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      “I hate doing these at night,” I mumbled as I looped my messenger bag—full of ghost-hunting supplies and demon-killing daggers—over my head, letting it settle on my right hip.

      My friend Rhys chuckled. “A ghost hunter who’s afraid of hunting ghosts at night. I’d say that should be your new catchphrase, but it’s not much of a selling point.”

      The dark look I shot her only made her laugh more.

      “That glare might work on Hudson, but I learned long ago your bark is worse than your bite.” She grabbed her own bag, then shut the trunk lid. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Light poured from every window in the two-story house, but it did nothing to ease my mind. I wouldn’t be here right now if the homeowner hadn’t been so frantic, insisting this was an emergency. From what she’d gotten across through her hysterical crying, objects and furniture were being moved and violently thrown around, which sounded a lot like a poltergeist. Oh, yay.

      I couldn’t help wishing Jack were here. But Jack, an Episcopal priest who had helped me evict one poltergeist and who knew more about demons than I did, was in Charlotte, considering his appointment to a new church. Not that he’d told me face-to-face or even over a phone call. Over the past two weeks, he’d limited our contact to texts only.

      I hurried up to the door, eager to get this over with.

      A young woman answered, her eyes wide with fear. I almost asked her why she was still in the house if she was so terrified, but sometimes people did inexplicable things. While there was a chance she was lying, and this was some elaborate ruse to catch me making a fool of myself, the frenzied look in her eyes suggested otherwise.

      “Beth?” I asked, half hoping she’d tell me no.

      She nodded. “Are you Piper?”

      “That’s me,” I said with a forced smile, then pointed over my shoulder. “This is Rhys. She’s here to help.”

      “Thank God. That thing is upstairs.”

      Better there than in the kitchen, with all the knives and glass. “You said it’s been throwing things around?”

      She lifted her shaking hand to her mouth and nodded.

      I raised my gaze to the second-floor windows. As if sensing my attention, whatever was up there made a loud banging noise. “Why don’t you come outside, and we’ll talk out here?”

      She started to cry. “I can’t.”

      I gave Rhys a we’re going to have to baby this one look, then turned back to Beth. “It’s okay. You can hang out in my car if you like. Or you can go somewhere else, and I’ll let you know when we’re done.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t understand. I can’t walk through the doorway. Something is holding me back.”

      Oh. Shit.

      I was supremely unqualified for this job. Sure, I’d been a ghost whisperer for the past six and a half months, but up until two and a half weeks ago, I’d been faking it. I wasn’t proud of it, but at least I’d helped many of my clients move on from the loss of a loved one. I hadn’t charged people, but I hadn’t been opposed to accepting tips—which sometimes involved cash, sometimes a case of homemade strawberry jam. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. Then, two weeks ago, Kieran Abel had blown into my life.

      My abilities had begun to manifest before Abel showed up—I’d started hearing whispers from ghosts, something I’d written off as a brain glitch—but the necklace he’d given me had opened the floodgates. Within days, I could not only see ghosts, but could also see and feel nearby demons.

      Not a skill I was excited to possess.

      But my new ability and my recently discovered demon-killing daggers had not come with the special knowledge of what I was dealing with or how to get rid of demons. Jack had become my go-to resource for that. And now he was two hours away.

      I had no idea how to get Beth out. I had no idea how to get rid of the thing going bump in the night upstairs. But I was still her best hope, and that meant I couldn’t just walk away.

      “Okay,” I said, surprised at how calm I sounded. “I’m going to have a little chat with Rhys. Then we’ll tell you what we’re going to do.”

      “Okay,” Beth said with a hopeful look in her eyes.

      I grabbed Rhys’s arm and dragged her to the middle of the front yard. “I don’t know what I’m dealing with here. I need help.”

      You need Abel.

      Despite myself, I was drawn to the irritating and dangerous Kieran Abel. One scorching kiss and suddenly I was obsessed with the guy, although, to be fair, supernaturally feeling his presence every second of the day for nearly the past two weeks hadn’t helped. Who would have guessed exchanging a blood oath would bind our souls? But it wasn’t the oath that had linked us. It was our exchange of blood—he’d licked the blood from my palm after the oath, then fed me his blood to save me from bleeding to death. He’d done it only so that I could fulfill my side of the oath I’d blindly agreed to. He’d saved me so that I could kill him.

      Kieran Abel was one complicated man.

      But more to the point in this situation: Abel wasn’t here either. He was, in fact, on the other side of the world, though he hadn’t bothered to let me know first. The day after Abel had saved my life, he’d texted me to tell me only that he was turning my training over to two of his guys, then left me to figure out he was gone through our bond. Rhys couldn’t do much more than offer moral support, which meant I was essentially on my own.

      Surprisingly, Rhys didn’t look all that worried. “So what are you going to do?”

      “I think I need to prioritize things. Most important is to get Beth out, but I have no idea how to do that. I suspect the only way to free her is to get rid of whatever’s upstairs.”

      “What do you think is upstairs?”

      That was the question of the hour. “My gut says a mischievous ghost, but I can’t rule out a demon.”

      Rhys’s eyes grew wide. “Demon? Wouldn’t we have heard if more demons had made their way down Beaucatcher Mountain? Surely we’d have encountered some during our ghost appointments.”

      I shrugged, trying to look more nonchalant than I felt. “The demons might have purposely kept quiet to hide.”

      Suddenly, Rhys didn’t look as excited as she had when we’d first gotten here. “Maybe you should see if Jack can come help.”

      “And leave Beth inside? Even if he agreed to come, he’s two hours away. I can’t wait that long.”

      “But what if you get stuck in there too?”

      Rhys had a great point. “Then I guess I’ll have to make sure I deal with whatever’s up there.”

      She looked unconvinced.

      I offered a compromise. “Call Jack. I know it’s late, but he might be able to figure out what I’m dealing with and give me guidance over the phone.”

      She nodded. “Okay. Do you want to wait to hear what he says?”

      I spun around and studied the homeowner, who was silently crying in the doorway. “No. I don’t know enough about the situation to describe it to him yet. But maybe get him on the phone and I’ll relay what I find through you.”

      “Okay.”

      I took a deep breath, then walked up to the front door. My left hand began to tingle and sting, not a good sign. I splayed my fingers wide and examined my palm, which was now decorated with supernatural tattoos—a circle contained in a square, surrounded by a few other symbols—that had emerged with my new powers. I was grateful for what I didn’t see.…yet. When a crescent moon appeared, it would mean I’d have to make good on my oath to kill Abel.

      “How are you doin’, Beth?” I asked as I stood in front of the threshold.

      “I’m scared.”

      I gave her a reassuring look, the kind my gynecologist gives me right before she does my Pap smear. “That’s understandable, but I’m gonna get you out of there. Before I come in, I need you to help me with a few things. Can you try to walk out?”

      She shook her head. “Something shocked me when I tried to go out. Twice.”

      Whatever was in there clearly wanted to keep Beth in. It also might want to keep me out. But what was it? The stinging of my hand suggested a demon.

      I’d killed two demons on Beaucatcher Mountain, but I’d almost died doing it. At least I had a new advantage this time, or more like two advantages—Davis and Rupert, the guys Abel had hired to kick my ass for three hours twice a day, every day. I knew how to handle my daggers now, and I could do some wicked mixed martial arts moves. Okay, maybe not wicked. Not yet. But hopefully it would be enough.

      First, I had to get inside.

      “When did you notice you couldn’t walk out of your house?” I asked.

      “Right after I called you. About forty minutes ago.”

      “Has whatever’s up there tried to talk to you?” Most people could only hear ghosts when our plane of existence overlapped with theirs, something that had been happening more and more frequently. The spiritual world had gained a firm foothold in ours just over two months ago, after the curse keepers—two fools I’d never met—unlocked the main gate to hell in Manteo, North Carolina. It started a chain reaction, opening other, smaller gates, like the one on Beaucatcher Mountain. The first sign something was badly wrong had been the sudden reappearance of the Lost Colony of Roanoke, something I still didn’t totally understand.

      “No, but sometimes I hear crying. Like scared crying.”

      That didn’t sound like a demon. That was good. “You might be dealing with a petulant teenager who just realized he or she is dead.”

      She gasped. “Oh dear.”

      “That’s actually good news. I can deal with that.” Except I’d never heard of a ghost creating an electric force field. I’d only felt a strong electrical current when I was close to powerful ghosts, like Helen of Helen’s Bridge fame. I’d never heard of a demon doing it either, but then there was my whole lack of experience issue. Basically, I didn’t know crap. Of course, it wouldn’t reassure Beth to hear that.

      I reached out a hand and slowly pushed it through the doorway, not feeling a thing. “Give me your hand.”

      Beth did as I asked, her fingers trembling as they reached out to me. I slowly started to pull her hand through the opening, but as soon as her fingertips were over the threshold, she screeched and jerked back. “That hurt!”

      I glanced back at Rhys. “Any luck with Jack?”

      She shook her head with a frown. “I left him a voicemail and texted. I’ll let you know when I know something.” She paused. “Maybe you should call Abel for advice.”

      I hated the way my heart skipped a beat at the thought, but I wouldn’t give in. I hadn’t reached out to him since he’d left, and I didn’t intend to now. Still, I found myself tapping into our connection. When he’d been here in Asheville, I’d been aware of his moods and when he was awake and asleep. The connection was much fainter now that there were so many miles between us. Maybe he’d left to get away from me.

      “I’m not calling the bastard.” Even if I broke down and called, his advice wouldn’t be helpful. He’d just tell me to leave whatever was upstairs alone and go home.

      I smiled at my alarmed client. “He’s not very helpful. We’re fine.” To prove my point, I walked through the opening into her living room.

      “Can you come out?” Rhys asked in a worried voice from the middle of the yard.

      I reached a hand toward the opening and felt an electric jolt. “Um…” No turning back now. “Beth, you wait down here and don’t come up. Hopefully I’ll get this settled soon.”

      She nodded and hovered close to the front door, obviously eager to leave the second she could.

      A quick glance around her house led me to believe it had been built a century ago and remodeled within the past few decades. The kitchen screamed eighties, and the living room and dining room were sparsely furnished, but cute.

      I headed up the stairs, taking inventory of the few framed photos on the wall. It was nice to keep track of the items that might later be flung at me. When I reached the top, I stood at the end of a short hallway and waited. Sometimes the ghosts greeted me on their own. Sometimes they had to be coaxed.

      “Hello,” I said in a warm, cheery voice. “I’m Piper and I’d love to meet you.”

      Silence.

      I pushed open the first door on the right and discovered a small guest bedroom—double bed, dresser, nightstand, and lamp. Bare-bones decorating. The door on the left revealed a craft room. I thought I felt a presence inside, but a noise at the end of the hall caught my attention. When I turned to face it, I saw a creature that looked like a three-foot-tall dog. An ugly one. Horns poked out of the top of its head and down its back, and its skin was a mottled gray.

      Definitely a demon. Dammit.

      “Rhys,” I shouted as I slowly slipped my hand into my bag. “I’m facing a giant gray dog.” Scaring Beth with the knowledge that a demon was camped outside of her bedroom door didn’t seem like a good idea. Especially since she was trapped inside her house with it.

      “I don’t have a dog,” Beth shouted from downstairs, sounding confused.

      “I’ve been waiting for you, demon slayer,” the creature said in a low growl.

      I pulled out both daggers. The handle of one was adorned with an intricate design of flowering ivy and a monster. I’d nicknamed it Ivy and chosen it for my right hand. The second blade was less intricate, but the etching had sharper ridges. It depicted an angel on horseback carrying an upright sword. It reminded me of the stained-glass art I’d seen in Jack’s old church, specifically of the panels portraying St. Michael vanquishing evil. I’d nicknamed it St. Michael.

      “Rhys, if you get a hold of Jack, be sure he knows the dog said it’s been waiting for me.”

      “Can ghost dogs talk?” Beth asked.

      I ignored her and turned my attention to the demon. “It’s late. I’ve had a long day, and I have to get up early tomorrow morning. What do you want?”

      It opened its mouth, displaying a double row of teeth. “To play with you.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that.

      “We’ll play soon enough,” I said, shifting my weight to the balls of my feet. “Why are you so far down from the mountain?” The newly emerged demons had been stuck up on the mountain while they regained their strength, and last I’d checked there wasn’t much wildlife up there to feed on.

      “Looking for you, but he wouldn’t cooperate, so I decided to call for you myself.”

      Could it be talking about Beth? Demons had no gender and they’d been locked up for the past four hundred years. Maybe being around genderless beings for so long had confused the demon. “Why keep the homeowner inside?”

      It grinned. “It made you come up to see me, didn’t it?”

      The demon had me there. “What’s your game called?”

      Its grin spread. “Kill the human.” Then it ran into the bedroom, after which I heard the sound of shattering glass.

      Oh my God. It had jumped out of the second-floor bedroom window overlooking the front yard.

      Panicked, I ran after it. “Rhys!” I screamed as I leaned through the jagged opening. “It’s coming for you!”

      The demon was already prowling around my friend.

      I ran down the stairs, terrified, but when I tried to rush through the still-open front door, I ran into the electric barrier and released a small shriek of pain.

      The demon laughed.

      “Oh my God!” Beth said, startled. “You’ve got knives!”

      The demon was circling Rhys, but it was a good four feet away from her. It shot me a grin and licked its upper lip, clearly toying with me. What made it even worse was that Rhys couldn’t see it at all. It was only visible to me.

      “The demon is circling you!” I called through the door. “I’m trying to get out.”

      “Then let’s hope the salt works,” Rhys said in a tight voice.

      Salt? Squinting, I saw the ring of salt spread around her in the grass. Smart girl.

      Behind me, Beth was carrying on something fierce, but I didn’t have any time to comfort her. I considered ignoring the pain and bursting through the opening, but I’d hit resistance along with the shock. How the hell was I going to save Rhys?

      Then an idea hit me, and I felt like a fool for not thinking of it sooner.

      I held up my spelled dagger and slashed through the doorway. Sparks flew, and the resistance disappeared.

      The demon abruptly stopped pacing and turned to me with wide eyes. It must have felt me break the binding.

      I ran toward the demon, my blades ready to inflict damage, and it leapt toward my face with its claws extended.

      Twisting to the side, I dropped into a crouch, then reached up to slash as it jumped over my head.

      The demon screamed in pain as it landed on the ground. It spun around to face me, its eyes glowing red, and released a low growl that turned into a moan. “You got through the barrier, demon slayer. The Great One said it would hold you in while I killed your friend and the woman.”

      “The Great One?”

      The demon responded by lunging for me, leaving a trail of thick, black blood. I knew I hadn’t inflicted a mortal wound, but I’d damaged it enough to slow it down.

      I leapt out of the way, then twisted around and plunged one of the blades into the demon’s back.

      It screamed and arched back, pushing the blade deeper, deep enough to reach the glowing orb I could now see in its chest. The demon’s last scream faded as it disappeared into a pile of ash, leaving behind the small glowing orb.

      “Rhys,” I said in a rush. “I killed it, but come over here and touch me so you can see this.” I pointed toward the floating orb with my blade. I wanted her to see it. This was why I had to destroy every demon that came down Beaucatcher Mountain.

      She rushed over and grabbed my wrist.

      Recently, I’d learned that I was a conduit between the human and spiritual planes. My clients could see their deceased loved ones by touching me. I could only presume it would also work with demons.

      Rhys’s gasp suggested I was right. “What is that?”

      “The souls of all the living things this demon consumed since crawling out of the gate to hell. Keep holding my wrist.” I leaned forward and pierced the orb with my blade. It burst open, and scores of tiny lights erupted from it, floating off into the night like fireflies.

      “They’re so beautiful,” Rhys whispered.

      “We saved them,” I said. “They were destined for hell, but now they can move on.”

      “If they can move on, then why isn’t there a white light to greet them like with the other ghosts you’ve helped?”

      I turned to face her, my mouth gaping. Why had I never considered that? “I don’t know.”

      She frowned. “Another question for Jack.”

      I had plenty of questions for Jack. “We need to tell him there’s no longer an emergency.”

      Rhys lifted her phone and started to tap out a text. “I’ll take care of it. I know you two aren’t really talking these days, although I’m still not sure what happened.”

      “Neither am I.” But that was only a partial truth. Jack knew Abel had saved my life on Beaucatcher Mountain, something no normal human could have done after the injuries I’d sustained. He also knew I had a strong connection with Abel, something I couldn’t sever. I’d tried to tell Jack I still needed him, but he’d distanced himself anyway. Hence the whole Charlotte thing.

      My hand tingled slightly, and the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Something was watching me. I was fairly sure it was across the street. I spun around to face it, holding my daggers at the ready, but the feeling left just as quickly as it had set in. Had I imagined it?

      “What just happened?” Beth demanded, now standing on her front porch. “I saw you jumping around and stabbing at the air, and then the heavy pressure in the house subsided and I could walk out.”

      I took a deep breath and approached her. “The good news is that I’ve taken care of the thing upstairs.”

      “And the bad news?”

      “You were entertaining a demon.”

      Beth made us wait while she threw clothes and toiletries in a bag so she could go stay with a friend. Rhys and I promised to come back and meet her over her lunch break the next day to make sure the house was free of supernatural guests.

      As Beth pulled away from the house, I stared at the pile of ash on the ground, wondering who or what this Great One was, and what it wanted with me.
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      “You’re late.”

      I cringed as I walked through the door of the previously empty warehouse on the east side of town, north of the mall. Davis, my morning trainer, was tapping his watch with a finger.

      “Only by one minute,” I said in defiance, although I should have known better than to back-talk him. It would only rain more punishment down on me.

      “Our sessions start at seven, Ms. Lancaster, not 7:01.”

      I hadn’t purposely set out to be late, but 6:25 came much too early for my taste on normal days, and it had been ten times harder to get up after last night. I hadn’t gotten home until after midnight, and worse, I’d been too keyed up to sleep.

      It wasn’t just the demon that had set me off. While driving home from Beth’s house, I’d felt a sharp tug come from my connection to Abel. It stole my breath and I nearly had to pull the car over to the side of the road. I could tell Abel’s adrenaline had increased, but I didn’t feel any pain. What the hell was he up to?

      For the rest of the drive home, I’d focused on his mood. The adrenaline must have made his emotions more readable, because I could tell he was anxious. Soon it eased, and I felt his triumph, only for it to be replaced by a completely unexpected emotion by the time I got home.

      As I poured fresh salt around all the openings on the first floor, I felt a wave of loneliness through the connection, and then it faded to the same empty static that had rolled off him for the past week.

      I was sitting at the kitchen table, trying to tap back into the connection, when Hudson walked in and gave me a disapproving frown.

      Hudson had been my best friend since sixth grade. We’d met soon after my parents’ murders, and I probably wouldn’t have made it through my grief without him. Neither of us had ever considered a romantic relationship, probably because we felt more like brother and sister than boyfriend and girlfriend. I was beyond grateful he’d moved in with me—he was my anchor at a time when I felt like everything was spiraling out of control—but he didn’t understand why I’d so eagerly accepted my new role, and he’d made it clear he didn’t approve.

      “I thought you didn’t go to jobs at night,” he said in a tight voice, turning on the kettle.

      I considered denying it, but I didn’t want to lie. “This was an exception.”

      He watched me with a frown. “You’re pushing yourself too hard, Pippy.”

      Deep down I knew Hudson was right, yet I couldn’t bring myself to admit it. I put in three hours of hard physical labor in the mornings, several hours of reasoning with ghosts in the late morning and afternoon, and then finished the evening at ten o’clock after another three hours of more grueling physical labor with my evening trainer, Rupert. I was physically and emotionally exhausted, especially after two solid weeks of this grueling schedule.

      He took my silence as encouragement. “You should cut back on your training. Pick one—morning or night. Or maybe you should alternate every day. And take Sundays off. Even God took a day of rest, surely you can too.”

      I released a loud sigh. “Huddy, I can’t.”

      His eyes darkened. “You mean you won’t.”

      I shook my head as tears filled my eyes. “I’m too tired to fight with you.”

      Hudson hesitated, then pulled me into a hug. “I’m sorry. I’m just worried.”

      “I know. I’m careful. I promise.”

      I let myself sink into his warm embrace, and he kissed the top of my head. “Let’s discuss something more pleasant. Your birthday is on Friday. Has Rhys mentioned it?”

      I swallowed a groan. My birthday. I’d turn twenty-five and likely face a whole new set of challenges I wasn’t ready for—a group called the Guardians was going to come to enlist me in their service.

      The Guardians were a shady doomsday group that had somehow predicted I’d have power over demons—only they thought I could control them, not just slay them. When I was a little girl, they’d approached my father with a request—demand—to train me. They’d given him the daggers that were now in my bag, but he’d convinced them to leave me alone (mostly) until my twenty-fifth birthday.

      Abel knew about this arrangement, and I couldn’t help wondering why he’d chosen such a bad time to skip town. I had no idea how to evade the Guardians, and I didn’t necessarily like the idea of going into hiding. This was one more glaring sign that I couldn’t count on him to protect me. I could only count on me.

      I shook my head. “No. She hasn’t mentioned it, and with everything going on, I think she forgot. I want to keep it that way.” Truth was, I’d hoped he would forget too, although I’d known better than to expect it.

      “Piper…”

      “No,” I said with more force than I’d intended, pulling out of his embrace.

      “But we celebrate every year.”

      “Not this year. Besides, I’m too busy.”

      “Too busy for your birthday?”

      “I just want to pretend it’s like any other day.” Too many negative associations were tied up with my twenty-fifth birthday. My father had essentially bartered his life for my temporary reprieve from the Guardians. The last thing I wanted to do was celebrate. Even my obstinate grandmother seemed to understand that. Ordinarily, she would have insisted I join her and my grandfather for a birthday dinner, but our relationship was currently strained—she’d hidden information about my father and the Guardians from me—and she’d announced she and Granddad were going on a cruise over my birthday, which had been arranged by my grandfather’s friend, Robert. The distance was probably a good thing right now.

      I turned and pointed a finger at Hudson. “Promise me you won’t tell anyone or plan anything.”

      “Pippy!”

      “Promise me.”

      “Okay, if that’s what you want, but it doesn’t seem right.”

      “Thank you.”

      “How about a cake?”

      “No.”

      “A card?”

      “No.”

      “What about flowers?”

      He flashed me a smug grin. He knew good and well that I’d have a hard time turning those down.

      “Okay…” I said, relenting. “But not an arrangement from a florist. Fresh-cut flowers.”

      His grin spread. “Done.” The kettle started to steam. “How about I make you some tea too, and then I’ll rub your feet. You’ll be asleep before you know it.”

      “How did you know I can’t sleep?”

      “I found you in the kitchen after midnight. You’re usually in your exhaustion-induced semi-coma by now.” My tension eased when I heard the smile in his voice.

      I headed into my bedroom and lay down on the comforter, too exhausted to wash up, and the next thing I knew the alarm on my phone was going off. Thanks to the snooze button, I grabbed ten more minutes of sleep. But I hadn’t packed my bag for the day, which I usually did the night before, and I’d shown up late.

      I had some serious groveling to do or Davis would make the next three hours hell on earth for me.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Fifty chin-ups and fifty pushups. The clock is ticking.”

      I cursed him under my breath, but also thanked the stars above that he hadn’t added more. Besides, I had to admit I was stronger because he was so tough on me.

      When I finished, he handed me a bottle of water. “Did you have a donut for breakfast?”

      “No, I had three hard-boiled eggs and a banana,” I said, truthfully. Davis was all about nutrition and hydration, and he always had a way of knowing when I lied. I’d begun to wonder if he had a supernatural power, but I was too intimidated to ask. Davis was a scary man, even when he wasn’t attacking me with daggers.

      He frowned, but he hadn’t launched into a lecture, so that was something. “We’ll start with practice daggers, then work with the real ones.”

      Working with the real daggers made me nervous, because I was scared to death I’d hurt him. I wasn’t exceptionally good—although I had reached a point where I could last nearly a minute before he mock killed me—but if I accidentally stabbed him, I couldn’t just “oops” him better.

      I quickly put on the leather vest and leather bracers for my forearms, both given to me the second day of training.

      As always, Davis started out with a warm-up of lunges and stretches; then we moved on to a series of defensive and offensive moves combined together in a martial arts type of routine. Once he declared my technique “acceptable,” it was time to spar.

      He held up his dull-edged practice daggers, staring at me with a blank expression for several seconds before he made his first move.

      I easily countered, then followed through with a lunge of my own, but his blade intercepted mine and he leapt backward, out of my reach. We continued on for another minute before his blade jabbed me in the gut and Davis declared me dead. We quickly reset then started again, all in an eerie silence that set my nerves on end. At least Rupert made some small talk.

      After an hour of sparring with the fake daggers, we took a five-minute break for me to drink more water and catch my breath. Davis had broken a sweat and seemed slightly out of breath, which made me feel better about my complete exhaustion. He pulled his phone out of his back pocket, then tapped the screen and lifted it to his ear.

      “Yes, sir,” he said with a subservience I wasn’t used to from him. He listened for about thirty seconds before he said, “Will do,” then hung up.

      I took a long gulp of water. “Was that Abel?”

      I was sure it had been. I could still feel him—far away. His emotions were perfectly camouflaged again.

      Davis gave me a scathing look. For a moment I thought he’d keep quiet, but after about ten seconds of silence, he asked, “Did you use your weapons last night?”

      Had Abel felt my own adrenaline rush? It seemed more likely that he was still having me followed. His spy must have seen me fighting the demon. “Why do you ask?”

      “Mr. Abel wants to know.”

      I put a hand on my hip. “Why doesn’t Mr. Abel ask me himself?”

      His brow lowered, and irritation filled his eyes. Just like he obeyed Abel, he expected me to obey him. But I wasn’t going to be so docile this time. I wanted some answers.

      “Where is Abel?”

      He released a short laugh. “You think he’s going to protect you from me? He’s given me permission to kick your ass.”

      “He hired you,” I said, ignoring his statement. “Surely he gave you a heads-up before he left town. Are you part of his security team?”

      Some of his gruffness fell away, replaced by cynicism. “Why do you want to know?”

      “Davis, you and I have been working together for two weeks now, and we’ve never once exchanged personal information. How do you know Abel?”

      He took a step back and picked up one of his daggers, twisting it in his hand as though he needed the distraction. “You’re correct. I’m part of his security team.”

      “And Rupert too?”

      He hesitated, then nodded.

      Why would Kieran Abel, who claimed to be an antiquities dealer, need two guards who were almost as lethal without weapons as with them? I suspected he didn’t need much protecting. “Where did he go?”

      “Mr. Abel’s whereabouts are no concern of yours.”

      I picked up Ivy and St. Michael. “Obviously I’m a concern of his. And yes, I did use my weapons last night. I fought something that could have killed me. Do you need to call him back?”

      He gave me a look that suggested he didn’t appreciate my attitude. I was going to pay for this later.

      “Where is he?”

      “Europe.”

      Europe? I wasn’t surprised. That explained why he felt so far away. But what was he doing there? Given what I’d sensed through our connection the night before, he obviously had some other purpose for being there. He wasn’t just running away from me. “Is he doing anything dangerous?”

      Davis chuckled but didn’t answer, which I supposed was answer enough. He offered me a fresh bottle of water. That was weird since I hadn’t yet finished the one I was drinking. I gave him a cautious look before I transferred both daggers to one hand and accepted the bottle. As soon as he released it, he grabbed my extended wrist and then jabbed his fake dagger into my abdomen with enough force to steal my breath, despite my protective vest.

      Still gripping my wrist in his meaty fist, his eyes narrowed as he stared down at me. “Never trust your enemy.”

      I stared back up at him in defiance. “Are you my enemy, Davis?”

      Surprise filled his eyes before his face returned to its usual impassive state. “In this I am. Don’t forget it.”

      “And Abel? Is he my enemy?”

      “Mr. Abel is no one’s friend. You’d do best to remember that too.”

      Abel was no one’s friend. Why not?

      But I saw an opportunity to strike back, so I jabbed both daggers hard into Davis’s gut, then used a move I’d learned from Rupert to get my hand free and spin away. “And you’d do best not to underestimate me.”

      Davis grinned, mischief filling his eyes. “Duly noted.”

      Then he proceeded to kick my ass for the next two hours until I was a sweaty, panting mess.

      When he declared the session over, I leaned over my legs and struggled to catch my breath, wondering how the hell I’d gotten here. After I’d partially recovered, I stood and turned to watch Davis pack up his gear.

      “Don’t you feel like you’re wasting your time helping me limp along?” I asked, wiping the dripping sweat from my brow.

      He’d been leaning over his bag, but he slowly stood upright, watching me with those guarded eyes. “I work for Kieran Abel. Mr. Abel told me to spend three hours a day training you to make sure you know how to use your daggers. It is not my place to question his directives.”

      “So you blindly follow him?” I shot back at him.

      His face hardened, and for the first time, I saw Davis get angry. “Is it your place to question my allegiance to Kieran Abel?”

      “No.” Again I wondered about his word choice. Question my allegiance. What kind of employee saw his contract with his boss as an allegiance? Then again, what kind of employee worked seven days a week? Not a normal one. Of course, Abel was no normal employer. It stood to reason he wouldn’t have normal employees, and if he really did deal with antiquities, they weren’t the kind you’d find in your grandmother’s garage.

      “Mr. Abel said to teach you to use your daggers in self-defense. He’ll have further instructions after he returns and evaluates your performance.”

      Abel was going to evaluate me? I wasn’t surprised by that, but it added a new element of pressure to my lessons. For some stupid reason, I didn’t want to disappoint him.

      Which meant I really needed to have my head examined.

      Davis gestured to the bathroom in the back of the building. “Go clean up.”

      I headed toward the bathroom, which served as another reminder of Abel’s power and influence. It had been completely renovated a few days after we started training. I’d never seen any workers, but over the course of a few days, a shower, toilet, and new sink had been installed along with a tile floor. Nana and Granddad’s bathroom renovation had taken five weeks. I needed to get the name of Abel’s contractor.

      As I started to shut the door, I saw Davis reach for his phone and make a call. I was far enough away that I couldn’t hear much of his conversation, but I definitely heard my name and the word “questioning.” He cast a glance in my direction, and I quickly shut the door.

      Was he reporting to Abel? I wouldn’t be surprised if he was. My fear was that he was reporting to someone else.
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      When I got out to my car, I checked my phone and saw I had a message from Jack.

      Call me when you finish your session.

      Did he want to talk about last night? It was the logical explanation, but my stomach was still in knots as I made the call. The last time we’d seen each other face-to-face—hell, the last time we’d spoken to each other—we’d gone to Beaucatcher Mountain to rescue Rhys, who had been kidnapped by the Guardians. The group had wanted to make sure I could really kill demons with the daggers, so they’d kidnapped her to force me to demonstrate my abilities.

      Jack had gone after Rhys, and I’d stayed at Helen’s Bridge to face the demons. Abel had shown up, and while I’d managed to kill the demons after a fashion, a whole lot of bad things happened.

      Two demons killed three of the Guardians, but a fourth had gotten away. I almost died.

      “Thanks for getting back to me,” he said. “I really need to talk to you about something, and I think I should do it in person. Can you get away?”

      Part of me was disappointed he was all business. I’d missed him, and not just as a helper. “I have an eleven o’clock appointment, and then I need to go back to the house I visited last night. I’ll be free for a couple of hours after that.”

      “What happened? I got Rhys’s messages, but the last text she sent said ‘never mind.’ And since when did you start doing appointments at night?”

      “You’ve been pretty much out of contact with me for two weeks, Jack,” I said, more defiantly than I’d intended. “How would you know if I’ve been making evening appointments?” Then I remembered how quickly Rhys had thought to call him. “Rhys.”

      “She’s been keeping me informed.”

      “Why not just call me yourself?”

      “The voice,” he said quietly.

      That damn voice.

      A year ago, a mysterious voice had told me to quit law school. The voice had then told me to help my boyfriend at the time, Gill, with his ghost-hunting business.

      Jack and I had discovered a couple of weeks ago that the disembodied voice was something we had in common. It had been coaching him for even longer. Neither of us knew what it was, but it was hard to ignore.

      “So what changed your mind about talking to me?”

      He paused. “This seemed important. It’s about the Guardians.”

      Well, crap. “How about you meet us at the place Rhys called you from last night? I’ll tell you what happened, and then you can buy me lunch to make up for abandoning me too.”

      “Too?” he asked in confusion.

      “I’ll tell you about it later. Over tacos. I’ll send you Beth’s address. Plan on meeting us there at 12:15.”

      “Okay,” he said. “See you then.”

      “Jack?” I said softly. “It’s really good to talk to you.”

      He hesitated, then said, “It’s really good to talk to you too.”
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        * * *

      

      Thankfully, my first appointment went off without any complications. An older man’s wife had died the year before and had stuck around. Cases like that could be tricky. Half the time the deceased spouse didn’t want to leave the living one, especially if they’d been married for several decades, but the husband convinced the wife to move on, and I watched her walk through the giant tunnel of bright light that appeared.

      When I got to Beth’s house, Jack’s car was parked out front behind Rhys’s, and Beth’s car was in the driveway. Rhys and Jack were standing in the yard with Beth, and Jack was bent over looking at something. As I got out of the car, I realized he was examining what was left of the pile of ash.

      All three of them glanced toward me as I approached, and I sucked in a breath, caught off guard by the sight of Jack.

      Jack Owen was a very handsome man who wore his good looks as casually as a comfortable pair of jeans. His light brown hair had grown out a bit, and he looked tanner than the last time I’d seen him. The waver in his smile clued me in that he was nervous about showing up.

      “Rhys introduced me to Beth,” Jack said with an affable smile. “She prefers to wait outside while we look around inside.”

      The demon was dead and there was no way it was coming back, but I understood her hesitation. “This shouldn’t take long.”

      Beth nodded. “I just want to make sure that thing is really gone.” Her eyes darted to the car. “In fact, I’ll wait in there.”

      I knew what she was thinking—she’d have a quick getaway if anything went wrong.

      I cast a quick glance at the ash. While this particular demon wasn’t coming back, I suspected there would be plenty of others to take its place. Why had it picked this house?

      “I’m ready when you are,” Jack said.

      I felt much more confident than I had last night after realizing we were dealing with a demon. Daylight helped bolster courage, only one of the reasons I preferred to work during the day.

      Without a word, I headed to the front door and walked inside, then immediately turned around and walked out before Jack could follow me in.

      His brow furrowed in confusion.

      “We got stuck in here last night,” I said. “I take it Rhys didn’t have a chance to fill you in?”

      “The homeowner was already here when I arrived,” Rhys said. “I thought it best to tell him away from her.”

      “Good thinking.” I quickly caught Jack up to speed while I walked through the first floor. “Let’s head upstairs. Rhys, do you want to be in the middle or the rear?”

      She looked down at the bottle of holy water Jack had pulled out of his bag. “Middle.”

      I grinned. “More good thinking.”

      I headed up first, with Rhys close behind and Jack taking up the rear. I’d left my daggers in my bag, not expecting to encounter anything, which was why I was surprised when I reached the top of the staircase.

      The hair on my arms was tingling.

      I was sure it wasn’t a demon—I felt demons through the marks on my left hand, and right now, there wasn’t so much as a tickle there—but I usually only felt the presence of a ghost if we were up close and personal, and even then, the sensation was weak, something like static electricity.

      “Stay behind me,” I said in a low voice. “I think there’s a ghost up here, but I want you to stay back in case it’s violent too.”

      “Okay,” Jack said in a hushed tone.

      “You’ll let us know what you see, won’t you?” Rhys asked. “Since we can’t see it.” The fear in her eyes revealed she was more shaken up over last night’s close call than she was letting on.

      “I’ll talk you through the whole thing. I’ll be like that annoying commentary we listened to while we were watching the Olympic figure skating.”

      She rolled her eyes, but grinned. “You better.”

      My smile faded, and I took a deep breath as I walked into the craft room near the top of the stairs. Pausing, I tried to pinpoint the feeling.

      It was coming from the closet, and whatever was in there was crying.

      The door was open, so I squatted and made a coaxing motion with my fingers. “It’s okay to come out. You don’t have to be afraid.”

      A boy’s tiny face appeared, fear in his eyes.

      A little boy? Had he been here last night while I’d dealt with the demon? Probably. No wonder he was scared. “I won’t hurt you.”

      He inched toward me, revealing his beige, short-sleeved, button-down shirt; a brown sweater vest; and brown, tan, and cream plaid shorts. On his feet, he wore tan loafers and white ankle socks. From the style and color palette, it seemed safe to presume he hadn’t been alive for a few decades.

      “What’s your name?” I asked with a soft smile.

      “Thommy,” he said with a lisp. His two front teeth were missing.

      “Hi, Tommy. I’m Piper.”

      He glanced over my shoulder at the two people behind me and slinked back into the closet.

      “It’s okay. They’re nice. The girl with the pink stripes in her hair is my friend, Rhys.”

      He looked confused by her, but then he shrugged and said, “My nana has blue hair.”

      I grinned. “Your nana sounds pretty cool.”

      His gaze shifted.

      “That’s my friend Jack.” Then I gently asked, “How old are you?”

      “Five.” Tears filled his eyes. “I want Momma.”

      My chest tightened. Whenever I started to think I had the ghost whispering part of the job down, something like this happened. I had no idea how to handle it.

      “Rhys?” I said. “I’m talking to a five-year-old boy named Tommy who wants his momma. Can you help me out?” I asked, keeping my eyes on him. A couple of weeks ago, when I’d first started seeing ghosts after months of pretending, Abel had advised me to never turn my back on ghosts or demons.

      I wasn’t exactly afraid of the ghost of a little boy. Still, you couldn’t be too careful.

      Thinking of Kieran Abel made something in my chest physically ache, catching me off guard. Damn him. Talking about him with Davis must have opened the dam to my complicated feelings, but I couldn’t afford to think about him now. I was dealing with a scared ghost of a five-year-old, and I had no idea how to make this better.

      Rhys leaned in closer to me and whispered, “Tommy Whitfield was hit by a car in the street in front of his house in 1954.”

      I almost asked her how she’d found out so quickly, but I already knew. She and I had been partners in my ghost-hunting business for nearly six months, and up until two and a half weeks ago, she’d covertly researched my clients so I could use the information to “talk” to the ghosts they’d hired me to banish. Of course, back then I’d been working under the misapprehension that there were no ghosts. Now that I could interact with spirits directly, I no longer needed her research. Even so, I liked to have backup. Rhys now accompanied me on almost every visit, squeezing me in between her grad school classes. She’d clearly done her homework on Beth’s house after last night’s incident. She must have wanted to be prepared in case I ran into more trouble.

      “And his mother?” I whispered back.

      “She died about thirty years ago. The family moved soon after he died.”

      Crap.

      “Why is that other lady in my house?” Tommy asked.

      Was he talking about Beth? “Miss Beth lives here.”

      “Where’s Momma?” His chin trembled.

      I tried not to panic. “I’m not sure where your mother is.”

      “Piper,” Rhys said from behind me. “Maybe you could ask him to give you a tour of the house.”

      I wasn’t sure what good that was going to do, but maybe I’d come up with a plan somewhere along the way. I could at least get him to trust me. “Okay.”

      I fingered the black obsidian stone hanging on a chain at the base of my neck, the pendant Abel had given me. Reaching out a hand to Tommy, I said, “Will you show me around your house?”

      “Momma doesn’t like strangers twomping around.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, with a grin at his lisped tromping. “She wants me to be your friend.” At least I hoped so.

      “Will you help me find her?” he asked as a tear rolled down his cheek.

      “Yeah,” I said past the lump in my throat. “I’ll help you find her.” I still had no idea how to help him, but I couldn’t tell this scared little boy no.

      I’d figure out a way.

      I stood, my hand still extended. “Will you show me?”

      He nodded and carefully reached out to me. His hand was icy, and I felt a small electric current flow from him to me. He might have died young, but he was powerful.

      “This is my room.”

      I surveyed the room, swallowing a gasp. As I held his hand, my view of the room began to change. A little boy’s room was superimposed over my client’s craft room—a twin bed with a white and blue quilt was shoved against the wall, baseball pennants hanging above it. I’d seen plenty of ghosts at this point, but this was my first glimpse into their world.

      “I like your bed,” I said.

      “Momma got my bedspread at Sears. I got to pick it out myself.” Pride filled his voice. “Stevie wanted it, but Momma said it was mine.”

      I moved to the window that overlooked the backyard, shocked to see that it had also transformed. The trees were much smaller, and there were several translucent trees that had obviously been removed since Tommy’s death.

      This was new, but most of the apparitions I’d encountered hadn’t been deceased for over seventy years. And I didn’t make a habit of holding their hands.

      He pointed into the yard. “There’s my swing. Daddy put it up for my birthday last year.”

      A translucent tire swing swayed in a nonexistent wind.

      Tommy tugged my hand and led me to the door. I walked past Rhys, who glanced up from her phone. “I’m seeing what else I can find.”

      “And I’m going outside to talk to the homeowner,” Jack said. As I was the only one who could see Tommy, I suspected Jack felt the need to make himself useful elsewhere.

      I nodded, glad Beth was still outside, where she couldn’t see me holding hands with thin air. She’d already had to witness me fighting an invisible demon, and had surely filled her daily quota for freakish supernatural sightings.

      I could only imagine what she was going to say when Jack informed her the house hadn’t been cleared after all.

      Tommy smiled up at me as we headed down the stairs. There were photos on the wall that hadn’t hung there in decades, along with crisp blue and gray damask wallpaper. The living room was full of vintage furniture superimposed over Beth’s modern décor. The juxtaposition of two worlds was dizzying, like I’d been caught in a time warp.

      My head began to ache, and my stomach churned.

      Tommy led me through the vintage kitchen, making a beeline for a screen door that had been removed at some point over the decades. I released his hand just before he went through it. As soon as I lost contact, the vintage décor and the door both disappeared.

      “Come on, Miss Piper!” I heard him shout, so I hurried out the new kitchen door and found him standing under the massive oak tree, next to the tire swing.

      His face beamed with excitement. “Push me, Miss Piper. I can’t do it by myself.”

      “Okay.”

      He climbed onto the swing, his little feet hanging off the tire.

      I reached out and gave him a push. He squealed with delight, and I couldn’t help smiling. How long had it been since he’d swung out here? I took little comfort in the knowledge that most ghosts didn’t seem to have any concept of time. For all I knew, Tommy thought he’d been in this alternate reality for no more than a few days.

      “Are you in school?” I asked.

      “I’m in Miss Geyer’s kindergarten class.”

      “Is she nice?”

      “She’s swell.”

      “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      “Stevie is bigger than me.” The tire spun to the side and I could see a frown cross his face. “I don’t want to talk about Stevie.”

      “Okay,” I said. “We don’t have to.”

      But his mood was already spoiled. When my hand connected with his back to give him a push, I could see it was raining in his world.

      “I can’t get my shoes dirty. Momma will get mad.” He sounded worried.

      “We’ll make sure they stay clean,” I said.

      “The yard will get muddy.”

      “I’ll carry you in. Are you getting wet? Do you want to go in?” The thick tree canopy was keeping him dry.

      “No. I want to swing.” He was silent for a half minute, watching the house. Then the tire swing spun around and he faced me. I pushed his knees to keep him going.

      “Do you play sports?” I asked.

      His grin was back. “I play baseball. I’m center field.”

      “Wow. I bet you’re really good.”

      Tommy spent the next five minutes telling me about his team. While I was relieved he seemed to be more comfortable with me, I was no closer to solving his predicament. Most of the time my role was more or less straightforward: figure out what was holding the ghost back, help him or her come to terms with it, and ta-da—the light to the great beyond would appear. But Tommy wanted his mother and he didn’t know she was dead. I wasn’t sure breaking the news to him was the best idea. If I had the power to make the light appear on my own—and, given every other “talent” I’d grown into, it might be possible—that particular ability hadn’t manifested yet.

      The back door opened, and Jack stepped out into the yard. Relief washed through me. He was probably trained to deal with distressed children. Besides, Jack and I had banished a poltergeist together. Maybe he was the key to helping Tommy.

      “How’d it go?” I asked as he approached.

      He grimaced. “We’ll talk later.”

      My stomach sunk.

      Tommy glanced up at Jack, then clutched my hand when I went to push him again. “Who’s that?” His fear had returned.

      “That’s my friend, Jack, remember? Would you like to meet him?”

      Tommy hopped off the tire and cowered behind me, holding on to the back of my shirt.

      Jack gave me a questioning look, and I said, “Tommy, you don’t have to hide behind me. Father Jack’s really nice.”

      Jack squatted in front of me, and I nodded to my left, the side Tommy was peeping out from. I reached out my hand, and Jack took it—and then squeezed it, his eyes flying wide.

      “I can see him,” he whispered in shock.

      I nodded. “I can touch him too.”

      “Piper… this…” But then his face settled into a soft smile.

      “You can see me?” Tommy asked.

      “Yeah,” Jack said in a tight voice. “And everything else too. I like your swing.” He stared up at me in awe. “Piper…”

      “I know.” Seeing ghosts was one thing, but seeing their world was something else entirely. I gave Jack a hopeful look and whispered, “Can you help?”

      Surprise filled his eyes. “I don’t know. You’re the expert here.”

      I was anything but. “Let’s sit down and have a chat.” I dropped Jack’s hand and sat on the grass, tugging Tommy down with me.

      “No!” he said, sounding worried again. “It’s wet.”

      “You can sit on my lap,” I said, then coaxed him around to sit on my left leg. “Jack, can you sit with us?”

      He still looked dazed, but he nodded and sat down cross-legged in front of me. As soon as he was settled, I took a breath to center myself and then reached out and touched his leg.

      Jack stared into my eyes, amazed anew. “When did this ability to see their world start?”

      “Just now.”

      Still in a stupor, he stared at the boy on my lap, but Tommy began to squirm.

      Still touching my leg with his left hand, Jack held out his right one for a shake. “How about a proper introduction? I’m Jack Owen, nice to meet you…?”

      The little boy shook Jack’s hand, looking shocked that he could. “Thommy Whithfield,” he said with his lisp.

      “Very pleased to meet you, Tommy Whitfield.” He pumped Tommy’s hand once and let go, amazement in his eyes.

      “Do you know where Momma is?” Tommy asked.

      “No,” Jack said in a soothing tone, “but I promise that Piper, Rhys, and I will try our best to help you find her.”

      “I’ve been waiting and waiting for her to come back.” Tommy let out a sniffle, and I wrapped an arm around him, hugging him close.

      Jack’s reassuring gaze lifted to mine and a wave of emotion washed over me. Gratitude that he was here. Regret that I couldn’t explore the initial spark I’d felt with him. But the mysterious voice that guided me—and Jack—had insisted Jack wasn’t the man for me.

      I hated the thought that someone, or something, was toying with me, but that didn’t detract from the voice’s power.

      “What have you been doing while you’ve been waiting?” I asked the boy on my lap.

      “Staying in my room. That woman spends most of her time downstairs, and Momma told me not to talk to strangers.”

      “But I’m a stranger,” I said.

      He looked up at me with wide, innocent eyes. “But you’re nice. You talk to me.”

      If only I knew what to say to help him move on… I shot Jack a helpless look.

      “How about this?” he said. “What if Miss Beth—she’s the lady who lives here—talks to you until we can find your mother?”

      I nodded, silently thanking him for buying us some time. Maybe with some research and practice, I could figure out a way to get Tommy to his mother. But it also meant we had to get Beth to agree to let a ghost keep living in her house.

      Tommy looked up at me with sad eyes. “But I want Miss Piper to stay.”

      “Miss Piper has some very important business to attend to—grown-up stuff—so we’ll have Miss Beth take care of you until she can come back.”

      “Don’t be gone too long. Okay?” he asked.

      “How long have you been waiting for your mother?” Jack asked.

      Tommy’s face scrunched up. “I don’t know…” He looked even more distressed as he tried to figure it out.

      “That’s okay,” I said in a comforting voice and rubbed his arm. “You don’t have to tell us. Jack was just curious.”

      “That’s right,” Jack said. “The important part is that we’re going to help.”

      Tommy turned his face up to look at me, perfectly calm and expressionless. “You have to go.”

      My brows shot up. “I can stay longer if you want.”

      “No,” he said, a hint of fear creeping in. “The bad things are coming to find you.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. Please don’t turn into a pile of ash, I silently pleaded even though I doubted he would.

      A couple of weeks ago, three ghosts had appeared to me. They’d each delivered an ambiguous warning before disappearing into a pile of ash and a wisp of black smoke. Disturbingly, all three had died minutes before appearing to me. I had a hunch something had killed all of them so they could communicate with me. I couldn’t handle it if Tommy had been killed to deliver some cryptic message. But as soon as the thought flitted through my head, I knew it was absurd. Tommy had died long before I was born.

      But he still seemed to have a message for me. “Bad things?”

      “The things that want to take you. Like the thing last night.”

      Jack placed his hand on mine and squeezed. “How do you know the bad things want Miss Piper?”

      Tommy turned to him, his nose scrunching up. “They want you too now.” Then he disappeared.

      My stomach lurched, and I got to my feet. “Tommy!”

      My gaze was pulled up to his bedroom window, where Tommy was watching us now with a grave expression. At least nothing bad had happened to him…besides being dead.

      “What just happened?” Jack asked.

      “I think we just got a warning that more demons are headed our way.”
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      Jack and I went inside, and I coaxed Tommy downstairs for a proper introduction to Miss Beth. (She’d strongly resisted at first, telling me she’d hired me to clear her house of ghosts, but Jack’s good looks and charm had succeeded where I had not.)

      I reached for Tommy’s hand while gripping Beth’s. She gasped and shook my hand loose as she took several steps backward and pointed to the little boy. “I saw him!”

      Jack put a hand on her shoulder. “We told you that you would.”

      “I thought you were shitting me.”

      Tommy was now huddling behind me, shaking with fear.

      “Beth,” I said with forced patience. “Tommy is scared, and you’re scaring him even more.”

      “He’s scared?” she whined. “Last night there was a demon in my house, and now you expect me to babysit a ghost? Isn’t it your job to get rid of them?”

      “He’s just a little boy,” I said, hating the idea of leaving him here with her. Could I bring him with me? I knew that spirits could attach themselves to objects and be carried from one place to another, but I suspected that very much depended on the ghost and what they were attached to. Tommy was very much attached to this house, the last place he’d seen his mother. Besides, if bad things really were coming for me, I didn’t want a five-year-old—even if he was a ghost—anywhere near them. Demons could take energy from ghosts when they needed sustenance. I couldn’t let Tommy anywhere near one of them.

      Was that why the demon had shown up here? To feed off Tommy’s power?

      I also couldn’t help but wonder how Tommy knew more demons were coming. Had the demon I’d killed last night told him? When I’d asked, he’d refused to say.

      In the end, we convinced Beth to let things ride for now, but it was obvious she wasn’t happy about it. I promised to check in periodically to make sure things were going well until I figured out a solution. Then Tommy gave me a tearful hug, and I left before I could change my mind.

      “You did the right thing,” Jack said as he and Rhys and I walked toward our cars. His frown suggested he didn’t like leaving him any more than I did.

      “Yeah, I know…” But it still felt like I’d abandoned Tommy. “I have no idea how to help him. I didn’t think we should tell him about his mother.”

      “Agreed. It could really upset him.”

      “But I have no idea how to get him to cross.”

      Jack stopped at his back bumper and turned to face me. Placing his hand on my upper arm, he said, “You’ll figure it out. I have faith. I’ll do what I can to help.” Then his eyes darkened, and he dropped his hand to his side. “But we really need to talk about his warning.”

      “What warning?” Rhys asked.

      I told her what Tommy had said, how he sensed “things” were coming for me and Jack.

      Panic filled her eyes. “Where’s Abel?” Considering how much she distrusted him, she had to be really frightened.

      The only hint that Jack was bothered by the mention of Abel’s name was the slight twitch by his eye.

      “He’s in Europe,” I said, then sucked in a deep breath. Saying that out loud had done something weird to that spot in my chest. It felt hollow and raw, and I instinctively reached out to him, taking comfort from the fact that I could still feel him there. But then I got pissed with myself. I didn’t want to care about where he’d gone. Even if we were bound together somehow. Even if he understood this crazy situation I’d stumbled into better than I did.

      Even if I needed him.

      I didn’t want to need him. Kieran Abel was not to be trusted. Even his own loyal employee had implied as much.

      “When will he be back?” Rhys asked.

      “I don’t know,” I snapped. I ran my hand over my head. “I’m sorry. I’m just…there’s just so much…”

      Rhys reached out and pulled me into a hug. “Piper. Please. Don’t apologize. I know you’re under a lot of pressure with the ghosts and your training…”

      “Don’t worry, Piper,” Jack said softly. “I’m staying in Asheville. I’ll be here from now on.”

      That brought a rush of guilt. “Jack…”

      Jack was essentially throwing his entire life away to help me. We both knew he had feelings for me. Feelings I couldn’t totally reciprocate because I was entangled with an asshole.

      But Abel wasn’t a total asshole. Despite himself, he’d shown me a more tender side, and while there was no denying the attraction we had for one another—something supernatural and passionate and completely out of our control—we’d also started to like each other on an individual level. And then there was that kiss…

      I’d never been kissed like that before, and just thinking about it made me ache for him with a need that wasn’t normal.

      All the more reason to stay away.

      Jack stared at me, waiting, and I realized he’d asked me a question.

      “What?”

      “I asked how your training is going.”

      “Considering I do two three-hour practice sessions every day, it’s going okay. It definitely came in handy last night.”

      Rhys chuckled. “Ms. Overachiever is pissed off that she’s not a black belt in karate yet.”

      I scowled. “I’m not learning karate.”

      “Yet you want that black belt anyway.”

      I rolled my eyes. I didn’t want a black belt. I wanted to not die the next time I encountered a demon.

      “This might not be the best place for this conversation…” Jack said, glancing back at the house. “How about we go for those tacos I owe you?”

      Sure enough, Beth was peering out the living room window at us. And Tommy was standing next to her, watching me with a mournful look.

      I lifted my hand and waggled my fingers goodbye.

      Beth gave me a confused look and waved back. I almost pointed next to her, but she was already wigged-out by her spectral babysitting gig. No need to add to her unease.

      “Sounds good.”

      Jack turned to Rhys. “Would you like to join us for lunch?”

      She gave him a smug look. “I have plans of my own.”

      “She needs to get back, so she can go meet her girlfriend,” I said, drawing out the last word to tease her.

      Rhys beamed. She and her crush had only been dating for a couple of weeks, but things were going well.

      “Not a problem,” Jack said with a grin, then glanced down at me. “Do you want to go to that new Mexican place in West Asheville? I thought we could sit outside for more privacy.”

      “Privacy,” Rhys singsonged. She made a shooing motion. “Sounds fun. You two run along.”

      Talk about subtle…

      “It’s business,” I said in a no-nonsense tone.

      She shot me a mischievous wink. “I never said it wasn’t.”

      Rhys had made no secret that she shipped us. She couldn’t stand the thought of me hooking up with Abel, which was why I’d never told her—or anyone for that matter—what had happened between us the night I’d killed the demons.
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        * * *

      

      Jack and I both found parking spots on the street, then went inside and ordered at the counter. The cashier said someone would bring everything out to us, so we went out to the shaded patio and found a table for two in the far corner. The indoor seating was packed, but the patio was completely empty. That pinged my radar. It was a gorgeous day, the kind when outdoor seating should have been a precious commodity. Could it be a coincidence that we’d found the privacy we needed? I’d experienced too many coincidences over the past six months to believe they were just coincidences, but I didn’t like this further evidence that we might be in the thrall of some unseen puppet master.

      We made small talk until the cashier brought out our order. She hadn’t even gotten back inside before I dug into one of my tacos.

      Jack grinned, clearly amused.

      I cringed. “All these workouts are kicking my ass—literally.”

      He lifted a hand in defense. “Hey, no criticism from me. You look like you lost weight.”

      “I have. Five pounds. And if Davis finds out I ate a greasy taco instead of grilled chicken, he’ll kick my ass even more. Rupert’s more lenient.”

      “Davis and Rupert?”

      “Rupert is my hand-to-hand combat instructor,” I said, before I took another bite. “Well, one of them. Both of them are teaching me how to use my daggers, but Rupert makes me use the wooden ones in practice. Davis sometimes has me use the real ones and is über-strict with my diet.”

      Jack’s brows shot up as he sat back in his seat. “Wow. And you really train six hours a day?”

      “They’d have me train more if I’d agree to it. But between my clients and everything else…” I’d considered giving up my ghost whispering appointments, but now that I knew I could really help the spirits move on, I couldn’t bear to do it.

      “Was the demon at Beth’s place the only one you’ve encountered since that night?”

      “Yeah. But it mentioned another demon. It said the Great One had said the electrical barrier would hold me in, but I cut through it with one of my blades. Have you heard of the Great One?”

      “No.” He didn’t look happy with his answer.

      “I suspect it has something to do with Tommy’s message.”

      “Agreed.”

      I polished off my taco and picked up my water. “Have you encountered any more demons since our night by Helen’s Bridge?”

      “No.” He looked troubled.

      I sighed. I didn’t want to bring up the Guardians, but I needed to know what he’d learned. “You learned something about the Guardians?”

      “I did.” He hesitated. “The Guardians were in Manteo three weeks ago.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I went there. I talked to some people. Specifically, a police officer involved in a couple of police investigations that caught my attention.”

      “I thought you were in Charlotte.”

      “I was. I was only in Manteo for a couple of days.”

      I shook my head. “Why were you investigating police investigations?”

      “The week before you and I met, there was an incident at the botanical gardens on Roanoke Island. There was a ceremony of some sort. They found occult-type symbols burned into the grass, along with a lot of blood and a few bodies. There had been a massacre of some kind, yet it barely made the news.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “People in high positions.”

      I squinted at him. “How do you know it was the Guardians?”

      “One of the victims was Miriam Peabody, the woman from the Guardians who called me over a month ago to come look at her collection of fourteenth-century weapons.” He seemed to hesitate, rubbing his neck. “Her throat was ripped out.”

      I pushed my plate away. We should have discussed this after we’d finished eating. “How did that not make the news?”

      “Manteo and Roanoke Island are enough of a circus since the Lost Colony reappeared a couple of months ago. And like I said, people in high positions kept it quiet.”

      “How did you find any of this out?” I asked in disbelief.

      He shrugged, then picked up his drink and took a sip before he answered me. “I might have stalked a police officer to a local bar and bought him a few beers.”

      My mouth dropped open. Jack Owen, Episcopal priest, had gotten a police officer sauced to wheedle information out of him. “You said there were two police investigations.”

      “The second was for the fire at Elinor Lancaster’s bed and breakfast the same night.”

      I took a second to let that sink in. Elinor Lancaster wasn’t just my long-lost cousin, she was also one of the curse keepers. According to Abel, they were the ones who’d released the beasties and demons that were now plaguing us. They were also responsible for the ruins of the Lost Colony of Roanoke resurfacing in Manteo. I was trying to track Elinor down to find out more about the curse, so I’d heard about the fire. The botanical gardens incident, however, was news to me. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “It’s not. The officer hinted that it was related, but he only told me that Elinor’s stepmother, Myra, was part of it. He refused to say how.”

      “Not even a hint?”

      “He buttoned up tighter than a clam, but I did more digging. Myra Lancaster was in Durham before the fire.”

      “Okay…”

      “About the same time, in those weeks before the fire at Elinor’s bed and breakfast and the botanical gardens incident, multiple students disappeared from the Duke campus in Durham.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Days after the fire, the bodies of the missing students were discovered outside an apartment complex. They pinned it on a college professor who’d just started this semester…a Myra Lancaster.”

      The blood fled from my face.

      Was Myra Lancaster part of the Guardians? Had they recruited Elinor too? They’d killed her mother when Elinor was a child, just like they’d killed my parents, so I doubted it, and yet…

      “Did they catch Myra?”

      “No. Officially, she disappeared from Durham. But I think she turned up in Manteo and Tom knew something about it.”

      “Tom?”

      “Tom Helmsworth, the Manteo police officer who talked to me. Whatever happened…the way he buttoned up…it was bad.”

      “Do you think Myra killed those students?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what to think.”

      “Can we trust Elinor?”

      “I can’t vouch for her personally, but when I brought her name up with Tom, he got very defensive.”

      “What does that mean? Does he have a thing for her?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think so. Maybe he’s just a small-town cop protecting his own. But I got the impression that he thinks Ellie has nothing to do with it.”

      “Ellie?”

      “That’s what he called Elinor.”

      I tried to pull myself together. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of her. Rhys and I found out about the fire, so Hudson made some calls and found out Elinor used to work at a restaurant in town too. Turns out she quit a few weeks before the fire. They had no idea where she works now.”

      “So she’s disappeared?”

      Like her stepmother. I shook off my doubt. “They wouldn’t give Hudson her cell phone number, not that I’m surprised. He asked them to tell her that her cousin Piper Lancaster is looking for her. I’d still like to go to Manteo, but Abel was adamant that I stay in Asheville and train. He insisted that Elinor doesn’t have any information to help me.”

      Jack gave me a pointed look. “You trust Abel so implicitly?” As soon as the words came out, he closed his eyes for a moment, and when he opened them, his expression had turned apologetic. “That wasn’t fair, Piper. I’m sorry.”

      I could get pissed, but it was a fair question. “No. If you’re in this with me, you have every right to ask. Like I said, we have no idea how to find her, and given everything else that’s going on, I wasn’t sure it was worth leaving town for a couple of days. I’m a novice at this fighting stuff, but there’s no doubt I’m getting better. If I want to survive, I need to learn how to defend myself.”

      I knew we were both thinking of that night on Beaucatcher Mountain, and Jack’s next words confirmed it.

      “Abel healed your wounds, didn’t he? After you fought those demons.” When I nodded, he said, “I suspected, but you never volunteered the information. You were covered in blood.”

      I glanced down at my plate, surprised he hadn’t asked me sooner.

      “How did Abel save you?”

      I took a breath, stalling as I tried to figure out what to tell him, especially since I didn’t really know the answer. How could someone’s blood cure wounds? “The demons killed the three Guardians who were waiting at the bridge. It was so vicious…so cruel that I asked Abel to kill me if it looked like they were going to defeat me.”

      “Kill you?” he nearly shouted, then looked around at the still-empty seating area and leaned closer. “Why the hell wouldn’t you ask him to save you?” Disgust filled his eyes, and he answered before I could. “He claimed he couldn’t help you. That’s bullshit, and you know it, Piper. If he had the power to heal your wounds, he could have kept you from getting them in the first place.”

      I actually believed that Abel’s hands had been tied—I’d seen how hard it had been for him not to intervene—but I doubted I could convince Jack of that.

      He took a breath. “For a man who claims to need you for some hidden purpose, he seems pretty lax when it comes to your safety.”

      “He does need me for a purpose,” I said, “and he insists that finding things out for myself is part of the journey. More marks appeared on my hand after I killed the demons. It gave me a huge power boost. Now I can bridge the ghostly plane and ours without nearly going into a coma from energy loss. If I’d tried what we did today two weeks ago, I would have needed to sleep for twelve hours.”

      What I didn’t tell him was that I also suspected Abel had given me some of his power upon completion of the blood oath. When he’d pressed our pricked palms together and recited some incomprehensible words, I’d felt some of it leach into me.

      Jack gave me a grudging look. “His mysterious purpose.”

      I shrugged. I didn’t like lying, but I wasn’t going to volunteer the information. “Abel is part of this, whether we like it or not. Debating his involvement won’t help anything.”

      “I don’t like that you trust him so much. You hardly know anything about him.”

      “Don’t worry. I have a healthy distrust of Abel. We have a complicated relationship.”

      His brow lowered, but he remained silent.

      “We’ve gotten off track,” I said. “Abel originally told me the Guardians had suffered a setback the week before, and he didn’t think they’d be a threat. He must have been referring to the incident at the botanical gardens.”

      “He was obviously wrong. They made an appearance here in Asheville. Have you seen them since the night at Helen’s Bridge?”

      “No.”

      He was silent for a few seconds, then said, “We should discuss Tommy’s warning. That they are coming for you.”

      I shivered. “And you.” I pushed out a breath. “I can’t just sit around waiting for something to happen. For this Great One or whatever it is to come for us.”

      “What do you plan to do?”

      Seek out my solitary source of information. “Go to Helen’s Bridge and talk to Helen. She’s next to the opening to the gate to hell here. I’m certain she’s seen the demons emerge. Maybe she knows what they’re up to.”

      “When do we go?”

      “You’re not going. It’s too dangerous. There could be demons lurking around. I’ll go by myself.”

      Irritation flashed in his eyes. “Do you expect me to sit around and do nothing? I decided to come back to Asheville to fight this, Piper. I can’t do that if you’re protecting me. Let me help.”

      I sighed. As much as I hated to admit it, I didn’t want to go to the bridge alone. Not after what happened the last time I was there. Abel might have healed my physical wounds, but the memories of that night haunted me.

      “Okay,” I said softly. “You’re right. I do need you. You can be as much a part of our team as you want to be. We’ll go tonight after my training session.”

      He nodded and started to say something, but then his phone rang. He pulled it out of his pocket and answered. “Jack Owen.”

      His face softened, and he leaned forward. “Take a breath, Autumn, and start again. Take your time.” He listened for several seconds, then said, “Okay, where do you want to meet?” He paused. “I can be there within the half hour. Don’t worry. We’ll sort this out.”

      He ended the call and set his phone on the table.

      “That was one of my former parishioners,” he said, his brow wrinkling with worry.

