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ABOUT ASHES AND ARSENIC
Agent Cèsar Hawke is in his element when he’s investigating magical crime. And with his boss out of town, Cèsar gets to pick which cases he works on. He’s bent on doing nothing involving demons, zombies, or fallen angels this time. Instead, he’s going to find the witch who used magic to rob a bank.
Easy stuff. Cèsar plans to catch the perp before his boss gets home.
But when he digs into the robbery, he finds much more than missing money. He also finds a deadly turf battle between two covens and a trail of bloody violence.
A trail that leads directly to his brother, Domingo Hawke.
Domingo wants Cèsar’s help taking down his enemies. Forget that Cèsar works for the Office of Preternatural Affairs, forget allegiances, forget pesky “contracts” and “conduct.” Domingo is calling in a favor and the Hawke family is too tight to refuse.
Blood is the most powerful ingredient in any witch’s spell, after all…
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CHAPTER ONE
 
IT WAS A HOT day in Los Angeles. The kind of day where the asphalt melted the soles of my shoes and the streets had emptied so people wouldn’t roast like pigs on a spit.
Everyone goes a little crazy in that kind of heat. It’ll cook your brain inside your skull.
Ask anyone at the hospital and they’ll tell you the same. When the temperature hits triple digits, bodies start hitting the floor of the emergency room fast and hard. Warfare breaks out over the dry, sunbaked streets. The hospitals and cops end up dealing with the wreckage that follows.
I doubted that my new case had anything to do with the heat, though.
A bank robbery was too premeditated for that.
I arrived at the First Bank of the Sierras with the forensics team in tow. We usually didn’t get forensic support unless it was an emergency or a murder, but I was in charge of allocating resources for the week. My boss was out of town. As his aspis—sort of a magical bodyguard—Director Fritz Friederling had passed his usual duties on to me.
If I wanted the forensics team to help me investigate, I got the forensics team. And Fritz would have to justify the expenditure when he got back. It was the best of both worlds.
Agent Suzume Takeuchi ambled out of the bank to greet me, loafers crunching on broken glass. She gave a thin smile at the forensics team unloading their van. “Look at you, Mr. Fancy. You’ve brought a motorcade.”
“Are you crazy? Get your ass back inside. I’ll be in there in a minute.” I wouldn’t have been outside if I hadn’t needed to cross the twenty feet between the curb and the front door of the First Bank. Five seconds without climate control and I was already choking on heat.
“The air conditioning’s been knocked out in the bank. It’s not much cooler in there.” Suzy chucked me in the shoulder. It was meant to be a friendly gesture, but she had a way of angling those knuckles to instantly numb my arm. “Way to pick a case, Hawke. A skyscraper without AC during a fucking heat wave.”
“It was either this or a pair of dead witches washed up in Redondo Beach. You should thank me for sticking you on this one.”
Suzy frowned. “Who’s on the dead witches?”
“Aniruddha.”
“Sure you don’t want to reassign me over there? Probably more urgent.” She was wilting on the sidewalk, hair stuck to her forehead by sweat. Couldn’t blame her for wanting to bail.
“You don’t want to work with him. He’s a creep.” Which was why I had given Aniruddha the dead witches instead of bringing him with me. I’d have been lying if I said I wasn’t enjoying the opportunity to send my coworkers running when I snapped my fingers.
We stood under the awning as the forensics team unloaded. I didn’t feel bad watching them lift heavy boxes in direct sunlight. Their department was a hive of assholes led by their beloved queen asshole, Janet. I wouldn’t have brought them if I hadn’t needed help reducing my investigative workload.
Suzy pulled out a Steno pad and flipped it open. She got the notebook habit from me. Sometimes low-tech is the best way to organize a case. And sometimes Suzy just liked to steal my office supplies and rub it in my face. “Sealed vault. Several containers emptied. Security tapes show nothing. No sign of brimstone or blood.”
“And the spell residue?” There had to be residue from magic in the vault or else the case would have been kicked over to the IRD, the Infernal Relations Department.
“The residue is faint,” Suzy said. “You’re better at picking up on that than I am, though.”
I’d be even better than usual that day. I was allergic to magic—it made me sneeze. And I seemed to have a magical head cold this week, which was making my reactions stronger than usual. I’d almost stopped breathing from eating one of my own strength poultices that morning, and I’ve been having poultices every day for years.
My “cold” would get better. I’d had it before and probably would again.
In the meantime, I was going to be miserable around magic.
I also wasn’t going to tell Suzy about it. My pride could only handle so much teasing.
Janet led her men into the bank, each of them loaded down with metal cases. Unlike most forensics teams, they’ve got supplies specifically intended to detect, dismantle, and analyze magic. The contents of those cases were unusual. We’re talking about bone meal and mugwort and rubies-the-size-of-your-fist kind of unusual. Everything we would need to pin down the witch responsible for robbing the bank.
And there was no doubt in my mind that we were looking at magic.
The robbery was well within the skill set of demons, and demons do like money. At least, they like to steal money, since it’s an effective way to fuck up normal life. Chaos is a demon’s game and making wads of cash vanish always starts a shitstorm.
The bank robbery wasn’t the work of demons, though.
“You sound awfully confident about that,” Suzy said.
I hadn’t realized that I’d been musing out loud. “I’m confident, yeah. This is witchcraft.”
“Want to bet?”
I stepped out of the awning’s shade, tilting my head up to look at the bank. As the main office for the First Bank of the Sierras, the branch occupied the entire tower. The windows reflected the morning sun on the road and seared my retinas. The architect must have been a sadist. He’d designed the building perfectly to channel sunlight like a fucking death ray, which was even worse in a heat wave.
“Oh yeah,” I said, ducking back under the awning. “It’s witches.”
“How the hell did you get that from looking at the tower?”
I lifted an eyebrow at Suzy. “Elementary, my dear Watson.”
Her snort was completely unladylike, which was probably the single best word to describe Suzume Takeuchi. “I’m going to say it’s a demon. Twenty bucks, and I get to slap the smug look off your face when I win.”
“Done. Let’s look inside.”
The manager emerged from the back room looking miserable in a tailored suit. His white hair stuck up in the back from all the sweat. Agent Bryce, the first responder to the scene, didn’t look much better. She had gotten rid of her suit jacket and the dress shirt underneath was soaked through at the armpits and collar.
There were no other bank employees in sight. Not a single teller or desk jockey. They must have been given the day off after the robbery.
“This is Gareth Milbourne,” Agent Bryce said.
I shook the manager’s hand. He had a weak grip. “Pleasure to meet you. I’m Agent Cèsar Hawke. I’ll be leading the investigation.”
“Pleased to meet you, too.” He sounded anything but.
Sounded like the manager had a case of the Mondays.
“How’s it looking, Agent Bryce?” I asked, turning to the stocky woman at his side. She was square all over, from her face to her body and even the buttons on her shirt. That was some subliminal self-awareness right there.
“We don’t have a lot of answers yet. We’re still collecting information.” Which was her way of saying she had no fucking clue what was going on.
“Well, let’s go down and take a look.” Janet and the forensics team started dragging their supplies toward the elevator, but I stopped them. “Start up here. I’ll let you know if I need you down at the vault.”
Janet gave me a sour lemon grimace, but nodded. She didn’t have a choice. I was acting director, so I was boss.
It was good to be king.
Gareth had to swipe a special key card to take the elevator to the vault level. I caught Suzy eyeing it, like she was trying to decide how easy it would be to steal off of him. It was clipped to his breast pocket, so pretty easy.
The elevator arrived at a short hallway terminating in a door that was taller than me and twice as broad. There was a security desk positioned in front of it and keypads on both sides.
Right now, that vault was open.
The inside was brightly lit and white all over. White shelves, a white table at the center, white floor. The polished metal drawers were so clean that they reflected our figures back to us as we approached them.
Suzy and I fell a few steps behind Gareth to talk. “Better watch the tone you use with Janet,” she said in a low voice. “You’re acting like you’re important.”
“Hey, I am important.”
“Director Friederling is important. You’re important-adjacent. Like six feet from important.”
“Actually, I’m about two hundred miles from important, since Fritz is at the semi-centennial summit right now.”
Suzy rolled her eyes. “Just pointing out, you’ll lose authority when he comes back and Janet can make your life miserable.”
“She already makes my life miserable.”
“Shut your mouth, Hawke.”
“Yes, ma’am.” I grinned. “See how humble and obedient I am?”
“Obedient, my ass,” Suzy muttered, following Gareth into the vault.
Mention of her ass got me watching her walk ahead of me. Not going to lie, Suzy had an amazing ass. She tried to hide in bulky suits cut in masculine lines, but there was no concealing her tiny waist, long legs, and well-shaped butt. Especially not when she wore lighter, summer-weight material.
Thank God for heat waves.
Suzy glanced over her shoulder to see if I was following. My eyes snapped up to the vault door. Didn’t want her to know I was checking her out—she’d have my balls for it.
“Sorry for the temperature,” Gareth said, stopping at the security desk. “It’s usually cool down here, but the air conditioner is broken so the vents are circulating street air. We should have HVAC out this afternoon.”
I wasn’t going to survive in the basement long enough for that to matter. It wasn’t hotter near the vault than it was on the street, but it was stuffier, which was almost worse. And the air only kept heating up as I approached the door.
Gareth tugged on his collar, trying in vain to ventilate his suit. Through the gap, I glimpsed a gold chain and heard a faint tinkling. He was wearing charms. At least one of them was a pentacle. Like Suzy and me, Gareth was a witch.
I bent to look at the security monitors on the desk. They were all blank. “Why did you call the OPA instead of the cops?” I asked as I clicked the mouse, seeing if I could bring the computer to life. It didn’t respond.
“I didn’t,” Gareth said. “The bank’s owner did.”
Semantics. “Okay, then what made the owner think that this robbery is preternatural in origin?”
“You mean, aside from the impossible fact that our thief didn’t trigger a single alarm in the system?” It took a significant amount of strength for him to open the vault door wider. He crouched beside the hinges and pointed at the floor underneath. “There’s your smoking gun, Agent Hawke.”
I pulled a Steno pad out of my pocket and kneeled beside Gareth. A fine white powder was piled just inside the door.
Salt.
Salt was the most basic ingredient involved in casting a circle of power. There was only a tiny bit on the floor—not even enough to cover my thumbnail—but Gareth was right. It was a smoking gun, especially once we factored in the lack of security footage.
Taking notes, I stepped into the vault and checked around the edges of the walls, down low. I didn’t see any other salt. I also didn’t see any sign of herbs or oils. Whoever had cast a spell in the vault had been clean about it. Not an easy feat during a robbery that must have been performed within a few short minutes.
“Told you,” Suzy said, quietly enough that only I’d be able to hear her. “Someone must have phased in and out to work so fast. This is demon stuff.” Phasing was a power some demons possessed. They could pop between rooms with no effort and no open doors.
“But demons don’t cast circles of power, Suze.”
She shrugged. “A witch with a demon escort, then.”
“You just don’t want to pay me twenty bucks.” I stood, brushing off my slacks. “Could you close the vault for me, Mr. Milbourne? I want to watch the process.”
“Certainly.” It was simple to close the door. Gareth had to put his shoulder into it, but it locked on its own once the door swung into place. A heavy thud told me that the prongs had settled into the wall.
“What if someone gets trapped inside?” I asked.
“There are cameras and motion sensors. The security guard should be able to let them out as soon as he detects their presence.”
Suzy was standing behind Gareth where he couldn’t see her. She mouthed demon, demon, demon at me. She stopped when the manager turned around to return to the security desk.
“I assume you want this door open again,” Gareth said.
“Yeah, go ahead,” I said with as much seriousness as I could manage. It was hard not to laugh at Suzy.
The process took a couple of minutes. First, there was a button on the desk that had to be pressed. Then Gareth had to give a second keycard to Suzy to coordinate opening it. “It requires cooperation from a manager and a security guard to open the vault,” Gareth explained as he swiped.
Once it beeped, he punched in a code and the door unlocked.
“Seems secure to me,” I said.
“Extremely.” Gareth yanked the door open with a grunt.
I checked the holes where the door’s bolts sank into the walls. There was a weird grayish dust inside of them. “Do you guys clean much in here?” I stuck my forefinger into one of the hollows and rotated it. When I sniffed the dust, the back of my throat clenched, and I sneezed.
That wasn’t dust. It was ash.
I was pretty certain that it was rowan. I had it at home as a spell ingredient. Rowan trees weren’t native to Los Angeles, though.
“We don’t clean daily, if that’s what you’re asking,” Gareth said. “As you can feel, we’re unfortunately well-ventilated. The circulating air is filtered to prevent particulates from getting in, so the custodians only sweep every other week.”
“Your custodians. How’s the hiring process for those guys?” I rubbed my forefinger with the pad of my thumb, feeling the texture of the ash. It stained my skin gray.
“They all get background checks and they’re always supervised.”
I stepped into the vault again, scanning the shelves. “How much money was stolen?”
“The bank’s owner sent everyone home as soon as she realized there was a problem, so we haven’t had a complete inventory yet. But…” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “It looks like it’s a little over five million dollars.”
Suzy gave a low whistle.
Someone had somehow gotten in and out of the bank, taking five million dollars with them. And they’d done it without being seen or recorded.
I opened myself to the energies in the vault. Considering what kind of feats the witch-thief had pulled off, I shouldn’t have been able to breathe in the vault, especially with my magical head cold.
My eyes didn’t water, though. I didn’t even feel the urge to sneeze.
“Damn,” I muttered. “Guess we need Janet down here after all.”
Gareth fanned himself with papers off of the security desk. While I’d been trying to feel for magic, he’d been logging on to the workstation. “I’ll retrieve your staff and get a breath of air. Help yourself to the footage. It’s an intuitive program—even OPA agents should be able to figure it out.”
He headed up the elevator, moving a little too quickly. Eager to escape. Couldn’t really blame him.
I bent over the security desk and clicked through the footage. “I get the impression that Manager Milbourne there doesn’t think much of the OPA.”
“Who does?” Suzy muttered.
Gareth had been right about the program, though. It was easy to navigate. I went back through the footage from the night, looking for alarms, and found none. Nobody had been in the vault since two days earlier.
“Two days ago.” Suzy squinted at the monitor. “Does that security guard look possessed to you? If he was possessed, he could have stolen everything, modified the footage, and walked out like it was nothing.”
“They’d have noticed the missing money sooner. Besides, I told you, this isn’t a demon.”
“You keep saying that, but I’m not seeing the proof.”
My back was starting to ache from being bent over. I grabbed the chair and rolled up to the desk. “If it were a demon, the security tapes wouldn’t fail to show activity. Their powers aren’t that subtle.”
Suzy plucked a bank-branded pen from the cup and tested it on the border of my Steno pad, which I’d set beside the keyboard. I slid it out of her reach. “Witches can’t mess with security footage.”
“Actually, they can,” I said. “The right kind of witch can, anyway.”
She tucked the pen into the breast pocket of her jacket, looking skeptical. “What’s the right kind of witch?”
“Techno witches could do it—the ones with affinity for electricity. Or any witch with more generalized powers as long as he’s clever enough. I know a witch who’s done it multiple times.”
“How the fuck do you know a witch who can screw with tapes? No offense, Cèsar, but you’re not exactly the most well-rounded witch that I know.”
It would have stung if she hadn’t been right. I was best at potions, good at dismantling spells, and decent at detecting magic. Casting complicated spells wasn’t my forte. But I came from a family of witches and I’d grown up around magic, including witches who used magic for less-than-savory purposes—like modifying security tapes.
Gareth returned with Janet and company, which saved me from having to answer Suzy. I snagged one of the smaller supply boxes from Tony as he passed. “Scan for signs of residue cleanup and work backward from there,” I said, and Tony nodded.
Once he passed us, Suzy whispered, “Important-adjacent.”
I snorted and opened the box. It was a collection of ordinary ritual supplies. Salt, a handful of thumbnail-sized crystals, a candle. All the stuff I needed for a simple circle of power.
It always felt like cheating to use the OPA’s magic supplies. Everything was purified in advance by witches back at the office, who also anointed the candles and charged the crystals. It took all the legwork out of casting spells. You just assembled everything and let it rip.
Cheating, sure, but convenient as hell.
“If this footage was magically manipulated, the old images will still exist,” I explained, setting the crystals on the desk’s surface with the candle at the center. “I can find the section of DVD that got interfered with.”
“You can?” Suzy asked. “I mean, you can?”
“The spell is obscure, not difficult.”
I spilled the salt in a thin line around the circle, containing the crystals and candles, and then muttered a quick incantation.
The circle snapped into place, holding a tiny pool of magic at the center.
“What is it about the building itself that made you think this was a witch thing?” Suzy asked. “Something had to tip you off when you were on the street earlier. I’ve been trying to figure it out, but I’m drawing a blank.”
“Hang on,” I said, setting a tiny geode on top of the computer to focus the energy. My spell threaded out of the circle, through the crystals, and into the DVD drive.
The video playback turned to static.
“Shit, you ruined it,” Suzy said.
“Not ruined. The magic’s just creating interference.” I pressed a button on the keyboard, telling the program to scan the footage for alarms again. The magic scanned, too. “Anyway, this building was designed by a witch. The way it’s positioned helps with spellcasting during the summer—prime time for money magic. Helps make the bank successful, I bet. But it also makes it vulnerable, because—”
“Because other witches can use the positioning for spells as well.”
“That’s right.” I felt a hard nudge when my spell came across magical interference on the tape. “Here we go.” I touched a finger to the crystal on the computer.
The video of the vault popped back into view.
“How the hell did you learn to do that?” Suzy asked.
“My brother’s got some unusual magical skills. Let’s put it that way.”
“Like modifying video tapes?”
“Like monitoring security footage.” At her look, I quickly added, “Domingo has been out of the game for years.”
“Sounds like there’s a story there,” Suzy said. Before I could play the footage, Janet called to her from inside the vault. My partner huffed and stood up. “Wait for me, okay?” She stepped over the new salt line that one of Janet’s techs was laying out on the hallway carpet, careful not to break the boundary.
Suzy and Janet immediately started arguing. That was how conversations with Janet always went—nothing new.
My curiosity was too strong to wait for Suzy to return.
I clicked “play” on the program.
Almost immediately, the monitor blacked out. The spell had led me to a blank patch on the tape. It only lasted a few seconds, and when it came back, there was someone standing in the vault.
The angle of the camera made it impossible to tell much about the robber. He wasn’t in a security uniform or custodian’s coveralls, though. He wore a tracksuit with stripes on the shoulders.
It looked like he’d already cast his spell, since there were herbs scattered all over the floor and he was removing drawers from the shelves. He pulled boxes of money out by the handful, jamming them into a duffel bag resting by his feet.
I paused the video. The resolution was too low to make out much of the spell. It was complicated, though. We’re talking animal bones, human blood, and herbs-that-only-grow-on-one-square-foot-of-land-in-Australia kind of complicated.
Suzy was still arguing with Janet, so I hit “play” again, watching the man fill his duffel bag. Five million dollars didn’t take up as much space as I would have expected.
Then he glanced at the camera.
I paused the video. The resolution was still terrible, but it was definitely a face that I knew. That nose, the jaw, the overhanging forehead—he looked a lot like me.
No wonder the spell cast on the security footage looked like something my brother might have done.
That was because Domingo had robbed the bank.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
MY NAME IS CÈSAR Hawke. I’m an agent for the Office of Preternatural Affairs.
Don’t be surprised if you’ve never heard of us. We don’t officially exist.
You won’t find our name on any government budget sheets even though we’re kind of a big deal. We get more than twice as much money as NASA. Our offices are spread all across the United States. The CIA wishes they could be as secretive as we are.
We’re those guys in the black helicopters circling over your city. We’re the first to respond when something explodes, and we’re the people telling news organizations that it was a gas leak rather than the pyroclastic death spiral of a greater demon and his horde of fiends.
Since what we do is highly classified—and requires specialized skills that most people don’t have—we can’t post job openings on LinkedIn. We have to recruit more discreetly.
Me? I had been recruited after nearly beating an incubus to death with my fists. It’s not as impressive as it sounds. Incubi are fragile demons. But my fists aren’t the reason that the OPA wanted me. No, that was because I’m a witch. I was learning magic at the same time I was getting gold stars for taking shits on the toilet instead of in my pants.
You’ve got to have skills to stand a chance against the kind of chaos that Hell unleashes on America.
The OPA doesn’t hire all witches, though. Many covens are unaffiliated with us, and there are thousands of solitary practitioners who aren’t suited to join our organization. We leave most of them alone until they break one of our unwritten laws. Then we roll in with a fleet of unmarked black SUVs and make those witches vanish into black bags. Some are never seen again. Others end up working for us.
That’s how we got Suzy Takeuchi. She can use magic to manipulate dimensional space. It’s a rare gift. Her employment with the OPA was inevitable.
Then there are witches like Domingo who are too strong to risk recruiting. Strong at magic, strong-willed, and terrible with authority. If he got on the wrong side of the OPA—say, by stealing five million dollars—he wouldn’t get recruited. He’d vanish.
And since I work in the Magical Violations Department, chances are good that I’d be the one making him disappear.
 
