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      The carousel buzzed, but I didn’t move. A level thirty-six boss took focus.


      Marty, on the other hand, crossed the gray industrial carpet in three long strides to watch the luggage belt grind into action.


      I thumbed the touchscreen, tilted my phone, and mumbled less-than-charitable encouragement to the flickering digital characters throwing explosives at each other.


      A rumble of thunder.


      The crowd groaned in impressive synchronicity as another announcement interrupted the already ubiquitous jazz. I lost the game in the split-second I looked up. At my muttered invective, the woman beside me huffed in disgust and tugged her daughter’s hand as she walked away.


      Marty stomped back and slid down the reddish wood-grained column to sit beside me. “Didn’t I tell you this would happen? I told you not to check a bag. This is why.”


      “And I thought you’d be a good travel buddy, so let’s say my judgement isn’t great and leave it at that for the week, okay?”


      He sighed, shaking off his pout with a toss of his unruly brown curls. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m…” He shrugged.


      “I believe ‘being a dick’ will suffice,” I said and put away my phone. There’s a reason they tell you to pack chargers in carry-on luggage, and I, of course, ignored it.


      “To be fair, that is kind of my thing.” Marty smirked as he bumped my shoulder.


      I bit the inside of my cheek to restrain my grin. “Indeed.”


      Thunder vibrated the glass doors to our right, and the night outside flared purple. In front of me, a swaying woman jumped, waking the little boy in pajamas on her shoulder. His thin frame didn’t give away his age, but his bare feet dangled around her waist. He rubbed his eyes and whined as she crossed the baggage claim area to the luggage belt.


      “I’m hungry. We should have gotten something in the terminal.”


      “Nothing was open.” I ignored the way my stomach grumbled just thinking about food.


      “Oh. Right.” Marty pulled his padded duffel bag into his lap and grunted under the weight of the tech inside. “Maybe I still have snacks.”


      A wail of terror shattered my nerves, and I couldn’t help but look. The little boy clung to his mother, shaking, his face buried against her shoulder as she murmured to him. Without looking up, he pointed over her shoulder into the baggage claim waiting area.


      I leaned my head back against the column, breathing slowly, my eyes closed. Not my kid, not my problem.


      My guts clenched with each howl.


      “I think I ate everything on the plane.”


      I glanced at my friend, my voice raised over the little boy’s cries. “Seriously? You ate everything you packed?”


      He shrugged. “I was hungry. You had some, too.”


      “I had a granola bar. One.” I struggled to focus through the kid’s cries. Marty’d had enough to feed an army of children for days yet inhaled it all in less than a couple of hours.


      “Like I said.” He zipped the bag, thrust it under his skinny legs, and folded his hands across his flat stomach. “You had some.”


      “Mommy, it’s the MONSTER!”


      My back stiffened.


      Monster.


      He said “monster.”


      The boy’s terrified screams silenced the baggage claim area except for sympathetic murmurs and snorts of frustration. Even as his mother turned, helpless to soothe him, he pointed, tracking a spot out of my line of sight. When she turned, he recoiled and clung to her.


      I leaned forward and looped my arms around my bent knees, following the little boy’s trembling arm.


      Casual. Be casual. There couldn’t be an actual monster walking through the Louis Armstrong Airport. New Orleans had monsters, and plenty of them, but few were humanoid enough for conventional travel. And few would dare make so cavalier an intrusion into human space. Not here.


      My hand drifted to my TSA-approved empty pockets as I turned. People swiveled their limited interest where he pointed, but not for long.


      A group of men dressed in similar suits hunched over cell phones between two carousels. They muttered back and forth, nudged and showed devices to each other, but remained oblivious to everything beyond their huddle. One muttered a few words, another nodded, but they all focused on their technology. Behind them, two women overdressed for the airport sneered, glanced at their watches, and rolled their eyes. One snapped her gum and pulled out a mirror to preen. A single young man in shorts, a bright blue polo, and a backpack fidgeted and shuffled his feet as he avoided the crying child.


      “You’re on vacation, Cee.”


      “Yup,” I said. “That’s why I’m sitting.”


      Nothing about the nervous man seemed remarkable, yet he stood out more than I did in my torn heavy metal band t-shirt, tight black jeans, Doc Martens, and the cobalt blue streaks in my hair. The TSA agent in Atlanta had waved me through without a second look, but this squirrelly dude’d warrant a pat-down, at least. Figuratively, I’d seen him a thousand times, this average, early thirty-something, upper-middle class American guy. From the cut of his shorts to his shabby-chic loafers, he might have been coming from or headed to some lake vacation.


      “Stop staring at him, then.”


      “I’m not,” I said. He looked like a former frat boy, tanned, blond, his muscled arms contradicting the hint of a beer belly under his cotton polo. “He doesn’t even see me.”


      He couldn’t. Too busy watching the inconsolable child.


      The boy peered over his mother’s shoulder, “monster” the only recognizable word among his shrill, incomprehensible syllables.


      The man winced and ran a hand through his short hair, his mouth twitching as his gaze hesitated on the doors.


      Marty snorted, shifting his bag and looping the strap across his chest. “You’re about to cause a scene and get us kicked out, aren’t you?”


      “Nope.”


      “I can’t be on the no-fly list, Cee. I’ve got places to go, and so do you,” Marty continued.


      Frat boy-man sucked in his stomach and wove through the crowd, hands up to avoid contact as he side-stepped unobservant people in his path with the extreme caution of a germaphobe. Every few steps, he glanced over his shoulder.


      Until his eyes met mine.


      The carousel buzzed again, announcing the arrival of chaos.


      Frat boy-man stumbled into a thick, forty-something man in a suit, both hands splayed across his back and jostling him against his neighbor. The older man dropped his phone. Frat boy-man didn’t acknowledge or apologize, only jerked his hands back and hurried away.


      The man in the suit blinked. His younger neighbor emerged from his technology haze and met the older man’s blank stare as he crumpled to the floor. The younger man’s mouth opened in comical surprise, his phone teetering in his fingers. Another from their group repeated a foreign-sounding word and knelt beside the fallen man, shaking his limp shoulder. As other members of the group noticed, their commingled voices buzzed, punctuated by occasional panicked cries.


      The little boy’s voice carried above the ruckus. “Don’t let the monster get me, Mommy!”


      I stood. Slow. Intentional.


      Frat boy-man hesitated and turned, far enough away to avoid implication, but his nonchalant curiosity couldn’t conceal him. Especially from me.


      A woman yelled for 9-1-1 in heavily accented English and dropped to the fallen man’s side.


      Marty sprang to his feet.


      I stepped around the column, losing sight of frat boy-man for a moment as he navigated the crowd. He emerged from the clot of people milling around baggage claim and stared me down before dashing out the glass doors toward ground transportation. “Come on.” I snatched Marty’s hand and dragged him as I ran.


      The doors opened with a hiss and a hydraulic sigh of humid Louisiana air. My skin instantly slicked with sweat, wisps of hair sticking to my face.


      Few people waited on the damp concrete sidewalks and fewer vehicles passed. LED signs flashed warnings, alerts, and I ignored them all. Yellow-orange overhead lights buzzed louder than the bugs swarming around them. No evidence of frat boy-man or his hurried passage.


      “He couldn’t have disappeared.”


      “But he did,” I said with a sigh. “Weren’t you just reminding me I’m on vacation?”


      “Yeah, but I’d rather kill a little time hunting than have you brood over every Hurricane and cup of étouffée.” He shifted the weight of his bag. “Do you see him?”


      “No.” I scanned one direction, then the other.


      “Why’d the kid call him a monster? He looked normal to me.”


      “Don’t know.” The tinted glass made baggage claim shadowy and cavernous. Two brawny men in dark uniforms, EMT printed across their shoulders, parted the crowd. “Know of any humanoid monster that causes incapacitation with their touch?”


      “Dude, you are asking the wrong person. You’ll have to call her.”


      I restrained the groan to an inward cringe. Arranging temporary coverage for my absence had been an ordeal, but even suggesting I wasn’t doing all the relaxing I’d said I desperately needed would probably cause an issue. She, Sister Betty, would be…perturbed. At best. “I’m supposed to be on vacation,” I said. Ignored luggage chugged along the carousel as the EMTs worked on the fallen man.


      “Yup. But you won’t be until you report this.”


      And probably not even then. First the report, then debriefing with in-town contacts, following up on the guy being lifted onto the waiting gurney. I’d come to let go of responsibility, but the burden was already heavier than before I left. “Let’s get my bag and get out of here. It’s going to be an early morning.”
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      “Have you called?”


      I didn’t look up from my writing. “You know I haven’t.”


      In the bed farthest from the desk, Marty stretched, grunted, and flopped back into his pile of pillows, a tumble of muddy-brown hair falling across his eyes. “Never thought I’d be able to sleep in a haunted hotel.”


      “Your snoring scared everything away.” Except my nightmares.


      “You’re still here.”


      “Uh huh.” I drew a line through my last sentence and sat back in the creaky chair. No matter what I wrote, Sister Betty would still give me shit. Sleep shortened by a kaleidoscope of nightmares made it harder to strategize around her inevitable resistance. “I don’t count. I’m a glutton for punishment.”


      “It’s a good thing I love you.” The old bed creaked as Marty climbed out and stretched, his inky silhouette arching with feline drama in front of the sunlit window. He crossed the room, adjusted his pajamas, and looped his arms around my shoulders. He rested his chin on my head with a yawn. “Writing yourself a script?”


      His chin slid against the top of my head as I nodded. Though I’d been at it for over an hour, I had nothing to show but a page of crossed-out half sentences, two crumpled sheets of paper in the trash, and stone-cold coffee.


      “Think it will work?”


      “Doubt it.” I sipped the bitter brew. “I’m just trying to limit how much crap I’ll have to take.”


      “I think she gets off torturing you.” He shuffled to the coffee maker and inspected the foil-topped white plastic pods.


      I scowled. “Don’t talk like that. She’s a nun.”


      “Yeah, well, she wasn’t always a nun.” He popped a plastic container into the coffee maker.


      He was right, of course. Sister Bridgit MacKenna, known in our little circle as Sister Betty, had once been like me. The Catholic Church bankrolled hundreds of operatives around the world to hunt and kill monsters, and though some names inspired awe, few were as notorious as Sister Betty. She was the one they called in for hush-hush jobs, especially when the monsters were big, bad, and out of control.


      She’d grown up somewhere in Massachusetts or Maine or something, but monsters orphaned her sometime in her early teens. To hear her tell it, she’d lived like an ascetic, her vengeful life nearly ending in a feverish faint on the steps of Saint Patrick’s in New York City. After a few drinks, she’d regale anyone who’d listen with impressions of the rattled Cardinal of the New York Diocese and the stormy night the old man interviewed her at her hospital bedside, his blessed flask in hand. That he didn’t throw the feral woman-cub into Bellevue after tales of monsters she’d slain since her parents’ death suggested he wasn’t quite as shaken as she claimed. Whatever won him over, when Betty healed, the Catholic church whisked her off to Ireland, inducted her into the Holy Order of the Sisters of Mercy of Saint Brendan, and trained her in stealth and the art of monster hunting on behalf of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.


      Retired from active duty, she took vows to train the next generation of monster hunter, with special attention to her previous expertise. How Father Callahan convinced her that I would be a good candidate still baffled me. Yet, she’d agreed to work with the thick, angry, scared pre-teenager he brought to her. Week after week, we worked together with varying degrees of success. Her patience fluctuated, but not her commitment. Even now, I still had more to learn, but everything I knew about monsters and fighting came from her. No one I’d met matched her ferocity or skill.


      And she was the sexiest woman I’d ever seen in a habit.


      “You’re having sex thoughts about Sister Betty again, aren’t you?”


      “Huh?” Heat climbed my neck. “What are you talking about?”


      “Please,” he sneered, stirring his coffee. “You’ve had a thing for the hottie in the habit since forever.” He took a sip, and I forced myself not to look away. Little bastard loved staring me down. “You get all quiet when you think about her, and it’s the same dreamy, far-off look as when you’re ‘shipping Black Widow and the Scarlet Witch.”


      “You’re insane.” I returned my attention to the paper in front of me. “I don’t ‘ship Scarlet Witch.” With anyone but me.


      “Right. Okay. Whatever you say.” He laughed and headed to the bathroom. “I may not the one who needs to be hosed down, but I’m getting in the shower anyway. Good luck.”


      When the door closed, I sighed and leaned back in the chair. How the hell did he know? It’s not like we talked about anything like that. When it came to “yucky love stuff,” most of what I tried to explain didn’t make sense to him. He understood affection and love, of course, but sex, or even the desire for it, confounded him. It didn’t matter. I assured him he was better off without it. He agreed. “Besides, you sex up the world enough for both of us anyway.”


      Scribbles and crossed-out text taunted me from my abandoned script attempt. No matter what, she was Sister Betty, and preparation didn’t change that.


      On the other side of the thin wall, the shower hissed and metal shower rings scraped against the rod. I should take advantage of the privacy he offered. And the sooner I finished the work stuff, the sooner I could pull out my book, grab a drink, and crash at the pool.


      After one last deep breath, I dialed my phone.


      “Thank you for calling the Holy Order of the Sister—”


      “Hi, Sister Betty.”


      “Hmm. Time off hasn’t improved your manners, I see.” The reproach stung despite her teasing lilt. Though I recognized her teasing, years of taking critical feedback during survival training didn’t break easily. “And, m’dear, aren’t you supposed to be taking time to—how did you put it? Recharge and restore?”


      “Can I say I missed your unflinching kindness?”


      “Not if you want me to believe you.”


      Despite myself, I laughed and slid farther into the chair, trying to relax and sound casual. “Then I’ll save my flattery for someone who’ll fall for it.”


      “Wise. I’m sure you’ll find plenty of delectable delta tarts more than willing to take the tumble.” I imagined her curled up on the couch in post-workout sweats cradling a bowl of cereal, the phone pressed between her shoulder and ear, her rust-colored hair bound up in a messy bun. “Now tell me why you’re up so early. And why you’re working.”


      “I wanted to talk to Father C.”


      “He’s not here,” she said, her words colored with the hint of battling intercontinental accents. “The Archdiocese of Santa Fe called him in. Something about a kerfuffle in Albuquerque between the local hunter and law enforcement.”


      “Damn.” I leaned on the desk, grinding the heel of my free hand against my eye.


      She laughed. “I’d scold you for language if I thought you’d stop.”


      “Or if it bothered you.”


      “I have taken vows, dear.” Vows or not, Sister Betty’s faith wasn’t rigid and humorless, though I never doubted her piety after seeing her with a rosary in hand. At her most stern, her affection shone through. With a soft cough, she changed the subject. “Why do you need Father’s help, Caitlin?”


      My bones quivered. She only used my name to get my attention in training, and even so far away, it compelled an automatic response. And an answer. “We had an encounter at the New Orleans airport.”


      Rustling on the line and I imagined her sitting up, serious and attentive. “In such a public place? What happened?”


      I told her about the child in the baggage claim and the shifty frat boy-man. “Are there any humanoid monsters that cause incapacitation by touch?”


      “What do you mean?”


      I gave her as much detail as I could remember.


      “Hmm.” More rustling. Maybe crossing the room to the library. “It doesn’t sound familiar. You’re sure it was humanoid?”


      “He looked like he stepped out of the casual wear section of Rye & Ballast. Only his behavior stood out.”


      On the other side of the wall, the water stopped. The clatter of metal rings on the shower rod jangled over Marty’s voice as he sang. Badly.


      “I’ll have to do some research and call you back.”


      The weight of work resettled on my shoulders. So much for a break. “I’m not packed to fight. All I’ve got’s a few amulets and a knife from my checked luggage.”


      “I don’t expect you to fight. You’ll have to debrief to the regional hunter, of course, but at most, you’ll support if things go bad. You’re on vacation, after all.”


      “Have I told you I love you lately?”


      “Not since the last time I saved your life.”


      I winced, remembering that incident in Philly. One of my first assignments. She’d warned me about the monster and needing back up, but I’d ignored her advice. Thankfully, she’d ignored my insistence on going alone and bailed me out. Lesson learned. “Well, I do.”


      “Great. I’ll do some research, chat with the locals, and let you know the plan.”


      “Awesome, thank you.” We said goodbye and ended the call as Marty emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel.


      “You don’t look like she gave you too much trouble.” He walked back to his bed by the window.


      “For a change, she didn’t.” I told him about the call.


      “Get changed and let’s go. We’ll get beignets and this frozen Irish coffee I heard about.”


      I stood and stretched. “Sounds divine. I’ll get in the shower and—” My phone buzzed, an image of the Scarlet Witch illuminating the screen. Sister Betty. “That was fast,” I said as I answered.


      “We’ve got a problem. The local monster hunter’s dead.”
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      The third round of knocks caught me trying to slap white powder out of my black tank top. “Just a minute,” I said, unable to keep the irritation out of my voice. Locked bathroom doors usually suggest occupation, but whoever waited on the other side refused to take the hint. With a last glance in the mirror, I wiped powder from my upper lip only to have more fall on my shirt.


      I swore, then winced as I imagined Sister Betty’s admonishment. Then I swore again because it would piss her off.


      Another knock.


      “Seriously?” I yanked open the door.


      A bent old woman scowled up at me as she leaned on her cane. Her clothes were more ancient and wrinkled than her leathery skin. “Baby, you need to find another place to do…” she gestured at me with crooked fingers, “that. This lavatory is strictly for the call of nature. Miss Almeda’d ask you t’leave if she knew what you were up to. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” She tapped my leg with her cane and gestured for me to leave.


      “But I wasn’t—”


      She shook her head. “I’m not the police, baby, just here t’ use the facilities.” She tapped my calf again. “Tout suit, if you don’t mind.”


      I could argue or refuse to leave, but she reminded me of my grandmother. My grandmother believed “no” only opened the door for negotiation. Something told me this Yoda of a woman might have actually challenged my grandmother’s stubbornness. I didn’t have to know her to see she’d fight dirty if that’s what it took.


      Instead of getting my knees clubbed, we traded places.


      A hot puff of humid air greeted me as I stepped outside and crossed the brick-paved courtyard. Though it barely stirred the greenery or the leaves of the palm trees planted against the brick walls, the “breeze” carried the heavy yeast and sugar perfume of fresh beignets from the café behind me. At the bar on my right, humming fans tossed the bartender’s blue and green ponytail over her shoulder. She flashed a quick smile as she leaned on the tile-covered counter but never stopped flicking a menu in front of her to move the heavy air.


      Laughter from the covered stage on the other side of the courtyard drew my attention. Two men chatted as they set up a drum kit while a third, older and heavier man tuned a guitar. Drooping ceiling fans rotated slowly over their heads, though I couldn’t imagine they had much effect on the oppressive air.


      A bird skipped across the bricks in front of me, flying up to the back of a metal chair to check me out before continuing its search for abandoned treats.


      Marty waited at one of the little iron cafe tables under another lazy ceiling fan. Watching the men on the stage, he leaned over an open brown paper bag, a beignet pinched in his fingers and a napkin pressed against his chest. A soft cloud of white powder burst around his mouth as he bit into it. He eyed me as I pulled out a chair beside him and sat.


      “Don’t say it.”


      A curious bird perched on the back of one of the empty chairs at our table. It watched Marty drop his beignet back into the bag.


      “What?” He wiped powdered sugar from his mouth with a second napkin, the first fluttering against his chest. “That you look like someone who sneezed while snorting their first line?”


      I glared at him and snatched a napkin from the tabletop dispenser to beat at my shirt. “I said don’t.”


