tuck my shirt back into my slacks. I’m a little annoyed at her, but it’s a fond sort of annoyance. The kind you greet like an old friend. “But seriously, Joy, are you alright? You’re not looking so hot.”
“Excuse you,” Joy puffs, “I’m always hot.” But she fiddles with a split end in her firetruck red hair, frowning. My eyes stray to the disheveled piles of fraying fabric and half-empty bottles of nail polish cluttering the small, tapestried room. “I’m okay, Harry, really. It’s just the usual. Bills, bills, more bills. I might have to take up the waitressing gig again.”
“Are you sure there’s nothing I can do? You know I have the mon—”
“No. We are not doing this again.” Her sunken hazel eyes are glittering dangerously, as are the dazzling jewel tones painted onto her fingernails. I get a good view of those as she jabs a finger right between my eyes. “I know you’re strapped for cash right now, which means you’d be paying with your inheritance.”
“I wouldn’t be paying with Johanna’s money, I’d be paying with mine—”
“Yes, and then you’d have nothing left over to pay rent, so you’d be forced to sell something from the vault she left you. That’s not a bad thing in and of itself, except you’d end up having a big-fat-fucking panic attack because you have a major—and I mean major—guilt complex regarding the murder of your mother figure—”
“Okay, okay, fine,” I say hastily, swatting her finger out of my face. “Lay off, will you? I thought other people had to pay for this kind of treatment. Mother figure, Christ. That’s a reach, even for you.”
“Oops. Yeah, sorry, I got a little carried away.”
Joy started out as a fortune teller, but since then her job description has shifted more toward “supernaturally inclined amateur life coach.” It’s not that she’s bad at divination; quite the opposite, actually. Turns out, people who visit psychics don’t actually want to know the future. They’re more partial to reassurances, good tidings, or just a calm authority figure assuaging their fear of the unknown. Weird, huh?
It’s a shame, really. Joy’s divination skills are nothing to be scoffed at. If she’d completed her training as a witch, who knows how powerful she could have become. But just a month after my excommunication, Joy had the magical equivalent of an academic meltdown, packed her bags, and left the tutelage of her mentors with her head held low. We stumbled upon each other half a year later, both of us just starting to figure out what to do with our lives without the guidance of our respective teachers. We bonded quickly over mutual sorrows and regrets. Also, hanging out with me made her realize she’s really good at listening to people with deep-seated issues. Go figure.
I twist my bottom lip, a thought occurring to me. I pull out my wallet, and Joy groans out loud.
“Harry, I told you, I’m not taking your money.”
“I know, I know. This isn’t charity, I’m paying for goods and services.” I hold out a crumpled fifty-dollar bill, wearing my most winning smile. “Tell my fortune?”
She stares at me, blinking, for a second. Then her wide-eyed look of surprise morphs into unadulterated delight, sending a pleasant flutter down my stomach. She snatches up the bill and flows upright.
“You are such a jackass,” she laughs, slipping nimbly out of the tight space between the table and the wall. I can’t help noticing how the thick fabric of her sweats sags around her bony ankles and how her worn, oversized shirt completely engulfs her torso.
As Joy putters around, sifting through her various psychic paraphernalia, I occupy myself with the enormous tapestry against the wall behind Joy’s seat. It swirls with all sorts of fascinating, fantastic colors, but if you focus enough, the shapes resolve into a gently foaming stream winding through a grove of lush fruit trees. The water shimmers red, blue, and purple with the reflections of the branches above, and splashing beneath the surface is a surreal tangle of willowy limbs and gossamer wings, twinkling eyes and smiles not quite human. 
They’re fairies, as Joy knew them—knows them. She’s of the firm belief that she’s a changeling, a human who was taken to the land of fae as a baby, brought back unharmed but still carrying the lingering touch of an alien world. She says she has hazy memories that come back to her as dreams, of colors with no human descriptor and the crooning love of a thousand fae lovelier and more terrifying than any human or demon. She’s woven and embroidered that tapestry herself over the course of years, struggling to piece together the disjointed, flimsy material of her dreams and bring them to life with too-dull yarns and unrefined human fingers. There’s some blank space around the edges of the image; she’s still working on it.
“Here,” Joy says, returning to the table with a black velvet drawstring pouch and a plastic box, both small enough to hold in one hand. The box is packed with twenty-sided dice, and when she opens the pouch, a few wooden Scrabble tiles slide out. I raise an eyebrow.
“Where’s your tarot deck?”
“No clue, it’s probably under a carpet or something. I could look for it, if you want.”
I glance down at the bulky, many-layered carpeting under my feet.
“Nah,” I say, “Scrabble will do.”
Joy takes out a die, a bright yellow one that glitters in the light. She cups it in her hands and closes her eyes, the lines in her face smoothing out one by one. Then she drops it, carelessly, as though she’s forgotten it was in her hands at all. It bounces three times and rolls, coming to a stop at the very center of the table.
“Eight,” Joy declares. She dips her hand into the Scrabble pouch and pulls out a handful of wooden tiles, and though she doesn’t count them I know there are eight in total. She scatters them effortlessly across the tabletop, then drags them each into position with a fingertip, gradually spelling out a word.
G. O. L. D. F. I. S. H.
“Voila!” Joy says, smiling and presenting her results with a theatrical flourish.
I peer at the tiles. “Okay, so what does it mean?”
Joy makes a noncommittal noise and shrugs, making her huge shirt tent up over her knobby shoulders. I blink at her.
“What do you mean, you don’t know?”
“The word means something, I just don’t have the context to figure out what at the moment. Context is everything, you know.”
“So… by the time I understand what these tiles are predicting, the events in question might already be happening?”
“Yup!”
I huff, leaning back in my armchair. “Jeez, no wonder people stopped paying you for these.”
“No refunds,” Joy teases, grinning wickedly and holding up my fifty-dollar bill between her index and middle finger. She’s about to say something more when her eyes flicker up to a clock hanging on the wall behind my head. “Ah, crap!”
“What is it?”
“I have an appointment in eight minutes—gotta get changed—” She tears up the stairs to her loft bedroom, carpets and tapestries flapping in her wake. I lean back in my seat to watch her go.
I have to hand it to Joy, she really knows how to decorate a living space. The assumption would be that having a layer of dark, heavy fabric over everything would make any room seem smaller, but Joy has managed the opposite effect. The light from the half-curtained windows doesn’t reach the corners, where the rich, dark tones seem to lengthen and deepen the shadows. The kitchenette and loft bedroom directly above have been closed off from her “work” space by means of a heavy curtain, cloaking the areas in an aura of arcane mystery. Really, they’re just too normal to fit the aesthetic of the rest of the place.
“I’ll let myself out, okay?” I call, standing up and retrieving the black coat draped over the back of my chair. I sling it over my shoulders, letting the familiar, comforting weight close around me. The bulges of multiple hidden pockets press against my ribs.
“Alright!” comes Joy’s reply from above. After a moment, the curtain around her bedroom parts with a scraping sound and she sticks her head over the railing, loose hair falling over her face. “I was serious about what I said before,” she says. “It doesn’t take a psychic to tell you’re worried about something, Harry. Find yourself a nice girl, get the stress out, maybe make a new connection. Then get back to the issue. Okay?”
I innocently stick both hands into my coat pockets. “Well, if that’s really what the good psychic recommends, I suppose I could do it.”
She giggles—then gives a sharp intake of breath and freezes, staring right at the spot to the left of my head.
“Joy?” I ask, following her gaze. There’s nothing to see but an upholstered chair.
She blinks, slowly, a statue coming to life. “I thought—” She swallows, the movement showing up clearly against the fragile skin at her throat. “I thought I saw a fairy.”
“Really?” I look again, this time swiveling my gaze to the floor, the walls, even the table. The only fairies I see are the ones embroidered into Joy’s tapestry. But… is it possible? Like most of the mage population, I’ve never seen a real fairy, only bite-sized pixies, but if one has really come to Earth to find their lost changeling—
—Joy bursts into peals of laughter, startling me into looking back up at her. She’s holding her stomach like it’s going to fall out, shaking with the force of her glee.
“Gotcha!” she cackles, slapping her palm against the wooden railing with a loud SMACK and leaning so far over it that she’s dangerously close to toppling to the floor. I throw up my hands in frustration.
“Oh, come on!”
“Man, the look on your face—” Her words dissolve into laughter once again.
I huff loudly, but am unable to keep the tiniest hint of a smile from the corner of my mouth. I turn to leave, for real this time. “Good luck with your client, Joy. I’ll see you later, okay?”
She waves, still wheezing, and moves to disappear into the obscurity of her bedroom. But just before she does, I catch a glimpse of her eyes—there’s an edge to their usual glitter, dampening the brightness of her gap-toothed grin. It echoes in the way she looked at that empty spot beside me and makes her laughter seem forced.
Before I can say anything about it, the curtains are drawn closed. Busy footsteps come from within. I leave the matter alone and exit the apartment.
 
***
On the subway ride back to my apartment in Hell’s Kitchen, I mull over some of the things Joy said. She’s definitely right about my being worried. As I remember last week, I find myself subconsciously pressing a hand against my stomach, where I’m now sporting a very conspicuous, still-healing scar in the shape of a demon sigil. It’s evidence of the deal I made with Lilith, a demon who’s weirdly fascinated with me and my other big scar: a nasty burn across the right side of my neck and shoulder, the result of a demon-fueled resurrection attempt. Not a resurrection, a resurrection attempt; the distinction is important. It’s complicated, alright? I accepted Lilith’s help on a job, and I paid for that help by promising her sole ownership of my soul (great opportunity for a pun there)—but that promise only goes into effect if I get damned. It seemed like an innocuous enough contract at the time. But I haven’t seen Lilith in six days now, and my cynical side is kicking in. What kind of devious, diabolical, demonic fine print did I miss?
Joy’s assessment of my financial situation is also depressingly accurate. I came into some money about a week ago—a lot of money—except then I got drunk and pissed someone off, so it was all confiscated. Miriam, my best friend who also considers me a liability, still paid me my regular rates for the people-hunting work I did for her. But she made it exceedingly clear that even that was an act of generosity, considering I’d nearly gotten her and a good chunk of her family killed. Ah well, fair’s fair. I’d been planning to donate most of the money anyway; alligator mole tunnels aren’t going to rebuild themselves.
Now that I’ve paid rent for another month and replaced my destroyed desk and cell phone, I’m admittedly running low on living funds. I had actually gone to Joy today to see if she had any clients to refer to me. The people who come to Joy are usually suffering from civilian issues—messy divorce, job troubles, family fights—but every once in a while, she gets someone with an amateur misfortune curse aimed at them or a ghost trapped in their air conditioning unit. She sends the client my way, I do the hands-on work, and we split the profits. It’s a win-win, one disgraced witch helping out another.
But today, Joy didn’t have anything for me but that tile reading. Goldfish. What’s that supposed to mean, anyway?
I’m still puzzling over the events of the day when the subway reaches my stop. My feet automatically carry me out of the station and to my apartment building while my mind continues to churn. By the time I open the door to my apartment the sun is sinking, spilling warm, orange light into my office-cum-living room.
The place is trashed.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
A Nice Girl
 
I gawk at the sight, brain reeling, unable to decide which details to focus on first. My foot hits a plastic bottle as I step forward, sending it skidding across the floor to join the rest of the empty cans, bottles, and plastic bags littering every surface. The source of these is obviously the kitchenette to my left, in which every single drawer and cabinet has been flung open. In the office, the shelf against the wall has nearly been emptied, and a series of notebooks where I record my old cases are strewn over the floor and the desk by the windows. The armchair in the corner has been upturned and has its feet sticking rigidly in the air, and lying beside that is the despondent floor lamp.
I advance cautiously, wary of any other presences in the apartment. I pick my way across the floor, stepping into gaps between papers and books and trash. Two of my comic books are splayed open just centimeters away from a soda spill; I snatch them both up and deposit them on my desk, which has also been knocked askew. 
“Hi honey, how was work?”
My head snaps right, to the bedroom doorway. Lilith doesn’t even bother looking up at me, too preoccupied with the open book propped against her stomach as she lounges in my bed.
She looks almost exactly as she did the last time I saw her. The light coming in through the window reflects golden off her deep brown skin, highlighting her rounded facial features framed in a distinct heart shape by full cheeks and a widow’s peak. Thick coils of black hair tumble over my pillows, obscuring one completely. Her usual attire—a little white shift dress, simple and thin enough that it could be a nightgown—has been replaced by one of my T-shirts, a worn gray one with a print of Snoopy and Woodstock doing a jig. It’s two sizes too big for me, but on her it clings as tightly as a nylon stocking. She has one leg stretched forward and the other bent at the knee so that the shirt bunches up, showing off the tough, black pads of her leonine feet and her equally leonine tail flicking lazily over the edge of the bed. 
My closet doors are gaping open, and the clothes inside have been relocated to the floor and bed. The bedside drawers have also been emptied, and their rather personal contents are strewn all over the rumpled sheets. Godsdammit. 
“I like your taste,” Lilith says, keeping one hand on the book as she reaches to her side, picking up an 11-inch-long, wrist-thick hunk of silicone somehow masquerading as a dildo. I feel blood rush to my face and straighten up.
“That was a joke gift. From my sister.”
“But you still keep it in the bedside drawer with all your other knickknacks.” She tosses the dildo and picks up one of the knickknacks in question, a pair of metal handcuffs. Its cheerful jingling seems to win her attention away from the book; she turns her head to peer at the cuffs more closely, brings them to her nose and sniffs—then she sticks out her forked tongue and licks the ring of metal. The resulting grin literally splits her face in half. “Oh wow, these have seen some action.” Her amber eyes flash wickedly in my direction. “You really gonna tell me they’re a ‘joke gift’ too?”
“Give me that.” I stalk over to the side of the bed and snatch the handcuffs out of Lilith’s hand. The drawer of the nearby bedside table has been ejected altogether; I kneel to fit it back into its slot, then drop the cuffs in. Belatedly, I realize how fast my heart has been beating. The scar on my stomach tingles under my shirt.
“Why’d you have to trash my apartment?” I complain as loudly as I can, forcing a scowl.
“I didn’t trash it. I just wanted to get to know you better.”
“Wanted to what?” I whip my head around to stare at Lilith. My incredulity is strong enough to mask my apprehension, at least for now.
“Yeah, you humans keep the weirdest stuff around your homes. You’re actually one of the boring ones. Sure, you’ve got some good food, but your diaries are pretty lame. Really, I thought you’d have put at least a little more effort into my description.” She retrieves a black, leather-bound notebook from under the pillow behind her, then chucks it at my head. I barely manage to catch it, tripping over my own foot in the process and falling flat on my ass. She continues talking as though nothing happened, closing the book still in her hands and tapping the cover with a finger. “Good thing you’ve got some actual quality reading around.”
I squint at the book. It’s a small but thick paperback, with an orange-red cover prominently featuring the silhouette of a pirate ship.
“The Pirate’s Mistress? Really? Of all the books in this apartment you could have chosen, you went with the one that promotes Stockholm Syndrome?”
Lilith reopens the book and looks at me with a quizzical expression. “You’re the one who bought it, aren’t you?”
“Well, yeah, of course I did. Lesbian fiction is hard enough to come by as it is, at some point you start hoarding everything no matter the quality.” It takes me a moment to realize I’ve veered completely off topic. I scramble to my feet, brandishing my diary. “That was written for public consumption—this wasn’t. Damn it Lilith, stop breaking into my apartment!”
At six feet, I like to think I cut an impressive figure. Lilith apparently disagrees. She grins up at me, showing every single one of her pointed, ivory teeth, and says, “Make me.”
“I am making you!” I shout. My neighbors wont like it, but I’m too frustrated at the moment to care. “I’ve got wards around this entire building, you’re the one who keeps getting past them!”
She sticks her tongue out and flicks it impishly. “Well then, looks like you’re just going to have to get used to having me around, won’t you?” She shifts her legs, letting them fall open for the briefest second. There isn’t a scrap of underwear to be seen. 
The temperature in the room skyrockets. The heat goes straight to my head, then rushes down to—other places. There’s no way Lilith missed that.
She didn’t. She bursts into laughter, rocking back and forth and making the bed shriek along with her. “Oh, Witchy, you’re so easy!” Even Snoopy simpers in agreement from his vantage point on her chest.
I turn and do my best to storm angrily out of the room. I slam my diary onto my desk, and the resulting whump isn’t as satisfying as I expect. This is the second time today I’ve had to deal with an attractive woman laughing obnoxiously at me. Maybe this is a sign that I need to keep better company.
Speaking of Joy, she did tell me to “find a nice girl.” Did she predict…? No, no way. Lilith is anything but nice.
“Mess with me all you want,” I call, “but we both know this isn’t going anywhere. Council’s got a pretty big stick up their ass about ‘personal intimacy’ with demons.”
I hear Lilith blowing a raspberry. “Boo, the Council’s just a bunch of old pricks who want to spoil everyone else’s fun. Diddling demons isn’t even a sin.” A thoughtful pause. “…Not a damnable one, anyway.”
Lilith goes silent after that. I glance over my shoulder to see that she’s engrossed in her book again. I sigh quietly and start picking up the books and papers on the floor.
Something compels me to look at Lilith again. Her quiet presence in the bedroom isn’t actually that horrible—when she’s not intentionally aggravating me, that is. Every once in a while her tail flicks, or she idly curls her toes. Other than that, the apartment is so still that the rustle of her flipping a page is almost startlingly loud. 
She’s right about demon sex not being a damnable sin. Even the Council doesn’t have written laws restricting physical relations with Hell’s denizens; it’s just the principle of the thing. I raise my hand to my throat and trace the furrows of angry, raised flesh with my thumb. The Council’s labeled both necromancy and demon blood magic as unlawful for good reason, but that didn’t stop twenty-two-year-old me from attempting both at the same time.
…It’s been a while since my last bar-bathroom hookup. And it’s been even longer since my last relationship. I’d needed time alone to recalibrate. Wean myself off the hard liquor, quit trailing dominant women from party to party like a lost puppy. I’m not like that anymore. I’m in full control of my life, even if that sometimes means lying face-down on the floor with wads of unpaid bills crumpled around my head. I’m an adult blood witch with five years of a pretty intense apprenticeship under my belt, plus another year of shaky-yet-effective freelancing that’s a bitch to put on my tax forms. I told myself I’d get my shit together, and I got my shit together.
So, just for once… can’t I let loose?
I take off my coat and round the desk to drape it over the back of my chair. I undo my tie as well and wind it into a loose roll, laying the smooth, crimson fabric on my desk. Strands of dark, straight hair stray from the loose ponytail at the back of my neck; I push them out of my face and tuck them behind my ears. I pop a few buttons as I return to the bedroom doorway.
“Okay.”
Lilith looks up from her book. “Hmm?”
“I said okay, let’s fuck.”
Lilith stops blinking altogether. She stares at me, completely rigid, even her tail locked into a horizontal line extending off the side of the bed.
Then The Pirate’s Mistress goes sailing toward the far wall. A second before it hits, Lilith has the front of my shirt in an iron grip. She spins me around like a ballroom dancer, dropping the both of us onto the bed with a chorus of screaming bedsprings. As she straddles me, her bare legs seem to scorch me even through my slacks. I rise to kiss her—she pushes me down, hard. I’m still trying to get my breath back when she crushes her lips against mine, driving me back into the pillows. I get the message: stay down.
She does allow my hands on her thighs though. As she devours my mouth—hello, forked tongue—I slide my palms over her velvety skin. She feels hot, almost feverish by human standards. I squeeze lightly, just enough to marvel at the plush softness.
Lilith breaks the kiss as suddenly as she started it, sits up, and tears open my white collar shirt. I shout in surprise and mild protest as she inflicts the same damage to my bra, but my voice dries up in my throat when she grazes my collarbone with the tips of her nails. She trails her fingers downward until she reaches the beginning of the sigil she left on me, just below the shallow valley between my breasts.
She openly admires her own handiwork on my skin, wearing a smug, self-satisfied smile that makes her eyes gleam like doubloons. She traces her finger along the path of pink, shiny scar tissue, as though reliving the moments in which she inflicted it. The ghost of that past pain returns to me as well, making me shiver.
Lilith inspects the scar with an almost loving gaze, humming her satisfaction. Then she straightens up and grabs the hem of her—my—shirt, wrinkling Snoopy’s happy mug. She pulls the whole thing up over her head.
Gods. She’s gorgeous. My eyes trace the rolling lines of her body—the rounded slope of her shoulders, the dark peaks of her nipples surrounded by wide areolae, the generous swell of her stomach interrupted by the crease of her bellybutton. Paler, jagged stretch marks creep across the tops of her breasts and the shadowed underside of her belly, and I follow their downward path to a patch of thick, black curls. My mouth waters, and I swallow thickly. 
“See? Just like I said,” Lilith giggles, arching her back to enhance the view. “Easy.”
“Are you complaining?” I reply hoarsely, tearing my eyes from her body to meet her gaze. My heart has stopped its jackrabbit pounding and is now beating slowly and steadily, but with more power in each THUD than a bass drum.
“Nope.”
She leans forward to rake her fingers through my hair, morphing her nails into sharp claws that scrape my scalp. She grips the back of my neck to half-guide, half-force me into a sitting position with my nose a centimeter from her collarbone. I drink in the scent of her, let it flood my senses and my thoughts. She smells like sidewalk flowerbeds in springtime, even sweeter for the way they surprise you when you thought the only things around were gasoline and gravel. I’m waxing poetic, aren’t I? I quit the sappy thoughts and put my lips and tongue to work, tasting a hint of salt at her throat and collarbones.
I bend to reach her breasts with my mouth, lifting a hand at the same time. But my hand locks up, and a throb of pain reverberates down the length of my arm, starting from where Lilith has her fingers wrapped firmly around my wrist. My breath hitches in my throat. I look up to see Lilith staring down at me, her earlier smile faded into something unreadable.
“Only your mouth. You don’t touch unless I let you.”
I nod, still staring at her with wide eyes. Something in her voice makes my toes curl.
She squeezes my wrist one more time. The pain travels lightning-quick down my spine to the juncture of my thighs, and suddenly my nerves are singing. My next breath escapes as a whimper; Lilith’s hips shift ever so slightly to grind against me. She drops my arm almost negligently and fists her hands in my hair, pulling me to her breast.
Her sighs of pleasure are oddly quiet, but I know she’s enjoying herself by the halting rise and fall of her chest, her tail curling possessively around my thigh. I latch onto her nipple and suck greedily, determined to get a proper moan out of her—ah, there we go. Success is followed by a rush of endorphins more addictive than any drug, and I respond with a needy groan of my own. She writhes against me, letting me intoxicate myself with the taste of her, the smell of her, for just a little longer before she shoves me down again and shifts her weight.
I’ve made a lot of stupid decisions in my life, and I’ve definitely got the scars to show for it. Admittedly, there’s a distinct possibility that sleeping with a demon for kicks is another horribly, terribly, monumentally, mind-bogglingly idiotic decision.
But right now, drunk on sensation with the heavy warmth of Lilith’s thighs bracketing my ears—I’m willing to risk it.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
Legs Closed, Case Open
 
I’ve been contorting my body in front of the bathroom mirror for twenty minutes now, and I’m still finding new bruises.
About half an hour ago, I woke up naked and alone in my bed, surrounded by a still-trashed apartment. Feeling sticky from all the fluids smeared on my skin, I stumbled into the bathroom to rinse off. Sure, I was sore, but I didn’t realize the full meaning of that until I stepped into a steaming hot shower with a washboard pattern of scabbed scratches on my back.
The entire building must have heard me yelp.
After extensive inspection, I’ve concluded that only my knees and elbows are scraped up enough to need bandaging. I can make do with aloe gel for the rest of my injuries—though it’ll make my chafed nipples sting like a bitch. I poke gingerly at a series of purple, finger-shaped bruises on my waist, grunting at the dull throb that results. Then I twist around further and find the shaky imprint of a hand on my ass, along with a symmetrical duplicate on the other cheek. Sitting down is going to be Hell for a while. While the damage done to my lower body is mostly from excessive groping, I’ve got some impressive hickeys blooming across my torso and shallow scratches on my back. The juncture of my neck and shoulder is a mess of bruises and tiny puncture marks arranged in the crescent shape of Lilith’s mouth.
Turning my head from side to side, I compare the temporary injuries Lilith’s left on me to the permanent scar I inflicted on myself. The fluorescent light slides across my high cheekbones and elongated nose. Standing at a certain angle hides the neck scar altogether, and I can almost, almost pretend it doesn’t exist.
Ah, wishful thinking.
I throw on sweats and a tank top and pad into the living room, only to realize the mess from last night is still very much present. I check my books for food stains and return them to the shelves. The fallen armchair and lamp have thankfully left the floor intact, and the crowbar I keep under a seat cushion appears entirely untouched. The food crumbs and spills are more of a hassle; I put a wet dishrag over them and make vague scrubbing motions with my foot.
In the bedroom, I gather my rumpled clothes into a nice, neat pile, then slam dunk the whole thing in the closet. My scattered sex toys are cleaned with tender loving care and a ten-percent bleach solution. I’m making the bed when I realize two of my belongings are missing: my Snoopy shirt and The Pirate’s Mistress. I can live without a pajama shirt and a crappy paperback, but it’s possible that the next time Lilith shows up with sticky fingers (innuendo intended), I might lose something more valuable. I have got to figure out how Lilith’s getting past my wards.
But first, food. A long night of demonic finger-banging and an early morning of forced housekeeping makes for a Hungry Hungry Harry. I hop over the barest remains of a soup stain as I make my way to the fridge, heartened by the thought of sustenance. I think I’ve got one or two slices of leftover pizza, and if I’m lucky I might have a carton of—
Oh, right. Lilith ate everything. The growl of despair coming from my stomach is as poignant as any breakup song. I gaze forlornly at the empty, pristine shelves for a second longer, then sigh and get up.
I dress myself in jeans, sneakers, and a striped sweater, then return to my desk for a coat. “Freaking annoying demon,” I grumble to myself as I shrug it on. “Could have at least left the ramen. I’m already low on food, she didn’t have to—” I freeze, my hand pressed against the hollow inner pocket where my wallet’s supposed to be. I paw at the rest of my pockets, sweep my hand over the seat of my chair, duck under the desk, lift up a stack of books—nothing. Son of a—did she really?
“Fuck!” I shout, kicking the trashcan. Fucking annoying, obnoxious, selfish, asshole demon stole my wallet. How can an immortal agent of evil destruction be so petty? Apparently, trashing my apartment wasn’t enough—no, she just had to steal the sixty-two dollars in my wallet. Twelve dollars, actually, since I gave fifty to Joy for that card reading. Holy shit, that’s even pettier. What kind of—
Joy. I gave fifty dollars to Joy for the Scrabble tile reading. I took out my wallet, in Joy’s parlor, to pay Joy for the reading. And I didn’t put it back in my coat.
I swear I can hear a breeze rush through my empty head into one ear and out the other as I stand there like the biggest idiot. Gods, I’m such a loser. No wonder Lilith thinks it’s worthwhile to make a deal that hinges entirely upon my damning myself; I’m probably stupid enough to do it one day. Sobered up and flushed as a tomato, I right the toppled trashcan and pick up my cell phone. I’ve got a missed call and a couple text messages from Joy.
 
hey hairy, u left ur wallet here. if this is an elaborate ruse to give me $$ its not working, + im insulted that u’d only give me $12. u can pick it up at 10, i’ll be up by then.
p.s. if ur late i’ll stitch a dick into ur wallet.
 
Below the messages is a photo of Joy in her work uniform, which is really just a flowy white blouse and a long skirt, along with a cozy scarf. So, not much different from her casual clothing. Man, I wish I could work from home. The camera is focused on her maniacally grinning face, next to which she’s brandishing my brown leather wallet and a needle trailing bright white thread.
I check the clock on the wall; it’s ten minutes past eleven.
Well, I guess I’m going to be walking around with a graffitied dick on my wallet. I sigh. I get a few bills out of the cash stash I keep rolled up in tampon applicators, stuff them in my pocket, and start out the door.
As I press the elevator button, I see wisps of gunmetal gray hair in my peripheral vision. I turn to see a small, hunched old woman coming to stand next to me, a plastic shopping bag drooping from her hand. A young man almost twice her height jogs to catch up to her.
“Ah—annyeonghasaeyo,” I say, hastily dropping into Korean and a half-bow.
“Hello to you too,” Ms. Baek answers, also in Korean, her cheeks wrinkling further as she smiles. “In a city this big, it’s a comfort to greet a fellow countrywoman in the mornings.” Junhyun, her son, silently raises a hand in greeting.
I take her bag for her, and we all step into the elevator. I press the button for the first floor. The one for our floor, the fourth, is covered by masking tape with the letter ‘F’ written on it in thick Sharpie. Even before I knew Ms. Baek owned the building, that ‘F’ let me know I’d find other East Asians here.
“Where are you going?” Ms. Baek asks, tilting her chin to look up at me. The backs of her hands are dotted with liver spots and her eyelids sag over her eyes.
“To see a friend,” I respond, adjusting my grip on the shopping bag. “And you?”
“To see my son.”
The shopping bag rustles, and I look down to see a single white chrysanthemum inside. Junhyun leans over my shoulder. For my grave, he whispers, and his voice sounds like it’s coming from across a hollow room. I give a nod small enough that Ms. Baek won’t notice.
Junyun is dead, and has been for two years. He died in a freak accident in the apartment he shared with his widowed mother, the summer after graduating college. I don’t know exactly how it happened; he doesn’t like to talk about it. The closest he gets is when he laments that all his life insurance money got sucked up by his student loans. Did you know they can tax you for the money you get from having a student loan forgiven? How messed up is that? Anyway, we read comic books and watch movies together while his mom’s asleep. He always beats me at chess, and he wishes he’d smoked more pot in college.
Technically, it’s my duty as a witch to uphold the “natural balance” by shooing him off to the afterlife. But why would I? He brings comfort to his mom and respects my privacy, unlike a certain leonine demon. And we both know he’s only here to stay as long as his mom is.
The elevator doors open and Ms. Baek and I walk out, Junhyun keeping step behind us.
“Thank you, dear,” Ms. Baek says, taking her bag from me. As she does, my stomach gurgles loudly enough to be heard down the hall. I turn pink, and Ms. Baek laughs. “Here you go,” she says, rooting around in the bag and pulling out a shiny red apple.
I almost start drooling right then and there. But damn it, I don’t want to be impolite. “It’s alright, I don’t need it. I’m going out to eat right now.”
She shakes her head. “Apples eaten in the morning are as good as medicine. You’re a big girl, and you need the strength. For the busy nights.”
I blink. “Busy—?” Then I remember how thin the walls are in this building.
As my face turns the same color as the apple, Ms. Baek chuckles and puts it firmly in my hand. She hobbles away and Junhyun jogs past me to follow her, his bare feet just barely skimming the floor. The pink of his T-shirt shimmers like water—his whole form is wavering, rippling. It isn’t until he turns around, showing me his blurred suggestion of a face, that I realize he’s laughing.
I flip him the bird. He waves me off, laughing even harder as he floats through the door.
 
***
“‘Left for emergency,’” I mumble as I read the handwritten note on Joy’s door. “‘Back soon.’” I frown and look down at my phone. The messages Joy sent earlier are timestamped at 9:38 p.m. last night. Fourteen hours is definitely long enough for a crisis to develop. What kind of emergency would Joy be called away to? Not a family thing, since she has no family to speak of. A friend or client in trouble, maybe?
I squint at the note again. It’s sloppy, but definitely in Joy’s handwriting. I test the doorknob; it’s locked. I start typing into my phone.
Oi Joy. Im at ur place. Where r u? R u ok?
I wait about a minute and receive no response. I look back up at the sign, concern rising. Is Joy hurt? Is she in the hospital? My skin crawls. Gods, I hate hospitals. If Joy’s injured somehow, I need to go help her.
But really, the only thing I can do right now is wait for her to text me back. And it’s not like I’m the only friend she can call. On a side note, it would be rude to bug her about my defaced wallet now; whatever emergency she’s dealing with takes precedence over twelve dollars and an embroidered penis.
There’s a nice little deli nearby that does club sandwiches and has tables outside, each protected from the relentless morning sun by a faded, candy-cane-striped golf umbrella. I sit at a table with my newly bought sandwich, settling back against a chair with peeling green paint. As I munch, I get a ballpoint pen out of my coat and flatten a brown paper napkin out onto the table.
The last time Lilith got into my apartment, I checked all the wards and found them more drained than usual, but undamaged and not tinkered with. I even went to the trouble of installing brand-spanking-new ones—yet, somehow, last night happened. It’s not the wards that are malfunctioning then, it’s Lilith who’s getting past them.
So she’s found a way around general demon wards. How? Hell if I know. It just means I’ve got to make more complex wards that’ll identify and block her specifically. But I don’t know her true sigil, and “Lilith” is definitely a fake name. All I have is the scar on my stomach.
I sketch the binding sigil onto the napkin from memory. I pen a few more shapes around it, parts of wards and random altering squiggles, then study it as I finish my food.
The exact nature of the sigil remains a mystery to me. All I know is that it almost seems designed to fit the lines of my body, starting with a small, figure-eight swirl where my sternum ends, extending downward in a straight line, then circling around my bellybutton. As a finishing touch, two serifed, horizontal bars intersect the centerline and play across my ribs. It’s not complicated as demon sigils go, but it sure hurt like Hell when Lilith carved it in.
I’m still tapping the butt of my pen against the napkin when my phone rings. As I twist to get it out of my coat, a passing breeze snags the napkin and carries it away in a flurry of thin brown paper. I snatch at the napkin; it dodges my grasp, tumbles out onto the street like a cartwheeling child, then flutters around a corner and out of sight. I sigh and pick up my phone.
“Hello?”
“Hello,” a hoarse, pained voice says. “Is this Harrietta Lee?”
“Yup, that’s me. How can I help you?”
“My name is Tricia Powers. I heard you were a—a consultant of some kind? A private investigator?”
“No, ma’am, not a private investigator. Don’t have a license for that. But if you’re coming to me, I’m assuming your problem isn’t one you believe a PI can fix.”
“So you are a witch?”
My eyebrows shoot for the golf umbrella.
I shouldn’t be so surprised to hear that question. It’s entirely possible she’s heard about me from a previous client, and I’m not exactly subtle about the magic thing once the ball gets rolling. But I still choose my words carefully. “Something like that. It’s what some people call me when they pay me, anyhow. But, Ms. Powers, you have to understand that I can’t guarantee miracles, and whether the, um, methods that I use can be applied depends entire on the situation.”
“My son is missing.”
I pause, collecting my thoughts. “…Would you like to discuss this further over the phone, or would you prefer to meet somewhere?”
 
***
Tricia lives in Queens, and it takes me nearly an hour to get there by subway. Her apartment building is a modest red-brick affair with rough edges but an old, stalwart foundation. I climb the stairs and knock on the door labeled 206.
The door cracks open, and the chain lock jingles. A cautious brown eye peeks through, then widens as it sweeps up and down my form.
“You’re the witch?” Tricia Powers says, her voice lined with doubt and incredulity.
I look myself up and down. “Ah, damn, I must have left my pointy black hat at home.”
If anything, she looks even more concerned. Alright, keep a lid on the jokes.
“…Sorry, ma’am. Just wanted to lighten the mood. May I come in?”
She regards me a moment longer. Then the door shuts, maybe with a little too much force. I hear the sliding of the chain lock, and then the door opens fully to reveal the rest of Tricia Powers.
Tricia is tired. I can tell by the charcoal smudges under her eyes, her sagging posture, the way there isn’t a single square inch of her worn sweater and skirt that isn’t creased or rumpled. Her hair is bound up in a gray headscarf on the verge of unraveling, and the shadowy wrinkles around her eyes don’t seem to indicate age so much as bone-deep exhaustion. She leads me into the apartment without a word, and I can’t bring myself to break the silence.
She has me sit on a surprisingly comfortable brown leather couch, my shoes sinking into a speckled gray rug. There’s a coffee table and a small TV in front of me, and when I turn to my right I see a pair of tall china cabinets. If I squint, I can see what’s inside: a few shiny certificates, two trophies shaped like experiment beakers, and a whole host of hand-painted action figures.
Tricia sits down next to me, moving like more of a ghost than Junhyun. She hands me a framed photograph.
“This is my son, Aden,” she says, pointing out one of the two people in the image. Aden is standing with his chest puffed up, holding one of the two trophies from inside the china cabinet. He’s a big teenager with curly black hair cropped close to the scalp, a bashful smile pushing up clay-brown cheeks, and a pair of round glasses perched on his nose. An older, taller version of him stands to the side with a muscular arm around Aden’s shoulders, grinning proudly in a blue dress shirt and slacks. “And my husband, Joshua. He works on a cargo ship. I’ve told him what happened, but he isn’t coming into port for another month. He’s been calling over and over again for three days straight.” Tricia pinches the bridge of her nose between two fingers. “I love Joshua. I love him, and I know he feels the need to protect our son just as much as I do. But there’s just no way he can help from that distance. I cannot keep picking up the phone just to hear the helplessness in his voice.”
I nod ruefully. “You said your husband’s been calling for three days. Is that how long ago Aden disappeared?”
“Yes. We were arguing. He wanted to go to a party with his friends, but he had an exam the next morning. We fought, I sent him up to his room…” Her face crumples. “…An hour or so later, maybe around midnight, I went back to check on him. He wasn’t there, and the window was open.”
“Do you know for sure he was at the party?”
“I know who his friends are, but they won’t talk to me. I think he made it to the party at least, but he never came home. I can’t think of any reason why, other than—”
Tricia quiets, and it’s like she’s closing an invisible gate around herself. I get the feeling she’s not comfortable putting too much faith in me.
“Do the police know?” I ask as gently as I can, placing the framed photo on the coffee table.
Her upper lip twists. “I went to them straight away. They tried to dismiss me, saying they couldn’t class him as a missing child because he turned eighteen last month. They even told me to come back when it had been twenty-four hours, even though I know there isn’t a minimal time requirement to make a report. I filed every complaint possible, went up in the ranks until someone finally did the paperwork just to get rid of me—even then, the missing person alert only just went out today.”
“Ah, Jesus, I’m sorry.”
She shakes her head, seeming equally drained by the situation and my attempt at consolation. “Living in this neighborhood, this city, I’m used to it. That’s not a good thing, but it is what it is.”
“Have you gone to anyone else for help?”
“Before I heard about you, I tried calling a private investigator. He turned down my case. Told me ‘boys will be boys’ and that Aden would be back soon, that this wasn’t worth his time.”
I wince. “He sounds like a heel.”
“He was. But then I heard about you in passing, from a friend’s coworker. She said you got a stalker off her back, maybe a week ago?”
A week ago? That would be before the Meresti shenanigans, then… ah right, the love spell. “I remember her. Alice Syker, right? She wrote me a really nice review for my website.”
Tricia sits up a little straighter. “Yes, her. She called you a consultant—gave me your contact information. Said that you help people who can’t turn anywhere else.”
I nod. “That’s what I try to do.”
“So will you find my son?” I give her my affirmative, and she gets up to retrieve a purse sitting next to the TV. She sets the purse down on the coffee table and rummages through it while standing opposite me. “What do you charge for this kind of job? Alice said you gave her a flat rate for her, um, curse-breaking…”
“Five hundred a day would work. But the timing of the payment is up to you because, frankly, I don’t feel comfortable charging up front for this kind of thing.”
Her head snaps up. Her dark eyes bore steadily into mine.
“I’m not naïve, Ms. Lee. I’m not a cynic either, but I know full well what happens to young Black boys who disappear in this city longer than a day. But I’m not begging you to find a body. I’m paying you to look for my living, breathing son and bring him back to me.”
I return her gaze fully, elbows loosely on my knees. “I know, Ms. Powers. Believe me, I know. But I’m not taking your case out of pity, I’m just giving you some flexibility. Honestly, there’s a pretty good chance I’ll find Aden. I’ve seen kids disappear for all sorts of reasons, and I’ve been surprised at how often they come back alive. Traumatized, sure, but alive. But your family is still in a fucked-up situation and you’re taking a big chance with me, so I don’t want to drain resources that could be used on other options.”
Tricia regards me a little longer. Then she nods. “Half up front, and half when the job is done.”
“Sounds perfect.”
She’s counting out the cash, but I can’t bring myself to pay attention. My eyes keep straying to the china cabinet were Aden’s action figures are. They’re futuristic superheroes with laser guns and too many pouches on their skintight suits, but they’re somehow colorful and optimistic in their gritty violence.
I hope that’s all Aden’s story will be. Something lighthearted and fulfilling, maybe with a few punches thrown, but in a bloodless, cartoonish sort of way.
Here’s to hoping, I say silently, giving a tiny salute to the action figures. I turn back to Tricia just as she tells me the address of Aden’s school and the names of his friends.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
Connect the Dots
 
I find Aden’s friends smoking behind a corner store. Or… I think they’re smoking, but they’re sucking on this thing that looks like a small plastic recorder. The three of them fumble and squeak as I approach, and one of them—a lanky brown kid in a faux-sports-jacket emblazoned with a video game logo—shoves it into his pants pocket as far as it’ll go.
I tell them straight-up that I’m working for Aden’s mom, and they get skittish in that guilty teenage way. You know, when you’re certain something’s wrong, but you don’t have a frame of reference for fixing it other than “don’t tell the adults?”
I say to them, “Look, you guys don’t seem like assholes. You want Aden home safe, yeah? Just tell me what happened at the party, the night he disappeared. And when I find him, I’ll let him know his friends had his back when he needed it. Sound good?”
“Yeah, oka—” one of the kids tries to say, but the one in the sports jacket elbows him silent. He takes the plastic thing out of his pocket with all the swagger of a high-stakes gambler—ah, I see, it’s an e-cigarette—and puffs cloyingly sweet smoke in my direction. What do the kids call that these days, vaping? I don’t smoke, but I still prefer the smell of real flame. 
“Here’s the deal,” he says, trying to put some gravel in his voice but mostly sounding dehydrated. “Everyone at school thinks we’re just nerds or whatever, but we’re not idiots. We don’t snitch.”
“But we are nerds,” one of the kids mumbles. Vape-kid shushes him.
“You gotta prove you’re really in this to find Aden, and not just to get us in trouble. Be our plug. Get us a six-pack from the store.”
I shrug. “Fair enough. You ever thought about going into politics, kid?”
“Nah, I’m gonna do Esports.”
“Sure, cool. You got ten bucks?” He hands me a crumpled bill. “Meet me down the block that way, less chance of getting caught.”
I swing into the corner store and do exactly what I said I’d do: I buy a six-pack of fat, squat cans, some version of a famous brand with a label that boasts fewer calories. I meet the kids down the block; they actually look shaken to see me whistling down the sidewalk, brown bag in hand.
Sports Jacket flips his hair out of his eyes, revealing dark spots of acne on his forehead. He tells me that the party was a bust. Yeah, the kids splurged and pinched from parents’ wallets for weed and beer, but no one who actually mattered showed up. The three nerds in front of me ended up playing video games until Aden arrived around 1 a.m. Sports Jacket was convinced the party might still pick up, so he wanted Aden to stay; Aden just wanted to get back home before his mom noticed his absence. It was awkward for about half an hour, and then Aden left. Everyone assumed he had made it home, so the alarm bells didn’t sound until the next day. Since then, the kids have been searching the neighborhood, and they’ve had as much luck finding Aden as Tricia has.
I ask if Aden was drinking or doing drugs. The kids share a this-is-still-an-adult glance, then staunchly deny it. I rattle the six-pack; they admit that maybe, perhaps, possibly, they may have encouraged Aden to eat a pot brownie. Or two. Maybe. I barely suppress a sigh as I hand the drinks over.
As I turn to leave, I hear the kids opening the paper bag behind me. “Hey,” says one of them, “isn’t this just Diet Coke?” 
I start jogging. By the time Sports Jacket shouts, “Give me back my money, bitch!” I’m already around the corner.
I keep a steady pace for a minute or two, just enough to escape yodeling distance of the teenage nerd squad. Then I keep walking, toward Aden’s school. No particular intent, just thinking. If Aden was high, then he might have wandered off. But then he should’ve come back home at least by the next day. A dedicated student with loving parents doesn’t just decide to run off and not come back, at least not without coming home to grab some belongings. Right? I mean, that’s sort of what I did… but I was a restless delinquent following a captivating stranger halfway across the world to study magic. It’s not the same thing.
Right?
I’m rounding a baseball field surrounded by a chain link fence when I notice a shift in the shadows on the ground. Someone’s following me. The sun is high in the sky and beating down mercilessly, so there’s no shade for them to hide in—thank you, global warming. As I get to the corner of the block I turn abruptly to the left, catching a glimpse of the guy before he frantically darts behind a car.
A trench coat? Really?
Oh, wait. Pot, kettle, black. Whoops. But at least I’m not wearing a fedora… unlike this fucker.
I move at the same pace as before, but keep my ears open. Now that I’m listening for them, my stalker’s footsteps are obscenely obvious. I hear them as a skittering of gravel while I walk, then a distinct lack of footsteps when I stop. Not to mention disturbingly heavy, raspy breathing. Alright, time for a goose chase.
I pick up my pace, turn a corner around the fence—then stop, staring into the distance. In my peripheral vision, I see my stalker rubberneck around for the object of my attention. Then I take off running.
There’s a pause as he stands frozen in surprise. Then the pounding of footsteps starts up behind me.
I feel a steady burn starting in my throat and lungs, my black coat flaring out behind me and making me look nice and conspicuous in the daylight. It gets hot and sweaty quickly—but that’s alright, I don’t intend to go far. I catch the reflection of the guy chasing me in a car window; he’s at least as winded as I am, plus a little more. I veer into a nearby alley, a narrow one without any windows peeking into it, then tuck myself neatly behind the corner.
He comes puffing around the bend. I stick my arm straight out, right at the level of his throat—he smacks into the crook of my elbow, and for one gorgeous snapshot moment, his eyes bug out and the fedora tumbles from his head. His legs keep up the momentum, sending his feet skidding forward while his chin is still hooked firmly over my arm. He goes horizontal as neatly as a cartoon character slipping on a banana peel, then hits the pavement, hard.
As he makes rebooting noises on the ground, I scoop up the fallen fedora and dust it off. It’s a genuine fedora, not a trilby, brown with a black band and a subtly curved brim. Nice. I twirl it around a finger and drop it, lopsided, onto my own head.
“Alright, bud,” I say, standing casually over him. “Now that we’re all loose and warmed up, it seems like a good time to talk. What do you think?” I give him my best rakish smile.
He just stares at me, panting and wide-eyed. He’s pretty pasty, clean-shaven with a dull blade to leave the underside of his chin greenish-gray. The fine lines on his forehead and around his mouth mark him as either a thirty-year-old who looks forty, or a forty-year-old who looks thirty. The brown of his thinning hair contrasts sharply with his pale scalp, except at a patch of shockingly gray hair on the side of his head about the size of a golf ball.
His near-nonexistent top lip is trembling. I tilt my head at him.
“Nice hat,” I say, tapping the brim. “Very Humphrey Bogart.” Wait. Ratty old trench coat, fedora, inclination toward trailing strangers… shit. “You’re the PI, aren’t you? The one Tricia Powers tried to hire before me?” He starts in recognition. Good, that probably means he’s lucid. I poke him in the side with my toe. “Hey, give me an answer here. Why the Hell are you tailing me?”
He grabs my ankle—of course. I have a second to feel like an idiot before crashing to the pavement, right onto the hand-shaped bruises on my ass. Holy shit, ow. As my head spins from the pain, he scrambles to get up—I kick blindly, landing the hit square on his hip. He goes down again, yelling, and I roll on top of him with all the grace of a newborn colt.
I pinpoint the pain still clouding my head and draw it out into my hand, forming a conjured blade: a translucent, ruby-red shard of my magic given physical form, able to slice through nearly any organic material. I hold it like a guitar pick between my thumb and index finger, grab him by the lapels, and let the razor-sharp edge hover a millimeter from his throat.
“I’m going to ask one more time, politely,” I say, gritting my teeth. I don’t intend to sound malicious, it’s just that the throbbing pain in my bruises hasn’t faded yet. But it’s still satisfying to watch the guy’s muddy gray eyes widen. “This isn’t your case. Tricia offered it to you but you turned it down, very explicitly from what I’ve heard. So why did you come back here? And why. Are. You. Tailing. Me?”
“Luh,” he says, staring cross-eyed at the shard. “Luh-lead. Found a lead. On another case.”
“Really? That sounds interesting. You mind telling me more?”
“Another m-missing persons case. Similar. Made a connection.”
“A-plus for summarizing under pressure. That’s a handy résumé skill, you know.” I ease back, and he visibly relaxes. “So you came back here to find out more about Aden, see if the connection panned out. Couldn’t go crawling back to Tricia after how bluntly you refused to help her—which, by the way, was pretty shitty of you—but you saw me snooping around and figured I might know something you didn’t. Correct?”
He nods frantically.
“Well, see here, when you turned down Tricia’s case, she hired me. Which means Aden is my jurisdiction. My responsibility. Just like whoever you’re looking for now is yours. So I have a right to be offended when you just show up and start fucking around, trying to piggyback off my work without even letting me know there’s a connected case nearby. You know what I mean? It’s rude.”
He nods again. I’m talking out of my ass here; I don’t know how private eyes interact, or if they have anything akin to a system of honor or etiquette. But hey, I’m creative. I can bullshit.
“So, here’s my idea. We work together. We find out if these two cases are connected, and if they are, we find out how. We both find our missing people, we both get paid, we go our separate ways, and I never have to deal with your creepy ass stalking me through dark alleys again. Think you can wrap your head around that?”
He nods. At this point, it’s a wonder his skull hasn’t popped off like a bobblehead’s. “Y-yes. We work together. Good idea, definitely.”
I smile fondly. “Good man. Knew you’d come around.” I pat his shoulder with my free hand and get to my feet. His eyes flash to the ruby shard in my hand.
“It’s i-illegal to threaten people with lethal weapons, you know,” he says, snatching his fedora off the ground and scrambling upright. There’s something behind the words; I think it’s supposed to be bravado? “I could call the cops. One pat-down and you’ll be behind bars.”
I widen my eyes in mock confusion. “Lethal weapon? What lethal weapon?” I hold up my palm, where he can plainly see the scarlet shard. Then I let it dissolve away, the construct becoming energy as abstract and invisible as the pain it originated from. He stares.
Of course, I do have a number of less-than-legal stabby things in my coat pockets. Razor blades and a penknife, to be exact. But he doesn’t need to know that.
“If we’re going to be collaborating,” I say cheerfully, sticking my hand out, “I’m going to need your name. I’ll go first: Harrietta Lee. Consultant and definite non-possessor of sharp objects unlawful to be carried publicly in the state of New York. But you can call me Harry. You?”
He stares at the outstretched hand. Then he cautiously, cautiously shakes it. “R-Richard Moore. You can call me Dick.”
Dick Moore. Moore, Dick. Oh my gods.
“…Right. Dick. We’ll talk while we walk.”
 
