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“O ye who dwells between dream and death, whose forgotten children reigned on Earth as it was before. O ye of a thousand names and ten thousand hungers, who waits beyond invisible stars. Accept this gift and hear me.”

“. . .”

“In your frozen city beyond darkness and light and time, hear the prayer of your faithful servant and champion.”

“. . .”

“O ye who devoured the keepers of chaos and order, who was born at the center of the maze of the infinite, whose deathless servants live once more, hear me.”

“. . .”

“. . . you’re asleep, aren’t you?”

“. . .”

“That’s great. I work my ass off to bring glory to your names, but sure, just hit the snooze button for an extra era or two.”

“. . .”

“What do you want? More worshippers? More sacrifices? A megachurch with a band and pyrotechnics and huge high-def screens showing every pore of my ugly mug while I praise your names?”

“. . .”

“Fucking gods, man.”




CHAPTER 1

Jenny

Forty years ago, I began keeping a list of annoyances that came with being a Hunter of Artemis. I’d gotten up to two hundred and four. Being awoken in the middle of the night was number six, right after always having to replace torn and bloodstained outfits.

As a Hunter, my body reacted to the presence of unnatural threats: monsters and demons and people who hung the toilet paper roll “under” instead of “over.” My duty was to track down and end these threats.

A high school friend had dubbed it my “spider sense,” and it had saved my life more times than I could remember.

That was then. At fifty-six years old, my spider sense was just one more annoyance on my list. Number one ninety-eight, to be specific.

My pulse raced. Heat surged through my veins. Sweat dripped down my cleavage. I kicked off the twisted sheet and slowed my breathing, trying to determine if there was any actual danger or if this was just another blasted hot flash.

Wooden chimes clattered gently on the front porch. A truck with a bad muffler drove past, several blocks away.

The only light came from the numbers on my digital alarm clock—1:57 in the freaking morning—and the streetlight outside, which sliced a thin beam through the crack between the curtains. I’d left the window open an inch, and the warm breeze carried the salty, fishy smell of the Atlantic.

My sense of smell was another mixed blessing: great for tracking the forces of evil, less great when a housemate was having GI troubles. I grimaced and made a mental note to put a new candle in the bathroom. Temple knew better than to eat too much dairy. I’d tried eliminating it from our groceries, but I felt guilty depriving him of the joys of his homemade chocolate-swirl cheesecake or a fresh deep-dish pizza.

Not that I’d really stopped him. It was hard to keep a ninety-nine-year-old sorcerer from eating whatever the heck he wanted.

I sniffed again, teasing out the different scents: a trace of sandalwood from Annette’s Yves Saint Laurent perfume; the roses growing outside the house; leftover cheese and double-pepperoni pizza from Temple’s midnight snack. Layered beneath it all was the faint stink of rotting flesh.

Not a hot flash, then.

I climbed silently from the bed and crossed the old oak floor, stopping only to slip into a worn blue plush robe and my old fuzzy slippers.

My housemates were sound asleep, judging from the snoring coming from one bedroom and the low hum of a CPAP machine from the other. I heard skittering from the mice in the attic, too. Outside, the world had gone quiet.

I walked down the steps to the first floor. Past the kitchen—dark and empty—and through the open door we’d put up in the middle of the hallway to separate the front two rooms from the rest of the house.

This was the storefront for Second Life Books and Gifts. Every door and window was equipped with security systems both mundane and magical that would have alerted us if anything dangerous had gotten inside.

I checked the rooms anyway, finding nothing up front except bulging bookshelves and souvenirs ranging from tasteful to tacky.

According to Annette, tacky had outsold tasteful ten to one last quarter.

Through the leaded-glass window next to the front door I saw only darkness. Nothing had tripped the motion-sensitive lights around the house and parking lot. But the smell of death was stronger, and my muscles twitched with the need to strike and slay.

I flipped the switch for the porch lights.

Standing on the edge of the porch was a harvester. A big one, nine feet tall and almost as broad, thanks to the billowing black cloak and the smoky shadows swirling around its body. It stood with its head and shoulders hunched to avoid the overhang.

The last time I’d faced a harvester was thirty-five years ago at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in New York. That one had been eight feet, tops.

Harvesters usually fed on poltergeists and other unquiet spirits, but once in a while, they developed a taste for the living. By the time I’d gotten to Sleepy Hollow, the thing had spent three weeks nibbling on the souls of the tourists who tromped over the graves each day.

That fight had lasted ninety seconds, which was about eighty-five seconds longer than most. Harvesters were tough.

A Hunter with the power of a goddess behind every strike was tougher.

Here in Salem, we got far more tourist traffic than Sleepy Hollow, but I hadn’t heard anything about people losing their souls. Not to a harvester, at least. TV and smartphones were a whole other class of spirit killers. And I’d have bet anything there was underworld backing for some of those social media sites, even if I’d never been able to prove it.

I opened the door.

The harvester froze with its stick-like arm extended. From the angle of the bony fist, it had been about to knock.

The limb was emaciated even more so than usual for its kind, which meant it would be hungry. Maybe even starving.

I pointed down. “Wipe your feet.”

The harvester’s eyes were pinpricks of orange, like the last, brief light of a candle wick after the flame was extinguished. They flickered and peered at the old welcome mat.

Curly script beneath faded yellow sunflowers read, An it harm none, do what you will.

Slowly, awkwardly, the harvester scuffed its bony feet on the mat.

“Do you understand and accept the contract?” I asked.

The harvester nodded.

“Then come on in.” I stepped back to give it space. “I’m Jenny Winter. I don’t suppose you can tell me what’s wrong?”

Being attuned to the unnatural didn’t mean I could understand them, and harvesters were the strong, silent type. It ducked inside. The door closed behind us on its own, the latch clicking softly into place.

The harvester’s hooded head stayed low, avoiding eye contact. Knotty fingers fidgeted. For a scavenger of stubborn spirits, it was surprisingly shy.

Up close, it smelled like four-day-old roadkill. The stench didn’t bother me too much; I’d trained to ignore far worse. But now I deliberately leaned in, studying the harvester’s BO like a sommelier with an old bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon.

Rot and death, but also an earthy smell, like soil after the rain: petrichor. The scent of harvester blood was a permanent addition to my sensory memory. I’d had to throw out my favorite boots after killing the harvester at Sleepy Hollow. Nothing got that smell out of leather.

“Wait here.” I hurried to the end of the hall. The closet door swung open as I approached. This house had witnessed me treating countless patients over the past two decades, and it knew the routines.

“Thanks,” I said. Two first aid kits sat on the middle shelf of the closet: a red one and a larger black one. The first aid kits were repurposed tackle boxes, heavy enough to stop a small-caliber bullet. Red was for humans; black was for everything else. I grabbed the black.

I returned to the front of the hall and set it on the floor. From the top tray I took an infrared thermometer and pointed it at the harvester’s torso. I sucked air through my teeth when I saw the number.

“Your body temp is thirty-four degrees Fahrenheit. You’re in bad shape.” It should have been between fifty and fifty-five.

Next, I grabbed a smooth, flat stone on a leather cord from the kit. I tied the cord around my head so the stone hung over my right eye like a patch. I adjusted it until the small hole through the stone was directly in front of my eyeball.

Hagstones were natural magic for seeing through illusions and charms. The type of rock didn’t matter, but the hole in the stone had to be natural, formed over time by running water. Using a waterjet cutter made a nice hole but didn’t do squat, magically.

This was a Petoskey stone I’d found in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula while hunting a rogue wendigo. I’d hand-polished it to bring out the pretty spotted fossil pattern and to keep it from scraping the skin of my eye socket.

The shadows and darkness around the harvester thinned as I peered through the stone, letting me see its physical form. Her form, rather. The tall, bony body was clearly female. “You poor thing. Who did this to you?”

Crusted blood the color of swamp muck covered three deep stab wounds to the chest. The arms had been slashed as well.

I imagined the scoffing of my old mentor, Felipe Aguilar, his heavy Spanish accent filled with disdain.

Sloppy and crude. A Hunter must be precise. Any threat can be ended with a precise enough strike.

Harvesters couldn’t be hurt by normal weapons. Bullets were useless. Knives and swords would snap before they pierced that dead flesh. You needed magic, and you needed to sever the head. This was the work of an amateur, albeit one gifted enough to see the harvester and strong enough to injure it.

From the size of the wounds, they’d used a wide-bladed knife. Small abrasions on either end of each injury suggested an upward-curved guard that had struck the skin with each deep stab.

The harvester sagged against the wall, dislodging several colorful flyers from the large public bulletin board.

I caught her arms and helped her to sit. Despite her height, she weighed no more than fifty pounds, tops. The feel of the leathery skin shrink-wrapped around thick arm bones brought back memories of Felipe’s old training drills.

Twist and hold the wrist. Use the arm as a lever to control the body. Strike the elbow from the outside to break it. Draw your blade and step in for the killing chop to the neck.

Instead, I patted the harvester’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you fixed up.”

Felipe would be so disappointed in who I’d become. The thought warmed my heart.

“Temple, I could use a hand down here.” I didn’t bother to raise my voice. The house would carry my words to his bedroom.

I donned latex gloves from the first aid kit and took out a can of pressurized saline wound wash. “This might hurt.”

I held the can over the largest wound and squeezed the trigger. Saline streamed forth, knocking clotted blood loose and hopefully cleaning out any dirt or debris. The harvester watched impassively.

“Or maybe it won’t.”

Fresh green-black blood welled and dripped down the parchment skin as I flushed the other two wounds. Her eyes flickered like lights about to go out.

“Stay awake.” I moved faster, setting the saline spray aside and grabbing forceps and a medical stapler. I loaded a cartridge of stainless steel staples but hesitated. Why wasn’t the harvester healing on her own? The wounds should have begun to close within minutes once the knife was removed, but these were fresh and still bleeding.

A poisoned blade? If there was a poison that worked on harvesters, I’d never heard of it. That left the magic on the knife. A spell not just to pierce the flesh but to continue to kill, like an infection.

“Temple, where are you?” Artemis never used to leave me hanging like this when I needed her help. She’d had my back like I was one of her own daughters. She’d certainly watched over me better than my own mother. But I’d walked away from her—from both Artemis and Mom—a long time ago.

I pushed the old loneliness aside and removed my necklace. A silver tetradrachm, a Greek coin with an image of Artemis on the face, hung from a thick platinum chain. The coin had been a gift from Felipe after the ceremony binding me to the goddess.

It will protect you from supernatural harm.

I thrust the coin into the deepest of the harvester’s wounds.

It was like reaching into a death-and-mud-flavored milkshake: cold and gritty and altogether gross, even through the latex gloves.

I’d always believed harvesters were mute. I certainly hadn’t expected this one to make a keening sound like a hawk on helium. Were her eyes dimmer than before? I couldn’t tell.

I slid the coin free and repeated the process with the second wound, not knowing if it was making any difference at all.

With my other hand, I reached past the harvester to the wall. The wallpaper was a red-and-tan heraldic design from the late nineteenth century. It was original, repaired and maintained all these years by Finn family magic.

“I’m sorry about this.” I ripped a long strip from the wall.

My reward was a sharp yell from upstairs.

“He’ll be right down,” I assured the harvester.

I was working on the third stab wound when I heard the slide-slap of old leather slippers and the tap of a rubber-tipped cane in the hall behind me. The smell of denture cream joined the death-stink in the air.

Temple Finn was a legend in supernatural circles. Or rather, he used to be. He came from one of the most powerful magical families in the world, and he’d spent much of his adult life as Protector of the eastern half of North America. You could fill two dozen books with his exploits and adventures.

Nowadays, he looked like someone’s slightly addled grandfather. He had a good four inches on me, being close to six feet tall, but you wouldn’t know it from the way he hunched over his cane. His bushy salt-and-pepper beard was a tangled mess. He wore plaid boxer shorts and a white T-shirt that stretched to cover most but not quite enough of his belly. An honest-to-goddess nightcap, white with blue stripes, perched on his head.

“Do you have any idea how much your little act of wallpaper vandalism hurt?” he snapped. “Imagine peeling a hangnail and having the skin tear all the way to your elbow.”

“I called you twice,” I shot back. “If you slept any harder, you’d be dead.”

“Pah. I refuse to die on a Friday.” He glared at the sky like he was daring Death to challenge him.

“It’s two in the morning. It’s Saturday.”

“Saturday, you say?” His eyes narrowed behind the thick lenses of his plastic-framed bifocals. “Maybe it’s good you woke me up. Saturdays are tricky. What’s the problem?”

He didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he leaned in until the pom-pom on the end of his nightcap swung within an inch of the harvester’s skin like a poofy pendulum. He didn’t need a hagstone to see through the shadows.

“I think the knife left something behind, a curse or infection,” I said.

“This is old-school magic.” He peered over the top of his glasses. “Irish, from the look of it. These weapons are tricky to create. You have to take an iron blade coated in silver and imbue it with—”

“Can you help her?”

“Of course I can.” He scoffed. Taking the chain of my necklace, he tugged the coin out of the harvester. “I imagine you’ll want to wash that.”

Temple pressed one hand to the wall. The torn wallpaper snaked back into place, and the rip disappeared. With his other hand, he touched the hook of his cane to the center of the harvester’s chest.

Most of Temple’s power came from this house. His family had lived here for more than two hundred years, and every generation had left it stronger than the last. At some point in the mid-nineteen hundreds, it had achieved at least a mimicry of life.

Temple’s bond to his home was part of what made him such a powerful and dangerous wizard. The house’s magic had other side effects, too. Things like doors and cabinets opening for you on their own, bathwater that always ran at just the right temperature, and floors that never needed sweeping or vacuuming. Also, I was pretty sure the mice in the attic had developed a primitive hunting-and-gathering society.

In the past, Temple had channeled the house’s power effortlessly. These days, well, there were leaks. A warm draft blew through the hall as he worked on the harvester. The old floorboards creaked. In the kitchen, the garbage disposal growled to life, then shut off a moment later.

But he got the job done. The harvester’s ember eyes brightened, and the blood oozing from her wounds hardened and flaked away like black mud.

“She’ll be hungry after this,” said Temple. “She’ll need something dead to eat.”

“Are you about to send me to forage for corpses and lingering souls?”

He stared at me like I’d asked him to change the channel on the microwave. “I was going to grab the leftover pastrami from the fridge. I’m pretty sure that’s dead. But if you want to go grave-digging, don’t let me stop you.”

“It’s two in the morning. Cut me some slack.” I smacked his pom-pom.

“What kind of nitwit stabs harvesters at two in the morning?”

“I used to do most of my stabbing after midnight,” I said.

“Pah.” He hobbled off. “I’ll be in the kitchen making a harvester special for our guest and a hot fudge sundae for me.”

More dairy. Terrific. “Temple—”

“I’ll eat what I want,” he snapped. “Should I make one for you, too?”

“Duh.”

This next part was easy enough. I’d stitched and stapled and superglued thousands of lacerations over the years, both on myself and on others. Now that Temple had cleared the magical poison, the harvester’s wounds should heal up in no time. The staples were just to speed the process and minimize scarring.

As I worked, I imagined Felipe chiding me. This is not your purpose, Jennifer.

I knew his voice, deep and smooth, better than I knew my adopted parents’. His words had etched themselves into my brain. He and the rest of the Guardians Council believed the Hunters of Artemis were humanity’s best weapon against the things that went bump in the night. For more than two millennia, they’d bound young girls to a life of power and violence, never realizing just how creepy and messed-up that was.

In their defense, I had saved the world more than once, and I’d hunted a lot of truly nasty creatures. That was how I’d justified staying with Felipe and the Council for so long.

I was twenty-three when I walked out on them. At first, they’d threatened me. Then they pleaded. None of them knew how close I came to hunting them. I wanted to punish every one of the bastards for what they’d done to me.

Felipe never said a word. He just stood silently off to one side with his arms folded. To this day, I didn’t know if he was disappointed or proud. Probably both.

“You don’t own me,” I muttered. “You don’t get to tell me my purpose.”

The harvester tilted her head.

“Sorry, not you.” I finished the first stab wound and moved to the next. “I was talking to the memories of a bunch of old men and women who took an orphan out of South Korea and brought her to America to hunt monsters.”

I couldn’t tell if the harvester cared, or if she even understood, but it felt rude to work in silence without even trying to talk to my patient.

“Felipe was the one who arranged the adoption and placed me with my parents. The Council likes using orphans. They think we’re disposable, so it’s less of a mess if the binding ritual goes wrong or the kid gets eaten by a rabid adlet—that’s a kind of human/dog hybrid.”

The adlet had been one of my first hunts. I’d been thirteen. I’d spent half my life in an orphanage and the rest in California, so I was utterly, laughably unprepared when Felipe flew me to Alaska to spend four cold, miserable days tracking the adlet who’d mauled a couple of oil-company surveyors. I’d killed it with a blessed narwhal horn.

I used the forceps to pinch the harvester’s third wound shut. This one only needed a single staple. “There you go. If these don’t come out on their own after a week, come here and I’ll remove them, all right?”

The harvester touched the staples.

I swatted her hand away. “Don’t pick at them.”

She stared at me. She’d probably never gotten her wrist slapped before.

“Ask our guest if she wants pickles on her sandwich,” Temple called from the kitchen. “And does she prefer spicy mustard or the plain yellow kind? Oh, never mind. I’m gonna do this right, and that means fresh rye bread and Swiss cheese and spicy brown mustard and kosher dills. The works!”

The harvester retreated toward the door.

“He gets carried away in the kitchen,” I explained. “You can eat the meat and leave the rest. I won’t tell him.”

I removed the hagstone and massaged my eye. The harvester turned back into a shadowy form. I’d have magical afterimages for the next few hours, like I’d stared too long at a bright light. “I wish you could tell me who did this to you.”

Most people couldn’t see harvesters, let alone hurt them. Was this a fluke, someone in the wrong place at the wrong time with the right magical weapon? More likely, this was the beginning of some half-trained wannabe’s crusade against “the forces of darkness.” In which case I should stock up on supplies.

Or you could hunt, as you were born to do.

Hunt the would-be Hunter. The thought quickened my heart. Follow the harvester home, figure out where she’d been attacked, and track the attacker from there. Let the full strength and comfort of my estranged goddess fill me like it had when I was young.

In the kitchen, the toaster popped. I spun, instinctively reaching for weapons I hadn’t carried in decades.

That was one of the many reasons I’d quit. Even thinking about a hunt had me primed to skewer anything that looked at me funny. They say when all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail. Well, all I’d had were my bow and blade.

The smell of toasted rye drifted into the hall.

I packed my supplies back into the first aid kit and imagined Felipe’s disappointed sigh.

I wouldn’t go back to being a Hunter. Not after what they’d turned me into. Not after what I’d done. This was my place now. This was my job.

Even if it means letting a dangerous would-be killer with an enchanted blade run loose?

I slammed the kit shut and latched the lid. “Let me put this away, and then I’ll be back with your sandwich.”

As before, the closet door opened on its own. I glanced at the ceiling, thinking about the wallpaper I’d torn. “Are we good?”

The house’s presence wasn’t localized to any one spot, but I always found myself looking up when I talked to it. It just felt more polite.

A small board game fell from the top shelf and struck my head, sprinkling me in dust.

“Rude,” I muttered as I put the first aid kit away. I stood on my toes to return the game to its spot. “But I suppose I deserved that.”

In the kitchen, I squeezed past Temple to grab the harvester’s sandwich. It was piled a good three inches high and cut diagonally. Each half had one of those toothpicks with the plastic frills on the end to hold it together.

I gave his shoulder a gentle pat as I passed. “Extra whipped cream on my sundae, please.”

“Duh,” he said, matching my tone from earlier.

I grinned and returned to the harvester. She took the sandwich, cocked her head, and ate the whole thing in a single bite, toothpicks and paper plate and all.

The air outside was unseasonably chilly. I looked past the harvester but saw no threats lurking in the darkness. “Be careful out there.”






 

“Come on, people. Ka’ai is pronounced like yippee ki yay. Say it with

me. Mggoka’ai ya ng nafl’fhtagn. I typed the whole thing out

for you phonetically and everything. Let’s start again.

And this time, say it like you mean it.”




CHAPTER 2

Annette

Mornings were supposed to be my time. A chance to sit quietly in my satin robe, sip my coffee in peace, and mentally prepare for the day. None of which was possible when the sink was full of dirty dishes and the hall smelled like something had crawled inside and died last night.

Jenny had stuck a note to the old mint-green fridge with a novelty “Witch Crossing” magnet.

Good morning, A!

Sorry about the dishes. I’ll get those when I wake up.

Could you do me a favor, pretty please? Someone stabbed a harvester w/a magic knife. T says it was prob. Irish, made of silver and iron. Is that enough for you or your contacts to find the stabber?

Thanks!

-J

Even Jenny’s handwriting was unbearably chipper, with big loops and swirls. I always expected to find a heart dotting every i.

I tossed the note into the recycling bin.

A cool breeze carried fresh air and the twittering whistle of a goldfinch into the kitchen. The window above the sink had been closed when I came in. The house must have noticed me wrinkling my nose at the stench.

I appreciated the gesture, but I had a hard time trusting a building with a mind of its own.

The first week after I’d moved in, the house had done its helpful-home bit while I was taking a shower. It turned up the vent and adjusted the showerhead and even heated the towel I’d set out.

We’d had strong words about boundaries that day. I wasn’t opposed to a little consensual voyeurism, and I’d been with more than one lover who could be described as a “brick house,” but even I had limits.

The coffee maker gurgled to life.

“Don’t you dare,” I said sternly. Opening windows was one thing, but messing with my coffee was a crime punishable by extreme violence.

The machine fell silent. After one final glare, I began making a pot of dark roast. Then, while that brewed, I started working on the dishes.

My thoughts drifted to Jenny’s note. A silver-and-iron knife wasn’t much to go on. You could order magic weapons on the internet these days if you knew where to look. I was a PI, not a miracle worker. Also, I wasn’t a PI anymore, having retired more than a decade ago.

I still renewed my license each year, but I had other things to focus on these days, like keeping Second Life Books and Gifts in the black. The three of us were equal partners on paper, but without me keeping an eye on the books that really mattered, we’d be bankrupt in a month. Jenny lacked the focus for the day-to-day details of running a business, and as for Temple, these days he was doing well if he remembered to wear pants.

I finished the dishes, poured a mug of coffee, and headed back upstairs to get dressed.

Fashion was a weapon, one that could be wielded for offense or defense to control people’s reactions, how they saw you, what they did and didn’t focus on.

I’d toned things down significantly since my younger days, back when keeping a target distracted and off-balance could be the difference between taking down a young necromancer and getting turned into a walking corpse.

I selected a pair of tight jeans with a black leather belt, a white V-neck shirt that showed just a hint of cleavage, and a brown blazer. For shoes, I went with comfortable sneakers. I was tall enough without heels, thank you.

It was a look that should command attention without costing me respect or undermining people’s impression of me as a normal human businesswoman.

Back downstairs, I closed and locked the hall door that separated home and shop, then straightened the Employees Only sign behind me.

I lit a couple of sandalwood incense sticks, one on each side of the shop. I didn’t love the smell, but tourists expected these things. And it was a hell of a lot better than harvester stink.

Why would anyone attack a harvester? Because they’re a dumbass with a death wish. But even dumbasses had motives. Dumbass motives, but motives nonetheless.

Harvesters were notoriously solitary, so that motive wasn’t likely to be personal. No jilted ex or angry business partner out for revenge. They had no possessions to steal, and I wasn’t aware of any magic that required harvester parts as components. Could someone be after a trophy?

Maybe I was overthinking. It wasn’t like people needed much of a reason to try to kill those of us who were different.

It was a long time since we’d seen supernatural trouble around here, mostly because people like me tended to keep our heads down. For a town of forty thousand, Salem had more than its share of “unnatural” people and things that old Cotton Mather would have happily burned at the stake.

It hadn’t started that way. The witch trials in the late 1600s were bullshit, nothing but old-fashioned human mob mentality mixed with a hefty dose of sexism and superstition. If there were any real practitioners in the area back then, they’d stayed far clear of that mess.

The hate and hysteria eventually died down, but not before saddling Salem with a reputation as a haven of witches and magic. Over the centuries, that reputation became a self-fulfilling prophecy. More of us made our way here, hoping to find a tiny slice of belonging. These days, we were still less than one percent of Salem’s population, but that was significantly higher than most other places on this Earth.

I finished my walk-through of the store, making sure everything was where it belonged. Last month, I’d come down to find our window display completely redone. Jenny and Temple both denied touching it, yet somehow the stacks of books by local authors had all mysteriously been replaced with home improvement titles.

I settled behind the checkout counter, which was on the bookstore side of the shop. From here I could see the hallway and front door, as well as into the gift and souvenir side across the hall. Security cameras gave me eyes in every corner and all around the property.

I should ask around about last night’s stabbing. Maybe give Duke a call and see if anyone at the Gauntlet had heard about an assault on a harvester. An attack like this was rarely a one-and-done, and in my experience, things could escalate from one to oh-shit before you knew it.

I powered up the computer and added a note to my planner to call Duke. The To-Do List also included quarterly taxes, another round with tech support for the point-of-sale software upgrade that had wiped out all the summer book preorders from the elementary school, and a visit from Blake and the grandkids.

“Shit!” I’d gotten distracted by Jenny’s mystery and forgotten about my own family. Just like always.

I bounced from my seat and returned to the kitchen. Two cabinets swung open as I entered: one for the bowls and one for the bright-colored, sugar-coated cereal the kids always devoured. I got everything onto the table just as the front door opened.

It had unlocked on its own, of course. The house loved my grandkids.

I hurried out to greet the little demons.

Human grandparents all believed their grandchildren were the cutest/handsomest/most beautiful kids in the world. They were wrong. Thanks to my mother’s bloodline, the most beautiful kids in the world were my grandchildren.

Well, maybe not the world, but easily the eastern half of Massachusetts.

At fifteen years old, Morgan was tall and muscular without being beefy: a swimmer’s build as opposed to a bodybuilder’s. He had strong cheekbones, dark eyebrows best described as “striking,” and an easy, confident smile. His brown hair was gelled up too much for my taste, but maybe that was the trend among teenagers this week. He exuded easy confidence and just a pinch of danger. It was no wonder half the girls and more than a few boys in his school had a crush on him.

Morgan’s younger sister Ava was equally attractive, with baby-smooth skin and piercing hazel eyes and a smile that could melt kids and adults with equal ease. Not that I’d seen her smile in months. She wore a baggy T-shirt and a dingy hoodie. She’d either gotten a haircut or cut it herself since last weekend, turning it into a short, spiky, bleached mess that looked like it should house a pair of bluebirds and their eggs.

She tried to squeeze past me into the kitchen, but I spread my arms to block the hall. “You know the rules.”

She rolled her eyes, then pulled out one of her earbuds and donned a ridiculously fake smile. “Good morning, Grandma Thorne. It’s very nice to see you. How are you today?”

The sarcasm in her recitation was sharp enough to cut bone. I ignored it. “Much better now, thank you.”

I would never force them to hug me, no matter how much it stung when they didn’t, but when my grandchildren were in this house, basic manners were a must.

Her obligation fulfilled, Ava headed in for breakfast, tapping on her phone as she went.

Morgan shrugged and hugged me. “She’s gotten worse all year. It drives Dad crazy. I don’t know what’s wrong with her.”

Of course he didn’t. Ava was his sister. He probably hadn’t noticed the way her body was changing or how hard she worked to hide it. I recalled my own childhood and the attention I’d drawn, both wanted and unwanted. “You weren’t exactly a fountain of fun and joy when you were her age. Go easy on her.”

I shooed him in after his sister, then walked onto the porch to greet my son. He rarely came inside, and if I wasn’t quick, he’d disappear without ever saying a word.

I’d been married four times, but only once had I fallen hard enough to conceive a child. The experience had taught me two things: I was human enough to get stretch marks, and I was not cut out to be a mother.

Blake Davis didn’t look much like his father. He was tall and lean and strong and youthful. I’d wager he still got carded, despite being thirty-five. He had a dark beard in desperate need of a trim, but what would look sloppy on another man just made him appear wild and rugged.

“I take it you haven’t told Ava yet,” I said, hurdling the niceties like it was an Olympic event.

He glanced past me to make sure the kids weren’t close enough to hear. “I haven’t, and neither will you.”

“She’s struggling,” I said. “She needs to understand what she is.”

“She’s too young. I didn’t tell Morgan until he was thirteen.”

“Ava isn’t Morgan.” My son was smart, so why couldn’t he see that being eleven years old with succubus blood was a very different experience when you were a girl? “She has the right to know why people react the way they do.”

“She has the right to enjoy being a normal kid for a while.”

“She’s not—” I stopped myself. It was one of many familiar arguments, and we both knew the script by heart. “All right. She’s your daughter. I’m not trying to cause problems.”

“I know, Mom.” Blake sighed and ran a hand through his wavy hair. “You never try to. Problems just find you. Then they follow you around like fucked-up baby ducks. It was always a new case or a new relationship or a visit from some weird relative from your mother’s side . . .”

I did my best to keep my defensiveness under control. I had spent part of this morning airing harvester stink out of the shop, so maybe he had a point. I changed the subject rather than admit it. “How are things at the bank? Have you met anyone?”

“The bank is fine. I’ve met lots of people. No, I’m not interested in starting a relationship with any of them.”

“That’s good. That you’re meeting people, I mean.” For the past year and a half, Blake had worked as a loan officer at Horizon Bank. I suspected it was part of his unspoken plan to drive me crazy by living the most vanilla, mundane life possible.

His shoulders tightened and lifted half an inch, like he could read my annoyance. “I know you think sitting at a desk all day is a special kind of hell, but I enjoy my job. I like talking to people and helping them get the money they need for their homes and their cars and their futures. It’s a good job. Reliable. Stable. It lets me take care of the kids.”

“You’re a good parent,” I said as a peace offering. A hell of a lot better than I’d been, and we both knew it.

He left that unsaid, a small kindness. “Tell that to their mom.”

“I’d be happy to, if you think it would help—”

“God, no.” His eyes were large with sudden panic. “I mean it, Mom. Don’t call Erin. Don’t text her. Don’t send her a letter. Don’t even think in her direction.”

“All right.” I raised my hands in surrender. “I’ll stay out of it, I promise.”

He relaxed slightly and turned to stare at the A-frame sign beside the door. A chalk drawing showed winged books fluttering about like butterflies over a field of wildflowers. Bright block letters read, APRIL SPECIAL: 10% OFF ANY BOOK WITH A FLOWER ON THE COVER.

“That looks like Morgan’s work,” said Blake.

“He drew the picture last weekend. Jenny did the lettering.”

Blake didn’t look at me. Maybe it was easier for him to talk that way. “The last time I dropped the kids off with Erin, she called me later that night saying she wanted to try again. The worst part was that this time, she mentioned it to Morgan and Ava, too. Raising their hopes and forcing me to be the bad guy.”

Blake’s relationships had always been messy. Ever since his first crush back in middle school, he’d tortured himself with his own conflicted feelings and insecurities. “You still love her, don’t you?”

“It doesn’t matter. She doesn’t love me.”

The pain in his words was like a kick to my gut. “How do you know that?”

“I don’t, and that’s the problem,” he snapped. “How am I supposed to know what’s real and what’s a response to demonic pheromones?”

And we were back to this fight. I heard the resentment and the blame in his words, even after all this time.

It wasn’t like I’d chosen to be half-demon, or to pass that blood and power along to my son and his children. If anything, it was my mother’s fault. Succubi weren’t supposed to fall in love or settle down with a mortal man or have a child.

Yet somehow, she’d made it work. She and Dad had been together for more than sixty years. They were still happy, living together in a suburb of Paris, eating canelés and drinking wine and having absurd octogenarian sex.

I guess the happy-relationship genes had skipped at least two generations. I turned the conversation back to my granddaughter and her right to know the truth. “Quand vas-tu le dire à Ava?”

“Quand elle a treize ans. Elle n’est pas prête.” His French was rusty. I’d insisted he learn my native language when he was a child, but it was obvious he hadn’t kept up. “Maman, je peux pas—”

“Tu ne peux pas, ou tu as peur?” You can’t, or you’re afraid to?

Blake turned to go. At the bottom of the porch steps, he said, “I appreciate you watching the kids, but I’m their father. I’ll decide when Ava’s ready.”

He left without saying goodbye. I watched him pull away in his safe, practical, utterly vanilla Honda Odyssey.

“That was great, Annette,” I muttered. “Good job bonding with your son.”

I had three minutes until the shop opened. I used one of them to gather my composure, then returned to the kitchen, where Ava was playing on her phone while Morgan rinsed dishes.

“Who wants to draw new shelf cards for Grandma?”

• • •

A year earlier, Ava would have happily spent hours with the markers and colored pencils, doodling designs on index cards and adding notes like Local Writer or My dork brother loves this series! Her shelf cards had sold so many books, I’d started giving her a commission.

Today, she’d just disappeared into the basement, muttering about wanting to hit the punching bag. From the volume of the thumps and creaks coming from below, she was hitting it with a baseball bat, or maybe a sledgehammer.

Morgan sat in one of the high-backed armchairs by the window, a cozy little reading nook I’d set up almost twenty years back, right after we opened the shop. His chemistry book sat unopened on the small end table while he drew a series of cartoon cats telling shoppers to buy the Little Book of Cat Magic.

I watched him sketch out a fat tabby with long whiskers. “That’s cute.”

He jumped and covered the card. “I’m not a very good artist, but—”

“Don’t do that. Never respond to compliments by putting yourself down. You don’t diminish yourself for anyone.”

“Sorry.” He set the card aside and glanced around, making sure we were alone. It was early enough the shop was still empty. “Grandma, is there any way to block the effect that you—that we have on people?”

I thought about what Blake had said. “You’re asking because of your mom?”

He grimaced. “It’s embarrassing. I feel bad for her. It’s been four years since the divorce, but every time she sees him, she starts simping.”

I added simping to my mental list of teenage slang to look up later, but I could guess the meaning from context. I’d had the same problems with a number of my own exes, some of whom had stalked me for months before I taught them how important it was to respect a woman’s boundaries. Especially a woman who carried a very big knife. “We create desire, not love. But desire can be confusing.”

His cheeks turned slightly pink. “I know that. But come on. She followed her ex-husband to Massachusetts. Who does that?”

“Maybe she just moved here to be closer to her children.”

He raised his eyebrows and gave me a look, the same expression of pity edged with condescension that I’d seen so many times on his father’s face.

“To answer your question, no,” I said. “It’s not something we can fully control or turn off. Especially given how your dad feels about her.”

Shit. Had I said that last bit out loud?

Morgan’s eyes widened. “What do you mean, how he feels? What did he say?”

The bell over the front door rang, and a boy in his late teens walked in. Thank god for customers. I hurried away from Morgan without answering. “Welcome to Second Life Books and Gifts,” I called. “Can I help you find anything?”

“Just looking,” he mumbled without making eye contact. He ducked into the gifts-and-souvenirs side and made a show of studying a display of handmade buttons on consignment from a local college student and crafter. About half were witch-themed. The rest were a blend of LGBTQ pride designs, climate awareness slogans, and cat stuff.

I returned to the counter and watched him on the cameras. He was fit and good-looking enough, with disheveled blond hair and just a little stubble. Strong jawline. Broad shoulders. The dark, broody eyes that were so attractive to young women who didn’t know any better.

He wore a black trench coat over a tan button-down shirt and black jeans. It was a good look for him. Not terribly practical on what the weather forecast predicted would be an unusually warm April day, though. But it was ideal for shoplifting.

Good luck with that, kid. Temple’s magic made sure none of our inventory wandered off. His spells didn’t do any permanent damage, but depending on how much this kid tried to steal, he might stumble and fall, split his pants, or soil himself when he stepped out the door.

Jenny kept a folder of security footage of would-be thieves triggering Temple’s spells. She played them on repeat when she needed a laugh. Her favorite was the woman who stepped outside and was immediately besieged by seagulls, one of whom flew off with her hair extensions clutched in its feet.

This kid didn’t act like a typical shoplifter, though. Oh, he dressed the part, and he’d scoped out the visible security cameras right after he walked in. But he wasn’t gravitating toward the pricier merchandise—the sterling silver jewelry, the framed print from the Bewitched movie with Nicole Kidman’s autograph, the handmade wands with crystals and semiprecious stones and gold wire . . .

He left the souvenirs and entered the bookshop area. He sniffed, and his nose wrinkled. Either he wasn’t a fan of incense or else I hadn’t burned enough to fully hide the harvester’s stink.

He approached the nearest shelf and grabbed a book without looking. He pretended to flip through it while staring over the top of the pages at me.

“Are you interested in The Millionaire’s Mistresses?” I asked.

He checked the cover of the book in his hands and blushed hard.

“Nothing to be embarrassed about,” I said. “Klasky’s a talented author. Her sex scenes are particularly spicy. Check out the end of chapter eleven.”

He shoved the book back onto the shelf like it was burning his fingers. Behind him, Morgan covered his mouth with one hand to hide his amusement.

The kid reached toward a different shelf, then seemed to give up on the pretense of browsing. He folded his arms and studied me with the intensity that usually got people slapped or propositioned. But there was little sexual interest in his scrutiny. No more than the usual, at least.

“Did you see or hear anything strange around here last night?” he asked.

My attention sharpened. “I can honestly say I did not.”

He grunted and approached the counter. His hands were strong, with calluses on the first two knuckles. He stood with his back toward the wall, checking the doorway and the windows every fifteen seconds or so. “You don’t sound local. Where are you from?”

“I grew up in Paris.” I opened camera seven’s feed on my computer screen. Temple had etched a spell onto the fisheye lens in the center of the ceiling. As a normal security camera, it was all but useless, feeding a constant stream of static . . . unless someone or something magical entered its field of view.

Amidst the gray snow were two humanoid shapes: me sitting behind the checkout counter, and Morgan, who’d gotten up to set his shelf cards around the shop. Morgan’s image was fainter than mine, but we both had the purple tinge that indicated demonic magic.

Our visitor was invisible to camera seven: fully human, with no illusions or charms masking his appearance.

He reached for one of the books on our counter display. This time, he studied the cover before picking it up. “Everyday Witchcraft? Do you believe in this nonsense?”

“I believe we sell more of ‘that nonsense’ than any other genre.”

As he returned the book to its stack, the static from the camera shifted for a moment. I paused the feed and clicked back and forth between frames until I saw it: a thin shadow on his left hip, roughly the size of a large knife. His trench coat hid it from normal sight. “Morgan, would you please go downstairs and check on your sister?”

I tried to make it casual, but Morgan was perceptive. He sized up our guest, squared his shoulders, and stepped toward me in full teen bravado mode. “Is there a problem, Grandma?”

“It’s been quiet down there for at least three minutes,” I said, deliberately misunderstanding the question. “So, in all likelihood, yes.”

“I meant—”

“Now, Morgan.”

He frowned but did as I’d asked, stopping only to set the last of his shelf cards with the used graphic novels.

Our knife-toting guest watched him go. Once I heard Morgan’s creaking footsteps descend into the basement, I folded my arms and asked, “Who are you?”

I didn’t know with one hundred percent certainty that this was the dumbass who’d attacked Jenny’s harvester last night. But I was at ninety-seven percent and climbing. He’d probably tracked his prey from the stink and any blood it had lost on the way here.

And now he’d waltzed right into my shop, my home, with no clue what he was facing. Guys like this tended to be dumber than a dozen dicks, strutting around with an inflated sense of their own superiority, certain they were smart enough to do whatever they wanted without getting caught.

“You first.” His nostrils flared. “Who are you? What are you?”

I’d studied my own appearance over the years enough to know I looked perfectly human, albeit more attractive than most. That wasn’t vanity, just simple fact. Like most succubi, I was tall with smooth skin and ample curves. My hair had maintained its fiery red and gentle waves with only the occasional strands of silver. The only visible clue to my nature was that I appeared at least fifteen years younger than my sixty years.

“My name is Annette. I’m one of the owners.” I stood and flexed my hands. My fingertips were stiff with the need to extend my claws, but I kept them retracted for now. “Your turn. Start with a name.”

“Ronnie.”

“From your accent, you’re not from Massachusetts. You sound southern to me. Alabama?”

His face wrinkled slightly. He’d come in here expecting to be the one asking questions, and now he was off-balance. “We—I traveled a lot.”

“And where did you pick up that magic knife?”

Ronnie’s poker face sucked. His left hand shot to his hip like he was reassuring himself I hadn’t stolen his weapon from behind the counter.

“Draw that in here and things will go very badly for you.” I spoke calmly and matter-of-factly, and was rewarded by the sight of his throat moving as he swallowed hard. I hardened my expression. “Tell me why you attacked that harvester.”

Before he could answer, Morgan shouted from the basement. “Grandma, you’d better come down here. It’s an emergency.”

For a second, panic clenched my chest as I imagined Ava injured or worse. Had she fallen? The house did its best to protect its people, but it wasn’t infallible. She could have slipped and hit her head or—

“It’s not my fault,” Ava yelled.

In those seconds when I was distracted, Ronnie backed toward the door, never taking his eyes off me.

Shit. I yelled down, “Can it wait?”

“I don’t think so,” Morgan answered.

Ronnie reached for the doorknob.

I gauged the distance between us. Even if I vaulted the counter, he’d be out the door before I reached him, and I didn’t want to explain to the neighbors why I’d jumped a kid a third my age in the middle of the street.

“Mind the knob.” I brushed the wall behind me to get the house’s attention. I hated asking it for help. It always seemed so self-satisfied afterward, like a puppy waiting to be praised. “There’s a metal spur that can prick your hand. The downside of hand-cast, period-accurate brass. I’ve been meaning to file it down.”

Ronnie frowned and checked the doorknob. There was nothing to see, of course. As if I’d ever leave a problem like that untended. But when he turned the knob and opened the door, he hissed in pain and brought his hand to his mouth.

“Sorry about that,” I said. “Do you need a band-aid?”

He scowled, wiped the edge of his palm on his pants, and hurried away.

The instant he left, I grabbed a tissue and went to the door. A tiny smear of blood streaked the old brass knob. I dabbed it onto the tissue. That should be more than enough for Temple to track our guest.

“Grandma?” Morgan yelled.

I locked the door, hung the BACK SOON sign in the window, begrudgingly patted the wall to thank the house for its help, and went to find out what kind of hell my grandchildren had gotten into.






 

“You have questions? Do tell.”

“We put together a list.”

“I can already tell this is going to be painful. All right, let’s hear them.”

“Noah wants to know if we can get cloaks. He has a black cape he uses for his Batman cosplay, and—”

“You watch too much TV. No cloaks. What’s next?”

“Sophia asked whether we’ll be able to bring her labradoodle ‘Scooby Doodle’ back to life after the ritual.”

“She wants to reanimate a dead pet? Haven’t any of you ever read Pet Sematary? The answer is no. Next?”

“Next is a question about getting matching tattoos. Symbols of power to mark our devotion to R’gngyk.”

“It’s R’gngyk, with soft g sounds. And this isn’t a street gang. We’re not— Actually, tattoos do sound kind of badass. I’m gonna mark that one as a Maybe.”




CHAPTER 3

Temple

Each day, it was a little harder to wake up. A little harder to drag myself out of my warm, comfortable bed. A little harder to care about mundanities like putting on pants.

Someone was calling my name. Jenny? No, that was last night’s crisis. Past and present and occasionally future were too easy to mix up these days, especially first thing in the morning. I rolled onto my back and tugged down my nightcap and wrapped the pillow around my head, but the call continued.

It was Annette’s voice, tinny as it echoed through the pipes to reach me. She sounded worried.

I sat up and yanked off my nightcap and CPAP mask. Without my glasses, everything was a blur, making it easier to lose myself in other senses. I felt people throughout the house like they were crawling beneath my own skin. Annette and her grandkids were in the basement, while Jenny was asleep in her room. I sensed animals, too. Spiders lay in wait in their webs. The mice in the attic were gathered at the gable vent, plotting against a red-tailed hawk who’d been hunting in the neighborhood. Outside, the earth teemed with life: worms and grubs and moles and grass and flowers.

The older I got, the thinner the boundary between this place and the blood-and-meat-in-a-loose-package-of-skin known as Temple Finn became. Which would give out first, my body or my sense of self?

I felt wet. Never a good start to the day.

Thankfully, it wasn’t me. The dampness was coming from the basement, as if the limestone walls had cracked and leaked. Which shouldn’t have been possible.

I put on my glasses and eased myself out of bed. My body ached, and my joints were stiff like dried-out wood that would rather break than bend. I ignored the pain the best I could, being more concerned with the pains of my home. I made it halfway to the stairs before turning around and returning to my room.

I pulled on sweatpants and an old T-shirt, slapped a Mets cap onto my thinning, uncombed hair, and donned a well-worn pair of fur-lined leather slippers. Cane in hand, I headed back toward the stairs.

“Temple, get down here,” said Annette. “We have a problem.”

I was aware. I mentally flickered one of the basement bulbs to let her know I would be right there . . . after I stopped in the kitchen to grab a strawberry turnover: my reward for making it through another night. I was licking crumbs and buttercream frosting from my fingers when I reached the basement.

It was partially finished, with an old concrete floor and walls covered with green-tinged wood paneling that had been cool and modern when I installed it. The ceiling was bare rafters with electrical wires and copper pipe running through them, along with naked bulbs with pull chains.

Jenny had converted the southern half into a makeshift gym shortly after she moved in, one of many changes I’d endured. I wondered if she or Annette had any clue how close I’d come to turning them into ravens or geese, or maybe seagulls—I didn’t remember exactly what. I’d been on a bird kick.

It had all started innocently enough. Jenny showed up on my doorstep saying she needed a place to stay while she sorted out her life. I knew who she was—I knew all the players back then—and I’d loved how she told those stuffed shirts at the Guardians Council to go piss into a hurricane.

I needed the rent money, thanks to the fallout from a nasty financial curse, so I grudgingly offered her a room upstairs. It was supposed to be a short-term thing to get us both back on our feet.

Annette came along a month later, saying Jenny had asked for her help cleaning up the aftermath of that curse. Jenny had been looking into it, and the money mess went deeper than I realized. Something about old liens and misfiled deeds and back property taxes and other mind-numbing mundanities. By the time Annette got all that sorted, she and Jenny were well underway with their conspiracy to turn my home into a damn bookstore.

Hummingbirds! That was what I’d been ready to transform them into the night Jenny showed me her plans for the storefront. I’d gone up to my study to fetch my spellbook, but the house had hidden it away, the traitor.

It wasn’t just Jenny and Annette conspiring to upend my life. The house had been in on it, too. I remembered grousing out loud as I searched for my book. “A bookstore? Really? You saw her drawings. You want to let Jenny and Annette give you a makeover like you’re some ugly duckling in a teen romantic comedy?”

The door had slammed and locked, trapping me in my own study. Mule-headed as I was, I had nothing on the Finn ancestral home, fueled by the power and stubbornness of generations of Finns.

I let them make their changes. Including Jenny’s home gym.

She’d kept her equipment in good shape, though she didn’t use it as much anymore. To one side were an old weight machine and racks of free weights. Various training weapons lined the opposite wall. A punching bag hung suspended between two ceiling beams.

Her bokken—a wooden Japanese-style sword—was on the floor, broken about an inch above the plastic guard. It looked like someone had been pummeling the punching bag with the sword when it snapped. The broken blade had flown across the room and struck the south wall, leaving a large gash in the paneling.

I smelled dampness and mold and rotting wood.

Annette was picking at the hole in the paneling. It tore as easily as paper. “There’s water and mold back here.”

I tried not to take offense. This place had protections that would bounce a meteorite back into space like Steffi Graf returning a serve on the tennis court. You could flood the entire East Coast and not a drop would get inside these walls.

But pride and hubris didn’t change the smell coming from the wall or the damage I felt in my bones.

“I’m sorry, Uncle Temple,” said Ava. She and Morgan stood off to the side, out of the way. They looked nervous.

“It was an accident,” I said. “Everything breaks eventually.” She’d done me a favor by exposing the damage before it got worse. But why hadn’t I felt it sooner? Mold took time to grow and spread. This had to have been going on for days or weeks.

“You’re still in trouble, Ava,” said Annette. She used the light on her phone like a flashlight to look behind the paneling.

“Stand back.” I waited for her to move, then raised my cane in my left hand. Decades past, I’d carried a proper wizard’s staff carved from a three-thousand-year-old baobab and imbued with elemental power that could split a mountain. But the cane was fine too, I supposed. It was made by a dryad colleague, it was more practical for everyday use, and it had a heavy-duty black rubber tip for traction.

When I lowered the cane, three sheets of paneling ripped free and crumbled to the floor. My clothes tried to do the same—another problem when the boundary between myself and my house got too thin. I grabbed my waistband just in time to keep hold of my dignity.

“Shit,” whispered Annette. Her grandkids didn’t seem to notice her profanity or my sweatpants trouble. They were too busy staring.

Behind the paneling, the basement walls were rough-cut limestone, quarried back at the beginning of the nineteenth century. They’d been painted from time to time over the years. The last time was a simple coat of white back in 1968, about ten years before I framed and finished the walls.

Now mildew had turned swathes of that paint the yellow of old parchment. Dark splotches of mold covered much of the lower wall. The wood framing was damaged as well, damp and softened by rot.

“How did you do that?” asked Ava. She was staring at me. So was Annette, and she didn’t look happy.

Probably because she hadn’t told Ava about magic. I’d forgotten. Even though Annette brought it up every Friday night. “And remember, no magic in front of my granddaughter.”

I gripped the hook of my cane with both hands and pressed the end firmly against the floor. “How did I do what?”

“You . . . you waved a hand and ripped the wall apart. Like a Jedi!”

“A Jedi?” How dare she? Indignation pushed my screw-up aside. “Can a Jedi command the elements to rearrange themselves according to his design? Can a Jedi pluck your spirit from your flesh and send it across time and space?”

“You can knock someone’s mind out of their body?” Ava’s eyes were wide. “You mean like Doctor Strange?”

“You little—”

“Temple,” snapped Annette.

I reined in my temper. Morgan had a hand over his mouth to hide his laughter. He knew exactly what I was. But Ava still lived in a smaller, duller world. Or she had until I ripped back the curtain just now.

I concentrated on Ava. I’d spent the past minutes drawing power from the house up into my cane. “Could a Jedi erase the last five minutes from your memory?”

“What?” She stepped back, her eyes wide with sudden panic. “What are you doing? Uncle Temple, don’t—”

I tapped my cane against the floor, and her face went blank.

“Dammit, Temple!” Annette shoved past me to grab Ava’s shoulders and peer into her eyes.

“Whoa,” said Morgan. “Not cool, man.”

“She’s fine,” I assured them, though guilt made me feel like twice-baked dog shit. “I made a mistake. I fixed the mistake.”

“You messed with my granddaughter’s brain,” Annette said tightly.

“I removed five minutes of memory,” I said. “Do you want me to put those five minutes back?”

Annette spun and punched the heavy bag. While not as powerful as Jenny, Annette was significantly stronger than the average human. The bag flew backward until it was almost horizontal, then swung back to be stopped by Annette’s follow-up punch.

Morgan turned to me. “Uncle Temple, did you ever do magic like that on me?”

“Of course not.” Not that I’d admit in front of his grandmother.

I stepped around Annette, staying out of arm’s reach, and touched Ava’s nose with my index finger.

She blinked. Her eyes crossed, trying to focus. “I’m sorry, Uncle Temple.”

“It was an accident,” I said. Again.

Ava looked past me. Her body went still as she saw the mess. “What happened?”

“When the sword struck the wall, the paneling collapsed,” I said, planting the idea in the fertile space where I’d uprooted her memory. “It was rotten, so all it took was one impact in the right place to bring everything down. It’s not your fault.”

“My friend Madison used to get water in her basement,” she said. “The walls started to crack, and she said if they’d waited one more day to get someone to come fix it, their whole house could have collapsed.”

“This house is not going to collapse,” I assured her.

“Isn’t mold toxic?” she asked. “Are we going to get cancer?”

“Upstairs, both of you.” Annette’s tone was as effective as any spell. Seconds later, it was just the two of us. She turned to me, her eyes faintly bloodshot with demonic rage. Her nails had curled and thickened into claws. Perfectly manicured claws with jade polish and French tips, but claws nonetheless. “What—and I cannot stress this enough—the fuck?”

I should have stayed in bed. “Sorry. I forgot about Ava. I was distracted by my house falling apart.”

“Distracted?” Anger wafted from her body like heat from a forge. “Temple, do you know what will happen if Morgan breathes one word of what you just did to his father? I have a hard-enough time convincing Blake to let me see my grandchildren as it is.”

I squinted at the wall, trying to find the source of the leaks. “Would you like me to adjust Morgan’s memories, too?”

She looked like she was about to hit me. Then her expression softened, as did her tone. Her claws relaxed into their normal form, though the transformation had left chips in the polish. “What’s going on? You’re grumpier than usual.”

I felt myself getting grumpier still. I’d take anger over pity any day.

I sorted through possible answers. I’m tired. I’m dying. The foundation of my power sprang a leak, and I don’t know why or how. But she and Jenny worried too much already, so I said only, “I’m fine.”

“I thought you and the house were connected. Didn’t you feel”—she waved at the wall—“all of this?”

“Hell if I know,” I said. “Every morning, I wake up with shooting pains in my bones, like termites burrowing through my marrow. I thought it was just me.”

“Maybe it is.” She was putting out those sexy succubus pheromones, but I didn’t think it was deliberate. They leaked sometimes when she got emotional. Not that they had any effect on me. I’d learned to block demonic influences when I was eleven.

“Is it possible we’re looking at this backward?” she asked. “Maybe it’s not about you responding to the house’s damage. Maybe the damage is coming from you, and this is how it manifests?”

My temper flared, mostly because the same thought had occurred to me. “I’m not accidentally destroying my own damn home, Annette.”

“Don’t you get snippy with me, Temple Finn. It’s my home, too.” She took a breath, visibly calming herself. “You’re almost a century old. When you don’t get enough fiber, all the pipes in the house get backed up. If your body is getting weaker, wouldn’t the house and its magic do the same?”

My grandmother had died from a heart attack when I was eight years old. When she collapsed, the wood stove in the living room had exploded.

“Maybe,” I grudgingly admitted.

If I was the cause, what the hell was I supposed to do about it? Age and entropy eroded us all.

I’d faced plenty of fellow spellcasters who’d tried to fight the effects of time: stealing the youth of others, body-swapping, even one who discovered a spell to allow him to age backward. I’d taken him in at the end, bottle-feeding him and changing his diapers for those final months until he de-aged past the point of viability.

I’d fought death and sent him running with his bony tail between his legs countless times, but I wasn’t going to fight old age. The cost was too high. But I didn’t want to take the Finn family homestead with me when I went.

I pushed those worries aside and focused on the immediate problem. “I need to run upstairs to fetch my book. I’ve got a spell that will incinerate the mold and sterilize the wall without damaging it. I should also call Phile, my dryad friend from Bow Ridge. He can restore the damaged wood. This will all be as good as new in a few days.”

“Temple . . .” Annette’s jaw tightened as she bit back whatever sympathy or reassurance she’d been about to offer. “When you’re finished, I need a favor. I’ve got a blood sample for you to track. It’s from the guy who attacked the harvester last night.”

“Put it in a ziplock bag and stick it in the fridge until I can get to it.” I turned toward the stairs. If I had to stand here and take one more minute of her poorly masked worry and pity, I was going to fireball the place.






 

 

 

“Can we please keep the goddamned cat out of the sacred elixir?”




CHAPTER 4

Jenny

I sat at the kitchen table and washed my morning pills down with a glass of orange juice. One pill for blood pressure. Another to take the edge off the arthritis. Calcium and vitamin D supplements for my bones. An estrogen supplement for the menopause. And a low dose of Prozac for anxiety.

I loved this room, with its old oak cabinets, the copper pots hanging by the stove, even the awful matching mint-green oven and refrigerator. The large window behind the sink let in plenty of light for the spider plants I’d hung to either side. A green glass pendant light hung over an oak table built by Temple’s great-grandfather.

The house smelled like incense, coffee, mold, and chocolate chip muffin batter. That last smell was courtesy of Temple, who was pouring the batter into pastel paper cups in three different muffin trays while he grumbled about the damage in the basement.

“The mold is dead, and I’ve bound a young water elemental to keep the groundwater away from the south wall. Phile will be here tomorrow afternoon to repair the framing.”

The name was familiar. “Didn’t I treat him for emerald ash borers last year?”

“That’s him.” He glanced at the doorway, presumably double-checking that no kids were lurking and watching. He’d caught me up about his mistakes with Ava, too. Once he’d confirmed we were alone, he opened the oven, slid the muffin trays inside, closed the door, and whispered, “Four twenty-five for seven minutes, then drop to three-fifty. Don’t burn them this time.”

The oven door locked. Rather snarkily, to my ear.

“Whatever happened down there, it wasn’t an assault from outside.” He pulled up a chair. “None of the protective spells were triggered.”

“You think it was coming from inside the house?”