      “But it was funny.” He grinned. When I didn’t answer or smile, he continued. “It’s not a big deal. I’m sure locals are used to seeing tourists covered in this crap.” He rubbed his fingers together, sugar falling from them like fine snow.


      “Right.” Still, the bag of beignets taunted me, my stomach rumbling at the faintest scent of them on the air. They made a hell of a mess, but they were worth it. “I’m not a tourist.”


      “Relax, will you? Sister Betty said this was a simple retrieval.”


      “Nothing is ever simple when it comes to supernatural creatures. Besides, if it’s so simple, why wouldn’t Sister Betty give us the details? Not to mention, since when do we ‘retrieve’ monsters who can drop an adult human with their touch?”


      “Dunno.” He wiped the frost from his plastic cup before taking a long drink of the creamy, frozen concoction. “I don’t know why you didn’t get one of these. They’re heaven.”


      “I’m working, that’s why.” I glanced at my watch.


      “Oh yeah,” he picked up his phone, “while you were…” he gestured at the faint white shadow of sugar across my chest, “doing whatever you were doing in there—”


      “It’s the beignets, dammit.” I yanked another napkin from the dispenser and brushed my shirt again while he giggled.


      “Like I said, while you were in there, I found an interesting tidbit.” He tapped the screen with both thumbs, then handed me the device. “I’m not sure how true it is, but there are spiritualists who claim New Orleans is such a paranormal hotbed and so attractive to supernats because there’s a power nexus in the middle of the French Quarter.”


      I scrolled through the site. “Any way to verify it?”


      “Not really. Or at least, not with scientific credibility. It’s still in the realm of ‘hooey’ and ‘mumbo jumbo,’ scientifically speaking.”


      “But if it’s true, there’s plenty of human energy here to keep it juiced up.”


      “Yup. Transient human energy.” His expression indicated this was significant, so he’d probably explained it before. I weighed my options and decided to pretend I understood.


      “This could make life interesting.” I glanced at my watch again. “We need to go. I’m not sure where this place is.”


      Marty picked up his phone and waggled it at me. “Got you covered. It’s about two blocks away. Want another beignet?”


      I plucked at my shirt again, the ghost of the sugar less noticeable. “Nah, they’ve done enough damage.”


      “We’ll have to come back,” Marty said, pulling the rest of his fried and powdered sugar-dusted pastry from the bag. “This is a sweet park.”


      “Yeah.” Everything from the archway over the entrance proclaiming the name of the brick courtyard, to the fountain, to the bronze statues of jazz legends, to the men preparing instruments on the covered stage conjured my earliest daydreams of what New Orleans would be. But, despite the decadent treats, abundant alcohol, and the sun warming my tense shoulders, a job waited. And depending on the New Orleans diocese, maybe more before heading home.


      Some vacation.


      “Stop brooding.” Marty stood beside the table, crumpled bag in hand. “Let’s do this.”


      “You don’t have to come.” The metal chair scraped across the brick as I pushed back and stood. “You could enjoy the city or lounge by the pool.” I shrugged. “Or, I don’t know, drink yourself into a stupor at the carousel bar in our hotel. Or bar hop your way down Bourbon Street. Whatever.”


      With the smile that always annoyed with its hint of secrecy, he winked. “And let my partner have all the fun? No way.”


      

        [image: ]

      


      * * *


      In garish daylight, Bourbon Street looked tired and hung over. Aproned workers scrubbed the sidewalk with stiff-bristled broom, though it did little to dissipate the miasma of stale beer, garbage juice, and urine. Kitschy souvenir displays drew more tourist attention than the long rainbow-colored rows of drink machines churning frozen, alcoholic concoctions.


      Cool air surged over me as a pair of tourists in shorts and t-shirts opened an air-conditioned haven of craven consumerism.


      Maybe it was the AC and not the souvenirs.


      Marty pointed out restaurants where he planned to try jambalaya or red beans and rice as we walked. “Before we go, I have got to have a po’ boy. I need to check some reviews to figure out where, though.”


      His childlike excitement and flushed cheeks made me laugh. “We’re going to eat our way through the city, is that it?”


      “Hell yes,” he said, lifting his frosty plastic cup in a toast. “Let les bon temps roulez right in to my bel-ly!”


      I laughed. “You are such a dork.”


      The sun emerged from behind a cloud. A woman down the street echoed my laugh, alcohol lacing the sound with manic joy. Nothing like a town with no qualms about a morning buzz. I looked, but there were too many people to identify her. Wherever she was, I hoped she’d have fun for me, too.


      We turned down a tight side street away from Bourbon. Small, European-sized delivery trucks parked half on the sidewalk. Marty and I stepped into the wet street to pass them. Clean stucco walls suggested more upkeep than I expected. Windows and flower-filled window boxes cowered behind wrought-iron bars from lost and industrious revelers. The sun’s reflection flared off a beer bottle wedged into the protected lush greenery as we passed. Aside from the occasional sticker on a parking sign, the NOLA party industry had failed to leave its mark on the neighborhood.


      I glanced at the number painted on the tile embedded in the rough textured, cream-colored wall. “This is it, isn’t it?”


      Marty tucked his drink into his elbow and fumbled with his phone. After a few taps, he said, “Yes. This is it.”


      We looked up, our eyes drawn to the ornate wrought-iron balcony and the lush vines trailing from it. Low hanging leaves swayed in the breeze. The building wasn’t tall, but it was old and well-kept, and in this city, that meant big money. I stepped up and rang the bell, listening to the faint chimes through the open French doors overhead.


      “Did Sister Betty tell you anything about this woman?”


      At the approaching footsteps behind the door, I only shook my head. She’d mentioned her “influence,” which probably meant an endowment for the Church. Or a known bequest. Either way, I assumed it meant money and plenty of it.


      The door swung open, and a silver-haired liveried butler greeted us.


      If I could have kicked Marty to close his gaping jaw without being seen, I would have. Instead, I introduced myself to the older man and hoped he’d pick up on the tone shift. “Good morning, my name is Caitlin Kelley, and I’ve—”


      “The mistress is waiting for you.” He stepped aside with a wide sweep of his muscular arm in welcome. “Please, come in.”
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      Any chair in the world would have been more comfortable than the spindly-legged antique the butler offered me. Even with extensive training to concentrate under pressure, most of my focus went to immobility to avoid stressing the fragile wood. Little remained to focus on the slender woman seated in front me, never mind what she said. Everything else went to the wolf of a dog staring at me from his spot at her feet.


      Though I’d wanted to kick Marty for his slack-jaw first impression, his easy manners and friendly conversation with the elegant woman let me get my bearings. The two chatted, her strange accent and clipped words a contrast to Marty’s adopted southern-isms and undeniably northern rapid-fire delivery. I lost the thread of their conversation as I looked around. Despite the open French doors behind us, the room smelled stale, unused. It reminded me of libraries. Or museum storage rooms. It could have been part museum. Most of the furniture, artwork, books and pottery lining the shelves and fireplace mantle were old. Not shabby old, but the kind of old that sold for thousands of dollars.


      In my casual work “uniform” of black jeans, a tank top, and Doc Martens, I felt entirely out of place.


      The dimness in the room did little to help me focus. I felt sleepy, my senses dulled as I struggled to concentrate on the woman in front of me. Weak, curtain-filtered light softened her features, making them as ageless as her voice. I tried to pick up on anything remotely unusual magical or otherwise, but the intermittent burr of the giant wolf-dog’s growl made it impossible. Flat on its belly, snout between its massive paws, its shoulders tensed and twitched, ears swiveling to follow the conversation. Amber eyes watched me through half-closed lids, nostrils flaring with each intake of air. The translucent silk ribbon looped around its muzzle failed to make me feel secure.


      Silence between the woman who’d introduced herself simply as “Helen” and Marty caught my attention. They stared at me, expectant.


      Of course. I’d missed something.


      “I’m sorry,” I said, making an excuse.


      Like an indulgent matriarch, Helen smiled. “There’s no need to concern yourself with him.” Her bare right hand dangled over the arm of the chair, and the gray-brown wolf-dog sat up. She stroked the space between the dog’s ears, and though he didn’t relax, his eyelids drooped.


      “He is…unusually large for a pet.” I shifted, wincing as the chair groaned beneath me. “What kind of dog is he?”


      The wolf-dog gave a thin whine.


      “He’s not a pet; he’s family. Poor thing doesn’t get out often.” She scratched his ear and under his jaw. The dog closed his eyes and pressed his face into her palm.


      “Family or not, shouldn’t he be restrained?”


      “Oh, he is.” She lifted the ribbon in her left hand. Her gloved hand. “But even if he wasn’t, Fen wouldn’t harm you.”


      I nodded, though I didn’t believe her. “Will that hold him?”


      The gossamer ribbon shimmered as it caught stray rays of weak light. “Of course. It’s the only restraint I use.” She ran it through her fingers, bare hand over gloved hand as she contemplated it. “When will you be able to start?”


      “I’m sorry, Ms.—”


      “Please, call me Helen.” She inclined her head, a sweep of golden hair hiding half of her sweet smile. One blue eye stared at me, her lashes too pale to see but long enough to cast a hint of shadow on her cheek. Returning her hands to her lap, she lay her bare right hand over her gloved left, the ribbon between them. She sat perfectly upright, her legs crossed but covered under her long skirt. Statuesque. Not even her foot swayed. The intensity of her stillness unnerved me.


      “Helen, there’s been a misunderstanding. What you’re asking isn’t something I do.”


      “You deal in the supernatural, yes?”


      “Well, yes, but—”


      “Then I see no conflict.”


      Silence fell so complete, even the noise outside drained away.


      “It’s not that simple.”


      She smiled and lowered her head, the curtain of her hair hiding her face. The wolf-dog sat up, and she absently stroked the dark gray fur between its ears. “It is, Miss Kelley.”


      “I don’t think you understand. I’m a monster hunter, not a dog catcher. I’m the one they call when things get dangerous. When people die. I’m the one that kills the things that go bump in the night and want to kill us. I’ve been sent to capture the monster I saw in the airport, so as far as your dog’s concerned, I can’t help you. If your pup got loose, he’s your problem, especially in a city I don’t know.” I stood. “Really, you’re better off calling animal control—”


      Helen sat back, her bare hand laying on her gloved one. “No, you don’t understand, cherie. This is not about whatever you encountered. There’s more to this world than even you’ve learned.” She gestured to the chair I’d vacated. “Please. Sit.”


      In my peripheral vision, Marty shrugged as if unable to come up with a polite alternative.


      I didn’t move.


      Helen’s eyes flashed, her face hardening under the shadow of her hair. “I insist, Miss Kelley. Your services have been retained.”


      My rebuttal died before it fully formed.


      Retained?


      Creeping dread gnawed at me. Retained was new. A first, even.


      I shut my mouth and sat, waiting for her to continue.


      Her hard edges softened as she relaxed. “I apologize for being so blunt, but sometimes even a lady must.”


      I’d have blisters on my tongue from biting it so hard but nodded and gestured for her to continue. Frozen Irish coffee would make for good therapy, and Marty should be game for another, especially after this weirdness.


      “This job isn’t just finding a dog, or a black dog, but the Black Dog.” I heard the capital letters as she spoke. “Are you familiar with the legend?”


      Both Marty and I shook our heads.


      “Most people who’ve heard about the Black Dog only know the legends. Most of them are incorrect, of course, but all legends contain some truth. This one started in Northern Ireland centuries ago. The home of your ancestors, Miss Kelley. The last stones of a once great castle still stand on the cliffs. Before the castle stood a village, whose name is long lost to time, and this is where the Black Dog began.”
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      * * *


      My head didn’t stop spinning when Helen’s story ended. “So, you’re telling me this Black Dog legend is real and now it’s hunting in New Orleans?”


      “With a plethora of famous, profitable dead, I’m sure you see the problem.”


      Problem. As if there was only one. As if supernatural, undead dogs killed by the Church to protect the sacred burial grounds prowled the streets of a major city every day. As if the presence of this dog didn’t threaten the very lucrative afterlife business in New Orleans. As if this job meant as little as some menial task and not a potentially life-threatening feat.


      “Maybe that’s why I didn’t see anything at the hotel last night,” Marty said, as if talking to himself.


      Helen continued. “This requires the utmost sensitivity. The Black Dog is to be captured, not killed, and returned to my collection.”


      My brain struggled to respond. “This legendary portent of death and calamity is something I’m supposed to scoop up without killing, without dying, and before it culls any of the important ghosts in New Orleans? Hey, yeah, no problem. How about I find the Holy Grail while I’m at it?” The wolf-dog scrambled to his feet and growled as I stood.


      “Hush, Fen.” Helen tugged the ribbon.


      My hand slid to the short blade stashed in a waistband sheath as the animal lowered his head between his paws, ears up and vigilant.


      I took a deep breath and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I apologize. That was unprofessional.” Clasping my hands behind my back, I tried to regain my composure and smile. “This is a bit much to take. I need to do some research, consult with my team, and I’ll come back tomorrow.”


      “I’m afraid that’s not an option, Miss Kelley.”


      Marty paused half-way out of his chair.


      “Excuse me?”


      Helen pulled an envelope from between her leg and the chair and held it out to me. “There isn’t a decision to be made.”


      “There’s always a decision. Like I could walk out right now and you’d be on your own to find your undead demon doggy.”


      She leaned farther forward, the letter in her fingers.


      “What’s this?”


      “Read it.”


      I took the thick envelope, immediately recognizing the wax seal of the Holy Order of the Sisters of Mercy of Saint Brendan on the flap. Knots in my shoulders tightened, and a weight settled in my stomach. Not good.


      The wax seal cracked as I opened the envelope. When I finished reading, I handed it to Marty and walked to the open French doors. A weak breeze shifted the curtains around me. Only a sliver of the empty street showed through the open doors. The faint riff of a jazz melody crested, broken by the sound of a car horn.


      “Cee?”


      Never before had I gotten a letter like that from Sister Betty’s order.


      Marty touched my shoulder.


      Never before had I been ordered to a job like this.


      “You okay?”


      Never before had the Pope personally assigned me.


      “Yeah,” I said, steeling myself as I turned to face Helen. “I don’t know who you are, but you’ve got my attention. You’ve obviously got connections, so I’ll find this damned dog of yours, but after that, I’m leaving New Orleans. No one jerks me around like this.”


      “Cee!”


      Her slow smile spread like honey. “I am not ‘jerking you around,’ Miss Kelley. As you know, the local hunter is dead.”


      “Did you have something to do with that?”


      The wolf-dog stepped between us.


      “Don’t say something you’ll regret.” Her smile stiffened. “I will excuse your shock, but I will not tolerate your disrespect.”


      “If there’s nothing else,” I said, “I have a job to do.”


      Her bare hand gripped the pink ribbon, her gloved hand stroking the slack end, but she did nothing to pull back the wolf-dog or to discourage his bared teeth and raised fur. “That is all. For now.”


      Marty re-read the letter in his hand.


      “Guillaume will show you out.”


      As if summoned by his name, the door opened, and the butler appeared. He gave a half bow and swept an arm toward the open door, unfazed by the growling animal.


      Helen nodded at me, as if in dismissal. “I expect to see you soon. The information you’ll require is waiting at your hotel.”


      I didn’t answer.


      She stood, my anger suddenly distracted. Her clothes hung strange on the left half of her body. It seemed smaller. Lopsided. With a subtle, controlled tug on the pink ribbon, the wolf-dog stopped growling and stepped back. She gave a little nod. “Good day.”


      Guillaume cleared his throat, gesturing toward the open door.


      Annoyed, I shrugged off Marty’s attempt to guide me to the door. “This isn’t over.”


      “No,” Helen said, “it’s not, but you’re not the one running the game.”


      “I don’t play games.”


      She laughed, an indulgent sound. “You’ve been a player since the night your sister died, Miss Kelley. Did you think your role in Rome was accidental?”


      Ice formed in my guts. My knees wobbled.


      How the fuck did she know about Rome? Or Shannon?


      “Perhaps I struck a nerve,” she said, her eyes fixed on me.


      My back went rigid. “Your research is impressive.”


      “Not as impressive as my reach.” She walked towards the open French doors, the wolf-dog reluctant to follow until the ribbon stretched taut between them. She didn’t turn. “And now, as you said, you have work to do. Good day.”
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      “Whoever heard of a ghost tour with no ghosts?” The two college-aged women wove between tables, one settling the strap of her expensive designer purse between her breasts as she snorted. “Of course, I demanded a refund.”


      “Hey. Will you focus, please?” Marty tapped the table and gestured to his tablet as the two walked away. “I’m brilliant on my own, but this requires expertise I don’t have.”


      I shook myself, rubbed my eyes and muttered an apology. First the airport, now being retained by Helen and chasing a supernat dog instead of taking my vacation. Not only that, the assignment came directly from the Pope by way of Sister Betty’s order. On so little sleep, it made my head ache. With so much out of the ordinary, I didn’t know where to start untangling it.


      “Are you daydreaming about Sister Hot Pants? Do we need to feed your carnal appetites? What’s the sex equivalent of a Snickers?”


      Though a thousand rejoinders crossed my mind, none of them came out of my mouth. “No, nothing like that.”


      “Then what?”


      How had Helen procured that letter? And why had Sister Betty not warned me? Surely, she’d known. Nothing happened in that order without her knowledge. Or so I’d thought. And if the directive came from the Pope, who hated me as much as any man could, what the hell did it mean for my future?


      Nothing good.


      Maybe last night’s nightmare of being attacked by a homeless man had been a premonition of the shitstorm to come. If premonitions were a thing. Or maybe it had been my brain’s revenge for the delicious gastronomic travesty of the chili cheese fries I devoured before bed. Thank you, room service. Or maybe the nightmare was just stress.


      I could have said any of this, but the pity in Marty’s eyes made my jaw clench. An encore of misplaced sympathy for the girl with invisible wounds. Exactly the last thing I needed.


      I shook my head, avoiding his gaze. “I love you, Mar, but you wouldn’t understand.”


      His smile deflated. “No, I wouldn’t. But I’m trying.” With a shrug, he added, “In my own unique and charming way, of course.”


      Shaking my head with a snort, I stared into my cup of melting beige slush dusted with coffee grounds. Charming or not, he was right. My thoughts needed to be here and strategizing, not thousands of miles away or obsessing over questions I couldn’t answer.


      “Is it the Rome thing?”


      The gentleness in his voice brought the sting of tears. I swallowed hard, chastising myself. It shouldn’t still bother me. The past is past, and I needed to get over it. I’d been working on getting stronger, getting faster. It wouldn’t happen again. After a long sip of the creamy frozen drink, I cleared my throat. “Yes and no.”


      “Regret pissing off the Pope?”


      No matter how shitty things got, the image of the spluttering old man trying not to curse as he stomped around the Vatican guest house still amused me. He might hate me. He might fuck up my life forevermore, but he’d never take that memory. I smiled in spite of myself. “Never.”


      Marty propped his chin up with both hands and grinned. “I still wish I could’ve recorded it. You should get an award for making his head explode.”


      “Nah, it’s not hard to do.”


      “I don’t know. That dude seems more chill than most of his predecessors. Well, seemed. Until you.”


      “He didn’t excommunicate me, so that’s something.” I picked at the corner of my notebook. “Though he probably should have.”


      “Stop.”


      “You know I’m right.”


      “I know you’re beating yourself stupid with this Catholic guilt shit.”


      The waiter cleared his throat. Neither of us had noticed him. “Anything else I can get you?”


      “No, thanks,” I said. “Just the check.”