***
When I was a kid, my parents told me not to blow my nose too hard or I’d blow out a chunk of my brain. I believed them. But then common sense, the Internet, and five years of blood magic training taught me better. Babies aren’t conceived when a husband and wife hold hands in bed and pray very, very hard to the Almighty Lord. Drinking too much water doesn’t wash out the white in your bones. And blowing your nose too hard will not blow out your gray matter.
At the moment, Jenny Shilo seems intent on reeducating me.
“It’s b-been over a week,” she sobs, clutching her wad of soaked tissues against her blotchy, cherry-pink nose. She pauses to blow her nose again, the sound like a warhorn in a blizzard. “The police keep t-telling me—they keep s-saying they’ve d-done everything they can. But he has to be out there somewhere, he’s just lost or s-something—oh god, David—”
Dick immediately rushes forward, and she sticks to him like a magnet against a refrigerator. I shift uncomfortably and avert my gaze to look at the rest of the apartment.
It’s a studio, not very big, but somehow giving the illusion of airiness. All the furniture is made of smooth plastic or glass panes, as clean and orderly as the glossy pictures in an IKEA catalog. The dominating color is white, dotted with solid blacks and bright pastels that keep the place looking just shy of sterile. A lot of the furniture looks foldable, easily compressed and pushed out of the way to keep the place looking cute. Two people could live here, but only if they were very, very neat.
Jenny looks like she could be neat. She’s a white blonde of average height with a subtle spray tan and toned limbs, dressed in a low-cut, patterned shirt and black leggings. Her hair is tied up in an artistically messy bun, and she’s without makeup. As she composes herself and pulls away from Dick, I catch him glancing down her cleavage, then hastily staring up at the ceiling. Asshole. I step forward with a scowl, then immediately switch to a neutral expression when Jenny looks up at me.
“I’m sorry to be bothering you about this,” I say hastily. “It can’t be easy, talking about it.”
She shakes her head, sniffling. “Oh no, it’s alright. Thank you for helping, it means the world to have one more person looking out for my fiancé.” She looks up at Dick and smiles blearily. He smiles back, maybe showing a little too much teeth. My left eye twitches.
“Ms. Shilo, if you could just fill me in on the details of what happened—”
Her eyes water like Noah’s flood, and Jenny Shilo is bawling once again. Dick rushes forward, again. As he holds Jenny against him, he shoots me an accusing glare.
I raise my hands in surrender. “I’ll… give you a moment. If it’s alright with you, I’ll just look around the apartment for, um, clues.”
Jenny lets out a gurgly sob that sounds vaguely like an “okay,” and I flee to the opposite side of the room.
…Which isn’t that far away. I end up in the teeny tiny kitchenette, still with a totally unobstructed view of Jenny and Dick sitting side-by-side on the bed nearby. The middle-aged private eye has his hat in his lap and a comforting hand on Jenny’s shoulder, and she’s leaning heavily against him. The light from the window makes Dick’s gray patch look soft as duck feathers. I avert my eyes and turn around to occupy myself with a row of cabinets against the wall.
Dick’s already told me the bare bones of this case. Jenny’s fiancé, David, disappeared without a trace about eight days ago while coming home from his place of work, some kind of nouveau fusion restaurant nearby. Poof. Gone. Just like that. Just like Aden. They’re not easily connected by demographics, considering that Aden is a Black high schooler mostly looked after by his mother while David is a white twenty-something professional chef living with his fiancée. But they’re both healthy young men who live within five blocks of each other and were spirited away at night when they were alone, outside and without help. Maybe there’s something to that.
As I idle, something catches my eye: on the counter by the sink is an arrangement of Tupperware containers full of various, sweet-smelling spices, stacked on top of each other the way children stack buckets to make sand castles. The counter around the containers is sprinkled with tiny white daisies. At the center of that arrangement is a framed picture, capturing an older woman with a broad chin, mousy brown curls, and skin creased by fine lines as she laughs jovially at the camera.
I squint. “Julia Child?”
A sniff comes from right next to me—I nearly jump out of my skin before I realize it’s just Jenny, standing next to me with her arms wrapped around herself and her eyes still raw.
“She’s his hero,” Jenny says. “Always has been. She inspired him to start cooking—he’s really, really good at it. Before him, I’d never had a boyfriend who insisted on cooking for me all the time instead of the other way around. He’s so sweet, he’s always doing things for me and never asking for anything back—” For a moment she teeters on the verge of another breakdown. But she regains her balance, exhaling raggedly. “This kitchen, it’s his happy place.”
“Sounds like he really found his calling,” I say, giving her a cautious smile.
She nods vigorously. “I know this sounds fake, but David’s food—if you eat it, it makes you—it just makes you better. Like, it makes you feel better emotionally, but honest to god I haven’t been sick once since we started living together. I’ve asked him what his secret is, and he always gives me some stupid answer like ‘unicorn barf’ or ‘Cinnamon Toast Crunch’ or ‘how much I love you—’” She clears her throat with a wet sound. “Sorry, I’m just going to… I think I need to clean up. Richard knows all the details, you can ask him.” I nod in understanding. She attempts a wobbly smile, then hurries away.
I look back at the Tupperware castle, and at Julia Child’s smiling face. Then I open all the cabinets, one by one, and step back to get a good look at all the contents. Jars and jars and jars of all kinds of herbs and spices, meticulously labeled with white stickers inscribed in thick Sharpie. Some of the labels have tiny, almost unnoticeable symbols on them: a little star here, a triangle there, a looping spiral, a cluster of dots. I open the refrigerator—its contents are arranged in such deliberate, orderly groupings that for a second I think I’m staring at a children’s poster of the food pyramid.
Kitchen witch. He must have been one. Not powerful enough to be recognized by the community, but he must have known what he was doing—at the very least he knew he was doing something, he just didn’t realize it was magic at the time. Every ritual has power, and preparing food is absolutely a ritual, one that imbues the finished product with specific intent. He even had a goddess; granted, it’s Julia Child. But hey, modern religion works in weird ways.
I frown. I can’t tell if this changes the game or not. I need to look into it further.
Dick meanders over. He doesn’t seem to have noticed my fascination with the kitchen and refrigerator contents, as he’s too busy watching the direction Jenny’s gone. “She’s, uh, really upset,” he says.
“Yeah, I noticed,” I answer.
He reaches up to yank open the freezer housed in the refrigerator’s top compartment, blasting both of us with cold air. Inside resides a tray of richly brown cupcakes, each topped with creamy, pastel frosting that automatically triggers my salivary glands.
“David made these?” I ask.
“Over two weeks ago. And those, and those, and those.” He nudges the tray aside to show the rest of the freezer, which is jam-packed with all kinds of sweet and savory goodies. They look a bit… shapeless. “Most of them have gone bad by now. But she won’t throw them out.”
“That’s… sad.”
“The cupcakes are amazing though.” Dick stares longingly into the depths of the freezer. “She gave me one the first time I came around.”
I narrow my eyes. “Cupcakes and cleavage, the ultimate siren call. Tell me, if Tricia were as young and accommodating as Jenny, would you have taken her case too? Or would the race thing have still held you back?”
He swivels toward me, blood draining from his face. “What? No! That’s not why I—I—” He fumbles and I let him, glaring pointedly. “Look, I’m not a racist! A-and I’m not a pervert! It’s just that the Powers kid is—well, I thought he was just a kid who’d run away to mess with his family, you know? Every kid does that sometime but they always come back—but this guy, he’s an adult, he’s got everything going for him, you don’t live in a place like this with a girlfriend like that and just up and leave, not without leaving a note—”
A note. Why does that feel important? Whatever it is, I lose track of the thought as Dick rambles on.
“—a-and it’s not like I never acknowledged I was wrong! I came back to the Powers’ neighborhood, I found you, we’re working together now, so it doesn’t really matter—”
I wave him off. “Buddy, I’m not your priest or your therapist. I don’t need a confession, just an explanation so we can move the Hell on to finding these people.”
He trails off into half-coherent stutters, wringing his hands. Then he sighs, putting his face in his hands. “Okay, fine. I wasn’t exactly… listening to everything the Powers lady was telling me. If I had been, maybe I would have taken the case, and then when Jenny came to me I might have already had information to work off of, and then maybe I’d have an actual lead by now. Maybe.” He works his jaw from side to side. “Look, I—I can’t go back to Tricia. I know I should, but I’ve already wasted so much of her time and got nothing to show for it. I can’t go back and ask for a second chance with empty hands. Can we please just work together on this? I’ll apologize to her face-to-face after we’ve found her kid, I swear on my life.”
I shrug helplessly. “Hold yourself to your own promises, dude. I’m just here to do my job.”
The click of the bathroom door opening, and a wet sniff—Dick jumps and slams the freezer door on my hand. The door bounces back open while I clutch my hand and spit curses, making Jenny blink perplexedly at both of us from the bathroom doorway.
“Oh, um. Did something happen? Are you okay?” she says.
“Yeah, I’m—” I grit my teeth, forcing myself to clench and flex my injured hand. “I’m fine. Perfectly fine. Little accident with the freezer door.” I narrow my eyes at Dick.
Jenny puts a hand to her mouth. “Oh god, I’m so sorry, you’re here to help find David and you got hurt—sorry, here, there’s cupcakes in the freezer, you can each have one—”
She sweeps around the kitchenette like a particularly athletic breeze, neatly extracting two frozen cupcakes from the freezer and rushing them over to a cabinet against the wall. She gets out two Tupperware containers—Tupperware containers shaped like cupcakes. Cupcake containers. Containers meant specifically for the storage of individual cupcakes. I stare in bafflement as she sticks one cupcake into each Tupperware, then holds them out to Dick and me.
Dick immediately takes his. I slip mine into my coat, where it leaves a slight bulge. 
“Thanks, doll,” Dick says to Jenny, beaming. She beams back, albeit blearily.
“Anything for a good friend,” she says.
Dick’s face kind of twitches at that. Oh, Dick. You absolute dick. She has a fiancé.
“I think we’re done looking around here,” he says, cheery smile a bit stiff on his lips. “Come on Henry—”
“Harry.”
“—Harry, I’ll show you the route David was supposed to take back home from work. Jenny, remember you can call me anytime, if you ever have a problem, any kind of emergency—”
Something in my head slides, then clicks into place.
 
Left for emergency. Back soon.
-Joy
 
I stand, frozen as my heart plunges into my stomach. Dick says something to me; I don’t hear it. The clean walls of the apartment seem to draw inward, turning the air thick and stale. I open my mouth, lick my dry lips. 
“I… I’ll be back,” I hear myself say.
I swing around and run for the door.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
Technomancy
 
I call Joy’s phone over and over again on the way to her apartment. It rings forever and eventually goes to voicemail. I leave a message asking her to please call me, please let me know you’re okay as I take the stairs up to her apartment three at a time.
It could be nothing, I tell myself. Just your brain making connections in the wrong places. It’s a trauma response. It happens. The past isn’t doomed to repeat itself. It’s nothing. 
The scribbled sign is still on her door. I nearly fall over in front of it, bracing myself on my knees as I try to catch my breath. My heart is trying to push itself up my throat with every beat. My midsection hurts, like I’m trying to throw up on an empty stomach. I jab the doorbell. There’s a muffled chime, and I press my ear to the pitch-black crack between the doorframe and the door. Nothing. No Joy-like grumbling, no footsteps muffled by plush carpets. Just… nothing. 
I glance furtively around me and see only the stark, impersonal hallway. I reach into my coat, still keeping my ears open for footsteps or opening doors, and pull out my set of dubiously mangled paperclips that I like to pretend are real lockpicks. I bend slightly, shadowing the lock with my form as I pick it by feel.
One of the tumblers is being stubborn. I bend further, squinting even though I can’t see inside the damn lock anyway. It’s stuck, and my hands keep shaking and I can’t get the stupid homemade pick to stop skidding off the tumbler—wait. I think I’ve got it. Just stop shaking, steady, push up, right there…
Click!
“Hallelujah,” I mutter under my breath as I grab the handle. 
“Hello?” says a hushed voice.
I whip around and shove myself backward against the doorknob. Even through my coat, the doorknob and protruding picks dig mercilessly into my back, where I apparently have another bruise. Gods fucking dammit, Lilith. I give a pained grin.
“Uh. Hi.”
The woman in front of me cocks her head like a puzzled golden retriever. She narrows her eyes at me through messy, silver blunt bangs, leaning forward—okay, maybe a drug-sniffing golden retriever. I keep up my innocent façade, cringing inwardly. She looks young, definitely younger than I am. She’s short in stature, like Joy, but unlike Joy she’s plump with full, apple-round cheeks and thickset legs. Her top half is draped in an oversized, mustard-yellow raincoat, but one of the sleeves is flapping empty; underneath, her arm is in a cast, held up by a sling over her shoulder. She’s also wearing a choker of some kind, made of colorful braided strings like a friendship bracelet.
Suddenly her eyes widen, and her face lights up. 
“Oh, I know you! I’ve seen you come by here before!” There’s a childlike sense of Aha! shining through her eyes. Even when she’s excited, there’s a whispery rasp to her voice, like part of the volume is bleeding away through a rip in the fabric of reality. “Are you a client? Or Joy’s friend?”
“Uh, a friend. Sometimes client. Mostly friend.”
She grins at that—but then her lips twist to the side, and her brows knit together. “You wouldn’t happen to know where she is, would you? I’ve been calling and texting her all day but she won’t respond…”
I shrug, using the movement to discreetly lean away from the doorknob. Sweet, blessed relief. “Same here, unfortunately. Hey, uh, how do you know her?”
“I’m a client. Was a client, actually. She stopped taking money from me.”
“Really? Why?”
“Because I—” She goes silent for a moment, a bit of light fading from her eyes. Whatever it is, she shakes it off in a moment, sticking her hand out at the same time. “Anyway, I’m Nikki.”
It’s too obvious a deflection to be suspicious. I’ll respect it for now. “Harry,” I respond, shaking her hand and giving what’s hopefully my most friendly smile. “So, what’s the reason you’re here?”
“I always visit Joy on Fridays. Just to talk and stuff. I also feed her.” She holds up a plastic shopping bag. “You?”
I fumble to get out my phone and show her the string of texts between Joy and me. She giggles at the picture of Joy threatening my wallet.
“Yeah, that sounds like her,” Nikki laughs. She peeks around me at the door. “Is it open?”
“Apparently.” I surreptitiously pocket the lockpicks as I turn around. I twist the door handle, and the door swings open. Something washes over Nikki’s face, turning its sandy brown hue green and sickly.
“It shouldn’t open. Joy wouldn’t have forgotten to lock her door. Something—something’s wrong.”
“That’s what I was thinking.” The half-lie rolls easily off my tongue, and for a moment I question if I’m really a good person. I open the door all the way and step inside.
There’s nothing immediately off about Joy’s apartment. It looks exactly as it did when I was last here, just messier. The curtains around her kitchenette and bedroom are open, revealing the pristine little domestic spaces that clash with the rest of the apartment’s interior.
See? my brain chastises itself. Nothing wrong. Nothing’s wrong.
Nikki comes in behind me, taking nervous, slight steps that make no sound. She tilts her head at the fairy tapestry on the wall. “Doesn’t Joy usually take that down when she’s out of town?” she says.
“She does, actually. She either takes it with her or locks it in a trunk.” I study Nikki closely. “How did you know that?”
“She went to Philly for some kind of convention two weeks back. Yarnfest Palooza or something. She left me her keys and asked me to water her plants.”
I glance at the pots filled with green shoots and leaves by the windows, then back at the tapestry.
“Huh. You’re right, that is strange. The note makes it sound like she’ll be gone a while, or at least that she doesn’t know when she’ll be back. But she left the tapestry on the wall…” I step forward, rounding the table where I sat less than a day ago.
CRUNCH.
I look down and see wickedly sharp, gleaming shards of glass curving out from beneath my feet. When I raise my shoe, smaller pieces are stuck to the sole. It’s like the moment all three pictures of a slot machine line up—Sound. Image. Sensation.
The remains of a porcelain teapot crunch under my boots.
I look up, because that’s what I’m supposed to do next. Because I’ve lived this before.
Sheer curtains snap over the open windows, rippling the afternoon sunlight. Follow the streams of light, under the table. Black blood oozes, reaching out to me, an invitation. Come see, it says. Come see what’s left of her. I crawl on my hands and knees, glimpse the dull shine of a silk robe. Reach toward it—touch matted, coal black hair—
“Isn’t that Joy’s crystal ball?”
The memory takes its sweet time letting me go. I don’t know where I am. My eyes won’t focus; I don’t remember how to make them focus. I can’t feel the floor under my feet.
The blurry image of Nikki’s face fills my vision. There’s a delay between when her lips move and when her voice reaches my ears. “…Hello? Oh crap—are you okay? Is something wrong? Are you okay?”
Her arm, the one not in the cast, is hovering indecisively against mine. When I turn my palm over, it’s like I’m watching a movie in first person—but she flinches just as my fingertips graze her sleeve. That flinch is what gets me.
“I’m fine,” I say, forcing the lie into truth. The walls are still spinning and my lungs ache with emptiness; I suck in a quick breath between my teeth. “I’m fine, don’t worry. I’m fine.”
The memory laughs as it retreats.
I shake my head quickly, grounding myself in the motion. I look up to see Nikki now at arm’s length, still looking concerned but seemingly unwilling to come closer. “You said your name is Harry, right?” she says, furrowing her brow. “Is that short for something?”
“Yeah, Harrietta.”
Something unreadable passes before her eyes. “Oh my god,” she says. “Oh my god, oh my god—” She frantically unzips her huge raincoat and roots around an inner pocket, of which she has many, all seemingly slapped together on short notice with mismatched patches of colorfully patterned fabric. I feel a sort of kinship with her for that. She finds what she was looking for, a pale yellow Post-it note that’s been folded in half. The adhesive bit sticks to her fingers as she holds it out to me.
“It’s from Joy,” she explains. “We were eating together a week ago when she had a vision. You know when her face gets all scrunched up and she starts listening to stuff you can’t hear?”
“Uh—yeah, I know about that.” She knows about Joy’s magic? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Joy is as cautious as I am when it comes to keeping her abilities secret. As in, she’s not cautious at all.
“So she was listening to something, and then she wrote this down and told me to give it to someone named Harrietta when I met them. Met you.”
I take the Post-it from her, gingerly in case she flinches again, and finds a message written in Joy’s unmistakable scrawly handwriting.
Check her phone. Now.
“What does it say?” Nikki asks, tiptoeing to get a look. 
“I need to check your phone, apparently,” I say, showing her the note. “May I?”
There’s a moment of paralyzed hesitation.
“…Nikki?”
“It’s important, I know. If Joy said so, it must be.” There’s that greenish tinge in her face again. She reaches into her coat, hesitates. “It’s just—look, about why Joy won’t let me pay her anymore—” Her lower lip trembles.
“Hey,” I say as softly as I can, “it’s okay, it’s alright. Let’s sit down, okay?”
I pull out one of the upholstered chairs at the round table for her, and she sinks into it. I take the seat opposite from her—belatedly, I realize it’s Joy’s usual seat, with her tapestry behind my head. The room looks different from this perspective. Joy’s perspective, I guess.
Nikki pulls her stringy hair back from her face. “Sorry, I’m just—I’m not good with people looking through my stuff. It kind of brings back bad memories. Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it, it’s perfectly fine. You just watched me freak out over a bad memory too. Do you… want to talk about it?” Nikki looks crestfallen. “It’s okay if you don’t want to,” I amend hastily.
“No, it’s okay. It really is. It’s just… well… my last boyfriend, he was… he stole my stuff a lot. Looked through my texts and accused me of sleeping around, and—and—” Nikki is making little twitching gestures with her hand, like she’s trying to explain something she can’t wrap her words around. “…He’s the one who gave me this,” she finishes quietly, indicating her cast.
Now it’s my turn to be crestfallen. “Oh man, I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine. It’s been almost seven weeks, and I’m getting the cast off on Monday. Can’t wait.” She smiles a little and weakly wiggles her fingers. “That’s what I meant, about not paying Joy anymore. I had a proper appointment the first time we met, but when she found out why I wanted her advice, she stopped charging me. She let me come over anytime, even in the middle of the night, and we talked more than I think I’ve ever talked with anyone in my life—but she never told me to leave him. I think she knew from experience it wouldn’t work.”
I nod. I only know snippets of Joy’s childhood, but with the way she talks about her dad, its not hard to put the pieces together. “Are you still with him?”
“Nah. The night my arm happened, I told him I was going to the hospital whether he liked it or not, ‘cause otherwise we wouldn’t make rent—I’m a comic artist, and I was making most of our money.” Her nose wrinkles. “Stupid freeloader. Anyway, he followed me to the hospital, but I slipped a note to a nurse asking her to call my family. Same nurse kept him distracted while two of my sisters dragged me out the door, and we stopped at my old apartment just long enough to pack my laptop and some clothes. I’m crashing at my sisters’ place now. He keeps sending gross messages to me online, but I really need my social media to get freelance gigs, so there’s not much I can do about that. I got back in contact with Joy. Got my life kinda-sorta back together… end of story, I guess.” She attempts a nonchalant shrug, but it comes out lopsided. She turns away slightly, avoiding my eyes. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to dump all that on you. I guess I’m just used to talking when I’m here. With Joy. She’s easy to talk to.”
“Yeah, she is.”
We sit in silence for a bit. Nikki fidgets with her choker. I try not to be obtrusive. Eventually, she looks up.
“Can I see the sticky note again?”
I hand it to her. Her eyes scan its contents, going back and forth a few times. Then she reaches into one of her parka pockets.
“If Joy says you need to check my phone, then you need to check my phone. And if she trusts you, I trust her, so I trust you too. I think.” She seems to be half talking to me, half reassuring herself. She holds out her phone. “Here.”
I thank her and lay it flat on the table so she can see exactly what I’m doing. It’s housed in a practical thick rubber casing, but there’s a long, jagged crack running diagonally across the screen. I flip through her apps, check her calls and texts. She’s got a string of messages between herself and Joy that’s a week old; in it, Nikki asks Joy what she wants to eat for dinner. Joy reprimands her for trying to baby her, then promptly declares a craving for pupusas. I have to smile at that. But otherwise, nothing catches my eye.
I push out my lower lip to one side and think, tapping the phone with my finger. “Hey, Nikki. You mind if I take this to a friend? She’s good with technology, and I think she can figure out what Joy wanted us to see.”
“Oh, um, sure. Can I come with you?”
“Yeah, yeah of course. It’s your phone.”
We make our way out of the apartment, carefully avoiding the broken glass on the floor, then close the door behind us and walk side by side down the hall. Nikki turns to me.
“What’s your friend’s name? Is she a witch like you?”
“It’s kind of complicated, she—” My voice sticks in my throat. “Wait, I never told you I was a witch.”
Nikki looks more embarrassed than anything. “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were trying to hide it. Just, you’re Joy’s friend, you’re wearing a long black coat with a bunch of lumps in the pockets, you’re like, six feet tall, and you have that funky scar on your neck…”
“Oh, right. I guess that might have given it away.” I can feel the tips of my ears turning bright pink. I face forward and stride on, trying to salvage at least a little grace from the situation. “But like I said, my friend—her name’s Isabella, and yeah, she’s a witch too. She just doesn’t know it yet.”
 
***
“Izzy!” I shout as the apartment door slides open, grinning and throwing my arms up.
“Harry,” Isabella replies, giving me a wry twist of her eyebrows. The expression is only enhanced by the high, sharp bridge of her nose leading down to narrow, pursed lips. She leans back in her wheelchair and raises the takeout food carton in her hand, opening her mouth to say something sarcastic—then she sees tiny Nikki beside me. She blinks, and breaks into a warm smile. “Hey there.” She turns back to me, and her face is droll again. “I assume you need my help with something electronic?”
Nikki’s face lights up. “We do, actually! How’d you know?”
Isabella chuckles. “Because Harry here is useless as balls on a dildo when it comes to technology. Come on in, and close the door.” She balances the food carton precariously in her lap as she spins around.
“You can use the balls as a handle sometimes,” I mutter.
We follow Izzy into her living room, which is currently occupied by more takeout boxes and cartons. They’re centered around a wooden table where a silver laptop lies open with lines of colorful code sprawling across its screen, which is in turn faced by a blue canvas couch. There’s a TV over in the corner, with a matching blue armchair and a few beanbags in front of it. It’s a minimalistic setup with plenty of open space. Once Isabella enters the scene with her frizzy brunet hair and electric blue-and-red flannel, the air of neat bachelorette domesticity is complete.
“Working from home?” I ask.
“Yup. Deadlines, man. They’re kicking my ass.” Isabella rounds the table, gathering up a whole host of paper plates and disposable chopsticks, then dumping them in the trash.
“Is that why you haven’t been DJing lately?”
Isabella sighs. “I wish I could, but my day job comes first. And I have to work overtime because my roommate just bailed on me.”
I feel an instinctive pang of worry, which I carefully extract from my voice before speaking. “You’re here alone? Your brother still comes over on Wednesdays, right?”
“Wednesdays and weekends.” She looks me straight in the eye. “Don’t worry about me, Harry. I know my own needs and how to meet them better than anyone else. If I needed help, I’d have asked for it already.”
The guilt must show on my face, because she laughs unapologetically and makes her way over to the table. Nikki and I sit at an angle to her on the blue couch. Isabella picks up a half-full bag of wonton chips, contemplates them for a second, then pops one in her mouth. “So,” she says around a mouthful of crunch, putting up her hair with an elastic, “where’s the broken tech?”
Nikki’s already holding her phone out to me. I hand it to Isabella. “It’s not broken,” I explain. “There’s supposed to be some kind of content on this phone related to a woman’s disappearance, but it’s either hidden or missing.”
“Ah, so this is for a case?”
“Yup.”
Izzy picks up a cable and plugs the phone into her computer. There’s a pair of plastic, red-rimmed reading glasses perched on top of her head; she flicks them down onto the bridge of her nose as she squints at the laptop screen.
“So, um, how do you guys know each other?” Nikki asks tentatively.
“Met at a dyke bar,” Isabella answers without even looking up. Her fingers flutter over the keyboard, opening and closing windows at a pace too quick for me to track. “I was the DJ, and she staggered up to me to tell me my music was ‘magic.’ She looked pretty plastered and I figured she was hitting on me, so I just smiled and thanked her.”
I pout. “I was hitting on you!”
“See, there you go. But then it turns out she also meant it literally. And she was trying to slip a boob out of her tank top.”
“I know what drunk me is like, I censored myself in advance.”
“Electrical tape over your nipples doesn’t count as modesty, Harry. Okay, this cache is useless, moving onto the next.”
Nikki leans over to get Izzy’s attention. “Wait, what did you mean earlier? About how she ‘meant it literally?’”
Izzy chuckles. “She believes in magic.”
Nikki frowns. “I believe in magic. I have a magic choker my other witch friend gave me.”
The tk-tk-tk-ing of Isabella’s fingertips on the keys stops. She stares quizzically at Nikki and the colorful braid of strings around her throat, then at me. Then she shrugs and goes back to typing. 
I clear my throat. “For the record, the witch friend is the missing person we’re looking for.”
“Ah. Of course. Wouldn’t expect anything else.”
Nikki turns toward me, eyes wide. “She doesn’t believe in magic?”
“Of course not. She believes in things like science and technology. She’s a programmer, after all.” I give her a big fat wink while Nikki just blinks in confusion. Isabella huffs out a sigh, rolling her eyes.
“You act like I’m missing some cosmic joke just because I don’t believe I’m Hogwarts material.”
“You have a gift, I’m telling you.”
“Sure, I’ll accept that. But that doesn’t mean I’m a witch, just a really good DJ.”
“Seriously, Izzy, you could blow minds. Maybe literally, if you got really good.” I have, in fact, watched a particularly lively subway busker play a note on her electric violin that imploded every rat skull within a twenty-meter radius. The busker winked at me after that. I gave her a twenty-dollar tip and went home feeling a volatile mix of terror and arousal I’ll never forget.
Izzy smiles despite herself and chuckles. “Sure, sure. As long as you’re paying me fair money to keep up that website of yours, we’re cool. Okay, I think I’ve just about scrubbed this thing clean. There’s nothing encrypted or hidden on this phone.”
“Oh, sorry. I guess this was a waste of time then.”
Nikki sags. But Isabella puts up a finger before I can reach for the phone. “I’m not done yet, let me look for deleted content.” She takes a second to nudge her glasses back into place, and then her fingers are flying again. “Ah, there we go. Man, that’s a shit ton of deleted texts.”
I blink. “You can delete text messages?”
Isabella gives a long-suffering sigh. “You’re a millennial, Harry. You’re supposed to know these things.” A list pops up on the screen, and she scrolls through it. “Huh. These are all from someone named ‘Michael.’ Is he related to the case?”
Nikki stiffens. “Um, no. He’s—an ex.”
Isabella takes the hint, quicker than I would’ve. Her eyes flicker once to the cast on Nikki’s arm, then back to her flashing computer screen. There’s no physical change, but her demeanor softens. “Right then, we can ignore those. Wait. What’s your missing friend’s name?”
“Joy,” Nikki and I both chime at the same time.
Isabella stares hard at the screen. “…I think you two want to take a look at this.”
She tilts her laptop screen so we can get a better look, showing us a series of cheery blue and green text bubbles. 
 
joyh elp me hes goign to kill me
ges here pls help me
hes throwinnng things hes going to lkill me
whwre r u pls hel
 
Nikki looks like she’s been punched in the gut. “I—I never sent those,” she stutters. “I swear, I never—I don’t remember—”
“It’s okay, I know you didn’t send them,” I say immediately, turning to her.
“But—but—” She gulps for air, each gasp louder and hoarser than the last. “How did he—my phone, how did he, did he—my sisters live in that apartment—”
“You’re in a safe place, Nikki,” Izzy murmurs. “We’re here, and we’re going to figure this out. Stay with us, okay?”
Nikki nods frantically, but her chest jumps like she’s hiccuping out of control. “I’m sorry, s-sorry—sorry for being—s-sorry—” Her sentence gets lost in her hectic breathing.
“It’s not your fault, and there’s nothing you need to apologize for. You’re having a totally normal reaction to something terrifying,” Isabella continues. She reaches for a half-full glass bottle on the table. “Do you want something to drink?”
Izzy has to ask a few more times, but Nikki eventually hears her and reaches for the bottle, muttering, “Thank you, sorry, thank you,” as she does. She has to pause between sips to breathe, and her eyes still aren’t fully landing on either Izzy or me.
I reach toward her out of instinct—then remember that she doesn’t want to be touched, and stuff my hands into my pockets instead. The round plastic of Jenny’s Tupperware is there to greet me like a helpful hint.
“Hey, Nikki,” I say, fishing it out. “You hungry by any chance?”
Nikki and Isabella turn to me. 
“Harry,” says Izzy, “the fuck is that?”
I pop the latch on the Tupperware; both Izzy and Nikki start.
“Oh,” Nikki sniffles, “it’s a cupcake.”
“Yeah, sorry it’s a bit smushed. I got it from a kitchen witch’s house, and I heard it helps with emotions. I don’t know if it’ll help but—”
Nikki’s already taking the Tupperware from my hands, like she just gravitated helplessly toward it. 
“Oh, um, okay. It’s kind of old, I don’t know if you wanna—” 
First bite, Nikki’s erratic breathing evens out. Second bite, the shaking of her shoulders stills. Third bite, it’s like the four walls of Isabella’s apartment have fallen away, replaced by a sky as blue as the cupcake’s frosting. Isabella and I may as well be invisible, for all the shits Nikki gives.
Izzy stares at the serenity on Nikki’s face. She pushes her glasses up to her hair, then stares at her again. Then she turns to me. “Harry,” she says, “did you just feed this girl a drugged cupcake?”
“I don’t think it’s a drugged cupcake? As far as I know, it was just made by a talented chef.” Talented chef, my ass. If I didn’t already know David was a kitchen witch, this would be some pretty confirmation-y evidence.
Nikki smacks the last bits of frosting and sprinkles off her lips, then starts sucking leftover crumbs off her fingertips. “That,” she murmurs, “was really, really good. Is there any more?” 
“Sorry, I only had the one.”
“Oh, okay. That’s okay too.” She smooths out the creases in her raincoat and sits up slowly, her new posture adding an extra three inches to her height. There’s this clear intention in her movements, like she’s going from A to B with the utmost simplicity, no hesitation or middleman.
“How are you feeling?”
“Still scared. But I can control it now. We were talking about texts, yeah?”
“Um… yes. Texts,” Isabella says, cautiously. “If you’re… up for it, there’s more after what you guys saw.”
Nikki’s placid expression wavers, but doesn’t crumble. “This is what Joy’s vision wanted us to see, it must explain her disappearance.”
Isabella’s eye twitches at the word “vision,” but shows her laptop screen to us again. 
 
[Joy]: where r u?? 
home
hiiding
[Joy]: stay where u r! im coming to get u
i am
pls hurry
[Joy]: im on my way
[Joy]: ill be there soon i promise 
[Joy]: its gonna be ok
[Joy]: nikki?? r u there???
 
“These texts are timestamped at around 4 a.m. last night,” Isabella says. “Nikki, where were you then? And did you have your phone with you?”
Nikki’s brow furrows. “I don’t know, I was asleep. But I remember I went to plug my phone in before I went to bed, but I couldn’t find it in my coat pocket. I looked everywhere for it, I even used that tracking app thingy, but it said my phone was dead and the last place it had been was my place. I couldn’t even ask my sisters if they’d seen it, because they’re both in Connecticut doing college visits with my parents. I tried to sleep, kept waking up, decided to stay up and do portfolio work until the sun came up—and when I left the apartment to get food, I found my phone in the hallway right in front of the elevator. I definitely thought it was weird, I even got paranoid that it was my ex, but he hasn’t gotten any more creative with the threatening bullcrap he keeps sending me from anonymous accounts. I really don’t think he’d keep it a secret if he knew where I live now.”
I push myself upright and start pacing the hardwood floor. “This was obviously premeditated. Whoever took Joy watched her to figure out how best to lure her out and catch her off guard; they didn’t want to break into her apartment and risk a loud fight. They wanted to make it look like she left on her own and just never came back. I only got suspicious because I got involved in two other missing person’s cases at the same time; otherwise, no one would have known anything for days.”
The silence is violent. The cupcake may have quelled Nikki’s panic attack, but her fear and dread is obvious. Isabella says, “I hate to be the one bringing this up, but… do we call the cops?”
More silence. Nikki visibly winces. I hesitate before I speak. 
“Nikki… you’d have to give a statement. Your phone and your testimony that you didn’t send those texts is all the evidence we have.”
Nikki sucks in a breath through her teeth. “I’m… not sure. The thing is, I mean, it’s…” She does that thing she did earlier, twitching her hand like she’s trying to paint her explanation onto the air in front of her. Then she blows an over-exaggerated breath out of her cheeks. “…I’m a brown trans woman, and the police already yelled at me last week when I reported my stalker ex for the second time. I don’t think they’re too keen on listening to me about, well, anything.”
“Ah, shit,” I say.
“Fucking pigs,” Isabella grumbles.
I massage my temple with one hand, feeling all sorts of muddy feelings, trying to salvage something productive out of them all. “Fuck, this sucks. But… regardless of that, thank you for helping us, Izzy. I really owe you one.”
“You owe me lots. But not this time. Whatever this is, I’m doing it for free.” She turns to Nikki with genuine kindness in her eyes. “I really hope you find your friend.”
We’ve gotten pretty much all we can from Nikki’s phone; figuring out what comes next is the problem. I pace near the doorway, mulling things over, while Nikki stays sedentary and Isabella putters around with her computer equipment. 
If David the kitchen witch didn’t realize his potential but was taken anyway, the same thing might happen to Izzy. But Isabella doesn’t believe in “hocus pocus,” so she’d be hard-pressed to defend herself against something she doesn’t believe in when it comes knocking at her door. Maybe if her roommate weren’t gone and she had someone to watch her back…
I see Nikki in the corner of the room, sinking into a cushy green beanbag the size of a mastiff. Whatever mojo the cupcake provided must be running out, because I can see her limbs trembling from all the way across the room. She pulls her free arm into her coat and curls up inside it, turning herself into a mustard yellow camping tent with a little head sticking out the top. 
I bite my lip. “Hey, Izzy,” I call softly. “About Nikki. Do you think she could stay with you?”
Isabella looks startled. She rolls her chair toward me, whispering, “Here?”
“Yeah, here. Because, well—someone stole from her because they knew she was connected to Joy, and they knew where she lived down to right floor of the right apartment building. She said she’s alone in that apartment, so now she’s gotta worry about two creeps in her life, and Joy’s not around to help, so…”
Isabella turns to peek at the anxiety-stricken, yellow mini-mountain in the corner. “Alright, yeah, she shouldn’t be alone. If she needs to, she can stay with me.”
Silence. I chew the inside of my cheek as she waits for me to speak. 
“Izzy… Look, you’re not going to believe me, but—I think you could be in trouble. I know you don’t believe in magic—”
“Especially not the bit where you keep telling me I’m a witch.”
“Yeah, understandable. But there was a guy like you that got taken. He might not have believed in magic either, but he had the potential…”
“The same potential you keep saying I have.”
I say nothing, just nod. 
Izzy sighs. She screws up her lips to one side, eyes wandering around the room, then back to me. “…Look, Harry. I’m not going to lie when I say I think you’re a nutcase. Friendly nutcase, good intentions, not all that different from other folk when it comes down to it, but still a nutcase. Honestly, I’m only alright with all your magic talk because you’ve never tried to sell me a ‘cure’ for my legs. But I also know you help people—how, I’ve got no freaking clue. But you know your shit. If you say I fit a pattern, I’m going to trust you on it. But you don’t have to worry about protecting me.”
She leads me to her computer room—literally an entire room dedicated to her pristine computer setup and all the business conducted on it. How much money does she even make? And why didn’t I study programming in high school? Isabella leaves her glasses on the desk, then hooks a finger under her keyboard and lifts; there’s a small, flat key taped under it. She uses it to unlock the top drawer of her desk. Under a stack of papers is a sleek, heavy handgun, coal black with a matte finish, practical and deadly in every way. She opens another drawer and finds a clip, which she slides into the gun with a smooth click! She checks the safety with fluid, practiced movements and lays the gun on her desk, one hand resting lightly on top of it. She faces me with smoldering eyes. 
“I’ll protect myself.” 
I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t more than a little turned on by that. I nod. “Whoever this is, they have a history of taking people when they’re alone outdoors. If you’re going anywhere, even just a short distance away, take that with you. Maybe Nikki, too. She’s sensitive, and she knows the stuff I know. She’ll notice warning signs you won’t.” 
She gives me a confident nod in response, but I’m still uneasy. Whoever this mysterious kidnapper is, the fact that they managed to nab Joy is… disturbing, at the very least. Joy might look small and frail, but she’s still a witch. She quit her curriculum too early to get to the finer bits of combat magic, but she would have known the basics, like putting up a shield, defensive wards, possibly a few elemental projectiles. Plus, she grew up in a harsh environment. Point of fact is, Joy knows how to protect herself; a regular old mook couldn’t have taken her down.
My new enemy is used to fighting mages. Mages who happen to be squarely in my weight class. 
That scares the Hell out of me.
Shaking off the spooky thoughts, I go back into the living room, where Nikki is still huddled in the corner. I settle down on the floor in front of her, legs criss-crossed.
“Hey, Nikki. You okay to talk?”
She gives a little nod.
“Izzy says you can stay here with her for a bit, if you want. You said your family’s out of state, right?”
She nods again, waking up a little. “Yeah. Yeah, actually, they’re not getting back for another day at least. I—I’m kind of freaking out about it, I really don’t want to go back to my sisters’ place alone, but also Izzy literally just met me and I had a whole panic attack in front of her, I don’t know if I want to be more of a burden—”
I interrupt her, trying my best to be polite about it. “Okay, I’m really sorry, I wasn’t honest enough about this. I think it would be good for you to stay here because you shouldn’t have to be alone right now, but also—I think Izzy’s a target.”
Nikki’s eyes snap up. “Really?”
“Yeah, remember how I said she’s got magic? I really wish you could hear her music, it’s so freaking obvious I don’t know how anyone else could miss it. But so far I’ve confirmed two of the missing people as mages, and I’ve already warned Izzy about it, but…”
“…she doesn’t believe in magic, ergo, she doesn’t know how buckwild things could get.”
I nod solemnly. Nikki squints.
“You’re a witch, right? Why don’t you just… show Isabella your magic? You keep trying to convince her, but it would be so much easier to just show her, right?”
The corner of my lip quirks up. “What, like this?” I take a furtive glance over my shoulder to make sure Isabella’s still in the other room, then flick my index and middle fingers up, letting a shard materialize between them. Nikki perks up—I spin the shard in my hand like a card trick, just to see her smile a little longer. “The cool thing about Isabella is, she’s really different from how I was when I started learning magic. I was trying to fill a hole in my life; Izzy’s the opposite. She has people she cares about who care about her, a great career, a passion that can fill a whole nightclub… she likes her life. Learning about magic would change it permanently. She would have to know about councils, monsters, demons—in the end, it might just seriously screw things up for her.” I extinguish the shard slowly, letting it spin into nothingness in my palm. “I’m not gonna force that kind of change. I’ll drop suggestions, sure, but it’s up to her whether or not she follows up on them. Her life, her decision.”
Nikki tilts her head; once again, I’m reminded of a golden retriever. “That makes sense.” Then her eyes light up. “Wait, did you say ‘councils?’”
“Yeah, I did. Why?”
“Does that mean there’s someone else we could go to about Joy? The cops are useless, but what about, like, magic cops?”
I suck in a breath through my teeth. “Yeaaah, about that… the magic pigs aren’t all that much better than the regular pigs.”
A tiny frown appears on Nikki’s face. “…Oh. I guess I should have seen that coming. ‘Absolute power corrupts absolutely,’ and all that.”
“Pretty much. On top of that, the people who hold their leashes, they have a history with Joy.”
“Good history, or bad history?”
I squint, rubbing my jaw. “The New York Council—well, it’s technically the Northeastern American Regional Council, but they always meet here—they used to teach Joy. The idea was, if they got the most powerful mages in the region to train a psychic, they could turn her into a prophecy factory. It—it messed her up. I don’t know to what extent, she doesn’t like to talk about it. But she either left or got kicked out, and they acknowledge her now as much as they acknowledge me. Which is, not at all.”
“Oh. That’s… a bummer. Wait, what did you do to make them not like you?”
I snort through my nose. “That’s a story for another time.” I pull myself up onto one knee. “Take care of yourselves, okay? I’m going to find the jackass who stole your phone, and then I’m going to knock his teeth in until he tells me where Joy is. I’m going to find her, I promise.” I hold out my arms, but don’t move forward.
Nikki picks up the slack, wiggling until she can get her uninjured arm through her parka sleeve, then leaning forward on the beanbag and accepting the hug. It’s a bit awkward since her plaster cast is still between us, but I’m sure neither of us minds. 
Isabella comes back out of her computer room as I get up, and Nikki rises to meet her too. As I leave, they’re sharing both Isabella’s takeout and the food Nikki originally brought for Joy. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
Red List
 
I go back to Joy’s place. The first thing I look for is her ledger, where she keeps all her clients’ appointment times. She had two clients yesterday, the second of whom came at eight o’clock, just after my visit. Actually, he didn’t come at all—his name is crossed off, and the page is annotated with the words “Got sick again!! Hope he’s ok…” His name is listed as “Mingus Oliver.” I get the feeling he’s not a strong suspect. Actually, I get the feeling that none of these names are strong suspects. Joy has an eye for people; she picks out shady clients immediately and throws them out before they can ever book another appointment, and I trust her judgment. I close the ledger and get up to search the rest of the apartment. 
I know what I’m looking for next: the thick blue notebook where Joy keeps her prophecies. I remember how the first time she showed it to me, we were both drunk off our asses on cheap vodka. We’d flipped through the notebook together, laughing at how utterly useless her “gifts” sometimes were and shaking our fists at the teachers who had expected so much out of her. It was a good time.
The book isn’t in her living room, so I have to climb up the creaky, precarious stairs to her loft bedroom to find it. I don’t know how Joy sleeps here, the ceiling is so low I feel claustrophobic just sitting on the bed. Her blue book is on the bedside table. I lift it gingerly, a profound sense of guilt sinking claws into my stomach at the invasion of my friend’s privacy, albeit for good reason.
“I’m sorry, Joy,” I whisper as I thumb open the notebook. I’m immediately met by looping, spiderweb-thin handwriting, arranged in irregular chunks. Some of the pages have pictures, smudged doodles, or even magazine clippings, but any and all prophecies are written in ink. As Joy explained to me that drunken night, anytime she receives a prophecy through a dream, vision, or otherwise strange event, she writes it in her notebook in red. Later, when she finds out what it means, she writes that down in black.
Most of the prophecies inside the book have corresponding solutions already mapped out. The dream about fire was a warning not to eat the chili at Graham’s place. The number combination was a helpful reminder of which bus Joy had to take to get to Brooklyn. The vision of the melting baby was a message to Linda about her custody battle with her husband. But on the very last used page is a list of addresses in red, six in total, with no explanation of their significance.
I take out my phone and call Dick.
“Hello?”
“Dick, it’s me, Harry. Sorry for bailing on you at Jenny’s place, but this is important. I found another victim.”
“Wait—really?” I hear a rollercoaster of emotions in his voice: incredulity, excitement, perfunctory guilt over being excited, thinly-veiled excitement. “Who is it?”
My jaw tightens. “She’s a friend.”
There’s awkward silence on the other end. Then, “So, um, would you like me to come over to where you are, or…?”
“No, don’t. I’ve found all I can here anyway. But I think my friend, Joy, was interested in the same thing we are. She left behind a list of addresses, six of them.”
“Six? What are they?”
“No idea. They’re a Hail Mary at best, but my friend has a knack for knowing what’s up way before anyone else does. I’ll text the addresses over. You take three, I’ll take three. Be thorough. Don’t overlook anything. Take pictures of everything, even if it doesn’t look relevant. And remember the altar back at Jenny and David’s place?”
“The what?”
“Julia Child.”
“Oh, right.”
“See if you can find anything similar to that. Signs of some kind of—” I grope for the words. “—a belief, of some kind. Worship. Religion, maybe. Or something kind of—like an obsessive hobby, or a fixation, or… look, do you get what I’m saying at all?”
A pause at the other end. I can imagine Dick scratching the back of his head. “…Is this an ‘I’ll know it when I see it’ type of deal?”
“Yes, just like that. Good man. Remember to take pictures.”
I hang up, but I’m not satisfied with the conversation. There’s no way Dick will actually know how to look for signs of magic, and even if I had time to give him a crash course, he’d never get all the nuances. Also, he’d think I was insane. Damn. But we’ll cover more ground separately, and I can look over the pictures later to catch whatever he’s missed. Maybe I’m being manipulative, but right now I don’t have much of a choice.
I send Dick the addresses, pointing out to him which are his responsibility, then tuck Joy’s book of prophecies into my coat. I’ll need to hide it somewhere safe. Prophecies, even ones that have already come to fruition, aren’t the kind of knowledge you can afford to lose.
I’m careful to step around the shattered glass ball as I leave. I don’t even want to look at it. If I do, I’ll have to remind myself that this isn’t the same as before—there’s no body to stumble on, at least not yet. Joy’s not dead. She’s just not. Stupid of me to even consider that, just because of—
No. Not going there.
I’m nearly at the door when something compels me to turn and look at the fairy tapestry on the wall. It’s a tapestry, it’s not going anywhere. But if Joy knew she wasn’t going to be here, she wouldn’t have kept it out in the open. Now that I know the circumstances, it seems… irresponsible to leave it up. Joy would want it safe and clean in her usual trunk.
Once I figure out how exactly the metal rod and brackets on the wall are keeping it up, the tapestry is surprisingly easy to remove. I roll it up as neatly as possible, take it up to Joy’s bedroom, and leave it in the heavy trunk against the wall. The apartment looks bare without it, but there’s a more complete sense of Joy’s absence, an affirmation of the mission at hand.
I’m going to find her, and I’m going to find her alive.
 
