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CHAPTER 1

Friday night, and I was living the dream. Yeah, right! I had cleaned the same three tables at least fifty times in the last three hours at Abuelita’s. Abuelita’s was a small—OK, more like a hole-in-the-wall—Tex-Mex restaurant in Texarkana, Texas. Of all the places I had ever dreamed of living and had moved to, staying there was beyond me. To make things even more confusing, Texarkana had a twin city, Texarkana, Arkansas. I guess the founders were not very creative with the name selection, but who was I to judge? Compare to most major cities, Texarkana was a tiny dot on the map. For the locals, it was the largest city within sixty miles in any direction. It was by accident that I found it. Located on the northeast tip of Texas, it was in the middle of everything and near nowhere.

I was sure my godmother would love this. I promised myself I would never follow her footsteps of wandering like a nomad. Now here I was, in my fifth town in less than six months. The good news was that I had managed to stay here the longest, a whole three months. I was probably brain dead since I had moved to Texas in the middle of summer. With the temperatures hitting over ninety degrees and with over ninety percent humidity, I was surprised I hadn’t melted. My curiosity in learning everything about the King of Ragtime was now extinguished. I was sure I understood why Mr. Joplin left. Why didn’t I just read Wikipedia? According to the calendar, fall was six days away, and the weather was still suffocating.

“Isis, are you listening to me?” Oops. I had blanked out Abuelita’s voice from the kitchen. 

Abuelita had named the place after herself. More accurately, she had used her nickname. In her words, the only thing she was after her husband and daughter died was a grandmother. She embraced it and became a grandmother to the world. Her place was open to everyone, and a wide diversity of people patronized the place. Abuelita was probably in her late sixties, and tall, around five eleven, with a solid body. I was a couple of inches shorter, and it was odd to have a woman taller than me in this area. She was still strong and beautiful, with her silver hair. That shiny silver hair was the only indication of her age. She was blessed with the genes that aged in slow motion, like most Latinas.

“I’m sorry, Abuelita. I was distracted.” I sucked at lying, so no need to even try.

“With what? We haven’t had a soul in hours. Not even our regulars came in. Start getting the place ready for tomorrow. No need to waste time. Might as well close early today.”

I was speechless. In the three months I had been working there, Abuelita had never closed early. Granted, it was already 9:00 p.m., and we normally closed at 11:00 p.m. So it wasn’t that early, but without customers, the cleanup was done. Closing usually took us at least an hour. I was not planning to argue with Abuelita. She was a very eccentric woman. I was sure she and my godmother would have bonded instantly. I really needed to call her. She was the only family I had.

The dining area of Abuelita’s had three tables, with four chairs each. Two of the tables were by the large window at the front of the restaurant. The register area doubled as a bar, with six stools on the dinning side. I took a chair by the window with a stack of forks, knifes, and spoons. I was not in any hurry. There were plenty of silverware wrapped in napkins already, since nobody had come in. Abuelita’s faced Highway 82, past Walmart and the other Mexican restaurant heading toward Nash. Normally I saw the high school kids driving around. Tonight even the highway was a ghost area. A bit creepy for my taste.

It was probably a blessing it was empty, because Angelito was missing. Angelito was Abuelita’s grandson and the other staff member on weekends with me. The only thing angelic about that boy was his name. He went through more girls than most people went through underwear. In his mind he was a ladies’ man, and unfortunately for the ladies, he was hot. At twenty-one he was over six feet tall and maybe around 180 pounds, with a great complexion and incredible hazel eyes. The one great thing about Angelito was that he lived with his grandmother. He was a spoiled boy, but he adored his grandma. If Abuelita had told him she needed him, he would have changed his plans for her.

I could have passed for his older sister. Angelito and Abuelita were of Mexican descent but looked European. I could have passed for anything, from Italian to even Middle Eastern. My parents died when I was little, and my Gipsy godmother wasn’t sure of their nationalities. I could be anything, with my long, thick black hair and mocha complexion that could place me anywhere in the world. For most of my life, I was described as exotic. I guess it was a better way of saying outcast. It didn’t help that my parents named me Isis. Isis Black was my full name. In the age of terrorists, I had the worst name on the planet.

At times I wondered what kind of parents I had who would trust their only daughter to a woman like my godmother. Don’t get me wrong; my godmother was a beautiful woman with an incredible caring soul. She was also a little rebel with a complete disregard for authority. Maybe my subconscious was rebelling at my upbringing when I joined the military. I was sure my godmother would have been proud if I had joined a band or run away with the circus. I kind of did both by joining the Eighty-Second Airborne’s band.

Oh, there it was again—that same weird Mustang. That was the fifth time that it had driven by tonight. Hard to miss a greenish-yellowish car. It almost looked sickish. Why would anyone buy a car like that? Instead of tinted windows, the car had almost a mirrorlike quality. Of course, I could hear its engines roaring from inside.

Around ten o’clock, just on cue, Bob showed up. Bob was a veteran. He was also homeless, as far as I knew. He had served in the first Gulf War. We joked that we had served in the same sandpit just decades apart. Bob was in his late forties, with sandy blond hair and deep-green eyes. In his younger days, he had probably been very handsome. Now he rarely smiled, and most of the time, he was paranoid. Bob was also the one person I called a friend. My war stories made sense to him.

I ran behind the bar to the big window between the dining area and the kitchen. “Abuelita, Bob is here. May I take my break now?”

“Of course, Isis. We’re still empty. Here’s Bob’s plate. At least I can count on Bob.” Abuelita handed me a large plate of carnitas with rice and beans for Bob. According to Abuelita, Bob was a creature of habit. For the last three years, he had been coming in exactly at ten o’clock. Bob ate the same pork meal every Friday night and said very little.

Bob did odd jobs around the restaurant for Abuelita. He once stopped a few kids from robbing Abuelita. Ever since, Bob was the unofficial night guard of the place. He made sure Abuelita locked up in peace. In return Abuelita made sure he had a hot meal each night.

I took Bob his plate and brought quesadillas for myself. Unlike Bob, I would change my mind about dinner at least five times before ordering. Lucky for me, Abuelita’s quesadillas were the best in town. It was pretty hard to mess up tortillas and cheese. I loved Abuelita’s food, since she had a special menu for non–meat eaters.

“Hi, Bob. Are you ready for dinner?” 

Bob was looking around the place with concern. I followed his gaze but couldn’t see anything wrong. I took a seat on the picnic bench Abuelita had outside. After several long minutes, Bob joined me.

“Isis, any trouble tonight?” Bob sounded worried.

“It’s been a cemetery around here all day,” I replied between mouthfuls of food. How could I be hungry? I hadn’t done a single thing all day.

“Don’t joke about those things. Death walks the night.” Bob was intense at times, but tonight it was even more dramatic. Death walks the night. Was Bob drunk? OK, according to Bob, he had quit drinking years ago. But that was just odd.

“Bob, it was just a figure of speech. Nobody came in all night, including death.” I was aiming for funny and clever.

Bob didn’t even blink. “Isis, make sure you go directly home tonight. It’s not right tonight.” Bob was staring at me with those piercing sea-green eyes.

“It’s going to be hard to clear my busy schedule, but for you, I’ll do it.” 

I think he missed the sarcasm in my voice, because he visibly relaxed and started eating his food.

“Oh yeah, Angelito didn’t come in today.” Bob arched an eyebrow at me. I swallowed quickly and proceeded to explain before Bob decided to go full assault squad in search of Angelito. “Nothing major. Abuelita said he has a new girlfriend. He met her this week, I guess.”

“Have you ever wondered where he finds all those girls? Texarkana has fewer than a hundred thousand people when you combine the Texas and Arkansas sides. Most people are either related by blood or marriage. How is he not dead from messing with the wrong family?” 

Wow. That was the longest speech Bob had ever said all at once. Angelito’s wild life must have really been puzzling Bob for him to say that much. I was nice and didn’t point out how he had used death to describe Angelito’s potential future. I didn’t need another lecture.

“According to him, he doesn’t lie, and he doesn’t make any promises he can’t keep, so nobody is ever mad at him. I’m twenty-five, and I haven’t met a twenty-one-year-old boy who didn’t lie about himself.” I didn’t have the best track record with men my age, so I was probably not a great judge of character.

“You sound a little jaded there.” Bob was very talkative today. I didn’t think Bob was that good at reading people. Or maybe I just needed to work on not being so transparent.

“Thank you, Captain Obvious.” I added a glare for good measured.

“Anytime, Grasshopper.” Bob actually smiled at me. Maybe my dad was a little like Bob—focused but not taking himself too seriously. Bob was suffering from terrible spells of PTSD, so he couldn’t hold down a job. PTSD was the new term the government was using to describe what most returning vets were going through, posttraumatic stress disorder. According to Bob, it was hard to take yourself too seriously when you were struggling.

Bob finished his food and started to look around the place. At that same moment, the pale Mustang drove by. I was staring east on 82 after it when Bob turned to face me.

“What’s wrong?” He had that worried tone again.

“Oh, nothing. Just been seeing a car driving around here tonight.” I started yawning. Slow nights were painful. At the end of the day, you ended up tired and with nothing to show for it.

“Anything suspicious about it?” Now Bob was in full paranoid mode.

“Nothing really. Just an odd color. OK, we’re closing early, so I need to hurry.” I left with the empty plates before Bob could ask me more questions.

I walked directly to the kitchen with the plates. The kitchen area was immaculate. Abuelita ran a tight ship, and tonight she was ready to go. I washed the plates and forks while Abuelita finished putting pots away.

“OK, Isis, you can take off.” Abuelita didn’t even turn around when she said it. I was ready for bed but didn’t want to sound too excited. “Are you sure? I can help you lock up.” I was really praying she would say no, but I would stay if she needed me.

“I’m good, child. Besides, Bob is doing his rounds. I’m sure I’ll be OK.” She smiled when she said that. Bob was very efficient.

“Thank you, Abuelita. Good night.” I dried my hands and gave her a kiss on the cheek on my way out.

“Good night, Isis,” she said as I ran out of the door

“Good night, Bob,” I yelled at the night. There were no buildings near the little restaurant, so I knew sound would travel.

My minivan was parked in its usual place, the farthest spot from the restaurant. Abuelita liked her paying customers to have front-row parking.

The minivan was old and beaten up, and it used to be midnight blue. Now it was just a faded blue. My godmother had given it to me, and I nicknamed it the Whale. I wasn’t complaining; the Whale saved me on gas, and I could pack my whole life in it. On top of that, it was paid for. I opened the door and was blasted by the heat that was still trapped inside. How could it be in the high eighties in September?

This night I was ready to go home to my small apartment on Summerhill Road. It was a seven-minute drive using the service roads next to 30, Highway 30, but I was exhausted all of a sudden.


CHAPTER 2

Did I mention that everything I owned fit in the Whale? That included everything in my one-bedroom apartment. It wasn’t in one of the fancy complexes in town, but for $400 a month, I wasn’t complaining. Compared to my last apartment in Washington Heights in New York, this was luxury.

I owned a small futon that doubled as my bed and sofa. A wicker table sat in the middle with my books and sheet music. The bedroom was actually my studio, where my sax hung out. Most of my clothes were in plastic storage containers from Walmart. The bathroom was next to the bedroom. A small hallway with appliances made the kitchen area. It was a good thing I didn’t cook much, because there was barely any room in the kitchen to walk around. I loved cooking, but it’s too much trouble to cook just for one person.

Most of my stuff came from Walmart. I probably had an obsession for the super center—or, more accurately, I couldn’t afford any other place. I spent way too much time wandering the store buying things I didn’t need, like more books. The apartment had no curtains, or even pictures on the wall. I never bothered with that stuff. I was never in one place long enough to settle. I had piles of books all over the apartment; they were neat and organized. I just refused to buy a bookshelf. Those things were hard to move. On the positive side, everything was paid for, and I had no debt. Keeps things simple when you need to move in a hurry.

There was a knock at my door. It was almost eleven, and I had no friends. All the people I knew, I left at Abuelita’s. Texarkana was a relative safe city by my standards, and I wasn’t too excited to get killed there. When it comes to crime rates, most people have a hard time looking at the big picture. For the natives, Texarkana was becoming too big and dangerous. They wanted to keep the small-town feel. When people know your name at the restaurant you frequent, you live in a small town. No matter what the natives believe. With that in mind, I grabbed my bat and walked to the door.

“Who is it?” I tried to make my voice sound mean and menacing. Instead I sounded as if I had swallowed a frog. Just my luck.

“I have a message from Brooklyn. Could we talk?” a female voice said. The voice had a slight accent, maybe European. She sounded friendly, but the Brooklyn part didn’t make me feel better. I had left Brooklyn in a hurry. Besides my godmother, nobody from that life knew where I was.

“Isis, we can talk in private, or we can do it this way. It’s up to you.” 

How did she know my name? I slowly opened the door with my left hand, keeping my right on the bat. I peered through the crack, trying to look mean.

I had heard stories that when Death comes from you, your life flashes before your eyes. Well, that was a lie. My life didn’t flash. Instead, everything froze. As I stared at the woman on my threshold, I knew I was seeing Death. Don’t get me wrong; I’m not talking about someone who was there to kill me. I was actually staring at Death herself, the Grim Reaper. Why Death was wearing a very expensive designer suit and four-inch heels was beyond me. For that matter, why was Death beautiful, with a curvaceous body and long, silky brown hair?

“Can I come in now, or do you just plan to stare at me?” There was mischief in her voice, and I couldn’t help but feel a bit sheepish.

“Sure, why not?” If Death was at my door, there was no point in hiding.

“Do you know who I am?” She strolled into the apartment and did a quick scan. She was wearing a light jacket over her suit. I guess Death doesn’t feel heat or cold, because it was still too warm for all those layers even in September.

“Death.” The word came out harsh, even for me. That was all I was able to say. I was feeling nauseous.

“Not bad. May I?” She pointed at the futon. I nodded. She slowly took a seat with a grace I had seem only in Miss America pageants. I had a couple of folding chairs by a wall, but I was too shocked to move.

“Are you here to kill me?” I found the courage to ask.

Death raised an eyebrow and analyzed me. “Sorry, dear, I’m not in the killing business. I’m more in the delivery one. So no, I’m here because we have some business to attend.” 

I was totally lost. What did “delivery business” mean, and why did I have business with Death?

“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but I’m not following you.” Nobody could accuse me of not being polite. I was feeling pretty brave. I had spoken a whole sentence to Death.

“Do you remember Brooklyn, March ninth?” 

Was she serious? I was so dead. This was getting worse by the minute.

“Unfortunately, I can’t forget it.” There was no need to lie to this woman—or being, or whatever she was. I had had an ongoing countdown in my head starting on that day. It had been six months and six days exactly.

“Good. Tell me what happened.” She leaned back and waited. I wasn’t sure she was breathing.

“Excuse me? What?” The horror on my face was probably showing, because Death smiled very gently at me.

“Relax, dear. I want to hear your side of the story. So start from the moment you got to the party. And try not to leave anything out, OK?” The voice was soothing but firm. She was leaving no room for interpretation. She wanted the truth, and she wanted it now. I took a breath and then exhaled.

“My friend Tamara invited me to a party at one of her friend’s. I was planning to leave the following week. I wasn’t adjusting and couldn’t find work. I was planning a road trip. Tamara was one of the few friends I had made up there, and she actually wanted me to stay. I been out of the military for almost two months at the time, and I was already miserable. We made it to the party around ten p.m., and the place was packed. It was on the seventh floor of an apartment building in Brooklyn. The residents had moved out but hadn’t turned in the keys.

“The music was loud, and you couldn’t walk without brushing against people. Couples were making out everywhere. The smell of weed was thick in the air, and everyone looked drunk. I found myself getting sweaty hands. My heart rate increased, and I knew I was having a panic attack. I was feeling claustrophobic, and my senses were in overdrive. I had lost Tamara as soon as we walked in. I tried to head toward the door, but people kept grabbing and pulling on my clothes.

“I eventually made my way to the back and found a fire escape. I just wanted to get some fresh air before I broke down in the middle of the crowd. I swear I never meant to hurt anyone.” I had never told that story to anyone. My palms were sweating again, and tears were rolling down my cheeks.

“What happened next?” Death was so still, it was overwhelming. I wasn’t sure why she asked; by the look on her face, she already knew the answer.

“The window was open, so I climbed out. Unfortunately, when I was trying to get up, I accidentally knocked someone down. It all happened so fast. At the time I had no idea what I pushed. I tried to catch it. It was followed by a loud scream. By the time I made it to the ledge, there was a body on the ground. Please believe me; it was an accident. I went back inside and rushed back down. I wasn’t sure how safe the fire escape was. The apartment was even more crowded. It took me longer than I expected to get down. When I got to the street, the body was gone.” I was nervous. I knew I was rambling, but I couldn’t stop talking or crying. I was trying to calm down while Death continued analyzing me. “Is he dead?”

“Unfortunately, dear, yes he is. No human can survive a fall like that. And he is the reason I’m here.” Death shifted her body. I had the full weight of her stare on me. “The young man you killed was my intern.”

“You’re what?” I was grateful I was standing, because I was getting ready to bolt for the door.

“Relax, Isis, and please sit down before you faint.” The statement was more of an order than a suggestion. Her demeanor was strong, and I felt as if I were in Death’s house instead of mine. I pulled up one of the folding chairs and dropped myself down. This was so bad it was hurting my head.

“So are you here to take revenge for your intern?” That was all I was able to say very softly.

“I told you already, I’m not here to kill you.” Death was getting annoyed. I could tell, but I wasn’t sure what to say.

“There are things worse than death.” I had heard stories of pure damnation.

“That is very true, dear. Hopefully, my proposal won’t sound that bad.” Death took a breath, not because she needed it but more for emphasis. “With the loss of my intern, I’m in need of a new one. Since you killed him, the job is now yours.”

“Say what? What job? Wait. What are you talking about?” 

Death actually smiled at me. She probably was thinking I was mentally challenged. “The rules are simple, dear. You kill my intern, and in turn you take his place. That is, if I find you an acceptable candidate. You passed.” 

I was starting to feel like Tim Allen in The Santa Clause. Granted, I was sure Tim had a much better deal than mine.

“Rules? Who makes these rules? This is nuts.” I was yelling and pacing in front of Death. I wasn’t sure when I got up from my chair, but this was madness.

“You can call it cosmic law—an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. Or just karma. Whatever you prefer. Unfortunately, that’s the rule.” I was getting ready to interrupt her when Death raised her index finger, and I stopped moving—even breathing. “I do believe in free will, dear. I don’t want people working for me who don’t want the job. But before you decide, I want you to meet a few friends of mine.”

I had a very incredulous look on my face. Death smiled gently at me. I wasn’t sure whether I was supposed to say anything.

Death continued. “You might actually enjoy the fringe benefits of the job. Even more, you might find purpose again.”

“With all due respect, Death, please don’t act like you know me. You know nothing about what I want or need.” I hated when my elders tried to put me in their boxes. I didn’t care that it was Death making the assumptions.

She just kept giving me that infuriating smile. “Whatever you say, Isis. Please have a seat.” Death’s voice was even gentler, but it left no room for argument. I felt myself drawn to the chair again. “You will meet with my friends tonight, and you will have three days to decide whether you will take the job. The boys will fill you in on all the details.”

“What makes you so sure I’ll take this job?” Why was I arguing with Death? Oh, yeah. It was that horrible streak in me that hated being controlled.

Death got up from the futon and smoothed down her suit. She looked around my apartment, taking inventory. I felt offended.

“Things have been arranged, dear. Trust me, it will be your choice if you come work for me, but I’m sure it’s a much better offer than what you have right now.” Death walked around the table and stood next to my chair. She smiled down at me and then went over and kissed my forehead. Before I could complain, I felt my body shutting down, and I was slowly falling. In a blink of an eye, I blacked out.


CHAPTER 3

I heard voices, but I couldn’t make them out. Was I dead? My eyelids were heavy, and there was a heavy weight on my chest. Death said she didn’t kill people; maybe she had made an exemption.

“Constantine, get off her. You’re killing her,” I heard a man say. Or was it a boy?

“No way, dude. I don’t weight that much,” another male said—the one who was sitting on me. I tried to move but couldn’t.

“You’re at least fifteen pounds of solid fur, with pressure points directly on her chest.” What was the boy talking about? Why was a man in a fur coat sitting on me? How does a grown man only weight fifteen pounds? 

I was finally able to open my eyes.

“Ahhhhh.” I couldn’t help it. I was staring at a pair of feline eyes inches from my face.

“See? I told you. She’s not dead.” It talked. The cat on my chest was talking. I was dead. There was no other explanation.

“Fine. You’re right. Not dead. Can you get off her now? She might like to breathe properly now.” The boy was sitting in front of three computer monitors to my left.

I was lying on a black leather couch. The cat jumped up and sat on the back of the couch glaring down on me. Directly in front of the couch was a fifty-inch flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. Above the computer stations, at least a dozen security monitors were mounted to the wall, each with a different image that changed every fifteen seconds. Instead of a wall on the right-hand side, they had wall-to-wall glass. The bottom half of the glass was darker. From my location I noticed we were on a second floor of a building. I guessed the boy and the cat were staring at me.

“Hi, I’m Bartholomew.” The boy walked over to me and extended his hand. He looked to be around eleven, maybe five feet and less than a hundred pounds. He had wavy brown hair and hazel eyes.

After several long moments, I shook his hand. “Hi, I’m Isis.” What was going on here?

“Isis? Like—” 

“Not like the terrorist group.”

“I was going to say like the Egyptian goddess,” he said with a smile on his face. “You’re a little too old to be named after that group.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Yes, you’re right. Nobody ever guesses that.” First person who had gotten it right, and I sounded like a royal jerk.

“I’m impressed. She’s willing to apologize,” the cat said.

I stared at him. My head was going to explode if I took any more of this. He was a handsome cat, a tabby with gorgeous stripes, but he was huge.

“Please tell me what’s going on.” My voice cracked, but I was too stunned to care.

“Like I said, I’m Bartholomew, and this is Constantine. Death brought you over.” Bartholomew sounded way too cheery to be talking about Death.

“Am I dead? Or are you part of my three spirits that are here to tell me how to change my life?” Because my life had turned into a horrible Lifetime movie.

“Kid, you’ve been watching way too much TV. Death told you the deal. You kill her intern, you take his place. We’re here to guide you,” Constantine said very matter-of-factly. I was never going to get used to a talking cat.

“Constantine is the guardian. He’s your walking resource guide to the supernatural world. Trust me, when it comes to that stuff, he’s better than Google,” Bartholomew said as he went back to his computer area.

“And what is your job here?” I needed to work on my people skills, but I had a talking cat on my left. At this point, I was too stunned to care.

“Your supply guy. Anything you want, I can get,” Bartholomew said.

“He’s also a hacker and a genius. If Death weren’t his legal guardian and kept him off the grid, he would be on every watch list in the world,” Constantine said, sounding very proud of the boy’s skills.

I ran my hands over my face and hair. This was too much. I got off the couch to get my blood flowing. I could see the rest of the room. It was at least forty-five feet long, with a kitchen area on the far side and a dining place in the middle. A door on the right side led to what I assumed were bedrooms. A door on the left led to the staircase down. The building had a balcony that ran the whole perimeter of the building on the inside. It was about four feet wide. The first floor didn’t have any windows; there were a few on the second floor above the balcony. The first floor was open space, and it looked like a house with a mechanic’s workshop one of side and an impressive gym on the other. The greenish-yellow mustang was parked inside as well.

“Where are we?” I asked Bartholomew. I wasn’t ready to talk to the cat.

“At Nash Business Park,” he said, as if it were a normal thing.

“They let you build a house at the business park?” I obviously had not heard him right.

“She’s a little slow. Maybe we got a damaged intern.” Constantine actually looked concerned.

“From the outside, this looks like all the other warehouses here. Maybe a little bigger. We’re forty-five by a hundred and ten feet, reinforced ballistic steel and concrete. Not to mention we’re a registered business. We’re Reaper’s Incorporated,” Bartholomew said. I was totally lost.

“I’m in shock. I probably hit my head somewhere, and I’m hallucinating.” My head was spinning. This was crazy.

“Oh, please don’t faint.” Bartholomew ran over to me and sat me back down. “Breathe in and out. Slowly.” He was waving his hands trying to air me out. Any other time, I would have laughed.

“Bartholomew, get her the handbook.” Constantine said from the couch.

Bartholomew hurried back to his desk and pulled a thin folder from his drawer. He gave Constantine an odd look. The cat nodded at him. With that blessing, he came over and handed me the folder. The thing looked like a brochure you get at a travel agency, but it read “Intern’s Manual.”

“Are you serious?” I was holding a five-by-eight manual on how to be Death’s intern.

Constantine jumped down from the back of the couch and stared at me. It was impossible, but it really felt as if he were staring down at me.

“You have three days to decide, and you have already wasted five hours. So let’s get to the rules. Rule number one: you cannot tell anyone you work for Death. Rule two: you cannot kill anyone unless it’s in self-defense. Rule three: you cannot contact Death to get you out of trouble unless you are actually dying. At that point, it wouldn’t matter because she would be around the corner. Rule four: this is your primary job. If you decide to have other employment—which I don’t know why you would—those hours cannot conflict with ours. Rule five, any romantic relationship cannot interfere with your job. You’ll find all the rules on page two of the manual.” Constantine was not even taking a breath. Of course, he was a talking cat, so probably normal rules did not apply to him.

“Wait a minute. I haven’t agreed to anything. I don’t even know what Death’s intern does. Why does Death need an intern to begin with?” I needed the insanity to end so I could go home.

“Finally, a reasonable question. We are in the soul business.” Constantine said “soul” very dramatically. If he had fingers, he would have made quotation marks with them. “Death delivers souls from this lifetime to their final destination.”

“Where exactly would that be?” I had to ask. Honestly, that explanation made no sense.

“It depends on the person and how they lived their life. In your case, you would go to purgatory.” Constantine delivered that news with no emotion.

“What? Why?” OK, I was outraged. How did he know that?

“You’re Catholic, right?” Constantine asked, and I nodded yes. “OK, you killed a man.”

“It was an accident.” Did everyone know about that?

“Exactly. If you had actually wanted to murder him, you would be going to hell. Since it was an accident and you’re an OK person, purgatory it is.” Constantine obviously had had practice in delivering horrible news. He wasn’t even blinking.

“But don’t I have a chance to repent or do something?” I was feeling pretty sick now.

“Listen, child, there are no lawyers in the afterlife. This is your dogma, not mine. We’re in the business of helping souls move. What have you done to repent for your sins? When was the last time you went to confession? Those are the questions you should be asking yourself. So, back to business.”

I was speechless. Constantine was right. In the last six months, all I had done was run away. I had never gone to confession, and I been to mass maybe a handful of times. I didn’t have the excuse of not having any churches nearby. For being in the middle of the Baptist Bible Belt, Texarkana had two Catholic churches, one in each state. The churches were less than ten minutes from each other. Catholic churches were very rare in the South. Based on Constantine’s speech, I was feeling like a horrible human being.

“Constantine to Isis; come in, Isis.” Constantine had actually slapped me out of my pity party. He had the softest paws on the planet. “Are you listening to me?”

“Sorry; just contemplating my afterlife.” My afterlife was looking pretty depressing.

“That’s great, but you’re not dead yet, so do that on your own time. The intern’s job is easy. You monitor abnormal activities that might interfere with Death doing her thing.” With that, Constantine leaned back and started licking his paw. I looked between Constantine and Bartholomew, totally lost.

“One more time, and in English this time. Abnormal activities?” These two were nuts.

“Bartholomew, break it down for her, please.” Constantine didn’t stop cleaning his paw when he spoke.

“Isis, it’s simple. When people die, their souls separate from their bodies. Death is there to collect them. Souls are powerful, and at times other entities try to steal them. Death doesn’t have time to track those incidents down, so the interns do.” Bartholomew actually believed that made sense. Somebody help me!

“Interns? There’s more than one intern?” Of all the things I had heard, why did that bother me?

“Of course, silly child. There’s one per continent. Do you honestly think you could monitor the whole world? We’re responsible for North America. This is going to take us a while.” Constantine gave me that bored looked again, but at least he was done grooming himself.

“If you’re responsible for all of North America, why would you pick Texarkana for a home base?” I was trying to sound just as snotty as Constantine.

“We didn’t. You did. We’re here because you’re here,” Bartholomew said very softly, trying to avoid my glare.

“We were doing fine in New York. You know how hard it is to find gluten-free food for this boy?” It was Constantine’s turn to sound snippy.

There was no way I was responsible for them being there. “OK, this is crazy. I need to get home. I can’t take any more of this.” I got up to try to find the exit.

“Don’t forget your manual. Your minivan is outside with keys in the ignition. By the way, why does a twenty-something girl drive a minivan?” Constantine asked as he curled up on the couch, ready for a nap.

“It can carry a lot of stuff,” I replied weakly as I got my bearings again. I slowly walked toward the door.

“Still odd, unless you were planning on starting a band.” Constantine chuckled to himself.

I looked over my shoulder, and Bartholomew was busy scanning his monitors.

“Bye, Isis. See you tomorrow,” Bartholomew yelled, not even looking up from the screens.

“Bye,” I whispered. I prayed I would never see either of them again.


CHAPTER 4

I was late for work. I was never late for work. Thanks to the army, I was brainwashed that being on time meant late. Everywhere I went, I was at least fifteen minutes early. Today I was barely moving. As my drill sergeant used to say, I was moving like pond water. My shift at Abuelita’s started at 4:00 p.m. It was 4:45 p.m. by the time I showed up. Honestly, it wasn’t as if anyone could blame me, if I could tell a soul.

I had managed to crawl back to bed by 7:00 a.m. The sun was coming up when I drove home. I hadn’t done an all-nighter in years. My party days were over. At least when I was partying, I didn’t end up feeling depressed and overwhelmed. I prayed for sleep, but all I got were nightmares. I had been plagued by nightmares since my parents’ death. The nightmares were worse after the military. The ones this morning were not any better. I popped an Ambien at eleven o’clock after waking myself up screaming. Thanks to the VA, I had more pills than a pharmacy. Why cure the problem when you can knock it out?

The Ambien did the trick. I had a dreamless slumber. Unfortunately, it was hard to wake up from a drug-induced sleep. It was 4:16 p.m. when I woke up. My head was pounding, and I felt as if I had run a marathon. My body ached everywhere. I took a military three-minute shower and was out the door by 4:35 p.m. The blessing about Texarkana was that there was very little traffic, and you could get anywhere in less than ten minutes. Even speeding, I was still very late. It rankled me. I hated being late.

Saturday at Abuelita’s was our busy night. Abuelita’s offered a half-off menu from 4:30 to 7:30 p.m. As I pulled up, I could see that the place was packed. The three tables were filled with families, while the bar was packed with people waiting for carryouts. I ran out of the Whale and went in the back door. No need to try to fight with the crowd.

“Girl, late night? Where were you partying? You look like hell.” Angelito was back in his usual mood, very mischievous.

“Hi to you too, Angelito.” I didn’t even try to smile.

Angelito was beaming like firelight. He had had a great night, by the look of his neck. Some poor soul had left her mark on him. He was shameless, wearing them like a badge of honor. I passed him and headed straight for the kitchen counter. Abuelita was by her double stoves cooking away.

“Isis, are you OK? We called four times, and you didn’t answer.” There was concern in Abuelita’s voice.

Great. Now I felt like hell. Another thing I hated was having people worry about me.

“Yes, I’m sorry, Abuelita. I couldn’t sleep, and I took an Ambien this morning. It knocked me out, and I missed my alarm.” That was the truth. No need to explain the why of my lack of sleep.

“Child, I told you, those pills are going to kill you. I got a tea you should try. It’s all natural and will help you sleep. Maybe even cure those nightmares for you.” 

How did Abuelita know about my nightmares? Sometimes I wondered if she was a mind reader. Before I could wonder for too long, three plates of food were flying at me. On Saturday nights, Angelito and I took turns serving and cleaning tables. With the two of us handling the customers, Abuelita pushed more food out than most McDonald’s fully staffed.

Saturday nights were my favorite night at work. We were busy most of the night, the tips were great, and time flew by. This was not one of those nights. My head pounded most of the night, and my vision was blurry. I had floaters in my eyes—those little specks you get with age. At my age, I was blaming too many bad parachute landings that resulted in too many hits to the head. No doctor would confirm my theory, but I was sticking with it.

The rush hour finally ended. Our regulars, a group of about ten or so, avoided that crowd. Most of the regulars were loners or quiet couples with no kids. Not the crowd you would find at Walmart in the middle of the night. They had a quality to them, that of knowing and distance. They all loved Abuelita. It wasn’t just for the food that they came; most wanted private talks with her. During those times, Angelito would prepare the food while I managed the serving and cleaning of the tables.

By eight o’clock, the happy-hour crowd had left. The first of our regular customers walked in. The couple was in their early thirties. The lady had flowing dark hair and always had a peasant skirt. My godmother and she probably shopped at the same stores. The gentleman, on the other hand, had the best collection of Hawaiian shorts and sandals I had ever seen. Even in the winter he wore them. Today he wore a blue pair with a midnight-blue shirt.

The couple always sat at one of the tables by the large windows. She always looked even paler standing next to her man, with his perfect tan. If he wasn’t Hawaiian, the man was probably Filipino. Seven years in the army had a way of expanding your horizons when it came to ethnicity. They always ordered the same, horchata to drink and enchiladas with corn tortillas. It was rude to assume, so I stopped by their table to check on them. I brought them the horchata anyways.

Horchata was a typical Mexican drink made out of rice. Few people ordered it unless they had had it before. Sweet and very refreshing, it was our number-one seller with our regulars. I placed two glasses down and smiled at the couple. The lady looked up at me and smiled. The moment our eyes met, I felt a sharp pain in my forehead, almost between my eyes. I took a deep breath and leaned on their table.

“Isis, are you OK?” She touched my hand as she spoke. Her hands were hot, almost burning.

I pulled away without thinking. I tried to speak, but her eyes were glowing. I looked at her man, and his eyes were catlike.

“Oh, God.” My mouth went dry, and my hands were sweaty. I bumped against the table behind me as I backed away. “I’m so sorry. I’ll be right back.”

I ran past the kitchen and out the back door. Deep breaths were not calming me down. I rubbed my face with my hands, trying to erase what I had just seen. What had I seen? Nothing made sense. My headache was worse. The back door opened, but I didn’t dare turn around.

“Isis, are you OK? The Joneses just told me you ran out the back. What’s going on? You’ve been acting weird all day.” Abuelita had her arms crossed over her chest when I turned to face her. She looked younger and stronger. There was a faint glow to her. She always radiated heat. I couldn’t focus on her face. “Isis, are you listening to me?”

“I’m sorry, Abuelita. I really don’t know what came over me. My head is just killing me.” I looked at the ground as I spoke. Abuelita was too much to look at now. It was probably the light overhead that gave her that weird glow.

“Child, you need to start taking better of yourself. If you’re good, let’s get inside. The regulars are hungry.” She walked back inside and held the door for me.

I took another deep breath. I needed to get it together. In less than twenty-four hours, I had been followed by Death, met a talking cat, and hung out with a boy genius. At this rate I was going to go nuts before my three-day deadline—if it was actually real and I wasn’t dreaming or hallucinating. To top off this crazy day, I just needed Samuel L. Jackson to walk in and recruit me for the Avengers or XXX.

Breathe. Just breathe, Isis. You’re going to be OK. Why did we talk to ourselves as if we were three years old when all hell broke loose? That was one of those horrible habits I couldn’t break. I steadied myself and picked up the plates of enchiladas. The Joneses were creatures of habit.

“Hi, here is your food. I’m so sorry about earlier. I’m having a horrible headache.” That wasn’t a lie, but I made sure to keep my eyes on the plates when I talked to them. Whatever was going on, I didn’t want a repeat of it.

“Oh, that’s too bad. Are you going to be OK?” Mr. Jones sounded very sincere. I nodded and slowly walked to the bar before one of them tried to touch me again. I still felt the heat on my hand where Mrs. Jones had touched me.

“Isis, come over here and help me with this pot,” Abuelita said from the back of the kitchen. The kitchen area of Abuelita’s was larger than the front. She had three large fridges and two deep freezes. The cooking area was to the left of the building and a sink all the way on the far right. The back door was in the middle of the back wall. Abuelita always made extra beans and rice on Saturdays to donate to the shelter downtown. She was struggling to put the bean pot in the fridge.

“Angelito, watch the front for now. Isis can handle the back.” I was so grateful to Abuelita. She was truly a caring woman.

“Thank you, Abuelita.” I really meant it. Her compassion for people was probably the reason I never looked for another job. I was making a little less than minimum wage, right at $6.50. With the tips, the money balanced itself out. I wasn’t getting rich, but I could afford rent and be comfortable for my standards.

For over an hour I scrubbed pots and pans. Angelito brought in a steady stream of plates and dishes. At one point, I wondered where he kept finding them. I was washing the big items and running the dishwashers for the plates and cups. Thank God we had two. Fortunately, the work was calming my nerves. Instead of complaining, I enjoyed the peace of the simple action and the running of the water. My fingers were prunes by the time I finished with all the dishes. It was still early, and our regulars would be coming in all the way till we closed at midnight.

With the water off, I could hear Angelito’s conversation at the bar. One of my favorite customers had walked in. I recognized Gabe’s voice. He had that Barry White voice, with smoldering blue eyes that were incredible with his jet-black hair. If Michelangelo needed a model for David, I was sure Gabe would have qualified. It had been years since my last date, and I felt clumsy and young around Gabe. Maybe Gabe was the reason I loved Saturday nights. I was told he came in Monday and Wednesday night as well. Too bad; I only worked Thursday to Sunday. Abuelita’s nieces handled the rest of the week.

He was great eye candy. I knew Gabe’s order by heart. He always sat at the bar—something about the tables being too tight. I didn’t care about the reason; at the bar I didn’t need a reason to talk to him.

Angelito put in his order, and in less than three minutes, Abuelita was ready. Carnitas asadas with rice and beans, no tortillas—that was his usual. I wasn’t a meat eater, but watching Gabe enjoyed his food made me want to try the pork at least once.

My earlier incidents were forgotten, and I rushed to take his plate from Abuelita. Angelito smiled and bowed down when I walked by him.

“Do your thing, little mamma.” The child was unstoppable with that mischievous smile. I turned around to face Gabe, who was looking at me.

“Oh, God.” I dropped his plate. Gabe was glowing, and he had wings. Not the fake plastic crap people use for Halloween. Oh, no. These babies were real and at least five feet from his shoulder down to his legs. No wonder the boy couldn’t fit in a chair. He was a freaking angel or demon—oh God, I had no clue. I looked over his shoulder, and everyone was staring at me. They looked like my regular night crowd except they were not humans. I had a three-eyed monster in one corner and a pointy-eared couple in another. Everyone was glowing. Their eyes were inhuman.

I was having a panic attack. I couldn’t breathe. My mind was in overdrive. I was nauseated, and the room was starting to spin. Angelito put his hand on my shoulder, and I bolted for the door. The tears came down before I could stop them. I was trembling all over. Even the woods behind Abuelita’s looked alive. There was so much movement out there.

“Isis, sweetie, you need to go home.” I barely heard Abuelita’s voice. It sounded muffled and very far away. “Honey, you need sleep. You’re sleep deprived. Can you drive yourself home? Or I can have Angelito take you.”

Abuelita was careful not to face me. She walked up behind me and slowly guided me toward the Whale out front.

“Sleep deprived. That’s it. I’m hallucinating.” I sounded drugged, even to myself. “You’re right. I just need to go home and sleep. Are you sure I can leave?” I felt guilty leaving, but I knew I couldn’t stay.

“Sweetie, I’m afraid you might dump a plate on top of a customer. Are you sure you can drive?” Abuelita didn’t sound mad, just truly concerned. I climbed into the Whale and waved at her without looking. Home was not going to help me now, but I had a feeling I knew a pair who could.


CHAPTER 5

Like everything else in town, the business park was less than six minutes from Abuelita’s, heading west on 82. I was there in less than four. The outside looked like all the other metal buildings in the parks, just taller. No windows on the front, and the ones on the side were too high for anyone to climb. Unless you had wings, like Gabe. I was still in shock, and I prayed this was all a bad dream. They were going to dehypnotize me, and life would go back to normal.

I slowly climbed out of the Whale. The sign on the building, “Reapers Incorporated,” was written in gothic red—blood red, to be precise. Who said Death didn’t have a sense of humor? If not Death, at least her people did. There was something eerie about the building. Almost like a sensation that made me want to turn around. There was a door on the left-hand side and a doorbell. I rang the bell and heard a soft voice say “Come in.”

I stepped into a narrow hallway, four feet wide by six feet long. The door behind me closed on its own, and I heard a lock kick in. There was another door at the end of the hall. When the first door closed, the second one opened. Weird blue lights illuminated the place. I understood what those kids in Willie Wonka and the Chocolate Factory felt like. Too bad the end of this tunnel didn’t lead to a river of chocolate. I had really been out of it when I left that morning; I didn’t remember any of this. To my right was a glass wall. These boys were nuts about their glass walls. This one didn’t let you see inside.

The way my night was going, I steadied myself before leaving the hallway. The first floor of the warehouse was empty. A few lights were on, illuminating the shop and the gym area. I looked behind me, and there were two rooms parallel to the entrance hallway. I wondered what was inside. The eerie sensation had left me, but I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to keep walking. I saw Bartholomew wave at me from the second-floor balcony. As I had suspected, the bottom of the glass was a one-way mirror. From the ground it looked like steel.

I was wasting time. I swallowed my fears and headed to the staircase on the other side of the warehouse.

By the time I reached the second floor, Bartholomew was back at his computer station. Constantine was napping on top of the couch. I started talking even before I reached them.

“What have you done to me? I’m broken. For the past four hours, I’ve been seeing things. The world looks weird. This headache won’t go away. This is all your fault. I was fine before I got here last night.” 

Constantine jumped up. I guessed he wasn’t used waking up to screaming girls.

“Wow. Do you normally talk that fast?” He yawned lazily.

Bartholomew just looked over his shoulder and kept working.

“When I’m mad or nervous.” I sounded like a five-year-old. It was unnerving, but I was sure Constantine could see into my soul.

“Good to know. Now, one more time. This time slowly, and from the beginning. What’s going on?” He laid his head on his paws and stared at me very closely. Note to self: never get in a staring contest with Constantine—I would lose badly.

“I’m going mad. I saw a guy with wings. Not the fake kind, but honest-to-goodness wings.” 

At that Constantine’s head snapped to attention, and this time he was fully awake. Bartholomew also stopped what he was doing and was staring at me.

“Constantine, is that possible? It’s way too early.” Bartholomew sounded worried, and Constantine looked at him in silence. It’s really hard to read emotions in a cat.

“Where were you, Isis?” Constantine was back to staring at me with those penetrating eyes. I hadn’t noticed, but Constantine had a blue and a green eye. At least he wasn’t a black cat. I would bet money that he thought his stripes made him a tiger.

“I was working at Abuelita’s.” Didn’t they know I had job?

“That explains it. Abuelita’s is the Starbucks of the supernatural community in this area, without the coffee.” Constantine was nuts. That did not explain a thing to me.

“OK, little Yoda, what are you talking about?” I was not a patient person at times.

“Your third eye has opened. It didn’t help being around so many magical beings all at once. But Bartholomew is right—it is very early.” I probably looked totally lost, because Constantine kept talking. “When Death kissed you, she transferred some of her powers to you. Typical part of the process. A very small amount; nothing major. But now you are able to see the other side. It should have taken weeks, if not months.”

“Constantine, Death marked her the night she killed Teck. It’s been six months.” Bartholomew delivered that line very seriously. It sounded like a death sentence, no pun intended.

“Third eye, like in the chakras’ third eye? Never mind; it doesn’t matter. I haven’t agreed to any of this. Can you just make it go away?” I was ready to beg.

“You are correct. It is your frontochakra. One of the seven main ones. Unfortunately, no. Once it’s open, you can’t make it go away. I can help you control it.” Constantine was looking up at me from the couch.

“It sucks. When you see them, they acknowledge you as well. I avoid the outside world as much as possible for that reason. Besides…” Bartholomew’s computer beeped, and he turned back around without finishing his sentence.

“OK, let’s get this lesson going. Sit over here and face me.” Constantine took on a very authoritarian air.

I had nothing to lose, so I followed orders. At times I could still do that very well, just not as often as I should.

“So why are you two not glowing?” I asked Constantine after I settled down.

“I’m a talking cat. What else do you want to see?” He did have a valid point.

“A very old, talking, magical cat, for that matter,” muttered Bartholomew from his seat.

“OK, you’re right about how impressive a talking cat is. But what about Bartholomew?”

“You haven’t actually looked at him. Go ahead and do it.” I was starting to dislike that he was right so often. “Isis, it’s going to be OK. Just look at him.”

I took another deep breath and looked up. He looked the same. He had a slight blue glow around him, but other than that, he looked normal.

“What do you see?” Constantine asked, fairly patiently for a cat.

“Just a blue haze over him.” I looked at Constantine for confirmation.

“Good. All you’re seeing is his aura. Most of Death’s interns and the guardians he chooses have a bluish aura. Around other interns, guardians, and Bartholomew, you will only see auras. Same as most humans.” Constantine scratched his ear. It was creepy how normal he looked at times.

“Wait—Death is a woman.” I was pretty sure it had been a woman who completely messed up my life last night. Why was that such an important fact for me, above all things?

“Death is whatever your mind and soul decides it is. You’ve spent a long time courting death. Death to you looks like an old friend.” 

My mouth was hanging open.

“Death is a woman for me too, Isis. I think it’s because we’re both orphans. We see her as a parental figure.” Bartholomew’s explanation was even more disturbing than Constantine’s.

“You’re procrastinating. Can we start?” Constantine was annoyed.

“Is it going to hurt?” I was stalling. But hey, this was scary stuff.

“Did it hurt when it opened?” 

I gave him a confused look.

“If you can’t remember, then probably no. Pay attention now.” Not the most convincing argument, but I stopped fighting. “OK, close your eyes and visualize a window between your eyes. This window has large curtains on either side. You want to mentally close the curtains on the window. Imagine yourself pulling them shut.”

I took deep breaths and calmed my heart rate down. I wasn’t sure what I was doing, but I followed Constantine’s instructions. I kept repeating the exercise over and over.

“How do I know if it worked?” For a mind exercise, this was exhausting.

“Open your eyes and look at Bartholomew. Can you still see his aura?” 

I followed Constantine’s instructions. “He still has a haze, but it’s not as defined as before.” I was out of breath by now.

“Good. You’re getting there. You need to put more of your willpower into it. Almost like you’re slamming the window shut.” 

It was easier said than done. I took another breath and tried again. Around the tenth time, I felt a sensation that ran down my body. The pressure in my head stopped, and my muscles relaxed. I opened my eyes, and Bartholomew was normal.

“Thank the Lord; it worked.” I couldn’t stop smiling.

“Great. It only took you an hour. Now open it back up and close it again.” 

My jaw dropped. “In the name of all that is good and great, why would I want to do that again?” This cat had lost his ever-loving mind. I was not going to do that.

“Because you need to control it. Do you want it to fly open in the middle of the mall? Do you know who hangs out at the mall?” 

I almost choked on my saliva at that thought.

“I’m glad you see my point, Isis. You need to practice till this becomes second nature. Today we just need to make sure you can close it and open it at will. So go back to the window, and this time, open the curtains. Got it?”

I nodded and went back to work. I had always been good at playing make-believe, but this took concentration. I tried opening the curtain and then opened my eyes to see Bartholomew. No blue haze. Then back to the curtain I went. This time it took me an hour and a half to open it.

“The first time is the hardest. Do it again.” Constantine had very little sympathy for me.

“You’re a little dictator. How old are you?” I was exhausted, and my clothes were covered in sweat from the mental hell.

“He’s been around since the pharaohs,” Bartholomew said from his chair.

My curiosity got the best of me. “Which one?” 

“All of them.” Constantine did not seem happy when he said that. “I was glad to leave with Death. All those people always wanting to kill everyone and take them with them to the afterlife. Like I wanted to follow them that far.”

I had to smile at that. He was right. The nerve of humanity, to assume everyone agreed with their way of thinking. I could imagine an indignant Constantine walking out.

“Constantine, another one went missing.” 

I had no idea what Bartholomew was doing at the computer station, but he was upset. Constantine jumped off the couch and made his way toward him. With another leap, he was at the monitors.

“Where this time?” 

Bartholomew pointed at a monitor on the top right, and Constantine followed his gaze.

“Downtown again.” Bartholomew looked at Constantine.

“What went missing?” I couldn’t help myself. I was curious by nature.

“Nothing. Back to practicing. You have other issues to worry about now.” 

I wanted to argue, but my eye was still open, and the headache was kicking in.

Constantine was right. The first time was the hardest. After three hours, I was able to open it and close it in less than ten minutes. At some point during my session, Constantine left for a recon mission. Bartholomew relayed the message from the little dictator that my homework was to practice. I needed to be able to open and close it within seconds. I could barely move. I wasn’t sure how I was going to get home. I tried to get up but fell back on the couch.

“You should really rest before leaving. Your room is the first one on the left on the other side,” Bartholomew said without looking up.

“I don’t live here, and I haven’t agreed to anything.” My words came out slurred.

“OK, Isis. Whatever you say.” That was the only reply I got. Bartholomew came around the computer area and laid me back down on the couch. He grabbed a blanket from somewhere and draped it over me. I was too tired to even argue.

“What are you monitoring?”

“People are disappearing from the area. Mostly homeless, so the reports don’t have a lot of information.” He sounded a lot older than eleven.

“Are you sure your boss isn’t taking them?” Morpheus was pulling me to slumber, but I still tried talking.

“That’s the problem. They’re not dead—just gone. Just like New York…” 

I faded to sleep while Bartholomew was talking.


CHAPTER 6

These late nights were going to kill me. I was used to at least eight to nine hours of sleep a night. Granted, most were Ambien induced, but I was sleeping. Lately I was averaging less than five hours a night—not good. My Sunday alarm was set on my watch for 10:00 a.m. I woke up completely disoriented. It took me a minute to remember where I was. Blessings for the alarm, since I had to head home to shower and get ready for work. My shift at Abuelita’s started at 11:00 a.m. Abuelita’s offered a brunch special on Sundays for the church crowd from 11:30 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. We were closed for dinner on Sundays.

We didn’t have uniforms at Abuelita’s, but I always wore black pants with a black shirt. Made dressing quick and easy. I made it to Abuelita’s with fifteen minutes to spare. I parked in my favorite spot. Nobody ever took that one—it was the farthest spot from the restaurant. On most days I combat parked, which meant I backed into the spot so the front was facing the entrance and the back bumper was parallel with the line of trees on the left-hand side. I liked to practice my driving skills, and one day I actually parallel parked the Whale. It was Texas. We had so much space everywhere that nobody parallel parked around there. I was still proud of my accomplishment.

Today I was so tired that I didn’t bother to combat park. I pulled into the space and was grateful the Whale looked fairly straight. I locked the Whale—nobody was ever going to steal it, but why tempt fate?—and walked to the back of the restaurant. Abuelita was busy stirring a pot of crispy southwest potatoes for her huevos rancheros when I walked in. Her huevos rancheros were a house favorite. Most of our clients had their huevos with chorizos, but they were still amazing without the meat. Maybe I just worked at Abuelita’s for the food.

“Isis, I wasn’t expecting you this morning, but I’m so happy you came. Angelito was out with his new girl and didn’t come home last night. He probably will be late if he makes it in. This is not like him.” Abuelita was right. Angelito was a player, but he always put Abuelita first. For him to not come in when he was scheduled was not like him.

“He might come in before we open.” I had barely made it in time myself, so who was I to judge the boy?

“How are you feeling, dear? You looked awful last night. You’re not looking much better now.” Abuelita was trying to sound normal, but her voice was lined with worry. I noticed she was trying not to stare at me. I appreciated the space, but I knew it was taking a lot of effort for her to hold back.

“My headache is gone. I’m tired but OK. You were right—I was just tired.” No need for all the details from last night. The less Abuelita knew, the easier it would be. At least I hoped. “I’ll get the dining area ready to open. Do you need any help back here?”

“I think I got it. But would you like to work the rest of the week? My nieces are heading to Mexico on vacation, and I need extra help. What do you think?”

“Sure thing, Abuelita, I could use the money. Thank you for asking.” That wasn’t a lie; I really could use the money. Especially after I left early yesterday and missed all my tips. Besides, I would do anything to help Abuelita.

“Oh, good. Now I don’t have to ask that crazy cousin of mine. She’s a hot mess on a good day.” That was the understatement of the century. Cousin Maria was a mixture of Days of Our Lives; Beverly Hills, 90210; and Jersey Shore all rolled into one. If she didn’t have drama going, she was making some up. With three baby daddies, that woman made the rest of the world look boring.

I left Abuelita to her brunch extravaganza, as she called it. “All-You-Can-Eat Mexican Brunch” involved a lot of food. Our bar doubled as a buffet table on Sundays. So my job was to set up all the warmers, plates, utensils, and all those little things you needed to eat. I always wondered how many steps I took in this small space, but I never wanted to spend the cash for one of those fancy watch/pedometers. I was convinced I was at least at 2,500 before we opened. I kept forgetting something for each area and table.

Right before we opened, I heard Abuelita talking. By the sound of it, she was on the phone with Angelito. It was not a good talk.

Abuelita walked to the bar from the kitchen. “OK, Isis, it’s just us two. Are you sure you can handle things today?”

“I’ll be OK, Abuelita. It’s only a few hours. Where’s Angelito?” I was hoping he had a really good excuse for bailing on us.

“According to him, just getting home from driving all night. Something about going to Dallas with his girl. He sounded exhausted. After your spell yesterday, I was afraid of having another tired server around the customers.” Her expression turned sour. She was a very loving woman.

“Abuelita, I got this. You’re right. We don’t need him falling on people. The Sunday crowd serves themselves, so it’s easy.” I gave Abuelita my best Shirley Temple smile. She didn’t buy it.

My words came back to haunt me. There was nothing easy about the crowd. They were coming in all day, nonstop. If I wasn’t refilling food, I was bussing dishes back and forth. In between the stampede, I ran the dish washers. I was so grateful for the little things in life. I wasn’t sure how Abuelita did it. The food never stopped coming, and it was always delicious and hot. Even the people with special plates were impressed. The drive-through was killing me. By the time I got one order delivered, another car had pulled up.

Four hours on my feet moving like Speedy Gonzalez took its toll on my poor feet. I didn’t fall asleep on anyone or drop any more plates. I was too busy to even daydream. My only goal was to head to bed the moment I left Abuelita’s. It was 3:45 p.m. when the last customer left. Cleanup on Sunday normally took about an hour, but that was with Angelito here. I braced myself for at least two hours of hard-core manual labor. Abuelita was in a fabulous mood. She was singing an old salsa song to herself.

I was hurting everywhere, but slowing down was not an option. All warmers, plates, and utensils had been cleared from the dining area and moved to the back. That was my normal pattern—clear the dining area and then worry about all the kitchen stuff. With just one person working, dishes had accumulated everywhere. It took forever just to get all the horizontal surfaces cleared and ready to disinfect. I went by the window to wipe the tables. I looked over at the picnic table, and Bob was settling down. Bob normally showed up around fiveish to look after the place. He was early today. I wondered why. I planned to check on him when I went out to take the trash. Abuelita normally had a plate ready for him around five thirty.

My adrenaline rush from earlier was now gone. It took me over twenty minutes to wipe everything up in the dining hall. The last family with kids had spilled beans on the table and all over the chairs. I wasn’t even sure how that was possible. The kitchen was my next target. I decided to take a break and delivered food to Bob instead. I walked over to the window and saw two men carrying Bob to the door of a van. He wasn’t dead, I hoped. They looked as if they were helping him walk. What in the hell was going on? I ran to the door just in time to see a brunette girl in her late teens close the van door.

“Hey, bring back Bob,” I yelled at the top of my lungs. OK, so my comeback lines under stressful situations were not that great. I searched my pockets for my phone, but I had left it on the kitchen counter.

I ran back inside. Abuelita had probably heard the door open, since she was standing by the window when I came in. I got my phone and ran back to the dining area. My fingers were already dialing by the time I reached Abuelita.

“Hi, yes, I need an officer. My friend Bob has just been kidnapped.” I was nervous and talking way too fast for down south.

“Ma’am, please slow down and repeat that again.” The female dispatcher sounded patient but confused.

I took a breath before starting. “Sorry. My friend was just abducted by three people in a van.”

“OK, ma’am, what is your friend’s full name?” I could tell she was taking notes.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t know it.” I had never thought to get Bob’s full name.

“You don’t know it? Was he resisting?” The dispatcher was starting to sound confused.

“I’m sorry. I never asked him. He didn’t look like he was resisting. They were almost carrying him, maybe they drugged him.” I was frantic and wanted to scream.

“Are you sure it wasn’t his family?” She was still taking notes.

“I don’t think so. Bob is homeless, and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have any family in this area. He doesn’t even have many friends, especially ones that drive a van.”

“But you can’t confirm that he was going against his will or that it was family taking him. Is that correct?” 

I really wanted to choke this lady. “Yes, ma’am. That is correct. But can you help me?”

“OK, how long has he been missing and from where?”

“Less than five minutes ago, from Abuelita’s on 82.” I prayed she was taking me seriously.

“OK, ma’am, he is not technically considered a missing person just yet. Since you have no idea if those people were not his family, it’s hard to tell if something actually bad is taking place. I’m going to send an officer down to take your statement. What’s your name?” She thought I was crazy.

“Isis Black.” 

There was silence on the other end of my phone.

“Are you serious?” The dispatcher thought I was prank calling her. Damn terrorists! Now nobody takes me seriously because they stole my name.

“Yes, ma’am. Please hurry.” I hung up the phone. I knew she wasn’t listening anymore. I slammed my first down in frustration.

“Don’t get mad, dear. Nobody is paying attention to people like us and Bob. Society has forgotten about us. Bob is smart. He’s going to be OK.” 

I looked at Abuelita. Fear was written all over her face. I couldn’t just sit around waiting for police who might never come. I needed to do something.

“I’m going after them.” My keys were in the kitchen area. In less than a minute, I had all my stuff in my pockets. I never carried a purse. If everything I owned couldn’t fit in my pants, I probably didn’t need it. My wallet was a man’s billfold, compact and practical. “Abuelita, are you going to be OK finishing up by yourself?”

“Isis, this is crazy. You don’t know where to find them.” Abuelita kept glancing out the windows, almost willing Bob to come back.

“I know, but I need to try. Please call Angelito to meet you. Don’t leave alone, please.” The last thing I needed was to lose her too.

“If you are going to do this, go. I’ll call Angelito, and I’ll be OK. Please be careful.” Before I could walk around her, Abuelita pulled me close to her and said a silent prayer with her hands on my forehead. I hoped it was a prayer.

When she was done, I hugged her. I wasn’t sure what else to do, and I ran out of the door.


CHAPTER 7

Texarkana was not a big city, but when you were wandering around with no clear direction, it was a huge place. The adrenaline rush had passed, and I was worried to death. I drove for over an hour, going to Liberty-Eylau, Wake Village, Nash, and Beverly Heights with no luck. My last resort was to head toward downtown. My plan was to check out the shelters. Maybe the dispatcher was right and they were family or friends. I highly doubted it, but I was out of options.

I was too tired to notice how fast I was going. Granted, most minivans were not known for their speed, but they can hit fifty pretty easily. The speed limit for most of Texarkana was forty, and I had no reason to speed. It wasn’t till the red and blue lights were behind me that I noticed my speed. I pulled over across Wadley’s hospital on Texas Boulevard. On Sundays this part of Texarkana was empty. Downtown was home to several court systems, the police department, the city hall, the local jail, and plenty of bail bondsmen. On weekends the only people working downtown were the cops. I took a deep breath and waited for the officer.

By the time he came over, I had my window down. Just my luck—the cop who walked to my window was gorgeous. How was that fair? He was at least six feet tall, with a muscular body and brownish hair and matching eyes. He even had a chiseled face with full lips. I saw my reflection in the mirror, and I looked as if I had stuck my finger in a light socket. My hair was messy from all the times I had run my hands through it. I saw grease on my face. I even smelled like Mexican food.

“Ma’am, do you know why I stopped you?” He even had a sexy, smooth voice. I wanted to smack my head on the steering wheel.

“I was probably speeding, Officer.” Why lie?

“Yes. Can I see your driver’s license and registration?” 

I was pretty sure that was just a formality. He had probably pulled all my information while he was sitting in his car. I handed him the license and registration and waited.

“Isis Black? Didn’t you just call nine-one-one for an abduction?” 

My mouth just dropped, and I nodded.

“I went to Abuelita’s, but you were already gone. Abuelita gave me her statement. What do you think you’re doing?” The officer was giving me a lecture. I wasn’t sure whether he was also giving me a patronizing look or one of condolence.

“I didn’t think anyone would come. I just couldn’t stay there doing nothing.” I didn’t look at his eyes when I spoke. I felt ridiculous admitting that.

“Do you find anything?” He was still holding my information.

“Besides that Texarkana is deceptively large, not really.” Unfortunately, on top of talking really fast when I got nervous, I also became a smartass. Not the best idea when you were faced with police officers or doctors. He didn’t look amused.

“No kidding. Would you care to give a statement now, or are you just planning to drive all over Texarkana?” I wasn’t sure whether he was being helpful or just annoyed by me.

I took a deep breath and related my story to Officer Hottie. My godmother always said that my downfall would be men in uniform. I was not going to tell her she was right, but he was hot. He asked a few pertinent questions at all the right places.

“Do you remember what type of vehicle they were driving?” He had been taking notes the whole time.

“One of those Dodge sixteen-passenger vans. The old model with the bench seats in the back. The windows were tinted to match the black paint job. It was hard to miss. Nobody drives those things anymore besides construction crews.” In Texas, where everyone had a truck, vans were rare. Most families had SUVs nowadays.

“OK, I’ll pass this information to the other officers.” He sounded genuine, but I wasn’t sure.

“Why? Do people really care if one more homeless person disappears in Texarkana?”

“I don’t know about people, but I do.” I met his eyes, and they were unnerving. He had an intensity that I couldn’t explain.

“I’m sorry.” I actually meant the apology. I wasn’t a total ass, and I didn’t want to be rude just because I was pissed.

“Don’t be. You’re upset about your friend. But you’re not going to find him speeding to town being a menace to the other drivers. Go home and let us do our job.” 

OK, Officer Hottie was not that much older than me—maybe four or six years. Why was he talking to me as if I were five? I wanted to argue just to have the last word, but I didn’t know what to say.

“Are you going to let me know?” I was working hard to sound as innocent as possible.

He shook his head and smiled. God was definitely not fair—the boy had dimples. How was that possible?

“Yes, I will. Give me a number where I can call you, and I’ll keep you informed.” 

I was speechless. I didn’t want to lose my chance, so I found a scrap piece of paper in my glove compartment and wrote my cell phone number. I handed the paper to Officer Hottie, and he handed me back my license and registration.

“As soon as I find something, I’ll personally let you know. Now please head home at a reasonable speed. Leave the police work to the professionals.” He was trying his best to look trustworthy and not intimidating.

“You’re not going to give me a ticket?” I was pretty sure I was missing something, as if he knew something I didn’t.

“Do you want one?”

“Not particularly. Thank you, Officer…” I left my sentence hanging because I couldn’t read his name tag.

“Smith. That’s my last name.” 

I had a few Matrix comments to go along with his name. I decided against it, if I was planning to leave without a ticket. I couldn’t afford a ticket with my paycheck.

“Thank you, Officer Smith. Please call me if you find out anything.” 

He nodded and went back toward his car. I had had very few encounters with cops, but I was sure this one was not normal.

“Head home, Ms. Black, and please stop drag racing on my streets.” He was saying that over his shoulder. I was sort of listening, more focused on his nice ass. He was even fine from behind. I wished I had been drag racing. That would translate to being close to finding someone. Right now, all I had done was get a warning.

I was completely lost and defeated. I turned around and headed back toward home on Texas Boulevard and then turned left on New Boston Road. I was heading east on New Boston Road, or 82. Not sure why some streets in Texarkana had multiple names. At the intersection of Summerhill and New Boston Road, instead of turning right to head home, I kept going straight. I had no idea why, but I couldn’t give up so soon. I drove less than a mile and turned right at Beverly Park.

Beverly Park wasn’t much to look at. Right next to Big Jake’s BBQ, the so-called park was just a couple of picnic tables with benches and a small kids’ playground. I remembered Bob mentioning this place. He used to hang out here with an old buddy under the shady area. I drove slowly, so as not to scare anyone away. When I reached the picnic tables, I got out. The place looked empty at first glance, until I looked closely. In the back of the park, beneath a tree, was a man sitting on the ground, not moving. I prayed he wouldn’t run away and that he was still alive. Truly I wasn’t sure if that was Bob’s friend, but I needed to try.

By the time I reached him, I noticed he wasn’t going anywhere. He was sleeping against the tree, holding a paper bag. I couldn’t tell what was inside the bag, but I had a few guesses. The man looked frail. The sun still had a few hours before it set, but the shadows gave the man a sickish look. He didn’t look very tall, five four tops, and maybe 120 pounds soaking wet. I leaned down to tap his foot.

“Who are you? What do you want?” The little guy screamed before I could even touch him. He startled me so bad, I fell on my butt. The little man looked crazy, with wild eyes. I was waiting for him to start yelling “My precious.” I was beginning to question my decision to come here. This man looked insane.

“I’m sorry, sir. I’m friends with Bob.” I was trying to sit down without attracting too much attention. I didn’t want him to do anything crazy, like stab me or bite me.

He was up on his feet faster than I believed possible. “Liar. Bob has no friends. Are you here to take me?” I guessed he had whiskey in the bag, because I smelled it on his breath.

“No sir, I’m not here to take you. But some people took Bob this afternoon.” 

That hit him hard, and he stopped moving. I took advantage of his confusion and stood up. At least I could look him in the eyes now.

“I told him to stop asking questions, but he wouldn’t listen. He’s just like all the rest.” Was it the alcohol talking, or what? I wasn’t following his conversation.

“Sir, do you know who took Bob?” Please, God, let this crazy drunk guy be semi-coherent.

“The witches took him. Like they took all the young and healthy ones. I told him to stop asking questions and stay in his lane. But he just couldn’t do it.” The little man was pacing back and forth with his arms outstretched. My prayer had failed, because that made no sense. He continued his rambling campaign. “They don’t want me ’cause I’m old, but nobody is safe now.”

“I’m sorry, but do you know who else is missing?” I was talking to him as if he were a five-year-old. “Please help me. I need to find Bob.”

“Girl, he is gone. Let him go. Nobody comes back after they take them.” His words chilled me to the core. Those were the first sober words he had said. He delivered them without judgment or fear—just stated a fact.

“Do you know where they took them? Please help me.” My voice was shaky and broken.

“Shhhh. Stay away, girl.” Before I could say or do anything, he took off. How could a drunk man move so fast? That didn’t even make any sense. I had no idea where he was heading, but I knew I was not getting anything else out of him.

I hated feeling helpless. I was overwhelmed, and there was nothing I could do. Bob was missing, and I had no way to find him. The old crazy guy was even less helpful. On top of that, my own clock was ticking. Death needed an answer by tomorrow. My boring and uncomplicated life was destroyed. I needed to pack up and leave this place. By the sound of the crazy old guy, I was never going to find Bob anyways.

I wiped my eyes and brushed off dirt from my clothes. If I stayed here any longer, I could pass for one of the homeless. I was a hot mess. I had smeared dirt all over my face by accident. It was a blessing I didn’t wear makeup, or that sure would have made a worse picture.

I slowly pulled myself into the Whale and headed home. This weekend was ranking in the top three in my list of horrible disasters. I just wanted to crawl into bed and forget this whole mess.


CHAPTER 8

On Sunday evenings I normally brought my dinner home. It was a good thing I wasn’t hungry, because I forgot to pick up food today. Fixing meals for one person was more trouble than it was worth. The creation process relaxed me, but the cleanup was too much of a pain afterward. My fridge always had the basics: milk, bread, cheese, deli meat, eggs, butter, and some condiments. I could always make a sandwich and not starve.

After the insane day I had had, I just wanted to disappear. My shoulders were tight, and I could feel the muscles in my lower back knotting up. On warm days I preferred cool showers. Today I wanted a blistering-hot bath. My bathtub was small, but it would do the trick. I filled it up with as much hot water as it could handle. I poured in two cups of Epsom salts and some lavender oil. I climbed into the tub, and the heat from the water boiled my legs. With baths, the worst part was always getting in. After a few moments, the body adjusted. I was relieved to have something else to think about, at least for a few minutes. Tears were rolling down my face, but this time I let them. Maybe that was the only way to empty myself and let go.

An hour later I crawled into bed, wearing a large nightgown, a purple-and-yellow one my godmother had sent me last year. She had an obsession for nightgowns. Somehow she thought the rest of the world had one too. On days like this, I really missed her. Unfortunately, if I called, she would immediately know something was wrong. I didn’t need any more people worried. I drifted off to sleep.

It was late afternoon, and I was standing in the middle of the road. The car was wrapped around a tree. Fumes were coming out from under the hood. It took me a minute, but I knew I was dreaming. It was a weird sensation, knowing the place was not real but not being able to wake up. I had been having this dream most of my life—or, more accurately, this nightmare. I was six then, watching my parents die inside the vehicle, too young to help. I was told that the impact threw me out of the car.

“Isis, don’t cry. You are not alone.” 

I looked up and saw my mother standing over me. I couldn’t remember much of her, but I could see her so clearly. Today her dark hair was wrapped in a bun over her head. She wore no makeup, but her eyes had a natural outline that made the almond shape stand out even more. She was wearing a white shirt and jeans, and she smelled like jasmine. My mother had a light tan, and she was beautiful.

“Mom, please don’t leave me again.” I reached for her but couldn’t touch her. I was crying.

“Baby, you are stronger than you think. Don’t be afraid. I’m always with you.” She kissed my forehead. I closed my eyes to take it all in. That part was new. I had never seen my mother in this dream. I had always ended alone and small.

I opened my eyes, and I was no longer standing in the middle of the road. I was in Fallujah, Iraq. I was wearing my military uniform, including the Kevlar. I closed my eyes, forcing the dream to change again. Nothing happened. I was still in Iraq watching the inevitable. My heart was pounding, and my hands were sweating. I waved my hands as the convoy passed by me.

Like clockwork, the gunfire started. The drivers performed defensive maneuvers. Instead of avoiding the incoming danger, they drove, without knowing, directly over the IED.

“Nooooo! Please stop!” I was screaming at the top of my lungs. Our HEMTT had flipped over. I saw myself pulling the dead body of my friend out. I was holding Sergeant Richardson’s body.

“Isis, let me go. It wasn’t your fault.” Sergeant Richardson was standing next to me on the side of the road, smiling. That boyish smile played on his face as he spoke. We were band people. We had no right to be in a convoy. But we were soldiers first; everything else was second.

The pain was too intense. I fell to my knees, and more tears kept coming. He never said those words to me. What was going on? For over a year now, I had been having this nightmare. Why was it different now? I kept trying to wake up, but I couldn’t. I could smell the blood on me. I closed my eyes and sobbed.

“Aghhhh.” I knew where I was before I opened my eyes. That cry was imprinted in my memory. This time I was back in Brooklyn, staring down the fire escape. The mangled body of the intern lay on the ground. He wasn’t moving.

“Oh God, please let him be OK.” Please make this stop, God. I begged to God and all the saints. I was flying down the stairs with my dream self. This time, the intern was sitting up looking at me when I reached him.

“You need to get a hold of yourself. Learn to control your emotions and forgive yourself, or you will go crazy.”

The intern vanished.

“Wait. Come back.” What was going on? I started having a panic attack. Maybe it was too late and I was already going crazy.

“Let me out! Let me out!” My screams woke me up. I was covered in sweat, sitting straight up on my bed.

“Oh God, help me.”

“He is trying to help you. Maybe you should let him.” The voice came from the corner of my room.

“Holy cow!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. I pulled my sheets over me, as if they were going to save me. I wasn’t judging my courage. Trust me, at two in the morning, nobody is brave.

From the shadows, Death appeared. She sat down on the director’s chair I had in my room. She made it look like an executive chair. With an incredible grace, she crossed her legs.

“How did you get in?” 

Death just arched an eyebrow and smiled. OK, so I was a little slow in the middle of the night. Not my fault.

“Do you honestly think doors and locks can stop me?”

“Good point. Disregard that question. Why are you here?” I wasn’t sure if I was ready to hear the answer to that.

“Dreams can be powerful tools. At times, those who have passed have used them to communicate with the living. Your subconscious is more open to the supernatural during sleep. Especially now that you have been blessed by me,” Death said, as if it actually made sense.

“I’m not sure if my definition of ‘blessing’ is the same as yours. What do you mean ‘at times’? What about the rest of the time?” I had had dreams with people who weren’t dead. Were they foretelling my future? I hoped not.

“The rest are just random thoughts running through your mind. Some people have gone mad trying to interpret them all. Looking for meaning in the nonsense.” She was not offended by my comment.

“Great. So am I dreaming or awake?” 

Death gave me that knowing smile. “You tell me.”

“Definitely awake. In my dream, I wouldn’t be getting a lecture or intimidated into working for you.” I was feeling brave—or just too tired to care.

“Sorry to disappoint you, dear. I don’t need to terrorize anyone to work for me. I’m just following one of your laws: for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.” 

Oh, great. Death was quoting Newton on me. It was either way too early or late for this.

“So if you’re not here about the offer, why are you here?” This was the longest day ever.

“You called me.” Death was serious, and I was speechless.

“I did what? No way.” I was officially crazy.

“You wished you would die and quiet the voices.” Death inclined her head and waited for my answer.

“OK, hold up. A lot of people say things like that. Do you appear to everyone who mutters that statement?”

“Only to those who put actions behind the words. But you are different. I have a link to you. So your voice is a lot clearer. Didn’t Constantine tell you not to call on me? Rule number three—remember?” 

Was she serious? Constantine had not explained rule number three very well.

“I have a feeling he forgot to tell me why. I’m sure I would remember if he mentioned that Death would appear.” I needed to have a few words with that fur ball.

“Strange things happen when I’m around. It would be unfortunate if you called me in a crowded room and people randomly started to have strokes and heart attacks. The body is a complicated machine and reacts differently in my presence.” Death technically did not kill people, but some just managed to die when she was around. Good to know. Don’t call Death at a hospital—check.

“OK, I’m not planning to kill myself. I just had a really long day.” Not to mention I hadn’t slept since I’d met her, but who was keeping track of that?

“I’m glad. But you still need to control your dreams and put some barriers around yourself. If you’re not planning to stay at the safe house, at least get this place blessed.” Death looked around the room with a measuring air. “Tell me, Isis, what is your purpose in life?”

“That’s ironic coming from Death. Do I need a purpose to life?” I didn’t want to answer this line of questioning.

“At some point in your life, you will need to stop running. According to your faith, God won’t make things easy, but they will be possible. Your martyrs claimed those who don’t stand for something will fall for anything.” Death sounded like a college professor delivering a well-rehearsed lesson.

“Well, I might be dreaming after all. You’re lecturing me.” 

Death smiled. “Not lecturing, Isis. Just pointing out that you are not living just waiting to die. When things get tough, you run.” How long had Death been watching me?

“Just because you are Death, that doesn’t mean you know me. You don’t know how it feels when everyone you loved dies around you.”

“Now, child, don’t give yourself that much credit. That’s my job, remember?” 

Oh God, I had no arguments about losing people when Death was the one taking them. She knew exactly how I felt, because she had to make the delivery herself. Death’s eyes shone with understanding.

“I’m a jackass.” I dropped my head down and slumped on the bed.

“At times your mouth moves faster than your brain.” She was laughing at me. “Wisdom come with age; remember that.”

“Yes, master.” 

Death gave me an interesting smile. “I haven’t been called that in years. Of course, back then it had less sarcasm.” Damn, she didn’t miss a thing. “Isis, I’m offering you an opportunity to make amends for your mistakes and to find purpose in your life. Isn’t that why you joined the military? To do something great?”

I was fidgeting with my fingers. I wasn’t sure how to reply, so I listened.

“Ask yourself what brought you to Texarkana. The spirits have been calling you. Why have you followed?”

“Hey, wait a minute. Nobody has influenced me. I just like it here.” That sounded weak even to me. I honestly had no idea what had drawn me there. I had just known I needed to come.

“You are intuitive and gifted. Your skills, if you develop them, could serve a greater purpose. You could save your friend and many other souls. Right now you are wasting away in this dump. Is that how you want to spend your life?” Death did not fight fair. I wasn’t sure whether I was ashamed or angry.

“Are you trying to guilt me into accepting?”

“No, Isis, just telling you the truth. Sometimes the truth hurts. You must face it.” 

I didn’t want to face any truth. Denial was not just a river in Egypt for me; I spent a lot of time there.

Death rose from the chair and walked over to my bed.

“What are you doing?” I pushed myself as far away from her as possible.

“I’m going to help you.” She was standing over me.

“Listen, lady, last time you kissed me, I was seeing all sorts of crazy things. I don’t need a replay of that.” I was barely able to open and close my third eye. Another kiss might go supernova and never close it.

“Shhh. Isis, you need sleep.” With that she patted my head. I wasn’t sure what Death did to me, but it felt as if a hundred-pound sack was lifted from me. I took a deep breath and felt asleep.


CHAPTER 9

I had no idea why I was there. It was eight in the morning, and I was parked in front of Reapers Incorporated. Maybe I wanted to say thank you to Death for the best night of sleep I had had in years. Or maybe I had lost my mind. What was I doing there? Not sure why, I got out of the Whale. I slowly walked toward the door but turned right around as soon as I reached the call button. This was insane. The best course of action was to go back home and back to bed. It was almost as if I had been sleepwalking when I dressed and drove there. For whatever reason, I paced back to the door and then back to the Whale. It was a blessing the building was at the back of the business park, because I looked fairly crazy. On my third lap around, I heard the buzzer go off.

“Isis, pull your van around the back and come in.” It was Constantine, and he sounded bored. “I don’t need a trench in front of the door.”

I pressed the speaker button. “I’m so sorry. This is a mistake. I really should be heading home.”

“Woman, stop wasting my time and get your skinny butt in here. What else do you have going on now?” 

Did I just get cursed out by a five-thousand-year-old cat? Where was this world going to? I wanted to be mad, but he had a point. Like a whipped puppy, I got in the Whale and drove around the building. On the back side, there was a large commercial garage door. I had wondered how they got the Deathmobile inside.

The door rolled up, and I slowly drove the Whale in. Just like the front door, this had another set of rolling doors on the other side. As soon as the Whale was completely in, the first set rolled down. The weird lights were on, and then the second set of doors rolled up. I slowly pulled the Whale into the building. I drove up next to the two other cars. They were both covered with tarps. When I climbed out of the Whale, Constantine was standing behind me, looking completely bored.

“It’s about time you got here. What took you so long?” This cat was crazy. I had just decided to come there that morning.

“You don’t know why I’m actually here.” I put my hands on my hips and took a pose. I probably looked like a spoil brat, but I didn’t care. I was not backing down.

“Isis, you have no life. You live in a shit hole. You have a minimum-wage job that barely pays your rent, and the only nice person who doesn’t judge you just got kidnapped. Should I go on?” Constantine was ruthless and brutally honest.

“Ouch! Has anyone ever told you that your bedside manners sucks?” My ego was crushed.

“We have no time for sugarcoating. People are disappearing, and you took your sweet time deciding. Let’s be honest, girl. What are your other options?” If Constantine could have crossed his arms, he would have. Instead, he jumped on the hood of the covered car to glare at me. I knew I was not going to win a staring contest with him. I dropped my head and just addressed the floor.

“How sad is it that my best offer in life comes from Death? Do you see the irony in that?” He was so right—my life sucked.

“No. No, I don’t. Humans are odd. You pray for miracles, but when they arrive, you don’t want them. Just because they’re not wrapped the way you expected them.” Constantine was profound. “You search your life for purpose, but when the army got bloody, you ran.”

“I can’t guarantee I won’t stop running.” I was at least honest with myself.

“Fair enough, but at least you’re trying. So enough talk. Let’s get started.” An evil grin crossed his face. Cats were not made for smiling.

“Right now? What are we doing?” OK, so I was a little nervous. The crazy cat had dangerous plans for me. Self-preservation was kicking in.

“We are not doing a thing. You, on the other hand, will start training. I’ll supervise. Follow me to the training area.” In one smooth jump, Constantine was off the car and strolling across the room to an exercise area.

I knew there was exercise equipment there. What I hadn’t realized was the extent of it. For all the gym rats and cross-trainers, this was a wet dream. For me, on the other hand, it was a bunch of high-end torture devices. Constantine had everything, from spinning bikes, treadmills, free weights, some weird inverted benches, and even large tires. I was sure he had stolen those from a five-ton truck. They looked awfully similar to military-issue tires.

Constantine’s training area had racks on the wall that reached to the second-floor balcony. There were jump ropes, elastic bands, and some weird cable with a sign that read Pilates. I looked around to see if other people were coming, because this place had two of everything. From across the room it didn’t look large, but appearances were deceiving. My heart rate had increased, and I wondered how quickly I could clear the double doors.

“Why do you have double doors at each entrance, and what’s the deal with the lights?” I tried to sound normal. I needed a distraction before I passed out.

“Stop stalling and get over here. You want answers, you will earn them. At least you’re dressed appropriately.” Constantine was an evil dictator. Granted, all dictators are evil, just by the nature of it. So, more accurately, he was an evil overload. “Put on that vest, and let’s get you warmed up on the treadmill. Do ten minutes at a brisk pace.”

Like magic, a vest was lying by the rack of free weights by the wall. I walked carefully across, praying I wouldn’t kill myself in the process. The thing looked similar to the ones issued by the military. I wondered if it had steel plates. My answer came quickly when I picked up the demonic thing and put it on. It weighed at least twenty pounds, and yeah, it had steel plates. I was glad I had decided to wear yoga pants and a thin T-shirt.

“You should be familiar with the design.” Constantine made himself comfortable across from me in one of the benches.

“Oh, thank you. I’m very moved.” My words dripped with sarcasm as I started walking on the treadmill.

“Pick up the pace. If you’re able to talk, you’re going too slow. I said brisk walk.” 

I glared at Constantine, but he ignored me by licking his paw. I guess he was practicing his yoga moves. He had his back leg straight in the air, with not a care in the world. Show-off!

In less than five minutes, I was drenched in sweat. I was breathing heavily enough that Constantine looked at me.

“Oh, good. We’re getting somewhere now. So, about the doors—where to begin? Remember we mentioned the building is reinforced, right?” 

My brisk walk was kicking my butt, and I couldn’t answer. I made a grunt sound and nodded.

“Good.” I wasn’t sure whether he meant “good” that I remembered or that I wasn’t talking.

“We’re in a dangerous business, so multiple layers are in place. The outside has been blessed against demons and evil spirits, it’s enchanted against wandering humans, and it’s reinforced against fifty-caliber rounds.” I arched an eyebrow in astonishment. I was truly impressed. “We can’t take any chances, and we don’t believe in overkill. The lights are full-body scan or vehicle scan against everything. Just small precautions. We do work for Death.” Constantine jumped off the bench and onto the treadmill. He looked at my time and hit the stop button.

“Lunges are next. You’re going to lunge from one side of the room to the other, five times each way.” He jumped down and walked over to the edge of the gym area. “Start here and go all the way to the far wall. Start.”

My jaw dropped. “Are you serious?” I prayed he was messing with me.

“Like a heart attack. So stop wasting time. We got tons more.” The wall Constantine was pointing to was at least thirty feet away. It was not too late to quit. I could walk out door.

“So the doors are like the TSA screening detectors, except better?” I needed a distraction to handle the painful exercises, and random questions would help.

“The passage includes X-ray scans, spell detectors, and, of course, confirmation of being alive. It would be really painful for you if you were a demon crossing that entryway.” I was lunging back toward him when he finished. He really looked pleased with himself.

“So are you going to buzz me in every time?” I was breathing heavily as I spoke.

“Do I look like your servant? Of course not, silly. Besides, that takes too long. Bartholomew will get you in the system, so all you’ll have to do is scan your hand and get in.” He was sitting perfectly still, with his tail wrapped around him. I wondered if the ancient Egyptians had made the sphinx after him.

“Really? Hand scan, not retina?” I was trying to be funny.

“We could, but I figured getting your hand chopped off had a greater survival rate than getting your eyeball ripped out of the socket.” He said that without blinking an eye, totally serious. I stopped in mid-lunge and swallowed. He didn’t take jokes well.

“OK, I can’t argue with that logic. So why not just keys?” I liked my hands and eyes attached to my body. We could find option three.

“Those are easily stolen or copied. Can’t take any chances. We have some smooth criminals out there.” On that note, Constantine did a head shake that would have impressed Michael Jackson. If he had moonwalked, I would not have been surprised.

Constantine wasn’t kidding when he said we had a lot to do. Three hours later we were finishing up his torture session. I had had drill sergeants and jumpmasters who were nicer than he was. Constantine took his training sessions seriously. We were going to finish with push-ups. I hadn’t done a push-up in almost a year. I got down army-style. Before I could lower myself, he jumped on my back. I nearly lost my balance.

“What are you doing?” For a bunch of fur, the cat was heavy.

“Developing your resistance and focus. Your adversaries are not going to play fair. A push-up should teach you not just to carry your own strength but how to get out of sticky situations.” I swear he was making that up. I struggled to get down.

“Girl, when was the last time you went to a gym?” He at least was lying down instead of having his four paws on me like pressure points.

“Gym memberships are expensive,” I barely said. I struggled to finish my ten push-ups. Constantine was keeping count and jumped off as I finished. I was glad we had lost the vest after the lunges. My whole body ached.

“Please tell me you did the same thing to the other intern.” I was sure I looked like a sack of potatoes. As soon as we were done, I dropped to the floor unceremoniously.

“Teck was a ninja. He had his own strict regime. OK, you need to start stretching before you cool off.”

“A ninja? You’ve got to be kidding me. Anything else boy wonder did?” I started doing calf stretches, and my muscles were on fire. I was going to be sore for the next week.

“He was also an alchemist.” Constantine actually said that a little apologetically. He almost looked sorry for me.

“Are you serious? How do you follow in the footsteps of that?” I rolled over and stretched my hamstrings and back by bending my waist and reaching down to my toes.

“Easy. Don’t get killed.” 

I laughed at that. At the end of the day, life was that simple. I had no idea how ninja boy had fallen down the ladder. All it had taken was one minute of distraction.

I reached my arms over my head, bent at the elbows, and stretched my biceps. One thing was certain—the military had shown me how to stretch.

“When you’re done, make sure to drink your shake and take a hot shower. It should loosen those muscles.” Constantine got up and stretched his lower and upper back. He even looked better than I did. Damn feline flexibility.

“Can I take it to go? I need to go home and clean up.” I didn’t get up as gracefully as Constantine.

“No need. We have clothes for you in your room already. Bartholomew sent the cleaning crew to pick up your stuff at your apartment and close your lease. Your possessions should be here this afternoon.” He was heading to the loft as he spoke.

“The cleaning crew? Constantine, I can move myself. Besides, I just got here. How is it already done?”

“We got people. Your stuff has to be inspected for spells and tracking devices. The crew handles all that. We can’t take any chances.” He stopped long enough to look back at me and said, “Besides, it wasn’t like your apartment was Fort Knox. Don’t look so shocked, Isis. I’ve been around for a very long time. I can read people very well. Welcome home, Isis.”

Home? I had never been in one place long enough to call it home. Constantine was very sure of himself. What did that crazy cat know?


CHAPTER 10

It was afternoon by the time I dragged Bartholomew out of the building. Constantine was right—they had jeans and T-shirts in the room for me. I hadn’t been that sweaty since Iraq. My clothes were sticking to my body, and I stank. I ran to the room and took the longest shower I had in ages. It was hard to admit it, but I really liked the room. It was fully furnished, so all my old stuff was going to storage, according to Constantine. After checking out the room, with its own bathroom and walk-in closet, I wasn’t going to need anything besides my clothes. The bedroom was bigger than my old one.

By the time I dressed and combed my hair, I was starving. Unfortunately, the fridge at Reapers was in worse shape than my own. I made the fatal mistake of having some of Bartholomew’s cereal. No wonder the boy was so thin—that stuff was nasty. I didn’t know much about gluten issues, but my heart went out to all those who suffered. Food options were extremely limited; forget most processed foods—which translated to all the stuff that tasted good was out of the question.

Bartholomew hated going out. He had really good control of this third eye, but the idea that the creatures could see him terrified him. Not to mention his huge dislike for people in general. He believed stupid people in large masses were a force of disaster. Couldn’t argue with his logic. I guessed it was a good thing Texarkana was not a huge metropolis. At the same time, options for healthy foods were limited. We didn’t have a Whole Foods or Trader Joe’s, but we did have the Granary, a local health store that carried an eclectic collection of foods, vitamins, and oils for every hippie in town. If you shopped at the Granary, you were definitely a “tree-hugging hippie” or on your way to becoming one. I really loved that store.

Besides the selection, the Granary was a safer option than going to Walmart. I was sure Bartholomew would not handle Walmart well. I didn’t want him having a panic attack. It didn’t matter the state; somehow Walmart had a way of attracting some of the shadiest people in town. To some extent, Walmart was a great commentary on the makeup of America. I wasn’t sure I could handle the clientele of Walmart.

“OK, I think I have enough money to get us enough groceries for the week.” The awkward silence was driving me nuts. I had to say something, since Bartholomew looked a little pale staring out the windows.

He gave me a strange look. “Why are we not using the corporate card?” 

OK, it was my turn to look dumbfounded. “What corporate card?” I had missed something.

“You haven’t read your manual.” It was a statement. He didn’t even bother asking me.

I was embarrassed to admit he was right. “I’ve been busy the last couple of days.” 

Bartholomew shook his head in disapproval. “You are so behind the curve here.” He was looking a little smug as he spoke.

“Fine, boy genius. Give me the CliffsNotes. What am I missing it?” I tried not to glare as I drove down the street.

“You really need to read your manual. I won’t be able to do it justice. But we get a corporate card to cover all house expenses, which includes unlimited food.” 

My jaw hit the ground. I was sure I looked like a cartoon character. “So rent, utilities, cable, Internet, and even food are all covered. Please tell me you’re not messing me with me.” I waited patiently for the horrible truth.

“Those are the essentials. You also get your monthly stipend as well as a monthly clothing allowance. I guess it’s almost like the military.” Bartholomew looked as if he was comparing numbers in his head.

“How much is this clothing allowance?” I knew I was not hearing him right.

“Five hundred dollars, and you get it on the fifteenth.” He looked worried.

“Definitely not like the military. I only got a clothing allowance once a year.”

“Try not to spend it all. Requesting an increase is very time consuming and requires lots of paper work.” He made a face that looked highly annoyed.

“Why would anyone need that much money for clothes each month? That’s crazy.” I couldn’t remember spending that much in a year. Most of my clothes came from thrift shops. I thanked my godmother for passing down some of her shopping habits.

“Teck went through his in less than a week each month.” Now that was one piece of news that made my day.

“Ninja Alchemist was a fashionista? That is precious.” I started laughing. I couldn’t help it. I had a mental imagine of a metro-ninja in leather pants fighting the forces of evil with Gucci shoes.

“He liked his clothes. So he spent his stipend and allowance on clothes and accessories. New York was dangerous for him.” Bartholomew looked sad.

“That’s an understatement.” I felt guilty and needed to change the topic. “So how much is this stipend?” I had known some interns in college, and they never made any money.

“Your first year is $5,500 a month after taxes, and you get it on the first. If you’re really good, you can request an increase in six months. But you’ll get a raise of at least five percent each year.” 

I was dumbfounded. I knew I wasn’t hearing right. “Are you serious?” I was using that phrase a lot lately, but I couldn’t help it. I was in shock. I had never made that much money in a month.

“Hey, this is a dangerous job. You have to be compensated.”

“OK, Bartholomew. Wait, can I call you Bart? Bartholomew just seems so grown.” 

His eyes lit up as if it were Christmas morning. “Sure thing. I’ve never had a nickname. Pretty soon I’ll have a secret identity and—” 

I had to stop him before he decided to leap buildings in a single bound. Bartholomew really needed friends his age. “Slow down, now. One thing at a time. Let’s stick with the nickname. So tell me, where does the money come from? I mean, we pay taxes, there’s insurance. This looks pretty legit.”

“Have you heard of the Boatman?” 

I had no clue what he was talking about. I shook my head, and my miniature professor continued.

“Back in ancient times, people used to bury their dead with a coin in their mouth, so the ferryman would carry them to the afterlife. Over centuries, many forms of that ritual have evolved. Who do you think the ferrymen work for?” 

I was in awe. “Really?” I was trying hard not to ask him if he was serious again.

Bart smiled. “Add a bunch of people dying to the power of compound interest, and you have one super-rich entity.” Lectures made Bart glow with information.

“So we are actually a real company?” That was insane.

“Money has always meant power. As long as you’re paying the appropriate Cesar of the times, have all your documents in order, and have a simple backstory, you’ll be surprised how the world looks the other way.” 

I had pulled up to the Granary while Bart was talking. I was in shock. “I can see why most people don’t turn down the job.” I was actually surprised more people weren’t taking out interns for the position.

“Yeah. They normally read the manual the first day. The fringe benefits are pretty amazing. There’s a short history of the enterprise in the manual as well.” 

Ouch. I was never going to live that one down.

We parked in front of the store, with an empty space on either side. It would be easier to the load the minivan that way. Only two other vehicles were parked in front. I always wondered where the staff parked. For a Monday afternoon, the place was pretty empty. Fridays were usually a nightmare, since most of the workers from the army depot were off on Fridays and were running around town. I was so lost in my thoughts and celebrating having enough money to pay that I ran into a person.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” I had to look down, since I had run into a little girl. Bart had to peer around me.

“It’s all good, Ms. Isis.” The little girl was probably around ten or eleven, but next to Bart, she looked even younger. Or maybe Bart just looked mature for his age. Being raised by Death and a talking cat probably had that effect on kids. It took me a minute to remember her name.

“Hi, Dulce. What are you doing her alone?” We really didn’t need kids disappearing around here.

“Mom is inside. She said I could stay in the car, since it was so nice today. I got bored and was going to find her.” Dulce and her family were regulars at Abuelita’s. I was pretty sure they were among the human regulars. Dulce had a habit of being easily bored. I was amazed she had agreed to stay outside.

“That’s a good idea.” I stopped midsentence. Dulce was staring over my shoulder across the street. I turned to follow her gaze.

“Ms. Isis, I think someone is trying to rob that lady.” 

I prayed Dulce was right. Unfortunately, that evil black van was parked on the other side. The same two guys who had taken Bob were pulling the girl in. This time I could see two girls in the front of the van.

“Dulce, head inside and stay with your mom. Bart, we have to go.” 

Bart was already running back to the Whale. Dulce looked way too curious for her own good. I could relate to her. I gave her a look, and she headed inside. At least my sergeant’s glare was still working.

Bart and I jumped into the Whale. I was not planning to lose those fools again. By the time we got the Whale turned around and facing 82, the black van had taken off heading west. Fortunately, they were trying to blend in and were not speeding off. That didn’t last long. As soon as we started following them, they took off like bats out of hell. The speed limit in this part of town was forty-five, and they were going at least seventy. I gunned the Whale after them.

The black van made it to the intersection with a green light and took a sharp left, heading out of Wake Village and the 59 loop. I was driving like a madwoman, and I took the same turn just as fast, except my light was red. Horns were honked, and Bartholomew was holding on to his door handle for dear life. I finally understood the term “oh shit handle.” The black van kept left and headed to the loop. If we didn’t catch them soon, we would lose them again. We took the ramp faster than recommended by most manufacturers. The Whale skidded all the way to the left. At least we didn’t flip. I had no idea how their van was handling this so smoothly.

The Lord was on our side, since the loop was empty. We caught up with them, and I tried to cut them off to make them stop. OK, so I had no idea what we were going to do after we caught them. I just wanted them to stop. We were moving fast and had passed the Seventh Street exit when the crazy driver chick threw a ball out her window.

“Oh, shoot!” Bartholomew screamed and ducked in his seat.

The weird balloon hit the back door and made a hole the size of a head through it. Bartholomew and I looked at each other.

“That wench just threw acid at us.” A smart, normal person would have been terrified. Me, on the other hand—I was pissed.

“She’s a witch!” Bartholomew was screaming at me and looking paler than before.

“Witch, Wench. Who cares? Look what she did to the Whale.” Why was Bartholomew getting technical here?

“No, Isis. I mean she is a witch, a real witch. The spell-throwing kind of witch.” Bartholomew pointed at the back door for emphasis.

“What? No way. Please tell me you’re lying.” This was insane.

He had no time to make me feel better. The black van took a sharp left into our lane.

“Watch out!” Bartholomew screamed as we were heading toward the median, thanks to the witches of Eastwick.

I was thanking the military for my training in defensive driving. That was the only thing that saved us from collision. I made a few quick maneuvers and pulled the Whale to a stop. The witches had taken the exit behind us at Lake Drive. I glanced behind us, trying to determine how clear our path was.

“Don’t even think about it.” Bartholomew’s voice was ice cold, and I froze.

“We’re going to lose them.” If we did a quick U-turn, we could catch them.

“We’ve lost them already. Besides, do you have anything here to fight with or shield us from spells? I don’t think so. You’re not going to get us killed on your first day on the job.” He crossed his arms and stared me down.

“Fine.” I beat my head on the steering wheel. This was a horrible day.

“We still need food. Can we finish that part and then head home? Constantine is going to want to hear about this. It’s probably a blessing that you don’t like to shop much. You’re dangerous.” Bartholomew’s color was returning, and I decided to drive at a moderate speed. He was never going to leave the house after this.


CHAPTER 11

I barely had enough to time to drop off Bartholomew and the groceries at Reapers. With the witches and all the excitement, I was almost late for work again. Abuelita’s only had a dinner hour on Mondays and closed early. I promised Bartholomew and Constantine I would feed them that night, since we finally had food. As Constantine had promised, my clothes and small items were in my room when I got back. I dressed in my regular black shirt and pants and was out the door.

I walked into Abuelita’s exactly at 4:00 p.m. The dinner hour started at 4:30 p.m., and I knew I had lots to do after rushing out the day before. Abuelita was busy making rice and beans. She made her own tortillas, and those were already done. I had no idea what time Abuelita came in, but she always had so much stuff done, it was insane.

“Hi, Abuelita. Hope I’m not too late.” I dropped my keys on the back table and grabbed an apron.

“Isis, you’re looking much better.” Abuelita had a huge smile on her face.

“I finally got some rest last night.” I really needed to give Death thanks. Besides Constantine’s horrible training session, I was feeling so much better. Even the exercise had my muscles vibrating with new energy.

“You should try doing that more often. You’re almost glowing.” 

I stopped short and took a breath. Was I glowing because of my crazy Death kiss or just because I looked refreshed?

“By the way, Constantine said hi.” 

What happened next was totally unexpected. Abuelita dropped her wooden spoon into the pot and rushed over to me. In less than three seconds, I was being embraced in a huge hug.

“Thanks to all the saints in heaven you said yes. I was so worried you were going to turn it down. I felt horrible seeing you in so much pain on Saturday and not being able to help.” Abuelita was holding my face in her hands. I couldn’t move, so all I did was stare at her.

“You knew. I’m not even supposed to talk about this. How did you know?” I had a million questions I wanted answers to.

“Constantine asked to me watch over you when you started working here. They had to get everything ready before approaching you. Buildings are not done in a day.” Abuelita made that statement as if it answered all my questions.

“You’ve been watching over me for the last three months?” No wonder she was always so nice to me.

“Isis, please. We’re nice to you because you’re a doll, not because we had to.”

“Can you read my mind?” I was not prepared for all this.

“Of course not, silly girl. But your expressions are an open book. You need a better poker face. So don’t stand there. Start getting the utensils ready.” Abuelita moved back to her stove, and I ran over to the bar to get things ready. We had less than thirty minutes before people started coming. I angled myself so I could work and still see Abuelita.

“Why did you agree to do it?” Was I such a sad case?

“I wasn’t planning on it till you came in asking about the opening.” 

Abuelita had started working the chicken for the tacos and didn’t see me staring.

“You weren’t?” 

She glanced at me, and I started working faster, pretending the answer was not very important to me.

“Most interns are self-righteous, pretentious pricks.” Abuelita never cursed, so I knew she was serious.

“Don’t hold anything back, now. Tell me how you really feel.” 

She smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

“Trust me, Death hires talented, smart, and gifted people. But they’re insufferable and downright annoying. You were different. You weren’t too good to clean tables and work for a living.” 

I had never thought she noticed my attitude that much. “Thanks. That means a lot to me.” I moved around the bar to get the chairs down and set the tables up.

“So, I guess you won’t be working here anymore.” Abuelita had moved over to the bar and was watching me. I stopped short. She looked nervous.

“What? Are you firing me?”

“Of course not. But I figured that’s why you came in today.” Had Abuelita hit her head on the stove?

“Abuelita, you told me to come in this week, remember?” I had my hands on my hips before I could stop myself.

“Yes, I remember, but you accepted the job. That was the message from Constantine. Interns don’t moonlight as waitresses in run-down Mexican places.” She looked sad.

“Abuelita, I have no idea what interns do. I haven’t even read the manual.” At that, she gave me a confused look. “Long story. The bottom line is, as long as you still want me, I would like my job. It gives me a reason to run away from my evil overlord of a trainer. As long as you don’t mind me missing at times due to soul business.”

Abuelita laughed—a rich, powerful laugh that was contagious. The tension in my shoulders melted away. I hadn’t noticed I was carrying any. I felt good not being alone with this huge secret. It meant I wasn’t crazy.

“That is the best description of Constantine. He’s all about soul business. But don’t think I’m going to treat you any different now.” She gave me a serious glare, but I could see she was trying to hide her smile as she walked back to the stove. “Also, don’t tell Angelito a thing. He is clueless. Constantine has already made the announcement, so don’t be surprised if people congratulate you. Those who do—you know what side of the fence they fall.”

That cat was fast. In less than ten hours, I had already been inducted to the world of the supernatural. I wondered if that was how those boys in that series felt. My life was becoming a comic book.

“So, basically, I have to wait for people to approach me, and then it’s OK to talk shop stuff?” I needed a better guide than the ones I’d had so far. They were too vague.

“No. Not everyone who knows is for you. You don’t talk to anyone. You just acknowledge they know and watch your back. Some want your job. Others want you out of the way.” Abuelita was great at delivering horrible news with flair. She had steam all over her face as she spoke and didn’t even blink.

“I believe that. The benefit package is out of this world.”

“That’s because you might not last long, so it needs to be enticing. Please try not to get killed. I would hate to murder some people.” Now, that was true love, and I was afraid she meant every word.

I had to move a little faster to get the drinks ready. I had left all the plates in the dishwasher the night before, and I needed to get them set up. I prayed the Monday crowd would be calm when I opened the door. I peered outside, and the parking lot was empty. Normally on my nights, we had at least two people waiting in their cars to come in. Maybe this crowd was timid.

“Abuelita, what time do your Monday regulars come in?” 

Abuelita had moved to the back to get the roast out of the oven. She had to come to the front to answer me. “Usually between four fifty and five fifteen. They know the nieces are never ready on time.” She went back to the stove to prep more food. The blessing of Abuelita was that she had a set menu for each night. So she always knew nothing was going to be wasted, three entrees per day.

“Why didn’t you tell me? I’ve been killing myself trying to get ready.” I now had twenty minutes to kill and not much to do.

“I thought you were making up for yesterday. By the way, did you find Bob?” 

My good mood vanished. “Nope. They took another lady today. Bartholomew thinks they’re witches.” I was heading toward the bathrooms to check the toilet paper levels when Abuelita popped her head around the bar area.

“Isis, witches in Texarkana. Are you sure?” 

I had to turn around to answer. Abuelita looked worried.

“I’m not sure of anything. We got hit with some nasty spells on the loop. Bart’s the one who thinks they’re witches.” I was obviously missing something, because Abuelita looked troubled.

“What did Constantine say?”

“No time to talk. I was running late for work. You do realize I barely made it in at four.” I knew she had noticed; I was not that smooth.

“Isis, watch yourself. Witches and wizards can be extremely dangerous. The closest registered coven is in Sulphur Springs.” Was I supposed to remember that?

“Yes, we’ve noticed that. I still don’t know who they are or what they want, but they’re real good at covering their tracks. Bart has been trying to find them for over a year.” 

Abuelita didn’t looked satisfied. I gave her one last glance and headed to the bathrooms.

By the time the first customer made it in, the bathrooms were stocked and cleaned. I had wiped down every table at least twice and even had time to eat rice and beans. My stomach was growling—not the best impression to give paying customers. Angel boy was the first one to walk in, followed by the Joneses. They looked nervous. I guessed interns didn’t have a good reputation. All three looked as if they wanted to turn around.

“Hi, everyone. Your usual drinks?” I said from behind the bar.

Everyone gave me a polite nod. Like creatures of habit, they all took their assigned seats. At least that was a constant in my life. Gabe smiled at the Joneses and headed toward the bar. I passed him taking the horchata to the table.

“Mr. Gabe, I’ll be right there with you.” I gave him my most brilliant smile. Somehow, knowing the man was not just out of my reach but out of my planet made it easier. I had stopped drooling for him.

“Here you go, guys. What can I get you today?” The couple was looking at me as if I were growing horns.

“How are you feeling?” Ms. Jones asked, not really looking at me.

“I’m better, thank you. I had a rough couple of days, but I think things are slowly falling into place.” I wasn’t sure what it was, but she noticeably relaxed. Even her husband released the breath he was holding. I wondered when I had started noticing those little details.

“We’re so happy, and congratulations.” 

I just smiled back at her. They ordered the Monday carne asada special.

By the time I got back to the bar, Gabe had a drink, courtesy of Abuelita. They were chitchatting merrily. I cautiously walked around her and left the orders on her stand in the kitchen. When I turned around, they were both smiling at me. Abuelita went back to the kitchen, very chipper.

“Isis, I’m so sorry I scared you on Saturday.” His smile had changed to a look of concern.

“Don’t be. It was probably my fault for not reading the manual.” Eventually I would give in and read the damn thing. Maybe.

“You have a manual?” For an angel, Gabe had a fabulous mischievous smile.

“So I’ve been told. Really, it’s all good. Lesson learned. My sergeants would have told me it was good training.”

“I’m pretty sure Constantine would say the same.” Gabe relaxed, and he radiated confidence and peace. That, I definitely hadn’t noticed before.

“Everyone knows Constantine.” I said that more as a statement than a question. I obviously knew the answer already.

“The boy has been around. No matter what people say about him, he’s good at his job.” Gabe’s voice had a touch of pride. I was pretty sure they were old friends.

“How long has Constantine worked for Death?” I leaned over the bar and watched him drink his horchata.

“Rumor has it he always has worked for her. Officially, since Cleopatra. Now be nice and don’t try to get an honest boy in trouble. It’s bad to gossip.” Gabe winked at me and pulled out his phone. “Work calls; be right back.” He strode out the front door to take his call. What kind of long-distance plan did God have?

The rest of my night flew by. I was seeing my customers in a new light. As if the veil of reality had been pulled off. At first everyone was cautious and short around me. I guessed that like Abuelita, they were expecting me to change. I might need to tell people I was too lazy to learn a new personality.


CHAPTER 12

Six hours on my feet were murder. I had purchased really good shoes a while back, but I obviously needed new ones. It was still odd—the concept of a steady income. From what everyone said at Abuelita’s, interns had mixed reputations and short life-spans, so the salary was a great compensation plan. Maybe this week I could swing by the mall or the Shoe Carnival. I wasn’t sure when I would find time, but it was a fun thought.

I pulled up to the car entrance of Reapers. Bartholomew had had a hand scanner installed ten feet from the building. That way I wouldn’t have to get out to unlock the gate. The boy was impressive—probably dangerous, but impressive. I rolled in slowly and waited for the security system to do its magic. As soon as the second set of doors was up, I rolled down the shop to the car area. The emergency lights were the only lights on downstairs. The upstairs loft gave enough light to compensate.

It was past ten in the evening, and I didn’t want to cook. I had cheated and brought food with me instead. I had not been expecting all the advice I had received from everyone. Even Abuelita was amazed at how concerned everyone was for me. I needed to say some extra payers of thanks for all the customers. By the time I reached the upstairs door, Bartholomew and Constantine were waiting for me. Neither was very patient.

“OK, what did I miss?” I dropped the food bag at the counter and waited for the lecture that was coming. When people looked at you so agitated, lectures were in order.

“We need your help. We have no idea how to make any of the stuff we bought today. We’ve already burned several weird packets of pasta.” Bartholomew’s face was priceless. He looked like the eleven-year-old boy he was, not like the genius hacker he played most of the time.

My heart dropped. Why did I always jump to the worst conclusions with people? It was a blessing I wasn’t a gambler, because I was sucking at discerning people lately.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. Somehow, everyone wanted to talk after Constantine’s announcement. Did you tell the whole world?” I was pulling containers out of the bag. “I figured it was a little too late to make food, so I brought dinner instead. Hope that’s OK.”

Bartholomew and Constantine’s jaws both dropped. They almost looked as if they were drooling. I really didn’t want to know what they had been eating.

“You brought Abuelita’s home?” Bartholomew was now five and looking younger. It was incredible how young he sounded.

“Yes, I did, and I even checked that it was gluten free.” I found plates in the cabinet and made a plate of carne asada, beans, and rice for Bartholomew. I added a side of salsa and guacamole just in case. For Constantine I skipped the beans and rice but added an extra helping of chicken.

I handed the plates to Bartholomew, who took them to the dining table. Like most of Abuelita’s clients, I was nuts for the horchata. I had brought a large container. I poured a cup for Bartholomew and a small saucer for Constantine. They were both waiting for me very patiently. It was weird to have people waiting for me to actually eat, not just to get their food. I gave them both their drinks.

“Aren’t you having dinner with us?” It was the first time Constantine had spoken. If I didn’t know better, he sounded sad.

“I smell like Mexican food. I’m going to take a shower first. Don’t wait for me.” Even my hair smelled like it.

“We can wait.” Bartholomew put his fork down and took a sip from his drink. I heard his stomach growling.

“If you guys don’t mind me stinking, I’ll join you.” I walked over to the kitchen area and made myself a plate. I had three large containers—one with pork, one with chicken, and the last with rice and beans. I really hoped they were hungry, or we were going to have food for days.

“You smell pretty tasty. But I understand not wanting to walk around covered in it.” I was sure that coming from a cat, being tasty was a great compliment.

I took my plate of rice and beans to the table. Bartholomew had poured me a drink while I was making my plate. I had piled guacamole on my plate. Abuelita’s guacamole was addicting. I sat down and bowed my head to pray. Bartholomew and Constantine were staring at me with their heads tilted. They had such a similar look that I almost smiled.

“What are you doing?” Bartholomew looked so innocent.

“I was going to pray. Do you guys want to join me?” I was afraid to push my beliefs on them.

“I don’t follow a god or denomination.” Constantine looked at me as he spoke.

“Neither does my godmother. She claims to be agnostic. So our prayers, growing up, were directed to a higher power in thanksgiving and grace. No affiliation necessary.” That was the best way I could describe it.

“I like that. Could we try it?” Bartholomew looked eager. Or maybe he was just hungry.

“Your godmother sounds like my kind of people. And you grew up to be Catholic?” Constantine was right. My godmother and he would totally become best friends in a New York minute.

“I found the rituals and traditions comforting. Christianity called to me while I was in the military.” At first, church was a way to get out of duties on Sunday in basic training. Then I was touched. I was definitely not sharing all that.

“And now you are a poinsettia, lily, and orchid.” 

Even Bartholomew was confused by Constantine’s statement.

“I’m a what?”

“You’re a Christmas, Easter, and Mother’s Day Christian. The only times you go to church.” He was rolling when he said that.

“OK, I like the other way better. Sounds so much nicer.” A smartass cat was not funny.

“I heard that from a wise man in town. He’s devious, but oh so clever.” Any man Constantine admired as devious and clever was someone to watch out for.

“Can we pray now, before Bart’s stomach starts eating itself?” 

At that they both smiled and nodded.

I bowed my head, and the boys followed suit. “Father, we want to thank you for the food we are about to eat. We pray for the people who prepared it. We give you thanks for the new friends you’ve brought into our lives. Give us health and happiness. For all this we pray.”

I finished my prayer with the sign of the cross. Crossing my right index finger over my right thumb, making a cross, I touched my forehead, my heart, my left shoulder, and finished with my right shoulder. The physical prayer made another cross over my body. Silently I repeated the words “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” I had done it so often that it took less than five seconds to complete.

“Let’s dig in. I hope you guys like it.” 

Neither one replied. They just jumped on their food. I noticed Constantine had a booster chair to reach the table. At least he ate like a cat. I wasn’t sure if I could handle him using a fork, since he didn’t have fingers.

Abuelita’s food had a way of calming the masses. We were all focused on it for at least the first five minutes.

“So, are you quitting Abuelita’s?” Constantine asked between mouthfuls.

“I wasn’t planning on it.” I was enjoying my beans and rice too much to even look up. When I did, both Bartholomew and Constantine were staring at me. “What? What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, but most interns said it was too much work to have two jobs.” Bartholomew didn’t sound convinced when he said that.

“It’s a part-time job; come on, now. It’s not like we’re working in a factory with set hours. Besides, I get all the free food I want. You can’t beat that.” OK, so maybe I really did work for food, but a girl has to eat.

“Can I work there too?” 

Oh, thank God I wasn’t the only one who would work for food. “Or I can just bring food home, and we share.” 

His mouth was full, but he managed to nod. Was this actually home? The thought scared me. We finished eating with a few comments regarding the food.

“OK, I’m heading to the shower. Afterward we need to talk about those witches and what’s going on. You two are in charge of the dishes.” With that I dropped my plate in the sink and headed toward my bedroom.

“She’s been here less than a day, and she’s already bossing us around. That’s technically my job. I’m the guardian,” Constantine said to Bartholomew.

Bartholomew laughed. “I heard that.” 

The hot shower did wonders on my muscles. I struggled to get out and get ready. The bed looked so good, but we needed to get to work. Hopefully, one of them would explain the mechanics of it. Twenty minutes later, I was clean and dressed and heading toward the common area.

Bartholomew was at his work station typing away. Constantine was on the back of the couch talking to him.

“Are you sure you can’t find them?” Constantine sounded irritated. “You can track anyone in the world, but you can’t find witches in Texarkana.”

“I told you, we don’t have nearly as many police cameras around town. Makes the work a little harder now.” Bartholomew didn’t even look at him when he spoke.

“What are you doing, Bart?” I took a seat on the couch. Constantine was hanging on the top of the couch.

“Breaking the law and spying on people.” At that Bartholomew glared at Constantine.

Constantine just smiled.

“I’ll take that. Did you find anyone?” I didn’t want to know the details.

“Nothing. It’s like they dropped off the face of the earth. At least we know what we’re looking for now.” Bartholomew turned back to face the screen.

“Hold it; I’m confused. You didn’t know you were looking for witches. What were you doing in Brooklyn?” I was totally lost.

“We were technically in Chicago. Teck went to New York alone.” Bartholomew was still not looking my way.

“So what did he find?” This was like pulling teeth.

“We had no idea. Teck didn’t share much.” Constantine sounded bitter.

“Ninja Boy was a lone wolf. Great. In that case, what do you know?” It sounded as if Ninja Boy had been your typical intern—special and not well liked.

Constantine stretched out and started talking. “There was a report of a mass grave with over sixty bodies in Los Angeles. Death had no record of any of their passing. It looked like the bodies had been dead for over twenty years. But when Death arrived at the scene, she established that they had only been dead a couple of days. Bartholomew compared their fingerprints to those in the system, and they were a match to missing people. Except the people had been missing only a couple of months.”

“Death had no record of their passing? Where were the souls? Doesn’t Death know when a person is about to die and is there to escort the soul?” Was that lesson in the manual too?

“That’s the mystery. Death didn’t sense their passing. By the time she arrived, the bodies were empty of souls.” Bartholomew’s voice came out as a whisper.

“How is that possible?” My voiced sounded hoarse.

“It’s not. None of it is natural. Something or someone stole years of life and the souls out of them. We had no leads, and Death was mad.” Constantine was angry. “So Bartholomew started monitoring the missing person reports across the country. But as you probably know, very few reports are filed on homeless or runaways.”

“How did he end up in New York?” I was still not following that part.

“A couple of shelters in the city started reporting suspicious people and their clients missing. It was the only lead we had.” Bartholomew looked at us this time. “Teck went to New York to track leads before more souls were lost.”

“Then I threw him off a balcony, and that never happened.” My cheeks were burning in shame.

“In a nutshell. The next day the police had a report of twenty dead bodies in the ground at a Catholic Church. We assumed cult killing.” Constantine was focused again.

“Why not witches?” I needed the CliffsNotes on the supernatural world.

“Witches were an option, since it took place on Ostara,” Constantine said. “The spring equinox and a major Wiccan celebration. But the Catholic angle made that hard to connect.”

“So what do we do now that we know witches are involved?” I needed marching orders before I went crazy.

“Constantine contacted the Order of Witches, but they’re a little short staffed, with Mabon being this weekend.” Bartholomew was pulling up a calendar on his monitor.

“Let me guess—the fall equinox.” Both Bartholomew and Constantine looked astonished. “Don’t be too impressed. My godmother knew a little bit about every major religion and its practices. That included major holidays. So what does that mean for us?”

“It means we need to find them before Saturday and stop them. With Texarkana being a much smaller city, a large group of people missing, even homeless, would be noticed. So far we’re tracking seven, including the girl from today and your friend Bob, but there could be more.” Constantine hopped over to Bartholomew as he spoke.

Bartholomew pulled up a series of photos of the missing people, including Bob. My heart skipped a beat. I had seen most of those people around town, and I had never paid them any attention.

“OK, so what do I need to do?” I had signed up for this madness; I might as well earn my pay.

“You need to start checking all the shelters in town. In other words, you need to start investigating. It’s not like humans are going to talk to Bartholomew and me.” Constantine was right about that.

“We’ll compile a list for you. You should rest. We got lots of work.” Bartholomew was ready to work, all night.

“Are you guys sure about that?” 

They both looked at me as if I were crazy.

“OK, fair enough. Good night.”

With one last look at the boys, I headed to my new room. I wanted to help, but I was exhausted. On top of that, I had a lot of stuff to process.


CHAPTER 13

It appeared I didn’t have that much to process after all. I lay down on the bed, and I was out before I knew it. Constantine woke me up at 5:30 a.m. for our regular training session. He proceeded to inform me this would be our normal time every day, including weekends. He had lost his mind. Day two on the job, and it was obvious this was interfering with my regular life. I needed to ask Abuelita to change my schedule if possible. I was a morning person, but I still needed at least six hours of sleep to function.

Bartholomew was definitely a night owl. He had left me a nice list of potential places to check out on the kitchen counter. He had even prioritized them based on their hours of operation. Most of the shelters, food kitchens, and service organizations were downtown. Downtown was a ghost town at night, and even during the day, it was fairly deserted. Unfortunately, it didn’t have enough residents for one to notice if people were disappearing. Most of the businesses had moved west following Interstate 30. Many boarded-up buildings and closed-down stores were downtown. The local museum, the Perot Theatre, and funky restaurants were also there. In general, downtown was a bizarre mixture of art district and forgotten town. I totally loved it.

Too bad I couldn’t start directly on my list. Before I could leave Reapers, training needed to get done. I was convinced new torture devices had been built in the middle of the night. This morning we had a set of pull-up bars. I had no upper body strength, so the concept of pull-ups was hysterical to me. Airborne school had been hell, but I had managed to survive it. Constantine’s boot camp, on the other hand, was likely to kill me. His first instructions were to dangle from the bars and work on doing high kicks. The cat was nuts. I was a musician, not a gymnast.

After an hour of psychotic pull-up exercises, we moved on to balancing exercises. This area I didn’t mind so much; I didn’t want to fall off a balcony anytime soon. We practiced some weird routines using Pilates ropes that I was sure Constantine had made up. According to Constantine, I needed to master the art of suspension. I had no idea what he was talking about. Where was I supposed to be suspended from? It was probably a good thing I never got around to asking him, since we moved to cardio for another hour. Constantine was easily offended if you were able to talk during his cardio sessions.

For the second day in a row, I was soaking wet and smelled like hell. I prayed the evil overlord would have mercy on my soul, but no. Last hour, we went underneath the loft next to the vehicle entrance. With Constantine in the lead, I was prepared to enter another medieval torture chamber. I was pleasantly surprised. The room underneath my sleeping chamber was a high-speed firing range.

For a group that is forbidden to killed, they sure had violent devices. I was afraid I was going to be out of practice, but, like most things the military teaches, shooting was another muscle-memory activity for me. I was in heaven. It was a sad thing to admit, but I missed having a real gun with me, and specially an M16 rifle. That had been my buddy. Constantine actually had to kick me out of the range. According to Bartholomew’s list, I needed to be at Saint Edward’s Outreach Center before it closed at noon.

It was past eleven in the morning by the time I hit the shower. Good news that I could shower in under three minutes—thank you, Uncle Sam. Bad news that I was starving and the only thing quick was Constantine’s odd shake. I asked what was in those things, and he told me I’d rather not know. I called them Constantine’s protein shake. They tasted like a peanut butter shake. Whatever the secret ingredient was, it was supposed to help me heal and develop muscles.

The reality was that I did not want to know what I was drinking. With my luck lately, I was probably drinking mouse droppings or some other disturbing ingredient. I grabbed the suspicious bottle and ran out the door. I took one last look around and found Constantine getting ready to nap on the couch. No wonder he was always ready to go—he napped all the time. I wasn’t hating on him—just envious I couldn’t do the same.

By the time I made it to the outreach center on Ash Street, they were getting ready to close. The outreach was known as the Blue House to its clients. It shared the house with something else that I had no idea about. If I went to church more often, I might know. The highlight of my day was being able to find it. The outreach was located on the back side of Saint Edward Church. They provided daily lunches to anyone who showed up, Monday through Friday.

Honestly speaking, I had no clue what I was doing. I was not an investigator and had no experience getting information out of people. It wasn’t as if I could just ask if anyone had seen a bunch of witches stealing people. Bartholomew’s paper said to look around and be sociable. Driving the Whale made me look more like a person in need than like someone looking for a friend. That stupid hole did not help at all.

I climbed the four short steps in front of the house and entered. Inside the outreach, the first thing I saw was a large counter in front of the entrance. There was a small corridor that opened up to a back area. The room was divided by a set of curtains blocking the view to the left—unfortunately not very well, since I saw a work table and pantry shelves in that area.

At the entrance a pretty blonde, maybe in her early twenties, handed me a plastic bag. The food was set up like an assembly line on the counter. You took a bag and grabbed an item from each stack. It was a pretty efficient system, since they were only open for two and a half hours.

“Please take only one item from each basket. You can get your coffee at the end of the table.” She pointed to the coffee station, where a lady in her late sixties with gray hair was pouring cups.

I handed her back her bag and looked around the room. There were only four people, including the pretty blonde. The servers had little name tags that read Volunteer. I couldn’t find anyone who was actually staff.

“Thank you, ma’am, but I was actually looking for a friend of mine. He’s about six feet two inches and maybe two hundred pounds. His name is Bob. He’s an army vet. He might be hurt. Have you seen him, by any chance?” I was, technically, looking for Bob, so I could use that angle to start.

The outreach was made up of volunteers of different ages and genders. On a Tuesday morning, most of the people there were probably retired. A handsome man in his sixties moved closer to the serving counter. He had a fabulous head of shining silver-gray hair and a great mustache to match. I was sure he had been a heartbreaker in his youth. Then again, by the look on the faces of some of the older ladies in the room, he probably still was. He just didn’t know it.

“On any given day, we normally see between a hundred and a hundred and fifty people. Unless he was a regular, it’s hard to say.” He had a strong voice to match his confident demeanor. I was hooked—he had my vote for sexy mature man of the year.

“Do you have a last name? Maybe we could ask some of the clients. Bob is a bit generic,” the little blonde holding the bags said. Next to the pile of bags, she had a clipboard with names. She looked out of place and way too young next to everyone else. I wondered why she wasn’t working or at school.

“Unfortunately, I don’t. Maybe I could talk to the people who stopped by, if you guys don’t mind.” Why hadn’t I ever asked Bob his last name? Oh, yeah—because I never thought he would get kidnapped.

“Sure, but most of our clients are gone. We’re getting ready to close. They know anything special is passed out early,” the last lady in the room said. She was in charge of passing out the entrees. The lady was in her early seventies; maybe older. She had that grandma look that was kind but stern. I had no idea why she was still there. She looked as if she should be home resting.

“That’s true. Thank you anyways.” I was getting ready to leave when the handsome man spoke up again.

“What happened to your friend, if you don’t mind my asking?” He looked as if he was used to being in charge and having people listen to him.

“We think he was abducted. He’s been missing since Sunday.” I felt a lump in my throat form.

“Oh, Lord help him,” I heard the lady by the coffee whisper. The elders did the sign of the cross, but not the blonde. Interesting—a non-Catholic volunteering at a Catholic shelter. That was really unusual for this area.

“Have you checked the library? A lot of our clients hang out there. Maybe somebody has seen him there,” the blonde said. She was very helpful and actually looked concerned.

“Thank you. That’s a good place to start. I’m sorry to have bothered you all. Have a great day.” I walked toward the back door. The flow of the place was one way; you came in one door and left through another. As I said, very efficient.

Outside, I was standing on a ramp at the side of the Blue House. A picnic table was set by a large tree, and a few people were still waiting around. I took a deep breath and headed their way. Their conversation stopped as soon as they saw me. There were three men, ranging from midtwenties to early fifties; at least that was my best guess. They all looked as if they had had rough lives and had been exposed too much sun. Their skins were leathery looking. As I got closer, I realized they were probably younger.

“Hi. I’m sorry to bother you gentlemen, but could you help me? I’m looking for a friend of mine.” The military had done a great job training me in saying “sir” and “ma’am.” A little respect goes a long way, especially if people aren’t used to receiving it.

“Yes, young lady. How can I help you?” the oldest of the three, a tall black man, asked. The other two looked at him in shock.

“Who made you king? She said ‘gentleman.’ She was obviously talking to me,” the youngest man, in his twenties, a blond boy with hunting eyes, said.

“I’m the wisest out here,” the older man said with a devilish grin.

“Wise, wise my ass. You’re just old,” the middle one, a Latino guy in his thirties, said.

“Thank you, Juan. You tell him,” the blond said.

I was staring at Texarkana’s own United Nations. One thing I had learned from the military was that when you stopped looking for differences in people, you were always surprised at how alike everyone truly was. At the end of the day, a poor person was a poor person regardless of race. These three men understood that and embraced it. I wanted to hug them. Instead I just smiled.

“Don’t be jealous. You’ll get there one day,” the black guy said. By the look of their postures, they were ready to banter all day.

“Sorry. Maybe all three of you could help me. I’m looking for a friend of mine. He’s been missing since Sunday.” 

The three men suddenly got very quiet. They all looked around, worried.

In a hushed voice, the black man told me, “You look like a smart girl. Stop looking around and asking questions. Bad things are happening to those who ask questions. If your friend is missing, I’m sorry, but he’s not coming back. Go home and get away from here.” 

Before I could say anything else, they all got up and left. They headed north toward Seventh Street. I really sucked at this investigation gig.


CHAPTER 14

It was not meant to be that I would make it to work at a reasonable time this week. The library was a total bust, in more ways than one. The Texarkana Library was on the Texas side of downtown, with the entrance on Third Street. It sat in the center of the block. If you parked on Oak Street, as was my custom, you got to enjoy the unique design. One wall was made of glass, and it curved around itself almost in a semiarch. From Oak Street, you had to walk down a flight of stairs to reach the library. It had parking spaces on almost all sides.

The library was a favorite location for a lot of people, especially those whose resources were low. It had AC and heating all year long, free computer and Internet access, bathrooms, and a drinking faucet. You were out of the elements, and nobody bothered you. As long as you were quiet and stayed in your lane, the staff left you alone. It wasn’t a huge library, but the couches were cozy, and, like most Southern places, the staff was friendly. I knew the library very well; I was a regular. Remember, it wasn’t till the day before that I actually had a real income.

Unlike some of the people around town, I wasn’t bothered by the library’s location. I was an avid reader. I could afford the ten dollars for the library card rather than hang out at Books-A-Million. I did love Books-A-Million’s coffee. If the library ever opened a coffee shop, I would never leave. I was blaming my love for books for my giant disaster.

I spent over two hours at the library. Hey, no need to judge now; the first hour, I conducted business, which translated to scaring the hell out of everyone with all my questions. Bob had never mentioned going to the library. I was pretty sure none of these people had ever seen him there. On top of that, they were doing a reading day at the library. The place was packed with moms and little Mini-Mes. The few people who did talk to me said the same thing: stay away, and don’t ask questions.

I was tired, and my cheeks hurt from all my smiling. Trying to look harmless and sweet was a lot harder than I had thought. You have to move slowly, look submissive, and not attract a lot of attention. When you’re five feet eight inches and have plenty of lady lumps, as the Black Eyed Peas described them, it’s hard to blend in. Even with my baseball cap, I managed to draw lots of stares. I gave up after an hour and decided to take advantage of the trip. I checked the mystery aisle and then the fantasy aisle. I needed to do some research on this magic crap.

I was walking on cloud nine. I had books and plenty of time to change before work. The Whale had no AC, and it was still in the eighties and humid for September. I wasn’t complaining too much. I could handle the heat better than the cold. After the short walk back to the parking lot with all my books and movies, I was sweaty and sticky. By the time I reached the Whale, my plans were shattered. Someone had slashed all my tires. Really? Who does that kind of stuff, and especially to a minivan? I could have been a mom with four kids.

Bartholomew had programmed his number into my phone, as well as the Reapers main line. I called the main line, in case he was still asleep. Constantine picked up; no idea how. I was so mad I didn’t even care to know how he did it. I managed to ramble off my disaster without screaming. It was my lucky day. Constantine was bored and had a million questions. After the interrogation was over, he told me to stay put and wait for his buddy to show up. I had to admit, Constantine had connections. In less than twenty-five minutes, a wrecker showed up to fix my tires. Let’s be honest. One tire I could have managed on my own. But all four—that wasn’t fair. Nobody carried four spares in the trunk in case of emergency.

Two very large men got out of the wrecker and went to work. I was impressed with their speed, but it still took them over forty minutes to change all four tires. By the time they were done and I was able to leave, I had less than forty minutes to get to work. No wonder people thought interns sucked. We were never on time for anything. There was a conspiracy against me. That was my story, and I was sticking to it. The only thing productive I did while I waited was practice my third-eye exercises. I focused on the Kidtopia Park across the street. The park was empty. I wanted to avoid being traumatized by the vision. I was definitely not looking at the guys working on the Whale.

It was 4:10 p.m. by the time I made it to Abuelita’s. Abuelita was busy working her magic by the stove. I dropped my keys in their usual place and grabbed my apron. I was still mad.

“Please tell me somebody didn’t actually slash all of your tires.” 

My jaw dropped. “How in God’s name do you know that?” Was Abuelita a psychic and nobody had told me?

“Come on, Isis. There are not that many tow-truck companies that a talking cat can do business with. Besides, Reggie is the best in town. Everyone uses him.” She didn’t even look up. If Reggie was in that damn manual, I was going to shoot somebody.

“He might be the best, but he’s not very discreet, by the looks of it.” Reggie was not my favorite person right now.

“Oh, Reggie is very discreet. Unfortunately, everyone knows his radio frequency.” My looked of pure confusion was enough to have Abuelita translate her statement. “It’s like having a police scanner. You just know what places to avoid depending on whether Reggie’s heading that way.”

“That’s totally creepy. Thank you for freaking me out. Next thing, you’ll tell me you chase after ambulances. My boss is a creep.” 

Anybody else would have killed me. Abuelita just thought it was funny. “I’m well informed. But seriously, you’ve been on the job two days, and your tires have already gotten slashed. Who did you piss off?” Abuelita was right. I was on a roll.

“Besides those witches, nobody.” Great. The witches were on the offensive against me. Maybe Bartholomew was right. Since I could see the supernatural world now, that made me a target. I was in serious trouble.

“Isis, I told you, watch your back. I hate training new people, so don’t get killed.” Words of wisdom from the peanut gallery. Just what I needed.

I left Abuelita to her cooking and got busy with my own work. Even with the regulars getting there at fiveish, I was really behind. I hadn’t swept the outside in a few days. The chairs were still up on the tables, and dishes were in the dishwasher. This was normally a two-person job. I was surprised she hadn’t asked Angelito to come in.

I decided to ask on my way to sweep the front of the restaurant. I was feeling nosy, but I needed a distraction from my issues. “Abuelita, where’s Angelito?”

A strangled sound came from the back. I heard pots slamming, and Abuelita walked to the bar area with a huge knife in hand. I panicked—let’s be honest; she looked dangerous. I didn’t want to test how good my new health insurance was. I took a careful step toward the door in case I had to take off in a hurry.

“That little boy had a date with that girl of his. Do you know I still haven’t met her? There’s something really…oh, what’s the word for it?” She was waving her knife in the air like a machete.

“Wrong? Suspicious? Shady? I could go on here. Which word?” I was getting really good at deciphering Abuelita’s lingo.

“Yeah, that one. Shady. That’s exactly what’s going on here.”

“Abuelita, you do know in most cultures, people don’t meet the family until they’re really serious, like marriage material. Angelito goes through girls kind of quickly. It’s only been a week, if that.” Granted, for Angelito that was probably considered serious—even long term.

“Isis, I know all of his friends and even those loose girls he hangs out with. Why is this one different? I don’t like it.” She went back to the kitchen before I could respond. She was furious. Thank God I had to clean outside.

Texas didn’t have the breathtaking fall colors of New England. Instead we had a mild version of summer, with a breeze that begged you to nap. I swept the outside quietly, but I was daydreaming of napping. Tuesdays were my lazy day. I normally would be sitting on my little porch reading a book and drinking lemonade. Now I was driving around town like a maniac, chasing crazy witches, and working two jobs. I missed my lazy days.

My daydreaming didn’t last long. I had an early customer and had to move. Fortunately, he wanted a to-go order. After he left, I picked up the pace. I couldn’t afford to waste time if customers were walking in. I barely finished on time before the place was packed. Gabe and the Joneses were in their usual seats, followed by a group of boys in the opposite corner. My third eye was closed, but I was starting to feel their energies. Gabe felt like sunshine on a summer day at the beach. The Joneses had the feel of a cool breeze before rain. The boys, on the other hand, felt like a hot day in the desert—dry but penetrating.

“So, four flats in one day. That’s probably a new record,” Gabe said as I refilled his horchata.

“Hey, I’m good at making an impression.”

“That is definitely an impression.” Gabe’s smile was intoxicating. Hard to be mad when the man looked good enough to eat. I had always thought God had lost an angel, but I wasn’t expecting it to be true. Who said God doesn’t have a sense of humor?

By the time seven rolled around, I was totally dizzy. The stress of the day, my lack of food, and all their energy were making me dizzy. I felt drunk and tired just being around them. The trash was piling up, and most of the customers were gone. I had a few to-go orders, but I could sneak outside and be back in time. I grabbed the bag and headed toward the back door. The dumpster to the restaurant was at least twenty feet away from the building. From that angle, I had a great view of the cars in the parking lot upfront. The air felt amazing on my skin. I took a deep breath and felt a shiver all the way down my back. When I turned around, something hard hit me across the head.

I flew across the back lot and landed head first on the dirt. The trash bag was to my left and fortunately, it hadn’t busted on me. Everything looked a bit blurry. Someone grabbed me by the hair and pulled me up. The sensation was excruciating. I had never been in a fight before, but I finally understood why girls always put their hair up. My hands reached up, trying to free myself from the attacker. Unfortunately, that left my midsection wide open. I got a swift jab to the ribs followed by a hook to the face. I bit my lips, and I could taste the blood in my mouth.

“You should have listened to the homeless people, little girl. Obviously you learn lessons the hard way,” a muffled female voice said in my ear. I felt the pressure of a knife on my neck as my hair was pulled again. Another female, wearing a Dora the Explorer mask, walked in front of me. These weirdos had some nerve corrupting poor Dora. Thankfully no children were passing by, or they would have been traumatized. For that matter, I was.

I couldn’t scream without the knife digging harder into my neck. I was on my knees and barely had time to see the girl land a kick on me. She was fast. At least I was able to cover my midsection. Death was not around; time had a way of slowing down when she was near. Killing me was not part of their plan. Option two, beating the hell out of me, was. Horrible plan for me. I was truly dizzy and maybe delirious.

Then I heard gunshots very close to my head. Were they going to shoot off my legs too?

“Get off her, or I will blow your head off.” Abuelita had enunciated each one of her words. She radiated cold energy that I could feel from behind. I wasn’t sure what was more frightening: Abuelita’s voice or the sound of the shotgun as she reloaded. Oh God, please don’t let her use it, or I was a goner.

“This isn’t your fight, vieja. You don’t want to get involved,” a female voice I hadn’t heard before said from my left, with a patronizing tone.

“Funny, you’re in my parking lot. You know the rules. This is neutral ground. You want to try this again?” Abuelita had moved into my line of vision. She was an avenging angel, shotgun at the ready, a pair of knives by her side, and a bat tied to her apron behind her.

Without a word, the assault was over, and I was dropped to the ground. Abuelita moved slowly to cover me. I was flat on the ground, and everything hurt. I raised my head just in time to see the Whale blow up. Those psychopaths blew up my minivan, Hollywood style. Stunt coordinators would had died for that shot. The Whale was engulfed in flames, the windows were shattered, and the frame looked as if it had collapsed into itself. I rolled over to stare at Abuelita. Her mouth was wide open in shock.

“I think it would be safer if I stopped working here.” I didn’t want Abuelita getting hurt because of me.

“Isis, please. We’re not going to let some skinny witches run us off. Besides, family doesn’t turn on one another when things get tough.” Abuelita looked down at me and winked. For an orphan, I had gotten a huge family in a very short time. This was probably how those Chia Pets developed.

“Thank you.” I hurt too much to say anything else.

“No need for thanks, but let’s get you inside. The police will be here soon, and we have some explaining to do. Don’t say a word. I’ll handle it. I’ll take you home once they’re gone.” 

All I could do was nod. Everything was throbbing. She grabbed me by the arm and took me inside.


CHAPTER 15

By the time the cops left Abuelita’s, it was way past ten. I wasn’t sure what Abuelita was saying; it all sounded muffled to me. Every once in a while, they all turned toward me, Abuelita motioned for me to confirm something, and I did. I was a good little soldier when it came to following instructions, at least when the police were involved. Two cops took our statements while hot Smith watched the burning Whale. I saw him from the window, and he still had a fabulous behind.

Reggie was at the scene before the cops were gone. I wasn’t sure how he knew. Maybe Abuelita had a panic button somewhere to call him. I had a horrible habit of making emotional attachments to things, especially things given to me. Watching the Whale hauled away, I felt as if I had let my godmother down. How was I going to explain this to her? She knew when I was lying, even over the phone. My poor Whale. It broke my heart.

I didn’t remember when Abuelita brought me home. My body was on autopilot. I walked into the loft before I realized where I was.

“Holy crap, what happened to you?” Bartholomew was on his feet, running toward me before he finished his sentence. He cleared the room and walked me over to the couch. I dropped down like a sack of potatoes. Absolutely no grace on that dismount. I dropped my head on the armrest. It hurt so bad everywhere. “Constantine, hurry,” Bartholomew yelled across the room.

“Ouch. Please tell me you ran over a tree.” It took Constantine less than a minute to cross the room and land on the couch. He, on the other hand, made everything look smooth.

“Sorry, Yoda. Got jumped from behind by our friendly neighborhood witches,” I muttered, my head on the little cushion on the couch. I had no idea when the cushion had appeared under my head. “Oh and those bitches.”