      He produced a small, black vinyl folder from the pocket of his bistro apron and stood it, open, on the table. “Have a great afternoon.”


      Marty watched him walk away. “Is it me, or did that sound like ‘fuck you’?”


      “Yeah, I thought the same thing.” I tucked the church credit card in the pocket at the top.


      “Visa. Accepted everywhere Jesus needs to be,” Marty said.


      “Can I get an amen?” I winked at him. “So we’ll start—”


      “We weren’t done with our conversation.”


      “Maybe you weren’t, but I am.” I gestured to the waiter.


      “You can’t blame yourself, Cee,” Marty said after the waiter collected the folder and left. “You’re never going to save everyone, especially people who don’t want to be saved.”


      The muscle in my jaw twitched, and I rested it on my hand to hide the spasm. “She didn’t know what she was doing.”


      “Maybe not in the moment, but she did what she did of her own free will.”


      Echoes of her screams and the interminable wet crunching still haunted me. Awake and asleep. “No one deserves what she got. I should have—”


      “No.” Confidence and calm made him sound like a different person. “There’s no way to win that game. You did everything you could. Even Sister Betty said so, and she’d be the first to correct you.”


      Instead, Sister Betty had flown to Rome to hold me through the tears. It wasn’t the first time someone had died during a battle, but it was the first I could have—should have—prevented. I took another long drag off the straw. “Let’s drop it, okay?”


      “When you do.” He sat back in the chair, his arms crossed.


      “You’re not a shrink, so—”


      “Maybe you need one.”


      Whatever I intended to say fled. I stared at him, open-mouthed.


      Like a nasty accusation rising from the past to haunt me, he’d said it.


      Knowing my history, he’d said it.


      The dagger of his words hung in the air.


      His shoulders softened, and his arms dropped. “I only mean—”


      I almost collided with the waiter as I stood. “Don’t.” I snatched the folder from his hand. The pen tore the slip as I scribbled a signature and grabbed my card. “It’s pretty clear what you meant,” I said, dropping the folder on the table.


      “Cee—”


      Weaving around tables, wait staff, and diners, I cut across the dining room and through the lobby. Steamy New Orleans humidity oozed over me as I hurried down the shadowed sidewalk.


      “Caitlin!”


      I dodged tourists, jaw clenched. This was supposed to be a vacation. Marty was supposed to be the no-pressure guy, the friend I could relax with without expectation or judgment. Now, again, I faced the same accusations my parents brandished like sacred relics of denial. Of rage. Of grief. The parade of psychiatrists, the landslide of pills. Every month, some new doctor, some new “treatment.” They believed in my mental illness more than they believed a monster killed Shannon.


      Father Callahan assured me their denial protected them from harm.


      But I paid the price. In every cautious look, in every glance they shared. In the nervous way they talked to me. I felt it all. I lived in a world they refused to believe and protected them with my silence.


      I fought to keep them safe. As payment, they insisted I needed a shrink.


      And now, Marty.


      “Caitlin!”


      The streetlight changed, and I crossed without regard to the oncoming traffic. They could hit me or not, it made no difference. I wasn’t running so when the hand grabbed my shoulder, I expected it to be Marty. Acid words rose to my tongue as I spun to break his grip and confront him. Instead, I stumbled and blinked.


      A man in dirty clothes grinned at me. Bits of brown leaves stuck in the tendrils of his scraggly beard. His white tongue poked through his yellowed teeth to roll over parched lips. “Yer a pretty girl,” he rasped, his right hand rising to my shoulder again, “a pretty little thing for the collection.”


      Without a thought, my left hand swung up to block his grip and knock it away. I stepped back as he howled, gripping his arm. He rolled across his back on the wet sidewalk, clutching his arm, his knees drawn to his chest as he rocked. “Why you hit a’ old man? What I do to you?” The soles of his shoes flopped away from his feet with each movement, the thin gray material only attached at the heel.


      Marty skidded to a stop on the wet pavement, almost falling over the man. “What the hell happened?”


      “He grabbed me, I turned, and when he went to grab me again, I blocked him. Then,” I gestured towards his theatrics, “this.”


      Few of the passing people stopped, but they stared as long as they could. A few pedestrians stopped to watch, some holding phones. The man didn’t seem to notice, his antics unchanged. I shook my hands to ward off adrenaline shakes. And to prepare. Though thankful for the knife at my back, the general lack of weapons pissed me off. I scanned the area for anything useful and adjusted my stance. Nothing about this man should make me so nervous, and yet…


      Marty leaned over him, sidestepping a collision when he rolled. “Mister? Mister, are you okay?”


      The old man raised his voice and rolled, cradling his arm against his chest. “No reason for none of this. Assaulting a’ old man!”


      I met Marty’s gaze and shook my head, answering his unspoken question. “Standard block. Nothing special.” I repeated the movement with the same speed and power I’d used.


      Squatting back on his heels at a safe distance, Marty pulled out his phone. “I’ll call it in.”


      “Be careful.”


      As he rolled and howled his pain, the old man watched Marty.


      Something about him wouldn’t let me relax. Something on the edge of memory. Something…familiar.


      I inched closer to see his face, careful to stay out of range.


      In the wrinkled wreckage of sun-damaged skin, grizzled eyebrows, and layers of caked-on dirt, his eyes sparkled. The clarity of his rich mahogany eyes contradicted everything about him, even the broken way he spoke. A separate consciousness stared back at me while he carried on. When the sunlight glinted in his eyes, they flared gold.


      And then, I knew.


      Everything happened in a second.


      The longest second of my life.


      I lunged, knocking Marty to the ground and out of striking range of the knife that flashed out of the man’s sleeve. A woman screamed. We tumbled across the uneven sidewalk, followed by the scuttle of the man scrambling after us. Searing heat tore through my calf. I kicked the hunched, feral old man, knocking a bloody knife from his hand and gaining a little space from his elongated teeth as he retreated.


      Swearing under my breath, I grabbed a broom leaning against the wall and swung it. The old man dodged with freakish agility, just as the man from my nightmare. His blade glinted, and I swung, narrowly missing his stomach. Behind me, Marty yelled, his words unintelligible and—


      Pain exploded in a black burst as something crashed into my back and knocked the wind out of me. My broom clattered to the sidewalk seconds before I fell to all fours, hands and knees scraping against uneven pavement. Unable to draw air, I still turned, trying to find the bastard.


      “Caitlin!” Marty collided with me, grabbing my shoulders and pulling me up to face him. “Breathe.”


      I struggled to pull in a thin breath.


      “Breathe, babe, come on.”


      I coughed and doubled over, Marty grabbing me, preventing me from crumpling to the ground. A shallow gasp and I tried to break free, to find the old man.


      “He’s gone. He ran.” Marty shook me, and I coughed again. “Relax for a second and breathe.”


      Never had I wanted to breathe so bad, if only to tell him to shut up.


      Another cough and I finally drew a full breath. Black and white sparks danced on the edge of my vision. I knelt, bracing my bloody, scraped palms on my destroyed jeans.


      “Are you okay?”


      I nodded and looked around. “Where’d he go?”


      Bystanders murmured to each other, putting cell phones back in pockets or purses.


      Great.


      Covert ops usually meant I was in and out before people knew any danger existed. Bystanders never intervened, but someone always had a phone or camera ready to capture the disaster for posterity. And Facebook. Or, God help us, Facebook Live. Sister Betty’d probably insist on calling in DEMON, the Department of Extra-Dimensional, Magical, and Occult Nuisances, the governmental “No Such Agency” that handled all varieties of supernats and other scary stuff. When the magic didn’t interfere with recording technology, DEMON’s expertise in cleaning up evidence of the things most people didn’t believe in kept public panic out of the equation.


      Marty gestured to a gap between two buildings farther down the street. “In there.”


      I tried to stand, and he caught me.


      “Nope. You’re not going anywhere. The police—”


      “Will be out of their league without a local hunter,” I said, my breath wheezy as I twisted away from him. “Dude’s supernat. I’m guessing a were-something.” With a wiggle of fingers in front of my face, I added, “Gold eyes, big teeth.”


      “Can’t we—?”


      I only managed two steps before the crescendo of sirens filled the street, and cut him off. The blue flare of lights reflected off a restaurant’s plate glass window across the street. I stopped, leaning against the wall. “He’s our problem.”


      A short, thick woman with a strong Midwest accent marched up to us. “I caught that crazy man on video, and I’ll be glad to show it to the police. I saw him attack.” The pride in her voice made me want to laugh.


      Marty thanked her. I checked my bleeding flesh through the newly ripped knees of my favorite jeans. He’d teased me this morning about my anti-tourist “uniform” when I got ready, but I’d worn them anyway. Another premonition?


      The intensity of the sirens grew until they finally parked the cruiser in the middle of the road behind us. Two officers slid out and eyed us only to be intercepted by a tall, muscular man too rigid to look comfortable in his shorts, polo, and boat shoes. He postured like a cop, I realized. As I caught the gist of what he said, I suppressed a grin.


      “Off duty?”


      “Yup. Tourist, but feeling awful important as a witness.”


      The older uniform gestured to the younger, obviously giving him direction to take the off-duty’s statement before wandering our way. Twenty years ago, he’d probably been a peak specimen like his partner. He hitched his belt, his swagger calling back to the strut of a division-leading former athlete. “Morning, folks.” He smiled with that uniquely Southern mélange of welcome, irritation, and condescension reserved for trouble-making outsiders. “Mind telling me what happened here?”


      I sighed, covering it with a posture that, I hoped, looked like I was still recovering. “Yes, sir. My name is Caitlin Kelley. Are you familiar with—”


      He bristled, and I instantly regretted the question. “Ma’am, I was born in this parish, and I’ve worked this city for thirty-eight years. There isn’t much around here I’m not familiar with.”


      “Yes, of course, I’m sorry, Officer…” I looked for his name tag, “La Fontaine. I apologize if I sounded disrespectful.”


      Though I wouldn’t have imagined it possible, his chest puffed out more, and his Cajun accent intensified, the bayou echoing in his voice. “S’all right, ma’am.” He gestured to my bleeding knees. “Looks like you’ve had quite the morning.”


      “You could say that.” I tried to smile though I already disliked him. “I’ve got ID in my back pocket, and I’d like to take it out.”


      Officer La Fontaine straightened, his mouth a sour little knot. “I assume by the way you’re telling me that you’ve got more than just ID.”


      “Yes, sir.” I explained the knife. “It might have fallen out in the fight, but I haven’t checked.”


      Marty shifted. La Fontaine’s head snapped in his direction, his right hand hovering over the butt of his weapon. “Stay put, son.”


      Awesome. All the cops in New Orleans and we get Officer Twitchy. I berated myself for bungling the approach and getting him so riled. I knew better. Sister Betty had taught me better. “Pat down or partnership,” she’d said, “your choice.”


      The criminal-style pat-down would be unavoidable now.


      When I debriefed with Sister Betty, I’d get another lecture about relationships with local law enforcement. Not that I didn’t deserve it.


      Of course, the pat down was as annoying as expected. La Fontaine made sure of that.


      When he finally finished, I handed him both driver’s license and federal ID declaring me an authorized agent of DEMON. He spent far too long scrutinizing them. Had to be part of the power trip. Everything was current, since I’d renewed both a few months ago. Or maybe that triggered his suspicion. Either way, he eyed me, then called his partner. “Boudreaux.”


      The younger man hastily thanked the off-duty tourist to join his partner. “Yessir?”


      La Fontaine flicked his first and middle fingers toward his partner, my IDs pinched between them. “Y’ever hear of this?”


      How La Fontaine hadn’t was more surprising, but I didn’t mention it. Sister Betty would be proud.


      Boudreaux took them and squinted at the federal ID, then shaded the plastic. His pale brow furrowed and his gaze darted between me and the card. “Yessir.”


      “That’s what I—what?”


      “Yessir.” Boudreaux’s voice dropped to a whisper. He stepped closer. “The captain mentioned a few weeks ago. They’re the monster hunters affiliated with the Church.”


      La Fontaine pulled off his sunglasses, his lip curled in a sneer. “Are you out of your ever-lovin’ mind?”


      “No, sir.” The younger man didn’t move, even when the bigger man stepped closer. “We’re supposed to cooperate, provide resources and—”


      “Enough.” The older cop snatched the cards back and settled his sunglasses over his scowl. He seemed to consider how to handle the situation. “What am I going to get if I call to verify who you are?”


      I shrugged. “What are you looking for?”


      The knot of his lips tightened. I wondered how the hell he’d untangle them.


      “It’s the Feds. They’ll confirm my operative status, clearance, credentials.” Hiding my amusement made me rather proud. “If, of course, federal agencies are credible enough for you.”


      A drop of sweat rolled down the rolls frustration carved into his lumpy forehead. “And what exactly does the federal government have to do with this?”


      Ignoring him, I continued. “DEMON is the Department of Extra—”


      He stiffened and returned my ID. “How’d they give you the authority to tear up my town, Miss Kelley?”


      “Woah, wait a minute.” My amusement dissipated. “I’m the one who got jumped. And by something you’ll be thanking me to hunt and destroy.”


      “So you say.”


      I thrust the cards back at him. “Call them. And while they’re on the phone, tell them to expedite the process for getting a new local hunter. You’ve got a supernat that attacked me in broad daylight and a monster that landed at Louis Armstrong airport last night. I’m already on assignment. You’ll want them dealt with before the bodies pile up.”


      The man bristled, his lips twitching. Boudreaux’s lips pressed tight, though to contain laughter or out of trepidation was impossible to tell.


      “Officer La Fontaine,” Marty said, his hands in full view, “there’s been a misunderstanding.”


      “You’re right, son,” he said, his thick head swiveling toward Marty, sweat sparkling in the sun. “First that any federal agency can step in to my city without the courtesy of hello.”


      “Your city?” I couldn’t have stopped if I’d tried. “Your city? Who the hell are you—”


      “Caitlin!”


      Something in my brain snapped at the sharpness of Marty’s tone. I looked at him, then back at La Fontaine. The officer’s red face and short huffs of breath told me all I needed to know. I rubbed my forehead, partly to wipe away sweat and partly to push against the headache growing behind my eyes.


      Time for damage control.


      I took a deep breath.


      “Miss Kelley, the next thing out of your mouth might land you in jail,” the man growled, his accent sharpening each brittle word.


      “Officer La Fontaine,” I said, all cool control, “I apologize for being a complete idiot.”


      His mouth opened, thumb unsnapping his holster.


      He blinked.


      His mouth closed.


      “Miss Kelley, Beau,” Boudreaux inserted himself between us. “I’ll interview Miss Kelley and Mr. …”


      “Lavoie. Martin Lavoie.” Marty’s shoulders bunched too high, ready to intervene. Ever my back up, ever my partner.


      Even when I was a dumbass.


      “Mr. Lavoie can continue the discussion with you, Beau.”


      The heavy-set cop’s shoulders dropped, his hands relaxing at his sides. “You got Creole blood, son?”


      Marty smiled, drawing on his endless reserves of charm. “Not that I know of, sir.”


      “Bah, that don’t mean nothin’.” He smiled for the first time since I’d screwed up and dropped the F-word. I should have considered local sensitivity to the feds after the whole Hurricane Katrina debacle. “How ‘bout we step in the shade and you tell me what happened.”


      Marty nodded, and as the cop turned away, he winked. Not for the first time, I wondered if my friend didn’t have a little Elvin blood to help him out.


      “Miss Kelley,” Boudreaux gestured towards the cruiser.


      I nodded and thanked him. “I apologize, I shouldn’t have—”


      “He shouldn’t have, either.” Boudreaux smiled. “Ma memere raised me right, but he’s older and my superior officer, so whether I agree or not, I defer and disarm.”


      “You’re wiser and more self-controlled than I.” Not even Sister Betty’s best efforts had beat those traits into me. The last time she’d had me in the gym under the church, she’d promised to kick the sarcasm out of me one roundhouse at a time. We’d both ended up on the floor, bruised, sore, and sweating on the ancient blue mats.


      Spoiler alert: it didn’t work.


      But, what an afternoon.


      Boudreaux’s smile glowed like sunset, warmed like bourbon, and made my heart flutter. I tried not to squirm. He’d be dangerous to spend time with. “You learn a thing or two at the academy. Shut up or get out is lesson number one. How’d you survive federal agent training?”


      I sighed. The explanation rarely satisfied the curious. “It’s not like that.”


      “But you’ve got agent status?”


      “In a capacity.”


      “What’s that mean?”


      “How much time you got?”
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      Hell hath no fury like a pissed off nun.


      You’d think I enjoyed it for all the ways I’ve managed to invoke her wrath.


      “I know, I should have handled it differently, so you can skip that speech.” Even several states away and over the phone, the cold steel of her glare made my guts quiver. Not in the good way. “What should I do now?”


      “Why is it my responsibility to get you out of trouble when, if you’d listened to me in the beginning, you wouldn’t be in it?” Her sneakers squeaked. I pictured her pacing the wood floor of the gym in the church basement, the punctuating squeal the sound of pivoting on a toe to change direction for another pass. No trace of her concern over the attack survived her seething irritation. Too bad I couldn’t have told her about that part last.


      “It’s not. I’m asking for advice.”


      “No, Caitlin, advice is what you ask for when something unexpected happens. This is bailing you out because your mouth got you in trouble. Again. We’ve been over this.”


      “And you’re treating me like a child.”


      “Because you’re acting like one!”


      I didn’t have a response. She wasn’t wrong. I felt like a child. Had I screwed it all up to make them take the job away from me so I could get my break? I didn’t think so. Not consciously, at least. But my fuzzy, jumbled brain was part of the reason I’d asked for the time. Time to sort things out. Time to make decisions about what the hell I was doing with my life. And instead of doing all that, I’d had a job thrust at me.


      Didn’t even make it out of the damned frying pan.


      The ceiling fan wobbled as it stirred the cool air in the hotel room. I lay in bed in my underwear letting my skin pebble with goosebumps and waited for Marty to return with food.


      “Caitlin?”


      “Yes?”


      “You have nothing to say?”


      “Nope.” I shifted against the pillows. “It’s been a hell of a morning.”


      She sighed. “You make me crazy.”


      Ditto. In so many ways.


      “And you know I’m going to help you, even if it’s helping you defeat yourself.”


      “You always said I was my own worst enemy.”


      “You are, my dear,” she said, her voice soft. “That’s what scares me.”


      “I didn’t think you got scared.”


      “Not by much, but I’m not immune.” Rustling on her side. Rummaging amongst her papers, for a pen, perhaps. “Now, tell me again everything that happened, including the names of the officers.”


      Thirty minutes later, I had a plan, and she’d lost her prickly edge.


      “Thanks again,” I said and rolled on to my back, the pen and paper and all my notes abandoned on the side table.


      “Will you at least try to play nice with the locals?”


      “If I say yes, do I still get to take my vacation?”


      She sighed. “I know, I’m sorry. If it weren’t for Sister Evangeline’s death leaving a big swath of the South unprotected, I wouldn’t ask this of you.”


      Neither of us knew Sister Evangeline, but Sister Betty seemed to be taking it pretty hard. From what she told me, Sister Evangeline’s territory stretched from Tallahassee through Louisiana, covered San Antonio, and she traveled it on a Harley with a rifle strapped to her back. Envy wiggled through me imagining what kind of badass could handle anything from the bayou nasties to the vampires that inspired those popular novels (and Tom Cruise ruined), and still have the gusto to deal with chupacabra infestations every few years in the San Antonio mesquite scrub.


      “Still there?”


      “Yeah, just thinking.”