      “Is that unusual, to still get calls from parishioners?”

      “No, actually. That’s the thing about my job. You make a connection with people when you help them—it’s to be expected they might reach out again with their troubles.” He scratched his head, clearly agitated. Something seemed off.

      “But?”

      “Well. Her boyfriend is missing and she’s afraid to go to the police. She wants to talk.”

      “That’s terrible,” I said. “Don’t let me keep you.”

      He raked his teeth over his lower lip. “Actually,” he said, looking me in the eye. “I’d feel better if you came along.”

      My brows shot up. “To meet with a distressed parishioner?”

      “Autumn and her boyfriend are students at the University of North Carolina Asheville.” He held my gaze as he let his statement sink in.

      What if Myra Lancaster was loose in Asheville?
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      Autumn had told Jack to meet her on the steps of the campus library, so we both parked in a nearby lot. I had an appointment in an hour, but we’d agreed I would leave when I had to, and we’d touch base later.

      I was nervous to meet Autumn—scared her boyfriend’s disappearance had something to do with the disappearances in Durham—but not enough to distract me from noticing the car slowing passing us in the parking lot, its female driver watching us intently as we got out of our cars.

      Jack was waiting for me on the sidewalk, and when I reached him, I almost asked him if he’d noticed the driver too, but it would sound paranoid. Even if it was one of the Guardians, there was nothing to be done about it now. Instead, I asked a question that had been bugging me during the drive to the campus. “Why hasn’t Autumn notified the police about her boyfriend?”

      “I’m not sure. She said she hasn’t notified anyone. His parents don’t know.”

      He started walking and I fell into step with him. “Why the big secret?”

      “She said she’d explain it when we got there.”

      “When you get there. Will she mind that you brought me?”

      He shot me a wry glance. “Trust me. She won’t care.”

      Autumn was waiting for us on the steps in front of the library. She looked young, and her red-rimmed eyes suggested she’d been doing a lot of crying. She got to her feet and gave Jack a nervous look. “Thank you for meeting me, Father Jack.”

      Even though I’d met Jack at his church, it felt weird to hear someone refer to him as “Father.” There was no way I could ever call him that myself.

      Jack stopped in front of her, empathy washing over his face. “I’m always here when you need me.”

      Tears filled her eyes, and she threw herself at him, sobbing into his chest.

      People were turning to stare at us, so I nudged them over to the top step in the shade. I handed Autumn a tissue from my purse, and she took it and wiped her face, smearing her mascara in the process. I considered helping her fix it, but I suspected those weren’t the last of her tears.

      “I’m Piper, Jack’s friend. I was with him when you called. I hope you don’t mind me being here.”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s fine. It might make it easier.”

      I shot Jack a questioning glance, but he ignored me and gestured for all of us to sit down. Autumn perched on the top step, and I sat next to her. In a move that seemed purposeful, as if he were giving her the position of power, Jack sat two steps down and turned sideways to look up at her.

      “I felt silly calling you,” she said through sniffles. “This might be nothing, but I didn’t know what to do.”

      “That’s what I’m here for, Autumn.”

      “You’ve been gone on your sabbatical.” She glanced down at her lap, twisting the tissue in her hand. “And then they said you were transferred to Charlotte, so I didn’t know if I should call.”

      “I’m glad you did,” he said in a warm voice. “The location of the church we attend has no bearing on whether I’m available if you need me.”

      Her gaze lifted to his. “Did you really get attacked by a bear?”

      That was the story everyone was going with, but Jack and I knew the truth—he’d been attacked by a demon. The same one that had killed my ex-boyfriend Gill.

      “That’s what they tell me,” he said, dodging the truth. “I want to help. And so does Piper. You said your boyfriend is missing. When was the last time you saw him?”

      Her eyes filled with fresh tears. “A week ago.”

      Jack leaned closer and lowered his voice. “You mentioned that you hadn’t been getting along. Maybe he needed a break?”

      “I don’t know. Lars and I have been dating for about six months—I even brought him to church and introduced him to you, Father Jack. Lars Benson. Do you remember him? It was at the end of the semester before he went home for the summer.”

      Jack gave her a thoughtful look. “I remember. He was very polite.”

      She nodded. “That’s him. Sweet. Kind. Thoughtful. But about two weeks ago, he completely changed.”

      That caught our attention.

      “How so?” Jack asked.

      “He would get angry over the stupidest stuff, and he never wanted to spend time with me.”

      I noticed a bruise on her forearm, and asked gently, “Did he become violent?”

      She turned to face me while fresh tears tracked down her cheeks. “I’d made him mad and he…” She swallowed. “He left, and I haven’t seen him since.”

      I grabbed her hand, my stomach twisting with anxiety. “Autumn, did he hurt you?”

      She hesitated, then dropped her gaze. “From the look in your eyes, not how you’re thinking. He just pushed me around and got pissed when I said I didn’t want to have sex.” She glanced sheepishly at Jack, her face burning. “We don’t…well, we do, but…”

      Jack tilted his head to catch her eye. “Autumn, I wouldn’t judge you for that. You’re old enough to make your own choices about your sexuality, but if Lars hurt or forced you in any way…”

      She shook her head, looking embarrassed. “No. He didn’t. My roommate walked in.”

      Which meant her roommate might have prevented Autumn from being raped.

      “So this happened in your dorm room?” Jack asked, and I could tell he was fighting to hold it together.

      She nodded.

      “That happened to me once too,” I said quietly. “My date got too grabby and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Thankfully, my best friend Hudson was there to intervene.” I didn’t like to think what might have happened if he hadn’t been there. I’d hardly given the incident any thought in months, but it had freaked me out at the time, and Hudson had gone into full-blown brother mode. Kind of like what he was doing now with the whole demon-hunting thing. “It must have been even more upsetting to be treated that way by someone you love and trust.”

      Jack remained silent, clearly upset by what we’d both said, so I jumped in with a question to make things less awkward.

      “Can you think of anything that might have caused the change in his behavior?” I asked. “Not that I’m condoning what he did to you, but if this was out of character, I have to wonder if something instigated it. You told Jack his parents don’t know about his disappearance. Was he fighting with them? Is he struggling at school?”

      “No,” she said, staring into my eyes. “Nothing like that. We were happy.”

      “How old are you and Lars?” I asked.

      “I’m nineteen. Lars just turned twenty. We’re sophomores.”

      “Does Lars have other friends?”

      She nodded. “Everyone loves him. His friends noticed the change too, and they came to me to find out what happened. No one knows. And now no one knows where he is.”

      “I think there’s something wrong with him,” Jack said slowly. “And I think we need to tell the police.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t tell them what he did.”

      Jack glanced up at me, then back to Autumn. “We can’t make you tell the police anything, but you have no reason to feel ashamed.”

      “It was just so unlike him. I don’t want people to think badly of him.” She turned to me and snatched my hand, her nails digging into my flesh. “I love him. I just think he needs help.”

      I nodded and offered her a warm smile. “You’re right. He does need help. I think the first thing you should do is call his parents and find out if they’ve heard from him. Maybe he just went home.”

      She shook her head. “They called me this morning and left a message asking if I’d heard from him. They said they’ve been trying to call him for days.”

      “Have you tried calling him?” Jack asked.

      “Yeah. Dozens of times.” Her voice broke. “At first it would ring before going to voicemail, but then yesterday it started going straight to voicemail.” She dabbed her eyes. “Do you think he’s dead, Father Jack?”

      His smile faltered. “I’m not sure, but we can pray for him. And then we need to call the police. I know a detective—a woman—I’ll call her to come and take your statement. She’s very easy to talk to.”

      I gave him a look of surprise. Was he talking about Detective Powell? How would he know if she was easy to talk to? Sure, she’d stood up for me during the investigation of Gill’s murder, and she seemed to suspect something…unusual was happening in Asheville, but police liked to pin things on real human beings, not fantasy creatures like demons. We couldn’t trust her.

      “Can Piper stay too?” Autumn asked. She gave me a pleading look.

      “I wish I could,” I said, “but I have to leave for an appointment. You’ll be in good hands with Jack and the detective, and I’ll give you my number. Feel free to call or text me anytime.” I pulled out my phone and she gave me her number.

      I sent her a text saying, This is Piper Lancaster. I’m only a phone call or text away. Then I gave her a hug and stood. “I better go before I’m late.”

      Jack stood too. “Piper. A word.”

      “Sure.”

      He followed me down to the bottom of the steps.

      Jack wasn’t the only one who wanted a word. “Are you calling Olivia Powell?”

      He looked off-balance as he said, “How did you know?”

      “Lucky guess. Have you been in contact with her?”

      He hesitated. “She was good to you with that whole mess with Gill. Nonjudgmental. I thought maybe she’d be understanding. Mostly it’s a hunch…” He shrugged. “I asked her if she could get me more information about the murders in Durham and the botanical gardens incident in Manteo.”

      My eyebrows practically shot up to my hairline. “And she didn’t think that was suspicious?” I caught a glimpse of Autumn and stopped myself from continuing. This was not the time or place for this conversation. “We need to get more information about what Lars was doing and where he went before the change. You’re going to stay with her for the interview, right?” I asked. “You can collect more information while you listen.”

      His eyes darkened. “That’s not why I’m staying, Piper.”

      I sighed. “I know that, Jack. You are a genuinely good person. I’m just saying that you’re here anyway, so you might hear information that could help us too.”

      He pushed out a sigh and turned to the side, clearly frustrated. “I know. I’m sorry. It’s just that this feels personal. I know Autumn. I’ve been her pastor for three years. Do you think someone targeted her intentionally?”

      “I guess we can’t be sure right now, but with everything that’s happened in the last few weeks…all those gruesome murders, then Lars’s abrupt personality transformation and then disappearance…and Tommy’s message that demons are coming…I don’t know. It sure feels intentional.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      I offered a reassuring smile. “Go call Detective Powell, but be careful. You know the police won’t understand what’s going on, and our peripheral involvement in something like this so soon after Gill’s murder could look suspicious.”

      “Agreed, but I still need to stay with Autumn.”

      I nodded. “I think you should too, but I’m still worried.” I glanced up at Autumn, who was silently crying. “It’s even more important for us to go see Helen tonight. I take it that you still want to go.”

      “More than ever.”

      “I’ll call you when I’m done with my training.”

      “I’ll be at the restaurant, but I shouldn’t have trouble getting away after ten.”

      “Othello’s?” I asked in surprise. Jack and I had a private dinner there to discuss our demon encounters; we’d been able to get a coveted reservation because his brother owned the restaurant, and his sister worked there too. But I couldn’t fathom why he’d be there so late at night.

      “I agreed to pick up some serving shifts…now that I’m unemployed.”

      “Oh. Right.” I couldn’t help feeling guilty, like I should apologize, or thank him? There was nothing right to say, really, so I changed the topic. “Let me know if you find out anything helpful from Autumn.”

      “Will do. Be careful at your next appointment.”

      I waved goodbye to Autumn, then headed back to my car. I was lost in thought when a twenty-something woman suddenly stumbled into my path, halfway to my car, looking slightly bewildered. She wore a pair of denim shorts paired with a UNC Asheville T-shirt, and her auburn hair was pulled back into a ponytail.

      I would have thought she was any other student on campus, except for the static electricity feeling coming from her.

      She was a ghost.

      “You’re in danger here,” the woman said. “It’s watching you.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. “What is?”

      “A bad thing.”

      “Did the bad thing send you to warn me away?”

      “No. My message is from someone else. Out of fear for your safety.”

      Was Abel behind this? He’d claimed to know nothing about the ghosts who’d appeared to me with warnings a couple of weeks ago. But I pushed the thought away. If this girl was like the others, I didn’t have much time.

      Tears stung my eyes. “What’s your name?”

      “Abigale.”

      “I’m Piper. Do you know that you’re dead?”

      She gave me a sad look and nodded.

      “Do you know how it happened?”

      “I took the pills. I wasn’t sure I wanted to do it, but it told me that I should.”

      My chest heaved as I fought a sob. She’d just confirmed my worst fear. “Do you have a message you want me to give anyone?”

      She shook her head. “I left a note.”

      A bright light appeared to my right, and the spirit turned into a pile of ash and a wisp of dark smoke. The light snuffed out, and I stared at the ash in horror.

      I’d never been more sorry to be right. The ghosts with the messages really had been killed so they could communicate with me. The guilt was nearly suffocating.

      I knew nothing about her other than her name and that she’d been forced to commit suicide. The last time a ghost had come to me with a message, I’d asked him if he wanted me to give a message to anyone. He’d asked me to tell his girlfriend that he’d planned to propose. I’d been overcome with guilt, but at least I’d given him some closure. I had no idea where Abigale was or if anyone had found her.

      I was helpless.
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      I sat in my car for a good five minutes, trying to figure out what to do. Jack was with Autumn, so I didn’t want to disturb him. She needed him more right now. Rhys had class, and besides, I knew she was dying to spend some time with her girlfriend. Her ghost whisperer assistant duties had cut into her love life enough as it was. Abel was thousands of miles away, not that I would have called him anyway. Empathy wasn’t his strong suit, yet something in me ached to hear from him.

      The really stupid part of me.

      I picked up my phone and called Hudson. When he didn’t answer—not surprising since he had an office job—I hung up instead of leaving a message. What was I going to say? “I just called to tell you that I’m responsible for yet another person’s death, and now I’m feeling pouty and need someone to feel sorry for me”?

      Suck it up, Piper. This is not the time for whining.

      I started to back up from the parking spot when a wrenching feeling filled my chest. Something was happening to my connection to Abel.

      I rubbed my chest, pressing the area over my heart. Something was terribly wrong.

      The pain intensified, only to disappear as suddenly as it had set in. My connection to Abel disappeared with it.

      After living with the constant connection to him for two weeks, the sudden loss was jolting. And alarming. Had something bad happened to him? The thought filled me with dread.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon seemed to drag on forever. The second of my two appointments ran longer than expected, and I couldn’t stop panicking about the severed connection between me and Abel. He’d claimed he needed me and my daggers to kill him, so I doubted he was dead, but that didn’t mean he was okay.

      I didn’t have time to go by my house to grab dinner before my nightly ass-kicking, so I picked up a hamburger on my way there. I was sure I was going to regret eating something so greasy right before Rupert literally kicked me in the stomach, but so be it.

      While I was in line at the drive-through window, I quickly checked the Asheville police reports for any hint of an overdose or death. Nothing. Did that mean they hadn’t found Abigale yet? I hated the thought of her lying somewhere, alone, but I reminded myself that she was already gone.

      I got to the warehouse early enough to change into my workout clothes and be on the mats by 6:59. Rupert put a little something extra into the evening’s workout, so by the time ten o’clock rolled round, I was doubled over my legs trying to regain my breath, and seriously regretted having given him even an extra minute to pound on me.

      “We won’t be working out tomorrow night,” Rupert said.

      My panic resurfaced, but I tamped it down. I looked up at him and sweat rolled down into my eye. I blinked, my arms too sore to wipe it away. “Did I graduate already?”

      He didn’t even crack a smile. Abel hired the most deadpan guys. “Mr. Abel will return tomorrow and has requested that you join him for dinner.”

      I straightened and propped a hand on my hip, trying to ignore the relieved—and excited—flutter in my stomach. “And Mr. Abel couldn’t ask me himself?”

      Rupert’s upper lip curled as though I’d asked the stupidest question known to man. “He has more pressing issues.”

      “More pressing than asking me to dinner?” Okay, when I put it that way, it did sound stupid, but Abel was already controlling six hours of my day. He couldn’t order me to have dinner with him.

      But you want to have dinner with him.

      That was beside the point.

      “Mr. Abel has requested that you dress for dinner.”

      “Dress for dinner? This is Asheville. That could mean my best pair of jeans.”

      The look in Rupert’s eyes suggested he was about to initiate another round of sparring that would end badly for me. “He will send a car at eight.”

      “I can just meet him at the restaurant,” I said. “No need to send a car.”

      “He’ll send a car.” Then he headed for the exit. “Turn the lights out and lock up when you leave.”

      Lock up? “I don’t have a key.”

      “They’re next to your bag,” he said, not bothering to look back as the door slammed behind him.

      A key. This was new. Why would Rupert give me a key?

      Of course, it didn’t take a genius to figure out the key wasn’t from Rupert. It was from Abel. But why?

      I grabbed my water bottle and took a long gulp as I spun in a circle, taking in the space. Did Abel expect me to come here and practice on my own time, above and beyond the six hours I already spent here? Or maybe he’d decided Rupert and Davis had done all they could do to help me and I was now on my own.

      My phone’s ringtone shook me out of my reverie, and I wasn’t surprised to see the call was from Jack.

      “I’m off for the night. Do you want to pick me up from the restaurant?”

      “I still need to change and shower,” I said. “My session ran late.”

      “Don’t bother with the shower. Just come pick me up.”

      I cringed and sniffed my armpits. Not too bad. I wasn’t looking my finest, but hadn’t I wanted to put Jack off anyway? This wasn’t a date. We were going to see a ghost, and I suspected Helen wouldn’t mind what I smelled like. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      I picked up my bag, and sure enough, two keys attached to a ring lay on the floor. The warehouse only used one key, so what was the other one for?

      After shutting off the lights, I went outside and locked the door behind me, figuring out the correct key on the first attempt. As I turned it, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end. I told myself it was the cooler September evening air hitting the sweat on my skin, but I knew there was more to it. The tingling of my tattooed hand confirmed I wasn’t alone.

      I briefly considered calling out—shouting a greeting, a threat, something—but instead I walked to my car, concentrating on the feeling and pushing energy outward from the marks on my hand. It was something small, a good twenty feet away at the edge of the tree line, only it didn’t feel evil. It felt…neutral.

      After I unlocked my car, I opened the back door and tossed my bag into the backseat. “I can feel you out there,” I said. “I don’t think you’re an enemy, but I don’t think you’re a friend either. I only have issues with demons, so as long as you aren’t killing people or stealing their souls, you and I can coexist.”

      “So you really fight demons?” The creature’s voice was small yet deep.

      “I’ve fought a few. But then, you saw me kill one last night, didn’t you?”

      “Will you fight more?” the creature’s voice called out.

      A tingle ran down my spine. “Yes,” I said, trying to sound more certain than I felt. “And I will destroy them.”

      “Then you and I are friends.”

      Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the presence was gone.

      What the heck?

      I needed to talk to Jack.

      He was waiting for me at the corner down the street from Othello’s, wearing jeans and a fresh T-shirt. When he got in, he smelled good, an intoxicating blend of basil and garlic as well as a hint of something I couldn’t name. Then I realized it was coming from the bag in his hand. My stomach growled in anticipation.

      He took one look at my face and laughed. “I had Max make an extra plate of tonight’s special for you.”

      I’d had his brother’s food before, and it was amazing. “How’d you know I’d be hungry?”

      “You just worked out for three hours, Piper. How could you not be?” He set the bag in his lap and fastened his seatbelt. “I know you said Rupert or Davis or whoever told you to eat protein, so I made sure Max put plenty of chicken in there along with the pasta.”

      I practically drooled at the thought.

      Jack laughed. “Put the car in park and let’s switch places. I’ll drive. The food’s better hot anyway.”

      When it came to Max’s food, I wasn’t going to argue. I pulled over and we switched spots, Jack handing off the bag of food. I didn’t wait to pull it out and dig in. I allowed myself a few bites before I said through a partial mouthful of pasta, “Did you find out anything more from Autumn?”

      “No, but Lars’s personality change was really sudden. She kept mentioning that.”

      “My gut tells me this isn’t random. The timing is just too—”

      “Coincidental.”

      “Yes. And with demons on the loose and college students getting slaughtered, another one now missing…we really need answers from Helen.”

      “Let’s hope she has them.”

      I took a few more bites, then said, “I saw another ghost today, a young woman named Abigale. She delivered a message.”

      Jack gripped the steering wheel and turned to face me. “When? Where?”

      “Right after I left you,” I said, pushing the words past the lump in my throat. “On campus.”

      “Why didn’t you come back and tell me?” he asked.

      “What good would it have done? I didn’t want to upset Autumn, and the woman was already dead. But whatever is sending ghosts to me forced her to kill herself, Jack. She didn’t want to do it.”

      He was quiet for several seconds before he said, “I guess we knew that whatever force is behind the messages has been killing people, but it’s never gone this far.”

      “I didn’t know what to do. I had no idea how to find Abigale. I was surrounded by dorms and apartments… Where would I even start? I thought about calling hospitals or the police, but how would I explain it?”

      “I can ask Olivia.”

      I shot him a look of surprise. “You’re on a first-name basis?”

      He grimaced but didn’t respond.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, do you? It’s bound to set off alarm bells.”

      “So we do nothing?”

      “We scour the papers and the news to make sure she’s found,” I said. “I asked if she had a message for anyone, but she said she left a note. I guess there’s nothing to be done.” My voice broke.

      “This isn’t your fault, Piper.”

      “I know, but it sure feels like it.”

      “Piper.”

      The pity in his voice was nearly my undoing, so I moved onto topic number two. “Something weird happened tonight after I finished my training.”

      He sat up straighter. “Did you have any trouble?”

      “No, but I met…something. Not a demon, but it didn’t give off a friendly vibe either.”

      I told him what little I knew—how the being had appeared and then promptly disappeared, how it had only pledged its friendship after I confirmed that I planned to hunt more demons, and how my best guess was that it was some sort of tiny man.

      “Where was Rupert when this was going on?” he asked, sounding kind of pissed. “You could have been ambushed.”

      I rolled my eyes as I pierced more penne noodles with my plastic fork. “Like Rupert would have done much good against a demon. He wouldn’t be able to see it. Besides, I was prepared to get in my car and take off. But now I’m curious. What else is out here, besides demons?” I asked, turning in my seat to face him. “What do you think I was talking to?”

      He frowned for a few seconds as he watched the road. We were headed up the tall hill we called Beaucatcher Mountain. “Could it have been a ghost?”

      I shook my head. “No. It definitely wasn’t a ghost. I get a totally different feeling from them.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, I typically don’t feel anything unless it’s a really strong ghost like Helen. Or Tommy. Demons have a totally different vibe—they make my marked hand tingle. I can sense their presence…their intent. I can tell if they’re hungry or curious. I get none of that from ghosts. The thing I encountered tonight…I could sense its presence through my mark, but there was no evil coming from it. It was totally neutral. Like it had heard there was a new neighbor and it was curious enough to check it out.”

      “Huh…” Jack didn’t sound very happy.

      “I’ll ask Helen about it too,” I said, “but it doesn’t mean she’ll answer. Helen’s a bit…mercurial.”

      Jack’s brow lowered. “I’ve heard of cars dying after people go up to the bridge to talk to her.”

      “I’ve heard that too, so maybe we should park a ways down the hill.” I shoved another bite of pasta in my mouth. After I swallowed, I asked, “Do you think Lars is possessed?”

      Jack scrunched up his forehead in thought. “I think we’re both on the same wavelength here, but we don’t have much more to go on than a hunch. We can’t know for certain without seeing him…but what else could explain such rapid personality changes?”

      “Hypnosis? Brain washing? Drugs?”

      He shook his head as he found a spot on the side of the road to pull over. “It doesn’t work that way. You can’t change someone’s entire personality overnight. Not by using normal methods.”

      “But with supernatural…?” I asked, the pasta suddenly not sitting well.

      He turned off the engine and turned to face me. “I suppose just about anything’s possible if you add the supernatural.”

      That’s what I was afraid of. I put the lid back on my aluminum to-go container and set it on the floorboard of the backseat. “Pop the trunk. The button’s on the left.”

      He gave me an odd look, but I heard the trunk pop as I opened the door. When I reached the back of the car, I grabbed my bag and looped it over my head, then pulled out my daggers.

      “Expecting trouble?” he asked.

      “There’s a portal to hell up there. Do you want to go near it without weapons?”

      “You look like you’re going into battle, Piper,” Jack said. “Maybe we should rethink this.”

      “No,” I said as I closed the trunk lid. “I’ve put this off long enough. Abel told Helen I’d come visit her when he couldn’t, but I haven’t seen her since the night I killed the demons.” Although to be fair, Helen had threatened me. She made it clear she’d stop me if I tried to kill Abel…although I was guessing there was no way to renege on a blood oath. What lengths would she go to? Would she kill me before I had the chance to kill him?

      “Possible issue,” I said as I started up the road that led to the bridge. “Helen might give me some trouble, so you should probably hang back until I make sure it’s safe.”

      “Helen is a poltergeist?” he asked in alarm, keeping pace beside me. “She can physically cause you harm?”

      “No. But she issued me a warning when we parted last time. I think we’ll be fine, but it’s better to be prepared.”

      “Why? What exactly did she say?”

      I still wasn’t ready to tell Jack about it. If I found a way out of it, I wouldn’t have to tell anyone.

      “Nothing important,” I said, lying through my teeth—and barely out of breath as I climbed the hill. All those workouts really had boosted my endurance.

      “Piper!”

      I stopped and turned to look at him. “If things go badly, I’ll tell you when we head home, but for now, I need you to trust me. Can you do that, Jack?”

      I hadn’t meant to sound so snippy, but thankfully Jack took it in stride. He put his hand on my shoulder and gave me a soft smile. “You don’t have to do this all alone, Piper. You have friends. Let us help you. Let us in.”

      He was right, but for some bizarre reason my promise to Abel felt personal…intimate, which was ridiculous. Agreeing to murder someone was intimate? But then I thought about the way Abel had pressed my clenched fist to his chest as he explained that I’d use one of my daggers to kill him…it had been horrifying, but I realized, too…it had felt strangely sensual.

      I really needed my head examined.

      “Piper.”

      I realized I’d been lost in thought, lusting over Abel. “I’ll think about it. That’s the best I can do.”

      He gave me a slight nod and we started walking again.

      A car passed us, and it occurred to me that there had been no traffic the last two times I’d come up here. Was it a good sign that there was traffic now?

      The bridge came into view, an ancient-looking stone arch over a barely two-lane width road. Vegetation had partially grown over the paths, which was currently an unused carriage road. There were No Trespassing signs and a chain-link gate and fence to try to keep people out, but the unlocked gate did little to stop thrill seekers hoping to catch a glimpse of Helen.

      “Helen,” I called out as I approached. “It’s Piper.”

      She didn’t answer at first, but after about ten seconds, I heard a low moan that slowly grew into a mournful wail.

      “Do you hear that?” Jack asked in a whisper. He stood about three feet behind me and to my right.

      “Yes, but she hasn’t shown herself yet,” I whispered back. Then I turned to face the bridge head-on, steeling myself to encounter the ghost. “Helen, I’ve come to visit and I brought a new friend.”

      A pale figure appeared a few feet underneath the bridge—a woman in a flowing white nightgown swinging from a rope noose in the nonexistent breeze. I shuddered at the sight, even though I could barely make out her features. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to seeing her hang like that. Thankfully, none of my other ghosts had still borne the injuries from their cause of death. Helen was different, though. Abel had told me she was more powerful than most ghosts. He’d attributed it to her extreme grief over the death of her three-year-old daughter, Margaret. Maybe her power also extended in part from the knowledge that she was dead.

      “Good evening, Helen.”

      “Where’s Kieran?” she asked.

      “He’s traveling, but I hear he’s coming back tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll come see you soon.”

      “Why are you here now?”

      “I came to ask you if you’ve seen any new demons.”

      Helen made three complete swings, back and forth, her nightgown billowing, and then she completely vanished.

      I sucked in a breath, momentarily stunned. Was it something I said?

      “What’s going on?” Jack whispered.

      Helen suddenly reappeared just inches from Jack, tilting her head sideways as she examined him up close. “What is he to you?”

      “He’s my friend,” I said in a soft voice. “I can introduce you if you’d like.”

      She turned back to me with a sneer. “Why?”

      “He’s a very kind man, and I’m sure he’d love to talk to you.”

      “Fat lot of good that will do me. He can’t see or hear me.”

      “What if I could help you two communicate? Like I told you, he could be another friend.”

      She gave me a dubious look, so I shifted St. Michael to my right hand and extended my free hand to Jack, keeping Helen in my line of sight as I moved toward him.

      He took my hand, and the second I made contact, his gaze landed on her face. “Hello, Helen, I’m Jack. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      Her mouth sagged open slightly. “He can see me.”

      “Yes,” he said with a warm smile. “I can. Thanks to Piper.”

      Her gaze dropped to our joined hands, then raised up to me. “What about Kieran?”

      Was she asking if we were together? That surprised me given what she knew about the blood oath. “Kieran and I are complicated.”

      Jack sensed my need for her to let it go. “I’m so sorry about your daughter, Helen.” Sincerity and compassion laced his words.

      She jerked her gaze back to him with a snap that looked humanly possible and stared at him. “Thank you. All these years, and you’re only the second person to tell me that. The others taunt and ridicule.”

      I strongly suspected Abel had been the first. I was slightly ashamed that I wasn’t on that short list.

      “How many new demons have you seen since Piper killed the other two?” Jack asked. “Piper killed a demon that had been lying in wait for her. It mentioned the Great One. We were hoping you might know something.”

      She stared at him for a second before nodding. “I will answer the question for you, Jack.”

      “But not for Piper?” he asked in surprise.

      “Kieran hasn’t been to see me since that night. She’s keeping him from me.”

      I shook my head. “No, Helen. I haven’t seen him either. He’s been ignoring us both.”

      “It’s true,” Jack said.

      A wrinkle in her brow smoothed at that, and she gave Jack a soft smile of her own. “Why are you with her when Kieran is so taken with her? He’ll let no man get in the way of what he wants.”

      Jack shot me a concerned look, and I gave him a slight head shake. This wasn’t the time to get into it. He turned his attention back to Helen. “Piper and I have partnered to send the demons back to hell.”

      Confusion washed through Helen’s eyes. “But Kieran is her partner.”

      “No,” I said gently. “Not in ridding the world of demons. He only took an interest in the two I killed here because he said my victory would prove I was the one. But I haven’t seen him since that night, and Jack is helping me figure this out.”

      “Does Kieran know you are with this man?” she asked.

      “He’s not even in the country,” I said, starting to get pissed. “I hear he’s in Europe, and I need help from someone now.”

      “To make sure you don’t get killed.” Her brow furrowed as she pinned her gaze on Jack. “If she dies while she is under your care, Kieran will tear you from limb to limb.”

      My stomach dropped to my feet. I hadn’t thought about it, but I suspected Helen was right.

      Jack didn’t flinch. “If that should happen, then I hope he gets satisfaction tearing the limbs from my cold, dead body, because I will die myself before I let a demon harm her.”

      “You care about her,” Helen said, irritated.

      “I do, but I know she’s not the one for me. Kieran Abel is safe, but if I have my way, he won’t have her either.”

      I gaped at him, trying to pull my hand free. “Jack!”

      He turned to look at me. “It’s okay. We all have our part to play in this, and the voice has reminded me of mine. You’re important, and I want to watch over you. It’s hard to argue with something that feels so right.”

      “It’s very easy to argue when we’re talking about your possible death!”

      “I’m not planning on either one of us dying, but you have to know that I will protect you to the death.” I started to protest, and he held up his hand. “Would you stand back and watch a demon kill me?”

      Anger rushed through me. “Never.”

      “See?” he asked with a knowing smile. “Some things just feel right.”

      I nodded. But I had no intention of letting him get killed on my behalf.

      Helen watched us with interest. “Yes, four demons have emerged from the gate since that night.”

      “Where are they now?” I asked in alarm.

      She frowned. “They fed on me before they went down the mountain.”

      “Down the mountain to where?” Jack asked, his voice tight.

      “Two went toward the city. Two went into the true mountains to the north.”

      He glanced up at me with fear in his eyes.

      “How long ago was this?” I asked.

      “One surfaced a few days after you nearly died,” Helen said. “The other three emerged over the past five days.”

      “So their frequency is increasing,” Jack said.

      Helen shrugged. “I only watch them emerge and leave, but I suspect they aren’t very smart. They seemed more like animals than people.”

      I turned to Jack. “You said you’ve been paying attention to attacks and murders. Have you found any hint that these demons have attacked anyone?”

      “No, but it’s possible they’ve just been feeding on other sources. I haven’t been looking for attacks on animals. I’ll do some digging tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” I turned to Helen. “Can you show us the gate?”

      She gave me a wary glance and started to say something, but then headlights appeared on the other side of the bridge and she disappeared.

      “Do you think she’ll come back?” Jack asked as we moved to the side of the road to let the car pass.

      “I’m not sure. I got the impression she didn’t want to tell us, so she may use this as an excuse to stay away. Let’s wait until the car passes.”

      The car slowed so the driver and the woman in the passenger seat could gawk as they passed. They probably thought we were Helen seekers. They weren’t wrong…

      The car continued down the hill and Jack squeezed my hand. “No sign of her, huh?”

      “No,” I said with a yawn. “We’ll try again another time. Six thirty comes early.”

      He dropped my hand and grinned. “Come on, Cinderella. Let’s get you home before you turn into a pumpkin.”

      We started to walk back to my car, and then my hand began to tingle. My breath stuck in my throat.

      “There’s a demon nearby,” I whispered.

      Jack turned to me with wide eyes. “Can you tell where?”

      I resisted the urge to close my eyes and pushed energy out toward the source. “It’s on the other side of the bridge. The castle side.”

      Zealandia Castle had been built in the late nineteenth century by a family from New Zealand, and the carriage bridge Helen haunted had been added in 1909.

      “Can we get away?”

      Could we? While the higher-level demons I’d slain had complex thoughts and emotions, this creature barely emitted any emotion beyond hunger. It was starving. But it was also weak. “Yes,” I said, turning back around. “But we’re not going to.”

      “Piper, I think this is a bad idea.”

      “I know, but it’s weak. I think it just crossed. We need to stop it before it can feed on Helen or anyone else.”

      “What are you planning to do to it?” Jack asked, sounding worried.

      I transferred St. Michael to my left hand. “Get answers.”
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      The demon was partway up the hill, closer to the top. It was still fifty feet away and weak—but I was worried it would hear us coming and attack us as we got closer. I’d rather be prepared.

      “Stay behind me, Jack.”

      He didn’t respond, but I glanced back and caught him digging a bottle of holy water out of his bag.

      When we were twenty feet away, I stopped and let my sight adjust to the dim moonlight filtering through the tree canopy. If I hadn’t sensed the demon’s location, I never would have seen it. It looked like nothing more than a small dark blob lying next to a tree.

      The mark on my left hand stung.

      The demon lifted its head, giving me a better view as I walked closer. It had a long skinny neck like a flamingo and a head like a dog. Its body was a fluffy oval, and it had short webbed feet like a duck. It looked like a joke on evolution, but I’d do best to remember it was likely deadly.

      It may have just emerged from the gate to hell, but I couldn’t see the entrance.

      I stopped about six feet away, trying to figure out what I could possibly say to a flamingo-dog-duck hybrid, but it spoke first.

      “What are you?”

      “I could ask you the same,” I said.

      It laughed. “I am Bevos, and I am here at the request of the Great One.”

      My stomach dropped. “The Great One?”

      “It does not concern you, human.” Its neck bobbed forward, its beady, bulging eyes appearing to squinch. “But you aren’t human, are you? You are the one I seek. Come closer and let me smell you.”

      I snorted. “I am just a human, but that doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”

      He shook his head. “No. You can see me. You are definitely not human.”

      “What is the Great One?” I asked. I wasn’t going to get any useful information if it kept harping on about me.

      “Your future master. It has taken a special interest in you. You will have an honored spot among its slaves.” The thing contorted its face into an expression I think was supposed to be a smile.

      “Thanks, but your demon buddy made me a similar offer a couple of weeks ago, and I gave him my regrets. I’m gonna have to turn down the Great One too. But just out of curiosity, what’s the Great One up to?”

      “The Great One wants to rule the world.”

      I shot a sideways glance at Jack as he moved up beside me and placed his hand on my shoulder. He released a nearly soundless gasp.

      “And how does the Great One intend to do that?” I asked.

      “It has already begun.”

      My heart was pounding, my mind trying to connect the dots. “Humans won’t give up this world so easily.”

      The demon laughed. “We’ve already begun taking it from them. So clueless, so susceptible these humans. Such weak creatures make perfect vessels. So very easily controlled.”

      “Vessels?”

      “The Great One takes vessels to use as it sees fit. Its hosts are as disposable as outfits are to you humans.”

      “But it does take hosts?” I asked.

      The demon took a tentative step forward, cocking its head as it turned its attention to Jack. “He can see me. But he is human.”

      “One of those mysteries of the universe,” I said. “What if I wanted to meet the Great One? You know, to tell it how great it is.”

      The demon smiled, revealing a mouthful of sharp teeth. “I shall take you to it.”

      “Answer a few questions first. How many of you have come through this gate?”

      “Enough questions. I must feed before I take you to the Great One.” Before I realized what it was doing, it lunged for Jack.

      My training with Davis and Rupert kicked in. I jumped to the side to cover Jack as the demon flew forward, its giant, sharp-toothed mouth—which was four times larger than it should have been given how small it was—aiming now for my chest. With a flick of Ivy, I sliced through its neck and its head flopped to the ground, the body following behind it.

      “This won’t stop me,” the demon’s disembodied head said with a laugh, and its body began to wriggle toward the remaining two-inch stub of neck on its head. A tiny glow shone from its body.

      It had already fed on something.

      “What the hell?” Jack uttered in shock, then doused the demon’s head with holy water while still clutching my shoulder with his left hand.

      “I have to kill it.” I lunged at the squirming body and stabbed at the glowing orb. The instant the tip of the dagger made contact, it burst open and two tiny lights floated into the night sky as Bevos’s body turned to ash. A wisp of black smoke swirled up behind the souls.

      “I can’t believe that just happened,” Jack said, his fingers still digging into my shoulder.

      My hand tingled again, alerting me to the presence of two more otherworldly beings higher up the hill. I tensed.

      “Announce yourself,” I called out.

      “Are you a demon slayer?” a male voice asked.

      “Is it a demon?” Jack whispered. “I can’t see them.”

      “They’re keeping out of sight, but I don’t think so,” I whispered back. These beings emitted the same vibe as the creature at the warehouse—not evil, but not friendly either. Neutral.

      “Are you a demon slayer?” the creature repeated.

      “So I’ve been told,” I said. “Are you here to take me to the Great One too? Let me warn you that if you try to feed from my friend, I will kill you.”

      “What do you know of the Great One?” a female voice asked, ignoring my threat.

      “Enough to know it has a different objective than I do,” I said. “But not enough to find it and destroy it.”

      “Then we have a common enemy,” the female voice said. Before she could elucidate further on that, or on anything, the tingling in my hand stopped, all trace of them gone. Both beings vanished.

      I took a step back, my blades at the ready.

      “Are they coming down the hill?” Jack asked.

      I wiped the bloodied blade of St. Michael on my workout pants. “No. They vanished. Let’s go.” I started back down the hill, pulling out of Jack’s hold. He followed close behind. Just as we reached the road, Helen appeared directly in front of me. I fought to squelch my startled yelp. “You scared the crap out of me, Helen.”

      “You killed the demon.”

      “What were the other two beings? Demons?”

      “The Nunnehi aren’t demons,” she said with a frown. “You have caught the attention of other spirits. Abel was right about you.”

      I shook my head. “Why would other spirits be interested in me?”

      “The blood that flows through your veins.”

      “You mean because I’m a witness to creation?” This was something else Abel had told me. He said that most life forces were recycled. But sometimes a rare, pure soul was born. He said they are called witnesses to creation because they are as pure as the beginning of time.

      “Primarily because of the curse you inherited, but yes, your blood as a witness to creation makes you desirable to all spirits. Especially the hungry ones.”

      Like Abel, but I still had no intention of telling Jack about our blood bond. “It’s not safe for you to stay here, Helen, not until we figure out how to close this gate.”

      “I won’t leave my daughter,” she said, then vanished.

      Jack and I walked back to my car. I started to put the daggers away, but Jack took both of them from me. He poured holy water on the blades, cleaning off the rest of the demon blood, before handing them back to me to put into my bag.

      “I’m not sure you should keep working with me, Jack,” I said once we were both in the car. “You can’t see them unless you touch me. We both know we got lucky with killing that demon tonight. I doubt it’ll be as easy next time, and you’ll have to let go, which means you won’t be able to see it. The demon could attack you and you wouldn’t know until it was too late.”

      He didn’t say a word.

      “No argument?” I asked in surprise.

      “Not tonight,” he said wearily.

      “Helen said those two spirits were Nunnehi. Do you know what that is?” Was the being I’d encountered outside the warehouse also a Nunnehi?

      “It sounds familiar, but I can’t place it off the top of my head. I’ll look it up and let you know tomorrow.”

      He sounded so dejected that I reached toward him and took his hand in mine. “I still need you, Jack.”

      “You need my knowledge,” he said, looking out the window. “You don’t need me to face the demons with you. I’m a liability. One more distraction.”

      I really should have thought things through before telling him he couldn’t come demon hunting with me in the future. “You’re not giving yourself enough credit,” I said. “What happened to you believing you’re supposed to help me?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe the voice’s suggestion that I partner with you is part of a long-term plan too complicated for us to fathom.”

      “Jack—”

      “No, Piper,” he said, shaking his head. “Let’s not have this conversation tonight.”

      “Okay,” I said, casting him a worried glance. “We can talk about it tomorrow.”

      Neither of us said anything for the rest of the ride, and as I dropped him off at his car, I had to wonder if this would work out after all.
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        * * *

      

      Ever since I’d started the six-hour-a-day workout regimen, I’d fallen asleep within seconds of my head hitting the pillow, but as I dreamt I kept seeing Jack’s browbeaten expression. He’d relinquished his entire life to chase the demons—he’d given up his job…no, his vocation for it—why hadn’t he put up a protest?

      I tossed and turned until I finally picked up my phone and sent Jack a text.

      I need you, Jack. Please don’t shut me out again.

      He called me within seconds. “Piper, ignore my brooding and get some sleep. You have to get up early and kick Rupert’s ass.”

      “Davis,” I said, still feeling forlorn.

      He chuckled. “Then Davis’s ass.” He paused for a moment, and when he continued, he sounded more serious. “I’m fine. You haven’t lost me, I swear. I promised to help you, and I’m researching those Nunnehi things right now. We’ll figure this out. Together.”

      Tears stung my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry about. Go to sleep. How about we meet for lunch tomorrow and discuss all my findings?”

      “Thank you for not giving up on me, Jack.”

      “Never.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I was bleary-eyed and groggy when I walked into the kitchen the next morning. Hudson was waiting for me with an ear-to-ear grin, holding a bouquet of fresh flowers in one hand and a glazed donut.

      “Happy birthday, Pippy.”

      “I told you no cake,” I protested, but I couldn’t help smiling.

      “It’s a donut. Definitely not cake. A person only turns twenty-five once.”

      “It’s just that this birthday…”

      He set the flowers on the counter, and then took up my hand and gently squeezed it between his palms, then put his hand on my upper arm. “This birthday is the one your father bartered his life for.”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak past the lump in my throat.

      “I think your dad would want you to be happy, but that’s hard to wish for when you’re fighting demons.” Hudson placed a soft kiss on my forehead. “Have you changed your mind about a birthday dinner?”

      “No,” I said, making a face. “And I’ve made other plans that are totally unbirthday related.” I still hadn’t decided if I was going to accept Abel’s dinner invitation, but part of me was irritated because I knew I would.

      “If you change your mind, let me know.”

      “Thanks, Huddy.” I snatched the donut from him, took a huge bite, and groaned with satisfaction.

      Hudson laughed. “I think you need a date more than a donut.”

      I laughed and took another bite.

      “I made you a breakfast sandwich too,” he said, pointing to a brown bag on the counter. Next to it was a travel mug. “And I already made your coffee. We don’t want you to be late.”

      I wrapped my arm around his back and pulled him close. “I miss you. Maybe we can hang out together tomorrow. Just the two of us.”

      “Don’t you have a bunch of ghost appointments?”

      “I’m free for lunch,” I said with a huge grin as I leaned back to look up at him.

      “I’d like that,” he said. “Maybe I can come to a couple of your appointments with you. Give Rhys a break.”

      I beamed even brighter. “Sure.”

      His grin softened. “Happy birthday, Piper,” he said again.

      I gave him another squeeze before dropping my hold. “Have a great day, Huddy.”

      “You too.”
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        * * *

      

      I was a few minutes early, but Davis was already waiting for me—looking more somber than usual.

      “I’m not late,” I said as I strode toward him and dropped my bag on the floor, several feet from the mats.

      He didn’t respond. He wasn’t holding any weapons, so I didn’t pull out my fake daggers as I approached the mats. Not saying a word, he slowly advanced toward me. “Are those glazed donut flakes on your shirt?”

      Well, crap. When had he become Sherlock Holmes?

      I took in his ready stance, his posture, the tension in his legs, the slight lean toward me. He wasn’t even looking at my shirt, but at my eyes. And I stared right back. I’d learned enough in our sessions together to keep my eyes on him.

      A grin spread across his face. While it wasn’t friendly, there was a hint of respect in his eyes. “I asked you a question, Piper. Answer it.”

      I held my chin high. “Yes.”

      I could have offered an explanation—it was my birthday—but I’d learned Davis accepted no excuses. Besides, I didn’t want anyone else to know.

      He swung at my head without warning, but I ducked and lunged into a forward roll to get out of his way.

      “So you have learned a thing or two,” he said as I instantly jumped to my feet. He looked satisfied for a brief moment before his usual stern expression took over. “Let’s make sure you do us both proud when you show Mr. Abel what you’ve learned.”

      Was that what tonight was about? Me demonstrating the lessons his teachers had taught me? If so, why had he requested that I dress for dinner? But I didn’t have time to think about it because Davis charged with an attack that left me flat on the floor less than five minutes later.

      Obviously, as he’d so skillfully pointed out, I had much to learn.
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      When our session was over, I collapsed onto my hands and knees.

      “That’s a terrible cat pose if you’re trying to do yoga,” Davis said as he grabbed a towel and wiped the sweat from his face.

      I glanced up at him in surprise. Not once, in all the hours we’d worked together, had he attempted any type of small talk.

      “You do yoga, Davis?” I asked.

      He grinned, a genuine one. “Isn’t doing yoga a requirement for living in Asheville?”

      I rose up and sat back on my heels. “You’re from Asheville?”

      Abel didn’t seem the trusting sort, so I’d assumed he would rely on long-term employees rather than acquiring help wherever he went. Besides, it seemed unlikely that such fierce fighters could be found on a whim.

      “No, girlie,” Davis said, with an affection that caught me off guard. “I’m from the Northeast. I only came here with Abel. But we’ve been here off and on for over a year.”

      That was the first time he’d dropped the “Mr.” What was going on? “Why?”

      He straightened, his short-lived nonchalance fading. “For you.”

      I got to my feet. How much was Davis willing to tell me? “Do you know why he’s having you train me?”

      He hesitated. “We know you’ll be required to fight evil.”

      “Do you know what that evil is?”

      “I only know what I need to know, Piper—that we are to push you as hard as we can.” He dropped the towel and took a single step toward me. “I’m proud of you. You’ve learned more in two weeks than I ever would have imagined. I think Abel will be pleased.”

      My mouth hung open in shock. Never once had he given me praise. “I…”

      He grinned. “But don’t think I’m going to go easy on you tomorrow. I’ll be pushing even harder after Abel’s evaluation.” Then he picked up his bag and headed for the door.

      I stared at him as if I’d just had a hallucination. Who’d swapped my hard-edged trainer with this chatty, genial version of himself?

      “Lock up when you leave,” he called over his shoulder. “I know Rupert gave you a key.”

      He walked out, leaving me alone. I headed for the bathroom in the corner to shower and change. My eleven o’clock appointment had canceled on me, which meant I had more time than usual to wash my hair and shave. While the bathroom wasn’t fancy, Abel hadn’t skimped on the shower heads—a whole wall of them massaged my sore muscles, something I greatly appreciated after today’s workout.

      When I finished, I dressed in a pair of jeans and a cute top, braided my hair, and actually put on more makeup than just mascara. When I was ready to go, I grabbed my phone to check in with Jack about lunch, but all other thoughts were banished when I saw a text from Rhys.

      I can’t get a hold of Abby and I’m worried.

      I stared at the message, my heart racing. I reminded myself that Abby could be anywhere, perfectly fine. There were a number of perfectly innocent reasons for why a college student might disappear without a word to her girlfriend…surely.

      The ghost in the campus lot yesterday had said her name was Abigale, but there had to be more than one Abby at the university.

      I took a deep breath and called her.

      “When was the last time you talked to her?” I asked when she answered.

      “Wednesday night. She wasn’t at class yesterday, and she won’t respond to my texts or calls.”

      Dread burrowed in my gut, but I forced myself to keep an even tone. “Have you talked to her roommates?”

      Her voice broke. “She lives alone.”

      I took a deep breath, my mind racing.

      “Jack and I are going out to lunch,” I said, trying to sound breezy. “Would you like to come with us? We’re planning to eat at Othello’s. We can stop by Abby’s house to check on her. Maybe her phone died or something.”

      “Yeah,” she said, not sounding so certain. “Good idea.”

      “Sit tight. We’ll be there soon.”

      “Okay.”

      I dialed Jack as soon as we hung up, and he answered on the first ring.

      “Jack.” I was trying to stifle my fear, but it came through in my voice.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The girl who killed herself…Abigale.”

      “Yes,” he said, “I checked the police records and couldn’t find any deaths or overdoses for anyone, let alone an Abigale.”

      I took a breath. “I think she might have been Rhys’s new girlfriend.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      I struggled not to cry. “She hasn’t talked to her since Wednesday night, and now she can’t get a hold of her. Abby lives alone, Jack.” I took another breath and tried to pull myself together. Freaking out wouldn’t do any good. “If she killed herself yesterday afternoon, no one would know.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I invited Rhys to lunch with us. I said we’d pick her up and stop by Abby’s apartment to check on her. She lives by the school. I’m sorry to drag you into this, but I don’t think I can do this alone. If you would—”

      “Piper,” he said, his voice kind but firm. “Stop. Should I meet you at Abby’s apartment? I’m on the other side of town.”

      “I’ll get the address and text it to you.”

      We said goodbye and I called Rhys back while I locked up the warehouse.

      “This is stupid, right?” she asked, trying to sound lighthearted. “I’m sure I’m overreacting.”

      “If I couldn’t get a hold of you since Wednesday night, I’d be worried too. You’ll feel better if you check on her. I can be at your place in ten minutes.”

      “Okay. See you then.”

      I spent the drive trying not to freak out. There was probably some logical explanation for Abby’s disappearing act. Maybe she was ghosting Rhys—no pun intended.

      When I pulled up in front of Rhys’s apartment complex, she was already waiting at the curb. She looked pale and her hand shook as she opened the car door and got inside.

      “Do you have her address?” I asked.

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” Rhys said, staring out the windshield. “I’m acting nuts.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “A lot of people had active imaginations before all this ghost and demon nonsense, and now they’re in overdrive. It doesn’t hurt to check.”

      She glanced into the backseat. “Where’s Jack?”

      “He said he’d meet us there.”

      “That’s silly,” she said with forced cheeriness. “Why don’t we just meet him for lunch when we’re done? We’ll have two cars anyway.”

      The thought of showing up at Abby’s apartment without Jack…no, I couldn’t do it. There was no telling what we’d find.

      “I still need the address,” I said. “For my GPS.” And to give to Jack, but I kept that from Rhys, not wanting to alarm her.

      “I can tell you where to go.”

      “You give terrible directions,” I said with a chuckle, hoping it didn’t sound as fake as it felt. “Let Liam tell me where to go.”

      “Liam?” she asked with raised eyebrows.

      “I changed the voice on my phone to a guy with an Australian accent.” I cocked my head. “He’s the only action I’ve had since Gill. Let a girl daydream a little.”

      Gill, who had been killed by a demon. Not exactly a reference that was getting my thoughts in the right place.

      She rattled off an address, and I texted it to Jack before quickly copying it and pasting it into my map app. The directions popped up, and I shot a glance at Rhys. She was so worried, she hadn’t noticed anything was amiss.

      I backed out of the spot and headed north, toward the college campus. I tried to distract Rhys as we drove, but she responded to all of my questions with one-word answers. We fell into a tense silence for the rest of the five-minute drive.

      “That’s her car,” Rhys said when I turned down Abby’s street, a cul-de-sac filled with nondescript two-story apartment buildings. Rhys pointed to an older, rusty blue compact car parked in front of the building at the far end of the cul-de-sac. “What if she’s just trying to avoid me and doesn’t answer the door?”

      I parked on the other side of the street and turned off the car. “How about you wait in the car and I’ll go up to the door and knock?”

      “That seems like the chickenshit way out,” Rhys said, starting to bite her fingernails.

      I gently grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand down. “It’s not chickenshit on your part. It would be on hers if she refused to answer the door for you. If she’s there, I’ll tell her that you’re out in the car.”

      She nodded, her eyes round with fear.

      I gave her a forced smile, then got out and walked across the street, my stomach churning with anxiety. There was no sign of Jack, so I’d have to do this alone. I walked up to Abby’s apartment and rang the doorbell, then waited for about five seconds before I rang it again, my chest tight. I struggled to keep my breath while I rang the bell a third time, glancing back at the car. I couldn’t see Rhys from this angle. I knew in my gut that Abby was dead inside, but I had no idea what to do about it. Call the police?

      How was Rhys going to handle this? She really, really liked Abby. How would she react when she found out that her girlfriend had died because of me?

      I felt nauseated.

      Thankfully, Jack’s car turned onto the street, and he parked several spaces up the road. He got out as I walked down the steps.

      Rhys was out of the car in an instant, calling out to Jack as he approached. “What are you doing here?”

      “I texted him,” I shouted, hurrying toward them. “He wanted to come.”

      When I reached Rhys, I saw the tears streaming down her cheeks. I sucked in a breath. I could count the number of times I’d seen Rhys cry—three. When her grandmother died. When she smashed her finger in the car door so hard she broke it. When she ended a three-year relationship. A teary Rhys was a big deal.

      “She didn’t answer,” Rhys said when I reached her.

      “No, she didn’t.”

      “You think something happened to her.”

      I turned to Jack as he stopped beside me, giving him a look that suggested I needed help.

      “Rhys,” he said softly. “With everything going on, Piper’s just worried about you.”

      “She thinks she’s dead. I can see it on her face.”

      I wondered if I should fess up about the ghost I’d seen, but I couldn’t do it. Not yet. Not until I knew for sure.

      Jack pulled Rhys into a hug. “We just want to be prepared.”

      Rhys nodded and stepped away, but she let him take her hand.

      I led the way up the steps, my friends trailing behind me, and rang the doorbell one more time just to be sure. After several seconds, I turned to Jack. “Should we call the police?”

      He started to answer, but Rhys broke free from him and lifted the welcome mat.

      “I told her she shouldn’t hide it here,” she said, grabbing the key hidden underneath it. I sucked in a breath as she inserted the key into the lock. Before I could stop her, she pushed the front door open and walked in.

      I hurried in after her. I had no idea what we’d find, and I wanted to protect her from this…or at least as much as I could.

      She stopped short in the small living room. It looked lived in—a half-full glass of water sat on the coffee table beside an empty bowl with a spoon. A laptop was open on the sofa, and I resisted the urge to check if there was a note on the screen. The Abby I’d seen in the on the campus had said she’d left a note.

      Jack stood behind Rhys and lay a hand on her shoulder, giving her a gentle squeeze. “Why don’t you wait in here for a moment while Piper and I look around? Just to be sure.”

      She didn’t respond, but she didn’t bolt forward either, so I walked around her to peer into the kitchen off to the side of the living area. Other than a few dirty dishes on the counter, there was no sign of her.

      Please, please let her be okay.

      But I already knew in the depths of my soul that she wasn’t.

      Jack was at my back as we moved into the short hallway and peeked into a bedroom that had a full-sized bed and a desk covered in books. It looked like a spare bedroom doubling as an office.

      We turned around and I followed Jack out of the room, skipping a partially-open door of what appeared to be a bathroom, and to a bedroom at the end of the hall. There was an unmade bed, and clothes were strewn across the floor, but it looked more like she hadn’t been bothered to find the laundry basket than that there’d been a struggle.

      “She’s not here,” I whispered. “Now what?”

      “We need to check the bathroom.”

      I nodded and led the way this time, walking the short distance to the room we’d skipped. I pushed open the door, surprised to discover a fairly large room. A cabinet with two sinks ran along the wall to my right, and I could see a tub with a shower curtain. Where was the toilet?

      Flipping on the light, I walked further in, only to stop in my tracks. The toilet had been hidden by the door, and in front of the toilet lay the body of the ghost I’d seen the day before. I released a tiny cry of dismay. Jack’s arms were around me instantly, pulling me into a hug.

      “We need to call 911.”

      “Did you find her?” Rhys called out.

      “We can’t let Rhys see her like this,” Jack said.

      I nodded and pulled free from him, giving one last glance to Abby. She was dressed as she had been when she’d appeared to me, only her skin was a pale gray. Her face rested in a dried yellowish puddle of vomit.

      Tears stung my eyes. Enough death. Enough heartache. How much would this stupid curse steal from me and the people I loved?

      Rhys stood in the middle of the living room, her own face pale, making the pink streaks in her hair stand out more than usual. Her arms were wrapped around the front of her chest, holding on tight.

      “She’s dead, isn’t she?”

      I could hear Jack’s soft voice as he called the police.

      Tears streamed down my face and my voice broke as I said, “I’m so sorry.”

      She let out a wail and her knees started to buckle.

      I raced across the room and wrapped my arms around her, trying to hold her upright, but she became deadweight as she dropped to her knees.

      “I’m so sorry, Rhys,” I murmured into her ear, holding her close and rocking her in comfort.

      She rested her cheek on my shoulder and released ugly, heart-wrenching sobs.

      Jack rounded the corner, shoving his phone into his front jeans pocket. He squatted in front of us and put a hand on Rhys’s upper arm. “Let’s move outside, okay? The police will likely want to treat this as a crime scene until they determine a cause of death.”

      Her tear-streaked face lifted, and she stared at him in horror. “Did a demon kill her?”

      Jack’s gaze flicked to mine, then back to my heartbroken friend. “There was no sign of foul play.”

      She glanced back and forth between us, wide-eyed. “Then why did you look at Piper?”

      He gave her a sympathetic look. “There were two empty bottles of pills on the floor. There were capsules floating in the toilet, so it looks like she tried to vomit them up.”

      I stared up at Jack in horror. Whatever creature was sending these warnings had commanded her to kill herself. She hadn’t been able to ignore the command, but she’d come to her senses enough to try to put a stop to it.

      Rhys shook her head, her body shaking with her sobs. “She wouldn’t do that.”

      “The prescriptions were in her name,” he said. “One was an old prescription for Vicodin—the doctor was an oral surgeon my sister used. The other was Xanax.”

      “No…” Rhys wailed. “She wouldn’t do this.”

      Jack tugged on her arm as the wail of sirens grew closer. “We need to wait for the police outside, Rhys.”

      She turned to me with a panicked look. “Can you see her?”

      “What?”

      “She’s dead, so she’s a ghost, right? If she killed herself, she probably has unfinished business. Is she here? Can you talk to her for me?”

      I shot Jack a panicked look of my own.

      “Why do you two keep looking at each other?” she asked, sounding paranoid. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      While we did need to tell her everything, somehow, I wasn’t sure this was the right time, especially since the police were about to show up. We couldn’t risk openly talking about the supernatural around them. I wasn’t exactly in great standing with the department, even though I’d been officially cleared of any involvement in Gill’s death.

      “Piper can try to contact her after the police finish up,” Jack said.

      Except Abby had moved into the light the day before. What sick fucker had picked her?

      It suddenly struck me that she hadn’t mentioned seeing anyone or anything. The being that had done this had spoken to her.

      Horror dripped down my spine and pooled in my gut.

      The voice. Was it the same one? Had it done this to leave a message for me, not just about the Great One but about the consequences of not listening to it?

      This was the ultimate proof the voice could not be trusted.

      Rhys let Jack help her to her feet, and he wrapped his arm around her back, holding her close as we exited the apartment.

      A police car had pulled up front, and a policeman was already heading toward us.

      “Up here, officer,” Jack said. “She’s in the bathroom.”

      The police officer bounded up the steps and brushed past us as Jack led Rhys over to a plastic outdoor chair in front of another apartment.

      “Sit, Rhys,” he said in a soothing tone and guided her down. He squatted in front of her, taking her hand in his, and continued to speak in that soothing tone. It occurred to me that Jack was very good at his job as a pastor, whether he realized it or not.

      More sirens filled the air and an ambulance turned down the street. I heard the police officer inside the apartment call for an additional car and a detective to assist.

      Jack seemed to have Rhys somewhat settled, but I paced the landing on the other side of the apartment, trying not to think about what this meant. The spirit world had attacked Rhys’s new girlfriend, and may very well have gone after Jack’s parishioner. The message was clear. No one close to me was safe.
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      Detective Olivia Powell arrived about thirty minutes later. An officer had already taken our statements, but while it was apparent they didn’t suspect foul play, they’d asked us to stay and give the detective another statement. Since Rhys wasn’t ready to leave yet, it wasn’t a problem.

      Detective Powell gave me a look of surprise when she saw me, but then her gaze found Jack and something in her tensed.

      “Jack, I certainly didn’t expect to see you here,” she said as she walked over to us.

      “Same,” he said with a grim look. “Abby was our friend Rhys’s girlfriend.”

      The detective’s eyes widened at that. “They told me it looks like suicide.”

      Jack nodded.

      The detective squatted in front of Rhys. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Rhys sniffed. “Thank you.”

      “I’m going to go inside and talk to the officer in charge. Then I’ll be right out to take your statements.”

      “Okay,” Rhys said, sounding more broken than I’d ever heard her. I was so sick with guilt I felt like I was about to jump out of my skin. She would be furious with me for not telling her right away, and every second I delayed telling her the truth only added to my betrayal.

      A crowd had gathered in the yard and in the street, and I was feeling self-conscious, but there wasn’t anywhere we could go to escape their curious stares.

      After a couple of minutes, Rhys sat up and gave Jack a sharp look. “How do you know that police detective?”

      “From when Piper was a person of interest in Gill’s murder.”

      She shook her head. “No. That asshole guy was the detective investigating. How do you know her?”

      “I told you that there was a woman detective too,” I said, but my voice sounded tinny and hollow.

      A hardness filled Rhys’s eyes. “There’s something you’re not telling me. I can see it on both of your faces, although you’re a far better liar than I ever pegged you for, Jack. Tell me the truth.”

      His gaze lifted to mine. “Rhys needs to know the truth, Piper. And maybe we should tell Detective Powell too.”

      My heart slammed into my rib cage, and I leaned in close to him, lowering my voice to a whisper. “Have you lost your mind? The police were far from receptive to my explanation after Gill was murdered.”

      “Detective Powell is different, though. I have a feeling about her.”

      I suspected he was right. Detective Powell had seemed more open to the idea of something paranormal, back when she’d questioned me about the “animal” that had attacked Gill—but confiding in her was a risk I didn’t want to take.

      “What are you hiding from me?” Rhys asked as she got to her feet. “I have a right to know.”

      Jack’s eyes pleaded with mine. “We need to tell her.”

      I ached to tell her, but I was worried about the blowback, more so for Rhys than for myself. What if Detective Powell thought this was some crazy story we’d created as a cover-up? What if she came up with the idea that Rhys had purposely done this to Abby? We had to wait, as much as it killed me.

      “We should wait until after she gives her statement, Jack.” My voice broke.

      “Too late for that,” Rhys said. “What the hell’s going on?”

      She sounded more like her old, take-no-bullshit self, which was a relief given how broken she’d looked…but it also meant she wouldn’t let up until we caved.

      “I’d like to know what’s going on too,” Detective Powell said from behind me. She’d clearly heard everything. “How about you share with all of us?”

      Oddly, Jack didn’t look disturbed by her request—which was really a thinly disguised order considering the badge she wore on her belt.

      “This might not be the best place to discuss it,” he said, turning to look at her.

      She nodded. “I can come back and look around after we chat. We could go down to the station for more privacy, but we don’t need to do something that formal.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief at her last statement.

      “We can go to my apartment,” Rhys said, wrapping her arms around herself again. “I just want to go home.”

      I put my arm around her back, but she was stiff and unyielding. “That’s probably a good idea. Rhys lives about five minutes from here.”

      “Okay,” the detective said. “I’ll follow you, but give me the address in case we get separated.”

      Since Jack didn’t have the address either, Rhys gave it to both of them. Then she and I headed to my car.

      “What aren’t you telling me, Piper?” she asked as soon as I pulled away from the curb.

      Should I tell her now? She’d be rightfully pissed if I kept it a secret any longer. “Yesterday, Jack and I met one of his old parishioners in front of the library on the UNC campus. She and her boyfriend are students there and he’s missing.”

      She turned to look at me. “If you were there with Jack, you must think it’s related to the demons.”

      I felt like crying, but that wouldn’t help anything. “The boyfriend’s personality had drastically changed, and Jack and I both think he might have been possessed. Autumn hadn’t called the police yet, so Jack called Detective Powell. I guess he’d talked to her about some cases in Durham.”

      “What does that have to do with Abby?” she demanded.

      I paused as I pulled onto the highway, then glanced at Rhys, trying to gauge how she was holding up. I did not want to tell her like this, but there would never be a right time or way to break it to her. I gripped the steering wheel tighter to hide my shaking hands. “There’s something else… Remember how a few of the spirits who’ve visited me came with messages? And then turned into piles of ash and smoke?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Rhys, Abby appeared to me yesterday on the university campus.”