***
The first address in Joy’s notebook is a little dormitory apartment on the outskirts of the Victory University campus. I don’t question so much as eavesdrop, and I find out that a girl who used to live in the dorm disappeared a few nights ago while at a concert, along with three friends. Same night that Aden disappeared. Similar circumstances, too. I awkwardly climb a tree to get up to the dorm room window, and peering in I can see a definite altar, complete with half-melted candles and a metal bowl of some kind of chunky substance, as well as a velvet choker with a half-moon pendant laid out across the windowsill.
Nothing says “budding witch” like a velvet choker. Just ask my tiny goth sister.
…And then I have to run, because it turns out campus security isn’t fond of strangers in long black coats peeping into students’ dormitories. It’s not hard to lose my pursuers, especially when a horde of students exits a nearby lecture hall; I plunge into the crowd, then make a sharp turn and hide between a hulking black van and a brick wall. And—not that I intended for it to happen—some poor Asian kid in an ankle-length coat with hair like a Chia Pet gets tackled in my stead. I feel bad for him and his Matrix sunglasses… I hope he can afford to sue.
The second address is an apartment number in the Bronx. It’s… empty? As soon as I arrive at the brick building the landlord is in my face, asking if I want a tour of the recently cleared space. I tell him what he wants to hear and he shows me around an apartment that’s been stripped bare of any useful evidence. A bit of wheedling, and the landlord reveals that there used to be a family of four living here before they were evicted for their failure to pay rent nearly two weeks ago.
Unlike my previous arboreal adventure, I have time to get out my magic-vision glasses and examine the place through them. Amidst the swirling colors denoting the different kinds of abstract energy that have passed through the area, I see no signs of active magic use. If anything, the place shows signs of stagnancy, probably a result of the living residents getting kicked out a fortnight ago and no one coming around to take their place. It’s a depressing sight.
The third address is a bit more promising; it belongs to a bachelor in his early thirties who’s apparently not interested in springing for an unpickable lock. I turn the entire place inside out—no magic. No altars, no knickknacks, nothing. Maybe someone already cleared everything out? But one glance through my glasses confirms that the place truly is devoid of magical energy. It looks like this guy just watches a lot of soccer, eats mainly pizza, listens to obscure glam rock, and works the night shift at a convenience store. He also doesn’t have a password lock on his laptop; his browser history says he probably hasn’t been home in four days. It also says he has a fetish for girls dressed as clowns. Eh, that’s pretty harmless as fetishes go; I won’t judge.
I sit on the guy’s couch as I think. Then I see a suspicious stain, and perch myself on the narrow arm of the couch instead.
According to the timeline, David disappeared first, over a week ago. The college kids, clown-dude, and Aden disappeared simultaneously, three days ago. Joy was taken most recently, just last night. The evicted family is… an unknown variable. If I don’t count them, three out of eight disappeared people are most definitely mages. The college kids could have all been experimenting with magic, given that they were hanging out with choker-girl. That would make six out of eight—a much bigger correlation, but an entirely unconfirmed one. Of course, now that begs the question: is Aden into magic? Does the theory even fit?
Was I wrong to be worried about Isabella? Is this shitstain targeting mages at all?
The sky is dark when I leave the building, and the only light comes from street lamps illuminating the sidewalk in patches. Two of the lamps nearby are guttered and flickering.
Somewhere behind me, I hear the rolling slam of a car door, then a rush of stumbling footsteps. “Hey, bitch!” an agitated, wheezing voice shouts. I pivot on one foot with my hands still in my pockets, not entirely paying attention.
“Look, Dick,” I say, “I know I’m not giving you much explanation for stuff right now, but this has gotten personal and I’d really appreciate if you didn’t—”
I freeze. A disheveled, white, baby-faced man in office wear stands on the sidewalk just three feet away, directly under a street lamp. The yellow light gleams off of tears streaming down his ruddy cheeks. His cream-colored shirt is stained at the chest and armpits with sweat, partially hanging out of his tan slacks and clashing egregiously with his bog-green tie. 
He’s pointing a gun at me.
It’s not a very big gun, just a tiny silver revolver with a snub-nosed barrel shorter than my thumb, much less intimidating than Isabella’s. But it’s still a gun. And it can still kill me, especially at this horribly, horribly short distance.
“Called me a dick,” he mutters, his voice shaking just as hard as his hands. “Ruins my life and then calls me a dick. Who the fuck do you think you are?”
My hands twitch inside my pockets. If they were free I’d have thrown up a shield by now, purely out of reflex—but it wouldn’t have lasted more than second, my magic being what it is. Thank gods he hasn’t shot me yet. I stay standing, even though my heart seems intent on rattling me like a pair of maracas. I swallow to wet my dry, cracked throat, inconspicuously slipping my hands out of my pockets. 
“Look, man, I think you have the wrong person,” I say, fighting to keep my voice low and steady, pretending to look at his face while my eyes subtly track the revolver’s every movement. I raise my hands, slowly, in what I hope is a placating gesture. “Just put the gun down and tell me what’s going on, okay? I swear—”
“Shut the fuck up!”
Every muscle in my body tightens in an instinctive spasm. The white noise of fear swells up in my brain, seizing every thought—I grapple with it, forcing the buzzing jumping energy into my stiff arms, letting it tingle up my fingers. My shield ready, I discreetly check my surroundings. No pedestrians in sight. No lit, half-shuttered windows with startled onlookers’ faces showing through. A street lamp behind me flickers, then goes out. Crap, crap crap crap.
The gunman’s eyes, beady and rimmed with red, emit a laser beam of pure hate in my direction. “You bitch. You fucking dyke bitch. What the hell did I ever do to you? You made her hate me! I would have made her happy, don’t you get it? I love her! And she was going to love me!” 
“What?” I say, staring at him in bewilderment. Who is this guy? Did I fuck his girlfriend? I mean, if I did, she’s probably the one who fucked me, girls who’ve always wanted to peg their boyfriends get really happy about meeting me—focus, focus. I feel like I’ve seen this guy before, but my mind is running a blank on names.
“She’s getting married!” he screams at me. The street lamp behind me must have turned on again, because there’s a steady glow building, scattering light onto the sidewalk in front of me—making me an easier target. “Don’t you fucking get it? She’s getting married to that asshole, and it’s your fucking fault!”
He squints and raises the gun. There’s no room for the shot to go wide, even with his shaking hands and the unreliable lighting, there just isn’t enough room—
He stops. Blinks his watery eyes. Both his gaze and his gun bob downward. “What the fuck?” he blurts.
“Huh?” I follow his tear-soaked gaze downward. The light isn’t coming from a streetlamp at all; its coming from my stomach. My stomach is… glowing? Or rather, the outline of Lilith’s sigil is glowing, clearly delineated by a sharp, white light even through my shirt and tie. I blink at it. “What the fuck?” I parrot stupidly.
Before I can take advantage of his confusion, he takes advantage of mine. The gun snaps back up.
“Stop it!” he screams, finger pulled piano-wire-tight against the trigger. “Whatever you’re doing, stop it!”
“I’m not doing anything, I swear I’m not—”
“STOP IT!”
A brick falls on his head.
I barely see it happen in the uneven light. All I know is there’s a CRACK of clay meeting skull, and then the gunman is crumpling like a paper bag. As the initial shock trickles away, I stare down at the brick by my foot, then at the unconscious body in front of me. The guy landed face down, and through his matted hair I can see a bloody gash at the crown of his head, oozing muddy scarlet onto the pavement.
A flutter of pages. Something THWAPs onto the top of my own head, making me stagger. A cheerful voice wafts down from above.
“Oops. Hey, Witchy, you mind picking that up for me?”
I bend down without quite thinking the motion through, groping in partial blindness. I discover a smallish paperback book with a familiar orange cover just behind my right heel and scoop it up. I squint down at it, then up.
Lilith’s shadowed form is leaning over the railing of a fire escape a good five floors up, her hair hanging down around her face like a thick lace curtain and swaying in the breeze. Her face is entirely obscured, but I can still see the gleam of her brilliant white teeth. 
I make a face at her. Then I wave The Pirate’s Mistress, beckoning her down.
Lilith hops up onto the railing, walking it like a tightrope, and leaps lightly to the balcony on the floor below her. She does a hop-skip-twirl, leaps again—I almost think she’s missed her footing, but she catches the rail of the fire escape stairs, swings like a trapeze artist, and lets go. She twists as she falls, her hair streaming up and the thin fabric of her dress rippling—her tail lashes once, and she lands on the outer edge of the sidewalk in a silent crouch. She parts the dark curtain of her hair with both hands as she gets back up, grinning cheekily at me through the gap. She’s back in her ivory nightgown, which sports a few new creases but is somehow without a single spot of dirt. She’s also wearing a jean jacket, one I’ve never seen before. Where do demons get clothes? Macy’s?
The thought dries up as her eyes properly meet mine, and the bruises under my own clothes throb with the rhythm of my racing pulse.
“You dropped a book on me,” I complain, holding it up. She shrugs glibly.
“At least it wasn’t a brick.”
We both turn to look at the gunman in his strange, miserable spotlight under the street lamp, the growing puddle of crimson now soaking his shirt.
“You know this guy?” Lilith asks, leaning to poke him in the shoulder with a clawed toe.
My arm shoots out across her torso, barring her way and pushing her a small step back. “Don’t move him, it could kill him.”
Lilith goes deathly still. She raises a thick eyebrow at the arm in her way, then up at me. I hastily retract my arm. As an afterthought, I also offer her the book; she takes it and holds it loosely at her side. 
She keeps her eyes fixed on mine during the whole exchange. She doesn’t even blink. Her full lips part. “You know,” she says, her tone just a shade too dark to be conversational, “that he was going to kill you, right?”
I open my mouth to respond—and the unconscious man on the floor makes a thick, wet gurgling noise. “Crap, he’s alive,” I hiss, dropping to one knee in front of him. “Gun, where’s the gun?”
Lilith points with her tail. The revolver is on the ground just a little ways off from my attacker’s head, leisurely marinating in the expanding pool of blood. I pick it up gingerly with my coat sleeves covering my fingertips and push out the cylinder, squinting into it in the dim light: all six bullets are present and accounted for.
“Hey,” I say to Lilith, “how do you feel about guns?”
She shrugs. “Never really thought about them.”
“Wanna fire one into the sky for no good reason?”
Her eyes shine. I hold the revolver by the barrel and she takes it, immediately sticking out her tongue. “Ew, it’s sticky. Any tips?”
“You’re supposed to squeeze the trigger gently and brace for kickback, but that’s about all I know.”
Lilith raises her arm, and I cover my ears. The six, booming shots illuminate her face like a lightning storm; for the first, her brows are dipped in concentration. By the last, the curve of her exhilarated grin and the pinpoints of her dimples are stamped forever into my memory. It’s cinematic, honestly. Good thing I was prepared, or I might’ve fallen in love.
Lilith hands the gun back to me. I wipe it down and drop it where I found it, then keep my hands covered to rifle through the gunman’s pockets. Aha, there’s his wallet. As I pocket it, I glimpse slats of light shining through a window that was dark just moments ago. I don’t know if the person behind the shutters can see me, but I give a quick wave anyway.
“Alright, we’re good,” I say, getting up to walk briskly away from the scene. Lilith catches up easily with a smooth, rolling gait that entirely negates the disadvantage of her shorter legs. 
“Ooh, are we running from the police now?” she says, her eyes glinting in the low light.
“No, we’re not running, we’re just… leaving.” I duck into an alley.
“What was the point of shooting the gun?”
“Someone will hopefully call an ambulance for the guy we left. If not, well, it’s the same bind he would have left me in, so I’m not broken up about it. And I didn’t want to carry the gun, so we left it empty so no one else would get shot. That answer your question?”
“Yeah-huh.”
“Good, ‘cause now I have some questions for you.”
Lilith makes another noise like a “Sure, why not.” Then she proceeds to pirouette around me in effortless circles, while I’m still power-walking down the alley. Showoff.
“First, how the Hell did you do that?” I say.
“Do what?” Her voice is sweet and innocent as she cuts across my field of vision in a whirl of hair.
“Drop a brick on that guy. You’re a demon. I doubt he consented to a mortal head injury, there’s no way that could have counted as retaliation, and for gods’ sake could you stop spinning around me like that? You’re giving me a headache.”
She giggles and spins around me one more time, just as I exit the alleyway onto the other side of the block. She faces me while walking backward, flashing her fangs. “I didn’t need justification. Because I never dropped a brick on anybody.” 
I stop and narrow my eyes at her. She shrugs with one shoulder. 
“I was just sitting on the fire escape, reading my book and playing with my pet brick. I put them both down on the rail, then whoops, they fell off. Silly me, I guess.”
I’m going to get a permanent wrinkle between my eyebrows if I keep up this scowl. “How do you even know he was going to kill me? He’s not a professional, he could have chickened out any second.”
“But he wasn’t going to.”
“You don’t know that.”
“He was going to.”
“How do you know that?”
She skips closer to me without her feet making a sound, then, in one graceful motion, pokes me in the bellybutton. I stumble backward.
“Ow! What was—” Then I remember the sigil glowing through my shirt. It’s not there anymore. I grab the plain white fabric of my shirt in my hands, flattening it against my stomach and staring at it. 
“The sigil tells me when you’re about to die,” Lilith says.
“What? When did I agree to that?” I nearly shout.
“When I asked permission to carve into you like a Thanksgiving turkey, you said ‘Sure, go ahead.’ Verbatim. You weren’t particularly discriminating about the nature of the sigil, so I took a slight liberty.”
It takes a moment. Then I smack the heel of my hand onto my forehead.
“You slipped a warning system into the contract. Because if I die without being damned, I win the bet. You rigged the game.”
Her eyes twinkle. She lifts The Pirate’s Mistress and opens it, flipping quickly through the pages until she finds one occupied by a folded brown napkin. She holds the napkin up by a corner like forensic evidence, proudly displaying the various squiggles and symbols I penned onto it earlier while eating breakfast at the outdoor sandwich place. 
“Christ on a cracker,” I say, “don’t you have anything better to do than follow me around all day?”
“You’re trying to figure out how to ward me out of the apartment.” She wiggles the napkin, making it flutter.
“Well, yeah, of course I am.”
“If you get to cheat, then so do I.”
“I’m not cheating, I’m just—” I let out a frustrated growl. “What would you even do with my soul?”
She shrugs, sliding the napkin-slash-bookmark back into place and snapping the book shut. Humming introspectively, she rolls her eyes up to the moonlit sky. “Haven’t decided yet. I might keep you in a jar, take you out to play with if I get bored. Nibble on your fingers when I get snacky. Hang you up on the wall on a plaque like one of those funny moose heads on TV.”
I suppress a violent shudder, compressing it into a quick twitch. “So, you just want my soul for shits and giggles?”
“Like I said. Haven’t decided yet.”
The wail of distant sirens prompts me to start walking again. Lilith tilts her head to one side as she follows me, her ears lengthening into delicate points, and listens for about four or five steps. “Who was that guy, anyway?” she says, one ear flicking. It’s more elongated and floppy than a cat’s ear, more like a goat’s. “I knew you weren’t a bigshot, but I figured anyone coming to kill you would at least be a higher grade. As assassins go, he was pretty pathetic.”
Recognition breaks a chair over my head, stopping me in my tracks. “Oh! I do know him! His name is—is—” I snatch the wallet I took out of my pocket and rifle through it until I find an ID to confirm my suspicions. “—Jones? Joey? George—George! I was hired by his coworker about a week ago, right before that whole mess with the Merestis. Alice, the coworker, thought he was trying to curse her, but it turned out he was trying to get her under a love spell. I was destroying the spell the first time I saw you.”
Lilith claps her hands together, The Pirate’s Mistress between them, and presents a mockingly adoring simper. “Aww, you remember our first date!” she says, voice dripping with sugar. 
I roll my eyes, shoving my hands into my pockets and stalking away. “Whatever, do your demon thing, laugh it up. Anyway, now I know why that guy wanted to kill me.”
“What about the others?”
I blink. “What others?”
“The ones in the van.”
“The ones in the what?”
Lilith stands up on her tiptoes—or rather, stands up even higher on her toes, since she’s got those fancy digitigrade cat feet—and pats the top of my head. “It’s okay, Witchy, it’s not your fault you’re stupid,” she consoles in a voice that’s entirely too charitable for her smug face. 
I duck out from under the condescending head-pat and scowl at her. “Lilith, what van?”
A wicked smirk, and a conspiratorial whisper: “I’ll tell you if you gimme a kiss.”
Her lips are full and wonderfully inviting and I think about the way she kissed me into the mattress last night, a closed-mouth kiss becoming a wet, open-mouthed one, the taste of her tongue sliding against mine, leaving me panting and ready for a different kiss—one that’s scalding hot and dripping with a uniquely tangy, bittersweet taste, slick and slippery and filling me nose to lung with a thick, intoxicating smell—
A payphone booth appears out of nowhere and smacks into my face. Never mind that it’s made of unmissably opaque stainless steel, or that there’s a person inside cussing loudly into a receiver. He pokes his head out to cuss drunkenly at me as I hit the sidewalk; I just stare blearily up at the imprint of my face on the rusted steel. Lilith’s raucous laughter echoes all around me in stereo surround sound, and the bruises on my ass are screaming again.
The guy in the phone booth turns his ire on Lilith—and goes silent, stuck in the molasses of her whiskey-deep eyes. Like a zebra seeing the stripes of a tiger in the grass; familiar, but not-quite-right, not-quite-safe. He leaves the payphone dangling on its cord and stumbles away.
Lilith is still losing it, cackling her heart out as she dances in circles around me. Then she stops, bending to peer intently down at my face. “You’re not concussed, are you?” she says. “That would be sucky. Concussed people are boring.”
“I’m not—not concussed—” I scramble onto my hands and knees, then shove myself upright. The world around me spins wildly. “Oh, Jesus.” The only thing that keeps me from falling again is the unfailing knowledge that Lilith won’t catch me. “We were talking about something. A train? A bus. What bus?”
“A van, Witchy, a van,” Lilith chides, shaking her head. “Your amateur assassin, he was dropped off by a bunch of guys in a black van. They drove off when the fun started.”
That strikes me as important—very, very important. I round on Lilith, in a manner that would be much more urgent and intimidating if I weren’t still wobbling like a baby penguin. 
“Did you get their plates?”
“Didn’t even look at them. I’m not here to do your job for you, Witchy. Evil soul-stealing demon here, remember?” She tilts her head, smiling innocently. “Besides, what am I going to do when another startlingly incompetent hit squad comes for you, drop a brick on one of them? You know I can’t do that. It’s not personal, just interplanar rules.”
A pounding pressure has started in my skull, just under the skin of my forehead. Or maybe I just hadn’t noticed it until now. I grit my teeth, rubbing the heel of my hand against the spot. “I am so warding you out of my apartment.”
Lilith stares up at me through thick black lashes, the gold in her eyes stirring like burnt honey. She blinks; her sclera are suddenly inky black. The skin of her face splits, starting at the corners of her mouth and continuing in ragged lines back toward her ears, and her newly exposed, too-sharp molars gleam. I don’t even hear the sound of creaking bones until I realize with a jolt that she’s standing at equal height with me. Her forked tongue snakes out, and she runs it over her upper lip and the tips of her protruding fangs. 
“You’re sure you don’t want me to stick around?” she coos, her voice impossibly smooth and amplified. There’s a husky, rumbling undertone to it, something that slips under my skin and leaves a buzzing aftershock like the bass at a metal concert. “You begged so pretty last night…”
Something in the hollow of my chest, just behind my sternum, aches with the need to have her skin against mine. Even just the memory of her is enough to steal my breath away, and I’ve got the real thing right here on this sidewalk, so close that I could just lean forward a bit, fall onto my knees, fall into her, let her warmth and softness block off the whole rest of the world, give up all my fears and obligations and control and do nothing but feel—
I swallow thickly, forcing my feet to lift and turn me away from her. Then I stuff my hands into my pockets and take a deep, measured breath.
“See, Harry,” I mutter on the exhale, closing my eyes and tipping my aching head back. “This is why fucking the demon was a bad idea.”
Lilith’s giggle is liquid mercury. When I look at her again she’s right back to her original 5’5” form, as though she never changed. “Alright,” she says in her playful human voice, her tail curling lazily behind her. “If you’re not in the mood, we can play another game.”
“The game where you stalk me all day and annoy the crap out of me?” 
“The game where we bet on whether or not you can make a ward that works against me.”
That gets my attention. I look at her without speaking, an eyebrow raised as a request to continue. She grins. 
“Make an original ward. I’ll test it out. If it doesn’t work, I get to ask you a question. And you’ll answer on the spot, truthfully, to your full capability.”
I cock my head to one side. “And if it does work?”
“Then you get to ask me a question. And I’ll answer it on the spot, truthfully, to my full capability. And then the game is over.”
I wrinkle my nose. “That’s not fair. I can fail a hundred times, but I can’t succeed more than once.”
She shrugs. “What did you expect? You don’t have to play if you don’t want to.” 
What’s your real name?
The question creeps up on me out of nowhere, but once I’ve voiced it in my head I can’t let it go.
What’s your real name?
Your real name?
Your name?
“Alright, I’ll play,” I find myself saying. “Could be a slow game though, I’m busy at the moment.”
“That’s fine,” Lilith answers, grinning wider than ever. “We’ve got all the time in the world.”
She slips the napkin back out of her book and holds it out to me. As I take it I feel a tingle of two-way energy, of the contract we’ve just outlined being sealed through the exchange of a gift.
Lilith saunters away down the street, opening one side of her jean jacket to store The Pirate’s Mistress safely inside, and turns a corner into an alleyway. I know that if I chase after her, she’ll be nowhere to be found. I rub my thumb over the rough surface of the napkin, thinking. Then I shake my head, tuck the thin brown square into my coat pocket, and return to the task at hand.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Too Late
 
I go back to the Powers’s place and ask Tricia if I can search Aden’s room. She gives me full access as long as I don’t break anything. My glasses don’t reveal any magic use, but I can’t take that at face value when there’s so much at stake here. Alchemy and potion-brewing are always good places to start a curriculum in self-taught magic, so I go through Aden’s chemistry sets and various scientific paraphernalia—but it looks like he only ever used those tools to study the laws of nature, not bend them. I sift through his bookshelves; instead of forbidden necronomicons, I find obscure comic books. After digging through his laundry as a last resort, I end up sitting on the floor in a disheveled mess, empty-handed but for an old, lovingly repaired elephant plushie with a crooked smile.
No magic. I don’t understand. What the Hell am I missing? Maybe all of these people are latent mages—well, no. There’s no such thing as a “latent mage.” Being a mage is like being an artist. You can be born with talents that make art easier—like an eye for color, good hand-eye coordination—but unless you actually use those talents to make art, you don’t count as an artist. Same goes for magic. All the people I’ve pinpointed as mages so far have singled out some form of energy and attempted to manipulate it, whether through candlelight rituals, Scrabble tile prophecies, or frosted cupcakes. That’s what makes them mages.
Aden shows no signs of being like them. Literally everything points to his being a straight-cut muggle, completely without superstition or subterfuge. Well, maybe a little subterfuge, given that he disappeared after sneaking out to a party. But that’s just what kids do. Parents push them, and they figure out who they are by pushing back. And if he’s already eighteen and only just now pushing, well, he’s nowhere near as bad as I was at that age. Man, he must have been a great son.
Must be. Must be a great son, present tense. Damn it Harry, get it together.
I guess for now the only thing to do is to call Dick, see if he’s made any progress on his end.
…Dick doesn’t pick up his phone. Which is weird. It would just be weird if someone hadn’t just tried to shoot me in the face; as it were, it’s not just weird, it’s very, very threatening.
A van, a black van. Did I see that black van more than once today, or am I just imagining things? George wasn’t just a random encounter—he was an assassin. And if the person who sent him has enough resources to dig into my past and set up a childishly simple murder with a convenient scapegoat…
The Nightwalker twins. The Nightwalker twins killed Johanna on a contract, and then their employer burned them alive. I sifted their ashes through my fingers, and never found out who signed their check.
My hands are shaking as I send a panicked text to Isabella’s number.
Izz, need u to find a phone for me
It takes less than three minutes for her to send me back an address and a screenshot of a map. Dick’s phone is at… Jenny’s place? Why would he go back to Jenny’s place? Why isn’t he answering his phone?
She died in her kitchen. Our kitchen. The kitchen that was our happy place.
Jenny’s place is close enough that I’ll make better time sprinting than trying to find public transportation. I close the distance in about six minutes, calling Dick twice along the way. Both times, his phone is still dead. Gods, it’s like I’m stuck in the same nightmare two nights in a row. When I finally bound up the stairs to Jenny’s apartment, the door is just barely open. 
I’m too late. 
I bulldoze into the apartment, shouting, “Dick! Jenny! Are you—”
Jenny and Dick are sitting on the bed. Kissing. Necking. Snogging. Making out. It takes a moment for them to notice me; then Jenny’s eyes fly wide open and she shrieks into Dick’s mouth. Dick lets out a choked yell of his own.
I don’t know whether to be relieved or angry.
I watch, mute, as the two struggle to untangle their limbs in a flailing tango that could be classed as modern performance art. The guilt radiates off of them in sticky waves. Dick scrambles off the bed altogether and stands, rapidly adjusting his clothes. Jenny yanks down the hem of her shirt and leans back against the headboard, trying to look casual, but rapidly twisting the ring on her left hand. Her eyes are rimmed with red as she glances sporadically in my direction. I clear my throat.
“Your… door was open,” I say to her, awkwardly pointing behind me. “I was looking for… well, um, I just thought that…” I run out of words as I see that Dick’s fly is down. And his underwear is kind of caught in the zipper, so… Dick’s dick is out. He notices just as I do, and his face turns a shade of red I didn’t think was possible in a human. I avert my gaze to give him a chance to pull himself together. “We need to talk, Dick,” I say, pretending to study a light fixture. “Can you meet me outside? Back of the building?”
“Uh, yeah. Yeah, sure. Totally.”
I speedwalk out of the apartment as fast as my legs can take me.
Dick meets me in about a minute. His pants are thankfully well-fastened, but he’s obviously still feeling the awkwardness. The gray spot in his hair keeps drawing my eye, like a mustard stain on a white shirt. Seeing him again, shuffling his feet and coughing discreetly at the ground, wakes me from my emotional stupor.
“What the Hell, Dick,” I hiss at him. “Did you just conveniently forget that we’re looking for Jenny’s kidnapped, possibly dead fiancé right now? That every second you just spent with your d—tongue down her throat was another second David and the others might have been fucking murdered?”
Dick is mumbling, squirming. “I didn’t—never meant to—I only—”
“Took advantage of a twenty-something-year-old who’s been crying for a week straight and still has no idea whether or not she’s supposed to be grieving the love of her life?”
“I didn’t take advantage of her, I was just comforting her, she let me kiss her—”
“Just because you can doesn’t mean you should! Children know that! You’re a fucking PI, you’re supposed to be smart! How are you a professional?”
Dick’s Adam’s apple bobs. It’s a small but pronounced movement, and I can’t help but notice that it’s accompanied by a disconcerting twitch of his left cheek. 
“…You are a professional, right? You have training and a license? You didn’t just slap on that fedora and coat and decide you were going to stalk people for a living. Right?” 
A single drop of sweat slides down Dick’s temple.
I slap my palm across my forehead. “Fuck. Okay. This is great. Really great. Really, really, really… fucked. We’re fucked. No, I’m fucked. Because no rational mass-kidnapping, murder-scheming villain would ever consider you a real threat.” 
“I don’t understand—”
“Someone just tried to kill me, you half-cooked Brussels sprout.”
“What?”
Dick’s eyes are bulging like peeled grapes. There isn’t a point to my explaining further but I feel like doing it anyway, just because I’m angry and frustrated and need the vindication.
“Someone looked up my client history, found a suitable candidate for murder, and dropped him off on the sidewalk behind me with a loaded gun.”
There it is—the stiff shock, the naked guilt. There’s at least a little petty satisfaction to be gained from that. Dick’s words trip over one another as his panic rises.
“A-are you alright? They must have resources, if they were able to dig into your past so quickly—”
I’m about to respond to that, when I remember something about telling Isabella—Could you please, please, pretty please do that thing where I show up on the first page of a Google search with certain keywords?
I don’t say any of that out loud. Instead, I keep my jaw square and my chin up as Dick sputters, “What—you—how did you survive?”
I give a brusque shrug. “I got lucky.” Lucky with a certain lady, more like. “Look, the point is, I agreed to work with you because I thought you were a professional. That if you had a license, you’d at least know some shit that I don’t. But apparently that’s not true—and apparently you’re more enthusiastic about getting in your ‘client’s’ pants than actually finding missing people. So, whatever. Just give me the information and pictures you have so far—if you even have them—and I’ll do this on my own.”
“But—but you need help—”
“Shut up and do as you’re told before I clothesline you again.”
He shuts up and does as he’s told.
 
***
Dick’s pictures are borderline useless. Most of them are blurry, and there’s very little salvageable detail beyond nebulous outlines of furniture, wavering ceiling lights, and the occasional crisp, perfectly captured image of a random piece of trash. His notes don’t clarify much either; there are names of people who are apparently also missing, tentative dates of when they disappeared, no further usable detail beyond that.
So not only is Dick an asshole, he’s an inefficient one. Asshole. Damn it, why did I ever trust him to help?
I write down the missing people’s names on a piece of notebook paper, trying to find connections, but the longer the list gets, the fewer possible commonalities there are. Some of the people disappeared the same night that Aden did, but more of them didn’t. Some of them showed vague signs of having practiced magic, but a lot more of them didn’t. Some were old, some were young, some lived alone, some lived with others, and some didn’t even really live in the homes they were crashing in.
I stare at Dick’s notes and photographs again without really taking them in, feeling my mind cloud over with frustration and anger and lack of sleep. I look at the list of addresses again. There’s too many fucking variables, that’s the problem. What about the evicted family? Are they relevant? They must be, if Joy’s prophecy pointed me to them. I need to—need to approach this from any other angle possible. I need to consider the possibility that… that…
…it’s been a long time since I’ve thought about my family. Years on years. How old is my sister now? No, not Luce, the other one. Biological. The one I… left behind. Seven? Eight? Her name was… was…
I sang her to sleep when she was a baby. There was a nursery rhyme that always made her laugh, even when she was crying. Three bears lived in one house. Daddy bear was fat, mommy bear was thin, and baby bear was… was…
I can’t remember what her name was…
“SNRRK.”
I jolt upright with a wet snort and a piece of paper stuck to my cheek. Fuck. What just—what the shit—shit, I nodded off. I rap the side of my head with my knuckles, trying to knock out the brainfuzz. I need to focus. There’s got to be something I can do with this information, I’m just not seeing it. Maybe I need glasses—oh, wait. I do have those. They’re just totally fucking useless in this current situation. I’m going to have to get new ones anyway, because I cracked one of the lenses a week ago in the alligator mole tunnels. Alligator moles… they’re so weird. But they’re kind of cute. I gave one of them chocolate… are they even able to eat chocolate? Alligators aren’t supposed to eat—no, that’s dogs, dogs aren’t supposed to eat chocolate. Dogs aren’t… alligators… supposed to eat… fingers… in a jar…
This time I swing my head to the side as I wake up, just at the right angle to knock my skull against the desk lamp. Fuck, shit, ow. That’s it, I can’t do this right now. There’s nothing to be seen in these notes or photos or addresses. I need more information, but I’m in no shape to get that information right now, so I’m just going to have to wait until I can. I’m not going to sleep though. Why would I sleep? Sleep is when the devil gets you. Actually—I should get to work on those anti-demon wards. Ha. Suck on that, Lilith.
Or, you know, suck on me. Because that felt really, really good.
I pry my wards out of grooves I gouged into the doorframe and windowsill and get to work. This I can do—for this I have the necessary tools and information. Demon wards are surprisingly simple to create. Mine aren’t made of anything special, just polymer sculpting clay that gets rock-hard in the oven. Demons abide by two rules: first, no harming humans unless with consent or in retaliation. Second, respect contracts, above all else. Witches take liberal advantage of Rule No.1 to make demon wards. Essentially, we construct a boundary of warding around an area, charge it up, and detach a little bit of our magic—a bit of our soul, in a way—and work it into the boundary. If a demon attempts to cross the established border, they would destroy the little piece of soul, which, hypothetically, would hurt like an ice pick through the eye socket—hypothetically. We don’t actually know, because no demon has done that. Because no demon can, see?
Except Lilith, apparently. Somehow she can cross my wards with no problem, and she doesn’t even seem to destroy them that way. Every time she gets into my apartment, I check my wards; they’re always a bit beaten up, but not out of commission. Almost like they tried to keep her out, then got hopelessly confused and gave up. My guess: this is directly related to her brick-dropping stunt. Some way, somehow, she’s finding and exploiting loopholes in the no-harming-humans rule.
So I’ll have to make a ward that isn’t based on that rule. Something more personalized, specifically to keep Lilith, and only Lilith, out. She refuses to tell me her true name, so I can’t look her up in a book. Or I could ask Samael… nope, nuh-uh, not worth it. I’m not that desperate. But the sigil she put on me, that’s got to have some link to her.
I ditch the polymer clay for a more interesting spell vessel, just for variety’s sake. I use the sigil on my stomach as the identifier, prick my finger for some blood, do some charring work with a candle, and… there. Done. It’s that simple. Right? I mean, I feel as though Lilith wouldn’t have made this bet if she knew I could win so easily, but that’s only assuming she’s super smart and diabolical. I also have to cover the possibility that she’s just a dumb, overconfident, fun-loving troublemaker with horns and a tail.
But she is fun, I have to admit that. I’ve never had so much fun hanging around a demon before. I mean, I don't think I’ve ever had fun hanging around demons, since they’re kind of evil and always trying to trick you or your second-ever girlfriend into damning her eternal soul—but I really think Lilith is different. There’s something… something I can’t put my finger on, a sort of disconnect between her and every demon I’ve met so far. Something that I don’t think can be faked, a sort of… a sort of alienness, something new and soft and shiny that I could almost… reach out and… touch…
BRRRRRRRIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIINNGGG!
My entire body seizes up in alarm—I’m thrown back into my chair by the force of it. There’s a horrible noise echoing throughout the room—my gods, what is that? What is that? Shut it off, shut it—
Oh. It’s my ringtone. I stare blankly at my phone where it’s vibrating on my desk, loudly demanding my attention. As I check the caller ID and pick it up, I vaguely realize there’s a trail of drool down the side of my mouth and wipe it off on my sleeve.
“Izzabella? Izzat you?”
“Harry!” 
Woah, that’s not Isabella. The frantic, hoarse whisper is too high-pitched, too squeaky. 
“Harry you have to come here right now, there’s somebody in the apartment, we’re stuck, Isabella has her gun but—”
Nikki’s voice is cut off by a piercing shriek accompanied by the horrible splintering of wood. Someone shouts over the chaos—Isabella. The thundering CRACK of what is unmistakably a gunshot. A deep, muffled grunting, impact, Isabella’s choked cry of pain.
And then an ungodly screech, louder and more terrible than anything I’ve ever heard in my life. The phone is knocked from my hand as I double over, hands flying to my ears, shouting hoarsely myself in response to the nails-on-chalkboard chills tearing up the inside of my head. I’m still recovering when I realize the call’s disconnected, leaving the phone with a silent, pitch black screen.
 
It takes me eight minutes to get to Isabella’s place. Eight minutes she could be dead or dying or taken, eight fucking minutes I can’t afford to lose. I spend another minute getting up to her apartment, each stair step a sickening jolt of déjà vu, and throw myself through the yawning gap between the door and its frame.
Isabella is slumped on the floor, her hair loose and falling over to shadow her face. Nikki is kneeling next to her, her shoulder sling askew, huddled against Izzy’s arm.
“Isabella? Isabella!” I shout, rushing over. I have to stumble over an upset drawer and glass from the face-down TV porcelain crunching under my boots, curtains snapping against an open window, too late, always too late to save her to get within arm’s reach. Isabella lifts her eyes—oh, thank the gods—revealing a glassy sheen and bloodshot veins.
That’s when I notice Nikki’s face. It’s ashen—literally. Her white-gray cheeks and forehead are cracked like dry clay, lined with a million fine wrinkles that absolutely weren’t there the last time I saw her.
I skid to a halt. A shard ripples into my hand out of sheer reflex, and I hold it up in a guarded stance.
Nikki stares at me with black, black eyes.
“Harry,” Isabella gasps. “It’s—it’s okay. It’s okay, it’s just Nikki.”
I keep watch on the creature, but spare a glance at Isabella. “What?”
“She—she scared him away. Did—something. I don’t know…” Isabella reaches up with a trembling hand to push her hair out of her face; there’s a trail of dried blood starting from inside her ear and disappearing into her shirt collar. “She protected me. Protected us.”
I take one more look at those inkwell eyes. Then I drop the shard and hurry to Izzy’s side, kneeling in front of her. “You okay?” I ask, lifting my hands carefully to her jawline. She winces at the contact, but doesn’t protest as I gently turn her head from side to side, inspecting the damage. Her gaze slides downward and to the side, at her handgun lying on the floor beside her. She swallows, and a shudder runs through her.
“I—I’ve never shot anyone before,” she whispers. “I hesitated. I missed him the first time, my hands were shaking so hard—but then Nikki made that noise, and I hit him, I shot him—”
I press my hands to her cheeks and meet her eyes. “It’s okay. You defended yourself, you survived, that’s all that matters right now. You did exactly what you had to, and you’re going to be okay. Got it?”
I keep her focused on me until she nods, her tense shoulders relaxing just enough to stop shaking.
“He bled over there.”
The alien voice raises every hair on my arms at once. It’s rasping and reed-thin but hauntingly melodic, each piercing syllable hanging in the still air long after it’s been spoken. I turn to its source—Nikki. Even as I watch, the wrinkles on her face are receding, her chalky skin returning to a color much closer to its original hue. I only now notice that her colorful choker is gone from her throat; she has it clutched in one hand, its frayed ends dangling over her knuckles.
“You can work with blood,” she continues in that same voice. “You can find him, can’t you?”
I follow her pointing finger past the tangle of Isabella’s wheelchair and the splintered remains of the living room table, to a dark stain on the glass-strewn beanbag nearby. I make my way over, pulling my penknife out of my coat, and crouch to slice some of the soaked fibers off. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Nikki exhale and sink to the floor next to Izzy, cradling her injured arm. 
I get out my glasses, examining them until I find a pair of specific sigils carved into the sides of the frame. A smear of blood on each sigil, and the view through the lenses shifts; instead of revealing all active and potential magical energy in the vicinity, my glasses are now tuned into a single frequency. When I put them on, I see the bloodstain on the floor glowing like a scarlet taillight. There’s a fainter, similarly colored impression stamped onto the hardwood right next to it, vaguely foot-shaped. And another, and another, and another, creating a fresh trail out the door and into the hallway. 
“You,” I say, pointing at Nikki. “I need to talk to you. Later. For now, can you take care of Izzy?”
Nikki still looks haggard and in pain, but she’s now almost totally back to her human appearance. She hesitates, glancing down at the choker in her hand. Then she presses it to her chest, meets my gaze, and nods firmly as she can with her tiny stature and limited shoulder movement. As she presses closer to Isabella, Isabella leans into the crook of her neck. Izzy also extends a hand to her side, draping her fingers lightly over her gun.
“I’ve… still got two rounds,” she says. She sounds uncertain at first, but with each word her voice grows steadier and stronger, her gaze more focused and alert. “And I think the neighbors called the cops.”
Nikki tilts her head, ever so slightly. “They’re still on the line,” she whispers, whistling undertones creeping through the sentence. “I can hear them through the wall.”
I almost respond to that—then I shake my head. Priorities, remember priorities.
Isabella glances at Nikki, then at me. Her hand curls more decisively around the gun. “We’ll be alright.”
The approaching sound of sirens confirms what Nikki said. I give both her and Isabella a firm nod. Then I follow the trail of glowing footsteps out the door.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Tag, You're It
 
There’s nowhere for this guy to hide. His footsteps are like neon signs on the sidewalk, a glaring record of each time his soles impacted the pavement. And this early in the morning, there are fewer pedestrians to trample and scatter the energy remnants. He’s screwed.
Spatters of blood adorn the trail for the first block or so, then cut off; he must have wrapped the bullet wound. My breath is coming in shallow, burning pants, and the simmering discomfort spurs me on, like an engine warming up.
I can catch up to him. I can make him pay.
I swing around a corner and find myself at the gaping entrance to an underground parking garage. The scarlet footsteps lead down and in; I follow them, my feet skidding down the smooth incline. As I pass the parking attendant’s booth, I glimpse the person inside raising a doughy, freckled cheek from where it’s pressed against the counter and blinking groggily as I race by.
The lights turn a grimy, green-tinted shade, like someone’s stuck fluorescent mold to the ceiling in patches. Everything looks dirtier than it actually is—and yet, my path announces itself loudly and clearly. It’s actually getting brighter and easier to see, nearly blinding me with its urgent glow.
He’s close.
The trail gets jumbled where his feet stuttered in hesitation—maybe too much blood loss. Then the footsteps veer sharply to the right, past two neat rows of cars into the space beyond. I squeeze my way between a turquoise sedan and a brown two-seater stained with incriminating scarlet handprints, then a white rustbucket and a red convertible. The trail leads straight ahead, right between an empty parking space and a black van—
Black van. I stop short. Black van with blacked-out windows, doors wide open, currently surrounded by four burly men dressed in dull grays. Two of them are eating burgers, one is sipping from a water bottle, and the last is shoving three French fries into his mouth at once. Well, he was. Now he’s staring at me, the fries hanging limply from his mouth.
A moment of stunned silence. I stare at the men, and they stare back. Then the van jostles, and a head of slick, corn blond hair sticks out the backseat.
“Garrett, more water,” it calls gruffly, in an accent that sounds like it’s turning the words over under a heavy tongue. “I’m still bleedi—”
He sees me. He has a face cut from craggy rock, with a strong, pronounced brow only rivaled by his square chin. His eyes widen beneath bushy white eyebrows, glinting the purest shade of ice blue.
“It’s the blood witch!” he shouts. “Kill her!”
The burgers and fries drop to the ground. Greasy hands start pulling shiny black handguns out of holsters.
I hightail it back behind a row of cars—just as I do, I hear the CRACK of a gun and the puncturing of a metal hood. Shit shit shit shit shit. Another CRACK CRACK CRACK—shattering glass, concrete impact echoing off the ceiling and floor. I scramble onto my knees behind the turquoise sedan, hunkering down with my ears ringing and my head full of bright white fear.
I see a light. Something gently glowing, hopeful and encouraging, coming from below. I look down… and it’s my godsdamned sigil.
“Yes, I know they’re trying to kill me,” I hiss down at my own abdomen. I wish I could punch it without impairing my ability to survive this encounter. Then I realize the light makes a lovely targeting beacon for the guys with guns—I try to cover the sigil with my arms, but the light beams cheerfully through the gap between them. “Gods fucking dammit, Lilith!”
“You’re so rude,” Lilith says from behind me. I whip around and there she is, crouched right beside a car’s taillight, pouting with mock hurt. But her eyes glint and her tail flicks idly behind her, betraying the insincerity of the expression. “The whole point of being a damsel in distress is that you make people want to save you.”
I am way too strung out to exchange banter right now. “It doesn’t matter if you want to save me, you have to,” I snap without thinking. “If I die I go to Purgatory, remember? No soul-in-a-jar for you.”
Lilith blinks, very slowly, like an owl. I hear echoing shouts—the men are almost here. “…You’re right,” she says, eventually. Like she’s got all the time in the world. Every enunciated syllable makes my limbs jitter and my hair rise on end, and my feet are twitching with the need to push off and bolt. “If you die, I can’t have you. But hey, nothing I can do about that. No bricks in here. Besides, a bullet hole or two might teach you some manners.”
She stands up and walks away.
My jaw hangs open as I watch her go. The gunmen must be just as surprised as I am, because I only hear one more CRACK before all sound ceases.
Lilith faces them and grins, teeth flashing, pupils lengthening into slits. Then she points at me and calls, “She’s over here!”
I curse, get up, and run. 
The peace lasts for a second longer, probably because the goons are still baffled by Lilith’s presence. In that time, I manage to slide into the space between two cars, clipping my shoulder on a side mirror—and the inevitable hail of bullets graces the air. Fuck, aren’t these guys afraid of witnesses? If I get onto the open street, will they stop shooting—or will they just shoot everyone in sight? Can I take that risk, no matter how small?
Survival first, ethical questions later, I decide as I sprint for new cover. One fire at a ti—
A spear of fire rams into my left shoulder and bicep. I gasp, losing precious air with the sound. Gods fucking dammit, where’s that numb shock response when I need it? The pain turns blunt and heavy, like a physical weight dragging me down to one side. One of my knees buckle—but I use the sideways momentum to make a sharp turn and keep running, barely staying upright.
Jarring reverberations spread through my arm in seconds, reaching down to stab petulantly at my fingers. I clasp the wound with my other hand, seeping warmth coating my palm. My mind isn’t present enough to understand direction or planning—but out of the corner of my eye, I glimpse a blur of gray. The blood on my hand is already stirring with energy; I infuse it with a rush of pain and fear and desperation, compressing it into a crystalline shard like coal into a crude diamond. Then I fling it at the blur.
The shard tugs at the muscles of my body, like an extra limb reaching out—I feel it thnk into meaty flesh. The gray figure gives a strangled shout. My tenuous connection to the shard stretches to its breaking point—the shard vanishes, and the connective tendon of magic snaps back to the scar on my neck like a rubber band. 
I slap my hand to my neck, cursing, pain boiling up under the mangled skin. Stupid useless Hell-corruption, can’t even extend my magic a few feet without—oh owch, owch, bullet in my arm. Can’t forget about that.
Another two figures appear. They’re too far to snap shards at, and besides, I don’t know if I have the strength to try that again. As the figures raise their guns, I raise my forearms, and with them, a thin wall of telekinetic force.
I’m bad at telekinesis. Almost as bad as I am at elementalism. Moving remote objects poltergeist-style is entirely out of the question, but the one trick Johanna made sure I knew was shields. Because sure, I can stop flesh-and-bone punches with blood magic, but bullets rip through my shards like torpedoes through water. Before the demon blood, I could keep a me-sized shield up for about four seconds, a little more if I was straining. Now I’ve got a shield the size of a trash can lid that I can keep up for one second, tops.
I raise my shield between the two gunmen and my upper body, praying that I haven’t horribly fucked up the timing. A bullet headed for my ribcage slams into it, bouncing cleanly off but putting the whole structure into flux. A second bullet shatters it completely, but forces the bullet in a direction that narrowly misses my elbow.
Whoever fires the third bullet is smarter; they aim for my legs.
A searing, whip-thin firebrand grazes my right knee. It’s not the severity of the wound so much as the location that makes my leg give out. I fall forward—and keep falling, because staying still is a death sentence right now and I’m much better off this way, rolling head-over-heels and feeling my brain fluid churn as my breakfast inches up my esophagus. My knee and my arm scream and the world whirls around me as I raise another shield, purely on a hunch—the bullet that careens off of it tells me that, for once, my gut was right. My glasses fall off somewhere along the way, and I don’t care enough to retrieve them.
As I roll onto my side, clutching my bloody arm, I finally see it—the entrance to the garage, shining with emerging daylight, sloping upward like a ramp to heaven. My renewed hope brings desperate strength, and I kick off from the concrete floor like a champion sprinter. I reach the beginning of the slope—just a short climb, just need to make it out—
“Hey, what’s going on?” says a voice behind me just as I’m halfway up the ramp. I whip around to see the parking attendant stepping out of his booth, freckles twitching as he squints through sleep-heavy eyelids. His neon vest is inside out, showing frayed black stitching. “What’s that noise?”
Oh gods. Oh gods oh gods oh gods, he’s so young. I’m instantly in reverse, running for him, reaching out.
“Run!” I shout. “Kid, run! Ru—”
He turns, and the man with icy eyes shoots him twice in the chest. 
The kid—he can’t be more than nineteen years old, oh gods—convulses like a marionette. As his shoulder slams against the open kiosk door, Icy Eyes is already aiming again—I’m trying to change direction but my shoes are skidding against the sandy concrete, I can barely stay standing, much less raise a shield—
The first bullet sets my thigh on fire. The second goes straight through the fleshy part of my waist, off-center. I fall onto my bleeding knee—the pain is everywhere, clawing up my thigh to my hip, squeezing my ribs, paralyzing my arm. I take the pain, all the blood and strength spilling from me, grab hold of it, sink my teeth into it, and wring it all into one last, desperate climb up the ramp.
For just a second, the agony is drowned out by a different roar of sensation, one of elation and relief and raw, brute power. I tap into the deepest recesses of my biology, the shit that the universe or God or whatever won’t even let you know about until you’re lifting a car off a toddler or wrapping your hand around the scorching barrel of an assault rifle. I do that thing blood mages are famous for—I make a shitty deal, buying myself survival now for a cost that I’ll regret later.
I feel the grip of my rubber soles on the ground with every bounding step. My body has a new, overpowered engine that my skeleton can’t support, but I only need to keep this up until I’m safe. I hear nothing but the rush of blood in my ears—a bullet slices a bloody line up my back, nicking a shoulder blade and whizzing past the tip of my ear. Another one—a strangely aimed angle, or a ricochet—grazes my cheek. 
The light comes closer… engulfs me… and then I’m out, I’m out I’m out I’m out. A handful of early commuters stops to stare at me blankly, not comprehending the meaning of my state. And there, something yellow—taxi. Taxi.
“TAXI!” I scream, my voice pitching itself two octaves higher than normal. I wrestle with the door handle, bloodying it, then yank the door open before the driver can stop me.
“You’re ruining the seats!” he shouts as I collapse into the backseat.
“Drive!” I scream back. I guess something about my grimy, bloodstained face convinces him, because the car lurches forward.
“Fuck, fuck man, you need to go to a hospital, fucking hell—” the driver is babbling.
“No hospital,” I wheeze, struggling to haul the door shut without falling out of the car. The momentum of a sharp turn completes the task for me. “No hospital, no—no hosp—no—” A swimming dizziness shoves me into the seats, making me gasp for air. Silver-hot flares race up the backs of my legs and explode in my lower back, imaginary shrapnel piercing my lungs. The effects of my power boost are wearing off. I’m crashing.
My limbs are heavy stone, impossible to lift. Like an elephant’s sitting on my chest. Like thick Velcro cuffs are strapping me down.
“No hospital!” I scream again to no one at all. With that last burst of stubbornness, I jam my bloody, shaking hand into my coat and pull out my phone. Blood is horribly inconducive to using touch phones; my eyes lose focus twice just while I’m trying to unlock it. Somehow, I manage to activate a call.
“Luce,” I gasp into the phone as soon as she picks up. “Luce, help.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
Know Your Enemy
 
I never learned how to resist pain. I learned how to feel it, how to embrace it, how to draw power from it. But I never learned how to keep it at bay, how to wall it off from the rest of this head I call home.
So as the taxi lurches its way through early morning traffic, I let the pain swallow me whole.
I don’t know how the driver finds Luce’s place. I think I might have put the phone on speaker at some point? I vaguely remember muttering words like “shot,” “hurts,” and “blood” with my cheek pressed against the phone screen as Luce yelled through the speakers. I don’t even know.
As the duration of the ride stretches on and on like a wad of gum, I try to do something with the pain that’s rolling off me in cloudy waves and swirling thick, blue-black patterns onto the taxi ceiling. First I try to heal myself, but of course it doesn’t work. Hasn’t worked since the demon blood. Then I try to pour some of the energy into my brain, revive my flagging consciousness and clear the mud out my ears—but with clarity of sensation comes exponentially amplified agony, and I make a strangled noise before slumping back into the cab seats. I feel so useless. All this wasted energy just floating around and I can’t do anything with it. And of course it’s all my fault.
I think I pass out.
I’m half-dragged, half-carried into Luce’s apartment. Two pairs of hands; I think the taxi driver is helping. Decent guy, actually, I’m glad I found him. Or maybe Luce is throwing money at him. Heck if I know, I’m barely even conscious.
There’s a bed. Rich purple sheets. Purple is Luce’s favorite color, has been since she was a teenager. Man, she’s grown up. Pliers?
“Stay still, Harry, please stay still…”
The pliers go into the holes in my skin. The cold sets my teeth on edge. I try to scream but I’m too tired, so I just groan. One, two bullets gets dropped on some hard metal surface, followed by… what are those, bone fragments? Luce swaps the pliers for a scalpel, slicing thin X’s into the ebony skin on the backs of her hands. You shouldn’t do that, I want to tell her as she puts her hands on me. There’s so many important tendons there, you don’t have to risk that much for—
Healing. You’d think it’d feel soothing, and sometimes it does. Like a deep-tissue massage. But right now I have too much torn skin and muscle, and Luce isn’t taking her time. The second she touches me all the severed membranes and muscles sprout new growth, and boy, it itches like crazy. You think papercuts itch when they heal? Try bullet wounds. It’s not quite painful, but it’s intense, and I shudder and jerk in Luce’s grasp as her magic stitches me up from the inside out.
“Okay good, that’s good. You’re stable now, you’re going to live, thank the gods… Damn it, Harry, sometimes I hate being your sister.”
My lips are too slow to form a smart retort before her fingers pass over my eyes, dropping me into the murky abyss of sleep.
 
