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It was a special pleasure to see things eaten, to see things blackened and changed.

—Ray Bradbury, Fahrenheit 451




God is love. But Lucifer does that thing with his tongue.

—Online Meme
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THE SHOP is twenty by thirty feet, with a large, fairly modern prep room in the back. It’s small—barely large enough to change your mind in—and Sebastian keeps reminding me of that fact. But it has plenty of windows that look out over Broad Street, and the shop is in one of Philadelphia’s “revitalizing corridors,” so it gets a lot of coverage in the lifestyle section of the paper. I think it’s perfect. I think it’s going to work.

“Where should we start first?” I ask Sebastian as I carry in a box of tools and paintbrushes and dump it on the floor. I straighten up, stretching my back, and look at the walls. They are all a dingy beige color, except for the giant mural of a pig on one wall with all the choice parts outlined in broken lines. This was formerly a butcher shop. But my partner Sebastian and I plan to transform it into something spectacular

Sebastian looks unsure as he glances around. This is the first time he’s seeing it “in the flesh,” so to speak. Up until now, our shop (I want to call it “Confessions”) has been nothing but outlines on paper napkins and jots of ink on scraps of notebook paper. “I…well, it’s small, luv.”

He’s looking worriedly at the pig mural.

I smack him on the arm. “Look at it!”

He shoves his hands into the deep pockets of his drainpipe trousers. They look like he stole them off a carnival barker from the eighteenth century, and they expose his white socks and saddle shoes. The shirt he wears has a froth of cheap, gold-lined lace at the throat, and he’s wearing a garish tailcoat of red damask with velvet-trimmed lapels and flaps. I once discreetly snapped a pic of him and posted it to a British message board just to see what would happen. Everyone on the board wanted to know who the cute but woefully outdated Teddy Boy was.

“Sebastian!”

“I’m bloody looking, you cunt!” he shouts.

Sebastian Davis is head and shoulders taller than I am and as thin as a whip. He looks my age but talks like something out of Mary Poppins. Well, an X-rated Mary Poppins, anyway. He doesn’t really mean the “cunt” remark, by the way. At least, I don’t think he does. That’s just the way he rolls.

While he contemplates the property we’ve just leased, I look over at the glass counter that can be refurbished and filled with fudge, cordials, truffles, brittles, and fondant fancies (that Sebastian is in charge of because those are British and what the hell is a fondant fancy, anyway?). The hard candy I’ll make will go behind plates of glass along the walls, optimizing the small space.

My mind starts building the store up like some crazy fast-forward CGI sequence. I can see it in seconds—all of it, finished, painted and presented. It’s happened before. Sometimes I catch glimpses of things in the future—things that have yet to come to pass but absolutely will. One of the quirks of being a born witch.

I hear Sebastian talking but can’t make out the words. I turn my head and see his lips moving. Seconds later, the words catch up.

“…okay? Right then, let’s carry on…”

“I want to pain a hex over the pig,” I tell him.

He looks at me as if I’m mad. “A hex?”

Like me, Sebastian is a witch. Well, sort of. More of a necromancer…though he tells me the PC term is “resurrectionist.” (Eye roll.) He can move his essence—what he calls his “selfie”—into other bodies, either temporarily or permanently. He can also “put rise” into the dead, although it’s a complicated and screwy process, he says. Sebastian can appreciate the power behind symbols of power.

“Are you sure, witchy?” he asks.

I am. I’ve already seen it completed. A combination of mural and ward to keep the darker things away. And the gods know I need that in my life.

“It’s already painted. I just have to do the work,” I say, leaning over for a small can of blue paint from the box.

“You are one strange witch, witch,” Sebastian says as he goes over to the display counter and hikes himself up so he’s sitting on the glass, his long, long legs in those ridiculous trousers dangling down.

“I take it you aren’t going to help?”

“I like to watch you work, you sexy thing,” he coos.

He makes it all sound so scandalous, but I’m not fooled by his display. Sebastian is as kiki as a $700 Chanel scarf.

An hour later, the ward is complete and covers the old pig mural top to bottom, as well as most of the wall. It’s a complex hex made up of wards—some well known to various witches and other occultists and a few others long since lost to history. But in the middle of it all is a simple but infinitely more powerful symbol only I and one other person in the whole world know how to draw.

One long line with a little curl at the bottom and two forked lines at the top.

The bident.

The Morning Star. The sign of my father’s house.

The House of Lucifer.

One strange witch. Poor Sebastian doesn’t know even the half of it.
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THE DAY after I buried my business partner, Mike Bartholdi, I stepped into the law offices of Butcher & Butcher (what an awful name, I thought peripherally), shook the rain off my coat, and prepared to be slaughtered upon the legal altar.

Mike was dead. Murdered, if you wanted to get technical, and his little Mafioso family was going to rip the club Mike and I owned right out from under my feet. I mean, why wouldn’t they? They owed me nothing. Neither did he—even though we were more than friends for a short time.

“You can go right in, Ms. Summers,” the secretary who looked to be in her seventies, and who was likely the Butchers’ Sons’ mom, said with a cheery, apple-cheeked smile that made me want to cringe.

“Thanks.” I sounded about as enthusiastic as Anne Boleyn being led away to the royal executioner.

I wasn’t in the office more than three seconds when the elder Butcher brother rose from his desk and raced to me, taking my hands as if I was a widow in mourning in a gothic novel. “If you want to sell, I’ll be happy to help you with that, Ms. Summers,” he said, and then followed up with some legalese I couldn’t understand but I interpreted to mean that I was now sole owner of The Loop, the club Mike and I had bought and fixed up three years ago.

Well, Mike had bought it with his family’s dirty bloody money. I just redesigned the interior because, for all of Mike’s disposable income, he knew exactly squat about gothic subculture. Not that I was an expert, but I’d been to enough raves in Philly and New Jersey to at least know what one should look like.

The Loop was mine—to run or sell. When I asked how that was possible, the elder Butcher said Mike’s family was honoring his Last Will and Testament, and I had been named his sole heir and executor.

“It’s a clean break,” my brother Josh said that night while we were sitting together on the sofa, watching SpongeBob SquarePants on Netflix as if we were kids again. We used to watch Saturday Morning cartoons all the time while we ate our sugary cereal—at least until the networks yanked them all off. It was our thing.

I sat there, munching on Lucky Charms, the new owner of fifty-thousand dollars worth of failing rave club, and looked over at my brother. Josh had lost his sight while serving in Afghanistan. As always, I figured he was watching TV with me for me. He was getting a damned thing out of it, but that was just like Josh. Being there for me.

“Is that why you keep taking off?” I ask, referring to all the times my brilliant but chronically underpaid musician brother hit the road and did a circuit through some godforsaken armpit of the country. Sometimes he didn’t call for days on end. “Because you know my dump is your dump,” I said, indicating my cheap, chintzy apartment in a renovated and desanctified church.

I persisted. “Is it all clean breaks, Josh?”

He laughed at that. “Maybe.” He popped a mouthful of Trix into his mouth.”You want some serious advice, sis?”

“Hit me.”

“Unload The Loop and get the hell out of this fucking town. What has Blackwater ever done for you?”

I thought about his words that night and in the nights that followed. I had moved here after our parents died. I had gone to school here. Been hunted and terrorized here. Found out who I was here. Met Nick here.

Nick. Yeah, if I wanted to be honest with myself, it was probably he more than anything else holding me back. And I didn’t know why. We weren’t going to be together. That wasn’t going to happen. I didn’t even want it to happen. I was so done with the walking, talking calamity that was Nick Englebrecht.

But we had a connection. One I hadn’t felt with anyone else.

I still loved him. That much was true, and would probably always be true, but we were not suited to each other. Bad things happened when we were together. And those bad things would always happen no matter how much we tried to stop them. I looked at the witch’s mark on my wrist, the one he had given me. Touching it sent a wave of sensual echoes throughout my body. I knew it was the same for him. No matter where I went in this world, I would never be rid of it. I would never be rid of him.

If I went to the ends of the Earth, I would forever be taking Nick with me.

Well, then, I thought. What difference does it make where I go?

I owned so little. Some out-of-date clothes. A few personal trinkets. All of it connected to this town in some way. The following week, I sold the club to a developer and put the keys to the apartment into Josh’s hand.

“What’s this?” he asked. He was sitting at the table, feeding his service dog the bacon off his plate. I had made eggs—badly. Burned around the edges. But he ate them anyway.

“It’s yours,” I said from across the table. “All of it. Even the dresses in the closet. Though I don’t think they’ll fit you.”

He laughed at that. “You’re going to do it. You’re really going to do it! You’re going on a great adventure.”

“You make me sound like a Hobbit.”

That made him laugh even harder.

Later that day, I got a check cut from the lawyer and came back to pack a single suitcase. A few changes of clothes. A few small personal items. My business course textbooks. A few old DVDs of Josh and me from our birthdays from a time when our parents were still alive, and a photo album full of pictures of people not related to me but who were my family nonetheless. Sentimental stuff, sure, but I felt I needed to know where I’d come from before I knew where I was going.

I got it all in that one suitcase and set it in the back of my jeep, Daisy. Then I got in the driver’s seat and closed the door. I laughed. I had no plans. Nowhere to go. Not even a clear direction. So, I flipped a coin. Heads and I would drive out to New Jersey. Tales it was Philadelphia.

Tales won. And, three hours later, dog-tired from turnpike traffic, I checked into a dump that looked like a slightly nicer version of Bates Motel and threw my bags on the floor before collapsing on the big weird waterbed. And then I laughed and laughed, shaking the whole bed. I couldn’t believe I was doing this. Totally winging it.

I should have been frightened half to death. About now, I should have been questioning my life decisions. Normally I did, even under the best circumstances. But I wasn’t.

I was free. For the first time ever, I felt I was deciding my own future. My own fate. Going on a great Hobbit adventure, as Josh had said.

Once, long ago, I had had plans. Plans set in stone. Life could only go one way for me, Vivian Summers. But I’d been through so much hell in the last few years. So much had changed me, inside and out. I wasn’t that girl who’d wanted to launch her own bakery one day, and all those dreams were now dust.

Witches can’t bake. All those romance novels about witches running super cute cupcake shops as the front for some secret spell-casting service? Lies and bullshit. The author didn’t do her homework, let me tell you. Something about leavening and witches does not mix. And, for a while, I’d been pretty messed up about that. Of all the stupid legends to be true, why that one?

But as I lay there, thinking about how that old dream would never be mine, I remembered being eight. My mom would take me to the YMCA for swim lessons, and, afterward, we’d stop at this sweet shop for chocolate pops. They had them in all different shapes. Cats and dolls and even an ice cream cone, which was my favorite.

I sat up as I had my first—but not my last—vision of the future. It was terrifyingly explicit and wonderful and full of small details. After it was over, I got back into my jeep and, even though I was exhausted from the long drive, I found myself cruising the streets of Philly after dark, looking at the neon signs on all the little elicit shops. You could watch a movie, buy ice cream, or get a lap dance here. Porn was available on every corner. I liked how limitless the possibilities were.

Eventually, something pulled me to the curb. I got out and walked across the street and found myself standing in front of a dark, boarded-up shop, the second half of a side-by-side row establishment. I cupped my hands around my face to block out all the neon and peered through the dirty window. I could see a big dumb pig mural on the wall, just like in my waking dream.

The other half of the side-by-side was a modern Laundromat. I went to peer in there, as well, because, as silly as it might sound, I’ve always loved Laundromats. I find them so strangely magical. The bright blue lights and wide-openness and churning machines like something that’s the unlikely offspring of a spaceship and a discotheque from the 1970s.

I stood there a long time, watching the people in neat rows reading two-month-old magazines and feeding coins into hungry vending machines, until a voice behind me said, “Oi, witchy, you got some spirits?”

Turning guardedly, I glanced around the street. My shoulders stiffened as I prepared to be rushed. But the street on my side was empty. A couple was walking down on the other side, but it was obvious they hadn’t spoken. Then I turned my eyes down farther and saw a small brown mouse sitting up on the broken pavement in front of the abandoned shop. It was looking straight at me.

“Ginny will do,” echoes the disembodied voice.

I continued to look around, but, after a moment or two, I realized the voice was coming from inside my head. The mouse was twitching its nose and glaring at me intensely with its black beaded eyes. My attention kept coming back to it. I thought of all the weirdness I had experienced in my life and figured why the hell not?

Scooting down, I looked closer at the mouse, which did not run from me.

“It’s not you,” I said.

“Oi! If you ain’t got no ginny, witchy, just say so.”

“It is you,” I sighed.

It seemed to look deep into my soul…and then it startled and shook its head as if it wasn’t prepared for what was in there. Turning tail, it suddenly fled down the alley that ran alongside the abandoned shop.

I’d never met a talking mouse before, but I followed it around the bend and down the dark, narrow space beyond. The alley was barely wide enough to get your shoulders through without brushing against the privacy fence that separated the property from the one next door, and the ground was all broken, wet concrete, making it treacherous, but I managed to catch a flash of the creature as it disappeared around the back of the building.

A narrow service alley ran behind the establishment, barely recognizable in the dim moonlight and the yellowish bulb of a single security light from the Laundromat next door. Another weathered picket fence encased a large blue dumpster and what looked like the casing for a gas back-up generator. Sprawled against the fence, I spotted a tall, immensely thin (and rather dodgy-looking) young man. He was bruised and battered and seemed to have a bloody hole in his side. The asphalt under him was dark with blood.

I’m not so stupid as to run up to a potential drunk or rapist, so I hung back near the employees’ exit door, and watched the mouse scamper over the man and crawl up the length of his body until they were practically nose to nose. I thought for sure the mouse was going to bite the man’s face. Instead, the creature kind of shuddered and then fell over, dropping off the man’s chest and to the ground, where it squirmed for a few seconds before climbing back to its feet and running off.

The man opened his eyes. They looked black, like the mouse’s eyes, and blood had dripped into them from a deep wound in his scalp. He’d been rolled well. “Oi, witchy,” he said, flexing a hand toward me, “you got that gin for ol’ Sebastian?”

“I don’t have any gin,” I explained.

By then, however, the man, Sebastian, had passed out again.

I pulled my cell phone, ready to call for an ambulance…but then tucked it back into my pocket. Except for Nick, I’d never met another witch. Or whatever Sebastian was. Some kind of witch or shapeshifter I’d never heard of. Maybe something no one had ever heard of before.

It was stupid, I know. I knew I shouldn’t get involved with this strange man. But I really wanted to know what he was. I wanted to know if he was like me.

Approaching him was hard. I kept expecting him to jump up and scare me like in a horror movie—but he never moved. It was harder still to get an arm around him and maneuver him around into a sitting position. Even though he looked like he was made of a bundle of sticks, he was tall and heavier than he looked. There was no way I was getting him down that long, long alley. That left me with the only option I could think of.

Running back around to the front, I drove the jeep up the service alley, backed up as far as I was able to get to the fence, and then got out. Wrangling Sebastian into the jeep took some doing, but I managed it. I’m a lot stronger than I look. But I was left with the dilemma of what to do with him. I had no idea where he lived, and looking for a wallet or cell phone turned out to be a fruitless affair. If he’d had either of those to start with, the ones who had mugged him had long since taken them. But I had to do something with him before he stunk up my car with the faint aroma of old gin and vomit.

I’d been running on instinct all day. This seemed just an extension of all that. I drove Sebastian back to the motel room and, because it was late and I was on the ground floor, I managed to drag him in through the door without anyone noticing.

The question remained, though: Now what?

I didn’t know if Sebastian was dangerous. Most witches are, to some extent. I also didn’t know if he would bleed to death if I did nothing. So, the first thing I did was drag him across the room by his shirt and wrangle him into the big porcelain soaking tub in the bathroom. He filled the whole thing.

First, I checked out the hole in his side. It looked like a stab wound, but I didn’t think it was too deep. I cleaned the blood away as best I could. He probably needed stitches, but I didn’t have the skill—or the nerve, frankly—for that. After I got his dirty white dress shirt off—it had taken the brunt of the blood, booze, and vomit, I noted—I used butterfly bandages from the complimentary first aid kit to pull the wound closed and then bound the whole sordid thing with some toilet paper because I had no gauze. Next, I cleaned the wound in his scalp, though that had long since stopped bleeding. When I was done, I closed the bathroom door, stuck a chair under it—just to be safe—and tried to get a few hours of sleep.

In the early hours of the morning, Sebastian knocked on the bathroom door and politely asked to be let out. He was badly hungover, with no memory of the knife fight he had lost. He looked surprised that I had cleaned his wounds, that I had given him a bed for the night. That I had given a damn. And I knew then I’d made the right decision in saving him.

He also asked if I had a tipple, which I did not.
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I’M AT Home Depot, picking out more paint, brushes, and that blue tape you use around the painting edges. I originally thought four cans would be enough to cover the nicotine-yellow walls of the tiny prep room at the back, but orangey-yellow bloodstains keep bleeding through. Sebastian has tasked me with the job of making the prep room as clean and sterile as possible for us while he dresses up the shop proper.

“A Liverpool sweet shop, witchy,” he told me that morning when we woke up in the studio apartment above the shop. We dragged ourselves up off the inflatable beds we are using and I went to put coffee on in the galley area. The studio was empty except for the beds, the coffee machine sitting on the one lone chair in the whole flat, and a broken-looking refrigerator gurgling worrisomely in the corner. We hadn’t bought any furniture, and I wasn’t sure when we would have the time (or cash) to do so. We sat on the bare wood floor and he showed me a diagram of how he wanted to set up our shop.

I was afraid he would make it look like some stodgy old Victorian sweet shop or something out of Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, but he had some pretty lit ideas that didn’t require too many modifications. A full wall of glass jars behind sliding panes of glass, a window display, the converted meat counter for the chocolates, fudges, and other perishables, and a number of large barrels on the floor for the honey-based “Brighton Rocks” he insisted I work on. He said they were delish.

I loved how bright and lighted and wide open his ideas were. The place was going to look practically space age. When I said as much, he touched his chest dramatically. “Oi,” he said, “it ain’t like I ain’t been an interior designer.”

“Along with the hundred other things you’ve done?” I pointed out, half-joking. According to Sebastian, he’d been a butcher, a baker, a cabaret singer, a street magician, and about a zillion other things. But I wasn’t sure if I should take him seriously.

“What can I say? I’m one fucking talented bloke,” he reminded me for about the hundredth time, and I laughed.

“When you’re not a homeless drunk,” I pointed out.

He pursed his lips. “Witchy, that was merely a blip in my otherwise spotless career history.”

I loved how Sebastian could make me laugh at anything. It was like being with Josh again.

So, here I was, getting the paint and accessories. The white we’d bought wasn’t working, so I was looking over different paint sample cards and thinking about something darker when I heard an argument break out in the next aisle over, the one with the brushes, paint thinners, and tarps.

A man with a deep, threatening voice was saying, “…don’t fucking touch it. Leave it alone! I swear to Christ, Emily…”

I don’t want to get in the middle of a couple’s argument, so I shift a paint can a little to the left and peer through the rack. A pretty young black woman with a ponytail is bent over a can of paint she’s dropped. The top has come off and red deck stain has splashed across the floor, making it look like a massacre has taken place. A large, burly man—her boyfriend or husband, I presume—is grabbing her by the arm and roughly manhandling her. “Don’t touch it, for fuck’s sake! What the fuck is wrong with you?”

Emily mumbles an apology, and when she stands up straight, I see she’s around six or seven months pregnant. Her eyes are glued to the paint she’s dropped, and she looks like she might start crying at any moment—like it’s the end of the whole world. Her bae jerks her around and pulls her upright as though she’s some kind of puppet. I feel a sympathetic pain in my own shoulder. Not psychological; I really do feel other people’s pain sometimes.

Emily doesn’t cry out, but she does make a low moan. I see she’s wearing an ace bandage on her arm to keep it immobile, noticeable when her sleeve rides up.

“Go fucking back to the car, you stupid cow,” says the man, keeping his voice pitched low so it emerges as a sibilant hiss.

“Brandon, I’m so sor—”

“I said get the fuck out of here.” Brandon makes a motion like he’s going to backhand her, which makes her cringe in a way that drives a surge of primal, red rage straight into my head like someone is pounding a nail into my skull. At the same time, one of the heavy paint cans on his side of the rack flies off and hits him hard in the shoulder, making him stagger to the other side and collide with the rack there. He makes a low roar in response. Emily doesn’t see any of this because she’s already fleeing toward the exit of the store.

The man whips around defensively, big hands clenched into fists as if he’s convinced someone assaulted him—which, I suppose, is true. But now there are no paint cans to obscure his view. He can see me through the rack.

I get a wave of raw, primitive rage off him, the stuff that comes from old childhood trauma. The kind of killing rage that usually puts a man in the newspaper and on death row. Briefly, I have one of those waking dreams (nightmares?): Emily on the floor of their home, a red gash in her forehead from where it connected with the edge of their marble counters after Brandon punched her. Brandon is frantic, screaming. I don’t know if Emily is dead or alive, but before my mind’s eye can investigate, I’m back in the Home Depot, looking right at this human monster.

“The fuck you looking at, bitch?” he says.

I want to be witty and say something like, “Not much.” That’s something that Nick would do. He’d probably start a fight with the guy right here in the middle of the store and put his fucking lights out. In fact, I know he would. But I’m not Nick. I never react until it’s too late, and then, when I do, it’s usually really too late. For them and for me.

All this reminds me of Mitchell. I knew he was cheating on me with every girl he came across. Because I was weak and afraid of losing him, I let him do it until I couldn’t endure it any longer. Then, one night, when he started with me…well, that was it. I don’t have many memories of that night. All I know is that the next morning, the Fire Department found me and the whole apartment complex buried under burned stuff.

So, yeah, I’m a disgusting little church mouse most of the time. And I’m one right now as I stand there, gaping at this piece of human garbage, my heart beating so hard, I figure he can hear it. He can probably smell my fear, and he might even come around the racks to get me. Probably, I’d let him do it. I’d let him hurt me until I couldn’t take it anymore, and then I’d lash out and wind up destroying him. How fucked up is that?

“Stupid cunt,” he says before walking away.

I feel an enormous wave of relief. He’s not going to hurt me. I don’t have to be afraid of him.

Taking a can of white paint, I check out and walk as quickly as possible to my jeep. I’m loading it in when I look over and see the woman, Emily, crying in a sedan two cars down. I think it’s pretty damned unfair of fate to throw her into my path again. I was being a good girl, keeping my nose clean, until now. Closing the hatch of the jeep, I start walking around to the driver’s side when I find my eyes betraying me and sliding over.

Emily’s head is down and she seems to be staring at the floor of the car in defeat.

With a sigh, I fish my cell phone out and find the name of a local woman’s shelter. I take the paint sample out of my pocket and write the address and phone number in a blank spot. Husband dear doesn’t seem to be around, so I hurry over to the sedan and knock two knuckles against the glass.

Emily looks up with large, nervous eyes. She doesn’t seem to want to roll down the window, even for another woman, so I scoot down and knock again with a small and (I hope) non-threatening smile. I mime to her to roll down her window.

After a few tense seconds, she does. But she doesn’t say anything.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her. “I know what you’re going through. Take this.” I hand Emily the card with the information for the shelter on the back.

She looks at it as if it might poison her. Her lips move, but it takes a second for her small, dry, scratchy voice to emerge. “Brandon won’t like this. He won’t stand for it.” She tries to give me back the card.

I look at the paint sample card. It’s a bright mustardy-yellow color I’d picked out called, rather ironically, Giallo. Not the best omen, I figure. “Please take it,” I beg of her. “Something bad is going to happen.” I nod at her pregnant belly. “It’s going to happen to you and to him if you don’t do something.”

Looking pale and terrified, Emily lays a hand protectively over her baby bump.

I don’t wait for her to take the card. I simply drop the card in her lap and stand back as she rolls the window back up.

I never learn what happens to Emily and her baby, but also never see anything in the local papers or on TV to suggest she was hurt as in my vision. That means I did a good thing. Right?
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I DON'T tell Sebastian about the incident. Mostly it’s because I know what he’ll say. He’ll scold me for stepping into a situation I know nothing about—even though I did the same for him.

But another part stems from my obsession with personal privacy. I don’t share the little anecdotes of my life with anyone unless I absolutely have to. Besides Josh, I’ve never had a best friend (or even a casual friend), and even though I enjoy the occasional sexual encounter, I don’t like to become romantically involved with any of my partners. Nick was the exception that proved the rule. I’d loved Nick—or thought I did—and I still didn’t tell him even half of the things I’ve experienced. Some people like to overshare. I don’t share at all. Never have. Maybe that’s why my relationships never work out.

But Sebastian knows there’s something bothering me, because the following day, while we’re installing the shelves of the display rack, he keeps staring at me with this squinty eye of his that’s driving me crazy. Around noon, I finally cave—mostly due to being hangry and having had no breakfast—and say, “So, yeah. I almost got into a fight at the Home Depot yesterday.”

He holds up his hands defensively. “I didn’t say a bloody word.”

“But you thought it.”

“I thought no such thing,” he insists as he picks up the hammer and looks at one of the supports. Then he turns and points the tool at me. “You can’t save the world, you know.”

His ability to pick up on certain things is uncanny.

“I saved you!” I point out as I perch on the one stool in the whole place and grab a bottle of water from off the floor. Maybe if I stay better hydrated, I won’t give off vibes that lead to conversations like this. “I should have left you a rat!”

“Oi! I was never a rat!” he points out with enormous insult. He shakes the hammer. “And you are changing the subject!”

I think about coming clean and telling him everything, but something stops me. If I tell him about the incident, we might segue into my waking dreams, and I’m not ready to share those with him. Maybe one day. But that day is not today, as Aragorn would say.

“We got any petty cash?” I say instead. I sound irritated, even to me “I need food.”

“You’re the money witch,” he tells me, going back to the shelves. “How much do we have?”

I dig out enough for some Tai from the dump around the corner. Petty cash is running perilously low these days. When I started this venture, I sank everything I’d gotten from the club into it. I had this vision that it would all work out. That it really couldn’t not work out. That I deserved for it to all work out. But now I’m not so sure.

Another thing I can’t discuss with Sebastian. He’s counting on me to make the shop work so we both don’t wind up out on the street. He’d probably survive it, but, for me, it would be the end of my Hobbit adventure. I’d have to crawl back to Blackwater and my old job. I would rather die than live in Blackwater, slinging hash at Molly’s Steakhouse, for the rest of my life.

So, I spend the evening and part of the night going over the finances and my business plan once more. I run the numbers over and over. If it’s one thing I learned while splitting a business with Mike Bartholdi, it’s that 500 grand isn’t that much money in the greater scheme of things—not when it comes to leases, insurance, property taxes, repairs, and supplies. I don’t think we’ll have enough to do all the modifications we want. We might have to open early just to turn a profit before all the money runs out.

I wake up in the middle of the night in a sweaty panic. I think how I’ve probably made a terrible mistake, which leads me to toss and turn all night long on the air mattress.

Sebastian? He’s dead to the world. It doesn’t matter to him. If I fail, he’ll just go off and be a rat or mouse somewhere in the city.

Me? I have nowhere to go from here.

This is it.

I’ve gone over the cliff. And where I fall is home.
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I JERK awake at the sound of loud voices.

It’s still dark out, but there are flashing lights in the windows overlooking the delivery alley and the static sounds of a police ban radio going off. As the red and blue lights strobe through the tiny, empty studio, I catch a glimpse of Sebastian in rumpled clothing and fallen suspenders standing to one side of a window, peering out.

I sit up and start saying his name, but he turns and puts a finger to his lips.

Dragging my warm blanket along, I stumble to the window and look down.

The place is crawling with police. Several vehicles are parked at both ends of the alley. I see black and whites, an ambulance, and—I think—a black coroner’s van, though it’s hard to tell in the dark. On the other side of the privacy fence, I see people on the street trying to get a glimpse of what’s going on. One of the cops, looking irritated, raises a bullhorn and warns the people back.

“Holy shit,” I hear myself whisper. My first thought is that some bum got rolled in the alley behind our place. But the police presence seems a bit dramatic for that. On TV, you only see a circus like this when someone dies.

Turning at the same time, we both sink down the floor to either side of the window and just look at each other.

“Some gang hit?” Sebastian suggests. We both know the gang presence in this part of town is strong. You don’t go walking around at night unless you’re in a group.

“I don’t know. Are there any gangs in a war?”

Sebastian opens his mouth to answer when we both hear banging on the back door downstairs. We jump at the sound, then settle to the floor again. The man announces himself as Sergeant Detective Something Something and asks politely (but not too politely) to open up. When we don’t answer or immediately rush downstairs, he just keeps banging.

“You should answer that,” he says.

“Why do I have to answer it? You’re the guy.”

“I’m suspicious looking.”

I shoot him a look. “You don’t have any warrants, do you?”

He shrugs.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I say too loudly.

“It’s not like he’s going to bloody go away!”

Sighing, I force myself to stand. I don’t want to do this. I’ve had a few run-ins with the law, none of them good. The first time was when the apartment complex I was living in with Mitchell burned to the ground. That time, the authorities were more interested in knowing what started the fire and frustrated when the arson team couldn’t pinpoint it. The second time was when one of the Arcana, the ancient order of angel-eaters, set me up for my roommate Tiffany’s murder. That time, I wound up in the Carbon County lockup for almost three days, until Nick unraveled the mess and got me out. I’ve never been mistreated by the police—I mean, I’m a very white-looking girl and that isn’t going to happen, let’s be honest—but I have no fond memories of dealing with the fuzz.

Dropping the blanket, I grab a thick, insulating sweatshirt and shrug it on over my T-shirt and boy shorts. It falls to my hips. Then I take the backstairs to the prep room, which connects to the delivery alley. When I open the back door, a cold draft of air hits me and swirls around my ankles, reminding me that my legs and feet are bare.

The officer on the other side has his hand up to pound on the door once more, but he lowers it as soon as he sees me standing in the open doorway. He’s a large, powerful-looking black man in plainclothes. Looks early forties, with just a touch of virile grey in his beard and at his temples. Handsome like Idris Elba. Intense dark eyes and a no-nonsense posture. His grey suit clings to his athletic build, and his afro looks regulation-perfect. He wears the kind of expression that suggests he’s seen a lot of bullshit but can handle it. He’s strong enough to keep it all properly compartmentalized. Perfect cop material.

“Ms…Summers?” the officer says, briefly consulting the flip pad in his hand. “I’m Detective Miles McCall with the PPD.” He shows me the gold badge around his neck as if I can’t already see it. It reads Philadelphia Police with the words “honor,” “service,” and “integrity” engraved in it. “Mind if we speak a moment?”

Of course, the first thing I do is compare him to Nick, who was also a cop once upon a time. But they are as different as night and day. Nick always looks on the verge of cracking wise, and there is a certain feral, almost primal, air about him. He’s the kind of man who might do anything, even if it gets him in trouble. But I have the feeling that Detective McCall is orderly and mature and by the books. He doesn’t take chances, and he also doesn’t suffer fools gladly. 

He’s as far from “my type” as one can get. Not to mention there’s a wedding band on his ring finger—I noticed that peripherally, but it draws my attention. In that moment, I have a strong feeling about Detective McCall. I trust him…and I get the impression he’ll be important to me in some way.

Feeling a bit more relaxed about the situation, I pull the door fully open and motion him inside. “Sorry about the mess,” I say. It’s not really messy. A couple of ladders are set up, and some paint cans and their accessories are sitting on the workbench. The industrial fridge is humming nearby. But you say things like that, not really meaning them, in order to break the ice.

The detective glances around, noting everything. “You bought the Pig Palace.”

“Excuse me?”

McCall indicates the room with his pen. “This place had a real name—Bob’s Place, I think—but everyone local called it the Pig Palace. Bob cut the best damned spare ribs.”

I glance at the old butcher stains I’m still trying to cover on the wall. What McCall said sheds a whole new light on the place. This was someone else’s dream once. “Did you know…Bob?”

“No,” he laughs, consulting the pad once more. He has a deep, warm laugh that feels like honey sliding over my body. “Vivian Summers, correct?”

“Yes.” I manage to suppress a shudder. I’ve never really liked the sound of my own name. Too many bad things linked to it. In all honesty, I’m glad Sebastian never uses it.

Detective McCall looks up at me with those dark, penetrating eyes of his. Not predatory, but they can be, under the right circumstances. I wonder if he knows about my record. I wonder if it’s written down in his little notebook. I’m suddenly very worried about that.

“Are you all right?” he asks, and his concern surprises me.

“Yes.” I make myself say that. I’m suddenly aware that I’m leaning against the workbench slightly, my posture a bit too inviting to rightfully call it “decent.” Some defensive reaction, I guess.

McCall seems to be enjoying the view. The coldness in the room has hardened my nipples, and they hurt a bit as they rub against the material of my sweatshirt. Long ago, someone once called me a whore, and maybe they’re right. I enjoy men. I enjoy having them look at me. But I don’t mean to invite their perusal.

I stand up straighter. “How can I help you?”

He shakes himself as if he’s waking up from a spell. “We’re canvassing the neighborhood and wonder if you’ve seen or heard anything suspicious. Sometime around two in the morning, a crime was committed outside your establishment.” He raises the notepad to show how all business he is, but it’s too late. I know he wants me, and it gives me a little thrill to realize that. Desire is a powerful tool. It makes people work against their better interest.

“Outside…here?” I answer. I raise a hand to the edge of my T-shirt and give it a little tug. He follows the motion. “We were asleep.”

“‘We?’”

I try to determine if I hear a slight lilt of disappointment in his voice. “My partner and I.” I watch to see what response that drags from him, but Sebastian interrupts us by stepping into the room. He pulls up his suspenders and gives them a loud snap to get the detective’s attention.

“Help you, Officer?” he asks, and McCall narrows his eyes and flares his nostrils slightly. It’s a primitive, wolf-like response to being interrupted. Walking over to talk to my partner, McCall leaves me to glance out the door.

The alley has been taped up with yellow crime scene tape, and uniformed officers are stalking back and forth, speaking low into their radios. McCall still hasn’t told me what’s happened, so I discreetly slip out the door and into the narrow alley space. Barefoot and cold, I head to where several men are standing around something crumpled on the ground in front of the generator unit. They are wearing jackets with POLICE and CORONER on them in big, contrasting letters. It makes me walk a little bit faster.

I get one of those waking dreams, but it’s exceedingly brief. I suddenly experience overwhelming, unbreathable pain…a truncated scream…a hard thump of fear in my chest. I feel sick at the end of it. Sick and angry, and when an officer grabs me by the shoulder to halt me in my tracks, I feel my skin heat up to the temperature of a frying pan left on a burner too long. With a yelp, he quickly lets go, allowing me to push through the crowd of officers to see more clearly the body lying in the alley.

It was probably a man. The clothes look like those a man might wear—jeans and a T-shirt and some kind of leather jacket with patches on it. But what’s inside doesn’t look human any longer. It makes me think of one of those anatomical dummies that represent the different muscle groups that I remember from science classes in college, and I can’t help but think someone dressed up one of those things as some kind of joke…

But then I see the very real human eyes—wide open and staring up at me—and the mouth stretched wide open in a scream of perfect agony, and consider once more the fleshless face and arms sticking out of the shirt sleeves, and the strange, goo-like substance around the body that looks like spilled cover-up makeup. In fact, I’m standing in a sticky pool of it, but it’s not makeup. I eventually register that. It’s human skin. Liquefied human skin.

Not fair! I think as the officers drag me back. Things like this are only supposed to happen in fucking Blackwater!
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“I WISH you’d stop thinking about it,” Sebastian says as we roll the last of the wooden barrels into place on the shop floor. “It’s not as if you can do anything about it anyway.”

He may be right, but it doesn’t mean I can just eject the image of the dead man’s raw, red-meat face and hands from my brain. I rub my hands on my jeans as I stand up straight. “I wish you’d stop crawling around inside my head, but that’s not going to happen anytime soon, either.”

“You know you are lovely when you are sarcastic?” he remarks.

“Do tell.” I leave the main floor to step into the prep room and check on my honeycomb molds, pulling on an apron as I go. It’s a heavy-duty apron for candy making, with a thick lining and sleeves. It goes on sort of like a surgeon’s jacket and ties in the back. The last thing you want is to get bubbly, boiling candy on your skin.

In the last two weeks, Sebastian and I have made the decision to take out most of the wall separating the prep room from the rest of the shop. It opened up the limited space a lot, making it seem much larger, which I liked. I’d also had one of those waking dreams, which had given me what I thought was a good idea. Why not let customers watch us make our confections in the back? It was like combining a sweet shop with performance art, and the Hibachi grill down the street was already doing something similar. Sebastian immediately thought it was a great idea.

I pulled open the cooling drawers containing my honeycomb stick candy—one of my personal creations, but one Sebastian said he couldn’t stop eating. Crystallized honey swirled in rock-candy pattern around long, thin sticks. He called them “sweet wands,” which I’d thought was a pretty fly name for them until I realized he was making a raunchy double entendre at my expense. (“Witchy, I just love a sweet wand now and again.” It made me roll my eyes big time.)

Sebastian steps into the prep room behind me…then stops short when he spots the hive, which is quite literally “buzzing with activity” at the moment. “Did we really, really need that?” he asks.

“Yes,” I answer for the hundredth time. “We really, really need it.”

I’ve invested in a “beecosystem,” or indoor beehive. It sounds scarier than it is. It’s a bee cabinet fitted into one corner of the room. The outside is made of durable oak with a display window fitted into it, making it look like some weird Victorian curio cabinet. Inside, though, there are thousands of worker bees frantically building honeycombs, making nursing cups, raising little bees, and producing the honey I need for my hard candy. I can easily slide the racks of honeycomb out of the cabinet and back in again.

The beecosystem has a tunnel that connects to the back of the building, allowing the bees to come and go as the like. Occasionally, an errant bee will find its way into the shop, but since they are my familiars and animals to call, they never create any kind of havoc. Instead, they will land somewhere in the prep room, a high shelf or the casting of a window or door, and wait for me to find them and carry them back inside the hive.

My bees have never stung anyone. They’re not aggressive honeybees. But that doesn’t mean they don’t freak Sebastian out—which is funny, to be honest. He can’t actually die in the traditional sense, but he still won’t go anywhere near the hive. He makes a wide berth around it just to join me at the prep station.

“Wands!” he gasps when he spies the set candy.

He tries to grab one, but I slap his hand away. “Stop eating our profits!”

Sebastian pouts and rubs his hand, looking cartoonishly crestfallen.

“Go check your fudge!”

Sauntering off to the fridge like some wounded animal, he checks on his latest batch, but while he’s in there, he says, “It won’t affect our grand opening. People die in this city all the time. I’m sure more than a few have died in our alleyway.”

He’s not talking about my bees.

I wince internally at his extremely tactless comment. The idea that our alley is a popular dying-off spot does not alleviate my concerns about our grand opening. Sebastian rightfully believes I’m worried about whether the incident will drive traffic away, but that’s not my primary concern. The incident happened over a week ago. It’s already been pushed to the back pages—if, in fact, anyone is even still following it. It’s a whole new news cycle this week, and in another week, when we’re ready to open, I’m confident no one will even remember it happened. Well, maybe the police officers tasked with solving what is most likely an unsolvable mystery. But not the common people. Not the ones walking past our store every day and sometimes trying to peer under the edges of the white paper we’ve taped over the display window.

No, that’s not it at all. I have concerns, but they are of a different nature.

Trouble follows me. Even as a girl, it’s trailed after me like a pet that won’t leave me alone. Ever since the incident, I’ve become afraid that this is just the precursor to something bigger—and darker. I’m secretly terrified every dark thing that lives in little Blackwater will migrate here. I think about the hex on the wall, and I wonder if it’s enough.

The little bell above the door tinkles, startling us both.

Sebastian smacks the back of his head on the roof of the fridge and mutters a curse before ducking out.

“Who the hell is that?” I ask, jiggling with the knot in my apron. “Did you leave the door unlocked again?”

“I don’t know,” he mutters. “Maybe.” He turns to the display room where I see a tall, thin shadow moving swiftly across the newly painted walls. “Right, then. Let me sort the fella out.”

While he’s gone, I reach across the workbench and grab a French rolling pin from out a nearby canisters—just in case. I don’t lift it up, but I keep it close. It’s not for our visitor, though. I can use it to break the glass on the beecosystem, if need be. And then…well, my familiars will do anything for me.

Only a few seconds pass, and after the bell tinkles again, Sebastian is back. He’s got an apologetic little smile on his face as he plucks at his apron strings. “Left the bloody door open, I did. But the bloke was cool about it. Said he wished us luck.”

“Why? Did he know you?”

He shakes his head. “Nah. But he knew you. He knew your name.”

I stare at him wordlessly for several seconds, wondering who in Philly it could be. I don’t have any friends here. “What did he look like?”

Sebastian raises his hand a couple of inches above his own head. Sebastian is tall, so he’s indicating the guy was a real monster. “Blond and youngish. Hot.” He grins at that. “Real heartbreaker.”

My heart thuds quickly, twice, close together. Dropping the rolling pin, I dash across the shop and fiddle with the lock until I get it open. It’s old-fashioned and tends to stick. Stepping out onto the cracked pavement, I look around, but I don’t see anyone even approaching that description.

“Nick!” I call for the hell of it. But of course, no one answers. I do get an odd look from the woman who runs the laundry next door. She’s sweeping leaves out of the doorway and frowning at me as though I might be a little touched in the head. But then she smiles suddenly and comes over to extend her hand.

“Hi, dear! I’m Sheri,” she says brightly, looking over my shop. “Oh, wow! You bought the Pig Palace!”
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IT'S TWO days before our Grand Opening. According to Sebastian, the shop is “sorted” exactly as he wants it to be. And it’s beautiful.

It feels miles wide even though it’s still a tiny space. And now it’s lit up like a mother ship. Hard candy in wrappers fills the barrels on the floor, and honey wands, swirly sticks, lollipops, and other gourmet confections bloom in the jars along the lighted display wall. The confection counter houses the perishables that Sebastian is personally responsible for—cordials and fondant fancies and fudge and chocolate pops. We’ve dedicated half a wall to a contents menu and special order list. Chocolate boxes with the Confessions logo fill the display window. I’ve even ordered cute little white bears with shirts that have our business name and website on it.

I’ve personally taken care of the newspaper and online announcements, and the Philadelphia Tribune promises it will be here to cover the event. We’ll be giving away free samples all day. Of course, the local neighborhood seems particularly keen on that. Sebastian says he has friends who will definitely show up, and I know Josh will be here on Saturday to support me.

I am so broke, it isn’t even funny. Not for the first time, I’m truly concerned about this little endeavor of mine, and, as a result, I keep second-guessing myself. It’s all happened way too fast. Three months to the day since I first peeked into this abandoned little shop. Three months doesn’t seem long enough to have pulled it all together, even though Sebastian and I have worked our asses off night and day to make it happen.

I’m exhausted. Mentally, physically—emotionally. If this fails…well, I’m trying not to think about that. I have no back-up plan for my life. It’s no joke when I say I’d rather die than go back to Blackwater.

I sit down on a high stool near my beecosystem and watch my bees work. The low hum the hive makes has always soothed me like some long-forgotten lullaby. But then I suddenly start to cry. I can’t remember the last time I’ve done that. I didn’t even cry when Tiffany died.

Sebastian steps into the room. I can see the toll this has taken on him. His shoulders are a bit more hunched, and there are dark, sleepless rings under his eyes. He looks…older. It reminds me that he’s not the cute, silly, twentysomething guy he seems. He’s ancient—maybe a century older than I am. Yet, he’s put so much faith in me—in this—and I can’t even imagine why. Because he’s bored and has nothing better to do with his extensive lifespan? Or because he really thinks I have what it takes to be a successful leader?

His dark brows knit together and he moves forward to put a hand on my shoulder. “Oi, what’s the matter?” he says in a soft, almost fatherly, voice, and I can feel his physical distress like it’s my own. I know he’s feeling it only because I am. We’re sort of making a continuous loop of pain. An ouroboros of distress.

I touch his hand touching my shoulder. He doesn’t even seem to be aware he’s close to the hive. And when a honeybee appears out of nowhere and lands on my other shoulder, he doesn’t even react.

“I’m just tired,” I say, sucking up the tears. “Been up all night.”

“Go have a lie-down. I’ll finish up here.”

Maybe I am tired. No, I know I am. Just like how I know that a good sleep—even if it’s a short nap—is usually all it takes to reset my brain and emotions. With a tap on his hand, I get up and go upstairs to the loft to crash out for a few hours.

We still hadn’t gotten around to getting any furniture. Frankly, I’m too broke. But, hopefully, that will change soon. I throw myself down on the air mattress and lay there for a while, trying to sleep. But my mind won’t stop reeling with all the possible disasters that could occur in the next few days. I also can’t stop thinking about that mysterious man who’s gotten into the shop. I wonder if he’s friend…or potential foe.

I wonder who he is, what he wants. What if he’s connected to the murder of that man in our back alley? They say criminals always return to the scene of their crimes.

The possibilities are endless, and they haunt me. But as I lay there, I feel the little tagalong honeybee emerging from my hair where she’s been hanging out and crawl slowly across my face. A normal person would freak, but I’m not a normal person. I feel a wave of comfort and peace as she moves along my cheek and reaches my left eye. She taps my lid as if to say Sleep now. But I can’t. I have this knot in my chest that tells me something bad is coming. Something inevitable. Something that will change me forever.

After tossing and turning for an hour, I give up on sleep and sit up in bed. My bag is within reaching distance. I drag it over and reach inside and take out the photo album I brought with me from Blackwater. I spend some time paging through it. Birthdays, anniversaries, Christmases. An occasional party I can’t place. My parents were always big on taking pictures to memorialize every event, but the sight of them hurts me in ways I’d forgotten about.

Stan and Kathy Summers meant well when they adopted me. They’d wanted children after Josh, but Kathy had to have an emergency hysterectomy not long after Josh was born, so that blew their plans for a large family to pieces. Adoption was a good, logical step. But after I arrived in their lives, they decided it was a mistake on their part. I don’t hold that against them. They never should have adopted something like me. It wasn’t their fault.

My parents had loved me—or, at least, they’d tried to. But we were never friends, and the older I got, the more difficult it was for us to get along. I’ve always known in my heart that were I not their daughter, they never would have associated with something like me. The idea doesn’t make me sad or angry. It is what it is.

On a whim, I started picking pictures of Josh out of the album, but when I was done, I closed it and just looked at the ragged soft material cover and the Our Family engraved in gold leaf and started wondering why I’d ever brought the stupid thing along. I never belonged with these people. They were strangers and always had been.

The last time I saw my parents, we were fighting. My dad called me a liar for the things I’d said. I needed therapy, my mom said. I needed to get my head straightened out. That was the last thing he said to me after I told her about all the weirdness going on in my life. “Vivian, go call your shrink and get your head straightened out!”

The next day, my parents were gone. Head-on collision with a drunk driver. I remember the police officer who came to our house to tell us the bad news. He kept telling me over and over how fast it had been, how they hadn’t suffered at all. How it had been over before they ever realized it. Like that made it better somehow.

Now, it seems the most natural thing in the world to get up and take the album downstairs. It’s dark by that time—after nine, I realize when I bother to check the clock in the prep room—and the shop is dim and empty. Sebastian has left a hastily scrawled note on the workbench that says he’s gone out to some local pub but that there’s some cold pizza in the fridge if I want it.

I ignore the pizza and go out into the alley where that strange man died. Was murdered. I might as well be honest about it. Nobody flays themselves alive, right? I’m wearing jeans and shoes this time, but I still feel a chill as the door clumps closed behind me.

The dumpster is maybe two hundred feet away. I can be there, dump the album, and be back inside in seconds if I hoof it. But before I can even take a single step, I recognize movement at the end of the alley, a sort of shifting darkness that brings me to an instant standstill.

A slender figure in black stands up too quickly as if it has suddenly realized it’s being observed. I realize it was crouched over the place that man died. The figure looks female, but I can’t be certain. It’s too dark and the eaves of the shop cast long shadows. But as the figure turns to stare at me, I see her eyes. They are glowing with a faint dark light in the dark.

My mouth dries up and I lurch backward, my back hitting the closed door. My mind screams the word witch so loudly, I jerk from the assault of it.

The witch starts as if I’ve lunged after her. Her glowy eyes narrow—but not in fear. Annoyance. I’ve interrupted her in the midst of a private ceremony. Turning around, she starts fleeing around the side of the building, her shoes quickly tapping out a rhythm on the wet, broken asphalt.

I have a decision to make in that moment—and quickly. I can let the witch go and go back inside and pretend the incident never happened. Or I can try to catch up with her. Maybe she knows something about the man who died here.

No. I know she does.

Dropping the photo album, I take off after her.
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I’VE ONLY been to Philly a few times—the business section, mostly, to hear the reading of Mike Bartholdi’s will—so I don’t know the city all that well. Mostly, I can navigate the urban areas just fine, but the outlining suburbs are practically alien to me.

As the shadowy woman weaves in and out of alleys and cross streets, sticking to the darker parts, I have trouble keeping up. It’s obvious she knows the city like the back of her hand. If the sun were up, I might be able to call on my familiars and have them follow her from an aerial view, but most stinging insects are diurnal, and mosquitoes have never been a good conduit for me.

We leave the lighted business corridor and I see fewer and fewer businesses and more schools, libraries, and a handful of medical and law offices. The buildings look older, more elaborate. They’re made of aged brick, with elaborate turn-of-the-century iron fences around them. The library has stone lions out front. I spot the witch disappearing down a side street that runs alongside it. She’s practically running full tilt now and moving in a fluid way that’s unnerving to watch. As she passes under a streetlight, it pops and goes dark. Others follow. I start following the darkened lamps, listening for her footfalls against the cobblestone sidewalk.

Eventually, I spot a tall building ahead with a cross on its steeple. It’s one of several “mini-cathedrals” that this city is famous for. The woman in black disappears around the side of the building and down some steps to a basement door. Myself, I slow down as I approach the looming redbrick building. It has engraved scrollwork around the doors, and the windows are painted with sad-looking saints. A huge stone cross stands silent sentinel out front, lovingly draped in purple cloth. It’s a beautiful building, but I can already feel the drag on my soul and I’m not even standing in its shadow yet.

One of the most important things that Nick ever taught me was to avoid places like this. He even took me to a church in Blackwater once just to show me how it feels—which is somewhere between having the flu and having a lead weight dropped on your back while meat hooks are sunk deep into your skin. There is the dry, ruthless nausea as if someone has stuck a cold spoon down your throat.