      “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I didn’t realize it was her. I’d never seen her before. You never showed me any photos.”

      “But you knew today.” Her voice was rough and unyielding.

      I took a second before I said, “When you told me you couldn’t get a hold of Abby, I started to put things together, but she’d told me her name was Abigale. I didn’t say anything because I thought—I hoped—maybe I was just jumping to conclusions. I didn’t want to worry you in case it wasn’t her.”

      Rhys leaned back in her seat and was quiet for nearly a minute before she asked, her voice tight, “What did she say?”

      “Rhys.”

      “Some unknown entity killed her to give you a message.” There was a sharp bite in her tone. “What did she say?”

      “She told me that it was watching me.”

      “It? What it?”

      “She didn’t say, but I presumed she meant a demon.” I cast another glance at her, debating if I should tell her the next part, but she had a right to know. “She told me she didn’t want to do it. Someone made her. She said she left a note.”

      Her head rose off the headrest. “Did you see a note?”

      “No, but I wasn’t looking.”

      She sucked in her bottom lip for several seconds, and my anxiety ratcheted exponentially until she finally turned to face me.

      “So the sweet, funny, amazing woman I’d been waiting my entire life to meet died to give you some fucking vague message that something is watching you?” she said, her voice rising. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      My vision blurred with my tears. “Rhys, I’m so sorry.”

      She was silent the rest of the way to her apartment, and as soon as I parked outside of the Craftsman-style house, she shot out of the car and dashed toward the outside staircase that led up to her second-story apartment. Jack pulled in right behind me, parking beside me. We both got out at the same time and made our way toward the patch of lawn in front of the house, just as Detective Powell’s car turned onto the street.

      “Is Rhys okay?” he asked, watching her jump the last couple steps and then dart inside.

      “No.” I took a deep breath. “I told her about seeing Abby yesterday.”

      He kept his gaze on the house, his jaw tightening. “And I take it that it didn’t go well?”

      “No.”

      Detective Powell got out of her car and joined us in the patch of grass in front of the house. “Where’s Rhys?”

      “She’s really upset,” I said. “So she went inside already.”

      The detective nodded. “I understand. Let’s get this taken care of and leave her to her grief.”

      Rhys had left the door open, so we went inside and found her curled up on the sofa, her feet tucked to one side. She was staring at the empty TV screen.

      “Do you want me to get you a cup of tea, Rhys?” I asked, desperate to make this better for her, which was ridiculous. The only thing that would make it better was time…and, as much as I hated to think about it, space from me.

      She turned to me with a cold stare. “I think you’ve done enough.”

      My stomach clenched, and Jack wrapped an arm around my shoulders and said, “I’d like a glass of water.” He turned to the detective. “Detective Powell? Water? Hot tea?”

      She glanced from me to Rhys and back again with her sharp detective’s eyes, and Lord only knew what she was thinking. “Water would be great.”

      I nodded and went into Rhys’s small kitchen, grateful for the excuse to leave the room, which Jack had no doubt guessed. I’d been here more times than I could count, and I knew where to find everything, including Rhys’s favorite tea, her go-to comfort drink. She’d claimed not to want any, but I needed to do something, so I filled her kettle, scooped the loose tea leaves into a small tea strainer, and then found her favorite mug—a pale blue china cup with pink flowers that her grandmother had brought to her after a trip to England. While I waited for the water to boil, I filled two glasses with ice and water.

      The apartment was small, so I could easily hear the conversation between Rhys and Detective Powell. How long had she known Abby? Had she been depressed or under a lot of pressure in her grad program? When had Rhys realized something was wrong?

      Rhys broke down several times, but she had finished her statement by the time I entered the living room with the two waters and a cup of tea—milk and sugar already added, just how she liked it.

      Rhys gave me a cold stare. “I told you I didn’t want tea.”

      I sucked in a breath. In the whole time I’d known her, she’d never been so hateful.

      Jack, who was sitting next to her on the sofa, put a hand on her knee. “Piper’s just trying to comfort you.”

      Rhys kept her cold, hard stare trained on my face. “It’s pointless, especially since this is her fault.”

      Jack sat up slightly, clearly caught off guard, but Detective Powell latched on to that like a dog with a bone.

      “What makes you say that?” she asked in a nonchalant tone. I wondered how good of a detective she actually was because it was obvious she was barely suppressing her interest.

      “One of her demons did this,” Rhys snapped, turning her attention to the detective. “But we can’t talk about demons, can we? Because that just makes us sound crazy.”

      I shot a nervous glance to Jack, who wore the perfect mask of compassion and concern for his distraught friend.

      “Demons,” Detective Powell said. “I’ve heard rumbling about demons and monsters since the Lost Colony reappeared. Even Piper seems to have a new profession because of it.” Her eyes narrowed as she turned her attention to me. “A very lucrative one from what I hear.”

      Jack sat up straighter, his body tense. He was on the defensive to protect me. “While Piper’s charging for her services now, she spent the first six months of her business doing her work pro bono.”

      “But I hear she still got paid,” the detective said. “She let her clients tip her generously. And I hear she now charges one hundred dollars for a visit and still takes tips.”

      I hadn’t wanted to charge at all, but Hudson had insisted. He said I was providing a service and I deserved compensation. It still felt wrong, but my upcoming tax bill on the house convinced me in the end.

      This wasn’t good. I’d been dropped as a suspect from Gill’s case, but she’d clearly still kept tabs on me. Maybe she wasn’t so sympathetic after all.

      The detective leaned forward, catching Rhys’s gaze. “Am I correct?”

      Rhys glared back at her. “Don’t pretend to be my friend when we both know that you’d sell your mother down the river for a really great case.”

      Detective Powell gasped.

      “Don’t worry,” Rhys said. “I’m gonna give you one.” She gave me a dismissive glance, then turned back to the detective. “Piper thought she was a fake up until, like, two weeks ago, when she started actually seeing ghosts. Turns out she’s also a demon slayer. Apparently it’s in her family line. She’s killed three of them, but apparently there’s more out there and one of them ordered Abby to kill herself so she could give Piper some bullshit warning.” Rhys’s eyes narrowed. “Does that about cover it, Piper?”

      The detective stared at her, stunned. Apparently this wasn’t the confession she’d been expecting.

      My blood turned to sludge, not because she was telling the police detective everything, but because of the hate in Rhys’s eyes.

      “Rhys,” Jack said in a gentle tone. “This has been a shock. Maybe you should get some rest.”

      “Rest?” Rhys asked. “Do you think a nap is going to fix this?” She stood, ignoring him when he called her name again. “Do you have any more questions for me, Detective?” she asked.

      A battle was waging across the detective’s face, but then she calmly closed her notebook. “No. I think that covers everything. Thank you for speaking to me when you’re clearly so distraught.”

      “Then I’m going to take that nap. Y’all can let yourselves out.”

      “Rhys,” I said, my heart in my throat. “Let me stay with you.”

      Her eyes were full of anger. “Do you want to help me, Piper?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Then get the hell out.”

      Tears flooded my eyes. “Rhys.”

      She stormed past us and headed to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her.

      We all got to our feet, and I stared up at Jack, completely clueless about what to do.

      Sympathy filled his eyes and he pulled me into a hug, tucking my head under his chin as he held me close. “She just needs time, Piper.”

      But I wasn’t sure all the time in the world would make a difference.

      “I’d like to talk to the two of you,” the detective said, “but since Ms. Sanders has asked us to leave, perhaps we should talk outside.”

      I hated to leave her like this, but it was obvious she blamed me for Abby’s death—a blame I fully accepted. Sure, I hadn’t killed Abby, but my friendship with Rhys had. The best thing I could do right now was leave.

      We walked outside, and I locked the door behind us with the key on my key ring.

      “You have a key to her apartment,” Detective Powell said.

      “Nothing slips past you, does it?” I snipped, immediately sorry. She was about to grill me about Rhys’s statement, whether she bought the part about the demons or not.

      The bodies of the three Guardians who’d been slain by demons had been found under Helen’s Bridge two weeks ago. While the official statement was that wild animals had attacked the three men, just like they’d attacked Gill, I knew the police had to be suspicious. I’d been a suspect in Gill’s murder. It wouldn’t be a stretch for the police to question me about the other deaths.

      No one was around, so Detective Powell headed for the shade of a large tree in the house’s front yard and turned to face us.

      Jack clasped my hand in his, and the detective tracked that too. I considered jerking my hand away, but the damage had already been done and there was no denying I found comfort in Jack’s touch.

      “Are you two dating?” she asked, her attention now on Jack.

      “No,” he said, still holding my hand. “Piper and I are friends and partners.”

      “Not that that’s any of your business,” I snapped.

      She ignored me and kept her attention on Jack. “Partners in what?”

      “Hunting demons,” he said without hesitation.

      I turned to face him, about to ask him if he’d lost his mind, but the calm, self-assured expression on his face stopped me.

      “Demons?” she asked with plenty of skepticism. “You all really believe that?”

      “Yes,” he said, “demons.”

      An array of emotions played over her face and some of her smugness faded.

      “It’s true that plenty of people see the supernatural in all kinds of things that have a rational explanation,” Jack said in an insistent tone, “but what if some of them are right? How do you explain the Lost Colony’s reappearance? Unexplained phenomena have increased at an alarming rate over the last month, and you know it. We all do.”

      She remained silent.

      “After Gill Gillespie’s death—when your colleague brought Piper in for questioning—you were quick to dismiss Piper as a suspect.” Jack paused, giving her a chance to respond, but she remained stone-faced. “I know she had an alibi, and homicide was ruled out. But you know that wasn’t an animal that killed Gill. Don’t you? Surely you must know, on some level, that we’re really working with the paranormal.”

      She still didn’t respond.

      “And then I asked you about the students in Durham,” he continued. “Haven’t you made the possible connection to Lars Benson yet?”

      She looked even more grim.

      “You know that Piper and I have a connection to the paranormal. You recognized it back when Gill Gillespie died. Why are you denying it now?”

      “The truth?’ she asked. “I was hoping that you two were responsible for some of the crazy stuff going on over the past few weeks and somehow I’d catch you in a slip-up.”

      Fear constricted my chest, making it difficult to breathe, but Jack’s hand tightened around mine, grounding me. Somehow he was completely unfazed.

      “Maybe that’s what you told yourself at the time,” Jack said, “but I think deep down you know something is going on and you want to know what. You want to protect the community.”

      She made a scoffing noise, but it wouldn’t have earned her any acting awards. Jack was a good study of people, and he was obviously right to some degree.

      “How does your own attack fit into this?” she asked him.

      Understanding filled his eyes. “If you know about my attack, then you know it’s consistent with Gill Gillespie’s death, as well as with the condition of the three bodies found on Beaucatcher Mountain. If Piper had done that to me, why would I be working with her now?”

      Indecision covered her face, and I could see that part of her believed it could be true, but the rational part of her was clearly fighting it.

      “What if we could prove it to you?” Jack asked.

      “Jack!” I protested, jerking my hand to free it from his hold, but he held on tight.

      “How would you prove it?” she asked.

      “Piper can see ghosts and demons. What if she takes you to her next ghost appointment?”

      “Jack,” I said in a stern tone. “You have no right to offer that.”

      He glanced down at me. “We need her, Piper. We’re going to keep running into the Asheville Police, and it’s not a bad idea for us to have someone who believes us.”

      “First of all,” the detective said, “I think you far overestimate my influence on the force. I only made detective about six months ago. I’m a rookie. Low on the totem pole.”

      Jack gave her a soft smile. “Someone is better than no one.”

      “Second,” she continued, ignoring his statement. “You’re presuming that I want to see a ghost.”

      “I think you do,” he said calmly, still holding her attention.

      She took a breath and stared at the door to Rhys’s apartment for a second before shifting her gaze back to me. “Let’s say I buy the whole supernatural bit. Help me understand how her girlfriend plays into this.”

      “Two weeks ago, a few spirits appeared to Piper with warnings,” Jack said. “They were different than the other ghosts she sees.”

      “Jack,” I growled. “Enough.”

      “Why the big secret?” the detective asked with barely concealed hostility.

      I held my ground. “While Jack obviously thinks he can persuade you to suspend your disbelief, I have my doubts. And I can’t afford the distraction. Not with everything else going on right now.”

      “Did you kill Gill Gillespie?” she asked with an expressionless face. Maybe she wasn’t such a horrible actress after all. Still, it was a wasted effort. I knew exactly what she was thinking.

      “No. You know I didn’t. As you are fully aware, I had an alibi, and I thought it was already established that Gill’s death wasn’t a homicide. Your report said that Gill was murdered by an animal. Are you trying to say you didn’t actually believe what you wrote?”

      “I know what I wrote,” she said tightly. “But animals don’t murder people.”

      “No,” I agreed, “but demons do.” Jack had opened this door, so I might as well walk through it. “The demon that killed Gill was the same one that attacked Jack. He exorcised it from a parishioner’s house, but the demon waited for him outside and nearly killed him. I first encountered Valvad in the house I was hired to clear the night of Gill’s murder, only I didn’t realize it was a real demon. I thought Gill was trying to scare me away. It asked if I was the demon slayer, and I told it that it had the wrong person. It was looking for Gill.” Indecision wavered on her face, so I pressed on. “The demons think there’s someone out here who’s intent on killing them. Valvad killed Gill out of self-preservation.”

      “Is someone intent on killing them?”

      I gave her a sardonic smile. “Intent and fate are two very different things.”

      “Piper killed Valvad and another demon two weeks ago,” Jack said. “On Beaucatcher Mountain. But the demons killed the three men under the bridge first.”

      “How do I know you’re not concocting this story to try to absolve yourself from those men’s deaths?” Even as she asked the question, I knew she’d just throw out my answer—she’d likely do anything to keep from accepting that demons were wandering around. I understood. I hadn’t wanted to believe it either.

      “The news said those three men were killed by the same animal that killed Gill. If I killed them, why would we even bring them up?”

      “Olivia,” Jack said in that soft tone he used to comfort people. “Let Piper introduce you to a ghost. Come to her next ghost appointment—the O’Keefes, right?” he said, tossing me a brief glance. “Come see for yourself. What do you have to lose?”

      “So you can try to convince me that some creaks and whispers in an old house are a ghost?” she asked in a snide tone. “Do you really think I’m that gullible?”

      “No,” Jack said. “I expect you to believe your own eyes and ears. If you touch Piper, you can see what she sees. You can even touch the ghost.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What kind of trick is this?”

      “No trick,” Jack said. “What do you have to lose?”

      She gave us a hard stare and then threw up her hands. “Fine. I’ll do it. But if I think you’re trying to trick me, I’ll arrest you both for fraud.”

      She was acting like we’d twisted her arm, but there wasn’t just fear in her eyes—there was also excitement. Olivia Powell wanted to be a believer. She only needed the proof. And I was expected to deliver.
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      “You should have talked it over with me first, Jack,” I said as he walked me to my car. “You had no right to make that offer. What happens if there’s no ghost in the O’Keefe house? I had a client last week who didn’t have one.”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” he said.

      This was a terrible idea, but there was no putting the horse back in the barn now. “You’re buying my lunch,” I grumbled. “I’m starving.” But then I shot a glance at Rhys’s apartment door and my anger faded to anxiety. “She hates me now.”

      Jack’s eyes darted to the door and back, and he offered me an encouraging smile. “No. She’s upset and she said things she didn’t mean.”

      “I’m not so sure, but I do know she shouldn’t be alone.” I grabbed my phone out of my pocket and pulled up my text app. “I’m going to ask one of her friends to come check on her.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Jack said.

      I texted one of her friends from her graduate program, explaining the situation, and she immediately agreed to come by.

      Jack looked as relieved as I felt. “Now that Rhys is somewhat taken care of, let’s get something to eat.”

      “Yeah.” And yet my appetite had suddenly vanished.

      He pulled me into a hug. “She’ll forgive you.”

      I wasn’t so sure, but I nodded against his chest and squeezed him, thankful I had him in my life. “Thanks for being here, Jack.”

      He pulled back and grinned at me. “I told you I’m here for the long haul. Now let’s go eat. Your next appointment is in West Asheville. Max has been raving about some new restaurant off Haywood. We could try it.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Sounds good.”

      I followed him to the restaurant, feeling lucky to find a parking space that wasn’t a block away and to get a table right away. After we ordered, Jack leaned his forearms on the table and lowered his voice. “Like I told you, I did some research last night. The bad news is that I couldn’t find anything about the Great One. Too many results came up. I spent a good hour sorting through them, but there was nothing of use.”

      “Okay,” I said, not surprised. He was right. The Great One was too vague. It was a name anyone with a god complex might call themselves.

      “The Nunnehi were a different matter.”

      I sat upright. “And?”

      “They are from the Cherokee belief system.”

      “Native American? Are they demons?”

      “No, actually kind of the opposite.”

      “Angels?”

      He made a face. “Not exactly. More like they watch and occasionally guide.”

      “Isn’t that what angels do?”

      He grinned. “Touché, but you’re likely thinking about angels from the Judeo-Christian belief system. Wings and halos. Swords like the one St. Michael was carrying in the stained glass windows we first met underneath.”

      My lips curved upward. “I’ll give you that. What did you learn?”

      “Everything I read suggests they aren’t ghosts or demons, or even gods.”

      “Gods?”

      He stared into my eyes. “Didn’t one of the demons you killed say something called Okeus would be interested in you?”

      “Yeah,” I said, surprised. I hadn’t told him that, but I knew he and Rhys had been in contact since that night. She must have been the one to tell him.

      “Okeus is a Croatan god. Or more like their version of the devil. I think we’re dealing with a smorgasbord of supernatural beings.”

      And a few weeks ago, I hadn’t even believed in ghosts.

      I shook my head. “Like in Neil Gaiman’s American Gods?”

      His mouth twisted as he considered it. “Yeah. Maybe…”

      I wasn’t sure what to make of that. “Next thing I know you’ll be telling me vampires and werewolves are real.”

      “I’m not ruling anything out.”

      I expected him to laugh or smirk or something, but he remained straight-faced. “You can’t be serious, Jack.”

      “I just don’t know, Piper. Until we learn otherwise, I think we should expect and prepare for just about anything now that the door to the supernatural has been opened.”

      “So should I be putting wooden stakes in my bag?”

      “I’m not sure I’d go that far, but…” His voice trailed off as a waitress walked over to our table to refill our water glasses.

      When she walked away, I picked up my glass. “So what else did you find out about the Nunnehi?”

      “They’re called a variety of things. The People Who Live Anywhere. The Immortals. If we were to compare them to other supernatural creatures from our mythology and stories, they would be most like fairies.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Fairies?”

      “Yep. And,” he said, leaning close again, “that little being you talked to outside the warehouse? I think it was one of them too. A little person.”

      “A dwarf?” I asked in disbelief.

      “No. A genuine miniature person. Some accounts claimed the Nunnehi had the ability to appear either human-sized or miniature. Others thought the Little People were different than the full-sized warriors. A few of the sources I found said that while the full-sized Nunnehi look human, the Little People are hairy.”

      “Like a miniature Bigfoot?” I asked, fighting my disbelief. But Jack was right…why should I doubt this, or anything, after everything else I’d seen? I was suddenly more understanding of Detective Powell’s plight. It was hard to live in a world where anything was possible.

      “You said the first creature—the small one—claimed to be your friend when you told it you planned to fight the demons, right?”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “The Nunnehi were friends of the Cherokee. The Nunnehi loved the Appalachian Mountains, so the location fits, and it’s said they occasionally interceded on the Cherokee’s behalf when they went to battle.” He paused. “This could be huge, Piper. If they really are Nunnehi, they might help you.”

      I frowned. “Keyword: might.”

      “They obviously knew about you. The other two wanted to know if you planned to defeat the Great One.”

      I considered it for a moment. “So I might have a supernatural ally. Three of them.”

      “Or more. You could possibly have a small army by your side.”

      “Only they haven’t officially introduced themselves. And I have no idea when—or if—I’ll see them again.”

      Jack grinned. “So we need to work out a few bumps.”

      I studied him for a moment. “I wish you could see them too without having to touch me.”

      “I’m working on it,” he said in a grave tone.

      His answer caught me by surprise. “What’s that mean?”

      He held my gaze. “You let me worry about that, Piper. You worry about yourself.”

      “And Rhys.”

      He nodded. “And Rhys.”

      “What if the thing killing people to send me messages isn’t a demon? What if it’s the voice?”

      He blinked. “What?”

      “Think about it. You and I blindly follow the voice. What if Abby did too? Then after the voice left, she changed her mind?”

      His face paled. “You could be right. It can’t be a coincidence that the voice chose someone close to one of your helpers.”

      “Or that the boyfriend of one of your parishioners was likely possessed.”

      He looked grim. “That leaves you…”

      I blinked. “What leaves me?”

      But even as I asked the question, I knew the answer. I picked up my phone and called Hudson.

      Thankfully, he answered right away. “Did you change your mind about celebrating?” he asked.

      “Celebrating?” I asked in confusion, then remembered this shitstorm of a day was my birthday. “No. I just wanted to check in. We found Rhys’s girlfriend dead from a drug overdose, and I needed to hear your voice.”

      “Oh my God,” he gasped. “Is she okay? Are you with her now?”

      “No, she’s with another friend, and she’s far from okay.” I would explain it all to him later, but I couldn’t make myself go there right now. “Just promise me you’ll be careful, okay?”

      He lowered his voice. “I’m not going to overdose. I don’t do drugs.”

      “I know, it’s just that…watch your back, and if you see anything that looks suspicious or threatening, call me.”

      “Way to boost a man’s ego,” he teased lightly.

      “I’ll make you a deal: you protect me from human threats, and I’ll protect you from supernatural ones.”

      “Deal, but be careful, Pippy,” he said, his voice riddled with worry. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “I’ll be careful. And Jack’s with me, so I’m not alone.”

      He pushed out a breath. “Thank God. Stick close to him. I’ve gotta go. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” I set my phone on the table and lifted one shoulder into a half shrug. “I had to check on Hudson.”

      “I understand.”

      We both sat in silence for a few seconds. Then I asked, “What do you think the voice is? I think it’s safe to say this has all been set in motion by some greater being.”

      “I used to think it was God,” he said, “but my god is a loving god. He wouldn’t hurt people for his own entertainment.”

      “Do you think that’s what this is? Entertainment for gods?”

      “Honestly, Piper, I have no idea. But I suppose it fits.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that.

      He pressed on. “We need to focus on finding and destroying the Great One and hope the Nunnehi will jump in and help.” He paused a beat. “Do you think Abel will help you?”

      “If last time was any indication, no. He needs me to survive, but for some reason he can’t interfere.” I paused, then added, “I think we both know he’s not entirely human. The demons seem to know what or who he is, but whenever they start to say something revealing, he silences them.”

      “Silences them? How?”

      Should I be telling Jack this? If I was going to count on him to help me, he should probably know everything I did.

      Well, almost everything. I still didn’t feel comfortable telling him about the blood oath.

      “It’s like he has power over them.” I took a breath. “There’s something else. He has power over everything. People. Demons. I suspect he can control animals too.”

      He looked alarmed. “And you?”

      “No. Not like the others. My reaction is different.” My face blushed at the memory of Abel’s effect on me.

      “You’re drawn to him.” His face was expressionless.

      I looked away. “Yes. It’s hard to explain, but it feels like my power is seeking his.”

      “Piper.”

      His voice was soft and kind and full of worry, which made me feel even worse. I’d already figured out that Jack Owen was my ideal man—devastatingly good-looking, smart, kind, funny, thoughtful—but it didn’t matter. I was stuck on Abel. Supernaturally so. While I no longer trusted the voice, it wouldn’t be fair to start something with Jack when I felt this way about someone else.

      “Piper,” he repeated, obviously wanting me to turn back to face him. “You can discuss this with me. This is why we need to just be friends. So you can share these things with me and not worry about hurting my feelings.”

      I didn’t quite believe he was content with just being friends, but I suspected his reasoning was sound. I nodded.

      “We need to figure out what Abel is. If he can control the demons, I suspect he’s important. But what is he? A god?”

      “Abel told me the demons were locked up until Elinor Lancaster and the other curse keeper released them,” I said. “Ghosts weren’t locked up, but what about all the other beings? Were the Nunnehi in there?”

      “Good question,” Jack said. “The legends of the Nunnehi predate the English settlements. The Cherokee consider the Trail of Tears to be confirmation that their former friends abandoned them. I suspect they were locked up as well.”

      “Abel wasn’t,” I said. “He was around when my father found the daggers.”

      He frowned. “How old is he?”

      “That’s a very good question. I suspect he’s much older than he looks. But if all the supernatural creatures were locked behind the gate, why wasn’t he with them?”

      “Another very good question. I’ll see if I can find something.”

      The waitress showed up with our orders and I spent the next several minutes trying not to attack my food like a carnivore on a wildlife documentary.

      When half my sandwich was gone, Jack asked, “When was the last time you saw Abel?”

      “The night I killed the demons. The next day he texted to tell me he’d set up my training. Then he left town.”

      “Do you know where he’s been?”

      “Europe, but no clue why.” This would be the perfect time to tell Jack about our supernatural connection, but what was the point? The connection had been severed yesterday. And all I’d been left with was a deep ache in my soul.
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      When I pulled up to Mrs. O’Keefe’s house, Jack following right behind me, Detective Powell was already there, waiting in her car across the street. She got out as we parked our cars back-to-back in front of the house.

      I grabbed my messenger bag and climbed out, looping the strap over my head as I stood and met the detective near the hood of my car.

      “I have some ground rules,” I said with as much attitude as I could muster.

      “Okay…”

      “I know you’re expecting me to perform party tricks to convince you that I’m the real deal, but I expect you to treat me and my client with the utmost respect. I have no idea why Mrs. O’Keefe has asked me to visit her home, but there’s a strong chance the ghost is one of her loved ones. We will not disrespect her or her family, even if you think the haunting is all in her mind.”

      Anger sparked in the detective’s eyes, but it quickly faded into acceptance. “Okay.”

      “Second, there’s a chance we won’t see a ghost at all.” I held up a hand before she could speak. “The chance is slim. For the past couple of weeks, I’ve had three appointments a day, and it’s only happened once. If I tell her there’s no spirit, there will be no gloating of any kind, which includes eye rolls and sighs. Can you agree to that?”

      Perking up a brow, she propped her hands on her hips. For a moment, I thought she was going to walk away, but instead she said, “Okay.”

      “Third, when you see a ghost, you will not interact with it unless I tell you that you can. They’re often confused and unsure of what’s going on. My goal is to ease them into acknowledging they’re dead and help them move on to the afterlife. Sometimes they get upset and I have to calm them down. You have to promise to back off and let me handle it if that happens today.”

      The smirk on her face wavered. “How will I see them?”

      I reached for the black stone pendant at the base of my neck. “This. As long as you touch me, you’ll be able to see the ghost. But if I tell you to let go and back up, I need to know you’ll obey.”

      “Sure.”

      “Fourth, if it’s a malevolent spirit, I need you to take the homeowner out of the house immediately, no questions asked.”

      “Why? So you can case the joint without supervision?”

      “Detective Powell,” Jack said, sounding frustrated. “I know you’re having a hard time believing this. We hope to prove that Piper’s being honest, but we also need to know that you and the homeowner won’t be endangered by your attitude and disbelief.”

      “I would never endanger a citizen.”

      “Not knowingly,” Jack said, “but Piper and I dealt with a poltergeist a couple of weeks ago. It was violent and could easily have hurt someone if it hadn’t been contained to the basement. I assure you, if we run into a poltergeist, it won’t be willing to leave, and it will fight Piper and anyone who’s with her.”

      The detective glanced from Jack to me, starting to look like she might actually believe this was real. “Anything else?”

      “Yes,” I said. “When we do this, I’m the boss. Jack or Rhys might offer suggestions, but I call the shots. The same goes for you.”

      “So basically, you’re telling me I can go inside with you, but I need to keep my mouth shut and do as I’m told.”

      “Pretty much,” I said.

      She shrugged. “I’m good with that. Now what?”

      “Now we go find a ghost.” I turned and started for the front door, leaving Jack and the detective to follow.

      Mrs. O’Keefe must have been watching from the window because she opened the door before I reached the front step. She was an older woman with a warm smile, dressed in blue polyester pants and a floral-print shirt.

      “You must be Piper,” she said as she held on to the side of the door.

      “Yes,” I said, reaching a hand out to her as I stopped in front of the threshold. “Mrs. O’Keefe?”

      She shook my hand with a soft grip. “Please call me Barb.”

      “Thank you for inviting us into your home, Barb.” She was eyeing Jack and Detective Powell, so I added, “As I mentioned in my email, I usually bring someone with me to help in case of difficulties.” I gestured to Jack. “This is my friend, Jack Owen, an Episcopal priest.”

      He offered his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. O’Keefe.”

      She shook his hand, offering him a warm smile. “Welcome. I hope you can help me.”

      “I’m sure Piper will,” Jack said.

      I turned to my left and waved a hand toward the detective. “And this is—”

      “Olivia,” Detective Powell said, extending her hand. “I’m here to observe. Thank you for allowing me to tag along. I promise to be as unobtrusive as possible.”

      Some of the tension eased from my shoulders. This might actually go okay.

      “Of course,” Mrs. O’Keefe said, backing up and clearing the threshold. “Where are my manners? Come in.”

      The moment I crossed the threshold, I knew I was in trouble. My hair stood on end and a cold chill washed over my body like I’d walked into a meat locker. The house was a bungalow with slightly outdated furniture, but it had a warm and cozy look that was at odds with the ominous feeling sinking into my bones. I shot a worried look to Jack before turning to my client. “Mrs. O’Keefe—I mean, Barb—what led you to call me?”

      “I’m quite certain I have a ghost.”

      “And what makes you think that? Before I begin my investigation, I’d like to get a little bit more information.”

      “All the strange noises. The moving objects.”

      “Moving objects,” I said. “Do things just fall off shelves, or do they fly across the room?”

      She wrung her hands. “It started out small. Things would just move slightly or fall over, and the pictures were always askew, but the activity began to get more aggressive about a week ago.” She paused, shooting Detective Powell a nervous glance. “Yesterday, I saw the salt shaker slide across the kitchen counter and drop to the floor.”

      “And did you feel a heaviness?” I asked. “Were you frightened?”

      She paused for a moment. “In the beginning, right after I moved in, I was certain I was imagining things. I still thought that up until a few weeks ago, even when the ghost became much bolder. When my neighbor saw a glass fall out of the cabinet, I was relieved to know it was real.”

      “Do you ever feel like you’re in danger?”

      “Only when I fry chicken in my cast-iron skillet. Then the ghost gets angry.”

      “Angry enough to hurt you?”

      “Not quite that far, but like I said, it’s gotten a lot more active.” She frowned. “Which is why I called you.”

      “Do you have any idea who the spirit might be?” I asked, then quickly added, “It’s fine if you don’t, and in fact, about a third of my clients guess wrong.”

      She shook her head. “Not a clue. I’ve only lived here for a few years. My daughter and her family moved here for her husband’s job, so I followed them to be close to my grandbabies. But the house has started to scare them…another reason to make the ghost leave.”

      A crashing sound came from the kitchen, making me jump.

      Mrs. O’Keefe shouted over her shoulder, “I’m sorry, Beatrice, but I warned you what would happen if you didn’t become more polite.”

      “Beatrice?” Detective Powell asked with her first hint of condescension.

      “I realize I don’t know who she—or he—really is, but I had to call it something. We’ve been together for three years now.”

      “You said she started getting more violent a week ago. Is that also when she started moving things?”

      “No, she started moving bigger stuff a couple of months ago.”

      “When the Lost Colony of Roanoke reappeared?” Jack asked.

      Her eyes lit up. “Yes, as a matter of fact. How had I never put that together?” She shook her head.

      I ignored the soft groan from the woman behind me and gave my client a warm smile. “Barb, where would you say most of the activity is located? You’ve mentioned the kitchen several times and said the spirit gets upset when you fry chicken.”

      “For the most part the kitchen. But occasionally the hallway at night.”

      “You hear sounds in the hallway?” I asked. “Footsteps and floorboard creaks?”

      “And the pictures get messed up,” Mrs. O’Keefe said. “Like I said, things started out small. They used to be just slightly askew, but it’s gotten worse. I usually find them hanging upside down when I get up every morning.”

      I turned to Jack with a worried expression. The look on his face told me he was concerned too. It didn’t seem like the behavior of a poltergeist, but I was used to dealing with harmless spirits. This Beatrice sounded moodier than most.

      “Barb,” Jack said, seeming to read my thoughts, “what’s the most violent thing the spirit has done?”

      She put her hands on her hips and pressed her lips together, glancing up at the ceiling in thought. Then her hands and her gaze lowered and she said, “Yesterday it threw a knife across the room. It embedded in the wall.”

      My heart slammed against my rib cage. That was not a good sign.

      Jack remained his calm, collected self. “Do you know what might have prompted its burst of temper?”

      “No.” But her expression immediately changed and she shook her head. “I take that back. I was talking to my friend on the phone, telling her that you were coming to clear the house.”

      “How close was the knife to your person?” Jack asked.

      “Maybe a few inches, but Beatrice would never hurt me.”

      There was another crash in the kitchen.

      Mrs. O’Keefe gave me a sheepish look. “I wouldn’t make her leave if she weren’t upsetting my family and friends. No one will come over and I miss having guests, but honestly, Beatrice keeps me company.”

      “I understand,” I said. “I don’t make all spirits leave. Some homeowners want them to stay, especially if they’re family members. And those spirits often want to stay and watch over their loved ones.”

      She frowned and leaned closer as she whispered, “I think Beatrice should go.”

      “I heard that!” a woman shouted from the kitchen.

      The hairs on my arms stood on end as though the room was full of static electricity.

      “I can tell you that the spirit is a woman,” I said, trying to rub the hair back down. Combined with the ghost’s ability to move things in our plane of existence, the hair-raising effect wasn’t a good sign. Helen could make my hair stand on end because she was unusually powerful. This ghost must be too.

      I reached for Jack’s hand and he held it tight.

      “How do you know?” Mrs. O’Keefe asked.

      I tried to look nonchalant, but I was getting a little nervous. “She just shouted that she could hear you.”

      Mrs. O’Keefe groaned and called over her shoulder, “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times—it’s impolite to eavesdrop!”

      “How can it be eavesdropping if I’m in my own damn house?” Then there was the sound of wood scooting across a linoleum floor.

      Jack’s hand squeezed mine, confirming he’d heard her too.

      “Stop rearranging the furniture, Beatrice!” Mrs. O’Keefe ordered.

      “For the millionth time, my name’s not Beatrice!” the spirit shouted. The sound of shattering glass filtered into the room.

      “Then what should we call you?” I asked loudly enough for my voice to carry to the back of the house.

      A woman appeared in the doorway to what had to be the kitchen. She was wearing a housedress that looked like it belonged in the fifties or sixties—complete with a lacy apron—and her beehive hairstyle confirmed the era. One hand was on her hip, and with her other she put a cigarette between her lips. She took a long pull and exhaled, puffing out spectral smoke as she said, “I’m not that gullible. It told me you’d ask.”

      I could smell the smoke of her cigarette, but I could also smell something else. Something dank and rotten. It only made me feel marginally better that the mark on my hand didn’t react at all.

      She’d said it had told her I’d ask.

      The blood rushed to my feet as I said, “It? Who is it?”

      A grin spread across her face, but it didn’t make her look any friendlier. “Don’t you worry about that. But it said it’s excited you’re here.”

      I tried to keep my breath even, but my heart was racing with fear. “Mrs. O’Keefe—”

      “Barb—”

      “Barb,” I said, trying not to panic. “For you own safety, I need you to wait outside.” I shifted slightly to face the detective, avoiding turning my back to the rear of the house. “You need to wait outside too.”

      The detective didn’t look amused. “I’ll stay and observe, but it’s a good idea if Barb waits outside. I have a lot of questions.”

      I was sure she did.

      “Maybe I should say goodbye to Beatrice first,” Mrs. O’Keefe said.

      “Get the hell out of my house, Barb!” the spirit shouted, shoving the dining room table into the wall.

      Detective Powell’s eyes widened as she watched the table move.

      “She heard you,” I said to Mrs. O’Keefe as I gently grabbed her arm and walked backward toward the door. “She’s upset you’re leaving, so it’s probably for the best if you take off. Maybe go visit your daughter.”

      She grabbed her purse off the coffee table in the living room. “But how will I know when you’re done? How will I pay you?”

      “We’ll call you when we’re finished.” Hopefully we wouldn’t leave her with too much of a mess. I’d already figured out that Beatrice wasn’t about to leave without causing some damage, which meant we likely wouldn’t get paid for this case, but that was the least of my worries.

      As I shoved her out the door, I hoped my biggest worry—that a demon was lurking somewhere nearby—wasn’t true.

      Happy fucking birthday to me.
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      As soon as the door closed, Jack asked, “Where is she?”

      I scanned the room. “I don’t see her. Maybe she went back into the kitchen.” I took a breath, trying to calm my nerves. Freaking out wouldn’t help anything. “Jack. I’m pretty sure there’s a demon here. Detective Powell needs to leave.”

      “Oh, hell no,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “I see right through your bullshit. You didn’t want me to come, so you staged that little scene in the back.”

      “And the dining room table?” I asked.

      Some of the certainty left her face. “There are ways to do things like that.”

      I turned to Jack, getting pissed. “You’re the one who suggested she come with us. Deal with her.”

      Determination filled his eyes. “Detective Powell…”

      She shook her head, looking like she was about to literally dig her heels into the rug underfoot. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m going to prove you’re both frauds.”

      “Jack!” I semi-shouted.

      He pushed out a huge breath and faced me. “Ignore her. She stays at her own risk.”

      “If she’s going to stay, then I suggest you prepare her for what’s likely to happen.” I dug into my bag and pulled out my daggers.

      “What do you plan to do with those knives?” the detective asked, sounding alarmed.

      “Kick some demon ass,” I said as I headed to the back of the house. “Jack, keep an eye on her.”

      “On it,” he said, digging in the satchel hanging over his shoulder.

      “I thought you were here for a ghost,” she called after me.

      “Lucky you. Looks like you may get a twofer.” With Ivy’s hilt tucked firmly in my right hand, I headed for the kitchen. “Beatrice, how about you and I have a chat?”

      “My name’s not Beatrice,” the ghost hissed.

      I entered the small kitchen but didn’t see her anywhere.

      “Well, you refuse to give me your name, so I have to call you something. Beatrice it is.”

      She released a small wail, then suddenly appeared two feet in front of me.

      “Did you hear her, Jack?” I asked.

      He appeared in the doorway, a glass bottle of holy water in his hand. “I heard a moan, but that’s all I heard other than your side of the conversation.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Not-Beatrice said, flitting over to the ancient-looking stove. I realized I could see her world and I wasn’t even touching her.

      My power had grown again.

      Her world was superimposed over ours, transforming the cabinets, appliances, and the décor, but thankfully the foot map had remained the same.

      “Where’s your friend?” I asked the ghost. “The one who wants to meet me?”

      “It’s waiting.”

      “For what?”

      “The right time,” she said with an evil grin.

      A chill ran down my back, but it was from nerves, not a supernatural tingle. My palm felt perfectly fine. “Why are you here, Beatrice? Why haven’t you crossed over?”

      “This is my house, demon slayer,” she sneered. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      My blood ran cold. Further confirmation her friend was demonic. “Demon slayer?” I said. “Why did you call me that?”

      “Because that’s what you are,” Not-Beatrice said. “But you won’t always get lucky. I’m sure it wants to kill you.”

      “The demon? It can try. Right now, we’re focusing on you. Why are you still here?”

      “I told you already. This is my house. That woman’s trying to steal it from me.”

      “You’re dead, Beatrice, and it sounds like Barb would like you to stay, but you keep breaking things and scaring people. You threw a knife at her, for goodness’ sake. Of course she’s going to make you leave. You’ve pushed her to it.”

      “I’m not goin’ anywhere,” she snarled, pulling a wooden spoon out of the container by the stove and waving it at me.

      I almost asked the detective if the floating spoon wasn’t proof enough, but realized the spoon was in Not-Beatrice’s world. It looked completely solid.

      “Do you really expect me to believe you’re talking to a ghost?” Detective Powell asked from behind Jack.

      The sooner Detective Powell got out of here, the better. I turned sideways, keeping Not-Beatrice in my peripheral vision. “If I prove to you that I can see ghosts, will you go?”

      “Sure,” she said flippantly. “If you can prove it beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

      “Then stand behind me and let’s get this over with.”

      “Just walk up behind you?” the detective asked, pushing past Jack. Her shoes crunched on the broken glass strewn across the floor.

      “Stay behind me and touch some part of me while looking straight ahead.”

      “And what exactly am I supposed to see?”

      “Just do it,” I grumbled.

      Not-Beatrice was getting antsy. “What are you doing?”

      The detective put her hand on my shoulder and let out a loud gasp. “Oh my God.”

      “Okay,” I said. “You saw her. Now get out.”

      “If you think I’m leaving now, you’re crazy.”

      I let out a groan of frustration. “Jack.”

      Beatrice picked up a ceramic canister and threw it toward my shoulder, aiming for the detective.

      I turned slightly and jerked her down. The canister smashed into pieces on the floor several feet in front of Jack.

      “You’re making a huge mess, Beatrice,” I scolded. “You seem like the kind of woman who likes a clean house. I’m going to tell Barb to leave it like this just to make you miserable.”

      “You’re making me do it!” she shouted. “You and that trespasser!”

      “Barb?” I asked as I opened the flap to my bag, dropped my daggers inside, and dug out my smudging kit.

      Detective Powell had put her hand on me again, and she was gaping at the ghost.

      Not-Beatrice ignored my question. “I’m not going. You can’t make me.”

      I flicked my lighter and lit the end of my white sage stick. As soon as the herbs burst into flame, I crushed the flame in my alabaster shell.

      “Are you smoking a cigar?” Detective Powell asked in disbelief.

      I shot her a glare. “The deal was that you’d leave if I let you see Beatrice. I held up my end of the deal, now you need to hold up yours.”

      “My name’s not Beatrice!” the ghost wailed, opening a drawer and dropping silverware all over the floor.

      “I want to help.” The detective’s fingers tightened around my shoulder, but I shoved her off and dropped the lighter back into the bag.

      “You want to help?” I asked, looking at her full in the face as I pulled out a feather, the next item in my ghost banishing kit. “Find out Beatrice’s real name.”

      “Why?”

      “Jack!” I shouted.

      Jack grabbed her arm and started pulling her back toward the doorway. “Because names have power and it will help Piper get rid of the ghost.”

      “On it,” I heard her say, and she finally left the room.

      I swiveled back around, but there was no sign of Beatrice. Where the hell had she gone? Rookie mistake. I should have salted the doors and windows.

      “Dammit!” I shouted. Before I could look for her, though, my palm began to tingle. I flexed my fingers. “Oh shit.”

      “What?” Jack asked, coming further into the kitchen.

      “I can feel the demon.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know. Hold this and let me figure it out,” I said, handing over my smudging tools. It occurred to me that if he was going to keep accompanying me on these visits, I needed to teach him how to smudge. Turned out you didn’t necessarily need to communicate with the spirits to make it work. You just needed to have pure intent. I couldn’t think of anyone with purer intent than Jack.

      As soon as he took the shell with the smoking smudge stick and the feather, I shifted my focus to the burning in my palm.

      “Piper. It’s glowing,” Jack whispered.

      Sure enough, the black lines of the shapes on my palm were now glowing with an orange-red light. This was new too, and not a little alarming.

      The energy in my hand raced to my chest and, without thinking, I sent out a wave of sonar-like power until it pinged.

      “The backyard.”

      “It’s outside in the daylight,” Jack said, sounding worried.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I said as I opened the back door.

      “Demons like the dark, Piper.”

      “So they’re nocturnal.”

      “Exactly. Just like raccoons. If you see a raccoon in broad daylight, you have cause to worry. The same concern applies here.”

      “Even so…I have to check this out, Jack.”

      He didn’t respond, which I took as agreement.

      I walked out the door and down the two cement steps into the tiny backyard. I didn’t see anything, so I sent out another ping. This one pointed me toward a detached garage in the back of the property, facing an alley. My Spidey sense told me it was still and eager. “It’s in the garage.”

      “Let’s take a moment,” Jack said. “You don’t know anything about the demon you’re about to face.”

      “I can tell it’s waiting for me.”

      “All the more reason to take a moment.”

      He was right, or maybe I was just content to believe him so I wouldn’t feel like the coward I knew myself to be. Bottom line: I didn’t want to go in there and face that demon. The demon I’d slain the night before had been weak and I’d caught it by surprise.

      I felt the life force thrumming through whatever was in that garage, and while it wasn’t as strong as Valvad, it was strong enough to kill me.

      “Where did Detective Powell go?” I asked.

      “I heard her walk out the front door. Maybe she left.”

      “Hopefully she’s getting Beatrice’s real name.”

      “You sent the poltergeist away by getting it to answer to the name you made up for it. Surely we can get this one to answer to Beatrice. Maybe we should get rid of the ghost before we face the demon.”

      I took a breath. “You and I both know I can’t leave that thing in the garage. What if it escapes and kills someone? So I might as well get this over with.” I grabbed St. Michael out of my bag and transferred it to my left hand, then pulled out Ivy so I was fully equipped. The light emanating from my tattoo burned brighter, and it almost felt like St. Michael was welded to my hand.

      “That didn’t happen last night,” Jack said, squatting to set the shell with the smudge stick on the concrete steps.

      “The power in my mark likes the dagger. I can feel it.” Was this what Abel was waiting for? For the power of the mark on my hand to connect with the dagger?

      If so, did that mean the crescent moon was about to appear on my palm? Fear spiked in my chest, making me short of breath. One more thing to worry about later.

      “Maybe it’ll make you more powerful,” Jack said.

      “I guess we’re about to find out.”

      We walked across the small yard to the double-width garage. While the main opening faced the alley behind the house, there was a smaller door next to the left corner. Ignoring the tremor in my hand, I turned the unlocked doorknob and pushed the door open until it hit the wall.

      I stood on the threshold, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness, and scanned the room. A small push mower and a wheelbarrow stood against the back wall, opposite the wide garage door, but the middle of the concrete floor looked fairly open and uncluttered. The metal shelves on the opposite wall were what worried me most.

      “Not shelves,” I groaned. There had been shelves in the basement where Jack and I had confronted the poltergeist, and it had thrown all of the contents—and then the shelves themselves—at us.

      “Do you see it?” Jack asked behind me.

      I didn’t at first, but then I saw a tiny blue flame floating in midair, or at least I thought it was floating until I realized it was in the palm of a thing that looked like a preschooler’s adaptation of Shrek. The demon was probably six feet tall, bald, and potbellied. It was also naked, revealing its nonexistent genitalia, and its gray-blue skin perfectly blended into the shadows. Talk about nightmares…

      “Nifty party trick,” I said, nodding toward the flame. “You’re like a six-foot tall lighter.” But that tiny flame worried me. Could he make fire?

      I felt Jack’s hand on my shoulder and then his flinch when he saw the demon.

      “I think we should regroup, Piper,” Jack said in a hushed tone. “This one’s three times as big as the one you faced last night.”

      “I’ve been waiting for you, demon slayer,” the demon said, confirming my fear. Its voice was deep enough to shake the shelves, and its wide mouth spread to reveal a mouthful of teeth. Why did they always have to have sharp teeth?

      Oh, wait. I knew the answer to that one.

      “How did you know I’d show up?” I asked, still standing in the threshold.

      “I found a powerful ghost, then gave her power of my own to draw you to me. I knew you’d be here soon enough.”

      “So you baited me?” I asked. Just like the one at Tommy’s house, only this one had given power to Not-Beatrice. I hadn’t realized that it was possible for demons to give ghosts energy rather than just take it from them. “Why?”

      “I am following the Great One’s instructions.”

      “Why does the Great One want you to find me?”

      “You have great power. You carry the blood of the curse.” It shrank deeper into the corner, draping itself in shadows. The flame in its hand grew larger, about the size of an avocado, burning a brilliant blue, which didn’t thrill me. I was no expert on fire, but I was pretty sure the blue part of the flame was the hottest.

      The demon smiled. “You may enter. He may not.”

      Suddenly the door slammed shut behind me, pitching us into darkness. The only light came from the tiny glow of the demon’s flame.

      “Piper!” Jack shouted, and I could hear him jerking on the doorknob, trying to open the door.

      Panic pulsed through me, but the mark on my palm grew hotter and the dagger in my left hand began to glow, casting enough light for me to see the demon stalking toward me.

      Oh crap.

      While I’d originally thought the floor was empty, I realized there was junk piled against the wall on my side. I kicked a plastic bucket in my attempt to move away from the demon. I held Ivy in a defensive position—my arm extended, the blade parallel to the ground—while I wielded St. Michael over my head at a downward angle.

      “Okay,” I said as my heel hit something that made a hollow metallic sound. “I’m here. You’ve got me alone. I suppose this is when the interview starts?”

      It laughed, tossing the flame in its hand into the air and catching it with its other hand. “Yes.”

      “I take it you’re not interested in my GPA or that I was secretary of the debate club in high school?” I took a step to the side, keeping the demon dead center in front of me.

      “No.” It tossed the flame again, but this time sent it directly toward me.

      I leaned to the side, dodging out of the way while keeping my daggers at the ready. The flame hit the wall and then extinguished.

      St. Michael was still glowing, and its position next to my head allowed me to see even more of the garage. The clutter behind me was comprised of several garden tools and buckets, while the shelves around the demon were stacked with paint cans and painting supplies as well as several cardboard boxes.

      The demon blazed another flame to life and wasted no time before flicking it toward me, dead center.

      I didn’t think I’d be able to dodge it in time. Instinctively, I held up Ivy and batted the flame away with the blade.

      The demon laughed. “Is this all you can do, slayer? Hold your spelled blades and play with my flames?” Then it laughed again as though it had told a joke.

      “Why do I get the feeling that was some kind of euphemism?” I asked.

      It responded by generating a larger flame, then hurled it toward the double-width garage door. The flame took hold this time and the doors caught fire.

      Did it plan to burn me alive?

      “Do you not fight?” it asked, sounding amused. “What kind of slayer are you? The Great One will be disappointed.” It flicked another large flame over its shoulder, igniting a second fire next to the shelves. It wouldn’t take long for this enclosed space to fill with smoke, and somehow I didn’t think this fiery hell beast would die of smoke inhalation.

      “Jack!” I shouted.

      “I’m out here!” he replied, sounding frantic. “I can’t get through the door.”

      The demon was no doubt holding it closed by no mortal means. I was on my own, which meant it was time to go on the offensive.

      Another flame filled the thing’s right palm and suddenly I knew what to do—I lunged forward with my right blade; then as I got closer I swung St. Michael down with all my strength across the demon’s wrist.

      I expected the blade to get hung up on bone—and was fully prepared to kick the demon’s gut to gain the leverage to pull the dagger out—but the glowing blade sliced through demon flesh and bone as though it were soft butter. It would have sickened me had there been time to dwell on it.

      The hand tumbled to the floor, its four fingers still waggling, but the flame had snuffed out.

      The demon screamed and lunged for me, giving me exactly the opening I needed. I jabbed Ivy up to its gut, pushing until the hilt hit skin, then twisted and pulled out the blade, jumping backward several steps.

      The demon growled as a thick dark substance oozed from the wound on its gut. “The slayer knows how to use her blades after all.”

      I wished some witty retort would come to mind, but my heart was pounding too hard and it was a struggle to slow my breathing.

      “Are you too incompetent to finish me off?” the demon asked as more smoke filled the room. A line of fire shot up the wall, and the speed and perfect symmetry indicated that while the demon’s fire-making days might be over, it was still controlling the two fires it had already started.

      “I’ll finish you off soon enough,” I said, my throat and nose burning. “I want some answers first.”

      I heard glass shattering behind me. Fresh air rushed through the newly broken window as Jack shouted my name.

      “What does the Great One want?” I asked.

      “Your blood.” Then the double-width garage door exploded into hundreds of pieces, bursting outward into the alley as the fire instantly died.

      The demon fled through the opening, but its hand remained on the floor.

      Moments later, Jack rounded the corner of what had been the double-width door. He was covered in black soot and his eyes were wide with terror.

      Detective Powell appeared behind him seconds later, her mouth gaping as she took in the sight of me and the destroyed garage.

      “Good news,” she said, the startled look fading. “I found out Beatrice’s name.”
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      Jack looked around the garage, ignoring the detective. “Did you kill it?”

      “No. It took off after it destroyed the door.”

      He picked his way over the debris and reached for me. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, then slipped my daggers back into my bag.

      “Was that knife glowing?” the detective asked.

      “Yeah,” I said as I walked over to the hand on the floor. “I need a bag.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because I chopped off the demon’s flame-making hand and I want to keep it.”

      Detective Powell started to laugh nervously.

      Jack trailed after me and touched my side. “Um…she’s not kidding.” Retreating, he walked over to the shelves.

      “What?” she said, practically vaulting over the debris to reach me. She placed a hand on my arm and leapt backward as she pointed. “There’s a hand there!”

      “Yes,” I said as patiently as I could. “That’s what I just said.”

      “We need to keep that for evidence.”

      I put my hands on my hips, pulling away from her. “Can you see it now?”

      “No…”

      “Then how do you propose to present it as evidence? The only way anyone can see it is through me, and I don’t plan on hanging around with the hand.”

      “What are you going to do with it?” she asked.

      “I don’t know yet, but I’m taking it with me.”

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?” Jack asked as he handed me a small canvas bag he’d pulled from the rubble.

      I opened the bag, placed it over the hand and scooped it up. “No, but I can get rid of it later if I need to. Right now, we need to figure out how to explain this”—I gestured to the wreckage around us—“how Mrs. O’Keefe’s garage got destroyed, and I need to get rid of Beatrice.”

      Detective Powell was still surveying the wrecked garage in astonishment. “There was a fire in here—smoke was pouring out the top of the roof, and when Jack broke the window…” She stared at the fire-damaged walls. “And now there’s nothing. Absolutely no fire. No smoke. That’s not possible.”

      “It is with the supernatural. The demon created the fire with this hand,” I said, giving the bag a tiny shake.

      “Our immediate concern is how to explain this,” Jack said. “We need to call the police, but where do we even start?”

      Detective Powell shook her head. “I’ll take care of it.”

      I handed the bag to Jack and headed toward the house’s back door, not surprised to see it was open. I turned back to face the detective. “You said you found out Beatrice’s real name?”

      “Edna Cook. Her husband killed her. Hit her in the back of the head with a cast-iron skillet back in 1964.”

      Well, that solved the final mystery of our ghost. Edna Cook had likely spent a good portion of her life in her kitchen and she’d died there too. It was no wonder she lingered there as a ghost.

      I’d learned that some spirits were tied to places that held personal significance, and it seemed Edna was tied to this place that had served her in life, and in death.

      “Thanks,” I said. “The demon said he gave some of his power to Beatrice—I mean Edna—so hopefully she’ll be weaker now that he’s gone.”

      “She could still move things without his help, Piper,” Jack said, “and she’s not ready to leave, so you need to be careful. I’ll go with you.”

      “No,” I said. “You stay out here with Detective Powell to meet the police. I can’t risk you getting hurt by Edna.” I could see the worry in his eyes, so I gave him a reassuring smile. “I’ll let you know if I need you, but don’t come in unless I call for you or you think I’m in trouble.” Lowering my voice, I added, “I’m going to salt the doors and windows to keep her from getting out, and I don’t want you to disturb it.”

      He didn’t look happy, but he nodded and stood back as I took off for the house.

      I had no idea how Detective Powell was going to explain that garage incident to her superiors, but she was proving herself useful, again, after getting Edna’s real name. Maybe Jack had been right about her after all.

      To my relief, the smudging supplies were still on the back step. Edna hadn’t tried to hide them.

      The smudge stick was still burning, but I lightly blew on it to get the smoke billowing again…as if I hadn’t had my fill of smoke.

      I walked through the back door, bold as I pleased. I might have been hesitant to take the offensive with the demon, but I felt one hundred percent more confident dealing with a surly ghost. “Edna, I’ve come back to finish our chat.”

      She instantly appeared in front of me, fear filling her eyes. The demon had failed to dispatch me, and now I knew her real name.

      “Are you sending me away?” Her voice quavered, and I wondered if the demon’s power had supercharged her aggressive tendencies—like an athlete hopped up on steroids.

      “You terrorized poor Mrs. O’Keefe. You destroyed her kitchen. You nearly killed her, for heaven’s sake. And you cooperated with a demon!”

      “I know.” She pulled a handkerchief from her apron pocket and dabbed at her nose.

      Oh, hell no. Fifteen minutes ago, she’d been throwing things at me, and now she was trying to tug at my heartstrings? Even if the demon’s power had changed her, there was no denying how giddy she’d been when she told me that the demon planned to kill me. Edna had to go.

      “When did the demon show up?” Even as the words left my mouth, I knew it was a stupid question. Since ghosts had such a loose concept of time, years could be days for them.

      “A week ago.”

      I blinked in surprise, but then it sort of made sense. While most ghosts lived in their own version of reality, Edna was aware enough of her surroundings to grab things in Barb’s plane of existence. “How did it approach you?”

      “It told me it would help me get my house back. I had to cause as much chaos as possible so you’d show up, and after you did, it would make the woman leave my house.”

      “Edna, you can’t own a house when you’re dead.”

      She got indignant. “Why not?”

      “Who’s been paying the real estate taxes here? The mortgage?”

      Some of her attitude faded. “Oh.”

      “Edna, you were going to let that demon kill me. That’s just wrong.”

      “But I was going to get my house back.”

      A wave of sadness washed over me, for the woman Edna was, for all that woman had lost. But Edna—the real Edna—was gone. All that remained was her ghost, and she was dangerous. According to Helen, several lesser-powered demons had already crossed into our world. There was a chance another one would latch on to Edna, which meant I had to send her on her way. “I’m sorry you were murdered by your husband. And I’m sorry you feel like strangers have taken over your home, but you’re dead, Edna, and your house is the only thing holding you here. It’s time to go.”

      Anger filled her eyes. “You can’t make me leave my house!”

      “I didn’t want to do this the hard way,” I said, “but you’re forcing my hand.”

      Sirens wailed in the distance, which meant I needed to hurry this along. I set the abalone shell with the smoking smudge stick on the kitchen table and pulled the container of salt from my bag.

      “What are you doing?” Edna asked, sounding worried.

      “Just making the room a little cozier,” I said, pouring a line across the threshold from the kitchen to the dining room. Experience had led me to believe most ghosts didn’t leave their houses, so the only exit to the rest of the house took priority.

      Edna made a strangled sound and my resolve began to erode. I reminded myself that she was dangerous, and that I was doing what I’d been hired to do. Mrs. O’Keefe was paying me to remove this ghost from her home, and for good reason.

      I headed to the back door and poured a line of salt in front of it. Then, to make sure I had my bases covered, I poured more salt along the window over the sink and the window by the kitchen table. As I finished, I realized that Edna was firmly in my world with no sign of hers superimposed over mine.

      “You can’t make me go.” She watched me with wild eyes as I set down the salt and picked up my smudging tools.

      “Edna,” I pleaded. “I don’t want to force you. You’ve been here over fifty years. Don’t you want to go somewhere that will make you happy? I have a hard time believing that you want to stay in the room where your husband killed you.”

      Indecision flashed in her eyes.

      “It’s beautiful on the other side of the light,” I said. “You’ll be so much happier there.” And yet doubt niggled at me. Would the light come for her? She would have happily helped the demon kill me, and she’d almost hurt sweet Mrs. O’Keefe.

      As if sensing my thoughts, Edna shouted, “You’re a lying bitch!”

      She grabbed a kitchen chair and threw it into the window by the kitchen table. The legs got stuck in the glass, straddling the metal frame.

      Great. How was I going to explain that to the police?

      I moved to the corner of the kitchen by the door to the dining room and wafted smoke into it. “Fire, earth, air, water. Cleanse this place of negative energy.”

      Edna’s wails pierced into me. I’d only used the smudging tools twice since discovering my ability to see ghosts—once with the poltergeist, which disappeared in an unnatural blaze after I dropped a smudge stick on top of the clock it was attached to, and the other time with a ghost that left on its own halfway through the smudging. How was this going to end?

      I moved down the wall of cabinets, wafting the smoke along it. “Fire, earth, air, water. Cleanse this place of negative energy.”

      “Stop!” Edna screamed. I shot her a quick glance and saw her face was twisted as though she was in pain.

      The poltergeist Jack and I had dealt with in Evelyn Crawford’s house was the closest I’d come to encountering an evil spirit worthy of eternal torment, but it had simply disappeared into a puff of black smoke. This was different, though. Edna wasn’t just angry about leaving. She was terrified.

      Oh crap. What if hell was coming for Edna now? I wasn’t sure I could handle that.

      I was making my way to the corner, waving the smoke as I chanted, when a black swirling hole appeared in the doorway to the dining room. I could hear muffled moans and screams coming from the vortex.

      Ignore it, Piper. Keep going. You can’t let her stay here.

      But could I live with being the one who sent her to hell?

      “Jack!” I shouted at the top of my lungs, even as I continued to waft the burning sage smoke along the perimeter of the room.

      “I won’t let you do this!” Edna shouted and every cabinet door flew open at once, one of them smashing into my thigh.

      Pain shot through my leg, and I jumped back but continued my chant. Jack’s face appeared in the kitchen window over the sink, and I hollered, “I need you!”

      I moved to the third corner, trying to ignore what Edna was doing, only to realize I’d once again broken Abel’s number one rule for dealing with ghosts and spirits—don’t turn your back on them.

      The back door opened, and Jack screamed my name just as something hit me in the back of the head with enough force to make me see stars.

      Jack bolted across the short distance between us. As soon as he put his hand on my shoulder, he jerked and looked over his shoulder, probably drawn by the wailing in the black vortex.

      “Oh, dear Lord. That’s…”

      “Hell.” My voice broke as I finished his sentence. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Edna heard my indecision and moved in front of me, her face inches from mine. Icy cold air covered my skin.

      “We can make a deal, demon slayer,” she said frantically. “I’ll promise to be good.”

      Jack leaned into my ear. “You can’t trust her, Piper. She tried to kill Mrs. O’Keefe and you.”

      “And she may have actually killed before,” Detective Powell said from the open doorway. “Edna Cook’s two children disappeared. They were never seen again after Edna put them to bed one night. Many people suspected she killed them and that her husband killed her in revenge.”

      My eyes flew wide open. “Did you kill your children?”

      “They weren’t mine!” Edna’s face contorted into a look of contempt and rage. “They were Frank’s kids from his dead first wife. Those kids told me all the time how much they missed her and hated me, so I let them have her.” She stared at me in defiance.

      Jack’s hand tightened on my shoulder.

      I began to chant again as I wafted smoke past the open back door. “Fire, earth, air, water. Cleanse this place of negative energy.”

      Detective Powell gave me a strange look and grabbed my elbow as I walked past her. She gasped when she saw the vortex in the doorway and quickly dropped her hand. “Oh my God!”

      “Stay outside, Detective,” Jack said.

      “No worries,” she blurted out, backing down the two steps.

      I made it to the fourth wall, the vortex now only fifteen feet way.

      Edna started to scream at the top of her lungs, but I tried to ignore her, focusing deeply on my own chanting and the sound of my own voice.

      Jack used his free hand to grab a round wooden tray off the table, whipping off the salt and pepper shakers and sugar bowl that had rested on it, and whisked the tray up as a shield just before a glass shattered against it.

      “Keep going, Piper!” he said breathlessly behind me, shielding me with the wooden tray. He stood behind me and had turned sideways. There was more shattering glass and shards went flying in front of me.

      I uttered my chant one more time, then stopped in front of the vortex, turning to face Edna.

      No longer did she resemble a bored mid-century housewife. Her face was so contorted with rage it had actually elongated, and her eyes were shadow-lined hollows in her head.

      “I won’t let you do this!” she shrieked, holding up a butcher knife. “I will stop you.” Then she lunged for me, the knife raised.

      “Piper! Do it!” Jack shouted, attempting to keep shielding us with the wooden tray which was cracking.

      I sped up my chanting, growing louder, and in a fury, she advanced toward me, wielding the knife as her screams escalated into frantic, piercing shrieks. I was prepared for the blade to strike, but Jack let go of me and used the tray to smash her hand from the side. The knife flung across the room and hit the wall before falling to the floor.

      “Fire, earth, air, water. Cleanse this place of Edna Cook.”

      Edna roared with anger as she backed away from me. Then she grabbed a broken, jagged piece of glass off the floor and threw it at me.

      “Look out!” Detective Powell cried out.

      Jack lunged to the side with his tray and fell out of my peripheral vision as I continued to chant.

      “It’s not working, Jack,” I said, starting to freak out.

      “It is. Just keep going.” He was right. The vortex had grown larger and the dark gray smoke swirling around the perimeter had become more turbulent. The screams from within the dark hole had grown louder, and I could see streaks of lightning made of fire forking through the murky interior. Icy cold energy seeped into the marrow of my bones, filled with a sense of desperation and hopelessness.

      Was I really sending her to hell?

      Damn straight I was.

      The vortex seemed to expand and reach into the room.

      I scrambled away from it, moving in Edna’s direction as I fanned the symmetry smoke toward her with the feather. She looked like a true monster now—a melted version of what she’d been in life. “Fire, earth, air, water. Cleanse this place of Edna Cook!”