      “Great! Can you start practicing that before you speak so we don’t have to work so hard to bail you out in the future?”


      “Har. Har.”


      She laughed. “You have to admit, that was funny.”


      “Yeah, okay, fine.” I debated bringing up the letter. It could wait. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


      “Stay safe.”


      I said goodnight again and ended the call. The cut on my calf itched, and my right shoulder ached. Must have pulled it in the fight, I thought, yawning so hard, my jaw popped. The cool air felt so good, and I closed my eyes to enjoy it. For just a minute.
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      * * *


      “Cee, you’re dreaming.”


      Three tongues slid out of the mouth of the thing hovering over me, each moving on its own. One slid across the leathery upper lip of the hideous mouth; the other two wiggled toward me. I fought the bindings securing my wrists, trying to see past the scaly, furred thing, the hot stink of its breath making my eyes water.


      “Wake up.”


      I thrashed, straining to see around the hulk of the beast, not wanting to draw attention to Marty’s presence. The thing couldn’t notice him. It hadn’t heard him over the screech of its claws on the stones behind me. Instead, it loomed closer, rancid breath burning my eyes as all three tongues reached for my face.


      Marty had to escape.


      “RUN!”


      The word sounded alien and wrong. The world rolled. Everything shook, and even the monster tilted, its tongues lolling. Long, sticky strings of saliva drooped from the nasty curl of its lower lip and arced with the shift in gravity.


      “Cee, wake up. You’re dreaming.”


      The mouth opened wider.


      “Caitlin!”


      And then, I was sitting up, squinting against the harsh light. The sheet pooled around my waist, exposed skin breaking out in goosebumps.


      Marty sat on the bed, a white plastic bag dangling from his left hand, his right on my leg. “You okay?”


      The room looked exactly as it had when I hung up with Sister Betty. Marty’s rumpled blankets. Same wobbling ceiling fan. My notebook on the bedside table open to pages of scribbled notes. Orange sunlight burned through the window. The recesses of my brain registered the impending sunset.


      “I think so,” I said, covering my chest with the sheet.


      “Don’t cover them on my account. They’re pretty and all, but,” he shrugged, “meh.”


      “I know.”


      “Sounded like a pretty intense dream. Want to talk about it?”


      I shook my head. “It wasn’t anything special. Probably stress.”


      Stress with three tongues. My imagination had issues.


      “Okay,” he said and lifted the bag, the plastic crackling, “food, then!”


      “Shirt first. It’s cold in here.” I slid out of bed and pulled on a t-shirt long enough to cover my panties and grabbed a towel before I climbed back into the soft bed.


      “Better than out there,” he said as he stood. “I’m sweating like a pig. And still no ghosts. For a so-called haunted hotel, it’s spook-free.”


      “Right.” We’d yet to encounter ghosts on any of the jobs we’d worked together. My experience with them wasn’t horrific or anything, but I’d rather deal with the corporeal. Easier to fight.


      “I hope to see one before we leave,” Marty said, handing me a Styrofoam food container and climbing into bed beside me. “It’s on my bucket list.”


      “When you know there’s so much weird shit in the world, why do you still want to see ghosts?” I stuffed a piece of fried shrimp in my mouth and groaned as it burst in a shrimpy-greasy little Cajun-spiced explosion. Maybe I should stop teasing Marty about his restaurant review apps. Maybe.


      “Why not?” Marty lifted his po’ boy and took a monster bite, echoing my groan of pleasure. Whatever he said got lost in the mouthful of food, but I think I got it anyway.


      I took a bite, talking through the mouthful. “Isn’t what we do enough to scare you?”


      “I want to know,” he said after he swallowed.


      I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and then licked a drop of sauce from it.


      “You are such a cavewoman.”


      “Whatever.” I wiped my hand on the towel. “You’d have done the same. I don’t know what this stuff is, but it’s heaven.”


      “God, yes.” He took another huge bite and flopped against the pillows to chew.


      I took a smaller bite. Food didn’t diminish the dream. I thought as I chewed, trying to figure out what about it seemed…familiar.


      “Hey-o.” Marty poked me in the side. “Food time. Sleep later.”


      Pointing at my mouth, I chewed and swallowed. “I’m eating.”


      “Any word from our new friend, La Fontaine?”


      “Nah.” I dipped a piece of shrimp in the sauce. “Don’t expect anything, either.”


      “What’s the plan?”


      “Tonight, we hunt the dog and tomorrow we follow Sister Betty’s damage control plan.”


      The hiss of metal scraping metal on our hotel room door made both of us turn.


      “What —”


      I held up my hand and strained to listen over the whump of the ceiling fan’s uneven spin. Something like…breathing.


      Shadow blotted out the light under the door.


      “Holy shit.” Marty’s hand covered his nose and mouth against the burnt, sulfurous reek filling the room.


      “Shut up,” I whispered.


      The shadow moved, retreated, a little light seeping in at the corners of the door. More scraping, like a wire brush against the metal, then the shadow under the door disappeared to the left, toward the open hall. Footsteps echoed like low thunder as it retreated.


      I threw the blankets back, food tumbling with them, and scrambled out of bed. In my t-shirt, underwear, and bare feet, I ran out the door.


      Eerie stillness filled the hall. The strange hour between dinner and bed time that almost always emptied a hotel meant silence. No footsteps. No breathing. No metal scraping. I couldn’t even hear TVs behind the closed doors I passed. At the end, where the hall split in opposite directions, I stopped, looking each way. No hint of the recent passage of any person, animal, or specter. I muttered a curse under my breath and spun from one direction to the other.


      “Sister Betty would chastise you for language. If she wasn’t distracted by your practically bare ass.” Marty stepped up beside me. “Cute panties, by the way.”


      I ignored his comments. “Whatever it was, it’s gone.”


      “You think it was Helen’s dog?”


      “Doubt it. It wouldn’t come for us.”


      “Maybe it wasn’t looking for us.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “She said its role was to guard the dead.”


      If it was looking for the dead, it would seek out the haunted places where it could herd them like an otherworldly border collie. “So maybe it’s herding them.”


      “Which is probably why I haven’t seen any. The little bastard’s collecting them. The question is, how do we find it?”


      “We go where the dead are. Or should be. Time to gear up.” I looked at my bare feet and the hem of the shirt brushing against my upper thighs. “Well, clothes first. Fighting naked sucks.”
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      The sun sunk behind the buildings as we dodged meandering pedestrians on Royal Street’s uneven sidewalks. I caught conversation in bits, not all of it English, but most of it excitement or anticipation of a night on Bourbon Street. A saxophone wailed a mournful blues riff in the distance under the strange half-twilight broken by street lights. Energy shivered through the air—some of it from the people, some from nearby magic. Maybe a practitioner worked nearby, or perhaps a street magician earned his living with something more advanced than sleight of hand. The buzzy hum of energy made the city all the more dreamlike and unreal. It felt like every postcard I’d ever seen.


      I hoped it would feel the same when I could finally enjoy it.


      “I’m glad we ate because otherwise, we might have to stop.” He turned, following the spicy, intoxicating smell of something deep fried wafting out of an open door. The hand-lettered sign advertised something called boudin balls.


      “Focus, foodie.”


      “Uh huh.”


      “I called the office. Father Robicheau will be waiting for us. He’s the church’s monster hunter liaison and was Sister Evangeline’s local resource. He’s the keeper of the arsenal and will support us while we’re in town.”


      “You mean while we’re on this job. Once this is over, we get to go back to that whole vacation thing, right? Hurricanes, étouffée, binge drinking, and lounging by the pool?”


      “Yeah, of course. That’s what I meant.” For a moment, I’d forgotten I hadn’t come to work. It seemed so natural. My steps slowed some. Maybe that was part of my problem.


      “There’s a place I want to check out near the cathedral.” Marty outpaced me as I thought. “Not now, of course, but as soon as this is done.”


      Side-stepping a bent man, I turned to watch him walk away. Did he look familiar? Was he the same man from earlier? He shuffled down the uneven walkway without hesitation or haste, his back bent and head down.


      “Cee?” Marty stood at the corner across the street waiting for me.


      “Just a sec.”


      The hairy man in dirty clothes disappeared into the crowd.


      Maybe he just looked like the man who jumped us.


      The cut on my leg throbbed as if in recognition.


      Or maybe…


      Last night’s nightmare flashed across my eyes. After the first attack, after I escaped and thought myself safe, he’d cut my throat.


      The touch on my shoulder made me jump, and I swung, my arm slamming into Marty’s chest. “Oh my god, I’m sorry,” I said, grabbing him as his knees buckled.


      His eyes bulged as his breath wheezed. I dragged him across the sidewalk and propped him against the wall, supporting him as he gasped. After a few minutes, he didn’t look as purple or red. His voice rasped when he finally managed to speak. “What…the…hell?”


      Despite myself, I giggled when I answered. “You scared me.”


      He rubbed his chest, coughed, and took a deep breath, only to cough again. “You seriously need to relax.”


      “I thought you were…” The prospect of explaining that the man who attacked us earlier might be some nightmare come alive seemed comical. Impossible. Crazy. “Never mind.”


      His breath whistled. “I’ve seen you fight monsters but never realized how damned strong you are. How much do you work out again?”


      “I’m sorry, really. I didn’t mean to hit you.”


      “I’d hate to be on the end of a calculated swing.”


      Pride I wouldn’t have admitted to stirred within me. “Are you okay?”


      “You clotheslined me with a steel beam.” He rubbed his chest. “Next, you’re going to say you expect me to keep walking and help you.”


      “At least I didn’t break your sense of humor.”


      “Nah, just a couple of ribs.” He rubbed his chest again and stood up. “Either we’re becoming best friends or I’m in a horribly abusive relationship.”


      I kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”


      With a sigh, we fell in step. “Abusive relationship it is. At least you’re not making me withdraw my life savings.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the bank behind us. “I was going to ask if we had time to pick up pralines, but I’m not really hungry anymore.” Intoxicating cinnamon-scented air distracted him as we passed a shop window.


      I thought it best not to answer.


      We continued down Royal Street and ducked low-hanging branches in front of the courthouse. A lone musician with a saxophone played “Baker Street” to a mostly disinterested stream of tourists. With a rain-slicked street and full darkness, it would have been practically romantic. Clichéd, but romantic.


      “This is it.” Marty pointed at the next intersection. The air jangled with music spilling out of restaurants and stores, the chatter of tourists rolling by. “Take a right here.”


      We turned down the alley, Pirate’s Alley according to the street sign, and passed the wrought iron-encircled garden behind the church. In the dusk, it looked strange and overgrown. The rhythmic clang of a tambourine echoed down the street. I squinted, trying to see what lay at the far end of the church, but only caught glimpses between passing tourists. Waves of magic rolled through the alley, keeping time with the music.


      “Are you creeped out?” Marty whispered. “Because I’m creeped out.”


      “Lil’ bit,” I admitted, looking up at the church rising above the black fence and dark green flora.


      A woman passed us, her arms loaded with colorful paper shopping bags, laughing with another, similarly burdened woman. The magic had to be coming from the street in front of the church, unless someone had spelled the stores to make them more enticing. The air crackled and the pulse of New Orleans throbbed through both of us.


      “Miss Kelley?”


      Marty and I both jumped, almost colliding with strolling tourists. A dark shape lurked behind the fence between the end of the garden and the church’s white stone wall. Raising a hand in greeting, the figure leaned into the light from the store across the alley. The clean-shaven man smiled and bowed his head, his face disappearing into shadow again. “My apologies. I didn’t mean to startle you.”


      “Quite alright,” I said.


      “Sure. I get broken ribs, but a stranger, ‘quite alright,’” Marty grumbled.


      The gate squeaked as the man in black opened it and gestured for us to enter. “My name is Father Robicheau. Please, come in. We’ll use the private entrance. It’s less…chaotic than Jackson Square at this hour.”


      Marty and I looked at each other and followed him through the gate.
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      * * *


      Inside, the church echoed with the music from the nave. Ethereal murmurs of lowered voices faded as we passed behind the altar and into a simply furnished private office. “The Archbishop sends his regrets that he wasn’t able to meet you personally.” His words betrayed no accent, but the polished crispness suggested he’d worked to erase one.


      I shook my head. “Save the pleasantries, Father. The Archbishop has no intention of meeting me. I pissed off the Pope so no upwardly-mobile cleric is going to meet with me. It doesn’t offend me, but there’s no need for the little white lies of social propriety.”


      The priest stammered, his hands fluttering on top of the desk like wounded white birds. “I assure you, Miss Kelley, it’s nothing like that, only—”


      “Like I said, I’m not offended, just saving us both a little time.”


      He didn’t respond. If I couldn’t hear his breathing, I’d have thought him a vampire. Or a statue.


      I cleared my throat. “Forgive me for being blunt, but I’m seeking support for my current assignment. The Vatican tasked me with hunting a black dog for the lady Helen.”


      His pallor deepened, his hands becoming deceptively calm and still. “What did you say?”


      Marty pulled out the paper and pushed it across the desk, a crumb of the wax seal falling to the calendar blotter. “This,” he said softly, as if breaking bad news, “is the signed order.”


      The cleric picked it up and read it. When he finished, he dropped it on the desk and stared at it wordlessly. He looked something like a saint at prayer with the overhead light reflecting like a halo in his ashy-blond hair.


      “I don’t mean to rush you, Father, but we’re short on time.” I glanced at the window over his head, the deep blue sky already pricked with starlight. “We’ve still got to locate and capture the dog. And when that’s done, I’m either going to help your replacement monster hunter find the monsters I’ve already discovered in the past twenty-four hours, or I’m going to fall into the first mixed drink I encounter. Whatever shows up first.”


      “I thought this was over the day we laid Sister Evangeline to rest.” The anguish in his voice made it hard to listen. “She mentored me from my first day in this church.” He looked up, as if expecting to see her hovering overhead. “She introduced me to the locals, their culture, and even told me monsters existed and hunted our flock.”


      Marty and I looked at each other as the priest stared at his desk calendar blotter. A shrug was the only thing Marty offered.


      “I thought her eccentric, a bit mad to be honest, even after she shared evidence of these fantastical things. I thought maybe her entire order was…off.” His rueful smile directed at the letter in front of him. “And then there was Bubba. Have you met him?”


      I shook my head, not wanting to extend the conversation.


      “He’s exactly what his name conjures. And then there’s Agent Hall from some federal agency that isn’t supposed to exist.” His eyes clouded, a little dreamy. “None of this is supposed to exist.”


      “Father—”


      He raised his hand. “I know. You’re on a schedule. I’ll be quick. As I said, I thought this would go away.” He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a brass key on a red satin tassel. “I never thought I’d unlock this door again. That God would intervene. And then Sister Bridgit called. Then you called.” The chimes tolled the hour as if punctuating his observations, accompanied by a lone soprano crescendo from within the church. “I hoped you wouldn’t show.”


      I rubbed my arms to tamp down gooseflesh. The last time I’d felt like this, I’d been hunting a coven of dark magic users kidnapping children. Research led me to an average New England house, but I walked in on some grandmotherly woman brewing something magical right on her Kenmore stovetop. I’m not sure which of us was more surprised. After she transformed into a long-limbed, skeletal demon beast, it hadn’t ended well. For her.


      The priest raised his arms, his eyes closed. “If this be the will of God, so be it.” He paused like that, unmoving for longer than was comfortable to watch, but it gave me a chance to look around the office.


      Nothing in the room stood out as supernatural in a non-religious way. A crucifix hung over a bookcase filled with an array of religious and spiritual texts from what I could read at a distance. Marty liked to tease that I needed glasses, but I’d never admit it by asking him what he saw on the shelves.


      A small door stood beside the bookshelf, something that might have been used in the 1800s during the reconstruction of the church. Before I could ponder possible uses, Father Robicheau knelt, unlocked the door, and pulled it open. A light clicked on automatically, and as he stepped away, my breath caught.


      “Holy…” Marty’s voice trailed off either because he caught himself or because he forgot to complete the thought.


      A cavern of wonders lay before us, and I got up out of the chair without waiting for an invitation. What lay beyond wasn’t exactly a room, nor a closet, but something in between. Arsenal was the only word that came to mind when I saw the weapons hanging on the red velour-lined walls. Even at my utterly average height, I’d need to duck to stand inside, though the contortion would be worth it. Scanning the orderly rows of gleaming metal, I recognized some of the same beauties from my personal collection—a snub-nosed Ruger like the one usually nestled in my boot holster, a matched pair of Sig Sauer’s—but there was so much more.


      One made me grin.


      A katana all but glittered with a seductive come-hither under the recessed lights, the white leather-wrapped handle pristine. I recognized it immediately. No doubt Sister Evangeline and I would have bonded over a fictional, bad-ass, female zombie hunter.


      The blade only distracted me for a moment. My heart fluttered as my eyes fell on a beautiful Mossberg 500 twelve-gauge shotgun hanging underneath it.


      “Easy, killer,” Marty whispered over my shoulder. “Sister Hotpants will get jealous if you drool over another woman like this.”


      I thumped his chest with a half-hearted backhand.


      The far wall with the katana and twelve-gauge felt like a shrine. I slid into the low space and knelt, a matched pair of nickel plated 1911 .45 pistols catching my eye. “Hot damn,” I breathed, stroking a barrel with the lightest touch.


      “This was Sister Evangeline’s collection,” Father Robicheau said, “and though many were originally hers or left to her through family, she bequeathed them to the Church. You’re welcome to whatever you need.”


      I shivered and picked up one of the 1911s, hefting the solid weight before sighting the barrel. Perfection. The smell of gun oil. Sister Evangeline, whoever she was, cared for her stash.


      Each weapon had a place. Each gleamed, well-maintained and clean. No blank spaces.


      My stomach wrenched. She must have died unarmed, I realized. I fought the discomfort of not having more than the blade in the waistband sheath.


      “If you need transportation, her Harley’s still in a local garage.”


      I blinked, turning. “Harley?”


      “Yes.” One corner of his mouth twitched with amusement. “Sister Evangeline preferred traveling on her motorcycle. It’s a Harley Davidson.” He paused, scowling at the well-worn wooden floor. “I can never remember what kind, though she told me many times.”


      “Can you ride?” Marty asked.


      “He—uh, no.” I climbed out of the arsenal. “Thank you for the offer, Father. As much as I’d like to, I think New Orleans is safer if I stay on four wheels.”


      “I don’t ride either, but it didn’t stop me from taking it out once or twice.” He winked before glancing at the white-washed ceiling. “And thanks to God, both the bike and I are still unscathed.”


      Marty and I laughed with him, then fell silent with him as he cast his gaze to the ground, hands clasped in front of him. I wondered if he was praying. He radiated peace. For a moment, I let go of my suspicion. Maybe I was imagining it. Maybe I saw something that wasn’t there. I bowed my head and tried to find the peace to pray. Words didn’t come, except angry ones about Rome. About Shannon. About all the others who had died under my protection.


      I squeezed my eyes closed and tried not to see their faces.


      Father Robicheau coughed softly.


      Relieved, I looked up, the strain draining away as we returned to business. “She had a beautiful collection. Before we start picking, what’s the ammunition situation?” Whatever the night brought, I wanted to be prepared.


      He reached in to the gun grotto and opened a cabinet on the left side. Ammunition boxes filled the shelves in neat rows, each marked with small white labels. When he backed away, I stepped inside the little space, reading the labels. Blessed. Hollow point/holy water. Silver. Cold iron. White phosphorus. “She was ready for anything, wasn’t she?”


      “Until the day she returned to our Lord,” Robicheau said.


      I rocked back on my heels, and before I could speak, Marty asked, “If I may ask, how did Sister Evangeline die?”