“The witches?”

“Yeah, that too. Thanks, Bart. Those things blew up the Whale.” I tried to get up, but everything hurt.

“You mean the Whale looks worse than you? Now, that’s a horrible mental image.” Bartholomew sounded traumatized.

“Why didn’t you put them to sleep instead of letting them beat you?” Constantine sounded mad.

“Put them to sleep? How? With my Jedi mind powers?” When pushed to the limit, my anger takes over.

“If you want to call it that. Every intern gets the power to knock people out. The stronger you are, the longer the spell. Please tell me you read the manual.” Constantine was inches from my face. I closed my eyes and felt my cheeks warming up. “Isis, you are going to get yourself killed if you don’t take this seriously.” Now Constantine was mad. I hated that stupid manual.

“Why didn’t you make an audiobook instead? It would make great listening material during your torture sessions.” I was whining. How sad. “Besides, it’s not as if I have that much free time here.”

“Those are excuses. The result is the same—you look like a plane just used you as a landing zone.” I didn’t know it was possible, but I was sure Constantine took a deep breath to calm himself down. His eyes were glowing red, and he looked as if he were growing in size.

“I’m sorry; you’re right. How do I make this power-thing work?” When in Rome, resign to their will.

“Each intern’s manifestation is different. You’re mixing your gifts with Death’s blessing. It’s our way to avoid unnecessary killing and keep humanity in the dark. Teck had darts that he injected with his own compound.” Constantine tried to calm down. His eyes stopped glowing, and he looked his normal size.

“Great. I’m not an alchemist. I barely passed chemistry. I’m a musician, remember?” Maybe I had picked the wrong career path, but God, chemistry sounded so boring to me.

“Isis, magic comes from the soul. All Death did was enhance what was already there. If you tried a spell, you probably would poison them to the ultimate slumber.” Constantine waited for his words to sink in.

“You could do like the Pied Piper,” Bartholomew said from his chair at the work station.

“Thanks, Bart. I thought you were on my side. Now you too are making fun of me.”

“Isis, I think Bartholomew had a great idea.” Constantine was staring at me.

“What?” I was staring back and forth between the two of them. They had lost their minds. “OK, guys, the one who got hit in the head was me, remember?” 

Constantine rolled his eyes at me; I wasn’t sure how. “Isis, please.” People were saying that a lot lately. Constantine continued without even blinking an eye. “You’ve heard the saying ‘Where there’s smoke, there’s fire.’ Most of your folktales and stories are based on some truth. Like the religions of old are now your mythologies. Believing in things gives them power. In your case, it’s like faith.”

“So you’re saying the Pied Piper was real.” Why I was even surprised anymore?

“A man who used magic through his music to enchant people, yes. The rest of the story is very iffy. Think of the power music currently has. It makes people want to move, even those who can’t dance. Now image adding an intent to that. It’s powerful.” Constantine had a smirk when he finished.

“OK, so maybe I have some hope.” I tried to sound positive.

“You have more than hope. We do need to add some martial arts and grappling to your training. You can’t be taking any more beatings.” Oh God, he was going to kill me.

“Constantine, if magic comes from the soul, what happens when you misuse it?” I needed to change the topic fast.

“Your scientists and religious groups understood this very early on. Your scientists found that for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. The religious leaders developed the golden rule—do unto others as you wish to be done to you. The rules are simple. Anything you put out there will come back to you in one way or another.”

Bartholomew and I were listening in silence. Neither one of us moved. Bartholomew cleared his throat. “Is that why you are always preaching about intentions?”

“Buddhism has a beautiful saying: cause no harm to any living thing. Every time those witches use their power to kill and destroy, it destroys a part of their soul. Makes them easy marks for demons and the like.” Constantine looked sad as he spoke.

“What about those who worship the devil?” Theoretical discussions were not my specialty—way too many variables.

“They know where they’re going. They’re just trying to get points to have a higher status in the afterlife. Some want to transcend to demons.” I had officially heard it all. “OK, enough chitchat. We got work to do. Bartholomew, go make Isis a bath. You know what to use.”

“Yes, sir.” Bartholomew flew out of the room faster than I believed possible.

“I can make my own bath.” I struggled to sit up.

“No, no you can’t. We don’t have all night to watch you wobble around. In the fridge there is a shake marked Isis. Grab it on your way to the shower and drink it.” Constantine was not leaving any room to argue.

“Do I have to?” I was afraid of drinking any weird potions.

“Girl, don’t make me scratch your eyes out. Go to the fridge and then the bath. Sit in the tub for twenty minutes, no more and no less. Move!” He yelled the last part, since I was sitting there with my mouth open.

There was no need to argue. I struggled to my feet and shuffled across the room. By the time I had reached the fridge, Bartholomew was back from my room. He saw me and made a beeline toward me. Without a word he opened the fridge, grabbed my shake, opened the lid, and handed it to me. No words were spoken—just smiles and nods. Bartholomew was wiser than I had ever imagined.

I refused to admit to Constantine that the shake was actually delicious. It was a peanut-butter-and-banana shake, and probably the creamiest I had ever had. It had a hint of vanilla and maybe cinnamon. It was so good I didn’t care what else it had. Yeah, I loved food. By the time I had shuffled to my room, the shake was half gone. I forced myself to the bathroom instead of stopping by my bed. I would never get up if I sat down.

The bathroom smelled like jasmine, peppermint, and vanilla. Not what I was expecting. I loved all those fragrances. It took me almost three minutes to take off my clothes. I normally could undress in under twenty seconds. I set the alarm on my phone and placed the phone on the outside ledge of the tub. My bathroom had a walk-in shower and a separate tub. The shower and tub were next to each other on the right-hand wall. The tub was a modern piece that looked as if it were carved from the wall. It had a small ledge around it.

The toilet was on the opposite side, and it was inside what looked like a small closet. I had two sinks that formed an L shape connecting the toilet and tub. The bathroom was awesome. I didn’t know how they had done it, but it was made for me. I looked at the alarm and made sure it had twenty minutes. I didn’t need Constantine coming in to yell at me. Baths were not my thing, and as I placed my feet in the water, it all came back why. The water was close to boiling levels. I felt like a large lobster and my skin was slowly cooking.

I was told your body adjusted to baths and they stopped being as hot. Either the tub had a hidden heater, or this water was magically boiling itself—it never cooled off. By the time my alarm went off, I was a giant prune. The room felt cold after I had been boiled for twenty minutes.

Somehow, I never felt clean after a bath. I jumped into the shower and washed off. As I rubbed my stomach, my abs didn’t hurt as much. My head wasn’t throbbing as much. It was hard to admit, but Constantine’s brew worked. I didn’t understand how, but I was significantly better.

I walked to my room to get dressed and found a flute case on my bed. I was afraid to move closer, in case it disappeared. My heart was pounding by the time I reached the bed. A note was lying on top of the case.

“Dear Isis, your mom asked me to hold this for you. Hope it brings you as much joy as it brought her. Death.”

I cried. The last time I had seen this was in the burning vehicle with my parents. It was my mother’s flute. I had never liked the flute; I preferred the saxophone. When they died, that was all I wanted to play. I poured my heart out over things a little girl is not meant to understand. Here it was, looking better than ever. I opened the case. Inside was a picture of my parents and me after my first recital. Mom had placed the picture there to remind me to have fun while I played.

I took the picture out and placed it on the nightstand next to the bed. I needed a frame for it, but it was enough for now. I crawled into bed and took the flute with me. Tears rolled down my cheeks, but I played. The most haunting melody came out, full of pain and sorrow. My pain and years of sorrow, anger, and loneliness. I played, and I felt a small pressure released in my heart. I was not an alchemist, but, by God, I was a hell of a musician. I wasn’t sure when, but I knew I could make the magic work. I fell asleep in my towel holding the flute.


CHAPTER 16

It was barely five in the morning, and I was already up and working out. I had no idea what Constantine had put in that shake, but I felt amazing. Yeah, my muscles still ached, but I wasn’t bruised from the beating last night. On top of that, I had slept like a baby. Constantine was usually up and ready to roll by the time I got up; this time I beat him. It was going to be a great day.

I was on my fifth pull-up when I noticed the new additions to the gym. True to his word, Constantine had added a punching bag, one of those weird training manikins you see at martial arts centers. After careful examination of the gym area, I saw that we had some weird ropes hanging from the ceiling, not to mention lots and lots of jump ropes. I was impressed and a bit worried. Constantine had some impressive connections to deliver in the middle of the night. Unfortunately, this meant that my training sessions were going to get even more painful.

“Well, somebody woke up feeling much better today.” 

I jumped at least four feet off the ground due to Constantine’s voice. How did he do it? I knew cats were sneaky, but Constantine was the king of stealth.

“You need a bell or something wrapped around you. You scared me to death.” My heart was racing, at least 150 beats per minute now, and it had nothing to do with my workout.

“Not my fault. You should be paying more attention to your surroundings. What if I were the bad guys?” Constantine was too happy with his own skills.

“I’m sure they would have shot me instead of sneaking around trying to scare me. You’re just mean.” I was at least breathing normally now.

“Oh, please. It wasn’t that big a deal. But back to you. How long have you been here?” 

I did a quick check of my watch. “Almost an hour. I woke up with tons of energy.” I really wanted to knock the teeth off that crazy witch who hit me last night, so technically, I was pissed.

“I like the motivation. Isis, remember, these witches are good. They’re powerful and well prepared. They’ve been evading us now for over a year. You’ve been doing this two days. You need to be careful.” Constantine jumped on the bench to have a better look at me. “You’re looking better.”

“So you’re saying I have no way of beating them?” My hopes were crumpling down.

“That’s not what I said. Trust me, a few crazy witches are not going to stop us. We just need to be smarter than they are. Unfortunately, they’re pretty smart.” Constantine had moved over to the punching bag and other weird artifacts as he talked.

“How is it possible they are able to do this? Why can Death sense it?” I was feeling pretty good. I walked over to one of Constantine’s torture machines and started doing inverted sit-ups. The blood quickly rushed down to my head in the odd position.

“That’s what we wanted to discuss yesterday. Bartholomew has been running all possible scenarios on his computer. The only thing we could conclude was, they’re killing them in a place where Death cannot enter.” 

I stopped in mid-sit-up, with my body perpendicular to the floor. I had to turn slightly left to look at him. “What does that mean?” It was one thing to be working out for an hour, but I was not awake enough to follow Constantine’s theories today.

“Think about it. If a person dies here on earth, Death senses it and appears before the final breath. But what if they were taken outside, to a place where nobody ever dies? Death would have no access or jurisdiction there.” Constantine looked at me, waiting for me to make the connection. I was silent for a minute. This wasn’t possible.

“Constantine, are you suggesting they are taking them to heaven to kill them?”

“Don’t be silly, child. The Big Guy and every angel would have pulverized them. We would have seen a hard-core meteor shower or some other crazy phenomenon. Access to the promised land is guarded very well. No, not heaven, but you’re on the right track.” That was a lovely mental picture. Thanks, Constantine.

“Oh, no. Not hell.” I really didn’t want to go to hell, alive or dead.

“Hell is another one. And your own personal favorite, purgatory.” Constantine sat on another bench, this time in his Sphinx pose. We were both silent for a minute.

“Hell or purgatory—those are our options. Great! Why couldn’t they be hiding at the Golden Corral or Walmart? So, what now?” And my day had started so well.

“You want easy? Please! Isis, we work for Death.” OK, so Constantine had a point. “First thing we need to do is narrow down locations. We have less than four days, counting today, to find these witches and stop them before they move on.”

“How do we know they haven’t left yet?” With my luck lately, anything was possible.

“Why waste their time beating you up? Besides, if they’ve left, they’ll need to find another location, and they don’t have enough time. And it would be really hard to travel with kidnapped people without drawing attention.” Constantine was pensive as he spoke. “Isis, you’re going to have to make some house calls. When was the last time you went to church?”

“Church? Like a Catholic Church?” Constantine nodded. “I’ve been to Saint Ed a couple of times.”

“That’s a great place to start. On Wednesdays, Father Francis holds confession at eleven in the morning, before the mass. You should stop by. Tell Father Francis that Constantine says to keep it real.” Why was I surprised that Constantine knew the priest? Why did anything ever surprise me anymore? Oh yeah—because he was still a damn cat.

“Do I want to know how you know the priest?” 

He actually smiled at me. I was not getting an answer out of him.

“So I need to go to confession. Great.” I hadn’t been to confession in over a year. It was painful to me.

“Hey, some discussions need to be done under strict parameters. For your protection and Father Francis’s as well. We all know the power and binding laws of confessions.” 

Constantine was right. I didn’t want this crazy secret to get out to anyone. Under confession, anything I said to Father Francis could not be discussed with anyone, regardless of who. One of the strongest vows that was ever made. It was the reason people still flocked to confession to clear their conscience and received absolution.

“How is Father Francis going to help us?” I was hoping this would be an easy answer.

“Unlike heaven or hell, purgatory is a transition place. So nobody is actually guarding it from the other side. Normal points of access to it are Catholic Churches.” Constantine read the confused look on my face. “Catholics are the only ones who believe in it and created it. Father Francis should be able to tell you if anybody has tried to cross from his gates.”

“The job of a priest always seen so lonely and odd. This is not helping their case.” On top of watching over congregations filled with all sorts of weird people, they were also responsible for the passage to purgatory. That job was awful.

“It is a calling not a career, remember that. Now let’s discuss your powers. I’m glad you were able to tap into it, but we need you to think lullaby not suicide.”

“What are you talking about? What suicide?” I had obviously missed something.

“You’re playing last night. It was haunting, full of pain and sorrow. Bartholomew and I had to put on headphones before we killed ourselves. A bit too powerful.” Constantine shook his head like he was trying to clear the memory away.

“Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realized I was doing it. I just got carried away when I saw my Mother’s old flute.” Last thing I wanted was to hurt either one of them.

“Relax Isis. We were not hurt. But remember music has power. Your emotions will drive the magic. You need to focus on putting people to sleep, not dead.”  I didn’t like the idea of my feelings translating into actions that could affect others. That could get messy.

“Ok so I need to play a lullaby.” I didn’t remember the last time I played a lullaby, if I ever played one.

“Yeah, like Rock-a-Bye Baby. That kind of stuff.” He flicked his paw as he spoke, in a nonchalant sort of a way.

“You do know that ends with baby and cradle falling from the tree.” Such an odd song to sing to a sleeping child. I was disturbed.

“It was not my idea to put the cradle in the tree to begin with. Besides you get the idea. Nothing fancy but sleep inducing.”  Constantine was right, I needed something sleep-inducing. I needed to do some research now.  “Have you figured out how you are going to used it? I doubt the witches will give you time to pull out your flute, tune it and them play. It also doesn’t make for a very practical weapon.”

“Baby steps now. Let’s cross that bridge when we get there. Besides I was a paratrooper band member, not that different.” This got more complicated by the minute.

“Yes my little paratrooper, but you were not jumping out of a plane carrying a musical instrument. If I’m not mistaking, and I know I am not, you dropped down with an M16. Big difference.” I really did not want to know how Constantine knew so much.

“Got it, adding it to my list.” My to-do list was increasing exponentially. It didn’t looked like I ever got anything done.

“What time do you have to report to Abuelitas this week?” Constantine brought me back to reality instead of my never ending list.

“Oh I don’t.” I started stretching my arms as I looked at him.

“Did you get fired? Nobody fires an Intern, not even Abuelita. I’ll make a call and get this sort it out.” Constantine was up on all fours and he looked like a giant fur-ball.

“Hey tiger, slow down now. Nobody got fired. Abuelita gave me the rest of the week off to solve this case. She was afraid I might get killed if we don’t fix this soon.” I normally talked fast, but those last sentences flew out of my mouth. Constantine unruffled himself and sat back down.

“Well nice, that was a really good call on her part.” Constantine yawned and stretched himself at the same time. “Ok now that you are all warm-up, let’s get started.”

“Started? I thought I was done.” I was going to die. Constantine was a cruel cat.

“Isis, I have seen your fighting moves. Girl you suck. If you take another beating like you did last night, you will break something important. So stop whining and grabbed the boxing gloves. We need to start with jabs and kicks. Your upper body is weak but we can work on it.” Constantine walked over to the gloves and waited for me. I was not getting out of this so easily. I was pretty sure I did not know how to throw a punch.

Constantine proved my theory. I couldn’t throw a punch to save my life. By the wall near the corner of the building, Constantine had installed one of those suspended punching bags. The types boxers used on TV. They made that looked easy. I threw three punches and the thing almost knocked me down. I had no rhythm when it came to boxing. After an hour of my horrible displayed of skills, Constantine called it quits.

“I need to find you a partner. This is not working out. Go shower and eat breakfast. We have a long day today. You need to be on time to church.” Constantine looked defeated and I was the one getting beat up by the bags.

“Yes Drill Sergeant.” I snapped to attention, with my legs together and arms at my side, head straight. To add insulted to injury, I even saluted him.  Constantine glared at me. 

 “Move. Out.” He was not a happy camper. I was sure with his 15 pounds, he could produce a quick death. I ran towards the loft before he could execute me.


CHAPTER 17

I was getting old and slow, because my showers were taking longer and longer. By the time I finished getting dressed, I had just enough time to get a shake. Where did the shakes come from? More questions that I was sure Constantine would have a bizarre answer for.

Bartholomew was up checking for more missing people. It didn’t take a lot to make a growing boy happy—he had a plate of sausage patties. He was munching while he typed.

With the Whale out of commission, Constantine let me borrow his car. The cat had a car. And not just any car—he had a yellow Camaro. Of course, he had named it Bumblebee. I was pretty sure that name was copyrighted, but I was not discussing that with him. Besides, he was letting me borrow it. I did get a lecture on the proper maintenance and care of Bumblebee. With my luck with vehicles, Constantine had a right to be worried. God, I was worried.

Saint Edward Catholic Church was on the back side of the block from the outreach. While the outreach sat on Ash Street, the church itself was on Beech Street. The church had recently turned one hundred years old, and it was beautiful. It was more in tune with traditional churches up north and not with the stadium-seating style you saw in the megachurches in the south. The church even had stained-glass windows on all sides.

I parked across the street from the church, in front of the church’s office. It was a little past eleven in the morning, and I needed to catch Father Francis before he stopped confessions to get ready for mass. I quickly climbed the steps leading to the main entrance of the church. The church had a small vestibule separating the main entrance from the sanctuary. Like most Catholic churches, holy water was placed by the door to bless yourself. I dipped my right index finger and did the sign of the cross. I slowly pushed open the next set of doors and walked in.

The interior of the church was beautiful. Churches and places of worship had a sense of calmness to them that was breathtaking. If you found the right one, it felt like coming home. As I walked in the door I noticed the large crowd. The church could easily hold 400 people, with sets of pews separated by an aisle in the middle. Most Catholic Churches had daily masses. Normally senior citizens, retirees, or the church staff would attend. In cities with larger Catholic populations, you could have a few dozen show up. I had been to daily mass at Saint Edward before, and the number of attendees was fewer than 10.

Today we had at least 150 people. They were mostly sitting at the back of the church. If they were all waiting for confession, I was screwed. I stood at the entrance looking for a place to sit near the back. In unison, the entire row sitting in the ushers’ pew by the wall stared at me. It was a sickening sensation, as if all those eyeballs could see into my soul. I swallowed and tried to look away. A lady in her forties dressed in a long green dress got up. She beckoned me over. She was the next person in line to enter the confessional.

“Ma’am, you don’t have to. I can wait.” I couldn’t cut in front of all those people in line.

“We have all the time in the world dear; yours is short.” Before I could protest, the confessional’s door opened. A young man, maybe in his twenties, walked out. He was wearing a white suit, like John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever. “Dear, go in. He’s ready for you.”

The lady almost pushed me inside. By the time I turned around, she had closed the door.

People in this church were serious about their confessions. Father Francis sat behind the kneeler. Unlike most TV shows, Catholics faced their priest for confessions instead of kneeling behind the weird screen. A chair was in front of Father Francis. He wore his priestly clothes and was holding his Bible. Father Francis was in his late sixties, with salt-and-pepper hair and green eyes. He had a warm smile that made you want to talk. I guessed that was a good thing in his business.

I took the seat and made the sign of the cross. I looked around the small room, nervous. I noticed on the wall the prayer of contrition, the normal prayer people said after confession. It was in Spanish and English. I was impressed. This meant I wasn’t the only person who couldn’t remember the prayers. Father Francis just smiled at me. I took a deep breath to calm myself.

“Father, this might sound weird, but Constantine said to keep it real.” 

Father Francis nodded at me, made the sign of the cross, and said, “Tell him to keep it low.” Either the priest and that crazy cat were in a gang, or I had just witnessed a challenge and password take place. I might need to explain to Constantine that in order for this to be effective, he should let me know what the password was supposed to be.

“I will do that. By the way, how do you know Constantine?” My curiosity always got the best of me.

“Constantine gets around. He’s been busy lately. But I’m sure that’s not why you’re here. So what brings you to church, Isis? I haven’t seen you in a while.” Wow, Father Francis had a way of making you feel welcome and guilty all at once.

“You know my name. Can I assume you know who I work for?” I was not blending in very well.

“A lot of people know your name, child. It’s been years since Death has had a Catholic intern. Granted, I doubt that he did that on purpose. Death tends to be fair in his choices.” For the priest, Death was a man, which was interesting. No wonder nobody had a clear picture of Death. It was different for everyone.

“Father, I have a horrible feeling Death made a mistake with me. I suck at this. Honestly, I’m completely unqualified for this weird job. I don’t even get all this magic stuff.” Without fail, every time I went to confession, I started whining. Probably because it was the only place somebody had to listen without judging me.

“God doesn’t choose qualified people to serve him. He chooses imperfect people to do extraordinary things.”

“That I believe, Father. But God didn’t choose me. Death did. Not the same thing.”

“You have a valid point, but do you honestly think that if this weren’t part of your divine plan, God would have permitted it?” Priests always got you with their theological questions.

“My heart wants to believe this is all part of my destiny, but my brain has a hard time processing it. All I know is people are missing, and I want to help.” I was staring at the floor as I spoke.

“In that case, my child, have faith. Know you are exactly where you supposed to be.” 

I felt the pressure in my chest lessen. Deep down, I was looking for validation that I wasn’t crazy.

“Thank you, Father. Now, have you seen anything weird around the church?” I sounded childish, but Constantine hadn’t prepped me on how to approach the subject.

“Everything around the church has been quiet. The souls, on the other hand, have been restless. They’ve been coming in more often. Something is bothering them; I can feel it.” 

My mouth dropped. 

“You can see them?” Father Francis sounded astonished.

I nodded slowly. “You can’t?” 

He shook his head. This was way too creepy for me.

“Father, if you are correct, your church is currently fill with the souls of purgatory.”

“Priests are not blessed with that gift. We’re responsible for praying for the souls to move to the next life. I didn’t realize interns could see them.”

“No offense Father, but I don’t consider seeing dead people a gift.” I took a breath to calm myself. I needed to get focus again. “So nobody—alive, I mean—has been around here asking questions? Or trying to use the property?”

“You’re the first one, Isis. We’re a small congregation in comparison to other churches, but our members are active. The other two associate priests and I live next door. Hard to sneak around when you have priests walking the grounds at all hours.” Father had a really good point there.

“Thank you, Father, for your time. I’m sorry to have bothered you.” I tried to get up, but Father Francis grabbed my hand.

“Wait. I have something for you.” He pulled a rosary and a small bottle of water from his pocket.

“Were you expecting me?” How had he known I was coming today?

“I knew you would eventually come. It never hurts to be prepared.” He handed me the items and smiled. “They’re already blessed. You might not believe it yet, but there is a reason for you to be here. Don’t lose yourself trying to figure it out.”

“Thank you, Father.” I didn’t know what else to say. I tried to get up again, but he held my hand.

“How about a real confession now?” 

I dropped my head in defeat. I had thought I was going to get out of this without too much soul searching. I was so wrong.

It took me a while to get started, but once I did, I couldn’t stop. Father Francis listened without questions or judgment. Ten minutes later, I was finally out of the confessional. Confessions were painful, but I felt lighter after they were done. It was the first time I had spoken about the accident to another human being; talking to Death was not the same thing. The shame and horror of it had been destroying my soul. I felt better. A small peace was creeping inside of me.

The souls were gone; only a few people were sitting in pews at the front of the church. I walked over to one of the closest pews in the back and knelt for my penance. Father Francis had given me ten Hail Marys and told me to pray for the souls in purgatory. For the first time in my life, it actually made sense to do that.

Someone sat next to me. I felt her more than anything, since I had my head bowed down.

“Please help the lost people. What those people are doing is not right. Nobody deserves to be destroyed.” It was the voice of the lady in green at the confessional.

By the time I looked up, she was gone. Why couldn’t people just tell me what was going on? Maybe God could send me a text or an e-mail. I didn’t take hints very well.

I took another deep breath and went back to praying; at least I could manage that much. My day was pretty packed, but I hadn’t been to mass in a while. I decided to stay for the daily mass. Unlike a weekend mass, the daily masses only took thirty minutes, but you still received communion. At the rate I was going, I would need all the divine help I could find.

Father Francis left the confessional and walked to the end of the aisle. For weekday masses, he started his procession inside the sanctuary by the last rows of pews. The mass had only seven people in attendance, and I was one of them. Father Francis walked slowly up to the front, singing a hymn. He smiled at me as he walked. I was sure by his look that he was praying for my soul.


CHAPTER 18

Daily masses were probably my favorite. Maybe it was the small crowd or just the speed of mass. Either way, I felt better. I didn’t have any clues besides knowing that Saint Edward wasn’t the entrance the witches were using and I could see dead people. The last part I wouldn’t mind forgetting. I still had Bartholomew’s list, so I decided to check out a few more places. Downtown was not very big, but it was closer to start from Saint Edward than Reapers. Bartholomew had provided some suggestions. He recommended I start at Randy Sam’s. At this hour most of their clients would be out—typical shelter policy.

Randy Sam’s exterior looked like a metal warehouse. From Bartholomew’s info, I knew they housed about a hundred people. They took men and women but no children. The Salvation Army was the place for families with kids. I had taken for granted the number of homeless people each community truly had. The shelters were always located in some remote part of town. The themes across America appeared to be, we care for the afflicted just as long as they’re not next door to us.

The drive from Saint Edward to Randy Sam’s took less than four minutes. The downtown traffic at this hour consisted of people either heading to one of the hospitals or the court system. It was almost like New York City’s financial district at the southern tip of the island. On the weekend the place was a ghost town. Few shops were open at this time. It was a shame because the downtown was so quaint. I dreamed of living down there when I first arrived. I just couldn’t afford it.

According to Bartholomew’s notes, Randy Sam’s should be deserted at this hour. He was sadly mistaken. The place was packed. I parked in their visitors’ lot, in front of the building. I had passed the building hundreds of times, but I had never been inside. I wasn’t sure why; when I first moved to town, I slept in the Whale. Maybe I was as elitist as those I criticized. But I would need to postpone that reflection for another time. It was Wednesday, and we were running out of time.

I locked Bumblebee and walked to the main entrance. A small reception area was set up outside the sleeping area. According to Bartholomew, a lot of the staff there were mainly unpaid volunteers. That was also the case with the outreach and most of the centers in town. A lot of people donated their time and money. Maybe I was a cynic.

A cute blonde in her late teens sat at the reception desk. She had curly hair, almost like Shirley Temple’s. She probably got teased a lot growing up. Nobody should be that cute at that age.

“Hi. How can I help out?” The blonde even had a childlike voice. That was a little freaky.

“Hi. I was looking for a friend of mine and was wondering if maybe you’ve seen him. I haven’t seen him in a few days.” That was partly true; I was still looking for Bob. Technically that was not a lie, unless you asked my godmother. Another reason I avoided lying was that my godmother was a walking lie detector. It was a waste of time lying to her.

“What’s your friend’s name?” The blonde pulled out a ledger with at least fifty names.

“Bob. I don’t know his last name.” I sounded so lame. As soon as I found Bob, this name thing was getting corrected.

“Bob? Not Robert? Just Bob? I don’t have any Bob on the records. Maybe if you had a last name.” I was sure she was trying to be helpful, but her tone infuriated me.

“Yeah, sorry, we just met. Would it be possible for me to look around?”

“Sorry, I can’t let you. Not our policy to let strangers walk around. We have to protect our clients’ privacy. Especially now.” 

It had been worth a try, but I hadn’t thought she would agree.

“What do you mean?”

“The director has decided to let the clients stay in the center all day. It seems a couple of the regular clients have not returned, and some of the others are restless.” She looked over her shoulder, concerned. She looked as if something or someone was ready to jump at her.

“Have you seen anything strange around here?”

“That’s the thing. Nobody has seen anything. It’s been business as usual, so I have no idea what’s going on. But I’m only a volunteer. I’m a social-work student at A&M.” Only in the South did people volunteer that much personal information to total strangers.

“Thanks anyways. Do you mind if I just walk around outside? Maybe I’ll see my friend there.” 

The blonde looked around, concerned, probably not sure if that was part of the policy. “OK, but please don’t look creepy. I don’t want to get in trouble.”

“Thanks. I won’t wander long.” For an unpaid volunteer, she was sure worried about getting fired.

I left the blonde, with her Shirley Temple haircut, at the desk and walked the perimeter of the building. The back of Randy Sam’s looked like a combination exercise yard and picnic area. Unfortunately, the chain-link fence around it gave it a prison look. I wasn’t sure whether they were trying to keep the clients in or the nuts out. Either way, it looked pretty intense. I made it to the end of the building, but nobody made eye contact with me. The clients knew people were being kidnapped, and they were not taking any chances.

“Hey, girlie, over here.” Across the street stood a brunette in her late twenties or maybe early twenties. It was hard to say; she looked as if she had a rough life.

She waved me over, trying to be discreet. She was standing by a tree, looking more suspicious than anything. I wasn’t sure if I should explain the concept of camouflage her. What did I have to lose at this point in the day? I was batting zero on my investigation, so I crossed the street.

“Hi there. Can I help you?” What else was I supposed to say? What’s up, shady lady by the tree?

“I heard you. They took my boyfriend, so they probably took your friend too. This place is haunted. I’m going to find him. He’s all I got. I’m probably next, and so are you for asking questions.” I thought I spoke fast, but this lady beat me. I wasn’t sure when she took a breath, but everything was coming out at once. She started crying out of the blue.

“Ma’am, I’m sorry. Do you know who took your boyfriend?” I wanted to hug her, but I was afraid I would spook her even more.

“Those biker bitches. They started coming at night, offering food and shelter to anyone who would work for them. A few guys went, but they never came back. After that, nobody wanted to go, and people started going missing. My boyfriend followed them, looking for his friend, and he never came back.” The last sentence was hard to follow because she was crying so hard.

“Did he tell you where he was going?” Maybe she knew something more. I had heard this version before. Don’t ask questions was the theme.

“Not really. He just said to wait for him by the bridge for mass.” The girl looked over her shoulder and panicked. “I have to go.” 

The little blonde was standing by the side of the building looking at us. Great. Now she was going to report me for disturbing the guest.

“Wait, please. Let me give you my number. If you find anything out, please let me know. I want to help.” I scrambled through my pockets to find something to write on. I had a light denim jacket. In the pockets I found a stack of business cards. They were actually mine, which was weird. I glanced quickly at the number and handed one to the girl. She pocketed it and left without a word.

The blonde was still watching me, so I waved. She turned around and probably went back to her desk to report me. I was sure I was getting banned. Oh well, another dead end unless little girl called me.

I glanced at the stack of business cards in my hand. Black paper with white letters, all in italics that simply said, “Isis Black, Reapers Incorporated” and my phone number. Three little lines, and I was official. When did that crazy cat have time to make me business cards? I wasn’t sure which one was sneakier, Constantine or Bartholomew.

I decided to head back to Bumblebee. If the tires on that baby got slashed, Constantine would have my hide. I was pretty sure he liked me, but I had a horrible feeling that he loved the car more. I tried to walk quickly back without looking too suspicious. It wasn’t as if I were talking to shady characters by street corners—that wasn’t suspicious at all. The front desk was empty, thank the Lord. I didn’t need Little Blondie to give me any more stares. I was feeling guilty already.

I pulled Bumblebee out of the parking lot and headed toward the library. I wasn’t planning to leave the car, in case any more drive-by slashers came my way. There was something off about Randy Sam’s, and I just wanted to watch. Of course, it wasn’t as if I were blending in, in a yellow Camaro.

I parked near the front of the library, close enough to see the shelter.

After an hour of watching, I was bored to death. I changed Constantine’s Sirius channels at least ten times. I played with every button in the car that I could find. My stomach grumbled. My supershake had worn off, and I was actually hungry. I blamed Constantine’s horrible exercise routine. I was not used to all this work.

My phone rang, and I almost jumped out of my skin. Nobody ever called me besides my godmother, but that was only on Sundays. I fumbled in my pockets, looking for the infernal device.

“Hello.” The caller ID read Reapers. I was nervous and wasn’t sure what to expect.

“Did you find your lunch?” 

I shook my head. Constantine didn’t believe in introductions or preliminaries. “Hi, Constantine. Now, what are you talking about? What lunch?”

“Woman, did you not check the back seat? What kind of soldier are you? There could have been a bomb back there, and you would be gone.” 

Why was he so dramatic? I leaned between the seats and spotted a little cooler behind the driver’s seat. It was at an odd angle, and I struggled to get it out. Of course, if I got out of the car and opened the back door, it would have been easy. That was too normal, so I struggled instead.

“OK I got the cooler. What’s in it?”

“Just open the darn thing.” Constantine was not amused.

“After that whole speech about bombs, this could be a trick.” Constantine had a way of making me paranoid.

“Now you want to be careful. Just eat your lunch, and don’t die. Did you find anything?” Constantine waited patiently.

I opened the cooler and found an iced tea, still cold, and a tomato, cheese, and avocado sandwich on a gluten-free bun. I ripped the waxed paper off and took a bite.

“Found nothing good. Oh, wow, this is delicious.” I was so rude talking with my mouth full, but I couldn’t help it. I was starving.

“Yeah, yeah. Bartholomew made it for you before he went to bed. He said you probably would not have time to eat, with all the places on your list. He’s a good kid.” I had a feeling Constantine wasn’t so sure how good I was.

“I got one more place to go before heading back. Do I need to pick up anything?” I could suck up to Constantine as well.

“Are you sucking up to me?”

“Me? Of course not.” Damn, he was good. So not fair.

“Right…just be careful, and don’t harm Bumblebee. Bartholomew is searching for empty lots where they could be hiding the people before the ceremony date.”

“Will do. Thanks.” 

Just like that, he hung up. He didn’t say hello or good-bye. We really needed to work on his manners. What did he mean by hiding the people? They were not taking them to the other place right away? This was getting worse by the minute.

Bless Bartholomew; he was my hero. He had even given me an apple. I was planning to finish my lunch before I headed to the Friendship Center. The last thing I needed was to walk in there with my stomach grumbling. I needed info, not food.


CHAPTER 19

I walked over to the Friendship Center. The place was one block down from Randy Sam’s and across from the library. I knew very little about the center or their mission. According to Bartholomew’s handy little notes, they were more than just a soup kitchen. The center provided training for those who wanted to get back into the job market, as well as after-school programs. I realized I knew very little about Texarkana. The city had a lot of support for people in need, if you knew where to look. I guessed it was the same way in most major cities.

Unfortunately, by the time I got there, the center was closed. Maybe I should have checked them out sooner instead of spying on Randy Sam’s. If the blonde was coming out looking around, I didn’t need for her to call the cops. If people were missing, the last thing I needed was to get locked up for suspicious behavior. She did look more credible than I did. I was the one outside her business asking weird questions.

I crossed the Friendship Center off and decided to head to the Salvation Army.

I admitted to myself, all these places were pretty close to one another. All were within a five-minute drive or a ten- to fifteen-minute walk from the others—a good way to make resources easily available to the needy, or a good way to keep them all segregated to one location. OK, I had no idea where I stood on the matter of the homeless in America. I had a hard time understanding how the greatest nation in this world had this much poverty. I guessed I should add that subject to my list of reflections.

I had never been to the Salvation Army either. I was feeling like a bad member of society. I wasn’t volunteering or aiding people in any way. At the same time, when you were struggling from paycheck to paycheck, it was hard to look out for the needy. If I didn’t die in this case, maybe I could actually help somewhere.

The Salvation Army comprised two large buildings sitting at Fourth Street and Hazel. I was pretty sure I had passed it on my way to Randy Sam’s from Saint Ed. Maybe Constantine was right and I was losing my touch at paying attention to my surroundings. I had developed tunnel vision and was missing details. I had no idea where I was going, so I tried the first building with open doors. An older man sat behind the reception desk.

“Hi, Miss. How can I help you?” He had a friendly smile and a hint of a Southern accent. Anytime I lived in a place for a while, I stopped hearing people’s accents. So his must have been really pronounced for me to notice.

“Good afternoon, sir. I was looking for my friend and wondered if you had seen him. His name is Bob, and he’s about six feet tall and maybe two hundred pounds.” Next time I was getting a picture of Bob. This was ridiculous.

“Sorry, ma’am, we don’t have any Bobs at this time. Weird; it’s such a common name. But things have been weird lately.” He stared at the door pensively. I looked over my shoulder, wondering what I was missing.

“Are you OK, sir?” Why beat around the bush?

“Texarkana is a midpoint. People pass through this town all the time. We normally get people with no place to stay who are heading west to Dallas, leaving Shreveport, or going in any other direction. Lately, nobody new has come in. It’s like people are staying away on purpose. You’re the first new person I’ve seen in two weeks.” He stared at me with deep-brown eyes. He looked worried and a bit scared.

“Has that ever happened before?”

“No. Some of our regulars have stopped coming. Even one of our volunteers quit. He said that something evil was around here.”

“That is really odd. Well I guess I will be leaving.” No reason to stay with the creepy old man at the Salvation Army. “Bye.” It was still the South, you had to be polite.

“Miss, you should check out the Church under the Bridge. They have masses Saturdays at 9am, rain or shine. If you don’t find your friend by then, maybe he goes there. A lot of the homeless take mass there and have a warm breakfast.”

“Thank you very much.” I had stopped at the door.  He smiled kindly but sad. 

 “Good bye Miss, come again. Hope you find your friend.” He waved a lazy hand at me, and went back to staring out the window.

It appeared the word was getting out that Texarkana was not safe for the transient population. That was a blessing, less people to worried about. I got in Bumblebee and pulled out of the parking space. I had a horrible habit of checking my mirrors at least five time. As I pulled up to the intersection, a black car pulled out of the end of the street. I hadn’t seen anyone sitting in any of the cars parked. Called me paranoid, but my week was kind of sucking and I did not want to be followed.

If they were following me, they were going to have to work for it. I drove around downtown making crazy turns without using my turn signal. Something that drove me nuts when others did it. The black car was still behind me. It was a few car lengths behind, but still there. Not something that I enjoyed. I drove towards Saint Edward, then back to the library. I made several loops hoping to lose them, but they were right behind me.

I took a quick turned onto Broad Street. My goal was to head down towards Texas Boulevard, and then head home. I was going way passed the speed limit when I saw flashing lights behind me. I wasn’t sure if this was a blessing or a curse. I pulled over, and saw the Black car drive by. The windows were tinted, so I couldn’t see who was driving. Fortunately for me, they couldn’t see my face either.

I glanced behind me and the cop was getting out of his car. It was no other than Officer Sexy-Butt. Great, kept getting better and better. That man probably though I was a menace on wheels.

“Ma’am, do you know how fast you were going?” Officer sexy-butt was not smiling and kept looking over Bumblebee.

“Fast enough for you to stop me officer. I’m sorry.” Being followed by random cars made people distracted.

“That is not the only reason I stopped you. We received several calls of a yellow Camaro driving around downtown very suspiciously. You are not good at blending, are you?” He took of his sunglasses and was starting at me. “Ms. Black, you seen to be in all the wrong places. Let me guess, you were looking for your friend, right?” Wow, he looked menacing when he was mad. He radiated energy like a little microwave, I was sure I was getting dizzy.

“I didn’t know there was a law against looking for people or driving around downtown.” He was not going to intimidate me.

“You are right, there is not a law but you are making people nervous. It doesn’t helped that your mini-van mysteriously got blown up. Now you are driving a flashy brand new Camaro. Can I see your license, insurance and registration, please?” He said please as an afterthought,

I prayed Constantine kept his information in the glove compartment. I opened the drawer and for the mercy of God everything was there. Actually that was the cleanest drawer I had ever seen. Constantine was pretty anal about his car. I handed Officer Cranky Pants the papers and my license. If I got Constantine’s Bumblebee impounded he was going to killed me.

 He took the papers and headed back to his cruiser. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but he came back five minutes later.

“So you work for Reapers, interesting. Everything is cleared; here you go.” He handed me back all my documents.

“That’s it? You’re not even going to give me a warning?” What was wrong with me? Did I really want a ticket? I was losing my mind, asking an angry cop stupid questions.

“Why? I already gave you a warning, and you didn’t listen to it. So here you are again, racing down my streets. Would you like to fill me in on what’s going on?” 

Ouch. He did have a point.

“Would you believe me if I said it was a top-secret mission and that I was innocent?” 

The look he gave me said no. He was not believing a word I said.

“Can you at least tell me who blew up your van?” No, he didn’t buy it.

“I’m guessing the same people who slashed my tires. I have a winning personality.” My charm was not working. Not that I had that much to begin with.

“You do know how to make friends. Let me explain something. I don’t like being in the dark. This is my city, and if something is going on, I expect to know.” Sexy Pants had that evil glare again.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Yeah, like I was confessing to this cop that I was chasing witches in downtown Texarkana. I might as well put on a strait jacket and save the authorities the trouble.

“That’s what I thought. You’re all the same. Tell Constantine I’ll be there in the morning.” He turned around and walked off. Constantine? He had called Constantine instead of his dispatcher.

I was totally confused. Who was this cop, and how did he know Constantine? I was sure I was missing something. What did he mean, he would see him tomorrow? My life was getting more and more complicated. There were too many people involved in this supernatural stuff to keep up. I still had no idea where these witches were hiding or who they were. We were running out of time and places to look. On top of that, now I had an angry cop after me. This was not a good day.

I needed cheering up, so I decided to stop by Taste and See on my way home. The owners were locals and very nice people. They had the best gelato in town. Actually, they had the only gelato store in town. I also wanted to say thank you to Bartholomew for lunch. I wasn’t sure what his favorite flavor was, so I got him salted caramel. It was one of their classics, and you could never go wrong with that. I got an espresso flavor for Constantine. He looked like the caffeine type. For me, I got a double scoop of tiramisu and cookies and cream. Hey, I didn’t have a gluten intolerance. I could indulge. Happy with my delicious surprises, I headed back to Reapers. Who said I didn’t know how to bribe people?


CHAPTER 20

By the time I pulled into Reapers, I was exhausted. I was slowly making myself more upset over that crazy cop. Did he know I was an intern? If he did, didn’t he know the rules? What did he mean, we were all the same? I had more questions than answers. I parked Bumblebee in its designated spot by the Deathmobile. It was such an odd combination of cars. I shook my head.

I struggled to balance all the desserts. I had taken mine out earlier instead of leaving everything in the nice packing job the girls at the store had done. Some things were hard to resist. Doors were a bit more challenging. I managed to make it to the kitchen table in the loft without spilling anything. Bartholomew was at his command center, and Constantine was napping on the top of the sofa. From my angle, it looked as if Bartholomew was actually playing a game.

“Hi, Isis. Welcome back,” Bartholomew said, barely looking up at me.

“Hi, Bart. I got you some gelato, if you can take a break.” I was expecting complaints or grumbling. Instead I got both Bartholomew and Constantine at the table in less than two seconds flat. I swore Bartholomew dropped his controller and ran over. Constantine snapped his eyes open at the word “gelato,” and he was across the room before I could finish.

“Did I get one too?” For a five-thousand-year-old cat, Constantine was looking like a kitten right now.

“Of course you did. Espresso for you, and salted caramel for Bart.” I placed bowls in front of them.

Bartholomew pulled two chairs out, and they took their respective places. Constantine licked his without much preamble. “This is delicious. Thank you. I could sing, because I’m happy.” 

I laughed. Constantine was amazing at impersonations. Pharrell was in trouble.

“Yes, thank you, Isis. What made you decide to get us gelato?” Bartholomew barely stopped eating as he spoke.

“Bad day. I figured we all needed a break.”

“Emotional eating. Bad sign. We might need to add more run time to help you burn some emotions and calories.” I couldn’t tell if Constantine was serious or not.

“He’s just messing with you,” Bartholomew said, reading the worried looked on my face.

Constantine winked at me with a devious grin. Yeah, he was good.

“What did you get?” Like most cats, he was also extremely curious and nosy.

“I got tiramisu and cookies and cream.”

“Wow, you are having a bad day. What happened?” Constantine actually looked concerned for me.

“Nothing. That’s the problem. I found out nothing. Father Francis hasn’t seen any strangers around his church, but the spirits are anxious. Did you know I can see dead people?”

“Uh, don’t say that phrase around Death. She’s still mad about the intern who helped with that weird film. But technically, you see souls. Remember, we are in the soul business. Comes with Death’s gifts.” Constantine was back in his teacher’s mode.

“Great. I’m not happy. Souls talked to me and even touched me. How is that possible?”

“Because Death can talk to and touch the souls. In case of a horrible major disaster, interns can function as Death’s representative in ushering the souls. You need the gift.” I was pretty sure Constantine enjoyed lecturing me.

“Do I want to know what kind of major disasters?”

Both Constantine and Bartholomew shook their heads in unison. When the boys were synchronized, the answer was not a good one. I decided to drop it.

“Did you go anywhere else? You were gone a really long time.” Constantine was back to business.

“Did you like your lunch?” Oh, wow, I had totally forgotten to thank Bartholomew when I came in.

“Yes. Thank you so much. That was so sweet of you. I was going to tell you it wasn’t necessary, but I was starving. Thank you.”

“Anytime. You’re always running late, so I figured I could help.” Bartholomew was smiling in between mouthfuls. All I could do was smile back.

Constantine cleared his throat.

“Oh, sorry. I went to Randy Sam’s and made a little volunteer girl paranoid. People are staying inside during the day. At least nobody will try to kidnap them while they’re in groups.” I stopped to eat my last spoonful of gelato. I should have bought more. “On my way, I stopped by the Salvation Army and met another creepy volunteer. The volunteers in this town are a bit weird.”

“You were busy.” Bartholomew was trying to be supportive.

“Oh, it gets better. I was followed by a car leaving the Salvation Army and then got pulled over by the same cop, Officer Smith. I think that man hates me. By the way, why is he coming over tomorrow?”

“To be your partner for our hand-to-hand combat training.” Constantine had a way of delivering bad news with very little feeling. I was going to kill him.

“Please tell me you’re kidding.” At least I managed not to sound too bewildered. But it was hard to contain the surprise on my face.

“He’s a wizard. He’s also the one who’s been making the shakes. Pretty good cop too.”

Now I was truly speechless. Why was every guy I found hot something out of this world?

“Constantine, I don’t think that’s a good idea. The man hates me.” If not hate, he really despised me.

“Stop being so judgmental. He might surprise you. So be ready bright and early. He’ll be here by six.” 

Thanks, Constantine, for the great news. Now I was never going to sleep.

“By the way, Isis, you have a message. That boy from Abuelita’s stopped by today. He left this for you.” Bartholomew passed me an envelope with my name on it.

The only boy from Abuelita’s who came to mind was Angelito. I wasn’t sure why Angelito would be leaving me notes. He had my cell phone. Why didn’t he just text me? By the time I opened the damn letter, I was worried. This could be really bad. I decided to read the letter out loud, for the boys’ sake.

“Hey, Isis, the girls who jumped you will be at Shooters tonight. Be careful. They’re a bunch of biker chicks—very dangerous.” That was the whole note.

“Why is he telling you this?” Bartholomew had read my mind. “Something’s not right about this. Why didn’t he just call you?”

“I have no idea, Bart. Maybe I could follow them and find Bob and the rest of the people.”

“Isis, Bartholomew is right. This could be a trap.” Constantine was still as he spoke, and every word was precise.

“Why would Angelito be working with the witches?” Angelito was not a bad guy, clueless about girls.

“Boys do dumb things for girls. Trust me; I’ve seen it through the centuries.” That one I truly believed. Constantine was right, and Angelito was notorious for poor decisions when it came to girls.

“Unless you have a better idea, guess I’ll be going out tonight.” I dropped my cup and spoon in the trash can. Bartholomew and Constantine just watched me and said nothing. I went directly to my room.

I was very confused about the note. Angelito had never sent me a note before. None of it made sense. I sat down on my bed, contemplating the note again. I lay down and debated texting Angelito for more info. I was more tired than I thought, because I passed out. It was eight thirty in the evening when I woke up. I wasn’t sure what time the witches would be at Shooters, but I needed to hurry. I took a quick shower and grabbed a pair of pants and a shirt. Normally I avoided makeup at all costs. Today I added mascara and eyeliner to my face. I didn’t want to attract too much attention while I was there. I finished dressing and headed back out toward the kitchen door.

“How was your nap? You look refreshed,” Bart said from across the room.

“Who are you supposed to be?” Constantine was still at the kitchen table, this time staring at me.

“What do you mean?” What was he talking about?

“Dressed like that. You look like Lil Wayne or that other guy. What’s his name?” Constantine looked over at Bartholomew.

“Tony Hawk,” Bart said.

“Yes, thank you, Bartholomew. That’s the one. Isis, why are you dressed like a skater kid?” 

Did I really look like a skater?

“This was what I wore when I went to clubs in New York City.” Nobody was complaining up north.

“Girl, those were hip-hop clubs. Besides, it was New York. Here, you need to dress to fit in. Like a girl, not a twelve-year-old boy.” 

I had boobs. I did not look like a twelve-year-old boy. Constantine was a horrible career counselor.

“I like what I’m wearing. No need to get all sorts of mean about it.” I was whining, but I didn’t care.

“Isis, don’t be silly. You’re in Texarkana. Please put some on tight-fitting clothes, like most girls in this area. Remember, recon operation. Don’t draw any more attention to yourself.” 

Constantine had a point. I needed to blend in. “Bart, do I really look that bad?”

He paused for a second. “You look really cool, but definitely skater boy.” I dropped my head, defeated. “You won’t blend in at all.”

“Fine. I’ll go change. But I’m going on the record, this was not my idea.”

Being girlie was hard. Everything was always so complicated, from the hair to the clothes. Normally it took me less than ten minutes to get ready. I had been staring at the open door for almost thirty minutes. This was not going well. I hated dressing up, and this was a massacre. I found a pair of black leather pants I had bought for a Halloween party one year. I also found a tank top with patterns and jewelry. It was one of the few presents my godmother had given me that I didn’t hate. The combination was not bad at all. But I felt very self-conscious. I didn’t like tight clothes at all.

I stepped out of my room, this time with a little less confidence than before. I was sure I looked ridiculous. Why did I listen to those two?

“Much better. What took you so long?” Constantine was tough.

“It was pretty hard to put clothes on that make me look fifteen.” I was so self-conscious.

“Don’t be so dramatic. You at least look like a normal girl going to a normal human bar.” Constantine was placing a lot of emphasis on “normal.”

“Fine. I’ll take it. As long as they let me in.” It would suck to drive all the way there and not be able to get in.

“You will now. If I’m not mistaken, Wednesday is karaoke night there.” 

I was staring at Constantine in shock. “How did you know that? Actually, never mind. I don’t want to know.” I walked over to Bartholomew, who was sitting in his computer area. “Hey, Bart, I need some help.”

“Sure thing. What do you need?” He paused his game and turned around.

“What are you playing?” I had been wondering this for a while.

“He’s actually training, thank you very much.” Constantine had slid back onto the back of the couch when I wasn’t looking.

“Training? In what?” Bartholomew’s training looked a lot more fun than mine.

“Multitasking, among other things. The boy’s a hacker. He must be at his best game as well.” 

I couldn’t argue with Constantine’s logic, even if it didn’t make any sense. “Fair enough. Why can’t I do this?” My training sucked.

“Probably because you’re out in the field doing legwork. Happy now?” Constantine was not good at taking criticism.

“OK, fine.” I knew when to surrender. “Bart, I need some supplies.” I handed him a list I had made up that morning.

“Really? All of this? Impressive.” His eyebrows were arched as he read the list.

“Can you do it?” I had no idea what kind of resources Bartholomew had.

“Of course I can. Some might not be legal.” 

I hadn’t thought about that. I didn’t want to go to jail, but I needed to be better equipped.

“Do your magic, Bart. Thank you.” 

Constantine had moved over to the computer table and was reading with Bartholomew. He looked impressed.

“Always. By the way, here’s your earpiece. That way we can keep up with you, in case something goes wrong.” He handed me a little device that looked like a high-level hearing aid. I wasn’t sure why we needed it, so I just ran with it. Bartholomew helped me get the hearing aid in my ear. The piece blended in extremely well.

“We’ll do a comm check when you get out of the building. Be careful, now.” Bartholomew sounded more like my big brother, if I had one.

“Isis, don’t get killed now. We kind of like you.” Constantine was back in teacher mode.

“Well, thank you. I kind of like you two as well. OK, I’m off. Wish me luck.” This was getting way too sappy. I needed to get going before I missed the biker gang of evil witches.


CHAPTER 21

I wasn’t much of a drinker, so sports bars were not my thing. I also didn’t care too much for watching sports on TV, regardless how big the screen was. With all that said, it shouldn’t be a big shock that I had never been to Shooters. I had passed it plenty of times on my way to the VA. They both sat on Frontage Road, parallel to Highway 30. The easiest way to get there was to take 30 to the state line exit and then stay on the service road. Normally the drive would be less than ten minutes, but I was dragging my feet.

For a Wednesday night, this place was pretty packed. Shooters sat in the middle of the lot, with parking spaces all around. I parked on the last row closest to the road. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but I didn’t want to draw attention to myself. The plan was simple—find the witches and, hopefully, follow them to the victims. I wasn’t happy about being there, but we didn’t have that many options. I turned Bumblebee off and slowly climbed out. Keys, my license, and cash were in my front pocket. My cell was in my back one. The fewer things in my hands, the better.

I made my way slowly to the front of the building. From my right side, I saw a figure coming my way. My pulse increased, and I considered running back to Bumblebee. He was wearing jeans and a hoodie, with the hood over his head.

“Looking good, Isis.” 

I exhaled slowly. “Why are you hiding in the dark, Angelito? Hasn’t anyone told you how shady you look?” What was wrong with this boy?

“Hey, I’m not supposed to be helping you. So pretend you don’t know me.” Angelito bent over to tie his right shoe or whatever he was pretending to do.

I pulled my cell phone out. “That’s not that hard to do. You look creepy. But what do you mean, you’re not supposed to be helping me?” I was trying not to look so obvious and blend in.

“Look, my girl is friends with the chicks who jumped you. She’s not like them, but they’re still friends. I figured you might want some payback. That was pretty shitty, what they did to you.” He switched legs and started working on his left. “Be careful, Isis. They’re crazy. They’re hanging out by the pool tables.”

Without another word, Angelito got up and headed inside. That was all I’d gotten—I got, crazy girls by the pool tables. Angelito was over his head. I doubt his little girlfriend was as innocent as he believed. I didn’t have time to worry about Angelito’s love life right now. Somehow I needed to figure out where the pool tables were located in this place. Since nothing else was holding me back, I made my way towards the door.

A very tall and very muscular bouncer stood at the door. I smiled at him but he just nodded back. The man was focus. Inside the door there were girls standing behind desk checking IDs. I walked to the right and handed one of the girls cash and my ID. I hadn’t realized they had a cover charge. I paid and made my way inside.

Shooters was divided into two sections. To the left they had a stage area, with a dance floor and tables around it. To the right they had pool tables. No wonder Angelito’s instructions were vague. You couldn’t miss the pool tables. There were at least seven on that side of the room. The two areas were separated by a bar in the middle. That way the bartenders could serve both sides without missing a beat. I liked the layout.

The witches were on the right side, by the far wall—at least five of them. They were flirting with a group of guys. I made my way in the opposite direction. I found a space by the bar that would provide enough cover and concealment for this weird expedition. I ordered a strawberry daiquiri from the bartender. He even added whipped cream. I couldn’t complain too much; the daiquiri was pretty good. I could see the witches from across the bar, but not very clearly.

On the stage, a couple of girls were singing karaoke. I hoped that was their intent. They had had too much to drink, and they were completely out of key. I’ve never understood the obsession with going onstage to make a fool of yourself. That poor Katy Perry song was getting destroyed. I gave the stage one last look and turned to face the bar. Across the room, the biker witches were having a great time. I didn’t recognize any of them. I needed to get closer. Unfortunately, there was no way for me to blend in on that side of the room.

Once again, I hated to admit it, but Constantine was right. My previous outfit would have been a horrible choice for this place. I barely looked as if I belonged now. There was a special attitude most of the girls in this bar had—they knew they belonged there. I screamed “angry girl—get the hell away!” Not the best vibe when you were trying to fit in. As I considered my options, two of the witches headed to the door. This was my only chance.

The witches went out and took a right. I didn’t want to be suspicious, any more than I already was, so I headed straight. I walked around the parking lot, trying not to draw too much attention. They took another right and headed toward the rear of the building. This was such a bad idea, but I was out of good ones. I followed at a distance.

By the time I reached the back lot, the witches were gone. It wasn’t as if they were moving that fast. On top of that, I didn’t hear a car moving. I walked a little farther down, toward the apartment complex. At the last row of cars, I saw a body on the ground. A smart person would have turned around and called for help. Crazy intern went alone to investigate. I found a young man lying on the ground facedown. I rushed to his side.

“Oh, please tell me you are not that dumb.” The female voice was over me, and I knew the hard cylinder on my head was a gun without even looking.

“What can I say? A girl can pray for a little luck.” I needed a lot more than luck.

The guy rolled over and smiled at me. Dark-brown hair with big brown eyes, probably in his twenties. He moved with a grace I hadn’t seen in many guys my age. He jumped up and joined the girl behind me.

“Thank you, sweetie. I can take it from here,” the girl with the gun purred to the guy.

“My pleasure, baby.” 

I wasn’t sure who gave whom the kiss, since I was still on my knees facing the pavement. I heard footsteps leaving. I was going to kill Angelito.

“Raise your hands nice and slow. I would hate to accidentally shoot you.” 

Accidentally my ass. I raised my hands. “Now, do I just sit here and wait for further instructions, or what? If I don’t make it home soon, my guardian will be really mad.” I really was hoping Bartholomew and Constantine were listening. I had no other way to use the panic word “guardian” without sounding crazy.

“Oh, you poor little thing. No, you can stay right there. . You’re starting to be a real pain in the ass.” I heard another set of footsteps.

“The van is on its way,” another female voice said from behind me.

“Good. We can tie this little girl up and throw her in the river. Pump her up with meth, and nobody will ever question a thing.” Wow, the first girl was ruthless. She was going to drug and drown me. Wasn’t that overkill?

“You’re going to do all that just for me? You shouldn’t have.” I was terrified. My voice sounded a little shaky, so I knew she wasn’t fooled.

“Isis, hold on. Backup should be there in twenty seconds.” I almost screamed when Constantine’s voice came through my little earpiece. I really hoped I had twenty seconds.

“Are you at least going to tell me why you’re doing this? How much did you pay Angelito to set me up?”

“Child, you watch too much TV. We are not going to tell you shit. If you haven’t figured it out by now, you’re not very good at your job,” the first girl said very arrogantly. If she only knew this was only my third day on the job, and I sucked at it. “Besides, poor Angelito is too much in love to know what’s going on. I was surprised he had any sense left to even tell you.”

“At least tell my why Texarkana.” I only needed a few more seconds. I could ramble with the best of them.

“Border towns are so much fun. What’s that noise?” 

Oh Lord, I was praying Constantine was sending me a squad of navy SEALs or special forces. At this point, I would have settled for dangerously armed Boy Scouts.

I heard scraping all around me, but it was too dark to see anything. My arms were getting tired, and the rocks were digging into my knees. A loud hiss came from my left, and then another from my right. I wasn’t sure if a tiger was on the loose or a rattlesnake.

“What’s that sound?” The second girl sounded scared. Oh, good. At least I knew they could be spooked.

“Probably some straight. Keep an eye out for the van. We need to get out of here.” The first girl was not worried at all. “Don’t get any strange ideas now, little girl.” She shoved the gun at my head to make sure I was paying attention.

My arms were going into muscle failure. I was ready to drop them when something flew over my head.

“Ahhh, what the hell?” The girl with the gun was screaming. I glanced over my shoulder, and I was speechless. She was being attacked by a cat. Before she could rip the cat off, two more jumped at her and her friend.

“Isis, run. Now.” 

I didn’t need Constantine’s instructions. I was on my feet and running straight back to the apartment area.

“No! Get that bitch!” The first girl fired the gun at the same time she was screaming. I wasn’t sure where they were coming from, but more cats kept appearing.

“Constantine, cats! Really! They’re going to get hurt.”

“Isis, on such a short notice, just be thankful. They’re as stealthy as they get. Besides, first they have to catch them to hurt them. Get to the street, and hurry.” Constantine was right. They were stealthy, and they moved faster than anything I had ever seen.

Between the screams of the witches, the hissing of the cats, and the gunshots, the parking lot of Shooters had become a battle zone. I kept low among the cars, trying to avoid attention.

“She’s over there. Get her.” Too loud to avoid attention, the girl with the gun yelled orders in my direction. That evil van had made it around the corner and was heading straight at me. I was going to get run over. I was too far from Bumblebee to get away.

I ran between cars, heading to the service road. The passenger in the van was halfway out the window. She threw something at me. Fortunately I slipped, and it went over my head. Whatever it was, it hit the Ford F-150 on the side and left a huge hole. I struggled to my feet and started running again. I was so dead.

The two witches from the back had joined the chase. I was out of breath. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going and almost got run over by a dirt bike. I stopped dead in my tracks. The driver lifted his shield. “Isis, hop on. Now.” I was hallucinating. I had to be. There was no way Bartholomew was driving a dirt bike.

“Isis, hurry!” he screamed at me.

I hopped on the bike. I had no idea where he had learned to drive, but Bartholomew was handling the bike like a pro.

“Package recovered,” I heard Bartholomew say through my earpiece.

“Nicely done. Bring her home.” Constantine sounded relieved, and I was exhausted.

Bartholomew did a U-turn and headed up the street going the wrong way. I heard the witches scream. I closed my eyes and let Bartholomew take us home.


CHAPTER 22

After an hour of tossing around in my bed, I decided to get up. It wasn’t even six in the morning, and I had had less than five hours of sleep again. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t shut my mind off either. We had less than two days, and we knew nothing besides the fact that these witches were tough and arrogant. Not a lot of information. Bob was still missing. People were still disappearing, and I kept getting beaten up. After last night, I was overwhelmed and lost. I got dressed and headed to the training area. Maybe I could take some of my aggression out on the punching bags.

I guessed I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t sleep. Constantine and Bartholomew were already on the first floor. Unfortunately, they were not alone. I had forgotten Sexy-Butt was coming over. A large practice mat was set up in the middle of the floor. It looked like a martial arts ring. Bartholomew was wearing shorts and a T-shirt and no shoes, and he was facing Sexy-Butt in the center of the ring. Sexy-Butt, on the other hand, had loose sweats on with a long-sleeve workout shirt. Constantine was sitting on a chair on the outside of the ring. They all stopped when I approached.

“I was planning to let you rest through Bartholomew’s session before calling you up.” Constantine was being nice. Now I was worried.

“Couldn’t sleep. I can come back if you’d like.” I guessed I could always go back upstairs and watch TV.

“Don’t be silly. You’re here; let’s get busy. I assume you both have met, based on the number of warnings.” Constantine looked between Officer Sexy-Butt and me.

“Yeah, I guess.” That was a way to put it.

“Good. We can skip the introductions. Eric is our resident martial arts expert and local wizard.” Great. He was a martial arts expert on top of being a wizard.

“Wait. Why can’t you stop those lunatics?” I was pissed. All this time I had been running around, and he had been doing nothing.

“First, I’m a police officer above all. I cannot act on behalf of the order and be a cop. Those two things should never cross. And since nobody has made a public report about those psychos, I can’t even enforce the law. So thank you!” He was actually mad at me. As if this were my fault.

“Hey, this is not my fault. What was I supposed to do? File a report that witches are taking people in Texarkana? I already filed one for Bob, and you see how well that turned out. Have you found my friend yet?” I was ready for a fight, and sexy little Eric made for a great target.

“Enough, you two. This is childish. We all know these witches are dangerous and somehow are always ahead of us. Fighting one another is not going to solve this mess. Stop it.” Constantine didn’t raise his voice when he spoke. He looked like a king on his throne. “Now, let’s review what we know calmly. There are at least five witches in town and at least half a dozen missing people. What else?” Constantine had taken his teacher’s voice again.

“They have a way of making men do whatever they want.” I was not happy about that.

“Most women have that effect on men, Isis.” Constantine was not amused.

“Not like that. It’s something different. The one holding the gun on me said she was surprised that Angelito had any sense left.” I walked over to the edge of the mat and sat down. Bartholomew started stretching in the middle of the mat while Sexy Eric did push-ups. I could hit him.

“Could be a love potion or a mind-control spell.” How was he talking so normal in between push-ups? He wasn’t even winded. I refused to stare, but he was at twenty in less than thirty seconds.

“We got mind control, kidnapped people, and a coven on the loose in town.” Constantine was talking out loud.

“And very powerful. The last spell they threw left a hole the size of a basketball on a truck,” Bartholomew said, finally joining the conversation.

“OK, I know nothing about witches and spells, but doesn’t it take time to become so powerful? These witches looked like they were in their teens, or maybe early twenties.” 

Constantine and Sexy-Butt Eric both stopped and looked at each other.

“OK, what am I missing?”

“Is it possible?” Eric asked Constantine, uncertain.

“Is what possible? What’s going on?” Oh thank you, Bartholomew. At least I wasn’t the only lost one.

“They’re stealing the years out of people.” Constantine looked devious when he said it.

“Yeah, still lost. What does that mean?” It was way too early for all this cryptic madness.

“Oh, wow. That explains why the bodies we found did not match their ages when they died.” Even Bartholomew had figured this out. But it didn’t make sense. That wasn’t possible.

“Please tell me you’re kidding. They’re not making themselves younger by stealing people’s souls. Are they?” My stomach was turning in knots. I wanted to throw up.

“Not just younger. They’re making themselves immortal. Humankind’s greatest fear is death. They found a way to cheat Death and not age.” We all stood in silence, staring at Constantine. “Death is going to be mad when she finds out.”

“Oh, great. Now what do we do?” My job really sucked.

“We still need to find them before the equinox. Their powers will be greater on that day. With all the witches celebrating around the world, the energy will be easy to tap.” Thank you, Constantine, for stating the obvious. “Right now you need to train. You suck at hand-to-hand combat.” 

He was so evil. I groaned in protest. “Thank you for reminding me. I’m sorry about Bumblebee.” Before I could finish my sentence, I looked over my shoulder. Bumblebee was parked in its usual spot. “How did you get it back?”

“I got people,” Constantine said very smoothly.

“Do your people ever sleep?” When they did get it there?

“Isis, dear, I can’t reveal all my secrets.” Of course not. There was no way Constantine was ever going to spill the beans.

“Can we start now? I need to check some things out at work.” I had totally forgotten Sexy-Butt was always on duty. I wondered why he wasn’t a detective. Maybe that was against some witch code.

“Yes, we’re wasting time. Bartholomew, start going through your drills with Eric. Isis, warm up on the rower and then the punching bags.” Constantine was back in drill-sergeant mode, so there was no way to argue.

I was fully awake and decided to jump on the treadmill first. Five minutes of brisk walking had my blood pumping. My warm-up went fairly quickly. By the time Bartholomew was done with his drills, I had completed a full circuit of push-ups, pull-ups, and squats. I had been told it took the body less than two weeks to start toning. After years of conditioning, exercises were another form of muscle memory. I was slowly finding my rhythm again. It probably helped that I was drinking those weird shakes as well.

Bartholomew and I switched places. He went to work on the bike, and I walked to the mat. Hand-to-hand combat was the one thing I had avoided in the military. Sexy Eric was bouncing on the balls of his feet. He looked strong but flexible. I was going to die.

“We’re going to start with some self-defense, OK?” Eric sounded just like Constantine, with that teacher’s tone. “I’m going to throw a few punches, you need to block them.” He looked at me, and I nodded.

Eric threw a couple of fast punches and a jab. I managed to get hit each time and didn’t block a single one.

“Oh, wow. You are really bad at this.” He actually sounded sorry for me. “Weren’t you in the army?”

“Yes, but I was in the band. Why does everyone keep forgetting that I’m a musician?” 

Eric stopped and actually looked at me. It was as if he had never noticed me before. “I though all of Death’s interns were notorious killing machines.” 

Great. I was making the interns look bad.

“Sorry to disappoint you. But this is day four for me, and no, I’m not some crazy assassin. God, I still haven’t read the manual.” I sounded so pitiful.

Eric gave me the strangest look. “You are not what I expected.” That was a common phrase lately for me. “How about we start from the basics and work our way up?” 

I had no idea what that meant, but it sounded better than getting beaten up. “Please, let’s do that.” I was too lost to care. I needed help, and it seemed Sexy Eric was our new kung fu master.

Two hours later, I was sore in places I didn’t knew I had muscles in. Eric showed me the correct way to throw a punch, the proper stances for kicks, and how to block. I spent most of my time on the defensive, dodging and backing up. We went through drills of kicking and punching over and over. I had underestimated the amount of energy and concentration it took to fight. At one point, he had me in a headlock with the intent to teach me how to get away. I managed to knock us both on the floor, but I was still trapped. Constantine was very proud of my progress. I wasn’t sure what he was talking about; I still couldn’t block fast enough.

By the time Constantine walked Eric out, I was on the floor, staring at the ceiling. My clothes were covered in sweat, and I couldn’t move a muscle. I looked like a hot mess. I heard Constantine thank Eric and mention something about seeing him Saturday. I hoped it wasn’t this Saturday. I doubted I would be able to walk by then.

I was still staring at the ceiling when Constantine came over and glared down at me. Trust me—it will scare the hell out of you to have a talking cat three inches from your eyeballs.

“Wake up.” 

I couldn’t help it. I jumped. He was way too close not to be scary. I sat up, staring down at him. Constantine looked as if he were smiling at me. The nerve of that cat. He was devious.

“I’m up. No need to yell.”

“Who said I was yelling? Good job today, Isis. In a few weeks, you’ll be able to defend yourself in a fight.” Constantine sounded really sure of himself.

“Sure, if those witches don’t kill me first.” At the rate they were going, that could happen sooner rather than later.

“Stop being so dramatic.”

“Constantine, you know I’m right. If Bartholomew hadn’t showed up last night, they probably would have killed me.”

“But he did show up. What’s your point?” Constantine sat down next to me and did his Sphinx pose.

“He could have been hurt.” I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.

“We’re in this together, remember?” Bartholomew had walked over from his practice area.

“This is really dangerous.” I was pleading, but they just looked at each other.

“We work for Death. It comes with the territory. Good news—your order is here.” Bartholomew looked like a kid on Christmas morning. He enjoyed changing the topic.

“See, things are looking up. You got presents. I need to make a few calls. You need to stop by the Cave tonight.” 

I had no idea what Constantine was talking about. This Cave thing sounded sketchy.

Constantine headed upstairs without an explanation while Bartholomew and I headed toward the shooting range. Three large crates were lined up against the wall. Bartholomew made his way toward the first one and popped the lid. A couple of new M16s were inside the crate, with sights and extra magazines. I really didn’t want to kill anyone, but I was really tired of getting beaten up.

“Are you sure you’re not an arms dealer?” It was hard not to smile at Bartholomew.

He took a bow and smiled.

“Nice job.”

“Thank you. I got extra ammo. If these witches are as strong as we think they are, bullets might not stop them. At least the effort will take its toll, especially if shot from multiple angles.” 

I had asked Bartholomew to research special ammo. I wasn’t sure what damage this would do, but we needed all the help we could get. Bartholomew proceeded to show me the rest of the goods. He was good.


CHAPTER 23

The morning flew by, and I wasn’t sure what we had gotten done. I tested every weapon Bartholomew had ordered. I ensured the sights for all the guns were accurate and that I could handle each one. I was out of my league with spells and one-on-one combat, but at least I knew I could handle an assault rifle. I was tired of bringing knives to gun fights, as they said in Texas. To make things legit, Bartholomew sent the paper work for my concealed gun permit. While everyone in Texas had guns, I didn’t want to go to jail for hiding mine.

After my intense weapons session, Bartholomew and I went over maps of Texarkana. For a small town, this place was really spread out. There were too many weird buildings to hide people and just odd locations. We didn’t have time to go door to door. Downtown was looking like the best setting, out of the way and with some abandoned locations. I was not too happy about searching any of them alone. Bartholomew suggested asking Sexy-Butt, a.k.a. Officer Eric, for help. At this rate, I would take any help I could get.

Constantine was working his magic to get me into the Cave. I still had no idea what that was, but I wanted to find Angelito before I headed out. Thursdays at Abuelita’s was still the weekday special, and we only served dinner. Doors were opened at 4:00 p.m., so I knew Abuelita would be at the shop already. Angelito normally showed up by three thirty. I had at least an hour to get some info from Abuelita before he showed up, and then I could nail that lazy bum. I couldn’t believe he had set me up.

I pulled up to Abuelita’s, and this time I parked in the back. I didn’t want anyone seeing Bumblebee. I also didn’t want anyone blowing it up. I was sure Constantine would turn me to Swiss cheese if something happened to his ride. Life was not fair when a cat had a better car than I did. I was not normally an angry person, but every time I thought about the Whale, thoughts of vengeance filled my mind. I really wanted to shake the hell out of those witches.

“Hi, Abuelita,” I shouted even before I walked into the building. I wasn’t scheduled to work, so I didn’t want to scare her to death. Or worse, have her shoot me.

“Oh, Isis, what are you doing here?” Yeah, huge blessing I yelled. Abuelita was pointing the shotgun directly at me.

“I was looking for Angelito and wanted to check up on you. Are you OK?” 

Abuelita was like a rock—nothing could disturb her strength. Today she looked haggard. Older than ever, and even her normally tight hair was out of place. Not messy, but with hair falling out of the bun.

She took a deep breath and looked around. “Well, when you see him, you tell him I need to talk to him.”

“You haven’t seen him? Abuelita, you live in the same house with that boy. How is that possible?” I had never been to their house, so I had no idea if you could miss a person in the same space. With Abuelita being so overly protective, I figured she would be in his room checking on him.

“Isis, I have no idea what’s going on. He’s gone by the time I come in, or comes back by the time I fall asleep. I hardly see him. Today he texted me again, saying that he has things going on and can’t come in. Something is not right.” Abuelita was crying. A very intimidating thing to do when you’re holding a shotgun with one hand and a large metal spoon with the other.

I walked slowly over to her. I had no idea what to say, so I did the only thing I could think of. I hugged her.

“I’m sorry, Abuelita. I’m sure he’s OK.” I wanted him to be OK. I hoped that counted as the truth.

“Isis, you’re a horrible liar. But thank you, dear. I needed that.” With another pat on the back, she let me go. Abuelita put the shotgun down and started mixing her pot.

I took a deep breath and dropped my head. “I think Angelito is messing around with the witches.” I blurted it out before I could stop myself.

Abuelita stopped and stared at me. That was a lot of eye contact to handle from one intense lady. “Are you sure?”

“Kind of. He mentioned that his girl hangs out with the biker gang in town. It just so happens that our sweet local coven is a biker gang. I don’t know how involved he is.” 

I was worried about Abuelita’s reaction, but she squared her shoulders and looked focused. “Well, that explains things better. I should have known something wasn’t normal. That boy doesn’t fall that hard for anyone. He’s way too selfish for that. We might need to fix this.” I had no idea what “fix this” meant, but I felt bad for the witches. Abuelita’s look promised it wasn’t going to be pretty.

“Do I want to know what you’re planning to do?”

“Nothing to worry about, dear. Nothing dangerous—not yet. I do need to go home and pick up a few things of his. Do you mind watching the restaurant? My cousin is coming in to help out, but not till four o’clock. I’ll be right back.” That was a rhetorical question, since she was heading toward the door before I had time to agree. Abuelita gave me one last wink, and she was out the door.

Great. Now I was stuck at work. I wasn’t dressed in my normal Abuelita’s clothes. I had khaki cargo pants and a gray T-shirt. If Abuelita was jumpy, I was paranoid. I had pepper spray, a Taser, two pairs of butterfly knives, and keys in my pants pocket. If someone was jumping me today, they were going down hard. I refused to unload anything from my pockets, but I couldn’t just sit there doing nothing. My hair was in a ponytail, so I decided to at least wrap it in a messy bun.

Nothing was set up for the dinner crowd. Chairs had to be set down from the tables. Silverware needed to be wrapped in napkins and plates pulled out from the dishwasher. In other words, everything needed to be set up quickly. I was praying that her cousin would show up soon, but I wasn’t holding my breath for that one. Abuelita’s family were never on time for anything. They would be the ones to be late to their own funeral.

Abuelita was true to her word. She was back in less than forty minutes. I was still busy setting up the place when she entered the kitchen with an armful of stuff. I gave her a quick glance, and I was sure she had a teddy bear under her arm. I hoped she wasn’t planning on sacrificing the poor thing.

“Isis, my cousin called. She’s running late. Do you mind covering till she gets here?”

“Sure thing, Abuelita. I just need to be home early, but I can cover.” No need to get mad; I should have seen this coming. Between the nieces, the cousin, and Angelito, no wonder Abuelita thought I was amazing. They made me look good—they were totally irresponsible. That was the reason they never worked the weekend shift.

My body went on autopilot as I thought about Abuelita this weekend. I was feeling guilty for leaving her alone. Unfortunately, if I didn’t do my main job, a lot of people were going to end up dead. It had been a while since the result of my job was death. It was an odd feeling. I wasn’t sure whether I was happy about it or disturbed. By the time 4:00 p.m. rolled around, I was completely depressed with my own thoughts.

I went over to the kitchen to check on Abuelita before opening the restaurant. On the far stove, she had a small pot boiling. It actually looked like a small cauldron. I had no idea what she was doing, but she was whispering who knows what into the cauldron.

I cleared my throat for her benefit. “Abuelita, are we ready to open?”

“Yes, dear. Please get the door. Beans are ready to set in the front area.” Abuelita’s voice was distant, almost muffled with a weird accent. Not Spanish, but almost Cajun. Her loose hairs were staring to flow in their own invisible air current. That was way too much for me. I did a quick U-turn and headed back to the dining area.

The last thing I needed was for Abuelita to go all Exorcist on me. If her head started spinning, I was out that door so fast, I could break Olympic records. I was not as brave as I hoped. I almost ran to the door to get away. I was totally distracted because I missed Gabe standing on the other side. By the time I noticed, I had jumped five feet off the ground in pure horror. Abuelita didn’t even notice.

“Isis, I’m so sorry. I thought you saw me.” Gabe was holding my arms, trying to steady me.

“No, it’s my fault, Gabe. I’m totally spacing out. Please come in.” 

Gabe was still holding me when I flipped the door sign to Open. “Are you sure you’re OK?” He was examining me very carefully. I probably looked pale.

“Yeah, I’m good. Thanks.”

“OK, then.” Gabe stepped away from me and was heading toward his seat at the bar when a thought crossed my mind.

“Hey, Gabe, could I ask you a quick question? I’m not sure if you could answer me. You wouldn’t happen to know where Bob is located?” I was hoping he was getting my meaning.

“We see and hear things.”

I might as well ask. “Could you help me?” 

“We’re not allowed to intervene in the affairs of man. We watch and report. We preserve free will.” Well, so much for divine intervention.

“Great. Love free will.” I knew I sounded sarcastic. “Could you at least tell me if they’re in heaven?”

“I can at least give you that one. Nope, they are not. Watch your back, Isis. They’re dangerous, with complete disregard for others.” Gabe smiled and patted my arm.

“Thanks, Gabe.” At least he wasn’t trying to kill me. I needed all the help I could get. Too bad the only ones playing fair were the angels. Too bad the witches didn’t mind influencing people. By the way Abuelita was acting, she knew exactly what was going on.

Well, at least I had tried. Gabe took his seat, and I went about my business. By the time Abuelita’s cousin showed up, it was close to seven o’clock. I was tired and smelled like Mexican food again. The place was running smoothly, and my guilt was gone. She could close up for Abuelita.

I needed a shower and a new set of clothes before heading out to this Cave place. I hoped Constantine was ready to give me more details. Good deed for the day done. I had no idea what Abuelita was brewing in the back, and I was too chickenshit to ask. I planned to check back with her later.


CHAPTER 24

It was not a good sign that Constantine let me dress myself tonight. Neither he nor Bartholomew said much about my outfit. I definitely looked like a skater kid. The only thing I wasn’t wearing was a hoodie, but I did braid my hair. No need to pretend and fake being anything else; I was heading toward the Cave. The Cave, no other than the devil’s club. Not just any devil or demon, but the Prince of Deception himself. I was going to Lucifer’s club. Great. From angel to the devil, this day was getting better and better.

I had a million questions running through my head. The only one Constantine answered was that the devil owned clubs. The cave was one of many. It was technically not in Texarkana, but a door was opening there tonight. Constantine had pulled some strings to get me an audience with the prince himself. Wow, what a guy. Constantine needed to stop doing me favors. Favors like that were going to get me stuck in hell, literally. The good news was that according to Constantine, the Cave was not in hell, so I could leave. Who needs enemies when you have Constantine around?

The Cave was by invitation only. Only those who knew where to go could find it, and only those with permission could get in. Constantine’s instructions said the entrance was at the Broad Street Park. I had been to this park before, and it wasn’t technically a park. It was in the middle of downtown on Broad Street. One of the old buildings had collapsed, so they gutted the space, left a semi-storefront entrance, planted a few trees, put in a small brick stage and great landscaping with picnic tables, and called it a park. The space had no roof and was open at both ends. To make things even more interesting, the park was less than a block away from the county’s correctional facility.

Either the devil had a sick sense of humor, or this club was really small. I was to walk in, head toward the back of the park, and give my card to the bouncer at the door. On a Thursday night in September, downtown Texarkana should be pretty calm. The Perot Theater was not having a show, so I found a parking space right in front of the park. Constantine had said to take no weapons. I left everything in Bumblebee, including my wallet. All I took was my lip gloss.

I had Constantine’s reference card in my hand. The park was dead, but according to Constantine, I was looking for a bouncer in the back. I walked in as if I belonged and headed toward the back. The little park was not that long, and I reached the back in less than a minute. I stood ten steps from the back entrance and waited. September nights were getting cool, so I was glad I was wearing a long-sleeve shirt under my T-shirt. I crossed my arms, trying to be patient. Without a word, a six-foot-tall black guy materialized from the shadows. I saw him out of the corner of my eye. Even knowing he would show up, it was creepy. The man was handsome, with great definition everywhere.

“I was wondering if I missed the party.” I stepped up to the bouncer and handed him my card. I was pretty sure I was holding a black square on both sides, but when he flipped it over, it had a gold paw in the middle. I didn’t know if the bouncer was impressed, but I was. Constantine had skills.

“The guardian sent you. Interesting. Hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to need to search you.” The bouncer put the card in his front pocket and signaled for me to turn around. I was always the poor victim at the airport who always got searched, so I knew the drill.

I extended my arms and spread my legs wide. For a big guy, the bouncer was quick and light on his feet. The search took less than thirty seconds. He inspected my lip gloss very carefully. He looked disappointed when he realized it was only lip gloss. What was he expecting, a blade in there?

“I don’t need to remind you this is a business establishment, and we don’t want any trouble.” Sure he didn’t. The look in his eyes was murderous. He was ready for me to start something.

“Of course. I’m just here to talk.” 

He gave me a look almost like the Rock before a wrestling match. I wasn’t sure if I was going to make it out alive.

The bouncer inclined his chin. He walked over to the wall on his right and pulled over a velvety curtain. This was where I walked faith. My rational mind kept telling me I was going to smack my face into a wall. My intuition said to trust Constantine. If I died, Constantine was going down. Without looking back, I stepped through the velvety curtain and went through the wall. The place was pitch black.

“Watch your step, and hold on to the rail while going down the stairs.” Those were the last words I heard the bouncer say as the curtain fell back in place. So down the dark stairs it was. I went down twelve, maybe thirteen steps before I reached another velvety curtain. Before my eyes could adjust, the curtain was pulled open for me. I stood frozen in place. I wasn’t sure what to expect, but this was not it.

The Cave was definitely underground, but it was not a Cave. It was a cross between Ricky Martin’s club in “Living la Vida Loca,” the Jennifer Lopez and Pitbull club scene from “On the Floor,” and Cirque du Soleil, all in one. Crystal chandeliers hung strategically around the club. On a stage at the far wall, a full band was playing their hearts out. Balconies were filled with people on either side of the stage, with a pit in front of the band. Dancers were suspended from cages, cables, and even small platforms scattered through the club. If the United Nations needed a postcard, this place had everyone represented.

“Good evening, intern. Should I escort you? He’s expecting you.” 

Wow. I was betting the devil recruited at GQ for his staff. The bouncer next to me was breathtaking, just like the first one. I had to swallow a few times to get my thoughts in order.

“Yes, thank you. That would be great.” 

GQ smiled at me and led the way. “First time? Don’t worry; you get used to it.” I wasn’t sure how, but GQ’s voice sounded like a purr in my ear. It was crystal clear even with the music pounding. I had to admit, the devil had a killer DJ.

I wasn’t sure if the bouncer did it on purpose, but it appeared we were taking the scenic route. Everyone stared at me as I passed. I was hoping it was because I was the only one fully dressed. If Shooters had tons of half-naked girls, in this place they were just naked. They even had full samba dancers in their full outfits. Nobody needed beer googles in this place; these people were beautiful.

GQ led us up a staircase to the left of the stage to an empty balcony. At least it looked empty as I approached. 

At the top of the circular staircase, I got a full view of the balcony. Unlike most theater balconies, this one was set up to look at the whole club, not just the stage. To the left, a pair of Victorian-looking chairs were facing the stage. To the right, a very black leather couch was by a wall, facing the opposite way. I was sure it was custom made, and it was huge.

“Your Highness, she is here,” GQ said to a man on the couch. He was dimly lit, and I wasn’t sure what to expect.

“Thank you, Adam. You can leave us.” 

Adam gave me one last look that screamed I’m watching you, and then he walked back downstairs. Honestly. As if I could kill the devil.

“Well, well, this is a pleasant surprise. Normally it takes interns at least a few months before they venture down my path.”

I was speechless and probably drooling. I got a full view of the devil as he walked around the couch. The devil was hot. OK, not just hot. We’re talking Brat Pitt in Interview with the Vampire sexy hot. He was blond with piercing blue eyes, and he was wearing the best Armani suit I had ever seen a man pull off. This was not happening to me. How was this possible? 

“Has anyone ever told you it’s not polite to stare?”

“Are you serious? I mean, I’m sorry. OK, I think I’m lost. Who are you again?” I was sure Constantine had given me the wrong directions. Where were his horns, red skin, and tail? This was not my idea of the devil.

He actually laughed at me. He even had a sexy laugh. No wonder Christianity was losing the recruitment battle. Jesus was portrayed with sandals and messy hair, and here was the devil, straight out of Cosmo. That wasn’t fair.

“Now, Isis, do you really not know?” He walked over to one of the chairs and sat down, drink in hand.

“You’re not what I was expecting.” That was the honest truth. Was he really the devil?

“Blunt and brutally honest. I like that. But you’re right. I guess I’m not, considering your boss is whatever people have envisioned. I can see why you’re surprised. I’m a little vainer. The horns and flames got old after a while. Besides, horrible for business. Nobody wants any of that.” A capitalist devil. My day was getting better by the minute.

“I can only imagine. But I won’t take too much of your time. I just have a few questions.” This place was a sensory overload, and I needed to get out before I did something stupid. Like actually want to stay.

“Of course you do, dear. What are you going to give me in return?”

“Give you? Give you…like what?” I was going to strangle Constantine for not explaining this better.

“Knowledge is power, and you know people tend to die for power.” He was caressing his drink as he spoke.

“Sorry, death is out of the question. House rule. I can’t kill anyone, and I’m sure that includes me.” I was definitely not making a deal with the devil.

“Oh, really? You might need to share that rule with some of your peeps. But no, I was thinking something more enjoyable.” The devil’s eyes ran down the length of my body. I was sure I was blushing, but I was not going to look away. I could do arrogant with the best of them.

“What do you have in mind?” I crossed my arms over my chest and waited. I was not going to volunteer for anything. Constantine had said to let him spell things out. Don’t fill in blanks, or I would not get a straight answer.

“Defiant. Death made an interesting choice with you. Some entertainment. How about a dance-off? It is a club, after all.” The devil was playing with me. Great. A dance-off didn’t sound so bad.

“Fine.” I hadn’t gone all the way down there for nothing.

“That’s the spirit, dear. On the main stage, of course. Oh, be careful with the competition. They fight dirty.” He sounded mischievous.

I walked back down the staircase and headed to the main stage without looking back. I was met by a pair of tough-looking chicks at the edge of the stage.

“Song?” a bad chick with crazy, spiky pink hair asked me. Her twin had spiky blue hair. At least they were wearing clothes, even if they were see through. Oh, I got to pick my own funeral anthem. Great.

“Chris Brown’s ‘Look at Me Now.’” If I was going to die, I was to do it my way.

They both smiled and walked to the DJ. I made my way up on the stage. Of course, like every horrible dream most people had, the entire place was dead, and still everyone was staring at me. The devil leaned down over his balcony and smiled as Chris’s lyrics started. “You can’t hate from outside the club. You can’t even get in.” I figured he would appreciate the reference. He did.

The music started, and I let the beat and the flow take me. The acoustics in this place were mind blowing. I closed my eyes and went down my own routine. I moved from shoulder rolls to butterflies to Chris’s own moves. I had been twerking before Miley knew the meaning of the word. It didn’t hurt that I had spent months memorizing the routine to this song. I could have given Chris Brown a run for his money here. Of course, shaking my ass and flaunting my moves was too easy—dancing came natural to me. To make things interesting, the devil added a few sword-waving, dancing ninjas. I hated ninjas.

“Poles!” I yelled at the DJ. With a wink, I had stripper poles rising from the floor. My upper-body strength might have sucked, but I had a hell of a roundhouse. Only in a place like this would the stage have been stocked with stripper poles ready for the calling.

This was my show, and I wasn’t going down that easily. I timed my moves to Busta Rhymes’s lyrics and slammed my opponents with a kick to the chest. The crowd went wild. I slid to the left and then back to the right, ending with a Matrix bend to avoid the blade over my head. I just needed to survive this song—all four minutes of it. I was doing great at avoiding the swords, sliding down the poles, and throwing kicks. My boy Lil Wayne came on, so it was time to shut this mess down. I moon danced to the side and grabbed one of the silk ropes from the ceiling. I wrapped my arms around the silk, took a leap off the stage, spun around, and kicked one of the ninjas in the face. I wasn’t planning to kill anyone, but I was winning this contest. I released the silk, did a quick roll back to the center, and twerked the rest of the song off. I was sweating to death, but I was still standing.

Why weren’t those witches challenging me to a dance-off? I got this! The crowd was going nuts, and the devil was smiling. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. He gave me a bow, and I hopped off the stage. I wasn’t planning to push my luck. I took the stairs two at a time.

“Impressive. I did not see that coming.” The devil was smiling a very dangerous smile. He handed me a drink, which I really wanted since I was parched.

“No, thank you, sir.” Constantine had said not to drink from any open container.

“Of course. I’m sure Constantine gave you the warming.” I just smiled. “How about a bottle of water? Not open.” Could you trust the devil? He probably read the look on my face. “I’m still a business owner. If people can’t trust the water, they’ll stop coming.” He was a true capitalist.

“I’ll take the water. So what should I call you?” 

He handed me a bottle and gave me the most innocent smile. “Call me Jake.”

I almost spit my water. “So, Jake. Jake? Really?” 

“I’ve always liked the name Jacob. So much history behind it.” Oh yeah, he was arrogant to the core.

“Fair enough. So tell me, Jake, are the witches working for you?” I was too tired to play any more games.

“Sorry, Isis. Not mine.”

“What?” All that work for nothing. “Are you sure?” If they weren’t his, who were they working for it?

“They’re independent.” Was he reading my mind? “Besides, killing a bunch of people in my name doesn’t get me anything. Those souls would go straight to heaven, most of them as martyrs. Do I look like I want to help the competition?” He was definitely all about business.

“Are they killing in hell?” I was praying they weren’t. I really didn’t want to go there.

“I wish they were. We have a score to settle. I don’t enjoy losing souls to wannabes. Half of their victims were coming to me anyways. Not anymore.” 

Oh, I had totally forgot about that part. He was not a happy camper.

“You know, you could have sent Constantine a text instead of making me do all that work.” This was truly a waste of my time.

“I could have. But I wanted to meet you. Besides, now you’ve earned your own right to be here. That’s a huge thing. Not everyone can come to one of my clubs. And as long as you’re not blowing up the place, you’re welcome—both for business and pleasure.” He handed me a black card. Unlike the paw Constantine’s had, mine had stick figures dancing. That was too cool, because they moved as you moved the card. I couldn’t help but smile.

“Thanks, I think. Not sure when my boss will give me time.”

“You do have a very jealous boss. I would hate to incur the wrath of Death.” The wrath of Death—I had never thought about that before. “Come back soon, Isis.”

“Hopefully not too soon.” I waved at Jake and took off. That was way too much for one night for me. I needed to leave before somebody else tried to challenge me. Jake gave me another devious smile before I walked away. 


CHAPTER 25

There was a heavy pressure on my chest, and I was struggling to breathe. My eyelids flew open when a wet thing touched my nose. A pair of huge eyeballs was inches from my face.

“Holy Jesus Christ! What is going on?” I screamed.

“It’s six a.m., and you’re late for practice.” He sat back on his back legs and looked down at me, very king-like—which meant he was not happy.

“I had a long day. Remember, you sent me to see the devil.” I tried to cover my mouth as I yawned. It was way too early for this. I wanted more sleep.

“That was yesterday. Today is Friday, and we have things to do. Get. Up.” Constantine was an evil overlord. Why anyone didn’t believe me?

“OK, OK. Just remember, if I fall down, I warned you.” I was sure if I fell down, the only thing Constantine was going to do was laugh at me.

“You got five minutes. Eric is already downstairs.” Constantine hopped off the bed and was heading out before I could speak. I had thought Eric was not supposed to be back till next week. Great. Another beating, before breakfast.

Sleep was out of the question after Constantine had scared me to death. My heart was still racing, and I was wide awake. I really wanted to skip practice, but I doubted I had an option. I forced myself out of bed and shuffled to the bathroom. After quickly brushing my teeth, I got dressed in a pair of yoga pants and a tank top. My hair was a hot mess, so I pulled it up in a quick bun. It wasn’t as if I could impress Sexy-Butt downstairs. He was turning more into Sour-Face.

By the time I made it to the gym area, I was ready to battle. I was expecting Bartholomew to be doing his drills with Eric and Constantine giving orders. Instead, all three were gathered around one of the bench tables. Bartholomew was sitting on the floor, Constantine on the bench, and Eric was in a squat. I shook my head. He could even do those well. That boy really sucked. I sneaked behind them to find them staring at a laptop.

“What are you three looking at?” I was praying it wasn’t porn and I would have to kill Eric and Constantine.

“You! Nice moves, Isis. I didn’t know you had it in you.” 

I had no idea what Constantine was talking about till I focused on the screen. By God, I wished they were watching porn now. It was a video feed of me doing last night’s dance-off.

“Ouch, that looked painful. Nice round-house, Isis.” Bartholomew looked very impressed.

“I’m actually impressed. An intern who got information without killing anyone. How did you know the devil would have poles at the club?” Eric had stood up and was giving me his undivided attention. I was sure I liked it better when he ignored me. His intensity was overwhelming.

“He’s the devil. If he didn’t have stripper poles, nobody else should. How did you get a copy of that?”

“Is all over YouTube.” Bartholomew’s matter-of-fact voice was scarier than Constantine’s.

“Oh, God. That’s out there for the whole world to see?” I prayed I would get hit by lightning.

“Only for the supernatural world. This is a private channel.” Bartholomew was still not helping.

“That’s a relief. At least my godmother won’t see it.” I was pretty sure they had missed my sarcasm, since they all looked way too happy. “That was not helpful. The supernatural community, from what I’ve seen, is huge. Did I mention huge? And I don’t even know who’s in it.”

“Stop overreacting, Isis. It wasn’t like you made a fool of yourself. If you had lost, that would have been embarrassing. All you needed was to drop the mic.” That was the first compliment Eric had ever given me.

“Thanks, but after all that, I didn’t get anything.”

“What do you mean?” I had Constantine’s full attention. “Did the devil not talk to you?”

“Oh, he talked to me. He just didn’t say anything useful. And he goes by Jake.”

“Imagine that. He has always been an arrogant one.” At least I knew Constantine was not a fan, or he didn’t like competition in the arrogant department. “Let’s hear it.” 

I took a deep breath before starting. “The witches are not his. In his terms—and I quote—they are wannabes. They are also not working out of hell.”

“That’s really good news. We really don’t want to go to hell. Well done, Isis.” 

Was I missing something, or had Constantine also given me a compliment? “OK, what’s going on? Why are you two being so nice to me?”

“I’m nice,” Bartholomew said, almost offended.

“You’re always nice, Bart. These two, not so much. What’s the deal?” I crossed my arms and faced them. I had my angry face on.

“Nothing’s going on. We’re just glad everything went well.” Constantine was way too quick for that to be the truth.

“I didn’t get much.”

“It’s like science. We’re eliminating everything that is not it so we can find what it is.” 

I tilted my head and stared at Constantine. Was he rambling? “We have no time for trial and error now. And thank you for destroying my illusions about science.” Great. Even science was failing me.

“Why do you think they call it practicing? Obviously, doctors have not perfected their craft.” Constantine was on a roll. I was never going to see a doctor the same way again.

“Constantine, stop playing with her. Just tell her. Most people try to outsmart the devil and end up losing their souls. Why didn’t you try to bargain with him?” Eric was calm as he spoke, but he was curious.

“Bargain with him? Was that even a choice? What could I possibly have that the devil might want?” The boys were officially losing their minds.

“You could owe him a favor for information.” Eric turned to face the screen again.

“A favor?” I was outraged. “If I had to owe him a favor for the crap he gave me, I probably would have killed him. Besides, it’s not like you could ever beat the devil at being cunning and deceiving.” I was young, but I was not stupid.

“That’s a very good insight. Not bad at all, Isis.” Constantine spoke with a hint of a smile and pride in his voice. They had not thought I would survive the trip.

“OK, if you were so worried I would lose my soul yesterday, why didn’t you tell me?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

“He’s a client. Every intern has to learn how to work with him. You managed pretty well and didn’t blow up the club. This is great for business.” Constantine was definitely proud.

“We need to work on our reputation. People are convinced I’m the plague. Or worse, a crusader.” I really didn’t want to get strip searched everywhere I went.

“That’s a pretty accurate description. Interns have a tendency for preemptive strikes and overkill.” Eric looked kind of bashful as he spoke.

“Basically, we’re a bunch of homicidal maniacs.” All three nodded in unison. “Great. That is just great. That explains why even the devil’s people were worried around me.”

“Everyone, let’s start practicing. I think we’ve been going at this all wrong. Instead of trying to fix your weaknesses, we need to maximize your strengths. Let’s skip the punches and make those kicks of yours killer.” Eric was a little too happy about that. I glanced at Constantine and Eric, and they both looked wicked. This was going to be painful.

“I love it. Bartholomew, start warming up. Isis, hit the mat.” All Constantine needed was a cigar, and he could be a mini Hannibal from the A-Team.

Resistance was futile with these boys. A week at this job, and I really missed my old life. Anyone who complained about having a boring life should take over mine. I watched Eric do a few warm-up stretches before stepping onto the mat. He was as limber as a gymnast. I had no idea how a person could be so graceful and hit so hard. While Eric was bent into a table pose, I stretched my thighs and calves.

“Is that all you’re stretching?” How did he notice from his side of the mat? Not only was he a contortionist, now the boy had eyes in the back of his head.

“Yeah. No need to overtire my muscles before starting. Whenever you’re ready.” Besides, I was going to get a beating regardless of how much I stretched. So why delay the inevitable?

At least I was not disappointed on the training. Eric’s sympathy level didn’t last long, and he proceeded to train me like a madman. I informed the overzealous crazy man that I was not training for the Olympics—just survival. I was not very concerned with form, but pure effectiveness.

After forty-five minutes of pure hell, my legs were shaky, and I was sure I was going to collapse. I had no grace, and I just limped off the mat. My legs were jelly. Between last night and this morning’s torture session, I was going to need Epsom salts and a bath.

“You look like hell, Isis,” Bartholomew casually said as handed me a bottle of water on his way to the mat. To add insult to injury, Eric didn’t even look tired. I really hated that boy.

“I love you too, Bart.” It was hard to be mad at Bartholomew. He was too damn cute. He was at that age right before boys hit puberty, where they still look sweet and innocent. Too bad they grow.

I was stretching on the floor when an idea hit me. “Hey, Bart, is this your computer?” 

Bartholomew was stretching his calves and looked over his shoulder. “Yeah. Do you need it?”

“Does it have a recording feature?”

“From Audacity to Wave Horizon are installed. Anything you need, should be in there.” 

Of course they would be. This was Bartholomew we were talking about.

“Awesome. Do you mind if I borrow it this morning?” I was eyeing his computer like a kid in a candy store.

“Sure thing. Let me know if you like it, and I’ll order you one this afternoon.” The look of shock must have been pretty obvious on my face. “I’m sure it’s in the budget.” He smiled and turned around to face Eric for his lesson.

“What are you thinking about, Isis?” Constantine had walked over to me and was eyeing me very suspiciously.

“Music and how to capture it.” I was still staring at the computer.

Constantine glanced at the computer and then back at me. “Your gift.” He raised an eyebrow, or whatever the equivalent was for cats, and gave me an evil grin.

“You’re right, Constantine. I can’t walk around with a flute and ask people to wait while I play. I need something readily available.” I needed to start thinking like a soldier—working smarter and not harder. Trial and error was going to get me killed if I wasn’t careful. “Do you think it would work?”

“Musical recordings have been causing people to kill themselves for years. I’m sure you can put a few to sleep without a problem.”

“How long does the gift normally last?” I needed a time frame to work with.

“It depends on the intern and the strength of your desire.” Constantine had his philosophical teacher face on.

“Perfect.” Maybe things were finally looking up for us.

“Perfect? What does that mean?” Constantine did not enjoy being puzzled.

“I only need to pour my soul into it for two minutes, tops. Then I can create a loop of it. As long as it plays, the people will sleep.” I loved technology.

“Not bad, Isis. You’re finally thinking like an Intern.” Constantine was actually smiling. “You’re going to be like the Pussycat Dolls in their video with Timbaland. ‘Wait a Minute, Girl.’” How did he do that? Constantine’s imitation skills were amazing. I shook my head.

“Imagine you liking a group named Pussycat.” Constantine smiled. “I’m going to finish my workout and then head upstairs. I still need to check out Sacred Heart today.” Constantine agreed and headed back to watch Bartholomew, shaking his tail. I was amazed he was still singing to himself. He even moved in sync. Unbelievable.

I wasn’t sure how long it was going to take me to do the recording and then the editing. The sooner I started, the safer I would feel. I also needed a few disposable players—I wasn’t planning to leave my phone everywhere. This whole business made me nervous. I wasn’t that crazy about a soundtrack, especially one that was going to knock people out.


CHAPTER 26

The next time I decided to pass out my business cards to people, I really should ask for names. I got a text from an Ana, who claimed to have info. First of all, who was Ana, and why didn’t Ana have a last name? I had enough issues with no-last-name Bob; I really didn’t want to add another to that list. Ana was an early riser, since the message was left at 7:00 a.m. By the time I finished trying to track down Ana, it was almost 10:00 a.m. Ana was scared and irrational. After lots of pleading, she agreed to meet.

I felt as if I were back in the army. I was doing a lot of “hurry and then wait.” I rushed my shower to meet Ana at the Salvation Army by 10:30 a.m. I was praying nobody would stop me. Bumblebee was packed like a small military convoy. After my last adventure, I was not taking any chances. I really didn’t want to kill anyone, but I had no issue seriously injuring people. Thoughts like that were probably the reason interns had such a bad reputation.

Downtown was pretty slow. I wasn’t sure where I was supposed to meet this Ana. She hadn’t stated if this meeting was on the street, inside the Salvation Army, or at a nearby building. Her directions were sketchy at best. I parked Bumblebee on the opposite side of the street and walked over. My stomach was growling so loud I was sure the dogs could hear it. I had forgotten to grab food again. I walked slowly toward the entrance; hopefully, the scary volunteer wasn’t on duty today.

“Psss—over here.” 

Anytime you hear a psss, you know it’s not a good sign. I stopped short of the door and turned around.

The mystery Ana with no last name was the girl from Randy Sam’s with the missing boyfriend. She was looking really rough. She was wearing the same clothes I had seen her in, but they were dirtier and ripped. Her hair looked as if she’d gotten hit by a Weed eater. I was starting to think I would be safer with the crazy volunteer. This was how being stuck in a horrible blind date felt. It was the moment after you realize you’re stuck and can’t run away.

“Hi, Ana. Are you OK?” That was the understatement of the century. But what else could I say? Hey there, you look like shit.

“There is a door. We need to avoid it.” 

Oh, wow. This was going from bad to worse very quickly. What in the world was she talking about?

“I’m sorry; what door?” This was nuts, but at least I sounded really sweet and nice.

Ana was looking over her shoulder. “The ghosts—they told me. Avoid the door. They’re coming for me.” OK, at least that explained why she looked like hell. I would look like death rolled over if ghosts were talking to me and Constantine wasn’t there to explain it. “You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”

“Oh no, sweetie. Trust me. After the week I’m having, I totally believe ghosts are talking to you. But there are a lot of doors around here. You might need to be more specific.” It would be really nice if they could give exact locations or better descriptions now. If they were going to get involved, the least they could do was be helpful and not just annoying.

“The golden door is coming at the lines crossing.” It was official: ghosts sucked.

“What does that mean?” I had a horrible feeling this was as much as I was going to get from little Ana.

“Oh, no. They’re here.” Ana was staring over my shoulder as if Death were walking behind me. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I slowly turned around. The last thing I needed was to get jumped again. There was nobody there, and by the time I looked back, Ana was running away.

For a fragile, crazed person, she could really haul ass. I had no idea what motivated me to do it, but I took off after her. I was probably safer in front of the building by Bumblebee. At least I was carrying the mace and Taser. Anything that came my way was going to be sorry.

Ana took a quick left at the end of the block. I was amazed her skinny legs could move so fast.

I pushed to a sprint and reached the end of the block just in time to see Ana get abducted by my favorite black van. I wasn’t sure if Ana tripped into the van or if they pulled her in. Ana was so occupied getting away from me that she didn’t even notice the people in front of her. The van didn’t even stop. They were rolling before the doors were closed.

“Dammit.” This was becoming a horrible pattern. I really wanted to choke the shit of out those witches. There was no sense in trying to chase them—by the time I reached Bumblebee, I would never find their trail. How could you hide a black van in Texarkana? There were not that many of those stupid things running around. An F-150—that was different story. But a twelve-passenger van? No way.

Time was running out. I headed back to Bumblebee. Another trip downtown that was a total waste of time and demoralizing. I was so consumed with self-loathing that I almost missed the man sitting on the hood of Bumblebee till it was too late. Bob’s friend from Beverly Park was having a picnic on Bumblebee. I placed my hand in my pocket, in case I needed to use the Taser.

“Comfy?” I was skipping this part of my report to Constantine.

“Not a bad place to be for a Friday morning in September.” The man wasn’t even looking at me. He looked pretty defiant. He was peeling an orange and dropping the skins on the street.

“That’s lovely.” I forced myself to calm down. It was not his fault I’d lost Ana. But he was still sitting on Bumblebee.

“There’s a big price for info on your pretty self, Ms. Isis.” 

I froze. I realized he wasn’t drunk today. I gave him my undivided attention.

“Is that why you’re here? To make some money?” If the underground community of Texarkana as well as the supernatural one was spying on me, I was screwed.

“Hell no, girl. Those crazy bitches took Bob, and more are missing. We’re not cattle. They can’t push us around.” The man was pissed. He spit the seeds of his orange for pure emphasis.

“Why are you here?” I was a little nervous.

“Payback.” 

I wasn’t expecting that answer. “You want payback? Really? You came to me.” He obviously had not seen me fight.

“You’re friends with Bob, and you had some really gangster issues with those bitches. We heard they been beating you up, and here you are, still asking questions.” The little man was eyeing me up and down. If Constantine had been there, he would have approved. “You have guts, little girl.”

“That or I’m just dumb.” Honestly speaking, this wasn’t about the job anymore. I really hated those witches.

“This is our town. We refuse to be run off.” The man noticed my confused look. “The underground citizens of Texarkana stay out of trouble, and the community is good to us. We’re planning to keep it that way.”

“That’s a good plan. So why are you here?” It was way too early to have philosophy discussions about Texarkana. We needed to get to the point.

“You need help.” He said that with a smile, as if it should answer all the world’s problems. Maybe I needed to start doing drugs, because some people made no sense to me.

“OK, continue.” Why did I always had to pry the information out of people?

“Ms. Isis, you need eyes and ears in this town. I’m your man.”

“You’re here to offer your services, no questions asked? I could be a cop or some crazy nut on a vendetta.” People were not this trusting.

“I confirmed you’re friends with Bob. Bob is a good man. He helped others and never let anyone be abused. You bring Bob back, we can be square. A friend of Bob is my friend.” He looked sad as he mentioned Bob’s name. He didn’t believe there was any hope for Bob.

“We’ll bring him back. We just need to find these witches by tomorrow at sunset. Can you help me with that?” We had a common goal.

“With pleasure.” A devious smile spread over his face.

“What do I call you? Unless you’re cool with Bob’s Friend.”

“Shorty.” Well, that was fitting. And again, no last name. The underground community could all be pop stars with this one-name thing.

“OK, Shorty, you know I need help. What do you know about this group?” I was a ready to test this new informant thing.

“They got money and connections all over the city. They have infiltrated most nonprofits to get info on the underground.” Shorty started cleaning his nails with a pocketknife.

“That explains why they can find people and pick the ones nobody notices.” Damn, they were organized and smart. No wonder ninja-intern hadn’t found them. He had underestimated them.

“They also move all the time. They’re never at one location more than a night, maybe two. They have big muscles with them.”

“Shorty, are you sure you want to get involved? Everyone who talks to me goes missing. You said it yourself about Bob.” I really didn’t want to add Shorty to this list.

“Ms. Isis, nobody’s safe anymore. A gypsy came from New York yesterday. The same thing happened there. All they found were dried-up bones. He left town.” Wow, I really had underestimated the underground community. They had a better communication system than the gossips on Facebook.

“That’s right. Nobody’s safe, Shorty.” We stood in silence, staring at the Salvation Army. “Shorty, do you have a phone?”

“Obamacare, baby.” Shorty pulled a cell phone from his pocket. Blessings for government programs. If Bob had a phone, we could have used the GPS to track him. But no, he had to be a paranoid vet. I was going to strangle that man.

“Good. Here’s my number.” I handed him a card. “Save it in your phone, then burn the card. We don’t need anyone finding it on you.”

“Oh, nice. This is very Mission Impossible–like.” Shorty was easily amused.

“I would love for this to be simple.” I reached for my wallet. Shorty looked malnourished.

“Whatever you say, boss.” He was already busy programming his phone.

“Shorty, when was the last time you ate? Besides the orange.”

“I eat all the time.” 

I was sure it wasn’t anything healthy, or even enough. “Here, Shorty, go get some food, and maybe take some of your peeps with you. I normally work at Abuelita’s on the weekend. Come and see sometime.” I handed him a stack of twenties. I didn’t care how he spent the money. I didn’t want to disrespect him, but I knew what it was like to be hungry.

“You don’t have to pay me.” 

Now that I had a job that paid over the top, giving away $200 didn’t hurt. I was glad I had made an ATM run on Wednesday. I needed to do another one today.

“I’m not. Just buying you lunch.”

“Where? At Tao?” 

I had to smile. I had never been a blessing to others. I hated receiving charity, but I always welcomed a meal. Shorty was the same way.

“If that’s what you like, why not? My boss pays me well. I’m sure she would appreciate me buying lunch for our friends. We are friends, right?” I didn’t want to insult him.

“Yes ma’am, we are.” He pocketed the cash and smiled brightly.

“Good. Now get off the car. Don’t you ever dare tell a soul you were sitting on Bumblebee, or the owner will kill you.” 

Shorty’s eyes got really wide, and he hopped off the car. “This is not your car? Why didn’t you say something?” He was actually polishing poor Bumblebee.

“I wish it was. Those witches blew up my minivan.” My poor Whale.

“They did you a favor with that one.” Shortly was shaking his head at me.

“Thanks, Shorty.” I was glaring at him. The nerve of the man, and he was walking. “Don’t you have to get to work now? Be careful, and try not to get kidnapped.”

“Leaving, boss.” With that, he turned around and headed down Hazel Street toward the train tracks. He looked like a man without a care in the world.

Maybe my day wasn’t a total loss. I watched Shorty for a minute and then got in Bumblebee. Now that I knew the world was watching, there was no point in hiding. I was hungry and had music to make. I decided to make a few more stops before heading back to Reapers.


CHAPTER 27

Sacred Heart Catholic Church was not far from downtown, less than ten minutes away. I decided to make a quick trip to the church before heading back. Hopefully, my stomach would not growl. Lunchtime was a horrible time to be driving around State Line, but it was the most direct path—drive north on State Line to Texas Boulevard, and then a quick right on Elizabeth Street. I didn’t know the church schedule, but I was sure I could find somebody in the church’s office. If I was lucky, maybe a priest.

I made really good time and got there in less than seven minutes. I had to force myself to drive past the smoothie shop, which was a test of dedication today. When I pulled into the parking lot, only a few cars were there. I parked to the farthest left, overlooking the cemetery. I had learned living in Texarkana that both Catholic churches had cemeteries. The one at Saint Edward’s was not attached to the church, like this one. Graves and cemeteries always creeped me out. The irony was not lost on me. Of all the places to work, I worked for Death. I got out, with a quick prayer that this would be a short trip.

“Isis.” 

I looked around for the person calling me. It was almost a whisper, but I swore I had heard my name. I had a really unusual name; nobody was going to say it by accident—unless they were talking about the terrorist group, but somehow I doubted it.

“Isis.” 

There it was again. This time it sounded like multiple people saying my name. Almost as if the words were carried by the wind. “Isis.” The voices were coming from the cemetery.

“Damn the devil to hell. Why me?” I couldn’t help it. Was I really going to go in there?

“Isis.” 

My job sucked. Obviously, the voices were not going to give up. I took a steadying breath and marched forward. Ever since I had taken this job, all I had done was take deep breaths.

It didn’t take long for that cold feeling cemeteries gave me to kick in. I barely managed to cross the threshold, and it was there. The way this day was going, all I needed was a fog to come in, and the sinister effect would be completed.

“Isis.” Those stupid voices were still calling my name. I was surprised at the number of people wandering around the cemetery. There were at least a dozen or so around the place. There were not that many cars in the parking lot for all these people. Had they all carpooled?

I was told people at cemeteries wanted solitude and privacy. I made it a point not to look at anyone in the eye and to move quietly around the tombs. It took me a minute to realize I was literally walking around on the tombs, not on the little trail. Before I could change course, I saw a priest kneeling by one of the graves. I had a choice: wander around till I found the boogeyman calling my name or talk to the priest. I hated interrupting his prayers, but I really needed to get out of there. Trying not to step on any more graves, I hurried forward.

“Excuse me, Father.” I was so happy priests wore uniforms, or else I would have never seen him.

He made the sign of the cross and looked at me. “Good morning—or is it good afternoon?” He was an older priest, maybe in his late sixties, with a fabulous head of white hair. If he grew a beard, he could pass for Santa Claus. He even had dimples on his cheeks.

“I don’t think it matters, Father.” He just smiled at me. He had a contagious smile, and I smiled back.

“Oh, good. It’s been years since I wore a watch. Telling time by the sun is really hard.” He looked at the sky, and I followed. This poor priest needed a cell phone or maybe a better secretary.

“I bet, Father.”

“How can I help you, dear? I’m sure you’re not here to indulge an old man in his fancies.” 

Oh, good. At least he was direct. Now, how to explain this. I doubted that Constantine had sent him my info.

“Father, my name is Isis, and I have a few questions for you. They might sound odd.” Odd was probably an underestimation as well.

“Isis, my dear, we’ve been expecting you.” I didn’t think it was possible for his smile to get any bigger. It was so brilliant. He could have passed for a human flashlight.

“You were? Why?” Honestly, that was creepy. I had never been to this church. How did he know who I was?

“Father Francis mentioned you might be coming.”

“Oh, thank God for Father Francis. So you know who I am and why I’m here?”

“Yes, dear, I do.” He was still smiling, but not as brightly. I really liked Father Francis. This just made my life so much easier.

“Great, ’cause we’re running out of time. Father, have you seen anyone around here?”

“You look a little flushed, dear. How about we stand under a tree and get out of this hot sun.”

“Sure thing. Thanks.” I was starting to sweat. The Texas sun was no joke, even in late September. The weird thing was, the priest wasn’t sweating. He was probably used to wearing so many layers already. “I’m sorry; I didn’t catch your name.”

“Sorry, dear. I’m Father George.” He extended his hand.

“A pleasure, Father.” His hand was freezing. Father George probably needed the sun.

“We had some strangers stop by a few months ago. They were wandering the grounds during the day and came back at night. This church is my place of duty, and I will protect it above all else.” He looked over the grounds with a sad smile on his face.

“Did they come back?”

“No, dear. Once they realized I was here, they stopped coming.” He directed his sad gaze at me.

“So if both the Catholic Churches are secure, there’s no way they can get into purgatory, right?” Purgatory was very confusing to me, and I was Catholic. At least I could use the excuse that I hadn’t been a Catholic all my life.

“I wish, dear. The gates to purgatory are always open at the churches, but you can force a hole to it at any other location.” He was very matter of fact.

“How is that possible?” Between the dogmas of the church, other religions, and now the supernatural world, it appeared my education was very limited.

“Think of a house. It is always easier for a thief to break in through a window or door. What happens when all those are secure and well watched? What would a thief do?”

“If he wanted something bad enough, blow a wall up or dig a tunnel. I guess like those bank robbers in movies.” That would be extreme. I would just rob a different house.

“With enough energy, and the boundaries between the worlds thin, you could do almost anything.” 

I slapped my hand on my forehead. Father George just smiled.

“Of course. Hence, the equinox.” I really hated those witches.

“Remember, Isis, faith makes the impossible possible. Hence, purgatory. This equinox is especially dangerous because it falls on a Saturday.”

“How could they use that to their advantage?” Why did it matter at all?

“Not only are the Wiccan communities celebrating the equinox, but Catholics and Jews hold their services at that time on Saturdays. They will be tapping into the collective power of the universe.” Father George was looking thoughtful again.

“Great. No pressure at all now.” I was so screwed.

“No pressure, Isis. They’re going to be even more dangerous once they’ve tapped in to all that energy. Please be careful.”

“Thank you, Father. How do you know all this? Father Francis wasn’t this helpful.” No offense to Father Francis. I really liked my priest.

“I’ve been around longer. Nowadays, people just talk to me outside confession. I don’t have the same vows to keep, and I can share information more freely.” Who would be dumb enough to give that much information to one person—even a priest?

“Thank you again, Father. I really appreciate it.” I wasn’t too excited about shaking hands with him again.

Father George saved me the discomfort. He raised both of his hands over my head and did a silent prayer instead.

“Go in peace, my child.” With those last words, he walked away. He headed across the cemetery toward a couple who were crying by a tomb. I felt creepy watching, so I left.

The voices, mercifully, had stopped. They could start calling somebody else.

I headed outside the cemetery, and a light breeze picked up. It was as if time had stopped, and the only thing I could feel was the sun. For some strange reason, my heart was racing. I was staring at the ground when I almost ran into a lady on the sidewalk.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there.” This was the second time in less than two hours that I had been surprised by people because I was lost in my thoughts. According to the army, complacency kills. They should add absent-mindedness to that list.

“It’s OK, dear. Are you OK? You look upset.” 

I had never met my grandmother, but I imagined she looked like this lady. Short with white hair, and full of compassion. She was wearing a pair of stylish capris, sandals, and a pink shirt. She made the whole outfit look good and even age appropriate. I was so jealous. Maybe style came with age.

“I’m good, ma’am. I just finished talking to Father George, and he gave me more than I could handle.” 

Before I was finished, she was doing the sign of the cross and looking pretty pale. “Child, bless your soul. Father George has been dead for over a decade.” 

I dropped my chin to my chest. Of course he was. Only the dead and the hoboes talked to me.

“Do you need me to take you inside, sweetie?” I knew grandma was not being patronizing. It was the South, and everyone around wanted to be helpful.

“No, I’m good. I probably didn’t hear him correctly.” How could I sav this without sounding crazy or wild?

“Sweetie, you probably did see Father George.” 

OK, now I was really confused. “You don’t think I’m crazy?” Because I was starting to question my sanity at times.

“I don’t think you’re crazy. There are too many unexplainable things going on. If you said you spoke with Father George, I believe you. You’re not the first one to say that.” She looked at the cemetery with hope.

“You think he’s stuck here on earth as a punishment?” Why would any soul want to stay in this place after passing?

“I believe his calling was so strong, he’s still serving after his death. Now run home, dear. None of our priests are in. You’ve already experienced enough for one day.” 

In agreement, my stomached growled. I was so embarrassed. “Thank you, ma’am. Have a good day.” 

She patted my cheeks and sent me on my way.

I rushed to Bumblebee and climbed in. Constantine needed to explain how to tell the difference between the dead and the living to me. I couldn’t be having conversations with dead people and not know it. Those things were helpful to know so I wouldn’t share things with the wrong person. It appeared the dead were a lot more helpful to me than the living.

My stomach did one more loud protest, and I headed for food.


CHAPTER 28

I was having lunch at my favorite place in Texarkana, Big Jake’s on New Boston Road. I had no idea whatever possessed me to start going there. For someone who didn’t eat meat, a BBQ place was almost sacrilegious. The smell of cooked meat never bothered me; the taste, on the other hand, made me sick. Another reason I was weird. Someone who didn’t eat meat in Texas: I was an endangered species.

I remembered the first time I had gone in. It was a Saturday night, raining, and I was starving. I prayed they would have some side dishes I could eat. To my surprise, their baked potatoes and chili potatoes were to die for. I was hooked. To make the addiction complete, this place was like Cheers, where everybody knew your name. Big Jake’s was pretty busy for lunch, but most people didn’t stick around too long, so finding a table wasn’t hard.

I walked in, and I immediately relaxed. It was probably the only normal thing I had done all week. I was fourth in line, but I didn’t care. After my crazy day, I was going to indulge in a fried pie. It was like an oversize empanada with fruit filling and deep fried. Nobody could ever say Texans didn’t know how to eat. I learned that in Texas, they fried everything. This included veggies. Amazing taste, but I was sure my arteries were collapsing.

The people in front of me were obviously new in town, because they had been staring at the menu for over five minutes. Thankfully, the staff at Big Jake’s were the happiest I had ever met. They actually loved their jobs, and I later learned they got paid really well. Maybe I should had looked harder for work before settling on Abuelita’s. Not that I was complaining—I loved working at Abuelita’s, and her hours were more my style.

It felt as if I were in line forever, probably because I was starving.

“Hi, Isis. The usual?” My day had just gotten ten times better. My favorite Big Jake’s staff member was on the register, TJ. TJ was at least six feet tall, with brown hair, hazel eyes, and mocha complexion. I was sure he was mixed, but I had no idea with what.

“Make it a large and a pie.”

“Wow, you’re living dangerously today.” TJ laughed at me. For the last three months, I had always ordered the small chili fries. On most nights I barely finished my order.

“It’s been a long day and an even longer week.” I normally could stare at TJ’s eyes for hours. Today they had a different hint to them. There were specks of gold I had never noticed before and an intensity that was a bit overwhelming. I had to look away.

“Isis, you OK?” I had a horrible poker face, and most people could easily interpret my moods.

“Yeah. Sorry, TJ. Just hungry and tired.” At least that much was true.

“You’re having a hard week.” 

I handed TJ a twenty and tried to smile. He handed me my change and a cup. “Here you go, girl. Grab a seat. I’ll bring you your food in a minute.”

“Thank you so much.” I was so hungry I was sure I looked pitiful, because TJ just shook his head.

I walked over to the drink area. Between the drink area and the register, they had a barbecue-sauce-and-baked-beans bar. I filled my cup with ice and sweet tea. Only in the South would I ever drink sweet tea. Some things do not make the crossover well across the country. It was like asking for clam chowder in Texas. You were looking to be disappointed. Then I grabbed some baked beans. They were free if you dined in. I made it a point to pay attention to scooping my beans; I had once made the horrible mistake of grabbing some of the sausage that was cooked with the beans. Not pretty when I took a bite of it.

Customers were making their way out. Big Jake’s wasn’t too big—just the right size for a small joint. Two rows of tables and booths ran the length of the place. With enough aisle space so people could move comfortably around, the place always felt homey and inviting. I was also a sucker for locally owned establishments.

“Here you go, dear.” I was barely seated at one of the booths by the window when TJ brought my plate to the table. “I really would like to see you finish all that today.”

“Have some faith, Grasshopper. I got this.”

“Right.” With one last smile, TJ walked back to his register. Normally, TJ was either smoking the meat or preparing the plates. Very rarely was he at the register, but they all rotated stations. Guess today was his turn.

My fries were perfect—golden brown and covered in melted cheese. I took three at a time and popped them into my mouth. I was in heaven, and my tummy was finally happy. I took a spoonful of my beans and for a few minutes forgot all the worries of the world. No wonder we were addicted to food in this country—food was connected to so many emotions. As I enjoyed my lunch, I wondered where Shorty had decided to grab lunch today.

“Hi, Isis. Please don’t kill me.” For a moment I thought I was going to choke on a fry. Of all the people to drop in on my table, Angelito was not on my list.

“You have some nerve showing up here. Are you following me? Are your little friends planning to beat me up again?” It was a blessing we were in public, because I wanted to reach over the table and choke Angelito with my fries. Instead I popped a few more into my mouth before I gave him a piece of my mind.

“Isis, those girls are not my friends. I had no idea what happened till this morning when I overheard them talking.” 

He looked pretty miserable, but I wasn’t buying it. “So you didn’t set me up? They just happened to be prepared for me to show up. Do you really think I’m stupid? Just tell me if your girl made you do it.” I was pointing at him with a fry. I was trying to keep my voice down so as not to draw attention. I was probably failing, since TJ looked as if he was ready to leap over the counter and kill Angelito for me. Another deep breath. Why not? Deep breathing was becoming my favorite hobby lately.

“Trust me. She’s not like that. She’s sweet and loving. It’s not her fault her sister is the leader of those nuts.” 

Oh, great. So it was a family affair. Even better. I shook my head. “Angelito, there is no way she is not involved if her sister is running things. Wake up. You’re in serious danger. Stay away from them.” I was wasting my time. He wasn’t listening to me. He looked almost high. “Are you on something?”

“Of course not. Abuelita would kill me.” He looked worried when he said her name.

“Speaking of Abuelita, when are you going back to work?” 

Angelito was getting nervous and looking over his shoulder a lot. I had a clear view of both doors, since my back was toward the bathrooms.

“I’ll be there tonight. I’m worried about her.” That was ironic. He was worried about his grandmother.

“If you spent more time around her, you would know she’s worried sick about you. Are you avoiding her?” 

Angelito wouldn’t answer my question or even meet my eyes.

“Angelito, what’s going on?”

“Isis, I have no idea. I heard those girls talking about Abuelita and using me to get to her. What does that mean? Why would anyone want to hurt my grandma? Everyone loves her.” Angelito looked as if he wanted to cry. He was blaming himself for this. Oh God, what was I supposed to say now?

“Are you sure that’s what you heard? Maybe it was because she stopped them from beating me up the day they blew up the Whale.” Or maybe it was because Abuelita was a badass at whatever it was she did. I knew I didn’t want to make her mad or be on the receiving end of her wrath.

“You think so?” He wanted to believe something.

“Probably. You know they’re crazy, right?” 

He was staring at his hands. He had them folded on his lap. I grabbed another fry, hoping he would talk.

“I’m planning to stay with Abuelita at the restaurant and then make sure she’s secure at home. I can’t take any chances. I need to get Lily out of that group.” So mystery girlfriend had a name: Lily. Too bad she wasn’t as sweet as her name.

“Do I even want to know what you have in mind?” I really didn’t want to, but I was afraid it was coming.

“I heard them talking about squatting at the Grim tonight. I’m going to get her out after I’m done with Abuelita. I can’t leave her there.”

“How do you know she wants to leave? Angelito, please don’t do anything stupid.” I shook my head. This whole thing was stupid. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because Abuelita trusts you. Isis, if something happens, please tell her I love her. I’m just trying to do the right thing.” He tried to smile but never made it.

“Oh God, that sounds so morbid. Please don’t get killed, or Abuelita will lose it.” He wasn’t listening to me.

“I’ll be careful. I promise.” I didn’t believe that. “By the way, if you’re trying to hide, you need a less flashy car. Driving the only yellow Camaro in town makes you stand out. I saw you a mile away.” With that, he got out of the booth. He grabbed one of my fries and headed out the door. He winked on his way out. Angelito was an idiot, but he was loyal. I just couldn’t trust whatever influence he was under.

“You should be careful with that one, Isis. Something’s not right about him.” TJ was probably working on his stealth moves, because I never heard him approach me.

“Too many things are not right lately, TJ. Angelito is just the icing on my problems.” I was watching Angelito climb into his F-150 truck. Something was seriously wrong with him.

“Oh, I didn’t know you were dating him.” 

I had made the fatal mistake of popping a fry into my mouth when TJ was speaking. I was choking on it.

“Isis, are you OK?” He was gently tapping my back. I prayed he wouldn’t try to give me the Heimlich.

I took a big gulp of my tea. “God help me, no. He’s the grandson of my boss. Nothing more, thank God.”

“Oh, sorry. No need to die over it.” He was still smiling at me. “But still, stay away from him. Whatever he’s on, it’s pretty strong.” TJ walked away with a rag in his hand. He started wiping down tables. I could see him watching me out of the corner of his eye.

I was sure whatever Angelito was on could not be purchased at any normal market. I needed to do something, but I wasn’t sure what exactly. This could be another trap. Anytime Angelito was involved, it was hard to guess. I also needed to head back home and work on that recording. The one thing I was pretty sure of was that Saturday was going to be a huge day. And TJ was right—I had barely finished half of my plate. I devoured my pie. I was feeling a little guilty for having lunch and not checking if the boys had any. I walked over to the counter to order them something.

“TJ, could I order two plates to go, please?” 

He looked at me, very confused. “Wow, that’s a first. You barely finished your lunch.”

“I got roommates now—my stepbrother and a cat. I forgot to check with them before ordering.” Bartholomew could be my stepbrother, and Constantine was still a cat. A talking cat, but a cat nevertheless. So I wasn’t lying; not too much.

TJ just smiled. “Wow. No wonder your week has been crazy. Do they eat meat?” 

I nodded as I stared at the menu, confused. I was feeling like a newbie.

“Let me help. How about brisket plate with beans and potatoes salad. A house favorite. Not sure what you should feed a cat.

“Just give me another brisket plate with everything.

“For a cat? TJ was giving me an incredulous look.

“Hey, he comes from a very spoil household. I’m not taking any chances in a mutiny now.” I tried to smile.

“Whatever you say Isis. You are the greatest roommate ever. Where were you when I was looking for mine?” 

“Thank you; you’re my hero.” Fortunately for me, TJ dropped the conversation. 

TJ smiled, and this time I swore his eyes were sparkling. I paid him and was out of Big Jake’s in less than ten minutes. After all my food, I wanted a nap. How was I going to write music about napping when I was falling asleep? I would probably knock myself out in the process.


CHAPTER 29

The lights on the first floor were all on. Nobody was in the gym area, so I wasn’t sure what was going on. I parked Bumblebee next to the Deathmobile and walked around to grab the food from the back seat. Constantine and Bartholomew were coming out of the shooting area. They were deep in conversation.

“What are you two talking about? You look very suspicious.” I struggled to close the door while holding the food and drinks.

Bartholomew looked up and ran over to help me. “What are you carrying?” He closed the door and grabbed the drinks.

“Lunch. I wasn’t sure if you two had eaten already.” Bartholomew and I started heading toward the stairs. Constantine was smelling the air as he followed us.

“Nope. We got a new shipment in, and we were taking inventory.” Bartholomew was eyeing the bag as carefully as Constantine. Food was going to be their downfall.

“The missiles are missing, but at least all the smoke grenades got here on time.” 

I tripped on a step. I looked at Constantine in shock.“Missiles? Grenades? I thought we couldn’t kill anyone.” 

Bartholomew and Constantine were up the stairs and heading inside by the time I recovered.

“We can’t—unless it’s self-defense, of course. Unfortunately, this is war. They attacked you first. Repercussions are in in order.” Constantine was scary when he was mad.

“No wonder the world fears us. When provoked, we’re ruthless.” This was serious stuff going on.

“We’ll never start anything. As long as people don’t interfere with our job, we leave things alone. The moment the line is crossed, we will destroy them.” Bartholomew put the drinks on the table. I knew it was irrational, but I felt sorry for those witches.

“What’s for lunch?” Thank God for Bartholomew. At least he was focused on the present.

“Brisket with beans and potato salad.” 

They both were staring at me, mouths wide open.

“Isis, are you feeling OK?” Constantine jumped on the table to get a closer look at me.

“Yeah, Isis, are you all right? When did you start eating meat?” Bartholomew was ready to take my temperature.

I laughed. “It’s not for me, you silly boys. I already had lunch.”

“Oh, wow. You were scaring us.” Constantine sat on the table, relieved.

I shook my head, still amused, and placed the food in front of them. I grabbed a bowl with water for Constantine. We all settled into our respective seats. Like most people, once we claimed a seat, we continued to sit in the same spot—Constantine at the head; Bartholomew to the left, closest to the computer; and me on the opposite side, closer to the kitchen.

Bartholomew took the first bite. “Wow, this is really good.” He was all smiles. Constantine was purring from his side of the table.

“Great food, and its gluten free.” 

Barbecue was going to be an easy go-to from now on. They were loving it.

“What made you go to a barbecue place when you don’t eat meat?” Bartholomew was trying to talk in between bites.

I was sipping my tea. “Big Jake’s has great chili fries, and they’re cheap. When you’re broke, you find the places with the biggest servings for the least amount of money. It’s a plus when the food is great.” 

They both agreed.

“How did it go? You were gone for a while.” Constantine was back in business mode.

“Good and bad. Which one you want first?”

“Bad. At least we can end on a happy note.” Bartholomew was awesome and so positive.

“Found Ana, and then she was kidnapped.” That pretty much explained the whole thing.

Bartholomew and Constantine were staring at me. Constantine was in midbite, and Bartholomew had his fork in the air.

“Isis, that’s not bad news. That’s actually horrible. We need to work on your definitions.” Bartholomew’s happy mood had vanished, and he placed his fork back on his plate.

“Did she at least tell you something?” Constantine licked his paw.

“She mentioned seeing ghosts, and they told her something about a golden door coming.”

“Do you believe her?” Bartholomew was not buying it.

“She looked like hell. She believed she was seeing ghosts. Who am I to argue? Besides, I see dead people all the time, as I found out today.”

“You are Death’s intern. You don’t count. What soul did you run into now?” Constantine never took my ghost issues seriously.

“Father George at Sacred Heart.”

“Oh, great. How is Father George?” Why was I not surprised Constantine knew him?

“I guess he’s OK, considering the man is dead and hanging out at a cemetery. I don’t get it. Is he in purgatory?” I had figured it would be rude to ask the dead guy. I had no issues asking Constantine.

“Girl, please. He’s actually a very unique client. Death delivered him to heaven. Once there, he spoke with Saint Peter and asked to come back. Saint Peter agreed. Death brought him back, and he’s been watching over that church and flock ever since.” 

I was so happy Bartholomew was looking at Constantine, as confused as I felt.

“I thought you said he was dead. What do you mean, Death brought him back?” Bartholomew said exactly what I was thinking.

Constantine looked at both of us as if we were stupid. “Of course he’s dead. Death delivered his soul to his new home. Remember, we deliver souls. How else was he going to get there? Granted, it was a little unconventional.” Constantine ate another piece of his brisket before going on. “She left him her card, so anytime he gets tired, she’ll take him home. In ten years, he has never called. Dedication, I’m telling you. They don’t make souls like that anymore.”

“That’s crazy. I don’t think I would had done that.” I was honest enough with myself to know that.

“You’re also not a priest who gave up sex for your god. Different career path.” That was a valid point. Constantine was right—very different paths.

“So what is the good news? The way this conversation is going, I’m afraid to ask.” Bartholomew was hiding his face behind his cup.

“Thanks, Bart. Well, we now have an informant.” I gave them both a huge smile.

“You do know we work for D-E-A-T-H, not D-E-A. What kind of informant do we have?” Constantine was a little too proud of his wittiness.

“Constantine, you are not funny.”

“Yes I am. Stop changing the subject. Talk, little girl.” Constantine would have made a great mob boss.

“Bob’s friend, Shorty. It seen the witches have put a bounty on me. Shorty wants to even the playing field.”

“Wait. You got someone in the underground to work for us?” 

I nodded.

“Now I’m impressed. That is really good news.”

“Technically, he volunteered. Word is traveling around the country about New York. The underground and the souls are nervous.”

“When are you supposed to hear back from this Shorty?” Constantine had finished eating and was in his military general mode.

“He knows our time frame. As soon as he hears something, we’ll know.”

“Not bad at all. We’ve been trying to infiltrate their communication network for years, but it’s almost impossible. They don’t trust outsiders. I’m surprised he talked to you, especially with your track record.”

“Don’t remind me, Constantine. I already feel awful. He’s doing it for Bob.”

“Good deal. What about Father George?”

“The church is protected, but that won’t stop the witches. Based on what Father told me, with enough power the witches can blast a hole into purgatory from anywhere.”

“Not anywhere, Isis. Locations are just as powerful as spells. We need to find a place in Texarkana where the walls are weak enough.” Constantine had a far-off stare, as if he were seeing a map in his head.

“Constantine, are you going to eat your beans?” Bartholomew said, bringing Constantine back to reality.

Constantine looked down at his plate. “Not at all, Bartholomew. I prefer meat.”

“This is perfect. Isis doesn’t eat meat, so you can have her share. You don’t eat the sides, so I can have your share. I love it.” 

Constantine and I just stared at Bartholomew. For a boy genius, at times I forgot he was just a kid.

“That’s a great way to look at it.” He did have a valid point. I just smiled.

“Oh, I also ran into Angelito at Big Jake’s.” 

That stopped all food eating and conversation.

“Did you kick him?” Words of wisdom from the eleven-year-old.

“No, I didn’t, but homicidal thoughts did cross my mind. According to him, the witches are at the Grim. At least for tonight. Shorty said they moved locations all the time.”

“Isis, please tell me you don’t trust that boy. He already set you up once.” Bartholomew was not happy.

“I don’t know what to think when it comes to Angelito. He didn’t actually ask me anything. He’s supposed to be heading that way after work. I would like to check it out before he gets there. If the prisoners are there, maybe I can get them out.”

“Isis, that place is going to be guarded pretty tight. Bartholomew is right. It could be another trap.” Constantine was probably right.

“I know, but we don’t have a lot of options. The old hotel is condemned. Worst-case scenario, I check it out and find nothing. Can’t hurt to look.” 