 

The first item on my to do list after the bank was to return to the OPA’s Los Angeles campus.
I took the security tapes with me.
We handle evidence in two stages: temporary storage and then permanent. Temporary storage is on-site. That’s where everything gets tagged, categorized, and shelved until it’s no longer part of an active investigation. It’s not an impressive room, let me tell you. Looks like the back room of a Goodwill staffed by drunk people.
Permanent storage happens off-site. Don’t ask me where the warehouse is because I’ve never seen it. Considering how much crap we throw at them, it must be roughly the size of the moon—or an incinerator. Either way, once evidence gets stored permanently, it vanishes.
Today, I was counting on that.
A young woman greeted me at the front desk in processing. I’d never seen her before. She was hiding behind a pair of thick-rimmed glasses and masses of bushy black hair. According to the badge clipped to her collar, New Girl’s security clearance was higher than mine.
“Where’s Ivy?” I asked.
“She’s dead. I’m Ivanna.” She snatched the padded envelope from my hands and squinted at the label.
“Dead?” That old woman had worked for the OPA as long as it had existed.
“Heart attack.” She turned a suspicious glare on me. “Case 9887-B? This case is closed.”
“Yeah, that was my case. I closed it last week.” It was the last job that Fritz and I had worked on before he went out of town. Some demons had been using human volunteers as drug mules. We took the humans into custody, tossed the demons into our detention center, problem solved.
You might be wondering why anyone would volunteer to be a drug mule for demons. I know I’d been confused to learn that the humans were willing, seeing as how it’s just about the most unappealing thing I’d ever heard of.
Turns out that a succubus who wears a size 32G bra is really persuasive.
Anyway.
The case had been closed a week earlier, so all the evidence had already been filed. I was counting on that fact. It would keep the security tapes with Domingo’s face on them in bureaucratic limbo long enough for me to investigate. Nobody would be able to review the evidence while it was locked in processing.
Domingo would be safe. For now. Until I found out whether or not I needed to kick his ass.
Ivanna stuck a piece of colored tape to the side of the envelope. “Why didn’t this get turned in with the rest of the evidence last week?”
“I thought I’d put it in the box for Ivy. Maybe it fell out on my desk and she didn’t notice.”
“She would have noticed.” Ivanna actually sounded offended.
“However it happened, it needs to get filed. Take care of it.”
Ivanna held the envelope between her forefinger and thumb, as though it were dirty. “I should call the director of MVD and check with him.”
“Director Friederling already knows,” I said. “He’s my kopis.” I didn’t want her trying to run this up the pole. If she managed to get a hold of Fritz, my boss and partner, he wouldn’t have any idea what she was talking about. Sure, he’d cover my ass—but he’d have to know what the cover story was first.
“If he already knows, then it won’t be a problem if I call him.”
I grabbed the envelope out of her hands. “He’s at the semi-centennial summit. You don’t want to interrupt that.”
Ivanna faltered. “The summit? No…no, I shouldn’t disturb that. But…” She reached for her phone.
“What’s that?” I asked, tucking the padded envelope in my jacket and stepping around her desk.
She dogged me. “Don’t go back there!”
I didn’t stop, even as Ivanna fluttered around, wringing her hands at the sight of an agent among her precious evidence. I walked up to the evidence tables and picked a random item. It was a lumpy bronzed statue the size of a microwave. I think it was probably meant to be some kind of humanoid figure, but the sculptor had fucked up big time. It mostly looked like a pile of shit.
A yellow tag dangled off of one of the lumpier protrusions. I snagged it to read the case number.
Ivanna slapped my hand.
“Don’t touch evidence, you idiot,” she said. “You don’t know what any of this does.”
“Well, what does that do?” I asked.
“Nothing, as far as we know. Agent Banerji seized it from an unlawful archaeological dig in the Mojave. All we know is that it’s magical.” Ivanna double-checked the tag as if worried I’d gotten cooties on it. She re-tagged the ugly statue just in case.
While she was distracted, I pulled the padded envelope out of my jacket and dropped it behind the statue.
Then Ivanna dragged me back to the front desk.
“All right, all right. I’ll get out of here.” I headed for the elevator, making my best contrition-face. I patted my empty jacket pocket as though the envelope were still inside. “I’ll come back after I get a review and approval from Director Friederling. Happy?”
“I’m never happy when people waste my time,” Ivanna said, dropping into her chair again.
“Ivy was nicer than you.”
She barked a laugh. “Was she? Are you sure?”
Now that I looked at her again, Ivanna looked kind of familiar. Like she might have been someone I’d seen once or twice before.
“Are you related to Ivy?” I asked. “Grandniece? Third cousin twice removed?”
Ivanna returned her attention to the desk. She shuffled through the papers, applying colored labels as she sorted. “Have a nice day, Agent Hawke.”
I knew she was snarking at me, but she still had no idea how unlikely having a nice day would be.
After all, the next item on my to-do list involved arresting my brother.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
DOMINGO HAWKE.
IT HAD been years since he rained magical mischief upon Los Angeles, but he was still notorious among certain circles. Hell, he would be notorious long after he was buried six feet deep with a box of his favorite cigars.
And he’d definitely earned the notoriety.
Domingo had been best known by the cops for all the 7-Elevens he’d knocked over. He’d throw a big circle around the convenience store, target everyone inside the building, and turn off their brains. Make it so that they didn’t notice the teenager with the saggy pants getting into the cash register.
The first dozen times he cast that spell, he got caught.
He refined his magic. Got better at it.
Once he stopped getting caught, he started hitting up bigger targets.
Emptying the Apple store in the middle of the day during the Christmas season had been his best work. That shit was legendary.
There was more to Domingo’s trouble, though. I didn’t know all of it. He’d started rolling with a gang after high school and I stayed far, far away from that. But all the local witches still uttered his name like he was the George fucking Clooney of magical crime.
Pops had almost disowned him. I wouldn’t have blamed him if he had. Domingo was poison in the Hawke family for a few years there, stealing money from Abuelita, lying to the man who raised us, getting his siblings in trouble. Of course, our sister was smart enough to stay out of Domingo’s bullshit most of the time. I wasn’t.
Domingo had gotten me arrested a couple times. All for being dumb enough to obey my big brother when he put me in a headlock and threatened to burn my comic books if I didn’t help him.
To be fair, I’d still rather spend a week in juvie than lose my comics. They’re collector’s items.
But that’s beside the point.
Domingo used to be trouble. That’s what mattered.
Just as importantly, he’d reformed. Around the time that I was smoking weed with my dorm mates in college, Domingo met the woman who would become his wife, Sofia. It’s a cute story how they met. Something about Domingo robbing her father, Sofia picking him out of a lineup, and then happily ever after. Eventually.
She hadn’t been impressed by his rap sheet. Domingo decided he liked her more than the game. So he cleaned up to win her hand in marriage.
It had been years since I’d had to bail him out of jail. Even more years since he’d gotten me tangled up in trouble alongside him.
Domingo Hawke faded into legend, got a house in the suburbs, and became a family man.
I’d thought that was the end of that story.
 
 

Domingo’s house looked empty without Sofia’s old Porsche out front. The old oil stain on the driveway had been rained and sun-bleached away, meaning that her car hadn’t been parked there for a long time. Made my chest feel all tight to see it.
Sofia had walked out on Domingo right before my last visit to their house, but that had been over a year ago. I hadn’t talked much with my brother since. Too busy working. But I’d assumed that Sofia must have returned at some point.
Considering what I’d found at the First Bank of the Sierras and the missing Porsche, I was guessing that my assumption had been nothing more than delusion.
I rearranged myself on Domingo’s front step, making sure my jacket was smooth, sunglasses were straight, hair was neat. On the off chance that Sofia was home, I wanted to look as professional as possible. She’d never liked me all that much. And if Domingo was home, I wanted him to know that this was business. I wouldn’t be suckered into letting him off easy just because he was my brother.
Then I hit the doorbell.
While I baked in the sun in front of his house, I watched the surrounding street for signs of trouble. There was nothing to see. Domingo and Sofia had picked a nice house in a nice neighborhood so that they could start a family. Somewhere kids could play outside without getting beaten up. A working neighborhood populated with good folks, like Domingo wanted to be.
I hit the doorbell a couple more times and waited a total of ten minutes. I didn’t hear any movement inside the house.
When there was no response after that, I pulled out a charm that I’d picked up from the OPA supply closet. Like I said, my spellcasting talents are limited. Luckily, OPA agents don’t have to have diverse skills to enjoy all the fruits of magic. We can just check them out of the crafting department.
This charm was an advanced lock pick. It would open doors and dismantle most barrier spells simultaneously.
I pressed that sucker against Domingo’s doorknob.
Magic flared. I sneezed three times in a row, hard and fast. My head throbbed with every sneeze. The cold was getting worse.
But Domingo’s lock clicked open.
It was a little surprising that the OPA’s charm had worked. We didn’t have any witches as powerful as my brother on staff. If he wanted to keep us out, he would. Either he didn’t think I’d be coming for him, or he wasn’t afraid of what I could do to him.
The door swung open easily under my hand. I tossed the now-empty charm into the bushes before heading inside. It was only about two degrees cooler in Domingo’s home.
“Domingo,” I called. “You home?”
As I expected, there was no response.
An old answering machine sat on the table in the hallway. The kind that takes miniature tapes. Probably belonged in a museum. The light on the recorder was flashing, indicating that Domingo had messages.
I pressed the button for his answering machine. The automatic voice said, “You have three new messages.”
I’ll be honest: I didn’t feel even a twinge of guilt when I hit “play” to listen. Everything was fair game with Domingo. He’d read Ofelia’s diary out loud at Thanksgiving one year, letting our whole family hear that she’d been practicing kissing with her best friend.
Yeah, he was that kind of brother.
The answering machine beeped and the first message began to play. I took out my Steno pad to jot down notes. “Hey, Domingo. It’s Emcee. Your car’s done—you can come get it from the shop whenever you’re ready. I’ll be there until the race tonight.”
Another beep. End of message.
I wrote down Emcee’s name, just in case, then hit the “next” button.
The second message was empty air. A little hissing, the sound of shuffling, a couple of annoyed grunts.
That message had come from Pops. I’d sent him an iPhone for Christmas with the receipt and a note that said he could return it if it was too complicated. Pops was outmatched by the iPhone, but his pride was too much to admit that. He hadn’t returned it. But he also hadn’t figured his phone out, so I’d been getting blank messages almost every week for eight months. Apparently Domingo was too.
I was nice enough to delete that one. Hey, what are brothers for?
The third message was from a woman. “Where are you? It’s me. Pick up the phone.” She paused a long time before continuing. “Okay. Fine. Don’t forget the meeting with Scott Whyte on Friday.”
That was it.
“Sofia?” I muttered, replaying the third message. I didn’t recognize her voice. Couldn’t tell who it was.
I searched for “Scott Whyte” on Google. A page for a marriage and family therapist turned up as the top link.
Ouch. So that last message was definitely Sofia.
I searched his house, first floor and second, and found nothing of interest. Every room was empty. Domingo’s bed was unmade, the fitted sheet piled at the foot of the mattress. The ashtray on the nightstand was overflowing. His TV remote was dusty, untouched, even though Domingo usually kept the TV on all night as he slept. He liked the noise.
The whole place felt empty, all the way down to his kitchen and its empty refrigerator.
“Where have you gone, man?” I asked, picking through the detritus pinned to his fridge. There were business cards, receipts, a calendar—nothing recent or interesting.
Underneath one of his magnets, I found a hidden wallet-sized photo. The picture was Domingo somewhere dark, maybe a club, with a peroxide-blond sitting in his lap. She wasn’t particularly attractive. Kind of snub-nosed. She looked comfortable with my brother, though. Arms around his neck, head resting on his, big old smile.
“Oh man, Domingo.” What was he thinking?
A car drove past on the street. The kitchen window was halfway open, so I could hear its exhaust whining clearly.
“It’s cracked open,” I muttered, running a finger along the screen. “Shit.”
Doors and windows needed to be closed to effectively ward a house. No smart, self-respecting witch would leave without wards.
My heart was beating a little faster as I headed down into Domingo’s basement. I flipped on the lights to find that he’d finished remodeling the basement. Domingo had only had the new floors and shelving the last time I’d visited; now the walls had nice wallpaper up top, some wainscoting, a new window treatment.
Despite the completed remodel, the basement was otherwise empty. His sugar skulls were gone. So were the crystals he used to keep charging on those shelves.
Domingo had emptied out his ritual space, left the windows open, and hadn’t erected any wards.
My brother wasn’t coming home.
Thump.
The floorboards above my head shifted.
Someone else was inside my brother’s house.
My hand reflexively went to my belt, where I’d been wearing my Desert Eagle with increasing frequency. I hadn’t worn it that morning. Shouldn’t have needed it at the scene of a bank robbery long after the robbers were gone, shouldn’t have needed it against my brother.
I held my breath and listened to the footsteps. The stride was short and the footsteps seemed to be circling the kitchen. Whoever was walking was pretty light, too.
That wasn’t Domingo. He walked like a one-man herd of elephants. You’d think a guy who used to be a thief—who might have still been a thief—would have been light-footed, but magic had spoiled him. Didn’t need to be sneaky when people couldn’t see you.
I searched Domingo’s basement for a weapon, just in case. Most of the boxes were empty. He’d taken all his ritual knives with him. Athames weren’t sharp anyway—not great for self-defense. But he’d left behind a giant quartz crystal, a jagged rock the size of both my fists pressed together. It was used for focusing magic during rituals. Didn’t really do anything special. Very low value.
Great bludgeon.
I hefted the crystal. It didn’t make me want to sneeze, so Domingo must have stripped the magic from it before leaving. All the better. If the intruder were a witch, she wouldn’t feel me coming.
Domingo might have been heavy-footed, but I wasn’t. I evaded all the creaky spots on the stairs as I climbed back into the kitchen.
Peering around the door, I spotted a woman working at Domingo’s counter. The sink was running. Couldn’t tell what she was doing because her body blocked the view. She was a black woman with short curly hair, and fairly young judging by the skinny jeans and leather jacket. Her jewelry was adorned with tiny gold bells that jingled every time she moved.
Damn. I couldn’t bludgeon a woman.
“What are you doing in here?” I asked, stepping out of my hiding spot behind the door.
She whirled, revealing an athame in one hand and a small ruby in the other. She was shocked to see me. Even more shocked than I was to see her.
Then I realized.
The footsteps had been circling the kitchen because she was casting a circle of power.
I only had a second to take in the sight of it—the way that she had hidden the salt line around the perimeter of the room, the herbs glowing on the counter, the bowls of oil laid out in a line on the island. Then she activated the magic and I sneezed.
My vision blurred. My skull rang like a gong.
The witch spoke a word of power. It was a special word, a word that had no sound but came out of her mouth as pure magic. It activated the circle. Inflamed it with energy that lashed throughout Domingo’s entire house. That energy filled every wall, every stud, every grain of wood, and began to expand.
The witch was trying to blow up my brother’s house—and with me inside of it.
I clutched the quartz crystal so hard that my fingertips turned white. It was a focus crystal and I was inside the circle of power, just like the witch. I could refocus her power.
Still sneezing, still defenseless, I reached out with my mind and dragged the witch’s power into the circle. I aimed it at the crystal.
“What are you doing?” she cried.
I could feel her trying to wrest control of the circle back from me. It was a battle of minds. Too bad—if it had been a physical fight, I would have won, easy. I was twice her height after all. But mind against mind, magic against magic, she was easily above my weight class.
The crystal was on my side. It was big and hungry, wanting to fill its void with magic. I forced it to drink up every ounce of her power.
“You’re insane!”
Her feet pounded against the floorboards. I couldn’t see her, mind you. I was still sneezing too hard. But I felt the instant she crossed the salt line, breaking the circle. It snapped like a belt on an engine and everything fell apart.
Now I had all this power in the crystal, and it wanted to go somewhere. If I’d let the witch finish her spell, it would have torn Domingo’s whole house down outside of the protective circle of power. Instead, I’d pulled the vibrating, deadly magic into the crystal.
“Shit,” I said.
I lost control of her spell.
Magic blasted in from the edges of the shattered circle. Pebbles sprayed my body, shredded my suit.
And the kitchen exploded.
 