As I cautiously approach the building, I can feel a cold sickness growing in my stomach like bad menstrual cramps. I veer around the side of the building and find the steps that lead to the side door. I don’t feel better here, but the nausea isn’t so bad if I stay out of the shadow of the giant cross. I spot a pair of doors painted blue with white crosses on them. I stop a few inches away and just look at them, wondering if I’ll burn if I touch them.

The idea is both frightening and depressing. Evil things burn at the touch of the cross. But I don’t want to be an evil thing…

I start to back up when the door swings open. A man stands there—a young priest in a black cassock and white Roman Catholic collar. He’s not very tall, but there is something subtlety virile about him. His dark, lush hair is perhaps a little too long for regulation, and it curls slightly around his ears. And he has the most beautiful black Hispanic eyes. Even though he’s a priest, I find something extremely primal about him. His soft, full lips and the shadow of his strong beard make my heart trip a second.

“Are you here for the group?” he asks.

I don’t know what he’s talking about, but I love the musical sound of his voice, the way he rolls his R’s. And I do want to see inside the church. I want to speak to the witch hiding in the Catholic cathedral, so I say, “The group? Yes.”

He pushes the door open for me. “Please, come in. You haven’t missed it. I’m Father Matthew Garcia. You must be new. Call me Father Matt.”

“All right.”

I slip past Father Matt and into a small landing connected to two narrow, twisting staircases, one going up and another down. The tiny landing/foyer is at a lower level than the rest of the church. I can hear someone playing the organ above in what I assume is the cathedral. But the other staircase curls down into the basement, and that’s where the priest goes. He turns once to say to me, “I’m glad you found us, miss.”

He leaves me an opportunity to tell him my name, but I don’t. Instead, I silently follow Father Matt down the narrow staircase. The basement smells a little damp, but not unpleasant. It reminds me of the rec rooms in my friends’ houses when I was growing up.

Near the bottom, I see the staircase opens up into a large commons room, a sort of all-purpose basement. The floor is tiled and the cinderblock walls are painted with flowery murals and words of inspiration in both English and Spanish. I wonder if Father Matt painted them. There are posters everywhere for different church activities—bingo, bazaars, charity dinners, potlucks. There are a few inspirational posters, as well, but most of them have vague imagery and not too many crosses. I feel I can breathe a little better as I step into the room.

Near the back, by some narrow windows, a long trestle is set up for coffee and donuts. There is also a collection of a dozen or so people sitting in folding chairs in a wide circular pattern. I immediately understand what I’ve stumbled across and stop. I shouldn’t be here. I don’t belong here.

Father Matt stops, as well. “You don’t have to talk. You can just listen,” he says invitingly. He speaks softly and gently as if he’s afraid he’ll spook me.

The people in the circle are strangers—all ages, all sexes, all colors. I don’t see the woman in black. But I’ve always felt comfortable—and safe—around strangers, as strange as that sounds. So I discreetly move to take a seat. I make sure to put an empty space to both sides of me, the way you do when you’re in the waiting room at the doctor’s office. But then I immediately regret doing that because it makes me stand out, and I don’t want that. I don’t want anyone looking at me.

They do, anyway. The women give me small nods. The men cruise me, trying not to be obvious about it. Father Matt takes the seat next to me and that makes me feel better—a little less obvious. If he knew who I was—what I was—he wouldn’t be so welcoming, I think. Thankfully, he does not point out that I’m new but immediately launches into a warm but surprisingly secular welcome to everyone here tonight. He doesn’t talk about God at all.

I sit there quietly and listen as a few of the circle stand, state their first name, and announce their addiction. They talk about their week, and what they’ve seen and done during the week. Their stories aren’t as sad as I would have expected. Mostly, they’re mundane, but they speak slowly and with great conviction. This daily minutia of theirs is immensely important to them.

Only one man stands out—Marcus. He stands up, tells us his name, and talks about how he used the money his mom lent him to buy heroin instead of milk for his son. He made his son drink sugar-water this week. He stops speaking after a while and just sits down. No one else in the circle says anything for several seconds, but the priest breaks the silence. He invites anyone else to speak. He looks at me and I cringe.

After a few minutes of silence, coughing, and shuffling in their seats, Father Matt concludes the meeting by talking about learning and coping skills, mentioning the support group’s next meeting (in three days), and explaining how no one here is alone. He finishes by reminding everyone to check in with his or her sponsor. Again, there is no religious rhetoric. I feel a great wash of relief about that.

The group folds their chairs and hangs them neatly on the wall. Then they move to the table for coffee and a snack. They talk in small groups of two or three. Marcus cries on his sponsor’s shoulder and the man leads him away.

I feel more uncomfortable than ever. I start drifting toward the door, but Father Matt catches up with me. “Would you like some coffee? You look cold.”

Though I don’t want coffee, I let him lead me to the table. I figure I probably look homeless. I stepped outside the shop in just Hello Again Kitty zombie pajama bottoms, a white tank top, and an open brown plaid shirt, the stuff I’d been sleeping in before I went out to dump the photo album. He makes me a cup of hot coffee and hands it to me, then suddenly takes it back. “Milk and sugar?”

“Just black,” I say.

While I drink the coffee, he tells me what days of the week the group meets and insists on getting me a schedule. “They’re good people, all of them,” he explains.

I think about Marcus. Does what he did to his son mean he’s still a good person?

I’m not judging. I’m hardly an angel. But I’m curious.

Suddenly, I say, “I’m not an addict.” I think about that a moment before adding, “I don’t know why I came here tonight.”

Father Matt nods sagely. “Maybe you were just lonely?”

The little cross around his neck flashes, distracting me. When the overhead light catches it, I feel a little stab somewhere deep inside my head like someone is putting just the tip of a knife into my temple. This cross thing is a real pain in the ass, by the way.

I put the coffee down. I don’t know what I’m doing here. I’m about to say I need to go when the door to the stairs opens and the women I was following walks in. She is middle-aged, Hispanic like Father Matt, and wearing a long black habit and a black and white coif on her head. She wasn’t wearing the coif when I followed her. But now, finally, I know why she was wearing all black.

The sight of her freezes me on the spot, but if she recognizes me, she doesn’t react at all. Father Matt excuses himself and turns to her. They pass a few words about a spaghetti supper on Sunday. He calls her Sister Marie and asks her if she’s found the tablecloths that went missing.

“Yes, Father,” Sister Marie says, her eyes on him—not me. But now I can feel her need to shift her attention to me, however briefly. While they are talking, I stare at her until she can’t take it any longer and her eyes drift in my direction before snapping back to Father Matt, who is asking about the raffle now.

I wait until they finish. When Father Matt walks away, Sister Marie gives me her full attention for one whole moment before turning on her heel and leaving the room via the stairs. I glanced at Father Matt. He’s speaking to someone else now. Good. I follow Sister Marie up the stairs to the church.

The cathedral has an arching, ribbed ceiling, but its overall size is relatively small as compared to the gigantic ones I remember from when I was a child, when we went into the city on Sundays. Sister Marie walks down the central aisle between the pews, genuflects and crosses herself, and then continues on her way to the votive candles set up to one side of the altar.

I follow hesitantly. The altar has a large wooden cross attached to it with another silky white and purple cloth draped over it. The closer I get to it, the weaker I feel. I finally stop about ten feet from Sister Marie, who is lighting a votive with a long matchstick.

“So it’s true,” she tells me without glancing up. She doesn’t even pretend to not know. “You’re his daughter.”

It takes me a moment to respond to that. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Very well. We won’t discuss it.”

I take a step toward her, then stop as a wave of dizziness nearly overwhelms me. “How is it you know that?” I ask because I really want to know.

Sister Marie finally looks up. She’s perhaps middle-aged, pretty, but there are lines around her eyes and mouth. I can tell she’s been around the block a few times. “We all know.”

“‘We?’”

“We who serve the craft. We know you, Princess.”

It takes me a moment, but then I laugh. “You’re a nun and a witch?”

Sister Marie scowls as if she can’t understand how the two can be mutually exclusive. “I am whatever is required of me.” Setting down the matchstick, she gives me a critical look that leaves me unbalanced. “What are you doing with that sad, drunken little necromancer? Seems a bit beneath you, Princess.”

I blink as I catch on. “Sebastian?”

“Is that what the pathetic creature calls himself now?”

That irks me. “He’s a good man.”

“He’s not a man, but, yes, Princess, whatever you say.”

Her tone of voices pisses me off. “Don’t call me that.” I take another step toward her, my fists clenching. I don’t feel the pain of the cross as much.

Sister Marie looks surprised that I’ve made it this close to the altar—and to her. She glances around the cathedral, but we’re alone together. There is no one here to rescue her.

She starts when I reach out and take her hand. It’s dry. I feel a slight spark and see a swirling darkness that quickly disappears, leaving me blinking at her surprised face. “Why were you in the alley behind my shop?”

Her mouth moves but nothing comes out for a second. Then she clears her throat and says, “I wanted to see the place where he was found.”

“Who?”

“Him. His name is—was—Razor Wire.”

The name chills me. “The man who died.”

“He wasn’t a man!” she spits angrily and shakes my hand loose, drawing it back against her chest as if I’ve burned her. “That…creature…was never a man.”

I wait in the hopes she’ll explain.

Again, she glances around, but we are truly alone. Maybe that’s why she spits it all out at once. “He violated and then murdered one of my girls. Sonja. Beat her to death. I barely recognized her sweet face when he finished with her.” She rubs her wrist. “God help me, but I don’t care if He damns me for it. I’m glad that beast is dead. I hope he died in shrieking agony.”

No lie. Her words freak me out, they’re so unexpected.

She says something else in Spanish that sounds like a curse, but I can’t follow it. I don’t know that much Spanish, even though I took it in high school. She even spits on the floor.

I blink at that, shocked by her anger. But then I remember my waking dream. “I think…I think maybe he did die in agony,” I tell her, hoping it will console her even just a little. “I think you got your wish, Sister.”

“Good,” Sister Marie snarls. “It is the least God can do for Sonja—and for the other girls he has violated.” Lifting her head slightly, she announces, “You must excuse me, Princess. I have duties to perform. And Sonja’s funeral to plan.”

As she moves past me, I hold out my hand—not touching her, but it stops her in her tracks. I turn to her. “Why don’t you go to the police? Tell them about Sonja? Or…have you…?”

“The police,” Sister Marie laughs bitterly. “Sonja was from Guatemala. Illegal. Do you honestly think they care about someone like her?”

I don’t know how to answer that.

She pushes past me and heads back down the aisle.

My heart hurts. I turn to follow her.

She stops and glances at me over one shoulder. “I’m sorry, Princess,” she says, sounding sincere. Her face is clouded with grief. “I don’t mean to seem disrespectful to someone of your breeding, but, please, there is nothing you can do. Forget about Sonja. And forget about me.” She nods at the cathedral rearing high above us. “Forget about all this and return to your home and your life and your little necromancer.”

I open my mouth to speak, but I just can’t find the words for a moment.

“Yes, Princess?”

“How…many of you know who I am? Do you…? I mean…”

“You have nothing to fear from us, Lady Lucifer,” she tells me, her voice soft and even reverent. “But, yes, we know. The whole city knows who you are, Daughter of Darkness.”

I won’t lie. Her words fill me with a cold dread and a fear of things to come.
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THE DAY of our Grand Opening, I get up at the crack of dawn, go downstairs, and tie on my apron. I check on the candy I set the night before. I look over Sebastian’s confections. I even duck low to look in on my honeybees. Everything is going to plan.

I step out into the display room and flip on the spacey blue uplights. The jars of candy behind the glass walls shimmer and the display window is full of perfectly boxed chocolates and teddy bears. The Confessions sign seems to glow faintly above the hex on the wall. I walk to it and trace the bident symbol with my finger. I think about what Sister Marie called me while we stood in the church the other day. A Princess. Yes, I guess I am. Sort of like a Disney Princess…from Hell.

I’m only twenty-eight, but a lifetime of bad things has already happened to me. Now, for the first time, I’m happy, even if I am hanging out with a drunken necromancer. I realize—maybe for the first time—that life is good.

There is a knock on the front door of the shop. My heart flutters. Our first customer!

I can’t wait to let him or her in and see their expression when they look upon the place that Sebastian and I have built! I virtually fly to the door and unlock it, flipping the sign to OPEN. The glass is frosted, so I can’t see more than an outline. It looks like a man.

I throw the door open…but there is no one standing there.

In fact, there is no one on the street at all. No one walking by. No one standing by the curb, waiting for the bus. No vehicles of any kind. And, this early in the morning, that seems suspect.

I feel the first twinge of concern, then. I step out of the shop and onto the sidewalk and look around. No joggers. No dog walkers. No one going to work. There are cars parked in the curb, but no one is in them. I check the Laundromat next, but the building is completely empty, though I do spy laundry churning in a dryer.

Turning back to the street, I walk to the curb and glance up and down Broad Street. The florist, the bakery, and the restaurant across the street are all lit up. The nail salon is full of welcoming light. But there is no one inside any of the establishments.

Something terrible has happened in the night while I was asleep.

As that knot of fear and desperation tightens my throat, I step into the middle of the deserted street and start to shout hellos up and down the corridor, but no one answers, and nothing seems to happen. The street is desolate and empty of life. Distantly—very distantly—a dog barks.

I try to decide what to do next. Call the police, call my friends…run screaming down the street…?

But while I’m working through my panic, I hear a low-grade thump that sends a shockwave through the street under my feet. I swing around to find the source of the noise, my eyes and mouth wide open, and see an enormous fiery pillar mushrooming up into the lower atmosphere. It’s as if a minor nuclear device has gone off. The sky immediately turns blood red, and I can smell ozone and burned stuff, even from here. Cracks streak across the asphalt in front of me from the impact, making crazy patterns around my feet.

“What the hell?” I hear myself shout as I start running down the street in the direction of the fire. I know, intellectually, that that is probably not a good idea. But I have to see. I have to know what happened to all the people.

I reach an intersection where the traffic light is blinking all kinds of crazy colors and turn left, toward the cloud. I jog past endless rows of dead, empty vehicles in the street and dozens of lighted but unoccupied shops—and stop dead in my tracks when I see what’s ahead.

The street is cracked and jacked up in places like a minefield of jagged asphalt. Broken pipes spew noxious gases. Cars lay on their sides—those knocked over by the explosion. The buildings on both sides have caved in from the impact, and black smoke pours from them and fills the air, making it difficult to see clearly. Worst of all, there is a giant bonfire in the middle of the street reaching a hundred feet into the sky. I’m two or three hundred feet away, and I can still feel the excruciating heat even from here as it prickles my face and eyes and dances along my exposed skin. I’ve never seen such total and complete destruction. Not in real life. Philly looks like the Gaza Strip or something out of a post-apocalyptic movie. I wonder if a bomb has been dropped on the city, or if we’re fighting a war I don’t know about.

I take a hesitant step toward the ruins, wondering if anyone has survived it…and then stop when my foot comes down on something jagged and hard that crumbles. I look down through the smoke and see I’ve stepped on what looks like the burnt remains of a human rib cage. The sight makes me jump back. But, as the black smoke slowly swirls away on a rising gale of wind, I see how much worse it is.

Bones litter the ground at my feet. At first, I think there are a few—maybe a dozen. But as I look more closely, I realize the bones number in the thousands and form a path leading toward the pillar of fire. And all of them are singed and blackened as if they have been through a crematorium.

The smoke finally lifts and I see that just beneath the fire, feeding its greedy need to burn, there are more skeletons. So many more. What looks like millions of human bones are piled up as high as a small building. The bones, I realize, of every person in this city. Maybe in this state. Maybe the world.

I stand there, gaping at this impossibly huge altar of burning human remains, thinking I’ve gone mad. I shake my head to clear the image. I think this must be one of those waking dreams. But the image doesn’t disappear. I can feel inside of me that this is real, and suddenly the panic is clawing its way up my throat as it tries to escape my mouth in a primal scream.

And then it gets even worse. When the woman appears, stepping right out of the fire—but remaining untouched by it—I think I’ve probably died and gone to hell. That’s the only explanation. There is no way this is real. And, yet, it feels painfully—horrifically—real.

The woman stands proudly upon that enormous, burning Golgotha. She’s supernaturally beautiful and at least eight feet tall. Her skin is brown like calfskin, and her hair is a blue-black skein of what looks like frayed silk that falls down to her ankles. Her body is encased in a tight white gown with bell sleeves and a slit up the side that goes all the way to her waist. I can see she is naked and unashamed beneath the dress. On her head, she wears a giant golden headdress engraved to look like the rising sun, and the long red feathers of some exotic bird stand up from it in a fan-like pattern. Her lips and the areas around her eyes are blackened with kohl, making them look endlessly deep and dark, like tarns into an unknowable future. But her eyes…oh my god. Her eyes are as huge and blind white as peeled eggs, and blood runs continuously from the corners like alien tears.

I can’t help but be mesmerized by the sight of her. She is both glorious and horrifying at the same time, and, as she descends the mountain of bones—the skulls of which are acting as steps in a long, jagged staircase—I see that where her bare feet touch them, they crack and small fires emerge.

It’s stupid, but I wait for her to come to me. A huge part of my brain is screaming at me to run away. Fucking run away! I know she is the one who has done this terrible thing. She is the one who has murdered every single human in this city. And I know she could just as easily murder me where I stand if she wants to. But my feet won’t move, and I can’t seem to take my eyes off her.

In some ways, I feel like my entire life has led up to this moment. That I have always been destined to meet her.

She spreads her arms as she reaches me—it’s a distinctly queenly gesture—and I see she is wearing thick gold bracers on her forearms engraved with primitive and intricate flowers and birds. Some look familiar, like things I might have seen in a museum exhibit. Some, I’m afraid, might be wards and sigils.

The Aztec Queen stands there, towering over me. I can smell her. She smells like rotting flowers—overly sweet, with an undercurrent of decay. And under that…fire and smoke.

“Oh, my flower,” she says, but, as with Sebastian that first time we met in his mouse form, her lips don’t move at all. I’m only hearing the echo of her voice in my head. “It is done.”

“Yes,” I agree even though I have no idea what she means or what I’m agreeing with.

“And now we can be one.”

She smiles down at me, her mouth stretching unnaturally wide, and more of those bloody tears fall down her cheeks and speckle her beautiful white linen gown. I see something in her mouth that looks like long black petals spreading outward at both corners of her lips. She has no teeth, just these black petal things. From down in her throat, I can hear the cry of birds as if she has one stuck down there somewhere. She is beyond doubt one of the most horrifying creatures I have ever seen. And yet, I feel a strange peace overwhelm me as she looks down into my face.

She loves me. She desires me. We can be one.

I want that. I’ve never wanted anything as I’ve wanted that. Not the shop. Not Nick. Not even the freedom to choose my own path—to choose who I am. All of that is worth sacrificing just so I can be with her.

She nods. “You understand at last, Daughter of Darkness.”

Reaching out, she touches my face with just her painted fingertips. Her long nails, painted a burnished gold, burn coolly against my skin like metal. The sensation is incredibly soothing, and yet, her touch also excites me. She gives me that black lotus smile and nods as if she enjoys this power she has over me. For her, perhaps, it is a natural thing.

“You are so beautiful, little flower. So pure.”

No one has ever called me that before. I’ve been called a bitch, a slut. A man once called me the Whore of Babylon. But no one has ever called me pure. It isn’t something I’m used to. It isn’t something I believe.

“One day you will see,” she says as her hand drops to the front of my shirt.

She undoes the buttons and I feel the superheated air touch my skin as she pushes the shirt off my shoulders. I’m not wearing any underwear under the shirt, so my breasts are bare to her touch. She seems to take great delight in them, tracing her long fingernails around one pebbled nipple until a low moan escapes my lips. Her touch is gentle but teasing. It immediately makes me wet, and I can tell she knows what effect she’s having on me. It’s odd, though, because I’ve never been attracted to women. But with her, it seems right. Everything seems perfect.

“My dear little fire flower,” she says and plucks gently at my nipple until I start to squirm. I want to feel her inside me. I have to feel her moving inside my body…

Smiling, those silky black petals lick at the corners of her hungry mouth. She moves her hand so it rests over my rapidly flitting heart. “Will you be my bride?” she asks.

Her voice is musical in my head. I feel dizzy with a strange combination of euphoria and desire. Yes, I want to be her bride. I want that more than anything.

I will do anything for her. My queen.

“Say it. Say the words, little flower.”

“I…” Behind her, the city is burning. The bones we stand upon are burning. I’m certain we are burning. I think about how this thing must have a terrible price. To be her bride. To be hers. What else must burn?

I hesitate too long.

The Aztec Queen narrows her bleeding eyes. “Say it!” Her voice is harsh now, scaring me.

Deciding that maybe this is not what I want, I try to take a step back, but I find I can’t seem to move my feet. I moan in distress.

The blood starts to flow more rapidly from her eyes. The petals around her mouth writhe in agitation. “Betrayer,” she says and closes her hand on my chest so it’s a hard, rocklike fist.

Suddenly, I can’t breathe. I gasp for air, but my lungs feel like they are full of concrete.

“Traitor!” She gestures as though she is jerking something out of me.

I feel my flesh tear.

The pain is sudden and unendurable. I scream, but she keeps plowing my chest open with that relentless gesture of hers, unzipping me top to bottom. Blood splatters her face and dress. My blood. The black petals lick at the crimson fluid hungrily, and the bird trapped in her throat seems to scream with me as I slowly lose all strength and collapse to my knees at her feet.

I can’t breathe—but I can feel myself dying. With my last bit of strength, I struggle to look up.

The Aztec Queen is standing over me, looking disappointed. She is holding my beating heart, and it’s bleeding blackly in her hands. I never expected anything else. But actually seeing it makes me sad.

“Little flower, you could have had the world.” And she squeezes my heart until it crumbles to dust in her hand.

My head drops down so I’m looking at the cracked and burned asphalt beneath me. I start to choke. I cough and gag violently…and, suddenly, I heard that same bird twittering in my own throat. I can feel it fluttering, painfully panicked, inside me. I can’t remember how it got there, but I feel the wrenching pain of its horror at being trapped inside of me. I start clawing at my throat and coughing, trying to heave it up.

It doesn’t want to come loose, and even though I should be dead, I scream and find myself gagging and finally vomiting until something starts moving painfully slow up my windpipe. I’ve never felt such horror.

Wicked witch, I think. I’m such a wicked, evil witch…

Finally, after much struggling, I throw up the poor little bird, but it’s all in bloody pieces as it flops out of my mouth and onto the burning street…
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“OI! WITCHY, wake up!”

I jerk awake, nearly swatting at the figure bending over me—then I realize it’s Sebastian. My hand is up, ready to swipe at him, but he gently catches it and holds my wrist before my nails can go for his face.

“Easy, there. You’re having a nightmare,” he explains.

“Oh.” I lay there, staring up at him. “Jesus. Sorry.”

“No need to be sorry,” he says, letting go of my hand. “And I’m not Jesus.”

I laugh at that, which sounds funny in the dark after such a violent nightmare. I sit up and see I’m sweating like a pig. Little droplets are even running down my cleavage.

He notices, too. “Need a new shirt?”

“Please.”

He walks to the basket of our clothes, which he brought in from the Laundromat earlier that day. They’re a messy tangle and he can’t seem to decide what’s mine and what’s his. Finally, he grabs a random clean white T-shirt and throws it at me.

I think it’s likely his, but I don’t care. I peel off the drenched one I’m wearing and slide his on even though he’s watching. I’m not exactly concerned about Sebastian losing his mind over a pair of girl boobs. I instantly feel better to have clean clothes on. I notice Sebastian sitting on the edge of his air mattress, watching me worriedly.

“What’s the matter?” I ask as I try to make things light. “Never seen tits before?”

He’s quiet a long moment, and then he states with a frown, “Pretty sure I had tits at least once.”

“You don’t remember?”

The little thought dimple between his eyebrows deepens. I’ve only ever seen that once or twice when he’s in deep thought—not a place he prefers to be. “Not really. I don’t have good long-term memory.”

“Seriously?” I sit up and cross my legs. “You don’t remember?”

He makes a vague gesture with one hand. “It’s the witchery. It takes a toll on the selfie.”

I believe it and feel sorry for him. He doesn’t talk much about his past. I used to think it was because there are things he wants to forget, but maybe it’s because there are things he can’t remember. I’ve also noticed that his accent wavers. Usually, he sounds like he tripped out of BBC One, but sometimes he almost sounds Australian, and I’ve also noticed he rolls his “R’s” the way Russian and Slavic people do.

“And you,” he says, pointing. “What did the witchery show you?”

I recoil in my covers. “It was just a bad dream.”

“I think not.” He swirls a finger. “You were all glowy.”

“Glowy?”

“Like a bleedin’ nightlight.”

I sigh. I don’t think I’ll win this argument.

He gets up. “Right, then. Putting the kettle on.”

I wait while he brews tea on the little propane burners on the kitchen counters—because this place doesn’t even have a working stove, and if we don’t slide into the black after Opening Day, I’ll never be able to afford one.

He brings two mugs of chamomile over and sits down on the bed beside me. “Spill.”

I sip the tea and lick my parched lips. Even though I’ve only just woken up, parts of the dreams are already falling away from me and I have to struggle to remember. The bird in my throat sticks with me the most. I must sound like a madwoman as I explain the dream to him—what I can remember.

He’s silent for several long moments after I finish. He sinks his lower face into the mug a moment before mumbling, “Doesn’t sound like a dream to me. More like a scry.”

“You mean a prophetic dream.”

Sebastian shrugs. “If you like.”

I’m not so sure about that. Maybe I’m just stressing over Opening Day.

“But…” It takes me a moment to breathe through my sudden spike of fear. “…I think I died in it, Sebastian.” I swallow hard. That lump is back in my throat as it was in my dream. “I think I’m going to die. I think that strange woman is going to kill me.”
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I KNOW it was just a dream. I know I shouldn’t listen to Sebastian about it being a scry. But, of course, I can’t stop thinking about it.

As I do the final touches on the shop—inflate and set the blue and white balloons, arrange and rearrange the display window, and stare at our welcome pamphlets/menu, searching frantically for typos—I can’t stop thinking about the burning street, the terrifying woman, and the way she made me feel. I can’t help cringing inside when I remember how she looked on me with such appetite…and disappointment. In my dream, I was her servant, her pretty, her bride. But I’d rejected her, failed her, and then she killed me.

It was just a dream. Probably the result of too many post-apocalyptic horror movies on Netflix and too much stress in getting the shop ready. But it felt so real. It felt like something that had happened to me already. Or something that would very soon.

That’s what frightens me the most. The idea that we really don’t have that much control over our fate. That no matter what we do, what good life decisions we make, crappy things are going to happen to us no matter what. The idea is fatally depressing.

“Chocolate crosses,” Sebastian says when I step into the prep room. He swivels around on his stool and offers me a keen look. “It’s almost Easter. We should do them. They’re popular. That and chocolate lambs.”

As I tie my apron on, I state firmly, “No. You can do chocolate bunnies or lambs or whatever. But no crosses.”

Sebastian looks surprised. Until now, I’ve given him free rein as my official chocolatier to do whatever he likes—whatever inspires him. But I draw the line at confections that can burn the skin off my fingers if I accidentally touch them. Putting his hands on his knees, he straightens up. “Did you get any sleep, witchy?”

I turn and give him a smile to make up for my snippy tone of voice. “I’m fine, Sebastian. I’m just not…fond of crosses.”

“Bad childhood experiences with priests?”

“Something like that.”

“I thought you were raised Catholic?”

“I was,” I admit. “I’m not anymore.”

Later that day, a food critic for the Metro newspaper drops by unexpectedly. I expect her to be super bitchy like you see in romcoms, but she’s actually surprisingly nice. After taste testing a number of Sebastian’s chocolate creams, she moves on to my hard candy. She immediately tells me she loves the Sweet Stix—formerly the honey wands. I changed the name at the last moment because I was afraid it would lead to unpleasant double entendres.

“These are gorgeous,” she tells me, and goes on to use words like rustic and malty and “crunchy-natural.” I show her the beecosystem and she’s on cloud nine and starts writing frantic notes in her little notebook.

Sebastian and I high-five each other after she’s left. We’ll be getting an important review on the day of our Grand Opening. Things finally seem to be coming together, and, for a little while, at least, I forget all about the nightmare.

But then, around ten o’clock, as we plod upstairs to get some much-needed rest, I start thinking about the dream again. And the woman. I’m afraid to sleep. Afraid I’ll see her again.

Sebastian, the bum, drops right off to sleep and, within the hour, I hear him snoring on the other air mattress. But I remain awake, staring up at the ceiling, wondering what I can do to forestall or stop what might or might not be happening.

When I look over, I see the time on my cell phone reads 11:38. I don’t think I’m getting any sleep tonight, so I get back up, dress in some loose sweats, and throw on a heavy down jacket against the rough April night. Then I go downstairs and let myself out the back door.

For a while, I stand over the spot where the man died, skinned alive while still in his clothes. I keep thinking I’ll get some kind of psychic vibration, or maybe a picture in my head of what happened, but tonight, like every other night I’ve tried this, I just feel empty and concerned. The asphalt is a little stain-darkened, but there is no psychic “residue” to read. Or, I’m just not knowledgeable enough to tap into it—which is a distinct possibility. I want to be good at witching, but I’m really just a novice.

I start to walk down the alley that connects to the main avenue. From there, I keep walking. Even though it’s a Thursday, the street is jumping with people. Some are walking to or from the restaurants and bistros that line this part of the street. Others are ducking into the theater near the end of it where they’re playing a romantic comedy starring Sandra Bullock. I smell popcorn as I pass. Ahead, some tough-looking kids are muscling up the street. They make a rude comment as I pass them, but I ignore it. They’re stupid kids. Hopefully, they will grow out of their moronic behavior.

The florist is next. There are some pretty flowers in the windows, exotic types I couldn’t even guess at. They make me think of my dream and the Aztec Goddess’s words to me.

“Say it. Say the words, little flower.”

“You understand at last, Daughter of Darkness.” 

I stop and stare at some fancy Easter arrangement in the window. Sister Marie uses that same name. She, too, called me Daughter of Darkness. I can’t help but wonder if there’s a connection there.

Before I even know it, I’m walking again—faster this time. Soon, I see the cathedral looming ahead. Ignoring the drag on my soul, I descend the steps to the side entrance, but I quickly discover the doors are locked tight tonight. There is a printed schedule on the door. The support group meets three days a week—Sunday, Wednesday, and Friday. But not tonight. I growl in frustration. I haven’t realized until now how I much I want to talk to Sister Marie again.

I go around to the back of the building in the futile hopes that there’s another door and maybe it’s unlocked. There is a door—one of those pneumatic deals with a push bar—but that’s locked, too. So I keep walking around the building until I find the basement windows I spied while I was inside. I crouch down and peer in. They’re super narrow, but I think a grown person could fit if they put some work into it.

I feel ridiculous and stupid grunting and sweating through the window—but I have to admit it’s also kind of fun, and I wonder if this is the high Nick gets when he’s investigating one of his little small-town mysteries. Five minutes later, I stand up and glance back at the open window. A Bible verse I learned in school suddenly comes to mind: “Be vigilant and watch. Your adversary the devil as a roaring lion walks about, seeking whom he may devour.”

It makes me shiver with worry: A devil in a house of God. Who woulda thunk it?

I keep thinking God will strike me down, but nothing untoward happens. In the dark, I can hear some pipes ticking in the walls, but, otherwise, the church basement with its colorful motivational posters is dead silent. I can sense a low, white noise buzzing in my ears, but nothing interesting seems to be happening.

Okay. Now what?

First, I take the steps up to the cathedral. It’s dark and empty. I don’t know what I expected. Sister Marie hanging around after hours, lighting votive candles and casting witchy spells? After that, I retrace my steps and go back downstairs. Not liking the dark, I flip on the overhead fluorescent lights, which buzz as they flicker alive. The trestle is empty except for a runner and some fill-out forms for a raffle stacked in a corner. The folding chairs are neatly stacked on the walls.

At the opposite end of the basement, I spy a door I hadn’t noticed the first time I was here. I walk to it, expecting it to be a utility closet or a bathroom, but I can feel cold air swirling around my ankles, so maybe not. I try it and find it’s locked with an old-fashioned lock plate with a keyhole, the kind that needs an actual key I don’t have.

I kneel down and look at it. I think about skeleton keys—something I’d read about years ago. Getting up, I go the table, steal a paperclip from the stack of forms, and return to the door and kneel down. I don’t actually expect the tumblers to move when I jiggle the straightened-out clip—I always thought it looked too easy on TV—but they do. Probably only because it’s an old door with a simple lock.

Seconds later, I’m in a dark dungeon-like basement of some kind. There are naked light bulbs hanging down, but they’re all dark. I search the wall beside the door and find a switch that lights up the bulbs over my head. It’s a brick tunnel of some sort. I spend a few moments trying to decide why an old brick tunnel would exist under a church. Then I recall my Pennsylvanian history. The Underground Railroad ran like a labyrinth under many of the major cities in this part of the state. That makes the most sense.

The place smells moldy, and the walls are cobwebby, but I see the dust on the floor is disturbed. Someone has been here recently. There’s a broken copper pipe lying against one wall. I heft it up and weight it in my hands before starting down the lighted tunnel. I mean, it can’t hurt to be prepared, right?

It’s a surprisingly long walk, and I can hear small things skittering around in the dark, but I’m not worried about mice or rats. I’ve seen so many worse things in my life.

A few turns later, I find a dead end, which is disappointing. But as I retrace my steps, I spot several little alcoves off the main tunnel. The first one has tall, empty racks and several barrels set up along the walls. I start to rethink my earlier assumption. More than likely, these tunnels were used to store bathtub gin during Prohibition. And my assumptions are confirmed when I notice a stack of moldy newspapers being used to fill in cracks in the aging walls. I glance at the top paper, aged almost beyond readability, and see it has news about Al Capone about it.

Checking the other alcoves produces the same results. Racks, barrels, crates. A lot of empty bottles rolling around as though someone left this place in a hurry. Rats have chewed everything to bits, and silverfish dart in and out of the light cast by the bulbs hanging down from above.

Finally, I come upon an alcove that, like the others, doesn’t have a door, but someone has placed a few heavy planks of wood across it to deter people from entering. I’m hesitant at first, but then figure fuck it and move the planks and step into the room to see what the person who didn’t want anyone in here is hiding.

It’s smaller and darker than the other alcoves. There are no windows or lights, just dirty brick and cement walls. The only light comes from the weak bulb in the corridor outside. It hardly touches the room, but I can still see what’s in here.

A huge iron sarcophagus lies on the floor, taking up almost the whole space. I figure it must weight tons, at least. It’s intricately and lovingly engraved with hundreds of birds and flowers as if the artisan took great pains to honor the occupant. The lid is carved with a human face and what is supposed to look like cloth flowing over a very fetching female body. The beautiful features and rounded breasts make me suck in a quick breath. The attention to detail is mesmerizing. It looks like something you’d expect to find in a temple to honor a great queen.

The sight of it gives me goose pimples. I try to stay out of the path of the light from the corridor so I can examine the carvings of birds and flower. But as I draw nearer it, I suddenly recognize the death mask carved into the lid.

Jolting, I stand up straighter and drop the pipe at my feet with a clang. I feel sick to my stomach as that horrid dream comes swirling back in Technicolor. It’s real. It’s all real. I know it is. And I suddenly remember a lot of little details I’d forgotten, like the Aztec queen touching me so intimately while she calls me her flower…setting the whole city on fire for me…

“Shit.”

I shouldn’t be here. I never should have come.

It feels like it would be a very good idea to get the hell out of Dodge as soon as possible. I don’t even question my motivation when I turn back to the door and bolt into the corridor.

But then I stop. If the sarcophagus is real, then she is real. And that means my waking dream is also real. It means it’s all going to happen.

Reluctantly, I turn back to the alcove and take in the sight of the sarcophagus even though it makes me sick and makes the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand on end as if I’m conducting a current of electricity flowing throughout my entire body. I swallow so hard I think I’m going to choke. I don’t want to look at the sarcophagus. I don’t want to remember that dream…!

But as I step back into the room, another thought occurs to me.

If she’s real, then she’s in there. Sleeping.

She could be. And if she is, that means she’s required to rest like some second-rate Aztec vampire. She could be asleep and vulnerable right now as in all the vampire and mummy movies. Maybe I should try and open the sarcophagus. Maybe I should try and stop her. I have a pipe. Not the greatest weapon, granted, but still…

“What’s a pipe against something like her?” I ask myself, my voice dry and croaking in the silence. I want to run far away, but by doing so, I feel like I’m condemning this whole city to whatever her plans are. And, after all, maybe Sebastian is right. Maybe the dream was a scry. Maybe the dream was meant to motivate me to do something…

I turn back to the sarcophagus and stand there, looking at it with total and absolute dread. I’d rather stick my arm in a hornets’ nest than open that damned sarcophagus. I can feel my heart ticking in my throat and the blood pounding in my ears. I want to leave—I want to run more than anything right now—but this might be a way to make up for some of the shitty things I’ve done in my life.

This could be my salvation.

So, I take a step toward the sarcophagus and pick up the pipe. After another shuddering breath, I put my hands on the lid. I expect a supernatural spark of some kind, or maybe for the sarcophagus to crack in half like a rotten iron egg, but nothing so dramatic happens. It does feel incredibly cold under my fingertips. I wonder how old it is. I wonder what she is. Vampire? Goddess? Something no one has ever heard of before? I run my fingertips over the engravings along the side, searching for a seam.

I feel something.

But my efforts are useless in the end. When I try to move the lid, nothing happens. It’s way too heavy. Pushing all my weight against it doesn’t budge it even an inch. It must weigh tons. It was stupid to try, to even think I could do something…

But I did try. That’s better than nothing. Right?

Picking up my handy-dandy pipe and, clutching it close like a magic talisman, I turn and hurry into the tunnel.

That’s when I heard the lid screek—metal against metal—and then drop like an anvil to the floor behind me…
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THE SOUND of the sarcophagus’s lid hitting the cement floor sends a spear of primitive terror up my spine. I don’t want to turn around, but I know I have to. I have no choice. Whatever happens, I have to face it head-on.

Something whispers along the back of my neck, making me shiver as I spin around. I expect to see her right behind me, breathing on my neck, but she’s actually standing beside the sarcophagus about ten feet away.

She isn’t as tall as she was in my dream—not quite nine feet—but she is wearing the same long, tight-fitting white dress with the slit up the side. She’s just not wearing the gold headdress. Her black hair hangs down behind her to her elbows, and her eyes are fiery bright, but dark. More human. No blood leaks from them. She looks younger than in my dream, closer to my own age. Honestly, she’s probably the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on.

Her fire-red lips curl up in a smile and her eyes squint in welcome. She holds out her large brown hands to me. It’s the same as in my dream. I feel safe and warm and loved in her presence. I feel like she would never hurt me. That she would rather die than do that.

Little flower, she says, and this time I know she’s saying it only in my head.

I want to go to her. I want that so much. I feel like we could be sisters. Lovers. But something holds me back. I remember the fire and the bones. The city burning to the ground around us. I remember her look of disappointment when I rejected her.

Her eyes narrow and I feel paralyzed by my fears. Suddenly, I can feel her in my head. It’s as if someone went into the library of my mind and started grabbing books off a shelf, flipping them open, and then discarding them on the floor before moving to the next. She does this very fast, flying through my mind’s library in a matter of seconds as she searches for something. Some of the books she finds vaguely interesting. Most she does not. She likes the ones where I hurt someone—where I cause harm to others.

She sees it all—all my dirty little secrets.

Mr. Greeley…falling down a long flight of steps after yelling whore at me…

A girl who was gossiping about me at school slipping and falling in the girl’s bathroom…

Mitchell…burning to death in the apartment building after calling me a bitch…

Nick trying to grab me, only to jerk his away when he sees my arm is on fire…

She likes the fear, I realize. She enjoys the pain. She likes that people are afraid of me…

I jerk backward, almost falling against the wall, but it’s worth it because it mentally unhooks me from her psychic claws and I’m able to slam the door of the library of my life in her fucking face.

That makes her angry, and I see a drop of blood race from the corner of her eye and down her cheek like a fiery tear. She bares her teeth, but it’s more of a smile than a sneer. Little flower of pain, you belong to me, I hear her say as she reaches out to me.

I don’t wait to see what happens next. I spin around on my heels and race heedlessly through the door and down the long corridor. I run as fast as I can around the bendy corners of the Prohibition tunnel, the fear of her—the horror of her—breathing down the back of my neck. I can feel her light touch in my scalp and the shivery small of my back. I can still hear her words echoing in my head as if from a great distance. The light bulbs pop out as I pass beneath them, throwing more darkness at me. The sudden, swirling shadows only push me on. I run faster and faster still, gasping and almost crying out when I spy the door only a hundred feet away...

I sprint toward my escape as the last light bulb pops out, casting the whole tunnel in absolute darkness. But I can still feel her on me like a dirty film. I feel she’s right behind me. I raise the pipe over my head—it’s my only defense—but as I pass through the door and swing around, ready to stave in her beautiful and ugly face, I see it isn’t her behind me.

It’s Detective McCall.

But the pipe is still falling toward his surprised face.
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“MS. SUMMERS!”

Detective McCall catches my wrists in both hands, halting the pipe before it can crash into his face. His hands are large and strong and heavily corded. He stops me easily and, with a cop’s training and instincts, twists my hands to one side, forcing me to drop the pipe with a heavy clang—but not so roughly that he actually hurts me.    

“Detective McCall,” I say, ashamed of the fact that I almost bashed his lovely, handsome face in.

I expect him to be irate, to spit curses at me, but he surprises me. He looks concerned, but not angry. “Are you all right?” he asks, glancing past me.

I feel a chill and it takes me a moment to wind up the courage to look down the tunnel, but when I do, I see the corridor into darkness is empty. She has not followed me. “I…I…” I can still feel her inside my head, running her fingers through my memories. She’s been doing it this whole time.

Turning back, I see McCall’s face. He looks even more concerned now than when I first ran into him. “Ms. Summers, are you…?”

That’s all I hear before the whole room tilts sideways and fades to black.
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I WAKE up in the backseat of an unfamiliar car. I’m lying under an unfamiliar men’s jacket. I sit up, dislodging the jacket, and see the car is parked in the lot outside the church. Detective McCall is talking to Sister Marie on the steps of the church. She nods, looks over at me with pity, then turns back to him and says something I can’t hear from here.

The car is hot. The windows are rolled up, and when I try to open the door, I find it’s locked from the outside.

McCall nods a thanks to Sister Marie and starts down the steps.

I shrink back in my seat as he approaches the back door and opens it from the outside. “Awake?” he asks. His voice is firm, the way I’ve anticipated.

“Yeah.” I rub my head. My hair is all crazy curls. It’s come out of its ponytail.

“Want to come around to the front?”

I slide cautiously out of the car, conscious of how he’s watching me, and make my way around to the passenger side door. He appears beside me and opens the door for me. I suppose I can run, but what purpose would that serve? He’d just hunt me down and drag me back to the station. With a soft sigh of resignation, I slide into the bucket set.

He slams the door and goes around to the other side and gets in. He doesn’t start it, though. Instead, he picks up the police radio and calls in, telling dispatch he took care of the disturbance.

After he hangs up the radio, I say, “How did you know?”

He points to a small sign I missed on the front lawn that has the name of a surveillance company on it. “We have you breaking in on video. Want to see the footage?”

So much for me being a brilliant investigator. “No,” I groan, snuggling down into his jacket, which smells of his cologne—a light vanilla fragrance. My hands are flexing and my nails cutting into my palms. I’m such an idiot.

“So, you’re a chocolatier by day and a safecracker by night?”

“Candymaker. My partner is the chocolatier,” I correct him.

He gives me a serious look. “Well, then. I’ll have to tell Sister Marie to take better care with her security with all these safecracking candymakers around.”

I don’t laugh at that. I do finally look up at him. “Am I under arrest?”

“That depends,” he says. His deep voice reverberates around the car. “Was there something you wanted from the church?”

“I…” I look down again and pick at the polish on my nails. “I just wanted to go inside,” I say as a lie suddenly forms in my head and rolls off my tongue. “The priest there was really nice to me the other day. I’d hoped he was there tonight.”

“Crisis of faith, huh?”

“Something like that.”

He starts the car and pulls onto the street. I start running names through my head, trying to decide who I can call from the station to bail my sorry ass out. Josh would definitely want to help me out, but he’s back in Blackwater, and he wouldn’t be able to get a bus out till morning. I don’t think Nick will help—and even if he did, his wisecracking would just make the situation worse. I’ll need to call Sebastian and hope to hell he isn’t passed out in an alley somewhere.

After a short, silent drive, McCall pulls onto Broad Street and then into the delivery alley behind the shop. He parks near the rear entrance and shuts the car off and gets out. I stare at him mutely through the windshield as he comes around to my side and opens the door. He indicates with a toss of his head that I should get out.

I follow him meekly to the back entrance. “No handcuffs?” I say in only half-jest. I’m still in shock that he’s not arresting me.

“Why? Do you like handcuffs?” he asks, and I suddenly sense a change in the mood between us.

I smile as I get my key out and unlock the door. I’m elated to not be under arrest. I’ve had my share of cops and cells, thank you very much. Seconds later, I’m standing inside, holding the door open and looking at him. I know he wants to come inside.

I can tell just by his intensity and the way he’s hesitating that he wants to come inside me, as well.

Tell him goodnight. Tell him to go home to his wife.

Sound advice. Wise advice.

I want to be a good person. A good girl.

But I’m not a girl. I’m the devil’s only begotten daughter, and I’m not sure if that qualifies me as a person.





[image: inverted-pentagram4]

15

  
  




I OFFER to make Detective McCall tea. The prep room is dim and luminescent and humming with appliances. We make some coy small talk. He’s brave enough to approach the hive and study my bees before turning his full attention on me.

“You’re not afraid?” he inquires. 

“No. They’re my bees.”

“Your bees?” he says as he approaches me. He does so with his head down slightly and his eyes turned up. It’s an especially predatory look on him, and I wonder if he even knows he’s doing it. “How are they your bees?”

“They listen to me. They belong to me. I’m their mistress.”

I should be afraid, but my bees are telling me he’s no danger to me. At least, not in the traditional sense.

He pushes me back so hard my ass hits the edge of a prep table, then picks me up with no effort at all and sets me down atop it. I’m small, so that puts us at eye level. He strokes the side of my face with his thumbs like he’s calming me. His warmth and the sweetness of his cologne made me melt against the hard, muscular wall of his body. He says things, then, asking me if I want him the way he wants me.

I nod but say nothing. My heart is thudding so hard, I wonder if he can hear it. I have to clench my hands on the edge of the stainless steel table until it feels like my nails are going to snap off to keep from reaching for him. I can smell my own excitement, my body betraying me at every turn, and I think he can, too.

He grabs my hair, hard, and drags me forward to kiss me. He’s harsh and possessive. Overpowering. In another life, I might have been afraid, but the bees are singing to me in my head, telling me to trust him. The press of his chest against the tips of my oversensitive breasts makes me shiver, and my entire body feels like it’s burning from the inside out.

He licks my lips lasciviously before saying, “You are so fucking beautiful.” His eyes rake over me before narrowing. “I’ve dreamed of you. Fucking waited for you.”

But he hasn’t, I think as he draws two fingers down the sweating hollow between my breasts. His wedding ring flashes.

“Detective McCall…”

“Mac…call me Mac.”

I want to say we shouldn’t, but the truth is, I want him. To claim anything else is a bald-faced lie. I don’t care that he has a wife and a family. I don’t care that I’m invading his marriage bed and possibly dragging him away from his children. I know that makes me a bad person. I just wish I cared that I didn’t care.

“Mistress,” he whispers sweetly in my ear. I can tell he’s enjoying this. That his mind and body crave it. He says the name again. His voice is deep and chocolaty and so incredibly sexy. “Tell me what you want, Mistress. Tell me how to pleasure you.”

I whisper it in his ear.

He groans in response as he spreads my legs and leans forward to lick over the places where his fingers have just touched me. Dipping his head, he closes his mouth over the hard tip of my breast through the fabric of my T-shirt, giving it a firm little tug like a dog playing with a toy. The sensation makes me arch against him. He moans in response. He increases his play and that drags a cry of pleasure from my throat. He issues a low growl of pleasure as he wets first one nipple, and then the other.

“Anything you want, Mistress.” His voice is sly and whispery.

He presses his fingers against the seam of my jeans, making me cry out with unspeakable need. We start working on the barriers between us—his clothes and mine. It takes seconds if that. Then he’s slowly and forcibly pushing his way inside my body. I’m pretty tight, but he’s strong and relentless and eager. He hits me in just the right places. I whimper and thrash, but he holds me down and drives those inarticulate spikes of pleasure deep inside me until I feel my eyes rolling up into the back of my head.

A sudden burst of shuddering pleasure rockets through my body, making me cry out so loudly I’m terrified Sebastian might come down from upstairs to find out what’s going on. Then that fear dissolves as my body arches up as far as it can go for him. I’m thankful his face is buried in the side of my neck as he ruts so fiercely with me because I can feel that my hair is on fire and my hands, clutching his ass, look like they have wisps of smoke pouring off them.

I quickly shut my eyes. Stop…please stop…no more!

Mac groans as we finish together. When I dare to open my eyes, I see the ripple of a cool blue flame dancing across all my exposed skin. I fall back on the table, panting and trembling in the aftershocks of our rut. I can feel the heat in my face. I can feel it racing down over my quivering breasts.

His eyes are wide and dark. He sucks in a deep breath, and, for a moment I’m afraid he’ll bolt in horror at the sight of me burning beneath him.

“What…what are you?” he asks, his voice hoarse from effort.

I slowly sit up on the prep bench, closing my legs demurely for him. I lift my hands, watching the blue flames dance over my fingertips like sprites. Our eyes meet and I’m left breathless for several seconds. It takes me that long to find my voice.

“I…I’m…” I mean to be honest and say, “a witch.” But I can’t find it in me and, coward that I am, it comes out, “…a psychic.”

It takes him a moment to digest that.”A real psychic.”

“Yes.” The fire dims and finally goes out, leaving a swirl of smoke twisting around us.

Mac steps back and then stops when he realizes his pants are open. He quickly fixes himself before looking back up. He looks dazed and confused, but not afraid. I consider that a small victory.

I don’t know what to say, so I put words to the first thing that comes to mind, “More things in heaven and earth…you know.” I shrug.

He laughs nervously at that. It takes him a moment more to compose himself, but then he says, “A real psychic.”