Bartholomew and Constantine were not buying it.

“OK, but this time you go prepared. No more of this wandering around half blind.” General Constantine was back in charge.

“I can handle that.” The more protection I could take, the better I would feel.

“We have the armory pretty well stocked. We just got in a pair of very stylish night-vision glasses, heat sensors, and, of course, gas bombs.” Bartholomew had been busy shopping.

“Do I want to know where you get all this stuff?” By the look on Bartholomew’s face, I really didn’t. “Never mind.”

“We’ll load you up.” Constantine was way too excited for my taste.

“I’m glad you both enjoyed the lunch. I have work to do before I head out tonight.”

“Thank you, Isis. It was delicious. You’re very thoughtful.”

“My pleasure, Constantine. I don’t want you two starving to death. Or eating any more of that cardboard-tasting cereal.” That stuff was awful.

“Thanks, Isis. I do appreciate that.” Bartholomew smiled. He had cleared his plate and was almost done with Constantine’s.

“Anytime, Bart. Constantine, I do have a question.”

“Sure thing. What’s on your mind?”

“If I can see and touch dead people, how am I supposed to tell the difference between the dead and the living? Father George looked pretty real to me.”

“Easy. Their body temperature.” Constantine said that with a smile.

“Excuse me. Do you want me to touch every person I see?”

“It’s either touching or using your sight. I wouldn’t recommend the sight.” Constantine was right. The sight would be awful. “Not that hard, Isis. Just shake hands when you first meet them. The souls don’t generate body heat, so they’ll feel cold to the touch. Besides, it’ll make their day. Most haven’t touched another human being in ages.” That explained Father George’s reactions that morning.

“OK, I guess.” Shaking hands didn’t sound too bad.

“What are you working on?” I was heading toward the door when Bartholomew asked.

“My lullaby. So cover your ears.” The last thing I needed was to knock my own people out.

“No need. I’m heading into a food coma, and by the looks of Bartholomew, he is too.” Constantine was yawning. I was jealous. I wanted a nap myself.

“That’s a good idea. I want a nap.” Bartholomew was not fighting sleep too hard. “If you need us, we’ll be over there, passed out.” With that, they headed to the couch to sleep. Life was not fair.

It was midafternoon. I had a few hours to work on my song and get ready for my recon mission. I was tired of not being prepared. If we could at least get the prisoners back, maybe that would slow them down. I was afraid. If we didn’t stop them, they would just move to another city and start all over.


CHAPTER 30

My plan was simple: go to the Grim and wait for Angelito. I would follow him in and recon the area. Be back home before anyone noticed, then go back with backup. Why couldn’t my plans ever go smoothly? Instead, I got a rambling call from Abuelita around eight that evening. Angelito never showed up, and he wasn’t answering her calls. She was going to look for him. I had the horrible feeling that was exactly what the witches wanted. After ten minutes of pleading and begging, I persuaded her to stay put. I needed Abuelita safe.

Instead of her walking into the arms of danger, I volunteered to do it. I had lost my ever-loving mind. What was wrong with me? In less than a week, my normal little life was turned upside down. I barely had enough to time to finish my recording. I never got around to making the loop; forget copying it to any device. Bartholomew felt sorry for me and agreed to finish it.

The boys were not kidding when they said they were prepping me for battle. They ordered custom-made military fatigues. These were all black and coated against spells. Constantine had contacted a witch in Salem who specialized in the extreme. To neutralize the regular thugs’ combatants, I got issued a light Kevlar vest. According to Bartholomew, it could sustain any number of rounds. I believed the vest could, but I was afraid my ribs would be shattered just from the impact.

If the clothes were impressive, the accessories were to die for, no pun intended. The night-vision googles looked more like a pair of Ray-Ban aviator glasses. The black leather boots had trigger-activated spikes, and my belt doubled as a whip. They strapped a machete to my left leg, a 9mm to my right, and my M16 across my chest. I was a cross between Trinity from The Matrix, Rambo, and Batman. I had more firepower than most army squads in the middle of Baghdad. Constantine took revenge very seriously. My earpiece was in place, and by the time I left, I wasn’t sure whether I was going on a recon or execution mission.

I drove downtown very carefully. The last thing I needed was to get pulled over. I refused to strap the grenades to my belt, so they were sitting on the passenger seat. Bartholomew decided to put them in a basket. I was not playing Little Red Riding Hood today. If the witches had spies looking for me, Bumblebee was going to be a problem. It was also Friday night, and some areas of downtown actually had business going.

The Grim Hotel was located on State Line, down the street from the post office and right before you got to the correctional facility. Why didn’t these witches just take over the police department? They were fearless. I needed to find a place to park without driving by the hotel. The hotel sat at the end of its block, but it had windows on all sides. To make things worse, the damn thing was seven stories high. That stupid building was actually in the center of downtown. I couldn’t afford to walk around downtown with all my gear. I needed a place to park that was close by but would, I hoped, provide me with some cover.

“Bart, any suggestions on parking?” The boys were monitoring both sound and visual.

“Safest bet, in front of the TRAHC building at Fourth and Texas Boulevard. Then hike up the next two blocks. Everywhere else, they can see you from the rooftop.”

“Thanks, Bart. TRAHC it is.”

“Be careful, Isis. I haven’t seen any movement from that area, but it doesn’t mean they aren’t using magic. I’m taking care of the cameras.”

“I’ll do my best. Keep me posted.”

I parked the car in the darkest area I could find. Once I got out of the car, my blood started pumping. I wasn’t sure if it was the gear or just having the rifle in my hand, but I was more alert. The first thing the army teaches is this: be a soldier. The marines joked that there was no such thing as a retired marine, just one not serving. I guessed it was the same for the army. For the first time in months, I had a purpose, and I was a soldier. I made my way through downtown Texarkana almost like a ghost in the night. By the time I reached the hotel, I wasn’t even winded.

“Isis, did you know the Grim is haunted?” 

I had found a lose board in the back of the building when Bartholomew’s voice came in. I stopped and looked around. “What?” This was not the time for this.

“According to the Internet, seven people died in a fire back in the fifties. So be careful.” Bartholomew sounded worried.

“What do you mean be careful?” I was trying to whisper.

“Isis, there are times when a soul refuses to move on. When that happens, it’s stuck in places haunting it,” Constantine said.

I looked around at the extremely creepy building. “Why doesn’t Death just drag them away?”

“Remember free will. Depending on the way they die, they won’t leave. In those cases, Death leaves them her number to contact her when they’re ready. Isis, some never leave. Watch out!” Constantine had a way of making my day so much better.

“OK, from now on, you two are not allowed to nap before a big mission. Got it! This information could have helped before I left the house.” If I got out of there alive, we were having a come-to-Jesus meeting, as they said in the South.

“Sorry, Isis.” Bartholomew sounded so pitiful.

“Yeah, Isis, sorry. But do not engage them. They could get violent.” Constantine was full of good news now.

“Got it. Anything else before I step into the fifth door of hell now?” They were both silent. “Good. Going in.”

I passed a few signs on the outside of the building that stated a redevelopment plan was in progress for the Grim. Why would anyone name a building Grim? Why would they want to fix it? By the time I slid inside, I realized why the Grim was still standing. Like most of the old buildings downtown, the Grim was beautiful. It was built back in the 1910s and 1920s, when architecture and aesthetics were the key. Yes, the poor thing was falling apart now, but it still held some of that greater elegance. They didn’t build hotels like this anymore. A touch to an era long gone. Now it was being desecrated by those witches.

I was scared but needed to get moving. My boots did not make a sound on the tile floor. The night-vision glasses were amazing as I made my way through the building. I heard voices, and I followed the sound. I was heading to what appeared to be the main lobby when I was pulled back by a pair of hands. It took everything in my power not to scream. I slowly turned my head, afraid of what was holding me.

“Shhh. They’ll see you.” A woman in her thirties dressed in 1950s clothes was standing next to me. She was beautiful, at least the parts of her face that weren’t burned. I didn’t need to touch her skin to know she was dead.

“Holy crap!” Bartholomew screamed for me. “Isis!”

“Hi.” My voice sounded weak, even to me.

“Come this way,” the lady whispered, and she started to move away.

“Isis, don’t go.” Bartholomew was pleading. I took one look over my shoulder and followed the ghost.

“When in Rome, do like the Romans. It’s a haunted house. Do I have much choice?”

“Isis, at least the souls won’t lie,” Constantine said, but even he sounded worried.

“Got it.” 

The woman was moving pretty fast down corridors and passages. We passed a pair of teenage boys, also badly burned. They watched us go, but the woman made them stay quiet.

“Go; keep them busy.” 

At her words the boys ran off. I watched them vanish through walls. That was when the wailing started.

We took a few more turns and entered a small room. It looked like the back of the reception area in the lobby. The woman pointed at a broken door. I peeked through the cracks. The witches were there—more than I expected. I counted nine, and two of them looked very familiar. One was the volunteer from Randy Sam’s, and the other the outreach volunteer. It figured. Angelito was standing by a wall, but I couldn’t tell with the glasses what was wrong with him. The place was lit by candles. I took my night-vision glasses off, but it was too dark without them. I put them back on and checked the rest of the room. They had at least five really large guys with them. Horrible odds.

“Get them out,” the woman whispered behind me.

“Trust me; I would love to. But I’m a bit outnumbered. Do they have anyone else here?”

“No. The men are new. Normally it’s just the women. They keep coming and torment us.” She looked evil when she spoke. That was not good; I was sure Death had a rule against tormenting the dead. “Shhhh.” I wasn’t sure why she had shhhed me; I wasn’t talking. She pointed at the crowd behind the door. I leaned in and listened.

“My dear sister, if you won’t keep better control of your pet, we are going to have to put him down,” the Randy Sam’s volunteer said. Great. So little blonde was the leader.

“Oh, please. You wanted him here. Here he is, Rose. Come, Angelito.” 

Her sister, a.k.a. Angelito’s Rose, was my favorite outreach volunteer. 

Angelito moved like a drunk man. There was nothing normal about him.

“Kneel, boy.” 

He actually did. I was in shock. I hoped Bartholomew was recording this. I had blackmail on him for life.

“Yes, dear, I see that. I wanted his sorcerer of a grandmother, not this useless boy.” Blondie grabbed Angelito’s face. I was sure she was digging her nails into him.

“She will come for him. Trust me.”

“Ahhh!” Oops—I screamed. I couldn’t help it. The most disfigured, scary ghost appeared out of the wall carrying an ax. Trust me; that would scare the hell out of anybody. Unfortunately, the witches heard me.

“What was that?” Blondie was looking around in my direction.

“Probably one of those stupid ghosts. What else?” one of the other witches said. Her voice was the same as the one who had held the gun to my head.

“That sounded too human, Natalie. You two go and check it out.” She sent two of the really large muscle guys my way.

I had just a few seconds. “I need your help. Can they see you guys?” The dead woman looked terrifying.

“They will now.” She nodded at her partner, and she headed straight through the door. Ax Man was right behind her.

“Boys, no prisoners here besides Angelito. I need to get him out.”

“Isis, get him if you can. If not, get out as soon as possible,” General Constantine said.

“Holy shit!” I heard one of the men scream. The other squealed worse than I had. It made me feel better knowing I wasn’t the only one screaming. The feeling went away when they started shooting in my direction to get the ghost. I hit the floor.

Fourteen to one was not the best odds. If they were controlling Angelito, that would make things fifteen to one. I was sure Abuelita would not mind an injured Angelito instead of a dead one. I took a face mask from my cargo pocket and covered all the important parts. I grabbed a tear-gas grenade from Bartholomew’s basket. Once the breathing seal was secure and I was sure I could breathe, I kicked open the door and released the tear-gas grenade.

“What the…” The group started coughing and cursing up a storm.

The smoke was everywhere. The witches were moving around toward the back of the room. A gust of wind hit me, and I had to hold on to the counter not to be knocked down. Little Blondie was standing in the middle of the room. She had cleared the gas, but not before taking a good hit. She looked like hell. It was a small consolation for this week.

“Who in damnation did that?” Her glare landed on me. Feeling devious, I waved at her. “You!” Who knew one word could hold so much hate?

She created a large ball of energy and threw it at me. I barely had time to duck. The light was so bright it was blinding. I took my mask off and rolled to my stomach. In less than two seconds, I had the safety off the M16. Before anyone could throw any more spells at me, I opened fire. The witches scattered like roaches, but I was sure I had hit at least one.

“Do you honestly think you will get out here alive?” Blondie was taunting me.

“I was planning to take a few of you with me. Great way to get my boss here.” Dying was not part of the plan. I moved around the desk for better coverage. I saw Ax Man pointing straight down. “Really, dude, do something.” That was the worst thing to say to an angry ghost with an ax. He unleashed hell on the world.

Ax Man was swinging as if he were still trying to get out of the fire. He connected with three of the guys, and they dropped like sacks of potatoes. The teenage boys appeared behind the witches, swinging sticks. Everyone was screaming, and spells were thrown everywhere. I couldn’t get close enough to grab Angelito. In the distance, I heard police sirens coming.

“Shit, the cops. Let’s get out of here. Bring the boy.” Blondie was giving orders.

“Hurry. You must leave.” My favorite dead tour guide was pulling me away.

“They have my friend.” I tried to fight, but she was pretty strong for a ghost.

We were heading down the corridor when I was hit in the head. I heard Natalie yell “Bitch!” and then I was out.


CHAPTER 31

I woke up a bit disoriented. I was in my bed, under my covers. I lifted my sheets, and I had pj’s on. Had I dreamed everything?

“Hi, Isis.” Nope, I had not. Death was sitting in my room again, so it had all been real. I reached over and turned on my night-light. The movement made my head explode.

“Ouch. Hi, Death. What got me?” I rubbed the back of my head, and it was tender.

“A two-by-four.”

“That explains it. In battle, a two-by-four is always going to win against a head.” 

Death smiled. She was wearing a red suit tailored to fit her, and she looked amazing.

“Nice suit.”

“A Valentino special.” She brushed her skirt, which was immaculate.

“Very nice. So what happened? I didn’t realize I killed anyone.” I tried to get comfortable on my bed and not slouch on the pillow. Big mistake. My head was pounding.

Death got up and came over. “Let me help.” She arranged my pillow and helped me sit up. She sat on the bed next to me and brushed her fingers on my forehead. “Better?” Like magic, the pain was gone.

“Wow, much better. I can see straight again.” I rubbed the back of my head. I had a huge lump. Thank God, now it hurt only when I touched it. I wasn’t planning to touch it again.

“You made quite an impression. You can imagine how surprised I was to receive a call from the Grim after all this time.”

“Are the souls OK?” I didn’t want them to suffer more because of me.

“Funny. You asked about the dead and not the living.” She was smiling—the smile a mother gives an infant when the infant is learning to crawl.

“The dead weren’t trying to kill me like the living.” That was the honest truth.

“So I heard. Somehow, they were very protective of you. She gouged the witch’s eyes out after the witch hit you.”

“Oh God, that’s horrible. What’s going to happen to her?” OK, I was glad to be alive, but that was extreme. Mental note: never piss off a ghost.

“Isis, she’s dead already. No more punishment is needed. Besides, she did it to save your life. I would have preferred other methods.”

“Did she kill her?” I was praying she hadn’t. Even for a dead woman, that would be a lot to carry.

“No. Her friends took her before I arrived. Some of their puppets did die. After I delivered the residents of the Grim home, I dropped them off as well. You had a busy night.” She didn’t sound mad, just very matter of fact.

“Death, I can explain.”

“You can?” There was humor in her voice.

I had to think about that for a second. “Actually, no. No, I can’t. We’re at war. I guess those are casualties.” I sounded cruel but also matter of fact.

“I think you’ve been hanging around Constantine too long.” She was smiling.

“You are so right. I sound just like him.”

“Not just. You’re still not as arrogant as he is. But he’s right. This needs to stop tomorrow. I hate looking bad, Isis.” The smile was gone, and Death was cold and calculating. I. was sure the temperature of my room had dropped. “You have company waiting outside. It’s not polite to keep people waiting. I’ll let you change.” Death got up and headed toward the door.

“Death, thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say.

“It was in their best interests not to kill you. Be careful in purgatory; they won’t hold back.” She fixed her suit one more time when she reached my bedroom door. “You’re not doing so badly for your fist week. Try not to get killed, now.” She winked and was out the door.

I rolled out of bed and prayed that Death was the one who had dressed me. It would be really embarrassing for either of the boys to be involved in that process. I walked to the bathroom, and for the first time since meeting those witches, I didn’t look like hell. I wanted to do a happy dance for myself. Instead I quickly used the facilities and got dressed. Company could mean only one person, and that meant I was in trouble.

By the time I reached the kitchen entrance, I could hear the boys talking to Eric. Whatever it was they were discussing had them all agitated. I went straight for the fridge and grabbed the milk. I was thirsty, and for some reason, milk sounded amazing.

“Isis, you are up?” Bartholomew was Captain Obvious today.

“I was told we had company, so here I am.” 

All three of them looked confused.

Constantine was the first one to ask. “Who told you?” 

“Death. Who else?” I poured the milk and started drinking, not waiting for their reply.

“From anybody else, that answer would guarantee a trip to the loony bin.” Eric was at least honest.

“She said good-bye hours ago. We thought she was gone.” Bartholomew looked really sad.

“Maybe she came back to make sure I didn’t have a concussion. It would probably be bad for recruitment to lose two interns in less than six months.”

“That’s never stopped her before.” Constantine had a way of crushing my dreams.

I glared at him. “I hope we’re not practicing today. I don’t think my head can take it.” I took a seat at the kitchen table and watched the boys. I wasn’t moving closer to them, so they all migrated to me.

“What happened at the Grim?” Eric almost yelled at me. Bartholomew and Constantine took their usual chairs, and that left the last one for Eric. He paced behind the chair for a bit before sitting down. 

“I got hit with a two-by-four, according to Death.” I knew I wasn’t making this easy for him. I didn’t care. If he was going to be a cop, then I had no choice but to be difficult. It was irrational, but I had a concussion. Who could blame me?

“Ouch. We had no idea. We heard the bang, and then you were out. The screams after your fall were horrifying.” Bartholomew made an awful face. He looked like a kid who had eaten something sour.

“Death said our dear tour-guide ghost gouged the eyes out of the witch who hit me.” I was already past the traumatized stage, so my mind was numb.

“Well, that explains the blood-curdling screams and curses.” Constantine was not fazed. I was assuming that after five thousand years, blood and guts were nothing to him.

“That also explains the eyeballs in the hallway.” Eric was looking pale. He had found the aftermath of that; no wonder he was edgy. “Isis, did you hit those men with an ax?”

“Nope, no ax for me. I had a machete and an M16.” I wondered where my gear was. I looked around the room, hoping to spot it.

“That’s not funny.” Eric stood up, angry.

“It’s in the armory,” Bartholomew whispered from across the table. He knew exactly what I was looking for. I winked at him and mouthed back Thank you.

“I wasn’t being funny. The dead burned guy did that part.”

“What burned guy? We didn’t find any burned guy.” It seemed that Eric really thought I was making everything up.

“That guy was terrifying,” Bartholomew said.

“The placed was haunted. The dead people kind of helped.” That was an easy way to explain it.

“Are you serious? What part did you play in the small battlefield?” Eric was glaring at me. “Isis, are you sure you’re not part of the terrorist group? ’Cause every time you’re around, things mysteriously explode. We’ve had reports of explosions, gunshots, smoke, gas, screams, howls, and horrifying screeches. Our phones were going off like crazy.” Eric took a breath and sat back down.

“I can only claim some of the gunshots and the gas. The rest was not me.” I tried to look as innocent as possible.

Eric tilted his head in shock. He was not happy. “Only…only those things. You are truly a weapon of mass destruction. We got three dead, two barely alive, and a pair of eyeballs. How do you explain that?”

“Do the three dead have gunshots in them?” I had been aiming for their legs. I prayed I was not that out of practice.

“That’s the weird part. They have gun-like wounds but no bullets. We couldn’t even find the casings. People heard gunshots.” 

I hadn’t taken the casings; why was he giving me that look? “Can I be impressed by the great police work?”

“No. Isis, you claim the gunshots but not the ax? Those men were bashed in the skull. The ax that was left at the scene. Why?”

“I don’t think Saint Peter allows axes in heaven.” That was my best guess.

“What?” He threw his hands in the air and then slammed his head on the table. That really looked painful. Constantine, Bartholomew, and I just stared. Eric stayed that way, and the three of us went back to talking.

“So Death took them home. It was about time.” Constantine didn’t need much explanation.

“I guess when my new ghost friend couldn’t drag me out, and after gouging Natalie’s eyes out, she made the call.”

“No wonder Eric couldn’t find you,” Bartholomew said. “We called him as soon as you started shooting. We were hoping for him to get you out before the cops showed up.”

“You actually went in looking for me?” 

Eric had his head in his hands. He looked like a little kid. “Yeah. I went ahead of my partner straight to where Bartholomew said you were. I ran into the eyeballs instead. I almost puked on the scene. By the time I got myself collected again, Bartholomew called, saying you were home.” Eric started yawning. I just realized he had been up all night and was exhausted.

“I don’t think an ax-wielding ghost is going to hold up in court,” I said.

Poor thing was not amused.

“We have a picture if you want to see it,” Bartholomew said.

I had totally forgotten about the video. “I don’t recommend it.” I was shaking my head.

Unfortunately, Bartholomew was already out of his seat and at his control station.

Before I could protest, Eric was beside him. “I almost stepped in eyeballs. I’m sure I can take your little ghost.” 

Bartholomew played the video for Eric. Constantine and I waited by the table, watching each other and shaking our heads.

“Holy shit. That thing was there. Please tell me this is fake.” Nobody ever listened to me.

“I tried to warn you.” I felt a little bad for him. He looked even worse. “The good news is, he’s not there anymore. Everyone is safe to continue the investigation.” I looked at Constantine, who was agreeing with me.

“Please tell me: Are we going to find anything connecting you to this?” Eric was back at the table, staring down at me.

“Well, Officer Eric, I can’t believe you care.” I gave him my most fake brilliant smile and even batted my eyes. Constantine started laughing.

“No! I just need to figure out what I’m going to say when they ask me why I’m hanging out with a crazy murderer.” 

Ouch. He could have at least played it off. I sank lower in my chair. Constantine, on the other hand, was rolling.

“Oh, thanks for the support.” I waved my hand at him. “I’m pretty sure if Death took care of the bullet casings, you won’t find anything placing me there. Besides, I was wearing gloves and a cap. Unless you can trace droplets of my spit, I’m sure I’m clear.” 

The boy actually looked relieved. I wanted to kick him.

“Not even on the ax?” He was really hung up on that ax.

“Never touched it. It wasn’t mine. I doubt you’ll be able to match the prints you find. I don’t think you have fingerprints from the fifties.” Technology was good, but it couldn’t work miracles.

“Great. So now we have a triple homicide nobody can explain.” When he put it that way, it was depressing.

“You can always blame it on gangs,” Bartholomew said from his work station.

“True. If only we had a gang problem in Texarkana.”

“You do now,” Constantine said.

Eric was ready to kill us. Totally uncalled for. Bartholomew, Constantine, and I sensed his tension and waited for him to calm down. We didn’t need an edgy cop on the premises. Eric paced a few times and tried to take deep breaths. I felt so much better watching someone else do it.

“Eric, let the investigation unfold on its own. Go home, shower, and take a nap. It will work itself out.” Constantine was back in his Yoda mode. I was impressed with his advice. It was making Eric feel better.

“Fine. I’m going home.”

“Bye, Eric,” Bartholomew and I said together. We were afraid to spook him any more.

Eric headed out the door and down the stairs.

“Is he going to be OK?” Bartholomew asked.

“He’s afraid of the ramifications of the investigation. He’s young and doesn’t understand that humans will always find a rational explanation for events. Witches, ghosts, and magic will never be part of it. Now I need a nap as well.” Constantine hopped down from the table and headed out.

“I’m beat too. I left your recording, your new devices, and your laptop on the couch. Good night, Isis.” Bartholomew walked behind me and kissed my head. He had never done that before. He was really tired. “I’m glad you’re OK.”

“Am I the only one who sleeps?” I felt really guilty.

“You were unconscious. I wouldn’t call that sleeping. Besides, it’s barely five a.m. You should take a nap too. It’s going to be a crazy day.” With one last smile, he left the room.

My body rhythm was off. I walked over to the couch. Bartholomew had left me a brand-new computer, with a bow and everything. I flopped down on the couch and got comfy with my new toys. Bartholomew had created a loop of my lullaby and stored it on three different MP3 players. At least something good was happening for once.


CHAPTER 32

A nap was not part of my master plan for the morning. Unfortunately, once again Morpheus won, and I was out. I was having another fabulous dreamless night. One of the major benefits of Reapers was the lack of dreams. I wasn’t sure if it was the wards on the building or just having some of Death’s blessing, but ever since I had moved in, I hadn’t dreamed. The nightmares had stopped, and I was resting. Sleep was a friend, something that I had never known before. I enjoyed going to bed and hated getting up. In a strange way, I finally felt somewhat normal in that area.

I was sure I was in REM when I was, sadly, interrupted by a call from Shorty. I was afraid I had created a monster. The man truly believed he was an informant for the CIA, or maybe the FBI. I barely managed to say hello in a sleepy, comatose stage. He delivered this message: “Boss, Church under the Bridge, nine o’clock. See you there.” Then he hung up. I was too dumbfounded to think. It took me at least five minutes to process the situation. According to the phone, it was 8:17 a.m. If I needed to be downtown, I had to leave by 8:45 a.m. That wasn’t a lot of time to shower and get ready. For a person obsessed with time, I was always running late.

I was tired of quick showers. My godmother would never believe this. One of my favorite things was to take long showers and let my mind wander. I never managed to do that anymore. This job was really affecting my life. I was out the door with a toaster strudel in less than twenty-five minutes. I wasn’t expecting to find parking near the bridge, so I wanted to have plenty of time to walk to the mass. It was a blessing I did. I managed to hit every red light between Reapers and the service. I was starting to believe this was a test.

By the time I arrived at South State Line’s Bridge on Broad Street, the service had started. I was fairly impressed. The Church under the Bridge had over a hundred people truly worshipping. They had a band that was really good. A small podium where a man with long, Jesus-like hair watched the band in delight. He was a handsome guy, maybe in his midthirties, with a nicely groomed goatee. I made my way to the crowd right as he started to minister. A small sound system was set up to one side.

The man’s voice was electrifying. There was a passion and a love in his speech that had the crowd transfixed. The crowd was even more impressed. All races, all colors, all religious beliefs were represented. Rich and poor stood side by side, caring for the Lord. The cynic in me wasn’t sure what to think. Instead of analyzing it too much, I looked for Shorty. If he was trying to find a busy public place, he had definitely found one. How was I supposed to find that goofy man in this crowd?

After I had done couple of laps around the outside of the crowd, Shorty was nowhere to found, and I was getting tired. I stopped to listen to the sermon. The pastor was talking about love, hope, and knowing we were children of God. Knowing we were meant for greater things and that our first calling was to care for one another. I wasn’t sure if I was moved to action, but his words hit a core in my soul. Before I could think of the message, I felt more than saw a person walking behind me.

“Boss, don’t look my way. We don’t want to attract attention.” Shorty was extremely paranoid and delusional. I was praying it was not a horrible idea getting him as an informant.

“Of course not. I would hate to look shady.”

“Everyone is suspicious around here. Now listen before they see us together for too long. It’s going down tonight. They plan to have the packages to the other side by six p.m.” He took a sip from his cup. By the smell, it was really strong coffee.

“Are you sure?” That was not a lot of time.

“According to my sources that heard them speaking, they need to be on the other side before the sunset and the packages prepped.”

“Sunset at this time of year is around seven o’clock. That’s cutting it close, if they only need an hour.”

“They kept talking about crossroads. Something to do with major street crossings at a central location.” Shorty was sipping his coffee as he spoke.

“Anything else, Shorty?”

“The place is somewhere downtown. That’s all we heard.” 

OK, so downtown and probably in between the two Catholic churches. I needed a map. Hopefully, Bartholomew would be up by the time I got home.

“Nice job, Shorty. Is there any way you could get word to the underground to stay away from downtown? It’s going to be dangerous tonight.” I didn’t want tons of collateral damage or more prisoners.

“Consider it done, boss. Anything else?” Shorty would have made a great soldier.

“Check in with me tomorrow. Take a count of how many people you have starting out, and again at the end. We want to make sure nobody else is taken.”

“Ten-four.” 

By the time I turned to looked at him, he was gone. Shorty had blended in with the crowd like a chameleon.

I was alone again, and I wasn’t sure what else do to. The minister was still speaking, and the crowd was moved with each one of his words. The space had no boundaries, no walls, no sacred art or crucifix anywhere, but you could feel the Lord in its midst. I closed my eyes, and I could feel energy rolling over me in every direction. Unlike the crazy witches’ energy, this was soft and warm. It felt like soft silk caressing my face, or warm waves. I found myself swaying to an invisible force I wanted so badly to touch.

I opened my eyes, and the band had started playing again. The crowd was moving to the same beat. It was captivating. I started to look around. There were smiling faces everywhere. The church had set up tables on the far side for what appeared to be breakfast. The food was not what caught my eye. A guy who looked just like Eric was carrying boxes. I didn’t want to yell his name, in case it wasn’t him. Instead I walked carefully in his direction.

“Do you guys need some help?” I had learned early in my military career that the easiest way to get people to like you was to volunteer. It was the same way in most places.

A lady in her fifties, or maybe sixties, smiled at me. She looked as if she had had work done on herself. She had age spots on her hands, but her face looked really good.

“Of course, sweetie. We could always use more hands. Do you mind helping unload the truck.” Her voice was very musical. It had the same quality as the preacher’s. I wondered if the two of them were related.

I made my way toward the truck. The guy was definitely Eric. He was facing the bed, pulling crates closer to the front. He was wearing shorts and a long-sleeve shirt. He had a baseball cap on, and he looked younger.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?” 

He almost jumped at the sound of my voice. “Isis, what are you doing here? Please don’t blow up anything here.” Eric had a horrible perception of me. Scary.

“It wasn’t on my list, but thank you for the reminder. I’d better be going.” I turned around and started to walk away. I really didn’t need that from him today.

“Isis, I’m sorry. Please wait.” Eric was holding my arm.

My first instinct was to knock his hand off me. I controlled myself and turned to face him. “Yes? What other insults are you getting ready to throw at me?” It sucked to be like a mayhem commercial. For some strange reason, he wanted to blame all the insane crap in this town on me. As if the witches weren’t doing anything here.

“I’m sorry about that. I’m tired and maybe a bit edgy. What are you doing here? I thought you were Catholic.” How did he know my religious preference? I guessed that part really didn’t matter.

“I am, but I still enjoy a good service. Even the pope promotes better relations with other faiths.”

“So that’s the only reason you’re here?” Eric really should become an investigator. He asked plenty of questions.

“I had a meeting one of my sources.” I looked around at the church. I was not going to admit to Eric that Shorty was my only source. “Maybe we should talk and move. I think they’re waiting for those things.”

“Oh, crap. You’re right.” Eric looked back to the truck.

“Let me help you.” 

Eric looked around almost reluctantly. Finally he handed me a couple of boxes. They were full of rolls and apples.

We walked back to the breakfast table together. We handed the volunteers the boxes and went back for more.

“The ladies normally have more help, but for some strange reason, five of their regulars didn’t show up today.”

“Probably because they’re getting ready for genocide.” I beat Eric to the truck.

“What?” A sleep-deprived Eric was really slow.

“I’m pretty sure the witches were volunteering here. They’ve been working in most of the shelters and nonprofit organizations to find victims and get their trust. After tonight, for one reason or another, they won’t be coming back.” I prayed it would be because we’d found a way to stop them. “Why are you here?”

He looked a little shy. “This is one of my favorite events in town. Everyone here truly wants to be here, and they care for one another.” We carried the last of the supplies to the table. Eric headed back to the truck. “Can you feel it?”

“I can feel something. I don’t know what it is.” I looked around the place again. The fellowship was incredible.

“Do you trust me?” 

That was a very odd question coming from him. I knew Constantine trusted him, but did I? The man drove me nuts at times, but somehow I did trust him. I nodded.

“OK. I don’t recommend you doing this around town. Open your sight.”

I looked at him in pure horror. Was he trying to scare me to death? With all these people here, I had no idea what I would find.

Eric stepped closer and held my hand. “It’s going to be OK. Try it.” 

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and opened my sight. I was bracing myself for demons, monsters, and maybe even hell. Instead I was surrounded by golden light. The place was illuminated by a soft, warm brilliance, and a canopy of light covered the crowd. The Church under the Bridge was a Church of Light and Warmth. Everyone around me was glowing, even Eric. He looked like an avenging angel.

To my left a lady sat on the ground, crying. Two children sat on either side of her, holding her hands and soothing her. As I looked, their wings expanded, and, by God, they were cherubs. They smiled at the lady and wiped her tears. My heart exploded with emotions, and I had tears running down my face. I couldn’t stop them. The church was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. I couldn’t see the people, just their souls. At this very moment, those souls were pure and full of love, and they radiated that. Eric came closer to me. I cried on his shoulder.

“You should close your sight now, before you pass out.” 

I didn’t want to. I was in awe, but I forced myself to do it.

“Eric, is she OK?” The head volunteer lady was by our side when I finally opened my eyes. Eric was gentle, as I never seen him. He slowly let me go. The lady handed me some tissues.

“She’s had a very long week.”

“Oh, sweetie, you poor thing. You’re among friends now. Come, join us.” It wasn’t a question but a statement. She took my hand, and I let her lead me toward the food table. Eric was right behind us. Texarkana had a way of surprising me every day. Jesus’s recruitment techniques were not as flashy as Jake’s, but they were just as powerful.


CHAPTER 33

I made it to Reapers after noon. Unlike Catholic masses, which only lasted an hour, this was at least two. After the service, I helped the volunteers clean up. I wasn’t sure how, but the underground community knew who I was. Their expressions were mixed at first. Some stayed away, as if I had the plague. With the number of people who were disappearing around me, I didn’t blame them. The other half was very welcoming.

The energy or magic in that place was so intoxicating. I agreed to go back the following week and help. That was crazy. I didn’t make it to my own mass every week, but I was picking up a second church. I was losing my mind. It was odd to start thinking of war after that service. For some reason, I wanted to find those witches and pray with them. Maybe talk reason into them. By the time I opened the door to the loft at Reapers, reality hit. The boys had pictures of dead bodies all over the kitchen island and table.

“Wow. Where did you find all these?” They almost looked like dried-up mummies. I couldn’t guess the age of any, but their clothes were fairly modern.

“Evidence file from New York. The victims.” Constantine jumped from the table to the kitchen counter. That quickly, peace-talk ideas were gone. The war was back on.

“Constantine, if we don’t stop them, they’re just going to keep doing this.” My stomach was turning as I looked at those poor people.

“Pretty much. They’ll probably go away for a while. They have enough years accumulated, but they will do it again. Who knows what part of the world next?” Constantine was going over the pictures as well.

“Those poor souls are gone.” My voice came out a whisper.

Even Constantine felt sorry for the dead. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Yeah. They will never go home.” Oh yeah, the war was on. “Where have you been?”

“Are you sure you’re not my dad?” I tried glaring at Constantine. But have you ever won a staring contest with a cat?

“Why do you think they call me the guardian? That’s my job description.”

“Good point. I totally forgot. I still don’t have to like it.” I was not winning that argument. It wasn’t as if I ever won any arguments with Constantine.

“You don’t have to like it. Just conform to it.”

“Constantine, did you ever advise any generals in the military? ’Cause you have an evil side to you.” He had a very dictator personality.

“Just Patton, at least directly. I had others I mentored from afar.”

“Oh, wow. Only General Patton.” I took a moment to process that. “I’m not even surprised.”

“Where do you think he got his style from?”

“Lead me, follow me, or just get the hell out of my way. I always wondered why he was so angry. Now it makes sense.”

“That was one of my best quotes. Now girl, stop stalling and talk.” Typical cat. They were easily distracted, but once they were done, they were right back on their target. Constantine did not forget a thing.

“I met Shorty at the Church under the Bridge.” I had too much energy, so I started pacing the room.

Bartholomew was quiet by the computer area. “Great place. People forget their problems there. Pure magic. I love it.” He looked entranced with his thoughts. Too bad those didn’t last long. “Anything new?”

“The witches need to move the people by six p.m. That doesn’t give us much time to find them.”

“We’re probably too late to find them. We need to figure out where they’re going. Either stop them en route or go after them.” 

I looked at Constantine carefully. “Our plan is break into purgatory, find the people, and bring them back. Simple, straightforward. I like. How are we breaking into purgatory?” I didn’t know any magic to break supernatural barriers.

“Simple. We use the door the witches create. They have to keep it open long enough to get out and dump the bodies. It would take them too much power to blast two doors in one day.” He was watching me carefully.

“Why doesn’t purgatory have guardians on the other side?” I was so confused.

“You don’t need to guard souls whose next destination is heaven. What could they possibly do?” Constantine had a point. “Unfortunately, we took for granted the ambitions of your species and the things you’re willing to do to achieve things. Humans can be truly evil.”

“Thanks, Constantine. Now tell me how you really feel. Are you sure you don’t need a nap?” 

Constantine was looking vicious now.

“He’s hungry. We skipped breakfast,” Bartholomew said from the computer room, almost giggling. “Maybe he needs a Snickers Bar.”

“Oh, you got jokes now.” Constantine was working himself all up. He was looking like a small, vicious tiger.

I walked over to the pantry and pulled out a couple of cans of tuna. Constantine was pacing around, ready to unleash hell on Bartholomew and me. Bartholomew stayed really far away. I preheated the oven. While the oven was heating up, I opened a can of tuna. Constantine stopped in midpounce in Bartholomew’s direction. He made a quick U-turn and headed my way. I placed the tuna in a bowl and the bowl in front of Constantine.

“Here you go, Mr. Lion King.” I could have sworn he growled at me. I stepped away from the angry beast.

While Constantine ate his meal in silence, I prepared Bartholomew an open-faced tuna sandwich with asparagus and cheese. It took less than five minutes to toast the bread, add mayo to the tuna, and then layer the sandwich. Toast went on the bottom, followed by the asparagus, the tuna, and then the cheese. A few minutes under the broiler, and the sandwich was done. With the new gluten-free bread we had bought, I didn’t feel bad making him a sandwich.

“OK, Bart, come and eat now. I don’t need you transforming into the Hulk over there.” I didn’t have to tell Bartholomew twice. Food was the only thing that would separate that boy from the computer area. He brought a stack of papers with him.

“Here you go.” He handed me the papers.

“What’s this?” I opened up the sheets.

“Obviously, maps. I tried to break them down by areas.” Bartholomew had been busy. By the looks of it, they had gotten up as soon as I left.

“Maybe if I looked at things before asking, I could save myself the smart replies.” I glared at Bartholomew over the maps. He smiled back brightly. Boy geniuses were a menace to themselves. “According to the priest and the ghosts, we’re looking for a location where the walls to purgatory are weak. What can cause that?”

“Ley lines are the most common,” Constantine said between tuna bites. Thank God, he was coming back to normal. I liked nice, useful Constantine so much better.

“Does Texarkana have any ley lines? Whatever those things are.”

“Ley lines are—”

“Constantine, not now. You can explain the concept later. Do we have any?” 

Constantine wasn’t even mad. Which meant the tuna was doing its magic.

“Not any strong enough to break the barriers,” Bartholomew said between bites. We needed to work on manners with these two. “I checked earlier. Sorry.”

“No ley lines. What else, then?” This was not my specialty.

“Crossroads and intersections have power. They allow the flow of energy and at times redirect it,” Constantine said.

“Is that why feng shui discourages people from building houses in front of the end of a street?” 

Constantine stopped chewing and looked at me, surprised.

“Oh, don’t give me that look. Feng shui is fairly common now.”

“You’re right, but most people don’t make the connection. Every major religion has understood the power of energy and magic.” At least the lecture hadn’t lasted long this time. Constantine was back at his tuna.

“That’s not good.” Constantine and I turned to look at Bartholomew as he spoke. “If crossroads are that big a deal, State Line is a giant magnet. Not only is a major street, it’s a highway, and it separates two states.”

“Oh God, that’s what they meant by loving the twin cities. But we need something that connects State Line to downtown.” I opened Bartholomew’s maps on the counter. I found the downtown map and traced State Line down. Bartholomew and Constantine were both looking over my shoulder.

“Holy cow,” Bartholomew whispered.

“You got to be kidding me.” I was in shock.

“Can you humans make things any more complicated?” This time, I completely agreed with Constantine. “Why would anyone in their right mind put a post office in the middle of State Line? That stupid building is sitting in two states.” Constantine was staring at the map in pure anger.

“That is the second-most photographed post office in the country. Not to mention the FYI—the Texas Marshals and the correctional officers have offices there. This is a giant nightmare.” I thought I had issues with dead people.

“That’s a federal building. We can’t bust in there.” Bartholomew looked at the map as he chewed.

“We? Where you think you’re going?” I sounded like my godmother, but I didn’t care. I was not letting Bartholomew get hurt on my watch.

“With you. Isis, you can’t do this on your own. Besides, Constantine can’t enter purgatory.” Bartholomew was looking directly at me. There was no fear in his eyes, and he was not backing down.

“You can’t enter purgatory? Why?” How come nobody had ever explained that before?

“Purgatory is a human creation for souls. I’m a magical cat, but even I have limitations. In the end, only humans can enter—not even Death.” Now that explained why he was so upset about the whole purgatory thing. It meant he couldn’t help. “Bartholomew is right, Isis. You’re going to need help. I don’t like it any more than you do.”

“Bart, this is dangerous. If something goes wrong, I might not make it out of there.”

“Exactly why you need me. I thought we were all a team. I want to be part of this.” For an eleven-year-old boy, Bartholomew was really brave—or naïve. “Isis, please. I’m tired of being left behind. Besides, I could just follow you anyways.” 

I wasn’t sure which part scared me the most. I knew the feeling of being left behind all too well. I took a deep breath. “Fine. But you follow my orders and do exactly what I tell you.”

“Deal.” Bartholomew was the only one who was excited about that. Constantine and I just glared at the kid.

“Constantine, can you call your contacts and get us another vehicle, please? We need to blend in in Texarkana. The witches will be expecting Bumblebee.” Getting downtown was important.

“Too easy. It’ll be ready by five p.m.” I really believed Constantine was the head of the mafia.

“Bartholomew, can you disable the cameras at the post office? Make sure there’s no trace of us there.” The last thing we needed was to get caught on camera driving like maniacs.

“Simple enough. I’ll bring my laptop so I can monitor things as we get closer. I’ll double-check all the police frequencies and scanners.” Bartholomew was going over his list of things to destroy. Yeah, that child was dangerous.

“The post office is a huge building. It’ll take us forever to search it all.” I had no idea how that would happen.

“Maybe not, Isis.” I stopped to look at Constantine. “Think about it. The building is on top of State Line. They really don’t need to access the inside to get the most benefits. The outside of it would do. Besides, it’s Saturday. They would draw too much attention walking into a federal building.”

“That’s good news, right? We drive around till we find the door.” I was trying to sound optimistic.

“Something like that.” Constantine needed to work on his optimism.

“OK, boys, we need to be rolling by five p.m. That gives us less than four hours. I’ll get the gear ready. You both know what to do. We have a war to plan; let’s go.” 

Both Bartholomew and Constantine nodded at me. While the boys took care of transportation, surveillance, and police issues, I was going to prep the firepower. For the first time, I prayed that Constantine had ordered every weapon he could imagine.


CHAPTER 34

Why was I surprised that we were late leaving Reapers? It was 5:24 p.m. by the time we headed downtown. Granted, it wasn’t a very long drive, but I was going at least three miles below the speed limit. This job was making me a real law-biding citizen when it came to traffic laws. We carried too much firepower. Not to mention Bartholomew and I were dressed ready for war. It wasn’t hunting season, I was told, so we couldn’t even use that as an excuse. Constantine had come through on the ride, as usual. We had an F-150, white, with dual cab and extended bed. Constantine wanted to make sure we could transport a large group of people.

By the time we made it downtown, my adrenaline was pumping. We needed to do something soon, before I had a heart attack. Bartholomew was busy working his magic with his laptop. I couldn’t explain what he was doing; all I got was that the cameras would be disabled and perimeter secure. I was sure those words did not have the same meaning for him that they had for me.

“Done. Downtown is secure.” Bartholomew had a huge smile on his face. I was really worried.

“Why are you all smiles?” He did look suspicious.

“When we blow up the post office, nobody will be able to blame us.”

“We’re not planning to blow up anything.”

“Of course not. But just in case, we’re covered.” 

As much as I was hoping we could avoid mass destruction, I didn’t want to take any chances. I let Bartholomew finish his final checks.

Shorty had done his part. Downtown was deserted. Not a soul was walking around anywhere. Even the businesses that were normally open late on Saturday were shut down tight. That at least made me feel better. The fewer pedestrians around, the better. We drove around the post office several times and saw nothing. Had we made a mistake? Where could they possible be?

“Constantine, are you seeing anything?” Constantine was manning the drone, which was really scary on its own. It wasn’t just any drone; it was military issue, with high-power cameras, heat sensors, and a few machine guns. His idea of watching the fort was dealing death from above. I was sure Constantine was part of the Eighty-Second Airborne—similar philosophy.

“The skies are clear, and not a soul on the ground. What did you tell Shorty to do, kill them all? He really cleared the town.” Constantine was coming through the headpiece extremely clear.

“I was wondering the same thing myself. There isn’t a soul in town. Anything on the scanners?” Constantine was also in charge of monitoring all the police scanners as well as the supernatural world. We were running out of time.

“Strange—they got an anonymous call reporting strange people with guns at Union Station. The caller mentioned seeing one of the missing people being dragged into the building.”

Bartholomew looked at me, and I shook my head.

“That sounds too convenient. What do you think, Constantine?” I was sure the witches were not at Union Station. That place was abandoned. It was a train station owned by a civilian, one of the few in the country, and it wasn’t in use. This could be another trap.

“We’re running out of time. The cops are on the scene, and the place has been locked down. It doesn’t feel right.” At least we were all on the same page. “Eric is on the scene now. Swing by and see if you can talk to him. Just be careful with the MRAP.”

“MRAP? Like the mine-resistant ambush-protected vehicle? That MRAP?” Was Constantine high?

“Yes, that one. Did I stutter? Why are you spelling things out for me?” Constantine had no problem going from happy to pissy in under two seconds. I was blaming his feline nature.

“Why would Texarkana have an MRAP?” What mine or ambush were they expecting in the middle of town?

“It’s part of their SWAT. Try not to get kill or arrested down there. Keep me posted. I’m going to do another round with the drone. Constantine out.”

“Is Constantine talking about himself in the third person?” I looked at Bartholomew.

“Are you surprised about that?” OK, he did have a good point.

I was on Seventh Street, and I took a right on State Line to head to Union Square. “That’s weird.”

“What?”

“I thought I saw two people playing chess in there.” 

He was still looking at the Vietnam memorial.

“Should we turn around?” I asked Bartholomew confused. I didn’t want to miss anything.

“Let’s go find Eric first.” I looked in the rearview mirror but kept on driving. I trusted Bartholomew’s judgement here.

Union Station, or the Texarkana Train Station, was another one of those beautiful buildings that was neglected and falling apart. All the new buildings and businesses were going west on 30. I was a sucker for classic architecture.

I wasn’t sure how far I was going to get. The station was behind the correctional facility on Front Street, right next to the police station. Either the witches were insane, or they didn’t think they could get caught.

Bartholomew and I made it to the intersection of Pine and Front Streets. Constantine was right. SWAT was on the scene, and the place looked like a hostage negation right out of a movie. Police officers were everywhere. They even had snipers on the roofs. I was pretty sure the witches were not there.

“Impressive, but probably overkill.” Bartholomew was looking out his window.

“You’re getting the same vibe.” I was making a mental note. Texarkana’s rapid response team was impressive.

“There’s no way they’re going to blast a door to another dimension in the middle of a firefight.” 

Bartholomew was right. Before I could put the truck in reverse, someone knocked on my window. I almost jumped out of my seat. I lowered my window slowly.

“What are you two doing here?” Why didn’t Eric ever smile when he was on duty?

“Constantine sent us to find you,” Bartholomew said from his side. “Are they here?” Bartholomew had a way of calming people down.

Eric didn’t seem to mind answering Bartholomew, unlike me. “There are people inside. The snipers have seen several people with guns and hostages.” He glanced over his shoulder.

“Constantine said you had an anonymous call. How do you know it was reliable?” I had no idea why that was bothering me. I didn’t believe in coincidences, and this job was making me question everything.

“Abuelita called me to ask for advice. She made a tracking spell for Angelito, and it led to the station. She wanted to come and find him, but you told her the witches were after her. I told her to call 911 and leave the message.” Eric looked worried. It probably didn’t help that he hadn’t slept in a couple of days.

“Why not have her leave her name?” Bartholomew asked.

“Very hard to explain to the cops that she used a spell to track him here. Nobody would ever take her seriously again. Besides, they wouldn’t come,” I said. I knew it in my heart, because up to a week ago, I didn’t believe in any of this stuff.

“Oh yeah, I forgot. Police don’t believe in magic.” Bartholomew looked so young.

“The average person doesn’t believe in magic. Remember that. You two better get out of here.” Eric was scanning the area. He noticed one of the other cops looking in our direction.

“Let us know if you find Angelito, please.” I was praying that Abuelita was all right.

“I will. Be careful. We’re going to be busy here for a while. If they’re not here, you’re going to have your hands full.” Eric started walking away.

“Thank you, Eric.” 

He nodded at us and kept on walking.

I looked at Bartholomew. “They’re not there. This is a distraction.”

“I was thinking the same thing. It’s clever. They have the whole area blocked off, and nobody is looking for them. I think Angelito is in there.” Bartholomew was looking at the building as he spoke.

“I do too. I also have a horrible feeling that he’s well guarded.” 

Bartholomew and I looked at each other.

“Isis, there’s no time. If we try to help, we’ll probably get arrested instead. Besides, if they left magical traps, Eric can handle it. We need to find them.” 

Bartholomew was right. There wasn’t much we could do there.

“I know, but I feel bad. They’re going in there blind.” I took a deep breath before putting the truck in gear.

“Blind? Isis, please. Those guys live for this kind of thing. Snipers on the roof, MRAP blocking the way. This is training paradise. If they actually get to shoot somebody and rescue the hostage, that would be one hell of a story. We’re in the way.” He looked at me and smiled. He was a genius for a reason.

“When you put it that way, why ruin their life’s mission?” I made a U-turn and headed back to State Line.

“Thank you. I’m glad you see it my way.” He touched his earpiece to get a hold of Constantine. “Constantine, hostages in the building, but we’re pretty sure no witches. What do you have?”

“I got a couple of thugs hanging out by a fountain. They look heavily armed, so be careful.”

“Got it. We’re on our way.” 

I nodded at Bartholomew and headed toward the post office.

“The fountain is on the back side. We’ll need to park on the side and walk the rest of the way. Constantine, can you see anyone else?” I was hoping for a little more information or details.

“That’s the weird part, Isis. It’s just two of them. No car near them or anyone else wandering around. They’re too big and weather heavy jackets to look natural there.”

“OK, so how do we find this stupid doorway?” I had no idea what I was looking for.

“It’s magic, Isis. Unfortunately, you’re going to need to use your sight.”

“Darn,” Bartholomew said. I totally agreed.

“OK, we’re on our way. Will keep you posted.” I did the sign of the cross. If anytime in my life I needed divine protection, this was it. I said a quick prayer for Bartholomew and myself.


CHAPTER 35

We parked across the street from the post office on Woods Street. Bartholomew did one last check of the cameras and surveillance on his laptop.

“We got sixty minutes on the loop before anyone notices something.” He was typing something on his computer as he spoke.

“That’s great, because we got twenty minutes till sunset, so plenty of time.” I was starting to freak out.

Bartholomew put his computer away. He grabbed a police baton from his backpack. I pulled my M16 from the back seat and attached the machete to my side. I had been wondering why we needed the extended cab. Now I understood—it was easier to grab weapons from. For a cat, Constantine had a great understanding of human needs and logistics. It explained how he had managed to survive all this time. Bartholomew and I grabbed a few more handguns and plenty of ammo. We were ready for war.

We made our way toward the front of the post office. It was weird the way the place was designed. It felt as if the front of the building should be facing State Line and not the back. We stayed close to the building and made our way to the front. I didn’t know why I was surprised when the thugs came around the corner. They were expecting us. Constantine wasn’t kidding—these two were the biggest men I had ever seen in my life. One of the Incredible Hulks grabbed Bartholomew by the shirt and lifted him at least four feet off the ground.

“Let go of me, you punk.” Bartholomew was swinging his legs, but it made no difference. He looked like a baby suspended in the air.

I tried to help by rushing in. That didn’t last long. I was backhanded at least six feet back. What did these guys eat? My face was on fire. Thankfully, my M16 was still strapped to my neck, or it would have blown off. I wasn’t sure if I could take a clear shot. They had Bartholomew hanging around like a sack of potatoes. I pulled one of the recorders from my pocket. I wished I had had time to test it, but Bartholomew was starting to turn purple. I said a quick prayer and turned the thing on.

I was amazed. Two grown men dropped to the ground. They literally fell on the ground as if somebody had knocked them out. The lullaby was soothing, and I felt all the emotions I had poured into it while I was playing it. Bartholomew fell on his butt when the guy dropped him. I had not had time to warn him.

“Sorry about that, Bart. Are you OK?” I rushed over and helped him up.

“Why didn’t you do that from the beginning?” Bartholomew was looking at the thugs in shock.

“I had no idea if it was actually going to work. Here are some earplugs, just in case it starts affecting you. Come on, help me move these two off the street. They’ll draw attention.” Bartholomew plugged his ears and helped me drag the big guys next to the fountain. We sat them on the curb and tried to make them looked as natural as possible. If you believed it was just two drunk guys, it would work.

“Now what?” Bartholomew was looking around the fountain.

“It’s not going to pop up on us. Close your eyes and open your sight. We need to get in.” 

I did the same thing I had just told Bartholomew to do. I opened my sight slowly. I wasn’t sure what was waiting for us. Thank God nothing and no one was there except for a huge split in the fountain. It was probably eight feet tall by ten feet wide. It wasn’t like a garage door with clean, even lines. This was jagged, like when you cut the corners off bread and missed pieces.

“No wonder they needed the equinox. That thing is huge.” Bartholomew was standing next to me, also staring at the huge hole.

“You’re right. I was expecting a hole like a window or a door, not an underpass.” These nuts did not were extravagant. “Are you ready? You can always stay here and guard the hallway here.”

“Right, and let you get killed. No way, Isis. I’m going with you.” 

I smiled at the little guy. He had guts.

“In that case, let’s cause some mayhem. Constantine, we’re going in. If we’re not back in thirty, give Death the bad news and close this door up.” I placed the recording next to our sleeping beauties as a safety precaution.

“That is definitely a last resort. Make sure to get out of there, with or without the hostages. Those witches won’t leave here alive.” Constantine’s voice was venomous.

Bartholomew swallowed and looked at me. My eyes were wide with fear. Mental note: do not make Constantine mad.

“Going in. Safeties off, shoot first ask questions later.” 

Bartholomew took the safety off his 9mm. I did the same with the M16. We nodded at each other and walked through the tunnel.

I was nervous about entering purgatory. The place was so bright, my mind was in pain. I felt as if I were choking to death in a furnace.

Bartholomew screamed next to me, “Close your sight. Hurry.” 

It took me some effort to close the sight. The burning sensation stopped, and I could breathe again. I slowly opened my eyes. “Are you OK?”

Bartholomew was on his knees breathing heavily, but he nodded. I gave him a moment to recover. With my normal eyes, I took a look at purgatory. It was a version of Texarkana. Not like the real one; this one was cleaner, as if everything had been power washed. The colors were brighter, more intense. At home we were getting ready to start fall, and the trees were changing color. The trees here were in full bloom, almost spring like. The weather was cool, and a freeze smelling of fruit fill the air. Even the air smelled cleaner. It was so weird—a permanent spring.

“I guess if I needed to wait for permission to go home, this would not be a bad place to wait,” Bartholomew whispered.

“I wouldn’t mind having weather like this all year long. I just wouldn’t want to get stuck here for eternity.”

“I agree. But where are all the people?”

“If purgatory is only a Catholic belief, I guess you’ll only have the Catholic souls who were living in Texarkana here.” It was an empty town, with no cars or people anywhere—except that stupid black van parked by the Vietnam memorial. “I’ve figured out why they needed the tunnel-size entrance.” I pointed at the van.

We made our way through the empty street. The whole thing looked spooky. Bartholomew and I kept looking over our shoulders, but nobody was around. We reached the memorial. Bartholomew took the right side, and I took the left. The memorial was technically for the Korean and Vietnam Wars. The place was in the shape of a semicircle, with a couple of benches in the middle. The trees around the park were so thick and full, it gave the area the appearance of having a roof. From the road you had the impression the place was more enclosed.

Inside the park-like area, the hostages were lying on the ground. I reached the hostages first. There were at least seven people lying on the brick floor. I reached the hostage closest to me and bent over. It was the woman from the Granary. She looked thinner than I remembered. She had bags under her eyes. I took her pulse. She was still warm. Her pulse was weak, but she was alive. My celebration was short lived. From the back of the memorial, Angelito’s dear girlfriend, Lily, appeared.

“You really don’t give up, do you?” 

I guessed these witches didn’t need any wands like in the movies. She was holding a ball of fire in her hands. I was still holding the M16, and I went for the trigger.

“Do you really want to test who’s faster?” she said.

From my right side, another one of those oversize thugs came out carrying Bartholomew. He had Bartholomew’s gun in one hand and was holding Bartholomew’s wrist in the other. Bartholomew looked pissed.

“Shoot her, Isis. They’re not planning to let anyone live, anyways.” Nobody would ever deny that Bartholomew had spunk.

“Oh, look. You brought us one with lots of years in him. Two for the price of one. I love it.” The crazy witch had the most mocking smile on her face. She was definitely demented. “Too bad your boss won’t be here to take you home.” Demented, and she thought she was funny. Great.

“Aren’t you kind? Drop the ball, and we can do this one-on-one.” I just wanted to knock her teeth out.

“Child, please. After fifty years, I don’t believe in fighting fair. Law-abiding and listening to the order—what did it get us? A dead brother. We were told we can’t go against nature. Bullshit! Those arrogant, self-righteous pigs got rich and happy, and my family died.” Lily was demented, with a revenge motive and lots of years of experience. I was truly out of my league. “What? No witty comeback?”

“Nope. I got nothing for that one. You are demented.” What I needed was a plan to get us out of there. We were facing a psycho witch with lots of power.

“Oh, that’s a shame. Angelito said you were really funny.” She was playing with the ball of fire and looking more evil by the minute.

“Obviously Angelito is not a good source of information. He fell for your crazy ass.” She actually laughed at that. “So do we just stand here and wait, or do you kill me now? I’m ready for a fight.”

“You are a feisty little intern. No, child. We lost a few specimens setting that little diversion. We’re going to make great use of you. Tie him up and then get her,” she ordered the thug holding Bartholomew.

I looked around the group and realized neither Angelito or Ana were there. That was a blessing.

Lily glanced at the thug. It was barely a second, but it was long enough for the person on the ground to kick her. The witch lost her balance, and I opened fire and marched at her. We were less than twenty feet apart, and I was gaining ground. I wasn’t sure what damage I would inflict. I didn’t care. Unfortunately, I wasn’t quick enough. She raised a shield, and the bullets just got stuck in it. But magic required focus and energy. I had plenty of bullets, and she would get tired. She backed away from me, and I kept pace. I emptied a thirty-round magazine on her.

Lily got ready to attack back, but, unfortunately for the pretty little thing, she had to drop her shield. I ran at her and butt struck her to the head with the M16. She wasn’t expecting actual contact. Did I mention I was tired of getting beaten up? The witch went down like a sack of potatoes, and I kicked her in the ribs just for good measure. I heard a loud grunt from behind me, and I turned, M16 ready and reloaded.

“I didn’t take all those lessons to get beaten up by a giant.” The thug holding Bartholomew doubled over with his hands at his groin. Bartholomew managed to elbow him in the face on his way down.

“Nice job, Bart.” The little man was full of surprises.

“Isis, what are you doing here?” 

I turned back to the witch to find my mysterious helper. Thank my lucky stars it was the famous no-last-name Bob.

“Oh, thank the Lord, Bob, you’re alive.” I walked over and helped him up. He was also thinner—but alive. He was also very conscious, unlike the rest of the people.

“You’re the famous Bob. Hi, I’m Bartholomew. How are you awake and everyone else is not?” Bartholomew was talking from his side of the memorial.

“Famous?” He looked at me, confused.

“Yeah, long story. Let’s get these two tied up before they wake up.” I pulled out industrial-size zip ties. Bartholomew did the same.

“Zip ties, Isis? Are you serious? That bitch can do magic.” Bob looked very skeptical.

“Reinforced zip ties, my dear Bob. Cuts off their magic source. The only thing she’ll be able to do with these is get plastic burns. Come on, now. Grab her feet.” 

Bob bent over and started helping. “Isis, what’s going on here? Where are we? This is not Texarkana—not exactly.” 

I felt bad for Bob. He looked so lost. “No, it’s not. It’s purgatory.” I finished her arms and legs and pulled out duct tape to cover her mouth.

“Isis, I’m not Catholic. Does that mean I’m dead? Are you dead?” He looked as if he was about to lose his mind.

“No, we’re not dead, but we will be if we don’t get out of here soon,” Bartholomew said. “Come help me with this one.” 

I moved over to help Bartholomew. The big guy started moving a bit. Bartholomew knocked him out by hitting him over the head with his gun. The boy had a lot of anger. Bob grabbed Bartholomew’s giant.

“Short version: Witches have been kidnapping people in Texarkana to steal their souls and lives. I’m now one of Death’s interns, and my job is to stop them. Simple enough?”

“Oh, wow. I’m not crazy, and this is really happening?” He was looking between Bartholomew and me.

“Mr. Bob, you are not crazy. The world is a lot more complicated than you imagine. The monsters are real. Can you handle that?” Bartholomew was dead serious.

“Everything I saw in the war was real. I’m not crazy.” Bob was talking to himself, almost spaced out. I was afraid he was losing it.

“I have no idea what you saw in the war, but it was probably real. The question is, what are you going to do about it?” Bartholomew looked at Bob patiently.

Bob looked around. “What do you need me to do?” 

Bartholomew smiled and handed Bob one of his guns. “Welcome to the team.” Bartholomew had no issues making friends.

“Do you still remember how to use that?” I asked him, a little wary. I didn’t want to get shot by friendly fire.

Bob dropped the magazine, checked the chamber, and put the gun back together. “It’s like riding a bike.” 

I smiled. Bob was ready.

“OK, so where are the rest?” I looked around, waiting for more witches to pop out of the air. We had less than five minutes before sunset.

“They went to set up something inside the post office. They were running late, so that one was supposed to prep us or something.” The three of us looked at Lily while Bob talked. “To answer your question, Bartholomew, I stopped eating the food they gave us. Once I realized it knocked us out, I stopped eating. Nobody else listened.” Bob looked around, distraught.

“Comatose people are going to make traveling a lot harder than I expected.” This was not part of the plan. Why couldn’t our plans just go smoothly?

“How about the van? We can take them out the same way they brought them in.” Bartholomew was looking at us expectantly.

“Bart, you’re a genius. OK, let’s get them in. We need to be out of here now.” I was so happy to have Bartholomew there.

Bob, Bartholomew, and I piled bodies in the van. For the first time, I was happy the van was around. It had no seats, so we just laid the poor people on top of one another. There was no way of making them comfortable. At this point, I didn’t care. We got the last person in the van.

“Oh, Isis, we got company.” Bartholomew was looking at the post office. The remainder of the coven was heading our way. Bob and I stuck our heads out of the van.

“You again! Where is my sister?” 

Oh, great. Evil Angry Rose was back, leading her psycho coven.

“Kill them.” 

I grabbed Bartholomew by his gear and pulled him inside. “Get in here, Bart. Time to go. Bob, drive. Guess we’re not going the same way we came.” 

Bob climbed into the driver seat. 

I got in the passenger seat.

“Isis, where to?” Bob was searching for the keys.

I opened fire on the witches from the passenger window. They were not expecting that. Luckily, two went down. That, unfortunately, made the others mad, and they started throwing spells. They cracked the windshield. Bob found the keys in the cup holder. I guess they weren’t expecting their van to get stolen. Bob started the van, and I kicked the windshield out. We couldn’t see anything anyways.

“Saint Edward. There’s a gate there.” 

Bob didn’t need directions. I opened fire on the group.

Bob made a U-turn on the street and peeled out. Traffic laws and regulations were nonexistent there, so he gunned it. Bartholomew opened the van door and started throwing grenades. That really made them jump.


CHAPTER 36

The speed limit in Texarkana, for the most part, was forty miles per hour. In purgatory Bob was going at least eighty. Saint Edward was less than half a mile from the post office. We took Seventh Street toward Saint Edward as fast as the van could handle it. Bob slowed down to take the right onto Beech Street. We were still going too fast for that turn. The van was on two wheels, and I was afraid we were going to flip.

“Too fast. Wow. Is everyone OK?” Bob was not slowing down as he spoke. I was grateful Bartholomew had closed the back door.

“Still here,” Bartholomew said from the back. When I looked his way, he had fallen on his butt from the turn. I was holding on to the door handle for dear life.

“We got company.” The witches were making their way to the church from Fifth Street. “They don’t look happy,” I told the boys.

There were three of them riding Harleys, and they at least had wands pointed at us. With the windshield gone, I used the edge of the window frame to hold my M16 for stability. With Bob driving like a madman, I didn’t want to accidentally shoot us instead. I laid down suppressive fire. Those bikes were fast, and all three scattered.

“Isis, where is that gate? I don’t see anything.” 

I looked at the church grounds and couldn’t see it either. I was praying I wouldn’t have to use the sight there as well.

“Head toward the grounds. It’s somewhere on the campus.” 

Bob nodded and decided to go through Beech Street Church’s parking lot. The witches were coming from both sides.

“Everyone, hold on tight.” That was the only warming Bob gave us. He used the van as a battering ram and slammed into the witch on our right. Mental note: bike against van, the bike will always lose. Not a pretty sight.

“Ouch. She’s going to feel that. I felt it.” Bartholomew was a great backseat driver. I just shook my head.

We made it across the street as one of the witches blasted a spell at us. It hit the side of the van behind the driver seat. We now had a large hole.

“Bart, are you OK?” That was way too close to him for my taste.

“I’m good back here. Now I have an opening.” Before I could tell him to keep his head down, he opened fire.

I guessed his video games were really good training, because Bartholomew had pretty good aim. He kept the remaining two witches zigzagging and unable to fire back. Bob pulled into Saint Edward’s parking lot. We were looking around frantically for the gate. The witches were getting closer. From the driveway behind the church, a woman appeared. It was the lady in the green dress from confession.

She rushed to my window. “Isis, hurry. You need to get out.” 

“We’re trying, but we can’t find the door.”

“Around the building, the door on the side of the rectory. Hurry. Once you go through, we’ll hold the door. We can keep them out at least for a few minutes to buy you some time. Hurry.”

“Thank you. I’ll pray for you.” I reached over and grabbed her hands. They were freezing.

“I know you will.” She squeezed my hand and winked.

I was surprised when I realized I meant it.

“Bob, hurry around the church, toward the priest’s house.” I pointed to the driveway.

Bob was a great soldier. He didn’t need to be told twice. He took the van around the church. Bartholomew was still firing at the witches. I wasn’t sure how many rounds he was carrying, but he kept shooting. We were on the other side of the church. The rectory, the house for the priest, was behind the church. Bob made his way around the driveway.

“Isis, please tell me you’re kidding.” Bob looked at me in horror.

“Oh God, there is nothing easy here. Bob, get us through that gate.” I had no words of encouragement for Bob. If we stayed, we would die. The gate was the back door of the rectory. A faint light radiated around it.

“Hold on, everyone.” Bob hit the gas, and Bartholomew and I screamed.

I’ve seen those videos where they tell drivers to relax during car crashes to minimize the impact. I’ve never met a person who followed that advice, unless they were drunks. Drunks were the only people who survived bad crashes. They were so limber, they were almost like Gumby. I did completely the opposite. My entire body tensed, and I closed my eyes. If we were going to die, I didn’t want to see it coming. I felt the surge of energy when we crossed the threshold, as the three of us screamed.

“Oh, wow, that was amazing.” I opened my eyes, and Bob was doing a happy dance next to me. We were in the middle of Beech Street, in front of the church facing Fifth Street.

“Isis. Bartholomew. Where are you?” We were back on earth, and Constantine was back on.

“Constantine, we’re in front of Saint Ed.” I had no idea how we were on the street, but I didn’t care.

“Finally. Everything was dead for almost thirty minutes, and then I heard you scream.” Constantine was talking pretty fast.

“Thirty minutes? Are you sure? We were gone less than ten.” That didn’t make any sense.

“Time is an earth concept. It doesn’t work the same in other realms. Anyways, what are you doing over there? You need to get back to the post office. I got you backup.” Constantine sounded way too proud of himself. I was praying he didn’t have any more ninja cats waiting for us.

“Isis, who are you talking to?” Bob was eyeing me cautiously. I had forgotten he didn’t have an earpiece.

“Sorry, Bob. Talking to our guardian. We need to head back to the post office, quickly.” I was looking around for more angry witches.

“You have a guardian now?” At least he started the van as he spoke.

“We both do. His name is Constantine, and he’s a five-thousand-year-old talking cat. Whatever you do, don’t call him kitty. He’ll poke your eyes out.” Bartholomew had moved up to explain things to Bob.

“Of course you have a talking cat that serves as your guardian,” Bob said very matter-of-factly, without an ounce of sarcasm in his voice.

“Isis, either he’s taking this really well, or he’s having a mental breakdown,” Bartholomew tried to whisper at me, not very well.

“Bart, you do know I can hear you. After everything I’ve seen this week, I’m ready to believe in aliens.” Bob was glancing at Bartholomew as he drove down Fifth Street.

“Definitely breakdown. Too much to handle all at once.” Bartholomew was looking at Bob, fairly concerned.

“Nobody is having a breakdown here. Not till we find a safe place for these people and lose those witches. Got it?” It was my turn to glare at the boys. They both nodded quietly. “Good. Now keep an eye out for those witches.”

“Do you think they followed us?” Bob was looking around everywhere.

“We have their precious cargo. They’re going to want them back. Not to mention they’re running out of time.” It was the magic hour, as photographers called it—when the sun had set but you still had enough light to give pictures a dreamlike quality.

The streets were still deserted, but it wouldn’t last. We needed to hurry. Bob was making sure not to draw too much attention to us. Not sure why he bothered; we were missing the windshield and had a giant hole in the back. We were less than a block away when the first witch appeared in front of us on Walnut Street. I opened fire. Shoot first, ask questions later. She raised her arm, and a shield blocked the bullets. Bob didn’t need any instructions. He took a quick right to avoid the witch.

“How did they beat us here?” Bob was looking around, confused.

“They couldn’t get through Saint Ed, so they probably went back to their door. Be careful, Bob. They could be anywhere.” With our luck, we could be heading straight for them.

Bob made a quick left on Sixth Street. The post office was straight ahead. Bob took off at top speed. I was praying he was paying attention to any weird movement. We were expecting a frontal attack. We were taken by surprise when the back door of the van blew up. The hit lifted the van at least three feet in the air. Bob hit the brakes right in front of the stop sign across from the post office. Before he could take off again, a witch jumped inside the van.

“This ends now, children.” Unlike all the other ones we had seen, this one looked as if she was in her forties and getting older by the minute. Her hair was turning white as she walked in the van. She raised her wand at us.

Bartholomew, a lot quicker than I was, threw his club at her. She dodged it but was not prepared for Bartholomew tackling her. For an eleven-year-old boy, he was pretty strong. They were out the back door and rolling on the street.

“Bob, get to Union Station. The cops are there. Find Officer Smith and tell him we need backup. We’ll keep them off you.” There was no way in hell I was leaving Bartholomew alone.

“Isis, I won’t leave you guys.” Bob looked conflicted.

“Bob, drop them off and then come back for us. But you need to get those people to safety. Now.” Leaving the M16 with Bob, I jumped out of the van to the craziest scene of my life. Until recently I had never been in a fight. Now I was shooting at people and getting my butt kick at least once before bedtime. If today was my day, I was going to make it count. I prayed Death would explain things to my godmother if this went bad.


CHAPTER 37

 

Two witches were blocking Bob’s path, and he opened fire. The witches jumped out of his way. Bob hit the gas. I saw him take State Line going at least fifty. I had no idea that van could move that fast. I was impressed; the old man was driving as if he had stolen that thing.

Two witches climbed on their bikes to chase Bob. I pulled out my 9mm Smith and Wesson Special and fired at the tires. The witches probably had shields, but I was betting their bikes didn’t. I blew up the tires on one bike and accidentally blew up the gas tank on the other. That bike went up in flames like a Fourth of July fireworks display. If people didn’t know something was going on downtown, they did now. One witch was on the ground doing a poor imitation of the drop-and-roll drill. Her friend was trying to assist, but it looked as if she was making things worse.

By the time I reached Bartholomew, he had the witch in a headlock. Those lessons with Eric were really paying off. He was trying to cut her air supply and knock her out. She was way too big for him and was shaking around like a wild snake. I rushed to help and kicked her on the side. That slowed her down. Bartholomew managed to knock her out, but we were running out of time. The rest of her coven was back, and they looked as if they were ready for blood. Once they realized they had lost their hostage, Bartholomew and I were going to pay for it.

“Bart! Bart!” 

He was too busy with the witch to pay attention to me.

“Bartholomew, we need to take cover. Now!” I had to pull him off the witch. “Let’s go Bart, she is not moving.”

Bartholomew and I ran down Sixth Street toward the post office. The two witches who had been blocking Bob were nowhere to be seen. We passed the fountain, and it was in pieces and in flames. The thing looked as if it had gotten hit by a missile. All that was left was a large crater and burning bushes. Normally, I was the one responsible for huge disasters. I had had nothing to do with this one.

“Constantine, what happened to the fountain?” Bartholomew asked as we ran past it.

“Constantine, a.k.a. the Terminator, happened to it.” War had a horrible effect on Constantine. He was losing his mind and was proud about it.

“Why?” I was confused. What had that poor fountain done to Constantine?

“Once those witches came out, I decided we needed to stop them from going back in. So the fountain had to go.” 

I was speechless. Constantine was serious.

“Constantine, why didn’t you just break the spell or something less drastic? You know that fountain was city property. Do we have to pay for that thing?” Honestly, my team really did not believe there was such a thing as overkill.

“Isis, how was I supposed to break the spell from here? Remember, all I have is a drone. Blowing up the fountain broke their circle. Mission accomplished, so bombs away. No fountain, no more portal. We have insurance. We’re covered.” 

There was no hope for Constantine. I had a feeling we didn’t have State Farm. Massive city destruction was probably not covered.

As Constantine recounted his victorious campaign, Bartholomew and I took cover behind a truck parked in front of the Firestone Tire Center. I prayed the owner was nowhere nearby. At the rate we were going, this baby was probably going up in flames as well. Our truck was behind the post office. There was no place to hide. This stupid intersection had so much empty space, it reminded me of the wild west. All we needed was tumbleweeds to roll by, and we would have the perfect setting for a shootout.

“Isis, I have one clip left.” Bartholomew had taken inventory of his ammunition. He had a gash on his cheek and blood running down his arms. I grabbed his arm, trying to discern the level of damage. “Don’t worry; it’s not mine. I might be bruised, but nothing is broken.”

“I’m glad. After everything we’ve been through, you can’t die on me now.” I smiled as I spoke. I checked my gear as well. “I have two clips left. Constantine, where’s the backup?”

“On its way. Don’t worry. Are you two OK?” 

I was going to strangle that cat if we made it through this. “For now. Can’t guarantee we’ll last long. So you’d better hurry. Those witches want our heads on silver platters.” I peeked around the corner of the truck, and the witches were gathered across the street. It really was an old-style shootout.

“Now, children, if you give up now, we will make your deaths quick.” Rose was speaking. How bad do you have to be in order to be the head witch of a murderous coven?

“Yeah, right. We have a better plan. How about you ladies give up, and nobody else gets hurt? How about that?” Who said I couldn’t be a negotiator? I had this bantering thing.

Bart looked at me, surprised. I shrugged.

“Give up? To you two? Please. You are outnumbered, and even your friend abandoned you. Now, why would you drag this out any longer?” Rose looked overly confident in her own powers. “Nobody is here to help you.”

“Boss, I want their eyes. Make them suffer.” 

That sounded awful. I leaned over to better see the discussions the witches were having. Dear Natalie, my favorite two-by-four-wielding psycho, was talking. She had two patches over her eyes, and she looked terrifying. Why was it OK for the bad guys to want us dead, but we couldn’t shoot at them first? Double standards were killing me. We needed a new manual with better rules, or a less dangerous job.

“Hey, lady, I didn’t gouge your eyes out. Maybe if you stopped pissing off the souls, they wouldn’t hate you as much,” I yelled.

“Isis, why are you antagonizing them? Is not like we have that much ammunition left.” Bartholomew was looking at me, very skeptical.

“Trying to buy Constantine’s backup some time. Besides, I really don’t like them. If we have to go down, we are not begging.” I looked around at the witches, hoping a plan would appear. They were not looking any happier.

“In that case, I’m all in.” Bartholomew looked at me with a wicked smile. He loaded his gun and was ready for a fight.

“Now, children, do you honestly think you made any difference tonight? You will die. It’s up to you how much you suffer. Let’s make this quick. We are now on a tight schedule.” 

Wow, life and death meant nothing to them. They really needed some serious therapy.

“Oh, please. Do us all a favor and shoot yourselves.” 

I looked at the witches one more time. Rose was in the middle of her coven. She had three to the left and three on the right, including Lily. The fire victim was being carried by one of the thugs to the corner. Another thug was carrying the one Bartholomew had knocked out. Seven witches, one with a grudge from here to Canada. Not great odds.

“Consider it a gift, especially after all the pain you’ve caused us. You’ve put us six months behind.” How kind of Rose to offer death so freely. I liked the fact that she was blaming me for all this.

“Aren’t you kind? Too bad my boss doesn’t believe in making deals. She doesn’t like people interfering with her business. You are pretty screwed.” Bartholomew was in the prone position, ready to start shooting.

“Your boss is a joke. She, as you called her, can’t stop us.” Rose was a bit too full of herself. “Enough games. Fire!” 

Spells started flying over our heads. Bart returned fire.

“Constantine, any news?” I yelled.

“Your backup is right there.” Constantine was like a kid in a candy store, busting with excitement.

“Who are we looking for, Constantine?” Bartholomew looked at me, confused. Neither one of us had a clue what Constantine was talking about.

“You’re looking for us, silly boy.” 

Bartholomew and I were scared out of our minds. Jake was kneeling to one side of me, and Death was on the other side of Bartholomew. They had just appeared out of thin air.

Bartholomew didn’t waste any time with pleasantries. “Oh, God. Where did you two come from?” 

“Down the memorial. You two took your sweet time to get back here. Isis, I like the look. Sexy.” Jake was playing with my hair as he spoke. I slapped his hand and tucked away the loose strands he was playing with.

“I told you I saw two people at the memorial. You were playing chess, right?” Bartholomew was not letting that go.

“Nice. I’m impressed. I figured those stupid trees were covering us.” Jake was giving Bartholomew his best smile. He was in another fabulous outfit, this one with a red tie.

“Yes, I’m that good. So who won?”

“Trust me, little man, never play against Death. You never win.” Jake gave Death a wink, and she smiled back. I had no idea how they made kneeling down look good. It wasn’t fair.

“You two were playing chess while we were getting chased by witches.” I gave them an incredulous look. The witches had stopped throwing spells and were quiet.

“You had things under control, Isis. Besides, what’s the point of having an intern if I have to save you every five minutes?” 

I wasn’t sure whether that was supposed to be a compliment or an insult.

“Thanks. Why are you hanging out with the devil?” 

Death smiled as if this were just another day at the park. Only Bartholomew and I looked worried about the situation.

“Jake is one of our biggest clients, remember? I figured I’d save him the delivery cost and have him collect his own packages.” Death smiled kindly at Jake. “Besides, these girls enjoy a flare for the dramatic. It’s about time they experience a taste of it. It’s only fair.” Death was looking at her nails as she spoke. She looked at me, and there was nothing but coldness and emptiness in her eyes. For the first time, I was truly terrified of Death.

“Isis, watch your head.” Bartholomew pulled me closer to the ground. My mind had gone completely empty staring at Death. It was a blessing he did; the witches were back to throwing spells. One flew by my head and slammed against the building.

“Thanks, Bart.”

“No problem. Are you two going to handle them? We’re almost out of bullets.”

“We got this, Bartholomew. Jake, would you like to go first?” Death was arching an eyebrow at the devil.

Jake gave her the most predatorial smile I ever seen. “It will be my pleasure.” In one smooth motion, he was up and straightening his suit.

Death followed close behind him. She was wearing a three-piece black suit. She looked immaculate; even her hair was perfectly combed, with not a strand out of place.

“I would recommend you two stay back here.” Death didn’t have to tell us twice. We nodded in full understanding. I joined Bartholomew on the ground to watch the crazy scene.

“Who the hell are you?” Rose was eyeing Jake with hatred. “I recommend you leave while you still have time. This is not your fight.”

“Tempting. Unfortunately, my friend over here made me a better offer.” 

Death walked over to Jake and placed her hand on his shoulder. “I heard you were looking for me.” 

By the looks on the witches’ faces, I was pretty sure Death did not look to them like the fine-looking woman Bartholomew and I were seeing. Their faces were pale.

“Death.” There was true fear in Rose’s voice. “You won’t take us. Ladies, now.” The witches looked like synchronized dancers. They took aim at Death and Jake and fired. They were so quick, I didn’t have time to scream.

To the surprise of the witches, Jake and Death didn’t need any shields. Instead, Jake absorbed their spells into the palm of his hand. He closed his fingers over the spells and dissolved them into sand. The witches were staring at him in pure horror. I didn’t blame them. I was terrified. I didn’t know which one was doing it—either Death or Jake—but the temperature had dropped at least forty degrees. We were shivering.

“That was impressive. Scary as hell, and so impressive,” Bartholomew whispered.

“This is not going to end well for them.” I looked at Bartholomew, and he nodded.

“Cute. Not bad for amateurs. Too bad you went independent; you had potential. My turn.” Jake was taunting them. He looked like a lion playing with his food. After everything they had done, I actually felt sorry for them. Jake pointed a finger at them. “Ready for real power?”

Death looked over her shoulder at us. “Isis, incoming.” Her words were almost a whisper to me.

“Oh, crap.” I dropped my gun, pulled Bartholomew toward me, and covered his face. “Bart, close your eyes.”

I didn’t have enough time to think. I closed my eyes and tried to get us as low to the ground as I could, covering Bart with my body. Whatever Jake let loose was almost like a nuclear bomb. I heard the screams of the witches. The air smelled of burned hair and meat. The truck in front of us took a major hit and was lifted over us. Bartholomew and I screamed. The force of the blast was so strong, we were slammed against the building. Everything went dark very quickly.


CHAPTER 38

Ouch! Everything hurt, including my spirit. I opened my eyes to a dark room. By the smell of the sheets, I realized I was in my bed. I didn’t have to guess this time. Instead, I just spoke.

“Hi, Death.” 

She snapped her fingers, and my night light came on. Who needed the Clapper when Death was around? 

“We need to stop meeting like this.” 

As usual, she just smiled. “At least you haven’t lost your sense of humor.” Once again I was wearing pj’s, and Death had what appeared to be a ball gown. Who dressed her? “How do you feel?”

“Like roadkill.” The fogginess that had covered my brain was slowly lifting. “Where’s Bartholomew?” I tried to get up. “Oh God, this hurts.” 

Death was by my side in a blink of an eye. “He’s fine. You took the majority of the blast. Try to relax now.” She arranged my pillows again and sat on the bed. She was spending a lot of time tucking me in. At this rate, she was going to surpass my godmother.

“What happened?” At least I didn’t have to struggle to look at her now.

“The usual. Jake needed to show off. He doesn’t take it very well when humans try to outdo him. Especially arrogant ones who fail to recognized him.” There was no judgment in her voice—just facts.

“How are we going to explain a nuclear blast in the middle of downtown Texarkana? And all those bodies?” Was it part of my job to come up with cover stories? I was really bad at that. I was starting to panic.

“Isis, breathe. Constantine took care of it. The news will be reporting a propane gas truck lost control and crashed into two vehicles in front of the post office. Horrible tragedy. Nine women dead, and a few men injured.” Death winked at me and brushed my hair off my face.

“Are people going to believe that?” That was one hell of a cover story.

“A couple of eyewitnesses on the scene will corroborate it, and the story will hit the front page. A very horrible accident, nobody is going to think too hard on it. Humans don’t want to heard about the supernatural world, simple works every time.”

“Who did he get to be an eyewitness to that mess?” Last time I’d checked, all the witnesses were dead or beaten the hell up.

“It seems your friend Shorty was just around the corner when he saw the truck speeding down State Line. Imagine that.” Death looked pretty innocent as she spoke.

“Yeah, imagine that.” I didn’t want to know how Shorty had gotten there and where Constantine had found a propane gas truck in Texarkana.

“You need rest, Isis. But, unfortunately, Constantine won’t let you sleep till you eat something. He’s been trying to give you an IV since you arrived. I recommend food instead.”

“Does every intern have this much fun?”

“Some don’t have nearly this much excitement in a lifetime, dear. Not bad for your first week. Not bad at all, Isis.” She smiled kindly. Death truly cared about her interns. I don’t know how she did it, having to see so many leave her so soon. “I can help with the pain, but you’ll have a one hell of a sunburn for a few days. Your hair will need some treatment as well.”

“I’ll take all the help I can get.” 

Death kissed my forehead, and, like magic, the pain eased from my body.

“Thank you.” I was so relieved I wanted to cry.

“Anytime, dear. Go check in with Constantine before he sends in the National Guard. I’ll see you soon.” She patted my cheeks and headed out the door.

I was not a hairy person, but even the few hairs I had on my arms were gone. Bad sunburn was an understatement. I was radiating. I didn’t believe it was possible for a brown girl to burn, but I was proven wrong. I was making mental notes to avoid the devil at all costs. I was planning to spend a lot more time in church and out of the club.

I walked into the kitchen, and Constantine was pacing back and forth on the kitchen island. He was giving orders to somebody. I was afraid poor Bartholomew was up already. Nobody was in the kitchen. Constantine was talking to one of the walkie-talkies we had in the house.

“Isis, it’s about time you were up. How do you feel? Never mind that. You look like hell. That’s probably how you feel.” That was definitely a first—Constantine was asking and answering his own questions all at once.

“Hi to you too, Terminator. Who are you yelling at?” I opened the fridge and grabbed some milk. I felt parched.

“Hi, Isis.” I turned around to find Bob entering the loft with two large bags.

“Bob!” I put the milk on the counter and shuffled over to Bob. I gave him a huge hug. He was careful not to hurt me.

“Death said to be careful with you and Bart till you’re completely healed. You don’t look so bad for surviving a giant blast.” Bob was looking at me very carefully.

“Bob is right. You don’t look half bad. Of course, you’re going to peel. Abuelita sent you some ointments, and she said you need to start using them now. She also wanted to thank you for watching over that crazy grandson of hers.” Bob was pulling bottles from the bag as Constantine explained. “Eric also made you and Bartholomew more shakes. He said they’ll help with healing and raise your immune system.”

“Abuelita and Eric were here?” I was looking at the stack of bottles Bob had pulled out.

“Of course not. In your condition, we’re not taking any visitors. We also canceled practice till next week so you can heal properly.” Constantine had canceled practice. I was in worse shape than I had imagined. “I also told Abuelita you won’t be going in for another week. We don’t need any rumors of your condition linking you to downtown.”

“So we quarantine Reapers. How are we going to get food?” I really didn’t want to starve to death.

“What do you think Bob has been doing? Girl, please. We’re not new at this. Well, at least I’m not.” 

Constantine was still rambling when things finally clicked for me. “Bob, are you staying?” 

Bob had a huge smile on his face. This was the best news I had had in weeks. “The boss here talked to Death, and she agreed to hire me. I have the rooms by the entrance. They’re fully furnished. I’ll be in charge of security and even maintenance of the vehicles.”

“Bob takes better care of the cars than you do. You’re a menace on wheels.” Constantine was cleaning his face with his paw as he spoke.

“I hope you don’t mind?” Bob was looking worriedly at me.

“Mind? Of course not. Bob, this is awesome news. I’m so happy you’re joining us. Are you sure you want to work with us?” This was a crazy life. I wanted to make sure Bob was OK with it.

“Isis, this is the best job I’ve had since leaving the army. For the first time, the nightmares make sense. I have a purpose again.”

“In that case, welcome to the family.” I grabbed the milk again.

“Stop. First the shake, and then the milk. We need to start your healing. You’re not going to be lying around here doing nothing forever.” I knew Constantine’s caring demeanor was not going to last long.

Thank God, Eric’s shakes were good. They all had peanut butter for some strange reason. I grabbed a bottle and headed to the kitchen table. I looked out the glass window and saw a new car next to Bumblebee. The thing was covered with a tarp, but the shape was very familiar.

“What’s that?” I pointed toward the garage.

“Your new car just arrived.” Bob looked very excited as he moved toward the window.

“My new car? When did I get a new car?” What had I missed? I got up and moved next to Bob.

“You were not expecting to drive Bumblebee forever. That’s our ride. You might blow it up.” Constantine was standing near Bob. When had those two bonded so well?

“Can I go on the record and clarify that I did not blow up the Whale? That was not my fault.”

“Isis, car, vans, and even trucks tend to explode when you’re near them. So to be on the safe side, we got you a Mini Cooper. Low to the ground, fast, and a lot more stylish than that van of yours.” 

I was staring dumbfounded at Constantine. He had bought me a new car. And not just a new car—I had a Mini Cooper. Yes!

“What color?” I was ready to run downstairs and check it out.

“Midnight blue, of course. Are you doubting my taste in vehicles?” Constantine was giving me the evil eye.

“Constantine, I could hug you. You are amazing.” 

Before I even tried, he raised his paw. “Child, sit your butt down. Which part of ‘injure’ do you think I was kidding about?” He was trying to be serious, but he couldn’t hold the glare. “Oh, come over here and let me pet you.”

I jumped out of my chair and hugged Constantine. I scratched him behind his ears and rubbed his head. He purred loudly. Every once in a while, Constantine behaved like a normal cat.

“OK, enough now. You’re messing up the fur.” He was still purring as he spoke. “Remember, shake and then bed. You need rest.”

“What are you two going to do?” 

Bob was already heading toward the door, and Constantine was following him.

“We got a shipment in that we need to inventory. Bob has some ideas about remodeling downstairs that we are going to discuss. In other words, business as usual. Rest, Isis. You’ve had a busy week.”

“Good night, Isis. See you tomorrow,” Bob said. He was smiling from ear to ear.

“Good night, Bob. Don’t work him too hard, Constantine.”

“Yeah, yeah. It didn’t take him three days to decide he wanted the job. So I’m pretty sure Bob is fine. Rest now.” Bob was holding the door for his evil dictator. “By the way, Isis, nice job.” They were both out the door.

I took my shake to the couch and dropped down. I couldn’t believe it had only been a week. I had been beaten up, blown up, and nearly executed several times, and somehow I had made it and saved the hostages. Not only that—I now had a family. Not your traditional family, but who needed traditional when you worked for Death? Not a bad week for a girl who had no idea what she was doing.

I finished the shake and curled up on the couch. I could see Bob and Constantine roaming the shop downstairs. Not a bad week at all. I closed my eyes and smiled to myself, wondering what tomorrow would bring.
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CHAPTER 1

ACCORDING to some studies, people have more heart attacks and strokes on Mondays than any other day      of the week. It seems that the Monday-morning blues are truly dangerous for your health. I agreed with that sentiment, at least today. 

I usually didn’t have much to complain about in my job. It wasn’t like I needed to punch a clock Monday through Friday, or as if I lived in a cubicle world. I had a unique position; I am Death’s Intern for North America. I might need to explain that a bit, since that sounds like I am an assassin or mercenary of some kind. We, myself and the other interns, are not allowed to kill.

I literally work for Death, the being that takes your soul to its afterlife. Death’s job is simple: she delivers souls to their final destination. She is like the UPS for the soul world. Most people wonder why I refer to Death as she. Death, as it turns out, appears to each person differently. Death takes whatever form the person imagines her to be, which at times can be confusing or disconcerting for some of us. For me, Death appears as a tall, beautiful woman with long, silky, brown hair who is always perfectly dressed. It is probably a blessing that nobody else could see my version besides Death and me, since Death resembles my dead mother.

If Death’s job is so simple, why would she need Interns? In the eight months that I have worked for her, I’ve learned a couple reasons Interns are required. One, if anyone attempts to interfere with Death’s delivery system, it is our job to find them and stop them. And two, sometimes people die and they don’t realize it. When this happens, it is our job to assist them to the Afterlife. Most of my time is spend doing number two.

Having to chase this ghost around the park was the reason for my Monday-morning blues. Here I was, Isis Black, running laps at Spring Lake Park in Texarkana, chasing the soul of a track and field runner who didn’t know he was dead. Did I mention it was six thirty in the morning? I was having flashbacks of being in the Army.

On most occasions, I am attractive—or at least exotic looking—with long black hair, a mocha complexion, and about five feet, nine inches tall. This morning I was a hot mess. Spring Lake Park had a trail around the park that claimed to be a mile and three quarters. Summer started early in East Texas and for late May, the temperature was quickly rising. My long hair was stuck to my head, and I was pouring sweat. 

“Isis, this is his fourth lap. You better hurry,” Bob shouted at me. He was sitting on the tailgate of his truck, “The Beast,” with our boss, Death. If I weren’t mistaken, they were drinking coffee while I ran like a maniac behind this ghost.

“Thanks for pointing it out,” I yelled back, slightly out of breath. Bob had parked by the baseball fields near the doggy park area. The park had different sections and this side had an entrance on the service road parallel to Interstate 30. Thirty made it easy to get to many places in Texarkana. 

“If you can talk, you’re not running fast enough,” I heard him yell from behind. I considered giving him a sign with my finger but remembered Death was there. Bob was spending way too much time with Constantine and he was starting to sound like him. Constantine was the Guardian, the trainer of all Interns and Death’s Right Hand person. He was also a five-thousand-year-old talking Maine Coon cat—welcome to my life. But I had to admit Bob was right. I needed to pick up the pace.

Our runner had a particular pattern. He did four laps around the park and then he was gone. According to Death, he’d died right after finishing his last lap at record speed. He was so excited by his new personal record that he missed the fact that he had died and he never saw Death. Every day, runners and walkers were being haunted by the presence of this ghost. We were running downhill now, heading toward the spring and he was picking up the pace. I had been chasing him for two laps and I was not going to lose him now. I took off at full sprint, hoping to cut him off before he hit the bridge.

 I wasn’t sure if I was imagining things, but I had the horrible feeling my dead runner thought we were racing. He was getting faster. I was so busy trying to catch up that I failed to see the flock of geese coming at me. I wasn’t sure if it was the geese or the lone duck that did it, but I ended up head-first in the water. While the outside temperatures were rising, the water was still freezing. Last fall, the city had cleared the natural spring of debris and dirt, so now the lake was deep in some areas. I was standing in water up to my shoulders. My dear, dead runner looked over his shoulder and laughed. Lucky for him, he was already dead.

“Stop!” I screamed, as loud as my voice would allow. The ghost stopped. I wasn’t sure who was more surprised, me or him. 

As Death’s Interns, we had the power to see and touch the souls of the dead. We were also “gifted”—I’m still debating that one—with the third eye: the power to see into the supernatural world. That gift was a blessing and a course because sometimes the things you saw were nasty. Could we control the dead? I wasn’t sure of that. I dragged myself out of the water and walked over to the soul -Constantine hated it when I called them ghosts. 

“Do I know you? You’ve been following me for a while. Are you also training?” 

It wasn’t fair. He wasn’t even winded. I was hoping the physical laws didn’t apply to ghosts and he just had that extra advantage.

“You don’t know me, but my boss is here to take you home.” I found it was best to keep it simple and to the point. The first time I’d tried to retrieve a lost soul, the lady beat me with her purse for fifteen minutes in the middle of Los Angeles. I was surprised I wasn’t sent to an insane asylum, since nobody else could see what was happening while I was covering myself and ducking like a lunatic.

“Home? Dear, I live down the street from here.” 

Before he could turn around, I grabbed his arm. The second lesson I’d learned about retrieving souls was the sooner I touched them, the faster reality clicked. Not sure what it was about my touch, but it grounded them. He froze and started looking around. I knew the look; he realized he was dead. I prayed that his afterlife was filled with running paths in the sky.

“Are you ready?” I’d also learned to keep conversations short. Tears were rolling down his cheeks. I slowly laced my fingers with his and started walking him back in the direction we had come. I was the last human being a soul would ever be touched by, so I never hurried.

“When did I die? How is my family?” His voice was barely audible. I was grateful for Death’s gift of being able to hear him.

“Three weeks ago. Your family is coping with your loss. You were loved by many.” We were almost the same height, so I didn’t have to look up to see directly into his eyes. “They will be fine. It‘s time for you to go home.” I squeezed his hand again.

“Three weeks? What have I been doing all this time?” He looked even more lost.

“Oh, the usual ghost stuff—scaring the hell out of every runner in Texarkana.” 

At that, he laughed. It was a full laugh that reached his eyes. The world felt a little emptier when souls like these were gone.

“So what took you so long to get me?” 

I could tell he was teasing. I couldn’t help but play along. I looked at him, pretending to be highly offended, trying to hide my smile. “Hey now, it took us a while to track your running pattern. It wasn’t like you ran at the same time every day. By the time we got here, you were gone.” 

He gave me a devilish grin. “I like keeping people on their feet.” 

I glanced up. He looked proud of himself. I just smiled.

We walked in silence the remainder of the trail. My dead runner looked around in wonder as if he was seeing everything for the first time. Spring Lake Park had a quaint magic to it. It was in the middle of town, on the Texas side. Texarkana, Texas, has a sister city on the Arkansas side—Texarkana, Arkansas. One street, called State Line, divides the cities. Maybe it wasn’t the most original name for a street, but it worked. For most people from big cities, Texarkana was a small town with nothing to do. For me it had that small-town charm, where people waved at you on the street, men opened doors for you, and store owners still believed in being pleasant.

I led him toward Bob’s truck. Death slowly turned around to face us and my dead runner stopped. 

“Death.” 

That was all he said. It was hard to explain, but I knew how he felt. The first time I met Death, I knew without being told who I was facing. I am convinced that some unconscious part of our brain recognizes her essence. When Death was around, time stood still. The noises of the world faded and nothing else mattered. 

Death handed Bob her cup and walked toward us. My dead runner looked stunned and I was afraid he was going to start running again.

“It’s OK. You’re ready,” I whispered to him as I gave his hand one more squeeze. He looked at me and slowly nodded.

“Thank you, Isis,” Death said. She took his hand. I was always amazed how gentle she was with each soul. Regardless of what their afterlife will be, she took full responsibility for them and exuded compassion. She smiled at the runner and he took a deep breath and visibly relaxed. 

“Do I want to know why you’re wet?” Death asked me.

“A goose attacked me.” I was embarrassed. It was hard not to be when I looked like I had been dragged through hell and Death was wearing a three-piece skirt suit from Oscar de la Renta. Hey, just because I don’t dress up doesn’t mean I don’t know designers.

“I can see that. By the looks of it, they won.” Death replied with a smile and started to walk away with the runner.

“Death, wait. Question—can I control the dead?”

“To some extent. You do have some of my powers. In the same capacity that you can make a living person do certain things, you can make the dead follow your commands.” Death was still smiling at me; I was staring at her with my mouth wide open.

“Why have I been running all over the country chasing them then?” I was not happy about this and my wet hair drooped over my eyes, aggravating me more.

“That is an excellent question, dear. I figured you enjoyed it. It was in your manual.” Death winked at me. I received the intern’s manual on my first day on the job. It probably didn’t help that I still hadn’t read it. Obviously, Death knew that already. “Besides, dear, not a bad practice. Your power doesn’t always work on everyone, especially if they are recently dead.” She winked one more time and turned around. Death and runner boy took three steps and they were gone. 

I walked over to Bob, who handed me a towel and a cup of hot chocolate. 

“Thank you so much, Bob.” I started drying my hair with one hand while I held the mug in the other. I refused to let go of my hot chocolate.  Bob made the best hot chocolate in the city. “You know, you could have helped me over there.” 

Bob gave me his million-dollar smile.

“You looked like you had everything under control. Besides, you’re the Intern here. I’m just the driver. If I step too far away from Death, I won’t be able to see the guy—or lady.” Bob smiled again and it was so hard to be mad at him. I gave him my most evil glare, but looking like a wet poodle, it did not have much effect.

I was staring over the rim of my mug at Bob as he drank his coffee and looked off in the direction where Death had just vanished. I was still in awe over his transformation, or, better stated, recovery. Bob was my first friend in Texarkana. When we met, he was a homeless veteran suffering from PTSD and severe paranoia. After he’d been kidnapped by witches and made it through that mess, Death and Constantine offered him a job with us. Bob had witnessed the supernatural and was left shattered. The validation that the horrors he faced were real and he wasn’t crazy helped him collect the pieces of his shattered self and heal. He reminded me of Psalm 23—Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of Death, I will fear no evil.

He was a new man and genuinely feared no evil. His six-foot frame had filled in. His sandy-blond hair was neatly combed in a high and tight, military-style haircut. It was hard now to tell how old he was, maybe forty. But the most shocking change was in his sea-green eyes. They were no longer haunted. They shone with mischievousness and humor all the time. If Constantine was the evil dictator of our little family, Bob had become our Yoda. He was always cool, calm, and collected—and always fashionable. 

Bob was staring toward the park. I glanced over in the same direction. 

“What’s going on?” I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. A young guy was walking very awkwardly across the park.

“I have no idea. He is human, right?” 

I glanced at Bob and then back at the guy. “If you can see him, I have a feeling he’s alive. Human, that might be questionable.” Recently I had found out that just because something looked human, it didn’t make it so. “Should we help him?”

I tried to take a step forward, but Bob stopped me. Before I could complain, the guy grabbed a squirrel that happened to be nearby. The man’s speed and accuracy were almost inhuman. He took a bite out of the squirrel.

“Oh my God!” I gasped. That was a new one for me. 

“Isis, get in the truck, now.” Bob pushed me toward the passenger side and then ran to the driver’s side. He didn’t have to tell me twice. I was spooked. And I worked for Death.

Bob started the truck and was backing it up even before I managed to close the door. Bob threw the shift into drive faster than a drag racer. I looked out of the back window just in time to see the guy staring at us. 

“Bob, hurry!” 

That was all he needed. We were out of the park in less than three seconds and heading toward Reapers. 


CHAPTER 2

Bob pulled The Beast into its designated space inside of Reapers Incorporated, otherwise known as Reapers, for short. This was our headquarters in North America. Since I had moved to Texarkana, running away from my past, Death’s team was forced to follow. The way the recruitment process for Death’s Interns worked was simple. If you killed the previous intern, you became the next candidate. It wasn’t until recently I found out that the selection was not automatic. Death had the final approval of the candidate. I had accidentally killed Trek, the previous North American Intern. While trying to climb out of New York City fire exit in a crowded apartment, I accidently pushed him off the ladder. I didn’t know he was there till I heard the screams. Now the job was mine. As strange as the job seems, it does have some incredible benefits, including a significant salary, free room and board, food, transportation, and even a clothing allowance. 

Reapers is located in the Business Park in Nash, Texas. From the outside, it doesn’t look exceptional; it is a large metal building, three stories tall. The only weird distinction, if that, is the sign outside that read Reapers Incorporated in red, Gothic letters. On the inside, it is a different story. The first floor contains a shooting range, a gym area that I honestly hate, a new mechanic’s workshop for all the vehicles, and Bob’s quarters. He has a large master bedroom and living area. The entrances to Reapers are secured by all sorts of scanners, metal detectors, and spells.

Come to think of it, the entire building is a huge bomb shelter. The building was designed to withstand spells, ghosts, supernatural attacks, and, of course, human’s bombs. While the first floor is mostly a training area, the team has an apartment up on the second floor. The apartment is almost a third the length of the building and is separated into two main areas—the shared space and the bedrooms. The shared space, called the loft, has a fabulous kitchen, which is the first thing you see when you walk in. Right next to the kitchen is a dining area, now with a much more significant table since Bob had moved in. The far corner is the command center. It has large monitors arranged around Bartholomew’s computers.

The last member of our newly formed family is Bartholomew. I wasn’t sure how but Death is his guardian. Bartholomew is a genius and, at twelve years of age, the best-supply sergeant and gun dealer I have ever met. There is nothing he cannot procure, either equipment or information. Bartholomew is going through a growth spurt and is now five feet, six inches. His brown, curly hair is still messy and at times it hides his hazel eyes.

Bartholomew and Constantine had designed Reapers before I accepted the job. They were only expecting me, so the apartment had just three bedrooms. Bob was not offended by this at all. If anything, I was sure he loved his area downstairs. The main bedrooms in the apartment are in the back with a doorway right off the kitchen. I hated to admit it, but my bedroom, with its huge bath and walk-in closet, is my little haven. Trust me, working for Death has its perks.

The Beast’s parking space is between The Camaro, formerly called Bumblebee, and Ladybug. Constantine had named his yellow Camaro Bumblebee, and recently received a TM violation notice, long story. He is still angry about it, so we are only allowed it call it The Camaro. Ladybug is my midnight blue Mini Cooper. Bartholomew had a hard time taking in the name since the Mini isn’t red. After a while he couldn’t fight it. The Mini is as cute as a ladybug, so the name stuck. At the far end of the garage area is Death’s pale greenish/yellowish mustang, the Death-mobile. I am not brave enough to even take the cover off. 

Bob turned The Beast off. The Beast moniker is a bit of a contradiction; it is a 1980s white Toyota regular cab truck. In comparison to most vehicles in Texarkana, it is tiny. I wasn’t too impressed at first until Bob and Bartholomew finished upgrading it. The engine in that truck is to die for.

Bob and I walked into the loft to find Constantine napping in the command center area on top of the black leather couch. That couch is the most comfortable piece of furniture in the apartment. We are all in love with it. Constantine looked up at us and did his cat stretches. Bob walked over to the sink and started washing all the empty mugs he had brought up. Bob is always thoughtful. Now that he is adjusting back to “normal” life, whatever that means when you worked for Death, he has developed an obsession with cooking. He is addicted to the Food Network. Bob is the Barefoot Contessa’s number one fan. 

“Isis, do I want to know why you’re wet?” Constantine had jumped on the kitchen island and was sniffing me suspiciously. “Why do you smell fishy?”

“She fell in the lake chasing the runner.” Sometimes Bob can be a little too helpful for my taste.

“Thanks, Bob.” I gave him another evil glare that he totally ignored. Instead, he just smiled wickedly.

“That sucks.” That was a very calm remark for Constantine. “Did you at least get him?”

“Yes. I eventually yelled at him to stop and was able to grab him.” I made sure not to make eye contact when I said that.

“You didn’t try that from the beginning?” Constantine’s voice had taken on a confused tone.

“I didn’t know I could do that,” I said, trying to look innocent.

“Girl, please don’t tell me you still haven’t read that manual.” Constantine was now staring at me like I had stolen his lunch.

“I’ve been busy.” I was pleading now and sounded pitiful.

“Busy, busy, my tail.” He glared at me then turned toward Bob. “You got the soul, but why are you two looking so disturbed?” 

Constantine and I were now both looking at Bob. I had no idea how he was going to explain the guy.

“The runner wasn’t the problem. It was this weird guy we saw when we were leaving.” 

I could tell Bob was struggling to find the words to explain.

“That is not very specific. Tons of weird guys run around Spring Lake Park. You know its history.” Constantine had taken his Sphinx pose as he spoke. 

“He was different, even for Spring Lake. He took a bite out of a squirrel that was still alive.”

“You didn’t tell me they had an Ozzy concert at the park.” 

I rolled my eyes. Constantine was an encyclopedia of pop culture and he used his references at the worst possible time. On the other hand, when you were as old as he was, I was sure he didn’t care.

“I wish. He was almost zombie-like.” Bob was looking perplexed and I was afraid to hear the answer to this.

“Don’t say the Z word,” Constantine growled. 

“Please tell me you’re kidding. Do we have zombies in the world?” I couldn’t help it. I had seen World War Z and that was one group of supernatural creatures I could live without.

“Didn’t you hear what I said? We do not say the Z word.” Constantine growled at me this time.

“Sorry, but you’re kidding.” I was still pleading.

“Unfortunately no. There are very few things that land on Death’s bad list; those ‘things’ are one of them.” Constantine looked very thoughtful.

“Death has a bad list?” I was grateful Bob had asked the question. Bob was Constantine’s favorite human and he could get away with anything. Those two had become inseparable. It was a bit creepy.

“Well, everyone has one. Death’s list is fairly short: vampires, necromancers, and anything that doesn’t stay dead. Oh, I almost forgot, and that alchemist guy. He is a special one.” Constantine was very casual when he delivered his little speech. 

“Vampires? Really?” I didn’t care about some alchemist guy unless he planned to eat my soul, but vampires were a whole different story. My job was getting more difficult. I was starting not to like Mondays anymore.

“Girl, please!” Constantine had a way of saying the word girl so it sounded like an insult it was almost like he was calling me dumb, maybe he was. “Where do you think all those stories come from? For every myth, there is a touch of truth to it.”

“Fair enough, but you didn’t say the Z word. Is it not on the list?”

“The zombies,” Constantine said, looking around before he said the word, “are not technically the problem. They are not self-created. You need a necromancer to raise them. Death has an automatic death sentence for anyone raising the dead and you are supposed to carry it out. See why we don’t want any of them running around?”

My mouth went dry and I just stared at Constantine. I am supposed to kill people. Oh wow. As I remember, Constantine told me we had five simple rules as Interns and they were simple: One, you could not tell anyone you worked for Death. This one should be deleted since everyone knew I worked for Death before I walked into the room. Two, you could not kill anyone unless it was in self-defense. Three, you could not contact Death unless you were dying. Four, being an Intern was my primary job. Other jobs could not interfere with this one. Five, any romantic relationship could not interfere with this job. Becoming an executioner was not one of the rules and I was terrified. I had never killed anyone, not even while serving in the military. I was in the Army band with the 82nd Airborne Division. 

“How often do necromancers appear?” Oh, thank God Bob asked the question. I was still stunned.

“There are not many around. The ones remaining have gone underground hence the reason we probably do not have a Z problem. It’s probably somebody on drugs.” 

Constantine wasn’t very convincing. 

“I know this is against the rules, but shouldn’t we call Death?” I didn’t want to, but this was way over my head.

“No! At no cost do we call the boss unless we are one-hundred-percent sure.” Constantine had jumped up and looked like he was ready to pounce.

I was saved from replying when Bartholomew entered the room. He was covered in grease and carrying a package. I hadn’t seen him downstairs, so he was probably in the shooting range or in his new makeshift shop. He was too busy looking at some schematics to even make eye contact. I looked over at Bob, who shook his head, confused. 

“Hi Bart, how are you?” I tried.

“Hi, Isis. Here, this came in for you.” He handed me the package, barely looking up.

“Hey, big guy. What are you working on?” Bob asked Bartholomew while I struggled to open my package. 

“My robot is getting stuck and I can’t figure out why.” Bartholomew was still barely looking at us. This was unusual since he was the most social and caring person in the group.

“What robot?” I asked Bartholomew as I pulled a blowgun from the package. Attached was a small card that said, “Welcome to the family. Glad you are still alive. Jose.”

“Doesn’t anyone ever pay any attention to me? Remember I signed up for the College Bowl robotics competition.” 

Oh God, I forgot that Texarkana was hosting a competition between all the universities and colleges in the area. While Texarkana did not have a college football team, it planned to have all other events to include chess, debate, and, of course, robotics.

“I’m sorry, Bart. Is that this weekend?” I was trying to calm him down. I had never seen Bart so upset before.

“Hellooo, Memorial Weekend!” 

Wow, Bartholomew was becoming a very moody preteen. We were in trouble.

“Is that this weekend?” Poor Bob was going to get it by the way Bartholomew looked at him. “Calm down, big guy. We just found a zombie in the park and were a bit preoccupied.”

“There are no zombies in the park. Stop saying that.” Constantine’s fur was standing up on end. This was getting intense.

“Don’t you dare ruin this for me! I’m the youngest person competing. I have a lot to prove.” Bartholomew was ready to scream.

“OK everyone, calm down now. No more zombie talk till we find out what’s going on. Bart, I’m pretty sure you’ll be fine. If anything, you’ll destroy everyone. Breathe.” 

Now that I thought about it, twelve-year-old boys with unlimited budgets will be noticed.

“I’ve got work to do.” Without another word, he stomped out.

“Constantine, is it wise to have him compete? Wouldn’t that draw a lot of attention to us?”

“Are you planning to tell him no?” We looked at each other and I knew he was right.

“Good point, his wrath might be worse.” I was staring out the glass panel that faced the right side of the balcony. It had a clear view of the first floor as well as the stairs leading down. Bartholomew looked pissed. I didn’t know he was so competitive.

“Isis, what did you get this time?” Bob was looking at me expectantly. That was one thing I loved about him now, never dwelled very long on stuff.

“A blowgun, and by the looks of it, it’s from South America.” 

Bob walked over to look at the blowgun. Death’s Interns were a peculiar breed. Due to the high mortality rate, interns waited at least six months before welcoming others to the family.

“I really like Jose. That’s one busy boy.” Constantine sounded like a proud parent.

“How many is this now? Three?” Bob was playing with the blowgun as he talked.

“Four, if you count the penguin picture I got from the Bob in Antarctica. I also got a sword from Asia and the magic gourd from Africa. No clue how to use that one.” I guess as part of the welcoming letter you also received a gift, some of them odd. 

“You got a penguin picture?” I was glad Bob asked and that he was as confused as me. “Antarctica Bob is special, but what do you expect when you live all the way down there alone? Besides, he has the most seniority.” 

Constantine looked thoughtful, which always terrifies me. “Isis, what are your plans for this week?”

“I was planning to investigate the guy at the park. Help Abuelita out with food, the usual. Why?” My hackles were going up in nervous anticipation at what Constantine might be plotting.

“Isis, you need a life,” Constantine said in a very matter-of-fact way.

“What? I have a life.” I looked at Bob for moral support, but he wasn’t looking at me.

“When was the last time you went on a date?” 

Was Constantine kidding? He was back into his Sphinx pose.

“I’ve been busy, between Abuelita and this job.” I did not like this conversation at all.

“Isis, you don’t have any regular shifts anymore. You need some distraction, so we set you up on a date for Wednesday. Only lunch, but it’ll be great.” 

Constantine had a weird grin on his feline face and Bob was staring at the floor. I was stunned. 

“Constantine, did you bump your head or something? I’m not going on a blind date. That’s crazy.” I didn’t know what else to say.

“You’ll be fine. I made you an appointment to see Patty as well. Get a facial, a manicure. The whole nine yards.” He was looking at me like this was normal. I was going to choke him. “Isis, you are becoming a hermit and losing touch with the world. Dealing with souls all the time is not good for a human. You need some normal interactions even if they are horrible. So you’re going on a date and that’s an order. I don’t need you going postal on us.” Without another word, he jumped down and headed out the kitty door.

“Can he order me to date?” I looked at Bob for support.

“If you work for Death, I guess so. Don’t worry too much, Isis. It’s only one date. How bad could it be? Besides, the guy works for the postal service and he’s harmless.” Bob handed me the blowgun and patted my shoulders. “Isis, we just worry about you.”

“Thanks.” My day had officially gotten worse. “I’ll take a shower and head over to Abuelita’s to help out.” 

Bob smiled and headed out the door. Was my life so bad that I needed to be set up on a blind date by a cat?


CHAPTER 3

I drove Ladybug down to Abuelita’s. I was still in a horrible mood. Abuelita’s was a small—OK more like a hole-in-the-wall—Tex-Mex restaurant located on Highway 82 between Nash and Texarkana. While the place was little, it had the best food in town. The owner was Abuelita, so she wasn’t very original with her naming. Abuelita enjoyed being a grandmother and was proud of it since Abuelita meant “grandma” in Spanish. Abuelita was about five feet eleven, with gorgeous silver hair and curvaceous body. For a woman in her sixties—I was pretty sure that was her age—she looked incredible. There was something earthy about her that reminded me of my godmother, the fabulous woman who’d raised me. Abuelita described herself as a modern-day medicine woman. Constantine preferred the term practicing sorceress aka witch.

The restaurant was closed at this hour. Usually, Abuelita’s was only open for dinner during the week and had lunch and dinner hours during the weekend. In the past few months, business had increased. According to Abuelita, rumors spread that Death’s rookie Intern was working at her place and the entire supernatural community in the four states area was coming out en masse. That was the main reason why I was no longer working my regular hours. I never expected to be so upset about losing a waitress job, but I enjoyed the job and my regular clients. Unfortunately, after three different incidents where thugs challenged me to a fight, Bob, Constantine, and Abuelita all decided it wasn’t safe for the clients or me. Death’s Interns had a reputation for being “tough,” and everyone wanted to test their skills against me.

Fortunately, Abuelita’s business didn’t suffer from all the fights. On the contrary, its popularity increased and many continued to come in hopes of a show. Abuelita also expanded into home catering. At first, it was aimed at her elderly clients that were no longer able to drive. Then the news spread and now Abuelita was catering parties and office meetings. This new addition to the business meant Abuelita was always working. As Constantine pointed out, I didn’t have much of a life, so I came over a lot to help—or maybe just hide. I didn’t eat meat by choice, but I loved the smell of Abuelita’s kitchen. To ensure no lunatics followed me, I varied the hours I went to Abuelita’s each day.

Today it’s a late Monday morning and the place was deserted, thank the Lord. I parked behind the building next to Abuelita’s Cadillac. She was a bit eccentric, but nobody could deny she had great taste. I walked in through the back kitchen entrance. I still had my keys to the place, even though I was no longer waitressing. If I hadn’t seen the crazy scene in front of me before, I would have panicked. Abuelita looked like a mad scientist. There were pots on both of her large stoves. Steam was coming out of half of them and she was mixing some bowl as if the ingredients were on fire. Then again with Abuelita, that was possible.

“Isis, honey. Can you stir that pot over there, please? Don’t let the rice burn now.” Abuelita had this crazy ability to know who was in the room even without seeing them. After all this time, I was used to it.

“Yes, ma’am.” I walked over the pot and stirred the rice. I glanced at the other pots, where tamales were steaming, frijoles were simmering, and something sweet was boiling. “New recipe?” I asked, pointing at the boiling pot.

“Sweetie, you will never believe this. I met a Dominican the other day.” She was so excited that she stopped mixing for a moment. 

I was a little confused. “A Dominican? Like a Catholic priest or like Dominican from the DR?” Honestly, this was a valid question in my mind. I had never heard of a Dominican from the Dominican Republic this far down in Texas. Most were in New England or New York City. 

“Really? She rolled her eyes at me as she spoke, trying to look serious. “One from the island, of course.”

“You met a Dominican in Texarkana. Was he or she lost?” I was in awe.

“It was a guy, and honestly I thought the same thing. He was previously in service in the army and got a job at the depot. But that’s not the point. He was telling me about this dessert his mother used to make. I had to try it.” She was back to mixing with the delight only chefs and cooks get.

“That’s interesting. So what’s the dish? I know you’re dying to tell me.” 

Abuelita burst into a huge smile at my question. She really couldn’t wait to tell me.

“It’s like a sweet empanada, made with guava and cream cheese. They are a bit smaller and lighter. So I’m hoping to perfect them for the College Bowl. Trying to see if we can compete with those stupid fried pies. Everyone is raving about them lately.” 

I couldn’t help but smile as I shook my head. Abuelita was getting as competitive as Bartholomew. This College Bowl was going to be the death of my people. I started stirring the frijoles absently. 

“Isis, are you OK?” Abuelita’s voice sounded worried.

“I guess.” I was making my rounds around all the pots, trying to avoid looking directly at Abuelita.

“Well, that’s convincing. Let me hear it, child.” Her crazy mixing had stopped and she now had a giant ball of dough in her bowl. She washed her hands and grabbed her cutting board to put her dough on it.  .

“Agh. Constantine says I have no life and set me up on a blind date.” I let the words spill as quickly as possible. Abuelita stopped kneading and looked at me. She raised an eyebrow in response.

“Did he? How do you feel about it?” She slowly started kneading the dough while paying close attention to me.

“I have a life, just not a social one. Do you know how hard it is to go out when you’re chasing souls all over North America? What happened to the whole light thing?” 

Abuelita looked at me, confused. Obviously my quick change in topic lost her. 

“You know, the light or tunnel people are supposed to see when they die. It seems nobody notices it. Maybe we need a marching band or some fireworks to tell people they are dead. That way I don’t spend all my time chasing ghosts. How am I supposed to have a so-called life?”

“Is that really what’s bothering you?” At least this time she pretended not to be so curious about my weird meltdown. “While you are on that side, please start a couple of bowls of salad. We got deliveries shortly.” I walked over to the industrial size fridge and pulled out my ingredients. At least my hands would be busy chopping veggies while I was ranting to Abuelita.

“Honestly, what kind of small talk am I supposed to have? How am I supposed to answer when some poor human asks me what I do for a living? I can’t tell them I work for Death, even if it wasn’t one of the rules. I don’t have a nice side job, like Eric, who can claim to be a cop and is dating.” At least when I was a waitress, I could use that as an excuse. I was pouting.

“Eric is dating?” That was all Abuelita got from my whole speech. I turned my head to face at her. She had moved the pot with the sweet concoction over. I guessed that was the guava.

“Yeah, according to Bart he is dating some ‘hot blonde’ that was a former Miss Texarkana.” I even did the air quotations over the “hot blonde” part. Eric was Reapers’ designated martial arts expert and trainer. I had to admit Eric was one sexy man—or should I say, witch. The man made his uniform look good.

“Texarkana has lots of hot blondes, dear. But are you OK?” She gave me a very odd look. I wasn’t sure what it meant.

“Yeah, why wouldn’t I be? I don’t get the obsession for me to start dating. Is not like I haven’t tried, but is really hard with my line of work.  It’s like I have the plague or something. It’s just not fair. Everyone had a semi-normal life—even Bob, who looked like a young Daniel Craig.

“Isis, it has nothing to do with your dating status and more to do with your interactions. You are spending too much time with the dead. That’s not healthy.” 

I was in the middle of destroying a tomato when her words hit me. 

“What do you mean?” I glanced at Abuelita after analyzing the ruins of my tomato. I needed to stop taking out my anger on veggies or my salad was going to become soup.

“Isis, even if you are Death’s Intern, you are still human like the rest of us. If you spend too much time with the supernatural world, it’s easy to lose sight of your own humanity. Constantine just wants some balance for you. Besides they probably did a full background check and a financial analysis on that poor boy already. He’s probably safe.” She gave me a devious smile. 

“You seem pretty sure about that.” I was wondering what Abuelita wasn’t telling me. She looked around the kitchen nervously.

“You can’t be too careful these days. After last fall, I had Bartholomew run the same checks on Angelito’s new girl. I’m not taking any chances.” My mouth dropped. Angelito was Abuelita’s only grandson. A beautiful twenty-two-year-old, over six feet tall and very muscular. He fancied himself a ladies’ man, but he couldn’t pick a good girl to save his life. Last fall he’d met a crazy witch who’d tried to kill him and me. Her coven of evil witches were the ones I had to thank for motivating me to take my job as an Intern since they kidnapped Bob to sacrifice him for eternal youth.

“Are you serious?” I was choking on my words. I started laughing. “That is definitely an invasion of privacy.”

“Do you want another killer coven in town? They’re spending the week in Florida.” 

That was a very sobering thought.

“OK, that’s an excellent point. I agree with that one.” I couldn’t argue the logic. I glanced over at her and she was smiling wildly.

“Isis, go on a date. Be a girl for once. Look at you: you’ve lost tons of weight. You’re shrinking.” 

I looked down at myself at her comments. I wasn’t that small. “It’s called training sessions. Did I mention I do lots of running? I did like four miles this morning.” 

Abuelita was not buying my defense. I had moved to the lettuce and was almost done with those as well. “By the way, have you heard of anything weird happening at Spring Lake Park?”

“Honey, you need to be more specific. All sorts of weird things happen at that park. Have I told you the story of the guys they found in the bathrooms with their things in a hole?” I had no idea what Abuelita was talking about and my eyes were wide open in shock. I shook my head quickly.

“I don’t think I want to hear the rest of that story.” I was saved from details when the back door opened. Two of my favorite people walked in, Ana and Gabe. More accurately, one person and one angel stepped in. Gabe was our resident angel and he was absolutely gorgeous. He admitted once that he had been the inspiration for many works of art—not hard to guess that one. Ana was a cute brunette in her late twenties. 

I met Ana last fall during our witch crisis. Ana and her boyfriend, Joel, were both kidnapped by the coven. At the time the pair were living on the streets, jumping from one shelter to another. You’d be surprised how an encounter with evil tends to change people’s lives. I got them both a job at Abuelita’s and Reapers helped cosign for an apartment for them. It was a blessing they were working here since Abuelita’s other employees, aka her family, were totally unreliable. Ana stepped up and took over my hours. Joel worked in the restaurant and was learning to cook. He had also taken over Bob’s old role of security.

“Hi, beautiful. You’re in early.” That was my usual greeting for Ana. Ana was beautiful and one of the nicest girls in town.

“Why thank you, Isis. I miss you, too,” Gabe responded instead, giving me an angelic grin.

“You are looking amazing as well, Gabe. What are you doing here?” Gabe was a regular client, but generally came in with the evening crowd.

“I’m in charge of the staff meeting tomorrow, so I need to place an order. Last month Rafael brought Italian from Little Italy in New York. I’m going to show him up.” With that statement, he patted my cheeks and walked over to Abuelita. She gave him a huge hug and the two of them started working on the menu. Ana and I looked at them in awe. Did angels had office politics? I needed to ask Gabe more about this later. 

“That’s a new one. I hope I’m not the one making that delivery,” Ana whispered in my ear. The two of us giggled as quietly as possible. “So what were you two talking about? You looked worried.”

“Have you heard of anything weird going on around town?” Ana was no longer homeless, but like Bob, she still had a connection to the underground. 

“Downtown is quiet. Nothing unusual is going on, not even any new faces. I can’t say the same for the rest of the town.” Ana popped a piece of cucumber in her mouth. She walked around me and grabbed her apron. “How many lunches are we making today?”

“Today?” I was so busy whining I forgot to check the order list Abuelita kept up front. 

“You are in your own world today. Let me grab the list.” Ana made her way to the kitchen toward the counter/ bar that divided the kitchen and restaurant area. “Hey, Gabe. Any new people around town?” She asked the angel on her way. I stopped to listen.

“More than usual,” Gabe told us over his shoulder as he was pointing at items to Abuelita. “The cities and colleges have done a great job promoting the College Bowl. They’re expecting five to ten thousand people. So needless to say, you have a lot of activity in town. Isis, try to stay out of trouble.”

“What? Come on, Gabe. That’s not fair. What is that supposed to mean?” I was pretty sure angels couldn’t read your mind, but Gabe always had a way of figuring me out.

“Isis, if strange things are happening, you have a way of being in the middle of them. Behave this week.” 

It was hard to get mad at angels when their smiles could melt icebergs.

“I second Gabe. You’re a magnet for trouble and car explosions.” Ana gave me a little bump on her hip on her way back.

“Hey, you’re supposed to be on my side, remember?” I tried to look intimidating, holding the knife at her, but she wasn’t buying it. Ana had spent so much time on the streets that she was a tough cookie.

“Always, but we got work now, so focus, Machete.” Ana had nicknamed me Machete since I have one strapped to the inside roof of Ladybug. She thought that was the funniest thing she had ever seen. No support from her on that one. I glanced at her list and realized she was right. I had wasted too much time whining and we had at least thirty meals to make for delivery.


CHAPTER 4

The day had turned out to be beautiful. The temperature had not reached crazy numbers and by five p.m. it was perfect. After finishing at Abuelita’s, I went back to Reapers and spent a couple of hours practicing the bass. I had started teaching myself how to play the instrument. Constantine had my room soundproofed last Christmas after several of my compositions kept making Bob and Bartholomew cry. Every Intern channeled Death’s gifts differently. My gifts came across as music. Whatever emotions I created, humans would react to it. That meant joining the local symphony was out of the question.

I loved music, but after hours of practicing, I was tired and bored. Before my new career, I was an avid reader. I loved fantasy novels and comic books. Lately, I hated even looking at the covers. My usual distractions now looked too much like real work now. I tried history books, but Constantine explained those were watered down to keep humanity safe from the real truth. Basically, books were out of the equation. Bob suggested meditation as a way to focus my energy. The only thing I accomplished was falling asleep in the lotus position. Bartholomew joked that I even drooled during my sessions. 

My newfound financial freedom was slowly killing me. I made over five grand a month without counting my clothing allowance and had nothing to spend it on. The mall was scary and Bartholomew canceled my Amazon account after I bought a flock of plastic pink flamingos for the grass area. Maybe I didn’t have a life, but I was not that excited to go on a blind date with some creepy stranger. At least they didn’t suggest online dating. Granted, with Bartholomew being a hacker, anything online was out of the question since he would be able to see behind the smoke screen.

During the days I usually volunteered at one of the nonprofits in town. Of course, those were all closed after five except for Randy Sam’s, the homeless shelter. Bob refused to let me volunteer at night there. According to him and Ana, the underground committee loved me for helping them out last fall. They were afraid if I ever got attacked there, many would die protecting me. That sounded like a huge exaggeration, but I wasn’t going to argue. Fortunately one of the volunteers I met in my many wanderings recommended golf. I always thought of golf as something old fat guys did, not even a real sport. I swallowed those words quickly. Golf was a precise sport with a specific form, physically demanding on muscles I never used, and calming.

That’s how I found myself at five o’clock at the Texarkana Golf Ranch. The golf ranch was an eighteen-hole club on University Avenue, across from Texas A&M University and by Bringle Lake. For such a small town, Texarkana had some impressive locations. Rumors around town claimed the lake had alligators and somebody had let loose a huge snake. Fortunately I had never seen either one of those. I pulled Ladybug up to the parking lot near the clubhouse. I wasn’t surprised to see all the cars in the area. It was a perfect day for golf. 

Mini Coopers looked little, but they were deceiving. They could hold a lot of stuff. I pulled my clubs from the back seat and set the alarm. After a few months of my coming here, Constantine decided it would be a good idea to invest in clubs. So the boys surprised me with a new set of clubs and a membership in the Ranch. It was a blessing. I had no idea how much the set cost or I would never have dared to leave the house with them. If I was amazed by how much money I now made, I couldn’t even imagine how much Constantine was worth, being Death’s five thousand-year-old Guardian. He probably has so much money that he didn’t even consider how extravagant it was to purchase a custom-made, five-star set of Honmas. I could buy a house in Texas for what he paid for the set.

Needless to say, I was very protective of my clubs. At least Constantine didn’t pick the gold-plated set, thank the Lord. I entered the clubhouse and Pete was at the desk. He was a middle-aged man with a balding spot who knew way too much about golf. Pete was friendly and very helpful. Pete also gave me a weird look, like he was expecting my “sugar-daddy” to show up any minute. I didn’t blame him. I had no skills to be carrying around this bag of clubs. 

“Good afternoon, Mr. Pete. How are you today?” The military had taught me it was always safer to be extra respectful regardless of the person. That way they could find very little fault with your behavior. I gave Pete my most charming smile and waited patiently.

“I’m doing great, Isis, thank you for asking. Can’t wait for the College Bowl to be over.” 

Maybe it was the small-town custom or I had been here too often, but Pete knew me by name. I wasn’t sure what he was staring at, so I looked over toward the door for a possible culprit. Nobody was there. He just had a weird look on his face.

“I didn’t know they were having a golf event during the bowl.” I needed to pay more attention to this insane event. Everyone in town was going crazy over it.

“They are not, but the kids across the street are going crazy. I’m not sure if they have a marching band or what, but the noise level is insane.” For a golfer, the noise was a significant inconvenience.

“Well good news, at least they’re quiet now.” Or as quiet as they could be, considering their actual campus was removed from the main road.

“That’s a relief. So what will it be tonight?” Pete took a calming breath and his chipper disposition returned. 

“May I have a bucket of balls and a cart? Planning to do the practice range and then hit nine holes.” I wasn’t in any rush, but sunset was at eight p.m. I doubted I could finish all eighteen holes and enjoy myself.

An older gentleman walked in and Pete quickly finished my transaction. The faster he could get us out of the clubhouse, the faster his clients could hit the green. I learned that golfers speak their own language and most of the times I was lost. Nobody ever complained and everyone was amicable as long as you obeyed golfing etiquette. I quickly walked the short distance toward the practice area and waved at several gentlemen already practicing. Golf clubs were a little like gyms. Eventually, you started recognizing the regulars. Since I had plenty of time and money, I was here all the time. So basically I was familiar with most of the staff and clients.

“Beautiful day, Ms. Isis. I was worried you were going to miss it.” 

I wasn’t sure why Mikey called me miss. Mikey was at least in his late sixties with platinum white hair and a fabulous Jersey accent. He was Italian to the core and one of the funniest men alive. 

Constantine encouraged my golf addiction and it was becoming a full obsession. According to Constantine, most supernatural beings didn’t golf and they stuck out too much. He was highly disappointed when he found out most of the people I met were over sixty. He was afraid I was just making friends with our future customers. It wasn’t my fault most people my age were busy having a family instead of golfing.

“I had to work this morning, Mr. Mikey. What did I miss?” I took the empty lane to the left of Mikey. Somehow we all had our designated spots even on the practice range.

“You will never believe it. George hit an eagle on the eighth.” 

I was warming up and stopped short. That was almost impossible. George was over eighty years old and a worse player than me, probably because he took too many sips of vodka while he played. So for George to make his shot with two under par was unheard of.

“I’m officially jealous. That was a huge accomplishment. How did he do it?”

“Easy. The poor thing was sitting on a branch and George nailed him.” Mikey started laughing furiously at this point. I stared at him in confusion. 

“You lost me. What did he hit?” Maybe Mikey was sharing George’s flask this week.

“He hit an eagle, except it was a real one.” I shook my head in disbelief, which only made him laugh even harder. “Isis, you didn’t think George would ever land an eagle? That old fool is so drunk he sees double. But your face was priceless.” 

At this point it was all over. Mikey was rolling in laughter. I wasn’t sure who to feel sorry for—the eagle or George having Mikey as a friend. 

“You’re a nut, Mr. Mikey. Let me get started before I hit a bird myself.” I took my stand and started my swings. I always felt stiff every time I came out.

“Just remember, we’re aiming for birdies.” 

More laughter from Mikey followed that. I couldn’t help but smile. I felt welcome in this group. I warmed up for about twenty minutes then hit the course. Mikey was planning to have dinner at the clubhouse, so I was expecting to see him before I left. Golf days for some of us were an all-day affair.

By the time I started my game, the other golfers were starting the other half. I was sure the solitude and quiet of the course weren’t helping me with understanding humanity, but the peace was terrific. It was like being in the flow when you play music. A feeling of belonging and purpose. My first three holes went reasonably smoothly—not great but not terrible. I made it to the tee box for the fourth hole. Nobody was around so I took my time to stretch. I grabbed my driver and teed off. Out of nowhere, a guy walked onto the green. I had no idea where he came from, but before I could shout, the ball hit him on the head. How was that even possible? He was at least two hundred yards away. Maybe I should have aimed for birds.

I rushed to the golf cart and drove out to check on the guy. Typically I would have taken off running, but if he were hurt, I had no way to move him. That would mean running back to get the cart. I parked at least ten feet away from the guy. I wasn’t so sure how good the brakes were on that thing and didn’t want to add insult to injury by running him over. He wasn’t moving by the time I ran over to him. I got on my knees and tried to turn him over.

“Hey, sir, are you OK?” I wasn’t sure what to say. My experience ranged from talking and calming the dead, not waking up the living.

“Ugh.” He mumbled something I couldn’t decipher. For a guy who didn’t look that heavy, I was having a hard time turning him over. 

He moved on his own and I took a deep breath of relief. I was sure he wasn’t dead or Death would have appeared by now. I was hoping he didn’t have a concussion. He slowly turned his face toward me and my smile faltered on my face. The eyes that were staring at me did not look human. He looked more like a rabid dog. I tried to back up slowly. Instead, I landed on my butt. The guy was now moving toward me. I didn’t care what Constantine said, we had zombies in Texarkana, and this one wanted to eat me. I scrambled to my feet and took off for the cart. Before I could get in, he grabbed my hair. Of all the days for me to have my hair down, why today?

Last year, if anybody had tried this, I would have ended down and beaten up. But after eight months of intense boxing and martial arts training, my reflexes took over. Instead of pulling away, I leaned back and head-butted my zombie assailant. That was enough to distract him and he released my hair. Our training had never covered zombies, so I was hoping a swift kick to the solar plexus would knock the wind out of him. The zombie staggered back and I took off for the cart.

I rushed back to the clubhouse, trying to get to Ladybug as quickly as possible. I needed to get to Reapers now. I pulled the cart toward the parking area in a hurry and scared the hell out of everyone nearby. Mikey was talking to Pete when I tried to rush by with my clubs.

“Hey Isis, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” Mikey was halfway in my direction before I could stop.

“I need to get home. I just got attacked…”

“Attacked? Here? No way. Guys, we need help.” Mikey cut me off before I could finish. At a speed I didn’t think was possible, he arranged a search party.

“Mikey, no. Wait. This guy is dangerous and out of his mind. You guys could get hurt.” I had no idea how powerful zombies were, but I have seen enough of them in movies and they looked scary. It was probably a bad idea to base my strategy on Hollywood’s folklore, but that was all I had.

“Isis, we got this. Pete, keep an eye on her. Giver her something to calm her down.” Mikey was taking off with at least ten other golfers, looking like the mob in Frankenstein. All they needed were pitchforks and they made a perfect picture. I tried to stop them, but Pete grabbed my arm and clubs and brought me to the clubhouse. 

“Isis, can you remember what he looked like?” 

For the first time, Pete’s voice was calm and soothing. I was sure it wasn’t good for business to have a woman assaulted on the grounds. Too bad I couldn’t explain he had no way of controlling zombie attacks.

“Not really. Average height, black hair, and maybe in his early twenties. I hit him on the head with a ball, but when I went to check on him…” I wasn’t sure how to finish that sentence. “He went crazy.” 

Pete was looking at me, worried. I was visibly shaken up.

“Let me get you some tea. Please stay right here.” He told me before taking off. 

I wanted to head home and come back with Bob and some firepower, but I nodded. I didn’t need Pete calling the police in a panic.

Twenty minutes later, Mikey and his mob walked into the clubhouse. I jumped to my feet and rushed over. I took a quick inventory and they all looked well. I was hoping they hadn’t run into the guy. In Texas, over 80 percent of the population carried a gun and most legally. The last thing we needed was panicking men shooting all over the place.

“Is everyone OK?” I was praying nobody was hurt.

“Everyone is fine. We didn’t find anyone in the first nine holes.” Mickey answered. “What we found was a bloody shirt and some dead animals torn apart. Maybe a wild animal was loose.” he looked at his peers, as if making sure he didn’t leave out anything. “I’ll call animal control and get it checked out. Maybe the guy was bitten by a wild animal and had rabies.” 

Mickey was reaching for straws with that explanation. We all looked at him a bit skeptically. 

“I’m just glad everyone is OK. I’m going to head home now.” 