 

Spoiler alert: despite my best efforts, I didn’t die.
But I was dazed. Somehow I’d ended up flat on my back on the kitchen floor staring at the ceiling, which now had a hole leading directly into Domingo’s bedroom. It was a great way to air out the cigarette smoke. Probably not as great for that whole structural integrity thing, though.
I let myself rest there for a good five, maybe ten minutes. And by “let myself,” I mean that I didn’t have the strength to move a muscle beyond the ones it took to make pathetic whimpering noises.
The longer I sat around in Domingo’s house, the likelier I was to be assassinated when that witch came back. Couldn’t stay there forever. Had to move.
The fact that I got to my feet without falling over again suggested that I hadn’t broken anything too important. The crystal was shattered, though. Even a rock that size can only hold so much magic before cracking.
I stumbled toward the door, pulling out my cell phone. I’d need the OPA to send over a cleanup team before the cops arrived—there was no way someone hadn’t called the cops. If we could wipe the magical mess before any mundanes saw it, we wouldn’t need to wipe any memories.
Yet I didn’t dial.
If I called the OPA to my brother’s address, I might as well turn him over to be arrested at the same time. I couldn’t risk linking him to the current investigation.
I stood around thinking for too long.
“What did you do?”
I turned to find another woman standing behind me. The French doors leading to the back yard were open. She’d come through them silently, or else my ears were still ringing too loudly from the explosion for me to have heard her.
I barely caught a glimpse of this new woman. All I saw was a flash of blond hair, a narrow face, a pig nose. Looked familiar. It wasn’t the witch who’d tried to blow up the house, though.
Then she blew on her palm, blasting dust into my face.
I passed out before her magic could even make me sneeze.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
I WOKE UP IN the trunk of a car.
It was easy to figure out where I was even though it was too dark to see anything. The space was too cramped for me to stretch out and there were familiar road noises all around me. The driver was blasting pop music, making my bones pulse with muffled bass.
My options were either a felt-lined casket being propelled by a four-cylinder engine or a trunk.
I’d been abducted once or twice, but never stuffed in the back of a car. Just goes to show that there really is a first time for everything.
My hands weren’t tied, so as soon as my head cleared of the magical fog that had sucked me under, I started running my hands over the inside of the trunk’s door. If it was a recent car, it would have to have a release lever. Mandatory safety feature. But I couldn’t find one.
Abductions like this were typically personal, so it seemed that I’d managed to piss someone off. It wasn’t hard to imagine. I worked a job that didn’t make me popular among the city’s preternatural crowd, so it could have been anyone.
Luckily, magic dust lady had been blue-eyed. That meant she probably wasn’t a succubus—which usually had black eyes—so she probably wasn’t working for the incubus mafia, also known as the Silver Needles. If I’d gotten abducted by those assholes, I’d be looking forward to having a really bad day.
But hey, a blue-eyed lady. I’d bet she was a witch trying to get revenge for an earlier arrest. Maybe an ex-girlfriend seeking retribution for Black Jack? Someone I’d humiliated when I interrupted their spell, like the Pernicious Thirteen?
Didn’t really matter. I’d have to escape first and figure out my abductor later.
The car was moving slow. Probably going roughly twenty-five miles per hour, possibly in a residential zone. That was good—if we’d been going freeway speeds, I wouldn’t have been able to jump out without killing myself.
I took a quick inventory. Jacket was gone, pockets empty. Didn’t have any of the OPA’s charms left. That was bad. Worse, I hadn’t been able to down more than one strength poultice that morning because my allergies were acting up. I had no magic, none of my usual strength, and a head cold weighing me down.
Looked like I would have to escape using my brains.
I banged on the trunk a few times, but my fists didn’t make as much noise as I wanted. I’d been hoping to make such a ruckus that they’d stop the car and try to silence me, but they probably couldn’t even hear me over Lady Gaga blaring at full volume. I stopped to search for something louder. A tire iron, maybe.
Instead, my fingers came across a loop of stiff fabric. I toyed with it, tracing the shape, trying to visualize what it would look like if it were brighter. The loop was attached to the wall separating me from the passenger compartment.
“No way,” I said.
They wouldn’t have removed the emergency lever and left a way to drop the second row of seats…would they?
One way to find out.
I yanked on the loop, then pushed on the back of the seats.
They lowered. The music got louder. Light flooded the trunk. I winced at it, struggling to focus through the sudden brightness.
I’d been wrong about being in a residential neighborhood. There were trees outside of the windows. Lots of trees. Maybe in the San Gabriel Mountains. The blond woman who’d dusted me was driving, and there was a male in the front passenger’s seat. Some guy with short red hair and glasses.
Dropping the seats hadn’t made enough noise to catch their attention, either. The road was becoming winding enough that they were both looking intently through the windshield.
I eased into the passenger compartment. It was hard to be quiet when the shifting car kept tossing me from side to side. But my captors were having a conversation too quiet for me to hear over the pop music; if I couldn’t hear them, then they probably couldn’t hear me, either.
Undetected, I made a quick search of the back seat. I’d hoped that the kidnappers might be the type of people to keep guns in their car, but there weren’t any weapons at all. Not even a tire iron or a toolkit with a big, heavy wrench.
But there was some trash on the floor of the back seat, including an empty beer bottle.
My salvation.
The mouth was small and round. Conveniently similar to the muzzle of a gun. And the best weapon is the one you never have to fire.
I picked it up as I slipped forward, keeping myself small, trying to avoid motion in the rearview mirror.
“Did you text him yet?” the driver asked. Now that I was right behind their seats, I could make out their voices over the music.
“No, I can’t. No reception,” the passenger said.
“Why didn’t you text him a few miles back? You know there’s no reception up here.”
“I forgot, okay?”
I pressed the bottle into the passenger’s side between the door and chair, where he wouldn’t be able to see it.
The effect was immediate. The man shouted, tried to twist away from me. His shout alerted the woman, and the car swerved when she twisted in her seat to look for me. “Oh, holy shit!” She turned back to the road immediately, but moved the rearview mirror so she could watch me.
My arm locked around the passenger’s throat, holding him against the headrest.
“Stop the car or I’ll shoot,” I said.
The woman’s eyes were wide in the mirror. “You don’t have a gun. I searched you myself. I grabbed the only one I could find.”
“You missed the other one.” The key to selling a bluff is confidence. Gotta have it in the voice, the eyes, the posture, everything. Believe it yourself and other people will, too.
I’m not a great bluff. I always lose at poker.
But the woman got all tense, and I could see her thinking about it. Trying to decide if I could really have a gun. Assessing how likely I was to shoot.
The guy with the bottle in his side? Well, he was just sweating.
“Don’t do this, man,” he whimpered. “You don’t understand how bad shit will get for you.”
I pressed the bottle in harder. “I told you to stop the car, lady.”
Now he was sweating and trembling. “Stop the car, Gina!”
“I can’t! We’re almost there!”
“Good to know,” I said. “Stop the damn car and let me out. Now.”
“There’s no shoulder here,” Gina said. “There isn’t anywhere to stop.” She was talking too fast, babbling with panic. My captors were pretty panicky, considering they were thugs. What the fuck was I supposed to do if they called my bluff, however unintentionally?
“Okay, then turn the car around,” I said.
My arm got too loose around the passenger’s neck. He managed to squirm around, look down at his side where I was holding the bottle.
He barked a laugh.
Shit.
“He doesn’t have a gun,” the guy said.
I grabbed him again, gripping him tighter. “That doesn’t mean I can’t hurt you. Both of you.”
We were traveling as slowly as I could hope for. It was time to bail. But when I reached back to open a door, the lever didn’t do anything. It was unlocked; it just wasn’t responding.
We were in some kind of sedan, maybe just a few years old. Family car. That meant it had child locks. Couldn’t open the doors from the inside unless I disengaged them.
Gina was still watching the road as it climbed and twisted through the hills. “We’ll go right off the road if you kill us.”
Before I could decide what to do, the man broke out of my grip and jumped into the back seat with me.
I got my first good look at the guy who had stuffed me in his trunk. The stained jeans with dirty fingernails told me that he wasn’t a guy who sat on his ass all day pushing papers. He was a guy who got down in the mud and got shit done.
He’d found zip ties somewhere. “Hold still so I can tie you down.”
Yeah, that sounded like a great fucking idea.
I leaned back, kicked him in the face. He wasn’t expecting it. He took my heel in the nose and the bone snapped.
“Stop fighting!” Gina was on the brink of hysterics now. The car swerved.
“Watch the goddamn road!” I yelled back.
The man tried to punch me. I lurched out of the way and his knuckles only connected with one of the windows. He shouted with pain.
His second strike connected with my gut, forced the air out of my lungs.
He tried to grab my hands. The plastic of the zip ties scraped my wrists.
Not gonna happen.
I grabbed his shirt, flipped us around so that he was flat on his back on the seats. As I’d learned several times with girls in high school, there wasn’t enough room in the back seat of a sedan for me to flatten him out. The back of his head smacked into the door of the car hard enough to stun him.
“Fuck,” he groaned.
Holding him down with one hand, I fumbled at the driver’s side door. Gina shrieked when I brushed her ribs accidentally. “Stop it! Stop it!”
My hand slipped over the child lock button.
Got it.
I yanked on the lever of the rear door, throwing it open.
The car swerved again. The tilt almost made the door slam closed, but I jammed my foot in the way. It bounced off my leg instead. Not gently. There’d probably be a bruise.
The passenger recovered enough to sit up and wrap his arm around my throat. He tried to drag me away from the door, forcing one of my arms behind my back.
When the car swung around the next corner, the door opened again.
I twisted my head, sank my teeth into the hand of the guy holding me. He tasted like motor oil and dirt. Fucking delicious.
He released me with a shout.
And before I could think too much about it, I hurled myself out of the back seat of a moving car.
 
 

I like to think of myself as kind of an athlete. Sure, I’ve always spent more time nerding out over comic books than playing sports, but I’d done my fair share of football, baseball, and soccer at school. Anything that let me run around a few extra hours at school so I wouldn’t have to go home.
In other words, I’ve been getting minor concussions since high school. Ever had a teenage linebacker flatten you to the grass? It doesn’t feel good. Neither does getting hit in the face with a baseball bat, which I’d gotten to enjoy a few times as an umpire.
You learn to deal with that kind of pain after a while. Visit the hospital once, pop some Tylenol a couple times, and it stops being impressive.
Or your brain just gets knocked so silly that you don’t feel it as much.
Whatever.
I’ve done the hard impact thing before, is what I’m saying, and jumping out of a car moving at thirty miles per hour is a hell of a lot worse.
The ground lifted to meet my body. I smashed into something that tasted like granite and blood. Then I dropped. I dropped fast and far and kept rolling. Sky and earth flashed around me. Thorny fingers raked down the neck of my shirt, in my hair, across my knees.
At some point, my body stopped.
Took a while for me to notice because it felt like my brain kept doing flips in my skull. I couldn’t focus on anything.
But I also couldn’t hear car noises anymore. I must have fallen far enough from the road to escape the car. For now.
“Bad idea,” I groaned. “Bad goddamn idea.”
“Took you long enough to figure that out, dumbass.”
I rolled over, looked up at what I thought was the sky. There weren’t any trees above me. Just a single tall, blurry figure.
“I must have knocked myself stupid, because I can’t be hearing what I’m hearing,” I said.
“The fall didn’t knock you stupid. You were already stupid.” The man crouched beside me, bringing the knees of his tracksuit into focus. They were blue with white stripes on the sides. Only one guy was tacky enough to wear something like that outside the gym. “What were you thinking?”
It was hard to say what I’d been thinking in the car. The survival urge is powerful. It has a way of dominating common sense.
But right now?
All I could think was that I’d finally found my bank robber.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
BY THE TIME WE reached Domingo’s cabin, we’d hiked for a half an hour in the kind of temperatures that were usually reserved for the surface of the sun. My face and the back of my neck hurt. Salty sweat stung the beginnings of my sunburn.
And the cabin didn’t have air conditioning.
If a random hiker ever stumbled across the cabin, they would have thought they’d walked right into a horror movie. There were animal bones hanging from the walls, juicier body parts kept in jars, and all the crystals that had been missing from Domingo’s basement. His ritual knives were laid out on the table in a long line, sorted by size. The floor had a permanent pentagram painted on it, although living room furniture covered half of the thing.
I knew none of that stuff was from a horror movie, but it still made me sick to see it. When a witch got into body parts and bloodletting—the main reason you’d need so many ritual knives and glass bowls—you knew they were getting into big spellcasting.
Someone had set a bowl of ice in front of one of the windows, which was cracked open. A box fan circulated the air through the room. I stood in front of it, let it cool down my sweat. “This is a hideout, isn’t it?” I asked. “People are after you.” People like me.
“Yeah, it’s been one of those weeks.” He made a face at me. “Feels like it’s been one of those weeks for you, too.”
I’d survived my brother’s kitchen explosion, but not unscathed—that much power had drenched me in residual magic. Attack spells left some of the worst residue. Other witches would sense power on me that was somewhere between “rotten eggs” and “mountain of dinosaur shit” on the magical-stench scale. Luckily, my head cold seemed to have left me metaphorically nose blind to it.
Domingo elbowed me away from the fan. “That’s mine.”
“You’re the one wearing a tracksuit in the middle of a heat wave. That’s your fault.” But I didn’t fight him for the spot. My heart wasn’t in it.
We hadn’t talked on our walk to the cabin. It’s hard to talk when you can’t even breathe through the heat. Now that we were somewhere fractionally cooler, it was time to face reality.
“It’s not a coincidence that the people who kidnapped me dragged me to a road right by your cabin, is it?” I asked.
“By ‘kidnappers,’ do you mean Gina and Murray? I saw you jump out of their car.”
I didn’t want to ask, but I had to. “Who are they? Gang members? Accomplices?”
“Coven members,” Domingo said. “Remember last time we talked? I was looking at starting a coven. I recruited Gina at my gym, Murray at the body shop I go to.”
“Emcee’s?” I asked.
Domingo gave me a suspicious look. The air from the fan made his tracksuit ripple around his body. It was stained at the pits and chest, just like my shirt was now. “Are you investigating me?”
“I was at your house. That’s where this happened.” I pointed at myself, indicating the foul residue hanging off of my clothes and skin. “Someone tried to blow you up, Domingo.”
He didn’t look surprised. “My house?”
“Only partially demolished. Who’s out to get you?”
“Fuckers,” he said. “Motherfuckers with no respect.”
“Did you arrange to have me abducted?”
“I’ve got no idea how that happened. We’ll have to ask when they catch up.” He checked his Rolex. “It’s a long way when you’re driving instead of falling down the hill. Give them fifteen. Do you really think I’d keep thugs around? Or that I’d tell them to abduct you?”
I paced his creaky wooden floor. It was dusty, dirty, covered in his laundry. I kicked a pair of his shoes into the corner. “I didn’t think you were a bank robber, and I just got proved wrong about that, so—”
“Bank robber?”
“I saw you on First Bank’s security footage,” I said. “Your magical fingerprints were all over the break-in. It’s your style.”
“You’re kidding, right?”
“I haven’t been this serious about anything since I thought Jennifer Henry gave me herpes in sophomore year of high school.” She hadn’t, for the record. I’d just gotten intimate with poison ivy on a camping trip. But that was a story for another time.
Domingo leaned against the windows, folded his arms, fixed me with a hard look. “I’m going to give it to you straight, Cèsar. I know what happened to the bank and it’s bad. It’s real fucking bad.”
“You did it,” I said.
“Hell no. My coven’s in a territory battle with another coven. They’ve framed me for the robbery and taken the money for themselves.”
It was exactly what I wanted to hear—that someone else had committed the crime that I was investigating for the Office of Preternatural Affairs. That I wasn’t going to have to black bag my brother, send him to a Union detention center, and never see him again.
And that was exactly why I didn’t believe him. It felt too good to hear it.
“Try again,” I said.
Domingo lifted his eyebrows. “You don’t believe me?”
“If you weren’t guilty of anything, then why’d you ditch your house to hide out in this shitty cabin?”
“Because they’re trying to kill me,” he said.
Someone had blown up his house. I’d seen it myself. Maybe someone was trying to kill him.
That didn’t change the footage I’d seen at the bank.
“Come on, Domingo. Don’t lie to me. You’ve done shit like this before.”
“I cleaned up years ago. You still don’t fucking trust me?” Domingo shook his head. “Well, you’re right. If I’d thought of it first, I would have robbed that bank and pinned it on that bitch Lenox. But I didn’t do it.” Something I didn’t recognize burned in his eyes, something cruel. “The high priestess of this other coven—Lenox—she fucking deserves it. She’s killed two of my guys so far.”
“Who?” I asked. “Give me names. Give me something to verify.”
“Ahmed MacFarlane and Susana Barb. Look them up—they’re missing.”
“And you’re sure they’re dead?”
“Pretty fucking sure. I haven’t seen bodies, but…” He shook his head.
I dragged a wooden chair with a broken back over to sit across from Domingo.
“Okay,” I said. “Tell me about this supposed other coven, this…territory battle.”
He sat back, narrowing his eyes at me. “Are you saying you believe me?”
“I’m saying I’ll listen.”
“Yeah, all right. The coven is based in Half Moon Bay, up by San Mateo. They’re one of the older covens. They go back five, maybe six generations in America. But the line of witches is a lot longer than that. You know what those types are like.”
Unfortunately, I did. The old coven families were arrogant to a fault—and dangerous, too.
After a few generations to perfect their magic, which they passed down in tomes called Books of Shadows, old covens tended to accrue significant wealth. Wealth meant sway over businesses, politicians.
Domingo and I were the latest generation of an old witching family—the Mejías—but our forebears’ coven was in El Salvador, along with all the influence, wealth, and knowledge that went with that. My siblings and I weren’t into the politics that most old coven witches were.
Or so I’d thought.
“So you’re fighting them on it,” I said.
“Hell yeah, I’m fighting them on it. What am I supposed to do? Roll over and let them have the city? Lenox is crazy. She’s mean. She’ll fuck everything up.”
“Then let the Office of Preternatural Affairs handle it. If the Half Moon Bay Coven’s as much trouble as you think, we’ll take them off the map.”
“They’ve already killed two of my guys,” Domingo said. “Where the fuck has your agency been?”
I started pacing again. I couldn’t hold still. The air in the cabin was hot and my whole body itched. “I’ll get these guys, Domingo. If what you’re saying is true—I’ll get them.” More words got caught on my chest. I had to clear my throat to keep talking. “But right now, I need to take you in.”
“Arrest me?” he asked.
“Your face is on the bank’s security footage. I told you that. If it was manipulated to frame you, then we’ll find out, you’ll get released, and your information will help us catch this Lenox.”
“But I didn’t do it!”
“Let me prove it,” I said. “And let me do it the right way.”
“You think it’s right to throw your brother to the dogs?”
“Don’t be such a drama queen. We’re not dogs. We’re the law.”
“Stop pacing,” Domingo said. “You’re going to scuff my pentagram.” I stopped where I was standing. I folded my arms, unfolded them. Still too much energy not to fidget. “Think about this. If you take me in and Lenox has done her job right—hiding the evidence real good—then I’m fucked.” He rubbed a hand over his sweaty upper lip. “How much did she steal from the bank anyway?”
It was technically confidential, like all the details of an ongoing investigation, but there was no way a robbery that size wouldn’t hit the news soon. “Five million.”
“Five—” He stood up, took two steps toward the knives on the table, then stopped himself. He rounded on me again. He was pale. “Five million?”
“She can’t use it. We’re watching for that money.”
“Lenox can use anything she wants. She’s into illusion magic. She can make everyone who handles that money see different numbers. You know what an enemy coven can do with that much money?”
I had a few ideas. “You’re telling me that this illusion magic is why you’re on the security footage.”
“What do you think?”
I didn’t know what to think. Domingo seemed genuine, but it was so hard to trust. He’d always been convincingly earnest.
“Either way, the OPA has resources I need to investigate properly. And my contract says—”
“Fuck your contract.” He caught my hand, clenching it hard in his fist. “We’re brothers. That’s more important than any contract.” I tried to pull away. He just hung on harder. “I helped you when shit got real and you were on the run from the OPA. Didn’t I? Doesn’t that mean anything?”
Damn it.
My resolve was wavering big time.
This was a bad idea. A real bad idea. I’d investigated off of the OPA’s radar before, but only because I’d been accused of murder and had no other choice.
Now Domingo was facing essentially the same thing.
“How’s this going to go down, Cèsar? Are you going to arrest me?”
It shouldn’t have even been a discussion. I should have taken him into custody. Walked him to the road, stolen Gina’s car, taken him straight to the OPA campus for questioning.
But I wavered.
What if he was telling me the truth? What if I turned him in and the Union made him disappear into a black bag, like they so often did? A single day in a Union detention center had almost driven Suzy insane.
“You asshole,” I said. The seed of doubt had been planted. It was too strong.
Domingo grinned, slapped me on the shoulder. “I knew you’d come around.”
I shoved his hand off. “I’m still not saying I believe you. I’m saying I’ll give you a chance to prove it. I want the real robber caught, and if you can get me there…great. Just fucking great.”
The door opened.
“Domingo!” Gina rushed in with Murray behind her. She was carrying a gun like she had no idea how to use it. She swept the muzzle over my body.
“Whoa!” I threw myself behind the leather chair.
Domingo grabbed her arms, forced her to aim the gun at the floor. “You guys want to tell me why you abducted my brother?”
Murray gaped. “Your brother?”
“Yeah. My brother.” Domingo plucked the gun out of Gina’s hands. “Guys, this is Agent Hawke with the FBI. Agent Hawke, these well-meaning idiots are from my coven.”
“I thought he was at your house to kill you,” Gina said. “I thought he was one of Lenox’s hit men.”
“Cèsar’s much more dangerous than that. But not dangerous to us.” Domingo grinned broadly as he gave me a half-hug. There was something dark and dangerous in his eyes. “He’s the guy who’s enough of a badass to take down Lenox.”