***
I wake up in the same bed, dressed in nothing but my boxers and some strategically placed towels. The damp stickiness of blood on the sheets is gone without a trace, as though it never existed. But that’s a regular blood witch trick, so I’m not alarmed. I’m more afraid of what Luce is going to say when she knows I’m awake.
“Ahem. I know you’re awake.”
Ah, crap.
I open my eyes. Luce is standing at the foot of the bed in all her five-foot-zero glory, wearing pastel pink pajamas decorated with sleeping cartoon cats. She has a purple bonnet encasing her hair and a trembling scowl on her face, the light shining off her tall, round forehead and button nose. I sit up with a towel pressed to my chest, slowly, and crack a tentative grin at her.
“Heeey, Luce. Sorry about the time, if I had a choice I wouldn’t have interrupted your beauty slee—”
“What the Hell, Harry.”
I suppress a wince. “Look, Luce, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to get shot—”
“Not that, you idiot, that!”
She jabs a finger at my bare stomach. The raised skin of my sigil scar stands proud.
“Oh,” I say. “Uh. That. Well, it’s really not that serious, it’s just—”
“A demon sigil! Harry, what did you do?” 
Oh no no no, her black irises are turning twilight as they water—this wasn’t supposed to happen, she wasn’t supposed to find out—
“I didn’t sell my soul, okay? I’m not that stupid! It’s just a bet, and as long as I don’t get damned nothing happens—”
“You know it’s never that simple!”
“It was the quickest way to help Miriam!”
Luce rubs the back of her hand over both her eyes. “You’re always hurting yourself for someone else’s sake, aren’t you?”
I open my mouth to speak, but she cuts me off.
“You know what, never mind. Forget it. I’m your sister, not your babysitter, and frankly I don’t have the energy to do this twice in one week.” She plops down on the bed next to me, still rubbing her eyes. “Fuck, I’m tired.”
I swallow my unsaid words. “You okay?”
Luce cringes. “No, I… I’m not. I’ve been busy. Something… happened. Council-related. I’ve been on call for forty-eight hours, and I’d just lied down to sleep when you called.”
“Oh, crap. Luce, I’m so sorry.”
She waves me off. “Don’t be. It’s not like you shot yourself.” She squints a critical eye at me. “You didn’t shoot yourself, did you?”
“No, no, not this time. Hey, what happened with the Council?”
Luce scrunches up her face, making her cute wide round nose even wider and rounder. I take the hint. 
“…Right. Excommunicated sister. Not allowed to tell me.”
Luce gives me a sheepishly apologetic shrug. “If it’s any comfort, it’s not just you. Council’s going batshit. Anyone in the community who doesn’t know is being cordoned off with velvet ropes, and anyone who seems to know is getting crowned and dragged in front of the Council for questioning. Only way I can tell you anything is if you’re involved somehow.” She pauses. “How did you get shot?”
I tell her everything, starting from Joy’s disappearance (conveniently leaving out the demonic one-night-stand) to the parking garage.
“I was almost out but then this kid, the guy in the parking attendant booth—”
Fuck, I’d just forgotten about him. His image flashes in front of me: a round, freckled face with acne pockmarks under the cheekbones and unruly, carrot-orange hair sticking up on one side. I didn’t even know his name. I still don’t know it.
I take a deep breath, burying my face in my hands. I hadn’t even realized until now that I’m shaking. I feel Luce’s small hand on my shoulder blade.
“He’s dead. It happened so fast, he had nothing to do with… I shouldn’t have just run in there. If I’d been careful I could have seen them before they saw me, I could have slipped out quietly and nobody would have gotten hurt… fuck. I fucked up.”
Prickling heat rises behind my eyelids. Crap, I can’t cry, not now—but I do anyway, because I’m tired too. So far in the last day, I’ve almost gotten shot, actually gotten shot, gotten someone else shot, and failed to find a substantial lead on any of the missing people. I swallow thickly, raising the towel on my chest to press it against my eyes. “I shouldn’t have gotten him killed.”
“It’s not your fault, Harry. You thought you were chasing one guy with a bullet wound. Anyone would have done the same.”
I drop the towel an inch. Through my unfocused, watery vision, the cartoon cats on Luce’s pajamas look like they’re dancing. I sigh. “Maybe. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter now, does it? Dead is dead is dead.”
We sit in silence for a moment.
“And—Luce—I’m sorry for doing this to you too. I know you hate having to patch me up like this, and I keep promising not to let it happen again…”
“Hey, you and I both know I’d be fifty times madder if you actually died. And I can fix you up much quicker than a hospital anyway.”
She smiles. Unable to help myself, I smile back.
Something lands lightly on the mattress next to me. I turn to see Tuxedo, Luce’s black and white cat, staring up at me with wide, cornflower blue eyes.
“Hi baby,” Luce coos, beckoning. Tuxedo steps gingerly across my bare thighs (her little paws are so fuzzy), then purrs like a motor engine as she rubs her ears against Luce’s pajamas.
“What, no headrubs for me?” I pout.
Tuxedo makes an annoyed noise, cracking one eye open to peer at me. Then she flops onto her back in Luce’s lap. 
“So, what’s your next step?” Luce asks as she absentmindedly pets Tux’s tummy. The points of Tux’s teeth and claws are immediately in her knuckles, but she doesn’t seem to care.
“What do you mean?”
“As in, how are you handling this case? You need my help? You run into another merc with a gun, you’re probably going to need healing again. I’m still technically on standby for the Council so I’ll have to drop everything if they call, but—”
As if on cue, blaring electric guitars and high-pitched voices singing in Japanese erupt from the bedside table. Tuxedo yowls and tumbles off the mattress as Luce scrambles to find her phone. She presses it to her ear as she stretches out on her stomach across the bed. “Yes? Uh huh. Crap. Alright, on my way.” She rolls sideways off the bed, barely landing on her feet. “Damn attendants couldn’t keep a few leech bandages on for two hours. Do I have to do everything myself?”
She starts grabbing clothes out of her closet and tossing them onto the bed. I get up, rolling my shoulders.
“I guess this means you’re busy.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. Your clothes are over there, I had to cut some of it off of you.”
My slacks and bra are entirely unsalvageable, courtesy of Luce’s scissors. My shirt is still in one piece—but it’s also missing the majority of its buttons. Ah well, at least it’s not bloody anymore. I shrug it on, then check on my coat. Bullet hole, bullet hole, bullet tear, bullet hole… no biggie, I’ll leave it with my tailor for a night and it’ll look good as new.
“Here,” Luce says, breezing past with a toothbrush sticking out of her mouth. She tosses a T-shirt and a pair of jeans onto the bed next to me. “These should kind of fit you.”
I hold the jeans up. They do look long enough to fit me, which means they’d be impossible on Luce’s shorter legs.
“Which girlfriend left this behind?”
“Keisha. She moved to Chicago before she could pick up all her stuff.”
“Ah, Keisha. I know I already said this, but you were way too good for her.”
“Aw, thanks.”
By the time I pull the shirt over my head, grunting at the strain on my newly healed muscles, Luce has already hopped into pinstriped tights and a simple black dress with a petal collar. I zip up the back for her while she fixes her springy purple hair, fish her favorite Mary Janes out of the closet as she tosses various vials and pouches into her purse, and drape a coat over her shoulders as she speeds out the door. 
“Take care of Tuxedo!” she calls.
The door slams shut. I stand awkwardly in the middle of the room, towel held loosely at my side, Tuxedo mrrowing as she prowls in a circle around my feet. 
I’m not sure what I should be doing. Investigating, probably. Or finding a way to protect myself against further attacks from the gray spook squad. Technically, I already have a first line of defense: Lilith. But I pissed her off, and now I’m in Luce’s apartment and there’s a kid lying dead in a parking garage.
I should never have trusted her. I mean, I told myself that I didn’t. But somehow, I ended up thinking that—that if I were in trouble, she’d be there, at least out of necessity. Why did I let my guard down like that? Because I bumped uglies with her?
“This is why you don’t fuck demons,” I mutter to myself, folding the towel into a square and burying my face in it.
The doorbell chimes. My head snaps up while Tuxedo hisses and bounds off into Luce’s bathroom. I go to the door and squint into the peephole.
Lilith looks innocently back, her face distorted by the lens’s fisheye view. When she grins, her canines swell to inordinate proportions. I roll my eyes and open the door, leaving it open just a crack with my body blocking the gap.
“Lilith.”
She’s wearing a new dress, a casual black floral number, and her shoulders are once again covered by her jean jacket. Her curls are a little neater and flouncier too. She looks fully human—except for the fact that her feet are still entirely bare and furry.
“I like this apartment,” she chirps. “It’s not yours, is it? Girlfriend’s? You didn’t say you had one when you were humping my leg like a horny Chihuahua.” She tilts her head, her gaze sweeping up my bare legs (oh right, I haven’t put on pants yet) and studying my shirt. She sniffs once, quickly. “Hmm, those aren’t your clothes either.”
“You know damn well this is my sister’s place. It’s why you’re at the front door instead of the window, isn’t it? You can get through my wards, but you’re not risking your luck on Luce’s. You know she’s stronger than me.” I narrow my eyes. “Or you should know, given how long you’ve been shadowing me. Except in those convenient moments when I’m getting riddled with bullets and an innocent kid is dying on a parking garage floor.”
The grin flickers. “What’s this about a kid?”
“You let him die, Lilith. You were there and I know you didn’t fuck off completely, because you must have stuck around to make sure I survived. He didn’t have anything to do with this.”
“Uh, yeah, I know. Your point?”
“He was innocent! It wouldn’t have taken you even a minute to save him, but you just watched him die!”
Lilith doesn’t flinch at my outburst, but her eyebrows go lopsided. She stands up taller, crossing her arms over her chest and regarding me coolly.
“Witchy, when did you forget that I’m a demon?”
I shut up. Glare at her. What else am I going to do? She’s right. She’s a demon, and I’m the idiot who actually expected her to save someone.
“…Fine, then. I guess there’s nothing else to say.” I start closing the door, but stop. “Hang on. I want to play out our bet.”
Lilith’s face lights up like a Christmas tree. “Really?”
“Yeah, the ward’s in my apartment in a plastic bag. Can’t get it right now though, place is probably being watched—”
She’s gone.
There isn’t much to do while I wait for her. I sit on the couch for a bit. Then I try to straighten out the rumpled sheets on Luce’s bed. As soon as they’re somewhat neat, Tuxedo pops out of nowhere and hops onto the duvet, making a nice, cat-shaped dent in my work. She lets me pet her behind her ears for approximately a minute before she starts trying to eat my fingers; I retreat to the living room couch again, twiddling my thumbs. Oh, right, I’m still not wearing pants. The jeans Luce left me are a size too small, but my hips are narrow enough that I can slip into them without a problem. Sure the cuffs come up to my calves, but I’ll call it fashion.
The doorbell rings again. I take my time responding, and when I open the door, Lilith is standing there with shining, excited eyes.
“The handcuffs,” she says. “You put it on the handcuffs.”
“Yeah, I did. Did you test them yet?”
“Of course not. I want you to be around so I can see the look on your face when they don’t work. Oh, and by the way, there’s two creepy guys in gray watching your apartment.”
I sigh. “Figures.”
Lilith takes a step forward—I nearly slam the door on her. She stops and frowns.
“I’m not letting you into my sister’s place. We’re going somewhere else.”
As if to back me up, Tuxedo pokes her head out from between my legs and hisses. Lilith shoots her a look, her pupils shrinking to slits—Tux backs up a little, but glares just as defiantly as she did before. I guess having feline features doesn’t necessarily make you friendly with cats.
I shrug on my perforated coat and attempt to shoulder past Lilith as I leave the apartment. She deftly avoids the movement. I grab the plastic shopping bag, more than a little peeved.
So, where can I go to slap a pair of warded handcuffs on a demoness without attracting undue attention? A seedy hotel, that’s where. I don’t have much money on me, what with the whole “rushing out to make sure my friends aren’t dead” thing, but I’ve got what’s in my wallet and that’s enough for now. Despite how my shabby state contrasts with Lilith’s cheerful neatness, the concierge barely looks at us as he hands me a key.
I think the walls in this room used to be white. Now they’re a yellowish beige, stained more interesting colors here and there. The ceiling is just two inches above my head and all the furniture looks like mismatched trophies from a secondhand shop. As soon as we’re in, Lilith starts bouncing up and down on her toes.
“It’s not going to work,” she says with a gleeful grin painted across her face. If I’m not mistaken, I can see her horns trying to burst out of her temples. 
“That’s to be seen,” I answer. I take the handcuffs out of the bag and hold them out. “Show me your hands.”
“Sure thing, officer.” Lilith primly holds out her wrists. I click the cuffs on one at a time, fitting them snugly, but not so that they bite into her skin. I step back.
Lilith balls her hands into fists and tests the strength of the handcuffs, jerking her arms in opposite directions and making the chain pull taut. She does that a few more times, and the fourth time her brow furrows up, just a little. For a second, I really believe it’s going to work.
Then she yanks her wrists apart in one quick motion, and the chain snaps. A bit of metal goes flying—I duck instinctively. She stands, her teeth taking up half her face.
“It was a good effort, Witchy. By which I mean, that was terrible.”
She casually rips the cuffs off her wrists as she says it, and my heart sinks as I watch the metal rend as easily as candle wax under her fingers. She tosses the mangled cuffs onto the carpet, and it’s like they were never on her in the first place. I huff.
“It was a first attempt. And I didn’t get to work on it for very long.”
The Hellish grin just gets wider and brighter. “Yeah, but you still have to hold up your end of the bargain. So: question time.”
I groan and dump myself into a nearby scratched-up armchair. I lean back with my arms crossed, a bit petulantly. “Fine. Ask away.”
Lilith hops up onto the oddly luxurious four-poster bed, facing me, criss-crossing her legs like she’s listening to gossip at a sleepover. Her tail twirls up behind her, flicking in a way my eyes can’t help but follow. “So, tell me,” she says, “how did you get rid of the body?”
I forget how to breathe for a second, a slight wave of nausea flooding my throat. “Body?”
“Her body. Your mentor’s. Jo—”
“Johanna’s, yes, I know,” I snap. “Shit, you’re really hung up on that, aren’t you?”
“It’s the reason I was interested in you in the first place, remember? Now ‘fess up, you don’t have a choice.”
I can hear the clock ticking down the longer I don’t answer her, the weight of my own promise bearing down on me. No, really. My chest is ticking. There’s a pulsing pressure in the center of my ribcage, one I would mistake for my heartbeat if I didn’t know better. And it’s speeding up, like the footsteps of someone creeping up behind you in a dark hallway, or the theme song of Jaws. Godsdamned magic demon deals. But I don’t want to tell, I don’t—it’s not my secret to tell—but fuck, I made a deal. I just never expected Lilith to ask this. 
I level my gaze at the wallpaper just over Lilith’s shoulder. A water stain quivers to the drumbeat that’s now vibrating my shoulders. I open my mouth, and with the first word my lips wrap themselves around, the beat comes to a dead halt.
“It was Luce. I was too out of it to help, and she knew the Council was coming, so Luce… dissolved the body.”
Lilith’s eyes gleam. “Dissolved it?”
“Yeah, she… broke it down, all the skin and muscle and bone, and turned it into liquid so it… seeped into the floorboards. I didn’t know about it until she told me later, in the hospital.” I rub the heel of my hand over my eyes, squeezing them shut. “The room smelled like… carrion, rotten blood… until we paid to get the floor torn up. We took the planks and made them into a pyre and burned them. The way she would have been burned if I hadn’t—”
“—switched the body out with a fake and smuggled it back home for a spot of necromancy?”
I sigh. “Yeah, that.” I stay leaning back in the chair for a while longer. I don’t want to open my eyes and see Lilith’s face. “…You going to tell anyone?”
“You really think that I, of all people, would rat you and your sister out to the Council over a pile of burnt planks?”
I crack one eye open. “Then why did you ask? If you’re not going to blackmail me with the information, there isn’t much other use for it.”
She shrugs. “I was curious. And I can afford to use questions on satisfying my curiosity. Every time you lose the bet I’m going to get another question. And another, and another, and another.”
“What if I just quit?”
Amber fire burns in her eyes. “We both know you won’t.”
Well. She’s not wrong.
A little jump of her eyebrows. Suddenly her gaze is focused intently on the left side of my throat, the one without the scar. My hand twitches with the urge to close my coat over myself, and I barely resist a shiver sneaking up my spine. “What?” I demand loudly.
She’s blinking rapidly. “The lovebites I left on you are all gone.”
I tug the collar of my shirt down to check; she’s right. “Huh. Luce must have healed them.”
“And she didn’t say anything about why you were covered in teethmarks and bruises?”
“She’s seen worse from me.”
Lilith’s lower lip sticks out in a plaintive pout. “I left those on you on purpose. You were supposed to keep them.”
“Just like I’m supposed to damn myself and be yours forever in some dank little corner of Hell?”
She tilts her head. Grins. “Would that really be so bad? Belonging to me?”
I actually think about it. I’ve always been terrified of Hell—I was raised Catholic, after all. But it’s not like I’ve balked at the opportunity to unquestioningly follow sadistic women in the past, even if it was an unhealthy coping mechanism. And who says Purgatory would be any better than Hellish torture and servitude? For witches, “Purgatory” is just a placeholder that means “The Ooky Spooky Unknown.” Why risk that, when I could go with a devil I know?
I guess the real question is, how well do I know Lilith? And if I did, say, fork over possession of my eternal soul… who says she’d keep it out of the hands of other devils I’ve known?
Lilith and I stay with our eyes locked for a while longer. A standoff with no discernible goal. Her tail waves lazily back and forth behind her.
I get up.
“Well, we’re done here. The ward didn’t work, you asked your question, and I need to get back to work.”
She snorts. “You mean, you have to go back to getting shot in parking garages?”
My eye twitches. “Yeah, that.”
I speedwalk to the rust-crusted sink in the bathroom to tidy myself up. Through the mirror I see Lilith behind me, flopping back on the bed to make the impression of a snow angel in the sheets. She and Tuxedo may not get along, but they do share some mannerisms. Once I’ve convinced myself that my appearance is thoroughly unfixable, I make a brisk beeline for the door.
I’ve got one hand on the doorknob when Lilith calls, “Seeya, sweetcheeks!” I stop and twist around.
“This isn’t over, you know. You haven’t won anything.”
She only giggles in response. I sigh, then open the door and walk out.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
Incognito Mode
 
The first thing I do outside is let my hair down. Then I find a street vendor selling scarves and buy a bright pink one for five bucks, which I wrap around my neck, nose, and mouth. It's amazing how differently people perceive you when you tweak your gender expression a bit. There's not much I can do about my height, but I do substitute my hole-ridden coat for a long beige cardigan. Beige is the most boring color in existence; you never notice people when they're wearing beige.
The same could be said for people who wear gray, I suppose. As long as they're not actively shooting at you. 
I call Isabella. She says she and Nikki are both out of the hospital, and they’re staying at Nikki’s apartment for the time being. When I get there, it’s Nikki who opens the door.
“Oh,” she says, blinking at me. “Uh, hi.” Her face isn’t ashen anymore, but it’s still lined with a few wrinkles and dark circles. She flushes coral. “Um, Izzy’s asleep right now. After your call she kind of… conked out. I guess she’s really tired.”
“I would’ve thought you’d be more tired,” I say, raising an eyebrow. “That was some impressive screaming I heard over the phone.”
She turns redder. “Um, actually, about that—can we talk? Privately? Here, my sisters are gone, we can use one of their rooms—”
She scurries off, and I follow her. The bedroom she leads me into has walls entirely plastered with band posters and a confusing tangle of Christmas lights draped over the headboard of the bed.
“Jessica’s still in college,” Nikki explains, waving her hand at the decor. I stand at the center of the room while she hurriedly closes the door, then comes over to stand in front of me with her arms hugging her own chest. Well, the arm that’s not still in a cast and sling. Her free hand sneaks up to fiddle with the choker around her neck; she must have repaired it somehow. And when she speaks, her voice has that hushed, disappearing quality again. “Look, I—I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before, but I just—I wasn’t sure if you would—”
I softly shake my head, and she trails off. “Nikki, it’s okay. I don’t care if you’re a witch, non-human, or something else entirely—you protected Izzy, that’s all that matters. I can’t thank you enough for that.”
She blows out a huge breath, and her shoulders drop three inches. “Oh, thank god, I was worried you’d be weird about it. It’s just that, like, witches, they’re either super chill or super not-chill about monster stuff, and the not-chill ones I’ve met are… really fucking scary.”
I crack a grin. “Ha. You’re telling me.” I tap the scar on the side of my neck. “Demon blood experiment, corrupted me and my magic for life. Council almost voted to execute me at a trial I didn’t even attend.”
“Ooo, owch.”
“Yup. So, now I’m curious—and you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but—what exactly are you, magic-wise?”
Her hand trails from her choker to toy with a small knot in her hair. “Well, see, I’m Irish by my mom’s side. She’s from a lineage of banshees.”
My eyebrows shoot up. “Banshees? Whoa, that’s rare.”
“I know, right? I found an online support group for us a couple years back, but it’s shut down since then.” She hooks her finger under the colorful threads at her throat and lifts her chin, showing them to me. “This choker, it’s an enchanted one from Joy. It keeps me from doing the… loud… thing. Back when I was with my ex, my anxiety got so bad I was convinced I could lose control anytime, anywhere, and hurt everyone around me. I couldn’t go out in public, I couldn’t talk louder than a mumble—but more than anything, I was terrified of hurting him. That’s pretty messed up, isn’t it?” She gives a humorless laugh. I puff a little air out of my nose, but can’t bring myself to smile. “Yeah, so I went to Joy. At first she insisted I blast his eardrums out, but I told her why I couldn’t, and she understood. I mean, yes, I was scared of hurting him, but also—banshee screams were never meant to be a weapon, you know? They’re like… ceremonial.”
She’s doing this cute thing where she pushes her lower jaw out into an underbite as she thinks, and I can’t resist ribbing her a bit. “Sounds like a loud-ass ceremony.”
Nikki waves me off almost grumpily. “Don’t take that at face value, I don’t know how it works either. I was supposed to know, but my existence is complicated in all sorts of ways—I’m the prophesied seventh daughter of a seventh daughter because of a curse broken with another curse, it’s a whole thing. Except I was assigned male at birth, so my mom junked her ‘How to Raise a Banshee’ manual and didn’t realize her mistake ‘til I started screaming my head off as a kindergartener while the neighbor had a stroke in his bathtub. Funny how fate works, isn’t it?”
Huh, no wonder Nikki has such stalwart faith in Joy’s prophecies. She’s living proof of their effectiveness.
“…Anyway,” she continues, “I didn’t lie to you back at Joy’s place. The rest of the stuff between me and my ex happened exactly as I said it did, including this.” Grim-faced, Nikki raises her plastered arm—then squeaks, winces, and gingerly lowers it. “A-and back at Isabella's, when my choker broke and I did scream—that wasn't exactly, um, intentional. I mean, I didn't want to hurt anyone, but Isabella was—she was—I-I don't know why, but it’s just easier to do something when there’s someone else hurting and not just me, you know? Like, it j-just came out—”
I raise my palms in the “it’s cool” gesture. “It’s okay, Nikki, it’s okay, you did good. There was a crisis, you acted, and you stopped a lot of seriously bad shit from happening to Izzy. Thank you so much. I’m only sorry I didn’t manage to catch the guy.”
Nikki lets out a shaky breath. “I know, you told Isabella about that over the phone.” She worries her lower lip with her teeth. “Do you think he’ll be back?”
I cringe. “I... I really don’t know. Hopefully, he won’t see Izzy as a priority target anymore now that he knows she's got a ferocious banshee watching her back.” Nikki beams at that. “But he also has friends, and those friends have guns.” Nikki’s face falls. “Could you scream again? If you had to?”
Nikki’s eyebrows knit together. “I’m not sure? Last time it was spontaneous, but if I have to prepare for it I might freak out, and then it might not work at all…”
“Do you know when your sisters will be back?”
“Uh, tonight, probably?”
“Try to keep everyone in one room. Non-magical mercs with guns are generally more cautious about avoiding witnesses.”
Nikki nods fervently.
I scratch my head, finally getting around to the question that’s scaring me a little. “So, what exactly did you do to the guy, anyway? You said banshee screams aren't meant to be weaponized, right? Did he just get a ruptured eardrum, or...?”
“Oh yeah, I marked him for death.”
I choke on my spit. “You did what?”
“Sorry, bad phrasing. I basically announced that he was going to die. ‘Cause banshees don't really go screaming willy-nilly all over the place—it’s supposed to be a special occasion thing, for when someone’s kicking the bucket, you know? I mean, he’s going to die... eventually. That counts too, right? It’s cheating, but, well, I grew up with six older sisters and we played Monopoly every weekend. Sometimes, cheating and surviving are the exact same thing.”
I chew the inside of my cheek, digesting the information. Nikki looks around at the posters on the walls. “Is there anything else you need? If you’re hungry, I’ve got some leftover lasagna in the fridge.”
“Oh no really, I can’t—” My stomach grumbles. Loudly. I feel blood rush to my face, and Nikki laughs.
“Stay for a bit, just long enough to eat. Okay? If Izzy wakes up, you can check on her too.”
“That sounds—amazing. Thank you.”
The lasagna is fantastic. Izzy does wake up while I’m eating, and she comes to the kitchen to join Nikki and me. She’s looking much better than she had in the morning, and she’s got enough energy to gripe about having to use a replacement chair from the hospital while her regular one gets a wheel fixed. “Everywhere I go, I smell old people farts,” she says. When I reply to her, she squints, cups her ears, and asks me to repeat myself.
“Are your ears going to be alright?” I shout.
Isabella gestures for Nikki to answer; Nikki’s cheeks color as she speaks. “They’ll be okay within a month, based on my, um, experience.”
I nod. “I might be able to get you something to help with that. My sister’s a great healer, a bit busy at the moment, but she can probably whip up a quick ointment.”
After I'm finished eating, I offer to help wash the dishes, but both Nikki and Isabella start shooing me out the door. “You still have to catch the bad guy, remember?” Isabella says. “I still don't understand what’s going on, and frankly I don't want to try—but that asshole broke my goddamn TV! Do you know how lucky I was to find a 4k Samsung LED with the wrong price tag at Best Buy? You better fuck that guy up, alright?”
I promise to do so, and then I’m promptly booted out into the hallway. When the door closes behind me, I stand around a little awkwardly and try to figure out my next move. Where else can I go? Well, Jenny’s place is surprisingly close to here. And if I’m checking up on people, that might as well be my next stop.
 
***
...I don’t know what I was expecting, but Jenny does not look good. She stares at me with red-veined eyes through her doorway and says, “Oh. It's you.” I immediately regret coming.
“Sorry, I know this is a bad time. But something shitty just happened, and I’m checking up on people. You alright?”
“Yeah. I guess.” She can’t meet my eyes.
“Oh, um, alright. I guess the violence isn’t projecting in your direction. Which is good. Sorry, I know this is uncomfortable for you, I’ll be leaving now—”
A hand clamps onto my arm. Shit, ow, Jenny’s got a good grip—what did she say her job was again? Personal trainer?
“Actually, I need to talk to you. I need to explain what you saw. Between me and Dick.”
She lets me in. Since there’s no couch, she and I sit side by side on the edge of the bed. The same bed where she and Dick were... eurgh. I can’t erase that image from my mind. I unwind my scarf and place it on the sheets beside me.
Jenny’s head is bowed, strands of blond hair straying from her bun to fall over her face as she speaks. “Dick told you I was the one who invited him over, right? That wasn’t a lie. I didn’t really have any intentions—not at first, I guess. I was just upset. I…” She pauses. Sighs. She bends over further, reaching under the bed for something. When she brings the object up so I can see it, I nearly have an aneurysm.
“That’s—is that a—”
“Yes, it’s a pregnancy test. And don’t worry, it’s negative.”
The emergency sirens in my head abruptly stop. “...Oh.”
“Yeah.” Jenny fiddles with the thin plastic, rolling it over and over and over in her hand. “I threw up this morning. I didn’t think much of it at first, but then the possibility hit me—I’ve been on the pill for years now, but even those fail sometimes, and I just—I don’t know exactly what I was feeling, I just ran to the convenience store in a complete panic. And then this.”
She stops rolling the test and fixes her eyes on the little blue minus sign.
“I was relieved at first. Obviously. But then I thought—what if David—what if he’s really gone? Then this could have been my last chance to have something left of him. But no, all I have of him now are those stupid pastries in the freezer. And those are rotting. anyway.”
She takes one more look at the test. Then she tosses it onto the floor, where it lands with a clatter. In that moment, I finally pay attention to her left hand; in place of her engagement ring is a faint tan line, and nothing else.
“When the test came out negative and I was thinking all that stuff, I—I just—I suddenly felt this certainty that he must be dead. Everything before had been denial and stubbornness, but it all piled up and it was like a dam broke, I just couldn’t pretend anymore. It hurt too much. So I called Dick. And I already knew he was attracted to me—not to sound like a manipulative bitch, but I’m way more than out of his league. A few low-cut tops and some hammy acting, and I knew he was going to work my case like it was his last.”
Ah, that explains the weeping and wailing. Give the woman a godsdamned Oscar. 
“…and I guess he’s charming, in his own way. And he’s always been here for me when I needed him the last couple of weeks…”
She trails off. Stares out the window that takes up most of the back wall. Her right hand covers her left, obscuring the tan line of her engagement ring.
“Or maybe I’m kidding myself. Maybe I really hated David all along, and I just didn’t have the guts to admit it until he wasn’t around to hear it. Maybe the universe decided to grant my wish like some fucking genie in a bottle, and now everything’s going to hell. David…everything would be simpler if he were still here. I wouldn’t have to think about any of this. I hate it, I hate it all, I just—I just want my boyfriend back.”
Her eyes shine with water, but they go dry when she blinks. This time there’s no hysterics, no snot-blowing. Just an angry, it’s not fair sort of
exhaustion.
I’m shit at navigating emotional minefields like this—Hell, just ask my exes. I try to word my response as carefully as possible. “Jenny… it’s not your fault he’s not here. That’s a bullshit lie your brain is telling itself because it doesn’t like feeling helpless. And I know it doesn’t help much, me saying that, because knowing is nowhere near feeling. But the facts are: we haven’t found a single dead body. That means David is actually super duper likely to be alive. You can’t throw that hope out the window because you’re afraid it’ll be dashed. So just hang tight, okay? Hang tight for a bit longer, and I’ll get you the answers you need. And, um, maybe don’t cheat on a kidnapping victim anymore. ‘Cause that’s kind of totally what you were doing, and I’m the worst person to judge stuff like that, but it cannot be good for your karma. Okay?”
For a moment, I can’t tell if she’s listening to me. Then she closes her eyes, tilts her head, and gives a shattered sort of laugh. “Alright, if you say so.”
I give a cautious smile. Then I open my mouth to speak again—but Jenny cuts me off with, “By the way, you know that whole ‘noble lesbian defender of women’ vibe you’ve got going on?”
I blink. “I’m sorry, what?”
“The reason you don’t like Dick.” 
“Um—well, I guess, sometimes, but I don’t categorize my sexuality as penis-repulsion, I’m just not into anyone who identifies as—”
“No, I meant Richard. The reason you don’t like Richard.”
“Oh—oh, yeah, Richard! Right, that Dick, that’s totally the Dick you meant.” I make a few awkward throat-clearing noises. “Um—oh, you think I don’t like him?”
Jenny raises an eyebrow at me. “You make it painfully obvious. But seriously, it’s okay, you can chill. I’m my own person, I make my own decisions, and you don’t have to protect me from the big bad man. You can lay off of him, okay?”
My eye twitches. “Well, I know that now.” At this point, I’m pretty sure you’re a danger to him, not the other way around. “But I gotta ask—why Dick? Why hire him, why manipulate him, why not someone—I don’t know, more competent? I’m pretty sure you could be doing this whole song and dance with a dude who has more… hair.”
Her eyes wander up to the ceiling as she leans back, bracing her hands behind her on the bed. She shrugs. “Maybe it’s a pity thing, I don’t know. But he’s a good guy, and he tries hard. Everyone wants to be a hero, but no one ever wants to do the work, you know? Sure, he’s not the smartest, or the strongest, but he’s getting out there and doing his best to help with what he’s got. That’s got merit.”
I think about it. Then I squint at her. “…Okay, no, I still don’t get it. I think you need to raise your standards, and I think you’re the first person I’ve met in a while who’s messier than I am. You ever thought about going to therapy?”
She snorts and falls backward onto her bed. As she laughs, wiping tears off her face with a forearm, her cell phone chimes merrily from a nearby pillow. Jenny reaches for it, raises it to her eyes—and then bolts upright.
“It’s a text from Dick.”
“What does it say?” I ask, even as I’m scooting in to get a look at the screen. 
“‘To Jenny,’” Jenny reads out loud, “‘I apologize for what happened yesterday. Everything was a blut…’” Jenny stops reading and squints at the screen.
“I think he means ‘blur,’” I supplement helpfully. 
“‘…a blur, and I let myself be distracted from what I really should have been doing to help you, which is finding David. I’m going to fix that now, with Henry’s help.’” She cocks her head. “Um, who’s Henry?”
I drop my face into my hands. “Me. I’m Henry. Gods fucking dammit, Dick.”
“‘Stay strong, everything is going to be alright. I’ll take care of it.’ Aww, that’s kind of sweet.”
I grumble into my hands, “What would be sweeter would be if he actually told me what’s going on before bragging to you about some kind of grand master plan—”
My own phone buzzes in the pocket of my ill-fitting jeans. I yank it out to find my own message from Dick waiting for me. I lean back and start reading it out loud in a sarcastic, baritone imitation of Dick’s voice.
“‘Henry, I know you’re still angry at me—’ you fucking bet I am, Jesus Christ—‘but I’ve made some new progress on the case. I have an informant.’” That gives me pause. I keep reading, this time without the sarcastic mockery. “‘He claims to know about the missing people, but he can’t tell me more unless we’re in a safe place. He knows you by name and says you run in the same circles. I trust you, so I know he’s for real. He says the people who went after you are after him too.’”
Jenny turns to me in alarm. “There are people after you?”
“Yeah, they’re the reason I’m dressed like this. Nasty fuckers, they drive around in a big black van and have guns. Textbook evil henchmen.”
My phone buzzes again in my hand. A little thumbnail of a map shows up on my screen. A few seconds later there’s another buzz, and a new chunk of text. I read aloud again:
“‘I’m with him now. He wants you to come too; the location is on the map I just sent you. Look for the building with…’” The next words make my heart shrivel and drop into my stomach. “‘…the black van parked in front of it.’”
Jenny becomes a statue next to me, as cold and unmoving as granite. I don’t even read the rest of the message out loud; the two of us scan it silently with our eyes.
He wants my phone now, so I need to wrap this up quickly. But this is the breakthrough we were waiting for. We’re going to find David and Aden and everyone else who’s missing, and we’ll do it as a team. I promise.
I stare mutely at my cell phone. I reach for the scarf at my side and wind it tightly around my nose and mouth. Then I scream, the sound muffled by scratchy pink wool, and hurl my phone at the wall.
There’s a sickening CRACK—but I don’t care. Not right now. Dick, that fucking idiot, that complete, utter—I should just leave him to his fate. Let him be tortured, let him be killed, whatever. He got himself into this mess just because he was careless and stupid and naïve, and everything would have been alright if he had just stopped taking initiative—
And then I see the mask of horror on Jenny’s face. The face Dick looks at like it’s a fucking shooting star. The face he doesn’t even know he’s about to die for. And my good-person-instincts come roaring back.
“It’s a trap,” Jenny says, her voice hoarse. “The people who took David—they have Dick too now, don’t they? Oh god—you can’t let them kill him. Please, you have to go, you have to—please, I can’t lose him too…!”
Fuck. I have to go save him.
I tug the scarf down to my chin and take a deep, shuddering breath. Then I unwind it from my throat altogether, and stand up.
“You got any more of those cupcakes left?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Operation Rescue Dick
 
Isabella texts me back, telling me she can’t track the signal from Dick’s phone. Of course. Dick might not even be at the location he claims he’s at—or he could already be dead. The only way I’ll know for certain is if I confront Icy Eyes and his cronies at the proposed “meeting spot.” That, of course, is exactly what they want. Bastards. 
I go to the address, still in disguise. It’s an abandoned warehouse—gods, these people are embarrassingly theatrical. Gazing up at the rusted, crumbling exterior of the place, I find that I really don’t want to die in this place. You won’t, I promise myself, taking another cupcake out of the oversized Tupperware in my hands. Fuck, I’m so full, I’ve already eaten three of these on the way here. This is the last one I have. But Nikki was right, there’s a lot of magic in these cupcakes. They’re rich and sweet and melt in your mouth like ice cream, and once you’ve got one down you can feel this warm exuberance radiating through your limbs, all the way down to your toes and fingertips.
Last time I felt this powerful, I ended up using all that energy to make a Molotov curse-in-a-bottle. I wish I had one of those right now. Damn it, I should have made more concussion hexes after that disaster with the Merestis last week—but how the Hell could I have known this would happen?
I cram the last cupcake into my mouth, then lick the frosting off my fingers and gently place the Tupperware on a fencepost. I pile my scarf and cardigan on top of that, tie my loose hair back, and roll my neck, flexing my hands to either side of me. I’m going to need to make this energy last.
Creeping around the side of the building to peek into the front entrance, I see no one. But then I let the cupcake magic curl up to my ears and polish off my hearing; sure enough, there’s a scuffling footstep, the subtle clearing of a throat. I slink back around the corner.
I keep all of my senses open as I move. The building has two rows of cracked, clouded-over windows along its yellowing exterior, some distance above me. I squint at them, trying to gauge the height. Hmm, can I…?
I crouch, pooling energy in my legs. Then I spring upward.
I sail into the air in a beautiful arc, and then—ohcrapfuckshit—smack right into one of the filthy windows. I let out a pigeon-like squawk as I start to fall, but catch the bottom ledge of the window before gravity fully reclaims me. My shoulder screams where it was nearly wrenched out of its socket. But hey, I’m alive! And I’ve got a sneaky way into the warehouse.
Not to mention, I feel like a godsdamned superhero. I glance at the faraway ground, let myself geek out for a few seconds—oh man oh man oh man—then shove down the giddy feelings and get back to work.
I shimmy along the ledge until I find a window with the pane knocked out. Peering through, I find that I’m maybe ten feet above a long platform that juts out from the warehouse’s interior wall and extends around the entire room. It’s all one huge, dilapidated space crowded with boxes, pillars, and trash; even the copious neon graffiti on the walls has become faded and covered with grime. There’s one guy leaning on the wall next to the front door, presumably the one I detected earlier. Another is strolling lazily down the walkway below me. The acrid scent of cigarette smoke wafts over from the back of the warehouse, alerting me to an extra presence in the shadows. The last two goons are talking in low tones behind a set of enormous, dusty crates—one of those two is Icy Eyes.
My hackles raise when I see him. Images of him raising his gun and shooting the kid in the parking garage, of Isabella slumped on the floor with blood running down her face, are still fresh in my mind.
“How do we know she’s even still alive?” Icy Eyes’s conversation partner is saying. “I don’t know if you noticed, but she had a lot of bullets in her.”
“She’s not dead,” Icy Eyes replies in a knife-sharp tone. His accent, it sounds… Swedish? Danish? “Her sister is a famous healer, the same one that kept her from being torn apart by demon blood. I’d bet my secondborn she’s patched up and on her way here right now.”
My eyes narrow at that. He knows magic—or at least, knows of magic. Which means he’s not entirely a civilian. He’s part of the community—as a mage, monster, or mercenary, I can’t tell.
“How do you know she’ll come looking for this guy? He’s nothing special.”
“Neither was the parking attendant, but she tried to save him. Hero complexes make people predictable.”
Well now, that’s just rude.
Icy Eyes drops a large, gloved hand on his minion’s shoulder, and I hear it land with a whump. “No more mistakes. The office worker you found online? That was sloppy.”
“The gun can’t be traced back to us—” His voice cuts off, and he stumbles. His hand twitches toward his shoulder, where Icy Eyes’s grip has tightened like a monkey wrench.
Icy Eyes acts like nothing happened, continuing conversationally, “Shoot her as soon as she walks through that door. And kill her friend after.” He lets go of the henchman’s shoulder, and maybe I’m imagining it, but I can hear the bones readjusting.
So Dick is still alive and most likely nearby—good to know. Great to know, actually. Icy Eyes strides out of the warehouse, nodding at the guy by the door as he does so. I’m torn. On one hand, I want him to leave; he’s a dangerous, unpredictable, scary variable that I don’t think I’d survive a direct confrontation with. On the other hand, I want to stomp on his throat.
I’m starting to feel a burn in my arms. It’s not bad enough to make me drop from the ledge, but enough to remind me I’m working with borrowed strength. I haul myself up and over the bottom sill of the window, the cuff of my jeans briefly catching on a jagged edge of glass, and dangle with my shoes about four feet from the platform. I try to land on the balls of my feet, knees giving way to a low, silent crouch—not silent enough, apparently, because the guy on the platform visibly starts. He whips around, and our eyes lock.
Heat ripples down my arm. I throw out my hand; my magic wraps around his throat as an invisible tendril that triggers every muscle to contract. His eyes bulge and his mouth opens and closes, but no sound escapes. As he convulses in place, I dash forward and swing two clasped fists into his temple.
He falls in a beautiful, silent arc, eyes already rolling into the back of his head, the pinnacle of a stealthy takedown—until his face hits the platform railing with a crunch of nasal bones and a metallic CLAAANG!
“Huh?” someone says from below.
There’s nowhere to hide; the whole platform is as bare as a stripper’s pubic mound. Panic sends me vaulting over the railing and into the shadow of a huge stack of crates, tweaking both my ankles at the same time. Motherfucking ow.
“Wolfie? Hey, Wolfie!” the guy by the door calls. “The hell are you doing, get up!”
I slink toward the back of the warehouse, muscles buzzing with tension and magic. As I step with deliberate, silent focus, I brush my fingertips against a crate and marvel at the clarity of its wood grain surface. Holy shit, David’s cupcakes pack a punch. If he’s dead, I feel horribly sorry for him, but I’m also sad that the magic community’s lost such a talented member it didn’t even know it had. As I muse, the smell of cigarette smoke returns to me in a rich burst; I follow it to its source.
When I peek around the corner, the goon is stubbing his cigarette out under his shoe and hastily shoving a phone into his back pocket. Shouting rises from the other side of the warehouse as, presumably, the others find Wolfie’s unconscious body. “What’s going on?” the cigarette-smoker calls as he steps out of the shadows, hand reaching for his hip holster.
I lunge with my fingers outstretched and aimed at his Adam’s apple. Crap, missed—! My jab hits the flabby underside of his jaw instead, staggering but not winding him. His fist blurs in an unsteady arc; shockwaves of pain ripple through my ribcage. He takes a second too long to hit again—I grab his wrist, yank him toward me, and knee him in the ‘nads as hard as humanly possible.
His subsequent progress toward the floor is swift and uninterrupted. His phone falls out of his pocket; I glance at it, just out of curiosity, and see a message from “Riley” that says, They really wouldn’t even give you the day off on your daughter’s birthday?
I look back at the groaning, twitching heap on the floor. I bend over it and say, “Dude, this is the universe telling you to go to your kid’s birthday party. Listen to the universe.” Then I flick a little burst of magic into his skull, putting him to sleep.
Pounding footsteps, a minute click—it takes me half a second to register the noise as the unlocking of a handgun’s safety, and another half-second to dive out of the way before a thundering CRACK devastates my eardrums. I’m still rolling when the toe of a heavy boot slams into my cheekbone. As the side of my face erupts in pain, I blindly lock in on the smell of smoking gunpowder and send a shard zipping through the air in that direction. Furious cursing; a clatter as the gun drops to the floor. I scramble onto my hands and knees and dart forward, slicing another shard across his calf—he howls, the sound echoing off the hard walls and ceiling. As he goes down, he grabs me by the shirt and takes me with him.
We roll across the trash-strewn floor, elbows and knees knocking against concrete and into each other’s fleshy bits. I try to use my borrowed strength, wrestle him down so I can gain the higher ground—and then I realize I’m out of gas. Shit, no no no no, not now—I clutch at the last scraps of cupcake magic as it drains from my muscles, leaving behind only a dull hollowness in place of the strength they lent me before. Without it, there’s nothing I can do to keep him from pinning me to the floor as we roll to a stop, then punching me across the face.
A million constellations are invented behind my eyelids. He hits me again, and again—my arm falls to the side and brushes a hard metal cylinder that fits right into my hand. I grab it and swing, shouting with desperate triumph at the CLANG of it hitting the side of the goon’s head. I take a moment to identify the cylinder as a half-full can of spray paint—then I swing it again, hitting the other side of his head. Finally I shove him off of me, stagger back against a crate, and spray his eyes full of neon orange paint. His screams provide the catharsis of a four-hour therapy session.
Running footsteps. I spin around and raise my aerosol can—just as the last man standing rounds the corner with a pistol.
We stare at each other for half a second. I try depressing the nozzle on my can, releasing a pathetic sppffft of paint in his direction. In response, he raises the gun, levels it at my head, and pulls the trigger.
CRACK!
A wall of force slams into me, hitting one side of my chest and shoulder and spinning me like a weathervane. The breath is knocked out of me in an ooph and my head reels with lack of oxygen. My field of vision is a mess of motion blur—then two strong, warm hands grip my waist and a soft body presses up against my chest, anchoring me upright even as the momentum keeps me spinning. Even in all the sound and chaos and motion, it takes just as long as a blink to focus in on the image in front of me—that of twin suns dancing in golden eyes, framed by a face shaped like a heart and wild, bouncing black hair.
Lilith grins toothily at me. Then she shoves me backward, right into the shooter.
His yelp is only slightly higher-pitched than mine as we topple together onto the concrete. The smoldering barrel of his gun glances painfully off my shoulder blade—I throw my elbow backward, still yelling, praying to gods above and below that a bullet doesn’t find my brain.
CRACK!
My ear is ringing so loudly it’s like someone’s trying to plug it with the wide end of a baseball bat. The gunman is wheezing underneath me, trying and failing to double over with my elbow planted in his gut and my weight pinning him down. I tumble off of him, land on one knee on the floor, and realize the spray paint can is still somehow in my hand. I whack him in the forehead with it—I do that again, and again and again until his body goes limp and both his face and the can are dented, bloody messes.
I fumble with rubber fingers to wrest the gun out of his unconscious grip. I don’t remember what all the parts are called, but I know enough to eject the magazine, pull back the slide to make the last bullet fall out, and then—how do I take the slide off altogether? I keep yanking it back like a kid with a faulty Beyblade, but—shit, right, pull it back just a little, undo the lock, and the whole thing comes apart. I chuck the slide at a far wall. I don’t mean to drop the other half of the gun, but it slips from my limp, twitching fingers anyway.
The ringing in my ears has leveled out to a sort of vibrating whine. Over it, I can barely make out some kind of muttering. I turn to Lilith and see her lips moving.
“WHAT?” I say, all the excess adrenalin-fueled hyper-energy from the fight forcing its way out of my lungs. “WHAT DID YOU SAY?”
Lilith bends from the hip, getting her face close to mine, then says in a voice that pierces through the ringing veil with no effort at all—“I said, you’re hot when you’re desperate.”
I blink at her.
“You’re doing it again,” I say. I swear I’m talking at normal volume, but I hear my own voice as a muffled whisper.
“Doing what?”
“Saving me.”
“Am I now? Wow, I never would have noticed.”
“Where’s your book?”
“I finished The Pirate’s Mistress hours ago. The ending was disappointing, I didn’t realize the pirate was going to give up high-seas crime for her vanilla girlfriend. You mind if I get another book the next time I’m at your place?”
Staring up at her, I suddenly realize how utterly, utterly exhausted I am. I let my shoulders sag, dropping the spray paint can on the floor. “Why not. Knock yourself out.”
She grins. “Sweet.”
I pick myself up off the floor one limb at a time. Everything aches, most of all my face. I’m probably sporting a lovely pair of shiners right now. My stomach is going topsy-turvy, its frosted contents declaring their distress at the roller coaster ride. But I did it. I won. I fucking won.
I find the guy with spray painted eyes groaning in a heap on the floor. I haul him upright by the lapels, grunting with the effort. Lilith watches curiously.
“Where is he?” I demand.
“Van,” he gasps. “Outside. Down the road.”
I drop him and limp my way outside. Lilith follows, but makes no move to help me walk. The van and its blacked-out windows are parked on the side of the long, empty road. “Dick, you in there?” I shout. I don’t get an answer.
I roll open the door and there he is, bruised and battered but alive. Both his hands are cuffed to the ceiling handle, and there’s a comically long strip of duct tape wound over his mouth. He yells, the sound muffled. 
In a second, my brain catalogs the image of a tin can fixed to the inside of the car, a grenade, and a string leading from the grenade to the door I just opened. My sigil glows on my stomach as a pair of arms like iron bands wraps around my middle; they yank me away from the van just as its interior is engulfed in flames. Is that me or Dick screaming? The flames unfurl at breakneck speed directly at my face—they never quite reach me, yet I feel my skin open up into a dozen phantom blisters. Rushing air, foggy sky. Concrete against my back, sparse, dead grass poking my cheek. I lay stunned and confused, my hearing completely shot, my vision blackened with temporary spots.
Something is happening in my throat—I roll over onto my side just as all four cupcakes force their way up my esophagus in mush form, and I puke them all over the filthy ground. As I cough and sputter and wipe my mouth on my sleeve, an angel comes to me, wearing a halo of orange flames.
“Lilith,” I croak, “Lilith, your hair’s on fire.”
She stops, drops, rolls, and then springs back up, batting away some remaining smoke rising from her singed ends. I swallow the bitter remains of bile in my throat—hello, lasagna aftertaste—and pull myself up onto my elbows to watch the van. It’s now a charred, warped mess burning like a garbage fire on the side of the road. When the smoke shifts I see Dick’s tar-black, withered hands still cuffed to the ceiling handle. They’re not moving.
“Dick…” I murmur. Lilith pauses in her battle with her still-sizzling hair and raises an eyebrow at me. I can’t hear what she says, but she’s wearing a confused look.
“No, that’s his name,” I say. “His name was… Richard…”
The van burns.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
Charity is for Bleeding Hearts
 
“One body was found in the wreckage and is currently being identified. Police are investigating…”
I watch the news listlessly. My phone keeps ringing on the bed next to me. Jenny’s number. I don’t pick it up. I’m sorry, Jenny. I’m so, so sorry, Dick.
I failed. I brought my big guns, I fought so hard, and… he was ready for me. Icy Eyes. He didn’t underestimate me, even though everyone else does, didn’t dismiss my chances of defeating his stooges and getting to Dick alive. He just didn’t count on Lilith. If it weren’t for her…
She’s gone now, fucked off to wherever she goes when she’s not either saving my life or pestering me. Maybe to fix her hair. She helped me all the way to the nearest subway stop, let me get back to the hotel myself. I don’t know why she went to all that trouble. But then again, she seemed shell-shocked too—she didn’t see the grenade trap any sooner than I did, and I’m sure the only reason she reacted in time was because of the sigil.
Gods. Dick. I didn’t mean to… he was just a regular guy with no idea what he was up against. Because I didn’t tell him. I just assumed he was enough of a coward to stay out of the way. Stupid, stupid… I opened that door. I ran headfirst into that parking lot. I didn’t come downstairs in time. Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid…
I—I have to do something. I’m still more bruise than body, but I can’t go to Luce; she’s busy. And besides, I can’t face her right now. I need to keep going with the case. I need to make sure Dick didn’t die for no reason. I need to… I need to…
I still need to check on that evicted family, don’t I? That’s what I’d been planning on before I got sidetracked. It’s a better lead than nothing.
When I leave, my shoes don’t make a sound on the carpeted floor.
 
***
When I ask the family’s former landlord where they might be now, he sniffs and raises his nose. It’s an alarming sight, given how hairy his nostrils are. “The Talleys?” he says. “How should I know where they are? They probably went where all the useless bums in the neighborhood go.”
I’m too tired to give that statement the eyebrow-raise it deserves. Instead, I demand elaboration with a blank, unmoving stare.
His knees quiver slightly. “The shelter, I meant the shelter. The homeless shelter? It’s only four blocks down from here, sank my rent prices like the Titanic when it was built. You can’t miss it.”
When I get to the place, I find out it’s a family shelter; the only people allowed in are women and children. I almost regret coming. There’s a debilitating fog of hopelessness oozing from the building into the sidewalk cracks, crawling up my shoes and clinging to my legs; maybe it’s always like this, or maybe my newly traumatized brain is just picking up on familiar signals. Either way, it’s not pleasant.
As the breeze picks up, I secure my scarf around my nose and mouth. A piece of paper flutters to the ground next to me, and I take a passing glance at it; it’s yellow and blue with the words “ECSED ENTERPRISES” printed across in bold lettering. Wait. I’ve seen that before. Not the words, the design, the blue and yellow. Where…? And why is the memory so blurry?
Because I saw it through a phone screen, in one of Dick’s pictures.
I snatch the flyer off the ground before it can flutter away, then rifle through the pictures on my phone until I find it—there it is, the exact same advertisement, in the home of one of the missing people. As I’m comparing the two images, mind racing like a filmstrip, someone taps the back of my shoulder. I turn to see a pale, gaunt woman looking to be in her forties, holding a sleeping baby close to her chest. The woman is shivering, her brows creased in pain and worry.
“Excuse me, but are you planning to apply to that program?” Her brittle blond hair reaches all the way down to her elbows, where the fabric of her coat is worn tissue-thin. The baby murmurs; she rocks it absentmindedly.
I check the ad again. “I’m not sure yet. Do you know anything about it?”
She shakes her head. “I only know what’s on the advertisement. I think it’s supposed to be a job offer? Not the most lucrative one, but it has free housing too, and if you’re broke and homeless it sounds good enough…” Her narrowed eyes don’t match up with what her mouth is saying.
“You’re saying, it sounds too good?”
She nods. “That’s what I told my daughter when she insisted on applying with her brother. They’re both only sixteen, but the shelter wouldn’t let Nathan in because he’s a boy—Natalie threw a fit about it, nearly got us thrown out. I couldn’t do anything about it, not with the baby, but Natalie saw that program as some kind of golden ticket; if she and Nathan could get in, they could both have a place to stay while making some money. I told her there was no way it could be that easy. We argued about it, and one morning when I woke up, she was gone…” Her eyes are wet, but no tears fall.
A hunch whispers in my ear. “Sorry, ma’am, this is going to sound forward and a little bit creepy, especially if I’m right, but—does your surname happen to be ‘Talley?’”
She rocks bodily away from me. I see her eyes dart as she absorbs the details of my appearance, searching for warning signs—the ill-fitting jeans and shirt, the obviously new, cheap cardigan, the pink scarf concealing my neck and mouth, the twin black eyes and open cuts on my knuckles—her grip on the baby tightens and her feet shift, ready to sprint.
“Wait!” I blurt. “Please wait, I know this looks bad, but I swear I’m just here to find out what happened to your kids—it’s bigger than just them, people are going missing everywhere, I got your name from your old landlord and you’re the best lead I’ve had so far and please don’t leave—”
She runs.
Well. I could have handled that marginally better. But at least now I know why the Talleys’ address was in Joy’s book of prophecies; those two kids were taken by whoever took Joy, Aden, David, and everyone else. And if the kids were taken by Ecsed Enterprises, it stands to reason the rest of the crowd was too.
As the sound of a baby’s wailing echoes down the street, I check the flyer again. It has a phone number and an address. I debate calling the number. On the one hand, I could collect a lot of information before even setting foot on their home turf. On the other hand, if I mess up the call, they’ll know I’m onto them and adjust accordingly. And Icy Eyes might come to murder the shit out of me.
A walk-in confrontation it is.
 