      She grabbed her head and screamed, terror in her now deep-set eyes as she stared over my shoulder.

      Then I noticed something dark moving in my peripheral vision. I turned to see a long, shadowy arm reaching past me. I shrieked and jumped away.

      Jack grabbed my forearm. “Holy shit.”

      The ten-foot arm was extending from the vortex.

      Jack pulled me backward, dragging me all the way to the back door, where we watched in horror as the dark gray, semitransparent extension of hell itself reached for Edna’s neck and started dragging her into the hole.

      Edna screamed and tried to break the arm’s hold on her, but it kept dragging her across the floor until she reached the vortex.

      And then it all disappeared.
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      “Did that just happen?” Detective Powell asked.

      I was still too stunned and horrified to answer, but Jack gave a meek “Yeah.”

      Then it struck me that she shouldn’t have been able to see any of this, and I swung back to face her, saying, “Could you see—”

      That was when I registered that the left side of Jack’s face was covered in blood. “Oh my God, Jack! She hurt you!”

      “The broken glass,” Detective Powell said. “It hit him in the head.”

      I tossed my smudging tools into the kitchen sink and reached for his face, cupping his uninjured cheek with one hand while looking for a wound.

      “There’s so much blood.” My voice broke as I started to panic.

      “It’s a head wound, Piper,” he said, giving me a look of reassurance. “They always bleed a lot. I’m sure it’s not as bad as it looks.”

      “I don’t see a cut. Where is it?”

      “It’s in my hairline.” He grabbed the hand cupping his cheek and tugged. “Let’s go outside.”

      Detective Powell backed out of the way so we could walk out. “The police are pulling up now.”

      “You are the police,” I said to her as we walked out the back door and into the yard.

      “Like I said, I’ll handle it.” She gave Jack a long look. “And you need medical attention.”

      “It’s just a cut,” he said, sounding annoyed.

      “Slow down,” I said. “Let me look.” I directed him toward a patio chair, then pushed him to sit down.

      “You’re pretty bossy,” he teased, but I noticed a catch in his voice, letting me know he was more out of sorts than he was letting on. The thought made me feel better since I was freaking out myself.

      I gently put my fingers on his head, trying to part his hair to find the gash. “I can’t see anything. There’s too much blood.”

      “We should get him to the ER,” Detective Powell pressed.

      “It’s not that big of a deal,” Jack said, pushing my hands away.

      “It is a big deal. Wait here.” I ran back in the house, stopping in my tracks when I took in the disaster. Every cabinet door was open and broken glass covered the floor. I opened two drawers before I found the dish towels. I soaked one under the kitchen faucet, snatched a dry one, and headed back outside.

      Jack was now standing next to Detective Powell and a uniformed police officer who was staring in disbelief at the chair sticking out of the window. The officer’s gaze shifted to me, and he stood up taller, spreading his shoulders.

      “Piper,” Detective Powell said, “I think you should get Jack to the ER right away. I’ll come to the hospital and take your statements there.”

      I tried to hide my relief. “Okay.” I transferred both towels to one hand and then reached for Jack. “Let’s go.”

      “Not so fast,” the other officer said, taking a step forward. “I’ve seen you before.”

      “Really?” I said. “I’ve got one of those faces.”

      He shook his head. “Nope. That’s not it.”

      “You can figure it out later, Officer Stedman,” Detective Powell said. “Piper needs to get Jack to the hospital.”

      Jack grabbed the dry towel from my hand and pressed it to his head. “Thank you, Detective.”

      “Wait,” the officer called out as I swiveled toward the gate.

      I slowly turned back around. “Can I help you, officer?”

      “Piper…? You’re that ghost girl, aren’t you?”

      I forced a smile. “I’m not actually a ghost myself, but I do help ghosts find their way to the afterlife.” Or let the afterlife come for them, as the case may be. “Do you have a ghost that needs evicting?”

      “Actually,” he said, shifting his weight to the side. “I do.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Do you believe in ghosts, officer?”

      “If you’d asked me six months ago, I would have told you no. But after the Lost Colony reappeared…let’s just say there are a lot of things that are hard to explain.” His gaze held mine. “Like a garage that caught fire and mysteriously extinguished.”

      “The world is full of wonders,” I said, trying to sound breezy.

      “That it is.” He glanced at the house, then at Detective Powell. “Do you know what happened here?”

      She hesitated. “I do, but I’m not sure everyone is ready to hear it.” She’d likely planned on cooking up an elaborate lie, but it was clear his willingness to believe in the supernatural had thrown her off her game, just as it had done for me.

      He nodded. “Yeah, I get that.” His head swung to face me. “I’d like to talk to you later, Piper.”

      The way he said it made it sound like he wasn’t talking about a police interview. “Sure,” I said. “Of course.”

      “Take your friend to the hospital.”

      I nodded, then reached for Jack’s elbow as we headed toward the back gate.

      “Do we actually have an ally on the Asheville Police Department?” I asked once we reached the front yard.

      “I’m pretty sure we have two.”

      “Will they put what really happened in the report?” I asked, heading for the street.

      “I don’t know, but I have my doubts,” he said.

      “We’re taking my car,” I said, pulling him to a stop beside it, “and I want to look at your head before we go.” I gestured with the wet towel still in my hand. “Get in the passenger seat so I can get a better look.”

      “Okay.”

      He opened the car door and sat down, his feet still on the ground, then removed the bloody towel.

      “It’s still bleeding a lot, Jack,” I said, gently parting his hair as I looked for the wound.

      “That’s what head wounds do,” he said gruffly.

      “How can you be so calm after what just happened?” I asked. “And how did you defend yourself after you let go of me? You couldn’t see Edna.”

      “Obviously I didn’t do a very good job of it.”

      “Jack.”

      He turned serious. “After I let go of you, I couldn’t see the ghost, but I could see the knife.”

      “And what did Detective Powell see? I know she saw something.”

      “She certainly saw the objects Edna picked up—the knife, the broken glass. But we both saw everything at the end. The detective touched your back, but you were probably in too much shock to realize it.”

      I stopped weaving my hands through his hair when I finally found the source of all the blood. “This looks bad.”

      “It probably needs a stitch or two.”

      “Uh…more like ten or fifteen. Put that towel back on because it’s still bleeding.”

      “I don’t want to get blood in your car, Piper.”

      “That’s the least of my worries.” I walked to the back of my car, popping the trunk open so I could put my bag away. Part of me was reluctant to lock up my daggers. It was hard not to imagine how much worse this could have gone. Edna had tried to stab me and Jack had stopped her. What if he’d stepped in the path of her weapon. What if…

      I shook my head. No. Dwelling on what-ifs wouldn’t do us any good.

      We were silent on the drive to the hospital, but about halfway there, Jack said, “Talk to me, Piper.”

      I shifted in my seat and leaned toward the door. If I let him comfort me, I would likely fall apart, and I couldn’t afford that luxury. “What’s there to talk about?”

      “There’s a hell of a lot to talk about. The only question is where to start.”

      I shook my head, ignoring the burning in my eyes, and stared out the windshield.

      “Okay, let’s talk about the demon. What happened after he locked you in the garage?”

      I shot him a quick glance. “He could make fire, Jack. And I let him go.”

      “Yes, but you said you cut off his fire-making hand.”

      My heart slammed against my rib cage. “The hand!” I’d completely forgotten about it.

      “Detective Powell took it.”

      “What’s she going to do with it?”

      “I don’t know, but I didn’t have much time to protest. I was trying to get to you.” He paused, and I could feel him staring at me, taking in my tight expression. Finally, he said, “Maybe I should drive.”

      “You?” I shot him another look. “You’re bleeding to death. Maybe you should recline the seat back and lie down.”

      “You’re the one who’s shaken up,” he said softly.

      I pulled up to a stoplight and turned to him. “She could have killed you while you were trying to protect me, and I did nothing to help you.”

      “You were doing exactly what you were supposed to be doing. Taking care of the ghost.”

      A tear rolled down my cheek. “I sent her to hell, Jack.” I quickly brushed it away, guilt traveling on my misery’s coattails. “I know she was an awful person, but the sounds…and the feeling that came from that vortex. I…I can still feel something heavy clinging to my skin. It’s a horrible, horrible place and I sent her there. Forever.”

      “No, she sent herself there.”

      He was right, but I’d still given her a push in the right direction.

      “We determine our own fate in the afterlife by the choices we make. I assure you that Edna Cook is where she belongs, but you have a good heart, Piper. I know that must have been hard.”

      I didn’t see the need to respond.

      “Think of all the ghosts you’ve helped. She was the only one who went to…”

      “Hell,” I said. “Let’s call it like it is.”

      “It could have been purgatory.”

      “Do you really believe that?” I asked quietly.

      He was silent for several seconds before he said, “No.”

      I bit my bottom lip. “Me neither.”

      I pulled into the ER parking lot and parked. When I opened my door to get out, Jack said, “I can take it from here.”

      I shot him a look of disbelief. “If you think I’m leaving you, you’re crazy.”

      I got out and slammed the door with more force than necessary.

      Jack met me at the back of the car, and when I turned toward the ER entrance, he reached out and wrapped an arm around my back and gently tugged me to his chest.

      Once I was wrapped up in his arm, I began to cry. A few sobs escaped me before I realized what I was doing and tried to pull back.

      “Stop,” he said gently. “Just give yourself a moment to grieve.”

      “Grieve?” I protested, trying to pull away again, but Jack must have worked out what I was planning because his arm was like a vise.

      “Piper. It doesn’t matter that she was evil…sending that woman to hell hurt you and messed with your head. Give yourself a moment to acknowledge your pain.”

      “You’re the one who’s bleeding.”

      “Sometimes the deepest wounds are below the surface.”

      I sank into him, realizing—again—what an amazing man Jack Owen was. Abel had run off and deserted me. Jack was the one by my side, trying to help me. To protect me. I was a fool to ignore what was literally right in front of me.

      I leaned my head back and stared up into his concerned face. Jack had a three-inch gash in his scalp, and he was more concerned about my feelings than his own profusely bleeding wound.

      I’d been attracted to him before—we’d both felt it—but Abel had changed that. All of my feelings for Jack had fled. Yet he was the man I needed in my life, not some mysterious demi-human who was pushing me into some preordained role. My connection to Abel was gone now, so maybe I was free to really start something with Jack.

      Reaching up on my tiptoes, I placed a gentle kiss on his lips.

      His arm tightened around the small of my back, pulling me closer, and his mouth parted. I pushed closer, kissing him again, and his tongue ran along my bottom lip. I felt my chest tighten—something felt…wrong—but before I could analyze it, he dropped his arm and took several steps back. The look of horror on his face was like a bucket of cold water.

      But he quickly covered his shock, saying, “I’m sorry. That was out of line.”

      I shook my head, wondering why he’d pushed me away.

      “Piper. We can’t do this.”

      “Why?” I asked, becoming belligerent despite the fact that I hadn’t—much to my disappointment—felt any spark with him at all. “Because of the voice? Fuck the voice.”

      A sad look washed over his face. “That’s not the only reason, and you know it.”

      An icy cold tide rushed through my veins. “Because of Abel.”

      “You have feelings for him, Piper, real or supernatural. I refuse to take second place. I deserve better than that.”

      Shame washed through me. He was right. What had I been thinking? I’d used Jack for my own selfish need to chase Abel out of my system. No, that wasn’t entirely true. If I could choose which man I wanted to be with, Jack won hands down.

      “But it’s more than that,” he said quietly. “I truly meant it when I said we shouldn’t become involved. Rooting out and destroying the demons must take precedence. If we became involved, it could complicate things.”

      I stared down at the pavement, feeling the heat rise in my cheeks.

      “Piper, please don’t be embarrassed.”

      This was the first time a man had turned me away, and it stung my pride. A lot. But more than that, I felt like I’d just lost him for good, even if Jack Owen had never been mine to begin with. “We’re wasting time. We need to get you inside.”

      “Piper.”

      “Drop it Jack, okay? It was a stupid mistake.” I took off for the sliding glass doors. While it wasn’t exactly sensible to barge in before the patient, I couldn’t bear to look at him. I needed a few moments to get myself together.

      We walked up to the counter and got him checked in, then sat down to wait.

      Jack leaned over to me and lowered his voice. “I’m sorry that I hurt your feelings.”

      “Don’t be silly. It was a misunderstanding.”

      I caught his frown in my peripheral vision.

      We were silent for several minutes, and when the silence became unbearable, I pulled out my phone and called Mrs. O’Keefe to give her the good/bad news. Thankfully, she took it all in stride. She’d lived with “Beatrice” for long enough to expect the eviction wouldn’t be without complications. When I finished, they still hadn’t called Jack to the back, so I announced, “I’m going to check on Rhys.”

      “Good idea.”

      I quickly sent her friend a message. How’s Rhys?

      She answered right away. Sleeping, but she’s not ready to talk to you yet.

      Let me know if she needs anything.

      “How she’s doing?” he asked as I put my phone in my lap.

      “She’s sleeping.”

      “She just needs time. She’ll forgive you.”

      “You keep saying that,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice, “but we both know there’s a good chance she won’t.”

      Detective Powell walked in through the sliding glass doors and gave me a strange look as she approached us. “I didn’t realize you’d gotten hurt, Piper.”

      “What?” I asked in surprise.

      Jack gave me a sheepish look. “I got blood on your shirt when we hugged in the parking lot.”

      I glanced down, and sure enough, blood was smeared across my blouse. What was a little blood, on top of the layers of soot? It wasn’t like I could ever wear it again.

      I turned to face the detective. “Are you here to take our statements?”

      “Yes, but there’s something else.” She sat down in one of the empty chairs in front of us. “We found a body…but it’s not Lars Benson. It’s another student from the university.”

      Jack sat up straighter. “We could be looking at a repeat of Durham.”

      Her lips pressed together. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “Is there any connection to Lars’s disappearance other than that they’re both university students?” Jack asked.

      “It’s too soon to say yet. They’ve only just taken her body to the morgue.”

      A female student.

      Jack nodded, his face perfectly blank. “Do you have a cause of death yet?”

      “No,” she said, obviously holding something back. The look on her face told me she was conflicted about how much to share.

      “But…?” I prompted.

      “She has a strange marking at the base of her throat.”

      “What kind of marking?” Jack asked.

      “The pathologist says it looks like an oval burn, but it has something in the middle.”

      “What?” I asked.

      She grimaced. “I really shouldn’t do this…”

      She pulled out her phone and unlocked the screen, then glanced around before she turned the screen sideways and held it in front of us.

      I leaned closer to look, careful not to bump Jack’s head. The picture was of the hollow of the victim’s neck, branded with a dark gray, sideways oval directly in the center. There was a tiny gap of normal skin above it, topped with an upside-down semicircle with about an eighth of an inch of a straight line at the top.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “I was hoping you could tell me,” she said.

      Jack studied it for a few more seconds before sitting back up. “It looks primitive, but it’s nothing I recognize.”

      “Would you tell me if you did?” she asked bluntly, still holding up the phone.

      He gave her a soft smile. “Detective Powell, after this afternoon, I think you deserve the truth. And the truth is I don’t recognize it, but I plan to research it when I get a chance.”

      She nodded. “Thank you, and I think we’re on equal footing after what happened. You can both call me Olivia. Please.”

      I nodded. “What did you and Officer Stedman tell the others?”

      “I don’t think they’re ready for the truth yet, so we said a bear wandered into the house and caused all the damage. We said you ran from it.”

      “And they believed that?” I asked incredulously. “If Officer Stedman recognized me, it wouldn’t be too hard for them to figure out who I am. And what about the fire in the garage?”

      “I don’t think they totally bought it, but they didn’t fight me on it.”

      I nodded. People were willing to swallow just about anything to avoid believing the unbelievable.

      Jack started to ask her a question as my phone vibrated. I picked it up and tensed when I saw the name on the screen. “It’s Beth.”

      Is she calling about Tommy? I wondered. Worry filled Jack’s eyes.

      “Who’s Beth?” Olivia asked.

      “A homeowner with a tricky ghost situation,” Jack said as I answered the call.

      “Hello, Beth,” I said, trying to sound chipper.

      “I can’t take it anymore,” she wailed.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, catching Jack’s gaze.

      Lucky for me, she spoke loud enough for him to hear her. “This thing is driving me crazy. It’s making loud noises, and it’s so cold upstairs I can barely stand to be up there. I want you to come make it go away now.”

      I stared hopelessly at Jack.

      He grimaced. “I still haven’t found an answer.”

      Neither had I. “That thing is a scared little boy, Beth,” I said, trying to hide my frustration. “But I’ll be right over.”

      “If you don’t make him go away, then I’ll call someone who will.” She hung up before I could respond.

      Jack and I stared at each other for a second before he said, “Obviously we have to go deal with this.”

      Olivia scooted to the edge of her seat. “Did you say little boy?”

      “Yeah,” I said, feeling heartbroken. “A five-year-old.”

      “And he’s a ghost?”

      I nodded. Then, judging from the horror on her face, I realized she thought all ghosts were like the one she’d just seen. “Edna was an aberration. I’ve only had one other really dangerous ghost before this one, and I’ve definitely never seen a vortex like the one that appeared in Mrs. O’Keefe’s kitchen.”

      She watched me as though she was still struggling to digest all of this.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard people talk about going toward the light,” I said. “That’s usually what it’s like. A bright tunnel appears, and I convince the ghosts to go toward it.”

      Her eyes went wide. “I have so many questions.”

      “And if you’ll help us, I’ll be more than happy to tell you what I can, but I have to go deal with this problem.”

      Jack started to stand, and I gently pushed him back down. “You’re not going anywhere until you get that gash stitched up.”

      “You’re going on your own?” he asked, sounding incredulous. “After what just happened?”

      “I’ve been dealing with ghosts for two weeks without you,” I said, sounding more curt than I’d intended. “I don’t need you.”

      He flinched and the glimmer of pain and shock in his eyes was enough to prove I’d hit home.

      I was hurt and scared, and when I got that way, I lashed out like a wounded animal. The only person who knew how to handle me at my worst was Hudson—Rhys was a close second—and Hudson was at work, and Rhys…

      “Get your stitches and go home, Jack,” I said, trying to sound cold and aloof.

      He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Does this have anything to do with…earlier?”

      I could see Olivia’s interest perk up. She really was terrible at hiding her emotions. But I wasn’t about to let him share my embarrassment with her.

      “No. I’m a big girl and a professional.” Besides, I should probably stop relying on Jack. He wouldn’t always be there, and he couldn’t see the ghosts unless he was touching me, which was far from ideal.

      “Piper, I don’t want you to feel hurt or embarrassed…”

      “I’d already forgotten about it,” I said, trying to sound stern. “The fact is that I don’t have time to wait for you.”

      “Then we’ll take care of the Tommy situation first. I’ll come back here later.”

      “You have a huge gash in your scalp, and you’re covered in blood. No offense, but if you show up at Beth’s doorstep looking like this, it’ll only make matters worse. Not to mention you need to get your wound looked after.” I turned to the detective. “Olivia, will you back me up on this?”

      Her jaw dropped in surprise. “Yeah…she’s right.” Then she looked up at me with a gleam in her eyes. “But I can come help you.”

      “Thank you for your generous offer, Detective,” I said, “but I assure you that this is something I can handle on my own.”

      “After what I just saw, I’m terrified to let you go alone, no matter how different the situation is.”

      “She’s right, Piper,” Jack added.

      I groaned, then got to my feet. “I’m good at assessing danger. I knew that garage was dangerous. I knew Edna’s ghost was dangerous. I only walked into both situations because I was prepared and I had backup.” I glanced down at Jack and lifted my brow. “I don’t plan on doing anything stupid at Beth’s house, and the only hint of danger is whatever Beth plans to do to Tommy.” I checked the time on my phone. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go.”

      Jack grabbed my wrist to keep me in place. “Be careful.”

      I glanced down at his hand and slowly pulled my wrist out of his grasp. “Given our resolve to keep this professional, I think it’s best if we limit physical contact.”

      He shrank back, looking horrified, and I realized I’d hurt him more deeply than I’d intended.

      Jack was a physical guy—he touched to comfort, and I’d used it as a weapon against him. That made me the biggest bitch in the world, and I hated myself for it.

      “You’re right,” he said, still holding my gaze, but I could sense his unease.

      Part of me wanted to apologize, to tell him that I hadn’t meant it, but I stopped for two reasons—one, Olivia was latching on to every word, and two, I had meant it. I got too much comfort from his touch, and the physical contact did cross a professional line. If we were keeping this professional, it was better if he didn’t touch me unless he needed to.

      “I have to go,” I said with a shaky voice.

      “Piper,” Jack said, sounding insistent. “Please be careful and check in with me later. Don’t let this get between us.”

      “We’re professionals, Jack,” I said, trying to sound light. “Of course I won’t.”

      I left before he could talk me out of it.

      I left because I needed to remind myself that Jack Owen deserved better than me.
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      Beth was pacing on the front porch when I pulled up in front of her house.

      “What took you so long?” she shouted, her hands fisted at her sides.

      “I came as quickly as I could,” I said as I shut my door. I resisted the urge to get my daggers. Surely I was just feeling leftover stress from the morning. I was dealing with sweet little Tommy, not a ghost infused with demon magic.

      “It wasn’t soon enough,” she snapped as I walked toward her. “I’ve been dealing with this supernatural for days.” She stood on the porch, several steps higher, looking down at me.

      “What exactly has been going on?”

      “The noises are even worse than before. And now it’s locked the craft room door.”

      “He,” I said, “not it. That’s a little boy up there and he’s scared.”

      “It is dead and has no business being in my house. Now go deal with it!”

      I nearly turned around and walked away. I wasn’t a fan of taking people’s abuse and disrespect, but the thought of that scared little boy propelled me through the front door and up the stairs.

      “I’m waiting down here,” she called after me as I made my way to his room.

      No argument from me.

      Sure enough, the door was locked, and the handle was unnaturally cold to the touch. I knocked lightly. “Tommy? It’s me, Piper. I’ve come back to visit. Can you open the door?”

      There was nothing but silence.

      “Tommy?” I lowered my voice and leaned my cheek against the door. “I know you’re scared, and I want to help you. Will you please let me in?”

      I heard a catch as the doorknob released and the door slowly swung open.

      Taking a breath, I walked in and glanced around the room. Just like last time, I could see his world on top of mine, but I didn’t see him. I opened the closet door and turned around to sit on the floor with my back to the wall.

      “It’s okay to be scared,” I whispered. “I get scared too.”

      “Really?” he whispered, his voice a tickle in my ear. I still couldn’t see him.

      “I was scared just this afternoon.”

      He appeared on the floor next to me, sitting cross-legged. “What scared you?”

      I sure couldn’t tell him the truth, so I told him part of it. “You remember my friend, Jack?”

      He looked up at me with solemn eyes and nodded his head.

      “He got hurt and I had to take him to the hospital.”

      “Did he get runned over by a car too?”

      My breath caught at the reminder of how Tommy had died. “No. Someone tried to hurt him, and he got a cut on his head. He needs stitches.” I paused. “Did you go to the hospital?”

      He slowly nodded, his big brown eyes wide.

      “Do you remember it?”

      His mouth twisted to the side. “I remember the ambuwance.” Tears filled his eyes.

      I gave him a soft smile and reached toward him. He quickly scrambled onto my lap, burying his face into my chest. “Don’t leave me with the monster.”

      I hugged him tight, still amazed I could physically touch him. Jack and I should never have left him alone with Beth. “I don’t want to, Tommy. We’ll try to figure something out, okay?”

      He nodded, his nose rubbing against my shirt. “Why do you smell like smoke?”

      He could smell me? “Don’t you worry about that.”

      I heard Beth shouting from downstairs, “What are you doing up there? Is he gone yet?”

      Tommy started to shake.

      I tightened my grip on him and lowered my voice. “Tommy, do you know what happened to you?”

      His arms slipped around my back and squeezed. “I got runned over.”

      “And then you went to the hospital?”

      He nodded against my chest.

      “And then what happened?”

      “When I came home, everyone ignored me. Mommy wouldn’t talk to me. Stevie wasn’t even mean to me anymore. And then Mommy went away.”

      “Where did your mommy go?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, his voice breaking. “She left me alone.”

      “So you’ve been living here alone ever since?” I pressed. I needed him to realize that he was dead. Otherwise, he would never be ready to cross over.

      He nodded.

      “What have you been eating?”

      He was silent for several seconds, then looked up at me with wide, fearful eyes.

      I rubbed his back and gave him a reassuring smile. “It’s okay.”

      “It’s far from okay!” Beth sneered from the doorway. “You’re sitting in my closet holding an imaginary child.” She took a breath. “That is not okay!”

      Tommy buried his head again.

      “He’s not imaginary, and you know it,” I said, trying to hold my temper. “And all your yelling is upsetting him.”

      “I’m giving you thirty minutes to get him out of this house, one way or another, and then I’m calling that Gill Gillespie place.”

      A rock formed in my stomach. “You can’t do that,” I said, grateful my voice didn’t break.

      “Oh, trust me,” she said in a snotty tone. “I can.”

      “I’m sure you’re capable of placing the call,” I snipped back. “It’s just that Gill won’t be coming to help you seeing as he’s dead.”

      Her jaw dropped open. “What?”

      “He died. On a case. All that equipment didn’t help him, so maybe let me try this my way.”

      Staring at me with wide eyes, she took several steps back until she hit the wall opposite the door. “A ghost killed him?”

      Oh shit. Why had I told her that?

      She pointed at me, her hand shaking. “Get that thing out of my house.” Then she ran down the stairs. Seconds later, I heard a door slam on the bottom level. With any luck, she’d left.

      Tommy still clung to me, and I held him while I tried to figure out what to do. I considered getting my smudging supplies and trying to help him cross that way, but the memory of the vortex I’d created for Edna was too fresh. While there was no chance of that happening to the little boy in my lap, I wasn’t taking any more risks with him. I’d let enough people down lately.

      Beth wanted him out of her house…what if I could convince him to stay in the shed in the backyard?

      “Why don’t we go play on the tire swing?” I asked softly.

      “I don’t wanna.”

      “It’s a pretty day outside,” I coaxed. “I’ll push you for as long as you want.”

      He leaned back to look at me. “Will Jack come play?”

      I fought to keep my smile. “No. Jack still needs to get his stitches. But he wishes he could come over.”

      The little boy made a face.

      “Let’s go try it, okay?”

      “Okay,” he said with a huff.

      We got up, and I held his hand as we walked down the stairs. Once we reached the kitchen, he went out his back door and I went out mine. We were reunited outside, and he grabbed my hand without saying a word and walked to the tire swing.

      I pushed him for several minutes before the rain came again.

      “Why is it raining?” I asked.

      He gave me a confused look.

      “The last time I visited, it was nice when we came outside but then it started to rain. Just like today. Why?”

      His confusion deepened. “Because it’s raining.”

      “Did it rain the day you—” I cut myself off before I said ‘died’. “Before you got hit by the car?”

      He nodded but refused to meet my eyes.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Rain makes the flowers grow.”

      That perked him up. “Mommy likes flowers.”

      I smiled, but it was a struggle. We were getting somewhere, but I wasn’t sure it was fast enough.

      “Tommy, sometimes when people get hit by a car, it’s really, really bad,” I pressed.

      He nodded, giving me a solemn look. “I was hurted really bad.”

      “Sometimes people who get hurt really bad die.”

      He gave me a blank look.

      “Sometimes they get hurt so bad the doctors can’t fix them.”

      “That’s sad,” he said, pumping his little legs.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Too bad they couldn’t come home like me.”

      “Sometimes people die and come home anyway,” I said softly.

      He stared at me in horror. “How could they come home and be dead?”

      “Because they’re ghosts.”

      His mouth dropped open and he started to cry.

      Had I made a breakthrough? I stopped the swing and knelt on the ground in front of him, holding his hand. “Why are you crying, sweet boy?”

      “Ghosts scare me,” he whispered. Then he disappeared.

      Great.

      I tromped back into the house and up the stairs. This time I found him crying under the bed—well, it was a bed in his world, but a craft desk in mine.

      I slid in next to him. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “The monster said I had to tell you something.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Monster?” He’d mentioned a monster earlier, but I’d presumed he meant Beth.

      “It’s scary and ugly, and it wants to meet you.”

      Oh. Fuck.

      That’s when my hand began to burn.

      “We have to get out.” I dropped my hold on him and scrambled out from under the desk, but he stayed underneath, squinting his eyes closed and shaking. “Tommy,” I said, trying to stay calm. “Is the monster here now?”

      “He’s watching you.”

      I held out my hand to him. “Come out.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t. I’m scared.”

      “Tommy,” I said, starting to tear up. “Please come out. I won’t let the monster get you.” But even as I made the promise, I knew I was a fool. My daggers were in the trunk of my car. There was nothing I could do to protect either of us.

      He remained still.

      “Tommy.” I reached for him, but he disappeared again.

      “Dammit!”

      I heard a laugh.

      Bolting down the stairs, I dug my car keys out of my pocket. Once I hit the front step, I repeatedly pressed the button to pop the trunk lid as I sprinted toward the car. I briefly considered calling Jack, but there was no way he’d gotten his stitches yet. There was also no way I was leaving Tommy alone with a demon.

      I slipped my bag over my head and across my body, grabbed the daggers, then ran for the front door. If the neighbors were watching, I had no doubt they thought I was a lunatic, but at the moment, I didn’t really care.

      “Tommy!” I shouted as I crossed the threshold of the front door. The burning in my hand was stronger than before, but I was more concerned about the icy chill that made the hairs on my arms stand on end. That was usually reserved for ghosts. “Tommy!” I sounded slightly hysterical, but I didn’t really care. I needed to get Tommy out of this unscathed.

      I heard him whimper, the sound coming from upstairs.

      I transferred Ivy to my left hand with St. Michael, freeing my right hand to pull out a container of salt and pour it across the threshold of the front door.

      “Why did you pick this house?” I asked as I stepped sideways into the kitchen.

      “Because of the boy,” a guttural voice called out from upstairs.

      Where Tommy was.

      Why had I been so stupid? A demon had already used Tommy to get to me. He was a natural target for another one. I should have salted all the openings in the house and instructed Beth on how to maintain them.

      “Well, it worked,” I said. “I’m here. Leave him alone, and you and I can have a chat.”

      “I’ve grown fond of him,” it said, and Tommy whimpered again.

      My breath was coming in rapid pants as I dropped the salt back into the bag and gripped both blades in my fists. Maybe I hadn’t planned to slay a demon, but I was open to the idea.

      I climbed the steps, the temperature dropping with each step until I could see my breath by the time I reached the top of the stairs.

      Get it together, Piper. Tommy needs you.

      “Tommy?” I called out, grateful I sounded calmer. His bedroom door was closed, and the wood floor outside of it was covered in frost. That must explain the chill I felt downstairs.

      Was I really going to face this thing alone? Jack and Olivia had been at Mrs. O’Keefe’s house with me, and I’d barely come out in one piece.

      Tommy whimpered again.

      Hell yes, I was. I briefly realized that was what the demon wanted—for me to attack out of my emotional need to save a child—but so be it.

      I gave the door a slight push and then kicked it open.

      The demon stood in the center of the room, holding Tommy against its chest with one arm. The little boy’s legs were kicking frantically, and the fear on his face was nearly my undoing.

      The demon looked almost identical to the one I’d fought in the garage—tall, fat, bald, and dark gray, only it didn’t have a blue flame in its hand. Instead, it held what looked like a giant floating snowflake.

      “I met your ugly brother earlier,” I said, walking into the room and meeting a blast of freezing air that burned my lungs.

      “We are neither male nor female. I can have no brother.”

      “Well, your buddy then,” I said in exasperation. “It liked to play with fire.”

      “My wombmate,” it said. “Bartholis.”

      Wombmate or roommate? If the former… These things had been birthed?

      “Bartholis.” I moved a step closer, my daggers positioned to attack. “And what’s your name?”

      “Euclides.”

      “Y’all really need to work on the names,” I said. “Modern times and all that.”

      It gave me a confused look.

      “Tommy said you wanted to meet me.” I held my hands out to my sides, the daggers extended. “Well, here I am. Put him down and we can get to business.”

      The demon ran a hand over Tommy’s head. “I like the boy. His energy is unlike that of most ghosts. His innocence is delicious.” Then it leaned in and licked Tommy’s cheek.

      Tommy cringed and tears rolled down his cheeks.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin with panic. “Why do you want a ghost at all?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you be sucking the energy out of cats like your friends?”

      “I like the boy.”

      The words made me cringe. I had to get Tommy away from it. Something completely reckless came to mind, but it was the only idea I had.

      “What if I give you something else?”

      It made a disgusted face. “I don’t want a cat.”

      “Not a cat.” I took a breath. “A taste of me.”

      The demon’s eyes widened, and a smile played on its lips. “Go on.”

      “Put the boy down and let him walk out of the room, and I’ll let you have a taste of my blood.”

      It tilted its head sideways, giving me a puzzled look. “You will willingly give me your blood?”

      “I’m not stupid enough to let you drink directly from me, but I’ll give you some of my blood to taste.”

      “And if I let the boy go, how do I know you’ll follow through on your offer?”

      “Because I’m giving you my word. You fulfill your part of the deal, and I’ll do the same.”

      Euclides dropped the boy. Tommy fell to his feet, then ran to me and wrapped his arms around my legs.

      “Go downstairs and wait by the front door,” I said in a stern voice.

      He looked up at me in surprise.

      “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      His glance shifted to the demon and then back again. “But the monster will hurt you.”

      “No,” I said firmly even though I was terrified. “It won’t. But I need you to go downstairs.”

      He gave me one last squeeze, his arms so tight it was hard to remember he was a spectral being, and left the room.

      The demon’s face lit up with a grotesque smile. “Time for you to give me your blood, demon slayer.”

      “I’ll put it on something for you to lick it off of.”

      Its eyes narrowed. “I want to drink your blood. Unless I lick it off your skin.”

      “The last demon that tasted my blood would have sold its soul for more.” Okay, Abel wasn’t a demon (probably), and I’d slightly exaggerated what he’d said, but I wasn’t going to beat myself up for lying to a demon. “You’ll be thankful for every drop you can get.”

      “If it’s that good, why would I be happy with a few drops?”

      “I never said the other demon was happy to stop.”

      “A few drops won’t do.”

      “You never negotiated the amount. Only that you get a taste.”

      The temperature in the room suddenly plunged, dropping rapidly enough to make the glass on the window completely frost over. Frost crystals filled the air like miniature but immobile snowflakes.

      “Don’t toy with me, slayer,” the demon sneered as it took a step toward me. “I am in charge here.”

      “Actually,” I said, holding my ground, daggers at the ready. “I’m in charge.” I transferred Ivy to my left hand again, then jabbed both dagger tips into the flesh of my palm. I expected to feel sharp pain, but there was only a twinge when I pulled them out. Blood quickly pooled on the surface of my skin, and I turned my hand over and let it drip onto the floor.

      The demon growled and started to lunge for me, then stopped with a strange look on its face. Its expression turned to something resembling lust. “That smell.”

      “I’m not usually one to say I told you so, but…”

      The demon dropped to the ground and cleaned the blood off the floor with two licks. It stared up at me with glowing pale blue eyes. “More.”

      “I only promised a taste.”

      Its face lit up. “And I promised to let the boy go. Our agreement has been fulfilled. Time to renegotiate.”

      I must have cut myself more deeply than I’d intended, because there was a nice pool of blood in my cupped palm. “Why would I negotiate with you? I got what I wanted.”

      “Yet you’re still here.” It licked its bottom lip. “Your blood tastes so pure, like raw power. You are a witness to creation.”

      “So I’ve been told.”

      It looked surprised. “Been told? You haven’t seen it for yourself?”

      What was it talking about? “No.”

      “The others will come find you. They will track you down and want you for their own.”

      “Sorry,” I said while I backed out of the room, trying not to slip on the frost-covered floor. “I don’t share well with others.”

      Its eyes glowed again. “Neither do I.”

      I had to make a split-second decision—try to kill this demon, or distract it so Tommy and I could escape. The sound of Tommy crying downstairs made up my mind for me. I wasn’t sure I was making the right decision, but so be it.

      “I’ll give you blood,” I said. “And since I’m so generous, I’ll give it to you for free.”

      The demon’s eyes narrowed. “What trick is this?”

      “No trick.” I held out my cupped palm and its nose twitched. “You said you wanted to lick it from my flesh. Come, drink up.”

      It took a wary step toward me, then glanced down at the blades in my hand. “Put down the weapons.”

      “Sure, I’ll put down my daggers as soon as you remove your teeth.”

      It grinned again, showing its sharp incisors this time. “You make a good point.” Then its grin spread wider. “I accept.”

      “Catch.” I flung my hand, spraying blood droplets all over the floor and the wall.

      The demon growled and started to lunge for me, but just as I’d hoped, the smell of my blood seemed to overpower its anger. It fell to the floor, licking my blood from the wood like a kid would attack an ice cream bowl.

      Part of me took perverse pleasure from watching it lick the floor, but I told myself to stop gloating and finish what I’d started.

      The demon had scooted along the floor, licking up my blood quicker than I’d expected. Without warning, I jumped onto its back and plunged my daggers, both of them still clutched in my left hand, into its back, shoving with all my might. I needed to reach the glowing orb I knew was buried deep within the demon, and it quickly became apparent the daggers were too short.

      Dammit.

      The demon howled and flung me off its back, flipping onto its butt. Its eyes glowed a bright blue as it released a low growl. The floor became icy and frost raced up the walls to the ceiling. It was like we’d been plunged into the Arctic Circle.

      I could feel my body becoming sluggish, so I pushed my new power to the surface of my skin. It warmed me enough to melt the flash-frozen blood on my palm. I flung my arm toward the wall, splattering it with more blood, but the demon wasn’t so easily distracted this time. I tossed Ivy toward my right hand and caught it—a trick Davis had made me practice until I’d been sick to death of it.

      Lunging toward the demon, I stabbed St. Michael into its gut and then drew the blade up through its flesh. The demon roared and bent down to bite my neck or shoulder, but I leaned back and shoved Ivy into its eye with enough force that the blade got stuck in bone.

      The demon screamed and reached up to claw my arm, but I dropped to a squat. Screaming again, this time in apparent frustration, it grabbed the blade in its eye and used both hands to pry it out, leaving its chest exposed.

      That was all the invitation I needed. Raising St. Michael, my arm perpendicular to my chest, I threw all my weight into plunging the dagger into the demon’s chest.

      Euclides shrieked, then collapsed onto its back and disintegrated into a pile of ash. A small, glowing orb began to rise from the soot, and I pierced it with St. Michael. Several dozen tiny lights began to float away. As I watched them go, I lowered my butt to the floor, trying to catch my breath.

      One more demon dead and who knew how many more to go.

      The thought exhausted me, but I had other things to worry about—like the little boy sobbing in the living room downstairs.

      I picked up Ivy, then got to my feet and stared at the mess. If I kept this up, I was going to have to create a contract stating that I wouldn’t be held liable for messes and destruction. I had a feeling Beth wouldn’t be nearly as understanding as Mrs. O’Keefe had been.

      “Pip—per,” Tommy hiccupped with a sob.

      “I’m okay. I’m coming.” I hurried down the stairs and found him waiting by the front door, just like I’d told him to do. Falling to my knees, I dropped the blades to the floor and scooped him into my arms.

      “I was so scared the monster would hurt you,” he said as he wrapped his arms around my neck.

      “I’m okay,” I said into his hair. “It didn’t hurt me and it’s gone.”

      “Where did it go?”

      “Somewhere it can’t hurt you anymore, but we have to go.” I pulled back to look into his face. “I need you to trust me. I need you to come with me.”

      His eyes flew wide. “Where?”

      I only knew one place to take him. “Home.”
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      “This is my home,” he said in a soft whine.

      “Not anymore, Tommy. Beth doesn’t want you here, so I want you to come live with me.”

      His mouth dropped open.

      “Do you want to come live with me?”

      He hesitated, and for a moment I feared he was going to say no, but then he slowly nodded.

      “Have you ever gone into the front yard?” I asked.

      Tears filled his eyes again. “Mommy says I can’t go out front. Or I’ll get runned over.”

      “That’s only if you’re alone,” I said. “I won’t let that happen.”

      He looked uncertain, but he finally said, “Okay.”

      I pushed out a sigh of relief. “We’re going to go out front and get in my car.”

      I hoped this worked. I knew ghosts could move to different places, often by attaching themselves to objects, but it was also possible for them to attach themselves to people. Hopefully he could do that with me, and hopefully it wouldn’t have long-term, detrimental consequences.

      Taking his hand in mine, I walked out the front door. He hesitated on the porch.

      “You okay?” I asked, trying to hide my concern.

      He nodded, but tears filled his eyes again. “I’m scared.”

      I squatted next to him so we were eye level. “Don’t be scared. I’m going to take care of you. Okay? You’re not alone anymore.” I stood and saw two women walking down the sidewalk behind two small children. The women were gaping at me with a mixture of curiosity and horror.

      “It’s okay,” I called out to them. “I’m just dealing with a ghost.”

      They broke eye contact and hurried forward to shepherd their children away, walking twice as quickly as before.

      “Come on, Tommy.” I gently tugged him down the steps toward the car. I wondered how this would work. When I held his hand, I was usually in his world, which overlapped my own, but that had changed now that we’d left the house. We were holding hands, yet we were firmly rooted in the present.

      What did that mean for him?

      We walked around the back of my car. I’d intended to put the daggers in the trunk, but after surviving two demon ambushes in the past few hours, I was reluctant to part with them. Instead, I led him around the side of the car and opened the back door. “Get in.”

      He was nervous, and for a second I didn’t think he’d do it, but then he scrambled in as though in a panic.

      I squatted next to the open door. “You’ll be safe at my house.”

      Then I gave him a soft smile and the fear left his eyes.

      He nodded. “Okay, Piper.”

      I needed to call Beth and give her the good news and bad news, but I decided to wait until after I got Tommy situated at home.

      Where was I going to put him? And what would Hudson say?

      I turned on the satellite radio and tuned it to the fifties channel, and to my surprise Tommy started to sing along. I looked in the rearview mirror but only saw a shimmer of light.

      Panicked, I whipped my head around, relieved to see a normal-looking five-year-old who happened to be wearing vintage clothes. To my amazement, he was beaming. “Sing with me, Piper!”

      I grinned, trying to slow my now rapidly beating heart. “I don’t know this song,” I said, turning back to face the road. “Teach it to me.”

      The rest of the drive consisted of him singing loudly and slightly off-key as though the increased volume would help me learn the lyrics.

      When I pulled into the driveway, I was relieved that Hudson’s car wasn’t there yet. I needed time to figure out how to break the news to him. Tommy slid closer to the passenger window to look up at the house. “You live here?”

      “I do.”

      “With your mommy and daddy?”

      “No. My friend Hudson lives with me.”

      “Is he a little boy too?”

      “No, he’s a grown-up.”

      “Where are your mommy and daddy?”

      I hesitated to tell him, but I realized it might help him come to terms with his own loss. “They died when I was a little girl.”

      His mouth turned down and he leaned forward to pat my cheek. “I’m sorry.”

      Tears filled my eyes, and I swiped at my cheek as one escaped. “Today’s my birthday.”

      What had possessed me to tell him that? Because my father had bartered his life to make sure I reached this birthday without interference from the Guardians? Would they come for me tomorrow? Had the woman I’d noticed in the campus parking lot been with the Guardians? I’d almost forgotten about her given everything that had happened since then.

      “How old are you?” he asked with a serious expression.

      I grinned, swiping away another tear. “Twenty-five.”

      “You’re old,” he said in awe.

      I laughed as I picked up the daggers with one hand and reached for the door with the other. “Okay, enough of that. Let’s get you inside.” I got out and opened the back door for him, but he stayed frozen in the backseat.

      Oh God. What if he’d attached himself to my car? I couldn’t imagine leaving him in there alone for hours on end. He was a ghost, so it wasn’t like he’d asphyxiate or die of heat stroke in the car, but I hated the thought of it.

      I stretched my hand toward him. “Come on, Tommy. Let’s go inside.”

      He leaned over and placed his hand in mine, and my hair stood slightly on end. Had Tommy gotten stronger, or was this energy surge due to his fear?

      “It’s okay,” I said softly as he scooted across the seat. “I won’t let anything happen to you here.”

      That bolstered his courage and he got out, squeezing my hand tighter. Relief coursed through me at this confirmation that he wasn’t stuck in the car.

      “When we go inside, I want you to tell me what you see, okay?”

      He nodded.

      After a bit of shuffling that ended up with Tommy wrapped around my legs, I dug out my keys and unlocked the door. Then I pried the little ghost boy off me and brought him inside.

      The kitchen looked like our kitchen, and Tommy looked around with wide eyes, taking it all in. I felt a slight electrical shock shoot from his hand into mine.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      He nodded. “It looks all shiny.”

      My parents had remodeled the kitchen when I was in first grade. It looked like a spaceship compared to his mid-century kitchen.

      I dropped the daggers onto the kitchen table. The blades were still covered in black demon blood. They needed to be cleaned, but getting Tommy settled in took precedence. “This is the kitchen…obviously.” I moved toward the door to the dining room. “Come on, I’ll show you the rest of the house.”

      He followed behind me but stuck close to my legs. He glanced around the combined dining room and living room space, then back up at me.

      “Ready to see upstairs?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      We climbed the steps and I started showing him the bedrooms, trying to figure out where to put him.

      “This is my room,” I said, letting him peer inside.

      I briefly considered having him stay there with me, but I was worried he’d get bored. And since Hudson didn’t know about Tommy yet, it might be better to put a little more distance between them. I decided to put him in the attic.

      “Do I have a room, Piper?”

      “Of course you do,” I said, forcing a cheerful tone I wasn’t feeling. “You get the biggest bedroom in the house.”

      “I do?”

      “Yeah.”

      It occurred to me that while Tommy saw this house as it was now, it hadn’t always looked this way. I knew for a fact that the attic had been a playroom for several generations. While my grandparents and several grandparents past had used part of the attic for storage, my mother said they’d limited the unused section to the area without windows. The front part with dormer windows had once been a playroom. When my mother was a teenager, my grandmother had cleaned out all the toys. By the time I was born, my parents were living in the house and the space had become my father’s study. It was still full of his office furniture.

      But my mom used to tell me how wonderful the attic had been when she was a girl. She’d shown me photos of her, my grandmother, and my-great grandfather playing in the attic—surrounded by children’s toys—a giant rocking horse, a dollhouse, a small table and chairs, and even a daybed.

      What if I could make the attic like that for Tommy?

      Where had that thought even come from? Maybe the same place inside myself that had known to pull my power to the surface of my skin to fight off the demon’s icy temperature. I had nothing to lose by following my instincts.

      I stopped in front of the door to the attic and squatted in front of him. “Listen. My mom and her mother and even her grandfather used to play up here. And sometimes they’d even sleep up here in a special bed. I want this to be your special place. Your new home.”

      Looking at me with wide, trusting eyes, he nodded. “Okay, Piper.”

      “There’s a rocking horse and a dollhouse and lots of other toys,” I said. “I can’t wait for you to see it.” I paused for a long moment, focusing on the photos I’d seen in our old family albums, then opened the door. As I crossed the threshold and started to go upstairs, I felt electricity crackle across my skin, accompanied by a slight drain in energy. Tommy’s hand still clung to mine, and if he felt anything, he didn’t let on. I kept my gaze down, still trying to push the old version of the attic into the present one.

      When we reached the top of the steps, I closed my eyes. “What do you see?”

      He was silent for several seconds, and I started to worry it hadn’t worked. In all honesty, I had no idea why it would have.

      I opened my eyes and gasped. The room had been transformed into the playroom in the photos.

      Tommy looked up at me. “This is my room?”

      “Yeah…”

      He dropped my hand and walked over to a table covered with Lincoln Logs.

      I went stock-still as I realized this version of the attic wasn’t superimposed over my father’s study like I’d expected. The attic had become the old playroom. My father’s study was gone.

      I walked over to the daybed my mother had described to me—a white, wrought iron, three-sided bed covered with a quilt made of triangles of white, pale pink, and blue. Fluffy pillows surrounded all three sides. It was here even though I’d never seen it before, not even in photos. I pressed my hand on the mattress, surprised when it gave underneath my hand and then bounced back up when I pulled away.

      This was real.

      What was happening?

      Testing it further, I sat on the bed, shocked I didn’t fall to the ground. In my father’s version of this room, there had been nothing along this wall. While I’d been able to see Tommy’s version of Beth’s house, none of the objects there had been tangible to me.

      The only explanation I could think of was that I’d somehow created this space in Tommy’s dimension.

      Tommy had moved to the rocking horse in front of one of the dormer windows, now framed with billowing white gauzy curtains.

      “Do you like it?” I asked, hopping off the bed. My filthy clothes hadn’t left any marks on the white quilt.

      Tommy nodded. “Is this really my room?”

      “Yes. This is your room,” I said. “You’re safe here.” But then I wondered if that was really true. A demon had found him at his old house. What if one found him here?

      I knew exactly one demon expert, and I was ashamed of how badly I’d treated him.

      “I need to call Jack,” I said with a sigh. “Will you be okay here by yourself for a little bit?”

      He gave me a fearful look.

      “I’ll be back before you know it.” He was in a room in his own dimension, which was the safest place he could be. Our world was the one that had been infiltrated by demons, although for all I knew, they could be wandering around on this plane too.

      “Okay.”

      I got up to leave, then stopped at the top of the stairs. “I’m going to take a shower too. So I might be gone for a little while, but I promise I’m coming back.”

      “Okay,” he said, devoting his attention to a pile of comic books.

      As soon as I reached the bottom of the stairs and walked over the threshold, I felt that same electrical zap. I pulled out my phone, surprised to see several missed calls along with two voicemails and texts from Jack. I read those first.

      Still waiting to be called back to a room.

      Ten minutes later: I’m in a room, but don’t know how long I’ll be. Please call or text me so I know if you’re okay.

      Ten minutes ago: Piper, I know you’re upset with me, but I’m genuinely concerned. Please call me.

      I called him back as I headed to my room to get a change of clothes. The wound in my right palm had begun to throb.

      “Piper,” Jack said in a gush when he answered. “Are you okay?”

      “For the most part.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “I dealt with a demon.”

      “You did what? You told me you wouldn’t handle one alone!” he said, sounding irate.

      “I know,” I said, starting to sit on the bed before I remembered the state of my jeans. I put Jack on speakerphone and tossed my cell onto the bed as I started to strip them off. “Trust me, I didn’t want to deal with it alone, but it was threatening Tommy.”

      “What? Oh God,” he said, sounding devastated. “Did he turn evil like Edna?”

      “No,” I said as I shimmied out of my jeans, “but it used Tommy to get to me. Just like the one the other night. But this one was bigger and badder. It looked identical to the demon in the garage, only it made ice and frost instead of fire.”

      “What happened to it?”

      “I killed it. I considered distracting it so we could get away, but I knew I’d just have to deal with it later, and since it knew about my special blood, I didn’t think it was a good idea to let it get away.”

      “Blood? How did it know about your blood? Did it hurt you?”

      I unfastened the button on my shirt. “It’s a long story I don’t want to get into over the phone. I’m safe and relatively unscathed. We can discuss it later, but for now, I need your help figuring out how to protect Tommy from demons.”

      “Where is he?”

      I pulled the shirt over my head and dropped it onto the floor by my jeans. “He’s in my attic and he seems happy there, but I need to make sure the demons can’t get to him again. Any idea how I can protect him?”

      “He went with you?”

      “I tried to break it to him that he’s dead, but it didn’t go so well. And Beth was scaring him, not to mention the whole thing with the demon…I had to get him out of there.”

      “I’m just surprised he willingly left the house.”

      “I know. I was too. Now, about that protection…?”

      “Uh…maybe some crystals.”

      “Crystals?”

      “Yeah. Don’t knock it. That one around your neck helps you with the ghosts. You could try going to the New Age crystal shop downtown and asking the clerks which ones to get.”

      “Okay. That’s a good idea.” If I could trust them. I’d always figured the place was a tourist trap. Then again, I’d always figured the supernatural could be explained away as being people’s overactive imaginations. “Have you gotten your stitches yet?”

      “They gave me staples, but now they’ve decided to give me a CAT scan.”

      “Oh my God. Why?”

      “They said they’re worried about a concussion, but I told them I’m fine. Not even a headache.”

      “Do what they tell you, Jack. I need you as backup.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” he said softly. “I can come check on you and Tommy when I get out.”

      “That’s okay. I have plans tonight, so I need to get this taken care of before I go.”

      “You mean training?” he asked.

      “I have the night off.” I could have added more, but after the scene at the hospital, the last thing I wanted to do was admit I was seeing Abel. Or was I? Rupert had seemed to think so, but it occurred to me that he may have been working on outdated information. Something else I didn’t want to think about. We had enough troubles. “I’ll let you know if I get the crystals.”

      “And I’ll see if I can find anything with my own research.”

      “Thanks.” I started to hang up.

      “Piper. Wait.” When I didn’t protest, he said, “We need to talk about what happened.”

      I pushed out a sigh. “Actually, I think we covered it all.”

      “Do you have any ghost appointments tomorrow?”

      “Only two.”

      “I want to go with you.”

      Part of me wanted to tell him no, but it was probably a good idea for me to have backup—as much as it hurt my pride for my backup to be Jack, but Rhys currently didn’t want to have anything to do with me. Maybe she never would. “My first appointment is at eleven. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Thanks.” He paused. “I really am sorry, Piper.”

      “Water under the bridge.” I hung up before he could say anything else, then listened to my other messages.

      The first was from Olivia who told me not to worry about the O’Keefe mess. She and Officer Stedman had repeated the bear story often enough, and straight-faced enough, that no one was questioning it. I was in the clear. (I was still confused about how the bear was supposed to have started the fire, but at least it was no longer my concern.) The second message caught me by surprise.

      “Uh…Piper, this is Autumn.” Her voice broke. “Call me back. I think it’s important.”

      My stomach churned as I placed the call. Had they found Lars’s body too?

      “Thanks for calling me back,” Autumn said as soon as she answered.

      “Of course.”

      “I just heard that Gwen Stigler’s dead.”

      Was Gwen the student in the morgue? “Did you know her?”

      “Not very well, but we shared a mutual friend, Vicki. Vicki was just telling me that Gwen had changed too. Like Lars. Then she disappeared.” She started to cry.

      “I’m so sorry, Autumn. I’m sure Detective Powell is doing everything she can to find him.”

      “There’s something I should tell the police, but if my parents find out…” She hesitated. “If I have to tell someone, I’d rather tell you.”

      I took a breath. Did she have information that could help? “Do you want me to meet you somewhere?”

      “No,” she said hastily. “I’d rather tell you on the phone. I didn’t think this was important when I spoke to you and Father Jack, but I found out that something similar happened to Gwen.”

      That caught my attention. “What?”

      “There’s this party in an old warehouse outside of Fairview. They have it every Friday and Saturday night. It’s supposed to be only for UNCA students, but word’s getting out and more people have started coming.”

      “I take it both Lars and Gwen went to the party?”

      “Yeah, but more importantly, they were both invited to the VIP section.”

      If it had a VIP section, it seemed more likely to be a club than a party, but I kept the thought to myself.

      “Why are you afraid to talk about this? Are your parents super strict?” No doubt there was underage drinking, but Autumn could always claim she hadn’t partaken in it.

      “No, they’re not that strict, but the things going on there…if my parents found out, they’d make me move out of the dorm and come back home. I have a hard enough time getting them to let me live here when they’re only ten minutes from campus. This would cinch it.”

      “What happens at these parties, Autumn?”

      “Drinking, dancing…and a lot of sex.”

      “Sex?”

      “Yeah. Like people doing it on the dance floor and no one stopping them.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Uh…wow. Okay.”

      “Lars and I had no idea what it would be like when we went. Once we got there and figured it out, I wanted to leave, but Lars started acting weird. Like he was enthralled. Then he got invited to the VIP section and left me in that…” She paused. “I was so pissed I texted him that he could stay if he wanted, but I was going home. So I did.”

      “Did he answer your text?”

      “No. I didn’t hear from him until I saw him the next day. He was normal at first, just a little off. It took a few days until he turned violent. I’m not sure there’s a connection…I didn’t even think about it until I heard about Gwen.”

      “You need to tell the police,” I said gently.

      “My mother will kill me.”

      “How about I go check it out myself? Then we can go from there.”

      “Would you?”

      “Yeah.” I planned to go anyway, and I didn’t want Olivia tagging along. At least not yet.

      “It starts at nine and you have to know the code word to get in. Tonight’s word is ‘albatross,’” she said, her voice breaking. “I hope you find out what happened to them.” Then she hung up.

      My plans for the evening had suddenly changed.
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      The crystal shop closed at seven so I had to hurry to get ready for the night. I sent Jack the address of my first appointment the next day, and he responded that he was still in the ER waiting for his CAT scan. They’d refused to discharge him until he had it. I’d considered asking him to go to the party with me, but if people were really having sex in the open, it had the potential to make things even more awkward between us. The CAT scan delay made the decision for me, and I couldn’t help wondering if this was fate intervening again.

      After a quick shower, I checked on Tommy and told him I had to go out for a little bit. He was busy playing with the Lincoln Logs at the table and didn’t seem concerned in the least. As a precaution, I poured salt across the window sills.

      Before I left, I made a quick turkey sandwich and sent Abel a text.

      Something came up so I can’t meet you tonight. Rain check?

      The week before, I’d bought two knife sheaths and attached them to a wide leather thigh strap. I’d predicted I would need it at some point, and it looked like the time had come. I strapped it on, slipped the daggers into the sheaths, then put on a long sweater to hide the fact I was wearing them.

      Since it was Friday evening, parking downtown was a nightmare, but I walked up to the New Age shop just as a young woman was locking the door.

      “Please,” I shouted through the window. “I’ll only be a moment.” That was likely a lie, but once I got through the door, we’d sort that out later.

      The woman shook her head, her full, crimped hair brushing her shoulders as she mouthed sorry, then backed away.

      I told myself it was only one night. It would likely take the demons a few days to find Tommy. I’d head straight here tomorrow morning after training. Odds were Tommy would be just fine, but I was still worried. I knew in my gut that any delay was dangerous.

      I started to walk away when I heard a woman call after me with a deep Southern accent. “How come you’re so easily turned away?”

      I stopped and looked over my shoulder, surprised to see a different woman standing in the now-open doorway. She looked older than the young woman who had turned me away, but she wasn’t very old either, probably early forties. Her black hair was twisted into hundreds of braids gathered together in a pony tail at the nape of her neck, and she wore a pair of jeans and a flowing blue shirt.

      “I’ve been waitin’ for you,” she said.

      I sucked in a breath. “You’ve been waiting for me?”

      “You’re Piper Lancaster, aren’t you?” she asked as though she was irritated to have to explain herself.

      “Yes.”

      “Then come in.” She motioned for me to follow her. “There’s much to see.”

      Much to see? What did that mean? Even though I was slightly unnerved, I followed her in, telling myself it wasn’t all that surprising a woman in a New Age store would recognize me. Word was getting around about me, and she probably thought my showing up would be good for business.

      “Lock the door behind you,” she said as she walked through a beaded curtain concealing the back of the shop.

      I hesitated, suddenly uneasy, but I needed those crystals, so I turned back to the door. It had a single lock—a deadbolt with a key still in it. I locked the door but left the key in it in case I needed to make a quick getaway.

      A quick survey of the shop told me it was everything I’d expected it to be and more. Crystals, dream catchers, books on meditation and auras, and tons of candles. The kinds of pretty junk tourists would pick up on a whim.

      With my left hand on St. Michael’s hilt, I went through the beaded curtain and down a long, dark hall. The smell of incense hit me about halfway down, and I followed the scent up a staircase in the back to the second floor. I ended up in the living room and kitchen of an apartment.

      “I haven’t got all night,” the woman called out, “and neither do you.”

      The words sent a shiver down my spine. I followed her voice—and the strong, pungent odor of incense—through the living room and down a short hall to an open door. The dark room was lit with multiple candles arranged on the floor. The woman sat behind a round table in the center of the room. A small animal skin and a small wooden cup were laid out in front of her.

      “Have a seat, slayer.”

      I paused just inside the doorway, my heart skipping a beat. My hand tightened on St. Michael. Did she work with the Guardians? Something told me she didn’t, and yet…

      “What did you call me?”

      “Slayer.”

      I took a step back. “I work with ghosts.”

      “This is true, but you also slay demons.”

      I started to ask her how she knew, then stopped. It wasn’t worth arguing. “You said you’ve been waiting for me?”

      She dramatically swept a hand toward the chair across from her. “Please, sit.”

      “For heaven’s sake, Mama,” said a voice from my right. “She’s not a client.”

      I cast a glance at the speaker, the woman who’d tried to lock me out. She stood with her feet apart and her hands behind her back like she was on guard duty…and maybe she was. The glare she shot me suggested she resented my presence.

      “She’s wrong. I am a customer,” I said. “I’m here for some protective crystals.”

      “You need more than that, my child. Sit.”

      I cast a glance back to the woman at my right, wondering if I had cause to worry about her.

      “No harm will come to you here,” the older woman said. “This place is warded against demons.”

      My eyes widened. So she could help me.

      She laughed. “That caught your attention.” A knowing look filled her eyes. “I’m Deidre, and this is my daughter, Luna.”

      “I guess you know I’m Piper. Are you with the Guardians?”

      The older woman chuckled. “I have no idea who the Guardians are, but I can be like a guardian of sorts.”

      I wasn’t sure I could trust her, but I was intrigued enough to stay. Besides, I’d come here for a purpose. “I want to know how to ward against demons.”

      “We’ll work our way up to that,” Deidre said. “Sit.”

      I did as she asked, positioning myself so that I could keep an eye on Luna, who looked like she wanted to grab me by my hair and drag me out the door.

      Deidre beamed at me, ignoring the bad vibes coming from her daughter. “We’ll start by reading your fortune.”

      Was that what she’d meant when she said there was much to see? I snorted. “No, thank you. I know my fortune. I don’t need you to fill in the details.”

      Deidre picked up the wooden cup and shook it, the contents making a hollow sound against the container. Her dark brown eyes held mine as though she was trying to look into my very soul. I met her gaze in challenge, refusing to back down. Her brow lifted.

      “Let the fates decide that,” she finally said. She broke eye contact and upended the cup onto the table, scattering what looked like small bones and tiny clam shells across the animal hide. Her face drew down into a frown. “You’re in a battle of good versus evil.”

      I held my face in a scoff.

      She didn’t notice since she was still peering at the bones. “Soon you will meet a relative you didn’t know existed until recently.”

      That caught my attention. Could she be talking about my cousin Elinor?

      She was quiet for a moment, her fingertips hovering over the bones. “Someone close to you—someone you trust—will betray you.”

      My chest constricted, but I told myself this woman was full of crap. A peddler of false fortunes. “Isn’t there supposed to be something about me falling into money?”

      Her face turned up to face me, her eyes narrowing. “If you can see ghosts and demons, why is it so hard to believe that I can predict the future? Demons and ghosts are reasonable, but not a seer?” When I didn’t say anything, she said, “You perked up when I told you my home is warded. You believe that’s possible, so why not the fortune tellin’?”

      “Fine,” I said with a huff. “It’s possible.” If that’s what she needed from me to get my wards, so be it.

      She held the cup sideways and scooped the bones and shells back into it with her hand. “You can’t be on the offensive all the time. You need protections.” She gestured to my neck. “That was a good start.”

      I reached up and fingered the obsidian pendant, trying not to look like her words had affected me. “You seem to know a lot about me already. Do you know who gave it to me?”

      She shook the bowl and dumped the bones and shells again, then leaned over to read them. “Someone mysterious. The two of you have strong, unbreakable ties.”

      “Unbreakable?” I didn’t like the sound of that.

      She examined the bones, then gave me a sideways glance. “Maybe not entirely unbreakable. But very, very strong.”

      “Can I trust this mysterious someone?”

      She studied the bones again. “They don’t give me an answer.”

      “So this someone could be the person who betrays me?”

      Her face lifted with a sly look. “Is he close to you?”

      That was a very good question. “Can we get back to the pendant? Do you know what it does?”

      She scooped the bones back into the cup. “Do you?”

      “It helped develop my powers, which sounds ridiculous, but I started seeing ghosts very soon after I put it on.”

      A secretive grin lit up her eyes. “Is that what he told you?”

      I blinked, sure I’d heard her wrong. “Then how did it happen?”

      “Oh, sweet summer child. You developed your powers because of him. Not the pendant.”

      What did that mean? Because of our blood oath? I’d started seeing ghosts and demons before that. “He tricked me?”

      “Did he tell you that the necklace would enhance your abilities?”

      Had he? At most, Abel had said he’d hoped the necklace would spark my true potential. And I’d just assumed that it had.

      “No, he said it would hide me from the demons,” I said.

      Had Abel really been the one to unlock my abilities? There was no denying they’d exploded exponentially after we met. There was also no denying there was a supernatural link between us. Something that predated the blood oath. What did it mean? Obviously he needed me to kill him, but why did my power hunger for his?

      I didn’t have time to think about him right now. I didn’t want to think about him right now.

      Deidre continued, oblivious to my internal debate. “And it should have protected you in the beginnin’. But your powers have grown too strong for it to hide you now. It’s like tryin’ to throw a dish towel over a lamp to hide the light.”

      “Did your bones tell you that?” I asked defensively.

      “No,” the woman in the corner said in a snotty tone. “Your aura did.”

      I shifted my attention to her. “My aura?”