He turned away. “I’m ninety-nine years old. A hundred and three if you include the years I spent trapped in a time-loop spell. I’m the last of my family, meaning I’ve got no children or relatives to keep the homestead anchored and strong when I die. What happened downstairs could be just the beginning. You and Annette should think about finding a new place to live. It might be dangerous to be here when I go.”

“You can’t kick us out,” I said lightly. “We’re on the title, remember?”

Temple had been in bad financial shape twenty years ago, following a nasty little war with a demonic cult out of Wall Street. I’d been between jobs at the time, following an eight-month stint as an EMT for the Fresno fire department.

It was Felipe of all people who suggested moving to the East Coast. He thought a change of scenery would be good for me. He was right, though I’d never admitted it. He’d heard about Temple’s troubles through Council gossip. I figured I’d rent a room for a while to help Temple with his money problems while I figured out what I wanted to do with the rest of my life.

When I realized just how much trouble Temple was in, I called in the big guns. Among other things, Annette Thorne was famous for taking down a big embezzlement scheme in the Chicago Nephilim mafia. She knew her way around ledgers and banks and all that accounting stuff. Rumor had it she was loaded, too. I’d saved her life once when I was eighteen, taking out an incubus who’d gone full Fatal Attraction on her, so she owed me a favor.

Between Annette’s business savvy and her deep pockets, we managed to help Temple dodge bankruptcy and keep his house. Going in as partners on a used bookstore and gift shop had come later, after we realized neither of us wanted to leave. Despite Temple’s grumpiness at the time, he hadn’t really wanted us to go either.

Temple poked the corner of a hardback book near the edge of the table, turning it in slow circles. “Being on the title isn’t going to help if the roof collapses on your heads because I sneezed too hard.”

“I’ll pick up some antihistamines from the store. Voila, no more sneezing!”

He scowled. “You’re being deliberately obtuse.”

“We’re not leaving.” I hated problems I couldn’t fix. I’d always been better at straightforward punching and stabbing. “What about severing the connection between you and the house?”

“Bad idea. Too much load-bearing magic. Instead of this slow decline, you’d get a sudden, very nasty implosion.”

He opened the book, a first-edition hardcover of EB White’s Stuart Little. It looked normal from the outside, but it contained far more than the author could have dreamed. Those pages held Temple’s entire library, both magical and mundane: millions of pages squeezed into a relatively thin children’s book. “I’ve been going through my ancestors’ journals to see how they dealt with it, but given our family’s traditional career path, very few of them died of old age.”

“You’ll figure this out. You’ve got time. You’re in great shape for your age, and you don’t look a day over seventy-five.” I gave him a teasing grin. “If you’d let me take you to the salon to do something about that beard, I bet we could knock ten more years off.”

“Sounds about as appealing as trying to give Cerberus heartworm pills,” he grumbled. “Next you’ll drag me to some ridiculous spa so I can sit around with mud and cucumbers on my face while they soak my feet in ionized crystal water or whatever.”

I was used to his grouchiness, but this was more. He was genuinely upset and trying to hide it. “Temple—”

“Whatever you’re about to say, don’t. I’m not who I used to be, Jenny. I’m fading. Hell, I can’t even trace a damn blood droplet anymore.”

“What blood droplet?”

He blinked at me. “Didn’t I tell you about that yet? Annette took it from a customer earlier this morning. Ronald or Ronnie or something. She thinks he’s our harvester-stabber.”

Eagerness to find this guy warred with my worry for Temple. “Where did the blood end up?”

He cocked a thumb at the fridge.

I retrieved the plastic bag. Inside was a slightly singed tissue with a dark red smear near the center. “Why is it burnt?”

“Side effect of one of the seven spells I cast to try to find him. They all failed.”

I looked more closely at the blood, as if I could force it to tell me who it had come from. “You couldn’t get anything at all from it?”

“Nothing useful. It’s ordinary human blood. Type O positive. Cortisol levels are a little high. It should retain a strong connection to the body it came from, but it’s like that blood has never been inside a living human being.”

“You said Annette took it from a customer, so we know that’s not the case.” I didn’t ask how she’d collected the blood. “Are there ways he could be blocking you from tracking his blood?”

His breath hissed through his teeth. “There are spells to prevent your enemies from using hair, nail clippings, blood, and so on against you,” he said slowly. “It’s not the kind of thing your typical teenager would know, but I suppose it could be one of those.”

I took out my phone and opened the app Annette had set up to connect me to the shop’s security system. I typed in my password and waited for the app to pull up the cameras. A moment later, a screen appeared showing the hall and the front door.

I could scroll from one camera feed to the next, but I had no idea how to go back to this morning’s footage. I tapped one feed and found myself staring at a blurry close-up of the front door.

Forget this. Annette and both grandkids were up front. I could hear them breathing. “Annette, how do I pull up the history from our cameras?”

I heard her exasperated sigh. “Morgan, would you please go help Aunt Jenny with her phone?”

The Employees Only door in the hall opened. Morgan appeared in the kitchen a moment later. “Hi again, Uncle Temple. Good morning, Aunt Jenny.”

“Good morning, kiddo.” I stood to hug him, then handed him my phone. “I’m trying to see a kid who came in earlier.”

Morgan nodded. “Yeah, he was creepy. I thought he was going to throw hands with Grandma.” He tapped and scrolled through the app, working his own kind of magic. He returned the phone to me a short time later and tapped the Play button.

We watched the kid move through the shop. Morgan switched feeds for me whenever he moved out of view. The audio was weak, but I heard him tell Annette his name and ask her about last night.

“Who is this jerk?” Morgan asked. “Some kind of demon or monster?”

“Temple says he’s human.” I studied Ronnie’s face and build, fixing them in my memory.

I picked up the ziplock bag, pulled out the tissue, and brought it to my nose. Temple’s spell had burnt the edges, so the strongest scent was charred paper. I tore out the piece with the blood and sniffed again.

Blood was blood. It had a metallic smell I knew far too well. But I’d watched Annette gather this drop from the doorknob. She hadn’t just wiped up the blood. She’d also gotten any sweat or skin oil Ronnie left behind. And that scent was unique.

“Can you really, like, track him from that?” asked Morgan.

“There are probably, like, too many scents on the sidewalk to, like, track him that way,” I said. Morgan rolled his eyes at my teasing. “But I’ll recognize his scent if I cross his path or if I go somewhere he’s been recently.”

“I thought you didn’t do that anymore,” said Morgan. “The Hunter thing, I mean.”

“I don’t.” I wasn’t hunting. This was just a precaution.

“Why not? You have all those goddess power-ups, and there are plenty of threats out there, right?”

I liked Morgan, but he could get nosey, especially about anything magic-related. “There are, though not as many as you probably imagine.”

“Then why aren’t you out hunting them?” Morgan pressed. “With great power comes great responsibility, right? Aren’t you responsible for protecting people?”

“First of all, if you’re going to quote Spider-Man, get it right. The line was ‘With great power there must also come great responsibility.’ Second, it’s complicated.”

“Why?” He smiled as if that would make the question less annoying.

“You want to know the real reason?” I leaned closer. He did the same. I lowered my voice to a whisper. “It was thirty-three years ago. My last hunt. I was searching for a mythical creature, a dangerous beast called the Nunya.”

Morgan sat back in his chair. “I get it. ‘Nunya Business,’ right?”

“Oh, you’ve heard of it?” I sealed the blood-spotted tissue back into the bag, then shooed Morgan away. “Thanks for your help with the security app.”

He peeked into the oven on his way out. “Save a muffin for me, Uncle Temple.”

My grin lasted until I heard him shut the hall door behind him. I allowed myself a minute to stuff old feelings back down where they belonged.

“Do you think he’ll come back?” asked Temple.

“No question. He loves your chocolate chip muffins.”

“I mean Ronnie.”

I picked up my phone and replayed the video of him squaring off with Annette. “It’s not just that he attacked a harvester. He also tracked her to us. He’s determined, he has access to magic, and he knows Annette is onto him. Yeah, he’ll be back.”

The urge to head out and find him myself was strong. I blamed Morgan for stirring up those memories. I considered our other options. “Can you add him to the house’s block list? Make sure he can’t get inside unless he’s invited?”

“He’s not a vampire, Jenny. But yes, we’re familiar with Ronnie’s appearance, and we’ll know if he comes back. That much I can still do. I haven’t lost all my power yet.”

The bitterness in his words hurt my heart. I squeezed his hand. “You could lose five lifetimes’ worth of knowledge and power, and you’d still be one of the strongest wizards on the planet. That harvester from last night is alive—more or less—because of you. So are a lot of other people. And non-people.”

“Last night was nice. It’s good to feel like you matter again for a few minutes.” He shrugged one shoulder. “For everything there is a season. I’m deep into winter, and it’s getting colder.”

“You’re not allowed to go.” I gathered the threads of my usual cheer and wove them into a smile, a mask for the fear and dread. I’d lost far too many people in my life. “If anything happened to you, we’d have to survive on my cooking. Or worse, Annette’s.”

• • •

Seven weeks after I moved in with Temple, my bedroom had grown a second closet. The larger closet was for clothing and linens and such, while the smaller was the perfect size for worship and prayer.

My altar was just a low table, handmade from cypress wood, then sanded and oiled to bring out the grain. A quiver of arrows and a compound bow rested against the left side of the altar. The bow was a palintonos, the same type of weapon Odysseus had used. Unstrung, the ends curled back until they almost touched.

I smiled, remembering how my friends used to take turns trying to string the bow. The five of them working together had come close, but they’d gotten in each other’s way. Raj had taken a nasty cut to the cheek when he lost his grip on the end. Another inch and he would have lost an eye.

I’d stopped letting them play with my weapons after that.

Atop the altar was a beeswax candle and a xiphos, a Greek double-edged short sword with a bone handle. A fine layer of dust covered it all.

I took a plastic disposable lighter from beneath the altar. I hesitated before lighting the candle. I’d hardly prayed at all since walking away from the Guardians Council and giving up my life as a Hunter. When I did, it was awkward and uncomfortable, like texting an ex.

I flicked the lighter and touched the flame to the wick.

“Beloved Artemis, goddess of the hunt,” I murmured. The words flowed as easily as breathing. “Fleet of foot and keen of vision, hunter and guardian, whose aim is ever true. Your servant calls to you. As a child I took up your bow. As a maiden I worshipped you. As a Hunter I slew those that threatened the natural cycle of this world.”

I paused. There was no response.

“I know you’re listening. I’ve felt you peering over my shoulder since last night.”

Nothing. She rarely bothered to respond to me. To the goddess, turning my back on my duties as a Hunter was the same as turning my back on her.

“You’re such a drama queen. You know it wasn’t about you.” I rubbed my eyes. “I still need you. Not as Goddess of the Hunt but as the Healer. My friend Temple is unwell.”

YOUR FRIEND IS IN DANGER. THEY BOTH ARE.

“Oh, you deign to talk to me tonight?”

MIND YOUR TONE, HUNTER, LEST I SMITE YOUR ASS.

“My apologies, mighty Artemis.”

She didn’t speak in a way anyone else would hear. Rather, her words filled my thoughts, pushing all else aside like an explosion. It was disconcerting on the best of days.

I missed it.

Her voice reminded me of an archetypical mother, both loving and stern. When she spoke, you couldn’t help but feel like a child, smothered by her knowledge and power.

No mortal mother could compare to a goddess, but mine had been further off than most. Joy Winter was . . . flighty, to say the least. She and Henry had loved me, but they’d never quite understood how they ended up with a wild, undisciplined, overimaginative South Korean adoptee or what to do with me once they had me. They’d taken hands-off parenting to the extreme, giving me freedom and distance that felt more like indifference and apathy.

I think the Guardians Council chose them deliberately, knowing their neglect would make it easier for me to train and fulfil my duties.

IF YOU WISH TO SAVE YOUR FRIENDS, YOU MUST TAKE UP MY BLADE AND BOW AGAIN.

First Morgan, now Artemis. “I’m not a Hunter anymore, remember?”

IT’S CUTE THAT YOU BELIEVE THAT.

“Rude,” I muttered. “Goddess, you know why I walked away.”

I KNOW WHAT YOU TELL YOURSELF.

In forty-plus years, I’d never truly won an argument with Artemis. “What danger are they in?”

THE HARBINGER KNOWS.

“I had a late night, mighty Artemis. Could we skip the cryptic clues?”

MORTALS USED TO HAVE MORE PATIENCE AND RESPECT. TECHNOLOGY HAS HOBBLED YOUR ATTENTION SPANS. I SPEAK OF THE BOY, RONNIE. HE IS THE HARBINGER. A pause. A HARBINGER IS ONE WHO SIGNALS THE APPROACH OF SOMEONE OR SOMETHING GREATER—

“I know what a harbinger is!” I clenched my jaw. Take a breath, Winter. Don’t get snippy with the goddess. When the frustration had crested and begun to recede, I asked, “Will finding Ronnie help me save Temple?”

IT WILL, THOUGH THE DETAILS ARE UNCLEAR. I HAVEN’T THE GIFT OF PROPHECY.

“Can you at least tell me where the harbinger is?”

YOU’RE THE HUNTER.

“I’m really not.”

Another pause, this one longer. I . . . CAN’T SEE HIM. IT’S ANNOYING.

Hiding from Temple’s magic was one thing. Hiding from Artemis raised Ronnie to a whole new threat level. “I’ll look for him, but not as a Hunter.”

YOU HAVE THE STUBBORNNESS OF ATHENA. I’VE GIVEN MY COUNSEL. HEED IT OR NOT.

Divine dismissals were rarely subtle. I bowed my head. “Thank you, Artemis, bright and fair as the budding leaves. May my senses be as keen as thine, and may your wisdom—”

LESS FLATTERY. MORE TRIBUTE.

I smiled. Despite all that had happened through the years, I loved Artemis. My life would always be incomplete without her. “Of course, my Goddess.”

I opened the music app on my phone and pulled up the playlist titled Tribute. I pressed Play, then set the phone on the altar as the opening beats of Beyoncé’s “Single Ladies” filled the room.

Artemis was also fond of Fleetwood Mac, Megan Thee Stallion, and Taylor Swift, all of whom were prominently featured on the playlist.

I left the goddess to her concert and headed downstairs, trying not to think about the last time I’d called myself a Hunter: my last mission from Felipe and the Council.

I’d moved on. I’d spent the next thirty-three years learning to leave that day behind. To shut out the screams, theirs and mine both. To forget that first thud as my arrow struck flesh that was all too human.

I’d even gone to therapy, for goddess’s sake.

But I could still hear the screaming.






 

“There’s a theory on the internet that Freddie Mercury was actually a siren and that’s why his songs were so addictive.”

“Newbies are all the same. As soon as you get a glimpse of the real world, you start seeing magic in everyone and everything. Here’s the truth. Freddie Mercury was as human as you and me. He was an immigrant and refugee with a gift who worked his ass off.”

“What about—”

“Humans don’t need magical help to be talented or brilliant or cruel or evil. Da Vinci didn’t have angelic guidance. Hitler wasn’t possessed by a demon. Taylor Swift didn’t make a deal with the devil. And aliens didn’t build the pyramids.”

“But—”

“Stop looking for supernatural excuses to dismiss what people are capable of. Whatever name you’re about to say, they were human. Except David Bowie, of course. That guy clearly had fae blood.”




CHAPTER 5

Annette

I parked on a little side road off Lafayette Street and walked a block to an out-of-the-way dive on a dead-end street. The exterior was gray brick, two stories high. Colorful flyers covered the windows, advertising everything from local bands to deals on weed.

Gargoyles lined the edge of the sloped metal roof. Unlike traditional gargoyles, these had been carved into monstrous caricatures of video game characters. A distorted Pac-Man with bulging eyes stood over the entrance. A pair of finches had built a nest in his mouth. To Pac-Man’s left, Donkey Kong raged beside a creepy, wide-mouthed Mega Man.

There was no sign, and the green metal door was closed. If you didn’t know the Gauntlet, you probably didn’t belong here.

The door scraped the frame when I yanked it open. I stepped inside and let my eyes adjust to the low lighting and the flashing screens of the video game cabinets lining two of the four walls. Electronic sound effects cut through the buzz of conversation.

The Gauntlet was half-bar, half-arcade, and almost entirely patronized by those of us with at least one nonhuman ancestor swinging in the branches of our family tree.

There were no rules against pureblood humans. The Gauntlet didn’t bother posting a werebear bouncer at the door or anything like that to make sure everyone who entered passed the sniff test. Indeed, tourists searching for an out-of-the-way place to drink wandered right in from time to time.

Most of them wandered right back out, never consciously realizing why they felt so uncomfortable. It led to the occasional nasty online review grumbling about the “unwelcoming” atmosphere, but that just made things all the better for the regular clientele.

I’d come there a lot after Jenny dragged me out to Salem. But I’d messed things up as usual, and it was going on fifteen years since I’d last set foot in this noisy, cramped, beer-and-pickles-smelling place.

A young man with too-perfect teeth waved from behind the bar. “Have a seat wherever. You can use the QR code on the table to order.”

I glanced at the nearest booth and the black-and-white square taped to the center of the dinged-up wooden table. QR code menus. That was new. It looked like the mutant offspring of incestuous bar codes. I hated it.

Strong arms enveloped me from behind. I drove an elbow into beefy ribs and had a hand on the hilt of my knife before I recognized that musky scent. I wriggled around. “Anton?”

The werejaguar lifted me off my feet. “Annette Thorne! You look as tasty as ever.”

I endured one more spine-popping squeeze, then wrenched free of his grip. “And you look . . . gray.”

The gray was mostly in his beard. His dirty blond hair had simply thinned since the last time I’d seen him. He was shorter than me, but broader, and he’d acquired a bit of a gut over the years. He smelled good—a hint of green apple from his aftershave mixed with a muskier, masculine smell. He squinted at me through black-framed glasses and flashed his lopsided smile. “You are the same. How is this possible?”

“Good genes.” Anton knew what I was, but it wasn’t the kind of thing I liked to talk about in public. Even in a relatively safe space like the Gauntlet. “How are the kids?”

He chuckled ruefully and finger-combed his tousled hair. “Wild and uncontrollable and good, very good. I don’t know if it’s the beast in their blood or if all young children are such devils. They destroy so much furniture! Come, sit, have a drink with me and my friends. I’ll show you photos.”

I didn’t move. “The ring’s new.”

He glanced at his left hand. “Not so new. Two and a half years since Reiko and I paid for the human paperwork, but we were mated long before that.”

“I’m happy for you.” I meant it. Anton was a good man, and any pangs of envy about his situation were easily kicked aside. I’d done the family thing long enough to know it wasn’t for everyone, but Anton looked as happy as I’d ever seen him.

“One drink, for old times,” he said. “You still like daiquiris?”

I wanted to say yes. Being back was making me miss my younger, wilder days. I rarely got out of the house anymore, and when I did, it was usually with Jenny and Temple. Both of whom were worse than worthless as wingmen.

Instead, I shook my head and stepped back. “You’re going to be in enough trouble going home with my scent on you from that hug.”

“Reiko loves your scent.” He winked. “It makes her feisty. Maybe you come home with me after the kids are in bed, and she’ll show you.”

I was ninety-five percent sure he was joking. “I’m afraid I’m working tonight, Anton.”

“Bookshop business?” He raised an eyebrow. “Or your other work?”

“The second one.”

“Such a shame.” He hugged me again. “You’ll come back when you’re not working?”

“I’ll try.” A lot would depend on how Duke reacted to me being back in his place this evening.

Anton started back toward his table, where three other middle-aged men waited. He waved his phone at me and said, “I’ll send you a message on the Facebook so you can see pictures of my little beasts!”

I smiled and nodded and hurried away, ducking my head as I waded through the bar toward the blue door at the back with Tech Support stenciled in dingy white letters.

“Excuse me,” said the bartender. “You can’t go up there.”

A stone statue of a jouster riding an ostrich stared up at me from beside the door. The ostrich’s stone eyelashes almost hid the lens of the camera.

I waved at the camera, then punched a six-digit code into the keypad by the door. I worried that Duke might have changed the code, but the latch whirred open. “What were you saying, hon?”

The bartender flushed and turned away.

I climbed narrow stairs into an equally narrow hallway with four green doors. Two were Duke’s home and workshop. He rented the others. A garbage bag that smelled like old Chinese food sat outside number three. I heard a television playing inside—a children’s cartoon, from the sound of it. A wood mezuzah case was mounted to the doorframe of number four.

Door one was open. I stepped into Duke’s workshop, a small studio apartment packed with old desktops, laptops, printers, tablets, smartphones, and other electronic devices, all labeled with different colors of sticky notes.

Fast, heavy footsteps thudded across the scratched hardwood floor. I found myself face-to-face with a three-foot-long white stone cat with stubby legs and dragon wings. It spread its wings and lashed its tail. Stone claws dug new gouges in the floor. Its ears were flat against its head.

I kept still. If this was anything like Duke’s other creations, those teeth and claws were hard as diamond. “It’s just me. Annette Thorne.” He would have seen me on the video feeds when I unlocked the Tech Support door, which meant letting his pet threaten to eat me was a deliberate choice. “Who’s your friend?”

A deep, raspy voice from the back of the apartment answered, “Her name’s Chunk.”

Chunk circled me twice, then trotted away to sit in a torn, flattened computer box. Her tail continued to twitch as she watched me.

“Nice work,” I said. “The whiskers are amazing. How do you keep them from snapping off?”

A grunt was the only response. So much for small talk.

“I need a favor, Duke.”

That got a snort. “I figured.”

“I’ll pay.”

“Damn right you will.” A lamp switched off in the back, and Marmaduke Stone stepped out from behind a workbench piled high with a wall of partly disassembled electronics.

Duke looked less like a computer whiz and more like a boxer—both the fighter and the dog breed. He was six foot four and heavy with muscle. Not the sculpted lines of a bodybuilder, but the thick build of a man who spent hours on end working with heavy stone when he wasn’t running his bar.

He stopped five feet away and crossed his arms.

His jowled face was just as I remembered, covered in salt-and-pepper stubble. He’d started shaving his head since I last saw him. That was a surprise but not an unpleasant one. The warm, bronze skin of his scalp looked good: confident and sexy with a light sheen of sweat.

He wore tight jeans and an even tighter T-shirt. His feet were bare, reminding me of the way his toes used to curl and clench when we—

I was here on business, dammit. I pulled out my phone and showed him the screenshots I’d taken. “I’m looking for a kid named Ronnie. He stabbed a harvester last night, then showed up at the shop this morning packing an enchanted knife.”

Duke took the phone from my hand, careful to avoid touching my fingers. He held the phone on his palm, and the screen started to flicker, jumping through the recent photos. The shop’s security app opened next and began playing back this morning’s footage.

My body clenched, but I swallowed my protests about the violation of my privacy. He was trying to make me uncomfortable. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

Duke was an old-school elemental wizard. He specialized in stone, but he was pretty good with metals, too. He had a side gig selling custom jewelry online.

He used to make gargoyles for the Catholic church in the late 1800s, creating guardians who could be called on to slash and crush and kill. But it was the dawn of the computer age that brought out his true gifts.

Duke could read silicon like a book and follow circuit paths like an Eagle Scout with a map and compass. He could even fix cracks and chips in your phone screen. He’d resurrected every one of the arcade games in the Gauntlet, and his little studio apartment was the best tech-repair shop in the country. Maybe the world.

I was pretty sure he had some elemental blood himself. It would explain why he was still around and looking so good at a hundred and fifty.

“Who’s Blake Davis?” he asked.

My muscles tightened further. “My son. Stay out of my text history.”

That was the price of coming to Duke for tech support. He snooped through anything that landed on his workbench. He claimed he couldn’t help it. I wasn’t sure I believed him, but between the information he picked up from his clients’ devices and the chatter he overheard in the bar, he was my best contact for otherworldly gossip or scouring the internet for hard-to-find info. He used to be, at least, back when we were getting along.

“If you’re looking for nudes, I took them off my phone before I came over,” I said.

His newly shorn scalp meant I could watch the blush creep up his neck and past his ears. “I was checking your bank balance to make sure you could pay me. You’re doing well for yourself.”

“I had some high-paying cases in my day, and I’ve made some good investments.” I grimaced and admitted, “Also, my first husband was one of the wealthiest vampires in France.”

“That’s good. Means you can afford the surcharge. Call it a succubus tax.”

He was rapidly moving from cold and distant to full-blown asshole. “Since when are you prejudiced against demons?”

“Call it an Annette Thorne tax, then.”

“It’s been fifteen years, Duke. You didn’t have a problem with my nature before.”

He returned my phone. “I was stupid and didn’t know what I was falling in love with.”

“Yes, you were. I told you exactly what I was looking for and what I wasn’t. I never forced you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”

I could have. I wasn’t as strong as my mother, but I had power enough to bend most men and a fair number of women. My mother had made damn sure I understood and respected that power. I’d learned the difference between seduction and rape before I learned my ABCs.

“I wanted more,” said Duke.

“I didn’t.” His proposal had come at the worst time. Morgan had just been born, and I’d been winding down my PI gig so I’d have more time to focus on Blake and my new grandson. I’d thought I could make up for old mistakes by doing better as a grandmother than I’d done as a mother. Then there was the amount of time and work I’d been putting into Second Life Books.

“I spent four days making that rock,” he said.

“It was a gorgeous black diamond, but I told you I was through with marriage. Four strikes and I’m out.”

“I thought maybe you’d change your mind for me.”

Enough bullshit. I stepped toward him. “Marmaduke Stone, are you mad because I broke your heart? Or is it because I bruised your ego when I had the gall to tell you no?”

Chunk waddled over to stand between me and Duke. She bared her teeth and growled.

“Take it easy, you daft lump of marble,” said Duke. “Nobody’s threatening anyone.”

The stone cat blinked, cocked her head, and made a ridiculous chirrup sound.

It was enough to break the tension. I chuckled, and Duke’s lips tugged into a rueful grin.

“I won’t apologize for my choices,” I said. “But I do wish things hadn’t ended so badly. I never meant to hurt you.”

He turned away and rubbed his scalp. “What else can you tell me about the kid in the picture?”

“He’s either from the South or he spent time down there. He called himself Ronnie. No way of knowing if it’s his real name.”

Duke pulled his personal phone from his back pocket. It was an older model with a heavy-duty case inlaid with curved lines of what was probably real gold. The screen unlocked and began popping up browser windows. “Five hundred bucks.”

“Does that include the demon tax?”

He grimaced. “I shouldn’t have said that. It was crude. Hell, I’ve had demon tenants. None right now, but there was a lovely sloth demon couple who stayed in apartment three for most of last year. There’s a pukwudgie family there now. They’ve got the cutest little toddler, but those quills—”

“You’re rambling, hon.” I smiled to soften the words.

“The point is, it was a stupid thing to say. Forgive me?”

“Find that kid, and we’ll call it even.” I opened my purse. “Though I can’t imagine why a man who can make his own gemstones needs money from anyone else.”

“My stones might be pretty, but they aren’t natural.”

My mouth quirked. “They seemed perfectly normal to me.”

He blushed harder this time, all the way to the top of his scalp. “A good jeweler would flag my gemstones as fakes. They’re a little too dense and too heavy and too perfect.”

“Modest as ever.”

He waved off my words. “Real gems have inclusions and imperfections. Synthetics don’t, but mine have more depth and luster than any lab-made rock.”

While he worked, I scratched Chunk behind the ears. She seemed to enjoy it, and it had the added bonus of filing and smoothing my nails.

“Found him.” His phone went dark. He tucked it back into his pocket. “Margaret Wentworth Kensington.”

I frowned. “Are you saying Ronnie is transgender?”

“What? No, Margaret is your guy’s mother.” He waited, clearly wanting me to ask how he’d figured it out.

“Go ahead. Impress me with your brilliance.”

“If you insist.” He still had the most charming smile. “I checked traffic-camera footage all around your shop before and after Ronnie visited this morning. He parked three blocks away. He was driving an old van, black with tinted windows. Gray trim. The license plate is registered to Margaret Kensington. I found an obituary for her from two years ago. It mentioned a son, Ronald Kensington.”

I’d hoped for more, but I’d solved cases with less. I’d once tracked a demon-possessed rat through half of Chicago with nothing but a half-eaten moldy jelly donut for a starting point.

“Not bad.” I would have found Ronnie’s information eventually, but without access to the city’s cameras, it would have taken me days or weeks. I jotted the information into a small notepad. “Thank you, Duke. I really do appreciate it.”

“Maybe one of these nights after you’ve dealt with this kid Ronnie, you and I—”

If I could have trusted him to keep things casual, I would have jumped him on the spot. But we both knew better. “Please don’t go there.”

He raised his hands. “As friends. Just to catch up.” He shoved his hands in his pockets—an accomplishment in itself, given how snug those jeans were. “You might have a point about my wounded pride. I suppose it’s possible I’ve nursed that grudge a little too long.”

I set a check for five hundred dollars on the corner of his desk. “I’m not good at friendships. You know that.”

“Then you should practice more.” He picked up the check and rolled his eyes. “I swear you’re the only person in Salem who still writes paper checks.”

“Text me if you learn anything more about this kid.” I started toward the door.

He waved the check between his fingers. “You and your money are welcome back any time.”

“It’s good to see you again,” I said, and meant it.

• • •

It’s impossible to sneak up on a full-blooded succubus. They can feel your desires from a mile away. My range is closer to fifty yards. Most of the time, that was plenty.

I was almost to my car when I felt them watching me. Three males, all young and energetic. Teenagers, from the feel. There was a rawness to their energy. Their blood was flowing fast, but it wasn’t sexual. Not directly. This was a different kind of anticipation. They were here for violence.

It was getting dark. To one side of the road was a boarded-up three-story brick building. No help there. The houses on the other side were little better. Blinds and curtains covered most of the windows.

Ah, well. Even if someone was watching, this would be over before they could do anything. Statistically speaking, most street fights ended in less than a minute. My personal best was six seconds.

I turned around and folded my arms, giving them a glare that should have made it clear I wasn’t in the mood.

I half-expected to see Ronnie. I wouldn’t have put it past the creep to have tailed me when I left home. But these boys were younger, closer to Morgan’s age. Two were White, one Black. They wore matching black hoodies with the hoods pulled up. The middle one had glasses. The one on the right had a gold stud in his nose. The left one wore a silver class ring with a green stone.

All three carried squirt guns, and not the cheap kind. These were one step away from firefighting equipment, with two-liter tanks and long barrels.

Squirt guns could mean this was a prank: kids getting their kicks by spraying down random passers-by. Maybe I’d misread the anticipation coming off the three boys . . . but I doubted it. If this was a prank, they’d have someone filming, and their energy would be lighter.

Which meant they’d chosen those weapons deliberately. Which meant that almost certainly wasn’t tap water dripping from the end of Gold Stud’s barrel.

I shifted my purse strap to my other shoulder so it was secure across my torso.

“We don’t want your money,” said Glasses.

Class Ring nodded. “We know what you are. We’re here to send you home.”

Not who but what. This was the second time today. Had someone put a sign on my back? “Is this an immigrant thing? I got my green card decades ago.”

Gold Stud raised his gun. “Home to Hell, demoness. Tell us where to find the rest of your kind, and we’ll make this quick.”

“Kids your age don’t know any other way.” I tensed my hands. The nails stretched. The edges curled and folded in on the middle, forming thick, curved claws. My mother’s claws were strong enough to puncture steel. Mine weren’t as powerful, but they’d do a number on skin and muscle.

Gold Stud paled and retreated a step, but the other two squeezed their triggers.

Two water jets hit me: one on the side of the neck, and the other in the chest. I bit back a scream as the skin of my neck blistered. My chest began to burn a moment later as the water soaked through my shirt and bra.

Being only half-demon meant holy water wouldn’t kill me. It still hurt like hell. And they had plenty more to douse me with.

I slashed at Class Ring’s arm, slicing both sleeve and skin. The water gun fell from his hand. I smashed it under my boot before he could recover, then elbowed him in the center of the forehead. He dropped.

“Shit!” yelled Glasses. “Why isn’t she burning up?”

“Keep firing,” said Gold Stud, who had recovered his courage enough to shoot me in the gut.

I reached behind my back and drew my knife from beneath my blazer.

The fourteen-inch Bowie had a bone handle and a blade sharp enough to cut a deal with a devil. Green fire danced to life along the edge. The fire was a spell I’d bought from a witch in Belgium. It was illusion, and its only purpose was to make kids like this shit themselves from fear.

From the terror on Gold Stud’s face, it was working.

I stepped in and sliced through his gun with the knife, then kicked him in the chest. I was no Hunter of Artemis like Jenny, but I had strength enough to knock him on his ass. He did a backward somersault to the ground and lay there gasping.

Holy water drilled my ear and cheek. I raised my arm to protect my face. I saw movement from the edge of my vision and braced myself as Class Ring struck me low and hard, like a linebacker.

What the hell? I’d elbowed him hard enough to put him down for the night.

“Hold her!” Glasses reversed his grip on his weapon, holding it by the barrel. He was going to break the tank over my head.

“What do you think I’m trying to do?” snarled Class Ring.

Dammit, I didn’t want to end the day by killing teenagers.

Flesh wounds it was, then.

I stopped fighting Class Ring and let his momentum carry me toward Glasses, getting inside his swing. My index finger jabbed three times, puncturing his shoulder, bicep, and thigh. None more than half an inch deep, but he still whimpered and dropped his gun.

“Oh, shit.” Class Ring released me and tried to grab the gun Glasses had dropped.

I threw my knife. The blade stuck through the tank and several inches into the asphalt. Class Ring yelped and jumped back. I followed, sliding close enough to clamp his throat with one hand. My claws pierced skin. “Are you going to tell me who the hell you are and how you found me, or am I going to eat your fucking face?”

I wasn’t the face-eating variety of demon, but he didn’t know that. For extra effect, I smiled and licked blood off the claws of my left hand.

Class Ring’s face went white. Then his eyes moved, focusing past my left shoulder.

I stepped sideways and hurled him into Gold Stud, who’d been coming at me from behind.

They ran. I followed, but I’d only gone half a block when the holy water in my hair dripped into my eyes, burning and half-blinding me. I retracted my claws and used a dry patch of my shirt to carefully mop my face and forehead until I could see well enough to retrieve my knife and return to my car.

A window opened across the street. A man called out, “Are you all right, lady?”

Sure, now somebody noticed. “I’m fine.”

I climbed into the driver’s seat. My vision was a blurry mess, and I felt like my skin was on fire. I stripped off my wet clothes, started the engine, and hoped I didn’t get pulled over on the way home.






 

“You did what?”

“We thought this was what you wanted. We were ridding the world of a dangerous demon. Isn’t that the point of all this? To hunt threats?”

“You jumped Annette Thorne. Are you fucking insane? You might as well try to sucker-punch Superman. She could have ripped your throats out. Or maybe she wanted you to get away. If you’ve led her and her friends to me—”

“Nobody followed us! She was hurt pretty bad.”

“Thank R’gngyk for small blessings. How did you even find out about Annette?”

“Isaiah . . . he peeked in your notebook last week. He didn’t mean anything by it. We just thought—we wanted to do something, you know? To get out there and fight demons and—”

“Potentially destroy everything I’m trying to do.”

“I’m sorry. We were trying to help. And we did get away. No harm, no foul, right?”

“The three of you will do triple rituals nightly until you’ve atoned. And if any of you ever think about pulling a stunt like this again without permission, I will personally feed you to a shoggoth.”




CHAPTER 6

Jenny

Thirteen minutes passed from when I received Annette’s text to the moment she pulled into the shop’s back lot. Thirteen long, helpless, worried minutes.

Her message had said only, Coming home. Hurt. Need help.

For Annette to admit needing help meant it was serious. Possibly life-threatening. I’d written back asking for more information so I could be ready, but she hadn’t responded.

I was at her car door, first aid kit in hand, by the time she killed the engine. She grabbed her things from the passenger seat and climbed out, grimacing in pain and completely naked.

“What happened?” I’d seen plenty of injuries over the years. Annette’s weren’t the most gruesome, but she’d certainly earned an honorable mention. Her face, neck, and shoulders were red and blistered. Mostly second-degree burns, though several of the blisters were broken and bloody. Both eyes were swollen nearly shut. Her shoulders and chest had been burnt as well, along with one of her thighs. These burns weren’t quite as bad, but they had spread across more of the skin.

“Holy water.” She hissed as I took her left arm to help her.

I looked her over as we walked. Blood trickled down her skin from the burns, but there were no deeper wounds, and I saw no signs of broken bones, but the burns were clearly agonizing. Her breathing was quick and tight and shallow, and her heart was running at double its normal speed.

The back door swung open to let us inside. “Thanks,” I said. “Start the shower. Cool but not cold.”

I guided her into the nearest bathroom just as the ceiling vent kicked on and water began to spray down. I set Annette’s things on the little shelf next to the sink, then checked the temperature of the shower. “This will help with the burning and get rid of any holy water still on your skin.”

She climbed in, trembling, then gasped as the water struck her burns. “Putain de merde!”

I grabbed two extra-strength painkillers from the first aid kit. “Take these.”

She leaned out to take them from my hand, popped both pills into her mouth, and dry-swallowed them in one gulp. Then she yanked the shower curtain shut.

“Who did this to you?” I asked. Now that she was home and safe and there was nothing immediate for me to do, my emotions had begun to bubble up. Fear and worry and anger, all cracking the calm of my initial crisis response.

“Kids. Three of them.” Her heart rate had slowed slightly, but it was still dangerously high. “They jumped me when I was on my way back to my car.”

“If they had holy water, they knew what you were and how to hurt you.”

“They were there to kill me. I think it spooked the little shits when their squirt guns didn’t melt me like the Wicked Witch of the West.”

My fists clenched. I’d used the exact same tactics once during my Hunter days, decades past. I’d chased a pair of leech-faced soul-sucking demons into a dead end behind the food bank back home. While I kept them busy, my friends had attacked from the roof with squirt guns and water balloons.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I should have gone with you.”

“Don’t be stupid,” she said, the words tight with pain. “I’m a grown woman. I’ve been taking care of myself my whole life.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “You’re a badass demon detective who doesn’t need anyone. I still wish I’d been there.”

“Having you there would have made it a lot more entertaining,” she admitted.

The water stopped. She shoved the curtain aside and let me help her out. That more than anything else told me how much she was hurting.

She was shivering harder now. The heat kicked on in response to her trembling.

I set a towel on the toilet and helped her to sit, then used a second towel to pat her dry as gently as I could. Watery blood welled from the worst of the burns. “Don’t move. I’m going to put aloe cream on those burns and get them bandaged.”

“You’re going to make me look like a fucking mummy.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll use only the best, most stylish bandages, direct from Paris.” I began dabbing cream onto the burns on her neck. “What happened to those kids? Are we going to get an angry call from Duke about you leaving dead bodies outside his bar?”

“They ran off. I’m not sure how.” She hissed and jerked away. “I didn’t want to kill kids, but they wanted me dead, Jen. I had to put them down fast and hard. One should have had a full set of broken ribs. I elbowed another hard enough to knock him out for the night. But they just shook it off and bounced back.”

“Were they human?”

She nodded.

Meaning they were either on drugs or packing magical power-ups. Either way, Annette was lucky it hadn’t been worse.

“I got a name from Duke,” she said. “Our guest this morning was Ronald Kensington. Drives a black van. Duke gave me the license plate number and everything.”

“Good.” I taped a bandage into place. “Where did you park tonight when you went to the Gauntlet?”

“Across from—” She stopped. “Why do you want to know?”

I forced myself to speak calmly. “You did your detective thing. It’s my turn. I’ll start by tracking the kids. Their scent is on your clothes. If that trail goes dead, I’ll hunt Ronnie. His name and vehicle should be enough for me to find him.”

“We don’t know if those three have any connection to Ronnie.”

“You think it’s a coincidence?”

“No, but I work with facts, not feelings. Sherlock Holmes-style. And you . . . This isn’t what you do anymore. You had damn good reasons for leaving that life behind. My grandson might not understand, but I do.”

She didn’t realize how angry I was or how scared. They’d tried to kill my friend. The urge to hunt and punish was overwhelming.

I hid my struggle behind a smile as I moved to the burns on her shoulder. “You heard that conversation with Morgan?”

“I’m very observant.”

“You mean you snoop.”

“Potato, potahto.” Her pulse continued to ease, though she remained pale and sweaty.

I must not have hidden my feelings as well as I thought, because Annette caught my wrist and turned serious. “Hey, look at me. I’m all right. You don’t have to worry, okay? Believe me, I’ve had worse.”

“That’s not exactly reassuring.” I tore open the next package of gauze. Annette healed quicker than humans, and her skin was immune to scars or other blemishes, but she’d be hurting and messed up for most of the week. “How do you think they found you? Were they just waiting around outside the Gauntlet for the first demon to walk out?”

“Shit. I didn’t even think about that. I must have gotten holy water on the brain. Stupid!” She tried to stand. Her legs wobbled, and I guided her back down. “I don’t think they knew about the Gauntlet. They asked me where to find ‘the rest of my kind.’ No, they were there for me. They must have been watching the shop and followed me when I left. I need to check the outside security footage.”

“You need to stop squirming,” I said firmly. “I’ll get you something to help you relax, along with more pain meds. Then I’ll check around outside to see what I can find while you sleep.”

“Dammit, Jenny. They know where I live. They could be out there waiting for their next shot.”

The rage of the goddess heated my blood. “I very much hope so.”

• • •

This isn’t a hunt, I told myself as I circled the block for the third time.

A true hunt would have begun with a ritual prayer. I’d be carrying my bow and blade. And I would have felt Artemis’s presence with each step, a silent companion who brought comfort and confidence and security.

I missed my goddess. I missed my friend.

As I walked, I checked every shadow and every window, peered beneath every parked car. I scared a few cats, a possum, and a pair of rabbits.

The only human I encountered was Denise Woodward, who was out walking her dog Walnut. I’d known both Denise and Walnut for almost ten years. The only threat either of them posed was if you were allergic to dog fur.

“Are you catching cold, dear?” she asked.

What? Oh—I’d been sniffing for scents. “Just enjoying the night air.”

“You should be careful walking alone this late. Have you considered getting a dog like Walnut?”

I studied the overweight, arthritic cocker spaniel who was happily panting and drooling at the end of his leash. “I’ll keep that in mind, thank you.”

I’m not hunting. Yet here I was, out on patrol like I was a teenager again. My knees ached, and the initial fury and adrenaline from Annette’s attack had worn off. I should be back home checking on Annette’s injuries. And checking to see whether Annette’s grandkids had left any of those chocolate chip muffins for the rest of us.

My gut told me to keep walking. My gut also wanted muffins, but I ignored that the best I could. Several times I’d caught a mote of Ronnie’s scent, so faint I didn’t know if it was real.

I broadened my search. I was finishing my fourth lap through the neighborhood when I spotted an old black van parked on Chestnut Street, two blocks back from us. The kid in the driver’s seat had a narrow line of sight between the houses and buildings to our shop. At that distance, hidden behind tinted windows, he probably thought he was invisible.

I couldn’t make out details, but his silhouette matched what I’d seen in the security footage. He had binoculars in one hand. His attention was fixed on Second Life Books. “Hello, Mr. Harbinger.”

I kept walking until I was out of sight, then hopped a fence and cut through my neighbor Mindy’s backyard. My goddess-blessed senses also let me dodge the land mines Mindy’s three Yorkies had scattered through the lawn.

Another fence and a narrow side street brought me onto Chestnut Street, about a hundred yards behind the van.

I felt young again, focused and unstoppable. I moved silently down the brick sidewalk like a predator stalking her prey. I felt every crack and imperfection through the soles of my orthopedic sneakers. When I reached the back of the van, I crouched and sniffed the air.

The scent confirmed it. This was Ronnie Kensington’s van.

If he was smart, he’d have locked the door. I pried up a sidewalk brick and hoped Denise and Walnut were the only ones still awake. This was a residential street, and our profit margin at the store was thin enough without headlines like Local Bookseller Goes On Window-Smashing Rampage going viral on the internet. I’d have to strike quickly. First, the window, then—

What are you doing, Winter? It would be so easy to let myself go, to punish this kid for what Annette had gone through tonight. This was what I’d been trained to do. Find the threat and take it out.

After three decades, how was it still so easy to fall back into old patterns? To let instinct and passion take over, knowing where they could lead?

I hadn’t stopped being a Hunter because I wanted to escape the violence. I’d stopped because it had gotten too easy to embrace it. To use it as a way to avoid the fear and the anger and the grief.

I retreated and sat on the curb where a parked SUV would hide me if Ronnie happened to check his mirror. Once there, I let myself think about Annette, about every burn I’d bandaged, every flinch and gasp she’d tried to hide. I stopped fighting the anger. Instead, I felt it, just like my therapist had suggested all those years ago. After a while, I sank past the anger to the fear and helplessness beneath.

How close had I come to losing Annette tonight?

The brick clutched in my hand cracked. I unclamped my fingers, letting half of it clatter onto the curb.

Annoyance number thirty-two of being a Hunter of Artemis: accidentally breaking stuff.

Better a brick than this kid’s skull. I waited several more minutes until the worst of the fear receded. Once I was calm—or at least calmish—I stood and walked toward the van. I raised my half-brick in one hand to smash the window, then stopped myself. On the off chance Ronnie was dumb enough to leave it unlocked, I grabbed the handle and pulled.

The door swung open.

To Ronnie’s credit, he only jumped a little at the sight of me standing there, and he recovered fast, swinging his binoculars at my face.

I blocked them with my sidewalk brick. The binoculars made a satisfying crunch. One of the lenses cracked and fell out.

He wasn’t wearing a seat belt, either. That made it easy to grab his jacket with my free hand and toss him to the sidewalk.

He rolled, jumped to his feet, and reached inside his coat, probably going for the knife he’d used against the harvester. I kicked his arm before he could pull it from its sheath. He stumbled and landed on his back again.

I tossed my broken brick aside. “I don’t want to hurt you, but if you draw that knife, I’ll make you swallow it.”

Not my best banter, but it worked. He raised both hands so I could see they were empty. “You’re Jenny Winter. You work at that bookstore.”

“And you’re Ronald Kensington.”

His brows lowered, and his lips tightened. “How did you find me?”

“Traditionally, the one doing the ass-kicking asks the questions and the ass-kickee answers. What do you want with me and my friends?”

“Like you don’t know.” He scooted closer and kicked, trying to sweep my feet.

I planted my weight and let his foot slam uselessly against my shin. I’d have a heck of a bruise in the morning, but right now I wanted him intimidated. Preferably without me having to commit excessive acts of violence.

There was a familiar script to these encounters. We’d gotten through the Introduction and moved on to the Reassessment, when the bad guy realized he’d badly underestimated me. Next would usually be Indignant Protests with Gratuitous Insults, a nearly universal response to getting whooped by a skinny little Asian girl—or a plump middle-aged Asian woman, now.

He pushed himself up on his elbows. I could tell from his quickened breathing and heartbeat that he was shaken, but his face didn’t show it. “Exorcizo, te, inundissine spiritus, omnis incursio adversarii, omne phantasma, omnis legio.”

He’d skipped Indignant Protests and jumped right to Trying a Different Tactic. “Is that supposed to be an exorcism?” I asked. “I think the word you’re looking for is immundissime, not inundissine. And that drawl is not helping your Latin.”

“You’re not demon-possessed.” He looked me over. “Are you a witch?”

“A witch in Salem. How original.” I circled him. “Let’s start with an easy question. Where can I find your three friends from the Gauntlet?”

He stared at me. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Mind-reading wasn’t one of my gifts, but he sounded sincere. I didn’t believe for a second that the timing of the attacks was a coincidence, but maybe things were more complicated than I’d thought.

Who was I kidding? Things were always more complicated. I switched gears and hit him with the facts I knew. “Last night, you attacked a harvester. Tonight you were spying on our store. Why?”

He got an arrogant, haughty expression on his face that made me want to punch it. “I’m trying to save the world.”

“They say you should start with baby steps. Have you tried composting?” I cocked a thumb at the van. “Or you could trade your stalker-mobile in for a hybrid.”

A porch light came on two houses down. Time to relocate. I lowered my voice. “I’m going to take that knife and any other weapons you’re hiding now. Then we’re going to walk to my place. If you want to walk out again, you’ll behave yourself and answer every question we ask.”

From behind me came the growl of an engine, followed by the crunch-and-rubber sound of tires on blacktop. The van accelerated toward me. The wheels jumped the curb.

I grabbed Ronnie, threw him out of the way, and dove after him. Ronnie must have had a partner hiding in the van. How had I missed that? It was an amateur mistake, completely unforgiveable.

The van jolted to a stop. The driver’s seat was empty.

Ronnie didn’t appear to be mentally controlling it or anything like that, but he wasn’t freaking out about his van coming to life, either. He scooted sideways, putting distance between the two of us.

The van pulled back and lunged at me a second time.

I dodged again. “Serious Christine vibes.”

Ronnie looked at me with his forehead crinkled.

“Stephen King’s book about a possessed car? They even made a movie about it.” I refused to be the middle-aged woman who grumbled about kids these days, but . . .“Seriously, put your phone away and spend some time at the library.”

More lights came on around us. A man shouted about calling the police.

The van’s side door slid open. Ronnie climbed inside, never taking his attention off me. With the driver’s seat still clearly empty, the van took off down the street.

I brushed dirt and grass from my pants. “That could have gone better.”

I imagined both Artemis and Felipe nodding in agreement.






 

“I want all of you to study these three pictures. I wasn’t planning to share these yet, but it seems some of you have gotten impatient. Meet Annette Thorne, Temple Finn, and Jenny Winter. They live on Chestnut Street, in Second Life Books and Gifts.”

“I know that place. They’ve got a shelf that’s nothing but boxes of old comics for like fifty cents each. I once spent twenty bucks for—”

“These people are dangerous. Especially Jenny Winter. You might think you’re hot shit, thanks to the gifts I’ve given you, but any one of these three could swat you like a mosquito. Do. Not. Fuck with them. Do I make myself clear?”

“I . . . I don’t think they’d try to hurt anyone.”

“You don’t know them. You see three old shopkeepers selling trinkets and used comic books. You don’t see the blood on their hands, enough blood to drown in.”

“If they’re so dangerous, shouldn’t we do something about them?”

“Ask Ethan, Noah, and Isaiah how that went. No, for the moment, as long as we leave them alone, they should leave us alone. When they become a problem—and they will—I’ll take care of it myself.”




CHAPTER 7

Temple

In my early days, I was all about appearance.

I’d filled the mahogany bookshelves of my library and workshop with leather-bound tomes and gleaming magical knickknacks. Heavy velvet curtains covered the windows, shielding my research from outside eyes. I worked at a one-of-a-kind desk that once belonged to the alchemist Giuseppe Borri, and I used a high-backed antique balloon chair for my reading. Chalk runes covered the bare oak floor.

Over time, my priorities had shifted. Out went the old reading chair, replaced by a more comfortable recliner from La-Z-Boy with a built-in massage function. Bright, full-spectrum LED bulbs displaced fat beeswax candles. I ordered thick carpeting with extra cushioning to help with the ache in my bones if I stood for too long.

I still had the desk, though. I loved all the secret drawers and compartments. The other day, I’d discovered a forgotten pop-out tray I’d last used twenty years before. It contained an old property tax bill (oops), my notes for adding enchanted sunflowers to the back of the house for security (I never did get around to that), and a recipe for Basque cheesecake.

I used to care about my own appearance, too. Expensive clothes, fancy shoes, and far too much leather. Now I was just another old man trudging around in sweatpants and soft, comfortable T-shirts and hats that protected my scalp from sunburn, and who gave a shit what anybody thought?

Today it was a brown trilby, enchanted to keep the wind from blowing it off my head. It also had a small dimensional rift inside that could be used to store tools and weapons and other miscellany. I’d lost a pair of dentures in there last year.

The point was, appearances and the trappings didn’t matter. Power could attach to the lowliest, most unassuming of objects. Like my mother’s old folding card table, which stood by the window between the bookshelves. Despite the frail-looking metal legs, the table was completely spill-proof. You could fill a wineglass to the brim and leave it on that table through a seven-point-five earthquake, and not a drop would leave the glass.

It currently held a half-full mug of cold chocolate—it had been hot last night before I forgot about it—along with an old map of Salem, a weasel skull named Yorick, and my copy of Stuart Little. That had been my favorite book as a child. Over the years, it had absorbed thousands of other texts, from ancient spellbooks to an old copy of Playboy I’d found when I was thirteen.

And on the other side of that table stood Jenny, patiently waiting for me to respond to whatever it was she’d said before my mind went on a walkabout.

She cleared her throat and repeated, “Ronald Kensington?”

Right—that was why I had Yorick out. The weasel skull was a gift and a trophy from a group of fairies I’d helped in the early nineties. I’d used it to call in a favor. “The closest Ronald Kensington is two hundred miles away in New York City,” I said. “His blood doesn’t match the blood Annette got from our guy.”

“You can test a person’s blood from two hundred miles?” asked Jenny. She was moving slowly and carefully this morning, and I could smell the ointment on her joints.

“I asked a hummingbird fairy to get a sample for me.”

Annette entered and leaned against the wall, a mug of coffee cupped in her hands. She wore a loose silk robe, but much of her exposed skin was almost as red as her hair, covered in dry and cracked blisters. She looked like she’d been microwaved on high for twenty minutes.

My anger bubbled over.

Annette and Jenny could be headstrong pains in my ass. They’d barged into my home and upended my life, opening my doors to tourists, bibliophiles, and every cryptid with a splinter or a hangnail for a hundred miles in any direction.

I couldn’t imagine life without Jenny’s never-ending sunshine or Annette’s stormy sass. I’d never had kids, but if I had . . . I was certain any offspring of mine would have been just as infuriating as these two.

Pages fluttered past in response to my emotions. They stopped on a spell I’d dubbed Vorpal Axe. Even in my glory days, this particular spell would have left me bedridden for two days to recover from the power it required. If I tried to cast it now, it would probably kill me on the spot. But if whoever had done this to Annette was standing before me, I’d have cast the spell without a second thought, and to hell with the consequences.

I turned back to the section on tracking spells.

“Artemis called him the harbinger,” said Jenny. “Does that give you a way to find him?”

“It’s not a search engine,” snapped Annette. “You can’t just add keywords and hope the spell finds the right result.”

I sipped my drink. The tepid chocolate made me sad. Pages rustled, suggesting a new spell. This one, I could do. I conjured an orange flame to the tip of my thumb and flicked it into the mug to reheat it.

“Ronnie was just a kid,” Jenny grumbled. “How does he have this level of protection? Temple can’t track him. Even Artemis couldn’t see him.”

“You were only thirteen when you got your goddess powers,” Annette pointed out.

“He’s no Hunter.” Jenny touched her necklace. It was an automatic gesture. I doubted she realized she was doing it. “He doesn’t have a god backing him up. I would have felt that. All he has is an old van with an attitude problem.”

I returned to the tracking spells and placed Yorick on the page to keep my spot. The skull chittered in annoyance.

“You say the van had no driver?” I asked.

Jenny nodded. “That’s right.”

I turned to Annette. “Duke told you the van was registered to Ronnie’s mother. Do you know when and how she died?”

“Two years ago,” said Annette. “Officially, she was killed when a tanker truck T-boned her van outside of Atlanta.”

“That van last night didn’t have a scratch,” said Jenny.

“Duke texted me an update,” Annette continued, like Jenny hadn’t even spoken. “Unofficially, Margaret died performing an exorcism on a two-month-old boy. Margaret had a reputation among the body-snatcher set. Possession, mind control, body swap, it didn’t matter. She’d evict you so hard, you left an impact crater in your own body. She worked out of her van, and she decked it out with all kinds of charms and spells. Kind of like if the Ghostbusters did a makeover on a taco truck.”

“What went wrong?” Jenny asked.

“Someone booby-trapped the pacifier. As soon as Margaret took the little monster from his mother, he bit down hard, triggering a little poisoned dart that hit her in the throat. Basilisk venom. She died in less than a minute.” She paused, then added, “She was able to save the baby. He was fine.”

Jenny looked thoughtful. “Ronnie tried an exorcism prayer on me. He probably learned it from his mom.”

“Margaret was in our line of business,” I mused. “Our former business, not bookselling.” I’d never heard of her before. Either her work had been too quiet and small-scale for me to notice, or else she’d been very good at keeping off people’s radars.

I lifted Yorick and turned the page. “Margaret died violently. If she’s anything like us, she probably died feeling that her work was unfinished, which could anchor her to this world.”

“Are you saying I almost got run down by a haunted van?” asked Jenny.

“If we’re lucky, yes.” I skimmed the spell ingredients. It had been a decade since I last cast this one. “Ronald Kensington might be shielded from magic, but ghosts are harder to hide.”

One page contained the words of the spell. The other had a whimsical pencil drawing in the style of Garth Williams, the original illustrator of Stuart Little. Though I didn’t think Williams had ever drawn a rope made of candle smoke lassoing the furious spirit of an old woman.

I took a two-inch-wide green candle stub from the shelves and placed it on the card table. Next, I needed Annette’s coffee mug. I ignored her protests and dumped the contents onto the carpet. The house quickly absorbed the liquid, leaving no trace. Exactly as it was supposed to do.