      He sighed. “An unfortunate, tragic accident, and nothing I like to discuss.”


      “That’s understandable.” I pulled out a box of ammo. Marty took it without comment and looked around for someplace to put it.


      “I was there,” Robicheau said, handing him a khaki-colored military grade backpack with MOLLE straps. “When we got to the ground, I prayed with her until she passed.”


      “Creepy,” Marty murmured as he leaned in to take the 1911s from me.


      “Got to the ground?” I asked, looking over Marty’s shoulder as he packed the guns carefully into the bag.


      “Yes. She fell from a helicopter.”


      Both Marty and I stopped, our questions overlapping. “How did that happen?”


      “A tragic accident, as I’ve said.” He bowed his head. “She died in the service of the Lord. If I have any choice, that will be how I go as well.”


      Right. Didn’t like to talk about it. As he’d radiated peace earlier, now, excitement and anticipation rippled off him.


      Guess I hadn’t imagined much of anything. Good to know.


      “I think that’s the most any of us can ask,” I said. “I’m sorry to press you further, but how did she fall from a helicopter?”


      He walked back to his desk, straightening a book on the corner. “The investigator said her seatbelt failed. When we made a turn, she slid, and I, secured as I was, couldn’t reach her. Somehow, she survived long enough for us to land, but there was nothing to be done.”


      “What were you doing up there?” Marty elbowed me, and I smacked my head on the opening of the arsenal trying to dodge. I scowled at him and rubbed my head.


      “Surveying the remaining Katrina damage. A coalition of religious leaders asked to assess what the parish still needs. She’d heard of a…nest of some monster or another hiding in the ruins of the ninth ward and came not only as representation for the New Orleans diocese, but for research. We all have our ways of serving Him, of course. I’m not one to judge another for their choices.”


      When our eyes met, I shrugged at Marty. “Let him talk,” I murmured and shoved a closed black case at him. Instinct told me there was more to Robicheau’s story, and for someone who didn’t want to talk, he’d already volunteered quite a bit without much prodding.


      He still might be innocent, but clichés started somewhere.


      “What you’re hunting tonight, this dog, is it related to the nest Sister Evangeline heard about?”


      “No, and we’re not hunting exactly. At least not as we normally do.” I picked up the Mossberg, hefting its weight, admiring the light shining along the barrel. Beauty. “It’s a special circumstance. Retrieval work. I won’t bore you with the details.”


      I shrugged off Marty’s confusion and mouthed the words “roll with it” as I hung up the Mossberg again. As much fun as she’d bring to the work I couldn’t avoid, this wasn’t the job for that kind of firepower.


      “Oh no,” he said, peering around Marty who moved to let him see into the arsenal, “you misunderstand. I’m very interested in what threatens my flock. I’m charged with the well-being of my parishioners and anything that may harm them. Sister Evangeline and I—”


      “Father, I apologize.” I duck-walked out of the arsenal. “At any other time, I’d love this discussion. Right now, I have to find this dog so I can take my vacation.”


      “Of course. I’m glad to provide whatever support I can.”


      “Hopefully, we’ll finish tonight, and this’ll be the last time we raid your arsenal.”


      “Sister Evangeline’s arsenal.”


      “God’s arsenal?” I offered with a smile.


      His right eyebrow jumped. “Guns in the service of God? Given the history, I’m not sure we’d get far in that argument with Him.”


      Despite myself, I laughed and shouldered the backpack. “Good point, Father. I hope to return all this to you tomorrow and get out of your hair for the rest of my stay in N’awlins.”


      Father Robicheau’s stiff smile didn’t budge. “Let’s hope tomorrow will be the last we see each other.”
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      The red tail lights of the car shrunk into the distance as we stood outside of Saint Louis Cemetery Number One. “You’d think they’d be surprised when someone wants to go cemetery at night,” Marty said, putting the bag on the ground, angling it into the streetlight glow from across the street. Yellow-orange light gleamed off the guns inside.


      “Are you kidding? This is probably the easiest place to blend in. Outside of Bourbon Street, of course. And with the cargo we’ve got, I’d rather avoid as many tourists as possible.”


      “We should have Uber’d. After Tallahassee, I’m sure my rating is horrible.”


      “I told you we could have walked.”


      “And I was too drunk to listen. That’s why I puked.” He looked around. “So, you ready to strap up?”


      The streetlights at the end of the block changed, and a single car approached on the other side of the street. None of the buildings or fixtures had obvious cameras, but it wasn’t worth taking a chance. I stared at the wall. “I wish I’d known it was white.”


      “I told you we should have Googled it.”


      “And when do I ever listen?”


      “Fair point.” He slung the bag across his shoulder, hefting the lock at the barred gate. “So how’re we dealing with this?”


      “We’re not,” I said, my hand out for the bag.


      “What?”


      I slid the straps over both shoulders, squatted, and laced my fingers together in an upward facing cup. “Alley-oop.”


      He stared at my hands, took a step back, and shook his head. “Nuh uh. Last time I ended up with a broken finger.”


      “Unless you’ve put in some time at the gym I don’t know about, you are going to struggle scaling this wall.”


      “I could just wait out here.”


      “With a bag full of guns? In New Orleans?”


      He shrugged. “I’ll be all right.”


      “Then let me object. It’s a shitty idea, especially if that dog is in there. I’ll need back up, no matter how sketchy your aim is.”


      “My aim isn’t sketchy.”


      “Right.” I nodded toward my hands. “Step up.”


      With a heavy sigh, Marty put one foot in my hands, and I boosted him. As he rolled over the wall, the crash wasn’t as loud or as curse-laden as I expected, but then again, it wasn’t very tall. He muttered on the other side.


      I jumped and caught the top of the wall, the rough stucco abrading my fingertips. “All the better to scrape off fingerprints,” I said as I hoisted myself over.


      Marty rubbed his elbows and handed me the holsters for the 1911s. “You need to show me how to do that.”


      “You need to build muscle.” I flexed and grinned before adjusting the holster, the leather slung low on my hip, a reassuring weight. “Then, someday, you can carry the big boy guns like me.”


      “You look like a character from a video game.”


      I looked down at myself, guns strapped to each thigh. “Nah. My boobs aren’t pointy enough.”


      Even the dark couldn’t hide his eye roll.


      Low, stone buildings loomed in the half-light that crested the stucco wall at my back. “Don’t forget,” I said, threading my arms through another holster, “this is a capture mission. Shoot only as last resort.”


      “Right.” Marty adjusted his holster. “And exactly how are we going to capture this hell-hound with lethal force? Club it with the gun?”


      “You’re the only one armed for non-lethal force.” I popped open the black plastic case and freed the tranquilizer gun from the foam inside. “I liberated this from Sister Evangeline’s arsenal.” Dart loaded, I slid it into the holster under my arm. “Should be just what we need.”


      “Will that work on supernatural creatures?”


      I shrugged and eyeballed the darts. “That’s why you’re my back up.”


      “How are we getting it back to Helen?”


      “Let’s bag it first. We’ll figure that out later.”


      “I love how you plan for all the important details.”


      I opened my mouth to speak, interrupted by the crunch of gravel.


      Marty paused, the second snub-nosed Ruger half-way into his holster.


      We waited in the shadows, silent and barely breathing. Another crunch. I pointed at Marty, then down the aisle in front of us. Jabbing a thumb at myself, I gestured to the next row. He nodded in agreement, gun pointed at the ground in a two-handed grip. I chambered a dart in the tranquilizer gun. By the size, it had to be enough. If not, I had five more in my pocket. As long as I didn’t stab myself with one.


      We crept around the mausoleums. I kept my foot low to the ground, seeking obstacles and grade changes where the streetlights didn’t reach. Staring hard into the night and straining to hear, silence buzzed through the graveyard.


      Another crunch, this one an unmistakable footstep.


      I froze. Marty shook his head and pointed to the far corner of the cemetery.


      In sync, we stepped between the rows of crypts, guns drawn. Drunken tourists laughed and sang on the other side of the stucco wall. Under the covering rush of a passing car, the crunch and rustle continued, braver and more determined. I wriggled between two of the crypts into the next row, seeing nothing.


      A stone rattled across the sidewalk. The crunching steps stopped, replaced by a growl louder and deeper than Helen’s wolf-dog, Fen. My skin crawled. If this thing was bigger than Fen, it would be massive. I hoped the darts would be strong enough to take it down and keep it down long enough to get it to Helen. And that I could reload fast enough to make it matter.


      “Oh shit!”


      I spun and hurried backward down the path. The menacing growl rose, echoing through the cemetery. When Marty screamed, I sprinted.


      One gunshot.


      My stomach sank as I looked down the aisles between the close stone mausoleums, my voice a stage whisper. “Marty, where are you?”


      He sprawled on the ground at the foot of a crypt, street lights highlighting his back.


      I skidded to his side, holstering my weapon and running my hands over him as I called his name. No obvious blood. No noticeable wounds.


      He groaned and shifted, his gun scraping on the ground.


      “Don’t move.” I fished in my pocket for my flashlight. Covering the bulb with my fingers, I clicked on the light and shined it on my friend. He didn’t look hurt, until I aimed the light in his eyes.


      “Ow.” He raised his hand and pushed the light away. “I’m fine.”


      Fingers still covering the flashlight, I let a sliver of light fall across Marty’s forehead. “You’ve got a good bruise starting.” With the other hand, I touched it, and he winced. “And a hell of a lump.”


      “Not to mention the one you gave me earlier,” he said, rubbing his chest.


      I rolled my eyes. “What about the gunshot? What happened? Did you see it? Did it jump you?” I scanned the area, expecting to find the body of the dog. Or at least a blood trail.


      “Wasn’t me.” He sat up slowly, rubbing his head. “I saw it, though.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I saw the dog, and that thing is huge. No way we’re lifting it over the wall, even if you manage to stick enough darts to take it down.” Marty winced as he pushed himself up to lean against the weathered stone. “Red glowing eyes, by the way. Fucking creepy.”


      “And the gunshot?”


      “I’m getting there. The dog, or some shadow manifestation of it, was in front of me, growling, glowing eyes. All I could think was ‘oh, shit.’”


      “You said it, too.”


      “No. Not me.” He rubbed his head. “Someone in black stood behind it with a gun. I saw the gun, turned to run, heard the scream, and I guess I ran into the crypt trying to avoid the shot.”


      Whoever fired was probably still here. Possibly watching.


      An itch tickled the spot between my shoulders. I resisted the urge to roll them. If someone was watching, it might already be too late, but if not, I might get the upper hand. We had to sound focused on anything but our surroundings. I hoped Marty would catch on.


      “What about the dog?” he asked, eyes clear as he winked.


      I clicked the flashlight off. “I’ll look around, though it’s probably gone.”


      “How? We’re in a walled-in graveyard.”


      “It’s a supernatural creature that’s drawn power from cemeteries for millennia. Walls aren’t much of an obstacle.” I hoped he’d see me hold my finger to my lips. Drawing the 1911, I aimed it at the ground away from Marty.


      “I guess not.” He tried to get up and staggered against the crypt.


      “Stay put. I’m going to see how we can get you out of here without climbing.” I pointed to myself, then a route around the crypts. If whoever fired at Marty was still here, I wanted them off guard. Each slow step made as little noise as possible.


      The main gate of the cemetery hung open.


      That made one thing easier. And everything else harder.
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      Marty’s bruise glared at me like an accusation, the deep purple a stark contrast to his naturally tanned skin. “You sure you’re feeling okay?” I tried to face yet another failure to protect those around me without looking away.


      “I told you, I’m fine and, again, it wasn’t your fault.” He pressed the ice-filled towel against his head, hiding the ugly purple mark. A drop of water rolled down his sunglasses.


      “I’d feel better if you’d get checked out.”


      “And get medical advice that says I can’t have another of these?” He lifted the slushy, fluorescent drink with his other hand. “Hell naw.”


      The sun warmed my shoulders in the most enticing way. Everything I wanted was here. A little shade under the potted palms and the shadows of nearby buildings, a little breeze, a roof-top pool and alcohol on demand delivered by hotel staff. I shifted on the plastic lounge chair and shaded my eyes. The sooner I figured out how to catch this damned dog, the sooner I could spend my afternoons here.


      “You could relax, you know. There isn’t much you can do until nightfall.”


      I shook my head. “I’ve got legwork to do while you research. Maybe Robicheau knows who’s got keys to the gate at Saint Louis Number One. Or why someone would’ve been there last night.”


      “Do you trust him?”


      “Nope. Something’s off with him. I can’t tell what, though.” It’d kept me up far too long last night, but come to nothing.


      “You’re always saying things like that—”


      “And how many times have I been wrong?”


      “If you’d’ve let me finish, I would’ve said I agree with you.” After a moment, he said, “But I’m gonna start writing it down just so I have an answer when you ask.”


      “Until then, will you check him out, please? And if you find anything interesting, send a copy to Sister Betty?”


      He saluted me with his free hand. The wrong one, not that it mattered. “You got it, boss. But isn’t it cliché for the religious guy to be bad?”


      “Totally. And yet?” Was I seeing things where they didn’t exist simply because cliché taught me to expect it? I’d thought it over for so long the night before that I didn’t know what I thought anymore. Nothing had changed except I hadn’t slept. There had to be more. Such a persistent gut feeling had to have something behind it.


      He nodded. “Something’s hinky.”


      “Agreed. As much as I don’t like it, he’s our only local resource. Sister Betty said the high-ranking clergy’s out of town to handle Albuquerque. If I can’t get anything out of him, I’ll ask her to intervene.”


      Sun glinted off his sunglasses as he nodded. “So you go lone wolf. That’ll end well.”


      I flipped him off. “If you didn’t have a head injury, I’d smack you.”


      With a laugh, he put the towel of ice on the table beside him. “It’d still be worth it.”


      “Call or text me if you need anything, or if you find anything to help us pin down the Black Dog. Or a pattern of ‘sudden deaths’ like the airport guy. Or anything you can dig up about Father Robicheau or Helen.” Quite the vacation. I envied my nerd friend, even with the goose-egg on his forehead. At least he could work by the pool and drink.


      “You got it. Be careful, lone wolf.”


      “Aren’t I always?”


      

        [image: ]

      


      * * *


      Though I’d hoped to surprise Father Robicheau by showing up unannounced at Saint Louis Cathedral, my ambition only led to punishment. To my thighs, specifically. By wooden pews. After spending half my childhood in church following Shannon’s death, wooden pews never failed to evoke loathing whether during Mass, waiting for my turn at confession, or waiting for my parents to finish a counseling session. The unforgiving seats doled out more punishment than any priest in the confessional or parochial school nun.


      And here I was, again, my hamstrings doing penance while I waited. The nervous young deacon who offered to call when Father Robicheau returned from visiting congregation members only ventured out to check on me once, though I saw him peek out at me from a door behind the altar twice. I tried to relax, to appreciate the stained glass and architecture of the nave. History had a heartbeat here, though not the same as other places I’d visited. More unsettling.


      When my legs cramped the first time, I’d walked around. An old woman passed me as we approached the candle rails. She lowered herself carefully to the kneeler, bowed her head, and clasped her hands. I stepped away to let her remember and pray in peace.


      The deacon approached, wringing his hands as I resumed my uncomfortable seat. “I’m sorry, Miss Kelley, Father Robicheau called to say he won’t return until much later. I’ll be glad to call you when he returns.”


      “No, that’s not necessary. I’ll wait.” I tried to feign a relaxed posture.


      The deacon, who’s name I’d already forgotten, glanced over his shoulder at the sacristy door. “It would be b-best if you, uh…”


      “He’s in the sacristy and told you to get rid of me.”


      Nothing could have been more confirmation than the way the deacon’s head whipped around, or the way his blue eyes bugged out of his head. “Wha… I don’t—no, that’s not, he’s visiting—”


      “Infirm and unwell congregants,” I said. “Right. Got it. How about you take me to his office. He has something for me. I’ll take care of two errands at once.”


      His forehead wrinkles deepened as he looked over his shoulder again. The lack of hair above the laurel wreath of spare strands crowning his ears made sense. Poor guy probably worried off every strand. “It’s against the rules to admit you to the sacristy or private offices.”


      I stood to his almost comical relief. “Rules are meant to be broken,” I said. “That’s what parochial school taught me.” With a wink, I walked around him and his astonishment to the sacristy door behind the altar.


      The commotion of hurried footsteps on creaky wooden floors greeted me before I opened the door. I grinned. If he was running, discovering what the good Father had to hide might actually be fun.


      Sister Betty would be the first to warn me not to do it.


      The door opened on silent hinges. I hesitated, my foot hovering over the threshold.


      She’d warn me that nothing good came from lone wolf hunts. That “a Scooby-Doo crew of at least two means back up and safety for you.” She’d even made me recite the stupid rhyme from memory. But Marty knew where I was, and this wasn’t a monster hunt.


      “Miss Kelley, I assure you, I will call you when Father Robicheau returns.” The deacon tugged at my shoulder, but the taller man had no chance of moving me without my consent or participation. Superior muscle mass for the win.


      “That’s fine.” I shook off his grip and continuing down the hall. “I’ll just get what I need from his office while I wait.”


      He argued.


      I ignored.


      The office door was closed, but unlocked. When I opened it, a red-faced Father Robicheau sat behind his desk, his hands primly folded on the calendar. “Miss Kelley,” he said, a little breathless.


      “Tsk tsk,” I said to the stammering deacon behind me. “‘Thou shalt not lie’ is a commandment, isn’t it? Seems like the Father has been here all along.”


      The deacon cringed.


      “No, Miss Kelley, Deacon Paul wasn’t aware I’d returned from my visits.” Father Robicheau stood, gesturing to the seat in front of his desk. “Please, have a seat.”


      “Father, I’m s—”


      “Thank you, Paul. Please leave us now.” The strange harshness in his voice silenced the other man. Every nerve in my body tingled, though I couldn’t figure out why this felt so wrong. “Bad cleric” was such a cliché that it couldn’t possibly be what was going on, yet the “hinky” was undeniable. Once the door closed, Robicheau turned his rigid smile back to me and sat. “How can I help you today?”


      “How were your visits?” I sat back and watched him.


      The brittle smile wavered with the unexpected question. “Fine, fine. Our devoted members who cannot make it to Mass still require spiritual support. Like Mrs. McGillicutty. Devout woman in her nineties. She’s fortunate enough to still get around, but getting here is challenging most of the time.” He picked something from his sleeve, his shoulders relaxing. “That and her toy poodle requires more attention as it ages.”


      I nodded. “Sounds like tending to your flock’s a full-time job.”


      He bristled. “Of course.”


      “Then we’ve got something in common.”


      “Perhaps.” Sitting back in the chair, he clasped his hands, elbows resting on the arms of the chairs. “Though I nurture the spiritual well-being of the faithful, not to enable their sinful behaviors. As a matter of fact, I still have things to take care of, so while I hate to rush you, I must ask again, how can I help you?”


      Oh, this would be fun after all. I “enabled sinful behavior”? This might run deep and require some assistance from Marty, but what fun it would be to unravel. I might even consider this part of my vacation. Watching him struggle with calm, I tried to hide my amusement. “Of course. I’d like another chance to go through Sister Evangeline’s cache. We encountered the Black Dog last night and need to adjust our plan. As well as address another challenge we encountered.”


      “Oh?” He shifted, his face a kaleidoscope of emotion.


      Bait taken. “You may be able to help. Do you know who has access to the keys for the Saint Louis Cemetery Number One? Anyone who might have been there last night?”