      “It glows at least three times brighter than anyone else’s,” Luna said. “Maybe more.”

      “We think it’ll grow even stronger,” Deidre said. “And that’s why you’re here.”

      “No, like I said, I’m here to figure out how to ward my house against demons.”

      “And like I said, we can teach you that and much more,” Deidre said.

      “What’s the price?” I asked with a healthy dose of skepticism.

      Deidre’s fingertips glided along the rim of the cup. “Have you always been so cynical?”

      “Why don’t you ask your bones?” As soon as I said it, I knew I’d gone too far. I needed her help, but she made me nervous and uneasy. My natural response to those feelings was to lash out, something that obviously wasn’t going to help me here. “I apologize,” I said. “That was rude.”

      Deidre grinned, but it wasn’t friendly. “Always tell me the truth, Piper. We’ll get so much more done if we’re honest with each other.” She reached across the table, her palm up. “Give me your left hand.”

      I balled my hand into a fist on my lap, self-conscious of the marks on my palm.

      “Let me see your hand,” she repeated more forcefully.

      I realized she might have answers, so I gave it to her.

      She spread out my fingers and studied the markings. “I’ve never seen this on someone’s skin before. Did you have it tattooed?”

      I was reluctant to tell her the marks had just appeared. Jack had given me a vague explanation of what the symbols meant, but it occurred to me that she might know more. “Do you know what they mean?”

      “The circle intersecting the square means you can bridge the spiritual and earthly planes.”

      “Ghosts?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

      The tip of her nail slid along the marking on the upper right of my hand—a half-inch straight line attached to four perpendicular lines of varying lengths. “And demons.”

      So that symbol stood for demons? It made sense since it had appeared after I killed the demons at Helen’s Bridge.

      She muttered several words in a language I didn’t understand. “You must protect your heart and your mind, summer child. As your power grows, they will look for your weaknesses.”

      “How do I protect my heart and mind?”

      “With marks of your own, but you’re not prepared for that yet. For now, we’ll protect your home and your friends.”

      I sat up straighter. “You can protect my friends?”

      “Not entirely, but we can help them hide.”

      “What about ghosts?”

      “You’ll need to take your usual precautions when it comes to ghosts.”

      “No, I mean do you have anything that will help me hide a ghost from a demon?”

      She looked surprised. “You want to hide a ghost from a demon? Why?”

      “Because demons have been finding powerful ghosts and using them to get to me. I have a ghost in my house and I’m worried a demon will find it.”

      “Why not send the ghost on its way to the next plane?”

      “Not all ghosts are ready to go,” I said. “I don’t force them.”

      Holding my gaze, she wrapped her long fingers around the small cup and shook it again. When she emptied it onto the animal skin, she lowered her open palm over the bones and closed her eyes. She whispered something I couldn’t understand, then opened her eyes and stared at the bones and shells beneath her palm. “You said you don’t force the ghosts to go, but you forced one this very afternoon.”

      My mouth parted in shock. I tried to hide my reaction, but it was too late. “There are exceptions.”

      “Either you do or you don’t,” Deidre said cryptically, still studying the bones. “You are making yourself judge and jury.”

      “Edna was dangerous. I couldn’t leave her there. She was hurting people, and she’d been infused with power from a demon. She could have killed the homeowner and others.”

      Deidre’s face tilted up slightly, just enough for me to see her eyes. “You don’t need to justify yourself. I’m only reportin’ what the bones tell me.”

      I wanted to call bullshit, but I couldn’t argue that she knew things. She was right. If I believed in ghosts and demons and other supernatural creatures, why was it so hard to believe she could read things from chicken bones?

      She bent back over the bones. “The ghost you wish to protect is special to you.”

      I held my breath, unsure of what to say.

      “You are right to protect it,” she continued. “The Great One is seekin’ him out.”

      “The Great One?” The words sounded strangled.

      “You know of it?” she asked.

      “Do you?”

      A dark look filled her eyes. “It seeks you as well.”

      “Why?”

      She studied the bones. “The answer isn’t clear, which means it’s complicated. You may only be one part of its plan.”

      “It has a plan?”

      Her eyes bored into mine. “A demon with this much power always has a plan.”

      She was right, but it was disconcerting that she knew so much. “You said someone close to me would betray me. Can you give me more clues as to who it is?”

      Deidre scooped up the bones and shells and threw them again. She held her hand over them, as though she felt the energy rolling off them. “There are no more answers about your hidden enemy.”

      “None?”

      “A power of protection has been placed over this person to hide their intent.”

      I swallowed, feeling nauseated.

      “You believe my mother,” Luna said from the corner, sounding surprised.

      I glanced back at her. “She’s right. I believed in the power of the pendant on my neck even if it doesn’t work the way I thought. I believe in ghosts and demons, and heaven and hell. Why shouldn’t I believe that a woman with chicken bones and shells can read my future?”

      My sincere tone was somewhat at odds with my words, but the woman in the corner relaxed, her shoulders slouching slightly. She’d held her hand behind her back, but now it fell to her side, revealing a knife that resembled a machete. She’d been armed the entire time. I should have been alarmed, but it was clear that any threat she might have posed had passed.

      “You’ve been standing guard,” I said. “What did you think I would do?”

      She curled her upper lip. “You wear two spelled and blessed knives. Why wouldn’t we be wary?”

      I didn’t ask how they knew the blades were spelled and blessed. I imagined they knew that the same way they knew so many other unknowable things. “I’ve faced two demons today. I’m not going anywhere without these daggers right now.”

      “Two?” Deidre said, sounding worried.

      “A fire demon and a frost demon. One is dead, the other is missing a hand. Can you tell me any more about them?”

      Deidre cast a glance to her daughter, then scooped up the bones and shells for another throw. They landed with a clatter and she studied them for longer this time. “There is nothin’ to tell me more about the demons.”

      “But there is something there,” I said. “I can see it in your eyes.”

      “The man who gave you the pendant. He is so much more than he seems.”

      “I’ve figured that one out already. Can I trust him?” I asked her again.

      She was silent for nearly ten seconds. “The answer is still unclear. He will help you, but he has ulterior motives. Be wary.”

      “That’s it?”

      She lifted her shoulder into a lazy shrug, then scooped up the bones and shells again.

      “Can the demons see my aura?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Luna said. “You need new protections to hide yourself.”

      “And these protections will allow me to be close to a demon without it realizing what I am?”

      “Unless it already knows you,” Luna said. “You maimed one of the demons. Did it see your face?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Then it will know you. But if you wear the protection, you will go unnoticed with the others.”

      I turned back to Deidre. “You said there was a more permanent protection I could use, but that I wasn’t ready.”

      “A tattoo,” she said. “To protect your soul.”

      I shrank back in my chair. “What kind of tattoo?”

      “I need to do more research to be certain.”

      “So you’re not ready,” I countered.

      A wry grin spread across her face.

      I had to admit I was relieved. I wasn’t ready to get inked, especially if she wasn’t certain it would work.

      “In the meantime,” I said, “I could really use that ward to hide my ghost.”

      Deidre studied me for several seconds. “Why is this ghost so special? Is it the ghost of one of your parents?”

      I was unnerved she knew my parents were dead, but if she knew who I was, it stood to reason she’d done her research. “Never mind who the ghost is. Can you give me something to hide and protect it?”

      She sat back in her seat. “I can give you a short-term ward that you can place on your own, but I should come to your home in the near future to perform my own ceremony of protection.”

      “And how do I know you’re not going to do something to my house to make it a neon sign for ghosts and demons?”

      “How do you know the short-term ward will work at all?” She didn’t give me time to answer. “You came to me, slayer.”

      “I didn’t realize you’d be waiting for me.”

      She grinned, and it looked mischievous. “True, but here we are, nonetheless. We trust each other or we don’t.”

      “How are you trusting me?” I asked.

      “The demons will want to destroy us as well,” Luna said. “We’ve protected ourselves, but you could tell them where we are.”

      “And your shop doesn’t clue them in?” I asked incredulously.

      “There are many shops like ours, and most of the owners are either weak or imposters.”

      “So I was lucky when I found you?”

      Deidre laughed. “No. We led you here.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How?”

      “We can’t share all of our secrets,” Deidre said as she got to her feet. “The protections are downstairs.”

      My breath stuck in my chest. Jack had sent me here. Was he the person I couldn’t trust? He was an Episcopal priest, for heaven’s sake. Of course I could trust him…right?

      We all left the room, Luna at my back. I was slightly unnerved since she still carried her machete, but if they’d intended to attack me, they probably would have done it by now. Besides, Rupert had made me practice an ambush from behind more times than I could count. It didn’t mean I’d win, but I’d have a better chance at survival.

      When we got downstairs, Deidre didn’t take me to the front. She opened a door in the hallway that led into what looked like a workroom. Shelves filled with glass jars lined two walls, and a tall table surrounded by several stools filled the center of the room. The surface of the table was covered with a couple of open books as well as an old-fashioned balancing scale and mortars and pestles.

      Deidre grabbed a jar from a shelf and placed it on the table. “First I’m goin’ to make the ward to protect your ghost.” She glanced back at Luna. “Get the stones for the protective pendants.”

      Luna headed down the hall to the shop area while Deidre began scooping herbs into one of the stone bowls and crushing them with a pestle.

      “Will I need to smear it on him?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

      “So it’s a him.” Deidre shot me a quick look before turning her attention back to the task at hand. “And how could you smear it on a ghost? They have no form.”

      Oh crap. I’d not only told her the gender of the ghost, I’d also revealed that I could physically touch him. “I was being sarcastic.”

      Her lips pursed as though she was thinking it over. “It’ll all go into a pouch. Ideally, the person needing the ward would wear it, but since it’s a ghost, place the bag at the entrance to the room, but be sure to salt all the openings.” She shot me a sly look. “Of course, it would be better if the ghost could wear it.”

      “Like I could figure out how to do that…” I said, trying to sound nonchalant.

      “You’ve figured out a way to cross the spiritual planes.” The fierceness in her eyes scared me.

      Luna walked back into the room just in time to hear her. “That’s impossible,” she scoffed in a disgusted tone.

      I shrugged as if to say, no shit, but didn’t respond.

      “How?” Deidre asked, her eyes guarded. “I saw it in the bones, but I didn’t believe it.”

      What else had she seen in the bones? There was probably no use denying the truth, but my gut told me not to tell her what I’d done to the attic.

      “Let’s just get the ward and the protections taken care of. Maybe we can discuss all the eccentricities of my job next time.”

      “When I ward your house,” Deidre said.

      “How much is all of this going to cost?” I realized I should have pressed her about the cost sooner. She’d deflected my question earlier.

      “I’m sure we can work out a deal,” Deidre said. “Seein’ how we expect you to be a repeat customer.” Then she waved to a stool on my side of the table. “Have a seat while we get you fixed up.”

      Even though she’d shed some of her hostility, Luna still looked much less hospitable than her mother. “How many protection amulets do you need for your friends?”

      “Three,” I said, “but two are guys, so maybe keep that in mind.”

      Rolling her eyes, she turned to her mother. “Knowing what we know now, do you want to add anything to hers?” She gestured in my direction.

      Deidre pinned her calculating stare on me. “She still needs obsidian but use the ultra-pure piece we bought in Mexico. And add a piece of blue kyanite.”

      Luna’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

      “She’s stronger than we thought. The demons will figure it out as well.”

      She nodded with a frown, then left the room.

      “What’s she doing?” I asked.

      “We’d prepared a talisman of sorts for you, but after what you told us, I think you need a stronger piece of obsidian. The blue kyanite will help guard you against the head games the demons will play.”

      When she saw my surprise, she chuckled. “I told you we knew you’d come.”

      “Then why did Luna turn me away when I showed up?”

      “She’s scared of you and what you bring to our door.”

      That sobered me. After what happened to Rhys’s girlfriend, I felt like a walking curse. I could hardly blame someone else for seeing me that way. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t you be sorry, child. Our destiny’s firmly tied to yours.”

      I made no effort to hide my shock.

      “I’ve known it for years,” she said with resignation as she returned to mixing her herbs. “I’ve been preparin’. I was told to come here and wait for you.”

      “How long have you been waiting?”

      “Seven years.”

      I sucked in a breath, my head swimming. “No. I’m sure you got it wrong. I can’t be the person you were waiting for.” Because if I was, that meant I was important enough to have disrupted multiple people’s lives.

      Which meant I had some monumental task to fulfill.

      Which I was utterly unprepared to fulfill.

      She gave me a stern look. “I don’t make mistakes, you hear me?”

      I startled at her tone. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “That’s more like it. And don’t you worry about Luna and me. We all have our parts.”

      “So we all have roles,” I said. “But what’s the play?”

      Deidre gave me a reassuring smile. “A hero’s story, summer child.”

      I couldn’t decide if her optimism stemmed from confidence or foolishness. The dread in my gut steered me toward the latter. From where I was standing, this was looking more like a tragedy.
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      A half hour later, Deidre sent me on my way with instructions on how to set the ward. I’d considered throwing caution to the wind and asking her how a ghost could wear it, but I’d already been too trusting.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about her insistence that someone would betray me. Was Olivia the culprit? It seemed the logical choice, yet we weren’t close. Not in the slightest. In my gut, I feared my betrayer was Rhys, but I made myself stop dwelling on it. Of course, there was a chance that Deidre had simply planted the idea to mess with my head. If she turned me against my friends, then I’d be more likely to turn to her and her daughter. And then she could use me to cross the spiritual plane.

      Now I was being paranoid. Or was I?

      I’d asked her about how she’d known to come to Asheville and wait for me, but she’d been nearly as vague and evasive as I’d been in response to her questions about the spiritual plane.

      Hudson still wasn’t home when I pulled into the driveway. My hair stood on end as soon as I got out of the car, and I could sense more supernatural creatures hidden in the tree line behind the house. I considered confronting them, but they gave off the neutral vibe of the Nunnehi, and I figured it would be a better use of my time to make sure Tommy was protected.

      When I got inside, I set Hudson’s pendant on the table, then headed upstairs with the ward. I stopped at the door to the attic and closed my eyes, focusing on the alternate version of the attic I’d created. A sudden twinge of fear gave me pause. What if I couldn’t go back to Tommy’s dimension?

      Thankfully, I had nothing to worry about. Tommy was still where I’d left him, playing with Lincoln Logs.

      He turned around to face me. “I thought you were leaving, Piper.”

      I started to tell him I’d been gone for nearly an hour and a half, then stopped. Time flowed differently here—something I’d do well to remember if I spent much time with him. When I’d gone downstairs after first getting him settled, I’d lost a good half hour to forty minutes.

      “I’m leaving now,” I said. “But I have something to protect you from the monsters.”

      “A bow and arrow?” he asked with wide eyes.

      “No, those are dangerous. It’s a bag of plants and rocks.” I held it up and showed it to him.

      He wrinkled his nose. “It’s stinky.”

      “That’s part of what keeps the monsters away. I’m going to put it downstairs, but I don’t want you to touch it, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “You’re a good boy.” I reached out to him, and he wrapped his arms around my neck and pressed himself against me. “I might be late coming back, so if you get sleepy, you can go to bed. I’ll check on you when I get home.”

      “Will you read me a story?”

      I smiled. “How about I read you one of my favorites? Junie B. Jones. My mom used to read it to me when I was little.”

      “I don’t know that one.”

      I wasn’t surprised. It had been published about forty years after his death. “Then it’ll be extra special.”

      I kissed his soft cheek, then reluctantly stood. What if the ward didn’t work? What if the demons found him? What if the creatures outside were planning to get him after I left? I reminded myself that they’d had plenty of opportunity to do that before I’d come home.

      No, the creatures outside were here for me.

      Nevertheless, I considered calling the whole thing off to stay home and watch over him. But Deidre had sworn the ward would work, and if I could find the Great One, maybe Tommy wouldn’t have to worry about monsters anymore.

      I was lying to myself, of course—there would always be more demons—but I let myself believe it for one sweet moment.

      I checked the windows to make sure they were still salted, then checked the bed to make sure he had a blanket to cover up when he got tired. He’d gone back to the Lincoln Logs, so I walked over and kissed him on top of the head, surprised at the maternal feelings that had sprung up since I’d met this boy.

      Sure, I’d wanted a husband and children someday, but it was an abstract wish, something for the future. This boy drew something out of me I hadn’t expected, and I wasn’t sure what to do with that. “Be good while I’m gone.”

      He looked up at me with trusting eyes. “I will, Piper.”

      I forced myself to go downstairs and place the ward. While driving home, I’d struggled with whether to leave it in Tommy’s dimension or my own. In hindsight, I wished I’d gotten one for both, but there was no fixing that now, and asking for a second one would only have intrigued Deidre more. I ultimately left it on the bottom step in Tommy’s plane of existence. He was firmly entrenched in his dimension, which meant a demon would have to enter it to get to him. And if I left it in Tommy’s dimension, it was less likely for Hudson to find it on the off chance he decided to go into the attic.

      I estimated I’d been upstairs for no more than ten minutes, but when I glanced at the clock in my room, I realized I’d lost nearly an hour—it was after ten. Then it hit me that I hadn’t heard back from Abel. Maybe he’d changed his mind. What if something had happened to him? I felt a mild panic at that thought, but I quickly pushed it aside.

      If anyone could take care of himself, it was Kieran Abel.

      I pulled on a pair of knee-high, three-inch-heeled black boots Rhys had loaned me. I would have preferred something more practical, but the heels weren’t stilettos and the design helped disguise the dagger hilts with the blades tucked inside. Plus, Rhys had broken them in, so they only hurt my feet after the end of a very long day. I switched my T-shirt and sweater for a black silk, sleeveless shirt with a high-collared neckline that buttoned at the nape of my neck. I’d braided my hair after washing it, so I left it as it was. As a final touch, I applied makeup to give myself smoky eyes and red lipstick. I was headed to a party for college students. I needed to stand out. I needed to draw the demons’ attention.

      I fingered the bracelet on my wrist. There had been too many stones for a necklace, so Deidre had put it on a chain on my left wrist. I’d be hard-pressed to explain it as a fashion choice since most of the stones were some shade of dull black or brown. Definitely not your typical charm bracelet. Deidre and Luna claimed it considerably dimmed my aura—not completely, but enough to help me hide from demons. I had to take their word for it since seeing auras wasn’t in my skill set.

      Hudson still wasn’t home, and I wondered if he’d found his next blond girlfriend who was destined to cheat on him. But I was anxious. Something big was about to happen. I could feel it like you could feel the ozone in the air before a thunderstorm. Shivering at the sense of foreboding, I tucked two of Deidre’s pendants into my jeans pocket just before I left.

      I grabbed my phone and called Hudson as I headed south to Fairview. When he answered, I could hear loud music in the background.

      “Pippy!” he shouted above the noise. “It’s not too late to celebrate your birthday!”

      “Thanks,” I said, feeling relieved. Deep down I was worried a demon would get to him. “It sounds like you’re celebrating for me.”

      “I had dinner with a new client tonight,” he said. “A big client.”

      “Congrats,” I said. “You’ve kicked ass the last few months. I’m proud of you.”

      “Why are you calling? Did your plans fall through? Are you home?”

      “No, I’m on my way to do a little investigating, but hopefully it won’t take too long.”

      “Investigating?”

      “No ghosts tonight; I’m just checking up on something,” I said. “I should be home soon.”

      “Well, I’ll be late. We’re planning to hit a party later.”

      “A party?” Was he going to the warehouse party?

      “Yeah, my new client wants to introduce me to her friends.”

      The tension in my shoulders eased. Hudson had graduated three years ago, and he’d never been into wild parties, even back then. If his client was taking him to meet friends, I had nothing to worry about. Most of his clients were middle-aged couples.

      I heard someone call out his name. “Coming, Rosalyn. Gotta go, Pippy,” he said. “If you change your mind about celebrating, call me and you can hang out with us.” Then he hung up.

      As I got closer to the warehouse, my anxiety began to spike. I was unsure of what to hope for. Ideally, I’d find the Great One, but I didn’t delude myself into thinking I could take the demon on by myself. I was fairly certain it wasn’t called the Great One for nothing, and I’d barely handled the lesser demons I’d faced today. My plan was to get into the VIP area and wing it from there. Deidre had said the bracelet should conceal me from demons as long as I didn’t use my power and kept my distance. I’d do a little reconnaissance, then report back to Jack. As far as plans went, it sucked, but it was all I had.

      I spotted the cars in the field next to the warehouse before I saw the warehouse itself. The party officially started at nine, and it was now ten forty-five. It was probably just getting started.

      I parked in the back of the lot, bringing only my phone, keys, and twenty dollars for the cover charge, but as I walked to the entrance, I realized the last time I’d eaten was the turkey sandwich I’d made before meeting Deidre. Good thing I didn’t plan to drink.

      Music with a driving beat was coming from the open door. I was somewhat surprised the fancy private party had a DJ rather than a band, especially since there were so many musicians in town. The song was a bit too alternative for my taste, but I wasn’t here to party.

      There was a small line waiting to get in, so I stood at the back and checked my phone, pretending to be absorbed with my screen while eavesdropping.

      “I heard they don’t check IDs here,” a guy several spaces ahead said. “We’ll be home free.”

      “How can they get away with that?” a girl asked.

      “Because it’s not within city limits,” another girl said. “And I heard they paid the sheriff’s department to stay away.”

      If demons were luring students here, it made sense they’d want privacy. A nosy law enforcement officer could get in the way.

      I didn’t hear anything else helpful, but I noticed several guys checking me out—a couple of them with girlfriends. I made sure to radiate a badass attitude, even if I wasn’t feeling it. I was riding a fine line. Blend in enough to observe without interference, yet stand out enough to get my VIP invite.

      As I approached, I realized that while Autumn had given me a code word to get in, no one else was using one. Should I use it anyway?

      The bouncer was a big beefy guy who looked like he was in his late twenties. His eyes filled with appreciation as he looked me up and down.

      I held out my twenty and said with plenty of attitude, “I was told to tell you albatross.”

      A predatory grin spread across his face. “I’m not surprised. Go on in. Tony’ll let them know.” He gestured to the guy next to him taking money.

      Tony turned his attention to me, ignoring the couple who’d just walked up to him. His eyes lit up with interest as he motioned me past him. As I walked by, he leaned in and said, “I’ll see you later, beautiful.”

      Something in his voice set me on edge, and I resisted the urge to turn back and sucker punch him.

      The moment I stepped into the big warehouse, I was slammed with a force so strong it made me take a step backward into the couple Tony was now collecting money from.

      “Whoa, there,” Tony said, cupping my elbow. I felt a jolt, almost like static electricity, and his eyes narrowed. “What was your name?” he asked in a low, sultry voice.

      “Piper,” I said as I pulled away, realizing I should have come up with an alias. Why had I felt a jolt? He clearly wasn’t a ghost, but I didn’t usually feel an electrical pulse from demons, nor had I met a demon that looked human. Could he be one of the Nunnehi? Except that didn’t seem to fit either. I’d felt them from a distance, but I felt nothing from him other than when we touched.

      He was über-focused on me now. His gaze dipped to scan my body and then came to rest on my face. “How about we pick this up later?”

      I gave him a sexy grin. “If you can find me…”

      I headed inside, pushing into the wall of power, which took a considerable amount of both physical and metaphysical effort. Once I crossed the threshold into the warehouse, I popped free of it. A quick glance over my shoulder confirmed that Tony was watching. Had I passed his test, or had I confirmed my true identity? One thing was clear, the warehouse had wards of its own, but was it warded to keep things out or in?

      The music was loud, and the bass was strong enough to rattle my bones. I waded through a crowd of over a hundred people on the dance floor, feeling another wave of power. The force at the door had felt unnatural, but this power felt organic…erotic. The room was full of lust and sex. This was no doubt a common occurrence in large parties, but I’d never experienced it before. Was I feeling it for the first time because of my own gift, the efforts of a demon, or both?

      I walked the perimeter of the room, keeping my senses open for the feel of a demon. So far, the markings on my hand hadn’t tingled, but after my encounter with Tony, I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

      The DJ was set up on a raised platform on the far-right wall, and several cash bars were arranged on the left side. The space was big enough to house two food trucks, and picnic tables surrounded by plastic lawn chairs bordered the dance floor. The majority of the guests were on the dance floor, and whatever was in the air made most of them more liberated than what I was used to at parties. Everyone had let loose, dancing with great enthusiasm, and a good portion of the couples were in varying states of making out and groping.

      But while there was a lot of action on the dance floor, it looked like the VIP area was upstairs. A set of metal stairs led to a deep loft that overlooked the dance floor. It was high enough—over twenty feet tall—that I couldn’t see what was going on up there unless I stood by the entrance, and even then I could only see the people who were lingering by the railing. On my second trip around the cavernous space, I noticed a handsome man who looked like he was in his thirties had stopped at the edge of the railing. His gaze was firmly on me.

      I was here to get an invite up there, right? He watched me as I walked through the middle of the dance floor toward the stairs, and I was halfway there before I realized I was being drawn to the stairs. The man—or demon—at the edge was willing me forward.

      Panicked, I clasped my left hand into a fist, drawing power from the mark on my palm. A soft glow escaped from the cracks of my fingers, and I squeezed my hand tighter. My palm itched, but this time it didn’t feel like it usually did when a demon was near—my hand had an overwhelming urge to hold St. Michael in its grip.

      I told myself a hand couldn’t have desires and demands and decided to sort it out later. Besides, I couldn’t pull out St. Michael right now without drawing attention. My boot was too low.

      At the moment, I needed to play it cool. I needed to go upstairs and talk to the demon, or whatever it was—my mark still didn’t sense the presence of a demon—and figure out a way to defend myself without losing my free will.

      Could a demon steal your free will? Yeah, I told myself. Wasn’t that the point of possession?

      Maybe I was in over my head.

      But I was already here, and I needed answers. Besides, I was in the middle of what had to be close to two hundred people now. I’d be fine.

      I didn’t believe it for a second, but I went anyway.

      As I reached the staircase, I felt the demon’s pull as surely as if it were a rope tugging me in. I started to panic again, but when I used my power to resist the magnetic force, the tug sharply decreased. Relief washed through me.

      I could do this.

      He was waiting at the top of the stairs, blocking me from entering. He was wearing a long-sleeved, silky black shirt with the top two buttons undone, tucked into a pair of dark jeans. He was handsome, gorgeous actually, and the confidence in his eyes proved he knew it.

      “Hello, beautiful,” he said, reaching for my hand.

      I kept my hands at my sides. When I reached the second step from the top, I came to a stop and tilted my head back to look him in the eye. “So this is where the action is?”

      “You have no idea.” His grin spread, and he took two steps back to reveal the VIP lounge. “Welcome to my private party.”

      There were several sofas and loveseats spread around the room and there were multiple people draped on them, in various stages of undress. Their bodies were in positions that left little to the imagination.

      Oh, sweet baby Jesus, Autumn hadn’t been exaggerating. I’d walked into an orgy.

      The energy of sex and lust, so much stronger up here, hit me full force. It was like it was crawling over my skin, making me desperate for…

      Desperate for sex.

      Crap. I needed to cut my losses and get out of here before I did something stupid.

      No, I could handle this. I pushed more energy to the surface of my skin, blocking the force so that it merely nipped at me. Parts of my body still throbbed, but it was controllable.

      The man held his hands to his sides, his palms open as though he was pulling the power into his own body. The look of ecstasy on his face told me it wasn’t just my imagination. Then he turned to me and smiled again, but this time it wasn’t a leer, it was genuine interest. “You’re resisting. What are you?”

      “What are you?”

      He reached for my arm and I back-stepped out of reach, wondering if now was the time to pull out my daggers. But he lifted his hands up in surrender with an amused grin.

      “I’m afraid I’ve neglected my manners. Hundreds of years locked away will do that to a creature. I apologize. I’m Caelius, lord of Eros.” He gave a small bow at the waist.

      It looked utterly ridiculous considering what was going on around him. Not more than six feet away, two men were getting busy with a woman who appeared to love every minute of what their mouths were doing.

      Rising from his bow, Caelius noticed where my attention had drifted, and his dark grin returned. “Maybe you’re not so immune after all.”

      “I’m immune,” I fibbed with plenty of attitude. “I guess I’m just a little sheltered. This is my first orgy.”

      “This was commonplace in Rome before the fall,” he said with unmistakable longing. His own gaze had wandered to the threesome. The power in the room surged like waves, ebbing and flowing all around Caelius. Power oozed from him, spreading into the room, washing over my skin and making me dizzy. I pushed more of my engery to the surface, unsure how long I could hold him off. Just as his flow of power tapered off, I could see him soaking in the power rolling back to him.

      He gestured toward a chaise lounge chair in the middle of the sofas. “Come. Let’s have a chat.”

      He wanted me to sit in the middle of an orgy? Had he lost his mind? But as I glanced at the chaise, I realized it was dead center of a triangle made by the sofas and chairs, and symbols were drawn on the floor underneath it. I suddenly had a good idea why he wanted me to go over there with him.

      “I think I’m just fine here, thanks.”

      He laughed and started to unbutton his shirtsleeve at the wrist. “I’ve introduced myself, but now I’m curious about you. What’s your name?”

      He rolled up the sleeve to reveal a firm forearm. I became mesmerized by the way the silk folded over and grazed his skin. My fingers flexed, wanting to reach out and help.

      “Your name, my love?” he coaxed, but my attention was focused on his hand. When the fabric reached his elbow, he moved on to his other sleeve.

      My body ached to touch him…to be touched by him… A throbbing filled my core and a wave of white-hot lust rushed through me.

      Stop! something screamed inside me. I blinked, shifting my gaze to the dance floor below as I pushed at the magic that skated along my skin.

      He chuckled. “So not totally immune.”

      “I’m not sleeping with you,” I said, still concentrating on my shield.

      “There will be no sleeping involved,” he said in a low, husky tone.

      I could feel his power, as delicate and light as a sheet of lace, draping over me, and I poured more energy into combating it. I’d about reached my limit, and other than his name, his predilection for Roman orgies, and the fact that he’d been locked up for a few centuries, I hadn’t picked up any information from him. Certainly nothing useful.

      I could sense that he was reaching for me, so I dropped to my right knee and pulled both daggers out of my boots. I rose up and turned toward him, daggers in hand.

      He laughed. “You were almost worth the wait.”

      “What wait?”

      “Don’t toy with me, Curse Keeper,” he said, glancing past me. “I knew you’d be coming, along with your own harem.”

      I couldn’t contain my shock. Elinor had a harem? “I’m not a curse keeper.”

      He studied me with a confused look. After a moment passed, he said, “No, you’re not. But who are you then?”

      “We have a problem, Caelius,” I said, holding my right dagger low and tilted upward while I pointed my left dagger at his chest.

      “Weapons are never the answer, little one,” Caelius said in amusement, not looking the least bit worried. “Love is the answer.”

      I motioned my lower dagger toward the people behind him. “That’s not love.”

      “No, it’s not for all of them, but they are happy. What makes it wrong?”

      “Do they know you are sucking the energy from their bodies?” I asked. “Do you drain them until they die?”

      He made a face of disgust. “No, it’s far too risky, and I have such a great setup here. I wouldn’t want to risk spoiling it. They spend the evening partying, then spend the next day exhausted, none the wiser.” Lust filled his eyes and he took a step toward me. “Although there’s nothing like making people fuck themselves to death. Do you know what’s even better?”

      He released another surge of power, this one even more delicate than the last. He’d figured out I could easily hold off the strong surges. It was the subtle pushes that snuck through my defense.

      I pushed out another wave of my own power, but I could feel it weakening. “I’m guessing it’s not a hot fudge sundae.”

      Surprise filled his eyes, and then he laughed. “No. It’s when I do the fucking. I had planned to lure the curse keeper to her own sacrifice, but you’ll do just fine…”

      He discharged another wave that tickled the hairs on my arms. I could feel myself losing ground.

      “You think you can fuck me to death?” I said with a sharp laugh, then took a step back. “Somebody’s full of himself.”

      “You’ll love every minute of it,” he cooed, his words carrying a hypnotic power of their own.

      Then, before I realized it, he was in front of me.

      It took every drop of willpower to fight him, but I pressed my upraised blade to his throat. “I think I’ll pass.”

      His eyes sparkled with joy. “You’re so strong. Possibly stronger than the curse keeper.”

      I pushed the blade against him, nicking his skin so that a slow trail of blood made a path down his neck to his collar.

      “You don’t want to hurt me, precious. You want to lick up that mess you made. You’ll be filled with the most exquisite power you’ve ever known.”

      His power was taking hold, and I fought the sudden urge to reach up and lick his neck.

      Disgusting.

      This guy was an egomaniac and I needed to hit him where it hurt. “I doubt you’ll be the best I’ve ever tasted,” I pushed out through gritted teeth. “I’ve tasted—”

      Stop. I heard Abel’s voice in my head. Do not tell him about our blood oath.

      Abel?

      His sudden appearance in my head, accompanied by a complete reemergence of our connection—he was here, and he was coming up the stairs—severed any supernatural attraction I felt toward Caelius.

      The demon noticed he’d lost his hold on me. “What are you?” he asked again, this time with more awe.

      “She is Kewasa,” Abel said from behind me, his voice hard as granite. “And she is mine.”

      I briefly considered protesting his claiming me as a possession, but this didn’t seem like the time to discuss twenty-first-century feminism. When I swiveled around to look at him, I almost lost my ability to speak. The draw I felt to him was just as strong as ever, and he was even more handsome than I remembered. Black hair framed his face, which held the hint of a mustache and beard. He was tall and muscled, but not overly so, and his face was perfectly symmetrical, something you’d expect to see in a movie star or a model.

      I barely registered that he’d called me Kewasa—deliverer. Whenever the demon world heard that name, they always associated it with Abel—and often in surprise—but I still had no idea what he was.

      “Kewasa?” Caelius asked, looking startled as he turned his attention to Abel too. “From the legends? That would make you a—”

      “Who I am is not important. The only thing of importance is that you were about to sacrifice something that is very important to me.”

      Caelius lowered his head in a gesture of reverence. “I had no idea she was yours, your lordship, I—”

      Lordship?

      “Silence,” Abel said, and I could feel his own power stretch toward the demon, wrapping around its head and mouth.

      My jaw dropped. Abel was controlling this demon like he was playing with an ant.

      What was he?

      Caelius lowered himself to the ground, making himself prostrate in front of Abel. I took a step back in fear—not of Caelius but of Abel.

      “You may speak,” Abel said, “but not of my title, and you will tell no one that you have seen me or Kewasa. Swear it on Okeus.”

      Caelius nodded. “I swear it, your—” He made a strangled sound.

      “Get up,” Abel said, gesturing with his hand, and Caelius levitated upright until he was resting on his feet, but not of his own accord. Abel had done that.

      “Where is the Great One?” Abel asked.

      “He should be here soon, your—” Caelius grimaced. “What should I call you?” He bowed his head slightly.

      “I am nothing,” Abel said. “You will call me nothing.”

      “Yes, Nothing,” Caelius said.

      I wasn’t sure if that had been Abel’s intent, but that’s what he got for being vague.

      “How soon?”

      “The curse keepers are coming. He told me I could have the daughter of the sea and he would keep the son of the land for himself.”

      “Why does he want the son of the land? I thought Okeus had claimed him.”

      “Not anymore, your…nothing. He is fair game.”

      “I thought Okeus has claimed the daughter of the sea for himself as well, although for a different purpose.”

      Caelius lowered his head. “He has only decreed we can’t kill her, your nothing. I will not be out of bounds to use her.”

      “You mean rape her,” I interjected.

      Abel shot me a glare that insinuated I was to butt out.

      “You can’t be serious,” I said, taking a step toward him. “You intend to let this monster rape my cousin!” Most of what they’d said sounded like borderline gibberish to me, but that message had come through loud and clear.

      “Let me handle this, Kewasa,” Abel said with more authority than I’d ever heard him use. It came with a rush of power, and I was pretty sure he was hoping it would control me, but it rushed right on past.

      “We are not going to let him use her,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him as I took a step forward.

      “We will not interfere.”

      “Maybe you won’t, you coward, but I sure as hell will.” I lunged for Caelius with my daggers, and he scrambled to jump backward several feet. I could feel a new wave of power flood out of him, and seconds later, the orgy participants began to scream.

      Then, just as suddenly, I felt a presence down below, headed this way. While the power from Caelius cloyed, this new power felt cleansing. It felt familiar, and it drew me toward it.

      I ran to the railing and peered down, following my inner compass until it landed on a woman with deep auburn hair pulled back in a thick French braid. She wore a cape over her shoulders along with a long-sleeved black shirt and jeans.

      That was her. That was Elinor Lancaster. The power was coming from her.

      Two men stood behind her. The taller one had unruly brown hair and an intense expression. He was wearing jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, which did nothing to hide the sword strapped to his back. He had a power of his own, and it felt more complicated than my cousin’s. The second man had darker hair and was dressed in leather pants and what looked like a long-sleeved black sports shirt under a black leather vest. He was the only one of the three without any discernable power, but he also carried a sword.

      How had they gotten past the bouncers?

      Was this the harem Caelius had spoken of?

      It seemed sexist that the two guys had swords and she didn’t—until her gaze landed on me for a split second. She reached behind her, shoving the cape to the side, and revealed the hilt of a sword at her hip. Then she drew it from the scabbard and pointed it toward me as though in challenge.

      Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Did she think I was her enemy?

      “We have to go,” Abel said, grabbing my arm.

      I wheeled around to face him, holding Ivy under his chin. “I say when we go.”

      Pride filled his eyes. “Rupert and Davis said you’ve done well. This is better than I had anticipated.”

      “Well, goody for you,” I said, keeping my blade tip against his skin. “I’m not leaving.”

      “This is not your fight, Kewasa,” he said, his voice softening.

      “Elinor’s here to face the Great One, isn’t she?”

      “Most likely,” he said. “But it’s not your—”

      “That’s bullshit. The Great One has been trying to lure me into something all day. It wants me here, whether you like it or not.”

      Anger filled his eyes. “You will not face the Great One. Leave it to the curse keepers.” Abel turned to Caelius. “What does the Great One want with Kewasa?”

      “I didn’t even know she was Kewasa, let alone that the Great One wants her. The Great One does as it pleases. I only supply the hosts.”

      My hand burned like I’d grabbed the handle of a hot pot. Abel turned in alarm. He started to say something, but then froze. “It’s here.” He pushed my arm down and pinned it to my side, hauling me back to his chest. Leaning into my ear, he whispered, “I know you don’t trust me, Piper, and I understand why, but I’m begging you to trust me on this—you’re not ready to face the Great One.”

      “So you’re suggesting I just run away like a coward?” If the Great One was as strong as Abel believed, then Elinor likely needed my help.

      “No, I’m suggesting you retreat and prepare yourself for the next time you encounter it.”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m staying to help Elinor.”

      His arm tightened around my waist. “Don’t make me force the issue, Waboose.”

      I twisted my wrist and held Ivy’s tip to his side. I knew it wouldn’t kill him—I was counting on it—but I was hoping it could hurt him. “Don’t force me to make you let me go.”

      I could sense other demons advancing toward us, but there was a heavy presence with them. It felt like walking death. Abel must have felt it too, because he pushed out a wave of energy so strong Caelius fell to his knees, screaming in agony.

      And just like before, my body was drawn to Abel’s power. But even though it was highly sexually charged, it wasn’t a submissive pull. It was as though we balanced each other. While I felt slimy for my body’s reaction to Caelius’s power, Abel’s made me feel stronger. Empowered.

      “Waboose,” he said in an apologetic tone. “You know that I have one objective for you.”

      “How can I forget?”

      His arm around me tightened. “The only thing that matters to me is that you survive long enough to kill me. Has the crescent moon appeared on your hand?”

      “No.”

      “That is what I thought.”

      I felt a sharp jab on my thigh and looked down to see what he had done.

      Abel knew his power couldn’t control me, but he’d brought something that could—a hypodermic needle.

      My arms and legs turned to mush as the sedative raced through my body. My daggers clanged to the floor, and I would have joined them if Abel didn’t have such a tight grip on my waist.

      “What have you done, Abel?” I whispered, or I thought I did. Everything was turning fuzzy.

      “I’m saving you, Waboose.”
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      When I came to, I was lying on a sofa and an anxious Abel was watching over me. Confused, I sat upright and realized we were in the living room of a very nice house before the pounding in my head made me regret my sudden movement. “Where are we?”

      “You’re safe,” he said as his anxiety bled away.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Why do you look so freaked out?”

      “You’ve been unconscious for over an hour. I was told you’d only be out for twenty minutes.”

      The events that had led up to me blacking out came back in fuzzy detail. I swung my legs over the side of the sofa and stood. The room swayed, but I refused to sit back down. “You drugged me!”

      He released a frustrated growl. “I told you I’d do whatever it took to protect you.”

      “For your own purpose,” I spat out in disgust. “Don’t pretend to be noble.”

      His face reddened. “I told you at the den that was my motive.”

      I sat back down, my head feeling like it weighed a thousand pounds. “The den?”

      “You walked into a literal demon den. You’re lucky you were still alive by the time I reached you!” he shouted, then turned and left the room.

      Had I pissed him off enough to make him leave his own house, or wherever we were? No, he was made of sterner stuff than that. Abel did everything for a reason.

      I closed my eyes and waited for the pain to pass. After several seconds, I opened them again and looked around. I was in a two-story high living room with a massive river stone fireplace standing in the center of the room. There were no walls around it. The living room opened to a dining room on the other side. The opposite wall, behind me, was comprised of nearly floor-to-ceiling glass that opened up the room to an expansive view of the shadowed Blue Ridge Mountains. The furniture was contemporary and pricey. This had to be Abel’s mountain house.

      He came back a few seconds later with a glass of water and a bottle of pills.

      I shot an accusatory finger toward him. “If you think I’m taking anything you give me after what you just did!”

      Releasing a heavy sigh, he took a long gulp of the water and then set both the glass and the bottle down on the coffee table in front of me.

      “Was that your way of trying to convince me that it’s safe to drink? Need I remind you that the reason I was drugged in the first place was because you can’t die without me and St. Michael?”

      He blinked. “What?”

      “I already know you can’t die, Abel.”

      He shook his head. “Not that. St. Michael. Did you make a deal with him while I was gone?”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “St. Michael’s real?”

      His relief was palpable.

      I filed that piece of information away for later. “What happened to Elinor and the two men with her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You didn’t stay and help them?”

      “No. I got you the hell out of there.”

      “I’ve been trying to find her, Abel! I need to talk to her!” My shouting sent a fresh wave of pain through my head.

      He sat on the coffee table and looked into my face as his own anger faded. “Why?”

      “Because she knows things. She’s my cousin. We share a unique experience.”

      His face softened. “You’ve done just fine on your own, Waboose.”

      “I haven’t been on my own, no thanks to you. My actual friends have helped me, but Elinor shares something with me they don’t. Maybe she feels the same burden and guilt that comes with this role. It would be nice to talk to someone who understands. Sometimes it’s lonely.” I instantly regretted admitting any of that, but I was tired, and my head still hurt.

      I couldn’t have this conversation with Abel. Not right now. He was the least sensitive, least understanding person I knew. I got to my feet. “Take me home.”

      He grabbed my hand and gently tugged me down.

      Tears welled in my eyes, which just pissed me off more. I didn’t have time for tears. Especially when I was with Kieran Abel. “It’s late. Where’s my phone? I’ll just call an Uber.” Then I looked down at my boots and panic shot through me. “Where are my daggers?”

      “They’re safe.”

      I held out my hand. “I need them. Give them to me now.”

      “They’re with my weapons. You know how much I need you to have them, which means I’ll keep them safe.”

      He was right. He’d been desperate for me to find them.

      But I was still unbelievably pissed at him for drugging me and dragging me out of the den. I couldn’t believe I’d gotten so close to finding Elinor only for Abel to ruin everything. “What if the demons killed her?”

      “She’s fine, and so are her men.”

      “You’re just telling me that to placate me.”

      “I’m telling you because it’s the truth. I had Rupert watch the warehouse after we left. The curse keepers and Professor Preston left about twenty minutes later.”

      “Professor Preston?”

      He gave me a blank look. “Her lover.”

      “So one of those guys is the other curse keeper and the other is her boyfriend?”

      “Who are we to judge?” he asked.

      “I wasn’t judging. More power to her, especially since Caelius called them her harem.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Caelius relates everything to sex.”

      “Did they kill Caelius? Or find the Great One?”

      “Doubtful for both, but I’ll know soon enough.”

      “I still want to go home.” But it wasn’t exactly true. If Hudson was still out, I had no one to go home to other than a ghost. Elinor had two men by her side, and I was mostly alone. Sure, Jack had been a huge help the past two days, but before that he’d been MIA for two weeks, and while Huddy raised my spirits whenever he was home, he preferred a don’t ask, don’t tell policy when it came to my supernatural endeavors. Rhys, who had helped me with that part of my life, currently hated me.

      Abel was quiet for a moment, then said, “I had a reason for wanting to see you tonight. I have a surprise for you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What is it?”

      He stood and walked around the coffee table. “You must be hungry. Come eat first.”

      I started to protest that I didn’t have time for games, but my growling stomach insisted it was on board with this plan.

      He led me around the massive fireplace into a large dining room that comfortably held a rectangular twelve-person table. Two plates, covered by metal domes, sat at the far end of the table, along with wine glasses and several lit candles.

      Abel pulled out the chair on the side of the table and held it for me.

      “If I didn’t know better, Kieran Abel, I’d think this was a date,” I said as I sat.

      He pushed in my chair, then moved to the head of the table. “No, it’s a reward for your hard work these past two weeks.”

      “You haven’t even seen what I’ve been doing.”

      He grabbed a bottle of wine from the bucket beside his chair and wiped it off with a napkin as he sat down. “I’ve gotten daily reports.”

      Daily? That seemed like overkill, but then, he’d had me followed before he’d revealed himself to me. No doubt he still had someone keeping an eye on me. “You were on the other side of the world.”

      He glanced up at me with raised eyebrows. “You could feel that? I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but you can text and email people when they’re on the other side of the world.” He shot me a grin. “Sometimes you can even make phone calls.”

      “Smart-ass. Why did the connection between us suddenly stop yesterday?”

      He had a moment of hesitation, then said, “This.”

      He held up his right hand, brandishing a gold ring with a black stone.

      “A ring? You’re telling me that ring severed our connection? Did you realize that would happen when you put it on?”

      A sheepish look stole over his face, and I understood.

      “I see. You got the ring on purpose. To sever our connection.” I toyed with my fork, and tried to be all casual as I said, “How did you even know about this ring?”

      He grabbed a corkscrew and started to open the bottle. “I’d heard of it before but never had need of it, and since it belonged to a very powerful family…well, all the more reason to leave it be. But after our connection…”

      He’d gone all the way to Europe in an attempt to shed our connection. It shouldn’t have bothered me. I should have been relieved. But the thought left me feeling oddly hollow.

      He hesitated, as if to choose his words carefully. “I found it distracting and decided to take the risk. But tracking the ring down took longer than I expected.”

      “And how does it work?”

      “The inherent properties of the stone are amplified by protective spells.”

      “Spells,” I said. “As in witches?”

      He popped out the cork, then poured some wine in my glass. “Is it so hard to believe?”

      I shook my head slowly. Not after the day I’d had.

      He stopped filling my glass and started to fill his own.

      “So if our connection was severed, then how did you know where I was or that I was in trouble?”

      “I had you followed, and when I learned you were at the warehouse, I went there myself to fetch you.”

      My hackles rose. “Fetch me?”

      He set the wine bottle in the bucket. “An unfortunate choice of wording, Waboose.” He picked up his glass and held it up. “To forging a partnership.”

      I wrapped my hand around my glass but didn’t raise it as I held his dark gaze. “Is that what this is? A partnership to kill you?”

      A slow grin lifted his lips and his eyes twinkled. “That’s the ultimate goal, but there are other perks I’ll enjoy along the way.”

      “I’m not sleeping with you.” Even as I said the words, my body screamed in protest.

      He looked even more amused. “I don’t recall making the request.”

      If it had been anyone else, I would have been horrified and humiliated, but this was Abel. I’d felt his lust and need through our connection. Multiple times. He wanted me as much as I wanted him.

      “Nevertheless,” I said, lifting my glass only slightly, “I need to know what I’m agreeing to before I’ll toast.”

      “I think we’ve established I have my useful moments,” he said, still holding up his glass. “I’ve decided to take a more active role in your demon-hunting activities.”

      My mouth parted in shock, but I quickly recovered. “You’re going to help me kill demons?”

      “Kill them? No. Only make sure you’re protected while you fight them.”

      “Like tonight,” I said dryly.

      He moved his glass closer to mine. “Will you accept my help or not?”

      I reached over and pushed his arm down. “We have a few kinks to work out first.” But the contact—and the unfortunate timing of the word kink—sent a rush of desire through my blood.

      His eyes became hooded, and I could feel his desire too, but his eyes twinkled with mischief. “Seeing as I found you chatting with the lord of sex magic, in the midst of an orgy, perhaps you do have some kinks.”

      I jerked my hand away, bumping into my glass and almost knocking it over.

      “Do I make you nervous, Waboose?” he asked in a husky voice.

      “Yes,” I said, glancing up and holding his gaze. “There are too many unknowns with you. Too many secrets. Too many dangers.”

      “You like the dangers.” It wasn’t a challenge—more like he was simply pointing out the truth, but he said it in a sexy voice that made parts of me ache.

      I started to protest, but cut myself off and sighed instead. If I were honest with myself, I had to admit there was probably some truth to what he said. I wasn’t attracted to the danger, but it was an inherent part of my job description, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit I liked helping people—homeowners and ghosts alike. I liked feeling useful.

      “You say you want to help me, yet you won’t kill demons. How do you plan on helping?” I pointed a finger at him. “And if you’re thinking about trying to drug me again if I don’t follow your orders, you better think twice. If I agree to let you take a more active role, there will be rules.”

      “Yes,” he said. “There will be rules.” He took a sip of his wine and then removed the covers off our plates, revealing chicken and a rice dish. Surprisingly, it was steaming. “But first we eat.”

      The smell hit my nose, and my stomach growled again, audibly this time. I picked up my fork and scooped up some rice.

      Abel began to slice through his chicken with his knife, but I could feel his gaze on me.

      “You’ve lost weight,” he said.

      “Working out six hours a day will do that to you.”

      “Perhaps that’s why the sedative was too much for you, although you’ve replaced fat with muscle.”

      I held my fork out to him and narrowed my eyes. “Watch it.”

      “You were perfect before,” he said without any hint that he was bullshitting me. “Soft in the right places. You’re harder now.”

      If he was trying to communicate that he found me less attractive, he’d scored big-time. Sure, I could feel his sexual hunger for me, but I had a feeling that most of it was supernatural, not his own personal desire. And that feeling went both ways.

      Still, I felt like I’d been rejected for the second time that day—Abel could have any woman he wanted, and he’d made it clear I wasn’t his type. Now I could either pretend I didn’t catch his insult and continue eating or get up and call an Uber and get the hell out of here.

      Call me a masochist, but I choose the former. I still wanted answers.

      “Muscle should have processed the sedative more efficiently. You should have woken sooner, not later,” he continued, oblivious to the fact that he’d insulted me.

      “It’s me,” I said, chopping off a piece of chicken with far less grace than he was using on his own meal. “My body processes sedatives differently. When I was twelve, I was put under to have four teeth pulled and it took me forever to wake up. They almost sent me to the emergency room.”

      “How did I not know that?” he asked in a growl.

      I jerked my gaze up to see the fury on his face. “Hey, stalker,” I said with a buttload of venom. “Chill. Your investigating-the-nuances-of-my-life days are over right here and now. You want to know something, you ask me. Got it?”

      He opened his mouth to protest, but no words made it out.

      I held his gaze. “And you don’t need to know anything more about how my body processes sedatives because you will never drug me again, understood?”

      His anger reignited. “I will not be held by constraints when it comes to your safety.”

      “Your concern would be touching if it wasn’t steeped in narcissism.”

      “I’ve never hidden that fact,” he said, sounding slightly perturbed.

      “Right. Rule number one of our arrangement is to keep Piper alive until a crescent moon magically appears on her hand so she can kill Kieran Abel.” I stabbed my chicken with more force than necessary.

      “If you find me so irritating, then why do you oppose killing me?”

      I dropped my fork so that it clanked on the plate, which I realized belatedly was real china. “Because if I killed everyone who irritated me, over half the people I know would be dead!”

      He stared at me with a blank face that slowly broke into a grin.

      “Do not laugh at me.”

      His grin spread. “I’m not laughing. And you make an excellent point.”

      “I still don’t like that you tricked me into agreeing to kill you. It was an asshole move.”

      “Many, many people have considered me to be an asshole.”

      I picked my fork back up and started to eat again. “Maybe if you lost the arrogant, entitled attitude, you could change that.”

      He rolled his shoulder in a lazy shrug. “It suits me for them to think I’m an asshole.”

      “Rule number two,” I said. “Always presume Kieran Abel is an asshole.”

      He grinned again as he picked up his wine glass. “It’s a good rule to live by.”

      I shook my head. “You’re infuriating.”

      “Maybe I’m trying to make you hate me so you’ll be more willing to kill me.”

      I took a couple bites of my food, pondering what he’d said. It would be in his best interest to make me hate him, so why didn’t he? Maybe because he liked me as a person, something that went beyond the weird supernatural pull between us. If I were completely honest, when he dropped the asshole façade—because the more time I spent with him, the more convinced I became that it was a façade—I liked him too.

      I liked him too much for my own good.

      I took several more bites, then asked, “Why didn’t you want Caelius to say your title?”

      A frown wrinkled his brow. “What are you talking about?”

      “You know good and well what I’m talking about. Were you trying to keep me from finding out your official title? Or were you trying to keep him from confirming that he really did know who you were?”

      He took a sip of wine, then lowered the glass and stared at the wall of windows at the back of the house through the opening to the living room. “Both.”

      I was surprised he’d answered.

      The look on his face suggested he was too. He glanced down at my plate and stood. “You’re done. It’s time for dessert.”

      Sure enough, I’d practically inhaled everything on my plate. “Davis will have a fit if I have anything with sugar.”

      His brow lifted. “Davis does as I tell him. Wait here.”

      He picked up both plates and left the room. I turned to look out the window, at the view of the mountainside, and the slightest specks of light in the dark, which hinted at the city of Asheville below.

      I refilled both wine glasses and took them into the living room. There was a deck off the back of the house, so I set the glasses on an end table and opened the large sliding glass door.

      The view was even more beautiful than I could have imagined. The city was still lit up, even though it was well after midnight. It lay in a valley, surrounded by the Smoky Mountains, and I felt energized and recharged as I stared down at it.

      “I thought I told you to wait in the dining room,” Abel said from behind me, but he didn’t sound irritated. He sounded amused.

      I kept my back to him, enjoying the view too much to face him. “I’m not Davis.”

      “No,” he said in a low voice that sent shivers down my back. “You’re not.”

      I turned around then, as though pulled by an invisible string. I gasped when I realized what he’d done.

      Kieran Abel, self-proclaimed asshole, was holding a birthday cake, complete with lit candles that flickered in the breeze.

      I’d been telling Hudson for days that I didn’t want to celebrate my birthday, and while that was mostly true, some small part of me had been disappointed.

      “It’s now a day late,” he said with an apologetic grin. “It’s after midnight.” Then a scowl tightened his face. “Although if you’d come when I’d requested, you would have received it and your gift long before midnight.”

      “You got me a cake for my birthday,” I said in disbelief.

      “And a present. It’s the real reason I went to Europe this week.”

      His admission caught me by surprise. “I thought the ring was your reason.”

      He pinched his lips and gave me an impish look. “I was already there, so I killed two birds with one stone.”

      “What’s my present?”

      “You have to blow out your candles first.”

      I took two steps toward him, staring at the burning candles. “Kieran,” I said softly, overcome with emotion. “Thank you.”

      “I believe it’s customary to make a wish before you blow them out.”

      I kept my gaze on the flickering flames. “I wouldn’t even know what to wish for.” My life was in chaos. One wish wasn’t going to fix anything.

      “Waboose,” he said gently, and my gaze lifted to his. “You said you wanted to connect with your cousin because you didn’t want to feel alone anymore. You’re not alone. You have me.”

      “Until I kill you.”

      “There is that,” he said softly. “I want to help you, Piper. Let me keep you safe.” When I started to say something, he lifted a finger to my lips to silence me while he balanced the cake with one hand. “Perhaps I have other motivations to keep you safe—ones that stretch beyond killing me.”

      His finger sent heat from my lips straight to my groin. The last thing I was thinking about was the cake in his hands. The look in his eyes and the way he inhaled a lungful of air suggested he felt it just as much as I did.

      In this moment, I knew that Kieran Abel cared about me outside of our blood bond. And I knew what I had to wish for.

      I kissed the tip of his finger and wrapped my hand around his wrist and pulled it down. Then I closed my eyes and made my wish as I blew out the candles.

      I want to find a way to save Abel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d never had a birthday wish come true before, but this one felt different. Something in the air tickled my skin, like lingering magic. Abel must have felt it too.

      “What did you wish for?”

      I opened my eyes and saw that I’d blown out every candle.

      “What did you wish for?” he repeated more firmly.

      I glanced up at him. “I can’t tell you or it won’t come true.”

      “I can make you tell me.”

      “I thought we’d just confirmed I’m not Davis.” I gave him a haughty look as I scooped a finger into the frosting, then licked it. It was cream cheese frosting, my favorite—I tried to ignore how he knew that—and I released a soft moan.

      “I have other ways of making you talk.” His tone hinted that the only bite the threat carried was the promise of his teeth raking my skin if he kissed me.

      I laughed despite the thrill that skated down my spine. I was playing with fire, but I felt too lighthearted to care. Receiving a birthday cake from Abel made me forget my troubles, even if it was only a temporary reprieve. It was the last thing I would have expected from him. “Not until I’ve had cake. I haven’t had sugar in two weeks.” Then I grimaced. “Partial truth. I had sugar this morning when Hudson gave me a birthday donut.”

      He stared at me as though I was speaking a foreign language.

      “Did you bring plates and forks?”

      “You were supposed to stay in the dining room.”

      “Rule number three,” I said, taking the cake from him. “Piper rarely does as she’s told. Now go get the plates before I eat it with my bare hands.”

      To my amazement, he did as I requested. When he returned to the deck, he was balancing two plates with silverware, along with the two glasses of wine.

      I’d made myself comfortable on his deck furniture, and was sitting on one of the overstuffed chairs bracketing the small table where I’d set the cake. I’d expected him to sit on the chair across from me, but after he set everything on the table, he gently pushed my feet off the ottoman by my feet and sat down directly in front of me.

      “What am I going to do with you, Piper Lancaster?” he asked, looking far too serious for someone who had just held a cake with twenty-five burning candles.

      I leaned forward so that our faces were about a foot apart. “Who says you have to do anything with me?”

      He started to say something, but I turned and picked up the cake knife he’d brought out with him. The cake knife, not to mention the fancy kitchen where he kept it, only proved how Abel and I were like night and day. He’d brought out a fancy knife to cut the cake, while I would have used a butter knife. My grandmother would love him.

      I cut two slim pieces and put them on plates, handing one to Abel before digging into mine. “How’d you know I like lemon cake with cream cheese frosting?”

      “Do I really have to admit it?” he asked in a sullen tone.

      “I meant what I said. No more spying, okay?” I said softly. “No more prying into the details of my life. Ask me. Find out with me. Let there be surprises.”

      “There are more surprises with you than I’d planned,” he said as he dug into his piece.

      “That’s half your problem. You can’t plan surprises, Abel. They just happen.”

      “This is far too important—you are far too important—to leave things to chance.”

      I studied his face for several seconds before I said gently, “You’ve discovered enough. Spend time with me and find out the rest.”

      He looked pained. “Spending time with you is dangerous, Waboose.”

      “Because you like me too much?” I teased.

      A wicked grin filled his eyes. “No, because you like me too much.”

      I laughed. “Don’t flatter yourself. You’re not as charming as you seem to think.”

      He laughed too, and before I realized what he was doing, he leaned forward and kissed me. After all the sexual tension between us, I’d expected fire and passion, but this was soft and gentle—tentative. When I didn’t pull away, he lifted his hand to my cheek, his palm lightly cupping my face.

      I kissed him back as his lips skimmed mine, his tongue licking then retreating.

      I moaned, surprised at the rightness of this. Of him. Everything that had been missing in my kiss with Jack—and more—was here with Abel.

      Somehow my mind registered that he’d taken the plate from my hand and hauled me onto his lap. One of his hands slid up over my silky blouse to the underside of my breast while his mouth grew bolder. When his thumb brushed over my nipple, I nearly jumped off his lap, but his firm grip held me still, and I moaned again as I wrapped an arm around the back of his neck to steady myself.

      He lifted his face and stared down at me. “You’re so beautiful,” he said in awe. “And you’re so…” He shook his head and kissed me again, possessively this time. I held on to him as I kissed him back, my free hand roaming over his chest and feeling every muscle under his shirt.

      Then, just as abruptly as he’d started this, he stood, leaving me confused and frustrated on the ottoman.

      “We can’t do this, Piper.”

      I stared up at him in shock. “You’re the one who kissed me.”

      “I didn’t hear you protesting,” he countered.

      “No, because we’re both consenting adults.”

      Worry washed over his face. “Sex between us could have devastating consequences.”

      “Why?” I got to my feet, realizing that this wasn’t just him trying to keep distance between us. This was legitimate concern. “What will happen if we have sex?”

      He shifted his weight, clearly flustered, a look I wasn’t used to seeing on him. “I don’t know.”

      “Did you just admit that you might not know something?”

      He stared at me in disbelief and dropped his hand. “Are you mocking me?”

      “No, Abel. Merely observing.”

      “This isn’t funny, Piper. We could…” He seemed to struggle to find the right words. “It could be catastrophic.”

      “Why? Because you might actually end up caring about me?”

      “No!” he shouted, getting frustrated. “We could bind our souls for eternity.”

      I blinked, sure I’d heard him wrong. “What?”

      “I don’t have proof, but we made a blood oath and then we drank each other’s blood…” He shook his head again. “There’s an undeniable pull between us that is purely supernatural—”

      That pissed me off. “Let me guess, it has to be purely supernatural because I’m not soft enough to be attractive for you,” I said in a snotty tone.

      “What?”

      “You made it very clear I wasn’t your type.”

      He grabbed my shoulders and gave me a tiny shake. “Piper. Focus. I’m destined to go to hell. If we bind our souls, I’ll drag you there with me.”

      I gasped and took a step backward. “Really?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, his eyes pleading with me. “Maybe.”

      “How do we find out for sure?”

      He dropped his hands to his sides and walked to the edge of the balcony. “Maybe we don’t, but I know someone who might know.”

      “Okeus?”

      Rage and panic covered his face. “No, Kewasa. Never Okeus. Never.”

      “Why?”

      “He wants me for reasons I won’t go into, but you…” He cupped my cheek and stared into my eyes with an intensity that frightened me. “He can never have you. Hell only knows what he would do to you and use you for. Promise me you will never try to contact Okeus.”

      Okeus—pronounced Okee—was practically the equivalent of the Judeo-Christian devil. He was a Native American god of war and he ruled the demons that were now wandering the earth. He was evil. “He really freaks you out.”

      “He’s dangerous. You have to stay as far away from him as possible.”

      “Aren’t I already on his radar since I’m killing demons?”

      “You will be eventually, but until then, you need to stay hidden from him.”

      Abel had faced ferocious demons without breaking a sweat, but the mere thought of either one of us contacting Okeus had him nearly in a state of panic. That alone would have convinced me he was dangerous.

      “I have no plans to contact Okeus in any way, shape, or form,” I said. “I’m safe.”

      He shook his head. “No, you’re not. You know your father made a deal with the Guardians to leave you alone until you turned twenty-five. Yesterday was your birthday, Waboose. Those who are left will be coming for you.”

      While I’d suspected as much, hearing Abel say it really drove the knowledge home.

      “Maybe they’ll just try to recruit me.” At least, that was the scenario I was hoping for.

      “No. They will take you.”

      “Shit.” I turned away from him and walked to the edge of the balcony. “What am I going to do?” I’d known this was coming. Why hadn’t I tried to be more prepared?

      “That’s also part of why I wanted to see you tonight. To tell you I’ll take care of everything.”

      I turned back to look at him, terrified of what he meant. “How will you take care of it?”

      “I want you to live here.”

      I was sure I must have heard him wrong. “With you?”

      “When I’m here. Or I can stay in town if you’d prefer. The previous owners of this house made it a veritable fortress. There’s no chance in hell of the Guardians breaking in, and if they should happen to get through, Rupert and Davis and a whole team of other men will be here to make sure they never get their hands on you.”

      “So you want to keep me prisoner here?”

      He looked confused. “No, Waboose. I want to keep you safe.”

      “What about my job, Abel?”

      “You don’t need to work.”

      “My clients need me. The ghosts need me.”

      “Listen to yourself, Piper. They’re ghosts. They don’t need you.”

      “They’re people stuck between our world and the afterlife. They do need me.”

      “I need you.”

      “You need me to kill you. So I’m supposed to wait around in your house until the stupid crescent moon appears?”

      “If you feel you have to keep your ghost appointments, you can go, but Rupert and Davis will accompany you from now on to protect you from human threats.”