“Let me walk you out, just in case. We’ll search the place again tomorrow morning during daylight. But whoever he was, I’m afraid he’s gone.” 

Sometimes Mikey came across as one of those classic mobsters. I was sure if he ever found the guy, or a potential guy, he would make them pay.

“Thank you, Mikey. That would be great.” There was no point fighting him. He was worried, and his Jersey accent was becoming more pronounced. He walked me over to Ladybug and stayed till I drove off. I waved several times before gunning it. This was getting too weird for my taste.


CHAPTER 5

The first floor of Reapers was deserted. The lights in the loft were on though, so I was hoping all the boys were home. I took the steps two at a time. I burst through the door out of breath and was stopped abruptly. I needed baby-cams in the house. I had no clue what my roommates did when I was gone. Bob was sitting at the kitchen table playing an intense game of solitaire. Constantine, on the other hand, was in the command center. That was odd enough since normally that was Bartholomew’s area, but Bart was nowhere to be found.

The shocking part was that Constantine was doing Rap God. On top of his incredible memory for pop culture, Constantine was able to recite almost every song with an excellent imitation of the artist. I had not witnessed his rendition of Rap God before, but I was afraid to admit Eminem had met his match. As I was staring at Constantine’s insane performance, Bob looked up from his game. He took the pair of earbuds from his ears and smiled at me.

“Don’t mind him.” He leaned back in his chair and eyed Constantine casually. “He was challenged to duel and he couldn’t back down. Are you OK?”

“People keep asking me that a lot lately. I’m not sure.” I was still staring at Constantine when Bob cleared the cards from the table. He pulled a chair out for me and got up. Bob was always a gentleman. He headed toward the fridge and started pulling stuff from the shelves.

“Have a seat and tell me what’s going on. I baked you a quiche.” I was sure I had a look of pure bewilderment on my face because Bob started laughing at me. “Don’t be surprised, child. It’s a simple recipe. I made two—one with meat and one without.” 

Did he make two quiches? Bob had too much time on his hands lately.  

“Take a seat while I heat you up a slice.”

“How often does Constantine do duels online?” I was still wondering about the little scene to my right.

“That I’m not sure. What I do know is his human YouTube channel is tied to the TaylorSwiftVEVO. His ultimate goal is to take the throne from that PewDiePie guy.” Bob shook his head, appearing as confused as I was with all this YouTube stuff.

“He actually has fans?” Who in their right mind followed a talking cat?

“He has millions. Based on what Bartholomew told me, Constantine was running a campaign for president, and Death made him stop it.” Bob stared at Constantine.

“Constantine for president. The world is not ready for that.” Who was I kidding? I wasn’t ready for that.

In less than two minutes, Bob had placed a plate of quiche in front of me that was out of this world. The quiche had the whole place smelling fantastic. I was sure it was the smell that grabbed Constantine’s attention. 

“Take that, Butterfly-Twenty-Three-Twenty-Seven. I’m out.” Constantine had finished Rap God and that was the first real sentence he said. I turned around just in time to see Constantine hit a key on the keyboard.

“Please tell me you were not having a duel with a seven-year-old girl.” With that nickname, it had to be a kid.

“She’s twelve and age is nothing but a number.” Constantine was strutting across the room, looking proud.

“Says the five thousand-year-old cat.” I loved to point that out to him.

“Don’t be hating on the skills now. So why were you so upset earlier, anyway?” Constantine jumped on the table and Bob put a plate in front of him.

“You were listening?” I tried to speak with my mouth full.

“I can multi-task. Besides, I have incredible hearing.” He took a bite of the quiche and I was sure he was grinning. 

“Bob, this is delicious. I thought you were only going to make gluten-free stuff.” According to Bob, Bartholomew’s diet was his inspiration for cooking. I enjoyed cooking, but I was never too creative in that area. Bob made it his life passion.

“Oh, it is. Experiment number twelve, but I finally found a good combination for a good flaky crust.” Bob smiled like a proud dad. It was crazy the things that made my boys happy.

“Congrats. And I hate to burst this amazing moment of cheering, but a zombie attacked me.” With food in my belly, it was a lot easier to deliver bad news.

“I thought we agreed not to use the Z word.” Constantine was trying to talk and swallow at the same time.

“We can call it whatever you want, but something crazy is going on.” I was not dropping the issue.

“Was it the same one?” At least Bob had practical questions.

“I’m pretty sure it wasn’t. They were dressed differently.” I told them, questioning myself a little. 

“Was he dead?” Constantine threw me off with that one. It was hard for me to tell the living from the dead. Only if I touched a departed soul was I able to say the dead were cold to the touch. Bartholomew had designed a pair of glasses for me to help me identify the living and the dead by heat signatures, since souls don’t have any. Unfortunately, most of the time I forgot to wear them.

“I don’t know. I never touched him with my hand and I kicked him. I wasn’t expecting to be attacked at the golf course so I didn’t bring my glasses with me.” I answered Constantine sure the guy at the course was a zombie.

“So technically we can’t be sure if it was a walking-dead, a crazy guy, or a demented soul?” Constantine had a point.

“Does that mean we just ignore the whole thing?” I did not like the sound of this conversation.

“Of course not. I didn’t get to be this age for not taking precautions. We just need to do a little research. Bob, give Bartholomew a call. Isis, check with Eric for anything unusual. I’ll finish my quiche.”

I was amused to see Constantine’s priorities had not been changed by a potential zombie attack.

Bob grabbed his phone and walked over to the kitchen to called Bartholomew. I wondered where he was that Bob needed to call him.

“Where is Bart?” 

“Where do you think? In his shop, working on his robot. I’ll be so happy when that silly contest is over.” Constantine never bothered to look up when he spoke. 

I got up and walked over to the computer area. I needed a quiet space to make my call. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed Eric. At least I had remembered to grab it from my golf bag where I usually left it while I played.

“Isis, this better be an emergency.” Wow, that was fast. I didn’t think the phone rang once.

“Oh I’m sorry. Are you busy?” I was sure he was just by the way he answered the phone, but it never hurt to confirm.

“Yes, on a date,” Eric replied, but got cut off by a female voice that said, “honey, is everything OK?” I couldn’t hear what Eric replied. I guess he put me on mute. A few seconds later he was back. “Make it fast, Isis.”

“Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.” Unlike what the boys popularly believed, I didn’t have a crush on Eric. OK, maybe a little one, but I was happy for him. At least somebody had a real life. So I did feel slightly uncomfortable interrupting his date. “Constantine wanted me to check with you and see if you noticed anything unusual lately.” I was trying to sound formal and businesslike since I was sure I drove Eric insane with all my questions. I was probably his worst student when it came to martial arts and at times, he acted as if he wanted to kill me.

“More than usual? Besides the hotels getting packed with people for the College Bowl, you might need to be more specific.” I was pretty sure he wasn’t paying attention to anything I was saying.

“You haven’t noticed any walking-dead around town?” Constantine was glaring, but at least I didn’t say the Z word.

“What, zombies?” It was the strangest thing he was trying to whisper and shout all at the same time.

“I’m not supposed to say the Z word, but yeah. Have you seen any?” I was aiming for casual as if this kind of stuff happened every day.

“Isis, if this is a joke, it’s not funny.” 

I could tell Eric was moving on his side of the line. I guessed the hot blonde didn’t have full access to all his secrets. “I’m sure if something like that were happening, we would have noticed.” There was another short pause when I was sure Eric put me on mute again. “I don’t have time for this right now. We can discuss tomorrow during training.”

“We’re training tomorrow? Really?” Oh no, Eric’s training sessions were hell on good days. When he was upset, they were straight damnation.

“Obviously Constantine didn’t brief you on tomorrow’s activities. Have him fill you in. See you at six. Goodbye.” Eric hung up before I could even reply. Tomorrow’s session was going to be horrible.

“Well, any news?” Constantine was done with his quiche and was cleaning his face with his paw as he spoke. Moments like this, he looked like a very typical cat. Minus the talking of course.

“Besides the warning that I’ll pay for interrupting, no, he hasn’t noticed anything unusual.” I walked over to the table and sat down again. “What are we doing tomorrow morning at six?” I was afraid to ask, but I might as well be ready.

“Cross-country training. We’re going to train at Ferguson Park. Should help everyone get focused again.” I hated when Constantine looked so happy about training. “Back to our small issue. The good news is if Eric hasn’t heard anything, it means most people in Texarkana haven’t noticed either. Great for damage control.”

“I’m glad there is an up to things.” I was not very optimistic at all.

The door to the kitchen slammed open and Bartholomew walked in looking angry and covered in more grease. Even his curly brown hair looked matted with the stuff. He was wearing some weird lab coat that had all sorts of wires sticking out of its pockets.

“What could be so serious that you all needed to disturb me?” 

Well, I guessed it was the night for me to inconvenience people. I looked at him in utter disbelief. What had happened to my sweet little Bartholomew?

“Oh nothing, really. Isis got attacked by a zombie and almost died. Just wondering if you would care to help figure out who it was.” Constantine was spewing sarcasm left and right. He even said the Z word, which most likely did the trick, since Bartholomew’s face turned pale. Not an easy thing to do since he is pretty pale to begin with.

“Zombies? Are you OK?” Bartholomew rushed to my side looking more like his usual self, a concerned little brother. Bartholomew’s hazel eyes were huge with worry. Constantine, on the other hand, gave me his most cunning smile. He was evil at times because he knew every button to push.

“I’m fine. One attacked me at the golf course.” For only being twelve years old, Bartholomew genuinely cared for people—at least the ones he liked. He had a strange phobia for crowds and strangers.

“What type of zombie was it? Old school slow and sloppy or the new kind, like in Zombieland, fast and agile?” 

I had no idea why I was surprised that Bartholomew knew this stuff. I had to blink a couple of times to focus. How could one person switch his attention so quickly from one area to the other?

“I guess fast and agile.” At least the one that pulled my hair could move. 

“Not good. This could be trouble.” Bartholomew sounded like Captain Obvious. Now that he was focused on actual work, I didn’t want to ruin his parade. “So what’s our plan?”

“Step one, we need you to track down all necromancers in North America. We need to know if any have made trips in our area.” 

I had no idea what that meant, so I was glad Constantine was in charge. Bartholomew discarded his lab coat and headed for his command center. 

“I’ll make us some hot chocolate. We might have a long night.” Bob made his way back to the fridge.

“Constantine it sounds like it’s time you call Death.” I couldn’t call her directly but Constantine could. If a group of her nemeses was in town, I wanted Death fully briefed before all hell broke loose. 

“Not till we have confirmation. We don’t need any false alarms.” Constantine finished his sentence by making himself comfortable on the table. I guessed the only thing left to do was wait patiently.


CHAPTER 6 

In the military, I considered myself a morning person. I loved getting up and doing physical fitness with my company. Ever since taking this job, Constantine’s work-out program was my least favorite part of the day. His training program felt more like torture sessions.  The Army’s physical fitness program was a cakewalk compared to Constantine’s. I tried to explain to myself why our workout sessions were so painful to me and today was entirely clear. I dragged myself out of my comfy bed at five a.m. to be at this goofy park at five forty-five a.m. after pulling an all-night research session. Constantine had to be a soldier at some point in his long life because he always wanted to be at least fifteen minutes early to everything.

To make Constantine happy, we were standing in an empty parking lot at Bobby Ferguson Park on the Arkansas side of Texarkana before the sun was up. This was crazy; I was staring at stars. This was the first time Constantine and Eric had picked this specific park for training. Most of our sessions were usually inside. Due to the new threat, or Constantine’s desire to punish us, we were going to practice cross-country defense maneuvers. From what Bob tried to explain, this would consist of running, jumping, squatting, and dodging things around the mile-and-a-half trail. I looked around the place and it seemed spooky. The park bordered the Four States Fairground and the campus of the University of Arkansas Community College. 

The Fairgrounds was the home for the local fair that took place each year. They also hosted some events including some professional wrestling. I missed the year that John Cena was in town. I’d been to the Fairgrounds a few times, but I’d never been to the park. To be honest, I didn’t realize it was an entity. I needed to start paying more attention to the different locations in Texarkana. From what I remembered of the area, there was a lake with a fountain in the middle, a gazebo, and some picnic space. Now that I thought about it, Texarkana—Arkansas and Texas—had a thing for parks with fountains. I leaned against The Camaro, trying to stretch. We all rode out together. No need to draw extra attention to us. 

“Why am I even here? I could be expanding our search for those necromancers,” Bartholomew complained as he finally stepped out of The Camaro. Constantine had dragged Bartholomew with us. Usually, Constantine gave Bartholomew a pass on physical fitness since he was our computer genius, underage, and never out in the field. But with his increased moodiness, Constantine decided a little fresh air would help his spirit. I doubted he needed air this fresh.

“Bart, sunshine is good for you. Besides, nobody is here yet.” If that was Bob’s best attempt at cheering him up, he failed miserably. I turned around to contain my laughter as Bartholomew glared at Bob.

“It’s not even daylight. I could break my ankles.” I had to admit Bartholomew had a point.

“Stop your whining, Bartholomew. You’ll be fine.” Constantine climbed up on the hood of his car and stretched. “Besides, there are no necromancers within fifteen hundred miles of here. I’m pretty sure they didn’t migrate overnight.”

 I hated that fact. After hours of searching, Bartholomew had found nothing. We had no strange movements from any of Constantine’s usual suspects.

“I don’t know how he’s going to handle the College Bowl when he hates the outside world and people so much,” Bob said softly to me. He had walked over to my side of the car while pretending to be stretching.

“I’m thinking tunnel vision. Bartholomew is good at blocking things out when he focuses. Besides, did you notice how competitive he has become?” I replied as we both took a careful glance at Bartholomew.

“I didn’t think he had it in him.” 

I had to agree with Bob. This was a new version of Bartholomew.

“Where is Eric, anyway? It’s not like him to be late.” Bartholomew was not going to stop complaining any time soon. On the other hand, he was right. I guessed Eric’s date kept him up late as well. Ugh, I could puke.

“Calm down, big guy. He’s just pulling in. He probably went to the gazebo area instead of this side.” As Bob tried to calm Bartholomew down, I noticed the place was pretty extensive. I wondered who was in charge of coordinating the location. We were parked near the entrance closest to I-30. 

Eric parked his Ford F-150 right next to The Camaro. I never asked Eric if he named his vehicles, but he looked too serious for those kinds of things. I had no idea how he did it, but Eric looked terrific this morning. His brown hair was tousled and he even looked taller than his six feet.

“Sorry, everyone. I left the vests in my place and had to run back to get them.” Eric was running over to open his tailgate as he spoke. Bob gave me a wicked smile. I just shrugged my shoulders. Luckily Bartholomew was in no mood to ask clarifying questions.

“Eric, that’s great. I was worried you might forget them,” Constantine replied, like that statement made any sense to him.

“OK everyone, there are three vests in the back. Shouldn’t be too hard to figure out which one is yours. Just look for your size.” Eric walked over to the driver’s side of his truck and pulled out his flak vest. I began to worry that those vests were armor-plated.

Bob, Bartholomew, and I went over to the truck and found our designated vests. My fears were confirmed. The vests had armor plates in them. They weighed at least twenty pounds.

“Oh God, what is in this thing? How much does this thing weigh?” Bartholomew didn’t wait long to express his feelings on the matter.

“Ever since you had your birthday, you’ve become an irate young man,” Eric, with a lot of humor in his voice, told Bartholomew. “I’m afraid to see how the teenage years hit you.” Bartholomew was a valentine baby. Eric was right. In the last three months, Bartholomew had become angrier. I blamed Constantine for encouraging him to sign up for the College Bowl. Now we were all paying for it.

“I’m not irate. I’m just inquisitive.”

“You’re whiny. Suck it up and get a move on.” 

I guessed Constantine was sleep-deprived as well. He usually only chastised me never Bartholomew. Bartholomew put his head down and grabbed his vest.

It took us a few minutes to get into our vests and get moving. Bob had to help Bartholomew with his. My body went into muscle memory and I was able to lock mine without even looking. I wasn’t sure where Eric got them from, but they were military issue. 

“OK everyone, the goal is to work in coordination as well as endurance. I’ll take point. The rest of you follow me and do as I do. This is going to be a challenging course.”

 I had no idea why Eric sounded so cheerful—unless he’d had a great night. Bob gave me a huge smile. I walked up to Bartholomew and just rolled my eyes at the whole scene. 

“Ready to die in a new and creative way, Bart?” I gave my voice the most positive sound. That made Bartholomew laugh.

“Great day to try,” Bartholomew replied with a huge smile and I winked at him. He was starting to look more like his old self. Maybe Bob and Constantine were right. He needed to get out of the house more.

Coordination and endurance was an understatement for our workout. By the time we had made it from our end of the park to the other side, where that stupid gazebo was, sweat drenched my clothes. My thighs were burning, not to mention my shoulders. According to Eric, each vest had plates to mirror our weight and give us a challenge. Unless the challenge was ways to avoid dying, the vests were winning. I thought I was joking when I told Bartholomew about our new creative way to die. But no, this was real. We did lunges across the terrain, followed by ski jumpers, then some weird version of mountain climbers. Maybe Eric had created a super protein shake for himself with extra magic ingredients. Whatever the reason, the boy was possessed.

“I think I’m starting to feel it.” Bob was another one of those people that loved torture. So for him to say he was feeling it—this was brutal.

Constantine was following along at his leisure. With Eric’s insane moves, we were not advancing very quickly across the terrain. Constantine had time to chase squirrels around, swat a few butterflies, and even jump over some puddles. In other words, he was having the time of his life. I wanted to choke the hell out of him. When we finally made it to the other side of the gazebo, Eric gave us a five-minute break to march in place. The sun was already out and I was missing my cool stars.

“OK everyone, make sure you’re stretching your legs. We’re going to do some sprints on our way back.” Eric was still perky. I glared at him.

“Is that guy drinking from that stream?” Bartholomew pointed as he spoke. We all turned around to look at some guy leaning into the water. He did look like he was drinking—or trying to.

Before any of us could reply, the guy fell into the water. Eric took off after him, his cop training probably kicking in. Bob followed shortly behind. Bartholomew and I were too tired to move. So we slowly walked over, trailed by Constantine, who really couldn’t care less what most humans did at times. By the time Bartholomew and I were within fifteen feet of the little stream, Eric was pulling the guy out of the water. I had no idea how Eric managed to make that look so easy with his flak vest on. 

“Hey Bob, give me a hand. Let’s see if we can lean him against that tree so I can call an ambulance. He might be hurt or drunk.” 

Bob didn’t get to reach Eric. The guy pulled himself out of Eric’s grasp and went berserk. 

“Oh, not again.” That was all I was able to say.

“Zombie!” Bartholomew screamed from my left side.

“Thanks, Bart. We noticed.” I pulled Bartholomew behind me and looked for a weapon. Bob was moving quickly to help Eric.

Our new zombie friend charged at Eric at full speed, drooling like a rabid dog. I had to give it to Eric—he didn’t look afraid. Eric dodged the zombie, who started swinging his fist. He didn’t have much coordination, but he was relentless and kept on coming. Eric managed to land a punch. His martial arts training took over because he quickly followed the blow with a kick to the chin and a roundhouse to the chest. The zombie went flying. His momentum carried him straight to the tree Eric had wanted to lean him against. The zombie landed with a loud thump that I was sure broke his neck. Constantine was hissing by my right side, looking like he was trying to protect us. Eric and Bob were slowly walking toward the body, but zombie-boy wasn’t moving.

“So, when do we call Death?” I asked Constantine. He looked back at me.  

I didn’t need to turn around to know our fearless leader was now behind me. Everything got very still and even Eric looked pale at seeing Death. “Now would be a great time,” replied Death.

“Hi, Boss.” Bob gave Death a big wave.

“Death, we can explain.” Constantine stepped in, looking rather calm for the situation.

“We can?” I asked him in shock. I hoped he could because I was lost. 

“I am curious to hear that explanation.” Death made her way toward the zombie. Eric was still standing over the body. “Do you mind if I take a look, Eric?”

“Not at all, sir…Please be my guest.” Eric was struggling to make complete sentences. He jumped out of the way and almost ran into Bob. That was interesting; Eric saw Death as a male. I wondered what he was looking at that had him so spooked. Before I could continue pondering, Death turned back around.

“Meet me at Reapers,” she said. Death’s voice was cold and short. Her demeanor changed and the hairs on my arms stood. I felt a chill run down my back. Before any of us could reply she was gone with the zombie.

“Oh my Lord, that was scary.” Eric was shaking all over.

“Thank you. I’ve been trying to tell Constantine that those zombies were spooky.” For a moment I felt validated.

“Not the zombie. I meant Death. How do you guys handle that every day?” 

Great, Eric was talking about Death. I shook my head in disappointment.

Constantine spoke in a low voice. “This is not a normal case. Something is wrong. We’ve got to go. Training is over.” We all looked at him, suddenly concerned.

“Constantine, what about the body? We need to file a report.” Eric recovered quickly and was back in cop mode.

“We’ll take care of it. We need to head back and we’ll fill you in later.” Constantine took off the way we had come. The rest of us followed in silence. 


CHAPTER 7

Our ride from Bobby Ferguson Park was quick and uneventful. We were all lost in thought. Not even Constantine spoke during the whole drive and he was notorious for his ongoing commentaries. We looked like a funeral procession when we entered the loft. Death was by the glass windows, staring at the first floor—or at least I thought she was. I never considered how far in distance or time Death was able to penetrate. Those thoughts were too spooky for me to ponder. The odd thing was, she was holding a mug.

“I hope you don’t mind that I finished your coffee, Bob. You have a fabulous blend.” I had no idea Bob had his own blend of coffee. I was a tea and hot chocolate drinker, so I never asked. 

“Not at all, boss lady. I’ll make some more.” Bob rushed to the fridge to grab his blend. I wasn’t sure why Bob kept his coffee in the refrigerator. 

“How bad is it?” Constantine was not wasting time beating around the bush. He jumped on the dining table and got comfortable. Bartholomew and I looked at each other and then followed suit. We each took a chair on the far side of the table so that we could see everyone better.

“If it’s any consolation, he wasn’t a walking dead.” Death took one more sip of her coffee and placed the mug on the kitchen island. She turned to face the rest of us, waiting for the information to register.

“Does that mean we don’t have a zombie problem? That’s a good thing, right?” Bartholomew was optimistic, but by the look on Death’s face, we were in trouble.

“My dear, it’s worse. He wasn’t dead, but he wasn’t human. Whatever happened to him somehow fragmented his consciousness.” Death had turned back around to face the glass again.

“Death, what happened to his soul?” Constantine said the words very softly, almost afraid to ask.

“It’s gone.” 

“Gone? Not again. Is someone stealing souls again? How is that possible if he was moving around?” I wasn’t in the mood for more angry witches.

“Not really stolen. More like not truly connected.” Death turned around. “Let me explain. This might be an oversimplification, so bear with me. When a human being dies, the mind and the soul forge into one and they transcend the body. They become part of the higher consciousness. The mind grounds the soul to this world while the soul waits for nirvana. Hence the reason we can transport them to their next stage. In the case of this boy, his mind was gone. There was nothing there to direct the soul in the process so the soul just vanished from existence.”

“Is that what happens to people who are in a vegetable state?” Bob asked from the kitchen counter as he poured Death more coffee. He handed Death her mug.

“Thank you, Bob. Not really. In a vegetable state, the soul and mind are still fully conscious while the body is the one not reacting. The process is still the same. In this case, something had altered the process and created an abnormal condition I can’t explain.” 

The fact that Death couldn’t explain it was scarier than anything else.

“Just to confirm, you don’t have the soul?” Constantine asked. 

Death shook her head. That was the reason she was upset. A soul was lost and there was no way for us to find it. We were in serious trouble. 

“How many more are there?” She was looking out the window again as she spoke.

“He was the third one I’ve seen, but the only one that died.” I volunteered the information since nobody else was going to.

“Complicated. They are vicious and dangerous, but if you kill them, their souls end up in limbo. We need to figure out what causes this and reverse it. In the meantime, find a way to contain the victims and not kill them.” Death looked at us expectantly. “Unfortunately, Isis, your gifts will not work on them since their consciousness is gone.” 

Oh, this was getting better and better.

“That’s all. For a moment I thought this would be hard. You wouldn’t happen to know who exactly is causing this, by any chance?” Constantine was dripping with sarcasm that apparently Death ignored since she smiled.

“I can only think of one being capable of causing these results. Bartholomew, dear, do you mind connecting me to my sister, Pestilence, please?” 

Bartholomew jumped from his seat and headed for his command center.

“Big screen?” he asked as he approached the desk.

“Of course, nothing small for her,” Death answered as she walked behind him.

“Sister. Death has a sister?” I asked Constantine in the most urgent tone I could find while keeping my voice low.

“Of course. She is the oldest of four, duh,” Constantine replied like I was supposed to know this.

“Wait, what? Death has two more siblings?” I was dumbfounded. When did this happen?

Constantine walked over to me and slapped me on the head. “Ouch,” I yelled, not because it hurt, but for the principle of the matter. Thank God his claws were not out.

“Seriously girl, aren’t you Catholic or something? Doesn’t Father Francis have Sunday school classes for adults?” 

He was looking serious. I was Catholic, but probably not a very good one by the looks of it.

“I’m so lost, Constantine, just tell me.” I wasn’t too proud to ask.

“You’ve heard of the book of Revelation, last one in the bible? Ring a bell?” Constantine was looking at me, focused as he spoke, so I just nodded. I was afraid to open my mouth and sound even dumber. “That’s a blessing. The four horsemen of the apocalypse are Death and the rest of the siblings.”

“Oh, God. Is judgment day coming? Is this the apocalypse?” My voice cracked, and I was on the verge of a panic attack. How did I miss this? If I worked for Death that meant the other three horsemen were also real. I was going to faint.

“Isis, calm the hell down and shut up. There is no apocalypse happening. That only happens when all four horsemen get together and this hardly warrants a family reunion. By the way, that piece of information was in your manual. When are you planning to read the darn thing?” 

Constantine had a way of stopping my rambling hysterics with facts. I was going to burn that manual.

“Well, ahhh…” I wasn’t sure how to reply.

“Yes? Spit it out.” Constantine did not wait patiently at all.

“I thought it only covered the fringe benefits and Bartholomew explained those. I didn’t think you would explain world destruction in an employee manual. Anyway, what is Pestilence like?” I wanted to change the subject as quickly as possible.

“I prefer zombies over that crazy hag.” Constantine looked like he wanted to cough up a hairball. I looked over toward the screen area where Bartholomew had finally connected to someone. I was planning to get up and go over for a better view. 

“Don’t even think about it. This is a family discussion. Bartholomew, get over here, now!” Constantine yelled the last part to make sure Bartholomew heard him. “You both stay out of the range of the camera. You can see her but don’t let her see you.”

Bartholomew ran back to the table and retook his seat. I had forgotten all about Bob until he placed two cups of hot chocolate on the table. One for me and the other for Bartholomew. He also brought Constantine a bowl of coffee. Constantine drank coffee? I learned something new each day. On the screen, we could see a large conference room with a table, but nobody was around.

Bartholomew filled Constantine and me in on the current situation. “I finally got some guy named Eugene to pick up my call and then the conference call. He said he was going to find his mistress and would be right back.” 

“Mistress? They call her that?” I couldn’t believe it. Bartholomew just shrugged.

I was sure we were waiting for at least ten minutes when finally a woman appeared. Constantine kept telling us she was doing it on purpose to annoy Death. If she was annoyed, Death never showed it. She was just drinking her coffee. I finally got to appreciate Death’s outfit and it was stunning. She was wearing a white Michael Kors sheath dress with bell-cuff bateau-neck from his Neiman Marcus collection. Too much free time had me spending time online researching Death’s outfits, and lately, she was into Neiman Marcus. I couldn’t blame her. Even if she weren’t Death, she could stop traffic.

While Death looked like a Greek goddess with that long, silky brown hair, her sister, on the other hand, was a live version of Barbie. Pestilence’s hair was so blond it looked like it was made of gold threads. She had the big boobs with that tiny waist that wasn’t possible for any humans to ever achieve and bright blue eyes. Death’s white dress was in direct contrast to Pestilence’s black pantsuit. If I didn’t know any better, I would have put money that Pestilence had a new suit on. 

“Pestilence, dear, so nice of you to take my call.” Death was overly sweet with her sister.

“Like I had a choice. Last time I didn’t answer your summoning, you just appeared. So to what do I owe the pleasure of this call or did you just miss me?” Pestilence was a royal queen B. No wonder that poor boy called her mistress. That chick was nuts. Constantine looked like he was playing dead on the table. He didn’t like her.

“Dear, we had a deal. You wouldn’t make any more zombies and I’d stop sending Constantine to inspect your labs. What happened?” That explained Constantine’s dislike. Death took another sip of her coffee as she waited. She could make a great poker player.

“Nothing happened. We haven’t made any zombies. We had one little outbreak years ago and you went ballistic. You and your soul thing.” How old was Pestilence? She was acting like a spoiled brat; she even rolled her eyes at Death. I was shocked at her attitude.

“That’s interesting. I just found one in Texarkana.” Death looked at her sister and waited for a comeback.

“Why is it every time something weird happens, I get blamed? Have you ever considered it wasn’t me or that I was being framed?” Pestilence crossed her arms over her perfect chest and stared back at Death. This was sibling rivalry at its worst. I was so happy I was an only child.

“Easy, Pestilence. This kind of work could never be created by a human alone. So if you didn’t do it, are you sure one of your Interns didn’t create one by accident?” By the way Death said accident, I was sure she didn’t believe that part.

“Of course we didn’t.” Pestilence was not budging.

“And you have nothing missing that could be altered in any way?” It seems Death was not budging either.

“Who do you take me for, an amateur? I have centuries running a lab, remember?” Pestilence was so offended she didn’t look at the screen. I wasn’t sure how Death was handling this so well. If I ever talked back to my godmother, she would have slapped the smirk off of my face. The funny part, my godmother wasn’t even a violent person, but she believed in respect.

“Of course I know you’re good at your job. That’s why I’m calling. Nobody else has the talent and skills to pull this off. So do you mind checking, just once? Please, for me?” 

Bartholomew and I exchanged wary glances.

Constantine supplied the missing information for us as he continued his dying cockroach pose. “Yes, she is that vain that she will fall for that. She can’t resist Death praising and begging her. I’m going to be sick.” 

I shook my head and turned back to the conversation on the screen. It seemed Constantine was right because Pestilence had stopped pouting.

“I know this is going to be a waste of time, but fine. We conduct a monthly inventory of all our supplies, so it will be simple to find any discrepancies. Rookie, I need you to compare the last two inventories you conducted.” 

Pestilence was looking off-screen to whoever Rookie was. There was a pause and the rest of us couldn’t hear Rookie’s response. 

“What!” 

OK, that was not good. Whatever the guy said agitated Pestilence. “It seems I have a small problem, hold on.” She stepped off camera.

Death took a deep breath and walked over toward Bob, who was holding the coffee pot. He refilled Death’s mug and she just smiled at him. They were so comfortable in that routine I had a feeling Death drank lots of coffee with Bob. Death slowly walked back to the monitors in time to see Pestilence storming back.

“How bad is it?” Death asked before Pestilence could even get started.

“Why does it have to be bad?” Pestilence was trying to look as pleasant as possible.

“Because the vein on your temple is pulsating and that only happens when it’s bad. So what happened?” Death just stared at her sister.

“It’s probably nothing, but it seems we haven’t conducted an inventory since Halloween. It’s not Rookie’s fault. He’s still new, and it was flu season, anyway.” The way Pestilence said it wasn’t Rookie’s fault you knew he did it.

“You have no way of quickly knowing if anything is missing?” Death was not giving up.

“It might take us a little while, but we can figure it out.” Pestilence did not look happy at all.

“That might be the case, but I don’t have a while. I’m sending my team over to help you.” Pestilence’s face mirrored my reaction of shock. I was hoping Death was joking.

“You can’t be serious?” It seems Pestilence was hoping for the same.

“My dear Pestilence, they will be there today. So have your rookie send the directions to Constantine now. Not a negotiation.” Death’s tone became hard and final.

“Fine, but I have my staff meeting. They can be here at one. Goodbye.” Without waiting for a reply, she disconnected the signal.

“That was pleasant,” Bob added cheerfully.

“Here we go again. This is going to be a giant mess,” Constantine whined from his position. Somehow he managed to still have his head hanging from the table. 

“Am I going to meet your sister?” I knew that if Constantine was worried, I should be too.

“Not just you. Take Bob and Bartholomew as well. Pestilence doesn’t deal well with women.” Death gave me a wink and a smile. Oh, this trip was going to be great. “Constantine, you know the drill. Call me if you need help.” Death put her mug on the counter and walked out the door. That was probably for our benefit since she can disappear at will.

Bartholomew checked my phone and figured out where her crazy lab was located. He jumped from his chair, ready to do something.

“That’s interesting. According to this address her lab is only in Hope, Arkansas. That’s less than an hour from us,” Bartholomew informed us.

“Of course it is. Pestilence always has to be close by. That crazy hag.” Constantine pulled himself together and was sitting back up in his Sphinx pose. “Good news. At least, Isis, you still have time for your spa day.”

“You’re kidding. With everything going on and you still want me to get my nails done.” I was sure too much blood had rushed to Constantine’s brain while he was lying with his head over the table.

“Isis, your nails are atrocious.” Constantine was looking at my hands like they were a dangerous science experiment. I instinctively made a fist to hide my nails.

“I’m a musician; it comes with the territory.” I kept breaking my nails setting the strings lately.

“Girl, I knew Prince and his hands were marvelous. Not an excuse. Newsflash, you are a girl, not an infantry soldier. You are going. The appointment is at nine a.m. You have plenty of time. Now, you all go shower, you all stink.” 

With that last remark, he jumped from the table and headed toward his room. 

“This really sucks.” I was gloomy now.

“Relax, Isis. Ms. Patty is amazing. Besides, you might like it.” 

That was the last thing Bob said before he headed out the door to his room. I didn’t want to know how Bob knew of Ms. Patty’s skills. 

“Isis, you handled witches and ghosts. You can handle a manicurist,” Bartholomew said on his way to his room.

I was not winning this battle. There was a part of me that wanted to rebel. Unfortunately, the part that was still a soldier had a hard time disobeying a direct order. I figured by now that part would have disappeared. It seemed marines were not the only ones that were always marines. Once a soldier, always a soldier. I took my hot chocolate with me and headed to my room to shower. Constantine was right. I did stink.


CHAPTER 8

Who goes to a hair and nail salon at nine in the morning on a Tuesday? It was sad, but I had never been to a nail place in my life. The only time my nails were painted, it was by my godmother. In the military, I never had to worry about nails since having color on your nails was against regulations. So at twenty-six, I was terrified to enter a beauty salon. That was so depressing. Maybe this was another of Constantine’s punishments. I took a deep breath and got out of Ladybug. I practiced breathing exercises when I was nervous or stressing. That was probably the only part I mastered from my meditation classes—how to slow down my heart rate and relax.

Constantine had given me directions to Patty’s place. According to Constantine, Patty rented a couple of booths in the beauty salon with hairdressers. Not sure what that meant. I was under the impression you could get your nails done at the same place they did hair. I guessed that was not always the case. Based on the little bit of data Bartholomew gave me, before running off to work on his robot, Texarkana had over thirty nail salons. It probably helped that the city had a couple of cosmetology schools. 

I looked around the area, stalling for time. Pleasant Grove, or PG as most people called it, was not my part of town. The salon was located on North Summerhill Road next to a small cemetery. The location was odd since the area looked more residential than business. Somehow they had created one of those little plazas with several businesses in the same building. From the front, the building didn’t look very impressive. I slowly walked toward the door. A hospice occupied the space to the left of the salon. I wasn’t sure if it was an actual residence or just a place for the staff to work. I was praying for the second. I usually ran into a lot of souls at hospices and I had a tough time telling the living and the dead apart.

I opened the door and a bell attached to the handle announced my arrival. Great, now they knew I was there. I took another deep breath debating if I should bolt out. This was such a horrible idea. The central area of the salon had a small waiting area with a couch facing the front door and a chair to the right. A large TV stood to the left of the door and I was grateful it was off. That space was too small for that TV. I was sure people would go blind sitting right next to it. Past the couch was a large room with a window that opened onto the waiting area. The room had a couple of those strange chairs you only see in hair salons. Thank God for TV. At least I knew what I was looking at. The room was empty which validated my theory that nobody goes to hair salons on Tuesday mornings.

“You must be Isis.” 

I was lost in my thoughts when a tall lady with spiky, reddish-black hair surprised me. 

“Hi, yes, I’m…” I was at a loss for words. How do you introduce yourself to strangers who knew your name?

“Constantine said to look for the little girl with the scared-to-death look. You fit the description.”

 She smiled kindly. Thank God because I wanted to crawl into a hole and then strangle Constantine. “I’m Patty.” Patty stretched out her hand. Her handshake was firm but gentle. She had black glasses with rhinestones on both sides. She wore purple scrubs like the ones you see at doctors’ offices. Patty was probably at least six feet tall and a full-figured. I was surprised. Most ladies in Texarkana were short. Somehow I managed to find all the tall people in town. I had to smile. At least around them I fit in.

“Thank you for seeing me,” I finally said after an awkward pause. She smiled brightly. I was pretty sure she was waiting to see if I was going to bolt out the door.

“Are you ready?” Patty asked me very gently like I was a spooked wild animal. I was afraid my voice would crack so I just nodded. I needed to get a grip here; it wasn’t like I was going to an interrogation chamber. “Good. We’re going to start with a facial and back massage. Follow me.”

Patty was good at her job because she led me down the hall holding my arm. It was probably a good thing because I was ready to turn around. Constantine never mentioned anything about a back massage. We went down to the last room on the left. The place was designed so that the hall ended in front of a sink, with a bathroom on the right and a strange small space I couldn’t see on the left.

“Isis, this is Valentina. She is going to do your facial and back massage.” 

A woman with fabulous blown hair came out of the room. She was in great shape with beautiful black eyes. While Patty radiated warm vibes, Valentina looked like an older, cool sister. It was weird since they were both probably around the same age, mid to late forties. 

“Hi, how are you?” Valentine took my hand and smiled. She had an accent, maybe German or Russian. How did she end up in Texarkana? 

“Hi, nice to meet you.” I shook hands with Valentina who was beaming with joy. Was every person in the beauty industry this excited to see people?

“OK sweetie, you’re heading in that room with the closed door.” Patty was pointing at the room right next to hers. It was also the only room that had a door. “When you’re done, come and see me back here. I’ll be finished with Ms. Smith by the time you get back.”

I smiled at Patty and realized a little lady with gray hair was waving at me. That was probably Ms. Smith. She had her nails soaking in some strange contraption and looked like she was having a ball. I was afraid to move, but then Valentina led me into her room. The space was dimly lit with only a small lamp on one side. Soft jazz was playing and I was grateful for the music. It was the only thing familiar to me. A weird table with a hole in one side stood in the middle of the room.

“OK dear, please take your shoes off and undress from the waist up, unless you’ll be more comfortable without your pants. If you are, please make sure to keep your undergarments on.” Valentina delivered her speech like it was the most normal thing in the world.

“You want me to do what?” Maybe this was a torture chamber and I didn’t know it. Valentina was looking at me with a smile on her face and a faint sparkle of amusement in her eyes.

“Is this your first massage?” she asked very softly. My mouth was dry, and I wasn’t sure if the fear was showing on my face. I nodded again. “That’s a good thing. Listen, most people don’t know all the health properties of massages. I do a combination of the Swedish and deep tissue massages. They are therapeutic and help to relax the muscles and joints, promote better circulation, and helps release toxins from the body.” Valentina sounded like a college professor. She took great pride in her work. “My goal is to make sure you’re comfortable and that your body gets the care it deserves. Your job is to relax and not get any tenser than you already are. Now I’m going to step out and let you get undressed. When you’re done, lie on the table face-up, under the sheets. Trust me; you’ll be OK.”

Maybe it was the tone of her voice or the look of reassurance on Valentina’s face, but I believed her. I nodded again and she stepped outside. I wasn’t familiar with massages, but I heard some were pretty expensive. I took a few more deep breaths and settled myself. I had been through war and even survived witches’ attacks. I could handle a little massage. I took off my shoes, my top, and bra. I was not ready for my pants. Looking around the room, I slowly climbed on the table and covered myself as much as possible with the sheet. I was surprised how comfortable it was. I started to work on my breathing exercises. A few minutes later there was a soft knock on the door.

“Are you ready?” Valentina was saying from the outside.

“Yes.” I was as ready as I ever could be. She walked in and smiled.

“Good. All I want you to do is relax. Close your eyes and just let go. I’m going to hold your space, which means I will be silent while I work. If you need anything, please just let me know. I’ll let you know when it’s time to turn around. You ready?” She gave me one of those smiles you give lost little kids. I nodded back afraid to say a word.

Trying to relax was hard, but I closed my eyes and slowly breathed in and out. I wasn’t sure how I was going to relax since I was more stressed just coming in. I focused my attention on the music. Valentina placed her hands on my scalp and her touch was firm but soothing. I could feel the tension on my skull as she worked her magic. Valentina massaged my face, worked on my arms and legs before having me flipped over. I didn’t how she did it, but I felt the pressure in my body melt slowly.

“OK sweetie, I’m going to step outside and let you get dressed. Take your time getting off the table.” 

Valentina’s voice sounded far away. Did I fall asleep? How long was I out? I slowly moved around. I couldn’t describe it, but my body felt light and more limber. I rubbed my shoulders. I didn’t realize how much tension I was carrying till it was gone. No wonder people did this all the time. It was amazing. I dreaded coming, but now I didn’t want to get up. A clock by a table on the far end of the room told me I have been here thirty minutes. I needed to get moving.

When I stepped outside the room, Valentina was waiting with a large glass of water. Constantine explained that everything was paid for, but I still needed to leave a tip. I wasn’t sure how much of a tip to leave, so I left a twenty on the table.

“How do you feel?” Valentina was looking at me with concern in her eyes.

“That was amazing. Thank you so much.” I truly meant it. Valentina rushed at me and gave me a huge hug.

“I’m so happy. Here, make sure to drink plenty of water. You’ll need it to flush all the impurities we moved in your body. I hope next time we will do a full body. Patty said you do lots of running. A massage will be great for your legs.” Valentina looked like a kid in a candy store, way too excited.

“That sounds good. I think I can handle that.” Honestly, I probably could get used to massages. If she can work my leg muscles the same way, I would seriously pay money for that. Lately, I was always feeling tight and tense. Except now I was ready for a nap.

“Look at you. You look radiant.” Patty was coming out of her room, smiling at me. “Are you ready for your nails?” After the massage, nails looked like a breeze.

“Sure, let’s go.”

“Bye, Isis. See you next time,” Valentina said.

I followed Patty to her room. Across the hall, two older ladies were sitting at a hair washing station. The hair portion of the salon was set up with the sinks in the back that all the stylists shared. The two older ladies had their heads wrapped in some plastic caps. I had no idea what was underneath them, but it looked scary. I took a seat in front of Patty with my back toward the older ladies, but I could still hear them.

“What color do you want your nails?” Patty was asking me as she looked at her extensive collection. I hadn’t even thought about that.

“Oh, wow. I have no idea.” How do people choose? Is the nail color supposed to match my clothes? This was really hard.

“What’s your favorite color?” Patty asked, looking at me.

“Blue.” Are people allowed to wear blue nail polish?

“Yes, I got just the thing for you.” Patty walked over with a couple of bottles and started pulling instruments from her table drawer. They looked sharp and scary. I had no idea what was going to happen, so I concentrated on something else.

“Honey, let me tell you what happened. Janice’s husband went crazy.” The older ladies were talking to one another and I focused on them. “One day he had the flu. The next day he woke up like he was possessed. He started screaming and hitting her. She said he even tried to bite her.”

“You’re kidding me. What did she do? Is she OK?” I heard the other lady reply.

“Honey, you know Janice is a tough cookie. She took one of her iron skillets and nailed him in the head. She went straight Madea on him.” The two ladies started laughing. “She had that poor boy committed and they’re running a test on him. Bless his heart.” 

Ouch. I’d been in the South long enough to know that “bless his heart” was not a nice thing to say.

“Don’t pay too much attention to those two. They’re notorious for exaggerating,” Patty said. “Sorry about that. It just seems a lot of weird stuff is happening lately.” My cheeks were heating up and I knew I was blushing.

“Honey, a lot of weird stuff is going on. A couple of my clients who are nurses said there’s an increase of strange cases at the ER. They’re afraid a new drug might be going around.” Patty was busy cleaning my nails and trimming the cuticles. 

“We don’t need any of that around here,” I replied softly. I wasn’t sure what to think, but I was impressed by Patty’s skills. She started filing my nails and giving them some shape. I was mesmerized by it. We felt into a comfortable chitchat as she did her work.


CHAPTER 9

Have you ever wondered if you were privileged—or even spoiled? For the first time in my life, I had to ask myself that. Unfortunately, the answer was yes. How did I know I was both spoiled and privileged? After spending fifteen minutes arguing about which car to take on our little Pestilence field trip, the thought became clear. I really wanted to drive, but both Bartholomew and Bob believed I was a menace behind the wheel. Bob refused to ride in Ladybug, and Bartholomew didn’t want to ride in the Beast, due to the lack of space. I had to agree with him on that one. With all the equipment he was taking that couldn’t be exposed to the elements, the Beast was out. 

Constantine was still pissed about Pestilence in general, so the argument put him over the edge. He sent us in The Camaro just to get rid of us. He also refused to go with us. Every time someone mentioned Pestilence he started coughing up hairballs. Trust me, it was pretty disgusting. It took us another ten minutes to load up all of Bartholomew’s gear before we were ready to go. I wasn’t sure what Constantine was planning to do while we were gone. He said he had calls to make and people to set up. The cat had more people than the pope. 

Bartholomew had programmed the address into The Camaro’s GPS. He was in the back seat, working on his computer and pouting. I was not very familiar with twelve-year-old boys, but if Bartholomew was any indication, they were moody. Bartholomew was still upset that he had to leave his creation. At the same time, he was asked personally to check out the site. He sat in the back and ignored us. I was ready for this season to pass. 

Bob was in his driving mode, which translated into absolute focus and silence. He was ultra-vigilant for strange anomalies on the road. On several occasions, his paranoia saved us from wild shooters in other missions. I had to give it to him. He made the job look good. That left me to stare into space. We were driving east on I-30, heading toward Hope, Arkansas. For some strange reason, this was one of my favorite routes. The Interstate was clean, the trees always changed colors during the fall, and most of the time drivers were respectful. I preferred going east on I-30 rather than west. That drive was dull and boring. Today I was in no mood to admire the beauty around me. I felt edgy and nervous.

“This is weird. According to the GPS, the directions they gave us are the same ones as the chicken plant in Hope.” Those were the first words Bartholomew had said in the last fifteen minutes. The lab was only forty-two miles away, so in Texas driving was less than forty minutes.

“Are you sure?” Bob asked Bartholomew, without taking his eyes off the road.

“There is a chicken plant in Hope.” Unlike Bob, I had the freedom to turn around to talk to Bartholomew. 

“Yeah, and it’s the largest employer in the area, with over five hundred employees.” I always wondered where Bartholomew found his information and how he managed to know it would be important.

“OK, how many people live in Hope?” I probably needed to do my research, but why bother when you have a human encyclopedia with you?

“Over ten thousand people. I’m surprised. I figured it was as small as Wake Village or Nash.” At least he was still capable of being surprised. 

“Wasn’t President Clinton born in Hope? I passed a signed around there all the time.” That sounded like an important thing to know, but it was a little before my time. I didn’t know many kids who cared about politics. I was one of them. My godmother didn’t help. She never followed politics or the news. “I think they have a museum for him. We should go check it out.”

“Nah, we’re good. It’s probably not that great, anyway.” Bartholomew never turned down a trip to a museum. 

“Are you feeling OK?” I had to ask. He couldn’t be this stressed about the competition.

“Of course. It just seems such a long drive just for a house.” 

Long drive? The boy made me drive to Dallas to check out the Perot Museum. There was something shady here. “OK, back to the chicken plant. According to these coordinates, Pestilence lab is right underneath the chicken plant.” He was changing the topic. I bit my lip and let it go. I would find out eventually. I needed to get back to work.

“Bart, how is that possible? I’m sure the city wouldn’t authorize two businesses on top of each other.” I have seen some crazy zoning issues around these parts, but even that one would raise red flags.

“I don’t think the city or the workers in the plants know about it.” Bartholomew’s voice got soft as he spoke. I turned around more in my seat so I could have a better view of him.

“Please explain and stop leaving us in suspense.” I wanted to know what was going on before we got to the lab.

“Yes, Bartholomew, please clarify. In English and slowly. No genius talk today.” 

At last the Jedi master decided to join the conversation. Thankfully he was focused on the road and not trying to watch Bartholomew.

“That’s the amazing part. The lab is underneath the plant. According to the directions, we must enter through the side door across the street.” 

Sometimes dealing with a supernatural being will make your head hurt. My head was pounding with information overload right about now.

“Great, so we have a secret underground lab just around the corner from us. I’m not feeling cozy here.” Pestilence gave me the creeps. Having her this close didn’t feel like a coincidence.

“Don’t go over-analyzing things, Isis. We need your focus on the here and now and not conspiracy theories.” That was a joke. The chief conspirator on the planet was giving me advice.

“Fine, but I don’t have to like it.” I turned around and crossed my arms. I could do pouty as well as any preteen boy. 

“We’re being followed.” Bob’s voice was grave. “Isis, are you ready?” Bob gave me a quick glance as he cautiously maneuvered through the traffic. I reached under my seat and pulled out a Smith & Wesson from the holster attached to the bottom of the seat.

While most schools and federal installations practice emergency drills, our family practices in-case-of-being-followed drills. I had never killed anyone (besides Trek) and I wanted to avoid the experience as much as possible. At the same time, I had no problems laying down suppressive fire. I just prayed that nobody on the other side walked in front of the bullets. I checked my gun and clicked the safety off.

“Bart, are you ready back there?” Everyone had a part to make sure we were all prepared. Bob was the driver and, if I was in the vehicle, I was the gunner. Bartholomew and Constantine were supposed to lie down in the back seat and avoid getting killed. I liked their jobs better.

“In position.” I glanced quickly over and he was indeed lying in the back seat with his computer on his chest. 

“Well,” he said. “That answers Death’s question if Pestilence’s lab was bugged.”

“You talked to Death?” I had missed the follow-up meetings. I sucked at my job at times.

“Yeah, while you were getting your nails done. Death had several things she wanted me to look for while we were there.” Bartholomew was a persistent little man. He was still typing in the most bizarre position.

“Bob, are you sure they’re following us?” I was hoping he was wrong. Unfortunately, a white car suddenly pulled up to us on my right. Before I could speak, the driver was firing at us.

“Holy Jesus Christ,” I screamed as I ducked down. Not sure why I yelled. Probably out of habit. The Camaro, like all the vehicles in Reapers, had bulletproof windows and armored sides.

At such a close distance, the driver was able to put a few cracks in my window, but nothing dangerous. The driver was a redheaded woman with huge sunglasses and a weird straw hat. Unfortunately, it didn’t take her long to figure out the windows were bulletproof and turn her assault elsewhere. Bob had hit the brakes to let the white vehicle pass us. He wasn’t fast enough. Our speed-racer friend hit both of the tires on my side. Once I was out of her line of fire, I lowered my window and fired a few shots her way. At least she had the common sense not to do a U-turn.

“Oh God, Constantine is going to kill us,” Bartholomew was saying from the back seat. “How bad is it?” 

I didn’t want to know. I knew Bartholomew was right, and Constantine was going to be livid.

“Is everyone OK?” That was part of the drill—checking for injuries and shock victims. Not sure why, since Bob could tell we were OK. He pulled over to the side of the road. Traffic was light and I was praying nobody was paying us that much attention.

“We’re good, but not the tires.” I was Captain Obvious today. I was pretty sure Bob knew precisely what the damages were.

“I only have one spare with me,” Bob said, like he was disappointed with himself. Like anybody else carries more than one spare. I had a feeling that from now on all of our vehicles would carry at least two extra tires each. 

“I need to call this in.” He shook his head and pulled out his phone. “Let me see how bad the damage is and I’ll call the boss.”

Bob was a brave man. Bartholomew and I watched him climb out of The Camaro. He took a couple of pictures and then proceeded to make the call. I was so happy I was inside the vehicle. In this situation, I was more afraid of Constantine than the shooter. That girl had just signed her death sentence. The Camaro was family.

“How many contracts do you think Constantine will put out on that girl?” Bartholomew asked me from the back seat.

“Enough to make sure there’s nothing left of her but fertilizer.” It was sad, but Constantine did not know the meaning of overkill. That girl was doomed.

“You are so right.” Bartholomew laughed softly. “Whatever is going on at Pestilence lab, this shooter is involved. I’m sure of it.” I glanced over so I could better see Bartholomew.

“How can you be so sure?” I had plenty of people that tried to kill me on a daily basis. This could be any one of them.

“Nobody knew we were coming unless they were listening in to our call. Our system is clean. I check daily. We’re less than ten miles from the lab with an easy exit right behind us. Anybody who knows enough about Pestilence probably knows about Death. We’re driving The Camaro, a very distinct car. Not very hard to guess where we’re going. We told them the time. All they had to do was wait for us to pass.” 

I leaned my head against the headrest. He was right and this made things worse. Whoever this person was, she was armed and dangerous. They were smart enough to plan this little show and had no issues killing us. 

“This means whatever is going on in that lab is worse than we expect if they don’t want us there,” I told Bartholomew. Between zombies running loose in Texarkana and killer drivers, this week was turning out to be full of excitement. I was ready for boring times.. Bob got back in the car, his face a little pale.

“Do we want to know?” I didn’t, but figured I should at least check.

“No, no you don’t. He’s sending Reggie over. I feel bad when he finds that girl.”

 I had to agree with Bob. I didn’t want to get killed, but I feared the wrath of Constantine more “Bartholomew, please call Pestilence and let them know we’re running late.” 

He leaned his head against his door and started scanning around. “Isis, I’ll watch the front. Keep an eye on the rear. Shoot anything suspicious.”

I turned completely around in my seat, sitting in the lotus position and facing back. If Constantine needed Reggie, Reggie would drop anything for him. Reggie was the number one towing service for all the supernatural community in the four-state area. The wait was going to be short. Still, we were not taking any chances being sitting ducks again. Being late was going to make a horrible first impression.


CHAPTER 10

 It took less than ten minutes to reach the plant after Reggie was done. I had never been to a chicken plant. To be honest, I have never been around live chickens. I had no idea what to expect so I wasn’t prepared. From the outside, the plant looked like any typical business except it was huge. It was at least the length of a football field. The place was massive. The plant was the only building for acres. On the opposite side of the street was a large parking lot for all the employees. Next to the parking lot stood a pretty decent-size pond. It looked out of place.

It wasn’t the building that took my breath away, but the smell. Chicken plant was a very politically correct way to say slaughterhouse. As soon as we reached the first building, it hit us. It was the most wretched smell I had experienced in my life. That was saying a lot since I’d been around soldiers after days of training with no shower. Those boys smelled like roses compared to this. Bartholomew stated gagging and Bob was looking ill. I was taking shallow breaths, trying to avoid puking or passing out. The Camaro was bulletproof, but not smell proof.

Bob drove as quickly as possible past the plant without drawing too much attention. Fortunately, on the far end, the air was breathable again. The GPS said to take a left at the end of the road, which was weird because the road curved right.

“Bartholomew, is this correct?” Bob asked before turning to the dirt path.

“Yeah, you’re supposed to head toward that old building. I’m texting them our codes now and they’ll let us in.” Bartholomew barely looked up as he spoke.

“I know that’s not her lab. How do we get in? Cause it’s not the chicken plant.” It better be around here somewhere or I was going to be mad. It would suck to get shot-up for nothing.

“Regardless where it is, this is a great location for a testing site. Nobody is ever going to complain about suspicious smells.” Bob was right. With that plant there, nobody would ever question anything weird.

“In that case, I’m glad we’re not chemists. I’d hate to work here,” Bartholomew added from the back. “Bob, go straight through the doors. They’re expecting us.” 

Right on cue, the doors to the odd-looking shack opened up. It looked like an old, abandoned barn. As Bob pulled in, we realized we were descending a long tunnel. The doors closed behind us and fluorescent lights came on.

“Underground lab. I told you it was amazing.” Bartholomew’s voice reached a new high. He was so excited. We pulled up to a very bright area. It looked like a landing zone of some kind.

“OK, this is impressive. How far down are we?” I was looking around the place, probably not as excited as Bartholomew. Underground sites were a little intimidating for me. I feared the dirt above me would one day come crashing down.

“At least seventy-five to a hundred feet, based on the height of those walls. Not to mention it will need separation from the plant and lake above.” Bob was giving the place a clinical analysis. I was ready to be out of there. The three of us slowly climbed out of The Camaro.

I felt small in the broad area, especially knowing it was all underground. A group of ten men, all wearing white lab coats, were waiting by a door on the side of a large hallway. Bartholomew and I exchanged looks and slowly made our way in their direction. Bartholomew looked as concerned as I felt. Bob was back to his paranoid self. He had his hands behind his back as he walked. For any bystander, he looked casual, but I knew that pose was for easy access to his guns. By the time we reached the men, one was talking into what looked like a walkie-talkie. A large pair of double doors burst open and the men moved out of the way. They looked like a receiving line, waiting to shake hands and kiss babies.

“Well, it’s about time you finally showed up. Do you think I have all day?” Pestilence was yelling at us even before she entered the room. In less than ten steps she had reached us.

“Sorry ma’am, we had some car issues getting here.” I wasn’t sure why I was explaining. 

“Excuse me! Do I look old enough to be a ma’am to you? Besides, I was talking to the Intern.” She didn’t even look at me when she spoke. She turned her back on me and looked at Bob, waiting for an answer.

“Sorry, Ms. Pestilence,” Bob told her in his calmer voice. “I’m not the Intern. Isis is. I’m just the driver.” 

Thank you, Bob. I was afraid if I spoke I was going to say something I would regret. Besides, the look on Pestilence’s face was priceless. Pure shock and horror all at once. It was beautiful.

“You are the Intern?” The way she said it, I was pretty sure I was supposed to be offended.

Pestilence was beautiful. The kind of woman that made the Victoria Secret models look like washed-out rags. Unfortunately, she was also arrogant and condescending. It took away from her beauty.

“Yep, that would be me.” I gave her my most charming smile. Pestilence had the nerve to walk around me, inspecting me. No wonder Constantine couldn’t stand her; she was vile.

“Well, this is a surprise. I guess my dear sister always has a new trick up her sleeve.” She finished her inspections and just stared at me, revolted by something. “Let’s get this done. I don’t have all day.”

Pestilence did a perfect about-face and walked right back where she came from. She passed her receiving line and snapped her fingers. The men fell in right behind her, all in step with one another. At least if they ever retired, they could start a marching band.

“Oh, she’s pleasant,” Bob whispered to Bartholomew and me.

“Like an executioner. I’m sure she was in charge of the guillotines in France,” I replied. That woman was nuts.

The three of us followed slowly behind. We entered a large conference room. The walls were white with a white marble table and white leather chairs. A wall of flat-screen TVs was adjacent to the entrance door. Pestilence walked to the head of the table at the opposite side of the room. The wall behind her was glass, overlooking the most significant lab I had ever seen. The view almost felt like Reapers. 

“Feels familiar,” Bartholomew whispered.

“I was thinking the same thing,” I replied. 

To the right of Pestilence sat all of the men. They all faced straight ahead, looking focused. I led the way toward the front of the room on the left-hand side. As the Intern, I was the one responsible for talking. By the expressions on Bartholomew and Bob’s faces, they were not planning to sit near Pestilence if they could avoid it. So I was the sacrificial lamb here. 

“As you can see, this is a waste of time. This is a secure facility and nobody has ever broken in.” Pestilence was pretty sure of herself.

“This facility has always been here?” 

I was grateful Bartholomew asked. I was curious as well.

“No, we just moved about six months ago. It’s good to move around, keep the humans on their toes.” As Pestilence finished, Bartholomew and I looked at each other. This was suspicious. “So I don’t see the need of you guys being here. I think we all can agree this facility is very safe and call it a day.”

“We wish we could do that, but Death is expecting a full report. She wants Bartholomew to run a quick scan of your inventory as well as check for wiretaps on your phone and electronics.” 

Pestilence was making a weird pucker face as I spoke.

“Of course she does. Why wouldn’t she?” She ran perfectly manicured fingernails down her hair. After my day with Patty, I could tell who spent money to get their nails done. “Fine, let’s get this over with. The Rookie will be your contact here.” She pointed to the far end of the table.

A young black man probably in his early twenties waved at me. I waved back. He was cute for a chemist. He had a military haircut, high and tight, and a sweet smile. For some strange reason, he looked out of place among the rest of the guys. 

“Next to him is First generation, followed by Second, and so on, and so on. You get the point.” The gentlemen waved back at us. Bob, Bartholomew, and I waved a bit slower. Why didn’t her people have names? “I got things to do, so make this quick.” 

Before any of us could speak, she got up from her chair and headed toward a door on the left-hand side of the room. The two older men next to her, Eighth and Ninth generation, got up and followed her out.

“OK, you heard the mistress, let’s get moving,” a tall guy in the middle said. If I was counting correctly, he was Fifth generation. Why was he giving us orders? “Rookie is going to give you a tour and then you can be on your way.”

“As exciting as your plans sounds, unfortunately, Bart here needs to check your system. So would you mind showing him your computer area?” I didn’t want to be here anymore than they wanted us, but we had a job to do. I smiled brightly and waited for Fifth to process my demands. It was weird, but from Second to Seventh generation they all looked the same. They were all different ages. They got older with their names. They were different races, but they all still had the same weird aura about them. I was tempted to open my third eye and check, but I had no idea what nasty tricks Pestilence had here.

“This is most irregular, but if it will get you out of here faster…” 

He folded his arms in front of his body and stared down at me. I didn’t know how to break the news to him, but he was not intimidating. I was pretty sure I could break him in half. We stared at each other for about thirty seconds before he finally realized I wasn’t backing down. “First, please accompany this child to our stations and make it quick.” 

First got up and headed around the table. Bartholomew looked at me questioningly. I winked at him and nodded. He got up from the table and followed the eerie guy out. At least that one seemed semi-human.

“Thank you. We appreciate it.” I could be cordial even if people were rude toward us.

“Yes, of course.” Wow, he was just as arrogant as his “mistress.” That title was so not appropriate. “Rookie will guide you on your tour. The rest of us have work to do.” 

With that, they all headed out the main door.

“You guys are with me. Please follow me this way.” We followed the young man out of the conference room.

“Your name is Rookie?” Bob asked, as casually as possible.

“Oh no, my name is Eugene. Rookie is my Intern name, since I’m the youngest here,” Eugene replied with a smile.

“Wait. Youngest? You mean all those men are Interns?” I was in shock. Did I miss that memo?

“Of course. Every ten years Pestilence hires a new Intern and everyone else gets promoted up. I’m entering my second year. The rookies get all the low jobs and duties.” 

For being at the bottom of the food chain, Eugene did not sound upset. He led us a down the hallway past The Camaro It seemed the weird ramp just kept going down. 

“Here we are. Floor entrance to the lab.”

Eugene pulled out a square card and placed it next to the door. It looked like the security system they had at hotels. The door clicked open and we went in. The lab was even bigger inside. This whole facility was surprisingly deceiving. The place was almost the same size as the plant above us. We passed the first table filled with beakers and things boiling in little pots.

“Is this stuff safe?” Bob asked, staring at a purple liquid bubbling in the corner. 

“Oh, don’t be worried, we’re all immune to everything. Gift for working for Pestilence,” Eugene replied very proudly.

“That’s great, but we don’t have your gifts. Don’t you have some hazmat suites we can use?” I replied, looking around, just as worried as Bob. I did not want to die of the black plague here.

“Oh wow. I forgot. Follow me.” 

We rushed back toward the door area. 

“You should be fine; you haven’t been here too long.” He looked around the lab, concerned. “Civilians on site, lock it up,” Eugene yelled as loud as possible. Three other Interns ran inside and started covering things on tables. Great, we were going to die from contamination from our distant cousins. He turned back around and handed Bob and me each a set of chemical suits—the kind you see in movies that come with a mask and everything.

“Thanks,” I told Eugene. I turned my suit over to find the zipper and found a large hole in the shape of a heart in the back. “I think this one is defective.” I handed him the suit. Eugene looked at it, entirely shocked.

“What the…? This is most irregular.” He turned it over a few more times and finally gave up. He handed me another suit and tried to find someplace to put the bad one. “Aren’t you guys immune to death, being Death’s Interns?” He was looking at me very seriously.

“I’m just the driver and Bartholomew is the computer genius. Isis is the North America Intern.,” Bob informed him again. 

“And no, we are not immune. For me to get the job, the other Intern had to die,” I told him as I struggled into my new plastic suit.

“So weird, Pestilence has never had a female Intern,” Eugene said almost to himself. That explained a lot.

“That lady had a mirror on-the-wall complex,” Bob whispered to me. Luckily Eugene was busy watching his peers locking things up. I had a feeling Bob was right. Pestilence did not like to share the center stage..

“Is it me or is the chemistry here scarier than our supernatural community?” I was feeling out of place with all the chemicals and crazy white walls. 

“Amen to that. I’ll take a trip to Jake anytime.” It was terrible when Bob would rather see the devil than the chemist. Bob was terrified of Jake.

“Let’s get this party started. You all look pretty secured. Everything looks safe now. Let’s go.” 

I wasn’t sure if the suit was going to work since I could hear Eugene perfectly well through it. I looked at Bob, who shrugged his shoulders. I did the same and followed our very happy guide.


CHAPTER 11

Two hours later we finally returned to the conference room. I had never been so happy to be out of the labs. Eugene had us walking up and down tables full of strange concoctions ranging from toe fungus to smallpox. I was grateful the Army had given me a vaccine for smallpox, but I was still paranoid. Sweat was running down my body, but I refused to take the plastic suit off. I wasn’t sure how much protection it was providing, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I felt itchy and nasty all over. I wanted a hot shower to scrub the potential contamination off. Even Bob was looking a little pale. Chasing ghosts was looking better and better. I was glad my job did not include exterminating the human race.

When we entered the conference room, Pestilence was already there. She was on another conference call with Death. I could tell from the video feed that Death was at Reapers. Constantine was sitting on Bartholomew’s computer desk with his head dangling down. I guessed he was still boycotting having to communicate with Pestilence. Pestilence had changed outfits and was now wearing a navy blue mermaid dress. I learned that from following Sofia Vergara on Instagram. Yeah, I had too much time on my hands, but Sofia was fabulous.

“The boss looks great in the suit.” I had been staring at Pestilence and it wasn’t till Bob spoke that I noticed Death had a different suit on.

“Wow, you’re right.” Death was wearing a blood red suit that made her hair and eyes shine. I was wondering if Bob and I had similar visions of Death right now.

“Are you kidding? He’s scary.” I forgot Eugene was right behind us. I turned to answer his question. He was pale and his eyes looked like they were going to pop out of his head.

“Breath, Eugene, before you pass out.” I waved my hands in front of his face, hoping to give him extra air. I doubted it would help, but it made me feel useful.

“Oh good, your little Intern is back.” 

I felt more than saw all eyes on me. I slowly turned around to face Pestilence, who had so kindly introduced me. That woman did not like me. I waved casually at them. 

“How was the tour?” Pestilence asked in the fakest tone I had ever heard. 

“Impressive. You run an amazing facility.” I could give credit to where credit was due. I didn’t have to like the fact that their job was to wipe out humanity. I could respect the science as long as I was far away.

“Did you find anything unusual?” Death’s voice was neutral. I wasn’t sure what she was expecting. Constantine stopped trying to decapitate himself with the table and started paying attention.

“Besides a vandalized hazmat suit, the lab was immaculate. What did you think, Bob?” I asked. Bob was great at finding the smallest clue. I think Death chose the wrong Intern.

“Isis is right; everything looked very organized and clean.” I notice Bob was staring at the screen and not making eye contact with Pestilence. That was very interesting. 

“What do you mean by vandalized hazmat suit?” Constantine asked from the back. I could always count on Constantine to ask pertinent questions.

“One of the suits had a large heart cut out from it.” Bob was not letting that go. The whole idea of somebody tampering with a safety suit was very troubling for him.

“Now that’s interesting.” Constantine looked amused. His next comments were cut off by Bartholomew walking into the room.

“Hi, Death,” Bartholomew yelled from the door. Bartholomew loved Death. He beamed when she was in the room. Looking over at the screen, I could see she was also smiling at him. 

“Hi dear. Did you find anything?” I was pretty sure Bartholomew could do no wrong in Death’s eyes. Bartholomew walked over to be directly in front of the screen. He was carrying one of his tablets with him.

“You were right; the place was bugged. We found microphones in all the major rooms. I’m leaving some of my equipment here for First and Second to complete their sweep of the place.” Bartholomew was talking to Death, so he didn’t get to see the look on Pestilence’s face. It was a mixture of shock, horror, and absolute disgust. This was going great.

“Pestilence should be very pleased to know her lab will be back to normal soon.” 

I couldn’t tell if Death was being serious or just messing with her sister. 

“Of course. Thank you, darling,” Pestilence replied and I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not.

“Anything else, Bartholomew?” Death brought the conversation back to business.

“Yeah. They have two crates of some experimental virus that are missing.” Bartholomew was reading from his notes as he spoke.

“What?” Pestilence screamed. She had a very high-pitched scream. My ears were ringing. “Impossible!”

Fifth stepped up to take the blame. “Mistress, this is completely my fault. I told Rookie to focus his efforts on the deployment of the new stomach and flu virus. We got busy researching killer bees and their potential for carrying the plague.” 

First stepped up right next to Fifth. “Mistress, it’s my fault. I was responsible for inspecting Rookie’s work. I was distracted developing another acne cream.”

“You guys made something good for humanity?” I asked Eugene.

“Not at all. The cream is to promote acne. Pimple creams sell like hot cakes around here,” Eugene whispered back in my ear.

Ninth stepped up with his hands behind his back. “Mistress, I approved the change in duty. It is my fault. As the senior ranking here, I take full responsibilities. Punish me.”

I turned around to stare at the Interns. They were all standing in a straight line behind us. 

I was amazed. In a lot of workplaces, the employees were backstabbing one another to move up the corporate ladder. I had never seen such a unified front. Eugene was the rookie around here, but he was not alone. He walked back to join his peers and take his punishment.

“Fine, I got it.” Pestilence waved her hands to calm her Interns. She was outnumbered and they looked like they were going to die for this. I had to give it to Pestilence—her nails were amazing. “Since everyone is personally responsible for this, I expect it to be corrected. Little man, did you find anything else?” 

Bartholomew rolled his eyes at her and turned to address Death. At least his attitude problem was paying off for something.

“Not bad. He’s not backing down,” Bob whispered in my direction. I smiled in reply. 

“According to the note the thief left, she plans to prove she is the better Intern than all the guys.” 

The room was speechless.

“Wait. The thief left a note? Did she sign it?” I was walking up to Bartholomew to look closer at what he was holding. 

Bartholomew read from some note on his tablet. “Yeah. From the personnel records, her name is Emma and she was an accountant here. She quit back in December,” 

Pestilence was outraged. She had her hands on her hips and was tapping her foot. “She quit because I was getting ready to fire her. She was acting irrational, playing loud music in her cubicle, and talking to herself. She couldn’t get along with her supervisor and he is a saint.” 

Bartholomew and I stepped slowly away from her.

“Did she leave any other clues?” I wanted to get out soon, so I was going to focus everyone on the facts.

“Something about ‘keep an eye out for Fla…’” The note was ripped and we couldn’t find the rest of it. She left it on the empty pallets, so who knows what happened in five months.” Bartholomew looked over at me expectantly.

“That is not helpful at all.” I said. 

“Maybe it’s Flakka, the new drug that’s out,” Bob suggested. 

“There’s a drug called Flakka?” I wasn’t sure why I was so surprised. It wasn’t like I kept up with the drug scene. “What are the symptoms?”

“According to reports, it creates hallucinations and victims appear to be possessed and almost zombie-like,” Bob filled in for the rest of us. This information would have been useful when I was attacked at the golf club.

“That’s the problem; the note ripped off there,” Bartholomew replied sadly.

“Of course it did because having all the details in a full confession was asking for a miracle.” I shook my head as I spoke. Bartholomew and Bob were trying to hide their smiles.

“What exactly was in the pallets?” Death’s questions were a lot more valuable than mine.

“They were some kind of mind-controlling substance that affected the brain and other systems,” Bartholomew replied

Eugene answered from the back. “That batch is harmless. Unfortunately, we were never able to get it to do anything besides give people headaches. It was stored for destruction at a later date.”

“Besides, she’s an accountant. How much harm can she possibly cause?” Famous last words by Pestilence. She was completely dismissing the situation. I wouldn’t discount an accountant. I had seen a few movies when I was in the military with accountants who were insanely dangerous.

“That might not be completely true. According to her personnel file, she had a master’s degree in chemistry from Harvard. She has a pretty impressive background.” Bartholomew was helping to make Pestilence even more annoyed.

“Yeah, whatever.” I could tell Pestilence was losing patience with us. “We need this fixed and our supplies returned. Rookie, you will go with them and assist in this search. How is that for inter-agency cooperation?” Pestilence winked at Death. She was a little too cocky for my taste.

“I’m impressed, Pestilence. I like your initiative.” Death was praising her sister while Constantine coughed up an imaginary hairball in the back. “Anything else we need to know about our little accountant?”

“She worked for us for almost thirteen years. She was passed over for the Intern position twice,” Eugene answered us from behind. He truly looked troubled by the identity of the accountant.

“Fifth, since you have taken personal responsibility for this, I want to know the possibility that our virus can be mutated. Rookie, you are on the ground gathering intel. And you…?” She stopped her order distribution long enough to stare at me.

“We’re good. Constantine issues our assignments.” That was the perfect thing to say; she looked physically ill. Guess the horrible feelings were mutual between Pestilence and Constantine.

“Fine. I’m sure it has a plan for you.” Pestilence refused to say Constantine’s name. That was classic. “Let’s just get this done. I’m sure my stuff is sitting in the poor girl’s house, harmless.

“Let’s hope you’re right, Pestilence.” Death replied dryly to her sister. “Isis, make sure to bring Eugene back with you and make sure he has at least an overnight bag. This could take a while.” 

Death was not sharing Pestilence’s optimism by the looks of things. 

“Yes, Death.” That was all I said and Pestilence gave me the worst look ever. Death terminated the conversation and Pestilence turned her full hate on me. 

“As soon as Eugene and Bart collect their stuff, we’ll be out of your hair,” I told Pestilence, giving her my best smile. She was not interested in it at all. 

“Rookie, hurry up and get packed. I would hate to keep my sister waiting.” With that, she made her exit from the room.

“Make yourselves comfortable; I’ll go help Rookie,” Ninth told us very softly. For a guy who looked like he was over ninety, he moved fairly quickly when he wanted to. Bob, Bartholomew, and I made ourselves comfortable by the table in the leather chairs. 


CHAPTER 12

Our drive back from Hope was uneventful. We didn’t encounter any angry accountants waiting for us. That was probably a blessing for her since Bob had moved the flamethrower to the front. Honestly, the boys did not know the meaning of overkill. Eugene sat in the back with Bartholomew. They spent the whole drive discussing the security breaches Bartholomew had found at the lab. Bartholomew had worked with First and Second to implement some immediate changes to secure their location. They gave him access to their system. Bartholomew was going to patch in from Reapers and do his magic.

It was almost seven by the time we made it to Texarkana and we were all starving. I was sure Constantine was probably hungry as well. That cat refused to eat those weird cat nibbles or cat food in cans. I didn’t blame him. That stuff smelled disgusting. Fortunately for all of us, he was in the same food cycle as the rest of us, making it easy on everyone. The one thing he did very catlike was his water bowl. He drank plenty of water all day and had a cold bowl of water by the kitchen sink. 

A new gas station had opened a year ago on the Nash exit to I-30. It was a gas station with sit-down restaurants attached to it, whose menus ranged from fried chicken and BBQ to donuts and burgers. I had no idea how they managed to have all four restaurants next to one another, but the layout flowed very well. We did a quick stop so that everyone could grab some food. Bob ordered Constantine brisket and chicken. No sides required for that one. He was a real carnivore. 

When we pulled into Reapers, Constantine was waiting for us on the first floor. I wasn’t expecting anything less. His beloved The Camaro was hurt. He looked larger than ever and he was glaring. We slowly dismounted the vehicle, afraid of his reaction. Constantine walked around the car, inspecting the damage. Eugene was looking at him, concerned. Bartholomew gave him a hand signal not to say anything. After his lap around The Camaro, he stopped in front of the passenger front door. He stood on his hind legs to get a better look at the bullet holes. We all waited in silence.

“Boss, we got dinner.” Bob was a brave man.

“I want her head on a platter.” He hissed the words out.

“OK Salome. Do you want her spiked as well?” The words left my mouth before I could think. I was hoping Constantine did not get the comparison to John the Baptist.  

“Burn the body. Don’t leave any evidence of her. Trust me; she will not be hanging out in heaven with John when all this is done.” He was serious. That accountant was in trouble if Constantine found her. 

“Holy hell! He does speak,” Eugene said from behind Bob. I had forgotten he was there; he was so quiet.

“You saw him talk on the conference call, remember?” Did I imagine that he was in the room?

“I thought that was a magic trick Death was doing to confuse us. You know, the horsemen are quirky that way.” Eugene was turning pale as Constantine slowly made his way over to him.

“You must be the rookie.” He looked Eugene up and down and took a few steps back. “Are you going to be OK? You’re looking ill.” Constantine was right, Eugene looked like he was going to puke. “Bob, grab the rookie and take him upstairs before he faints on us. Give him some water. He’s going into shock.”

Bob grabbed Eugene by the arm and led him up the stairs. Eugene kept looking around in a daze. I felt terrible for him. I had a feeling this was his first experience with the supernatural world. At least his third eye wasn’t opened. If that ever happened, Eugene would probably have a heart attack.

“Is he going to be OK?” Bartholomew asked as he watched Eugene make his way up the stairs, shaking. 

“Yeah, he’ll be fine. Isis, get him a shake. It’ll calm him down. I’ll give him a few minutes to process everything before going up. Bartholomew, help Isis take the food up.” Constantine was shaking his head as he spoke. “That’s the problem with the other horsemen. They don’t prepare their Interns to face the real world. They keep them sheltered in their little human bubble.” 

That was a different way to see things.

“Should we take his clothes upstairs?” I hadn’t considered where Eugene would be sleeping once we got home.

“Not necessary. He’ll be staying with Bob in the spare bedroom,” Constantine replied. 

I was confused. Since when did Bob have a spare bedroom? 

“Bob did some work in his place while you were in Canada in February. We opened the place up and added another room.” Bartholomew was getting good at reading my facial expressions. I was so grateful that he filled in the blanks for me. 

“Well, in that case, we’ll see you upstairs.”

Constantine went back to contemplating The Camaro. I followed Bartholomew upstairs. I wasn’t sure how to help Eugene. When I was having my panic attack, I went to Constantine for help. When Constantine was the one that scared you to death, I wasn’t sure what could be done to help you. Bartholomew was hungry, so he climbed the stairs two at a time.

When I opened the door, Bartholomew was busy taking out the food containers from his bags. Bob had Eugene sitting at the kitchen table drinking what I hoped was water. I handed my bags to Bartholomew and walked over to the kitchen. Eric’s shakes were a staple at our place. Nobody knew what they were made of and we didn’t ask. The results were the same. Within less than twenty-four hours, soreness disappeared, aches vanished, and you almost felt normal.

“Here, drink this.” I handed Eugene the bottle. He took it with trembling fingers.

“How do you handle this?” There was a faint shiver in his voice.

“I had to stop trying to make sense of everything with my mind and just go with the flow. It sounds a bit odd.” Eugene was looking at me like he had never seen me before. “My mind couldn’t process everything I was seeing and experiencing, so I learned to let go. Our minds have limitations set by our upbringing to protect us. It gets easier to handle. Your mind expands and you go on.” After eight months at this job, I was sure my mind wanted to go on strike and stop expanding.

Eugene took a sip from his shake. “What is this?” 

Bob and I looked at each other before answering. 

“A tonic to help you heal. You don’t want to know what’s in it,” Bob answered him. He walked over to help Bartholomew. 

“I have no idea what’s actually in it,” I said. “A wizard makes it and makes healing faster. Drink it and relax. Constantine will be back soon.” By the look on his face, I did not make him feel better at all, but he continued sipping his shake. Outside of his element, Eugene seemed so young and sweet. 

I left Eugene to his drink and helped Bartholomew and Bob get all the food ready for dinner. If possible, we tried to eat on real plates and not take-out containers. Constantine felt uncivilized when we used paper plates. 

“OK, people, fill me in. What have you learned?” Constantine had walked in through his kitty-door. Usually, he would step in and start talking when he arrived at the table. I think he was trying to prepare Eugene for his arrival. 

“The accountant’s name is Emma and, based on her personnel file, she has family in Texarkana. Her mailing address is her parents, here in town,” Bartholomew told Constantine. 

Constantine joined us at the table as Bob passed everyone their own plate of food. Eugene was looking better by the minute.

“She was passed over for the intern position twice,” Eugene added from his chair, looking down. “She was always really nice to me, asking questions and checking on me. I didn’t realize she was that angry at us. She never said anything.”

“It sounds like she was pumping you for information. Did she know about your virus?” Bob asked Eugene after he settled himself in his chair. The food smelled amazing.

“I guess. She was always really curious what I was working on. I really shouldn’t have talked to her about it, but she worked there. I had no clue how she felt.” Eugene looked so sad and hurt about the whole thing.

“Don’t beat yourself up. It’s not your fault. Pestilence has horrible hiring practices. That alone is chemistry for disaster.” Constantine was right. How could a woman be sexist toward other women? “Did she say what she wanted?”

“To prove she is the better Intern,” Bartholomew said, chewing his food.

“That’s not good,” Constantine replied. He had stopped eating and was staring at Eugene.

“Constantine, do you know what that means?” I wasn’t in the mood to play twenty questions today.

“What do Pestilence’s Interns do?” Constantine asked. We all stared at him.

“We make plagues, bacteria, and viruses. Anything to eliminate people.” Eugene’s answer was a little too soft for my taste. But at least he was talking to the talking cat. That was a huge start.

“How would you prove you’re the best Intern?” This time Constantine did not wait for a reply. “By creating the biggest plague that would take out the most number of humans in the shortest amount of time.”

“That’s impossible. To do that with those crates, she would have to re-engineer the virus and mutate it. She’s only an accountant.” 

Eugene sounded like Pestilence. Why was it so hard to believe that an accountant could do those things? And why did they all disregard her master’s in chemistry from Harvard? 

“She did it and now we’re finding zombies all over Texarkana. If she has two crates of that stuff, who knows how many people she could infect and how she is doing that?” Constantine went back to eating, as if the zombie apocalypse was not upon us.

“Guys, not to sound like a broken record, but the College Bowl is this weekend. There will be an additional ten thousand people in Texarkana that could be infected or become carriers.” Bartholomew just had to add numbers to an already grim situation. Just what we all needed.

“We don’t have a lot of time. We need to figure out what she did.” Constantine sounded very calm.

“If I had a sample, I could run some tests,” Eugene said.

“You’re in luck. We have a fresh body in the lab downstairs ready for you,” Constantine answered with a smile.

“We have a lab?” What lab was he talking about?

“Yes, we have one. Death converted our firing range into a lab. It was easier than going to the morgue.” In less than ten hours I had lost my range. Constantine gave me a sad look.

“I could start now.” Eugene looked ready to do something. I wondered if he felt guilty for losing the crates.

“That would be great. Bob, would you show him the way?” Constantine said.

“Sure thing, boss.” Bob smiled at Eugene. “Bring your dinner with you. I’ll show you your room while we’re down there.” They both left in a hurry.

“I’m going to run some checks and see if I can find anything else on our accountant,” Bartholomew said, getting up from the table. He headed to his computer station to start his search.

“What do you want me to do?” Everyone seemed to have a job and purpose except me.

“Get some rest, Isis. You’re going to have a packed week coming up.” Constantine looked at me very sternly.

“It’s either feast or famine for me.” I felt out of place now.

“Oh, that’s another horseman’s job.” Constantine smiled. He had a point. “You have a package on the kitchen counter. Get some rest. You’ll need it.”

“Thanks, Constantine.” 

He winked at me. I got up and took the rest of my beans and potato salad with me.

I had figured it was another gift from another Intern. I grabbed the package and headed toward my room. I walked over to my stereo system and blasted the music. I was grateful for the soundproof walls. I sat on my bed and read the address on the box. It was a gift from my godmother. I ripped the box open and found a smaller box. Inside the little box she had placed a silver half-moon pendant with a necklace. She included a note in her fancy handwriting,

“I love you and miss you, baby girl. This is for your protection.” I read the note aloud. I needed to see her soon. I missed her. I had never been superstitious, but after working with Death, I stopped taking chances. I put the necklace on and went to the mirror to look at it. It was lovely. That small token made my day better. I grabbed my guitar and decided to play along with the music. It was a good day to play.


CHAPTER 13

I wasn’t sure when it happened, but in the last six months, I had developed an obsession with running. In the military, running wasn’t my favorite form of exercise. Now that nobody was forcing me to run, and I could take as many detours as I wanted, running was fun. It was the one thing I could do without needing hours of training and getting beaten-up. I enjoyed target practice at the range, but I had to concentrate there. Running outside by myself was relaxing and all thoughts disappeared. The only thing to focus on was the road.

I shouldn’t have been surprised when I was wide-awake by five-thirty in the morning and full of energy. I crashed so early that my body was able to get its required eight hours of sleep and then some. I had no idea what time everyone else went down. The bad thing about a soundproof room is that you can’t hear anything else outside your door. By the time I stepped out of my room to go running, the loft was dark. That was a blessing as it meant they were in bed. Normally Bartholomew would be playing Warframe when I headed out for my runs. It was a blessing he was a genius because with his schedule he would never have made it in a regular school.

I usually ran three to five miles depending on the weather and my schedule. This morning I had plenty of time and nothing to do. I decided to make it a long run and do ten miles. Lately, I was doing long runs every three weeks. I was due for one since I missed the one I scheduled the previous week. 

The goal was simple. Ten miles and get it done in eighty minutes. That would translate to an eight-minute mile. I eventually wanted to do my long run in seventy minutes. The good news with running, there was no rush. I had the rest of my life to achieve my goal. Unless somebody killed me first. And with my job, that was a huge possibility. I did a few stretches and took off. I had a road vest on since it was still pretty dark and I didn’t want to get run over by the commuters heading to the Army depot.

It was almost seven-thirty by the time I made it back to Reapers. It took me longer than eighty minutes, but I found a new little trail past the railroad tracks that was a lot of fun. I made my way through the Reapers security system to find the practice area packed. I guessed I had missed the memo we were having a meeting this morning. Constantine was sitting on top of a bench. Bob was leaning against the weights. Poor Eugene was holding on to the inverted ab bench. I was pretty sure he had no clue what the bench was for. Eric was in as well, looking fabulous in his workout pants. He did have a very sexy butt. The only one missing was Bartholomew. 

“How was your run?” Constantine had a strange habit of never saying good morning. He just started talking. 

“Pretty good. Found a new route.” I spoke to him as I joined the group. Bob threw me a towel, and I started drying my face and hair. I knew I probably stunk, so I stayed a few feet away from the group. “What did I miss?”

“Eric just finished telling us our dead friend in the lab has not been reported missing.” Constantine made it sound like we had a new visitor, not a corpse.

“With all the new people in town it’s hard to say, but I don’t think he was local.” Eric sounded disturbed. I wondered if he had ever killed anyone or if this was his first one.

“Eugene, did you have any luck with our guest?” Hey, I had no issues calling him a guest. It was better than “the dead guy.”

“Constantine was right,” Eugene began, and I knew that was a bad way to start a sentence. Constantine’s ego would go through the roof. “I found traces of my virus. But that guy had so much other stuff in his system it was impossible to test properly. I tried all night, but couldn’t find a clean specimen.” 

That explained why Eugene looked like hell. Well, now that I noticed, he was wearing the same clothes he had on yesterday. 

“Have you slept, Eugene?” I felt guilty. I was feeling all refreshed, and everyone else looked like hell. OK, everyone except Eric and Constantine. Constantine didn’t count since he never seemed bad after an all-nighter. I wondered if he had other superpowers I didn’t know about. Eugene tried to cover a yawn.

“Sorry. I thought it was going to be easy. Pull some blood, take a few hair samples—the usual. Nope, not even close. This was awful and disgusting. This is the reason I work with chemicals, not people. People are messy.” Eugene was rambling because he was tired.

“What do you need?” Besides lots of sleep and a nice meal, that was what I wanted to ask him.

“We need a live subject. Can you find us one?” 

I didn’t like it when everyone looked at me with expectation. Eugene was serious.

“Hey, I keep running into them. I’ll grab you one next time.” It was pretty sad, but I meant that.

 “That’s a great plan. Isis, keep an eye out for the Z people.” Constantine was doing his Sphinx pose. “Unfortunately, Bartholomew had the same luck as Eugene. He checked all the available systems, but somehow our little accountant doesn’t have a digital footprint.”

“What does that mean, boss?” Bob asked Constantine, a little worried.

“Nothing good. Either she changed her identity or she has a partner. Either way, she’s covering her tracks well. Bartholomew did find the real address for her parents. The one on file was a fake. You will need to visit them, Isis.” 

I wasn’t sure how to feel after Constantine’s news. If she was that good, we were almost chasing a ghost. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the advantage of being able to see her.

“I can do that right after I’ve showered.” I needed a shower now.

“We have another lead we want you to follow before your date this morning. Bob knows a guy.” Constantine looked at Bob to continue the introduction.

“You still want me to go on a date with everything that’s going on?” I asked him. Was this crazy cat serious?

“Isis is going on a date?” Eric made that sentence sound so incredulous.

“You’re meeting for lunch, so you can have a date and eat at the same time. That way at least you’re eating something.” Constantine was not helping.

“Who is the date with?” Eric was not dropping this, even with Constantine ignoring him.

“A very nice guy. Very respectful, single, no kids, stable job, pays his bills on time, great credit score.” 

I was so grateful I wasn’t the only one staring at Bob after that last comment. Eric and Eugene were also speechless. 

“How do you know all that?” Eugene was the first one to recover. 

“Simple, we ran a background check on him. We can’t have Isis going on a date with some psycho. What kind of family do you think we are?” 

Disconcertingly, I was touched by Bob’s sentiment and scared. With this process, I was never going to have a real date.

“Is that legal?” It took Eugene a minute to recover before he could speak.

“Not at all. So let’s pretend I didn’t hear that.” Eric’s cop-mode kicked in. Well, at least I had confirmation that Abuelita was right, and the boys had done their homework.

“Ignoring the source of information, he sounds pretty normal. How did you guys meet?” Eugene sounded like he was on a dating show.

“It’s a blind date. Isis hasn’t met him yet. He’s our mailman. He’s harmless.” Constantine had to add that part of the story.

“Uh, those are awful. Good luck, Isis.” Eugene was genuinely concerned for me. He got tons of points in my book. “Make sure to take my number with you. If he turns out to be a freak, text me, and I’ll call you back. Give you a reason to leave early.” 

I liked that idea. This guy sounded too good to be true; there was something wrong with him.

“Thanks, that’s a great idea.” I liked Eugene. He would make a great wingman.

“Isis, please don’t kill him. He’s a civilian.” 

I rolled my eyes at Eric. His moral support was amazing. 

“Great meeting everyone. Eugene, go to bed before you fall on your face.” Constantine was back in his evil dictator mode.

“Yes, sir,” Eugene replied as he tried to stand up straight. He stumbled a little and Bob quickly grabbed him. I shook my head in panic.

“Let me help you out, Eugene. Just in case you see the floor coming and you forget to brace yourself.” Bob was guiding Eugene to his place, as Eugene gave him many thanks.

“It’s a good thing he’s staying on the first floor. He wouldn’t make it upstairs on the stage,” I told Constantine as I watched Bob now dragging Eugene to his apartment.

“If I remember correctly, Pestilence’s curfew is eight at night with lights out at nine. That poor child is not used to being up all night. He might die this week.” I feared Constantine was right. Eugene looked awful. Another reason I was glad I work for Death.

“I’ll be running off. I’ll give you a call if I find anything. Isis, don’t kill your date.” Without waiting for a reply, Eric took off. 

“I’m not that bad.” I was pouting again and I didn’t care.

“You’re not, but weird things do happen when you’re around,” Constantine said.

“Thanks, Constantine. So who is this guy I’m meeting?” I was ready to focus on work now. My dating life, or lack of it, was not something I enjoyed talking about with everybody.

“Glad you asked after Eric left,” Constantine quickly replied. I had no idea why Constantine was so happy Eric was gone for this conversation.

“Eugene did find traces of drugs in the guy’s system. Based on how he was dressed, Bob thinks he is probably well off. Bob believes this guy he knows might be the potential dealer,” Constantine told me very calmly. I was going to question a drug dealer? Was he kidding? 

“Our theory is the virus is in a drug?” I needed to process all this a little slower.

“The accountant needs to distribute the virus somehow. Adding it to drugs wouldn’t be too hard. How else would she spread this stuff quickly? My money is on recreational drugs.” That was Constantine’s theory.

“Makes sense in a horrible way.” The chemist was moving quickly up my list of most dangerous people.

“Bob is going to text you his address and pertinent details. Hope you’ve rested, Isis. You’re up.” Constantine jumped off the bench and headed upstairs. I slowly followed Constantine. I needed a shower.


CHAPTER 14

BE careful what you wish for because you just might get it. I knew exactly the meaning of those words. For the last two days, I felt useless and without a purpose. Now that I had a mission, I realized I had the worst part of the job. The boys’ jobs were the behind-the-scenes stuff. I got face-to-face with all the crazy people of the world. I wasn’t sure how I felt having to interview one of the resident drug dealers in town. This was not the time for whining. On the plus side, maybe this would take a long time and I would miss my date. I prayed for a silver lining.

According to Bob, the guy he knew lived in the Links. I had never been to the Links. When I first moved to town, the Links were entirely out of my price range. According to their marketing campaign, the Links were luxury apartments on a nine-hole, executive golf course. At the time that meant nothing to me. The complex, a better description of the place, had a swimming pool as well as basketball and tennis courts for its residents to enjoy. Now that I was playing golf, I wouldn’t mind paying the money to live next to a golf course.

Fortunately the Links was right off I-30 on the Arkansas side and next to the new water park. Besides the location, all I knew about my mystery man was that he drove a red Jeep. Was Bob serious about that? What kind of description was that? I was pretty sure he wasn’t the only person driving a red Jeep in town. For the love of God, we had a Jeep dealership in town. I took a few deep breaths before I really got mad. I hated being lost and in my book, driving around in circles qualified as being lost.

Thank you, God! I didn’t have to drive around the complex too long before I found a red Jeep. The Jeep was in front of the apartments on the right-hand side of the reception building. If you had children, that side was perfect since they were closer to the water park. I hadn’t noticed but the water park was attached to the new Holiday Inn. Abuelita had told me that in the last five years Texarkana had seen an explosion of hotels on both the Texas and Arkansas side. Some believed it was due to the Army depot employing lots of civilians. I had no clue, but one thing was true—Texarkana had an insane number of hotels and two convention centers.

I pulled Ladybug into the space next to the red Jeep. I had never been on a stakeout, but I’d learned that the easiest way to blend in was to act normal. Act as if you belong there and nobody ever notices. Driving around in circles and asking for directions was the first sign of being an outsider. I got out of Ladybug and quickly looked around. From the outside, the Links looked like any of the other apartment complexes in town. The main difference—the golf course in between the apartment buildings.

Apartments here were not like the ones up north. I was used to tall, boxy, run-down buildings—nothing impressive to look at. In Texarkana, the apartments were two-story houses with porches on both floors and usually two to four apartments in each house. Most complexes had a pool, laundry center, playground, and great landscaping. Even the low-end ones were in better condition than most of the apartments in New York City. They were also much bigger. I had cheaper rent and more space in my old apartment in Texarkana than I’d had growing up.

If this was a luxury complex, I wasn’t sure I was ready to go inside. I was finally getting comfortable at Reapers. Bob said I had to be at the Links at least by nine since his boy started his rounds around nine thirty. He played a round of golf every morning before leaving unless he was playing with a client. I walked around the Jeep and looked inside. The Jeep was immaculate both inside and out. He took care of his vehicle, if this was indeed his. A golf bag sat in the trunk space. Maybe this was the right guy. Granted, I was next to a golf course. Those could belong to anyone.

My stomach made a rumbling noise. I forgot I had missed breakfast. Bob had left me a lunch bag on the kitchen island and I’d never had time to inspect it. Between Bartholomew and Bob, they made sure to pack my lunches. I was always moved by those small gestures; most people were too busy with their own problems to remember those around them. I grabbed the bag I had thrown in the back seat and opened it up. I was amused. After a lunch fiasco one day, where everyone had grabbed the wrong bag, Bob had decided to take action. He’d brought us all monogrammed lunch bags in our favorite colors. Mine was midnight blue. 

I pulled a veggie burrito with extra cheese from my bag. Bob was extremely obsessive-compulsive when it came to food. He’d started labeling everything, including heating instructions, if he left the meal for the house. We all thought it was pretty funny. He had added grapes, string cheese, chocolate milk, and an oatmeal cookie. My lunch date was scheduled for noon. This was more food than I needed to hold me over for three hours. I took the burrito and milk and leaned on Ladybug, facing the Jeep.

“Are you lost, miss?”

I barely had taken a bite of my burrito when I heard the voice. I swallowed quickly. 

“Depends who’s asking,” I replied with a smile on my face. I wanted to come across as harmless.

“Considering you are staring at my Jeep with a murderous look, I just want to make sure if I should be worried.” 

Well, I’d failed at the harmless look. He unlocked his Jeep with his keys and walked over toward his passenger door. If he was the drug dealer, he was nothing like I expected. I wasn’t sure what I expected, but this tall, sandy-blond-haired, very well-dressed man was not it. He was handsome with blue eyes and dressed in khakis and a polo. Put him in a suit and change the backpack for a briefcase and he could be in the corporate world easily. He looked American apple-pie wholesome. 

“OK, you’re giving me that look now. Can I help you?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m probably at the wrong place.” I was going to kill Bob, sending me on this crazy mission.

“What are you looking for?” He even had a great voice—strong, confident, and very masculine.

“Hard to explain. I was looking to buy some stuff.” 

His whole demeanor changed at my words. His face became guarded and hard. 

“Sorry, miss, this is an apartment complex, not Walmart. Good luck with that.” He turned around to walk away. Could he be the drug dealer?

“James, my man, what’s going on?” I recognized that voice immediately without having to turn around. My favorite informant and Bob’s best friend, Shorty, strolled next to me. “Boss lady, what are you doing here?” He gave me the most surprised look in the world. Shorty’s nickname fit him perfectly. He was a tiny man, around five-four, and maybe 120 pounds fully clothed. When I first met him, he had a crazy look to him. Those witches’ arrivals last fall changed everyone, including Shorty. He was still a little off, but now he looked healthy and a bit more sober.

“Bob sent me on an errand, but I think he gave me the wrong address.” I was ready to leave. I was feeling foolish here.

“Shorty, you know her?” James was eyeing us suspiciously from his side of the Jeep.

“Of course, this is Miss Isis. Big Bob works for her,” Shorty said.

“Bob doesn’t work for me. He works with me. We have the same employer, remember?” I wanted to clarify.

“Whatever you say, boss lady. So what are you looking for?” Shorty did not believe me, but I didn’t feel like explaining that in front of Mr. James. 

“Nothing. I was trying to find a supplier.” I was embarrassed to say dealer and supplier sounded a little better, but not by much.

“Well, you’re in the right place.” Shorty stopped and looked at me carefully, up and down. “I didn’t think you were into that stuff, boss lady.” He was looking very disappointed.

“I work for Constantine. Do you honestly think he would let me?” I glared back at Shorty.

“You do have a point.” Shorty broke into a huge smile. If I didn’t know any better, I would have thought Shorty was concerned for my well-being. “What are you looking for?”

“I need information. I need to know if anyone has been trying to sell any new kind of drugs around town.” That was probably the safest way to explain our dilemma.

“James, my man, hook her up. She is good people, I promise.” I was staring at Shorty and James. Shorty was my connection to the underground whenever Bob was missing. He was still living on the streets, but at least now he didn’t look like he was dying. Shorty was still shady, so the fact that he and Constantine were my constant references didn’t say much for my character. Maybe I needed new friends. James looked at us for a while.

“OK, if Shorty says you’re good, I’ll believe him. What exactly are you looking for?” He was still looking at me suspiciously, but at least he was talking.

“Has anyone come to you offering you a new product or anything like that?” I wasn’t sure what I needed.

“I have a very exclusive clientele and distribution network. I only meet with appointments and from very respected referrals. I’m not trying to get any of my clients killed. Just help them cope with their daily hell. I don’t do anything stronger than weed.” 

Was James trying to convince himself or me that he was a respectable businessman? I had fairly easy facial expressions to read and I was sure I was giving him a suspicious look because he kept talking. “Don’t get me wrong now; I’m not a good guy. Don’t let the clothes fool you. But I’m a businessman. So, no I haven’t seen or heard of anyone new trying to cut into my market.” 

He waited for my answer. I believed him. Great, he wasn’t it.

“Thank you, that helps. By the way, nice clubs.” I pointed toward the back of his Jeep with my head. James gave me a half smile.

“You play?” he asked.

“Just started.” I was still really new.

“If you ever want to play, give me a call. Shorty has my number. Hopefully, you won’t be on business and look like a cop.” 

So that’s what made him so nervous.

“We’ll see. Thanks again.” I waved at him as he climbed into his Jeep. I looked over at Shorty, who was smiling wildly. “Shorty, what are you doing here?” Shorty walked all over Texarkana, but this was a little too much of a coincidence.

“Bob said you were here and I have some info for you.” Now that made a lot more sense. “By the way, James is a cool guy. You should take his offer.” Shorty was waving at James as he pulled out. Why did everyone want to play Cupid for me?

“Shorty, focus. What do you have for me?”

“I heard rumors there’s a new guy in town. Tough guy with a huge crew. Might be your guy.” How did Shorty know all that already? Wait, why was I questioning Shorty’s method? That was insane on my part. 

“Do you have an address?”

“Will have it soon. Just checking to see if you want it.” Shorty smiled very proudly. 

I looked at my watch. It wasn’t even ten and I had plenty of time before my crazy date. I decided to head to the library. I hadn’t been there for a few days and I still wanted to find new things to read.

“Yes, that would be great. The sooner the better. By the way, I’m heading downtown. Do you need a ride?” With Shorty, it was hard to figure out where he was heading, but I could always drop him off.

“Hell yeah.” He was climbing in before he finished talking. “Boss lady, are you going to finish your cookie?” By the time I got in, Shorty was inspecting my lunch bag.

“Nope. I’m supposed to have lunch in a little bit. Would you like the rest of my burrito and milk? I didn’t open the milk.” 

I had a bottle of water with me so I could survive. Shorty took the burrito and milk and emptied the content of the bag on his lap. He knew the lunch bag was a gift from Bob so he would never ask to take it.

“Thanks, boss lady.” He was used to riding with me so he put his seat belt on without being told. Now that Bob had his place, Shorty took regular showers, so he always smelled fruity now. 

“Shorty, I have a question. You know who I work for. You’ve even met Constantine. How come it doesn’t bother you?” 

Shorty was the first real human who knew about us and he never changed. Shorty got serious for a moment.

“Miss Isis.” He never called me that directly so now I was nervous. “I met a lot of people in my life. When things took a wrong turn for me, all my so-called friends left me. Your boss and Constantine have never judged me. They see a man full of potential, not a drunk on the streets. Nowadays, when I find genuine people, I hold on to them. Even if they come in the shape of a cat. You know what I mean.”

The last part wasn’t a question but a statement. I knew exactly what he meant. It was hard to be accepted, especially if we had a messy past.

“I know. It’s hard to find people like that.” I smiled at Shorty as I spoke. I was wondering what had happened to him. What was his story?

“OK now, boss lady, let’s not get emotional. We got work to do and not a lot of time.” Shorty was back to his smiling self. He and Constantine had that devious little smile that made you wonder what were they up to.

“So true, Shorty.” I glanced at him one more time before putting Ladybug in reverse. He was eating his cookie with milk. He looked like a happy seven-year-old.


CHAPTER 15

I loved libraries and bookstores. There was something about books that was comforting. After dropping Shorty at the Jeep dealership, I headed to the library downtown. The dealership had moved to Walton Drive around the corner from Walmart. Shorty said he was meeting a guy there for business. I had learned it was safer not to ask too many questions when it came to Shorty’s business. I did not want to be accessorized with any unnecessary information. The dealership was nowhere near where I was going, but it wasn’t like I was walking. So taking him was not a problem. The ride was not boring; I got to hear his theories on the alien takeover. Even Shorty had crazy conspiracy theories; I hope they were just crazy theories.

My reading selection had drastically changed, something that was driving me nuts. I couldn’t find a new genre that was fun and didn’t make me think of work. Even the mystery cat books that were my regular easy read were hard to follow after living with Constantine. I stumbled into the arts and craft area and decided to pick up a hobby. Photography sounded like fun and they had tons of books on how to take and develop black-and-white photos. It appeared I had found a new area and something to do. It was a win-win.

I was still pretty cheerful when I pulled into PetSmart’s parking lot. The boys’ mystery man sent me a text to meet him in front of this chain store at twelve thirty. Who meets at PetSmart? Maybe we were going to the restaurant next to it, the Catch. Then again, if we were going there, why didn’t he just say that? I was super nervous and today I hated my obsession with being early. I didn’t want to get out of Ladybug so it was precisely twelve-thirty when I walked over. It was adoption day at PetSmart so they were groups outside with the cutest puppies. I wondered how bad Constantine would take it if I brought a dog home.

“Isis, is that you?” A nasal voice called me from behind. I turned around a little worried.

“Yes, can I help you?” I asked.

“It’s me, William. Didn’t Bob give you my picture? He sent me a copy of yours.” 

William was my date and true to his word he was holding a smiling picture of me on his phone. 

“No, he didn’t. He probably forgot as we’ve been so busy.” Sure thing he forgot. He didn’t show me a picture because I would have never ever shown up. William was different—a weird combination of Shelton and Steve Urkel with a pair of BCGs on and red hair. BCG stood for Birth Control Glasses as the soldiers called that style. He was skinny, maybe five feet seven inches, and he looked fragile. I probably could break him in half. 

Now he was smiling like crazy at me. “Well, I’m glad he sent me yours. This could have been awkward. Nice to meet you.” 

He extended his hand. His grip was like a wet fish, totally limp. Oh, I was going to kill the boys. 

“Nice to meet you.” I wanted to wipe my hands on my pants, but that would have been rude. “So Bob said we were having lunch. Do you have a place in mind?” How was I going to get out of this?

“Yes, we’re going to my favorite place, Cici’s, across the street. I hope you didn’t mind meeting here. I needed to pick up a few things for my cats and didn’t want to forget.” 

I was speechless. We were going on a date to Cici’s, the buffet pizza place? Was he kidding? 

“Oh, no, not at all.” I finally noticed the two bags he was carrying in his left hand. He had some strange string toy sticking out of one of them. “How many cats do you have?” He did say cats, right?

“Not many. Just six. They are all pure-breed Siamese.” 

Oh lord, what was I doing here? I have heard of cat ladies, but was there such a thing as a cat-gentleman or cat-man? No wonder Constantine liked him. He was a cat magnet. 

 “That’s…That’s impressive.” I was hoping a car would drive by so I could jump in front of it. I looked around and the street in front of the store was deserted. Just my luck. “So, William, do you want to drop that off in your car? So you won’t lose it.” I was terrified to see his car.

“That’s a great idea.” He crossed the street and headed toward a gray Ford Focus. I followed a few feet behind him. He was a single guy, who according to his background check made really good money. Why was he driving a family car? This had to be a joke. I was looking for the cameras to show up any minute. “OK, I’m ready.” We walked across the parking lot to Cici’s.

“So Cici’s. Was Chuck E Cheese packed this time of day?” I knew I was nervous because I was cracking jokes. I wasn’t expecting his reaction. He stopped in the middle of the parking lot to look at me.

“No offense, but Chuck E Cheese is not for first dates. You have to build to that.” He shook his head and started walking again. It took me a minute to process all that. He was serious. I was in the twilight zone. I needed to find a fast-moving vehicle soon and put myself out of this misery.

We made it to the restaurant and he opened the door for me. That was a small blessing. I smiled, but I wasn’t sure how to act. I’ve never been to an all-you-can-eat pizza place for a date.

“I hope you didn’t mind that I opened the door for you. Bob mentioned you were a very progressive kind of girl. So I figured we would go Dutch, so I wouldn’t insult your liberal ways.” 

It was a blessing I got paid well or I would make Constantine and Bob reimburse me for this disaster. 

“Sure thing.” We headed to the register to pay.

“Hi Mr. William, welcome back,” the very cheery teenage girl behind the register told my quirky date. “Your regular booth is open.” 

“Thanks, Margaret.” He gave her a huge smile which was a little creepy for my taste. “I got connections here,” he whispered to me. 

I was hoping he left them a great tip. Margaret was not nearly as friendly to me. 

I followed Mr. Charisma to his favorite booth and was amazed how everyone knew him. I was wondering if this was how I looked when I went to Big Jake’s. I was praying it wasn’t so. The place was pretty packed for a weekday. It seemed like all the stay-at-home moms were here with their kids. Every once in a while a new lady waved at William and he gave them a casual nod of acknowledgment. I guess if you were the only man in a group of women with kids, you got it going on. Maybe that was why he liked this place. I, on the other hand, felt old and out of place. 

“So how do you like your job? Cause I love mine. I got to meet all sorts of interesting people and see cool places. One time…” 

I blanked William out. I made all the appropriate sounds like I was listening. Instead, I started paying attention to all the other patrons. There was no need to hear what he said. Every question he asked, he answered it himself. This was going to be the longest lunch of my life. 

“William, are you OK?” I asked him after twenty minutes of his nonstop talking. He was sweating profusely. His skin had taken on a weird yellowish color—almost jaundice.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I went to the doctor four days ago. I think I have the flu again. I was feeling achy, shivering, runny nose. I tested negative for the flu. Today I feel better, that’s why I didn’t cancel. Now I just have a bit of a headache. Nothing major.” 

William was starting to shake. If this was nothing major, I didn’t want to see him when something significant happened. 

“Maybe we should go. You’re not looking too well.” And I didn’t want to catch whatever he was carrying. 

“I am…” 

William never finished his statement. He was looking at me one moment and the next one his head hit the table. It sounded painful. 

“Ouch. William, are you OK?” I touched his shoulder, hoping he wasn’t passed out. That was my big mistake. William raised his head slightly. And the guy looking at me wasn’t William. 

“Holy cow!” He was going straight zombie on me. I needed to do something. “Sorry, William,” I whispered. When I thought nobody was looking, I slammed his head on the table hard. This was the worst first date ever. I jumped from my side of the booth to William’s side before anyone could notice. “Oh, William, you look awful, let’s take you home.” I made sure everyone heard me.

“Is he OK?” asked one of William’s admirers. 

I smiled at her as sweetly as I could. “Oh, he just has the flu. He can’t keep anything down, but he wanted some pizza. I need to take him back.” I was pulling William out of the booth as I spoke. I was giving God thanks that I was so much stronger than him. I left a twenty on the table and rushed him out the door with the excuse that he needed to puke. 

I made it to the end of the block without drawing too much attention. I did not want to take this semi-zombie in Ladybug. If he woke up, he’d kill us both in a traffic accident. And I didn’t have enough trunk space to stick him there. Maybe I could put him in the trunk of his Focus. Those things could fit a couple of bodies. I just didn’t want anyone to notice. I didn’t want to end up in jail for kidnapping. 

I was almost dragging him across the parking lot when a Dodge Ram extended cab headed straight for us. Here was a fast-moving vehicle now that I didn’t need one. The truck stopped abruptly in front of us.

“Boss lady, do you need a hand?” 

Was I seeing things? From the driver’s side Shorty jumped down. 

“Umm, Shorty. Whose truck is this? Never mind that, why are you driving a truck?” I knew I left him at the dealership, and they sold trucks there, but who would be crazy enough to give a truck to Shorty? I was pretty sure he didn’t have a driver’s license or even believe in traffic laws.

“The boss man hooked me up.” Well, that explained it. Only Constantine would think it was safe to put Shorty behind the wheel. I rolled my eyes in worry. 

“I’m your new cleanup crew.”

“Cleanup crew? What are we, the Sopranos?” Honestly, my boys had lost their minds.

“Well, I can leave, but how are you planning to carry that guy?” Shorty was eyeing William very suspiciously. I thought about it for a minute and realized Constantine was right. It wasn’t like I could go driving around picking up zombies in Ladybug.

“Good point. Help me get him in the back.” Shorty ran around and opened the tailgate. Between the two of us, we lifted zombie William into the truck bed. “Don’t stop anywhere and get him to Reapers, ASAP. I’ll be right behind you. I don’t know how long he will last like this.”

“Moving out, boss. See you at Reapers.”

 I barely had time to close the tailgate, and Shorty was already in the driver’s seat. Without another look, Shorty took off, driving like the proverbial bat out of hell. 

One good thing had come of this mess: I now had another reason not to date. You never knew when the guy might turn out to be a zombie.


CHAPTER 16

By the time I got to Reapers, Bartholomew and Bob were dragging William from the back of the truck. I was surprised I had caught up with Shorty. He was an absolute menace in that truck. I prayed Constantine had added extra insurance to the policy. We were probably going to need it. I pulled up next to Shorty’s truck, ready to jump out and help. I had my window down by the time I stopped.

“Isis, we got this. Meet us inside.” Bob was right. Between him and Bartholomew, they had everything under control. Then again, William was tiny, so even Bartholomew could move him alone.

“OK, see you guys inside,” I told Bob. “Thank you, Shorty.” 

Shorty was already in the driver’s seat, ready to take off. He rolled down his passenger window. “Going to make some rounds and see what else I find. It’s going to be a busy week.” 

I was afraid Shorty was right. I waved at him and drove around to the back of Reapers to the vehicle’s entrance. 

After Ladybug and I had cleared all the securities, we slowly pulled up to our spot. Bartholomew and Bob had dragged William to the practice area and laid him on a bench. He looked like a rag doll, lying around all limp. Constantine was sitting on the opposite side of the bench, looking down on the poor man. I jumped out and walked over to the boys. As I made my way over, Eugene was coming out of Bob’s apartment. He was wearing jeans and a Beatles T-shirt. He looked so young in his casual clothes.

“What’s going on? Who’s the guy?” Eugene asked as he got near. I was staring at zombie William, who was looking worse by the minute.

“Isis’s date,” Bartholomew immediately replied, being the kind of twelve-year-old that he was. 

I glared at him.

“You went on a date with that guy?” Eugene was staring down at William. I glared back at Eugene as well.

“It was a blind date, thanks to those two.” I pointed at Constantine and Bob for extra effect.

“Hey, he looked normal in uniform,” Bob replied.

“Besides, his resume, background check, and credit report were excellent,” Constantine added.

“Newsflash, gentlemen. Everyone looks great on paper. But in case you both missed it, it was a date, not a job application. I wasn’t looking for a secretary.” For such a wise group of men, when it came to dating, they were worse than me.

“We might need better interview questions,” Constantine told Bob.

“You guys interviewed him?” Why was I asking? I didn’t want to know. “You know what? Never mind. Don’t tell me.” 

Eugene was inspecting William very closely. “What happened to his face? That bruise looks fresh.”

“I slammed his head on the table,” I replied almost to myself. Unfortunately, they all heard it, and they were staring at me.

“Really? Was it that bad of a date?” Eugene was the first to recover.

“Well, he did take me to Cici’s and we went Dutch. Really, how cheap can you be? But that wasn’t why. He started turning into a zombie.”

All the boys took a step back from William. Even Constantine took a backward step on the bench.

“I thought you said his drug test was negative,” Bob asked Bartholomew. They were not kidding when they said they conducted a background check.

“He looks a little too nerdy to do drugs. Besides, he said he wasn’t feeling too good and thought he had flu symptoms three to four days ago.” Eugene was back to examining him. 

“Hey, you have your live specimen now,” I told Eugene. 

“I’m impressed you thought about it.” Eugene looked amazed. “If my date had turned zombie on me, I doubt taking her for testing would have crossed my mind.” 

I had to smile. “You’ll be surprised the things you think about on this job,” I answered.

“Well let’s not waste any time. Based on your date’s info, this thing might have an incubation period and not a very long one at that,” Eugene said to nobody specifically.

“While you figure out what’s going on, we need a way to knock these guys out without fighting.” I had no idea how to pull that off if my powers did not work on the zombies. Constantine was staring at Eugene.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Eugene asked a bit worried. I didn’t blame him. Constantine’s ideas could be dangerous to your health.

“Considering you are the only mad-scientist here, it seems this is your area of expertise.” Constantine was right. Eugene was our resident chemist. Bob and Bartholomew both nodded in agreement.

“What, me? You want me to come up with something? I don’t even have any supplies here.” It seems Eugene was not used to being the top Intern in charge.

“Come on, Eugene. According to your file, you graduated at the top of your class at MIT. How hard could this be?” Bartholomew dropped that piece of information like it was nothing. Now it was my turn to be impressed. “I can order you anything you want.” That part was a fact. Bartholomew was the best supply sergeant I ever saw.

“Unfortunately, Bart, we might not have twenty-four hours. We need this now before more people keep turning. I can’t afford to kick somebody and take them out like Eric. Death would probably kill us.” I hated to be the bringer of bad news, but we needed to move fast.

“I can pick up most of the stuff I need from Walmart. I just need to get there,” Eugene told us very calmly. Now I was worried. If Eugene could pick up all his supplies at Walmart that meant everyone else could do so as well.

“Please tell me you’re kidding?” I shook my head quickly. “Unfortunately I can’t take you. According to Shorty, we got a new drug dealer in town. Some tough guy and he might be moving quickly, so I have to go soon.” This was going to be the week for drug dealers and zombies—great combination.

 “You shouldn’t go alone. I’ll go with you. If Shorty says he’s bad news, this guy could be a straight sociopath. Shorty underplays people’s insanities.” 

Why hadn’t Bob mentioned that part before? How bad could this guy honestly be? 

“Are you sure you’re not just feeling guilty for setting me up on a blind date with a zombie here?” I was going to milk this little situation for a while.

“It’s not a guilt offering. Granted, your date did not turn out how we expected. I know you can handle yourself, but there’s no need to take chances.” Bob was so sincere, I felt sorry for picking on him.

“I can go alone; I just need some wheels. Can I take that one over there?” Eugene pointed to the Death Mobile.

“No.” The four of us replied in unison. Eugene jumped a little.

“You don’t want to drive the Death Mobile unless you want to die a prolonged and horrible death,” Constantine told Eugene very serious and drily. Eugene looked almost pale. I wasn’t sure if Constantine was kidding.

“Don’t listen to him. Unless it’s a dire emergency, we don’t mess with Death’s car. I’ll be going with Bob therefore you can take Ladybug.” 

Eugene was a little too happy for me.

“That works, but Bartholomew is going with you,” Constantine said. “I need you back, so no shopping around the county without supervision.” At least it made me feel better that Constantine had no issues.

“That really sucks…” Bartholomew was getting ready to start whining.

“Bartholomew, we got two options. One, either all of us help to stop this or two, we watch everyone in Texarkana die. You wouldn’t have to worry about winning because everyone would be dead.” 

Constantine was looking at Bartholomew as he spoke. I slowly walked away from that conversation. I didn’t want to see Bartholomew freak out. He was quiet for a minute. 

“You’re right. What’s the point of having the best robot if everyone is going to be gone? I want a fair chance.” 

We needed to work on Bartholomew’s priorities. 

“I like the plan, but what are we going to do with little zombie over there? We can’t just leave him there. He’ll eventually wake up and try to kill us.”

“We can tie him up in the lab,” Eugene answered. 

“You have stuff in the lab to tie him up with?” I wasn’t sure why I was shocked about that.

“You’d be surprised how well stocked your lab is. Anything you need to test and experiment. Not enough to develop concoctions.” Eugene smiled brightly.

“In that case, that’s perfect.” I had no clue what else to say.

“Do you mind giving me a hand, Mr. Bart?” Eugene asked Bartholomew. “This boy is tiny enough we can take him.” 

Without answering, Bartholomew walked over to William and picked up his right side. Eugene grabbed his left and they dragged him along. 

“Let’s go get this zombie tied up.” Bartholomew sounded a little too happy about that last part.

“If you guys give me a minute, I can help.” Bob was looking indecisive, a very un-Bob thing.

“Mr. Bob, I’m pretty sure we got this. Besides you two need to get going.” 

Eugene was right; we were short on time.

“Old man, listen to the rookie. He has a degree from MIT, so you know he has it going on,” Constantine said with a little smirk. I think Eugene was growing on him.

“We have too much to do and not enough people or time,” Bob said. “I need to change. Isis, meet you back here in ten?” 

Before I had time to reply Bob was gone.

I took a seat next to Constantine on the space William had occupied. I didn’t want to go and talk to another drug dealer. I just wanted lunch.

“Why are you making that face?” Constantine said.

“What face?” Was I making faces now?

“That one, like someone beat your puppy.” Constantine kept staring, waiting for me to say something.

“I thought that I was hungry. I was trying to be good and skip the gluten. So I had a few bites of salad.” Maybe I pouted when I was hungry. I was very spoiled lately.

“Oh, if that’s the whole problem you’re in luck. We got you cheese and tomatoes quesadillas, horchata, and flan from Abuelita’s. The only thing you’ll need is to take it to go, so that you won’t be late.” Constantine was sitting next to me, doing his Sphinx pose. I was ready to kiss him.

“Yes! That is the best news I got all day. Thank you!” I scratched him under his ear and he slapped my hand. Not very seriously since Constantine was smiling already.

“It is unfortunate, but everyone in this house works for food. We have the greatest technology, best fringe benefits, yet everyone goes crazy for Abuelita’s. I’m in the wrong business.” Constantine was shaking his head as he spoke.

“Don’t even act all offended. You know you’re crazy about her cooking, too.” I poked his side and he slapped my hand away again.

“Girl, go get changed and get your food. You don’t want to keep Bob waiting.” 

Constantine had a point. When Bob said ten minutes, it was only ten minutes.

“True. Here, give these to those two.” I left Ladybug’s keys next to Constantine and got up. My keychain had ladybug decorations. Constantine shook his head in disgust. I laughed to myself and ran up the stairs to get ready.


CHAPTER 17

QUAL Brook Estates off South Lake Drive was all the instructions Shorty gave me. Somehow, according to him, I was going to recognize the place. Shorty had high expectations for me because I was pretty sure this was going to be harder than it looked. Considering we had no clue where we were going, Bob and I dressed like respectable home security salespeople. I had seen a few of them around Wake Village. Somehow people always opened their doors to them. We had slacks, Polo shirts, and company clipboards. Since nobody had a clue what Reapers was, we could use our business cards for anything.

I was convinced we were going door-to-door looking for this guy. I didn’t want to get the local authorities called on us for looking suspicious. We made sure we had a cover story for being in that area and something to tell people if we knocked on their doors. I had never been on the south side of town so I had no idea what to expect and I wanted to be prepared. We used the GPS to find the address. I was so happy Bob was with me because by the time we saw the road I was lost.

Texarkana had tons of new subdivisions popping up everywhere. Qual Brook Estates was one of them. From the road, it looks like a long street with about twenty houses, ten on each side. Every house looked the same from the outside. The lots were not very big by Texas standards. Some of the homes were fenced off, but for the most part they all had connecting yards.

Right now the “estates” were packed with cop cars.

“Is that Eric over there?” Bob asked. 

“Eric and half of the Texarkana PD.” I was praying they were not here for the same guy.

“This can’t be good.” By the sound of Bob’s voice, he had the same horrible feeling as me. “Well, let’s go check in with Eric.”

Bob parked a little farther away from Eric’s patrol car. The street wasn’t blocked off, but we didn’t want to get in trouble. I was so happy I was wearing my insurance outfit instead of Rambo clothes. We probably would have ended up in jail if we came in with all of our gear. We got out of the car and sauntered toward the patrol car. Eric saw us from his side mirror and got out of the vehicle. 

“Do I want to know what you two are doing here?” Eric crossed his arms over his chest, not looking happy. Eric was spending a lot of time outside and was getting a great tan.

“Not sure if you would believe us if we told you.” I was not sure our story made sense to us.

“Try me.” Eric was not changing the subject.

“We got a tip from Shorty who knows a guy who moves a lot of stuff. We came to ask him some questions.” Well, it didn’t sound too crazy when I said it out loud. I was pleased.

“Did Shorty tell you where to find this guy and what he looks like?” By the tone of Eric’s voice, it was not a coincidence we were all here.

“You know Shorty; he wasn’t very specific.” 

Bob jumped in to help me, thankfully. “He said the guy was new in town. Some heavy hitter in the drug cartel—maybe Columbian or Mexican. Not sure what he was doing living here of all places.” 

I was wondering the same thing.

“Of course Shorty knows all that. Why do we bother doing work when the underground knows the stuff before we do?” Eric was not happy with Shorty’s intel.

“Maybe you should hire Shorty as your informant. He does great work for us.” I was trying to make a joke. Unfortunately, judging by the look he gave me, I had failed.

“Yeah, we tried. Unfortunately, the underground doesn’t work for cops. They’ll never interfere with us, but they won’t rat out anybody. Imagine that.” Eric looked mad. At the same time, I was feeling pretty special. We had our intelligence network that put the authorities to shame. Point for the Reaper team.

“Sorry about that.” I figured I had to say something instead of bragging about our connections. 

“No need. Unfortunately, narco boy here is not your guy. He’s been under surveillance for the past week. He hasn’t left the house and no unusual guests have visited.” Eric sounded pretty sure about all that.

“I assume all the lines are tapped and you’ve been monitoring his communication.” Bob was pretty familiar with the police’s operating procedures.

“Our equipment is not as sophisticated as Bartholomew’s, but our people are top-notch. They have been monitoring everything from phone, email, to even the things they watch.” Eric was looking over at a white van parked across the street. “We’re getting ready to take him out. He’s preparing to move a large shipment, but no mention of zombie drugs anywhere.” 

Great, we drove all the way over here for nothing.

I guessed Shorty was right. We were not going to have any trouble finding the place. I looked over at the house the cops were surrounding. It was the house Bob had parked in front of. Of course, it was. That was our luck for everything. As I watched the house, a short man was sneaking around the back slowly. He was probably less than five foot five with shiny black hair. If he was the infamous narco, we had a small problem. The man was not Latin at all, but Asian, and he wasn’t wearing any pants.

“Eric, by any chance is that our guy?” I pointed at him. 

“Holy cow, it’s him. He hasn’t been seen outside since he got here.” That was the understatement of the century since they didn’t even know his nationality. Great work, Eric and Shorty. “Where are his pants?”

“Who cares about his pants? What is he carrying?” Bob was staring at the little narco very closely. In his left hand, he had what looked like a bottle. I wasn’t quite sure because that was his side facing away from us.

“Probably his liquor. He is stumbling around,” I said.

“I don’t think so unless he takes his vodka flaming.” 

I couldn’t see what Bob was pointing at. 

“Die, you pigs!” Little narco screamed. He threw the bottle and it landed on the back of The Beast. We heard the bottle break.

“Look out,” Bob yelled and pushed me to the ground. A loud explosion followed. My ears were ringing for over a minute.

“What just happened?” My head was spinning. Bob was helping me get back on my feet. 

“Oh Bob, I’m so sorry, man. He blew up your truck.” Eric was looking in the direction of the truck in pure horror. “What did he have in that bottle? I’ll be back.” 

Eric took off running in the direction of the fire.

“I’m pretty sure it wasn’t the bottle that made that explosion.” Bob looked at his truck and then back at me.

“Bob, do I want to know what you were carrying in The Beast?” I was a little concerned about the well-being of the cops around the truck.

“Let’s just say it’s a blessing it’s in flames. By the time the fire department shows up, there won’t be anything left. Let me make some calls.” Bob took a few steps away to use the phone. 

Bob wasn’t lying. The fire was massive. The flames were growing. I walked around to check out what the cops were doing on the other side. They had surrounded the half-naked narco, who was lying on the grass. Some other cops had rushed into the house and were dragging people out. The scene looked like massive chaos. Half of the people they were dragging around were half-naked and looked stoned. If they were genuinely dealing drugs, they were using a lot of their merchandise. Eric was running back in my direction. That boy liked to run.

“What happened?” I asked Eric before he made it to me.

“I have no idea what he was packing, but the explosion knocked him twenty feet in the air against the building. That’s what the guys on the roof said. The explosion was so strong it blew out half of the house’s windows.” Eric was looking at the damaged Beast left behind. “We’re lucky Bob warned us. It would have been bad for us.” 

It was a good thing Eric had no clue what Bob was carrying.

“Poor Bob. He liked his truck.” I was hoping to change the topic somehow.

“Isis, no offense.” 

You know every time somebody starts a sentence that way, you’ll be offended. “Sometimes I think you’re a magnet for car explosions and mayhem.” 

Oh yeah, I was offended. I gave Eric a dirty look.

“You cannot possibly blame that on me. I was standing right next to you.” How was this my fault? I didn’t tell Bob to be carrying half an armory with him.

“I didn’t say it was your fault. But you have to admit, crazy things happen when you’re around.”

Eric had lost his mind in that explosion if he thought I agreed with that.

“Reggie is on his way. He can give us a ride when he gets here,” Bob informed me as he walked back.

“I can give you a ride if you don’t mind waiting for a little. They don’t need me here anymore,” Eric offered.

“That would be great. I’d hate to wait for Reggie to cool the Beast enough to move it. We need to make it back and check on the status of William.” Bob sounded calm, but he had wrinkles forming on his forehead. He was not happy at all.

“Who’s William?” Eric asked. 

Before I could change the topic, Bob answered. “Isis’s date.” 

I was praying the conversation ended there.

“Your date was today? How did it go?” Why was Eric even asking this? My mouth went dry and I couldn’t talk.

“He turned into a zombie and Isis knocked him out. Eugene has him at Reapers, running experiments on him.” Like I mentioned before, Bob was too helpful at times.

“And you doubted that you were mayhem. I can’t believe you knocked the poor guy out. Ruthless!” Eric was laughing. I was never going to live that down. 

“I didn’t have any choice. I couldn’t afford for him to go full zombie in the middle of CiCi’s pizza.” I was a horrible person, but I didn’t feel too bad for hitting him.

“You went on a date to Cici’s pizza? Please tell me you’re kidding.” 

I was not finding Eric’s laughter amusing at this point. And he just kept laughing even with me glaring at him.

“Hey, I didn’t pick the place.” I wasn’t sure how else to defend myself.

“Sorry, Isis, but you need to admit that is funny.” Eric was trying to control his laughter, but it wasn’t working. 

“So Eric, did your people find out anything about the drugs inside?” Bob was watching the third group of people being dragged away.

“That’s the weird thing. They didn’t find anything more than a few bags of weed. If they had anything else, they’re not telling us.” That calmed him right down. 

“If you do find out, please let us know. It could help.” I doubted it. That group looked more like lost souls than criminal masterminds. Another dead end, and all in one day. This was becoming a new record for me.


CHAPTER 18

It was late afternoon by the time we walked into Reapers. Bob and I both smelled like smoke and were looking rough. I didn’t realize that when Bob knocked me down we had landed in mud. I was happy to be in one piece, so I didn’t complain. Now I was feeling sticky and dirty. We headed straight upstairs to report. All the lights were on so hopefully the rest of the boys were in one place. I wasn’t looking forward to tracking everyone down in the whole building. When we walked in, Constantine was sitting in his favorite spot on top of the leather couch. He jumped off the back and strolled toward us.

“You two are on a roll,” Constantine said. “First bullet holes in The Camaro and now a blown truck. Poor Beast.” 

“Reggie really should stop broadcasting his frequency.” For some strange reason, the entire supernatural community in the four states area followed Reggie. He had more followers than a YouTube channel. It was crazy.

“He tried once and we all found it again. He’s better than CNN.” Constantine was a little too proud of that fact. I had a feeling he was personally involved in the discovery of the new code. He was nosy like that.

“Bob, I’m so sorry. Poor Beast,” Bartholomew said from the doorway. He was coming in from his bedroom. He was carrying a pack of cables and some strange controller. I guessed he was working on his robot. 

“Thanks, Bart. At least he went down in style. That explosion knocked the little guy at least twenty feet in the air. Priceless.” Bob was proud of his baby. I couldn’t say anything. Last year my blue minivan, the Whale, went down in flames as well. We were all a bit crazy with our vehicles.

“Well, I left you a list of potential vehicles on your desk. Let me know which one you like and we’ll order it tonight.” Bartholomew was always on top of things. “By the way, why are you both so dirty? You weren’t in the Beast when it blew up?” 

“Thank God we weren’t or we’d both be gone,” I answered.

Bob provided the rest of the details. “When we hit the dirt for cover, we landed in mud. The smell is from standing next to the Beast.” Everyone nodded.

“We got bad news. According to Eric, there haven’t been any abnormal activities from the regular pushers in Texarkana. Not to mention no increase in hospital visits from the usual users.” 

We were running out of suspects here.

“In that case, we can cross out the human dealers.” I did not like how Constantine said that.

“Why do I have the feeling there are other dealers I know nothing about?” I was not ready for more insane information, but by the smile on Constantine’s face, I knew I didn’t have a choice.

“Of course we have more than human dealers. Those dealers cater to a particular community. They might have a large demand, but they’re not the only ones. It might be time to start looking at the supernatural community.” Constantine was pleased with himself. 

Bartholomew shot me a look that said how much he didn’t like that idea. Bob was listening from the kitchen as he opened the freezer. 

“Boss, do you have a lead, and when are we heading there?” Bob asked from inside the fridge. I had no idea what he was looking for. I was tired of standing, so I dropped down on one of the dining chairs. Bartholomew followed me while Constantine made himself comfortable on the kitchen island. I had a feeling he enjoyed looking down on us.

“I know a guy.” This was already sounding bad. Constantine smiled wickedly. “He is a powerful dark wizard. It’s too dangerous to go at night, so you’ll need to wait until morning.”

“Every time one of you says ‘I know a guy,’ it only means trouble. How many people can you all know?” I couldn’t help myself from asking. This was a horrible pattern.

“We know a lot. It just happens all might not apply here.” 

I shook my head. Constantine’s answer did not amuse me.

“That’s perfect. In that case, I got time to make some banana fosters for us.” 

We were all looking at Bob in shock. His baby had just got blown up to all heaven and he wanted to make flaming bananas. Bob might need therapy over this. 

Constantine was the first to respond. “I want mine with salted caramel ice cream.” 

“That sounds great. I want one, too.” Bartholomew did not waste time putting in his order.

“Isis, the same for you?” Bob asked as he peeled the bananas.

“Why not? Sounds great.”

“Good, I’ll make them all the same. I hope Eugene doesn’t have any allergies.” 

Bob was always conscious of other people’s needs. 

“Where is Eugene?” I still wasn’t used to the additional member. At times I forgot he was supposed to be here.

“In the lab, working. He said he needed some privacy. So I left him with all the supplies. I left your keys on your dresser.” Bartholomew was back to playing with his cables as he spoke.

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” I did. Bartholomew was probably the most respectful one when it came to taking care of others’ property. I figured he was that way since he took great care of his own stuff. “So what are you working on, Bart? How is the robot?” I was afraid to ask, but Bartholomew did not look like he was ready to kill the world.

“It’s going great; I’m almost done. I got a few wiring issues to correct in the controller box, but other than that it’s great. I guessed I just needed to step away from it for a while and then the solution appeared.” Bartholomew gave me his biggest smile and I was thrilled. Maybe he was ready to come back to normal.

“Wasn’t it Einstein that said, the level of the solution will never be found at the same level as the problem?” I loved that saying; I just had a hard time following it. It was hard for me to separate myself from a problem and allow for answers to come naturally to me.

“He was right and I needed just to step away.” Bartholomew was smiling as he fiddled with his cables. I stretched in my chair and debated about getting up to shower when Eugene burst through the door.

“I hate that woman.” Eugene was almost screaming. No need to ask what woman he was referring to. “She’s good. I have been chasing rabbit holes all days, trying to crack her code.” That did not sound very encouraging.

“Did you figure it out?” 

Eugene’s shoulder slumped when I asked. “Not yet, but we’re working on it. I’m sending all my findings to the lab. We’re working multiple theories at the same time. She is not going to get away with this.” Eugene was pacing back and forth. I was pretty sure our dear rogue accountant was not making it easy at all for the boys.

“What happened to your lab coat?” Constantine was inspecting Eugene from his location. Eugene looked embarrassed. His lab coat was covered in all sorts of crazy stains, not to mention the burned marks everywhere.

“I was working on your knockout serum and a couple of beakers exploded. Don’t worry, we don’t have a fire in the lab and everyone is safe. I did test the formula and it knocked your date, William, right back to sleep.” Eugene smiled brightly at the last part. “I’m not sure exactly how you’re going to give it to the zombies.”

“How did you use it on him?” If Eugene did it with William, maybe we could so the same with the rest.

“I gave him a shot,” Eugene replied. 

Yeah, that was out of the question.

“Can it be administered topically?” Bartholomew asked, casually looking up at Eugene.

“Umm, that’s possible. I can make it happen. I’ll need to make it stronger to ensure it takes them out quick.” Eugene looked like he was running the formula in his head.

“Great. Can we make bullets out of them?” Bob asked from the stove. He started flaming the bananas and we all stared in silence. The loft was smelling delicious.

“Let’s avoid guns; we don’t want the impact to actually kill them,” Constantine said. That was rare. Constantine was usually the first one that wanted to blow things up. That showed how strongly Death felt about preserving each soul.

“I have a blowgun. Would that work?” I remembered my gift. Maybe those things would come in handy.

“Maybe, but you’ll need to be close and have lots of lung capacity.” 

I frowned when Eugene answered. That was not very helpful. 

“By the way, why do you have a blowgun?” He was looking at me, confused.

“It was a present from another one of Death’s Interns. Like a welcome-to-the-family gift.” I had to smile. It was pretty sweet.

“Wow, so not fair. I got a pocket protector when I joined Pestilence’s lab,” Eugene said.

“That’s a perfect gift for you,” Constantine replied. “You’ll get a lot more use from that than a blowgun in a research facility. Don’t dismiss it. Do you use your pocket protector?”

“Yeah, every day. My lab coats kept getting stained before,” Eugene explained. “It just sounds so geeky.” 

I wanted to go over and hug Eugene as he spoke. He looked so vulnerable. 

“Eugene, you are a chemist in the best facility in the world with the smartest people on this planet. Of course it’s geeky. It’s not like Pestilence recruits a bunch of jocks. Own it and be the greatest geek in town. Don’t dismiss who you are. Nobody can take that away from you, so stand up tall and know you are unstoppable.” 

I was amazed. Eugene did as Constantine told him, straightening his spine and standing tall. Constantine never looked down at people. Instead, it was almost like he could see their real potential and soul. 

“How about paintball guns? I still have all the ones we got for my birthday party,” Bartholomew added to the table. He placed his new creation down and smiled brightly. “I’m done. I’m going to dominate tomorrow’s competition.” 

Eugene looked at Bartholomew very confused. I waved at him before he could start asking questions. 

“How about paintballs?” I needed to keep this meeting focused.

“We can make that work. I just need to make a whole lot more and package them. The last part will take time.” Eugene was doing that thing where he stared at the ceiling. I was starting to figure out he did that when he was calculating stuff in his head.

“I can help with that. I got plenty of practice from Bart’s party. I just need to take a shower and I’ll be down there.”

“Me, too. I got plenty of time now,” Bartholomew chirped. 

Oh, thank you, God. My boy was back. 