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
SUZY WAS SITTING AT our shared desk when I arrived at the Office of Preternatural Affairs. Her nose was buried in a manila folder so I could only see her wide eyes over the top. “Holy shit on a cracker.” She hadn’t looked at me, but obviously had heard me coming. “I know Los Angeles is supposed to be one of the biggest cities in the world, but it’s a small fucking city.”
I dropped my briefcase on my desk, ripped off my tattered jacket. “What are you talking about?”
“The dead witches that washed up in Redondo Beach this morning. Guess who they work for.”
“Your mother,” I said dully.
Suzy shot an annoyed look at me. And then she dropped the folder. “Whoa. What happened to you?” She waved her hand in front of her nose like trying to blow away a nasty smell. “That magic is sickening.”
“Had a wild lunch break.” I stripped my shirt off and tossed it in the trash bin. The wife-beater-and-slacks look wasn’t professional, but who was going to nail me for it while Fritz was out of town?
“Let me guess,” Suzy said. “You saw something on the security footage that tipped you off on the robber. You went to find the robber—without me—and got your ass kicked.” She didn’t give me a chance to reply. “You deserved it.”
“It’s complicated, Suze.”
“Whatever. Watch me care. Did you make an arrest?”
I plucked a few weeds off of my slacks and tossed them in the trash, too. “I’m still working on it.”
“And I bet you’ll have fun being the hero when you catch him all on your own. Again.” She yanked a charm out of her desk drawer—a plain iron disc that sparkled with magic in the corner of my vision. Suzy lobbed it into the trash like it was a grenade.
The charm’s magic clashed with the attack spell’s residue and exploded.
I sneezed hard. “What the hell?” My throat had closed up, so I sounded a lot like Urkel.
“You’re dragging crap everywhere,” Suzy said. “I had to neutralize it before you got residue all over my desk and ruined my spells.”
I sneezed again. The air smelled faintly of ozone, but now the jacket and tie in my trashcan weren’t glowing with even the faintest hint of magical residue. “How many spells do you have in your desk drawers?”
“A few. By the way, I tried to look at the security footage after you left the bank. It seems to have disappeared. No idea how that happened.” Her expression said that she knew exactly how it had happened. “What did you see on there?”
If Suzy had been asking as a friend, I’d have told her about my family. What Domingo had done to us. How much trouble he’d caused. She’d have probably found a rare scrap of sympathy within her merciless heart.
But she wasn’t asking as a friend. She was asking as an OPA agent assigned to the case, in an OPA-owned building, surrounded by surveillance equipment that our intelligence team had planted everywhere on campus. A private conversation was impossible.
“Nothing. The spell didn’t recover any footage,” I said.
Suzy shoved the manila folder at me. “Good thing I’ve got another lead, then. Look at this.”
The colored tab displayed a short string of characters. We assigned a unique tag to each case we worked, and they were essentially random, so I didn’t recognize most of them. But this one, I knew. I knew what it was because I’d just assigned Aniruddha to the case that morning.
I flipped open the folder to find pictures of the dead witches who had washed up on the beach. They looked like they’d been under water for a while, all swollen and blue and half-eaten by sea life. Not pretty.
“Whom did you work for?” I muttered, flipping through the papers.
The victims were named Susana Barb and Ahmed MacFarlane—Domingo’s missing coven mates. He’d been right. They were dead, and in an ugly way. I skimmed their stats, the coroner’s notes on the bodies, and their nonexistent criminal records before settling on the bottom of their pages.
Both had worked for the First Bank of the Sierras.
“Interesting, right?” Suzy asked.
“Jesus.” I’d picked the bank robbery because I’d expected it to be easy. More importantly, I’d expected it not to involve any dead bodies. Or attempted assassinations. Or my brother, for that matter.
Turned out that I was shit at picking cases.
Suzy took the papers back. “Guess that means we’ll need to work with Aniruddha on this after all.”
Another reason to regret picking the case.
I like most of my coworkers. We drink together after work, swap tips for spellcasting, watch football on Sundays. Aniruddha was an exception. Before joining us in the Magical Violations Department a year or two ago, he’d been one of the Union’s accountants. Aniruddha brought this whole accounting vibe into the department. It wrecked our camaraderie.
Not to mention that he had a habit of harassing Suzy. Stalking her around the office, trying to get assigned to her cases, sending her text messages at all hours of the night.
“I’ll move you to another case,” I said.
She planted her hands on her hips. “Excuse me?”
“Anything you want. Pick an active case and I’ll attach you to it.”
“Because of Aniruddha?”
I shrugged. “Just trying to be nice.”
“Don’t you ever try to be fucking nice to me, Hawke,” Suzy said. “You have no goddamn clue what I want. If I wanted to be reassigned, I’d ask for it.”
“Like hell you would. You’ll tough anything out to prove you’re the biggest badass in the office.”
She jabbed a finger in my chest. “Take me off this case and I’ll have your balls for breakfast. Got that?”
“Okay. I won’t try to keep you out of a toxic work environment. You’re welcome. Any time.”
“Don’t let power go to your head, Hawke,” Suzy said.
Women. Don’t try to be nice, they hate you. Try to be nice, they really fucking hate you.
She strode toward the elevators and I matched her pace. It was easy to keep up with Suzy. She was a foot shorter than me and needed two steps for every one I took, even when she was hurrying.
“Where are you going?” I asked.
“Meeting Aniruddha at the morgue. I want another look at those bodies, see if I can find anything interesting the coroner might have missed.” She sighed. “You can come. I guess.”
I didn’t need her permission. After all, it was my case.
But I said, “Thanks.”
I knew better than to keep poking the dragon.
 
 