The speed and efficiency of the housecleaning magic nagged at me. Why did the house’s power work perfectly here but not in the basement, where everything had been soaked and moldy?

I set that thought aside for later and put the candle into Annette’s mug. A snap of my fingers created a spark, which jumped to the wick. A cold, black flame appeared.

I recited the spell. The words weren’t inherently magical, but they helped focus my will and clarify the intention of the magic. At the end, I whispered the name “Margaret Kensington” into the white candle smoke.

Nothing happened.

My brow crinkled so hard I could see my own wispy gray eyebrow hairs. “Margaret Kensington.”

Nothing happened. Again. If anything, this time felt even more nothing than the first. I glared at the book. The words were right, the candle was right, the spell was right . . . The only thing that could be wrong was me.

Jenny’s hand touched my shoulder. I jerked away.

“What is it?” she asked.

My face was hot, and my throat was knotted so tight, I couldn’t speak. I hated this impotent shell of the wizard I’d once been. I was Temple Finn, damn it. I’d performed harder spells than this in my sleep. Literally. In my sophomore year at college, I dreamed a fire elemental into existence and nearly burned down my apartment. “It’s not working.”

“Could her ghost be shielded the same way her son is?” asked Annette.

I shook my head.

“What about the van?” Jenny piped in. “We have the license plate. That’s like a True Name, right? Can you find the van that way?”

“A license plate number isn’t a name.” I heard the anger in my voice and hoped Jenny understood it wasn’t directed at her.

“It’s all right.” Jenny spoke to me with the same soothing tone she used to console her patients. It only made me angrier. “We’ll find a different way.”

“Are we sure Annette got the name right?” I snapped. Casting a spell with the wrong name was like fishing without a hook.

Annette tapped her phone and handed it over, clearly humoring me. An old obituary filled the screen. There was no picture. I zoomed in and squinted at the short, generic text.

“Her maiden name was Wentworth,” I said.

“But she changed it,” said Annette. “Her legal name—”

“Don’t get me started on the rules and caveats and exceptions surrounding True Names. A name isn’t inscribed into your bones by some clerk at the county courthouse. If she thinks of herself as Wentworth, that’s her name. It’s who she is.” Before they could argue, I read the spell again, finishing with, “Margaret Wentworth.”

Power pulsed through the house, through my body, and into the candle. The smoke bent away sharply, like it was caught in an unfelt breeze.

I slumped in my chair, not bothering to hide my relief. “The smoke will lead us to her.”

“Good work.” Jenny picked up the coffee mug and candle.

Annette handed me my cane.

I should have thought to verify the name before I cast the spell. A stupid mistake, but it didn’t matter now. My magic had worked.

I closed the book and ran my fingers over the worn dust jacket with the drawing of Stuart Little paddling his birch bark canoe through the reeds.

I was still a magician.

I was still Temple Finn.

• • •

I sat in the front of Annette’s red 1972 BMW. The candle and coffee mug were in a plastic cup holder clipped to my door. Jenny was squeezed into the back.

Annette started the engine.

The car wasn’t alive, but it responded like a living thing, purring in response to its owner’s love. Maybe it should have been alive. It wouldn’t take much, given how deeply Annette loved it. But both Annette and Jenny had been clear that I wasn’t to enchant their belongings without asking.

“Where to?” asked Annette.

The smoke traced a line forward and to the right.

“East.” As we drove, I watched Salem pass by through my open window.

So much had changed. I remembered coming this way when I was young to watch anti-sub patrols take off from Winter Island in the early days of World War II. There was so much more traffic now. Cars had multiplied and spread like rabbits overpopulating their habitat.

I’d seen so much, both magical and mundane. In many ways, the mundane was just as magical: the first helicopter; television; the atomic bomb; Apollo 11 landing on the moon; the internet. It was exciting and overwhelming and often infuriating, watching history spiral through the same conflicts and mistakes as each generation forgot the lessons of the past. But though they were as clumsy as a blindfolded minotaur in an antiques shop, still they moved forward.

“Turn left,” said Jenny. She’d twisted in her seat to watch the smoke.

“Sorry, yes.” I checked the candle. The smoke was darker now. “We’re close.”

The candle died in front of a bed-and-breakfast on Hardy Street, a red-painted building called the Maule House. An American flag hung on one side of the door, and a large pentagram dominated the other.

Jenny spotted the black van at the back of a small parking lot that had been a public playground seventy years prior. I remembered bringing a date there and sitting on the swings, talking and watching the stars.

Annette parked near the front, away from the van. She double-checked her weapons after getting out. I double-checked my cane and fanny pack.

A flicker of spectral movement caught my eye as we started walking. “She knows we’re here.”

“You mean the van?” asked Jenny. “Do you think she recognizes me?”

The van’s engine growled to life.

“Yes.”

Headlights stared warily at the three of us. Dark smoke belched from the tailpipe. Margaret Wentworth backed out of her spot, then froze as the front door of the B&B swung open with the cheerful chime of bells.

A family emerged. The older child waved a carved wooden wand with feathers and a bit of rose quartz tied and glued to the end. The younger was sucking spilled maple syrup from her shirt. The man I assumed to be the father gave us a weary wave and asked, “Do you know how to get to the Real Pirates Museum?”

“It’s on Derby Street.” Jenny was always so quick to help. It didn’t matter whether it was exhausted tourists or a squirrel with a broken paw or a half-strangled sea serpent caught up in a discarded fishing net. She had a good soul, despite everything the Guardians Council had done to her. I wished she could see it.

She walked over to talk to the family, which confused me until I realized she was deliberately keeping them away from the haunted van. She joked with the kids and laughed with the parents and waved goodbye as they climbed into an SUV and drove off.

The instant they were out of sight, the van lurched forward. Annette reached inside her windbreaker for her knife.

“Stop that, both of you.” My spells might not have been as strong as they once were, but I could still see. There were no curses on this vehicle, and the presence inside was no cranky poltergeist.

Some people were born with 20/10 vision. Others with hearing that picked up frequencies and fluctuations few could hear. My senses just stretched further into the magical spectrum. It was probably a combination of genetics and growing up in that house with magic seeping into my cells like radon or lead paint.

Annette drew back her empty hand and waited. It warmed my spirit that despite everything, she trusted me enough to follow my lead.

Margaret Wentworth revved her engine.

I sent a tendril of magic through my cane and into the van, triggering the windshield washer. It sprayed twin fans of cleaning fluid onto the glass. The van reversed, jumping backward like a cat sprayed with a water bottle.

“We’re not here to hurt you.” I stepped closer. I felt Margaret Wentworth’s suspicion and mistrust. “Or your child.”

“We’re not?” asked Annette.

“She’s not trapped because she died violently or had unfinished business.” Those ghosts always had an edge of panic and adrenaline. Their presence made my palms sweat and wrecked my blood pressure. This one was different.

I placed my left hand gently on Margaret’s hood. “You stayed to protect your son.”

The wipers swiped once, clearing the washer fluid. I sensed wariness, worry, and a loneliness so powerful, it brought tears to my eyes.

“He doesn’t talk to you anymore, does he?” I asked. “He treats you like a van, not a mother.”

The headlights flashed once.

I used the bottom of my T-shirt to wipe a smear of bird poop from the hood. “I know you’re afraid. Afraid of fading and losing yourself. Afraid of not being here for the people you love.”

Another flash of headlights.

“Temple Finn, Van Whisperer,” said Jenny.

I kept my attention on Margaret. “We don’t know what Ronnie’s trying to do, but it’s important that we speak with him. If he keeps going the way he is, he’ll end up hurt or worse. You know that, don’t you? Let us help him.”

“Time out,” said Annette. “This isn’t some wounded kitten you found on the porch. That kid is dangerous.”

“Aren’t we all?” I asked.

“You’re both right.” Jenny stared into the distance. “I was like Ronnie when I was young. Stab first, ask questions later. I thought I was doing good. Things like attacking a harvester or spying on a magically warded house to see what danger lurked within its walls . . . they’re things I might have done. They don’t prove he’s evil.”

“Would you have sent your friends to try to murder an innocent succubus?” asked Annette.

Jenny appeared to ponder the question. “I’m sorry, are you describing yourself as innocent?”

I chuckled. One point to Jenny Winter.

“You know what I mean,” snapped Annette.

“This is all bigger than we’ve seen so far,” said Jenny. “Artemis told me Ronnie was the harbinger, whatever that means—yes, I know what the word means, but a harbinger of what? Ronnie said he was trying to save the world. As for the Gauntlet, weren’t you the one who told me we didn’t know for certain that the guys who jumped you had anything to do with Ronnie? He acted genuinely confused when I asked him about it. We should get more facts before we start breaking bones.”

“Fine.” Annette huffed. “Facts first. Then bone-breaking.”

The van inched forward.

Annette raised her hands. “All right, all right. No violence. Unless he starts it.”

The van hesitated, considering this.

“Where is he, Margaret?” I asked.

“Inside.” Her voice was strong with a pleasant drawl and only a slight hint of the elongation ghosts were prone to.

“What did she say?” asked Annette.

I kept listening. “Ronnie has a room on the second floor. He’s probably still sleeping. He’s always been a night owl.”

Margaret shared a memory of seven-year-old Ronnie stumbling out of bed, a worn plush octopus in one hand. A feeling of warmth and love flowed through me, and I laughed. It had been a long time since I laughed like that.

Jenny gave me an odd look, a smile that sat on the fence between fondness and worry. “Annette and I will go find him. Why don’t you stay here and see what else you can learn from the—from Margaret? Will you be all right?”

I patted Margaret’s fender. “We’ll be fine.”






 

“A werejaguar?”

“We used the scrying lens. Noah translated the aura using the instructions you downloaded. The guy was either a werejaguar or an enchanted petunia. We left him alone, just like you ordered.”

“Good. What else did you see?”

“A vampire, two half-fey, and a few things we couldn’t identify. Oh, and the gargoyles are hella weird.”

“Define weird.”

“Like, magical weird. I thought I saw one of them move, but it could have been a bird. I checked the aura and saw traces of elemental magic. In the gargoyles, I mean. The bird’s aura was normal. It wasn’t an evil bird or anything.”

“That ill-advised altercation with Annette Thorne may turn out to be a blessing from R’gngyk. When the ritual is complete, the Gauntlet will be the first place we cleanse.”




CHAPTER 8

Jenny



“What the hell did I just watch?” Annette asked as soon as we were out of earshot. “Was he flirting with the van that tried to kill you?”

I glanced over my shoulder and smiled at the sight of Temple leaning against the front of the van, one hand waving animatedly as he told a story about getting invited to a werewolf potluck decades before. “Temple’s always had odd taste in women. Do you remember Litheal?”

Annette snorted. “The enforcer from the elf mob? She was the one with the wings, right? I remember the little downy feathers got everywhere. But she didn’t try to kill him until after they broke up. That van—”

“Saw me fighting her son,” I said. “And she didn’t actually hit me. I can’t hold that against her.”

“Oh my god, Jenny. If you got any softer, you’d be my second husband.” She grimaced and adjusted the shoulders of her shirt.

She was wearing a white cotton top and a linen floral print maxi skirt, both loose-fitting so they wouldn’t irritate her burns as much. I still heard the tiny grunts of pain when she moved, though. I’d offered her more painkillers before we left the house, but she’d refused. I took her mule-headed stubbornness as a sign of improvement.

I sniffed the air at the entrance to the B&B. The smells were numerous and layered, but I recognized Ronnie’s scent. “There can’t be more than eight rooms in a place this size. It won’t take long to find him.”

“Walking through the front door is so mundane,” Annette complained. “I miss sneaking in windows or kicking down doors.”

“I know the woman who runs this place,” I said. “I’d rather not wreck it if we don’t have to.”

She reached for the door handle. “Is there anyone in Salem you don’t know?”

For a half-succubus, Annette had a strong introverted streak. “Her name’s Monique. She makes those miniature witches’ brooms we sell as novelty desk dusters.”

“Seriously? Those are so kitschy.” She opened the door and did an After you wave.

Inside was a cozy living room that doubled as a lobby, with worn loveseats and chairs and a coffee table covered in brochures for various Salem attractions. From the kitchen came the smell of eggs with too much pepper, pancakes, bacon, sourdough toast and rhubarb jam, and orange juice. Spread through it all was a strong aroma of instant coffee.

An older man poked his head through the kitchen doorway. “Welcome to the Maule House, how can I help—oh, hello, Jenny!”

“Hi, CJ!” I gave him a wave and a grin, then whispered to Annette, “That’s Monique’s husband.”

His smile faltered as he noticed Annette standing behind me and took in her appearance. A night of sleep had helped enough for her to remove the bandages and let the healing burns air out. Annette’s teeth ground as CJ stared at her drying blisters and scabbed skin.

“She had a minor accident in the kitchen.” I spoke loudly, hoping to get CJ’s attention before Annette slugged him. “She was making fudge. The double boiler blew.”

His expression turned sympathetic. “I’ve had my share of kitchen mishaps. Ask Monique about the Great Fried Turkey Debacle of 2023. I was lucky to keep my ear.” He pointed to the dining room off to our right. “Have you two eaten yet? I made too many eggs again.”

“Next time, thanks,” I said. “We’re just here to pick up a friend from out of town. Tell Monique I said hi!”

We walked through a hallway decorated with black-and-white photos of historical landmarks and figures from Salem’s past, then climbed the steps at the end of the hall.

Upstairs, I stopped to sniff each door. I paused at door six, took a closer whiff of the doorknob, and nodded to Annette. She stepped to one side.

I knocked. Waited. Knocked a second time.

“Maybe he left?” whispered Annette.

“I hear him breathing. I think he’s asleep.”

“It’s ten in the morning. He’s as bad as my grandkids.” Annette reached into her purse and brought out a set of lockpicks. I watched the stairs while she worked to make sure we weren’t interrupted. Twenty seconds later, she tucked her tools away and quietly turned the knob.

A crack of sunlight snuck through the drawn curtains to fall upon the figure of Ronald Kensington in plaid boxers, sprawled across cotton sheets. A blanket had been kicked into a twisted log at the bottom of the bed. Drool darkened the pillowcase at the corner of his mouth.

Dirty clothes covered the carpet, along with an empty pizza box from Engine House. Cans of Monster energy drink sat on the dresser. Leaning against the headboard were a large crossbow and a sheathed katana. From the volume and smell of the laundry, Ronnie had been staying here at least a week.

“What’s that on the carpet in front of the door?” asked Annette.

I dropped to one knee. White and black specks—salt and pepper, from the smell—drew a crude circle the width of the door. Well, more an oval than a circle. Anyone stepping inside would have to pass over it. “Protection spell, or maybe an alarm?” I guessed. “There’s another in front of the window.”

I sat back and removed my tetradrachm necklace. I wrapped the chain around my hand, took the coin between my thumb and index finger, and used it to draw a line through the circle.

A shock jolted my forearm, leaving it numb from the elbow down. I grimaced and tried again. This time, nothing happened when I disturbed the spell. “We’re clear.” I used my other hand to replace my necklace. “Some sort of paralysis effect, I think.”

The amulet had taken the brunt of the spell, but my hand tingled like I’d slept on it. I flexed my fingers as I crept inside.

A change in Ronnie’s breathing gave me half a second’s warning. He bolted upright in the bed and lunged for his sword.

I was faster, jumping forward to kick it out of his reach. What was it about teenaged boys and katanas, anyway? What was wrong with a nice rapier, or maybe a good, solid gladius? “I don’t want to fight, Ronnie. We promised your mother we’d do this with a minimum of ass-kicking.”

His fists clenched. “Leave her out of this.”

“Then talk,” I said. When his eyes shifted toward the window, I added, “Our friend Temple is outside, and he has a magic missile with your name on it. Try to run, and he’ll shoot your feet off.”

“Magic missile?” Annette murmured, low enough only I would hear.

I waved her question away. This wasn’t the time to educate her on made-up Dungeons and Dragons spells.

Ronnie was looking past me at Annette. Well, not looking so much as staring. Or maybe gawking. Not an unusual response to a succubus, but he hadn’t acted like this the first time he saw her, back at the shop.

“Checking out your friends’ handiwork?” Annette pushed up her sleeves to display more of her burns.

“What? No, I . . . I don’t have many friends. What happened to you?” He sounded genuinely horrified.

I caught Annette’s eye. She shrugged one shoulder. Ronnie could be telling the truth, or he could just be a good liar.

“I looked up the deed to Second Life Books and Gifts,” he continued. “I didn’t make the connection before. You’re really her, aren’t you? The Annette Thorne? The one who stopped a level six demonic incursion in San Francisco in ’89? Who tracked down Jack the Ripper’s ghost in Paris? Is it true you were married to Baptiste Davoust?”

I looked sideways at Annette. She rarely spoke of her prior relationships, and the details of her first marriage weren’t common knowledge.

“My first husband,” said Annette. “The Earl of Arundel before he got turned into a vampire. Good kisser. Lousy temper. The marriage didn’t last. A five-hundred-year age difference is tough to overcome.” Annette folded her arms, but I could tell she was pleased by Ronnie’s obvious awe. “How do you know all that?”

“It was part of my training. I studied the history of all the great battles that have been hidden from the world, along with the heroes and soldiers who fought the darkness. I have to know the warriors who came before me if I’m to join them.” His voice shook like he was working up the nerve to ask Annette for her autograph. Instead, he swallowed and said, “The deed also listed Temple Finn.”

“Protector of the eastern continent,” I said. “Enforcer of the Unseelie Treaty of 1981. Maker of the best cheesecakes in the northern hemisphere.”

“Holy shit,” he whispered. Then he blinked at me. “And what was your name?”

“Jenny Winter.”

He repeated the name to himself. “Are you their assistant?”

Oh, no. He did not just say that. “I’m—I was—a Hunter.”

He looked me over. “Like, deer and quail and that sort of thing?”

Annette snorted and covered her mouth.

“I’m ritually bound to Artemis,” I snapped. “I was a Champion of the Guardians Council. Wasn’t any of that in your training?”

He shook his head. “Sorry.”

“You never learned about the goblin incursion at Disney World?” I asked. “I was sixteen. I snuck away from my school’s band trip and killed the goblin king with my oboe. It was a mess. They had to shut down the Haunted Mansion for three months.”

“Never heard of it,” he said.

“Tell us why you were watching the shop, Ronnie,” Annette cut in.

He looked down at himself. “Can I get dressed first?”

“Be my guest,” said Annette.

Neither of us moved.

Ronnie flushed and pulled the blanket around himself like a cloak, then grabbed the nearest clothes from the floor.

“My name is Ronald Kensington the Sixth.” He tugged on a pair of jeans with one hand while clutching the blanket with the other. “My family has fought the forces of evil since fifteen twelve, when Sir John Kensington helped track down five escaped creatures after the fire at the Norwich Exhibition of the Unnatural. I’ve come here to carry on that noble mission.”

“How many times have you practiced that introduction in the mirror?” I asked.

His blush deepened.

“I take it you thought we were the forces of evil?” asked Annette.

“Well, you did help that harvester. And also . . .” He pulled on a black T-shirt. “Never mind. I’ve screwed everything up, haven’t I? Ma tried to warn me. She doesn’t think I’m ready.”

“Ready for what?” I asked. “What aren’t you telling us?”

“You’ll think I’m stupid.”

Annette chuckled. “Kid, that horse left the barn a long time ago and is now happily munching hay in You’re a Dumbass Land.”

“We’re used to strangeness,” I added. “I was once shrunk to eight inches tall so I could hunt and kill a cursed Barbie doll.”

He searched the room until he found a pair of mismatched socks. “I saw the three of you in a dream. I came to Salem to stop you from ending the world.”

• • •

“It’s an honor, sir.” Ronnie had gone full fanboy at the sight of Temple standing by the van. He was still pumping Temple’s hand. “I can’t believe I get to meet Annette Thorne and Temple Finn. I’ve read so much about you and your family.”

I tried to keep my expression neutral, but my annoyance must have slipped through, because Ronnie quickly added, “It’s an honor to meet a real Hunter of Athena, too.”

Annette coughed and turned away to hide her laughter.

“We should talk privately.” Temple extricated his hand and slid open the van’s side door. “Let’s go inside your mother.”

As I helped him climb into the van, I leaned in and said, “For the love of every god that ever was, never say that again.”

I didn’t want to be rude, but Ronnie’s mother needed a good detailing. The interior smelled like french-fry grease. Crumbs and dirt and stains covered the floor. Empty soda cans and plastic cups were strewn about, along with crumpled paper wrappers and other trash.

Taped-up cardboard boxes filled the back row of seats. Temple and I took the second row, while Ronnie and Annette sat up front.

“Ronnie had an end-of-the-world dream about us,” I began. “And Artemis called him the harbinger.”

“She did?” Ronnie stared at me. For the first time, he looked genuinely impressed. “You actually talk to a goddess? What’s she like?”

“Powerful. Overbearing. On the shorter side. Weirdly fond of strawberry milkshakes.”

“Tell us about the dream,” said Annette.

“Right, sorry.” He took a deep breath. “I saw the world covered in blackness.”

Temple nodded thoughtfully. “A common-enough occurrence at nighttime.”

“The Kensington family has always had prophetic dreams,” Ronnie continued. “This was my first. They’re messages from our ancestors to guide us to the most dangerous threats. The places where we’re most needed. In the dream, the sun and stars were gone, like God had painted over the sky with blood and ink. Cities were ruins. Forests turned skeletal. The people who survived were half-mad, hiding in the shadows like animals. Even the animals were . . . wrong. Twisted into dark, hungry creatures with too many limbs.”

Annette jotted his words in a small notepad. “Hungry like emaciated and starving, or hungry like feral and eager to eat your face?”

“The second one.”

She made another note. “What was the temperature?”

“Why does that matter?”

I leaned forward. “We need to narrow down what kind of apocalypse we’re talking about.”

He looked at each of us in turn. “You believe me?”

Annette shrugged. “You showed up in Salem driving a haunted van and carrying a magic knife, and you knew who two-thirds of us really were. Temple vouches for your mom. Sure, why not?”

“What else can you tell us?” I asked, ignoring Annette’s “two-thirds” jab. “What you’ve described so far could be anything from a zombie uprising to an outbreak of Unseelie herpes to—”

“Psychosis spreading through the ley lines,” suggested Annette.

“Or even a nonmagical threat,” I said. “Nuclear war. Pandemic.”

“Worldwide riots over the price of Taylor Swift tickets,” added Temple.

I picked a fossilized french fry off my seat and dropped it discreetly on the floor. “The sky in your dream is a telling detail. If the sun is really gone, the world should be frozen. The temperature tells us if the blackness is illusion or if something’s truly blocking the sun’s light and heat.”

“It was cold.” His eyes moved back and forth, like he was studying the details of his dream. “There was a frozen lake. I could see my own breath.”

“That helps,” I said. “Keep going.”

“I walked along an overgrown road until I came to an intersection. My father was there, standing next to a burnt-out Amazon delivery truck.” The skin by Ronnie’s eyes tightened, and his voice became quiet and more controlled. I recognized the signs of old grief not fully healed. “I had so many things I wanted to say, but I couldn’t find the words. All I could do was ask where this hell had begun. He showed me the three of you in your shop.”

Temple cursed. “You saw us inside the shop?”

Temple’s magic should have prevented anyone from spying on us, even in dreams. Either Ronnie’s ancestors were stronger than I’d thought, or else this was another sign that Temple’s magics were fading. “I’m sorry to have to ask this, but are you sure it was your father? There are things that travel in dreams, tricksters who disguise themselves to feed on your fears and your sanity.”

“I . . . I thought I was sure.” His forehead crinkled, and he chewed his lower lip. “Our bloodline is supposed to be protected from those parasites. It’s one of the blessings that was bestowed upon Sir John as a reward for his service. I’m also immune to the black plague, and I can’t be thrown from a horse. Which isn’t as useful in the twenty-first century as it was back then.”

“For now, let’s assume the warning was genuine,” I said. “You told us you had nothing to do with the attack on Annette last night, but thinking we were going to destroy the world is a pretty clear motive to—”

“I don’t know anything about that. I swear to God.” He locked eyes with me. “Or to Aphrodite, if you prefer.”

My cheek twitched. He had to be doing it deliberately. It wasn’t like Artemis was a difficult name to remember. “What about the harvester?”

Ronnie puffed up like a songbird trying to impress a mate. “It attacked my mother. It must have thought she was a rogue spirit. I protected her. That’s what Kensingtons do. It escaped before I could finish it off. When I tracked it to you, I thought that proved you were evil. Why else would you help a creature like that?”

That was an easy question to answer. “Because she was hurt.”

He stared at me like I’d suddenly started speaking Doric Greek. “But it’s a harvester.”

Had I ever been this dense? If so, I might owe Felipe an apology or two. “Are there any other Kensingtons we could talk to?”

“Our family made a lot of enemies. By the turn of the century, my parents were all that was left. My father was killed with a mistletoe arrow when I was nine. Then Ma . . .” He swallowed and looked away.

“Our lives are fraught, full of danger and loss,” said Temple. “My mother was taken in a feud with the Wild Hunt. I only see her once every ten years. My father lost his mind during an expedition to Wonderland. The real one, not the bastardized version from Carroll’s book. My sister vanished into a mirror when she was twelve years old. My cousin Jackie was transformed into a swarm of carnivorous butterflies. My pet collie was bitten by a werewolf and spent the rest of his life turning into a very confused human every full moon.”

Ronnie stared at him. So did Annette and I. I’d heard about his mother and father, but I’d never known he had a sister. Or a cousin. Or a dog.

“Is that all true?” asked Ronnie.

Temple grimaced. “Some of it. I can’t remember how much.”

“It’s just me now.” Ronnie cracked his knuckles, one at a time. “I’m the last Kensington, and I’ve sworn to battle the forces of darkness. If Pa’s warning is true, it’s my responsibility to seek out and destroy the threat.”

Ronnie was so irritatingly earnest. So certain he knew the boundaries between Good and Evil. So confident in his role as a soldier for the light.

It was like looking at myself forty years ago. I couldn’t tell how much of my urge to punch him was genuine and how much was leftover anger at my younger self.

At least I’d never said things like sworn to battle the forces of darkness.

“Why would my dreams lead me to you and your shop if you have nothing to do with what’s coming?” asked Ronnie.

“Could be self-fulfilling,” I said. “Maybe by finding us, you’ve drawn us into the apocalypse-of-the-month, and things will come to a head in the bookshop. A lot of prophecies work that way. They’re less of a straight view of the future and more like a causal loop. Or it could be connected to Annette’s supernaturally strong attackers yesterday. We need to figure out who they were and where they came from.”

Annette looked pointedly at Temple, who had dozed off. “Or maybe . . .”

Sorrow clenched my heart, followed by desperate denial. Temple Finn had risked his life countless times to protect this world. He’d died twice that I was aware of, though in the immortal words of Monty Python, he got better. And I knew beyond any doubt that he’d do it again in a heartbeat to stop the nightmare Ronnie had described.

I thought about the damage in the basement, damage that shouldn’t have been possible. Not if Temple’s bond with the house was healthy and strong. Not if he was in full command of his power and magic.

Maybe Ronnie’s dream had led him directly to the threat after all. If Temple was losing his grip on things . . . Wrecking the basement was bad enough, but how much destruction could a man of Temple’s power cause if he truly lost control?

“What is it?” asked Ronnie.

“Nothing.” I glared at Annette to stop her from arguing. “Go pack up your things, then check out of the Maule House.”

“Jenny . . .” Annette shook her head, looking pained. She knew me well enough to know what I was about to say.

I ignored her. “Until we get this sorted out, Ronnie—and his mom too, I guess—are staying with us.”






 

 

“Go home. I told you, we’re not worshipping the ancient gods tonight. You have a chemistry exam in the morning.”




CHAPTER 9

Annette

I waited until Ronnie disappeared through the door of the B&B, then dragged Jenny out of the van and out of earshot. Then I dragged her a bit farther, since I had no idea how far a ghost van’s hearing might reach. “What the hell are you doing? Talking to that punk is one thing, but inviting him into our home?”

“Artemis told me to find him. And I’ll be a lot happier knowing where he is and what he’s doing. Would you rather he keep running around all stabby and unsupervised?”

“I’d rather you talk to us before making a decision like this.”

Jenny started to argue, then caught herself. She ran a hand through her short, graying mess of hair. I wished she’d either grow it out or maybe try an undercut, anything to update that old pixie cut. “That’s fair. I apologize. But hopefully, those dreams of his will help us get ahead of whatever’s coming. Also—”

“You feel sorry for him,” I finished. “Even though you saw what he did to the harvester that threatened his mother.”

“He thought it was going to hurt her. Wouldn’t you have done the same to protect Blake or your grandkids?”

For a woman with divinely enhanced senses, Jenny could be thick. “This isn’t about them. It’s about protecting Temple.”

Jenny went still. “What?”

“You had the same thought I did. I saw it on your face. You’re afraid Ronnie’s dreams mean Temple is going to slip up and break the world.”

She shook her head. “Not if we’re there to watch over him.”

“Maybe.” I didn’t like it either, but we couldn’t run from the facts. “But Ronnie’s here to save the world and to prove himself, not necessarily in that order. He’s clearly a slay first, talk later guy. What happens when he figures out one of the most powerful men on the continent is losing control of that power? What’s to stop him from sneaking into Temple’s room and cutting his throat in his sleep, thinking he’s saving the whole damn world?”

Jenny took a step back like I’d punched her on the nose. Which I also wanted to do. All morning I’d felt like a bubbling meatsack full of barely restrained demonic rage. When we’d first entered the B&B and CJ was staring at the ugliness of my injuries, I’d been half a second from popping my claws and ripping the eyes from his head.

It wasn’t the physical pain that had me in such a hateful mood. It was pure vanity. Humans were a vain, prideful lot, but they had nothing on succubi. When I’d gotten out of bed this morning and seen myself in the mirror, I’d cried for the first time since my second husband’s death.

I was trapped in scarred, ugly flesh. I knew it was irrational. I knew it was shallow. I even knew, logically, that I was lucky. A human burnt this badly would spend the rest of their life like this. I’d be back to myself within a week.

It didn’t matter. This body, this skin, it was wrong. Every time I saw the yellowed blisters and the reddened flesh and the dark scabs, I had to fight the urge to claw off my own skin.

“Are you all right?” asked Jenny. “I know how hard this is for you.”

People who knew you were so annoying. “I don’t need pity,” I snapped. “I need you to keep Ronnie Kensington out of our house and away from Temple.”

“You really think he could take on Temple Finn?” Jenny asked. “Especially in his own home?”

“Ten years ago? Not a chance. These days, who the hell knows? Ronnie fought a harvester and lived. We don’t know what other tricks he has.”

Jenny nodded slowly. “I won’t let Ronnie hurt anyone. Neither will you. Neither will the house, for that matter. If he tries anything, he’ll find himself falling down the stairs or knocked unconscious by a chunk of ceiling plaster.”

She had a point, but I wasn’t calm enough to admit it quite yet.

“I don’t feel sorry for Ronnie, by the way,” Jenny continued. “But I know the road he’s on and where it leads. All that anger and grief and righteousness and violence . . .”

“You want to save him.” I threw up my hands in disgust. “Of course you do.”

“So do you,” she said, grinning. “You’re just too stubborn and grumpy to admit it.”

I flipped her off, but before I could say anything more, my phone rang, making us both jump. I yanked the damn thing from my purse. The phone was on silent, but I’d set a handful of people to bypass that so I wouldn’t miss emergency calls. I checked the screen, and my chest constricted as I answered. “Ava? What’s wrong?”

Jenny’s mouth tightened. She knew my grandkids well enough to worry. Their generation could text a hundred words a minute, and they’d rather be burned at the stake than make an actual telephone call.

“Grandma?” There was no anger or bitterness or cynicism in her voice. She spoke the word like a child frightened by a bad dream. “You were a detective, right?”

“I was a private investigator. It’s not the same thing.” I spotted Ronnie emerging from the B&B, a bulging canvas duffel bag slung over one shoulder. “What’s wrong, hon?”

“I think my friend Sage is in trouble.”

I caught Jenny’s attention and jerked my head toward Ronnie. She nodded that she’d seen him. We both started walking toward the van.

“What makes you think that, Ava?” I asked.

“He was acting really weird the last time I saw him. And his parents called, asking if I’d seen him. They say he ran away last night or this morning.”

“Have they called the police?”

“Ugh. That’s what Dad said. ‘It’s probably nothing. The police will handle it. Don’t bother your grandmother.’” Her imitation was dead on. “Everyone knows you can’t trust cops.”

“I’ve worked with some excellent police detectives,” I said.

“If something happened to me or Morgan, would you trust the cops to handle it, or would you search for us yourself?”

Dammit. On a different day, I wouldn’t have hesitated to drive over to comfort her, but I had a potential world-ending crisis on its way, not to mention tracking down the amateur demon-hunters from last night. “I know you’re worried, but right now I’m dealing with—”

Jenny plucked the phone from my hand. “Hi, Ava. It’s Aunt Jenny. Hold on a sec.” She tapped mute, and her tone switched from chipper to stern. “I’ve got things here, Annette. Go.”

“Were you listening to my conversation?” Those damn Hunter senses. Usually, she at least pretended to respect people’s privacy.

“Yes. Why did you buy Blake his house in Salem?”

“You know why,” I snapped. “Because after the divorce, he didn’t have the money to—”

“Why did you buy him a house in Salem?”

Jenny and I had been friends for too long. I knew exactly how the rest of this argument was going to go, and to my great annoyance, I knew she was going to win. I answered out of politeness. “I hoped it would give me a chance to reconnect with him and to spend time with my grandchildren.”

“And the whole reason you needed to reconnect was because . . .”

“Fuck you.” There was no ire in my words, only resignation. Like a student reciting a lesson for an overbearing teacher, I said, “Because I spent too much time focused on work and not enough time with my son. You realize if I’d been a man, people would say I was a hard worker and a good provider, but because I’m a mom—”

“Nobody’s saying you should have stayed home barefoot in the kitchen every day, but you told me how bad you felt about avoiding being a parent. I’m telling you not to make that mistake as a grandparent.”

“I see them every weekend,” I said.

“Your granddaughter—the granddaughter who’s spent months cocooned in angst and isolation—is reaching out to you for help. The world isn’t ending today. I can handle Ronnie Kensington. Go, Annette.”

“You can be such a bossy asshole.”

“I love you, too.” She handed the phone back.

I waited for her to walk away, then unmuted the phone. “Aunt Jenny says she’ll take care of the thing I was working on. I can be there in fifteen minutes.”

“Thank you, Grandma.”

I hung up and walked to my BMW. I did a quick check around the car before getting in, making sure nobody was lurking with holy-water squirt guns or worse.

I hated walking away from a case, and this one had too many loose ends I needed to track down. But as I started the car, I kept remembering the relief and gratitude in Ava’s Thank you, Grandma.

I hated when Jenny was right.

• • •

This would be the seventh time I’d visited Blake’s house since he moved to Salem. He still hadn’t forgiven me for buying it for him.

I’d set them up in a white Cape Cod with a wooden fence protecting the front yard. The reddish foliage of a dogwood tree peeked around the east side of the house.

I parked on the street. In the house across the road, a pair of corgis appeared in the living room window and barked their disapproval.

Morgan met me at the front door with a gentle hug. His brown eyes grew wide. “Whoa. What happened to you?”

Thanks, kid. For a minute there, I’d almost managed to forget how nasty I looked. “Nothing,” I said. What was the excuse Jenny had used? “I had a cooking accident with the double boiler. Fudge-related explosion. Don’t worry, it looks worse than it is.”

“Good thing you heal fast.” He stepped back to let me inside. “Dad’s upstairs yelling at Ava. Do you know what’s going on?”

Before I could answer, Blake called down, “If that’s your grandmother, tell her I’ll be right down.”

Morgan rolled his eyes, then turned to me with a plastered-on smile. “My father says he’ll be right down.”

I ruffled his hair. “Thanks, smartass.”

The living room was much as it had been during my last visit, back on Christmas. The tree and decorations were gone, but the mismatched furniture and the tufts of cat fur on the carpet were just as I remembered. A photo of Blake and the kids hung over the couch. A half-folded basket of laundry sat next to the old coffee table.

Morgan followed me. In a quiet, too-casual voice, he asked, “Hey, Grandma. While we’re waiting, are any of the books about magic and witchcraft you sell in the shop real?”

Oh, hell. Blake was going to be pissed enough about Ava calling me after he told her not to. If he learned Morgan was asking about magic again, I’d have a full nuclear meltdown on my hands.

After Morgan had learned he was one-eighth demon two years ago, he’d gotten obsessed. Every time he visited the shop, he’d followed me around, pestering me with questions about the supernatural and why some humans could do magic and others couldn’t, and how his powers worked, and how Uncle Temple did his spells. Thankfully, after an unbelievably long six weeks, he’d started soccer and—I thought—left the magic obsession behind.

“All the books are real,” I said. “We don’t sell imaginary books.”

He sighed dramatically. “Come on, Grandma.”

I sat in the loveseat. An obese tabby cat named Hobbes raced over and meowed for attention. I scratched her behind the ears. “How would your father feel about you asking?”

“I don’t want to be a wizard like Uncle Temple or anything. I just want to understand. What’s the point of studying history in school when the teachers don’t know anything about magic or what really happened at all these battles and events. Like, did a nineteen-year-old kid really assassinate Duke Ferdinand, or was it a demon trying to start World War I?”

“You know better than to equate demon with evil. A lot of them are, yes. Maybe even most. But it’s still lazy thinking.”

“I think I know what demons are like. I’ve seen Army of Darkness three times.” He grinned to make sure I knew he was joking.

“Raimi got a surprising number of details right in that movie.” I kept my expression neutral. Let him wonder if I was messing with him. “Why the sudden interest?”

He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked away. “It’s not really sudden, but that guy Ronnie who came into the shop on Saturday got me thinking about how much I don’t know. You acted like he was dangerous. You wouldn’t have been so worried if he was normal, right?”

“Normal?”

“You know what I mean. You and Dad always say you want us to be safe. How am I supposed to stay safe when there are all these dangers and threats I don’t know about?”

He had a point, but if I admitted that, I’d be driving one more wedge between myself and Blake. “What happened Saturday with Ronnie was a misunderstanding. It’s under control.”

Morgan paced the length of the living room, moving with barely contained energy. “I can’t even talk about this stuff. It’s like everyone else is living in black and white, and I’m the only one who knows the world is in color.” He glanced at the stairs again. “I want friends I don’t have to lie to. I know there must be other people like us around. I mean, it’s Salem, right?”

I wanted to help him. By his age, I’d befriended a shapeshifter and had a brief relationship with a merman whose family was spending a summer in the English Channel.

“Did Dad have nonhuman friends when he was growing up?” he asked.

He had. Including one of the Dames Blanches, a fairy who’d come close to luring him away because I wasn’t paying enough attention. “That’s a question for your father.”

Two sets of footsteps creaked down the stairs. Morgan folded his arms and sat on the arm of the sofa, clearly annoyed to have lost his chance to pry forbidden knowledge out of his grandmother.

Ava slunk over to stand in front of me. She stared, obviously wanting to ask about my hideously scarred skin, but said only, “I’m sorry I interrupted your work to make you come over.”

Her monotonal words couldn’t have sounded more scripted if she’d been reading off a teleprompter.

“It’s all right.” I smiled. “You’re more important than my work.”

Blake’s bitter snort was so quiet, I would have missed it if I hadn’t been listening for it.

“I heard that if you don’t find a missing person in the first forty-eight hours, the chance of finding them goes way down.” Ava blurted the words like she was afraid her father would physically cover her mouth to stop her.

“The longer someone’s missing, the worse the odds become, that’s true,” I said.

“Not helpful, Mother,” Blake said quietly.

“But every case is different,” I continued. “Sage’s parents called the police quickly, right? If something did happen, that improves his chances. Ava, has Sage ever run away before?”

“You don’t have to do this,” Blake said before Ava could answer. “I’m sure Sage will be fine, and the police have enough to worry about without an ex-PI getting involved.”

“I’m still licensed,” I said.

At the same time, Ava said, “No, never. But he’s been acting weird lately.”

“You mentioned that on the phone.” I dug my notebook from my purse and opened it to a new page. “Weird in what way?”

“Always staring off into space or staring at me. He told me there’s something special about me.”

“It sounds like he might have a crush.” That would explain the weirdness.

If Ava rolled her eyes any harder, she’d be able to see her own brain. “He also said there was something special about Morgan and Dad. Does that sound like a crush?”

“No, it doesn’t.” It sounded like trouble. I leaned forward. “What exactly did he say about you and your brother and father?”

Blake was frowning and listening intently now. So was Morgan.

“Just that we’re different, whatever that means.”

“Ava, tell me about Sage’s family,” I said.

“His parents are nice, I guess,” said Ava. “Sage never complained much, except once when they grounded him for stealing a charging cable.”

“I’ve known Sage’s parents almost four years now,” added Blake. “They’re good people, and Sage is a good kid.”

Ava looked off to her right, and her lips tightened.

“What is it?” I asked.

Her shoulders went up half an inch. “Nothing.”

Blake stepped closer. “Ava, you know you can tell me anything, right?”

She didn’t answer.

I turned to Morgan. “Would you please give us some privacy?”

He frowned and opened his mouth like he was about to argue, but before he could speak, his father gave him a look. Morgan swallowed whatever protest he’d been planning and headed for the stairs without a word.

“Nicely done,” I murmured to Blake. I waited until I heard Morgan’s footsteps in the upstairs hall, followed by the sound of his bedroom door closing. Then I turned my full attention to my granddaughter. “Ava Madeline Davis, look at me.”

With a huff and a sigh, she faced me.

“I’ve saved a lot of people in my life. Kids and adults, even whole families. But I couldn’t save them all. Sometimes, I was too late. I once had to tell a father that he’d never see his children again.” Given what his kids had been transformed into before they died, not seeing them had been a blessing. “Another time, I helped the police stop a murderer, but not until he’d killed four other people. Do you know what both of those cases had in common?”

Her breathing had tightened, and she was fidgeting with her fingers. “What?”

“My clients kept secrets. They thought they were protecting the people they cared about, but what they were really doing was making it harder for me to do my job. If they’d been honest with me from the start, I might have been able to save their loved ones.”

Ava’s eyes filled with tears.

“Mom—” Blake began.

I raised my index finger to silence him, never taking my attention off Ava. “Whatever you’re not telling me, is that secret worth Sage’s life?”

She jerked back, her eyes wide.

“That’s enough,” said Blake.

It was more than enough. Blake was angry now, but he couldn’t be as angry at me as I was at myself. This was the same thing I’d always done with Blake. It was why I’d failed as a parent—one of the reasons, anyway. I cared more about the job than I did about being a decent, caring human being for the people I loved. I’d been a PI first and, on a good day, a mother second. On a bad day, mother might have come in fourth or fifth place.

Now I was doing the same thing again, using words to batter my own granddaughter to tears in the hope that she’d give me a lead in a case.

“I’m sorry, Grandma,” whispered Ava.

I wanted to hug her and say it was all right. I wanted to reassure her that if anything did happen to Sage, it wasn’t her fault. I wanted to promise her I’d find him, whether she told me everything or not. Instead, I simply waited, letting the silence eat away at her.

“He’s been jumpy for a week.” Ava sniffled. Hobbes padded over and rubbed his face on her leg. She scooped the cat onto her lap. “He talked about shadows spying on him. Then when he was over here on Thursday, he tried to give me a weird pill.”

Blake stopped breathing for several seconds. When he spoke, his words were terse. “Ava, did you—”

“No, I didn’t take it, Dad. I’m not stupid. Why would I take something when I don’t even know what it is?”

His face darkened. “Why didn’t you tell me—”

“Did Sage say where he got it?” I asked. Blake and I had swapped roles. Suddenly, I was the calm, reassuring one trying to keep him from losing his cool. It was disconcerting.

Ava shook her head. “He just said the drugs make you stronger and let you see other worlds. He got weirder when I wouldn’t take one. He said I’d never see what was really happening in the world. Even in my own house.” She looked at her father, and her tone turned accusatory. “Do you know what he meant by that?”

Blake didn’t answer.

“Ava, sweetie.” I held out my arms. She hesitated for less than a second before falling against me and sobbing. Hobbes barely jumped free in time. “Thank you for telling me the truth.”

“Will it help you find Sage?”

“It absolutely helps, yes.” I pulled her tighter.

My son was like a statue, except for his face, which cycled through worry and anger and confusion and fear.

“Blake, will you please take me to Sage’s house so I can speak with his parents?” I asked.

Slowly, he nodded.

“Thank you.” I kissed Ava’s head and told her, “I’m glad you called me. You did the right thing.”






 

“I just got your text. The incident with Ethan and Noah and Isaiah at the Gauntlet was bad enough, but I thought you had a better head on your shoulders. R’gngyk’s glory isn’t for everyone. Maybe I wasn’t careful enough in deciding who was worthy. Losing your stash to a twelve-year-old boy? It’s carelessness, pure and simple. And you can’t even tell me when he found the pills or where he might have gone? I’m not angry, and you were right to tell me, but I’m very disappointed in you, Morgan.”




CHAPTER 10

Jenny



“What the hell is that?” Ronnie pointed to a squirming, squawking bundle of brown and white feathers in the grass strip behind our parking lot. He parked the van, turned off the engine, and grabbed a wooden cudgel with iron bands from beside his seat.

I peered out the window. “Red-tailed hawk. Do you have work gloves in here?”

“Glove box.” He pointed.

“Who keeps gloves in the glove box?” I leaned past Temple, who was still snoring, and opened the glove box. In addition to old leather work gloves, there were two pairs of padded winter gloves, blue mittens that looked hand-knit, and a small box of latex gloves.

I hopped out of the van and pulled on the leather gloves as I approached the hawk. Its raspy squawks grew louder. “Easy, boy. I’m not going to hurt you.”

“How do you know it’s a boy?” Ronnie stayed several steps behind, cudgel in hand.

“The males are smaller.” I waved him back. “Put that thing away. The poor guy weighs three pounds, tops, and he’s obviously scared.”

“A Kensington has to be prepared,” he said, but he returned the cudgel to the van.

“I thought that was the Boy Scouts.”

The hawk was tangled in a thin white net. The ends were weighted with large black buttons.

“What happened to it?” asked Ronnie.

“Mice.”

He stared at me like he was trying to figure out if I was messing with him.

“Second Life Books and Gifts is . . . special. Temple’s family built the house two centuries ago, and they’ve lived here all that time.” I crouched and slowly reached toward the hawk. “They put all sorts of spells on it. Over time, their magic seeped into the house and the grounds. It grew into a repository for the Finns’ power.”

“Like a battery?”

I chuckled. “Right idea, but more like a nuclear plant. Temple can draw on that power for his spells, and the house responds to him and his needs. Once the house realized Annette and I were Temple’s friends, it started doing the same for us. And over the generations, it seems to have affected the mice, too.”

The hawk snapped at my glove. Inch-long talons clamped onto the leather. I’d have bruises on the flesh beneath. I encircled his body with my other hand. “You’re all right. I just want to see what they did to— Oh, those thieving little punks.”

“What is it?” asked Ronnie.

“My dental floss went missing two weeks ago. The mice used it to make their net.” I recognized the buttons, too. They were from one of Annette’s long winter jackets. She’d be pissed when she found out. “Do you have scissors in that van?”

He returned moments later with a pair of old kitchen scissors. The gloves complicated things, but I began snipping the strands of the net the best I could, being careful to avoid the feathers.

“The mice are hunters,” he said. “Is that your influence?”

“I retired from hunting a long time ago,” I said firmly, ignoring the pang of emptiness and regret that accompanied the words. “The mice started this all on their own about two years back. I think a bird must have gotten one of them, and they’ve been out for revenge ever since. They go after owls and the occasional eagle, too.” I freed the right wing, and the hawk promptly bludgeoned my arm with it. “For a while, they were trying to capture smaller birds, like grackles and doves. I think they were hoping to ride them. We’d find birds with little reins and harnesses made from wool or twine or whatever else the mice could steal.”

“Awesome.” He knelt and held the hawk’s right wing while I worked on the left. “You didn’t look retired when you were tossing me out of my van last night.”

“If that had been a true hunt, I’d have put an arrow through your left eye before you knew I was there.”

He laughed halfheartedly, like he wasn’t sure whether I was joking. “If you were trying to get away from that life, why move in with Annette Thorne and Temple Finn? That’s like a recovering addict renting a room in a crack house.”

“Word of advice. Don’t compare this place to a crack house out loud unless you want to wake up in the middle of the night with sewage backing up in your bedroom.”

He glanced at the house. “No offense intended.”

I got the other wing loose, set the scissors on the grass, and slowly pulled the remnants of the net free. “Originally, I came here to help Temple break a financial curse and work through the aftermath. I called Annette in for backup. Once we untangled all of that, I realized I didn’t want to leave. This felt like home in a way no other place had. It felt safe. We understood one another. Also, Temple’s cooking is to die for.”

The hawk shook off the last strands and launched himself into the air, flying fast and hard like he wanted to get as far away as possible.

Ronnie watched the hawk go. “Why didn’t the mice finish him off?”

“Maybe they wanted him to warn other hawks to stay away.” I gave him his gloves and walked toward the house. Then, just to mess with him, I added, “Or maybe they ran out of gunpowder for their cannons.”

• • •

Ronnie lunged at me with his knife.

I slapped the outside of his hand hard enough to send the wooden practice weapon clattering across the basement floor. My other hand formed a claw that clamped on to the front of his throat. “You shifted your weight onto your back leg before you struck. You might as well have shouted, ‘It’s stabbing time!’”

I let go of his neck. He pulled back and rubbed his hand.

Annette would have disapproved. I could imagine her grumbling. “Stop teaching the wannabe killer how to be better at it.”

But I couldn’t shake how much Ronnie reminded me of myself at that age. Weaker and less skilled but with the same dreams of saving the world, the same burning need to prove himself.

I didn’t want him to make the same irreparable mistakes I’d made. And if he was like me, a good workout would help him open up. It might even give me a chance at getting through to him.

“Try again,” I said.

This time, he tried to surprise me by throwing the knife as soon as he picked it up. I gave him points for mixing things up, but he still telegraphed his attack, making it easy enough to deal with.

“Okay, so you can catch knives,” he said. “That’s pretty cool.”

“Your form was good. The knife would have stuck me point first in the throat.”

He took a bamboo shinai—a kendo practice sword—from the weapons rack and gave it a twirl. “My parents used to train me. Swords, bows, guns. Throwing knives. Anything that can kill monsters.”

I adjusted my grip on the knife and motioned for him to come at me. “Sounds a lot like my childhood.”

He circled to my left. “Were your parents Hunters of Artemis, too?”

“I was adopted. My father was an actuary. My mother was a dental hygienist. They didn’t know about my after-school job.” I almost missed Ronnie’s next attack. I twisted out of the way, but my back twinged in protest. I tapped his chest with the tip of my knife. “My mentor was named Felipe Aguilar, and if he were training you, these wouldn’t be wooden weapons.”

“How many kills did you have?”

“You want to know my high score?” I straightened. “Did your parents teach you this was a game?”

His face darkened, and he turned away. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

“Tell me about the harvester.” I kept an eye on his stance in case he tried to catch me off guard again. “Was that the first monster you tried to kill?”

“I helped with a pixie hive outside of an elementary school outside of Birmingham, but I don’t think that counts. Ma did most of the work. I just sprayed the hive with Raid when she was finished.”

“How did you feel when you stabbed the harvester?” I thought back to my first real fight. “Were you afraid? Exhilarated? Did you feel powerful and righteous?”

He cocked his head. “Not afraid—I wasn’t scared or anything. More like I was in a dream, like time slowed down and sped up all at once.”

I understood that feeling all too well. “What was it like the first time the knife pierced her skin?”

He lowered his sword. “Her?”

“The harvester was female.”

He glanced away, and I could have killed him eleven times in the pause that followed. “There was hardly any resistance. I didn’t expect it to be so . . .”

“Easy?” I returned the knife to its place in the rack. “Felipe taught me that killing was easy because it was my calling. The hunting and tracking and all the planning and preparation were work, but the actual killing? Landing the blow that takes a life? That was nothing. A split second for the knife to slash a throat or the arrow to pierce a heart.”

He leaned his sword against the weight bench and picked up one of the dumbbells. “This is starting to sound like a lecture.”

“How old are you, Ronnie?”

“Seventeen. And before you ask, I got my GED more than a year ago.” His face turned red as he struggled to curl the dumbbell. I didn’t tell him it was one of my warm-up weights.

“When I was your age—” Goddess, I sounded like such a stereotypical old woman. “Felipe sent me on my first hunt when I was thirteen. By the time I turned fifteen, I was one of the best Hunters the Guardians Council had ever had. It wasn’t enough. I wanted to do more. So, I brought my friends into it. We called ourselves the Slay Team. Stupid name, I know.”

Felipe had been furious. He’d threatened to strip me of my powers for violating the Council’s laws of secrecy. Hunters were supposed to work solo. We weren’t even allowed to talk to our counterparts on other continents, except through our mentors. But as months passed and Felipe saw how effective the Slay Team was, he began to come around.

“I’ll never forgive myself for what I did to them,” I said.

“What happened?”

“Exactly what I wanted. I taught them to kill.”

“To kill monsters,” he said. “Right?”

“That’s right. Monsters . . . many of which were intelligent. They could talk and threaten and beg for their lives. Sometimes, we hunted and killed things that looked and acted human. In the beginning, the team struggled with it. Kayla wanted to quit. Thalia started drinking. But they got over it. The guilt faded. Then it went away completely.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” asked Ronnie.

“I turned my friends into weapons, just like Felipe did to me. And it broke them.”

He was listening, though he tried to look disinterested as he switched to two-handed curls with the dumbbell.

“The violence spills over,” I said. “Someone shoves you in the hallway, so you react the way you’ve trained to: quickly and violently. We sent three bullies to the hospital that first year. Soon, everyone else knew to keep their distance. In our senior year, Kayla killed a teacher over a bad grade on her Hamlet essay.”

“Damn . . . Was that when you retired?”

“Unfortunately, no. The team broke up, and I went back to working solo. I didn’t hit rock bottom until I was twenty-three.” I picked up a pair of escrima sticks. “Don’t let this become easy.”

“Do you still talk to any of them? The ‘Slay Team’?”

Old, familiar pain tightened my chest and stomach. “Kayla and Raj both died. Alex lost an arm and an eye. Emily and Thalia survived mostly intact, but only because they got far away from me.”

“If this life is so destructive, why try to help me?”

So I know exactly what I’m up against if I have to stop you. “Because I know you’re not ready to walk away, and I want you to live long enough to become more than just a killer. Now let’s work on your breathing. You’ve been taking a quick breath before you attack. It’s one of your tells. Take a series of deep, slow breaths instead. It activates the parasympathetic nervous system, making you calmer and more clear-headed. When you think you’re ready, come at me.”






 

“Wait, you’re telling me Jenny Winter has a little intern now? Who the fuck is this guy, and where the fuck did he come from?”




CHAPTER 11

Annette

Blake kept his composure until he was in my car with the door closed. “Do you think Sage knows?”

I heard the unspoken questions. Are Ava and Morgan in danger? What if Sage tells people what we are? Will we need to leave Salem before word spreads?

I wished I had words to reassure him. I started the engine and pulled away. “Let’s stick with facts. We know Sage took something, but we don’t know what it was or what exactly he did or didn’t see.”

“You can’t even guess what he might have taken? How many magical drugs can there be?”

“Seriously? Humans will snort, swallow, or shoot up with anything that promises a quick hit of magic. One day it’s powdered unicorn hooves. The next it’s an IV injection of chupacabra blood. Most of it’s garbage with no more power than crystals or pyramids or Scientology.” I stopped at an intersection. “Which way?”

“Left, toward the east side of town.” His worry was palpable. “You said most of it was garbage. What about the rest? Like your blood pills?”

My fists tightened on the wheel. “I didn’t realize you knew about those.”

“I found them when I was eleven.”

Damn. “Those are the equivalent of a magical antiviral for an infection I picked up before you were born. They’re made by an experienced pharmacist and carefully regulated.”

“An infection?” He stared at me. “Like a magic STD?”

“Why do you think I was so insistent on teaching you proper precautions?” I desperately tried to steer the conversation back on track. “My enchanted antivirals wouldn’t have the effects Ava described. But a pill that makes you stronger and lets you see other worlds? That shows you this world ‘as it really is’? That’s nothing I’ve encountered.”

“Ava said he was talking about shadows spying on him, too.” He pointed. “Turn left at the stop sign.”

“That kind of paranoia could be a side effect.”

Blake fiddled with his wristwatch. “It sounded like Sage saw the demon blood in us.”

“Even if he did see something unusual about you and the kids, he doesn’t have the first clue what it meant. Neither does Ava.” I tried to keep my tone free of any accusation, but I still felt the tension increase.