“Nobody is going anywhere before dessert. Isis, grab some plates and the ice cream. Bart, get everyone drinks. Eugene, sit down before you pass out. Let’s go, everyone. It’s been a long day. Let’s eat in memory of the Beast.” 

Bob did not have to tell us twice. Bart and I were on our feet, following orders. Eugene was looking lost, but at least he did as he was told. Constantine jumped on the table and took his position. The place smelled amazing and I was so grateful to be home. Bob was officially my hero.


CHAPTER 19

It was Thursday morning and according to my clock it was 6:15 a.m. I had planned on getting up at five to go running but we didn’t finish making those knockout paintballs till way past midnight. I had flashes of being deployed and filling sandbags. Every time I thought we were done, more bags appeared. It was like they were multiplying in the back. Those little balls were the same way. 

I was pretty sure we had enough ammo to knock out both the Arkansas and Texas side of Texarkana. I was tired and sore from leaning over filling those little balloons. At least we knew that one dose of the serum was good for at least five hours. Eugene had to hit poor William with another dose while we worked. I was afraid to ask Eugene precisely what was in them. He did assure us that they had no harmful side effects. I was praying he was right or Death would be mad at us.

One of the many lights on my phone was flashing. Bartholomew had programmed my new phone and now I got notifications for everything. It drove me nuts. I used my cell for my alarms, the only reason it was still in my room. While the clock on my night table had a lot of fun memories for me, I hated the alarm in it. So I was stuck with my cell phone and all the weird stuff that came with it. I pulled the phone closer and checked to see what notification was blowing up my phone now. 

Unlike Constantine, who was the social media king of the house, both on the human side and the supernatural, I sucked at it. Constantine was so impressive. Not only did he have two YouTube channels—one for humans and one for supernatural—he also had a twitter account. I had no idea where he found the time. I struggled just to keep up with my text messages and voice mail. 

I had a text from Abuelita. 

Isis, emergency. I need you at the store at 0700. I’m panicking. Too much to do, not enough people or time. Please help.

I was so happy Abuelita’s texts were getting better. For the longest time, I had no clue what she was talking about. Out of habit, I glanced at my clock on the night table for the time instead of the phone I was holding. My brain was still not focusing because it took me a minute to process the information. By the time I processed the text, it finally hit me that I had less than thirty minutes to get up and get ready to head to Abuelita’s. I disliked short notices and lately my whole life was full of them.

 I rushed to the restaurant with my hair still wet and messy at five minutes after seven. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but it was a giant disaster zone. It honestly looked like a hurricane or a tornado had hit the poor place. Abuelita was extremely organized and everything had a place in the kitchen. So to see this monstrosity was out of character for her.

“Do I want to ask what evil-doer attacked your kitchen?” I was trying to make it a joke. Unfortunately, my voice sounded more like an accusation.

“Thanks to all the stars and the moon, you are here. I wasn’t sure what to do.” Abuelita rushed at me and gave me a huge hug. What was going on?

“I’m so confused. What’s so urgent that I had to drive here so early?” I could always be honest with Abuelita and she never got offended.

“This College Bowl is going to be the death of me.” Abuelita had released me from her bear hug but kept a grip on my arm. She was not letting go. Was she afraid that I might run away?

“It’s killing you and poor Bartholomew. He has been stressed for over a month.” Nothing should be this crazy. “How can I help?” I had no clue what I was supposed to do here.

“I need your organizational skills now. I’m making patelitos to compete with that crazy fried-pie lady. She is making a killing and stealing my peeps.” Abuelita started pacing the kitchen. That was a terrifying sight since space was very cramped.

“Abuelita, you can’t be serious that some fried pies are stealing your business. We don’t have a dessert menu, remember?” Was I missing something here?

“That’s the problem; she is stealing any potential clients we might have. Besides, people are questioning my skills compared to hers.” Now it made sense; this crazy thing was about pride. 

“Got it. No need to panic. I’ll start packing your supplies and labeling things. We’ll get you ready to roll for tomorrow.” Abuelita rushed to give me another hug. I was afraid if she did, she might crush my windpipe. “Hold it. No more hugs till we at least get semi-packed. Not to mention I’m starving, so I want to hurry so I can eat.”

“Are you seriously going to get food somewhere else when you are already here?” Abuelita was looking at me, a little offended.

“No need to get mad, now. I didn’t think we had anything to eat or time to make brunch.” Abuelita looked like she needed food herself.

“You’re in luck; I made breakfast earlier. Start doing your magic over there and I’ll get you food.” 

Maybe Constantine was right and we did work for food. I was so excited I wanted to whistle. 

I started organizing boxes with trays, utensils, napkins, and condiments. I labeled and numbered each box. I wanted to make sure there was no mistake or lost time trying to figure out what was in the boxes. Before I could start my second box, Abuelita brought me a plate of huevos rancheros with tons of cheese and refried beans. She had added corn tortillas to my plate as well. My mouth was watering at the smell of the eggs with the sauce. I was surprised when she placed a cup of Mexican hot chocolate in front of me. The hot chocolate was a mixture of rich cocoa and chili powder. I was in heaven. If all I needed to do was fill and label boxes, this was amazing.

“I love this hot chocolate. And the food is delicious.” I was trying to chew and talked at the same time. It was not a pretty sight.

“You love them so much because you are not eating enough food, Isis. You are shrinking to death.” Abuelita’s definition of health was a woman with plenty of meat on her bones. 

“I’m healthy. I just run a lot, remember.” I give her my brightest smile. Abuelita was not buying it. Fortunately, I was saved by the bell. We both looked at the back door to see who was coming in.

“Sorry, I’m late.” Ana rushed in. She looked awful and I had no idea what had happened to her.

“Girl, have you been crying? You look awful.” I gave Abuelita a look at her statement. Ana did look like hell, but Abuelita didn’t have to call her out like that.

“I’m sorry. I fought with Joe. He’s been acting all sorts of weird.” Ana looked like she was going to cry again.

“Weird how?” I was probably paranoid, but I wasn’t taking any chances with weird-acting people in Texarkana.

“Angry, moody, and aggressive. It’s crazy, cause a couple of days ago I thought he had flu symptoms. The symptoms are gone, but now he’s off.” Ana was almost ashamed for telling us.

“Ana, I need to ask you a question, but I don’t want you to get mad.” I wasn’t sure how to ask, but I needed to know. “Has Joe been using lately?” Joe had a hard time adjusting to normal life. I was afraid he had fallen off the wagon.

“No Isis, I swear. We both been clean for months now. It was awful at first, but Abuelita gave us each a tonic and that took some of the withdrawals away. Isis, what is going on?” Ana was becoming even more desperate and I was not helping.

“We’re afraid there’s a plague loose in Texarkana. What you’re describing sounds familiar. Ana, do you trust me?” I wasn’t sure if she could handle all of this. She was so attached to Joe; I was afraid she might lose it if he relapsed. “I want to get Joe examined by our friend just to make sure he’s OK. Would you mind?”

“Is it going to hurt him?” Ana was scared, but she always put the welfare of Joe before her own.

“I doubt it. But I want to make sure he’s in a safe place, just in case he might turn.” I wasn’t sure if I could explain everything without scaring her to death.

“Turn into what? Isis, please just tell me.” 

Ana’s voice was trembling and I couldn’t stand it. I was so worried for both of them. I knew I could trust Ana with anything. After last fall, she knew I worked for Death and was OK with the supernatural world. She wasn’t afraid and was still my friend. I bit the inside of my cheek before starting; this was going to scare her.

“He might turn into a zombie and try to kill you.” 

Ana almost passed out. I had to rush to her side and hold her up. “We’re trying to figure out what it is and how it’s transmitted. I just want to make sure you’re both safe. What do you think?”

“Isis, please don’t let him turn into a zombie. Do whatever it takes.” Ana was squeezing my arm. It was still amazing to have so much support and faith from her and Joe. I didn’t want to let them down, but I also didn’t want Joe to hurt her.

“We’ll do everything we can. Let me make a call.” 

She hugged me. This was the day of hugs, it appeared. I walked toward the exit. Ana went over to Abuelita. They started whispering to each other. I dialed Reapers and prayed one of the boys was up. It didn’t take long to get someone on the other line.

“Reapers Incorporated, how may I help you?” Bob’s voice was professional and soothing all at once. I was impressed.

Hi Bob, it’s me. I need your help.”

“Isis, where are you? Are you OK?” 

Bob sounded worried. Maybe my intro was too quick. I needed to slow down now and explain things.

“Sorry, Bob. Yes, I’m good. I’m at Abuelita’s. Ana is here and she mentioned that Joe is acting odd.” I tried to explain without scaring Ana, who was probably listening.

“Do you think he might be infected?”

“Maybe. Could you have Eugene check him, please? I’ll get Shorty to pick him up.” I hated waking everyone up, but this could be important.

“Too easy. I’ll get him myself. Is Ana coming as well?” 

I hadn’t even thought if she wanted to join him. Good point on Bob’s part. 

“Hey, Ana, would you like to go with Joe to get tested?” I asked Ana from across the kitchen. She looked at Abuelita first before replying.

“Child, go take care of your man. We got this here,” Abuelita said softly.

“Thank you so much,” Ana told Abuelita. She turned toward me. “Yes, I’ll head home now.” 

Ana looked a little too frazzled to drive, but we didn’t have that many options. 

“Are you OK to drive? Bob can pick you up on his way to your place.” I didn’t want her in a wreck.

“I’m good, Isis; I’ll head out now. Thank you so much.” Ana smiled at me and took off.

“Bob, she’ll be home when you get there. Thank you.” I was so grateful for Bob I didn’t have enough words to thank him.

“Anytime. Be careful out there and I’ll see you later.” Bob hung up before I could reply.

“Well, that’s settled,” I told Abuelita as I put my phone back in my pocket.

“That’s great; now we got tons of work, just for the two of us. So, my little helper, let’s get started.” 

Abuelita was right. I had just sent away our only helper. I took a sip of my hot chocolate and got back to work.


CHAPTER 20

Next time the brilliant idea pops into my head to send away helpers, I will slap myself. With Ana gone, it took Abuelita and me twice the time to get everything done. She was planning to fry the patelitos and some of her meats on site. This meant everything still had to be prepped, seasoned, and packaged. I was so grateful she was keeping her menu simple. I still felt like I chopped millions of pounds of tomatoes, lettuces, and all sorts of food products. It didn’t help that Abuelita was still planning to cook for her customers at the restaurant tonight. For the first time, I was grateful I didn’t have to work at Abuelita’s this weekend because it was going to be insane.

By the time I got in Ladybug, it was past ten, and I had four missed texts. I couldn’t answer anything while I was working. It was getting too crazy. Constantine wanted me to stop by the accountant’s parents and see if their prodigal child had stopped by. That was going to be an interesting conversation. Bartholomew had loaded the directions directly to my phone. The technology was awesome. 

As I sat in Ladybug trying to stretch my muscles, I had to laugh at myself. I had started the week moping around, feeling left out and almost useless. Now, I was the only one doing work. Constantine was wrong. I was officially the infantry of this team and everyone else was a support element. I was starting to believe the support element had a much easier job than I did. I was the one in the front getting shot at. No wonder Interns didn’t last long.

Nothing in Texarkana was very far. According to Bartholomew’s directions, the parents lived on Stonegate Drive off Summerhill Road in Pleasant Grove. For a person who was never on this side of town, I was making up for it. Like most things in Pleasant Grove, the houses on Stonegate were beautiful. The parents lived in a charming two-story home. I was used to most of Texarkana being one story tall so anytime I ran into anything taller it caught me by surprise. The place was beautiful, but I would hate to have to cut the lawn here. That looked like a lot of work.

I made a quick U-turn and parked facing Summerhill. In case I needed to leave in a hurry, I wanted to be facing in the direction I felt most confident about. I took a quick breath. Even as an adult, talking to other people’s parents made me nervous. I always felt that they were judging me. I looked around. The street was deserted. I hope Bartholomew was right and her parents were home. Coming back tonight was out of the question. For some strange reason, this type of cute and sweet neighborhood unnerved me. Way too pretty to be true. 

I sprinted up the sidewalk and rang the doorbell. It didn’t take long to hear footsteps coming to the door. Thank you, Father. I wanted to be out of there, ASAP. A thin woman maybe in her late sixties opened the door. She looked terrific. Her hair was done very fashionably and her makeup was spotless. She was probably a knockout in her twenties. She still carried that grace of youth about her.

“Hi, I’m sorry to bother you, but I was looking for Ms. Emma. Are you her mother?” I started improvising as quickly as possible. 

“Yes, dear. Do I know you?” Emma’s mother was looking at me very suspiciously.

“No, sorry. I’m a friend of Emma’s from college. I heard she was back in town and decided to stop by.” That sounded fairly convincing. I was sure she would know that I wasn’t from here.

“You’re a long way from Harvard.” 

Mom was a little too sharp for my taste. I tried to smile and play it off.

“True. I joined the Army when I got out of college and recently I got a job with the military base here. I remember Emma said she was from Texarkana so I looked her up. I’m still trying to get used to the new location.” I was starting to ramble and I was hoping Mom-dearest was buying it.

“Dear, you must be having such a hard time adjusting.” She sounded worried about me. I was impressed.

“It gets easier each day. Everyone here is so helpful and understanding.” That statement, for the most part, was correct. Most people in Texarkana were nice.

“That is so true. Texarkana is twice as nice.” I smiled when she mentioned the popular slogan for both cities. “Unfortunately dear, my daughter hasn’t been around for a while. I think she’s embarrassed by us.” I looked around, not sure why anyone would be embarrassed by this lady. I guessed we never really know what goes on behind closed doors. She kept talking. “As soon as she graduated, she moved out. She was tired of the small town and left for the big city.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that.” I had no idea what else to say. “Thank you for your time.” I was getting ready to walk away when she grabbed my arm.

“Have you checked with her boyfriend? We haven’t seen her, but we know she’s back in town. She had sworn she would never move back here. I suspect she’s embarrassed to come and tell us.” Her mother looked down the street, as if she was expecting her daughter to show up.

“You wouldn’t happen to know where he lives?” That was my first real clue and I intended to milk it for all it was worth.

“The boy is a low-life loser.” Sweet little mother almost spat at me. I guess she wasn’t a fan of the relationship. “Last time I heard he was jumping from place to place. He can barely hold down a job. I don’t know what my daughter ever saw in him.” She looked disgusted.

“How long have they been together?” The accountant has been gone for more than fifteen years. How were they still together? The girl graduated from Harvard; I had no idea how she made that work. I had a new respect for her commitment to things.

“They were high school sweethearts. They have been on again, off again for years. I have no idea why. I’m sorry I couldn’t be more helpful.” She looked sad. She did miss her daughter.

“Ma’am, you were a huge help. Thank you so much for your time. I appreciate it.” That part was true. At least we had a lead now.

“I’m so glad, dear. Have a good day and be careful. People are crazy lately.” 

If she only knew the truth of that statement. 

I made my way to Ladybug. Bartholomew was terrific at programming my schedule as well as the directions on my phone. Sometimes I wondered if he thought I was that flaky. I sat inside Ladybug trying to decide what to do next when I noticed two joggers. Joggers in town were frequent, but there was something odd about one of them. One was falling behind and looked shaky. His friend turned around when he noticed he wasn’t next to him. He ran back just in time to see his friend fall on his knees. 

I didn’t have time to wonder too long what was going on. One minute the guy is on the ground, the next he jumps up and is attacking his friend. I looked around, wondering if anybody was watching. In that short time, the guy had gone full zombie. I looked around Ladybug for a weapon. I had my machete attached to the ceiling, but killing anyone was out of the question. I glanced back and a gym bag was sitting in the back seat. I pulled it over and found a paintball gun, fully loaded. A small note read: Watch your back and happy haunting. Bartholomew had signed the note. He was amazing.

I grabbed the paintball gun and ran at full sprint toward the joggers. The zombie was inflicting severe damage on his friend. I didn’t want to take any chances of having him turn on me. When I was about twenty feet away, I took aim and fired. I knew Eugene had increased the dose on his formula, but I wasn’t prepared for the results. The zombie dropped like a sack of potatoes as soon as he was hit. My mouth dropped wide open in shock. That was one impressive result. 

I ran over to check on the friend. He was lying on the ground, looking like hell. He tried to move but was barely able. I shot him too. The boy passed out in less than a second. The last thing I needed was a screaming guy drawing more attention to himself. Besides, I didn’t feel like explaining what had happened to his friend. I was leaving that part to somebody else. I grabbed my phone and dialed Reapers.

Constantine picked up the call. “Isis, what’s wrong?” 

“Why does it have to be something wrong?”

“You only call when something goes wrong.” Constantine was right about that.

“Good point.” I hated when he was right.

“What happened? Did you find the parents?”

“I found the mother, but that’s not why I’m calling. I just knocked out two joggers. One went full zombie on his friend. Constantine, this is getting worse,” I told him as I looked around the street. 

“I’m sending the cleanup crew. Secure the area till he gets there. See you back at Reapers.” Constantine hung up before I could reply. Guess I was stuck here guarding the comatose.

The cleanup crew didn’t take long to arrive. Probably because Shorty was still driving like a maniac. I wondered if he realized he was driving a truck, not an Indy car. I wasn’t sure if he saw me, but I jumped out of the way just in time to watch him hit his brakes. Fortunately, they worked amazingly well. Shorty jumped out of the truck, carrying a large blanket.

“Shorty, you’re going to kill somebody someday,” I told him as I walked back to his truck.

“Boss lady, the big guy said to hurry. We can’t have people finding dead people on the road.” I couldn’t argue with his reasoning. 

“You do know that they are not dead.” I wanted to make sure he wasn’t dropping off people in a grave now.

“The fact that they are alive is worse. They could wake up and jump off.” Shorty had opened the tailgate of his truck. The bed was now covered with some foam material. At least they would be comfortable on their way. We walked over and dragged the zombie first.

“Fair enough. By the way, where are you taking them? I don’t think we have that much room at Reapers.” I never asked Constantine where they were dropped off.

“The big guy has it covered. Father Francis is taking them in. Converted the basement to a hospital wing. That dude is the bomb.” 

Two things jumped out. First, my priest had converted the parish hall of the church into a hospital wing for zombies. Second, nobody said bomb nowadays to describe people. Shorty was showing his age.

“Is that safe?” We loaded the beaten-up friend in the bed and closed the tailgate. 

“We got this, boss lady. Next time call me directly. It’ll save us some time. Be careful now; if you are finding them in the morning, it means trouble.” I watched Shorty hop in his truck and take off. I had a feeling we were past the trouble category. We were now in the apocalyptic department.


CHAPTER 21

My head was hurting by the time I got to Reapers. The main area on the first floor was empty, so I rushed upstairs. I hoped Eugene had good news for us because I didn’t. I walked into the loft and Eugene and Constantine were talking at the dining table. Constantine was sitting on the table while Eugene leaned on a chair. Eugene looked worried and he was holding some papers with him. Constantine did not look too happy either.

“What did I miss?” No need pretending now. I might as well get right to the point.

“We got a problem,” Eugene answered.

“If that’s all we got, we’re doing good. Let me hear it.” I walked over and took a seat. I was not in the mood to get lousy news standing up.

“I’ve been monitoring your date,” Eugene stated.

“Can we call him William? I’m not dating that man. That situation was just a horrible mistake.” I glared at him to make sure he got the point. Constantine tried to hide the smirk on his face.

“Fine. I’ve been monitoring William. At the rate this thing is progressing, in about five days it will start devouring his internal organs.” Eugene looked back at his charts to confirm.

“Hold on, what? What do you mean, devouring?” I was hoping his definition of devouring was not the same as mine.

“It will start killing him from the inside. I don’t know how she did it, but she mutated it to create maximum damage. She was right; she’d make one hell of an Intern. She’s good.” Eugene sounded like a teenager with a crush.

“Enough praising over there. Focus. Can you stop it? Make an antidote or something?” This was way outside of my realm. We were in the soul business, not the mutations and killing business.

“You want me to do what? Isis, we don’t cure things. We unleash plagues into the world. I can’t be making cures.” 

Eugene was offended. I was speechless 

“We’re on the brink of a zombie apocalypse due to your boss’s horrible hiring practices and you are telling me it’s not in your job description to stop it?” Eugene was quite lucky I was sitting across the table from him because I wanted to slap him silly.

“Isis, these are our company’s practices. I can’t go against them.” 

I was going to hurt Eugene. 

“Eugene, we don’t have time for this.” Constantine was glaring at him. His claws on his right paw were out and I was pretty sure he had grown at least twice his size. Eugene was smart enough to back away. There was an awkward silence in the room. “So according to your policies, you cannot develop cures or antidotes.” Constantine gave Eugene a moment to ponder. “But can you kill a current strand gone rogue?” 

Wow, Constantine was a genius. Eugene thought about it for a minute. 

“Um. We’re talking about an unauthorized specimen. Seek and destroy is part of my job description.” Eugene was smiling broadly. Now that his moral dilemma had been resolved, he looked a lot calmer. Pestilence had her Interns trained to follow instructions.

“Another problem, though,” Eugene said, a little softer. “The moment the virus enters the human body it starts mutating. I need a sample to be able to know what I’m looking for.” 

I leaned my head back. These issues never ended. 

“Do we know how she is delivering it? Have you found the drugs she’s using? I need to know what I’m looking for to find it.”

“I’m waiting for the results from the lab. We dropped off the samples yesterday when we went out to look for supplies. Bob dropped off the ones from your friends this morning.” 

Eugene didn’t seem very worried about the wait.

“How long does it take to get a drug test back?” I had done urine analysis for the military, but I had no idea how long it took for the results to get back. 

“You do know this is not TV? It’s going to take hours to get the results back. Fifth is taking that task personally.” By the sound of Eugene’s voice, that was a big deal.

“Can wonder boy get the results faster?” Constantine took the words right out of my mouth.

“Unfortunately, no. Not even Fifth can speed up science. As soon as he has it, he’ll let us know.” Eugene at least sounded hopeful.

“How are Ana and her boyfriend?” Neither one of them had mentioned them. Eugene looked at his paper very intently. Constantine lowered his head on his paws, looking back to normal.

“Isis, it’s not good. He has it, and he’s starting to convert. She’s also infected, but at an early stage.” Eugene couldn’t meet my eyes.

“How is that possible? I know they’re clean. I can vouch for Ana. I see her all the time.” I dropped my head back again. This was horrible. How was I supposed to tell her she was going to die if we didn’t find the cause of this?

“If I’m not mistaking, the virus can be transmitted through bodily fluids. If they were intimate recently, he probably passed it to her.” I knew Eugene was trying to make me feel better, but I wasn’t buying Joe doing drugs again.

“Great, now we have an upgraded AIDS virus.” I rolled my eyes at the insanity of it all.

“I wish. At least with that one, I know what I’m looking for.” Eugene was staring at his notes when he spoke. I wondered if Pestilence peeps were responsible for that one as well.

“Good to know. Back to bodily fluids. Does that mean if one of those zombies licks me, I’m going to convert?” If that was the case, I wanted to stay far away from them.

“Eew, that’s gross. Unless they lick an open wound, licks are safe. If they bite you and break the skin, that could be bad. How much of the virus they have in their system will determine how likely they can pass it to others.” Eugene looked happy to be able to clarify that.

“Can you tell how far along each person is in their mutation?” I was hoping Ana and Joe had more time. I didn’t want to think Ana was going to die in the next five days.

 “Not yet, but I got a few more tests to run.” Eugene was persistent, thank the Lord.

“Please do, and let me know as soon as you find out the carrier she’s using. We need to narrow this down. I don’t want to chase every drug dealer in the four states area.” As exciting as those visits were becoming, we were running out of time.

“In that case, I better get back to work.” Without a glance back at us, he hurried out the door.

“I like him. He should come and visit us more often.” Constantine was watching the door after Eugene.

“Is that before or after you pluck out his eyes?” I eyed Constantine from my side and waited for a reply. 

“He just needed some motivation, that’s all. As you can see, it worked.” 

I couldn’t help myself. I had to laugh. If that was Constantine’s brand of motivation, he should avoid public speaking.

“Changing the subject on you. What is Father Francis going to do with all the zombies?” I did not like the idea of my sweet priest hanging out with crazy zombies.

“Obviously we needed a place to keep them safe. Reapers does not have enough room to convert everything out. So I made a few calls and activated all the churches. As soon as one fills up, the others will start taking them. The Staff and volunteers from the Church Under the Bridge agreed to help.” 

That explained all the calls Constantine had been making lately. I was impressed how quickly he got everything organized. 

 “Nice job. That’s amazing.” Constantine was full of surprises.

“Don’t be that impressed. Texarkana, fortunately for us, has strong community values. The citizens still believe in taking care of their own. It just took a little coordinating and they’re onboard.”

The way he described it, it sounded simple enough.

“Changing the topics again, what are we going to do if we fail?” My biggest question was, how was I going to explain to Ana that she might die due to a killer zombie plague? I wasn’t sure if I wanted to cry or punch something.

“Failure is not an option here. So focus on the task at hand. Don’t try to figure out how to boil the ocean, just work on getting in it first.” 

I wish I had the confidence Constantine had. Granted, he was also five thousand years old, so he had plenty of practice facing horrible obstacles. 

“What’s the next step?” I needed to focus on the present and not the potential what if.

 “First things first. You need to get dressed to meet our local dark wizard.” 

Oh yeah, I had that guy. “What do you wear for such a meeting?” I had never met a dark wizard. Even his title sounded menacing.

“I’d recommend combat gear. Your black, anti-spell fatigues would be perfect. You never know when those tricky wizards will attack.” Constantine sounded like he had personal experience with crazy wizards.

“I can do that. What time am I leaving?” Constantine was either nervous or slipping. Typically he would have given me all the details in one breath. Now I was asking tons of questions.

“You leave in ten. Bob is ready, waiting in his quarters.”

“He is that bad that you are sending Bob with me?” I wasn’t too upset, just a lot more aware of the potential threat.

“Let’s just say, if he’s involved I’m not taking any chances. I want you back in one piece.” “Aww, I didn’t know you cared. Thank you.” I was debating scratching his ear but decided against it.

“Don’t get emotional. I just don’t want to have to train another Intern so soon.” 

Now that sounded more like Constantine. I stuck out my tongue at him. He glared back and I laughed. He did care. 

“Anything else I need to know?” I started getting up from my chair.

“Yes, one more thing. You’re taking The Camaro out. Make sure no more bullet holes appear on him.” Constantine gave me his evil glare, like he was holding me personally responsible.

“Yes, sir.” I was not going to argue with an angry cat about his car. I gave him one quick salute and took off to my room to change.


CHAPTER 22

A couple of small cities surrounded Texarkana. I had recently learned if you were too close to any city in Texas, people automatically assumed your city was annexed to it. I was pretty sure the residents of those cities did not appreciate it. We were heading to Red Lick, which was on the north side of I-30. We did a quick left turn at the Roadrunner and drove down the long, winding road. It didn’t matter how long I lived in Texas, my mind was always blown away when we passed horses and cows in pastures next to houses. I felt like I had traveled back in time to a more peaceful world.

Bob pulled off the road and parked half a block from our destination. I was a little confused. According to Constantine, the dark wizard lived on FM 2148, next to the Red Lick Middle School and across the street from the elementary school. There had to be some mistake. The house we were looking at was a lovely brick home with great landscaping. I felt a little out of place in my black combat gear with a machete strapped to my leg and an M16. I was sure somebody would call the cops on us any minute.

“You know we can’t go out like this. If a teacher sees us, we’re doomed,” I told Bob as I glanced around for the tenth time.

“Oh, good. I was wondering if I was the only one feeling a little out of place here. I vote we leave the rifles and stick with handguns.”

“Sounds like a plan. Dark wizard or not, we could still be drawing that much attention in the middle of the day.” 

We switched weapons. Bartholomew had given me a smaller paint gun to fit in my cargo pockets in case I needed it. That one was coming with me.

Bob and I got out of The Camaro as casually as possible, trying to avoid any extra attention. We made our way to the side door of the nice house. I didn’t see any cameras or security devices. I pulled out my Smith & Wesson special and Bob took out his pistol. No matter how hard I tried, Bob’s weapons always looked more intimidating than mine. He gave me a nod and kicked in the door. I rushed in with my gun in hand, followed quickly by Bob. 

I figured a dark wizard would live in some dark cave with cauldrons boiling, bats hanging from the ceiling, and maybe tarantulas crawling around. The reality was different. The house was just as beautiful on the inside as the outside. Cream-colored walls with soft silk curtains—and they even had ceramic roosters on top of the cabinets. The side door led right into a foyer facing the kitchen. If the house was an immaculate surprise, the man staring at us was a total contradiction.

“Are you David, the dark wizard?” 

A tall man with dark hair and gorgeous blue eyes was standing in front of us with an apron and a bowl. He didn’t look surprised to see us, but he did roll his eyes at me in disgust.

“Yes, and you are?” He kept mixing whatever he had in his bowl and I was ready for all hell to break loose.

“Isis.” I was a little confused how to respond. He raised an eyebrow, a little confused himself.

“Is this a new recruiting campaign? I’m impressed. Unconventional, but I’m not interested.” 

Bob was staring at him as David spoke. It was my turn to roll my eyes. 

“Not the terrorist group.” I despise that group for stealing my name. Why couldn’t they call themselves Carol or Joe? I was still fuming when David spoke again.

“Well, that was going to be a great conversation topic at the country club. Isis who?” David went to a country club? We had to be at the wrong house.

“Isis Black.” 

His facial expressions did not change. “Is the name supposed to ring a bell?” 

I was shocked. I had finally met someone in the supernatural community who didn’t know who I was. I looked at Bob and he just shrugged. I had no idea how to proceed. This was so rare; rule number one came into effect here. 

“Can you give me a minute?” I told David. “Bob, keep an eye on him.” 

Bob turned back to face our deadly wizard, according to Constantine. 

We weren’t wearing earpieces this time. Constantine was afraid our dark wizard would pick up the signal somehow. I was looking around the house that would have made Martha Stewart proud and wondered what secret powers this boy had. I pulled my cell phone and found out I had perfect reception. I hit the speed dial to Reapers and prayed Constantine was near the phone.

“What happened now? You just got there.” Constantine did not sound amused at all.

“He has no idea who I am,” I whispered over the phone to Constantine.

“What’s your point?” Constantine sounded a bit irritated.

“What do I do now?” I was lost. How was I supposed to introduce myself if I wasn’t supposed to tell people I worked for Death?

“Girl, are you seriously calling me about that? You work for Reapers. Ask him the questions. By the way, where are you calling me from?” 

I shook my head at my stupidity. I was making this too hard and Constantine was right.

“In his kitchen,” I answered, very embarrassed. I could feel the flush creeping up my cheeks.

“Isis, get off the phone and stop looking crazy. Get to work.” 

Typical of Constantine to hang up before I could reply. 

I walked over to the guys who were busy discussing the bowl. Somehow Bob had put his gun away and was leaning against the wall, just chit-chatting. I didn’t put my gun up, but I wasn’t pointing it at anybody now. I cleared my throat and both men looked at me.

“Did you check in with Mom? Are we ready now?” David was dripping with sarcasm. I was not amused.

“Yeah, sorry about that. So I am Isis and this is Bob. We’re from Reapers Inc. We want to ask you a few questions.” I stared blankly at him. I was not going to squirm.

“Do you normally bust people’s doors down to ask questions? Not much of an incentive to help, is it?”

“Were you going to let us in if we knocked?” I was not backing down.

“Guess we’ll never know now.” 

Mr. Dark Wizard David was not intimidated by two people with guns. I was starting to see Constantine’s point. I considered opening my third eye to check him out, but if he was as scary as Constantine said, that vision would terrify me forever or I’d go insane. 

“Guess not. But you didn’t seem that surprised when we busted in.” That was bothering me. It was like he was expecting us.

“Child, you set off all my magic wards twenty feet from the house. Considering you were not carrying any spells or magic weapons, I figured you were safe. You weren’t planning on shooting me, were you?” 

Of course, he would have wards. We had them all around Reapers. I needed to get more info from Constantine before another crazy mission. 

“No, we weren’t. We just have a few questions. Are you planning to blow us up with your spell?” That bowl was making me nervous.

“Only if you’re allergic to chocolate chip cookies.” He tilted the bowl so we could see its content. He was right; it was chocolate chip cookie dough.

“That dough looks great.” I had no idea what Bob was talking about, but the house did smell delicious now that I was paying attention to it. “Do I smell chocolate cake?”

“Yes. I just finished a German chocolate cake. I’ve been baking all morning,” David replied, proud of himself.

“You did a whole cake just this morning? I’m impressed,” Bob said and I knew I had lost all control of the situation.

“Hey, I made two. Do you want a piece? It’s to die for.” David offered Bob a slice and I was sure he was going to fly away from the excitement.

“Darn, we quit gluten. Horrible timing.” Bob looked devastated.

“Well, that explains why she’s so thin.” David and Bob both looked at me.

“Nah, she doesn’t eat meat.” I wasn’t sure if that was Bob’s idea of defense.

“That is extreme.” I was not amused by the pity look David was giving me.

“OK foodies, can we get back to the business at hand. You can discuss the Food Channel line-up at a later day.” That brought them back to reality. I ignored the skinny comment. I was getting tired of always having to defend myself. I might look thin, but I was solid muscle.

“Fine, Ms. Isis-Not-the-Terrorist-Group, how may I help you?” David was very arrogant. 

“Has anyone approached you with a potential deal to help them make zombies?” I knew I sounded crazy as soon as the words left my mouth.

“Zombies? Girl, please. What do you think this is, the sixties? Nobody is in that business anymore.” 

I looked at David closely and realized Bob was doing the same. He didn’t look a day over thirty. How was he familiar with the sixties? That was impossible? 

“How old are you?” I demanded. David gave me a questioning look. “Never mind. So you haven’t heard of anyone trying to make zombies around here?” I was desperate.

 “Nope. They’d be crazy to even think about it—even more, to do it. Necromancers and zombie- making in any capacity is an automatic death sentence by the Order, unless Death finds you first. So, no. Nobody is that crazy anymore.” 

Great. If David was right, that ruled out most of the supernatural community. Now what? 

“Do you have any more questions? If not, I got a dinner I’m catering and you’re wasting my time.” 

He caters. This was insane. 

“No, that was all. Thank you for your time and sorry about your door.” I was sorry about the door. I wondered if our insurance would replace it.

“I would say it was a pleasure, but let’s not do this again. OK?” 

Before we could reply, David had pushed us out of his house with some invisible force and slammed the door in our faces. 

“Hey, that went well,” Bob said, smiling at me. We needed to work on his definitions. Before I could reply, we heard loud screams from across the street. “The elementary school, hurry.” 

Bob didn’t have to tell me twice. 

We sprinted across the street to find a scene right out of a nightmare. We both jumped the short fence toward the playground. It appeared three of the kids had gone zombie and were terrorizing everyone. I quickly switched guns, putting my Smith & Wesson on my back holster and pulling out the paintball gun. I had never shot at small moving targets and I found out it was harder than I imagined. I took aim and hit a couple of the victims instead of the little zombies. Bob managed to get one that was getting ready to jump one of my collateral damages.

After five kids were down, I finally got the little redheaded kid. I was sure that kid was not even seven years old, but he moved with a purpose. He could have been a leprechaun for all I knew. From the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of movement. I was too slow to turn and aim. Fortunately, Bob saw the little round kid moving at me, ready to bite. I was pretty sure if that kid took a bite out of me, I would get infected. The kid went down fast. I felt really bad; these rounds were designed for adults. I had no idea how they were going to affect children.

We had screaming kids everywhere. Some had been bitten; others were scratched. It was a horrible, messy sight. I went over and picked up a little girl. She was pushed on the ground and couldn’t get up. I was afraid they had broken her leg. She screamed when she saw the gun and went into panic mode. I felt terrible, but I shot her too. We didn’t need extra screaming kids. Not to mention she wouldn’t be in pain till we got her fixed. Bob made his way toward the teachers, who looked terrified. I wasn’t sure what he was saying, but he was calming them down. I picked up my phone and call Reapers again.

“Now what?” Constantine hissed at the phone.

“We got serious problems. We just knocked out three zombies, all under the ages of eight,” I told Constantine as I examine the area.

“This just got worse. I’m sending the cleanup crew and Father Francis. We’re going to need a respected source to move those kids. Secure the perimeter and make sure nobody else turns. Will debrief when you guys get back.” 

We had such a huge mess now, I didn’t even mind when Constantine hung up on me. I put my paintball gun away to avoid scaring more kids. We had no idea how many of these little ones were infected. How could anyone hurt innocent children just to prove they were a better Intern? This was madness.


CHAPTER 23

The loft was empty when Bob and I came in. I was mentally and emotionally exhausted. It took Father Francis over two hours to get everyone calmed down and able to move the children. I had no idea how he handled his job. Kids were crying, parents were panicking, school staff was upset they might get sued, and we still had to get the children to the church. Zombies and zombie-makers were going on my list of least favorite supernatural creatures. They sucked the life out of you. I dropped all my guns on the dining table and collapsed on the couch.

“This is officially my worse week ever,” I said aloud, not sure if Bob was listening.

“You said that three weeks ago, after chasing the ghost in Seattle,” Bob reminded me from the kitchen. 

“That was awful. I smelled like seaweed all week long. Not to mention my hair was all matted and tangled.” I was sent to find a poor soul that had drowned in Seattle. The poor guy drowned at sunset and every evening he would appear screaming for help. The entire area was starting to get spooked. Unfortunately getting him out of the water was a nightmare. Every time I got close enough to catch him, he went under water. It took me three days to finally get to him. I was pretty sure I swallowed enough ocean to fill an aquarium. “This is an omen; we are destined to have horrible weeks. How do people that work in morgues or funeral homes handle it?”

“Easy,” Bob said. “They don’t talk to the ghost; they just fix the body.” 

That was a valid point. Bob was good at analyzing situations. I wasn’t sure I wanted to work on a dead body. 

“I think I’m making cupcakes. I picked this gluten-free cake mix at the Granary yesterday. I think I can make mini pineapple upside-down cakes. What do you think?” 

I thought we shouldn’t visit any more foodies in town, so Bob didn’t get food envy. Naturally, I couldn’t tell him that. Instead, I leaned my head over the couch so I could see him better.

“Bob, if anyone can make a gluten-free cake taste like pineapple upside down, it’s you. You got my vote.” I did my part in moral support for the day. Bob was beaming with joy. After years of seeing the worst in people when he was living on the streets, very little bothered Bob. He empathized with people, but he never took it home with him. I might need to learn that someday.

I started to get comfortable on the couch and was dozing off. For a leather couch, this thing was a sleep magnet. If you were ever tired, the couch would lure you to slumber. I was getting pretty relaxed when I heard the door slam open. I jumped at least two feet in the air from the sound.

“What is going on?” I was pretty sure I shouted it.

“We got a problem; it’s not in the drugs.” Eugene looked like he’d been hit by lightning. His lab coat was all crumpled up, and he had stains everywhere. That was the fifth coat he’d destroyed in two days. I was starting to wonder what exactly he was doing down there. Ink fights?

“Yup, we figured that out,” I yelled from the couch. Sleep was out of the question with Eugene looking all frazzled. I got up and took a seat in a dining chair. At least I could see him better.

“How did you know? It took me hours sorting through lab results to get to that conclusion.” Eugene was not happy we had stolen his thunder.

“We got three elementary students attacking the playground, all under seven years old. It was a pretty good guess all three were not in a gang selling dope on the street.” I gave him a flat look that managed to calm him down. 

“OK, that’s an excellent deduction.” Eugene took a seat as he spoke. At least he wasn’t pacing like a maniac.

“Please tell me you figured out how your plague is getting into their systems.” I was adding Pestilence to my list of least favorite supernatural creatures. I didn’t care if she was technically family.

“I have been running a test on all our patients. They have no needle marks anywhere. Ana said she and Joe hadn’t inhaled anything abnormal.” Eugene looked at his notes. Somehow that boy was always carrying notes. 

“So…what’s your conclusion here, Sherlock?”

“They eat it.” Eugene followed that statement with a shoulder shrug, making him look innocent. I wasn’t sure what to reply. I looked at him and then at Bob, who was staring at him.

“You do know that’s worse than drugs,” Bob said to Eugene. Eugene just nodded. “We live in Texas. Do you know how many food places we have in Texarkana alone?” 

Bob had a point. If we did something big in town, it was eating. I dropped my head on the table. 

“I think so far this is the worst week ever,” I told Bob with my head still down. We had no leads, a bunch of zombies, and now tons of possible locations to search. Oh yeah, I almost forgot. Bartholomew’s College Bowl was taking place in two days. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to scream or cry. Before I could do either, Bob put a huge mug of hot chocolate in front of me. He gave one to Eugene as well. He even added extra marshmallows. 

“Thank you, Bob,” Eugene and I said at the same time.

“Jinx.” We did it again. I started laughing and Bob just shook his head. According to Bob, hunger leads to horrible decision-making, so whenever things were going bad, he fed us. Crazy idea, but I was feeling calmer. Maybe Bob was right.

The kitchen door burst open again. Why was everyone slamming that poor door today? Constantine came into view, followed closely behind by Bartholomew.

“I have info on the boyfriend.” Bartholomew was almost yelling with excitement.

“Great. Do you know where he lives?” I was ready for some good news.

“Not exactly. I have a couple of old addresses. Maybe one of the people who currently live there can help us out,” Bart replied.

“Cheer up, Bart. It’s better than nothing. Let’s go.”

“Not so fast. We got other pressing matters,” Constantine said as he jumped on the kitchen island. Bob put a bowl of hot chocolate in front of him and another mug on the table for Bartholomew. Either Bob was always prepared or he had a sixth sense I knew nothing about.

“More pressing than finding the accountant?” I had no idea what could be more critical.

“We have a customer complaint that you must handle tonight.” 

I stared at Constantine with my mug in midair.

“You get customers’ complaints?” Eugene said, more like a question than a statement.

“I have no idea. This is the first time I’ve heard of it. What customer is complaining?” I put my mug down and waited for an answer.

“You’re not going to like it. Your favorite devil, Mr. Jake.” Constantine said it before licking more of his hot chocolate. I slapped my head with my hand. This week was getting worse by the minute.

“When you say favorite devil, what exactly do you mean by that?” I forgot Eugene lived in an underground lab away from the rest of the world. He probably had never met Jake.

“He means Lucifer,” Bob said, “Prince of Darkness. The deceiver, the fallen angel. You know, that guy fighting to get your soul.” 

Bob did not like Jake at all. According to Bob, Jake gave him the creeps and he avoided him pretty much like he avoided the plague. Funny thing, we were hanging out with both in one week.

“You are kidding, right?” Poor Eugene, he was having a hard time catching up here. “Do you have to go and see him?”

“Technically, you’re going, too.” Constantine dropped that bomb on Eugene like it was nothing. I was pretty sure Eugene just changed colors.

“What?” That was all Eugene could say.

“Why is Eugene coming with me?” I figured I could help my boy out before he gave himself a heart attack.

“It’s Latin night at the Cave and only couples are allowed. This is Intern’s work and it just happens Eugene is an Intern.” Constantine looked at Eugene, waiting for him to pass out. I held my breath, waiting for his reply.

“Latin night? Are we going to a club? I’m in.” 

That was the quickest change of attitude I had ever seen in my life. Bartholomew had stopped drinking his hot chocolate and was staring at Eugene, confused.

“You’re willing to go see the devil as long as it’s in a club? That’s crazy.”

“I took ballroom dancing in college. I haven’t been dancing in years.” Eugene looked around the room, excited as he continued talking. “Come on now, you’ve seen where I work.” Eugene had an excellent point. I doubted he ever saw people besides those crazy Interns and the few in the support department. After this incident, I doubt they would ever see any of the support people again. 

“You got me there. But can you dance?” Bob was not letting this go. I was surprised he was still following the conversation while he made his cupcakes.

“I was pretty good. I even went to a few competitions. It’s been a while, so I might be a little rusty.” Eugene was so excited he was beaming. 

“In that case, I guess we’re going dancing. Cheers.” I gave him an air salute with my mug and he returned the cheer.

“Well now that we settled that, Eugene needs some clothes.” Constantine was full of surprises today.

“Yeah, dude. You can’t go in your lab coat to a club. Even I know that.”

“You’re in charge of getting Eugene ready,” Constantine told Bob, who was putting cupcakes in the oven.

“Too easy, boss. Eugene, my man, are you ready for a make-over?” 

Eugene was looking at Bob a little stunned. This was happening to us a lot lately. “Isis, would you watch the cupcakes while I’m gone? Twenty minutes, stick in a toothpick, and if it comes out clean, take them out. Wait at least ten minutes before taking them out of the muffin tin.”

“I got it.” I gave him a huge nod for added reassurance. With Bob around, we were all designated sous-chef duties. Bob headed out of the kitchen with Eugene rushing behind him. 

“So, where is the entrance this time?” I asked Constantine. The Cave was Jake’s private club and you were only allowed in by invitation or special card. Entrances to the cave appeared in different locations throughout the world. The site of the Cave also changed depending on Jake’s mood.

“At the front of FCI.” Constantine said the last part softly.

“What? Are you kidding me? He placed the entrance in front of the Federal Correction Institution?” There was a reason you should never trust the devil.

“I told you he had a complaint. Not a social call, so he’s not going to make this easy. I recommend you bring some music to keep the guards and wondering neighbors away.” 

Constantine had a point. The last thing we needed was to get arrested for trespassing on federal property.

“Guess I have work to do before the boys get back.” I looked over at the oven, trying to figure out how to listen to the timer from my soundproofed room. I guessed I needed to set my alarm.

“I got the cupcakes, Isis. I got more research to do on the boyfriend up here.” 

Bartholomew was a saint. I smiled and winked at him.

“Thanks, Bart. Let me get started.” Being Death’s Intern came with some perks. Recently we had discovered that I could make my music do more than just knock people out. Depending on my intentions, I could add other subconscious messages to them. One message I was good at sending now was to stay away from an area. I needed a new recording that would blend with the area. I had hard metal, and in Texas, that would draw attention. I guessed today we were playing country. I left the kitchen and headed toward my room to work.


CHAPTER 24

We didn’t have a dress code as Interns. What we did have were categories of outfits. For me, I had three main categories: normal standard work clothes, consisting of jeans or cargo pants, T-shirts, and running shoes. That was for regular days to run around town looking for lost souls or just everyday research. We had combat gear, which looked a lot like military-issue fatigues, except all black and made to repel magic spells as well as bullets. The last category—and the strangest one—was what I called costume outfits. Those were the ones you needed when you were trying to blend in at specific locations. My costumes ranged from nurse’s uniforms, maids uniforms, to even Catholic school uniforms. I was pretty sure if my godmother ever looked in my closet she would panic, just jumping to conclusions.

After several occasions of getting kicked out of places and other times getting beat up, I learned to embrace the costumes. If they kept me alive and able to do the job, then my insecurities had to get out of the way. Tonight’s trip to the Cave required a costume outfit. I had on a black Latin dress, with a low back, one side longer than the other on the legs, and lots of red sequins. It was the type you would see in Dancing with the Stars. Jake took his club very seriously and the dress code had to match the theme. I learned that the hard way when I showed up wearing jeans and boots to a disco night and couldn’t get in. 

Eugene and I drove Ladybug down to FCI. I was still appalled Jake had picked the prison for his entrance. He was the one who wanted to see me. Why did I need to get arrested in the process? Eugene looked amazing. He was wearing a black pinstripe suit with a red tie and a pair of Wolf Shepherd closed cap shoes. I had no idea how Bob had pulled it off, but Eugene had the swagger of a Latin guy.

“You clean up well, Eugene.” I was hoping to distract him. He was holding on to the door handle for dear life.

“We were aiming for a pit bull look. Did we pull it off?” He gave me a quick glance, then turned back toward the window.

“You pulled it off. Now if you’d relax a little, it would be even more convincing,” I told him with a smile.

“Isis, we’re going to see the devil. Aren’t you nervous?” His voice was a little shaky.

“Unfortunately, this is not my first time. So I’m not. You get to test killer bees and find ways to kill humanity; I talk to the devil. That’s part of our job descriptions.” He did not see the humor in my statements. “OK, Eugene. Here’s the trick. Don’t make any deals with him. You must remember that whatever he offers, you don’t need, and it’s not worth your soul. If you get nervous, let me do all the talking and don’t say a word. Simple enough?” 

He took a deep breath and forced himself to nod. 

I smiled back. “Good, ’cause we are here.”

“Already?” Eugene looked around, confused. “There’s nothing here.” 

I had to smile at him. “That’s the point of the Cave. You can’t find it unless you know you’re invited. Here, put this on until we get inside.” I handed him a pair of earplugs, and he looked at them. “I don’t need you running away once I start playing my music.” 

“Oh right, I forgot.” Eugene plugged his ears. When I was sure he was ready, I started the recording. We lowered the windows and left Ladybug running. The music wasn’t blaring, but it was loud enough to discourage any humans from wandering near it—at least within a thirty-foot radius. 

We stepped out of Ladybug. I made my way around and grabbed Eugene’s arm. According to the invitation we were heading to the first building near the road. I could tell Eugene was still nervous as I led him toward a side door. I squeezed his arm for encouragement.

“You look fabulous, by the way.” 

I was sure he tried to whisper but failed miserably due to the earplugs. I tossed my hair away from my face so I could see him better. 

“Yes, she does. Our little Intern is finally embracing her inner diva.” 

Eugene jumped out of his skin when Adam first appeared. Adam, as usual, looked breathtakingly handsome. Adam was one of Jake’s bodyguards; I was still not sure why the devil needed a bodyguard. This time he had red highlights in his hair, making his complexion glow. 

“Thank you, Adam. You are looking as gorgeous as usual,” I replied with my most charming smile.

“Flattery is not going to get you out of trouble, but please don’t stop.” Adam gave Eugene a quick inspection. “Not bad for short notice and he’s a pretty sexy little thing.” 

I pulled Eugene around before Adam could touch him. I was so grateful for Eugene’s earplugs.

“Sorry, Adam, he can’t hear you.” I pointed at his earplugs and then the music. 

“Nice little trick, I love it. You’re learning.” He gave me a wicked smiled. I had a feeling Adam was used to stopping traffic with it. “I’m doing double duty tonight, so I must check you. You know the drill.”

“Of course. Let me go first, so you won’t scare my date away.” I winked at him. I could play this game. I looked at Eugene and made sure he could see me before I spoke. “Do as I do.” He nodded in confirmation. 

It took Adam less than a minute to search us both. Weapons were not allowed in the Cave. At least not ones you could bring with you. If you happened to find some inside, those were fair game. Adam gave us one last look-over and led us toward the entrance. Instead of opening the door we were facing, he pulled a pair of velvet curtains aside. Eugene was staring at the magical curtains in awe and not moving. I grabbed Eugene and pulled him along. Typical Cave, we went down a flight of stairs to another set of curtains. I knew better than to enter without Adam. He made his way to us and let us in.

“Welcome. His Highness is on the other side. You must dance your way across. Good luck.” He gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and was gone. I felt like Judas had just kissed me. 

“How is this possible?” Eugene screamed in my ear.

“Earplugs,” I replied, as I pointed to my ears. Eugene got the point and took them off. “Don’t lose them; we’ll need them when we leave.” 

He put his earplugs in his coat pocket and stared at the place.

I had to admit, it was impressive. We were at a poolside party under the stars. The huge pool was to our right and packed with gorgeous people in tiny bathing suits drinking who knew what. Palm trees with small colored lights were scattered around the area. The DJ was on the left in a fancy-looking gazebo and right in front of us was a huge dance floor. Couples were moving like it was the finals at the World Dance Council. Yes, I could admit it. I watched those every year. I was grateful I picked this dress, because we fit right in.

“I hope you remember your dance lessons,” I told Eugene. I hoped he wasn’t freaking out on me. 

“Oh, God, it’s Mark Anthony and Maluma. I love this song. I got this, girl.” I had no idea what took over Eugene. If it weren’t because I could see ghosts, I would have sworn he was possessed. Eugene did a turn, grabbed my hand, and spun me around. “My turn to lead.”

We were dancing Salsa. I didn’t have time to process Eugene’s change completely. Growing up we moved around a lot, but my godmother always made it back to NYC. I grew up dancing Merengue, Bachata, and Salsa with my Dominican and Puerto Rican friends. I was amazed how well Eugene danced; he was a natural. Salsa was an eight-count dance and he was terrific. He owned the floor and he was aware of everything. That was a blessing, since he dipped me just in time as one of Jake’s sword-carrying ninjas passed us. I was grateful Eugene made sure I didn’t lose my head. 

The song mixed right into Bachata and I was hoping Eugene could follow Romeo Santos’s sexy beat. “Propuesta Indecente” was one of my favorite Bachata, a little controversial. Unlike the structure dance of Salsa, Bachata had a lot more hip and arm movement. With a primary three-step and a hop, the music made you move. Eugene was comfortable in a Latin club; he moved like a pro.

“Watch out for the sandpits,” I told Eugene as I pointed to the new additions to the floor. He danced us across the floor without sending us to hell. Eugene was having too much fun. He was getting ready to start the Merengue when I pulled him off the dance floor.

“Remember, this is a business trip, not pleasure. We got work to do, so focus.” I dragged him along. “I’m leading now, so let’s go.” Eugene looked over at the dance floor with longing.

I was grateful Jake was standing by a tall bar table not too far away. He was wearing a white suit that made his blond hair looked almost platinum. His deep blue eyes were brilliant. I wasn’t sure how he did it, but Jake always looked smoldering hot, no pun intended.

 “Well, look who decided to show up and you brought a guest. How nice.” Jake’s voice was like silk running down your spine. I always pity the people that were lost in his charm. With that thought, I did a quick look at Eugene to make sure he was still in one piece.

“Your entrance was a little out of the way, but we made it. Eugene, meet Jake, the devil. Jake, meet Eugene, Pestilence’s Intern.” I didn’t want to be there, but he was still our client, and I couldn’t be rude.

“Wow, I feel honored. How did you manage to get out?” Jake was asking Eugene. 

“Special assignment. I got a pass.” Eugene replied, a little shy.

“I’m confused. What are you two talking about?” I was not following the conversation at all.

“Come on, sweetie, don’t tell me you don’t know. Pestilence’s Interns are forbidden to leave the lab. They’re almost like monks or hermits.” 

Was that in my manual? Maybe I really should read that thing. Jake gave me a wicked grin. “With those moves, Eugene, I would offer you a lifetime membership, but you’ll never come. What a waste. Aren’t you glad you work for Death instead, Isis?” 

For having a customer’s complaint, Jake was in a chatty mood. 

“Believe me, I do. But I’m sure we’re not here to discuss my work conditions. Constantine said you had a complaint. What is it?” We needed to get out of there soon. Eugene kept looking around like a kid in a candy store. Now that I knew he never left that lab, he might trade his soul to stay here.

“Fine, if you insist. Business, it is.” Jake’s tone became very serious as he faced me. “You have lost three of my souls, which is not acceptable.” 

“Three? We only know of one dying.” How many others had died that we didn’t know about?

“Do you expect everyone to die in front of you?” Jake had a valid point there. “I recommend you fix this as soon as possible or I’ll have my pets start recruiting for new candidates a lot harder.” 

Was that a threat and how did that apply to me?

“You do know we just deliver souls, right? We’re not responsible for the actions of the souls.” This was getting complicated.

“True. But my souls were not delivered so I see no problem taking some earlier.” Jake said that like it made sense. “I’m sure your favorite angel might get a little disturbed if he finds out his souls were coming to me because you failed to stop a disgruntled employee.” Jake was officially mocking me.

“If you know about the accountant, why don’t you stop her?” I put my hands on my hips and glared at him.

“Do I look like an Intern to you? Stop losing my souls or else.” Jake replied. We were staring each other down when Eugene pulled me over.

“I don’t think it’s safe that you are yelling at the devil in his house.” I followed Eugene’s gaze and realized half of the room was staring at us.

“Thanks, Eugene.” I needed to calm down if we wanted to get out of here alive. “Is that all you have to tell me?” I asked Jake in a softer voice.

“Pretty much,” Jake said, extremely sweetly.

“Why didn’t you just tell that to Constantine?” He made me come all the way over here just for this?

“The Guardian does not take complaints. That’s an Intern’s job. I tried it once and I had scratches on my legs that lasted weeks. Not a good look. Besides, I wanted to see you. It’s been forever. You only visit me when you want something.” 

I wasn’t sure if Jake could tell, but I wanted to scratch his eyes out myself. I took a deep breath and shook my head. 

“Of course, only Interns take the complaints. Great. Next time send me an email. We’re leaving.” Damn the devil to hell; he was a pain in my neck.

“Do come by more often, sweetie. By the way, I heard you should avoid sugars; they’re more addicting than cocaine.” Jake winked at me. I resisted the urge to flip him off; after all, he is still a customer. 

“I’ll make a note of that. Good night, Jake.” I dragged Eugene around the pool away from the dance floor. I feared we would never leave if he stepped on it again.

“Don’t we have to dance our way back?” Eugene asked, extremely hopeful.

“No, darling. You only paid to see the prince. Going home is always free if you have enough consciousness left to walk out. Hence the reason we’re leaving now. I would hate to carry you.” I gave Eugene an evil glare and he stopped staring at the dance floor. 

“Thanks, Isis. As terrifying as it was, I had a blast.” Eugene took my arm and kissed my cheek. I guessed it was kiss-Isis night. He looked so happy all I could do was smile. I squeezed his arm one more time as we headed toward the curtains.


CHAPTER 25

Time functions differently in the Cave compared to the rest of the world. What felt like twenty minutes turned out to be hours. It was midnight by the time we made it back to Ladybug. Eugene and I were exhausted but hungry. I felt like I had been clubbing all night long. We made a quick stop at Whataburger on our way home. Eugene had a bacon cheeseburger. He almost inhaled the sandwich. Working for Pestilence meant he gave up a lot of the things I took for granted like fast food. I was starting to appreciate my Horseman more every day.

Unfortunately, a late night did not translate into a late morning. Bartholomew woke me up at six thirty and I was pretty sure he was having a panic attack. He needed to get to A&M by eight to confirm his registration. Bob and Constantine were out inspecting zombie patients and he needed a ride. I had never seen him so nervous, so I dragged myself out of bed. He was smart enough to give me plenty of time to get ready and to wake up slowly. I needed it because my hair was a giant knot and I forgot to take my mascara off the night before. I looked like an electrocuted raccoon. 

We were out of Reapers by seven-thirty. Bartholomew made for a great copilot. The child thought of everything. He handed me a protein shake to wake me up. Pulled up the GPS to get us the fastest directions. Not sure why since all we had to do was get on Kings Highway and head north. It was one curvy road that let directly to Richmond Road and then the college. I wasn’t going to point it out since he was stressing. I was looking forward to it. I had never actually been inside the campus. I’d been across the street at the Golf Ranch.

“Bart, are you OK?” He hadn’t said a word since we turned on Kings Highway and that was very unusual. 

“What happens if I lose tomorrow?” he asked without looking at me.

“What do you mean? Nothing is going to happen.” I was wondering if I was still asleep because I wasn’t following him.

“Isis, I’m a freak.” Bartholomew had huge tears in his eyes. My heart broke.

“Bart, honey, what are you talking about? You are not a freak.” I wanted to hug him, but I was driving. I pulled into the lot across from the Roadrunner. I needed to focus and not drive.

“You didn’t see the way those guys looked at me when I signed up. Like I was a weirdo. I’m the orphan kid. I’m the kid who’s homeschooled. I’m afraid of crowds. I can’t eat gluten. I don’t have any friends.” Bartholomew started crying and I cried with him. Oh God, he was in so much pain. 

“I’m a freak.” 

“Bart, you are not a freak.” I tried to make him look at me, but he wouldn’t. “Bartholomew, look at me.” He eventually looked me in the eyes and I could read the fear and self-doubt in them. “The world is made up of lots of lost souls and some of those are dead. There is nothing wrong with you. You are a brilliant, funny, talented, incredible human being. At times, the world will call us names. It’s never what they call us that matters but what we answer.” 

Bartholomew’s lips were quivering. 

“Have people called you names?” he asked, almost pleading.

“Honey, I was also the orphan kid. For most of my life, I was a loner. We moved too much for me to make real friends. I only felt like I belonged in the Army. There nobody knew my past. I could be whatever I wanted to be each day.” I smiled, wondering if I was making a difference. “Then I met you guys and realized families comes in all shapes and styles. I spent years letting people who care very little for me rule a lot of my emotions. No more.” I wasn’t sure if I was counseling Bartholomew or myself. “You’re not alone. You have a family. You are home-schooled because you are a genius and regular school will never be challenging enough. You take college classes, for the love of God.”

“But what if I fail and my robot sucks?” 

I was starting to hate this contest. 

“Bartholomew, your self-worth is not measured by what you do. Who you are is never going to change. How we feel about you is not going to be diminished because of any contest. We’re proud you want to do this and take a chance.” Thank the Lord his tears were stopping. I wiped his face and smiled at him. “You have unlimited funding and you are twelve. Whatever you make is already going to put people to shame. Stop stressing and have fun. If this is not fun, you should not do it.” 

He looked at me thoughtfully. Before I could say anything, he hugged me. 

“I love you, Isis.” Bartholomew squeezed me tighter. Now I was crying again.

“I love you, too, Bartholomew. I couldn’t have asked for a better brother.” 

Death had a sense of humor. Only she could have found two orphans and made them a family, against all the odds. 

“Now, can we go and give all those little college students hell?” 

I pulled back so I could look into his eyes. He was still shaking, but a little sparkle was returning. He gave me a nod and I winked back. 

After our little breakdown, the drive down was pretty smooth. Bartholomew was going over his application forms. According to Death and Constantine, Bartholomew was never allowed to use his real last name. That explained why he was so nervous about turning in the application. That was a simple problem. From now on he would be Bartholomew Black and I would sign as his legal guardian. Who was going to argue that he wasn’t my little brother? Bartholomew was smiling from ear to ear; I felt like I had solved all the problems of the world. Then again, for a twelve-year-old, I had.

We pulled up to the parking lot of the college. The campus was beautiful and I was impressed Texarkana had such excellent facilities. I was always impressed with Texarkana College as well. How was it possible that a community college had a campus that big? If I decided to go back to school, I had great options. We got out and Bartholomew pointed the way. I was not impressed with the long walk from the parking lot to the front of the building. That was a horrible design flaw or maybe they were preventing suicide bombers. Either way, the walk felt like a little hike with the summer heat kicking in.

“Isis, are you sure you want to be my sister?” Bartholomew whispered to me.

“Bartholomew, I am your sister. I don’t have to be sure. I learned very early on with my godmother that family is more than blood. Some are forged out of steel and will last lifetimes.” Those words finally made sense to me. How right was my godmother? I played with Bartholomew’s hair. He put his shoulder back and nodded. I wasn’t sure what had happened, but he looked more settled, more grounded. 

We made it to the main student building. Of course, it had to be the farthest one of the two. Just to make us walk a bit more. The place was packed. I glanced at Bartholomew, afraid he might bolt. Somehow I was the one feeling scared of crowds today. He was moving with a holy determination I had never seen. I followed behind, trying to dodge the kids. They all had food containers that smelled delicious. My stomach was grumbling. I needed real food and not just a shake. Fortunately, we made it to the center of the building. The first floor was an open atrium with stairs going up and a reception desk right in front of them. Bartholomew walked directly in that direction. 

“Hi. Where is the registration table for the robotics competition?” 

I was proud of him; he sounded very professional and calm.

“If you go right behind us in that hall, the registration tables A&M are in charge of are inside.” A young lady maybe in her late teens told us. She had spiky, pink hair and her face was painted. She was all about this College Bowl.

“Are there other registrations areas in the city?” Was I missing something?

“Oh yes, TC has half of the events, so they’re managing that registration. It was easier to split the work so nobody would get burned out,” a young man with blue hair replied over his shoulder. He was helping another group but decided to join in. It was nice to see both schools working together to pull this off.

“Good to know. Thanks.” Bartholomew and I waved at the couple and headed toward the registration area. The place was organized chaos. Students were in every corner, directing traffic. Bartholomew found his table quickly and headed straight for it. I wasn’t sure if it was his excitement or his height, but he was able to move around the crowd a lot quicker than me. By the time I got to the table, he was almost done.

“This must be your sister.” A girl with brown hair said to me. She had an A&M shirt on with a nametag that read Julie. Mercifully, her face and hair were not painted. 

“Yes. I don’t move as fast as Bart.” I smiled back. 

She glanced at the crowd and smiled. “It’s only going to get worse. I’m happy my shift is only three hours.” 

I felt sorry for Julie. Three hours in this mess was too long. 

“Question, do you have a restaurant around here? The food smells delicious.”

“We do, but that’s not the cafeteria food you’re smelling. We recently have local vendors that come to the dorms and campus, and the food is amazing.” Our little friend Julie was probably hungrier than I was, because her face took on a very dreamy look.

“What kind of food?” I couldn’t help it; the curiosity was killing me. I wanted to know what could make someone smile like that.

“Well, we have the tamales lady and a local food truck that serves only breakfast food.” Julie was almost bouncing with excitement. “And just recently we have a fried pie lady.” 

Bartholomew and I looked at each other and rolled our eyes. Once you give up gluten, fried pies were a horrible temptation. I wondered if Jake had stock in them. “Oh no, you don’t understand. These are not just any fried pies. These babies are flaky and gooey and just addicting. You can’t have just one. I’m getting hungry just thinking about it.” 

“Wow, those sound great.” A terrible thought hit me. “Are we done here? We need to get going and get his robot finished.” I started pulling Bartholomew away.

“Yes, here are your numbers. Make sure to wear them and good luck. I hope you do great.” 

I had to admit, Julie was a sweetheart. We waved at her and made it back to the central atrium where the crowd of kids was increasing. 

“What’s going on? We both know my robot is done.” Bartholomew asked me once we stopped outside the doors. I was looking at all the college students with the food containers.

“What’s more addicting than cocaine?” I asked without looking at him.

“Heroin,” Bartholomew replied in less than half a second.

“Not that one. Sugar,” I told him.

“You do know that claim has not been scientifically proven yet.” 

I almost forgot that Bartholomew was a genius. 

“No, that’s what Jake said last night.” Was that crazy devil trying to help?

“Oh, in that case, that might be true. He is the Prince of Darkness; he should know his deadly substances. But what does that have to do with anything?” Bartholomew looked around.

“Bart, what if the note you found was supposed to say flaky and not Flakka? What if we were supposed to be looking for a fried-pie lady and not a drug dealer?” 

“First of all, fried pies are not flaky. If she was planning to leave a note, the least she could do was be accurate. How were we supposed to guess pie? That’s crazy.” Bartholomew threw his hands in the air in pure disgust. 

“Add that one to the lists of complaints we have against her. Right now we need to find out if I’m right. We need to find T.J. Let’s go.” I was not planning to lose Bartholomew again, so I grabbed his arm and dragged him away.


CHAPTER 26

“Why exactly are we going to Big Jake’s at nine a.m.?” Bartholomew asked me as I parked in front of the door. “Don’t get me wrong. I could get BBQ all day long, but I don’t think they open till ten.”

Everyone at Reapers loved Big Jake’s. It was our Friday lunch place so we knew the schedule by heart. 

“The restaurant is not open, but T.J. should be smoking the meat.” T.J. was my favorite on Big Jake’s staff and one of the nicest guys in town. He was at least six feet tall with gorgeous hazel eyes, brown hair, and a great mocha complexion He was the poster child for the phrase tall, dark, and handsome. I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but he kept getting better looking each day. “We need to talk to him before they open.”

Bartholomew and I rushed to the side door facing the road that led to Beverly Park. I looked through the window and the place looked deserted. I was pretty sure T.J. was working today. I banged on the glass door, praying somebody would hear us. After several minutes, T.J. poked his head from the back room. Bartholomew and I waved and he waved back. He made his way quickly to the door. He had a large key ring hanging from his belt loop. He let us in and then locked the door behind us.

“What a pleasant surprise. You guys are a bit early for lunch,” T.J. told us with a huge smile. In the time I lived in Texarkana I had never seen T.J. angry or upset. “I’m surprised you have time to come and see us little people,” T.J. said to me. 

“I figured you’d be having another hot date at Cracker Barrel!” he said, bursting out in laughter. 

I glared at him and at Bartholomew, who was trying to hold it in.

“How do you know about that?” I had my hands on my hip. I was ready to choke the responsible party.

“Who do you think? Shorty, of course.” T.J. told me, still smiling too much for my taste.

“That boy needs to work for TXK Today or the Gazette at the rate he delivers information. He is faster than Facebook for spreading news.” Shorty was on my list of people to hurt. Then again, Shorty was probably on everyone’s list.

“So your Cici’s date wasn’t memorable?” T.J. was still teasing me.

“Oh, it was memorable all right, but not for the right reasons,” Bartholomew added from behind me. T.J. and Bartholomew shared a look and both shook their heads. I was not happy being left out of the loop.

“Anyway, my crazy dating life is not the reason we’re here. We need your help. We’re trying to find this pie lady everyone is talking about. If we show you a picture, do you think you’d recognize her?” This plan made a lot more sense in my head than when I said it out loud. 

“Of course I would help. But why didn’t you just call me instead?” I probably looked puzzled because T.J. kept on talking. “I enjoy the visit, but if you were in a hurry, phone calls and text are usually faster.”

I looked down at the floor a bit sheepishly before answering. “I lost your number. I’m sorry.” 

T.J. smiled without getting upset. “That figures. Give me your phone.” T.J. gave me a stern look and I gave up. I pulled my cell from my back pocket, unlocked it and handed it to him. Not sure why I bothered with passwords when Bartholomew could hack into anything. T.J. took the phone and started programming his number to include a photo.

“I’m glad I’m not the only one who needs to program your phone,” Bartholomew told me quietly. I rolled my eyes at him. He just laughed.

“Here you go. Who are you looking for?” T.J. handed me back my phone. 

Bartholomew very quickly gave T.J. his phone with the picture of our favorite accountant. 

“Have you seen her around?” Bartholomew asked T.J. 

“Wow, I have. She’s stopped by a few times. She was looking better in this picture. She looks a little rough now.” A loud alarm went off and T.J. looked over his shoulder. “Uh, hold that thought. I’ll be right back.” 

Based on how quickly he moved, that was probably one of his meat timers.

Bartholomew leaned in to whisper to me. “You know, he has potential. Friendly, great personality, has a job, and can cook.”

“Don’t even think about it. No more playing Cupid,” I was telling Bartholomew when I heard footsteps heading our way. I gave him one more glare before turning around. 

“Hi, Isis. Hi, Bart. What’s going on?” A tall, thin woman in her early forties spoke to us. She had a greasy apron on and rhinestone glasses. The glasses made her look younger than she was, and the pink stripes in her hair gave her a semi-punk look. 

“Hi, Big Amy. Sorry to bother you guys. We just had a quick question.” Big Amy was the owner of this location and she ran a tight ship. I wasn’t sure why they called her Big Amy. The girl was super thin. 

“Anything I can help you with?” 

Big Amy was always lovely but usually not a big talker. I didn’t want to push our luck. Bartholomew gave me a questioning looked and I shrugged.

“We’re looking for this lady.” He handed her the phone with the picture.

“Hey, I know her,” Big Amy told us cheerfully. 

“You do? How?” I didn’t like coincidences.

“She came by wanting to buy the recipe for our fried pies. She offered me a huge amount of money I couldn’t resist. I almost felt bad; she paid me for something everyone knows how to make.” 

Big Amy looked like the cat that got the mouse, a little too proud of herself.

“You wouldn’t happen to know how to find her?” I asked. I was afraid I was pushing her too hard. I didn’t want her to stop talking now.

“Unfortunately, she lives with Fred in the apartments across the street from TC.” This was the most Big Amy had ever talked to me.

“Thank you so much, Big Amy. This is a huge help.” I meant it. Anybody that could provide information in the next two days, I would be their new friend forever.

“His apartment is on the second floor, the last unit. Just be careful.” Before we could ask her any questions, Big Amy took off back toward the kitchen area.

“What was that all about?” Bartholomew asked me.

“I have no idea. I plan to start tipping more if this helps us.” Not sure how since Big Jake’s didn’t take tips.

“What did I miss?” T.J. asked us.

“Big Amy just told us how to find this girl’s boyfriend.” I was so happy I wanted to dance.

“Really? Who?” T.J. was not as happy as we were. 

“Some guy named Fred that lives across the street from TC. We’re heading that way now,” Bartholomew answered cheerfully.

“I wouldn’t recommend just you two going.” T.J. looked over his shoulder in Big Amy’s direction. “Fred is a sociopath. Big Amy used to date him, but he was violent. Don’t go there alone.” 

Well, that explained why Amy didn’t feel bad enough not to take the money.

“Is he that bad?” 

“He’s nuts and he’s never alone,” T.J. said, a little disturbed. The last part helped me make up my mind. I was not about to walk into a group of people that could potentially beat me up.

“Fair enough. I’ll take Bob with me,” I told T.J., trying to calm him down.

 “That’s a great idea. I wish I could go with you, but I’m the manager today.” For some strange reason, T.J. looked sad.

“No big deal. Bob won’t mind at all.” Bob might be roughing somebody up today.

“Bob is a little scary; you know that, right?” 

Bartholomew and I were looking at T.J., surprised.

“You think Bob is scary?” I recovered faster than Bartholomew and asked for the two of us.

“He is extremely scary. He has this crazy intensity that is nuts. To make things even worse, he’s built like a brick house. He screams dangerous.” 

I was pretty sure if Bob heard T.J.’s description of him, he would be thrilled. Bob spends a lot of hours honing his mean look. I guessed it worked. 

“Well, that is good news. Now we just need to drag poor Bob with us and find this Fred guy. Nothing major.” As long as Bob was somewhere to be found. I was praying he wasn’t working on his new truck.

“Good and be careful.” T.J. smiled at me. He looked at Bartholomew before talking. “Are you still competing in the College Bowl?”

“Yes. We just finished the registration process.” Bartholomew looked his age when he smiled. It pleased me to see he was slowly returning to his cheerful self.

“Great, I’ll make sure to stop by and cheer for you,” T.J. said with a huge smile of his own.

“Speaking of College Bowl,” Big Amy said from the cash register. “Your little pie lady is planning to be there. I saw her there last week registering for a booth to sell fried pies. I’m surprised she’s doing so well.” 

Big Amy did look a bit puzzled about the situation. I looked at Bartholomew in horror.

“Oh no. Please do me a favor and do not eat anything she is selling.”

“Isis, what’s going on?” T.J. was looking at me, very concerned.

“We don’t have proof yet, but we think her food might be contaminated,” I told them.

“Oh, that sucks. Can we at least pass the word to others?” 

That was a great idea T.J. had.

“Yes, please. That would be a great help. Thank you so much. You guys are busy, so we’re going to get going.” 

Big Amy waved and went back to the back. Bartholomew waved back. 

“Try to use your phone more often, Isis, and don’t be a stranger,” T.J. told me with a smile.

“Sounds like a plan.” I gave him a mock salute and dragged Bartholomew out the door. “Don’t even think about it,” I told Bartholomew outside.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Bartholomew remarked with an innocent smile.

Yeah, right. I knew better than to believe that sneaky little smile of his. “Well, at least we have a valid location for the boyfriend. I wasn’t tracking this one.”


CHAPTER 27

This was becoming a stimulating morning. It brought to mind that I was once told that exciting times ended up in war. Maybe I needed dull days to balance the chaos. I parked Ladybug in her designated parking space. Bob’s new truck had arrived. He got a Ram 2500 Heavy Duty work truck. Compared to the Beast, this thing was a monster. As massive as the truck was, Bob picked baby blue for the color. If he thought that made it looked less intimidating, Bob was fooling himself. Bartholomew and I did a quick double take and grinned at one another.

We rushed up the stairs, hoping to catch the rest of our peeps. When we entered the loft, Bob and Constantine were at the kitchen table, studying some maps. There was no sign of Eugene. Bartholomew and I joined them.

“What are you two doing?” 

They looked a little too focused for my taste. Constantine got this focus when he went into war mode. He was still mad at the accountant over The Camaro. 

“Tracking the appearances of the zombies. There is no pattern,” Constantine replied, still staring at the map. “Most drug dealers have a base of operations or a hub area. You don’t just wander into other people’s territory. There’s no way she made that many connections and expanded that fast in less than six months.” Constantine was beyond himself.

“She didn’t,” I told him. Bob and Constantine both looked up at me. That much intense attention from the two is a tad intimidating. Maybe T.J. was right about Bob being scary. “We’ve been looking for the wrong drug, if you believe Jake.”

“What did the devil tell you this time?” asked Bob as he straightened himself out. 

“He hinted at sugar.” I needed a quick explanation; we were running out of time.

“Sugar? Is that a code name for something?” Constantine looked at Bob.

“One of his weird riddles, but he was right. Our accountant is using fried pies to spread the plague. This is a plague, right?” I was still not sure if it qualified.

“Damn the devil to hell,” Bob muttered under his breath. I couldn’t help a quick smirk. Lately, that was our favorite phrase when it came to Jake. We heard it around town and we used it all the time. One time I let it slip in front of Jake and he glared at me. 

“Anything that comes or started with Pestilence is a plague. That woman will be the death of humanity.” Constantine was not a happy camper. 

“I’m pretty sure that’s her goal,” Bartholomew added from the fridge. I guessed he was hungry as well. He was pulling covered dishes out. The rest of us looked at him. “Sorry, I’m hungry now. Big Jake’s smelled too good, made my tummy grumble. “

“Open the oven instead. I made biscuits and gravy. Your plate and Isis’s are in there.” Bob said food and I jumped at the word. I was pretty sure all those stupid shakes Eric made were speeding up my metabolism. Honestly, I eat all the time, and the boys were right—I was thinner. Bart pulled the plates out. I had no idea where Bob found a recipe for gluten-free biscuits and gravy, but I didn’t care as I was ravenous.

“Before you start devouring your food, explain yourself. Quickly.” Constantine stopped me midway toward the kitchen. I turned back and took a seat at the table with them.

“It all fits. In the last couple of weeks, everywhere we go people have this fried-pie obsession. The campus at A&M just picked up a fried-pie lady, randomly. Abuelita has been plotting to take down the fried-pie lady. The parents of those kids in Red Lick did not look like the type to give their kids weed, but I’m sure they gave them fried pies.” I looked at Constantine and Bob for a response.

“Now that makes sense,” Bob said. “There was a strange lady last month in downtown trying to give fried pies to the underground. Everyone just ignored her.” 

“Wait, what?” Bartholomew brought our plates to the table. He placed the most incredible plate of biscuits and gravy with scrambled eggs in front of me. I was so happy; Bob made sure my gravy never had meat. Bartholomew’s plate was overflowing with bacon, which was the reason his sentence stopped; he was busy chewing. “The underground passed on free food, especially fried pie?”

“Hey, after last fall, nobody is taking any chances. Unless the food is coming from one of the vetted shelters or soup kitchens, nobody is taking things from strangers.” I agreed with Bob. The underground could not take any chances. 

“That explains why we hadn’t seen any zombies in downtown or the underground. That is a blessing,” I told the boys in between mouthfuls of food. There was something good that came out of those crazy witches taking people last fall. The underground had developed a new vetting process for shelters and food kitchens.

“We have the how, now we just need to find her. Bartholomew, do you still have the info on the boyfriend?” Constantine asked, as he got comfortable on his side of the table. Bob was walking around supplying drinks to everyone. 

“It’s a good thing we went to Big Jake’s. My research said the boyfriend’s last known address was in Ashdown. Big Amy said he lives here in town.” Bartholomew tried to talk and destroy his bacon at the same time. I was pretty amused by it.

“T.J. said the man is dangerous. That’s why we’re back. Bob, we need you.” I took a sip of my hot chocolate. “By the way, the food is delicious. Thank you.”

“Yes, thank you,” Bartholomew added. 

Bob was beaming and I wasn’t sure if it was because of the compliments on his food or the fact that I needed him. 

“In that case, we better get changed,” Bob said. “By the way, Isis, we’re riding Storm. It’s her first day. Let’s not blow my baby up. Give her at least a week.”

“Can’t make any promises, but I’ll do my best,” I replied, trying not to smile. At least Bob was not too attached to things. “Hey Bob, please tell Eugene to get ready. We might have a sample for him.”

“That might be hard. I’ll leave him a note.” Bob had a devious little smile on his face. “Eugene doesn’t handle late nights very well. He looked awful.” 

I smirked at the mental picture; Bob headed downstairs. 

“Isis, you probably are going to need another recording. We don’t need any witnesses today.” Constantine was right. The last thing we needed was people calling the cops on us.

“What do you think if I take the sleep one and the stay-away-from ones?” I asked Constantine.

“You won’t have a lot of time. Keep it simple.” Constantine was not the subtle type, so when he was worried I knew we needed to be careful.

“Let me go change before Bob takes off without me.” I walked over to the sink to wash my dish. We hate having a nasty loft. I left the boys and headed to my room with my hot chocolate.

It didn’t take me long to get dressed. I had my standard black cargo pants with boots and a black T-shirt. Clothes were simple. My hair, on the other hand, took a little longer. I decided to do a French braid. I loved my hair long, but I hated when people—and ghosts—used it against me. The tighter the braid, the harder the time they would have trying to pull it. TC was located in the center of Texarkana. So our M16 and rifles were out of the question. I made a mental note to take more ammo for the nine millimeters and the paint guns.

When I walked back into the loft, I found Eric talking to Constantine. It appeared Reapers was the meeting location for people. Eric was staring at Constantine in what seemed to be shock or horror. Or maybe he was just constipated, but I doubted that.

His demeanor quickly changed when he saw me. “I see you’re ready for another hot date,” he said from across the room. 

“Bob and I are going hunting.” Just because we were hunting humans, it didn’t make it any less real.

“Right.” Eric gave me a quick look-over. “Constantine just filled me in on your theory. If you’re right, this is going to be a nightmare.” Eric was back to looking worried. 

“We know she’s not distributing the plague in drugs. Eugene checked and found nothing. This makes sense. But you’re right; there’s no way of knowing how many people ate pies lately.” This was going to be painful. 

“Isis, the colleges send us a copy of the park layout so we can help with security. According to the plans, there will be two pie stands on opposite sides of the park. Unless we get some proof, I can’t just go over there and shut her down.” 

I rubbed my face. No wondered Eric was worried. This insanity kept getting bigger and bigger.

“Great. More pies easily accessible to the world.” I took a deep breath. My mind wandered to Ana and Joe, who would start dying slowly if we didn’t find a cure. “I’m not sure if I’m glad or not that Pestilence never hired this chick. If she was a full Intern, I’m not sure humanity would survive her experiments.” Pestilence’s mission was going to be the death of us all.

“If she were a full Intern, her actions would at least be regulated and tracked. Major experiments would be contained in secured locations. We would be able to put a stop to it at any moment,” Constantine told us. 

That made sense. Pestilence people were scientists and, like most scientists, they liked to collect data and analyze it. This was a total fiasco. 

“At least I can blame this apocalypse on Pestilence. We are tired of getting all the heat for the dark ages.” 

Before I could ask him to explain about the dark ages, Constantine jumped off the table. “Bob is ready. Don’t be late.” Last words he said as he walked out the door.

“Isis, I know this is hard for you, but please don’t blow up Texarkana.” Eric was looking at me thoughtfully. 

“First of all, last time it was not me. That was all Constantine.” 

Eric stared at me. “Isis, you’re a magnet for crazy, outrageous things to happen. Try to keep the city in one piece.” 

I was not going to convince Eric at all. “Fine, I’ll do my best,” I replied.

I was proud of myself I didn’t roll my eyes while I was talking to him. “Got to go.” I gave him a lazy hand wave and headed out the door. I was pretty sure if I stayed any longer, I was going to say something mean to him. I needed to focus on the mission, not try to convince sexy Eric that I was not a menace to society.


CHAPTER 28

I never realized the obsession we have as a society to name things. In Texarkana, every apartment complex, regardless how small or run-down a place it was, had a name. The apartment complex across from TX was called the Windsor Place Apartments. The Windsor Place Apartments on North Robison were not very fancy, but they catered to the students in the area. I gave the campus a quick look, noticing a lot of joggers on the trail. Bob made a sharp left and parked at the end of the complex. 

There were a lot of people out and about for a Friday morning. Bob and I had dressed in combat gear again and I didn’t want to attract unnecessary attention. We lowered the windows in the Storm and I quickly hooked up my recording; the goal was for people to avoid the area and be confused. I was getting good at finding songs that fit the mood I needed. It was impressive the amount of stuff you could find online now. Bob put his earplugs in, just to be on the safe side. Death said anybody working at Reapers should be immune to my music. Unfortunately, we found out that extensive exposure gave the boys horrible headaches.

The music was playing and we were out of the truck. Bartholomew was taking care of any cameras in the area. We decided to bring only handguns and paintball guns. With all the crazy active shooters running around the country, we were trying to make sure nobody called a SWAT team on us. We dashed to the second floor. The stairwell led up to two units, one on the right and one on the left. The door on of the left was filthy and covered in spider webs. 

“What do you think?” I asked Bob.

“I can’t believe anyone is staying in that one. Let’s aim right.” Bob was right. I gave Bob one last nod and he kicked the door open. I had my gun ready and burst through the doorway.

“Ahhh!” screamed a naked girl from the couch.

 “Oh God!” screamed a half-naked male boy.

We were prepared for a horrible scene, just not this kind. Two teenagers making out was not on my list of things to find. I felt terrible for the boy; he went limp from fear. This was so embarrassing for everybody. We needed to do a better job at recon from now on.

“OK then, obviously we are in the wrong apartment. Do you know a Fred that lives in this complex?” I lowered my gun, perfectly aware they were not armed, not even with courage. The boy couldn’t say any words. He just stuttered.

“Across the walkway.” The girl was at least able to speak and point. 

“Great, thanks.” I was ready to be out.

“Shouldn’t you two be in school?” Bob asked the couple. I wasn’t sure who was more shocked, them or me. 

“Ah.” 

Well, we were back to one-syllable words from the teenagers, if that was technically a word.

“Answer me.” Bob was dangerous and mean. He was glaring at them. 

The boy finally spoke. “We skipped school, sir.” 

I was glad he found some courage, but if Bob kept this up, they were going to have an accident in the middle of the room. 

“Is this what you want for your future—no education, babies, being irresponsible, and wasting your lives away? You’re too smart for that. Remember this face because I’ll be watching you two. You better get straight or I’ll be back and it won’t be pretty.” Bob gave them one long look before heading out the door. The kids looked like they were going to die.

“Trust me; it’s for your own good.” I pulled my paint gun from my holster and shot them. After Bob’s little stunt, I couldn’t leave them to call the cops. I left the apartment and closed the door. “Do you know those two?” I asked Bob when I was standing next to him.

“Nope. But I will now.” He gave the apartment another look.

 “Are you planning to go around scaring kids straight in Texarkana? What are you, the Rock?” I didn’t think the youth population could handle Bob and the whole underground watching them.

“You know, that was a really good idea he had for a show.” Bob was smiling at me. “Besides, I couldn’t let that opportunity go to waste. Who knows, if I scared them enough maybe they’ll do something amazing with their lives.” 

I was sure. Like never have sex, join a convent or monastery, or become hermits. I figured it was safer not to tell Bob that.

“Good job, you did scare the hell out of them. Constantine would be proud.” I tapped him on the shoulder and smiled. My boys were nuts. “Should we try this again? Let’s see what we have behind door number two.”

Bob gave me a quick nod, looked around, and kicked the door open. I was starting to wonder what the doors in Texarkana were made of. Bob did that way too easily. I took a deep breath and dashed through the doorway. We entered the apartment’s living room and kitchen area. The place was dark, cold, and smelled of incense and something rotten. There were potpourri bags everywhere. The place had a layer of dust over all the horizontal surfaces. 

“What in the hell?” Bob said from behind me. I was starting to like the teenagers’ situation so much better.

I didn’t dare walk in. The place looked like a tomb or haunted house. Bob pulled out his flashlight. Nothing was moving. It was like nobody had been here in ages. I found a light switch. I flipped the switch and slowly walked in. I didn’t want to disturb anything. 

“Should we check the bedrooms?” Bob asked me. 

I did not want to go in any deeper. Unfortunately, Bob was moving down a hallway already. Staying at the door was just as bad as following Bob.

“Bob, there’s something wrong with this place,” I whispered. Even talking out loud felt wrong here.

“Which part gave it away? The smell or the destroyed furniture?” 

I was so busy looking at all the weird bags on the floor, I hadn’t bothered to notice the furniture. 

It looked like a wild beast had been loose in here. I was now in full paranoid mode. I took my 9mm in my right hand and my paint gun in the left. It looked ridiculous, but after six months in Constantine’s training camp, I could shoot with either hand. Not to mention I was pretty good at holding my own in a fight, guns or no guns.

The hallway wasn’t very long. We passed a small bedroom on the left and a bathroom on the right. The bedroom was used as a storage space. Boxes upon boxes were piled everywhere. Bob kept moving toward a closed door. I stepped into the room and checked in one of the boxes. I found a few empty bottles labeled “P Laboratories.” 

I guessed we’d found Pestilence’s lost virus.

“Isis, you might want to see this,” Bob said from the hallway. 

“Holy Jesus Christ.” I made a quick sign of the cross. That was a common Catholic prayer, where you used your thumb and index fingers crossed in the shape of a cross, and then did a cross over your body. I started at the forehead, down to my heart, then across to my left shoulder, and ended on my right shoulder. I did that on reflex when something was bothersome. This took my breath away. 

A man, or what was left of a man, was chained to the bed. Not the kind of stuff in Fifty Shades of Gray. More like the stuff you saw in medieval torture chambers. He looked emaciated. Bob walked over to one side of the bed and I walked to the other side. The man was lying in his filth. It explained the temperature of the apartment and all the potpourri.

“Dead?” For his sake, I was hoping he was.

“Let’s find out,” Bob poked the man’s leg. 

The man woke up and started thrashing around, howling and trying to bite me. I jumped back at least two feet and shot him in the chest. Fortunately for him, I pulled the trigger on the paint gun. I worked for Death, but I wasn’t interested in being mauled by a deranged zombie. 

“Not dead,” Bob spoke from his side of the bed. 

I glared as I tried to get my heart rate to slow down. “No kidding,” I told Bob, shaking my head. “I’m assuming we found victim one.”

“At least we know she only has love for her work.” Bob was right about that. “How long do you think she’s been keeping him here?” That was a really good question and I had no clue.

“I don’t know, but I hope Eugene can figure that one out.” I walked back out into the hallway. “That girl needs some serious help.”

“Isis, I’m afraid she’s past that point. If you’re willing to do that to your boyfriend, there’s nothing you won’t do to others. She needs Jesus—or maybe Buddha.”

“That is too creepy.” I was getting the chills here. “OK, if you call Shorty, I’ll call Reapers. We need Eugene to get his lab ready for this one.”

“Works for me. Do we want Shorty to take the boxes?” Bob pointed to the storage area.

“That would be great. I’m sure Pestilence wants whatever is left of her stuff back. He can come back later for those. I don’t want Shorty hanging out with mummy over there any longer than he needs to.” The last thing I needed was for Shorty to get attacked by the first zombie. Who knew how tough he was? “By the way, have we given Shorty a gun?” 

Bob’s eyes got huge. I held up my paint gun to make the point.

“Oh, one of those. You scared me for a minute.” Bob needed to give me more credit. I didn’t trust Shorty with the truck; I for sure was not giving him a gun. “Not sure, but I’ll tell Bart to issue him one when he drops off friendly over there.”

“Good. At this rate, we need all the help we can get.” I pulled out my phone. 

“Bart the Greatest at your service. Internationally known and ready to make all your needs into a reality.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Bart, what are you talking about?” I needed to start monitoring what the boys did when I wasn’t around.

“Trying out my sales pitch. What do you think?” Bartholomew was a little too excited now.

“It depends. Are you opening up a dating service or becoming an arms dealer?” I was afraid of the answer.

“Neither.” Thank the Lord for that one. “Still working on my products,” Bartholomew replied, a little distracted.

“In that case, let’s wait for the slogan till after you finish your business plan.” Twelve-year-olds were easily distracted. What happened to the robot obsession?

“Okie dokie.” Bartholomew was in much better spirits and not bothered at all. “So, did you find the boyfriend?”

“We found a body. Tell Eugene to get ready; he’ll be getting a visitor.” I was not sure how to describe him.

“Eugene is out,” Bartholomew said, still reasonably cheerful. “He got an emergency call from one of his people. He took Ladybug to meet him.”

“He’s meeting them somewhere not in the lab?” I said, full of panic. This was not good.

“Yeah, why?” Bartholomew heard the change in my voice.

“Bart, I need you to load the coordinates of Ladybug to my phone. Try to get ahold of Eugene. Hurry, he’s in trouble.”

“Got it,” Bartholomew replied and hung up.

“Bob, we got to go. I think Eugene is in danger.” 

Bob didn’t need too many explanations. We were running out the door as fast as possible.


CHAPTER 29

According to Bartholomew’s coordinates, Ladybug was parked at Rocky Point Park, at Wright Patman Lake. From Texarkana College, it was going to take us at least twenty minutes to get there. I wasn’t sure if Eugene had that much time. Bob tried to follow the speed limit through town, but let loose once we hit the highway. I hadn’t asked why he picked Storm for his truck and now I didn’t need to. Storm was a force to be reckoned with. We were going at least ninety and the ride was smooth.

“Bart, tell me you found him.” I had Bartholomew on the speaker system in the truck. We were hoping he had good news because we had reached Ladybug and the area was deserted.

“I tapped into one of the satellites, but I’m only getting vague information. I could send the drone out.” If Bartholomew wasn’t picking up something concrete with all his toys, it was not a good sign.

“No, we don’t have time to wait. What do you have?”

“In your area, I got two bodies about one kilometer heading east from your direction.” I started playing with the GPS in the truck to see what the terrain was in that direction.

“Isis, the cliffs are in that directions.” Bob said faster than I could find it. “What’s your fastest run?”

“Not pushing it, about a seven-minute mile.” It wasn’t Olympic running, but for being late twenties, I was ecstatic about it.

“OK, we’re about point six-two miles away. You need to push it. Leave the guns and the machete; I’ll be right behind you. If you’re right, it might be too late for Eugene.” 

Bob’s words were hard to handle. I liked Eugene; he was becoming family. I took a deep breath; we had no time to panic. I nodded to Bob, left everything in Storm that would slow me down and jumped out. 

My sense of direction was always pretty good, but recently it was amazing. Constantine’s theory was that Death’s gift was augmenting all my talents. That was a creepy notion, but today I was praying he was right. I oriented myself and took off. I needed to run over half a mile in under three minutes through rough terrain. I wasn’t sure if I needed to pray to God or Death, but I needed speed. 

I knew I was flying, but those were the longest seconds of my life. My lungs were burning. I felt the wind beating on my face and the branches cutting into any bare piece of skin they could find, but I couldn’t stop. I jumped over logs and took turns sharper than my mind believed possible. When I finally burst through the trees into a clearing, the accountant was pushing Eugene off the cliff.

“Noooo!” I screamed. I was running toward the cliff before I could stop crying. The accountant was slipping away.

“What would you do, little girl? Save your friend or get me? It’s all about the job, you know.” 

Did she think there was an option here? I kept moving toward the cliff as she walked away. 

Eugene was dangling from a rope. The rope was tied to some limb that was slowly breaking. This chick had some serious issues. It wasn’t enough to hurt people; she wanted to play with them before she killed them. Maybe she was part cat? I stopped wondering about the insanities of the accountant and grabbed the rope before it broke. Eugene was flailing like a madman. I couldn’t pull him up; he was a lot heavier than he looked.

“Eugene, stop shaking,” I yelled down at him. “I can’t get a grip on this rope.”

“Isis, is that you? I’m going to die!” He screamed the last part. It was a good thing he wasn’t next to me because I had the urge to slap him.

“Eugene, shut up! You’re not going to die. Stop shaking so I can pull you up.” 

I was losing ground. I had no traction and I was getting tired. Maybe I needed to add strength training to my running regiment. 

“Isis, where are you?” I heard Bob’s voice from behind.

“Bob, over here! Hurry, I need help.” After so many near-death experiences I was no longer ashamed to ask for help.

Bob rushed out of the wooded area and came sprinting over to me. He was out of breath and sweating like crazy. After this, I was sure Constantine was adding more running to poor Bob’s life. I felt terrible for him. He tossed the rifles over his shoulders and grabbed the rope.

“I got him. Did you see the accountant?” 

We were slowly pulling Eugene up. 

“Yeah, she went north,” I told him as we pulled.

“Good. Go after her. I got Eugene.” 

I wasn’t sure how he did it without dropping the rope, but he managed to pass me my M16. “Are you sure?” I didn’t want to leave them alone. Bob just gave me a glare and I took off.

Fortunately for me, the accountant was a little narcissistic and underestimated people. She wasn’t moving very quickly. I was able to catch up with her at another parking area in the park.

“Stop!” 

She had reached her vehicle, a very sensible Nissan. 

“Well, look at you. Still doing the dirty work for Death’s Intern.” She had a smirk on her face. 

“What? Woman, please. I am the Intern.” 

Her mocking smile turned to surprise at my words. “Now that is delightful news. I’m impressed. Hearing Pestilence talk about her sister, I figured she was just as bad as her. Maybe all is not lost.” She was inspecting me up and down as she spoke.

“I’ll make sure to pass the news to Death.” I refused to lower the rifle.

“It’s a shame you will die, but Pestilence will know she made a mistake by passing me over twice. She’ll beg me to come back. I’m the better Intern.” She was truly demented. 

“Lady, we need your formula, so step away from the car.” 

She laughed at me. “Or else what? What are you going to do, kill me?” 

The accountant laughed again and got in the car and took off. I wasn’t sure what to do I had left my paint gun in Storm, so I took a couple of shots at the back window with my M16. The glass exploded, but she kept driving. By the time my brain started functioning, I had started shooting at the tires. It was too late; she was gone. Oh God, what have I done? I dropped to the ground shaking. I had a panic attack and I couldn’t calm down. I closed my eyes, feeling my throat constricting. I was afraid I was going to pass out.

“Easy now, Isis. Breathe. Breathe, sweetie.” 

I felt arms wrapping me in a hug. Tears were running down my face. Had I doomed Texarkana? The hands kept soothing my back and whispering to breathe. Slowly my heart slowed down and I looked up at the person holding me. For a moment, I thought it was my mother.

“Death, what are you doing here?” My voice was trembling and sounded distant. Now I was embarrassed; my boss had seen me fail.

“Making sure you don’t give yourself a heart attack.” She was smiling at me. She took a handkerchief from somewhere in her suit.

“I failed. I had her and I failed. I couldn’t shoot her. We’re running out of time and I couldn’t take her out.” I was crying again and this time I didn’t care.

“Isis, dear, your job is not to kill people. That’s not why I picked you.” I tried to breathe in between sobs. “Do you know why I picked you?” She asked me in the softest voice I have ever heard.

“’Cause I killed Teck,” I replied feeling so useless and guilty.

“No, silly. That made you take the job. I picked you because you love people. You care about those around you with a passion that goes beyond nature.” 

I was pretty sure I was in shock because I wasn’t following Death’s words. I was a loner. What was she talking about? 

“Isis, the reason you don’t let people in is that you are afraid to lose them.” OK, was Death reading my mind? “Isis, I picked you because you believe in the goodness of humanity. If I wanted a killer, I’d have plenty of options. Now stop beating yourself up. You’ll see her again and a solution will appear. Killing her is not the way.” Death hugged me tight and kissed my forehead. “Now you better get back to those boys before they hurt themselves. You’re the glue that holds them together.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but Death dragged me up to my feet. Before I could speak, she wiped away my tears and turned me around. She gave me a little push, probably because I wasn’t moving and sent me down the path again. I looked back to thank her and she was gone. I took a few calming breaths and started jogging back. This time at a more leisurely pace. I wasn’t sure what I was going to tell Eugene and Bob.

By the time I got back, I didn’t have time to wonder what to say. Eugene was on the ground, freaking out. He was wailing and twitching like he was having an epileptic seizure. I ran over and dropped next to him. Bob looked at me in panic.

“What happened?” I asked Bob, who looked distressed. 

Eugene grabbed my hand in pure horror. “Isis, I’m dying. She forced me to eat pies. I’m not going to make it. She gave me a triple dose of her regular formula.” 

Eugene was back at twitching. I looked over at Bob, and he was holding a picnic basket. He mouthed back to me, “Pies.” 

“Eugene, aren’t you immune to all plagues?” I asked him. 

He stopped moving, his eyes rolled back, and I was afraid he had died. Then he sat up and looked straight at me. I was ready to bolt if he turned super zombie.

“Oh yeah.” He slapped his forehead with his hand. “I forgot. It was probably the stress of being pushed off the cliff.” Eugene gave me a huge smile. Bob slapped him over the head—gently, just to make a point. “Ouch. What was that for?”

“For all the theatrics.” Bob had a point. Eugene did an excellent imitation of the dying cockroach act.

“It could happen to the best of us,” Eugene said with a gorgeous smile. Bob shook his head and I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t sure if I could handle being the glue to all these dysfunctional souls. My heart was not strong enough.

“On a positive note, you got plenty of samples now.” I pointed to the basket Bob was holding. 

“That is true. By the way, I understand why people are going crazy over those things. They are delicious. She really could have a career in catering.” 

Eugene had lost his mind. I got up from the ground and pulled him with me. 

“We’re running out of time and you have a plague to kill. Let’s go.” I brushed off some all the grass and leaves Eugene had managed to cover himself in. He was not getting in one of our vehicles that dirty.

“Yes, can I drive?” Eugene asked.

“Nope.” Bob and I said simultaneously. 

“Can I have back my keys?” Eugene looked like he was pouting when he handed me my keys, but it didn’t last long. “Thank you, sir.” 

“I’ll take the weapons; you take Eugene,” Bob told me. I handed him my M16 and he handed Eugene the basket. “Now that we know they won’t kill you, don’t eat the plague, Eugene. I’m heading to check on Shorty and the cleanup of the apartment.”

“Sounds like a plan.” We started walking back toward our vehicles. I was keeping a close eye on Eugene. Bob was right. He did look like he wanted to eat the pies. 

“Give me that basket.” I took the temptation away. 

Eugene smiled sheepishly and I shook my head.


CHAPTER 30

By the time we made it back to Reapers, I was drained. The adrenaline from the morning wore off and I was dragging. Eugene wasn’t looking any better. His near-death experience had him dragging too, not to mention he was covered in dirt and leaves. I apparently did a horrible job of wiping him down. It wasn’t my fault; a person can collect a lot of dirt when they flop around like a dead fish in the soil. My legs were sore going up the stairs. I needed a long bath and probably a shake if I wanted to be functioning again.

“Wow, you look like hell,” yelled Constantine as we walked in.

“Nice to see you too, Constantine,” Eugene said from behind me.

“Wow, you look even worse,” Constantine told Eugene. I turned around and laughed at him. Eugene stuck out his tongue at me. Oh yeah, he was officially family. 

I walked straight to the couch and dropped down. Eugene decided to stay near the kitchen area, trying to avoid dragging dirt everywhere. Bartholomew was on his computer, typing away. He finally looked my way and then he looked Eugene over.

“Don’t believe Constantine. You don’t look that bad. Eugene, on the other hand, looks like roadkill.” Bartholomew looked at Eugene one more time and shook his head. “I ordered pizzas from Dominos. In the oven, grab some food. Do you need me to get you some?” he asked me softly.

“No, thank you, honey. I got it.” I hauled myself out of the couch. I couldn’t let him know how tired I was. We all couldn’t look hopelessly defeated.

Eugene looked so lost, I felt bad. I hadn’t realized he didn’t know his way around our kitchen. I walked around him and pulled a couple of plates from the cupboard. I grabbed the pizzas from the oven and removed drinks from the fridge. Bartholomew wasn’t kidding; he had ordered eight pizzas. Granted they were gluten-free, which meant they were all small. Still, that meant we had at least a pie per person and leftovers. 

“Bart, are we expecting visitors?” I asked him as I pointed to the food.

“Not really. I was hungry and everything sounded delicious, so I ordered one of everything. We got chicken wings in the microwave as well.” I had to laugh. That was the reason Bartholomew and Constantine were not in charge of cooking or groceries. Between the two of them, we got pounds of meat but no side dishes to go with them.

“Fair enough.” I smiled back at Bartholomew who was blushing. “Eugene, you got plenty of options. Here’s a plate. Grab as much as you like.” I placed a Dr. Pepper in front of him and Eugene looked like he was in heaven.

I grabbed a couple of slices of the veggie pizza and a shake and headed back to the couch. Eugene took a chair at the table next to Constantine. Constantine was looking around the room, a little concerned.

“Isis, where did you leave Bob?” he finally asked.

“He went to check on Shorty and the cleanup of the apartment. At least that’s what he told me.” I answered him in between mouthfuls.

“You don’t sound too convinced,” Constantine said very suspiciously.

“I’m just saying. You know Bob. He’ll start in one location and end up all the way across town. So who knows where he’ll go?” I also did not want to share the fact I was sure Bob was checking on the teenagers in the other apartment. Bob believed he was given a second chance at life and he was all about paying it forward. Even if the people were not ready for it.

“That’s a good point,” Constantine replied. “So please tell me you at least found something besides dirt and leaves.” He walked over to Eugene and swatted a leaf from his hair. Eugene tried to duck, but Constantine was quicker.

“We got pies,” I told him as cheerfully as possible. 

“On purpose?” Bartholomew asked.

“Not for us, Bart. We got fried pies from the accountant,” I explained quickly.

“OK. I was wondering when were pies that exciting.” 

I laughed at Bartholomew. Since Bob started cooking, nobody in the house missed gluten. So pies were no longer a big deal for Bartholomew. Bob made a gluten-free version of everything. 

“I will start on those as soon as I’m done eating and take a shower. I’m afraid I’ll get dirt in my samples,” Eugene said in between bites. “Besides, I have never been so dirty in all my life. I’m even itchy.” 

 “Let me go shower before I go crazy. I’m taking more pizza with me.” He piled more slices on his plate.

“We got more than we need, so take more. Just remember, don’t eat the evidence.”

“Not a problem.” Eugene grabbed his plate, the basket, and his Dr. Pepper and headed out the door. I wasn’t sure how he was carrying everything, but he managed not to drop anything.

“I’m going to head downstairs as well. Doing one more drill with my robot before tomorrow.” Bartholomew jumped up from his seat and ran out the door. I watched him go as I chewed my pizza.

“What’s wrong?” 

I hadn’t heard Constantine sneak by. He jumped on top of the headrest of the couch and was staring down at me. This was probably how those poor patients at the shrink’s offices felt—very small and scrutinized. 

“Nothing, why?” I replied, without meeting his eyes.

“Right. I know your ‘nothing’ look, Isis, and this isn’t it. Spill it before I jump on you and make you talk.” 

That sounded painful. Constantine was fifteen pounds of pure muscle. If he jumped on me, those tiny paws of his would feel like steel columns landing on your chest. I took a deep breath before talking and jumped on the couch.

“I had her, Constantine. I had the accountant in my sight and I couldn’t shoot her,” I told him without looking at him.

“Isis, since when do you go around shooting people?” Constantine asked me. He was still staring at me and I was afraid to hold his gaze for too long.

“Constantine, maybe if I had shot her, all of this would be over. Ana wouldn’t be dying downstairs, kids wouldn’t be fighting one another, and Father Francis could have his church back.” I knew I was rambling, but the words were pouring out.

“Isis, please. Just listen to yourself for a minute. This woman has been planning this for months. The damage is done. Now she is just assessing her work. You shooting her was not going to make Ana or Joe better.” Constantine was glaring at me.

“Constantine, what would happen if I freeze when it matters?” I didn’t want to start crying again, but I was close.

“We were not looking for an assassin for this job. Anybody can pull the trigger of a gun. That doesn’t take skill. Saving a life, helping a soul, caring for people—that is a rare gift.” Constantine was still looking at me, but a least he wasn’t glaring.

“Death said something similar,” I said, almost in a whisper. 

“You talked to the big boss, yet you still don’t believe?” Constantine was shaking his head as he spoke. 

“I just feel like I’ll let everyone down.” My eyes were misty. Constantine jumped down and sat on my lap. We were almost at eye level with each other.

“Isis, let me explain something to you. We have thousands of killers in this world, hundreds of suicide bombers, and a plethora of angry people. Today you saved Eugene, got evidence back that we needed, found the missing boyfriend, and to top things off, you gave Bartholomew a family. You can’t compare those things.” Constantine made sure that I was looking at him and listening. “Every other horsemen’s job is to kill humanity. You saw what Eugene and his peeps could do. Our job is simple. Take care of souls. You give them hope and respect when they most need it. Don’t dismiss that.” 

I had tears running down my cheeks.

“Constantine, sometimes I feel like I’m not good enough for this.” I was feeling overwhelmed. “I’m not a very good Intern.”

“We’re in luck. You don’t have to be good, just be you. That is plenty. Follow your instincts and trust in your family. They trust you, Isis, and they won’t let you down.” We sat in silence for a moment. “When it becomes too easy to pull the trigger is the day you should panic. That’s when you’ve lost your moral compass. You don’t want to go down that path, regardless of how bad humanity becomes.” Constantine looked lost in thought. Like he remembered some horrible past.

“Constantine, what happens to Interns that lose their moral compass?” I wasn’t sure why that was important to me now.

“They fall asleep in the River Styx.” I had no idea what that meant, but it sounded horrible.

“Good to know.” That was all I could think to say.

“I recommend you take a bath and try to rest. We have a long day ahead of us.” 

Constantine was right; tomorrow was going to be a long day. 

“I’m going to make more paintballs before calling it a day. I have a feeling we’re going to need a lot of ammo.”

“Good plan. I got to call Eric. Make sure to drink your shake.” 

Constantine jumped off me and headed toward the computer area. I slowly got up and smiled. Sometimes Constantine had a way of surprising me. His demeanor never changed, but his words were profound.


CHAPTER 31

It wasn’t even five by the time I woke up. I was on edge and stressed out. Everyone had worked until at least eleven last night. Eugene was busy making more knock-out formula for the paint guns and working on his plague-killing concoction. My eyeballs were boiling by the time we were done. Bartholomew, Bob, and I left Eugene to his work. We needed sleep. Constantine kept him company. Not sure if that was good or bad for Eugene.

I didn’t get any rest; I had nightmares all night. Fortunately, these were not my usual nightmares. I suffered from nightmares, which ranged from my parents’ deaths to my comrades’ death in Iraq to the day I accidentally killed Teck. My nightmares progressively worsened to the point that the dead were talking to me in my sleep. Sometimes the conversations were good, other times they were screaming for help. The blessing of Reapers was having those dreams stop. Constantine believed the wards on the building were blocking them. Bartholomew, on the other hand, thought it was Death herself who ended them.

Honestly, I didn’t care who had stopped them or how. I was grateful I could sleep. Constantine was also pretty sure somebody or something was making the souls torment me. That was another piece of information I was not concerned about. After meeting the devil, I was not interested in asking him or giving him any personal questions that could be used against me. So I enjoyed the lack of nightmares. My nightmare last night was strange. I was chased by the gingerbread man from Shrek all over Texarkana. According to him, he was bringing the pie man to destroy us.

Not the most terrifying dream, so it was easy to dismiss it once I woke up. But the lack of sleep had me tense. I considered going for a run or working out downstairs, but I did not want to wake anybody. If I was stressed, I knew everyone was ready to blow. I compromised. I did a quick workout circuit in my room with deafening music. By the time I was done, I felt better. I was thoroughly awake and focused. I needed to be functioning, and the workout did the trick. Unlike the accountant, my first priority was not the job, but my family. I needed to give them structure so we could make it through the day.

By the time I made it to the loft, it was six-thirty in the morning, but the boys were ready and dressed. Bob was working his magic on the stove while Bartholomew played with some controllers nervously. I made my way to Bob so that I could see what he was making. We had a big breakfast by the looks of it—eggs, bacon, pancakes, and fresh fruit. We discovered that when Bob was agitated, he cooked. It was a better habit than cleaning guns. He did that for the first month and had all of us on high alert. I grabbed a piece of melon and kept on walking.

“You’re going to ruin your breakfast,” Bob told me without looking away from his pancakes.

“I’m so hungry, I doubt it. It smells amazing in here.” I replied with a smile. Bob was a typical cook; he loved to know what we thought of his food.

“I got banana pancakes and they’ll be done in two minutes,” Bob said with a smile on his face.

“Morning,” I told Bartholomew and Constantine, who were already sitting at the table. Everyone had been busy. The table was set and ready.

“Top of the morning to you.” I wasn’t sure if Bartholomew was watching too many military or Irish movies, but he was picking up their phrases. He put his controller away and faced me. “What’s the plan?”

“Let’s keep it simple. Search and destroy,” I told them. Bob stopped in mid-flip and Constantine finished cleaning his face with his paw.

“My kind of plan,” Constantine said with an evil smile.

“You got my attention, explain.” Bartholomew was watching me with a smile.

“Simple. If the accountant has been feeding college students pies for the last couple of weeks, we’re going to have a zombie-galore. Step one, we need to contain the situation until Eugene gets his plague-killer done. We need to buy him time, so shoot and move out.” I waited for everyone to nod to show they were following me. “Step two, we need to shut down her pie stand and destroy all the pies. We don’t need any new zombies joining the party. Third, we need to make sure we capture the accountant. The last thing we need is for her to start all of this somewhere else. Everyone with me?”

I was always amazed how things came to you when you were working out or in the shower.

“I like it. Simple, destructive, and to the point. Nice job, Isis.” Constantine was smiling like a proud parent.

“Let’s not celebrate just yet. We still have to execute this. Bartholomew, is your robot ready for competition?”

“Oh trust me, Terminator is ready.” 

Bartholomew had named his robot Terminator. I was afraid to ask what this robot looked like. 

“Good, we’re going to need it. We need to get in and start scouting the park. All participants have VIP access according to the packet they gave Bartholomew yesterday.” I felt like a proud parent or responsible older sister; I did manage to read his instructions. I haven’t read my manual, but anything dealing with Bartholomew I paid close attention to. “Bob and I will go with you, as your robot assistants. While you’re setting up Terminator, we’ll check out the park. Constantine, you have aerial support. We need eyes in the sky. Just don’t blow anything up, OK?” I gave Constantine a level look.

“One little fountain and the whole world goes paranoid. By the way, it was a hideous fountain anyway; the new one is so much better.” Constantine had blown up a memorial fountain and half of the post office with his drone last fall, fighting witches. We learned very quickly that Constantine was trigger happy and little reminders were needed.

“Yes, the new fountain is beautiful, but the old one was pretty nice too. So let’s keep Spring Lake in one piece today.” The College Bowl was taking over most of the park and I was hoping the park would be standing after we were done.

“Fine, but nobody likes those fountains in that park anyway,” Constantine said, looking very dignified. I couldn’t help it; I had to smile. Bartholomew and Bob were doing the same thing.

“Any questions?” I asked the boys and they all shook their heads. Most of the time Constantine was in charge of planning. But we found out when it came to planning around human events or significant locations, it was safer if I did it. The destruction and collateral damage was a lot smaller with my plans. Bob handed drinks all around—orange juice and hot chocolate, of course. He had a huge mug of coffee for himself. My phone went off and I almost jumped. I forgot I had the stupid thing in my pocket.

“Hi, Eric. You’re up early.” If Eric was calling at this hour, it was not good. I put him on speakerphone, so I could save myself from having to repeat everything.

“We got a body.”

“Should we be worried?” I asked after a moment of silence.

“It meets the description of your accountant. I pulled some strings and got permission to let you come and ID the body.” Eric sounded very proud of himself. Why would I ever want to see a dead body right after breakfast? I didn’t mind souls at all. I enjoyed them. But dead bodies decompose at an incredible rate and they smell. Not to mention once the soul leaves, the body stops looking human and just falls apart.

“Great. Can’t wait.” I didn’t want Eric to think I wasn’t appreciative. I made a crazy face to Bartholomew in shock. Bartholomew covered his mouth, trying not to laugh.

“I’ll send you the directions. See you when you get here,” Eric said in his official police-officer voice.

“Thanks. See you soon.” We disconnected the call and I looked around the room.

“Do you think it’s her?” Bob asked me as he started bringing food over.

“I don’t think we’re that lucky. She’s straight crazy. I doubt she accidentally fell over dead right before her huge event.” I started cutting my pancakes while I spoke. Constantine was devouring his bacon and sausage already and Bartholomew was covering his pancakes in syrup. I had no idea where Bob found the recipe, but his gluten-free pancake mix was out of this world.

“Are you going?” Bartholomew asked, before popping a massive piece of pancake in his mouth.

“We can’t take any chances. If it’s her, we need to know, sooner rather than later. But our plan still stands. Bob, you and Bart head to the park and start scouting. I’ll catch up with you as soon as I’m done with Eric.”

“We got this,” Bob replied when he finally started eating. We were a lot calmer now that we had a plan and marching orders. “Boss, would you make sure Eugene eats something, please? That boy is losing too much weight lately.”

“After his all-nighter, he’ll be tired. I’ll keep an eye on him,” Constantine agreed.

We all had things to do, but none of us rushed through breakfast. If the zombie apocalypse was starting, we were going to enjoy our meal together. We went over last-minute details on potential muster points. We were planning a small military campaign and we were all pretty comfortable with that.


CHAPTER 32

I needed to start asking more questions. Agreeing to meet Eric at some unknown location was not a bad thing. Driving up to a police investigation with a car full of weapons was a recipe for jail time. After this past year, I needed to learn to give up my expectations of things for those expectations were always wrong. If I expected nothing, I would not be disappointed and still surprised. As I parked next to the yellow tape at the banks of the Red River in Hooks, I was in shock. 

I had never been out here, but the place was beautiful. It was close to Hooks city limits heading north, away from the central town. The river was pretty high, due to all the winter rains. A sandy beach ran down along the river for several miles before turning back to the wild terrain. State troopers, city officers, and unmarked cars were everywhere, destroying the scenery. I did a quick mental check on my arsenal. I took the gun from my back and placed it under my seat. I wanted to make sure nobody confiscated my Smith & Wesson special.

Cautiously, I got out of Ladybug. It didn’t take long to find Eric; he was standing by a group of men wearing diving suits. He looked up and waved at me. I waved back. I wondered how he knew I was looking at him. Maybe wizards and witches had a unique sense for that kind of stuff. I strolled around, willing myself to blend in with the rocks. It was hard; I was the only one wearing jeans and sneakers. Eric wasn’t in uniform, but he still had slacks and a polo shirt.

“Thank you for coming, Isis. This shouldn’t take long.” Eric told me as he came closer.

“When was she found?” I asked. With the number of people here, somebody had to have reported it hours ago.

“We got a called from a man walking his dog out here. He found the body stuck in between two boulders. He couldn’t reach it, so he called it in.” Eric and I made our way toward the team standing around the body. “The coroner thinks she’s been dead less than a day.” As we got closer, the smell of decay grew stronger. 

“Hi, gentlemen,” Eric told his peers. 

“Are you sure about this? It’s not a pretty sight,” one of the guys wearing a white coat said to us. Maybe he was the coroner. As I looked at his serious face, I knew I wasn’t ready, but I couldn’t turn back now.

“Yes, sir,” I replied. I realized everyone was looking at me.

“Please, brace yourself.” He pulled the tarp back from the body with one smooth motion. He was the coroner and used to seeing dead bodies. He didn’t flinch like the rest of us.

Oh lord, it was a horrible sight. I took a quick step back and covered my mouth. The last thing I wanted was to puke all over their evidence. Eric was right. It was a match for height, weight, and shape. But the face was missing. It looked like an animal had taken a huge bite out of it. Eric was looking pale next to me. I was glad I wasn’t the only one traumatized. As much as I stared at the destroyed body, there was no way to confirm the identity. So convenient. No way of knowing till the police department ran its tests. My gut was telling me she was playing with us. I took a few steps away before I could get a delicious whiff of the smell.

“Sorry, sir, I really can’t say for sure if it’s her or not,” I told the coroner. “Would you be able to identify her by her fingerprints or anything else?” I was hoping those detective shows were based on some kind of truth because I had no idea what I was talking about.

“Eventually, yes. It’ll take some time to go over all the evidence and go through all of our databases. But we’ll get it done.” The coroner smiled at me. I was sure he was trying to make me feel better. I wondered if Eric had told these people I was a friend of the family. My phone vibrated and brought me back to reality. I excused myself and took a few steps away from the group.

“Bob, what’s going on?” I was so grateful for caller ID.

“Isis, we got a problem.” I was pretty sure Bob forgot that we had started the week with problems.

“I’m all ears. What’s up?”

“She has three pie stands here,” Bob said, sounding almost incredulous.

“Three? Are you kidding me? How is she going to pull that off?”

“She’s pretty smart. She hired college students to run them. According to all the kids, their delivery truck arrives at nine with all their pies.

“Of course it does. There is nothing simple for us.” I looked around to watch more people wander around carrying stuff. “OK Bob. You’re going to have to hold it down till I get there.”

“Is the dead body the accountant?” Bob asked in a whisper. He was probably around people and couldn’t talk regularly.

“Can’t be determined yet. The face is missing, as if something ate it,” I whispered,

“You were right, Isis. Nothing easy,” Bob replied. 

“Tell me about it. Be careful and keep your eyes open.” This was a minor setback but nothing we couldn’t handle.

“You too. See you when you get here.” Bob disconnected. I made my way back to Eric.

“Is everything OK?” Eric asked when the others were distracted. 

“We got three pie stands at the bowl. Eric, things are going to get nasty unless you can call it off,” I told him without looking at him.

“Isis, I don’t have that much power or connections. The mayor would kill me if I said we needed to cancel this event with no actual proof. Somehow I doubt he’ll buy zombie apocalypse as a convincing campaign.” 

I hated to admit it, but Eric was right. Nobody was ever going to believe we had a zombie invasion in Texarkana.

“Hey Eric, we found a basket. Any ideas?” A state trooper was walking over toward us.

“What kind of basket?” I was afraid of what he was going to tell me.

“You won’t believe it. It’s an actual picnic basket. I didn’t think they still make these. It looks like something went through it,” the state trooper said, almost laughing.

“Show me, please.” I was a little too forceful because the state trooper was staring at me. He pointed in the directions of the basket. Two other officers were examining the contents. 

“Stop! Don’t touch it.” I yelled, running in their direction. Eric was right behind me. I made it to the little group and looked at the basket. The basket was destroyed. My fears were correct; the basket still had small pieces of pies inside.

“Isis, what’s going on?” Eric demanded.

“We got a problem. Those pies are probably contaminated, and if something ate them, this could be bad.” I looked at him as I spoke. I was hoping I was wrong.

“Everyone, keep your eyes open,” Eric told the officers.

“For what?” one of them asked.

“For that,” I said, pointing in the direction of the vehicles. From behind the cars, three very large bobcats were walking out. “I guess we found out who ate the pies.” I looked at Eric, a little scared.

“What’s wrong with those bobcats? They don’t look normal,” one of the troopers said. He was so right; the animals were foaming at the mouth.

“They are infected and a lot more dangerous than normal ones.” Before any of us could move, the bobcats charged at us. They were faster than any animal I had ever seen. 

The officers pulled out their guns and started shooting. The area went wild in less than three seconds. All other officers began screaming, trying to find out what was going on. The bobcats scattered. Officers were getting attacked left and right. Everyone was shooting. This was an excellent time for me not to have my guns with me. I looked around for a place to hide. People were running and screaming. There was no place to hide. I was afraid I was going to get shot by a random bullet. I wasn’t sure if anyone was aiming anymore.

I decided to head to Ladybug for cover when a large bobcat stepped in front of me. He looked hungry and was foaming even more. He had been shot on the side, but it didn’t slow him down. I looked around for something to use as a weapon. Before I could find anything, he pounced. I dove to one side just in time. He barely missed my leg. I was rolling on the ground when it pounced again. I managed to grab a rock from my side and throw it at him. I hit his head but to no effect. The bobcat just looked angrier. I was crawling back when it leaped, I covered my face with my arms and braced for impact.

I heard the shot go off. I looked up and the bobcat was lying right next to me. Eric was running in my direction, holding his gun. Thank the lord Eric was an amazing marksman. That was an incredible shot.

“Isis, are you OK?” Eric helped me to my feet.

“That was terrifying,” I told him. I glanced at the bobcat. “Don’t tell Constantine; I don’t want to know if that little fellow is part of his family tree.” Eric looked at the bobcat again and nodded. The last thing I needed was Constantine wanting vengeance. “Is everyone OK?” I looked around the giant disaster zone.

“After the initial shock passed, everyone recovered quickly. The other two are down, but some explanations will be in order.” He looked at me, taking a visual inspection.

“I’m fine. But are you ready to explain that a zombie plague is loose in Texarkana and can affect anything, human and animal?” If people weren’t bad enough, I wasn’t ready for zombie cats and dogs.

“I’m not sure I’m ready for that. Most people here will think rabies. This is not going to help convince them about zombies.” He had a point.

“I need to get back. Can I go?” There wasn’t much left for me to do here and the boys needed me.

“Yeah, be careful.” Eric looked worried.

“I’m heading to Spring Lake Park. We could use your help.” We needed Eric and an entire unit of Navy SEALs. 

“Got it. I’ll meet you there as soon as I’m done here. Watch yourself, now. You’re a magnet for trouble.” Eric gave me a severe look like it was my fault bobcats appeared at his crime scene. I really could never win with people. 

I made my way quickly across the area toward Ladybug. Officers were being treated for bites, and I made a mental note to add them to our list of potential zombies. If those cats went zombie in less than a day, I was pretty sure our troopers would be turning fairly quickly as well. Oh lord, this was going to be messy.


CHAPTER 33

The drive back from Hooks on I-30 was quiet. I planned to get off at the Nash exit, swing by Reapers and change clothes. If I was going to be chasing zombies, I wanted to be comfortable. I was doing a mental recon of the park when my phone started vibrating. I answered it in Ladybug’s speaker system. Bartholomew decided I needed to get with the times. The car system announced Shorty was calling.

“Hey, Shorty, what’s going on?” 

“Boss lady, you were not answering your texts,” Shorty said a little out of breath.

“I’m driving. Trying not to die.” I had picked up too many souls who had been decapitated because of texting while driving. Not the way I wanted to go.

“Very responsible of you, but we got a problem.”

“Shorty, we got a lot of problems today. You need to be more specific.” 

“Boss lady, you remember the apartment buildings across from TC?” I made a faint grunt sound for him to continue. “Well, they’re overrun with zombies.”

“What? Are you sure? How as that possible? We were there yesterday and it was clean.”

“I was doing my rounds and made it down Robinson and it looks like the block party from hell. You might want to hurry.” I was starting to hear screams in the back. That was not good.

“I’m on my way. Can you contain the situation till I get there?” I hit the gas and started flying down I-30 to the Richmond exit in Texarkana.

“Contain? Boss lady, I barely have enough ammo to stay alive. Do you remember I’m the cleanup crew? You tag them; I’ll bag them.” 

Shorty was starting to get loud. I liked his motto. 

“I got it. Take care and don’t let them touch you. On my way.” I disconnected the call and drove just as crazy as Shorty. Thank God Ladybug had a great center of gravity because I took a right turn at Richmond like an Indy driver. 

Time was not on our side today. I took another sharp right on Robinson and was relieved the road was clear. Either the situation was not as bad as Shorty described it or we had time. I flew down the road and made the traffic light right before TC. That’s when the situation deteriorated quickly. It was bad; it just hadn’t spread. I promptly parked behind Shorty, grabbed two large paint guns, and jumped out of the car. I stayed as low as possible, to avoid the zombies. 

Shorty was inside the truck, leaning on the driver’s door and staring out the passenger window. I quickly tapped the window to get his attention. I was afraid I gave the poor boy a heart attack. He jumped at least two feet in the air, hitting his head on the roof of the truck. He lowered the window, holding his chest.

“Are you trying to kill me?” Shorty was somewhat yelling and whispering at the same time. It was a weird combination.

“Sorry. I thought you saw me coming.” If the situation weren’t so insane, I would have laughed. “Status report. How bad is it?” 

Shorty looked at me then back to the scene in front. “All hell broke loose.” He eyed my guns very suspiciously. “I hope you have a bigger gun.” 

“Bigger? Shorty, what do I look like, Clint Eastwood?” These were the biggest paint guns on the market.

“Well boss lady, they are about to make your day. You better give them hell.” 

I wasn’t sure if I was flattered or annoyed that Shorty gave me so much credit. He gave me a serious head nod and a fist pump. It was official; I was on my own. 

“Don’t die, boss lady. I got your back.”

“From the truck?” I gave him a quizzical look for good measures.

“Hey, I didn’t say how far.” He did have a point on that.

“Fine, I’m out.” The situation was not going to solve itself, so it was now or never.

I considered the best plan of attack, then decided straight on was just as good as any. Why hide? I was the only one armed. I walked around the truck and started shooting at everything that was moving. We were practicing the 82nd Airborne’s model, shoot them all and let God sort them out. I didn’t have time to distinguish between friend and foe. If they were moving, they were going down. I made it across the street, faster than I hoped. The parking lot of Windsor Place looked like the scene out of a horror film. Zombies were everywhere. Some were attacking one another; others were chasing the poor civilians who were still normal. Others were banging on doors. Did the accountant drop a pie wagon here?

I made it to the middle of the parking lot, shooting zombies left and right. My favorite pair of lovebirds was running in my direction, but this time they were fully zombie. I liked them better when they were naked and scared. I hope this concoction didn’t have any long-lasting effects because it was the second time in less than twenty-four hours I was knocking these two out. I sensed more than felt movement from my right side. I did a quick drop just in time for a zombie to charge at me. Constantine was probably a clairvoyant because when he sent me to take Brazilian Capoeira, I thought that was the most useless fighting technique ever. Now I was doing midair spins, trying to dodge zombies. 

It didn’t take long for all my little zombie friends to realize I was human. I had a new plan and hopefully a more practical one. Make them come to me and give the humans time to run. I hope I didn’t die from this. I put my fingers in my mouth and whistled as loud as I could. The air-splitting sound made all the zombies who hadn’t yet noticed me turn in my direction.

“Do you guys want to play?” I asked the crowd. I felt like a Spanish bullfighter. All I needed was the cape because every zombie on the block charged in my direction. Common sense would tell humans to duck and dodge if someone was holding a gun at you. That part of their brains was gone. They just charged. 

I took three out in under two seconds. Two got past them and aimed at my head. I elbowed one in the face and double tapped him with the paintball. His friend tried to grab the other side and ended up with a roundhouse to the sternum. When they woke up to their usual selves, they were going to be in pain. I was pretty sure I broke several jaws and femurs in less than ten minutes. That was all it took—about ten minutes from the time I left Shorty till I had chased the last zombie up a set of stairs. 

I walked back to the center of the parking lot, double-tapping any zombie that was still twitching. I was not taking any chances with another rebellion. My clothes were covered in sweat, and I was pretty sure I stunk. The May heat was in full effect by now. I heard footsteps and turned, guns ready.

“Hold up, boss lady; it’s just me.” 

I saw Shorty, hands in the air in the middle of the road. I took a huge breath and relaxed.

“Please tell me I didn’t miss any of them.” I didn’t want to chance a rogue zombie going down the streets of Texarkana.

“Boss lady, you are on fire.” Shorty was inspecting the aftermath of the fight. “You are one tough lady. I’m impressed.” Shorty gave me a fist bump and I returned it. I smiled back. It was easy to take them down when I knew I was only putting them to sleep.

“Shorty, you got a mess to clean up now.” This was his department. He looked around the place in awe.

“I should have asked to get paid by the body count, not the hour. I’d be rich.” I looked around as well and Shorty was right. There were at least fifty people scattered about.

“I’ll talk to Constantine and see if he can give you a bonus.” 

Shorty’s eyes got huge. “Can you check instead and see if I can keep the truck? I like being the cleanup crew. I’m important. I even got business cards.” 

I had no idea what Shorty was talking about. He pulled a black business card with red gothic letters that read, “Shorty, Reapers Incorporated, Cleanup Crew.”

“I’m sure Constantine could make that happen.” I smiled at Shorty as he ran over to get this truck. I didn’t have time to help. Maybe he could hire more people. Before I could suggest it, my phone vibrated. I quick-checked the caller ID. It was Abuelita.

“Hi, Abuelita, what’s going on?” It was rare for Abuelita to call me. Usually she just texted.

“Isis, we have a problem.” 

Why did everyone’s problem involve me?

“What kind of problem?” This better be good.

“The alarm system at Abuelita’s is going off. I need you to check on it.” 

Was she serious? “Abuelita, can it wait? We got a lot of things going on today like the zombie apocalypse.”

“Honey, I know that. But I have a couple of potions boiling at Abuelita’s that if disturbed will send Texarkana back to the dark ages.” Abuelita said that very calmly for a person brewing a bomb in her restaurant.

“That can be a problem.” What else was I supposed to say after that piece of information? 

“Not to mention, my security system happens to be dead.” 

I was confused. “What do you mean dead? Like ADT shut the power down?” How was a security system dead?

“No, honey, like as a dead SWAT member who guards the premises and notifies me when somebody breaks in. Unlike Death’s Interns who can make the dead destroy things, all I can do is have my security guy send me messages.” 

Could I tell the dead to destroy things? I was really behind the curve today; I was not getting all the information. I might need to check on that later. “What exactly do I need to do?” 

“Just swing by, check in with Dave and see if everything is OK. He’s freaking out and I can’t get a clear signal.” Abuelita was a medium and could talk to the dead. That was awesome.

“Got it. On my way. If you see Bob, let him know I’m running late.” I looked around for Shorty to let him know.

“Will do, dear. Thank you.” Abuelita hung up and I ran over to Shorty.

“Shorty, I’m heading to Abuelita’s. Can you get some backup here to clean up?” Shorty looked at me like I had grown another head.

“I can hire?” I was worried, just by the sound of his voice.

“Yes, but only reliable people, and you better not discriminate. And offer them fair wages. I don’t need another disgruntled employee trying to kill the rest of Texarkana.” This whole thing about being an employer was complicated. I was leaving this work for Constantine.

“Boss lady. Where should I meet you afterward?” Shorty was way too happy to have people.

“Once you get this organized, swing by Abuelita’s. I have no idea what’s going on, but just in case, stop by. We eventually need to make it to Spring Lake Park. Got it?” 

Shorty smiled back at me like a madman. I wondered if he’d been drinking. After today, I might need to start drinking as well.

“We got this, boss lady. You tag them; I’ll bag them.” I laughed at Shorty and ran to Ladybug. Eventually, I was going to get home and change. That was still on my list of things to do.


CHAPTER 34

The parking lot at Abuelita’s was deserted. Whatever had set off the alarm did not drive here. Maybe they parked their tiny vehicles in the back. Either way, I needed to get out of the car. I gave Abuelita my word, so here I was. I could be doing so many other things than checking on empty buildings. I took a deep breath to calm myself. Being pissed at the world was not going to help anyone, including me.

I strolled toward the front of the place. The sun was shining and nothing out of the ordinary was going on until he appeared. I mean, he literary popped out of thin air in front of me. He was a tall black man, built like a linebacker. He was way over six feet and 300 pounds of solid muscle. He was wearing black everything, including a shirt with the words SWAT on it.

“Dave?” I asked with my hands up, just like Shorty had done to me. I wanted to make sure he knew I meant him no harm. Granted, I was pretty sure he could crush me.

“You are real.” Now that was ironic; the ghost was surprised that I was real. Only in my world. “I heard so much about you.” OK, this was getting weirder by the minute. Dave rushed over and shook my hand. My hand disappeared into his and they were freezing. The typical phenomenon that happened with all dead souls.

“Do I want to know what you heard about me and from whom?” Let’s be honest, if all he heard were bad things I did not want to know about it.

“You find lost souls and take them home. My cousin finally made it to heaven because of you.” 

 “That’s our job. Not a big deal.” I wasn’t sure why Dave was so excited about that.

“But you are the only one that does it consistently.” I knew Dave was telling me the truth. Souls couldn’t lie to me, but I was lost.

“What are you talking about?” I was staring into his eyes and excitement was dancing in them.

“Finding souls is not sexy,” he said. “Nobody is ever going to thank you or even notice you did it. All other Interns want to save the world, battle vampires, and witches. Yes, they save souls, but not all the time and not as much as you do.” Dave took a breath. I wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but I would rather find souls any day than battle crazy witches. “They work on their powers. Nobody wants to do the small, menial jobs. Why do you think they are so many lost souls left behind?” 

“Because they can’t find the tunnel with the light,” I told him, a little meekly. Dave laughed a genuine laugh. I smiled a little. I felt better. At least somebody got my joke.

“You are truly special. It is an honor to serve you. When I’m done paying my karmic debt, would you take me home?” I wasn’t sure if Dave knew that he needed to be alive to pay his karmic debt. This was his story and I was not going to break the news to him.

“As long as I’m still around, it will be my pleasure,” I told him with a smile. 

Dave lit up like a Christmas tree. “You mean it. Thank you. We can tell when humans are lying, even Interns.” I had no clue. Good to know. “What you do matters, Ms. Isis. The souls believe in you. It might not be big, like saving a city from zombies, but it means the world to that soul.” 

Maybe I couldn’t save humanity, but I could touch one soul at a time. That was huge and I was getting teary-eyed. This was my week to cry.

“Honestly, I thought that was the whole purpose of the job. I guess I didn’t realize we had options.” Maybe it wasn’t a bad thing. I hadn’t read the manual. Dave beamed at me again.

“You are the youngest Intern; there is hope,” Dave said softly. “I know you’re busy, so I won’t keep you long. I got two trespassers in the shop. There is something wrong with them because nothing I tried is working. It’s like they don’t register there is a ghost in the room. They keep yelling your name.” 

I shook my head and just stared at Dave. Why did I attract all the crazies? Dave looked at me, a little sad. 

“Dave, we need to get them out before they destroy the place or tip Abuelita’s potions over.”

“Too easy on my way.” Before I could say anything else, Dave was gone. I wasn’t sure what to do. Before I could move, the two thugs that had attacked me three months ago at Abuelita’s were back. This time they had a little zombie help going for them.

“Look who’s here. It’s about time you showed up,” one of the thugs said to me. I couldn’t tell them apart by their faces and I was pretty sure they weren’t twins. Their faces were contorted and they looked almost like they were foaming, just like the bobcats. At least they were wearing different clothes. The one that spoke was wearing a red shirt and the other a blue. I started backing up slowly. 

“Dave, what did you do?” I said to the wind since Dave was missing.

“You said you wanted them out. I whispered to them you were outside and they left,” Dave told me from behind the thugs, proud of himself. I wanted to choke him to his second death.

“True, but you at least could have warned me they were heading my way.” 

The thugs were coming toward me.

“Sorry. I thought you were ready.” 

Nobody was ever ready to get beat up. What was Dave thinking?

I pulled my paint gun and pulled the trigger. It was empty. I tried the second, and the same thing happened. I had my 9mm in my lower back, but that was for last resort. These two were annoying and a pain in the neck, but they didn’t deserve to lose their souls.

The reasoning was not going to work with these two. They couldn’t make rational decisions when they were only humans; now it was a lost cause. My situation was deteriorating very quickly. Blue zombie was carrying one of Abuelita’s large knives. That thing looked more like a sword than a knife. I needed a weapon now.

I ran back to Ladybug and the zombie started chasing me. I wasn’t sure how, but every zombie here was moving with a purpose. I barely had time to get to my door when they were on me. Blue was moving the fastest. I had no idea what to do on short notice, so I slammed him with the driver’s door. The reinforced door took Blue Zombie out. That was going to leave a horrible mark I was afraid he dislocated his kneecap with that hit. At least Blue dropped down like a sack of potatoes. 

That gave me enough time to grab my machete from the ceiling of Ladybug. Red ran directly at me. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with these two today. I still needed to get to the park and this was not part of my master plan. I had no idea how he did it, but Red managed to grab the knife his buddy had dropped. He was petty agile with a weapon for a zombie. I had to block several swings very quickly with the machete. 