“The police use them all the time. I can even help you find that man’s murderer if you want.” I don’t know why I added that last. I’m babbling. I just need to say something to help cut the tension between us.

He shakes his head. “That would be useful, considering what he’s done.”

I lean forward and try to arrange my clothing properly. “What do you mean?”

He looks sorry that he’s said anything, so I press, “Tell me. Maybe I can help.”

Mac thinks about that a long moment. Then he seems to make up his mind. He steps closer to me and grabs my hair and kisses me again. His tongue is quick and rough and oh so hot, and the roughness of his whiskers makes me shudder. I let him kiss me a long moment before pushing him back. His eyes are shining with rawboned lust and his lips look swollen.

“Tell me, Mac,” I demand. Maybe I push him in some psychic way. I’m not sure. But he starts telling me about the murders. There’s been more than one, all of them similar. The bodies of known criminals flayed of skin and redressed in their clothes and left in dark corners throughout the city. He thinks it’s a ritual killer, someone trying to send a message. Maybe even a vigilante.

“All of them had criminal records,” he concludes with a nod. “Assault…rape…nobody the city will miss. Frankly, I’m glad the bastards got what they deserve, but the law don’t see it that way…”

That explains why I’m hearing about this for the first time. There’s been little to no coverage in the media because it’s all underworld thugs being hit. The FBI and DEA don’t know what to make of it all and are burying the cases.

Don’t get involved, a small voice whispers in my head. This is connected to her somehow…

I know that makes sense, but that’s exactly why I need to learn more. If these murders are connected to Sister Marie and the mysterious woman, I need to know what part I’m being asked to play in them. I get down off the prep table and find a pad and pen in one of the drawers. I write down my phone number and give it to him. “If there is anything I can do…you know, psychic-wise…just call.”

“‘Psychic-wise.’” He looks reluctant, but ultimately takes the sheet of paper, folds it in half, and slips it under his coat. He never takes his eyes off me. I know he wants me. I know we could do this all night. But he smoothes my hair with his hands and pinches my chin in his fingers, laying a maddeningly chaste kiss upon my lips.

“You shouldn’t have done that, Mistress. I might abuse it.”

I know he’s referring to the phone number, but it could easily apply to everything we’ve done here tonight. I smile against his lips.

As he turns to the door, I turn with him and put a hand on his wrist. I feel a spark. “Yes.”

He looks back. “Yes, what?”

“Yes. I like handcuffs.”
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I WAKE exhausted on the day of our Grand Opening. Much of it is the worry and the frenetic pace Sebastian and I have been keeping to get things ready. But some of it is the poor sleep I’ve gotten. I haven’t dreamed of the woman since our encounter, but every time I fall asleep, I feel a strange sensation, like I’m not alone, like someone is standing over me, and it keeps waking me up. I can’t help but think about the dream, and how I’ve died in it. As a result, my sleep is fitful and broken up and I feel far from rested.

When one of Sebastian’s chocolate sculptures doesn’t turn out, I totally rag him out. The store is opening in just under an hour, so I take myself out into the alley and sink down on the stoop in the doorway and light a cigarette from the pack I bought at the CVS on the corner.

I haven’t smoked in years. It both calms me and pisses me off at the same time.

I stare at the spot where the man died, and I feel the unusual sensation of wanting to cry. But about what, I’m not sure.

Sebastian steps out moments later and sinks down, his apron an ugly ruin of smeared chocolate fingerprints.

I pass him the smoke. “Sorry. I’m being a bitch.”

He shrugs. “You are a bitch. But that’s okay. I shouldn’t have been so ambitious with the elephant,” he says, referring to the sculpture that didn’t survive the night in the deep freeze.

He’s made several sculptures for the Grand Opening and set them out on fancy pedestals, all circus animals. Only the elephant didn’t survive.

I shake my head. “Your work is amazing. Hell, you’re a better chocolatier drunk than I’m a candymaker sober.”

He grins ear to ear, wisps of smoke rising from the cigarette in the corner of his mouth.

“And you have no idea where you got your skills?”

“None.” He scowls up at the sky as he thinks a long, hard moment. “But I think I might have worked in a circus once.”

I find that amusing and laugh. “I suck. I’ve had no sleep and I’m pretty sure it’s coming around to my time of the month.” I shrug. “It’s a girl thing.”

“I was a girl once,” he says, and then he stares hard at the ground as if the answers are there. “At least…I think so.”

I remind myself of how amazing Sebastian is, how many wild skills he has. If I can think of it, he probably knows how to do it. I wonder how many lifetimes he’s lived. But I’ll never know—and neither will he, apparently.

We go back inside and Sebastian hands me a shot of bottom-shelf gin from his secret stash. The stuff is terrible and tastes like turpentine, but it warms me up and tames my sour mood so that, by the time we’re ready to throw open the doors for the first time, I’m smiling like an idiot.

The turnout is impressive. Within an hour, we have what feels like a hundred people squeezed into the tiny space, perusing the barrels of candy, admiring Sebastian’s chocolate circus (minus an elephant), and gobbling down free samples. It’s Saturday, and there are couples, families, and a lot of kids. One little boy knocks over Sebastian’s chocolate tent and breaks the head off a chocolate horse. He starts to cry. The parents are all shame-faced and nervous, but Sebastian sweeps in and assures them it’s all right. He scoots down and talks to the little boy, then “magically” produces one of my homemade lollipops from his sleeve like he’s a magician. I know he carries those around.

The boy’s eyes light up, and the couple, as well as the whole store, is suddenly happy once more. After cleaning up the broken chocolate horse, we decide to move the chocolate circus off to one side so there are no further incidents.

Sebastian is happy and smiling.

“Not upset?” I ask after we rearrange things to accommodate the increased foot traffic.

“Nah. Poor lad. He meant well. He wanted to touch the horse, is all.”

I marvel at Sebastian’s patience with the child—something I’ve never possessed myself. And not something I expected of him. “You’re amazing,” I tell him unexpectedly.

“Yes, darling. I am,” he agrees, touching his heart.

I laugh. “Humble, too.”

“I like children,” he says, watching the little boy walk away happy with the lollipop in his mouth.

It hits me that, considering Sebastian’s multiple lifetimes, it’s very much a possibility that he was a parent at least once—maybe even more than once. Not that he would remember. He probably has family out there somewhere that he doesn’t even remember exists. I find that sad.

We sell out on chocolate boxes and about half the hard candy, including the honey-flavored Sweet Stix. The crunchy-natural hipsters seem to like those. The kids, of course, are fascinated by the beecosystem, though some of the parents are horrified by the sight of it until I show them there is no way the bees can escape.

Around noon, Sebastian and I don our aprons and do a chocolate-sculpture and candy-making demonstration. While we’re working, an older, well-dressed woman with grey hair interrupts and asks us about the hex symbol on the wall behind our worktable.

She looks ultra-conservative and I stumble on a response.

“It’s for good luck,” Sebastian pipes up when he sees I don’t know how to explain it. “Like the Pennsylvania Dutch hexes you see on barns?”

That satisfies her. Suddenly, it’s not odd at all. Barns out in the country have them all the time.

A news crew arrives soon after, wanting to interview us for the evening edition. I leave Sebastian to do most of the talking. He’s already a big hit with the ladies and he’s eating up the attention. I retreat to where the grey-haired woman from earlier is standing alone, studying the hex.

I touch her shoulder gently and she turns. There are deep concern lines in her face. “Maybe I can help you find something?” I offer. Her interest in the hex is starting to worry me.

“No, dear, I’m fine,” she says kindly and reaches out to touch my arm. I feel a slight spark. I don’t think she’s a witch, but she has a touch of the Otherkind in her. She nods at the mural. “The glyphs in this symbol are interesting. Did you paint them?”

I’m hesitant to respond. I don’t know why she’s so interested, but after a few seconds of awkward silence, I say, “You know what they are, don’t you?”

She shakes her head. “Not really. My grandmother had books with similar glyphs. She was touched with the craft. Me…” She laughs sadly. “I’m just a retired schoolteacher and mother and wife.”

We stand side by side for a long moment. I have a feeling I can trust her, so I say, “All women have a touch of the craft in them, you know.”

“Including you, dear?”

“Yeah. I’m a witch.”

She doesn’t even blink. “I thought as much. Do you make talismans?”

I don’t really know what she means, so I say, “Is that like…a charm or something? For good luck and love and such?”

“Something like that. My grandma could make them. I wish she was here.”

I feel nervous asking it, but I do anyway. “Is there something I can make for you?”

She’s even smaller than I am and has to look up at me. She’s not as old as I first thought; her face is simply ravaged by pain and years. “Not me. My son.” She reaches into her purse and withdraws the picture of a young man in Army fatigues. She shows it to me. “His name is Connor. My only child. He served two tours of duty in Afghanistan.”

I take the picture. Connor’s in full desert combat gear, kneeling with his platoon beside a helicopter. I don’t recognize Connor, but I know that guarded smile. Josh wore the same expression when he sent me pictures from his outposts.

“After Connor was discharged, he came home to live with me. But he hasn’t left the house in almost a year.” The woman swallows so hard I can hear the click. “Most days, he stays in his room. Doesn’t even get out of bed.”

I look up. “Have you tried talking to a doctor about him?”

She nods. “He’s seen a doctor. A therapist, too. But they can’t seem to get through to him.”

“Have you—?”

She interrupts me. “I’ve talked to him. His friends have talked to him, too. It doesn’t help.” I see her swallow against breaking out in tears. “I think he’s given up. I’m afr…” She looks to the floor and has to take a moment to compose herself before she looks up again. Her eyes are wet. “I’m afraid he’s going to hurt himself one night. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know who to turn to anymore.”

Her story tears at me—and not for the obvious reason that Josh went through something similar. She looks desperate and lonely and beyond frustrated. A mother who can’t protect her only child. I know what it feels like to be at your wit’s end, with no one to turn to who can help you—who can even understand.

I look down at the picture again, then up at Connor’s mother. They look a lot alike. “Can I keep this picture?”

“Of course!”

I let out a shaky breath.”I can’t promise it will work. I haven’t been doing this very long.”

“But you will try?” She takes the picture back and quickly scribbles her phone number on the back. “Please try.” She pressed the picture back into my hand. “I’ll pay any price you ask.”

After that unusual—and sobering—encounter, I spend some time talking to a stringer from the paper about the shop while a cameraman films the interview. I awkwardly go on about why I’m launching the shop, stumbling all over myself. After a few seconds, Sebastian, a true showman, steps in and diverts the attention to himself, which I really appreciate. I’ve suddenly recognized a man coming into the shop.

I push through the crows and race toward him. “Josh!” I call and see him turn toward him.

His sad, familiar grin fills me with a bolt of giddy happiness as I jump into his arms.

“You made it!”

“Of course I made it! Did you think I wouldn’t be here to see my little sis conquer the world?”

I laugh and kiss his scruffy cheek. “I knew you would. I looked into my crystal ball, you know.”

He laughs.

Josh hangs out in the shop until closing time, which is pretty late—around one o’clock, which is how long it takes for us to clean up. Upstairs, I collapse into a chair around the cheap Walmart dinette set we sprang for a few days ago and Sebastian picks up the old rotary phone on the floor to call for a pizza from the shop down the street.

“How is everyone?” I ask Josh while we crack open some celebratory beers.

He waggles his hand. “It’s Blackwater. It’s either super quiet or super fucked up. At the moment, it’s super quiet, which is either cool or boring, depending on your disposition.”

Our conversation segues into the school shooting that occurred last summer. The town is still recovering from that. Like Blackwater needs any more crap to make it dark and depressing.

Sebastian perches on a stool and keeps making low-key lascivious gestures toward my big brother. I make a shooing motion. He rolls his eyes. Moments later, there’s a knock on the door downstairs and he jumps down. “Pizza!” he proclaims. “One of the few American specialties I can abide!”

After he’s gone, I ask Josh in a low tone, “Have you talked to Nick of late?”

“I only ran into him once while I was in Dollar General. He was behind me, eating something. Swedish Fish, I think. But we didn’t talk.”

I roll my eyes. “He evaded you?”

“I think he was preoccupied.” He stops and thinks a moment. “He’s been hanging out with this coven that has a house up on Lake Ariel.”

I know enough about my ex to know he’s fallen into a little coven of Satanists that just love the hell out of him. He’s like their very own personal Elvis. These days, they’re all cozy up in their little painted Victorian, engaging in rituals and orgies or whatever it is modern day Satanists do.

“I didn’t tell him about anything you’re doing,” Josh assured me, sipping from his Yuengling bottle. “I don’t gossip about you. You know that.”

I take a sip too and swallow hard. “Don’t care. You can tell him anything you want about me.”

His eyebrows bounce up. “Thought you’d be angry if I told him about the shop.”

“Nick doesn’t care about me or the shop,” I say bitterly, knowing that’s not true. “And, anyway, he’s pissed me off.”

“What did he do this time?”

“Well, for starters, he never gave me back my athame after he borrowed it from me forever. So, yeah. I’m pissed about that.”

Josh laughs. He doesn’t buy into the craft, I know. “Good ol’ Saint Nick,” he says, saluting him. “God forbid he should consider the consequences of what he’s doing.”

I don’t want to sound so bitter and angry. I’m not actually angry with Nick any longer. I’ve since accepted that this is just who he is. Selfish, a liar, a bad guy wrapped in pretty wrapping paper. I’m not judging, mind you. He’d say the same thing about me and he’d be right.

Josh says nothing about my outburst, and as soon as Sebastian pounds through the door with the pizzas, the whole mood of the place changes and gets much lighter.

“Took you long enough!” I scold.

Sebastian grins evilly. “Pizza delivery boy was pretty as fuck.”

“Dear god. Wash your hands!”

We all laugh. We eat and drink and chat, and even though we offer Josh a place to crash, he tells us he has to get an Uber back to Blackwater and pack his things. He’s talking to a record producer in L.A. about some high-end gig and he’ll be gone for a couple of weeks.

At the door, I hug him and cry. It’s stupid, but I feel like I might not see him again. “You’ll call?” I know how bad he can be about staying in touch. Sometimes he goes weeks without answering his phone or calling me, and then I worry he’s gone into his dark place again.

I think about the young soldier, Connor.

“I’ll call. Promise.” He kisses my forehead and slips out the door and into the night.

I walk to the end of the alley to wave to the Uber whisking him away.

It’s nearly two in the morning before I crash onto the air mattress. I can still smell the pizza and chocolate on my clothes—and Josh’s scent, his cologne. I should be really happy. In less than six months, I have a new life, and, now, a new man. I have Josh. And Sebastian.

But I can’t stop thinking about the woman who is going to kill me.





[image: inverted-pentagram4]

17

  
  




THE REVIEW we get in the Sunday edition of the paper isn’t what we expect. Turns out, the critic who visited us has a long list of complaints we never saw coming. The shop is too small, the chocolate sub-par, and she’s stupidly freaked out about the bees.

Sebastian is enraged—and he almost never gets angry. The kitchen table literally starts to vibrate until I put a hand over his and tell him to calm down.

I read over the review a second time, telling myself the critic is an idiot, but I know some of it is at least partly true. We did an okay job, but there’s probably more we could have done. More prizes, more giveaways, more fanfare. It sticks in my craw, but I can’t just crawl back into bed and cry over my hurt feelings. So I shower and change, put my hair up in a bun and tie on my apron as I step into the prep room. We have things to do.

We prep from five to eight, and then open Confessions for its first official day as a working store. Traffic is light at first but picks up significantly around noon. Late afternoon there is a small rush. We don’t do the business we did the day before, but our take isn’t bad.

The following day, traffic is a little slower, but I chalk that up to it being a workday and to regular ol’ Monday blues. But in the week that follows, things don’t really pick up. I don’t want to say it’s the review, but I figure it’s probably not helping much.

By Wednesday, I’m starting to fret and I notice that Sebastian is going out drinking every night and isn’t his best in the morning. He’s hung over and seems perpetually grumpy. That hurts more than anything—the realization that I’m letting him down.

By Friday morning, we haven’t sold enough to even warrant much prep and Sebastian decides to sleep in, which I translate as him wanting to run off and day drink in some godforsaken armpit dive. I’m scared he’s starting to spiral. Still, I dutifully go downstairs and tie on my apron and open the shop.

With nothing much to do and no customers to serve, I step into the prep room and take the picture of Connor out of my pocket. I’ve been carrying it around with me all week. I set the picture down on a prep table and look down at it for several seconds. He’s a young, handsome, sandy-haired boy with blue-grey eyes, but I can see the shadow of the sadness in the lines around his eyes and his strained smile.

I walk to the sliding partition that separates the prep room from the rest of the shop (useful when we have to carefully control the temperature of the room while making hard candy) and slide it closed and lock it. No one is coming into the shop, so who fucking cares, right? I then go to the door that leads upstairs to the loft and lock that one, as well.

I’m now completely isolated. The room feels small, and, with no windows and only the fluorescent lights above, darker and colder. There is only the hum of the refrigeration unit and the din of the bees in their hive. I walk to it and unlock the drop window, sliding the panel up so the bees are free to fly into the room.

There is no chaos, as you might expect. My bees are extremely well behaved. I scoot down to address the queen while her thousands of servants—my familiars—hover over me like a protective cloud. “Looks like I’m going to need your help, sister.”

I don’t feel silly talking to her—and, by extension, the hive—because I can feel their response like a low hum in the back of my brain. There is great enthusiasm among the members of the hive. They will do as I ask. In fact, they will die—or kill—if it ensures my will is fulfilled. They will go into the fire for me. It’s a scary kind of loyalty and not something I’m used to experiencing.

I open the outer and inner covers. The top honey super slides out a bit like a filing cabinet. I’m very careful not to disturb the queen excluder underneath. I slide out a movable frame and break off a square of honeycomb before returning all the parts to their place. But I don’t close it up. Surrounded by a cloud of humming bees that would probably send a normal person screaming into the night, I take the honeycomb to the prep table and set it down and look at the rough square of crystallized honey and the pool of raw honey beneath in.

About the only thing I know about talismans is that they are objects of power that a witch puts a little bit of herself or himself into. But I’m not sure how to do that.

My bees are on that. One of them—perhaps the same bee from the other night—lands in my hair and crawls down the strands until she reaches my ear. She hums into it. I tilt my head. I don’t hear “words” in the traditional sense. More like moving pictures in my head. It’s a little like looking into a View-Master toy—different slides coming and going.

“Okay,” I say and look down at the honeycomb and the picture of Connor beside it. I pick up the honeycomb and place it squarely over the photo, honey and all, and then raise both hands so they are hovering over the picture. I close my eyes and visualize the young man in trouble, what horrors he must be feeling to be in such a dark place. I wonder what he’s seen and experienced in Afghanistan. I don’t know, of course, but I can imagine.

With that image center stage in my head, I reach over the bench to the magnetic strip where we keep the knives. I choose a small, very sharp one, and I set the tip of the blade against the underside of my wrist. The blade flashes under the fluorescents, making this all feel very real. What if I cut a tendon? I won’t be able to work. So, I turn my hand and cut the back of it, instead—quickly, before I stop to think about what I’m doing.

Blood wells up from the tiny cut—very dark. Almost black. I turn my hand and let a few drops fall to the honeycomb and picture. Meanwhile, I try to “push” my will into the ceremony. I suppose I should say something—words are powerful in the craft—but I’m not learned and I don’t know what’s appropriate. So I just recite, “In the name of my father’s house, as I will it, so shall it be.”

The blood burns into the picture of the smiling soldier, slowly rendering it to black ash. I make the sign of my father’s house over everything—the long line with the two prongs at the end.

Suddenly the whole mess bursts into crackling flames—huge, blue, butane-like flames!

I jump back, startled by the whole affair. Holy shit! I did not expect that!

The flames don’t last, though, and when they finally burn down to nothing, I see fine white dust covering the workbench. The ritual has consumed everything—my blood, the picture, even the honeycomb.

I’m nervous about touching it, but, eventually, curiosity gets to me and I tap a finger against the ash, which falls away, revealing something underneath. It’s cool to the touch, so I dig it out.

A part of the honeycomb remains, but only a small part, maybe three or four inches in circumference. It’s now in a jagged circular shape that fits in the palm of my hand like a dark gold ring. Although it has a honeycomb pattern, it’s as hard as stone. Really, it looks like some kind of fancy new jewelry trend.

I hold it up to the light, which passes through it and makes it sparkle. “Huh,” I say.
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“A CHOCOLATE fairy village,” Sebastian mumbles. He’s sitting on the workbench, plowing Thai food from the little white carryout package into his mouth with chopsticks. I can barely make out what he’s saying as he talks with his mouth full. “Chocolate toadstools and chocolate flowers and a chocolate squirrel with a saddle for the chocolate fairies to ride.”

I’m sitting on the stool next to the humming refrigerator. It’s after hours and I’m plowing food into my pie hole, as well—only with a fork because I’ve never been any good with chopsticks.

“Why?” I say after gulping down some cheap red wine. “Why a fairy village?”

He shrugs and plows more Thai pad noodles in. “It’s past Easter so can’t bloody well do bunnies and lambs. Think the kiddies would like an authentic fairy village?”

“I think it’s interesting, but I’m not sure if Americans would really get it, you know? The parents might think the mushrooms are some drug-related thing.”

He sighs as he sticks his chopsticks into the box as if they’re hatpins and he’s trying desperately to kill a bug. He pushes the box away. “Americans are so daft.”

I smile at that.

Sebastian glances over. “Presently company excluded.”

“I take no offense, and I agree wholeheartedly.” I dig around my box for more noodles. They are being sadly elusive. “You ever think of going back?”

“Back…where?”

“Wherever you come from.”

He shakes his head and grabs up the carryout box. “I’d consider it if I knew where the bloody hell that was.”

An uncomfortable silence descends over us. Finally, I set the food aside. My appetite is gone. “I’m sorry. I’m failing you.”

“You are doing no such thing,” Sebastian insists. He indicates the shop by clicking the chopsticks. “But maybe we need a new marketing strategy. I’m not giving up.”

I don’t tell him about Matilda, Connor’s mother, whom I talked to about a week ago. I’d phoned her the same day I finished the talisman. I swear she was at the door in five minutes, her sweet, tired face looking even more ravaged than when I last saw her. When I showed her the talisman—I put it on a long black cord so she could hang it over Connor’s bed or so Connor could wear it like a necklace—she actually broke down in sobs and hugged me so tightly I thought it was possible she’d dislocated one of my ribs.

I didn’t ask for payment. Frankly, I had no idea if it would even work. We need money, but it felt too shady to take it from a grieving, distressed mother for what might turn out to be junk jewelry. Even I’m not that evil. I told her she could pay me what she felt the talisman was worth—assuming it worked, of course.

I didn’t hear anything from Matilda for several days. Naturally, I assumed it hadn’t worked. I started feeling pretty shitty about that. I’d given Matilda false hope. But then she showed up in the shop earlier today with a tearful smile and a check that left me standing there in stunned silence, looking at all the zeroes, thinking I was imagining this.

“Connor went out today,” she told me. “He’s going to see his therapist again.”

She hugged me and started crying all over my hair.

“Maybe you should keep this,” I told Matilda after hearing her news. I tried to hand the check back because it was frightening me so much. “You don’t know if there are any permanent changes or side effects, or…”

“And maybe you should keep that, my talented witch,” Matilda insisted, pulling back. “My husband is a senator. It’s not like I can’t afford it, angel.” And she touched my face.

That stunned me, too. All I could do was stand there, gaping at Matilda until she pressed the check back into my hands. “I am going to send all my friends to you.” She leaned in to kiss my forehead. “God bless you, Vivian.”

I didn’t tell Sebastian about the incident. After all, there’s no guarantee this is our Hail Mary. I don’t know if Matilda will follow through on her promise to send others and I’ll have customers crawling out of the woodwork, needing magical charms. I mean, the whole situation was a little bit iffy to being with.

But as I sit here, I think maybe I should tell him. Who knows, maybe Sebastian can even guide me. He knows so much about so many things. He’s like this magical oracle of knowledge, and that’s something I could use very much.

I’m about to open my mouth and confess everything when we both stiffen at the sound of someone knocking harshly on the back door. We both have memories of the cops visiting us.

Sebastian, who is closer, scoots down the workbench and puts his hand on the doorknob. He peeks out the glass panes. “It’s your policeman friend.” His eyebrows bounce up and down Groucho Marx-style.

At least he isn’t judging me—good ol’ Sebastian. But I look at the door indecisively.

“You want I get rid of him?”

I shake my head. “I’ve got this.” I climb down off the stool.

Mac is waiting for me in the shadows near the door, his car parked discreetly behind the Laundromat. All the confusion I’ve felt over the past few days alleviates a little at the sight of him. My heart thuds faster. I wish he didn’t do that to me.

“Hey,” he says softly. He indicates a folder he’s holding under one arm. “I decided to take you up on your offer to help with the investigation. There’s been another murder like the one in your alley here.” He turns to glance at the spot. “We don’t have anything that even resembles a lead. Maybe you can look over these files, see if you can suss out a connection? No pressure, of course. You must be very busy…”

His deep, husky voice trails away while he stares at me.

Honestly, I don’t feel like making small talk. That’s not what he’s here for, anyway.

Within seconds, the file is on the ground and he has me back against the brick wall of the building and his hands are cupped around my face and he’s lunging deep inside of my body, each little motion making the bricks rake over my back thrillingly. I arch my back, urging him on and on. And he goes faster and faster, but he never breaks eye contact with me.

With a cry of release, he kisses me, calls me Mistress, and we hang against the wall for long moments, hearts ticking and blood thundering in our ears while we slowly come down from the erotic high of having done this in an alley like a pair of cats in heat.

He finally kisses the side of my face, and I breathe in his cologne. He lets me down gently, and then does the most amazingly erotic thing and gets down on his knees to lick all along my lower belly and between my legs, grooming me like he really is a cat. Afterward, he straightens up and smoothes my skirt and we kiss one last time, briefly, before he wordlessly returns to his cruiser.

I look down at the file on the ground at my feet. It’s laying open, with scattered, bloody photographs of faceless men who have died in agony. I’ve vowed to stay away from this thing. I’m afraid all of this ties into the ancient woman who haunts my dreams, and I don’t ever want to see her again. But it looks like fate has other plans for me.
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THE NEXT day is slow. No surprise there. We get a couple of customers in the late morning, but only one buys anything. Then the shop is like a wasteland.

Around eleven, I tell Sebastian I’m knocking off for lunch. I always take it at that time, and after I get back at noon, Sebastian takes his hour. That way, the shop stays open all day. We have similar schedules for the weekend. He takes Saturday and I take Sunday—a trick I learned watching Nick and Morgana trading shifts in their own shop in Blackwater.

He waves me off. “Take all the time you need, witchy.”

Since I get up super early to get the hard candy set—usually around 3:30 or 4:00 in the morning—I often use my lunch hour to take a quick nap upstairs or, if I’m too wired to sleep, I do the books or catch up on my favorite Netflix show. Today, I decide to take a walk.

Over the last few months, I’ve sussed out some of the best walking tours in the city. About seven blocks to the south is a small, wooded park for joggers and dog-walkers. It’s not big, but it’s also not that popular, which gives it a nice, secluded feel. There’s a children’s play area on one side and a well-fenced dog park on the other, where you can let your dog off the leash to play with other dogs. Sometimes, I see professional dog trainers putting their clients through their paces.

I never go to the children’s area. The kids are fine, but the banal soccer moms sitting on nearby benches always give me suspicious looks as if I might abduct their child.

There are no dog trainers in the park today, but I still find it fun to find a bench and watch the young men playing Frisbee with their pooches. I see Butterscotch is here today—a hyperactive, golden-coated Cockapoo who loves to jump on me when I arrive. But when I take my place and call to her, she suddenly looks alarmed, tucks her tail between her legs, and trots away to find her owner.

I try not to let her rejection bother me, but, of course, it does. Children and animals have been avoiding me more often of late. One woman brought her baby with her into the store and when I went to talk to her, the baby started screaming so loudly, she had to leave posthaste. Another time, I noticed a cat prowling around the alley. I put some dry cat food out, hoping it would hang around and maybe catch some of the mice I knew were infesting the walls of the shop, but it never came back. I tell myself the two incidents are not related, but I know they are.

Avoid children and animals. Don’t get a pet. It will only run away. And don’t even dream about raising a child. Nick’s words of wisdom from long ago.

I smile at Butterscotch’s owner, but there are tears in my eyes as I turn them down upon the manila folder I’ve brought with me. It contains the file Mac gave me. Shuffling the papers out and into my lap, I start paging through them. Lots of messy, macabre pictures and rap sheets, some of their information so redacted it’s hard to follow. I’m not sure how Mac expects me to find a connection between the dead men if I only have some of their information. Oh, that’s right. I’m supposed to be “psychic. “

In the end, I mostly just look at all the terrible pictures. I had this idea that they wouldn’t bother me—big, bad devil-witch that I am. But, honestly, they make me feel a little bit nauseated. They’re all bad men—rapists, murderers, pimps—but their butchery is so extreme, I wonder how it’s possible to have that much hate in you. I also wonder how she did it.

I know it was her. The woman in the iron coffin. Somehow, she made this happen. But how? And why?

After shuffling through the pictures a while longer, I start seeing some patterns. Not big stuff—not stuff that a cop would even probably notice. Just little things. Like the dead men were all flayed in dirty alleys. They’re out of the light. Some parts of the bodies looked stomped on. All of them are staged.

She’s making some kind of statement, the Aztec goddess. Sending a message.

Most of the dead men are wearing bandannas around their neck. I notice that almost immediately. They’re different colors, but they’re all knotted the same way, always to the left—almost like a twisted Windsor knot.

I take a close-up picture of one of the knots with my phone and send the pic to Sebastian with a text that reads: How well do you know the gangs in this city?

He texts back: Why are you sending me a picture of a handkerchief?

It’s a bandanna. It’s for a case I’m helping Mac with. Do you know what it means?

The guy has no taste in fashion and needs a makeover?

The knot. Does it mean anything?

It takes Sebastian a while to answer my text. I wonder if he’s had to consult with someone else. What he texts back surprises me.

Not a gang. Cartel. Toltecs.

My eyebrows bounce up at that. I’m no detective, but I think this is what they call a lead.

I’m about to google the cartel when Sebastian texts back, Break’s over! Shop’s getting busy!

Looks like my research will have to wait.

Right then, a kid Rollerblades past my bench, startling me. I almost drop the file. I snap the folder shut before the poor kid can catch a glimpse at the horrors inside, but when I turn my head to check to see if the girl is all right, I see her looking at me and not the folder in my lap. Her nostrils are flared and there’s a look of startled fear in her eyes as she quickly skates away from me.
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“THIS IS Macy and Malcolm,” the woman says, turning her phone sideways and handing it to me so I can look at the picture of her husband and their twenty-year-old daughter. They are standing together at Macy’s graduation, Macy in full regalia, with a tall, rather gaunt gentleman in a nice suit standing beside her, his arm around her waist. They are both smiling for the picture, and Macy is throwing the peace sign.

I sigh.

Two hours earlier, the shop was really jumping, but it’s not what you think. There were people swarming around, with Sebastian frantically and happily ringing up purchases, but they kept looking at me—making me uncomfortable. Eventually, after I disappeared into the prep room, I heard them whispering my name. Sebastian stepped into the prep room as well, a confused look on his face, and said our customers were asking for me in particular.

“I know,” I said, standing at the sink, a hand over my face while I rubbed at my tired eyes.

“What’s going on, witchy?”

I dropped my hand. “It’s complicated.”

“‘Complicated’ as in something that I’m going to like, or ‘complicated’ as in something that’s going to ruin us?”

“I don’t think it’s going to ruin us.” At least, I hope not.

I waited for him to push for more, but he sensed I wasn’t ready to spill.

“Right, then.” Turning on his heels, he started to leave.

I stopped him, a hand on his wrist. I noticed his skin was unusually cold. Not like a corpse, but more like that end-of-your-nose chill you get when you stay outside in winter weather for too while. It was warm out, so that threw me a little. “I will tell you. Soon.”

He nodded as he left.

None of the people in the shop sought me out personally. I think they were more on a fact-finding mission to see if what Matilda was saying about me was true. They weren’t obvious about their interest. Then, while we were ringing up the last customer, one woman stepped forward and asked to speak to me in private.

And that’s how we came to be standing in the prep room with her showing me the pic of her husband and daughter.

“Malcolm was diagnosed with end-stage pancreatic cancer six months ago. We’re preparing him for in-house hospice care right now.”

I raise my hand and stop her right there. “I can’t cure cancer, ma’am. I can’t cure any kind of disease. That’s not how my powers work.”

“I know that,” she says with a hard swallow. “I understand that. Matilda told me. I’m no fool. I’m not looking for a cure.”

I stare at her. She’s a beautiful, middle-aged woman, very posh and put-together like someone you might see at an important charity event. My poor friends and I used to make fun of her type of women. But cancer doesn’t care if you’re filthy rich or a pauper.

Like Matilda, she looks tired, with dark rings under her eyes. “My Malcolm is dying, miss. I’ve accepted that. We both have. But Macy is getting married next week. She moved her wedding up six months just so her daddy could see her married.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell her, because I am, and I don’t know what else to say.

“Malcolm wants to walk her down the aisle. That’s his last and only wish. But the cancer…” She hesitates and I see how difficult it is for her to explain this to a stranger. She’s very brave. “...the cancer has him in a wheelchair.” Gently, she reaches out and takes my hand. Her grip is desperate and surprisingly strong. “Is there anything you can do? Just for one day? So he can walk her down the aisle? So he can do the daddy-daughter dance? Anything?”

I stare into her pale grey eyes—so full of helpless pain. I swallow. “I…don’t know.”

“Vivian…Matilda said you’re an angel. That you can do small miracles.”

“I’m not an ang—” I start to say, but then stop myself. In a way, I am. Just not the kind she’s thinking of. “Look, ma’am, I don’t actually know if I helped Connor or not. It might just have been a placebo effect. Some fluke. Connor might have done it all himself.”

She nods. “What would you say if I told you I don’t care if it is real or not? If it helps Malcolm to stand up, even for a few minutes, I’ll pay you anything you want.”
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THE DAY'S take is good, but it’s not enough to keep the lights on. Which is why that night, after we close and Sebastian scuttles off to his favorite pub, I put in the time and literal magic energy necessary to create a new talisman.

To my surprise, it does not come out looking like the first one. I don’t do anything differently except to think about Malcolm and look at his picture, which the woman, Doris, has sent to my phone. I’m also munching on a bag of Cool Ranch Doritos while I work, bad witch that I am.

Malcolm’s pendant is tear-shaped. I find my old power tools from when we were renovating the shop and drill a tiny hole in the top of the talisman and run a black cord through it the way I did with Connor’s.

When I hold it up, it sparkles under the fluorescent lights like it’s made of polished diamond.

I pick up my phone and text Doris.

She texts back almost immediately. I’ll be right there with a check.

And she is.
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I’M TOO wired to sleep, so I build a big, safe nest of pillows and do the googling I wasn’t able to do earlier in the day. After an hour and a half, I know more about Mexican cartels than I ever wanted to know. Most cartels specialize in drugs and human trafficking—which I had expected. But I also learn about drug mules. Young girls and children forced to smuggle drugs over the border by swallowing them or, sometimes—horrifically—by having them sewn into cavities in their bodies. What makes it even more terrible is the fact that once these kids reach the U.S. and the drugs are extracted, they’re usually sold into sexual slavery—often to powerful white politicians and executives protecting the cartels.

The pictures of dead, beaten children are sickening, and I realize that for all I’ve struggled and endured, I’ve never really known horror—not like these poor kids have.

I throw my phone aside. Thanks to my stupid googling, I’ll never get to sleep tonight. Outside, I hear a dog howling somewhere. It’s a sad and lonely sound. I feel it cut right through my bones.

Picking up the phone again, I call Mac at home. It’s an impulsive decision. His number is on a card paper-clipped to the inside of the folder he gave me.

A young girl picks up. “Wello?”

Must be Mac’s girl. I stutter on a response, and the sudden awkwardness of the moment stretches out, but I force myself to speak. “Is…is this Detective McCall’s phone?”

I hear the girl take a deep breath and then screech out, “Daaaaaddeeeee!” so loudly I jerk away from the phone.

Moments later, I hear someone rush into the room. “What are you doing with Daddy’s phone, baby girl?” I hear Mac say from a distance.

The girl mutters something in baby talk I find hard to follow. Mac grunts assurances and then tells her to go get ready for bed. A few more seconds pass while I imagine him retreating to a more private part of the house. A door closes.

“Mistress,” he says at last.

“Stupid of me to call now,” I say, looking at the late hour on the phone. “I didn’t think, Mac, I’m sorry…”

“It’s all right. No harm. No foul.”

But I think about what could have happened if his wife picked up. I take a deep, shaky breath. I’d planned to call him and give him the information I’d gleaned from the case file, but now I’m too shaken to say anything at all.

He relieves me of explaining myself by saying, “I’ve missed you.”

I swallow at that. His voice is very low. “Can we talk?”

“I’m in the study downstairs.”

I like that he has a study. “Your wife won’t…?”

“Brenda’s upstairs with Charity.”

I swallow again. Charity must be the little girl who picked up the phone.

“If now’s a bad time…”

“Now’s perfect,” he assures me. “What are you doing?”

I laugh. “Talking to you.”

He laughs, too. I’m frightened by how well we click. This is all too frighteningly easy to end well. “All right. What were you doing before you called?” he clarifies.

“Looking over the file you gave me.”

“Did you suss anything out?”

I think about telling him about the Toltecs and tipping him off about their hangout. It’s not far. And maybe it will lead him to the monster who has been doing these things—though I’m not sure what Mac or the police could do about a deadly Aztec goddess. But something holds me back. Once I tell him everything I know, my part in his investigation is over, and I don’t want it to be over just yet. So I say instead, “Nothing yet. Still looking over the files. A lot of redacting.”

“For your own safety.”

“Terrible pictures.”

“I know. I shouldn’t have included them.”

“I’m glad you did. It makes this feel a lot more real and urgent. These are the things you see and deal with?”

“Sometimes. Not always. Sometimes I just wind up arresting psychics who break into churches in the middle of the night.”

I giggle at that. “I’m a bad cat burglar.”

“I wouldn’t choose it as a career path.” His mood suddenly changes. “Look, I shouldn’t have involved you.” He sounds genuinely remorseful about that.

“Well, I’m not. I want to help. Not…help those men. You know what I mean. I don’t want to see that happen to innocent people.”

“Yes.”

I sense he wants to change the subject to something more…intimate.

Before I can say anything else, he whispers, “I’ve been thinking about you all day, Mistress. Fantasizing, you might say. It’s helped me get through some seriously fucked up crap.”

I swallow so hard it feels like a walnut is stuck in my throat. I experience this tremendous rush of power. I made someone feel better. I helped him through what may have been some gruesome details today. It’s a very empowering feeling, and I suddenly decide it was worth calling him tonight.

“I thought about you, too,” I say. My voice is low and breathy—what Nick used to call my sex-kitten voice.

“Tell me what you’re doing now,” he begs. “Or what you want to do.”

I can’t believe we’re phone sexing, but we spend the next ten minutes talking about the things we want to do to each other. I don’t even feel embarrassed about it because it all feels so right with Mac. Along the way, I discover Mac has a few highly repressed fantasies I don’t think even he thought about playing out until recently.

We end the call on a high note, but the moment I hang up, the good feeling I’ve been warming myself with vanishes. I remember the sound of Charity’s sweet voice and I remind myself that Mac is married and has children. He was telling me about all the things he dreams about doing to me while his wife was upstairs, tucking his toddler daughter into bed.

I slide down under the covers and look at the phone. I still have the information about the Toltecs on my browser. Maybe if what I was doing with Mac hurt, I’d stop. That’s the worse part of this whole cruddy situation, you know? Not that I feel bad. But that I don’t.
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I CAN'T wait for my day off.

Sometimes, on Sundays, I pack my car and go for a daylong drive to nowhere. I stop at parks and cafes and little faded mom and pop shops along the way. Sometimes I see a movie or a ballgame, if there is one. I usually pick a direction at random and just drive until something interesting happens. So Sebastian doesn’t even question me when I grab my overnight bag and head downstairs.

“Oi, witchy, can you cover me tonight?” he asks as he ties on his apron in the prep room.

“It’s my day off—and my night!”

“Please?” He grins.

“No. I’m not letting you off the hook so you can go out day drinking.”

“Maybe I have a hot date,” he argues.

“With a bottle of gin. No.” I wag my finger in his face. “Stay. I have plans.”

A sly smile spreads across his face. “Is your date six-three with ebony skin and dreamy brown eyes?”

“Maybe.” I can’t hold back a smile, thinking about Mac.

Sebastian sticks his finger down his throat and bends over and mime-gags.

“Stop it.” I smack him in the shoulder. “And behave yourself while I’m gone!”

Before he can try anything, I slip out the door and hurry to my jeep, throw my bag into the backseat, and get in. I floor the accelerator as I pull out onto the street, but my direction isn’t random today. I know exactly where I’m going.

I head east toward the Waterfront District. After a half hour, the neighborhoods thin out and become poorer and shabbier. More old projects look in need of urban renewal. I spot dingy little open-air markets and a bowling alley with the letters falling off. Old, rusting rail yards dot the landscape, remnants of the Philadelphia and Columbia Railroad. A whole church is a giant pile of rubble with—eerily—just the front wall with its tall, arched windows still standing. I spot an angel with a broken face, but I drive past it too quickly to let it bother me much.

When I reach the Delaware, I go south, following its bendy progress past a collection of sagging, turn-of-the-century row houses until my GPS tells me I’m there. Up ahead is a roughly paved road that leads to an ancient redbrick roadhouse sitting out on a dock right over the river. It looks strangely abandoned with its mostly empty parking lot and dim windows, but maybe things pick up after dark. Situated behind the roadhouse is a saggy-looking working garage with the name “Al’s Mend-a-Wreck” painted on the side in worn white paint. I see some shadows moving in the windows, but no details. Looks like someone has newspapered all the glass. I plan to wait till after dark to make my move.

I turn the car around and drive back up to Delancey Street, where I spotted a 24-hour railroad-style diner with shiny chrome accents. If it’s one thing I love about Philadelphia, you can find an interesting historical diner on almost any corner. They rival even the number of old and renovated movie theaters that Philly is famous for. This diner has been around for a hundred years, according to the sign in the lobby.

After I’m seated, I order their all-day pancakes and a chocolate milk. When my dad used to take me to these places, we always ordered pancakes and chocolate milk. It’s one of my few good memories of my parents. I spend a good two hours there, watching people come in for dinner and leave chatting about where they’re headed next—the movies or a concert or shopping. I know where I’m going, but it’s none of those things.

When I see the waitresses are giving me side-eye about sitting here so long, I get up, pay my bill, and go out to the jeep. I stop at a Walmart and go in and find the ladies room. Inside a stall, I drop my overnight bag and unzip it. Inside, I have vinyl pants, a strappy T-shirt with a cute red devil girl on it, a leather jacket with buckles, and motorcycle boots with silver skulls on them. I bought all of it for Halloween last year when I went as a biker chick, but I liked the outfit enough to take it with me to Philly, and now I’m glad I did.

After changing, I stuff my street clothes into my bag and step out of the stall. There is an older woman at the sink. She takes one look at me and backs away, leaving the faucet running.

I look in the mirror as I dig out the cosmetics I’ve brought. I’ve never been that good with makeup, actually. Mascara and lipstick are about the extent of my talent, but tonight I apply them liberally to make my eyes smoky and sinister and my lips black, then shake my hair out so it’s wild and shaggy. I try a few fierce facial expressions in the mirror. I think they look silly. I can feel my heart knocking almost painfully in my chest, and my hands keep clenching and unclenching nervously at my sides.

“Fierce, not frightened…fierce, not frightened,” I tell the mirror Vivian. Then I lean forward and say, “Boo!” in the mirror, watching in satisfaction as a spiderweb of cracks suddenly appears.
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MY COURAGE flags as I approach the roadhouse. I’m woman enough to admit that.

In my head, I had this whole scenario played out. I was going to walk in like the proverbial wrecking ball, sit down, order a beer, and get some answers. I was going to look tough and scary, just the way everyone treats me every single day in the waking world, and no one was going to give me a hard time because I was the goddamn daughter of the devil. I was going to take those answers to Mac and, together, we were going to take down the Toltecs. Then he’d see how valuable I was as a member of his team.

That was the fantasy I had in my head, anyway.

The reality is a little different. The parking lot out front is packed solid with pickups and bikes, and I can hear honky-tonk music playing whenever the doors are opened. Every window is lit up, with figures swarming behind the dirty glass. The rickety old doors keep opening and closing as patrons—mostly big guys in leather vests and torn jeans—pass in and out, their voices rumbling in either anger or drunkenness as they light up a smoke or spit some chew onto the broken pavement. I can smell the stale beer and riverside mold of the place from here.

I stop at the edge of the gravel parking lot. I’ve parked up the road in an empty slot outside a Kwikimart. I don’t want any of these types noting my license plate. I thought that was an especially clever idea, but now I’m wondering if having a getaway car closer wouldn’t have been smarter.

“Jesus, remember who you are, chick,” I tell myself. I’m dawdling around like some girl at her junior prom, afraid to go in. I mean, I could conceivably set this place on fire, if I really wanted to. These big guys don’t even compare to what I can do.

I remind myself of that fact as I straighten my shoulders and hype myself up. I’m about to take my first step across the parking lot when someone bumps my shoulder as they pass. It’s a big, longhaired guy of almost seven feet with his arm wrapped tightly around a tiny but tough-looking biker chick. He’s wearing a biker vest with a path on the patch. The patch is a stylized jaguar feasting on a human heart and the name TOLTEC printed in an arch over the jaguar. He doesn’t even bother to look back as he and his girlfriend head for the door of the roadhouse.

Trying not to let that rattle me, I follow them. They don’t hold the door.

Inside, the place is as hot as a steam bath. Low yellow lights give the darkly wood-paneled walls a kind of leprosy. There’s an old bar that runs the length of the place, with a wall of bottles behind it—mostly tequila, mezcal, and the like. Leather vests and motorcycle jackets are framed and hanging on the walls, as are some celebrity photos of Mexican actors. Most are older, black and white photos, and I don’t recognize many of them, but I do spot Emilio Fernandez and Salma Hayek looking badass with her knives from Once Upon a Time in Mexico.

There is a raised dais near the back where a live band is playing old hair metal Mariachi-style with acoustic guitars, a guitarron, and a vihuela. A number of pool tables and a jukebox are set to one side. The other side just has tables and booths for the patrons. The place is incredibly packed, with most of the patrons standing near the band, clapping, or solo dancing.

Everyone who isn’t looking at the band is looking at me. I’m not a member of the gang, so obviously. But then I glance around. Several of the girls here also look like outsiders—college girls, working girls, and the waitstaff. None of the females has embroidered jackets, I note.

It takes a moment, but then I realize the mistake I made by coming here.

I am, literally, the only white person in the place.

My face flushes at the realization and my hands start to clench, but I relax them as I move as inconspicuously as I possibly can to the bar. A number of big guys look over. None of them looks friendly, so I divert my attention and claim a small, two-seater in the corner instead and sit down.

A thin, middle-aged Latina waitress slides up to the table. She’s wearing a white strappy shirt and black Daisy Dukes. Almost her entire body is covered in colorful tattoos—flowers, skulls, hearts, and calligraphy I can’t read. Her hair is long and shaggy, and there are five hoop earrings in each ear and one in her nose. She gives me a bored look and starts speaking rapid-fire in Spanish. I took Spanish in high school, but I honestly don’t remember much. I only catch a few words, but I think she wants to know what I want. 

“Beer,” I say. “Uh…cerveza.”

She walks away, unimpressed.

Turns out, I’m sitting at a really bad angle. I can see the employees’ exit door, and part of the bar, but not what’s going on near the band or who’s coming in the door. As I sit there, nervously rubbing at my nail polish, I start wondering if I shouldn’t call it a wash and get the hell out of here.

The waitress reappears so suddenly I nearly jump out of my seat. She sets a tumbler of amber mescal down in front of me instead of the beer I ordered. Frowning, I see something swirling around the glass. I lean forward, and the biggest fucking worm I have ever seen suddenly breeches the liquid like it’s the damn sandworm in Dune, splashing my face.

This time, I do jump up in surprise, knocking the glass over.

The waitress howls in laughter.

“Stupid bitch,” I growl, not expecting her to understand.

She surprises me by switching to English. “Stupid gringo bitch.” And she points to me.

“What is your problem?”

She laughs again, then glances down at my hands. Her eyes widen and she chokes on her laugh.

I follow her look and see a wisp of smoke wafting off my hands where they rest on the tabletop. Looking back up, I see her cross herself and back away, her face pale and her mouth set in a thin, troubled line.

Great going, chick. I lift my hands up, noticing the burn spots my fingers have left on the chipped Formica. It occurs to me that I probably left my fingerprints burned right into the table as—if I could any stupider. I realize I’m making a major mistake being here, but before I can decide on a new course of action, I hear a door slam hard.

Looking up at the employee’s door, I see a man standing there. He’s not tall. My height or even less. But he is terrifying. He is shirtless, and, like the waitress, almost every inch of his body is covered in colorful (and frightening) tattoos. Some of them are of the glyph variety. Wards. He’s wearing wards on his body. But his facial piercings really throw me. I used to have an eyebrow piercing and two lip rings in high school, but this dude has practically his entire face covered in rings and studs, some intricately placed to create yet more ward glyphs across his cleanly-shaven skull. He also has doorknockers, earlobe-stretchers, and subcutaneous implants under the skin of his skull to give the impression of horns. He even has a split tongue—noticeable when he looks my way and licks his lips lasciviously. Feathers hang from rings attached to his earlobe stretchers, and across his bare clavicle, he wears an intricate gold collar similar to the one the goddess wore in my visions. Honestly, he’s just missing the feathered headdress in order to look like some badass brujo in a movie about evil Aztecs.

He’s frightening, for sure. But it’s the way he’s looking at me—a combination of displeasure and dangerous lust—that sets my teeth on edge. I’ve finally decided this is a very bad idea and start to get up, but someone grabs me from behind.

Heart thudding too loudly in my ears, I whip around to face one of the big bikers. “Let go!” I demand and try to jerk my arm loose, but his grip is like a vice. And when a second man grabs my other arm, I know it’s too late.

Despite my protests, they easily drag me toward the brujo.