Have I mentioned I don’t like dead bodies?
I don’t like dead bodies.
To be fair, most people probably don’t. But it’s hard to work a job where you’re constantly faced with death without growing numb to it. Suzy was numb. She’d wiggled her fingers around in a cadaver’s chest wound looking for evidence and had no problems sleeping afterward. I’d even caught her using a human skull as a hand puppet once.
I wasn’t numb.
See, every dead body used to be alive. A person who had family and friends. Someone who’d lived, laughed, and loved, just like me—except that I was still walking around, and dead people weren’t going to get a chance to do something as simple as that ever again.
Unless they got turned into zombies. But that wasn’t much of an improvement.
Anyway, if I don’t need to deal with bodies, I won’t. That’s the long story short. So when Suzy and I went to the morgue, I stayed by the door.
The bodies were on tables beside each other, covered from ankles to shoulders in white cloth. Ahmed and Susana. Their lives were spelled out in the files Suzy was currently reading. Both had been unmarried, both had been witches ranked decently well in the OPA database, both with good jobs at the First Bank of the Sierras.
It was a relief to have their identities confirmed. That meant that Domingo hadn’t been lying about the members of his coven being murdered. If he wasn’t lying about one thing, then maybe he was telling the truth about everything else, too. I’d rather deal with a war between covens than my brother being guilty.
“So what did the coroner find?” I asked.
Suzy blew a breath from between her lips. “A lot. You won’t believe the cause of death.”
“Don’t tell me. They drowned.”
“I wasn’t being sarcastic, Hawke. You really won’t believe the cause of death.” She handed me the file.
I flipped through the pages, seeking the coroner’s conclusion. “Arsenic poisoning.” I had to read it a couple more times to be sure I’d read it properly. “They died of arsenic poisoning?”
“Congratulations, you’re finally literate.” Suzy took the file back. “Wonder who the killer could be. I bet our cadavers would know.” She gave me a significant look as she said it.
She was suggesting that I contact our most frequently used contractor, Isobel Stonecrow. She was a necrocognitive. That meant she could talk with the dead. If Ahmed and Susana had seen who killed them, Isobel would be able to tell us about it.
“I don’t think she’s in town,” I said.
Suzy rolled her eyes. “What, has she wandered off to scam other people? Call her up. Tell her to come back.”
If only it were so easy.
I didn’t have Isobel’s phone number anymore. She’d gotten a new phone and hadn’t shared the digits with me. I was trying not to take it personally, which was hard, considering that we’d hooked up a couple of times before she vanished.
She’d been having a rough week when she disappeared. Okay, more like a rough decade. So I hadn’t employed my powers of investigation to track her down. I just figured she would get a hold of me when she was ready to talk again.
It had been ten months since we’d last spoken.
I was coming to terms with the fact that Isobel wasn’t going to be ready to talk to me again. Ever. I knew she was safe—she still talked to my boss, and Fritz assured me that Isobel was okay—but our lives had been thoroughly disconnected from each other’s.
Isobel Stonecrow wouldn’t be helping me talk to the dead any time soon.
“I can’t contact her.” I shrugged like it didn’t matter. “We’ll have to investigate these witches the old-fashioned way. Whoever our killer is, they must not be experienced, right? Someone who’d done this before would have dumped the bodies so we wouldn’t find them.”
“That’s the thing—I think the killer wanted them to wash up. It’s part of a bigger ritual.” Suzy pulled out her phone, opening a map of the greater Los Angeles area. “This is the bank that got robbed. This is where we found the bodies.”
“I don’t see the connection,” I said.
“Neither did I, until we calculated where the bodies must have been dumped in order to wash up on that beach. You know, calculating tides and length of time in the water, things like that.” Suzy added a third point to the map by tapping on it.
The triangle formed by those three points was equilateral.
“We’re going to find two more sites, aren’t we?” I asked. “Right around there…and there.” I pointed at the two places that would need to be added in order to form a perfect, five-pointed pentagram.
She pocketed her phone. “I’ve already got the scrying team sweeping both areas. They’ll call us if they find anything.”
“You’re going to send me a copy of that map, right?”
“Already have.”
“Beautiful, Suze,” I said. “So this arsenic poisoning—that’s gotta be part of the ritual too. All we have to do is track down the spell based on a single ingredient. Because that will be easy.” There were probably a thousand spells that used arsenic.
“It’s not a single ingredient. They also got this off of the bodies.” Suzy tossed a glass vial at me. I lifted it to the light. The bottom was filled with blackish-gray granules. “I’m waiting for lab to send results, but I think it might be grave dirt.”
“Ash,” I said. “Not dirt. Ash.”
“How can you tell?”
I shrugged. “I can always tell.”
“Okay, smart ass. What kind of ash?”
With a flick of my thumb, I uncorked the bottle. “Where’d you say you found this? One of the dead witches was carrying it?” I lifted it to my nose for a quick smell.
“Some of that substance was found under their fingernails. That particular sample was scraped from their sinuses.”
Maybe I didn’t need to smell the ash after all.
I put the cork back in place. Set it down on the edge of the metal table. “It’s rowan,” I said. “I’ve got some at home. Same vibrations.”
“Vibrating ash,” Suzy said, rolling her eyes again. “That’s the same type we found at the bank yesterday. I’ll let the scrying team know. Maybe we’re looking for a garden store, landscapers, something like that. Could narrow down the search.” She snapped the folder shut.
“Scryers. Good. Yeah, that’s a great idea.”
If the scryers were looking at those areas, then we wouldn’t have boots on the ground. It was a smart allocation of resources. Nicely low budget. Much cheaper than sending out a fleet of SUVs and several teams to sweep.
It also meant I wouldn’t bump into other agents if I wanted to investigate off the record.
“You’re thinking about getting up to something, aren’t you?” Suzy asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m trying not to blow chunks all over the evidence.”
She laughed and pulled the sheet over Ahmed’s face. I couldn’t help but glance at him before he disappeared. He was swollen and blue from his time in the water. Bits of his face were missing. Looked like Ahmed had been delicious to the various creatures living in the ocean.
Suzy rolled them back into their refrigerators, and they were out of sight, out of mind.
Aniruddha arrived as she was locking up. He was carrying a coffee mug the size of an Olympic swimming pool. It said “Give me java or give me death” on the side. “Got a minute to talk about the case?”
“Sure,” I said.
“He’s asking me, Hawke,” Suzy said. “Remember who’s doing double time on the robbery and the dead witches here? And yes, I have a minute.” She gave me a significant look, the kind of look that told me to fuck off, and I lifted my hands in surrender.
“I’ll review the evidence in the waiting room,” I said. “Plan our next move.”
They remained silent until I left.
The morgue’s waiting room was one of the nicer places on campus since it was one of the few places we occasionally brought outsiders. It was where family members hung out until they could identify their dead loved ones. Our interior decorator had gone the extra mile to make that miserable experience slightly more pleasant. The room was adorned with a few potted plants, walls painted in warm colors, even comfortable chairs.
I dropped into one of those chairs and checked out the map that Suzy had forwarded to my email.
Three points of a five-pointed star. The remaining two points created a broad search area. The scrying team was slow. They could be at it for days.
But they didn’t know that I already had the fourth point.
Domingo’s house fit perfectly on the developing pentagram.
The remaining point looked like a dense industrial area. I wasn’t familiar with it. Didn’t have much reason to head over to that neck of the woods under normal circumstances. I checked the time. Despite my eventful morning, it was still only mid-afternoon—plenty of time to search the area.
I’d need an excuse to blow Suzy off. She’d want to come with me if I told her I was investigating something related to the bank robbery and she’d flip her shit if I vanished again.
She hadn’t come out of the morgue yet, though.
I wasted time by trying to think of a plausible excuse for leaving. A doctor’s appointment or something. Yeah. That would work.
Ten minutes later, she still hadn’t come out of the morgue.
I texted Domingo’s burner phone to set up a rendezvous. Then I waited some more.
Fifteen minutes, and she still wasn’t out.
Forget it. I was done waiting.
I headed into the morgue, dropping my phone into my pocket. “Hey, Suzy,” I began. “I’m going to…”
Aniruddha had his hands braced against the wall. Suzy was trapped in front of him, back against the refrigerator doors.
I reacted without even thinking. I didn’t need to think.
“Hey!”
In three strides, I crossed the morgue, grabbed Aniruddha by the shoulder, and tossed him into one of the empty tables. He caught himself against it, managed to stay upright. But only until I punched his goddamn face in.
One solid hit and he was down.
“What the fuck?” Suzy asked. I turned, and the instant she had my attention, she punched me in the stomach. Man, that woman could inflict some serious pain with her tiny little fists. “Goddammit, you fuck-brain, what the fuck is wrong with you?”
Aniruddha pulled himself to his feet, and I managed to resist punching his stupid fucking face again. It was tempting. The only thing that stopped me was remembering the security cameras in the room.
Fritz was going to have a field day when he got a report on my conduct in his absence.
“What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with Aniruddha?” Actually, on second thought… “What’s wrong with you, Suzy? Why am I the one getting punched? That dickbag was on you.”
She tried to hit me again. I managed to evade it the second time. “And it didn’t occur to you that I might be okay with that?”
Aniruddha wiped the blood off his upper lip and inspected it on his hand. “Look, Agent Hawke, if you don’t report this, I won’t either.”
I barked out a laugh. “What?” Had I gone crazy? Why was everyone acting like I was the problem?
“Aniruddha and I are dating,” Suzy said.
I laughed again.
Then I stopped laughing because Suzy looked dead serious.
“You and Aniruddha are…” No, I wasn’t going to finish that sentence. “He stalks you.”
“I do not,” Aniruddha protested.
“You’re not helping, Agent Banerji. Get out.” Suzy jerked her thumb at the door. Nice way to treat an alleged boyfriend.
To be fair, that was exactly how I would have expected Suzy to treat a boyfriend.
The fact that he obeyed her made it worse.
Suzy and Aniruddha?
I gaped at his back until the door swung shut behind him. Then I gaped at Suzy for a while. “How long?” I asked.
“Six months,” she said.
“Six months? And you didn’t tell me?” An even better question was, how hadn’t I noticed? Investigating was my job. I shared a desk with the damn woman.
“Seeing as how you just punched Aniruddha, it seems like great judgment on my part.” She folded her arms. “He’s right, though. You can’t report this. I don’t want anyone knowing that I’m hooking up with a coworker.”
“That’s against several OPA rules,” I said.
“Fuck the rules. Do you care about those? I don’t.” Suzy shoved the case file into my chest and dragged me toward the door. “Don’t tell anyone. I already get harassed at the office, and the only way I can blow it off is that most guys think I’m too hard to get. If they learn what’s going on, I start getting a reputation, and my job becomes much harder.”
I stopped walking when I realized Suzy was trying to make me leave the morgue. She was tough, but not tough enough to make me move when I didn’t want to. “That’s the problem? You don’t want guys around the office thinking you put out? Jesus, Suze. You know I wouldn’t talk about that shit. But Aniruddha’s harassed you. I can’t believe you’d even talk to him, much less—”
“It’s cute,” Suzy said.
Pretty sure I’d never heard her use that word before, except maybe when she was mocking me. “What? You think being stalked is cute?”
“No. This is cute.” She pointed at me. “The jealousy. It’s rich coming from you.”
Okay, so she was mocking me.
“I’m not jealous,” I said.
“Oh. You’re not? Then what is this, Hawke?”
“There’s a difference between being worried about you and being jealous, Takeuchi.”
“I don’t have to explain anything.” She jabbed a finger on the folder. “We have investigating to do. Bodies on the ground, money missing.”
“Agents to fraternize with,” I said.
Suzy stormed into the lobby. I was two steps behind her.
“I’m going to visit the bank again,” she said. “Alone.”
She exited the building and I let her.
“Yeah, all right,” I said to the door swinging shut in her wake. “Catch you later.” She was already gone and couldn’t hear me.
At least I didn’t have to find a way to shake her off before meeting Domingo.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
DOMINGO MET ME AT my apartment and we drove to the fifth point on the star together. The location was on the proverbial and literal wrong side of the train tracks; I had to park my car outside a rail yard in order to get close to the coordinates on my GPS.
There was nothing obviously witchy going on at the yard, so we hung out in the car for a while, AC blowing full blast, and watched the trains. Quiet, staticky music played from my radio as we sat in silence.
In the silence, I had nothing to do but twiddle my thumbs and think.
I thought about Ahmed and Susana. I thought about casting spells using rowan ash and arsenic. I also thought about the witch with the skinny jeans who’d blown up Domingo’s house, wondering if she’d been the one to poison the dead witches. Everything added up to powerful magic. Maybe even more power than my brother had.
But my thoughts kept wandering away from the case back to Suzy.
Aniruddha? Seriously? What was she even thinking?
“I don’t know, Cèsar,” Domingo said after a long time. “Doesn’t look like anything’s happening.”
I snapped out of my thoughts. “Yeah, I’d expect coven warfare to be a lot more obvious.” There wasn’t even anyone out on the street at the moment.
Domingo got out of the car, fanning himself with his baseball cap. He squinted around the sun-bright street. “The Half Moon Bay Coven is rich. They’ve got sticks up their asses. We’re not going to find them here.”
I got out too, leaning my elbow on the open car door. The heat was coming off of my sedan’s hood in ripples. “It might not be the high priestess herself. Powerful people usually hire others to get their hands dirty. They’ll be here, though.”
“Whatever you say.” Domingo jammed the cap onto his head.
The fact that he wasn’t arguing with me was worrying.
He hadn’t talked much on the car ride, either.
Was his skin paling? Was he sweating too much, even for this heat? Was I imagining the tremor in his hands?
“You all right, Domingo?” I asked. “You’re not looking good.”
That got his hackles up. “Try having two of your coven mates die and see how you feel.”
I lifted my hands in a gesture of surrender. “All right, fine. Let’s do a walk around here before we leave.”
He shrugged. “Okay.” The fight was gone from him again.
We headed around the rail yard. I kept my senses open for any indication of magic—not that it’d be real hard to notice the sneezing fit.
It was quiet on the street. We were passed by several graffitied semi trucks, but there weren’t a lot of people on the sidewalks. Aside from the heat, there just wasn’t much in the area. A gas station selling diesel for more than three bucks a gallon, a pay-by-the-week motel hidden behind a warehouse, a couple small manufacturing plants.
I was working on the assumption that whatever the coven had done would be somewhere within a one-mile radius. The pentagram was too perfect on the other points to be outside that. But Domingo and I didn’t see anything on foot that the scryers wouldn’t have been able to see in their mirrors and smoke.
Domingo was quiet as we walked all the way to a trailer park five blocks down, and then turned to head back to the rail yard. We stuck to the shade under the buildings, but those blocks were still long and miserable.
“What are we even looking for?” He sounded too tired to be irate.
I showed him the map on my phone. “Some kind of ritual, I’m betting. Could be a murder, could be an explosion…”
“An explosion? Like my house?”
“Maybe. Whatever happened, it involves rowan ash and arsenic.” I just didn’t know how they fit together.
He wiped his forehead off with the hat and chucked it into a dumpster down the alley. I wasn’t taking the heat well, but Domingo was worse. He was completely drenched in sweat. “Let’s get out of here. This is a dead end.”
I’d never seen him give up so easily before. Couldn’t really blame him.
We returned to the rail yard and I tossed my keys to my brother. “My car needs gas. Fill it up at the station, buy some drinks. I’m going to walk around for a while longer.”
“Yeah, all right.” Domingo slipped into the driver’s seat.
I waited until he pulled away, then started looking for a way into the rail yard.
The fence was about ten feet tall and topped with barbed wire, the kind that said Union Pacific was happy to shred attempted trespassers. I spotted three clusters of security cameras on my not-so-casual stroll around the perimeter. There were probably more I wasn’t seeing.
It was midday anyway. Lots of guys humping the cars, working machinery, looking around.
Probably not a good time for me to break in, even if the fence hadn’t been so vicious.
The FBI badge would work as an all-access pass, at least for a few minutes. But I didn’t want to pull it out yet. I wasn’t on this part of the investigation in an official capacity. All it would take was one asshole calling to verify my badge number and the OPA would know exactly what I was up to.
One asshole verifying my badge number…or one OPA agent who was stalking me.
A black SUV pulled up alongside me once I started my second lap around the rail yard’s fence.
The engine cut out. The door swung open. An agent in all her five feet of rage dropped to the pavement.
“Suzy? What are you doing here?” I asked.
She slid a pair of sunglasses on, slammed the SUV door behind her. “Oh, here?” Suzy feigned surprise at the nearby rail yard. “It’s funny how I ended up here. I got pinged by the scrying team just about—oh, half an hour ago now. They were just starting a second sweep of this area. Hadn’t found anything the first time, so why not look again? And I bet you can guess what they found.”
“The best goddamn gas station hot dogs in Los Angeles,” I said.
She jabbed me in the chest. “You. I started asking myself why you’d head down to this neck of the woods when we’ve already got people searching. You must have known something. But when I checked the case file, you hadn’t added any notes. You haven’t added any notes since early this morning after leaving the bank.”
“I’m bad at keeping up on paperwork,” I said.
“Who’s the guy that’s been walking around with you?” Suzy asked.
Shit. Nothing got past the scrying team.
“My brother,” I said. “Domingo. I’ve been hanging out with Domingo.”
“You’re bringing your brother on an investigation?”
“He’s a witch, Suze,” I said. “He’s into the community around here. I thought he might have useful insight.” I stepped away from the fence and into the shadow of a brick warehouse on the corner. It wasn’t much cooler out of direct sunlight. At least it didn’t feel like my shoes were going to melt.
Suzy followed me. She wasn’t going to let the conversation drop. “Domingo’s involved in this, isn’t he?”
“He’s got insights,” I said. “That’s all.”
“If he’s only got insights, then why aren’t you including those in your notes? Why aren’t you writing any notes at all?”
“Chill out. You’re just in a mood because I punched your new boy toy.”
She pushed me. I wasn’t ready for it. I lost my footing, stumbled back. My heel caught on the stairs leading to the front door of the warehouse. I landed on my knees, scraping my shin on the concrete.
And I sneezed.
“Fuck,” I groaned, scrubbing my sleeve over my nose.
Second time I sneezed, it wasn’t because of magic. It was because I’d kicked up dust when I landed.
Wait, not dust. My palms were covered in gray powder that smudged when I wiped them.
That was ash.
I looked up at the warehouse.
What had been an ordinary-looking brick box a few minutes earlier was now a burned-out husk. The windows were shattered. The frames were black, crumbling, splintered. There was no front door. A thin trail of smoke spiraled out of the top floor as though it were still burning.
“Jesus,” I said. “What was that?”
Suzy’s arms were folded. She looked unimpressed. “What?”
I waved a hand at the building. “How’d that happen so fast?”
“How did what happen?
“Don’t you see? It’s all burned up, but it was fine a second ago.”
Now she looked more worried than annoyed. “I didn’t push you that hard. Are you okay?”
I stood up, dusted off my knees, stepped back onto the sidewalk.
As soon as I got off of those stairs, I sneezed again. My vision blurred for a heartbeat. Once it cleared again, I saw the same thing I’d been seeing earlier—an undamaged warehouse standing on the corner of 85th and Blankenship.
Well, I was officially impressed.
“It’s an illusion,” I said. “Get on the stairs.”
Suzy stepped up where I’d been standing. I could tell the instant that the magic allowed her to see the reality of the building. Her eyes went wide. “I can’t feel it at all,” Suzy said, resting her hand on the building. “This is some advanced magic.”
More than that, it was the fifth point of our pentagram.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
WE ENTERED THE BUILDING with our guns drawn.
The windows were caked with ash, permitting barely any light into the room. Not that there was much for us to see. The concrete floor was empty aside from a few crates. Brick walled us in on three sides. The fourth side was a big garage door. Aside from that, there was a loft, a couple catwalks, and lots of dust.
I pinched some of the ash on the windowsill, rubbed it between my first finger and thumb. It sprinkled onto the floor like dandruff.
“Bet you anything that this place belongs to our murderer,” I said.
“Brilliantly deduced, Sherlock,” Suzy said flatly. “How could you tell? Was it all the ash? Maybe the huge magical circle hiding the building’s true appearance from passersby?”
Yeah, it was going to be one of those days.
I decided not to answer her.
Our scuffing footsteps echoed throughout the warehouse. I stopped by one of the crates, nudged the lid off with the muzzle of my Desert Eagle. The crate was empty aside from the dark stains splattering its inner walls. I really hoped that wasn’t blood. On the off chance that it was, I was grateful to have grabbed the Desert Eagle out of my work desk before leaving. Didn’t want to be the one staining crates next.
“I’ve been reading about arsenic poisoning,” Suzy said. “It used to be the way women killed men they didn’t like. At least, that’s what the books say. Sounds like sexist bullshit to me. Some kind of femme fatale trope gone wild.”
“It’s true, though,” I said. “Couple hundred years ago, you couldn’t divorce deadbeat spouses. And everybody had arsenic to kill rats. So you’ve got a drunk husband and a rat problem, and…you can guess how that went.”
“How the hell do you know that?”
“Don’t tell me you don’t read Agatha Christie.”
“I’m too busy having a life to read books,” Suzy said.
“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear you say that.”
“Agatha Christie isn’t relevant anyway. We’re not looking for reasons any random person might be murdered by arsenic. Ahmed MacFarlane wasn’t a deadbeat husband. I’m trying to figure out any spells that use rowan ash and arsenic.”
“No luck?” I asked.
“Not yet, but I haven’t had a lot of time to research. I had to chase some asshole to a crime scene.”
“Good thing you did, too. I’d hate to be alone.” I took my phone out to check the map. There was no reception. “Wonder what’s supposed to be in this warehouse.”
She grabbed a piece of metal off the ground. “With these screws? I think furniture must have been stored here.”
“Evil furniture?”
“No, IKEA warehouses their furniture in-store,” Suzy said.
But there definitely was a sense of evil around the building. Like the warehouse had witnessed something heinous, and all that misery lingered.
The stairs up to the loft groaned dangerously under my weight. They were a grid of metal, scorched black by flames, and some of the supports were half-melted. I held my breath on the way up. They didn’t collapse, though. I got to the loft safely to find the fire that I’d seen from outside.
Someone had built a small fire inside a metal basin. The smoke smelled like the rowan ash. Gray flakes spurted from the coals, fluttered through the air. That basin was surrounded by a chalk circle and a dozen candles.
A bloody knife skewered an altar just a few inches away.
The whole place might as well have been labeled “horrible gruesome murder scene” with neon lights.
Suzy stepped around me to examine the circle. She was careful not to pass the chalk line. “Nasty. See those runes?” Someone had burned marks all around the rim of the metal basin.
“What are those?” I asked. “I don’t recognize them.”
“Me neither. That’s worrying.”
While she studied the circle, I did a quick sweep of the loft. There was an empty office in the corner, a few more broken windows, a desk with only three legs upturned by the edge of the catwalk.
“This circle is active,” Suzy called to me.
I holstered my gun and returned to her side. “Is it responsible for the illusory magic hiding the warehouse?”
“No. Something else must be doing that. This spell looks like it’s still waiting for a few key ingredients.” She showed me her cell phone. She’d taken pictures of a beach with a similar circle. Bloody knife, a small fire, twelve candles. Instead of a chalk line, it had a circle of small rocks demarcating its boundaries. “This is where our two witches were killed.”
“So when you say ‘key ingredients,’ you mean—”
“A sacrifice,” Suzy said.
“I’m calling this in. Get backup to join us before the witches responsible show up again.”
I wasn’t going to argue with her. This was too big for me to keep it from the OPA, even for Domingo’s sake.
“Tell dispatch to send a Union unit first. This scene is hot.” I checked my cell phone. Still no reception. “If they argue about the extra kopides, tell them it’s on my orders.” Right now, my command was almost as good as Fritz’s—with everyone except Suzy, anyway.
“Keep an eye here. I’ll guide the team in.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
Suzy headed outside to make the call. Alone, I paced around the circle, eyeballing the other elements of the ritual.
I kept a small collection of things I’ve found at crime scenes. Nothing big—souvenirs, I guess you could call them. Things that don’t need to be stored for safekeeping in the OPA’s warehouse but are interesting enough to warrant further study.
I knew better than to fuck with evidence for an open investigation, but I started mentally shopping for souvenirs I’d like to take from the ritual later. The spell was pretty unorthodox. In addition to the usual ingredients, these witches had left trinkets I didn’t recognize. Looked like some little gold sculptures. Maybe idols to gods I didn’t worship?
Kneeling, I snapped a few shots with my cell phone. As soon as I got reception again, it’d sync with the OPA database, start running searches.
Somewhere in the warehouse, a door opened and slammed shut again.
The door I’d entered through had been too burned out, too weak, to slam like that. And the footsteps I heard crossing the catwalk were too heavy to be Suzy’s.
I took cover behind the toppled desk at the back of the loft. I couldn’t see much around the fire pit. Couldn’t see who was approaching.
Women spoke.
“I’m telling you, he’s around.” That came from a woman. “We picked him up as soon as he got within a half-mile of the circle. He’s dumping energy everywhere.”
“Then where’d he go?” Another woman.
I peered over the top of the desk. The newcomers were arrayed around the circle, faces illuminated by flame. They were all female. All of them wore pentacles, bells, and holsters.
Witches. Four of them, carrying guns.
That probably sounds weird—witches with guns. Who needs bullets when you can blow shit up with the right combination of herbs, oils, and crystals?
Witches. That’s who.
Magic’s not real convenient for fighting. The kind of spells that can be deadly are also complicated. It takes the right conditions, preparation, and ritual. Even if you’ve got your circle set up in advance, you’re still likely to get shot in the face before you can execute your spell.
Every time I’ve come across witches with bad attitudes, they’ve had guns. More OPA agents die of gunshot wounds than curses.
I hadn’t gotten shot yet.
But it was still early in the day, to be fair.
Something clicked behind me. A muzzle nudged the back of my head. Modern guns don’t need to be cocked before they’re fired, but it’s a distinctive sound—good for effect. Great for when you want someone to hear it and know shit’s about to get real.
“Drop the weapon,” said the woman behind me.
Five witches. There were five of them.
I engaged the safety, opened my hand, let the Desert Eagle fall to the floor. The woman behind me kicked it away. She was wearing motorcycle boots with buckles.
“Don’t turn around,” she said. “Just stand up. Hands over your head.”
Not much point in arguing with a lady who was one twitch of the finger away from blowing my brains out.
When I stood up, the four witches around the fire spotted us. “Aisha! You found him!” A short, old witch headed around the circle to inspect me. Her fist clutched a golden statuette, a lot like the one inside the circle. She gave me a critical look. “You’d have been smarter to run.”
“He was armed,” Aisha said. I finally got a good look at her, rather than just her legs.
Aisha was a black woman with curly hair. I’d seen her before.
She’d blown up my brother’s house just that morning.
One of the other witches approached. She had the look of a woman who’d stuck her hairpin in a light socket, all jittery-eyed under wild curls. “What’s that?” They’d spotted the FBI badge sticking out of my pocket.
“I’m a federal agent,” I said when the old witch lady reached for it. “You need to put down all your weapons right now.”
Crazy Eyes wavered. The others didn’t.
“Don’t be stupid,” Aisha snapped. “He’s not a goddamn FBI agent. He’s obviously working for the priest we’re looking for.”
Priest? She meant Domingo.
They probably weren’t hoping to take him out to a nice dinner. Not with all the guns and charms they were carrying.
Good thing I’d sent him off to buy drinks at the gas station.
Since I wasn’t the guy they’d been expecting to find, the witches didn’t seem to know what to do with me. I didn’t want to give them time to figure it out.
I elbowed Aisha in the gut. She hit the floor, scuffed the chalk line with her knee.
The old woman drew her gun. “Shoot him!”
I planted a hand on the railing, launched myself over the side of the catwalk. That instant of free fall made my stomach leap into my throat.
Gunshots exploded behind me. My ears rang. I covered my head with my arms and plunged feet-first into a cluster of wooden crates.
I didn’t feel the shock of impact until I was already rolling away from the damage. Didn’t have time to dwell on it. Couldn’t decide if the stinging in my shins meant that I’d broken my legs or just gotten scraped.
A bullet smashed into the concrete beside me.
My momentum carried me back to my feet, and I raced across the warehouse, trying not to look back. The darkness in the warehouse was doing me favors—or else the witches were horrible shots. Bullets peppered other crates, the walls, shattered the glass. Nothing struck home.
The burned door was open. I threw myself into daylight.
Crossing the wards made me sneeze so hard that I lost my footing. I stumbled, hit the sidewalk, burned my palms on the sun-heated concrete.
Couldn’t slow down. Domingo needed to be warned.
He’d been right about everything—the witches, their powers of illusion, his innocence. I hadn’t believed him. Damn it, I hadn’t believed a goddamn thing they’d said and now they were going to sacrifice him like Ahmed and Susana.
Suzy was standing on the corner, watching for the arrival of the Union unit. I raced toward her. As soon as she spotted me, she jerked her gun out of its holster. “What happened?” she asked.
There wasn’t time to explain. The witches were emerging from the warehouse now, and I could tell just by Suzy’s expression that they were still armed.
“Get down!” I roared.
I hit her like a linebacker, carrying her to the sidewalk just in time for bullets to buzz over our heads.
The impact had to hurt her. I was easily twice her size. But she didn’t make a sound—just grabbed my shirt, dragged me around the corner of the building. “Where the fuck did they come from?” she asked, disengaging her safety. Sounded like she was talking from three blocks away. My ears were still aching from proximity to the gunfire.
“They were there the whole goddamn time,” I said.
Suzy glanced around the building, popped off a couple shots. She jumped back in time to evade the hail of gunshots that turned the corner to brick dust. “Fuck!”
“They’re after Domingo. I have to get him.”
“Don’t you fucking go anywhere,” Suzy said. “The Union’s two minutes out.”
In two minutes, Domingo might be gone.
Suzy shouted at me as I ran, heading around the block toward the gas station. My body dragged in the heat. Couldn’t seem to get my feet moving fast enough.
The sound of gunfire faded.
Momentary guilt tweaked at me, but Suzy would be fine. If anyone could handle half a coven’s worth of gun-happy witches, it was Agent Suzume Takeuchi.
The gas station was a couple blocks down. I was almost there. I could see my car parked in front of the pumps.
Domingo emerged from the front door. He had two hot dogs in one hand—a feat of digital dexterity—and an extra-extra-large soda in the other that had to be at least gallon-sized. He looked pale and tired, but he hadn’t been taken yet. He was okay.
“Get in my car!” I shouted.
Domingo took one look at me and dived for the sedan.
It’s easiest to ward stationary objects, but vehicles can be warded, too. Warded against people, warded against demons, warded against magic. I wasn’t good enough to protect a car like that. But the OPA had witches who were, and I’d stuffed a few charms in the glovebox that would help protect Domingo until we could escape.
I activated them with a charm in my pocket. The car seemed to blur when the magic kicked into gear, and I almost sneezed—but I was far enough back that it didn’t hit me too hard.
Domingo locked the doors. Crawled over the center console to reach the driver’s seat.
I was still half a block away when he punched the gas and peeled out of the parking lot, leaving behind nothing but the smell of burned rubber.
I ran faster, waving my arms over my head. “Hey—hey! Domingo! Wait for me!”
He was gone in a heartbeat.
There wasn’t any point in running now. I slowed to a stop, braced my hands on my knees, struggled to catch my breath.
What the hell?
I’d just alerted my brother to danger and probably saved his life.
And he’d run off without me, taking my car with him.
A woman cleared her throat behind me, and I turned with a surge of dread crawling up my throat. One of the witches from the warehouse had somehow caught up. It was the old one with the gray hair and the idol. She didn’t have a gun, but she didn’t need one. She reeked of raw magic.
The old witch touched my shoulder.
The sting of magic made my sinuses itch, but I didn’t get a chance to sneeze.
My muscles went slack and I hit the ground, unable to move. Unconsciousness sucked me under. Again.
Goddammit, Domingo.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
ABDUCTED TWICE IN TWO days.
I was starting to feel popular.
These guys didn’t have the courtesy to knock me out for long. I woke up right after I hit the ground with a bag over my head and tape on my mouth. They carried me to their car and left me to sit in boring darkness as they drove.
Something hard pressed into my side for the entire ride. Considering all the shooting at the warehouse, I had a feeling that was an actual gun, not a beer bottle.
They didn’t shoot me, though. After a while, I was dragged out of the car. The gun in my side transferred to my spine and propelled me forward.
I didn’t need to see in order to know when I’d been taken inside a building. It was suddenly thirty degrees cooler, cold enough that it felt like my sweat would freeze, and my shoes started squeaking against tile.
We went up in an elevator. Down a hallway. Through a door.
The gun pushed again, forcing me to kneel.
Someone whipped the bag off of my head.
Blinking at the sudden light, I struggled to focus on the room around me. It looked like a hotel. A nice goddamn hotel—the kind where everybody has a concierge assigned to their room. Latticed wood separated the living room from the bedroom, which was filled with fresh flowers, fluffy pillows, and polished hardwood.
I was kneeling at the feet of a distinguished older woman, maybe around sixty years old, who was relaxing in a chair by the window. Gray hair fell straight down her back. Her skin was creamy dark brown. She was aging well; she had a few age spots, but not a lot of wrinkles.
Her neck and wrists were dripping with bells just like those that the gun-toting witches had worn.
“Take that off,” she said, flicking a finger at me.
One of her goons ripped the tape off of my mouth. Probably took half the skin on my face with it.
At least that took care of my five o’clock shadow.
I worked my jaw around, grimacing at how much my cheeks burned.
Three of the five witches who had surprised me at the warehouse were in the hotel room with us. All of them were holding their guns at the ready. They were obviously protective of this woman.
And all female.
I hate it when the bad guys are women. I can’t punch a woman, even if she does have a gun to my head. My survival instinct is fractionally weaker than my principles.
There was no way I’d be fighting my way out of the room, so I’d have to rely on my good looks and charm to escape.
Yeah. Right.
The white-haired woman took a compact off of the table next to her, like the kind that ladies keep makeup in. She ran a finger through it, leaned forward, smeared a little of the white paste on my face. As soon as the salve touched my skin, it stopped stinging. It didn’t just soothe the place the tape had ripped up. It soothed my sunburn, too.
“There you go.” She snapped the compact shut. “Do you know who I am?”
“Lenox,” I guessed.
“Good. And you’re Agent Cèsar Hawke.” She had my fake FBI badge on the table. Lenox spooned a tiny portion of sugar into a teacup and stirred it. The spoon clinked pleasantly against the china. “What were you doing in my warehouse, Agent Hawke?”
“Your warehouse, huh? Your warehouse, your creepy altar, your—”
“I’m not admitting that I have anything to do with that altar,” Lenox said. “I own a lot of properties throughout California. I can only keep such a close eye on them.”
Uh-huh. Sure.
“I was in that warehouse to investigate a bank robbery,” I said. “And two murders. You’ve been busy.”
Her spoon stopped moving. “Bold, young man. Very bold. Do you have evidence I’ve committed those crimes?”
“If I did, would you kill me right now?”
“Let’s not bother with hypothetical scenarios. You don’t have evidence. Don’t go mouthing off if you can’t back it up.” She tapped her spoon against the rim of the teacup, then set it down. The tea was steaming. It didn’t smell like anything I’d want to drink. It was strong, earthy, bitter. A spoonful of sugar wouldn’t do anything for that. “You know who I am, so you probably know what I do. I’m the high priestess of a powerful coven.”
“What’s a coven?” I asked. Your typical FBI agent wouldn’t know anything about the preternatural. If there were still any chance I could save my ass by acting like an FBI agent, I’d shoot to win a fucking Oscar.
“Please don’t pretend. I’m familiar with the Hawke family. Very familiar. You’re witches, all of you.” She lifted the teacup, took a sip, set it down. Measured movements. “I want to know why the Office of Preternatural Affairs is taking sides in a conflict between two covens. You are an OPA agent, aren’t you?”
Lenox shouldn’t have known about the OPA. We were a secret government organization, after all. Emphasis on “secret.” Most demons didn’t know we existed until they got arrested. Even the denizens of Helltown mostly thought we were nothing more than rumor, maybe a loose alliance of federal agents who were getting into preternatural shit.
And most witches didn’t know about us until we recruited them.
She’d probably dropped that question to knock me off kilter. But she’d given me information at the same time, maybe accidentally.
Either the OPA had tried to hire Lenox at some point, or they already had.
“The OPA isn’t taking sides in anything,” I said. “We always try to keep the peace.”
Lenox smiled faintly, as though pleased that I’d given up pretending I didn’t know what a coven was. “Would you like to know how I’m familiar with the Hawke family?”
“Because you’re trying to kill my brother?”
“Your brother killed members of my coven first.” She took another sip of her tea. “Surprised to hear that? You shouldn’t be. I’ve run a background check on Domingo Hawke and it was an enlightening read. I’d be surprised if you didn’t know about his history.”
I wasn’t surprised to hear her accusing Domingo of murder. Hell, that wasn’t much worse than a five million dollar robbery.
She’d probably accuse him of conspiring to assassinate the president next.
“Domingo’s not a murderer,” I said.
“He killed my brother,” said one of the guards savagely. It was Aisha, the one who’d found me crouching behind the table. “He cut DeShawn open and—”
“Not now, Aisha,” Lenox said.
The guard glowered at me, eyes burning. If she hadn’t looked so hateful, and if we hadn’t met at gunpoint, I would have thought she was pretty hot. The leather leggings were doing a lot of favors for her legs. And that low-cut black shirt… She could have had a future as a model. People would pay money to stare at her.
The two other women were equally attractive. We’re talking killer bodies to go with the killer firearms. Looked like the Half Moon Bay Coven was recruiting women from the Playboy Mansion.
Probably shouldn’t eyeball people who want to kill me.
I turned my attention back to the high priestess. “You were talking about evidence earlier. Where’s your evidence that Domingo’s a killer?”
“When we can prove it, we’ll take it to the OPA,” Lenox said. “Trust me, we want justice. We’ll get it legally, too.”
“So you don’t know anything about Ahmed MacFarlane or Susana Barb.”
“I know that they’re members of your brother’s coven.”
“And you abducted me because…why? For fun?”
“My girls got carried away.” She was smiling again. Felt like she was laughing at me. “They thought you were helping Domingo Hawke and his coterie, and they were…angry. We apologize for the mistake.” Her gaze sharpened. “You wouldn’t be aiding a murderous witch, would you?”
“You’re a real piece of work, you know that?” I asked.
Lenox fingered one of the bells on her necklace. The air hummed with magic. She was thinking about cursing me—I could tell. “I’ll choose to take that as a compliment.”
“All right. I’ll play your game. If your girls just got ‘carried away,’ then I can walk out of here whenever I want. Right?”
“Not exactly,” Lenox said. She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Not for about…three more minutes, I’d say.”
“What’s in three minutes?”
“Horrible murder, of course.” She laughed. It would have been a pleasant sound if she hadn’t been laughing at me. “Silly man. Nothing terrible is happening. My coven is in full compliance with the law, and we have no intention of hurting you.” In an instant, she went serious—eyes dead, face slack. A chill raced down my spine. “All I wanted was a good look at your face.”
Yeah, and she was trying to tell me she wasn’t evil.
“Great,” I said, getting to my feet. “Then I’ll get out of here.”
Aisha and the other goons aimed their guns at me. I stopped, lifting my hands. No sudden moves.
I watched Lenox. Challenged her to tell them to back down with my gaze.
She took another long drink of her tea before saying, “He’s all right, ladies. Remember—we’re in full compliance.”
Reluctantly, the women put their guns away.
That was when someone knocked on the door.
“What now?” I asked. “Going to bring in another gunman to politely not-threaten my brother and me?”
“This is your ride from the hotel,” Lenox said.
The door swung open.
Of all the people I expected to see, Aniruddha wasn’t one of them.
Yet there he was. Suzy’s new piece of ass. He’d obviously come in from work. He was still wearing the monkey suit, the Bluetooth earpiece teams used to communicate with each other, his fake FBI badge clipped to his belt.
Lenox greeted him by holding a hand out. He took it, and she pulled him down to pat his cheek. “Good to see you, Agent Banerji.”
“You too, ma’am,” he said.
“Nice, Aniruddha,” I said, too loudly for them to ignore. “Real nice.”
“Don’t talk, Agent Hawke.” He gave me a warning look, jaw tight, eyes wide, nostrils flared. Like he was resisting the urge to punch me in the face.
“Why? Don’t want to hear how much trouble your ass will be in once I escape?”
“I’m not the one in trouble.” He turned back to Lenox. “Let me be the first to apologize for what’s happened here. Agent Hawke will be disciplined.”
Lenox shot a smile at me. Now that I’d seen how quickly she could go from laughing to dead-eyed, that smile made me cold all over. “Oh, don’t go too hard on the boy. He’s just looking out for his brother. Who can blame him?”
Shit. Double shit. Triple shit.
She’d told Aniruddha about Domingo. There was no way I could keep him out of the case now.
“Here’s his sidearm and badge,” Lenox said, pointing to the table. “We confiscated them for our safety, of course.”
“Of course,” Aniruddha said. “I understand.”
He handed my badge back to me. He hung on to the Desert Eagle. I didn’t like him getting his dirty paws on my gun, not one bit.
“How’d you get this asshole on your side?” I asked Lenox. “Buy him out? Enchant his brain into obeying you?”
“Hawke,” Aniruddha said sharply. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”
I glared at Lenox. She smiled back serenely. “I’d appreciate it if you could get your agent out of my hotel room. I’m not as energetic as I used to be, and all his unfounded accusations have caused me emotional distress.”
She was probably about as fragile as a fucking cinderblock.
“Of course,” Aniruddha said. “My apologies. Again.” He gave me a look that was probably meant to be withering. “Let’s go, Agent Hawke.”
 