***
I enter the clean, white reception area of what appears to be a simple clinic. It’s empty except for a blond woman in a lab coat puttering around behind the desk—her head pops up like a meerkat’s when I enter.
“Heya hon, welcome to Ecsed Enterprises!” she chirps. Her voice sounds strained, like she’s purposefully setting it an octave higher than usual. “Are you here for the Second Chance program?”
I open my mouth—
“What am I saying, of course you’re here for the program, everyone’s here for the program.” She says it like she’s reminding herself of a script she’s only vaguely memorized. She pops back behind the desk and emerges with a clipboard and pen. “Just sit down and fill out this form, then let me know when you’re finished, alright?”
Her grin is wide and weirdly glossy. Her makeup is caked on, flaking across her cheeks and forehead, and her hairline is crooked. But the strangest part of it all is her eyelashes; they’re thick and full and balanced and don’t look artificial at all. In fact, they’re the only real things about her, apart from the pale blue irises that are so light they may as well be clear pools of water.
I say nothing, take the clipboard, and sit down by the wall. I study the form quickly. It asks for a name, phone number, whether I live with family… and then the whole rest of it is about medical history. No, I don’t have a history of drug use, prescription or recreational. No, I have never experimented with ‘alternate medicine.’ No, I haven’t gotten a blood, organ, or marrow transfusion anytime in the last year.
As I puzzle over the significance of those questions (and lie about most of them), I happen to look up—and lock lenses with a camera in the corner of the ceiling. The smooth, black dome mocks me. I squint at it through puffed-up eyelids.
“Are you finished?”
The receptionist’s pale, pale face is right in front of me—I have to actively resist the urge to jump out of my skin and flee the premises as a naked skeleton. I can hear her breathing; it’s way too fast, and her pupils are blowing up like balloons the longer she looks at me.
Ah. Vampire.
“Almost finished,” I say, quietly. I flip up the pages, hiding my pen from the receptionist, and scribble a quick sigil onto the clipboard itself. It looks something like a stylized eye with a hexagonal pupil. My hands are still scraped up from the warehouse, so it only takes a little picking to peel off a scab. I press a drop of blood into the center of that hexagon, cover the clipboard with the paper forms, and offer the whole thing up to the receptionist. She snatches it with an erratically quick swipe, then scans the form.
“Oh good, looks like you’re eligible!” There is way too much glee in that statement. “Just one last thing, I’m going to have to take your blood.”
I freeze. “What?”
“Don’t worry hon, we just need enough to verify what’s on the form. After that we can let you know immediately whether or not you’re accepted, so, better to just get it over with!”
Oh. Oh no. No one’s coming anywhere near me with a hypodermic needle, much less a hungry vampire working for these Ecsed bastards—but the black, shiny dome on the ceiling begs to disagree. I cannot blow my cover while I’m being watched.
“Come on, come on,” the receptionist beckons, nearly yanking me up out of the chair. “No wasting anyone’s time, yours or mine.”
She leads me down the hall, tottering unsteadily on a pair of conservative black heels—a dozen steps later her ankle tweaks, and she spits out a decidedly un-Barbie-like “Motherfucker!” I swear I hear a c-c-crack as she resets the angle of her foot, turns backward, smiles, and keeps walking. Okay, no fucking way a registered vampire heals from injuries that quickly. This one’s been feeding on live people, and recently at that. The hair at the back of my neck bristles.
She opens a door into a white, sterile room with a surgical bed against the wall and a metal cart carrying stainless steel medical tools. My saliva glands pinch and I taste salt in my mouth; bile rushes up in my throat, but I swallow it just in time. Oh gods. And to top it all off, there’s a camera up on the ceiling of this room too—son of a bitch!
“It looks intimidating, I know,” the vampire says, waving dismissively. “But really, I—I mean, we—only need a teensy, weensy, itty, bitty, likkle, tiny bit of your blood.” She heads over to the cart and snaps on a pair of blue rubber gloves, then holds up a vacuum tube the length of her middle finger. “See? It’s less biological material than a sperm donation. Not that I’m going to have you squirt into a bucket. Um.”
I try to focus my eyes on the tube, but every attempt makes my head spin. My pulse is throbbing across my scar, and there’s a pinching, squeezing echo of pain right in the center of it. My lungs are stuck in a half-inflated state, forcing me to take shallow, gasping breaths. What do I do? How do I get out of this? Is staying away from that needle worth the enemy catching my actions on tape? Can I even outrun a vampire doped up on fresh human blood? Well, maybe this one will trip on her heels again—but fuck, what do I do?
The answer is nothing. I sit on the edge of the surgical bed and do nothing while my heart pounds in my ears and my mind eats itself from the inside out. The vampire receptionist—and, I guess, de facto nurse—makes content little hummingbird noises as she preps the needle and tube with practiced, surprisingly competent movements. “Roll up your sleeve, please!”
I do. She doesn’t comment on the battle bruises or my shaking, ice-cold hands, just ties a rubber tube around my forearms and flicks the inside of my elbow until the bluish vein stands up. She cleans the area with a cold alcohol swab, then picks up the needle.
“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, but this is going to pinch…”
Time speeds up. Or rather, I become so slow that the events around me just happen and pass without issue or fuss. I even blink slowly, and as I do my vision is unfocused and bleary and that’s alright, because all I have to do is not look at the needle. Not the needle, not the nurse, not the bed with pipes at the frame corners where the hazy squiggles in my vision go marching up and down, up and down. Dissociation is an old friend, and I treat it to tea and biscuits as my blood spills into the tube at an agonizingly slow pace. It’s okay, if I don’t feel it, it isn’t real. If it’s not my arm, not my body, not my blood, it’s alright. It’s alright.
“…There. See? What’d I tell ya.”
Her voice seems to be reaching me through a thick, gelatinous haze. Turning my head toward her is a chore, and then I have to make an effort not to look at the blood-filled tube. An alcohol swab appears in my hand, and I press it against the needle wound while the vampire trots out of the room.
“Be right back, stay put!”
I float.
Wait. Shit. Bad, that was bad, I can’t wrap my head around it but that was bad—why was it bad? Can’t think properly—I crack my own palm against the side of my face, and that shakes me awake.
That wasn’t supposed to happen. She has my blood. She has my blood. I’m a blood witch, I should know better than anyone what kind of nasty, fucked-up shit you can do to a person with just a drop of their blood. I need to get it back, or at least sap my DNA out of it before I leave.
My head swivels as I search the room for a pen—there, the steel cart, and a Sharpie on top of it. I lean off the bed to snatch it up. I can’t leave this room—the camera up on the ceiling makes certain of that—so it’s a good thing that, for once, I thought ahead.
I uncap the Sharpie with a pop, then flip over my left hand to expose the palm. The sigil I drew on the clipboard earlier was roughly made of two concentric circles and a hexagon; I draw the two circles onto my left palm, then the hexagon onto my right. I close my eyes, then put my palms together as though in prayer, completing the sigil’s construction.
My stomach drops like I’m on the downward slope of a roller coaster. I wait for the nauseating momentum to end, for that bump-stop that signals arrival at a destination. And then I open my eyes.
I’m staring up at the chin of a King-Kong-sized version of the vampire receptionist, while a similarly giant machine resembling a microscope looms to the side. This room is similar to the one my body is in, white walls and tiled blue ceiling, just narrower with a door on one wall and another on the opposite labeled UTILITY CLOSET. The seeing sigil I penned onto the clipboard doesn’t let me swivel my gaze in different directions, but my field of view is so much bigger so as to be disconcerting, like my eyelids have been peeled off.
The receptionist is warbling out the chorus of “Hungry Eyes” in a low, scratchy alto. She presses a few buttons on the microscope-device, hums her satisfaction, and reaches up to pull off her hair. There’s no a cap under the wig, just a bald top with a sparse blond combover. And then she sticks a hand into her mouth and pulls out her teeth—oh, gross! I figured she’d have her real teeth filed into points like a lot of street vampires do, but nope, they’re all rotted to orange, jagged bits.
Her gargantuan fingers reach down for me. I can see individual wrinkles and gnarled, browning fingernails, and my vision criss-crosses with static as she disturbs the papers covering the sigil. She picks up the vacuum tube painted red inside—crap, my blood! She pierces the top with a syringe, sucking up about half the liquid, then leaking a few drops onto a fragile glass slide. Then she lifts the syringe up, up, up, tilting her head back and positioning it right above those rotting teeth and a slimy purple tongue—
The door slams open. “Put down the syringe, Lisa,” says a gruff voice. My blood runs cold as I recognize the face in the doorway: Icy Eyes.
Lisa rolls her eyes. “Oh, baby, you always show up at the worst times,” she grumbles, sounding like the unholy offspring of a 1950s lounge singer and a garbage disposal unit. It’s… kind of a turn-on.
“Don’t call me that. Where’s Phyllis?”
“Hmm?” She cocks her head, batting her oddly perfect eyelashes.
Icy Eyes doesn’t even notice. He stalks closer, his thin lips set in a murderous curve, and I feel my physical body shrink away from his presence. “Don’t pretend you don’t know exactly who I’m talking about. Where is the fucking receptionist?”
The faux-flirting melts off of Lisa’s face and drips into a scowl. “How am I supposed to know, beefcake? Maybe she got hit by a bus on the way to work, maybe it’s not my fault at all, ever thought of that?”
Icy Eyes narrows his eyes at her, his jowls shifting. Then he barges past her to the other side of the narrow lab, where the utility closet is.
Lisa knocks the clipboard with her hip as she chases after him—everything rushes upward, the world quakes, and I’m on the floor, staring up at the giant forms of her and Icy Eyes like one of those hapless human extras in Godzilla.
“Woah woah woah, hang on, you can’t go in there, there’s—there’s specimens in there, very important, very fragile specimens—”
Icy Eyes yanks open the door, revealing a slumped, heavyset female figure in a skirt and blouse. Its enormous, clouded eyes are staring directly down at me. The neck is slashed open, and the blood around the wound is smeared in shapes uncannily resembling a human mouth. One of the feet is stretched out toward me, clad only in ripped hosiery; Icy Eyes seems to notice that at the same time that I do, and his eyes trail from the dead receptionist’s bare feet to Lisa’s ill-fitting black heels.
“Lisa,” he growls. “You ate the receptionist.”
Lisa throws up her hands. “She was high, alright? She came in smelling like six pounds of cocaine and you know I can’t resist that shit, especially since you’ve got such a stick up your ass about letting me eat the rejects! And really, it’s the boss’s fault for coming up with this dumb clinic setup in the first place—just nab ‘em off the street like you did last time, problem solved!”
Icy Eyes squeezes his temples with meaty fingers. “I’d kill you now if you weren’t such a pain in the ass to replace,” he grits through his teeth. “Damn it Lisa, we’re on a schedule here. How many bloodbags did you chase off with that sickening face of yours?”
Lisa huffs. “I’m not that hideous, you’re just too used to your clean-faced human bimbos—”
“How many, Lisa?”
“…Three. Since lunchtime. Four, if you count the one that wandered in this morning and jumped out the window.”
“You stupid fucking vampire—”
Icy Eyes lunges, and Lisa skips backward with a “Hey hey hey! There’s a girl in the next room and I’ve got her blood right here, you gonna let me do my job or what?”
Icy Eyes takes another step forward—Lisa’s voice raises.
“Your next dose is ready!”
Icy Eyes stops. He glares at Lisa with tension in every line of his body, his fist clenched at his side. Then he straightens up and relaxes. His unhappiness is still obvious, but measured. “Prep the blood first.”
He leaves Lisa alone as she goes back to the counter. I detect what looks like an eyedropper, and the shine of another glass slide in her hand. She bends down, her form swelling momentously in my perception, picks me up, and tosses me back onto the countertop. Lisa flicks on a yellow light at the microscope’s base, then draws away. “Alright, let me go get your happy juice.”
“Don’t call it that,” Icy Eyes mutters, but Lisa is already toddling away to slide a plastic bin out of the utility closet.
There’s a folded plastic chair leaning against the wall; Icy Eyes starts setting it up while Lisa pulls two vials out of the bin, one yellow and one blue. Another syringe makes an appearance—dammit, I hate those things—and Lisa uses it to puncture the top of the blue vial, filling the syringe about halfway, then the yellow one, filling it to completion. The two liquids bleed together, turning… lavender? I’m no artist, but I’m pretty sure that’s not how color mixing works.
“You sure you don’t want to do this with a slower IV?” she says, flicking the side of the hollow tube. “It’ll hurt less.”
“Don’t have the time.” Icy Eyes is sitting in the chair backward, with his legs to either side of the chair’s backrest. He ducks his head and pushes his blond hair off the nape of his neck.
Lisa walks up behind him, the syringe ready in her hand. Then she pauses. Chews her lip.
“Hey uh, champ? You know these drugs I’m giving you are really dangerous, right? There’s a fifty-fifty chance they’ll kill you faster than the disease itself.”
Icy Eyes grunts. “Better to be a corpse than dead weight that breathes.”
Lisa’s nose wrinkles. “…Suuure, yay eugenics and all that, but…I’m a drug designer, not a doctor. I’m covering up the symptoms best I can, but if you really want a chance at beating this thing, the boss has all sorts of fancy mojo—”
Icy Eyes doesn’t budge, but his voice is a low, unsettling monotone. “If you tell anyone about this, especially the boss, we’re going on a walk in Central Park. In the nice sunny area, without trees. We’ll set a timer and see how long it takes for your first organ failure. And right before your heart gives out, I’ll set you on fire.”
Lisa shudders violently. “Ugh, fine, be that way.” And she stabs Icy Eyes in the back of the neck with the needle.
Every vein in Icy Eyes’s face stands to attention—from this distance, I can count them on one hand. His pupils shrink to the size of pinpricks, and his hands seem ready to snap the back of the chair with their death grip. Lisa ignores him, steadily pushing the plunger down until the syringe bottoms out. She presses an alcohol swab onto the point of entry, then carefully extracts the needle.
“There you go, Jacky boy. You’re set for, eh, maybe a week.” She ruffled his hair. Icy Eyes swipes at her with a hand like a bear paw, but she pulls back just quickly enough to avoid him.
“It’s Jax,” he snarls. “Enough with the pet names.”
“Whatever, hon,” Lisa answers, tossing out the used syringe. “Honestly, I’ve never met anyone who needed a blunt as badly as you.” She goes back to the microscope-device, peering into the lens. “Alright, blood’s ready to be processed.”
As Lisa messes with my blood sample, Jax stands up and puts the plastic chair back against the wall. The knobs on the microscope squeak as Lisa twists them. Jax rolls his head, then one shoulder, glancing at the corpse in the utility closet. He crosses his arms. Uncrosses them. Rolls his shoulder again, this time warily eyeing the black dome on the ceiling.
“Quit being so antsy,” Lisa scolds without looking up from the microscope. “You know as well as I do that all the cameras here are fake.”
What the f—oh, come on! So I could have walked out of here anytime?
“I don’t care about being watched, I care about getting my job done as quickly as possible.” Jax snaps. “But there happens to be an idiot, crackhead vampire standing in my way. Are you finished with that sample or not?”
Lisa frowns. “Hang on, I’m having trouble figuring this one out. Definitely anomalous, some kind of… disease?”
“If she’s sick, we can still use her. Illness doesn’t taint virgin blood.”
Lisa adamantly shakes her head. “But it might not be a disease. Could be a street drug I haven’t seen before. Either way, I don’t think the purifying rituals will work on this one.”
Jax shrugs, and it’s the most casual gesture I’ve seen him make so far. “Alright then, kill her, and I’ll pack her up with the rest of the rejects. Boss said take no chances, not after last time.”
Lisa’s head whips up, her eyes sparkling like champagne. “Then can I eat her? Just a little bit?”
“No, Lisa. You’ll poison yourself with whatever she has and we’ll have to pump your stomach again. Do you know what kind of disgusting shit came out of there the last time?”
“Yeah, yeah, you don’t have to tell me. But I can still kill her, right?”
“Sure, go ahead. Just clean up the mess afterward.”
She giggles, and it sounds like Gollum having an orgasm.
I have to get out of here.
I separate my hands in a blast of fear and revulsion—and realize too late that I should have done that with my eyes closed. My whole world is an oil-slick kaleidoscope falling away at breakneck speed, and my thoughts are a chaotic mingle of Is this what it’s like to fall through a black hole? and FUCKFUCKFUCKFUCKFUCK—and then my whole body jerks forward like a crash dummy in a test collision, throwing me off the surgical bed and sending me rolling onto the floor.
Still disoriented, my vision a mess of pulsing black spots, I scramble across the waxy floor, out the door and into the hallway. A green-lit exit sign indicates stairs to the right—but then a door is opening not ten feet away in the same direction, and I can hear Lisa humming the first few bars of “Hungry Eyes” again. To the left, run to the left—this end of the corridor ends abruptly with another door, upon which a Post-it reads: “AC on, leave door closed!” I yank it open and slip into the room like an eel through a grate.
A blast of blizzard-cold air hits me full in the face, and then I promptly trip over something on the floor. My face lands on a sheet of thick plastic draped over some sort of solid form; feeling around in the dark, I also discover a long, sturdy zipper. Son of a bitch, it’s a body bag—an occupied body bag. Two of them, if I’m also counting the one my knee’s still pressing into. I’d investigate further, but I hear Jax and Lisa’s footsteps approaching from the hallway; I crawl on my hands and knees until I find another, empty bag, then wriggle my way in and close the zipper up over my head.
I hear the door open. Icy Eyes—Jax—mutters something. Through the small gap at the top of the zipper, I see the lights turn on. Gods, it smells horrible in here. Like dead people, obviously, but also cheap plastic, and… hairspray?
Jax grunts, and I hear rustling close by; he’s dragging out the other two body bags. Footsteps and sliding plastic fade away. Moments later he returns and picks me up by the ankles, then starts tugging me out of the room. Mother of fuck, it’s hard to keep still when my skull’s being dragged over every bump and scratch on the floor—ow, shit, there goes the doorway scraping up the entire length of my arm. Jax, you chocolate-powdered onion, would it kill you to be just a little more respectful to the dead?
My journey of torment across the clinic floor comes to a sudden halt. “Lisa? What is it?” Jax says.
“She’s gone. That chick whose blood I was just testing, she’s gone.” This time Lisa’s voice is pitched higher by panic, not artifice.
“Did you lock the door when you left her in the room?”
Lisa pauses before answering, “…Yes.”
“Is that a lie?”
Lisa pauses even longer before answering, “…Yes?”
Jax sighs. “Well, you vampires can smell body heat, right? Sniff her out, see if she’s still here or if she’s already run off.”
Oh balls, I’d completely forgotten vampires can do that. I hold my breath and pray to every god I know as Lisa goes deathly silent.
…And then she stays silent, for much longer than is necessary. She mutters something under her breath.
“What?” Jax growls.
Lisa mutters again.
“Your nose? What about your nose?”
“Can’t use it.”
“Why the fuck not?”
“…Too much cocaine.”
“Oh, Christ—” Jax drops my legs, and I bite down on my tongue to keep from yelping as they hit the floor. “We hired a vampire who can’t smell? Why are you—hold on, is that why these fucking corpses are covered in hairspray?”
“Hairspray? I thought that was Febreze.”
Jax is silent. For a good five seconds, I wait for the sound of him shoving Lisa’s head through the wall. Instead, he says in a chillingly calm voice, “What did she look like?”
“Who?”
“The woman whose blood you just tested.”
“Oh, uh, Asian, tall, black hair, all banged-up and bruisey, had a big pink scarf over her nose and mouth. Why, is it important?”
Silent, sub-zero tension again. Then an uncharacteristically airy, “No, not important at all. Have you thrown away her blood sample yet?”
“Not yet. You want it?”
“Sure, why not.”
I’ve got the heebie jeebies to end all heebie jeebies right now. There’s no way in Hell this can be good, but there’s nothing I can do about it from inside this body bag. So I just hold my breath and play dead as Jax picks me back up by the legs and resumes hauling me out of the clinic. 
There’s a weightless moment as he picks me up, then a painful one as he dumps me onto a hard metal surface. Heavy metal doors slam shut near my feet, making the floor under me bounce. Alright, so I’m in the back of a truck. A few minutes tick by. I vaguely consider the possibility of escaping with the bodies; it’s been a while since I’ve hotwired a truck, but Google can probably refresh my memory. Then Jax rudely interrupts my scheming with the THUMP of another bulky load hitting the floor beside me. 
The doors slam shut again. The ignition starts, and the truck rolls forward. I zip open the body bag to get some fresh air—Christ, I hadn’t realized how humid and sweaty it had gotten in here. I use the flashlight on my phone to take a look around, gathering that there are now nine other bodies in the truck container with me. I’ll probably make noise if I try to check them out; I’m not risking that with Jax in the driver’s seat. So I lie back down and settle in for the ride.
I’ve gotten “Game Over” three times in Bejeweled by the time the truck lurches to a stop. I slip back into the body bag and zip it up; a few seconds later the doors to the compartment are thrown open, letting in an unfamiliar male voice. 
“How many today?”
Jax grunts. “Ten.”
“Jesus fuckin’ Christ.”
The mystery man picks me up—then promptly drops my legs. “Fuck, this one’s heavy,” he complains. Godsdamned slacker. I have to grit my teeth and endure another minute or two of incompetent transit until I’m dumped onto yet another metal surface—a table, I think. 
I hear a low, angry growl from Jax. “Why are the other stiffs still here? We handed them to you four days ago, they should be gone by now.”
The mystery man’s voice is squeaky enough that I can’t imagine his being anywhere near Jax’s size, but the sass in his words is unmistakable. “Yeah, well, you sent so many that the furnace gave out while we were toasting ‘em. It’s supposed to get fixed later today.”
“If it doesn’t, I’m collecting heads.”
A confused pause. 
“…Whose heads?”
“Depends. How many dogs did you say you had?”
Silence. The mystery man’s voice starts and fails twice before he manages a hoarse “Three.”
“And one’s a Malinois, right? Shame, I like that breed. But who has time for pets nowadays?”
A heavy, muffled thump thump as Jax pats an enormous hand on the mystery man’s shoulder. Booted footsteps fade into the distance. Straining my ears, I hear the faint snarl of Jax’s truck starting outside, and then the rumble of him driving away. 
“Asshole,” the mystery man says, but his voice shakes. He gives a wet sniff, then his feet shuffle across the floor. A zipper growls open. “Poor bastard,” he mutters. Some more shuffling, another zipper, and a low, drawn-out whistle. “That freak over at the clinic got you good, didn’t she? You couldn’t pay me to go near that one.” Shuffle shuffle. The zipper over my face splits, letting in a torrent of artificial light that filters red through my closed eyelids. I lie still and hold my breath a second too late to avoid smelling cheap cologne. “Well, at least you aren’t too bad off,” the mystery man says. His voice, and the musky stench, is coming from around my left shoulder. “Guess they aren’t always such—”
I snap my eyes open and dart out an arm, getting a handful of his throat before he can react. Then I pop my other fist between his eyes—he lets out a belated squeak as he collapses out of sight. He coughs and groans on the floor while I untangle myself from the rest of the body bag and hop off the table. I finally get a good look at him as I’m trussing him up with my pink scarf; he looks frail but not old, thirty-five at the most, wearing blue rubber gloves and an apron over typical office attire. A mortician, huh? Kind of an old-fashioned way to dispose of bodies, but I guess it’s a classic. A little neater than floorboard goop. 
The rest of the room is… packed. Shiny metal tables and shelves line the eggshell white walls, and nearly every surface has been occupied by a body bag or similarly shaped lump wrapped up in a sheet. The bags the mortician just opened are nearby, one on a table and one on a shelf; the unmoving faces belong to a disheveled man on the cusp of elderly and a woman who’s either missing her nose or has had it so thoroughly pulverized that it may as well be missing. Lisa’s work, according to the mortician. I stare at the crusty, shredded mess just a second too long before I force myself to look away. Then I go around the freezing room, uncovering bodies one by one.
There’s Phyllis, the barefoot receptionist. Now that she’s lying on her back, I can see her face, especially her open eyes and her… distinct lack of eyelashes. It doesn’t quite strike me as odd until I remember Lisa and her perfect lash job. I shudder and move on.
Here’s a lanky, blond teenage boy in what looks like a paper-thin, white hospital gown. Despite the neat gash in his throat and the crimson spray pattern up across his chin, his pallid skin and gown are almost pristine. It probably helps that there’s not a drop of blood left in his body. This kid was suspended upside down and drained, like livestock. 
Lifting another plastic sheet reveals a teenage girl with the same wounds, blond hair, clothing, and cleft chin of the previous boy—oh. Ms. Talley had a cleft chin too. As I look back and forth between Natalie and Nathan Talley, the sibling resemblance becomes unmissable. It’s surreal, seeing them laid out next to each other like an artistic shot in a Stanley Kubrick movie. One of my knuckles brushes against the fabric of Natalie’s hospital gown; nausea overwhelms me, and I have to step away. 
A few tables over, there’s a twenty-something-year-old girl with mascara smeared all over her face and her entire crop top drenched with blood, almost decapitated from the depth of the cut in her neck. But what really catches my eye are her earrings, each featuring a pentacle arm-in-arm with a waxing and waning crescent moon. She’s the witchy college student whose campus I was chased off earlier.
The man I find next is older by at least a decade, wearing khakis and a T-shirt and actually decapitated with strings of skin and muscle sticking out to the sides, presumably having been snapped after they weren’t cut through cleanly enough in the first slice. If fate is leading me to the victims whose homes Joy’s prophecy showed me, then this has to be the convenience store clerk with a clown fetish. Also, I really shouldn’t be fixating so much on the clown fetish thing, given that this guy doesn’t have a head now and probably deserves to be remembered by something other than—whoop, there’s a Harley Quinn tattoo on his calf. Okay, he’s the clown fetish guy. 
I continue unzipping body bags and lifting sheets. There’s seven more exsanguinated people in hospital gowns with surgically precise wounds and blood spattered up across their faces. Five total in regular clothes who look like they were harvested in a much hastier fashion, like the college girl and clown guy. Lisa’s playthings, whom I identify by mutilated facial features and sloppy feeding marks. And then some outliers killed without any bloodshed at all; one with a cave-in at the back of his skull, and two with garrote marks around their throats.
No David. No Aden. 
No Joy. 
I circle the room again just to make sure I’m not missing anything. I tell myself I should be glad not to find familiar faces here, but my agitation only grows with every step. I don’t even realize I’m on my fourth circuit around the room until the mortician I’ve left tied up in the corner says, “Hey, lady? If you’re looking for someone specific, you can just, you know, ask. I’m screwed anyway, and at this point you’re just wasting both our time.” 
Exhaustion spreads through my mind like thick sludge. This is it. I’m not physically or emotionally capable of going any further. My solo act just ran out of funding and the loan sharks are licking their lips, but I have no other choice. Not if I really care about seeing this through.
The mortician’s trying to get my attention again; I ignore him, choosing instead to measure my breath until the trembling in my fingers becomes a mild, erratic twitch. Then I stand up straight and pull out my phone. 
Luce picks up on the fourth ring. “Harry? What’s going on?”
“Luce. I need you to call the Council.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Judgment Day
 
Awkward car rides get much more awkward when the people arresting you refuse to put a hood over your head. And they’re even shittier when you’re squished between two of those people in the backseat. And they’re the absolute shittiest when the radio’s playing a flute cover of The
Girl from Ipanema, and the driver has no apparent intention of changing the station. 
The car jostles; my head thumps into the ceiling, and the crown of brambles around my head sticks me with two dozen genetically-modified thorns. I grunt and reach up on instinct, but the manacles chaining my wrists to my waist stop me short. 
“Motherbitch,” I spit. 
“Do we even need to put that on her?” the Enforcer to my right says without turning his head. He’s wearing a leather jacket with the collar popped up and sunglasses as opaque as the car’s blacked-out windows. Somehow, they obscure his eyes even from my angle. 
“Better safe than sorry,” comes the reply from my left. This one’s in a gray hood pulled so far forward her entire face is shadowed. 
“I’m right here, you know,” I complain. 
The first Enforcer to speak tilts his head to glance at my scar, then scoffs quietly and leans back in his seat. I’m about to say something again when the car goes over a particularly large bump and my head lights up with concussive fireworks. 
As the sparks fade and the throbbing pain sets in, I catch the driver’s eye in the rearview mirror—or at least, I see a glint in the shadows between the brim of a Bobcat baseball cap and a clean white surgical mask. Is that a look of burning hate or just mockery?
The flute cover of The Girl from Ipanema finally ends… and then transitions to a xylophone cover. Yup, the driver definitely hates me. 
Two minutes into that torture, the car screeches to a halt. I turn to the hooded Enforcer to ask if we’ve arrived—just in time to see the ballooning blackness of a burlap sack engulfing my head. The fabric catches on the thorn crown in a dozen different places, filling my ears with a ripping noise, smearing the trickles of blood across my nose and forehead. 
A door opens. One hand clamps around the back of my neck and another twists taut the chains between my wrists, and they push-drag me out of the car. My feet land on flat concrete, then stumble across a patch of spongy earth, then slip on blades of rain-slick grass. Steel hands wrap around my biceps, and then it’s all I can do to stay upright while the Enforcers tow me forward with inhuman speed. 
The transit from car to trial takes way longer than expected. It’s like a hike where the top of the mountain is always visible but somehow never getting closer. I start sweating under the burlap sack, and I can eventually taste a salty droplet at the corner of my lip, mixed with blood and loose fibers. My ankles feel like they’ve been twisted twenty times over on every obstacle possible, and they’re somehow numb and aching at the same time. Cold moisture sticks to my clothes, my clothes stick to me, and all I want to do is strip naked and lie down in a warm, dry bed. 
The longer the trek goes on, the more certain I am that none of this has anything to do with security. It’s humiliation, plain and simple. I never truly understood why Luce fought so hard to keep me out of the Council’s court the last time I fucked up, but I think I get it now. She was sparing me from this bullshit at a time when I really wouldn’t have been able to handle it, and I never showed her nearly enough gratitude for that.
The sound of heavy double doors being pushed open—and then my feet are sliding across a smooth artificial floor, possibly marble? Even through the sack I can feel a change in air pressure, hear the echo of the Enforcers’ and my footsteps bouncing off of tall walls. A kick to the back of my leg brings me down to my knees, and then the sack is torn off. My eyes adjust to the light, and then—
“A church? You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me!”
I get a “shut up” sort of whack to the head. Someone snickers; I turn to see who, but all I glimpse is a skull-and-crossbones logo before hands clamp on my shoulders to force me back into position.
It’s not a very fancy church, or a very new one, but a church for sure. There are no pews to speak of, but there’s piles of wooden planks in the corners that speak of their destruction. The ribs of the arched, wooden ceiling have giant splotches gouged out by time and decay. The only intact structures are the stained-glass windows filtering in late afternoon sunlight—there must be clouds out, because the glass is lit up with color but the light doesn’t reach all the way down to the dusty, uneven floor where I’m kneeling. There’s no altar at the front of the church. Instead, the New York Council—‘scuse me, the Northeastern American Regional Council—looms on the platform before me in an imposing semicircle formation.
At the far left is Amadeus Luo, a man whose jawline should be on the covers of architecture textbooks. He’s in a camel blazer and ivory turtleneck, the hems of which form crisp lines against warm brown skin. If you follow the cleanly-pressed creases down to his ankles, you can glimpse the subtlest glint of titanium beneath his dress pants. The corner of his mouth is turned down in distaste, but only as he watches his fellow councilors; when he turns to me, he’s non-judgmental, albeit unapologetic. 
He’s an alchemist, one that Johanna used to call her “intellectual twin.” They stayed in correspondence across the world, sending what I thought at first were love letters, then realized to be more like passive-aggressive fan mail. Maybe they did love each other—I don’t know enough about Jo’s romantic attractions to contradict that. 
To the right of Luo is a bald, burly bodyguard type in a suit and sunglasses, only identifiable as the Lockhart family’s representative by a conspicuous necktie striped black and gold. He stands with his face blank, shoulders squared, hands clasped in front, legs apart and solidly grounded. Beside him, in identical formation, is a sleek woman in aviators, a steel blue pantsuit, and silver brooch. Silver and blue: Meresti family colors. The two of them are like a salt and pepper shaker set—adorably matched, and useful only as empty vessels for the real substance. The Merestis and Lockharts, like many magical corporate families, consider their elders and CEOs too important to be risked at petty things like Council meetings. So, they send pretty pawns and feed them lines through near-invisible earpieces, all the while scheming to orphan each others’ children.
Next in line is Katlin Nádasdy, turning up the whitest, sharpest, littlest chin and nose as she glares down at me through a lacy black veil. I squint back at her; I don’t like being looked down on by people wearing floor-length fur coats worth more than my current existence. She’s a blood witch like me, but way more of a buzzkill. Sure, her type and mine both have wild orgy raves, but hers require a five-digit cover fee, and the dirty talk is all about making designer babies. But I shouldn’t take her sneering so personally. There’s only one human being in the whole damn world that Nádasdy doesn’t despise, and he’s still in kindergarten. So, yeah, I’m not special.
—Oh wait, yes I am! Nádasdy was one of the councilors screeching for my execution a year ago, during that trial I wasn’t even present at. Can’t believe I forgot that.
And then there’s Bautista. No first name, just Bautista. She’s already shorter than everybody else on the platform, but she slouches forward as she regards me, making her forest green blouse and pink knitted vest wrinkle. Plenty of these people are past middle age, but Bautista’s the only one who shows it. Her frizzy bob is gray almost all the way through, and she’s got creases around her mouth and eyes like small canyons. Her skirt ends at her bony calves, and the slippers she’s wearing look so comfortable I’m envious just looking at them.
Second to last, there’s… no one. Wait, what? I scan the line again: classy Luo, beefy Lockhart rep, slick Meresti rep, stuck-up bitch Nádasdy, Bautista, and…
“Where’s Danovich and Sifri?” I say, loudly enough for the age-eaten walls to throw my voice back at me in fading echoes. I get another whack in the head for that. 
Nádasdy bristles, and it’s like her whole coat follows suit. “Silence. You’re treading on thin ice, Lee.”
“I didn’t even do anything this time! I’m the one who called you! A mage is killing people for blood—”
“There is no evidence of this.” The baritone rumble catches me off guard. Its source, the Lockhart representative, maintains his concrete poker face as he speaks. “Every corpse in the mortuary you reported was dispatched by manual means, which does not indicate a magic user as the perpetrator.”
“Wha—of course they were killed manually! Harvesting sacrifices with magic corrupts virgin blood, that’s Blood Magic 101! You can’t seriously be dismissing this on a technicality, members of our own community are missing—”
“Not ‘our,’ community, Lee,” Luo interrupts, his voice low but firm. “Your excommunication remains intact.” There’s something in his eyes close to pity. Close to, but not quite. 
Inwardly, I wonder what was in those letters he wrote to Johanna. Outwardly, I roll my eyes. “Fine, your community. Your community of psychics, kitchen witches, and Wiccans is under attack, and you all just don’t give a crap? I mean, I can believe that coming from Barbie Cruella over there, but you too, Luo? Seriously?”
Luo’s eyes flash. They flicker over to Nádasdy for a half-second, then pointedly back to me. If he’s trying to scold me silently for the insult, it’s not working. 
Nádasdy is too busy glaring meat cleavers at me to notice Luo. Her upper lip curls into the beginning of a snarl, but the sleek-suited Meresti rep interrupts her in a voice smooth as butter. 
“None of the bodies found have so far been identified as those of magical practitioners.”
“There’s a dead girl literally wearing a Triple Goddess symbol!”
Nádasdy snorts out loud before the other councilors can get a word in. “Children these days will wear anything interesting they find on the Internet,” she says. “Half the Wiccans in this country are just excitable little girls vying for their god-fearing parents’ attention. Didn’t your prude of a mistress ever teach you the difference?”
My jaw clenches. “You don’t talk about her like that.”
Luo coughs into his hand. “Katlin, it’s ‘mentor,’ not ‘mistress.’ We agreed to stop using those terms at the PR meeting last month.”
“I speak how I want, cripple,” Nádasdy hisses back. 
Silence. Luo regards Nádasdy with a deathly calm in his eyes. “You would think,” he murmurs, “that a woman in your situation would be easier to sympathize with. But you’re not even worth my pity, are you?”
Sick burn, but I’m not at all interested in watching a Council infight right now. A thought strikes me just as Nádasdy rears forward to retaliate. “Wait! The vampire, there’s an unregistered vampire at the clinic I reported! Her name is Lisa—”
“The clinic you speak of was empty when our people investigated it,” the Meresti representative says, her brooch so shiny I can see my bruised raccoon eyes reflected in it. Luo and Nádasdy stare each other down in the background. “You’re grasping at straws, Lee.”
“I’m not grasping at anything, your ‘people’ are the ones who couldn’t sneak up on one godsdamned vampire! What about that asshole at the crematory, why don’t you question him?”
“We did,” the Lockhart rep replies. “He is a civilian who was being paid to ask no questions. His memories are being rearranged as we speak.”
“He helped cover at least twenty murders and you’re just letting him go?”
The Lockhart rep raises a square eyebrow above his square sunglasses. “Civilian crimes are not ours to punish. We never have, and never will dispense justice outside of the community.” 
“My gods, I’d forgotten how insufferable you people are.” I squint at him. “Hey, don’t I know you from somewhere? Did we get in a bar fight or something?”
The corner of his mouth twitches upward. “Something like that.” A metallic earpiece flashes yellow at his ear; the smirk vanishes as he quickly resumes his uncaring facade. 
Luo looks pained as he turns to me, like a doctor trying to break bad news. “Without evidence of malevolent magical activity or an active threat to the protected community, there must be a majority ruling to act. As such, the majority of the Council has decided that this incident is not a priority. This… is simply how the system works.”
“What majority?” I practically scream. “You don’t even have the whole Council here! Where the Hell are Danovich and Sifri?”
All five councilors stiffen on the platform, even the unflappable family representatives. In the silence, the Meresti rep tilts her head ever so slightly to the side; a minuscule blue light flickers at her ear. She turns back to me, her polished, professional voice turned slow and halting.
“Councilors Danovich and Sifri are—indisposed.”
I’ve hit a weak spot; I keep pushing.
“None of this is happening the way it’s supposed to! No one’s keeping anybody accountable! What do I have to, call the Arbiter?”
Stone faces turn to snarls of outrage, and the entire court turns on me at once.
“How dare you—”
“—cut your filthy tongue out and scrape her title off of it—”
“—don’t even joke about—”
“Danovich is dead.”
All heads turn to the new voice. Bautista stands, grim-faced, as petite and grandmotherly as ever. She doesn’t seem to notice or care about the other councilors’ attention; her eyes are trained solely on me. “Lee, what was it you were saying about psychics being attacked?”
I swallow, suddenly feeling small and self-conscious. “It’s—it’s Joy. Joy is missing, ma’am.”
The councilors start in recognition of the name. Bautista’s brow furrows. 
“Hmm.”
That’s all she says.
“Do you have proof that Joy Gillian was taken by a hostile party?” the Meresti rep demands.
“It was made to look like she left on her own, but someone impersonated one of her civilian friends, it was a set-up, there’s evidence on her phone—”
“Would the civilian friend be able to give a statement?”
I think about Nikki and her fear of witches, how scared she was to know I’d discovered her secret. If she were brought in, it’d be almost impossible to hide her non-human nature from a roomful of Enforcers. And if she did somehow succeed, the Council would assume she was a strait-laced civilian and scramble her memories as soon as the interrogation was over. “N-no, I don’t think she can, at least not right now—but I can try talking to her—”
“How long ago did Gillian disappear?”
“Uh—” I almost lie, but Bautista’s wrinkled, hooded eyes catch my own. I wilt. “…Two days ago.”
Multiple exasperated groans. I even hear the slap of someone facepalming behind me.
“This has all been a complete farce,” Nádasdy complains. “Why you reported this to us and not the civilian authorities is beyond me. You have forced our hand in disposing of an enormous amount of evidence just to conceal our own unnecessary involvement.” She narrows her eyes at me, pencil-thin eyebrows bowing. “One might even think you meant to waste our time.”
“We should end this meeting quickly,” the Lockhart rep says. “We all have more pressing concerns.”
I look desperately from councilor to councilor, seeing only agreement and waning interest. “Joy is gone!” I shout, my panic bubbling over. “You guys used to obsess over her! All of you fucked her up and burned her out, and now that she’s in trouble you’re just going to pretend she never existed?”
Nádasdy lifts her chin and sniffs. “Maybe her absence is for the best. She was never more than trailer trash, and we were fools to waste our energy on her.”
My vision blurs red. “SHUT UP!” I scream as I clamber to my feet, magic rushing down my arms on instinct—the bramble crown tightens, and the thorns plunge into my skin. Dirty, swarming static floods my head—when I jolt back to reality I’m on my hands and knees, panting, drained, rivulets of blood trickling down my face and through my scalp. The thorns twitch where they’re embedded in my skin, like mosquitoes drinking their fill. 
“I think we’re done here,” Luo says, quietly.
I crane my neck up, my vision still swimming, as the Council disperses. The Lockhart and Meresti reps disappear almost instantly. Two Enforcers hurry forward to help Bautista off the platform but she waves them off, smacking the wrist of the more persistent one. Luo gives me one last, mournful look, and then he’s gone too. Nádasdy gathers her coat up at her throat and steps daintily off the platform, walking straight down the aisle; at the last second she veers around me, our eyes locked until the very moment she exits my field of view. I can still hear her heeled boots on the wooden floor behind me. I stay kneeling, eyes on the floor a little ahead, as I speak with all the venom I can gather.
“I hope your son grows up to know how much of a cunt his mother is.”
The boots click to a stop behind me. A pause. I expect her to run up and hit me, maybe aim one of those boots to the back of my head. 
I don’t even hear footsteps. All I feel is a rush of air, a sudden stretching, tearing of the skin and muscles of my back—and then a hand of ice closes around my spine. An actual hand. Nádasdy’s hand. 
A spasm wracks my whole body—and then I can’t move at all as the muscles in my back go strangely cold, then icy, ice becoming flame, flame becoming jagged crystal that crackles and creeps outward through my chest and up my shoulders—I gasp to scream just as the feeling reaches my lungs, and my voice is stolen by a string of coughs that try and fail to make it out of my throat. 
Nádasdy’s lips are right at my ear, a quiet hiss. 
“Miklos. His name was Miklos. If you’re going to use him against me, at least say his name.”
—cold, hot, cold cold cold, chilling numb crawling up my throat—bright silver sparks stabbing at the edges of my sight, flooding blackness— 
 
 
 
…My right arm is tingling from shoulder to fingertips. I can see its silhouette, but when I move it, all I feel is an amorphous lump of TV static. Voices reach me from a distance.
“Don’t move, we only removed the shackles to operate on your shoulder.” Sunglasses, that’s the Enforcer with sunglasses speaking. “The nerves there were already damaged from the demon blood, and if Nádasdy had been on you a second longer you would have lost access to your entire arm.”
I try to speak, but scratches in my throat eat up the sound. When I turn my head I see the arching, crumbling ceiling of the church. I try to speak again, this time with more force.
“What—what did she do to me?”
Now it’s the hooded Enforcer who answers. “She was frying your nervous system, and she was doing it just slowly enough to make you feel it. If she reached your brain before we acted, we wouldn’t have been able to reverse the effects.” My arm is finally awake, and I can feel fingertips digging into the muscles, energy coursing from their hands through my own shoulder. My whole shoulder itches the way my bullet wounds itched after Luce stitched them up. 
“Why save me at all?” I croak.
Sunglasses snorts. “Do you realize how much paperwork your death would have created? Not to mention the falling-out with your sister. Nah, you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”
“Gee, thanks.” I crane my neck to look around, finding the church empty. “Where’s everyone?”
“Council’s been gone for a good twenty minutes. Bautista stuck around longer than anyone else, but once you were stable, she cleared out too. Alright, you’re good—quit being lazy and get up.”
Hands haul me up by the armpits, like I’m a sulky child. The chains around my waist jingle sadly at the movement. My hair falls over my face; I reach up to push it away and find that I’m still wearing the bramble crown. 
Sunglasses starts undoing my shackles with an intricate key. Once my wrists and waist can finally breathe again, I realize the whole back of my shirt is soaked with freezing sweat. The hooded Enforcer beckons for me to lean down; I do, and she raises her closed fist to my forehead. A sigil flashes on the back of her hand. With a low hiss, the bramble crown shrivels up, withdrawing its thorns from my head, and the hooded Enforcer delicately removes it. 
A tap on my shoulder. I turn to see the Enforcer in the baseball cap and surgical mask. She tosses her head in a “let’s go” gesture and begins leading me to the back exit of the church, behind where the choir would be. I glance back right before we leave to see the other two Enforcers huddled over my crown of thorns, lips moving with words inaudible from this distance. The hooded one is gesturing to one section of the brambles, where there’s something darkly reddish-brown—my blood, maybe? Then I’m out of the church and unable to investigate any further.
The car we arrived in is parked right outside, half on a dirt path and half on a patch of messy, dying grass. “Son of a—please tell me that thing was parked farther away when we first got here. You didn’t just put a sack over my head and walk me in circles for half an hour, did you? Did you?” The Enforcer unlocks the door to the backseat, opens it, and gestures for me to enter with a cheeky bow. “Oh, you absolutely did,” I grumble as I slide into the seat, arms crossed and face sour. It only hits me as she shuts the door that her baseball cap now prominently features a stark white Yankees logo. 
The Enforcer hops into the driver’s seat and turns the ignition; the doors to either side of me suddenly swing open, revealing the other two Enforcers. 
“Move over,” the one to my right says, pushing his sunglasses up the bridge of his nose with a knuckle. “We’re coming with.” 
The two of them force me into the narrow middle seat again as the car takes off. Well, at least this time I’m not shackled and crowned. 
Then a kazoo cover of The Girl from Ipanema starts.
 
***
“I’m on what arrest?” I shout at the three Enforcers puttering around my living room. 
“House arrest,” the hooded one repeats patiently, standing in front of me as her colleagues continue burning sigils into my walls with smoldering, textured coins. “The barrier we’re erecting around your residence will prevent you from leaving the apartment for the next seventy-two hours.”
“Seventy-two hours? Three days of house arrest? For what?”
“You did attempt to attack a Council member during a trial convened specifically at your request,” Sunglasses states from the window. 
“She attacked me too! And she actually succeeded!”
“Hey, you started it. Just be grateful we’re letting you stay at home instead of in a holding cell.” 
“What holding cell? I thought all you people had were prisons and those gnarly transport cages—oh.” 
“Exactly.” 
“Don’t try to use a counterspell on the barrier. We will find out, and we will hurt you. Do you have enough food to last you three days?” the hooded Enforcer asks. 
“Um, not really, I had a sort of home invasion and all my food’s gone—”
“We’ll get you some ramen. And if you need anything else, you’ll have a guard posted right outside your door twenty-four-seven. Just give us a holler.”
“Won’t my neighbors think it’s weird if there’s a random stranger sitting in the hallway with a newspaper all night?”
“Oh, you have friends over!” 
Everyone turns to the open door, where Ms. Baek is standing with a bag full of groceries. I tiptoe so she can see me over the hooded Enforcer’s head. “Annyeonghasaeyo, ajumma—no, these aren’t really my—”
“Annyeonghasaeyo,” Sunglasses says in flawless Korean, immediately stooping into a bow. “We’re just a few of Harry’s old friends from college. She offered to let us stay with her while we visited New York.” 
“But I never even went to coll—”
“Oh, how nice of you! It’s wonderful to see young people being generous these days. And so good that you brought a boy over for once, especially one who speaks such good Korean!” She leans toward Sunglasses with a hand cupped around her mouth in mock subtlety. “The girls who stay over are very pretty and I don’t mind them much, but they do make it hard to sleep without earplugs…”
I bury my face in my hands and groan. 
Sunglasses sweet-talks Ms. Baek some more while the other two finish setting up the barrier. I don’t even need to donate a blood sample to complete it; the hooded Enforcer tosses a thorn from the earlier bramble crown into my doorway, and it disintegrates with an electric zap! Ms. Baek hands out apples and bananas to everyone before she takes her leave, followed by Sunglasses and the hooded Enforcer. The only two people left in my apartment are myself and the Enforcer in the baseball cap, standing casually before me with both hands in the pockets of her oversized bomber jacket. 
With her shorter height, I’m forced to stare down at the nondescript trident logo on her baseball cap. I’m so preoccupied that I don’t even notice her holding a small paper box until she prods me in the stomach with it. 
“Wha—”
She rattles the box, glancing back to where the other two Enforcers can still be heard talking in the hallway. I get the message and take it, silently. She tips the brim of her cap to me and jogs out the door, closing it along the way. 
I look down at the box. There’s a little tag tied around it that says in neat cursive, “Open while sitting or lying down.”
“What the fuck?” I say out loud. I tug loose the twine knot and pop the lid open. 
I can barely see what comes out. It’s a thin vapor of sorts, nearly invisible, tendrils curling up from what looks like a tea bag at the bottom of the box. The tendrils find me, wrap around my head, enter into my mouth and nostrils with my breath—they seem to seep into my brain, clouding my thoughts.
I think I’m falling, but I can’t be sure.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
There is No Spoon
 