      He shook his head, lips pursed. “Not that I can think of. The Archdiocese controls access, both for tourists and family of the departed. No one should be there without authorization. How do you know someone was there?”


      “Would you be able to get a list of those with access?”


      “Why should I do that, Miss Kelley?” A red flush crept up his neck and colored the tips of his ears. “That’s not relevant to your assignment.”


      “As of last night, it is.” I shrugged, trying to keep a casual posture as he bristled. “Part of that challenge I mentioned.”


      He opened his right-hand desk drawer and took out the key without getting up. “Of course, I’ll provide support, but I don’t see the need for you to have an access list.”


      “If I can’t get it from you, I’ll reach out to the Archdiocese.”


      Something flashed in his eyes too fast to catch. “Do as you feel you must. I’ll protect my flock as I see fit.” He dropped the key in the drawer. “And all of God’s creations, as well.”


      Interesting.


      I stood, my hand out. “How about I look through the stash and get out of your hair?”


      “No, I think you’ve taken all you need for now.” With a smile, he slammed the drawer and folded his hands on the desk. “I’ll discuss appointing a more appropriate local liaison with the Archbishop.”


      Curiouser and curiouser. “What do you mean, Father?”


      “My job is to protect God’s creations. You destroy them. I see us at odds.”


      I laughed. “Monsters. I hunt monsters responsible for harming your congregation.”


      “That’s how you see them. I don’t.”


      “And how do you see them?”


      “As the perfect, righteous justice of God, of course. If He created them, they have a purpose. Perhaps that purpose is culling the sinful. Perhaps they’re more holy than all of us.” He stilled, his composure returning. “We’re not meant to know all, only to obey and submit to His will.”


      Before I could ask a question, there was a knock at the door.


      “Come in.” Father Robicheau didn’t hesitate.


      “Father, Sister Bridgit from the Holy Order of the Sisters of Mercy of Saint Brendan to see you.”


      My heart jack-rabbited. Both Father Robicheau and I straightened.


      In the doorway, she loomed behind Deacon Paul slightly taller than the thin man. The stark white of her coif and the rich black of her veil intensified the sharpness of her dark eyes. Even without makeup, those eyes pierced me to my very soul.


      I swallowed the lump in my throat with as much grace as I could.


      Father Robicheau’s poise flittered away. “Sister Bridgit,” he said as she stepped around the deacon and crossed the room, her hand extended. “I wasn’t expecting you.”


      “Where there’s a crisis, I follow.” With a perfunctory smile, she shook the limp fingers Robicheau offered. “A pleasure.”


      “This is Miss—”


      Sister Betty pulled me against her for a quick hug and muttered, “Play along,” before returning her attention to the man in the black frock. “Caitlin and I are well acquainted. She’s my protégé and will eventually assume my role in the Order.”


      We’d been working toward it for years, but hearing her say it to another person made it real. Anxiety over Rome welled in my stomach, but I managed a smile. Time to doubt my ability to take over for her later. I had time to get better. Stronger. Never again would someone die if I could stop it. No matter what it took.


      Robicheau blinked, his mouth agape. “I…didn’t expect…”


      “God works in mysterious ways.” Sister Betty flashed an innocent grin. I almost choked as heat poured through me. That woman. “Now,” she said, “let’s talk business.”
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      Sister Betty crossed her legs under her tunic.


      The reprimand I’d have expected from anyone else didn’t happen. Robicheau barely had the guts to hold himself together against her, never mind assert himself against impropriety.


      “I assume you and Caitlin have worked out access to the armory?” She smiled her dangerous smile. Her words rolled out in a disarming purr disguising the threat of impending menace.


      Father Robicheau sat squarely in her sights, and he had no idea.


      “Yes, in fact,” he opened the drawer and produced the key, “she’d just requested access it again. Which I was about to permit, of course.”


      “Great.” Her foot bounced, making her tunic sway.


      I accepted the key, now so readily given, and sat back, waiting for the drama. “Thank you, Father.”


      “Thank you for your support,” she said, her voice low and sultry.


      He avoided looking at her, maybe pretending not to see the unseemly wiggle of her tunic. Kudos to him, but maybe it distracted me more since I knew what was underneath. I bit the inside of my cheek to subdue a giggle while trying not to squirm.


      “Of course.” His sour scowl fought to be a professional, emotionless expression, but lost. He blinked several times, tugging his cleric blacks. “Was that all?”


      “Not. Even. Close.” The threat in her slow, staccato words stopped him, mid-rise. “There’s something foul in your house, Father, and I’m here to clean it out.”


      “No, no, you’re mistaken,” he said, his words tumbling over each other, his eyes wide. “I’m just serving God by tending the New Orleans flock.”


      Sister Betty’s predatory grin reminded me why she was one of the most terrifying hunters the Church had ever known. She sat still as a vampire, her eyes locked on the cleric behind his desk. “Are you sure?”


      “This is highly irregular, Sister Bridgit!” Father Robicheau pushed back in his chair, sweat rolling down his forehead.


      Sister Betty stood, aiming a quick gesture at me to do the same, and we rounded the desk in opposite directions. “Please. Call me Betty. Everyone does.”


      Robicheau’s head swiveled between us, a trapped animal looking for escape. “What is this? Why are you doing this?” Finding nowhere to retreat, he dropped into his seat, cowering.


      “You know why. And you’d better start talking before things get…” She leaned over him. Her white teeth, flushed cheeks, and pink lips belonged in a magazine rather than a religious order.


      Then there was her stance over the cowering man.


      Lethal and sexy.


      I swallowed hard, unsure if fear or arousal would win the war within me.


      “…serious.” She stretched the word, the long sibilant hiss of a snake ready to strike.


      Father Robicheau shuddered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “How about we talk about Sister Evangeline’s death?”


      Had there been color in his face, it would have drained away. Instead, his skin yellowed, as if aging thirty years before our eyes. I expected him to have some kind of heart attack. “I don’t like to talk about it,” he finally managed.


      “Hard to discuss it without incriminating yourself?” I asked.


      “No, no, that’s not it, I don’t like talking about it because she died—”


      “Serving God?” I offered.


      His face hardened, wrinkles like rigid cracks as his mouth twisted in distaste. “You have no idea what it is to serve God.”


      “Funny.” I glanced at Sister Betty without letting him out of my sight. “Last I checked, I work for the Church.”


      The priest huffed. “You have no idea what God’s work really is.”


      Sister Betty laughed. “Enlighten me.”


      The Father fidgeted. “It’s shepherding your fellow man and leading sinners to repentance. But not all sinners are repentant, and some will never seek God’s light.”


      As if on some kind of divine cue, a shadow crossed the window over his head. I slid my hand into my pocket and pulled out my cellphone.


      “Put it on the desk, Miss Kelley.”


      I hadn’t seen Robicheau draw the gun he pointed at me. All I could do was blink and stare. Where the hell had it come from?


      “Don’t make me repeat myself.” The hardness in his eyes didn’t replace the sad droop around the corners. Even though the bastard had me, I still pitied him a little. A very little, but it was there.


      “Father,” I placed my phone face down on the table, “we’re on the same side.” As long as he was focused on me, Sister Betty might pull off some kind of miracle. What exactly, I had no idea.


      That was up to her. I had to give her time and opportunity. And take it if it came my way.


      “This isn’t part of protecting your congregation,” Sister Betty added, her hands hidden in the sleeves of her tunic. She had to have some gadget, or weapon, hiding up there.


      “Who are you to judge me?” Robicheau’s color returned in a rush. “You,” he pointed with the gun, “cloistered away in…wherever you hide from the world. You have no idea what it’s like, what it takes—”


      “You’re harming them by hindering us,” I said.


      The gun swung in my direction along with his scowl. “I leave judgement to God.”


      “Do you know what we do?”


      “We?” He scoffed. The sleeves of Sister Betty’s tunic wriggled. “You say you serve God, yet when His creations punish the sinful and unrepentant, you kill the means of His justice. You. Kill. Them.” He punctuated his words with thrusts of his gun. “Thou shalt not kill.”


      I flinched to keep his attention on me. Letting him believe he had the upper hand was so simple, it might actually work. “And yet,” I said, “you’re ready to kill us.”


      “Like you killed Sister Evangeline,” Sister Betty said.


      “Her death was a tragic accident. She—”


      I held up both hands, the gun thrusting in my face again as soon as I moved. “Right, seatbelt, banking helicopter, got it. But you knew. You had something to do with it, didn’t you?”


      A sinister smile oozed across his face. The hair rose on my arms. He didn’t have to say anything else.


      “You did. Whatever you did, you made sure she died.” I heard my own astonishment. How had I not seen it? How had I not suspected something as odd as falling from a routine helicopter ride, especially someone as tactically experienced as Sister Evangeline?


      “Shut up.”


      I caught the glow of Sister Betty’s cellphone screen through her tunic.


      “You killed your local monster hunter.” Marty owed me for being right. Again…


      “Shut up!” His arm shook, and he leaned over the desk, the muzzle of the snub-nose .38 dancing inches from my face.


      “You murdered your mentor because she protected innocent people from monsters who threatened them!” I leaned in close enough to smell the gun oil, daring him to fire, demanding his full attention. “You murdered her and tell me not to kill?”


      “She interfered with God’s design. She questioned His decisions and intervened!” He pressed the gun against my forehead, face flushed and breathing in ragged gasps.


      “And you’re doing the same with us.” My words were almost a whisper.


      He recoiled. “I am not.”


      “Aren’t you?” I leaned forward again to keep his attention on me. “You’ve got a gun in my face because I protect people, repentant or sinful, worthy or unworthy, from the monsters who hunt them. So, who’s interfering with God’s plan, here? Who’s really their brother’s keeper?”


      He squared his shoulders in defiance, the gun no longer wobbling.


      We locked eyes.


      Time to take the bastard down.


      I felt the quick shift in the energy before I saw anything, but as Sister Betty moved, I dropped.


      The report of the gun drowned out Robicheau’s surprised yelp. My ears rang as I rolled to regain my footing. Hearing only a screaming echo of the gun’s report, I shook my head and scrambled around the desk, struggling to keep my balance. In the narrow space between the desk and abandoned chair, Sister Betty and Robicheau became a tangle of flailing, struggling limbs and too much black cloth. Of course, I jumped in, struggling to pry the gun from his hand. His wiry fingers were far stronger than they looked, so I went with the only feasible option.


      Breaking them.


      The suggestion of sound broke through the howl of deafness, probably Robicheau’s scream since he released his weapon. I slid it across the floor and pinned his arms. Maybe I tweaked his broken finger a little more than necessary, but the bastard had threatened me with a gun. And fired it. A little manhandling balanced our debt. Sister Betty’s knee seemed to be taking her due with his holy jewels.


      A hand on my shoulder.


      I twitched, wrenching another finger to keep Robicheau subdued. Another spike in the roar of non-sound.


      Standing over me was my new bestie, Officer La Fontaine, red faced and sweating, his gun pointed at me.


      Awesome.


      Half a dozen cops in body armor filled the room, some clustered around the desk, weapons pointed at the wriggling clerics, a few more in the hall, weapons aimed at me.


      Even better.


      Nothing says vacation like being held at gunpoint.


      His mouth moved, and I shrugged. “Can’t hear you, but he’s the one you want.” I gestured at the wriggling man on the floor as a uniform pulled Sister Betty back on her heels. She held her hands over her head, her face too pale and sweaty.


      I reached out to give her a thumbs up to see if she was okay, when both of my hands were wrenched behind my back. “No,” I said, or maybe I yelled. I couldn’t really tell. “He’s the one you want. He fired the gun. He killed Sister Evangeline.”


      They ignored me.


      As someone pulled me out, another cop lifted Sister Betty. The wet shine on her tunic glistened, but pain transformed her face. “She’s been shot!” But no matter how I struggled, I couldn’t break free.
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      * * *


      I tried to relax my jaw and not grit my teeth as I answered. “I told you, already, Robicheau fired the gun. The only time I touched it was to take it away.”


      “And broke his fingers.” He glanced up at me, his pen poised over a steno notebook.


      “Either that or get shot.”


      He wrote without acknowledging my response.


      “Once I had it, I slid it across the room and tried to secure him against further violence. Now, will you please tell me the status of my partner?”


      “He’s being questioned.” The detective sounded bored. “But since he wasn’t there, he’ll probably be released soon.”


      “He? No, my other partner. Sister Bridgit. The one in the room with me. She was shot. I need to know how she is.”


      He shrugged. “I wasn’t aware anyone had been injured.” With a nod at the notebook on the table in front of him, he continued. “You’re saying the priest shot the gun?”


      I stopped pacing around the spartan, industrial green conference room and stared at him. “Seriously? How many times do I need to answer this question?”


      A knock at the door interrupted whatever he intended to say. When it opened, an officer gestured to the detective, and the two whispered at the door, too low for me to hear over the buzzing in my ears. The detective glanced at me but returned to his conversation.


      I folded my arms and waited. Never had I been held or questioned this long by local law enforcement. Of course, I’d never had such a contentious encounter with them before getting caught up in such a weird situation. Okay, not never, but not often. Not more than half dozen times or so.


      And probably because Sister Betty or DEMON, the Department of Extra-Dimensional, Magical, and Occult Nuisances, usually intervened. Without her, it would take time before DEMON got the message.


      Without her—


      Nausea roiled in my stomach, and I pushed the thought away.


      The two men nodded at each other, and the detective returned to his seat at the table, refusing to meet my eyes.


      “And?”


      He looked up. “And what?”


      “What did he tell you about my partner?”


      “Nothing.”


      “She was shot.” I approached the mirror, staring past the detective’s reflection, trying to see whomever might be observing on the other side. “I need to know she’s okay.”


      “Miss Kelley, yesterday, you were attacked on the street. Today, you claim a priest held a gun to your head. That this same priest tried to shoot you. In a church.”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      “You have to see why this is so difficult to believe.”


      “What?” I turned around.


      He stared at me, implacable, expressionless, pen in hand, waiting for something remarkable enough to write down.


      “You think I’m lying?”


      “I didn’t say that.”


      “That’s what you’re implying.”


      His chin lifted a fraction as he inhaled slowly. “Explain to me the circumstances of the attack yesterday.”


      “I already have!” The echo of my own voice made the ringing in my ears louder. “And I’ve already explained what happened in the church. Tell me how my partner is.”


      “Miss Kelley—”


      “No. No more. Charge me if you have to.” If they hadn’t already filed a report with my name on it, as soon as my name was entered, I’d have backup. Someone from the Church, or someone from DEMON would be here. Either way, it didn’t matter. Either way, I’d be released. Either way, I could check on her. Sister Betty could be dying. I could be losing her.


      She might already be gone.


      Nausea swelled within me.


      Without moving, the detective stared at me.


      I sat in the chair across from him.


      Neither of us spoke.


      He sighed. “Your partner is fine. She’s being treated for an abrasion and a cracked rib.”


      Relief flooded through me with such intensity I thought I might slump onto the table. My voice cracked as I thanked him.


      Another knock at the door, and it swung in without hesitation. A short man in government-blue suit that fit better twenty pounds ago nodded at me, shifting his battered brown briefcase to his left hand. “Miss Kelley, you’re free to go.”


      The detective stood up. “Who are you?”


      Before he’d finished the question, the little man produced a business card with the flick of his fingers. “Agent Cooper Hardin. I’m with the federal Department of Extra-Dimensional, Magical, and Occult Nuisances.”


      “Department of…” He scowled, standing. “DEMON?”


      “That’s right, and he’s legit, McKenzie.” A uniformed cop appeared behind Agent Hardin, his insignia identifying him as the commander. “And don’t bother Googling that department. It’s one a’ them that doesn’t exist.”


      Agent Hardin gave what might have passed for a smile in his world. “They do call it one of the No Such Agencies for a reason.”


      I grinned. I’d not met Agent Hardin before, but I could tell I’d like him. The little man had gusto.


      “Since there’s no grounds to hold Miss Kelley, she will be leaving. With any, and all, weapons she had on her person.”


      “Of course.” The commander’s jaw twitched.


      “But sir,” the detective who’s name I’d not bothered remembering tried to protest.


      The commander shook his head. As he approached, I glimpsed his nametag. R. Albert. He stuck his hand out, thin skinned and flecked with dark spots. Far older than the man it was attached to. “Miss Kelley, my apologies. My team does their best to protect New Orleans, and we appreciate your…unique expertise, no matter how poorly we show it.” His drawl made the city’s name into something more exotic and vaguely foreign. Combined with the sincerity in his eyes, I lost the conviction of my irritation.


      “Of course. If I’d been here in any professional capacity, I’d have come to introduce myself.” Probably not true, but it sounded good. I needed to get better with that professional courtesy thing.


      “Of course.” His smile hinted that he knew better. “Our city hasn’t been easy on your kind lately. I’m hoping you can help us change that.”


      “I’ll do what I can,” I said.


      “Glad to hear it.”


      The death knell of my vacation rang in the familiar laughter behind me.


      “Caitlin, we’d best be on our way to see Bridgit before visiting hours are over. There’ll be plenty of time to chat later.” Father Callahan leaned against the doorway, one leg crossed in front of the other, arms crossed. His grin showcased his unnaturally white teeth. When I first met him, I assumed him a monster in disguise because of those teeth. All the better to eat me with.


      I agreed. Commander Albert led us out, talking all the way, though I didn’t listen. Father Callahan talked enough for both of us. No one ever noticed who contributed to the conversation when he was around. Except Sister Betty.


      No one could hide from her.
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      “I told you,” Sister Betty grumbled, “I’m fine. I’ll be out as soon as they let me.”


      Father Callahan laughed. “Such a patient patient.”


      With a scowl, she thumped the bed in frustration. “I came to help, and I can’t do that from here.”


      “You did help,” I said. “I’d probably be dead without you.” Even though I’d suspected Father Robicheau, I’d gone to the St. Louis Cathedral unarmed. Alone. Stupid. And because I was stupid, she’d gotten shot.


      At least she hadn’t lectured me.


      “You’d have figured out some way out of it. You always do.” She shifted and winced. “Besides, based on the message Marty left, you were already on the right track. I called the police on the way to Saint Louis Cathedral from the airport when he told me you were headed there on your own.”


      “They took their time showing up.”


      “That they showed up at all is a little surprising,” Father Callahan said. “At least before the gunshot.”


      “No, they didn’t.” I looked at Sister Betty, waiting for her agreement. He fired before the cops showed up.


      “They were on the premises. The gunshot was…” Father Callahan shrugged and waved a hand, “incentive to hurry.”


      I rolled my eyes. Father C never missed a detail, or failed to point out the minutiae. Sister Betty interjected before words made it out of my open mouth. “Regardless, Robicheau’s in custody, and with the evidence we presented, I don’t think we’ll have to worry much about him.”


      Father Callahan shrugged. “Legal will take over.”


      “Why didn’t you let me know?”


      “Timing.” Sister Betty shrugged and put her hand over her wound. “We thought we’d figured it out and immediately got on a plane. By the time we landed, Marty’d left his message and you were en route to the cathedral.”


      “And we need to talk about the letter.”


      Sister Betty avoided looking at me. “We will, but not now. That dog is still out there, and there’s the creature you saw in the airport.” She waved her hand as if dismissing the thought. “But the dog first. You shouldn’t be wasting time here.”


      “I’m no closer to figuring out how to catch it.”


      “Yet another reason I’m here, pigeon.” Goosebumps rippled across my skin as our eyes met. “Even before the Robicheau thing, Marty and I were exchanging research about it. Of course, everything I brought’s still at the church.”