      The independent part of me that had rebelled against my grandmother’s gilded cage growing up now rose up in protest, but I didn’t speak the hell no my lips had formed. Instead, I turned back to look at the city and stared down at it for a long moment. I had to admit that his plan was slightly tempting. It was foolish to parade around town, pretending that a group of wackos didn’t want me for their own purposes. They’d waited fifteen years for me. They definitely weren’t going to just let me go. Still, staying with Abel seemed like a very, very bad idea. Besides, I’d be wasting my gift and I’d go stir-crazy within twenty-four hours.

      To prevent an argument, I said, “I need to think about it.”

      “What’s there to think about?” he asked in disbelief.

      I looked up at him in exasperation. So much for the noncombative path. “You’re asking me to give up my life, Abel.”

      “I’m trying to save your life!”

      “You’re trying to save my life for you.”

      “What difference does it make why I’m saving you as long as you’re protected?”

      “I just need to think about it, okay?” I said, exhaustion washing over me. “But I’ll stay here tonight. Where am I sleeping?”

      “I’ve prepared a room for you, or if you want to live here, I’ll clear my things out and give you the master bedroom.”

      “The guest room will do.” As I moved to walk past him, he reached for me—only to quickly pull his hand back.

      “I haven’t given you your birthday gift yet.”

      “You can give it to me in the morning.”

      “I think it will be worth staying up for ten more minutes, and if I’m wrong, I’ll find a way to make it up to you.”

      His expression was so serious and intent it made me feel like a first-class bitch. He claimed to have flown to Europe to get me a gift, and he was being extremely generous in his offer to protect me. Sure, he needed me around to do his dirty deed, but he could have put me somewhere much less luxurious than this place.

      I gave him an apologetic smile. “Of course I want to see it. I’m sorry if I sound ungrateful. It’s just that my grandmother kept me in a prison of sorts after my parents died. She was trying to protect me, and it made me miserable. This situation feels eerily similar.” I gave him a pleading look. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. Just let me catch up, okay?”

      He was silent for a second, his gaze sweeping over my face. “I wouldn’t have trusted you if you’d agreed right away. I know this will take time.”

      I grinned. “Look at us, being all adult.”

      He smiled too. “Wait here and I’ll get your gift.”

      I decided to finish my cake while I waited. I might as well enjoy it while I could. If I moved in, Davis and Rupert had the potential to totally control my diet.

      “Are you really going to consort with the enemy?” said a voice from somewhere behind the house.

      My hand tingled, and for a moment, I worried the demons had found us, but my mark didn’t ping any demons. This felt like one of the neutral supernatural beings, the Nunnehi.

      The house was built on the side of a steep hill, and there was nothing behind it except a sheer drop-off. I stood and moved to the edge, glancing around. “Who’s out there?”

      “Piper?” a familiar voice called out from the side of house.

      “Davis?” I called back. Was he already guarding me?

      “Are you okay? Where’s Mr. Abel?”

      I glanced around. Was I okay? “Abel went inside, and I thought I heard someone.”

      “Go back inside,” he ordered, his voice tight.

      Abel appeared at the door with a long white box with a blue bow, but the sound of Davis calling out commands made him reach for me. He pulled me inside forcefully, shutting the door before he tossed the box on the sofa. Grabbing both of my arms, he looked me up and down. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      “No. I didn’t even see anyone. Just heard them.”

      “Heard someone out back? What did they say?”

      I stared up into his worried face. “It asked me if I was really going to consort with the enemy.”

      His face hardened. “The Guardians.”

      “No, actually. I think it was someone else. Or rather something else.”

      “A demon? I have wards. Demons can’t get in.”

      “But it wasn’t trying to get in. It was outside, spying. And I don’t think it was a demon. I’ve been stalked this week by other supernatural creatures. They’ve been watching to see what I do when I encounter demons.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You think one of these creatures is out there now? What does it want?”

      “Obviously it doesn’t want me consorting with you.”

      “How did it find you here?”

      “The demons have been using ghosts to find me, but I have no idea how these other creatures find me.”

      “What do you mean the demons have been using ghosts to find you?”

      “Now doesn’t seem the time to discuss it while your men are running around looking for something they likely can’t see with their own eyes.”

      “You’re right. Wait in here.”

      He opened the sliding glass door and went out onto the deck.

      I followed him and grabbed his arm. “Abel. What are you going to do?”

      He turned back to me. “I’m going to track it down, then find out what it wants.”

      As weird as it seemed, I didn’t want Abel to find it. The creatures that had been watching me seemed harmless. But I couldn’t ignore the fact that they thought Abel was the enemy. If they were still trying to figure out where I fit in all of this, Abel going after them could make me look like the enemy too. “Don’t go.”

      He froze, tilting his head to the side as he looked at me in disbelief. “What?”

      I wasn’t about to confess I didn’t want him to find the observer from beneath the balcony. He’d probably find it just to prove that he didn’t take orders from me. So I went a direction that didn’t sit well with my pride. “I don’t want you to leave me.”

      He shot me a skeptical look, then gave me a gentle shove toward the sliding door. “Go inside, Piper. Wait for me there.”

      I stood on the balcony and watched in shock as he leapt over the edge. Panicked, I ran to the railing and looked down. All I could see was the steep decline beneath the house. What had he just done? I tried to spot him in the darkness, but all I could see were trees.

      “The Great One is angry,” a man said behind me.

      I slowly spun around to see a man dressed all in black, wearing an armored vest and carrying a semiautomatic weapon, standing in the living room between the sofa and the fireplace. He was one of Abel’s guards, but I hadn’t thought there were any in the house. And then I realized what he’d just said.

      Tears stung my eyes. Suck it up, Piper. Don’t let his death be in vain. I stepped inside the house. “Why is the Great One angry?”

      “It knew you would be at the party tonight and planned on meeting you. Then you left with Abel.”

      “The Great One isn’t angry with Abel?”

      “The Great One is confused by him, especially since he doesn’t understand what he is. You need to be careful, and you need to trust Abel.”

      So I had one supernatural being calling Abel the enemy and a ghost with a message from the voice telling me that I needed to trust him. Which one did I listen to?

      “Is there anything else?” I asked gently as I walked toward him.

      “No.” Confusion clouded his eyes as he seemed to emerge from his message-induced trance.

      “What’s your name?” I asked as I stopped in front of him.

      “Jim.” He pivoted to glance around the room. “Jim Delancey. What am I doing in here?”

      “Do you have a family, Jim?” He was still looking around, so I grabbed his arm to get his attention.

      He swallowed hard, fighting panic. “A wife…Sidney.”

      “Do you know what happened? Do you know how you got here?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know…oh…wait. I fell down the cliff.”

      A lump formed in my throat, so my words sounded tight. “Do you know how it happened?”

      He shook his head, staring at me in disbelief. “The ground gave way under my feet.” Confusion swam in his eyes. “And then I was here. Giving you a message.” The confusion shifted to fear. “Oh God. I’m dead, aren’t I?”

      I took his hand in mine, fighting the urge to cry. This man had died to give me yet another lame-ass message. The very least I could do was help him through the next part without falling to pieces. I nodded. “Yes.”

      “I’m not ready to die.”

      “None of us are,” I said gently, “but very soon a light will appear, and you’ll cross over to the afterlife.”

      “I don’t want to leave Sidney.”

      I squeezed his hand. I started to tell him that he didn’t have to go, that he could stay with her, but that wasn’t true for him. He wasn’t like the others. He’d disintegrate into a pile of ash and disappear. “I can give her a message if you’d like.”

      “Tell her that I love her.” His voice broke. “I’ve always loved her.”

      I sucked in a breath. “I’ll tell her that. I promise.”

      A light appeared to the side, a small vortex that began to grow. He gave me a panicked look. “I don’t want to leave her alone.”

      “I’ll check on her,” I said, “and Abel will make sure she’s taken care of. I swear it.” When that didn’t ease his fears, I added, “Time will move differently for you. She’ll miss you, but she’ll join you in the blink of an eye.”

      The vortex widened.

      “This next part might scare you,” I said, squeezing his hand hard. “But I’m here with you and I promise you’ll make it to the light.”

      His eyes widened, and then he turned to dust leaving behind a pile of black ash as a stream of dark smoke wafted toward the vortex.

      “Why?” I asked, my voice breaking. His death had been utterly pointless, just like the others. “Why?”

      “Piper?” Abel asked from behind me, standing in the open doorway to the balcony. How in the world had he gotten back up there?

      “One of your men died, Abel,” I said through my tears.

      He gave me a sympathetic look. “I know, Waboose. We found him.”

      “He died to give me a message. A stupid message that wasn’t worth his life.” I shook my head. “Why?”

      “What did he say?”

      “That the Great One is angry with me for leaving the den tonight, but—and this is straight out of Misogyny 101—he doesn’t blame you for dragging me out of there unconscious. He blames me.”

      He looked grim. “Did he say anything else?”

      I wiped the tears from my face. “He called you an unknown entity.”

      “So they still don’t know who I am.”

      “I don’t even know who you are. Why are these people dying to give me vague and nearly pointless messages?” I demanded, my anger starting to overcome my grief.

      “The truth?”

      “For once in our goddamned time together, I’d love to get the truth out of you,” I sneered.

      If he was offended, he didn’t let on. “I think whatever is doing this is toying with you.”

      “Why?”

      He gestured toward me. “Look at you. You’re distraught and questioning your role. It’s trying to undermine your confidence, and it’s clearly working.”

      Putting my hands on my hips, I walked around the pile of ash on Abel’s wool rug. “I can’t let one more person die for me, Abel.” I looked up at him with pleading eyes. “I can’t let one more person die because of me.”

      He must have realized he was included in that statement. He walked over to me and picked up my left hand. “I’m sorry, Waboose.”

      Except I doubted he was sorry we’d made the blood oath.

      “Part of me wants to see the mark there so I can end this thing,” I said, curling my left hand into a fist within his palm, “but the rest of me is terrified I’ll find it now.” I squeezed my eyes shut, scared to look. “I couldn’t handle it on top of everything else.”

      Abel spread my fingers open. Then his thumb smoothed over my palm.

      “No moon,” he said in a husky voice. “No moon.” He actually sounded relieved.

      Fresh tears filled my eyes. Some warrior I was turning out to be.

      I glanced up at him, surprised that he looked genuinely concerned. But then why wouldn’t he be? He needed me to stay on task.

      I tugged my hand free. “I need to clean this up.” I started to squat, but Abel pulled me back up.

      “Not now. That’s not him, Piper. That’s just a pile of ashes. He moved on to the next life.”

      I nodded, but it still felt wrong. “I told him that you would take care of his wife. If I spoke out of turn, I’ll find a way to pay you back.”

      “I reward those who are loyal to me. I’ll make sure she’s taken care of. You didn’t speak out of turn.”

      “Thank you. And I need his contact information. I have to talk to his wife.”

      “Why?”

      “I need to give her a message. I promised Jim.”

      His face softened. “Waboose. I’ll take care of it.”

      “No,” I said, getting pissed. “I’ll do it. Even if I hadn’t promised, this is part of the job description.” The job I hadn’t asked for but couldn’t bring myself to abandon.

      “You’re exhausted. Go to bed and we’ll discuss everything in the morning.”

      I nodded. If only a good night’s sleep would make everything better.
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      I didn’t expect to get much sleep after my day from hell, but as soon as I closed the guest bedroom door, the fluffy white duvet on the queen-sized bed called out to me. I lay down and started to fall asleep within seconds, but then I realized I should check in with Hudson. It was after one a.m., so I sent him a text.

      I’m spending the night with a friend. I’ll be home in the morning.

      As soon as the message was sent, I closed my eyes. The next thing I knew, sunlight was streaming in through the bedroom window and the phone was still in my hand. I’d gotten a text from Jack at three in the morning.

      I’m finally home, but I’m staying at Becca’s. Don’t worry about me, I’m fine.

      I considered texting him at his sister’s, but I hoped he was still sleeping.

      The screen said it was a few minutes after eight—two hours later than I usually slept—so I got up and went into the en suite bathroom, and was pleasantly surprised I didn’t look like more of a hot mess. I hadn’t washed my face, but my mascara wasn’t even smeared. I considered taking a shower, but it would feel weird to get naked in Abel’s house…which probably meant I couldn’t live here. Besides, I’d never hidden from anything in my life before, and I wasn’t about to start now. There was also the small matter that I’d left a five-year-old ghost in my attic.

      After I’d washed my face and finger-combed out my braid, I emerged and found Abel sitting in the living room. The dress slacks and button-down shirt he wore made it look like he was about to leave for work, but he wasn’t wearing a tie and the top two buttons were unfastened.

      “I thought you might sleep longer,” he said. “You had quite a night.”

      “It’s a couple of hours later than I usually sleep. Does Davis know I’m not coming to practice today?”

      “He knows things are currently undecided and is prepared to do whatever needs to be done.”

      I put a hand on my hip and studied him. “You seriously have an employee whose sole purpose is to be at your beck and call?

      He looked pissed. “Of course not.”

      “Well, it sure looks like it from where I’m sitting. Not only does the man work seven days a week training me, but he was guarding the house last night, well after midnight.”

      “It’s his job, Piper,” he said, getting to his feet. “His job is to do what needs to be done.”

      “Just like Jim Delancey’s was?” I asked, my voice thin.

      His face softened. “I know how much his death upsets you.”

      “Not just his death, Abel,” I said in a hard tone. “The others too. Whoever is doing this killed Rhys’s girlfriend two days ago to give me a message.” Why was I getting mad at Abel? He hadn’t killed them. I ran a hand over my head. “I think I’ll just go home.”

      “I thought we’d decided you would stay here until we figured out what you were going to do.”

      “And this morning I realized I needed to go home.”

      He started to say something but cut himself off and gave me a small smile. “You still need to open your gift.”

      How had I forgotten? He’d moved the long white box to the end table next to the sofa. It was about three feet long and six inches wide. The blue ribbon was wrapped into a bow.

      He picked it up and brought it over to me.

      Now my interest was really piqued. The box wasn’t very heavy, maybe a few pounds. He held it still while I unwrapped the ribbon and the paper. When I opened the top, I moved the tissue paper aside to reveal a sword.

      I stared up at him in shock.

      “I know, it’s not a typical birthday gift, but I think it will be much more useful. It’s spelled so it will kill demons. Rupert said you’re doing fairly well with the daggers, but this might keep you better protected—you can inflict more damage while keeping greater distance.”

      I glanced back down at the shiny silver hilt of the sword, admiring its sheen. “You went to Europe to get me a sword?”

      “Well…yeah.” Then, as though he worried about looking like a softie, he quickly added, “Of course, I got the ring too.”

      “Were they together?”

      “No, but they were only one country apart.”

      Only one country apart… “Did you buy them?”

      He paused. “We won’t discuss how I acquired the pieces. I flew in a private jet, so I had no trouble bringing it into the country. Go ahead and take it out.”

      I lifted it out of the box, then took several steps back as I gripped the handle and pulled it out of its leather sheath. I held it out, turning to the side as I examined the shiny blade.

      He laughed. “While I appreciate your concern, it won’t kill me, Kewasa. Only the daggers can, and only when it’s time.”

      I grinned. “So you’re saying it’s okay to stab you?” I shot him a look. “Good to know the next time you piss me off.”

      Despite the fact that I was threatening to stab him, he laughed. “It will hurt and bleed, but I’ll recover much more quickly than if I were fully human.”

      I tried not to react to the fact that he’d let slip that he was only partially human. What was he?

      “You need to be trained on how to use it. Davis and Rupert are impressed with your ability to learn quickly. They both say you’re far ahead of where they expected you to be.”

      “Will we add it to my training?”

      “I want to be the one to instruct you in the beginning. In fact, let’s have breakfast, then we’ll go to the workout room and begin.”

      “You want to train me now?”

      “After breakfast.” He faltered a step. “Why? Did you have plans?”

      “I have an appointment at eleven.”

      “A ghost appointment?” He considered it for a moment. “We can make this work.” Then he looked me over. “Do you want to change before we start?”

      “I don’t have any clothes to change into, Abel.”

      “There are clothes in your room.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You realize that’s all kinds of creepy, right? It’s like you planned to kidnap me and keep me in a bunker.” When he didn’t laugh, I gasped. “Oh my God. You did plan to kidnap me. You invited me over to dinner to kidnap me.”

      “That’s not entirely true,” he protested half-heartedly. “I planned to reason with you first.”

      “And then hold me here against my will if I didn’t agree?”

      His gaze shifted to the side, confirming my suspicions.

      It wasn’t much of a revelation, though. I was far more surprised that something had changed his mind. “You don’t plan to hold me anymore. In fact, last night you said you’d send men to watch me if I wouldn’t stay. What changed?”

      He looked irritated. “You. After I found you at the warehouse, I knew you’d never submit to staying here. Foolishly, I’d believed I could convince you—”

      “Coerce me, you mean.”

      “Well.” He shrugged. “It obviously didn’t work. So, Plan B.”

      I shot him a glare. “Are you sorry that I’m not some meek, easily controlled woman?”

      He held my gaze for several seconds. “No. I’m not, and therein lies the problem.” He turned and headed for the kitchen. “Go change into workout clothes. I’ll get your breakfast.”

      I watched him walk out of the room, then examined the sword in my hand. The blade was thin and light, making it the ideal sword for me. Davis and I had sparred using various swords, but most of them had been too unwieldy for me.

      Heading to my room, I wondered where and how Abel had procured the weapon. Something told me he’d acquired it underhandedly. Perhaps stolen it. I knew I should be concerned about that, but if it helped me kill demons and protect myself and others, I couldn’t find it in me to resent it.

      True to his word, there were clothes in my room. The closet contained several dresses, blouses, and dress pants. I laughed when I saw four pairs of heels. What had he expected me to do with those? Especially if I’d been locked up in his house.

      After I sheathed the sword and laid it on the bed, I rummaged through the drawers. The top drawer was full of lingerie, which was surprisingly conservative—or maybe not so surprising, given that he didn’t plan to sleep with me—and the workout clothes were in the drawer below it.

      I slipped on a tight pair of dark gray workout pants and a black sports bra, then threw on a loose-fitting, V-necked T-shirt. There was a pair of athletic shoes in the closet, so I swapped my boots for them.

      I found deodorant and a toothbrush and toothpaste in a bathroom drawer, and after I finished cleaning up, I brushed out my hair and pulled it into a pony tail. The sword sheath had a strap, so I slung it over my shoulder and went out into the living room.

      Abel was waiting again, still wearing what he’d had on before, but this time he had a plate and a cup of coffee in his hand. “I’d serve you this at the table, but since you want to make it to your appointment…”

      “I’m used to eating on the run,” I said, reaching for the coffee first. After I took a big sip, he handed me the plate and took back the cup.

      “Since you’re eating, we can take the elevator instead of the stairs,” he said as he started toward a door at the entrance to the hallway.

      “You have an elevator?”

      He didn’t answer, just opened the six-panel wood door to reveal a cramped, two-person elevator. “It’s not much.”

      We entered the small space and I used the opportunity to scarf down the scrambled eggs, three pieces of bacon, and hash browns on the plate. I’d completely cleaned the plate before he opened the door to the basement.

      He stared at me in amazement. “That’s truly impressive.”

      I shrugged. “Time is a commodity I can’t waste these days.”

      He turned serious and nodded as he took the plate from me and returned my coffee. “True enough.”

      He stepped out of the elevator, and when I saw the space, my mouth dropped open in amazement. “This is your workout room?”

      The entire basement was one giant gymnasium, offering everything from weight machines to an elliptical machine, to free weights and a sea of floor mats. It was obvious his workout area was set up for serious business.

      “Do you work out here?” I asked, then quickly added, “Do you need to work out?”

      “I enjoy working out,” he said noncommittally. “It helps relieve frustration and aggression.”

      “Do you get frustrated, Abel?” I teased as I took another sip.

      His gaze landed on me. “More than you could possibly know.”

      He walked over to a table, and I was relieved to see my daggers as well as several other knives and swords. He set my sword on the table with them. “I want you to show me what you’ve learned.”

      I took another swig of my coffee and set the mug down on the table. “Okay. So we’re starting with the daggers?”

      He nodded. I reached for them and, clenching my fists around the hilts, turned to look at him. He had been watching my every move.

      “I didn’t realize my evaluation had begun,” I said dryly. “I take it I’m sparring with you?”

      He picked up two daggers of his own, then walked to the center of the mat. He held them tight in his fists close to his hips, the blades extended in front of him. “I noticed you had those in your boots last night. How did you keep from cutting yourself?”

      “I’m not a total amateur. I rigged something up.”

      “Davis and Rupert didn’t help you with that?”

      I walked onto the mat, several feet away from him. “No, I only came up with it a week ago and decided to try them out last night.. I knew I needed them and I didn’t want to bring my bag into the warehouse. They probably would have searched it before letting me in. After dealing with two demons yesterday, I plan on carrying them with me all the time.”

      He took two steps to his left. “While what you have is serviceable, we’ll work on finding you something less…”

      “Tacky?” I asked, taking two steps of my own.

      “Jerry-rigged.” He took another step to his side, starting to circle the mat, and I mirrored him.

      I almost asked him if he was going to wear protective clothing. Davis and Rupert always covered their bodies with protective gear and used dulled or sheathed blades. Abel, on the other hand, was totally exposed and his blades looked deadly. But his smug expression suggested that he didn’t feel the slightest bit vulnerable.

      I lifted my brow and grinned. “Oh, have we started?”

      A wicked smile lit up his eyes and he lunged for me, but I ducked and darted under his arm and spun around to face his back.

      He turned to face me, looking genuinely happy. “Very good. Did my men teach you that?”

      “Part of it. Part of it I improvised.” I held the daggers in the combination defensive and offensive stance Davis had taught me. “You’re using real blades. Aren’t you worried you’ll hurt me?”

      His eyes danced with amusement. “Shouldn’t you be the one who’s worried?”

      “Maybe I should be worried about shallow cuts,” I admitted. Which would hurt like hell and likely need stitches. “But you won’t kill me or even severely injure me.”

      “You’re wrong, you know,” he said, circling again, looking for his move.

      I took slow, smooth steps like Rupert had taught me. “How am I wrong?”

      He ignored my question. “You’re not going to strike first?”

      “I’ve been taught to wait.”

      “How did you do against the demons yesterday?” he asked, still circling.

      “I killed one and maimed the other.”

      “Maimed? How?”

      “I cut off the hand that made fire.”

      His smile fell. “You fought a fire demon?”

      “It was waiting for me. I told you they are seeking out powerful ghosts to find me for the Great One.”

      He frowned. “You killed the other?”

      “Its wombmate, a frost demon.”

      He stopped moving. “You killed a frost demon on your own?”

      “Why do you sound so surprised?”

      “Didn’t it try to freeze you?”

      “It tried…”

      He started moving again, but he looked deep in thought. I took advantage of his distraction and lunged with my raised blade, aiming for his neck.

      He snapped to attention and lifted his blade to block me, then countered the follow-up jab I made with my lower blade. I jumped back as he tried to shove his blade into my gut.

      “Very good, Kewasa,” he said, his voice thick with approval. “You should have followed through with the second blow a half-second sooner. You would have given me less reaction time.”

      I nodded.

      We sparred for twenty more minutes, with me growing bolder with my offensive moves and Abel offering suggestions and corrections, but neither of us made a wound serious enough to cause even pretend damage. While I wanted to believe I was that good, I knew it wasn’t true.

      “You’re holding back,” I said.

      He looked surprised. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “But you’re making it too easy for me.”

      His eyebrows rose, and I understood his confusion. I was a panting, sweaty mess. From all appearances, it didn’t look like he’d been easy on me.

      “The demons won’t hold back. You said I wasn’t ready to face the Great One. Make me ready.”

      “That could take months, Kewasa.”

      “I don’t have months. I have days at the most. Make me ready.”

      He lowered his daggers, pointing them toward the mats. “The Great One is not your fight. It belongs to the curse keepers.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “The Great One took over Elinor’s stepmother’s body. It needs to be her kill.”

      “Her stepmother was possessed?” My mind jumped to Lars and Gwen, both of whom had changed after attending the party in Fairview. Had they fallen victim to whatever had possessed Elinor’s stepmother?

      He walked over to a small refrigerator and pulled out two water bottles.

      I put my daggers on the table and grabbed the bottle he offered to me. After I took a long drink, I said, “You seriously aren’t going to tell me more?”

      He picked up a towel on the table and wiped his face and neck.

      “Abel.”

      He looked annoyed. “The curse keeper’s stepmother wasn’t possessed. Not in the true sense.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He set the towel down. “You’re thinking of possession in terms of a demon entering a human body and taking control. That is not what the Great One does.”

      “Then what does it do?”

      “It kills a human host and then its body changes to become that person.”

      “So it’s a shape-shifter.”

      He shrugged and made a face. “If you must…”

      “So the Great One killed Myra Lancaster and looked like her?”

      Pushing out a breath, he rested his butt against the table. “Here’s what I know: The Great One killed the curse keeper’s stepmother in Manteo, then went to Durham to take her job. It killed multiple students for food.”

      “So the Great One was responsible for the deaths of the missing students in Durham. It consumed their souls?”

      He hesitated. “Yes. Then it went to Roanoke Island to try to sacrifice the daughter of the sea.”

      “Elinor Lancaster is the daughter of the sea? Why?”

      “She and the Manteo keeper are the yin and yang of the curse, if you will. He is the son of the land; she is the daughter of the sea. The curse is based on duality.”

      “If they are the Dare and Manteo curse keepers, then I take it that Ananias Dare and Manteo of the Lost Colony created the curse together. They were close friends after Manteo made two trips to London.”

      “Correct,” he said, then took a drink of his water. “The colonists were alone in a new world with native tribes who were rightfully angry over the way explorers had treated them. The Roanoke believed they got battle strength from their gods, especially Okeus, and Manteo convinced Dare to perform a ceremony to bind the tribe’s gods in Popogusso, the Judeo-Christian hell. Dare was resistant because it conflicted with his Christianity, but ultimately he agreed to keep his wife and daughter from being slaughtered. But Manteo betrayed him. He knew the price Dare would pay.” He paused. “They locked up all the gods and demons, but they also sent the colonists’ village to Popogusso. Dare was left with nothing.

      “Then Ahone—the creator god—manipulated both men into creating the curse to bind his twin, Okeus. But knowing Okeus would find a way out, Ahone told the two men that their firstborn children and their firstborn children, and so on, would be the keepers of the curse. As long as the two lines stayed away from one another, the gate to hell would be safely locked up.”

      “How did you escape being sent to Popogusso?” I asked, watching him closely.

      His gazed lifted to mine. “I hadn’t been born yet.”

      I pondered his words. He’d been born, yet so had the fire and frost demons. What was he? But I knew better than to ask. “So, fast-forward hundreds of years, and Elinor and the Manteo keeper broke the curse?”

      “So I’m told.”

      “Wait. You’ve been told? You don’t know for yourself?”

      He took another sip of water, then lowered the bottle. “I’m not omnipotent with everyone, Waboose.” He grinned. “Only with you.”

      “Except for when you wear that ring,” I said, pointing to his hand. “And even then you don’t know what I’m thinking, do you?” When he didn’t answer, I pressed, “Do you?”

      He released a chuckle. “No, Waboose. Only what you feel, and where you are.” He lifted his shoulder into a shrug. “An unexpected consequence.”

      We were silent for a moment. Then I asked, “Is there a chance they accidently broke the curse?” The vibe I’d gotten from Ellie and her friends was decidedly anti-demon.

      “It was no accident, but I’ve been told the Manteo keeper tricked the Dare keeper this time as well. He purposely found her to break the curse. Then he tricked her into keeping the gate open.”

      “What was he doing with her last night?” I asked, putting my bottle on the table.

      “She swayed him to her side.”

      “She forgave him?”

      He shrugged.

      “How do you know all of this?” I asked, giving him a piercing gaze.

      He watched me for a moment. “I have my sources.”

      “Which translates to none of your business.”

      A lopsided grin twisted his mouth. “As I’ve said before, you are a very smart woman.”

      I’d take that compliment. I still wanted to know his source, but I’d let it go for now. Choose your battles…

      “The Great One is here to draw out the curse keepers,” Abel said. “The question is why.”

      “You don’t know?” I asked.

      “The Great One was in league with the Guardians. I presume it still is.”

      “So the Great One gets the curse keepers, and the Guardians get me?” I said with a sick feeling in my stomach.

      “The Guardians will not get you,” he said in a growl.

      He sounded so threatening I almost believed he had the power to stop them.

      “I think the Great One is currently a twenty-year-old college student. Lars went to that party two weeks ago, got invited to the VIP section, then his personality completely changed, and not for the better. Now he’s missing. And he’s the second one. The first was a girl who also changed after going to the VIP section of the party. Her body was found yesterday.”

      “With a mark at the base of her neck?” he asked.

      “Yeah, an oval with a straight line and semicircle inside.”

      “The mark of its stone,” Abel said with a grim look. “Once the Great One finds its victim, it has to place a stone around the victim’s neck. It’s what allows the demon to take the person’s likeness. The problem is that as the body starts to decompose, the Great One’s image also begins to deteriorate, and it must move on.” He paused. “The only reason it kept the likeness of the Lancaster woman so long is because it put her in a freezer to preserve her.”

      I shuddered. Poor Elinor.

      “I’ve been told there’s a grace period after the stone has been removed and before it takes its true form. But it tries to find a new victim by then. Even if only for a short time.”

      I didn’t want to think about Lars lying somewhere dead with that mark on his neck.

      We’d had a long enough break. I picked up my sword. “So are you going to teach me how to use my new sword now?”

      He gave me a sly look. “Why are you suddenly so eager to learn it?”

      “Suddenly?” I laughed. “You wanted a demonstration of what I could do with the daggers. I satisfied your curiosity, we’ve both caught our breath, so teach me how to use my shiny new sword. You can’t give it to me and expect me to be patient too long.”

      He studied me for a moment, then said, “Okay. Stand in the middle of the mat.” But he didn’t look happy about it. He probably thought I was eager to learn how to use it so I could run off and help Elinor defeat the Great One. He wouldn’t be wrong.

      I carried the sword and turned my body sideways, leading with my right foot and holding my left arm in an L-shape at my side to maintain my balance.

      Abel walked up behind me. “Your stance is good. I thought Davis and Rupert kept you on the daggers.”

      “They did, but Davis uses swords from time to time and I studied him.”

      Standing directly behind me, he put his hand on my left outer thigh. “Bend your knees a little more.”

      My skin flushed, and I tried to hide my reaction. “Is the touching necessary?”

      “We want to make sure you have good form,” he said in a husky voice. His right hand cupped the back of my bare arm and slowly slid down to my elbow. “That’s good. Tip up.”

      “Did you mean for that to sound dirty?”

      “Is your mind in the gutter, Waboose?” He gently straightened my arm. “Now thrust…”

      I shot him a glare. “I’d like to learn how to shove this into your heart with as few distractions as possible.”

      A grin spread across his face. “The sword won’t work on me. Only the daggers will.”

      I stepped forward, turning to face him, and held the sword out to my side. I’d been playing around, but his response reminded me all too well that I would be forced to kill him. “Why the daggers?”

      “I don’t know. I only know that it’s true.”

      I cocked a brow. “The knowledge just came to you?”

      He frowned. “Someone told me. Someone reliable.”

      I couldn’t let him change the subject this time. “Who?”

      “A god. Now I want you to practice.”

      A god? How many were there? “Which god?”

      “Piper,” he said in frustration.

      “Do you think it’s the same being that’s killing people and sending their ghosts to me with messages?”

      “I can’t see what purpose it would serve him.” He shook his head. “No. It has to be something else.”

      “Why won’t you tell me which god it is?”

      “I have my reasons.”

      I considered pressing him but decided that learning how to use the sword was more important. I’d press him later.

      Right now, I had to learn enough to help my cousin.
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      Two hours later, I was exhausted, hot, and sweaty, but I felt like I could handle the sword well enough to have a slim shot at not getting killed while using it.

      “That was an excellent first lesson,” he said, wiping sweat off his face—which made me feel better about my gross appearance. “Davis and Rupert were right that you’re a quick study.”

      “I was good at dance too. I nearly gave my grandmother a stroke when I refused to take any more ballet lessons once I started high school.”

      “That explains why you’re light on your feet. Why’d you quit?”

      “She wouldn’t let me take hip-hop. Said it was unladylike. So I refused to dance at all.”

      He laughed.

      “Free pointer, Mr. Abel—tell me what to do and I’ll do the exact opposite.”

      He pressed his lips together and nodded. “I’d already figured that one out.”

      He lowered his towel to his neck, and I tried not to stare at the way his damp shirt clung to the muscles of his chest. I needed to focus. I’d just gained the upper hand and I was at risk of losing it because of my raging hormones.

      I finished off my water bottle, then said, “I need to get my car from Fairview.”

      “It’s already at your house.”

      I lowered the bottle. “How did that happen? I still have the keys.”

      He smirked as he picked up my sword and put it in its sheath. Without turning back to look at me, he started walking toward a staircase. “We still have time to get ready and make it to your ghost appointment.”

      I picked up my daggers and followed. “You’re really coming with me?”

      “I said I was.”

      “I know, but…”

      “I only say what I mean, Piper.”

      That was good to know for future reference. “Are you going to let me have my sword, or are you going to keep it?” I asked as I slipped past him and climbed the stairs ahead of him.

      “If I’m with you, what does it matter?”

      “Then you won’t mind if I hold something of yours.”

      “Tell me what you wish to hold, Waboose,” he said, sounding amused, “and I’ll likely hand it over.”

      What did he have that he’d be reluctant to let go of? I reached the top of the stairs and turned to face him, holding out my right hand, palm up. “Your fancy new ring.”

      He gave me a blank stare. “My ring?”

      “Yeah,” I said, still holding out my hand. “You keep the sword and I’ll wear your ring.” When he didn’t budge, I grabbed his hand and put my fingers around the band. “It’s pretty big, but it might work on my thumb.”

      “I’m not giving you the ring,” he said. “It’s far too important for you to lose.”

      “Because being connected to me is so horrific,” I said, raising my eyebrows.

      “You’re telling me that you like me knowing where you are every second of the day?”

      “No, but I’m not so irresponsible that I’d lose it.”

      He handed me the sword. “Point made. I’m taking a shower. There are plenty of clothes for you to wear in your room.”

      I took the blade and slung it over my shoulder. “Okay. See you in a half hour.”
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        * * *

      

      Thirty minutes later, Abel was waiting in the living room again, this time wearing jeans and a T-shirt and staring out the back windows.

      “Lost the dress clothes, I see,” I said as I walked toward him.

      “I figured this will help me blend in more.”

      I wasn’t about to tell him that he wouldn’t blend in no matter what he wore. Kieran Abel was destined to stand out.

      His gaze swept over my attire, and I felt my skin begin to flush.

      I was wearing a pair of jeans that hugged my butt quite nicely, and a push-up bra that made me look a cup size bigger under a dark green shirt that brought out the green in my hazel eyes. I’d braided my damp hair and put on some mascara that I’d found in a basket of new cosmetics. I’d tucked the pendants from Deidre out of sight in my jeans pocket, and my daggers into the boots I’d borrowed from Rhys. My sword was slung over my shoulder.

      “We need to go by my house so I can get my bag out of my car,” I said, flushing even more at his intense gaze.

      “What’s in the bag? I might have what you need here.”

      “Do you happen to have bottles of holy water and a smudging kit?” I asked, then realized I didn’t have a smudging kit anymore—I’d left mine at Mrs. O’Keefe’s house. “Never mind. We can just go to the client’s house.”

      “Why do you need holy water for a ghost expulsion?” he asked as we walked toward the kitchen.

      “Sometimes ghosts are unruly. I had a bad one yesterday. It takes more effort to send them on their way.”

      “Typically, only demons respond to holy water.”

      “To be fair, I’ve only effectively used holy water on a poltergeist. The ghost yesterday took some serious smudging.” We passed through his shiny kitchen, and while I was impressed by all the stainless steel and granite, it felt sterile and cold. It only bolstered my resolve to go home to my century-old house that was worn around the edges. There was no way I could live here. I’d go crazy.

      Abel opened the door to the garage. “You said the demons were using ghosts to get to you. How?”

      I expected to see the car he was usually in with his driver, but the only vehicle in his three-car garage was a black convertible with the top up. I gestured to it. “I can’t drive up to a client’s house in that.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s too flashy. I need understated. We’ll stop by my house so I can get my car. I’ll meet you at the client’s house.”

      He shot me a look that suggested he was about to protest, but then walked around to the driver’s side of the car and opened the door.

      I got in and put my sword in the backseat as the garage door lifted.

      “What were the demons doing with ghosts?” he asked again as he started the car, then pulled out of the garage and onto the street.

      “They were finding powerful ghosts and giving them energy boosts in hopes of attracting me.”

      “How do you know that was their purpose?”

      “They told me. And it worked. The homeowners were so disturbed by the activity in their houses they called me. It was a great plan.”

      “What did the power do to the ghosts?”

      “One of them already wasn’t a nice person and she became more violent. She’s the one I smudged with great effort.” I paused, giving myself a moment to deal with the tightening in my chest. “When I send ghosts to the afterlife, a vortex of white light appears and they usually walk through it. But Edna…she murdered her stepchildren, and her husband hit her with a cast-iron skillet. A black vortex opened for her. That was a first for me. It was horrible. I have no doubt it was hell.”

      His hand tightened on the steering wheel.

      I gasped as I remembered why he didn’t want to have sex with me. “Do you really think you’re going to hell?”

      His lips pressed together.

      “Why would you purposely ask me to kill you if you’re so sure you’re going there?”

      He turned to glance at me, then quickly returned his focus to the narrow, curvy road. “Because I’m ready for the next phase.”

      “Why?”

      “I have my reasons, Kewasa.”

      “I felt that vortex, and it was awful, Abel. I can’t think of a single reason good enough to make me go there.”

      Even sleeping with the irresistible man next to me.

      “There are levels,” he said. “What you saw was likely one of the worst places.”

      “Where would you go?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said quietly. “But not there.”

      “And if you took me with you?” I asked, resisting the urge to shudder.

      “I’m not sure about that either.”

      I thought about what would make someone so desperate to voluntarily leave this world for the place I’d seen in Mrs. O’Keefe’s house. I couldn’t imagine a single thing.

      Abel continued driving down the windy mountain road, and a solemn silence sat between us until I asked, “Are you taking the offense or defense with the Guardians?”

      “Both,” he said, shifting in his seat. “I have people looking for them. They’ve gone underground. But I’m prepared to eliminate them if they show up.”

      Of course he was.

      “How will you explain it to the police?”

      He shot me a glance. “Who says they’ll be involved?”

      “How will they not be?”

      He didn’t respond.

      “I have a friend in the police department. Maybe two. They might help.”

      “You cannot trust the police, Piper.”

      “I fought a fire demon and a ghost on the same client’s property. The garage and kitchen were destroyed, and the neighbors called the police. The police get involved. Look at Gill’s murder. We couldn’t keep them away from that either.”

      “Call me next time. I’ll take care of it.”

      “I realize you have an ego the size of Texas, but you can’t take care of everything, Abel.”

      “Try me.” He turned onto a street that headed down the mountain. “What are you doing today after you take care of the ghost?”

      That was a good question. I needed to check on Tommy, check in with Hudson, and find out how Rhys was doing. I also needed to see if I could track down Elinor. But I suspected Abel wouldn’t approve of at least half of those things. “Go back to my house and deal with some business stuff before my next appointment at four.” I turned in my seat to face him. “Am I meeting Rupert for training tonight?”

      “No. You’ll train with me.”

      While I had to admit that Abel pushed me harder, all this closeness was stressing me out and putting my hormones into overdrive. “Will you have your men watch my house until my afternoon appointment?”

      “No, I’ll stay with you.”

      My mouth dropped open. “At my house?”

      “Am I not allowed inside?”

      “No, it just feels…weird.”

      He made a face as he looked at his phone. “We don’t have time to pick up your car if you want to be on time for your appointment. I plan on going back to your house afterward anyway, so let me just take you. If you’re worried about showing up in my car, I’ll park down the street.”

      He was right, and I knew it, but some of my clients struggled to pay my fee, even though I took credit card payments through PayPal. The thought of pulling up in a fancy car just felt wrong.

      “I’ll tell your client it’s my car and that I drove you,” he groused, “although it seems obvious enough.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      I expected him to smirk at that, but he remained stoic. His left hand was draped over the steering wheel and his gold ring caught the sunlight. I understood why he hadn’t wanted to give it up, but his reluctance had seemed suspiciously strong. What was he hiding? It reminded me about the night before and how I’d ended up at his house.

      “Will Elinor try to kill the Great One again tonight?” I asked.

      He frowned and shifted in his seat. “The demons got away. There was another party scheduled at the warehouse tonight, but it’s been cancelled.”

      “Because of all the ruckus last night?”

      He grinned. “Ruckus?”

      “Don’t make fun of me, you Yankee.”

      He laughed. “I was born in the Outer Banks and spent my first years there. I am not a Yankee.”

      That caught my attention. According to the research Rhys had done, Abel had lived in New York and his family had come from England and Europe. The Outer Banks hadn’t been mentioned, either as his birthplace or his former residence.

      “I can see the wheels spinning in your head, Piper,” he said. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “I thought you were from New York. Or England. Isn’t your father from there?”

      A sly grin tipped up his lips. “That’s what my bio says.”

      “It’s a lie,” I said.

      His brow shot up. “But which part?”

      “All of it.”

      “So where do you think my father is from?” The way he asked the question made me think I was on the right track.

      “I’m not sure, but you’re clearly much older than you look.”

      “And how old do you think I look?”

      “Thirty. Thirty-one.”

      “Good guess.”

      “Then how old are you really?”

      He was silent for a moment. “Too old,” he finally said with a weariness that implied he was ancient. My mind quickly did the math—he couldn’t be older than four hundred years or so if he hadn’t been born until after the disappearance of the Lost Colony.

      “And that’s why you want to die.”

      “Immortality isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, Kewasa.”

      His insinuation seemed to confirm my guess. I took a long look at him. I was sitting next to a guy who had likely been alive for hundreds of years, yet he looked perfect. And he wanted me to kill him. “You call me Kewasa. Deliverer. Have there been Kewasas before?”

      “Honestly?” He seemed to ponder my question. “None that I know of, but I first heard of the title twenty years ago.”

      Twenty years? I’d been a child. That should have felt creepier than it did. “Who told you about me?” When he didn’t immediately respond, I asked, “The same god who told you about the daggers?”

      He released a long sigh. “Yes.”

      “There could have been others before me, then. Maybe you just didn’t know.”

      “I suppose…”

      “So I’m not that special after all,” I said. “I’m just the first one you’re aware of.”

      He frowned. “No. I think you’re my only hope.”

      I wanted to reach out to comfort him, which seemed odd given he was hoping for me to kill him. I kept my hand on my lap. “And the god who told you about me and the daggers…he’s not Okeus?”

      “No.” He looked like he was about to say something else when my phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket, not surprised to see Hudson’s number on the screen.

      “Hudson. I’m sorry I didn’t call sooner.”

      “I’m just checking on you because your car was in the driveway when I got home this morning and you’re still gone.”

      “When did you get home?” I asked.

      “Late. Or early. It’s Saturday so it doesn’t matter. What matters is when you’re coming home. I heard there were a couple of murders last night in Fairview, and the police are calling them ritualistic killings. I was worried about you.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Do you know who they were or how they were killed?”

      “No. The news is just now reporting it.”

      Abel pulled his phone out of his pocket and barked a short, “Abel.”

      Had there been murders last night after I left? Were they somehow my fault?

      “Pippy. Do you know anything about it?” Hudson asked.

      I shook my head even though he couldn’t see me. “No, but the investigating I did was at a party in Fairview last night…”

      I needed to wait until I could tell him face-to-face before I shared the full story.

      “Fairview?” he asked, sounding alarmed. “Were you at the same party?”

      “I don’t know,” I lied.

      “Where are you now? Who did you stay with last night?”

      “I…uh…” I shot a glance to the man next to me, whose face was twisted with anger. Was he just finding out about the murders too? “I was with Abel.”

      “I thought you were just having a dinner. You slept with him?” Hudson asked in an accusatory voice.

      “I could just as easily turn this around on you, Hudson,” I said. “Where were you?”

      “I told you I was going to a party with my new client. I’d sobered up by the time I left, so I drove home. I wasn’t off sleeping with a woman who has some mysterious secret purpose.”

      I groaned and leaned my elbow on the door, cradling my head with my hand. “I don’t want to fight with you, Huddy.”

      “I don’t want to fight with you either, but I don’t trust that man. I can’t sit back and watch him manipulate you.”

      I shot another glance to Abel, who was still concentrating on his call and giving short, one-syllable answers. “I’ve got a ghost appointment, but I’ll be home after that and we can talk. There are a few things I need to tell you.”

      “Be careful, okay?” he pleaded. “Things are getting more dangerous. I can feel it.”

      “I will.” I hung up a few seconds before Abel ended his call. “It looks like you heard the news,” I said.

      Abel didn’t respond, just glared out the windshield.

      “Do you know any more details than Hudson does?”

      “They were ritualistic killings.”

      “Did the Great One do it?” I asked.

      He was silent for a few seconds. “No. It was Caelius.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      “Sorry, but I don’t accept that as an answer. How do you know?”

      “Because it wasn’t the Great One, Piper. It would have made a blood sacrifice. Caelius has a different way.”

      “I’m well aware of the way Caelius does it,” I said, casting a glance out the side window. “But he said he doesn’t kill his victims. There’s too much danger of getting caught.”

      “Well, he cancelled his party tonight, and I suspect he’ll have to move on to another city. He felt no such constraints last night.”

      “Was he in Durham with the Great One?” I asked.

      “I’m fairly certain the Great One and Caelius were together, and they started with frat parties. The parties here started off smaller too, then quickly grew. Caelius is escalating.” He still looked unhappy.

      “What has you so upset, Abel? Are you regretting your decision to not kill Caelius last night?”

      A scowl twisted his lips. “I’m worried he’s not gone. That he has unfinished business.”

      “What’s his unfinished business?”

      He shot me a dark look. “You.”
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      “Me? I thought the Guardians wanted me.”

      “They do, but that arrangement is likely with the Great One. Caelius doesn’t play well with others, so I doubt he’d feel bound by his arrangement with the Great One, especially since I told him you were Kewasa. He knows your power. He wants it.”

      “The woman at the New Age store said the Great One has a plan for me, but I’m only one part of its plan.”

      That caught his attention. “What woman? When did you see her?”

      “Last night. Before I went to the party.”

      “You were too busy to have dinner with me, but you could go to the crystal store?”

      “It’s more than just a crystal store, Abel. Deidre’s a seer.”

      “Did she use her chicken bones?”

      “As a matter of fact, she did.”

      His hand tightened on the steering wheel. “She is not to be trusted, Kewasa. She wants to use you for her own purposes. Why did you go see her?”

      “Are you saying I can’t trust Deidre, or seers in general?” He didn’t answer, so I took it the answer was both. “I needed protection, Abel.”

      He scowled. “She gave you the bracelet on your wrist.”

      I hadn’t worn it during our sword practice, but I’d put it back on after my shower. “She said my aura burns brighter than most people’s. She claimed the bracelet would help hide it. Is it true?”

      “Which part?” he asked in a snide tone. “And why would you wear it if you don’t trust her?”

      I released a loud sigh. “I never said I don’t trust her.”

      “Yet you’re asking me if what she told you is true.”

      He had a point. “Look, all I have is my gut, and my gut tells me she’s mostly trustworthy.”

      “Mostly?”

      “I’m no fool. I know she has an agenda when it comes to helping me. So do you, yet I’m sitting here with you anyway.”

      His mouth lifted into a reluctant grin. “She’s right.”

      “About which part?”

      “Your aura is brighter—I’d say nearly five times brighter. And the bracelet seems to mask the difference. I guess the necklace doesn’t work anymore.”

      “Deidre said I’ve outgrown it.”

      He pursed his lips. “I suppose you have, but I still don’t like that you’re wearing the bracelet.”

      “I’d rather stay hidden, so unless you can offer an alternative, it stays.”

      “What made you go to her in the first place?”

      Jack. Jack had sent me there. What if he was the person who would betray me? But that didn’t make sense. If he intended to turn against me, why would he have sent me to someone who could reveal his duplicity to me?

      My head hurt, and I would have sold a portion of my soul for a nap, but Abel was already pulling up in front of my client’s house…behind Jack’s car.

      I’d forgotten to call Jack and tell him not to come.

      “What’s he doing here?” Abel asked, practically in a growl.

      Abel’s gaze was firmly on Jack, who was leaning against the back of his car, wearing a button-down, short-sleeved shirt and jeans. Jack looked stunned, and who could blame him? I’d thrown myself at him yesterday, and now I was here with Abel.

      They looked ready to pounce on each other. Better to break this up before they did something stupid outside of my client’s house. “He’s here to help me. In fact, he can be my backup against the Guardians. I’m sure you have things to do.”

      He reached for his door handle and opened the door. “I want to see how you deal with ghosts.”

      He was out of the car before I could stop him. Great.

      As soon as I got out and shut the car door, I plastered on a happy face. “How’s your head? How many staples did you get?”

      “You were injured?” Abel scoffed, as though it meant Jack was incompetent.

      “He got hurt protecting me from an angry ghost,” I said, then gave my undivided attention to Jack. “How many staples?”

      “Uh…” he said, keeping his gaze on Abel. “Twelve.”

      “Jack,” I said in sympathy, “maybe you should be at home resting.”

      “Yes, priest,” Abel sneered. “Go home. I’ll take it from here.”

      Jack pushed away from the car and stood up straighter. “I think I’ll stay.”

      Then he gave me a look that screamed what’s he doing here?

      He had every right to wonder, and I had a lot to tell him, but I didn’t have patience for macho posturing just now. “Abel wants to watch me deal with a ghost, just like you did weeks ago.” I caught Jack’s gaze. “Will this be a problem?”

      “You’re in charge, Piper,” Jack said. “But does he realize that?”

      I turned to Abel. “Do you?”

      A smirk lit up his face. “Of course.” He shifted his gaze to Jack. “Piper is in charge.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Now that I feel so much better about all this testosterone walking into Mr. and Mrs. Applebaum’s house, let’s go.”

      I started for the front door, then glanced back at Jack to make sure he had his bag.

      He caught my gaze with a blank look.

      “Seriously, Jack,” I said in a softer tone. “How’s your head?”

      He fell into step beside me. “It hurts, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. After Edna, you really shouldn’t do these alone.”

      “Yeah, I know…”

      Abel moved up behind me. “The spiritual world is in upheaval—power is growing and shifting. The ghosts could be becoming stronger on their own,” he said. “It might be wise for you to halt your ghost appointments until we see how this all settles.”

      Jack raised his eyebrows and turned his attention to me, waiting for my response.

      I almost told Abel to fuck off, but then I remembered confessing that the surest way to make me do something was to tell me not to. He’d claimed to already know that. Was this reverse psychology? “I’ll take your opinion into consideration.”

      Jack gave me a look of disbelief and started to say something, but I’d already reached the front door and rang the doorbell.

      A young couple answered together, holding hands, and their eyes widened at the sight of the two men behind me. They seemed intimidated, and I had to admit I understood why. Both Abel and Jack were tall and had bodies that suggested they visited a gym a few times a week.

      Rhys had set this one up, and I was going in completely blind.

      I gave the couple a friendly smile. “Hi. I’m Piper Lancaster. I hear you’re having issues with what you think might be a ghost.”

      The wife shifted her attention to me, a smile warming her face, while her husband continued to watch Jack and Abel. She held out her hand and I shook it. I couldn’t help but notice her husband was still blocking the door. Normally, this was a conversation I had with the homeowners inside, but I could tell he wasn’t convinced he wanted our help.

      “I’m Elise and this is Joel. We’ve lived here about a year, but strange things only started happening over the last few weeks. We hear noises from one of the bedrooms—crying, creaking from a chair when no one is in the room, and moved photos on the wall. Do you think it’s a ghost?”

      “Paranormal activity has sharply increased over the last month,” I said. “Once I’m inside I can usually get an immediate feel for something. But there isn’t always a supernatural cause for that type of phenomenon. The noises can be creaks from a shifting house or branches on a roof.”

      “But you wouldn’t refund our money, would you?” Joel asked, puffing out his chest and shooting me a dark look.

      I could feel Abel’s body stiffen behind me, ready to physically jump to my defense. Oh brother. I was no stranger to skeptics, having once been one myself, and I’d learned how to handle them.

      I put on my gentle ghost whisperer face and spoke softly, “While I’d be within my rights to keep your retainer since I’m taking time out of my day to come investigate your house, not to mention there are people on my waiting list who couldn’t get an appointment because I’m here, I would return your money if you asked for it. I have a one hundred percent satisfaction guarantee.” Although given all the damage my clients’ houses had sustained lately, I might need to consider amending that. “I can get a better feeling once I’m inside and should be able to tell you within five minutes what we’re dealing with.”

      Elise gave her husband a pleading look. “Joel. Please.”

      His face softened, and he nodded slightly. “Okay.” But he shot another glare to the two men behind me. “Why are they here?”

      Logical question. I gestured to Jack on my left. “This is Father Jack Owen. He’s here in case we encounter an unruly spirit.”

      Elise’s eyes widened. “Do you think you’ll find one here?”

      “Honestly,” I said, “I don’t know. I do know that with the increase in supernatural activity, some ghosts have become more violent. It doesn’t sound like yours has caused damage, so it’s unlikely we’ll encounter trouble. Most ghosts are truly stuck and just need help crossing over.”

      Joel’s gaze flicked to Abel. “And what’s he here for?”

      “Mr. Abel is here to observe. He’s interested in starting his own paranormal business in New York.”

      Joel’s stance issued a challenge. “And what if I don’t want him in my house?”

      “Then he waits outside.”

      Abel prickled behind me, so I was surprised at his honeyed tone when he said, “I understand your reluctance to let complete strangers into your home, Mr. Applebaum, but I assure you that I am only here to help.” A soft undercurrent of power clung to his words.

      The hard edge around Joel’s eyes softened and he took a step back. “Of course you’re welcome to come in.”

      I shot Abel a dark look. He winked.

      We would definitely be talking about that later.

      I followed the couple inside and stopped in the middle of the living room. Elise was clenching her hands in front of her while Joel wrapped a comforting arm around her back.

      “Where do you experience most of the activity?” I asked.

      “In the back bedroom,” Elise said. “Late at night I hear a chair rocking.”

      I nodded. “It’s not uncommon for spirits to accidently brush things in our plane of existence—picture frames on the wall, creaks on stairs.”

      “But we don’t have a rocking chair.”

      So maybe we were dealing with a more powerful ghost than I’d thought. “Do you experience signs of paranormal activity anywhere else?”

      “Sometimes in the bathroom,” she said. “I hear running water and crying, but when I go in there, there’s nothing.”

      The crying set me on edge—an emotional ghost was a potentially dangerous ghost—but it could be benign. Most ghosts were confused about what was happening, and a few were tearful about it.

      “Do you know the history of the house?” I asked. “Do you know if there were any deaths here?”

      Elise shuddered. “Someone might have died here?”

      “It’s nearly a hundred-year-old house,” Joel said, squeezing his wife closer. “It stands to reason it might have happened.” He turned a glare to me. “And how convenient for us to fill in the blanks for you.”

      “Joel!” Elise snapped.

      Abel clenched his fists beside me.

      “Abel,” I said in a demure voice. “Perhaps you’d be more comfortable waiting outside.”

      “I’ll stay,” he said, taking a step back.

      I pushed out a heavy sigh and plastered on a patient smile as I turned to Joel. “Please forgive Mr. Abel. This is the first time he’s accompanied me on a visit, and he’s not used to the skepticism. Fortunately—or not—I am. I understand your concern, Joel, and I love that you’re trying to protect your wife as much as you’re protecting your wallet. If I find a ghost, I promise you that you will see it with your own two eyes before I expel it.”

      “How are you going to do that?” Joel asked.

      “Never mind that part at the moment. For now, I need to know if you want me to examine your house or not. If not, we’ll be on our way.”

      “This is some kind of trick, isn’t it?” he asked.

      “No,” I said. “It’s the truth. You and your wife contacted my website. If you’ve changed your mind, I’ll be happy to give you a full refund, no questions asked.”

      Elise gave her husband another pleading look.

      “Okay,” Joel said grudgingly. “You can stay, but I want proof when you find the ghost.”

      I ignored him as I headed down the hall, Abel following behind me. I heard Jack talking to the couple, soothing the husband, but I blocked them out when I reached a tiny bathroom. Something seemed to brush my skin and my hair stood on end. Still, the bathroom looked like nothing special. No ghosts.

      “Do you feel that?” I asked Abel in a low voice.

      “No. What do you feel?”

      He could see Helen. I presumed he could feel—and see—other ghosts too. “Like an energy pulse is tickling my skin. You really don’t feel that?”

      “No.”

      I pivoted to look up at him, unable to conceal my surprise.

      He stared down at me, expressionless. “While we might have the same ability, it’s expressed in different forms. I merely see the spirits. I don’t feel them.”

      Was he telling me the truth? I wanted to dig deeper, but I had a feeling Joel wouldn’t be overly patient with us. I’d have to figure it out later. “Time for the next room.”

      Brushing past Abel, I headed further down the hall, drawn to the door on the right. The moment I cracked it open, I felt a slight surge of energy.

      “There’s a ghost in there.” I glanced back at him. “Will it know you?”

      He looked confused. “How would it know me?”

      “The demons know you. Helen knows you.”

      “No,” he said. “The demons know me because…” His voice trailed off and his gaze held mine. “I introduced myself to Helen. This ghost will not know me, but she will likely know I’m not human. Not consciously, perhaps, but she will sense that I’m different and possibly fear me. I’ll stay back for now.”

      Why would the ghost fear him? How did the demons know him? It seemed like every minute I spent with Abel led to more questions, questions I had to save for later.

      I walked into what looked like a guest bedroom, complete with bed, nightstand, and dresser. A closet with sliding doors took up most of the wall to my left, and there were two windows in the wall in front of me. A young woman sat in the corner, rocking in a chair and cradling something in her arms.

      Was she holding a baby? Accepting that Tommy was dead was hard enough. How would I handle a ghost baby?

      “Hello,” I said softly, taking slow steps further into the room. “I’m Piper.”

      She looked up in shock, then lifted a finger to her lips and whispered, “Shh, I just got her to sleep.”

      My heart sunk. It was a baby. Had they died together? It was hard to tell what era they were from based on her white nightgown, but the style of her shoulder-length hair indicated she could be from the forties.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, moving closer. “What’s her name?”

      “Debbie.” Then the woman began to cough. Her eyes flew open and she started to cry. “I just got her to sleep.” But she couldn’t stop coughing.

      I moved forward and held out my arms. “May I hold her for you?”

      The woman looked uncertain, but when the baby began to cry, she held her out to me.

      Scooping the baby up in my arms, I held her close and instinctively started to rock her.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Marilyn,” she said as her coughing got worse. She held up a white handkerchief to her mouth, and I saw splatters of blood when she lowered it.

      “Can I get you a glass of water, Marilyn?” I asked while bouncing the baby.

      She nodded, her face turning red as she was overcome with another coughing fit. She motioned to the baby and grunted, “Bottle.”

      Abel stared at me like I’d lost my mind. “How will you get her a glass of water?”

      Funny, after my experiences with Tommy and Edna, it hadn’t even crossed my mind that I couldn’t. It occurred to me that even though I was holding a ghost baby, I couldn’t see Marilyn’s world in the way I’d experienced Tommy’s and Edna’s. Why?

      I leaned forward, holding the baby close with my left arm, and put my right hand on Marilyn’s shoulder. “I’m going to help you, Marilyn. I won’t leave you.”

      She started to cry again, which made her cough harder, and her world finally burst into view. We were in the baby’s nursery. The curtains were pulled, but I could see that it was nighttime. This was different from my experiences with Tommy. Marilyn’s world wasn’t superimposed over mine—it had completely overtaken it.

      I squatted in front of her and put my hand on her knees. “Don’t cry. You’re not alone. I’ll help you.”

      She nodded. “God bless you. She’s so sick, but so am—” She started coughing again, more blood splattering her handkerchief.

      Spotting a stack of cloth diapers on top of a dresser, next to a full baby’s bottle, I grabbed one off the top and placed it on Marilyn’s lap as a replacement for her handkerchief. Then I headed for the bedroom door. Abel was gone, but I heard him calling my name across the divide between Marilyn’s world and our present reality.

      “Piper!” I was surprised at the worry in his voice. I couldn’t see him, but I wasn’t in his plane anymore. Part of me panicked. What if I couldn’t get back?

      I pushed the worry aside. I’d figure out how to blend the two worlds after I got Marilyn’s water.

      “I’m okay, Abel,” I said. “I’ll be back in a moment.”

      The baby started to cry as I hurried to the bathroom. I found a glass on the counter and filled it with water, then took it back to the bedroom and handed it to Marilyn.

      “Piper!” Abel sounded more worried this time.

      I picked up the baby’s bottle and started to feed her. “Talk to me,” I said. “I need to hear your voice.”

      “You’ve crossed dimensions,” he said. “When did this ability begin?”

      I focused on his words, willing my eyes to blend the two worlds. I released the breath I’d been holding when I saw him shimmering in the doorway—literally shimmering—as Marilyn’s world superimposed over mine.

      “What are you?” I whispered as his gaze locked with mine.

      “I could ask the same, Waboose.”

      I felt a little nauseated from the juxtaposition of the two planes, but thankfully the feeling seemed to settle. “Where’s Jack?”

      “Here,” he said from behind Abel. He brushed past him and reached for my shoulder, his eyes widening when he saw the baby in my arms. “Where did you go?”

      “I’ll explain it later, but right now I need to find out about a woman named Marilyn and her baby, Debbie. I think Marilyn might have TB. Maybe the baby does too. Did they die together? Let’s find out, because there’s no way she’s leaving here without the baby.”

      The baby started to fuss, so I handed the bottle to Abel, who looked at it like I’d handed him a live grenade. “Take it,” I growled.

      He reluctantly took it, holding it between his thumb and forefinger as though he feared he’d catch something. I put the baby on my shoulder and patted her back.

      Jack was still touching my arm, staring at me in horror.

      “Why do you look so scared?” I asked.

      “It’s a baby.”

      “A ghost baby, and I need to send her and her mother on their way. Go find out what you can.”

      Jack pulled out his phone and started to tap, then frowned. “The Wi-Fi’s not working. Let me try the living room.” He left the room.

      The baby burped on my shoulder, and I cradled her in my arms again before I took the bottle. “What can you see?” I asked Abel as I put the bottle nipple in the baby’s mouth.

      “Her world. Ours.”

      “But you couldn’t see me when I was gone?”

      “No. I take it you were fully in her world?”

      I nodded, and he didn’t look happy.

      “How long were you gone?”

      “I don’t know. Five minutes?”

      “You were gone a half hour.” He frowned. “You were in a pocket dimension. You’re a dimension walker.”

      Something I’d learned after creating Tommy’s playroom. “I take it that’s a bad thing…”

      “It’s unexpected.” He lowered his voice and leaned closer. “If the demons find out—if Okeus finds out…” The fear in his eyes caught me off guard.

      “This really freaks you out.”

      “Piper, I don’t know if you realize how serious this is. You can’t tell anyone.” His eyes widened. “Who have you told?”

      “Jack knows, of course. Or at least he knows some of it.”

      He scowled. “Who else?”

      “Rhys. Well, she knows I can see both planes, but not that I can move between them.”

      “She currently hates you,” he said. “Will she betray you?”

      He’d only said something I already knew, but his words were like a dagger to my heart. Would she ever forgive me? Did I deserve to be forgiven? “No, she would never hand me over to the demons.”

      I wanted to believe it, but there was a small seed of doubt inside me. If Deidre was right, if someone I trusted was destined to betray me, it could be Rhys. Only I didn’t want to reveal that to Abel.

      “Anyone else?”

      “What are you doing with this list of people, Abel?”

      “I’ll have them watched.”

      “We both know demons aren’t seen unless they want to be. If something like Caelius approaches them, your guys will never know.”

      “Caelius.” He started to pace in the hall. “Caelius cannot find out, Kewasa.” He stopped and held my gaze. “Ever.”

      “I agree, Abel. No one can know.”

      The baby began to cry again. I handed the nearly empty bottle back to Abel and positioned her on my shoulder to burp her.

      “How do you know how to do that?” he asked, gesturing to the baby. “You didn’t have any siblings.”

      “A neighbor of my grandparents. I babysat one summer when I was fifteen. My grandmother didn’t approve, but my grandfather intervened and let me do it.” The baby burped and then started to cough, so I continued patting her back. “I take it you’ve never had children, or if you did, it was back in the days when women did all the work.”

      He grinned. “I’m not the caveman you seem to think I am. And no, I’ve never had children. I’m sterile.”

      Most men I knew would have been embarrassed to make a statement like that, but Abel acted like he’d commented on the weather. “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not.” He grinned. “It’s made things infinitely easier.”

      I rolled my eyes and turned away from him as Jack came walking back down the hall.

      “I found something,” Jack said as he entered the room. “Marilyn died from tuberculosis in 1936.”

      “And Debbie?” I asked.

      “Died ten years ago.”

      Well, shit. “What am I gonna do?” I whispered. I glanced over my shoulder. Marilyn was rocking in her chair with her head leaned back and her eyes closed. “If Debbie didn’t die, then how am I holding her?”

      Abel glanced over at the woman. “The baby is so firmly part of her memory. Something happened this night, something she can’t let go of. She keeps reliving it.”

      “So I have to let it play out and help her make peace,” I said. “Then she’ll move on.”