 

Aniruddha had come to the hotel in one of our agency’s unmarked black SUVs, so he was definitely there on business. That was in direct contrast to me, who had been doing his best Hardy Boys impression in a privately owned shitmobile accompanied by an equally shitty brother.
Sinking into the leather passenger’s seat surrounded me with an oppressive sense of guilt. The vehicle was OPA space, reminding me of OPA business and all the OPA laws I’d been trying to break.
And I had to share that space with the guy I’d punched in the face earlier that day.
“What is your problem?” Aniruddha hissed at me as soon as he got into the driver’s seat.
“I could alphabetize the list for you, if you want,” I said. “Or arrange it by priority.”
“I’m glad you think this is funny. Do you have any idea whom you’ve insulted? Have you given any thought to what this means for your job?” He turned on the car, but as soon as the dashboard computers initialized, he disabled them. The screens went dark.
“My priority is saving lives, not filling in all the checkboxes on whatever forms the bureaucracy throws at me. What are you after?”
Aniruddha shot an exasperated look at me. “You can save lives within the constraints of the law.”
“Yeah, sometimes.” I didn’t much feel like arguing with him. Now that I’d escaped the witches who wanted to pump me full of bullets, I was exhausted. “What’s the deal with you and Lenox? You working for the Half Moon Bay Coven? Don’t tell me. You’re the high priest to go with the sociopathic high priestess.”
“Lenox Pryce is consulting on the murders of Ahmed MacFarlane and Susana Barb,” Aniruddha said. “I asked her to help me figure out the pattern being established by this ritual.”
I laughed. I couldn’t help it.
Aniruddha had called in witches to consult on ritual murders. And the witches he’d called in just so happened to be the ones who’d done the killing.
He pulled out of the parking garage into traffic, which was exactly as terrible as you’d expect at seven o’clock at night. I was going to be stuck in the car with him much longer than I wanted.
At least the dashboard computers were off. That meant nobody back at headquarters would be listening.
Actually, why had Aniruddha turned those off?
“What are the odds you’re going to try to kill me in the next ten minutes?” I asked.
“Suzume never told me you were suffering from paranoia.”
Suzume. For the love of hairy fuckballs. Exactly nobody called Suzy by her full name—she hated it. “What did she tell you about me?”
“She said you’re tolerable once you get past the oafishness. That’s a huge compliment coming from her.”
He was right about that, but I was stuck on the first part. “Oafish? What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”
“It means you’re—”
“I know what an oaf is. Thanks.”
“She told me you’re loyal and good at your job,” Aniruddha said. “She also said you color outside the lines on your investigations. I should have listened to her. I never would have expected to catch you harassing one of our best local consultants. After your unfounded accusations, Lenox could rain all kinds of hell on our heads.”
“Local consultant? I wouldn’t call the Bay Area local.”
“Her coven expanded to the area five years ago. They just never changed the name.”
I watched his face, trying to tell if he was lying to me. I didn’t know him well enough to be familiar with his tells. He looked serious, though.
“Five years,” I said. “You got the paperwork on that?”
“As a matter of fact, I do. I pulled it up to double check our contacts when I called Lenox.” He tossed his cell phone to me. The OPA database was already open.
The Half Moon Bay Coven had filed paperwork with the OPA. It had several signatures on it—including that of my boss and kopis, Fritz Friederling. They were registered with our office.
Registration meant they’d been given a list of laws they needed to obey, a waiver for the laws they didn’t, and special privileges for good behavior. Things like the ability to order obscure ritual ingredients from our suppliers.
The address on the application was in Hidden Hills—and the date was from 2004.
Aniruddha was telling the truth.
What did that mean about Domingo’s story about the Half Moon Bay Coven invading?
“Shit,” I said.
Aniruddha took his phone back. “You could have ruined this entire investigation.”
“It seems I’ve been working on bad information.” Or at least confusing information.
“I haven’t included Domingo Hawke’s involvement in my reports yet. The fact I’ve picked you up from Lenox’s hotel isn’t going in my reports, either. That’s why I’ve turned all this equipment off. Our conversation’s off the record.”
“Why would you do that for me?” I asked. “You don’t owe me anything. We’re not friends. I punched you in the face.”
Aniruddha lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I like Suzy. She likes you for no obvious reason. I don’t think she’d forgive me if you got fired, no matter how much you deserve it.”
Suzy wouldn’t have a clue if I got fired. Every OPA agent’s contract included a clause that would magically wipe our memories if we were terminated early, removing all information about the OPA. It also wiped our coworkers’ memories. For all I knew, I could have had a hundred coworkers in the three years I’d worked for the OPA that I no longer remembered.
If I got fired, none of my coworkers would have any clue they’d ever known me. Nobody except Fritz.
Most people didn’t know about that, though. Our contracts were convoluted. Few of us had hired lawyers before signing on the dotted line.
And if Aniruddha’s ignorance was the only thing keeping Domingo’s name out of OPA files for the moment, then I wasn’t going to try to explain it to him.
“I don’t want to owe you anything,” I said.
“Then do me a favor. All right? Don’t fuck up this investigation.”
“It’s mine to fuck up. I’m in charge right now.”
“Just don’t,” Aniruddha said, massaging his temples. “Go through official channels. Do it correctly. Make it easy to cover up the mistakes we’ve already made, and keep Suzume and me in the loop so we can do our jobs right. Okay?”
Domingo wouldn’t like it. But was I really supposed to care what my brother thought? He’d ditched me, after all.
“Fine,” I said.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
EVERYONE WHO WORKS FOR the Office of Preternatural Affairs has a work-issued cell phone allowing us to connect to the OPA databases. We also receive updates about our cases via text message. And I’m pretty confident that our phone calls are recorded, reviewed, and backed up for eternity on OPA servers.
That was why I also had a second cell phone. It wasn’t anything fancy—just a cheap flip phone, the kind of electronics that were rapidly going the way of the sabertooth tiger.
Inside that cheap phone was a special chip to prevent it from being traced. And the sticker on the back concealed a rune that blocked magical interference, too. I hadn’t used it much yet, but I was confident it would work.
It had been a gift from Fritz Friederling, after all.
I called him on the way back to my apartment after work. Domingo still had my car, so I had to take the bus. I liked public transportation about as much as I liked getting herpes—thanks for the scare, Jennifer—but it had its advantages.
For instance, there’s no better place to be anonymous than crowded public transit. It was also a good place to make a private phone call.
Ever tried to bug someone’s conversation in a public place? I have. The interference is horrible.
Nobody would be listening in on my chat with Fritz.
He didn’t answer the initial call, but he rang back two minutes later. When the phone vibrated in my pocket, the man who was sitting way too close to my side shot a dirty look at me. Hey, it wouldn’t have bothered him if he’d been keeping to his own seat.
“Cèsar. What’s wrong?” Fritz asked as soon as I answered.
The guy next to me was listening. I turned away, watching the traffic surrounding the bus. “I need you to get into some files for me. Files beyond my clearance.”
“Oh, really?” He sounded vaguely amused. Fritz might have been the director of the Magical Violations Department, but he had a soft spot for breaking rules.
“Yeah. Everything on the Half Moon Bay Coven and my brother, Domingo Hawke.”
“I’ll have them dropped off at your desk as soon as possible. Should I come back early?”
Tempting. “No, the summit’s more important.”
Every fifty years, powerful demons and angels got together to talk shop with human demon hunters acting as mediators. The semi-centennial summit was a big deal. The OPA had decided to get involved this year.
Our best guys were on location at the summit, including Fritz—and a lot of Union soldiers, just in case things went south.
I didn’t know exactly where the summit was or what they’d be discussing. Even as Fritz’s aspis, my clearance wasn’t high enough.
Fine with me. The fewer demons I had to deal with, the better.
Judging by the amount of rustling on Fritz’s side of the call, he was trying to prepare for another meeting. Or possibly running for his life. He always sounded calm, so it was hard to tell. “I take it that you’ve called me on the private phone because things aren’t going well at the office,” Fritz said.
“You could say that. We’ve got a bank robbery, multiple murders, and a turf war between covens.”
“Is that all?” As a kopis, Fritz was used to dealing with problems of an apocalyptic nature. It probably sounded like small potatoes to him.
“It’s enough,” I said. “Trust me.”
“I’m guessing this is all related to the call I received from processing earlier today.”
I cringed. I hadn’t gotten to bring Fritz up to speed on that yet. “You guess right. What’d you tell them?”
“Nothing yet. Ivanna left a message. What should I tell her?” Fritz asked.
“Just tell her that I messed up evidence collection and that the envelope belongs to the last case, the one with the drug mules. All right?”
His response was clipped. “Fine. Is there anything else I can do from Nevada?”
“Probably not. How are things at the summit?”
“Terrible. Do you remember Gary Zettel?”
He was a commander of a Union unit. We’d worked together on a case in Reno, Nevada that had involved a murderous cult called the Apple and the nastiest werewolf I’d ever seen. Of course, that was the only werewolf I’d ever seen, so there wasn’t much competition.
I’d have had to work hard to forget that case.
“What about Zettel?”
“He’s fucked everything up. I’m not sure this man’s qualified to be a grocery store greeter. We haven’t been able to get audiences with the ethereal and infernal representatives.”
“So you’re literally getting nothing done,” I said.
“It’s a clusterfuck. Look, I’ll be back soon. If your problem can hold out until Monday, I can save you when I return.”
“And let you get in on the fun? Hell no. This is all mine.” Domingo had made sure of that. I might have been pissed at him, but I was still going to insulate him from as many people who worked for the OPA as possible. “I’ll probably need help on cleanup after the fact, though.”
Fritz was quiet for a long time. When he finally spoke again, he said, “I’ll see what I can do about damage control. If that’s it, then I should—”
“Actually, there is something else.” I sighed. “I could use Isobel’s help. Is she in town?”
His response was clipped. “No.”
“Ah.” I wanted to ask where she was, but I could hear the unsaid none of your business in Fritz’s otherwise friendly tone. Isobel wasn’t around, and that was going to have to be good enough for me.
Something had changed between the two of them in the last few months. I had no idea what it was, considering I’d been completely cut out of Isobel’s life, but I could guess. And I couldn’t really blame Fritz for wanting to keep me away from Isobel.
His tone went lighter again. “How many murders are involved here, exactly?”
Talking dead people was more cheerful than talking about women.
My life, ladies and gentlemen.
“We’ve got at least two bodies on the ground,” I said. “So far.”
“Try to minimize the number of dead people, eh? I’ll see you on Monday.”
Fritz hung up.
He had great timing. The bus was pulling up at the station nearest my apartment.
I fought to escape my seatmate, who immediately sprawled out in the space I’d occupied. Half the riders got out at the same station. My apartment complex was inhabited by a lot of people who couldn’t afford cars.
Nobody was getting rich working for the government, but I made enough money to live somewhere nicer than my current apartment. Not a lot nicer, mind you, but somewhere without bars on the windows and several bullet holes in the walls.
The problem was that I’d gotten a reputation for being a bad tenant. Have one bloody murder scene in your bathroom and suddenly nobody wants to rent to you. But this apartment had rented to me despite my history of killing a half-succubus at home, so either they hadn’t checked my references or they didn’t care.
It was a classy place. I had to step over a few broken bottles and two people passed out in their own piss to reach my apartment door.
Sticking my keys in the lock, I shot a quick text to Suzy to let her know that I was okay. She responded almost immediately. “Aniruddha told me. Don’t do that again.” It was terse, even for Suzy. She must have been pissed at me for running off. But hey, she’d survived.
Pocketing my phone, I reached out to open my door.
Before my fingers could touch the metal, I realized that something was missing.
It wasn’t the fake potted plant in the corner beside my door. It wasn’t my apartment number, either—although a nail had fallen out and left one of the digits upside down.
No, I was missing some magic.
My wards, to be specific.
I made sure I was alone in the hallway before I eased my Desert Eagle out of its holster. Then I lowered to a crouch slowly enough that my clothes didn’t make any noise.
The keys jingled as I reached up to unlock the door. I didn’t try to silence them. If someone was waiting inside my apartment, I wanted them to think I was oblivious. To be specific, I wanted them shooting at head or chest level.
It took a few sharp twists of my wrist and some jiggling to get the crappy lock unlocked. I left them hanging in the doorknob, held my breath, and pushed the door open.
It was dark inside my apartment. Someone had pulled the blinds and closed my blackout curtains on top of them, leaving it dark as a mineshaft. That hadn’t been my work. I liked getting a little sunlight in my space. It was the only way to keep my fern from shriveling into a brown husk.
There wasn’t anyone waiting for me where I could see.
One of the doors down the hall started to open, so I entered my apartment and shut the door halfway, leaving only a sliver of light.
My heart tried to hammer out of my chest as I slipped into the kitchen, using the wall as cover. I kept the gun aimed at the floor even though that wasn’t a safe bet for a misfire. One of the problems with any apartment above the first floor was that I was surrounded on almost all sides by civilians—people I didn’t want to accidentally kill in a firefight.
I grabbed a knife out of the block in the kitchen. Holstered my gun.
The lesbian couple in the apartment next to mine was arguing. Their voices were muffled by the walls, quiet enough that I couldn’t tell what they were saying. They usually saved the real screaming for two in the morning. But now, they were just loud enough to mute the little sounds an intruder might make. I couldn’t tell if I was alone or not.
Easing around the wall, I glanced into my living room.
Nobody there.
My apartment wasn’t huge. There were only so many places an enemy could hide.
Bedroom seemed the likelier culprit.
I flattened my back to the wall, reached my hand around to turn the doorknob.
The door creaked open.
There wasn’t anyone in my bedroom. The sheets were rumpled from where I’d slept badly the night before, my eight-tracks were neatly arranged on the shelf, the boxes of DVDs piled up in front of the window hadn’t been knocked over. My closet doors had fallen off months ago, so I could see there wasn’t anyone in there, either.
Which only left the bathroom.
My heart rate accelerated as I slipped toward it. If anyone was in the apartment to kill me, they’d do it in there.
They had to know I was coming for them. They’d be ready to kill.
I shoved the bathroom door open.
A woman shrieked as she leaped off of the toilet, jerking one of my Star Wars bath towels in front of her body.
“Oh, Jesus, I’m sorry!” I shielded my eyes, trying not to see the lady who’d been using my bathroom.
She held the towel tight to her chest with one hand as the other hurried to jerk her pants around her hips again. “Get out, get out, get out!”
“Sorry!”
I backed out halfway before realizing that there shouldn’t have been any women using my toilet at all.
She got her pants into place and tossed my towel into the tub so she could button the fly. I kept my eyes above her waist because I’m nice like that. Still, I saw that she was wearing leather pants, motorcycle boots with buckles, a scoop-necked shirt that flashed her cleavage. All black, of course. Can’t be a badass wearing pink and yellow polka dots.
It was Aisha, the witch who’d held me at gunpoint in the warehouse.
And I’d caught her taking a dump in my bathroom.
 