I land on a plush linen armchair, ass-first.
“Oof.”
“Hello, Harrietta,” someone says in a creaky alto.
Bautista is across from me in a matching seat, holding a steaming mug of tea. Her face and body are just as wizened as I last saw her, but her posture is straighter, and her dark, wideset eyes spark with a younger, brighter energy. 
Come to think of it, everything around me has a sort of airbrushed feel. The fabric of my armchair is surreally smooth under my palm, as though the thread count stretches past infinity. There’s a turquoise potted plant on the tea table between Bautista and me, but if I stare at it too closely, the leaves start switching places and become an inseparable jumble. When I look up, the walls are… liquid, ready to confine or retreat at a moment’s notice, like sentient tidal waves.
Dream. I’m in a dream.
Bautista takes a sip of her tea and begins lowering it to the table. “I’m glad to see you,” she says. “We need to discuss—”
I hurl the potted plant at her face.
She vaporizes, armchair and all. I shove the table out of the way as I run through where she just was, into the white walls that are rushing to meet me. I barrel through them, feeling their layers tear like wet cobwebs. If I let them, they’ll turn into a thick jelly and slow me down—but I won’t let them, because I fucking know that trick.
“You’re in my head, asshole,” I grit out as I run. “You don’t get to—”
The floor drops out from under me.
…I land on a plush linen armchair, ass-first.
Bautista is across from me in a matching seat, still holding her steaming mug. She frowns, making the wrinkles around her mouth deepen. “Child,” she says, “I’m going to have to ask you not to—”
I stand up, lift my armchair over my head, and throw that at her.
The floor drops out from under me.
This time my ass misses the linen armchair by a few inches, and I crumple into the featureless white floor like a Slinky. It doesn’t hurt, everything’s just a little… compressed.
“Hija de puta!” Bautista says with more exasperation than anger. “Stop. It takes immense concentration just to establish basic physics in a dream built from scratch, and I only called you here because of an emergency. We need to find Joy.”
I stop flailing ineffectually in my squashed, glitched-out state. Bautista makes a cranking motion with her hand; I inflate back to my regular height, though one of my knees takes a moment to pop back into position, and the material of my shoulder’s gotten a little spliced into my waist. Again, it doesn’t hurt, just feels… wrong. I shudder, then stretch, yanking the errant body parts back into place.
“If you wanted to reach me so badly, a fucking messenger pigeon would have been better than that hand-delivered roofie,” I say, glaring at her. My skin itches all over, screaming quietly at me to run for an exit.
“I chose the quickest and safest way of communication. It is an unfortunate coincidence that you have negative associations with it, but that doesn’t change the urgency of the situation.” She leans forward, the shadows under her brow darkening as she asks, “Lee, what happened to my apprentice?”
I stay standing, matching her gaze. “She’s not your apprentice anymore.”
“And I take responsibility for that, here and now. But I cannot ask her forgiveness until I see her again, alive. So speak to me.”
I hesitate.
“For the love of—if I wanted you dead, you would have discovered Purgatory hours ago. Be smart, child.”
I sit down, still reluctant. But I tell her the truth, all of it, from the trail I followed from Aden’s school, to David, to Joy’s prophecies, all the way to the Ecsed clinic and the Council trial.
“…But you already know that part.”
Bautista’s mouth twists into a grimace. “Damn Nádasdy, damn the Merestis, damn the Lockharts—damn Luo especially. He’s the only one of them I trust, and that makes him the only one who isn’t underhanded enough to stoop to their methods. It’s obvious, isn’t it? A blood magic attack on select members of the Council, and then a massive crop of human sacrifices found slated for cremation downtown. It’s the biggest smoking gun we’ve had in five days of nonstop investigation.”
“Woah woah woah, wait, what? A blood magic attack?”
Bautista waves a hand, and something floats down from the cloudy white ceiling: a single raindrop, swelling into a spherical bubble a little bigger than my head. It floats straight into my face, engulfing it—when I reopen my eyes, I’m in a laboratory. Or at least, I’m being surrounded by the image of a darkened laboratory projected onto the bubble’s inner surface.
The lab is more homey than sterile with three long tables in the middle of the room, their contents spotlighted by long-necked, angled lamps. There’s a bubbling beaker of liquid silver, connected with translucent tubing to a tank of something green and cloudy. Three prosthetic hands are lined up on the table: one made of rubber, one of chrome, and one of gnarled, imperfect wood. They sit next to a stack of blueprints with shifting, swimming notations, the lines and labels responding to the hushed words of one man standing over them—Luo. He’s got his sleeves rolled up to his elbows as he leans over the table, pointing and murmuring, while a young brunette in glasses and a lab coat studiously takes notes. Her hair is done up into a bun with an elaborate onyx and gold pin: Lockhart. There are others in lab coats milling around, taking measurements, pouring substances, writing in chalk on the walls. 
“I reconstructed this scene by compiling the memories of multiple witnesses, from multiple perspectives,” Bautista says to me in a faraway, muffled voice. It’s like I’m trying to hear her with a set of padded headphones over my ears.
There’s a sound. A sort of rushing, soft at first, then building. Everyone in the room hears it; one by one, heads lift in confusion. Luo looks up, frowns, and orders one of the lab techs to check on the green substance. Just as he does, the Lockhart brunette beside him freezes up—and spasms like she’s been punched in the chest.
Shouting, running. The rushing noise builds into a roar, centered entirely on the brunette. Luo catches her as she falls, but she’s twisting and convulsing too much to safely lower to the floor—
The first blood vessels to burst are in her eyes. They come into definition so quickly, spider-web-thin and so vibrant, just before the red explodes into splotches of crimson mud beneath her corneas. And then the pressure behind her eyes must be building, because they bulge from their sockets, spilling blood down her cheekbones in twin sheets of red—more red pouring out of her nose, her ears. Maroon-purple just under the surface of her skin, blossoming across her face, her exposed hands and wrists—is it my imagination, or is she bloating?
She’s bloating. Her face is almost entirely purple now, swelling, and when she opens her mouth to scream, a torrent of blood from her throat drenches the front of her clothes, which are becoming noticeably tighter around her limbs and torso—one of her eyes pops. Then the other. The sound of internal organ membranes tearing open, muscle and fat pushing insistently on bones to make them creak, crunch, and even c-crACK outward, unnatural protrusions showing under her clothes and then being engulfed by the continuous bloating, bloating, bloating—
Her head explodes.
I duck on instinct as the gore comes splashing toward me, but I feel no wetness. I raise my head to find I’m back in the surreal room with Bautista, still sitting in an armchair, everything still airbrushed and clean and dreamy. I’m shaking as I lower my arm, my breath coming in dry pants. 
Bautista’s eyes are on mine. “That wasn’t the first death, but it was the only one we could get such comprehensive eyewitness footage on. The first one to die was actually Danovich.”
Another raindrop descends—I swat it out of the way.
“Please,” I croak, “can we do this without the IMAX? Traditional 2D is fine.”
Bautista raises an eyebrow, but complies with the request. The next time she waves her hand, the raindrop falls straight down and onto the glass tea table, being swallowed up in the flat surface. The tabletop ripples into the image of a blood-splattered king bed, its single, shirtless occupant splayed out like a frog pinned to a board. His head is intact, albeit with eyeballs, nostrils, and mouth crusted with blood. It’s his stomach that’s popped open like a bloody cyst. There’s also a tragically human-shaped clean spot on the sheets next to the body. 
“Danovich’s wife reported the death just a minute after the incident in Luo’s laboratory,” Bautista says. “We didn’t grasp that it was an organized assault on Council members until then. We rushed to protect who we could, but we still would have lost Sifri if it weren’t for your sister.”
My head snaps up. “Luce? She was there?”
Bautista waves her hand, remixing the tabletop image. An emaciated blonde in a black robe kneels in front of a stone altar, eyes rolled back and palms raised toward the sky: Tamara Sifri. Attendants in white robes with similarly sunken cheeks buzz around her like flies, wiping sweat from her forehead, polishing the altar’s obsidian surface, and rearranging coals in nearby braziers with pokers. There are no windows in the cramped, marble temple; it’s most likely underground. 
Luce is sitting behind Sifri in a plastic lawn chair, arms folded and back slouched, watching the whole process with annoyed impatience. Her dark brown cheeks are dusted with lavender glitter, and her puffy black skirt shifts as she kicks her feet. When an attendant gives her the stink-eye, she sticks her tongue out at them. Man, I love my sister.
The rushing noise starts. The attendants stop, one by one, eyes turned heavenward and mouths open in awe. They all seem to think this is somehow Sifri’s doing. But Sifri herself blinks back to the real world, frowns, stands up and turns around. When she speaks, her voice is a smoker’s rasp.
“Who is disturbing—”
She’s thrown back into the altar by an invisible force, back arching unnaturally over the stone, twisting and thrashing like a pinned spider. Attendants freeze in place, screaming. Luce stares, wide-eyed—then stands so forcefully that her chair is knocked to the floor. She rushes to Sifri, hands already giving off blue sparks, and tears open the black robe. Sifri’s pale skin just barely restrains pulsing, swollen veins, internal ruptures splotching purple under the surface, organs bulging in their need to burst through.
Luce’s midnight eyes dart back and forth, scanning, categorizing, calculating. Something flashes in her eyes—understanding. She calls to the attendants, “Sharp, I need something sharp!”
She’s only met by panicked screams. She whirls around, still holding the sides of Sifri’s torn robe, and shouts even more loudly, “Knife, scalpel, anything, stat! I need to cut her open!”
Someone actually runs out the door.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake—”
Sifri’s back straightens and she springs upward, her screaming, purple-stained face flying toward Luce’s own—Luce shoves her back down over the altar with both hands. As the priestess continues to convulse, Luce rolls up her sleeves and carefully, carefully pushes her fingertips into the skin over Sifri’s sternum. They emerge holding a glowing violet thread that stretches out of Sifri like the thinnest nylon. Luce yanks the thread back with a flourish—and Sifri’s skin unseams from collarbone to navel, jettisoning buckets of red, red blood into Luce’s face.
The tabletop scene shimmers away.
“…Holy shit,” I say.
“You didn’t know how involved your sister was in this, did you?”
“No, I—I didn’t know that had happened at all, she didn’t tell me.” I see Luce in my mind’s eye, just after I’d woken from the nap in her bed. She’d been scrubbed raw and in her most comfortable pajamas, the dark circles under her eyes a lunar eclipse. That had been her first chance to rest since… this… and I had immediately called to tell her I was shot and dying. Oh, Luce, I’m so sorry. “What exactly did she do? How did cutting Sifri open like that work?”
“The victims were being overfilled with blood, to the point of bursting. Your sister drained Sifri the way one would drain a fluid-filled cavity. The more difficult part was repairing the damage afterward. Sifri will likely be relieved of her duties on the Council to promote her ongoing recovery.”
I stay silent for a moment. I’m coming to understand some things, and it’s not a pleasant feeling. “…So…there was one more death, wasn’t there?”
Bautista says nothing, just meets my gaze with grave eyes as she plucks another raindrop from the ceiling. This one she lets slide across her wrinkled hand and down her fingertips, guiding it to gently drip off and sink into the tabletop.
You wouldn’t think a six-year-old boy could be so small. You’d think, well, he’s not a baby anymore, he goes to school and eats without a bib and plays the violin or something. But gods, Miklos Nádasdy is so small. Even the brains leaking from his nose and mouth and ears seem like stuffing bursting out of a teddy bear. I see sidewalk puddles the size of that gut splatter every day. Hand-shaped smears surround his head like a halo, and claw marks adorn the floor like fallen feathers; a mother’s grief, tinted with a murderous streak.
I lean back in my chair, unwilling and unable to keep looking. “There’s more you need to tell me, isn’t there? We’re not going to find Joy unless we put together this whole godsdamned puzzle.”
Bautista nods, solemnly. “The attack threw this regional Council into chaos, so much so that the international Council took notice. We are both the victims and the most likely suspects; we were, after all, handpicked for these seats because of our power. We have one more day until the Arbiter comes to put us all on trial.”
I tilt my head. The Arbiter, the most neutral judge and tie-breaker known to the magical world. Did she earn the title by being so powerfully impartial in her personal life, or did the title transform her very humanity when the last Arbiter passed it on? There’s a hundred scholarly books debating the topic, yet no clear conclusion. “You don’t think the Arbiter can figure out what’s going on?”
“I think she brings both the promise and threat of justice. You know the Arbiter, she’s ruthless. She has to be. Even the most innocent of us have sins that would shine like beacons in her eye—it would be like the slaughter of a village to kill a werewolf. So the Council is united in its desire to keep her at bay.” She quirks her head at me. “You know, it was bad form of you earlier, taking her name in vain.”
I shrug. “Sue me, I was desperate.” Please don’t sue me, I have no savings. “It got those assholes’ attention, and I don’t regret it.”
Bautista’s chin wrinkles in disapproval. “You do know she’s the one who saved you?”
I blink. “Eh?”
“After you survived the demon blood, half the global council wanted you dead, and half wanted to build a lab solely for the purpose of taking you apart. The Arbiter laid down the sentence of excommunication. She saved you from death, imprisonment, and fingers prying in your bloodstream, even if it cost you your community.”
I swallow a sudden lump in my throat. Look away. “She didn’t have to do that. I don’t even know her.”
“No. You don’t.”
Well, now I feel thoroughly scolded. I stumble as I try to reroute the conversation. “So… what does the Arbiter have to do with anything? What was it you said—that the Council’s trying to keep her away?”
“Tonight, each member is scrabbling for pieces of the evidence and clinging to what they already have. Some are hoping to catch the real killer, some are looking to shift the blame, and some are just hoarding bargaining chips with which to beg for mercy.”
I find myself squeezing the arm of my chair. “I don’t understand, what do you mean they’re scrabbling for ‘evidence?’ The evidence is a bunch of corpses, an empty clinic, and a clueless mortician. Nádasdy said everything will be destroyed or erased—” It hits me like a flying potted plant. “Oh, gods. She lied. You all lied. That whole trial was a sham.”
Bautista regards me with weary eyes. “The Merestis have the clinic. They are the scholars and archaeologists, after all. They’re scrubbing the whole place, divining samples and digging into the very foundations of the building. They’ve probably even found traces of your escaped vampire by now, and are sending their bounty hunters after her. The Lockharts have the mortician. Their representative didn’t lie about him being an unknowing civilian, but you and I both know that secrets can be dredged up from the very depths of a person’s subconscious with enough expertise… or brute force.”
My mouth is dry. “The mortician. He’s not going to make it, is he?”
Bautista shakes her head. “He’s as good as dead. He wasn’t a major participant by any means, but he played a tangential role in the attack that took a Lockhart’s life—even if he’s still breathing by the time they’re done with him, he’s dead.”
I look down into my own lap. Before I can process my emotions, Bautista speaks again. 
“The last, most desirable piece of the pie—the bodies. Nádasdy has those.”
“What, all of them?”
“Every single one… at least, in their physical forms.”
It takes me a half-second to get the nuance. When I do, I have to fight the urge to throw my chair at Bautista again.
“Memories. I have memories of the bodies, because I was the only one able to get a good look at them before Nádasdy swooped in. You want to crack my head open and pull them out.”
Bautista stirs her tea. “I think you’re assuming my methods are cruder than they are, but otherwise you are correct. But you must realize, this benefits both our investigations. If you try to recall the details on your own, they will likely be incomplete. I can reconstruct everything you saw in that mortuary within this space, affording us a much, much better chance of discovering a usable clue.”
I’m quiet for a moment. I lick my lips, even though they’re not dry. The universe is really testing me today.
“…Okay. Do it.”
Bautista tilts her head. “Why don’t you?”
I feel my forehead wrinkle in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“Obviously, you’re not looking forward to my rooting around in your head. So take the initiative. You are as much a part of this dream as I am.”
I look up at the cloudy ceiling above me. I think about the mortuary, try to cycle through the memories of all the bodies I saw there. I concentrate, reaching up—the clouds swirl around my fingers, water spun into cotton, impossibly soft and refreshingly cold. When I pull back, droplets slide across my skin in gravity-defying directions. I stand up from my chair, stepping into a clear space, and shake the droplets off my hand; they land on invisible surfaces, splashing them with runny watercolors that seep outward in defined shapes. I see a metal table begin to form, and a shelf, a hand hanging out of a white shroud, a face with closed eyes—the mortuary room rises in front of me like a jungle from stark white desert, and I can hardly believe it.
Bautista shuffles into place beside me. “Good job, mija. Johanna would have been proud.” She passes me her cup of tea. “Here, have some.” I take a drink, then instantly choke on a horrific mixture of carbonation and bitter leaf. 
“Oh gods—what the fuck is this?”
“Coffee and Coca-Cola. I quite enjoy the combination.” She takes the mug back and calmly takes a sip.
I stare at her. “You’re a monster.”
She shrugs and hobbles toward the metal table nearest to us. “We’re going to have to organize these if we want to get any thinking done.”
“They were killed in different ways by different people. Here.”
I start rolling the wheeled tables around, organizing them into rows. When I pull a corpse from the middle of a shelf, it floats where I direct it, weightless as a balloon. I weave around the furniture and bodies until I’ve arranged everything the way I want. I lead Bautista to the first row of bodies: the ones in white hospital gowns, with slashed-open necks.
“These nine were gathered through the fake clinic and prepped before being drained. ‘Purifying rituals’ is what the vampire said. And the merc mentioned ‘virgin blood,’ but I didn’t fail the screening process until they figured I must be on some drug they couldn’t identify. I think they mean ‘virgin’ in the most technical sense—untreated through artificial means, like drugs. Or, in my case, magic.”
I stand in front of Lisa’s victims. “These ones didn’t make it through the screening, so they were taken out by the vampire. Oh, and Phyllis over there. She wasn’t a reject, just a really unlucky employee.” I see the missing eyelashes again, and shudder.
We move onto the row that includes the college Wiccan and the clown fetish guy. “These five were harvested too, but it wasn’t clean and it wasn’t premeditated. Everyone’s still in their regular clothes, and the wounds are just too messy.”
Bautista hmms. “Some kind of emergency, or the correction of a mistake.” Her eyes sparkle. “A mistake… which would explain the erroneous deaths in the Council attack. The Lockhart lab technician wasn’t the target, Luo was. And it was Nádasdy, not her son, who was meant to die.”
“Holy shit, yeah. Here—” I point at the three killed by bludgeoning and garroting. “I think these were the rejects from the emergency batch. They didn’t die in the clinic—Lisa doesn’t kill that quickly or cleanly. I think it was the mercenary, Jax. He was in the room when they killed the emergency sacrifices, and he wiped out the ones that weren’t qualified.”
Bautista peers closely at one of the last bodies, that of a man in an undershirt and sweats, his lack of hair nicely displaying his concave skull. She leans forward to give him a quick sniff, then taps on his chest. “Chemotherapy.”
“What?”
“Missing hair and eyebrows, needle marks in his chest—that’s chemotherapy.”
An image flits through my head—Jax in a plastic chair, with a syringe sticking out of the back of his neck. “Huh. I think I heard Jax say that disease didn’t count against virgin blood.”
“But man-made treatments for those diseases do.”
I shrug. “I guess so.” I glance at the other two killed by Jax, see the ligature marks around their necks and the relatively peaceful looks on their faces. Compared to theirs, the bald man’s wounds look barbaric. I start pacing between the four groups of corpses.
“Okay, so, we know what happened with all of these bodies. There’s a timeline; the killer was using the clinic to collect sacrifices, right up ‘til there were enough for the attack on the Council. Something went wrong—not enough sacrifices, or the wrong kind, maybe? So Jax and his men hit the streets, nabbed anyone they could—I know someone else who got taken that night, a teenage boy. The attack on the Council got flubbed, the killer cleaned house, and… kept collecting sacrifices. Joy only disappeared two days ago, and the clinic was still in operation right up until yesterday. Why? To try again? Is it really so important to take Luo and Nádasdy out of the equation?”
Bautista is quiet. She sips her coffee-Cola. “You set out four bear traps for four bear cubs. Your plan was to trap and kill all four cubs, then leave with the pelts. All four traps were set off, but only two cubs died, and the two remaining cubs went running back to the den. Now, mama bear is coming. She runs too fast for you to escape. You have one bear trap left. What do you do?”
My breath stops in my throat. 
“…The Arbiter. Holy shitting-shit-fucking Hell. They’re planning to kill the Arbiter.”
Bautista’s hand shoots out like a lightning bolt and grabs hold of my ear. I yelp, doubling over and batting at her arm—and she plucks my ear off. Out of the corner of my eye I see her stick two fingers into the hollow cavity of my head and pull out… a rolled-up piece of paper? She tosses my ear back to me and hobbles away. I fumble to catch it, then stare down at the fragile folds of skin and cartilage.
“Spit on it, it’ll go back on easier,” Bautista calls.
I spit on my ear, rub it for good luck, and stick it back onto the side of my head. 
I jog to join Bautista near the glass table and armchairs, where she’s stuffing the paper into a glass bottle, then easing the bottle into the table’s surface; it sinks like a brick. A moment later, it bobs back up to the surface. Bautista uncorks it and reads the new message, then nods solemnly.
“I just handed what knowledge we have to my aides. They are taking it to the Arbiter as we speak.” 
I start. “Wait, you mean in the real world? You’re awake out there?”
“Yes. I can function simultaneously in this pocket dream and the physical plane at once.”
“Am I awake too?”
“No, you are not. You don’t have any of the training I do, which is why I told you to sit or lie down before opening the box.”
I remember tumbling to the floor as the world went black. If I strain, I think I can feel an echo of my physical body twitching on the floor.
Bautista faces me directly. “The Arbiter is coming to New York tomorrow, at noon. There is high chance that the killer will try to prevent her arrival altogether, which means we have very, very limited time.”
“This spell has killed people in the most secure homes, labs, and temples in this country. Squirreling the Arbiter away in a nuclear bunker won’t save her.”
“Yes. Which means we need to find and stop the spell at its source—or, failing that, we have to make sure the Arbiter survives its effects.”
I snap my fingers. “Luce is our fallback. She saved Sifri, so she knows better than anyone how to counteract this shit.” 
Bautista nods. A fountain pen appears in her hand. She turns the message from the bottle around and starts writing on the other side of the paper. “This does not change the fact that our first priority is prevention. Sifri may have survived the attack, but she was maimed beyond recognition; if the same happens to the Arbiter, she may live, but she will be put out of commission indefinitely. The international community would fall into chaos.”
“And the killer would get away with whatever power play they’re attempting.”
“Correct. We need to follow every lead we have.”
“What about the company that was running the clinic? Ecsed Enterprises?”
“A shell corporation that folded the instant the clinic was discovered.”
“At least we know they have money. How were the henchmen, Jax and Lisa, hired?”
“The mercenary isn’t tied to any guild, or we would have known of him. The vampire is a complete mystery, which is understandable, given that she is unregistered and must have been in deep hiding to avoid Council attention.”
“Fine then, the spell. What do we know about the spell that was used to kill these people?”
“We have established by now that the attack on the Council was a blood magic spell fueled by human sacrifice. Where does such a spell usually originate?”
I perch myself on the arm of my linen chair, chewing the inside of my cheek. “Demon. Probably the old-fashioned kind. Maybe if I get their name, I can find the summoner.”
Bautista finishes writing the message, and she sinks into her own chair as she drops the bottle back into the table surface. “I would suggest a few demon experts, but they are mostly affiliated with the Council. It would be foolish to risk exposure of our collaboration by going to one of them.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve got my own expert. His name is Samael. Fuck, seeing him’s going to be a pain in the ass—but I can handle him.”
Bautista looks at me curiously, picking her mug back up. “I’ve never heard of a ‘Samael’ in all my life. Where do you find these people?”
I click my tongue and aim finger guns at her. 
“Perks of being excommunicated, my dude.” Then I blink, and remember who I’m talking to. “Er, Bautista. Ma’am. Sorry.”
Bautista raises her eyebrows at me from behind her mug. 
I hastily change the topic. “What’s the deal with Joy and David? They’re both mages that the killer took extra special effort to kidnap, and Joy was only taken two days ago, more recently than anyone else. And my friend, Isabella, Jax tried to get her for her magic too. The sacrifices have been mostly civilians, but there must be something about mages that the killer urgently needs.”
“None of the mages have turned up dead yet. Perhaps they aren’t being used for their blood.”
I raise an eyebrow. “Sure there’s a dead mage. She’s right here.” I hold out my hand, and the metal table holding the Wiccan college girl’s corpse hovers across the floor to meet me.
Bautista waves the table away. “Religion, even Wicca, doesn’t necessarily entail a desire or capability to perform magic. Or perhaps she was just a coincidence, a budding witch in the wrong place at the wrong time, taken and killed with the rest of the civilians in a moment of haste. I admire your attention to detail, child, but sometimes you need to dismiss certain ones to see the bigger picture.”
I pout a little. “Well, if the mages aren’t being taken for their blood, what are they being taken for?”
“They could be facilitating the spell in some other way. They could be being forced to perform it.”
My heart skips. “Then… Joy is still alive. And so is David.” 
Bautista nods. “And we must find them.”
A tangential thought snaps me into alertness. I perk up, and the linen chair wobbles underneath me. “Hang on, I think I know why we haven’t found Aden’s body yet.”
“Who is Aden?”
“The kid I promised to find. The night he was kidnapped, he was on drugs. Well, just weed, but that shit stays in your bloodstream a while. They might not have been able to sacrifice him right then because of it—but they could have kept him in reserve, to wait until the drug was purged to collect his blood.”
Bautista looks at me with naked pity in her eyes. “It could be so. Or his body might have been incinerated before you arrived at the mortuary. You’re reaching, Lee.”
I shake my head. “Let me be a stubborn bitch about this one thing, alright? I promised his mother I’d find him, and Schrödinger’s dead kid isn’t good enough. As long as I don’t know for sure he’s dead, he’s alive.” I push off from my precarious perch on the chair arm, standing with my knuckles on the glass table. “Isn’t that the attitude you’re keeping for Joy?”
Bautista is quiet. Her head is bowed, and I can’t read her eyes. 
“Bautista?” I try, unnerved.
“…Do you know why it is important to me that I apologize to Joy?”
I swallow. I back off, standing upright. “Honestly, I have no clue. I’ve never heard Joy say a bad word about you, only that you and she don’t talk anymore. But you were her first teacher, right? Before the Council started passing her around like some superpowered foster kid. It always sounded dumb to me, trusting a bunch of power-hungry, rich idiots to teach the psychic over an experienced telepath.”
“I let them bully me into giving her to them. They said there was only so much I, a wizened old woman, could teach her. They said I was holding her back from her full potential. And gods, I believed them. I believed them, and when I told her goodbye, I convinced her to believe them, too.”
Bautista’s voice cracks and creaks. The lights of the dream-room flicker, raising the hair on my arms. The liquid walls seem to condense, harden, become brittle enough to shatter.
“Her teachers tortured her, Lee. They locked her in a white room and starved her until she hallucinated day-in and day-out, had microphones on every surface so they could take notes on her broken whispering. When I found her again, her fingertips were chewed to bloody shreds—if you ever wondered why she doesn’t have fingerprints, that’s the reason.”
I flash back to Joy’s gaudy, sparkling nails, the bottles and bottles of nail polish littering her floor. The gauntness in her cheeks that never goes away, even when I’m sure she must be eating enough for two people her size. My stomach turns at the thought. Something tickles at the back of my brain.
“Her…her last teacher was a Meresti, wasn’t he? Cain Meresti, he was found curled up in the corner of a public bathroom with all his fingers bitten off.”
Bautista bobs her head. “There is a popular urban legend that claims it’s as easy to bite through a finger as through a raw carrot. It simply isn’t true—at least, not if you’re trying to gnaw through the bones themselves. I had to stay in that bathroom for half a day, coaching Cain on how to bite through the joints. He was… grateful for the help.”
 My fingers curl with a phantom ache, my heartbeat rabbit-thumping. “Jesus.”
Bautista finally looks up. Her eyes bore into mine. “Find the mage who took my apprentice, Lee. Dead or alive, I don’t care—the priority is to rescue Joy. But if you bring that pinche cobarde in alive… let me know.”
The lights go out completely. The darkness swallows me whole, and I’m falling again.
 
***
I wake up, blinking groggily, my entire field of vision dominated by hardwood floor and some carpet. I grunt, pulling up my stiff limbs—a trail of drool follows my lips from the floor. Gods, that’s disgusting. Good thing no one’s around to see my shame.
Someone clears their throat behind me. I twist back and see the Enforcer in the baseball cap and bomber jacket leaning casually against my doorframe, her eyes shadowed and unreadable.
“Bautista sent me,” she says. She’s got a smooth British accent that throws my American-educated brain for a loop. “I can briefly lower the barrier for you without letting the others know, and I can keep them from finding out you’re gone after the fact.”
I wipe my mouth on my sleeve as I pick myself up off the floor. “Thanks. Um. How long was I out?”
She lifts her chin to check the clock on the wall, her ponytail swinging behind her. “A little over forty-six minutes. I was given express orders not to disturb you once you were out, in case it killed the connection.” The corner of her lip twitches up. “Also, it was funny.”
I dust off my coat and my pants as I get up. “Well then, um. Did Bautista tell you where I’m going?”
“Mm-hmm. To see some demon expert or another. Let me get the barrier for you.” She turns around.
“Oh, no worries, it’s alright,” I say, strolling toward the door. “I didn’t want to say anything earlier, but ever since the demon blood I haven’t met a barrier I couldn’t—”
I smell my clothes singe as my chest convulses, and I don’t register that I’m moving until I land on my back halfway across the room. I stare up at the ceiling, wheezing to get air back into my lungs. A baseball cap comes into view. 
“Sorry, what were you saying about the demon blood…?”
My face burns. “My—wheeze—corruption usually gets me through generalized barriers. But I guess that doesn’t apply me-specific ones.”
“I guess not.” She whistles a little ditty as she goes back to the barrier. A yellowish veil materializes in her hands, and she carefully folds it to the side, exposing the doorway. “There. Now you can make your grand exit.”
I scramble up, still red-faced, and hurry toward the door. My hand is just barely on the doorknob when she catches my arm; I stumble, then look at her quizzically. The loose set of her lips betrays no urgency.
“Hey, you know where those bramble crowns come from, right?” She says it like a secret code phrase; conspiratorially, with a hint of scandal.
I raise an eyebrow. “Some kind of rose bush, right? The Council grows them in the prisons.”
“Mm-hmm. We clip off the roses before making them into crowns. But sometimes, while someone’s wearing the crown, the roses grow back.”
I recall the other two Enforcers huddled over the brambles they took from my head, discussing the red-brown smudge I mistook for blood. 
“Is that what happened earlier? My crown grew a rose?”
“More like a rosebud. It happened when you got up to attack Nádasdy; it’s a product of the crown feeding on its host’s magic. The roses don’t usually develop until the crown’s been worn for, say, three or four days. Takes shorter if the mage is powerful and keeps resisting. Some of our worst convicts look like Disney princesses by the time we get them processed.” 
“Okay, so I resisted, and the crown tried to bloom. What does that mean?”
“At first I figured you were more powerful than you realized.”
My heart skips. “Yeah?”
“...Except then the bud died. Pretty much instantaneously. Screamed a little, too. It was bloody disturbing to watch.”
“Oh.” I scuff my heel against the floor, quietly swallowing my disappointment. “So… my magic is fucked up. That’s chill, I already knew that. I made out with a succubus a week ago and got her sick.”
“Figures. Still, it’s interesting, isn’t it? Might have practical applications down the line.” I still can’t see the Enforcer’s eyes, but Betty Boop winks at me from her cap. I tilt my head, trying to gauge whether that’s a flirtatious smirk on her lips.
“Say, when are you off-duty? Maybe after all this is over, you and I could…”
The smirk widens. “Mmmm, nope. I have a boyfriend.”
I click my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “Ah, tragic.” 
She laughs wholeheartedly, then shoves me out the door with too much strength for such a tiny human. “Get that tight arse out of here before my coworkers get back.” She starts to close the door, but pokes her head back out at the last second. “Oh, and do you have any booze in your fridge?”
“Not anymore, no.”
“Bollocks.”
And then she locks me out of my own damn apartment.
“Fuckin’ wizard cops,” I mutter, shaking my head down the hallway.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Go, Fight, Win
 
Nobody knows more about demons than Samael does. 
It’s a total mystery how he learned all this shit. There’s a quiet consensus among the lower magical community that he’s a lot older than he looks, but there’s also an agreement that he’s human. Some say he’s just an avid researcher. Some say he’s got a direct pipeline to Hell. Some say he’s actually been to Hell and back. 
That’s horseshit, of course. No human comes back from Hell.
He’s agreed to meet me at midnight in a dive bar called The River Sticks. The front door is stuck; I have to shove it to get it open, yet the little bell attached to the doorframe doesn’t make a sound. Upon closer inspection, I find its clapper is hotglued to the inside of the bell, either by the proprietor or by an annoyed patron. As I enter fully, I see exactly four people in the bar: two loners each with a table to themselves, an expressionless bartender, and a figure in a ratty brown leather jacket and salt-and-pepper hair sitting hunched at the bar. As I approach, neither the bartender nor the figure on the stool turn to look at me. When I’m about two feet away, the figure speaks up.
“Coat. Off,” Samael says. 
I roll my eyes. “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” I peel off my coat and toss it in Samael’s direction. He doesn’t move but suddenly the bartender is there, catching it in midair and expertly tucking it away behind the bar. 
“Nothing in your pockets?”
I turn my pant pockets inside out, revealing nothing but a few stray bits of lint. Again, Samael doesn’t turn to look; the bartender simply gives him a nod, and Samael finally waves a lazy hand at me. 
“Sit down, have a drink.”
I sit next to him. The wooden stool seems to warp under my weight, like it’s been made soggy by the saturation of violence in the air. “Maybe later.”
He finally looks at me. Samael is a weathered sort of ageless. You’re sure he’s not young, he’s got way too many wrinkles for that, but there’s a hungry sharpness in his stare. Not like a predator, more like a scavenger. A hyena or a jackal.
“So, what do you need from me today?” He twirls a surprisingly clean, delicate martini glass in front of him. The smile he shoots me makes me queasy, like when a stranger on the bus asks you where you live.
“Need a demon identified.”
“Got a sigil?”
“Nope. Got details about a spell though, and a timeline of activity.”
“I can work with that. I am the best. But first: formalities.”
An enormous hand closes around my bicep and drags me off my barstool. 
I twist sideways as I fall, and the kick that was aimed at my gut glances off my hip instead. I land with an oof and a steel-toed boot inches from my face; I conjure a shard and slam it through the worn leather. A pained roar—I roll away from the screaming man, plant my hands on the sticky hardwood, and scramble to my feet. 
Another thug announces his presence by punching me in the face. It’s a good punch, I’ll give him that—it snaps my head to one side and sends me careening into the bar counter, world tilting and sliding like I’m on a spinning teacup ride. The instant explosion of white light, the rubbery burning of my cheek and something that tastes like blood trickles from a split lip. I can’t afford to get my brain muddy, not right now—so I shape and reform the pain, send it stabbing out through my eyes and ears and nose. 
Through my heightened awareness I hear the approaching stomps of heavy, booted feet: three pairs in total, closing in quickly. The guy I stabbed is on the ground screaming, “She has a knife!” I smell the sharp tang of blood and alcohol, some mildew—mostly blood. I see the guy who just punched me in agonizing detail: white, burly, plaid flannel, close-cropped beard, swinging his fist at my face again. 
A flick of my wrist and I have a thin shield raised between us. The guy’s knuckles hit the invisible barrier with a CRUNCH of fracturing bones. He howls as he falls back, clutching his bloodied knuckles. I drink that in too, his pain and the energy rising from his blood like steam only I can see, and I draw it into my hands as the three other hired thugs arrive at the scene. 
I conjure another shard, holding it so that it protrudes from the bottom of my fist like a reverse-gripped dagger. Two of the approaching men falter at the sight. The third keeps coming, and he’s just a few feet away when I see the glint of metal in his own hand. I push off the bar counter—too slow to keep the knife from slicing through my shirt sleeve and carving a long, clean gash from my bicep to my elbow. The wound drips warm and wet and red; I suck in a breath at the lightning-white sting, clutching my arm and stumbling backward. I drop my shard so that it dissolves without even hitting the floor. 
Samael grins at that, still relaxing at the bar. He knocks back his martini as his goons advance on me, then nods at the bartender for another glass. The hired thugs advance on me, five in total, one limping, one with a broken fist, one with a bloodied knife. 
As I back away, my hip bumps into the edge of a round table. The bottle of vodka and an empty glass rattle in response. I grab the bottle with my uninjured arm, intending to use it as a weapon—but the heavy sloshing inside gives me pause. 
As Samael’s thugs approach, I take a small swig of the vodka, choke on the burn, and pour it out onto the bloody wound on my arm. 
I scream through clenched teeth. The thugs falter in their advance. The searing pain nearly buckles my knees, the bulk of it coursing through me in a second—which means I have exactly a second to pull this off. 
I throw out the tendrils of my magic, just barely making the distance, and grasp the muscles along the left side of the knife-thug’s body: lats, deltoid, bicep, abdominal obliques. I clench my fist; the muscles echo my movement, cramping instantly so that his head swings in a violent arc and smashes into the bar counter.
The rest of the thugs are… considerably disturbed by that. My arm still stings like a motherfucker. I resist the urge to cradle it, choosing instead to hold it plainly at my side so they can see the pinkened blood dripping down my wrist and hand. Now I smash the bottle against the edge of the table and hold the jagged edges up toward them. 
“Anyone else?” I pant, trying not to shake too visibly.
They run. Or at least, two of them run. One of them hobbles, and the barely-conscious knife-wielder is dragged by his companions. 
“Impressive,” Samael chuckles from the bar. “I didn’t think you were still capable of flashy displays like that.”
I make my way over, clutching my arm as a comfort object. “Barely capable. But I can still do it.”
“Pity, though, that you chose to chase them off instead of fighting to the last man.”
I grunt as I pull myself onto a barstool. “I don’t have to beat every mook you send at me, just survive them. Your own rules, remember? For the record, I still think it’s stupid that you do this with all your potential clients. You’re literally killing business, dude.”
“Maybe next time I’ll give it a go myself.”
“Yeah, sure, you do that.” I’m not even looking at him, too busy tearing a strip off the hem of my shirt to wrap around my wounded arm. The bar is quiet now, just the sound of alcohol dripping onto the floor somewhere, soft footfalls as the bartender drifts past me with a bucket and a mop.
“So. My information,” I say, tying off the makeshift bandage. “Someone got a spell, most likely from a demon, that overfilled its victims with blood. Tore them up from the inside out. It’s fueled by the sacrifice of virgin blood in the most old-fashioned sense, no drugs or artificial abnormalities. The spell was used four days ago—”
“Castitae.”
I blink. “Pardon?”
Samael’s face is impassive. “The spell was provided by a demon named Castitae, who deals in knowledge of blood magic and is obsessed with purity in numbers.”
“…Oh. Okay. Wow, that was even faster than usual.”
Samael shrugs, swirling his martini. “It’s because the people who executed that spell got it from me.”
My head snaps up. “What?”
“About a month ago, a fine European specimen came to me. Gorgeous fighter, took out every man I had without a lick of magic to his name. I don’t normally deal with non-mages, but he charmed me into making an exception. He wanted a spell that could tear through even the strongest defenses. Council-level defenses. And he was perfectly willing to get me what I wanted in return.”
I narrow my eyes. “Jax. His name was Jax.”
“Yes.” The word has an edge of insidious delight to it.
I palm a shard the size of a razor blade in my hand. Samael’s eyes flicker toward the slight movement, but again, he doesn’t move. “I know what you’re thinking right now. You want to interrogate me, find out who ended up with the spell. But I honestly don’t know. The man I met was obviously a pawn, and an untraceable one at that. But I can give you the information I gave him, and you can work your way up from there.”
I consider it, then let the shard dissolve away. “Good. That’s exactly what I came here for.”
Samael glances behind me, then shakes his head. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the bartender lower his mop, the handle of which he was just getting ready to jab into my spine. I ignore him. “How do I get ahold of this ‘Castitae?’”
Samael picks the cherry out of his martini and rolls it around in his fingers. “You can summon him. There’s a very specific ritual. I can tell you about it…for a price. If you’re not a cheapskate, of course.”
I roll my eyes. “Calm the fuck down, I only haggled with you once. And I wasn’t sketchy about it, I told you straight-up that was a payment I couldn’t afford.”
Samael’s eyes darken. “You could afford it. You can still afford it. You just lack the commitment.”
My right hand spasms against the countertop. I glance down at it, perfectly visualizing the scar that never was, the clean stab between my third and fourth metacarpals where Samael disagreed with my last attempt to change his price. “For the last time, asshole, I’m not giving you dirt on my sister. She’s not a cow to be milked for Council secrets.”
Samael tilts his head, keeping his eyes trained on mine. He squeezes the maraschino cherry between two fingers, and it squelches into a pink, pulpy mess in his hand. “Then you’ll never know his name.”
A hot flash runs across the scar on my neck. I ignore it. “And I don’t need to know his name. Not anymore. Now back off and give me your real price for the information I’m actually here for.”
Samael is quiet, something brewing in his eyes. If it’s anger, it’s very, very controlled. But I don’t think he’s mad. It’s more like he’s… thinking. The look fades out, replaced by a colorless smile. He points with a bony finger. “I want to know what that is.”
I follow the direction he’s indicating and find myself staring down at my own stomach, where my torn shirt is revealing my midriff and a bit of the pink scar tissue Lilith left on me. I’m more than a little incredulous. “The scar? You want me to tell you about that?”
“Why not? Information for information, it’s the purest exchange.”
My hand itches to cover the strip of skin, but I keep it relaxed at my side. “How do you even know the scar is magic? Could be from a surgery.”
“I can smell it.”
Now I cover myself. “You can what it?”
“The magic.” He lifts his chin, and his narrow, angular nostrils flare. He moves his hand like he’s gathering smoke toward him. “It smells like… something floral, and freshly plucked.”
My throat muscles convulse like I’m going to puke. “You are so fucking gross.”
Despite the creep factor, I give him a brief rundown of the first time I met Lilith, the bet we made, and the way it was sealed. The whole time, Samael squishes and rolls the leftover cherry goop between butter-yellow fingers.
“It glows sometimes too, if someone’s trying to kill me. ‘S neat.” 
“So she’s your guardian demon now?”
I snort. “I wish. I made that assumption too, and just to cure me of it she let me get shot to Hell in a parking lot. I’m not making that mistake again.”
Samael chews the remains of his cherry as he nods. “Hmm, alright. Your part of the deal has been fulfilled. Here is mine.”
He holds out his hand, and the bartender tosses him a gray dishrag. He wipes his pink-stained fingers on it, then takes a grimy notebook out of his jacket and tears out a page. He begins filling it out with quick, neat handwriting, starting from random places on the page; it’s like he’s forging a memorized painting rather than writing down a sequence of words. He hands the paper to me. 
“You’ll need blood. Lots of blood,” he advises. I look at the numbers on the page. Shit, that is a lot of blood. I gulp as I read the rest of the words. 
“Thirty-three minutes, no more, no less. Wow, that’s… awfully specific.”
“Purity of numbers. He’s very nitpicky, even for his kind. Good luck with him, he’s going to be a handful.”
I hop off my barstool, folding the paper up so I can stuff it into my coat pocket. At the last second, I turn around.
“One last thing. What did Jax give you in exchange for Castitae’s digits?”
Samael’s eyes flicker. “You’d have to pay another price to know that.”
My nose wrinkles. “Ugh, let me guess. My sister.”
He stares at me like a parent coaxing a child to stop making a scene in the cereal aisle. But I shake my head.
“Forget it. This transaction is over.”
“Pity for you.” He turns his back to me and speaks no further. 
The bartender holds out my coat as I leave the premises. I take it, dig through the pockets, and flip him a quarter. He catches it without even looking, then stares up at me quizzically.
“A coin for the ferryman. You know, for your passage to Hades.”
He narrows his eyes, his mouth a stern, straight line.
“The name of the bar? The River Styx in Greek mythology? No?”
Stubborn silence. I wave my hand. “Oh, whatever, it was a stupid joke. But you are damned, aren’t you? You really think that asshole by the bar is going to bail you out of Hell just because you’re useful to him?”
His mouth twists. “Get out,” he growls. He shoves me through the door, then slams it so hard that I hear the sabotaged bell clackclackclack back to life. 
“Hey, your bell’s fixed!”
He storms away without acknowledging my call. I think I hear Samael ordering another martini, a dark chuckle in his tone.
 
***
I fall asleep while patching up the wound on my arm. I don’t even realize it until I wake up on my living room floor tangled in sticky gauze, two faces with shadows for eyes peering down at me. Hang on. That’s Sunglasses, and that’s the hooded Enforcer. 
“Is this just an everyday thing for you?” the hooded Enforcer asks, her lip twisted into a judgmental curve.
“Don’t answer that. It’ll only be depressing,” Sunglasses snarks back. 
I rub my crusty eyes as I try to sit up. “Fuck you,” I mutter. There’s a bloody piece of gauze stuck to my forehead; I rip it off with too much force. 
The hooded Enforcer shakes her head. “No need to be hostile. We came to bring you food, but you wouldn’t answer when we knocked. Our colleague said she’d spoken to you just a minute ago, so we were worried.”
I glance past the two of them to my doorway, where the Enforcer in the baseball cap is casually leaning. Her cap sports the image of a stylized, cartoonish banana peel. 
“I…slipped,” I say. “In my kitchen. While holding a knife.”
The two Enforcers glance at each other, then back at me. They both turn to the Enforcer in the doorway; she shrugs. 
“…Sure,” Sunglasses deadpans. “Whatever you say.”
“We’ve done some first-aid magic on you,” the hooded Enforcer says. “The scab should come off in about five hours. Don’t mess with it until then, or you’ll scar. Oh, and we got you some ramen.”
The Enforcer in the leather jacket holds up an enormous plastic shopping bag. I scratch at the long, raised scab along my right arm as I squint at it. “Top Ramen? Or the good stuff?”
“Korean and Japanese brands,” he says. “King-sized bowls, too.”
“Sweet. You guys are good for something after all.”
The hooded Enforcer wrinkles her nose—at least I think she does, it’s hard to tell under that hood—but Sunglasses doesn’t seem to take offense. The two of them get up, all business-like, and sweep out the door like they were never here in the first place. The Enforcer in the baseball cap peers out into the hallway, then gives me a thumbs-up when her coworkers are gone. 
“Why were they acting so fucking weird?” I complain, picking myself up off the floor. There’s gauze all over my pants; I have to bend over to rip it off. There’s a pair of scissors stuck to my knee too.
“They think you hurt yourself.”
“Yes, I know that.” I snip the ruined gauze off the roll, then toss the remainder at the couch. “I literally told them I slipped in the kitchen.”
“No, they think you cut yourself. On purpose.”
I pause, scissors still in hand. “Why?”
The Enforcer shrugs, but there’s tension in the gesture. “You’ve been on our watchlist for over a year. The demon blood, remember? Higher-ups told us you were were a menace, completely off the hook, but we stopped believing that when you turned into a pathetic alcoholic sex addict. Now most of us just feel bad for you.”
I cringe. “I’m not like that anymore. I got better.”
“You sure? You got dragged into a Council courtroom with two black eyes, smelling like dead people and looking like you’d raided your nan’s closet, hollering about another witch no one cared about.”
I’m glad I can’t see her eyes, because they might contain a little more truth than I’m willing to confront right now. “Alright, alright, I see your point. What time is it?”
“4 a.m.”
I thank her for the help and get into the shower, where I take a quick rinse in cold water. Then I make a bowl of ramen and sit at my desk to do some math. Aw man, I hate math. If there are eight pints in a gallon…I think I’ve got my long division right. I dial a number on my cell phone, and a voice with a thick Italian accent answers, “Garlic Romance, how can I help you?”
“Hey, Messalina. It’s me, Harry.”
“Harry!” There’s a high-pitched squeal and the sound of a metal pot bouncing around in a kitchen sink. “My favorite sinner! How are you?”
“Not… great. But that isn’t important right now. Messy, hey, I’ve got a weird question—how much blood do you guys have stocked?”
“Right now? Eh, I don’t know, thirty gallons or so?”
“Holy shit, that’s a lot. Actually, that’s great. How much do I have to pay you to get some of that? Maybe like… twenty gallons?”
“Really? Oh, wow, I’m not so sure… Maybe about four thousand? It’s quite a lot, and I didn’t get it cheap—it’s ethically sourced, you know. Council-stamped and everything.”
“Four thou—” I have to put my head down for that. Oh boy. Goodbye to this month’s rent. And a good chunk of next month’s. Fuck. “Alright, four thousand. You’re a lifesaver, Messy.”
“Is this for some kind of kinky sex?”
“What? Messy, no.”
“Aww, that would have been fun to hear about. Alright, I’ll send Felix and Tommaso with the stuff. Bye-bye, sweetie!”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Rubber Ducky, You're So Fine
 