“Hey, Dave, a little help over here!” 

Dave was bouncing up and down like he was shadow-boxing. 

“What do you need, Ms. Isis?” Dave was running in my direction, finally.

“I’m out of ammo for the paint gun. I have more in my trunk; I need you to fill it for me.” I was blocking with the machete with my right hand and with my left, I passed Dave the gun. He shook his head in wonderment. “Dave, take the gun now.”

He made it to my side and reached for the gun. His hand was shaking. I handed him the gun and he held it firmly in his hand.

“How is this possible?” Once again, I didn’t know what Dave was talking about.

“Dave, hurry! I need the gun now.”

Dave moved around the car and headed toward the trunk. Blue was starting to twitch back to life. Red kept on coming and I was not happy. I managed to drag him away from Ladybug to keep Dave focused. When I finally got a clean angle, I kicked him in the ribs and knocked him to the ground. I knew that wasn’t going to keep him down for long. They just kept coming. I got distracted and Blue pulled me down to the ground. 

“Dave, anytime now.” 

Red was getting ready to join the fight. I kept trying to get away from Blue. I was trapped by two of the most annoying zombies ever. 

“Ms. Isis, cover your eyes.” I had no idea what that meant, but I did as Dave told me. I opened my eyes to find both zombies out.

“Thank you, Dave.” I slowly pulled myself to a standing position. 

“It’s not possible, how can I hold it?” 

I looked at Dave and I finally understood. He was not supposed to be able to hold solid objects, which explained his hesitation. He looked at me for answers. I thought about it for a minute.

“Because I gave you a direct order. I guess it’s part of Death’s gifts.” I didn’t have a more reasonable explanation. Death’s powers were still a huge mystery to me. “Are you going to be OK?” I wanted to make sure he wasn’t going to freak out.

“I helped an Intern. That was awesome. Let me know if I can do it again.” 

Not the answer I expected, but at least Dave was back to his cheerful self. Ghosts were weird at times. My phone vibrated as I was watching Dave do his celebration dance. I wanted to scream. This stupid phone was worse than a leash.

“Hello.” I didn’t even bother looking at the caller ID. I just didn’t care anymore.

“Isis, where are you?” Constantine sounded angry.

“At Abuelita’s,” I told him, as I made my away around Ladybug to close the trunk.

“Why?” Constantine asked. “Never mind. You can tell me later. They need you at the park. The apocalypse is under way.”

“I’m low on ammo and I’m struggling here,” I admitted to Constantine. I was becoming exhausted.

“You’re just around the corner. Head over here first and I’ll get you fixed.” I was hoping Constantine had a plan before I passed out.

“On my way. Can you send Shorty this way? I got a couple of bodies for him to pick up. Also, have him lock up Abuelita’s while he’s here.”

“Got it. Hurry.” Constantine hung up as usual.

“Dave, I got to run. Are you good here?” 

Dave walked over, smiling brightly. “Yes, ma’am. This has been a great day. You are the real deal.”

“Sure. Watch the place. I’m off to chase more zombies.” I shook his hand for good measure and he smiled. What an odd day.


CHAPTER 35

Constantine had understated the situation at Spring Lake Park. I parked by the baseball fields closest to the entrance off I-30 and it was nuts. Our little local sociopath had been busy. There were as many zombies running around as humans. I got out of Ladybug and went to the trunk to get my gear. I finally felt prepared to face the world. Black cargo pants and combat shirt, hair in a long braid, steel toe boots, and enough ammo to take on an army. This was how you went to war. Constantine had sent me out with another shake. I had taken two before leaving the house. Eric was my hero right now. Who needed those five-hour energy drinks when you had these?

 Modifications to my gear were in order. I strapped two paint guns to my legs, grabbed my backpack full of extra ammo, and hooked up a police baton in the place where my machete usually went. The screams were overwhelming and I wasn’t sure who was chasing whom at this point. I finished my shake, dropped the bottle in my trunk, and pulled out my extra-large paint gun. It looked like a modified M16, but with enough rounds to take down at least one hundred of these bad boys. I did the sign of the cross one more time. In cases like these, it didn’t hurt to have some divine intervention. 

“Father, don’t let us die today,” I prayed.

“Are you talking to me?” Constantine asked in my ear. I forgot my mic and earpiece were hot. 

“Sorry, Constantine, just talking to the big guy,” I told him as I took a quick survey of my surroundings.

“Good call. You might need him over there.” 

If anybody else had said that it would have sounded condescending. With Constantine, it was just a fact. 

“Constantine, where are our boys?” I looked around at the chaos.

“Bartholomew is by a field near the plane where they have the stage. Start there.” I took a breath and Constantine continued. “And Isis, hurry. He’s surrounded.” 

“Why didn’t you say that first?” I said, as I took off running. 

“No need to add any more pressure to this mess.” Since when was Constantine so considerate?

Running across a field of zombies was like taking a leisurely walk across a minefield. There was no point in stealth; they were everywhere. I was convinced our accountant had fed half the town. Bartholomew was right; we had at least five thousand people in this mess. I decided to be Moses today; I was parting the sea by shooting everything in sight. At first, I didn’t seem to make a difference until the humans noticed the zombies dropping. 

“Get down,” I screamed at a mother who was holding her baby. I wasn’t sure if it was her husband who had turned, but the scene was terrifying. She hit the ground and covered her baby with her body; only a mother would do that. I took the guy and five others out around her. “If you can, get in your car and stay in. Got it?”

“Yes, thank you.” The young mother picked up her child and took off. She was fearless. She would die before anyone touched that baby. I took a knee and cleared a path from my location. If she were willing to face hell for her kid, I would give her a way. When I was sure she was safe, I took off again.

I made it to the central area of the bowl. The place looked like a riot site. Tables were overturned, tents ripped apart, chairs in pieces. I wasn’t sure where the humans were, but zombies were everywhere. A group of ten zombies was charging the only vendor’s booth still intact. I had no idea who was there, but they were putting up one hell of a fight. I took out the first five before getting near. By the time I made it over, three more were out, and the residents of the booth took out the remaining two. I tagged them each one more time, just to be on the safe side.

“Of course you would be here. Mayhem and destruction in Texarkana. It was only a matter of time before you would appear.” 

I looked in the booth and saw no other than Angelito smiling back at me. Abuelita was on the other side, facing the rear. 

“Aren’t you supposed to be in Florida?” I asked him, as I kept shooting down zombies.

“Are you serious? And miss all this fun? Got back last night just in time,” he told me, as he threw some weird red flame at the zombies. Abuelita had said to me after last fall that Angelito’s powers had manifested. She was starting to train him.

“Hey, we want them alive.” I had no clue what that red stuff was, but it didn’t look safe. He gave me an odd look. “Death’s order.” He shrugged, closed his eyes, and his ball of whatever that was changed to blue. I was hoping blue meant good. I was still firing when I heard Abuelita.

“Dear, how is the restaurant?” she asked from behind me. I looked behind and she was throwing green stuff from the opposite side.

“Secure. Shorty is locking it up.” 

Angelito was sweating, unlike Abuelita, who looked like she wasn’t even struggling. I grabbed one of my paint guns and handed it to him. “Here you go, my little warlock. I don’t need you burning yourself out in your first fight.” I grabbed extra ammo from my cargo pockets. 

“Thanks. This is harder than it looks. What is this?” Angelito took the gun and aimed. The boy’s accuracy was scary. 

“No idea, but it takes them out, and that’s all I care about.” I smiled at him.

“I do wonder if you are not part of the terrorist group because you’re a force to be reckoned with.” He gave me a quick visual inspection. “By the way, you’re rocking your Lora Craft look.” 

I shook my head and suppressed the desire to shoot him.

“Thanks, Angelito. Love your tan.” He was glowing and his mocha complexion looked amazing. I turned back to shoot five more zombies before reloading when I stopped short. “Is that Eric?” I asked

“Oh wow, he can run.” Angelito and I were staring in awe as Eric sprinted across the field with at least ten zombies chasing him. “Is he being chased by the soccer team?” Angelito asked me, still in awe.

“Or the track and field team. That has to be the most traumatizing image of the day,” I told Angelito as we watched them running away. That was karma for all those horrible running sessions he had put us through. At least he was running. I had no time to chase them.

“Isis, you need to hurry. Bartholomew is in trouble,” I heard Constantine tell me in the earpiece.

“On my way,” I told Constantine. “You two need to get out of here,” I told Angelito and Abuelita.

“No way, dear. You need help. We can take a few out from here for you.” Abuelita was smiling at me. “Family doesn’t leave when things get messy. Go. We’ll guard your rear.” 

She was serious; they weren’t leaving. What had I done to deserve people like this in my life?

“And it is a nice rear,” Angelito added and ruined the moment. I rolled my eyes.

“Just be careful and don’t let them bite you.” 

Angelito gave me a look like I had lost my mind. “Bite me? Girl, those things are not getting near me. Go Wonder Woman, save the day.” Angelito could never be serious, even under attack. 

It was hard to run with all the zombies, so I just shot them down. I wasn’t sure who was a zombie or who were the regular humans being attacked by the zombies. We had blood everywhere. I heard a loud explosion from the opposite side of the park. It shook the ground.

“Constantine, what was that?” I could see flames over the trees. The sound made all the zombies in the area run in that direction.

“Bob just took out one of the pie stands,” Constantine said.

“With what? A missile?” Why was I even asking? I should know by now my people did not believe in overkill.

“In tough times, we must improvise,” Constantine told me very calmly. 

I shook my head and kept on running.


CHAPTER 36

It took me longer than I had hoped to get to Bartholomew. He was at the far end of the park, near the Frisbee golf trail. Why did Texarkana have a Frisbee golf park? Something to ponder on my next run. When I finally made it to where Bartholomew was, I was impressed. Give a boy genius unlimited funds and he will build you an eight-foot, fully functioning robot. That thing was huge. It was like a cross between Ironman and the Pacific Rim robots. No wondered he was stressing. That was a massive undertaking. 

I wasn’t sure what capabilities Bartholomew’s Terminator had, but now he was using it to swat zombies away. Bartholomew was keeping the zombies at bay, but they kept coming. He was going to be overrun in less than a minute. I pulled my second paint gun and took off at a full sprint. If Death’s gift augmented my natural abilities, I was praying for perfect aim now. I couldn’t afford to miss a single one. I cleared the field in less than thirty seconds, shooting with both guns. I had never played baseball, but I had seen enough players sliding into a base to know the drill. I slid in next to Bartholomew, making sure his rear was covered. I had cleared a path that looked like a runway. 

“Nice. That was a great entrance,” Bartholomew said when I stood up by him. 

“Practicing my moves.” We gave each other a fist bump and a smile. “You’re a tough man to find, Bart.” I passed him my extra gun and we started taking the zombies out within his perimeter, about twenty feet wide. 

“Not my idea to put the robot judging area this far. I think they were trying to leave space for the relay races.” I wondered if those were the kids chasing Eric.

I took off my backpack and handed him extra ammo. I added more to my gun to be on the safe side. Bartholomew was firing, taking zombies out.

“How many people do you think she fed?” he asked rather casually.

“Probably the whole town. I wondered if she was giving them away at every school in the four states area. They just keep popping up.” I glanced around and we still had humans in the area. “Why are those kids still here?”

“They think this is part of the event. They’re convinced it’s all a hoax and they refused to go,” Bartholomew said. We watched a group of kids climbing the stage and throwing stuff around.

“They can’t possibly believe that.” I glanced over at Bartholomew to make sure he wasn’t joking.

“The human mind can’t process this kind of situation. Besides, we have years of brainwashing that things like this could never happen. It’s easier to deny it’s happening than believe in the alternative.” 

I looked around and wondered how it was possible not to believe. “They don’t even believe in God anymore. Do you honestly think they’ll believe in this?” Bartholomew was right. People only believed in the power of the dollar. Nothing else mattered.

“Bart, please tell me they are not still eating pies.” I looked around and saw kids stuffing their faces with fried pies. “This will never end if we don’t stop them.”

“I’m afraid they were giving the pies away for free. People are turning a lot faster,” Bartholomew said over the shoulder. Our backs were touching as we took out more zombies. After five minutes of straight shooting, the place was finally cleared. 

“I’m pretty sure she increased her doses for those pies.” I lowered my weapon and wiped my forehead. I was drenched in sweat. “Constantine, we need to blow up that pie stand.”

“Oh really, now you want me to blow something up. What happened to that whole speech to behave? Oh, how the tables have turned.” Constantine was dripping with sarcasm. I rolled my eyes, mentally slapping Constantine over the head. Bartholomew looked at me, perplexed. I noticed he wasn’t wearing an earpiece. 

“Are you going to do it or not?” I demanded.

“Of course I am, but I can’t pass up an opportunity to point out how right I am.” Constantine was proud of himself. “Just a small problem: unless you want me to take out the humans and zombies, you need to clear the area.” I looked over at the stand. Zombies were charging the group of kids. The madness didn’t end.

“Bartholomew, what can Terminator do to draw attention? We need to get the zombies over here, so we can get those kids out. I’m open to anything.” I was running out of ideas. Charging headfirst into battle was getting old. I was not made to be an infantryman.

“Yes, I’ve been waiting all day to try this.” 

I didn’t realize when Bartholomew had dropped his remote control. Probably because I was busy shooting angry zombies. Bartholomew retrieved it from Terminator’s feet and started pressing buttons and levers.

“Bart, what exactly are you doing?” I wasn’t ready for missiles to go flying from our tall friend.

“I made some preset functions that’ll run in automatic. That was the part that was taking me so long to get the programming so it would flow. I finally got all the bugs out. We need to stand back.”

I grabbed Bartholomew’s gun and stepped back ten feet. I had no idea what Bartholomew was up to. “Is he going to explode?” That would be a lot of shrapnel flying everywhere.

“It’s better. Ready?” Bartholomew asked and I nodded. I was ready as I would ever be. Bartholomew hit a button and music started blasting from Terminator.

“Is that Mozart La Para?” I asked Bartholomew. Bartholomew was playing a Latin Reggaetón that roughly translated as “The monsters have arrived.”

“You know, it’s perfect.” I had to admit it, he was right. What happened next blew my mind away.

“Oh my god, he dances?” That was the understatement of the century. Bartholomew had made a dancing robot. “Bartholomew, you are a genius. How did you pull this off?” 

Bartholomew was glowing. “Baby, I got skills.” Bartholomew bragged and he deserved it. Terminator was amazing, doing head rolls to side steps. “You can admire my work later; our friends are coming.” Bartholomew pointed at the crowd of zombies running from everywhere. I had completely forgotten the whole point of this. Bartholomew had done it, the music was blasting, and the zombies were coming. 

“Bartholomew, how long can Terminator last like this?” I was hoping he wasn’t going to die on us and have that stampede of zombies turn on us.

“He has three loops of dances. At that pace, he can last about forty-five minutes without needing a charge.”

“You are not allowed ever to doubt yourself again, got it?!” I told him as we made our way across to the pie stand. 

“He’s pretty impressive.” That was an understatement. Bartholomew had no idea how talented he was. “I hope you don’t mind; I used your running mix music.” 

“I’m flattered.”

We made it to the pie stand to find three kids staring at Terminator. They were probably all late teen or early twenties and drunk out of their minds. No wonder common sense wasn’t kicking in. 

“Dude, that is amazing!” First drunk boy screamed at Bartholomew. Who said dude anymore? 

“This is the best costume party ever,” his drunken friend added. 

“Hey sexy, you should dance with me,” the third stooge told me as he started moving. I wasn’t sure if he was only drunk or high as well. Terminator had changed songs to Don Miguelo’s “Llevo La Vainita.” 

“That’s my song!” Screamed my new fan. Bartholomew and I looked at each other in disbelief.

The three stooges broke out into a dance number. Seriously, I love music more than most people, but this was not the time for dancing. The boys were even twerking. Larry and Curly were humping my legs and Moe probably had an epileptic seizure. Liquid courage made people do stupid things.

“I would never drink,” Bartholomew told me as he watched the horrible scene. 

“That makes two of us.” I tossed my gun over my shoulder and grabbed two of our dance troops by the neckline. “Bart, grab that one.”

We dragged the stooges about twenty feet away. I’d rather face zombies than drunken boys. They were not cooperating at all and thought it was a game. I considered shooting them, but I didn’t want to drag them.

“Constantine, hurry. It’s cleared.” I wasn’t sure how long we could hold these three.

“Watch your eyes.” That was all the warning we got.

“Incoming!” I shouted at Bartholomew. We hit the dirt as quickly as possible. 

When Constantine blew things up, he did it in style. I had no idea what he used, but that little booth went up in flames with a blast. When I looked up, our three stooges were flat on their backs from the impact, as well as every zombie within the area. I wondered if there was something wrong with me, but I didn’t feel too bad that the boys were out. They had that coming for being foolish.

“Bart, are you OK?” I asked him.

“Maybe we should have told Constantine the stand wasn’t that big,” Bartholomew told me as we slowly got up. 

“Doubt it would have made a difference.” I was wiping dirt from my clothes again. I had spent a lot of time on the ground today.

“You said take it out. You don’t get to pick how,” Constantine supplied. “Isis, enough playing. I spotted the accountant near the fountain.”

“Are you sure?” I was trying to get my bearings.

“Don’t question me, girl. I got the skies.” Constantine hissed at me. “You better hurry. She has a basket with her.” Who did she think she was, Red Riding Hood?

“Bart, I got to go. Can you hold this down?” I took my rifle and backpack off. 

“Terminator and I got this.” He smiled back.

“Good. Here, let’s switch.” We traded guns and I gave him my backpack. “Watch the stooges now. If they get wild, shoot them.” 

“My pleasure.” Bartholomew looked dangerous. I was afraid the trio might get hit just for the hell of it.

“Constantine, give me a status.” I took off running. No time to question the sanity of my decisions. 


CHAPTER 37

With the amount of running I had done this week, I was ready for the Olympics or the Bataan Death March in White Sands, New Mexico. Either one was probably less painful than this. I ran at full speed toward the lake area. Based on Constantine’s instructions, our accountant probably had a car on that side of the park. If I didn’t catch her, she could take South Park Road, which intercepted the park. I worked hard not to hate people. Hate was a powerful emotion, but I honestly despised that woman. My friends were dying and Texarkana was in chaos because of her. A loud explosion went off behind me.

“We’re in luck; Bob just blew up the third stand. Food threat eliminated. Now we need to neutralize the accountant,” Constantine told me. 

I made it to the lake to find the accountant passing out pies left and right. Why would anyone take food from a stranger? Probably because we were in the south and she looked harmless. I wasn’t sure if I should knock her pies out of people’s hands or come back later. No time now. I had no idea what car she was driving. I didn’t see a Nissan anywhere. Bartholomew’s music was so loud the whole placed sounded like a carnival. People were oblivious to the danger they were in.

I looked around and made up my mind. I rushed the accountant at full speed and tackled her to the ground. She at least had the decency to look surprised. We did a quick roll and we were both on our feet in seconds. I did not like how quickly she moved. 

“You don’t give up, do you? That’s a shame, little girl. Don’t you see, you’re nothing but a tool? As soon as the horsemen get tired of you, they’ll discard you. You’re irrelevant.” 

Wow, Pestilence had done a number on this one. She was projecting some severe self-hate. 

“OK lady, you know I can’t let you go.” I needed to turn this conversation back to the present moment. 

“Right. Like you have much of a choice here.” She proceeded to throw an impressive combination of punches and kicks. 

I blocked most, but a few punches landed on my ribs. She was a lot faster than me, but only because she had the advantage of not running and fighting all through God’s creation all day. I managed to land a kick on her side. Instead of going down, she got furious. She was a lot stronger than she looked. She grabbed my arm and I’m not sure how, but she flipped me over her shoulder. I landed on my back, out of breath and hurting all over. 

“I’m done with this game. You’re not worth my time.” 

I was on the ground seeing stars, completely dizzy. She walked over to her picnic basket and pulled out a revolver. I was pretty sure she had real bullets in there and not paintballs. 

“Hope you said your prayers, little one.” She aimed and I couldn’t even focus enough to be afraid. 

Before she could pull the trigger, she got hit by a truck. I couldn’t believe that had happened. The truck hit her so hard she flew straight into the lake. That was the last straw; this day was nuts. I dropped flat on the ground and closed my eyes.

“I told Constantine that boy was going to kill somebody someday.” I opened my eyes again and Death was standing over me. I pulled myself up to look at what she was staring at. Shorty was climbing down from his truck and I lost it. I started laughing.

“Thank you! I have been saying that all week. I’m just glad he hit her and not me.” 

Death laughed as well. “That makes two of us. I’m not sure the world is ready for Shorty to be an Intern.” 

I couldn’t stop laughing. That was a great mental picture.

“Oops. Sorry, boss lady. I thought I hit the brakes, but not quickly enough. Do you think she’s going to make it?” Shorty was looking at the lake and then back at us. I wasn’t sure if he was remorseful for hitting her or for getting caught. 

“Not that one, dear. She has a trip planned and not where she was hoping,” Death told Shorty. 

“Sorry, sir, I mean Death. I know we weren’t supposed to kill the zombies.”

Death smiled at Shorty. “She wasn’t a zombie. Just an evil apple. I’ll leave you in good company, my dear. I have some deliveries to make.” 

Death walked on water toward the accountant. If that’s how Jesus looked when he walked on water, no wonder the apostles were amazed. That was one impressive sight. 

“You heard boss lady? Death said I was good company!” Shorty was fixing his hair and ironing his shirt with his hand. “You know Death has style. That is one elegant black man. Smooth.” I looked at Shorty and then at Death and smiled. I liked Shorty’s version of Death. Smooth. 

“Are you planning to stay on the ground all day, boss lady?” Shorty asked very cautiously.

“You might need to help me, Shorty. Everything hurts now.” 

Shorty rushed over to help me. By the time I was back to a vertical position, dozens of cars were pulling into the parking lot and surrounding the park. Shorty and I looked around, puzzled at this new development. I was leaning on Shorty when the doors to every vehicle opened in unison and people poured out of them. It was like watching synchronized swimming, but scarier.

“Are we being attacked by storm troopers?” For the first time that was an accurate description on Shorty’s part. They were all wearing white hazmat suits. 

Eugene emerged from the front vehicle, giving orders. “Everybody move out. Tag anything that doesn’t look human twice. If not sure, tag it again. Don’t take any chances. Hurry, people. We’re on a deadline.” 

“It’s about time he got there.” I jumped at the sound of Constantine’s voice. I forgot I had my earpiece in. 

“Eugene, what’s going on?” 

“I brought you some backup,” Eugene answered me as he got near. “Damn, what happened to you? You’re looking rough, babe.” Shorty and I just glared at him.

“Shorty, remind me to slap him once I stop hurting.”

“Don’t worry, boss lady. If you forget, I got you covered.” I smiled at Shorty, who was holding most of my weight.

“Who are your friends?” I asked Eugene.

“I got the CDC to quarantine Texarkana,” Eugene replied with a huge smile.

“Which side?” Shorty asked, looking concerned at the large group of people running everywhere.

“Both sides, plus most of the surrounding area.” 

Shorty and I were looking at Eugene with our mouths open.

“On what grounds did you get them here?” I was pretty sure I was missing something. 

“It was easy. I just reported a zombie apocalypse in Texarkana.” Eugene was extremely proud of himself.

“What? The Centers for Disease Control has a zombie code?” I have heard everything today. I was pretty sure I hit my head when I fell.

“They do and it also helps that I’m on the board.” Eugene gave me the most charming smile. “It’s part of my responsibilities as a rookie. Besides, we need to administer my plague killer to both infected and healthy, and they’re the experts.”

“Attention, all non-zombies!” 

The three of us turned in the direction of the park. Constantine was broadcasting his voice, probably using the drone. “I recommend you hit the dirt in three, or you will get blasted by the CDC. One…two…three. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

“Oh good, Constantine got my message. Got to go. I must supervise the dissemination.” Eugene was smiling like a kid at Christmas. “You two, tag these two and everyone on this side. Hurry now.” He yelled orders at two poor individuals in hazmat suits. The two storm troopers, as Shorty kept calling them, ran up to us. Before I could see what they were doing, I was injected in the arm with some strange syringe.

“Ouch!” Shorty yelled at the guy next to him.

“Easy now, tiger. I’m still alive.” I told the one fixing me.

“You’re safe to go now.” The guy told me and kept making his way around the park, stabbing people with shots of vaccine.

“Shorty, I’m done. Can you please take me home?” I probably looked as miserable as I felt because Shorty just smiled at me.

“Of course, boss lady. You did great today.” 

Shorty patted my arm and walked me slowly around the truck. I was so beat I didn’t care if he put me on the tailgate. I climbed slowly into the cab. Shorty buckled me in and closed the door. The last thing I remember was falling asleep as Shorty was jumping into the driver’s seat.


CHAPTER 38

 IT was past seven when I woke up. I wasn’t feeling nearly as exhausted as earlier, but I was struggling to get out of bed. I needed to check on Bob and Bartholomew and make sure everyone had made it back OK. I took a quick shower. My hair was greasy and all matted. I usually didn’t move in my sleep, so I was surprised I looked so rough. When I got out of the shower, I felt human again. I did a double check to make sure I wasn’t turning zombie and didn’t know it.

 When I entered the loft, all the boys were around the kitchen table. Conversation stopped and they all stared at me.

“Oh, thank God. I was afraid I was going to leave without saying goodbye to you,” Eugene said as he got up from the table.

“You’re leaving so soon?” I was taken aback. I knew Eugene couldn’t hang out with us all the time, but I was hoping he was staying longer.

“My work here is done. CDC has lifted the quarantine on the cities and are done vaccinating people. The Mistress said I needed to return to my real work now.” Eugene looked pretty sad.

“Wow, the CDC moves fast.” How did they get all that done so fast?

“Well, it helps when you work all night,” Eugene told me.

“All night? How long have I been sleeping?” I was missing a huge piece of information.

“About twenty-eight hours,” Bartholomew told me.

“What? And you guys didn’t think to wake me?” It was Sunday already.

“We checked on you to make sure you were still breathing,” Bartholomew told me with a smile.

“Isis, you were delirious. That’s how tired you were,” Constantine told me from the table. “All the running, the stress, and then the fact that you drank three shakes in one day crashed you.” 

“Is drinking three shakes bad?” There were side effects to those shakes. I knew it.

“Calm down now. It’s nothing bad; it’s the normal side effect of being wired. You were eventually going to crash. You just crashed hard. Shorty had to drag you up the stairs.” Constantine was shaking his head as his spoke.

“How is Shorty? Is he OK?” I didn’t remember much from the point I climbed in the truck with him.

 “He’s doing great,” Bob told me with a smile on his face. “Working his crew to deliver former zombies to their homes and cleaning up disaster areas. He said you told him he could keep the truck. So he’s living the dream.” 

All the boys were staring at him. 

 “I thought I said I would talk to Constantine.” I rubbed my wet hair, trying to remember all the details from yesterday. “Are you one with him keeping the truck?” I asked Constantine cautiously. 

 “I already raised our insurance and added premium coverage to his plan,” Constantine replied.

“What’s premium coverage?” I didn’t think I was familiar with that.

“It’s like full coverage, but triple, to cover all the pedestrians Shorty is going to hit,” Constantine said. 

The rest of us laughed. 

“Of course, he can keep the truck. I’m not going to find another cleanup crew as reliable as Shorty that doesn’t ask any questions. I’m willing to pay the price for good help.” Constantine winked at me.

“We won’t get to see you anymore,” I said to Eugene, a little discouraged. He was part of our family now. Life-threatening situations were great ways of bonding people.

 “I have good news. Death talked to the Mistress and convinced her that we should continue our collaboration. Death said this was a great way of creating a unified front.” Eugene was bouncing up and down with joy.

“Did that work?” I was surprised Pestilence had agreed to that.

 “Death suggested you guys come one week and we come here the next. That way the burden would not fall on one organization to always travel. The Mistress freaked. Instead, she offered I come and visit every week, so you guys don’t have to worry.” Eugene finished with a grin.

“Wow, Death is good. I’m impressed,” I told the group.

“Oh, it’s payback. Death will always have the last word,” Constantine told us.

“Eugene, we need to get going. I need to make sure you make it back in time for your curfew.” Bob told Eugene. “Isis, your dinner is in the fridge. Eric said you’re not allowed to drink any more shakes for three days. Death said you need more sleep. So as soon as you finish your food, head back to bed. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.” Normally I would have argued about all the instructions and me not being a kid, but I was so tired I had no energy. Bob eyed me suspiciously. “I promise. I like that plan.”

“Boss, you want to go for a ride?” Bob asked Constantine.

“Sounds great. We can stop by Sonic and get a blast,” Constantine replied.

“Can I get a blast? I haven’t had one in years.” Eugene looked so young now.

After all your hard work, you can have two,” Constantine told Eugene as he headed out the kitty door. We’ll even get you enough for the rest of the interns. You’ll be a hero for life! Isis. Food and then bed. No delays.” It seemed Constantine also had to have the last word.

 “If you two need anything, call me. OK?” Bartholomew and I looked at each other and nodded back at Bob. Eugene rushed over and gave me a big hug.

“See you next week, Isis.” I hugged Eugene back.

“I can’t wait.” I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and he took off.

“Bye, Bart. I must hurry before those two leave me.” Considering they were both downstairs already, Eugene was probably right. I wondered what Bob and Constantine talked about on their many drives.

 I opened the fridge and found a covered dish with a note addressed to me. Bob left me instructions for my supper. I peeked inside the container. Bob had made me cheese tortellini. Bob was a life-saver. If I weren’t so tired, I would have done a little dance.

“Bart, what did I miss while I was in my coma?” I leaned on the counter and watched Bartholomew while my food heated in the microwave.

 “Nothing much. Police recovered the body of the accountant from the fountain. Eugene coordinated the efforts of the CDC and made sure all victims were properly treated. Ana and Joe have recovered and are on bed rest. The media is going crazy. Pretty much all you would expect after a zombie apocalypse.” 

That was an excellent summary by Bartholomew. I walked over to the freezer and pulled out a pint of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream. I handed Bartholomew the ice cream and a spoon. 

“That deserves a celebration then,” I told Bartholomew. I joined him on the table with my food. “How are the schools handling the fiasco?”

“They’re already planning next year’s event,” Bartholomew told me as he took the lid off his ice cream.

“What? After that giant disaster, they’re doing it again?” I was holding my fork in midair.

“Zombie Apocalypse II is on. College Bowl has been nixed. Terminator and I have been asked to return as defending champions in the combat dance competition.” Bartholomew did a couple of head rolls followed by shaking the haters off his shirt. 

“That’s my bro.” I gave him a fist bump and he returned it with a huge smile. It was nice to see him smiling again and at peace with himself. “I’m glad Texarkana is making the most out of this.”

“Hey, if Salem can be the home of the witches, we can have zombies,” Bartholomew said.

“So true.” I took another mouthful and was grateful Bob loved to cook. “Tell me, what happened to Texarkana being calm and quiet?”

“We moved in,” Bartholomew told me with a mouthful of ice cream.

“That’s right—I forgot,” I said, laughing. We were dangerous to the real estate market.

“I almost forgot. You got another package.” Bartholomew jumped from the table and ran to his workstations. I got tired just looking at him. 

“Here you go.” He handed me a small box wrapped in white paper. I did a quick look-over and then ripped it open.

 “Do you have any idea why Antarctica-Bob sent me a ceramic penguin?” I asked Bartholomew. The little thing was cute, maybe two inches tall and full of detail. 

 “Hey, it has your name on it and a number.” 

Bartholomew was right. On the back my name was written and the number 776. “A little weird, but we do work for Death.”

“That pretty much sums up everything in our lives.” 

“It’s a thankless job, but somebody has to do it.” Bartholomew was full of clichés today.

“It’s not thankless. The souls appreciate it. We do make a difference. A small one, but a difference nevertheless.” I smiled at Bartholomew.

“In that case, you won’t mind heading to New Mexico on Tuesday. We have a streaker on the loose.” Bartholomew eyed me from his side of the table.

“Never a dull moment,” I said.

“Never.” 

“In that case, fill me in on the details while I eat. I want to be in bed before those two come back.” 

The tension in our home had vanished. I was looking forward to finding the lost souls now; I made a difference to them. I just prayed for a couple of boring weeks. I needed a break.


Forbidden War


CHAPTER ONE

“Eugene, you really know how to show a girl a good time,” I told Eugene as I followed him down the old path.

“Oh come on Isis! What better way to spend a Saturday night than collecting specimens.” I was sure Eugene was trying to be charming, but considering we were crawling around a cemetery at night in the middle of Texarkana, his charms weren’t working for him.

“Do you know how suspicious we look wandering around here four days before Halloween?” I asked him softly as I looked around the place.

“Oh Isis, this part of town is deserted on the weekends. Besides, of all people, you should be used to cemeteries,” Eugene told me without looking my way. “Remember, you work for Death.”

“Eugene, I see dead people. That doesn’t mean I hang out in cemeteries during my free time,” I said.

Eugene was right about one thing: I did work for Death. I was Death’s Intern in North America. Normally, that statement made most people panic. We terrified the poor souls who knew about us. We did have a terrible reputation, after all. Especially me. Death’s Interns had a reputation of being a menace to society. Honestly, it wasn’t our fault. For some strange reason, trouble had a way of finding us. For those who were blessed with not knowing about the supernatural world, they still believed Death came to take their lives, and that just wasn’t the way it worked. 

The truth was completely different than what most people believed. Death was in the business of transporting souls to their final destination. Depending on the individual’s beliefs of their after-life, Death would deliver them there. In other words, Death was the UPS for souls. Anything that interfered in the delivery of the souls was the Intern’s job to find and fix. 

Death was unique, appearing to each person according to their own belief. For some people, Death appeared in the shape of a monster or their worst nightmares. Others saw Death as a long-lost friend or relative who came to guide them to their next journey. For me, Death was always a tall, beautiful lady with long, silky brown hair who dressed impeccably. She often resembled my dead mother.

I always wondered which one I resembled the most, my mom or my dad. I was five feet nine inches, with long black hair and a mocha complexion. In the twin cities of Texarkana, I was considered exotic to the point of attractive. Unfortunately, my parents had named me Isis Black. In the age of terrorism, my name was a constant topic of painful discussions and explanations. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t consider a nickname. It wasn’t like people ever remembered the Egyptian goddess when the name Isis was brought up. 

“Isis!” I heard Eugene say my name. I didn’t know how, but he whispered and yelled at the same time. “Are you listening to me?” 

Oops, I guessed I tuned him out for a while.

“Sorry. I was thinking,” I said, looking around the area. We were at the Sacred Heart Cemetery, located on Texas Boulevard across from the T-Line station. And I still didn’t understand why. “Tell me again why we are roaming around this cemetery at night.” 

 “Easy. Because we would probably get arrested for poking around the cemetery during the day,” Eugene told me, planting his feet in a wide stance as he folded his arms over his chest. A smirk lifted the corners of his mouth.

“Thanks Mr. Smarty-Pants. Now, think you can explain the cemetery part?” I replied as I waved my arms around to emphasize the setting.

“You have a lot of questions today,” Eugene told me with a frown.

“Yes, I do, but normally you aren’t this shady with your information. Stop changing the subject and spill it, or I’m not moving.” I put my hands on my hips and stopped walking.

Eugene wouldn’t meet my eyes, instead his gaze drifted everywhere but to me. I had to admit he looked extremely cute when he was nervous. He was a very attractive black man in his early twenties. He looked like a young Will Smith. I was talking about the Will Smith in Independence Day. 

“Stop pressuring me, Isis. I’m not supposed to talk about it.” 

I raised my eyebrows. If Eugene was keeping secrets, it could only be for one person. 

“The Mistress said this was a classified mission,” Eugene confessed in a whisper. 

I knew it. The only one Eugene was this loyal to was his Horseman Pestilence. While I was Death’s Intern, Eugene was the rookie Intern for Pestilence. Pestilence was also Death’s sister, and one nasty lady.  The sisters were polar opposites. While Death was warm and motherly, Pestilence was Queen B. Pestilence even made her ten Interns call her Mistress. She didn’t bother learning their names. They all went by numbers, which was completely insane. The poor guys worked and lived underground in a state-of-the-art lab. It was a good thing they were chemists and enjoyed their living conditions. Because if it was me living there, I’d be terrified.

 Constantine, the five-thousand-year-old talking cat that served as the guardian and trainer for all of Death’s Interns, explained how all the Horsemen had interns. We all had different purposes and modes of operations. Normally, Interns did not interact with each other. According to Constantine, that piece of information—and so much more—could be found in my Intern manual. Who read manuals anyways? I was pretty sure my manual was MIA—missing in action and not coming back. To Constantine’s pain, I never read it. It wasn’t on purpose. It just didn’t look that important since it was so tiny. 

“Eugene, talk. We don’t need another zombie apocalypse,” I told him sternly. That was how we first met, trying to stop a zombie apocalypse that Pestilence’s poor hiring practices instigated. Afterwards, Death convinced her sister to keep the partnership, and now we get to spend every weekend with Eugene.

“Fine, just don’t tell Constantine.” Eugene looked around like he was expecting Pestilence to appear. He cleared his throat before continuing. “I’m supposed to bring back these little white flowers that are only grown by gnomes. Pestilence is researching a new strand of the whooping cough.”

“What gnomes?” I asked as my gaze roamed the area. What was he talking about?

“Seriously, Isis. That’s what you are concerned about?” Eugene pressed his lips together.

“Your entire team is in the business of killing humanity,” I told Eugene. “Why should I be shocked that you’re developing a new strand of some deadly virus? That is standard procedure for you. But the gnome thing, that’s new.” 

“You got a point there,” he agreed. “According to the mistress, now that Texarkana was a Haven, gnomes will be moving in everywhere.” Eugene looked at me like that made any sense.

“Okay, Einstein, slow it down. What’s a Haven?” I sucked today. I could barely follow this conversation, and I definitely wasn’t understanding it. 

“You really need to read your manual,” Eugene told me as he crossed his arms.

“Don’t you start with that,” I replied in a firm tone. I knew the only reason he read his manual was because Pestilence had a mandatory test on it. I prayed Constantine never heard about that. “Just tell me, please. I really don’t want to ask Constantine.” And I didn’t. He was known for instilling fear in the hearts of everyone.

“That would be a painful lecture.” Eugene gave me a soft look. “Havens are a sanctuary for the supernatural communities. They are places where every creature is protected and treated fairly. In North America, Texarkana—both the Texas and Arkansas side—and even a few of its surrounding communities are the new Haven.”

“Why? Of all the places to have a sanctuary, why here?” I wanted to know who made that decision. Why wouldn’t they pick San Diego or Cancun since those are tropical areas, larger cities, and have a lot more to offer? It made no sense to me.

“I don’t know. Why did you pick Texarkana to move to?” Eugene asked me.

“What does one thing have to do with the other?” I wasn’t in the mood for reminiscing on how I landed in Texarkana running away from my past. The funny thing was, my past came knocking at my door anyway, only in the shape of Death.

“Everything.” Eugene rubbed at his sleeves. “Havens are the territory of Death. The locations are based on the places where the Interns live. Which means, Isis, you now are the town sheriff.”

“Sheriff!” I yelled, and the sound echoed through the cemetery. I couldn’t help it. I did not like the sound of that. 

“Unfortunately, you are responsible for keeping everyone safe and enforcing the law.” Eugene looked at the ground when he spoke. “The good news is, everyone knows the reputations of the sheriffs so everyone behaves.” I knew he was trying to make me feel better, but it wasn’t working.

“Eugene, what are the punishments for crimes committed in Haven?” I asked as a sick feeling tossed back and forth in my stomach. 

“The usual, I guess.” He shrugged. “Banishment, beatings, and even death to all violators.” 

“Great,” I mumbled, my shoulders slumping and my whole face falling. I didn’t have the stomach to kill anyone. “I’m not sure why we have intern rules if I have to violate them to do the job.” 

As Death’s Interns, we had five simple rules we had to follow. Luckily, I could recite the rules in my head. One: You couldn’t tell anyone you worked for Death. Two: You couldn’t kill anyone unless it was self-defense. Three: You couldn’t contact Death unless you were actually dying. Four: Being Death’s Intern was your primary job and other jobs couldn’t interfere with it. Five: Any romantic relationship couldn’t get in the way of the job.

“Eugene, why is this happening now? I have been an Intern for over a year,” I asked him, hoping there had been a mistake.  

“What I gathered from Fifty, because of the short life of Death’s Interns, Havens can only be established after your one-year anniversary,” Eugene explained. “So, congratulations, you made it to Haven status.” Eugene gave me two thumbs up when he finished. 

I blinked at him, not nearly as excited as he was. “Thanks. We can celebrate later. For now, let’s get out of here.” I had information overload and needed time to process it. 

“Great. Look for a small white flower. They grow near the headstones,” Eugene said as he leaned down, almost crawling over the tombs.

As I watched Eugene, something caught my eye. I glanced to the left, sure I’d seen something moving, but there was nothing there. Maybe it was just a branch from that big tree in the back. But then the whole tree moved, and I knew it hadn’t been my imagination.

“Oh God. Eugene, the trees are moving!” I tried to whisper, but it came out as a squeal.

“What?” Eugene turned around to stare at me. “Trees moving? What are you talking about?” he asked, the words rushing out of him in confusion.

I pointed in the direction of the nine-foot-tall tree coming at us. 

“Isis, that’s not a tree,” Eugene said, his voice way higher than normal. “That’s a troll, and he is coming for us. Run.” Eugene took off, grabbing my hand and dragging me along.

“Eugene, let go of my hand. We need to split up.” I had never seen a troll before, but I knew survival tactics. “He can’t chase us both. That will give us a chance to knock him out.” After several instances of people trying to beat me up, I was a bit paranoid. I never left the house without taking certain precautions. Thanks to Eugene, I now carried a paintball gun, which he had created a special formula for the paintballs. They knocked people out without killing them.

“Unless you have a fifty-pound barrel, you don’t have enough.” I looked over my shoulder and realized Eugene was right. That thing was huge.

“Whatever. We are trying this. You go left, I’ll head right,” I told Eugene as I pulled away. He didn’t look happy, but he moved with a purpose. Eugene looked like one of those people you see at the mall powerwalking. 

I, on the other hand, took off at a full sprint. At the beginning, I was doing great, weaving through the tombs and moving quickly, until I heard Eugene scream. I looked back and somehow managed to slip on some grass, landing flat on my butt. I didn’t have time to nurse my pride, not when I stared into the eyes of two very strange creatures, a male and a female. They looked like ten-inch dolls that were mixed with flowers. They had petals coming out of their heads like little hats, and branches sticking out of their bodies in different places.

“What are you?” I asked the two little creatures as I reached to touch them. They looked so cute and delicate.

“Oh no, she can see us. Get Godzilla to squish her,” the male said. 

“I need to ask Constantine if our insurance covers being squished by a troll.” I giggled like a little girl. Surely, I must have a concussion if I was giggling. 

“She said ‘Constantine?’” the female said as she sprayed me with sparkling dust. “We killed the Intern. We are dead.”

“It might be a different Constantine,” the male told her.

“Do you know another five-thousand-year-old talking cat?” I asked them as my head started spinning.

“Oh, we are so dead,” the female repeated.

“Nobody is going to die,” I said, trying to get up, but failing. “What are you guys?”

“Oh yes, sorry,” the female said as the little couple tried to help me stand up. They had worse luck than I did. “I’m Trish and this is Trey. We are the new gnomes in town.”

“Hi, nice to meet you,” I said when I managed to sit up. “Why do I feel this way?” I asked the little gnomes.

“Sorry about that, Isis.” Trey’s voice shook when he spoke. “It’s our, you know...” He couldn’t finish the sentence.

“I have no clue, but I’m probably too stoned to get it.” After several visits to the hospital in the Army, I knew what good narcotics felt like. Whatever this was, it was out of this world. “Is that tree-troll thing with you?” I asked the cute little couple, pointing toward the troll. 

They glanced in the direction I pointed. “He is our security guy,” Trish said so softly I almost missed it.

“Great. Could you call him off before he kills my friend?” I couldn’t turn my head without feeling nauseous. 

“Of course.” Trish let out a loud whistle. I couldn’t focus very well, but I did see the tree-troll retreating. “Please don’t tell Constantine.”

I giggled. That cat had everyone terrorized. “Not a problem; he will be fine.” They both took a few deep breaths. “Could you do us a favor please?” I asked, giggling again.

“Sure, anything,” Trish said, but Trey was biting his lips and looking around the place.

“Could we get some of your little white flowers?” I asked the gnomes and they looked at each other, then raised their leafy eyebrows. “My friend works for Pestilence and he needs to bring some back.”

“That crazy witch is back to her old tricks,” Trish said, shaking her head. “Sure, but only this time. This stuff is dangerous.”

“Thank you so much. You two are so cute,” I said as I leaned my head against a headstone near me. The world started spinning around me.

“She is so cute and so polite. I hope she lasts.” I heard Trish talking, but could hardly focus on her. 

As soon as my eyes closed, everything went dark.
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“Isis. Isis, wake up!” Eugene screamed in my ears as he nearly shook me to death.

“I’m awake. I’m awake. Stop that,” I mumbled to Eugene. My head was still spinning, but not as much. Still, I just wanted to sleep, but I forced my eyes open slowly. I hoped I wasn’t drooling. 

“Oh, thank God. You scared me to death.” Eugene hugged me so tight I couldn’t breathe.

“Sorry, just don’t strangle me now,” I said, and Eugene released his tight hold.

“We need to get you out of here now,” Eugene said, pulling me up. 

“Don’t forget your flowers. The gnomes left them for you,” I told him, still giddy.

“Great.” That was all he said as he struggled to pick up the flowers and keep me up. “You need fresh air and a slushy.” 

I smiled happily at Eugene as he led us out. I loved slushies. 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

MY head was still fuzzy by the time we made it to Reapers. That was after an hour of Eugene driving us around and feeding me Sonic’s slushies and fries to clear my mind. I was a little jealous of Eugene today. The gnomes’ narcotics didn’t affect him. As one of Pestilence’s Interns, he was immune to any form of virus, bacteria, or any type of drug. That was a blessing with his job. Last thing anyone needed was the scientists dying from their experiments. 

Reapers Incorporated—as the red Gothic letters in front of the metal building read—was our headquarters. We were located in Nash’s Business Park.  From the outside, Reapers blended with all the other buildings in the park and was just another metal building. If I had been driving, we would have pulled around the back towards the vehicle entrance. Constantine had a rule that only Reapers vehicles were allowed in the building. 

Eugene parked his company car, a hearse of all things, by the front door and we walked in the front entrance, then moved through the security system.

Any other day, this would not bother me. Today it was a painful experience. Reapers was a giant bomb shelter with every kind of security installed. The scanning system in the building was more precise than any you would find at an airport. It scanned for metal, explosives, and even spells. Unfortunately, the crazy blue light was giving me an aching headache. By the time we passed all the securities, I was in no condition for the climb up the stairs. In fact, it made me wonder why we didn’t have an elevator. 

Reapers had a first floor and part of a second floor. The first floor housed our shooting range, personal gym, car shop, and Bob’s apartment. The second floor was a combination of bedrooms, kitchen, and central control area. The front of the second floor we called the Loft, since it served as our common area and Command Center.  You could see the Loft from the first floor, since the inside wall was made of glass. 

I was still feeling loopy from my interaction with the gnomes. My balance was still off, so I braced myself for climbing the stairs, afraid if I didn’t I might tumble back down them. Eugene grabbed me by the waist and guided me, making sure I didn’t kill myself. 

“I’m pitiful,” I mumbled to him.

“I’m actually very impressed,” Eugene whispered in my ear.

“Impressed about what?” The words sounded wrong to me, which made me think I wasn’t was enunciating properly.

“Most humans are knocked-out cold for at least twenty-four hours due to the narcotics of the gnomes.” Eugene looked me up and down as he spoke. “I can’t believe you are walking.” He gave me a sweet smile.

“I wouldn’t call this walking,” I replied in a dry tone, but I still smiled back. 

By the time we made it to the second floor and into the loft, I was exhausted. I did a quick check of the area. Constantine and Bob were on the opposite side of the room, watching a movie on the large-screen TV that doubles as our teleconference screen. We had the most comfortable leather couch on that side of the loft. Around the TV we had tons of monitors, which Bartholomew used to hack into the city’s security systems. I had no idea how he did it, and I didn’t want to know. 

Bartholomew sat in front of his computer station across from Bob and Constantine, and I assumed he was playing a video game. In the last five months, Bartholomew had grown another two inches. He was now only an inch shorter than me at five feet eight inches. His curly brown hair was its usual mess and his hazel eyes were glued to the screen. 

Bartholomew was only twelve, but he was a certifiable genius. Last May we made a pact and I verbally adopted him as my little brother. No paper work was required, but everyone knew he was my family.  Neither of us had blood siblings, so it worked out perfect. Bartholomew’s parents had died when he was young, and Death had become his guardian. A part of me wanted to give him a normal life—as normal as I could while working for Death and chasing souls around. I just hated how fast he was growing. 

The first one to notice us was Bob. Bob was my first friend in Texarkana, and like me, he was prior military. I wasn’t sure how old he was, but I guessed in his forties. Bob was six feet tall, with sandy blond hair and sea green eyes. He looked like a rugged Daniel Craig. While Bartholomew was our resident arms dealer and supply sergeant, Bob had become our in-house chef and getaway driver. 

“What happened to you?” Bob shouted when he finally realized Eugene was carrying me. He rushed across the room and before I could explain, he grabbed me from Eugene’s arms and sat me down on one of the kitchen chairs.

“Isis inhaled quite a large amount of gnome dust,” Eugene said in a soft tone. “Don’t worry, though. She is going to be fine. I got her out before the hallucinations started.” 

I was glad Eugene had failed to mention that to me earlier.

Constantine sprinted from the couch and was sitting on the table in less than two seconds. It impressed me how fast he was for a fifteen-pound cat. 

“Gnomes? They found us already?” Constantine hissed as he spoke. “Who was it? I’ll take care of this.” I couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like Constantine was glaring.

“Relax Constantine, they didn’t do it on purpose,” I managed to say, but not very loudly.

“They? So it was more than one?” Constantine’s claws were retracted, but he still tapped the table as he spoke. “Great. We have a plague of gnomes in town.” He looked around like the gnomes had invaded Reapers and we hadn’t noticed. “Explain how you looking like hell is not their fault, and why your clothes are dirty.” Constantine demanded me as he took a closer look.

I took a deep breath before starting, a nervous habit I’d never been able to shake. “Technically we were trespassing on a cemetery. I tripped and landed at their feet.” I was a little embarrassed to admit the last part, even under the influence of all the narcotics.

“Why were you guys at a cemetery?” It had taken Bartholomew longer than I expected to join the conversation, but when I glanced over at him and saw the headphones around his neck, I understood why. 

“That is a really good question. Please explain,” Bob insisted as he walked over to the kitchen and faced the fridge.

“Eugene, how about you do us the honor since this was your idea.” 

Fine, so I was a chicken, but I was not going down alone for this little adventure. 

“This better be good,” Constantine told Eugene as he crouched into his favorite Sphinx pose.

“You see, what happened was…” Eugene trailed off. He was in trouble. I knew it because he always was when he started a sentence that way. His eyes searched the room, as if he wanted to bolt out the door. Eventually, he gave up looking for a way out and slumped into a chair. “It isn’t my fault. The mistress made me do it. She didn’t tell me the gnomes were going to hire a troll as a bodyguard.”

“Hold up. What troll?” Bob shouted, leaning against the open fridge door, probably looking for something to cook.  

“He was huge,” I told Bob in a serious tone. “I was sure a tree was attacking us.” I spread my hands wide for emphasis.

“Are we supposed to have trolls in town?” Bartholomew asked, glancing at Constantine.

“Unfortunately, it was only a matter of time.” Constantine answered, shaking his head. “I probably don’t want to know what Pestilence sent you to get,” Constantine said, his eyes landing on Eugene. 

“Some weird flower that only grows around gnomes,” I told him, rolling my eyes. I started giggling for no reason, and the boys stared at me as if I had turned into a crazy person. I guessed I was still high, so I tried to regain control by rubbing my face. “So, this Haven stuff, do we take a head count of whose moving in? I would like to know which areas might get me killed the next time Eugene wants to trespass.”

“A head count?” Constantine asked me.

“Yeah, like a census,” I answered. That made perfect sense to me in my current condition. 

“That’s an interesting idea,” Constantine said as he eyed at Bartholomew. 

I raised my eyebrows at the boys. “Okay what am I missing?” I was hoping it was the narcotics affecting my thought process, but I feared I was a little slow today.

“Most Interns avoid Havens like the plague. The fact you want to be involved is unusual,” Bartholomew told me. “They move around every six months to avoid establishing one,” Bartholomew finished with a sad tone to his voice. That sounded like a lot of work just to avoid people. 

“Is this another one of those Intern duties nobody wants to do?” I asked.

“Isis, like I said earlier, you are now responsible for all the citizens of Haven,” Eugene jumped in. “That’s a huge responsibility on top of everything else you do.” 

“Guys, I don’t like the idea of enforcing random laws or killing anyone,” I told them. “But I’m not planning to run away from my responsibilities because they aren’t fun. I joined the Army to serve and protect those I love. This is not any different. Since I’m in charge, it means you are all coming along with me. Starting today, you can consider yourselves deputies.” 

Their eyes went wide with excitement.

“Yes! I’m a deputy.” Bartholomew bounced with anticipation.

“Oh Lord, wait till Shorty hears about this,” Bob said with a smile. Shorty was our resident informant to the Underground—the large network of transient citizens in Texarkana.

I looked over at Constantine and I swore he winked at me. 

“Sorry Isis, the Mistress won’t let me moonlight,” Eugene told me with a frown. “But can I still get a badge?” He looked like a five-year-old waiting for a present.

“Of course, Eugene,” I told him. “Bart, sounds like you need to order us some badges and proper IDs.” I giggled again. 

“Bartholomew, add developing a registry for the Haven to your list of things to do,” Constantine told Bartholomew. With a salute, Bartholomew ran to his computer, and Constantine turned to me. “And you need a shower.” 

I looked down at my clothes. He was right. I was filthy. I wasn’t sure how I had gotten this dirty since I was pretty sure I had fallen on my butt. Maybe when I blacked out, I rolled around in the dirt or something. Either way, I saw no reason to argue with Constantine, so I stood from the chair and headed towards my room.

“Here, drink this.” Bob handed me a glass filled with a strange, green liquid. “It’s an Eric shake to clear your head.” Eric was Reaper’s martial arts trainer, wizard on retainer, local cop, and hunk extraordinaire. The last part I would never have said to his face, of course.

Eric’s shakes were never bad, they just looked weird. He had an ability to blend magical ingredients with super foods. My first six months at Reapers, I was on a diet of his shakes. It was the only thing that helped me make it through my training sessions, plus it ensured I didn’t die. So, there was that. Needless to say, I didn’t hesitate to chug the drink as I made my way to my room. 

When I turned on the light switch, big-band music filled the room. Bartholomew had rewired my room so when I flipped the lights on, the stereo would play. Death’s Interns had certain powers that would affect the dead—also the living, but that was neither here nor there. My powers came through music. Thankfully, my room was sound proof. 

As I walked inside and shut the door, my eyes were pulled to the new guitar I had purchased. It stood against the wall by my dresser. My goal for the weekend was to practice playing that beautiful instrument. Death’s gifts enhanced my natural abilities, and lately I had been able to pick up and play any instrument with very little training. I was dying to see how good I could get. Though, due to my little Eugene adventure, practice was cancelled for the rest of the evening. 

With a soft sigh, I headed towards my bathroom for a long, hot shower.

By the time I entered the loft again, the boys were sitting at the kitchen table playing a Dungeons & Dragons game. Bartholomew was asked to join a gaming group at Texas A&M after last May’s zombie apocalypse. Unfortunately, he came home and converted the rest of the tribe. Imaginary mission to save or attack some random group always felt too much like work for me, so I just watched from the side. 

“Isis, why didn’t you tell me your birthday is November second, the day of the dead?” Eugene asked me from the table. His eyes were on the game, so he didn’t notice how mine had bugged out. 

“I don’t do birthdays,” I said.

Constantine opened his mouth to respond, but the front door burst open then, saving me from an explanation. Death walked through, looking radiant in a black and white Armani suit. I was pretty sure Eugene didn’t see the same thing. He looked a bit pale in the cheeks.

“Constantine, did you give my brother my number?” Death asked Constantine as she crossed the room. 

“Brother? What brother?” If I didn’t know any better, I could’ve sworn Constantine’s voice cracked a bit.  “Death, what are you talking about?”

“Constantine, I’m not playing. He has called me twenty times already.” Death pulled out her cell phone as she spoke.

The only sibling of Death’s I had met was Pestilence. If the other two, War and Famine, were anything like that crazy witch, I would rather skip the reunion. 

Constantine wouldn’t meet Death’s eyes. Everyone else pretended to be busy with something else, and I made my way to the fridge to look for food. It wasn’t like we were cowards, but Death and Constantine had a special relationship—one the rest of us didn’t get involved in. 

“Isis, your dinner is in the fridge,” Bob told me as he walked in my direction. I almost rolled my eyes since I was already standing in front of the fridge. 

“Death, honestly, why would I do such a thing?” I heard Constantine say. Bob and I were now hiding behind the fridge door. “Hey, what’s that sound?”

At first, I thought Constantine was stalling for time, but then I heard it. Bob and I met each other’s eyes before I closed the fridge and faced everyone. It was our teleconference system, and it was ringing.

“Constantine. Do not pick that up,” Death said, her tone more than serious. 

Unfortunately, her words came too late because Constantine had already sprinted across the room and pressed the button. It wasn’t his fault. Constantine was a sucker for blinking lights. 

Death took a deep breath as a broad-shouldered man with an olive complexion and jet-black hair came on the screen, wearing a military uniform. 

“Guerra, what’s up my man?” Constantine said to the stranger with a huge grin on his face.

“Constantine, is that you?” the man asked as he stared at Constantine. How many talking cats did he know?

“Hey, don’t hate,” Constantine replied. “This is my North America camouflage. Taking a few pointers from you,” Constantine finished, putting his pointy fangs on full display. I almost laughed out loud. 

Everyone else had a different reaction to the mystery caller. Bob looked a little pale, Eugene was mesmerized by him, and Bartholomew looked like a kid in a candy store. Death, on the other hand, was glaring at her brother. She had her arms crossed and her foot was tapping furiously.  

As for me, I wasn’t too impressed, so I focused on eating my food.

“Good call, easier to fit in,” the mystery caller said. “Have you seen Muerte? He’s not answering my calls. I really need to talk to him.” The mystery caller’s gaze roamed as if he could see around the screen.

“What did you say?” Constantine asked the mystery caller. “Guerra, I think I’m losing you.” Before he could reply, Constantine hit the off button, then he turned to face Death. “Sorry, boss.”

“Constantine, I’m not in the mood for this,” Death replied as she headed out the door. “Fix this.”

“Death, you know he is just going to keep calling until he finds you,” Constantine told Death.

“Not today.” That was all Death said as she walked out the door and left us all staring at the spot she had just been standing. 

“Oh wow, please tell me that was War!” Eugene broke the silence.

“Who else would it be?” Constantine asked as he made his way across the room.

“Yes! Wait until I tell the guys.” Eugene bounced off his chair and ran out the door. During his weekend visits, Eugene stayed downstairs in Bob’s guest bedroom. I guessed he was heading towards his room. 

“Pestilence’s Interns really do need to go out more,” Constantine said as he stared out the glass wall and watched Eugene run across the first floor. 

“Bob, are you okay?” Bartholomew asked Bob. I turned around and noticed Bob had a greenish hue across his face. 

“I think it was something I ate. I’m going to bed.” Bob was out the door before we could say another word. 

“When I think my days can’t get any weirder, I’m always surprised,” I said out loud. “I’m heading to bed. I don’t think I can process any more today. Goodnight.” I wasn’t sure if I was still suffering the side effects of the narcotics, but whatever just happened had been odd, so before anything weirder happened, I went to bed.


CHAPTER THREE

For most of the residents of the Bible Belt, Sundays were days of rest and worship. That was not the case for me. I was a Christian, technically Catholic, so I did practice my faith. As long as I was in town, I went to mass on Saturdays at five p.m. I even volunteered for the Saturday morning services of the Church Under the Bridge. That was one of the most moving experiences of my life. A dedicated group of volunteers minister to the transient population and share a meal together. Even for those who don’t believe in magic or God, they could feel the power.

With my Saturday church schedule, Sunday became another training day. This was like being back in the military. If we were not at war, we were training. As Death’s Intern, I trained all the time. Most of my training consisted of running, hand to hand combat, firing range, and of course, music. Nobody could deny I didn’t have a diverse life. I could qualify for a musician spy. Fortunately, I was far enough in my training that I could pick my own routine. 

Today I planned to do a long-run, at least fifteen miles. After my little episode with the gnomes, I wanted to make sure my head was completely clear. I had been running six days a week and doing two long-run days. On average, I ran between a five-and six-minute mile. I wanted to take all the credit for that, but I had a feeling Death’s gifts played a part. The plan was simple. Head west for seven and a half miles on Highway 72, and then turn back. 

I tiptoed down the stairs before sunrise. I didn’t have to be quiet at this time of the day. The boys were night owls and there was no way I’d wake anyone up. Still, I enjoyed the silence. 

I left Reapers using the pedestrian entrance. Our doors were opened by hand-scanners, which made it easy to run and not worry about keys getting lost. I did a quick stretch outside and took in the warm, fall air of October. After one last look around, I set my watch and took off. 

It was almost eight by the time I made it through the security door. The weather was so perfect when I had started that it inspired me to run a couple of extra miles. I hummed out loud by the time I entered the first-floor training area. The lights were on, and I heard someone talking. As I went further inside, I found Eric on the phone, pacing the length of the work-out area.  God sure had blessed that man with some good genes. He was six-feet tall and muscular, with brown hair and gorgeous brown eyes. He was also one of the most focused, no-nonsense kind of guys I had ever met. Today, he looked upset, though.

I waved at him, but he didn’t even notice me. It was not like Eric to be distracted and unaware of his surroundings. 

“Honey, please let me explain,” Eric shouted into the phone. 

Obviously, Eric was having a private conversation and it had nothing to do with me, so I jogged to the stairs. I knew he’d been dating a hot blonde, and there must be some trouble between them. Maybe that wasn’t the best way to describe the girl. Texas was full of hot blondes, after all, and between the big hair and the accents, the women there made quite an impression. It wasn’t fair how one state could have so many good-looking people.

I put those thoughts out of my mind as I rushed up the stairs, hoping Bob was up and had made breakfast. I was one of the few non-meat eaters in Texarkana, so breakfast used to be fairly boring, at least until Bob had come along. I couldn’t have been happier when he’d become our resident chef, going as far as taking culinary classes at Texarkana College. 

I wasn’t expecting Bartholomew or Constantine to be up when I got to the loft, but they were, along with everyone else, including Death. Bartholomew still wore his pajamas while he worked in his computer area. Death paced the room, wearing a path in the floor. Constantine did the same, only on the kitchen table. It would have looked funny if the tension wasn’t so thick. In fact, Bob even looked on edge. Every burner on the stove was covered with pots. I wasn’t sure if he was cooking or sacrificing ingredients to some secret God. 

“Morning everyone. Did I miss the world domination meeting?” I asked, trying to break the tension.

“Not yet,” Bob replied, glancing at Death and Constantine. “I’m afraid it might happen soon, though.” He pointed at the TV with his spoon.

“In that case, I’m glad I made it back in time,” I joked, trying to entice a grin, but I failed. So, I gave up the humor and focused on the important issue—food. “What are you making? It smells amazing and I’m famished.” 

Just like that, Bob’s shoulders relaxed and a smile brightened his face. “I got a cheese casserole with sautéed onions and peppers. The veggie quiche is in the oven with the extra bacon for Constantine and Bartholomew.” He was a pro and made sure he addressed everyone’s preference from my non-meat-eating to poor Bartholomew’s gluten intolerance. 

“Do you think anyone would care if I eat now?” I pouted my lips and tried to bat my eyes, hoping to inspire a bit of sympathy. 

“I doubt it,” Bob said. “However, you smell like road-kill, so you might want to take a shower first.” The way he spoke told me his suggestion wasn’t really a suggestion. No matter. He was right, and I had sweat dripping from my head down to my toes to prove it. 

“I get no love around here,” I told him with a glare. Bob ignored me as he pulled fresh fruits from the fridge. I grabbed a piece before he could complain, then stuck out my tongue as my victory salute.

“So mature,” Bob teased as he tossed me a few more pieces of fruit.

 I caught them all. “By the way, what is going on with Eric?” 

“I’m not sure,” Bob replied as he looked out the glass window towards Eric. “From what I gather, his girlfriend wants to move their relationship to the next stage. Whatever that means.” Bob shrugged a shoulder. I did the same, since I really had no clue what that meant.

“Constantine, I don’t have time to deal with War’s little feud,” Death shouted from the other side of the room. Bob and I looked at each other, confused.

“That’s my cue to hit the shower,” I told Bob as I headed towards my room.

“Catch.” Bob threw me a bottle of water and I barely turned in time to catch it. “Hurry before your food gets cold.” My stomach growled in response to the word “food.”

I gave him a quick salute and proceeded out the door. I had mixed feelings about the situation because I wanted to know what could ever make Death aggravated like that, but I also had a horrible feeling this wouldn’t end well for me. If something bad was happening, it was the Intern’s job to do the dirty work and investigate, after all. 

My curiosity won in the end and I took the fastest shower of my life, then rushed back to the loft in less than fifteen minutes. Death sat on a chair, drinking coffee with Bob. Bartholomew was gone, and Constantine was laying on top of the leather couch. Nobody was saying anything. It was like the calm before the storm.

“Hi Isis. Sorry for not greeting you earlier,” Death told me as she put down her cup. “How was your run? I see you are getting faster.” She smiled at me when she finished. Death had a way of being soothing and strong all at once.

“Relaxing,” I replied as I grabbed the plate of food Bob had left for me on the kitchen island. I took a seat next to Death and Bob. “By the way, did we get our trees cut for some reason?” I asked the room. 

“What?” Constantine asked from across the room.

“The really tall trees around Reapers are gone,” I told them in between bites. It might have made me look a bit rude to be chomping on food and talking at the same time, but I was too hungry to care. 

“Are you sure?” Death asked, her brows etched with concern. 

“Hard to miss. I used to lean on one to stretch every day.” I took another bite before talking. “It’s weird, though. I couldn’t even find a hole for the trunk or the roots. I’m pretty sure ours are not the only ones missing. The whole area looks emptier.” That was saying a lot. Texarkana was located in the piney woods of Texas, so we were packed with trees. Especially tall pines.

“Constantine, I guess it’s time to talk to my brother.” Death let out a deep sigh.

“What’s going on?” I aimed my question at Death, who stood up and started walking towards Constantine.

“I have a feeling we are about to find out,” Death said as she smoothed her shirt. “Constantine, do me the honor and call your favorite General,” she said, not even a hint of humor in her tone.

“I’m going to do some laundry,” Bob said as he sprang up out of his chair. Come to think of it, his face looked rather pale.

“Are you okay?” I asked him. I’d never really understood what had happened to him yesterday.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I couldn’t tell if he was lying to me. “Eugene left early this morning, so I’m going to organize his room.” Bob took Death’s empty cup to the sink as he spoke.

“Did something happen to him?” I asked, my voice a little high. Eugene had a military schedule at the lab, so on Sundays when he was over, he slept in. I figured he was still sleeping. He had parked around the back, so I didn’t notice the Hearse missing.

“Relax Isis, nothing major,” Bob told me with a tight smile. “Pestilence just wanted her plant as soon as possible. Now, finish your food and make sure Bartholomew finishes his.” Bob was out the door before I could ask any more questions.

“Are you sure about this?” I heard Constantine ask Death from across the room.

“Just call him before I change my mind,” Death snapped.

Since I had no intention of moving any closer, I leaned in for a better view. Anyone that made Death that miserable deserved my undivided attention. Constantine did his magic and in less than a minute the teleconference system was ringing. I expected there would be a long wait, but that didn’t happen.

“Muerte! Have you been avoiding me?” War asked from the other side of the screen.

“Yes, I’ve been avoiding you, War,” Death replied. I was impressed. I didn’t think Death would admit to that. “Every time you call, some horrible catastrophe is happening. What is it this time?” Death shifted and placed her hands on her hips.

“I have nothing to do with this one,” War replied, sounding like a mischievous little boy. “The elves and the vampires are planning to go to war without my consent.” He narrowed his eyes. Of course he’d be mad. How could any being have the nerve to go to war without his permission? I almost burst out laughing at his outrage.

“I don’t get it. What’s the problem here?” Death moved her hands from her hips and crossed her arms over her chest.

“I’m in the middle of planning a huge conflict between the world and Korea.” War’s voice was getting louder as he spoke, and he’s almost reached the point of shouting. “I don’t have time for petty family feuds over star-crossed lovers.”

“I still don’t see how this applies to me,” Death told her brother with an intense glare. This time, War impressed me because he didn’t flinch. 

“Simple. Vampires are your expertise.” War flashed Death a brilliant smile and she looked like she was going to punch the screen. “If the elves and vamps go to war, you know the vamps are going to start recruiting again. Only way to beat those shady-trees, no pun intended. I would hate for the treaty to be broken and for us to have another dark age.” 

I had no idea what War was talking about, but Death started pacing and it looked like steam might fly out of her ears. Obviously, she must know exactly what he’d meant. 

Constantine jumped off the computer area, not stopping until he made himself comfortable beside me. Nobody said a word for a few minutes. 

“Fine. I’m listening,” Death told War as she took several deep breaths to settle herself.

“What just happened?” I angled my head towards Constantine.

“War is good,” Constantine said, shaking his head. “He found all the right buttons and pressed them. Did you know he invented psychological operations?” 

I heard of psychological operations, or PsyOps as the Army called it. I had a few friends that did that job when I was in the military. Their training was to discover the enemy’s psychological and emotional weaknesses and exploit them. 

“Oh, don’t look so mad. I promise it is no big deal.” War’s lips stretched into a big grin. “It’s not like the zombie apocalypse you had to clean up for Pestilence. You helped that violent nut, so why can’t you do your brother one little favorite?” War actually batted his eyelashes, looking as innocent as he could, while he waited for Death’s response. 

“War, get to the point now,” Death demanded in a harsh tone. “What do you want?” 

“The elves and the vamps are having negotiations that the witches are facilitating. I want your people to attend and make sure all goes well,” War said in a nonchalant way, as if he had just asked us to pick up a gallon of milk from Walmart. 

“You want my Intern to attend a treaty? Isn’t that your Intern’s specialty?” Death gaped at War as if he’d grown horns and turned red. “Aren’t treaty talks and peace summits your areas of expertise? What exactly are my people supposed to do there?” Death threw her arms up in the air and started pacing again.

“Katrina is under a lot of stress lately,” War shot out. “We just need a third party to make sure the witches don’t screw this up. You know, someone from the outside. It won’t take more than three hours. What do you have to lose?” War asked with another brilliant smile.

“You do know this is a horrible idea. The vampires don’t trust us, and the elves avoid us at all cost,” Death told War. “I don’t like this.” 

“Three hours. That’s all. You help Pestilence and Famine all the time,” War said in a whiney tone. “Please.” He stretched the word out for a solid twenty seconds. He was definitely whining.

“Fine,” Death agreed, stopping in front of the screen. “When is this treaty?” Her words came out in a growl. She was definitely not happy.

“This afternoon, and it’s here in Kansas,” War replied. 

Death held her hands in front of the screen in a strangling motion.

“Send the details to Constantine and you better be quick,” Death told War, and before he could respond, she turned the system off. 

“This is going to suck,” Constantine whispered to me.

“Isis, you heard my brother. He needs your help on this,” Death told me. “I don’t like it, either, so be careful.” She turned to Constantine with a glare. “You are taking everyone. Brief them on the plane, and don’t forget to take some overnight clothes. Everything takes longer than War expects.” 

I had no clue what had just happened, but the bottom line was, we were all headed to Kansas.


CHAPTER FOUR

Talk about change of pace. We went from a slow Sunday morning to full combat mode. According to War’s instructions, the negotiations were taking place at 2:30 p.m. near Manhattan, Kansas. That meant we had less than five hours to make our way there. I was wondering why the elves and vampires would have their negotiations so close to a military installation. Fort Riley was less than twenty minutes from Manhattan. It was a post I always wanted to visit because the Big Red One was stationed there. 

It was probably a blessing we were used to short notices and preparing in a hurry. In less than an hour, we had Bob’s baby blue Ram 2500 Heavy Duty work truck, Storm, fully packed with our gear, clothes, and weapons. We were all silent on the way to the tiny Texarkana Airport located on the Arkansas side. I had no idea how we were going to find a flight at this time. The airport only had three departing and arriving flights each day. Even if we could get a flight, I had a bad feeling TSA was not going to let us board with all our weapons, especially since Bob had added extras just for this trip.

“It might be a little late to ask, but how are we going to get all of our stuff through security,” I finally asked as we were pulling into the airport entrance.

“We are not,” Constantine replied from the front passenger seat. Yeah, that was right, Constantine always rode shot-gun. Go figure. 

“What do you mean?” I asked, meeting Bartholomew’s eyes. He sat next to me in the backseat, but only shrugged his shoulders at me. I guessed he didn’t know the answer either. 

“We don’t have time to lose today. We are taking my private plane,” Constantine replied, directing Bob towards the executive terminal of the airport. The separate terminal was away from the commercial area.

“Huh?” My mouth fell open. Had I heard him correctly? “You have a plane?” 

“Of course I do,” Constantine said in a tone that depicted his words explained everything, when in fact, they explained nothing. 

I’d been all over the country this past year, and he had never mentioned he owned a private plane. The thought made me say, “Wait, if you have a private plane, why am I always flying commercial?” 

“Simple. You are supposed to blend in. You can’t blend in with a private plane landing everywhere,” Constantine told me. “Besides, you are flying first class, so why are you complaining? If I travel commercial, they want to shove me in the cargo area. Is that even fair?” Constantine peered around the seat to look at me as he spoke.

“Good point.” I couldn’t argue with his facts. 

“Besides, I thought you like to people watch,” Constantine said with a smirk.

“That is true. I wouldn’t get to see anyone from a private plane.” I did enjoy watching the strange things people did and airports were the best places to watch. “I take it back. I’m sticking to first class,” I told him with a smile.

“Oh wow. The horror of first class,” Constantine mocked. 

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t hide my smile. He was right. The job had spoiled me, and it was the first job I’d ever had that paid me really well. I received a paycheck every month, but I also had a clothing allowance and every other expense was covered as well. We joked that Death paid really well since the life span of Interns was really short. Normally, you had to die to be replaced, which made the person that killed you the next potential Intern. We needed to work on our recruitment process.

Bob drove around the executive terminal and went straight onto the runway. I was expecting a small plane with enough seats for maybe five to seven people, but boy were my thoughts wrong. I hadn’t prepared myself for Constantine’s plane. It was bigger than the American Eagle planes that normally flew into Texarkana, which had three rows of seats and only held about thirty people. So not only was Constantine’s plane bigger than American Eagle Airlines, it was also stylish, painted black with gothic red letters that read Reaper 1. The man had a sense of humor.

“Constantine, do you really own that plane?” I asked him before getting out of the truck.

“It’s a little dated now. It was brand new when I got it,” Constantine told me with a shrug, and it sounded like he was thinking of trading it in for a new one. “It’s the Embraer Lineage 1000 Private Jet. Wait until you see the inside. It’s customized. Only reason I haven’t gotten a new one.” Constantine jumped out of the truck as soon as Bob opened the door. 

“Bart, did you know he had a private plane?” I asked Bartholomew, hoping I wasn’t the only one blown away.

“It’s Constantine. I’m sure he has one of everything,” Bartholomew said without an ounce of surprise inflected in his voice. “Come on. I can’t wait to see the inside. I bet he has a gaming station.” I shook my head. Bartholomew was a genius, but he was still a twelve-year-old boy. His priorities were always a little skewed.

“Isis, hurry up. We don’t have all day,” Constantine yelled when I finally climbed out. He was right, though. I did need to hurry.

The crew of the plane unloaded our gear and had already started loading it in the plane. I guessed if you could afford a private jet, you could keep a crew on standby, too. 

“Good morning ma’am,” a very friendly crew member said to me. I smiled at him but widened my eyes as I realized his eyes were cat-like. He winked at me and got back to work, leaving me standing with my mouth hanging open. I had a feeling I didn’t want to know who was flying the plane. 

If the plane was impressive from the outside, the inside was out of this world. I wondered if Air Force One looked this good. The plane had leather seats, a leather couch on one side, a large screen TV on the back wall, and of course every gaming system imaginable. This was luxury. I thought I was spoiled, but I had nothing on Constantine. 

“Boss, we will be ready to take off as soon as all the bags are secure,” a tall, handsome man in a pilot uniform said to Constantine. I glanced at his face and he had blue cat-eyes as well, and he gave me a wink just like the last one had. What was going on today?

“As soon as you are ready, get us in the air. We are on a tight schedule, George,” Constantine told the pilot. 

“It will be our pleasure, sir,” George told Constantine before he headed to the cockpit. 

Constantine stepped towards the middle of the plane. He jumped on a leather chair and made himself comfortable.

“Isis, take a seat. We need to talk.” Constantine pointed to the chair facing him. There was a small table between the two chairs. Bob took a seat on the other side of the plane. Bartholomew went straight to the back towards the gaming area and started playing.

“Why do I have a feeling this is not going to be a good talk?” I told Constantine as I took my seat.

“It’s not a bad talk,” Constantine said as he licked his paw and wiped his face off. “But since you refuse to read the manual, I need to catch you up on our history.”

“Oh, come on. That isn’t fair,” I mumbled. “Besides, that manual can’t have that much stuff in it. It’s too small.” My protest sounded weak, even to my own ears. Bob shook his head and smiled at me.

“You’re right. This information is located in your year two manual,” Constantine told me. “But considering you didn’t read the first, there is no reason to give you another one. So, here is your audio version.” I was pretty sure Constantine was making fun of me, but I didn’t care.

“Finally. Why didn’t you do this from the beginning?” I told Constantine as I made myself comfortable. 

“Everyone, please buckle your seat-belts. We are about to take off,” a sweet female voice said over the intercom.

“Really? No demonstration on how to buckle ourselves. Shouldn’t they at least point out the fire exits?” I asked Constantine as I looked around.

“Are you serious?” Constantine said, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “If you haven’t figured out how to buckle your seatbelt at this stage in your life, we have other issues to worry about. Now focus.” Those last words came out in a hiss.

I frowned. Perhaps it wasn’t the best time to mess around. “Sorry. I was just joking.” 

“Have you heard of the Dark Ages?” Constantine asked me.

“Of course. Everyone has,” I replied.

“Do you know how it started?” Constantine asked. 

“It’s been a really long time since I covered world history,” I answered, scrunching my forehead as I tried to remember. “Was it after the Crusades, or some plague that hit Europe?” I wasn’t sure. That time period was not my favorite and honestly it never came up in conversations.

“It was a crusade but not the kind you are thinking,” Constantine said, posing like a Sphinx and staring out the window as the jet started moving. “We are not proud of this part of our history, but hard choices had to be made.” Constantine met my eyes. “It was a time of chaos and humans were hungry for power. They were disorganized and vulnerable, easy prey for most predators. Vampires took advantage of this, multiplying their numbers. It wasn’t enough for them to be able to turn the willing, they wanted to take over the world, so they turned everyone they could, whether they were willing or not. You know what that means?” Constantine paused, watching me hard, as if I held all the answers he was seeking.

It took me a minute to process all that information. “I’m guessing it means Death wasn’t happy?” She couldn’t have been. She hated vampires because the process to become one destroyed the human soul. 

“That’s an understatement,” Constantine told me before he gazed out the window again. “It started slowly at first, so we didn’t notice right away. When we did, Death called a meeting with the vampire leader and demanded him to stop what he was doing. Of course, they refused. In their minds, they had found a way to beat death. Hundreds and hundreds of souls were gone and more each day. Death’s fury only grew hotter, and soon she gave them an ultimatum: stop taking souls by force or we would destroy every vampire.” Constantine took a deep breath, but still didn’t look my way. 

“Let me guess, they refused,” I said.

“Of course they did. We had no choice, then. We went to war with the vampires,” Constantine almost whispered. “We started recruiting Interns because we needed more people. We were losing bodies each day. Then Death had an idea. What if the Interns had more of her powers? So, she gave them a choice, refusing to force any. Many took the leap, and the Interns became Reapers, bound to Death with superhuman powers and immortality.” His body drooped and he frowned as he finished.

“That doesn’t sound like such a bad deal,” I told Constantine. “Did it help?” 

“Oh, it helped,” Constantine said in a positively somber tone. “The Reapers turned the war in our favor. Unfortunately, we learned a little too late that this transformation was not perfect. Like with Death’s gift, the power enhanced the person’s true nature. Some became like guardian angels to humanity. But others became worse than the monsters we were fighting. To stop them, Death had to kill off her own children.” He paused again, and the room grew so quiet I was afraid to move, let alone breathe.

After several seconds, he continued. “The pain was unbearable.” He cleared his throat, like there might be a lump stuck in there from him holding back his sadness. I didn’t know if he spoke of Death’s pain or his own. “In the end, Death asked War to facilitate a peace treaty with the vampires. We would stop hunting them if they stopped turning humans against their will. The vampires agreed, and they went underground. We made a point to avoid them.” Constantine’s eyes were glued to his paws. 

“If we promised to avoid them, why are we getting involved?” I asked. 

I glanced over and saw Bob leaning against the leather couch he was sitting on, not paying any attention to our conversation. 

“The only thing vampires’ fear is Death, and her Reapers of course,” Constantine answered. “With us there, it will ensure that everyone keeps their word.” He didn’t sound very convincing.

“Constantine, what happened to the Reapers?” There was a hesitation in my tone. Truthfully, I wasn’t sure why I asked the question because I didn’t think I really wanted to know the answer.

“The good ones that were left went to sleep with the rest of our Interns,” Constantine said with a smile. I sure hoped sleep truly meant sleep. “An army ready for judgment day.”

“I’m sorry, Constantine.” That was all I could think to say, but even those words felt empty.

“That was a very long time ago,” Constantine said, his eyes meeting mine once more. “Besides, Death swore she would never make another Reaper again.” Constantine wiped his face with his paw. If I didn’t know any better, I could have sworn he was tearing up. 

“That’s good, right?” Maybe this horrible story would actually have a happy ending.

“Yes, it is. Unfortunately, now the rumors will start again,” Constantine told me.

“What rumors? Constantine, what are you talking about?” I wanted answers, not all these weird riddles.

“Bartholomew, bring me the case please?” Constantine called back to Bartholomew. “Bob, you might want to get dressed.” Bob jumped out of his chair at the sound of Constantine’s voice.

Bartholomew walked over from the gaming area and placed a sleek, silver briefcase in front of me. Bartholomew opened the briefcase using a finger-print scanner, something he only used for top-secret information, or highly dangerous weapons. It made me wonder if I really wanted to see what was in there, but as the lid raised, all I found was a sleek, silver cylinder, maybe six inches in length. 

“That’s it?” The words came out before I could stop them. I couldn’t help it. After all the tense build-up, I had expected much more than just a stick.

“Don’t judge,” Constantine said.

“I need you to grab it with your right hand so I can program your finger print to it.” Bartholomew told me with a smile. 

I grabbed the little cylinder and I almost dropped it. It was heavy, so much heavier than I thought it would’ve been, and it felt solid. Before I had a chance to say anything, Bartholomew turned the container a few times in my hand before he pressed my thumb on top of a symbol that looked like an R.

“Hold still for thirty seconds now,” Bartholomew said, his tone more professional than I’d ever heard it. After the time passed, he said, “Good. Now release it.” I did as Bartholomew told me. “Perfect. When I tell you to, press the symbol again.” I looked at the little stick and nodded back to Bartholomew.

“I would recommend doing it in the middle of the plane and away from your face,” Constantine suggested as he moved as far away from me as possible. Bartholomew did the same.

A gnawing worry swam through my stomach. Maybe this was a bomb and they’d just made me arm it. No, they wouldn’t blow me up, and Constantine definitely wouldn’t let me blow his plane up. I stood up and walked to the middle of the plane, making sure I was as far away from the boys as possible. Then, I took a deep breath and pressed the R. 

“Oh God!” I screamed, almost dropping the stupid stick. The six-inch cylinder had expanded and morphed to a four-foot-tall scythe. “Holy crap! You’ve got to be kidding me.” My words were far from elegant, but I wasn’t too worried about that right now.

“Isis, meet the weapon of the Reapers,” Constantine told me from the window.

“No wonder the rumors are going to start,” I told him as I stared at the sharpest farming tool I had ever seen in my life. “Why do I have this? Am I becoming a Reaper?” Panic filled my voice. I might not be pure, but I was pretty innocent. The last thing I wanted was to get killed by Death if I turned bad.

“Girl, please. Didn’t I just tell you Death wasn’t going to make any more Reapers?” Constantine gave me an evil glare, his tone high-pitched and full of irritation. It amazed me how fast his moods could change. It always had.

“You did, but why do I have this?” Maybe I wasn’t becoming a super soldier, but I still had this incredibly scary weapon.

“The scythe is the fastest way to send a vampire to their final death,” Constantine said in a matter of fact tone. “You’re going to be facing them and we aren’t taking any chances.”

“I thought we were going to a peace treaty,” I said, hoping he remembered that part.

“We are, but remember, they hate us as much as we hate them,” Constantine said. “Don’t let the weapon out of your sight. To retract, hold the symbol again the same way. Got it?” 

“Got it.” 

“Good. Now you need to learn how to use it.” Constantine barely finished talking when Bob stepped out from the back. He wore what looked like a fencing uniform, padding and all. “Bob is going to be your assistant. We don’t have a lot of time, so pay attention.” 

The sound of his voice told me I was in more trouble than I knew.


CHAPTER FIVE

By the time we landed in Kansas, my arms were burning. It was like being in color- guard tossing a flag around. I did one year of winter-guard in high school, so the movements were not totally foreign to me. The muscle memory came quickly, but the actual muscles did not. I needed to get used to swinging a steel pipe around with a giant blade on one end—not the most natural movement in the world. I was also wondering if I would ever be able to use it. I knew vampires had lost their souls, but as far as I knew, they still looked human. How was I going to know who to chop to pieces?

I didn’t have a lot of time to ponder my dilemma. The plane made its way to the secure hangar away from the commercial airport. It was a little secluded and unless you knew where you were going, most people would likely miss it. I retracted my new toy and tucked it inside my cargo pants, thankful I’d chosen to wear my black combat gear for this mission. Although, after Constantine’s lecture, I wished I had more weapons.

Kansas was a lot cooler than Texas, so I was glad I thought to pack a sweater. The minute we stepped off the plane, a beautiful blonde waved us toward the black SUV she stood beside. 

Constantine strolled over to her and shouted, “Katrina, my girl. What are you doing here?” 

“Constantine, my man. I’m your transportation today,” Katrina replied with a grin.

“Oh wow. What did you do to get put on the shit list?” Constantine asked Katrina as he climbed on the hood of the SUV, putting him eye level with her. “I knew War was mad at you, but he must be furious to give you a private’s duties.” He shook his head.

“The usual, I guess. War is always mad at me. This one’s a long story,” Katrina replied. “At least he didn’t kill me off and send me to China.” Katrina flashed a weak smile.

“I can’t wait to hear that story.” Constantine faced the rest of us. “Let’s make this quick. Katrina meet the team: Bob, Bartholomew, and Isis.” 

“Nice meeting all of you.” Katrina moved in front of each of us and shook our hands. “How does it feel to be Death’s Intern, Isis?” Katrina asked me directly.

Up close, Katrina was even more beautiful. We were about the same height, but total opposites. Katrina had long, curly blonde hair that looked like gold strands in the sun. Her bright green eyes sparkled when she smiled, and she wore a military uniform. I wondered how many people underestimated her due to her beauty. I was staring at her when I realized I hadn’t answered her question. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I managed to mumble. “How did you know I was the Intern?” Normally most people believed Bob was the Intern since he was the most responsible out of the bunch.

“War gave me a copy of your files,” she told me with a smile.

“War has copies of our records? Why?” I didn’t like the sound of that. 

“He has a record on all the Interns, calls it precaution,” Katrina told me. 

“Oh wow, you are a Colonel. Congratulations.” My cheeks heated with embarrassment. Maybe I should salute her? I wasn’t sure.

“For now, until War decides my punishment and I get downgraded to another army to start over,” Katrina told us. My eyebrows quirked. What had she just said? I looked at Bartholomew and Bob, and both of their faces matched my own. I was glad I wasn’t the only one who was clueless.

“Sorry Colonel, I think you lost us,” I told her, trying to be as respectful as possible.

“Please call me Katrina,” she replied, grabbing one of our bags and loading it into the back of the SUV. I followed suit, and soon, she turned to me. “I assume you don’t know the requirements of War’s Intern?” she asked. 

I shook my head. 

After the SUV was packed, we all hopped inside. “War only has one Intern at any given time,” Katrina said once we were all inside.  “We serve for one-hundred years, in many different counties and military branches. We don’t age, so you can imagine how bizarre that would be to humans. Every so often, or when we screw-up, we move to a different location with a new identity to start over.” Katrina pulled out of the airport and onto the highway.

“How do you blend in?” Bartholomew asked. “No offense, but I’m pretty sure you would stick out in the Chinese army.” 

Bartholomew had a point. It didn’t make any sense.

“You can say we stole that trick from Death,” Katrina told us. “Our appearances change depending on what ID we carry at that time. Unlike Death, everyone sees the same person until we decide to change it,” Katrina explained.

“Are you not blonde?” I asked her. Maybe she really didn’t look like Miss America.

“The camouflage doesn’t work with the other horsemen or their people.” Katrina pointed at her body as she spoke. “You are seeing the real me. I just don’t age.”

Bob, Bartholomew, and I all nodded, but inside, I was a bit jealous that Katrina was frozen in time looking like the goddess Venus.

“Great.” Katrina glanced at the digital clock on the dashboard. “The elves requested a new location, so if we are going to make it, we need to hurry.” 

“Where are we going, Katrina?” Constantine asked. 

“We are going to our more secluded location, the International Negotiation Center,” Katrina told Constantine.

“How bad is it?” Constantine asked

“It’s a delicate situation.” Katrina spoke so softly I almost didn’t hear her.

“What is going on?” That was the first time Bob said anything since leaving the plane.

“Sergeant Johnson, it is you,” Katrina said to Bob, who in turn got very quiet and almost pale. I had no idea Bob’s last name was Johnson. Finally, after a year of knowing him I learned Bob’s last name. 

“Have we met?” Bob asked in a shy tone.

“A long time ago, in Saudi,” Katrina told him. “Granted I was a boy then, so I doubt you would remember me. Private Green.” A sad smile covered her lips.

“Private Green? No way.” Bob shook his head. “Private Green is dead.” Bob’s fingers started shaking, as if he was remembering a terrible time. 

“Yeah, that was definitely one of my most dramatic deaths.” Katrina didn’t look back when she spoke. “Thank you, though. You were one of the few nice people in the unit. I really appreciated it. I’m sorry you had to see me die.” Katrina’s voice was filled with sincerity, but that didn’t help poor Bob. He’d turned as white as a ghost. The whole situation had left a thick tension coating the air in the SUV. 

“Can you tell us what to expect when we meet the vampires and elves?” Bartholomew cut in, changing the topic. He was amazing for doing that, and I made a note to make sure I told him that someday

“Oh yes, I’m sorry,” Katrina replied, bringing herself back to the present. “The heir to the elves, Princess Genevieve, is missing. The elf king thinks the vampires have her. The vampires, on the other hand, are convinced the elves are hiding the princess against her wishes,” Katrina told us, not taking her eyes off the road.

“Why do the vampires care about this princess?” I asked Katrina. I finally understood why War didn’t want to be involved. This sounded like a supernatural Jerry Springer Show.

“War mentioned something about star-crossed lovers. Please tell me this princess is not dating a vampire.” Constantine was the one to put the pieces together. 

“Not just any vampire. She is engaged to the heir of the North American kingdom,” Katrina explained. 

“Oh. This is going to be messy,” Constantine told us.

I glanced out the window to the flat Kansas land. Out of the corner of my eye, a tree moved. I shifted in my seat to get a better look. I must have imagined it, right? No, it moved again. “Did anybody see that? The trees are moving!” I pointed out the window.

“Yeah, that has been happening all week,” Katrina confirmed from the front. “The elf king has been calling all the sleeping elves back up in preparation for the coming war. If this keeps up, it won’t be long before humans start noticing.” 

Katrina was right. If I noticed the trees, the humans would too. I was, after all, mostly human.

“Not to scare anybody, but we are being followed,” Bob piped in. He still looked a little pale from his earlier conversation.

We all looked behind us, and sure enough, two black SUVs were closing in on us. I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t just taken Bob’s word in the first place. He was usually right. Although, I wished he would’ve noticed before we turned on a deserted dirt road in the middle of nowhere.  

“Is there any way they might be going to the treaty with us?” I asked, stretching the words out.

“I doubt it,” Bob answered. “They just appeared from one of those odd trails, which probably means they were waiting for us.” I really hated his uncanny way of making sense when I really just wanted him to say anything else to make me feel better.

“There is nothing to worry about. This vehicle is bullet proof,” Katrina told us in a calm voice.

“What about your tires?” Bob asked Katrina. Last May, Pestilence’s disgruntled accountant blew up two of our tires, leaving us stranded on the road. Bob was now paranoid about tires.

“Probably not,” Katrina replied, looking at her rearview mirror.

“I recommend you pick up the pace, Katrina.” Constantine peered behind him as well. 

“This is an SUV, not an Indy car. It only goes so fast,” Katrina told him as she tried to accelerate.

The SUV picked up speed, but so had the two behind us. Within a few minutes, they’d pulled next to us. Bob and I watched as the two SUVs boxed us in. There was no way Katrina could get away. We were trapped.

“Slam into one of them,” Constantine yelled, but it was too late. By the time Katrina attempted any evasive maneuvers, the enemies had pulled guns on us. 

“Duck!” I screamed as I pulled Bartholomew down. My brain knew the vehicle was bullet proof, but my reflexes took over. 

Katrina tried to move away, but it was no use. They opened fire on us. Bob cursed under his breath when they shot holes in all four of our tires. Katrina hit the brakes and the two vehicles sped past us. 

“You wouldn’t happen to carry four spare tires with you?” Bob said it as a joke, but I knew he was serious. After the last episode, he had equipped every vehicle in the house with at least two spares. The ones that could handle the extra weight had four.

“I wish,” Katrina told Bob as she pulled over and stopped the vehicle.

“Where is Reggie when you need him?” I asked Bartholomew. Reggie was the roadside king to the supernatural community in Texarkana. Everyone used him.

“We are over twenty miles away. We’re not going to make it on foot. We need wheels soon,” Katrina told us, and she almost yelled with excited nervousness. She let out a deep sigh as she stepped from the SUV, pulling her phone from her pocket.

“Any ideas?” I asked Constantine, hoping he had a way to fix it.

“I’m blaming the vampires. They’re probably trying to stop us from coming,” Constantine snapped. 

Katrina opened the driver’s door and leaned in. “Hey guys, I found us a way out of this mess. That farmer is going to give us a ride in the back of his truck.” Katrina was pointing at a skinny man with a beat-up F-150. 

This trip was getting stranger by the minute. We were going to jump in the back of a truck with a total stranger. Nobody else seemed concerned, so I shrugged and followed the team.

“I’m going to have the SUV fixed and dropped off at the center, but we need to get there now.” Katrina left no room for argument. We grabbed our gear from the SUV and headed towards the back of the truck. 

“Wow. Constantine, she sounds just like you,” I whispered to him.

“Where do you think she learned it?” Constantine replied, a cockiness shining from his stance, his eyes, and even his voice. “I freelance for War as his guardian when he gets new Interns.” 

“I can see you working with War,” I told Constantine. “I’m surprised you didn’t stay.” Honestly, Constantine would make a great wing-man for War. They were both nuts.

“Never. War has an obsession with uniforms,” Constantine told me, his whole face scrunching up in a disgusted look. “You can’t go around covering this beautiful fur with clothes.” Constantine groomed his coat for extra emphasis after he found a comfortable position in the truck. “Now I’m planning to take advantage of these strange accommodations. I recommend you do the same. Who knows what we are going to be doing next. 

I was afraid Constantine was right. This little adventure wasn’t starting that well. I leaned back against the side of the truck and watched the tumble-weeds roll by. That could only happen in Kansas.


CHAPTER SIX

The twenty miles in the back of the truck seemed to take forever. By the time we stopped and hopped off, it felt like we’d been riding a horse for half the day. My butt had gone numb and every part of my body ached. That dirt road had been rough. 

I had no idea what Katrina told the old man who gave us a ride, but he was mumbling something about crazy soldiers when he drove off. We all waved, but he didn’t even turn around. I was sure the old man wasn’t planning to take that road ever again.

“Are we in the right place?” Bartholomew asked from behind me.

“This is the International Negotiation Center,” Katrina answered.

“This place is a dump,” Constantine said.

I turned around then, and sure enough, I faced a beaten-down, older-than-dirt house. It reminded me of a house in an old western, from the porch housing two wooden rocking chairs to the wraparound wooden fence that created a barrier around the entire place. And Constantine had been right, it looked like a dump—maybe even worse. It kind of looked like it might go up in flames at any moment.

“No offense Katrina, but this place doesn’t look like a negotiation center?” My words had been a statement, but they sounded more like a question. 

“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” Katrina told me. It was hard not to when this cover looked so beat down and empty. “This state is under the jurisdiction of War. All supernatural treaties take place here. No one dares to violate the sanctity of this location.” Katrina puffed her chest out when she finished her statement. 

“Well, that at least explains why Fort Riley is in the middle of the country.” Bartholomew stepped closer to me. “I always wondered if the US might have been afraid Canada would invade us one day.” Bartholomew shot me a huge grin.

I couldn’t help it; I had to laugh. That was a very valid point. Of all the military locations in the US, the ones in the middle of the country made no sense. I understood the ones that were training grounds, or even the prison, but Fort Riley was neither one of those things. If anything, it was the home of one of our most decorated Divisions. I guess if you were a Horsemen, you could claim an entire state as your territory and make people come to you for guidance. I’m surprised Pestilence didn’t think of it first.

“Great. Why are we standing outside?” I asked. Truth be told, I was growing tired of staring at the old, dilapidated house. For that matter, just staring at this house made me wonder why anyone would want to stop us from having a meeting here, which made me wonder exactly what our mysterious shooter’s motivation was. 

“We are supposed to wait for the witch delegation.” Katrina answered. Her gaze darted back and forth as she searched the place. In fact, it made her look a little worried. Maybe she didn’t like being so exposed.

“Leave it to the witches to always be late,” Constantine hissed. Witches were probably his least favorite paranormal creature.

“They should be here by now. We sent them very specific coordinates,” Katrina told him.

“I thought you said the elves changed the location? Maybe they went to the first one,” I said, trying to give the witches the benefit of the doubt. Not all my experiences had been bad with them, although there had been a few.

“Impossible. We confirmed they received the new info,” Katrina explained as she walked over to the house and checked the front door.

I hung back and grabbed Bob’s arm to pull him aside. “Bob, are you okay?” I’d been wanting to ask since he’d gone so pale remembering Katrina from the war, but I hadn’t wanted to ask in front of everyone and embarrass him.

“I’m fine, just bad memories,” Bob told me as he walked away from the group.

“Good. There they are.” Katrina pointed to the East.

Either Katrina had hawk eyes, or magical powers, because there was no way she could have spotted those vehicles. I had to strain to see them, and I noticed Bob was struggling to see as well.

“How fast are they going?” Bartholomew asked the group. “I have never seen any vehicle gain that much distance that quickly.” Bartholomew was right. In less than three minutes, they were almost on top of us.

“Sometimes it is safer not to ask,” Katrina told him. 

The rest of us joined Katrina on the porch to avoid becoming road-kill by a group of speed-racer witches. Within a few minutes, the convoy had stopped in front of us. I was impressed when I noticed three black, shiny limos in front of us. At least they knew how to ride in style. Who needed a broom when you could ride a Mercedes Benz limo?

“You have to admit,” I said to Constantine, “they know how to make an entrance.” 

“At least this group has taste.” Constantine’s cold tone told me he still wasn’t happy. 

The limos had created a cloud of dust, so we all covered our faces to avoid inhaling it. The doors to the limos opened, and women stepped out of the cars, their loud voices attacking us all at once. In the sea of different tones, one in particular caught my ear. It sounded rather familiar. 

“Oh no. She’s here. Why me?” Constantine said. 

“Who is here?” Bartholomew asked him.

I didn’t wait to hear his reply. I was sure I knew one of the voices. I ran around the limos at full sprint.

“Isis, get back here. What are you doing?” Constantine shouted behind me.

I couldn’t reply because I had already started running around the limos where the group of witches had convalesced. There were about fifteen of them, and all wore red capes. I must’ve startled them because as I stopped before them, they all turned as a unit, their wands at the ready. 

Definitely not my best first impression.

“Don’t come any closer,” a woman said. At least I thought it had been a woman, but I couldn’t see her face under her hood.

“Who are you and why are you here?” a man asked me. Not a single one of them had lowered their wands yet.

I swallowed hard.

“Easy everyone. She’s with me,” Katrina shouted as she jogged up behind me. “Isis is Death’s Intern and was invited by War to attend.” 

“Isis?” There it was again. That was the voice I’d been searching for when I’d run around the limo. As I examined the group, a tall figure moved from the back of the crowd. Her robe was different, a rich, deep red instead of a bright color. When she lowered her hood, Godmother’s face stared back at me.

“Godmother.” It wasn’t a question. She might look different with her vibrant red hair blowing in the wind and her younger features. She might be a bit taller, a little more powerful, and her warm brown eyes might be filled with shock—perhaps anger—but I had recognized her voice as soon as I’d heard it.

“What in all the stars are you doing here?” My godmother stepped closer to me and her entire coven froze in their place. 

“Isis, how do you know her?” Constantine asked me. He stood on top of the limo now, looking down at everyone.

“Constantine, meet my godmother,” I said without taking my eyes off her. My godmother stood five feet away from me, looking at me like a wild animal.

“What?” Constantine hissed. “You are kidding. Your godmother is the high priestess of the order of witches? Oh, this day really sucks.” Constantine shook his head violently.

“High priestess? What are you talking about?” I glared at my godmother. “You are a witch?” I yelled at her.

“Please tell me you don’t work for Death and this bag of fleas?” Godmother asked, looking from me to Constantine and finally back at me again. 

“Don’t change the topic. I recently took this job, but I’m sure you have been a witch my whole life,” I told my godmother. I couldn’t believe this was happening to me. 

“Everything I do is to keep you safe. You shouldn’t be here, and you shouldn’t be working for Death. Where is she?” Godmother turned her full anger on Constantine. “Where is Death, you diabolical cat?” She made to charge forward, and I grabbed her around the waist to hold her back.

Constantine’s fur stood up on all ends and he hissed like a wild cat. His claws were out, and I had a feeling he was about to pounce right on my godmother.

“Virginia Black, I will rip you to pieces if you dare attack Death.” Constantine snarled at my godmother. Both of them looked like they were ready for war, with each other.

“Enough you two,” I shouted at them. The situation had escalated, and the witches had taken out their wands. Bob and Katrina had rifles out, too, ready to unload. This was getting ugly. “Easy, everyone. We are all on the same side. Put your weapons down,” I told the crowd as calmly as I could.

I wasn’t sure if anyone had listened to me, and the tension lasted a few more minutes before my godmother waved a hand at her group. Their wands went down, and Katrina and Bob followed suit, dropping their own weapons. Bartholomew let out a deep breath.

“I don’t think I like family reunions,” Bartholomew told me.

“Me either,” Katrina agreed. “Okay, so, just a quick recap everyone. We have business to attend to, remember?” Katrina told the group as she glanced at her watch.

“She is right. We need to get going,” my godmother told her people. “When this is over, Isis, you are coming home with me.” She gave me a stern look—the one that meant there’d be no arguing with her.

“No, she is not,” Constantine yelled back. “She has a job to do and responsibilities.” 

I guessed Constantine had no problem arguing against her look.

“You tricked her into this and I’m taking her back where she is safe,” my godmother shouted at Constantine.

“Enough,” I shouted at them both. “Would the two of you stop talking like I’m not standing right here? In case you forgot, I’m an adult and will make my own decisions. Got it?” I turned around and left them standing there. “Katrina let’s go.” I walked over to Katrina and took her arm.

“You are not going in there,” my godmother said from behind me. 

“I’m not a child. I have been doing this job for over a year and guess what? I’m perfectly capable of handling myself.” I stopped and looked at her. “You have a job to do. I recommend you do it so we can all get out of here.” If she couldn’t trust me with her secrets, she didn’t have the right to boss me around.

“Oh yeah, that’s her daughter alright,” one of the witches said. 

I had no idea who my godmother was anymore. The woman I grew up with was a little gypsy hippie. She was care free and not associated with any organized group. Could she really be a witch and the head of the Order? Granted, I always wondered why she never looked like she aged, and why we always had to move every six months. What else had I missed?

“Are you okay?” Katrina asked in a whisper. 

“I’m not sure,” I answered honestly.

“That’s fair. Keep your head up. You are doing great.” She offered a kind smile, and I returned the gesture. She was right. I could keep my head up and fake confidence. It worked well for me. 

Katrina turned to the crowd once everyone had joined her on the porch. “The rules are simple. Each delegation has two reps downstairs already. High priestess, you are allowed to take your second in command with you.” She pointed to the door after she finished, and my godmother and a really tall witch passed us. I refused to meet my godmother’s stare.

“Isis and I will be representing the Horsemen,” Katrina told the remainder of the group. “I recommend you all make yourselves comfortable. This could take a while.” Katrina turned and headed inside.

“You got this, Isis.” Bob patted me on the back. It was nice, really. He never cared who I was or what I did.  He just believed in me.

I flashed a smile right before I headed inside our little house of horrors. This day kept getting weirder and weirder, and I was getting a pounding headache. Neither of those signs boded well.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Katrina was right. The inside of the house was gorgeous. It was one large room with rustic furniture scattered around the place in a very artistic fashion. A sizeable fireplace was located on the far wall, with the biggest flat screen TV I had ever seen sitting on the mantel. The place looked like it should be inside a ski lodge magazine. Katrina locked the door behind us and made her way to a door on the far right. My godmother and her sidekick followed behind her, staying quiet. I brought up the rear, falling behind as I glanced around the room.

I was expecting another impressive room behind the closed door. Instead, a large staircase was the only thing we found. Katrina let the witches go first. I closed the door behind me and followed a few paces back. The entire place was white, and almost had that sterile hospital smell. Katrina was a few paces ahead of me. I could feel the tension pulsating from her, like she was ready for action. We descended at least thirty feet before reaching another large room. This one was at least thirty-by-thirty feet wide with an arched ceiling. 

I felt like Dorothy, and I was sure we were not in Kansas anymore. The entire place was white and radiated with a soft glow. There was a stage with a small altar in the middle. Four men in suits were already in the room, two on one side of the altar and two on the other. Neither of them looked like supernatural beings. Instead they screamed over-paid lawyers. 

My godmother walked directly towards the altar and climbed the three steps to the top. The four men climbed the other side to face each other, leaving my godmother in the middle. Katrina and I stayed near the door, away from the group. For some strange reason, my godmother’s number two stayed with us.

“This was not what I was expecting for vampires and elves,” I whispered to Katrina.

“Their energy is too intense for the old ones to be in the same room,” my godmother’s sidekick answered me. He had a deep voice that sounded like Barry White. “They each send their most trusted emissaries.” He waited while I processed that information. “For our high priestess’s safety and yours, I recommend not letting anyone in this room know you two are related.” Before I could reply, the mysterious Barry White crossed the room to stand against the opposite wall.

“He is right, you know,” Katrina told me.

“I guess, but it doesn’t make it any easier to accept the fact that she lied.” My voice cracked, and I hated that it had because it showed the hurt I’d tried to bury inside.

“Tell me, what would you have done if she told you two years ago that she was a witch?” Katrina asked me as she looked at the proceedings.

I took a deep breath before answering. Two years ago, I had an ordinary life with no knowledge of the supernatural world. As I thought about that, I realized I would have reacted very differently, so I said, “I probably would’ve thought she lost her mind and made her take meds.” 

“Exactly,” Katrina said in a soft voice. “The truth can be a very dangerous weapon. Sometimes we have to ask ourselves if it’s necessary.” She stared hard at the altar in front of her. “It took me over twenty years to learn that lesson. Just because it’s true doesn’t mean it needs to be shared. You will find that out as an Intern.” 

“Twenty years?” How old are you?” I kept my voice as low as possible to ensure nobody overheard me.

“Really, that’s all you got out of my whole speech?” Katrina asked me in a teasing manner. 

My cheeks heated. “Sorry,” I said. I felt terrible because she was right. I did have a tendency to pick the most random details out of a conversation and focus on them. Even while those thoughts went through my mind, I was still trying to do the math. What was wrong with me?

“I was born during World War II to a scared Jewish couple,” Katrina answered with a smile. “My parents were the only ones in their family to escape Hitler.” Her smile turned to a chuckle. “And I will be turning seventy next year.” 

Why was I stressing about turning twenty-seven when I stood there with someone who looked so calm and focused at almost seventy? She had really put my life into perspective. The light on the altar caught my eye then, intensifying so much it made the two men closest to it glow. I must have missed something when I was so lost in my thoughts. 

“What’s wrong with them?” I asked Katrina.

“They are channeling their bosses,” Katrina told me.

“Channeling? Like they are being processed by them?” I did not like the sound of that.

“That’s a more accurate description,” Katrina admitted. “The one on the right is representing the vampire emperor, while the one of the left is here for the elf king.” Katrina pointed toward them with her chin. 

“What are those men?” I asked Katrina.

“What do you think they are?” I hated when people answered a question with a question, but I guess Katrina wanted to see how much I knew, and that wasn’t much.

“I was thinking lawyers, but I’m not so sure now,” I answered. 

“Correct on the duty,” Katrina confirmed with a smirk. “They are a special type of lawyer. We call them mediums. They have the ability to allow others to communicate through them.”

“Can they talk to a ghost?” I would love to know I wasn’t the only person that could communicate with the souls of the departed. I had a desire to open my third eye and see what they really looked like.

“Don’t even think about it,” Katrina told me, snapping me back to reality.

“What? I didn’t do anything,” I told her in my most innocent tone.

“It never fails. I tell Death’s Intern that a person is a medium and you all go checking in with your third eye.” Katrina gave me a knowing look. “Then you all scream like banshees and all hell breaks loose. Whatever they are, it is their truth. I recommend you respect it.” The last part was more of an order than a request. 

I never thought of using my third eye as an invasion of privacy, but I guessed in a way it was. Her scolding had put me right in my place, and I hated to admit it, but it embarrassed me to know I had unintentionally violated people’s privacy. I decided to focus on the altar and avoid causing a supernatural incident. 

The mediums were all looking at the ceiling. I followed their gaze when curiosity got the best of me, but the ceiling looked the same shiny white color as it had when we came in. 

As I was focused on that, the elf representative snapped back to reality. “I demand my daughter back,” the lawyer yelled in a strong voice that did not match the elegant suited man on the altar.

“That’s the voice of the elf king,” Katrina told me. “I’m impressed. They must have hired the best,” she added. 

I had no idea what that meant, so I gave her a blank stare. 

Katrina touched my shoulder. “Only powerful mediums can transmit the voice of their clients,” she clarified.

“Stop with the lies! We know you are hiding her,” the other lawyer shouted in a rough, mature voice. “She is betrothed to my heir. They belong together!” the vampire medium exclaimed.

“Oh please. My daughter would never stoop that low,” the elf king snapped. “Your devil-son took advantage of her kindness and tricked her,” the king finished. 

I had met the devil and I was sure Jake would not enjoy his name being used in this conversation. 

“Do not flatter yourself. We do not need parlor tricks for people to fall in love.” The emperor gave the elf a mocking grin. “I can’t say the same for some.” I guessed that was an insult since the elf medium was turning red.

If I was expecting an orderly negotiation like the ones on TV, I was hopelessly mistaken. The screaming and name-calling went on for over two hours, with each side blaming the other for hiding the poor girl. Based on their description of the princess, she was either a mindless-puppet or some version of Mother Teresa. Either way, the bottom line was simple: the girl was missing. My legs were starting to cramp, and no amount of stretching made it better. I felt sorry for my godmother, who every five minutes had to hold one side or the other back from strangling the other. 

“If my daughter is not returned, we will destroy every vampire city until we find her,” the elf king told the vampire.

“Please tell me that vampires live in their own little cities away from humans,” I mumbled.

“I wish,” she replied, rubbing her forehead. “Unfortunately, they need humans for food supply, so the bigger the city, the better.” She met my eyes with a serious look.

“Oh God. We are in trouble,” I told her. 

Katrina just nodded in agreement.

“Unless you want your precious rainforest burned to the ground, you will return her to us first,” the emperor responded. “This is all a trick to play the innocent, concerned parent. We know you have no issues locking your kind away for centuries if they don’t comply with your wishes.” 

The emperor sure was throwing some crazy accusations around.

My godmother pressed a palm against each of their chests to hold them back. If she hadn’t been there, they would have plowed into one another. While they were occupied, I crossed the room. Katrina tried to reach for me, but I sidled away before she could grab me.

Before I knew it, I stood at the altar with five pairs of eyes staring me down. “Excuse me everyone.” 

“Isis, this is not a good time.” My godmother glared at me. That look was reserved for when I was in trouble, but I didn’t care. I ignored her warning.

“You are here to observe, not talk, Reaper,” the emperor told me. Did I radiate Death or something? How did he know who I worked for?

“Right.” That was the rule, and I knew I was only there to watch, not talk. Still, I asked, “I just have one question and then I’ll leave you alone. Has anyone looked for the princess?” 

Silence encompassed the room. The elf side of the room shrugged and glanced at each other, questions in their eyes. The vampire side were doing much the same.

“There is no reason to look for her because we know they have her,” the elf king replied first.

“They have her and are hiding her from us,” the emperor shouted.

“I got that part,” I told them, raising my hands up to calm both sides down. “You are both blaming each other. Got it. But has anyone actually gone out looking for her?” Silence again, from both sides. “Okay, when was the last time either one of you saw the princess?” I held my breath, afraid to find out how long this girl had been missing.

“Three days,” the elf king replied with a sad tone. 

“Same here,” the emperor whispered.

“I’m guessing that is not normal, right?” I was hoping to keep the conversation somewhat casual and calm.

“Never,” the elf king told me. “I knew there was something wrong when I didn’t see her for dinner. That is our tradition. My daughter and I always have Friday night dinner together.” The elf King’s voice boomed through the room, his voice so loud it had started to crack.

“Did she have any enemies? Any altercations that happened lately?” I asked the king.

“Stop stalling already. They have her,” the king snapped at me. “I didn’t think you were on their side.”

“We would rather burn than side with a Reaper,” the emperor shouted at me with hate-filled eyes. 

“I don’t have a side,” I said looking at both of them. “I’m looking at all possible options. I know you both blame each other. But what if the princess is actually missing? Nobody has been looking for her, right?” Silence followed my words again.

“What are you trying to say, Reaper?” This voice was different, and when I turned to find who it belonged to, it was the second lawyer standing on the vampire side. He sounded younger than the emperor, but stronger in a sense, too.

“I understand you are all convinced of the others guilt, but would it hurt to search for the princess before going to war.” There. I said it, and I thought it came out sounding fairly reasonable, too. 

Both parties turned towards each other for silent conferences. I avoided my godmother’s glare and turned to Katrina instead. She had a huge smile on her face and gave me a thumbs up. At least someone in this room didn’t think I was totally useless.

“Who would you recommend I send to look for my daughter?” the elf king asked.

I met his hard stare with one of my own. “I don’t know. Send someone who knows her.” 

“No!” the emperor screamed, and every pair of eyes turned towards him. “It needs to be someone neutral or we will never know if they find her. Those tricky elves could just lie to all of us.” He glanced at the elves with an evil glower. 

I had no idea elves could lie. Good to know.

“I agree,” the elf king concurred. 

My mouth dropped open. Had he just agreed with the vampire? Miracles did happen, after all. 

“We do need a neutral party,” he continued, his eyes meeting mine. “You.”

“Excuse me?” I was pretty sure I hadn’t heard him right. “What about me?”

“You will search for my daughter,” the king told me.

“Not her,” the emperor answered. At least someone here had a bit of sense. I could get behind the vampires.

“Do you question that Death’s Reaper won’t keep her word?” The elf king angled his head, a smirk on his face. He was definitely taunting the vampire. 

“Would you dare declare war by betraying us, Reaper?” the emperor asked me. 

War? What was he talking about? I just wanted the poor princess found.

“She will do it,” Katrina answered for me. I didn’t know when, but she had climbed the steps of the altar and was now facing the group. “On behalf of War and Death, we give you our word that we will search for the princess and find her,” she told both parties, raising her chin. “You both must agree to grant us passage to your territories to investigate.” With those last words, she smiled. I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t see anything to smile about.

“Fine, but you have three days,” the elf king said.

“Yes, three days. If she is not found and returned, the world will pay,” the emperor told the group.

“Then this is a binding agreement,” my godmother said. “A peace treaty is in effect for three days to allow the Interns to search for the princess. A time and location will be sent out for the next session.” Without another word, all groups left the altar and disappeared through doors on opposite sides of the room. Funnily enough, I hadn’t even known there had been doors there. 

“Let’s go.” Katrina grabbed me by the arm and dragged me out of the room and then up the stairs. I shuffled along, lost in my own thoughts because I really had no clue what had just happened.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Darkness had started to creep in when we went outside again. I wondered if it was because we were up north, or maybe it was because it was almost winter. After our SUV was returned, the boys decided to lounge in the rocking chairs on the porch. I had no idea how, but they all had drinks with little umbrellas in them. It made me a little jealous. 

“What are you guys drinking?” I asked.

“Pina-coladas,” Constantine told me as he licked his large bowl with three paper umbrellas stuck to pineapples. 

“Seriously? From where?” My life was definitely not fair. I was stuck in a basement with life-sucking lawyers and the boys were chilling in the sun, drinking tropical drinks.

“They have awesome roadside assistance,” Bob told me, looking more relaxed than he had all day. “We need to tell Reggie he needs to upgrade.” If Bob had found someone better with roadsides assistance, then they were the real deal.

“Isis, it was awesome!” Bartholomew jumped in. “They brought us BBQ for lunch, drinks, and the SUV.” He held up his half-empty glass as he spoke.

“Please tell me they didn’t give you one as well.” I was not impressed if they were giving alcohol to a minor, even a genius one.

“They made mine a virgin drink,” Bartholomew said with a huge smile. “We saved you a huge plate of twice baked potatoes, baked beans, and corn on the cob.” Bartholomew was once again my hero, and just the sound of the words had my stomach growling.

“It’s official. I’m jealous,” I told the boys as I sat down on the steps of the house. “Your afternoon was much better than mine.”

“How did it go?” Constantine asked me. “We weren’t expecting you for at least another three hours.” 

“Isis interrupted the negotiations and agreed to search for the princess,” my godmother said as she appeared in the doorway.

When she said it that way, it sounded a lot worse. 

“Wow, is that allowed?” Bartholomew asked me, his voice higher pitched than normal. 

“Unprecedented, but not illegal,” Constantine answered. “Did they accept it?” Constantine addressed the question to my godmother, but I refused to look in her direction.

“Unfortunately.” My godmother took a deep breath before continuing. “Isis, we need to talk.” Godmother came down the steps and stood in front of me. 

I wanted to look away, but I knew how childish that was, so instead I faced her. “Not right now, Godmother.” The last thing I needed was a lecture.

“No, right now is not the time.” Godmother stepped closer to me. “You need to focus on this task, for your sake and the rest of humanity.” Godmother stared at me when she finished—no pressure at all.

“Gee, thanks,” I said, not able to think of anything else.

“Isis, I love you and I’m always proud of you,” Godmother whispered as she came even closer. She lifted my chin and smiled at me. “You will figure this out. You always do. And when you are ready, we will talk.” 

Godmother held my face with both hands and said a silent prayer over me. I was familiar with the ritual because she had done it often while I was growing up. I always thought she was praying to God or Jesus. Now that I knew what I knew, though, I had no idea who she prayed to. 

When she finished her prayer, she kissed my forehead. “I love you sweetie. Be careful.” Then she walked away. 

Any other time, I would have rushed forward and hugged her before she left. Today I just watched her climbed in her limo and leave. Her entourage was already waiting for her, but they only climbed in the limo after she did. It reminded me of a group of synchronized swimmers. 

“Not sure which one is scarier: the fact that your godmother is the head of the order, or that you are Death’s Intern,” Katrina told me as she sat next to me. “That is one impressive resume. I feel sorry for the fool who messes with you.” She chuckled.

“If that is the case, why am I not jumping for joy?” I asked her.

“Katrina is right. That is one impressive mix,” a male voice said from behind us, making all of us jump to our feet.

“War, hasn’t anyone taught you how to knock?” Constantine yelled at the huge man behind us.

War commanded authority just by his size. He was at least six feet six inches, maybe two hundred and fifty pounds of solid muscle. He had military fatigues on with a name tab that read “Rock,” and four stars on his chest. It made sense. Being responsible for every war in the world, he should be the highest-ranking military officer, and I had a feeling he held the same rank—or higher—in every army in the world. Either way, War might be handsome, but he looked familiar, and it was driving me nuts not being able to place where I’d met him.

“It is my house, so why should I knock?” War answered as he leaned against the doorframe. 

Bob had moved as far away from War as possible while still staying on the porch. Katrina stood behind me and stared at the ground as if it had turned into the most interesting thing she’d ever found. And good old Constantine looked at the General like he’d seen better. Much better. 

“Yeah, yeah. Minor technicalities,” Constantine said. “I’m assuming you heard the whole conversation and we don’t have to fill you in.” He raised his eyebrows.

“Indeed,” War answered, showing his perfect, white teeth. He turned his intense, come-hither stare in my direction. “How long do you have to find the princess?” 

Another sense of knowing went through me, but I still couldn’t place it. Where had I met him before?

“Three days sir.” I wasn’t sure how to address him, so sir was always safe for any officer.

“Not bad at all,” War said with a nod. “At least you didn’t screw this session up Katrina.” He looked over my shoulder at her.

“Yes sir,” Katrina replied. She was standing at parade rest, a typical military stance, but she still wasn’t looking at him.

I had no idea what Katrina had done, but War was not happy with her. He turned around to scan the rest of the group. Katrina never relaxed from her position. 

I moved closer to her, acting as casual as possible. “Is he always this intense?” I whispered. 

“He is in a good mood now. You haven’t seen intense,” Katrina told me, following War with only her eyes.

“Sergeant Johnson, what a surprise?” War addressed Bob.

Bob’s face paled and he grabbed the porch rail so tight his fingers turned white. I hoped he wouldn’t pass out. 

“Good evening sir,” Bob said, his voice shakier than I’d ever heard it before. 

“I was wondering where you had been hiding all this time,” War told Bob as he inched closer. Constantine blocked his path and grew his size, making it harder on War. “I had great plans for you, my boy,” War told him with a grin, giving up on getting any closer.

“In that case, it is a blessing Bob found us,” Constantine spat. “Your plans have a way of getting lots of soldiers killed, or worse, dismembered.” Constantine gave War a fixed stare.

“Look who’s talking, buddy.” War laughed. “All your plans end in Death and explosions.”

I pressed my lips together. War was right about Constantine, so no sense in arguing.

“Well that’s my job. I do work for Death, after all,” Constantine said, showing his sharp teeth. Did he have a different set of rules than I did? He was being awfully forward.

War shrugged. “Fine, but we are losing time. I wanted to give a bit of advice.” War directed his attention to me. ”Start with the vampire territory to maximize the night. Katrina should be able to guide you.” 

“Where exactly is the vampire territory?” I asked. Surely Google Earth wouldn’t be able to help me with this one. 

“New York City, my dear child. Where else?” War said, his voice way too chipper for the conversation we were having. 

“Of course. Where else?” My voice dripped with sarcasm, and I shot him a huge grin, just like he’d been doing to everyone. I could play this game with him. No problem.

“Oh, my dear, you should have stayed in the Army. You would have been great,” War told me with a longing look that made my skin crawl.

“Keep your hands away from my Intern, you thief,” Constantine hissed at War. “What is it with people trying to steal you away today?” Constantine directed his last statement to me.

“What can I say? I am in high demand,” I told him, planting my hands on my hips and jutting out my chest. 

“Yes, you are,” War said. The look he gave me could melt butter, which made me very uncomfortable. “You still have time to come back,” he added, his tone more than serious.

“Back off Guerra, or I’ll rip your eyes off.” Constantine’s fur stood on all ends. 

“Fine, but the offer stands.” War directed his words at me, but his gaze stayed locked on Constantine.

“Whatever,” Constantine told him. “How about we focus on the real issue? I guess it is a good thing we brought the jet. Looks like you are going to need it.” 

“Aren’t you guys coming?” I asked him in a hesitant voice. 

“It depends who the delegations agreed to have investigating,” War answered.

“Just Isis and me,” Katrina answered, still at parade rest.

“Why does that matter?” I said. My chest fluttered. I didn’t like this at all. I needed my team with me.

“If you have anybody else with you, it could be seen as treason.” Constantine paused. “By either side,” he said in a soft voice.

“That is crazy,” I told him.

“I never claimed supernatural negotiations made sense,” Constantine told me. “I recommended you two get going. Take the SUV.” Just like that, he was back to giving orders. He really should’ve worked with War.

“How are you guys getting back?” I didn’t want to leave them stranded in the middle of Kansas.

“We are good,” Constantine said with a little too much happiness in his tone. “I’m sure War will give us a lift back as soon as he’s done trying to steal our team.” He narrowed his eyes in War’s direction.

“Come on, old man. Have a little faith in me.” War leaned down and tried to pet Constantine. 

Constantine jumped away and extended his claws.

War shrugged and stepped away. “Fine. I won’t do that again.”

“Hey Isis, take this. You are going to need it.” Bartholomew stepped around War and headed toward me, pulling a heavy-duty, industrial quality phone from his pocket. He handed it to me.

I took it and examined it. “Do you always carry extra phones with you?” 

“Only when we leave Reapers,” Bartholomew told me. “I’ll take your old phone. This new one is secure, and nobody will be able to trace it besides me.” I handed Bartholomew my old phone, more than impressed with his forward thinking. “Your credit card please.” He held his hand out. 

“What? Why?” 

“Well, let’s see,” Bartholomew started. “What’s the point of giving you an untraceable phone when people can just monitor your card transactions?” His eyes lit up with humor.

I really had no clue how he thought of those things. 

I handed Bartholomew my credit and debit card. He gave me some fancy platinum card that read Reapers. I put that in my wallet and wondered what else we needed to trade.

“I have a couple of buyers in the city,” Bartholomew said, back to talking shop. “Give me a call and I will set up a meeting if you need anything. Be careful and stay in touch.” Before I could reply to him, he wrapped me up in a huge hug. It warmed my heart. I loved the kid more than he knew.

“Great. Now that all the logistics are taken care of, it is time for all of us to go.” Without checking for confirmation, War walked back inside the house.

“Bye Katrina.” Bartholomew waved at her. “See you at home and be careful,” he said to me as he gave me another hug, then he walked back to the porch.

Constantine and Bob had stepped over to us and were waiting their turn.

“Bartholomew is right, you know? You need to be careful,” Bob told me, giving me a squeeze of his own. 

“Are you going to be okay?” I asked him quietly.

“I’ll be fine,” Bob answered and pulled away, but I refused to let him go. “I promise, alright? Come home soon, okay?” He squeezed me back and I let him go.

I knelt down to look Constantine in the eye.

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Constantine told me as we both watched Bob and Bartholomew move side-by-side towards the house. “You need to focus on you. Remember, you can’t trust vampires or elves, no matter what they say. Keep your scythe on you, and if you feel threatened at any time, chop their heads off.” 

Motivational speeches from Constantine were always epic. 

“Got it,” I told him. I waved at the boys as they made their way in the house

Katrina stood at the SUV, so I jogged to catch up. I could tell she was deep in thought, so I didn’t say anything as we climbed in the vehicle. It was safer to be quiet, which meant it was going to be a very long night.


CHAPTER NINE

We drove for about thirty minutes. The only thing Katrina said during the ride was that we were making a short stop by her house. She needed to change and pick up some gear, which was fine by me. I wished I was close enough to home to stop and pick up some stuff myself. I’d only brought an overnight bag, so I had a feeling I’d be using this new credit card a lot over the next three days.  

I was afraid the ride was going to be awkward, but I spent most of it trying to figure out how to use the new phone. Like everything Bartholomew gave me, this one was finger print activated. 

If all the things that happened in those Mission Impossible movies were possible, then breaking into our house, or any of our equipment for that matter, couldn’t be that difficult. People just needed my fingers, which would be easy enough to cut off. However, Bartholomew was a genius hacker, so I had a feeling he thought of everything that could happen ahead of time. At least I hoped he had because I’d grown kind of fond of my fingers. 

If I thought Texarkana was small, Junction City was tiny. The city had less than twenty-five-thousand citizens and sat just on the other side of Fort Riley. I couldn’t see much of the town, but the parts I could see looked really pleasant. I wondered how many soldiers retired in this town after they finished their military service. 

I was deep in thought when Katrina turned off the main street to a desolate area on the far side of town. She pulled up to a three-story apartment building with a manicured lawn and cute little porches. From the outside, I figured the building had at least six apartments.

“Welcome to my home,” Katrina told me as she parked the SUV.

“Which one is yours?” I asked her, trying to find something safe to talk about.

“The whole building,” Katrina told me as she got out. 

I grabbed my bag from the SUV and hopped out, following behind her. “What do you mean by the whole building?” My gaze went over the apartment building.

Katrina stopped for a second and shrugged her shoulder. “I spend a lot of time in this part of the country, so it was easier to buy the building than to try to find housing every time I come back.”  She spoke like it was the most normal thing in the world. “For the record, the military shows that I’m renting the place. The soldiers that lived here are my elite force. I trained them myself. A tougher version of the Green Berets.” 

My mouth dropped at Katrina’s statement. That was unheard of. 

I knew a little about the Army’s deadliest soldiers, and not just the ghost stories I’d been told as a soldier. The Special Forces and the Green Berets were almost legends in the Army. Their training was brutal, and their missions were classified. To imagine a group of soldiers deadlier than either of those two…well, it gave me goosebumps. I had a new appreciation for the pretty blonde in front of me. If she was capable of training killing machines, I was pretty sure she could snap me in two. Why did War need me in this mess? He had G.I. Jane and the G.I. Joes here, so surely I couldn’t add anything better to the mix.

“Isis, are you coming?” Katrina asked me from the entrance to the apartment. 

I’d been so lost in my thoughts I had stopped walking and she had kept moving forward. Did I really want to go in there? What if Katrina was mad that War was being nice to me instead of her? Would she try to kill me? I took a deep breath to calm myself and slowly started walking again. I really missed Bob.

“Good evening ma’am,” a tall soldier said from behind the door. I almost screamed. I didn’t see him and had no idea where he had come from.

“Hi,” I tried to say, but it came out more like a squeak.

“Could I take your bag?” a second shadow ghost asked me from my right side. Where were these guys coming from? They weren’t soldiers; they were crazy ninjas.

“Thanks, I got it. It’s really light,” I told the second ninja, trying to keep my cool. There was no way I was giving them my bag. If all hell broke loose, I needed weapons to shoot these fools because hand to hand combat was out of the question.

“Isis, meet Jones and Smith.” Katrina pointed at the ninjas, but I had no idea which was which. “They are in charge of security.” She beamed like a proud mom.

“You are both doing a great job,” I muttered before I took off behind Katrina.

“I’m leaving in twenty and won’t be back for seventy-two hours. Make sure to cover for me,” Katrina told her ninjas.

“Yes, General,” they both replied in unison, then they disappeared, probably back to their posts.

They were so creepy it sent shivers down my spine. Funny, since I worked for Death and all that.

“I thought you were a colonel?” I asked Katrina. I had sworn her uniform had an eagle.

“I have been all ranks in every branch of the military and every part of the country,” Katrina answered as she headed up the stairs. “My troops are the only humans who know my true identity and my real missions. When I recruited them, I was a General at the time, so the title stuck. Now they travel with me to every post and assignment.” When she finished, we stood in front of a door on the third floor. She made a sweeping gesture as she opened it and said, “Welcome to my home.”

I went inside the most luxurious apartment I’d ever seen before—if the word apartment could be used to describe the place. It ran the whole length of the building. Beautiful Persian rugs were strategically placed around the hard wood floor. At the far end of the living area, there was a granite fireplace. Antique furniture was placed on the left side of the room, while on the right she had ultra-modern leather couches with a large screen TV and an office area. Over the fireplace, she had a Picasso. I wasn’t sure what to do or where to look, so I kind of just looked everywhere all at once.

“Is that an original?” I tried to sound normal, but my voice came out high-pitched with excitement.

“Yes. He gave it to me as a gift for my birthday.” Did she mean Picasso gave it to her for her birthday? No, she couldn’t mean that. Could she? That thing was probably worth a small fortune. I was not used to being around so much luxury or wealth. I was a little self-conscious and afraid of breaking something. 

I had no idea what to say, but I finally settled on, “Impressive.” I figured she was waiting for me to say something.

“Isis, stop walking around all self-conscious. It’s a house, not a museum,” Katrina told me. “The kitchen is down the hall on the left. Go grab yourself some food. You never eat anything, and we have a long night ahead of us. I need to change and take care of some business before we go.” Katrina headed towards a hallway which I assumed led to her room.

I made my way around the antique furniture and priceless Asian art until I entered a modern, but rather normal looking, kitchen. My shoulders relaxed and my heart rate slowed down. I could handle stainless steel appliances. I walked over to the cabinets and was relieved to find that her dishes were not pure crystal or fancy china. On her counter, Katrina had a cookbook on a stand. I loved the idea and made a mental note to get one for Bob. The cookbook was titled: The Vegan Life. 

Well, that is a surprise, I thought.

“I’m a child of the Great Depression,” Katrina said from the doorway. I didn’t hear her come in, so the sound of her voice made me jump at least two feet off the ground. She just smiled at me. “My parents didn’t have a lot of money, so we grew up eating a lot of vegetables that we grew ourselves. The habit stuck with me. No worries, though. We can pick you up some meat on our way to the airport.” Katrina winked at me. 

“I actually don’t eat meat. So, anything you have in the fridge is probably fine,” I replied, leaning against the counter.

“You are definitely not a typical Death’s Intern,” Katrina told me as she studied me more carefully.

“I hear that a lot,” I said as I stood straight and turned to open her fridge.

“It’s not a bad thing, trust me,” Katrina replied as she turned around. “I was going to tell you to try the eggplant lasagna. It is to die for.” After those words, she waltzed out of the room again.

Eggplant lasagna sounded nasty. Last time I checked, Vegans didn’t eat anything animal based, which included dairy. What kind of cheese-like product did she use in a lasagna? I was really afraid to try it, but I was also really hungry. 

Katrina’s fridge was just as impressive as her house. The inside was super organized, and each item was labeled with a date. I found the lasagna, as well as some Thai noodles, honey glazed carrots, some sort of Rice Krispy treats, and chopped cantaloupe, which I had no idea was in season. My stomach grumbled and my mouth watered at the sight of all the food. Before I could stop myself, I pulled everything out. It was better to try it all and find something I liked than to try one thing and hate it, right?

Ten minutes later, I was still eating. Everything was amazing and I felt like I was at the best all you can eat buffet. I wasn’t crazy about the eggplant lasagna, but it wasn’t as bad as I had imagined. On the other hand, the Thai noodles were amazing. They were covered with spicy peanut sauce and had chopped veggies mixed in—a fabulous combination of noodles and veggies. The carrots were tender, and the cantaloupe was sweet and delicious. On top of that, Katrina had some frozen treat that tasted just like ice cream made out of almond milk. 

I was lost in food bliss when my phone rang. The new ring tone scared me to death. I was putting that on silence ASAP.

“Hello,” I said.

“Isis, where are you? Why haven’t you called me back?” It was Abuelita on the line. I guessed Bartholomew had at least managed to forward the calls from my old phone to this one.

Abuelita was my pseudo grandma in Texas. She was in her sixties, a beautiful woman about five eleven with amazing silver hair. Abuelita had always reminded me of my godmother. Now that I thought about it, of course she did. She was also a witch. Why hadn’t I ever thought about how similar their mannerisms were?

“Isis, are you listening to me?” Abuelita snapped, her persistence shining through the phone line. 

“Sorry Abuelita. I was trying to chew and swallow.” That was technically true. I sucked at lying, especially to those who knew me. “What’s going on?”

“Where are you?” Abuelita asked, a worried lilt in her tone. 

“In Kansas, on a mission,” I said and left it at that. I didn’t know how much I could tell people.

“Kansas? Isis, you better hurry home. Not even Dorothy wanted to stay there,” Abuelita said, her voice completely serious. 

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Working on it. But what is going on? I’m sure you’re not calling just to check on me.” I stuck a forkful of Thai noodles in my mouth, figuring I could chew while I waited for Abuelita to respond.

“Please tell me it was not your idea to sponsor the Halloween parade.” I coughed and sputtered, spitting noodles onto the counter. Maybe it hadn’t been the best idea to take a bite…

“What parade? Explain,” I demanded. In our area, most churches were against Halloween. I was sure the Main Street group downtown was not promoting this event. 

“We are having our first annual Halloween parade. According to the flyer, the main sponsor is Reapers Incorporated,” Abuelita said, the words flowing out in one long breath. “Isis, the local churches are planning to boycott the event and your business. Of course, they still haven’t figured out how to boycott you. Probably because nobody in the community has a clue what you guys do for business. But the parade boycott is on.” 

I couldn’t tell if Abuelita was mad or excited about this.

“Not my idea, Abuelita. I’ll ask Constantine when I get back. What do you recommend we do until then?” I was hoping for some solid advice because I had no clue what to do with any of this information.

“Honey I have no idea, but we have a stand for the night and business will be booming.” So Abuelita was excited. She was the ultimate capitalist. “Whatever you do, be careful. I heard a few wizards have moved into town looking for sanctuary. They are planning to have a float, too.” 

She is just full of good news tonight, I thought.

“I’m assuming the word is out on the Texarkana Haven?” It was more a question than a statement. 

“Oh honey, this is great news.” Abuelita’s voice filled with excitement. “We haven’t had a Haven in North America for over thirty years, and now there is one in Texas? This is huge. You know, everything is bigger in Texas. This parade is going to be wild. Okay honey, finish your mission and hurry home.” 

“Will do Abuelita. Love you,” I told her and killed the call. 

“You don’t look happy at all,” Katrina said from the door.

“Drama at home. Nothing I can fix from here,” I told her as I shoveled more food in my mouth.

“Focus on the things you can control. Everything else can wait,” Katrina said as she made her way into the kitchen. I agreed that wisdom came with age, mostly because Katrina was full of it. “Whenever you are ready, we can go.” 

I was enjoying the food too much, but I realized I was procrastinating. Who could blame me? In a few hours, we were going to be in New York City facing a bunch of killer vampires. I was not a happy camper.


CHAPTER TEN

Katrina left the company SUV in the parking lot and we took her personal vehicle. I didn’t know what difference it made since her SUV was almost an exact replica of the company one, but I figured it was better not to ask. Sometimes, knowing a person’s motive was more traumatizing than the actual act. I learned I could forgive somebody’s actions as long as they had good intentions. 

We drove in silence, but when we hit the highway, my thoughts took over and my curiosity kicked in. “Katrina, why is the elf king so against his daughter dating or marrying this vampire heir?” I asked her, hoping she wouldn’t be as critical as Constantine.

“How much do you know about elves?” Katrina asked me without taking her eyes off the road. She sure had a way of answering my questions with questions of her own. I hoped she wasn’t planning to do that every time.