 

The Office of Preternatural Affairs is a great place to work. Since it’s a government job, my benefits are good. Retirement is included in the contract. I’ve even got a whole month of vacation days each year, which is great to think about while I’m working long hours at my desk and not going anywhere fun.
All that said, the OPA is a fucking terrible place to work.
Our contracts are evil. I mean, literally evil. The magic that they used to wipe our memories if we got fired had been taken from a demon crime lord.
I’d also been threatened with death by the vice president just because I’d accessed information that was beyond my clearance level.
And the OPA also keeps all of its employees under surveillance.
So the first thing I did when I realized Aisha wasn’t trying to kill me was perform a sweep for bugs.
She watched in bemusement as I grabbed all the usual devices. There was always one stuck under the kitchen counter, a couple in the light fixtures, a camera stuffed behind the books on my shelf.
I checked everywhere else by habit, too. Sometimes the agent assigned to replace the bugs got creative.
Good thing I looked, because there was one on my goddamn TV this time.
“Don’t you know that the magnets can fuck with my screen? If it’s broken, I hope you’re going to pay to replace that!” I yelled directly at the bug before crushing it between my forefinger and thumb.
“Who are you talking to?” Aisha asked.
I tossed the broken remnants of the bug into the box with all the others. I’d been doing routine searches of my apartment since moving in the year before and I’d filled a Banker’s Box with the corpses of OPA surveillance devices. I was trying to think of something funny to do with them. Maybe some kind of April Fool’s prank on the security department. I’d come up with something.
“I’m talking to my employers,” I said, running my hands underneath the couch one more time, just to be sure.
Aisha had been pacing by the kitchen, but she stopped to stare at me. “They’re monitoring your apartment?”
“Everyone needs a hobby.” There wasn’t anything under the couch. I was reasonably confident I’d gotten all of the bugs out of the living room.
Aisha looked uncomfortable. “Is there anything in the bathroom?”
“Probably, but I don’t conduct secret business in the shower. Let them watch me take a piss. I don’t care.” I jammed the box’s lid into place, sat down on my chair, and used the box as a footrest.
“So your guests are recorded too.”
Now I understood the problem. “Maybe you shouldn’t have broken in and helped yourself to my bathroom.”
“You were late getting back from work. I needed the toilet.” Aisha’s body language was practically shouting, I’m really embarrassed!
At least she wasn’t communicating I’m going to shoot your fucking brains out with her body language.
There was nothing threatening about her now, even though she was still wearing her guns. I hadn’t tried to take them away. I know better than to separate a woman from her firearms. As long as she didn’t try to pull them on me, she was welcome to keep them.
“You’re not with the Half Moon Bay Coven,” I said.
“I am. I’ve worked with them for about a year now.”
“With them, but not for them.”
Aisha shot a look at the box under my feet. “Are you sure all of those are disabled?”
“Hundred percent,” I said. “Smashed them myself.”
“As for magical surveillance?”
“You disabled my wards before breaking in. You tell me.”
She took a locket out of her pocket. It dangled at the end of a silver chain, studded with sapphires that seemed to burn in my lamplight. “It’s not flashing. You don’t have any active magic here. That doesn’t mean that Lenox’s coven couldn’t have placed spells—hers are undetectable.”
I spread my hands wide in a helpless gesture. “I’m not sneezing. We’re probably fine.”
“Sneezing?”
“I’m allergic to magic,” I said.
Her nose crinkled. “You’re a terrible witch.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard that before. Thanks.” I sank into my easy chair, folding my hands behind my head as I studied her. “The magic you cast at my brother’s house was badass, I have to admit. I’ve never seen anyone use a word of power before. Something you learned from the Half Moon Bay Coven?”
“They do illusion magic. Words of power are a different specialty. I studied them back home, long before I ever came here. Not many witches can speak them.” Aisha said it with no small amount of self-satisfaction.
“Where’s back home? I mean, who’d you work for before infiltrating Lenox’s coven?”
“My kopis,” she said. “I’m bound as aspis to Raymond Driver.” She gave me a look when she said that, as though she expected me to recognize the name. I didn’t. Rogue demon hunters weren’t my department. “He’s well-known in Canada.”
“Are the demons in Canada as polite as the humans? Do they apologize while eviscerating you?”
“Driver is holding down the city while I work here,” Aisha said, ignoring my question. This wasn’t a woman with an overabundant sense of humor. “As you can imagine, the sickness is getting worse. I need to wrap this up and get back to Driver.”
“What sickness?” I asked.
She crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re an aspis. I can feel your bond. How can you not know about the sickness?”
I shrugged. “My kopis is out of town and I feel fine.”
“The sickness develops over weeks of separation. The bond begins to sour if you don’t spend enough time with your kopis. It weakens your magic, twists your thoughts, makes you ache for their presence.”
I had a hard time imagining I’d ever “ache” for Fritz.
But okay.
It didn’t surprise me that there were things about the bond that I didn’t know. The partnership had been dumped on me by upper management at the OPA. I hadn’t volunteered, and I definitely hadn’t entered the arrangement well informed.
Luckily, Fritz wasn’t the worst guy to be bound to. He had a kick-ass home theater that I could use whenever I wanted and a lot of really nice cars.
But just like anything the OPA did, there were always consequences. Some kind of binding sickness seemed par for the course. I’d deal with the idea that I’d have to spend the rest of my life actively seeking Fritz’s companionship later.
Aisha started pacing again, still twisting the watch on her wrist. “I came here because I thought that the Half Moon Bay Coven was responsible for my brother’s death. They’re not. But they have been up to something. They have bizarre artifacts unlike any I’ve seen before.” She pulled her wallet out of her back pocket, extracted a picture from inside. “Does this look familiar to you?”
It was a photo of Lenox from the San Francisco Chronicle. They’d done a profile on her because she was an angel investor into several wildly successful startups.
Aisha pointed at something in the background of the picture, which had been taken at Lenox’s house. She had a statuette no bigger than my hand on her shelf. The statue was weirdly geometric, sort of like a twisted triangle.
“That looks like First Bank of the Sierras,” I said.
“Lenox owns that bank. She built it to look identical to one of her strange artifacts. This one.” She shook the article emphatically.
If Lenox owned the First Bank, and if she were framing Domingo for it, then she would have robbed five million dollars from herself.
It made sense. The crime would have been difficult without inside help—maybe even impossible. On the other hand, it would have been easy for Lenox to modify her own security footage, plant the remnants of a ritual in the vault, and report it to the OPA.
The insurance payout for a five million-dollar robbery that hadn’t happened would probably be sweet, too.
“That would confirm my theory that the bank was built to be part of a ritual,” I said. “The giant pentagram over Los Angeles. Have you noticed it?”
She gave me a withering look. “I’ve been here for a year, Agent Hawke. I’ve noticed everything. Initially, I assumed the pentagram belonged to Lenox, since it involves her bank.”
“And because Lenox sent you to establish a point of the pentagram at Domingo’s house,” I said. “That’s why you blew it up.”
“I went to that house to prevent your brother from performing a ritual sacrifice on the scene. I thought if I destroyed it, the dearth of emergency responders would leave the site occupied long enough to prevent the completion of Domingo’s ritual.”
It was so ridiculous that I had to laugh. “Bullshit.”
Aisha wasn’t laughing.
“See, Lenox might have bizarre artifacts, but she’s not murdering. I’ve been on her enforcement team for a year. I’d know if they were killing people.” Her eyes smoldered with anger. “The only person Lenox has ordered me to kill is Domingo Hawke.”
“That’s because Lenox is trying to pin her crimes on him,” I said.
“So why did I find a sacrifice at your brother’s house when I returned this evening?” Aisha asked.
“You what?”
“After Agent Banerji removed you from the hotel, I returned to Domingo Hawke’s house to finish what I’d started this morning. But your brother got there before I could. He’d sacrificed another witch and formed the next point on the pentagram.” Aisha pulled another photograph out of her wallet.
I only glanced at the picture when she offered it to me. I’d met my death quota for the day. I didn’t need to look for long to tell it was a dead woman in Domingo’s living room.
“Lenox did that,” I said.
Aisha huffed with frustration. “She sent us to the warehouse because she expected to find your brother performing a ritual sacrifice there, too.”
“Then she was deliberately misleading you. All of you.”
“Aren’t you listening to me? Lenox doesn’t need to frame your brother for anything. She doesn’t have to convince me that he’s evil. The Half Moon Bay Coven didn’t kill my brother—Domingo Hawke did.”
I snorted. “I’d love to see all your nonexistent evidence.”
Aisha leaned over me, grabbing either arm of the chair I was sitting in. It was probably meant to be an intimidating gesture. I was surprised that it actually kinda worked. With or without a gun in her hand, danger haloed Aisha. I believed she would shoot me in a heartbeat.
“Your brother killed mine,” Aisha said, enunciating each word. “I’m only away from Driver, and suffering this separation sickness, to avenge DeShawn. I won’t go back until I get justice.”
“So that’s why you tried to kill me in the warehouse,” I said. “To avenge DeShawn’s death. Not because you’re a mercenary working for a murderous high priestess.”
“My cohorts shot at you. I didn’t. If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead.” Her eyes narrowed as she studied my face. “You know why I’ve come to you in peace today? It’s because I’ve read your files. You’ve distanced yourself from Domingo’s choices, and I believe when you realize everything he’s done, you’ll bring him to justice.”
If what she said was true—if Domingo was a murderer responsible for the huge pentagram forming over Los Angeles—then she was right. I’d arrest him. I’d watch him vanish into one of our black bags and hate myself for the rest of my life.
Good thing Domingo wasn’t a murderer.
“You don’t have any proof,” I said. “You don’t have one goddamn bit of evidence.”
Aisha stepped back. “Come with me. I’ll show you.”