He smiles as I approach, and I see he’s filed his teeth to points. It adds nothing but another layer of scary to his image as the two large, burly men hold me kicking between them. I’m about as scary as an angry Raggedy Ann doll.

Cast a spell. Set them on fire. Do something, you idiot!

I try to whip up my power, but the brujo raises his hand and passes it across my face. I expect to pass out or something, but it’s much worse than that. It’s like someone has doused my entire body in freezing cold water. Immediately, my teeth start to chatter, my body shivers, and I feel all my joints stiffen up. My power—my fire—feels frozen inside of me.

“No more of that, bruja roja,” says the brujo. “I put that fire out, si?”

“W-who are you?” I moan between shivers, shocked when I see the cold mist coming out of my mouth. You would think I was standing in a sub-zero snowstorm instead of a sweaty biker bar.

“They call me Tupoc. What do they call you, my red witch?”

I don’t want to give the brujo my real name. Names have power. Anyway, I need something that sounds more badass than Vivian. So I improvise—badly.

“Lady Lucifer.”

Tupoc laughs at that. “That! Is that your superhero name?”

The other men laugh with him.

That makes me angrier than ever, but I can’t do a thing except hang between the two dumb beefcakes holding me up. Nothing but shiver like some fool.

Tupoc says something to the men in Spanish and pantomimes over his bare chest like he’s holding a woman’s breasts. What he says doesn’t sound good, but the men laugh and start shouting things back and forth that I can only assume you would never say in front of your mother or polite company.

“Si, si,” Tupoc laughs. He licks his lips again and reaches out to run a hand over my breasts. The moment he touches me, it sparks the rage deep inside of me. I totally freak out. I can’t use my power, but, with a cry, I kick out at him, driving my boot into his solar plexus.

The impact knocks him back a few steps, but it doesn’t drive him to the floor the way it should. Instead of angry, he looks impressed, his eyes facetiously large. Then he grins again as if this is a game. He looks at me as if he wants to rip my clothes off right then and there.

I start to panic. Bad. I twist and turn in the men’s grip, but they won’t let go and I just wind up hurting myself as I fight them.

Tupoc, still grinning, steps up to me and grabs me by the throat. The moment he does, my entire body automatically seizes up. The men let go of my arms so he can raise his arm up. My feet leave the floor. His strength is enormous and ridiculous. I start to choke. I wrap both hands around his wrist in response, squeezing to try and get him to release me, but it’s like grabbing a stone statue. I dig my nails into his flesh, but I don’t even make a dent.

My entire world shrinks down to just a need to breathe. I can’t. I can’t do anything but panic and claw at his hand as he holds me up above his grinning, monstrous face. I can’t even scream because I can’t suck in enough oxygen to make even a whimper.

“Stupid bruja roja. You will die so easily!”

Tupoc throws me half the length of the bar. I’m grateful for it because it means his hand is off my throat and I can breathe. But when I hit the floor, the impact just knocks the much-needed air out of me and I continue to coast across the hardwood until I hit the bar. The impact makes me gasp in pain and surprise. My head clunks back against the bar and the whole place spins around me.

The patrons of the bar—the bikers, their women, even the barkeep above me—start roaring with laughter. They shout things back and forth in Spanish, all at my expense. I’m in pain and too scared to move. But also too scared not to. And I’m mortified. Maybe that’s the worst thing of all.

I cower back against the bar as if their voices are a physical force pinning me there. There was an incident in gym class once. I ripped my volleyball shorts in a very revealing place and didn’t know it, and not one girl told me, though I heard them whispering the whole time. It wasn’t until afterward that the PE teacher stepped into the locker room to tell me. I asked her why she hadn’t said anything earlier. I mean, she was among the girls laughing, and she shrugged and said she thought I’d done that on purpose.

Because, you know, I was the class whore.

I’ve never cried so hard as I did on that day.

Now, I think about that as I sit there, hurting and confused. I was such a fucking fool to think I could investigate this case. To come here, alone and unarmed, and take these people on. I’m a candymaker, not a private investigator. But, as the Whore of Babylon, I suppose I deserve this…

No, you do not.

The voice is crystal clear in my head, but I don’t recognize the tone or cadence at all. Curious, I sit up straighter, listening hard and waiting for it to return. But the voice is gone.

Tupoc notices and stops laughing. He looked me straight in the eye. “Bruja roja, are you ready to play some more?” He takes a step toward me, making a show of grabbing his crotch. He sticks his forked tongue out to lick his lips.

I watch in absolute horror. I’m so very stupid and weak. I actually freeze up—not that I could get to my feet even if I wanted to. I’m in too much pain, and I think I’ve turned my ankle badly in the fall.

Tupoc’s snakelike tongue swipes across his lips. I feel my terror go up another notch.

He starts to reach for me…and then everything stops. Everything.

Freeze frame.

I sit up and look around the bar, but the faces of the men and women laughing at me are frozen like a collection of ugly masks. The barkeep, laughing and pouring a beer, is also frozen, and so is the tap, with frozen beer pouring out of it and into a mug.

I don’t understand. It’s like someone stopped a movie on a DVD player. This is pretty big magic, whatever it is. But, whatever is going on, it means I have an opportunity to get the hell out of here, so I try to claw my way to my feet. My ankle buckles, though, and I fall back down with a cry.

“Don’t get up,” says that same disembodied voice from before—except it’s coming from the open door and not from inside my head. “You’ll only aggravate your injury.”

I slide back down as a man enters the roadhouse.

He’s tall and blond and ridiculously handsome. He’s wearing a pricey Italian suit in cream and a straw Panama hat with a red band. As he approaches me, he lifts his head and I spot his face...and gape.

“Nick!”

That’s my first assumption. He looks like Nick…but, somehow, not. There are subtle little differences. His eyes are a bright, Caribbean blue-green, unlike Nick’s winter-storm grey eyes, and he’s wearing little silver-framed glasses. Nick doesn’t wear glasses. His features are older and more engraved—or just wiser and more learned. And he doesn’t have Nick’s shit-eating grin. I see he’s carrying a walking stick like someone out of a British period drama. The stick is dark mahogany, almost black, and the head made of silver in the form of a snake.

My realization of who I’m facing strikes more fear in me than Tupoc ever could—than anyone ever could, even Mr. McCarty, the man who spent a year raping me when I was nine years old.

“Holy Christ,” I whisper.

And he laughs. “I’m afraid not, daughter.”
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SO THAT'S how I wound up sitting on a filthy floor in a roadhouse in the middle of a breach in time and space with a turned ankle and the Devil standing over me.

I was all right until then. Then I found myself trying desperately to scramble to my feet.

“Stop. Be still,” he says. His voice is deep and stern and vaguely menacing as he sets the walking stick down on the top of the bar. I expect an accent—British or Australian or maybe a sinister German—but to my surprise, he doesn’t have one.

When I don’t stop trying to get to my feet, he gives me a direct look and says, “Stop struggling, girl.”

His voice is so commanding, I freeze up on the spot. I’m completely helpless as he crouches down in front of me so we are looking into each other’s eyes. I must look horrified because he is scowling, his lips pressed firmly together as he undoes the cravat at his throat. That makes my heart beat double-time in my chest. But once he gets the cravat loose, he bends over my ankle and slides my boot off. My ankle is already swelling and ugly. When he takes it in his hand, I jump a little. He’s gentle, but it really hurts.

“Calm down. I’m not going to hurt you,” he tells me, sounding somewhat exasperated. He spends the next few moments binding my ankle with his cravat before setting my foot on the floor. Then he stands up. “Can you stand?”

“I…don’t know.” All my old Catholic training has come back to haunt me and I’m terrified to speak to him.

He offers me his hand.

I look at it.

“Do you think I want to hurt you?”

“I don’t know,” I tell him honestly, looking up at his tall, kingly frame. “You’re…”

I can’t finish the statement.

“Your father,” he finishes for me. “Give me your hand.”

I half-expect his hand to feel burning hot, but it’s just a man’s hand. A very strong hand as he pulls me to my feet. “Lean on me,” he says, offering me his shoulder.

I can’t walk. I have no choice but to put my arm around his waist. He reciprocates and walks me back to the two-seater in the corner. I can’t believe this is happening as he helps me sit down and then returns to the floor to retrieve another chair, which he sets down next to mine. “Elevate your ankle. It will help with the swelling.”

I put my ankle up while he sits down across from me. He watches me expectantly, but I just keep staring at him stupidly. After a few swallows, I managed some words. “He…told me about you…naturally…but I didn’t think…” My voice trails off uselessly.

“Do you mean Nick?” His smirk becomes a bit of a lopsided sneer. “I’m sure it was nothing good. You mustn’t listen to him. He’s rather overdramatic, our Nick, isn’t he?”

Strangely, I feel at ease now that we’re both sitting down. But I can’t help but glance around the bar at all the frozen people.

“It’s a time-lock,” he explains. “They’re not frozen. You and I are occupying a single picoseconds between one second and the next. ‘Time-lock’ is a very misleading description of what we are experiencing. No one is actually ‘locked’ in time. Everything is just moving extremely slow. Slower than you or I can see.” When he sees I have no idea what he’s talking about, he indicates the room. “A picosecond is to one second as one second is to approximately 31,689 years.”

I suddenly bark a small laugh. “Oh. So…as long as we don’t sit here more than 31,689 years, we’ll be fine.”

He nods as he removes his hat and sets it on the table. His blond hair is slicked straight back. It makes him look like David Bowie playing a Prohibition-era gangster. “Exactly.”

“Do you think we’ll finish in time?” I say, suddenly arch because I’m freaking out and sarcasm is my go-to mechanism. “I mean…I have some questions.”

He grins then. Not sinister. He looks genuinely amused, though his teeth look sharper in his mouth than anything a human should have. “How about a deal, daughter? You may ask me anything you want. But then you must answer my question honestly.”

“A deal with the Devil,” I laugh.

He puts a hand to his chest.”Retired.”

“Still…” I look down a moment, then back up. “All right.”

“Ladies first.” He makes a flourish with his hand.

I try to think of something. But now that I have the man I have always wanted to talk to right in front of me, ready to answer all my questions about my birth, I can’t think of anything that doesn’t sound stupid. Was Atlantis real? Who really killed JFK?

Shaking my head, I finally think of one. “Nick said you stole his mother away and left him behind. Did you?”

He leans forward slightly. “Yes. My turn.”

“Wait…that’s it?” I hold a hand up. “Just…yes?”

“It’s the truth. Now, my question.” His smile slips just a little. “Why haven’t you learned to fight, my little witch?”

I stare at him mutely for several seconds. “Fight?”

“Answer the question.”

I think. The only logical answer is: “I never thought I would need to fight.”

He nods, accepting that. He’s annoying laconic, I decide. “Your turn.”

Again, I don’t know what to say to him. How to talk to him. “Are you…I mean, is it true. Are you really retired?”

“Yes. Why haven’t you learned to use your powers? Nick did teach you, after all.”

It’s hard to keep up with him—the way he jumps back to me as a subject of conversation. “I…don’t know. I did learn…some.” I take a deep breath before continuing. “But then we broke up and I decided I never wanted to see him again. Not after what he did to me. The way he betrayed me. I guess I just figured I was done. Though, today…” I look around the bar. “I guess this proves I could use more training, huh?”

He seems satisfied with my answer and does not take me to task the way I expect him to.

I suddenly think of a question. “What name do you use when you’re here…on Earth, I mean?”

He doesn’t hesitate to answer. “Dr. John Englebrecht when I teach ethics at the University of Philadelphia. Next question.”

“Wait…so what name do I use?”

“John.”

I’m a little disappointed he hasn’t asked me to call him Dad or Daddy or even Father. John. He is so standoffish!

“Next question…and this isn’t one I wanted to ask. But why do you keep asking questions about me or Nick but not yourself? Surely, you are curious about…her.”

I lick my lips nervously. I know who he’s talking about, but it still surprises me that he should ask. “Why would I want to know anything about her? She’s nothing. She didn’t want me in her life—obviously. So what difference does it make who she is?”

“You’re not the least bit curious?”

His persistence spikes the outrage in me and I clench my hands on the tabletop. “I know where she lives. I could see her anytime I want. But why should I? I have nothing to say to her. I’d rather know more about you.”

He smirks and steeples his long, thin fingers together—but I can’t tell if he is pleased or just humoring me. Rings with large, dark gemstones crackle on his fingers. “What would you like to know about me?”

“Everything! Anything!”

“You’ll have to be more specific than that.”

“How old you are. What have you seen?”

He looks at me oddly. I realize I’m babbling like some excited groupie. No, I need to control myself around him. And there is something I’ve always wanted to know. Something important.

Another deep breath. “Was I…?” I look at my hands and then back up. “…some kind of accident? Did you mean for it to happen? For me to be born?”

His expression never changes. “You must understand something important, child. I may have sired you and your brother, but I have little interest in playing the role of teacher, mentor, or father. Any plans you may be developing in your head for a ‘relationship’ must cease immediately.”

“I wasn’t…”

“There are no Chosen Ones. You have no great destiny ahead of you. You exist. There is no more to it than that.”

I stare at him, dumbstruck. I can feel something in me crumpling up and dying. I sit back in my seat and rub my stomach like a have a stomachache. “So…so you don’t love us? You have no feelings for us at all?”

“Of course not.”

“How…can you say that?” My voice sounds so small. So hurt.

He smiles a little. “I am being honest. I told Nick something years ago, and I will tell you the same thing now. My gift to you both is total honesty. I will never lie to you or deceive you in any way, child. That is a far greater gift than you can ever appreciate.”

“So…this…” I spread my hands. “Coming here…talking to me…none of this means anything to you?”

“Everything I do means something,” he corrects me. “What you mean to say is do you mean anything to me. And the answer to that question is no.”

“You don’t care I exist?” I can barely get the words out. My head is spinning.

“You exist. I care about that. But I do not allow myself unnecessary attachments. Understand?”

I don’t know what to say to that. I’ve just met my biological father for the first time, and he’s told me directly that he doesn’t love me. That I mean nothing to him. That we can never have a relationship. I wish…

I struggle to keep tears from welling up in my eyes.

…wish this had never happened.

Nick was right about him, I realize. He warned me that our father was a loveless shadow of a brute, but in my heart, I didn’t believe him. I thought he was being bitter. Oh, my god, I’ve never felt so damned alone…

He interrupts my reeling thoughts. “Love is sentimental. Human. You are not. Stop crying.” He hands me a handkerchief from the sleeve of his suit coat.

I just stare at it as I suck back the tears. After a few seconds, I wipe them from my eyes with my sleeve.

“My turn,” he insists. “Do you want to learn to use your powers properly?”

I don’t know. I suddenly don’t care. But then I look over at Tupoc, still standing there, leering down at the place where I was lying. If I could fight properly, creeps like that wouldn’t be hurting anyone. I look back over at my father and say, “I…guess.”

“You guess?” He sounds annoyed.

“Yes.” I wipe the remaining wetness from the corners of my eyes and sit up straight. “Yes, I want to learn to fight.”

He nods once and reaches into an inside pocket of his natty linen jacket and produces something vaguely rectangular-shaped wrapped in red silk. He set it down on the table between us.

I look at it numbly. “Is that a present?”

“Yes.”

“Is it for me?”

“It is.”

“Why?” My voice is so bitter.

“Because I want you to have it.”

I reach for it and slowly unwrap the satiny cloth. Inside, I find a stack of Tarot cards forged from what feels like paper-thin sheets of steel. They’re cold and intricately engraved with the images of the higher Arcana on one side and the sign of the House of Lucifer on the other. I spread them out in a shiny silver fan and look at them. They are so thin, you could prick your finger on the edges. “What are they?”

“My Tarot cards.” He gets up. “Learn to use them.”

I have no idea what he means. “What?” I look up and suddenly grab his hand. “John, wait!”

He looks down at me. His face is beautifully passive. Untouched by human emotions. I realize I am likely looking into the face of a sociopath and almost let go of his hand. He doesn’t shake me off, though.

“How?” I beg. “How do I use them?”

“Learn. Or be taught.”

I stare at him, open-mouthed. “By whom?”

My father puts his hat on. He smiles a little. “I’m pleased I came.”

I watch him go to the bar and collect his walking stick. Then he turns to Tupoc and looks the man straight in the frozen eye as if he is studying him. “Brujo verde. He’s very powerful.” John looks over at me. “You will need to kill him. I cannot. None of the reigning Lucifers can kill a mortal. It’s in the rules. But you are not yet on the throne. So you may still take his life.” His eyebrows shift up his icy, handsome face. “I suggest you do so, daughter.”

He turns back to the brujo verde and passes a hand over the man’s pincushion-like skull. “As I figured. You and he are bound by red thread.”

I get up and limp forward to collect my lost boot. “What does that mean?” All of this is so surreal, I don’t know what to make of it as I slide my boot on, jump-limping to do so.

John turns to look at me, amused by the little dance I am doing. He taps his temple with the stick. “It means you and the brujo are bound together in a dance of death. One of you will kill the other. But I can’t see which way it will go—perhaps the Fates have not yet decided whose thread to cut.”

My heart thuds once, hard, at the news. First, the woman in the iron coffin, and now this…it’s like everyone in the known universe wants to kill me. The irony of the situation is that I am nothing. My father has said so himself. Certainly not worth this much effort to kill.

Before I can say anything to that effect, John turns back to Tupoc, lifts his snake cane high into the air, and uses it to lay into the man. I hear a crunch as the cane connects with all those facial piercings. The impact drives Tupoc to the floor at John’s feet. Blood splatters the floor, John’s shoes, and even his suit pants, though he doesn’t seem to care.

He leans forward and whispers, “That is for threatening one of the royal Lucifer line with your tiny penis, el cerdito.” He says a few more words in a language I don’t understand. I’m terrified it might be Divine—angel-speak, the oldest known language in the universe.

After he finishes, John spits on the man before straightening up and turning to glance at me. I see his eyes are lit from within. He’s enjoying this a bit too much. It’s like a drug to him. “That was fun. I would like to see you again, daughter. Perhaps a ‘daddy-daughter date?’ Provided, of course, you don’t cry when again we meet.”

I move toward him, unafraid now. He can’t hurt me any more than he already has. “Why?” I demand accusingly. If he does not love me…if he doesn’t care that I exist…why would he want to spend a single moment more with me?

His smiles and his icy cold eyes drift over me. “You are beautiful, child. Like a bird on fire. I wish to look upon you again.” And with those words, he sinks through the floor in front of me like a ghost and is gone.

He’s gone…and I am alone once more.

Seconds later, the time-lock begins to dissolve and life slowly returns to its normal pace in this shabby little rundown roadhouse. The people around me, including Tupoc on the floor, begin to move in a kind of nightmarish, bionic slow motion. I don’t wait around. But by the time everything has resumed at its normal speed, I am already halfway to my jeep with the Devil’s Tarot cards in my pocket.
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I SPEND the next three days turning that conversation over in my head while I work my butt off in the prep room. I don’t think I’ve ever worked so hard, so long, or with so few breaks in my whole life. Sebastian finally notices and sidles up to me one day and puts a hand on my arm.

“Tell me what’s going on,” he says.

I look up at him. Even three days after that strange encounter, everything feels so surreal. “I’m okay.”

“You’re not okay.” He indicates the jars surrounding us. I’ve made so many sweets that the display room is full and we’ve begun moving jars of the stuff into the prep room. “You’re twitchy, witchy. You won’t stop making candy. You’re spiraling.”

“I’m not spiraling!” I say irritably.

He gives me a close-lipped half-smile as if he doesn’t buy my bullshit. “Even though we’re scarcely moving this stuff, money keeps magically appearing in the joint account. Can you tell me about that?”

I totally forgot he can see the joint business account. He never checks (to my knowledge), so, naturally, I assumed he’d never notice the extra cash. I keep stirring my honey pot, but he reaches over and turns off the heat.

“You’re ruining my candy!”

“Tell me what the hell is going on!” he retorts, sounding angry for the first time since I’ve known him.

I bite my lip and look up at him. Then I turn and rub my sticky hands over my apron. “If I tell you, you’ll get angry with me.”

He looks at me as if I’m insane. “Maybe let me decide that? I mean, aside from you robbing banks or doing hitman stuff in your spare time, I’m pretty much okay with ghost money appearing in the account…” He thinks a moment before adding, “You’re not doing amateur cam stuff, luv? Not that I’m judging, mind you. I did a little softcore back in the day…”

I hold my hand up to stop him from going on. “I’m doing…side projects.”

“Side projects.”

“Yeah.”

He continues to stare.

I sigh. “Nothing illegal. Or shady. More like…helping people with small magical problems.”

I’m reluctant to tell him more about my encounter with Matilda—and then, later, Doris. Connor is getting the help he needs from his therapist and Malcolm walked his daughter down the aisle. He couldn’t do more than shuffle across the dance floor with his daughter during the daddy-daughter dance, and he died only two days after the wedding, but Doris was so moved, she gave me another check a few days after her daughter’s wedding. That and a lot of tears. Like Matilda, she wet my hair with them.

Those are good things, right? Still, I’m reluctant to share the details with my partner. I just stare at Sebastian, whose face looks strangely blank.

“You’re mad.”

“Nah,” he answers after a long pause. Then he adds, “And you’re making money this way?”

“You make it sound dirty.” I sink down onto a stool and gesture wildly. “I figure if we can’t make it on all this crap candy, at least I can keep the lights on with my crap craft talent.”

He moves a stool beside mine and sits down. It takes him a moment to respond. “I’ll be honest, Vivian. I’m no fan of the craft. I’d rather you do porn.”

This is serious. He never calls me Vivian.

I try for humor. “This—coming from a necromancer.” I bump his shoulder.

He bumps me back. “I wasn’t born a necromancer…” He pauses, looking thoughtful. I know when he gets that faraway look that he’s trying his damnedest to remember…something. “I mean…I don’t think I was. I think I was a regular ol’ witch like you, but the craft did this to me.” He touches his chest like he’s still not at peace in the body he’s in. “It’s bloody fucked up my whole life, to be honest. And I don’t trust it. But…if you can handle it…if you think it really listens to you…I won’t stop you from using it.”

“Do you mean that?” I ask uncertainly.

He looks up. “No. I just like to hear myself talk, you cunt.”

He’s such a dick! I shove him and he shoves me. We both laugh.

And, for a few minutes at least, I actually forget that my father doesn’t love me, that I’m a half-ass witch who doesn’t know shit, and that there are forces trying to kill me for their own unknown reasons.

Gasping with laughter, I say, “There’s more.”

“Right.” He gets very serious and waits.

It takes me a bit to wind up the courage for this one. “On my day off, I followed up on a lead.”

He blinks, taking a moment to digest that. “You mean…that case you are looking into for the sexy detective?”

“That’s the one.” I rattle off a concise version of the details of the day, but I don’t mention meeting my father. I’m not ready to talk about that yet—even with Sebastian. When I get to the part where Tupoc grabbed me, I tell Sebastian I managed to wriggle free and run away. I don’t tell him anything about the metallic Tarot cards I have hidden under my mattress upstairs, but I do tell him about the Aztec woman I saw. I don’t want to overwhelm him with all my crazy craft stuff, but I do want his take on her.

“Do you think…?” I glance down and take a deep breath. “Should I tell Mac about Tupoc, the Toltecs, and the Aztec woman?”

He thinks a moment. “The dead men…they had tattoos like what you saw on the bikers?”

“Yeah.”

“It’s relevant, don’t you think?” He tilts his head slightly. “It’s a lead. You should tell him.”

“Yeah, but…” I hesitate, take a deep breath, and then tell him what’s really bothering me. “This is connected to the Aztec goddess, right? I mean, it’s all connected somehow.”

“All the more reason to tell him. If that…creature…is working for the Toltecs, it should be stopped, no?”

“I know what you’re saying, but that thing is dangerous, Sebastian. Mac’s not prepared to deal with something like her. Hell, I’m not.”

“You like him.”

His comment surprises me. “Yeah.”

“Then protect him.” He reaches out and pushes a hair off my face that’s come loose from the usually tight ponytail I wear it in when I’m working. It’s a distinctively fatherly gesture. “Witchy, did it ever occur to you that you’ve been given these powers to protect Mac and help put an end to whatever this thing is?”
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I DON'T wait. With Sebastian’s blessing, I rip my apron off and rush to my jeep and drive like a bat out of hell down to the police station, hoping I’m not too late and Mac hasn’t gone home yet.

Inside, I’m surprised by what I find. I always thought a police station would look like it does on TV, with chaos reigning everywhere. Perps being walked to the jail cells in the back while suspects are tearfully interviewed by tough, inner-city cops in small, dark rooms. Maybe a smartass kid handcuffed to a desk sergeant’s chair and giving him lip. But it’s surprisingly orderly—or maybe that’s only because the city has had so many violent crimes these last few weeks and can’t be arsed to commit any tonight. A couple of cops wander past me, sipping coffee, while a female cop stands at a vending machine, feeding quarters into it and banging on the glass until she gets her Diet Coke.

I move to the dispatch desk. A young black man sits behind it, doing a crossword puzzle. “I’d like to speak to a Sergeant Detective Miles McCall,” I tell him. “It’s in relation to a case he’s working on.”

The young man looks up, seemingly surprised by my statement. “Mac? He’s going home.”

“It’s important. I’m like…almost a CI? He asked me to check in with him.”

Not exactly the truth, but I know Mac has been waiting for something. I also know the moment he learns I’m here, he’ll set everything aside to talk to me.

“CI, huh?” The young desk sergeant sounds unimpressed. He picks up an old-fashioned desk phone and relays the information to someone in the back before setting the receiver down. Seconds later, I see Mac come around the corner and motion to me. He’s carrying his coat over one arm. He looks as handsome as always but also tired looking.

The station is mostly empty, the offices dark and bullpen quiet, as I follow him back to an abandoned office at the back. He closes the door but doesn’t put on the lights. Going to his desk, he half-sits on it. The glow of the city fills the room, instead, outlining him like a gumshoe in a pulp story. “I didn’t expect you would ever come here.”

“I have information on that case and I didn’t want to give it to you over the phone,” I tell him as I undo my jacket and wander around his office. I’m not trying to be catty or seductive, but I see him looking me over. Under my jacket, I’m still in my cook’s whites and Dr. School’s no-slip shoes—and none of that is sexy in any way. But that doesn’t seem to be a deterrent for him.

Mac redirects his attention to my face. “I thought you didn’t have anything for me,” he says, referring to the phone call we’d had a few days ago.

“Yeah, well…things have changed.”

“And here I was afraid you were avoiding me.”

I clasp my hands together coquettishly. “That, too.” I tremble. “Talking to your little girl spooked me, is all.”

Mac smirks. “You’d like Charity. She’s my little power girl. Likes all those warrior-girl shows.”

“What’s her favorite?”

“The blonde girl. With the cat friend.”

“She-Ra and the Princesses of Power.”

“That’s the one.”

He seems so relaxed with what we’re doing, it frightens me.

He indicates the bullpen. “Do you want some coffee? It’s shit, but I can doctor it up some…”

“That’s okay. I won’t be here long.”

He looks disappointed by that.

I wander over to a large, well-worn leather sofa situated against one wall. I imagined Mac sleeping many a night on it while working a case. I sit down and look up at him.

He shakes his head. “Just looking at you does something to me. I feel like some fool with a second-grade school crush.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell him honestly. “I’m not trying to do that…”

“I know. It’s my fault, actually.” He raises his hand to stop me from protesting. “I’m not that guy, Vivian. The one who says he has no control, that it’s the woman doing it to him. I know damned well what I’m doing. I want to do it. It really is me, not you.”

His statement leaves foolish tears in my eyes. This whole thing is supposed to be about the loss of self-control and self-interest. It’s supposed to be about personal gratification. He and I are supposed to be terrible people for doing it. I’m not supposed to care about him and feel this connection.

Mac turns to a dry board with pictures and writing all over it, all of it related to the murders of the pimps. He picks up a Sharpie. “You said you have info on the case?”

“I do.” I sum up my adventures over the last few days, telling him the same story I told Sebastian, just with a lot less craft involved. But when he turns to look at me, I cringe.

“You went to the roadhouse where you knew the Toltecs would be?” he says, sounding appalled.

The anger in his voice dissolves the fluttery feeling in my tummy as if someone has dumped a bucket of ice water over my libido. His glare makes me shrink back. In my seat. “I wanted to make certain before I came to you.”

“Certain about what?”

“I don’t know! That they exist. That they seem like terrible people.”

Mac throws the Sharpie across the room and goes to stand by the window. In the glass, I see his face contorted into a knot. He’s breathing roughly. It really frightens me.

“I’m not a child, you know,” I tell him defensively. “I can take care of myself just fine.”

Not exactly the truth, but he’s made me angry and I need to lash out at something.

He takes several moments to get his temper under control. In the course of it, he puts his hand on the cold black glass and spreads his fingers so I can see his wedding band. The silence between us is thick. “You could have gotten hurt. Gotten killed. And it would have been my fault. Did you even think about that? You could have died because I gave you that file, and that would have been on me. I would have had to carry that for the rest of my fucking life!”

He swallows hard. I can tell by the pain in his face that this is hard for him. I’ve been hard on him. What we’ve created here between us is hard on him.

I get up and move to fill the space behind him. I want to comfort him, but there is always that fear. A small woman standing near a large, angry man…

His dark eyes glitter before narrowing to piercing black jewels.

“Don’t be angry with me,” I say.

He turns around and looks at me with an emotion I can’t translate. Lust. Fear. The light of a passing car passes across the window outside, making him look white and ghost-like for a moment. 

“God almighty,” he gasps. “I look at you…at the languid, effortless beauty of you…and all I can think about is touching you. I can’t seem to think beyond you.”

His words make my heart surge. After being told by my father that he doesn’t love me—that he has never loved me—and by countless others that I’m dirty and evil and everything you can imagine (and a few things you can’t), I need this. I need him. I reach up and touch his cheek. He closes his eyes and seems to revel in my mouth. Then I slowly undo the buttons of his shirt. The sight of that smooth, dark wall of muscle nearly undoes me.

Mac suddenly loosens his necktie. “My place. My rules.”

He grabs me by both wrists. His hands are large and corded and capable of great violence, I think. He twists me around so the front of my body is pressed to the wall, and he holds me there as though I’m a dangerous criminal, his one hand spanning both my wrists. His other goes to the side of my head and turns it gently.

His mouth captures mine. His tastes hot and meaty like a hunter and, in seconds, it is all I can do to control myself. The way he sucks at my mouth makes me make these soft, kitten-like noises, and that drives Mac crazy. Soon enough, he’s responding with a long, low, throaty growl while he produces a pair of handcuffs from his utility belt.

“Mistress, do you trust me?” he asks.

I tell him the truth. “Yes.”

Christ, I’ve never felt so out of control—except, perhaps, with Nick.

He slides the handcuffs over my wrists and secures them snugly, but not so tightly that they chafe. I can tell he knows how to do this. They jingle as he turns me around, grabs the front of my jacket and pulls it apart and down my arms. The sleeves catch on the handcuffs. They can go no farther. Then he does the same to my white cook’s shirt, tearing it open so violently I start.

He looks me up and down as if he’s mesmerized by the sight of me in just my boring grey, racerback sports bra. It’s not a pretty, sexy bra—it’s my work bra—but he doesn’t seem to care. Putting one big hand on my hip, he drags me against him, the gesture rough and primal. I stumble. He then rubs the front of his hard, lean body against me, a distinctively possessive gesture, while he dips his head and nips none too gently at the side of my throat.

“Ohh,” I say as he kisses and tortures me.

“I’m not hurting you?”

“Perhaps if you try harder…”

“You really are something,” he says, leaning back.

“Your station. Your rules. I’ll do whatever you want me to do tonight. You need only command me.”

I know he wants—needs—to hear those words. The alpha male in him needs to hear them.

“Fuck!” he roars as he drags me to the sofa and forces me to kneel on it.

He hesitates, breathing hard through his lust. I can tell he is waiting for me to object. I gave him permission to do anything he wants to me, but I’m still the one in charge of things. Topping from the bottom, as it were. But instead of punishing him, I give Mac a demure look over one shoulder.

“God, you’re so fucking beautiful I can barely control myself,” he gasps.

“Don’t,” I command him. “Do what you want. Whatever you want.”

Mac’s eyes gleam with a wild light as he moved into position behind me. “Don’t move,” he says. “And don’t come.” He pushes me down into the cushions and shifts his body so I’m pinned under his weight. The room is suddenly filled with breathy, intimate sounds and the jingle of the cuffs as he covers me. Unexpectedly, he leans down to kiss me on the side of the face. It’s a strangely sentimental and sweet gesture.

I moan and wriggle a little beneath him.

He grunts in response, then sits back to shrug off his shirt. His body is incredibly hard, but his skin soft. It feels like silk stretched over stone as he presses it—and the sizable erection in his trousers—against my back. Reaching around, he grabs my breasts and squeezes them so hard, I let out a little cry of surprise. His muscles ripple as he strokes and squeezes me, letting me feel his raw strength.

“Harder,” I encourage him.”You can hurt me a little if you like.”

He squeezes my flesh even harder and I moan and twist in his cuffs.

Leaning down, he kisses the back of my neck.

I get pictures in my head of the things he wants to do to me. Things he has been thinking about all day. All week. Things he’s wanted to do his whole life—if only he had the right partner. “Yes,” I say when he lets me up a moment to breathe. “I want to do those things, too. Punish me, Mac. Consume me.”

“Who the hell are you?” he demands—not in confusion, but in elation. His hands, shaking with desire, undo my white cook trousers, and he pulls them and my boy shorts down my legs. He then bends his head to kiss and lick me between the legs. I sigh at the roughness of his cheek tickling me and buck my hips up a little.

I spread my legs, hoping he’ll relieve me of his terrible, endless wanting, but instead of quickly taking me the way I want, he works his slow way back up my spine. I shiver all over. “Mistress,” he says. His sweet eyes seethe with lustful need. “My sweet Mistress.”

He kisses me again, hard, and I want to cry out with need and frustration.

Mac grunts. Unexpectedly, he slaps my ass—hard. The sound of flesh on flesh echoes around the room, and the sting seems to go right through me and to my nether parts, making me wetter than ever.

He immediately regrets it. “I’m s-sorry.” His voice trembles as if he can’t believe what he’s done. “I—”

I moan in response. “Don’t apologize. And don’t hit me like some little girl.” I lower my head while arching my back. “Harder.”

He does as I command him. This time, he puts more confidence into it.

When Nick and I were together, we enjoyed a little light BDSM. Nothing too serious because, like Mac, I knew Nick didn’t enjoy inflicting pain on his lover—even to get her off. Mac is much the same way. He increases his force with each blow, but he keeps asking me if that’s okay—and, once, if he hurt me. I love how concerned he is.

“Take me,” I finally command. I’m ready at last.

He obeys. Within seconds, I’m mewling while he enters me and tenderly kisses my ear as if to make up for the impacts. “Christ, you’re such a sweet little bitch,” he says, and I’m surprised by the ferocity in his voice. “I could fuck you all night.”

He wraps an arm around my waist and jerks me upright on my knees while we couple, whispering, “Fuck, you’re tight. Fuck, I love you.”

“More,” I moan. “Give me more.”

He starts working my body in a slow, erotic rhythm. It makes me groan, gasp, and almost scream. His big hand slides up my body, keeping me up on shaky knees as we both finish with cries of pleasure that make me fear someone working late will look in out of worry. A delightful electricity fills us both.

He smells so good, like vanilla and sex. He bites the side of my neck as we shudder and twitch and the cuffs snap around my wrists as we finish. After he’s let me out of the cuffs, I turn and grip the mantel of Mac’s head, burying my face affectionately in his neck while we both slowly work on catching our breaths and coming down from our high. 

And I’m really afraid. Really terrified as I touch his precious bite mark with soft, loving fingertips. Because I think I might love this man.
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WHEN I get back to the shop, it’s late and there are police cars from three different precincts parked outside, as well as an ambulance with flashing lights at the curb. My earlier good feelings evaporate at the sight and I hit the brakes so hard, I nearly rear-end the SUV in front of me that’s slowed down to watch the cops crawling all over my shop.

With a curse, I pull to the opposite side of the street—it’s the only place to park at the moment—and kill the engine and leap from the jeep. I have a bad moment of déjà vu as I cross the street. I once came home to cops crawling all over the side-by-side I was renting with my friend Tiffany back in Blackwater. When I walked in, I learned Tiffany had been murdered. And the cops thought I had done it.

My heart won’t stop vibrating inside me as I approach the shop. And yet, the closer I get, the slower I walk, so it feels like a long time before I reach the sidewalk. By then, everything is moving through a surreal curtain of syrup. A cop standing by the open, smashed door turns toward me and says something about not entering. He is holding out his hand to stop me, but I duck under it—being smaller than he is, it isn’t difficult—and run into the shop.

Christ. Everything is broken around me. Glass and candy are scattered across the floor in a glittering avalanche. The glass cabinets have been shattered with a blunt-force weapon of some kind—probably by the aluminum baseball bat lying on the floor. The display window is broken. Sebastian’s little chocolate circus—stale and inedible but still beautiful—is lying in broken pieces across the floor. My shoes crunch over my life’s work as I race in slow motion toward the prep room. I pass the ward on the wall and see someone has spray-painted a rough outline of a roaring jaguar head over it.

My brain registers that detail, in particular. The paint is red but seems to be melting away on the wall as my own ward re-claims the space. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch the spray can lying on the floor. The Toltecs attacked the shop and the ward—and the ward fought back.

I stop in the doorway of the prep room and just take in the sight before me.

It’s the only room that looks untouched. Someone has knocked one of the standing mixers down, and some ledgers are lying on the floor, but that’s it. It might even have been an accident. Maybe one of the cops bumbling around the small space.

No, the real horror is what is lying on the floor in front of me, bleeding into the cracks of the tiles.

I stare at Sebastian’s bloodied, lifeless face staring up at me. His eyes are wide open and his mouth gaping in a soundless scream. His hands are wrapped tightly around the handle of a knife protruding from the center of his chest. Blood has drooled out of the corner of his mouth and made a small pool there. There is another, larger, one underneath him.

He can’t scream. So I do it for him. I scream loud and long and, yes, hysterically, even as the cops drag me back.
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I’M SITTING on the back of an ambulance while an EMT takes my blood pressure and asks me my name, the year, and who is the president of the United States.

Annoyed, I throw off the blanket they gave me. “I’m all right!” I shout, getting up. “I’m all right now!”

The EMT, a remarkably burly, middle-aged man with a thick beard and carrot hair, doesn’t try to stop me. I figure I must look pretty scary at the moment. Well, I feel scary. The initial blow has left me all hollowed-out, but now it’s quickly filling up with rage.

Rage for what happened to my friend. Rage at those who did it to him.

Beaten and stabbed. That’s what the police have told me. They have eyewitnesses that say several Latino men walked into the shop about an hour ago—angry, tough-looking dudes. A few minutes later, there was shouting and the sounds of breaking glass. Sheri from the Laundromat went to investigate as the suspects were charging out of the shop. She immediately called the police.

As Sheri comes over to comfort me, I try not to choke up. While I was making love with Mac at the police station, my best friend was being beaten and stabbed to death on the floor of our shop. Intellectually, I know it’s not my fault. I knew Sebastian lived a dangerous life long before me, and I’m sure he’s been in and out of a lot of scrapes. But I also know it was the Toltecs. As Sheri describes what she saw, I realize Tupoc lead the charge. I also know they were here because of me. They waited until I was out of the shop to do this because they wanted to send a message:

I’m not tough. I’m not invincible. I’m just meat to them.

And they are right. They know I will blame myself because, technically, it is my fault.

After the EMT clears me, I go back into the shop. I must be putting out some seriously weird vibes because the police officers crawling over the place don’t try to stop me as I make my way to the prep room. Sebastian is gone. His body has been loaded into the coroner’s van outside. But as I stand there, staring down at the bloodstains on the floor, a housefly lands directly on my nose.

I raise my hand to swat at it when I realize it’s waving one tiny leg at me.

Witchy! Witchy…you cunt…look at me!

The voice in my head is frantic. I realize, belatedly, that I’ve been hearing it for the last few minutes or so. I just haven’t been able to pay any attention past the horror I’ve been feeling.

“Seb—!” I stop myself and glance around. As soon as the officer in the room leaves, I hold out my hand and the fly lands in my palm. “Sebastian?”

Took you long enough! Where in bloody hell have you been?

“I thought you were dead!”

The fly cocks his head. No fucking shit, Sherlock.

“What happened?”

Those cockers got me good, but I think I got out in time before they could really damage me.

“Got out? You mean you jumped into…this?”

The fly waves its legs frantically. I can’t stay like this! If I don’t get back to my body soon, it will die for good and I’ll… He glances all around. Where in hell did they take it?

I look around the room, hoping no one notices me talking to a housefly. “I think it’s in the coroner’s van,” I whisper.

Right. They’re going to take me to the morgue. Put me in one of those refrigerator units. 

“Yeah. That’s what usually happens.”

This is bad. If I get too cold, I won’t be able to get back in. Take me to the van!

His voice is so frantic, I nearly panic on the spot. I don’t want to tell him I’m not sure if I can pull that off without being noticed and stopped. The coroner’s van is parked right out front, under a streetlamp. 

That very moment, a new cop steps into the room, a black woman.

I gently clench my hand over Sebastian, ignoring his cries of protest in my head. “Officer?” I say, raising my free hand to get her attention.

She turns to look at me. Her face is stern but kind. “Sweetheart, what are you still doing in here?”

I move toward her. “I want to see my friend, Sebastian.”

She shakes her head sadly and rests her hands on her gun belt. “I’m sorry. I know it’s hard, but I can’t allow that.”

“Please…officer,” I plead. “I just want to see him one last time before they take him away.”

“’Fraid not, sweetheart.” He voice drops an octave. “No one gets into the meat wagon after it’s full…” She hesitates. “No offense.”

I open my mouth, unsure how I’ll convince her to let me see Sebastian’s body.

Bugger this! Sebastian says in my head.

Seconds later, the lady cop staggers backward as if she’s been violently pushed by an unseen force. She nearly collides with the workbench behind her before she finds her balance. I instinctively reach out to help steady her. Her head is down, but when she looks up, I can easily tell something is wrong.

The expression on her face is completely different—less kind. And her eyes are blue. Sebastian’s eyes. She looks like she is going to be sick as she clutches her head. “Never gonna get used to this shite!” the lady copy shouts in a distinctive Cockney accent.

“It’s you!”

The lady cop drops her hands and straightens up. I can literally “see” Sebastian in her body. He’s wearing it like a suit. But he’s struggling with it like some puppet master who doesn’t quite have it right with his marionette. “Right, then. Get me to the ‘meat wagon,’ if you will. This is always so bloody hard in the beginning.”

I slide an arm around Sebastian’s waist and duck walk him out the back door, where there are fewer cops to notice us. Together, we creep down the alley and then around the corner to the street. By then, Sebastian is starting to recover and walking on his own.

“Well, now…this is not good.”

“What isn’t good?” I can’t imagine how it can get any worse.

“It’s getting easier to drive her.”

I just look at him. “What does that mean?”

Sebastian shakes slightly as though he’s on the edge of a seizure, then recovers. “The easier it is, the more my selfie takes over, and the more she slips away. And the more permanent this body becomes.”

“You mean…you’re killing her?” I hope I’m not right.

He makes a face. “And getting more and more trapped in her. Where the hell is that wagon?” He’s starting to sound panicky again, so I steer him toward the coroner’s van. By the time we reach it, he’s almost “driving her” perfectly, so the officer standing next to the van doesn’t even blink when Sebastian says, “I need to look at the bloody body.”

Unfortunately, he says it in an English accent, which makes the officer, who obviously knows the female cop, frown in response.

Before he can screw this whole thing up, I suddenly bark, “I heard some glass breaking inside. I think you’re needed, officer!”

Sebastian catches on and, glancing briefly at the cop’s name badge, joins in with, “They need you inside, Roberts!” He points behind him.

Officer Roberts stiffens, takes one look at Sebastian, and suddenly heads toward the shop while playing with his shoulder radio.

“Good job,” Sebastian says, pawing at the van. “Get this open. I can’t feel my fingers.”

Even though the last thing I want is to see inside a coroner’s van, I grab hold of the back hatch and yank on it. No go. Then I realize it must unlock from the front seat.

“Stay here,” I say and race around to the front and open the door. Lucky, no one is in the van. I search along the floor until I find the trunk release and pull the lever. The back hatch hisses open. By the time I make it back around, Sebastian is standing inside the spacious van, looking down at a black body bag lying on a collapsed stretcher.

“I hope it’s not too late,” he says, kneeling down beside his own body.

“If it is?” I say as I kneel on the opposite side.

He looks down at his hands. “My selfie takes over and I get to be a hot black chick in the city.”

“And you get to kill a hot black chick—who is innocent,” I remind him.

He looks up grimly, reaches for the zipper on the body bag, then stops. “I can’t.”

“Oh, for Chrissakes! You’re a necromancer. Haven’t you dealt with dead bodies?”

His bottom lips trembles. “It’s different when it’s…you. Spookier.”

With a sigh of frustration, I unzip the bag. I’m okay until I see Sebastian—his body, anyway—inside the bag, looking all blue-faced and cold and dead. I immediately zip it back up. “Oh, god.”

“Yeah.”

We both look down at Sebastian’s body (ex-body?), and I feel my eyes fill with tears, even though I know it’s stupid. He’s not really dead. He’s right here, looking at me.

Sebastian, for his own part, smiles. “Aww, you love me. You really, really love me!”

“Shut it!” I unzip the bag again with some force and point at the corpse. “Get in!”

Sebastian suddenly looks terrified as he reaches out and tentatively lays his hand on the corpse’s chest. He grimaces. “I might not be able to do this.” He looks up. “It might have been too long.”

I realized he’s truly terrified and reach across dead Sebastian to put my hand on living Sebastian’s arm.

“Right. Here goes.” He closes his eyes and, for what feels like forever, nothing seems to happen. Time ticks by, and I start to fear this won’t work, or that we’ll get caught by the coroner or the other cops—who have to be on their way back.

Then, all of a sudden, I feel a surge of electricity under Sebastian’s arm. It’s as if electric eels are moving under his skin. I assume this is his “selfie” on the move. I get some flashes of things in the past, but crazy, disconnected stuff. Horses and carts, gaslights, fisticuffs, filthy public houses, crowded streets that could be in London or Paris or anywhere. I see myself in a Victorian-style nursery, holding a squalling, frightened baby up in front of me, my wrists covered in lace and ruffles—and blood. That image is particularly powerful—and disturbing. Then the images start moving too fast for my brain to follow and I hear a massive intake of breath.

Opening my eyes, I see the female officer kneeling in front of me. She’s as still as a statue, but her eyes are all white like boiled eggs, seeing nothing. Ex-Sebastian is sitting up in the black body bag, having pulled the knife from his chest, and is staring at me with absolute horror. I have never seen such terror in my life.

“Holy fucking Christ on a cracker, you’re—!” he screeches, then stiffens and seems to pass out. I wait, trying not to freak out. When he comes to a few seconds later, he doesn’t wear the same expression.

“Witchy!” he says in greeting, looks around at his predicament, and, spotting the van and body bag, suddenly scrambles up. But the thick black bag prevents him from moving too fast and he winds up flopping back down.

All this surprises me so much, I let go of the officer, who falls sideways in some hypnotic state. Jumping up, I cringe away from him. “Sebastian?”

Formerly dead Sebastian collects himself a moment and then extradites himself from the body bag in such a way that I wonder if he’s done this in the past. He doesn’t seem to remember his earlier outburst, though he does say in a sleepy voice, “What the hell was all that? Why the hell were you on fire? Christ!”

He was touching me when he did his magic. He must have seen things in my past the same way I did his. An exchange of mental baggage.

Our eyes meet and I search for that look that says he knows about me, or that I frighten or disgust him.

Sebastian, still weak from his little adventure, blinks with his unfocused eyes, then totters to the edge of the meat wagon and collapses into a sitting position. “Help me down, luv. I need a fucking drink or ten.”
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I GET Sebastian into the jeep before anyone notices his corpse is walking around and just drive until I hit the first no-tell motel I come upon—the Seaside Inn, whose name is ironic, considering the state of PA is landlocked. After tucking him into our sixty-dollar-a night room (he looks exhausted and nods off almost immediately) and writing a quick note, I grab my keys and go back out to the jeep.

And drive. Around midnight, I stop at a gas station to fill up. Inside the Wawa, there is a sleepy female clerk sitting behind the counter, yawning and texting at her phone. I pay for my gas, then pick up a vitamin water. Passing the Hostess display, I suddenly decide to stock up. I mean, it seems to work for Nick whenever he’s on the road.

Thus armed with water and calories, I walk back out to the jeep and just sit in it in the dark, stuffing my face with Devil Dogs and watching the other cars pull in and out and try to decide what to do next. There’s no way I can go back home. Confused cops and pissed-off Aztec wait back there (and here be monsters and whatever other shit I’ve brought down upon myself), and I’m not prepared to face any of that.

No, I plan to just sit here all night and eat chocolate and maybe cry for a little while until I clear my head. It’s while I’m bending over in the dark, digging napkins out from under my seat to wipe my leaky nose, that the cards my father gave me fall out of my pocket and into the footwell. I set the Devil Dogs aside and lean down to pick the cards up. Undoing the cloth, I look at the rectangles of sharp metal, wondering if I can somehow use them to help me determine what to do next. Maybe I can scribe my way out of his unholy mess. I’m not really a Tarot person, but I’m willing to try anything once.

I set the cards in a stack on the seat beside me and carefully shuffle them. I manage to cut my fingers twice in the process, so I don’t see that as a good sign. When I finally decide to cut the deck and try a three-card draw, I draw first a Devil card…and then another Devil card…and, finally, a third Devil card.

“What the fuck?”

I try again, but I get the same results. All Devil cards.

And again.

And again.

“Well, fuck! What’s the point of you!” I scream like a lunatic at the cards.

A middle-aged woman in nurse’s scrubs walks past my jeep on her way to her car, giving me an odd look. I roll the window all the way down and scream, “I’m the Devil. I’m the fucking Devil!”

Looking frightened, she starts to jog to her parked car. Not that I blame her.

Sighing, I lean back in my seat, the cards in my lap. What did my father say?

Learn. Or be taught.

“Thanks. That helps a lot, Dad.”

I must nod off for a time because before I realize it, the sun is coming up over the trees at the edge of the parking lot. Sitting up straighter, I feel a terrible kink in my back. I also spy a billboard across the street that I couldn’t read the night before. Even though my eyes are gummy and I feel like I have a sugar hangover, I see it reads:

This October, get in touch with your Witch Self! 