      “That could take hours, Waboose.”

      “Good thing I have hours.”

      Jack frowned. “I’m not sure Joel’s going to be happy about us staying here for hours. He’s already freaking out that you disappeared for a half hour.”

      “I won’t let you stay for hours,” Abel said. “You need to wrap this up and be done.”

      I stood my ground while lightly bouncing the baby on my shoulder. “This woman has been reliving a haunting memory for eighty years, Abel. I’m not going to walk away from her.”

      “You don’t even know her,” he protested. “Why would you inconvenience yourself like this?”

      I shot him a scowl. “Wow. So much compassion. That must mean you’re not an angel.”

      “Angels are assholes,” he grunted. “The whole ‘nice’ reputation is a fairy tale.”

      Jack’s eyes became saucers, and I could see he had plenty of questions of his own. How could he not? He opened his mouth, but his eyes shot to the baby again and he sobered. “I still assert that Joel’s never going to let us stay.”

      “Then I’ll show him Marilyn and the baby, and I guarantee he’ll let us stay to clear his house.”

      “Just smudge the ghost,” Abel said. “It’s the fastest way.”

      I shook my head adamantly. “Ghosts hate being smudged. Marilyn is suffering enough. I won’t do that to her. And besides, I don’t have my smudge kit. I left it at the O’Keefe house.”

      Jack nodded. “I’ll talk to Joel, and you can allow him to see her—”

      “No,” Abel barked. “No one else can know about your ability.”

      “Abel,” I said. “I’ve been letting homeowners see their ghosts for the past two weeks. That genie’s out of the bottle. It’s not goin’ back in.” I put a hand on Jack’s arm. “Bring Joel back here.”
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      As I predicted, once Joel and Elise saw Marilyn, they told us to take as long as we needed, then promptly ran out the front door.

      Marilyn was still in the chair, rocking with the baby back in her arms, and both were coughing.

      “I could try to bring you into her world,” I said, “but time moves differently there. Ten minutes there is an hour in real time.”

      “Is this the first time you’ve gone fully into a ghost’s world?” Jack asked.

      “It’s happened a time or two before,” I said. “But right now we need to focus. We’re better off keeping things as they are because time moves at the same speed when the worlds are superimposed. She doesn’t seem to notice me unless I get her attention, so I think we can just watch her memory unfold from here.”

      “And wait for who knows how long,” Abel said dryly.

      Jack grinned. I could tell he was loving Abel’s impatience.

      “I’m hungry,” I said, then glanced up at Abel. “Since waiting is so distasteful to you, why don’t you go get some food?”

      “I’m not leaving you,” he said, gesturing toward the room. “Especially now that I know about this.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Then go out and have one of your people bring something. That way you can still watch over me.”

      He stared at me for several seconds and then stomped down the hall, leaving me and Jack alone.

      “Why is he here, Piper?”

      “I already told you—he wanted to see what I can do. And now he thinks I’m in danger because I can cross dimensions.”

      “When did it first happen?” he asked, more insistently this time.

      I pushed out a sigh. He was very much a part of this. He had a right to know. “When I put Tommy in my attic, I knew he couldn’t stay there. He needed his own place.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I told him about the playroom my mother had described to me, and how I’d recreated it for Tommy. “And it wasn’t the hazy, superimposed world I usually see,” I said. “I was firmly in his world with him.”

      “Piper…that’s…” He shook his head. “Extraordinary.”

      “Abel’s worried about my abilities,” I said, lowering my voice. “He doesn’t want the demons to find out.”

      He nodded. “That makes sense. The demons could use it to their advantage.”

      I saw movement out of the corner of my eye—Marilyn had gotten out of her chair. The baby had been quiet for the last few minutes, and I was pretty sure she was asleep. Marilyn walked over to the crib and was about to set the baby down when she started coughing again. She tripped over her feet, and the baby tumbled from her arms onto the floor. For one long second there was utter silence. Then the baby began to scream.

      I took a step forward to get the baby before my thoughts caught up to my instincts. This must be what haunted Marilyn. I had to let it play out.

      The three of us stood in the doorway, watching Marilyn flail on the floor.

      “Why isn’t she getting up?” I asked, choking on tears.

      “She’s sick,” Abel said. “Maybe she’s too weak.”

      Mother and baby cried for a couple more minutes before Jack said, “You can’t do anything, can you?”

      “No,” I forced past the lump in throat. “We need to see the whole memory. If I help her, I could screw it up.”

      But it wasn’t easy to watch without intervening. Jack had to walk away several times, but Abel stood by my side, silent and unmoving, as the baby cried and Marilyn coughed and pleaded with someone to help her.

      The nightmare had continued for over fifteen minutes when Debbie’s screams became louder and Marilyn’s coughing and crying started to weaken. Surely it had gone on for long enough because my heart couldn’t take another minute of their suffering.

      I took a step forward to intervene—enough was enough—but Abel stopped me with a hand on my shoulder and whispered, “Not yet, Kewasa.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Concentrate,” he said softly. “Use your power. There’s a ripple of energy in the room, the start of a tear between these two dimensions and the afterlife, but it’s not ready to break open yet.”

      I focused on the power in my hand and pushed it outward until I felt the hint of a tear.

      The baby continued to scream, and Marilyn let out the most pathetic cries, apologizing to her baby for not helping her.

      “She’s not coughing anymore,” I said quietly.

      Jack leaned into my ear and whispered, “Rhys texted. She found an old newspaper article that said the doctors thought Marilyn had ruptured a blood vessel in her lung. She died from blood loss.”

      I twisted to look at him over my shoulder. “Rhys? She helped you?”

      “No. She helped you.”

      The information he’d shared sunk in before I could process that.

      “We’re waiting for her to die, aren’t we?” Jack asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “But I suspect we are.”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks. Marilyn was dying—miserable and alone—and I was just standing here and watching. This was barbaric. I knew I couldn’t save her, but it didn’t make what we were doing right.

      Jack turned around and left the room, his eyes wet with tears. Part of me longed to follow him, but I couldn’t.

      Abel reached for my hand and squeezed. “It’s getting close, Kewasa. Do you feel it?”

      Kewasa. Deliverer. I had to be strong enough to be Marilyn’s Kewasa too. I concentrated on the energy in the room and felt the tear grow larger. It wasn’t big enough to see, but I knew it was coming. “Yes.”

      “Have you figured out how to convince her to go?”

      Oh crap. “No.”

      Suddenly the tear ripped wide open and a vortex with a white light appeared.

      I nearly collapsed with relief that the white light had come for her. There was no way I could have sent her to hell.

      Abel released my hand. It was time for me to do my job.

      “Marilyn,” I said, moving closer. “Do you remember me?”

      The baby continued to wail as Marilyn looked up at me.

      “Help my baby,” she whispered. “Please.”

      I knelt next to her and took her hand. There was a pool of blood under her face I hadn’t noticed from behind. “I’ll take care of her, I promise, but it’s time for you to go.”

      She stared up at me in horror. “I can’t leave my baby! Matty won’t be home until after seven.”

      I shot a panicked glance at Abel, but his expression stayed completely blank.

      I squeezed her hand. “Marilyn, I’ll stay with your baby, but you have to go. Let’s sit you up.”

      I was grateful when she pushed herself to an upright position. She reached for her baby and her hand swept right through her.

      “Why can’t I pick up my baby?” she shrieked.

      I gently grabbed her face and forced her to look me in the eyes. “Marilyn, honey, you did the best you could, but your fight is done. You need to go to the light.”

      “I can’t leave her.”

      “You must.”

      “Do you have children?” she asked through her tears.

      “No.”

      “One day you’ll have them and you’ll know you can’t just leave your child. I’ll die to protect her. I’m not leaving her.”

      And that was why Marilyn was caught in this endless loop.

      I stared at the crying baby. I would send the baby with Marilyn if I could, but Abel had said little Debbie was only a memory. She had lived for years beyond this moment.

      I gasped as I thought of something else that might work…if I could pull it off.

      I got to my feet and walked over to the vortex. I’d never been this close before. The bright light coming from the swirling white haze was nearly blinding.

      “Kewasa?” Abel sounded nervous again.

      I ignored him and leaned toward the vortex. “Debbie. Your mother needs you.”

      “What are you doin’?” Marilyn asked, turning to face me, still sitting on her butt.

      “You want your daughter. I’m getting her.” I leaned closer to the light, pushing power toward it, and shouted, “Debbie! Come help your momma.”

      Seconds later, a woman appeared in the opening. She wore a flowing, knee-length white dress and her long dark hair blew in a soft breeze. According to Jack, Debbie had died about ten years ago, which would have put her in her seventies, but this woman looked much, much younger.

      “Debbie?” I asked, my heart racing.

      She watched me with a grave expression.

      “Your momma needs you.”

      “My mother’s dead.”

      “Yes,” I said, “but she’s not with you now, is she? She never made it to the light.”

      Tears filled her eyes. “No.”

      I motioned to the woman behind me. “She’s been stuck in a time loop for nearly eighty years. Every time she dies, she refuses to leave her baby and go to the light. You’re her baby. I need you to tell her it’s okay to go.”

      “That’s my mother?” she asked in wonder. Her eyes looked beyond me, taking in the sight of her mother and the baby—her much younger self.

      “Yes.” I turned back and reached down to Marilyn. “Marilyn, Debbie will be just fine. She grows up to become a lovely woman. Come meet her.”

      Marilyn stared up in disbelief at the woman in the vortex. She took my hand and let me help her to her feet.

      The baby released a fresh round of cries, and Marilyn spun around to go to her.

      “No,” I said in a firm tone, grabbing her upper arms. “That’s just a memory. This is your daughter.”

      She shook her head, keeping her gaze on the baby. “Debbie’s just a baby. This is a grown woman.”

      “It is you. I grew up, Momma,” Debbie called out to her. “I got married and had kids of my own. And grandkids. I kept a photo of you and looked at it often. I loved you—I still love you—even though I couldn’t remember you.”

      “Debbie?” Marilyn asked, turning toward the vortex.

      She nodded. “It’s me, Momma. All grown up.”

      Marilyn reached for her, then stopped and took a long look at the crying baby.

      I grabbed both of her upper arms again and made her look at me. “Marilyn, I promise you that I’ll stay with her until your husband comes home.”

      “Can I tell her goodbye?” she asked.

      I gave her a sad smile. “You already have. Go be with your daughter. You have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Debbie reached out a hand, her arm extended outside of the vortex, and it reminded me of the arm from hell. I shuddered at the memory, but this arm was reaching out in invitation, and it would save Marilyn rather than damn her.

      Then, without a backward glance, Marilyn took her daughter’s hand and walked into the vortex. The hole closed just as quickly as it had appeared, and everything from Marilyn’s world disappeared as well. Everything but the baby.

      I dropped to the floor next to her and took her chubby hand in mine. “It will be okay, sweet baby. Your daddy will be home soon.”

      But as soon as I said the words, I felt her hand dissipate beneath my touch. Her body turned into a wispy white smoke, and then she was gone too.

      I glanced up at the doorway. Abel was watching me with his typical dispassionate face, but Jack had joined him and there were tears in his eyes.

      “How much did you see?” I asked him.

      “I touched Abel,” he said. “I saw it all.”

      Seeing Jack’s reaction flooded me with the emotions I’d been holding back. Poor Marilyn had lived this horrible, traumatic loop for decades, and my chest physically hurt at the thought. I knew she was at peace now, but all those years…

      “Waboose,” Abel said, his voice low and husky in my ear. I realized he was squatting at my side. “Come. Let me take you out of here.”

      I stared up at him, feeling lost inside. So many hurting people… I’d barely scratched the surface. I wasn’t sure how much more of other people’s pain I could take.

      I let him pull me to my feet.

      “Where do you want to go?” he asked quietly.

      For the past fifteen years, one person had always been there for me. I needed him now.

      “I want to go home.”

      I needed to see Hudson.
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      Jack was reluctant to let me leave with Abel, but I assured him I’d be okay. Part of me understood his concern. Part of me shared it.

      As he started to get in his car to leave, I called him back. “Jack. Wait.”

      He turned back, and I walked over and gave him one of the two pendants I still had tucked in my jeans pocket. “Wear this. It will help protect you from the demons.”

      He glanced at it, then back up at me. “Did you get this from the New Age store?”

      “That and so much more.” I looked over my shoulder at Abel, who was standing next to his car, waiting for me. “I’ll tell you later. Actually, there’s a lot I need to tell you.”

      He nodded and started to go, but I grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Thank you for contacting Rhys about Marilyn. How is she?”

      “She’s better today.”

      “Does she still hate me?”

      His face softened. “She still loves you, Piper. She’s just upset. Just give her time.”

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      He got into his car and I watched him pull away from the curb.

      “She’ll forgive you,” Abel said.

      “So you agree with Jack on something. Wonders never cease. Why do you hate him so much?”

      “He’s dangerous for you.”

      “You keep giving me lame excuses, but I need some specifics. How is he dangerous?”

      “He can’t see the spirit world, for one. That makes him a liability.”

      He wasn’t saying anything I hadn’t already considered. But Jack had helped yesterday at Mrs. O’Keefe’s house, and he’d led me to Deidre. “I need Jack, and trust me, I don’t like to admit it, but it’s just not smart to do these alone anymore.”

      He walked over and opened the passenger door, waiting for me to get in. “As much as I hate to admit it, I agree.”

      I shot him a glare. “Let me guess, you intend to come with me, and when you can’t, I won’t go.”

      “No. You’re a grown woman, and you’ve made it clear I can’t tell you what to do. You trust the priest, and trust is important. I’ll let him be the one to accompany you on most of them, but I’d still like to tag along from time to time.”

      I gave him a wry grin. “It kills you to give in, doesn’t it?”

      His mouth twisted to the side. “I plead the fifth.”

      I climbed into the car, and he joined me within a few seconds.

      “You said you were hungry earlier. Let’s get something to eat before I take you home.”

      “How about we pick something up on the way? I really need to see Hudson.”

      “Okay.” He started the car and put down the top. “It’s too beautiful a day to be cooped up.”

      “There goes my suspicion that you might be a vampire,” I teased.

      He grinned. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      I made a face. “I’m glad you’re not. What a cliché.”

      He chuckled. “Well, at least I’m doing something right.”

      After living in a virtual nightmare for the past hour or two, it felt good to joke with Abel, but it felt wrong too. I’d watched a woman and a baby suffering for over an hour.

      “You did the right thing, Waboose,” he said gently. “Never doubt that.”

      He shifted the car into gear and pulled away from the house. I had so many questions for him, but a conversation was impossible with the top down. Had he done that on purpose?

      I studied his profile for several long seconds, then leaned my head back on the headrest and closed my eyes. Marilyn and her baby’s cries filled my head, bringing a fresh round of tears, but the blast of music from the speakers jarred me out of the memories. I glanced over at Abel.

      “Do you mind?” he asked.

      I shook my head, and a tear rolled down my cheek. He watched me for another second, then turned back to the road.

      I kept my gaze on him, desperate to think of anything besides the misery I’d just witnessed. His features really were perfect. Too perfect to be human, but he’d already admitted—even if accidentally—that he was only part human.

      But what was the other part?

      Demons recognized him. He had power to bend them to his will. Even Caelius had fallen to his knees before him. What could give him that kind of power?

      My chest constricted. Was Abel a demigod?

      Whatever he was, he didn’t seem all that terrified by the prospect of an eternity in hell.

      I made Abel stop by Hudson’s favorite sandwich shop so I could pick up a late lunch. Then we headed to my house. Hudson’s car was in the driveway—and sure enough, my car was parked next to it. I suddenly felt nervous about bringing Abel inside, but I didn’t say anything. I just reached into the backseat and picked up my sword.

      “What bothers you about me coming into your home?” Abel asked quietly as I turned around.

      Was my body language as obvious as Olivia’s? I shrugged. “I’m not sure how Hudson’s going to react when he sees you. You’re not exactly his favorite person.”

      He grinned. “Why don’t the men in your life like me?”

      “Maybe it’s that whole asshole thing,” I said without malice, then got out of the car and slipped the sword strap over my shoulder.

      Abel followed, and I stopped at the kitchen door, trying to see if I sensed any of the neutral creatures behind the house. Nothing. Had they decided that I’d picked sides? Abel didn’t kill demons, but he didn’t protect them either.

      “Do you sense something?” he asked from behind me. His body was tense and alert.

      “No,” I said as I reached for the doorknob.

      He gently grabbed my arm and turned me around to face him. “What has you worried?”

      “The whole supernatural world has me worried. The demons. The Guardians.”

      “Rupert is putting together a special team of men to follow you at all times.”

      “So I’ll be guarded twenty-four seven?”

      “Yes.” His gaze narrowed. “Why do you sound unhappy about that?”

      “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, Abel, because I’m not. After what those people did to my parents and my cousin and at Helen’s Bridge…they’re crazy. I feel safer knowing that I’m going to be protected, but it’s still hard to accept.”

      He watched me for a moment and his expression softened. “You’re not at all what I expected.”

      I stared up at him in surprise. “What did you expect?”

      His lips twitched. “I’m almost scared to tell you.”

      I leaned my back against the door. “Let me guess.”

      “Okay.”

      “You definitely thought I’d have my shit together. You probably thought I’d be some badass chick in leather, ready to whip a dagger out and stab you in the heart the moment I met you,” I said with a smirk.

      His eyes lit up in amusement. “Maybe not stab me the moment I met you.”

      “Instead, you ended up with a hot mess who hadn’t ever seen a ghost, much less a demon.” I grinned. “It must have been a blow to your massive ego to know that you were meant to be killed by me.”

      His smile fell, and his gaze lingered on my lips. “No, Waboose. It wasn’t my ego that suffered.” He lifted a hand to play with the ends of my hair that fell over my shoulder. “Are all your dealings with ghosts like what happened today?”

      “No. Some are scary, like Edna yesterday. Some are happy, like this older couple I helped a couple of weeks ago. The husband had sworn he’d never leave his wife, so he didn’t…even after he died. When she realized he was the ghost she’d sensed, she was so happy. He decided not to move on.”

      He looked surprised. “You don’t send them all to the afterlife?”

      “Only the ones who want to go, but most do. They just get stuck for whatever reason. I give them a chance to finish their unfinished business.”

      “Like what happened today,” he said quietly.

      Tears stung my eyes. “That was a nightmare.”

      He lifted his hand to my upper arm. “It was rough.”

      “Eighty years, Abel. She relived that night over and over for eighty years.”

      His mouth pursed into a frown. “But you helped her find peace. How did you know to call her daughter?”

      “It was a lucky guess. She wouldn’t leave her baby, but I hoped she’d be willing to go if she saw her adult daughter.” I squinted up at him. “She was in her seventies when she died, but she looked like she was in her thirties.”

      “I hear time has little meaning in the afterlife.” He was quiet for several seconds before his voice softened. “I never knew how hard it was for you. How much it requires you to give. Wouldn’t it be easier to just smudge them and be done with it?”

      “Easier for who?” I asked. “Those people are suffering. They deserve my respect and compassion. I didn’t ask for this gift, but it’s mine anyway. I owe it to them.”

      “You don’t owe anyone anything, Waboose.”

      I shook my head, my heart hurting all over again as I placed my palm over his firm left pec. “That’s not exactly true, is it?”

      He covered my hand with his but remained silent.

      I lowered my arm. “Let’s go inside.”

      I turned the doorknob, but Abel frowned and pulled his phone out of his pocket. His one-syllable responses made it difficult to eavesdrop on the conversation, and the person on the other end was speaking too low to hear. I could tell it was a serious situation, yet I wasn’t prepared when he hung up and said, “Piper, I have to go.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Where?”

      “The sheriff’s department reported some suspicious activity close to Black Mountain.”

      “What kind of suspicious activity?”

      “A missing college student turned up dead, and there were similarities to last night’s murders. This is fresh, hours old. I’m going to see if I can track the demon down.” He paused, suddenly alert. “Do you sense the creatures that have been stalking you?”

      “No. Do you?”

      “Something feels off.” He glanced all around the room, even above us, before he gave me a worried look.

      He’d probably picked up something from Tommy, but I didn’t want to explain it to him now, before I’d had a chance to say anything to Hudson. I suspected I’d have to ease him into it. “I might know what you sense and it’s harmless. I’ll explain it later.” I started to tell him to go, then stopped. “Wait. What are you going to do when you find the demon?”

      Abel scanned the tree line at the back of my house, then turned back to me. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      I started to ask him what had made him indecisive, but I suspected I knew. “Be careful.”

      A cocky grin spread across his face and I knew he was amused.

      “Or don’t,” I said in irritation. “It would be too much to hope you get yourself killed so I don’t have to do it.”

      His grin widened. “Rupert and his men will be watching the house. Don’t leave unless you absolutely have to, and if you do, make sure to check in with Rupert. And if demons show up…”

      I gave him an overconfident look I didn’t feel. “Then I’ll stab them with my new sword.”

      He didn’t look amused. “Protect the house,” he said. “Use the holy water and salt. It’s not perfect, but it will make it harder for them to get in. Call me if there’s any sign of trouble.”

      I had no delusions about fighting off a horde of demons alone. Sure, my skills were improving, but I still had a long way to go. “Okay.”

      He studied me for several seconds, acting like he wanted to say something, then abruptly turned and walked to his car.

      I stood at the door watching him, but he gave me an aggravated look. “Go inside already.”

      I felt like I should say something—Abel had changed for the better—but instead I turned and went inside.

      I walked into the kitchen and called out, “Hudson. I’m home and I brought food.”

      “I’m in the living room.”

      I rounded the corner and walked into the long, open combination dining-and-living room. Hudson was on the sofa, reading a book. I was relieved to see the pendant Deidre and Luna had made for him hanging around his neck. He smiled up at me.

      I held up the bag. “I brought a late lunch.”

      He grinned as he put his book facedown on the table next to him and patted the sofa. “Good thing I had a late breakfast.”

      I put the sword on the coffee table and sat down, then snagged my sandwich out of the bag. Only then did I realize Abel had left without his.

      “You found a sword?” he asked, gesturing to it.

      “It was a gift from Abel. It kills demons.”

      He frowned as he unwrapped his sandwich. “How was your ghost appointment?”

      “My worst one yet. It was awful, Huddy.”

      “How so?”

      “She had TB and died back in the 1930s from a ruptured blood vessel in her lungs. When it ruptured, she dropped her baby on the floor, and they both cried for over an hour until she died.”

      “Oh, Pippy…”

      “She was stuck in a time loop, unable to pass on.” Tears sprang to my eyes. “She just kept reliving that night over and over again.”

      “So what did you do?”

      I told him about watching that horrible scene play out and how she’d lived it over and over again. When I got to the part about summoning Marilyn’s daughter through the vortex, Hudson stared at me in disbelief. “Did it work?”

      “Yeah. She showed up and Marilyn went with her.”

      “You called a spirit from the afterlife to do your bidding?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “That’s a weird way to put it.”

      “Do you know what you could do with that?”

      “Help ghosts who are stuck to move on?” Would it work for Tommy? I could call his mother to come to him, but first I’d have to figure out how to make the vortex appear. “Tell me about this client you partied with,” I teased as I unwrapped my sandwich.

      “I wasn’t partying. I was entertaining, Pippy. There’s a difference.”

      “And how old was this client?”

      He grinned. “Too old to party.”

      I snort-laughed. Most of his clients were twice our age minimum, super rich, and snooty. “Hope your Friday night wasn’t too dreary then.”

      “Oh, she made it worth my while.”

      I widened my eyes in question, and he waggled his eyebrows.

      An older woman. That was a first for him. Maybe he really was changing his usual pattern.

      “Hey,” he said after he took his first bite. “Rosalyn mentioned she has a friend who has access to a collection of fourteenth-century weapons that changed hands a week or two ago. Do you think it’s the same one Jack was invited to see?”

      My mouth dropped open. “Your new client has a friend who has access to the collection?” My panic started to rise. “Hudson, she must be with the Guardians.”

      His brow wrinkled. “No. I investigated Rosalyn before I met with her. She’s definitely not.”

      I gave him a look of surprise. “Is it typical to investigate clients?”

      “Not usually, but it seemed prudent given the situation.”

      “You need to stay away from her, Hudson. That’s one huge coincidence.”

      “Piper,” he said, putting his sandwich down. “She’s got a ton of money. Why would someone like that need the Guardians? Everything I’ve read about them hints they want to control the demons to get rich. Rosalyn’s already worth millions.”

      “Are you sure you’re not being blinded by the dollar signs?” The pain in his eyes was proof I’d gone too far. “I’m sorry, Huddy. I didn’t mean it. I’m exhausted and I’m worried about you.”

      He picked up his sandwich again. “It’s okay. You’re under a lot of stress.”

      “Now that my birthday has come and gone, I know they’ll be coming for me. I’d hate for them to use you to do it.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” he said, looking me in the eye. “What if I contact them and see if they’re open to a discussion about what exactly they want from you. Then maybe we can negotiate your involvement. Isn’t that better than sitting around waiting for them to kidnap you?”

      “While it might sound like a good idea, may I remind you that my father did the same thing? Plus, there’s nothing to negotiate. I will never work for them. No.”

      “You won’t even consider it?” he asked. “What if we could make it a conference call? We could use the conference room at my office.”

      I groaned and closed my eyes. “Hudson.”

      “I’m scared to death for you, Piper. I have no control over what happens to you in the supernatural world, but this…this I can help with. You let Abel help you with that.” He pointed to my left hand. “Why won’t you let me help with this? It’s a phone call. If nothing else, it might buy you some time.”

      I knew he’d felt hamstrung lately and he saw this as a way to help, but I couldn’t stomach the idea of talking civilly to the people who’d killed my parents and ambushed me at Helen’s Bridge. Still, I wasn’t going to take this from him yet. “Let me think about it.”

      Relief filled his eyes. “Thank you for considering it.”

      “I’m tired,” I said, getting to my feet. I grabbed the sword off the table. “I think I’m going to take a nap.”

      “You look exhausted. That’s a good idea.”

      I headed upstairs and went to my room to charge my phone, but first I checked for messages. Somehow I’d missed a message from my grandmother from this morning. She had told me she wouldn’t be able to get calls or emails while she and Granddad were on their cruise. Had something changed?

      “Hello, Piper,” she said in a brisk, clipped tone. “I had hoped we’d be on better speaking terms by now. You could have made more effort to resolve things.”

      I rolled my eyes. Typical Nana Maureen statement.

      “Yesterday was your birthday and we’ve never missed one before. I thought it might have been easier if your grandfather and I left, but now I’m not so sure.” Then her tone softened. “Your grandfather had no idea I’d hidden things from you. It’s not fair to make him suffer for my mistake. We’ll be back in town on Wednesday. I want you to come over for dinner Thursday night and make it up to him.” Then she hung up.

      Even if I could call her back, I just couldn’t handle her on top of everything else. If I was going to make an emotional phone call, I had someone else in mind. She answered after several rings, just when I was sure it was about to go to voicemail.

      “Piper,” Rhys said, sounding drained. “How did the ghost exorcism go?”

      I nearly cried with relief. “It was rough, but she moved on and Jack didn’t need stitches or staples when it was all said and done, so I’ll call it a win. Thanks for helping.”

      “Just doin’ my job,” she said, but there was no bitterness in her voice.

      “You’re under a lot of stress right now,” I said. “And I hate that Jack bothered you, but I wanted to tell you that your information helped a woman break free from an eighty-year-old time loop.” I paused for a fraction of a second, then pushed on. “I’m so sorry, Rhys. So, so sorry. If I could change what happened to—”

      “Piper,” Rhys said, sounding weary. “I’m the one who owes you an apology. I blamed you for something completely out of your control. I’m ashamed for how I behaved, especially since I know how much her death hurt you too. It’s just I had to blame someone. I’m sorry.”

      “No,” I said as I choked on relief. “I deserve the blame.”

      “None of this is your fault, Piper. None of it. I let you down and I won’t do it again.”

      “Move in with me and Huddy,” I blurted out. The suggestion came out of my mouth before it registered in my brain, but I was struck by the rightness of it.

      “What?”

      “We need to circle the wagons. These demons aren’t going anywhere. We need to stick as close together as we can, and we definitely need to be protected while we sleep. I know someone who can put strong wards on the house. In fact, I have a protection for you. A pendant.” When she didn’t say anything, I added, “Tommy’s living here now.”

      “The ghost boy?”

      “Yeah, a demon had found him, and Beth threatened to hire someone else to get rid of him, so I brought him here. He’s in the attic.”

      “Does Hudson know?” she asked in shock.

      “No. Not yet, but he won’t find him because I’ve created something Abel calls a pocket dimension.”

      “Oh my God!” she cried out. “You created another dimension?”

      “I guess so. I transformed the attic to look like my mother and grandmother’s old playroom in the other dimension, and Tommy is living there for now.”

      “This is crazy, Piper.”

      “I know, but we can’t tell anyone. Abel’s worried what the demons will do if they find out.”

      “What will they do?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t want to think about it. The demons performed two ritualistic murders last night at the warehouse where they’ve been hosting parties for the past several weeks, and another one out by Black Mountain today. Abel went to check it out.”

      “Take an afternoon off and look at all I miss,” she teased in a dry tone.

      “I know, right? Never a dull moment with me these days.” I paused, so thankful she was talking to me. “I need you to stay inside your house until I can get you the necklace I had made. Pour the holy water Jack gave you and salt around all your doors and windows. I can’t lose you.”

      “Okay.”

      “One more thing,” I said. “Hudson mentioned something, and I want to get your opinion.”

      “Okay…”

      “We all know I’m just sitting around waiting for the Guardians to swoop in and try to take me.”

      “Piper…”

      “No, it’s true, but Hudson thinks we should contact them and try to negotiate.”

      “How would we even reach them?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe through their website.” I paused. “You’re not saying this is crazy.”

      “I don’t know, Piper. We know they won’t stop until they get you.”

      “They killed my father after he tried to negotiate. I’m not sure they’re negotiating-type people.”

      “That was fifteen years ago. People change. Demons are roaming the earth. Maybe they’re more mellow now.”

      “I doubt the demons are a mellowing influence.”

      “All I’m saying is think about it,” Rhys said softly. “The important thing is to keep you safe.”

      Both Hudson and Rhys were urging me to do this, and all I could hear in my head was Deidre’s voice telling me that someone close to me would betray me.

      No. I refused to believe it.

      But if one of them was possessed by the Great One?

      I went lightheaded at the thought and scoured my last conversations with both of them for any sign of a personality change. Neither one of them had shown any signs of violence or anger. The only thing off was them pushing me to talk to the Guardians.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. And a whole lot of other things too.

      I hung up, feeling overwhelmed and exhausted. I would have loved nothing more than to actually take a nap, but I was worried about Tommy. I’d left him for nearly eighteen hours. While the time had passed differently in his world, it still felt like too long.

      I walked out of my room with my sword over my shoulder. With demons running amok, it seemed smart to keep it with me. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Hudson going into his room.

      He gave me a sheepish grin. “I was dozing, so I decided to take a nap too.”

      I headed down the opposite end of the hall from the staircase.

      “You’re going to the attic?” he asked in surprise.

      “I want to search my dad’s desk and files again. See if I missed anything.”

      He walked back into the hall, giving me a confused look. “You’ve been over the entire office several times already.”

      “I know, but Abel’s out there chasing big, bad demons. I feel like I should be doing something.”

      He took a step toward me. “Do you want help?”

      I shook my head. “No, but maybe you and I could watch a movie after you get up from your nap. Just you and me.”

      He leaned against the wall and smiled. “I like the sound of that.” Then he went back into his room and closed the door.

      I hated lying to him, but Hudson had a harder time accepting all of this than Rhys. I needed to ease him into it.

      When I reached the attic door, I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure Hudson wasn’t watching before I grabbed the doorknob. I closed my eyes, concentrating on Tommy’s dimension, and then opened the door. The ward was lying on the steps, so I stepped around it and quickly shut the door behind me.

      “Tommy?” I called out softly as I got to the top of the stairs. Relief washed over me when I saw him standing in front of the dormer windows.

      “I was scared for you,” he said with tears in his eyes.

      “I’m okay. I’m sorry I was gone so long, but I’m here now.”

      “The things are watching you.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. “What things?”

      He turned to look out the window and pointed.

      Holding my breath, I walked to the window and stared out in horror. My yard and the street in front of the house were gone, replaced by a large valley, and I realized this was what Asheville must have looked like hundreds of years ago, before it was colonized. There were mountains in the distance, but a massive storm cloud obscured the mountain peaks. Lightning flashed, only they weren’t electrical bolts. They were eruptions of fire.

      Just like I’d seen in my brief glimpse of hell.

      “What is that?” I asked in horror.

      His hand grabbed mine and squeezed tight. “It’s coming for you, Piper.”

      I took several rapid breaths before I asked, “Why?”

      He tilted his head to stare into my face. “Because of me.”

      “Are they coming for you too?” Even as I asked the question, I regretted it. He was five years old. I didn’t want to scare him.

      He looked frightened, but not for himself. “No, they want you. Some of them don’t know it yet, but they will. They’ll find out what you can do and come for you.” He tightened his grip on my hand. “Piper, one of them is badder than the others. He’s very, very bad.”

      I stared at him in terror. “How do you know this?”

      “I just do.”

      Once again, just like a few days ago, I prayed he wouldn’t turn into a pile of dust. I wanted him to find his mother, but not like that. After another long look at the storm, I pulled him away from the window. “Enough of this. Let’s play something together.”

      “Okay. They can’t hurt you right now anyway,” he said matter-of-factly. “The other ones are outside guarding you.”

      I stopped. “What other ones?”

      “The ones who are trying to figure out what you are.”

      “The neutral beings that keep watching me?”

      He gave me a blank look. I wasn’t surprised.

      “How do you know this?” I asked again.

      He lifted his shoulders into a rolling shrug. “Can we read? I want to read the book about the puppy.”

      “Sure,” I said absently. “That’s a good idea.”

      He walked over to the shelves and picked out several books, then pulled me over to the daybed. We both climbed up and scooted to the back of the bed, nestling against the pillows. He snuggled into my side, and I wrapped an arm around him.

      “I’m scared for you, Piper.”

      “I’ll be okay. I have friends who will help me.”

      “One of them is not your friend.”

      I jerked my gaze down to him, my stomach knotting with dread. “Which one?”

      He looked up at me with huge, trusting eyes. “I don’t know. He didn’t tell me.”

      My breath stuck in my chest. “Who didn’t tell you?”

      He held out one of the books. “I can read that word,” he said, pointing to the cover. “It says puppy. It has lots of ps.”

      I forced a grin, trying to calm down. “Aren’t you clever? Maybe you should be reading this to me.”

      He giggled. “I can’t read all the words. Just some of them.”

      “Then let’s read the book together.”

      It was slow going, reading together, and by the time we’d finished three books, Tommy had fallen asleep plastered against my side.

      I stared down at this sleeping child, surprised again by my maternal feelings. Was he destined to be mine?

      That was ridiculous. He was a ghost.

      I’d intended to stay upstairs for a short while, but I must have drifted off to sleep along with Tommy because I woke with a start.

      Tommy had shifted to the other end of the bed, so I covered him with a blanket and scooped up the books and set them on a bookshelf. How long had I been asleep? Minutes? Hours? How much time would it translate to in the outside world? Hudson was going to freak out if he’d been searching and hadn’t found me. I didn’t even want to consider what Abel would do.

      I headed back downstairs and into the hallway, worried when I found the house dark. Shit. For all I knew, it could be the middle of the night.

      “Hudson?” His bedroom door was slightly open, soft light flooding from the crack. I knocked on the door, then pushed it. “Hudson?”

      The room was empty.

      Something caught my attention, the slightest ripple of supernatural power downstairs in my living room.

      I was still wearing my boots with my daggers, and I pulled the sword out of its sheath, slowly making my way down the stairs, grateful for the pool of light at the bottom. Hudson had turned on a lamp in the living room.

      As I stepped down onto the bottom step, I tried to convince myself I was overreacting. Only, the mark in my hand screamed otherwise. There wasn’t just one supernatural being in my house—there were multiple beings. Several felt familiar, and I recognized the power rolling off one of them as something I’d felt the night before at the warehouse.

      Where was Hudson?

      I rounded the corner, ready as I’d ever be to face the group of people standing in my living room.

      In front stood two tiny men—about two feet tall—barely clothed and with short hair all over their bodies. From the feeling I was getting from them, one of them had been the creature who watched me kill the demon outside Beth’s house. Two Native Americans—a man and a woman—dressed in traditional clothing were gathered in the back—they were giving off a supernatural vibe of their own and I was sure they were the beings I’d encountered by Helen’s Bridge. Were they the Nunnehi? Sandwiched between were three people I recognized from the other night—a redheaded woman and two men. The woman propped her hand on her hip and looked me up and down as though she was judging me.

      “Piper?”

      “Since you’re in my house, that’s a good guess.”

      The hint of a grin tugged at her lips. “I’m Ellie Lancaster, and I hear you’re looking for me.”
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      I nearly dropped my sword in shock, but I quickly pulled myself together. Ellie had given me a death stare in the warehouse. They might be here to kill me. I held my sword in a defensive stance.

      One of the short men in front pulled a knife from his animal skin loincloth.

      “Tsagasi,” Ellie said demurely. “Relax. We ambushed her in her own house. Of course she’s defensive.”

      “I thought you considered me an enemy,” I said, taking a step back so I’d have more room to react if they charged.

      “I confess that I was worried when I heard someone named Piper Lancaster was trying to track me down. And while a quick check on one of those online ancestry sites proved I had a cousin named Piper, that didn’t mean it was you. It’s the exact kind of trick the Guardians would pull.”

      I cocked my head, still holding the sword in front of me. “I heard the Guardians screwed you over.”

      She gave me a wry look. “To put it mildly.”

      “I also hear you’re after the Great One.”

      Her face hardened. “We tracked it down to the warehouse, and then that thing that knocked you out and carried you away disrupted everything. It was mass chaos and the demon fled. How did you get away from him?”

      She was talking about Abel. Telling her what I knew about Abel felt like a betrayal of him, but I didn’t want to lie to her either. She’d figure it out eventually. I decided to be selective in what I told her but not to lie.

      I stared down at the little men. “One of you was at his house last night.”

      “It was us,” said one of the Native Americans behind Ellie. “You were consorting with the enemy. You weren’t in distress when he kissed you.”

      Ellie didn’t look surprised, just waited for my explanation.

      “Abel and I have a complicated arrangement.”

      Her eyebrow winged up. “Arrangement?”

      My back stiffened. “I’m not going to explain it to you. I don’t see you explaining them.” I made a slight gesture to the men next to her.

      She released a chuckle. “There’s nothing to explain.” She gestured to the man on her right. “This is Collin Dailey, Manteo curse keeper, son of the land, destroyer of life.”

      I quirked a brow at all the titles.

      “Sorry,” she said. “Habit. Demons like to know the full name of things. Using them sometimes encourages the minor demons to back off.”

      Collin gave me an effortlessly sexy smirk. “I have a few other titles, but they’re not exactly polite in mixed company, so I’ll wait a few hours before I share them.”

      Ellie shot him a glare.

      Something shifted on his face. I’d known them for all of a few minutes, but it was easy to see that he loved her, even if they weren’t together.

      She motioned to the dark-haired man on her left. “This is David Preston, he who guides the curse keeper.”

      His smile seemed more genuine than Collin’s. “I have no real power, but the spirit world bestowed a title on me anyway.”

      I couldn’t contain my shock. He spoke in a cultured British accent.

      Ellie laughed and grabbed his hand. “What David lacks in supernatural power, he makes up for in intelligence. It’s a superpower all its own.”

      He squeezed her hand and gave her a warm smile. This man was also in love with Ellie, and the look on her face suggested it was reciprocated.

      “The two men in front of me are Tsagasi and his brother, Tsawasi, Little People of the Cherokee, and the two warriors behind them are Nunnehi of the Cherokee as well, Gawonii and Ama.”

      The other creatures studied me with no acknowledgment.

      Releasing her hold on David, she turned to me, speaking formally. “I am Elinor Dare Lancaster, Dare curse keeper, daughter of the sea, destroyer of life, witness to creation, defier of the gods.” Then she took a step forward and held out a hand. “It’s nice to meet you, cousin.”

      A lump formed in my throat as I stuffed my sword into its sheath and then took her hand. “It’s nice to know I’m not alone in this.”

      Tsagasi peered up at me with a scowl. “You are not alone, Piper Lancaster, Kewasa, shepherd to lost spirits, witness to creation, slayer of demons and gods, creator of worlds.”

      My breath caught in my throat. “Slayer of what?”

      “Creator of what?” Collin demanded.

      “Slayer of demons and gods,” Tsagasi repeated solemnly as he held my gaze. “And as for the last title, it is not time for Kewasa to reveal the meaning of it yet.”

      I stared at him in horror. This seemed to confirm my theory that Abel was part god. Or was he referring to another god?

      “Kewasa,” David said in his seductive accent. “I’ve read about a Kewasa. A deliverer. It was mentioned in a text about European demons in the Middle Ages. It was part of a prophesy, if I remember correctly.”

      “A deliverer from what?” Ellie asked.

      Tsagasi turned his gaze to mine. “That is Kewasa’s journey and hers alone. For now, she must keep that to herself as well.”

      “So she’s keeping secrets from us already,” Collin said in a snide tone.

      Tsagasi gave him a sharp look. “Are you not keeping secrets of your own, curse keeper?”

      His anger faded into an irritated scowl, but his irritation was aimed at Tsagasi.

      Ellie gave Collin an annoyed look of her own before turning her attention back to me. “We think we’ve tracked down the Great One, but we need all the help we can get to destroy it. You were there for it last night too, weren’t you?”

      “If the Great One’s the one kidnapping and killing students, yes. But there’s another demon to worry about. Caelius, lord of Eros.”

      David’s eyes flew wide. “Who?”

      “He’s a demon who gains power from sex—both from absorbing energy from people having it and having it himself. The two demons are working together. He told me the Great One had promised him the daughter of the sea. The Great One wanted the son of the land.”

      Collin shot a worried glance to Ellie, who didn’t look as concerned.

      “How do you know this?” she asked.

      “Caelius told me himself. But when he realized he couldn’t control me with his power, he decided he wants me instead.” I shrugged as though it was no big deal. “Or maybe he wants both of us. He sacrificed two people last night.”

      “How do you know Caelius committed the murders?” David asked.

      “Abel said those murders fit Caelius’s style, not the Great One’s.”

      “What is Abel?” Collin asked. “And why do you trust him?”

      “I don’t know what Abel is. And I could ask you why you trust Tsagasi or any of the supernatural creatures with you now.”

      He lifted his chin and said with a cocky attitude, “They’ve proven themselves trustworthy and have taken a vow to fight with us.”

      “And Abel has proven himself trustworthy and has taken a vow to protect me.”

      Collin’s eyes squinted. “Why would he vow to protect you?”

      I straightened my back and lifted my chin in defiance. “Why did Tsagasi and the others vow to fight with you?”

      “To save the world from becoming enslaved by Okeus. Now why did a creature as powerful as Abel make a vow to protect you?”

      Enslave the world? Was that why Abel was so worried about Okeus?

      “The reasons don’t concern you, curse keeper,” I said. “I hear you betrayed the Dare curse keeper, so why should I trust you?”

      Tsagasi chuckled. “I like her.”

      Ellie rolled her eyes. “Enough. Piper will share what she feels comfortable sharing, and hopefully she’ll share more when she gets to know us better. It’s her decision, though, and we’ll take her word that she can trust Abel.” Her tone was soft but firm, and it was obvious she was in charge. “For now, we need to figure out how to deal with the news of a second powerful demon.” She turned her attention to me. “You said they’re working together?”

      “They are laying a trap for you now,” Abel said from behind them.

      The group turned, weapons at the ready.

      “Stop. He’s with me,” I said, annoyed from the relief I felt that Abel had shown up.

      He walked around them, wearing what he’d had on earlier, with one addition—he’d added a sword to his belt.

      “I take it you didn’t find the Great One at Black Mountain?” I asked as he reached me.

      “No. It was nowhere to be found. I suspect it was trying to lure me away from Asheville. Away from you.” His eyes narrowed. “Where have you been?”

      “You were looking for me?”

      “Rupert and Davis are scouring the city. You completely disappeared. I couldn’t even feel you through our connection. Where were you?” His jaw tightened, and he shot a dark look toward Collin. “Don’t answer that question now.”

      Collin glowered at him. It was obvious he had taken an instant dislike to Abel, while David was openly curious, but Ellie’s reaction was the only one I was interested in.

      “So you do care about her well-being,” she said dryly.

      He stood slightly in front of me. “I will protect her at all costs, before all others. If she fights, I stand with her.”

      “What are you?” Collin asked.

      Abel’s body tensed. “I am Kieran Abel, antiquities dealer.”

      After all the titles being thrown around the room, his was the least impressive, yet he was by far the most powerful.

      Tsagasi released a burst of laughter.

      “What is he, Tsagasi?” Ellie asked.

      Did Tsagasi have the power to determine creatures’ powers? He knew I was Kewasa. He also seemed to know I could create worlds, yet he hadn’t explained what it meant to his friends.

      Tsagasi turned his intent gaze on Abel. “I do not know.”

      “But he’s supernatural?” David asked, sounding worried.

      “Most assuredly,” Tsagasi said, still holding Abel’s gaze. The two of them were now locked in a standoff. “He is devoted to the slayer. He will risk all to keep her safe. I say we bring him to face the demons.”

      “Okay,” Ellie said with her hands on her hips. “We think we’ve tracked the Great One to another warehouse here in Asheville on the French Broad River.” She turned her attention to Abel. “You said they were laying a trap. Do you think they are together?”

      “I can’t determine that. I’ve already scoped out the warehouse, and there is a great amount of power in it, but one demon could be magnifying its power to make it look like both are there. If there was more time, we could stake it out and get a better feel. But we don’t have time.” His expression softened as he searched my face. “Piper doesn’t have time.”

      “Why don’t I have time?” I asked in a tight voice.

      “Check your phone, Waboose,” he whispered.

      “Why?” But even as I asked the question, I was pulling my phone out of my jeans pocket. I had multiple messages from Hudson.

      Oh my God. Where was Hudson?

      At six o’clock, he’d sent: Piper, where are you?

      At eight, he’d sent: I can’t get hold of Rhys and now I can’t get a hold of you. You’re scaring me, Pippy. CALL ME!

      I checked the time at the top of my screen, then looked up at Abel in horror. “I was gone seven hours.”

      He cradled my arm. “We’ll discuss that later. Not in front of them.”

      “Gone where?” Collin asked suspiciously.

      “That is none of your concern, curse keeper,” Abel sneered.

      I was already calling Hudson, but his phone went straight to voicemail and so did Rhys’s when I called her. I tried Jack next, panicking when he didn’t answer.

      “Abel, where are they?”

      “I think they are at the warehouse.”

      “Why?” But I knew. It didn’t take a genius to figure it out. “The seer said I was part of the plan to get Ellie. And the Great One is using my friends to get to me.”

      “It could also be Caelius,” Abel said, holding my gaze. “Now that he knows about your power, he covets it.”

      I nodded, trying to keep from freaking out. “So what do we do?”

      He turned to face Ellie. “We know that Caelius and the Great One have a symbiotic relationship. Caelius hosts the parties and uses his powers to gain energy through sex, and the Great One has its pick of victims, both for hosts and for food. They will likely work together on this—the Great One gets the curse keepers, and Caelius gets you and forfeits his claim to the daughter of the sea.”

      “Why would the Great One let Caelius have me? Isn’t the Great One still working with the Guardians?”

      “I don’t know, Kewasa.” He looked more frustrated than I’d ever seen him. “I’m not sure what their ultimate scheme is and that has me worried.”

      “Wait a minute,” Collin said, lifting a hand in protest. “Are you implying Piper’s more powerful than Ellie?”

      Abel shot him a look that suggested he thought Collin was an idiot. “That’s exactly what I’m implying.”

      Collin started to protest, but Tsagasi shouted, “Enough!” He held Abel’s gaze. “The unknown entity speaks the truth.”

      “She’s not a direct descendant,” Collin said, flinging a hand toward me. “How can she have more power?”

      “Collin,” Ellie said softly. “I don’t need the most power. I just need enough for you and me to kill this son of a bitch. So let’s stop all this posturing and go deal with it. Okay?”

      “Fine,” he said, though he didn’t look happy about it.

      “We’ll all go together, and if the demons split up, Piper and Abel will take Caelius, and Collin and I will take the Great One.” She waited for a second, then lifted her brow. “Do you agree to this, unknown entity?”

      “You’re asking the wrong person,” Abel said. “This is Piper’s fight.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Yes, it’s my fight. Now let’s go.”

      If anything happened to my friends, I’d never forgive myself.
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      We took two separate cars—Ellie, Collin, and David in their car, and Abel and me in the SUV he was now driving. The supernatural creatures with the curse keepers had announced they’d meet us at the warehouse and then simply disappeared.

      We hadn’t even pulled out of the driveway before Abel lit into me. “You were in a pocket dimension this afternoon.”

      “Is that a question?” I asked wryly.

      “Why are you treating this so lightly, Piper?”

      “Why are you acting like it’s so weird? You’re some sort of immortal demi-human!”

      “Because it is weird!” he shouted. “In hundreds of years, I’ve only heard whispers about people with your ability. Even then, none of them could full-on enter the spirits’ world and leave ours. They could superimpose the two worlds, but that took years of practice and honing. You’ve gone from hearing whispers from ghosts to walking into their world in two weeks.” He gripped the steering wheel so tightly I thought it would bend.

      “Why are you so angry?” I demanded. “You knew I could do this. We talked about it this afternoon!”

      “That was before I suspected the demons were laying an elaborate trap for you. I have no idea what they’ll do once you get there.”

      “We’ll deal with them,” I said, sounding more certain than I felt.

      “Where were you this afternoon?” he asked again. He wasn’t shouting, but the tight hitch in his voice let me know he was still furious.

      “You already guessed.”

      “You need to be more specific. Where were you?”

      I trusted Abel with my life, but could I trust him with this? There was no doubt he’d protect me, but his priorities came before my own. Still, I figured on the off chance the demons knew, Abel should know too.

      “My attic.”

      “My men searched your attic. You weren’t there.”

      “I was in my attic…circa 1950 or so.”

      “Why?”

      “The why doesn’t matter, Abel.”

      “You have a ghost in your attic. Is it one of your parents?”

      “What I have in my attic is none of your business.”

      “I need to know what you can do, Kewasa,” he said in a softer tone. “Did you enter your mother’s world?”

      I shot him a look, assessing the situation. For better or worse, I needed to trust him. Besides, even if he decided to try to enter Tommy’s world, I doubted he could manage it without me. “No. I brought a ghost home with me.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “One of my clients had a five-year-old boy who was hit by a car in 1954.” I gave him a brief rundown of our first visit. “So I convinced her to let him stay while Jack and I tried to find a solution.”

      “Obviously you didn’t find one if he’s in your attic.”

      “The frost demon I killed was the one that had latched itself on to Tommy. He was terrified, so I brought him home. I needed somewhere safe for him to stay, and somehow I made the attic into the playroom my mother, her mother, and her grandfather played in when they were kids.”

      “The playroom doesn’t really exist now?”

      “No. It’s an office now. My nana cleaned it out when my mother was a teenager. I created the room from the photos I’d seen.”

      After a moment of heavy silence, he turned slightly to look at me. “You created another plane of existence from a few photos? This wasn’t a recreation of a playroom in the boy’s house? From his memories or his reality?”

      “No. It was my mother’s playroom, only better.”

      “You created a world out of nothing,” he said, and he didn’t sound happy about it. “That little person was right when he called you creator of worlds, but how did he know?”

      “How long were you standing in the shadows?”

      “Long enough. How did that creature know?” He was getting more agitated, and it was making me anxious.

      “I don’t know, Abel. You would likely know better than me. Why are the creatures with the curse keepers Native American?”

      “I suspect it has to do with the curse. The very purpose of the curse was to bind the Roanoke gods and demons, but it caught all supernatural creatures in its net. You’ve encountered multiple demons that weren’t Native American in origin. The fire and frost demons. Caelius is from ancient Rome.” He turned to me after a long pause. “How are you protecting the boy ghost from the demons?”

      “I got a ward from the New Age store. Plus, I figured he was safe in his pocket world. Only now I’m not so sure…”

      “Why?”

      “Because when I went up there this afternoon, he said the bad things were watching me, and then he pointed out the window.” I shifted in my seat to face him. “Abel, there were mountains in the distance and my house was in a valley. There was a giant, swirling storm over the mountains, but the lightning looked like flashes of fire.”

      “Of fire and storm,” he said under his breath.

      “What about ‘of fire and storm’?” I demanded.

      “He told me the world would change not of men and war but of ash and spirit, of fire and storm…” He turned to look at me. “And of blood and monsters.”

      My blood turned to sludge. “Who told you that?”

      He remained silent, now deep in thought. After about ten seconds, he pulled his car onto the side of the road. “You can’t do this.”

      “Can’t do what?”

      He whipped the steering wheel around and pulled out again, making a sharp U-turn.

      “Abel! What are you doing?”

      “I won’t let you do this.”

      I grabbed his rock-hard arm and tugged. “Let me do this? Fuck you, Kieran Abel. Turn this car around right now!”

      “No.”

      “Abel!” I tried to open the car doors, but they were locked. Panic shot through me. I’d said something to set him off, and now he was going to take me up to his mountain house. Hell, he might even take me to Europe in an attempt to get me away from the demons.

      My friends would be left as their prey.

      “Abel,” I said, trying to sound calm and reasonable. “Please explain what’s going on.”

      “You’re far more important than you seemed to be. I’m worried the demons have stumbled upon this realization before I have.”

      “No,” I said. “They don’t know anything other than that I have power and I’m a way to lure the curse keepers. The seer said I wasn’t the endgame of their plan. I was only a piece. That doesn’t sound very important to me.” I leaned over and grabbed his arm. “Do you want me to beg, Abel? I’ll beg if you want. I’ll renegotiate our agreement. What are the demons going to do to my friends?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t lie to me. You know something.”

      He frowned. “They have three. The perfect number. A trinity. I suspect they plan to make a sacrifice.”

      My heart nearly leapt out of my chest. “We have to turn back,” I said more insistently. “I have to save them.”

      “It may be too late.”

      “But it may not!”

      His mouth pursed as he considered it. “It sets a dangerous precedent. If this works, others will try it.”

      “They’re my friends, Abel. I have to try.” When he didn’t answer, I tightened my grip on his arm. “Who’s your best friend?” I had a hard time believing that Abel had spent his entire life alone and friendless. There must have been someone or someplace he had loved.

      He shuddered and looked insulted. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Everything. Now humor me. Who is your best friend?” When he didn’t answer, I pressed on. “Tell me about your friends.” When he didn’t respond a second time, I tugged his hand from the steering wheel and linked my fingers with his. “Maybe you don’t understand my need to help my friends because you don’t have any yourself.” I squeezed his hand. “I think part of the reason eternity feels so long to you is because you don’t have anyone to share your life with.”

      Abel pulled his hand from mine as though I’d scalded him. “This nonsense isn’t helpful and going back to save them is counterintuitive to my own agenda. No.”

      “Abel!”

      “No,” he growled, and I could feel power flooding out of him in a tidal wave.

      My body reacted—craving his energy…and more. I breathed through my nose in an effort to keep myself from touching him. I would almost accuse him of using his power to control me like he did others, but I sensed it was involuntary. Which meant he might be close to breaking.

      I needed to get through to him. What did Kieran Abel want? Other than for me to kill him, of course. There had to be something.

      “I can take you to a world,” I said. “Anywhere you want to go.”

      He shot me a sideways glance, then tightened his grip on the wheel.

      “Maybe I can create one,” I said, thinking on the fly. “I just need a photo.” Abel was old, much older than photos. “Or a painting or drawing. I can conjure it and take you there.”

      “You’ve conjured one world, Piper,” he said in a snide tone, “and in your childhood home. How do you know your memories and your love of the house aren’t part of what gave you the power to create it?”

      Well, shit. He was right. Those factors could have played a role in my creation of Tommy’s safe haven. But the fact that he was discussing it with me at all implied I was onto something. “You said it took the others years to reach the level I’ve achieved in two weeks. How do you know I can’t?”

      He kept his eyes on the windshield.

      “Surely there’s one place you want to go. A place where you were happy.”

      “Why haven’t you created a special place for yourself if you’re so sure you can?” he barked.

      “I don’t have to,” I said quietly. “I’m already there. You’re right, I love the house I grew up in.”

      “How can you promise me something you’re not sure you can deliver?”

      “Then I’ll offer something else as a backup. What do you want?”

      He pulled the car over to the side of the road, then turned to me with a predatory glare filled with lust and longing.

      God help me, but every part of my body wanted him, even as my head suggested it was a very bad idea.

      His brow shot up as he formed a mocking expression. “How much are your friends’ lives worth to you?”

      I studied his face, his perfect features nonetheless molded into a look of anger and indifference. “What are you, Kieran Abel? Why are you destined for hell?”

      He reached for my cheek, pushing power at me intentionally now, and I backed away from him until my back hit the car door. When his hand touched my skin, a jolt rushed through my blood.

      “You want this as much as I do,” he said in a husky voice.

      A wave of longing surged through me and I struggled to stay above the surface.

      “You make me forget myself,” he said through gritted teeth. “You make me forget where I came from and where I’m destined to go. You make me connect with my humanity, but the only thing my humanity ever brought me was heartbreak and pain. No, Waboose,” he sneered, and while he’d always said my name with affection before, this time it sounded like an insult. “I do not want to go back to a place that made me happy, because in the end that place ripped apart my soul.”

      “Abel…”

      He let loose another wave of power and I could feel him drawing more power from me through his hand on my cheek. “Maybe I was wrong about why Caelius wants you. In a world where beings take what they want, whenever they want, maybe fucking you for power is reason enough to want you. Maybe I’m stupid not to do it myself.”

      I trembled, as desperate to lean in to him as I was to pull away from him, and it was infuriating. But I also realized what was really going on here. Facing his humanity scared Kieran Abel. The only way for him to fight it was to unleash the monster inside him.

      He leaned down to kiss me, pulling me toward him, and I turned my head, breaking the contact with his hand.

      “Abel, stop.”

      Losing access to my mouth, he slid down my throat, pressing his mouth to the base of my neck. He bit me hard enough to make me yelp in pain, then I felt his tongue lap at my collar bone followed by a sucking sensation. Was he drinking my blood?

      Reason wasn’t going to tame him, which meant I had to resort to his level. I drew my left leg up between us, pushing him away as I grabbed Ivy’s hilt from the top of my right boot. He released a low growl, then his eyes widened in surprise as I shoved the blade under his chin, the tip pricking his skin. “Back off.”

      His face lit up with excitement and lust. “The Waboose has become the deliverer. Do it.”

      “You want me to shove this blade into your head?” I asked in disbelief.

      “It won’t kill me.” Not until the moon appeared on my hand.

      “But it will hurt like hell, and possibly give me the time it takes to dump your ass on the side of the road and get to the warehouse to save my friends.”

      Indecision flickered in his eyes.

      “You’ve made your point, Abel. You’re a monster. That’s what this demonstration is all about, right? Showing me that you don’t give two fucks about anyone or anything and you want to sulk until that stupid moon appears on my hand and it’s time for me to shove St. Michael into your heart.” I drew the blade out of my left boot and jabbed it into his chest. “Well done. You succeeded,” I lied. “You really are a fucking asshole. Which brings us to part two of this three-act play—the part where the dickhead decides whether he’d prefer to acquire a few holes that will hurt like hell but ultimately heal and get dumped on the side of the road, or to accompany Piper to the warehouse to save her friends. Your pick, shithead.”

      “You do not tell me what to do.” His entire body tensed and his eyes glowed red, which I had to admit scared me a little—or a lot—but I’d committed to this path. There was no turning back now.

      “Keep up. We’ve moved past that part,” I said, shoving the tip of St. Michael through his shirt into his skin. By luck more than skill, the blade was between his ribs, which meant I could do serious damage. “It’s decision time. Gentleman’s choice.”

      He released another growl and his body hummed with power, which called out to mine, and I could feel my muscles relaxing.

      No.

      I harnessed the power in my mark, pushing it through the blade as I dug it into Abel hard enough to break the skin.

      His eyes flew wide, and he drew away, sinking back in his seat.

      But he hadn’t given me an answer, and I wasn’t about to back off. I flung myself at him and straddled his lap, this time shoving Ivy into his chest and St. Michael under his chin.

      He stared up at me with hooded eyes and wrapped an arm around the small of my back, hauling me closer so that my crotch straddled his erection. This had nothing to do with his demonstration to scare and everything to do with the power lapping around us, so much stronger than the roiling power in Caelius’s sex parties. An overwhelming need took over me and I released an involuntary moan.

      “Changed your mind about the fucking?” he asked with a wicked grin. Then he leaned forward and licked my neck. A bolt of heat shot straight to my core.

      “Last chance, demon,” I said, fighting the urge to shed the pieces of fabric separating our flesh.

      “Demon,” he growled, then painfully raked his teeth along my tender skin. “Maybe I am part demon.”

      “Does this mean you’ve picked the stab wounds?” I shoved the blade into his chest even deeper than before, and he released a different growl this time.

      He leaned back in his seat, sweat breaking out on his forehead.

      “Do it,” he sneered.

      “What point would it serve?” I asked, rising to my knees and leaning over his face as I put more weight into the blade under his chin. “This is a pointless game and a huge waste of time. We both know I can stab you multiple times and you’ll still find a way to get to the warehouse, so why don’t we call it a draw and agree that you hate this plan but you’ve been forced into it? We both also know that I’m going to figure out a way to do what I want. You might as well get on board now.”

      He closed his eyes.

      “Do you concede?” I asked.

      He hesitated for several seconds, but he finally said in a defeated tone, “I concede.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I drove to the warehouse. I didn’t trust Abel not to turn around again, and it turned out I’d stabbed him in the chest deeper than I’d intended. He said he only needed a few minutes to recover, and I hoped it was true. I had no guarantee he’d help me save my friends, but I wanted him strong enough to help me if he decided to jump in.

      I spotted Ellie’s car parked about a quarter of a mile south of the warehouse, and I pulled up behind it. She and the two men were standing at the trunk of their car, and Collin shot us a glare as I got out.

      “Was that U-turn a shortcut? And why are you driving now?”

      “We had business to deal with,” I said, adjusting the sword strap over my shoulder, “but we’re here now.”

      As I got closer to him, his eyes widened.

      Abel got out of the car and stomped toward me, and he looked like his attitude had returned.

      Collin’s gaze was pinned on him, and he stepped between us, his sword raised.

      “Get out of my way, curse keeper,” Abel sneered.

      “Not until you explain why both of you are covered in blood.”

      Abel drew his own sword and his eyes turned red again.

      Uh-oh.

      I rushed over and put my hand on Abel’s chest to push him back. “Stop. You’re acting like an asshole, and I can’t deal with that right now.”

      “Why is she covered in blood?” Collin demanded.

      “I’d like to know that myself,” Ellie said, planting herself beside him.

      I spun at the waist to look at them. “It was a misunderstanding. And the blood is his, but I think he’s healed now.” I turned back to him and held his gaze. “Are you healed now?”

      “I’ll be fine. We need to rearm you,” he grunted, gesturing to the back of the SUV. “Come with me.”

      I followed him to the back and stood to the side as he open the hatch. He winced when he reached inside and pulled out a wide leather belt.

      “Let me look at your wounds, Abel.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Let me look.”

      Frustrated, he stripped off his shirt and tossed it into the SUV. “You can look at them while I strap on your belt.” He reached behind me with the belt and tugged me closer so there was only a foot between us.

      His stomach was covered in blood, and there were two one-inch gashes on his left side, one a little below his heart. Both wounds were still oozing blood, but one looked worse than the other.

      I gasped and looked up at him. “Why aren’t you healing?”

      “I am,” he said, his eyes downcast as he buckled the belt around my hips.

      “I thought you healed faster than this.”

      He tugged the belt tight, making me stumble toward him before he started to fasten it. “You used a spelled blade. It heals much slower.”

      Guilt washed through me. “Abel…”

      He released a low growl. “If you threaten to stab someone, you need to be prepared to do it. You hesitated too long and should have thrust deeper.” His left hand curled around the front of my belt and jerked me even closer until I was flush against him.

      Lust flooded my body.

      Abel acted like he was completely unaffected. “I don’t have time for your guilt, Waboose.”

      I shot him a scowl. “No guilt from me. You deserved that stab wound. I was going to ask if your wound would slow you down or if I can count on one hundred percent from you.”

      A slight grin tipped up his lips. “Depends on what you need me for.”

      “For fighting demons.”

      “I’m about eighty percent for demons. I can be one hundred percent for fu—”

      “Stop being creepy,” I said with a glower. “It’s not a good look on you.” I took a step back and inspected the multiple loops and attachments hanging from the belt. “I take it I should hang my various accessories on here?”

      “Accessories?”

      I slipped my sword strap down my arm and lifted the sheath to thread it through one of the loops. Abel took it from me and secured it to my belt, having me pull the sword out a couple of times to make sure it didn’t get caught up somewhere. He pulled two new sheaths for my daggers out of the SUV and slipped them into another two other loops on the belt, making sure they were secure. Then he squatted and slowly pulled my daggers out of my boots while his face hovered in front of my groin, his gaze holding mine.

      I refused to look away, hoping my surging hormones didn’t give me away.