      “I’ll go get it. Marty’s resting at to the hotel. The knock on the head last night laid him low.”


      “Call me as soon as you have it. We have several things we need to discuss.”


      “I don’t like you going alone.” Father Callahan crossed his legs and slipped a hand into his jacket, pulling out a pack of gum.


      “Do you have a better option?” It sounded far more sarcastic than I intended.


      With slow, deliberate movements, he removed a piece, unwrapped it, and popped the unnaturally blue confection in his mouth. “No, I don’t.”


      “They’re probably still processing the scene, so the place’ll be crawling with cops.” I forced a grin. “It’ll be the safest place in the city as long as I keep my mouth shut.”


      Sister Betty laughed, the sound cut short with a grunt. “So we’re banking on miracles now?”


      Father Callahan laughed, too. “Now I really don’t want you going by yourself.”


      The tension drained out of the room. “I’ll be fine,” I said, repeating her words. “I can handle New Orleans at night, and I’ll behave myself. I promise. Besides, as long as I’m not dying, the dog shouldn’t be a threat.”


      “That’s not exactly true,” Sister Betty interrupted.


      “The letter said…”


      “I know,” she said, her cheeks flaming red as she picked at the blanket.


      Words failed me. First, she’d kept the assignment secret, though she’d known it was coming. Then, the letter from the Pope about the dog, and now, the part that assured I’d be safe, the most critical part, wasn’t true? “What about it isn’t true?” Accusation rang in each syllable.


      Father Callahan sat forward, propping his arms on his crossed legs. “Now, Caitlin, the letter came from the Vatican—”


      “From a man who hates me and would excommunicate me if he could find an excuse. If there’s some risk related to facing this creature, I have a right to know.”


      “You do,” Callahan said with frustrating calm.


      “I’m not hearing it.”


      “Because you’re not letting anyone explain!” Sister Betty’s raised voice shocked us both. “It might attack the living. There’s historical precedent, though I can’t remember all the details, but if it goes that far, it’s almost impossible to contain. Combined with the sheer volume of non-corporeal dead that are part of the city’s economy—”


      “Right. Dog goes nuts, we’re all in deep.” Crossing my arms, I asked, “What do I do to stop it?”


      “You,” Sister Betty said, “can’t.”


      “That doesn’t make any sense.”


      “It’s not as simple as you think. We need—”


      “If I can’t stop it, then it can’t be stopped, right?”


      “Not exactly.”


      “Then what? You’re not making sense.”


      “You’re not listening, Caitlin, because you don’t want to hear.” Father Callahan tried to be the voice of reason, but I kept my eyes on the woman in the bed. The woman I depended on for information, for advice and insight. The woman I trusted with my life.


      “Who can stop it?”


      She lifted her chin and stared back at me, unflinching now. “A volunteer.”


      “What?”


      “The Black Dog—”


      “I’m not asking you, Father. I’m asking her.”


      “It’s attracted to death, Caitlin,” she said softly, “so to lure it in, someone has to die.”


      “Bullshit.”


      “Language.”


      I ignored him.


      “This city is full of dead and dying people. Don’t tell me—”


      “It has to be a volunteer,” she snapped, as if critiquing me through grueling routines. The trainer voice. “Death will attract the Black Dog, and the volunteer will lead it to Helen. But the volunteer will need help to avoid…crossing over. You’ll be that beacon.”


      “No.” Not another death. Not another risk like that. I pushed the roil of anxiety down hard. “There has to be another way.”


      Sister Betty shook her head. “There isn’t.”


      “But it hasn’t attacked the living.” I could find some other way of capturing the dog. Surely Marty had come up with something in his research. He’d done it before; he’d do it again.


      “We can’t wait for that, Caitlin,” she said softly.


      I heard it in her words. A note of sadness. Resignation. Maybe loss. Her eyes glistened with the unshed swell of tears. My heart fell to my feet. “No.”


      “It’s not your choice.” Unbearable compassion glowed in her smile.


      Losing Sister Betty would be nothing like watching a stranger in Rome devoured by the huge, fanged and tentacled monsters she’d called forth from the Tiber River. I couldn’t save Shannon, but I could save Sister Betty. I refused watch someone else die. Someone I loved. Without her, who would I be? How would I face the fight every day?


      My chest ached.


      Sister Betty couldn’t volunteer. She couldn’t die.


      I wouldn’t survive it.


      “We’ve done the research, Caitlin.”


      “Not enough,” I said, standing up, wheeling on Father Callahan. “If anything happens to her before I get back, I’m holding you responsible.”


      “You’re overreacting. This is—”


      The closing door cut off his words as I stormed out of the room and down the hospital hallway. I would find another way.
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      * * *


      “Your bedside manner needs work.”


      “I asked how you were feeling.”


      “With such tenderness and compassion.” Marty shifted his laptop to the other side of the bed. “I’m guessing you talked to Sister Betty?”


      I sighed and rubbed my forehead. “Yeah.”


      “I told her you wouldn’t go for it, but she wouldn’t let me volunteer.”


      “What the hell?” I looked up and stared at my friend. “Is everyone suicidal?”


      Marty slid across the bed toward me, smiling. “It’s not like that.”


      “None of you are dying, even if I have to have you all hospitalized for your safety.” I paced the room.


      “Pouting isn’t cute on you. Besides, you’re getting all worked up over nothing.”


      “Nothing? Nothing? Are you serious?” I ignored the guilt that tore at me when he winced, but I didn’t lower my voice. “Since when is volunteering to die nothing?”


      “You’re overreacting.”


      “You can’t expect me to be okay with this.”


      “Cee—”


      “You know how crazy all this sounds, right?”


      “Yes, but I’ve read the original texts, or as much of them as I can.”


      “You can’t expect me to be okay with this.”


      “Will you shut up and listen, please?” The bastard actually smiled like this was nothing. Like Sister Betty wasn’t planning to die to lure the damned Black Dog to the woman who’d lost the damned thing in the first place.


      I turned my back to him.


      “Since nightmares have been keeping me awake anyway, I’ve been researching. I found a couple of texts that took on similar situations where the Black Dog went rogue. First, there’s diary of a nobleman in Ireland in the 1100’s, O' Donnchadha or something, that outlined a ritual of sacrifice that stopped the problem. How it started then isn’t clear, but word seems to have traveled. The same ritual is referenced in a French book, La Fleur de Chien Noir, or ‘The Black Dog Flower’ written the last time this happened in a province in northern France around the time of the plague. Widespread death set the Black Dog into something like a frenzy, and it attacked the living.”


      “It hasn’t done that yet. Not even any sightings.”


      “Look at you being a little goth Pollyanna,” he said with a grin. “Nice bright side, babe.”


      “Shut up.”


      “But, you’re right. We’re not facing that problem. Yet.”


      “Then why are we going for the nuclear option?” I crossed my arms.


      Marty pretended not to be exasperated. “Okay, we’ll play this game.” Reaching for a tablet, he kept talking. “With a population constantly in flux, a variety of supernatural communities, and almost as many powerful dead amplified by the power nexus here, it’s a matter of time before it happens.” He showed me maps of New Orleans with bright color-coded overlays and cemeteries outlined in bold black orders. “And it may have happened since the plague, but historical records are imperfect, at best, especially if it happened under the cover of some major catastrophe, like war.”


      “You’re sure using a dead dog-walker to lure this thing back to Helen is our only option?”


      “It’s the only solution with evidence of working and the least potential for collateral damage among the living, dead, and supernats in the city.”


      I rubbed my face and leaned on my elbows. Collateral damage. The euphemism for dead. Dead people. Innocent dead people. And there had been too much of that under my watch. People I should have saved. I trained to save them. It was my purpose, but even Sister Betty had been shot when I should have been able to intervene.


      “You’re brooding.”


      “Because someone else is going to die. And not some bystander, not in some accident I might prevent. This is intentional. This is…” I shook my head. The word wouldn’t come.


      “You might feel better when you see this.” He picked up another tablet and tapped it to life. “This document focuses on the sacrifice to reign in the Black Dog.”


      I squinted at the elaborate, archaic script, my eyes skipping from word to word without really understanding.


      “The legend says the protector lays down their life in faith, and their spirit rises to walk. Essentially, this protector becomes the dog’s human equivalent, a guardian.”


      “Okay.” I scrolled through the digitized document.


      “Nowhere does it say the protector dies.” He reached over, flicked the screen, and pointed out a line near the end. “It only says they ‘lay their life in faith upon the altar’ in sacrifice.”


      “So, it’s not necessarily death?”


      “Hard to say, but that’s what I took from it.”


      “Then why were Father Callahan and Sister Betty so focused on her dying?”


      His eyes sparkled as he fought a grin. “Were they, or is that what you heard?”


      I didn’t have an answer.


      Marty watched me a few seconds longer, then scrolled through the document again. “There’s a chance it means death, of course, that the sacrifice is literal, so maybe they’re preparing for worst-case scenario.”


      “But it might be symbolic. Some spiritual journey. Maybe an out-of-body experience.”


      Reluctantly, he nodded. “As old as this text is, that’s a possibility. Or that it’s a holdover from other forms of spiritualism the Church subsumed.”


      “But it could be death.”


      When he didn’t answer, I looked up.


      He nodded slowly. “It’s an act of faith. A test.”


      “I suck at tests, dude.”


      “Which is why you keep getting them. A chance to try again.”


      Another chance to survive losing another innocent.


      I shuddered.


      “Remember, they have to volunteer.”


      Without asking, he wanted me to accept Sister Betty’s decision. He expected me to suck it up and say yes, adding her name to the list in my head. “I get that this has been done before. Or at least the legend is out there, but I need you to explain exactly what part of this is a good idea and how I’m supposed to let Sister Betty die to get this job done.”


      “Fuck, you’re cranky. I thought that was my privilege as the one with the head injury.” He patted the pillow beside him. “Come here, drama queen, and let me school you.”


      Every reason why I shouldn’t ran through my head.


      “Don’t make me kick your ass.” He crossed his arms and cocked his head.


      “The hell you say.” I scooted across the rumpled sheets and sat beside him to see his laptop monitor.


      “Here’s where the story gets interesting. Helen, as you’ve probably guessed, isn’t quite what she seems.”
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      “You’re telling me a Norse goddess lives a block off Bourbon Street?”


      Marty shrugged. “You said you felt energy in her house that wasn’t magic. I burned through Google then hit up the Dark Web but didn’t find anything until I saw your book.” He picked up my library book from his nightstand.


      “I told you I read.”


      “Yeah, but I’m obligated to keep you humble by giving you as much shit as possible.”


      “At that, you excel. How did you make the connection between Helen and Hel?”


      “Pure, dumb luck, really.” The pages fanned under his thumb. When he stopped, he handed me the open book. “I had the weirdest nightmare with her as a queen attended by zombies. Scared me awake. After that, I couldn’t sleep. I tried working, but my monitor was giving me a headache, so I thought I’d read a chapter. I opened to your bookmark and saw the chapter on Loki’s children, so, like the Marvel movie whore I am, I read it to see what might show up.”


      “Okay, but I don’t get it. How’d you make the connection?” I skimmed the chapter.


      “Remember how she wore the glove on her left hand and hid half her face under her hair? That’s in the book.” He gestured at the book. “And had you had even a day of vacation, you probably would have put it together.”


      But I hadn’t. And wouldn’t for a while yet. Once I figured this mess out, I still had to deal with the frat boy “monster” in the airport. Maybe I could relax in a couple of weeks.


      Marty didn’t notice my distraction and kept talking. “She could hide in New Orleans without altering the paranormal balance of the city. There might be a small influx of the dead attracted to her presence, but it wouldn’t seem like more than a lunar cycle surge.”


      “And if she had the Black Dog—”


      “Nope. It wasn’t hers.”


      “She said—”


      “She lied.” Marty smirked and tapped the tablet again. “And this is information only available to the highest-ranking clergy, and I mean Vatican-level high-ranking, so don’t go blabbing to Sister Hotpants or I’ll lose my back door.”


      I rolled my eyes. “What did you find out?”


      “As far as I can verify from historical accounts, such as they are, what Hel, or Helen, told us about the Black Dog’s origins was true.”


      “I hear a ‘but’ coming.”


      He chuckled. “Yup. From what I can tell, though, what we’re dealing with isn’t just ‘a’ Black Dog, since many were created over history, but ‘the’ Black Dog. The first of its kind.” He handed me the tablet. Scanning the document, I scrolled, eyes skipping from word to word, too distracted by my own thoughts to actually read.


      The first supernat of its kind.


      Great.


      “Where it’s been or when it went astray isn’t clear, but a few months ago, the Vatican tracked it to New Orleans. It was probably attracted here since, with so many dead, this has to be like a massive graveyard. Helen wasn’t here when the Vatican asked her to intervene, but since she had dealings in New Orleans, convincing her didn’t take much effort. Less effort than it took for the Vatican to convince Ganesh to intervene on behalf of the missionaries in Northern India after 2016 cyclones. Despite the history and bad blood, they finally came to an agreement, and from what I hear, it’s still in place.”


      I nodded, remembering Sister Betty’s tales of the awkward meetings between the high-ranking clergy and the Indian elephant god. The “remover of obstacles” finally agreed to help out with the heavy lifting. Though it wasn’t the first time the Catholic Church had partnered with deities of other religions, it was certainly the most memorable in living memory.


      “The idea was that she’d use her influence to attract the dead that could be culled without negatively affecting the economy, and the Black Dog would instinctively follow.”


      “But it didn’t work.” It wasn’t a question.


      “Nope. Maybe with so many dead it’s unfocused or the bait isn’t strong enough.” He shrugged. “I haven’t figured out that part yet.”


      Something felt…wrong. Or incomplete. “Maybe. But if she’s the goddess of the underworld, it should herd the dead to her.” I handed him the tablet and pressed the heel of my palms against my closed eyes. “It’s not just protecting the dead like it would have in the early Christian churches. Or the tourists, if it sees them as travelers. No, we’re missing something.”


      His fingers thumped the glass of the device in his hands. “What about the nexus theory? If it’s real, this place must be like a spiritual battery.”


      “If the dog’s drawing power from the nexus, maybe it’s feeding Helen as well. Plus, if the dead prefer her company, like the book says,” I tapped a line in the black book with Mjolnir on its cover, “maybe they’re drawing off it, too…”


      “Maybe she’s interfering with the capture to focus power here in New Orleans?”


      “Possibly.” My head ached. “So much for a simple capture job.” I slid off the bed to grab my notebook. “Now I’m up against an O.G. supernat that has somehow survived centuries, crossed an ocean, and hunkered down in a city built on a power nexus and filled with so many dead, it won’t leave of its own volition.” I jotted in my notebook before continuing. “And all I have to do is catch it, without harm, even though a Norse goddess of the underworld hasn’t managed to get the job done.”


      Marty’s laughter wavered with nervous energy. “When you put it that way…”


      “Right?” I paused and flashed a wry smile at him. He looked away first. I wrote a few more lines and closed the book. “Thanks for the info.”


      “But I haven’t told you about the rite.”


      “Doesn’t matter. I don’t intend to use it.”


      “You’re avoiding it.”


      “No, I’m going to find another way. One that doesn’t involve gambling the life of someone I…” I swallowed the word ‘love’ before it slipped out. “Care about. A lot.”


      When I pushed off the bed and started packing the guns into the backpack, Marty asked, “What are you doing?”


      “Going to see our local Norse goddess.”


      “You shouldn’t go alone.” He swayed as he stood, trying to cover it by touching the bed to regain his balance. Right or wrong, allowing him to come would endanger him, and that couldn’t happen.


      “You’re certainly not going with me. Stay here, back me up. Call Agent Hardin and NOLA PD to let them know I’m headed out there.” The backpack’s nylon straps made a scratching whistle as I cinched them. “Just in case, of course.”


      He nodded with resignation, his familiar words heavier and more somber than usual. “Don’t get dead.”


      “Last on my to-do list, especially with vacation pending. Stay out of trouble.”


      “That’s my line! You—”


      The heavy door closed and cut off his words.


      Halfway down the hall, I smelled it. Sulfur. Brimstone. A hint of animal musk. First, the merest whiff reached me, but as I followed the drunken paisley-patterned carpet, the acrid stench intensified as it had the night before. Burns the size of my palm scorched the florid carpet. I knelt, tracing the edge of one with my fingers. Not just marks. Footprints. No. Animal tracks.


      I stood while the argument raged in my head. Marty should know about this. I should wait for Agent Hardin or even Father Callahan. Any back up. I might be hunting a supernatural dog, but Helen, or Hel, might be another matter.


      But this time, I had weapons. At the end of the hall, I’d gear up.


      I kept walking.


      The footprints led around the corner to the right. No different than the one I’d exited, metal-framed doors lined both sides of the hall. Wall sconces lit the expanses between small, glittering chandeliers. At the far end stood a small table, a heavy floral arrangement occupying its entire surface and almost obscuring the mirror hanging behind it.


      The pull of the mirror felt like a dream. My rational mind screamed with each step I took toward it. Dark blemishes scarred the silvered background, mottling my incomplete reflection as it ghosted and blurred with each step. In the ancient glass, instead of my standard “uniform” of black jeans and black tank top, a sparkling evening gown clung to me and swung with each step.


      I rubbed my palms against my thighs, relieved to feel denim. I glanced down at my beaten black Doc Martens just to make sure nothing had actually changed.


      My feet moved toward the mirror without thought, though my veins burned with the urge to run. I needed to run. But not away. I wanted to run toward it. To dive into it. To lose myself in whatever lay on the other side.


      This could be bad.


      Though I wanted to call or text Marty, my hands wouldn’t cooperate. Nothing did. I needed to stop and gear up, but my feet kept walking, each step inches from another scorch mark in the hideous carpet.


      The mirror never got closer.


      I walked. My feet ached as if I’d walked miles, yet I couldn’t stop. An amorphous shadow appeared behind me in the mirror, impossible to discern. In the silvered glass, the hulking mass filled the hallway behind me, blotting out the light. Squinting did nothing to clarify its shape.


      I looked. Nothing behind me but the obnoxious carpet and an unnaturally long corridor lined with metal doorways, sconces, and chandeliers.


      The black shadow blob stalked me in the mirror.


      Could I be asleep? Could this be another nightmare?


      I must be awake. I hadn’t laid down after talking with Marty. Hadn’t closed my eyes.


      Or had I?


      I jogged forward a few steps, surprised my body obeyed. Immediately, the hallway shrunk, vertigo set in as the mirror zoomed in with the disorienting speed only known in dreams.


      Two bright red spots flared behind me in the mirror’s reflection.


      I froze as a low vibration rumbled behind me, the acrid stench of brimstone sharpening.


      No. Not a vibration.


      A growl.


      Shadow swallowed the light in the hallway, but the reflection sharpened.


      I had to be dreaming.


      The massive shape might have been a wolf or bear or even a large dog, but at the same time, it was none of them. Nothing I’d ever encountered seemed so wrong. Nothing I’d ever known to roam the night and devour people ever manifested like this. My breath strained against its foul reek. Its oppressive presence made me want to run, made me wish I’d holstered a gun or two instead of foolishly stashing them in my backpack. Damned social conventions and…laws and shit.


      Its fur bristled and sparked in the dim light as it growled again.


      For a brief second, I yearned for the threat of the wolf-dog, Fen, that curled at Helen’s feet. In comparison, Fen was a pup. And playful.


      Hellhound.


      The only term fit to apply to the beast behind me. Any other name was a euphemism. This was the guardian of graveyards, protector of travelers, and it saw me as an enemy.