There are pumpkins and black cats on the board, and a woman dressed in black robes, with a big, welcoming smile, pointing directly at me. Under it is a website for the Annual Witches’ Walk through Oldtown—the parade they hold in the older part of Blackwater every October. The Witches’ Walk is the biggest annual celebration in Blackwater. Actually, it’s only one. Tourists come from all over the country to watch self-styled witches (and regular people in costume) walk through the streets to the sound of a big band and point dramatically at the onlookers.

“Get in touch with your witch self,” I say.

Hell, why not?

I start the jeep and put it in drive. Blackwater is only a hundred miles away. I can be there in two hours. After that…who knows?
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I’M WORRIED about stepping into Curiosities again. Seeing Nick…encountering Morgana…the idea sends a cold, icy finger up my spine. Nick and I didn’t exactly part on good terms, but I know I could probably deal with him. Morgana is another story.

She has never liked me. Can’t blame her. She’s this tall, cool, powerful green witch. She’s connected to the elements, to the stars and the Earth and the skies and all the good things in the world like a real-life Glinda. She lives in a state of total peace and has complete control over her powers. She helps people and asks for nothing in return.

Me? I’m a hot mess train wreck witch. I try, I really do. But I know I’ll never be as good as she is. I’ll never be good, period.

Parked in the curb outside the shop, I grab the wheel and take a few deep, rapid breaths. I don’t feel better, but gulping all that oxygen too fast does make me feel dizzy.

“Fuck it.”

Getting out, I walk to the door, grab the old-fashioned latch, and pull. With a tinkle of the bell, I’m in the store. It’s warm and stuffy and crowded with displays. Not the kind of place you take your toddler. I see racks of books and how-to DVDs and shelves of healing crystals, small pots of tinctures, and New Age-style curios and baubles. Not all of it is “magical stuff,” of course. Blackwater is a tourist trap, so there’s a whole section dedicated to souvenirs—Blackwater ball caps and T-shirts and wind chimes and that type of thing. Nick and Morgana make a lot of money off travel junk, but I know the real magic is made in the backroom, and every townie in Blackwater knows it, as well.

The funny thing about Blackwater is that if you ask any of the townies, they’ll act like they hate the reputation this shop gives the town, but nearly all of them come here when they have a problem they can’t solve on their own. While I was with Nick, I saw the full gamut of customers—people with embarrassing rashes, or sexual performance issues, or even more serious issues like cancer or genetic disorders that wouldn’t respond to traditional medicine. I saw old ladies buying tinctures for their rheumatoid arthritis, and I saw young girls buying pennyroyal for homemade abortions. I have to assume Morgana is very good at what she does, because no one ever died, and no one ever came back angry.

I want to be like that. I want to help people.

Maybe it will make up a little for all the shitty things I’ve done.

The shop is empty except for an older woman in a flowered hat looking through some sparkly scarves. Morgana suddenly appears from the back room and says in a cheery tone, “Here you go, Mrs. Bailey.”

Lucky for me, the rack of dreamcatchers is blocking me from her view.

Mrs. Bailey, dressed in a long, lavender dress, glides over to the counter to take a small white bag from Morgana. “Thank you, dear. This means so much.”

Morgana, looking pristine in a long, flouncy white gown that makes her hair glow fiercely yellow and gives her an almost angelic countenance, folds her hands together. She blinks slowly with those large, wise, crystal-blue eyes of hers. “I know Nick usually takes care of you, but he’s away on business, I’m afraid.”

“That’s quite all right, dear! I love to see you, too!”

The two women exchange pleasantries and even hug before Mrs. Bailey makes a dramatic exit out the door.

Morgana remains behind the counter, smiling at Mrs. Bailey. But as soon as she is gone, her smile falls, she puts her hands down, and she says in a much deeper and darker tone of voice, “You can come out now, Vivian.”

I lurch inside and swallow hard. I hate that she has that effect on me. Stepping out from behind the rack, I approach the counter—and the woman I fear almost more than any other—and then just stand there like some church mouse, afraid even to speak.

Her eyes are…not cold, exactly, but certainly remote. Her hands hang loosely at her sides and her posture is relaxed—unconcerned. The thing that bothers me most about Morgana is not that she makes a concentrated effort to hate me, but that I don’t seem to register at all. I’m merely an annoying fly in the ointment of her life, unworthy of such a strong emotion as hate. I know she would prefer it if I did not exist all, but since I do, I must be tolerated like a minor blight on an otherwise perfect field of wildflowers.

Yeah. She makes me feel insignificant.

“He’s not here,” she says, cutting right to the chase. “I’m sorry you made the trip.”

“Away on business,” I say, hating how small my voice sounds. It’s like when I talked to my parents or the teachers at school who hated me. I was the Mean Girl everyone reviled. I was the pariah.

She doesn’t answer me. Instead, she starts polishing the glass countertop with Windex. I’m amused to see that the display is holding Dark Shadows memorabilia this week. I see DVDs of the old series with Jonathan Frid looking particularly fierce on the covers and a few other items that probably give the tourists mini-orgasms, including Barnabus Collin’s infamous wolf cane and signature ring. I don’t know why that amuses me, but it does.

“Are you high?” she suddenly asks me.

My head snaps up. I’m exhausted and punch-drunk, so my mouth runs away with me. “Why?”

Her eyes shift with annoyance. “I don’t want you breaking anything.”

Finally, I’m angry. She can ignore me all she wants, but marginalizing and belittling me really roasts my chestnuts. “Don’t worry, I won’t break your stupid tourist shit,” I spit.

I see her perk up. I think maybe I’ve finally gotten to her, but then I realize she’s staring at my hands. My fingertips are smoldering again and leaving black marks on the glass.

Morgana lifts her head and flares her nostrils. Finally, she looks a little concerned. “Lady Lucifer,” she says, looking back up. She takes a moment to collect herself. “You’ve really come into your power, haven’t you, little witch?”

That surprises me—that she would know that name. I wonder if she sussed it out in her own magical way or just heard something through whatever magical underground grapevine exists in this stupid state. It might be wise to ask, but I don’t want to hold a complex conversation with her.

“That’s right,” I agree. “I’m not the stupid little girl you think I am.”

“I never thought that.”

Her admission unbalances me. In retaliation, I say, “I want to talk to Nick. Not you, Morgana.”

“He’s not he—”

“A business trip. Sure, whatever. But when have you ever trusted him with something like that?”

She sighs. Digging a memo pad out from under the counter, she jots down an address, rips the page off, and hands it to me.

I look at the paper and realize it’s a Lake Ariel address. I’m surprised she gave in so easily. Is she trying to trick me or make a fool of me?

After a second or two, she explains. “Nick’s found himself a coven of Satanists to hang with. Maybe you’ve heard of them? The Children of Endor?”

I remember what Josh told me.

“Their summerhouse is up on Lake Ariel. He’s there now if you need to speak to him that urgently.”

Fair enough. I take the paper.

“But warned, though,” she adds, her face suddenly strained. “He’s not the same man you knew.”

I look down at the paper in my hand, then back up. “What does that mean…?”

But she’s gone, with just the beads in the doorway to the back room lightly swaying.
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I HAVE to drive slowly past the long series of luxury cabins on the outskirts of Lake Ariel. The guy back at the gas station I stopped at said the turnoff comes up fast on you, and he’s not kidding. The gravel road—little more than a goat path, really—comes out of nowhere and cuts right into a steep switchback. I rumble along for another five minutes, passing various Private Property notices before the private road crests a hilltop.

At the top, I spy the Victorian farmhouse for the first time. It’s one of those huge, rambly structures that’s probably 150 years old—but quite obviously renovated with its white vinyl siding, green shutters, and a large array of solar panels on the new-looking metal roof. At least Nick is doing his part for the environment.

I spot a large, unattached garage, a massive indoor greenhouse that takes up an entire wing, and a large, paved pavilion. The house is incredibly secluded, and though it doesn’t have a black iron fence around it or any obvious barriers, I don’t doubt it has some form of high-tech surveillance monitoring everything. And that guess is borne out when I park on the pavilion and I see a young man come around the side of the house. He’s sweaty and looks to have been gardening. He takes one look in my direction, peels off is gardening gloves, and disappears into the house.

I park near the road, get out, and start across the large pavilion. That’s when I see the front door open again. I steel myself for unpleasantness. I figure Nick isn’t going to like me harassing him at his personal hacienda, but the half dozen people who emerge don’t look particularly threatening. They are all young people—college age, I’d guess—and dressed in flimsy clothing like robes, nightgowns, or just trousers, the outlines of their smooth, young, naked bodies clearly visible through the soft white material. They are barefoot and watch me for a long second as I stand there at the foot of the deck stairs, rubbing my sneakered left foot against my right calf.

I shiver a little, recalling what Morgana said about Nick being holed up with a bunch of Satanists. They don’t look particularly threatening, but then, neither did any of the cultists in The Wicker Man until the final reel of the movie.

Steeling myself and taking a deep breath, I start walking toward the Wicker People, watching them carefully for any signs I’m in trouble, but they don’t move at all—not until I’m within a few feet of them. Only then do they react.

The first one in line, a young man, bare-chested and in just white, summery linen slacks, steps forward and holds out both hands as if to welcome me.

“You are she?” he asks, sounding breathless. “Lady Lucifer?”

This again. Now I’m sorry I ever used that name.

“Y-yeah. That’s me. I guess.”

He nods once, slowly, but with great gravity. “Your presence is unexpected…but not unwelcome.” He sinks to his knees and the others follow suit until all the young Wicker People are kneeling in a row in front of me. Some even begin to sing some wordless dirge.

“Welcome home,” says the young man at my feet. “How may we serve the Princess of Perdition?”
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INSIDE THE expansive foyer, the young man in the white trousers—Henry—offers to take my hoodie, but I clasp my arms around myself.

A woman who looks a lot like him steps up to me. “Hello, Princess, I’m Amber.” She smiles brightly with something like stars in her eyes. She is wearing a diaphanous white nightgown that leaves very little to the imagination. I look over at Henry and note that I can pretty much see right through his white cotton trousers. Both are pretty and delicate, with sandy blond hair and large green eyes. Their voluptuous bodies are enhanced rather than hidden by their wardrobe choices. I try not to stare, but I can’t help myself. I keep glancing at Amber’s pert nipples tenting the material of her gown.

Dragging my eyes away, I look around at the rest of the coven. I get the impression that, for these Satanists, at least, clothes are pretty optional.

“Perhaps we should give the princess some breathing room,” Henry says to Amber, sensing my unease. His sister nods and both of them step back but wait as if expecting orders from me.

I find I can breathe easier without them crowding me. They radiate such a strong sense of raw sexuality, it makes me uncomfortable. I mean, I’m hardly a prude, but I’m also not really into the whole “free love” thing, whether it comes from Satanists or just regular people. I need a certain level of trust between my partner and myself before we move to that stage.

“You are welcomed anywhere in the house,” Henry further explains. He indicates the room and everything beyond it. “But we are here, if you need guidance or are looking for something.”

“Yes,” I tell Henry. “I need to talk to Nick.”

Amber’s eyebrows bounce up. “Of course, Princess.” 

I wish they would stop calling me that.

Amber looks at Henry, who nods. They seem to pass some silent communication between themselves. Looking back at me, she says, “We can take you to him if you wish.”

“I wish.”

Henry and Amber escort me through the corridors of the house. It’s spotless and tastefully and simply decorated despite the rather unusual number of young people living here. There are rooms where small classes seem to be going on. Real life Hogwarts, I assume.

Amber motions to a pair of French doors up ahead and whispers, “Nick’s in the atrium. Meditating.”

“Meditating.” My voice is dubious, to say the least. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Nick meditate in my life. Maybe zone out on a Netflix show after too much weed. But meditate? No.

The twins open the French doors and I’m hit with the warm, verdant air that comes gusting out of the attached greenhouse. The greenhouse itself is full of small flowering trees, large, frilly flowers, and countless herbs growing in pots. I don’t doubt most of these have medicinal and ceremonial purposes. They’re probably used in the classes I saw. But I can’t identify them. I’ve never been that kind of witch.

After the twins close the doors behind me, I start picking my way down a path between some tall, potted plants that look suspiciously like Mary Jane. As I push some leaves out of my way, I almost trip over a man lying in one of those old-timey canvas loungers that you have ever only seen in Tom & Jerry cartoons. He’s wearing sunglasses against the glare of the sun pouring through the greenhouse and holding a phone up in front of his face. Because he’s lying so low and has the phone up to block the glare on the screen, I can see he’s talking to a pretty girl on Facebook, sending her heart emotes in a PM.

“Nick?” I say because I know it’s him.

Nick Englebrecht almost jumps out of his skin at the sound of my voice. He drops the phone accidentally, then scrambles to catch it before it smashes on the floor. Sitting up quickly, he pushes the sunglasses to the top of his head and looks at me. Maybe it’s because I’ve surprised him, but he doesn’t look like himself for a second. His eyes look deeper and a little bit darker than usual, and his mouth is set in a grim line that reminds me too much of our father. There is something…harder about him. Which seems an oxymoron, because Nick has always been all hard lines and sharp edges: Too tall, too thin, too coarse, too mouthy…far too dangerous for my own good. Now, all that seems more amplified.

But seconds later, after he sees it’s me, his mouth softens and his eyes clear and he just looks like Nick. Scruffy, blond Nick who hasn’t shaved in maybe two days and needs his wardrobe updated, because in the white tank top, slightly baggy jeans, and open brown flannel shirt, he looks like some throwaway grunge artist from the 1990s. One thing is different, though. Nick used to wear his hair in a scruffy, spiky shag, but now it’s long enough for him to tie it up in a messy man-bun.

“Viv,” he says, sitting up fully. His voice is guarded as he slips his phone into his back pocket. He can’t seem to pull his eyes away from me. “Sorry, I was…”

“Meditating?” I arch an eyebrow at him.

He smiles sheepishly. Wickedly.

God, that smile. It still makes me weak in the knees, and I hate him for that. I hate that no matter what he does, or how much he fucks things up, you want to forgive him. You want to believe in him. If he weren’t such a slacker, he would have already created a death cult or become a politician and started a full-scale war or something.

“Meditating…yeah. The kids are great.” He cocks his head toward the glass doors. “But they can be a little…overbearing at times. So I come out here to get away.” Suddenly jumping up, he changes the subject. “What are you doing here? Not that I mind, because I don’t…”

Standing there, surrounded by all that sunshine, I find it very hard to believe he’s the son of the Devil. That he is, in fact, the reigning Devil on Earth. The scourge of church institutions and good and decent people everywhere. He doesn’t look very…devilish, at the moment. But, then, he never really has.

“I came to talk to you.” Suddenly, I feel shy and wrap my arms around myself despite the oppressive heat of the greenhouse. “It’s important. And not something I can discuss over a phone.”

He nods. “Okay.”

I notice he’s keeping some distance between us. No surprise there. I’ve warned him away from me enough times. And he, unlike most people, really knows what I can do when I get upset.

I hate this. That he fears me. That I hate him as much as I love him. What we have is so fucked up!

Gathering myself, I dig the cards out of my hoodie pocket and unwrap them so he can see. “Our father gave these to me to protect me.” I look up. “I’m in a lot of trouble, Nick. In way over my head, in fact.”

I see the concern on his face as he first looks at the cards, then up at me. It squeezes my heart a little.

“But that’s not why I’m here,” I quickly add. “These are supposed to help. Except I don’t know how to use them. Hell, they don’t seem to work for me at all!”

My eyes fill with burning tears and the shame of my incompetence, but I dash them away. I don’t expect Nick to take much pity on me. In our last encounter, we screwed each other’s brains out, and then he left angry. We’d vowed to never cross paths again. We’d both been so damned angry at each other.

The lust, followed by the anger. A cycle that never seems to end…

I stare down at my feet, awaiting his judgment.

When I feel him approach, I stiffen up. But he doesn’t strike me down or throw me out, even though I probably deserve it. Instead, he puts a long arm around me, and soon enough, I find myself collapsing against his chest, smelling the light, airy scent that’s just him, and I feel his warmth, and I try not to cry like a fool and fail horribly.

“Oh, Viv,” he says and kisses the top of my head. “We’ll figure it out.”
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WHEN WE go back inside the house, I see Nick’s little coven is racing around with dishes and silverware. “I really don’t want to put you guys out…”

“It’s no problem. We’re happy you’re here,” Amber says, breaking away from the others. Her voice is giddy with excitement. She is carrying a lighted candle that makes her eyes, bright and adoring, look like they are full of stars.

This is weird. I’ve never had a “fan” before, but I guess it feels like this.

“Nick, the caterer is coming by in ten minutes with dinner,” she tells my brother before turning to me. In a conspiratorial whisper, she adds, “It’s just Domino’s, but we like to call it that.”

I try not to laugh at that. “Seriously. You shouldn’t have gone to such trouble.”

“It’s extremely rare to have you both here at the same time. We want to celebrate it tonight with a spontaneous esbat. I mean…” Amber’s eyes dart back over to Nick. “If that’s okay with you, Nick.”

The deference she is showing him is astonishing. I realize these guys are deadly serious about their order.

“Sure,” Nick says with a shrug. He looks at me. “I’m always up for a party.”

Amber shakes her head good-naturedly before going off to finish lighting the candles.

We eat pizza and hot wings on the large attached deck. That, at least, feels normal, though the coven watches me intently, hanging on every word I say, even though they’re mostly just single-syllable responses to Nick’s questions about what I’ve been up to lately. I don’t reveal too much. Mostly because I don’t want the young people here being caught in the wake of…whatever fucked up situation I’m presently in the middle of. They seem nice for Satanists—and Amber and Henry seem particularly friendly. I have the feeling they would do almost anything to help me.

While the coven happily cleans up the dirty dishes, I follow Nick down a flight of stairs to the basement, which has been converted into a cozy, English-style study. The room is expansive and paneled, and the walls have bookcases full of arcane texts. One whole wall is dedicated to athames, wands, and other popular tools of the craft. More ideograms are carved into the floor—for ceremonial purposes, I assume. But it doesn’t feel scary down here. There is soft lamplight and brown leather sofas set up for relaxation. We stop at a large desk covered in books, many of them lying open.

Nick picks one up and shows me. It’s an old text on conjuring—not the kind of book I expect Nick to have much interest in. He’s always played fast and loose with the craft, and I know he wings his spells most of the time. Sometimes that works. Other times—not.

“I’ve been studying my ass off,” he explains, and I can tell he’s immensely proud of himself. “Conjuring, casting, necromancy…even demonology, believe it or not. It’s interesting stuff.” Nick has never been what you would call “studious.” He’s not stupid, don’t get me wrong, but he’s never had much interest in the craft until recently.

“This is interesting,” I agree.

“The Children of Endor have one of the most extensive collections of esoteric texts on the craft in the world.” He indicates a stack of books. “And these are just the hardcopy editions. They have a whole freakin’ Guttenberg-style database of lost or nearly-lost texts online.”

I page through one of Nick’s books, surprised by some of the glyphs and spells I see. This ain’t amateur hour, that’s for sure.

“As you can see, I’m trying to better control my craft…” He stops as if he’s said too much.

I look up. “Did something happen? Something bad?”

He opens his mouth, closes it. “Things…have been challenging lately. There was this creature, and it was being controlled by this dude, and he’s a really bad dude…” He stops. I wait for him to elaborate on this really bad dude of his. Instead, he starts cleaning up his mess, muttering, “I know what all this looks like to the outside world, but the coven is serious business, Viv. I promise it’s not all partying up here in the House on Haunted Hill.”

I stand there, watching him stack the closed books neatly and carefully the way you do when something means a lot to you. He looks tired. Troubled.

Old.

I’ve never known Nick to look old before, and Morgana’s warning comes back to me.

He’s changed, she said. Suddenly, I believe it.

Reaching out, I lay my hand on his arm.

He stiffens in response but then looks up. He’s pressed against the big oaken desk. Nowhere to go. So when I run both hands over his tense shoulders—I can’t help but touch him; he’s like a drug I can’t live without—he slowly relaxes and his posture changes. Opens to me. I step closer and lower my hands and run them down the front of his body, over the soft white undershirt. His muscles are hard, his nipples peaked. His entire rangy body seems to melt a little at my touch until his head is canted downward and his breath is touching my face. His eyes are closed, his lips parted.

I turn my head to kiss those lips. They aren’t at all soft or full or giving, like in the romance novels. His mouth is hard, his teeth inhumanely sharp. It’s like kissing a predator, but I feel my entire body melt against his as I seek more. As we increase the pressure of the kiss. His hand cups the side of my face, holding it with heart-tripping strength. He has big hands; they encompass the entire side of my face, and suddenly he’s growling like an animal coming awake from hibernation.

Grabbing me, he stands up and turns, unceremoniously dumping me on the edge of the desk and shoving my legs open so he can fit himself in between. He bends to kiss me again, but he’s fierce now. Hungry. His teeth snap at my lips and his hands dig into my sides. I wriggle in his embrace, wanting him close…closer. Inside me.

As we moan and bite our way into each other’s mouths, a thought comes to me: This isn’t the relationship I want.

The thought is unexpected, and I wonder if he’s had the same one—or if it’s even possible it’s coming from him. Because he stops kissing me and just stares down at me a long, hard moment.

“It’s not,” I tell him breathlessly.

His thought or mine, I don’t know. But he says, “Yeah. I know.”

I swallow hard against the lump in my throat. The lump that is so much want. “We have to stop doing this, Nick. All this wanting, followed by all this hating of each other—and ourselves. I don’t want to live like this anymore.”

“Yeah,” he agrees.

“We…” I gasp for breath. “We need to try something different. Something new.”

“Yeah. We do.”

It’s the hardest thing I have ever done. Turning him down. But we manage it. He lets go of me and puts distance between us—not a lot. I don’t want to lose him. I want my brother! So I put my hands on his shoulders to stop him moving too far away, then slide them behind his neck and pull him to me once more—but only for a long, tight, and utterly asexual hug.

“I’m sorry. So fucking sorry, Nick…” I cry on his shoulder.

He doesn’t answer, but that’s because he’s crying, too.
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AFTER WE pull ourselves together, we spend time looking through about two dozen rare texts on divination that the Children of Endor own, hoping they will give us something to work with, or some mention of the Devil’s Tarot. I’d never even heard of it, and neither has Nick, even though he should technically own them as part of his infernal arsenal.

“Maybe they’re not some ancient, magical artifact,” I suggest as my confidence in Nick’s books—many so old I’m afraid to handle them—starts to flag. I set one down gently on the desk.

Nick turns away from the bookcase, a question on his face.

I sit down on the edge of the desk. “I mean, maybe they’re just cards that John owns. Cards he bought somewhere or had made. Like…just something he wanted.”

“John?” Nick says, his brow furrowing even more.

“John Englebrecht,” I elaborate. “Our dad?”

Nick’s lips part slightly in an “ahh” gesture.

“You didn’t know that was his name? The name he used when he lived on Earth?”

Nick looks stunned. “No. He never told me…” For a moment he seems to be at war with his own bitterness. Our dad has never gone easy on him. “Seems so…mundane. He never gave me cards, either. Never gave me anything, in fact.”

I press my lips together. “Well, they’re technically yours. You’re his heir—”

He shakes his head vehemently. “He gave them to you. They’re yours, Vivian.”

He picks the cards up off the desk’s blotter. “And maybe you’re right. We could be overthinking this. They might not be an artifact like the Morning Star. They could just be his cards.”

Nick shuffles them, cutting a finger on them as I had. Frowning, he stops doing that and turns a card over. Like me, he gets the Devil card. Then again. And again.

“They do that,” I explain. “That’s all they do.”

Ignoring the books, he clears a spot on the desk and retrieves a second chair from the corner of the room. We spend the next hour sitting on opposite sides of the desk, turning cards over, but they just keep doing that thing where they show the same card over and over again no matter what pattern we use.

“Try thinking of someone you know,” he suggests.

I do. I think of Sebastian as we lay out a three-card draw.

All the cards come out Death.

Then Nick does it. I know he’s thinking about Morgana because all the cards turn up the High Priestess.

Nick finally stops. “Maybe this is all they do.”

“Point out the obvious? How exactly does that protect me?” I ask, recalling our father’s words.

He glances up, his eyes shifting to me in concern

I shrug to cover my awkwardness and give him a condensed version of what’s been going on. “I mean…the people after me,” I concluded, meaning Tupoc and the Toltecs, “…they aren’t going to just sit there patiently while I do a reading for them to find out who they really are and get spiritually awakened. How does any of this help me?”

I wait for him to explode with concern, but he surprises me. “Yeah,” he responds instead, tapping his temple. He suddenly looks very wise. Were he wearing glasses, he would resemble our father. “We’re missing something here.”

He picks the stack of cards up and drops them. They suddenly shift across the table toward me.

“Interesting,” he says. He picks them up again and moves them closer to himself.

They shift across the blotter toward me again, this time making a fan of all Devils.

“Wow,” I say. “That’s new.” I reach for the fan of cards and they shift back into a neat stack. I lower my hand. “Okay. I don’t know what that means.”

“Move them again,” Nick says.

“I don’t know how!”

“Make a fan,” he commands. “Imagine it.”

I do.

It takes a second like there’s a glitch, but the cards do shift again, fanning out.

Nick nods. “It’s a start.”

There’s a knock on the study door. It’s Henry.

“We’re ready to begin the esbat, Nick,” he whispers.
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UPSTAIRS, I find the Children of Endor have cleared the common room of all furniture and rolled the throw carpet back to reveal a complex ideogram etched into the wooden floor. Though more complex than the ward on the wall of Confessions, it’s essentially the same symbol—a series of lesser wards surrounding the big kahuna, an elaborately carved symbol of the House of Lucifer. Perhaps a hundred black candles fill the room with somber light. Black. The color of spellcraft and conjuring.

The Children of Endor have gathered, but this time they are all completely—and unashamedly—naked. They pad barefoot across the floor, joining hands as they form a circle around the candles.

Amber and Henry stand to one side like sentinels.

Nick treats all this as if it’s perfectly natural. “I’ll change and be right down,” he tells the twins with an amiable smile and then turns to me. “Would you like to change, as well, Viv?”

I don’t know what to say. I have no idea what he means by that. Change into something or change out of everything?

Sensing my hesitation, he takes my hand and leads me up a flight of stairs to his bedroom, which I quickly learn is remarkably mundane. No black bed sheets or goat-headed pentacles on the walls or anything. It’s very homey and comfortable in a post-Victorian type of way.

“Do I have to be naked?” I ask at last. If it was just him, I’d probably be okay with that. But I’m not big on group nudity.

“You can be if you want,” he explains, “but it’s not a requirement.”

There is a huge walk-in closet against one wall that he throws open. I notice it’s full of expensive-looking suits.

“You have changed,” I mutter.

He glances over a shoulder. “What’s that?”

“Nothing.”

I watch him change into a black silk suit for the esbat. He eschews a shirt and simply shrugs the matching jacket over his bare chest so that when he turns to glance at me, freeing his hair from the man-bun, I’m virtually speechless at the change in him. In the black suit and long blond hair, he looks incredible—like some dark, malevolent elf prince from a fairy story not destined to end well for anyone involved. I don’t know why I ever doubted he could do the job of reigning Lucifer.

“What happened to your hair?” I ask because it’s been bothering me all along.

“Oh.” He brushes the silky, shoulder-length hair out of his eyes. It glitters like a pale gold curtain over one eye, Veronica Lake-style. “Did a big spell. Got blowback.”

“You got long hair out of it?” I gape, nearly laughing.

“Continuously growing long hair,” he corrects me with a biting smile that suggests he doesn’t enjoy the extra grooming, which is just like Nick. “I cut it. It grows back overnight. I just get tired of cutting it every single morning.” He shrugs self-consciously.

I’ve lost count of the ways Nick’s life has gone sideways. I’m about to ask him the specifics of his longhair blowback when he pulls a long black dress from the closet. It’s a bit glittery and he seems to realize this. He drops it on his bed and reaches in again, this time pulling a slim red trapeze dress from the depths. It’s not flashy. Simple, short, but with very long bell sleeves and a sweetheart neckline. The moment I lay my eyes on it, I love it. It’s so incredibly kitschy in a 1970’s sex kitten kind of way.

“You like?” he asks.

“I like.” I’m already half out of my clothes right there in front of him so I can put it on.

Minutes later, we are descending the stairs to the common room. Nick has graciously offered me his arm as if he is escorting me to the prom, and as we make it to the bottom of the staircase, I really do feel like a princess. The coven lifts their heads collectively, following us as we approach. Their eyes sparkle like cats, and, as we step into the circle through the narrow opening left for us, they begin to sing that wordless dirge to celebrate the impromptu esbat. The sound of their voices makes the little hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

Nick looks at me and offers me his hand. I take it. I can feel the charge between us.

The song ends and the twins call the four corners of the circle before going to their knees before us and obediently bowing their heads. Soon, their singing changes, becoming a chant in a language I don’t recognize.

Their voices are beautiful, almost surreal, and the soft sound of the ancient language seems to charge the air around us. I can smell the magic gathering within the circle. It smells like electricity and rain. Hell, I can almost see it as it intensifies, lifting our hair up off our shoulders with its sheer force. Nick looks like he’s glowing.

“Feel it?” Nick asks me, our hands still linked.

“Yes.” It takes me a moment to realize our lips haven’t moved. We are speaking to each other entirely with our minds.

I look down at the twins, suddenly, incredibly, curious. Who are they?

He tells me.

I gape. I can’t believe their parents are such huge celebrities.

Before I can ask anything else, the energy in the room seems to redouble. It feels like a thousand hands are caressing me, but not in some sexual way. Rather, it’s a warm, comforting feeling. As the coven’s singing increases, I feel better. I feel good. I stand there, amidst our worshipers, bathing in what feels like angelic song. It feels like love. And it’s wrapped around me, keeping me safe from all harm.

“It’s the well,” Nick explains aloud. “The well of power.”

“I don’t understand.”

He lays a hand flat to his chest. “We have limited power. Or that’s what I’ve learned from the library downstairs. Those of the Lucifer line, like all Old Ones, are natural channelers. We can absorb the power of others through the act of worship. With a coven of dedicated followers acting as our well of power, we can be virtually invincible.”

All this is new to me, but I can feel it’s true. I feel that in my bones.

I look around at all the bowed heads surrounding us. There is power there, but I can also feel it in him. In Nick. Like a battery, he’s absorbed a great deal of his worshipers’ power. I turn to him and say, “Will you hold me?”

He slides his arms around me, holding me against his suit. The warmth and power and love increases. The feeling of family hits me as it never has before and nearly buckles my knees. I’ve never felt so loved. It’s an incredibly addictive feeling.

“This can last,” he tells me, his voice brushing softly against my ear as his arms tighten around me. His voice is strangely sleepy. I know he’s feeling what I feel—this incredible rush of goodness and love.

“How?” I need to know!

“Ceremony helps. But so does having brides.”

At that moment, Amber and Henry look up and smile serenely before getting to their feet. As they join us in our little huddle, I feel their power, their worship, their love, surrounding us. It increases the good feeling swirling around us. I don’t even need to ask him what a “bride” is. I know innately what that is. And I know I’ve never wanted anything so much in my life.

Nick lets go and steps back so the twins can embrace me freely. I turn to him because I don’t want to lose him. But he hasn’t gone far. Someone has placed a chair in the space where we first entered the circle. He sits down in it as if it’s a throne. He looks elegant and vaguely threatening. He’s brought the Devil’s Tarot with him and he sets the cads on the floor at this feet. Then he raises both hands and clenches them into fists, one over the other. The Morning Star burns into view in his hands, and, seconds after that, his wings shush open like long shadows behind him.

It throws me a moment. He’s so beautiful.

Then the twins are back, embracing me front and back. I love the soft, warm feel of their satiny skin. They’re like big kittens as they stroke my face and over my body, murmuring soft words of love and devotion in my ear. I find myself touching them, delighting in the way they purr against me.

Henry scoots down and slides his warm hand up the inside of my thigh under the dress. Amber is whispering little endearments in my ear and trailing her lips over my cheek and down the slope of my throat. She stops as she reaches my cleavage and lifts her head, looking at me with such devotion I feel devastated by it.

I don’t want her to stop. I raise my hand and cradle her face, drawing her close. She kisses me—sweetly, gently. She tastes so good I plunge my tongue into her mouth. I’ve never really been into girls. No, seriously. But I like Amber. I like the way she feels under my fingers. She feels like home.

Henry is feeling left out. He has curled his toned young body around me, his hand still under my hem as he works his way to the juncture of my thigh. The moment he touches me…there…I stiffen and let out a gasp.

“Let us love you, Princess,” Amber entreats me, and I can’t help myself. I love them both so much as they sigh and slither over me, working in tangent like a primitive tribal dance of desire. Amber kisses my mouth, then my throat, and then moves downward, finally sucking a hard nipple into her mouth right through the thin material of the dress Nick has loaned me. Meanwhile, Henry has dropped to his knees and pushed the fabric up my legs so he can kiss the juncture of my thighs.

He glances up at me briefly, begging for access. I scissor my legs apart for him, and he, clutching my hips, kisses me right there just as he might my mouth. His tongue sweeps over my sweet center and I close my eyes and arch my back as he enters me a little ways. Were it not for Amber’s support, I might fall to the floor.

Soon enough, the twins start working me from two different ends. Licking, kissing, sucking—until I can feel the pressure of my orgasm building. The coven’s song increases. The pressure increases with it. The twins suck harder, pushing me toward release. My heart ramps up and my hands clench and unclench at my sides as my body jerks and dances for them. Seconds later, my body explodes in an all-over shudder, and I hear the coven’s song fall silent.

Opening my eyes, I see the Devil’s Tarot hanging over the three of us in a circular pattern. The shining metal cards are levitating just beneath the ceiling and moving slowly in a whirling, fan-like motion. I turn my head side to side, admiring them. It’s absolutely surreal. Everyone in the room is now watching them, including Nick, who looks impressed with my trick.

I can feel the strangely magnetic pull between myself and the cards. It’s as if we’re connected in some arcane way. Raising a hand up in front of my face, I spread my fingers wide. That causes the cards to drift apart a few inches. I move my hand to the left, and the cards drift that way. Then I move my hand in the opposite direction and they follow. Swirling my fingers causes them to move faster…then faster still.

I’ve been using the cards the wrong way all along. I don’t think they’re supposed to predict anything.

I feel a flush of power burning through me. The coven, this place, the cards…it’s amazingly potent energy. I want to test a theory, so I shift my hand suddenly to the right.

The cards fly in that direction, spinning like a deadly metal dervish. They slice right through a metal standing lamp as it’s made of papier-mache, then hit a painted portrait of Anton LeVay on the wall. The cards cut easily through the portrait and into the wall beyond. They don’t stop until they hit the studs. And when I make a come-hither gesture, they tear a huge chunk out of the wall and knock the portrait to the floor as they return to a neat stack on the floor at my feet.
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EVEN THOUGH Nick wants me to stay the weekend, I decide to drive back to Philly as soon as possible. I need to check on Sebastian. And even though I’ve loved spending time with Nick and his coven, I’m nervous about leaving my friends alone too long with all the dark stuff coalescing around me.

Nick senses something is wrong as he walks me to back to my jeep.

“What you said before…about being in over your head…”

I cut him off as we reach the jeep. “I know. You want to help.”

“So let me.”

I look at his dear, sweet face. His concern for me is etched across it. He’s saved me before, but where does that end? He’s been my guardian devil for so long. But I want to stand up on my own now. I don’t want to keep running to Nick Englebrecht for protection. That’s not the witch—the woman—I want to be.

“I can’t,” I finally confess. “I have to do this on my own. Understand?”

It takes him a moment to cave. “I think so. But there’s no shame in asking for help. And I care about you, Viv…”

I put a hand on his arm. To my surprise, he looks near tears. I think he can sense some of the things to come—some of the things I have seen. Our Vulcan mind-meld is probably responsible for that. But that’s not all of it. I’ll never be free of him, you see. We’re bound together in our darkness in a way few people are.

To lighten the mood, I take the cards out of my hoodie pocket. “I have these, remember? They’re pretty badass.”

He nods, but I can see the deep concern brewing in his storm-grey eyes. “I can send a few members of the coven back with you—at least until you gather some brides of your own and expand your well of power. I know Amber and Henry will go.”

“Thanks, Nick,” I tell him truthfully, but I think I have that covered.” I think of Mac. I’m surprised to find I miss him so much. “I’ve already begun that process.”

He tilts his head slightly. “Is he cute? Can I meet him?”

“No!” I laugh, terrified he’ll steal him away from me.

We spend the next ten minutes talking and giggling about Mac. I’m buoyed to see how much my relationship with the detective pleases Nick. I’m even happier to be able to laugh over a love interest with my half-brother. Somehow, we have carved the jealousy and pettiness out of our relationship. We’ve completely rewritten it.

Before I go, he hugs me. “If you need me, you need only call me. Or even call on me.”

“I know,” I tell him. “I’ll summon you up if I need you.”

That gets another round of laughter out of us.

I get into the jeep and Nick scoots down to put his hand inside the window.

I take it. “I’ve enjoyed my time with your coven. And with you. I like this thing we have.”

“Me, too,” he says with a crooked grin. “We put the fun in dysfunction.”

I laugh as I drive away.
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I GET back to the Seaside Motel all foggy-eyed and grumpy from lack of sleep. I step into our room, hoping to find Sebastian passed out in bed—or even the bathtub in the bathroom; I’ve found him in there a time or two—but the room is empty and his bed looks like a war zone.

Sighing, I pull my phone out and ping his cell. Both of us got the app in case one of us was ever stuck on the side of the road—a bad winter storm or an accident. Pennsylvania roads are hell on Earth, especially in the winter. Well, that’s what I told Sebastian, anyway. But this is the real reason. The man needs a fucking animal tracker.

After I get an address, I check us out and go back out to the jeep. Along the way, I get a bottle of water and a Snickers bar from a vending machine before I pass out where I’m standing. I’m running on virtually no sleep and no food. A big part of my brain is telling me to sit down on a curb and cry it out, but I don’t have time for that shit. Instead, I drive to the dive bar in downtown Philly. It’s a smoky little Irish pub with peeling yellow wallpaper, an ancient jukebox, and a broken Budweiser lamp over the single pool table in the back.

The barkeep—a large man with tattoos down both arms and those earlobe-stretching rings that always give me the heebie-jeebies, looks up from wiping down the bar. He takes one look at my face and easily reads my expression. “You here for Willard?”

“Willard?”

He raises his hand to Sebastian height. “A hundred pounds dripping wet? Thinks he’s a goddamn rat?”

I open my mouth, but I don’t know what to say to that. “That…sounds like Sebastian,” I say as I follow him into the back room. There are shelves full of boxes of booze, as well as huge kegs stacked in one corner. Sebastian is curled up in the corner, his head twisted into what looks like a pretty uncomfortable position. Bruises dot his face and he smells like cheap, bottom-shelf gin and vomit.

“Kept telling folks he was a rat and was crawling along the floor. Then he started a fight, so someone dropped his stupid ass.”

I put my hands on my face and say through my fingers, “You didn’t throw him out?”

The barkeep turns his head and looks at me, appalled. “I’m not a monster. I’ve got kids, lady.”

“Sorry.”

“He yours?”

“Yeah.”

“Get ’im the hell outta here. He’s stinking up my joint.”

That turns out to be harder than I expect. Sebastian might “weight a hundred pound dripping wet,” but that’s still a lot of dead weight for a gal like me to haul up. Plus, I keep sliding around in Sebastian’s vomit. Oh, yuck!

The barkeep finally takes pity on me, grabs my partner like he’s a damned rag doll, and throws him over one burly shoulder. We take him out to the jeep and the barkeep dumps him into the backseat. Sebastian moans but doesn’t stir.

I get into the driver’s seat and pull the collar of my hoodie up over my nose to cut the stink filling my car.

“For god’s sake, lady. Get ’im some help,” the barkeep says before returning inside. Before he slams the door closed, he adds, “He’s going to get himself killed one of these days.”
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AFTER DUMPING Sebastian into bed—by now, he’s at least stumbling even if he can’t walk a straight line, which helps in getting him up the stairs—and kicking a wastepaper basket close to his inflatable bed (just in case), I trudge back downstairs to start cleaning up the shop. I’m wasted from driving and punch drunk from lack of sleep or real food. I go to the prep room to put the little coffee machine on and get the cleaning supplies assembled since it looks like this is all on me—not that I’m better. Much.

I go out into the ruins of our shop, take one look around at all the debris, sink to the floor, and cry my eyes out for about five minutes. I’m still sobbing like a baby when I see a tall shadow approach the shop. The glass in the door is gone, but someone—Sheri, maybe—has thoughtfully pounded up a piece of cardboard. I can’t see who it is.

My hackles go up. Naturally, I wonder if it’s the Toltecs coming back for round two, I’ve had about enough of those bastards. I reach into my pocket and pull the Devil’s Tarot loose, spreading the cards in my hand. They feel warm and seem to vibrate with anticipation.

“Go away!” I shout at the shadow behind the door.

And so it does. Suddenly—like smoke.

I’m about to sigh with relief when a tall figure manifests in the shop by the broken glass display shelves. I throw the cards at it impulsively. And, let me tell you, they cut through the air as if they’re a circular saw. A second later—a second too late—I register that it’s my dad standing there. I see the cards go right for his throat, and I immediately think, Oh shit…!

He raises his hand and the cards stop on a dime, inches from his larynx. With a flourish, he snatches them easily out of the air.

“Da—” I remember what he told me. I don’t use that name. “John.”

He doesn’t look upset. “You’ve mastered them, I see,” he says, a smile in his voice.

I swallow hard and quickly rub at my hot, tearful face before climbing to my feet. “Uh…sorry…I thought…”

He waves it away. No harm, no foul. “It’s excellent form.” He crunches over the broken glass to hand me back the cards. He doesn’t seem at all upset, and I start to question all my earlier assumptions about him.

He even smirks as he turns to glance over the mess. “You made someone very angry.”

“I’m good at that.”

“As am I.” With a nod, he turns to look back at me. His face, as always, is expressionless, but I can see something new in his eyes. I wonder if he can tell I’ve been crying. I half-expect some sage but ultimately useless wisdom to come out of his mouth. Instead, he says, “Have a broom? I’ll help you clean up.”

My mouth drops open and I have to close it. “O…kay.”

I hurry back to the prep room, gather my cleaning supplies, and step back into the shop.

To my surprise, he hasn’t run off. I hand him the broom and dustpan and we spend the next two hours cleaning the floor. I have to drag a large trashcan into the shop for all the broken glass. It’s heavy by the time we’re done, but John carries it out to the dumpster and turns it over with no trouble at all. We then proceed to swab and disinfect the whole room. That takes another hour and a half.

We’re both exhausted by the end of it. We haven’t spoken much. Once, I asked him why he stopped by and he said he was hoping for that daddy/daughter date he talked about. I laughed.

“Not much of a ‘date,’” I say as we finish up. We’ve cleared the debris. And I’ve dumped all the candy in the shop since I have no idea if any of it is safe.

“This was interesting,” John says as he sprays Windex on the display window and wipes it away. The Toltecs broke the door, but they thankfully overlooked the display window—which would have cost a lot more to replace.

“Not what you saw yourself doing today,” I say as I stand there, staring at the jagged remains of the glass display shelves. They were custom-made. I don’t know how I will replace them without going bankrupt. Maybe after we’re through here, I’ll get drunk like Sebastian and pass out in some dive somewhere.

John comes up behind me. “I know a guy who can take care of that and the other damages. I’ll send him over tomorrow if that works for you.”

Although his offer is kind, I turn around and eye him suspiciously. “I can’t pay for it.”

“Did I ask you for money?” He makes a face. “Humans and money. I don’t understand the appeal, myself.”

“Why are you being so nice to me?”

He frowns as if my question is ridiculous. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

I gesture wildly. “I don’t know…because you told me you don’t love me!”

His raises his eyebrows at my statement. “But I never said I didn’t like you, darling.” He smiles at me gregariously. “I’m starved. Do you want to blow this pop stand and get some food?”

So, that’s how I wind up going with the Devil in his convertible to this uptown sushi bar where they make the food right in front of you. It’s while I’m seated at the counter, struggling to use my chopsticks, that he says, “Have you decided on how you will kill Tupoc?”

A sushi roll slips through my chopsticks and winds up on the bar top. I ignore it. “No. I mean, how am I supposed to do that?”

“I suggest payback.” He pauses and picks up a sushi roll with expert precision before popping it into his mouth. “You strike first. When dealing with a brujo verde, it’s important to exert your dominance. It’s the only way your enemy will respect you.”

“You’re suggesting I start a turf war with a Mexican drug cartel?” I glance around the sushi shop to make certain no one is listening in on this madness, but everyone is preoccupied with the sizzling hibachi grill where their food is being prepared. “I’m not sure I can handle that.”

“You can if your well is deep enough.”

The magic well stuff again. “Yeah, well, mine’s kind of shallow at the moment,” I admit with a nervous laugh. “More of a child’s wading pool.”

“It’s deeper than you think,” John says, expertly popping another sushi roll into his mouth. “It’s there. You just have to fill it with the energy of your brides.”

I laugh because he’s instructing me with his mouth full, and I never expect that from someone of his ilk. “Is this how real witchery works?”

“No. This is how we work,” he explains.

I think our “daddy/daughter date” is over. But, after we finish dinner, we head downtown to an old used bookstore. The proprietor, an older gent with a beard and ward tattoos peeking out of his open shirt, waves to us as we enter.

The shop is tiny and filled with a maze of shelves. It smells like old books and magic. It’s instantly homey to me and reminds me of the old public library I used to hide out in back in Whitehall, where I grew up. I never liked playing with other kids, so I usually hid behind the shelves and read science fiction novels about other worlds.

John escorts me past a curtain and into the back.

The proprietor follows. “What can I get you today, my lord?” he asks.

John glances around at the unsorted books in boxes and in towers. “I would like a few beginner books for my young friend here.” He rattles off a number of titles, but I’m not really paying attention because I’ve spotted something interesting in an open box sitting on the desk in one corner of the room. I step over to it and eye the twin towers of comic books inside, slipping the first one off the top.

My heart lurches when I see it’s an old Supergirl comic from sometime late in the 1980s. I figured my mom must have read them when she was a teenager. I’d forgotten all about them, but the sight brings back a plethora of pleasant memories. One of the few I have of my adoptive parents.

John moves up alongside me. He indicates the box as he turns toward his proprietor friend. “I want this box, as well.”

“No. This is too much. I can never pay you back for any of this,” I tell him as I set the comic back inside the box. I don’t want to be in his debt. I mean, there is a whole subgenre of stories about people who accept favors from the Devil. It never ends well for them.

John makes a flourish with his hand. “They’re comic books, darling. I’m not giving you gold.”

I watch helplessly as he has his friend load some books on magic and the box of comics into the backseat of his convertible. There is no monetary transaction, but the man who owns the shop doesn’t seem to care. He just looks happy to see my father.

“I really can’t,” I tell John as I get back into the passenger seat.

“Nonsense. It’s a small thing,” he says while we head back to the shop.

He walks me upstairs. By that time, Sebastian is up and hanging his head on the sofa while an old movie plays on the TV. But he’s not listening to what Humphrey Bogart has to say. He has burrito-wrapped himself in a blanket and looks like he would rather be dead than hungover.

“Right then,” John says after he sets the box of comics down near my bed. “I should be on my way.”

Sebastian looks over but doesn’t say anything about me hanging out with the tall, blond guy. He simply draws his legs up on the sofa and moans through his hangover.

I walk John back down to his car, parked in the alley behind the shop.

“There is no way I can pay you back for all this,” I tell him. “The repairs…the books…none of it. I’m broke. Totally broke.” I try hard not to cry in front of him. I know he doesn’t like to see tears.

“You’ll have new customers soon,” he assures me with total confidence.

Before he jumps back into his car, he hovers there a long moment, and I have this gut feeling he wants something from me. I think about hugging him, but then decide against it and shake his hand instead. He’s sweet, but we’re not that kind of family.
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AS PISSED off as I am, there’s no point in taking Sebastian to task. A tiger isn’t going to change its stripes. And an alcoholic isn’t going to wake up one day and turn over a new leaf unless he wants to.

I finally crash out for a while, waking groggy and disoriented sometime later. I think I’ve only been down a few hours, but when I look at my phone, I see I’ve slept round the clock. I think about going downstairs to start a new batch of hard candy, but then realize it’s futile since I don’t have a store to sell it in. I’m stuck waiting to see if my dad comes through with the guy he knows.

In the end, I wind up lying in bed, paging through the comic books my dad bought for me, following Linda Danvers’s struggle to create a separate identity for herself.

It’s probably near midnight when I start getting the idea. It starts as a brief flash of inspiration in the deepest whorl of my brain. I laugh over it. But as I move through the comic book issues, it starts to take hold, branching out in my head until it’s filled it like a tanglewoods—albeit one with perhaps more than a few thorns.

I get up and pick through my clothes. I still don’t have a closet, just a big Tupperware tote on the floor with all my clothes heaped into it—someone of it unwashed. I find the leather jacket I wore when I went to see the Toltecs, but nothing else I own comes even close to what I need.

By morning, I’m still feeling tired, but I’m also hyped for my idea, so I jump into my jeep and drive uptown, keeping my eyes peeled for a particular kind of store. When I spot it—a small, exclusive shop specializing in motorcycle fashion—I park on the street and go inside. I’m not super big on browsing in these places, and, anyway, I’m on a mission. I go straight for what I need and wind up buying a pair of leather biker jeans and boots with low, comfortable heels even though the clerk insists I’d look so much better in the expensive stilettos she tries to sell me.

I have one more stop to make. It’s a long shot, and it takes a bit of googling, but it’s worth it, though I have to drive to the other edge of Philly to find a costume shop. Inside, I look around at all the costumes hanging on racks and the masks and various headdresses hanging from hooks on the walls.

A middle-aged woman walks up to me and asks if I need any help.

I turn and say, “Would you have any Maleficent costumes?”

She looks surprised. “I’m not sure. That went out of style last year.”

“Could you check?”

She retreats to the back room, returning a few minutes later with one old, ratty costume that looks like it’s seen better years, not days. But I don’t care about that.

“I just want the atora,” I tell her.

“I’m not sure we can sell just…what?”

I point to the horned headdress in her hand.