      “Good God,” Collin muttered. “Why does no one ever strap me up for battle like that?”

      “Not happening,” Ellie muttered.

      “Piper,” Collin called over. “Would you—”

      Abel released a low growl. “She would not.”

      I shot him a glare. “I’m not your possession, Kieran Abel, and you’d do best to remember that.”

      He stood, his body grazing mine until he towered over me. His eyes dropped to my collarbone. “You’re wearing my mark. That makes you mine.”

      I reached up to touch my neck where he’d bitten me and pulled my hand away, surprised to see fresh blood on my fingertips. “What does that mean?”

      “The demons will have to challenge me to get to you.”

      Had he purposely bitten me for this reason? Or was he bullshitting me? The look on his face suggested he was serious.

      “Will they?” I pressed.

      “It depends on what they know.” He slid the daggers into the sheaths.

      “And if they challenge you for me?”

      His face hardened. “They will die.”

      “I thought you don’t kill demons.”

      “I don’t, but I will if they defy me.”

      “You’re pretty full of yourself, aren’t you?” Collin asked.

      “This does not concern you,” Abel snarled as he closed the hatch on the SUV.

      “Aren’t you getting a new shirt?” I asked.

      “No,” was his curt reply. “Let’s go.”

      Collin held his hands out at his sides. “We’ve been waiting on you. Thanks for getting us all hot and bothered with that demonstration.” He glanced at me, then motioned to Abel with a questioning look.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “I’ll say.”

      We made our way toward the warehouse, keeping closer to the river than the road.

      Collin sidled up next to me. “Let me get this straight; between the drive from your house and here, you took over driving and stabbed him?”

      “Not exactly in that order.”

      “You actually stabbed him.”

      I arched my brow with a smirk. “Fair warning.”

      Collin laughed and exchanged glances Ellie, who was following behind with David. “I like her.”

      Ellie grinned.

      “Silence,” Abel said in the lead.

      He flinched as he walked, a sign that he was still injured, but it drew my attention to the defined muscles of his bare back and the way his jeans clung to his hips. Why did he have to be so infuriatingly—not to mention distractingly—good-looking?

      “So how did you two get hooked up together?” Collin asked, motioning to Abel.

      I blinked, trying to focus on Collin’s question. “As I said, it’s complicated.”

      He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Are you stuck in a situation you need help getting out of? Ellie and I can help.”

      I frowned. Abel was certainly dangerous, yet I’d seen a softer side to him. He’d lashed out in the car because he was worried. Because I’d pushed him to remember the things he’d lost. I didn’t condone any of it, but I understood it. There was something in him that reminded me of myself. The monster in him was perhaps not unlike the monster in me—necessary to fight the demons, and painful to bear. But he’d lived hundreds of years with no one to help him carry his burden, whereas he’d stood by my side and helped me carry mine. That had to count for something. “I’m here of my own free will—and a carelessly made blood oath.”

      Collin’s smile fell. “I’m familiar with those myself.”

      Abel turned around to shoot me a glare. “Silence. Or would you prefer for me to just announce you at the door?”

      I gave him an aggravated look.

      Silence fell on the group, though I itched to talk to Collin and Ellie, even if in whispers. For one thing, now that I was this close to Ellie, I had so many questions about our family legacy. And for another, talking kept my mind off Hudson, Rhys, and Jack. Had they been tortured? Had they already been killed? If I hadn’t gone up to the attic and fallen asleep, I would have been there whenever Hudson was taken. I could have stopped it from happening. The guilt was all-consuming.

      Collin fell back, and Ellie slipped into step beside me.

      “I know what you’re thinking right now,” she said in a low voice.

      I shot her a dark look. “Do you?”

      “Maybe not all of it, but yeah, I think do. You’re not sure whether to trust us, even though you’ve been looking for me. We’re strangers and we might have different agendas, just like the Guardians do.” When I didn’t say anything, she said, “That’s how I felt when Tsagasi and his friends first appeared. All my previous encounters with supernatural beings taught me they couldn’t be trusted, especially Ahone and Okeus.”

      My eyebrows shot up and I grabbed her arm to slow her down, keeping my eyes on Abel’s back. “You’ve met Okeus?”

      “Yes. Have you?”

      I lowered my voice to a barely audible whisper as I leaned into her ear. “No. But Abel is terrified of him finding out about me.”

      “Why?”

      “That is none of your concern,” Abel barked. “I will hide her as long as I can from the god of death and war, hell and suffering.” He stopped and pivoted to face me. “And this mission risks that.”

      “I’m going, Abel,” I said, holding his gaze in a silent war.

      “You were on board at the house,” David said in an undertone. “What changed?”

      Fury filled Abel’s eyes and Ellie moved away from me and stood in front of David.

      “He asks a good question, unknown entity,” Ellie sneered, her hand on her sword hilt. “What changed? Why did you show up with stab wounds? We want to trust you and Piper, but you’re making it difficult.”

      Abel growled. “Then leave us and we’ll do what needs to be done.”

      “No,” Collin said, giving him some major side eye. “Somehow I think we have two very different missions. Ours is to kill demons and, more specifically, to make the Great One pay for what he did to Myra and Ellie.” His gaze intensified. “Yours—Abel—is to get Piper’s friends and leave, making sure Piper stays safe and hidden. But you want to leave your hands as clean as possible. Which means you’re either hiding or you’ve made a vow apart from your oath with Piper. Which one is it?”

      Abel’s eyes glowed red again, and I was about to intervene, but Ellie held up her hand to me, asking me to wait.

      “Why is it so important to hide Piper from Okeus?” Ellie said. “Does he know she’s a witness to creation?”

      “What difference would that make?” I asked.

      Ellie’s face took on a we don’t have time to get into that expression before she turned back to Abel. “We might actually be on the same page here, Abel. Tell us why you want to hide her, and maybe we can help.”

      “Why would you want to?” he growled.

      “Because once Okeus finds out she’s a witness to creation, he’ll try to use her for his own purposes. He gave me a choice and I tricked him. He won’t give Piper that opportunity.”

      Abel truly looked baffled. “What special purpose would he have for her?”

      “He wants to make little baby Okeuses,” Collin said. “Only he wants a child who looks human. He thinks that can only happen if the mother is a witness to creation. Ellie bought herself a year before he’ll come back to force himself on her. I doubt he’ll even try to win Piper over. He’ll simply take what he wants.”

      I turned to Abel in horror.

      He stared at me with a wavering gaze. “Would Okeus take her with him or impregnate her and leave her be?”

      I gasped.

      “Uh…” Ellie stammered.

      “He merely wants a child,” David said. “He claims all his previous attempts created monstrosities. He wanted Ellie to agree, and he promised so long as she doesn’t try to abort the baby, he’ll let her be.”

      Abel nodded, then turned and started walking again.

      I stared at him in disbelief. “You would let him rape me.”

      He spun around, his eyes deep red and his body emitting a soft golden glow, and snarled, “You have one purpose, Kewasa, and I will keep you alive to fulfill it. As long as you can carry a dagger in your hand, nothing else matters.”

      Ellie’s mouth dropped open.

      Collin moved between Abel and me and drew his sword. “And the roster for tonight’s event just changed. Piper, you’re with us now. Abel, your services are no longer needed.”

      “I stay with Kewasa.”

      “Kewasa doesn’t want you,” Collin countered. “So get the hell away from her.” He glanced around, looking frustrated. “Where is Tsagasi?”

      Tsagasi appeared out of thin air. “Watching fools at work.”

      “Fools?” Collin asked in outrage.

      “You’re getting ready to face powerful demons, and you’re fighting a god-like entity for a woman’s virtue.”

      “God-like entity?” Collin said. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “We’re not fighting for her virtue and you know it, Tsagasi,” Ellie said in disgust. “We’re fighting for what we’ve always fought for.”

      “Yes,” Tsagasi said, “you have a habit for mistaking your purpose, so let me remind you of it now—you are here to destroy the demons.”

      “But Piper—”

      “All your grandstanding doesn’t change the fact that the demons are preparing a sacrifice even as we speak.”

      Sacrifice? I fought off the terror that threatened to still my senses. “How do you know they’re still alive?”

      “Because I do, Kewasa,” Tsagasi said.

      “You can be sure he’s right,” Ellie assured me. “Tsagasi knows things. I don’t know how he does, but I’ve learned he’s always right.”

      I nodded, taking small solace in the knowledge they were alive. But Tsagasi was right. We were wasting time. “Caelius already knows I’m a witness to creation,” I said. “There’s no changing that fact now, and I’m not running away from this. I need to save my friends.”

      “If Caelius knows Okeus is looking for a witness to creation,” Abel said, “he will have told him. I was right—this is a trap for you, but not in the way I thought.” He looked undecided.

      “Why did you think he was trapping her?” Collin asked.

      “One of her other titles,” Tsagasi said.

      I held Abel’s gaze. Would he really let Okeus rape me? We both knew having a big belly wouldn’t prevent me from plunging one of the daggers into his heart.

      I searched his face for signs of the humanity he’d shown me last night and today, but that man was no longer there. I couldn’t trust this version of Abel, and I had to trust the people who fought beside me. I couldn’t save my friends alone.

      “Creator of worlds,” I said, shooting him a glare. Should I tell them more?

      Abel raced for me at inhuman speed, shoving Collin out of the way.

      But I was ready for him, with my daggers at the ready, one aimed at his heart. “No,” I said, more calmly than I felt. “We made a blood vow, Kieran Abel, and I will uphold it and no more. Your services aren’t required here. You may leave.”

      “You can’t be rid of me that easily, Kewasa,” he said condescendingly. “For I made a vow to you as well. I vowed to kill you before I let you suffer at the hands of a demon.”

      “So you’ll kill her if Okeus tries to rape her?” Collin said dryly. “I’m sure she takes comfort in that.”

      Abel seethed but didn’t try to deny it.

      Was this the betrayal Deidre warned me about? My outrage at Abel’s disloyalty burned in my gut, but there was no time to dwell on it. My friends were being prepared as a sacrifice all because they were important to me. Nothing mattered more than saving them.

      “Enough,” I said, slipping my dagger back in its sheath. “We’re wasting time. I have some demon ass to kick, so join me or not, I don’t give a shit anymore. Just don’t get in my way.”

      Then I shoved him to the side and took the lead.
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      The warehouse was dark when we approached. It was covered in graffiti and the few windows on our side were broken, the glass looking like sharp teeth, ready to devour us.

      I stopped and turned to Ellie. “I suspect you’re far more experienced at this than I am. I’m prepared to walk in and raise hell, but I’m guessing there’s a more subtle way to go about it.”

      Ellie turned to Tsagasi.

      “Caelius is waiting,” the small being confirmed. “No sign of the Great One, but it can’t be that far behind.”

      “Do they have any minions?” Collin asked.

      “Six total.”

      “The Guardians or demons?” David asked.

      “Demons. Lesser rank,” Tsagasi said. “But there is also a contingent of five Guardians. They are currently protesting Caelius’s new plan.”

      “Which is?” Ellie prodded.

      Tsagasi’s gaze fell on me.

      “So we’re dealing with one big demon, six lesser demons, and Guardians,” Ellie said.

      “Easy,” Collin said with a nonchalant shrug.

      Ellie tilted her head and gave him a deadpan look.

      “I say we just go in,” Collin said. “They have one big dog, and between you, me, and Piper, we have three.”

      I shot a dark look to Abel, who stood back several feet, making it clear that while he didn’t intend to be part of the attack, he was staying anyway. Probably just so he’d be ready to fulfill his side of our blood oath—kill me before the demons could—should the need arise. I bet he was having major buyer’s remorse right about now.

      “We also have Tsagasi and his friends,” David said. “You three take on Caelius, and we’ll face the lesser demons.”

      “Wait,” I said. “Can you counteract Caelius’s power? I could summon my power to the surface to deflect it, but he kept upping his game. If you can’t block it, you become crazed with lust.”

      Ellie exchanged knowing glances with Collin, then turned back to David. “You have to stay outside.”

      “Ellie…”

      “David, the rest of us can deflect it, but you’re powerless.”

      His jaw tightened in anxiousness.

      She walked over to him and put her hand on his cheek as she looked up into his eyes. “I’ll be fine. You know Collin will make sure of it, and now we have Piper. I’ll be distracted if you’re in there.”

      “I hate this, Ellie,” he said in a husky voice as he leaned his forehead against hers. “I hate that I can’t help you.”

      “You help me in other ways, and you know it,” she said in a tone that brooked no argument. She took a step back. “We all have our strengths. That’s what makes us a team.”

      I glanced at Abel, who had his eyes on me. I’d been stupid to think he cared about me as anything other than a means to a literal end. I’d been foolish to think we were a team of our own. And now I was paying for it.

      I drew my sword. “So we go in large and in charge?”

      Collin gave a sharp nod. “The three of us walk in like we own the place.” He drew his own sword and pointed it in Abel’s direction. “You will stay the fuck away.”

      Abel didn’t respond.

      “David, you have a job of your own,” Ellie said. “We’ll free Piper’s friends and send them out. You make sure they stay safe. Take them to the car.”

      He started to argue, and I was sure he was about to protest leaving her, but then he nodded. “Got it.”

      She reached for him again, stretching up to kiss him, a tender kiss that spoke of love and fear.

      Collin looked away and I turned to Abel.

      His expression was aloof and maybe even contemptuous.

      I’d been such a fool.

      “Be careful,” Ellie told David. “I love you.”

      “I love you too. Now finish this and come back to me.”

      She gave him one last look, then drew her own sword. “Collin and I will go first. Piper, you follow behind us. We’ll negotiate, and you follow our lead. We’ll let Tsagasi and the rest handle the lesser demons.”

      The little man gave a sharp nod.

      “Got it,” I said, my stomach cramping with anxiety. What would we find inside?

      “You’re forgetting something,” Abel said dryly, giving the impression he was bored. “The Great One isn’t here and it has unfinished business with all three of you.”

      “We’ll deal with the Great One if and when it shows up. There’s no planning for what-ifs. Let’s do it,” Collin said, advancing toward a door that was slightly ajar.

      Tsagasi disappeared.

      As I entered the building, I resisted the urge to look over my shoulder at Abel.

      We walked single file down a long hallway, with Collin in the lead and me taking the rear. The hall opened to a dark room, and when we reached the end, Collin stepped out into the open space, making room for Ellie to stand next to him. The hallway was narrow enough to block me from entering, but I could hear voices arguing.

      “We had a deal!” a man shouted, his voice familiar. “We handled the party logistics for you and the Great One, just as you asked. It worked. It drew the curse keepers for the Great One, you got enough young people to keep you fed, then you were supposed to hand over Piper Lancaster.”

      “Robert,” Caelius said in a soothing tone that was lightly filled with power. “Plans change. I suggest you accept it or face the consequences for pushing the matter.”

      Robert?

      I shoved past Collin and Ellie into the darkened shadows at the back of the cavernous warehouse, mostly empty save for a three-foot-high platform in the center. In the middle of it sat Caelius in a chair flanked by multiple candelabras on either side, the flames of a hundred or more candles flickering to illuminate the darkness. The demon lounged back, looking disdainfully down his nose at the group of five humans gathered in front of the platform, their heads bowed like supplicants at the feet of a god.

      My blood chilled when I realized I recognized the one in front. Robert Corden, a friend of my grandfather’s. I’d grown up with him at my grandparents’ dinner table. I knew him well…or maybe not as well as I had thought.

      This proved that the Guardians had gotten close to my grandparents, and while that freaked me out, something else horrified me more. Flickering candles lined a path to my right, leading to a circle of even more candles that enclosed a chalk triangle, with symbols drawn around and inside it.

      Hudson, Jack, and Rhys each sat in a corner of the triangle. Rhys was sitting cross-legged and silently crying. Jack sat in a kneeling position, looking furious, and Hudson was sitting on his butt, but his eyes were drawn to me like magnets. He still had the pendant at the base of his neck, not that it was doing him any good.

      “Piper!” he shouted.

      Every fiber of my being urged me to rush over to free them, but I knew that would be too easy. I needed to let this play this out.

      I only hoped I didn’t live to regret it.

      Caelius’s gaze drifted back to me and the curse keepers, and he got to his feet. “We’re done here, Robert,” he said dismissively, his eyes on me.

      “We are far from done,” Robert sneered.

      Caelius bent his arm at the elbow, lifting his hand to shoulder height, and snapped his fingers.

      Low growling came from the shadows at the back of the platform. Several pairs of red eyes glowed in the darkness. If those were some of the “lesser” demons Tsagasi had spoken of, he should have mentioned that by “lesser” he didn’t mean non-terrifying.

      Robert was a fool to argue with a demon, but I had to admit, Caelius was the least threatening-looking demon I’d met. Maybe that made him twice as deadly.

      “Are you ready to let this go, Robert?” Caelius asked. “I have more important business to attend to, but you may stay and observe if you promise to remain silent. It’s important for you to understand what you are dealing with.”

      “No, I’m nowhere near willing to let this go, but we’ll let you attend to your business before we finish ours,” Robert said as he moved aside, his friends shifting too. He then spun around to watch the next act, giving me a smirk.

      I wanted to slap it right off him.

      Collin took that as his cue to present himself to Caelius. “I’m afraid we haven’t been formally introduced.” He pressed his left hand to his chest. “I am Collin Dailey.” He dropped his hand and motioned toward us. “This is Ellie Lancaster and her cousin Piper.” He took another step forward. “But you only need to know and fear us for our titles—curse keepers and destroyers of life. We will not hesitate to destroy you if necessary, but our real beef is with the fool that calls itself the Great One. Where is it?”

      A sly grin lit up Caelius’s face. “The Great One will be here soon enough.”

      I took advantage of Caelius’s distraction and crept closer to the triangle. That was my priority.

      But Caelius had his eye on me. “Not too close, love. There’s some nasty magic protecting that triangle.” There was an amused lilt to his words. This was a game to him. Entertainment.

      But he was right about the magic. The closer I got, the more I felt something needling my skin. The closest I could get was about ten feet away before the pain became too much.

      Rhys whispered my name with such fear it cinched my breath.

      I wanted to run to her. She seemed the most scared of the three of them. This was the second time in less than three weeks she’d been kidnapped because of me. “I’m going to get you out of there. I promise.”

      She nodded slightly, watching me with trusting eyes. She truly believed I could.

      “All it takes is a trade,” Caelius said.

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” I said, keeping my attention on Rhys. “What’s the trade?”

      “You willingly give yourself to my desires and they all go free.”

      Something about the way he’d worded his request seemed off. Jack caught it too.

      “It’s a trick, Piper, not to mention that it will kill us anyway.”

      “I will not kill them,” Caelius said. “I will set them free. I swear it on Okeus.”

      The mention of Okeus caught my attention, and I whipped my head to face him. “Abel said you are a Roman demon. How do you know Okeus? He’s a Native American god.”

      He laughed. “Okeus is currently the most powerful being in this world.”

      “Ahone might disagree with that,” Ellie said.

      Caelius laughed. “Ahone is like an old fool, stuck in the old ways. Only those who adapt will survive.”

      “Ahone?” Hudson asked. “Who’s that?”

      I shot him a look of surprise, but he was focused on Ellie, watching her with interest.

      Ellie looked just as surprised by his question but answered him nonetheless. “Okeus’s twin. Ahone split himself in two and gave the bad parts of himself to his twin. They will do anything to destroy each other. Ahone tricked Manteo into locking up the gods, demons, and spirits back in the late fifteen hundreds.”

      “So Ahone stayed free?” Hudson asked, then turned to face me, his eyes intense and boring a hole in me. “And everything else was locked up?”

      What was he getting at? Then it hit me.

      Abel.

      Abel, a supernatural being, had been born after the spirit world was locked up. Was he Ahone’s son?

      But how did Hudson know enough about the situation to have come up with a theory about Abel’s identity? I hadn’t shared any of my recent suspicions with him.

      Hudson turned back to Ellie. “You’re wrong. Okeus is a clone. Not a twin.”

      Ellie’s mouth parted slightly. “What?”

      He gave her an apologetic look, but there was a hint of defiance in his eyes. “Just pointing out the discrepancy.”

      Ellie recovered, starting to look irritated. “Semantics.”

      Hudson gave a little shrug.

      Why didn’t he look more scared?

      Suddenly I knew, and it felt like all the air in the room had been suctioned out. I struggled to stay on my feet.

      Hudson was my betrayer.

      Why? It went against everything I knew about the man. Hudson was my best friend. He’d been with me through so much and vice versa. We’d always had each other’s backs.

      How could he do this? The simple answer was he wouldn’t.

      There had to be another explanation. Please let there be another explanation.

      “I have a gift for you,” Caelius said. Then a grin lit up his face. “A courting gift.”

      “You’re courting me?” I asked in disbelief, still trying to keep up.

      “Call it what you like, but it’s a gift designed to please you.”

      That sounded ominous. “What is it?”

      He waved his right hand with a flourish toward the group of Guardians. “Your opportunity to get answers.”

      I suspected the only way to break through the power holding my friends in the triangle was to slice through the magic with my dagger. I still had enough of my wits about me to know that a battle was likely to break out the moment I started using a weapon. As much as I hated to admit it, I needed to wait until I had a better handle on what was really going on. While it went against everything inside me, I turned and walked over to my grandfather’s good friend.

      I stopped next to Collin, about ten feet away from my other betrayer. “I know this one,” I said, waving my sword toward Robert. “He and his wife are my grandparents’ dear friends.” Then, with bitterness, I added, “But maybe not as dear as my grandparents thought.”

      “You had to be watched,” Robert said. “We agreed to leave you alone, but then your father double-crossed us.” He pressed a hand over his heart. “Still, we are a people of honor and we uphold our agreements.”

      “More like the gate to hell was still closed, so no hurry,” Collin said.

      Robert’s lips pursed in semi-acknowledgment.

      “Honor?” I protested. “You killed my father because he refused to let you train his ten-year-old daughter to use a pair of daggers? Where is the honor in that? Where is the honor in making me an orphan?”

      “I understood the cost,” he said. “I was the one who ordered it.”

      I gasped.

      “Did you order my mother to be killed too?” Ellie asked, coming to stand beside me. I was surprised at how calm she sounded.

      “No,” he said with a smirk. “You were someone else’s problem. I was only charged with Piper. Her father was supposed to have her hold the daggers every day until her power manifested. Instead, he locked them up, reasoning no daggers, no power.” He gave her a smug grin. “He was wrong.”

      This man felt absolutely no remorse for ordering my parents’ murders.

      “How many of you are there?” Ellie asked.

      “Our numbers have dwindled after the massacre on Roanoke Island several weeks ago, but we still have an army.”

      “But an army without leadership,” Collin said. “All of your leaders were at the ceremony that night and only a few escaped.”

      “True, but we will rebuild.” Robert turned to the woman at his left. “Isn’t that right, Rosalyn?”

      I gasped, recognizing the name—and the face. This was the woman who’d driven past us in the campus lot when Jack and I were on our way to meet Autumn.

      I turned to Hudson, my mind racing. He gave me a blank look.

      Caelius shifted in his seat, looking bored. “Piper, do you have more questions? Speak now or forever hold your peace.”

      What was his hurry? Was he sending them away? I glanced from Ellie on my right to Collin on my left. “No, but—”

      “Then it’s time to bid them adieu.” Caelius snapped his fingers and the creatures behind him rushed across the stage and leapt on top of the Guardians. One of them clamped its jaws around Robert’s head midjump, biting it clean off by the time it flattened him to the floor. The warehouse echoed with screams and snarling.

      I looked on in horror as Collin grabbed my arm and the three of us scrambled backward to get out of the way of their massacre. The creatures were as large as lions on steroids but had faces akin to a bulldog. Their coats were black and the blood that now coated them sank into their short hair.

      “We have to help them,” Ellie said, ready to jump in to the fight.

      “It’s too late,” Collin said. “Most of them are dead already, and the one who remains is almost there.”

      He was right, but it was a hard pill to swallow. The night of my first demon kills, Abel had made me watch the demons attack the Guardians. Now I fought through my horror and forced myself to pay attention to how these demons behaved.

      Because I had no doubt Caelius would soon turn them on us.

      Where was Abel? Watching from the shadows? Waiting to kill me if the need arose? But after everything I’d learned from and about him in the past two days, I had trouble believing he’d let me get into a situation that would force him to kill me. On the drive over, he’d tried to take me away from this fight, declaring me too important to lose.

      So why wasn’t he standing by my side, ensuring I survived?

      I realized that Collin was right. Abel had to be in hiding. I already knew he was trying to stay off Okeus’s radar, and now I was certain it was because he was hiding the identity of his father.

      If Okeus found out his brother or clone or whatever had a son, he could use that son against him.

      Abel would become bait.

      “Well,” Caelius said with an exaggerated sigh as he surveyed the carnage. “That’s done.”

      The creatures were still devouring the flesh of their victims, which didn’t sound like demon behavior at all…at least not as far as I knew. What were they?

      I swallowed the bile rising in my throat as I tried to ignore the bloody carnage.

      “Great show,” Collin said in a flippant tone. “But it looks like the Great One is a no-show, so let Piper’s friends go and we’ll be on our way. We can have a rematch later.”

      Was this a trick or was Collin really willing to walk away? From the look on Caelius’s face, he was wondering the same thing.

      “If you curse keepers wish to leave, you may,” the demon said, “but Piper and her friends will remain with me. The best surprises are yet to come.”

      “Well,” Collin drawled, “if Piper stays, then we’ll stay too. We’d hate to miss the surprises.”

      “I want my friends, Caelius,” I said in a firm voice. “And I want them now.”

      Caelius gestured toward the triangle. “Then I offer you a trade.”

      I knew what that trade was. I glanced over at my friends, refusing to look at Hudson. Jack looked horrified and Rhys was staring at the carnage in shock. The demon knew I’d do anything to save them. Even play with fire.

      I turned back to look up at Caelius in defiance. “You want to have sex with me until I die. The ultimate la petite mort. What a way to go,” I said dryly. I tossed my sword onto the ground and it skittered toward Jack. “What the hell? Let’s do it.”

      Caelius stared at me in confusion.

      “What?” I asked. “Not romantic enough for you?” I reached down and grabbed the hem of my T-shirt, pulling it over my head and tossing it down too. “Shows what you know about me. I’m more of a practical person.” I reached down and quickly unzipped my boots.

      “Piper?” Ellie called after me as I kicked off the boots.

      Jack and Rhys watched me in horror.

      “Piper, what are you doing?” Jack pleaded.

      I ignored him and reached for the button on my jeans. “Like what you see, Caelius? I’ll give it to you. Just let my friends go.”

      “Piper!” Rhys shouted. “No!”

      I shoved my hands between the denim and my hips, then slowly tugged the fabric down. “Is that better? You want a little show?”

      Collin started to rush toward me, but Caelius snapped his fingers and the lion demons snarled then raced toward the curse keepers.

      “Tsagasi!” Collin shouted.

      “That’s better,” Caelius said. “No more interruptions.”

      But I was distracted by the chaos ensuing to my left. Five demon lions had surrounded my friends, but Tsagasi and the others had joined the fight.

      “Eyes on me,” Caelius said in a lilting tone infused with power, and I had no choice but to give him my full attention.

      He was watching me with interest, but it occurred to me that the demon fed on sexual urges and feelings, and I was feeling anything but turned on. I needed to fix that.

      I tried to think of something to get me in the mood, a difficult task given what was happening all around me, but I had to succeed with this charade or my friends would be killed. They were counting on me to save them.

      I shimmied out of my jeans, and before I knew it, I was standing in nothing but my bra and panties and the belt Abel had cinched to my hips.

      Suddenly thoughts of Abel flooded my head. When he’d kissed me after I’d killed the demons at Helen’s Bridge. When he’d kissed me on his balcony. When I’d straddled him in the SUV on our way here tonight. They were my thoughts, but I had no control of them. Had Abel sent them to me? The memories were so strong I could feel his hands on my bare skin, his lips on mine.

      I released a low moan.

      My hormones surged, and I could feel Caelius lapping them up as he released a low moan of his own.

      “Piper!” Jack shouted. “Stop!”

      I kept my eyes on Caelius, who was now descending a set of stairs to the side of the platform, but it was Abel who consumed me, making parts of me ache and throb.

      My lips lifted into a sexy smile. “Eager, Caelius?”

      “As much as I want you,” he said with his eyes on the dagger at my right hip, “I’d prefer that you lose the weapon.”

      “This?” I asked in a sexy pout as I slowly slid Ivy out of its sheath and held it up. Then I threw it to the side in what I hoped appeared to be a careless toss. It hit the floor and slid into the triangle.

      Caelius started to watch where the dagger went, but I took two steps forward, drawing his attention back to me. I needed to distract him from the dagger still hanging on my left hip. “So where do you want to do this? No comfy couches this time.”

      “We were in a hurry to get your friends here,” Caelius said. “No time for the comforts I prefer.”

      “So it’s the floor, then?”

      Caelius’s power had been surprisingly dormant, probably because I’d caught him off guard, but the sex demon was over his shock. A wicked grin spread across his face as he sent a subtle wave of power toward me.

      I didn’t put my guard up, instead letting it wash over my skin like a caress.

      Caelius gave me a look of surprise then pleasure as he moved toward me. “You’re really giving yourself to me.”

      “I told you I would. I didn’t choose this life. If I’m going to be killed by a demon, this seems like the best way to go.”

      Caelius stopped in front of me and wrapped an arm around my back, pulling me tightly to his body. “There’s where you’re wrong, my love. I don’t plan on killing you.”

      My breath stuck in my chest, but I forced out, “So you plan to keep me as a pet?”

      “No,” he said. His arm tightened around my back, and he lifted my feet off the ground and then carried me toward the triangle. “I plan to use our combined power to call Okeus. He’ll reward the Great One and me beyond belief for the gift I’m about to give him.”

      Oh shit.

      I glanced at Ellie and Collin, who were in the middle of a battle, but I heard Tsagasi shout, “Caelius is calling Okeus!”

      “Hey, Caelius,” Ellie shouted while slashing at a demon lion that swiped at her with its paw, “isn’t Okeus a little pissed at you and the Great One for trying to batten down the gate to hell?”

      “Why do you think we’ve altered our plans to offer him your cousin?” Caelius called out. “A peace offering.”

      “You’re going to hand me over to a god?” I asked, stalling. Was Abel really not going to intervene? Should I mention the creator of worlds part of my résumé to make Abel jump into action? He’d been freaked out about what Okeus would do with that particular piece of information. Was it too dangerous to use?

      “I’ll still do this willingly,” I said, “but you have to let my friends go.”

      Caelius reached the middle of the triangle and set me down. Cocking an eyebrow, he gave me a mocking grin. “Who said I need you willing?”

      Was now the time to make my move? Rhys was still in the place I’d last seen her, the dagger two feet to her side. Why wasn’t she reaching for it?

      Then I realized why—something or someone was holding my friends in place. But somehow I sensed it wasn’t Caelius’s power, and it was too strong to be the work of one of his minions. I reached out with my power to search for demons. Caelius was so close his essence was nearly blinding, but I could sense the six lesser demons Tsagasi had mentioned—five fighting Ellie and one behind the platform—and a seventh demon somewhere nearby, someone close. It was a bright essence that had been dimmed, like it had thrown a cloak over itself to conceal its light.

      Caelius had lied. The Great One was here. It was simply concealing itself.

      Obviously I’d miscalculated this entire thing, not that I’d put much thought into it to begin with. I’d counted on Abel saving me from death, but he’d stayed outside; I’d counted on Caelius sticking to his screw-to-death plan, and now he planned to hand me over to Okeus.

      I was screwed. In more ways than one.

      “It’s time for your next surprise,” Caelius whispered, sending shivers across my skin. I couldn’t resist him without revealing my intentions, so I didn’t. I quivered with need.

      I started to reach for the hilt of my remaining dagger.

      “That’s really not necessary,” I said, my voice sounding sultry.

      “But I insist.” He spun me around and pressed my back to his chest, wrapping an arm around me. His palm splayed over my lower abdomen as he sent another wave of power through me, making me forget about the dagger hanging on my hip. I pressed myself back against him, feeling his erection. His mouth lowered to the base of my neck and he kissed above Abel’s bite, sending another wave of pleasure that threatened to drag me under to complete submission.

      “You are so delicious,” he said as he licked the bite wound. Then he motioned with his free hand and one of the demon lions came around the corner with something large in its mouth.

      Rhys released a gasping cry, but it only vaguely registered as another wave of pleasure rippled through me.

      I closed my eyes and started to lean my head back against him when Caelius whispered in my ear, “Don’t miss your surprise, my pet. We picked it out special for you.”

      My eyes fluttered open and I forced myself to focus on the demon lion that stood on the outside of the triangle, about ten feet away. Then I realized what was in its mouth.

      A body. A man. I recognized the shirt and sucked in a breath of mind-numbing shock.

      “Drop,” Caelius said.

      The demon lion dropped the body and it landed with a dull thud, only a few feet in front of us at the edge of the triangle. The face staring up at us was totally recognizable.

      My gaze jerked up in horror as Hudson began to laugh.

      The man at the far corner of the triangle wasn’t my best friend at all.

      It was the Great One.
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      My worst fear had come true. I felt my knees weaken, but even as my brain tried to process that my best friend had been murdered, I realized I couldn’t afford to fall apart.

      Demon Hudson gave me an evil grin. “Surprise,” it said in my best friend’s voice.

      Hudson was dead. The Great One had killed him and cloned his body.

      “Hudson!” Rhys wailed.

      “Piper!” Jack shouted, trying to be heard above the confusion. “Piper!”

      “You’re so gullible,” Demon Hudson said with a sneer, still chuckling. “I only wish I’d had more time to mess with your head.”

      When? When did this happen? When did I lose my best friend? I tried to think back over the last few days—weeks, years—to when Hudson might have seemed changed. Had this demon been in my house? Living with me?

      Demon Hudson shot me a look of disgust. “Some demon hunter you are…right under your nose, although the pendant helped hide me so thanks for that.”

      “When?” I choked out.

      He laughed. “Rosalyn’s party. He was so sure you’d come save him. Right up until the end.”

      The tidal wave of pain that washed through me nearly dropped me to my knees.

      Demon Hudson saw he’d hit home with that comment. “If you weren’t a witness to creation, I’d kill you myself just for the fun of it.”

      “Ellie!” Collin shouted. “We have to get her out of there!” He tried to bolt for the triangle, but a demon lion blocked his path.

      My grief was so overwhelming I could hardly breathe, but then I heard Rhys’s sobs, jerking me back to why I was here. I needed to pull myself together if I wanted to get Jack and Rhys out of here. That was the whole reason I’d let Caelius drag me in here.

      No, I’d done it to save Hudson too, before I’d realized it wasn’t him. Another wave of grief and shock threatened to drag me under.

      This couldn’t be happening.

      “You are a special kind of fucked up,” Collin shouted as he fought the demon lion. “You obviously get some kind of perverse pleasure from hurting people.”

      “I love a good surprise,” Demon Hudson said. “But maybe I chose the wrong friend as my host. Piper’s not as upset as I’d expected. Perhaps she loves the other man more.”

      Jack. My panic rose.

      “Where’s Abel?” Jack asked, getting pissed. “Deserting you again!”

      “Yes,” Demon Hudson said. “Where is Abel? I was hoping he’d be here with you. Perhaps we should make him show his face.”

      “I’m going to kill you myself,” Collin asked, inching closer to the triangle. The demon lion stayed close on his heels.

      The Great One laughed. “For having a little fun? Surely you’re not avenging Piper’s friend’s death. I didn’t have as long to toy with her like I did with Ellie. Her stepmother was delicious. I used her body for weeks.”

      Caelius brushed his hand over my hip, infusing his touch with power, and my body filled with heat, like I was burning from the inside out. He began to chant in a language I didn’t understand. The candles flickered, and then the flames shot higher.

      “Piper!” Jack shouted. “Fight him!”

      Caelius’s hands were roaming over my body now, his power igniting every nerve ending and filling me with a pleasure I’d never known before.

      “Piper!” Jack screamed.

      I heard Ellie and Collin shouting as they tried to reach me, but I’d closed my eyes, lost in sensation.

      What the fuck are you doing, Piper? Abel shouted in my head.

      His intrusion shook me out of my sexual stupor, but Caelius hadn’t noticed. His mouth skimmed my neck and shoulder as he muttered his chant. It almost sounded as though he was praying over me.

      Well, crap. He was praying over his sacrifice.

      I inched my hand to my left dagger.

      “Lord of Darkness,” Caelius cried out, “we have brought you a gift. A witness to creation to carry your child.”

      “Collin!” Ellie shouted in alarm.

      “Yeah, I know,” he yelled back.

      Demon Hudson was watching us, and grief washed through me just as Caelius intensified his power. The grief and sexual longing mixed into a bittersweet sensation that consumed every cell of my body.

      My eyes rolled back and I relaxed into the demon’s embrace.

      Piper! Abel shouted in my head, worming its way into my consciousness. Fight him!

      His voice loosened the hold Caelius had on me enough for me to realize it was time to make a move.

      Caelius sent a new wave of power through me, ramping up the tension, but the mark in my hand began to burn. I had enough control to let the power seep out slowly—enough to block the force of Caelius’s seduction, but hopefully not enough to alert him to the fact that I was back to my senses. I needed the element of surprise to make this work.

      Caelius slid his hands back, across my ribs, reaching for the hooks on the back of my bra. In one continuous move, I whipped St. Michael out of its sheath and spun around, aiming for the bastard’s heart.

      He whisked a hand up and snagged my wrist, stopping the dagger just as the tip went through his clothes and pricked his skin.

      Caelius shot me an evil grin. “Even if you kill me, you’re trapped. Okeus is on his way, and you can’t leave this triangle.”

      I shot a glance to Jack, who stared at me in panic…not a good sign.

      Time to play my Hail Mary card.

      “One problem at a time,” I said, cocking my head and showing him the mark at the base of my neck. “Do you know what this is?”

      Caelius stared at it in confusion. “It’s a bite.”

      “I already belong to a god. And he won’t be happy that you’re pawning me off on someone else.”

      He grinned, not looking as nervous as I’d expected. “Abel? Where is he now?”

      Good question. This was likely a stupid move on my part, but desperate times… “He’s busy.”

      “Then he won’t be here to stop me.” Caelius concentrated his power on my hand, and my hold on the dagger loosened.

      I let my own power surge, momentarily taking control before Caelius sent a rush of sensation through me that dropped me to my knees.

      “Okeus told me to make you ready,” Caelius said. He brushed a hand over my head. “Are you ready?”

      “Never,” I forced out even though my body suggested otherwise.

      He squatted in front of me and lifted my face to look up at him. I could feel him sucking energy from me, and it felt divine. I struggled to remember why this was a bad thing.

      “Lord of hell,” Caelius whispered. “Lord of light. We offer you this woman and the hope of life.”

      No. I was not going to allow some psycho demon god to impregnate me today.

      I reached deep down into my power source and pushed it all into my hand, then shoved the dagger into Caelius’s chest.

      He gasped as his eyes widened. His control over me abruptly ceased, and he fell onto his butt, my dagger still embedded in his chest, my hand still on the hilt. The life hadn’t left him yet, which meant I hadn’t freed the lost souls, the young people he’d gorged himself on. Tightening my grip on the hilt, I dragged the blade to my right.

      He cried out in pain and fell onto his back, but he was still alive.

      “Piper,” Jack called out. He’d moved from his spot and was reaching for the hilt of my sword. The spells keeping him and Rhys in place must have weakened as Caelius’s power leached from him.

      “Here!” Jack shouted, shoving the sword across the floor toward me.

      I twisted my dagger out of the demon’s chest as I leaned down to take hold of the sword. Kneeling at Caelius’s side, I held the point to his chest.

      Caelius’s eyes lit up with happiness and I wondered if he’d lost his mind, but a quick glance revealed storm clouds were gathering in the ceiling of the warehouse—not unlike the ones I’d seen from the windows in Tommy’s version of the attic.

      “Okeus is here to save me,” Caelius whispered in rapture.

      “Sorry you have to miss the rest of the show,” I said, then struck deep. At last Caelius’s body turned to dust, releasing the orb of souls like an exhaled breath. It floated upward, wafting in the remnants of discharged energy, and I picked up my dagger and pricked it, sending the tiny firefly-like souls on their way.

      A boom of thunder shook the floor beneath us.

      “He’s making a grand entrance this time,” Collin shouted.

      “He sure loves the drama,” Ellie yelled back.

      With Caelius dead, I turned my attention to Jack and Rhys, realizing Demon Hudson was no longer contained in the triangle with us. Instead, my Hudson’s lifeless body was in its place at the triangle tip.

      I had failed to save him, but I could still save them. I wiped my dagger on Caelius’s shirt, then stuffed it back in its sheath, leaving the sword bloodied. “You two have to go.”

      “What?” Jack shouted over the thunder of the growing storm over our heads. Flashes of fire shot out across the ceiling. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “You have to get Rhys out of here. There’s a man named David outside. He’s Ellie Lancaster’s boyfriend. He’ll help you both get away.”

      “Piper,” he said insistently. “I can’t leave you.”

      “I have to help Collin and Ellie. We’ll finish this, and I’ll be out soon.” I glanced up at the clouds as the center began to glow. That couldn’t be good. “Now go!”

      “We can’t,” Jack said. “Caelius was right. We’re stuck in this triangle.”

      I tried to walk over the chalk line, but a strong band of power held me. Shit. I pulled St. Michael back out and slashed through the spell, but flashes of light sprayed everywhere like someone had lit a sparkler.

      “It’s part of the spell,” Jack said. “Based on what they said, the only way to break it is if the being you’re meant to belong to walks in or if someone finishes the sacrifices.”

      “Obviously I’m not letting that happen,” I muttered. But what was I going to do?

      Abel claimed I belonged to him, but I didn’t see him strutting in, and it was too much to hope that Caelius would have allowed a loophole like that. Okeus was the only one who could get us out.

      I took a breath. “So I need to get Okeus to willingly break the spell and allow you two to leave?” I asked, already working on a plan.

      “No, Piper,” Jack said, leaning into my ear, “we overheard them talking before you got here. The sacrifices are to help increase the chances of getting you pregnant. He’s never going to let us go.”

      My eyes widened in panic and I lifted my gaze to the storm. A man with black hair and a black suit and tie stood in the middle of a bank of tiny clouds descending from the storm. He held out his hands and watched me with a hungry smile.

      Part two of this nightmare had just arrived.
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      Collin and Ellie were still fighting Demon Hudson, who was flanked by three demon lions. The Native American warriors had joined Collin and Ellie, but all of the fighting stopped abruptly as Okeus made his entrance.

      Collin looked up and cursed. Then he and two warriors bolted in front of me, standing guard between me and the god.

      My heart raced, and I turned to Jack, trying to fight my panic. “Any ideas?”

      He swallowed. “None.”

      “No holy water in your pocket?” I asked dryly.

      “I wish.”

      “Piper,” Rhys said in a high-pitched voice. “What are we going to do?”

      I lifted my chin. “I’ll do what any self-respecting lawyer would do. Negotiate.”

      “I don’t think you can negotiate your way out of this,” Rhys said.

      “Of course I can,” I whispered with more confidence than I felt. I might not have finished law school, but I was the daughter of two successful lawyers. Surely that counted for something. “I just need to use what he wants to my advantage.”

      “He wants you to have his demon baby,” Rhys said. “How do you work that to your advantage?”

      “At least Nana will get that grandbaby she’s dying to have.”

      “Not funny,” Jack spat out.

      He was right, but I was clueless about what to do. I turned to them and took both of their hands. “We all have to agree that we’ll endure anything to survive this. I mean it. Anything.”

      Tears filled Rhys’s eyes. “Piper. No.”

      “Rhys, listen to me,” I said, my voice breaking. “I already lost Hudson. I can’t lose you and Jack. Please. Trust me.”

      She nodded, tears streaming down her face. “Okay.”

      I gave her a quick hug, then turned to Jack.

      “No. No way do I plan to stand back and watch that monster rape you.”

      I grabbed his hand and squeezed until my nails dug into his skin. “Listen to me. I’m not going down without a fight, but I also know that sometimes you have to lose a battle to win a war.”

      “This feels like the war to me, Piper.”

      “As long as we’re all alive, it’s just a battle.” I squeezed tighter. “Jack. Please.”

      “Only as a last resort. Swear to me.”

      I nodded, my heart hammering against my chest.

      “I swear,” I said. Because bottom line, I probably didn’t have a choice in the matter. I needed to focus on surviving.

      I gave him a quick hug and turned to face Okeus.

      His cloud bank had just reached the floor and it dissipated into a mist. He held his hands out from his sides. “Ellie, so nice to see you again. I see you’ve brought me a gift.”

      “We brought you the gift,” Demon Hudson said. “Caelius and me.”

      Okeus held his hands out from his body again. “And where is Caelius?”

      Demon Hudson’s gaze drifted to the pile of ash next to me. “Gone.”

      “So cocky, you two,” Okeus said with a chuckle. “It will be your downfall, but then it looks like it was already Caelius’s.” He turned to Ellie and his gaze dropped to her sword. “I’d heard you found the Sword of Galahad. Any particular god you plan to subdue with it?”

      “I have a couple in mind,” Ellie said in a sassy retort.

      Ellie had a sword that could subdue gods?

      “Unfortunately,” Okeus said, “I have other plans for tonight. Perhaps another time.”

      Then he slowly turned to face me.

      I lifted my own sword, pushing Jack and Rhys behind me.

      Collin took a step forward, his body tense and ready to attack. “You’re not getting her either, Okeus.”

      “Collin,” Okeus said in a mocking tone. “You continue to disappoint me. It’s not too late to return to the fold. All will be forgiven.”

      “After a small punishment, of course,” Collin said in a bored tone.

      “That’s a given.”

      “I’ve made my decision,” Collin said. “I stand with Ellie.”

      “And with Piper as well, I see,” Okeus said with an amused grin. “I can see the resemblance to her cousin. You both hid her from me quite well.”

      Collin didn’t answer.

      The god held out his hands, giving the impression of trying to be reasonable. “We don’t have to do this, Collin. Just move aside and let me chat with the girl.”

      “No.”

      Anger filled Okeus’s eyes.

      “Collin,” I said, trying to sound calm. “Let him pass.”

      “No, Piper,” he said with his back to me.

      “He won’t kill me,” I said, straightening my back. “He has a purpose for me. He won’t risk it.”

      “She’s right, Collin,” Ellie said. “Let him pass.”

      I couldn’t see the expression on Collin’s face, but the way he gripped his sword suggested he was furious. He turned back to look at me and I gave him a slight nod.

      “I’m okay,” I said.

      Then his gaze shot to my friends behind me. We both knew they might not be okay. But Collin was facing a powerful god, one even Abel feared. I didn’t want him to needlessly die for me. Like I’d told Jack and Rhys—this was a battle, not the war. As long as Okeus didn’t kill me, I could endure anything.

      And hopefully Abel wouldn’t kill me.

      Oh crap. I hadn’t factored that into the equation.

      Okeus moved over to Ellie, but the warriors still stood their ground.

      The god gave them a disinterested glance. “A father should know all of his children, yet I don’t remember any of you.”

      “Not all supernatural beings are your children, Okeus.”

      The god scoffed. “Most are, and those who aren’t are lowly creatures not worthy of my time or attention.”

      “Yet the curse banished us as well,” a woman warrior said. “We were all equals in the curse.”

      Okeus laughed. “Equals? There are none equal to me. Especially now.”

      “Ahone is your equal,” Ellie called out.

      Anger washed over the god’s face. “I will end Ahone with my child,” Okeus said. “Which brings me to the reason I’m here.” He began to turn away with a dramatic sweep of his hand toward me, then halted at the sound of the warrior woman’s voice.

      “No,” she said, softly but commanding.

      Okeus turned back, his eyes wide with fury.

      Still the warriors held their ground.

      “Brave warriors,” I said in a firm voice. “This is not your fight either.”

      “Our fight is for the salvation of the world. If you bear the god a son, you will make our fight more difficult,” the warrior woman said. Then, before I realized what she was doing, she swiveled to the side and pointed her bow at me, letting her arrow fly.

      Ellie screamed, “No!”

      I had a split second to react, but I wasn’t prepared for the blur that shot across the room and stopped several feet in front of me.

      Okeus’s eyes widened in interest when he saw Abel suddenly appear. The warrior woman looked pissed.

      “I knew he would interfere,” she sneered.

      “I said I claimed her,” Abel said, holding the arrow in his hand. Shirtless with evident stab wounds, he looked like a warrior ready for battle. “No one will harm her.” He turned to face Okeus in defiance. “Even you.”

      “Holy shit,” Rhys muttered from behind me.

      Abel had actually shown up, but there was no thanking him now. Fury radiated from him in powerful waves, and I knew it was partially aimed at me.

      The warriors vanished into thin air, clearing the path for Okeus to walk toward us, and it struck me that Abel had inserted himself into the triangle. Was he stuck too? But Jack had said the spell keeping us in here could only be broken by the being I was intended for. If Caelius had been vague…

      I turned back to Jack and whispered, “Try to leave.”

      “Piper. No.”

      “I have two powerful beings who both want me alive. I’ll be fine, and they might use you to get to me, so go.”

      Understanding filled his eyes, but he was still reluctant to leave me.

      “Jack.”

      He took Rhys’s hand, drew a deep breath, and then walked across the line.

      The spell had been broken.

      Neither god even noticed. They now stood about ten feet apart, Okeus still on the outside of the triangle.

      I was suddenly terrified for Abel. Once Okeus realized he was Ahone’s son, he might not let him leave alive. Could Okeus kill him? Or would he endlessly torture Abel until the moon appeared on my hand? I had to find a way to protect him.

      “Who are you to defy me?” Okeus asked. The words could have been fused with anger, but they were laced with curiosity.

      “I lay no claim on either your power or your world,” Abel said, bowing his head. “I am but a lowly supernatural being who wishes to stay in your good graces, my lord. My only request is that you let me have the woman for my own.”

      Let him have the woman for his own? The phrasing pissed me off, but I reminded myself that Abel was playing Okeus’s game. He didn’t mean it.

      Right?

      “Why do I not know you?” Okeus asked.

      “As I said, I am but a lowly creature,” Abel said, taking a knee and still keeping his head bowed. “Too lowly to catch the eye of a great king.”

      “No,” Okeus said, his eyes alight with excitement. “I can feel your power even as you try to hide it. You are no lowly creature. You are part god.”

      “I have no quarrel with you, my lord,” Abel said in a humble tone I’d never heard from him before. “I only wish to take the woman and live in peace.”

      Okeus was intrigued. “You may wish to live in peace, but you have a purpose of your own for her. What is it?”

      “She is like a siren, my lord. I am possessed by her beauty. She has captured my heart and attention so that I cannot sleep or focus when I am not with her.”

      Okeus looked at me with renewed attention, taking a step closer. “Are you a siren?”

      I fought to keep from laughing. “No. I am a ghost shepherd.”

      “And a demon slayer,” Okeus added, nodding to the sword in my hand.

      “I don’t seek them out,” I said. “They find me, and I do what I must to defend myself and my friends. Like Abel, I have no quarrel with you,” I lied.

      “Abel…”

      Oh shit. Abel hadn’t told him his name. Names had power.

      “Abiel,” Okeus repeated Abel’s name, but the pronunciation was slightly different this time—like Abiel, with the hint of an “i” sound after the “b” and a softer “l”. “God is my father.” His eyes widened, and his anger was back. The fire forking through the storm above us shot across the ceiling, but somehow the building didn’t catch on fire. “Who is your father, Abiel?”

      “I never knew my father,” Abel said, his head still bowed. “I cannot say.”

      “Who was your mother?”

      “She lived many years ago, my lord. I have forgotten.”

      “You have forgotten your own mother?” Okeus asked in disbelief. “No matter how old a man becomes, he never forgets his mother. Look at me, boy.”

      “He was born after the Great Separation,” Demon Hudson explained to Okeus. “After we were locked away for hundreds of years. When only one god was free to roam the earth.”

      Okeus’s eyes flashed with fire. “Ahone.”

      “Yes,” the Great One said in excitement. “I have brought you two gifts—the witness to creation and your brother’s son.” He gestured toward Abel. “Ahone’s son, Abiel.”

      Ellie and Collin stared at Abel in disbelief.

      “Is this true?” Okeus demanded.

      Abel slowly lifted his head but didn’t respond.

      “Who was your mother?” Okeus asked in a tightly controlled voice, his nostrils flaring.

      Abel held his gaze. I couldn’t see his face, but his entire body screamed defiance. “A lowly Croatan maiden.”

      Okeus’s chest expanded, and the speculative look in his eyes shifted to surprise. No, shock. Finally, he asked, “What year were you born?”

      “My people had other ways to record time, my lord.”

      “You’re obviously an intelligent man,” Okeus scoffed. “How soon after the Great Separation were you born?”

      Abel hesitated, as though weighing his options. “The next summer, my lord.”

      Okeus’s excitement continued to build, and a new horror swept through me. What if Abel wasn’t Ahone’s son?

      Okeus took a moment, then said, “Your mother was no lowly maiden. Your mother was a Croatan conjurer who willingly accepted me into her bed.” He took a step closer. “Weeks before I was locked away.”

      Okeus moved closer and cupped Abel’s face, searching. Then joy washed over the god’s face. “I have a son, and you are perfect.” He threw out his hands and shouted, “I have a son.”

      I’d just made Abel’s worst nightmare come true. He’d wanted to avoid any contact with Okeus, and for the very best of reasons. I’d made a dangerous mistake.

      Ellie and Collin looked horrified, but then Ellie took a step forward. “This means you don’t need us anymore. You and Abel can have your family reunion and let us deal with the Great One, and then we’ll be on our way.”

      Okeus studied her, his face giving nothing away.

      Ellie and Collin may be free to go, but I wasn’t leaving Abel’s side. I’d gotten him into this mess. Somehow I was getting him out of it.

      Abel stood, his shoulders sinking in defeat. “We have much to catch up on, Father. Let them be on their way.”

      Okeus waved a hand in dismissal toward the curse keepers. “Go, but you cannot have the Great One. It is mine to deal with. Ellie, you and I have plenty of time to revisit our arrangement.” Then the god turned to me. “But Piper will stay.”

      “No,” Ellie said with fury in her voice. “We will finish our business with the Great One. Now.”

      “Not today,” Okeus said, sounding firmer. “If you leave now, I will restrain my wrath.”

      Indecision wavered in Ellie’s eyes before she took several sidesteps in my direction. “I want that demon, Okeus.”

      “Not today.”

      “You’ll never subdue us, war god,” Tsagasi shouted.

      “You are nothing to me, little man,” the god said, sounding disgusted.

      Tsagasi and his brother continued to taunt the god.

      Ellie closed the distance between us. Standing on the outside of the triangle, she extended a hand toward me. “Let’s go.”

      I shook my head. “No. I can’t leave Abel.”

      Abel turned to me with hatred in his eyes, catching me off guard. “Go.”

      “No.” I stared back in defiance. I wasn’t leaving him.

      He shot me a look of annoyance, then crossed the line of chalk, walking out of the triangle and heading toward the ruckus.

      Surprise filled Ellie’s eyes. “Is your blood vow keeping you here?”

      “No.” I didn’t know how to explain it; I didn’t even understand it myself. I just knew he’d exposed himself to protect me, whatever his reasons. And while he was a self-centered demigod, he’d shown me his humanity. I knew if he stayed with Okeus—the last being on earth he wanted to be with—he’d lose every last shred of himself, not to mention Okeus could end up with one more ally on his side. I didn’t know how I would save him, yet I had to try. “But I can’t leave him. You and Collin go. Take everyone to my house and wait for me there.”

      “You love him?” she asked in surprise.

      “No. But his destiny is tied to mine. I have to try.”

      She pursed her lips, then nodded. “Good luck, cousin. Hurry up and get to your house because you and I have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Tears stung my eyes. “I will.”

      She and Collin quickly left, and then Tsagasi and Tsawasi vanished into thin air. The only ones left were Okeus, the Great One, two demon lions, Abel, and me.

      I stayed in the triangle wearing my bra and panties, watching Okeus and his son as they faced each other in the center of the warehouse. A now-bloody Demon Hudson stood to the side, waiting for his orders from Okeus.

      I slipped my daggers and my sword into their sheaths, then headed toward the god and his son. Okeus had clearly not given up his plans for me, but he seemed pompous enough to assume I’d sit around and wait for him to get the love party started. It was important for him to know right off the bat that I wasn’t a sit-around-and-wait kind of woman.

      Abel caught sight of me and watched me in disbelief. His movement caught Okeus’s attention.

      “Piper,” Okeus said. “I hear you are very powerful in your own right, and I can feel it despite the bracelet you’re wearing to mask your power. No wonder you caught my son’s fancy.” He turned to Abel. “Have you bound her to you?”

      Abel’s eyes widened, but he quickly recovered. “I have given her my mark.”

      “Yet you haven’t supernaturally bound her…if you’re as taken with her as you insist, I’m surprised you haven’t made it permanent.”

      “How would I know how to do such a thing?” Abel asked, sounding subservient and totally unlike himself. “I have much to learn. I had no one to instruct me while you were locked away.”

      “We can do it now,” Okeus said. “What could be better than to have your father assist you?”

      “I don’t want to be bound to him,” I said. “I’m still getting used to the whole ‘having him around’ part.” Not a lie, “And besides. I don’t want to get married in my underwear.” I motioned to myself. “So we’ll take a rain check.”

      My demonstration only called attention to the fact that I was scantily clad, and the god’s gaze lingered on my body.

      “Hey, buddy,” I said, pointing to my face, “my eyes are up here.”

      The god grinned. “You’re a lot like your cousin.”

      “The Lancaster women are a feisty lot.” I turned to Abel. “I realize you want to get acquainted with your dad, but you and I have a previous commitment, and you’re not getting out of it this time.”

      He stared at me like I’d grown another head.

      “Teaching me to read those ancient texts?” I said. “Ring a bell? You’ve put me off three times, but you swore you’d teach me tonight.”

      Abel must have been really shaken by his family reunion because it took him a second to realize that I was up to something. Still he looked unhappy about playing along. “I’m with a god, Piper. My father. That takes precedence over teaching a human how to read ancient texts.”

      “You’re teaching her how to read ancient texts?” Okeus asked.

      “She’s very intelligent,” Abel said, although the look he was giving me suggested I was anything but. “Part of her appeal.”

      “I can see that.” Okeus was looking at me with renewed interest. A hungry interest.

      Oh shit.

      “She also has many titles that add to her power,” Okeus said. “List them, my son.”

      Abel held my gaze, his eyes dark. He was furious with me. “Piper Lancaster, Kewasa, shepherd to lost spirits, witness to creation, slayer of demons and gods.”

      Abel left off creator of worlds, not that I was surprised, but suddenly an idea popped into my head. The question was whether it would work.

      Okeus’s eyebrows shot up. “Slayer of gods?”

      “She is my Kewasa,” Abel said. His gaze softened. “My deliverer.”

      “Son,” Okeus said. “I am god of all things, great and small, and everything bows to me. Do you bow to me?”

      “You are my father,” he said in a neutral voice, returning his attention to his father.

      “Yes, and I must instill in you that I own all things. Even the things you hold most dear. Can you accept that?”

      “I am your son. You are my father. How can I withhold anything from you?”

      “I’m so happy to hear that, my son,” he said, smiling. Then he reached out a hand toward me. “Come, Piper. Let us go make Abiel a brother.”

      “What?” I screeched, backing up.

      Abel’s face remained impassive.

      Okeus cocked an eyebrow. “You’re willing to let me have her?”

      “As long as she isn’t harmed, what is mine is yours, Father.”

      Okeus closely watched Abel. “What if she’s only slightly injured?”

      “A few bruises won’t matter.”

      Are you kidding me?

      Okeus continued to study Abel’s reaction. “My son, why didn’t you seek me out after I was freed? I find it hard to believe you didn’t know who your father was. Ahone must have approached you. No doubt he tried to turn you against me.”

      Abel held his gaze. “Ahone said that my father would be threatened by my power and that you would try to kill me. I was fearful of you. But I’m eager to get to know you now, Father. Of course I will give you whatever you wish, but I ask that you wait to impregnate her. Spend time with me first before you make a second heir.”

      I tried to hide my relief. Abel was playing his father, but would Okeus believe it?

      “No,” Okeus said. “This will be a true test of your loyalty. First, I will create a brother for you, and you will watch while I do it. Then I will take you to my home, and I will host a feast for you.”

      Oh, hell no. “You’re both acting like I don’t have any say in this.”

      “You don’t,” Abel said, his jaw rigid.

      “Abiel is right,” Okeus said. “I made that mistake before with Elinor. I won’t be making it again.”

      I felt like I was going to throw up. “Can I make a request? If I give myself to you willingly, will you let me give Abel a kiss first?”

      Okeus’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “You are a great god, and so powerful,” I said. “Surely you can grant such a simple request. I’m frightened, and I need Abel’s reassurance.”

      “You may have her, Father,” Abel said, his voice perfectly neutral. But then—his eyes drifted closed a hairsbreadth of a moment, a soft breath exhaled, and it was all I needed for the spark of hope in me to grow. “But permit me assure her that I still care for her.”

      I was sure Okeus was going to deny my request, but then he stared me in the eyes. “I will let you go to him, but only if you willingly give yourself to me.”

      I hoped to heaven and earth this worked. “Okay.”

      He motioned to Abel. “Go.”

      Abel stood stock-still as I walked toward him. I pressed my body to his and wrapped my arm around his neck, pulling him into a hug. I whispered in his ear, “I have a plan.”

      Whatever it is, it will never work, Waboose. Why are you doing this?

      “You saved me, Abel. Now I have to save you. Remember what we talked about earlier. Think of someplace you want to go.”

      His body tensed, and he held me tighter. No, Waboose. Do not show him what you can do.

      “And what should I do with you?” Okeus asked the Great One. “After your betrayal weeks ago?”

      “Okeus, have mercy on me,” the demon pleaded.

      I took advantage of the Great One’s distraction and whispered, “Will you be able to watch him take his time with me? Bait you into proving that you’re not as loyal as you claim? I may have just agreed to be willing, but I’m going to put up a hell of a fight. Can you watch that unfold?”

      “Piper,” he said, sounding anguished.

      The grief in his voice proved to me he cared. It was all I needed.

      “Think of a place, and when I kiss you, I’ll take us there.” I leaned back and stared into his eyes, then gave him a reassuring smile. “I trust you, Abel.” And for the first time, I really did.

      His hand lifted to my cheek and he leaned his face close to mine. I trust you too. But don’t take us away until I kiss you.

      “Your lordship,” Demon Hudson said. “I have one final gift for you with the girl. One more title to add to her list.”

      “One more title?” Okeus demanded, shifting his attention to me and Abel. “Have you kept secrets from me, Abiel?”

      “He doesn’t know about my other title,” I rushed to say. “Don’t accuse Abel of deceit when he was clueless.”

      “Don’t believe her, my lord,” Demon Hunter said. “He knows of her gift.”

      “Gift, you say?” Okeus asked, intrigued.

      “A gift that far surpasses her witness to creation title.”

      Horror washed through me. I’d told Hudson about seeing Marilyn’s world. The Great One knew I could create worlds.

      Abel’s arm stiffened around me, as though he could read my thoughts. He whipped me around so that his back was to his father.

      Demon Hudson laughed manically. “The witness to creation is a creat—”

      Abel shoved me away as he pulled out his sword and ran it through Demon Hudson’s chest, cutting off his sentence. The Great One’s resemblance to my friend disappeared and it morphed into a gray mass that looked like a lump of clay as hundreds of white lights exploded from it.

      Abel pointed his sword at his father and growled, “If you ever touch her, I will kill you myself.”

      Before Okeus could react, Abel grabbed my arm and hauled me to his chest. “I will follow you, Kewasa.”

      Then his lips covered mine and we were gone.
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      I had expected to find myself in an ancient world. The place where Abel had grown up. A place in Europe where he’d fallen in love for the first time.

      But when I opened my eyes, I found myself on the balcony of his mountain home.

      Perhaps he found peace here. The view was beautiful, but I was still surprised.

      His arm was still around my back, holding me close to his naked chest.

      “You saved me,” I said.

      He cupped my face and tilted my head back to look up at him. “No, you saved me.”

      The fire in his eyes suggested he meant more than my role in whisking him here.

      “Why here?” I asked.

      He shook his head and let me go. “We have made a powerful enemy. We will now have to hide.”

      “Are you sorry?” I asked.

      He turned to his side and stared at me with such heat my body became flushed. “No. But we have a new problem now.”

      “Other than Okeus?” I asked in disbelief.

      He closed the distance between us and grabbed my left hand, splaying out my fingers to reveal the mark on my palm. “Sometime in the near future, a crescent moon will appear on your hand, and you will be compelled to kill me.”

      I didn’t need the reminder. “I thought that was what you wanted.”

      “I do,” he said. Then his voice softened. “I did. But if you kill me, not only will you face my father’s wrath for evading him, but he will torture you for destroying his only heir. I won’t be able to protect you from him.”

      My eyes widened. “Maybe I don’t need protecting.”

      His expression suggested he didn’t buy that for a moment.

      “So our immediate concern is preventing the mark from appearing on my hand?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      There were a lot of questions yet, and I had no idea how to find the answers to them. But I knew one thing for sure. We had to find a way to ensure that crescent moon did not appear on my palm, and I knew of only one person to go to.

      “I think I know someone who can help.”

      “Who?” he asked. Then his eyes narrowed. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Totally.”

      Abel and I were paying Deidre and her daughter a visit.
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