      A cautious step forward, another nightmarish growl. Power rumbled through my chest, the sound hinting at the power in its massive body. Every hair on my body took notice.


      Twin red lights flared in the mirror.


      Its glowing red eyes.


      Great.


      Alone. Essentially unarmed.


      In other words, totally fucked.


      It snuffled the air in short, sharp bursts, its exhale the sulfured animal smell that brought me here. Wisps of smoke drifted with its breath, tinged with burning carpet. The snuffling dissolved into another threatening rumble. This time, the floor shook when the beast stepped toward me.


      Don’t run. Predators chase.


      Sour fear sweat joined the miasma in the hallway, my stomach churning with burning acid. There had to be a way out. I’d faced worse. Not much, but maybe once or twice. I just had to keep my head and hope some kind of divine intervention would keep my ass alive.


      Pushing away the fear and pretending sweat wasn’t rolling down my back, between my boobs, or soaking the underarms of my tank top, I glanced around, moving as little as possible. Nothing but locked doors between me and the table and flowers. I strained to see through the shadow of the beast in the mirror. Just the same long line of closed doors reflected behind me.


      Now what?


      Nothing left but to turn and face it.


      Slowly.


      As slowly as I could, I turned.


      To face an empty hallway.


      “What the—?”


      The growl again. I whirled to the mirror.


      Me. In a sparkling evening gown again, a huge black dog behind me.


      “I have to be dreaming.”


      Heat suffused the air around me in a slow vortex. Hot wire brushed my skin, and even my feet felt hot through my Docs. Burning hair joined the stink around me. In the mirror, the shadow circled me. The vague shape snuffled my feet. As it circled behind me, I took a half step forward. Heat dissipated, then the hot wire scrape brushed my arm again, and I swear a cool, wet nose nuzzled my palm.


      Okay. Sure. We’ll call this an improvement. Preparing to run for my life one minute and wondering if I’d somehow adopted a supernatural puppy the size of a small buffalo the next. An invisible puppy. The size of a small but invisible buffalo.


      If I survived long enough to write my life story, no one would ever believe it.


      “I really hope you’re not going to eat me or try to drag my soul to Hell or anything,” I said to the creature I couldn’t see.


      The sound it made in response couldn’t be described as anything but a whine. A deep, terrifying whine from an invisible supernatural creature, but a whine nonetheless.


      “Let’s go for a walk,” I said, talking to the prickling, bristly heat pressed against my legs, “and see if we can get you home. Or somewhere like home, at least.”


      Each step down the hall took forever. Longer, if possible, than walking to the stupid mirror. Which I’d have to investigate later. Silver mirrors didn’t usually reflect supernats, but this one seemed to. And why the hell had it shown me in an evening gown?


      New Orleans had too many questions and not enough vacation opportunity for a monster hunter. Marty’d have to include that in a Yelp review.


      I shook my head to keep my thoughts focused on the animal heat at my side. It might be as simple as leading it back to Helen, though I didn’t know if it would follow me all the way to her. So many distractions, so many opportunities to lose an invisible creature in the crowds, but maybe I’d get lucky. I brushed my hand against the tips of invisible fur, the heat intense and comforting as the dog stepped closer to rub against my leg. Maybe this might be as simple as walking it home. And if it was that simple, perhaps this would all be over. And then, vacation.


      But nothing is ever as simple as all that, is it?


      Especially not when monsters are involved.


      I’ll never know how, but I made it as far as the inside of the elevator with the impossible dog. In the elevator, the mirrors reflected it more clearly than the hallway mirror. But when I pulled out my phone to update Marty, it happened.
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      The doors opened. On the other side stood frat boy-man from the airport. His jaw dropped, and I might have said something as eloquent as “hey” before he turned and ran.


      Predators chase.


      In the elevator mirrors, the hulking dog reflection leapt from the elevator, jaws open to reveal long, shining teeth, toward the man running across the busy, white marble lobby. People dodged the man, some falling as the unseen beast plowed through the crowd. A woman tumbled down the few stairs by the front door, her partner reaching out to catch her. The doorman conveniently opened the door, and frat boy-man and his invisible pursuer spilled out onto Royal Street.


      “What’s happening?” Marty asked through my Bluetooth earpiece before I could say anything.


      Darting through the crowd, I gave the short explanation. “I found the dog, and it’s chasing the guy from the airport.”


      “From the airport? Are you sure?”


      “Same clothes, same face.”


      “In our hotel?”


      “The one and only.” I raced between two tourists into the center of the road, looking in both directions, seeing nothing. With a string of inventive curses, I stepped onto the sidewalk. “I’ve lost them.”


      “Why was it chasing him?”


      “He ran. Predator drive. I had the dog in the elevator, the doors opened, and as soon as the guy took off, it chased.” A couple of tourists stared at me as they passed. “It’s more wild than domesticated.”


      “Then how did you get it to follow you?”


      “Dumb luck,” I said, scanning the ground for scorch-mark footprints, one finger pressing my Bluetooth headset into my ear as a truck rumbled by. “Can you access traffic cams or something and see if you can find him?”


      “Working on it, but these don’t have the same capacity as my computers at home.” Usually his first complaint contained mutters about the dubious legality of the request. Maybe the surprise had him off guard. Or maybe, the vacation effect.


      A thin stream of smoke rose from a dark spot on the road. I leaned over it into the smell of burnt oil and hot tar, and ran down the street.


      “What happened?”


      “Found evidence. Still trying to track them.”


      “I’m not finding anything on the cams. Either they’re avoiding them—”


      “It won’t be a ‘them.’” I explained the mirrors as quickly as possible.


      “But supernats shouldn’t appear in silver-backed mirrors.”


      “Shouldn’t, but this one does.” I skidded to a halt, trying to listen beyond the traffic and music and the pulse of humanity already throbbing on Bourbon Street. Though the party never really stopped, dusk called revelers to Bourbon, the bars, and music. The air thrummed with the sound. I closed my eyes and tried to listen to everything under it.


      “Got something. Corner of Bourbon and St. Louis. There’s a gated alley across from the burger bar. There’s some kind of altercation.”


      I ran, panting as I asked, “You think it’s them?”


      “Can’t tell for sure, but people are running. It’s something.”


      Tourists in various states of inebriation crowded the streets, but I ran around them, ignoring laughter, insults, and complaints about spilled drinks. I turned the corner, hearing the screaming man before I saw the ring of swaying drunks watching the man curled at the foot of the gate.


      Someone yelled to call 9-1-1 as I approached the crying, yelling ball of frat boy-man in smoking clothes. Black spots the size of my palm smoldered around him.


      “What the fuck do I do, Marty?”


      The man screamed as a blood-stained rip appeared in his polo shirt.


      “Working on it.”


      “Work faster.” I stepped closer, the wire-scrape of bristling fur brushing my pant leg.


      “Can you get its attention?”


      I stepped back, the animal’s snort turning my Docs into a leather oven. “Yeah, I think I got that.” Backpedaling a couple of steps, the heat followed with the reek of sulfur. Hot air puffed in what might have been curious sniffs and investigative snorts. “Send someone out to handle this mess and give me directions to Helen’s.” Her place wasn’t far, but if I had to focus on keeping the Black Dog’s attention and navigating the crowd, I’d never see street signs.


      “On it,” Marty said.


      “Miss Kelley.” I recognized the voice behind me, but not as one I could easily place.


      “Little busy here,” I said, backing up, eyes on the soft black spots that appeared in the tarmac patches on the road in front of me.


      “Agent Hardin.”


      “Not a good time.” Ignoring more angry complaints as I walked into pedestrians, I hurried back a couple of quick steps, hoping the crowd would part around me. “Marty, why the hell can’t I see this thing?”


      “It’s the protections, Miss Kelley,” Agent Hardin said, a few feet away, bookending the empty space between us. His closed hands pointed at the ground, and I caught the glint of metal. “It’s enchanted to avoid causing a panic.”


      “And you know this how?”


      “Because we enchanted it.”


      I looked up at him, taking another step back. “We who?”


      “DEMON.”


      Great. Not only did I have to figure out how guide the dog to Helen, now I’d probably have to convince a government agency that didn’t exist to release it to her. No one ever told me that double-dipping into the Church and federal government could be such a pain in the ass. Or maybe someone had and I hadn’t listened. Either way, I regretted agreeing to serve both. That whole separation of Church and state thing made a lot of sense.


      “I’ve got a job to do, Agent Hardin, and I can’t let you interfere.”


      “I’m not trying to,” he said, flashing a small mirror at the space between us. The stretch of road between us didn’t exist in the reflection. Instead, a whole lot of wire-bristled dog took its place. Only dark fur reflected in the mirrored compact. This had to be the biggest damned dog I’d ever seen. Or not seen. “I’ve been trying to figure out why it’s stalking you.”


      “Stalking me? Don’t you mean why it was mauling that guy?”


      “Seriously, can you guys talk about this later?” Marty interrupted. “Get this thing off Bourbon, deliver it to Helen, and then you can chit chat about anything you want.”


      I ignored him. Keeping the interest of a predator meant becoming prey. Predators chase.


      I knew what I had to do.


      “The monster,” Agent Hardin said, unaware of Marty’s protests.


      Looking where the Black Dog’s eyes must have been, I imagined looking straight in them, offering challenge.


      It answered with a growl.


      Good. We spoke the same language.


      “I hate being right,” I muttered as Marty yammered in my ear about public safety. “Now isn’t the time, Agent Hardin. I’m thinking I’m going to run this thing back.”


      “No!” Never had I heard real panic in a federal agent’s voice. Especially not one with DEMON. “Don’t run. You run, and it will attack.”


      Marty rattled off directions without reacting to my plan. He understood. Maybe, he even agreed. It required a volunteer. An act of faith. My guts unclenched.


      I glanced up to check the street names as we reached the corner, ready to offer up my faith that I’d make it to Helen unscathed. Ready to offer myself as the sacrifice if it meant saving the revelers between Bourbon and her front door.


      Predators chase, so I volunteered to run.


      “That’s what I’m hoping for, Agent Hardin.” I registered his surprise before I turned and ran.


      Growling followed. Heat burned the back of my neck, and I suspected the burning hair I smelled was mine. My Docs clomped the street as I ran hard, dodging more people than cars, the dog snapping at my heels. I tried not to imagine what would happen if I ran into a car.


      With a jolt and clatter of metal, the straps of my backpack yanked my shoulders back, and I leaned forward, keeping my feet as the dog tried to shake me from side to side. The fabric groaned and stitches popped, but I ran faster, the weight of the bag still bouncing at my back. “Marty, call Helen. Tell her I’m running, and this dog’s coming for me. She needs to be ready.”


      “What do you mean coming for you?”


      “I mean…” I panted and swung around a corner, narrowly avoiding collision with a crowd of females wearing tiaras, bright pink sashes, and raising plastic penis-shaped yard glasses in the midst of some shrill cheer. They screamed and stumbled back against the wall. “It snapped at me. We’re a little beyond playing.”


      A man yelled at me in some language I didn’t understand as he stood over the wreckage of a spilled paper bag. He fell over as a thick shadow passed over him, the dog flickering as it shoved past him and chased me.


      “I lost you. Where’d you go?”


      “Nowhere, just where you told me.”


      “Can’t see you.”


      “Hurry up because if it’s not chasing me, it’ll turn on someone else.” Looking for motion to distract the dog, I turned and ran again, seeing the bricked up dead end too late to pivot. Of course.


      “Working on your location.”


      “Nice doggy,” I said, taking one slow step backward, trying to turn. The dog flickered into view for a second, a solid shadow with glowing eyes.


      “You’re in the shit again, aren’t you?”


      “Something like that. How long until you’ve got eyes on me?” The sound of people talking drew closer.


      The red eyes flared, the dog appearing solid again, bared teeth stark white against its black, smoking fur.


      Definitely a hellhound.


      “I’m going to need a route out of here with as few bystanders in the way as possible. Invisibility is no longer our friend.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Not the time for questions, bud. Just get me out of here.”


      “Working on it.”


      The Black Dog growled again, advancing, its fur rising in wiry spikes on its back. “Time is of the essence,” I said, trying to control my own fear. One false move, and my ass would be high-quality dog chow.


      “It takes time, you know. This isn’t CSI or some crap TV show, you know.”


      “Literally up against a wall here, bud.” My shoulders hit the wall, and I slid along it.


      “Holy shit, what is that?” He actually squeaked. Were I not in mortal danger, I’d have laughed.


      “Glad to know you’re tapped in.”


      “What the hell is it, Cee?”


      “Looks like a dog, growls like a dog. For now, I’m saying a dog. We’ll deal with the details later. How about you help me get this to Helen’s? And with as few distractions as possible.”


      “Right.” His keyboard clacked like gunfire. “I don’t know how the hell you get yourself into this shit.”


      “It’s all part of saving the world, yo. Or at least New Orleans.”


      He gave directions, and I slid along the wall until I turned the dog enough to run again. I sprinted. My breath burned hot in my lungs as I pushed harder, the snap of jaws behind me. This was a bad idea. “Tell her to get that damned door open.”


      Some bystander screamed, but I didn’t stop to look. Just taking my dog for a run, I thought, a giggle breaking loose despite my inability to breathe as I forced myself to outpace the beast.


      “Marty,” I panted, a hot stitch burning in my side, “next time I have a shitty idea, remind me of this, okay?”


      “Noted. And I’ll remind you that you told me to do it.”


      “Fair enough.”


      I turned the last corner as Marty directed. Guillaume stood in the middle of the street, elegant and almost regal in his suit. With one final push, I ran, and he stepped aside as Fenrir appeared in the street. I swore with what little breath I had and made an ungraceful turn toward the door where Guillaume stood. The massive beast of a dog rushed past me to collide in a snarling tangle with Fenrir, still muzzled with the pink, shimmery ribbon. The two wrestled, biting, snarling, and tumbling in a pile of black and dark mottled fur, Fenrir’s ribbon tangled around both of them. Though smoke rose from it, it didn’t burn or blacken.


      I collapsed against the wall and looked up at the butler who regarded me without expression. “Now what?”


      He shrugged and smiled. “We wait for Master Fenrir to get things under control.”


      “What the hell were you thinking running like that? Especially after I told you not to?” Agent Hardin slowed to a stop in front of me, neither sweaty nor out of breath in his full suit. I didn’t know whether to be ashamed of my state or to accuse him of some kind of magical intervention.


      I laughed, bent over, my hands on my knees. “Agent Hardin, I do a lot of things I’m not supposed to, especially when I’m told not to.”


      “That’s the damned truth,” Marty said in my ear.


      I ignored him.


      Agent Hardin drew his Glock and stepped toward the snarling mass of animal flesh writhing in the street as they wound themselves in the shimmering ribbon. “We’ve got to get this under control.”


      The butler placed his hand on Hardin’s weapon, pointing the barrel to the ground. “Master Fenrir will handle it.”


      There are times I regret not having my phone out like some tourist. This was one. Agent Hardin’s astonishment made me giggle, though I tried to hide it behind attempts to catch my breath.


      “Agent Hardin, with all due respect,” Guillaume said, his hand still on the agent’s gun, “this really isn’t the place for you. It’s under control.”


      “Actually, this is exactly where I need to be.” He jerked his weapon away, keeping it pointed at the ground as he circled the noisy animal battle that seemed to be winding down.


      I rolled my eyes.


      Fenrir hovered over his captive, jaws locked around the black void below the other dog’s bared white teeth. The Black Dog’s red eyes rolled in panic, only the outermost edges showing white as it looked for escape. The ground shook with the growling of both animals. One problem down. One more to go. “Marty, what about the guy at St. Louis and Bourbon?”


      “Ambulance picked him up, but NOLA PD’s en route to take over.” Marty’s fingers rattled the laptop’s keyboard. I imagined his tablets fanned out around him, all displaying something different.


      “He’s not a person,” Agent Hardin said. “He’s a monster. One we’d been tracking, and lost, before your handler reported him.”


      Fenrir’s body dropped as he flattened himself over the Black Dog. Both animals stopped growling, but the tension persisted as Fenrir’s muscles twitched. He waited for submission. It would come. His muscles tensed and released in short pulses, not letting his guard down, but showing willingness to relent.


      “Yeah, I got that.” My shoulders relaxed as I watched. The alpha had control, which meant I was off the job. There was some kind of frou-frou-la-la drink in my future tonight. “You’re welcome for that, by the way.”


      “For what?”


      “That he’s in custody. Might have been driven by accident, but I’m still counting it as an assist.” I grinned at him, but he just stared back in confusion. “Let me know what he is sometime next week. Late next week. As of now, I’m on vacation.” I gestured to the pile of beasts between us. “Since we’re done here, I’m going back to my hotel to shower, change,” I plucked at my torn tank top, “and drink something with a lot of alcohol in it.”


      “Done? No, Miss Kelley, you don’t understand. We need your help with the monster we captured tonight.”


      Some people just didn’t get the hint.


      Guillaume, the butler, approached, then pressed a finger against his ear and turned away from us.


      “No, Agent Hardin, you don’t understand. I’m on vacation.” I gestured to the calm, quiet pile of wolf-dog and hellhound at my feet. As I watched, the Black Dog disappeared, leaving nothing but a void under Fenrir. Intense heat radiated off the “empty” space, and I looked up at the agent. “Your doing?”


      He ignored me. “Miss Kelley.”


      Never before had I considered changing my name. The more I wanted to disappear into a pool and a frozen hurricane for a week or so, the more everyone used it.


      Instead of acknowledging the agent, I turned to Helen as she glided out her front door, ethereal in the low evening light. I gestured to Fenrir and his invisible subordinate. “I’ve returned the Black Dog to you.”


      With a smirk, she asked, “Have you? He’s not exactly as I anticipated.”


      “Huh? Oh, the invisible thing?” I jerked my thumb at Agent Hardin. “I had nothing to do with that.”


      “It was for the protection of the populous before word got out and caused a city-wide panic, Miss Lokison. Of course, it made him harder to find.” He pulled out a small mirror and angled it where Fenrir’s head hovered over empty space. In the reflection, two glowing eyes burned.


      “Lokison?” Marty asked in my ear. “She’s not even hiding it.”


      “You know each other?” I asked Agent Hardin, raising an eyebrow.


      Her blond swoop of hair half-hid Helen’s regal smile. Everything about her seemed to glow as the prickle of energy ran over my arms. “All available resources were employed, Miss Kelley.” She gestured with her right hand, the left hidden in her over-long sleeve. “Nothing was more important than having him returned.”


      “And, of course, the federal government has a vested interest in keeping New Orleans safe,” he glanced at Helen, “and economically stable.”


      “Right,” I said, dusting off my jeans. “Now that everyone and their interests are safe, I’m headed back to my hotel.”


      “What about the nightmares?” Agent Hardin asked.


      I turned, Marty repeating the last word in my ear. “What did you say?”


      “You’ve had nightmares. As has your partner, Martin. And many others in the hotel. Psychic nightmares.”


      Blinking to clear away the flashes of the homeless man’s return, his fatal attack, I steeled myself against turning to look behind me. Nightmares were nightmares. Not reality. “What does that have to do with anything?”


      “They’re real, you know. They’ll come to pass.”


      The sinking in my stomach scared me more than the lack of sense that he was lying to get my attention and cooperation. “Dreams are dreams.”


      He shook his head. “Not these dreams. And I think you know that.”


      I fought the urge to look around, to seek the scruffy homeless man I’d seen emerge and—


      “They come true, you know. Unless you stop the cause.” Like the well-trained federal agent he was, he didn’t grin, but I heard triumph in his voice. “New Orleans needs your help, Miss Kelley.”
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