“Absolutely nothing useful,” I admitted. “Unless you count the stuff you see on TV.” 

My job was to deal with the dead and they were mostly all humans, so I wasn’t that concerned about the supernatural beings that were living.

“That’s probably a good thing,” Katrina told me. “It means you haven’t dealt with them.” Katrina took a long pause and I was afraid that was all she was going to tell me. Then, she spoke again. “Elves are purely magical, beautiful beings that are very old. Their very essence has an effect on the natural world. Unfortunately, most are proud and arrogant. They don’t believe in their kind mixing with any others. They want to keep their essence pure.” She gave me a quick look as she waited for my reply.

“Oh great. So basically, we are in the middle of a West Side Story or a really complicated Romeo and Juliet,” I told Katrina as I took a deep breath.

“I’m hoping this one has a better ending than Romeo and Juliet.” Katrina offered me a sad smile.

I had to do a double take to make sure Katrina was serious. “I didn’t expect you to be a romantic.” 

“Isis, there is only one thing worth fighting for and that is love.” Katrina’s eyes went back on the road. “Soldiers fight and die for love of country, love of their brothers and sisters in arms, or love for their families. You know that.” Katrina said, not really expecting an answer. She knew I would agree with her—every soldier would. She continued, her voice a little softer this time. “I have seen them together. They radiate joy and it is contagious. It’s the kind of stuff you only see in movies.”

“Are you telling me the vampires only want her back for love?” I wasn’t sure if I was buying that.

“Oh please. Arthur wants her back because he is crazy about her and will die his second death to protect her.” Katrina didn’t sound amused. “His master, the self-proclaimed emperor of the vampires, needs her for political leverage.” Katrina glanced at me, and I must have looked lost because she kept going. “The emperor decided that North America wasn’t big enough for him. He wants the whole world under his command. He has started a takeover. If his heir marries the elves’ most beloved princess, he is hoping to discourage others from fighting.” Katrina rolled her eyes at the end.

“How do the lovebirds feel about all this mess?” I wasn’t sure how I would handle all that drama.

“Better than imagined,” Katrina answered, almost smiling. “Genevieve is a brilliant strategist and one of her father’s greatest Generals. She was working on a way to not be used as a pawn by the vamps and convince her family to agree.” Katrina’s voice carried a tone of pride in it. “Do you really think she might be missing?” She looked at me when she asked the last part.

“Maybe,” I answered honestly. “But it is a possibility that needs to be ruled out. We need to check with people on both sides to make sure they really haven’t seen her. Nobody is looking for her and she could be in serious danger.” 

I stared out my window, reminiscing about the time Bob had been kidnapped. Homeless people in Texarkana had disappeared and not a single person had been looking for them. If we hadn’t found them, they’d all be dead. I didn’t want this princess to end up the same way.

“You are right,” Katrina said and we both fell silent. Silence was really comfortable with Katrina, like we had been friends for a long time. 

After several minutes, Katrina cleared her throat. “I was hoping this was part of Genevieve’s plan to get everyone to accept their engagement and let them be happy.” 

“Do you really think she would risk a war to achieve that?” If this princess was so well liked, I was hoping she loved her people enough not to volunteer them for war.

“No, never,” Katrina said in a dry tone. “So now, I just hope we aren’t too late.” Katrina shook her head.

“Nobody has contacted either side asking for a ransom, so we might be in luck.” Or we might not, but I didn’t want to voice my fears that the reason they hadn’t asked was because she was dead.

“Our friends are back,” Katrina announced as she stared into her rear-view mirror. “It took them long enough.”

“Who?” I had no idea what she was talking about. I glanced out the back window, but I couldn’t see a thing. I wondered if War’s gifts to his Intern included night vision. That would be awesome.

“If I’m correct, and I’m sure I am, our shooters from this afternoon are back.” Katrina looked way too cheery for my taste. “Isis, take the wheel.”

Before I could ask for explanations, Katrina climbed out of her seat. I snatched the wheel and realized this looked a lot easier in the movies than in real life. When Katrina made her way to the back of the SUV, I jumped in the driver’s seat. I tried to glance around but I couldn’t see what Katrina was doing.

“Isis, open the sunroof,” Katrina said from somewhere in the back. I searched the dark SUV for the button. “It is next to the rear-view mirror,” she told me.

“Got it,” I told her as I pressed the little button. “What are you planning to do?” I had a horrible feeling I already knew, but I figured confirmation was in order.

“Just planning to return the favor to our welcoming committee.” Katrina’s voice gave me goosebumps.

I angled myself and glanced in the rear-view mirror to find Katrina pulling the barrel of a 50 Caliber from who knew where.

“For the love of God, do you always carry a 50 Cal in your car?” I blinked hard and looked again, hoping I had been seeing things. Nope, it was still there. Who kept a machine gun in their vehicle? 

“Where else would I carry it?” Katrina replied, her voice way too calm. “We have several on the roof of the compound, plus a few rocket launchers.” She beamed with pride.

“Do you need help? I can stop the vehicle.” Last time I checked, the gun and the tripod weighed over a hundred pounds.

“Not at all. I just need to install the barrel.” Katrina wasn’t even breathing hard when she spoke.

“Girl, how much do you bench press?” I asked, completely in awe of her.

“On a light day, two-twenty-five, maybe two-fifty.” Katrina flashed me another smile before going back to the open sunroof.

“Oh, okay. I guess you got this, then.” My eyes went back to the road and I focused on driving and staying in my lane. Super trooper could handle everything else. 

“Isis, I need you to speed up,” Katrina told me. 

Peering over my shoulder, I saw Katrina carrying a box of ammo up. “How fast?” I wasn’t sure what the top speed for a SUV was, but I didn’t want to lose Katrina in the process.

“Gun it. I want to see how many are following,” Katrina answered as she put on her goggles.

At least she believed in some sort of safety measure. Not much when she was planning to fire a 50 Cal from an SUV. I prayed she had done some big modifications to this vehicle or we were in for a world of hurt. 

Looking at the rear-view mirror, all I could see was Katrina’s legs and the empty road. This was definitely the craziest thing I had ever done in a moving vehicle—at least in the states. Without thinking too much about the situation, I hit the gas and the SUV roared to life. I was pondering what kind of engine they added to this thing to make it move this fast when Katrina brought the 50 Cal to life. The sound filled the night like thunder.

“Damn it!” Katrina screamed. 

I looked at the rearview mirror as Katrina lowered her head inside.

“I hit one, but we got three more on our tail,” Katrina said, her voice exasperated. “Isis, underneath your seat you’ll find a 9mm. You are going to need it.” After those words, she popped up again and started firing. 

The vehicles behind us all turned their headlights on. I wondered if they thought Katrina had night vision glasses and they were hoping to blind her. Poor fools. They just made this a lot easier on her. Within seconds, she took another one out. The lights made it a lot easier for me to see, which helped. From the looks, I had a feeling their vehicles were bullet proof, but I was certain they weren’t 50Cal proof. 

The two remaining cars swerved again and again, trying to evade Katrina’s full onslaught of bullet sprays, but when they started slowing down, a sense of panic drifted through my chest. I glanced ahead of us and found the reason they’d slowed. They hadn’t meant to take us out. They had been herding us to a roadblock, and sure enough, a line of vehicles blocked the road ahead of us. 

This just kept getting better.

“Katrina!” I yelled, hoping she would hear me.

“What?” Katrina yelled back, as she pulled her head in.

“I’m going to need you to clear the road,” I told her as I pointed toward the roadblock. “Hold on, I’m going to give you a clear shot.”

Katrina gave me a weird look, probably questioning my skills. I didn’t blame her. I did, too. I prayed to God that Bob’s training paid off. If it didn’t, we were going to become part of the road. 

Right before I took my foot off the accelerator, I made a cross sign over my heart. Then, I propelled us forward and turned the vehicle one-hundred-and-eighty degrees. As soon as I had us facing the opposite direction, I shoved it in reverse. 

I was lucky. Bob had made me drive hundreds of times like this, so it was easy for me. Sure enough, it worked. Katrina had a clear path to shoot as I drove us forward as fast as possible. 

Since Katrina was a sharp shooter, she demolished the line of vehicles with the machine gun. People darted out of the way and dove behind trees on the side of the road to avoid being shot. I headed straight for them, not caring. I figured if this SUV could handle a 50Cal, it had probably been remodeled to take a large collision impact and keep on going. 

We plowed straight into the pile of cars that was left after Katrina’s massacre. Fortunately, nobody decided to jump in front of us. I highly doubted I could have stopped fast enough not to hit them, anyway. We went about a mile before I turned the vehicle around. After Katrina dismantled the 50Cal, she joined me in the front.

“Isis, you are amazing,” Katrina said, giving me a high five. I couldn’t help it, I smiled back.

I couldn’t help it. I smiled at her praise. “Here, text Bartholomew and give him a status update.” I handed her my phone. Since Bartholomew had programmed everyone’s phone numbers for me, I pressed his picture for her. “We need to be in the air as soon as we get there.”

“Too easy,” Katrina replied as she started typing.

“Any idea who keeps trying to take us out?” I asked as I focused on the road and the rearview mirror. Not the most affective form of driving, but I was paranoid now.

“Those looked more like human mercenaries than supernatural creatures,” Katrina answered, not looking away from the phone. “The elves would never hire humans to do their dirty. It would be stooping too low for them. Plus, according to them, humans are too messy.” Katrina rolled her eyes again. I guessed she wasn’t too fond of the elves. “I doubt it was the vampires either. One master vampire could tear this vehicle apart with their bare hands, so they wouldn’t waste funds on parlor tricks like that.” She handed me my phone back.

“Unless they don’t want to kill us. What if their goal is to enrage our Horsemen. All they’d have to do is slow us down,” I told her, my eyes wired open as the thoughts poured through my mind. “Whoever is doing this seems to want to start a war, right? It would be way easier if we missed our deadline.” And, I had no idea which side was doing it, but I wasn’t interested in ruling either side out just yet.

“I just want to know how they keep finding us,” Katrina said as she looked out the window.

“Would it be possible for your locations to be compromised?” People always tried to bug our locations. We had to do sweeps often to ensure they didn’t get away with it. 

“I wondered that myself,” Katrina told me. “I sent orders to the guys to check each location. Not much we can do now.” She made herself comfortable and buckled her seatbelt.

“I guess, but now we need to watch our backs because they might know where we are going,” I told Katrina. I wished I knew her secret to staying calm because inside, my heart raced and panic settled in my chest. 

“One thing at a time,” Katrina told me. “We will cross that bridge when we get there. Airport first.” 

Katrina had a point. What was the use in stressing over things we couldn’t figure out now? There was plenty to stress about without that.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Manhattan airport in Kansas was deserted when we arrived. I was grateful. I hadn’t realized how worried I’d been that our little mercenaries would be here when we showed up. 

George and his crew were ready to go when we stepped out of the SUV, which was the blessing of a private jet. They were always ready to go, no matter the time. But after passing a few with loaded rifles, I wondered if they had company. I shrugged it off and kept going. 

After Katrina gave the crew instructions, we jumped on the plane and settled in for our flight.

“From the little apple to the big one,” Katrina said.

I chuckled in response, and then the jet took off. A few minutes later, a beautiful flight attendant walked over to us.

“Ms. Isis, you have a call.” Her voice was smooth like velvet as she pointed to a phone by the wall. 

Why was I surprised the jet had phones that worked? 

I stood and moved to the phone. When I picked it up, I said, “Hello.” And that was all I was able to say before the avalanche of questions bombarded me from the other end.

“Isis, are you guys okay?” Bartholomew asked, concern etched into his tone. 

“How did they find you?” Constantine yelled over him.

“What happened?” Bob added, and his voice could barely be heard, as if he stood farther away from the phone.

I felt a little rude having a private conversation in front of Katrina, so I put the phone on speaker mode. Besides, with the amount of questions the boys had, I had a feeling I would need Katrina’s help.

“We are fine,” I told the rambling trio. “We think somebody bugged us. Bart, could you get that checked?” If anyone could figure out what happened, Bartholomew would be the one.

“On it,” Bartholomew said. He sounded distant, so I assumed he had already headed towards his computers. 

“Are you going to tell us what happened?” Bob asked, his voice louder and tight with anxiety.

“Nothing major. We were chased and Katrina took care of them.” I really did not want to tell Bob about the 50Cal part, or every vehicle in Reapers would have one installed.

“Big Bertha took care of it,” Katrina added. 

I narrowed my eyes at Katrina and jerked my head to the side once. I had to hold myself back from marching right up to her and choking her. She’d opened a can of worms and had no idea she had even done it.

“You had a 50Cal in your car?” Bob asked, his voice tinged with excitement. 

I’d known exactly what would happen. It had started. My fears were coming alive.

“Doesn’t everyone?” Katrina answered him. 

I shook my head slowly. Normal people did not have automatic weapons for their SUV. 

“Big Bertha?” I was finally able to ask when they quieted. 

“It was our units name for the 50Cal,” Bob answered for her. I guessed they really did serve together.

“Bob, don’t even think about it,” I told him before he could say anything else. “We are not installing a 50Cal on Ladybug.” I couldn’t have been more serious.

“And stay away from The Camaro with that thing,” Constantine said. 

I laughed. That would definitely be a sight: a yellow Camaro with a 50Cal on top

“Who’s Ladybug and The Camaro?” Katrina whispered at me.

I put the phone on mute before talking. “Ladybug is my Mini Cooper and The Camaro, formerly known as Bumblebee, belongs to Constantine.” I told her. Not sure why I bothered with mute since the boys were having their own heated conversation on the other side about the merits of automatic weapons in vehicles. I was afraid to find out who would win.

“I definitely feel a lot better about naming my guns now,” Katrina told me with a smile as she leaned back in her leather seat.

I grinned back at her, then took the phone off mute. “Okay guys, you can continue this discussion at a later time,” I told the boys, which was my way of getting them back on track. “We are headed to New York to meet a bunch of vamps and I don’t think I’m dressed appropriately.” I had no idea how cold it was on the East Coast in late October, but I was sure it would require more than my light jacket. 

“Isis, my guy is in the upper East Side near Central Park. I’ll program his directions on your phone under dealer,” Bartholomew told me.  “I’ll give him a heads up you’ll be coming. Just tell him Big Papa sent you.” I could almost see Bartholomew’s chest puffing out at that statement.

“Big Papa? Are you serious?” I lost it, I couldn’t help myself. I laughed so hard and for so long that my side hurt when I regained control. “Bart, who are you? Biggie-Smalls?” It was hard not to think of the dead rapper every time people used that phrase.

“You can’t hate the player, just blame it on the game.” Bartholomew replied. 

“Ok my wanna-be-thug,” I told him. “You are good, but I’m not calling you that.” No way would I call my twelve-year-old brother Big Papa. 

“Please don’t,” Bartholomew said. “We don’t want people knowing my true identity.” Katrina choked at that statement, and I had to bite my tongue not to laugh. Bartholomew had been watching too many Tom Cruise movies.

“We won’t tell a soul, my little spy,” Katrina jumped in. “We do need some wheels, though.” 

How had I not thought of that? I was glad to have Katrina with me, especially in that moment. It would have slowed us down not to have a car lined up.

“Taken care of it,” Bartholomew replied, sounding far away again. “A car is already waiting for you at the hangar.” 

I pressed my lips together and nodded, completely impressed. I guessed the boys had been busy.

“My guy made sure it was clean and free of tracking devices, so you are good,” Constantine added.

“I got the plates for the group that chased us,” Katrina told the boys. 

I was impressed. That was something I hadn’t thought about, and I had no clue how she remembered that after everything that had happened.

“I doubt it would do us any good,” Bob came back on the line, this time a little less giddy. “Bartholomew ran the ones from the first incident and he just found an overseas shell company. He is still working to track it down. Might take a while.” Bob didn’t sound too confident about it.

“Hey, I can do it,” Bartholomew said, clearly offended based on his high-pitched tone. “Whoever hired them is really good at covering their trail. But I got this.” 

That was not good news. If our resident boy-genius was having trouble, it meant whoever was trying to slow us down was really good.

“Bart, just keep trying,” I told him. “I’ll send you guys a text when we land.”

“Don’t bother,” Constantine replied. “Focus on getting some answers soon. George will keep us posted on arrivals. You are losing an hour crossing the time zones. We can’t afford for you to lose any more time.” Constantine was right. I’d forgotten all about time zones.

“Got it,” I got out right before the call went dead. Constantine had surely disconnected it. He was notorious for ending calls that way. The crazy cat loved hanging up on people.

“Want to play?” Katrina asked me after I hung up the phone. She pulled a deck of cards from her jacket pocket.

“Do you always carry those with you?” I asked with a smile.

“I’m sure cards are standard issue to every soldier,” she said. 

I was pretty sure she was right. Come to think of it, I used to play cards all the time. Although, since I had left the army, I hadn’t played once. 

“Besides, it’s a great way to pass the time without worrying about what’s ahead,” she added. 

Katrina was right. Not to mention, a distraction might help me relax.

“Sure, why not. We’ve got a few hours before we land,” I told Katrina as she cut the cards.

As I relaxed, I realized how grateful I was for having Constantine’s private plane. Our fabulous flight attendant brought us drinks during the flight, and a meal, but I was still full so I skipped it. Katrina, on the other hand, got some vegan pasta and she looked like she was in heaven. Constantine thought of everything for his plane and it was the smoothest flight I’d ever had. The best part was we didn’t have a connecting flight, so when we landed, we went straight to La Guardia.

“Ladies, your car is right outside,” the flight attendant told us. We will be ready to depart as soon as you arrive.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I told her. 

She flashed me the biggest smile I had ever seen, and on our way down the stairs, she handed us our bags. The hangar was immaculate, and just like the flight attendant had told us, a black Lexus waited for us right outside the plane. Katrina and I stepped towards the vehicle.

“I’m pretty sure this one doesn’t come with a 50Cal,” I told Katrina with a smirk.

“Probably not, but I still got a few tricks with me.” The gleam in Katrina’s eye scared me more than I wanted to admit. 

“Do you mind if I drive?” I asked her before heading to the driver’s side of the vehicle. In theory, she was older than me by at least fifty years. I was all about respecting my elders.

“Isis, you are a beast behind the wheel. You can have it,” Katrina replied, and I could’ve sworn I heard a sense of pride in her voice. 

I just smiled. My peeps were so weird.

We got in the luxurious Lexus. I programmed Bartholomew’s instructions into the vehicle’s GPS and headed out of the hangar. I was pretty sure a Lexus would blend in better in NYC than a truck, but did Constantine have to pick the top of the line? That cat had enough money to burn a wet mule, as my godmother use to say. 

A comfortable silence settled between us as we drove. Katrina checked each one of her weapons in her backpack, while I stayed lost in my thoughts. An awful feeling had settled in my stomach about this trip, and about being back in the city. I hadn’t been there since I accidently pushed Death’s old Intern Teck from a fire escape, which was the main reason I had become the new Intern. I know it was an accident, but the memory still haunts me. And after it happened, I had fled the city and hadn’t looked back once. I couldn’t shake the butterflies from my stomach that something bad was going to happen. I knew there was no rational explanation why I felt this way, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of uneasiness. 

“Isis, I just need to warn you,” Katrina told me as she put her last gun away in her backpack. “Whatever happens, do not look into the eyes of any of the vampires.” 

I raised my eyebrows as I peered over at her. “Okay, why?” 

“I don’t know what it is, but every time one of Death’s Interns makes eye contact with a vampire, they go berserk.” Katrina’s serious tone scared me.  “They flip out and go on a rampage. Most of them end up dead.” 

My eyes found the road again. I had no words, so I pressed my lips together and swallowed the information she’d given me. I wanted to stare at her, but since I was the driver, I couldn’t.

If only she would have told me that story before we landed. Better yet, before we went to the meeting in the first place. Maybe then I wouldn’t have opened my big mouth and gotten myself into this mess.

“Arrive at your destination,” the GPS chimed in before I found the courage to ask any more questions. 

“Is she serious?” Katrina asked me. 

When I glanced at Katrina, she looked about as confused as I was. Never in a million years did I think I’d be sitting outside a high-end children’s clothing store. 

“This is weird, but if Bart says this is the place, then this is it.” If I was wrong about what I just said, I might kill Bartholomew because I definitely didn’t fit in kid’s clothing. 

I parallel parked in a spot right in front of the store. I had to thank Bob for my parking training. For the most part, I could never parallel park until he made it his personal mission to show me. We practiced it until he was convinced I could do it with my eyes closed. 

Before I chickened out, I climbed out of the Lexus and headed towards the little shop. Katrina followed me quietly.

“Good evening, how can I help you?” an older lady with white hair and a bright pink dress asked me as we walked in.

“Good evening,” I replied in my most professional voice. “Big Papa sent us for a pick-up.” I felt so foolish saying that, but I made sure not to show it—even if I had no idea how I did that.

“We have been expecting you,” the older lady said with a smile. “Please, follow me.” She led us towards the back of the store to an area labeled dressing rooms.

The store was very uptown chic and I could tell everything in there was expensive. We followed the older lady down the hall. I glanced at her feet, noticing she was wearing a pair of four-inch stilettos. I pointed out the shoes to Katrina who arched an eyebrow at me. I smiled back. Maybe things in this little shop were not as they seemed. 

We walked to one dressing room with a large curtain in the front and a six-feet-tall mirror on the back wall. The old lady motioned for us to get inside, so we scooted forward. The curtain closed behind us. When everything was securely in place, she walked to the mirror and placed her hand in the center of it. I gasped as the mirror opened down the middle.

I met Katrina’s eyes when the older lady walked into the room and motioned for us to follow her again. She just shrugged at me, and we both followed the stylish, creepy old lady into who knew where. I was going to have to talk to Bartholomew about his dealer selection. Maybe he could use someone who didn’t remind me of a villain in a horror movie.

And then we walked into the best arms room I had ever seen. The place was lined wall to wall with every kind of weapon imaginable. I forgot all about the talk I was planning with Bartholomew as I looked over at Katrina. She wasn’t looking at me, instead her eyes were glued to the weapons as if she had just died and gone to heaven. Trust me, I knew that look. I had seen it a few times.

“Oh my God. I need to talk to Bartholomew,” Katrina told me. “I will call him whatever he wants if he hooks me up with his dealer’s info. This is amazing.” 

Well it was official. Bartholomew had a new fan.

“Hi ladies. Welcome.” A man about my size came up to us. He was handsome, with a chocolate complexion that looked almost Spanish, but his name tag read Welch, which couldn’t have been Spanish at all. Perhaps his mother was Spanish and his father Dutch? Either way, it didn’t matter. He had a fantastic smile. “Big Papa called in your order. I believe we have everything you need, if you’ll just follow me please.” 

I had no idea what Bartholomew had ordered for us, so we followed Welch to the back of the room. I had to drag Katrina away. She was definitely suffering from what I liked to call “shiny object syndrome.” Every time she saw a new gun, she got distracted. I could imagine Constantine behaving much the same, only not quite as bad. 

Welch had two dressing rooms ready for us. I hesitated, but only for a moment. If Bartholomew trusted him, then he was probably the best in this area, so I went in my dressing room and inspected my new gear. Bartholomew had ordered me a pair of black leather pants, a very stylish black tank top, a black trench coat, and a pair of black boots. The size was perfect, and as I inspected myself in the mirror, I realized I finally had muscles on me and didn’t look skinny as hell. 

I also had to admit that these clothes would fit in better in the city than my cargo pants.

In less than ten minutes, I was dressed and ready for battle. I stepped outside the dressing room and over to a long mirror on the store floor. Under the brighter lights, I looked more than intimidating. I looked intimidating, and I kind of liked it.

“Perfect fit,” Welch said from beside me, looking me up and down, although I couldn’t tell if he was checking me out or his work. 

“Thank you. Nice job picking them out,” I told him with a smile. 

“Your clothes are made of the same material as your work gear, anti-spells and all that other fun stuff,” Welch told me. “The trench coat will protect you from bullets, and the boots are silver-toe to give you an extra edge.” Oh yeah, now I was really impressed. “Big Papa said you needed another one of these.” He opened a case to show me a silver machete.

“Is that actual silver?” I wanted to make sure I didn’t lose that thing.

“Of course,” Welch replied, puffing out his chest. “You have a slot for it inside your coat.” Welch pointed inside my trench to a pocket I hadn’t realized was there.

“Fashionable and practical. Not bad,” I told him.

“We aim to please,” Welch said as he cranked his smile up to breathtaking. My cheeks heated, and I knew I was blushing, but it couldn’t be helped. 

I turned around, if only to break eye contact with Welch, before I embarrassed myself even more. “Katrina are you ready?” 

Fortunately, Katrina walked out looking like the badass version of Combat Barbie. She sported the same black leather outfit as I had on, but I was pretty sure she wore it better than me.

“I’m ready to rumble,” Katrina said with a grin.

“Sounds great,” I told Katrina, then turned around to face Welch. “Where do we pay?” I didn’t see a cash register anywhere.

“It’s all taken care of,” Welch said in a soft voice. “Come back soon.” He gave me a wink that sent goosebumps running down my spine. I was always a little awkward around attractive men.

Before I could reply, he walked away. I hadn’t noticed, but two more customers had walked in, so he had gone to help them.

Katrina was still posing in front of the mirror, as if she couldn’t get enough of her new look.

I chuckled under my breath and shook my head. “Time for us to go. We have a long night ahead of us.” Then we left the store.


CHAPTER TWELVE

New York was truly the city that never slept. It was past midnight on a Monday night, or was it Tuesday morning? Either way, the streets were still filled with cars. I hadn’t been in the city in months, so I took my time driving down. New York City had a rhythm like nowhere else. The rush of the people and the flow of the cars was like watching blood pumping through the body. It was almost hypnotic. I was so lost in the drive that I was startled when the GPS made me turn down a residential street in the West Village.

“Katrina, where exactly are we going?” I asked her as I looked around, taking in the street packed with a large group of people just standing around. It was really odd for this time of night.

“The building at the end of the street,” Katrina said as she pointed to a townhouse on the right-hand side. “The club is in the basement.” 

I gave Katrina a wide-eyed look, then turned that same look to the building. “They have a vampire club in the middle of a residential area?” Was she serious?

“Easy way to hide,” Katrina told me. “This place is by invitation only.  Not many people can find it.” 

“Katrina, if the only ones who can come here are the ones who know where to find it, who are all these people just standing around?” I pointed at the crowd for extra emphasis.

“What people?” Katrina asked me as she scanned the area. Not a good sign.

“You don’t see anyone?” My heart sank. How had I not noticed the people standing there weren’t alive? 

“None,” Katrina answered, still looking around. “How many are you seeing?” She met my eyes, and hers were soft with sympathy.

“At least twenty,” I told her as I pulled in a spot to parallel-park, trying to avoid the two souls standing in the empty space. I waved at them and they moved, apologizing as they went.

“Isis, should I be worried?” Katrina had pulled one of her guns from her ankle strap. “I can’t fight an enemy I can’t see,” she said, even though she looked more than ready to try.

“Only if you are afraid of the dead. Other than that, we are perfectly safe,” I told her, and I was sure we were safe from the dead. I just wasn’t sure about anything else on this street. I swallowed hard and turned the car off. “Are you ready?” 

“That is so creepy that you can see the dead,” Katrina said. She strapped her gun and we stepped out of the car.

It was a little overwhelming to have that many souls in one place. It was also more than disturbing that none of them were moving. As we stepped through the souls, we made our way towards the stairs leading to the lower level. Before I made it, two ghosts rushed me, their cold fingers digging into my shoulders. 

“Please, don’t go,” a beautiful lady, maybe in her thirties, with a fabulous Southern accent said. 

Katrina almost jumped out of her skin when she saw her. Ghosts become visible to humans when they are connected to any of Death’s Interns. It comes in handy when I’m trying to show my team the situation at hand. It is terrifying when it happens in front of civilians, though. Most of the time, they all panic. 

“It’s not safe for you,” a teenage girl with freckles and a skater outfit told me from the other side. 

I needed to do something quickly because the other ghosts had noticed us and had already started heading our way. The last thing I needed was a scene in the middle of the street, so I reached out and took one hand from each of them in my own. Ghosts had no body temperature, so if I thought their hands had been cold through the clothing covering my shoulder, they were freezing now. I gave them my warmth, hoping some of my confidence drifted to them as well.

“It’s okay. They are expecting us,” I told them both. “Our business is brief. As soon as I’m done, I’ll be back to get you guys home. Deal?” 

The women only gripped me tighter, and I could feel through their grip they didn’t want to let me go forward.

“Isis we need to go,” Katrina told me as she headed down the stairs.

“Please, let me go,” I begged the ghosts. “I can’t let my friend go alone.” The last part did it and the souls released me.

“Be careful,” my little skater friend told me. 

I nodded and smiled before I rushed down the stairs behind Katrina, that way the ghosts didn’t have a chance to change their mind and charge me again. Katrina was already knocking on the door when I reached her. 

“Remember, don’t look them in the eye,” Katrina told me one last time as the door opened.

We stepped inside, and I did my best to avoid eye contact. It was really hard to assess the situation when you were looking at the floor. I wondered if the guy who opened the door was the bouncer. I gave him a side glance and realized he was over six feet tall and at least three-hundred pounds. That dude could bench press me for breakfast.

“We are here to see Arthur,” Katrina told the giant in front of us.

“No weapons allowed,” said the giant. “That means I will need to search you if you want to see Arthur.” Giant inched closer to us. 

“I don’t think so,” Katrina told him.

“You will let me search you, little lady,” the giant said, almost purring.

“Not happening and you can stop with your Jedi mind tricks. That shit doesn’t work on us,” Katrina told the giant as she put her hands on her hips. 

Panic settled in my chest. I had no idea what was happening.

“Oh really,” the giant replied in a condescending tone. “How about I start with your friend.” Before I realized what happened, he stood next to me and had grabbed my butt. 

It wasn’t my fault; I reacted without thinking. I slapped the Giants hands away from me and pushed him aside. Unfortunately, when I did that, it put my eyes staring right into his. In less than a second, my third eye flew open and I was face to face with a monster. 

“Holy crap,” I screamed.

“Demon,” the giant screamed at me and opened his jaws. 

I wasn’t sure what he was. Hollywood claimed vampires were bat like. I had never been afraid of bats before, but this thing was a cross between a bat, a snake, and probably a shark. It had rows upon rows of teeth, huge eyes, and claws for hands. I had taken a few steps back and realized the entire room was full of similar beasts. They radiated death and moved like streaks of light. I wasn’t sure what came over me, but I grabbed the scythe with my right hand and activated. The beast hissed at me and lunged. There was no place to run. The thing was between me and the door and I was sure his friends were heading my way. 

He moved faster than anything I imagined, but I could still follow him. I wasn’t sure how, but I could anticipate his moves. His claws extended as he tried to scratch my face off. I turned into him and elbowed him in the chest. That caught him off guard, giving me enough time to spin around and cut him down the middle with the scythe. I was expecting blood to gush at me, screams, or even curses. What I didn’t expect was the beast to explode into a shower of ashes from the cut. I was spinning the scythe like a baton, ready to take on the rest of the monsters. 

I turned around just in time to see Katrina kick one of the monsters across the room. Through my third eye, she looked like a mystical warrior. She was covered in a pure golden light, even more beautiful than she was in real life. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw three more monsters heading her way from behind. 

I rushed forward and screamed, “Katrina, down!” 

 Instead of ducking like a normal person, Katrina dropped down in a full split.

I didn’t have enough time to admire how flexible super-trooper was. I jumped over her and slashed the head of the monster closest to her. More ashes went flying everywhere as I kicked the second in the groin. It had to have been the silver that brought him down. He looked too strong to be bothered by a simple kick. I spun my scythe around, looking like a deadly version of Bruce Lee. There were too many of them, but we were not going down without a fight.

“Enough,” a male voice shouted from the rear of the club.

The monsters stopped coming. Katrina gracefully got up. She really did make everything look easy. I didn’t take my eyes off the beast. They cleared a path and a tall man with jet black hair walked towards us. He was glowing, something I had never seen in humans. He wasn’t dead, but he was something other than alive. 

“Master, she killed Caleb and Cain. Let us kill her,” one of the monsters said.

I had no clue why they called him master. He was nothing like them.

“If they were dumb enough to challenge a Reaper, then they deserved to die,” the man said to the crowd.

“We don’t mean any disrespect,” Katrina said quickly. “We are here investigating Genevieve’s disappearance,” she told the crowd.

“The emperor really did make a deal with a Reaper?” the same monster asked the man. I could feel all the creatures looking at me. In that moment, I understood Constantine’s warnings. This group would tear me apart.

“Yes, he did,” the man replied. “I knew she was beautiful, but I had my doubts she was deadly enough to handle the challenge. I guess I was wrong.” He gave me a wicked smiled as his eyes roamed over my body. He had the same predator demeanor as the monsters. “If we behave, would you promise to do the same, Reaper?” 

“I came here in peace,” I said in answer. I was surprised how calm my voice sounded because my heart was beating double time. “Your pets attacked me. I will behave if they do the same.”

The man gave me a nod and the crowd retreated. I looked around and retracted the scythe. It wasn’t much of a peace offering if I kept it out. The man smiled and motioned for us to follow him towards the back. I did not like the idea of entering this twisted den of beasts, but he’d given us his word. Katrina followed him first and I was right behind her. He led us to a table in a corner. I took the seat that let me face the room, which meant my back faced a wall. I was not taking any chances.

“Are you okay?” Katrina whispered. 

I just nodded. 

“You don’t look good,” she said.

I had no idea what Katrina saw in my face, but I was too busy scanning the room to focus on that. 

“Please don’t look at my men like you are planning to kill them by breakfast,” the man told me as he took the seat right between Katrina and me.

It took me a minute to realize my third eye was still open. I took a deep breath, closed my real eyes, and focused on closing my third. I always imagined my third eye being in between my two real eyes, maybe up a little on my forehead, and to close it, I had to visualize a curtain shutting, but it wasn’t working. Whenever I opened my eyes again and looked anywhere in the room, it popped open again. The strain of trying to close it was giving me a headache. After the fifth time, I decided to do something different. Instead of closing my eyes and shutting the curtain, I kept my real eyes open. I imagined I was draping a veil over my face. It actually worked. I could still see the shapes of the monsters, but now I was able to see the human body they showed to the outside world. 

“Oh God, that is so creepy,” I said aloud. 

“What do you see?” Katrina asked me.

“Our true forms, right?” the man answered. 

I nodded in reply. “Why are you different, though?” 

“Am I that different?” he asked me. 

“Yeah. You look human, while they all look like the monsters right out of a nightmare,” I told him. 

Katrina shifted in her chair and glanced around the room with a lot more caution.

“I would ask you not to repeat that again, or it will be hunting season on the elves to bleed them dry,” he told me. My mouth dropped. “Yes Reaper. Ginny and I share more than our bed.”

I held up my hand, stopping him before he could go any further. “No need for details.” This whole experience had already traumatized me so much I feared I’d start having nightmares again. Somehow, I forced myself to take a calming breath and addressed him again. “No offense sir, but let’s get to the point. When was the last time you saw your fiancé?”

“You are serious?” the man asked me, his voice lifted with surprise. 

I raised one eyebrow at him. I had no clue what he was thinking. 

“Are you actually going to look for Ginny?” he asked.

“Yes. Why else would I be here?” Did I look like I was having fun?

“You are different,” he said softly. “We figured you just wanted to find one of our locations and set-up a trap to kill us.” He gave me a fixed stare.

“And you still agreed to see me?” I asked him in disbelief.

“This place is surrounded,” he told me. “If you refused to stop, we were planning to sacrifice every man we had to kill you,” he said in a serious tone. 

“That is crazy,” I told him.

“Very practical,” Katrina added. “It would make a huge statement that you are willing to go to war with Death just to get what you want. Are you sure that’s wise?” 

“Katrina, what would you do for the person you love?” the man answered with a question.

“Arthur, we are not the enemy,” Katrina told him as she grabbed his hand. He didn’t pull away. “What if Isis is right and Ginny is missing? We are wasting time.” 

I hadn’t considered that Katrina was friends with either one of them. Arthur relaxed and took a deep breath.

“Last time I spoke with her was Friday night,” Arthur said as he leaned back in his chair. Then he took a deep breath, and I wondered if he actually needed to breathe or if it was just a nervous habit. “She was going to tell her father she was giving up her claim to the throne, the army, and leaving everything. She was supposed to call me back after she did it. I never heard from her, and I knew something had happened.” He looked fragile as he spoke of his fiancé.

“Did she have any enemies?” I was horrible at questioning people, but every show I had seen always asked that one.

“Not a soul—at least none that are alive,” Arthur answered. “She is one of the most loved elves in over five-hundred years.” 

I glanced at Katrina, and she nodded once in agreement.

My mind was having a hard time processing that fact. I wondered if it was because I was still struggling to close my third eye.

“Who was she close to in her house?” I asked Arthur, hoping she had a girlfriend who could help us.

“Her brother, Iason,” Arthur answered. “They are twins. That’s why I figured she was fine. Iason is not concerned. They have a special bond and can feel if the other is in trouble.” 

“Makes sense,” I told Arthur. I was also wondering what kind of name was Iason. Granted, with a name like Isis, who was I to talk about odd name selection?

“Guess we need to find the prince now,” Katrina told me. 

“Here.” Arthur gave me his card. “Please call me if you find anything. If you think Ginny is actually in trouble, I want to help.” He looked crushed, and it made my heart sink.

“Okay, I will.” I took his card and put it in my trench coat. “I’m sorry about your friends.” I told him as I glanced at the floor, seeing the ashes still lying there. 

“Don’t be,” Arthur told me. “They were planning to rip your head off. I am impressed you managed to stop when I asked you.” 

“Why?” I asked him. 

“I will explain in the car,” Katrina told me instead of Arthur. “Thank you, Arthur. We will stay in touch. Isis let’s go.” Katrina did not wait for my answer. She got up and out of the chair, then pulled me up, too. 

I waved at Arthur and followed her out. I didn’t want another episode, so I kept my eyes on the floor as I walked. Plus, the strain to keep the thin veil covering my third eye was already too much. If I looked at a single one of the monsters, I knew it wouldn’t last, which would put me in even more trouble. And we couldn’t have that.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The moment I stepped outside, my breaths came normal again. It felt like I’d been holding my breath under water for hours and had just broken through the surface. My lungs burned and my head pounded, so I squeezed my eyes shut while I attempted to close my third eye again. I couldn’t face a street full of ghosts with it open. Bending over, I grasped my knees and tried to breathe. If I didn’t calm down soon, I’d end up having a panic attack, and I didn’t want Katrina to see that. 

My head spun as I straightened. Inside, I felt despicable. I had never killed anyone before, a fact I’d prided myself on. But tonight, I didn’t think twice before turning those vampires to dust. That made me a hypocrite, and that thought tore my heart apart. If either of those vampires had been human, if they hadn’t looked like monsters beneath the surface, I knew I wouldn’t have been able to hurt them. I hated the reality of that. It made my stomach churn, and I had to swallow down the bile that rose in the back of my throat.

“Isis, are you okay?” Katrina asked, but I hardly heard her. Her voice sounded muffled and distant.

I waved at her, hoping she understood I was okay. With my left hand, I held myself against the wall. Slowly, I started counting backwards from one hundred to clear my thoughts. It took over a minute and a lot of deep breaths before I could close my third eye. The moment it closed, my entire body relaxed. My breathing went back to normal and the pounding in my head stopped. I let my eyes drift open to find Katrina standing less than six inches away from me with her 9mm out. She scanned the area, ensuring our safety. I had to smile. At least I knew if I ever needed back-up, she would do it without asking.

“I’m good now, thank you,” I told Katrina.

“Let’s get upstairs and away from the building,” Katrina whispered, still eyeballing the area. “Their hearing is amazing.” 

I looked at her and nodded. If they could hear through concrete walls, we were in trouble.

We climbed the few steps and I was glad my legs weren’t shaking. The street was still filled with souls—even more than there were when we arrived. I had a feeling it was going to be a long night.

“Katrina, I’m sorry about downstairs,” I said before I could stop myself. Truthfully, I needed to apologize to her because I could have easily gotten her killed. “I don’t know how it happened, but my third eye opened on its own and those beasts scared the hell out of me.”

“Please, don’t apologize.” Katrina patted my arm. “They were out for blood, literally, and we were on the menu. I was very impressed you managed to stop.” Katrina smiled when I angled my head toward her. “Most of the time, when your peers get to that point, they become worse than Kamikaze soldiers. They go straight berserk and kill everything in sight. I’m surprised they never attacked me, honestly.”

“Oh, trust me, you have nothing to worry. You stick out in that crowd,” I told Katrina. Granted as I looked at her again, I realized she would stick out in a group of super-models.

Do I want to know what you saw?” Katrina asked me in a serious tone. 

“That would be a no, at least if you ever want to do business with them again. You would never see them the same way again.” I wished I could erase the memories from my head.

“Should we go?” Katrina asked me, pointing towards the car.

“Not yet, I still have my real job to do,” I told her, pointing to the souls. I knew she couldn’t see them, and that was probably a blessing because they just kept coming. “I need to get ahold of Death.”

“Oh wow, how?” Katrina asked me, a little too giddy for my taste.

I pulled out my cell phone and waved it in front of her. Her bottom lip actually stuck out. Was she disappointed? It sure looked like it.

“Your texting Death? That is so boring,” Katrina said, rolling her eyes. 

“I’m actually texting Constantine since I can’t contact Death directly,” I told her. Talking while texting wasn’t as easy as it looked. 

“How long would it take her to get here?” Katrina asked me.

“Not long, I promise,” Death answered from behind us.

Katrina jumped at least three feet off the ground. I had to give her credit, she didn’t scream. I guessed I should have warned her that when it comes to work, Death answers immediately. Not sure how Constantine got the message to her so quickly, but it worked.

“Good evening, Katrina,” Death said, her voice as soft and sweet as I had ever heard her.

“Hi Death,” Katrina replied back, not looking at her. 

I was kind of glad Death was a woman for Katrina, too. It really helped when we were having conversations about her.

Greetings were cut short when three souls came over to Death. They were young, maybe pre-teens and they looked like siblings—two girls and one boy, all very thin. Death walked over to them and extended her hands towards them. The tallest of the three stepped closer and wrapped her arms around Death’s waist. The other two followed and grabbed her hands.

“I should be grateful they just died from lack of blood and weren’t turned,” Death told me over her shoulder. “You know what to do, Isis. Let’s move quickly.” Death didn’t wait for my confirmation before she disappeared with the three kids.

“This might take a while. You should wait in the car,” I told Katrina, who still stood gaping at the empty space where Death had been standing a moment ago.

“Sounds like a great plan,” Katrina said, and I heard the relief in her voice. “Sorry I can’t help, but this part gives me the creeps. Good luck.” She gave me a soft shoulder tap and hurried to the car.

I couldn’t blame her. It was overwhelming watching Death’s work. 

I inched my way forward towards the lady who had warned me before I went into the vampire club. She still hadn’t stopped smiling.

“You came back,” she said.

“I told you I would,” I replied, but I understood her concern now. It had been close downstairs in that club. There were too many of them for just me to handle, but she didn’t need to know that. “Are you ready to go home?” I had no idea how long she had been wandering this street, but I was sure she was ready.

“I can wait a little longer,” she told me as she scanned the crowd. “Did you know as part of the treaty with the vamps, Death is not allowed to come within fifty feet of any of their buildings?” I shook my head and she continued. “That’s what they tell us when they are draining us. If we refuse to be turned, they leave us by the door of the building to die. They told us it was our punishment for being stupid. Most of us were too lost and confused by the time we died to walk the fifty feet to reach Death. And every night, like clockwork, Death stands at the edge, waiting and crying for us.”

I had tears running down my cheeks. Anger boiled inside me. They weren’t punishing the dead, they were torturing Death. How could they make her watch her children wandering each and every night, helpless? And she could do nothing to help.

It made me feel a lot better about what I had done to those vampires back there, although a small part of me still felt horrible. The thing was, they weren’t human, and the Lord knew they weren’t alive. Even with all the facts stacked against them, I wanted to give them the benefit of the doubt. I just couldn’t because every time I thought of those monsters, it made me want to run screaming. 

“Please don’t cry. We are going home now,” the soul told me as she wiped away my tears. “Go on. Take them first. I watched over them for decades and it will make me happy to see them set free.” She released a contented sigh. “I will wait right here for you.” 

If I tried to answer her, I’d start crying again, so instead, I just nodded and went to work. Whenever I reached a soul, they extended their hands, which meant I didn’t have to work too hard. These souls knew they were dead and were ready to move on. Every time I grabbed their hands, tears of joy filled their eyes. As soon as I grabbed them, they relaxed, like their whole body sighed in relief, and then Death appeared to take them away. We worked fast, but it still took us at least an hour. Every time I thought I was done, more appeared.

“Are you ready?” I asked my new friend. “You are the last one.” I smiled at her.

“I would like to stay,” she told me. 

I took a step back. “Why?” Had she lost her mind?

“As soon as you leave, things will go back to the way they were,” she told me.  “The vamps granted you amnesty for this night, so Death could cross the threshold because of you. When you are gone, she will go back to standing on the sidelines. I can help now. I know there is hope. Please let me do this. I was useless in life. At least I can make a difference in death.” This time she was the one crying.

“I don’t know,” I said. I didn’t know if I could live with her being stuck there. 

“Death,” the soul said, peering over my shoulder. “Please let me help.”

I turned to find Death walking toward us.

“This is normally an Interns work, Anastasia,” Death told her softly. “As long as Isis is okay with you helping her, I will respect your wishes.” 

Both of them met my eyes, then. 

“No pressure, thanks,” I told them, shaking my head. “I don’t have a problem with it, but what if they catch you?” If the vampires hurt her, or any more people for that matter, I was ready to burn down the building to make them pay.

“I’m already dead. What else can they do?” Anastasia answered, shrugging her shoulders. 

She had a point, but I wasn’t telling her that.

“In that case, it is settled,” Death said with a smile. “Meet me every night at sunset at Saint Patrick’s Cathedral. Bring any soul you find. From now on, they will all make it home.” 

“Thank you.” Anastasia leaned in and hugged us both. Then she ran down the street like she was on a mission from God. Maybe she was.

“That was kind of you,” Death told me as I watched Anastasia disappear.

“I didn’t do anything,” I told Death as I turned around.

“Most humans don’t like sharing power, especially a territory,” Death said as she looked around the city. 

“Oh, trust me. It is not going to hurt my ego to have somebody else ushering souls home,” I told Death and I meant every word. I needed all the help I could get. Besides, I was pretty sure this was Anastasia’s redemption road. Who was I to deprive her of that?

“I’m glad,” Death said, and then she turned serious. “Isis, be careful. This is a lot bigger than anything War imagines. I don’t want a war, but I don’t want you dead, either. Be careful who you trust. The elves and the vampires only care about their own interests. Don’t let them use you.” Death didn’t sound mad, just concerned. 

“I will.” It was one thing if Constantine didn’t trust them. He didn’t trust anybody. If Death said to be careful, I knew I was in trouble.

“You better hurry. You are running out of time,” Death told me as she walked forward in the same direction Anastasia had gone. She stopped a few paces away from me and turned. “Isis, thank you.” 

I had to smile. This time in the city had been better than last time, but not by much. Another man was dead because of me, but this time, it had been in self-defense. I knew I’d thought it before, but I really didn’t like New York City very much. On a good note, this horrible trip hadn’t been a complete waste of time. Some souls had finally made it home, and that was worth the suffering on my part. 

I ran back to the car and jumped in the passenger’s side. “Ready?” I asked Katrina.

“That was totally creepy,” Katrina said. “One minute you’re standing alone, and then you’re holding people. By the way, even after all these years, Death still scares the hell out of me,” she finished, not making eye contact with me.

“She has that effect on people, but at least you’re not working for Pestilence,” I told Katrina.

“Oh! You are so right,” Katrina replied, and I could tell she was calming down. “Does she still make her Interns call her mistress?” She smirked. 

“Unfortunately,” I told her. 

Katrina started the car and chuckled. “She is one crazy bitch.” 

That is putting it mildly, I thought to myself.

“Where to?” I asked her. 

Katrina adjusted the mirrors. “Heading to sunny California,” Katrina told me. 

It couldn’t be that sunny. It was the middle of the night. 

“We have a date with an elf. George is ready for us,” she said. With a smoothness one only acquired from years of practice, Katrina pulled onto the road.

After a few moments of building up the courage, I spoke. “I have to ask, what’s up with War? I don’t know why, but I feel like I know him.” It was a creepy feeling. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him.

Katrina laughed before speaking. “He is going through his Rock phase.” 

“What?” I asked. “What does that mean?”

“He is infatuated with the wrestler, The Rock,” Katrina told me, doing a perfect imitation of the Rock’s famous eye brow raise. 

“Oh my God. He does look like The Rock,” I told Katrina and it finally clicked. “That is nuts. Does he do that often?” I guessed if Katrina could become any soldier she wanted, it made sense War could become anyone he wanted to.

“Not as often, fortunately,” Katrina answered, not taking her eyes off the road. “His favorite look is Sean Connery as James Bond. He goes back to that one often. At least the accent is fun.” Katrina shook her head. 

We talked all the way back to the plane about the idiosyncrasies of the Horsemen. I didn’t realize how much fun it was to have another girl around for a change. Some things didn’t need as much explanation with Katrina—unlike with the boys back home—which was something I could get used to.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Getting spoiled while traveling in style was amazing. Unfortunately, even our luxury plane had to follow the laws of nature, and the flight took over five hours. I had been hoping for a nap, but instead I talked the whole flight with Katrina and our friendly crew. 

My body was sticky and gross, and my hair felt chalky, probably from the ashes still in my hair. After hours of sitting there feeling disgusting, I turned to Katrina. “I need a shower. No, I crave a shower.”

Katrina just laughed and shook her head.

“I can make that happen,” our super helpful flight attendant said.

I raised my eyebrows towards her. What I needed was a real shower with lots of running water, not some strange version that she could create in a plane. Honestly, there was only so much water a plane could hold. 

Although her offer moved me more than I could say, I declined and settled for checking in with Bartholomew to get the address for our safe house in Cali.

According to Constantine, we had locations in every state. I had only visited a few of the safe houses since I made sure my trips were not long enough to require overnight accommodations. Fortunately, all our locations were fully loaded with everything you needed, so I was sure we would find Cali appropriate clothes there. Hopefully there would be time to stop by the house before the meeting.

“The safe house is in Encinitas. Will that leave time to stop by the house?” I asked.

“Absolutely not. We are meeting the twin brother of the princess at La Jolla’s beach at sunrise. It’s going to be close already.”

This had officially turned into the day that wouldn’t end.

We ate breakfast on the plane to maximize our time. I had no idea where they had a kitchen, but they had the best oatmeal with fresh fruit I had ever had. We even had fresh squeezed orange juice. 

A white Cadillac was waiting for us at the hangar. Between the luxury plane and the fabulous cars, I imagined Constantine was in heaven. He loved buying stuff, and he usually went all out for things like this.  

Katrina jumped in the Caddy and didn’t waste any time getting us to the beach. I wondered how she was so familiar with the area. Then I noticed the Marine Corps Air Station, Miramar. Working for War, Katrina probably knew the locations and surroundings of every military base in the world.

I googled the time for sunrise in San Diego. For October twenty ninth, sunrise was at seven a.m., which left us exactly eighteen minutes.

Katrina drove like a madwoman, trying to beat the rush hour traffic of commuters heading to work. It didn’t matter the city, traffic was always our worst enemy. I was starting to doubt we would make it until Katrina jerked the wheel and took us down some barren road. The bumps threw my head into the top of the car, but with less than three minutes to spare, we made it. Katrina drove the Caddy straight on the beach, too. No surprise there. She didn’t care much for rules.

Katrina stopped the car and draped her arms over the steering wheel as she took a few deep breaths. Then she turned to me. “Ready?” 

Was she asking me, or herself? I gave her a nod, and we both climbed out of the car.

We plodded towards the water. I hesitated. The meeting wasn’t taking place in the water, was it? I had left my new trench coat on the plane, but I still wore my boots and leather pants. Those leather pants would not handle salt water very well. This could get ugly. 

We stopped right at the water’s edge just as the sun came up. The sight took my breath away. I’d never seen anything that compared to it, at least until the most gorgeous man emerged from the water. It looked like the scene in James Bond when Daniel Craig came out of the ocean in that skimpy swim suit, except this man-made Craig didn’t have a scrap of fabric covering anything. 

“Didn’t think you would make it,” the man told Katrina as he approached us, and his voice was like velvet running down your skin.

I couldn’t help it; my eyes were locked on him and they weren’t going anywhere anytime soon. I reached my hand up to make sure I wasn’t drooling on my chin, and still I stared at him. He had to be at least six feet four, with strawberry blond hair, a chiseled jaw line, and more muscles than The Terminator. It probably didn’t help that all he was wearing was a Speedo. When he smiled at me, I swore my heart rate tripled, and that was when I noticed his aqua eyes. He was unreal.

“Traffic,” Katrina replied, looking unconcerned by the half-naked man in front of us. “Iason, meet Isis. I’m sure you know who she is already.” 

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” Iason gave me another one of those disarming smiles. The guy’s looks were a lethal weapon all on their own. 

“Hi,” I said, and it came out in a squeak. 

I was transfixed with the man in front of me, I didn’t hear the other man sneaking up behind me. By the time I noticed him, he was handing Iason a towel.  I guessed he was Iason’s servant, maybe his bodyguard. They spoke in a language I didn’t recognize. The prince covered himself with the towel and I felt like I could think again. 

I made a mental note to never confront an elf when they have so much flesh showing. The bodyguard stepped behind us again. I peered over my shoulder and followed him with my eyes. I had no clue how he did it, but he blended in with the background like he wasn’t even there. It was amazing and worked so much better than the army’s fatigues.

“Ms. Isis, why do you believe my sister is actually missing?” Iason asked me as he started walking towards a lounge chair on the beach.

“It’s been three days and nobody has heard from her?” The words came out as a question, and I hated myself in that moment. I needed to find my confidence again, but this elf unnerved me.

“We are over half a century old. Time moves different for us.” The prince took his towel off and started drying his legs. I spun around and watched the waves. No way would I fall for that trick again. 

He laughed, and it had to be the most melodious sound I had ever heard.

“What?” I asked him as I eyed him from over my shoulder. Maybe he was laughing at my clothes. I was sure they were ruined from the back.

“You learn fast,” he said in a gentle tone. 

“Happy now? She passed your test.” Katrina almost growled. “Turn down the glamour.”

“You are doing that on purpose?” I asked in a high-pitched voice. A sigh of relief escaped me. I should have known. Nobody was that damn attractive naturally. 

“Just a bit,” Iason answered with a mischievous smile. “If I can’t trust you to control your animal impulses in casual settings, there is no way you will be able to save my sister.” 

That was a horrible logic, but I could see his point.

“You do think something happened to her?” I asked him without realizing I’d turned to face him. Iason must have turned down his glamour since I could now face him and form coherent thoughts. He was still hotter than the sun, but at least it was manageable. 

“Not at first,” he answered, a little somber. “My sister and I are able to communicate telepathically, a rare gift even for our kind. Over the centuries we have develop a security system to make sure each one is okay. I hadn’t heard from her, but she also hadn’t sent me any alarms. I figured she was with Arthur. It was rather normal for her to be gone with him for days.” Iason draped a button-down shirt over his back and began buttoning it. 

“What made you change your mind?” I asked him. 

“You.” He met my eyes.

I looked away, finding Katrina’s eyes on the ocean. So much for moral support. And, Iason wasn’t saying any more. I guessed he was going to make me drag it out of him. “Please explain.” 

There. Easy, peasy, I thought.

“Your idea that she could possibly be missing was outrageous,” Iason told me, but he wasn’t smiling. “Then, when the vampires agreed to allow you to search for her, I knew something was wrong. I tried reaching Genevieve and she didn’t answer. That’s when I realized my error.” Iason ran a hand through his hair as he watched the waves crash against the shore.

“You hadn’t contacted her until yesterday!” I shouted without meaning to. This was madness. “What were you thinking?”

“The connection between my sister and I is deeper than you can imagine,” Iason said, his tone like velvet. “Not only can we communicate telepathically, we can also feel what the other is experiencing. This was not the first time Genevieve went missing. After walking in on her mind when she was busy with Arthur, it discouraged me to ever do that again. We can also block each other if we need to. I figured she was busy again.” Iason’s cheeks turned a rosy red, and I almost chuckled at the very human reaction. Although, I understood. I would probably die if I ever walked in on Bartholomew while he entertained someone. Yuck!

“I understand, but what did you find this time?” Impatience brought out the irritation in my voice, but it wasn’t my fault. The sun had gotten much warmer, and my leather pants had sweat pouring down my legs. Iason needed to get to the point and fast.

“Nothing. That’s the problem.” He started pacing. “I searched for her mind and there was nothing, so I tried to use our bond to make contact. Nothing again. It’s like she disappeared from this planet.” He stopped and frowned.

“Do you think she is…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. 

He knew what I meant, but he didn’t answer. Instead, Iason turned away from me.

“He would know if she was dead,” Katrina said, now facing us. “Their bond is so strong that if one dies, so does the other.” She pressed her lips together and offered Iason a gentle glance. “At least, that is the rumor.”

“Oh God. This just keeps getting better,” I told them both. “Basically, you both could be in danger. Great.” 

“Didn’t you hear what she said. It’s only a rumor,” he said, amusement clear from the smirk lighting up his eyes. The thing was, none of this was anywhere near funny.

“Fabulous. I really don’t want to test it now,” I said. “Let’s get to the business at hand. Does your sister have any enemies?” I wasn’t sure why I asked. I was sure he was going to say no like everyone else.

“Everyone loves her,” Iason said. 

Of course they did. This was getting old.

I took a deep breath. “Got it.” After a few more deep breaths, I gained a bit of control back. “Do any of her loving fans act weird to you, possessive maybe?” 

His forehead scrunched, and he gave me a blank look—a deer in headlights kind of gaze. 

“Isis wants to know if any of Genevieve’s friends or followers have been acting strange lately?” Katrina asked Iason. 

Her question was worded a bit different, but it was still the same thing I’d just asked. For some reason, this time, he widened his eyes in understanding. Go figure.

“Maybe, but it’s crazy,” Iason said, waving one hand in the air. “He is a half-breed. The boy is harmless.” I looked at Katrina and then back at Iason.

My gaze went to Katrina, then back to Iason. “What boy?” I asked a little quieter, hoping he would continue talking and not shut down.

“Noah. This boy that follows my sister around like he’s her shadow,” Iason said. “Genevieve has a tendency to collect strays and befriend all the outcasts.” He angled his head up towards the sky. “I guess Noah has been acting more odd than usual lately, following Genevieve everywhere. But he is mostly human. What could he possibly do?” 

My lips parted in wonder. Pestilence had described the accountant much the same way. Like the girl was less than culpable because she didn’t fit the norm of the place. 

A horrible feeling swam in the pit of my stomach. “Do you know where we could find Noah?” The words came out rushed. I really didn’t know how much time we might have if he had her.

“I don’t, but Aeneas can send it to you.” He pointed at his bodyguard. “I’m already late and need to get back before someone misses me. Aeneas can text you the info in about an hour. Please Reaper, find my sister.” Iason moved towards his bodyguard, and they both disappeared.

“He never asked for my number, how is he going to send it me?” I asked Katrina, running a hand through my dirty hair.

“Reapers Incorporated information is public knowledge to include the Intern’s number,” Katrina told me with a wicked grin. “People might not be able to trace your new phone, but they can find you.” Katrina stepped towards the car.

“Nobody has ever called me,” I told her as I jogged to catch up.

“Who would be crazy enough to call Death?” Katrina answered.

“Touché.” I couldn’t argue with her logic. “Now what?” That hadn’t been the most helpful meeting, but at least we had a place to start. In an hour, give or take.

“Let’s go find your safe house now,” Katrina told me as we reached the car. “I’m ready for a shower.”

“Thank God.” I climbed in and dreamed about hot, running water the whole way there.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The safe house was in Encinitas, and the drive felt like it took an eternity. After living in Texarkana for a while, I decided I enjoyed life without traffic issues. It felt like we were on the road forever. By the time we navigated the traffic, the pedestrians, and the weird directions to the safe house, Aeneas had called. 

Aeneas sent us a complete file on Noah that included a photo and even a credit report. I shot a copy over to Bartholomew so he could cross reference his files with the elves. I was pretty impressed with the report. Somehow, I’d been expecting them to be beautiful, arrogant people. Instead, they were more in touch with reality than I had imagine. 

While I was impressed with how detailed the file was, I wasn’t at all impressed with Noah. I understood why Iason dismissed him as a threat. According to the file, Noah was five feet six inches, one-hundred-and-twenty pounds, with red hair, green eyes, and no special abilities. His photo showed a clean-faced young man who looked to be about the same age as Bartholomew. For a twenty-year-old guy, he looked preteen. There was something sweet about his photo, almost innocent. Unfortunately, after a year on the job, I learned not to judge people by their looks. You never knew what was really going on in their heads.

When I finally hopped in the shower, I sighed in bliss. It felt amazing, and after I got out, I found the house really was stocked with any and every outfit one could imagine. I was learning that the Reapers had a very different definition of a safe house than most people. We liked our houses lavish and comfortable. This place was a hacienda style ranch, with five bedrooms, three bathrooms, a huge kitchen, a three-car garage, and a huge backyard with a pool. The neighborhood was beautiful, and the grass had that manicured look most lawns had in Texas. I didn’t know how, since I’d always thought California spent most of the year in a drought. Maybe they just watered their lawns a lot.

Around eleven in the morning, we made it to Noah’s apartment. Katrina and I were dressed in bright sundresses with sandals. Katrina looked like a valley-girl ready for the beach. It might be her gift from War, but somehow, she always seemed to fit in. It didn’t matter where she was. Nobody would ever question whether she belonged somewhere or not. On the other hand, there was me, who looked extremely uncomfortable and self-conscious all the time. 

And I wasn’t looking forward to chasing some kid around the neighborhood wearing a dress and sandals. Whoever came up with this master plan needed a demotion. 

Aeneas’ report said Noah lived in an apartment complex in Normal Heights on Cherokee Avenue. Bartholomew had sent us photos of the location courtesy of Google Earth and his skills at hacking local surveillance cameras. The apartment complex was pretty nice and in a decent neighborhood. Based on the file, Noah didn’t work. He freelanced as a musician in different areas. That line of work didn’t pay enough for him to afford this type of place. Something didn’t add up. Bartholomew also reported Noah hadn’t touched his debit card or credit card in two weeks. 

“Any ideas for parking?” Katrina asked me after driving up and down the street for the third time. 

“According to Bartholomew’s photos, the complex has parking spaces in the back. Let’s go there,” I told Katrina as I scanned the pictures again. I had all the files printed when we were at the safe house. The office equipment at that location was better than Office Depot.

Katrina drove around the block and slowly pulled up to the complex. It was a gated area with apartments on the right and left hand side. From Aeneas’s files, Noah’s place was on the second floor. I wasn’t sure how we were going to get in. My Intern training did not include breaking and entering—probably because a cop had been one of my instructors. 

“Any ideas how we get in?” I asked Katrina after she parked in front of the gate. I hoped scaling the wall was not part of our mission today.

“I got some tools.” Katrina reached in the middle console and held up a small pouch. 

I blinked at her. Could we go back to the scaling walls idea? Because this one was worse. We could very well end up in jail after all was said and done.

Reluctantly, I got out of the car after I grabbed my phone and we walked towards the gate together. I kept watch while Katrina inspected the lock. Before Katrina could pull out her tools, the door opened. A young girl, maybe eight or nine, stepped out. Katrina held the door for her and smiled brightly.

“Never mind, Amy, I guess we can just wait inside for him.” Katrina inched forward, holding the door open with her back. “Our brother has not been answering the phone for weeks and we finally got tired of playing games with him,” she told the girl. I had a feeling the backstory was for my benefit as well.

“You have a brother that lives here?” It was more a question than a statement, but I didn’t blame the little girl.

“Noah, in number 26D,” Katrina told the girl. “Do you know him?”

“Yeah, I see him all the time. He lives across the patio from us,” the girl replied. “Noah never said he had sisters.”

“He is really private,” Katrina told the young girl in a low voice.

“Yes, he is,” the little girl confirmed with a nod. “I like Noah, but his new friends are weird.” She glanced back and forth down the alley, her eyes showing the nerves she held inside. 

“What do you mean by weird?” I asked her in my sweetest voice.

“They always wear black suits with dark sunglasses, even at night.” The girl puffed her chest out. “Who does that? And they never talk. They give me the creeps.” Once again, she looked around. “But Noah is not here, I haven’t seen him in over a week.” 

“Are you sure?” Katrina asked her.

“Of course. When Noah is in the building, you can always hear him playing his sax from eight to noon.” The little girl gave us a proud smile.

“How do you know this? Aren’t you supposed to be in school?” I asked.

“I’m home schooled,” she answered. “I get panic attacks and my mom prefers to keep me home to avoid the germ-infested kids. I’m off to see my grandma now. Bye.” The girl skipped forward, smiling.

“There is something wrong with that kid,” Katrina told me as she headed inside the gated complex.

“Besides a helicopter mom, no there isn’t.” I had heard of the crazy phenomenon, but I had never seen it. That poor kid needed to spend some time with kids her own age to balance her out.

I followed Katrina inside. The middle of the complex was a large quad area with some palm trees. I really liked the layout, but wondered how Noah could afford this place. 

Katrina moved, not making a peep as she inspected all the doors. She pointed to one on the second floor and we moved quickly up the stairs. 

Katrina inspected the area, which was a good idea. I couldn’t see any of the neighbors, but that didn’t mean they weren’t looking through their mini-blinds.

“This is a really cheap door,” Katrina said. “I could kick it down and it would probably be faster.”

“Are you sure Constantine isn’t your guardian as well?” I asked Katrina. 

“I wish. He is awesome.” Katrina spoke like a true Constantine fan.

“How about a plan B?” I whispered. “One that doesn’t involve making a ton of noise and destroying private property.” The last thing I wanted was Noah’s neighbors calling the cops on us, and I had a sneaky suspicion they wouldn’t be as quick as the little girl to believe our sister story.

“Fine.” Katrina rolled her eyes and pulled the pouch from her pocket. I was a bit jealous. My girly-dress did not come with pockets. So not fair. 

Bending down, Katrina got to work. Only a few moments passed before she stood straight and grinned. “Got it.” Super trooper sure had a lot of skills. 

As I walked inside, the smell of dirt wafted to me. Even in the dark, I could see piles of it laying around the room. A terrible feeling anchored to my gut. The last apartment I went to that was in this condition, we found a half dead zombie-like human. I prayed we wouldn’t find Noah like that, or worse.

The first room was a living room with a kitchen in the back. There was a hallway to the right that I assumed led to the bathroom. I walked towards the kitchen and Katrina headed to the bedrooms. On the fridge was a single photo of Noah and a very beautiful woman. I was pretty sure it was Genevieve because she looked so much like Iason.

“Isis, you need to come and see this,” Katrina called. 

“Please, God. No dead princess or zombie Noah,” I prayed out loud. 

I creeped towards the back, passing a plain-looking bedroom with a mattress on the floor. The next room was a small bathroom with no shower curtain. Strange. Shaking my head, I continued forward until I found Katrina in the last room of the apartment. 

“Holy cow,” I told her. The room was straight out of a CSI or Criminal Minds episode. “What is this?” I finally asked Katrina as my brain tried to process what I was seeing.

This was probably the master bedroom since it was bigger than the first. Unfortunately, Noah had turned it into a shrine to Genevieve. He had photos of her covering every wall. Strings hung from one wall to the other, connecting photos together. He even had an altar on the wall opposite from the door with a four-foot statue of Genevieve. The room screamed stalker, maybe even serial killer.

“I hate to admit this, but you were right, Isis. I’m afraid something bad has happened to Genevieve,” Katrina told me.

I couldn’t tear my eyes from the wall of photos. “This is insane. And I really don’t get it. The princess is at least six inches taller than Noah,” I said, pointing to a photo of them together. “I assume in order to make it to General in the elven Army, Genevieve had to be pretty tough. How could a scrawny kid like Noah kidnap her?” I asked. I knew people were capable of horrible things, but I had to be missing something.

“Weren’t you the one telling me not to underestimate people?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. I just loved having my words thrown back in my face. 

“True, but something is not right,” I told her.

“That’s the understatement of the year,” Katrina replied as we both gaped at the psycho wall. “You take the left wall and I’ll take the right. Maybe we’ll find something that can help us if we look a little deeper.” 

Katrina moved forward and started searching the photos. With a shrug, I joined her. This was going to suck.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

After searching Noah’s apartment building, I realized cop-shows are not reality TV. They make everything look so easy and fast. In every show, the good guys entered a building or a house and in the first fifteen minutes, they find every bit of evidence they needed. By the time the show ended, they had the proof, a confession, and the perp behind bars. According to the magic of TV, it took them less than a week. It took us over three hours to find anything useful in Noah’s apartment. It didn’t help that Noah was a hoarder. The boy had boxes in every closet, under the bed, in every corner and crevice. You name it, that boy had stuff packed in it. 

When we were finished inspecting, his poor apartment looked like it had been searched by angry drill sergeants. I was grateful Katrina knew what she was doing and made the job a little easier. It was Katrina that found Noah’s journal, or his collection of journals to be more accurate. Katrina had flipped the mattress over and ripped apart the box spring. I wasn’t sure which was more troubling: the fact that she looked there or that a grown man actually kept a journal.  

However, Noah’s journals impressed me. They were more like comic books than traditional journals. He was very visual and an extremely talented artist. Each chronicle had a different time period and length. We found the most recent journal, with his last entry being about a month ago. Based on his records, we deducted Noah was a creature of habit. He visited the same locations a lot. One of the most common in his book was Balboa Park. 

“We can’t just leave the place like that,” I said as I shifted a pile of his logs to one arm and shut the door of his apartment.

“Yeah, I agree. Give me a minute.” Kristina moved to the end of the hall and pulled out her cell phone. After a minute or two, she returned. “Called the clean-up crew. They weren’t happy about cleaning an apartment, but they are on their way nonetheless.”

I laughed and waddled down the stairs, holding the stack of journals in front of me. I shoved them in the back of the Caddy as soon as we got there and hopped in.

For rush hour traffic in San Diego, we made really good time. Katrina zig-zagged all over the place. I was edgy, while Katrina was full of energy. Missions were exciting to her. We made it to the park and Katrina was ready to get started.

“Based on the pictures, I recommend we start by the Rose and Desert Garden,” Katrina told me, holding one of Noah’s books.

The park was huge and divided into different segments. Katrina walked with a purpose, so I assumed she knew the place well. I had no clue where we were, but I slowed a bit to take it in. The place was beautiful. After being stuck in traffic with crazy drivers zigzagging all over the place, the calmness of the park refreshed me. I was surprised such a beautiful place sat in the middle of such a big city. I wondered if they had taken the idea from Central Park in New York City. 

I followed Katrina, staying a few paces behind, just admiring the flowers and trees until she stopped abruptly. Unfortunately, I wasn’t paying that much attention and slammed right into her.

“Ouch,” Katrina told me as we both almost went down.

“Oh, sorry Katrina,” I told her, my face burning with embarrassment. “I got distracted.”

“I completely understand,” Katrina answered with a smile. “Does this place look familiar?” She pointed at an intersection in front of us.

I looked around, amazed how well Noah had captured every detail. I saw a street musician playing a flute by a bench near one of the corners. It was exactly like a few of Noah’s drawings. The only difference was an older man with bleached blond hair and a bad tan stood in the corner where Noah would’ve been playing his sax. 

“Should we talk to him?” Katrina asked me.

I shrugged, not seeing many other options. “Why not? What have we got to lose?” I stepped towards the musician.

We both strolled over, trying to blend in. The melody he played sounded complicated, which told me he was very talented. It almost sounded like a soothing lullaby, but I didn’t recognize the beat. Maybe it was an original piece. That would be even more impressive.

“Hi. That is a lovely tune,” I told the musician as we approached.

“Thank you.” He smiled, then looked down at his case. I guessed if we liked it, he expected us to pay. Katrina dropped a twenty in and beamed at him. “Thank you, young lady. Very much appreciated.” He flashed Katrina the biggest grin I had ever seen.

“My pleasure.” Katrina told him in her most innocent voice. “We were looking for our friend and we were wondering if you had seen him. He normally plays in this area with his sax.” She looked around the place for extra emphasis.

Our flute player went pale. He looked like he was ready to bolt. Katrina stood on one side of him to block his exit. I mirrored her posture on his other side. Just like that, he was boxed in. If he tried to move, either one of us were in the position to stop him. 

“Calm down, we just have a few questions,” I told the musician before he tried to run.

“I don’t know where he is.” The musician’s words came out so fast and rushed I could hardly understand him. “He hasn’t been around for over two weeks, so he abandoned his spot. It’s all fair. Now the spot is mine.” He held his chin up and gave us a hard stare, daring us to challenge him.

Street musicians had strict rules. Who would have thought? If poor Noah wanted his spot back, he’d have to fight this huge dude for it. Unfortunately, my money was on the flute player. Noah looked way too tiny to win a fair fight.

“So, you decided to claim his spot?” Katrina asked, glaring at him. “Did you steal his song too?” Katrina asked the musician as she shoved up as close as she could get to him. 

The poor man tried to take off, but I grabbed his arm, gave it a little twist, and held him in place. He looked around like he might find someone to help him, but the few people meandering through the park were too far away to be of any assistance to him. 

“I didn’t steal his song,” the musician answered too quickly. “He was like the pied piper. People just flocked to him. I wanted to know how he did it, so I started playing his songs. Yeah, more people are stopping by to listen to me, but not nearly as many as he had.” The musician stopped fighting and slumped his shoulders. 

I felt bad for him, but I had a feeling Noah was using magic with his music. It takes one to know one. If he was using magic, it would explain how he could afford a place in San Diego without a regular paying job. I wondered what else Noah was getting from his elf side. It felt cruel to tell the poor guy that he would never be as good as Noah. Instead, I smiled at him and tried to calm him down.

“Thank you for your help. We really appreciate it,” I told him as I pulled away.

“Yes, thank you very much and sorry to bother you,” Katrina told him.

The musician’s eyes widened more than I had ever seen in anyone. He had a vein pulsating in his forehead, and I was afraid he was giving himself an aneurysm. As soon as he was able to move, he took off with his flute and case. It looked like he wasn’t taking any chances with us. In fact, he kept glancing behind him as he ran away from us. Poor guy. 

By the time I turned around, Katrina was walking in the opposite direction. After a few seconds of watching the musician, I joined her.

“That was a waste of time,” Katrina said without looking at me.

“Maybe, but at least we know where he was getting money from,” I told her. “Every bit of info will help us fill in this weird puzzle.”

“I can help you find Noah,” an older lady told us.  I had no idea where she appeared from, but she sat on a bench wearing a flamboyant dress, her wild, curly hair hanging loose around her shoulders, and her face covered in so much make-up I couldn’t even imagine what she looked like without it. She appeared to be in her late fifties, and sat behind a small, tray table. 

“Oh really,” Katrina told the lady as she walked towards her with her hands on her hips. “How do you know we are looking for Noah?” She stopped in front of the table and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Every other tough looking stranger that stopped by this morning has been asking questions about him. Why not you?” she told us. “You are not fooling anyone with those silly dresses.” 

Who the heck was this weird old lady?

“Why should we trust you?” I asked her. 

“I’m a voodoo priestess. I can help you,” she told us with a wicked smile.

“Lady, that is not helping your case,” I told the priestess. Katrina elbowed me in the ribs. “Ouch.”

“So, what? You just thought you’d tell us out of the goodness of your heart?” Katrina asked the priestess. 

I glared at her, but she avoided me completely. What was Katrina doing? This could be a lead, and she could ruin it if she kept talking like she was. 

“Silly girl. Of course not,” the priestess said. She pulled a cup from somewhere under her robe. “I will help you for a small price.” She tossed the contents of the cup on the table. 

I leaned forward and glanced inside. There were small objects resting at the bottom, but I had no clue if they were bones or rocks. I took a step back because I really didn’t want to find out one way or another.

“Of course. Just a small fee,” Katrina replied in a mocking tone.

“How about a freebie? On the house,” she said. “Noah and your princess are in great danger. He has made a deadly pact and is in way over his head.” The priestess angled her chin down and widened her eyes like it was time for her payment. 

“That’s it? That’s your freebie?” I asked, not able to help myself. That was the most useless piece of info ever.

“Information is power,” the priestess told me in a chilling voice. “Power has a cost. If you want it, you will pay.” She smiled, a crooked, wicked looking smile that had goosebumps running down my arms.

“I’m not impressed, but for five Benjamins you better make this worth my time,” Katrina told the priestess, pulling out some bills.

“Make it ten and I will even tell you his shoe size,” she said, her eyes ogling the money before her.

“Trust me lady, I’m sure my team already knows that.” I rolled my eyes. “Knowing Constantine, he probably had Bartholomew pulling his medical files from birth.” The strange lady didn’t smile at that, but Katrina sure did.

“Constantine? You work for Constantine?” the priestess asked with a shaky voice. 

Katrina gave me an awkward look.

“Depends how many Constantines you know,” I told the priestess. “Mine is fifteen pounds of pure fur,” I finished, thinking the mental picture was pretty funny, however, the priestess must not have thought so since she looked a little green in the face. 

“My apologies, Intern. I didn’t recognize you,” the priestess told me, this time not meeting my eyes. Was there a picture of me on a milk carton that I didn’t know about? “Your boy is in serious trouble. He sold his soul to a demon and is now in hell.” The priestess collected her cup, the weird bones, and her table. 

“Hell?” I asked and turned to look at Katrina. “What do you mean by hell? Hell, like in Hell, Michigan?” 

“Good day, Intern.” The priestess stood and folded her table, tucking it under her arm. “I recommend you watch your back. There are dangerous forces at play.” She took off, moving faster than I thought possible.

“Don’t you want your money?” Katrina asked her.

“Only a fool would charge Death for information,” the priestess yelled over her shoulder without slowing down.

“Isis, I need your reputation,” Katrina told me in a serious tone. 

“It’s not my reputation that you need. It’s Constantine. As she can see, he scares the crap out of everyone,” I replied as I pulled out my phone. I dialed home, hoping the priestess was wrong.

“Did you find him?” Constantine asked without any greetings. I had him on speaker phone so Katrina could hear him.

“We wish,” Katrina replied. “We met one of your fans,” she added.

“That sounds like trouble,” Bartholomew chimed in.

“It was. We met a Voodoo Priestess that claims Noah is in hell,” I told the boys.

“Voodoo Priestess? That is absolutely trouble,” Bartholomew told us.

“Isis, this is not good,” Constantine told me. “You know what that means?” It could only mean one thing. 

“I am afraid I do,” I told Constantine. It was time for a visit to the devil. “Where is the entrance to the Cave here?” 

“Why is it when something crazy is going on, Jake is always involved?” Bob jumped in.

“I think that is part of his job description,” I told Bob. 

“It’s at La Jolla Beach,” Bartholomew answered my question.

“You two need to hurry. Doors open at six,” Constantine told us.

“What’s the theme?” Katrina asked him. I guessed she was familiar with Jake and the Cave.

“Open mic. Be prepared to sing,” Constantine answered. I could tell by his tone he wasn’t happy. “Hurry up. We are running out of time and this is getting worse by the minute.” 

Before either Katrina or I could replay, Constantine had disconnected.

“That cat is never going to change,” Katrina told me.

“Nope. He is always going to have the last word and end every conversation in the most dramatic way possible,” I told her. 

“Guess we are going to see the devil,” Katrina told me with an irritated sigh.

“This day just keeps getting better and better,” I told her. “Let’s go. We need to find some Cave appropriate clothes.” 

I had no idea what people wore for open mic, but I was sure my summer beach dress was not suitable for the Cave. We headed back towards our vehicle in silence.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

It took Katrina forever to find a dress, which drove me crazy. Everything she tried on looked amazing, but it still took her thirty different dresses to find the right one—a long, black dress with slits running down both legs, lots of cleavage, and an open back. She also left her golden hair down, and it framed her face in such a beautiful way that if Jake was having a beauty contest today, she’d be a shoe in. 

It didn’t take me nearly as long as Katrina to find an outfit. I had two to pick from—a short red dress, and a long red dress that reminded me of Jessica Rabbit’s dress. With my black hair, red always made a great statement. We had to be sexy enough to distract everyone from our real goal. I also kept my make-up light, that way if I started to sweat, I wouldn’t have foundation running down my face. My hair went up in a bun, leaving me ready for a fight if one found me. While the Cave discouraged fighting, that had never stopped anyone from trying to kill there. 

To make it to the entrance, we had to walk through sand. Normally, walking in sand relaxed me. However, when wearing four-inch heels and a shimmering gown, the sand becomes your worst nightmare. We took our shoes off and rushed to the entrance underneath the pier as quickly possible. Katrina led the way, but she crashed into a tall guy leaning against a pole and they both fell to the ground. 

“Oh! Are you guys okay?” I asked them as I ran forward. 

Katrina hopped to her feet first, brushing the sand from her dress. “I’m good.” Her cheeks were bright red and she wouldn’t make eye contact. “I think my feet got caught on my dress and I went down.” 

I didn’t buy it for a minute, but I kept my mouth shut. Instead, I moved around her and held out a hand to the young man still on the ground. 

“Let me help you.” I told him. He grabbed my hand and pulled himself up. “Are you alright?” I brushed some sand from his suit jacket.

“Yes, thank you,” he told me, trying to wipe sand from his coat without looking at it. He straightened his jacket and slowly faced us. “I’m used to women falling over me, but this is the first time one has taken me out in the process.” 

It wasn’t hard to imagine women falling for this guy. He was tall, dark, and incredibly handsome. Jet black hair glimmered on top of his head and he had the most enchanting grey eyes. I was sure he was breaking hearts daily.

“I’m sure they are,” I told him.

He winked and smiled at me. A year ago, a hottie like him would have made my head spin, but after meeting Iason, his flirtatious behavior didn’t even phase me.  

“Let me guess. You are the new bouncer at the Cave,” I said.

“Guilty. Is it that obvious?” he asked.

He was definitely new if he didn’t realize Jake recruited his bouncers and body guards from the GQ catalog. There wasn’t a single man in his service that didn’t score over a fifteen on a zero to ten scale. These boys were meant to distract you and make you lose your common sense. I wasn’t sure if he had female body guards, but the women at the club were just as gorgeous.

“Not at all,” Katrina answered. “But it’s the only logical reason why a man that looks like you would be standing under a pier in a three-piece suit.” It was Katrina’s turn to wink at the poor boy and look smoldering. 

I had begun to wonder if I’d missed a training program on smoldering.

“Well ladies, let’s get this party going. It’s going to be a fun night,” Hottie told us as he stepped towards the end of the pier. I couldn’t help but notice the repeat glances he kept giving Katrina. I chuckled to myself. 

Katrina and I followed Hottie down the pier, getting our feet wet from the tide rising over the pier and wetting the boards. I was pretty sure his idea of fun was nothing like mine. I liked boring evenings at home playing my guitar, not running around the country chasing deranged kidnappers. 

Hottie stopped in front of a curtain in between two of the wood beams. “Enjoy your evening ladies.” H pulled the curtain back.

“You aren’t searching us for weapons?” I asked him.

“With those dresses? You don’t leave much to the imagination.” Hottie gave us a long look up and down. “Anything you have hiding in there we could handle. Enjoy ladies.” He waved us in with a catty smile.

Weapons were not allowed at the Cave. The fact that I didn’t require searching was a good reminder that I was currently half naked. This was not going to happen again. I definitely needed more clothes on. If my godmother ever saw me like this, she would kill me. Thinking about my godmother made my heart ache. How many other things hadn’t she told me? 

“Are you okay?” Katrina asked me after we crossed the curtain. She had already started down the stairs, and I’d stopped at the top.

“Yeah, sorry,” I told her. “It’s been a long day.” That was another huge understatement. 

“I understand, but I need you to focus,” Katrina told me. “Put your game face on. This is the devil we are facing.” 

Should I tell Katrina I’d met Jake before? I decided I didn’t need to, but she was right about one thing. I did need to focus.

“I’m good. Let’s go.” I gave myself a quick shake and followed her down the stairs towards another set of curtains.

The Cave was the kind of club that would make a Hollywood film director drool. Every night was different inside the walls. They had a new theme every night and changed the decorations to match each one. I honestly couldn’t wait to see what they’d done for open mic night. 

Once we crossed the curtain, I decided this open mic must be for poets. There was a large stage at the far end of the hall, with a dance floor in front and cocktail tables circling it. The place looked more like it had once been a dance floor and they’d turned it into a theater instead of a regular club.

“Admiring the view?” Jake asked me from the side. 

“It is always impressive,” I answered with a smirk.

I had a tendency to forget that the devil was a fallen angel. Like most angels, he was magnificent. He had golden hair, piercing blue eyes, and a look that could melt hearts—almost like a young Brad Pitt. He was wearing a fabulous Valentino suit to show off his muscles. I felt bad for the souls that fell under his spell because I was sure the price was high.

“Katrina, it’s been such a long time,” Jake purred.

“Jake,” Katrina said, and somehow, she made that one word sound like an insult. Their eyes met, and I felt like I was watching a scene from one of those fighting movies where they circled each other, sizing each other up. It was uncomfortable to say the least, so I cleared my throat, hoping to ease some of the tension.

“Well since you are here, can we get to business?” I told Jake, giving him one of my best smiles. “We are on a short deadline,” I added

“Isis, dear, you are always on a deadline,” Jake told me, but his eyes stayed on Katrina. “But you know the rules. No free talks without payment.” He finally looked back at me.

“What’s the catch today?” I wasn’t sure what we were supposed to do.

“It’s simple dear. Get this crowd going wild and I’m all yours.” Jake’s eyes fell on Katrina when he said the last part. “You get to pick the song. Break a leg.”

“Fine,” Katrina said right before she dragged me away. I looked over my shoulder and Jake waved at me with a smile. Why was he so happy?

“What exactly are we supposed to be doing?” I asked Katrina as I focused my attention on the front of the room.

“Have you seen American Idol?” Katrina asked, all business-like.

I was ashamed to admit it. “Not really,” I whispered. Katrina gave me a quick glance.

“No big deal,” she said, a little calmer. “Basically, it’s a singing competition, but your goal is to win the crowd and make them dance. Can you sing?” Katrina asked me as we made our way to the left side of the stage. 

A large man with a clipboard stood at the front of the line. There were at least five people in front of us waiting. They looked too excited for my taste.

“What happens if we don’t win the crowd?” I asked Katrina as I faced the crowd. They did not look happy.

“If you’re lucky, you will get booed off the stage, but if you’re really bad, watch out for flying objects.” Katrina pointed to the closest table as she spoke. The collection of throwing knives and Chinese stars were impressive. These people took their singing serious. “How is your singing?” Katrina asked again.

“I’m okay, but I’m more of a musician than lead man,” I told her as I analyzed all the different weapons sitting on all the tables. 

I hadn’t noticed when the next act had started, but it didn’t last long. Some poor soul had tried to do an interpretation of Aretha Franklin’s Respect and failed miserably. In less than twenty seconds, weapons flew, and screams erupted from the stage. My stomach turned. 

Katrina sized up the other candidates and watched the crowd. Then, she turned to me. “What can you play?” 

“Anything,” I answered softly.

Katrina’s mouth parted and her eyes went wide. “What do you mean anything?” she asked me, almost like she was analyzing me for the first time.

“I can play any instrument with very little practice now.  Death’s gift enhances our natural ability. I was a musician before joining her. She has made me out of this world amazing. I can actually induce certain reactions from people with my music.” I held my breath, unsure how Katrina would take all this. 

“This is awesome,” Katrina told me as she gave me a huge hug. “I need you to pour your soul into this and make the people go wild. I got the singing part.” Katrina flashed me an evil grin. 

“Isn’t that cheating?” I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to use my gifts for a singing competition.

“Isis, you either do this or we don’t get to talk to the devil today.” 

I hated it, but she was right. 

“Fine, let’s go,” I told her. 

She grabbed my hand and dragged me to the front of the line. The last two acts had gone up in flames. The remaining group appeared to be shaking, so they didn’t argue when Katrina pushed passed them. 

Katrina talked quickly to the large man with the clipboard. Up close, I realized he wasn’t fat, but built like a linebacker with solid muscle. He had a baby face that did not match his lethal body. 

After a few minutes, the linebacker handed Katrina the clipboard. She scribbled something on it, then shoved it in front of my face so I could read it. We were going to perform two songs: Wicked Games and Black Magic Woman. What an interesting combination, I thought.

We were on the stage before I had time to change my mind. Katrina walked towards the mic and I headed towards the band. I smiled at the guitarist who handed me his instrument. I hoped it didn’t get damaged during this act. It was an expensive and very well-kept guitar. 

Katrina glanced at me over her shoulder. I gave her nod and she took the mic. She started with Wicked Games. No introductions were necessary. 

Katrina was an incredible singer and she rocked the song like a pro. For most of my pieces recently, the intent has been to put people to sleep. This was the first one that I wanted them to dance.

By the time Katrina hit the second chorus, I was pouring all my energy into the music to make people move. I made the beats as sexy and provocative as possible. Wicked Games had a contagious beat that made you want to slow dance, so I was scared I put too much heat into it. People were dancing, though, and not only on the dance floor but also on the tables. The ones on the floor were so close they looked like one person. 

Katrina sang to one side of the room, and when I moved to get a better view, I realized she was singing to Jake. I almost stopped playing. Had Katrina and Jake dated? That would explain the awkwardness between them. I didn’t have the time to ponder their love lives, though, since Katrina cued the band to switch songs. If Wicked Games showcased Katrina’s singing skills, Black Magic Woman put mine to the test. I just prayed I made Santana proud. 

The rest of the song went by in a blur, and the crowd went wild the whole time. Before I knew it, Katrina dragged me off stage towards Jake. 

“That was intense. Isis, you are phenomenal. We should go on tour,” Katrina said, her words bouncing off the walls in her excitement. I barely heard her, though. Exhaustion had wrapped around me like a blanket. I wondered how much energy it took to create that level of magic. 

“Katrina is right. You are amazing,” Jake told me as we reached his table. 

Katrina stiffened and sobered. She also got extremely quiet.

“How about business now?” I asked Jake. This situation was too uncomfortable for my taste.

“I don’t know,” Jake said in a mocking voice. “It’s not like you won using only your talents.” He looked me straight in the eyes as he leaned on his cocktail table.

“Whose fault is that for picking a musical challenge?” I crossed my arms in front of my chest and shifted my weight to one side. 

“Why are you blaming me?” Jake said, framing his face with his hands to convey innocence. 

“Oh please. You know exactly what I can do, and you still asked for a performance,” I told him. Why did the devil have to mess with me all the time? I was too tired for this.

“Isis is right,” Katrina told him. “Your crowd is going wild. Now it’s our turn.” She narrowed her eyes at him.

“Fine, let’s not get nasty now, ladies,” Jake told us with a wave of his hand. I hadn’t even realized his bodyguards were closing in on us. At his signal, they all stepped back. “Why do I have the pleasure of your visit?”

“We are looking for a half-breed elf named Noah,” I told him quickly. “We were told he might be in hell.” I wasn’t sure if I believed the last part myself.

“Interesting. But what do you want from me?” Jake asked as he lifted his glass to his lips and took a sip. Although, I had no idea where the glass came from. I was pretty sure it wasn’t there a minute ago.

“Can you confirm he is there?” Katrina asked him. “We really need to speak with him.” She held his stare.

“Sorry ladies. That is against the rules,” Jake told us. 

Katrina slammed her fist on the table and scoffed. “Seriously?”

“What rules?” I asked him. 

“We value our clients,” Jake told me. “If any of the living made a deal with one of my people, I don’t intervene. It’s a promise I keep to my people.” Jake gave me another one of his irritating smiles.

“What does that mean? We didn’t just rock your crowd for nothing,” I told Jake. Inside, I debated whether or not I should choke him.

“I cannot confirm or deny if your little friend is in hell,” Jake said, playing with his drink. “What I can do is grant you a pass, that way you can check yourself. I would start at the hotel and ask for Ralph.” With a quick flick of his wrist, two gold cards appeared in his hand. 

“Wait. What?” I asked Jake. I didn’t want to go to hell.

“Don’t tell me you are afraid of a little trip to hell,” Jake teased me.

“That was way too easy. What’s the catch?” Katrina jumped in, saving me from answering.

“Oh, come on. Why can’t I just be friendly?” Jake asked, batting his eyes at me innocently.

“Because you are the devil and you always have ulterior motives,” I told him honestly. 

“True,” Jake admitted, no longer bothering to try and look innocent. “The pass is only for three hours. The clock starts the moment you cross my threshold. You have to find your own way there and back. The catch is if you both are not out of hell before the three hours are up, your body and souls are mine. Happy hunting ladies.” Jake dropped the passes on the table, took his drink, and walked away.

“At judgement day, if Michael doesn’t nail his ass to the cross, I swear I will.” Katrina’s voice held so much hatred it made me glad she was on my side. Before I could say anything, she marched towards the front door.

I grabbed the passes and followed her. I never thought I would say this, but I felt bad for Jake. Beware the wrath of a woman. Whatever he had done to Katrina was not good. The devil was screwed.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Outside the Cave I started to freak out. I was Catholic. I couldn’t go to hell. They might keep me there. I took a lot of deep breaths as we rushed back to the car. My heart rate accelerated to the point I thought I might pass out. Katrina unlocked the car and we climbed in as fast as we could.

“Isis, what’s wrong?” Katrina asked me. 

I couldn’t talk. In fact, it took every bit of focus I had just to breathe. My chest felt so heavy I didn’t know whether I had an elephant sitting on it or what. I needed a paper bag. Maybe some fresh air.

What I really needed was to not have to go to hell.

“Oh Lord, don’t you dare pass out on me. Put your hands over your head and breathe.” 

I followed Katrina’s instructions, breathing in slowly and blowing it out. I did it again and again. Five minutes later, my heart beat slowed down and I didn’t feel like I was going to puke anymore, although my whole body trembled so hard my teeth chattered.

“Katrina, I can’t go to hell,” I finally told her, trying not to freak out again.

“Is that why you are freaking out?” Katrina asked me in a calm voice. 

“Yes! I don’t know how you can be so calm.” The words rushed out of me. “You do know I’m a Christian. The only Christian that has been to hell and back is Jesus. Do I look like Jesus to you?” I was pretty sure I sounded irrational.

“I hope not,” Katrina answered me. “I’m pretty sure Jesus is a guy.” She chuckled.

I didn’t. Nothing about this amused me. 

“Thanks, but not funny,” I told her. At least she got me to calm down. “Why are you not freaking out?” I really wanted to know her secret.

“Isis, what do you think the devil and his demons let loose in the jungles of Korea, in the deserts of Iraq, in every major war we have ever had?” Katrina asked.

“The devil? I thought those wars were man-made.” I had never thought about the conflicts from a supernatural scale.

“They are man-made and mostly orchestrated by War,” Katrina said, looking straight ahead. “But in the midst of chaos, everyone takes advantage of it. I have fought more demons with human faces than I care to count. So has Bob. You should ask him one day.” She looked at me daring me to question it. “This is just another mission. Yes, we are going to hell, but you are not helpless, so get a grip on yourself.” Katrina focused on the road again.

I took a deep breath before talking. “I don’t like it,” I finally told her.

“You said it yourself. You are a Christian,” Katrina told me. “Your Jesus didn’t want to get crucified. He asked his father to take the cup away from him.” I was surprised Katrina knew the story of the garden of Gethsemane. “Like Jesus, you don’t have to like it. You just have to get through it.” She smiled at me.

“You are taking this very well,” I finally told her.

“Isis, I don’t have a choice,” Katrina told me. “If we fail, War could send me to hell to live, or any other horrible place for that matter. And it wouldn’t be for a few hours, it would be for a decade.” 

“The real hell?” I asked her, and she just nodded. “Why is he so mad at you?” 

That was a horrible punishment. She couldn’t have done anything that bad.

“I accidentally started peace in the Middle East,” Katrina whispered. 

“What?” I didn’t think I heard her right. “Is that even possible?” I was pretty sure she was messing with me.

“I had set up a meeting with all the leaders of the region in an effort to kill the leader instigating peace,” Katrina said. “I didn’t notice when the Chiefs changed seats, but I shot the dictator instead of the pacifist. The execution was flawless. I made it look like the dictator’s troops had taken the shot. So, instead of war, I got unity.” Katrina dropped her head on the steering wheel.

At times, I forgot the mission of the other horsemen was to bring death and destruction to humanity. Not sure why I was surprised about this.

“Oh wow,” I said, not able to come up with anything more elegant to say.

“Tell me about it,” Katrina said, glancing at me. “Have you ever done something that goes totally against your Horseman’s mission and purpose?” Katrina asked, hope filling her eyes.

“I have made lots of mistakes,” I told her. “But at least I haven’t brought anyone back from the dead. Granted, you can always fix yours and start a new war. If I become a necromancer, I’m pretty sure Constantine would kill me himself.” I had a feeling it wouldn’t be a quick death either, but I didn’t say that out loud.

“Good point,” Katrina agreed.

“We don’t have a lot of choices here,” I told Katrina, taking a few deep breaths. “If we don’t find Noah, we might not find the princess, and then a lot of people risk becoming collateral damage. I’m terrified Katrina, but at least you are going with me.” 

“You are not alone, Isis. Now let’s get this show on the road.” Katrina squeezed my hand for moral support.

I grabbed my phone from the back seat and dialed Reapers. Just because we had a pass to hell didn’t mean I had a clue how to get there.

“What happened?” Constantine asked in his typical manner.

“We got a three-hour pass to hell,” I told him as calmly as possible. 

“In that case, you had better hurry. The Boatman’s next pick-up near your area is at midnight,” Constantine told us.

“Where are we meeting him?” Katrina asked, like this was a normal, everyday conversation.

“At Alcatraz,” Bartholomew answered. 

“Of course it is,” I said, rolling my eyes.

“We are sending instructions to George to have the plane ready,” Constantine jumped in. “He will have your backpack ready as well.” 

What backpack was Constantine talking about? Who did I look like? Dora the Explorer?

“Ladies, be careful,” Bob added. “Don’t trust anyone there.” The sound in Bob’s voice made me wonder if he had ever been to hell.

“Isis, I am sending you instructions now. You don’t have a lot of time,” Bartholomew said. “After you land in San Francisco, it’s a forty-minute drive to the coast, followed by a twenty-minute boat ride to the island. You better get moving.” 

That was a tight schedule. Bartholomew was right. We had better get moving. 

“Go,” Constantine ordered before disconnecting the call.

“No turning back now. We got this,” Katrina told me.

“We got this, but we need to make a quick detour,” I told her. “We are not going to hell empty handed.” I sent a quick text before searching the GPS for my new destination.

It was a blessing Katrina drove like a Nascar Driver. She made up the time we lost in our detour. We had a smooth flight and plenty of time to change into fighting gear. I was not heading to hell wearing a party dress. We missed the traffic in San Francisco, but Katrina still had to speed. I inspected the famous backpack during the drive and was not sure how any of the stuff inside would be useful. I also carried a box the size of a shoebox, only thinner. It was labeled Boatman. Then I had a giant chocolate bar for Fluffy. I sure hoped Fluffy had the biggest chocolate addiction in the world, because this bar was at least ten pounds. Even with all that, I was grateful the backpack still had enough room for my own stuff.

Bartholomew had secured a speedboat for us that was parked at the marina. I was hoping we had really good insurance on that thing, since I was pretty sure it belonged to us. We made it to Alcatraz ten minutes before midnight. Katrina got us to the island and I jumped off to tie the boat. I watched Katrina do it when we got the boat, so I figured it wasn’t that hard. After a little trial and error, the boat was secured and we ran across the island. Fortunately, the Boatman made his pickup on this side of the island and we didn’t have to go inside the prison.

“What is that sound?” I asked Katrina as I stopped running.

“What?” Katrina asked me when she realized I had stopped running.

“Can’t you hear the screams?” They surrounded me, the noise coming from every direction to encompass me. I covered my ears, but still the screams got louder.

“No,” Katrina answered, looking around. “All I hear is the wind.”

“In that case, run,” I told Katrina as I grabbed her hand and pulled her with me. We needed to get off this island now. All ghosts were not friendly, and I was pretty sure I didn’t want to get my butt kicked by an angry spirit. Getting these souls to their final home would require back-up.

We made it to the pick-up point just in time to see the Boatman pull up. Boats were not my specialty, but I had seen pictures of the time period and I was sure the Boatman was sailing an Ancient Galilee Boat. That thing was so old it probably took Jesus across the Jordan River. I had no idea how it was moving because there was no wind. I also couldn’t see a motor anywhere and the people on the boat were not touching the oars. 

Katrina gave me a worried look. I shrugged one shoulder. It was too late to turn back now, so I walked towards the ledge and smiled at the Boatman.

“Cutting it close, little sister,” the Boatman told me in a raspy voice. He was covered in a deep hood from head to toe. The thing looked like it was made of wool. I wondered if he was itchy, at least until I saw his hands and noticed they were just bones. That explained the voice.

“Sorry. Traffic.” I wasn’t sure how you apologized to bones. “I have a gift from Constantine,” I said, trying to change the topic. I took the box out of the backpack and tossed it to the Boatman. He caught it with one hand. If we had a company softball league, I wanted the Boatman on my team.

“The fur-man is always so thoughtful,” he said to me. “Are you two just going to stand there? Let’s go. We are on a tight schedule.” 

I gave Katrina one last look before following the Boatman’s instructions. Katrina stayed close as we took a seat behind the steering wheel in the middle of the boat. The front half of the boat was packed with at least twenty souls. For the first time, I didn’t want to have a conversation with these souls. I knew where they were heading and there was nothing I could do to help. 

Katrina poked me in the ribs, dragging my attention to the Boatman who was bouncing for joy. “Please tell me we didn’t bribe the Boatman with a mixed CD and some comics,” she whispered. 

Sure enough, the Boatman held his presents out, and Katrina was right. Was Constantine trying to get us killed?

“Have some respect, girl. Those are manga,” I replied with a smirk. I loved the Japanese graphic novels. 

“My bad, but we are still in trouble.” 

I couldn’t argue with Katrina. I felt the same way.

“Time to party, my souls,” the Boatman announced. 

I don’t know how, but the Boatman started blasting his new CD. This was insane. I was heading down to hell while listening to Cardi B’s I like it like that. The Boatman was jamming, and he had all the souls jamming, too, their hands waving in the air. 

“I’m impressed. Boatman can move,” Katrina told me from the side. She was taking this trip much better than I was. “Disney could make a ride out of this. The ferry to hell with DJ Bag of Bones. I would be there every day.” Katrina bobbed her head to the beat. 

It was official. This was truly hell. 

Within a few minutes, DJ Bag of Bones had us out of the harbor and into some fog. The temperature slowly changed, and everything got darker. I could still hear the Boatman singing, this time jamming to J Balvin’s Mi Gente. A little creepy since he had a boat full of people he was dropping off to hell. 

I wasn’t sure how long we were on the boat or when I fell asleep, but a loud scream woke me. More came right after, piercing my head. I looked around and we were underground somewhere, the air so thick with smoke it was hard to draw in a breath. The boat had stopped at a pier and the souls were departing. I couldn’t see where they were heading, but they just marched along. I started gagging when the smell of burning hair and flesh caught my attention. It was the worse smell I had ever experienced. It was rottener than the chicken plant in Hope where Eugene’s lab was hidden.

“Here. Put this over your nose and mouth until we reach the hotel. It will diminish the stench,” the Boatman said as he passed me a bandana. I noticed Katrina already had one on.

“Where are we?” I wasn’t sure why I asked, but I needed to know. 

“The torture chambers where the damned come to pay for their deeds.” The Boatman stared at the souls. I shivered, wanting nothing more than to get out of there as soon as possible. “Here put this on. You must keep track of time from now on.” The Boatman gave me the oldest looking watch I had ever seen. “Time moves differently here. We need to get going.”

“Works for me,” I told him as I put the watch on my right wrist. I figured there was no need to take mine off. “I guess it would be too much to ask for us to get a signal in here,” I told Katrina as I looked at my phone on roaming status.

“Sorry Isis, I don’t think Sprint’s long-distance plan covers hell,” Katrina replied with a grin.

The Boatman made a quick left down a long river. The currents were calm, and the air was actually breathable. I took my bandana off and the Boatman went back to blasting his music. This time he had Nelly’s It’s getting hot in here. 

Constantine must have made the CD for the Boatman, which meant he had way more jokes than I’d guessed. 

“Play it loud, Boatman,” a voice screamed. Katrina and I both jumped up to find the sound.

A young man was riding down the river in an inner tube with a drink. I wondered if I was imagining it because his drink even had a paper umbrella in it.

“Hold it down, my man,” Boatman screamed back to the young man floating away.

“Who was that?” I asked, my voice a little shaky.

“Jose,” Boatman replied. “He used to be the Intern in Europe. It was a rough death for him. Glad he is back to his normal self again,” he told us. 

“Wait, this is Death’s Intern’s afterlife?” Katrina asked the Boatman and then looked at me. Did she really think I had a clue what was going on here?

“Welcome to the River Styx, little cousin,” the Boatman told her, his voice much too happy. 

“I definitely chose the wrong Horseman,” Katrina told me. “I get to spend my afterlife frozen in ice waiting for the end of times and you get to chill in an inner tube drinking frozen drinks. How is that fair?” 

“Our life span is a lot shorter,” I told her. 

What I didn’t tell her, though, was of all places to spend my afterlife waiting for judgment day, no part of hell would be my first choice.

“Isis, you are nuts,” Katrina replied. She tried to glare at me, but we both just ended up laughing. 

“Ladies get ready. We are almost at your stop,” Boatman announced. 

No turning back now. Katrina and I did a quick inventory check. Just because we were in hell didn’t mean we were planning to stay there.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Boatman slowed down and maneuvered his ancient boat up to a rickety old pier. 

“What is that thing?” Katrina asked Boatman.

“That offense to the world of architecture is Hotel California,” Boatman told us.

“Of course it is,” I told them. Who said demons didn’t have a sense of humor. 

Boatman was right. That thing was truly hideous. It looked like a castle, a fort, and a horrible misshapen mansion had a child and that thing came out.

“I know we are in hell, but we have standards.” The Boatman turned his back on the hotel as he spoke. “Somebody should put that thing out of its misery and burn it down.” He was seriously disgusted by it. “Okay ladies, off you go. You got thirty minutes, hurry back.”

“Thirty?” I asked the Boatman. “What happened to three hours?” That was not enough time to do anything.

“We need time to recon the area and sneak in,” Katrina added.

“Little sister, thirty minutes is plenty.” Boatman was staring down at me. I forgot the man was technically a skeleton. I had never been intimidated by glowing socket balls before. He turned his glare towards Katrina and I was grateful. “Your three hours includes transportation. There is no need to sneak around. This is hell. The living radiate like an atomic bomb. Everyone knows you two are here.  Besides, I got things to do. I’m the DJ for the pre-Halloween party for the Interns. I can’t be hanging out with you all day. I got music to prep.” I wasn’t sure how, but Boatman snapped his fingers and kicked us off. 

“I’m glad he has his priorities straight,” Katrina whispered to me as we were getting out.

“Tell me about it,” I replied back. 

We moved towards the hotel following a yellow path. Like Dorothy, we were not in Kansas anymore, but this was a yellow brick road. I had a horrible feeling this design was not a coincidence. Unfortunately, when I looked down, the yellow brick road turned into a road made of human skulls.

“Holy crap!” I screamed as I jumped off the trail. Katrina looked down and followed suit.

“I’m confused. How is this supposed to get humans to give up their souls to demons or the devil?” Katrina asked me as we started walking parallel of the path.

“If you make it this far down, I have a feeling your soul is already theirs,” I told her.

“Remind me to shoot the devil when we see him again,” Katrina told me with an evil smile. 

“Will do.” I was not arguing with her. This place was awful.

We decided to jog the short path from the pier to the hotel’s entrance. The sooner we got this done, the sooner I could take a bath with bleach and disinfect myself. We crossed a small bridge at the entrance to the property that was over a moat. They had a moat? Did they think somebody was actually planning to storm their castle? This was ridiculous. I looked over the edge of the bridge, probably because I was a sucker for punishment. I almost puked and Katrina had to pull me back.

“You have to be kidding me! Boiling blood?” I looked at Katrina, and I knew my eyes were wide and my face was pale. I had to look horrified, but who could blame me? The place was right out of a horror film.

“Come on. Let’s get this done,” Katrina said as she pulled me further up the path. 

We made it to the front door in one piece. I half expected gargoyles to open the door. Instead, a very handsome bellboy opened the door for us. He didn’t speak, just smiled and waved us in.

“Should we be worried? That was too easy,” Katrina asked me.

“I haven’t stopped being worried,” I replied. I had Don Henley’s song playing in my head and it was on constant replay.

“If Boatman is right, and I’m sure he is, they are expecting us. This is a horrible trap,” Katrina finished, and her voice was almost giddy. “Let’s not make them wait.”

Katrina was way too excited to face evil. I didn’t feel the same, but I still followed her inside. The place was even gaudier on the inside than the outside. All the walls were red and weird pictures hung in the most random places. Gold chandeliers were scattered in the large lobby. At least there was a reception area to the left of the place. To the right, a huge collection of leather couches was strategically organized. I was expecting demons with tails and horns everywhere. Instead, it looked like a Victoria Secret runway show was going on in this place, if Victoria Secret allowed men to model. Half-naked young girls and boys were everywhere, with older, but gorgeous, men and women in suits. I had no words.

“Remember, we are on their turf. They can change their appearance to look like anything,” Katrina told me in my ear. “Don’t be fooled by it.” 

“Hi. We are looking for Ralph,” Katrina said to a young man behind the reception desk.

“Hi. He is over there,” the young man with perfect teeth and amazing jet-black hair replied. “He has been expecting you.”

“I am sure he has been. Thank you,” Katrina told him. She turned to me and said, “Are you ready for this?”

I thought for a minute. There was no need to pretend I wanted to be here, so I told the truth. “Nope, but we don’t have a choice.” 

We walked towards the center of the leather couches. I was wondering where the hotel did their shopping because those couches were great quality. As we got nearer, the crowd parted for us, leaving a path directly to a blond man sitting on the largest seat I had ever seen. I had a feeling this was how Moses felt when he parted the Red Sea. In awe, but totally terrified. 

I stopped and stared at the man at the end of the path. If that was Ralph, he didn’t look like one. He looked more like Ryan Reynolds with blond hair and black eyes. A weird look, especially since I had a huge crush on Ryan. Ralph looked menacing, so he was ruining it for me. 

“Ladies, so nice of you to join us,” Ralph announced with a booming voice. “We have been expecting you.” He waved his hand at the crowd and slowly got up from his throne. It looked like he might just make a whole production out of this.

“Sorry we are late,” Katrina said. “We were admiring the place.” I had no idea what she was talking about.

“Oh yes. Isn’t it magnificent?” Ralph told us. “Don’t you agree?” The rest of the pretty people became bobble-head-dolls and started nodding up and down non-stop.

“I don’t know. It’s a bit gaudy,” I told him, toning it down a bit. I actually thought I’d never seen something so overdone in my life. 

“Let me guess. You must be Isis,” Ralph told me. I was pretty sure he knew exactly who I was. “The boss said you would be the one with the mouth and the pretty blonde would be the muscle.” He eyed Katrina and I like we were lunch. It was interesting Ralph called Jake boss and not his highness. I would ponder that later.

“In that case, introductions are not needed,” I told Ralph as I made plans in my head to choke Jake to death. “Obviously, you know why we are here, so where is Noah?” No need to play games. I wanted to leave as soon as possible.

“No foreplay? That’s a shame,” Ralph answered, licking his lips. I was starting to feel sick to my stomach again. “My pet is gone. Sent him to Haven yesterday.” 

“What?” I screamed. I felt like I was having an out of body experience. “Are you kidding me? Why didn’t Jake just tell us that?” Jake was definitely going to die a horrible death when I got ahold of him.

“Oh, come on now.” Ralph answered in a very condescending manner. “Do you bore your boss with all the dreary details of the job?” Ralph glanced between Katrina and me.

“I guess you haven’t met Constantine or you would know the answer to that.” I took a deep breath to calm down. “Let’s go Katrina, this trip was a waste,” I told her as I grabbed her arm.

“Don’t you want to know if the princess was with him?” Ralph asked sweetly as the rest of the crowd snickered.

“Are you planning to tell us?” Katrina asked as she looked around the room, assessing the crowd.

“Of course, sweetie. I’m here to help.” Ralph walked around his throne like a model strolling a cat-walk.

“Okay, I’ll play.” I wrapped an arm around the front of Katrina to hold her back. I had a feeling she might kill Ralph if she got her hands on him. “Was Noah here with the princess and is the princess okay?” I glared at Ralph but made my voice sound as bored as possible.

“Much better,” Ralph answered. “Yes, the princess was here. She is in great health, for her condition that is. A bit on the sleepy side.” 

Katrina and I exchanged glances.  

“What condition and what have you given her to keep her sleepy?” Katrina asked Ralph this time.

“Ladies, if you don’t know, I shouldn’t be the one to ruin the surprise,” Ralph told us in a mocking tone. 

“Spill it, pretty boy. You know you want to,” Katrina replied.

“She is pregnant. Exciting.” Ralph clapped his hands. 

My mouth dropped open, and so did Katrina’s.

“Is that even possible?” I asked Katrina.

“It is now. The power of elven blood,” Ralph answered for her.

“Why are you so helpful?” I finally asked him. 

“I have nothing to lose. You are never leaving here,” Ralph said, his voice filled with confidence. I felt like I was in an Austin Power’s movie and the villain just revealed his big plans. That never ended well for the villain.

“I’m sorry. I thought we had three hours?” I asked Ralph.

“Oh, you do.” His voice was so charming, I almost believed him. “You see, the boss said to be helpful and sociable with his guests. He never said anything about us not trying to keep you. It’s up to you to find a way out.” Ralph rubbed his hands together like an excited child. “If you can, that is.”

“Constantine said not to trust anyone in hell,” I told Katrina. 

“There is a reason they are in hell to begin with,” Katrina told me. “Sorry, sweetie, we can’t stay. Got a date with Boatman,” she told Ralph, doing an awesome Southern accent. I didn’t know she could pull that off. Katrina grabbed a 9mm from her back and pointed it at Ralph.

“Are you serious, little girl?” Ralph raised his brows. “Do you honestly think a gun can hurt us?” 

The room erupted into laughter, which gave me plenty of time to flip my backpack around and pull out my toy.

“A gun? No, probably not. But maybe this,” I told Ralph as I aimed my super soaker at him and fired. 

Ralph had no idea what hit him. His laughter stopped and screams filled the air. Smoke billowed out of him as I took aim at the first couple of men rushing towards us. Somebody should have told Ralph never to underestimate his opponent. The guys burst into flames and the smell of burning flesh filled the air.

“What in the hell is this?” screamed one of the guys.

“Holy water,” yelled Ralph, his eyes now wide with terror. 

Half of Ralph’s face and body were melting. He had probably been a really strong angel back in the day because his face was starting to heal, unlike his entourage who were falling apart. I was sending silent thanks to Father Francis. It was good we’d had time to run my errand, even though I felt terrible for texting him so late since he had been two hours ahead in Texas. However, he hooked me up with one of his friends in San Diego to make sure we had what we needed for the trip. 

“Katrina, we need a door now,” I said, my tone filled with urgency. I had two large containers attached to my water gun, but they were not going to last forever. I was making every shot count.

“Got it,” Katrina said behind me. I couldn’t turn around to see what she was doing. “Time to take cover.” Katrina jerked me to the side in front of a large pillar. 

Before I could ask any questions, Katrina blew up an entire wall and the entrance of the hotel exploded. All the boys in front of the blast were thrown at least twenty feet in the air. Even Ralph was tossed aside.

“Katrina, I said door. Not to take the whole place down,” I told her as I looked over her shoulder at the massive damage she had created.

“Sorry. I wasn’t sure how C4 would react in hell, so I added more just to be on the safe side,” Katrina told me, looking at the ground. “Let’s get out of here.” She dragged me to my feet and we started running.

“You will never leave here alive,” Ralph screamed. “Release Fluffy,” he screamed at his flunkies.

Katrina and I scrambled over debris. Pieces of the ceiling started to fall off as the walls on both sides collapsed. I flipped my backpack over again, grabbed the large candy bar, and handed it to Katrina.

“I have no idea what Fluffy is, but we are going to need this,” I told her as I tried to readjust my bag and water gun. Just as she took it, the ground started trembling. “Oh God. Are we having an earthquake?” 

“Not this time, just Fluffy.” Katrina pointed over her shoulder.

“What?” I asked and looked where she was pointing. Fluffy was Cerberus, the three headed hound that guarded Hades. He was huge, angry, and dripping saliva everywhere. “I don’t think we have enough candy there,” I told Katrina. We needed a small dump truck to feed that thing.

“We don’t need to feed him. Just distract him,” Katrina told me as she grabbed my shoulders and held me still. 

Not sure why she was holding me. We needed to get out of there. 

“Calm down, Isis. When I say go, run like your life depends on it. Just wait for my cue.” Katrina was full of jokes today. Of course our lives depended on it. 

“Hey Fluffy. Catch,” Katrina yelled at the massive beast that was the size of an F150. Katrina took aim and I thanked God for her super trooper strength. She launched that bar like a missile. Fluffy didn’t think twice and followed the chocolate. “Isis, go.” 

Katrina didn’t have to tell me twice and it was the fastest sprint I had ever done in my life. If somebody would have timed it, I would have beat an Olympic record.

“Boatman, go,” I screamed with the little air I could find. 

Fortunately, Boatman didn’t need a lot of instruction. He had the boat moving before we reached the pier. Katrina and I jumped on as soon as the boat was near us. We landed horribly, but I didn’t care.

“Is there any way to make this go any faster?” Katrina asked Boatman as she watched Fluffy heading our way.

“Of course, dear.” Boatman reached underneath his steering wheel and the calm boat reacted like a speed boat.

Katrina and I dropped to the floor and took deep breaths. I was leaning on Katrina when the boat slowed down.

“We are here,” Boatman announced. 

Katrina and I looked over the sides of the boat and saw nothing.

“Here, where?” I asked him, confused.

“Home,” he said with a smile.

“Home? We can’t stay in hell,” I told him. Had he lost his mind? “You are supposed to take us back.”

“Sorry, little sister, this is a one-way trip,” Boatman said. “You got to take the elevator to Haven, right over there.” He pointed to a wall of rock on the edge of an island.

“Hold up,” Katrina jumped in. “What do you mean you can’t take us? Boatman, we can’t go to Haven. That is the one place I’m not allowed to visit without permission. I don’t even know who to request permission from. Trespassing on Haven is a death sentence.” 

“There is an elevator to hell in every Haven? Why didn’t we go that way?” I asked the Boatman. My patience was gone, and I was ready to kill him.

“Sorry, that’s also one way,” Boatman answered in a calm tone. “You either have payment or the appropriate clearance to use it. Come back and visit, little sister. Loved what you did with the place.” Boatman started laughing and couldn’t stop. He pulled up to the island and I hopped off. Katrina followed, but a lot slower than I would’ve liked.  We waved at Boatman, but he didn’t see since he was still cackling.

“Who has a one-way elevator?” I asked out loud.

“Seriously, that’s the part you care about,” Katrina told me. 

I couldn’t blame her. She didn’t understand and she probably never could. 

“Isis, we are stuck in hell. To make matters worse, if we find a way to get out of hell, we are going to die.”

Katrina started pacing and I made my way towards the wall of rock. If Boatman was right, I should have access to this freaky elevator. I was feeling like Willy Wonka with his crystal elevator. I stood two feet from the large rock formation and couldn’t figure out how it opened, until I looked to my left. Next to the large rock and hiding by a small stump was a scanner. The same kind we had at Reapers. I placed my hand on the screen and the little machine scanned my finger print. I turned to watch the large rock formation open in the middle.

“Time to go home,” I told her as I entered the elevator. 

Katrina looked stunned for a second, but it didn’t stop her from rushing inside right as the doors started to close.


Chapter Twenty

For an elevator in hell, this one wasn’t very impressive. It looked like a regular elevator. The only difference was, instead of numbers for the floors, there were pictures. We only had two pictures that were lit up. One had an image of cowboy boots, while the other was a penguin. By process of elimination, the penguin had to be Antarctica— where the Intern named Bob was stationed. I was pretty sure he was the only other Intern not changing cities every six months. I pressed the cowboy boots and “God Bless Texas” started playing. The music selection impressed me.

“Isis, are you going to explain why you can open a magical elevator in hell and know the correct button to a Haven city?” Katrina had leaned against the far wall, crossed her arms over her chest, and didn’t look the least bit happy.

“Easy. Because according to Constantine, I’m in charge of the Haven in North America, which happens to be Texas,” I told her as I leaned against the wall as well, but I didn’t look miserable. In fact, my jaw hurt from grinning. 

“What?” It took Katrina a minute to process that information and her head snapped in my direction when everything clicked. “Death’s Interns run the Havens?” She didn’t sound very convinced.

“Trust me. I can’t believe it either.” At least we were on the same page for this. 

“Texarkana is the new Haven. Crazy,” Katrina said. “Wait, isn’t that where the zombie apocalypse took place last May? Did you start that?” Katrina looked a little too happy for my taste.

“Yes, we did have a zombie episode, but no, I didn’t start that,” I told her, a little offended. Hadn’t I explained the whole idea of bringing people back from the dead? “You can thank Pestilence and her horrible hiring practices for that one.” I shook my head just thinking about Pestilence. That woman was nuts.

“I can see that. She is a special one.” Katrina smiled at me.

“I had hoped by now the situation would be forgotten, but there is this crazy girl selling zombie apocalypse t-shirts all over town.” It was time to find that girl and burn her supplies. 

“Oh, you have to give her credit. She has an entrepreneur spirit, or maybe it’s a morbid sense of humor.” Katrina held back a smirk, although not very well. “Either way, she is hustling. Don’t hate on her.” She grew quiet for a minute before she started bouncing around the elevator. “Does that mean you know who is selling the dancing robots? I’m on the wait list and it is going to take at least six months to get one.” She put her hands in a praying gesture in front of me.

“You are in luck. I’m sure Bartholomew can move you up the list,” I told her. 

Katrina dove in and wrapped me up in a hug. 

I patted her back. “You are way too happy about this.”

“According to the order, I can customize my robot.” Katrina’s words came out so fast I almost couldn’t understand her. She was also jumping up and down and wouldn’t stop. “I want grenade launchers in mine.” Katrina spoke like a true soldier. 

I opened my mouth to reply, but my phone beeped. And it kept beeping, every notification I’d missed while in hell was coming back.

“I guess we have left hell,” I told Katrina as I looked at my phone. “Oh, not good.”

“What happened?” Katrina asked, getting closer to look at the phone with me. 

“It’s three p.m. on Tuesday. We lost at least nine extra hours,” I told Katrina. My phone was set to military time so there was no confusion if it was morning or afternoon. Before I could start complaining, the doors of the elevator opened.

We stepped out to a large lobby area, rundown but still beautiful. The tall windows let plenty of light in, which only confirmed the time of the day. 

“Do you know where we are?” Katrina asked, checking the place out.

“Downtown in the old Union Station building,” I told her. “I have been here before. It’s hard to forget. For the first time ever, I’m grateful it is closed down.” How would you explain to a bunch of commuters that you just came from hell? No need to panic.

I looked around, hoping to see a trail or something confirming that Noah had been here. Unfortunately, tracking was not my expertise, so I settled for calling home.

“Isis!” Bartholomew answered, overly excited. “Hold on. Why does your phone put you in downtown Texarkana?” I could tell by his voice how confused he was.

“Don’t tell me that lazy Boatman dropped you off at that stupid elevator?” Constantine hissed.

“You knew about this little ride?” I asked him, making sure my voice was flat and definitely not amused.

“Of course, I did. What kind of guardian would I be if I didn’t?” Constantine answered. “I hate that elevator. For decades, the only active button was Antarctica. Nobody ever risked landing in Bob’s territory that way. Those stupid penguins will blow you off the map.” 

Antarctica Bob had combat trained penguins? That was insane. 

“Boatman took a huge gamble taking you there, unless the word is out that Texarkana is the new Haven,” Constantine continued. 

“They know, Const,” Katrina told him. She was a brave woman calling him that. “The demon Ralph sent Noah here.”

“Oh great. This is going to suck,” Constantine replied.

“Tell me about it,” I added. “Bart, we need to do something about this door. We need surveillance monitors. Pretty much we need everything. We can’t have an entrance from hell unsupervised.” I was not happy about this new development. 

“Good point, Isis,” Constantine agreed. “Bartholomew, buy the building. Make them an offer they can’t refuse and expedite the process. Get Shorty to add some men to the location.” 

Constantine was such an overachiever. I asked for a couple of doors and now we owned the whole building. If I thought about it, though, he was right. We shouldn’t take any chances.

“That’s perfect,” Bartholomew added. “Shorty needs a location for all his recruits. Now he can have a whole block.” Bartholomew’s voice was filled with happiness. 

“Sounds like a project for Bob,” Constantine added. “He will make sure to get that place fixed and in working condition.” Constantine didn’t have to say the rest—that Bob would establish rules and guidance to keep everyone within military standards.  

“Great plan guys, but can we get a ride,” I said, ready to head home so we could have this conversation in person.

“Shorty is right around the corner. I’ll have him head your way,” Bartholomew told me. “Glad you made it home, Isis. We missed you.” 

I loved Bartholomew. He was the sweetest kid ever. I was glad he passed that horrible stage he had in May. 

“Miss you too, big guy.” I meant those words more than he knew. “I hope you guys have some food for us. We are starving.” My stomach grumbled as soon as the words left my lips. 

“We got you. Bob should be back from Walmart by the time you guys get here,” Bartholomew told me. “Constantine left to inform Abuelita and Eric that the hell door is activated. This is going to be fun. Safe travels with Shorty and see you soon.” Bartholomew hung up before I could reply. That boy was spending so much time with Constantine that he’d started picking up his bad habits.

“Ready?” I asked Katrina.

“Should I be worried about Shorty?” Katrina asked me with a smirk.

“Nah, Shorty is the real deal,” I told her. “He is about five feet four inches, and maybe one-hundred-and-twenty pounds soaking wet. Shorty knows everyone and has more connections with the transient population than anyone in the four states area. If it’s moving in town, Shorty knows about it. He is officially our eyes and ears in the underground.” I had to admit, I really liked Shorty, although he could be a bit shady.

“Sounds like a great asset,” Katrina said, impressed.

“He was my first informant,” I told her. “Actually, he is my only informant. Everyone else works for him. Shorty is also Bob’s best friend, so Shorty is family.”

“I don’t get it, he sounds legit. Why the warning from Bartholomew?” Katrina asked as we made our way towards the front door.

“Shorty drives like a bat out of hell,” I told her, not liking my recent hell memories. “Would you do us the honor?” I asked Katrina, pointing at the door. I wasn’t even going to try since I knew she could get that thing open faster than any crook in town.

“Oh, he can’t be that bad.” Katrina said as she bent over to work on the lock.

“You will see,” I said and left it at that. She could make up her own mind.

In less than five minutes, Katrina had the door opened. We stepped outside the building and I realized how much I had missed Texas. The weather was warm, but not too hot—perfect for a fall day. 

I glanced at Katrina to comment on the weather when she pulled me back.

“Isis, watch out.” Katrina still held my arm when a large F-250 truck stopped in the same spot I had just been standing.

“Boss lady, where you been?” Shorty screamed from the driver’s side.

“You were saying?” I asked Katrina.

“Never mind. I take it back. He is a menace,” Katrina told me, shaking her head.

Shorty ran over to our side with a huge grin on his face. I couldn’t blame him for being a speed-demon. I blamed Constantine for giving him a tank to drive around town. 

“Ready boss lady?” Shorty asked. “Who is the beautiful flower with you?” Shorty asked me as he stared at Katrina. 

I had to swallow the bile down. Could he be any more pathetic?

Katrina, however, gave him a sweet smile.

“Back off Shorty.” I poked him in the chest. “Don’t be fooled by the looks. She could be your mother.” 

“No worries, boss lady. I like me a cougar.” Shorty made some weird growling sound, and I almost smacked his shoulder. Maybe I should have. It might have brought him back to reality.

“Down, puppy. This cougar might cut your throat.” Katrina patted his cheek. She walked around him and climbed in the truck.

“Boss lady, I think I’m in love,” Shorty told me as he ran back to the driver side.

If Shorty was in love, I was going to be sick. This day just kept getting worse and worse, and it wouldn’t end. Things were becoming more surreal by the minute. I gave myself a quick shake and headed towards the truck. I was hoping I could take a nap before I had to run around like a maniac again, but I had a sneaky feeling that wouldn’t happen since we were running out of time fast.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A drive with Shorty was like taking a roller coaster ride through traffic. He didn’t slow down for anything. Shorty treated traffic signs like small suggestions—nothing to be taken seriously. I made the fatal mistake of asking him once why the cops never pulled him over. According to Shorty, since they were all on the same side, they gave him a pass. He kept control of the underground and the cops left him alone, and he thought that was a great deal. Unfortunately, the rest of the citizens probably didn’t feel too safe with him on the road.

Shorty got us to Reapers in record time and I was so happy to be home, I didn’t even mind when he almost ran over three pedestrians on New Boston Road. 

As soon as we got out of the car, Katrina and I headed inside. Constantine gave marching orders to Shorty to start recruiting for Union Station. When the man had a mission, it was even more dangerous. He might run over more people to get it done faster. 

Normally, I would give the new guest the full tour of Reapers. Today, though, I was just too tired, so I quickly pointed at the different areas on the first floor. Katrina stopped by the vehicle area and smiled.

“You are right, a 50Cal won’t work on this baby,” Katrina told me as she pointed at Ladybug.

I smiled back, and we headed to the loft. We walked in to find Bob busy cooking, Constantine shouting orders at his headset, and Bartholomew typing away. It was business as usual. I was so overwhelmed with joy, tears ran down my cheeks. 

“Isis, are you okay?” Bob asked when he saw me. He walked over and wrapped an arm around me, holding me away from him so he could inspect me. 

“I just missed you guys,” I told him as I pulled him in for a huge hug.

“We missed you too,” Bob said, hugging me back. “I told Constantine that it was a bad idea for you to go to hell.” Bob didn’t release me until I stopped shaking.

“It was a huge waste of time,” I replied.

“Wow, you two look like crap,” Constantine said from the kitchen counter. When had he moved from the computer area?

“Well it’s nice to see you too,” I told him as I let go of Bob. Then, I walked over to Constantine and rubbed his head.

Constantine swatted my hand and said, “Girl, you are about to lose that hand if you don’t stop now.” I knew he didn’t mean it. His threats usually came in the form of a hiss, and he almost sounded playful.

“Mission accomplished. We own Union Station,” Bartholomew announced as he made his way towards the kitchen area.

“That fast?” Katrina asked him.

“When money is no problem, you’d be surprised how quickly things get done,” Bartholomew answered.

“Great. I’ll head over now and meet Shorty with the crew,” Bob told us. “Some renovations will need to be done, but we can make it barracks style and give some of the team a place to live.” I could tell Bob’s mind was already racing.

“That’s a great idea,” I told him, wondering why we had never considered doing something like this before.

“First things first. You two need to eat,” Bob said as he grabbed two plates of food and set them on the table. “I got you black bean tamales, rice, and beans from Abuelitas. Horchata for Isis and iced tea for Katrina. Horchata has milk so I figured you wouldn’t be drinking it anyways.” 

As always, Bob thought of everything.

“You remembered,” Katrina said as she placed her palm over her chest.

“You were the first vegan person I had ever met. Hard to forget,” Bob told her. 

Katrina gave Bob a small bow in return.

It was a cute scene, but I was starving. I took my place at the table and started eating. Katrina joined me, and Constantine jumped on the kitchen island and stared at me. Bob waved at everyone and headed out the door. Bartholomew went back to his computer station after making sure I didn’t need anything. I felt spoiled, but after three days of running around, I didn’t mind.

“I don’t understand,” Constantine said. “You had a state-of-the-art plane that came with a bed. Why do you look so beat down?” 

“It’s hard to rest when you are stressing,” I told him in between mouthfuls. 

“We were trying to plan and develop strategies,” Katrina added, trying to help me.

“How did that work out for you two?” Constantine asked, his tone condescending.

“Obviously not very well,” I told him. “We lost almost half a day and the only thing we confirmed is that Noah has the princess and that they are in town.” I stabbed my tamale, letting some of my anger out.

“Easy tiger. That poor thing didn’t do anything to you,” Constantine told me, pointing at my destroyed tamale. “Besides, it wasn’t a total loss. Now we can focus our efforts, instead of having you two crossing time zones over and over.”

Constantine had a point.

“How hard can it be to find someone in Texarkana?” Katrina asked as she sipped her tea. 

Constantine and I looked at each other.

“You’d be surprised how hard it is. Especially if they don’t want to be found,” I told her, remembering our experience with the witches and the accountant. This could be a nightmare.

“One thing at a time,” Constantine told us. “You both need a bath. You stink of Sulphur and who knows what else.” Constantine shook his whiskers as he looked at us. 

I took a sniff of my clothes and realized he was right. I couldn’t believe Bob gave me a hug when I smelled so bad.

“Oh, a bath sounds great, but I can take a quick shower instead. That way Katrina can jump in after me.” I knew Katrina had years of training in the field, but I was sure she was ready to get clean.

“No need,” Constantine said. “Katrina can use my room. We have baths ready for both of you.” 

“I made some calls, and we will have our architects and engineers come out next week,” Bartholomew announced. “We have plenty of room over at Bob’s apartment to build more rooms on that side of the building.” Bartholomew pointed at the empty space across from us on our level. The walkways around the perimeter on the second floor were used for running only. I never considered adding more rooms on that side.

“We’re becoming a boarding house for Interns. Lovely,” Constantine added, shaking his head. 

“I like it,” I told the boys. “I’m heading to soak. Katrina, when you are done, I’m sure Constantine will show you his room.” I had never been inside Constantine’s room, but I was too tired to wait for Katrina and check it out.

I put my dish in the sink and headed towards my room with my glass of Horchata. When I flipped my light switch, jazz played from the stereo. I smiled. Bartholomew’s little trick would never get old. I wanted to take a detour towards my bed. Knowing how bad I smelled stopped me, though. 

When I walked into the bathroom, it smelled like rose petals. I dropped my clothes on the floor, afraid to add them to the dirty clothes. Those things just needed to be burned. I slowly climbed in the hot water and sank in. My muscles instantly relaxed. I hadn’t realized how tense and achy I had been until that moment. I closed my eyes and let the hot water soothe my body.

I fell asleep in the tub. No big surprise there. At least it was only for two hours so the day wasn’t wasted. By the time I walked back in my room it was past six. Death sat in my chair, reading a cooking magazine. With Bob being super-chef, I started getting cooking magazines to keep up with him. I was impressed how many recipes and really good articles they had.

“Hi Death,” I told her. Having Death show up in my room was no longer a surprise. 

“Hi Isis. Glad you are back,” Death said as she put the magazine down. “How did it go?” Death wore a brown Calvin Klein two-button suit jacket with matching pants. I didn’t know how she made everything look good. I had tried a similar outfit for a mission recently and I looked like a librarian turned serial killer.

“I found out you can’t trust demons. Not to mention they are condescending and rude.” I left out the few chosen words I was actually thinking.

“It is in their nature to feel superior to others,” Death answered.  “They are the fallen ones, remember. Anything else?” 

Death was really good at accepting people and things for who they were, nothing more and nothing less. Constantine was the same in that regard.

“Is it possible for a vampire and an elf to have a child?” I asked Death. That was really driving me nuts.

Death tapped her chin. “It hasn’t happened before, but that doesn’t mean it is impossible,” Death finally told me. “Elves are special creatures, so their powers can disrupt even the natural laws of the planet.” She paused for a few moments. “Isis, this changes everything. If the princess is pregnant, she is in real danger. People will kill for that child. You need to find her first.” Death got up from her chair and stepped towards the door.

“When you say people, you mean others besides the vampires and elves?” I had a feeling things had just gotten even more complicated.

“Unfortunately, yes,” Death answered from the door. “If the princess is able to carry this child and gives birth, this could change the supernatural world. You are looking at a child more powerful than both the elves and vampires combined. It is in our best interest that Genevieve raises her child, got it?” Death left without waiting for my answer.

Why did everyone want world domination? I rubbed my face and decided it wasn’t worth thinking about. I was sticking with plan number one: find the princess. Everything else could wait. I dressed as quickly as possible and rushed back to the loft. Everyone was gone except Constantine.

“What happened to everybody?” I asked him as I headed towards the kitchen. 

“Bartholomew is taking inventory of the arms room,” Constantine answered before he went back to licking his paws on the back of the leather couch. “He wants to place another order today, so he is checking his supplies. Katrina finally went to shower and hopefully nap. She was talking to War, who wanted to send a squad of Rangers to help with the search,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

“Oh yeah, that would work. They will blend in perfectly in Texarkana,” I told him as I grabbed a nectarine from the fruit basket.

“That’s what she told him,” Constantine added. “It took a while, but she finally convinced him. Bob is still with Shorty. Eric stopped by and he is working on filing a missing person’s report for Noah and Genevieve. Lastly you got a call from Abuelita. She wants you to stop by,” Constantine finished, looking proud of himself.

“Wow, everyone is really busy,” I told him, feeling a bit lazy for napping in the tub. 

“Girl, please. For the last two days, we have been sitting on our butts waiting for you to call.” Constantine shook his head. “It is about time people start working around here. Now go check on Abuelita and see if she has some news. I had given her an update on the situation. Maybe she heard something.” Constantine had always been great at giving orders, but I didn’t always appreciate them. Today, I couldn’t be more grateful.

“On my way, boss.” I gave him a quick salute and headed towards the door.

“Isis,” Constantine called right as I reached the door. “Glad you are back.” 

I smiled. He wasn’t a sensitive type, so what he had just said was huge for him.

“I’m glad to be back,” I said as I walked out the door.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I drove to Abuelitas and was amazed when I saw the parking lot full, which was strange for a Tuesday night. A line of people waited at the door and cars were lined up around the building. I parked in the only empty place, and it was almost parallel to the road. 

Abuelita’s restaurant was named Abuelitas and was located on Highway 82 in Nash. It was less than a five-minute drive from Reapers, which made it an easy stop for TexMex food. Abuelitas was also the only restaurant that openly catered to the supernatural community. Which meant the regulars were a mixed crowd. I used to be a waitress at Abuelitas when I first got to town. Now I just helped out when she needed me. With my salary at Reapers, I didn’t need the extra income.

I walked around the back of the restaurant, avoiding the angry line of people outside. I didn’t want the poor people to think I was cutting. The backdoor to the restaurant led directly to the kitchen. Abuelita’s kitchen was almost bigger than the dining area because she took pride in her space. There were always more pots on the stove than any five-star restaurant could manage. 

“Isis, what took you so long?” Abuelita asked as soon as I made my way around the stove.

“I fell asleep in the tub. Long day.” No need to lie, Abuelita knew exactly what I did.

“I heard. Are you okay?” she asked, putting down the large spoon she was using to mix a pot of beans.

“I’m fine. Maybe my ego is a bit wounded,” I told her as I started mixing her pot of chicken tortilla soup. Her soup smelled so good, at times it made me rethink the idea of no meat eating.

“How can your ego possibly be hurt?” Abuelita asked. She gave me a quick inspection with her eyes and then went back to mixing.

“I don’t know. I figured that after a year, I would be better at this job,” I admitted. “Somehow, I thought we would go down to hell, find this boy, and be done with this mess,” I told her as we moved closer to the front of the restaurant. 

“You went to hell?” Gabe asked from the bar area. “Please tell me you are kidding,” he added. 

Gabe was our resident angel. Tall and handsome with fabulous blond hair and gorgeous eyes. Once I found out the boy was an angel, my poor crush died a horrible death.