I busy myself while I wait for the delivery, drawing the required symbols onto my apartment floor with chalk, setting up candles, disabling the demon wards around the door and windows. After that it turns out it’s still 5 a.m., and I have a whole two hours left. I sit around a little uselessly. 
A pencil rolls off my desk with no preamble. The temperature drops, even though my windows aren’t open. 
“Junhyun?” I call out. 
Junhyun walks out in front of me. Well, sort of. He’s standing on the ceiling, upside-down, but his hair and clothing aren’t following the pull of gravity the way they should. He tilts his featureless face and waves, the motion of his hand becoming a pretty, swirling mist.
“Careful, there’s a Council spook outside my door. She’s mostly chill, but she’ll still exorcise you on sight. What are you doing here?”
There’s a note of complaint in his not-voice as he crosses his arms and says, Strange people in home.
“Yeah, I know, I’m sorry. There’s a lot going on right now.”
He uses his hands to mime bull horns coming out of his head, except his fingers elongate, curve, and fade out into the air. Lion-footed woman? A demon?
“Yep. Very much a demon.”
Is very pretty.
“She is, isn’t she?”
Don’t like. Dangerous for mom.
“Fair and reasonable. Actually, that reminds me—I’m trying to make a ward that keeps her out. I’ll work on that now, yeah?”
Okay.
He salutes and walks away, still upside-down, losing shape until he phases through the wall as hazy blur. 
I put my chin on my hands as I think. Lilith doesn’t give a damn about the no-harming-humans rule, but what about the respect-all-contracts rule? I have a receipt for the last bet we made: my brown paper napkin covered in sigil doodles, which she handed back to me as a signifier of our transaction. Destroying the napkin won’t actually affect the contract in any way, just like destroying a store receipt doesn’t make your purchases invalid, but it might give Lilith pause. It’s a far reach, but hey, half the stuff I do on a regular basis is a far reach. 
I get a tall mason jar out of the cupboard, my hand curling around about two-thirds of its circumference. I fold the brown paper napkin into a little packet the size of my thumb, then wrap it around and around in twine. The candle I find is so fat that I barely manage to stuff it into the jar’s opening. Then I get out a match, bloody the end, and strike a flame. 
The life in my blood gives life to the flame, turning it into the tiny, amorphous, snot-nosed fire sprite that I like to call Tinkerbell. Tinkerbell is grumpy about being woken up today; it flickers low along the length of the match, refusing to rise taller while drowsily munching on the tasty wood of the match.
It’s alright, I tell it, go back to sleep. Here, go back to sleep. 
I dip the match into the jar, letting Tinkerbell transfer onto the candle wick and dwindle to barely a spark. I try not to disturb its smoldering as I lower the twine-wrapped napkin into the jar, then screw shut the lid with the free end of the twine hanging out, allowing the napkin to dangle just above Tinkerbell’s slumbering form. 
In that hibernating state, Tinkerbell can remain alive in the sealed jar for, say, maybe another six hours. In theory, here’s what happens: Lilith opens the jar, reawakening Tinkerbell with a rush of oxygen, and the ravenous flame instantly devours the twine-wrapped napkin. Which means that, if interplanar laws require Lilith to protect the contract receipt, she shouldn’t be able to open the jar at all. 
“I dub thee… Pandora’s Jar,” I whisper to my new creation, cupping it in my hands. Then I remember another contraption, built with string and a grenade in a tin can, a strike lever safely held down until I rolled open the van door, fire furling out to swallow a wide-eyed face—
I grip the edge of my desk. My heart is pounding in my stomach. Fuck. Fuck, I didn’t mean to—wasn’t going to think about that. Wasn’t going to think about how I killed Dick.
I stare at the glass jar, now with more with trepidation than enthusiasm. There has to be a way to make it look less like a deathtrap. I root around in my desk drawer until I find leftover gift-wrapping paper from my birthday in September, two months ago. The paper is yellow with a pattern of green and pink wiener dogs wearing party hats; I haphazardly wind it around the jar and secure its crinkled edges with duct tape, even scribbling the words For Lilith on the jar’s lid with Sharpie. There, that’s less trauma-inducing. I’m still trying to peel duct tape off my palm when I hear an obnoxious, artificial roar on the street down below. 
I peep out the window. In the dawning light, I see two motorcycles parking on the street outside my apartment, each with an impossibly massive cooler strapped to the back and riders’ faces hidden by black visors. One of the riders is burlier with an impressive gut, built like a wrestler, while the other is whipcord lean. 
Steps thumpthumpthump down the hallway outside my front door. My door slams open. The Enforcer in the baseball cap stands there, panting, three bright yellow exclamation points yelling at me from her hat.
“Vampire motorcycle delivery? Really?” she complains. “You know the whole bloody point of my covering for you is to stay low-profile, right?”
I shrug from my place at the window. “Hey, if your colleagues make a stink, tell them that being on house arrest doesn’t mean I can’t have visitors.”
Her face screws up. “No, that’s—that’s not what house arrest means, that is the literal opposite of what house arrest means. You aren’t supposed to have any outside communication at all.”
“Oh. Oops. You can still cover me, right?”
She sighs. “Yes, of course. Bautista owes me for this.”
The logo on her baseball cap is the face of a kitten making a grumpy face. As she exits into the hallway, the two motorcycle riders enter, tugging a wheeled platform behind them holding both coolers. One of them says something, but the sound is muffled under the helmet. 
“Oh, crap,” I say, rushing to the windows and shutting the blinds. “So sorry guys, I completely forgot.”
“It’s no problem,” Tommaso, the bigger one, says in the same Italian accent as Messalina. He twists his helmet off to reveal laughing eyes and a gray-brown complexion still mostly hidden by a bandana, then lowers the bandana to free a gloriously bushy beard.
The other one, Felix, flips up the visor of his helmet to reveal a strip of sallow skin and forest green eyes. “Where do you need these?” His accent is a weird mix of French and German, which basically means that he hits his H’s like a sledgehammer.
“The bathroom—it’s the door to your right. Don’t worry about blocking the entrance, there’s another door leading out into the bedroom.”
Felix starts wheeling the wagon into the bathroom. “You can take your time to pay us back,” Tommaso says, turning to me. “We know you’d only ask for this in an emergency. Anything for a friend, yes?”
“Aw man, you guys are so nice. Thank you.”
Tommaso grins; his teeth are as blunt as a regular human’s.
“Is this for kinky sex?” Felix pipes up, emerging from the bathroom with his helmet tucked under his arm. Unlike Tommaso’s, his teeth are filed to points, groomed as meticulously as acrylic nails.
“What? Jesus, you and your wife have the exact same brain.”
“Of course we do, how else would we have fallen for the same man?” He catches Tommaso around the waist and peppers his face with kisses. Tommaso flails in protest, laughingly pushing him off. 
I wave them goodbye with a “Happy cooking!” and close the front door. There’s a quiet shuffling outside as the baseball capped Enforcer readjusts the barrier, concealing the opening that’s already had way too many people pass through. I enter the bathroom and open the coolers.
Oh, dear gods. That is a lot of blood. Some of it is in jugs, so those are convenient for emptying out into the bathtub. But then there’s about thirty plastic packs buried in ice cubes; those I have to slice open one by one until my hands are getting clumsy from the spilled slick and repeated motions. By the time I tear through the last one with a quickly-dulled scissor blade, the tub is barely half-full. I mop up the spills on the floor with towels, then leave them there as a precautionary measure.
Well, here goes nothing. I strip naked, set a cooking timer, put my leg cautiously over the lip of the tub—and nearly scream. Fuck, that’s cold! But my foot and ankle are already submerged, I can’t back out now—so I shut off my brain and dunk myself in. 
Cold! Cold cold cold cold cold—! I have to grip the edges of the tub and force myself not to haul my body out. Oh gods, this is terrible, I hate this. See, if I’d drained a bunch of living people this wouldn’t be a problem, but no, I just have to be the good guy in this equation. 
My teeth are already chattering. I think my hands are shaking, but the fact that my eyeballs are also shaking kind of cancels out the movement. Oooohh my gods. I’m so busy shivering in a miserable ball that I don’t notice Lilith standing in the bathroom doorway until she says, “Oh wow, blood bath. Always wanted to try that. How is it?”
“C-c-c-cold,” I respond.
Lilith is still in her charred denim jacket, but she’s exchanged the dirt-stained floral dress for her original white shift. She’s got her head tilted in curiosity, her nostrils flaring slightly at what I can only imagine is a smell that reminds her of home. “I can actually help with that. Demon body temperature and all. Is there room for two in there?”
“Y-yes, f-f-fuck, abso-lutely.”
She turns around, shrugging off her jacket. As she disappears into the bedroom, I see she’s trimmed the singed ends off her hair, shortening its length up to her shoulder blades instead of the small of her back. When she comes back, she’s fully naked, and her hair is tied up in a floofy bun.
“Come on, scooch your cooch.”
There’s nowhere for me to go, but I press my back up against the wall as she leans over the edge of the tub. She dips one foot into the blood, then makes a little squeaky noise and withdraws instantly. She tries again gingerly, an inch at a time, and then submerges herself fully with barely a splash.
There’s some relocating to be done, and the blood sloshes dangerously as Lilith tucks herself into the space between the tub and my back. She lets me lean back into her, wrapping her arms around my torso so that her warmth envelops me fully. I sigh quietly in relief and sink back into her, my hands gently perched on her warm, thick thighs.
“Fuck, that’s so much better.”
“Mm-hmm.” 
We stay like that for a bit. I twist to check the clock on the sink: twenty-six out of thirty-three minutes left. The blood isn’t freezing anymore, just lukewarm, which is comfortable enough. I close my eyes. 
Lilith’s hand wanders up my chest. Tweaks a nipple. 
“Lilith, no,” I mumble.
“What, not in the mood?” Her fingertips rub little circles in the valley between my breasts.
“This is a really bad time. People are dead.”
“People have been dying since the dawn of people. It’s not a new development.” But she slides her hands around my waist and leaves them there. 
Another silence. Then, I say, “I’m still mad at you for letting that kid die.”
The arms around my waist tighten. “…The ginger one that got shot,” she says with no apparent emotion in her voice.
“Yeah. Him.”
Her fingers dig into my sides. “…He didn’t die in that parking garage.”
I have to pause to make sure I’ve heard her right. Then I twist around in her arms, my heart thumping to life. “He didn’t?”
“I carried him to the hospital. He died on the way.”
“Oh.” I sink back down, the inside of my chest cold. Then—“You carried him to the hospital? When did you do that?”
“While you were hijacking that taxi. The kid, I didn’t even know he was in the garage until he got shot. I knew you’d be mad if I just left him there, but you were going to be mad no matter what, so I figured I’d do some damage control. But I didn’t realize how unstable he was until I was halfway to the hospital…he wasn’t breathing when I arrived. I dropped his body off in front of the doors.”
I process the information slowly, trying to understand, scared that I’m completely failing. “So you… you did try to save him. Why didn’t you tell me before?”
“The end result was the same, wasn’t it? Doesn’t matter when or where he died, he’s still a goner. I told you before; I’m a demon, not your personal Supergirl. I’m in this to protect my own interests. Don’t count on me to do anything else.”
Normally, she’d say this kind of thing with an airy nonchalance. Right now, her voice is just hollow. Her body is tense against my back, and I’m haunted by shadows of the words she’s not saying. Or is that just the famous Hellish manipulation? She sounds genuine, but… I can’t be sure. You can never be sure with a demon. 
My brain hurts from thinking about it. So I do what I always do in situations like this. 
“There’s still twenty minutes left on the timer. Quickie?”
Her whole body relaxes. 
“Oh thank fuck, yes.”
Her left hand immediately closes around my breast and squeezes. Her other hand dives between my legs, shocking me with how sensitive I already am. She slips two fingers down between my folds, just exploring, pointedly avoiding my clit. I bite my lip and tilt my hips up—she digs her nails into my chest in warning. 
“What did I say last time about being impatient?”
I sigh. “I get off when you say I get off.”
“Good girl.”
The praise starts a little tingle at the top of my head that frizzes down my spine. I shudder, breath quickening, and she takes advantage of the moment to trap my clit between two fingers and squeeze—I spasm, gasping, my hands tightening around her thighs. Her touch feels strange under the surface of the blood, gentle, but not slippery like I thought it would be. She strokes the length of my cunt, teases my clit again. I whine in the back of my throat, trying to spread my legs further apart in the cramped tub. 
Finally, she presses down right where I need her to. She uses her whole hand, rubbing with three cupped fingers, lighting me up from the inside out. It’s slower than anything we’ve done so far, but effective, and I’m writhing against her within moments. Her other hand grips my lower jaw, forcing my head to the side, and her lips descend on mine. My lips and tongue stutter helplessly against her own; she makes up for my lack of focus with a sharp-toothed hunger that splits open my lip and leaves me gulping for air. I fall further and further, the spasming of my body accompanied by my desperate moans and the splashing of liquid against the walls of the tub.
“If you keep—keep doing that—I’m gonna come—” I manage to gasp.
“Oh, really?”
She barely breaks the rhythm as she plunges her middle finger into me. She curls up to hit that spot that makes my stomach clench and my toes curl, the heel of her hand bearing down on my clit at the same time—I have to grip the lip of the tub with both hands just to keep from sliding everywhere, pleading for her to keep going, I’m so close so close please don’t stop—
She nips my ear with a sharp fang. “Come on my fingers, sweetcheeks.”
I have just enough time to babble “Oh shit fuck hold me down hold me down” before my whole head goes white. She pretzels her legs in mine, keeping me from making too much of a mess as I convulse in her grip. She maintains steady pressure on my clit so that I just keep bouncing back over the edge, again and again, and I don’t, can’t stop until she lets me. I groan and slump back into her, feeling my inner walls flutter as she slips out of my pussy.
She offers her bloody, cum-stained fingers up to my face; I feel myself blush all the way down to my chest. Not that it’s visible under all the red splatter. But I open my mouth to let her place them on my tongue, and I suck the copper and sour clean. 
“Good girl,” she croons. “Your turn now.”
She rises from the tub like a model in an infernal bikini commercial, perching herself on the narrow shelf where the corner of the tub meets two bathroom walls. She spreads her legs and, boy, she looks tasty in red. I clamber onto my knees and grab the edge of the tub to pull myself forward. I press the flat of my tongue against her and draw up, slowly, savoring the first stroke. Her hips undulate and I lick again, and again, then circle delicately around her clit, just barely pushing the hood back—
Lilith’s feet thump onto my back, and I feel asphalt-sharpened claws graze my shoulder blades. “You can’t play me the way I play you, sweetheart. Quit the teasing and get on with it.” One of the claws emphasizes her point by dragging a bloodless, hair-raising line down my skin. 
“Okay, okay,” I say, but with my face full of pussy it comes out more like “Mmkmf, mmkmf.” I mouth at her clit, wrapping my lips around it and applying just the lightest suction. I feel Lilith’s back arch and her hips push forward to meet me, and I don’t have to hear the hitch in her breath to know I’m on the right track. I press deeper, seeing if she’ll let me hook my arms around her thighs for leverage; she doesn’t stop me. She’s breathing harshly but quietly, the sounds too breathy to be called whimpers just yet. I guess she’s always quiet at the outset, and it wasn’t just a fluke last time. I nestle in deeper, then close my lips around her clit again, this time with just a bit of stiff tongue against the underside where it doesn’t have the protection of the hood—
Lilith’s whole body jerks, and she yells out a string of syllables that sound like Hellish cusswords. I instantly pull away, an apology on the tip of my tongue—but Lilith fists her hands in my hair so brutally that her nails leave gouges in my scalp. She shoves me face first into her cunt and locks her legs around my head, making my forehead squish up against her belly.
“Don’t you dare fucking stop,” she gasps, the smallest hint of demon creeping into her voice, making it break like an ominous record. I comply, doing what I just did before, tonguing the most sensitive part of her clit while sucking around it at the same time—she throws her head back and it hits the wall with a THUNK as she lets loose a long groan.
I keep doing the thing, and the movement of Lilith’s hips becomes more and more erratic, her grinding forcing me to chase her down with my mouth. Her moans are getting louder and louder, to my delight, and she keeps interrupting herself with the shudders I send through her body. She’s not smothering me in between her thighs anymore, mostly because her calves are clenching and flexing in ways that make it clear she’s completely forgotten about threatening me with her claws. 
As she comes, I ease up on direct contact with her clit, rolling and massaging it through the hood instead. I’m just kind of mouthing at her now, enjoying the way her moans coincide with the stinging pulse in my split lip. I glance up—stray hairs from her bun are bouncing around her face, and from this angle her long lashes and round, upturned nose look real cute.
She frees me from the vise of her legs, and I pull back, licking my lips. I’ve left a clean patch between her legs with all the tongue-work, as well as handprints on her thighs. They’re not as permanent as the marks she left on me last time, but still, I claim them as a win. She pants down at me, an adoring sort of attention in her eyes. I know how meaningless that post-orgasm look is; I’ve been on the giving and receiving ends of it too many times to count, and you don’t have to be a blood mage to recognize the impermanence of certain chemical reactions. But it still makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside.
She reaches into the tub and splashes blood onto my face.
I yelp, squeezing my eyes shut with my hands flying up. I try to rub the stinging out, but my hands are wet too, and my vision is completely gunked over. “Whyyyyy?” I manage to wail.
I hear Lilith laughing. “That’s what you get for pointing those gooey puppy eyes at me, Witchy. Hold still.”
I feel her grip the sides of my head and I go limp, whimpering. Something warm and slimy drags across my left eyelid—tongue, the two forks of her tongue. It feels gross as Hell but weirdly intimate, and when I crack open that eye it’s functioning with marginally less pain. She does the same to my other eye, and I shudder. 
“You’re—you’re so weird,” I choke out. 
“You love it,” she teases back.
“I mean, yeah, but I’m a really bad measuring stick for ‘healthy’ or ‘normal.’”
“I know. You’re like a goldfish when it comes to trouble.”
My brain dings. My eyes pop open, the pain inconsequential. “Pardon?”
“You know, goldfish don’t have stomachs, so they never know when to stop eating. That’s why they explode. You’re like that, except you never know when to stop pissing people off.”
Goldfish. Goldfish. Joy’s prophecy, this is important, I need to remember—
The timer on the sink trills loudly. I nearly fall out of the bathtub trying to turn it off, and I don’t realize how dizzy I am until that moment; I’m probably dehydrated from lapping up all that blood. I reach out of the tub to drag over the flip flops I prepared just for this purpose, clambering out onto the towels I laid out. I pause to lean under the sink faucet and gulp down some tap water, then wipe my mouth as I say to Lilith, “By the way, I made another ward. It’s the wrapped jar on the desk, and if it works, you shouldn’t even be able to open it. Want to test it out while I get this ritual together?”
“Sure thing.” Lilith is still lounging in the tub, languidly licking stripes of crimson off her arm like a cat grooming its coat. “One thing: I want to change the conditions of this round.”
I stop my sink-drinking. “Oh?”
“When I win, I don’t want to ask a question. I want your coat.”
My cheekbone bangs against the faucet. “My coat? The black one? Why?”
“Because there’s nothing I want to ask you at this moment, and I know you’re going to miss it.”
For a second, I wonder if this is Lilith’s way of punishing me for that moment in the bathtub when things got too real. Or maybe she just wants me to think that. I shake my head, too confused. 
“Fine, sure, whatever. It’s full of bullet holes anyway.”
My flip flops slap slap against the floor as I drip drip drip my way across the living room. I hear sloshing in the bathtub as Lilith gets out. I make last-minute adjustments to the candle arrangements on the floor, crouching between them with a tape measure to make certain of the dimensions. 
“You must be the worst at wrapping Christmas presents,” Lilith says right behind me.
“Jesus—” I nearly fall over in shock, then whip around to see her holding Pandora’s Jar in one hand and its metal lid in the other. She’s got my coat draped around her red-stained shoulders, and Tinkerbell is peeking at me over the lip of the jar as it nibbles the last remnants of the napkin-receipt. “Oh, come on! It was that easy?”
“I don’t know why you’re surprised, it’s like you didn’t even try with this one.”
Tinkerbell crackles like it’s agreeing with her. Then it does a suspicious little shimmy, and makes a flying leap out of the jar onto the floor.
“Tinkerbell NO!” I yell, scrambling for it. “Get the little fucker, it ate my desk last time—”
Lilith smothers the flame into the floor with a quick press of her foot. Her whole body shakes with laughter.
“Tinkerbell? You named your little fire thingy Tinkerbell?”
I flush all the way up my forehead. “It—it was supposed to be cute, alright?”
“Oh no, I agree that it’s cute. Most things you do are.”
Now I’m blushing down my chest too. I turn around quickly, pretending to fiddle with one of the candles so she can’t see. She walks away, presumably to put away Pandora’s Jar.
“Why did you have to bathe in blood, anyway?” she calls from the desk.
“Demon summoning ritual. There’s some metaphysical stuff I never quite got the hang of, but the gist is that Castitae will use the blood to manifest a proxy of himself on Earth. Kind of like a hologram call, I guess. Me being covered in the stuff gives him a flesh-and-blood location anchor, and also shows that I went through the trouble of performing his stupidly specific ritual.”
I hear the mason jar drop to the desk with a heavy thunk. Lilith’s voice is quiet. 
“I’m covered in the stuff, too.”
I wave her off, settling into the chalk circle with my legs crossed under me. “No worries, he won’t sense you as long as you’re outside the circle. That’s your big concern, isn’t it?” 
No response. 
I turn to see Lilith’s nowhere to be found, and the mason jar is rolling idly between a pencil and a roll of duct tape. “…Alright then,” I mutter, getting back to the ritual. 
I haven’t used a ritual circle in a while, not since the demon blood. There’s marked differences between this circle and the one I used back then; this one’s a basic scene-setting circle, keeping out extraneous energy while concentrating what’s trapped within. The one I attempted necromancy in was more a circle of exchange, a closed circuit. My life and magic thrummed through the lines I’d drawn in blood, Johanna’s corpse the filament of a lightbulb, burning bright with energy from my battery. I’d sewn the sleeves of her robe together, making a sort of straitjacket, and put a sheet over her whole body—even so, her dead muscles had jumped and twitched under the silk, her jaws snapping open and shut with the appalling noise of a too-big nutcracker. Animating the body was the easy part. Even without the demon blood, I could have easily made the corpse into a mindless, soulless zombie. 
But I didn’t want a zombie. I wanted Johanna. The real Johanna. My Johanna. And the demon blood I injected into my neck wasn’t just extra juice; I wanted what demons had, the ability to punch through planes to get from Hell to Earth and back, except I was going to punch a hole from Earth to Purgatory where I was certain, so certain, that Johanna’s soul was waiting for me.
I close my eyes. Dead is dead is dead. And there’s no point in trying to change the past—that’s the attitude that fucked me over in the first place, fourteen months ago.
“Castitae,” I say, projecting my voice to fill the whole room, “Castitae, Castitae.” I glance at the ritual instruction sheet on the floor to my side. It says to recite Castitae’s name three times, and then call upon him… using a nonasyllabic, poetic call. I squint, trying to see if I read that correctly. Does it actually say “monosyllabic?” No, it’s definitely “nonasyllabic.” Nine syllables, I think. I clear my throat noisily. “I call upon thee…” Five syllables, I need four more. “…motherfucker.” Nine syllables. That should work, right?
The candles blaze as tall as me, like a circle of road flares, and the blood in the bucket boils and bubbles. Then it shoots up like a geyser—a pained scream echoes. The crimson liquid churns within an invisible framework, forming angles and edges, two veiny, humanoid feet leading up to skeletal legs with spur-like bones protruding at the knees, a bowed spine and unnaturally puffed-up chest, and… and… 
I blink. And I start laughing. 
“Insolent whelp,” the pigeon-headed demon coos down at me, beady eyes narrowed. He folds his wings over his featherless, nippled chest. “Thought you could summon me again by disguising that abhorrent face, didn’t you?”
I stop laughing. “The Hell does that mean?” I don’t recall meeting this guy before. I think I’d remember a half-bird, half-humanoid demon with the hint of a Jersey accent.
Castitae tosses his ovoid head to the side and barks an angry, disbelieving laugh. “I know it’s you, pissant. You were the one who failed to follow instructions, to uphold the purity of the ritual by numbers. My end of the contract has been long fulfilled, and it is pointless to come crawling back again and again claiming to have been cheated.”
Hmm. This seems to be a case of mistaken identity. I could clear it up, or… I could roll with it. I get to my feet and place my hands on my hips. “The price I paid was falsely advertised. What I gave you is not what was in the contract.”
Castitae’s feathers get ruffled. Literally. “You were the one who put up a show of offering your soul and having that lapdog volunteer to take your place—was it a two-person con from the beginning? Or did he not know that you were using him? Or perhaps, he knows you do not care for him, and is simply flagellating himself with your attention?”
I cock my head. “Lapdog? The blond one?”
He flaps a wing impatiently at me, splattering my cheek with droplets of blood. “Yes, yes, the blond one. Who cares about the color of his hair? The point is, you promised me the soul of your beloved like it meant something. You deceived me. And I do not take that lightly, witch.” He stops. His eyes turn to slits. “…You could be deceiving me now, again.” His neck cranes upward with stuttering movements. Each of his eyes are pointed at opposite walls, and they jump from corner to corner. “This is nowhere close to where we met before. I do not sense the pressure of water and stone upon us—you are in the sky, not in the ground. There is… a barrier erected around this room. Not for me…” He goes deathly still. He lowers his gaze to me, orange eyes focusing forward, one by one. There are sharp teeth in his beak, making the ghastly illusion of a human smile on a bird’s face. “…For you. Ah, so the Council is aware of your crimes then, witch? You have crawled to me one last time for a way out?”
I set my jaw. “The Council knows nothing.” Think, think, say something cartoonishly villainous. “…And I crawl for no one, much less a demon.” Good enough.
He sighs, and the sound rolls in the back of his avian throat. “Yes, but they will know soon, will they not? I heard the Arbiter is on your scent—crafty old bitch, that one. Even I wouldn’t get on her bad side. Unless…” He cocks his head. “Ah-ah-ah. You just don’t know when to stop, do you?”
I lift my chin and sneer. “I didn’t summon you for this useless lecture…” I wrack my brains for a good insult. “…birdbrain.” I almost cringe at how bad that was, but keep plowing on. “Will the spell work on the Arbiter?”
Castitae’s eyes roll like cueballs, and his shoulders rise and fall in a quick, jerky shrug. “Line up the cattle again in that overpriced death-cave of yours and find out yourself. You are a woman of action, are you not? So impatient you couldn’t wait a paltry few hours for the thirty-third sacrifice. Sunrise, I told you, always sacrifice at sunrise and sunset! What did you think would happen? You bought a blood spell from a demon who lives by numbers, but you couldn’t even bother to do the math?” He throws his head back and laughs raucously, the sound a strange, rolling Koo-kooroo-kooroooo. I open my mouth to speak, but he cuts me off. “—And then of course, that horrifically impractical nonsense afterward—slaughtering your own child to escape the Council’s notice? A mortal like you, wasting your legacy like that? Koo-kooroo-koorooooo!”
My blood runs cold. I feel the words slip from my mouth exactly the way I heard them before, while I knelt on the floor of the gutted church with an icy hand in my back. “Miklos. His name was Miklos. If you’re going to use him against me, at least say his name.”
Castitae draws up, growing impossibly taller, spreading his wings to graze the edges of the ritual circle. “Who are you trying to fool, witch? You love nothing and no one and your lust for power is not even exquisite enough to lend itself to patience. You know what we call your kind in Hell? Amateurs. Whiners. Food.”
I watch him loom over me, one hand still on my hip, the other dangling passively at my side. Then, I say:
“Nádasdy, right?”
The beady bird eyes blink at me. Castitae shrinks back to his original size. “You. What?”
“Katlin Nádasdy. That’s who you think you’re talking to. Just wanted to confirm, because that’s the vibe I’ve been getting, but I didn’t want to be wrong.”
The demon stares at me, hard. “…You’re not her.”
“No, I’m really not.”
I walk forward and kick the bucket of blood over. 
Castitae’s crimson form splashes onto the floor, ruining the chalk circle and reminding me that, oops, I’m going to have to mop that up. But through the pain in my toes and the thoughts of home cleaning, there’s a rage boiling in me. 
Nádasdy. Child murderer, kidnapper, grade-A bitch. She played me, she played Bautista, she played the whole fucking Council. I find some dry-ish towels in the bathroom and toss them onto the mess on the floor, then knock on my front door. 
The baseball-capped Enforcer opens it with a “Yeah?” She stops. I realize, belatedly, that I’m still fully naked (except for the flip flops) with blood crusted all over my body. The brim of the Enforcer’s cap bobs as she looks me up and down. “Did you just kill someone? If you did, I’m not cleaning it up.”
“I didn’t kill anyone. I just need to talk to Bautista.”
“Ah, good. I’ll get her on the line, just… stay there.” She pulls out her cell phone and starts typing into it, glancing back up at me every few keystrokes.
I turn to go. “I’m just going to get a shirt—”
“Uh-uh. Stay.”
I raise an eyebrow at her. “You want me to stay naked? Thought you had a boyfriend.”
She grins up at me as she puts the phone to her ear. “Looking’s not a crime, innit?” Then she’s distracted by Bautista picking up, and hands the phone to me. 
“Bautista,” I say, taking it, “we got played. Badly. Nádasdy kidnapped and killed all those people, tried to kill her competitors on the Council, and killed her son to cover it up.”
I hear a sharp intake of breath. “Are you sure?”
“Heard it straight from the demon’s mouth—which I know isn’t a very reliable source, but trust me on this. We got our killer.” I walk into the center of the living room, pressing down on the towels with my foot to soak up the rest of the blood puddle. Bautista’s response in my ear is hesitant. 
“That is… difficult. I could try to convince the rest of the Council of her guilt, but until I had some kind of evidence or a majority indictment, Nádasdy would be fully capable of fighting back. And she could just as easily pin the blame on me. Amadeus won’t indict without proof of guilt, and the families will accuse whoever they think will benefit them more, and in the meantime Nádasdy could take steps to shut me up.” 
“Can’t you go straight to the Arbiter?”
“Same issue as with Luo. Won’t take decisive action without proof, and my pointing fingers could get me restrained and investigated instead. This would all be so much easier if she weren’t a Council member…”
“I’ll take her on.” I’m surprised to hear the words come out of my mouth. But once they do, my mind is set. “We can end this tonight. We know Nádasdy was at home at the time of the last attack, or close enough that she could zip right back to murder her son while the Council was playing catch-up with the other victims. Castitae talked about it too, a ‘death-cave’ with the ‘pressure of water and stone’ upon it. That’s where the sacrifices are, I’m sure of it. If I get them out, we save Joy, we save everyone we’ve promised to save, and we have evidence—we can have the Council ransack her lair the way they ransacked the clinic, and all her dirty laundry will come spilling out.”
“How are you going to get into her home? It’s an intensely secure mansion.”
I rub my jaw. “I can figure something out. Magical barriers aren’t a problem for me. Technology and mercs… I might have to hire someone, maybe incur a favor or two, but it’s possible…”
“Or, you could just walk in.”
I blink. “What?”
“I can help you. You could have a disguise.”
“What kind of disguise would work on Nádasdy and dozens of armed guards?” I have a vivid vision of myself in a tweed suit and a bowler hat, a fake mustache glued to my upper lip. Actually, I think I’d look pretty good in drag.
“Meet me and I will show you.” She hangs up.
I hand the phone back to the Enforcer. She takes it, still carefully studying my body. I turn to go get dressed.
“Freeze,” she says.
I do. I hear her make a camera shutter click noise with her mouth. 
“Alright, you can go now.”
“You’re giving me really mixed signals,” I call over my shoulder. 
“Listen, I sold my private life and individuality to the Council for slightly better dental and I regret it every bloody day of my life. Let me have my little pleasures.”
“Fair enough.”
I stay in the living room a moment longer, wringing the blood-soaked towels out into the bucket and leaving a more manageable mess for future-Harry. The dry blood on my skin is pinching in uncomfortable places; I get under a hot shower and scrub it off, steam amplifying the copper stench until my airways are choking with it.
And then I dress for war.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Domestic Warfare
 
I’m wearing a cloak that smells like old lady. I smell like old lady. When I look down at my hands in the light of the risen sun, they’re darker and more leathery than I’m used to. The guards at the gate dismiss me as they let me pass; what harm could a little old lady in a cloak possibly do? But the ones past the gates shift nervously and heft their rifles. I assume those are the ones who know that, in a world where magic exists, old ladies in cloaks can be the scariest thing imaginable.
My crowbar swings silently against my leg under the cloak. My pockets are distressingly light, but I’m trying not to let it get to me—if my legs start shaking with adrenaline now, I’ll trigger the potion too early. I calm myself by going over the plan, everything Bautista and I relayed to each other when she met me in Joy’s apartment an hour ago. 
 
“What do you know about Nádasdy’s defenses?”
“She has a lot of mooks with guns. They’re under the command of the mercenary, Jax. Civilian, as far as I can tell, but he knows too much about magic to not be a threat. And a vampire—but last I heard she’d disappeared, and I don’t think she cares enough about her employers to come back.”
“Good. Put this on.” 
She shrugs a black cloak off her shoulders and hands it to me. It’s softer and thicker than my regular coat, but still comfortingly heavy to wrap around myself. 
“Whoever puts on that cloak is disguised as the last wearer. For you, that would be me.”
I stare at my hands, at the weird double vision of Bautista’s wrinkled skin overlapping mine. “Holy shit.”
I nearly startle at hearing the sentence come out in Bautista’s rasp.
“It’s ancient magic; don’t lose it,” Bautista continues. The conversation sounds so strange now, a jaded old woman talking to herself. “Do you have any other resources? Hexes, potions, wards, a gun…?”
“Uh, I’m not very good at guns. Shot myself in the foot first time I held one. Aim’s been shit ever since.” The toes of my right foot twitch and flex in painful remembrance. I hold up my crowbar where it’s hooked over my belt loop. “But I have this? I had some magic cupcakes too, but they’re all gone…”
“Ay, Dios mío,” Bautista mutters. “Don’t worry, I can help you with that, too.” She pulls a silver flask out of her crocheted shoulder bag. “Drink this. When push comes to shove, it will quicken the processes of your mind, allowing you to study your surroundings with precision and react to danger more quickly. It only lasts half an hour, so be careful not to trigger it until you truly need it.”
“How do I trigger it?”
“It will remain dormant until mixed with adrenaline. Pay attention to the time; your body will eject its poison at the end of the half-hour, right before it kills you.”
“Oh, cool."
She pops open the flask and hands it to me. I take a hearty swig, then immediately double over with my throat convulsing around the viscous, foreign lump. I struggle not to vomit for another minute, thumping my chest to try to get it down. “What the fuck is in this thing?” I sputter.
“I come from an old school of witches. You don’t want to know.”
I cough and gag until my eyes water. “Listen—hckk—lady, I spent eight months in Berlin destroying my gag reflex beyond all recognition. If I can’t swallow something you give me, that’s a godsdamned accomplishment.”
She chuckles, but the sound is empty. “Find Joy, Lee. Do what I couldn’t do, and bring her back home.” 
 
Entering the gate, I get a good look at Nádasdy’s mansion—it’s huge. I expected it to look kind of like a castle, but the front is dome-like with Grecian ivory columns. I’m forced to keep looking at it as I march up the paved path cutting through the impossibly big front lawn. I see no gardener or employee tending to the grass or the sky-high hedges surrounding it. Instead, there are guards after guards after guards in gray, dotting the hedges like particularly organized flies, all trying not to meet my eyes. Oh, wait, they’re watching the illusion of Bautista’s face fixed around the level of my chest. Height differences are weird when you factor in illusion potions. 
I have to round an enormous fountain to get to the building itself, and the statue of a twisting, hissing snake with four heads at its summit glares at me as I pass. Statues of roaring lions with eagle wings flank me as I take the steps up to the entrance. I shuffle slowly, partially to imitate Bautista’s unassuming, hobbling gait, and partially so as not to trip over the cloak. Jax is waiting for me at the entrance to the mansion, black shirt and black pants neatly ironed, hands cordially held behind his back, no weapons in sight. 
“Good evening, Madam Bautista,” he says, dipping his head without a hint of disrespect or sarcasm. It’s very classy, in a Hannibal Lecter-ish way. “You are here to see the mistress of the house?”
“You’re damn right I am,” I say, taking full advantage of my grumpy old woman voice. “Where is she?”
“In the library. I will escort you.” He leads me through the giant white double doors.
The inside of the place is a nice pastel blue, like a nursery, with golden accents on the ceiling and furniture. I notice again: no servants. Only guards. This place is enormous, and I doubt Nádasdy is the type to do all her cleaning herself. As I pass by the staircase, I swipe a discreet hand over the bannister; my fingertips come away dusty. So it’s not just today that the cleaning crew’s been missing. I wish I didn’t have such a clear idea of what happened to them.
Jax and I get into an elevator. It’s as swanky and shiny as a hotel elevator, just a bit smaller. As it glides upward, Jax winces, then rolls his shoulder and squeezes it with his other hand. I remember seeing him do that in the clinic, while talking to Lisa.
“Old injury?” I ask.
Jax grunts. “New one, actually. A maniac came out of nowhere and stabbed me in a parking garage.”
Something about that is pinging all my alarm bells, but I can’t process why—when I try, my brain loops the sound of a gunshot, the dead ginger’s back slamming into the kiosk door, gunshot, slamming into the kiosk door—and I have to tamp down my growing anger in case it activates Bautista’s potion. “Did you catch him?”
“No, bastard was quick. And all my men were on a lunch break, damn them.”
The elevator doors open at the third floor. This area is colored a combination of beige and maroon, creating a much darker atmosphere that suits Nádasdy better than the cutesy first floor did. The hallway is a sort of extended balcony, with doors on one side and an open railing on the other where you can lean over and see what’s going on below. The spiral staircase directly extends from this balcony-hallway; I catalog it in my mind as my emergency escape route. It’s not a great escape route, given that it’s narrow, easily blocked, and open to gunfire from literally every single angle, but it’s there. 
There are no guards on this floor, and at the end of the hall is a dark oak door. Jax pushes it open to reveal a gorgeous, wood-paneled library. The shelves are architectural feats, stretching up to the ceiling like pillars patterned with book spines. They bulge from the walls to the left and right, and on the wall directly facing me is an enormous, diamond-shaped window with its glass cut to imitate an actual jewel, throwing dazzling morning light onto the center of the room. Basking in that light is a long, luxurious couch with velvet cushions, flanked on either side by mahogany side tables. Nádasdy is sitting up against one arm of the couch. She’s in a comfortable black jersey dress with her long, raven hair loose over one shoulder, and she has a closed book held against her stomach. Her heeled slippers twinkle their golden embroidery at me from the carpet. She’s slow to turn to Jax and me, even though there’s no way she wasn’t told of my arrival.
The grace of the presentation shatters as Nádasdy’s upper lip curls, and the look she’s throwing at me sours like old milk. 
“Bautista,” she sneers, “What are you doing here?”
Jax leaves the room, closing the door behind him. I know he hasn’t really left; he’ll probably stay behind the door, listening for a commotion. Still, I ask, “Are we alone?”
“As alone as we’ll ever be, I suppose. What do you want?”
I glance around the library. There’s a polished wooden rocking chair in the corner with intricate swirls carved into the arms. I shuffle over and grab hold of it. “How’s it going with the bodies?” I say, dragging it across the floor. Nádasdy glowers at the twin furrows I’m creating in the carpet. “Have you found any clue as to the identity of our mass murderer?”
“It’s being taken care of. If you’re here to pry for details, you won’t get any out of me.” She reaches over to a side table to set down her book, moving calmly, betraying no tension. She’s got acting chops, I’ll give her that. 
I settle into the chair with proper old lady noisiness. “Tell me, Katlin, what would you have to gain from killing half the Council?”
“I could ask the same of you.” Damn, she didn’t miss a beat. Her eyebrow is arched, and again, she shows no hint of nervousness.
I scoff, shoving my feet against the floor to make the chair lurch. “Please, what would the deaths of Danovich and Sifri do for me? Bolster the zero assets I hold from my little hut in the woods? My only stake in this is my apprentice.” 
Nádasdy’s pinched face opens up with surprise. She swings her legs off the couch to face me directly. “The trailer trash? You expect me to believe this is about her?”
I stop rocking my chair. I’m suddenly incredibly self-conscious, both on Bautista and Joy’s behalves. “Why wouldn’t it be about her?”
Nádasdy’s Prussian blue eyes pierce mine. “Because you’re a bloodthirsty bitch, Bautista. You can hide behind that harmless facade all you want, but I remember what you did to Cain Meresti—what I helped you do to him.” My ears prick up like a dog’s. Figuratively. Physically, I maintain a stony face. “I sent him to you, gift-wrapped in zipties and duct tape, because back then I respected you. I respected how fiercely you protected what was yours—when I thought you were protecting something worthwhile. But the girl turned out soft, and you never pushed her to be anything more once you rescued her. What was the point of that, old crow?”
Nádasdy looks… genuinely puzzled. Disappointed, even. I…I don’t know what to do with this. What would Bautista say? I don’t know, so I speak my own mind.
“You had a child. You loved your child. How could you not understand?”
Nádasdy all but rolls her eyes, her posture slumping backward as her tone turns snappish. “I loved my child because he was a piece of me. He was a perfect genetic combination of my strengths, malleable, able to be built into a legacy. Your apprentice was none of that. That’s your problem, Bautista. You’re in love with weakness. You were the runt of the litter and so you love other defective products, and you would give up your own ambitions just to be old and soft for their benefit. Women like you disgust me.”
I’m bristling on Bautista’s behalf now. No wonder Castitae hates Nádasdy so much; she’s an ass to everybody. I know I really, really, really need to stay in character—but the words tumble from my lips. 
“If Miklos was so perfect, how do you justify murdering him?”
Nádasdy goes rigid, her face a perfect, blank mask. On that plastic mask, the eyes narrow by the barest fraction of an inch. “Now, where did you get that idea?”
I tilt my head, matching the lack of expression on her face. “A little bird told me.”
She snarls low, the sound like an approaching tornado. “And you would believe the word of a useless demon over everything you have ever known about me? You would believe I killed my son?”
Something—something’s not right. I mean, obviously, nothing right now is right, but—why would Nádasdy deny killing Miklos while admitting knowledge of Castitae in the same breath? And what the Hell is that emotion on her face, the one that’s pulling the corners of her mouth down and back in that trembling, tight grimace? This isn’t the crack in the wall I was looking for, but I keep picking at it anyway.
“Katlin, why lie to me, of all people? You know what I am capable of. We have history. You are the last person whose mind I want to force open. It doesn’t have to go that way, if you just tell me the truth and admit that you killed—”
She swarms out of her seat and backhands me. I’m so stunned by the utterly normal, utterly physical attack that I just sit there, digesting the sting. 
“You don’t get to judge me!” she’s screaming, looming over my seated form. Her face is curved like a bow, shaking with the effort of her resentment, lines forming under her eyes and on her chin like gouges in wood. “Not you! You couldn’t protect yours, either! You failed, too! You are not a better mother than me!”
As I exhale, my breath tickles the re-opened split in my lower lip. I breathe slowly, deliberately, feeling the way my chest tightens and my lungs refuse to deflate in regular intervals. Fear. Anticipation. Adrenaline. “Katlin,” I whisper. I’m getting that slimy feeling again, the one where I’m coming to understand things against my will. “It was an accident, wasn’t it?”
She screams a gut-wrenching, animalistic, pinned-prey scream and winds her arm back—and with the THUD of my heartbeat, the world slows. I see two individual tears drip from Nádasdy’s eyes to crawl down her cheeks, hear the strange scraping of her fingernails lengthening into talons. Icy sparks snap and crack on her palm like the frozen surface of a lake. Her hair floats as though suspended in water, and the light in her eyes shatters into facets, like the glittering diamond window above us.
I’d be transfixed by the sight, if I weren’t trapped between the arms of the rocking chair and Nádasdy’s frenzied attack. And I’m still scared, and kind of dumb. So I ram my forehead into her nose.
Blood spray in slow motion is so, so red. Nádasdy stumbles back, and I’m marvelously aware of how my chair rocks as I push off of it, my muscles working just a half-second faster, just a quick-twitch more efficiently. I get my cloak out of the way by flaring it out behind me, plant a foot on Nádasdy’s stomach, and shove.
Time speeds back up as she doubles over, a wheeze escaping her throat as she rockets back into the couch. Her momentum sends the couch tipping back—and dumps her onto the floor with her feet flying up, a kicked slipper flipping past like a cheerful dolphin. I’m almost too busy stifling my laughter to get my crowbar out. Then she surges back up with a screech, slamming her arms into the couch to send it sliding toward a bookshelf. 
Her next lunge is accompanied by the sound of smashing wood and heavy books toppling to the floor. I swipe my hand upward, a shield forming in its wake; she sidesteps it neatly and swings a claw-like hand. My mind traces the trajectory of her arm like a red, dotted line. I raise my crowbar to meet it, and the impact of bone on steel vibrates all the way down to my biceps.
I hear the click of a step outside—Jax. I didn’t see a gun on him, but he no doubt has one. How do I keep him from shooting me the second that door opens? A shield would only protect me from one or two shots, and it would leave me vulnerable to Nádasdy’s attacks. My thrown shards can’t travel as fast as a bullet. Bautista’s potion affords me time to think, and I come up with a brilliant, absolute dick of a move.
I tear the cloak off my shoulders and toss it over Nádasdy’s head. As she struggles, I dive for the wall beside the doorway. 
The door bursts open. “Katlin!” Jax shouts. With me hidden behind the open door, all he sees is Harrietta Lee, Hell-touched, excommunicated failure of a blood witch, trying so violently to rip off a black cloak that she’s tearing out her own hair.
Nádasdy manages to lose the cloak just as Jax pulls the trigger. She rears up in all her homicidal glory, shrieking bloody murder, a seeping hole showing an inch below her collarbone. Jax’s eyes widen, and I step low around the doorway and smash my crowbar into his kneecap.
His leg buckles and he stumbles, but doesn’t go down. I bring the crowbar down onto the back of his head. He falls to one knee and his gun goes off—once, twice, three times. Three times can’t be an accident, and I know for sure it’s not when I hear shouts coming from downstairs. Nothing summons a private army faster than gunshots.
I leap over his arm and over to Nádasdy, snatching the cloak off her writhing form. Jax is already getting back up; I won’t be able to get past him. There’s a door at the end of the room and I run for that instead, the cloak tucked under my arm. 
The door leads to a smaller library with downsized shelves, blue walls, a tiny rocking chair. Oh gods, it’s a kid’s library. This is where little Miklos learned how to read. I tear my eyes away, instead identifying the door that’ll take me back into the hallway and barreling through that. 
I exit into the hallway at the same time as Jax—staggering, he sees me, and I see him. A dozen booted feet thumpthumpthump up the stairs right below us. He raises his gun, and I raise a shield; the bullet ricochets harmlessly into the wall. 
“Kill the blood witch!” he roars as I race for the spiraling stairs. I tug the cloak onto my shoulders just as the first armed guard turns the bend. Only the guard’s eyes are visible under the brim of his helmet and the top of his balaclava, and I see the whites of them widen as he comes face-to-face with me—or rather, the image of his boss superimposed on me by the cloak. 
“Move, idiot,” I hiss in Nádasdy’s nasally tone.
He throws himself to the side so hard he nearly launches himself over the railing.
The rest of the guards give me a similarly wide berth, and I scurry down the steps so fast the cloak flares out behind me. I reach the foyer and keep power-walking, taking paranoid glances behind my back to watch for Jax and Nádasdy.
Think, think, think. Where is Nádasdy keeping the sacrifices? I do not sense the pressure of water and stone upon us, is what Castitae said. Water and stone. Where’s the last time I saw water and stone in this godsforsaken murder mansion?
Snake fountain.
I shuffle out into the courtyard, not liking how conspicuous I am in the black cloak among all this stupid green grass. I keep to the edges of the yard, and the few guards who see me only give passing glances. It almost feels like I’m hiding from the gaze of the four-headed snake statue, even though it remains inanimate on top of the churning fountain.
That’s when I see it: a tiny tool shed in the corner of the courtyard, nicely blended into the fence and just big enough to house, say, a staircase heading downward, or an elevator to an underground lair. My suspicions are supported by the complex passcode lock on the door. I creep over to it and see that it not only has keys with numbers, but all the letters of the alphabet as well. There’s no way a freaking tool shed has this much security. 
My fingers hover uncertainly over the keys. I type in M-I-K-L-O-S—the panel beeps angrily and flashes red. I try L-E-G-A-C-Y. No dice. A wave of inspiration strikes me; with a flourish, I punch in G-O-L-D-F-I-S-H.
The panel tells me to fuck off. 
“We’re almost there,” I hear Jax say, his voice floating over from the direction of the mansion. I don’t even look, I just dive into the nearest hedge—ow, ow, cut branches scraping my face, leaves up my nose, ow—and get in a position where I can see Jax and Nádasdy approaching through the small gaps between the leaves. Jax has Nádasdy’s arm pulled over his shoulders, and though he’s limping, he’s supporting Nádasdy as they painfully make their way across the grass. Nádasdy looks more pissed than in pain, and blood from her bullet wound is making the neckline of her dress hang heavy and dark. They stop. Nádasdy sinks to the grass as Jax goes to the tool shed—then walks right past it to the fence, where he clears away some brush to reveal a triangular sigil. He presses his hand to it and speaks the sentence, “Wear these bright jewels, beloved Beowulf,” in clear syllables. The dirt shifts and the grass sinks in a perfect square, revealing a staircase leading down into darkness. Nádasdy minces her way down first and Jax follows, letting her put her arm around him again, and the grass rises up to conceal the doorway once more. 
Oops. I guess sometimes a tool shed really is just a tool shed. 
I count to a whole minute before emerging from the hedge, plucking leaves and twigs off myself as I do. I find the spot on the fence with the sigil, but stop just before putting my hand on it. Will it recognize me as an intruder and not let me in? Can the cloak counteract that? Well, let’s see. I tie the neck of the cloak tight under my chin, press my hand against the sigil, and say, “Wear these bright jewels, beloved Beowulf,” in Nádasdy’s voice. 
The square on the ground opens back up, thank fucking gods. I hurry downward, trying to keep a good balance between stealth and urgency.
When I reach the bottom of the stairs, the hole above me closes up to leave me in utter darkness. Something heavy and alive brushes against my back—I whirl around, crowbar swinging. But just as the steel hook embeds itself in the dirt wall, lights blind me with their suddenness.
I spin blindly, trying to stay a threat to whoever’s in here with me. But when the black-green-purple blobs in my vision fade, the corridor yawns empty.
“Lilith?” I call haphazardly. No response. But my gut says she’s not who I was sensing. 
That’s not important right now. Right now, my priority is finding the human sacrifices. It would be great to find some definitive evidence of Nádasdy’s guilt, maybe even incapacitate her and Jax so they can’t cause anymore trouble, but the victims’ survival is first and foremost. 
I move quickly down the hallway. It’s tilted downward, and the floor transitions from hard-packed dirt to concrete a few yards in. My heart is still rabbit-thumping, and every step I take feels glacial. Damn it, this is not the time for the potion to be working so well. It’s a chore just to get five steps down the corridor, and then five more steps, and five more, and it’s like the tunnel is stretching out in front of me longer and longer the further I walk—
I emerge into the most lavish murder-chamber I’ve ever seen. 
Marble columns hold the place up, just like the outside of the mansion. The whole ceiling is alight, imitating an underground sky, and from that light hangs a hook—a big, industrial meat hook skewering an upside-down body in a white hospital gown. Chains wind around the corpse from the waist up to the ankles, neck slashed open as it dangles lifelessly. My heart leaps into my throat as I try to identify the dead face, but I can’t name its owner. Not Joy, not David, not Aden. That’s a good thing, I remind myself, it’s a good thing. Even if I feel a little guilty for indulging in that relief. 
Below the body is an enormous, square marble pit, filled with an even foot of blood. The pool is so stagnant it looks like solid, opaque glass.
“You shot me,” Nádasdy is hissing, sitting at the edge of the pit alongside Jax. Jax has one of his sleeves rolled up to his shoulder, showing a neat cut on his bicep. Nádasdy has her hand on the cut, bracing herself on Jax’s shoulder, as the other hand holds a bloody, six-inch combat knife.
“I didn’t know it was you, Katlin,” he says, wiping the site of Nádasdy’s bullet wound with a rag. “And, to be frank, you may have needed the shock. You were losing it, Kat. I didn’t hear everything, but I assume Lee found out about—”
“I didn’t kill him.” Nádasdy clutches Jax’s sleeve and presses her forehead into his chest, making him drop the rag. “She said I killed him, but that’s a lie, the bird lied to her, I didn’t kill him.”
Jax places a hand on her hair, more gently than I had thought him capable. His jaw twitches beneath a pale five o’clock shadow. “I know, love. I know.”
“The bird said sunset and sunrise, sunset and sunrise—I should, shouldn’t have—Jax, I felt it happen. We were killing and killing but it was so fast and so much, and when it stopped screaming for my blood I was so tired, I thought we had done enough, I let it slip from my fingers—but then I felt the hunger of it when it found my baby—my son—” Her voice collapses into muttering sobs, each word bleeding into the next in a low, desperate chant. “It was just a grab for power, it was just what anyone on the Council ever does… it wasn’t supposed to be anything more than that…”
“I understand, Katlin, I was there too. I should have stopped you.”
“I miss him so much… I want him back, I want him back—he can have sweets for dinner and drop his cello from the balcony and wear socks on his ears and I’ll read him the same inane book over and over again until he falls asleep just as long as he comes back—”
The knife in her hand bobs toward Jax, flashing uncertainly. Jax stops it with a quick grab, keeps it immobilized as Nádasdy claws scarlet trails down his other arm. “Katlin…”
She doesn’t even hear him. “If I stop now, this would all have been for nothing, do you understand? How could I do that to him? Let him die for nothing?”
“It won’t be for nothing. We just need to be steadfast—”
“We need to start the spell right now.”
Jax pauses. The grim set of his mouth never changes as he puts down the knife, picks up the rag, and dabs a sheen of sweat off Nádasdy’s forehead. “I thought we were going to find more sacrifices. For the next phase.”
The white of the room seems to seep into Nádasdy’s eyes, giving them a ghoulish glow. “There are no more phases, my love, there is only war and victory. What is the use of being careful, if we’re trying to gain absolute power?”
New wrinkles appear below Jax’s eyes. “Katlin—Katlin, you’re burning the match at both ends. You can’t do this at this pace, be this reckless. It won’t work like that.”
She cups his face in her hands, this manic, rubber smile etched onto her face. “I always forget that you aren’t a mage, my love. I keep showing you, don’t I? That the impossible is never impossible, that there are rules and ways to bend those rules, and you have known, we have always known, no one can stop me, no one can stop us. Who can stop us? Once we kill the Arbiter, who can stop us? It won’t matter if a pest like Lee sees what we are doing, it won’t matter if the world sees what we are doing, it will already be done. Or do you not believe I am strong enough?” The smile and the delicate hands tremble. “If you don’t believe me, who does?”
Jax’s head bows. He’s silent. I hold my breath, watching him, watching her watch him. Then he kisses the knuckles of her hand. “I believe you, love. I made you a promise, remember? To death and beyond.”
She curls up into him, like a snake, like a plume of smoke, like a puppy demanding cuddles. I can’t see her face, but her voice is euphoric.
“We are not going to die, my love.”
She grabs him by the collar and presses her lips against his, and within moments I’m seeing flashes of writhing pink tongue. My nose wrinkles in disgust—especially when Nádasdy pulls back to say, breathlessly, “We’ll have a daughter this time. Miklos was perfect, but we can still make better—we’ll have a daughter, and she will rule the world.”
She clambers to her feet, and I slip back into the corridor so as not to be seen. Peeking in small bursts, I see her kick off her slippers, tie one side of her skirt up to her waist, and step gingerly into the blood bath. She’s submerged up to about her calves. Jax stops for a moment to watch her go. Then he holsters his knife and steps around the pit, grabbing hold of the body dangling from the ceiling and pulling it away from the center of the room. The hook above slides across the artificial sky, and once Jax gets it into the corner, he starts undoing the chains so as to lower the body to the floor. 
Nádasdy rolls her head from one side of her shoulders to the other, chanting in what sounds suspiciously like French, eyes closed. The blood at her feet bubbles. I start to step forward, quietly at first. Then I see Jax turning toward me—I run, throwing off the cloak to get to my crowbar. Each step I take, my mind recalculates the best distance and angle with which to reach Nádasdy. The individual muscle strands in my arms tighten, and the crowbar extends naturally from my hands’ grip like an elongated limb. My pupils turn to pinpoints, letting me tunnel vision on Nádasdy’s shoulder blades, the broadest and easiest target. 
Jax is just watching me run, not even reaching for his gun or shouting to warn his girlfriend. Is the potion making me so fast he can’t keep up? But there’s no alarm in his eyes or even the barest beginning of a shocked expression. I can’t process why, and I’m still puzzling when I slam face-first into a magical barrier the color and thickness of bulletproof glass. 
I stumble back, landing first on my ass, then flat on my back. I’m dazed for a second—then I heroically spring back up and try again, ramming my shoulder into the barrier with my corrupted magic radiating out of me full blast. I bounce back like a tennis ball, both my pride and my palms stinging as they hit the floor. 
A pair of boots leisurely steps into my field of vision. I hear the muted click of a handgun’s safety being unlocked, and when I look up, I see Jax’s cold eyes from behind the barrel of his pistol. 
“You should be more careful about who has access to your blood,” he tells me, in a benevolently educational way. “I’ll admit, you had a good plan. A drop of your corruption in the pool would have spoiled the whole batch, and the spell would have backfired the way it did six days ago.”
I blink at him. “Okay,” I say, “to be really honest, I hadn’t thought that far ahead. But you’re right, that would have been a great plan.”
The radio at his hip cchhhkkkkkks to life. 
“We found the intruder!” someone is screaming. “She’s too fast, we need backup!”
Jax frowns. He keeps the pistol pointed as me as he unclips the radio and brings it to his mouth. “The intruder is right in front of me. Who are you seeing?”
The radio is having trouble keeping connection, either because of commotion on the other side or our underground location. “Brown-skinned woman in a white dress—long black hair—a tail—? She’s trying to get past the gates—have to cover the whole perimeter, she can climb—we’re keeping her back but we lost a man to a-a—a brick?”
Jax narrows his eyes, then looks down at me, the aim of his gun never wavering. My nose is pouring blood from smashing into the barrier, and my stomach is suddenly a whirlpool of burning acid. But I push myself up off the marble, just far enough for Jax to see the sigil glowing on my stomach, and grin so wide my cheeks hurt.
“Your girlfriend’s not the only one who deals with demons, Jacky boy,” I say. “If you don’t want my girlfriend to GPS this exact location and crash the party, you need to put that gun away.” 
And I puke all over the floor.
For a second, I think he’s not going to believe me. But he moves the gun to the side, just by a few inches. The sigil stops glowing. I wipe saliva and foaming bile off my lip with the back of my hand as the radio turns on again.
“Intruder is no longer visible. Should we pursue?”
“No.” Jax says immediately. “Leave her be, go back to patrolling the perimeter. Report any further suspicious activity.”
I twist backward to look at Nádasdy through the barrier. Nádasdy has her arms raised, the blood at her feet now arcing up to the ceiling in eleven surprisingly graceful spires. I want to think of a plan, of a way to save the Arbiter, anything, but all my brain can process is the weird aesthetic elegance of the moment. 
“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” I hear Jax say quietly behind me, holstering his gun. I squint at him, then back at her. 
“I mean, she’s too insufferable for my taste, but whatever you say.”
Jax stabs me in the hand.
“SHIBALGESEKKI!” I scream. Jax is already wiping the blood off on his pants, and I holler some more and clutch my hand as he hauls me upright by the back of my collar. I don’t realize he’s checking my stomach sigil until he lets go of my shirt and claps me on the back. 
“Your demon isn’t alerted unless you’re being fatally threatened. Stop being a nuisance, and I’ll grant you a quick and painless death once this is over.” 
He turns his back to me with an insulting nonchalance. But my eyes detect the smallest, scabbed-over needle mark on the nape of his neck.
“Hey, Jacky boy,” I say. “You’re a real bad boyfriend, you know that?”
He doesn’t dignify that with a response, just continues walking away. 
“Now that Lisa’s gone, where are you going to get the drugs to keep that terminal illness in check?”
He stops. His eyes don’t go to me, but to Nádasdy behind me. Nádasdy’s raised arms falter a little, and she starts to turn. 
“Jax?” she says. 
I jump onto Jax’s back and clamp my teeth onto his ear. 
He curses and sinks his knife into my thigh—I scream through my teeth, and jerk my head backward. The grip of my jaws stays strong and the flesh tears surprisingly easily, like a hundred overlapped layers of wet tissue paper—and then I’m still on Jax’s back, close to falling, with the folds of a severed human ear against my lips and tongue. Jax twists to shake me off, trying to elbow me in the side; I aim my face at Nádasdy, and I spit the ear as far as it’ll go. 
It lands in the bloody pit, bobs a little, and floats back up. All around it, the blood ripples, then blackens, and then the inky color spreads rapidly in a near-perfect circle.
Jax hasn’t noticed it yet. He throws himself backward into the magical barrier, trapping me between it and him, squeezing the breath from my lungs. The pain in my thigh flares up, and I drop to the floor in a heap of limbs. A hand grabs me by the back of the neck—and slams my face into the barrier. And does it again. And again. Vaguely, I realize I must look like a pigeon flying into a window—but through the blood running into my vision and my swelling eyelids, I see the blackening corruption reach one of the eleven spires. As the corruption creeps up the spire, it falters, then rains down in a gloopy shower that splashes all of Nádasdy’s left side. 
Nádasdy screams. The same happens to another spire. “NO!” she screeches. “NO! NO NO NO!” She turns, stumbling with her feet still in the blood—it’s not just blood anymore, it’s thicker and stickier, clinging to her legs and trying to drag her back in—and her eyes are so wide her waterlines are showing. 
“Katlin!” Jax bellows, running for her—and crushing my hand beneath his boot along the way, ow. 
“Jax!” Nádasdy screams in turn, reaching for him, just as the skin of her face splits from forehead to cheek and and pours out a waterfall of blood. 
The oily black surges up to meet the torrent, like it’s hungry for it, desperate for it—the spell needs eleven people’s worth of pure blood and it now has absolutely none—and Nádasdy’s face splits again, across the nose, lips and chin, through one eye—the rest of her body is criss-crossing with cuts too, and she’s so covered in red that I can’t see the pale of her skin.
“KATLIN!” Jax’s voice breaks, his hands closing around her shoulders, trying to haul her out of the tub and staunch the wounds at the same time. “KAT—”
Nádasdy slashes her talon-like nails across his throat. 
He’s still gurgling as she desperately claws at him, her nails catching on the fabric of his shirt as she opens gash after bloody gash in his chest. The spell slices through her hands—two of her fingertips fall off and disappear into the pool. She stops clawing, just sinks what remains of her fingers into the wounds she’s opened in Jax’s flesh, groaning in a hoarse, scratching, gurgling voice distorted by blood and torn vocal cords.
“Take him, not me… take him, not me… take him… take… him…”
She drags Jax’s body down with her as she slumps into the pit, and the living oil wells up to swallow both of them. Some of it splashes out of the pool in long, ropy clumps, like appendages foraging for more food. One of them crawls in my direction, flailing back and forth, like it’s sniffing out my body heat—I skid in a half-circle, plant both feet on the invisible barrier, and shove myself away. The black tentacle shrinks back, flopping feebly back into the pool with an air of disappointment.
The corrupted blood starts to simmer down, revealing scraps of clothing; the knotted hem of Nádasdy’s dress, the drenched sleeve of Jax’s shirt. I turn away before more is uncovered. I don’t know what’s going to be left of Jax and Nádasdy, and frankly, I don’t need to find out. There’s just no point in having certain images in your mind. 
I push myself up into a sitting position, and it takes so many more steps than usual. I have to untangle my legs, one of which, oh, look, still has a knife stuck in it. And then I have to anchor myself with the hand that also got grievously stabbed. But I can’t call the Council just yet—I have to find them first. The sacrifices. I need to look each of them in the face, in the eye, until I see the three I’m looking for—Aden. David. Joy.
I spy my crowbar on the floor a good three feet away. I make it my new project, inchworming over on one leg and one hand and getting a good grip on it. That energizes me, the familiarity of the object—and the discovery of a distinct, trapdoor-shaped outline built into the floor. 
I try to stick my crowbar into the crack, but the crevice isn’t deep or wide enough. I try to chip at it, but the crowbar just CLANG CLANG CLANGs against the marble. I almost scream in frustration before I notice a triangular sigil right under my nose at the center of the hatch, identical to the one that opened up the entrance to this murder cave.
As soon as I press my hand into the sigil, the outline of the door glows orange, and the whole square slides to one side. One of my arms falls in and I almost tumble the rest of the way into the hole, but I catch myself on the lip. 
I peer in, my eyes adjusting to the difference in light. There’s a scramble of movement, like enormous rats scurrying for cover—but a few human faces shine up at me, perfectly still. I clear my throat. 
“Hello?” I say, finding my voice hoarse. “Hi, um—are you guys okay?”
Dumb question, I realize. Or maybe not, because one of the faces opens its mouth and says, “You’re…you’re not them.”
“No, I’m not. Actually, ‘them’ is dead. The people who were killing you guys, they’re gone for good.”
The face’s eyes shine. “Really?” I hear the emotion echoed in a growing chorus of whispers, and more faces show up—Really? They’re gone? Is someone really here for us? Did someone finally come for us?
I clear my throat again. “Yeah, you’re okay, you’re going to be okay. It’s going to take a few hours to process you guys when I call the authorities, but I promise they’re faster than regular cops, and I promise you’re all going home within a day, okay? You’re all going to be okay. I’m going to find a ladder or something so you can get out— but first, is Aden there? His mom sent me…”
“My mom?” Someone races into the light. He looks up and there he is, Aden Powers in a white hospital gown, glasses crooked and a few green-black bruises fading on the side of his face, but he’s here and alive and his hopeful grin echoes the one from his photo perfectly. “Did you say my mom sent you?”
I can’t help smiling back. “Yeah, your mom, Tricia. She’s worried sick, kid, you gave her a really good fucking scare.” I look around. “Hey, just two more people I gotta ask for—Joy and David, are they in there? Joy Gillian, David… crap, can’t remember his last name, but he’s a great cook, his fiancée’s waiting for him, and Joy, she’s my best friend—she’s tiny, bright red hair, have you guys seen her?”
The survivors look around, whispering amongst themselves. 
“David? Isn’t that you?”
“No, I’m not David, I’m Dale…”
“Joy?”
“No...”
Some more questions are asked and answered. They all turn to face me, and Aden shakes his head. 
“I’m sorry, the people you’re looking for aren’t here. And none of us have seen or heard of them.”
Numb. Something in me just goes numb. And then my stomach caves in on itself, and I want to scream just to feel something, anything else—but I can’t, because there are one, two, three-four-five, six survivors staring up at me right now, and they need to know everything’s going to be okay. 
I crack another grin, although this time I don’t feel it. “Alright,” I say, looking around, “now where’s that damn ladder at?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Dissatisfaction
 