She looks confused. “I’d have to speak to the manager…”

“Forget it,” I tell her grumpily. “I’ll buy the whole costume. But maybe you can give me a discount?”

Getting the costume eats up the rest of my petty cash. I quickly dump the ratty black gown in the dumpster behind the shop, then get back in the jeep. I wind up sitting there, looking at Maleficent’s headdress, wondering if this is the best idea I’ve ever had—or the dumbest.

In the next few hours, I’ll either be a hero or a dead woman.

Either way, I’m about to find out.





[image: inverted-pentagram4]

41

  
  




THE SCREECHY sound of an electric drill wakes me from a deep but troubling sleep about things burning. The minute my eyes are open, I start to forget about the dream, but there are snatches. A house was on fire, and I think I was running through the rooms, trying to ferret out all the pets before they burned up in the fire. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out the psychology behind the dream.

I feel awful—headachy and nauseated—as I head downstairs to my useless shop, the last of the dream thankfully disappearing from my head.

Sebastian suddenly dances into view. He’s dressed and groomed and doesn’t look hungover. He has two coffees from the Starbucks across the street and hands me one. “Isn’t it bloody terrific?” he says as he escorts me into the shop.

A handsome young guy in blue jeans and a chambray work shirt tailored to his muscular build is down on one knee, replacing the L-brackets for the metal shelves that were destroyed in the vandalism. Sitting on the floor are several large, but very narrow, cardboard boxes. I realize they contain replacement glass panes.

The young man looks around and smiles up at me. “Princess.”

I immediately know who he is. He’s my dad’s guy. The one who’s supposed to do the repairs on our store.

“We won like a community lottery or something and this handsome lad is doing the repairs for free,” Sebastian beams.

“That’s great,” I say after I sip my coffee. I opt not to explain about my dad or what we discussed. I’m just not ready for it. But Sebastian is so awestruck by the young man, he’s not even looking at me, so I go back upstairs and lock myself in the bathroom so I can take a long, hot shower and try to wash away the sleep and fatigue.

I don’t understand why my dad is doing this. I don’t understand why he took me on a date or bought me the comics and books. I don’t understand him at all—but I’m smart enough not to look a satanic gift horse in the mouth.

After dressing in a fresh T-shirt and jeans, I go back downstairs, feeling a bit more optimistic about my life decisions. Sebastian is still fluttering around the repair guy when I notice a familiar face out on the stoop of the shop, examining the damage.

I step through the cardboard door, then stop when I see the absolute horror on Mac’s face.

“What the hell happened?” he asks, sounding angrier than I expected.

I think about making up an excuse about a break-in, but I’m sure he’s read the incident report by now. So I say nothing.

“It was them, wasn’t it? The Toltecs?”

I shake my head. “It’s okay, Mac. I wasn’t here when it happened.”

“Weren’t here...?” He turns and stares at the sidewalk a long moment and takes a deep, shuddering breath. I see his fists clench as if he’s thinking of putting one through my glass display window. “We need to talk.”

“All right.”

He leads me toward his car, then suddenly changes his mind and walks me down the street. I feel a twinge of concern. Up ahead is the pizza parlor Sebastian and I ordered from the first night we stayed in the shop. They serve Chicago-style deep-dish pizzas. Awful stuff Sebastian calls “pizza lasagnas.” But I let him lead me inside and to the unisex bathroom at the back of the shop.

He locks the door on the tiny room that smells of cheap, bottled Freesia, but doesn’t flick on the light. Instead, he turns to me. The space is so small we are up against one another. The room is dim, but the hunger in his eyes is unmistakable. We’ve been apart a good number of days, and now he’s learned that I was in substantial danger…

I slide backward a little until the edge of the vanity brushes my ass. He follows my motion before pouncing, grabbing my ponytail of long red hair, and kissing me. It’s difficult to breathe suddenly. He tastes of coffee and peppermint. He doesn’t merely kiss me; he bites my lips, growling. His free hand follows the line of my body, and then he shocks me with his newfound aggression by seizing my left breast and working my nipple with this thumb. I shift around, my breasts heaving up as an unfamiliar whimper crawls up my throat and past my half-parted lips. His tongue goes into me then, slippery and hot.

I cry out, right into his mouth. He responds by attacking my jeans, pulling them down, along with my boy shorts. “Lift your ass,” he says in a voice so deep and steely cold, I can’t help but tremble for him.

I wriggle around on the vanity while he works my shorts over my hips and down my legs, then forces my legs farther apart. I shiver and a small cry catches in my throat when he touches me softly—a fluttery touch that drives shivers up my spine. I’m about to beg him to take me when he goes to one knee and bows his head like a prince at the end of a fairy tale. But instead of proposing marriage, he flicks his tongue over my clit. I finally cry out and wrap my arms around his strong neck. Mac licks, sucks, and then eats me out like a man dying of starvation. I thrash and buck against him, my climax building like a storm.

The room fills with soft, dark light. At first, I’m afraid I might be burning him, but then I realize Mac is the one who is glowing. I’m absorbing his strength or vitality or whatever you want to call it while he gently growls against my core, driving me over the edge. I come quickly and forcefully and Mac sucks at my wetness even as he gives me his light. I dig my fingernails into his powerful shoulders even as I dance against his mouth, giving myself to him, but also taking from him.

After we both come down from our sexual high, we fix our clothes, unlock the door, and walk to a booth in the back. I have to lean on Mac since I feel all weak and wibbly-wobbly inside. The lunch crowd has thankfully cleared out, so we have practically the whole place to ourselves. A waitress comes by, but we just order a couple of sodas. We can’t stop staring at each other, breathing almost in sync.

Eventually, Mac gets himself back under control and starts in on me.

“Why didn’t you tell me they hit you?”

I realize after a moment he means that the Toltecs hit the store. Cop talk.

“There were cops here half the night,” I say, hoping to reassure him. My voice is a little hoarse from all my moaning and screaming, and I can’t help but wonder if the waitresses heard anything. I take a long sip of soda. “I reported it. It’s over.”

“It’s not over. They weren’t arrested.” He sucks in a deep breath. I notice a bead of sweat at his hairline, and he’s doing that thing again where he keeps clenching and unclenching his hands. “You should have come to me, Mistress. This is my fault! I never should have gotten you involved!”

I hush him before he attracts anyone’s attention. Then I put a hand on his. I’m reminded of what Nick said about gathering brides. If I wasn’t convinced before that Mac is my bride, I am now. I just have to figure out a bride’s proper care and handling.

“This is not your fault,” I tell him ardently. “And you don’t need to take care of me. I am Mistress, remember? I take care of you, Mac!”

He looks confused. I think he thinks all this is a game, a sexy little role-playing charade.

I realize we are at a crossroads. He doesn’t understand the weight of what’s happened between us—and I’m afraid that if and when he does, he won’t accept it. I’ve never seen a cross on him, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t believe in God or the church. How would any Christian man respond to being made one of Lucifer’s brides?

I realize something, then. He needs to know the truth about me. He needs to be able to make an informed and committed decision about me.

Taking a very deep breath, I say in a rush before I chicken out, “I lied to you, Mac. I’m not a psychic. I’m a witch.”

He looks confused, but being an astute detective, he starts putting things together like puzzle pieces in his head, his brilliant mind fusing it into something that makes sense to him. I can see the wheels turning. But before he can jump to the wrong conclusion, I add, “And I don’t mean a Wiccan, Mac. I’m not a goth or a pagan or any of that—not that there’s anything wrong with all that. I’m just not it.”

His lips form words, but it takes him a moment to speak. “What…what does that even mean?”

I bite my lip. “Are you a Christian man?”

“What?”

“Answer the question, Mac. Please.”

He frowns but says, “No. Atheist. Why?”

I don’t know if that’s better or worse. I start slow, explaining everything about my parents, about myself. Hell, I even dive into a brief subplot about Nick as the current ruling Lucifer, though I do manage to bring everything back around to myself—and what Mac is to me now. I don’t hold back, and, as I finish my tale and my soda, my one wish is that Mac doesn’t think I’m a raving lunatic.

After it’s all said and done, he continues to stare at me, but I can’t read his expression, which frightens me.

Naturally, I expect him to accuse me of being crazy or lying or trying to manipulate him in some way. I half expect him to bounce up and run from the crazy women in the booth who thinks she’s Satan. So, I’m surprised when he bypasses all that to say, “So, what you’re saying is…I’m not in control of the way I feel about you?”

His voice is soft and hurt. I feel as awful as if I’ve stabbed him in the heart.

I don’t know how to answer his question, and I can’t meet his eyes, so I just say, “I have no idea. I’ve only just found out about all this. About brides and such.”

I raise my head and finally look him in the eye. “You believe me.”

“It…it feels real,” he confesses. Then he frowns again. He doesn’t remove his hand from under mine, but his other balls into a fist again. “So…what you’re saying is you’ve made me this. You’ve made me a…bride. Like a slave.”

I don’t like where this is going. “I never meant to make you anything,” I tell him honestly. “Mac, you have to believe me…all this happened purely by accident.”

His eyes shift downward and he stares at our entwined hands. Slowly, he pulls his own hand back. I think he’s going to explode, based on the stunned look on his face, but he doesn’t. He just looks up at me instead and says, “So none of this is real.”

“That’s not what I mean! Of course it’s real!”

A waitress headed back to our table stops at the sound of my shouting. I ignore her and I try to take Mac’s hand back. “This is all real to me. It always was!”

But he interrupts by rising from his seat. “I have to go. I have to…be alone. Put my head together.”

Standing there, Mac actually puts a hand to his head as if it hurts. I start to get up, but he moves in a flurry toward the exit. I watch him go, wondering if I should go after him. Wondering if I’ll ever see him again.

Wondering if I’ve made one more terrible life decision in a long, long line of terrible life decisions.
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WHEN I get back to the shop, I feel the best and worst I’ve ever felt in my life. Empowered. Heartbroken. I know from past experience that it’s a potent—and dangerous—combination for me.

I march past the ratty secondhand sofa where Sebastian and the repair guy are doing some serious tonsil spelunking and go straight to our shared bedroom. There, I change into the leather jeans, boots, my red Devil T-shirt, and the leather motorcycle jacket with the skulls and roses embroidered on the back. I snatch up the atora, my keys, and head for the door before good sense rears its head and I change my mind.

“Where are you going, dressed like that?” Sebastian inquires. He’s wrapped in an afghan we got at Goodwill and standing in the kitchen while his handsome stud cooks dinner at the propane burners. I think they are making spaghetti together. “Jordan is making an alfredo sauce…you’re welcomed to join us…oi, wait up!”

He follows me to the door.

I turn around and say the first thing that comes to mind, “It’s a rave. I’ll be back late. Don’t get in trouble.”

He looks at me dubiously.

His confused expression is the last thing I see as I shut the door.
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ONCE AGAIN, I park at the 24-hour Kwikimart and walk down to the roadhouse, tying the atora on as I go. It’s a Saturday night and the dump is packed to the rafters. I can hear the live band playing something that sounds like a modern cover of a Grateful Dead song.

By the time I’m within eyeshot of the bar, I’m tossing the Devil’s Tarot from one hand to the other and hyping myself up. I think of what my dad said. “You strike first. When dealing with a brujo verde, it’s important to exert your dominance.”

A man gets out of a pickup truck, takes one look at me crossing the parking lot, and gets in again, slamming the door. I guess he didn’t like what he saw. Goodie.

Each step makes me feel ragey-er. I keep seeing my broken-up shop. Sebastian in the body bag. Mac looking at me as if he’s afraid to be in the same room with me. Mostly, though, I see Tupoc’s shit-eating grin—and I think how much I want to break it. By the time I reach the door, I’m breathing harshly through my nose and mumbling under my breath. Instead of grabbing the latch, I swipe my arm out at the door. I’m surprised when it catches fire in a sudden whoosh—but not the building around it—and burns down to kindling supernaturally fast.

I hear a commotion inside as I step through the hole that remains and into the roadhouse. I don’t think they expect me to be the source of the fire because everyone looks surprised by my return. Several of the Toltecs move away from the pool tables, long cue sticks in their tight fists, but then stop to assess the situation. A few big guys shove away from the bar. But no one looks eager to engage me

One guy, smaller but beefier than the rest, moves in front of the gathered crowd and eyes me. “Who the fuck are you, gringo girl?” I see his hand waver over his vest where I assume he’s packing some heat.

“Your leader knows me. Tupoc?” I look around the narrow, low building, but I don’t see him here tonight. “Short and ugly as fuck? Likes to bust up establishments like a little bitch having a temper tantrum?” 

No one I look at answers, so I add, “He called me Lady Lucifer.”

A Toltec standing behind Shorty barks out laughter as if that’s the funniest thing he’s heard tonight. Several other brave souls join in. But Shorty raises a hand to silence them.

“Ain’t no Tupoc here,” Shorty says after a few breathy seconds. His eyes slide over my getup suspiciously, but he doesn’t laugh. “And Halloween is in October, bitch. Get out.”

I snort. “I’m not leaving until I get to talk to Tupoc. We have unfinished business.”

“He won’t talk to you, little girl. Leave!”

My rage kicks up a notch. I hate being dismissed almost more than anything else.

“No,” I tell him firmly, standing my ground. I stretch out my arm, spreading the Devil’s Tarot between my fingers, and shake the cards at one of the guys getting too close to me with a cue stick in his hands. The cue catches fire and the biker drops it with a bark of surprise.

“Tupoc, shorty,” I repeat in a gravelly tone. “Now!”

That pisses him off. He cants his head sideways at two of his bigger lackeys and mutters in Spanish. The two Toltecs move toward me, a look of business on their faces. I recognize one of them as the big guy I first encountered in the parking lot the first time I was here—the one who bumped me to get past.

As he approaches me now, fists clenched in a threatening way, I say in a clear voice, “Stop.”

But they don’t. The two reach for me, grabbing me by the shoulders. My heart flits in my chest. I jerk back with a shout, my right arm going wide. I release the cards in my hand. The kinetic force driven by my will causes them to slice into the back of the bar and stick there. Suddenly, with the loss of the cards, I feel vulnerable again.

As the men drag me backward, I make a come-hither gesture toward the cards, but I discover my brain isn’t with the magic. It’s too busy reeling, wondering what I’m going to do about the brutes dragging me off to who knows where. I realize too late that practicing at home where I’m safe and sound is one thing; doing it in a volatile situation is something else completely.

The cards shiver but don’t move from where they’re embedded in the wall.

We’re not headed toward the front door, I now realize. We’re going in the opposite direction, toward the employee door beside the bar. That makes my heart beat too rapidly and makes my rage flag as my body goes into panicky self-preservation mode. Where the living hell are we going?

I start to fight. Hard. I fight the way every woman fights when she’s up against a killing male force. Heckle and Jeckle don’t expect that, and as I wriggle around, their hold on me slips. As soon as I’m free, I bolt for the door, but another Toltec slides in front of the entrance. I put the brakes on and eye him, trying to look tough, but I’m frankly scared half to death, and I know that’s not what he’s seeing.

Shorty appears beside me and grabs me around the waist. I scream and twist to get him off me, but he’s incredibly strong and he lifts me up and throws me over his shoulder as if I’m a potato sack. My head down and spinning, I start to thrash but his grip only tightens, and when I start to scream, he mutters something in Spanish and slaps my ass as he marches back toward that other door.

The blow enrages me, and as I twist and fight like a cat, I lose the atora pinned to my hair. But I can’t get free. He slaps my ass again. “Quiet, bruja roja!”

He shoulders through the door and into the parking lot behind the roadhouse. The moment I breathe the clean, frigid air, I fight harder, finally making it too hard for him to carry me. Muttering curses, he swings me down to the asphalt, the back of my skull cracking against it. That makes my vision swim, and for a moment, I can’t tell what’s up from down.

While the other Toltecs gather around, he leans down to me. I open my mouth to scream, but he draws his elbow back and pop-punches me in the upper cheek, bouncing my head against the asphalt again. I sputter as pain spreads out over my face and deep into my skull from the impact. I want to scream but I’m choking on the blood in my mouth.

“Quiet, bitch,” he tells me and stalks past, nodding toward one of the other bikers. The big guy grabs me by the hair and starts roughly dragging me across the asphalt.

This time, despite all my pride and my desire to go this alone, I start shrieking for help. There’s blood in my eyes and it’s getting hard to tell which way is up. My heart won’t stop hammering and sending my thoughts reeling off into dark places. I just flail around until we reach the roll-up door of the garage behind the roadhouse.

I’m still carrying on while the men pound on the metal roll door, but the band has started up again, louder than ever, and I know no one can hear my screams. After a second or two, the door trundles up on its track and they drag me inside the dark recesses of the garage.

The fucker ripping my hair out at the roots finally lets go. I immediately twist around onto my hands and knees on the filthy concrete floor. Pushing myself up, I glare around wildly at the interior of the vast space. There are workbenches full of greasy tools, machine mounts, and several cars and a few bikes up on hydraulic lifts—typical things you find in a garage. But there are also several other men here, including Tupoc, who is standing near a box truck parked at the rear of the garage, talking to the driver. The box truck is parked with the back facing us, a heavy chain on the doors.

Tupoc swivels his horny, vicious head around when he spots us, and I see a smile split his face in half. It drags his piercings in two different directions, giving him an even more demonic appearance. The sight of him makes me flinch and sit up. Honestly, I totally forget what I am and what I’m capable of doing as he swaggers toward me. “I hear you are looking for me, bruja roja.”

He stops inches away and spreads his arms. He’s bare-chested once more, with his full-body tattoos and various wards on full display. “Well, now, here I am.”

I push myself back into a sitting position, but I can’t think of a thing to say.

He grins with that forked tongue. “What’s wrong, bruja? Cat got your tongue?” He laughs at his own stupid joke. His wards shimmer slightly in the dim lighting—and I suddenly understand why the cards didn’t work. He must have the whole place warded against outside magic.

I never had a chance.

I’m so incredibly stupid.

He gestures wildly to me. “I am here. Show me your big magic!” he bellows.

The rest of his gang gather around me. “Show us your magic!” they chant in unison. “Show us your big magic…!”

But I can’t! I can hardly breathe, and I’m starting to think I’m having an honest-to-god panic attack. I lean over, clutching my chest where my heart won’t stop galloping like a frightened horse. I have a throbbing headache from my head injury and my throat is sore from screaming. I can barely see through the darkness slowly seeping into the corners of my eyes.

They start laughing at me. It reminds me of that time in the gym with the girls. Laughing. So much laughing…

“Stupid little bitch,” Tupoc says and pantomimes grabbing me by the throat. “Stupid, unlearned little bruja!”

I feel his hand there—right around my neck. He’s not touching me, but I can feel the pressure of his fingers applying pressure to my windpipe. I scrabble at my own throat, but there’s nothing to grab! I can’t even cry out as he lifts his hand, lifting me easily with it. He’s that powerful a witch.

Brujo verde, my father called him. Our fates are entwined.

I kick and twist, scratching at the invisible hand around my throat, but nothing helps. Soon, my lungs are screaming for oxygen. Darkness pools into my eyes. My heart skips a beat. I hang there helplessly—pathetically—as he slowly begins to squeeze the life out of me. And all the while, he’s laughing.

I’m certain he’s going to kill me. But just as I think I’m about to pass out, he suddenly lets go. Hitting the hard concrete on my back knocks the air right out of my lungs, making me panic more than ever, but Tupoc doesn’t let me flail around and gasp for long. Standing before me, his feet spread, he leans down, growls something in Spanish, and grabs me by the belt and slides me easily between his legs so he’s leering down at me and I can see his crotch inches from my face.

Punch him, I think. This is the part where the heroine in the comics would punch the ever-living shit out of her enemy’s family jewels and then wrangle herself free so she could reassert herself and take these thugs out one at a time. I see it all like pages in that imaginary comic book about my life that doesn’t exist. But this is real life, not the comic-book world, and I’m as much my worst enemy as Tupoc is.

I can’t fucking breathe! I can’t stop the panic attack from rolling over me. So, instead of punching him in the nards the way I should, I wind up grabbing my own throat once more. I feel like something is stuck there, strangling me…

Tupoc laughs. The men only laugh harder. They laugh at my pathetic display. They laugh at the fact that I’ve literally pissed myself, I’m so scared. In fact, I can feel the sticky heat between my legs…

Tupoc grins down at me with his metallic teeth. “Get her pants off. It’s time the little bruja learns what big magic really looks like…”

As the men claw at me, Tupoc grabs himself through his jeans and shakes his balls before unbuckling his belt.

Fresh panic bubbles up inside me. As the men begin to rip at my leather jeans, I stiffen up, arch my back, and scream at the ceiling. That’s what was stuck in my throat all along. A scream. Pain. Rage. A ridiculous primal need to be heard. But as that raging pain bursts from me, it’s like no scream I’ve ever uttered before. My jaw cracks wide open. But what emerges is not sound but molten heat.

I cough smoke. And then liquid fire pours forth like a geyser of white-hot death stretching toward the ceiling. It’s so hot, it melts the face off of one of the men standing directly over me. It burns away his beard and hair and then his skin as if he shoved his face into the path of a flamethrower. His laughter quickly turns to screams as his face liquefies and runs off like paint, revealing his skull and grinning teeth beneath.

The sight of him—of what I’ve just done to him—stuns me. I’ve since stopped screaming, but I can’t stop vomiting fire like some ridiculous, modern-day she-dragon. The pillar of fire I’m coughing up is extensive. Some of the men leap back, their hair and beards on fire. They turn, roaring, and race away from me, beating at the flames encircling their heads like broken halos. But they don’t get far. As the fire eats through their heads, they drop like toys all over the floor of the garage.

But I can’t stop…and I can’t close my mouth! Fire and smoke pour out of me and stretch toward the ceiling, then crawl across it like a red, many-legged centipede. Shaking my head from side to side only sends the flames flying in every direction and, within seconds, the cars and bikes are on fire as well. Desperate, I flip over onto the floor on my hands and knees, head down as I vomit long tongues of white-hot flame that bounce up and around me—but, interestingly enough, don’t burn my skin at all.

I watch as the fire starts moving in a snake-like, side-to-side pattern across the broken cement. Tupoc has escaped the flames by virtue of standing back, but the flames are side-winding toward him as if they want him in particular, and he seems to realize that. As they lick at the silver toes of his motorcycle boots, he leaps backward and nearly falls over a pail in his way.

I no longer care about hurting Tupoc or getting revenge on the men who destroyed my shop. I just want this hell on earth to stop! I push myself up, coughing smoke and bits of flame. I’m beyond horrified and all I can think to do is to get to some source of water like a Bugs Bunny character on fire who needs a swimming pool to douse the flames…

Tupoc is encircling me, muttering in Spanish—whether curses or words of surprise and admiration, I don’t know. Don’t care. I’m not even thinking about him, but as I scramble to get to my feet and run, he misinterprets my intentions. He thinks I can control this. That I’m coming after him. So when I finally find my feet, tottering blindly toward him like some unlikely walking flamethrower, he swears and punches me again. But his blow never reaches me as his fist is engulfed in my flames.

He looks at his burning fist with admiration, then cries out in Spanish as if this has brought him the greatest joy of his life, seeing this “big magic” of mine. It’s a short-lived revelation because, seconds later, one last burst of heat crawls out of my mouth, setting Tupoc’s skin and piercings afire in a way that makes him almost beautiful to behold. I’ve never seen anyone die up close. I’ve never seen anyone burned to death in front of me. But the flames are gorgeous and supernaturally hot. They burn Tupoc down to bones so quickly, he doesn’t even realize he’s dead. For a second or two, he’s a wailing, voiceless skeleton caught in a gigantic halo of blue witchfire before collapsing to the floor in a smoldering heap.

Only then do I cough my last flames and collapse to my knees, my throat on fire like when I had a bad flu as a kid and I couldn’t even swallow down chicken soup without it felt like razor blades going down. But this is worse, so much worse. I can taste the flames like ozone and burned sugar and stomach acid in my mouth. And the whole garage is full of smoke and the stench of roasting human hair and flesh.

I heave and heave onto the floor, but I can’t rid myself of the terrible taste.

Few of the men are left, and the one or two who remain are running for the door. I quickly see why. That pail that Tupoc knocked over? It had greasy shop rags in it and the flames have totally eaten that up and are hungry for more. The witchfire has reached all four walls, and the ceiling is already crackling with flames.

I feel like I’m kneeling in an ecclesiastical lake of fire—flames on all sides. I watch, fascinated, as bits of flaming debris drop down on top of me. The witchfire climbs one wall like a shimmering blue spider, eating through the plaster and studs so fast, I wonder if anything can stop it. The flames have also reached the box truck, and the driver is half-climbing and half-falling out of the cab as he scrambles to follow his friends out the door.

I hear pounding on the doors and walls of the box truck. I twist my head to one side, thinking I’ve gone mad. But it’s definitely pounding. And I hear human screaming.

With a lunge, I get to my feet and approach the truck. The closer I get, the more convinced I am that someone is in there, pounding against the walls in a panic. I grab the thick chains woven through the handles of the door and pull on them. I hear women screaming and hollering to be let out.

“Hold on,” I tell them. “I’ll get you out!”

The angry, roaring flames have created a suffocating heat that is filling the garage with choking white smoke that even I can’t bear to breathe. If I don’t get out, too, I know I’m going to pass out and die. But I can’t leave until I know who’s in the truck.

I pull at the chains, exerting my will over them. I’m surprised when they melt so easily under my grip. Working hard to control my panic, I grab the doors and yank them wide open. Inside, in the darkness, a group of young Mexican women, some no older than teenagers, are crouched together, glaring at me with big, terrified white eyes and strained faces. It takes me a moment to even realize what I’m seeing.

“Go!” I scream, waving them on. At first, they seemed reluctant to move. But then, to my relief, one woman jumps out and the others follow. Together, they charge past me on their way to the exit like a herd of terrified does running from a forest fire.

I turn to watch them flee, then look back at the burning garage. Almost every inch of the places is on fire. A daisy chain of flames encircles my wrist, dancing over it, but it feels cool to the touch. The smoke, though, is making me cough. I stagger around in an aimless circle for a moment before limping out after the women making a break for it.
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THE NIGHT is full of fire, smoke, and sirens.

I collapse against the jeep parked in a dark corner of the Kwikimart and just sit there on the asphalt, watching the flames consume first the garage and then the roadhouse. No one notices me as everyone is vying to get as close to the towering inferno down the road as they can to take pictures and video footage with their phones without breathing in too much smoke.

The terrible pillar of fire lights up the darkness like a Fourth of July display. Eventually, something explodes with a muffled, earth-rattling thump—and that makes everyone scream. I assume it’s a propane tank or the gas tank of one of the cars in the garage. The fire brigade and police work like hell all through the night to douse the buildings with fire-retarding foam, but the flames are unbelievably hot and the buildings glorified timber boxes. The fire eats them all like a cancer, and, soon enough, the struggle begins simply to keep the fire contained.

I sit there half the night, watching news crews and fire and police vehicles from a dozen other counties arrive. I hear a reporter talking about what is quickly becoming known as the worse fire Philadelphia has ever seen. A part of me wants to cry or laugh or rage at what I’ve done, but I’m too numb to feel much of anything. Inside, I can still feel the fire cooling within the cage of my ribs.

And how much it wants to come out again.
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I WAKE the next morning in bed. I have no clear memory of driving home or what time it is when I dragged myself in, but I suspect I’ve only had a couple hours of uncomfortable, crusty-eyed sleep.

Lying there, I think about last night. Then I touch my throat. It’s still on fire, and the burning taste is still in my mouth. No dream. I really did that. I really…did…that.

I expect to feel good. To feel heroic for saving those women’s lives. But I can’t get the taste of burning human hair out of my throat and nose. Eventually, I can’t stand it anymore and rush to the bathroom to brush my teeth. But even after brushing three times with the minty Pepsodent toothpaste, I can’t seem to cut through the sour, acrid taste trapped in my throat.

I shower to wash away the smell of burned things. Then I shower again. I can still smell the smoke in my hair even though I’ve run Selsun Blue through it five times and now smell like a medicine cabinet fell on me. Finally, I swallow six ibuprofen and then just stare at my horrible, bloodshot eyes in the bathroom mirror.

Dragging myself out into the living room, I see Sebastian and his new boyfriend sitting all cozy on the secondhand sofa in matching bathrobes, mesmerized by the local morning news on the TV. Flashes of images across the screen remind me of what happened last night. Like I could forget.

Sebastian turns to me. “Oi, witchy, have you seen this? It’s taken out a whole city block!”

I stare at the screen—at the burning, at last night’s footage, at this morning’s chaos—suddenly feeling sick to my stomach while Sebastian rattles off an itemized list of the damage.

“A bar, a garage, half a tenement building. Two fast food joints. A petro station. Bloody hell!”

Sebastian’s new boyfriend looks over at me. I can see he knows what I’ve done. Hell, my dad probably sent him to keep an eye on me. Which is going to suck for Sebastian when he finds out his boyfriend is a spy.

The room moves faster around me like a carousel. I weave on the spot, clutching my bathrobe to my throat.

Of course, there is no mention of the women I saved. Women turned into drug mules and prostitutes in exchange for passage into America. They are long gone. To be honest, I’m glad no one knows about them. Maybe they will find a better life here in America. A kinder life than they have known. But as I look at the awful damage to that part of the city, I wonder about the cost of it all.

The room moves faster and faster. I can’t hear Sebastian’s words any longer. It’s like I’m underwater, listening to the low din of voices from far above, but unable to make out any of the words. I’d scream—but I can’t. My throat is too scorched. I literally have laryngitis from breathing fire on my enemies. All I can do is moan while the room whirls around me as if I’m standing in the eye of a tornado. A tornado full of unintelligible words, sirens, heat, and fire…

Somewhere, amidst the chaos in my head, I see my father, not smiling demonically as I would expect, but nodding all the same. Proud as punch.

“Good girl,” his voice echoes in the private hell that is my head. “My Left Hand of Darkness.”

When the blackness finally consumes me, it’s actually a relief.
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I SPEND the next two days in bed while Sebastian flits around me worriedly. He thinks I have the worse flu of my life. I’m feverish and my throat is too sore to speak. I can’t eat a damned thing, and he says I look like death warmed over—and then reheated. Several times over the course of those days, I think about picking up the phone and calling one of my two brothers. Nick, who could probably advise me on what the hell to do next. Josh, who would just be a familiar, welcomed voice in my ear. But I can’t talk to them. I can’t let them know what happened. I can’t tell them I’ve turned into this monster…

“I’m going down to make a new chocolate village,” Sebastian says the morning of the third day. The repairs on the shop are almost finished. Jordan, the repair guy Sebastian is hot and heavy with, has brought two other guys with him, and, together, they’ve managed to knock out almost everything that needs to be done to get the shop up and running again. We still have redecorating to take care of, but Sebastian has been tackling that while I rest and recover. 

“I was thinking of a prehistoric village. Dinosaurs and cave people. I think the children would enjoy that. What do you think?”

I nod because I still can’t talk with my sore throat.

He sits down on the edge of the air mattress. “Poor lamb. Do you need more ginger ale and soda crackers?” Again, I’m struck by that odd mother hen thing he does from time to time. It makes me recall the vision I had of him and the baby. And the blood. Whatever the hell that means. “I can run to the CVS…”

I put my hand on his wrist and shake my head.

“Luv, you have to try and get up,” he tells me, his voice unusually tender.

I see the tension in his face. I know he’s concerned I’m falling into some dark place I won’t be able to crawl out of. To reassure him and make him feel useful, I reach for the handy-dandy notepad and pen on the floor beside the air mattress and write Tomato soup? on it.

After he leaves to heat me up some Campbell’s, I continue to lie there, staring at the shadows moving slowly across the windows as the sun moves. The pain comes in waves, clenching my heart so hard I think it’s possible I’m having a heart attack, but I don’t move even when it becomes unbearable. I just grit my teeth, grip the bedclothes, and ride the waves of agony until they pass. I’m exhausted, hungry, hyperaware of everything going on around me. I can’t go to a doctor because I think what’s happening to me is something else—something supernatural—and they don’t employ witch doctors in the ER.

That evening, Sebastian appears in the doorway, all business-like, dressed in an actual button-down shirt and slacks and not looking like a carnival barker. “I’m stepping out to have dinner with this guy from Whole Foods. He called today, said he was interested in knowing more about your Sweet Stix. I don’t know if he’s serious. Do you want to come?”

I shake my head. I wish he could just go.

He does, leaving me to my wonderful, awful solitude.

I lie back down and stare at the partially opened window, watching the lights of the cars on the street outside swerve by. I’m a little surprised when Jordan steps briefly into my room. He doesn’t say anything, just looks at me a long, hard moment.

“Princess,” he says after a time. “You are going to have to refill your well. If you don’t, you’ll remain in hibernation mode.”

I ignore him. What the fuck am I, a laptop? Thankfully, he goes away, too.

I don’t want to refill my well. I don’t want to be Lady Lucifer any longer. I certainly don’t want to be my father’s Left Hand of Darkness. I don’t understand what that means, but it fills me with such dread that tears well up in my eyes.

Eventually, I drift off until wild pounding on the door downstairs drags me out of a light, troubled sleep. I shudder with each percussion, but I don’t move. Maybe they will go away.

They don’t. If anything, the pounding becomes more frantic. And now I hear someone shouting. It sounds like an extremely angry woman. The pounding is making my head hurt. And now I’m worried the neighbors may call the police. I don’t need that kind of trouble, so I drag myself up, dressed in only a three-day-old T-shirt with soup stains on it and the boxer shorts I usually sleep in. It’s warm, but I can’t shake the chill in my bones. I pull the bed’s blanket around me like a cowl and head for the stairs, teetering on each as I descend. My legs feel like jelly for having lain in bed for almost three days.

The woman is now yelling incoherently. I hurry to undo the double deadbolt on the backdoor and pull it open before someone comes round to find out what all the fuss is about.

A pretty, heavyset black woman stands there, her hand, balled into a fist, still up in the air where she was pounding on the door. She’s dressed in nurse’s scrubs with the Peanuts characters on them, and her hair is carefully set into long braids that flow over her shoulders. There’s a Starbucks cup in her hand, but from the way she’s weaving slightly in the doorway, I have a feeling that what’s in it is cut with something stronger than caffeine. Her eyes, fierce but slightly unfocused, move up and down my body critically. Seconds later, her nose wrinkles up, and I can’t help but wonder if I smell from lying in bed, un-showered, for three days.

“You her, then,” the woman says, not asks.

I don’t answer. Naturally, I figure she’s someone here in need of help like Matilda and Doris. I’m just not in the mood to play Glinda the Good Witch at the moment.

So she surprises me when she steps boldly into the prep room in her sensible nurse’s white Dr. Scholl’s. She looks around a long moment before turning her critical gaze back on me. I get waves of anger and agony off her in equal measure. They are almost paralyzing sharp and keep me rooted to the floor even when she takes a threatening step toward me.

“So you’re the bitch,” she says, her words slightly slurred. “You’re the goddamn cunt.”

I flinch but don’t answer her. I’m dumbfounded by her hostility.

Reaching out, she rips the blanket away from me with such force, I flinch. As it falls in a heap on the floor between us, I feel the chill of the night penetrating my raw, bare skin. But I don’t try to cover up. I just stand there in front of her like an idiot, all bare and open and shivering.

“Would be a white bitch,” the woman muses almost more to herself than anyone else. “No tits…no ass. I take it you ain’t got to kids, no family…prob’ly no fucking job, either. Amiright, bitch?”

A part of me wants to get angry and defend myself. But I stay silent, too exhausted to fight and end this strange inquisition.

This terrifying stranger takes another step closer so we are almost boob to boob and I can smell the coffee, vodka, and peppermint on her breath. She looks deep into my eyes. “I want you to know something, you stupid fucking white cunt.”

I suck in a small breath and edge back, but she follows me farther into the room. She never breaks eye contact with me as she continues her tirade.

“When you take him…when you fuck him…you take him away from his kids. Not just me.”And she throws the container of coffee—steaming hot—at me.

The whole encounter finally makes sense. I instinctively throw my arms up to block the burning hot liquid. Mostly, it hits me across my right forearm and splashes down the front of my T-shirt, burning the skin of my breasts through the thin material. The heat of it stings my skin, which is actually pretty ironic when you think about it. Three nights ago, I literally vomited fire at a man and didn’t receive a single scratch or burn in return.

But this…this hurts me.

She throws the empty cup at me as well, screeches a “Fuck you!” and then turns to stagger out the door, leaving it open behind her.

I stand there, blinking after her. I wait until she is gone before I sink down to the floor in the puddle of my blankets, wrap my arms around myself, tilt my head back, and scream to the godless and uncaring heavens far above me.
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I WALK out the door and down the street, picking my direction at random. Eventually, I find myself outside the park I found not long after moving here. The jogging paths have gates and chains across them, but you can still walk through the trees toward the dog park or the children’s area, and I do.

A small, well-tended creek feeds into the duck pond, and a large Japanese-style, wooden bridge with a pagoda-style roof spans it. I’ve seen parents and older siblings sit up here on the built-in benches while the kids splash around in the creek below, picking out fancy river rocks.

All alone, and with just the moonlight to guide me, I cross to the center of the bridge and stop to lean against the railing and look down. I think I see sleek silver and gold koi fish down in the creek, but I can’t be certain.

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

The voice startles me and makes me quickly turn around. My heart thuds once, hard, in my chest when I spot a man sitting on the bench directly opposite me. He’s dressed in a dark windbreaker and has an ebook reader in his hands. But he was so sitting there so still, I didn’t first see him when I came up here.

He stands up now and I immediately recognize the young priest with the strong beard and the gorgeous black eyes.

“Father Matt?”

He’s dressed in civilian clothes under the jacket—a button-down shirt, pullover, and snug jeans that look good on him. He half-smiles in a self-deprecating way as if I’ve caught him doing something scandalous. “Vivian. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

I’m barefoot and dressed in my sleep clothes and a ratty robe. I can’t imagine what he’s thinking. “I’m sorry,” I say because I am that he’s caught me like this in this state of undress. “Didn’t mean to interrupt you.”

“It’s all right. I was done anyway.” He holds up the e-reader. “Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov.”

I stare blankly at him—not because of his choice of reading material (that I don’t care about), but because I’m still reeling from my encounter with Brenda, Mac’s wife. But Father Matt misinterprets my silence.

“It’s really a political novel,” he insists by way of an excuse. “It’s actually about the corruption and death of the American Dream. Perversity, obsessions, but also art. Suburbia and consumer culture. And none of this looks good on me, si?”

I smile for the first time in days. Can’t help myself. I don’t really care that Father Matt breaks into parks at night to read scandalous classical literature on bridges. It’s really none of my business.

He studies me as he approaches. He looks at my arm, partially revealed by the robe but riding up because I keep rubbing my burn. His mood suddenly darkens considerably. “What happened to you?” He takes my arm and gently rolls my sleeve up to reveal the angry red skin that’s starting to bubble up in places. “Did someone do this to you?”

I look at him—at the mysterious compassion in his face—but I can’t seem to speak. My throat still hurts. But so does my heart. It feels like it’s broken in a way that will never mend. As if sensing how messed up I really am, he releases my arm and slides a hand over my shoulder—not sexual, but protective. “Come with me? Please?”

I let him take me. At this point, I don’t give a rat’s ass if he drags me to some scummy underground leather bar and whips the hell out of me if that’s what he needs to get off. I don’t even feel like a human being anymore.

He doesn’t do that, though. We go back to the parish in his car, which is parked in the curb outside the park. Once we reach the church, he unlocks the attached rectory and leads me inside.

Father Matt’s quarters are small and homey, a tiny collection of rooms—kitchen, bedroom, one bathroom, and an office—decorated for comfort rather than show. I see a green sofa, lamps with fringes, one of those standing ashtrays you only ever see in antique stores and old movies, and a fireplace mantel cluttered with a plethora of family photographs. He has me sit on the sofa while he gathers first aid supplies from the bathroom. I look at the large collection of happy Latinx faces in the pictures and wonder who they are, where they are living.

“I really should take you to Emergency. But you won’t go, will you?” he says as he returns with a medium-sized tote full of medical supplies. From the size of it, I wonder if he’s used to patching up his parishioners. It’s a rough neighborhood. Perhaps he acts as healer of body and soul.

He sits down and rolls up my sleeve to examine my burn. Hissing between his teeth, he adds, “It looks pretty raw. Does it hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Why haven’t you done something about it?”

I don’t answer.

He moves in closer to examine my face and eyes. I smell his aftershave—different than Mac’s. Lighter. “Are you high? I’m not judging, mind you. I’d just like to know for your own safety.”

I shake my head. Then, abruptly, I confess, “I deserve this.”

He doesn’t look shocked or surprised by my statement. “You deserve to be burned?”

I can’t respond to that. I don’t know how.

Father Matt doesn’t push. He just smiles. “We’ll do something about the burn now. Okay?”

He finds some burn cream and starts slathering it over my arm. Then he reaches into the tote for a roll of gauze. Having second thoughts, he puts it back. “That will stick. How about an ace bandage?”

I just stare at him.

“Let’s do that,” he decides and goes to work wrapping my burned arm with an ace bandage instead.

I realize he’s speaking to me as if I’m a child. But I don’t really care. I like the sound of his voice, and I enjoy listening to him speak. I wonder how long he’s been in America.

“Were you born here?” I ask, thinking aloud.

He surprises me. “Yes. But my madre y padre were from Guatemala. Villa Neueva. It’s a large city. But it has several beautiful national parks. I saw them all when we visited my abuela.”

I smile a little as he finishes bandaging me up.

“There we are.” He gently sets my damaged arm down. “You should rest. It’s late. You can sleep on the sofa if you like.”

He goes to fetch a sheet, a blanket, and a couple of pillows and sets the sofa up for me like something he’s familiar with doing. Once I get into bed, he stands there a long moment, looking down at me with soft, sympathetic eyes. I feel like my troubles are his troubles. “I’m turning in, but if you need anything, I’m just over here.” He indicates his room.

At first, I think maybe he’s making innuendo, but then I realize he’s actually sincere. He doesn’t want me for sex the way most men do, and I actually feel safe with him. I can’t remember a time when I’ve felt completely safe around a man.

Before he turns in for the night, I say, “Why are you helping me?”

He looks surprised that I should ask. “We’ve all been in that dark place, corazon.”

That night, I actually sleep dreamlessly for the first time in what seems like forever.
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“TRY TO eat something,” Father Matt urges me the next morning. He’s again dressed in his holy uniform, a cross hanging around his neck, and sitting on the side of the sofa where I’m lying, a tray balanced on his arm. He’s taken the time to make me cereal and toast and orange juice. I can’t remember the last time I’ve had something to eat that wasn’t soup or crackers. I think about something I once read, that a human can go as long as a month without food.

I just stare at him, hoping he’ll keep talking to me.

“I’ll leave it here,” he says with a half-smile, sliding it onto the coffee table. “I have work, but I’ll be back tonight around six. I left a number and money in the kitchen for an Uber if you want to go home, and there are menus in the drawers if you want to order something in. Do you have a phone?”

I left mine at home.”No.”

He nods. “There’s a rotary on the kitchen wall if you want to call someone.” He pauses, a look of concern on his face.

“I know how to use a rotary phone,” I tell him.

He smiles at that. “You can also wait for me if you aren’t ready to go.”

“Okay.”

After he’s gone, I lay back on the sofa. I again feel like I did at home—like my body has all lead bones inside of it. I can’t seem to move at all. There’s a TV in the corner, but I don’t have the motivation to get up and turn it on. Anyway, it will just be full of stories about dead people I’ve killed and city blocks I’ve burned to the ground. Instead, I doze for most of the day.

Around four o’clock, I get a leg cramp that forces me to get up and walk it off. I decide to visit the tiny bathroom, where I discover I look like some specter of death walking around. My eyes are blackened out and my hair tangled. My skin is whiter than paper, and there are red spots high up on my cheeks. I realize I look like a pathetic crack addict.

I avail myself of Father Matt’s shower, then pad naked into his bedroom. It’s kept tastefully Spartan, with just a large bed, nightstand, and highboy. A simple wooden cross hangs over the bed. But directly across the bed, I see posters for Jennifer Lopez and Shakira, both looking particularly sexy in their brief, fringe-laden dance outfits. And I smile. Peeking inside his highboy, I find a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. They fit me well enough, seeing how Father Matt is small and of a slight build, but I feel bad about borrowing his clothes without permission, so I go into the kitchen to peek in his refrigerator.

Before I decided to be a pastry chef, I took a full culinary course at Lincoln Technical. I find some raw produce and lay them out on the counter, then go through his cupboards for dry ingredients. Finally, I choose a good chef’s knife from the block on the counter. I figure I owe him at least one well-prepared meal for all his little kindnesses.

When Father Matt returns at six, I have a chicken enchilada casserole bubbling in the oven and the aroma has completely filled the flat. I noticed his interest immediately. “You’re up,” he says, sounding cheerful despite the fact that he has to be tired from attending to parishioners all day long.

I stand in the kitchen, washing the pots I have used to make the casserole, feeling slightly embarrassed about the way I’m wearing his clothes uninvited and have taken over his kitchen, but he doesn’t even mention it.

“I’ll set the table,” he says instead. “You’ll join me?”

I don’t eat much dinner—just a few bites to make him happy. I’m pleased to see he likes the casserole, though.

“It reminds me of my abuela’s. Who taught you to cook?”

It takes me a moment to answer. His voice is like this hypnotic drug to me. “I did. I went to school.”

“Ah.” He nods over his plate. I love watching him shovel in the food. It makes me feel good. “In my family, the women pass it down from mother to daughter. Often, they don’t even write it down and that causes conflict.”

I think about that a moment. “My mother didn’t like me. She regretted I was ever born.”

That gains me a long stare. I think he’ll ask uncomfortable questions, but instead, he says, “I’m sorry. Family can be hard.” He puts another bite of food into his mouth and talks through it like you’re not supposed to. “This is so good. I may need to keep you just so you can cook for me.”

I snort over that.

He looks pleased to have finally gotten a reaction out of me.

After dinner, he offers to read me one of his ebooks. I don’t know how I feel about that, but after we’re sitting side by side on the sofa together—sitting closer than we should, probably—he whips out his e-reader and starts reading The Hobbit.

It was never a book I could get into as a kid. Too cute. But I like listening to him narrate it in his accent.

His voice is such a balm. I feel myself sinking against his shoulder in the seconds before I sit up straighter, clawing my way back awake. I wonder what I’m doing here, invading his life like this. It’s all so ridiculous…

Father Matt senses my unease and says, “I can get you that Uber now.”

I don’t want him investing more in me than he already has. “I can walk,” I tell him, getting up.

He follows me across the room and puts his hand on my arm to stop me. “Please don’t. I’ll drive you.”

I look at him touching me. I know how this will end. Like it always ends with me and my men. Nick. Mac. I tell myself I don’t want to make more brides. But as I try to move farther away, he says the words that seal my fate.

“Vivian, I know what you are.”

I really shouldn’t be here, but now I can’t leave. Getting angry for the first time in days, I turn and show him my teeth. “If that’s true, you never would have brought me here. Invited me in. You’re not…you shouldn’t…”

“My abuela was a witch.”

Tears spring to my eyes. The absolute horror of my life bubbles over and I find myself sobbing, “I’m not a witch! I wish I were a fucking witch! Being a witch would be easy!”

Father Matt is still standing in front of me, still holding my arm. I simply fold against him and start crying into his shirt. I let it all go and cry until my heart hurts too much to continue and I start to hiccup like a fool. Hot, biting pain blooms across my bare skin above the neckline of the T-shirt. It’s then I remember the cross hanging around his neck. Pulling back, I draw the shirt down a little to show him the burn mark in my skin, hoping he’ll understand. That he’ll be just as horrified of me as I am and push me away.

He looks surprised—but not as horrified as he should. He takes a moment to study the cross-shaped red mark there, even reaches out and tentatively touches it with one finger. “Forgive me,” he says and reaches for the chain and slips the cross over his head and sets it down on the coffee table.

I shake my head. “Why?”

He looks confused. Then his eyes clear. “You feel like the closest thing to God that exists in this world.”

I’m not sure if I buy that, but I do want him. He makes the pain in my soul lessen a little. And I know he’s craving me—I can feel that. A low, lonely simmer in his soul that is different from the raging, uncontrollable fire I can feel inside of Mac. Since we are almost the same size, I don’t have to reach up to lay a kiss on his roughened cheek the way I do with Mac.

Matt sighs in delight. I like that sound. When I turn my head to kiss his soft, pretty mouth for the first time, he makes a different sound. It’s as if this is a relief for him.

For me, the kiss makes my heart race as if someone is jumpstarting my whole system. My entire body suddenly feels the hunger of the last few days. It’s as if my hunger debt has found me. It makes me squirm, and the taste of his lips—the spices still strong on his tongue—drives me into a delirium of mindless desire. He feels it too. His eyes—huge and radiant as if he’s taken a hit of hard drugs—look full of stars.

I don’t know what I’ve unleashed this time, but soft, passive Father Matt pushes me against the nearest wall and growls faintly as he dry humps me a few times. His reaction frightens and delights me in equal measure. In seconds, he’s gone from this shy priest to a ravenous male animal. I’ve seen the same thing from Mac. Hell, Nick was the same way at the beginning of our relationship. One moment, nothing. The next…they can’t seem to control themselves.

“Matt,” I say and slap my hands to the sides of his face. “Matt!”

He gasps, drawing back, eyes dark and seething with desire and terror. “I…I’m sorry.”

I run my hands over his prickly cheeks, but that just makes this feeling inside of me grow stronger. I watch him react to it. For one moment, he resists, then his eyes turn all black, with neither whites nor irises, and he starts kissing me, pinning me to the wall as the thing inside me takes him over, enlivening his lust. I want him so badly I can barely breathe. I fumble with his trousers, which is difficult under his cassock. He helps me with that, then pulls at my sweatpants until he’s able to find his way inside me.

His first hard thrust knocks the breath from my throat. Father Matt is surprisingly well endowed and, at the moment, almost frighteningly aggressive in his need to rut with me. He groans, his eyes all blackity-black, and sinks his fingernails into my ass cheeks as he pushes up high inside me so I cry out in surprise and delight. He grunts and growls into the side of my neck, his breath hot and fast as he fucks into me harder, deeper. Each thrust lifts me off my feet and scrapes my back up the wall.

I feel his silken wet tongue following the contour of my neck. He murmurs something so perverse into my ear, even I can’t wrap my brain around it. I cry out a soft “Ohhh…” even as my heart begins to race and my blood pounds in my ears.