After four blocks of silence, I switched topics. “Sage is human, right? No shifter blood, no magical birthmarks or long-lost fairy ancestors on his great-uncle’s side or anything like that?”

“His family seemed normal every time I’ve spoken with them, but how would I know?” he snapped.

I let the “normal” remark slide.

“Are you going to tell me what happened to you?” He waved a hand at my face and neck.

I started to repeat the double-boiler lie, but stopped myself. How could I expect him to be honest with his daughter if I couldn’t show him the same respect? “I was attacked.”

He inhaled sharply. “When was this? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Last night, and because I’m fine and I didn’t want anyone to worry.”

“That doesn’t look like a typical mugging.”

“It wasn’t. They used holy water. They knew what I was.”

“Dammit, Mom.” He rubbed his face with both hands. “Who were they?”

“Teenagers. Three of them. I’d never seen them before.” Teenagers who could see what I was. Who were stronger than they should have been.

Shit. I needed to learn exactly what Sage had taken and where he’d gotten it.

“Are you all right?” he asked. “Tell me the truth.”

“Jenny got me patched up and gave me a doggie bag of different painkillers. I’ve dealt with worse.”

“Yeah, I know.”

I glanced over to see his fists clenched in his lap. “Don’t tell me you’re worried about me.”

“I always worried about you,” he snapped. “You think I didn’t notice the mornings you left bloody bandages in the bathroom trash can? Or when you threw out your favorite jacket because it had bullet holes?” He pointed right. “Sage’s place is halfway down the road.”

I’d tried to shield him from those things. Just like I’d tried to hide my medications. I wanted to explain, but I didn’t know where to begin. Blake’s shoulders were tense as steel, meaning he wasn’t in a listening mood. “I’m sorry.”

Sage and his family lived in a townhouse near the South River. It was part of a dingy, blocky row of matching homes with dirty gray siding and red trim around the windows. Boxy AC units jutted from several windows.

The couple who met us at the door looked like they were in their early forties. The man was about five foot nine, White, and pushing two hundred pounds. The woman was Black, an inch taller and a tad lighter weight, with her hair in a loose, medium-length afro.

“These are Sage’s parents, Zack and Liz Parker,” said Blake. “This is my mother, Annette Thorne.”

“Blake texted us about you.” Liz shook my hand. “He said you used to help the police find missing people back in Chicago.”

“From time to time, yes. I’m a licensed private investigator in the state of Massachusetts. I can show you a copy of my identification and license number if you’d like.”

“That’s all right,” said Zack. “We trust Blake. If he thinks you can help . . .”

“I do,” said Blake. “This is what she’s good at.”

It warmed me to hear him say that, despite the nearly undetectable edge he put on the word this, like he needed me to know it wasn’t a blanket endorsement.

I let it go and focused on Sage’s parents. They both showed the expected signs of stress and worry: shadows under red-veined eyes, tense muscles, and the twitchiness that came from spending too much time on high alert with adrenaline pumping through your body like the Seine flooding the streets of Paris.

Their front door had no signs of forced entry. Black smears on the knob and around the frame showed where the police had dusted for fingerprints. I didn’t see a doorbell cam or any other cameras.

“My son tells me you’ve spoken with the police,” I said. “I assume they explained that most missing children reports are runaways, and around half of those leave home after a conflict with parents. Have you and Sage argued lately?”

“No more than usual with a twelve-year-old,” said Liz.

Zack looked up and down the street. For a moment, he appeared to forget we were there. Then he shook himself and took his wife’s hand. “I’m sorry. I keep hoping I’ll see him . . . Please, come in.”

Once inside, I started with the normal questions, likely the same ones the police had asked. Had they noticed any changes in Sage’s behavior? Had he developed any new relationships recently? Had any neighbors or other adults been paying undue attention to Sage? I recorded our conversation on my phone to review later.

Neither of them had the defensive tells of a liar. Nor did I see the oily charm I’d observed in many abusers over the years. Mostly, they appeared exhausted and afraid. Zack fidgeted with his phone like he could force it to produce a message from his son. Liz was turning the last of her yellow-polished nails into a chewed, chipped mess.

“He left his phone,” said Liz. “What kid willingly leaves their phone behind?”

Someone who doesn’t want his parents or the police to use it to track him. “When was the last time you saw him?”

“Last night at bedtime,” said Zack.

When we finished the initial questions, I had them take me through Sage’s social media history—the history they knew about and could access on Liz’s laptop, at least.

“We looked at all of this with Detective Maple, too,” said Liz. “He didn’t find any suspicious messages, but he said there are ways to hide your chats and history. He took the phone back to see what their specialists could find.”

Damn. I’d hoped to get my hands on that phone so Duke could go through it. They did let me take a photo of the detective’s business card so I could follow up with him, but I doubted Detective Maple would hand Sage’s phone to a retired PI who wanted to let an elemental mage poke around its contents.

“Do you mind if I look in Sage’s room?” I asked.

Zack took me upstairs. He stopped at a door decorated with a LEGO Batman poster. “It’s a mess. Even more than usual.”

Mess was an understatement. Laundry was piled beneath a small loft-style bed and in front of the closet. The bedcovers were on the floor. LEGO creations covered every available surface, and individual pieces were scattered about like caltrops, ready to destroy unprotected feet. Blood-stained tissues overflowed from the trash can. “What happened—”

“Oh, the tissues. The detective asked about that, too. Sage had a bad nosebleed Saturday morning.”

“Did that happen often?”

“Not like this. He’d get little nosebleeds when he was younger, but they ended when he finally stopped picking it.” Zack grimaced. “Sorry. You know how kids are.”

The lone window had been dusted for prints, too. “That window was shut and latched when you found it?”

“That’s right.”

I walked carefully through the plastic minefield. “The police should have asked you for a list of Sage’s friends and teachers and anyone else he interacts with. Could I get a copy of that list?”

“Yes, of course. Liz can email it to you.”

I was only half-listening. I pulled up the blinds and peered outside. There was nothing but a small fenced-in backyard and a narrow road. Beyond that was another row of townhouses.

I saw nobody, but I felt someone watching, felt their focus and attention on me like an unwanted massage.

It wasn’t Zack Parker. He was just standing there, staring at his son’s things. He wouldn’t have noticed if I stripped naked and gave him a lap dance.

The attention wasn’t sexual. A cat, maybe? From time to time, I’d encountered animals who took great offense to the scent of demon. “Do you have a pet?”

“What?” Zack blinked. “No, I’m allergic to cats and dogs. Why do you ask?”

Goosebumps tightened my skin, which was hell on the healing burns. Shadows spying on him. “Mr. Parker, would you be all right with me looking around alone? It’s harder to focus with you hovering there.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, of course. You’ll tell us if you find anything?”

“I promise.”

• • •

The moment Zack left, I shut the door and turned in a slow circle, trying to get a feel for whoever or whatever was watching. I’d been stalked by my share of nasties who wanted to eat me, kill me, or worse. This was different. I felt like a frog waiting to be dissected.

“Who’s there?” I whispered.

I stilled my body and quieted my breathing. I heard Zack descending the stairs. Blake’s voice was a muffled murmur as he spoke with Liz.

Every physical sense told me I was alone in the room. The blood racing through my veins and the chill of my skin said otherwise. Not for the first time, I envied Jenny and her supersenses.

My limbs were numb. I stopped breathing.

Had I set off a trap, something like the salt-and-pepper binding circles Ronnie had set up in his room at the Maule House? No, the police would have tripped that when they came through.

A touch on my arm made me jump. Blake jerked back, bumped a set of shelves, and knocked over a LEGO Volkswagen Beetle. The car broke when it hit the floor.

“I didn’t mean to startle you,” said Blake.

“No, it’s fine.” I stepped back and shook the feeling back into my arms and hands. “I’m glad you did, actually.”

“Zack asked me to check whether you’d found anything yet.”

I bit back my retort. I’d be impatient too if my family had gone missing. “Give me a chance to look around first.”

Blake frowned. “You’ve been up here for ten minutes. What have you been doing?”

Shit. Losing a stretch of time was never good. “Stay back by the doorway. Better yet, the hall.”

I crouched to study the spot where I’d been standing. Broken LEGO minifigures were scattered around a four-inch-wide triangle of mismatched long, flat pieces. “What the hell is that?”

The sense of being watched was stronger here. Within the triangle, strands of carpet moved like seaweed in the waves. The air just above the floor was cold.

Smaller pieces, long and thin, were arranged around the triangle. The way they were pressed together resembled writing. I didn’t recognize the symbols, but many were smeared with dried blood.

The longer I looked, the more impossible the shapes became, like Sage had brought a series of MC Escher designs to life in bright, primary colors. It created the illusion of endless pathways and geometric impossibility.

“Is it me, or is that creepy?” asked Blake.

“It’s not you.” I snapped a series of pictures with my phone. “I’ll have to consult with Temple to be sure, but I think Sage was trying to craft some sort of portal spell with LEGO.” I put my phone away and squatted to touch the open space at the center of the triangle.

Ice shot through my bones. “Motherfucker!”

“Mom!” Blake lunged into the room, grabbed my shoulders, and pulled me back.

“I’m fine.” I double-checked my hand to make sure. My fingers were still attached and worked the way they were supposed to. I clasped Blake’s arm for support, then dragged my foot through the plastic bricks, breaking up Sage’s creation.

The patch of carpet went still. The cold air dissipated. I wiped my sweaty palms on my shirt and bent down again, this time studying the broken minifigures surrounding the now-broken spell. I’d assumed the damage was the result of overuse or carelessness: arms and heads and legs snapping off from getting stepped on, things like that. But none of the figures in other parts of the room were broken. Sage had done this deliberately, creating a scene of death and dismemberment around his magical construct.

“When I was young, LEGO was just bricks and blocks,” I muttered. “That’s not enough for these kids. No, they need their fancy modern sets with spaceships and robots and dragons and real, working portals to hell.”

“Hell?”

“Figure of speech.” I flexed my fingers. “I hope.”

“Do you think Sage disappeared through the portal?” asked Blake.

“I assume Sage is more than four inches wide, so no.” I stood and stretched. “Sorry, that was rude. Wherever Sage went, it wasn’t through that.”

I began poking through Sage’s laundry and checking all the pockets of his dirty clothes. I found a couple of used tissues, more LEGO, a piece of gum, and seventy-three cents in change. Next, I climbed up and searched beneath the mattress of the loft bed.

Blake cleared his throat. “You never went through my room like this, did you?”

“I would never invade your privacy without a very good reason,” I said without looking. “And I definitely never found the pornography stash beneath your mattress.”

I continued searching. I found nothing out of the ordinary for a twelve-year-old boy until I checked the vent in the floor. Taped to the underside was a small plastic sandwich bag that contained two dark capsules, roughly the size of the extra-strength Tylenols I’d been taking since last night’s attack.

I placed the bag into my purse and replaced the vent cover. I also took one of Sage’s dirty socks. The scent should be strong enough for Jenny to track. Hell, it was almost strong enough for me to track. I plucked a bloody tissue from the trash can, too. “Time to go.”

“What do we tell his parents?” asked Blake.

“To call me if they hear anything new, or if they remember any details they didn’t share.” I took one more look around Sage’s room. “And that I’ll find Sage. Like you said, this is what I’m good at.”






 

“O ye ancient dreamer, whose thousand eyes dream of a thousand galaxies, hear the prayers of your faithful vessel and savior.”

“. . .”

“From your aeons of death and slumber, you stir with life once more. Beyond the emptiness of infinity and the shadows of universes that never were, hear me, great R’gngyk.”

“. . .?”

“Fucking A! That’s what I’m talking about!”




CHAPTER 12

Temple



“Stupid piece of shit.” Annette glared at her phone as if her anger could force the cracked screen to repair itself.

Jenny and I were sitting together on the bench on the front porch while Annette paced and fumed. We both knew when Annette got to this point, the best thing was to let her move and shed excess energy.

“Maybe your thumb was blocking the lens,” Jenny suggested.

“My thumb was not blocking the damn lens.” Annette spun and shoved her phone at us. The damaged screen reduced the right side of a photo to colored vertical lines. The rest was black. She slashed her finger across the screen several more times, showing one useless shot after another, until a partial photo of Morgan and Ava from last week appeared beside the colored lines.

The instant she’d tried to show us pictures of the spell she’d seen in Sage Parker’s room, her screen had frosted over and cracked.

“Some spells don’t appreciate being photographed or recorded,” I said.

“How the hell did a twelve-year-old kid create a spell like that?” Annette demanded.

I shrugged. “When I was that age, I was calling nature spirits to mow the lawn for me, and I had a pet rock who followed me to school like Mary’s little lamb.”

“Sage isn’t you,” said Annette. “Aside from his little plastic portal, there was zero evidence of any interest in magic or the supernatural. The most mystical thing in the whole house was a LEGO dragon being ridden by what looked like vampire ninjas.”

“Vampire ninjas are the worst,” said Jenny.

Annette shoved the broken phone into her pocket and sat on the front step.

“I want to fight some vampire ninjas,” muttered Ronnie.

Jenny had put her new apprentice to work pulling weeds around the rosebushes. She’d told Ronnie it was a meditative task that would help his focus. It also happened to be one of her least-favorite chores.

Annette dug through her purse and produced a sock. She twisted to hand it to Jenny. “This has Sage’s scent.”

“I’m not your pet bloodhound.” But Jenny took a quick sniff.

Next, Annette gave me a bloody tissue and a bag with two pills.

I held the tissue by a clean corner. “There are other ways to track people than blood. Maybe next time, you could bring me a nice, clean strand of hair from a hairbrush?”

Annette ignored me. “Sage told Ava those pills let him see other worlds. It sounds like he might have seen more than that. He knew Ava and her family were different.”

I set the tissue aside and held the bag to the sunlight. The black pills were ever so slightly translucent. I unsealed the bag and rolled one between my thumb and finger.

Annette pointed at me. “Do not put that in your mouth.”

I took off my glasses and whispered a spell. The frames grew warm. When I replaced them, my vision was magnified a hundred times. I studied the pill again, and this time, I saw tiny symbols etched into the capsule. “There’s a containment ring.”

“What kind of containment ring?” asked Ronnie.

When I turned to answer, I was momentarily taken aback by the enormity of his face. Thanks to my glasses, every pore looked like a chipmunk burrow. I leaned closer. “You need a sharper razor. Your stubble should end in clean cuts. Those are like broken tree branches.”

“Focus, please.” Jenny’s smile softened the words.

I studied the symbols, then tugged the ends of the capsule, trying to pull it apart. Jenny reached to stop me, while Annette just swore. The capsule didn’t budge. “The writing looks Aramaic. Whatever’s inside stays there until you swallow the pill. Then the capsule dissolves, and the containment spell goes with it.”

“What else can you tell us?” asked Jenny.

“The characters are inhumanly perfect. I wonder if they were done with lasers.” I dismissed the spell on my lenses, unzipped my fanny pack, and pulled out my book.

“Stuart Little?” A sad smile softened Ronnie’s face. “My mom used to read that to me.”

Pages fluttered past my fingers, eventually stopping at the beginning of an Assyrian spellbook I’d nabbed in Mesopotamia back in ninety-three.

Ronnie peered at an illustration that hadn’t been part of the original book. “I don’t remember Stuart Little dissecting giant fire-breathing slugs.”

The writing in the book was a close-enough match to confirm the spell on the pills was Aramaic in origin. “It’s an expanded edition.”

Jenny scooted closer. “Is that Nabu-rihtu-usur’s spellbook?”

Everyone turned to stare at her.

“You read Aramaic?” I asked.

“First of all, rude,” she said. “But no, I don’t. I came across a copy when I was nineteen. I’d flunked out of community college and taken a job working the fryer at Gold ’n Crispy, a local fried chicken place. G and C had a longstanding rivalry with Bubba’s Chicks across the street. The staff were encouraged to prank the other stores, and the sign war got pretty nasty. A month into the job, G and C employees started disappearing. Turned out Bubba Truett had gotten his hands on Nabu-rihtu-usur’s book. He was no wizard, but he was able to summon scorpion-men to take out his competition.”

Ronnie lit up. “Maybe the Gold ’n Crispy guy is behind all this!”

“I doubt it,” said Jenny. “The rest of the Slay Team had to go undercover, and there was a whole thing with Raj getting locked in a meat cooler with a pair of resurrected jackals, but we caught Bubba and took the book from him. As soon as we did, the remaining scorpion-men dragged him back to the land of darkness.”

“Kurnugi,” I said. “I visited there once. Not a fun place to spend your afterlife.”

“What did you do with the book?” asked Annette.

“We gave it to Felipe and the Guardians Council. Their library is like the Fort Knox of magic books.”

I turned my attention to the blood-crusted tissue. My book opened to one of the tracking spells I’d tried on Ronnie. I drew power from the house, touched the tissue, and recited the incantation.

“Anything?” asks Annette.

I should have been seeing through Sage Parker’s eyes, but what I saw looked like an endless cloud the color of curdled milk. I turned to a different page and a spell crafted to show me Sage like I was looking down at him from above. I felt the magic working, but I saw only darkness.

“What’s happening?” asked Ronnie.

“Temple hasn’t had the best of luck with these spells,” Annette answered.

“I don’t understand.” Ronnie stared at me. “He’s Temple Finn.”

“I used to be,” I snarled. I ended the enchantment with a slash of my hand. “If any of you think you can do better, be my guest.”

Annette huffed and looked away. Jenny gave me an encouraging smile. I didn’t know which was more annoying.

I recast the spell, this time adding my own personal twist to the magic. As a child, I’d developed a see-in-the-dark charm so I could read in bed without a flashlight. I braided that charm into the spell. This should let me see Sage even if he was in pitch blackness.

The paired spells worked perfectly.

I handed the tissue back to Annette. “The next time you collect blood for me to track, make sure you know who or what the blood came from.”

Her jaw tightened. “I got that blood from Sage’s bedroom.”

“And he got it from a poor gray squirrel whose body is in a plastic grocery bag in a dumpster down the street from his house.” No wonder everything had been cloudy. I’d been looking through the eyes of a dead creature. My own eyes spasmed for a moment as I released my hold on the spells. The sunlight turned blinding. I squinted and waited for them to readjust. “You said Sage’s portal had blood on it?”

“That’s right,” said Annette.

I didn’t like the implications one bit. “The squirrel was a sacrifice. Sage was trying to summon something.”

“With LEGOs and a squirrel?” asked Ronnie.

“Maybe he was trying to summon something very small,” said Jenny.

“Or maybe he—or whatever else might be working through him—was trying to recreate something he saw when he took these.” I picked up the bag with the two pills. “I’ll be in my workshop figuring out what the hell they are.”

• • •

I spent most of the day studying the pills. When my eyes got too tired, I set the two pills on a silver plate and turned my attention back to my book. Specifically, to the work of Nabu-rihtu-usur. His writing was more than just a spellbook; it was a firsthand account of his attempted uprising against Ashur-etil-ilani, around 630 BC or so.

During his failed rebellion, in addition to a small army of scorpion-men, Nabu-rihtu-usur had conjured what wizards today would call a Class III Elemental Marsh Slug. I turned the page. The drawing of Nabu-rihtu-usur’s summoning spellwork was crude, but there was a clear triangular shape, just like Annette had described seeing in Sage’s room.

The individual symbols had a reality-defying element: parallel lines came together, and shapes dissolved into meaningless, disparate lines if you looked too closely.

Nabu-rihtu-usur wrote of nausea and nightmares following the conjuration. Many who witnessed the creature’s rampage were driven mad. He also mentioned sacrificing fattened bulls and a gazelle.

“That’s not right,” I muttered. Elemental marsh slugs were simple creatures with simple appetites. They didn’t care about living sacrifices. You could hook one with a simple pile of overripe fruit. And while they were ugly little worms, they certainly weren’t horrible enough to cause madness.

“You believe he conjured something else.” Margaret’s presence was a welcome surprise. We hadn’t had much time to talk since leaving the bed and breakfast.

Her words were faint. She couldn’t reach far beyond her van.

“Spying on me?” I asked, my words deliberately light and teasing.

“Just checking your progress. I can go, if you’d prefer. I didn’t mean to violate your privacy.”

“No need,” I said. “I always used to prefer working alone. But I’ve come to appreciate good company. Just don’t follow me into the bathroom or anything.”

“I’ve been haunting a teenaged boy for two years. I know all about the importance of boundaries.”

I couldn’t see her, but I felt her presence move closer. “I don’t know what Nabu-rihtu-usur conjured with this spell, but it was no marsh slug.”

“Do you think he did it deliberately? Or did he accidentally call up more than he expected?”

“He was an amateur. Arrogant, ignorant, and powerful. That combination leads to dangerous mistakes.”

I skimmed the rest of the spellbook but found nothing to help me positively identify Nabu-rihtu-usur’s creature. I did come across a different spell whose symbols were familiar, matching what I had seen etched onto the pills. “Strange.”

“What is it?”

“The spell on those pills wasn’t intended to contain anything dangerous or powerful. According to Nabu-rihtu-usur, you etch those symbols around the neck of a jar or pot to protect the contents from insects, mold, rot, and so on. It’s the magical equivalent of Tupperware. I suppose it would work to keep things from getting out, but I can think of dozens of better, safer spells to use. This is like locking your front door with a bit of string and tape and hoping for the best.”

“Sounds like whoever’s making those pills might be limited to what they can find in this one particular spellbook.”

I nodded. “A scavenger rather than a proper student of magic.”

“A wannabe can cause as much damage as anyone else if they get hold of the right book or gizmo.”

She sounded like she spoke from experience. “They can cause more. They don’t understand or respect the power they’re playing with, so they’re more likely to do something unpredictable and stupid.”

“Like children.” She chuckled, a melancholy sound that brought feelings of love and fondness. “Ronnie was the same way when he first discovered magic was real. Always getting into our things and causing mischief.”

“Me too,” I admitted. “My father warded half the house, trying to keep me out of trouble.”

“I suspect you found it anyway.” Her gentle teasing brushed over me like a warm breeze at sunset.

I pushed the book aside. “How old were you when you died, Margaret?”

“Thirty-eight.”

I told myself not to be a fool. Margaret Wentworth was less than half my age. Not to mention dead. On the other hand, Annette’s first husband had been centuries older than her, and dead too, so there was precedent.

“I’m glad we found you.”

“So am I.”

I smiled and leaned back in my chair. There was a crack in the ceiling. Nothing as bad as the damage to the basement, but it was another sign of my failing strength. The crack extended about two feet from the edge of the south wall.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s nothing.” I could accept getting old. I hated that I was taking this place with me.

I pulled my attention from the damaged plaster and took one of the pills from the bag. “When I was young, I would have swallowed one of these by now to learn what it did. Or, if I was feeling really cautious, I would have fed it to a rat or whatever else was available.”

“I agree with your friend Annette. Don’t put the strange magic pill in your mouth.”

“I suppose we can do it the slow way.” From my shelves, I gathered a glass Mason jar, a puck-sized tobacco tin, and a bottle of distilled water. “My grandfather used these jars for canning a century ago. He gave them a magical boost so they wouldn’t break or come unsealed until he was ready. They should hold whatever’s in those pills.”

“Hopefully better than a bit of string and tape.”

“I used to run around catching will-o’-the-wisps in them. The glass is tougher than steel.” I filled the jar with water, then opened the tobacco tin while the pill began to dissolve. Inside the tin was a layer of fine black powder.

“Every spell goes better with a dash of pepper.”

“It’s sand from the Desert of Time. Colloquially known as slowsand.” I was showing off like a young fool.

The pill capsule began to wrinkle and deform. I used a tiny gold spoon to scoop the powder and hold it over the open jar, waiting. I wanted to see what emerged before I used the powder, but my hand trembled slightly, and a few grains spilled free.

The ripples on the water’s surface went still, but it wasn’t enough to affect the entire jar. I swore under my breath and did my best to keep the spoon from shaking.

A tiny gash formed on the top of the capsule. An oily black thread crept upward.

“There we go.” I dumped in the rest of the sand, tapped the spoon against the rim to make sure nothing was left, and screwed the jar’s lid on tight. “Time inside that jar is now moving at about one second per month.”

“I could have used that stuff when I was alive. There was this fellow in the middle of Florida who called himself the Undying Necromancer. He was doing the typical army-of-the-undead thing. As you could guess from the name, he was hard to kill. I tried blessed bullets, acid, poison, fire . . . nothing stuck. If I’d had a packet of this, I could have snuck it into his pepper shaker. Let him try to conquer the world when his insides are frozen in time.”

I closed the tin and set it aside. “How did you end him?”

“I had to feed him to the gators. Hard to resurrect yourself from that. Gruesome, but I was out of options. This was eleven years ago. Have you ever tried to fight zombies and their master with a six-year-old in tow? I don’t recommend it.”

I chuckled, but my attention was caught by movement in the Mason jar. The blackness had completely escaped its capsule and was darting back and forth like a tiny fish made of ink. “It shouldn’t be moving that fast.”

“Maybe your time pepper expired?”

I picked up the Mason jar and turned it sideways. The pocket of air at the top didn’t move. Neither did the ripples on the surface of the water. The slowsand was working as it should. “Maybe this is its slowed-down state? No, that would mean this stuff normally moves so fast, it would shred and burn your insides between one breath and the next.”

“Sage took them without dying.”

“Which means it’s just ignoring the effects of the slowsand.” It shouldn’t have been able to do that. I was both intrigued and offended by its blatant disregard for the laws of magic. It was swimming in circles at the top now, extending threadlike tendrils to poke the lid. “Does this thing look alive to you?”

“Alive and purposeful. It’s trying to escape.”

I gave the jar a good shake. The water didn’t respond, but the blackness jerked back and forth. When I set down the jar, it resumed swimming and testing its confines. “I’m not sure what it is yet, but it’s safe to say those pills are not FDA-approved.”

• • •

For the most part, dreams were not a window into other universes. Nor were they the whispers of the gods or glimpses into future possibilities or a map of the unconscious mind showing the winding path of your psychosexual development from birth to death.

Most dreams were born of simple mental static, random voltage jolting the neural pathways to create a storm of sights and sounds.

Dreaming was when we spun order from that mental chaos and wove it into a story.

All of which was to say, my dream of working on Margaret’s van—sliding underneath the body and getting my hands up into her engine, checking her fluids, working on her exhaust—meant absolutely nothing.

The needles-to-the-eardrums sensation of my protective spells coming to life, on the other hand? That meant trouble.

I tried to wake up, but my body wouldn’t cooperate. So in my dream, I crawled free of the van and flew to the roof of my house. I perched like a starling on the peak, where I could survey the entire grounds to see where the danger was coming from.

Lucid dreaming was a useful skill if you planned to go into the magic business. It prepared you to fight off creatures that could attack you through dreams, and it let you work magic without having to go through all that nasty waking-up business.

I saw nothing outside that shouldn’t be there. Margaret was resting in the parking lot. A skunk waddled across the street. The roses out front needed water—I planted a thought in my mind for the morning so I’d remember to take care of them, then turned my attention to the inside of the house.

I sank through the roof into the second floor. I didn’t want to peek, but I could feel Ronnie sleeping in the guest room. Jenny was asleep as well. Annette was awake but resting.

I floated into my library. I found myself asleep in my La-Z-Boy. My book was still in my lap.

I hated seeing my body from the outside. My self-image was that of a younger man. Not young, but certainly not this frail, loose-skinned body sprawled in the recliner. My face looked especially alien without my dentures to fill out the mouth. My old brown newsboy cap with the spell that helped my cholesterol had slipped down over the left side of my face.

A shoggoth was sitting on my desk.

Its body covered the entire surface of the desk and spilled over the edges. Blotches of greenish light rippled through the thing’s flesh like bioluminescent jellyfish swimming in a giant slug with skin formed from an oil spill. Bright spots floated around the surface like bubbles: hundreds of eyeballs of different sizes. When it moved, it sounded like a toddler slurping runny Jell-O.

Many of the eyeballs were watching my sleeping body. Others swiveled toward my dream form.

“Hello,” I said cautiously. I wasn’t sure how one was supposed to address an otherworldly horror who predated the universe itself.

It didn’t answer. I felt relief, sensing instinctively that if we were to communicate, the connection would snap my mind like raw spaghetti. Even the mere sight of a creature so different, so other, stressed my grasp of reality to the breaking point.

The shoggoth sat exactly where I had left the Mason jar. If I shifted my senses, I could see the jar within its body. The glass and lid were intact. The physical goop I’d trapped inside remained trapped. This was a projection, an aura.

The good news was that I now had a very good idea what was in the pills Annette brought back from Sage Parker’s house.

The bad news was that Grandpa Finn’s canning spells were perhaps not quite as strong as I’d hoped, and the dream-shoggoth was now stretching tentacles of unworldly, evil phlegm toward my physical body.

This was the part where I went mad.






 

“You’ve lost your edge, Jenny. In the old days, you would have busted through my door by now with your sword and your quips. I’ve spent months preparing for you, and you never had a clue what was happening right under your nose.

“It’s too late now. R’gngyk’s power is growing. I’m becoming stronger than you ever were. Strong enough to do what you should—

“Oh, crap. Is that the time? I’m gonna be late for work.”




CHAPTER 13

Jenny

The bell on the door announced our first customer the next morning. He was a tall, broad-shouldered man with bright blue eyes and wavy blond hair to the middle of his back. He had a thick build: layers of fat over layers of hard muscle. Abalone beads decorated his braided beard.

I turned to Ronnie, who was sitting by the window, reading a book on Salem’s history while downing an energy drink. His eyes were bleary and half closed, and his hair was a lopsided, pillow-mussed mess.

“No food or beverages around the books,” I reminded him. “Go check the back of the stock room for me. You’ll see a shelf labeled special orders. I need the brown paper bag labeled Evasson.”

He smothered a yawn and stood. “Great. I’ve been promoted to stock boy.”

“You wish. Stock boys get paid.” I waited for him to leave, then stepped out from behind the counter. “Good morning, Hjálmar!”

Hjálmar Evasson chuckled and gave me a quick hug. “New employee?”

“Something like that.”

“You should put him to work repainting. The trim out front is looking a bit old and chipped.”

I tried to keep my worry from showing. First the basement, now the trim. We should check the whole place over from top to bottom to see what else might be weakening. I’d talk to Temple about it once he woke up.

Ronnie returned carrying a small bag. He handed it to me, keeping well clear of Hjálmar. “You know he’s a selkie, right?”

Hjálmar folded his arms, which were roughly the same size as Ronnie’s thighs. “What of it, boy?”

“Hjálmar is an old friend,” I said firmly. “And a paying customer.”

“I’ve studied selkies and their attacks on humans through the centuries.” Ronnie’s free hand twitched toward the inside of his jacket.

“Take it easy.” I put a hand on his elbow and squeezed just hard enough to remind him I could dislocate the joint with two fingers if he threatened my guest.

“If you know the stories, you know humans have a history of taking our women.” Hjálmar sounded cheerful as ever, but his eyes had narrowed, and his meaty hands curled into not-quite-fists. “Stealing their sealskins and trapping them in their human forms.”

“The actions of a few pathetic, lonely men don’t justify sinking human ships and drowning whole crews,” said Ronnie.

Hjálmar’s nostrils flared. “But you’re gonna blame all selkies for the actions of a few grief-stricken families who avenged their lost loved ones?”

“I’m saying your kind has a history of murdering—”

“Nobody’s murdering anyone today,” I said firmly. I handed Hjálmar the bag. “This should help with your eczema.”

“Hey, now,” he protested. “What happened to doctor-patient confidentiality?”

“I’m not a doctor.” To Ronnie, I said, “Hjálmar comes in twice a month during the spring and summer for a special skin cream. Being out of the water for too long makes him break out.”

As I’d hoped, Ronnie relaxed slightly. It was harder to see someone as a threat while you were discussing their rashes.

I turned to Hjálmar. “This puffed-up blowfish is Ronnie Kensington. He and I had a misunderstanding of the violent kind. It didn’t go well for him. Between me, Annette, and Temple, we’re hoping to knock the stupid out of him before he gets himself killed.”

Ronnie huffed and rolled his eyes but didn’t argue the point.

“You picked a fight with Jenny Winter?” asked Hjálmar. “You must be a special kind of bonehead.”

“I’m the last of the Kensington line,” Ronnie said stiffly. “I was born to protect this world against—”

“Ah, I get it.” Hjálmar smirked. “He’s a nepo baby.”

I caught Ronnie’s arm and pushed him back. Then I fixed Hjálmar with a stare that made him retreat a step. “The kid’s heart is in the right place. Are you going to stop baiting him, or will you be finding another supplier to help you keep your unmentionables itch-free?”

“My apologies, Ms. Winter. And to you, young Kensington.” He took a pair of coins from his pocket and gave them to me. He tossed a third to Ronnie, who caught it without looking.

I held one to the light to study the worn Latin characters. “Roman?”

He shrugged. “Do I look like Indiana Jones? All I know is they’re gold and they come directly from the bottom of the North Sea.”

“This should cover you through at least the end of June,” I said.

“Thanks, lass.” He turned to Ronnie. “And good luck to you, Ronnie Kensington. If you’ve the smallest speck of wisdom in that skinny body, you’ll listen to every word this woman tells you.”

Ronnie opened his mouth like he was about to protest that “skinny” crack. I jumped in before he could stir things up. “Hjálmar, have you heard any rumblings about the end of the world being nigh?”

He groaned. “Again?”

“What do you mean, ‘again’?” asked Ronnie. “How many times can the world end?”

“There’ve been enough near-misses to turn your pubes white, boy,” said Hjálmar. “My granddad was present for the second Ragnarok. When Jörmungandr stirred in the depths, the selkies helped deploy six tons of barbital to put the beast back to sleep. Killed everything else for a five-mile radius. ’Twas a tragic day, but it could have been far worse.”

“Lots of near-misses, but only three actual apocalypses that I’m familiar with,” I added. “Temple was pivotal in helping undo the latest, back at the turn of the century. Y2K was nastier than most people realize.”

Ronnie stared at me. “You’re telling me the world has ended before?”

“Not in this timeline.” To Hjálmar, I said, “We’re also searching for a missing boy named Sage, twelve years old, who went missing after taking magic-laced pills.”

Hjálmar’s face turned stormy. He was a grandfather, and he had a soft spot for kids. “I’ll keep an ear out.”

“Thank you.” I shook his hand. He grinned and squeezed hard. I matched his pressure, then gradually increased my own until he laughed and raised his other hand in surrender.

“Fare well, Hunter. May Ullr guide you to your quarry.”

Artemis would not appreciate another god blessing her Hunter, but the thought was well intentioned.

Ronnie watched out the window until Hjálmar got into his pickup truck and drove off. “He’s dangerous. I can feel it.”

“You’re right. He used to sink ships in the harbor for sport in the late nineteenth century. He was a very angry young selkie.”

“You’re a Hunter of Artemis. You should be punishing him, not helping him with his rash.”

“I’m a retired Hunter of Artemis, and a Hunter’s job is to eliminate threats, not to punish.” It was a distinction I’d been unforgivably slow to learn.

Ronnie pointed at the door. “He looked pretty uneliminated to me.”

“Hjálmar isn’t a threat. He hasn’t deliberately harmed another sentient creature for at least thirty years.”

“How could you possibly know that?”

I walked out to the porch and beckoned for him to follow. Pointing to the doormat, I asked, “What does that say?”

“‘An it harm none, do what you will.’ That’s a witch thing, right? A Wiccan tenet?”

“It’s more than that. It’s the contract every one of my patients accepts in exchange for my help. Temple wove the spell into every doorway. Then, after an injured vampire showed up at my window, he added it to the window frames, too. Even the chimney, just in case Santa Claus shows up with a broken leg.”

He stared at me. “Santa Claus?”

Oh, he wanted so much to ask—I could see a battle playing out on his face, the wrinkling of his brow and the gritting of his teeth. Is Santa actually real? But he was too young and too insecure to admit to wondering.

“The spell is based on an old fairy contract,” I went on. “For my part, I’ll heal anyone and anything that asks, to the best of my abilities. In exchange for my help, they agree to do no harm for a year and a day. There are exceptions for self-defense and such, of course.”

“You’re saying that in a year and two days, Hjálmar can go back to killing anyone he wants?”

I shrugged and went inside. “A year is a long time. Long enough for many people to begin to change their ways. And Hjálmar can’t go a full year without his skin cream, so unless he wants to spend his bar-hopping days scratching his Mariana Trench, he’s pretty much a permanent pacifist now . . .”

I tilted my head to focus on the sound of footsteps upstairs. Temple’s gait was unmistakable, but the tap of his cane was absent, and his steps were erratic. “Everything okay up there, Temple?”

He didn’t answer. The footsteps reached the stairs and started downward.

“Maybe he forgot his hearing aid this morning?” said Ronnie.

“He doesn’t use one.” And inside the house, he wouldn’t need one. The house relayed anything he needed to hear.

The front door slammed shut behind us, clipping Ronnie’s arm. The deadbolt clunked into place.

“I know this house is special, but is that normal?” He rubbed his elbow.

A draft flipped the sign in the window to Closed.

“Nope.” I tried the door, but the lock wouldn’t budge. I could try to force it, but I hesitated to do so until I knew why the house was keeping us in. I trusted this place and its judgement more than most humans.

Things outside appeared normal. A little cloudy. I saw the usual cars and pedestrians and one woman zipping by on an electric scooter. If the threat wasn’t coming from outside . . .

Temple reached the bottom of the stairs. He was wearing plaid flannel pajamas and a newsboy cap. His eyes were shut.

“Oh, great,” said Ronnie. “A sleepwalking wizard.”

The house wasn’t worried about a threat from outside. It was trying to contain the danger that was already here.

“Temple?” I kept my voice as gentle as I could. I didn’t want to startle the man who could pull lightning bolts out of any outlet in the house. “Can you hear me?”

“Get out,” he mumbled. He stretched both hands toward me.

Heat leached from my body. My hands went numb. Beside me, Ronnie stumbled and dropped to one knee. It was like Temple was filling my veins with fresh snow.

A tiny orange flame flickered to life between Temple’s hands.

I’d seen this spell before. He wasn’t attacking us with cold. He was stealing the heat from our bodies and concentrating it into a small, powerful flame. Which, if memory served, he would then launch at our frozen flesh.

“It’s me, Jenny.” My tetradrachm necklace felt like dry ice. It blistered the skin on my chest as it fought Temple’s spell. “Wake up, Mr. Wizard!”

His eyes remained closed.

I stumbled on stiffened legs into the gifts-and-souvenirs side of the shop and grabbed the first thing I could reach: a handful of magnetic souvenir bottle openers with little cartoon witch hats burned into the wooden handles.

Not exactly the throwing knives or shuriken Felipe trained me to use, but almost anything worked as a weapon if you threw it hard enough. My fingers felt like they would break off my hand as I gripped the first opener and sent it spinning through the air.

It struck Temple in the center of his forehead.

Sparks erupted from his fingers like logs shifting in a campfire. The fire in his hands grew.

I threw the second bottle opener. This one hit his trachea.

Temple brought one hand to his throat. His spell died. Ronnie collapsed against the wall, shuddering. Burning pain spread through my limbs as my circulation returned.

Temple still hadn’t opened his eyes. His lips moved, mumbling foreign syllables.

I flung two more bottle openers. Three feet in front of him, they dropped to the floor with a clatter, like he’d drained all the kinetic energy from them.

I hobbled forward, my semi-frozen joints protesting each step. Before I could reach him, he vanished. His pajamas fell to the floor, empty.

“He can teleport?” asked Ronnie. “That’s cool.”

“He’s still here.” I could hear his breathing. The sound was sharp and high-pitched, almost a squeak. I crouched with one hand to the wall for support. With my other, I poked the fallen pile of flannel.

A tiny Temple Finn, six inches tall and naked except for a similarly tiny cap, climbed out of the pajama top.

“I’ve got him.” Ronnie held a circular net the size of a handkerchief, with strands like silver thread and tiny metal weights around the edge. He tossed it frisbee-style.

Temple stopped it the same way he’d stopped my second round of bottle openers. But instead of letting the net drop, he gestured and sent it shooting back at Ronnie. The net wrapped around Ronnie’s hand and clung like a cobweb.

It was enough of a distraction for me to step forward and get the toe of my sneaker onto the edge of Temple’s pajamas. I used my foot to yank the pajamas toward me, fast enough to send Temple tumbling backward in a full three-sixty that would have been hilarious in other circumstances.

I snatched him up with both hands and held him tight so he couldn’t move. He didn’t struggle. He appeared stunned or worse. “Temple? Are you in there?”

“Has he lost his damn mind?” Ronnie was slowly peeling the net from his hand.

I was not going to answer that question. Instead, I said, “Hall closet. Red first aid kit. Get the smelling salts. They’re in a black bottle with a yellow label.”

This time, he didn’t complain about being my errand boy. He returned with the bottle in one hand and the first aid kit in the other. “In case he needs anything else.”

The first step was to keep Temple from attacking us again. I carried him into the kitchen. Holding him in one hand, I rooted through the drawers. “This should work.”

I tore off a strip of aluminum foil and wrapped it around Temple’s body, leaving his head exposed. After eight more wraps, I added twist ties at the shoulders, waist, and knees.

“This is the weirdest house,” said Ronnie.

“Says the guy who carries around a net for Barbie dolls.”

He bristled. “It’s a fairy net. Edith Kensington invented them in 1901 for Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. The spellcraft in that net is vintage.”

I set Temple on the counter and unscrewed the cap from the bottle. Ronnie wrinkled his nose.

“Be thankful your senses are only human.” The pungent smell made my eyes water. I held the bottle at arm’s length and brought it toward Temple.

His tiny eyes snapped open. He tried to jerk back but only managed to topple onto his side. “Jenny? Why are you giant? Why am I tied up in foil? Why does everything smell like piss?”

Relief drained the adrenaline from my body. I closed the bottle and set it aside. “That’s the ammonia in the smelling salts.”

“Do you always try to kill people in your sleep?” asked Ronnie.

“Only on special occasions.” Temple cocked his head. “I was dreaming about . . . Well, never mind that. I remember my wards going off. Oh, hell. Did I try to fireball the two of you?”

“You did,” I said.

“I’m so sorry.” The weariness and regret in his expression made him look older than usual. “I thought you were a shoggoth.”

“Do I look like a fucking shoggoth?” Ronnie blinked. “What’s a shoggoth?”

“On that note, I figured out what’s in those pills that Sage took.” Temple rolled back and forth like a skinny baked potato. “And I’ll be happy to explain as soon as you unwrap me.”

• • •

A few minutes later, Temple was free, back to his normal size, and, most importantly, once again wearing his pajamas.

“Give me a moment.” He looked at the ceiling—or through it—then nodded. “I’ve turned on additional protections in my workshop. Thankfully, everything is as I left it. Given my nightmares, I was worried Slimey had found a way out of his jar.”

“Slimey?” asked Ronnie.

Temple ignored him and grabbed a mug from the cabinet, along with cocoa powder, chocolate chips, and vanilla. “Anyone else want hot chocolate?”

“Of course,” I said. “And so does Ronnie.”

“I don’t take drinks from people who try to kill me,” said Ronnie.

I sat at the table and motioned for him to do the same. “Here’s your next lesson. When Temple Finn offers to make chocolate of any kind, you say yes.”

“One for me, too.” Annette yawned as she joined us in the kitchen.

“You sleep through the whole magical battle in the hall, but as soon as Temple mentions chocolate, then you show up?” My heart wasn’t in the banter. Ever since Temple had mentioned shoggoths, I’d been fitting the pieces together and dreading what they revealed.

“I woke her,” said Temple. “I wanted you both to hear this.”

Annette looked at the scraps of tinfoil on the floor and the fresh welts on Temple’s throat and forehead. “What happened?”

I let Ronnie fill her in on the fight. My thoughts were on the other side of the country and decades in the past.

Too quickly, Ronnie reached the end of the story. “Temple thought I was something called a shoggoth,” he said. “Whatever the hell that is.”

“Extraplanar leftovers from before the Big Bang,” I said, before Temple could explain. My words were numb. “Imagine giant black slugs covered in eyeballs.”

“They’re not truly black.” Temple handed me a mug of hot chocolate topped with whipped cream as tall as the mug. He gave two more to Annette and Ronnie. “Our eyes just can’t see most of the colors. The pattern is like a banana with mottled brown spots, only instead of yellow and brown, they’re the color of time moving sideways with spots the color of forgotten stars. If you look at them closely, you go mad. Shoggoths were servants and not particularly intelligent. Slaves, really. It’s said they were builders, if you can believe that.”

“Lovecraft wrote about them, yes?” asked Annette.

Temple opened Stuart Little to a section titled At the Mountains of Madness. The illustration showed a mouse fleeing a glistening, tentacled horror. I flinched, not at the sight of the shoggoth but at the memories it stirred.

“How many books do you have saved in there?” asked Ronnie.

“Eleven thousand and four. I’d have more if certain people weren’t so stingy with their stock.”

Annette jabbed a finger at the book. “Keep that thing away from the store.” To Ronnie, she explained, “It literally eats other books. Devours them like a paper piranha. It’s not allowed in the shop or within ten feet of the stock room.”

Ronnie pointed to the picture, keeping his finger clear like he was afraid the book would bite it off. “You were just dreaming, though. That thing wasn’t really here, was it?”

“Yes and no.” Temple emptied his mug and wiped whipped cream and chocolate from his moustache. “Sage’s pills contain essence of shoggoth. It’s why Slimey was unaffected by my slowsand.”

“What the hell is Slimey?” asked Annette.

“That’s what I named the goo I extracted from one of the pills.”

He was more animated, energized by the prospect of extradimensional incursions. Or maybe he’d just been flirting with Margaret again. Either way, I was glad to see it.

“Shoggoths existed before time and space,” he went on. “Many of the rules of our universe don’t apply. Even trapped in a jar, it must cast a kind of shadow into our universe. I think I’ve got it locked down now, though. Shadow and all.”

“You’re saying the stuff in those pills is alive?” asked Ronnie.

“As much as your blood or mucus is alive, yes,” said Temple.

Annette pushed her mug away. “And people are voluntarily putting that in their mouths?”

Ronnie leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “Just tell me how we kill them.”

“Fire usually works,” I said. “Eventually. The other option is to banish them back to their plane of existence.”

“You’ve fought shoggoths?” Ronnie asked with what almost sounded like respect.

“You look remarkably sane for a woman who’s faced these creatures,” said Temple. “Even gazing upon one in a dream was enough to break my grip on reality.”

“I’ve had a lot of therapy. And Prozac.” I got up to refill my mug. I couldn’t put it off anymore, but this conversation was going to take a lot of whipped cream. “I was seventeen and on a break from Felipe and the Guardians Circle. It was the first of several splits with them. My father had died, and I needed time to just be human.”

He’d been killed in a car accident, of all things. No monsters, no curses, nothing I could hunt or fight. Nothing but a distracted driver who missed a stop sign, and suddenly I was down one parent.

“We have a duty to protect the world,” said Ronnie. “We don’t get breaks.”

“Why don’t we all shut up and let Jenny speak?” Annette put a hand on Ronnie’s shoulder. It looked like a kind gesture, but Ronnie winced and nodded hard.

“It started when this kid, Eddie Azevedo, showed up to first period in his underwear,” I said. “Everyone thought he was on drugs. Three days later, a woman fell to her death. In the middle of church. Then the mayor had a heart attack after running through town, screaming that he was being chased.”

“Those sound like nightmares,” said Annette.

“Exactly, though I didn’t figure that out until I overheard a dentist talking to her husband at the ice cream parlor. She’d been working on a kid who claimed his teeth all just fell out of his mouth.”

“People have nightmares about that?” asked Ronnie.

“It’s pretty common. Especially if you’re under a lot of stress.” I ran my tongue over my teeth for reassurance. “I went back to Felipe for help. I got a long, boring lecture about duty and responsibility, along with a tip about the Book of Nightmares.”

Temple perked up. “Tell me you found it.”

“We did, yes. I got the Slay Team together and tracked the book to a creepy old librarian.” Alex had immediately dubbed the man “the Crypt Keeper.” I smiled at the memory. “He lived in a renovated school bus way outside of town. When we got there, he hit us with a bunch of nightmare creatures, including a shoggoth.”

“But you got it? The actual Book of Nightmares?” Temple sounded like a kid who’d just gotten an all-season pass to Disney World. And I was about to yank it away from him.

“Briefly.” I couldn’t meet his eyes. “I kind of . . . burned it.”

Temple made a pained choking sound.

“We spent days arguing about that book,” I said. “The Guardians Council wanted it for their library, but I didn’t trust them. I was starting to realize some of the Guardians were just as bad as the monsters I hunted. The only way I could think of to keep them—or anyone else—from getting their hands on that kind of evil was to destroy it. Hunting down the nightmares that escaped after we killed the Crypt Keeper was hard enough. I couldn’t risk more getting loose.”

I’d hunted carnivorous dream dogs and cruel mockeries of old teachers and, for some reason, an all-werewolf version of the Backstreet Boys. None were as disturbing as the shoggoth, though the werewolves’ dance number had come close.

“You burned it.” From the grief and betrayal and horror in Temple’s voice, I’d committed a sin on par with taking a chainsaw to his grandmother. “I’m never making you hot chocolate again.”

“Jenny runs a bookstore now,” Annette said to Temple. “That has to make up for destroying one book almost forty years ago.”

Temple sniffed but didn’t respond.

“Is it possible the shoggoth survived?” asked Ronnie. “Could it have followed you here?”

“I doubt it,” I said. “The shoggoth was the hardest nightmare to catch. After our first two fights went badly, we set a trap. We broke into the middle school and drained the pool. My friends filled it a foot deep with gasoline. I lured the shoggoth into the pool. Alex threw a Molotov cocktail. Poof. No more shoggoth. No more school, either.” I’d spent the next day in the hospital with smoke inhalation and minor burns.

“Jenny . . .” The sympathy in Annette’s voice somehow made it worse than if she’d just blurted out what we were both thinking.

“I know,” I said.

Ronnie looked back and forth. “What did I miss?”

I finished off my hot chocolate and whipped cream. “Annette was attacked by three kids carrying squirt guns loaded with holy water. My friends and I used that same tactic on demons back in my Hunter days.”

“You mean the Slay Team?” Ronnie asked.

I never should have told him our group’s name. “Then there’s the spell on the pills. That containment ring came straight out of Nabu-rihtu-usur’s spellbook. The same spellbook we took from the Bubba’s Chicks guy after fighting his scorpion-men. And the pills are full of shoggoth goo. Just like the one from the Book of Nightmares.”

“And they’re operating in Salem, where you live,” said Annette. “That’s unlikely to be a coincidence.”

I’d crossed the entire country to escape that part of my life.

“Oh, damn,” said Ronnie, finally making the connection. “You think this drug-dealing, shoggoth-summoning bad guy is one of your former Slay Team friends.”

I had no hard proof, but my gut knew the truth. It was the only answer that tied it all together. I felt sick. I’d tried to distance myself from my surviving friends, to let them rebuild their lives free of me and the damage I’d brought.

“Do you have their cell numbers?” asked Ronnie. “We could trace their phones.”

“Felipe gave us charms to prevent that, back when cellphones started coming out.” We’d inscribed the charm onto a set of scratch-and-sniff stickers. I remembered sticking mine to the inside of the battery cover of my blocky Motorola phone, the one with the big pill-shaped buttons and the pull-out antenna.

I’d transferred it from one phone to the next over the years, and I had no doubt the rest of the Slay Team had done the same. My enchanted popcorn-scented sticker currently resided on the inside of my phone case, though the smell had dissipated after the first few months. “He didn’t want anyone to be able to follow us home or to the Guardians.”

Ronnie stared at me. “You grew up before cellphones?”

Annette swatted the back of his head.

I pushed my empty mug away. “I have to make some calls.”






 

“The new batch of elixir is done. Stop by to pick it up after school. It should be stronger now that R’gngyk is stirring. We’re close to the final ritual. Just don’t lose any more of the damn pills!”




CHAPTER 14

Jenny

I ended up stalling until eleven in the morning. I told myself California was three hours behind Salem and it would be rude to bother people so early in the day.

Finally, I asked Annette to cover the store, retreated to my bedroom, and made the first phone call. After four rings—just enough to make me hope no one would answer—a raspy voice with a hint of old Valley Girl accent said, “Jennifer? Is that you?”

Not the best start to our conversation. “You know I prefer Jenny.”

“I was just thinking about you the other day.”

I very much doubted that. “How have you been, Mom?”

“Well, my doctor says my blood pressure is too high, but I don’t know how that could be. You know I only eat organic. And I had to go in for my colonoscopy last month. They found three polyps. Is that a lot?”

I was already regretting this call. “That’s a question for your doctor. They should have sent the polyps to the lab to be checked.”

“They did, but I don’t trust that doctor. He’s not family.”

“Mom, you know I’m not a doctor, right?”

She hesitated. “Oh, totally. But you got that certification.”

“As an emergency medical technician. Not a doctor.” I’d also trained and studied with things that would make most doctors wet themselves, but none of that had given me the qualifications or the slightest desire to interpret my mother’s colonoscopy results.

I sat through six more minutes of updates about her health (not bad for a seventy-seven-year-old woman), her cats (Porgy and Bess), the wildfires last season (so much worse than when she was a child), and her neighbor’s lemon tree (which produced eighteen lemons this spring).

She didn’t ask a single question about me or the shop or Temple and Annette. I was fifty-six years old, and she still didn’t see me. I pushed the old pain aside the best I could. “Mom, I need to talk to Felipe. Is he around?”

She hmphed but didn’t argue. “Felipe? Your step-daughter wants to speak with you.”

The words triggered a full-body clench. In my mid-twenties, I’d been foolish enough to believe the worst was over. I’d survived monsters and magic and all of the killing. I’d gotten away from the Guardians Council and begun to live my own life. And then Felipe had opened up a whole new world of trauma by marrying my mother.

By the time he came to the phone, I’d repacked most of those emotions enough to offer a civil, “Hello.”

“Jennifer? Are you all right?”

I didn’t bother asking him to call me Jenny. “I’m fine. When are you going to get your own phone?”

“Never,” he said firmly. “Those cursed things are the work of the darkest devils. They erode the brain and entrap the soul.”

I hadn’t spoken with Felipe in four . . . no, five years. His accent had thickened with age, and his words were a little slower, but he spoke with the same confidence and conviction I remembered. It was both comforting and infuriating. “I need to know if anyone’s taken Nabu-rihtu-usur’s spellbook from the Council’s library.”

He paused before answering. “Why are you interested in that particular book? It’s not the kind of thing you can sell in your little store.”

“I can’t tell you that.” I knew how the Council treated potential threats. If they thought one of my former friends had gone to the dark side, they’d send Hunters after every surviving member of the Slay Team. “It’s important, Felipe.”

“I am sorry, Jennifer. Like you, I am retired.”

As if either of us could ever fully escape that world. “I know you better than that. You’re probably going out to breakfast every week with other old mentors, reminiscing and catching up on Council gossip.”

“It is brunch. With the senior discount, the buffet is a very reasonable eight dollars and ninety-nine cents.”

I had him, and we both knew it. “Either help me or I’ll tell Mom about the time you shot an arrow at my head.”

“I only did that because I trusted you to deflect it. It was a sign of my faith and confidence in your skills.” He let out a great, long-suffering sigh. “Very well. I may have heard Reginald DuPuis complaining about the library’s annual first-quarter audit last month. It required much overtime, and two librarians suffered minor injuries when relocating an improperly stored pair of seven-league boots. However, the audit found nothing missing, and there have been no attempted thefts or break-ins.”

“Thank you.” That wasn’t the only copy of Nabu-rihtu-usur’s book in existence, but it was the one the Slay Team knew about.

“I know that tone. Tell me what’s troubling you. Let us solve it together, like in the old days.”

A part of me wished to do exactly that. Felipe had a lifetime of experience with these things. I missed the security of having him and his resources in my corner, just like I missed the comfort of Artemis’s voice and presence as I went about my day.

Half a lifetime ago, I’d cut out parts of myself to keep the whole from rotting. That didn’t end the longing.

After a long silence, Felipe asked, “Is it because of what happened with Hope Lyons? How many times must I apologize and ask forgiveness? You were right, and I am sorry for my part in that tragedy.”

Apologies didn’t bring back the dead. They didn’t silence the screams. He wasn’t the one who’d killed a sixteen-year-old girl. “I have to go, Felipe.”

“It’s unhealthy to hold on to so much guilt and anger, Jennifer.”

“Give Mom my love.” I hung up before he could push more.

And to think, that had been the easy call.

• • •

I had three possible suspects to talk to. Three Slay Team survivors: Thalia Ravenwood, Alex Barclay, and Emily Arenberg. Three former friends. We’d saved each other’s lives more times than I could count.

I’d thought I was saving them again when I left.

By the time I finished my calls, it was twelve-thirty in the afternoon, and I felt like I’d gone twelve rounds with a mountain ogre.

Thalia was living in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, taking care of her father with end-stage renal failure. Her second divorce had been finalized in September of last year, and she shared custody of two teenagers with her ex. She’d been sober for fourteen years.