“I wish,” I told him as I walked over.

“Well, look who decided to join the party,” Angelito said from my right side.

Abuelita had added a drive-thru window to the restaurant, and Angelito managed both the register and the drive-thru. 

“I know I’m hot, but you don’t have to stare,” Angelito told me. “How about giving us a hand since you are here?” 

I wouldn’t admit it out loud, and hated to admit it even in my mind, but Angelito was hot. 

Angelito was Abuelita’s grandson and her pride and joy. He was about six foot one, one-hundred-and-eighty pounds of solid muscle, had dark hair, hazel eyes, and the most flirtatious smile I’d ever seen. Unfortunately, he knew the affect he had on girls—a fact that always gotten him in trouble. I was only a few years older than he was, but I had a hard time seeing him as an adult. Angelito fell in the same category as Bartholomew: a younger brother. 

I glanced around the place and it was wild. “Where do you need me?” I asked him. When family needed helped, you just rolled up your sleeves and jumped in.

“If you could take orders from the people waiting in line outside, that would be a huge help,” Angelito told me as he pointed at the door. “Ana is working the dining area.”

I looked over Gabe’s shoulder and found Ana working the registers. Ana was one of my favorite people in town. She was a five-foot-four brunette in her late twenties, but somehow still managed to look younger than me. She was cute and probably the friendliest person I had ever met. Ana and her boyfriend were the only humans that worked here. 

I waved to her over the crowd and she waved back. I couldn’t believe it, but I felt at home when I grabbed a pen and paper and headed out the bar door to take orders.

“It’s about time you got here. We missed you,” Ana told me as I walked by her. We did our ritual hip-bump as I passed her.

“Been traveling the country,” I told her with a wink. 

Ana smiled and headed towards the kitchen area. I was impressed how well she adjusted to being the only human working with so many supernatural creatures.

I gave the crowd my sweetest smile and started taking orders. Luckily, some of the people in line wanted their order to go. I wasn’t sure why they didn’t do the drive-thru, but I was afraid to ask. There was an air around some of them and I was tempted to use my third eye to check. I crushed that idea quickly after remembering my last experience with the vampires. Last thing Abuelita needed was me going all psycho and chopping her clients to pieces. 

Time moves fast when working hard. We had less than twenty-four hours and I was praying for a miracle. I took careful inventory of everyone I saw, hoping to find Noah, but no luck. After an hour of taking orders, the place had finally settled to a more manageable pace, so I left Ana to handle the floor. She really didn’t need me anymore. 

“Where did all these people come from?” I asked when I headed behind the bar again, not directing my question to anyone specific.

“According to grandma, we should thank you for the booming business,” Angelito answered.

“Me? How?” Angelito always blamed me for all crazy things that happened in Texarkana. Some were my fault, but I wasn’t sure how this weird phenomenon had anything to do with me.

“He is technically right,” Gabe jumped in. 

That was odd. He never agreed with Angelito, which meant I was in trouble. 

“How?” I asked again, this time giving him my evil stare.

“Down girl,” Gabe told me, raising his hands in a sign of surrender. “This is what happens when a town becomes a Haven. Technically, you’re the reason that people are moving in by the truck-load.” Gabe glanced at the crowd.

“Are any of them humans?” I was hoping most of them were, or the number of people I was going to be responsible for had grown exponentially.

“Some, but not many,” Abuelita said from behind me. I jumped. I hadn’t even heard her walk up.

“It has been a long time since we had a Haven in North America. The word spread very quickly,” Gabe said with a smile. “I’m proud of you, Isis. A lot of them are refugees looking for a safe place.”

“Don’t give me that much credit,” I told Gabe, feeling a bit ashamed. “I had no idea what a Haven was until Saturday, so it wasn’t like this happened on purpose.” My hair had come lose from my ponytail, so I tried to fix it—anything to keep my hands busy.  

“Would you have moved if Constantine told you about it?” Abuelita asked as she gave me a careful look.

My eyes went to the ceiling as I thought about that. “No, I guess I wouldn’t.” 

“In that case, this is your doing,” Abuelita told me and kissed my forehead. “We are here to help. You are not alone. Constantine said you are starting a registration center for all the new people. I’m letting him use the restaurant in the mornings. I figure it will feel safe for everyone and nobody will question all the people coming and going.” Abuelita gave me a quick hug before heading back to her stoves. 

I had to hold back the tears of joy. “Thank you Abuelita,” I told her, my voice low. 

“Honey, we are family. You know that.” 

“Well, that is one problem solved,” I told the group. “Now we just need to find Noah and the princess,” I added, my voice losing all remnants of hope. 

“What does he look like?” asked Angelito from the window.

“Hang on. I have a picture.” I pulled my phone out and showed the group.

“Hey, he was here this afternoon,” Angelito said with a bright smile.

“How could you possibly remember him after all the people you’ve seen today?” Gabe asked. I had been about to ask the same question, but he’d beaten me to it.

“Easy. He was waiting at the door when I opened this afternoon,” he answered with another brilliant smile. “Hard to forget him. He paid with a brand-new Benjamin and looked spastic. He also ordered food for at least five people.” Angelito went back to taking orders at the drive-thru.

“Well at least we know he is in town and hopefully hasn’t left again.” That was the best news I had heard all day.

“He is not going anywhere,” Abuelita added. “If everyone is looking for him, Haven is his only safe place.” 

Hopefully she was right. It would make things so much easier.

I said my goodbyes and headed home. My tub nap was great, but it hadn’t helped as much as I thought, and I was crashing fast. I needed a good night’s rest or I’d never be able to think straight. We could start fresh tomorrow.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

It was a blessing that by the time I got back to Reapers the loft was empty. I grabbed a glass of milk and headed to my room. I admired Katrina for not drinking milk. That girl had a huge amount of willpower. I would probably die if I went vegan. With Bartholomew having a gluten intolerance and me not eating meat, our meals consisted of everything covered in cheese. Veganism would make my life style very difficult. 

I woke up before five and I felt incredible. My body rhythm was still off from all the jumping around, but after seven full hours of sleep in my own bed, I felt like I could conquer the world. I got dressed and went out for a short run. I missed the feel of the wind in my face. Plus, I just loved fall in Texas. You could still wear shorts and not freeze to death when you stopped running.

I made it back to Reapers before six feeling pretty good about myself. I walked into the main floor and found Katrina beating up the punching-bags like they were terrorists. I was afraid to ask what crime the poor bag had committed. To avoid her wrath, I strolled towards her, making as much noise as possible. I wanted to make sure Katrina heard me coming and I wasn’t sneaking up on her. Last thing I needed was Wonder Woman unleashing her powers on me. I was afraid Katrina would shoot first and ask questions later.

“Is it dead yet?” I asked her as I approached. 

“Almost,” she replied without looking. 

Katrina gave the poor thing a round house that was impressive. I made a mental note never to get in a kickboxing match with her. She was lethal. 

“Now it’s dead.” She snickered. 

“How high can you kick?” I asked her, keeping my distance. 

“About this high,” Katrina said as she demonstrated. It was not fair. She could deliver a perfect kick to face level without struggling.

“You are dangerous,” I told her.

“Not enough if my boss thinks I need a squad of Rangers for back-up.” She started punching the bag again.

“Are you sure that’s it?” I asked her before I walked around her and took a seat on the weight bench.

“What else could it be?” Katrina asked without looking at me.

“Did you tell War that Noah was in Haven and that I’m in charge of it?” I asked her casually.

“Yeah, I gave him the details in my daily report…” Katrina trailed off and met my eyes. “What are you trying to tell me?” 

“You know as well as I do that the Horsemen have a very weird relationship, almost competitive.” I started telling her. “Isn’t it convenient that War wants to send more of his troops here once he finds out his top General has permission to enter their only restricted area? Think about it, Katrina. How would it look if War is the one to stop this mess in Death’s territory? That’s bragging rights forever. He won’t let her forget the Dark Ages.” I stretched my shoulder as I spoke. Being next to Katrina was making me feel lazy.

“That is twisted but so like him.” Katrina took a deep breath and came over to me, then she took a seat on the ground and faced me. “Am I over reacting?” Katrina asked me.

“Yes, and I understand,” I told her. “I’m sure he is still upset with you, but he is not going to send you to hell. He would have done that already. He is trying to maximize this situation. Trust me, Pestilence does it all the time with Eugene.” 

“We are just their pawns,” Katrina told me.

“It’s not personal, just the job description of an Intern. Why do you think we get paid so well?” I replied, and we both laughed. 

Our celebration was cut short when Eric came rushing through the pedestrian doors. He was so focused he didn’t even see us as he ran up the stairs. I gave Katrina a quick look.

“That’s not a good sign. Let’s go,” I told her, and we both ran after Eric.

By the time we reached the loft, Eric was pacing back and forth. I was surprised to find the boys up already. Granted, they all still wore their pajamas, but at least they were awake.

“Eric, slow down and repeat everything you just said,” Constantine told Eric as we walked in. Constantine stood on the kitchen table watching Eric. “Some of us don’t ‘habla crazy.’” 

From what I could tell, Constantine was the only one that looked fully awake and he was still couldn’t follow Eric. Not a good sign.

Bob and Bartholomew were in the kitchen. As we went in, he handed Katrina a large mug of coffee, then he gave Bartholomew and me cups of hot chocolate. I did a double take to make sure Bartholomew was actually wearing a Onesie. Yes, he was, and he was rocking that thing. It even had the footie-sock-thing. 

When I looked back, Eric was taking some quick breaths, probably to calm down. He turned in our direction and his mouth dropped when he saw Katrina. After spending the last few days with her, I was used to boys drooling over her. Katrina was awesome. She gave poor Eric her best Farrah Fawcett wave and the poor boy almost swooned.

“Eric, today. Focus boy,” Constantine yelled at him. 

I grinned. For some reason, I loved watching Constantine yell at others. Probably because he was always yelling at me and it was nice to have a break. 

“I’m sorry,” Eric said, his eyes still on Katrina.

“Hi, I’m Katrina. I’m War’s Intern and I’m old enough to be your mother.” Katrina knew how to crush a man’s dream. 

Bartholomew and I worked hard not to laugh.

“Really?” Eric asked, confused. 

Katrina just nodded and smiled. I had no idea which part he was asking confirmation for.

“Now that we settled that, get to the point Eric,” Constantine growled.

“Sorry,” Eric said as he ran his hands through his hair. “We got problems. A group of vampires checked in to the hotel at the convention center last night. They have taken the entire top floor.” Eric had his hands on his hips when he finished. He was doing his Peter Pan pose.

“Which convention center?” Bob asked.

“The one on the Arkansas side,” Eric replied.

“How many convention centers do you have?” Katrina asked us.

“Two. One on the Texas side and one of the Arkansas side,” Bartholomew added. “Don’t ask why. We are still confused about that.” Katrina smiled at Bartholomew when he finished. He really did look adorable in his onesie.

“That’s the other problem,” Eric continued.

“We have more problems?” I asked him. Eric sure knew how to ruin a morning.

“An elf delegation checked in to the other hotel at the other convention center.” Eric started pacing the room again.

“That took them a while,” Constantine told us. “I was expecting them yesterday.”

“Why yesterday?” Katrina asked before I could.

“We figured out both groups were tracking the jet,” Bartholomew told us. “As soon as you made it to hell, Constantine told the pilots to head home. So, the only logical location for them to pick up your trail again was here,” Bartholomew finished with a grin. 

“Why wouldn’t they follow the plane?” Katrina asked. 

“Our pilots and the jet are stationed at Miami,” Constantine added. “Most influential people in the supernatural community know that information. As soon as the plane headed back to Florida, they probably stopped tracking it.” Constantine took his favorite Sphinx pose.

“Do you think this means they know we are here?” I asked Constantine.

“It is hard to tell,” he answered. “If they just got here, they are probably getting their spies in place to search their area.” By his tone, I could tell Constantine was not happy.

“It sounds like we should save them the trouble,” I told the group. “It’s time to remind our guests this is Haven and they better behave.” I gave Constantine a wicked grin.

“It’s about time we go on the offense. Just try not to turn every vampire into dust,” Constantine told me. “It doesn’t foster good will if you kill them all.” 

Constantine made a great point. Which meant I needed to do something to control my third eye.

“Okay what am I missing here?” Eric asked, looking lost.

“Isis is only able to see the vampires’ true forms,” Katrina told him. “From what I gathered, it’s horrible and she goes straight into fight mode. Last one that got near her she cut to pieces and he evaporated into a cloud of ash.” 

Did she need to give him that much detail?

“Ouch. Vicious,” Eric told me.

“You have no idea how hideous and evil they look,” I said, trying to defend myself.

“True,” Constantine added. “The younger they are, the more monster-like they are. The older ones almost look human, though, so be careful,” he said the last part almost like a threat.

“Random question number fifty-five,” Katrina said, raising her hand. At least she knew how to get the attention of a group. “Aren’t people going to notice all these weird strangers in town?” Katrina asked us. 

That was a good point, and one I hadn’t even thought about.

“I doubt it,” Eric replied. All eyes went to him as we waited for him to continue. “Thanks to Constantine’s Halloween parade, the city is packed with all sorts of weird, freaky people. They will fit right in.” Eric narrowed his eyes at Constantine.

“No need to give me that look,” Constantine said, as sweet as pie. “The new coven in town wanted to make a Halloween celebration and asked about the parade. Now that we have close ties to the Order, I figured it would be a great peace offering,” Constantine finished.

“Is that the only reason?” I asked Constantine, not believing this noble gesture of his.

“And they have a giant float of him,” Bartholomew added under his breath.

“Now I believe that part,” I told him.

“How could I punish them for having great taste?” he asked. “You should see the float. It’s almost identical to me. I’ve never seen anything like it. Well, unless I look in the mirror, that is.” He started purring like a mad cat.

“Well, that’s my cue to leave,” I told the boys. “Katrina, would you like to join me in welcoming our new guests to Haven?” I figured Katrina had enough anger inside that she could hurt anyone.

“It would be my pleasure,” Katrina replied with an evil smile.

 I was glad she was on my side.

“Eric, please keep us posted if you find anything else on Noah,” I told him.

“I will,” Eric told me. “Isis, be careful. These are powerful beings.” Eric frowned.

I just smiled back at him. No sense in him worrying. I was worried enough for the both of us already.

“Now that we settled that, we’ll run and take a shower before making our house call,” I told the boys. 

Katrina and I headed towards the bedrooms. I stopped in the middle of the hallway, feeling like an idiot.

“Katrina, I’m so sorry. I should have offered earlier. I have a closet full of clothes you can pick from,” I told her, trying not to sound creepy.

“Thanks Isis, but it’s all good,” Katrina told me as she headed towards Constantine’s room. “Bartholomew contacted my team when we went to hell. They mailed him my clothes and other gear. He thinks of everything,” Katrina said, more than impressed.

“He is good like that,” I told her. “Okay. See you in a few.” I entered my room and got ready for the day.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Katrina and I took Ladybug to the convention center on the Texas-side. The Hilton Garden Inn Hotel was attached to the convention center and from what I’d heard, the chef in the restaurant was world class. I wondered why the vampires didn’t pick this one instead. 

When we went inside, Katrina used her gorgeous looks to get the whereabouts of the elves from the front desk boy. I felt bad for him. He didn’t have a chance at resisting her. It was almost painful to watch. 

According to Katrina’s new fan, a group of elves was hanging out by the pool outside. We made our way towards the pool, admiring the décor of the place. It was a lovely place as far as hotels went. By the time we reached the pool, we found Iason chilling beside the water, sitting with an elder version of himself. 

“They take their sunbathing seriously,” I joked with Katrina.

“Tell me about it,” Katrina replied. “Looking at them makes me want to go on a diet,” she added.

She had a point. The pool was surrounded by beautiful people. Counting Iason, the other guy in the chair next to him, and the bodyguards, there were at least seven elves in the pool area and they all looked amazing. I also noticed we had more trees around this part of town. That reminded me, I needed to check the area around Reapers for our trees. I was hoping they were back as well.

“By the way. I have been meaning to ask, where are their pointed ears?” I whispered.

“You will only see it with your third eye, but I don’t recommend it,” Katrina replied in a low tone. “Their true forms can be as overwhelming as the vampires, but not for the same reason.” 

I made a mental note not to look at them with my third eye. I wasn’t ready for more overwhelming visions.

“What a surprise to find you all here in town,” I told the group in my loudest voice as we walked up to them. The five elves standing around all tensed up. It made me curious to see what kind of weapons they were carrying under those fancy jackets.

“We are enjoying the Texas climate,” Iason said with a smile. At least he wasn’t in full glamour mode. “We were told it’s fabulous this time of year. What do you think, Father?” Iason asked the man sitting next to him. 

I had to do a double take to make sure I wasn’t imagining things. The elven king was gorgeous, and way younger than I imagined. I was expecting some old, crippled guy who could barely move. This king looked like he had just stepped off of a runway and graced us with his presence. No wonder humans fell prey to these beings. They play with our emotions. Who could resist them?

“Not bad at all for almost November,” the king replied with a sexy voice that made you think of Elvis Presley. That was too weird and definitely not fair. “How could we help you ladies?” he asked us.

“Oh, we don’t need anything, sir. We were in the neighborhood and decided to come over and personally welcome you to Haven,” I said in my sweetest voice. “We weren’t expecting you,” I added, just in case they missed the sarcasm in my voice. I didn’t want them to think I was glad to see them.

“You hadn’t checked in, so we decided to visit,” the king said in a condescending tone.

“I wasn’t aware I was supposed to check in,” I told him, putting my hands on my hips. I could play sassy with the best of people. “Did you get that message Katrina?” I asked her in my calmest voice. 

“Not at all,” Katrina replied, not bothering to look at the elves. “I was under the impression we had three days. Last time I checked, we still have the rest of today.” The last part Katrina directed at the elves.

“We are talking about the safety of my daughter. I will not leave that in the hands of children,” the elf king told us. I felt like he was staring down at us. How was that possible when he was sitting down?

“That’s funny. Last time we spoke you didn’t think your daughter was in any danger,” I told the king. He could play concerned dad with someone else.

“The safety of my daughter was the reason we started all this,” the king said to me. “I recommend you find her quickly. If the vampires get their claws in her, we will destroy everything in our path to get her back.” His eyes were wide and crazy, and he rolled his hands into fists.

“Let me remind you, sir, that you are now in Haven and not in your own territory,” I told the king, putting as much strength into my words as I could muster. “I recommend you follow the rules of Haven and stay on your best behavior. I will do everything in my power to protect the citizens of this city. Don’t force my hand or I will make you an example of what Death’s wrath is like.” I had no clue if I could carry that threat out, so I was hoping they wouldn’t try me.

“Young lady, those are some bold words,” the king told me. “Are you planning to enforce the same rules with everyone?” He angled his head up towards me and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Trust me. Your buddies down the road will be getting the same speech shortly.” I was pretty sure he knew the vampires were in town.

“As long as the rules apply to all, it will be our honor to follow them,” the king said, bowing his head. “Now, I recommend you hurry and find my daughter.” He turned his face to take in the sun again.

Iason gave us a little wave and winked at me. He almost looked proud of me. Elves were strange beings. I gave Katrina a look and we left the pool area. Based on the king’s behavior, we had been dismissed. 

Katrina and I headed back towards Ladybug, neither of us saying a word. I wasn’t sure how many people were reporting back to the king and I didn’t want to take any chances. We made it back to Ladybug in time to see Shorty pulling up next to us.

“Boss-lady, big Bob said I would find you here.” He jumped out of the truck.

“Why didn’t you just call me?” I asked him. 

“And miss seeing your lovely face this morning? Never,” he replied, but he wasn’t really talking to me. No, he stared hard at Katrina.  

I shook my head. “Well Shorty, here I am,” I told him, waving a hand in front of his face to get his attention. “What do you need?” 

“Right.” He shook himself and turned my way. “We found our guy,” I wondered when poor Noah became public enemy number one to the underground.

“Are you sure? Where?” I asked Shorty. We never found people this quickly. I was amazed. I gave Katrina a surprised look.

“We added extra people around the downtown area, now that the gates of hell have relocated there,” Shorty told us like it was a natural thing to have an elevator to hell in his neighborhood. “A couple of the ladies saw a guy that matches his description entering the lofts downtown.” He beamed, tucking his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans.

“Which lofts, Shorty? Downtown is exploding with those things now.” I wondered if lofts were the new rental term. Nobody called the housing downtown an apartment anymore. They were lofts, plain and simple.

“The City Hall ones,” he replied. “We can’t guarantee if he is still there, but he went in last night.” 

“That’s a great start, Shorty,” Katrina told him sweetly. 

He grinned, and I thought he might fly away under her praise.

“Are you up for a little detour?” I asked Katrina.

“Best lead we’ve had,” Katrina answered. “It’s not like the vamps are planning to do any sightseeing during the day.” 

“Wait. We have vampires in town?” Shorty asked, looking around nervously.

“Yes. They are staying at the other convention center,” I told him. “Make sure to warn everyone you have in that area and pull back at night. I don’t want any accidents happening.” I really didn’t want any of our people to fall for their tricks and end up becoming someone’s dinner.

“Boss lady, that’s too easy.” Shorty grinned. “Anyone we need to worry about in this one?” He pointed at the hotel.

“We got elves in that one,” I told him. “They are just as dangerous as the vampires. Make sure people watch, but do not engage. Got it?” Most people never paid the transient population a lot of attention. I didn’t want them to become collateral damage in case a war broke out in town. For the Reaper team, they were family.

“Boss-lady, are you going to be okay?” Shorty asked, concern etched into his tone.

“I got super soldier with me.” I pointed at Katrina. “I’m pretty sure she can take them.” 

Katrina gave Shorty another million-dollar smile and he took a step back.

“If the boss-lady is looking at you for back-up, it means you are a bad ass,” Shorty told Katrina. “Cause the boss lady is as tough as they come. I can’t mess with you. You could kill me with a spoon.” He gave Katrina a quick bow and headed back to his truck. “Call if you need me boss lady,” he yelled right before he took off.

“I knew you were pretty tough, but how bad ass are you?” Katrina asked me. “If being told that I’m tougher than you makes me hard to date, you are the Queen B.” 

“Get in the car before I leave you here,” I told her, and she started laughing. 

If she could make jokes again, I knew she was at least in a better mood. However, I wasn’t sure I liked the jokes when they were at my expense.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The drive to downtown from the Hilton’s convention center was an easy one. At this time of the day, most people were at work or school. Texarkana also didn’t have a traffic problem. We just had crazy drivers that refused to follow traffic signs, and Shorty was the main culprit. The way people were driving today, I wondered if Shorty had opened a driving school in town and nobody told me. 

I had Katrina call Bartholomew for me on our way to the City Hall lofts. I wanted him to check the records of the building for anything unusual and find out who the current residents were. I was pretty sure Noah didn’t have friends or family in town. 

It took us less than ten minutes to get to the loft. The building was located right behind City Hall on the Texas side. I wasn’t sure why anyone was nervous of downtown. That part of town had more cops roaming the area than anywhere else, a fact that made me jittery. Last thing we needed was to get arrested for trespassing. 

Since Ladybug stuck out a little too much for me to park in front of the loft, Katrina and I parked behind the TRAHC building and walked over. We made our way to the building as casually as possible. Katrina looked around, pretending to be a tourist. I knew better, and I could tell she was memorizing the area in case a quick escape was needed. We made it to one of the side doors of the loft building, hoping we hadn’t attracted too much attention.

“Boss lady,” a male voice I didn’t recognize called from across the street. Katrina and I had to struggle to see him. The guy came from the shadows of the building and made his way towards us.

“He is good at camouflage. That boy should be in the army,” Katrina told me under her breath. 

I had to agree with her. Our informant was great at hiding.

“Hi. Do you have anything to report?” Shorty had given me a specific script to follow when I interacted with his team. I made sure to stick by it. It made them feel better. I thought it was a bit crazy, but who was I to judge.

“Our guy came in last night,” our informant said after he crossed the street and joined us. He was average height and build. Nothing distinct to make him stick out in a crowd. I knew the dirty clothes and greasy hair were a disguise since he smelled of Dove soap. Bob had very strict rules for those who worked for him. “I have been watching this door on and off. We were supposed to get more people to watch the other side, but right now we are short due to the new mission.” 

Hell’s door was starting to affect our information flow.

“Did you see anybody else with him?” I asked our stealth informant.

“Nobody, boss lady,” he answered, his eyes roaming. “A few of the ladies saw him walking down Texas Boulevard yesterday afternoon, but he was alone then, too.  Should we be looking for someone else?” he asked me in a concerned tone. 

“Yeah. He should be traveling with a pretty girl, probably blonde, maybe around my height,” I told him, and he studied me carefully. Those were vague descriptions, but I had no idea in what condition the princess was in. 

“I will pass the word around, boss lady,” he told me. 

I knew the whole underground would be looking for the girl hanging out with Noah. At least they only had orders to observe, otherwise poor Noah would be going down. He had better pray we don’t tell them to attack.

“Thank you. Great work,” I told the informant. “We are going in to check it out. If you see anything strange heading our way, call me.” Last thing I wanted was to be trapped in a loft downtown with creepy demon-worshippers. 

“Will do, boss lady.” Our informant crossed the street and disappeared back into his hiding place. 

“Oh yeah. That takes skills,” Katrina told me. “If he needs another job, I’ll take him. And I mean that, too.” 

“Good luck taking any of them away from Shorty,” I told her. “He is a better recruiter than the cigarette companies,” I admitted. 

It was true. Shorty had a talent like nobody else to get people to follow him into crazy schemes. Which explained how he managed to get people to volunteer to guard the gates of hell. 

“I can take him,” Katrina joked. 

I had to smile. I would pay good money to see a fight between those two. Shorty was a tricky one. 

That got me thinking. I pulled my phone out and called Bartholomew, hoping he had some good news for us. “Bart, we are here,” I told him when he answered. “Please tell me you got something.” I was hoping our boy-genius extraordinaire wouldn’t let me down.

“You have one apartment empty right now, 2C on the second floor,” Bartholomew informed me. “Everything else has been filled for over six months. Nobody has any supernatural connections and nothing unusual in their homes.” That was a good sign and helped narrow our options.

“Sounds like a great place to start. Thanks Bart,” I told him.

“Okay. Call me back and let me know what you find,” Bartholomew said before he hung. He didn’t even wait for me to agree. I really needed to talk to him about manners.

“Well 2C is our destination,” I told Katrina. “The door is all yours.” I pointed at the door handle.

“Too easy,” Katrina replied. 

Katrina walked over to the door and pulled out her little pouch of tools. I followed her and then leaned against the wall, looking as innocent as possible. I wondered how many doors Katrina had picked in her life, because she was really good at this. In less than three minutes, she had the door unlocked and was heading inside. I followed her like we were on our way to her place.

Katrina rushed up the stairs and headed straight for 2C, but I took my time inspecting all the other doors in case someone decided to join us in the hallway. By the time I made it to Katrina, she had the door unlocked and opened. 

“Has anyone ever mentioned to you that you are a menace to society?” I told Katrina jokingly.

“My soldiers tell me that every day,” she replied.

I followed her inside and found a pretty nice size loft. Unfortunately, the place was deserted other than a single sleeping bag shoved against the far wall and an empty container of food from Abuelitas.

“That’s odd. Where is the rest of the food?” I asked Katrina.

“What food?” Katrina asked me, looking around the large room.

“Angelito told me Noah had ordered enough food for five people,” I told her. “This container is just for one. Why would he keep this and not the others?” I asked her, pointing at the container.

“Isis, I don’t know if I want to know what you are thinking,” Katrina told me, scrunching her face when she looked at me.

“It’s just curious,” I said, holding back a little. I would hate to scare her with my theories.

“Go ahead, tell me. I’m afraid I’m thinking the same thing,” Katrina finally said.

“You do agree this is odd, that mousy, little Noah can be man-handling a trained soldier by himself, right?” I said, hoping Katrina would confirm my suspicion. 

“Yes. It is almost impossible,” Katrina admitted.

“What if he had her drugged?” I added. “You heard that creep Ralph mumbling about sleep. It’s the only thing that fits. Noah couldn’t carry a grown woman alone. Who is helping him? Who was he buying all the food for and where are they keeping Genevieve?” The questions poured out of me so fast I couldn’t keep up with them all.

“You know if we had all the answers to those questions, we wouldn’t be standing in this empty loft by ourselves,” Katrina said, opening her arms wide and gesturing to the room.

“True,” I told her, rubbing my eyes with my palms. “I just hate this feeling that we are three steps behind.”

“I agree with you but stressing about things we can’t control is not going to help us,” Katrina told me. “We just need to find him before they move again.”

I pulled out my phone and called Bartholomew. 

“Any luck?” Bartholomew asked.

“Besides a sleeping bag, the place is empty,” I told him, my voice pouty and pathetic. 

“Well you better hurry. I got some news from Constantine.” Bartholomew was a little too serious for my taste. “The witches reminded him that the borders between the worlds will be thin tonight due to Halloween. This will make it easier for things to cross over to our world.” 

“Thanks Bart. No pressure at all,” I told him. 

“You got this,” Bartholomew added with way too much energy. At least he had confidence in me. “I’ll keep scanning the police monitors and cameras around town. I’ll let you know if I find anything. Good luck out there.” This time I didn’t wait for him to hang up. Instead, I disconnected the call as soon as he finished talking.

“More good news?” Katrina asked me.

“The usual. Supernatural barrier between the worlds will be thin tonight so we need to make sure nothing crazy happens,” I told her, trying to imitate Bartholomew’s voice.

“Wow. Here I was thinking nothing ever happens in Texarkana,” Katrina told me.

“As I was told, that was true until I moved in.” That didn’t make me proud, either. For all I knew, I was responsible for the drop in the price of real estate here.

“I believe that,” Katrina replied, smiling. I was glad she could smile at everything. “Did I ever tell you the last time I was in Texarkana?” she asked me, looking around the loft.

“Why were you here?” I couldn’t even imagine that.

“I was inspecting the Depot,” Katrina said, lost in her thoughts. “That was over twenty years ago. The downtown, of course, is still about the same, but everything else has grown and expanded. I never would have imagined that,” Katrina told me.

“I’m glad it has, and I would like to keep it that way,” I told her.

“In that case, let’s visit some vamps,” Katrina said, facing the door. “Lead the way, sheriff.” She had jokes today. Heck, I had a feeling she had jokes every day.

I shook my head but led us out of the apartment. Katrina locked the place back up and we headed to visit our favorites vampire at the Arkansas side convention center. We had too many creepy beings in town all at once. Texarkana was about to have a Halloween they would remember for ages.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

House call number two was Vampires-R-Us at the Holiday Inn Express Convention Center. I had never been to the hotel before. The closest I got was when I had to pick up a few souls that got lost at the attached water park. I didn’t know what had been worse: the kids screaming because of the ghost or the ghost screaming about the kids. They just kept feeding the frenzy. It took me over three hours of chasing the poor souls around the park. It was so loud, I couldn’t command them to stop, so I finally tackled one to the ground. Thankfully, Bartholomew had disabled the park’s security cameras, because according to him, watching me running around in circles had been hysterical. 

“Are you ready for this?” Katrina asked me.

We had been sitting in the parking lot of the hotel for at least five minutes. I had checked all my pockets ten times. My scythe was inside my cargo pocket for easy access, but I was nervous. I wasn’t sure which part scared me more: facing the dark side of the vampires, or that it didn’t bother me killing them.  My stomach churned and I felt nauseous. I had to swallow several times before I could speak.

“I guess,” I told Katrina, staring at my hands.

“Here. Wear these.” Katrina handed me her aviator sunglasses.

“Thanks, I guess,” I told her, not sure why she gave them to me.

“They won’t be able to see your eyes through the glass,” she told me. “They will also help you avoid making eye contact with them and going serial killer on their asses.” 

I shrugged, not thinking her theory would work, but I also had nothing to lose by trying it.

“I hope you are right,” I told her as I put her sunglasses on. I got a quick look in the mirror and realized Katrina’s glasses were stylish. They even made me look good. “Let’s do this before I chicken out,” I said, hiding behind her bad-girl sunglasses. 

We walked in the hotel like we owned the place. The layout of most hotels was easy to navigate, but to make sure we didn’t look out of place, we had Bartholomew send us the blueprints. We walked by the reception desk and waved at the young lady on duty. She gave us a cheerful smile and waved back. 

“Do we need to have Bart disable the cameras?” I asked Katrina as we reached the elevator.

“No need,” she replied. “I’m pretty sure our buddies took care of that already. They are not interested in having a record of their people coming and going.” Katrina sounded pretty sure of herself and I hoped she was right. The last thing I wanted was to make the front page of the Texarkana Gazette or the most views at the TXKTODAY for going nuts on the vampires. I was sure Death would kill me if the headlines read “Reapers Employee Goes on Killing Spree.”

“Last chance to change your mind. I can go alone if you want,” she said, giving me an out.

“I can’t hide in my own town. It doesn’t give the impression of a tough sheriff,” I told her.

“That’s my girl,” Katrina replied and stepped in the elevator as soon as the doors opened.

The elevator ride was too short, and we arrived on the last floor of the hotel to find it very dark. I looked around the hallway and all the curtains were shut. Most of the hallway lights were off, and with my sexy-aviator glasses on, everything had a creepy glow to it. We made our way to the exclusive suites at the far end of the hotel. I was hoping to reach the door and just knock. Instead, we found two huge linebackers standing guard in front of the door.

“At least we know we are in the right place,” Katrina told me before strolling over towards the guards. I followed slowly behind, keeping my eyes low to the floor.

“Hi boys. We are here to see your boss,” Katrina told them in a bubbly voice as she stopped in front of the linebackers. “He is expecting us.” 

“His emperor is not expecting any visitors at this time,” tall, mean, and muscular on the left said. I couldn’t get a clear look at his face, but his body was huge.

“Get lost,” the second one added. He was also huge, but maybe a smidge smaller than his buddy.

“Not without talking to your boss,” Katrina told muscle-tag-team.

“I. Said. Get. Lost,” number two repeated, this time enunciating all of his words. Did he think we had a learning problem?

“Oh, cut it pretty face. Your mind tricks don’t work on us,” Katrina told him. “Tell your boss the dynamic-Interns are here, and we are not leaving without talking to him.” She sounded sweet but stern as she came up beside me, raising her brows in question.

“I’m good. Just busy counting the patterns on the carpet,” I told her with a smile. “Why are they not moving?” I asked her in a softer tone. 

“They can communicate telepathically with their masters,” Katrina answered, not taking her eyes off the twins. “The older ones need very little sleep. Which in turn gives them the power to sustain their children during the day. I’m pretty sure this entire floor is packed with vamps,” she told me. 

I couldn’t help it, I shivered. We needed to get out of there before I flipped out.

“The emperor will see you now,” linebacker on the left said. “You have five minutes. Don’t make us drag you out,” he growled.

“You wish,” Katrina replied as we walked in the room.

The suite was gorgeous. Just as I was about to take my sunglasses off and inspect the room more thoroughly, my eyes were drawn to the two figures sitting on armchairs in the middle of the room. 

“Ladies, what a surprise,” the male on the right told us. I glanced in his direction and my eyes were drawn to his face. Somehow, I avoided the eye contact, but the pull was almost irresistible. 

“I’m impressed, little one. You are stronger than I thought,” the man told me. 

Great, another creep trying to push his powers on me, I thought.

“Let me guess. You are the emperor,” I told him. I inched forward, putting me right in front of Katrina, and I felt her tense as I took my glasses off. I couldn’t afford to look weak, though. I wanted to protect my city. “I’ll make this quick. You are now in Haven and I expect you will follow the rules of the land. You know the consequences for disobeying,” I told the emperor, staring him in the eyes.

It was the strangest thing I ever saw. He looked human, but he also shifted to his beast form. Not for long, but it was a quick effect. It was like watching a flip book as someone turned the pages. The quick changes were starting to give me a headache, but at least I wasn’t terrified. His human body was handsome, mature, and absolutely elegant. If it wasn’t for the monster popping out, he looked the part of the emperor. He studied me as much as I studied him.

“I’m impressed. You have incredible self-control,” the emperor told me. “You were right about her, Arthur. She is different,” the emperor told the other guy sitting next to him. 

I did a quick take to confirm it was his heir sitting next to him. Arthur gave me a small smile. 

The emperor cleared his throat. “As impressive as you might be, I don’t like being threatened.” 

“Not a threat, sir,” I told him, acting as professional as possible. “We had a deal, and I still have at least eight hours left. So, the fact that you are in my town with an army of vampires can’t be a coincidence. I run this place and I will do everything in my power to protect it. You are welcome to stay as long as you keep your kids in check.” I put my hands on my hips and narrowed my eyes a bit. No way would I back down, and he needed to know that. 

The emperor smirked. “Does every visitor in your town get this welcoming speech?” 

“Gave your in-laws the same speech already,” I told him as sweetly as I could without being fake. “Don’t make me regret it.” I turned around and started to walk away.

“Reaper, the clock is ticking,” the emperor said. “If you don’t find her soon, we will tear this town apart to get her back.” 

“Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard that before,” I told him, not bothering to turn around. “Enjoy the water park. I’ll call you all later tonight,” I added as we walked out.

I sounded a lot more confident than I felt. I passed both mini-trolls without looking at them. Katrina was not far behind me. I made it to the elevator in record time. By the time Katrina joined me, I had pressed the button and the elevator had arrived. We didn’t say a word until we were out of the hotel. My head was pounding from staring at the emperor and probably the fact that he kept trying to use his powers on me. I rushed to Ladybug and leaned against my vehicle, breathing deeply. 

“Isis, are you okay?” I heard TJ’s voice ask me.

TJ was my favorite cook at Big Jakes. He was six feet tall with the best mocha complexion I had ever seen, and fabulous brown hair to boot. TJ had the ability to make every girl stop and stare at him. And of course, he didn’t even have to try. 

“I’m good,” I whispered, not turning around. I leaned over Ladybug and cradled my stomach, pretty sure I was about to puke.

“Food poisoning, we think,” Katrina told him. “Hi, I’m Katrina.” She stuck out her hand. “Isis’s new friend,” she added, although I didn’t know why.

“Hi Katrina. TJ,” he replied, shaking her hand. I was glad I didn’t have to do the introduction. “What are you guys doing here?” TJ asked Katrina.

“Would you believe we were getting a membership to the waterpark?” Katrina asked him.

“Not at all,” he said. 

I slowly turned around and leaned my back against Ladybug. TJ didn’t disappoint. He looked fabulous in his Big Jakes shirt.

“Why are you here?” I asked him.

“Delivering,” he said, pointing to his shirt. “Some big-wigs are in town and wanted food. For the money they paid, we would deliver to New Boston.” He gave me the sexiest smile ever. “Are you going to tell me why you are here, or is this top-secret Reapers business?” He chuckled. Although, if he knew how accurate his statement had been, he might not find it funny.

“Reapers business, but I need some help,” I told TJ. “I have a hypothetical question. If you wanted to hide in Texarkana, where you would go?” 

“The mall,” TJ replied.

 Katrina and I looked at him with blank stares.

“Why?” I asked him.

“It’s climate controlled. They have bathrooms, and you have plenty of stores to go in and out of.” TJ told me as he ran his hands through his hair. I was pretty sure he had no clue how hot he looked right then. “Besides, nobody ever buys stuff at the mall now a days. It won’t be unusual to have a random guy hanging out at the food court for hours playing on his phone.” TJ’s theory was solid and made a ton of sense. The mall would be the last place I ever thought to look. 

“That’s a pretty good idea,” Katrina told him. “And since you’re full of great ideas, where would you hide a girl you’re keeping one as a hostage?” 

“Oh God, Isis. Who is missing now?” TJ turned his full attention on me. “You do know you spend most of your time looking for missing people.” 

I thought about that for a second. TJ was right, but I didn’t want to admit it out loud.

“It’s all good, TJ.” I gave him a hard stare, trying to look convincing. “We don’t think she is in danger. Just being held against her will.” My voice cracked right at the end, so I didn’t sound convincing at all. I sucked at lying.

“Is that really the best you can do?” TJ asked me, and even Katrina shook her head.

“Hey, I’m trying here,” I argued. “Back to you, wise guy. Any ideas?” 

“I would have pulled a Dogma,” TJ said. 

Why was TJ so cryptic today?

“Fine, you got us. What does that mean?” Katrina asked, and I was grateful.

“Are you serious? You two haven’t seen the movie Dogma?” TJ asked us. Neither Katrina nor I had seen the movie, which I found out when we both shook our heads. “Make a note. You are watching it with me,” TJ told me, and I could feel the heat pool in my cheeks. “I hate to ruin the ending but here it goes. God came down to earth and one of the fallen trapped him here by putting his human form in a coma.” 

I scrunched my forehead. That movie sounded weird, and I had no idea how it pertained to the princess being kidnapped.

“You would put the person in a coma?” Katrina asked. 

“A coma might be drastic,” TJ replied. “I would just find a way of hiding them in a hospital. Nobody ever checks those.” 

“That is brilliant,” I told him.

“Thank Kevin Smith. I’m just copying him.” TJ was even cuter when he was being humble.

“We might just do that,” Katrina told him.

“I’ve got to go,” TJ told us. “Ladies, fun talk. Weird, but fun. Isis, stop by the restaurant. You need some fries,” TJ told me as he walked towards his car.

“Are fries code for something?” Katrina asked me as we watched TJ walk away. He had a really nice butt.

“Nope. Just fries,” I told her, but Katrina did not seem convinced. “Let’s get out of here,” I told Katrina as I hopped into Ladybug. 

The vamps and elves were right about one thing. We were running around of time.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

TJ’s mall idea might be crazy, but we had no other leads, so it was somewhere to start. On our way to the mall, we called the boys for an update. I told Constantine TJ’s theory and he agreed it was worth checking. Constantine sent Bob to check the hospitals. Since Bob volunteered at both hospitals, the homeless shelter, and even Saint Edward’s Outreach Center, he was Reapers Good Samaritan. I was starting to wonder if we kept Bob gainfully employed.

Katrina and I were tasked with checking the mall, as well as Walmart Super Center on the Texas side. That alone could take us forever. That Walmart was a giant rectangle with tons of stuff everywhere. Searching the mall and Walmart sounded as exciting as hanging out with the vampires. I was starting to believe Bob got the easy assignment. Technically, though, Eric had the easiest assignment. He had to check all the jails. As a cop, that wouldn’t be very difficult for him. All he had to do was check computer records, which was almost cheating. Why didn’t I ever have those kinds of missions?

After three hours roaming the shopping centers, we made it back to Reapers with nothing to show. Unless you counted extreme mental exhaustion. I really hated shopping and shopping centers.  I was also traumatized about some of the things you saw in those places. The latest was tan colored skinny jeans, or maybe they were leggings. It should be illegal to wear them. The rest of the world should not have that image imprinted in their brains for all eternity. Regardless of your size, a pair of pants that made your legs look like a raw Pillsbury biscuit was never the way to go. 

Katrina and I walked into the loft of Reapers looking beat-down and depressed. Bartholomew and Constantine were so focused on the computer screen they didn’t even glance in our direction. Maybe they had found a new lead. Otherwise, we’d all be going in blind.

Finally, Constantine met our eyes. “With those looks, let me guess. You found nothing.”

“Oh no. We found tons of stuff. Just nothing useful,” Katrina told Constantine.

“Next time I want to hide, I’m doing it at Walmart,” I added as I took a seat at the kitchen table. Katrina joined me with a loud thump as she dropped in a chair. “That place was nuts. How can the noon crowd be just as weird as the midnight crowd? Why?” I wanted an explanation about the mysteries of the world. Why were some Walmart customers totally out of control?

“Why do you think I refuse to go there?” Bartholomew chimed in, but his opinion didn’t count since he couldn’t handle crowds, anyway. Walmart was a nightmare for him any day, but I decided not to point that out. 

“Avoid it, Bart,” I told him, then I sighed. “Please tell me one of you found something.” I hoped they did. At least then someone’s afternoon would have been productive. 

“I tapped into some of the security cameras downtown,” Bartholomew said. “I have several shots of Noah walking around down there, but they have no rhyme or reason. He is just walking in circles.” Bartholomew glared at the screen, then turned the same unhappy look on us. 

“Let me see,” Katrina told him as she walked over to the computer area.

My stomach chose that moment to grumble so loud I’d be surprised if the room hadn’t heard it, so I went to the fridge and opened it, searching for something to eat. As soon as I opened the door, Bob walked in the kitchen. 

“Isis, please grab the glass dish on the top shelf,” he said from the doorway. 

I shook myself. Did Bob somehow rig the fridge and when someone opened it, he appeared? I almost laughed at the ridiculousness of my thought, but somehow, I controlled myself.

I pulled the dish out, not sure what Bob had made. He stepped into the kitchen and started opening cabinets. I had no idea what he was looking for, but Bob moved with a purpose. He handed me a few cans of veggies. Hopefully he was about to make some lunch because I was starving. He piled some clean dishes and food items on the kitchen island, and then he looked up. I followed his gaze to find Eric walking in the room.

“No luck with the jails,” Eric announced. 

I felt like somebody had kicked me in the shins after I’d already gone down.

“Great,” Constantine said. “Okay, Chef Emeril. Do you have an update for us?” Constantine asked Bob, who was busy gathering more ingredients.

“Checked Saint Michael’s and found nothing,” Bob answered, not looking happy at all. 

“What about Wadley?” Constantine asked him. 

It took Bob a minute before he answered. “Unfortunately, she is there,” he said, not looking at the group.

“That is awesome,” I told him.

“Not really. She is in the ER.” His shoulders deflated,

“They have her connected to a lot of tubes,” Bob told us. “They have no idea what is wrong with her, but she is not waking up.” 

“We need to get her out of there now,” Katrina told us from the computer area. “The medicine they are giving her is keeping her unconscious. She is an elf. Human medicine is not good for her.” Katrina really knew how to quiet a room.

“What do you suggest we do?” I wasn’t sure if I was ready for the answer.

“We break her out,” Katrina said. 

“What?” Eric said.

“You can’t be serious,” I told her.

“How?” asked Constantine.

“Easy. We create a Trojan Horse,” Katrina said, like that made all the sense in the world. “We just need an ambulance and uniforms. We can walk in through the main door of the ER and get her out.”

“It sounds like it’s time for me to get going,” Eric told us. “I don’t need to be an accessory to a crime.” Eric waved at us and headed out the door.

“Isis, what else can your music make people do?” Katrina asked me. 

I watched Eric leave, longing to follow him. But I knew I couldn’t, so instead, I took a deep breath. “I guess almost anything if I can add the right emotions to it.” I didn’t need much energy to create a stay away song. “Normally, I just have people fall asleep or stay awake. Those are two things we can’t have going on in an emergency room.” Last thing I needed were a bunch of dead people due to a lack of treatment by comatose caregivers.

“True. Both of those things would be bad,” Katrina admitted. “How about making people dazed and confused for a few minutes?” A gleam brightened her wide eyes.

“Maybe,” I told her. “I will need to create it.” It wasn’t like I had a huge collection of mind controlling tunes laying around.

“Good. Now that we have a distraction, we just need an ambulance,” Katrina told us.

“I got that,” Bartholomew announced.

“Are you planning to buy one?” I asked him, my chin touching my chest as I crossed my arms over my stomach. 

“Nah. No time,” Bartholomew replied. “I know a guy who works at Lifenet. He owes me a favor.” 

“Do I want to know why an EMT owes you a favor?” I asked him, sounding very big-sister like.

“It’s probably safer if you don’t know,” Bartholomew told me in a shy voice. 

I shook my head but let it go.

“Can your person get us uniforms as well?” Katrina asked Bartholomew.

He nodded. “I’m not sure why not.” 

“I think we got everything, then,” Katrina said. “I’ll put some make-up on before we leave so we look like professional paramedics.” 

I didn’t have the confidence Katrina did, but it didn’t matter. This was going down whether I was ready or not.

“I like it,” Constantine said. “But you need to be out of the downtown area before the parade starts at seven. I recommend you leave within the hour. Bartholomew, make sure to have your friend bring the ambulance ASAP,” he ordered. 

“Boss, what if they recognize me?” Bob asked Constantine.

“No worries. We will give you a face mask and a hat,” Katrina told him. 

Bob looked anything but convinced. 

“Trust me. It will be fine. I’m going to check my kit and see if I have face paint with me. I usually keep some in my rucksack,” Katrina added and headed out the door.

“I hope this works,” Constantine said as he went back to helping Bartholomew.

“Bob, what is going on? You haven’t been acting like yourself since Kansas,” I asked him in a soft voice. 

“Nothing. I’m fine,” he told me without meeting my eyes.

“You are a terrible liar.” I walked around the kitchen area and blocked his path to the sink. I figured he would talk to me or I wouldn’t let him cook.

“Isis, I need to get this done and we don’t have a lot of time,” Bob told me. “Besides, shouldn’t you be making music?” Bob might be right, but I wasn’t letting him off the hook that easy.

“Not moving. If you don’t talk, I’ll blame it on you if I’m late.” It was a low blow but I didn’t care. I was worried about Bob and he was being ridiculous.

“Fine,” he said reluctantly. “You heard Katrina say we served together,” Bob told me, and I nodded. “Well, I was technically War’s gunner.” My eyes got really big when Bob said that. “He didn’t look the same, but his voice never changed. I will never forget his voice.” He shivered. “The day I got hurt, we were in a convoy and we got attacked. It was my job to protect the General and he got shot right in front of my eyes. For years, I have been carrying the shame and guilt of letting my hero die.” Bob paused and clenched his fists. “You don’t understand how it felt to find out he is alive. Isis, I tried to kill myself—more than once I might add—because I thought it was my fault he died, and now it turns out he never did.” 

When he stopped, I didn’t know what to say.

“You are allowed to be pissed,” Constantine said as he jumped on the island. I didn’t realize he was listening to us. “The Horsemen are not human. For most of them, they don’t understand human emotions or attachments. War has died thousands of times. It’s how he can start fresh in a new place with a new face. The fact that he chose you as his witness says a lot about your character and he trusted you.” 

I could tell Constantine’s explanation did not help Bob, and it definitely did nothing for me.

“Constantine, it’s still pretty crappy to do something like that,” I told him.

“I don’t disagree,” Constantine said. “Why do you think I work for Death? Everyone is not indispensable.” Constantine put his paws over Bob’s hands.

“We all have crosses to bear, but you don’t have to do it alone,” I told Bob. “You have a family now. Besides, if War tries that crap again, he will have to deal with Death and me.” I leaned in and gave him a huge hug.

“Thank you, Isis,” Bob told me. “I’m more afraid of you than Death. You are accident prone.” Bob gave me a forced smile.

I punched him in the shoulder in a playful gesture. “Are you going to be okay?”

“I guess you are not the only one who needs to learn to forgive and let go of the past,” Bob told me.

“Ouch. Low blow.” Did he have to go there? I was trying to be supportive. We were not talking about me and my godmother drama.

Bob met my eyes. “I’ll promise to let go and forgive, but only if you do the same.”  

He had a point. How could I ask him to do something if I wasn’t willing to do it myself? 

I nodded. “Fine. We will do this together,” I reluctantly agreed. I didn’t want to forgive my godmother yet. There was still too much anger, and I felt like being petty for a while, but I would try. 

“I love it. Beautiful. So much healing going on,” Constantine jumped in. “But you are running out of time. Take your skinny butt to your room and get to work. Bob, you need to get ready as well. Best way to heal is to keep on moving. So move.” It was official. Constantine only allowed fifteen minutes for a pity-party. After that, it was work time. 

I marched to my room to get things going. I didn’t want to get yelled at again by my evil fur-ball dictator.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Preparation for Operation Body Snatch did not take long. We were out of Reapers in less than forty-five minutes with sirens blaring from the ambulance. That part was really fun. Normally people didn’t jump out of my way when I drove—not like they do with Shorty. Having traffic clear out was pretty exciting. Bartholomew’s friend called in the emergency for us and Wadley was ready. I just hoped we didn’t go to jail for impersonating EMTs. 

Bartholomew had given us headsets to communicate with each other and him. They were a better version of the ones the secret service wore on TV. They actually blended in, so nobody would be able to tell we were wearing them. Katrina and Bob had earplugs on their other ear for protection. The plan was to roll Katrina in as our victim and have her set off my recording. According to Bob, the princess was in one of the first beds in the ER area. We should be able to make the grab quickly.

Bob drove down like a true paramedic, as fast as possible without looking suspicious. We parked by the ER and rushed to the back to get Katrina. We had her secured on the stretcher to avoid too much attention. Unfortunately, as soon as people saw Katrina, they were going to panic. She might have done too good of a job with her make-up because it looked like half of her head was missing. At first, I wanted to call a real ambulance for her.

“Everyone ready?” Bob asked as we pulled the stretcher out. I was grateful Bartholomew’s friend explained the procedure to us.

“Not at all, but we don’t have a choice,” I replied.

“That’s the spirit, Isis,” Katrina mumbled from the stretcher. “Now let’s go and steal us a princess.” 

I rolled my eyes. She was way too excited about this. I took a deep breath, gave Bob one last worried look, and we pushed her inside.

The next three minutes were straight chaos. I had a new appreciation for how much coordination hospital staff needed to handle every case that rolled in their door. From the moment we rushed in, nurses and doctors scrambled from every direction to reach us. It made me wonder if having a person die in their facility affected their rating, kind of like when hotels had bedbugs. When the doctors directed us down a hallway, I met Bob’s eyes, unsure what to do.

“We’re getting close to the target,” he murmured.

“Katrina, in five,” I whispered to her. 

We needed to set off the recording as close as possible to the princess. I didn’t want to disrupt any other areas of the hospital if it wasn’t necessary.

“Bart, we’re ready for you to cover us,” I said in a soft tone.

“You are clear to go. All the cameras and security feeds within a five-block radius are mine,” Bartholomew replied. “Hurry up.” 

He didn’t need to add the last part. I had been feeling the pressure since we pulled in the ambulance bay.

Katrina turned the recording on and the effect was mesmerizing. Creepy as hell, but still mesmerizing. I had picked a classic Santana for my base and as the music played, everyone within hearing range swayed to the beat. Eyes went blank and drool dripped from the corners of their mouths. I prayed nobody had any brain damage from this. It would make me feel horrible if I accidentally took out some of our top professionals in the community. 

“Let’s go everyone. I don’t know how long it’s safe to keep them this way,” I told Bob and Katrina. 

Bob released Katrina from the stretcher, and both of them pushed it towards the princess. 

“Isis, we need to work on your intent,” Katrina told me. “This might be too powerful for humans.” She pointed at the patients on the beds, all of them swaying and drooling as well. 

“Hey! It’s hard to judge what dazed and confused feels like,” I replied.

Katrina and Bob found Genevieve and were unplugging her from all the machines and IVs. I didn’t want anyone else to join the drooling party, so I kept watch. I turned to monitor one of the corridors when I saw Noah. I didn’t think twice before I took off after him. When he realized I was heading his way, he started running as well. Unfortunately, we kept the music low to only impact the ER area, and Noah was not close enough to hear it. Which led to me having to chase him down hospital corridors like a maniac.

“Isis, where are you going?” Katrina asked through the headset. “We’re almost done here.” 

I knew we were on a timed schedule, so if Katrina said they were almost done, that meant we had less than two minutes.

“Stick to the plan,” I told her as I ran. “I saw Noah. Get the princess to the ambulance and I’ll meet you outside.” 

“Copy that,” Katrina replied.

Noah ran fast for such a scrawny boy. When I caught up with him, I planned to have a long conversation about deals with demons and trips to hell. It still pissed me off that I’d risked my soul going down there for the fool in front of me. 

Noah took a sharp turn and I followed, not too far behind. But by time I made the turn, he was gone. The hallway I stood in had doors on both sides, but they were all closed. Where did he go? I didn’t know, but I was willing to search every door if I had to. I pulled one door open. Nothing. Another. Nothing again. So much for getting lucky and finding him in the first couple doors I tried.

“Isis, where are you?” Katrina said in the ear set. 

I took a deep breath. “I lost Noah,” I told her as I checked another room. “I’m looking in the rooms near where he disappeared. He has to be in one of them.” And when I found him, I was going to shake the hell out of him.

“Another one,” Katrina said.

That got my attention. “Another one what?” 

“We lost the princess,” Katrina said, her tone soft but tinged with uncontrolled anger.

“What?” I yelled, and the sound echoed in the hall, along with the sound of my footsteps as I ran as fast as I could towards the ER. 

“Someone stole her and the ambulance,” Katrina continued. “When Bob and I managed to get the stretcher in the ambulance, they took off.” 

If this wasn’t Katrina’s idea of a sick joke, we would all be dead.

“I’m on my way,” I told her.

It didn’t take me long to make it to the ER. I headed straight outside to stare at the empty space where our ambulance had been. Katrina paced back and forth, and Bob had his phone to his ear.

“This can’t be happening,” I told Katrina, throwing my hands in the air.

“Bart, please tell me you got something on your videos,” I asked him over the headset.

“Sorry Isis, I wasn’t watching that side after I started the loop,” Bartholomew responded. “I’ll need to look at the footage to let you know.” He sounded about as worried as I felt.

“We need to get out of here before people start asking questions,” I told Katrina as Bob made his way back to us.

“Way ahead of you,” Bob told me as he pointed to the road. Shorty was rushing at us at full speed. I couldn’t have been happier to see him. 

“Bart, you need to let your friend know his ambulance was stolen,” I told him, my stomach nauseous from the humiliation swirling inside me.

“Already submitted the report and sent an APB to Eric,” Bartholomew replied. 

Even better. Eric would never let me live that down.

Shorty did one of his classic screeching stops in front of us. Katrina and I jumped out of the way to avoid getting run over. I wondered if Shorty understood the purpose of his brakes. One of these days, I needed to check with Bartholomew on how much money we were spending in vehicle maintenance for Shorty. That poor truck took a lot of abuse. 

We hopped in the truck as quickly as possible and Shorty took off. 

“Boss lady, what do you need us to do?” Shorty asked. 

I smiled, more than grateful he didn’t bring up the obvious—that we’d lost the princess.

“Shorty, I saw Noah at the hospital. I’m pretty sure he is on foot. We need people combing the city for him,” I told him. I was pretty sure Noah knew who took the princess. “We also need to know if anyone has seen the missing ambulance,” I added, more as a prayer than an order.

“I texted you the plate number,” Bob told Shorty.

“We are on it,” Shorty told us.

“Once War hears about this, I’m going to be spending the rest of my days as a Private doing guard duty in Guantanamo Bay,” Katrina told us, an air of resignation in her tone. 

“War doesn’t need to hear anything,” I told her. “This is a small set back. We still got time. We got this.” 

Hopefully I sounded more confident than I felt, because I had a feeling we didn’t have this at all. Silence enveloped the truck for the rest of the ride, and I didn’t mind at all.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Constantine stood on the kitchen table when we walked into Reapers. He looked at least twice his size, I could’ve sworn he was foaming at the mouth. Could a five-thousand-year-old cat get rabies? I feared we were about to find out. 

“Somebody, please tell me what happened,” Constantine yelled. “It was a simple operation. I leave you alone for ten minutes to talk to the boss and you lose the princess. How is that possible?” Constantine paced the length of the table, which looked a bit crazy since he was so huge right now.

“Constantine, it is my fault,” I said, trying to save the others from his wrath.

“Of course it is,” Constantine roared. I was not expecting that one. So much for reverse psychology. That did not work on this cat. “It’s your fault, and Bob’s fault, and Katrina’s as well.” He hissed at us. 

Several seconds passed, but I knew Constantine hadn’t finished his lecture. Bob, Katrina, and I were ready for it when it came, all of us standing at parade rest against the glass wall. I guessed our military training had kicked in. 

“Isis, what possessed you to take off after Noah in the hospital?” Constantine asked me, sounding a little calmer. Before I had time to answer, he turned to Katrina and Bob. “And you two—how could you load the stretcher in the ambulance before securing it? Honestly people, if I didn’t know any better, I would think you were all working for the other side.” We all looked at the ground. “Bartholomew, please give me some good news,” Constantine let out a long sigh, then glanced at Bartholomew.

“I got a shot of the guy who stole the ambulance,” Bartholomew told us. “It is a bit hazy and is going to take me some time to clean up.” He let out an impatient snort, showing his frustration.

We all pooled behind him so we could see what he was looking at. Maybe Bartholomew’s news would stop Constantine’s lecture. What was I thinking? I knew better than that. 

Katrina leaned in and analyzed the shot. “You might be in trouble, big guy,” she told Bartholomew. “I have seen this before.” Katrina pointed at the image of the guy in the video. “See how he is blurry, but everything around him is in focus.” 

We all leaned in to get a better look. Sure enough, it looked like someone had added a fancy Hollywood special effect to the screen. 

“What are we looking at Katrina?” I asked on behalf of the group.

“Magic,” Katrina answered. “Unfortunately, you only see this used by dark wizards,” she added as we all stared at the screen.

“Please tell me it’s not the guy from Redlick. That man hates us,” I said, praying it wasn’t our friendly dark wizard chef. I couldn’t blame him for hating us. Bob and I kicked down his door and interrogated him in his kitchen.

“Nope. Not him,” Bob answered. “Our buddy is much taller and muscular. This guy, even with the spell, looks scrawny.” Bob had an awesome eye, so I trusted him.

“Not to mention, he needs some sort of demon connection to pull it off,” Katrina added. “That is not an easy trick. It is one thing to fool the human eye, but cameras are a whole different ball game. They normally are not tricked by the glamour of certain spells.” 

Just great. Maybe we should just go around using our phones everywhere, then.

“That’s a start,” Constantine said, most of the anger evaporated from his tone. “Bartholomew needs to cross reference all dark wizards or any wizards that might have a tie to demons and their locations. We need to know how many are hanging around Texarkana and haven’t checked in.” 

Constantine was truly going to enforce checking in with us from now on. I felt bad for violators. Their fine would be outrageous.

“Any luck that maybe one of our friendly guests have stolen Genevieve from us?” Katrina asked with a light in her eyes.

“Unfortunately, no,” Bartholomew answered. “I have been monitoring both locations.” He pointed at a couple of monitors on the wall. Bartholomew had images from both convention centers. “I have also tapped their rooms and been listening to all conversations they’ve had. Nothing exciting has been going on.” I had no idea how Bartholomew did all that, and I really did not want to know.

“I’m running out of ideas,” Katrina said and dropped to the leather couch.

“Everyone wait. We got something,” Bartholomew yelled. He adjusted a couple of speakers from his computer station and pressed a few keys on his keyboard. Multiple speakers blared the same voice.

“Meet me at seven forty-five tonight downtown at the Perot Theater parking lot if you ever want to see your precious Genevieve alive. Bring one million dollars in gold. No negotiations. Don’t be late.” The voice stopped, leaving us all starting at each other. 

“Find out who the hell that was,” the emperor screamed from one of the speakers.

“Trace that call and get my security now. I want that bastard dead,” the King of the elves shouted from another.

“What just happened?” I asked the group. “How did our lives just get more complicated?” This day just went to hell in a hand basket, and after personally visiting hell, I could use that expression with ease. 

Bartholomew turned the volume down on the speakers. Both parties were screaming orders at everyone, which made for madness in our computer room. 

“Good news. At least we know where to find the princess,” Constantine said. “The bad news is, it’s right in the middle of the parade route. We are going to have vampires and elves in the middle of humans, witches, and who knows what else.” He paused for a minute to lick his paw. “At least he didn’t say we lost the princess.” 

I had to agree with Constantine. That was definitely one piece of information we didn’t need getting out.

“Bartholomew, any way you can trace that?” I asked our super genius. 

“I’m trying, but considering I have no idea what phone they called, it might take me a while.” Bartholomew sounded disappointed. “Not to mention it was a recording, so it might not do us any good to bother tracking it down.” He shrugged.

“How do you know it was a recording?” Katrina stiffened on the couch, concern etched across her crinkled forehead.

“Because I have the same program,” Bartholomew told her.

“Isn’t it weird they are asking for a ransom now?” Bob asked us. 

“This is not about the money, or they would have asked for it a long time ago,” Constantine said. “They want everyone at the same location at the exact same time. I hate to admit it, but they are smart. Sounds like we don’t have a lot of options. We are going to the parade,” Constantine announced. “Bartholomew, we need to get the float ready.” 

Bartholomew gave Constantine a nod.

“Hold up,” I told Pinky and the Brain over there. “We have a float in the parade? Really? When were you two going to tell me about it?” I planted my hands on my hips and stuck my chin out. What were they trying to do, get us kicked out of town?

“It was a contingency plan, just in case we needed it,” Constantine replied. “Guess what? We need it.” Constantine’s tone left no room for arguments.

My phone went off before I could ask any more questions about the mysterious float. My caller ID said Abuelita, and my heartbeat went wild. We couldn’t handle any more drama today.

“Hi Abuelita. What’s up?” I answered, trying to sound cheery. 

“Dear, I know you are busy, but you have a visitor at the restaurant and he really needs to talk to you.” Abuelita’s voice sounded shaky with nerves.

“Somebody wants to see me at Abuelitas?” I repeated, more for the benefit of the group standing around me. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine dear. Just startled.” That was not a good sign. Nothing ever bothered Abuelita, which made me worry about the identity of the guest.

“Who is over there?” I whispered. Not sure why. It wasn’t like they could hear my side of the conversation. At least, I hoped they couldn’t.

“Jake is here, honey. Please hurry.” Abuelita disconnected after that. Was she hanging out with Constantine as well? Why didn’t anyone ever wait for me to say goodbye? In the grand scheme of things, I was obviously focusing on the wrong thing, but it still bothered me.

“Isis, who is at Abuelitas?” Bob asked me.

“None other than Jake,” I told them.

“Isis, you can’t go,” Bob told me. “It could be a trap.”

“I don’t have much of a choice,” I replied.

“Isis, you can’t trust Jake,” Katrina added. “Regardless of how sweet and caring he sounds, he will always let you down.” Katrina frowned and her eyes went to the floor.

I understood her concern, and I knew something had happened between them, but I didn’t have the problem Katrina had with Jake. I probably never would, either. He never sounded sweet or caring to me… 

“I’ll be fine,” I told the group with a smile. “He probably has a legit complaint about his hotel. Our insurance covers that, right?” I asked Constantine. 

The rules of the job were that the Interns took all customer complaints. Not the first time Jake had complained. It was the first time Jake had come to my territory, though. He would make me take a horrible trip to the Cave to humiliate me before he whined about anything. It gave him more amusement that way.

“You tell that two-timing, cheating devil that we are not paying.” Constantine scoffed. “The moment his demons announced their intentions of keeping you down there, our clause to respect their property was negated. So no! He can pay for the repairs of his hideous building.” 

With Constantine on the roll he was on, it was probably a good thing that Jake had asked for me. I could easily picture Constantine scratching his eyes out.

“Got it. We are not paying,” I repeated his instructions. I didn’t need him mad at me again. “Let’s divide and conquer. You guys get the float ready, and I’ll meet up with the devil,” I told the group.

“I got a few databases I want to check for our mystery dark wizard,” Bartholomew reported.

“Bob and I will handle the float,” Katrina told me. “I want to make sure we have plenty of ammo for our new little friend.” Katrina flashed an evil smile. 

I had a feeling between her and Constantine, a lot of people were going to suffer today.

“Sounds like a plan,” I told her, trying not to sound concerned. “Please pack me some extra ammo, too,” I told Bob. I didn’t know how long my meeting would last, so I had to be sure I’d be ready for whatever might happen at the parade.

“Not a problem. We got you covered,” Bob told me with a smile, but I could tell it was fake. Probably because he hated Jake, so it made him angry anytime I had to go see him. Honestly, though, he was taking it well compared to other times. 

“I’m going to change out of this uniform before heading out,” I told everyone as I headed to my room. The last thing I needed was the devil making jokes about what I wore to see him.

As I left the room, Constantine went right back to barking orders. I didn’t blame him. We had less than three hours before the parade started. This little meeting with Jake was happening at a horrible time. Leave it to the devil to mess with my schedule.


CHAPTER THIRTY

No offense to the devil, but I trusted him as far as I could throw an NFL player. That translated to not trusting him at all. I dressed in my combat gear, black top with black cargo pants, and silver-toed combat boots. In general, my work arsenal consisted of a few paintball guns with Eugene’s special recipe, a machete, and a regular gun for blowing up windows and vehicle tires. This time, I added my new scythe to one of my straps. I was starting to feel like Batman with a utility belt, way too much stuff attached to my body.

I pulled into Abuelitas’ parking lot and the place was deserted. I didn’t think she would close the restaurant because of the parade. Maybe Jake was responsible for this phenomenon. I didn’t believe Abuelitas’ clientele would be afraid of the devil. 

Considering the place was empty, I parked right in front of the door and walked in. Abuelita was waiting for me inside, and Jake sat at a table in the back, drinking Horchata and eating chips. The laid-back décor of the restaurant clashed with his fancy white suit, although he looked rather comfortable sitting there. 

“Where is everyone?” I asked Abuelita.

“He paid me to close early,” Abuelita told me, looking over her shoulder at Jake. “Be careful, dear. I’ll be in the kitchen.” Abuelita gave me a tight hug, and that hug told me if I said the word, she’d send the devil to hell in flames. She was loyal to a fault.

I smiled and squeezed her back, holding on to her for a few extra seconds before I let her go and stepped towards the devil. She gave me another quick look before walking around the bar and disappearing into the kitchen. She wouldn’t be far away if I needed her, so that helped calm me, and somehow, I even found the confidence to hold my shoulders high as I sauntered to him, a sway in my step much similar to Katrina’s. I didn’t have time to dally, so I took the seat in front of Jake without waiting for an invitation. This was Abuelitas, not the Cave, so I would play by my own rules.

“If you are here to complain about your stupid hotel, Constantine said we are not paying,” I told Jake as I crossed my arms and leaned back in my chair, doing my best imitation of the Godfather.

“That monstrosity! Please, Isis.” He shook his head and chuckled. “I should give you a present for blowing it up. Hell is bad enough without adding that eyesore to the mix.”

“Why would you ever let anyone build it, then?” I asked, even though I knew the question wasn’t important at all. “And why are you here,” I added. There, that one was definitely important. 

“You heard the saying, when the cat is away, the mice will play?” Jake said shaking his Horchata and taking a sip. “Would you like one? These are delicious.” Jake pointed to his drink.

Before I could reply, Abuelita was in the room bringing me a Horchata, a bowl of chips, and guacamole. 

“Here you go dear,” Abuelita told me as she placed the food on the table. “Would you be needing anything else?” Abuelita asked Jake. 

Abuelita hardly served her customers, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t the perfect hostess.

“No, thank you. Everything is perfect,” Jake told her like he’d read my thoughts.

“I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.” She narrowed her eyes at Jake, letting him know she would go to bat for me if need be.

When Abuelita was gone, Jake added, “She really cares for you.”

“I have a great support system,” I said and I meant it. I was blessed to have them. “So why are you here?” I didn’t have the time for a social call.

“Back to business, of course,” Jake said with a smile, dipping one of his chips in my guacamole. I wondered if he was trying to get killed by Abuelita. “It appears my mice have been very busy lately,” Jake added, staring out the window.

We were silent for a minute. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking, but I decided not to waste the opportunity to enjoy Abuelita’s chips. Her homemade salsa was to die for, but the guacamole was sinful. I had no idea how she made it and I didn’t even care because I would never be able to make it myself. I was savoring my piece of heaven when Jake started talking again.

“Do you know the rules of the game?” he asked me. 

“I barely know the rules of my job. I am pretty sure I have no clue about yours,” I told him between mouthfuls of chips. 

He laughed. “Eventually you should give in and read your manual.” 

“At this point in time, I will need to find it first,” I said, trying to chew and talk.

“You are a stubborn girl at times,” Jake eyed me carefully. “Our rules are simple, Isis. We don’t interfere directly with human affairs,” he said. “We can whisper to them, entice them, bargain with them, or even give them gifts. You would be surprised what humans would give for a little bit of comfort or power. Easy way to pass the time until judgement day gets here. I worked too hard and lost too much to lose the earth now. It seems after all this time, I underestimated the cunning of my own people.”

“Let me guess. You are not behind all this,” I said, and the words came out a little more sarcastic than I intended.

“Why would I give you a pass to hell if I was?” Jake asked.

“To have your minions capture me.” I glared at him. It was still a fresh wound, what could I say?

“You were in no danger. All you had to do was summon me.” Jake snapped his fingers when he spoke.

“What do you mean by summon you?” I asked, leaning into him.

“You know. The way people summon demons. How else?” He spoke to me as if I had a clue in the world about what he referred to, which I didn’t. It kind of pissed me off.

“Dude, really?” Did he honestly think I had any idea how to do that? “You do remember I’m Christian? Summoning demons is pretty much forbidden. Where would I learn how to do that?” I said, and my voice echoed around the room, but I couldn’t help it. Jake had lost his mind.

“Constantine should have shown you,” Jake answered.

“You obviously don’t know Constantine that well.” That cat would be damned before he trusted the devil for backup. 

“True,” Jake conceded. “I’m glad you both got out. How is Kat?” he asked in a gentle tone.

“Ready to kill you, but I’m sure you knew that,” I told him. I really wanted to know what had happened between them. It had been bothering me since I saw them together at the Cave. I wouldn’t ask Katrina, but I figured the devil would be a safer bet. Before I could talk myself out of it, I asked, “What happened between you two?” 

Hopefully, I hadn’t pushed my luck too far.

“What do you think happened?” he asked instead. 

I rolled my hands into fists. Why couldn’t people just answer a question?

“A really ugly breakup.” That was my first guess.

“You could say that,” Jake told me. He was quiet for a minute and I thought he wasn’t going to say anything else, until he did. “I was ordered to stay away or pay the consequences.” He gave me a sad smile. I couldn’t believe it. He actually cared about her, at least it looked like he did. I had to take that with a grain of salt, though. The devil was a master at deceiving people. 

“Oh please. Do you actually expect me to believe someone threatened you and you were afraid of them? Who was it, Jesus?” I had a hard time thinking anyone else could be that powerful.

“It wasn’t me who was going to get hurt,” Jake told me, and my stomach dropped. 

The idea of someone I cared about getting hurt because of me was unthinkable. I actually felt sorry for Jake. 

“Does she know?” I asked. 

Katrina was miserable, and she deserved to know the truth.

“No and she won’t,” Jake added in a stern tone. “Now stop playing matchmaker and let’s get to business.” He gave me a hard look.

I nodded. “Alright. Give it to me, then.” No need to push my luck more than I already had. 

“The earth is mine, Isis, and I’m not planning to lose it—especially to one of my own. I need you to stop this mess and get Ginny back.” 

Was Jake actually trying to give me orders? 

“Hold up now,” I said, my voice way too loud for the small space. “Two things. One: you do know I don’t work for you, right? I already have Constantine for that, and I don’t need another one of him in my life.” I huffed. “Two: how do you know Genevieve?”

“No, you don’t work for me directly,” Jake told me. I opened my mouth to reply, but he raised his hands, stopping me. “Everyone has emissaries on earth. Consider yourself mine. This is just me whispering in your ear. I could get closer if you prefer.” The last part came out in a silky tone that sent shivers running down my spine. 

Damn the devil, I thought. Damn him all the way to hell.

“Stay on your side of the table and whisper from there,” I told Jake. 

Unlike Katrina, falling in love with the devil would never be in my hand of cards. 

“That’s what I figured,” Jake said. “And yes, I know Ginny. How do you think she met Arthur? Only at the Cave would those two species ever cross paths.” 

Now he really had my undivided attention.

“You set this whole thing up?” 

“I would love to take all the credit, but I introduced them a few times and gave one hell of a reference letter.” Jake cleaned his hands, which made me think our meeting was almost over. “I never expected for them to fall in love. That was a plus.”

“Why? What do you get out of that relationship?” I pushed, and maybe a little too hard, but I really wanted answers and Jake had never been this helpful.

“Ginny is one of my favorites. She manages my personal garden in hell,” Jake said. Her father is an arrogant bastard. He needs a little humbling.” 

I chuckled. That was hilarious coming from the devil. 

“Now I need you to get her back,” he said.

“Yes. You keep saying that, but how and why?” All these backstories were fabulous, but I needed real, hard facts now.

“Simple, Isis. Everyone picks a player to represent them on earth. Up to this point, I have stayed out of it because the outcome didn’t affect me.” Jake sat up straight and stared at me. “This game has gone too far, and the end could bring about a war I don’t feel like playing in. Tag my dear, you are my representative. You will find your little friend Noah and his partner in the housing project in front of your airport. They are in the second to last house at the end on the right-hand side.” Jake stood up and straightened his lapels.

“Are you serious? You knew all that information the whole time?” I said in a growl, almost pounding my fists on the table. I was going to kill the devil.

“Not the whole time. Your boy just moved to Haven recently,” he said in a calm voice. “I have spies everywhere. Unfortunately, nobody has seen Ginny since you lost her. I recommend you hurry before those two move again.” 

“Wait. Let’s get something clear. I am not your emissary or representative,” I said, needing Jake to understand.

“Whatever you say dear,” Jake said, hearing me but not really listening. “Let’s just say I have a bet and my money is on you. Do try not to blow up the whole town. I like Texarkana being Haven now. I can actually get really good TexMex again. If it makes you feel better, call the info my apology for your incident in hell. Now we are even.” He walked around me and touched my shoulder. “Isis, your friends are right. Never trust a demon,” he purred.

“Including you?” I asked.

“Especially me.” He gave me a sly smile. “I need your expertise today, but trust me, I will do whatever it takes to get your soul. So be careful.” He fixed the bottom of his suit, then walked out the door.

“You get all that Abuelita?” I asked her as I got up from my chair.

“He is right about not trusting him,” Abuelita added as she came to the dining area.

“So, do I go to the airport?” I asked.

“Do you have a choice?” Abuelita frowned at me.

“Nope,” I said because there was nothing else to say. We were out of options.

“In that case, you better hurry.” 

“Great,” I told her and gave her a hug.

“I’ll call Constantine and fill him in,” Abuelita told me. “Isis, be careful. There are powerful forces at play,” Abuelita added. Her words sent goosebumps dancing down my arms. Nervous energy bounced through me, and I didn’t know if I had the strength to finish this. But I knew I had to try. 

I jumped in Ladybug and headed to the airport. We didn’t have a lot of time, so I texted Bob to meet me there with Katrina. Abuelita could fill them in on the details.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The Texarkana Regional Airport was less than fifteen minutes away from Abuelitas. A small blessing. Bob texted back to wait for him. I figured I would recon the area, then wait outside for the cavalry. It was dark when I made it to the airport, but I got there in record time. Worry chewed through my stomach. I had to spy on a dark wizard that consulted with demons—definitely not the most appealing decision I’d ever been forced into making.

Ladybug could be recognized by any supernatural being in the area, too, so parking on the same street was out of the question. I decided to park in the airport parking lot, then made my way to the location Jake had described. I had never noticed these houses before, and they were pretty nice. I hoped the neighborhood had insurance against dark wizards and demons because they were going to need it. 

Either everyone was at the parade or hiding somewhere, but the neighborhood was empty, which made things a little creepier than I liked. I walked around the house and looked through the windows. At least that was my intent, but all the windows were covered with aluminum foil, which was crazy. These people could work for ADT because they took security seriously. I thought I saw some lights coming from one of the windows on the far end, so I made my way in that direction and reached the window. I was pretty impressed with myself until I heard a tree branch snap. Spinning around, the last thing I saw was a two-by-four by my head.
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My head pounded, and when I tried to open my eyes, I couldn’t see anything. They were covered with some kind of dark material. After I got control of my racing heartbeat, I took an inspection of the rest of my body, which wasn’t easy not being able to see it. I couldn’t move my hands or feet but to wiggle them, and I could feel a rope digging into them when I tried. Well, that was just great. I wouldn’t be getting away by running that was for sure. Something was also covering my mouth, and it felt like duct tape from the texture of the material. I could also tell I was on the ground on my side, like I’d been thrown there like a sack of potatoes. 

There was good news, though. I was pretty sure I found the bad guys. Either that, or I found a serial killer, and neither of those things was good news for me.

“David, what are you going to do to her?” a male voice asked. He had a soft voice, too. Almost feminine.

“I told you already, we need a sacrifice to bring the boss over,” David answered, at least I assumed it was him.

“What exactly do you need for a sacrifice?” the soft-spoken male asked.

“Blood, Noah. It always requires blood. Why is that so hard to understand?” David yelled, and his voice was rough, almost cold.

“You can’t kill her. She works for Death,” Noah said, almost panicking. 

It took me a minute to put it all together. I was their sacrifice. Me. I sure hoped Noah would be a little more persuasive with his whole “you can’t kill her” talk.

“We are not going to kill her, just take some blood from her,” David told Noah. 

And that didn’t make me feel any better at all. In fact, I could feel my heart beating through my temples and my ears were ringing. I needed to get the heck out of this place, and fast.

“David, nobody was supposed to get hurt,” Noah said, almost pleading. “The plan was to save Genevieve from those evil vampires. Not to start a war. She will hate me when she figures out what happened. I just wanted her safe.” Noah sounded like he moved farther away when he finished speaking. 

The good news about being bound was your other senses become sharper. Of course, that only happened after the panic went away and some form of rational thought kicked in. I was able to notice when Noah and David got closer or farther away from me. Not that it did me a lot of good. 

I really needed to start paying attention when people told me to be careful.

“Noah, this is for the greater good,” David said in a soft tone, as if he was trying to calm Noah down. “Do you really think the princess wants to have a monster of a child? We are helping her as well as humanity. When the boss takes his rightful place next to God, people will come to see the error of their ways and repent.” 

Oh my God! David was nuts. I didn’t need a PhD in psychology to diagnose this looney-toon. He was going to set lose a demon on earth with my blood, and he thought somehow that would get him to heaven. That man needed a new bible to read. His was a little distorted.

“I don’t know. This is getting out of control,” Noah said, this time a little closer to me. “And who are those guys you gave Genevieve to? Where did they take her? They looked dangerous. What if they hurt her?” At least Noah was focused on the safety of the princess. 

“Everything is under control,” David told Noah.

“No, it isn’t,” Noah snapped. “Everything is not under control. Nothing is going according to the plan. Where is Ginny?” Noah sounded angry, finally.

“Shhh, keep your voice down. You are going to wake her,” David told Noah. 

Unless they had a collection of prisoners, I assumed they were talking about me. I made sure to relax as much as possible. I wanted to appear like the people that were sleeping on sandy beaches, without a care in the world, which was really hard when listening to people planning to bleed you to death.

“Oh please. Like it makes a difference. You are planning to kill her anyways.” 

Thanks Noah, I thought. Way to make a girl feel better.

“Either way, I’m sure her friends will be here shortly,” David told Noah. “I don’t need them listening to our plans. They might try something stupid to stop us.” 

“Of course they are going to try to stop us. So is half of the world,” Noah told David and he sounded far away again. That boy was making me dizzy with all his moving around. 

I wasn’t sure if they could see me or if they were paying any attention to me, but I needed to do something. My hands were in front of me, so obviously these two were not criminal masterminds when it came to prisoners. They didn’t even bother tying my arms to my body. I didn’t want to draw too much attention to myself, but I needed to check if they took my weapons.

“Beep, Beep!” An alarm system went off somewhere. The beeping sounds grew louder and louder with no sign of stopping anytime soon. 

“Sounds like we have more visitors,” David told Noah, a little too much happiness in his tone. That explained how they had known I’d been on the perimeter.

“Oh no. There are two of them and they are carrying guns,” Noah said, panic filtering through his voice. He definitely hadn’t been made for combat.

“Noah, relax and come over here,” David said. The sound of his voice was menacing. If I was Noah, I would go the other way and get away from him.

“This is no time for you to be playing with your weird cauldron. We need to leave or get help,” Noah shouted.

“That is exactly what I’m doing,” David said softly. “Thank you, my boy. Your services are no longer needed,” David said.

“What? Ahh!” Noah screamed.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I pulled my blind fold down, which happened to be a horrible mistake. It gave me a front-row view of David stabbing Noah. It was a good thing my mouth was gagged, or I would have screamed. David was nuts if he had no issues killing his own people. 

“Your blood is not human enough to call on a full demon, but it is good enough for a beast,” David told Noah, pulling the blood-covered knife from Noah’s chest and dropping it in the cauldron. 

This was going from bad to straight hell. A hell-beast on earth was not a good plan. I didn’t care if either one of them saw me. My wrists were too tight for me to break lose, but I could work on my feet. I took a quick inventory and my guns and machete were gone. I could feel my scythe inside my cargo pocket, though. I guessed nobody had been scared of a metal tube. If only they knew. The cauldron started boiling. Noah had dropped to the floor, alive but bleeding. David started mumbling some weird words as the front door burst open. 

My eyes roamed the room. It looked like we were in the living room, but it was empty except for a large, black cauldron in the center facing the door. Either David was overly confident, or he was dramatic. Either way, it wasn’t a good plan. 

Katrina and Bob rushed in, weapons at the ready.

“Don’t move,” Bob shouted at David. 

David didn’t listen. Instead, he backed away from the cauldron.

Fog lifted from the cauldron and claws wrapped around the top right before the head of a beast appeared. It looked like a giant, mutant lizard with bulging eyes and the body of a tiger. 

“Oh, that is not good,” Katrina said and opened fired. But the bullets didn’t even dent that thing.

“Isis, where are you?” Bob shouted as he scanned the area. The stupid fog had hidden me completely. 

I managed to get my feet untied, then rubbed against the floor to pull the gag from my mouth. Before I could yell, David yanked me up by my hair. I looked at his hands and my eyes went wide. He had another knife in his hands. Where the hell did he get all the knives?

“What a beautiful scene. You will all die together,” David announced as he dragged me across the room. The smoke hadn’t hidden that side, which allowed me a clear view of the pentagram on the floor. This fool was serious about his sacrifice. 

“This meddling girl will be the perfect offering for my king,” David added. 

I rolled my eyes at his dramatics, but at least I knew what Ralph’s career aspirations were.

I was not planning to let psycho David drag me in that corner. My hands were tied, but everything else was working. I stomped my foot on top of David’s and he screamed. I wondered how much silver was inside my boots, because I heard his bones crack. Before he recovered from the pain, I slammed the back of my head into his face. That hurt like hell, especially after the head injury I had recently received. David was probably a great dark wizard, but he sucked at fighting. Lucky for me, that was my specialty, and after the head to his face trick, he let go of my hair. I ran forward and turned to face him, only to find him bent over, nursing his bloody nose. 

My head was still spinning but I stayed standing. I managed to focus enough to kick David in the groin, then followed it up with a knee to the face as he was going down. He dropped like a rock. I kicked him in the ribs one more time for good measure, then pulled the gag out of my mouth while looking for my friends. The other side of the room looked like a tornado had hit it. Half a wall was missing, and the door was ripped to pieces.

“Isis, we could use your help here,” Katrina yelled from across the room. The beast had both Bob and her cornered. The bullets were of no use, so they were using the rifles as clubs.

I grabbed David’s knife and used it to cut my ropes off. I was wondering which one of them tied my ropes. Probably Noah because it looked like a Boy Scout knot and he definitely had the appearance of a Boy Scout.

I rushed over to help Bob and Katrina as I pulled my scythe out. They were pinned in a corner and the beast’s back was towards me. Trying not to make too much noise, I took a huge leap and brought the scythe down the middle of the beast. A normal scythe would get impaled on its target due to its weird shape and the way I was using it. Of course, I didn’t have a normal scythe and this thing went straight through the beast and down the middle. I was expecting to get covered in blood or green slime, like in most monster movies. Instead, we were showered in ashes. The beast was gone, and the room suddenly fell silent. I leaned on my scythe and tried to catch my breath. 

“What took you so long?” Katrina asked me. 

“Me? I thought you two were here to rescue me?” When had the tables turned to make me the one doing the rescuing? 

“It appears we were the distraction until you got ready,” Bob added. “Next time, do it a little quicker.”

“Of course. What was I thinking?” I told them as we smiled at each other.

“Where is the wizard? Katrina asked. 

“Over there, in the corner,” I totally forgot about David. We walked in his direction. 

“You will never take me alive,” David said in an evil voice right before he pulled another knife from his jacket and stabbed himself. “You are too late. The plan is in motion. The end is coming,” David gurgled as he fell to the floor and died. 

Why couldn’t evil villains die quietly? 

“I got this,” Katrina told us as she ran towards the kitchen. 

I raised my eyebrows toward Bob, but he just shrugged. I guessed we’d find out where Katrina went when she came back.

“I don’t know about dark magic, but he had a talent with knives,” I told Bob.

“Who is that?” Bob asked as he scanned the room.

“I almost forgot. It’s Noah,” I told Bob as we rushed over to him. “Knife boy over there stabbed him first. Is he dead?” 

I wasn’t sure how I felt about Noah, but I didn’t want him to die.

“Not yet, but you better put pressure on that wound soon,” Death said over my shoulder. After the crazy day I’d had, her appearance didn’t even startle me.

I shook my head and turned but Bob had already gone to work covering Noah’s wound. From the looks of it, he didn’t need my help yet.

“Look out, Death,” Katrina said as she crossed the room at full sprint carrying a bucket full of water. 

Katrina dropped the entire bucket of water on David. Death looked at me and all I could do was shrug. I had no clue what she was doing.

“I’m not taking any chances that his blood activates his stupid ritual,” Katrina told us. “Let’s see how well the magic works with everything smeared.” She clapped her hands together and crossed her arms over her chest, admiring her work.

We waited a few seconds and the only thing that appeared was David’s soul. Death walked over and grabbed him. David screamed—something I’d never seen happen before.

“Normal reaction of the damned,” Death told me. “You are running out of time. Don’t let them kill Genevieve in Haven. If her blood is spilt during Halloween, it will open the doors to hell. I’m kind of busy today, Isis. Make sure that doesn’t happen.” 

“Is it me, or does this just keep getting worse by the hour?” I asked Katrina and Bob.

“You know the drill, and it is never easy with the Horsemen,” Katrina told me. “By the way, Death’s red dress looked great with her blond hair.” 

That took me a minute to process. For me, Death had a black business suit that looked fabulous with her Jimmy Choo shoes.

“Time to go,” Bob announced.

“We can’t just leave Noah here to die,” I told him, surprised Bob would suggest leaving now. He’d never been one to be cruel. 

“Of course not.” He glared at me. “But obviously we can’t take him with us and we can’t call the cops. I gave him an elixir to dull the pain and I texted Abuelita. She was already heading this way with Angelito to find you since you didn’t check in. They will take care of him and clean the place.” 

Bob made sure Noah was comfortable before he stood. I found my weapons thrown in a pile by the kitchen counter and retrieved them.

“How are they going to clean this place up?” I asked Bob as I looked at the missing wall.

“Due to the black magic, they will need to blow the house up,” Katrina told me. “It’s like having a meth lab. Nobody will ever be able to live here again.” 

I guessed Jake had been right. We were blowing up Texarkana one house at a time. 

“Hurry,” Noah mumbled in his pain induced state. “The ransom was a rouse to get everyone to the Perot. They are going to release more beasts there and spill as much blood as possible,” he got out right before he passed out. 

That was all the motivation we needed. All three of us ran out the door. I prayed Noah would be okay and hoped Abuelita would arrive quickly because we didn’t have time to wait. We had to save the princess.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

As everyone kept reminding me, the clock was ticking. Instead of running to get Ladybug, I jumped in The Camaro with Katrina and Bob. I guessed being undercover was out of the question when you were short on time. Bob was driving as fast as Shorty. He took a left on East Broad Street and gunned it for downtown. For some reason, most parades in downtown used the Beech Street Church’s parking lot for staging. Today that was perfect, since it faced Saint Edward Church. 

“I need to make a call,” I told Bob. “Do we have any more water guns in the trunk?” I asked him as I dialed. 

“We took them out after the zombies,” Bob answered without looking at me. “How many do we need?” 

I loved the fact that he didn’t care why I asked, he was going to make it happen.

“As many as we can get,” I told him. “We are going to need them at the float,” I added for clarification.

“Got it. I’ll have Shorty get them,” Bob told me as he called Shorty on his phone.

“I feel like I should call someone,” Katrina told me from the front passenger seat. 

I smiled at her but wasn’t sure she could see me since I was sitting in the back behind Bob.

“Hi, Father Francis,” I said when he finally answered. “Sorry to call, but I need your help.” I wasn’t sure how to break the news to him.

“Of course you need my help, Isis. You are the only person I know who is always in trouble,” Father Francis told me, more jokingly than upset. “What is it this time?” 

I held my breath, pretty sure he wasn’t ready for this. “Father, in my defense, trouble finds me,” I told him. I was sure he was rolling his eyes since Bob and Katrina were shaking their heads in the front of the car. “We are expecting to have hell beasts and potential demons on the loose in town. Could you meet us at the parade staging area?” 

“What?” Father’s voice cracked when he spoke. “Oh Jesus. I’m on my way.” I heard him say a few more prayers before the call disconnected. 

“Bob, hurry,” I said from the back. Today, I didn’t mind being a back-seat driver. We needed to get to that parade an hour ago.

Bob violated a few traffic laws getting us to the staging area, but he made it look easy. He had to take some detours since some of the roads were already closed off. I was surprised at all the people walking towards the parade. 

When we pulled up, the staging area was packed with people getting their floats ready. The parking lot of the church was actually a full city block that had been turned into a parking lot. We had to park on the street opposite from Saint Edward due to all the floats and pedestrians walking around. I had no clue where Bartholomew was with our float.

“Got it,” Bob said to his phone. “Bartholomew is across the parking lot on the other side facing Saint Edward.” 

I had to give Bob credit. He was efficient.

We took off running through the street because there was no way to go straight through the parking lot. We found Bartholomew standing on top of a sixteen-foot-long float. It was decorated as a stage, with musicians and dancers. Bartholomew was dressed in a black suit with a loose white tie and sunglasses.

“Bart, who are you supposed to be?” I was wondering if I had missed an important memo.

“The Korean sensation. The one and only, PSY,” Bartholomew answered, demonstrating PSY’s famous dance moves from Gangnam Style.

“Look at you, big boy. That’s what I’m talking about it. You got moves,” Katrina told Bart, giving him a high five. 

“Are you planning to do Gangnam Style for the whole parade?” I asked, afraid for Bartholomew’s health.

“Of course not,” Bartholomew replied. “We are going to do New Face, and I Luv It. Trust us, Isis. We got this.”

“You speak Korean?” Katrina asked Bartholomew.

“One of many languages I know,” Bartholomew answered, not being arrogant, just matter of fact. “Ladies, got to go. I need to check with the coordinator on our time.” Bartholomew took off in a hurry.

“Isis, I’m here,” Father Francis came up behind me. I raised my eyebrows, surprised to see him still sporting his priest outfit. I was sure it had a formal name, but it just looked like a man dress to me. However, I had no plans of telling him that.

“Oh, thank God, Father,” I told him, giving him a huge hug. I wasn’t sure if he was going to be so happy when I told him what I needed him to do.

“Isis, I don’t like that look,” Father Francis told me as he looked down on me. After all, he was taller than me by a few inches, and I blamed that on his perfectly combed white hair.  

“I promise I’ll go to confession when this is all done,” I said, but I might need two sessions after all this. “We need you on the float with holy water shooting at demons, okay?” The words rushed out of me. 

“Do I need to get the water?” Father Francis asked. 

I leaned in and gave him another hug. 

“Not at all Father. We will get your ammo for you,” Bob told Father Francis. “Ladies, I recommend you head to the drop-zone. We’ll handle the float,” Bob told Katrina and me.

“Who’s driving?” I asked Bob.

“I am.” Eric ducked underneath Bartholomew’s dancers to get to us.

“Now it’s a party,” Katrina announced. 

I glared at her.

“Here. I had to stop by Reapers on my way here.” Eric handed us our headsets. “It seems Bartholomew got a little too happy about his singing debut and forgot a few key items. Make sure to hit the button on the headset to speak. Hit it a second time to disengage,” he told us as he looked at all the people getting ready to perform.  “I’ll make sure Bartholomew wears his. You better get going.” 

“Follow me,” I told Katrina as I took off running down Fifth Street towards the Perot Theater parking lot on Main Street.

It took us longer than I expected to get to the Perot. The streets were packed with protestors, as well as people there to watch the parade. It was almost equal on both sides. I had never seen this many people at a parade downtown. Unfortunately, the crowds just kept getting bigger. If they let a hell-beast loose on this crowd, it was going to be a massacre. 

“I need one of those,” Katrina told me in the headset. 

I turned to look in the same direction as her. There was a street vendor selling zombie apocalypse t-shirts. I wanted to scream. I was never going to live that down. The worst part was the t-shirts were actually cute. 

“Ladies, we are rolling,” Bartholomew told us over the headsets. “At this rate, we should be at your location at exactly seven-forty-five.” 

I glanced at my watch. We only had fifteen minutes, which was no time at all. 

“Katrina, I’m not finding anything out of the ordinary,” I said as I pointed to the crowd. “Unless I open my third eye, I can’t tell the difference between humans in costume or wild demons.” And I really didn’t want to do that.

“Isis, please don’t do that,” Katrina told me as she came to my side. “Vampires will be showing up soon, if they aren’t here already. I don’t need you going Darth Vader on me and killing everyone.” 

Katrina had a valid point. Luckily, she smiled when she finished speaking because I really didn’t like the Darth Vader comparison very much.

“Let’s split up and see if we can cover more ground,” I told Katrina, and we both went in opposite directions. 

The parking lot to the Perot was very small. It was already packed with cars, street vendors, and people. The only good thing about it was it had a great view of the parade going by and a terrible view of the side of the Perot. The parking lot didn’t even face the front of the building. I had no clue why our thieves had picked this location. We searched everywhere and every once in a while, when the crowd cheered for a float, we stopped. 

The protestors were standing on the Perot side of the streets, waving their signs. I wished they would listen to their own message and head home. 

On our side of the street, we had all the party people. Suddenly the crowd went wild, and that included the protestors. 

“Isis, you are not going to believe this,” Katrina told me over the headset.  

I looked at the approaching float and it was a giant replica of Constantine. My jaw fell open and I had no words. The giant thing opened its mouth and started doing Rap God. 

“Constantine, where are you?” I said to my headset. I was pretty sure that was not a recording. I got nothing back from Constantine, but I did spy our drone flying above us. I might choke that cat the next time I saw him.

The crowd clapped and danced like Eminem was actually on stage. It didn’t help that right behind Constantine’s performance came Bartholomew with his half naked dancers. When had they lost their clothes? To make that float even crazier, Bob stood there in his military fatigues playing the drums and Father Francis pretended to play the base while wearing his priest robe. 

I shook my head. It was a scene right out of Wayne’s World.

“Isis, six o’clock on the staircase. I found our princess,” Katrina said as she tried to make her way across the crowd. 

I looked over and saw a dark figure carrying the princess up the fire escape of the Perot.

Things were not any better on our side of the street. Our new favorite guests were heading our way. The elves were coming on my right, and they were in full glamour. They had the crowd staring and drooling as they walked. Unfortunately, they were also armed for battle. On my left, I had the vampires closing in. I was glad they were far away because Katrina was right. I was ready to turn them to dust. It was going to be a race to see who got to the princess first. I ran across the street in front of Bartholomew’s float. Thank God Eric was driving and saw me coming. A quick glance back showed me Katrina had made it across the street, but she’d been stopped by two full-sized hell beasts. 

“Guys, we have a problem here,” Katrina told us. 

I almost laughed. That was an understatement. 

Katrina had picked up one of my machetes from The Camaro and was going to town. Too bad all she was doing was making the thing angrier. 

“Bob, we could use some help here,” I told him as I worked to get my scythe out. 

“We’re on it,” Bob replied. 

Bob and Father Francis pulled super soakers from behind the drum-set and lit the beasts up. The water hit one beast and the thing screamed and smoke billowed from it, but it didn’t go down. I had high hopes that the sight of a burning hell beast would scare the humans away, but no. They were clapping like it was part of the show. 

“Constantine, we need to get these people out of here,” I told him over the headsets. I knew he had eyes on us.

“Too easy,” Constantine said. “I hope everyone has earplugs with them.” I had no idea what he was talking about, but everyone jumped on the line and said yes. “I did a few modifications to one of your songs, Isis. This should do the trick.” Constantine blared the music from the drone, the tune of Ludacris’s song, Move Bitch, get out the way, but with my beat for keeping people away.

I wasn’t sure if that was the effect we were looking for, but all the humans started running in every direction like all hell had broken loose. Technically, I guessed it had. I jumped on the float to avoid getting run over. Even the dancers took off from the float. I had no idea where they were running to, but they were moving.

“Guess that worked,” I told Constantine. 

As soon as I had a clear space, I ran across the street to help Katrina, ready to attack with my scythe.

“Isis, get up there. We got this,” Katrina ordered.

 I looked up and realized our sweet little princess was giving her captors one hell of a fight. This was definitely not a ransom pick up, but a sacrifice. By the look of the fight, the princess woke up just in time as they were planning to bleed her to death. She was keeping both the guy and the knife he was holding away from her stomach.

I didn’t have enough time to climb the fire ladder before Genevieve fell over it. I had a flashback of when I accidentally pushed Teck down the fire ladder in New York City. My heart stopped, and I didn’t know what to do. Before Genevieve became one with the pavement, she was snatched midair by something I couldn’t recognize. 

“What the hell? What was that?” I screamed to no one.

“Isis, that was some form of hell-man,” Constantine told me. “You better hurry. He is heading towards Union Station.” 

Of course, he was. This night was making all my nightmares come true.

“Constantine, what should I do about these two hell beasts?” I didn’t want to leave my friends behind, especially as two more beasts appeared. 

“Get my sister, Reaper. We got this.” Iason appeared on my right.

“Not if we kill them first,” Arthur told Iason.

I didn’t care who was going to kill what. I took off after the princess. This was the second time in one day someone stole that girl from us, and it would damn sure be the last time.

“Constantine, warn the team at Union Station that they have company coming. I’m on my way,” I told Constantine as I ran down Main Street.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

After months of nonstop running, sprinting down a couple of blocks was no big deal to me. Doing it while holding a scythe was a different story. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t collapse the stupid scythe to pocket size instead of carrying it like a javelin. I blamed my high stress level for my lack of rational thoughts. 

I made it to Union Station to find Shorty and three other guys blocking the entrance for the beast. The beast was in the middle of the street with the princess over his shoulder. I looked around the area and I couldn’t figure out where all the cops were. We were downtown next to the police station, after all. I should be able to hit a cop by accident. Unless it was the fact that Constantine blasted my tune in a half mile radius. 

“Listen you freak. Drop the princess and you won’t get hurt,” Shorty shouted at the hell-man. 

The hell-man carried the princess like a sack of potatoes. She looked so limp and unresponsive, I hoped they hadn’t hurt her beyond repair. 

I wasn’t sure if man was an accurate description for that thing. He had wings, a tail, fangs, and really bad skin that resembled scales. For lack of proper words, I was sticking with hell-man. He turned so fast that he sent me flying with his tail. I had no idea that thing could be so strong. I landed against Shorty’s truck with a bang, and I was pretty sure I dented the poor thing. If this kept up, I was going to be bruised all over and I probably already had brain damage from all the hits to my head. I got up and faced the hell-man, who now stood between Shorty and me. At least I managed to hold on to the scythe when he threw me.

“Did I hurt you, little Reaper?” the thing said to me. “You poor little thing. What? You don’t recognize me now? It has only been a day.” The thing actually cackled, and the sound echoed through the street. It sent shivers down my spine. 

I stared at the thing but couldn’t find any recognizable features. “We met somewhere?” I finally asked.

“Oh, now you are hurting my feelings,” the thing said, mocking me. “You don’t recognize me from Hotel California.” The thing smiled at me and it had the most disgusting teeth I had ever seen.

“Guess fresh air doesn’t agree with your complexion,” I told the thing. If he was one of Ralph’s people at the hotel, ouch. The good looks had completely vanished. Why would anyone agree to work for a demon to look like that? 

“Anyways, you heard my colleague. Drop the princess,” I said, not in the mood for chit-chat. 

 “You are too late, Reaper. More are coming, and this bitch will die tonight. Our master Ralph will return to his rightful place and he will take us with him,” the thing hissed at me.

“Who are you calling bitch, you beast?” The princess told the beast-thing as she came to life and grabbed his wings, twisting them with as much force as she could muster. 

“Ahhh,” screamed our favorite hell-thing. He lost control of the princess and she rolled off his shoulders. 

If Katrina was a super-soldier with killer tricks, Princess Genevieve was a full ninja. She did a quick combat roll, landed on her feet, and proceeded to deliver a round house to the head of hell-thing. I was pretty sure the hell-thing did not see that kick coming. He dropped to one knee and Shorty and his boys rushed down the steps to protect the princess. The hell-thing tried to charge at the princess and the boys, but I was on top of him. Before he could get up, I sliced off his head with the scythe. Ashes flew everywhere.

“That’s what I’m talking about, boss lady.” Shorty came over and gave me a high-five. I returned it with a smile.

“Are you okay, princess?” I asked my new favorite kung Fu warrior.

“Yes. Thank you,” she answered, looking at me a few times over. “Please call me Genevieve.”

“Isis,” I told her, and we shook hands.

“Shorty over here with the triplets,” Shorty told her as he pointed at the three men behind him. I was wondering if they were really triplets. They didn’t look anything alike. 

“Thank you. You are one of Death’s Interns, right? Why is a Reaper helping me?” Genevieve asked looking around the place.

“Because princess, you are in Haven and the boss lady over there is in charge,” Shorty answered for me. “Not to mention the boss lady is all about helping those in need,” he finished. He looked like a proud parent or maybe a cool uncle.

“Really?” Genevieve asked in amazement.

“Long story,” I told her.

“Too bad you won’t have time to tell it,” a tall blond man said to us. He was standing with two other men, all dressed in very expensive suits. They came out of Union Station. 

I recognized these three from our visit to hell. They were also part of Ralph’s entourage. Too bad their beautiful features didn’t last long. In a matter of seconds, they morphed into a similar version of their friend. The sight of them disgusted me.

“Gross,” one of the triplets said.

I nodded and stuck my tongue out, acting like I might puke. 

“The price to pay for using the elevator,” the former blond hottie told us.

“I’ll make a note to raise the fee for future travelers.” That stupid elevator was becoming a pain in my existence.

“Oh no need. There won’t be a next time,” former hottie stated. “Give us the princess and we will kill you quickly.” His words slurred together, his new fangs making it hard for him to talk.

“If death is our only option, we will go swinging,” Shorty told the former blond hottie. “Fire at will, boys.” 

“Guns? Please,” former blond hottie said. “Don’t be absurd.” 

I was inclined to agree with former blond hottie. I was pretty sure bullets were not going to help us now.

I moved in front of Genevieve and took up my best fighting stance. The three former models turned hell-things walked towards us. Shorty and the triplets unloaded their entire clips on them. To my surprise, they actually filled them with holes. Smoke billowed out from the bullet holes and one of the hell-things got hit in the face a couple of times. He screamed mercilessly. I was pretty sure the former models were in more shock than me as they noticed all their injuries. 

I decided not to wait for their recovery and rushed them. Shorty and the triplets followed. I took out the former blond hottie by chopping his head off. His buddy on the left was next as I sliced him in half. It was probably merciful since he was screaming nonstop from his burned hands. The triplets shot the third a few more times and Shorty chopped its limping head off with a machete.

“How?” I asked the boys.

“Big Bob told me bullets were useless against a hell-beast, so we decided to convert,” Shorty told me, and the triplets nodded happily. 

“You converted into what?” What was Shorty talking about?

“Catholic,” Shorty answered, sticking out his chest. 

Last time I checked, converting to Catholicism was at least a six-month process. We were obviously not talking about the same thing.

“Shorty, I have no clue what that means. Explain,” I said as Genevieve joined us.

“We asked Father Francis to perform a baptism,” one of the triplets said.

“I’m baptized, and I still got tossed around.” What kind of holy water did Father Francis use on them?

“Not us, silly,” Shorty said. “We asked him to baptize the ammo and the weapon. I figured if he can do the miracles with water, then lead should be about the same.” Shorty and the triplets beamed with pride. 

I was impressed. They were not helpless people, but resourceful soldiers on a mission. Bob’s training had paid off.

“That was brilliant. You guys are awesome.” I gave Shorty a fist-bump and high-fives to the boys. I needed to tell Constantine that a raise was in order—or at least some medals.

“I recommend you celebrate later. This is not over,” Death said beside me. I actually jumped and so did everyone else.

“Death,” Genevieve said and bowed her head. 

“Genevieve,” Death said and bowed back to her. “I see you met my Intern. Welcome to Haven,” Death told the princess.

“This is truly Haven? I thought they were joking,” Genevieve told Death. “How bad is it?” 

“No need to fear. We got this under control,” Death told her. 

I hoped she was right because five more model turned monsters were walking out of the station.

“We are changing the access code to that elevator and raising the entrance fee,” I told Death.

“That’s a great idea,” Shorty told me.

“Boatman will take care of it tomorrow,” Death told me. “Unfortunately, it’s Halloween and too many rituals are taking place to give easy access to these men,” she finished, looking at the group with pity in her eyes. 

“Wait. People are trying to summon those things?” I asked Death. What the heck had happened to humanity?

“Their followers are paying for passage.” Death pointed as three more arrived.

“I hope you have a plan,” I told Death. We were outnumbered, and I didn’t know how many bullets Shorty and the triplets had left.

“You need to get Genevieve to Reapers. She will be safe there until morning,” Death told me. “The rest of us will cover you.” Death stepped in front of us and cracked her knuckles.

“You know what will happen if you attack us,” the leader of the hell boys told Death.

“Oh, little one. You broke the rules of Haven by having your beast attack my Intern,” Death replied with such a sweet voice. Good to know that beating up the Intern was not allowed. “I’m only enforcing the law. You should have stayed in hell.” Death’s voice was cold and ruthless when she finished. I was afraid of her in that moment. 

“You have condemned this town to die. We will destroy it all to get what we want,” the leader told Death.

“You have one night to try to get it done, but first you have to go thru me,” Death finished with a smile. “Isis, when I give you the signal, go,” she told me as she stared down the hell-things.

“Okay,” I said, looking around frantically. “Shorty, I need your truck,” I told him. It was probably a horrible idea, but if the princess died here, hell itself would open up on us.

“Boss lady, get to Reapers and don’t look back,” Shorty told me as he tossed me his key. 

“Thank you,” I told him and grabbed Genevieve. I really didn’t want to leave them.

“Boss lady, focus,” Shorty told me. “We got this.” Shorty faced a platoon of demons and he was sure they had things under control? God, I wished I had his spirit. 

I gave him a nod.

“When Death gives the word, you climb in and stay low to the floor board. Got it?” I said.

“I can fight,” she replied.

“Yes, and so can I. But you heard Death. That is not our mission,” I told her, and she understood.

“Now kids. This is your last chance. Head home or pay the consequences,” Death announced to the hell boys. None of them moved. “I tried,” Death said as she took a deep breath.

Death raised her hand and blew a fine powder in the direction of the hell boys. Two got covered in the weird mist. They tried to shake it off, but the powder stuck all over them. 

“Good bye,” Death told the two hell boys as she made a fist and crushed the two into ashes. “Isis, now,” Death told me. 

Genevieve and I ran to the truck and climbed in as quickly as possible. Fortunately, Shorty’s truck was an automatic and easy to drive. 

“Shorty, clear a path for them,” Death ordered Shorty. 

Hell boys were coming from every direction. Death made a scythe out of thin air. Unlike mine that was silver, Death’s was bright gold like it was made of pure light. There were too many bad guys, though. I really didn’t have a clue how we were going to get away.

“Arthur, you take the right side, Iason go left,” I heard Bob giving orders from my headset. An army of deadly elves and vampires were charging to Death’s aid.

“What took you so long?” Shorty asked Bob.

“Those stupid hell beasts just kept coming,” Bob replied, pulling a machete out.

I tried to maneuver the truck, but we were stuck between allies and enemies. This was turning ugly. I heard a thump behind us and two hell boys landed on the bed of the truck. 

“Damn,” I yelled. Before I could do anything, I saw Katrina running at us at top speed. 

Katrina jumped on the hood of the truck and somersaulted towards the bed. She had two machetes in her hands. I turned in time to see her delivering one huge beating to the hell boys right before they started smoking. I was trying to drive, but we were moving too slowly. To make my job even better, two hell beasts blocked my way. 

“Isis, hit the gas. We’ll cover you,” Bartholomew said over the headset. 

I turned around to find him and Father Francis waving at me from the bed of the truck. Katrina had dispatched the two hell boys and was leaning on the side of the truck, daring anyone to jump in.

“Baby girl, send them back to hell. We got you,” Katrina told me, tapping the side of the truck.

I made the sign of the cross and prayed to God I didn’t get us all killed. I hit the gas and channeled my inner Shorty. The beast launched at us and the boys hit them with holy water before they reached the truck. The beast jumped to the side, avoiding the water. We didn’t have time to slow down because I had my foot to the gas pedal as far as it would go. 

“Constantine, we are clear. They are all yours,” I heard Bartholomew say over the headset. In true Constantine fashion, he let it rain bombs from his drone and blasted the beast to pieces.

“Isis, Eric has traffic cleared for you. Just followed the sirens,” Constantine told me in my headset. “We will take care of the rest.”

“Thank you, Jesus,” I said out loud as I drove like Shorty down the streets of Texarkana.

“You have some amazing friends,” Genevieve told me as she climbed back to the passenger seat.

“So do you, princess,” I told her, not taking my eyes of the road.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Death was right about sending us to Reapers. Our headquarters had turned into a full military compound. Constantine had rifles on two sides of the building, shooting at anything that moved. We rushed inside after taking out two more hell beasts. Were any of those demonic creatures even left in hell? 

I pulled in the parking lot, not bothering to park Shorty’s truck with the other vehicles. Instead, I left it in the middle of the lot as we all rushed up the stairs. 

“Constantine, what’s the status?” Katrina asked first.

“Those demons are unleashing hell on us,” Constantine said with an evil grin. “Feeling bad for your boss. He is missing the war of the year. Die you fools.” Constantine grimaced as he pressed some buttons in his controllers.

“Let’s avoid that conversation,” Katrina told him. “What do you need from us?” 

“Genevieve, please have a seat,” I told the princess. I wasn’t sure how you handled a pregnant elven princess, but I didn’t want her to pass out on me.

“I’m not fragile, Isis,” Genevieve rolled her eyes, obviously offended.

“True, but you are pregnant,” I replied.

“Let me explain something. Pregnant does not translate to invalid. Now, how can I help?” Genevieve snapped.

Okay, then, I thought. I think I better just keep quiet from now on. 

“Well, now that we settled that, we have a battle to finish,” Constantine announced. “Isis and Katrina, you two are on the roof. Father Francis, I saw your amazing work downtown. We need you to bless a few more things for the girls.” Constantine pressed more buttons, an almost too-wide smile planted on his face. 

“When I took my vows as a priest, I wanted to lead people to God and fight the forces of evil,” Father Francis told Constantine, a little out of breath. “I never expected I would be fighting it in hand to hand combat.” He shook his head.

I grabbed a few bottles of water from the fridge and passed them around. Katrina and I were used to the hard days of being a soldier. Poor Father Francis was a priest, and not even a Chaplain in the military. This kind of life style was totally new to him, but he was holding up really well.

“Let’s get moving children,” Constantine said. “Genevieve, I need you to take the controls for the South side. Those fools keep trying to break in our door. Bartholomew—” 

“Way ahead of you, Constantine,” Bartholomew interrupted as he passed out earmuffs to Katrina, Father Francis, and me. “Here. These will protect your hearing but will also make it easier for us to communicate. The headsets kept cutting off for some weird reason.” He took up his position at the computer station. “Ladies, I’ll take the North side, you two get East and West. Give them hell.” Bartholomew put on his headphones.

“You guys ready?” Katrina asked Father Francis and me, and she looked like a kid on Christmas morning. I had never seen her so excited as she bounced on tip of her toes, ready for action.  

“As ready as we are going to be,” I told her.

“This is a whole new level of exorcism that nobody ever covered in seminary,” Father Francis replied.

The three of us rushed around the corner towards the bedrooms. The emergency ladder to the roof was at the end of the hallway. My hands were shaking in fear of what we would find on the roof. I had to take several long breaths to calm myself before I found myself puking in the hallway.

“Isis, give me ten seconds,” Constantine said through my earmuffs. “Let me clear the roof for you.” I totally forgot Constantine was still manning his drone. “Clear,” Constantine yelled, and we rushed out the door.

I had no idea what those demon things were throwing at us, but the roof was covered in some weird slime. I avoided it like the plague. Katrina took over the machine gun on the East side and I rushed to the one on the West. Father Francis did his prayers on both sides as fast as he could, and we were lucky he did because before we knew it, the enemy had started coming from every direction.

“Father, stay inside,” I told him. “When we need you, I’ll call.” 

After a nod, he ran back to the door. 

“Isis,” Katrina said, looking over her shoulder. “Kill them all...”

“And let God sort them out,” I finished the motto. 

Katrina opened fire on the incoming demons. I was pretty sure God had given up on that group. There was nothing to save here. I took the safety off the machine gun and started firing at the beast that was scaling my side of the building.

I couldn’t believe it, but we fought all night. Many times, we had to reload the drone as well as the machine guns. When the drone was down, the beast took advantage of it and landed on the roof. It wasn’t fair that they were able to fly. In those occasions, I was grateful for my scythe. More than one of those beasts turned to ash due to a swift cut. The fighting continued until sunrise. It was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. As the rays of the sun came up, the beasts evaporated back to hell. I wanted to cry tears of joy for that. 

Katrina and I climbed back into the building, looking like we had been run over by a train. Father Francis was waiting for us at the foot of the stairs. He wasn’t looking much better, but he was smiling brighter than the sun. He gave both of us hugs, then he led us back to the loft.  

“Nice job ladies. Father, if I consider converting, you are the man I’m going to,” Constantine told us. I had no idea how that cat was so fresh and relaxed. 

“Can I pass out now?” Bartholomew asked, and I realized he had dark circles under his eyes and his face was paler than I’d ever seen it. 

“Isis, I’m ready to be an invalid now,” Genevieve told me. She looked exhausted, but still better than the rest of us. 

“I second that,” I told her before I dropped on the couch beside Katrina.

“Please tell me they are gone for a while,” Katrina told Constantine. “Even my eyelashes are tired.” Katrina dropped her head on my shoulder.

Everyone was too tired to move. I don’t remember when I passed out, but I was sure it didn’t take me that long. I woke up in my bed under my covers. I didn’t care who brought me, but I was so happy they did. I had no clue what time it was, but I didn’t want to move to find out.

“Good morning, Isis,” Death told me. 

I guess boycotting to get up is out of the question, I thought. 

With a groan, I turned the lamp on my night table on and tried to adjust my eyes to the light. 

“How do you feel?” Death asked, scooting the chair she sat in closer to the bed.

“Like I was run over by a bus, at least twice,” I told her, trying to stretch my sore muscles.

“You had a rough couple of days, but you did well,” Death told me.

“No, the team did well,” I corrected her. “I could never have pulled that off by myself.” 

“I’m glad you realize that,” Death said. “You are part of a team. Most Interns feel they have to do everything on their own. Don’t let that be you.” She smiled at me and got up. “I do recommend getting up. You have a lot of people waiting for you.” Death adjusted my hair and kissed my forehead. I wondered if moms had the same power over their kids. All my pains had disappeared, and the soreness was gone. 

“Thank you,” I told Death with a sigh of relief. At least I could move again. “What time is it?” I asked her as I enjoyed being pain free.

“Eight in the morning,” Death told me with a smile.

“Really? I have only been asleep for an hour.” That was amazing. I was pretty sure sunrise was around seven.

“Eight in the morning on Friday, dear,” Death told me. “You have been out for at least twenty-three hours.”

“What?” I screamed as I tried to jump out of bed.

“Relax, Isis,” Death told me. “You weren’t the only one. Most of your friends are still in bed. I just needed to give you a message from Jake.” I stopped pacing my room like a maniac. “He says thank you. It appears Ralph’s little coup lost its fire after sunrise. Jake is doing a little house cleaning of his own. He owes you one.”

“Do I want the devil to owe me a favor?” I asked Death.

“Sure. As long as you never use it. Claiming that favor will open a whole Pandora’s Box we are not ready for,” Death told me.

“Good to know.” That was one thing I didn’t need in my life.

“Constantine has set you up a final mediation meeting with the vampires and elves,” Death told me from the door. 

“What am I supposed to tell them?” I really didn’t want to meet with either one of those groups.

“I’m sure you will come up with the best course of action for everyone.” Death winked at me. 

Not the advice I was hoping to hear. We found the princess, but what was I supposed to do now? I couldn’t turn her over to either party. It wasn’t like Genevieve was a sack of oranges with no say in the matter. I really didn’t want to think about it, but I had no choice. I headed for the shower and prayed inspiration would hit me between the shampoo and conditioner cycle.

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

The loft was deserted. After all the commotion we had the other night, the quiet was almost eerie. I walked to the fridge and found a simple note on the door from Bob. Get an Eric shake from the fridge and meet me at Abuelitas for part two of mediation. I grabbed my shake and decided to drink it at home before heading out. The way my days were going, if I left the house, I might never have a chance to finish it. 

The door opened, and I figured it was Constantine since I didn’t see anybody else. I had no clue how that cat got the door opened.

“Why are you still here?” Constantine asked me as soon as he made his way around the kitchen island. He hated talking to humans from the floor, so he jumped on the kitchen island and glared at me.

“Decided it was safer to finish my shake here before tackling the world,” I answered as I sipped my shake. The flavor today was passion fruit and it was pretty yummy.

“That is actually not a bad idea,” Constantine replied. “You still better hurry. Your meeting starts at nine. It would suck for the host to be late.” 

Was Constantine kidding? Why was I the host?

“Why are things never easy?” I looked at my watch. I had ten minutes to get to Abuelitas, so I gulped down the rest of my shake and ran out the door.

It was a blessing the meeting was only at Abuelitas, or else I would have never made it on time. I pulled into the parking lot to find a large tent set up in the back. I guessed Abuelitas was not big enough for everyone’s ego to fit. I parked Ladybug next to Bob’s truck and went around the building to the back. I had no idea why we needed a tent this big, but I didn’t care. As long as we were finishing this here and not in Kansas, I wouldn’t complain.

“Well it’s about time you joined us.” I was greeted by the lawyer representing the vampire’s emperor. Lovely, just what I needed, the lawyer-puppet show. 

“What can I say, gentlemen? I like making an entrance,” I announced to all the lawyers staring at me.

The inside of the tent was dark, and it appeared it was sun-proof. The only things giving off any form of illumination were tiki torches and white Christmas lights. This was a huge fire hazard, but as I walked to the center of the room, I understood the need. We had another large stage in the middle of the room, and Arthur stood on the right side. He was a brave vampire. That boy risked turning into a pork rind for the sake of love. 

On the elven side stood Iason with his dad’s lawyer. I guess I should be grateful the heads of each house stayed home instead of creating another war in my city. I crossed the room and climbed the stage, wondering how my godmother had handled the pressure last time.

I looked around the tent and saw Katrina and Bob standing across from me. Genevieve stood between them, looking as regal as any queen. I smiled and waved, not really didn’t know what proper regulatory proceedings were, and I didn’t care. I just wanted to put this silly war to rest.

“Can we start now?” The vampire emperor spoke through his lawyer. It was creepy to hear his voice come out of this poor human.

“Yes, we don’t have all day,” the elven King added. I didn’t know when he had connected with his lawyer, but it was definitely his voice coming out of the lawyer’s mouth.

“This is a great start. At least you both agreed on something,” I told them. “Going to be a fabulous meeting.” I clapped my hands together like a cheerleader. 

Katrina covered her mouth with her hand, and I knew she was hiding her smile. She shouldn’t have tried. Arthur and Iason had no problem showing off their smirks.

I grinned. At least I knew who my fans were.

“Reaper, get on with things,” the emperor told me.

“Fine, fine,” I told them. “Don’t die on me.” I flashed him another smile. 

He rolled his eyes at me. The nerve. 

“Like we promised, here is Princess Genevieve,” I told the group of men and pointed at the princess.

“She is coming home with me,” the elven King yelled.

“No, she is Arthur’s betrothed,” the emperor jumped in. “Obviously, after last night, you can’t protect her.” 

That got both parties yelling at the top of their lungs. Each side called the other one names I was afraid to repeat. They were vicious, throwing insults that I considered completely inappropriate. I put my fingers to my mouth and whistled at the top of my lungs. That got them quiet. 

“Well, that was exciting,” I told them again with another smile. If I kept that up, I could apply for Vanna White’s job. “I’m sorry to inform both of you, but I really don’t care what you think should happen here,” I told them, and they glared at me with hate in their eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You both can get as mad as you like. Genevieve almost died because of your pride and failure to communicate. She is not a thing you get to decide what to do with. Genevieve has a choice here.” 

Both lawyers and their representative rulers stared at me in shock. 

“Genevieve, please come up here,” I asked Genevieve and she joined me on the stage. “This is your life we are deciding. What would you like to do?” I wanted Genevieve to pick her own future. 

“Father, I love you,” Genevieve started, her voice shaking with emotion. This was not a good sign. “David, you have always been nothing but gentle to me. I love you too.” Wait, the emperor’s name was David, who knew? Genevieve took a deep breath. “But I can’t go with either one of you.” 

My mouth dropped open. “Wait. What?” I slapped my hand over my mouth. I hadn’t meant to say that. 

Genevieve turned around to face me. “Isis, if you let us, we would like to stay here in Haven.” 

The whole room was looking at me now.

“Here. Why?” 

“Now that the world knows I’m pregnant, there is no safe place for me and my child,” Genevieve answered, rubbing her stomach. “Anywhere we go, war and destruction will follow. After last night, nobody will ever dare to attack Haven again. Not with Death herself leading the troops.” 

“Fair enough. But you don’t need my permission. Haven is open to everyone,” I told her.

“Yes, but Arthur and I have another request to ask.” Genevieve looked me straight in the eyes. “Would you be our child’s godmother?” Genevieve waited, hope lighting her eyes. 

“Of all the people in the world, you want me?” I blurted. “I know nothing about kids and I’m a walking disaster everywhere I go,” I told her.

“The Reaper has a point there,” Emperor David told her.

“Genevieve, the Reaper is also mortal. Are you sure about this?” the elven king asked his daughter. 

He was right. The facts didn’t lie.

“You were raised by your godmother, right?” Genevieve asked me, and I just nodded in answer. “Kids don’t need perfect parents. They need people who will love them unconditionally. You would die for your friends, Isis. I want someone that if something happens to Arthur and me, they would love and protect our child that same way. I can’t think of anyone as unselfish and loving as you.” Genevieve took my hands in hers, and I couldn’t hold back the tears. I was such a wimp when it came to this kind of stuff. 

 “Yes, I promise to love and protect your child as my own. Like my godmother did with me,” I told Genevieve, my voice cracking and raw. 

It didn’t matter how angry I was at my godmother. I knew she would kill or die to keep me safe. I wanted to be that person to someone else, and now I could.

Genevieve hugged me. We were both sobbing when we parted.

“Emperor, I ask your permission to relocate with my family.” Arthur fell to his knees, begging Emperor David.

“Get up, Arthur. I wouldn’t expect anything else,” Emperor David told him. “I’m going to be a grandpa, the old-fashioned way. Who would have believed that?”

“Does this mean we need to ask permission anytime I want to see my grandchild?” the elven king asked me.

I rolled my eyes. “I guess we are all family now. You can come and go as you please,” I told both sides. “Just make sure to obey all Haven rules so Constantine doesn’t turn you all to ashes.” I might as well be honest with them. Constantine would shoot first, ask questions later. I didn’t need any special guests dead in Haven.

“Thank you, Isis.” I got another hug from Genevieve. “By the way, thank you for saving Noah. He is a good kid and will be staying in Haven as well,” Genevieve whispered to me. 

I was glad she mentioned him because I needed to add Noah to my list of people to check on. That boy was going to need therapy.

Arthur stepped over and stood beside Genevieve and me, and an awkward moment passed while we tried to figure out how to act with each other. I didn’t want to hug him because his vampire nature still made me uncomfortable. In the end, we settled for a fist-bump.

“I guess that means we will be seeing a lot more of each other,” Iason whispered in my ear and I almost fell off the stage.

“Why?” I asked him, not understanding the meaning of his statement.

“Don’t look so offended. My feelings are hurt,” Iason told me, putting his hand over his heart with mock sadness.

“Whatever. Just answer the question,” I told him, not falling for his theatrics.

“I’m not only going to be an uncle, I’m also the godfather,” Iason told me.

“If you are the godfather, why do they need me?” I was sure Iason was perfectly capable of protecting this child against the world.

“It is our custom that the women raise the kids. Hence the godmothers have the most important jobs,” Genevieve told me as she embraced Arthur.

“That sounds a little sexiest, but who am I to judge?” I told Genevieve and she laughed. “Guess we will be seeing a lot more of each other. If you try that glamour thing, though, I will impale you with my scythe.” Magical creatures were a pain in my neck and I was done with games.

“I’m charming without it. You won’t be able to resist me,” Iason told me with a wink. 

I decided to walk away before I poked Iason in the eyes for being cocky. I didn’t care if he was flaming hot. Humble men were a lot sexier.

I made my way around the crowd and let them all discuss details of visitations and who knew what else. Katrina and Bob were deep in conversation with somebody I couldn’t see from my angle.

“Can we go home now?” I asked them as I approached.

“Honey, you did great,” my godmother told me from behind Bob and Katrina. I rushed towards her, wrapping her up in the biggest hug I could manage. 

“I love you so much. But if you ever lie to me again, I’ll punch you,” I told her, crying again. My godmother never married or dated in order to raise me. She had sacrificed so much, so who was I to judge her?

“I love you too, dear. I’m so proud of you.” Godmother wiped my tears away. “We have a lot to discuss, okay?” 

“Okay. When did you get to town?” I asked her after the shock of having her here wore off.

“Constantine called. He said it was his version of a peace offering,” Godmother told me, shaking her head. “He was letting me audit your work. I’m glad he did.” Godmother hugged me again after she finished.

“Nice job, girly,” Katrina told me and gave me hug as well.

“You are too giddy. What’s going on?” I asked Katrina, a little wary.

“War forgave me, and I have my full rank back with all my privileges,” Katrina told me, doing a happy dance. “That was after Bob punched him,” Katrina added the last part as an afterthought.

“You punched War!” I yelled at Bob. Thank God all the supernatural creatures were busy in their own discussions.

“Long story” Bob told me, trying to blow me off.

“Right. I want full details later,” I told him with a glare.

“What’s the plan now?” my godmother asked, changing the subject.

“Guess I’m going house hunting,” I told them. “Reapers is not big enough for an elf, a vampire, and a baby.”

“Thank God,” Bob told me. “Let me makes some calls. We need to fix this fast.” At least Bob and I were on the same page.

It seemed I was going to be spending the rest of the day shopping for houses with the new members of my family. Our little motley crew just kept expanding.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

It was seven o’clock by the time I walked into the loft of Reapers. My feet were killing me, and I never wanted to see another for-sale sign in front of a house as long as I lived. Katrina was the only one in the loft.

“There you are. What took you so long?” Katrina asked me from the leather couch. 

“It was awful,” I told her. “Give me a squadron of demons any time,” I finished as I dropped into one of the kitchen chairs, propping my feet up in a chair to my right. 

“It couldn’t have been that bad,” she told me as she made her way towards me.

“It was worse,” I said as I watched her take a seat next to me. “How can two people be so different and so in love?” 

“You know what they say. Love is blind,” Katrina told me with a smile.

“Blind, deaf, and a bit senile,” I told Katrina and she started laughing. “Arthur wants a mansion in the middle of the city. Genevieve wants a hacienda in the country. They want land but security—blah, blah, blah. I hate house haunting. If we ever move, Bartholomew and Constantine are in charge of relocation.” 

“Did they decide on something?” Katrina asked, enjoying the situation at my expense.

“After hours of wandering, they finally decided they should build,” I told her, frowning. “They are getting land on a vacant section of Mitchell Ryan in Wake Village. Actually, they bought the entire block to build their dream home.” 

“That’s a good thing, right?” Katrina asked as innocent as possible.

“Yes. It is within Haven limits and close enough to us that we can be there in less than ten minutes.” I was thanking God for small miracles. “In the meantime, Genevieve is staying at the Hilton with her family. That was another thirty-minute discussion. They made my head hurt.” I dropped my head on the table.

“Do I want to know what the discussion was about?” Katrina asked.

“Not at all,” I told her. “By the way, where is everyone?” Reapers was never this quiet for long periods of time.

“At Abuelitas,” Katrina answered happily. “Abuelita convinced Constantine to let her use the tent and chairs overnight, and she is doing a luau.” Katrina was almost bouncing off her chair with excitement.

“Does Abuelita know she owns a Mexican restaurant and not a Hawaiian one?” I asked her, confused.

“Are you planning to tell Abuelita she can’t do a luau?” 

Katrina was right. Nobody in their right mind would tell Abuelita what to do.

“Good point.” 

“So, let’s go. The boys are waiting for us for dinner.” Katrina stood up and waited for me.

“Katrina, I’m not in the mood to go out,” I told her. “Just go without me.” It took me a while to realize today was November second, and that happened to be my birthday. Nobody had said anything, and I was grateful for it. I still felt guilty for celebrating when my parents were dead. I just wanted to hide in my room.

“Isis, this is my last night in town. You are going to dinner with me if it means I have to drag you.” Katrina crossed her arms and mean-mugged me. 

“Do I have to?” I really didn’t want to go out, but I was sure Katrina would have carried me if I refused. 

“Yes, you do. Go comb your hair so we can go,” Katrina told me. 

I dragged myself out of my chair. No sense in arguing with a super soldier. I just worried how bad my hair looked.

My hair, my face, and the rest of my body were a hot mess. I jumped in the shower for one of the fastest showers I’ve taken since leaving the military. In less than fifteen minutes, we were out the door and heading to Abuelitas. Katrina was in a fabulous mood, and I figured it was because she no longer was in trouble with War. Bob still hadn’t explained why he hit War, but I hoped it was hard. War had it coming for messing with people’s minds the way he did. 

I pulled up to Abuelitas and struggled to find a parking space.

“Who would have thought a luau at a Mexican place would be this popular?” I told Katrina.

“Maybe they heard she was making Kalua pig,” Katrina told me.

“What is that?” I asked her.

I made my own parking space in the grass. “It’s a smoked pork and from what I hear, it is to die for,” Katrina told me as we climbed out of Ladybug. 

“I have a horrible feeling that dish won’t be appealing to either one of us,” I told Katrina with a smile. 

“Who cares?” Katrina told me and grabbed me by the arm. “I’m sure we can find a blue Hawaiian cocktail to make up for the pork.” 

Katrina was almost dragging me to the tent. The tent’s door was closed. I wondered why Abuelita wouldn’t put the flaps up so people could walk in, unless she was afraid of bugs. Granted, it was November and the nights were a lot cooler. 

Katrina opened the tent’s door and we walked in. The place was pitch black.

“Are you sure we are in the right place?” I asked Katrina.

“SURPRISE!” voices yelled from everywhere.  

I tried to bolt, but Katrina held me by the waist. I never realized how much stronger she was compared to me. 

“Don’t even think about it,” Katrina told me, and I stopped struggling and faced the crowd.

“HAPPY BIRTHDAY ISIS!” the crowd screamed as tiki torches and the little white tea lights came on. The place looked beautiful. It looked like a Christmas wonderland, definitely not a Hawaiian luau. Abuelita even had ice sculptures spread around the room. Curious enough, some were in the shape of cats. That was probably Constantine’s doing. 

I waved to the crowd, trying to find an escape exit. One by one, all my friends came up to wish me a happy birthday.

“You honestly didn’t think we forgot about you,” Eugene told me when it was his turn.

“I wish you had,” I told him. He hugged me again and moved down the line to get food.

“I’m so happy and proud of you sweetie,” my godmother told me when she came up.

After a good fifteen minutes, I was sure I had said thank you and hi to half of the world. My cheeks were starting to hurt from faking the smiles. I knew everyone meant well, but I felt horrible and undeserving.

“Happy birthday, Isis,” Death told me. “Please come with me, I have a surprise for you.” I followed Death across the room and out of the tent. I knew better than to disobey her.

We walked into a beautiful pergola that I had never seen before. It had purple wisteria covering it and beautiful white lights creating a soft glow. In the middle, a couple stood holding hands. They turned towards us and my heart stopped. It was my parents. I stopped and stared at Death. Had I died during the battle and nobody told me?

“Relax dear. It’s the Day of the Dead, remember?” Death told me, and I nodded, afraid to look at my parents in case it was a trick. Death pointed at my parents before talking. “You made a Haven, Isis. During this night, the dead are allowed to come to Haven to visit with their families. On this night, those who believe will actually see their loves ones. Every year, you will have hundreds—if not thousands—of people making the journey here. In the meantime, go and make peace with your past.” Death gave me a little shove in the direction of my parents.

At first, I barely moved. But when my parents started walking towards me, I ran. I wrapped my arms around them and cried. I was doing lots of crying today, but I didn’t care.

“Oh Isis, you are so big honey,” my dad told me, drying my tears with his hands.

“You are so beautiful,” my mother told me, holding my face and kissing my forehead.

“I’m so sorry,” I told them. “It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t been playing in the car, the accident would not have happened.”

“Shhh,” my mother cut me off by covering my mouth with her finger. “Never again will you blame yourself for what happened. It was not your fault. Do you hear me?” 

I heard her, but I didn’t believe her.

“Baby, it was our fault for not preparing you better for the things coming your way,” my father told me. “But you were so young. You are doing so well.” He kissed my forehead.

“Honey, we love you and we are so proud of you. Please remember that,” my mother told me. “We want you to be happy. Not to spend each birthday mourning for us. We are in a good place, honey. Promise me you will move on.” She paused, and I said nothing because I didn’t want to promise her that. “Please Isis, we need to know that you will be happy.” Tears rolled down my mother’s face.

“I will,” I finally told her softly. It was breaking my heart to see her cry.

“That’s my girl,” my father told me. “We have to go sweetie. Our time is over, but we will see you next year.” My dad held me tight, and for the first time in forever, the pain in my soul lessened.

“Next year?” I asked them.

“Next year,” my mother told me. 

“Happy birthday our precious Isis,” my parents told me as they disappeared back to their afterlife. 

“Are you ready?” Death asked me as she slowly made her way towards me.

“Thank you,” I told Death. “That was the best present I have ever received.” 

“They missed you as much as you missed them,” Death told me. “Everyone wins tonight. Now let’s go back before Constantine sends out a search party for you,” she told me as she wiped my tears with her handkerchief. 

Death and I walked back inside the tent and the party was getting started. The negotiation stage had been moved to one side, and a dance floor was put in the middle. A DJ booth rested on top of the stage and Bartholomew and Constantine were managing the music. That was a sight to remember.

“Scratch-Master-Flex on the mic and DJ Mighty-Flow on the turn tables will be hosting the night,” Constantine told the crowd, and of course they went wild.

“What’s in the punch?” I asked Death. This crowd was too lively for this early in the night.

“You don’t want to know. Eugene and Angelito were in charge of drinks,” Death told me, eyeing the punch table on the far right.

“Good to know. I’m sticking with water,” I told Death with a smile.

“Here you are,” Katrina said as she rushed at me.

“Sorry Death. We are stealing her,” Eugene added right behind her. 

I got dragged to the dance floor by them, each one holding one of my hands. I looked over at Death and she waved at me. 

“Birthday Girl is in the house,” Constantine announced, and cheers exploded. I needed to have a talk with Eugene and Angelito on responsible cocktail making.

“DJ Mighty-Flow, let’s party,” Constantine shouted, and Bartholomew started playing Bruno Mars Uptown Funk.

Katrina and Eugene got the party started. They pulled people from their chairs and dragged them to the dance floor. Even Bob and Shorty were jamming in the back. I couldn’t believe all these people were here to see me. For the first time in years, I wanted to dance on my birthday. As an Intern, I never knew what my future would look like. That hadn’t changed, but one thing had. I had a family, and today, I was going to enjoy them.
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