Amidst all this, I see that dim, dark light manifesting all around Father Matt. It’s warm and welcoming and nourishing. I want it so bad. The alien luminescence grows as my body absorbs the priest’s strength, his power, his very vitality. It’s surprisingly potent. It drives us both over the edge and we wind up kissing and biting into each other’s mouths as we come together against the wall.

It’s over quickly, and it leaves us both dazed and exhausted as he slowly lets me down to the floor. As his eyes clear and become their usual pretty brown color, I start to recognize the horror of what I’ve done.

For Father Matt, this is a different kind of horror. He looks shocked by what’s happened. “Vivian…I’m sor—!”

I put my finger on his lips. There’s a small red sore where I’ve bitten him. “This isn’t on you. It’s on me. I warned you…”

He squeezes his eyes shut. “Sister Marie said…” His voice trails away.

I immediately stiffen against the wall. “What did Sister Marie say?”

He sucks in a deep breath that fills his chest. I wonder if he’ll cry. If he does, I will, too. “She warned me about you. She said…she said you were a corrupting presence. That you were the Devil. I didn’t believe her. I thought she was overreacting.”

I look at him, my heart aching. I feel so ashamed. I feel as if I’ve pulled the wings off a butterfly. I can’t dispute what Sister Marie has said, but it hurts to hear. “She wasn’t wrong.”

I start to untangle myself from him, but Father Matt surprises me by tightening his hold on my shoulders before moving them up so he’s cradling my face. “She also wasn’t right.”

“I don’t understand,” I tell him honestly because I feel like he’s talking in riddles.

“The girls in the van,” Father Matt tells me. “You freed them, si? You did a good thing. Would the Devil have done that?”

I squirm uncomfortably. “How do you know about that?”

“She told me. She was so upset you put the city at risk, but I told her what you did was pure and good and…”

I stop him there, a hand at his lips. “So you talked to her? About me?”

He blinks, uncertain. “A few days ago, si, just before she left.” He looks confused before adding, “She said her mother was ill, so she took some personal time off to see to her.”

I hang against the wall, fairly stunned by the news. I had assumed, with the destruction of the roadhouse and the scattering of the Toltecs, that Sister Marie would also be gone, along with her goddess. But now I realize how wrong I’ve been. Maybe, I think, Sister Marie and the woman in the iron coffin haven’t been working with the Toltecs at all. Maybe they are two completely separate entities. Hell, maybe they were even at war with one another…

The idea makes me sick to my stomach. It means Sister Marie is still out there. It means she is still out there…somewhere. It means I haven’t done a damned thing to stop that vision of death and destruction I saw.

I breathe out a sharp curse. “Do you know where Sister Marie went?”

“No. She did not tell me.”

I have to work to swallow down a new panic attack. “I’m so sorry, Matt. So sorry I dragged you into this. I have to go.”

But he doesn’t release me. Instead, he looks deep into my eyes before canting his head down so he’s resting his forehead against mine. It’s an especially tender gesture. I wish he hated me. But now I realize that’s impossible.

“You knew, didn’t you?” I whisper hoarsely. “You always knew…about me…but you let me in anyway.”

“That you are a demon as well as a bruja? Si.”

I start to struggle.

He looks up, strokes the side of my face, and kisses me. That kiss immediately calms me. It helps me think. Whether or not I want it, and whether or not he understands the gravity of what he has allowed to happen, I now know he belongs to me. The same as Mac.

I also know what I need to do. I have to find Sister Marie, and I’ll tear this city apart if need be. If I find her, I’ll find the woman in the iron coffin. And once I find her, I can destroy her. Or she can destroy me.

Either works for me.
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SEBASTIAN IS painfully sober over the next few days. He doesn’t question what’s been happening to me or where I go at night. He doesn’t ask me complicated questions when I’m out all night or stumble home at four in the morning, looking tired and punch-drunk, for a couple of hours of sleep before work.

I don’t tell him I’ve been hitting the bars and nightclubs—not to drink or to party, but because I hope to spot someone who can shed some light on Sister Marie’s disappearance. I don’t know who that might be. Mostly, I just order a drink and sit in some shadowy corner half of the night, the pounding music making my ears bleed, and watch people ignore me as they come and go.

During the day, more and more people visit the shop, looking for charms. Many of them are Matilda’s friends, though some are not of her circle, I learn. Those people tell me they hear stories circulating that I can fix things in small but meaningful ways. There are a surprising number of people who need small fixes. Even though I know I must find the mysterious woman, I feel I also have an obligation to them. A few good things to balance out all the bad I’ve done.

There’s the old woman who asks for a charm so she can forget about her daughter who died as an infant so she can get a few uninterrupted hours of sleep at night. The college boy who begs for something to help him with his ADHD because he’s failing his classes. The five-year-old girl who shows up with her deceased green anole in a paper bag, asking me if I can make him well again. Sebastian could probably have handled that, but I don’t want him involved in this, so I go to PetSmart and buy a new anole for the little girl. Magic, after all, doesn’t have to be complicated.

While on break one afternoon, I lean sleepily in the doorway of the display room and watch some kids oohing over Sebastian’s dinosaur village. He has a chocolate stegosaurus with a cart attached to it to transport his chocolate cave people in, and a chocolate Apatosaurus standing in a chocolate swamp. A man in a nice suit walks up to my partner the brilliant chocolatier and starts talking to him about creating a custom-made chocolate display for his daughter’s ninth birthday party. His daughter, Amber, would like a whole herd of chocolate unicorns. While they are hashing out the small details, I notice Mac hovering in a corner of the shop, looking over the gourmet selection of boxed chocolates.

I immediately think of Brenda and have to steel myself before I cut across the floor and stop near his elbow. I watch him pick up a heart-shaped box of dark chocolates, but I reach across him and tap the box of mocha-chocolates. “You should give her these.”

He looks up at me and sighs. “We need to talk.”

“We do.”

We need somewhere private, but not isolated. I don’t want anything happening between us like in the pizza shop. In the end, we walk to the Laundromat next door and sit down at one of the booths near the back where they serve hot dogs and soft pretzels. Sheri raises her hand and waves to me from the change counter. I wave back.

Mac immediately dives in. “The other day? That shouldn’t have happened. I am so sorry…”

“It’s fine,” I interrupt. “That was always going to happen.”

He shakes his head vehemently. “Brenda had no right…and then she told me about the coffee and, Christ, Vivian…”

I hold my hand up to stop him. “She was right. About everything—”

We’re interrupted when Sheri appears, carrying two cups of coffee. “For you guys. On the house!”

“Thanks, Share,” I say, trying to sound cheery even though I really need to talk to Mac alone.

She sets the coffees down. “Haven’t seen Sebastian in for a while.”

I smile up at Sheri, knowing she has a terrible crush on my partner. “He’s been buried in the kitchen.”

“That reminds me…I need to buy some chocolates.”

“I’ll send some over later.” Sheri looks disappointed, so I add, “Or you can pick them up yourself.”

Sheri smiles ear to ear. “Cool! Peace out, you guys!”

After she’s gone, Mac clears his throat. “About Brenda…”

I reach out and touch the back of his hand to stop him from apologizing one more time for his wife’s behavior. I feel a spark, and Mac jumps a little.

“Tell me that’s static electricity.”

“Mac…”

His brows knit together like he has a headache and he leans down to sip his coffee. “What you did to me…”

“I know what I did to you, Mac. And I’m sorry. I’m sorry all this happened, and—”

“See, that’s just it,” he interrupts. He sounds angry, but I’m not sure why. “You’re sorry. I’m not.” He leans forward a little. “This should hurt. I should feel like a shit because I am a cheating, no-good shit. But I don’t feel it. I wake up in the morning beside Brenda, knowing what I’m doing to her, and I’m not sorry.”

I see tears form in his eyes. I stay silent; I can’t imagine what he’s going through—the literal hell I’m putting him through. He rubs the heel of one hand over his eye, and I feel my heart break inside me. For him. For Brenda. For his children.

“I don’t understand why I don’t care…”

Since he’s backed me into a figurative corner, I say the only thing I can. “You know why. You just don’t want to say it.”

“Say what?”

I blurt it out. “That’s I’m bad. Evil. Or at least something damned close to it—“

“You’re not evil, Vivian. Christ!”

He sounds insulted that I should even contemplate it, but I’m not done. “Well, let me tell you something, Mac. I’m not good. For Chrissakes, my father is the fucking Devil! That doesn’t exactly put me in the saint category.”

He looks unimpressed with my confession. “So you meant to do this to me?”

“Christ, no!”

He eyes me. “Then you’re not evil.”

I shake my head, hating that he won’t blame me. Maybe if he did, we could resolve this once and for all. Maybe I could just walk away. “This has to end. It’s dangerous for you to be around me. Can we agree on that?”

He doesn’t nod, but he does say, “Yeah.”

“Good.” I start to get up, but he seizes my arm to stop me.

“You can’t just leave, Vivian. I’m your bride. You said so yourself.”

“I…” Tears fill my eyes. “I don’t know what to do for you, Mac.”

He closes his eyes and thinks a long moment before continuing. “If you’re done with me, then let me go. But if you love me…if you want to keep me...”

I swallow hard against the knot forming in my throat. Christ! “Give me a few days. Let me try to sort this out.”

He nods. We stay that way a long moment. It must make Sheri nervous because she wings by our table once more.

“Everything okay, guys?” she asks, looking to me for clues or signals.

“Everything is fine, Share,” I tell her.

She looks at Mac.

“Yeah,” he agrees, his voice remarkably steady. “Everything is great.” Unexpectedly, he reaches under his jacket and sets a small manila folder on the table. “You know that case you were helping me with?”

My heart jumps. “Yeah?”

He waits until Sheri returns to the change desk. Then he goes on. “Well, the gang…the Toltecs…they’re gone.”

I take a deep breath, hoping the truth isn’t written all over my face. “That’s good, right?”

“Good and bad.”

“How is it bad?” Suddenly, I’m terrified of what he’s going to say next.

“There have been more murders,” he finally blurts out, sounding angry and frustrated. “Like the last ones. Just not the same type. God help me, I shouldn’t give you this folder, but I’m at a loss as to where to go from here…”

A cold dread blooming within me, but I swipe the folder up all the same.
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THE PEOPLE in all the pictures have been brutally slaughtered. Skin peeled from their faces and bodies, mouths agape in silent screams of outrage and pain. Just like before. But unlike before, these are not pimps, rapists, and murderers. Not all people who belong to the shadows in this city.

I look at the picture of the dead woman found in the alley behind her tenement building. A slick red skeleton in a skimpy dress and cheap heels, her afro full of blood. A man skinned and hung from a tree in his backyard, his two children discovered only a few feet away, bawling their heads off. Another woman flayed, her body tossed into a dumpster.

I set the roadhouse on fire. I burned Tupoc down to black bones. I scattered his gang of human traffickers. I’ve killed a lot of people on purpose and by accident. And my one, thin consolation was knowing that maybe something good had come of it. Maybe I had stopped the Toltecs from moving deeper into the Philly underground. Maybe I had stopped the murders, if nothing else.

But I hadn’t stopped her.

I set the pack of pictures down on the kitchen counter, cover my mouth, and rush to the bathroom to throw up all over the toilet.

Afterward, I stand in front of the scarred yellow sink and look at my paper-white face and feverish dark mouth in the mirror. My tangled hair. My haunted dark eyes.

I don’t know where to find the woman.

The woman who will destroy this city.

The woman who will kill me.

The woman I know will kill me.

I exhale a sob and the glass breaks into a spiderweb pattern as if I’ve punched it.
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AFTER THE shop is closed and Sebastian has tottered out the door to do his nightly binge drinking, I lock the door and set about a dozen lighted candles around the prep room. Then I turn the lights out.

The candlelight casts a warm sepia tone over everything. I reach into the drawer where I’ve been gathering items for tonight and pull out the cloth-wrapped package, setting the items out on the prep table where I normally make my charms for my customers.

A bag of red salt, three black crow feathers, A cauldron I can fit in the palm of my hand (it’s remarkably difficult to find cauldrons of size, I have discovered), a handful of river rocks I collected from the children’s park, a votive candle I borrowed from off a memorial for someone who died on the side of the highway, and the Devil’s Tarot, which managed to find its way back to me within hours of the fire. Finally, I pick a dicing knife from out of the butcher block because I don’t have a proper athame. But a knife’s a knife, right?

I set the cauldron on the countertop and fill it with water from the tap. Then I place the other magical items around it in a circle—the feathers, the stones, the candle, the red salt. The athame I place to my left-hand side. I keep thinking of what my father said, calling me the Left Hand of Darkness, and this seems to fit. Finally, I spread the Devil’s Tarot in a circle around all the other items. I’m not following any patterns or spells. I’m just going by instinct here—doing the best I can.

I stand back and look over my impromptu altar. I realize I need something that’s sorely missing.

Going to the beecosystem, I unlatch the series of safety doors and slide them open. My bees slowly drift out and form a dark cloud that fills the tiny room. The sight would surely send any sane person running off, screaming, into the night. A few settle on my shoulders, and one lands on my cheek. Their collective hum fills my head and heart.

I reach inside and collect the queen in my hand, since she is wingless.

“What do you think? Can you help me, Your Majesty?” I ask as I feel a warm surge pass through my body.

The queen sends a hum trough my body in response.

I carefully carry her over to the altar and set her down on the edge of the cauldron, where she waits for me to begin my work

Honestly, this isn’t all I need to work this spell. “I’m sorry,” I whisper to both my brides as I position myself in front of the altar. I’ve given both men heaven in the past; it’s time they give me this.

Picking up the knife, I raise it above my head and close my eyes. I try to find the words necessary to achieve the spell, but I can’t think of anything to say. The only thing that comes to me is an old rote from my time in Catholic school, and that’s no help at all. And the harder I try, the more frustrating it becomes. The bees move upward into a cloud over my head. Their hum fills my mind. I listen to it and slowly, over time, I start seeing words in my head—just not in any language I’ve ever heard.

I start speaking the language as I hear it. It sounds like an obscure Russian dialect—if it was spoken backwards and with a mouth full of marbles. I wonder if it’s angel-speak.

With the knife, I cut a sigil into the air. It doesn’t at all surprise me that it’s the sign of the House of Lucifer. I mean, what other power am I capable of summoning? Certainly nothing of God or man.

The humming increases in my head. The air suddenly crackles with raw blue energy. And when I open my eyes, I see the sigil hanging in the air over the altar in what resembles glowing blue-white strikes of lightning. I suck in a quick breath at the sight. I’m afraid to move or make any sudden gestures, lest I break the spell. But even as I slowly lower the knife, I see the Devil’s Tarot drift upward, forming a deadly silver halo around the sigil.

The entire display is pretty to look at, but when I check the water in the cauldron, all I see are my own eyes reflected there. They are full of the same energy as the sigil, but that’s not what I’m looking for. Maybe I need more power for the spell. I remember what Nick said about the Lucifers being natural channelers. We don’t originate our own power. Closing my eyes again, I imagine, quite literally, a well—deep and dark and full of blue light. Both Mac and Father Matt immediately come to me.

They feel close—so close, I can smell Mac’s cologne on the air. I can hear Matt’s sweet and balmy voice. I can even see them. Father Matt is talking with a young woman who is weeping on the pew they are sitting on together. At the same time, Mac is getting his young daughter Charity into her PJ’s. I feel like my brain is splitting in half as I watch them—and I know what I am seeing is happening in real time.

The moment I sense him, he senses me and quickly turns from his daughter and walks downstairs, shutting himself away in his study. Father Matt doesn’t miss a beat. Ignoring the crying woman, he gets up and lets himself out of the church and crosses to the rectory nearby. Both men lie down on the nearest surfaces available to them. Mac his leather lounge sofa. Matt the ratty old sofa. Both immediately cross their arms and stare up at the ceiling as their lips began to move. I can’t hear their voices, but I think they are speaking my spell.

I tear my inner eye away from them and refocus on the cauldron. I’m actually surprised to find the water in it swirling clockwise around the small container. “I need to see,” I tell it. “Show me.”

The water moves faster, but that’s all.

I need more. More power. I raise the knife higher and cough out another angel-speak spell I don’t know.

That makes both men jerk as if they have hooks in their flesh and I’m yanking their wires. It’s not pleasant for them, I know.

“I need to see!” I command the cauldron. “Let me see!”

This time I raise the knife and shout the spell to the ceiling at the same time, putting all my will behind it. The swarm of bees rises with my gesture, their humming so loud, it drowns out all the other sounds around me like a blanket. This must be some kind of summoning spell, because both men jerk upward at the same time on their horizontal surfaces, the pull on them so fierce, it actually bows their backs as a dark light pours form their open mouths. Both their eyes turn pure black, and even though I can’t hear them, I know in my heart that both men are screaming as I rip the power from their very bones.

The water moves much faster now, like a miniature cyclone barely contained within the small black cauldron. Finally, finally…I see light in the water. I see images. And because of my brides’ sacrifice—because of the well of power that they have opened to me—I recognize the place where Sister Marie is hiding my enemy.
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I PARK in the front lot of the vast Tyson Manufacturing Company Plant. It’s a sprawling, long-abandoned steel manufacturing plant in the northeast section of the city. I’ve read about it here and there in “hunted Philly” brochures, which are incredibly popular. When Sebastian and I first launched Confessions, Sheri came in with an armful of booklets she said we could have because she was always ordering too many from her printer. We set them up in the window alongside the chocolates and teddy bears and they were gone in one afternoon. I knew from the pamphlets that Tyson was among one of the more popular hotspots for ghost hunters and tourists who loved photographing abandoned places, a popular sport in this town.

The pictures I’d seen of the Tyson Plant didn’t do it justice, though. Up close, it looks like one of those places you see in post-apocalyptic movies, full of zombies and flesh-eating cannibals.

I get out and cautiously approach the crumbling building. The structure itself covers several acres and rises maybe fifty or sixty feet into the air—all broken, eyeless glass and ragged black steel bones with the skin scraped away. I feel a chill that has nothing to do with the darkness, the full moon, or the lonely sodium lamps that line the vast, broken concrete apron.

The doors and part of the building in front is simply gone, producing a ragged hole into darkness. No lie; I’m a little freaked out about going in there. Partly because of the damned ghost stories about the steel mill in Sheri’s brochures, but mostly for practical reasons: I’m really scared of getting lost and wandering around in the dark inside until a drunk or high homeless person grabs me.

Thankfully, there are plenty of windows and enough moonlight pouring through the skylights above to see by as I walk to the center of a large, hangar-like space. I find myself gaping at the total ruin of the mill. Old machine mounts and piles of scrap metal lay scattered across the floor. Arcane graffiti covers the walls. Metal catwalks bridge the space above me like weathered bones. From them hang the rotted wiring entrails of ancient electronics and sheets of ragged plastic that sough mournfully in the cold breeze billowing through.

I’m dressed in a short black pea coat tonight. It’s far too warm for this time of year, but I wanted something that made me feel somewhat protected. I’m happy now I wore it, as I’m freezing my ass off as I clump along, the echoes of my footfalls sounding too loud and intrusive to my sensitive ears. Shivering, I walk around a bit in this huge, abandoned catacomb to turn-of-the-century human endeavors, trying to avoid the pools of oil and stagnant water on the floor, but even though I peer into every corner, I don’t see anything that resembles the vision I had. Still, I know I’m in the right place. In my cauldron vision, I clearly recognized the elaborate Tyson Manufacturing logo painted on the walls.

I can smell the black mold actually invading my lungs. Somewhere, a cat yowls. After twenty minutes of wandering around aimlessly, I get fed up and start back. But as I turn, I see a light ahead and stop.

A shadow is standing about a hundred feet away, holding up a battery torch.

I swallow hard and feel my nerves sing. I want to say something tough and clever, but I don’t have any spit left in my mouth. Anyway, the figure speaks first.

“It’s you, Princess,” comes a woman’s soft voice. She lifts the lantern and I see her sad, carven face. She’s wearing civilian clothes and a long windbreaker, but it’s definitely Sister Marie. The witch-nun who first gave me the name Lady Lucifer.

“Y-you…” I have to swallow to wet my throat before I continue. “I thought you might be here.”

Our voices echo so loudly, it seems we’re shouting to each other.

Sister Marie ignores my statement. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m looking for you. And for…her.”

I still don’t know her name. All this time I’ve dreamed of her, feared her, abhorred her, and waited to speak to her again, and I don’t even knew her goddamn name.

Sister Marie remedies that. “Xtabay.”

The exotic sound of the name echoes in the vastness of this dead place and drives what feels like a cold scalpel up my back. “Xtabay,” I repeat. “That’s…that’s her name?”

Sister Marie only looks at me accusingly.

“Who is she?” I press when she doesn’t immediately answer me. “What is she? Not a real goddess…?”

“Leave here, little Princess,” Sister Marie intones. “Forget her. Forget all this. Go home and live your sad, lonely life with your brides and your necromancer.”

She starts edging backward, but I take a quick step forward. Angry now. Fucking belittle me?

“Stop!”

To my surprise, she stops. But she glares angrily at me as if I’ve slapped her.

I take another jump-step forward, narrowly avoiding an oil spill on the floor between us. “I need to know more. I need to find out answers.”

“Answers? Why?”

I want to sob in exhaustion and frustration. “Because I’ve seen things! Things that I think she can do. But I don’t understand why she’s doing them!” Now, I am shouting. Anything to stop her from running away so I can understand what the hell is happening to me.

To my surprise, Sister Marie moves swiftly toward me. I don’t even have time to react before she’s practically nose to nose with me. I can smell her sweat and a faint odor of urine. I suspect she’s been holed up in here for days, wearing the same clothes.

Again, she surprises me. Grabbing me roughly by the arm, she uses an inordinate amount of strength to drive me to my knees in a puddle of stagnant rainwater. I cry out in surprise as I go down, splashing stinking water up the front of my coat.

I could easily set her on fire, if I want to. I know that. But I don’t want to hurt her. I just want answers!

“You stupid puta!” she screams in my face, startling me. “How dare you come here after what you have done to her?”

She slaps me so hard, I wind up down on my ass on the concrete. I cry out, but she’s not done with me. She grabs me by the hair and shakes me violently and starts spitting Spanish in my face. The pain and violence makes me cry out in surprise. The whole experience is so different from what I expected that I’m left stunned and helpless as she yanks on me and slaps me, then throws me back down again.

I don’t fight her. I lay there, heart thudding in my ears, breathing roughly, and listen to her raining down her rage on me. In too many ways, I deserve this—someone to hurt me. To tell me exactly what I am. A bitch. A monster. Something else. Something worse.

Finally, Sister Marie, who once seemed so at peace, spits on me.

Her cold saliva hits me in the cheek and partially in the eye. I blink it away. I don’t know exactly what I did to her or to Xtabay, but I’m sure, whatever it is, I probably deserve it.

Only when she draws a decorative magic athame from under her coat do I start to panic. If it was just a regular knife, I might even let her continue. But a witch’s athame can really hurt another witch—even kill her. And I don’t want to die. I don’t want to know where someone like me goes when she dies.

With a cry, Sister Marie lunges at me.

I start to move, to roll away, but I know I’m not fast enough, not in this vulnerable position. Instead, throw my arms up in defense, not that that would save me. But just as she reaches me, the athame is torn from her hand and flung as if by invisible forces the full length of the hangar.

I heard the athame hit the floor and skitter along for a while before it disappears into darkness. Sister Marie almost pitches over, catching herself at the last moment. Lurching back, the witch mutters a curse in her native language, then turns her head to try and find the lost athame.

I’m thinking about getting up and charging her while she’s distracted when I spot the woman—the goddess—Xtabay standing on the crumbling metal catwalk above us, her arms outstretched to perform the spell that saved me from the athame. She is no longer dressed as she was when I first saw her step out of the iron sarcophagus. She is still so beautiful that it hurts to look upon her, but she’s cut her hair short like a boy’s so her ears stick out a little, and she’s wearing jeans and a strappy T-shirt of the kind I favor. Over it all, she sports a white wrap sweater that flows around her like wings.

All of that is weird enough on its own. But what really surprises me is the look of horror on Xtabay’s beautiful face. I don’t expect that. She puts a hand on the railing, and with almost no effort at all, launches herself over it. But she doesn’t fall like a human. Instead, she falls like what she is—a goddess come to earth—and I can’t help but be mesmerized by the sight of her floating down to the floor in front of us.

Sister Marie straightens up and turns to address Xtabay while I lay there on the floor, watching them. “I told you to stay upstairs.”

Xtabay narrows her black, cattish eyes but says nothing. Nothing I can hear.

“It’s none of your concern!” Sister Marie insists as if they are holding a personal conversation only she can hear. She gestures wildly. “She is his daughter. Ha-Shaitan’s corrupted blood! And she is corrupting you, my lady!”

Xtabay shakes her head as if she is not convinced.

“You need to stay away from her!”

Xtabay raises one long arm and points her finger directly to me while I scramble to my feet. Then she brings her hand in and lays it to her heart in some arcane gesture I can’t translate.

“No…no, you don’t understand, my lady! Do you not know what she is?”

Xtabay brings her up and then down in a long line. I think she is making the sign of the House of Satan. She then makes the heart gesture again.

Sister Marie actually blanches as she grows more hysterical. “My lady, she is the Left Hand of Darkness! She is his cursed daughter…!” Exasperated, Sister Marie turns and gestures to me. “You do not understand! She is the heir. She is the fucking Whore of Babylon!”

Those words hurt me worse than any knife. I’ve heard them uttered in the past by equally hateful people. I’ve been called the Great Whore so many times, I want to scream my rage to the sky. “Stop calling me that!” I roar, taking a step toward her. I want to scratch the witch’s eyes out for that. But Sister Marie turns to me.

The look on her face stuns me into silence. I’ve seldom seen such fear and hatred on a human face. “You’ve corrupted her! You’ve destroyed everything I’ve tried to do!”

Yes, of course, I think as I put everything together in my head. It takes a moment, but I finally understand. “Sonja…the other girls. You’ve been using Xtabay to murder those men, haven’t you? To kill anyone hurting the women on the street…”

She doesn’t deny a thing. She just moves more purposely toward me, her lantern swinging and casting slanting shadows across her tired, enraged face. Too late, I realize she has a second athame in her hand! I don’t know where she got it from. Perhaps she had it hidden in her clothes or in a boot, but, somehow, it’s found her way into her hand now.

“I’m sorry, Princess. Sorry it must be this way. But you cannot be allowed to continue.” Sister Marie’s voice dissolves into another language as she casts a spell. She raises the athame high and positions it so she can plunge it straight into my heart. I see it shimmer, red hot and more than capable of carving into my flesh. I try to move, but I can’t. She’s a powerful witch. I’ll give her that. Her spell has bound me to the floor. I can’t shift out of the way. All I can do is raise my arms hand in defense and scream in raw red fear as the blade plunges toward me.
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XTABAY RAISES both hands and speaks, but not in any language I have ever heard before. It’s definitely not Spanish. I suspect it’s much older than any human language.

And I feel the entire world crank down into motionless silence like someone put a brake on. It reminds me of what my father did at the roadhouse. In the end, only she and I can move. Sister Marie is stuck in her goddess’s strange stasis, her mouth hanging open in a scream of insult, her eyes wide and mad, her body canted forward and arm outstretched, the blade of the athame only a few inches from my heart. To me, she looks like a strange and macabre object de’art.

“W-what…?” I ask no one in particular because I can’t believe she saved me.

Xtabay lowers her arms. “Stand up, little flower.”

I risk shifting around in the oil spill under my feet. If Xtabay can stop time—or, according to my dad, at least slow it all the way down—what else is she capable of?

The goddess gives me a sympathetic look. “You are afraid. I did not want that.”

I look her over, feeling more than cowed by her queenly presence. She’s much taller than I am, and despite the modern clothes, she still looks like someone out of mythology. Her eyes are pitch black—no whites or irises at all.

“You’re…a bit intimidating.”

She smiles, then, a little sadly. Raising a hand, she passes it over her face. When she drops her hand, I see her eyes are brown and warm and human. “Does this please you?”

I look around the hangar for an escape route, but then realize the futility of it. If I run, she’ll probably just freeze me and drag me back. So I turn to face her instead. “Why…do you care?”

Her fingers twitch like she’s looking to touch something but is hesitant. Taking a step toward me, she reaches out with one hand.

I stiffen but I’m immensely proud of myself for not screaming or bolting when she touches my hair. I feel a tingle in my scalp, but that’s all. I’ve never been touched by a goddess before.

“I do not want to frighten you, little flower. I do not want you to turn away from me.”

I swallow hard and look into those quasi-human eyes of hers. “Why?” I ask because I can’t imagine one single reason why she should care what I think of her.

She tenderly pushes a strand of hair off my face and then brushes her knuckles against my cheek. The contact sends a warm pulse of pleasure through my skin. I don’t expect that. “Is it not obvious? I love you.”

Her words confuse me. I’ve known plenty of people who “loved me,” but that’s not what they mean by those words. They just want me. Or they want to conquer me. Put me in my place. I don’t even think my parents “loved me” in the traditional sense. They were simply too afraid.

Xtabay looks sad as if she instinctively understands these things and slides her large, warm hands down the sides of my bare neck, resting them on my shoulders. “You are strong. And the world does not suffer strong women. This world breaks such women.” Her dark eyes blink once. “The witches.”

I can feel the sheer, otherworldly strength in her hands. I’m acutely aware that she can break my body with no effort at all. But, strangely, I am not afraid. I am suddenly, embarrassingly, wet down below. My heart is racing and the tips of my breasts hurt as if she is passing an electrical charge through my body. “Yes,” I agree, because I can’t argue with her logic.

She nods almost imperceptibly, as if she knows what she’s doing to me. Normally, I would hate that she knows how she is affecting me. But I feel strangely at ease.

“But…you…” I stop myself, afraid I’ll sound stupid in front of her. “How can you even know all that? I mean…you don’t come from here. Right? You come from…somewhere else.”

“I was sent to the far realms.” She moves her hands to my shoulders and draws me closer to her. Her face—and, more specifically, her eyes—seem to fill my whole field of vision. Her scent, like soft white lilies after a summer rain, makes my head swim and I suddenly feel the whole world tilt around me as if I’ve taken a hit of some powerful acid. “But I was queen here once. And then he came.”

“Who?”

“Ha-Shem.” The word echoes around the ruins of the mill, making some birds in the rafters take flight. “And with his military of light creatures, he banished me. And the rest.” Her eyes blink black for one second before returning to their brown color. I can feel a vibration from her. I think it’s her righteous anger. “But then his power lessened. His believers returned to the old ways. And I was able to claw my way back through the cracks.”

Her voice echoes strangely in my head. I feel so dizzy.

“You are the child of his general. You are of the line of Ha-Shaitan.”

“I…”

“Left Hand of the Coming Dark.”

God, I feel so sick. Thankfully, she is there to catch me when I tip forward.

No! Too late, I realize she’s casting some spell. I wanted to tell her to stop, to let me go, but I can’t feel my body at all. She lifts me into her arms so easily, you would think I was only a baby. “Let…go…” I say, slurring my words as if I’m drunk. My head, so very heavy suddenly, bobs downward and my chin rests on my chest as she holds me against her.

“Sleep, little flower. We have much to do.”

Darkness—followed by a rush of cold wind. I don’t need to see to know we are flying. Time has no meaning suddenly. She may have carried me for seconds or years. It doesn’t seem to matter and there is no way for me to measure what is happening. But, eventually, the darkness gives out to a pinprick of light that slowly grows in brilliance.

I wake up still in her arms. She is standing in a cold, concrete room of some kind. Some chamber deep in the embattled remains of the old steel mill, I assume. But this one has no windows. Just a row of lanterns similar to what Sister Marie was wielding hanging from hooks in the walls. It produces the only illumination.

The room is empty, save for a creaky-looking cot in one corner, a table near it with some basic human toiletries on it, and that huge, frightening iron sarcophagus on the floor, taking up most of the space in the small room. I shudder at the sight of it, but Xtabay makes shushing noises and runs a hand over my face as she steps soundlessly toward it. I know I should be panicking like crazy, but I can’t find it in me to care.

The lid shifts and falls to one side with a heavy thump without her needing to touch it. Inside, the sarcophagus is full of soft throw pillows—but it’s still a sarcophagus. I hear myself moan in distress, but seconds later, we are standing inside of it and she is setting me down on the pillows.

I want to move, to get out of the stone coffin, but I still can’t seem to move. I start to protest, but Xtabay reached up and touches my forehead. That smell of rain and lilies increases, and I have to really think about why I’m so afraid of her.

She is so beautiful. I hope she kisses me. I mean, I’m not into girls like that, but I’ve been with them to please past lovers. I don’t have any hang-ups with sex with girls. I like them. And she’s so beautiful, like some angel come to Earth just for me—to save me. Would an angel really hurt me?

Xtabay smiles. “That’s better, isn’t it, my little fire flower?”

“Yes,” I say and smile, even though I don’t know what she means.

“You will be my new keeper, yes? You will guide me through this strange new world?”

I want to say yes, but I hesitate. What does that even mean?

“If you say yes, I will kiss you. You want that, don’t you?”

“Oh, yes,” I tell her honestly.

When she kisses me, I sigh. She tastes like sweet sunshine and gardens full of springtime flowers after months of cold white winter death, and her breath is hot and soft against my lips. I’m so tired of the darkness. I want to just drink it all up as if it’s warm wine and I’m dying of thirst.

She laughs, delighted with the way I’m squirming beneath her. She slides my coat off and digs her hands under my T-shirt, cupping my breasts. She holds them and squeezes them as if they belonged to her. Again, she kisses me. Her tongue dances down my throat while she fondles me. She kisses me as if she wants to crawl inside my mouth and down into my unnatural body and fill it with light.

I moaned against those delicious, sugary lips and she smiles in response and moves downward, leaving little sticky sugar kisses along my neck until she reaches my cleavage. Stopping, she wrestles my shirt off and undoes the front clasp of my sports bra. Then she’s kissing me again, following the contours of my body until she reaches the edges of my jeans. I moan in frustration and wiggle my ass, making it hard for her to undo my jeans and slide them and my boy shorts off. But somehow, she manages.

Smiling incorrigibly, she sinks down, making approving noises as she licks and tickles her tongue around my navel before dipping lower. Her hot, flitting tongue drives the pleasure deep into my body in pulses that leave me breathless and panting with anticipation.

“You taste like honey,” she whispers, her voice almost inhumanely low.

I groan as she pushes inward. With a gasp, I throw my head back on the pillows and writhe with her tongue deep inside of me.

“You will be mine? Say you will be mine!” Xtabay cries, her whole face alight with desire when she looks up.

“Yes!”

One last little lick and the orgasm hits me hard, making my legs clench Xtabay’s head as I shake all over with release. I scream, and the whole factory echoes with my cries of pleasure. It stokes the witchfire between us, and I feel the rush of that primal force as it consumes my skin all over so that, for a few seconds, I am, quite literally, a creature on fire. The ripple of blue flames licks at Xtabay’s body. But unlike the others I’ve touched with my fire, she seems delighted by the sensation.

Afterward, Xtabay climbs back up my body so we are again face to face. I’m still trembling in the afterglow of our lovemaking. But for once, I’m also at peace. I haven’t hurt her. I haven’t taken anything from her or enslaved her. She kisses me so hard I can taste myself on her lips. “Oh, little flower of fire and pain,” she whispers against my lips. “You are mine. And, together, we will rewrite the world.”

The lights in the room flicker and go out.
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I’M SITTING in a bright, sunny room full of bookshelves. I realize it’s the library in White Haven, where I grew up. Before I became a teen and found out what a terrible and friendless place it was to live, the library was my refuge.

I’m a small child of five or six, dressed in a purple Barney shirt and brown corduroy trousers. I’m still three or four years away from the horrors that would slowly but inexorably manifest themselves in school. The girls who would revile and torment me. The teacher who would ask me to stay behind one day, only to bend me uncomfortably over his desk. At the moment, I’m still untouched—virgin.

I realize I’m here for Story Time, an event I’ve always looked forward to. We can’t wait for kind Mr. Felix to come in and read us a book. In my heart, I hope it’s one of the Serendipity books. I like those and the pictures are beautiful. Flutterby is my favorite.

But it’s not bent old Mr. Felix that enters the children’s section of the library. Instead, it’s my father here to read to us. Not my adopted father. My real one. John.

He’s dressed in a smart tweed suit, the silver glasses on his face. “Hello, children,” he greets the children gathered on the colorful throw rug. I feel particularly special when he turns to me. “Greetings, daughter.”

“Hello, Daddy!” I say, my voice high and enthusiastic.

He tsks. “What did I say about that, Vivian?”

I blush. “I’m sorry…“ I immediately correct myself. “…John.”

“Good girl,” he says, assuming the big chair at the front of our little group and opens the thick, heavy old book he’s brought. I’m a little disappointed because it doesn’t look like the kind of book I was expecting. “Today, children, we are going to read about the Legend of Xtabay, the Demon of Lust and Darkness.”

The children cheer at that. I cheer louder than them all. This sounds even better than Flutterby!

John smiles gregariously at everyone gathered. “The legend begins in a world very different from the one we live in now. In those days, the world was full of gods and monsters. There were no people or animals, then. Just darkness and war as the Old Ones gathered in their masses to battle for each other for control of Earth.”

I see the children around me nod, spellbound by my daddy’s voice.

“Earth was very important to the armies as it was one of the few worlds that had not yet been destroyed by either conflict or cosmic cataclysm and could thus life. So, of course all the Old Ones wanted it. In fact, they were willing to destroy one another to possess it, and the battles that raged were long and tiring and very bloody.”

He stops to look at me sternly over the top of his glasses. “I hope you are paying close attention, Vivian. This is important.”

“Yes, John,” I answer dutifully, my cheeks flushing because I’ve been singled out.

He returns to the book. “The greatest army of all belonged to He-Shem, also called The One—and, sometimes, The Name. He-Shem was strong because the army he created was made up of brilliant strategists and fearless warriors. Perhaps the bravest and most powerful of all was his favorite creation, Ha-Shaitan, also called The Star of Morning, because wherever he went, he filled that place with the light that was his master’s dominance.

“All who faced Ha-Shaitan knelt before his judgment. Whole armies were razed to the ground under his command, the bodies decapitated and then burned in giant holes in the ground, the god-bones scattered to become the foundation of the New Earth. But then, one day, he came upon the Old One who had named herself Xtabay the Flower That Never Blooms. He found her beside a fountain, washing her long black hair in the fragrant waters, and though he had been tasked with destroying every Old One he came upon and burning and scatterig their bodies, he found her to be beautiful to look upon. She smelled like spring and she spoke with great wisdom to the creatures of the night.

“Ha-Shaitan stopped his footman from destroying Xtabay and, instead, went out to speak to her. And do you know what happened, children?”

The children shook their heads. I shook mine with them.

“Xtabay charmed Ha-Shaitan with her wit and wisdom, and the two become allies and lovers on that day. And as they lay on the riverbank, exhausted from their passionate lovemaking, Ha-Shaitan confessed all the plans that his master Ha-Shem had for destroying the Old Ones. Naturally, Xtabay was distraught by this news, for she had friends and allies among the Old Ones. As they talked, Ha-Shaitan came to sympathize with Xtabay’s plight.

“The next day, Ha-Shaitan asked for an audience with Ha-Shem. Ha-Shaitan, being the favorite son, had the ear of his lord. He begged Ha-Shem to spare Xtabay and her allies from his wrath. He argued that Xtabay would make a much finer ally, and, eventually, Ha-Shem agreed to let Ha-Shaitan pass over her in his campaign to destroy their enemies. But what Ha-Shaitan did not know was that Ha-Shem had secretly deployed a platoon of his soldiers to the river where Xtabay dwelt.

“The men caught Xtabay unaware and trapped her against the rocks. He-Shem, who was a very jealous god, was irate that Xtabay had seduced Ha-Shaitan and turned his head. To punish her for what she had done to his favorite son, Ha-Shem had his men rape and torture Xtabay until she was broken and quite mad. Then he had his men banish Xtabay to the Outer Realms, where she would dwell in darkness and madness forever and ever, alone and apart from Ha-Shaitan forever.

“When Ha-Shaitan learned of what had been done to Xtabay, he questioned his lord for the first time. Naturally, Ha-Shem was insulted that his general would challenge his authority. The two had a terrific row, and in the end, Ha-Shaitan broke rank and left the presence of Ha-Shem, taking with him a whole host of his most loyal soldiers. As for Xtabay, her fate was far crueler.”

The children have begun to cry. One starts to scream. But my father continues on, unperturbed, his eyes entirely on me now.

“The great goddess dwelt in her darkness and her madness for many millennia before finding a small crack between the worlds, formed when the followers of Ha-Shem began to turn away and seek the counsel of the Old Ones, most of which had been banished. It took hundreds of years, but Xtabay was finally able to birth herself back into our reality, though she was not the same goddess she once was. She had brought with her a millennial’s worth of madness—as well as her hatred for men.

“It’s said she steals the skins of the guilty to wear upon her skin. But sometimes she will also slay the innocent. According to some legends, Xtabay can only be kept in check by a female witch of great strength of will. Such a woman has the power to become her high priestess and servant. But even though this woman may seem to act as a servant, she has enormous influence over Xtabay, for the demon is a wild, mad thing and can be seduced into acting out the high priestess's deepest and darkest desire…”
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I JERK awake in the iron coffin, the cries of terrified children ringing in my ears.

It’s dark and I’m soaked in sweat and my heart is hammering in my chest so hard I think it’s trying to escape. In my mind’s eye, I can still see my father staring over his glasses at me, explaining about Xtabay. The story fills my mind and I spend what feels like forever obsessing over it the way you do a bad dream before it fades.

Sitting up, I look over at the naked woman lying beside me. Her back is turned to me, but I can clearly see her dark hair and the sigils marking the smooth brown skin of her back. They seem to shift and move. And I know then that it was no dream; Xtabay is most certainly an Old One.

“The demon is a wild, mad thing and can be seduced into acting out the high priestesses’ deepest and darkest desire…” I whisper to myself.

I’m suddenly overwhelmed with a feeling of absolutely certainty that if I don’t get away, we will destroy each other. Or we will destroy this world. I get slowly to my feet, trying not to disturb the demon, and quickly pick up my clothing, which is scattered. I slip it on quickly, forgetting about the underwear, and slide my coat and shoes on before creeping toward what looks like a closed door.

I glance back at Xtabay, but to my relief, she hasn’t woken yet. I scratch at the door until it opens. The hinges start to groan, so I only open in a few inches and slid out, leaving it open behind me. It’s only then I realize I’ve been holding my breath almost the whole time. Letting it out in a long gasp, I suck in a fresh breath and sag like some boneless thing against the wall.

Jesus Christ. What the living fuck have I gotten myself into?

I’m trying to figure out what to do next when my phone suddenly goes off. I have the ringer set to Scandal’s “The Warrior,” and the sound all the way up. I make strangled sound as I wrest it loose from my coat pocket and see it’s Sebastian calling, probably trying to figure out where the hell I am. I stab at the red icon, but I can hear Xtabay’s breath from the other side of the door. She’s awake. She’s goddamn awake!

I don’t waste any time taking off down a long corridor with rusted fixtures on the walls and more bizarre graffiti. Frightening painted faces leer down on me as I turn the bend and follow another corridor into an even darker recess of the mill. I have no idea where I’m going, or even if I’m headed in the right direction. A number of large pipes overhead block the light that normally pours through the skylights, so I find myself stumbling along in the near dark as I search frantically for a way out.

Another bend and I nearly pitch down a long flight of metal stairs—just stopping myself at the last moment by grabbing the rusted railing and hanging on until I find my feet. The railing gives a little with age, and I feel my heart drop down somewhere near my toes as I steady myself.

The darkness behind me breathes. I can hear her coming for me. Slowly. Steadily. As if she has all the time in the world. And perhaps she does…

“Little flower…!” she whispers from down the hall, and her voice sounds like the sough of the wind.

Letting go of the railing, I swallow my fear of the dark and falling and take the stairs two at a time even though the whole staircase rattles in a disturbing way as I hurry down. Jesus, it must be two stories down! Halfway there, I pass the support wall and recognize the big hangar where I first confronted Sister Marie. Its vast, moon-dipped wetness actually looks inviting after what’s happened up there in that sarcophagus.

I shiver and want to cry out in outrage when I think about her on top of me, licking me…

Xtabay moves supernaturally fast. I can feel her at my back before I even reach the bottom. I jump the last ten feet or so, landing hard—and funny (but not in a ha-ha way)—on the concrete below. I feel my ankle turn and I grunt as I roll to the floor. Despite the sudden shock of pain, I scramble up before she can land in front of me and stop me from leaving.

I’m so stupid. I’ve forgotten she can fly.

Long before I limp even halfway down the throat of that vast hangar, Xtabay lands weightlessly in front of me like some beautiful pale bird descended to Earth. She seems taller now—closer to the titan-like image I saw in my vision. And her eyes are all blackity-black once more. Her hair, now streaming down over her shoulders, moves in a way that seems almost alive. But it’s what she’s wearing that stops me dead in my tracks.

Not the T-shirt and wrap from before. Not the tight-fitting white dress from my dreams.

No, she’s wearing a gown that I first mistaken for buckskin. But it’s not. The fabric is crudely sewn together with black thread, but I don’t even have to wonder if it’s made of patches of all different shades of human skin. I know it is. Some of the patches even have distinctive tattoos still inked on them. Around her waist, she sports a thick brown leather belt with the flesh of human limbs rubbing together as she moves, and around her neck a collar with what I’m terrified might be human penises. Her long earring, just brushing her shoulders, and the braces on her wrists and upper arms, are made of tiny, delicate, bleached human bones, like those you might find belonging to an infant.

She still smells sweet. But under that odor I detect it—the sweet putrefaction of human remains.

And I cower before her because I know this beautiful and awful creature of night is going to kill me.
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“LITTLE FLOWER.”

I stay crouched down, my arms up in defense, unwilling to move—until she speaks again.

“Little flower, stand up.”

Slowly—very slowly—I lower my arms and straighten up. I honestly expect to see a raging black inferno of anger in Xtabay’s eyes, but they only look on me emptily—sadly. Tears course down over her brown cheeks. She looks so despondent that, for one second, I actually feel my heart break for her. I think how lonely it must be for her. To live—but to not really be alive. To be the goddess-servant of whichever powerful witch controls her. I can’t help but wonder how far her high priestesses have forced her to travel to do their bidding. And, of course, what terrible acts they have foisted upon her.

“You’re not…not angry I ran away?” I ask.

She blinks away the tears, but they cling to her long lashes. “I could never be angry with my fire flower.” Moving closer, she lifts her arms slightly and presents her open palms to me as if she is inviting me to step into her strong embrace. I might even have done it—were it not for her smell or the sight of those ghastly human remains on her. “Do you not understand? I love you, little flower. And I would never destroy something I love.”

I turn my head as a glimmer draws my attention. At a distance, I see Sister Marie. She is still in the same position she was in when Xtabay froze time, body contorted as she lunges toward the place where I was lying, arm fully extended, the shining athame at the end of it aimed to pierce my heart. We are still in the time lock Xtabay initiated a few hours earlier. All the while we’ve been together, the world hasn’t moved on at all.

Swallowing my surprise, which feels like a marble in my throat, I point to Sister Marie. “And her?”

Xtabay turns her head slowly and in an entirely mechanical way to look at her servant and high priestess. But her eyes remain emotionless.

“She’s your high priestess!” I press, hoping to undo all this through sheer reason. Maybe I can convince Xtabay to return to the witch who controls her and forget all about me. Maybe we can settle this reasonably. “The two of you were doing so much good! She needs you to stop all the people hurt—”

A sudden gust of wind drowns out my voice. Xtabay is gesturing toward her priestess. The wind suddenly claws at the frozen Sister Marie as if it has all the power of a hurricane. It wraps itself around the witch’s paralyzed form and flings her carelessly against the farthest wall.

As if she were truly a stone statue, Sister Marie shatters into thousands of pieces. And the impact is so strong, it flings parts of the woman in every direction. A large shard of Sister Marie’s head actually bounces off one wall and flies toward us, bouncing along the concrete floor and shattering once more before it comes to rest, finally, on the floor between me and the goddess.

It’s half of Sister Marie’s face, her lips still stretched in a scream of rage, her eye glaring up at me accusingly.

I can’t help myself. I take one look at her remains and start screaming my guts out.
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I’M STILL screaming when Xtabay grabs me up in her arms—and her hair!—and, together, we rocket up toward the roof. The lurching sensation makes me sick to my stomach, and I vomit compulsively over Xtabay’s right shoulder as my stomach is slammed up into the bottom of my rib cage. Thank god I haven’t eaten anything in hours—it’s just stomach acid. But still…

With a groan, I tilt my head back, which is a bad idea. I see the skylights rushing toward us. That makes me scream again, but the glass explodes outward long before we reach it, falling away in glittering shards, and we pass safely through the ragged hole that remains and up into the sky beyond.

My whole body freezes up in fear as the cold night wind rips through my clothes and hair. All I see are stars on black night, and I have a horrid fantasy of us continuing upward until we break through the atmosphere and I can see the Earth drifting far below. The thought makes me sick.

But when we’ve reached an altitude so high my eyelashes feel like they are freezing and it actually becomes difficult to breathe, Xtabay finally slows down as if she senses my discomfort. Together, we hang in midair. And despite the fact that I’m terrified of her—horrified by the thing I’m clinging to with its raw, stinking human skin-dress—I find myself too frightened of falling to let go.

“Oh, my little flower,” she coos, raising a hand and running it through my hair, which is furiously flying around my face. “Look. See. All this I can give you.”

The wind dries my eyes, making it hard to see, but through the blur, I recognize the whole west end of Philly laid out around us, a mass of blocky and often ugly and unnatural shapes surrounding us on all sides like false mountains full of insignificant pinpricks of light. Traffic and trains cut long rivers of smeary light through the frozen metropolis, but even from up here, I can tell from the look of it that Xtabay has stopped time over the whole city. Perhaps she’s done it over the whole world.

“I…I don’t want it,” I answer her question truthfully. It’s so cold, my teeth are practically chattering. “Wh-why would I want th-this?”

She draws me back so she can see my face. That makes me panic, but she keeps her powerful hold on my arms even though I’m sure I’ve peed myself, I’m so scared. I kick out reflexively, but there’s no purchase.

“My lovely,” she says, tears in her eyes. “All these things I will give you, if you will only worship me. I will give you castles to live in and jewels to wear. The humans will be your brides and your victims.” She sighs and closes her eyes as a smile spreads across her face. “And, together, we will make it all burn.”