When the Council arrives, they find two more corpses hidden beneath a trapdoor on the other side of the murder-chamber. One of them belongs to Nádasdy’s butler—ex-butler, I suppose. The other belongs to a mother of three who was out walking the dog when Jax’s men yanked her off the street. The dog managed to run all the way home, at least.
Three cheers for silver linings.
I’m on house arrest again. Sort of. The Council knows by now that Bautista’s been helping me leave my apartment, but they also know I just saved the Arbiter’s hide. They had their healers fix my stab wounds, but I haven’t gotten anything more in the way of compensation. Oh, and I heard the Arbiter’s fine; she had some bloating over dinner, but it stopped soon enough to be chalked up to bad gas. 
I saved her life—but I guess that just makes us even, given that she saved mine. Even if she hadn’t, there’d be no use in having her owe me; you can’t call in favors from the most neutral party in the world. Pity, that. She could have helped me figure out what the fuck is going on.
I’m on my knees on the floor of my living room, scrubbing and scrubbing and scrubbing, my arms burning with the effort. I’ve been at this for at least an hour now, and the rough material of my sponge is probably doing irreparable damage to the hardwood. But the blood’s not coming out. I know, rationally, that it’s been too long since the stuff got between the floorboards, and I’ll have better luck asking Luce to draw it out with magic than trying to get at it myself with dish detergent. But the smell, the smell is what’s been killing me. It didn’t bother me before I came back from Nádasdy’s mansion, but now… I’m keeping my mouth shut but it’s like the coppery tang in the air is crusting around my nostrils and ears, filming over my eyeballs. I just can’t fucking stand it.
My elbow buckles under me, and I nearly fall face-first into the soapy floor. I flop onto my back instead, arms out to my sides, stress-sweat soaking through my shirt, the ceiling light battering my retinas. Thoughts I don’t want to think are circling around my head like vultures. Is it possible Joy’s body was cremated before I got to the mortuary? No, she was kidnapped just days ago, and the mortician said they hadn’t been toasting bodies since Thursday. So where is Joy?
Not to mention David is still missing too. The timeline makes it plausible for him to have been killed and cremated before my arrival on the scene… but then the way in which he was taken doesn’t make sense. He was snatched off the street like Aden, but that was way before the night of the first Council attack, and his route from workplace to home was nowhere near Nádasdy’s fake clinic and Lisa’s vampiric grabby-hands. Nothing adds up.
At least Aden’s okay, I remind myself, awkwardly climbing to my feet. The kid was talking the whole way to the Council safehouse. Most of the other survivors were chattering with him; even the quieter ones were smiling, bundled up in shock blankets with tranquility charms woven into their patterns. It sounded like that murder pit was a real bonding experience for the six of them. I hope the Council lets them remember one another when they get back home and have to really face their trauma.
There’s tingling static in my right arm, and I can’t feel the fingers at the end of it. I shake it out, perplexed. Oh, right. Freaky nerve damage from Nádasdy’s attack during the trial. I curl my hand into a fist, but can’t feel the movement at all. I walk over to the wall and punch it. No feeling. 
In the movies, they always say that not knowing is the worst part. Gods damn them, the stupid fucking movies are right. 
I punch the wall again.
The vulture thoughts return. Where is Joy? 
Punch again. I’ve split open two knuckles, and they’re itching vaguely. 
Would it be better for her to be dead? Or suffering, but alive?
Punch again; there’s blood on the wallpaper. 
Will I ever know, either way?
My forearm is aching in a weird icy-hot way, but at least I can feel my fingers again. I fish a T-shirt out of the closet and wrap it around my fist. Then I sit down at my desk, put my face in my hands, and scream. Maybe the noise can drown out the questions in my head, let out the pressure threatening to pop open my ribcage. There’s nothing I can do. Nothing but… wait. Hope. Pray. Pray that, maybe in a world where magic does exist, the universe gives a flying fuck about the people you care about. Pray that miracles do happen.
A pencil nudges my elbow. 
I stop screaming and stare at it. It slides an inch to my left, then rolls off the desk. I sigh.
“Leave me alone, Junhyun, this isn’t the time.”
He howls around me like a trapped storm, the intensity of his voice stunning me. He’s never been this loud with me, not since the first time we met. “Go back to your mom, okay?” I say, raising my voice to be heard above the din.
A face of smoke rushes at me from across my desk—I startle, rearing back. Junhyun puts his hands up in apology, but his agitation shows in the glitching, jerky displacement of his fingers.
People keep coming in past the wards.
I wave my hand at him, blurring the outline of his shoulder. “I know, I let the vampires in earlier. And I’m still working on a way to keep Lilith out, okay? Just be patient, I’ll put your mom up at a hotel if you’re so worried, I have other stuff to deal with right now—”
He slams the desk with both hands, and every object on it jumps by an inch.
PEOPLE KEEP COMING IN PAST THE WARDS, DANGEROUS PEOPLE KEEP COMING IN—
“I know, you stupid son of a bitch!” I scream back in Korean, lurching out of my chair to lob a mug of pencils across the room. “I know! I know everything you’re telling me, so shut up!” Just for good measure, I get up in his face and add in English, “Get out of here or I’ll bind you to the fucking toaster!”
I’m nose-to-hypothetical-nose with Junhyun, so close that I can see my breath fog as it enters the cold zone of his body. How… how does a face with no eyes look that hurt? Fuck. I’m being way too harsh for no good reason. But as I open my mouth to apologize, Junhyun steps backward, and sinks through the floor.
The room becomes warmer, but it feels emptier, lonelier. I can’t speak out loud for fear that my voice will echo back at me. So I sit back down at my desk. 
Numbness. The top of my head is all warm and fuzzy, like I’ve managed to push my troublesome emotions up to where my brain won’t have to deal with them. The vultures are frozen like a painting, still there, but I can walk away and they won’t follow me. I could use this headspace to get something done. Be productive. Well, I told Junhyun I’d work on the anti-Lilith ward. It’s as good a project as any. 
I roll my chair around to face the windows behind me. I run a finger along the sill, over the pieces of clay embedded into the wood, the carved sigils in their surfaces black from the blood I used to activate them. Demons can’t hurt humans. Ergo, demons can’t get past wards with fragile chunks of human soul suspended in them like tripwires. Lilith is a demon for sure; her contracts bind me in ways that wouldn’t be possible without the backing of Hell. Lilith can get past demon wards. Lilith can drop bricks on the heads of random humans she’s never met in her life.
Hang on. Lilith isn’t affected by the “no harming humans” rule. Which means she can hurt humans all she wants. She can hurt me all she wants. 
Which means I can hurt her. 
I sit and stare out the window, completely floored, for a good five minutes. How did I not see it before? There is literally nothing, nothing stopping me from zapping Lilith with the most basic electric fence of a ward. Sure, she might get mad about it and beat the crap out of me, but unlike other demons, she was capable of doing that anyway. And no matter what, it would win me the bet. 
You’re like a goldfish when it comes to trouble… you never know when to stop pissing people off.
And I’m about to piss her off. Big time.
But what have I got to lose?
I get on my hands and knees in front of the bookcase, hauling out brick-thick volumes I haven’t touched in a year. I toss away the ones about self-important English occultists; Aleister Crowley, John Dee… no, Merlin’s not what I need either. I want to go with something classic, something with all-ages appeal. I keep flipping until I find the full, two-page spread showing the Forty-four Seals of Solomon. 
They’re a good start to what I want to accomplish—a good start, but not the entirety. For one thing, the Seals of Solomon are old as fuck, and you can’t apply them to modern contexts without at least some knowledge of Hebrew. But I can use them as a template, along with an ancient language that I do have elementary proficiency in. That’s the kind of stuff Johanna used to do: revamping old magics, having the knowledge with which to blow the dust off ancient artifacts and rituals. As I crouch in front of the bookshelf again, I quietly hope that she’s proud of me.
The books I pull out next have floppy, plasticky covers with cartoon characters scurrying across their bright surfaces. They’re Korean Hanja workbooks that I first learned from when I was six, Hanja being ancient Chinese characters that were ascribed Korean pronunciations and eventually simplified into Hangul, the Korean written language. I was never good at Hanja; my parents made me take the national standardized test for it when I was in middle school, and I promptly crushed their dreams by failing the first level. I didn’t even think to get back into it until my apprenticeship with Johanna—but why would I chant exorcisms in Latin when there’s an ancient language I’m already familiar with?
Back at my desk, I pore over a simplified chart of the Seals of Solomon, marking the ones that may prove useful. “Seal Three: protection against enemies and evil spirits lingering around one’s person and home.” Check. “Seal Six: protection against earthly danger.” Ha, that’s a good one, given that I’m making an earthly ward to keep a Hellish visitor out of my home. “Seal Eleven: victory in any kind of argument or battle.” That fits this particular context, as I’m trying to win a bet. “Seal Thirty: protection of the home as well as treasures and possessions.” Yes, thank you. Gotta keep Lilith from going through my sex toy drawer again.
“Seal Thirty-six: enables the owner to see others as they really are.”
That one gives me pause. To see Lilith for who she really is… that’s what I wanted out of this whole contract, wasn’t it? To know her real name. I pen three little stars next to that seal. That’s going to be the center of my ward, the keystone that holds it all together. 
I can’t help but laugh a little at this whole situation. Seals of fucking Solomon. Demons have known how to counter this shit for centuries. I just happen to be dealing with the one demon who thinks she’s above all that, and that arrogance is going to be my victory. I love outsmarting people; I don’t get to do it often, which is why it’s such a treat.
I sketch the bare bones of the seals out onto some printer paper, then open up the Hanja books. The character for fire is easiest to find, and I remember learning it as a kid, being told to think of it as the shape of a campfire. Other characters for simple elements: lightning. Forceful resistance. That’s the easiest part; then comes the combinations of four characters to signify whole new concepts, linking the seals together with those, making one cohesive ward out of them instead of just some pretty shapes. 
I haven’t studied this hard since I was an apprentice. Squinting at the tiny Chinese and Korean letters, marking them, and jotting them down with notes is a mind-numbing chore. But that’s good. I need mind-numbing right now. 
Boy, if I thought finding the right characters was difficult, writing them is worse. I use a clay tablet for the main piece, for Seal Thirty-six. Then I cut four pieces of leather out of some grody old shoes, and I use the leftover material to practice painting the seals with a brush and black acrylic paint. 
Wrong, says a voice on the wind. 
I blink and look up. “Huh?”
The brush is nudged in my hand, rubbing out the little accent over the rectangle I just painted.
Accent on other side, another line. Writing ‘big’ instead of ‘loss.’ Want ‘shil,’ not ‘dae.’ 
“Oh—thank you.” I chew on my lip. I don’t know where to look, so I look straight ahead, hoping I’m making some semblance of eye contact. “Hey, I’m really really sorry I blew up at you.”
Junhyun doesn’t say anything, but the shell of my left ear goes cold. I picture him curled up in a slowly spinning ball next to my head, like an ethereal parrot on a pirate’s shoulder.
“Do you know Hanja?” I ask him, turning slightly.
Know Chinese. And French, and Russian. Studied to work for UN.
“And Korean and English. Five languages in total… shit, that’s impressive. Could you help me with this?”
Sounds fun.
And he materializes on my desk, stretched sideways in the “draw me like one of your French girls” pose from Titanic. He may not have a face, but the set of his shoulder is definitely conveying a smirk. I flick him on his not-nose for that. 
The work goes much faster with Junyun at my side. We sit beside each other at the desk, him poking me with writing utensils whenever he needs me to flip a page.
When we finally figure out the design, the blueprint consists of five separate sheets of paper and a whole lot of scribbled notes. I get to work carving Seal Thirty-six into the clay tablet, then painting the other seals into the leather pieces. Junhyun is a grueling instructor, and he doesn’t hesitate to put a cold spot—i.e., his hand—right through my face anytime I fuck up a character. Once I’m finished, I place the clay tablet in the center of my desk, then the leather pieces at the west, east, south, and north positions, each an exact distance from the clay tablet. I study my work with pride, Junhyun making fluttery distortions in the air from the other side of the desk, just as eager to see the finished product. 
Will it work? he asks.
“I’ll find out. Eventually, I’ll find out.”
And then no more strange people.
“Not unless I let them in, no.”
For a second, I consider not using the ward. Because it’s… mean-spirited, I guess? But why does that matter? Lilith is plenty mean-spirited. She splashed blood in my eyes for funsies. She threatened to mount my head on a plaque in Hell. She reached for the popcorn while I got ventilated in a parking garage.
She tried to save an innocent life. 
I scuff my foot against the floor and clear my throat. “Hey, uh, Junhyun? I have a weird question. Do you think I should maybe… not use this?”
Junhyun doesn’t blink with his eyes, he doesn’t have any. But his whole face shutters open and close. 
…What?
“I mean—not to discount your help on this, I super duper appreciate it, but… I don’t know, I just—I don’t think Lilith is actually dangerous. So really, if I use this, I’m just doing it to win a bet, and I mean—I don’t know if I should prioritize that right now? It’s kind of complicated—”
Afraid she won’t fuck you again?
“What? Nooo, noo-o-o that’s not what I meant—but I mean, actually, that’s a very good point, if I win the bet and she gets sulky about it, she may not want to—”
Bzz. Bzz. Bzz. Bzz. 
I stop and squint. “Are you making that sound?”
No?
My vibrating phone almost drops off the edge of my desk; I catch it just as it falls. I don’t recognize the number before I take the call.
“Hello?” 
Junhyun waves and floats airily through the ceiling, giving me privacy.
“Harry?” says a whispery voice.
“Nikki, what is it?”
“Did you get him? The one I marked, the guy who tried to take Isabella?”
All my excitement over the ward plummets in an instant. I drop heavily into my chair. “He’s dead, Nikki. His own girlfriend got to him before I even thought to make him talk about Joy. I’m so sorry.”
“He’s… dead?” None of the shock or sadness or even anger I expect are present in Nikki’s voice. “But… no he’s not.”
My eyebrows do a tango. “What?”
“The guy who broke into Isabella’s apartment. He’s not dead. I would know if he was. Marked for death, remember? It’s a banshee thing.”
“Then—what—”
Jax. Jax is dead. But the man who attacked Isabella and Nikki, the one that led me into a deathtrap in that parking lot and framed Jax by stabbing him in the shoulder—he’s alive. Because it was never Jax who tried to kidnap Isabella. Never Jax who took Joy, or even David, or any of the people who were being targeted for magical capabilities. 
Someone else. Someone else this whole time—Nádasdy didn’t give a flying fuck whether her sacrifices had magical potential. This stranger, this shadow figure, he was the one—
My cell phone rings again. I snatch it up without checking the caller ID.
“Hello?”
“Lee,” says Bautista’s raspy voice. 
“Bautista!” Words spill from my mouth. “It was never Nádasdy who took Joy, it was someone else, it was someone else this whole time and they’re still out there and Joy is still alive—”
“That’s what I called about,” Bautista says, interrupting me. Her voice is crackling with bursts of emotion, contained only marginally better than my own. “He just struck again. Your demon expert, Samael was his name? He’s been kidnapped.”
I can’t bring myself to speak. Then my face stretches into a painfully wide smile.
“How do you know he’s gone?”
“An employee of his, a man who owns a bar in the East Village, called the disappearance in to the Council.”
I’m already standing up off my chair, reaching for my coat—whoops, don’t have that anymore. “Is he still at his bar?” I stuff my keys into my back pocket as I hurry across my apartment.
“Yes. Stacy can give you a ride.”
I pause next to the kitchen counter. “…Stacy?”
“Short, baseball cap that changes logos, British accent, sitting outside your door.”
“Her name is Stacy?” I almost cry laughing right then and there.
I march to the front door and slam it open “Stacy!” I shout, looking around. 
“What?” The baseball-capped Enforcer hollers back from a plastic chair to my right, throwing an open newspaper to the floor. Then, “How the bloody hell do you know my name?”
 
***
I push open the door of The River Sticks, hearing the newly fixed bell tinkling as I enter. The bar is empty right now, and the starkness of the daytime somehow makes it look even shabbier. The bartender from earlier is behind the counter, fiddling with something on the shelf with his back turned to me. He’s wearing a black band of some kind that cuts across the back of his head. I stride toward him. 
“Hey,” I say, “you’re the one who called in Samael’s disappearance, right? I’m here to help. Where—”
The bartender turns to face me, and his face is elongated in a black rubber snout ending in a bulky cylinder. His eyes are almost totally obscured behind huge glass circles, and the sight reminds me of Nikki’s eerie black eyes in banshee form. In his hands is a shiny balloon the size and shape of a ripe apple. I hear him take a long, placid breath through the filter on his face. He holds up a needle with his other hand, and pops the balloon open.
Yellow gas goes everywhere. A cough rips itself from my throat. And then the coughs won’t stop coming, making mini-explosions in my throat even when I close my mouth. My cheeks run warm with tears. My limbs are growing leaden, and as my knees buckle, I see the bartender calmly adjusting his gas mask.
My eyelids are sticky. The world around me rattles as my head hit the floor, painlessly. There’s sounds at the very edge of my consciousness—the creaking of door hinges. Then light, happy tinkling, like laughter into the void.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
Don't Be a Killjoy
 
I wake up chained to a table with my tits out, and not in the fun way. My sigil is blazing like an upended set of headlights, easily outshining the trio of dim, circular lights embedded into the ceiling of whatever dank basement I’m in. Sharp barbs dig into the crown of my head. There’s a repetitive, sssssking noise; blinking through the crusty wetness in my eyes, I turn my head to the source of the sound.
He’s standing by a counter at the wall, sharpening a small, round knife on a whetstone. I let my head thunk back onto the cold metal table, chuckling weakly.
“Shibalsekki. Of course it was you.”
The scraping stops. Samael turns just barely enough for me to see the glint in his eye. Then he goes back to his knife. 
I try to strain upward, but the chain pinning my neck to the table stops me short. When I sink back onto the table, my open shirt creasing uncomfortably under my shoulder blades, the back of my head is assaulted with a dozen tiny daggers arranged in a line. I must be wearing a crown of brambles. Squinting, I see a body slumped in the dark corner, a band of metal glinting on its lifeless left hand. David.
“Where’s Joy?” I croak. “What did you do with her?”
Samael’s voice is as skeezy as ever. “Took her blood, as I’ve taken the blood of countless other mages. I would have drained her dry, if I’d been able to replace her with your friend in the wheelchair. But I had to prolong her use over a few more days.”
That means Joy is still alive—my heart leaps in my chest.
Samael snorts, like he’s reading my thoughts. “You should be more worried about yourself right now.”
“Why?” I try to sit up, the heels of my boots skidding against the table’s surface, and accidentally choke myself on the chains again. “What’re you going to do, use me for another half-baked blood power ritual? You know even Nádasdy wasn’t stupid enough to try that, right?”
Samael doesn’t respond. I lick my chalky lips. Talk, talk, keep him talking. “Did you know what Nádasdy was up to?”
Samael drops the knife in a bucket; the liquid inside sizzles menacingly. “Somewhat. I knew enough to distract you from my actions by drawing attention to hers—knifing her lapdog to lead you to him instead of me, that was an inspired bit of improvisation. But otherwise, her work didn’t interest me. The Council is shaken, the Council falls, the Council is usurped. None of it matters to me.”
“Why did you let me go up against her? You obviously wanted me alive, and she meant to kill me on sight. What if I didn’t make it back from that mansion?”
“But you did, didn’t you?” He approaches with light, easy steps, and I have to resist the urge to jerk away. He tugs on the chains at my wrists, testing their strength. The damp air chills my exposed torso, and that chill becomes a crawling, insectoid sensation every time he reaches for me. “Even if I hadn’t been there, watching out for you, your darling guardian demon would have protected you. I had faith. Besides, my reservoir was running low after that pathetic excuse of a banshee prevented me from taking the sonar witch. Nádasdy, the poor bitch, spilled quite a bit of blood from that bullet hole in her chest. Her magic is really the only thing keeping me going right now.”
I recall the presence I felt in that underground corridor, the one I correctly identified as not-Lilith. Godsdammit.
“Where’d you get a crown of thorns?”
Rude tugs at the manacles on my legs. “That lovely Scandinavian boyfriend of Nádasdy’s. Jax, was it? What a pitiful death that was. He had so much potential, and he wasted it all on something he believed was love. Live as long as I have, and you know love is a sham.”
I squint at him as he approaches the side of the table again. “How old are you?”
He spreads an arm wide, a placid smile on his face. “Take a guess.”
I run the numbers in my head. “Two hundred years?”
“Five hundred twenty-three.”
My eyes widen. “What the fuck are you?”
“Human. Simply… prolonged.”
My surprise turns to anger. “Immortality through mage blood,” I spit. “You’re too chicken to die like the rest of us and too proud to go vampire.”
Samael shrugs, turning back to the counter. “Vampirism doesn’t suit my needs. Why would I choose to live as a shell of myself, suspended in darkness and decay for all eternity, forced to submit to the Council’s monitoring like some petty criminal on parole?” He jostles the bucket where he dropped the knife; I hear the violent popping of bubbles, droplets splashing to the floor. He picks up a heavy, medieval-looking pair of tongs from the counter. “Besides, when I took the demonic contract to acquire the immortality spell, I also agreed not to relinquish my humanity. It was a trap, I realized about a century in. I thought the spell would sustain me forever, making death and damnation a distant, irrelevant prospect. But not even demons can guarantee forever.” He plunges the tongs into the bucket. The liquid hisses like an enormous animal, steam rising up with the odd smell of vinegar. Samael talks and fishes around in the bucket at the same time. “I’ve developed an immunity to the spell. It still gives me life, but not as much as it used to, and it takes more blood every time.”
I bang my head against the table, this time in deliberate frustration. “The stupid fucking combat trials. You tested every single mage who came to you, to measure their worth as magic fucking Botox.”
The tongs emerge from the bucket, the dripping, round-bladed knife held triumphantly between them. The silver metal has turned a wickedly golden hue. Samael picks up a cloth and lovingly presses the knife into it, swaddling it the way one would a baby in a blanket. 
“When you first came to me a year ago, reeking of cheap booze and other women’s perfume, I almost put my blade through your eye instead of your hand out of sheer annoyance. Your blood was corrupted beyond all usefulness to me, and you wouldn’t even pay for my services with some light information gathering—by all accounts, you shouldn’t have survived our first meeting. But I let you off the hook because you were interesting enough, and I saw a bit of myself in you. We’ve both been burned by Hell, after all. So imagine my surprise when you showed up again a few days ago, all cleaned up, sober, and scrappy, carrying that wonderfully intriguing tattoo from your… pet.”
His oil-slick gaze is directed at the sigil on my abdomen. I scowl, even as my stomach turns. “She’s not my pet, asshole.”
“Isn’t she?” He leaves the cloth-wrapped knife on the table next to my head, where I can’t resist the urge to stare at it. “Trailing you on your errands. Guarding you from strangers. Warming your bed. It would be interesting to employ her as a proper bodyguard. Do you know how claims work in Hell?”
“I assume you’re about to tell me.”
“When a demon has rightfully claimed a soul, no other demon can lay their grubby little paws on it without the owner’s permission. Of course, like all laws, this one can be circumvented. Through extended torture or simple death, a demonic owner can be… convinced to surrender their claim over a soul. But if the supposed property could control the owner… prevent them from lowering those protections under any circumstance…”
“You can’t control demons, Sam-I-Am. Much less Lilith.”
“I can imprison her. Lock her away from anyone who would try to reach me through her. I would be untouchable.”
I laugh deliriously, clicking my tongue. “And that’s where you’re wrongity-wrongity-wrong, pal. Lilith can’t be imprisoned. She can’t be warded against. Believe me, I’ve tried.”
“And you’ve succeeded.”
I frown. “I don’t know what you’re—”
Samael slams a sheaf of papers onto my stomach, making the breath oof out of me. As I cough, ribs aching, the papers shift off of me and I see them for what they are: the blueprints I drew up in my apartment before coming back to the bar.
“Congratulations on your working model,” he says. 
Now’s when real panic stops up my breath and quickens my heartbeat. “How—how did you get those—”
People keep coming in past the wards.
If I weren’t chained down, I’d bury my face in my hands. Junhyun wasn’t worried about Lilith or the vampires being in my apartment, he was watching Samael watch me in my own damn home. I owe him so many apologies… if I end up dead, I guess I’ll finally be able to say them to him face-to-face.
“Your plan still makes no fucking sense,” I complain too loudly, my voice overexerting. “Lilith is bound to me, and I’m bound to her. She won’t claim your soul, even if you use me as a hostage—she’s stubborn like that. You can’t use her as your forever-bodyguard unless you make a contract with her, and you can’t just force a demon deal.”
“Certain contracts can be transferred from person to person. Like mortgage debts.”
I shake my head violently. “That’s not how it works. You can’t just scribble out my name on the receipt and replace it with yours, there’s not even a document to transfer—”
I stop. Samael just looks at me. My eyes travel down to the glow of the sigil on my stomach. My stupid mouth moves without thinking.
“Alright, sure, I’ve got the sigil. But how the Hell are you going to claim that? What, you’re just going to—cut it off me and graft it onto yourself?”
Samael smiles.
Something THUMP THUMP THUMPs against the ceiling. Samael doesn’t even look up. “That’s the signal,” he says. He walks to another bucket in the corner by David’s body, pulls something floppy and sopping wet out of it. “I asked my good bartender friend to warn me when your pet arrived.”
I jump at the booming retort of a small cannon, or more realistically a shotgun. The next thump is more muffled, like the sound of a soft, heavy body hitting the floor. 
Samael brings the soaked object over. It’s a bundle made of the leather scraps I painted in my office, and they smell sharply of gasoline. He walks around the table I’m on, dropping the scraps on the floor every few steps. Four pieces of leather, one at each compass point, just the way I designed the ward. Samael does another circuit around the table, this time with a box of matches. Each leather scrap bursts into flame with an extravagant brilliance, like the flames are competing for attention.
I hear doors slamming somewhere above us. Lilith knows where I am, she’s just trying to find a way down to the basement. 
Samael produces the centerpiece of my ward, the clay tablet, along with a razor blade I recognize as one of my own. He rolls my sleeve up to my elbow and nicks my forearm, letting the blood drip into the grooves in the clay tablet. The blood reflects flickers of yellow light from the four fires as Samael lowers the tablet to the floor, then kicks it lightly, letting it slide under the table.
The four fires blaze so tall they buffet me with smothering heatwaves. They arc over me again and again, like threads wrapping around a yarn ball. I crane my neck over the edge of the table, watching one of the leather pieces shrivel and tatter and be swept up into the flames. The fires flatten, ribbon-like, like the Northern lights reddened and projected onto a translucent sphere. They swim around me, natural as ocean currents, dazzling as a gilded, jeweled birdcage.
The door to the cellar slams open. Over my shoes and through the barrier I see Lilith’s unmistakable full figure, bright wisps of stray hair wafting around her head. As she strides toward Samael and me, the barrier illuminates the easygoing expression on her face. I catch a smug dimple forming on her cheek. My throat is dry with dread as I watch her raise her hand, ready to sweep the pesky barrier out of the way. 
“Lilith,” I croak, “don’t—”
There’s a HSSSSS of burning flesh. Lilith lets out a short, startled scream, snatching her hand back and stumbling over her own feet. She cradles her blistered fingers against her chest, staring up at Samael and me with wide, wide eyes.
Samael chuckles. He picks up and unwraps the knife he bundled up earlier, lets it shimmer in the fiery lights as he admires it, then slides his eyes over to Lilith.
“Welcome to the operating theater, pet. When I’m done with her, you and I are going to spend a very, very special eternity together.”
He reaches for me. I start to struggle in earnest, flopping on the table like a fish on a boat deck, trying to at least make this harder for him, but there’s chains wrapped around my body from my hips to my calves—stop him, figure out a way to stop him, it’s not too late—
He presses the knife in quickly, cleanly, like he’s done this a hundred times before on tougher hides. Before I can even jerk in reaction he’s sliced a clean arc just under my breasts, all the way from one side of my ribs to the other. The sting comes all at once, belatedly—I convulse, a hoarse scream bubbling up in my throat like vomit. 
I hear Lilith scream too—in rage, fear, or disbelief, I can’t tell. I try to surge upward, throw all my pain and fear and magic into the movement—the crown of thorns snatches my strength from me, grips my head in a vice of pure confusion as Samael grabs me by the face and slams me into the table. The brambles yammer away in my head for a few seconds longer as Samael slits my skin down the side of my ribs, all the way to my hip bone. 
Lilith disappears. 
At the corner where the two cuts meet, Samael tugs my loose skin taut and works the knife underneath, getting at that wet, tearable space between the muscle and outermost layer. The fragile strands of fat shred so easily; I feel the agony of each one a half-beat too late, just in time for the next patient, methodical stroke. I watch my skin lift from my stomach like a carpet peeling off the floor. 
It hurts. It hurts. 
Lilith announces her return by rushing through the door with a tall, rickety barstool in her hands. She launches the stool at the barrier—a sound like a dragonfly hitting a bug zapper, and the stool is thrown back the opposite direction, missing Lilith by a hair’s breadth. As she pants, shaken, the corners of her lips pull back like zippers opening up her cheeks, showing teeth on teeth on teeth.
Equal resistance, I try to say, but instead I hear a noise like a stalling train and I’m frankly embarrassed to know the sound’s coming from me. Then Samael is cutting again and I’m so distracted I let myself use magic again—by the time my senses return to me, blood is caking my hairline, I’m dizzy and disoriented and choking on black smoke, every hack of my throat sending another throb of pain through my flayed skin.
The smoke is coming from Lilith; she’s trying to push the barstool into the barrier, seat-first. The barrier whines high and scratchy, the heat of it reaching me even from that distance. 
“Lilith, stop,” I manage to choke out. “Equal resistance—you push the barrier, it pushes back—have to enter—gently—” That’s what she said, ha ha ha.
Lilith throws down the barstool, and it splinters on the concrete floor. “Witchy, have you seen this thing? ‘Gently’ will get me burnt to a crisp!”
“Thasss…the point of the desssign…” Wow, I made thing good. I made smart. I think I might be passing out. Samael stops cutting, walks away, and bends to retrieve something from the floor. And then he dumps a bucket of ice-cold water over my face. I gurgle and cough, fighting the water that’s trying to slip down my windpipe with gravity.
“I need you awake for this, witch,” Samael chides. “Stay alert.”
“Harry!” Lilith is slamming the broken barstool into the barrier again, deliberately now, trying to get my attention. “Harry, how do I get through the barrier? I need an answer!”
A single word condenses in my consciousness, a solution, a rescue. “C-c-counterspell,” I sputter, trying to blink the ceiling lights into definition. “You need—counterspell—”
“I can’t learn and make a counterspell in the next thirty seconds!” 
My throat is filling with either mucus or spit, I have to swallow intermittently to speak, and Samael is still cutting, cutting, cutting away. My vision is swimming, swirling and reeling. “Seals of Solomon—you’re a demon—you should know—counter—”
“I’d never even written a contract before you! I don’t know how to counter Seals of fucking Solomon!”
Samael takes a moment to wipe his knife on its cloth, whistling mockingly. “Like a virgin, eh? You sure know how to pick ‘em, Lee.”
Lilith is on the floor. Has she given up? There’s a shrill, panicked part of me that’s screaming, Help me HELP ME there’s no one else and I’m fucking dying SAVE ME—but it’s drowned out by the other bit, the one that’s kind of huddling on the floor next to her to whisper, I’m sorry, I fucked this up for the both of us, you have to run now. If you stay he’ll get you and I’ve shown him exactly how to trap you, run please run while you still have a chance. You don’t want this, even if you think you want to save me. You don’t want to be bound to a man who treats torture like a stale habit, to have his fingers cracking open your spine and digging in your guts and his breath in your ear as he laughs and laughs at how stupid you were to let him in. If he gets you once you’ll never really lose him, you’ll never ever—
Lilith tosses her head up, revealing her face. She’s gritting her teeth together, eyes flashing yellow and black and yellow as her biceps strain. Two black, ridged horns come out of her hair to curve skyward. Another set of arms bursts from her sides and slam into the floor, and with twenty fingertips dug into the concrete and heaving with demonic strength, cracks appear in the solid rock. A whole chunk of it is lifting, lifting—her hands are shining with blood—
“I would have told you not to bother, but I didn’t want to interrupt that marvelous feat of strength,” Samael calls. “The barrier is a sphere that extends in all directions, including underground. It’s a foolproof design; I have to say I’m impressed.”
And then he’s back to skinning me alive. My head is a shrill screaming landscape of white, muddy pain, pain, pain, tearing fat and snapping tissue—
I’m scared to fucking death and in shock and in tears and I’m so, so angry. I can’t believe that, after all of this, I failed. Fought a whole warehouse of armed mercs, evaded a junkie vampire, KO’d a fucking Council mage, and I’m still dying by the hand of the man who’s going to kill my best friend and imprison the one demon I’d ever come close to trusting.
My best friend, who gave me a prophecy.
Goldfish.
A demon trying to save my life, the same demon who gave me the key to that prophecy.
Goldfish don’t have stomachs, so they never know when to stop eating. That’s why they explode.
I stop struggling for a half-second—just long enough to feel the tickling presence of soft petals against my forehead.
Some of our worst convicts look like Disney princesses by the time we get them processed.
I try to stealthily gather my magic into myself, but I’m interrupted by a flood of white noise static in my brain—what was I trying to do again? It’s almost a salve, that oblivion, a warm safe cozy snuggle of don’t think don’t feel don’t exist—until the torture comes bellowing back and I think I die halfway, feeling the pain hit me all over again.
By the time I get my shit back together the magic is gone and my skin is ripping. But there it is, another budding rose just at the edge of my vision—
Lilith is staggering across the floor, a chunk of cement as large as herself held in her four hands. She’s feeding it into the barrier, slowly—trying to break through with a material that technically shouldn’t burn, my smart brain says. But magic fire doesn’t play by those rules, and the block of cement is turning ash-black and crumbling where it makes contact with the barrier. 
I wait. It’s a million-year moment, it hurts so much, there’s saltwater streaming down the sides of my face but I wait, I wait until he grabs the skin and tears—
I send my magic exploding outward with no aim or purpose, just making as loud a BANG as possible. The thorns sink into my head—I feel them scrape my skull—the brambles wake, thrive, twist and coil like vipers. The shifting, squirming wight of half a dozen rosebuds sprouting—the static venom sinking back into my mind, pouring without end. I’m terrified I wasn’t strong enough, I wasn’t—
The crown wails a high-pitched, screeching, terrifyingly human klaxon. The thorns shrivel and the stems snap and the roses burst into a flurry of shredded petals, vomiting out all of my half-digested poison magic in a tidal wave. The wave meets the fiery barrier—there’s a moment of resistance—
And then the barrier shatters like a glass chandelier. 
I twist for cover as best I can, shards bouncing off me like hot coals. I see glimpses of Lilith and Samael ducking, Lilith dropping her block of cement—and in the flurry of falling red, their heads snap up in the same moment. Lilith blurs toward Samael—Samael turns, knife gleaming with my blood—a thin cry of pain, a guttural scream, and they both go down. 
I take a halting, much-needed breath. Feel the blood running down my sides and chest, the loose skin and screaming muscle. My eyes burn with tears and smoke and the dissolving, microscopic remnants of the barrier. I turn my head to the side, feeling my head crush the bits of dry, dead bramble left on the table. 
Lilith is swaying back and forth like a child on a rocking horse. Her formerly white dress is splattered red and black with gore. Her each movement is accompanied by a meaty, repetitive THUD—she’s holding Samael’s head in all four hands, slamming it into the floor. There’s dents in his skull. Big dents, more than one. Thud. Thud. Thud.
“Lilith,” I whisper.
Her head whips around. Her hair is drenched in blood, tangled around her horns and hanging down over her cheeks like vines. Her mouth is crowded with enormous teeth, and I can hear her breathing through them as she stares with wide, blown-out pupils. The pupils blur; streaks of water shimmer on her face, cutting cleanly through the blood and grime on her cheeks. She hiccups. 
“Lilith,” I say, in a clearer voice than I should have after so much screaming, “he’s dead.”
Her hands shake, but her grip on Samael’s head only tightens.
“It’s okay, he’s—he’s gone, he’s dead.”
She turns her head just barely. The light shines across a line of open skin cutting diagonally across both her collarbones. I jolt up in alarm, almost blacking out from the pain that triggers in my stomach. 
“Lilith—Lilith you’re bleeding. You’re bleeding, Lilith.”
Lilith looks down at herself. Drops Samael, hovers a thumb over the wound on her chest. Looks up at me again. There’s a faraway sheen in her eyes. She wavers upright, catching herself on the edge of the table. She takes a halting step toward the door, then stills. 
“I…” she says, her voice cracking. The demonic dual-tone flickers in and out like bad feedback. “…I can’t leave.”
“What?”
She turns to me, slowly, like she’s fighting her own body. The whites of her eyes are returning, and her teeth are retreating back into her mouth. Haunting shadows slide across her face as her horns disappear into her hair. “The ward worked. You won the bet. I can’t leave until I’ve answered your question.”
I don’t know what to say. I know I must have had a question to ask her. It’s why I started this bet, wasn’t it? My head is still spinning from the agonizing pain, but I manage to land on the right memory. 
What’s your real name?
I get to ask that question. I won the bet. I won. I won.
Her face is blank. There’s none of that unapologetic glee she showed after dropping a brick on the attempted assassin. I know that look. Like her body is still here but her mind is running away, like she’s shutting away this basement and the rotting meat inside of it in a compartment of her memories six feet under. She’s standing in a room with her first contract and her first kill, and she just wants out.
I’m not your personal Supergirl.
I swallow and lick my cracked, bleeding lips.
“How do I look?”
A surprised spark returns to her eyes. “Huh?”
“I said, how do I look?” I try twitching up a corner of my mouth. It hurts, but then again everything hurts, so there’s not much of a difference.
Lilith’s forehead wrinkles. “You look like… shit. Parts of your face are purple. And your skin is kind of…” She raises a hand to her chest and mimes a peeling layer. I stretch my neck to look down at my chest, grunting at the flash of pain that results. 
“Wow. Yeah, that is pretty bad.” I glance at Lilith again. “Still hot though, yeah?”
Lilith’s brows knit together. “…Kind of? Maybe? If you’re into that sort of thing.” Her shoulders are still half-tense, but she’s emoting again at least. “That… was it?”
“Yeah.” I smile fully at her. 
Her foot catches on something on the floor; she absentmindedly kicks it away, her eyes still trained on me. “…Why?”
I shrug as best I can. “I dunno, I’ve lost a lot of blood, my brain’s not exactly functioning right now. You should probably take advantage of that and sneak away, like you usually do.” She turns toward the door. “Oh shit, wait—could you find me the key to these chains before you go?”
She comes over, her second pair of arms folding back into her sides, and takes the chain at my left wrist in both hands. She pulls it apart, one of the links flying away with an audible metallic SNAP. 
“Oh—thank you, that’s good, too.”
She does the same with the chains attached to my right wrist and ankles. The ones around my legs start to unravel, and I kick them off, letting them slither down to the floor. 
“Thank y—”
She’s gone. 
It’s quiet without her. Samael’s body is done squelching and now it’s silently and unobtrusively leaking onto the floor, some of the blood spreading all the way over to David in the corner. I’m technically free but the manacles at my wrists and ankles are still trailing chains, and it takes some effort to untangle myself from them. My stomach wound complains the whole time. I hold my own skin to my chest as I struggle to sit up, eventually slipping off the table like a wet dishrag. I catch myself right before I collapse. I’m afraid that, if I hit the floor, I might never get back up.
One foot in front of the other, in front of the other, in front of the other. I make it to the doorway, look down the grimy but brightly lit hall. There’s a stairway leading up at the end of it, and one more door just before that. One step in front of the other. I lean on the door with my palm flat against it, taking a breath. I open it. 
Light shines into the darkness. There’s skeletons of metal shelves to each side. A figure slumped against the back wall between them, like a mannequin dressed in a tattered sweater and a long black skirt. Limp, firetruck red hair hanging over its face. 
“Joy,” I whisper hoarsely. I stumble forward, suddenly impervious to pain, falling to my knees in front of her. “Joy. Joy, it’s me, Harry. Come on, wake up, I’m right here…”
She stirs. As her head lifts, the shadows over her shift, and I see her sleeves have been torn off. Her arms, all the way from her wrists to the insides of her elbows, are covered in neat, scabbed cuts. Her face is milk-white as she looks up, her hazel eyes barely open, taking forever to focus on me. She exhales, her breath rattling horribly. 
“You were right,” she rasps. “She did find me.”
“Joy, it’s okay. I’m here now, okay? Can you stand? We have to get out of here, come on…”
She closes her eyes and smiles. “She did find me. Thank you for telling me to wait.” Her head starts to loll to one side.
“Joy! Joy, hang on, I’m sorry, I know you’re tired but we have to go, you’ve lost a lot of blood—”
Her lids flutter open again. She’s staring straight into my eyes. “The fairies. They’re all here. You see ‘em?”
I don’t see anything but a dark, abandoned room, but I make a show of looking around. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”
She snorts derisively, the barest hint of color rising to her cheeks. “Liar. It’s okay, I know you mean well.” She jerks her chin, indicating something just over my shoulder. “But they’re really here. Look, there’s one right behind you.”
I twist backward. “I don’t see anyth—” When I turn back around, Joy’s eyes have slid shut again, and her head is dropping against her shoulder and rolling forward. I grab her by the cheek, trying to support her.
“Joy? Joy! Joy, wake up, we have to go—Joy, don’t—”
She falls onto me, utterly limp. I can’t see for the tears blurring my vision. 
“Joy, we have to—wake up, please—it’s not funny, just open your eyes, Joy, please, open your eyes—”
She doesn’t move again.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
All's Well
 
My wound heals, but not cleanly. Some of Luce’s attendants must have gotten lazy, because the reattached skin feels tighter on the left side than the right. There’ll always be a visible displacement left, but hey, what’s another scar?
The Council wants to bury everything, but Bautista contacts Joy’s friends and clients, makes arrangements for a funeral. The guests congregate in a tented community under a bridge. One of Joy’s friends is in charge of the place: Mingus Oliver, a strange, tall, hunched-over figure whose bearded face is half-obscured by a ratty fishing cap with two twigs stuck on top like antlers. I’ve never met him before, but I remember seeing his name in Joy’s client ledger. He politely declines to shake my hand, saying that he’s sick and doesn’t want me to catch what he has.
Joy’s people trickle in gradually. We start with a gathering of maybe six people, then a dozen, then thirty. I see flashes of teeth filed down to points, charmed piercings and tattoos, handshakes with fingers that bend in strange directions. Upon closer inspection, Mingus’s twig-antlers aren’t attached to his hat; they’re coming out of his head, bursting through holes in his fishing cap.
Supernatural or not, the funeral guests eye one another with the sort of apprehension that always occurs when one is surrounded by strangers. But once people start talking about Joy, she’s all they can talk about. 
Technically, there’s not enough elemental mages among us to perform a ceremonial burning. But we’ve got matches, gasoline, and a pouch of some specialized magic that Bautista sprinkles liberally over Joy’s body. We drop a cluster of lit matches into Joy’s cupped hands, close the casket, and push it into the river. A few confused civilians open their mouths to protest, but they read the proverbial room and shut up. We watch Joy float down the river—or what’s left of her, as her body will finish incinerating within a minute. Once the casket itself falls apart, Joy’s ashes will sink into the water. Maybe, by then, they’ll have made it into the ocean.
 
***
When I go back to the Powers’s place, Tricia invites me in with open arms. She’s in a bright yellow dress with lovely red patterning and a matching headscarf. She is, quite literally, radiant. She makes tea for the both of us. When she calls Aden over to see the visitor, he gawks at me. 
“Holy fu—” His mother shoots him a glare, “—fudge, I said fudge! I seriously didn’t think I’d see you again!”
They tell me about therapy, about their plans to have Aden back in school after winter vacation. Aden keeps bouncing his leg, trying to interrupt his mother with questions about how I actually took down those nationalist terrorists who abducted him—I guess that’s the cover story the Council went with. I shrug and say, well, even mass murderers can lose in the game of love.
I tell the Powers’s about the people who died to make it possible for me to find Aden. A fortune teller named Joy Gillian, a pair of twins named Natalie and Nathan Talley… a private dick named Richard Moore. I tell them what Dick would have wanted them to know, that he died trying to make things right. 
That’s as far as I get before there’s a frantic jingling of keys outside the door. Tricia jumps—Aden grips her arm. And then Joshua Powers comes crashing through the door, covered in sweat and swinging a duffle bag the size of a felled tree. He scoops Aden up and kisses his face all over while Aden complains of smudged glasses, then ropes his wife into the embrace too. I finish my tea and quietly take my leave.
 
***
I visit Jenny with the intention of telling her what I told the Powers’s. But her tiny, oh-so-neat apartment has been cleared out. The bareness of the place looks wrong. Dirty, even. When I call her, she’s changed her number. 
But something gleams in the depths of the garbage disposal. I borrow a coat hanger from a neighbor, unfold it, and use the hooked end to fish the object out. It’s a white gold engagement ring, scratched to Hell and back everywhere but on the diamond itself. 
I sell the ring to a pawnbroker who delights in objects dripping with traumatic memories. He counts out a thousand dollars in cash, standing in front of a wall lined with wrist watches, pocket watches, faces ripped from grandfather clocks, modernist clocks without any numbering, digital clocks, even sundials. I find Ms. Talley at the shelter where I last met her. She doesn’t run this time, at least not until I’ve told her what happened to her children and put the thousand dollars in her hands. She lets me walk beside her just long enough to get to the bank, cradling her baby to her cheek.
Ms. Talley doesn’t cry. She doesn’t have to. Her baby mourns for the both of them, wailing at the agony of two empty puzzle slots in its little heart.
 
***
A week after the funeral, I stop by Isabella’s place to tell her I’ve found that subway busker who explodes rat skulls, and she’s ready to take on an apprentice. If Isabella’s willing, of course. Izzy surprises me with news of her own—news that’s broken to me by the sight of a sleepy Nikki exiting the extra room in a nightgown, her silver bangs a poofy mess and a toothbrush sticking out of her mouth. She’s Isabella’s new roommate; her stuff’s already been U-hauled over, and she just needs to unpack the cardboard boxes left in the living room.
Isabella takes about ten minutes to decide on the busker’s offer. She spends seven out of those ten minutes gay-zing—I mean, gazing at Nikki as her new roommate munches a bowl of cereal. And then Izzy says yes, she wants to learn magic.
As I leave, I catch Nikki looking at Isabella the same way, a bit of milk dribbling out the side of her mouth. Isabella doesn’t notice, too busy tying up her hair while reading something on her laptop. I’ll let those two oblivious idiots figure it out for themselves.
 
***
Someone bumps into my shoulder in the hallway leading to my apartment. I turn to apologize and glimpse a Bobcat baseball cap turning the corner. Then I enter my apartment, slip on a paper envelope, and spend the next ten minutes pressing an ice pack to my head.
The envelope contains a key and a letter from Bautista. She says that she’s going through Joy’s will, and I’ve been left with her notebook of prophecies. Convenient, since I already have that.
I discard the ice pack, retrieve the notebook from my desk drawer, and flip through the used pages. Not a single prophecy left unsolved. Nothing else. No way for her to talk to me beyond the grave, even though I desperately wish it. 
A breeze blows stray hairs into my face from behind, too cold and impersonal to be Junhyun. When I turn around, my desk chair is spinning lazily, my beaten-up coat draped over its back. I lean out the open window, trying to catch a blur of movement on the sidewalk, a familiar head of hair crossing the street. No Lilith. So I try twisting to look skyward; the end of a tufted tail whips out of sight. I almost laugh at that, but I don’t want to be rude. So I pretend I saw nothing, go back inside the apartment, and shut the window. I find Joy’s notebook on the floor where I dropped it—and see that it’s flipped to a random page near the end. On the page, in spiderweb handwriting, are the words:
 
Hey Hairy. I just woke up at 3AM and I’m pretty groggy, so bear with me. I had a dream of you. You with my tapestry, the big one, ya know? Central Park, right before the sun rises, in front of the tree that looks like the one in the tapestry. You had the tapestry laid out on the ground, and you were waiting. Dunno why, just waiting. It was probably important.
Fuck it, I’m going back to sleep.
 
That’s the end of the note. I read it over and over until I doze off in my chair, my coat blanketing me from knees to nose. My dreams smell like sidewalk hibiscuses in springtime, even sweeter for the way they cut through the gasoline and gutter. 
I wake up around 5 a.m., swing my coat onto my shoulders, and exit my apartment. There’s a plastic bag swaying from my door handle, weighed down by half a dozen Asian pears. From my mom, Junhyun tells me. I thank him and take the bag with me to Joy’s apartment, entering with the key Bautista sent me. 
Joy’s tapestry is in her trunk, right where Nikki and I left it. I unfurl it one last time and hang it up on the wall, just to look at it. Gods, it’s beautiful. The rippling patterns look organic, effortless—they can’t be that way unless Joy placed every stitch with clear intention, spending as much time planning as weaving at the loom, budgeting smartly during every shopping trip for the right hues. 
Or maybe it was a more natural, intuitive process. Maybe there was magic involved. I’ll never know.
It’s eerie… none of the dancing fairies have defined faces, but I swear they’re all staring at me. I lean closer, but that just breaks up the images into clusters of seemingly random color. Oh well. I guess some things in life are just meant to be ambiguous.
I roll the tapestry back up and tuck it into a long, black plastic tube, feeling oddly like a criminal the whole time. I keep it slung onto my back like a guitar as I walk to Central Park. The clouds are angular, pink-orange boats traversing a watery turquoise sky. I get to the gates just past six, minutes after the park’s been opened up for the day. As I walk down the path, I pass by musicians setting up their equipment, a quick-portrait artist doing warm-up sketches on a bench, an early bird jogger who’s just starting to get winded. 
I step over the shin-height rope fence bordering the path and wander into the green. I squint at the trees I pass, comparing details to the ones from the tapestry. I’m starting to think I’m not looking closely enough, I must have missed the right tree a while back—and then I’m face-to-face with a thick, gnarled trunk warped by two knots in its side, knots that Joy had depicted with swirls of deep purple. The branches are far-reaching, skeletal fingers trying in vain to hold onto their browning leaves. In the tapestry, those branches are so laden with fruit that they dip down like servants offering champagne.
I sweep my foot over the dirt at the foot of the tree, pat it flat, then cover it with a crackling carpet of fallen leaves. I extract the tapestry and roll it out onto its makeshift bed.
And I wait. It’s so strangely quiet. I’ve never known Central Park not to have music playing in it, or children shouting, or dogs barking. The air is fresh but still. Like the whole park is holding its breath with me.
...Minutes pass. Maybe I should be sitting? But if someone’s coming to meet me, I want to be ready. Or perhaps they’re already here. I cock my head at the tree. 
“I’m ready when you are, buddy,” I say.
A twig snaps.
I turn around. No one’s there. Then a pattering of feet on the grass, too light to be an adult’s, too quick and precise to be a child’s, coming from behind—
I whirl around, but the tapestry is already gone. The hair on the back of my neck raises. My fingertips tingle and my skin lights up. I don’t feel a presence so much as the energy it disturbs as it rushes past, like the wind from a passing subway train.
And then there’s a voice. Inaudible, inhuman. Like the unfolding of sheet music in my head, someone committing their music to my memory.
 
Thank you for bringing her back to us.
 
I stand motionless, the words resounding in my head long after the footsteps have faded. Then I sit down with my back against the tree. I open up my grocery bag, pick out an almost perfectly spherical pear, and bite into it. A saxophone is being tuned across the path. A Corgi puppy dashes by, trailing a leash and a shouting owner. The breeze blows a handful of leaves into my lap.
The sun comes up.
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