Alex had moved to Toronto for a job as a quality engineer working on the next generation of electric-car batteries. He was dating a chemistry teacher he’d met at a local pickleball league. He promised to send me a bottle of maple syrup next Christmas.

Emily was married and working as an analyst for the Idaho Treasurer’s Office. She and her wife would be celebrating their twenty-fifth anniversary later this year. Their youngest was in college, while the middle and oldest kids were out in the world, starting their own lives.

None of them said they hated me. All of them made the usual noises about how it had been too long, and we should talk more often, and one of these days we should all meet up. All of us knew it wouldn’t happen.

None of them confessed to running side gigs dealing shoggoth drugs or working to bring about the apocalypse.

The worst moment was when Emily quipped, “Raising teenagers makes me miss the simple, laid-back days of fighting evil beach gnomes.” For a moment, it felt like old times, joking and quipping together. But before I could respond, she’d added, “My wife freaked the first time she saw the bite scars from those little bastards. I told her I got attacked by a pug when I was in high school. I hated lying to her, but it’s what we do, right?”

She wasn’t wrong. Having to constantly lie to people you loved and betray their trust was number forty-seven on my list of Hunter of Artemis annoyances.

I missed my friends. I missed us. The laughter and the energy and the drama. I missed Alex humming the A-Team theme like an absolute dork while we broke into the school. I missed the way Thalia would play up her “small-town farm girl” bit, then turn around and spout off some obscure, genius-level thing she’d read in her free time.

It had all felt so right. So simple. We were the good guys. The things we hunted were the bad guys. We did our job and saved the world, week after week, year after year.

I’d walked away believing I was protecting us. Saving my friends from the constant injuries and threats of death. Saving us from losing our souls to the darkness we fought. Only, I hadn’t even managed that much, because one of my friends was lying to me.

I needed to check their stories. Annette was so much better at this. She had the detail-obsessed focus I lacked, but I couldn’t ask her for help. Not for this. I readjusted my position on the bed, stuffing another pillow behind my back before opening my laptop.

After a short but frustrating battle with the Idaho state government’s mobile website, I found Emily Arenberg listed as an employee, which seemed to confirm what she’d told me.

Alex and Thalia were harder to verify. We’d all learned to guard our privacy and limit what we shared online to protect ourselves and our families. Of the three of them, Alex was the only one with a social media presence, and he hadn’t updated it for more than a year.

I took a break and picked up my phone to replay each conversation. Yes, recording them without permission was a violation of their trust and privacy, not to mention a lousy friend move. It was Annoyance Forty-Seven all over again.

I listened again, trying to think like Annette. Listening for missteps and hesitations and inconsistencies. Thinking of these people as suspects rather than friends.

When I was finished, I closed my eyes and sought comfort in the familiar sounds of the house. Annette had a line of three tourists at the shop counter. I heard Ronnie downstairs using the weights. The creak of Temple’s La-Z-Boy meant he was back in his library again. Hopefully putting even more security around “Slimey” so that none of us would have to deal with the fallout from shoggoth-infected nightmares.

I waited for Annette to finish scanning items and helping one person figure out how to use his debit card. Once all three tourists had left, I headed downstairs, closed the front door, and hung up the BACK IN 15 MINUTES sign.

“Well?” she asked.

Better to rip the band-aid off quickly. “It’s Alex Barclay.”

“Are you sure?”

“No.” I leaned against the wall. “But when I talked to Emily, it was less than a minute before she asked why I was really calling. Thalia took a minute and a half. Alex and I caught up for ten minutes, and he never asked.”

Annette pursed her lips. “That’s not exactly hard proof of supervillainy.”

“We know each other too well,” I said. “None of them would believe I was calling just to say hi. We don’t do that. Alex was trying too hard to act like everything was normal.”

“All right.” Annette pulled out a notebook and flipped to a blank page. “Alex Barclay. Why would Alex come to Salem and start dealing shoggoth drugs?”

“He wouldn’t.” My voice cracked. “The Alex I knew liked kids. He used to volunteer as a Big Brother. He was super protective of his two younger sisters. He’d stand up to bullies even when it meant he got his own butt kicked.”

Maybe I was wrong. Maybe it was a rogue Guardian from the Council or an obsessed one-shot villain from my past that I’d forgotten about or an evil alternate-universe Jenny Winter who dressed in all black with too much makeup and those clichéd violet streaks in her hair to make sure everyone knew how rebellious she was.

No, the odds of that happening again were astronomical.

I needed to be logical and follow the evidence, like Annette. The evidence pointed to one of my friends. To Alex.

“Any idea how to find him?” asked Annette.

“He told me he was working in Toronto,” I said numbly. “I haven’t been able to verify that.”

“I’ll run some searches.” She turned back a page in her notepad. She’d been chewing her pen. That was never a good sign. “Your selkie friend called half an hour ago. I could barely hear him over the noise. Music and people talking and yelling. Who parties in the middle of a Monday afternoon?”

“Hjálmar does.” I’d asked him to look into Sage’s disappearance. Another dollop of guilt joined my ample supply. I’d been so caught up in my phone calls, I’d forgotten about Ava’s missing friend.

“He heard from a kappa about a drug the police are calling black magic because they’re utterly lacking in imagination. It sounds like our shoggoth pills. He said the stuff has put four kids in the hospital.”

“Have the police gotten hold of any samples?” That was just what we needed, a police lab messing with pills they didn’t understand and infecting themselves with shoggoth-induced madness and nightmares.

“Thankfully, no. I spoke with a contact at the station. He wouldn’t give me any names, but he let it slip that all four kids attended Salem High School.”

I noticed the tension in Annette’s shoulders. Morgan was a student at Salem High. If this stuff was making the rounds among the students, and if it let them see people who were different . . .

“The kids who jumped me at the Gauntlet were high school-aged, too,” she added.

“Sage is only twelve,” I pointed out.

“Maybe Alex is expanding distribution.”

When I was seventeen, Felipe had taken me on a “field trip” to a San Francisco high school. One of their Science Bowl stars had gotten his hands on a dusted vampire. Half the team was snorting the stuff. It made them stronger, faster, and very antisocial.

Treatment involved a series of ass-kickings, administered by me, followed by six-hour IV drips of holy water cut with colloidal silver, administered by Felipe.

I’d asked Felipe why so many of my missions involved kids messing with spells and making bad deals with devils and djinns and experimenting with artifacts that animated the skeletons of old pets buried in the backyard. He told me young people were more open to such things, more willing to believe. They also had more time to experiment.

Was that why Alex was using kids? Because they were easier to convince? Or maybe they were just easier to control.

“You know what comes next, right?” asked Annette.

“I’ll make sure Temple and Ronnie don’t have plans for tonight.”

It always struck me as peculiar how often my duties as a Hunter, my sacred duty to seek out and destroy evil, involved breaking into schools.






 

“Jenny Winter, is that you? It’s been ages. No, I’m not busy. How have you been?”




CHAPTER 15

Annette

Salem High School was in the southwest part of town. We parked Ronnie’s mother a block away, not wanting to draw attention to a lone van in the school parking lot. As we approached the building, Temple cast a spell to fritz any security cameras that looked our way, as well as whatever alarm systems the school had in place.

Ronnie was clearly excited about escaping the shop and going on a real mission. He’d donned his trench coat and was carrying his katana sheathed over his back.

Temple was limping more than usual. That could have been from his dust-up with Jenny this morning. He’d changed into black sweatpants and an old flannel over a maroon T-shirt. Tonight’s hat was that narrow-brimmed brown trilby he liked.

Jenny had donned wide-legged pleated pants, comfortable sneakers, and a too-large black zip-up top I was pretty sure she’d swiped from my closet. She walked with purpose, outpacing the rest of us. Her movements were taut with barely contained energy. She’d been quieter than usual since we left the house.

I was especially worried about Jenny. I’d seen her upset, even angry on occasion. I’d never seen her so coldly focused. I distracted myself by giving Ronnie crap about his katana. “We’re lucky you’re here to protect us if we run into an evil night-shift janitor.”

“Lesson one: always be prepared,” he said.

“Lesson two: try not to look like you’re on your way to Comic-Con.”

Lamps on tall posts illuminated the front of the three-story brick building. It was just past eleven, so the school should be empty.

I took my lockpick kit from my purse and dropped to one knee at the front door. A minute later, we were inside.

“Where to?” asked Jenny.

“You’re the Hunter,” I grumbled. But I was the only one who’d been here before. For some reason, neither Jenny nor Temple had wanted to come with me to see the school’s performance of Aladdin. Not even when I told them Morgan was playing Iago.

Their loss. He’d been brilliant.

Jenny sniffed the air. “Smells like sweat and anxiety and cafeteria food.”

In the past, my first step would have been breaking into the main office. Attendance and disciplinary records would give me the names of the students who’d been hospitalized. But these days, everything was on computers. Even if I could bypass user logins and passwords, I’d have to figure out how to use the school’s software.

I went with plan B. “Temple, see if you can find any more of those shoggoth pills.”

“The containment spell on the capsule makes the contents difficult to detect, but I might be able to pick up the containment spell itself.” He removed his hat and reached inside, his arm disappearing to the elbow. He brought out a small brass compass. After replacing his hat, he whispered a Mandarin phrase.

The compass needle spun and glowed with harsh red light. “Interesting.”

“What does red mean?” asked Jenny.

“I’m getting traces of minor summoning and binding magic.” He started down the hall.

We followed his compass past walls lined with lockers and murals and bulletin boards. It brought us to a classroom door with little chemistry-themed posters that had cutesy sayings like, If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the precipitate and How are the Oxygen and Potassium today? They’re OK.

I made short work of the lock, then opened the door. Slate-topped tables filled most of the room, each with chrome valves and nozzles for Bunsen burners. A large periodic table hung on one wall. There was an emergency eye-washing station, a set of shelves filled with books and folders, and several crudely drawn penises on the nearest lab table . . . everything you’d expect from a high school chemistry class.

“Over here.” Temple tapped the end of his cane against a locked cabinet in a corner of the room. His compass was significantly brighter.

This lock was almost insultingly easy. Inside were shelves with small jars and bottles and boxes. Some had vividly colored warning stickers. “Acetone,” I read. “Blood typing kit. Carbon. Charcoal. How nice, they’re alphabetized.”

I glanced at the S section. I saw no jars labeled Shoggoth Slime, but . . .“That’s an awful lot of sulfur for high school chem.”

“It’s a useful ingredient in summoning spells.” Temple peered over my shoulder. “So is sodium chloride—salt—and mercury. You could cause a lot of chaos with this stuff if you knew what you were doing.”

Several places on the shelves were noticeably empty, with ring-shaped stains showing where canisters and jars had been removed.

“Bastard.”

I had my knife out before I registered who had spoken. Anger had made Jenny’s voice almost unrecognizable.

She stood behind the teacher’s desk, gripping the back of the black roller chair with both hands. Her fingers had pierced the thin padding. Her eyes shone. “It’s him.”

“Alex?” I replaced my knife and stepped closer.

“His smell has changed a bit over the years, but . . .” She nodded. “He’s been teaching them, Annette. For weeks, judging from the scent. Maybe months. Right here in Salem. Right under my nose all this time.”

“Morgan mentioned getting a new chemistry teacher back in February,” I said slowly, trying to remember the details. “A long-term sub. None of them knew what happened to the usual teacher.”

How hard had Jenny clung to the possibility she’d been wrong? I’d had my share of betrayals and cheating lovers but nothing like this. Jenny’s old team had been like family. Finding irrefutable proof of Alex’s lies must have been tearing her up inside. I searched for words that would bring any measure of comfort, but this kind of comfort had never been my strength. “What can I do?”

She turned toward me. “Help me stop him.”

That, I understood. Set emotions aside and focus on solving the case. Work through the facts. “Was Alex qualified to teach chemistry?”

“I don’t think so.” Jenny’s forehead crinkled. “He told me he was dating a chemistry teacher.”

“Maybe he was.” I should find out more about the teacher Alex had replaced. “Or maybe he was dropping half-truths to toy with you.”

“If he wanted this job, he had ways to make it happen.” She pulled open one drawer after another, examining the contents. “We all picked up tricks and trinkets over the years. There was an amulet with persuasion magic Raj took from a shapeshifting con artist. Emily had a beauty charm she kept after we busted an illegal magic shop.”

“Could Alex have taken the amulet after Raj died?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t have thought so, but . . .” She shrugged and slammed a drawer.

Why pretend to be a teacher? There were other ways to get access to kids, but he’d chosen to work at a high school. To return to the environment where he and Jenny and their friends had first come together. “He’s stuck in the past.”

A clatter drew our attention to Temple, who’d been going through the supply closet. He had paraffin, chalk, and rubbing alcohol laid out on the table closest to the closet, and he’d just knocked over the rubbing alcohol.

Ronnie caught the bottle before it fell to the floor.

Temple barely noticed. He used the chalk to draw a ring of symbols on the table. Then he licked the block of wax.

“If you’re hungry, I’ve got granola in my purse,” I said.

“Saliva’s part of the spell.” Temple rolled the wax into a ball, tossed it onto the center of the table, and snapped his fingers. A deep red flame grew from the wax-and-spitball. Rivulets of molten wax dripped and spread across the tabletop.

“Alex worked magic in this room. I’m trying to see what he did.” Temple doused his hands with rubbing alcohol and waved them over the red flame. The fire jumped to his hands. He pressed them together, then flicked his fingers. Tiny dots of fire rained onto the table.

The flames spread out, merging with the liquid wax to take on the shapes of seven tiny students seated at a table. An eighth figure joined them. While the figures had few details, this one was clearly missing most of his left arm.

Neon blue sparks formed a triangle between the people.

“They’re using sulfur for the base of the spell,” Temple murmured. Yellow sparks joined the blue. “Salt. I can’t tell what kind.” A scattering of purple appeared within the triangle. Temple cocked his head. “No idea what that might be. This could take a while to decipher.”

I grabbed Jenny. “Come on.”

“Where are you going?” asked Ronnie.

“Alex put these kids to work making magic,” I said. “And sulfur has a very distinct smell. The Hunter and I are going to do a locker inspection.”

As we left, Jenny said to Ronnie, “Stay here and keep an eye on Temple. I don’t need a second burned-down school on my conscience.”

• • •

It took six minutes for Jenny to find the first locker. I needed two more to pick the tiny lock in the center of the combination dial.

Inside the door was a miniature basketball hoop and a dry-erase board with a note to Remember math homework.

We found nothing to identify the owner. No mess of old papers or personalized graffiti. But tucked inside a compact, folded-up umbrella was a paper envelope with three black pills. I grabbed those, made a note of the locker number, and moved on.

The next one was more promising. There were no pills in this locker, but Jenny said the sulfur smell was all over the dial and the inside. A series of photobooth pics was stuck inside the door. I tugged them free of the magnet and studied the two boys hamming it up, laughing together, and making out. I recognized the kid on the right. I’d broken his nose two nights ago in the parking lot at the Gauntlet.

A pile of graded papers at the bottom gave me a name: Noah Hovenkamp.

Jenny had already moved down the hall. She stood with her arms crossed in front of another locker. “Annette . . .”

“What is it?” When I joined her, she wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “This one has the strongest sulfur scent so far.”

I started to work on the lock, but Jenny stopped me.

“Annette . . . this is Morgan’s locker.”

My thoughts stalled. Why would there be sulfur in Morgan’s locker? This had to be a joke. Was I supposed to laugh?

“Are you sure?” A stupid question, I knew. Jenny was a Hunter. She didn’t make mistakes when tracking people.

“I know his scent.” She stepped aside to let me open the lock.

My hands were unsteady. It took longer to get this one open. Once I did, a single look inside confirmed what she’d found. Morgan’s green-and-black spring jacket hung from a hook. Blake was always grumbling about Morgan forgetting to bring it home after school.

Morgan kept his locker neater than the others I’d checked. I searched it from top to bottom. I found a single loose pill in his jacket pocket.

Jenny took the pill and added it to the envelope with the others we’d found.

“Damn it, Morgan.” I slammed the locker. The sound echoed down the hall. I punched the door, leaving a large dent in the center.

Morgan had so much going for him. He was handsome, confident, and bright. He was smarter than this.

“I’m sorry.” Jenny put a hand gently on my shoulder.

“Me, too.”

We stood in silence for a minute before Jenny asked, “What can I do?”

I gave her the same answer she’d given me. “Help me end this.” I hit the locker again. “Sage probably got his pills from Morgan’s room. He’s over at their house all the time. Maybe he was snooping around, or maybe Morgan gave him a sample.”

Which would suggest Morgan wasn’t just taking drugs, he was dealing them.

“There are more lockers to check,” Jenny said quietly. “If you’re not ready, I can—”

“Our next step should be to question the subject.” According to the clock in the hall, it was almost midnight.

“We don’t have to—”

“Morgan is our best lead, and we know where he lives.” I started walking toward the chemistry classroom. “Let’s go interrogate my grandson.”

• • •

I wasn’t in a talking mood, so Jenny explained what we had found as we exited the school.

“Your own grandson?” Ronnie shook his head. “That sucks. He’s the one who started to get in my face the first time I came to the shop, right? I liked him. He was fiery.”

I didn’t answer. I concentrated on walking to the van as wave after wave of alternating anger and fear crashed over me.

“Alex has been busy,” said Temple. “Summoning-type magic, mostly.”

“Tell me he didn’t conjure up his own pet shoggoth,” said Jenny.

“Nothing that powerful,” he said. “The spell he and his after-school sorcery club cast most often was a version of Nabu-rihtu-usur’s ritual but smaller.”

“How small?” asked Ronnie.

“He couldn’t have summoned anything bigger than a Smurf.”

“Morgan can tell us what they were doing,” I said quietly.

“Alex cast a different spell a couple of months ago,” Temple continued. “He did this one solo, and something came through. I couldn’t see exactly what it was, but it was humanoid and significantly larger than a Smurf.”

Ronnie adjusted his katana. “Whatever it is, we can handle it.”

“I also picked up a whiff of surveillance magic,” said Temple. “I didn’t have time to track it down.”

Jenny’s breath hissed between her teeth. “Meaning there’s a chance Alex knows we’re onto him.”

I wasn’t worried about that. Alex would have found out sooner or later. Especially if Morgan was feeding him info.

I climbed into the back of the van. Let Jenny drive. She knew where Blake lived.

I pulled out my phone and texted Blake to let him know we were on our way over. He didn’t answer, of course.

I was supposed to be a detective, but I’d missed the signs from my own grandson.

Blake had done everything he could to give his kids a normal life. I, on the other hand, brought them over every Saturday to hang out with a wizard and a Hunter in a shop that literally lived on magic.

Had I been too open with Morgan, whetting his appetite for the supernatural? Or had I not been open enough, leaving him frustrated and curious and unprepared for the dangers?

Would Blake ever speak to me again after this?

When we arrived at my son’s house, the windows were dark and the street was quiet.

Jenny twisted around in her seat. “What’s the plan, Annette?”

I refocused on the present. I wanted to kick down the front door, march up the steps, drag Morgan out of bed, and shake the stupid out of him. Instead, I pointed to a second-story window. “That’s Morgan’s bedroom. Ronnie, stay outside in case he tries to sneak away and make a break for it.”

“You really think he’d do that?” asked Jenny.

“Fuck if I know.” I was so angry, I was shaking. “Fuck if I know anything about that boy.” To Ronnie, I said, “If he runs, yell for us. If you hurt him, I will personally drop you on Hell’s doorstep, understand? And take off that stupid sword.”

He nodded hard. “Yes, ma’am.”

I left the van and started up the driveway. Jenny intercepted me before I reached the porch. She stood between me and the door, facing me with a stern expression.

“What?” I snapped.

“Look at your hands.”

I looked down. My fingers were curled, and my claws were partially extended. I forced my hands to relax. Slowly, the nails receded. “Satisfied? I’m fine.”

She didn’t argue or raise her voice. But she didn’t move out of my way, either. She just tilted her head and watched me with those sad brown eyes. “Are you?”

I didn’t answer. Which was answer enough.

She took my hand and squeezed. “We’re here. Morgan is our family, too. Just like you.”

“You are so fucking cheesy.” I swallowed and returned the squeeze.

I waited for Temple to join us, and for Ronnie to get into position in the side yard. Then the rest of us walked up to the front door together.

I knocked hard. After a minute, I knocked again.

“They’re waking up,” Jenny assured me. “I hear Morgan and Blake stirring.” Her brow furrowed slightly. “Ava’s snores are pretty ragged. Blake should probably get her checked for apnea.”

A light came on inside. My son opened the door, wearing nothing but loose pajama pants. I was happy to see he’d regained most of the weight he’d lost after the divorce. He stared at us, and the weariness vanished, replaced by fear. “What is it? Did you find Sage?”

“I take it you didn’t see my texts,” I said. “Can we come in?”

For once, there was no argument. He stepped back and waved us into the living room. “What’s going on?”

“We haven’t found Sage yet,” said Jenny.

I paced the length of the room. “We have to talk to Morgan.”

“Why?” he asked.

I didn’t want to tell him. I wanted to protect him from this, like I’d tried to protect him as a child. We’d both seen how well that had worked out. “We learned more about the pills Sage took. The police are calling the drugs black magic.” I was stalling. “We found one in Morgan’s locker.”

Blake stood there for so long, I started to question whether I’d spoken out loud. Finally, he raked a hand through his hair and said, “You’re supposed to be finding Sage. Why were you poking around in my son’s locker? Mom, did you break into the school?”

“We all did,” said Temple.

“Blake, please.” I reached out, but he pulled away.

“Maybe you made a mistake,” said Blake. “How do you know it was Morgan’s locker?”

I reminded myself that I’d reacted the same way. “Jenny recognized his scent. And Morgan left his jacket in his locker again.”

His lips were tight, his fists clenched, and if I knew my son at all, he was about three seconds from trying to throw us out of his house.

Please don’t make me do this the hard way, I pleaded silently.

“The drugs are coming from Morgan’s chemistry teacher,” said Jenny. “Alex Barclay. He’s . . . someone I used to know.”

Blake wavered slightly. It hurt that Jenny could get through to him in a way I couldn’t.

“How dangerous is he?” he asked.

Jenny hesitated. “We don’t know yet.”

“Dangerous enough,” I said firmly. “Morgan’s in trouble. Please let us help him.”

He looked past me to Jenny and Temple, then bowed his head. When he spoke, he sounded broken. “I’ll get him.”

“There’s no need.” Jenny turned toward the stairs. “I know you’re there. You can come down now, Morgan.”






 

“You thought I wouldn’t see you snooping around my classroom, Jenny? Did you forget about the mirror witch we fought at the fun house down by Alameda? I was the one who figured out how she was watching us, remember? Not you or Kayla or Raj or any of them. Me.

“All I needed were a few tiny mirror shards positioned throughout the classroom, and I could see everything. My students are convinced I have eyes in the back of my head.

“I suppose this means the game is afoot. And it’s my move.”




CHAPTER 16

Annette

Morgan looked calmer than he had any right to be, sitting there in the middle of the couch in his blue plaid pajama bottoms and a loose white T-shirt.

I, on the other hand, was barely holding it together. I wanted to hug him and I wanted to kick his ass, and I couldn’t do either one. “How much of our conversation did you overhear?”

“All of it,” he said.

To my left, Temple was inspecting the books on the small shelves by the entertainment center. He pulled out a Calvin and Hobbes treasury and asked, “Hey, can I borrow this?”

“Not now,” I snapped. To Morgan, I said, “Let’s start with Sage Parker. Do you have any idea where he is?”

Neither his expression nor his voice changed. “No.”

I pulled up the ottoman and sat in front of him. “Did you give him the black-magic pills?”

“I didn’t give them to him, no.” He rolled his eyes, the first sign of annoyance he’d shown. “Sage must have stolen them from my room.”

“How many did he steal?”

“Six.”

“And how many more do you have?”

Morgan didn’t answer. No matter. Between Jenny and Temple, we’d find every last pill in the house before we left. “Morgan, those pills put four of your classmates in the hospital.”

His calm cracked, and he turned away. “They weren’t strong enough. The things you see when you take them are . . . intense. For some people, it’s overwhelming.”

My chest felt like it was being crushed by a thousand stones. “Tell me what you saw.”

“Or else what?”

“Answer the question,” snapped Blake.

“He said you wouldn’t understand.” Morgan’s expression hardened, turning him into a stranger. “You’re ashamed of what we are, Dad. You’re scared of it. Well, I’m not. I want to be like Grandma and Aunt Jenny and Uncle Temple.”

If anything was going to make Blake blow a gasket, it was his son saying he wanted to be more like me.

“Why do you want to be like us?” I asked before Blake could respond.

“You used to save people. Especially Aunt Jenny. She never cared what anyone thought. She snuck out every night. She lied to her parents and her teachers and everyone else, but she was a hero. She saved the world again and again.”

“You’re no Hunter,” I said firmly.

“Maybe I could be,” he shot back. “Mr. Barclay is teaching us, just like the guy who used to teach Aunt Jenny. He’s helping us see and making us strong enough to protect the world.”

Jenny moved forward, silently asking to speak. I gave a slight nod.

“Morgan, there’s so much I haven’t told you about what it was like being a Hunter,” Jenny said. “Felipe wasn’t the good guy. Sometimes, neither was I. You don’t know the toll it takes.”

“Nothing worth doing is easy,” said Morgan. “Isn’t that what you’re always telling me, Dad? What about that Ben Jonson quote you love so much? ‘He knows not his own strength that hath not met adversity.’ I’m not afraid of adversity.”

Blake’s face reddened. “There’s strength and then there’s being a damn fool,” he shouted.

“Enough, both of you.” I stood and stepped between them. “Blake, I need you to walk away.”

He whirled, aiming the full force of his anger at me instead of Morgan. Which was what I’d expected. “You’re in my house, talking to my son—”

“And you’re not helping.” I put my hands on his shoulders, willing him to listen. “You’re furious, and you have every right to be, but our priority is to find Sage and Alex before—”

He slapped my hands away. “I never should have moved us here. This shit followed you around your whole life. Now it’s infected my son.”

Jenny touched the small of my back. Her hand rested there, no pressure, just a reminder of her presence. A reminder that I wasn’t alone. It was enough to keep me from saying something unforgiveable.

“Blake Andrew Davis,” I said quietly. “I get it. You feel scared and out of control. So do I. If we’re going to get through this, I need you to trust me. Let me talk to my grandson.”

He looked at Morgan, then back at me. The muscles in his neck and shoulder were visibly taut. If he clenched his jaw any harder, he’d shatter his teeth. “I’ll be upstairs.”

“Thank you,” I said.

He walked away like he hadn’t heard.

“Are you all right?” Jenny whispered.

No, I wasn’t fucking all right. If Blake and I had made any progress mending things in recent years, I’d blown it all to hell tonight. I needed to scream and cry and get drunk and get laid, not necessarily in that order.

Instead, I sat back down on the ottoman and tried to calm my breathing.

“Mr. Barclay told me you’d freak out if you knew,” said Morgan.

I clasped my hands together to keep the claws from coming out. “A strange man gave you drugs and told you to keep it a secret from your family. That didn’t raise any red flags?”

“How old was Aunt Jenny when a strange man started secretly training her to hunt and fight and kill?”

“You think what Felipe did to her was a good thing?”

“I think the world’s a better place because it had Jenny Winter to protect it.”

What had Alex said to turn my grandson into this cocky little shit? The more we argued, the more Morgan was going to dig in his heels. He was too much like his father. And his grandmother.

I needed a different way to break through that stubbornness. I opened my purse and pulled out the photo-booth pictures I’d taken from the school. “This is Noah Hovenkamp, right? He’s part of your group.”

Morgan didn’t answer.

I pointed to the burns on my face. “He and two of his friends did this to me.”

The blood drained from his cheeks. “What are you talking about? You told me that was a cooking accident.”

“I lied because I didn’t want you to worry. That was a mistake.” I tugged down my collar so he could see the burns on my neck. “Noah and two other kids attacked me with holy water. If I’d been a full-blooded demon like Great-Grandma Lily, they would have killed me.”

I’d shaken him. He chewed his lower lip, and when he spoke, the certainty was gone. “I knew those three had done something. I wasn’t there the day Mr. Barclay chewed them out, and nobody would tell me exactly what had gone down.”

“He probably told them not to,” I said. “He was afraid of how you’d react if you knew your buddies tried to kill me.”

Jenny’s knees cracked as she crouched next to me. “You said Alex—Mr. Barclay—was teaching you to protect the world. Do you think that’s what Noah and his friends were doing? Trying to protect the world from a demon?”

“Maybe. They didn’t know Grandma’s not like that . . .” Morgan slumped. “Mr. B told us not to engage. He said we weren’t ready yet.”

That yet chilled me. “Morgan, do you know what’s in those pills you’ve been taking?”

“Mr. Barclay calls it the sacred elixir.” He stared at his hands. “There’s a ritual we do to collect it. It’s like tapping an interdimensional keg.”

Temple looked up from the comics he was reading. “It’s not an elixir. It’s a living creature. Part of one, at least. You’ve basically been doing shots of eldritch mucus.”

Morgan’s mouth puckered like he’d tasted something rancid, but he rallied with, “That doesn’t automatically make it bad. Lots of things sound gross when you know where they come from. Like vanilla. Did you know vanilla flavor comes from beaver butt glands?”

“Castor glands,” said Temple. “That was fifty years ago. They’ve got cheaper synthetic flavors these days.”

“Hold up.” Jenny made a time-out sign with her hands. “What do you mean, fifty years ago? Did I eat beaver-butt ice cream as a child?”

Temple shrugged. “If that upsets you, wait until you hear about civet coffee.”

“Focus, all of you,” I said. Morgan believed Alex was turning them into the next Slay Team, a group of hunters who would fight evil and save the world while cracking jokes and striking badass poses. “What kind of training has he given you?”

“Not much,” Morgan admitted. “Most of the time, we do the spells and then just hang out, playing games or working on homework. He says once we’ve done the final ritual, we won’t need training.”

“What’s the final ritual?” asked Temple.

“That’s when our powers become permanent.” Morgan stared past us, like he was seeing his future self, all buff and dressed in black and decked out with weapons like . . . well, like Ronnie. “We’ll be faster and stronger.”

“At what cost?” Temple closed Calvin and Hobbes and returned it to the shelf. “There’s always a price. Your vitality, your family, even your soul.”

Morgan turned away. “It’s not that kind of magic.”

“Tell us where to find Alex,” I said. “Let us talk to him. If you’re right about him, maybe we can—”

“I can’t.”

“Morgan . . .”

“No, seriously. There was an oath. I thought it was stupid, but it’s real. They smeared a drop of blood from my little finger onto a scrap of paper with the oath written on it, then burned the paper. If I tell you where to find him or betray any of the others, my finger will burn.”

“So?” asked Temple. “You’ve got nine more.”

“I remember those oaths,” said Jenny. “They’re called pinky swears. A warlock in LA invented the spell. He used it to make little kids steal for him. Three kids lost their fingers.”

“Temple, can you undo the . . .” I had to force myself to say the words. “The pinky swear?”

“Maybe.” He tilted his head toward Morgan. “But not if he doesn’t want me to.”

The stubborn set of Morgan’s jaw answered for him.

“Morgan, what’s under your shirt?” Jenny had switched to her healer tone, calm and reassuring. It made me nervous.

His eyes widened ever so slightly. He sat up and straightened the front of his T-shirt. “That’s inappropriate, Aunt Jenny.”

“He has something hidden in there,” Jenny said to me. “I saw it move.”

Morgan crossed both arms over his stomach. “You’re crazy. You can’t—”

“That’s enough.” I stood. My claws weren’t out and I hadn’t raised my voice, but Morgan scooted backward on the couch like I’d turned into Freddy Kreuger or whatever horror villain the kids were into. “Show us.”

He looked us up and down like he was seriously considering trying to take us on. Jenny just shook her head, a plea and a warning.

“I know those pills make you strong,” I said quietly. “Thanks to my run-in with your three friends, I also know you’re not as strong as me or Jenny. How do you want this to go?”

Without a word, Morgan tugged up his shirt.

On the pale skin of his abdomen, about two inches above and one inch to the right of the belly button, was a small eye, complete with lid and lashes. Unlike Morgan’s brown eyes, the iris of this one was bright green, flecked with gold. The white part was badly bloodshot.

“It’s not a big deal,” said Morgan. “Alex calls it our third eye. Some of the kids have more than one. It’s symbolic. It shows that we’re learning to see the world the way it really is.”

I wanted to turn away. The visceral horror of this thing growing in my grandson’s flesh was too much.

“Can you see out of it?” asked Temple. “Did you grow an extra optic nerve, or is it a vestigial eyeball?”

“I get flashes of light and dark,” he said. “Mostly it stays closed, like it’s sleeping.”

I forced myself to bend closer so I could better study the eye. It twitched and stared back at me. “You’re not seeing me through your third eye?”

Morgan shook his head.

I moved to the side. The eye followed. “Well, something is.”

“It makes sense.” Temple reached past me and poked the eye. The lid snapped shut, and Morgan flinched. “Shoggoths are covered in eyeballs. Morgan is ingesting shoggoth goo.”

“Can you stop what’s happening to him?” I asked.

Temple scratched his beard. “How long have you been taking the pills, Morgan?”

“Since early February. About three a week.” Morgan sounded uncertain, maybe even scared. But not scared enough.

“What other changes have you noticed?” asked Jenny.

“I’m stronger. I don’t have to sleep as long. And I see magic. The first time I noticed was at the shop. Everything there is brighter, more real than anything else. I saw it with you and Uncle Temple, and even with Ava and Dad. It’s like we glow, when everyone else is just dull.”

He sounded blissful.

Footsteps creaked on the stairs. Morgan yanked down his shirt before his father came into view.

I started toward Blake, but he shook his head and said, “I’m all right. Please . . .”

There was so much pain and fear and desperation packed into that please. I nodded and turned back to Morgan. “I know you trust Mr. Barclay, but can we at least agree Sage shouldn’t be a part of this? Imagine how scared he’s going to be if eyeballs start opening up on his skin.”

“Your sister is worried about him,” Blake added. “His parents have been frantic.”

I gave him a grateful look.

Morgan turned away, his lips pressed tight. “The ritual we do . . . it creates a connection, like we’re sharing each other’s senses. I could try that and see if I can find Sage. I have the stuff to do it in the garage.”

I heard Blake’s self-control cracking as he asked, “You’ve been doing magic in my garage?”

I jumped in before Morgan could respond. “Right now, the priority is Sage. We can get back to yelling at each other once he’s safe.”

• • •

Jenny sniffed as we entered the one-car garage. “You’ve got mice.”

Between Blake’s car, a wall lined with metal shelving, a small tool-covered workbench in one corner, and the lawnmower and other tools, there was barely room to move around. Morgan squeezed past the workbench and dragged out a five-gallon bucket of de-icing salt. He pulled off the lid, dug through the salt, and retrieved a sealed freezer bag.

Inside the bag were a candle, lighter, a folded piece of paper, and a plastic device shaped like a short, fat ballpoint pen.

Morgan replaced the lid on the bucket, set the candle on top, and lit it. Then he placed the plastic device to the end of his index finger and pressed a button. There was a quiet thunk. He squeezed his finger. A drop of blood welled from the tip.

“Next time, swab that with alcohol first,” said Jenny.

“What’s that thing you used to stab yourself?” Blake was trying to stay calm. His voice had only trembled a little.

“It’s what diabetics use to check their blood sugar. I ordered it online.” Morgan held his finger over the candle and squeezed out eight drops of blood. The flame flickered and hissed as each one fell.

“Why eight drops?” asked Temple.

“Because that’s how Mr. Barclay said to do it.” Morgan unfolded the paper and began to read. “Mggoka’ai R’gngyk ngth na’ghtagn. Hotept R’gngyk na’shub.”

I didn’t recognize the language, but my skin prickled and my free hand moved toward the knife strapped to my back.

“Does anyone else feel that?” whispered Blake.

“Like something’s watching us,” I said. It was similar to the sensation I’d felt in Sage’s room but thankfully not as strong.

Morgan repeated the words two more times, then squeezed four more drops onto the candleflame.

“Is it working?” I asked.

“Sage is someplace outside,” Morgan said slowly. “I can feel the breeze on his face and hands. Most of the others are sleeping, but Mr. Barclay is awake.”

“You can sense him, too?” I asked sharply. “Can he see and hear us right now?”

“I’m not sure. I don’t think so.”

If he could, it was too late to do anything about it. “Focus on Sage. What else can you tell me?”

“I smell roses.” Morgan’s nose crinkled. “Grandma, I think he’s at the shop.”

My gut clenched. “Are you sure?”

“He feels different from the others.” Morgan grimaced. “Like he’s wading through a dream.”

I turned to Jenny. “We have to go.”

Temple tapped the hook of his cane to the candle, smothering the flame. Then, while Morgan was blinking and recovering from the spell, Temple yanked the paper from his hand.

“That’s mine.” Morgan reached for it.

Temple’s cane rapped his knuckles.

I turned to my son. “I’ll call as soon as I can. Don’t let Morgan leave the house.”

“Oh, he’s grounded for life plus a hundred years,” said Blake.

Morgan opened his mouth to protest, caught my expression, and shut it. Maybe there was hope for him after all.

“Why would Sage be at your shop?” asked Blake.

“If he’s seeing magic, maybe he was drawn to Second Life.” Or, if Alex knew we were closing in, it could be something much worse.






 

“Seriously, what happened to my fucking cat?”




CHAPTER 17

Temple

I reread the words of Morgan’s prayer as we drove. Mggoka’ai R’gngyk ngth na’ghtagn. Hotept R’gngyk na’shub. The language was unfamiliar. “R’gngyk . . .”

Annette turned around from the van’s passenger seat. She probably thought I was having a stroke. “What was that?”

“A name, I believe. Both times Morgan spoke that word, I felt a response. Like he’d hooked something’s attention.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t be saying it, then.” Ronnie was cranky about having missed out on Morgan’s stomach eyeball and the ritual. It was affecting his driving, making him speed and take corners too sharply.

“Without the blood and the prayer, I’m pretty certain it can’t hear us,” I said.

“But it heard Morgan.” Annette’s tone was brittle. She didn’t handle fear or helplessness well, let alone both at once.

I tried to reassure her. “I don’t think it was fully aware. The connection I sensed wasn’t like the one Jenny has with Artemis. More like someone stirring in their sleep.”

“What is this thing, Temple?” Annette asked. “What’s it going to do when it wakes up?”

I held my book flat. The pages turned so quickly, they created a wind on my face. “There’s no R’gngyk in any book I’ve collected.”

“Dude, come on,” said Ronnie, like he was afraid I’d call R’gngyk’s wrath down on the van.

“How about we give the ancient god of shoggoths a nickname?” Jenny suggested. “Just to be sure we won’t accidentally draw its attention. How does Ringo sound?”

My mind had already strayed. In my memory, I watched Morgan complete the ritual again. He’d given twelve drops of blood in total.

The blood hadn’t shaped or powered the magic. It had simply sizzled and vanished: an offering, then. A small but symbolic sacrifice. Twelve drops, given several times each week, multiplied by however many kids Alex Barclay had recruited into his little cult . . .

Alex had been trying to rouse R’gngyk slowly and gently. Now he was running out of time. If he didn’t yet know we’d spoken with Morgan, he’d find out soon enough, and things would get far more dangerous. If small sacrifices weren’t working quickly enough, he’d escalate.

Annette’s phone made a shrill triple beep. It repeated the annoying sound four more times before she managed to switch it off. She tapped her cracked screen and swore. “Something set off one of the security alarms.”

Sweat dripped down my face, stinging my eyes. My breathing quickened.

“Sage,” guessed Ronnie. “What’s he doing?”

“I’m pulling up the camera feeds,” she said.

Sharp, burning pain made me gasp. “He’s trying to set me—to set the shop, I mean—on fire.”

Ronnie accelerated. “I thought your place was protected from fire and things.”

“Mundane fire, yes,” I said. Or it had been, back when I was strong and healthy. “Other types, it depends. And our defenses have been weaker as of late.”

“Sage doesn’t know magic, right?” asked Jenny. “This has to be Alex working through his minions’ bodies.”

“Minions?” Ronnie grimaced. “Really?”

“Do you have a better word?” Jenny snapped.

Ronnie pursed his lips. “If they’re being controlled, I’d go with thralls.”

Jenny started to argue, then sighed. “You’re right. Thralls is better.”

I leaned forward in my seat. “Annette, describe the flames.”

“Orange and red.” She held the phone at me.

I struggled to focus, to separate my senses from the house’s. Her damaged screen showed a partial pixelated image of the child trying to destroy my home, and the small fire he’d started on my porch.

“Not fairy fire or chaos fire, then.” Fairy fire would have more green and gold, and chaos fire would have killed Sage the moment it started. My fingers curled and tightened on my seat.

“We’re almost there,” said Margaret, whispering to me alone. “Just breathe.”

No matter how far I traveled, I never lost my awareness of the house. Most of the time, it faded into the background. I could feel the state of my home, but I didn’t notice it any more than I noticed my own heartbeat.

Now the sensations of my flesh and blood blended with those of brick and concrete and fire.

My boundaries were slipping. I was losing myself.

I thought back to the night my father and sister had taught me to separate the house’s pain from my own. I’d woken up crying during an unusually nasty hailstorm.

“It hurts.” I remembered crawling under my bed to try to escape the sensation of inch-and-a-half hailstones pounding my head and back. When that didn’t work, I fled to my big sister, Kitty. She would know what to do.

Kitty fetched my father while I lay curled on the floor of her bedroom, covering my head with my hands.

“Temple, tell me what you’re feeling,” my father had said.

I’d tried, but I didn’t understand what was happening. Kitty had answered for me. “I think it’s the storm.”

“He’s only five years old. You didn’t forge that strong of a connection with the house until you were ten, and that was early.”

“It hurts,” I said again.

“We’re almost there.” Jenny squeezed my hand.

I hadn’t meant to speak out loud. Flesh and brick, present and past, it was all swirling together.

“Hold my hands,” said Kitty. “Imagine you’re in my room.”

“I am in your room.”

“I know, but I need you to visualize it. See yourself here, surrounded by these walls, protected by the ceiling. Concentrate on the things you can hear and smell and feel right here. My hands. The carpet. Our voices.”

My father placed his fingers on my forehead. I smelled the mint mouthwash on his breath. “Repeat your name.”

“Temple Finn.”

“Good,” he said. “Names have power. Make yours a mantra. Repeat your name. Use it to anchor yourself to this body.”

“Temple Finn,” I whispered. “Temple Finn.”

“What’s happening?” asked Ronnie.

I felt the stinging pain of the hail as strongly as I felt the slashing heat of the flames. But slowly, the pain eased, just as it had that night almost a century before.

“Well done, Temple,” said my father. “You too, Kitty.”

“Temple, can you hear me?” Jenny touched my cheek, then waved her fingers in front of my eyes.

“Yes, I can hear you,” I snapped. I was ninety-nine years old. I hadn’t needed that mantra since I was a child. “Can’t a man lose himself in memories of his dead father and sister in peace?”

“And he’s back,” said Annette.

We turned onto our street. People had begun to gather on the other side of the road. Sage had moved back as well. I both saw and sensed him standing on the sidewalk near the crowd but separate. The siren of an emergency vehicle screamed in the distance.

The fire was centered on the porch in front of the door. The door and the walls were blackened, but so far, the house’s protections had held. The flames couldn’t seem to get a grip. They’d jumped to the rose bushes, though, and those were burning brightly.

As soon as we stopped, I climbed from the van and hobbled toward the house. Some of our neighbors rushed toward us. Annette and Jenny intercepted them, thankfully. Ronnie took my free arm, helping me hurry closer.

Painted shutters blistered from the heat. Oily smoke clung to the brick wall and the underside of the roof. I felt the fire beneath my skin, and I fought to keep it from breaking loose.

“Temple Finn,” I whispered. “Temple Finn. Temple Finn.”

A fire truck came to a halt in the middle of the street. Flashing lights made the scene feel otherworldly. Two people jumped down and began connecting a hose to a hydrant. A third shouted, “Is anyone inside?”

“That’s our house,” said Jenny. “It’s empty.”

The flames appeared normal, but they were edged in blackness that was difficult to see at this time of night. None of the onlookers appeared to have noticed. The house’s magic encouraged people to overlook such strangeness. Though for all I knew, that layer of protection might be failing along with everything else.

The color narrowed the possibilities to eldritch fire, ghost fire, or the flames produced by certain species of djinn.

“Margaret, tell me what you see.” A ghost’s senses were different from ours, duller in most respects but not all. “Describe the fire.”

“It’s cold,” she said. “Hard to see.”

Not ghost fire, then. And I saw no sign of djinn. That left eldritch fire: a caricature of life trapped within the flames, knowing only hunger and madness.

Water from the fire hose slammed the house hard enough the windows would have shattered if not for their magic. The fire hissed and spattered and spat sparks twenty feet in all directions, but refused to die. The firefighters were shouting about accelerants and calling for chemical sprays to smother the flames.

Those wouldn’t work either.

I started walking.

Ronnie held me back. “What are you doing?”

“I need to end this.”

“Let them do their job.”

“They can’t. If they’re not careful, the fire will kill them, too.” I fumbled with the zipper to my fanny pack and grabbed Stuart Little.

The glass in one of the porch lights popped and shattered. The fire was breaching the outer wall, slithering between the bricks.

The house called out. Not just the house, but the land and the creatures in and around it. I was supposed to protect them. That was the deal, the price for the power and strength they gave me. I was failing them.

I opened the book to the banishing spell I needed. The Sanskrit symbols were simple enough, but I stared at the instructions in despair. “I have to get closer.”

Ronnie looked from me to the house and back. “How close?”

“The porch would be ideal.”

He stared at me. “The porch that’s on fire?”

“That’s the one. There’s a logarithmic relationship between the distance and the impact of this class of spell. You’d be surprised how much math you need to know to do magic. The closer I get, the better my chances of putting this out before it spreads.”

The heat cracked a windowpane.

One of the firefighters spotted me. “Hey, kid, keep your grandpa back!” he yelled at Ronnie.

A lifetime ago, I would have erased myself from his thoughts and walked right past. Concentration was easier in those days. Trying to focus with so much chaos whirling around us was like building a house of cards in a hurricane.

“This is crazy, but all right.” Ronnie cracked his knuckles and rolled his shoulders. From inside his trench coat he produced an eighteen-inch brass pipe with a small bowl on one end.

“Are you taking a smoke break?” I asked.

“It’s a kiseru, a Japanese battle pipe.” He sounded excited, like a kid on Christmas getting ready to play with a new toy. “This one was enchanted to confuse and disorient your enemy. It’s been in the Kensington family for a hundred and seventy years. I’ll hold them back long enough for you to do what you have to do.”

“Do not let him start beating up firefighters,” said Margaret.

I relayed the message. Ronnie huffed and turned to face the van. “I’m not going to kill anyone. Would you rather we let the place burn down?”

It was a kind thought, if misguided. Margaret’s son was a good boy, deep down. Just confused and angry and too eager to punch and stab and pummel his problems away.

My house whimpered like a wounded pet looking to its master, asking me to make the pain stop and confused when I couldn’t.

I couldn’t. Other things could.

“I have an idea.” I double-checked the book, making sure I’d memorized the layout of the spell. Then I closed my eyes and opened my awareness.

Pain and panic and confusion knocked me to my knees.

“What’s happening?” asked Ronnie. “First a stroke, now a heart attack?”

“Shut up.” I sensed the worms and grubs and ants and moles in the earth. They were all frightened, though only those closest to the surface knew what was happening.

I concentrated on the ants. They were used to working together. At my guidance, they gathered in the dirt beneath the porch and began to dig. Each group dug new tunnels into a different symbol.

Ants didn’t feel fear the way people did, but they instinctively wanted to escape the heat of the flames. I pushed them to continue. Those that got too close to the fire curled up and died, but slowly an underground circle formed in the earth. It was only two feet in diameter, but that should be enough for a noncorporeal banishment at this range.

I released the ants. They scurried away. I opened my eyes to read the incantation, but the words were a blur. “Where are my glasses?”

Ronnie set them on my face. “You lost them when you fell.”

A thumbprint smeared the right lens, but it was clear enough for me to see and recite the spell to activate the banishment.

The circle opened like a bathtub drain for the unnatural. The heart of the fire brightened, fighting the pull. Firefighters shouted and directed their hoses at what they thought was a flare-up.

Ronnie’s hand clasped my shoulder, offering encouragement and support. “You’ve got this, man.”

If the banishing circle was the drain, my determination and strength of will were the plunger. My old teachers would have smacked me for the impertinence of the metaphor, but it was accurate enough. All the house’s strength was needed to resist the fire, so the spell drew power from me, a slow leak deflating my flesh and spirit as I forced the living heart of the flames from our world.

Inch by inch, I drove the blackness from the flames, until nothing was left but normal fire that soon faltered against the firefighters’ assault.

My home’s pain eased.

Ronnie squeezed my shoulder. “Good job.”

“Thanks,” I said, and passed the hell out.






 

“Principal Richards, I apologize for calling so late. I thought it would go to voice mail. I wanted to tell you I won’t be in tomorrow. Hopefully, you can still find a substitute for my class. I can’t—yes, I know how inconvenient it is, but it’s a family emergency. There was a fire, and—no, they’re still alive. For now. But it was pretty bad. I don’t think they have much time left . . .”




CHAPTER 18

Jenny

When we reached the shop, I parked the van, jumped down, and hurried toward the closest firefighter, leaving Temple and Ronnie to deal with the fire. “That’s our home. There’s nobody inside.”

He relayed the message to the rest of his team. Even through the bulk of their gear, I could see the tension in their bodies decrease slightly, maybe from a nine to an eight point five.

I might not share Temple’s connection to the house, but the sight of the flames made me sick to my stomach. I’d felt at home here from the day I moved in—comfortable and safe in a way I’d never experienced before. And Alex wanted to destroy that sanctuary.

What had happened to bring him to this? A deeper question plagued me: how had I missed it?

Self-recrimination could come later. “Annette, stay with the firefighters in case they have questions. Try to keep them back until Temple can do his thing.”

I didn’t wait for her to answer. My attention was on the young boy standing apart from the crowd, staring at the shop.

I was halfway to him when Mindy from down the street cut me off.

“Jenny! Thank God you’re all okay.” She pulled me into a hug. “I was so worried you might still be in there.”

“We’re all fine, thank you.” I tried to extract myself.

“I called 911 as soon as we saw,” she continued. “I told my husband to get the fire extinguisher from our kitchen. He ran over and used it until it ran out, but it didn’t do anything. I’m going to send a letter of complaint to the manufacturer. I wanted to try a garden hose next, but nobody had one long enough to—”

“It’s all right.” Fortunately, Mindy was short enough for me to peer over her shoulder and keep an eye on the boy. He hadn’t moved. I considered physically lifting Mindy and setting her aside.

“When you call your insurance, don’t let them weasel out of paying you. My sister Clara down in Florida got flooded two years ago, and her insurance said they wouldn’t cover it. Which company do you use? I forget the name of ours. It’s the one with that funny little lizard on all the commercials. We had to file a claim last fall when a tree branch fell on our gutter, and—”

“Annette handles our insurance, and I’m sure she’d appreciate any advice you can share.” I was even more sure that Annette would get back at me for dumping Mindy on her, but I could face that punishment later.

I dodged several more well-meaning neighbors and hurried toward the boy, stopping about five feet away. His smell matched the scent Annette had brought back from Sage’s house, and he looked similar enough to the photo she’d shown us, though he was dirtier and more disheveled. “Sage Parker?”

His eyes reflected the fire. His pupils were normal. Breathing slow and steady. Face flushed but not unusually so.

He was a little taller than Annette’s granddaughter, with brown skin and close-cut black hair. He wore dark blue track pants and a T-shirt with a group of LEGO ninjas.

A large blister had formed on the back of his right hand. Another swelled from the side of his neck. They didn’t look like burns, but it was hard to know for sure without a closer examination.

“My name is Jenny Winter. I want to help you.”

A line bisected the blister on his neck. The skin peeled back, and a yellow-ringed eye blinked blearily at me.

I jerked away. My hand moved instinctively to draw the sword I hadn’t carried in decades. For the second time tonight, I felt the rush of Artemis’s power urging me to fight and kill. The first time had been in the garage when Morgan did his prayer ritual. Whatever he’d prayed to, Artemis had not liked it.

This was stronger. It wasn’t a matter of good or evil. It was simply wrong, an invasive species that needed to be destroyed before it spread.

I forced my fists to unclench.

The yellow eye had an irregular vertical pupil, like three tiny hourglasses stacked atop each other. The pupil focused on me and contracted until it was just a line of disconnected black dots.

Sage grabbed my arm. His touch seared the skin and muscle. At the same time, my tetradrachm necklace turned to ice.

I wrenched free, instinctively drawing back for a punch that would crack concrete. I caught myself and turned the strike into a poke. My index finger jabbed the extra eye on Sage’s neck. He yelped and jerked back.

I spun him around and pulled him into a bear hug with his arms pinned and his back to my chest. To anyone else, it should look like I was comforting an upset child. “Sage? Are you in there, kiddo?”

I’d dealt with more possession cases than I could count. Sometimes, the victim was fully conscious and along for the ride. Other times, they were completely destroyed, burnt out of the shell to make room for the new occupant.

HE’S TRAPPED. Artemis’s words made me jump.

I felt a flash of resentment at her reaching out uninvited, though I suppose it wasn’t realistic to expect anyone from the Greek pantheon to respect personal boundaries. And if I was honest, I was relieved to hear her voice. “How do I help him?”

KILL THE ONE WHO TRAPPED HIM. She left the DUH unspoken.

“I was hoping for a more immediate solution.”

THREE BEINGS FIGHT TO CONTROL THIS SMALL BODY. SAGE IS TOO YOUNG AND WEAK TO FEND THEM OFF.

Three beings: Sage, Alex, and Ringo.

“Alex, can you hear me in there?” I winced as Sage landed a kick with his heel to the front of my shin. “This isn’t you. The Alex I knew would never hurt innocent children.”

Nothing.

“I’m sorry for whatever happened to drive you to this.” I didn’t know if Alex was listening, but Morgan had been able to find Sage and sense what he was sensing. Logically, Alex should be able to do the same. “Think about what you’re doing to these kids. The Guardians Council used us as their child soldiers. You don’t want to do the same thing to Sage and Morgan and the rest.”

Sage kicked again, then threw back his head and screamed with raw, mindless rage.

The noise drew concerned looks from the closest bystanders. I shifted to a one-handed hold and waved to let them know we were all right. Who knew you could lie with just a wave?

YOU CAN’T END THIS WITH WORDS OR THE POWER OF LOVE, HUNTER.

Divine snark was the worst.

I glanced back at the house. The fire appeared to be dying. “Please don’t make me hunt you, Alex.”

Sage kicked me again.

I removed my necklace with my free hand. While Sage squirmed and kicked and tried to bite me, I dropped the necklace over his head.

Sage gasped. The eye on his neck squeezed shut. That had to be a good sign, right?

THAT GIFT WAS INTENDED FOR YOU.

“He needs it more than I do.”

IT’S RUDE TO REGIFT A BLESSING FROM A GODDESS.

“I’ll buy you the latest Beyoncé album.”

Artemis paused. THAT WOULD BE ACCEPTABLE ATONEMENT.

Sage started to tremble. “I don’t feel very good.”

His voice was so weak I could barely hear. “I’ve got you.”

“I’m sorry for lighting your house on fire.”

“It wasn’t your fault.” I checked over my shoulder. “And it’s out now.”

“R’gngyk is stirring.” He sounded distant, like he was only half-awake. “There’s going to be a sacrifice. I saw a triangle doorway open.” He sniffled and wiped his nose on my shirt.

“Do you know what the sacrifice is going to be?” I asked.

He shook his head and clutched my necklace in both hands. “I’m gonna be so grounded.”

• • •

The fire inspector told us we were lucky. “Don’t ask me how, but it looks like you avoided any structural damage, and very little smoke or water got into the house. I’ll tell you what, they built these old houses to last.”

By the time she gave us permission to reenter our house, the sun had come up, and we were pushing twenty-four hours without sleep.

I carried a snoring Sage through the front door and stopped. My chest tightened as I took in the water puddled on the tile floor of the entryway. The air smelled of smoke and burnt paint and—ever so faintly—sulfur. Water had gotten into both sides of the shop as well. Despite the inspector’s words, I felt anything but lucky.

“Annette, would you please put Sage in a spare bedroom?” I handed the boy off.

“Did you want to take your necklace back first?” she asked.

I felt naked and vulnerable without it, but I shook my head. “Not until we get Alex and Ringo out of his head.”

“I have thoughts about that,” said Temple. His eyes were bloodshot with dark smudges beneath them. His glasses were folded and tucked into the top of his T-shirt. He wasn’t as pale and clammy as he’d been in the van, but he still looked half-undead.

He swayed like a tree about to topple. Ronnie stood behind him, not quite touching but ready to catch or support him.

“What thoughts?” I prompted after a moment.