I gape at her in horror. “I don’t…I don’t want to burn it!”

She opens her eyes. Xtabay is as placid and pretty as a picture—some demonic Madonna up from hell. But now she looks slightly confused, like a child struggling to grasp a complex concept. “Of course you do. You have dreamed of the burning. You have dreamed me to your side, little flower of fire and of pain. You have summoned me in dreams. And so I have come.”

I gape at her. I had no idea…

Her face grows strangely desperate as she pulls me to her so our breasts are pressed together and our faces are inches apart. The odor of decay surrounds us both. “You are of Ha-Shaitan’s blood.” She sounds desperate now. Angrier. “And the Ha-Shaitan has always been the ally of the Xtabay.”

“I didn’t…I’m not…” I don’t know how to explain that this is all a misunderstanding. “I didn’t call you!”

Xtabay loses her serene smile. Now, she just looks disappointed. Scorned. And hell hath no fury…

“You called. I answered. And, together, we’ll make them burn.” She eyes flash with black fire. “We will make them all burn!” Her voice is rising to a pitch that hurts my ears. Her look is one of pure hunger. Pure hate. “We will make the humans burn for us. And it will be a pleasure!”

“No!” I scream, the high-pitch of her voice raking across my brain like cat claws. I even start to fight her embrace, despite the fact that the fall will kill me. “I don’t want this!” I say, screeching hysterically now. “I don’t want you, witch bitch!”

Xtabay grows very still. She looks confused. Hurt. “You…refuse me?”

I have a moment where I think, Oh, shit. Shit. Shitshitshit…!

But I’ve always been self-destructive. I’ve always had that in me. And perhaps, after all, she is the one sent to punish me for my sins. Perhaps this is all meant to be. So I tell her the truth, “Yes, Xtabay. I refuse you. I don’t love you, and I never will.”

She closes her eyes, and I see the blood leaking out from under her eyelids. I think she will scream. Instead, she says in a maddeningly calm voice, “I have seen many futures, fire flower, so I want you to know this one thing: You will never know real love in your whole life. Not as I could have shown it to you. Goodbye, Vivian.”

As I expect her to, she drops me.
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AS I fall to my death, I think about the bad things I’ve done. There is a lot to think about. It’s a long way down, after all. The fall itself is weightless and almost pleasurable. For a few seconds, I seem to hang upon the upper currents. But then, inevitably, I plummet back to earth like the fallen angel I always knew I was.

Strangely, my last thought before impact is of Nick, who knew and loved me perhaps best of all. He knew what I was. He knew I was a bad person, but he still loved me despite it all—perhaps because he, too, knows what it’s like to be a bad person trying to do a few good things in this world.

I don’t feel the impact. And for that, I’m grateful.

Maybe, somewhere out there in the vast, uncaring universe, there really is a merciful god.
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I’M DRIVING the jeep up a rocky, badly paved road. Good ol’ PA and its shitty back roads. The winter was particularly bad, so, naturally, the roads are all worn down and potholed from salt and the almost nonstop clawing of the snow-movers. I think of a popular joke I heard in high school: We used to have bears but they all fell into the potholes. 

But it’s not winter now. It’s early summer—Memorial Day. The trees are green and lushly filled out, and the wildflowers and weeds are growing in waist-high tangles on the sides of the road. The mosquitoes are terrible, as usual—and I think a bee got into the car somewhere along the way. I rumble along the last half-mile stretch of road until I reach the old, restored Victorian at the top of the mountain.

Several cars are parked on the gravel drive. I slide into the last open spot and cut the engine and get out. Big mistake! The stifling May heat hits me like a fur blanket, and I can feel my tank top sticking to me in a wholly uncomfortable way while I maneuver the Igloo cooler out of the back of the jeep.

“Hey, sis, let me give you a hand with that.”

I look around and see Nick moseying down the steps of the Victorian. I give my big brother a huge hug in greeting and a kiss on the cheek before I let him take the Igloo. “What in hell did you make this time?” he asks with a laugh. “It’s like a thousand pounds!”

“Cheesecake, key lime pie, and two different puddings—for the kids. Banana and chocolate. Don’t drop it!” I warn him as he carries the heavy-ass cooler up the stairs to the house.

“You know you didn’t have to go nuts.”

“Bro, I’m a baker. I always go nuts. You know that!” I laugh, giving him a playful slap on the arm. Like he doesn’t know me by now.

Inside the house, I hear the thump of footsteps descending rapidly from upstairs. Seconds later, Nick’s two boys come rampaging down like kaiju stomping a part of Tokyo flat. One has a Super Soaker and is shooting his brother in the chest while both boys scream at the top of their lungs.

Nick doesn’t even look surprised. He just steps between his sons and snatches the toy away from the older of the two. “That’s enough of that. If you get the floor wet, your mom is going to have a fit, men.”

The boys groan in unison so Nick points to the door. “Out!”

“He started it!” the younger boy yells.

“I don’t care who started it. Give your Aunt Vivian a hug and then go outside if you want to roughhouse.”

The boys rush over and I drop to my haunches to give each of them a quick hug. “I made you guys your favorite,” I whisper in their ear. “Banana pudding!”

“Cool!” the eldest says.

The younger one turns to Nick. “Daddy, can we—?”

“No pudding till after dinner. I said out! Now!”

Nick has that deep, strong voice that gets everyone’s attention. He’s not angry, but he does mean business. The boys relent and follow each other out, kicking, moaning, and making a dramatic exit—but not before the eldest grabs the Super Soaker and shoots his little brother in the ass, making him scream.

I shake my head. “God, they are a handful.”

Nick sighs in agreement. “I’d say they take after me, but they’re actually more like Morgana most of the time. Or maybe Dad. Yeah, they are definitely more like Dad.”

“Is he coming?” I ask as I follow him into the kitchen.

The cutting board is set up and there’s a vegan lasagna in the oven for those who don’t want to eat off the grill. I can smell it. Nick does all the cooking in the house because Morgana isn’t talented that way and is usually too busy running their shop to handle the household. That’s Nick’s department—not that he minds. He works from home anyway, doing Tarot readings online, so it works out well between them.

Nick shrugs as he starts stuffing the refrigerator with my offerings. “Not sure. You know Dad. Says he might come, then he doesn’t. Or says he isn’t, and then he shows up unexpectedly.” He rolls his eyes. “He’ll probably show with some nineteen-year-old floozy on his arm. Remember Christmas?”

I laugh at that. Our dad is a real man-slut, and I’ll be the first to admit it. Over Christmas, he had one girl on his arm and one calling him on the phone—continuously. It was a riot, watching him trying to sort out his tangled love life. Hell, he showed up drunk at Nick and Morgana’s wedding and actually had the nerve to try to kiss Morgana—not that Nick’s wife would ever put up with such lothario behavior.

I sigh, wondering if I’ll ever have a relationship like theirs. Honestly, I never thought they would mesh as well as they have. But I’m proud of them both—even if Morgana and I have never been what you might call BFFs.

With the desserts cooling in the fridge, Nick leads me out to the deck where a long redwood trestle table is set up under a colorful yellow and white sun umbrella. The grill is gently smoking on one side, with a small patio bar on the other. Morgana is mixing drinks and she rushes the first—but certainly not the last—margarita into my hands. Down in the large, attached yard, I see Josh has beaten me here and is running around with his nephews, wetting them good with the Super Soaker while Tiger barks and jumps excitedly between them all.

I sigh as I settle back on a sun lounger and try to catch an early summer tan. Nick and Morgana laugh about something that went hilariously wrong at work. In the meantime, Josh works his way back up to the deck with the two boys in tow. Morgana gets the boys some waters while Nick splits a six-pack of Budweiser with Josh and the two men go to work grilling the hamburgers and steaks. Nick calls over that the food will be done in five, so Morgana and I slip back into the kitchen to fetch the salads.

We’re almost ready to sit down to our annual Memorial Day feast when—yep, you guessed it. Dad shows up. Late, as usual—but at least he’s not dragging one of his many tagalongs with him. Our dad is a real handsome devil, even at his age. You wouldn’t know it, though. Those sensual eyes. That devilish smile. He’s as rakish as he was when we were children.

He hugs me tight and gives Nick’s hand a shake. He’s always been more affectionate with me. After all, I’m his little girl. His little princess.

I sit to his right at the picnic table and we all talk and laugh about our lives since the last time we’ve been together as a family. I listen to my dad’s stories about teaching at college. He makes certain to include all the gory details of his most recent affairs—PG versions of the story of course, since his grandsons are listening while they stuff down their hamburgers as quickly as possible in a bid to get back to chasing each other around the backyard with the Super Soaker.

“Dad, are you ever going to settle down?” I ask.

“Are you, my princess?” he asks right back.

I blush. “I don’t know. Honestly, with the shop, I don’t really have the time to date.”

“There’s always Tinder,” Nick throws in.

“Shut up, you!”

He smiles wisely but there is a shadow in his eyes. It’s like a twinkle, but darker. “No time to date or get married or have children. And yet you have time to make those brides of yours.”

I pause, a forkful of potato salad halfway to my lips. “What?”

“You,” My dad elaborates. “No time to date properly, yet you have time to make slaves out of all your men. How many are you up to by now?”

I lower my fork and sit up straight on the redwood bench under the pretty yellow sun umbrella. “I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”

Dad narrows his eyes and pushes his uneaten plate of food away from him. He dabs his mouth with his cloth napkin, but I can see his smile. I can see the sharp, terrible angel teeth in his mouth. “You aren’t human. You don’t date. Nick is most certainly not human, and he isn’t married. There are no children. There is no picnic. No holiday. No fucking yellow umbrella.” His voice drops to a low, uncomfortable growl. “Are you done with this ridiculous masquerade, daughter?”

His words…his tone of voice…it makes me glance around. My little family is all frozen in place. Nick is frozen, pouring an equally frozen Morgana a fresh glass of iced tea. The boys were pushing at each other, but now they are sitting there like statues. My brother Josh is throwing a piece of steak to Tiger, who had his mouth wide open. Josh and Tiger are frozen solid, and the bit of steak is stuck in the air between them.

My heart thuds. I try not to panic. “What is this? What’s going on?”

My dad rises from the table and leans against it to deliver his news in a whisper. “There is no house. There is no family. Vivian…you are dead.”

I find the news not so much frightening and fatally depressing. Everything has felt so real. I have a lot of dreams I’ve never fulfilled. I’m too young to die whiteout realizing at least some of them. “Dead.” I look around the table. “But what about them?”

Dad points to the table. “This isn’t real. Well, it is, in a way, but only because it’s your Harrow.” He points to the people gathered around the table. “They aren’t really here. Hell, some of them aren’t even real. If they were, do you really think your family would act like this?”

I look around the table sadly. I don’t want to ask it, but I know I must. “What’s the Harrow?”

Unexpectedly, my father looks sympathetic. “It’s a state of mind where a person dwells while they are unconscious and living in their own mind. It acts as a path from the world of the living to the realm of the dead. Living humans, and even Otherkind, enter it every single night—until, of course, that day comes when they cannot escape it. Then it is the place they dwell in until they choose either to go back or to go on.”

I nod as I slowly come to understand. I’m in a kind of limbo. “I want to go back.”

He comes around the table to touch my shoulder.”You can’t, darling. Xtabay took that choice from you.”

I bite my lip as my panic edges up a nod. Slowly, I rise to my feet, still looking at the family that was never was. “Then take me to Heaven. Or Hell.” I look at him. “I belong in Hell, right, Daddy?”

“I can’t.” He smiles sadly. Reaching out, he flicks a long red hair out of my eyes. “You have no soul, Vivian. You gave it to Nick once upon a time, remember?”

Yeah, I did that. Shivering, I wrap my arms around myself. Suddenly, I’m cold. I stare down at the tabletop before looking back up at him. “So that’s it, then? I get to live in my Harrow forever?”

He glances around sympathetically. “Well…it is a boring Harrow, granted.”

My heart clenches up. “So what can I do to get out of here?”

I’m afraid he’ll say nothing, and that I’m doomed to live in this false Heaven forever, but when he turns to glance at me, I recognize that shifty look on him. My dad has never been one to stick to the rules. “I’m not sure…”

“But, surely, there is something you can do?”

“I can’t bring someone back from the dead, but there are small things I can do.” Reaching into a pocket of his grey tweed jacket, he produces a silver pocket watch engraved with sigils that seem to be shifting and changing before my very eyes.

He shows me the pocket watch. “Methuselah’s Watch. Xtabay has slowed time, but even she cannot reverse it.”

I look from the watch to his face, suddenly hopeful. “And you can?”

He shrugs. “For a price.” His smile grows.

I think about that. Of course there’s a price. No one makes a deal with the Devil without paying their dues. “What price?”

My dad moves in a slow circle around me. I watch him study me a long, hard moment before stopping to stoop down a bit and point to his left cheek.

It takes me a moment to catch on. “You want me to kiss you?”

His smile grows.

“That’s it?” I press. “I thought you didn’t love me?” I lean in and kiss him on the cheek. I’m surprised by how human he feels.

He continues to grin as he sets the pocket watch on the ground in front of us, where it emits a dull, flickering sepia light over the two of us. At first, the flickering is very slow, but as he rejoins me, I see the pace of the light increase. “I enjoy having you around. Now hush.”

His power is extraordinary. The light moves faster and then faster still. Within seconds, I feel a gust of wind lift me easily into a horizontal position in front of him. I nearly giggle because it’s like being one of those floating assistants for a magician doing a trick for the audience.

“Is this right?” he asks as he moves to one side of me so he is perpendicular to my floating form.

“I think so. It feels weird. Ticklish.”

“Light as a feather. Stiff as a board.” He places his arms under me, palms up, but does not touch.

The light from the pocket watch is flickering incredibly fast now, the light pulsing as it engulfs the two of us. The ticklish feeling increases.

He chuckles. “This is where it gets interesting.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means things are about to happen very quickly. Say goodbye to the family, daughter.”

“Goodbye, family,” I tell them, feeling sad.

“That’s my good girl.”
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AS I fall to my death, I think about the bad things I’ve done. There is a lot to think about. It’s a long way down, after all. The fall itself is weightless and almost pleasurable. For a few seconds, I seem to hang upon the upper currents. But then, inevitably, I plummet back to earth like the fallen angel I always knew I was.

The impact is surprisingly hard—but doesn’t kill me. I let out a scream of ecstatic horror as my father catches me in his arms. I remember everything. The Harrow. Our conversation. His pocket watch, which is still on the ground, emitting its shaky, strobing light.

“Got you!” my father cries triumphantly and lays me down gently on the concrete apron where I know I’ve died once, in another timeline.

“Daddy!” I cry, not caring that he doesn’t like that name.

But he doesn’t seem to care about that. He kneels down and kisses me on the forehead. “You okay, darling?”

I swallow hard at his tenderness, overwhelmed by it. “Yes.”

“Good.” He whispers the word against my forehead. “Then you know what you need to do. The Xtabay has committed a grieve offense against the royal line of Ha-Shaitan. She must be destroyed. There is no other way.”

Standing back up, he looks deep into my eyes as I lay there.

I return his look, staring into his upside-down face. “What do I do?”

“What you must. This will hurt.” The Devil grins at me as he reached out and sets his big hand in the middle of my chest, touching my heart. I can feel it flitting erratically under his hand.

“Make her burn, darling. Make her burn with all the fires of hell!”

He roars the last. And as he does, the witchfire tears out of the center of my body as if it is a rabid living thing made all of hungry teeth and claws. The heat of it singes my cheeks and eyelashes. It consumes him. It consumes me. It rises higher and higher, and, as it does, my back bows almost to the point of breaking and I scream in hellish, ecstatic agony, my voice merging with the roar of the flames. It’s such a pleasure to burn, I think, as I unleash this apocalyptic pillar of fire and destruction into the night sky.

It grows, and its burning countenance contorts into something almost dragon-like as it stretches all the way to the roof of the mill. The creature’s makeshift jaws fall open and flames snap out of the funnel of its throat, consuming everything in its path. The building…the telephone wires far above…and, finally, my enemy. 

My witchfire…my infernal dragonfire…eats the goddess whole and screaming. 
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IT'S THE worse noise I have ever heard. It’s like the final noise as the Earth burns to death.

I’m still screaming even as the goddess, now a flaming bundle of dirty rags, falls to the ground inches away from me. Far, far above, I see the dragonfire spread its wings as it dissolves into the night sky. It leaves behind flickers of light burned on my retinas. 

I turn my head. Hoarse and gasping, I stare at Xtabay for several seconds, barely recognizing what I’ve done to her. The pile of blackened bones and burned cloth gives off a sickly sweet odor, like graveyard flowers on fire. I watch it tremble on the concrete. And then, impossibly, a skeletal arm begins to rise out of the burning pile and I see a hand with five blackened, claw-like fingers stretch out in a fan.

The Xtabay is still alive. I’ve never seen anything survive my witchfire…or the dragonfire…until now. And I know she won’t be forgiving once she’s back on her feet.

Slowly—too slowly—I slide backward until I hit the edge of the building, then use it to claw my way back to my feet. I weave uncertainly, but force myself to back away even as the thing in the fire begins to tremble and rise from its own funeral pyre. A low hiss comes from the bones. I’m terrified it’s her words to me.

Spinning around on my heels, I start to run, staggering like a drunk. I don’t look back, but I can feel her presence. Hell, I can smell her rotten, burning breath on my neck. It just spurs me to run faster…faster…

I hit the street and start heading north, dodging around the cars that sit completely frozen in the street. It’s like some bad dream. The cars…the people in them…the few on the sidewalks walking to or from establishments at this late hour. Everyone is still trapped in Xtabay’s time-lock. As I weave between the cars as though they were some strange gauntlet set before me, I have a horrifying thought. What if Xtabay never releases the world from her spell? What if I can’t stop her and she leaves the world like this forever?

I try not to sob as I reach the first intersection. I have no idea where to go, but I can hear a dull thumping noise in the street behind me. I can hear her coming, each angry footstep like a minor tremor in the street. I make the quick decision to duck inside one of the shops along Broad Street, but as I step out from behind a Volkswagen and onto the sidewalk, I smash right into Sebastian, who is running full tilt down the street.

We both step back with a groan, holding our heads. “What the hell?” I say, dragging my fingers down my face and looking up.

I’ve never seen Sebastian so frightened. He looks like he just threw his clothes on—shirt weirdly buttoned, the button on his trousers undone. He’s also wearing a thick black dog collar and a headband with long dog ears hanging off it. I ignore that a moment and say, “What are you doing out here?”

With an angry snort, he shouts, “Oi, do you ever answer your bloody phone, woman?”

I just glare at him, wondering why he hasn’t been affected by Xtabay’s spell. I can only guess it has something to do with what he is.

“I’ve been busy!” I shout back, gesturing frantically. And then, sputtering with anger, I add, “What the hell are you wearing?”

He stops, his eyes rolling upward to the headband. Ripping the dog ears off, he throws them into the street, giving me a sheepish grin. “Jordan likes pup play. We were—“

I hold up a hand to stop him right there. “I don’t want to know anything about your weird sex life. What are you doing out here at this hour?”

He stops to look at all the frozen people standing around us. “Th-this happened. And I tried to contact you because…what the bloody hell? What the fuckity fuck is this?”

I’m not even sure how to answer that. But before I can even think of something to say, I discover we are out of time.

Several cars in the street shake side to side—and then are forcefully blown back into one of the storefronts across the street as if they are mere toys. The display window of the shop shatters on impact and the cars crumple as they’re rolled onto their roofs, their alarms blaring. Sebastian stiffens and looks on the smashed cars in horror before turning his eyes back on the street.

I look, too.

Xtabay stands in the place where the cars were, glaring at us both. It’s obvious she’s been using her extraordinary powers to heal her wounds, but she isn’t quite there yet. Her body is pale and gelatinous, like the skin of a newborn baby, with all the veins and arteries showing blue beneath. Her features are strangely unformed, with just two black alien eyes without eyelashes or eyebrows, a rudimentary nose, and an angry, downward pointing slit for a mouth. She is completely bald and naked. But, as Sebastian and I stand there, stunned, little tendrils of coal-black hair sprout from her pale, moist scalp and curl down around her head, growing long and tangled as the seconds tick by.

It reminds me of time-lapse photography. Xtabay’s hair thickens and lengthens until it reaches her ankles. Seconds later, she sprouts eyebrows and long black eyelashes and even a small froth of pubic hair between her legs. Fresh new nails, as long as cat’s claws, slide bloody and wet from her fingertips, and soon after, her skin thickens and darkens until it achieves the soft, brown-as-buckskin glossiness I touched in the sarcophagus earlier.

It’s fascinating and repulsive, and when I glance over at Sebastian, he looks like he’s going to be sick all over himself. “Oi, who the fuck are you?” he demands.

Ignoring me for the moment, Xtabay turns her attention on him.

I start to warn him back, but it’s too late. With a mere dismissive flick of her hand, she knocks Sebastian back and he actually slides a few feet across the sidewalk until his head hits the bottom of a metal street lamp. He grunts as he slams to a halt, his dog collar jingling. He looks angry…and then very, very frightened as Xtabay advances. He tries scrambling up and away from this monstrosity, but he isn’t fast enough. Xtabay moves with inhuman speed, reaching him and slamming her bare foot down across his neck.

Sebastian coughs and wheezes, grabbing her by the ankle, but I can see he can’t budge her.

“You men,” Xtabay says coolly. “How dare you look upon a goddess and not kneel?” Grinning like the demon she is, she applies a bit more pleasure. Sebastian chokes.

“Stop!” I shout at her, terrified she’s going to kill my best friend.

Sebastian just barks a laugh as he hangs onto her ankle in defense. “Oh…darling…you don’t…want to do that…” he coughs out. And then he grins crazily. “But…if you…insist…I’d…much fancy…being a demoness!”

Xtabay’s eyes blaze with anger as she stares down at him. Then, in a sudden turnabout, she hesitates as if she senses something is very wrong with him. She draws her foot back. “You are not a man. You, creature, are cursed.”

Sebastian laughs maniacally as he scrambles to sit up against the lamppost. He makes a come-hither gesture. “What to find out how, you tosser?”

Xtabay makes a noise of frustration as she backs away from my friend and turns to face me fully. Her eyes are full of fire and rejection. I feel the chill of those ancient eyes deep in my bones and it paralyzes me on the spot. “S-Sebastian, get out of here.”

He pulls himself up to his full, lanky high. “Absolutely not! I’m not finished fucking with Aztec Murderer Barbie here.”

Clenching his fists, he takes a step toward the goddess…then stops as she turns her head and gestures toward a young couple walking side by side on the sidewalk, stuck in mid-step. The man is gesturing toward something in the picture window of the bakery they are passing. Their forms shimmer and shake, and suddenly the two of them complete the step they were taking hours ago and stumble to a halt, looking around in confusion. Xtabay again gestures toward them, and both begin screaming in hellish agony as the skin along their faces and hands splits wide open, revealing their wet red musculature and bones beneath.

I scream too as the skin is flayed swiftly and efficiently from their bodies. The man raises his arms in defense and the skin falls from it like ill-fitting sleeves. The woman screams even louder as the skin is torn from her face like a mask and the flesh of her legs simultaneously falls down to her bony ankles like ill-fitting stockings. Both totter around in circles in an agonized little dance of pain.

Snarling, Xtabay makes a chopping gesture toward them and their screams cut out abruptly as their heads snap sideways with the loud crunch of twisting bones. Their eyes close. I expect them to drop where they stand like marionettes under the cruel influence of an unseen master, but they merely sag for a second before standing back up and opening their eyes.

Their eyes are as black and empty as Xtabay’s own. I can see her in them as they totter toward us, their bloody red arms outstretched. Sebastian rattles off a series of British curses I can’t even begin to follow. I duck the couple’s embrace and race out into the street, calling to my BFF, but he doesn’t move fast enough. He gapes at the scene as if he can’t believe it. Meanwhile, the two skinless zombies trap him against the door of the bakery.

“Sebastian, get the hell out of there!” I shout.

He starts to panic as the two zombies try to snag him by the arms, then notices the blue and white shop awning with the Dale’s Delicacies bakery logo printed on it. Reaching up, he grabs the edge of the awning and jumps, kicking the two zombies hard in the chest to launch himself up and onto it. The zombies go down hard in the street, and Sebastian turns himself upside down and lands on his knees on the awning. Naturally, the fabric sags under his weight, so he quickly scuttles backward over the gutters and onto the roof, where he crouches.

The height doesn’t bother him at all as he stands up. “Acrobat training from me time in the circus,” he informs me, giving me a sweeping, professional bow. “Now run! Get the bloody hell outta here!”

“I’m not leaving you…!”

“Go!” he screams as the two zombies totter back to their feet and stare at me with those black, hungry eyes of theirs. “The bitch can’t do a damned thing to me and she knows it!”

I don’t want to leave my friend, but I know he’s right.

Turning to Xtabay, I growl out, “Fuck you!”

She just laughs as I run away.
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I’VE MADE it halfway down the avenue crowded with stopped vehicles and frozen people when it hits me. What the hell am I doing? Where the hell am I going? Where is there to go? If I go home, Xtabay will find me there. If I try to get out of the city, she’ll just follow.

I stop in the street and turn to face her.

Xtabay is approaching slowly, walking casually down the sidewalk on one side of the street, but as she passes the people frozen in whatever act they were doing, each starts to scream as they are forcibly torn from stasis, their flesh ripped from their tortured bodies, and their neck snapped like twigs. They stagger a long moment before righting themselves, but as their eyes open in their horrible, skinless faces, I just see her eyes reflected back at me. Then they start staggering after Xtabay, walking in her footsteps.

I flinch each time it happens and issues a low moan.

Xtabay smiles. Out of her mouth unfurls that black lotus like some alien second mouth. It licks at the corners of her lips, looking like a rotted black starfish. As in that dream I had of the burning city, she starts to speak, but only to my mind.

Little flower…come back to me. 

I stumble back, colliding with a man frozen behind me, and have to scramble to keep from falling. As soon as I’m back on my feet, I screech, “Why? So you can turn me into one of them?” I gesture wildly at the growing army of Red Walkers staggering after their mistress. “Or a new Sister Marie? Use me until you’re sick of me and someone new turns your head?”

The Xtabay and the Ha-Shaitan have always been allies…

“Oh, my god. You need to stop living in the past!”

Her impromptu army of the dead is moving faster, I note, overtaking Xtabay and moving past her as the bitch continues her leisurely pace toward me. I swing around and look both ways down the intersecting avenue. My panic edges up a notch; I’m quickly losing all sense of direction. Thankfully, down one way, I spot the spire of Father Matt’s church.

I don’t know if the holy place will have any effect on Xtabay or her Red Walkers, but I’m totally out of ideas, so I start running that way. The Walkers immediately pick up their pace like they can smell my fear, and as I start running full tilt, I listen to the sound of their frantic footsteps and ragged breathing all the way down the street to the doors of the church.

That’s when I make the absolute worse decision. I should have tried the side door of the church with the hopes that Father Matt left it open, but I don’t think. I can’t think. I race past the big cross and up the steps of the church to the double doors.

There is a chain and lock on the big, arched, oaken doors!

I start pounding wildly on the glass panels depicting two doves with olive branches in their beaks, but of course no one answers. Everyone is stuck in Xtabay’s time-lock, including anyone who might have been able to help me in the church. I’m still pounding and screaming at the top of my lungs when they reach the bottom of the stair.

I swing around, screaming for my father. It’s come to this: I’m calling on the Devil for help. But even he doesn’t show.

Looking down at all the bloody skeletons in street clothes gathered below, I feel sick. Xtabay is still half a block away, but the first Red Walker advances up the steps—a tall man in a business suit, his black eyes wide and trained on me. I hear a whimper gather in my throat as he approaches. I start clawing at my coat, looking for anything that can help me, but he moved fast and, in seconds, his hands fall on my shoulders and he pushes his gory, sideways-twisted face with its bloody, lipless grin close to mine, hissing.

“Get off!” I screech hysterically, pushing him back. He goes down on the stoop of the church easily enough, but another—a woman—is behind him, reaching for me. Her claw-like hands get tangled in my hair and I moan in fear as I try to twist away, but there are too many to fight. Their hissing fills my head. I think about scooting down and maybe climbing between their legs, but a Red Walker no more than seven or eight latches onto my legs, nails sinking in. I scream as they surround me, trapping me against the doors of the church.

With no more ideas left, I let my most primal instincts take over and start thrashing and fighting even as the gory meat puppets claw at my clothes and face. I slap hands away. I claw at softy meat face. But it doesn’t even stun them. They crowd me, tangling their red meaty hands in my sleeves and start dragging me down to the ground.

Their hissing and their hideous red faces send me into a fresh panic, and I feel the stairs slide out from under me as they drag me down the steps on my ass. I make a “huuuukp,”-type noise as they pull me down each step. It’s all I can do to keep my head from slamming into the concrete walk as they drag me over the curb and out into the middle of the street. I’m still screaming, begging, and practically pissing myself when Xtabay parts her hideous, faceless followers and smiles down on me placidly.

“I told you that you would be mine forever, little flower.”

“Fuck you!” I spit at her, not that it seems to bother her in the least.

Xtabay just blinks the droplets of spit off her eyelashes. She smiles down on me sadly and reaches out to draw a circle on my cheek with her fingernail. “You may fight me now, fire flower, but soon you will fight me no longer…”

Looking up at the Red Walkers, she tells them, “Hold her.”

They clamp those horrible, slimy red hands over my arms and legs, pinning me to the street. One tears at my coat and shirt beneath, exposing my breasts. I roar obscenities at Xtabay until my throat is sore. I twist and fight. Xtabay is no fucking different from the endless procession of men who have tried to own me over the years. So many have tried to bend me their will and make a plaything of me. But she is a hundred times worse than they are. She should know better. She should know better than this!

Burn her down, my mind whispers. Burn it all to the ground!

Before I even stop to consider it, I feel the heat gathering within me. Really, it’s always there, boiling just under the surface of my skin. Waiting for a reason to rise. And, now, at last, it has one.

I stiffen up as it seizes me. I feel that fierce and hungry fire pass like a shockwave over my prone body. I hear the roar of the flame in my ears. I feel the depth of the pleasurable pain like some massive orgasm. 

The wave of blue fire ripples out over the Red Walkers holding me down, consuming them like kindling. At first, they just look with fascination on the flames engulfing them. They seem incapable of feeling it—or caring about it if they do—as the wave of flame travels over their flesh and skullishly grinning faces. Within seconds, my witchfire, hotter than any normal fire, burns what is left of them down to black bones that fall in clatters to the street.

Xtabay, already wary of my fire, takes a quick step backward.

I exhale a long plume of acrid smoke. With their hands off me, I scuttle backward until I hit the curb. I’m shaking violently as I grope my way to my feet.

Xtabay faces me, looking unsure.

I’m burning hot. But instead of feeling sweaty and uncomfortable, I experience the pleasure of the burning tickling over my skin…and other parts. It licks like hot tongues at my delicate girl parts and I groan in pleasure. For the first time, I’m not afraid. I feel strong. When I lift my arms, I see the blue witchfire coasting up and down my limbs. I feel it shivering through every strand of my hair. I can feel the bite of the fire against my cheeks. I peer past Xtabay and into the dark glass of the bookstore across the street. I’m not overly surprised to learn I’m entirely on fire.

Once again, I remember my dream. I could set the whole city to burning with my dragonfire. Cleanse it of Xtabay forever and ever. Then I would never need to fear her or her undead army again. That idea appeals to me. I don’t like being afraid. I’m tired of being afraid. Of others. Of myself. Of what I might become. I think about what a pretty fire it would make. All those buildings alight…all those people.

It is, after all, a pleasure to burn.

I lift my arms, prepared to give Xtabay and the rest of this city my kiss of flame, but Sebastian suddenly appears in the street behind Xtabay. He stands there, panting and disheveled, eyes wide with fright. He shakes his head and mouths, Don’t do it, witchy.

I suddenly think of Mac. Father Matt. My brides. The people I’ve helped. I don’t want them to burn, but I know there’s no way to control the dragonfire once I’ve loosened it on the world. The last of the burning Red Walkers are dropping to the ground around us. Xtabay looks on them sadly before turning her attention back on me.

She extends her hand to me. I could give you the world!

A dead world, I think. A world without people like Sebastian in it. With a wave of my arm, I extinguish the flames dancing around me. Stupid, stupid witch, I think as a realization comes to me. Reaching into my pocket, I withdraw the Devil’s Tarot and slide the cards apart, their edges glinting wickedly in the dim light of the burning bodies in the street. The cards. The cards are an athame! How could I have not realized that fact until now? And a witch’s athame will harm any other witch threatening her.

Xtabay stares at the cards, suddenly concerned. She’s afraid of them!

“Witch bitch,” I whisper as I turn sideways and draw the cards close to my chest. She’s so beautiful, it hurts to look upon her, but goddess or not, she’s just another monster. Which is why I swing around, extend my arm fully, and let the cards fly.

They cut through the air like a metal dervish, and the noise they make is enough to set your teeth on edge. I expect them to cut into Xtabay’s throat, but she does the unexpected and lunges at me with a cry. The cards whirl right over her head and fly across the street, lodging into the bricks of the bookshop.

I scream in outrage as Xtabay tackles me, her body pinning me to the ground. I start to twist and fight, but she grabs my wrists, pressing them to the concrete walk. Her body presses against my legs, preventing me from kicking out. She’s so much stronger than I am. All I can do is sob and beg like some desperate child.

“Shhh…” she whispers. Her lips go to my neck, and her cold black lotus kiss sends icy shudders up and down my spine.

Over her shoulder, I can see the cards embedded in the bricks of the shop. Calling them back will kill us both. But I suddenly don’t care. I’m done being victimized. Anything is better than to never be free of this terrible fear. So, I twist my right hand so hard, she has to let me go. She’s busy kissing and licking my neck, so she doesn’t notice when I extend my arm and stretch the fingers of my hand to the cards.

They shiver almost imperceptibly.

Come on! Please! Come to me!

Another shiver. And then they do. The last thing I see is that deadly, witch-killing blade flying toward the two of us.

Then: darkness.
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“WITCHY? WITCHY, wake up!”

A hand slaps me across the face. The voice and the sharp pain pull me forcibly out of the darkness. Opening my eyes, I blink up at Sebastian’s face. Looking concerned, he tries to slap me again, but I reach out and stop his hand. “I’m awake. Stop.”

He sits back on his haunches on the ground and rests his hands on his knees. “Are you sure? Maybe all this is a dream. It could even be the afterlife.”

I glare up at him. “If it was the afterlife, you wouldn’t be here.”

“True,” he agrees.

I’m lying on the cold ground, staring up at the sky, which is quickly lightening to that familiar grey just before dawn. So, I think, time is marching on again. I consider that a victory. But how in hell am I alive?

“Get me up,” I say, and Sebastian grabs me by the arm as he stands up, dragging me to my feet. I’m dizzy and it takes me a moment to orient myself. I’m standing in the middle of the street outside the church. Bundles of burning cloth are scattered like small bonfires around the street. I look at them, reminded that all of these were once people. The burning of hair and people-flesh fills the morning air, making me feel queasy.

Leaning over, I wait to heave into the street. But Sebastian comes up behind me and wraps an arm around me, covering my mouth with his hand. “Way to leave DNA at the scene of a major crime,” he warns. “We need to get out of here before the police show up.”

I swallow hard and wait for my stomach settle. When it does, Sebastian withdraws his hand. “What about…?” I have to catch my breath swallow again. “What about…her?”

Sebastian laughs. “Ding dong, the witch is dead.” He points to the walk in front of the church steps. Bones are scattered across the street, with the skull several yards away where it was effectively clipped from the body by the Devil's Tarot. My cards are lying scattered in the street. They did not kill me—but then, that was something else I’d forgotten. A witch cannot be harmed by her own athame.

Sebastian walks to where they are laying and picks one up. When he turns it over, it’s the Death card. Because he is holding them, they all are at the moment. “What are they?”

“My…” I almost say my Tarot, but then I rethink that. “My athame.”

“Ah.” He picks them up, being delicate about handling them, and brings them to me. “Insert snappy, card-game-related comeback here,” he says, giving me a sweeping bow. “Now let’s get the hell out of here, you cunt. I’m getting too old for this shite.”

Together, we limp back to the shop, our arms around each other like wounded combat veterans. The first police car passes us on the way to the scene of the crime, but it’s going in the opposite direction.





[image: inverted-pentagram4]

64

  
  




THE INCIDENT doesn’t get much coverage. But then, despite the city bringing in the FBI, then the CIA, and, finally, the NSA, no one can put together a coherent story about what really happened. No one can explain the car accidents, the burning remnants of people in the streets, or the calcified bones of the decapitated woman that experts have carbon-dated to five billions years—over a half a billion years older than the oldest known fossil on Earth. With so little story to pick over, people quickly lose interest and start concentrating on the latest scandal in the next news cycle.

There is speculation, of course. A Russian dirty bomb. A gas leak. An ISIL attack. A mob war. The list goes on and on. Mac visits me a few days after the incident. We retire to the Laundromat and he tells me the police have no leads, though the ancient bones continue to both stump and interest the authorities. I tell him that’s for the best and the bones belong in a museum.

He laughs. “You sound like Indiana Jones.”

I smile back at him over my coffee and reach out to take his hand on the table between us. I feel him stiffen and his eyes blank out slightly as I exert my influence through our bond. “I trust you’ll keep my involvement in your case out of your report? After all, the murders have stopped.”

He nods. “They have. And no, I haven’t included you in any of my reports. Don’t want to be laughed at for having a pet witch.”

I smile at that. “Pet witch, huh?” I make a swirl over the back of his dark hand, creating a burning ideogram that quickly vanishes. Mac’s eyes blank out briefly before returning to their usual brown color. “Are you sure you’re just not my pet detective?”

He blushes at that as if I’ve implied some double-entendre. “You had something to do with stopping those murders, didn’t you?”

Instead of answering him, I change the subject to something more pleasant and romantic—specifically what I want to do to him once he gets off work. I love him. And I love Father Matt. I’m not letting them go that easily.

You will never know real love in your whole life. Not as I could have shown it to you.

I shake off Xtabay’s words as nonsense. She was a liar. A manipulator.

I have to believe that. The alternative is just too horrible to contemplate.

After planning our little after-work rendezvous, I go back to the shop and start cooking up a storm in the prep room. We have a lot of confections to replace, and with all the news coverage of our haunted little corner of the world, the summer tourists have come early to the west end of Philadelphia. Sebastian’s exotic British chocolates are a huge success, particularly with the kids, and my Sweet Stix are so popular that Whole Foods wants to start carrying them in their stores in a limited capacity.

It’s all genuinely good news for our business.

I’ve decide to include Sebastian in my extra-curriculum activities. I don’t tell him about all the To the Devil a Daughter stuff because I don’t feel the time is right—and, frankly, I’m terrified he won’t be able to handle it. But he saved me that night on the street, and I feel it’s important I let him into my life a little more.

When a young, college-age girl visits the shop and begs me to make a charm to protect her from being raped a second time while on campus, I ask Sebastian to stay after hours and assist me in creating the crystallized honeycomb talisman. After cracking off the excess honeycomb, the shape reveals itself as a spade.

Sebastian watches me over one shoulder, saying little until he sees it. “Is there some rhyme or reason to the shape?”

“I don’t know. They just come out however they want. I trust the magic to know what it’s doing.” I don’t mention that the spade in the standard French deck symbolizes the medieval pike or halberd, weapons used in medieval society to run evil men through. The magic knows. And the magic does what it wants.

He picks the talisman up and holds it up to the light. “You know you didn’t have to hide any of this from me. I could have helped you. I might be a dodgy witch, but I do have skills.”

“You’re a necromancer. Aren’t your skills mostly…you know…bad?”

“Resurrectionist,” he reminds me. “And even if they are dodgy skills, they’re still skills, witchy.”

I feel so blessed to have someone so sweet and non-judgy like Sebastian on my side. Impulsively, I turn around and throw my arms around my friend, hugging him tight. “Thank you,” I tell him. He could have run away that night and saved himself. He didn’t. He could have left me alone in the streets to fight the Red Walkers on my own. He hadn’t. I haven’t always been kind to him, but all that is going to change.

To my surprise, Sebastian hugs me back. Then, after a moment, he draws back and picks up the talisman again. “Poor lamb,” he says of the girl. “Poor, poor little girl.”

Yeah. That.

I’ve thought about that almost every single night since the incident. With Sister Marie and Xtabay gone, there is going to be a lot more crime on the streets. Many more women hurt and raped and murdered by careless, soulless men. I might have stopped Xtabay from turning the city into a burning hellhole, but—according to Sister Marie, at least—I was the one who corrupted her in the first place. According to Xtabay, I dreamed her to my side.

I wanted to be a good girl. I wanted to be a superhero. But I’ve let a lot of women down. And that isn’t right. I had no business upsetting the balance like that.

“You okay?” Sebastian asks with concern when he senses my sudden change of mood.

I look up and nod and put on a brave face because what else can I do? I can’t tell him it was all my fault. And I have no idea how to make up for what I’ve done. Except, perhaps, to make these small talismans for desperate souls standing on the edge of the abyss.

He gives me a grand smile and says, “You are and will always remain my favorite witch.”

“My favorite witch,” I repeat. “Sounds like a cheesy romantic sitcom.”

And he laughs about that. And I laugh, too.

And, for a little while, all the pain goes away.
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Chapter One




Etienne Lamont had gotten to the scene of the murder before her. That pissed her off somewhat.

As members of the Praetorian Guard, both of them had nationwide jurisdiction, but New York was her city. Her family lived here. She lived ten miles away. And he—well, Et certainly did not come from here. Probably, he didn’t come from anywhere. His arriving first seemed unnatural and ludicrous, not unlike the man himself.

With a sigh, she held up her badge and stated, “Special Agent Ina Green. Praetorian Guard.”

The big, blocky, blue-suited cop guarding the crime scene looked her up and down before smiling crookedly. “Spook Squad?”

She hated that name and thought about giving him a quick history lesson in what the word “spook” had meant historically, then decided against it. She already had a fearsome reputation as a government agent, one of the infamous “men in black” that the police here hated on sight and for no particular reason. She was also a woman. Don’t come in hot, her dad used to say.

Instead, she just smiled and said, “That’s right, Officer…Tanner.” She made a point of reading off the name on his shirt and looking directly into his collar-cam as she spoke. She wasn’t necessarily concerned about what he might do to her, even as a black woman, but she knew camera lights reflected in her pupils, making them shine like tiny, unnatural pinpoints of light.

Officer Tanner grunted nervously and raised the yellow crime-scene tape so she could slip underneath.

“The hell did they dig him up from?” Ina said, tossing her head in Officer Tanner’s direction. That animated her coils of long, rain-flecked hair as she headed down the mirror-slick alley toward her partner. He was crouched like a cartoon villain over the victim. She didn’t speak loudly; she knew Et could hear her just fine even from over a hundred feet away.

“Maybe he’s really a mall cop?” Et said as he stood up.

That made her chuckle.

Et was six feet and one hundred and seventy pounds of pure sarcasm. The girls liked his grey bedroom eyes, perpetually disheveled hair, scruffy chin, and fancy, French-lite accent. The guys loathed him for everything else. He could be a huge asshole at times, but he was also tough as nails and twice as mean as a junkyard dog when cornered. He’d been Ina’s partner for going on two years now, and she didn’t want anyone else having her back.

“Our vic had a bad night,” Et said as she joined him.

She looked down at the body newly exhumed from a nearby Dumpster and shrugged off his poor stand-up timing. “Understatement much?”

Both of them moved aside when the M.E. arrived. Patty, a tall, angular man in a yellow rain slicker, bent over the body and said, “You guys beat me.”

His statement mirrored Ina’s irritation exactly. “I was at my mom’s, having Sunday dinner. Two miles away.”

“How is your mom?” Et asked, changing the subject abruptly.

“Same.” She didn’t elaborate because the call she’d gotten from the general had been a godsend. She’d been well on her way to an inebriated argument over wedding invitations when it came in. “So how’d you get here, Speedy Gonzales?”

Et nodded toward the renovated Irish tavern across the street. “New bar.”

“Picking up girls? Aren’t you a little old for them?”

“I’m a little old for everyone,” Et answered noncommittally, hands in the pockets of his grey raincoat while he watched Patty work.

“Four hundred thirteen.”

“Nope.”

“I’m going to get it right one of these days.”

“Not tonight,” Et said as Patty rose from his crouch, pulling off blue surgical gloves.

It had started raining again, and Ina wished she’d thought to take a slicker from the back seat of her car the way Patty had instead of being in such a big hurry to look at a dead body in a back alley at eleven o’clock at night. It might have saved her hair from frizzing. Et was getting wet, as well, but Et never seemed to care about such things. “Talk to us, Pats.”

Patty straightened up and pushed the hood off his head so his slightly pointed ears stood out. His white-blond hair was smoothly slicked back in a way that made Ina intensely jealous. It wasn’t fair that the man should be prettier than most women. Then again, she’d heard he was some fancy privileged member of the Seelie Court, so that was to be expected, she supposed. “Hispanic female, approximately sixteen years old—but I won’t be able to confirm that till I get her back to the meat locker. No initial evidence of assault.”

Ina wrinkled her nose at his poor humor. “Excuse me?” She looked down at the girl—or what was left of her, anyway. Her arms, legs, and head were intact, but most of her torso had been ripped wide open and emptied like a bomb had gone off inside her. One of her legs was chewed down to the bone.

“I mean…” Patty leaned down to lift the dead girl’s hand and spread her stiff fingers. No obvious blood under her fingernails. “She didn’t fight. So either someone scavenged the cadaver after the fact—a zombie, a Furry, whatever—or…” He shrugged as he sought the right thing to say. “She didn’t fight.”

“Furry?” Ina said, offended.

Patty grimaced when he recognized the politically incorrect quicksand he’d stepped into “Sorry, Special Agent. Need to get her back to the lab…hey, Martin…!” He raised his hand and motioned to his assistant, suddenly preoccupied.

“You think she let someone do this to her?” Et interrupted.

“I’ll need to do a full exam and tox screen,” Patty said, hurrying along his staff while they loaded the body into his van.

She was a pretty girl. Too young to be on the streets alone. Too young to be dead.

“Hooker or dealer?” Et said, making it sound like some flip of the coin. He glanced around the surrounding brownstones, all owned by slumlord millionaires. Despite his seemingly flippant tone, she knew he was being deadly serious. This being the neighborhood it was, there were only two types of people out after dark—those out to sell illegal product, and those trying to buy it.

Well, okay, and peeps like Et, who were looking to get laid—but he wasn’t even from this neighborhood. Hell, he wasn’t from this country. Or this era.

“If I had to make an educated guess, I’d say hooker, but…” Ina stopped Patty’s people as they were loading the body and leaned over to sniff at the remains. It wasn’t roses, that much was obvious.

“It’s creepy when she does that,” Patty said.

“But she’s very good at it,” Et reminded him.

“It wasn’t a shifter,” Ina said, straightening up.

“Sure?”

“Absolutely. Girl was sick.”

“Really.” That was Patty. “You can tell? Like one of those cancer dogs?”

Ina gave him a cool look. “You’re really cruising for a bruising tonight, Pats.”

“Sorry.” Patty put his hands up defensively.

“A shifter wouldn’t have eaten her,” Ina explained further—mostly to Et. “Shifters are sensitive to sickness, makes them ill.” She looked up. “Wanna canvas the area?”

“I haven’t eaten yet,” Et complained, putting a hand to his stomach.

“It’s gross that your mind went there.”

He shrugged. “You try to work without breakfast.”

“It’s eleven o’clock at night.”

“Supper. Whatever.”

Ina sighed. “Did you pack a lunch?”

“Do I look like I’m five years old?”

“Five hundred and twenty-seven,” she guessed.

“Still wrong.”

“I’ll get it right one of these days.”

Patty grinned as he slammed the doors of the van. “I like how you two bicker like cop buddies in a movie. It’s fun.”

“Bite me,” Ina said, shaking rain off her hair as she walked away.

Patty, eyebrows raised, turning to Et. “Seriously, though, it really is gross your mind went there.”

Et bared his formidable teeth. Patty jumped.

He laughed before following his partner down the alley.




Available to read for free on Amazon Kindle Unlimited:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07CWGDBYT






  Other Titles by K.H. Koehler



Tooth & Nail

FULL ECLIPSE

MORLOCKS (forthcoming)




The Nick Englebrecht Mysteries

THE DEVIL YOU KNOW

THE DEVIL DANCES

DEVIL DOG DAYS




The Mrs. McGillicuddy Mysteries

A CLOCKWORK VAMPIRE

A WEREWOLF IN TIME

THE CLOCKWORK COMPANION

CHIMERA’S WEB (forthcoming)




The Kaiju Hunter Series

RAIJU

TALOS (forthcoming)




The Archaeologists

DINOSAUR VALLEY

TITAN ISLAND (forthcoming)




The Doctor Faust Series

THE DREADFUL DOCTOR FAUST

BRIDE OF DOCTOR FAUST

FOR THE ONE I LOVE

THE DOCTOR FAUST COLLECTIVE




The Anti-Heroes Series

NEW GIRL

BAD BOY

HALF LIFE

POWER PLAY

MAGIC MAN

WITCH WARS

ANTI-HEROES: THE COMPLETE COLLECTION




The Planet of Dinosaurs Series

PLANET OF DINOSAURS

SEA OF SERPENTS

VALLEY OF DRAGONS

PLANET OF DINOSAURS: A VICTORIAN DINOSAUR ADVENTURE




Other Books:

THE SENTRY

GHOST IN THE MACHINE

TALES FOR 3 ‘CLOCK IN THE MORNING

SCARABUS: THE TALE OF THE MUMMY

STRANGE ANGELS

BLACK JACK DERRINGER

HE TASTES LIKE SPRING

DALE’S DELICACIES: OLD WORLD RECIPES FOR THE MODERN COOK




All titles available at Amazon.com or visit KH Koehler’s Amazon page at

http://www.amazon.com/author/khkoehler


Please follow to get new releases!





  Written a Book?



Now is a great time to self publish your book!

KH KOEHLER DESIGN specializes in affordable copyediting, cover design, creative book layouts, and other professional services to make your book shine. We are the only 5-star company to offer one-stop, all-in-one publishing services. Let our experts take you to the next level!




http://www.khkoehler.net or khkoehler@yahoo.com




cover.jpeg
TO THE

A DAUGHTER

A VAV SuMM 1 5 T






images/00001.gif
&0