Temple blinked. “Oh, yes. Alex’s containment spell, from the pills. It keeps the shoggoth’s influence from getting out. If I turn that spell inside out and put it on the guest room, it could keep outside influences from getting in. Wouldn’t clear the shoggoth out of his system, but it ought to keep him sane for the time being.”

“Are you sure you’re up for more magic so soon after the fire?” I asked, already knowing how he’d respond. “My necklace will keep Sage safe for now.”

He squared his shoulders and thumped his cane. Water splashed onto my feet. “I’m Temple Finn, dammit. I conjured the Vorpal Axe that split Zeus’s lightning in half. I think I can handle warding a little bedroom.”

“That would have been more convincing if you hadn’t been fighting a yawn the whole time you were talking.”

He scowled. “I’ll be fine. Give me a few minutes to recover. A snack would help. I think I’ve got leftover tiramisu.”

Ronnie and I followed Temple into the kitchen. Temple pulled a square glass container from the refrigerator.

“I’ll get that,” I said. He grunted and took a seat at the table.

By the time I dished out three helpings of tiramisu, Temple had his head down and was snoring. I left the plates on the counter and beckoned Ronnie to follow me out of the kitchen.

He looked longingly at the counter. “No snacks?”

“Later. Help me get the box fans out of storage.” Normally, the house would have dried itself and I wouldn’t have given a thought to the potential mold and mildew and ruined books. Given the problems we’d faced, the more I could do to ease the house’s burden—and Temple’s—the better.

“Where am I supposed to sleep tonight?” Ronnie asked as we worked. “I’m not complaining or anything. Sage needs a safe place to rest. But there’s only the one guest room, and—”

“That’s because we only needed one. I suspect you’ll find an extra door the next time you go upstairs.” Unless the house had been too badly injured by the fire to accommodate an extra guest. I tried not to worry about that.

We set out the fans to start airing out the store. Then I got Ronnie started mopping while I looked over our inventory to see what had been damaged or destroyed.

A short time later, Annette emerged from the kitchen with an oversized mug of coffee in each hand. I noted suspicious tiramisu crumbs on the corner of her mouth. She handed me one mug and sipped from the other. “You think it’s safe keeping Sage here?”

“Not at all, but we can’t send him home with extra eyeballs. It’s not like there’s a hospital for things like this.”

Ronnie looked up from his mopping. “Sure, there is. You’re standing in it. That’s what you do, right? You take in hurt people who can’t go anywhere else and you help them.”

Despite everything, I found myself smiling. “Thank you, but this is way beyond my expertise.”

“You’ll figure it out,” he said confidently.

“I’ll ask Temple for a memory charm when he wakes up,” said Annette. “I’d like to spare Sage’s parents the ongoing dread of worrying about their kid. Maybe we can make them think he’s away on a class trip for a few days.”

“Do twelve-year-olds go on overnight school trips?” I asked.

Annette waved a hand. “They do if Temple’s magic says they do.”

I took a drink. I wasn’t usually a coffee drinker—the stuff was far too bitter for me—but today I needed any help I could get. “How’s Sage?”

“Exhausted. He didn’t stir at all.”

“Good. Sleep will help.” How much permanent damage this did would depend in part on how quickly we could free him of Alex’s influence. “Sage mentioned a sacrifice. He said Ringo was stirring.”

“There’s always a damn sacrifice.” Annette rolled her eyes. “I’ll see if Morgan knows anything about that. I need to check in with him and his father soon anyway.”

I picked up a book from the front window area. Several of the glass panes had cracked, and water had gotten onto the display of new releases and bestsellers. The pages were damp and swollen around the edges. The damage could have been much worse, but I was probably looking at a thousand dollars of water-damaged books.

My chest constricted. Second Life Books and Gifts had been my idea. My dream. I’d gotten Annette on board all those years ago by pushing the numbers, showing her spreadsheets and graphs of how much tourists spent in Salem every year. But for me, this shop was the heart of my existence. I loved the constant flow of people, friends and strangers. I loved the coziness of the shelves and the incense and the jingling bell over the door.

I loved having a home, a place I belonged. A place anyone who needed help could find me.

I picked a damp shelf card off the floor. Morgan had drawn a spaceship flying to the moon to advertise the latest Kowal book. I took the card to add to the rapidly filling garbage can. Halfway there, faint pencil lines on the back of the card caught my eye. The ache in my chest grew sharper.

“When you talk to Morgan, ask him about this, too.” I brought the card to Annette. The pencil marks were light and water-damaged, but the symbols formed a clear triangular shape.

“I’m going to kill him,” Annette said matter-of-factly. “I’ve spent sixty years fighting my own darkness, holding on to my humanity in the face of one horror after another, but there are limits, and that boy has flown past them all.”

“There will be no killing of family. It’s a house rule.” I walked through the store to gather the rest of the shelf cards. Most of them had the same pencil sketch on the back. “He must have been leaving these here for months.”

Annette brushed her fingertips over the wet card. “It looks similar to the design I saw in Sage’s room, but I don’t feel anything from this one.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” asked Ronnie.

“Not if we don’t know what the spell does,” I said. Each drawing was careful and precise. These weren’t random doodles or sketches. They had been drawn with intention. Morgan hadn’t summoned anything—not that we knew of—but maybe these spells had a different purpose. “How long do you think the water had been leaking and damaging the basement before we found it?”

“Could have been a couple of months.” Annette’s shoulders slumped as the realization hit.

“Morgan’s been weakening this place from within.” I plucked the card from Annette’s hand and added it to my pile. “Do you think the shredder will be enough, or should we burn these things?”

“I’ve got lighter fluid and matches in the van,” said Ronnie.

Somehow, that didn’t surprise me at all. “Get them.”

Once he was gone, Annette folded her arms. “I can see the wheels turning in your head. Out with it.”

“They’re chipping away at the house and its defenses.” My fists clenched. Did Morgan realize he’d been hurting Temple in the process? “None of this was spur-of-the-moment. It’s part of Alex’s longer plan. And we know he’s planning a sacrifice.”

“You think he’s going to come after one of us,” said Annette.

“Any of us would make a tasty treat for Ringo. And it would explain why Ronnie’s dream directed him here.”

“Which one of us do you think he’ll pick?” she asked. “I know he’s got history with you, but I have that tasty demon blood. And let’s face it, I’d make a much better-looking sacrifice.”

“I don’t think the ancient slumbering horror cares how hot you are,” I said.

She was right, though. Alex wouldn’t sacrifice me. If he truly wanted to hurt me, he’d go after Temple or Annette. The end of the world would begin here, and it would begin with the death of one of my two closest friends.






 

“R’gngyk, I hope you can hear me. Things have gone a little sideways. Don’t worry, I have things under control, but . . . to sum up, the twelve-year-old failed to burn down my enemy’s sanctuary. He’s been taken off the board. Morgan, my best hope for infiltrating said sanctuary, was caught and grounded. Jenny Winter is onto me, and knowing her, she is royally pissed off. I’m finalizing the ritual as fast as I can, o mighty dreamer, but I’d appreciate a little help here.”




CHAPTER 19

Annette

It was only after I changed clothes that I realized I’d dressed like I was going into battle as opposed to simply talking to my grandson. I’d donned my favorite black jeans, the comfy ones that stretched enough for me to kick a bastard in the junk if I had to. I’d also dug my old leather jacket out of the closet and thrown that over a teal tank top. Steel-tipped boots completed the ensemble.

I had my knife, too, of course. Strapping that to my back was habit, as natural as wearing socks.

I was halfway down the stairs when there was a knock at the front door. The shop was closed, but people had been stopping by all morning to check on us. I’d accepted sympathy and well-wishes from Caleb, who worked at Wicked Good Books; our neighbor Mindy; and one of our regulars, a retired dentist who came in every week for crossword puzzle books and to gossip about the school board.

Jenny reached the door before I did this time, which was fine by me. I waited while she chatted briefly with a man and woman who looked to be in their early twenties. She returned carrying a foil-covered casserole dish and announced, “The Satanic Temple sent us a tuna casserole.”

“Put it in the fridge with the rest,” I said. “I’m borrowing your protégé and heading out.”

Jenny paused on her way to the kitchen. “You’re going to talk to Morgan?”

“I want answers about those shelf cards. I keep telling myself he couldn’t have known what he was doing. He wouldn’t deliberately harm Temple or the shop.” I could understand how he’d fallen for Alex’s bullshit. Morgan had so few people he could talk to about magic. Connecting with Alex and his stories and knowledge must have been like winning the lottery. But deliberately trying to hurt people? I couldn’t—wouldn’t—believe that.

Jenny balanced the casserole in one hand and patted my arm with the other. “Call if you need me. And no killing!”

“I’ll be fine,” I lied. I was too upset, and her sympathy would only shatter my self-control. I turned to Ronnie, who was sorting books into three categories: Fine, Salvageable, and Ruined. I cringed at the size of the last pile. “Ronnie, let’s go. I’m driving.”

He followed me out the back door. “Did Jenny say we had Satanic casserole? That sounds spicy.”

We’d gone only a few steps when something low and dark raced through the parking lot and disappeared beneath my car.

“What the hell?” Ronnie pulled a collapsible baton from his trench coat, extended it with a snap of his wrist, and pressed a button on the handle. Blue light crackled along the tip.

“You have a whole armory tucked away in that coat, don’t you?” I stepped sideways. “It was too big to be a skunk. Didn’t move like a dog.”

The thing shot out from between the front tires. Claws scraped the blacktop as it charged and sprang at my face like it had been flung from a catapult.

I spun out of the way and landed a solid backfist to its body as it passed. The blow sent the thing flying to strike the shop’s back door with a heavy splat. The sound was like five pounds of raw hamburger shot against a brick wall.

“I think it’s—it was—a cat,” I said. It was maybe fifteen pounds, tops, with four legs and a too-long tail. Smaller tentacles writhed from its body. It shook itself, crouched, and lashed its tail.

The ex-cat had far too many eyes, and almost all of them were watching me. They blinked at random, one after another. For some reason, that asynchronous blinking disturbed me more than the tentacles or the thing’s clear desire to claw me open.

I drew my knife.

“What are you doing?” asked Ronnie. “You can’t kill it.”

“We won’t know until we try.”

“But it’s a cat.”

“Maybe it used to be.” I watched as the cat stalked closer, keeping its body low to the ground. “I think Jenny’s softheartedness is rubbing off on you.”

He drew back like I’d spat in his face. “It is not!”

The not-a-cat pounced again. I dodged and slashed . . . but turned my blade at the last moment. Instead of cutting the creature in half, I smacked it with the flat and knocked it to the ground.

Maybe Jenny had rubbed off on me, too.

Ronnie circled to my left, trying to flank the ex-cat.

The next attack was different. Rather than leaping for my face, the thing charged my legs like a bull. I stepped aside, but the tail whipped around my ankle and yanked me off balance.

Ronnie lunged.

I shouted for him to stop, but I wasn’t quite fast enough. The tip of his baton sank a good two inches into the cat’s slimy flesh, sending electricity through its body . . . and through mine.

I felt like I was being punched everywhere at once by a professional boxer.

“Shit!” Ronnie yanked the baton out and jumped back. “I’m sorry!”

Every fiber of my body was twitching, and not in a fun way. Muscles cramped and tightened like they were trying to snap my bones into bite-sized bits.

The cat wasn’t much better off. Its stiffened tentacles looked like black icicles. It crawled away, twitching and spasming.

Sensation and control were coming back. I pushed myself up just as the cat shook itself and let out a low, gurgling growl.

I crouched lower.

The cat leaped . . . directly into my oncoming fist. The poor thing spun backward end over end before hitting the ground.

It stood, wobbled, and fell onto its side.

I stepped around the cat and opened the back door. “Jenny?”

“Are you back already? That was quick.”

I wasn’t in the mood for her jokes. “There’s an unconscious mutant cat in the parking lot. I did the fighting, so you get to handle cleanup.”

• • •

We took Ronnie’s van. I didn’t trust myself to drive until my muscles stopped twitching, and I wasn’t about to let him behind the wheel of my BMW.

Jenny texted me as we were approaching Blake’s house. She’d simply written: ??!!

I replied with two emojis: an angry cat face and a shrug.

“Do you think we’ll have to fight more demon-cats?” Ronnie’s excitement was palpable. I could practically smell the adrenaline flowing through his system.

“More what-cats?” I asked.

He reddened. “Sorry, I meant shoggoth-cats.”

“We’re not starting a corrupted pet rescue, if that’s what you’re asking.” I couldn’t be too annoyed at his eagerness for action. I’d been the same way. That rush, whether it was the tension of following a suspect or the physical exertion of fighting a shifter hit man for the mob, was what had gotten me hooked on the supernatural PI gig. On my best days, the work had been almost as satisfying as sex, without the inevitable emotional fallout from my partner.

The front door opened as we pulled into Blake’s driveway. Blake and Ava stood just inside. Anger and fear wafted off them both.

“Did something else happen?” I braced myself for more bad news as I hurried toward them. “Why isn’t Ava in school?”

“My son’s chemistry teacher is giving them drugs and teaching them blood magic. I’m not sending either of my children back to school until this is over.” Dark smudges under Blake’s eyes betrayed his exhaustion. “Also, Ava and I had the talk last night.”

“I see.” As relieved as I was to hear that, it clearly hadn’t been a happy conversation, and the last thing we needed now was another family feud.

Before I could say more, Ava demanded, “Have you found Sage yet, Grandma? What’s going to happen to him?”

“We have. That’s one of the things I was coming to tell you.” I stepped inside and offered her a hug, but she backed away. “Sage is safe, but he’s . . . sick. We’re doing everything we can to help him. This is what Aunt Jenny does. She helps people.”

“People?” She glanced at her father. “You mean monsters like us.”

“You’re not a monster,” Blake said before I could answer.

Ava rolled her eyes. “No, I’m a sex demon.”

“The preferred term is succubus, thank you very much,” I said. “And you’re only one-eighth sex demon.”

“What about him?” She pointed to Ronnie. “Is he a demon, too?”

Ronnie huffed. “I am not.”

“Take it down a notch, junior. It was a question, not an insult.” I turned back to Ava, thinking of when I’d had this same conversation with Blake, remembering all his questions and his fears. All the ways I’d screwed it up. “Listen to me, kiddo. No matter what happens, you’re still you. You’re clever and creative and stubborn and beautiful and strong and annoying. Who and what you are hasn’t changed.”

She took my hand and pressed my fingernails. “Dad says you grow claws when you’re angry.”

“If I have to protect myself, yes.”

“Can I see?”

I thought of the attack on Second Life Books. My fingers tightened.

“Whoa.” Ava yanked her hands away from my claws. “That’s . . . It’s kind of gross, Grandma. Am I going to get them, too?”

“I don’t think so,” I said, trying not to take offense. She was in shock and overwhelmed, and at least she was talking to me. I relaxed my hands. My claws eased and flattened back into nails. “Your father never did. Not that he told me, anyway.”

“I tried a time or two, but no.” Blake shook his head. “Your claws used to come out when you were pissed at me.”

“I never grew my claws at you!” I protested.

“Not all the way,” he admitted. “But they got distinctly pointed sometimes.”

I was getting off track. I crouched so I was eye level with my granddaughter. “Ava, hon, I know this is a lot to handle, and I know it feels scary and unfair. I promise I’ll take you for ice cream soon and answer any questions you have. If it’s all right with your father, that is. But right now, I have to talk to your brother.”

Blake was nodding. “I was going to call you. Morgan sounds worse this morning, and he won’t open the door.”

“What’s happening to him?” asked Ava. “Is it a demon thing?”

“No, it’s not,” I said. “Morgan is sick.”

“Like Sage?”

“I think so, yes. Which means we should be able to help him, just like we’re helping Sage.” I headed for the stairs before she could press me for details.

Ronnie followed. Keeping his voice low, he asked, “What do you need me to do when we get up there? The charge in my baton should still be good. I also have a blackjack filled with silver shot. It was made by my great-great-grandmother for knocking out drunk werewolves.”

I stopped midway up the steps. “I didn’t bring you along to assault my grandson.”

“Then why? From everything I’ve read, you preferred to work alone. Why invite me? Not that I’m complaining about getting out in the field.”

“This isn’t the field. It’s my son’s home. And all I need from you is . . .” I scowled and looked away. “I just didn’t want to do this alone.”

He puffed up a little at that. “You have my axe.”

I stared. “You have an axe under there?”

“Figure of speech. From Lord of the Rings?” He sighed. “Jenny would have gotten it. The point is, I’m here for you. I’ve got your back, Ms. Thorne.”

“Don’t let it go to your head,” I said. “I would have brought Jenny, but I need her keeping an eye on Temple and Sage and that freaky cat.”

Morgan’s door was locked, but it was a simple button lock. A paperclip in the hole would pop it. Or I could just break the damned thing if it came to that. I was more than strong enough to punch through a hollow-core door.

Instead, I knocked lightly. “Morgan? It’s Grandma Thorne.”

“Go away.” His voice was deeper than usual, with a phlegmy gargle to it. He sounded strained, like he was having to force his mouth to form the words.

“Let me guess,” I said. “More side effects from Alex’s pills?”

“Don’t come in.”

I leaned against the door. “I know you’re scared and confused—”

“Oh my God, Grandma. Don’t try to act like you know how I feel.”

“You think you’re the only one who ever trusted the wrong person and came away with the magical clap?”

“Gross. I’m not . . . This isn’t . . . You just don’t get it.”

“I love you dearly, mon petit fils, and I’m trying to be patient, so shut up and listen. I married my first husband when I was eighteen. He was six hundred. Your great-grandmother warned me, but I was stupid in love. I was also careless. A month in, I contracted vampirism. He gave me the HV-5 strain, if you’re curious.”

Morgan groaned. “This is so far past TMI.”

“I will rip this door off its hinges and drag you out by your ear if you keep interrupting.” I waited a beat to make sure he’d gotten the message. “The infection never fully turned me. I had my bloodline to thank for that. But there were side effects. Changes I couldn’t control. For a year or so, before I got the disease under control . . . I did things I can never take back. I hurt people. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

“You’re a demon and a vampire?”

“No. Well, technically yes, but the vampirism is in long-term remission. I take pills every morning and evening to suppress the cravings and the predatory impulses, and to keep my iron levels up.” This wasn’t the conversation I’d expected to have with my grandson this morning. Or ever. “The point is, I fucked up. I made mistakes that will stay with me to the day I die.”

Silence stretched for a full minute before he said, “I can’t believe my grandmother’s a vampire. Or that she said ‘fucked.’”

“Watch your language.”

“I get what you’re trying to say. I know what Noah and his friends did to you, and I’m sorry. But I haven’t hurt anyone.”

“Tell me about the shelf cards at the shop.”

He hesitated before answering. “The last one I did was ‘Five Series That Are Better than Harry Potter.’ I talked about Le Guin and Duane and Pratchett and—”

“Morgan Kay Davis, you know exactly what I’m talking about.”

He huffed. “It’s just a blessing Mr. Barclay taught me. Like a good luck charm.”

Oh, you sweet, summer dumbass. “And did Mr. Barclay suggest you put it throughout the bookstore?”

Doubt crept into his voice. “He told me it would boost sales.”

“Let me catch you up with events in the world,” I said. “Sage Parker tried to set the shop on fire last night. Normally, Temple’s magic would have protected it, but it turns out something has been weakening that magic from inside for several months.”

“Oh, shit,” he whispered. “Is everyone all right?”

The genuine fear in his voice gave me a surge of relief. Despite what was happening to him, he still cared and worried. “It took a lot out of Temple, but we’re okay. The damage could have been worse. We lost some inventory, but the shop is mostly intact.”

Insurance would cover the ruined stock, but every day we were closed for repairs was another day of lost sales. Alex’s scheme was getting costly. I pushed that thought aside.

“You think my drawings interfered with Uncle Temple’s magic.” There was a long pause. “Why would Mr. Barclay want to weaken your shop?”

“Sage said there was going to be a sacrifice.”

“What kind of sacrifice?”

“Hurting the house hurts Temple,” I said. “With his spells failing, it would be easier for Alex to get to us. As sacrifices go, a century-old wizard, a Hunter of Artemis, or a half-demon are what you’d call high-value treats. Jenny thinks he’ll come for either me or Uncle Temple.”

“I don’t believe you.” The quaver in his voice gave him away.

“I think you do, Morgan.”

He didn’t answer.

As gently and firmly as I could, I said, “I need you to open the door now.”

After a long pause, the lock popped and the knob turned. The door cracked inward. I pushed it wider. Ronnie started to follow.

“Wait here.” I stepped inside.

The lights were off. Morgan’s head was bowed, and he’d tugged a blanket over his head and shoulders. But the makeshift hood didn’t completely hide his face.

“Well, that’s not great, is it?” I asked. I was picking up Jenny’s habits, using ironic understatement to hide my anguish.

Morgan’s skin was like grease, black and smooth and glistening. His hands were the same. Here and there, the skin swelled like blisters.

I pushed his blanket back. He still had his hair, though it was as slick as anything Travolta had sported in the seventies. His eyes were bloodshot but human. His clothes were damp. I touched the back of my hand to his forehead. The skin was cool and slightly tacky.

He flinched and tried to pull away.

“Have you taken any more of those pills since last night?”

He huffed indignantly. “Of course not.”

Which meant his transformation was accelerating on its own, without the need for more shoggoth goo. “What other changes have you noticed?”

He poked one of the blisters on the back of his hand. “These are growing into eyeballs. They’ve been swelling up all morning. Four more have opened.” He turned his face away. “Do you think Aunt Jenny and Uncle Temple can fix me?”

“I’m sure.” I lied so convincingly, I almost believed it.

He grimaced, showing teeth that were disturbingly white against the black of his lips and mouth. “It’s getting harder to think straight. Like I’m dreaming and none of this is real. All night, I couldn’t tell if I was asleep or awake. I’d sit in my bed, trying to remember where I was. I kept getting up to leave, but I didn’t know where I was going.”

I took his hand and squeezed.

He made a sound that was half-laugh, half-sob. “I fucked up, Grandma. I’m scared. What if I can’t come back from this? What if I’m like this forever?”

“Let us help you, Morgan.”

“Whatever I’m becoming, promise me you won’t let me hurt anyone.”

Until that moment, I’d managed to hold back the tears, but the naked fear in his words broke me. Silent sobs shook my body. I fought to keep them in, to keep Blake and Ava from hearing. They needed me to be strong. They needed hope and reassurance.

“Tell me where to find Alex,” I whispered.

“I can’t tell you.” He turned away and pulled his hand from mine.

I’d forgotten about the pinky swear. “Morgan—”

“I can’t tell you,” he said again. He reached into his pocket, pulled his phone free, and typed his passcode. Then he stared blankly at the screen. “What was I doing?”

My throat knotted. I swallowed the grief and fear and gently took the phone from his unresisting hand. “I think you were trying to help.”

I checked his text messages for anything from Alex or the other “chemistry club” kids: nothing. They probably used a more-secure app that automatically deleted messages after a short time. I scrolled through email, his contacts, even his calendar. Then I opened the Maps app.

There, under the “Recents” list, were all the addresses Morgan had searched for in the past month. Most were familiar: a convenience store, a couple of fast-food places . . . and a pinned address downtown.

I showed it to him. His lips tightened, and he nodded silently.

I took a screenshot and texted it to my own phone, then kissed Morgan’s greasy forehead. “I love you.”

He squinted at me. “Grandma? I don’t feel very well.”

“Don’t worry. I’m going to take care of this. I promise.” I stepped back. “Ronnie, I need you to take Morgan back to the shop.”

Ronnie entered the room and looked Morgan over. “Whoa. Is he . . . Do you think that’s safe? What if he goes full shoggoth-cat?”

I wiped my face. He was right. Whatever was happening to Morgan was progressing too quickly. He hadn’t become dangerous or violent yet, but who knew how long that would last. “Grab sheets from the hall closet. How much do you know about tying a man up?”

“Not much.”

“Then it’s a good thing you’ve got an expert here to teach you. We’ll get him safely restrained. Then, after I’ve left, I want you to call Jenny and Temple. Tell them what’s happened to Morgan, and that I’ll be back soon.”

Ronnie frowned. “Where are you going?”

“To end this.” I knew Jenny wouldn’t approve. She’d spent most of her life trying to atone for the hellish things she’d done. She’d want to get through to Alex, to save the friend she remembered.

After seeing Morgan, I had no such compunctions. Forget her “no killing” rules. I was only half-demon, but I was going to bring the full wrath of Hell down on Alex Barclay’s head.






 

“Things are about to get fun. In the words of the great Ash Williams, ‘Come get some.’”




CHAPTER 20

Annette

Blake jumped to his feet when he saw me carrying Morgan down the stairs. Behind him, Ava’s eyes filled with tears.

“He’s getting worse,” I said bluntly, before he could speak. “Ronnie’s taking him to Second Life. I need to borrow your car.”

“What the hell, Mom?” Blake moved to block our path. His body tensed, and his face set into that old, familiar, my-mother-is-the-worst grimace. “You’re handing your own grandson off to a stranger for what? So you can play detective again?”

I wished he would have yelled. Anger would have been easier to take than the raw hurt and disappointment.

“Morgan told me where to find Alex,” I said.

Blake’s expression changed. His lips thinned and his eyes narrowed. He pulled his keys from his pocket and gestured to the door without another word.

They watched as Ronnie and I strapped Morgan into the van. Morgan mumbled unintelligibly, but he didn’t struggle.

I patted his hand. “Jenny and Temple will take care of you. You’re going to be all right. I promise.”

I couldn’t tell if he heard or understood.

“I’ll get him there safely,” said Ronnie. “You have my word as a Kensington.”

He was so damned earnest, but I appreciated the sentiment.

“Do you need any weapons before you go?” he asked. “I have an Inuit bullwhip that was given to my grandfather. It’s laced with silver thread to slay werewolves. I think there’s a blessed wheellock pistol in the back, too. I can check—”

“I’m all set, thank you.” I drew my Bowie.

He gave a low whistle of appreciation as the green flames raced along the edge. “Yeah, that’ll do.”

Once Ronnie and Morgan were gone, I took Blake’s car and followed the directions from my phone’s GPS through the heart of Salem to a brick-fronted building. I parked at a meter across the street and double-checked the address I’d gotten from Morgan. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

Faded murals covered the front wall. To one side of the entrance was a pirate ship sailing through rough waves. On the other was an overflowing chest of gold and jewels. Over the doors, a black sign with silver lettering read, SALEM PIRATE EXPERIENCE. A smaller sign on the door said, CLOSED FOR THE SEASON. SEE YOU IN MAY!

I crossed the road and cupped my hands to the window to peer inside. The lights were off, but I could see life-sized figures of pirates standing around a small gift shop and ticket sales counter.

“They’re closed,” a man said as he walked past, probably taking me to be a confused tourist.

“I see that,” I said without looking up.

I felt his attention as he slowed. “Try the Real Pirates Museum. I think they opened up earlier this month. It’s on Derby Street.”

“Yes, I know, thank you.” I smiled and nodded and waited for him to go the hell away.

Instead, he gave me a closer look. Had I been so upset I’d started sending out succubus vibes without realizing it? I didn’t have time for this, dammit.

He appeared to be on the upper end of middle age, tall with a strong jaw and cheekbones. Nice brown eyes. Fine brown skin with very few wrinkles. Silver wedding band on his finger, but I got the sense that wouldn’t slow him down.

He moved closer and asked, “Where are you from?”

I flexed my fingers and made a show of studying my nails as they lengthened and tightened into claws. “Hell.”

He vanished fast.

I relaxed my claws and tried the door: locked. Not that I’d expected it to be open, but you never knew.

Around the side of the Salem Pirate Experience, a row of young linden trees and a low, black fence separated the museum from the next building over. I strolled past, checking windows and other entry points. The back door was the most promising, being mostly shielded from view. The only hiccup was the security camera mounted above the door.

Back when we first installed our security system at the shop, I’d pored over all the user guides and tutorials, paying special attention to potential problems that could interfere with our shiny new cameras. Things like shining a high-powered laser pointer directly into the lens, which could damage the sensors and blind the camera.

I pulled a high-powered laser pointer from my purse and shined the green beam directly into the lens for twenty seconds. I kept the beam on the camera as I strode up to the back door. A minute later, I had the door unlocked and was stepping inside.

There were no windows in the back. The only light came from the red EXIT sign above the door. I returned the laser pointer to my purse, swapping it for a small flashlight with an adjustable beam.

To my right, an old refrigerator hummed and buzzed in a small break room. An employee changing area was to the left.

The wood floor creaked as I walked. My skin twitched with the same sense of being watched that I’d felt at Sage Parker’s house. I swept my light over every corner, from floor to ceiling.

Ahead of me, a velvet curtain the color of red wine hung in front of an arched doorway. A sign to the left read, AHOY, CUSTOMERS AHEAD! ARRRR YE SMILING?

I used the tip of my knife to slide the curtain aside. My flashlight beam fell upon a tall figure standing to the left, a machete or cutlass raised to strike.

I threw the knife. It struck the center of the chest, not with the soft sound of steel piercing flesh but with more of a plastic thud. I focused my light on the face and confirmed I’d successfully killed a pirate mannequin.

“At least Jenny wasn’t here to see that,” I murmured.

As if my words had summoned her, my phone buzzed with an incoming text from Jenny: Where are you???!!!

Ronnie must have arrived and brought her up to speed. I thumbed a quick response: Busy. BRB.

I retrieved my knife and searched the storefront. It didn’t take long. This was little more than a waiting area, with souvenirs and pamphlets and an unplugged snack machine for people to spend their money on while they waited for the next tour.

I paused briefly to check the small bookshelf. I noted two titles to add to our stock at Second Life Books.

In the back corner was a door painted to look like wooden planks with wrought iron hinges. Above it hung a pirate flag and a sign with blood-red letters that said, ABANDON ALL HOPE, YE WHO ENTER. A smaller addition read, NO REFUNDS BEYOND THIS POINT.

The door was unlocked.

If Alex was here, I’d lost the advantage of surprise when I killed that poor plastic pirate. I pulled open the door and shined my light at eye level to blind anyone who might be lurking.

The room was empty, save for a small exhibit of pirate “treasure” behind glass and another mannequin, this one gussied up like a pirate captain.

A velvet rope blocked an open doorway to the left. Two orange light bulbs flickered like flames in fake sconces on the wall to either side. Beyond, a wooden ramp led onto the deck of an impressively large partial replica of an old pirate ship.

I unclipped the velvet rope and stepped through.

Cold air struck me. It had a sharp smell like burnt meat and just-welded metal.

A sign by the ramp informed me that no food or drink was allowed on board the Widowmaker. Old, chewed wads of gum were stuck to the front of the sign.

The Widowmaker stretched roughly fifty feet long. The bottom rested on the basement floor twenty feet below. Between the side of the ship and the wall was a narrow aisle where the floor had been painted blue and white to mimic ocean waves.

I walked up the ramp onto the main deck. Two more pirate mannequins stood at the helm. One held a telescope while the other manned the large wooden wheel. A third hung from the netting that stretched from the deck to the stump of a mast.

All three mannequins turned to look at me.

Speakers crackled to life. Over the low beat of a sea shanty, a too-perky voice said, “Welcome to the Salem Pirate Experience, mateys. Salem is best known for its witches, but many pirates sailed our seas in the sixteen and seventeen hundreds.”

The pirate with the telescope drew a very real-looking cutlass and staggered toward me. Not animatronics, then. The one in the netting jumped down and immediately fell on his face. But he recovered quickly and pulled a dagger from the sheath at his hip.

The one at the wheel was held in place by large bolts through the hands. He simply tore himself loose, leaving gaping holes in both hands.

Alex had enchanted himself a trio of guards.

I sensed no desire or hunger, no emotion at all. They weren’t alive, which admittedly made them harder to kill, but at least I didn’t have to worry about hurting innocent thralls.

The pirate with the stigmata hands was the first to reach me. I retreated half a step to dodge a clumsy roundhouse, then stepped close and slashed his arm. My knife sliced clean through the plastic limb.

The pirate didn’t slow. It just stepped closer and tried to club me with the stump. At the same time, the second pirate came at me with sword and telescope both.

I wrenched the first one around, and the attacks thudded into his back and shoulder. The impact knocked me backward. These things were stronger than they looked.

“You’re on board the Widowmaker, a genuine replica of a type of pirate ship called a sloop. The Widowmaker has eight guns and would have carried up to fifty pirates.”

There had better not be fifty of these damn things.

I ducked another sword and stabbed the closest pirate in the neck. A twist and slice left the head wobbling, connected by a flap of plastic. A backfist finished the job, sending the head bouncing across the deck.

The pirate collapsed.

As spells to bring inanimate things to life went, Alex’s pet pirates didn’t hold a candle to professional work like Duke’s gargoyles.

“One of the region’s most famous pirates was Edward Teach. You might know him by his pirate name, Blackbeard. Legend has it that Blackbeard’s skull is hidden in a Salem museum.”

By the time the voice finished telling the story of how Blackbeard’s skull was plated in silver and turned into a drinking mug, I’d dismantled the remaining two pirates. I tossed them over the edge to make sure they wouldn’t suddenly jump up and keep fighting, then crossed the deck to the captain’s cabin.

Inside was an odd blend of historical mock-ups and modern furnishings. An antique-looking globe sat on a small wooden desk, along with stacks of partially graded papers and quizzes. A digital clock hung from the wall next to framed parchment maps of the east coast. Narrow windows painted onto the rear wall showed a distant ship sailing a sunlit sea.

“Local pirates and privateers played an important role in the American Revolution. Many of these privateers operated from right here in Salem.”

The voice came from a ceiling-mounted speaker. I slashed the wires, then stabbed the front of the speaker for good measure. The voice continued from other speakers on the ship, but at least it was quieter.

I left the captain’s cabin and descended a narrow wooden staircase. A sign at the bottom encouraged visitors to explore the gun deck, galley, and crew quarters.

I checked the crew quarters first. Several more mannequins stood around or slept in rope hammocks. These didn’t move, but I decapitated them anyway, to be safe. There was also a TV and video game system hooked up in one corner, along with a mini-fridge and several beanbag chairs. Just the thing for luring teenagers into your cult.

An aquarium bubbled and gurgled on a low table. The water was filthy, so the fish were little more than shadows moving through the algae and muck. I tapped the front with the tip of my knife.

A black shape three inches long slammed into the glass. The movement cleared the worst of the grime, giving me a brief glimpse of a black goldfish covered in bulging eyes, with small tentacles for fins.

My phone buzzed in my purse. Jenny had sent another message: Morgan is sleeping. He’s safe. Temple warded his room like Sage’s. Now tell me where you are.

Knowing Jenny and Temple were looking after Morgan eased a sliver of the tension in my muscles. After checking the rest of the room, I responded to Jenny: Thank you. Can’t talk now. Just found an evil goldfish.

I added heart and pirate-flag emojis and tapped Send.

• • •

From one of the speakers I hadn’t yet stabbed, the automatic tour guide was going on about pirate treasures. If Alex was in the ship, the recording covered any noises he was making.

I crossed the gun deck and paused outside the galley. This door was cold to the touch. The latch and padlock looked newly installed.

I didn’t bother with my lockpicks. I slid my blade beneath the latch and pried it out of the doorframe, then pushed open the door.

Alex wasn’t there. I lowered my knife and stepped inside.

Alex had turned this part of the ship into a workshop. Cans and vials like the ones we’d seen at the high school filled shelves that probably once held fake pirate cooking supplies. Books and papers covered the counter, all held in place with souvenir paperweights from the museum shop. A small, cleared area had traces of salt and sulfur.

A set of eight hammered metal symbols hung on the walls. They had the same geometrically twisted wrongness I’d seen in Sage’s toy glyphs and Morgan’s drawings. I didn’t recognize the metal, which had a thin layer of sickly blue-and-green corrosion. Habit and experience made me pull out my phone to get pictures, but the cracked screen and dead pixels reminded me what had happened last time.

The feeling of being watched was stronger here, even though the room was empty of people, pirates, or mutant fish.

At the end of the counter, a silver platter held empty pill capsules. Beside it stood a sealed thermos. I opened it just long enough to get a glimpse of thick, putrid shoggoth goop, then screwed the lid back on tight.

Over the recording of the guide describing the typical pirate fare, I heard the creak of wood. I tightened my grip on my knife and turned toward the door.

“Annette Thorne.” Alex Barclay stood in the middle of the gun deck, leaning against a replica cannon. I hoped it was a replica. He held a pirate cutlass in his hand. I had no idea how he’d gotten so close without me sensing him. Maybe his descent into R’gngyk-worshipping evil had dampened his human desires too much for me to pick up on them, or maybe I’d been distracted by the chill of the magic in the galley.

Alex’s stubbled face was narrow and drawn. Deep crow’s feet by the eyes made him look older than his fifty-some years. He’d acquired a little bit of a gut compared to the photos Jenny had shown us, but his frame remained on the slender side. His short-cut hair was a dark, uniform brown that suggested hair dye.

He wore a flannel shirt, brown cargo pants, and black leather hiking boots. A black patch covered his missing eye.

“I know,” he said. “Eyepatch, pirate ship, cutlass . . . it’s all a little too on the nose.”

I readied my knife, grabbed the platter from the counter, and strode toward him. “I’m not Jenny. I don’t do the banter thing.”

“Fine by me.” He shrugged his shoulder and raised the sword. “How’s your grandson?”

He was trying to make me angry. Bad idea. I was already angry.

I whipped the platter at his head like a frisbee. He batted it aside—good reflexes, and quick—and then I was inside the reach of his sword and stabbing at his gut.

He twisted so my knife caught only flannel. His knee struck my hip and doubled me over enough for him to slam the pommel of the sword down on my back. Before I could recover, he was tossing me across the gun deck like I weighed nothing at all.

I reevaluated the situation as I got to my feet. Alex was significantly stronger than the trio I’d fought the other night.

“I’ve read all about you, Annette,” he said. “You spent your glory years enjoying life, slutting it up with vampires and demigods and sorcerers, but at least you embraced your power.” He attacked again, and I barely dodged. His sword shattered the wooden boards of the wall behind me.

“Is that what you’re doing? Trying to recreate the glory days of your childhood?” I lunged and thrust my knife toward his heart.

He actually laughed as he slapped my attack aside. “Why would I recreate that dysfunctional shitshow?”

“Jenny’s told me stories,” I said. “Raj was the tough one, right? Jenny’s backup brawler. Kayla was the smart one. And you were what, the comic relief?”

I’d lied. I did do the banter thing occasionally, if I thought it might knock an opponent off balance. Especially when that opponent was turning out to be more of a challenge than I’d expected.

He snarled and circled to his left, backing me toward a corner.

“Then there was Jennifer Winter,” I continued. “A little brown girl who was stronger than you in every way. Is that what’s been eating at you all these years, Alex?”

“She had the power of a god, and all she did was wallow in angst and throw it all away!”

As he was talking, I slapped the flat of his sword with my knife, knocking it aside long enough to slash a shallow cut across the front of his thigh.

He staggered back a step and scowled at the blood darkening his pants. “Not bad.”

“You’re not the first angry man-boy I’ve gone up against.”

“Why don’t you put down that knife and we’ll talk about this like adults?”

Jenny had mentioned that Alex might have access to persuasion magic. Trying to use it on a succubus was laughable, like trying to fight a bonfire with a pocket lighter. But if he was dumb enough to try . . . I lowered my knife an inch. “What is there to talk about?”

He brushed his leg. Black blood flaked away. The cut had already clotted. “You’re the weakest of your little trio. I wanted to test myself against you before I go up against Temple or Jenny. I hate to admit it, but seeing how long it’s taking me to end you, I’m not quite ready for them. Jenny would have finished you off in thirty seconds. Sixty if she was in a quippy mood.”

“Fifteen if she was pissed.” I relaxed and lowered my knife, hoping he’d mirror me and give me an opening.

“R’gngyk stirs, but I can only touch a sliver of his power. Our bond isn’t strong enough yet.”

“Gods have different appetites. Maybe Ring-guck isn’t into bondage.” More banter? Jenny had been such a bad influence on me.

“R’gngyk,” he snapped. “The god of a thousand names, who exists between dreams and death. His power is beyond anything Artemis could grant.”

“Why would he grant that power to a middle-aged burnout like you?”

“Because I’m the first in more than a thousand years to bring him gifts and worshippers.” He still hadn’t dropped his guard. Not enough, at least, given his strength and speed. “Put away your knife and come with me. You’re not the sacrifice I’d planned to give him, but you’ll make a nice appetizer.”

I sheathed my knife.

It was an impressive persuasion charm. The magic intertwined with my own motives and desires. Was I obeying him because we needed more information about Alex’s plans, and playing along was the best way to get it? Or was that all a rationalization my brain had come up with to make me do what he said?

He pointed his sword to the ladder in the floor. “Climb down to the cargo hold.”

Below, LED lamps hung from the cargo hold ceiling, brightening a low area with scattered barrels, crates, and coils of rope. Tied to a thick pillar in the middle of it all was a hearth devil. A pair of steak knives protruded from his chest.

He was the size of a ten-year-old child, with thin limbs and a thick gut. A bushy beard the color of dirty straw emphasized his jutting chin and oversized teeth. He wore cutoff jeans and bright blue Crocs.

“Don’t worry. Hob’s not dead.” Alex jumped down behind me. “The blades are stainless steel. They don’t do any permanent damage to his kind. I just needed to shut him up.”

I approached the hearth devil. There wasn’t much blood. I kept my attention on Alex in case he tried to stop me, but he just smiled as I pulled the two knives from the devil’s chest.

Hob’s eyes snapped open, and he gasped. “Fuck me with a cactus named Betty. That hurt!” He looked up at me. “Well, hello there, sugar-tits.”

I tossed the steak knives aside and drew my Bowie. “This one isn’t stainless steel.”

He tried to scoot away, but the ropes held him in place. Alex had done a nice job with the knots.

“All right, all right,” said Hob. “Don’t get your pruney ass in a bind.”

“Hob has been engraving the sealing spells on my pills for me,” said Alex.

“Temple thought it might have been done with lasers,” I said.

“Lasers?” snapped Hob. “Every one of those spells was handwritten by yours truly, using a pen a tenth the width of one of your kinky gray pubes.”

I grabbed him by the beard and pulled. “That was rude.”

“Now you see why I stabbed him?” Alex chuckled and stepped closer. “I considered killing him once I had enough pills, but his knowledge and his skills might still be useful.”

Hob spat. “You cosmic dumbass. R’gngyk is going to devour this world and shit it out in comet-sized chunks.”

Alex ignored him. He stabbed his cutlass into the floor and picked up a blotchy blue-green metal triangle, identical to the ones I’d seen in the galley. “Hob also helped with the spellcraft on these. They’re my little portholes to R’gngyk. They’re made of metal from a meteorite that’s older than this planet, and you have no idea what I had to go through to get my hands on it.”

He tossed it to me. I caught it and immediately wished I hadn’t. It was ice cold, and the texture was like desiccated bone.

“I need you to cut yourself,” he said. “Let your blood fall directly through the center of the triangle.”

“How much blood?”

“No more than ten pints, I think. I need to rouse R’gngyk enough to tap into his power but not enough to destroy the world. I thought building a small band of worshippers would do it, but their little blood prayers barely interrupted R’gngyk’s snores. Metaphorically speaking.”

“You’re willing to risk the world—a world you’re a part of, mind you—for more power?” I didn’t know why I bothered to ask. I’d built a career out of stopping people who’d risked the world for their own power. None of them ever considered the possibility that they could fail. None of them gave a damn about who they hurt or killed in the process.

True to form, Alex just scoffed. “I’ve studied and prepared for decades to become a Hunter of R’gngyk. I promise you, the world will be just fine.”

Hob made a disgusted—and disgusting—snort. “At least once R’gngyk consumes us all, I won’t have to listen to this whiny speck of ass dandruff go on about how unfair his life has been.”

I placed the blade of my Bowie near my wrist. “What about Morgan and the others? Can you undo what’s happened to them?”

“They’ve been touched by R’gngyk, and they will serve him for as long as they hear his call. I couldn’t change that if I wanted to.”

I threw the knife. Eight and a half inches of enchanted steel buried itself in Alex’s chest.

“About fucking time,” crowed Hob.

I tossed the triangle to the floor.

Alex stared at the hilt protruding from his sternum. When he looked up at me, fury twisted his features.

“Oh, shit,” I said.

He yanked the knife from his chest and charged me. I blocked his arm at the wrist. It was like blocking a Buick. The impact jolted me to my heels. I wrapped my fingers around his forearm and extended my claws through skin and into the muscle.

Alex tried to yank free. The knife fell. I reached for his throat.

He clubbed me from the other side.

My vision flashed. I found myself on the floor, reviewing basic math. Alex had one arm. I’d been holding that arm. One minus one was zero, so what the hell had he hit me with?

I blinked until I could focus again. Alex held his hand over the oozing wound in his chest. From the stump of his left arm, a thick black tentacle drew back for another blow.

I rolled to the side. The tentacle slammed the floor so hard, the floorboards snapped and splintered. I slashed the tentacle with my claws as it drew back.

Alex howled in pain.

Interesting. It hadn’t appeared to hurt much when I stabbed his human flesh. I got to my feet and beckoned with one claw, daring him to try again.

Instead, he turned tail and fled through a door marked BRIG.

I snatched up my knife and went after him.

The brig was a cramped room with two pirate mannequins trapped behind bars and what looked like a recently added doorway off the ship.

I ducked through the raggedly cut hole in the wall to find Alex pulling himself up onto the gangplank by his tentacle, which had thinned and stretched to more than ten feet in length.

The gangplank was too high for me to reach. Without a tentacle of my own—or, better yet, a rope—I’d have to go back up through the ship. By which time he’d be gone.

“Fuck!” I kicked the hull of the Widowmaker hard enough to splinter one of the boards, then stormed back inside. I went straight to the cargo hold, marched up to the hearth devil, and sliced the ropes securing him in place. “Hob, wasn’t it?”

“That’s right.” He looked me up and down. “You should know I’m immune to your little sex tricks, so don’t try anything, lady.”

“That man attacked my home and my friends. He did something to my grandson that I don’t know if I’ll be able to undo. And he got away. So, let me be very clear, little devil. I’m in no mood to fuck anyone or anything. But I’d very much like to kill something.”

Hob swallowed hard and remained silent.

“Start looking through Alex’s things,” I said. “Gather every scrap of paper, every spell and note and diagram, everything that will help us understand exactly what we’re dealing with.”

He eyed my knife. “Yeah, sure. Whatever. What are you gonna do?”

My back was already seizing up from being slammed around. I fished through my purse for a bottle of ibuprofen, dry-swallowed two, then grabbed my phone. As painful as that fight had been, this was going to hurt worse. “I have to call Jenny and tell her I lost Alex.”






 

“Dammit, do you have any clue how long it took me to prepare that place? To convince the owners to give me the keys and go away? To build the necessary protections in the galley? To run the ethernet cable for the gaming setup?”




CHAPTER 21

Temple

It was the betrayal at the signing of the Unseelie Treaty of Baltimore that changed me.

Not the betrayal itself, but the fact that it was so unsurprising. We’d spent most of 1980 and the early months of 1981 negotiating for peace.

It took less than a second for one bitter little shit of a fairy to shoot an iron-tipped arrow into her queen’s left eye and destroy that progress.

There were only so many fights you could fight, so many supernatural political schemes you could tear down, so many killers you could banish before it all began to feel familiar. Cyclical.

My family had done this for centuries. So had Ronnie’s. The Guardians Council had been training little girls to fight and die for even longer.

The world advanced swiftly but changed slowly. The hate and greed and evil carried on from one generation to the next. The players might be different, but the game remained the same.

Baltimore was the first time I felt tired.

One angry fairy with an arrow. Now it was one corrupted ex-sidekick with an ancient spellbook. Destruction was so much quicker and easier than creation. The god of entropy had put his thumb on that scale when the universe was born.

“Thanks for that, asshole,” I muttered to myself.

“Excuse me?”

“Not you.” I rose from my chair. My right knee popped. I grimaced and grabbed my cane. Leaning heavily, I said, “I was talking to entropy.”

“And did you get an answer?”

“Every day, he erodes these old bones a little more. That’s his answer.”

I felt Margaret drift closer like a cool spring draft. “You’re right. He is an asshole.”

I chuckled, but my humor melted quickly. “If we don’t stop R’gngyk, the world goes to hell. If we do . . .” I shrugged. “All we’ve done is buy ourselves a reprieve until the next monster like Alex Barclay comes along. It’s like trying to fight a river with a fork.”

“You’re a bundle of sunshine today, aren’t you? I thought you were supposed to be studying Annette’s new pet.”

“Don’t get me wrong. I don’t regret the life I’ve had, the battles I’ve fought.” I sent my awareness through the walls to check on the cat. He was licking himself with a tongue that resembled a six-inch-long leech. I grimaced and turned away. “It was never enough.”

“It never will be,” she said matter-of-factly. “But to the people we’ve saved, it was everything.”

“Do you ever regret it?” I asked. “Getting caught up in this life? Dying so young?”

“It was better than an office job. I wish I could have had more time with my husband. I wish I could have given Ronnie a more stable life. But do I regret helping the people I helped? Never. Dying sucked, but it was bound to happen eventually. I’d seen enough not to fear it.”

“I get that.” I picked up a magnifying glass and began examining a whisker I’d snipped from the cat. It was in its own Mason jar, with the same additional spells I’d put around Slimey. The whisker and Slimey had the same alien wrongness, but the stuff from the cat hadn’t moved. I hoped that meant it had no life of its own.

“I dodged death more times than I can remember. This is death’s revenge: losing myself day after day, year after year. Fading until there’s nothing left.” I shook myself. “Listen to me, complaining about my life to a woman who had hers cut short.”

“Your life isn’t all bad, you know. If you died, you’d never get to finish that cheesecake on the corner of your desk that you forgot about. I do miss the physical sensations. Eating and drinking, hugging my son, feeling the snow on my face . . .”

I set my magnifying glass aside and opened my book. The house lent me what strength it could spare. Its approval made me smile. It liked her, too.

“What are you doing?”

“I’ll tell you after I make sure I can still do it.” I traced an invisible line through the air, then tossed one end like a fisherman casting his line.

“That tickled.”

My smile grew. I picked up the fork, cut a small piece of cheesecake, and brought it to my mouth.

“Sweet mother of god!”

The cheesecake was tasteless in my mouth, nothing but lukewarm gel and dry crumbs. I’d tweaked a spell designed to share one’s senses. I knew the tangy, creamy sweetness of my cheesecake, and now, so did Margaret.

I swallowed, licked my lips, and as innocently as I could, asked, “Another bite?”

“Temple Finn, I don’t want to hear one more word from you until you’ve eaten every crumb on that plate.”

Maybe Margaret was right. Maybe my life wasn’t all bad . . .






 

“You feel it, don’t you? The call of R’gngyk. The magic simmering in your flesh, ready to awaken. It’s time for you all to embrace R’gngyk’s power. Meet me in two hours for the final ritual.”




CHAPTER 22

Jenny

Annette had texted and filled me in before leaving Alex’s pirate-themed lair, so I wasn’t surprised when she walked in the door with a hearth devil in tow. The two gaping wounds in the hearth devil’s chest were unexpected, though.

“His name’s Hob,” said Annette. “Alex stabbed him with cheap steel to shut him up. He’ll be fine.”

I wondered if she’d brought Hob along as a shield, knowing that shoving a patient at me was the one guaranteed way to quash my anger. Hob’s breathing was steady. Both stab wounds were partly scabbed over. He didn’t appear to be in any immediate danger. I pointed at him and said, “Kitchen. Sit, wait, and don’t touch anything.”

I heard Ronnie coming up the hall behind me. Without looking, I said, “Get the first aid kit and keep an eye on Hob.”

Hob snorted. “I guess we know who wears the strap-on in this house.”

“In a minute, I’m going to come in there to clean and close those holes in your torso,” I said. “I can flush them with saline or I can flush them with holy water. Your choice.”

“Damn, lady.” He held up both hands and retreated toward Ronnie. “I’ll just hang with the kid until you’re ready.”

As soon as they were gone, I turned to Annette.

“Before you say anything—”

“Shut up.” All the fear and anger and helplessness of the past hour burned through my veins like steam. I looked her over. She’d been moving gingerly, but I didn’t see much blood. “Is anything broken?”

“I don’t think so. Look, I know—”

I raised a hand. Her jaw snapped shut. I took a long, slow breath, until I was certain I could listen without losing my temper. “Go ahead.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I fucked up. I know what you’re thinking. If I hadn’t been so stupid and reckless and impatient, we could have stopped Alex together. It’s my fault he got away.”

“You think that’s why I’m angry?” I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her tight. She tensed, then relaxed and returned the hug. “My friend from almost forty years ago is working through his apocalyptic To-Do List. Temple is growing visibly weaker with each day. I don’t . . . I can’t lose you, too.”

She pulled back, pursed her lips, and nodded. “I’m sorry,” she said again, this time without the bitterness.

“You’re right, though,” I said. “Stupid, reckless, impatient . . . Why didn’t you wait for me?”

She turned away. “You saw what he did to Morgan.”

“That doesn’t excuse— Oh.” The realization knotted my heart. In her own messed-up way, she’d been trying to protect me. “You went there to kill him.”

“I went to do what needed to be done,” she said quietly.

“Listen to me, Annette Thorne. You have people who love and depend on you. People who need you. I need you to start protecting yourself as fiercely as you protect them.”

“You know that’s not how our jobs work,” she said.

“Maybe that’s not how it worked when we were young,” I corrected. “It’s how things are going to work from this moment onward, or else I will personally break both your legs and keep you confined in your bedroom until this is over.”

She raised her hands in surrender. “You win.”

“How bad is the pain?” I asked.

“I’m fine.”

“Liar. How close was it?”

“When he hit me with his tentacle, I thought it was over,” she admitted.

My mind locked, momentarily overcome by a series of disturbing images. “Please tell me you’re talking about a literal tentacle and not some weird succubus sex metaphor.”

“He grew a tentacle to replace his missing arm. It’s strong as hell, stretches at least ten feet, and it’s the only part of him that seemed to register any serious pain. It also hits like a truck.” She rubbed the back of her neck.

The hearth devil peeked out from the kitchen. “It was an arm, not a tentacle, dumbass. They’re two different things. Tentacles are mostly smooth, with the suckers on the flat part at the end. Arms are lined with suckers, like on an octopus. That’s what Alex had.”

Annette and I both stared at him.

“You think hearth devils can’t watch the fucking Discovery Channel?”

“Ronnie,” I yelled.

“Sorry.” Ronnie hauled Hob back into the kitchen.

“We are not keeping the hearth devil,” Annette said to me.

I smiled. “Agreed.”

She brushed off her jacket and combed her fingers through her hair the way she always did when she was unsettled. “How’s Morgan?”

“Sleeping, just like Sage and Squidward.” I headed for the stairs. “Come on. I know you want to check on him.”

“Squidward?”

“The cat you left on our back step. Temple was studying him.”

Both boys—and the cat—had their own rooms. We passed Squidward’s first. The house had grown him a space the size of a walk-in closet. An old, folded blanket sat untouched on the wood floor. A small window gave a view of the front yard.

“Nice wainscoting,” said Annette.

Vertical cedar boards covered the lower half of the walls. The upper trim was a wider board with black characters burned into the wood. “Temple’s work. He inverted the containment ring from the pills. It goes up and around the doorway to form a complete circle. Well, a complete rectangle. It should block out Ringo and Alex.”

“Why didn’t he shield the whole house?”

I’d asked the same thing. “This way, it also prevents Sage and Morgan from communicating with each other. And binding the whole house could affect Temple’s magic. If he left the house, the circle would shut him out and cut him off from most of his power.”

Squidward made a wet chirping sound and crept toward the window, watching a sparrow on one of the power lines outside. His tails and tentacles all lashed back and forth.

“Why are there toothpicks sticking out of the cat?” asked Annette.

“The mice are not happy about him being here. They’ve snuck down from the attic three times so far to shoot Squidward with their little bows and arrows.” I shrugged. “I guess the wainscoting spell doesn’t keep out mundane toothpicks.”

The next room was Sage’s. He was sleeping on a small futon. He’d kicked down the covers and peeled off his T-shirt, and even from here I could see more blisters had formed since I’d been through an hour before. The wainscoting in his room was fancier, with white textured panels and a similarly enchanted top trim piece.

I quietly closed the door. “Are you ready?”

“I want to see him.”

I opened the door to Morgan’s room.

Annette’s breath caught. Morgan was curled in a ball on the floor in the corner. The sheets from his house were still partly wrapped around his legs. His skin was black and rubbery, and tendrils had begun to grow from his arms. My necklace rested on his chest.

Annette grabbed my hand. “You put your amulet on him?”

“He needed it even more than Sage.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

It wasn’t enough. I’d measured the tendrils twice. They’d grown close to a centimeter since Morgan got here. “Did you find anything at Alex’s . . . lair . . . that might help?”

“I brought everything I could find. It’s in my car.”

“Get it all and meet me downstairs. I’m going to tend to Hob, then we’ll figure out how to stop Alex.”

• • •

“You can quit your fussing. These little pinpricks won’t kill me.” Hob’s voice was muffled as he licked the last of the rocky road ice cream from his bowl. I didn’t ask how he’d talked Ronnie into feeding him ice cream.

“You’ll still heal faster if you don’t have foreign dirt and germs getting into the wound.” I flushed the largest wound with saline, then pulled the stapler from the first aid kit.

Hob gritted his teeth as the staples snapped into his flesh. “You’re a Hunter. I recognize the stink of Artemis’s power.”

“I always thought Artemis’s magic had a woodsy smell.”

“If you mean wood that rotted after being shoved up a goddess’s ass, then sure.” He looked me up and down. “Why are you here playing doctor instead of putting an arrow through that motherfucker’s face?”

I reminded myself that Hob couldn’t help being obnoxious. Hearth devils existed to provoke. Dogs barked, mosquitoes bit, and hearth devils spewed toxic insults. “If I did that, who would be here to help people like you?”

I moved to the second hole in Hob’s chest. He gasped and jerked back. “That hurts, you rancid shit blossom.”

“Don’t talk to her like that,” Ronnie snapped.

Hob laughed. “Aw . . . does someone have a boner for the old Hunter?”

“Don’t let him get to you,” I said. “It’s their nature. They have to commit a certain number of evil acts to stay among humans. As hearth devils go, this one’s on the mild side.”

“I know,” said Ronnie. “I read all about them. Including how to kill them.”

“Big man, threatening a devil half his size,” said Hob.

Ronnie smirked. “You wish you were that tall.”

I raised my voice, speaking over them both. “Annette, did Alex give you any hint where he might have gone when he left the”—I tried to remember what she’d said in the call when she left the place—“the Real Pirates Museum?”

“The Salem Pirate Experience. It’s the new one over on the east side. And no, I’m not sure where he went.” Annette had piled the counter with all the notes and books and trinkets she’d brought back, and was now sorting them into neater piles on the table. She picked up a worn comb-bound notebook and opened the pages. “I’m no expert, but this looks Aramaic to me.”

I leaned over for a better look at the badly-photocopied pages. The plastic cover was scratched and damaged, and the paper was yellowed. “He Xeroxed Nabu-rihtu-usur’s spellbook.”

Alex must have snuck off with the book before we turned it over to Felipe and the Guardians Council. Had he been planning all of this since high school? I couldn’t believe that. For one thing, the Alex I’d known wasn’t patient enough for thirty-plus-year schemes.

Only, I hadn’t known him. Not like I’d thought. If I had, maybe I would have seen this coming early enough to stop it. Or if I’d stayed in touch . . .

He’d made copies of other items, too. Maybe he’d started out doing it to save them as trophies or souvenirs.

I told myself his original motives didn’t matter. We had to stop the threat he’d become.

I grabbed a laminated paper from another stack. I hadn’t studied Latin in years, but I recognized the decorative border of thorns and blood, along with the three-headed dragon attempting to eat and/or mate with the large letter T at the top of the page. Illuminated manuscripts got pretty weird sometimes. “I know this one. It’s Novem Reges Daemonium. Felipe had a copy.”

I found three more papers I knew: instructions for summoning a hearth devil—Hob snatched that one from my hand and tore it up before I could read it; part of a Spanish tome on the history of the universe in the ten seconds before the big bang; and a first-person account of the Ritual of Artemis, written by a Hunter more than a thousand years ago.

“Hello?” Hob pointed to his chest. “Do you mind wrapping this up so I can get the fuck away from you people?”

I finished stapling the hearth devil. “Alex always liked to talk. You must have heard something that will help us find him.”

“I’d rather gag on a minotaur’s dick than have to listen to another minute of that asshole’s ranting.” He touched the staples in his chest, then stretched until the skin pulled taut. “He held his little scout meetings one deck up from my prison. He went on and on about how unjust it all was. How the wrong people had power and magic and the right people got shit on. I mean, he’s not wrong, but that doesn’t mean he had to keep whining about it.”

I heard Temple approaching. Finally. Even his footsteps sounded weary. But his eyes were bright and alert as he entered the kitchen and looked things over. “Is that the Ritual of Artemis?”

“Alex is trying to make himself a Hunter of R’gngyk,” said Annette.

Temple adjusted his glasses and hummed to himself as he flipped through the three-page account of the ritual. Notes and annotations covered the pages in red ink. I recognized Alex’s handwriting, though it was rougher and more jagged than I remembered.

Temple unzipped his fanny pack and brought out Stuart Little. “I don’t have a copy of this one. Do you mind?”

Annette shrugged. “Go for it.”

He set the book on the edge of the table, then brought the three pages close. The book rustled.

The corner of the printout touched the book’s pages.

When the book fed, it was like a cross between an oversized piranha and Cookie Monster from Sesame Street. The book’s cover opened and slammed again and again, pulling in the pages. Tiny, torn scraps fell like crumbs. Temple yanked his fingers away as the book gulped down the last of the ritual.

“What in the name of Zeus’s feathered cock ring is that?” shouted Hob.

“Stuart Little,” said Ronnie. “It’s good. You should read it.”

Temple slid the book closer and opened it to the modified Ritual of Artemis, complete with Alex’s notes. In the bottom corner of the first page, a mouse—Stuart, presumably—had grown tentacles and extra eyeballs.

Temple pointed to one of Alex’s scribbles on the second page. “The original ritual establishes a partnership with Artemis and each of her Hunters. It’s like you become the goddess’s little sister. It’s not a relationship of equals, but you and Artemis both choose to bind yourselves to each other.”

Felipe hadn’t presented it to me as a choice. Not really. Oh, he told me he wouldn’t force me to go through the ritual, but he also went on about how much the Council had invested in me and how many innocent people would die without a Hunter of Artemis to protect them.

The day I’d become a Hunter was both thrilling and terrifying. Thirteen-year-old me had been too young to truly understand what was happening or what I’d become. I remembered the way the Council stared at me, like I was a prize-winning pointer at the Westminster Dog Show.

Much of the ritual was a blur. I know I’d prayed a lot, and they made me sacrifice a goat. I’d hated that part the most, but it hadn’t mattered, because then Artemis had spoken to me for the first time, saying, WELCOME, YOUNG HUNTER.

I’d felt strong and safe and loved and whole for the first time in my life.

“That wouldn’t work with R’gngyk,” Temple was saying. “You can’t have mutual understanding or partnership with no common frame of reference. It would be like trying to communicate with a particular shade of green. Alex’s solution is more parasitical. He’s a mosquito sucking up R’gngyk’s power.”

“How bad is that?” asked Ronnie.

“It depends on how greedy he gets.” Temple turned the page. “Did you ever do that thing where a mosquito bites you and you pull your skin tight so it can’t get loose?”

“Yeah. The mosquito can’t stop taking in blood, and eventually it explodes.” Ronnie’s eyes narrowed. “Oh . . .”

“Alex won’t stop,” I said. “He’ll want more. Annette hurt him.”

“Not as much as he hurt me.” Annette rubbed her neck and shoulder.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “In his eyes, he failed. He’ll be angry and humiliated. He’ll do whatever he can to make himself strong enough to win next time.”

Alex had always been sensitive. When Dawn Genzer turned him down for prom, he’d punched a dent into his locker, then proclaimed he was going to hand himself over to the nearest vampire nest to be, in his words, “their blood bitch.”

“His big sacrifice,” said Ronnie. “He’s going to feed one of you to Ringo.”

“Only, Annette showed him that he can’t beat us yet.” I paced the kitchen. “And we found the spells on Morgan’s shelf cards he was using to weaken the house’s protections, so he’ll have a harder time getting to us. He’ll need a backup sacrifice.”

“You think he’ll kill the kids?” asked Ronnie.

If drops of blood were enough for Alex to go head-to-head with Annette and survive, murdering children would certainly level him up. I shook my head. “I can’t believe he’d do that. I don’t care how angry and corrupted he’s become.”

“You think he’s like Darth Vader,” said Ronnie. “Fallen, but there’s still good in him? And you want to be Luke and save him?”

“If I can,” I said quietly. I owed him that much.

“Didn’t Darth Vader kill a whole mess of kids?” asked Annette.

“The whiny little titsuckers deserved it, if you ask me,” said Hob. “The whole Jedi order was a corrupt clusterfuck.”

I reached across the table and grabbed a yellow flyer for the Gauntlet. Alex had scrawled two words at the top: Salem’s Saverio’s?

“What in hell’s septic tank is that supposed to mean?” asked Hob.

I felt sick to my stomach. “Saverio’s was a bar in Oakland that catered to the supernatural. The owner, Willy Saverio, was human. The Slay Team raided the place three times.”

Hob snickered. “The Slay Team?”

“We were kids,” I snapped. “Temple, how much of R’gngyk’s power could Alex tap in to if he sacrificed an entire bar’s worth of magical creatures?”

“Depends on who’s there at this time of day, but it wouldn’t be good.”

Annette grabbed her phone. “I’ll call Duke and give him a heads-up.”

Ronnie stood up and slapped his hands on the table. “Let’s go kick Alex’s ass.”

“You’re not coming,” I said.

“What are you talking about?” He looked at me like a kid who’d just been told Santa wasn’t real. “This is why I’m here! I’m the one who had the prophetic dreams. This is the whole purpose of being a Kensington.”

“Your purpose is to protect people,” I said firmly. “We have two sick children who can’t be left alone. I need you here with them.”

“Can’t the hearth devil do it?” He looked at Hob and sighed. “Yeah, all right.”

He was making progress. A few days ago, he’d have fought to go after Alex with us. “Thank you, Ronnie.”

“Be careful,” he said. “The stuff I saw in my dreams . . . I know you were friends with this guy, but you need to end this.”

“We will,” I promised.

Hob hopped from his chair and headed for the door. He stopped to peek into the gifts area. “Hey, how much do these little skull pins cost?”

“Ten bucks, just like it says on the basket,” said Annette.

“How much after the discount for helping you ransack Alex’s pirate shithole?”

“Just take it,” I snapped.

Hob snatched the pin. “All of you piss-for-brains realize this could be a trap, right? Alex knows you’re onto him. He’ll be ready for you.”

“It doesn’t matter.” I thought of Morgan and Sage upstairs. Even the stupid cat. Strength and purpose filled me in a way I hadn’t felt for more than thirty years. “This is what we do.”






 

“Mggoka’ai ya ng nafl’fhtarl. Yar h’lli R’gngyk h’tungg il. Mggoka’ai ya— Sorry, let me grab a lozenge. This is murder on the throat.”




CHAPTER 23

Annette

I couldn’t recall the last time I’d seen Jenny carry a weapon, let alone two.

A beautifully polished, unstrung composite bow rested in her lap. Strapped to her hip was a sheathed xiphos, a Greek short sword with a double-edged blade and a cylindrical pommel that was currently jabbing into the passenger’s seat of my BMW. A quiver of arrows rested between her feet.

“What happened to the pacifism thing?” I asked as I drove.

“Artemis told me I’d have to take up her blade and bow again. She was right. I have to stop him.”

You didn’t have to be a PI to pick up on her guilt and anguish. “Alex’s choices aren’t your fault, Jenny.”

She didn’t answer.

In the back seat, Temple had his nose so deep in that book, I was surprised the book didn’t chomp it off. I hated dragging him out of the house again. He looked so exhausted. But he’d insisted, and after my last bout with Alex, I couldn’t turn down the help.

A rumble like far-off thunder shook the car. I tightened my grip on the wheel and tapped the brakes. The other cars on the road were doing the same, except for one that had jumped a curb and taken out a parking meter.

“What the hell?” I muttered. The sky was bright and blue. And thunder wouldn’t jostle traffic.

A block later, I turned onto Lafayette Street. A hundred yards farther, I hit the brakes again. People were running in the opposite direction, shouting and panicking and snapping selfies. I inched the car forward until I saw what they were running from.

A chunk of the street had collapsed into a sinkhole thirty feet wide. The edge of that sinkhole ran directly beneath the Gauntlet.

The bar’s windows were shattered. Flyers and broken glass covered the ground like snow. A gargoyle teetered at the edge of the roof before tumbling loose. It struck the blacktop at the edge of the sinkhole, cracked in half, and fell deeper into the hole.

I hoped that one had been a mundane statue and not one of Duke’s living creations.

I pulled over and parked. I ignored the meter. Jenny helped Temple out of the back while I assessed the situation.

“Tell me Alex hasn’t opened a chasm to hell,” said Jenny. “I hate those.”

“This isn’t even a pothole to heck,” I assured her. Water sprayed from a broken pipe, dousing the dirt and pavement. Broken cables hung along the edge, running parallel to the road. Ten feet down was nothing but muddy water. Who knew how much deeper it went?

The ground rumbled again, and the Gauntlet’s front wall sank a foot and a half. More dirt and road collapsed.

“Something’s down there.” Jenny stepped into the tight curve of her bow and bent the limbs back to string it. She made it look easy, but I’d once tried to string that thing, and it had been like trying to bend steel. She strapped the quiver to her hip, opposite the xiphos. “Smells like the sludge we found in Alex’s classroom but stronger.”

“What about Alex or his thralls?” I asked.

Jenny shook her head. “It’s hard to pick up other scents over all this.”

My phone buzzed with a text from Duke. I skimmed it and swore. “The main floor just collapsed. Duke got most of the customers out, but there are still a few people trapped in the apartments upstairs.”

“Go.” Jenny nocked an arrow. “Temple and I will handle whatever’s down there.”

I wasn’t thrilled at the idea of splitting up. “Be careful. Alex and his little cult could be—”

“Don’t worry, this isn’t my first subterranean monstrosity conjured up by a power-hungry wannabe god.” She gave me a tight, clearly forced smile. “In the old days, this would have been just another Tuesday.”

• • •

The old wooden door to the Gauntlet dangled by a single twisted hinge over an ugly drop. I climbed in through a broken window instead, keeping as far from the sinkhole as I could.

The electricity was out. Dust filled the air, thick as a morning fog, but I could make out a large shadow where part of the floor was missing. It looked like a giant had taken a bite out of the front of the building. The rest of the floor sloped toward the pit. Some of the tables and chairs had already fallen in. The door in back that led to the second floor was crushed and wedged in place by a collapsed section of ceiling.

The Pac-Man game lay on its side, its black screen a web of cracked glass. The pinball machine’s front legs had punched through the floor, making it look like it was kneeling.

End-of-the-world crises were hell on small businesses.

Over the sound of rushing water and the people outside, I heard crying from the other side of the bar. I pressed my back to the wall and started to make my way around the pit. “Hello? Who’s back there?”

“Stay away!” Terror made Duke’s voice all but unrecognizable.

Fear quickened my pace. “It’s Annette. What happened? Are you hurt?”

He didn’t answer.

I found him huddled behind an overturned table. His eyes were wide. His muscular arms were wrapped around his knees.

“Duke, it’s me.” I crouched in front of him.

He shook his head and pulled away, tightening his body like he was trying to disappear.

“We have to get you out of here.” I reached for his hand.

He took a swing at me. I jerked back, and his fist blew past my face to strike the wall. Bricks and mortar cracked.

Aside from his now-bloody knuckles, he didn’t look physically injured. He was just scared out of his wits and not seeing me at all.

What was it Temple had said about shoggoths the other day? “If you look at them closely, you go mad.”

I twisted around and cupped my hands to my mouth. “Jenny! Medusa protocols!”

I couldn’t see her or Temple, but she yelled back, “Got it!”

Hunting the creature without using her eyes would be challenging, but I trusted Jenny to pull it off.

I turned my attention back to Duke. “I’m sorry about this, but I don’t have time to be gentle. I’ve got to break through that terror.”

My mother could have done it with a look. Me, I needed a minute. Time to get in tune with the beat of my heart and the mouse-quick pounding of his. Time to shift my focus from the mental to the physical.

I thought back to the last time Duke and I had hooked up. Those strong hands were so gentle when they brushed my cheek, the side of my neck. They were so rough when they grabbed my ass to pull me close . . .

I remembered my lips on his, my barely checked hunger as we pulled each other onto the bed.

The floor groaned and sank another inch. I pretended it was the creak of bedsprings.

“Marmaduke Stone. Look at me.” My words were soft. Sultry. Seductive. Everything I’d fought so hard to suppress when I was a teenager. Everything I’d indulged a little too much in my twenties.

His eyes twitched. His pupils contracted ever so slightly.

“You know me. Even if your mind can’t remember, your body does.” I took his hand, gently opened his fist, and ran a finger up his palm. He didn’t try to hit me, which was a good sign. “Would you like to get out of here? We could go somewhere quiet and make some real noise.”

His eyes focused on me. Desire rose through the terror and confusion.

I ran a fingernail over his forearm.

He shivered. “Annette?”

The problem with the power I’d inherited—one of the many problems—was that it worked on me, too. The more his lust grew and poured over me, the more my blood heated to meet it. I wanted to throw him down and ravish him as the world came down around us. But I had decades of experience managing my own desires. When I spoke again, my voice was almost normal. “I need you to focus, Duke.”

“I’m extremely focused.” His hand cupped my face. His thumb stroked my lip. “I’ve missed you.”

I nipped his thumb with my teeth before I could stop myself. Dammit, this wasn’t the time. Reluctantly, I pushed Duke back and tried to concentrate on things like the shoggoth in the pit and the building about to collapse around us. “How many people are upstairs?”

“I think it’s just one family.” His words were raspier than usual. He reached for me.

I slapped his hand away. I had a lifetime of experience smothering my body’s reaction, but I’d overdone it with Duke. Most of his higher brain functions were offline. I could see it in his parted lips, the flared nostrils, the unbroken eye contact, the way the tip of his tongue moistened his lips . . .“I’ll take care of them. You need to get out of here.”

Duke swallowed. “I . . . I should help. They’re my friends.”

“You are in no condition to do anything but get the hell away from here,” I said sternly. Maybe a little too sternly, judging from how he straightened and caught his breath. I stood and retreated a step.

“Annette . . .” He clenched his fists. “About the way I acted when you were here before—”

“Take a minimum of three cold showers, then decide what you want to say to me.” I pointed to the closest window. “Go.”

His steps were unsteady, but he avoided the gaping hole in the floor and reached the window. Once he’d climbed out, I headed for the door to the staircase.

I tried to move the collapsed section of ceiling holding the door in place but gave up immediately. I doubted even Jenny could have budged that.

So, I went for the direct approach. I pulled my knife and stabbed the closest part of the door. An axe would have been better, but my knife had been enchanted to penetrate kraken scales. The door was old, solid wood, and I pierced it like it was balsa.

Screams erupted from behind the door. My heart stopped. Had I hit someone? But the blade was clean when I pulled it back. They were probably just frightened by me hacking through like Jack Nicholson in The Shining.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know you were so close. My name’s Annette. I’m here to get you out. How many of you are there?”

“Six.” The voice was oddly high-pitched and melodic. “What happen? Is earthquake? Why Duke screamed?”

“Duke is fine, and there was no earthquake. Don’t worry. You’ll be safe as long as you don’t look directly at the eldritch horror digging a pit below the bar.”

A child began to cry. At least, I assumed it was a child. I suppose my “reassurance” could have driven an already-frightened adult to tears, too.

“Stand back.” I continued my assault. It didn’t take long to hack a foot-wide hole through the door.

“That’s enough big,” someone yelled from the other side.

I peered through and found myself face-to-face with a family of pukwudgies. The closest—the patriarch of the family, presumably—had a bulbous face with a nose like a potato and a chin like a slightly smaller potato. His skin was dark green, and he had quills instead of hair. He wore loose, much-patched blue jeans. Quills on his back poked through the tatters of an old T-shirt.

Most importantly, he was only two and a half feet tall, and he and the others all looked small enough to fit through the opening I’d made.

Without a word, he passed a pukwudgie toddler through the hole. The child was a third the size of the adult, but its quills were sharp as a kitten’s claws. Blood blossomed from the pinpricks it left on my hands and arms.

He handed over a second child before I could finish settling the first. Thankfully, the rest of the family was older and able to climb through on their own.

The ground rumbled again. Another arcade game fell into the pit with a loud splash. Chunks of plaster rained down. I hunched my back, doing what I could to protect the prickly, whimpering children.

“Why happening this?” yelled one of the adults.

That was a good question. If Alex’s goal was to sacrifice the Gauntlet’s supernatural patrons—maybe by feeding them all to the shoggoth?—then why hadn’t he acted to stop me from rescuing the last of those patrons? Or if it was a trap, why hadn’t he struck while Jenny and Temple and I were at our most distracted?

The answer came at once. Because it was neither a sacrifice nor a trap. It was a distraction. Alex had lured the three of us out, away from the protections of Second Life Books. Not to kill us but—

The remaining section of floor broke away from the rear wall. It dropped to a forty-five-degree angle, sending me and my two young pukwudgies sliding toward the pit. I hugged the kids to my chest with one hand and stabbed my knife into the floor with the other to stop our fall.

The pukwudgies shivered and cried and nestled against me as I tried to pull myself back up one-handed.

Something slick brushed my leg, then coiled around my ankle.

“Oh, fuck.”

The tentacle—I refused to call something that rubbery an arm, dammit—pulled so hard, it threatened to dislocate my hip.

“Throw us children before you die!” yelled the pukwudgie leader. He stood on the jutting stump of a floor joist a few feet away.

Asshole. But I pried the kids loose and tossed them up.

The floor beneath me creaked. I clung to my knife with both hands, but even if the shoggoth couldn’t pull me loose, it was strong enough to drag this whole section of floor down into its muddy little killing pool. The muscles in my arms felt like they would tear free from my bones, and my hip was seconds from popping out of its socket.

The thwap of a bowstring was, to my ear, simultaneous with the squelch of an arrow tearing through the tentacle and burying itself in the far side of the pit. A second arrow followed.

The weight on my leg vanished. I pulled myself up onto the joist where Papa Pukwudgie had stood.

A torn black limb was still wrapped around my leg, from my ankle to just past the knee. The end dripped dark, syrupy fluid. My brain suggested the term ichor.

It was grotesque. The smell overloaded my nose like a firehose filling a water balloon. Through the dust and darkness I could make out a shape the size of an elephant in the murky water below. Eyeballs caught the light, reflecting red and gold and green, blinking like horrifying Christmas lights. The sight made me sick to my stomach, but I couldn’t look away.

The eyes . . . some were almost human, while others had pupils like cats or goats, and others were nothing but blackness.

A small hand slapped my face. “Why you stop? You stuck?”

I looked away from the shoggoth, and the weight threatening to shatter my sanity eased. The elder pukwudgie had come back for me. I let out a choked sob of relief.

The pukwudgie peered past me, into the pit.

“Don’t look!” I shouted.

He just cocked his head and squinted his tiny eyes at me. “Hurry.”

Pukwudgies didn’t see well enough to lose their minds at the sight of a shoggoth. Lucky bastards.

I crawled farther from the edge, then hacked the tentacle off my leg. I sliced a bit of my own flesh in the process, but as my granddaughter would say, it was totally worth it.

“Thank you,” I said as we exited what was left of the Gauntlet.

“Welcome,” said the pukwudgie. “Love slapping humans.”

“Half-human.” My heart wasn’t in the protest. “Go. Find someplace safe for you and your family.”

It sagged. “Nowhere safe for pukwudgies.”

I pointed to the growing sinkhole. “Find someplace safer than this.”

“Good thought. That, can do.”

He and his family scurried away, leaving me to tug quills from my chest. My boobs felt like pincushions, and the little brats hadn’t even said thank you.

Thick, cold fog filled the street. The onlookers had mostly fled, and emergency responders hadn’t reached us yet, though I heard sirens in the distance.

I spotted Jenny floating fifteen feet in the air, just past the far edge of the sinkhole. She had an arrow nocked to her bow. Her eyes were shut, but her attention was laser-focused on the darkness.

I heard a faint splash. In that instant, she tilted her head, drew the bowstring, and loosed the arrow.

Temple sat on a bench at a bus stop across the street. He had one hand toward Jenny, presumably keeping her aloft and out of the shoggoth’s reach. His other hand gripped his cane. His eyes were narrowed, and he was mumbling.

“Everyone’s clear,” I shouted.

Jenny nodded without taking her focus off the pit. “We can’t let this thing loose.”

“Have you seen any sign of Alex?” I asked, hoping she’d say yes. Hoping I was wrong about his plans.

“Nothing yet,” she said.

I crossed the street to guard Temple. “What about you? Have you found him yet?”

He waved me off, still muttering to himself in a language I didn’t recognize.

I checked the rooftops and every window I could see.

“I’m down to four arrows,” Jenny shouted.

“Would you people kindly stop interrupting my work?” Temple snapped.

I smothered the urge to toss him into the pit. We were all on edge, and Temple’s work had much more potential to explode and turn us all into zombie butterflies or ashy smears on the nearest wall if he was distracted at the wrong moment.

A sacrifice required ritual. Alex couldn’t just settle down three blocks away with a sniper rifle and put a bullet through Temple’s heart. It had to be done right.

Sending a shoggoth to devour this place was dangerous and chaotic, but there was no ritual. No formality. Even if we hadn’t gotten everyone out of the Gauntlet, their deaths wouldn’t have helped Alex.

He needed a sacrifice powerful enough to attract the attention of a god. We’d assumed that meant one of us.

“Brace yourselves,” yelled Temple.

My skin pimpled and my hair stood on end.

Temple slammed the end of his cane onto the ground.

Lightning stabbed deep into the pit. The thunderclap was a physical blow. I staggered backward, deaf and half-blind.

Steam and ichor and worse erupted from the pit. I saw Jenny fall. Chunks of concrete pelted my body, along with a smoking piece of still-wriggling tentacle. I noticed that none of the debris struck Temple.

He nodded once, clearly satisfied with his work. His mouth moved, but I had no clue what he was saying.

Jenny crawled up from the edge of the pit. She looked over her shoulder, then gave Temple and me a thumbs-up.

“We have to go,” I shouted.

She cocked her head and mouthed the word What?

I squinted at my phone, trying to see the screen through the afterimage of the lightning bolt. With agonizing slowness, I typed a new text to Jenny and Temple: Alex is going to sacrifice the shop.






 

“Welcome, loyal followers of R’gngyk, to the final ritual.”




CHAPTER 24

Temple

I remembered my mother explaining our house to me. This was before she was cursed to wander the moonbeams forevermore. “Sometimes, when a wizard and a house love each other very much—”

Wait, no. I was confusing that with a different and more uncomfortable conversation.

The house talk had come earlier, when I was four years old. Like many interactions at that age, it began with me getting in trouble.

“Tempy, do you know what happened to my summoning bracelet?”

I remembered sitting in the dark of my closet and shouting, “No, Mommy!”

I’d known exactly what had happened to that bracelet, seeing how I’d been using it for an hour to summon sweets from the grocery store.

The closet door had swung open a minute later, revealing me in all of my chocolate-faced glory, surrounded by cellophane wrappers and Hostess Ding Dong crumbs. I knew the game was up, and I handed over the gold bracelet without a word.

“This was locked in my dresser. How did you find it?”

“House told me how to get it.”

She rubbed chocolate off the abyss-black jewel in the center. “Tempy, our house is special. You know that. But it can’t talk.”

She’d been right, of course. The house couldn’t talk the way people did. But it could share impressions and images and memories of what had come before.

Magic was literally built into its foundation: spells etched into stone in the early 1820s to ward off the chill of winter and the heat of summer, to keep mundane and supernatural threats at bay, to preserve food and drink, and so much more. Each generation added new enchantments. Their presence and their power strengthened the house and the land.

The connection between the house and its residents had deepened over the decades. By the time I came along, it could recognize and respond to our wants and needs. And that morning, I had wanted—needed—chocolate cupcakes.

I’d seen Mommy use her bracelet to retrieve items from throughout the world. Ever helpful, the house had shown me exactly where in the master bedroom to find it.

“House likes you better than Grandpa,” I said. “But it loves me best. Me and the chipmunks under the porch. They tickle. House thinks I should learn how to change into a chipmunk.”

“How long have you been able to communicate with the house?”

“All my life.” I remembered being confused that she couldn’t hear it. I also remembered clutching my stomach and saying, “My tummy hurts.”

I’d had many friends, enemies, lovers, and competitors in my lifetime. Occasionally all in the same person. But my best friend and closest companion had always been that old brick house on Essex Street.

And now that friend was screaming.

“What’s happening?” Annette held my arm as she helped me back to her car.

“Alex has reached the house,” I said. “He’s trying to break in.”

Jenny was on the phone with Ronnie. Their voices were tinny and hard to understand. I wondered if the thunder had done permanent damage to my hearing.

Annette held my arm while I climbed into the back seat. Then she pulled out her own phone. “I’m checking the security feeds. The good news is nothing’s on fire this time. Alex is out front. I count six kids with him, all of them further gone than Morgan or Sage. No civilians standing around livestreaming things yet.”

That was good. It meant the house’s suggestion spell was still running, encouraging people to ignore anything outside of their worldview.

“How do you kill a house, anyway?” asked Annette.

“The same way you kill anything else,” I said. “Destroy the physical, and the rest follows.”

She started the car. “How much time do we have?”

“I’m not sure.” The house had been weakened from Morgan’s cursed spell cards and Sage’s eldritch fire. We were slower to heal than we used to be. And I’d borrowed so much strength to call the lightning and destroy the shoggoth. “Not long. He’s peeling through our wards.”

As each one fell, I felt a tearing sensation, like a scab ripped too early from the skin.

The house called for help. I felt its confusion. Why wasn’t I stopping this? Why wasn’t I there?

Traffic was a mess. The car crept down the street, stopping and starting again like an injured tortoise. Police directed us around damaged streets and uncleared accidents. I knew Annette and Jenny were as frustrated as I was, so I said nothing.

This was the beginning of Ronnie’s prophecy. We were too far out and moving too slowly. Alex would complete his sacrifice and waken R’gngyk. And then he’d lose control, because fools like that always lost control, and everyone around them suffered the consequences.

The Finn ancestral home would become ground zero for the end of the world.

I cried out as a pair of Alex’s thralls pulled the last of the burnt rosebushes from the earth and tore it apart.

Jenny was arguing with Ronnie. From the pieces I heard, it sounded like Ronnie wanted to go out and make a heroic last stand in the hopes of taking Alex with him.

Jenny told him he was an idiot.

She was right, but it was the same heroic nonsense any of us might have done at his age.

We needed to buy time. I closed my eyes and waded through the pain and fear from the house. I teased out the various minds until I found the ones I wanted.

The mice in the attic were tense. They knew their home was under assault. They didn’t understand the nature of their enemy, but they didn’t particularly care. Like Ronnie, they wanted to run out and attack.

Their arrogance was very unmouselike. They’d lived and evolved with humans for too long.

The feel of my thoughts was familiar, as much a part of their home as the rafters and the insulation. So, they listened as I tried to explain what was happening.

One of the mice scampered through the gable vent and onto the roof. It crawled down a gutter and opened its senses to me, allowing me my first real look at our attacker.

Mouse vision was strange. They perceived a slightly higher and more limited spectrum of color than humans. They were also rather nearsighted.

A blurry Alex Barclay stood in front of the equally blurry porch with his tentacle arm slithering through the air like a snake. The movement was both hypnotic and nauseating. All around him, his oily-skinned shoggoth-fed children pounded windows and dug up plants. One had climbed onto the roof and was trying to tear off the shingles.

From Alex’s movements, I realized he could see the spells keeping him out. He was directing the others to attack specific physical nodes while he tugged the invisible strands of magic, unraveling the net one strand at a time.

I shared with the mice what I needed, along with what would happen if Alex succeeded. They were frightened. I felt their tiny hearts vibrate faster. But they weren’t convinced.

“What’s going on back there, Temple?” asked Annette.

Splitting myself between two locations was giving me a stabbing headache. “I’m asking the mice for help. They want to know what’s in it for them.”

“You told them the end of the world includes mice, right?” she asked.

“They think they’re clever and tough enough to survive the coming of R’gngyk.”

Jenny covered her phone. “Ronnie says he has a sling that was blessed by Pope Formosus. He thinks he can get to the roof and take Alex out from there.”

“Bad idea,” said Annette. “From what I saw on the Widowmaker, Alex can reach the roof with that tentacle.”

I covered my ears to shut them out and asked the mice what they wanted.

They showed me.

“You’re out of your tiny minds,” I replied. No way in any hell was I going to give them unlimited access to my power. An army of magic-wielding mice would be just as dangerous as R’gngyk in the long run.

The mouse outside scurried back up the gutter and into the relative safety of the attic. They turned their minds away from me, preparing to go back to whatever mouse business they’d been up to.

I sent a counteroffer. They couldn’t have unlimited access to my knowledge of magic, but I’d teach them two simple defensive spells.

They conferred and demanded a thousand defensive spells. Numbers weren’t their strong suit.

We settled on five spells in exchange for their help. Twelve mice volunteered to let me deeper into their thoughts. We ran out of the attic and down to the ground.

Outside, we gathered a short distance from Alex. We stood on our hind legs in a circle six inches wide. Our front paws traced the patterns of a spell. My words emerged from their mouths as a series of high-pitched chirps.

Alex turned. He didn’t see us at first. Then his gaze dropped.

Jenny would have had a witty quip at the ready, something snarky and irreverent and triumphant to say as she knocked his block off.

I wasn’t like her. I triggered my spell in silence.

A tiny fireball appeared in the center of our circle. It shot toward Alex, growing to the size of a large pumpkin by the time it struck.

Through the mice’s eyes, I saw Alex coil his tentacle like a shield. Fire crackled over the limb. He cried out, but the spell was dying more quickly than it should have. Cold poured from Alex’s burnt skin. The flames flickered and vanished.

“Mggoka’ai R’gngyk ngth na’ghtagn,” Alex whispered. “Hotept R’gngyk na’shub.”

Any triumph on my part died a quick, decisive death.

Blackness sealed the damaged skin. Alex smiled, and I felt R’gngyk’s power growing. Just as Morgan had given his blood, Alex had turned his injuries into a sacrifice. His words were the equivalent of Take, eat. This is my body, which is barbequed for you.

I had the mice grip the grass with our paws, drawing strength for another attack. But before I could begin, Alex’s tentacle smashed down like a club.

I yelled and jerked back in my seat.

“What happened?” Jenny twisted around to take my hand. Her fingers felt my wrist while she studied my eyes. “Temple, talk to me.”

“He killed them.” Darkness ringed my vision. Between the strain of working through other bodies and the shock of feeling their death, I’d be lucky if my heart didn’t explode before we got home.

The Temple Finn of old would have stopped him. He would have found a way. He’d have blasted Alex to ash and gone out for drinks and dessert to celebrate.

A part of me hated that Temple Finn. The bastard hadn’t appreciated how good he had it.

“How close are they to getting inside?” asked Annette.

I wanted to answer, but her words were so far away, and my pulse was so loud. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled. I didn’t know if I was talking to Annette or to the house. “I can’t stop him.”






 

“Oh, that’s clever. The spell is woven right into the doormat. Then it spreads out to every ingress. ‘An it harm none . . .’ This had to be Jenny Winter’s idea. What shall we do with you, little spell? What shall— I wasn’t asking you, Noah. It was a rhetorical question. Get back to breaking those windows.”




CHAPTER 25

Jenny

By the time we got home, Temple was barely conscious, and I’d been disconnected from my call with Ronnie.

The neighborhood was quiet. All of our rose bushes had been uprooted and destroyed. The windows were cracked, and most of the front gutter was bent away from the roof. Even the grass looked dull and sick, like it had gone weeks without a drop of rain. A patch beside the front walk was burnt and blackened.

I didn’t see Alex or his thralls.

We parked on the street. I carried Temple from the back seat and set him in the grass. That seemed to help. He pressed his hands into the dirt, and I swear the grass grew a little, twining between his fingers.

“How is he?” asked Annette.

“Clammy. His pulse is racing and his breathing is ragged, but he’s alive. Give me your jacket.”

She didn’t argue. I rolled the leather coat into a pillow and placed it beneath his feet to elevate his legs.

Annette had her knife in one hand and her phone in the other. “The WiFi’s been down since shortly after the mice cast their fireball. I’m not getting anything from the cameras.”

“Come on,” I whispered. “You’re strong enough to pull through this. You’re Temple Finn, remember?” His breathing was shallow. I needed to get him inside, to warm him up and—

“Jenny.” Annette crouched beside me. “End of the world, remember?” Her words were gentle but firm.

If we didn’t stop Alex, we were all dead anyway. I squeezed Temple’s hand. “Don’t move. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“He’ll be all right,” said Annette.

I stood and sniffed the air, then listened. “Ronnie’s in the back parking lot. He’s not alone.”

I retrieved my sword and bow from the car. I nocked an arrow and strode around the house with Annette close behind.

Ronnie sagged against the side of his van, battered but conscious. Two of Alex’s thralls held him in place. Two more stood guard between him and us.

They were worse than Sage or even Morgan. Extra limbs stretched through holes in their clothing. Their bodies were thick and hunched. Their eyes watched all directions at once.

I stopped fifteen feet away. One coiled a tentacle around Ronnie’s neck. The threat was clear: if we crossed them, he died.

Ronnie’s face sagged with a mix of guilt and relief when he spotted the two of us. “I’m sorry. I tried—”

“Where’s Alex?” I asked.

“He got inside.”

“How?” asked Annette.

“It’s my fault.” He clenched his fists. “After I lost contact with you, I tried to stop him myself. I climbed onto the roof and nailed him with my sling. I’m pretty sure I broke his shoulder. But he caught me with his tentacle and pulled me down. He dragged me to the front door and said he’d kill me unless the house let him inside.”

And of course the door had opened. This place protected the people who lived here. The house had given up its own security to save Ronnie’s life.

“It’s not your fault,” I said. “If Alex hadn’t gotten you, he’d have found another way in. He’s always been clever.” I handed my bow and arrow to Annette.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“Praying.” The last time I’d whispered this invocation to Artemis had been the last day the Council sent me to hunt. The day I killed Hope Lyons.

It was the day I’d understood what they turned me into. Not a hunter but a weapon.

I’d spent the next thirty-three years trying to atone for what I’d become.

ARE YOU READY TO ACCEPT YOUR TRUTH, HUNTER?

Artemis’s voice was both soothing and startling. I hadn’t even finished my prayer. “What truth is that?”

YOUR FEAR. A HUNTER CANNOT BE PREY TO FEAR.

Rude. I glanced at the shoggoth squad. They hadn’t moved. Whatever they’d expected, I doubted it included me setting my weapon aside and mumbling to myself. “I’m not afraid of them.”

NOT THEM, NO. YOU CAN’T FIGHT IF YOU’RE AFRAID OF YOUR OWN POWER, JENNIFER.

“Tell that to what’s left of the shoggoth at the Gauntlet,” I said.

YOUR IMPERTINENCE DOESN’T HIDE YOUR FEAR. NOT FROM ME.

Annette touched my arm. “Jenny? Are you still in there?”

I stepped forward. The tentacle around Ronnie’s neck tightened. He gasped for breath. I raised my hands. “I don’t want to kill them.”

Helping to kill the shoggoth was one thing, but these were children. They couldn’t have known what would happen when they got involved with Alex. They weren’t monsters. They were victims.

WOULD YOU DAMN THE WORLD TO SAVE THE LIVES OF FOUR CORRUPTED CHILDREN?

“Would you damn me to save the world?” I asked. “I believe in you, Artemis. I believe in your strength and your mercy. Help me save them all.”

Artemis’s strength flowed through my veins, replacing aches and stiffness with strength. I measured the distance between me and Ronnie, waved Annette back, and moved.

Tentacles whipped toward me. I drew my blade and severed three in a single swing. A fourth looped around my left forearm. I braced myself and pulled. The kid stumbled forward, and I landed a solid punch in the center of what remained of their face.

I moved in and severed the tentacle around Ronnie’s throat, then put him behind me and faced the thralls. All this in the span of two heartbeats.

They attacked again. I was careful not to kill the kids. I was less careful about broken bones or crushed tentacles.

“Holy shit,” Ronnie said, moments later. He stepped carefully around the fallen thralls. “You were holding back when you and I fought.”

Artemis sighed. YOU’RE STILL HOLDING BACK.

I ignored her the best I could and checked Ronnie’s injuries. His face was bruised and bloody, and he favored his left leg when he walked. His shirt was torn, revealing more bruising and swelling along the ribs. “Anything broken or bleeding?”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “What happened at the Gauntlet? Where’s Temple? Is he—”

“He’s alive but down for now.” I sheathed my sword and took my bow and arrow back from Annette.

“Welcome back, Hunter,” she said dryly.

“Shut up.”

“Ms. Winter?” Ronnie sounded more uncomfortable than I’d ever heard him. “While they were holding me, I got to thinking. I had an idea. It’s a bad idea, but . . .”

“Go on,” I said.

“If Alex sacrifices this place, it’s game over. End of the world.” He swallowed and asked, “What happens if we destroy it first?”

My fingers twitched toward my sword. This was our home. “What?”

He hunched his shoulders and looked away. “Alex can’t sacrifice something that’s already dead, right?”

Annette raised an eyebrow. “And how exactly would you suggest we destroy Second Life Books and Gifts? Your little katana wouldn’t even scratch the paint.”

Ronnie opened the van’s passenger door. After digging through the glove box, he pulled out a four-foot-long olive-green pipe that couldn’t possibly have fit in there. “This is the Kensington Family Rocket Launcher.”

Annette looked at the rocket launcher, then at her Bowie knife, then back at the rocket launcher. I’d never seen her look simultaneously annoyed and envious before.

“No,” I said.

“It would stop him, though,” Ronnie pressed. “Wouldn’t it?”

My fists clenched. “Maybe.”

“My grandson is in that house,” said Annette.

“And even if we got Morgan and Sage out, destroying this place would probably kill Temple.”

Ronnie tried again, displaying impressive determination and a complete lack of self-preservation. “Wouldn’t he rather die knowing the world wasn’t going to end?”

Annette folded her arms. “Keep pushing, and I’m going to stow that rocket launcher somewhere very uncomfortable.”

There had to be a better way. “Hold on to the rocket launcher in case another shoggoth shows up, but blowing up our house is a last resort.” I started toward the door. “You two stay with Temple while I try to take Alex down.”

“Bullshit,” said Annette. “I tried going after Alex alone, and you saw what happened.”

“I love you, but you’re no Hunter of Artemis,” I said. “I’m the one he hates. And I know him better than anyone.”

“That was more than thirty years ago,” Annette argued. “People change. They grow up and get jobs and have midlife crises and sprout tentacles.”

“It’s my nightmare we’re trying to stop.” Ronnie slung the rocket launcher over his arm. “I deserve to be part of this.”

I considered punching them both out and leaving them with Temple. From the set of Annette’s jaw and the way the corner of her mouth rose, she knew exactly what I was thinking. Just like she knew I’d never be able to make myself do it.

I threw up my hands in exasperation and headed for the front door.

The air on the porch stank of blood and otherworldly death, like someone had taken the stench of the shoggoth-infected kids and mixed it with gunpowder and partially clotted blood.

The door swung open before I could touch it.

Alex Barclay stood just inside our doorway. He leaned against the wall, legs crossed at the ankles, his arm and tentacle folded over his chest. I was certain he’d worked to find just the right pose to project an air of cool control.

Sunglasses hid his eyes. His chest was bare, revealing the old scars on the left side of his torso. The tentacle grew from the stump of his arm. The skin there was red and scabby.

Seeing him was like getting punched in the stomach by a troll hopped up on diamond dust. The changes were difficult to look at, but seeing the echoes of the boy I remembered was worse. We’d fought and laughed and raged together. On one memorable occasion, we’d gotten miserably drunk together. More than anything, I wanted to reach into this thing he’d become and pull out my friend.

Instead, I squared my shoulders and pursed my lips at the raw, red skin near his tentacle. “I’ve got an ointment that will help with that.”

He chuckled, and the sound was so familiar, my heart hurt. “I’ve missed the way you joke to cover your fear.”

“I’ve missed you, Alex.” I’d missed all of them, more than I’d let myself admit. “Any fear I’m feeling is for you. Look at yourself.”

He curled the tip of his tentacle. Tiny barbs emerged from the endmost suckers. He studied them like he was checking a manicure. “I thought you didn’t judge people by their appearance, Jenny. Wasn’t that part of your big enlightenment before you ran off?”

“Fuck this.” Annette brushed past me, her knife raised, only to bounce off an invisible barrier in the doorway. She scowled and tried again, with the same result.

Alex pointed to the doormat. “‘An it harm none, do what you will.’ It’s an elegant little contract.”

I tried to enter. It was like stepping into a sheet of plastic wrap. The spell clung to my skin. I continued to push, and the air hardened like steel. I focused on my right fist, trying to drill through. All I got for my attempt were bruised knuckles.

Alex removed his sunglasses and tossed them past us and into the yard. He wasn’t wearing his eyepatch anymore. R’gngyk had grown him a new eye, yellow and rheumy and slightly larger than his human one.

“I can see magic,” he said. “All these spells Temple and his family built up over the years, I can read them like billboards on the highway. Every connection, every nodule of stored power, every trigger. Not only that, but once I got inside, I could adjust your shop’s defenses. That magic doormat serves me now.”

His smile grew. “I rewrote your contract. If you want to enter, you have to accept the terms. Harm none. Not me, not my followers, not even R’gngyk. And before you decide, I should tell you I cut out those pesky self-defense caveats, too. Once you enter, I could skin you alive without you being able to throw a single punch.”

His cockiness hadn’t changed. I could use that.

“Deal.” I unclenched my fists and stepped through the doorway.

“Dammit, Jenny!” Annette tried to follow. She rebounded so hard, she bumped into Ronnie.

“Take care of Temple.” I caught her eyes and tried to make her understand the words I wasn’t saying. I have a plan. Try to wake Temple up and get him to undo what Alex did. I’ll keep him busy as long as I can. Also, if this doesn’t work, I love you both.

Annette scowled but gave a small, tight nod. I imagined her thinking, You’d better know what you’re doing. If you get yourself killed, I’ll kick your ass.

I faced Alex and gave him my best fake customer-service smile. “As long as you’re here, would you care to check out our wide variety of used books?”

• • •

“Jenny Winter.” Alex shut and locked the door behind me. “How long has it been?”

“Twenty-eight years.” I slipped past him and retreated out of arm’s length. Unfortunately, the hall wasn’t long enough to get out of stretchy tentacle’s length. “Our ten-year reunion.”

He chuckled. “That was so awkward. Everyone else was talking about their careers and their families, and then there was Jenny Winter, alone and purposeless. You’d walked away from everything and everyone that gave your life meaning. I’m glad you finally found your true calling, selling used books and cheap junk to tourists.”

I REMEMBER THIS ONE, said Artemis. I DON’T RECALL HIM BEING SUCH AN ASSHOLE.

My senses were turned up to eleven, and my limbs twitched with the instinctive drive to fight this twisted thing that used to be my friend. I wanted to punch Alex’s face in and I wanted to hug him and I wanted to shake him until all the bitterness and corruption fell out. Instead, I simply asked, “What have you done with Morgan and Sage?”

He waved his hand dismissively. “I assume they’re upstairs in those locked rooms? The house didn’t want to let me through those doors. I could have forced my way in, but why bother? I don’t need them anymore.”

Thank you for protecting them. I hoped the house could feel my gratitude. Knowing the kids were safe freed me to focus entirely on Alex. “How long have you been planning this? I saw the photocopies you made.”

“The benefits of being a teacher’s aide. Unlimited access to the Xerox machine.” He shook his head in mock-sadness. “I didn’t have everything figured out back then, but I saw the signs. By the time we graduated, I knew you didn’t have what it took.”

The punching urge was quickly overpowering the hugging urge. “You saw what being a Hunter cost me, Alex. You saw what it turned me into.”

“Exactly. You weren’t strong enough.” He waved his tentacle at me. “Felipe and the Guardians Council were a bunch of overcontrolling assholes, but they were right about the world needing protection.”

“Were they? I quit more than thirty years ago. The world has been fine without me.”

“Have you seen the world lately?”

HE HAS A POINT.

“The world hasn’t been overrun by demons or monsters or eldritch horrors since I quit,” I amended. “Not until you invited this one to my front door. You don’t have to do this. There’s still time to—”

“Zip it,” he said. “You’re here to watch, not to make heartfelt speeches about the power of friendship like some dumpy, middle-aged Care Bear.”

It had been worth a try. Giving the villain a chance to change their mind was part of the script. As was their derisive refusal.

Because it was Alex, I tried one more time. “You’re smarter than this. You know what happens to people who conjure up ancient deities of death and destruction. The sucker who opens the way always ends up being the first meal for whatever monstrosity or devil or demonic wiener dog shows up.”

“Demonic wiener dog?” His forehead wrinkled, and then he laughed. For a moment, he sounded like the Alex I remembered. “The clerk at the city pound. He was trying to conjure hellhounds.”

“He kind of did.” I shook my head at the memory. “The hellhound just possessed the wrong dog. And then that little, yippy dachshund from hell burned and ate the guy. But hey, maybe your buddy Ringo won’t do that. Maybe he’ll just drive you mad and keep you as a pet. Or rip out your soul and wear it as a hat for ten thousand years. Or pluck your memories and snack on them like popcorn.”

“Typical Jenny.” He entered the gifts side of the shop and spun a display of personalized glittering keychains. “Did it ever cross your mind that I might know what I’m doing? No, of course not. You never trusted us. It was always the Jenny Winter show. You had to be the strongest and smartest, the only one who knows what’s best for everyone.”

“You’ve been dealing drugs to children, Alex. Mutating and controlling them.”

“Shut up.” His hate hit me like a train. He struck the display, sending glittering keychains flying. The rack crashed to the floor. “You don’t get to judge me. You shot a sixteen-year-old girl with your bow, then you stabbed her through the heart with that sword.”

Old friends were like family. They knew precisely how to hurt you. “The Guardians Council ordered me to kill a rogue Hunter.”

“Hope worshipped you,” Alex said bitterly. “Just like the rest of us did in the beginning. Hope dreamed of being just like the great Jenny Winter.”

Hope was supposed to have been my replacement. At twenty-three years old, after ten years as a Hunter, I was past my expected expiration date. The Council had a Hunter on six of the seven continents, and I was the oldest by a good three years. We all assumed it was only a matter of time before some machete-wielding gremlin or vengeful nereid ended my winning streak.

Along with Hope’s mentor, a middle-aged woman named Louise with a strong Fargo accent, I acted as a combination mentor/babysitter until she was ready for solo hunts. The Slay Team had even been involved with her early missions. She was smart and tough and fun. I liked her.

But she was too eager and too angry. She’d begun going on unsanctioned hunts, tracking and killing at least six people: criminals who’d avoided the police or gotten off on technicalities. When the Council tried to rein her in, she rebelled against them. She put Louise in the hospital with a concussion and a cracked sternum.

They sent me to stop her. I should have said no.

It had taken me five weeks to find her. Artemis could have told me where she was, but the goddess refused to get involved.

I WEPT FOR YOU BOTH, BUT I COULDN’T ABANDON HER ANY MORE THAN I COULD ABANDON YOU.

Unspoken between us was my choice to abandon Artemis.

ALL CHILDREN BREAK FROM THEIR PARENTS. YOU CAME BACK TO ME WHEN YOU WERE READY.

There was no condemnation, no passive-aggressive guilt tripping. Not this time, at least. Only the goddess’s gladness at my return.

“Don’t say it wasn’t Hope’s place to be judge and executioner,” Alex continued. “That’s exactly what Hunters are. That’s exactly what you and the Council were to her.”

“I know.” My stomach hurt from guilt and regret I’d carried for thirty-three years. “They ordered me to kill my sister in Artemis, and I did. I should have tried harder to talk to her, to help her. It’s why I left, Alex. You know that. It’s why I ran away from everything I was.”

“Did you really?” he snapped. “Because here you are again, showing up with your sword and bow, ready to kill me just like you killed her.”

Madness limned his words. How much of that madness was from his connection with R’gngyk and how much came from his own jealousy and bitterness and resentment?

“I don’t want to kill you, Alex.”

His tentacle coiled around my wrist. I instinctively stepped into the hold, bringing my other fist up to strike.

My hand stopped halfway to his sternum. Icy pain electrified the nerves of my arm.

Alex flinched, but when it became clear I couldn’t hurt him, his expression pulled into a smirk. “Didn’t Felipe teach you not to pull your punches?”

He was taunting me, exactly like he used to taunt monsters, baiting them into foolish attacks or celebrating their defeat. Instead of goading me, his words brought clarity. I’d hoped so desperately that this cruelty was R’gngyk speaking through him, turning him into something he wasn’t. Something he’d never been.

These weren’t the words of some forgotten horror. Whatever Ringo had done to him—whatever he’d done to himself—at the heart of this monstrosity was Alex. And he didn’t want to be saved.

He dragged me toward the basement stairs. “I’m sorry it all turned out this way.”

“Are you?” How long had this resentment festered? “All those years of saving the world, and this is what you became?”

“I became strong,” he said. “You weren’t strong enough, and it broke you.”

Descending into the basement was like entering an arctic Salvador Dali painting. If there was a mystical veil between different dimensions, Alex had torn enough holes in that veil to turn it into a doily.

Each step sagged under my weight. The wooden railing felt ancient, covered in dust and mold and rot. Paint flaked away at the slightest touch. Icy fog dulled the lights.

The air smelled of salt and sulfur. Sickly yellow frost covered the basement floor and most of the walls.

A six-foot-tall triangle of dark green flame burned on the south wall. Smoky characters wavered within the flames. The triangle’s interior hurt to look at. The cracked limestone inside the triangle pulsed like an exposed organ. Flakes of white rock fell to the floor.

The spell wasn’t the only addition to our basement. Two of Alex’s thralls stood to either side of the flames. They pressed against the wall like leeches, gripping the stone with their bodies and limbs. Each had extended one arm into the green fire, but their flesh didn’t burn.

“They’re feeding,” said Alex. “Sharing their bounty.”

Feeding on our home and passing what they consumed through the portal to R’gngyk. I turned away and clutched my stomach to keep from vomiting.

“Try not to look directly at any of this,” Alex warned. “Your mind isn’t strong enough to handle it.”

I didn’t have to look. I felt the wrongness like oozing wounds in my own flesh. The need to hunt burned, my blood quickened . . . and I could barely force my fingers into a fist, let alone throw a punch. I’d accepted the contract when I entered the house. I was powerless to hurt Alex or anyone else.

Alex spread his arm and tentacle, basking in the green light. “The more R’gngyk stirs, the more his power enters me. And before you say it, I have control over the process. There will be no wiener-dog incidents today.”

“Were you always this stupid, or is it a side effect of letting Ringo into your head?” I rubbed my chin thoughtfully. “The fact that you did that in the first place argues for preexisting stupidity, but—”

The blow from his tentacle knocked me to the ground and sent me sliding through the gross, putrid frost. I was pretty sure he’d popped a couple of my ribs out of place.

“You’re not here to mock,” he snapped. “You’re here to witness.”

IT’S TIME, JENNIFER.

I’d hoped to buy Annette and Ronnie more time to rouse Temple and undo Alex’s spellwork, but Artemis was right. This had to stop.

“Beloved Artemis, goddess of the hunt,” I murmured. The words were meditative. “Fleet of foot and keen of vision, hunter and guardian, whose aim is ever true.”

Alex turned back. “Stop that. Don’t speak your weak goddess’s name in this place.”

“Your servant calls to you,” I continued as I stood. “As a child I took up your bow. As a maiden I worshipped you. As a Hunter I slew those that threatened the natural cycle of this world. Hear my plea—”

A gunshot interrupted my words. The impact was like I’d been punched in the chest by a granite statue.

Alex held a silver revolver in his hand. A thread of smoke rose from the barrel. “Felipe made you train with swords and bows and spears and knives and wooden stakes. Do you remember the bullwhip drills? Slicing soda cans in half and putting out candleflames like you were Indiana Jones. All those weapons. I never understood why they didn’t just hand you a gun.”

I sagged against the wall. Blood pumped from the hole in my chest. A distant part of me pondered what exactly the bullet had struck. The right atrium, maybe?

“Hear my plea.” I couldn’t get a full breath. The bullet might have struck a lung, too. “Take this vessel as your own.” I tasted blood. Not good. I abandoned the rest of the formal prayer, saying only, “Help me save the children trapped above.”

Among her other roles, Artemis was the protector of children and young girls.

Alex stepped closer and pointed the gun at my face. I searched his eyes for any trace of guilt or regret, any sign of compassion for his former friend.

I saw none. No conflict. No second guesses. I saw only a monster who threatened my friends, my family, and my world.

“You could have been so much more,” I said. “So much better.”

He snorted. “So could you. But you were weak. Unworthy. You threw it all away.”

“Not exactly.” I straightened. “I just set it aside for a while.”

I swatted the gun away from him. Well, it was my hand that struck the gun, but it wasn’t me. I heard the small bones in Alex’s hand crack. The gun struck the wall so hard, the cylinder popped out and part of the grip broke away.

Alex’s face turned white. “How? You can’t—”

“I didn’t,” I said.

“I DID.” ARTEMIS’S WORDS ECHOED THROUGH THE BASEMENT.

I touched two fingers to the hole in my chest. The bullet had passed through my body, so there was nothing to expel. I grimaced as muscle and bone and at least one chamber of my heart knit itself back together.

“The contract,” said Alex. “You can’t hurt me.”

“The spell you repurposed is pretty airtight,” I agreed. “I won’t be doing any harm for the next year and a day. The thing is, Artemis didn’t agree to that contract. And she didn’t have to enter through the door. She’s here through me.”

Alex had witnessed this once before. We’d been nineteen years old and hunting an ancient vrykolakas, a kind of Greek vampire who’d turned out to be extremely good with a crossbow. I would have died from that shot if Artemis hadn’t chosen to join me in that fight.

This wasn’t me using the strength and power gifted from Artemis. This was the goddess herself, manifesting through her Hunter.

Alex’s eyes widened with understanding. “Oh, fuck.”

“INDEED.”

His tentacle whipped toward my head.

My xiphos sliced through the tentacle like it was air.

The severed piece flopped on the floor like a fish. Black goo dripped from the end. I kicked it away.

I felt full to bursting. The goddess’s presence overwhelmed me. Moonlight spilled from my skin. The strength of mountains filled my limbs. It would have been so easy to lose myself in her power. Her wisdom. Her wrath.

Alex grabbed a wooden spear from my bin of training weapons. He swung it one-handed at the side of my head.

I raised my left arm. The shaft snapped against my forearm.

He thrust the broken end at my throat.

I batted it aside with my sword.

“You can’t stop what I’ve begun,” he snarled. “I’ve performed the ritual. I’m a Hunter of R’gngyk. I’m—”

“I’m sorry.” I stepped toward him. He retreated past the punching bag. “I don’t have time for this. I have to deal with the real threat.”

“The real threat?” He swung the broken spear again. The attack was crude, driven by outrage.

I caught the end and splintered it in my hand. When I spoke, Artemis’s anger edged my words. “I thought you were the big bad, Alex. But you’re just another minion. A child who never got past his fear of the dark.”

He lunged for my throat.

I backhanded him into the wall. He slumped, unconscious but alive. His lip and nose dripped blood. His human eye was shut, but the other stared up at me.

HE FEARED HIS OWN WEAKNESS. YOU FEARED YOUR STRENGTH.

I set Alex on the weight bench. Tying him up didn’t appear to violate the “do no harm” rule, though I couldn’t pull the ropes quite as tight as I wanted to. Nothing that would bruise or abrade the skin or cut off the circulation. “You sound like my therapist.”

YOU CARRY TOO MUCH GUILT AND TOO MANY REGRETS. THEY MAKE YOU UNCERTAIN. SLOW TO ACT. GODS AREN’T BURDENED WITH SUCH SELF-DOUBT.

“I’ve read the stories,” I said. “A lot of gods could use a healthy dose of self-doubt.”

SO IMPERTINENT.

“I’ve missed you, too.”

She paused, then said, IF YOU SURVIVE THIS, I EXPECT MANY HOURS OF MUSICAL TRIBUTE. AND AN OUTING FOR MILKSHAKES.

“Agreed.” I turned toward the two thralls and the burning portal on the south wall. The sight of this infection destroying the foundation of my home filled me with revulsion. “Any chance you could do something about this, too?”

THE POWER WITHIN THAT SPELL IS UNNATURAL AND FROM BEFORE MY TIME. IT WOULD BE, AS YOU USED TO SAY, MY KRYPTONITE.

I approached the closer of the two thralls. They didn’t respond, not even when I dug my fingers around an arm and tried to peel it from the limestone. I felt Artemis draw back. I wanted to do the same. The skin squelched and wriggled, and an eyeball on the shoulder blinked up at me.

The thing wouldn’t budge.

R’GNGYK FEEDS THROUGH THEM. ALEX THOUGHT HE COULD CONTROL THIS, BUT NOTHING WILL STOP R’GNGYK FROM SUCKLING.

“First of all, I hate you a little for that image.” I released the rubbery-slick arm and backed away. I wanted to boil my hands to wash off the feel of alien skin and slime. “We have to get Morgan and Sage out of the house.”

I SEE YOUR THOUGHTS, JENNIFER.

“I don’t know how to stop this!” Fear and frustration turned my words sharper than I intended. “I’m not Temple. I don’t have a library’s worth of magical spells and knowledge at my fingertips. You think I want to destroy our home? But Ronnie was right. It might be the only way to stop R’gngyk from coming through.”

I THINK YOU AND RONNIE UNDERESTIMATE THE DAMAGE THE DESTRUCTION OF THIS PLACE COULD DO.

I paused. “How much damage?”

THIS HOME WITH ITS ACCUMULATED MAGICS RIVALS THE OLD TEMPLES. NO PUN INTENDED. IF ALL THAT POWER WERE RELEASED IN SUCH AN UNCONTROLLED WAY, IT WOULD DEVASTATE MUCH OF THIS TOWN.

I sagged against a bare patch of the wall. Blow up most of Salem, or let Alex’s new best friend eat the world. “That’s still better than letting Ringo come through.”

THERE ARE OTHER OPTIONS, HUNTER. CHOICES BEYOND VIOLENCE AND SACRIFICE. YOU’VE SPENT THIRTY-THREE YEARS PROVING THAT. LIKE ALEX, I THOUGHT YOU WEAK WHEN YOU LEFT ME. BUT I WATCHED YOU. I’VE SEEN THE STRENGTH OF YOUR PATH.

Despite my despair, warmth filled me at the knowledge that Artemis had watched over me all that time. “You were right,” I admitted. “I was weak and afraid and ashamed. I cut out a part of myself.”

MORTALS ARE IMPERFECT. YOU’RE NO EXCEPTION. BUT PERHAPS SUCH TALK IS BETTER SAVED FOR AFTER YOU’VE SAVED THIS WORLD?

Rude. “If you have a suggestion, tell me.”

ALEX OPENED A WOUND IN THIS PLACE. HEAL THE WOUND.

“Oh, sure. I’ll just grab the giant metaphysical band-aids from the closet. That and some Neosporin should—” I stopped myself. Sassing a goddess was never smart, even when you were on good terms with said goddess. “Forgive me. In the past, the house has always healed itself. Or else Temple has taken care of it. But Temple is too weak. The effort would kill him before he could fix this.”

HEAL IT YOURSELF.

“How?”

Her presence faded, leaving me once again in full control of my body. A body that felt better than it had in years. She hadn’t just healed the gunshot; she’d taken the edge off my arthritis. The tightness in my lower back had eased. I even had full motion in my neck.

I felt more like myself, more whole, than I had in decades.

Artemis’s laughter filled my thoughts. It was my favorite sound in the world, and it had been too long since I’d last heard it. DO YOU THINK TEMPLE FINN IS THE ONLY ONE WITH A BOND TO THIS PLACE?




CHAPTER 26

Annette

Temple was dying.

Bringing him home had helped, but it wasn’t enough. I could feel the vitality seeping from his body. Between the power he’d channeled at the Gauntlet and the assault on his home, it was all too much for him. His breathing was rough and ragged, and his face was pale. His fingertips had taken on a faint blue tinge.

“What do we do?” asked Ronnie.

“I’m not sure.” Jenny was the healer, not me. I sniffed and wiped my eyes. “Damn you, Temple. Your timing sucks balls. End-of-the-world scenarios are when it’s extra useful to have a functioning wizard on hand.”

“Right up there with birthday parties.” He laughed quietly, then coughed. His eyes opened slightly. “It’s a shame I won’t get to see my next one.”

I wanted to punch him to make him take those words back. Instead, I forced a smile. “For your hundredth, I was planning to hire elven strippers to jump out of your cake.”

Temple groaned. “As long as you’re not the one baking the cake.”

“Asshole.” It had been fourteen minutes since Jenny entered the house. I didn’t even know if she was alive. “Jenny’s still inside.”

“I know.” A flake of gray snow landed on Temple’s face. He wrinkled his nose. “R’gngyk’s coming.”

“Most guys fall asleep after that, so we have a little time.” When he didn’t respond, I added, “That was succubus humor.”

“You need to work on it.”

More snow drifted down around us. The sky had turned cloudy, and the temperature had dropped at least fifteen degrees since we arrived. The snowfall was centered around the shop. That was probably a bad sign.

“Did I ever thank you for bailing me out twenty years ago?” he asked.

“No.” I managed a smile. “In fact, I recall you threatening to turn us both into newts for barging into your life and interfering with your affairs. You told me to take my damn money and go back to Chicago.”

“I’m glad you didn’t listen.”

I squeezed his hand. “We need to help Jenny. I can’t get through the door. Alex—”

“The little punk rewrote my spell, I know.”

I’d be helpless as soon as I passed through the doorway. Just like Jenny. “I need you to fix it. Morgan is in there. I know you’re exhausted, but I need your help.”

Temple turned his head and smiled. “No, I’m not afraid.”

“Great.” I grabbed him by the arm and shoulder to help him sit up.

“That would be nice, thank you.” He wasn’t looking at me or Ronnie. His gaze was fixed on a point between us, in the direction of the van.

My chest grew heavy. “Temple, can you hear me?”

He chuckled. “Not for years, but I think I remember how.”

“He’s talking to Mom, isn’t he?” Ronnie asked quietly.

Temple stretched out his hand and squeezed something I couldn’t see—the ghost’s hand? Or maybe not her hand, in which case, good for him. But I needed him here. “Temple, please. Not yet.”

The front door swung open. I spun and grabbed my knife. I doubted it would stop Alex, but at the very least, planting the blade in his remaining human eye might piss him off.

But it was Jenny who stepped through. My relief at seeing her turned to horror at the sight of the two bodies she carried, one under each arm. Each was wrapped in sheets and blankets I’d last seen in our guest bedrooms.

No . . . My heart screamed the sound. The knife fell from my fingers. I couldn’t breathe. Ronnie was holding my arm.

Jenny saw me, and her face paled. “No! It’s all right. They’re alive.”

A sob broke free, so powerful I felt like my chest would crack. Then I was running toward the house.

“Annette, I’m sorry. I didn’t think how it would look—” Jenny shifted her balance and offered me the wrapped body on her left.

I scooped Morgan into my arms and didn’t move until I felt him breathing.

“I needed to get Morgan and Sage out.” She was babbling. “I had to wrap them up because they’re both slimy and gross, and I was afraid I’d drop them. Oh, god, I didn’t mean to make you think—”

“Shut up.” I was shaking my head and sniffling and blinking to try to see. Morgan was alive. He was safe. “Thank you for getting him out.”

Jenny used her free arm to pull me into a sideways hug. She kissed my head. “How’s Temple?”

I fought a sob. “Not great.”

We carried Morgan and Sage to the grass where Temple was resting. Only after I’d set Morgan down and peeled back the blanket to see his face—distorted and monstrous but still recognizable—did I stop to wonder how the hell Jenny had done it. “What happened to Alex?”

“Out of commission for the moment.” Jenny knelt beside Temple and touched his neck, then checked his eyes. “But the interdimensional IV drip he set up from the house to Ringo is still going.”

“How do we stop it?” I looked toward Ronnie’s rocket launcher.

“We’re not there yet.” Jenny stood and stepped back. “Artemis thinks my bond with the house is strong enough for me to heal the breach and keep Ringo from coming through.”

“You can’t.” Temple’s eyes were focused now. “We’re too far gone and too frightened. The panic is too strong. Even the mice have fled. If this place gets hold of you, it’ll drag you down like a drowning man.”

“I was a lifeguard at Camp Windling for two summers,” Jenny said with a forced grin. “I’m a strong swimmer.”

I moved to block Jenny’s way. “Not like this.”

“Get the kids as far away as you can. All the way out of Salem.” She pulled me close and hugged me. “Artemis believes I can do this. If she’s wrong, I’ll at least buy you enough time to get Ronnie and Morgan and Sage out of range. Ronnie, leave the rocket launcher with Temple. He’ll know if . . . He’ll know when it’s time.”

I reached for her. “What do you mean, ‘out of range’?”

“Hopefully nothing.” She retreated another step. “Your family needs you, Annette.”

“Dammit, that’s cheating.”

She smiled for real this time. “I love you. You’re the hot, slightly scary older sister I never had.”

And then she was walking back into the house and shutting the door behind her.

She hadn’t even said goodbye.

• • •

Ronnie helped me get Morgan and Sage into the back of his van. I called Blake as I buckled the kids into place, both of them still wrapped in blankets like wool burritos.

“Mom?” Blake’s calm was like an eggshell about to crack. “What’s going on? Is Morgan—”

“I’ve got him. He’s . . . Well, he’s not fine, but he’s alive and safe for the moment.” I slid the side door shut. “Listen to me. You need to take Ava and drive. Grab the cat, but don’t stop to pack anything else. We’ll meet you at the Northshore Mall.”

I heard him yell for Ava. When he spoke again, his words were quiet and tightly controlled. “How bad is it?”

“Jenny didn’t give me the details. For now, just go.”

“What about everyone else?” he asked. “Is the whole town . . .”

“I’ll see you soon.” I hung up.

“They’re lucky to have you,” Ronnie said softly. “If this all goes to hell—”

“It won’t.” I felt strangely calm, considering the week I’d had. Or maybe I’d just reached my limit of fear and worry and grief and loss. My emotional fuses were blown, leaving me detached and analytical.

Your family needs you.

I’d never had the mythical mothering instinct I’d heard so much about during my pregnancy. When Blake was born, I hadn’t felt a magical wave of love. I hadn’t held my child for the first time and realized I would burn the whole world to protect him. I’d been exhausted and in pain and scared to death and I’d desperately wanted a drink or five.

Blake was right about me. I’d been a shit mother. I’d resented him for taking away my freedom. For endless crying and tantrums and late-night fits, and for my complete inability to figure out how to make them stop.

Children were worse than demons. They were uncontrollable little chaos tornadoes.

So, I’d avoided him. I chose my cases and my clients over my family. I told myself it was better for both of us. Blake had grown up to be smart and strong and popular, so he clearly hadn’t needed me.

I handed Ronnie my phone. “The lock-screen code is 696969.”

He didn’t take it. “What are you doing, Ms. Thorne?”

“Jenny is trying to fix this. I’m going back to help.”

“Your family—”

“Needs me, I know. I heard Jenny the first time.”

Blake’s split with Erin had given me a second chance. I’d brought them to Salem where I could reconnect with my son and get to know my grandchildren. I’d taken an interest and gotten involved and scheduled weekly times for the kids to visit at the shop. For me, his divorce had been an opportunity, even a blessing.

Now that I thought about it, that attitude might have been a factor in his ongoing resentment toward me.

Blake was a better parent than I’d ever been. If the world burned, he would keep his children safe. He’d love them both, no matter how many eyeballs they had. He would care for them with such fierceness that the gods themselves would hesitate to cross him.

I could go with them. I wanted to. I wanted to help them fight the monsters, to be their guide and protector in a world none of them fully understood.

“This is how I can best protect them,” I said. “Not by being with them when it all goes to hell, but by stopping it from happening in the first place. Now take the fucking phone.”

He took it. “What am I supposed to do?”

“Blake will call to find out what’s happening. Let it go to voice mail. He’ll text next, asking why I didn’t answer. Reply like you’re me. Tell him things are under control and you’ll fill him in when you get to the mall.”

“Lie to him, you mean.”

“That’s right.”

“He’ll be mad.”

He’d be furious. He’d think I’d chosen work over family again.

If I was very, very lucky, maybe someday he’d realize I was doing the opposite. For once, I wasn’t choosing what was easiest for me but what was best for my family. I couldn’t let them grow up in the world of Ronnie’s nightmares, not if there was any chance I could help stop it.

“You heard what Mr. Finn said.” Ronnie looked past me at the house. “It’ll consume you just like it will Ms. Winter.”

“Jenny talked about her bond with the house. Well, my name’s on the title right beside hers and Temple’s. I can help.” I put my hands on his shoulders. “Take care of them, Ronnie. Promise me.”

He straightened as he realized what I was asking. Not just to get Morgan and Sage away but to look after my family if I couldn’t. “You have my word.”

“Thank you.” I walked toward the house. I heard the van door slam behind me. The van pulled away a moment later.

The doorway tried again to keep me out.

“All right, damn you.” I removed my knife. Even knowing what I had to do, I hesitated. The idea of being unable to defend myself . . . of being powerless for the next year . . . it went against every instinct that had kept me alive this long. There were too many people, too many things that would come gunning for me if they found out.

Well, they’d have to take a fucking number. I set the knife on the splintered remains of our porch bench. “I accept your contract.”

I felt the spell wrap around me and sink through my blood and bones. Revulsion made me shudder.

Jenny had better be right about this.






 

“Noah. Sophia. Get over here and untie me before Jenny gets back.”

“. . .”

“I know you can hear me. R’gngyk isn’t going to starve if you leave the portal for thirty seconds to loosen some knots.”

“. . .”

“Come on. I don’t have the leverage to break free myself.”

“. . .”

“Noah? Sophia? Hello?”




CHAPTER 27

Jenny

Alex’s spell was still burning on the wall. Within the triangle of green fire, a crack split the old limestone from floor to ceiling. Cold air belched out, making me shiver.

The thralls ignored me, and I did my best to ignore them, even as their mere presence made my stomach cramp and my blood burn. Reconnecting with Artemis had strengthened my awareness of the unnatural. Their stink filled my lungs. I heard every squelch of their limbs. I even heard the flickering blinks of all those eyes.

“We can do this,” I whispered to the house. “You shift yourself around every day. You made a whole new bedroom when Ronnie got here. You built a room for a cat. This is nothing but blocks of old limestone.”

A shard of stone broke away and clattered to the floor. Not a promising start.

“You can’t stop it,” Alex said from the weight bench.

“Do you know how many times I’ve heard that?” I double-checked to make sure his ropes were secure. I’d bound his legs at the ankles, knees, and thighs. His arm was tight against his side, tied at the wrist and elbow. Additional ropes held his torso flat on the bench. He wasn’t going anywhere.

I pointed to the two kids. “How do you control them?”

“I don’t. Not anymore. They serve R’gngyk, not me.” He grimaced. “Not that it matters. The more R’gngyk feeds, the stronger I become. I’m his champion and Hunter. I’ll be free soon enough.”

I was starting to regret not being able to punch him in the face.

“All this because you’d rather bring a world-devouring forgotten god to our doorstep than go to therapy.” I turned my back on him.

Heal the wound. Easy for Artemis to say.

I was EMT-certified and up to date on my training, but none of that training included the magical healing of a semi-sentient house.

But I’d worked on plenty of other nonhuman patients, and the basic rules were the same. Before you could stitch up a wound, you had to clean it. That meant removing Alex’s thralls. Without harming them in any way, thanks to the contract I’d accepted. Or looking at them for more than a couple of seconds at a time, which was all my mind could handle.

“No problem.” I approached a bare patch of wall. Artemis said I could do this. I touched the stone. It was warm and damp and slick like seaweed. “Come on. Drop chunks of stone on them. Open a sinkhole in the floor. Take whatever strength you need from me. Just do something to fight back.”

Nothing.

“I know it hurts,” I said. “I know you’re weak. I know you’re scared for Temple. I am, too.”

The house’s response was so faint, I almost missed it. Amidst the foulness and the stench and the cold, I felt a feather touch of comfort: the familiarity and coziness and security of home.

“We need to get these two out of here.” No, we needed to move them up into the now-empty guest bedrooms. The wainscoting of Morgan’s and Sage’s rooms had been warded to block out Ringo and Alex. “Any chance you could help me carry these things upstairs?”

The house didn’t answer. Even if it was strong enough to install a magical cargo elevator, there was no way I’d be able to maneuver the thralls into the elevator car, then drag them to the guest rooms. I couldn’t even pry them off the wall.

“All right, forget bringing them upstairs. What about bringing those bedrooms down here?”

Dust shivered from the rafters, but nothing else happened.

Moving entire bedrooms was too much. The house was too exhausted and too hurt and too afraid.

“I’m here,” I assured it. “You can do this. We don’t need to bring the whole rooms. Just the wainscoting trim that has Temple’s spell.”

Excitement poked through the exhaustion. I felt . . . eagerness mixed with the fear, and beneath that, an unwavering trust.

The house reminded me of a child. A frightened, ridiculously powerful two-hundred-year-old child.

“Let me help you,” I said. “Like Temple does.”

I’d never actually seen the house work its magic before. It always happened when you weren’t looking: the closet was bigger when you woke up in the morning, or the fridge shifted your favorite snack to the front right before you opened the door. The house liked surprising people.

A four-inch-wide white board bulged through the ceiling and crawled down the wall. Thin nails through the board moved like tiny legs. It reached the floor. The wood softened and curved, encircling the thrall’s feet. A second board followed, eight feet long. This one clung vertically to the wall, touching the end of the first board.

“What’s happening?” asked Alex.

“We’re redecorating.” I spotted a problem. The two boards had the thrall more than half-enclosed already, but each thrall had an arm extended across the green fire. I didn’t know what would happen if Temple’s spell crossed the boundary of Alex’s summoning portal.

I approached the left thrall, squinted to blur my vision, and seized its arm just before the spot where it touched the fire. It was like I’d grabbed a four-inch-wide leech by the mouth. Needles pierced my palm and fingers as I tried to pull the limb from the wall.

I braced my right foot against the wall by its thigh and applied my full weight, straining every muscle in my body.

With a squeaking, flatulent sound, the arm tore free . . . and immediately coiled around my wrist. Pain shot up to my shoulder. Horror and revulsion filled me.

“Hurry, please,” I gasped.

A third piece of wainscoting skittered down the limestone. It crept along the edge of the portal, less than an inch from the fire. The bottom end touched the board on the floor. The three pieces grew together until any seams were invisible.

The instant the ring was completed, the pressure on my arm eased. The thrall slumped against the wall. The eyes drooped.

I used my other hand to peel the limb loose. It was like ripping Velcro hooks from the fibers of my muscles.

By the time I got free, I was in tears and gasping for breath. My legs gave out. I landed on the floor hard enough to jolt my lower back. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d been this exhausted. It was more than fighting the thrall. The house had been using my reserves to rearrange Temple’s spellwork. I felt like I’d run a marathon and then fought off an entire army.

“How did you do that?” asked Alex.

“Power of friendship. Don’t underestimate a dumpy, middle-aged Care Bear.” Let him stew on that non-answer.

Cold from the floor crept into my body, chilling me to the marrow. I also felt . . . relief. The house’s pain had eased. Instead of bleeding from two places, we were down to a single thrall siphoning our life to R’gngyk.

“Not bad.” I sat up. My head spun. I closed my eyes and concentrated on not throwing up. “Think we can do it one more time?”

I sensed worry and guilt. The house didn’t want to hurt me.

“It’s all right,” I said. “Take what you need. I’m tougher than I look.”

The process was slower this time: cautious and hesitant. I couldn’t feel the cold anymore. That was probably a bad sign. Fragments of information about hypothermia and frostbite flitted through my mind. I clenched and relaxed different muscles to try to keep my blood flowing, but I wasn’t sure how long I could stay conscious. Nor was I sure how much the house had left.

In medical terms, it was bleeding out. Too much of its power had been siphoned away. It was like Temple had warned: the house would wring me dry, and it wouldn’t be enough.

Maybe we’d get lucky. Maybe Ringo had weakened the house enough that when Temple pulled the trigger on that rocket launcher, the resulting destruction would only take out part of Salem.

“At this rate, our insurance agent is going to stop taking my calls.” Annette’s voice sounded far away. I thought I was hallucinating. “Oh, shit! Jenny!”

Strong hands helped me to sit up. When had I fallen over, and how long had I been lying on my side? Wait, what was Annette doing here? I tried to ask the question. “Whtdnhrm?”

“Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

She vanished. Or maybe she’d never been there. Dying brain activity was erratic and not fully understood. What other memories and dreams would flicker through my consciousness? I’d love to see the Pacific again. Or relive that hot fudge sundae I had at Ghirardelli Square in San Francisco.

The stink of ammonia pierced my sinuses. I jolted back.

Annette pushed an open bottle of smelling salts at my face, but I slapped her hand away.

“That’s better.” She capped the bottle. “I didn’t know how well this stuff would work, given how putrid it already is down here.”

I fought to focus, to remember what was happening. “You were supposed to leave.”

“I’m disappointing everyone today, aren’t I?” She nodded to Alex. “Nice job taking down Captain Asshole.”

I blinked and squinted until my vision cleared enough to see the second thrall. It was half-enclosed by enchanted wainscoting. “Help me.”

“How?” Annette asked.

“The house responds to what its people need. We need it to finish bringing that binding spell down from the second floor.”

“It’s using you for fuel, isn’t it? That’s why you look like shit.”

“That and middle age.”

She sat beside me and took my left hand in her right. “What do we do, just visualize what we want?”

What I wanted was to send her away. In my younger days, I probably would have. I hated the thought of her dying with me. But she had the right to make her own choices, and I needed the help. “Talk to the house. Give it permission to use your strength.”

“Ten bucks says I last longer than you.”

I managed a weak smile. “No fair. I’m already half tapped out.”

“Only half? It’s cute that you believe that.” Annette looked around the basement. “I’m ready. Come and get it.”

I leaned against Annette to keep from falling. I felt like the blood was draining from my body. Sparks flickered at the edge of my vision. She was definitely going to win her bet.

From the ceiling, a new piece of trim board grew down like a white stalactite.

“Do you hear voices?” asked Annette.

I started to explain about end-of-life hallucinations and brain activity, then frowned. “That sounds like Temple.”

He was whispering in a slow, raspy voice. I could barely pick it out over the squelching of the thralls and my own labored breathing. I didn’t recognize the language.

Not only could I hear him, I knew where he was. I saw him sprawled on his side in the grass out front with his cane held tightly against his chest. I knew he was looking toward the house—toward us. I knew he was exhausted and afraid.

In the same way, I saw Annette sitting beside me. I shared her worry for me and Temple and her family. I felt her determination. I felt her love.

“Looks like we’re fully networked now,” said Annette.

The wainscoting board clattered to the floor. The sound made both of us jump. Nails scratched the concrete as it crawled into place.

“Help me pull the thrall’s arm back so the house can complete the circle.” Somehow, I pulled myself to my feet and helped Annette up.

We stumbled toward the portal. I grabbed the thrall’s arm and braced myself like before. Annette wrapped her arms around me and pulled.

I wouldn’t have been able to do it alone, but the two of us pried the arm back just enough for the board to slide past and link with the rest of the spell.

As before, I felt the magic take effect, like a weight lifted from inside of my chest.

“I’ll be damned,” said Annette. “It actually worked.”

“That was the first step.” I wanted to close my eyes, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to open them again. “We stopped the bleeding. We still have to close the wound.”

Cold blasted from the wall, so frigid it spread a skin of yellow-brown ice across the wall and onto the ceiling. The fire bordering the portal flickered and turned a darker green.

“That can’t be good,” said Annette.

Behind us, Alex gasped. Frost rose from his mouth. A thin layer of dirty yellow ice covered his eyes. His lips were purple, and the tentacle Artemis and I had cut off was regrowing from the stump of his arm, thicker than before.

“Alex?” I asked. “Are you in there?”

“What did you do?” he wheezed. “What’s happening to me?”

“Maybe we should go,” said Annette. “Leave the mighty Hunter of R’gngyk here until his dick freezes off.”

I pulled her back a step, trying to keep us out of range of that tentacle. But it wasn’t coming for us. It stretched instead toward the portal on the wall.

“Wouldn’t it be nice if we could do some harm right now?” Annette asked.

“We cut off the thralls. Ringo’s using Alex instead, feeding through him. We have to—” Before I could finish, a thin tendril emerged from the wall, flattened itself to the stone, and ripped away a chunk the size of a rocking chair.

I reached for my sword before remembering I couldn’t use it anyway.

“Tell me that’s just a shoggoth coming to say hello,” said Annette.

I shook my head. The smell was different from the shoggoth at the Gauntlet—stronger and stranger and unlike anything I’d experienced. It made me think of frozen suns and billion-year-old fossils. And that tendril hadn’t been black but dark and glistening and iridescent, full of impossible colors.

Most telling was the fear I felt from Artemis. I’d never known this fear from the goddess before. She’d withdrawn as much as she could without severing our bond completely, but even so, her instinctive revulsion screamed through my nerves.

“Jenny!” Alex’s voice was weak and raspy. “Help me!”

“I’m truly sorry,” I said. “This is your wiener-dog moment.”

Annette cocked her head. “His what?”

“I’ll explain later.”

Alex strained at the ropes. “I’m a Hunter of R’gngyk. I completed the ritual. I sacrificed—”

“Nobody cares.” I grabbed Alex’s tentacle and tried to hold it back from the portal. “I doubt Ringo’s even aware of you. No more than you’re aware of an individual bacterium in your gut.”

The tentacle was too strong. It tore free, taking strips of skin from my palm in the process, and stretched to touch the crack in the wall.

Alex’s breathing tightened to a barely audible squeak. His heartbeat slowed. His human eye stared blankly at the ceiling.

Two more tendrils emerged from the crack and grabbed the wall. I felt the strain on the stones like they were my own bones.

I pressed my hands to the wall and concentrated on blocking R’gngyk’s way through, guiding and helping the house to fight back. Annette joined me. Together, we shifted brick and stone and old timber from other parts of the house. Thick beams slid through the ceiling to brace the broken wall. Powdered mortar poured into the cracks.

For a while, we held our own. Seconds or minutes, I couldn’t tell the difference anymore as we fought to rebuild and repair what R’gngyk strove mindlessly to destroy.

A larger limb punched through, scattering rock and wood and dust through the basement. It was thick as my neck and segmented like an insect’s leg.

I grabbed Annette and pulled us both down, ducking a blow that would have crushed our skulls. The limb gouged the stone as it drew back.

“Temple, can you hear us?” asked Annette. “I think it’s time for that rocket launcher.”

In my early years, I’d assumed I would die fighting monsters. I’d thought that assumption made me stronger. When death was a foregone conclusion, you weren’t as scared of it.

Somewhere along the way, I’d outgrown my fatalism and decided I wanted a life. I even began to believe I deserved one. I’d built a home and a family.

It looked like young Jenny was right about the cause of death, even if she’d been off on the timing.

Two more limbs reached for us. I pushed Annette aside. The second limb slammed into my ribs and pinned me against the wall. I felt the needle-jabs of a thousand spines piercing my skin. Every breath sent stabbing pain through my side.

A new smell caught my attention: death and decay and rot.

An overly long, mummified hand reached past me to grasp the limb holding me in place. After a moment, the fingers crunched into the alien flesh like it was a rotted tree branch.

I collapsed into the arms of a harvester.

I got a face full of shadows and death and rot and decay. After the otherworldly nastiness I’d been smelling and feeling and tasting, it was almost a relief. Though I had no idea what a harvester was doing here or how it had gotten inside to begin with. I pushed myself up and looked around.

The harvester wasn’t our only guest.

Glittering claws slashed another limb. Duke from the Gauntlet nodded in greeting. He wore stone gauntlets tipped with diamond-hard claws. A dragon-cat gargoyle perched on his shoulders, hissing and swiping at the nearest tendrils.

Hjálmar the selkie approached the hole in our basement wall. “Quite the storm of horrors you’ve got down here, isn’t it?”

“What are you doing here?” I croaked.

“Helping you, you daft lass.”

There was a metallic growl. It grew louder . . . I blinked and tried to focus. “Is that a chainsaw?”

Hjálmar grinned. “Your young friend didn’t say what the fuss was about. He just said to bring the best weapon I had.”

Annette stared at me. Her face was pale and sweaty, and her brow was crinkled. She looked as confused as I felt.

“Get back where you came from, you ugly spider-fucker!” Hob the hearth devil raced across the basement and smacked a limb with an aluminum baseball bat.

More and more people pressed into our basement—using both people and basement in the loosest possible sense. There was the mothwoman I’d treated for burns, the Celadon Man who’d come in with a fungal infection, the girl with goblin blood whose hoarding tendencies had led her to collect the world’s biggest assortment of poisonous plants—the hoarding was less of a problem than the poison ivy outbreaks.

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“It was Ronnie’s idea.” Temple Finn limped down the stairs, leaning on a wooden staff. No, not a staff. That was Phile, a dryad I’d treated for emerald ash borers.

“I told him to take the kids out of town,” said Annette. The fear and anger in her voice made my own pulse quicken. “He’d better not have—”

“Your grandson’s safe,” said Temple. “Ronnie just made a call while he was driving. On your phone, as I understand it. You still had Marmaduke Stone in your contacts. He called Duke and told him to gather everyone and anyone who might have any kind of bond to this place.”

“But these are all people I’ve healed,” I said as Hjálmar went after another tentacle with his chainsaw. “They accepted the contract to do no harm. How . . .”

“Their contract had a self-defense clause,” said Temple. “And once you and Annette hooked up with our home, I was able to rip out the vandalism Alex had done to our welcome spell so everyone could get inside.”

Hob spat. “Keeping this parasite from crawling up the world’s ass qualifies as self-defense, don’t you think?”

Temple limped toward the wall. “You gave your strength to this place. I hope you’ll forgive me for taking a bit of that strength for myself. Enough for me to finish things.”

I hated the finality of his words. “Temple, you can’t—”

“I can.” He stepped past me to face the burning portal. “This place will take good care of you and Annette. It loves you. We both do.”

“I prayed to Artemis to help me save you,” I whispered.

“You did.” He adjusted his hat, scratched his belly, and took Stuart Little from his fanny pack. “Thanks to you, I get to be Temple Finn one last time.”






 

“Oh. Oh, shit.”




CHAPTER 28

Temple

I’d fought gods before. Even killed one, an upstart deity of greed and technology who’d cropped up in Silicon Valley.

This R’gngyk fellow made the Silicon Valley godling look like a mosquito.

Everything hurt. My bones and joints ground like an old car that hadn’t had an oil change in decades. The gash Alex had torn through the foundation of the house and the foundation of our reality filled my guts with ice. The two trapped thralls felt like insects beneath my skin.

It wasn’t pleasant.

But I also felt the strength and the history of this place. The echoes of my ancestors, the generations of care and power. The courage and love and determination of everyone here with me.

A thick tentacle shot toward me. Before I could react, a two-by-twelve beam dropped from the ceiling to knock it aside.

The thing on the other side of the rift was strong. It was hungry. It was ancient and alien and fascinating, and a part of me wanted to stick my head through the portal and study it.

I didn’t, of course. I was old, not stupid.

I felt the power and love Jenny and Annette had shared. Not just today. For twenty years, they’d given so much of themselves. They’d turned this old building into more than it ever was before.

I felt the fierce protectiveness flowing from Jenny’s patients. They’d come to see this house as a sanctuary. I felt their strength and the different strands of their power: stone and wood and death and more flavors of magic than anyone could count.

This wasn’t just the Finn homestead anymore. Second Life Books and Gifts didn’t belong to me. It hadn’t for a while now. It belonged to us, and we belonged to it. Its roots had always been deep, but thanks to Jenny and Annette, its branches had grown so much farther than I ever realized, touching so many.

Power rushed through me in a way I hadn’t felt since I was a kid living here with my family.

Power enough to destroy an eldritch god? Not even close. But I only needed enough to close a door.

I released my hold on Phile and approached R’gngyk’s portal. I was dimly aware of others fighting the limbs that tried to tear the wall apart stone by stone from within. I heard their shouts and curses and the angry snarl of a chainsaw.

I sent a mental request to the house. A pair of old reading glasses fell through the ceiling to land in my outstretched left hand. I removed my current glasses and tossed them aside, unfolded the reading glasses, and placed them gently onto my face.

The spell etched into the lenses shifted my vision. The rift in the wall turned to static made of popping white sparks. The glasses couldn’t handle so much power. It was like pointing a telescope at the sun.

But when I turned away, I saw trails of magic cutting through the air like fishing lines made of black fire. The thickest line connected from the rift to Alex Barclay. Smaller trails shot off into the distance.

Two others reached for the trapped thralls, straining to pierce the barriers Jenny and Annette had been clever enough to repurpose.

As always, the book in my hand opened to precisely the spell I needed. Casting the spell frayed me like a tattered dishcloth, but I made it through the words.

A spectral axe appeared in my hand. It was little more than a hatchet, really: two feet in length, with a crescent blade almost a foot long. I hadn’t summoned the Vorpal Axe in so long, I’d forgotten how good the weapon felt to wield. It was light as air but as solid as Thor’s hammer. The handle’s texture was like the softest leather, contoured to my grip.

I swung once, severing the first of the thinner trails. R’gngyk’s connection to Morgan snapped.

A stronger line led to Alex Barclay. This one was thick, a twisted branch of ancient oak. I needed two swings to sever it.

Alex arched upward like his pelvis was trying to fly free from his body, then collapsed.

Again and again I struck. Each cut severed another source of R’gngyk’s power and weakened his link to our world.

My own world narrowed until there was nothing but my magic and R’gngyk’s assault. I stopped hearing the voices of the others, stopped feeling the cold of the air.

A shout of triumph built in my chest. If I’d ever had a theme song, it would have kicked in at a deafening volume right about now.

When I’d cut the last links between R’gngyk and his servants, I turned to the god himself. While others battled the extremities that clung to my basement wall, I hefted the Vorpal Axe with both hands.

In our world, this spell could cut flesh, stone, magic, and even thought. I had no idea what it would do to a being like R’gngyk. The rules of magic—of everything—were entirely alien on the other side of that wall. But if it could reach through to physically assault my world, I could do the same.

“I am Temple Herrmann Finn,” I said, centering myself and gathering what strength I had left. “Wizard. Enforcer of the peace. Protector of this world.” I threw the axe into the portal. “Get the hell out of our shop.”

Several seconds passed, and then a rumbling scream filled the basement. The sound was so low, it wasn’t heard but felt, a drumbeat of pain and rage.

R’gngyk’s limbs jerked back.

A gasp of energy surged through the house. Limestone shifted and re-formed. The flames of R’gngyk’s doorway flickered and died.

“That felt good.” My voice was strange, stronger and clearer but slower. Each syllable lingered longer. I removed my glasses and squinted as my eyes adjusted to normal vision. Only it wasn’t normal. It was both brighter and darker. Most of the beings gathered in the basement were more solid, more real than I was used to.

I looked down. “Ah. Right.”

Jenny was performing CPR on my body. Annette knelt by my head, whispering words I couldn’t hear. Our other guests were tending to their injuries and keeping a wary eye on the now-solid wall.

The only exception was the harvester, who stared directly at me. I nodded. She did the same, then turned to leave.

“Well, that was dramatic.” Margaret Wentworth stood on the bottom step of the stairs, her arms crossed.

I’d never seen her clearly. She was shorter than I’d thought, with sun-browned skin and shoulder-length brown hair and a wide, confident face. She wore a sleeveless yellow shirt that showed off the muscles of her freckled arms.

She was beautiful.

“When did it happen?” I asked.

“Toward the end, when you were finishing your game of Mad Lumberjack with the eldritch horror.”

“When I was winning my game, you mean?” I felt surprisingly good, considering I’d just died. The release and the relief from the daily aches and pains of my physical body were exhilarating. “What are you doing here? I thought you were tied to your van.”

“I stayed with Ronnie long enough to see him safely out of Salem. Then I came back. I had a feeling you might need company soon.”

I’d read about ghosts breaking free of their anchor, but it was a rare and difficult thing, one that required a strong will and equally strong emotions.

Oh . . .

“I’m not going to abandon Ronnie,” she said. “But I can finally step away for a bit, knowing he has people who will look after him and teach him what he needs to know.” She gave Jenny and Annette a significant glance.

I felt the house calling me to join it, to add my power and memories to the generations of Finn spirits here.

Instead, I stepped toward Margaret. I marveled at the easy movement of my hips and knees, the balance and stability I’d lost decades before.

She smiled. “It takes a while to adjust.”

“I don’t suppose you’d be willing to show me the ropes?”

The house pulled at me again.

“Be patient,” I snapped. “I’ll get there eventually. All things in their proper time.”

I took Margaret’s hand. We climbed the stairs together.

I’d spent almost a century fighting for this world. I’d earned a bit of R&R.




CHAPTER 29

Annette

Jenny had converted part of our stock room into a makeshift exam room. The pink-and-white gingham tablecloth on her exam table wasn’t exactly hospital-quality, but it kept shoggoth goo from seeping into the oak table.

She was currently listening to Morgan’s lungs with a stethoscope, though with her senses, she hardly needed it.

To my surprise, Morgan hadn’t only allowed me to stay with him during the exam; he’d asked me to.

Jenny stepped back from the table. “I’m prescribing dish soap.”

Morgan stared at her like he was trying to figure out if she was screwing with him. I wasn’t entirely sure myself. Her face was completely serious. Bruised and covered in cuts and butterfly bandages from yesterday’s battle, but serious.

She wore wide-legged brown pants and a loose forest-green top that looked old and worn and comfortable. The chain of her Greek necklace was just visible above her collar.

Her eyes were shadowed and puffy, and she kept turning away to hide her yawns. I was amazed she was standing at all. I imagined Artemis had something to do with this new stamina.

“Liquid soap,” Jenny clarified. “Don’t scrub yourself down with Tide Pods or anything. But dish soap should help clear up the grease and oils your body is expelling.”

Morgan’s mind was fully his own again, and had been ever since Temple freed him from R’gngyk’s influence. His body was still recovering from the infection. His pores oozed slime, and his bones were soft and flexible. But Jenny said she saw clear improvement from yesterday.

Morgan and Sage and the other ex-thralls would be staying with us for at least a week as part of their so-called “class trip.” So far, they’d mostly slept. I wasn’t thrilled about having them under our roof, but they seemed both regretful and thoroughly cowed by the events of the past week.

Noah Hovencamp and his two friends had been especially meek in the brief times when they were up and about. I hadn’t told them I was bound from harming others for a full year. Let them sweat, wondering when and how I’d pay them back for jumping me outside the Gauntlet.

I figured I’d start by making them help with repairs to the basement and the grounds.

Getting all their parents on board would have been difficult without Temple to ease their minds, but then Jenny had found Alex’s persuasion charm: a small, pressed pansy. The enchanted purple-and-yellow flower was only an inch wide. He’d laminated it and kept it in his wallet.

I’d spent two hours calling parents, calming their fears, and assuring them their kids would have a wonderful time studying the sea life of Cape Cod Bay.

Jenny and I also took a quick drive to the hospital, where the charm got us in to check on the four students who’d been brought in after taking black magic. All four were conscious and beginning to feel better now that Alex and his magic were out of the picture and we’d locked the door on R’gngyk.

Jenny used the charm to do what she called a Jedi mind trick, suggesting the kids not tell anyone about the stranger things they’d seen or heard, and also to stay off drugs. She sounded like a public service announcement from the eighties.

We locked the flower away after we got home so we wouldn’t be tempted to use it for more mundane things, like forcing our guests to put the toilet seat down when they were done in the bathroom.

Morgan rolled up his sleeve. “What about . . .”

A red-veined, crusty eye blinked from the inside of his elbow.

“Can you still see out of any of the extra eyes?” asked Jenny.

“No, but—”

“See how the eyelid is all wrinkled and dry? Your body’s reabsorbing it. In another week, it should be nothing but a nasty scab. A month or two, and they’ll all be as good as new. Maybe sooner, thanks to your bloodline. For now, just keep wearing long sleeves.”

Footsteps pounded through the house. Morgan tried to yank down his sleeve, but it was too late. Ava burst into the room and pointed at his arm. “That’s gross.”

“Ava, this is private,” he snapped.

“How long is he going to look like a seagull after an oil spill?” she asked.

“Not long.” With some difficulty, I kept my expression stern. “What are you doing here, Ava?”

“Today was a half day of school, and you promised me ice cream, so Dad said I could hang out here until dinner. He’s in the kitchen going through your leftovers. He took a sick day from work even though I had to go to school.”

“Life is cruel and unfair,” I said.

Ava pulled up a chair. “Why did Uncle Temple have to die but the bad guy lived? That sucks.”

Grief lodged in my throat like a sharp stone. I knew Temple wasn’t gone completely. He’d left a message stuck to the fridge this morning, telling me I’d scrambled my eggs wrong. But ghostly nagging wasn’t the same, and Ava was right. “Yes, it does. It’s not fair, and I miss him very much. But I think he’s happy knowing he saved all of us.”

“It’s my fault,” mumbled Morgan. “I can’t believe I trusted Mr. Barclay.”

“Mistakes don’t make you evil,” I said. “Even stupid mistakes. Not as long as you learn from them and work to do better.”

“If I hadn’t been putting those spell cards in the store, maybe—”

“Don’t do that,” I interrupted. “Don’t get trapped in regrets and what-ifs. Alex had been planning this since before you were born. If you hadn’t helped, he would have found a different way to weaken the shop. He was going to try to bind himself to that world-ending octopus with or without you.”

“You were still stupid, though.” Ava punched his arm, then grimaced and grabbed a paper towel to wipe her knuckles.

“What’s going to happen to him?” asked Morgan.

Jenny removed her gloves and tossed them into the trash. “Until Alex wakes up, he’ll stay here under my care.”

The shock of having his eldritch sponsor ripped away had left Alex comatose. I would have been perfectly happy to let him die, but not Jenny. She’d set up an isolated room in the house and was working on magical and mundane long-term care for him.

“The room is locked, and we have magical monitors in place,” I assured Morgan, who looked worried. “If he does wake up, he’s not going anywhere.”

A fly buzzed through the room. I’d plugged in more than twenty air purifiers throughout the house and opened every window, but the smell from the basement persisted, and it had been attracting flies all day.

A large black streak shot across the floor. Squidward the cat leapt into the air and swatted at the fly with her front paws. The fly dodged higher.

With a low growl, Squidward stalked the fly toward the shelves on the back wall, crouched, and sent two slender tentacles shooting upward.

The buzzing stopped. The cat shoved the fallen fly into her mouth. The eye on her back blinked slowly at us as she pranced out of the room, still chewing.

“Is she going to get better?” asked Ava.

I watched her go. “I don’t think she wants to. I think she likes the way she is now.”

Ava pondered this for a moment. “Good.”

“Morgan, please go tell Noah to come down for his checkup,” said Jenny. She turned to Ava. “You can go hang out in the kitchen. Temple made cookies.”

“How?” asked Ava. “He’s—”

“I know.” Jenny shrugged. “If you don’t want them . . .”

Ava vanished.

“I should probably keep an eye on her,” I said.

Jenny gave me a look. “Save at least one cookie for me.”

• • •

I found Blake sitting at the kitchen table, sipping a mug of coffee while Ava munched a red velvet cookie.

“You look worse than me,” I said. “Have you slept at all?”

“In the past week, or just last night?” He rubbed his eyes. “And the answer is no.”

I filled a mug, helped myself to two still-warm cookies, and joined them.

“Is this what you used to do as a PI?” asked Ava. “Tracking down bad guys and stopping evil gods and saving stupid kids like my stupid brother?”

“It wasn’t usually god-level problems,” I said. “That was more Jenny’s and Temple’s department. A lot of my jobs were the typical divorce and infidelity cases, just with vampires and hamadryads instead of humans. But sometimes I’d get a juicy one.”

“And then you’d disappear for weeks until you solved it.” The edge I was used to hearing in Blake’s voice was present but not as sharp as usual. “Dad and I never knew how long you’d be gone or what shape you’d be in when you came back to us.”

“I know.” My muscles tensed. I didn’t have it in me to go another nine rounds with my son. “Can we save the fighting for—”

“Let me finish, please.” He held up a hand. “I used to get mad at Dad, too. I didn’t understand why he put up with you leaving us all the time. When you two split up, I was relieved. I thought he deserved better.”

“Dang, Dad,” said Ava. “Why don’t you just burn her at the stake?”

“I didn’t understand why you left, why you did what you did,” said Blake. “But when Sage went missing, I saw the difference you made to his parents. And when Morgan got sick . . .” He swallowed and looked away. “I’m trying to say . . . maybe sometimes you had good reason to be gone.”

“Maybe sometimes,” I said. “Not always.”

“When Ronnie met us at the Northshore Mall yesterday and said you’d stayed behind, I was pissed.” He circled his mug with both hands. “I felt like a kid again. Like you’d abandoned me again.”

“I know. And I’m sorry.”

“I was mad because I was scared, Mom. But if you hadn’t made the choice you did, a lot more people would be dead today, and I might not have gotten Morgan back.” He reached over and took my hand. “Ronnie told me how hard it was for you to stay behind. How upset you were. I’m saying you made the right call.”

I needed to schedule an optometrist appointment. My vision was getting awfully blurry. “Thank you.”

“Ugh. Boring.” Ava hopped up to grab another cookie. “Grandma, you said you’d answer all my questions. You mentioned vampires and hamadryads, so those are real. And ghosts, right? What about zombies?”

“At least eight different subspecies, yes,” I said. “Though only two of those are found in North America.”

“Werewolves?”

“Yes.”

“Angels?”

“I had an affair with one when I was nineteen, shortly after I left my first husband. It was quite the scandal. She almost lost her halo.”

“Hobbits?”

“Made-up.”

“Can you teach me to cast spells?”

Blake and I answered that one together. “No!”

She scowled. “I bet Uncle Temple would have said yes.”

“He would not,” I said firmly. “Because he’d have known what I’d have done to him if he did.”

I knew the sharp pain at the mention of Temple’s name would eventually begin to heal. I also knew it would never disappear completely. Grief was a lifelong process, difficult and painful, but made easier by the presence of family . . . and the fresh-baked cookies of the recently deceased.

I licked red crumbs from my fingers and stood. “Why don’t I show you how to check the stock for magic? That’s kind of like casting a spell.”

Ava rolled her eyes with the flair and drama only a preteen girl could pull off. “And a glass of milk is kind of like ice cream.”

Most of the house was back to normal, but we’d found a few bits of magical chaos left behind after Temple closed the portal. Since we didn’t want anyone buying a Salem-themed refrigerator magnet/bottle opener that would reanimate the contents of their fridge, that meant carefully inspecting every item by sight, smell, and feel.

“I’ll also tell you how Uncle Temple spent a semester as an exchange student in Atlantis,” I added. “His roommate was a goblin shark named Ximena.”

Ava’s eyes widened. “Did Uncle Temple know Aquaman?”

I aimed a playful swat at her head, which she dodged.

“Do you mind if I join you?” asked Blake.

“Why?” The defensiveness slipped out before I could stop myself.

“Because I’ve never heard that story either.” He finished his coffee and stood. “After everything that’s happened, I think I should learn how to spot curses and other nasty magic. If you don’t mind?”

My throat tightened. “I’d like that very much.”




CHAPTER 30

Jenny

One Year Later



“I still think you should have killed him.” Ronnie finished watering Alex’s life-support system, then began checking him for bedsores.

I adjusted the curtains to allow more sunlight onto the three dwarf maple trees potted around Alex’s bed. Branches circled his arm and both legs. Another snaked down his throat. It was disturbing, but when Temple’s dryad friend Phile had first set it up, he’d assured me it was less invasive and more humane than a traditional feeding tube. The trees sustained Alex’s body on a kind of magical maple syrup.

“It’s not like he’s going to wake up and suddenly be a good guy again,” Ronnie continued. “How long will you keep him here?”

“As long as he needs.”

“He doesn’t deserve your help.”

“We’re not doing it for him.” It was an old argument, a familiar track we’d run around again and again over the past year. “It’s about who we choose to be.”

Ronnie’s opinions about Alex were set in stone, but since coming to live with us, he’d begun to see the rest of the world with a little more nuance. He’d even befriended Hjálmar. Well, befriended might be too strong of a word, but they played racquetball together twice a week. Very competitive, very aggressive racquetball.

Ronnie had put on a little weight and muscle in recent months, making him look more like the adult he was becoming. Or it would have, if not for the rather ridiculous blond goatee he’d recently started sporting.

“What will you choose to do if he recovers?” he asked.

I HAVE SEVERAL CREATIVE IDEAS.

“Hush, you,” I said silently.

I’d thought about that question a lot, and I didn’t have a good answer yet. “Ava suggested we find a spell in Temple’s library to turn him into a turtle. We could keep him in a tank in the shop.”

I LIKE THAT. AND THEN YOU COULD MAKE SOUP FROM HIM.

“We’ve already got a mutant cat,” said Ronnie. “Why not a cursed turtle, too?” He shot one final scowl Alex’s way, then turned to me. “When are we going to practice sword work again?”

I couldn’t keep the grin from my face. “Very soon.”

He retreated a step. “Uh-oh. You sound way too happy.”

“Did you forget what day it was?” My smile grew. “It’s been a year and a day since we closed the door on Ringo.”

“Oh, shit. The contract.”

Annette had been bouncing with anticipation and excitement all last night. Apparently do no harm had also interfered with her recently rekindled relationship with Duke. Specifically their sex life. Which was way too much information, but I was happy for them.

Ronnie grimaced. “Well, I’m ready when you are.”

“Not so fast. Did you get those miniature gargoyles onto the shelf?” We’d begun selling some of Duke’s sculptures. The dragon with the witch’s hat was especially popular.

He rolled his eyes. “I put those out this morning before we opened.”

“What about the dishes in the sink?”

“Done.”

“And Squidward’s litter box?”

He grimaced. “I’ll get to that later this afternoon.”

“Then we’ll practice sword work later this afternoon. After Squidward’s facilities are clean. You know what happens when the box isn’t up to her high standards. Besides, the odds of you ever having to use an actual sword in the field in the twenty-first century are almost nil.”

I knew Ronnie wouldn’t stay with us forever, but I’d found that I enjoyed having a trainee, both for in-shop work and saving-the-world stuff. “You haven’t had any more prophetic dreams, have you?”

“Nothing.” He sounded disappointed. “Who’d have thought Salem could be so boring?”

“Don’t knock the peaceful times. They never last long enough.”

“I think Ma’s been blocking my dreams so we can stay here. Her and me and Temple. When I took the trash out last night, the van was rocking. I’m going to need therapy.”

I did my best to keep from laughing. “In this line of work, we all need therapy. There’s a merman in Maryland who does remote sessions, if you’re interested.”

“I’d rather clean cat litter.” He gave a mock shudder and left the room.

I shut the door and pulled a stool up next to Alex’s bed. Once there, I closed my eyes and concentrated. I could hear Annette and her grandkids in the shop. Ronnie descended the stairs and entered the kitchen. I heard him yank open the fridge and rustle around for a snack.

It was more than just my enhanced senses. I felt them, just as I could feel Temple and Margaret and the rosebushes and even the mice, who had recently begun shooting tiny fireballs at Squidward whenever she got too close to the attic door. Thankfully, the cat’s slimy skin appeared to be fireproof, and the house was quick to extinguish itself.

What I had was only a fraction of the connection Temple used to have, but it was real. I felt the house’s contentment, its strength and protectiveness, its love for everyone and everything that lived here.

I opened my eyes and turned my attention to Alex. “I talked to Emily over the weekend.” I had no idea if he could hear me, or if anything of Alex even survived. “Her youngest kid will be going to UCLA in the fall. Oh, and Thalia texted she got that job at the Cedar Rapids Museum of Art.”

I hadn’t told either of them the whole story about Alex, only that he’d gotten mixed up in something ugly and I was looking after him here in Salem until he recovered. Both of my old friends said they were going to come visit. Who knew, maybe this time they even would.

Morgan’s shout filled the house. “Aunt Jenny? That hearth devil is here again. Grandma says he needs healing.”

To Alex, I said, “I’ll fill you in on the rest later.” As I went downstairs, I called back, “What did Hob do to himself now?”

“Nothing yet. But Grandma says if he keeps talking to her like that, she’s going to rip off his—she’s going to hurt him a lot.”

Hob’s raspy voice echoed through the house. “I’m just here for the latest fucking Beckett novel.”

Hob’s addiction to spicy romance novels wasn’t a problem. His need to offend staff and customers alike was another matter. Devil or not, we couldn’t have him driving people away.

I reached the shop just in time to see a book rise from the special-orders shelf behind the counter and spin across the room to strike Hob in the forehead.

“Thank you, Temple,” I said.

“Asshole.” Hob clutched his book in both hands.

“You know the rules, Hob. You harass my staff or my customers, and you’re cut off.”

“Your staff?” Annette was going through a box of used books we’d picked up at an estate sale last week. “What part of joint proprietress do you not understand?”

I grinned. “Maybe if you spent more time working here and less time at the Gauntlet—”

“I thought you’d appreciate how diligently I’m working to develop and maintain a good relationship with one of our more popular suppliers,” Annette said with mock indignity.

“Not half as much as he appreciates it, I’m sure,” I said.

Hob opened his mouth, caught my warning stare, and closed it again. As he left the shop, he paused in the open doorway to say, “There’s a pukwudgie coming this way. They’re all bundled up in a hoodie and poncho, but I’d recognize that waddling gait anywhere. Looks like they’ve got a fucked-up leg.”

“I’ll bring them in,” said Annette. “Jenny, you get the exam room ready.”

“Ronnie’s in the kitchen if you need any help up front.” I gave the wall a fond pat, then headed back to set up. I was a Hunter and a Healer of Artemis. It was time to get to work.
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