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
AISHA DROVE A LIFTED pickup—a beast on four wheels with glistening chrome accents. She’d replaced the Ford logo with skulls. The inside of it smelled like old blood.
“How many murder victims have you transported in here?” I asked, pulling on my seatbelt.
“None,” she said. “I go deer hunting a few times a year.”
“You? A hunter?”
“Bow hunting. What? Something weird about that?”
“I just thought most aspides would leave hunting to, you know, the demon hunters.” I’d never been much for hunting myself. Camping, yes. I got lots of reading done when I was camping. But hunting? Too much sitting around watching for grouse.
“You can’t always wait for your kopis to save you,” Aisha said. “Everyone should know how to kill.”
She drove east for a long time. Long enough that I was starting to think she might kill me and dump me in the desert.
But she didn’t go that far. We ended up stopping at a cemetery.
I’m familiar with most graveyards in our local jurisdiction. Every OPA trainee goes through a phase where they end up on “dead duty,” trying to catch witches pretending to be necromancers. If there’s something more boring than staking out a cemetery all night, I haven’t experienced it yet.
I’d never been to this cemetery before. Its fences were tall iron bars with spikes at the top. An elaborate crucifix hung over the gate. The lawn beyond looked like a nice park aside from all the tombstones: grassy hills, mature trees, well-trimmed bushes.
Rich people cemetery. Don’t get as many lurkers in those kinds of places, where they’re more likely to have security protecting the interests of their deceased clients.
Aisha parked her car a couple blocks away and we walked to the gates. The heat was a fist on my lungs by the time we got there. It was almost sundown, but it was beyond hot, maybe the hottest day of the year so far. The shadows of the fence stretched like spears threatening to impale us if we got too close. The grass on the other side was yellowing and brittle. Even rich people don’t get green grass when a drought gets bad enough.
A familiar car was parked outside the gates—an ugly gold sedan literally held together by duct tape.
“Domingo’s here,” I said. “That’s my car. He took it earlier.”
“You actually drive that thing?” Aisha asked, nose wrinkling.
“I’m frugal,” I said.
“Some things are worth spending money for.” She patted her dashboard like a knight might pat the flank of his beloved steed.
We reached the front gates. There was a security guard posted by the entrance, sitting in a little building like a tollbooth.
I couldn’t imagine that security guards saw many mourners in leather pants, but he didn’t stop us on the way in.
“What do you think Domingo’s up to here?” I asked once we were out of earshot of the booth. I still kept my voice down. There were actual mourners in the graveyard, clad in black despite the heat.
“It depends,” Aisha said. “What time is it?”
I checked my phone. “Seven thirty.”
“Right now, he’s not up to anything. In about a half an hour, he’ll be collecting ingredients.” She watched me as she said it, looking for a reaction.
I didn’t give her one.
But I got what she was trying to say, and I felt all kinds of sick about it.
When I prepare strength poultices, I use grave dirt as one of the primary ingredients. It’s infused by the energies of the bereaved, the strength of their grief. One of the most powerful forms of earth you can use in a spell. It doesn’t have any dead human matter in it, though. I could never do a spell using human parts.
Grave dirt was easy to come by. There were shops on Etsy that sold that shit.
Domingo wouldn’t be in a cemetery to collect grave dirt.
“I’ll admit that my brother’s been into some fucked-up magic before, but never with cadavers.” It was perverse to talk about that in a cemetery where people were mourning. My stakeouts had always been at night, after the gates were closed and everyone was gone. Didn’t like doing business in a place where people were hurting.
“You don’t have to believe me. I’ll show you,” Aisha said.
We crested the hill. There was a maze of mausoleums nestled among the trees on the other side. A peaceful village of the dead.
The only people on the paths at the rear of the cemetery were on their way out. They didn’t even look at us as we headed down.
I let Aisha take the lead. She was the one who knew where she was going. That, and it was better for me to watch her back, make sure she wasn’t going to sneak up and stab me in mine.
Not to mention that the view from behind wasn’t that bad.
Those leather pants were really tight.
When we entered the last row of mausoleums, back where the trees were densest, my eyes began watering. My sinuses tickled. The urge to sneeze built, making my throat begin to swell.
I didn’t see anyone casting a spell. Aside from Aisha, I didn’t see anyone at all now. The cemetery was about to close. It wasn’t exactly prime time for magic.
“What’s going on here?” I asked. “Did you know someone would be casting?”
Aisha looked startled. “Someone’s casting? Already?” I couldn’t breathe well enough to respond, so I nodded. “That doesn’t make sense.” She stopped in front of one of the mausoleums. “This is the one. Do you sense magic in there?”
All I knew was that my nose was streaming, eyes watering, and the sensation of magic was still building.
Aisha tried to open the door, but it was locked. She pulled one of those automatic lock-picking devices out of her shirt, jammed it in the lock, and started wiggling.
After a minute, she jerked the lock pick device out of the door with a sound of disgust. “It’s not opening. Can you give it a try?”
I hadn’t picked a lock before, but how hard could one of those things be? It was a simple device to operate. Hard to see how Aisha could mess it up.
“I’ll give it a shot,” I said, taking the device.
The pick slipped easily into the lock. I squeezed the trigger hard, jiggled it around.
Magic surged.
The padlock fell open.
“Wow,” Aisha said. There wasn’t a lot of feeling in her voice. “You made that look easy.”
I turned the device over in my hands, looking for a reason I might have felt magic when the lock opened. There weren’t any runes or oils on it. Just in case, I wiped my fingerprints off of the lock pick giving it back.
Aisha pushed the mausoleum door open and we went inside.
There wasn’t much light left outside to light our path. Luckily, Domingo had already been through, and he’d set up a few camping lanterns around the mausoleum.
The room was filled with coffins. Closed, luckily. Didn’t have to see what was inside.
Each of them had an engraving over it.
“Mauricio Mejía,” I read aloud, passing the first coffin. “Belita Mejía… Huh.”
“What?” Aisha asked.
Mejía had been my great-grandmother’s maiden name.
Was it a coincidence that Domingo was supposed to be at a mausoleum where people named Mejía were buried? It was a common name, but not that common—not around here.
The mausoleum wasn’t big, but it was feeling smaller by the moment. The coffins took up too much room. The aisle between them was narrow. Not enough room to escape if someone blocked my path back to the door.
“He’s not here,” I said. My voice came out raspy. The sense of magic still hadn’t faded. “Whoever’s casting spells must be somewhere else.”
“He’s here. Actually, he’s down there.” Aisha moved one of the camping lanterns to the back of the room, illuminating a trap door that had been in shadow.
A mausoleum leading to a room underneath a cemetery.
That wasn’t suspicious at all.
It took all my willpower not to draw my gun when Aisha beckoned me onward. I’m not claustrophobic; I’ve gone into haunted basements and abandoned mines with equal levels of gusto. But there might have been more bodies down there. More death.
And maybe my brother.
I crouched beside the trapdoor. Aisha handed me the camping lantern and I angled it so that I could look down the ladder. It was a pretty recent addition, all metal with rubber grips on each step. Probably bought at Home Depot. Not creepy at all.
The darkness beyond was creepy. All I could make out was a narrow square of dirty floor about ten feet down.
I heard scuffling rising from the basement. Something down there was moving.
I started to say, “You think he’s collecting ingredients underground?”
Two words into the sentence, white pain exploded through my skull.
My body pitched to the floor. I clutched my skull, groaning.
Aisha started climbing down the ladder. I struggled to focus on her. My blood spattered her hand, which was curled around a gun. She had fucking pistol-whipped me.
“Thanks for letting me in,” Aisha said before dropping out of sight.
The way the lock had opened for me. The magic surge. All the dead members of the Mejía family.
She hadn’t been able to get into the mausoleum because it had been warded against people who weren’t related to the Mejías. Those kinds of spells fed off the protective energy of the dead for fuel in much the same way that my strength poultices used grave dirt.
With half a dozen Mejías inside the mausoleum, the wards would have been really secure.
Bet it would have made a great hiding place for Domingo if I hadn’t let his enemy inside.
Fuck everything.
I rolled onto my stomach, pushed up on my hands and knees. My head felt like it was stuffed with shards of glass, but my arms worked. I crawled to the trap door, grabbed the camping lantern, dropped onto the rungs of the ladder.
My grip wasn’t good. My fingers just wouldn’t hold my weight. I slipped to the bottom, hit the dirt on my knees.
The lantern rolled away from me, lighting my path.
The room underneath the Mejía mausoleum was bigger than the mausoleum itself. The walls were packed dirt with a few wooden boards for support. It was definitely intended to be a hiding place, judging by the cot in the corner, the bucket that smelled like shit, the deck of cards on a fruit crate.
Aisha was nowhere in sight.
But I could still hear motion deeper in the room, back where the light from my lantern didn’t touch.
Firelight flickered over there. Not a candle, but something much larger.
I abandoned the lantern and crept toward the fire. The Desert Eagle was heavy in my hand, fully loaded, waiting for me to shoot. My head was still ringing. My nerves were on edge. I was ready to open fire on anything that moved.
The sight that greeted me at the back of the room didn’t help.
It was a ritual scene a lot like the one at the warehouse, including the big fire pit, the candles, and the artifacts scattered around the circle in a seemingly random pattern.
But this one was also painted with blood. There was also a body on the altar and a witch standing over him.
“Shit,” I breathed, taking cover behind the wall.
The hooded witch wasn’t Aisha. The shoulders were too broad to belong to a female and there was graying hair on the back of his hands. He wore a UCLA sweater.
His fists were lifted above his head. They clutched a knife.
“Drop the weapon!” I shouted, rounding the wall with my gun aimed.
He twisted to look at me. The hood shadowed his face, but I could feel his eyes on me, feel the power of his magic.
And when he focused it on me, it brought me to my knees.
I’d never met a witch that powerful.
I didn’t even get an opportunity to sneeze. One minute I was breathing, and the next, I wasn’t. My lungs had shut down. Immense weight crushed my chest. My vision darkened around the edges.
The witch advanced on me. I could only watch his feet as they approached. He was wearing brown loafers and pinstriped slacks that didn’t match his collegiate sweater. There was a drop of blood on the leather toe of his right shoe.
Can’t breathe.
I had seconds until I was unconscious.
If I went down now, I’d never get back up again.
My hands clenched tighter on the Desert Eagle. I rolled over, chest hitching, vision blurred, and aimed between the C and the L on the college sweater. Right smack in the middle of the chest.
I squeezed the trigger.
A bullet exploded from my gun. My aim was shit—blood splattered from the witch’s left shoulder. He cried out, staggering.
Shit. That wasn’t a killing shot. I hadn’t even gotten his dominant arm.
But now I was fading, muscles weak from lack of oxygen, and I couldn’t aim again. My hand was too heavy. It flopped to my side.
The witch crouched over me, clutching his wounded arm. Blood spilled from between his fingers. In the light from the fire, it looked black. “You’ve made a mistake in coming here, Agent Hawke.”
Well, he wasn’t wrong about that. I was about to die, after all.
Another gunshot.
The witch moved just in time. The second bullet missed him.
My lungs suddenly expanded, sucking in oxygen. It hurt to breathe in after so long without oxygen—the sweetest kind of pain. I gritted my teeth, clenched my fists, kept breathing. Each inhalation was easier than the one before.
I even managed to roll over so I could see Aisha fighting the witch.
She’d pistol-whipped me one minute and saved my ass the next.
I would never understand women.
The witch knocked Aisha’s gun away, punched her in the gut. She doubled over but didn’t fall. She drove herself forward, slamming her body into his. Her momentum carried both of them into the wall. The wooden boards groaned.
He tossed her off. He was strong—really strong. She practically went flying.
And in a blink, he was gone. I glimpsed a flash of him scaling the ladder before he vanished into the mausoleum above.
Aisha swore, struggling to her feet. She followed him up the ladder.
I almost went with her.
Then I remembered that the witch hadn’t been alone. He’d been preparing to drive that knife into a body on the altar.
Aisha had dropped her flashlight nearby. I grabbed it, shone it on the sacrifice victim.
It was Domingo.
“Jesus!” I broke the circle of power by scuffing it with my foot and ran to my brother. His face was sticky. The ground underneath him was dark with bile. I smelled the powerfully rank odor of feces and realized that he’d shit himself.
He was limp. Didn’t respond to my touch.
Every thought of how much I hated this asshole flew out of my mind.
The fact that I found a heartbeat on his wrist didn’t make me feel much better. I couldn’t find an external injury, which meant that whatever had him exploding out both ends was insidious and internal. Something I couldn’t fix.
He needed a doctor. Now.
“First you steal my car, now I’m carrying your ass around,” I said, pulling his body over my shoulders. “Don’t you fucking think about dying, because you owe me big time.”
 
 

Domingo was a big guy, like me. He didn’t work out as much as I did, but he was young, strong, and usually healthy. It was wrong to see him in a hospital bed, connected to a thousand different tubes, his eyes deeply bruised and breathing shallow.
“Goddammit, Domingo,” I muttered, sinking into the chair beside him. He wasn’t awake. He hadn’t stirred when I’d carried him out of the basement, when the ambulance shrieked to the cemetery, or even when the EMTs had been working on him.
Nobody knew what was wrong with him. They were running labs while keeping him hydrated and breathing. Seemed like a pathetic effort.
The doctors were miles ahead of me, though, because there was absolutely nothing I could do, no magic I could cast. I wasn’t a healer; that shit was too hard. And the witch who’d been about to sacrifice him hadn’t caused Domingo’s condition magically. I couldn’t reverse a spell that hadn’t been cast.
“Best as I can figure it, they planned that pentagram so that you’d have to be a target,” I said. “One of the points was your house. And then I found you getting sacrificed at our family mausoleum. How the hell did you even know we had a family mausoleum, Domingo? I didn’t know anything about it.”
He didn’t respond. Still felt good to talk.
“This is a big spell, Domingo. Too big a spell to take down one guy. You’re not that important. If Lenox wants Los Angeles, she doesn’t need to get you out of the way to do it. So why you? Why the vengeance? What’d you do to piss her off?”
Damn, I would have given an important limb for Domingo to wake up and tell me.
The curtain swayed as a doctor passed on the other side. She poked her head around the side. “Hi, I’m Dr. Rashida. I’m treating your brother. Do you have a minute?”
I got up, followed her into the hall outside the door. “Got news?”
“Yes and no,” the doctor said. “Does your brother ever talk about harming himself?” She was talking gently, like she was afraid I’d break if she wasn’t careful.
“Harming himself? You mean like suicide?”
“I understand that it’s a difficult subject.”
“That doesn’t sound like Domingo. He’s not like that.” At least, he’d never been like that before. Just the suggestion of it had my head aching. “Why do you ask?”
The doctor lifted the top page on her chart to look at whatever was underneath. “We don’t often see isolated cases of arsenic poisoning. Sometimes families show up with arsenic poisoning because of a contaminated water supply, or—”
I cut her off. “Arsenic. Are you sure?”
Her eyebrows lifted. “Does that mean something to you?”
I couldn’t tell her about the dead bodies that had shown up with arsenic in their systems.
“No. It’s just weird, is all.” I needed to check under Domingo’s fingernails, have someone swab his nose, look for rowan ash. “Is he going to survive, Doc?”
“There’s been internal damage. He’ll need to be in the hospital for a few days at the very least.” I noticed that Dr. Rashida was careful not to make any guarantees about his condition. That was always a bad sign.
Even if his prognosis had been good, getting stuck in the hospital for a few days was bad right now. It made Domingo an easy target. Lenox only needed to send someone to finish the job while he was immobile.
I couldn’t leave Domingo unsupervised. But I also couldn’t stop Lenox if I spent all day and night sitting outside Domingo’s door.
I’d have to enlist help.
“Thanks, Doctor,” I said.
She took that as the dismissal it was meant to be. She backed away. “Please call if you need anything. The nurses will be happy to help.”
“Sure thing.”
I waited until she was out of sight before grabbing my cell phone.
Not my work phone. The other one with the private line.
See, I could call the office, tell them we had a suspect in the case. They’d send out some Union guys to guard Domingo until he was completely healed. And then they’d take him away.
I wasn’t going to let that happen.
But there was someone else I could call who’d sit with Domingo—the one person I trusted to be able to deflect any magical attack. The most powerful witch I’d ever known. A force of nature in both personality and magic.
Our grandfather, Pops.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
I DIDN’T SPEND A lot of time with Pops these days, but there used to be a time when Pops was my judge, my life, my god. Just like any good father figure.
He’d gotten custody of my siblings and me after my mom went to jail for drug possession. It had been her third strike. She went away for a long damn time. Our dad had already run off with another woman, had a whole other family, didn’t want to take on the kids from his first wife.
I don’t think Pops would have taken us if there had been anyone else to do it. He was already taking care of his mother, whom we called Abuelita. Neither of them were mobile enough to chase around three children. Especially children who were massive pains in the ass like Domingo, Ofelia, and me.
But they had their ways of making us behave.
Abuelita had her chancla. If we mouthed off, she’d take her sandal off and hurl it at us, and I swear to every deity that’s ever existed that the chancla had homing powers. It could turn corners and strike us square in the face when we were trying to run away.
Pops didn’t have a chancla, so he had to settle for using magic if we broke one of his rules.
The rules were like this: We had to go to school, we couldn’t get arrested, and we had to call him if we were leaving the neighborhood. And as long as my siblings and I were behaving, Pops let us do pretty much anything.
It wasn’t so bad when we were kids. We mostly messed around the house, went to the movie theater, read lots of comic books. Ofelia would deny it, but she liked comics almost as much as I did at the time.
During the week, we went to public school. On the weekends, Pops and Abuelita taught magic to Domingo and me. It was a fun pastime. We got decent at our respective specialties. And being a kid who casts magic is great. The three of us pretended to be the Fantastic Four all the damn time, using actual magic to emulate their powers.
I always ended up as The Thing. That’s what happens when you’re a chunky kid.
Anyway, childhood with Pops was good. Better than it had been with Mom and Dad.
Then we became teenagers.
We pushed boundaries. We started breaking rules. Domingo got ambitious and started breaking actual laws.
When we didn’t behave, Pops would curse us.
Literally.
He was great at curses. The guy could burn off your eyebrows from fifty miles away. And he cast lightning-fast, so I’d be fine one second and barfing my guts all over the sidewalk in about three minutes flat. He’d kept an active circle of power in his closet for speedy discipline.
Pops was getting old now. He was almost the same age Abuelita had been when they took us in. He’d broken his hip a couple times, fucked up his back. He didn’t walk too well.
He could still cast curses like a motherfucker, though.
If there was anyone who could protect Domingo from an entire coven bent on murdering him, it was Pops. And if there was anyone who could force Domingo to stop being an idiot, it was Pops.
I wasn’t sure who I felt sorrier for—Lenox’s coven, or Domingo.
 
 

Pops limped into Domingo’s hospital room an hour after I called him. I hadn’t seen him since delivering his iPhone for Christmas, and it shocked me how old he looked. The dashing, black-haired man who’d raised me had aged into a wrinkled, gray-haired man with a hunchback who looked strikingly like Abuelita.
I’d seen him since he’d gotten old, of course. We weren’t that out of touch. But in my mind, Pops would always be strong, middle-aged, and intimidatingly huge.
He carried a lumpy duffel bag over one shoulder. It looked much too heavy for a man in his seventies to carry.
“Let me take that,” I said.
He slapped my hand when I reached for the strap. “Look with your eyes, not with your hands.” Same thing he’d told me when I’d tried to get into the circle in his closet. I wasn’t a kid anymore, but I behaved as automatically as I had when I lived under his roof.
Pops didn’t need my help anyway. The limp was deceptive. He was aging, but hardly getting old. He’d probably die twenty or thirty years down the road because he’d gotten struck by lightning while repairing his roof.
Like all the Hawke men, Pops was tall and sturdy. Built for work, he used to say. The curve to his spine was from a back surgery gone wrong. His skin was a shade of warm brown a fraction darker than mine, his eyes more black than brown, with a thick crop of white hair that showed no signs of thinning.
“Thanks for coming,” I said, glancing at the clock on the wall. It felt like I was waiting for an appointment even though I didn’t have anything planned. “The nurse said she’d be around to make the guest bed in a few minutes, but—”
“Guest bed.” He snorted, dropping the duffel bag on the floor. “You know I don’t sleep. Especially not when I’m expecting someone to try to kill us.”
“You’ll call me if anything happens?”
“I’ll call you if I need you,” Pops said, which was his way of saying that he wouldn’t call for help if he were on the brink of death.
He kicked the duffel bag under the chair before sitting in it. The glare he threw at Domingo’s unconscious face was familiar. I’d seen that face a few times when he’d left to pick Domingo up from the police station, or caught him climbing out of the windows at night, or when Pops had discovered a rabbit sacrificed under my brother’s bed.
That was the “you’re in deep shit” expression.
“Domingo told me that he’s in the middle of a territory war with a coven from San Francisco,” I said. “If anyone comes, I think—”
“Shut up, Cèsar. I want to hear the story from Domingo’s mouth.”
I was a grown man, out of my family’s house for years, and it still stung to hear that from Pops. You never grow out of feeling like a child when a parent talks like that.
“I’m investigating the case. I know what’s going on,” I said.
“You’re his brother, so you’re not going to tell me any facts. Just what you think are facts. And I don’t want to hear that. I want to hear what he’s done in his words.”
Yeah, I did too. I’d have loved to know what the fuck Domingo had been doing hiding out at that mausoleum.
“Did you know there were Mejías in Los Angeles?” I asked.
Pops scratched his whiskered chin. “Of course there were. Abuelita was a Mejía. Some of her nieces and cousins came this way, too.”
“Witches?”
“Not exactly,” he said. “Magically inclined, yes. Trained, no. Women of the Mejía line aren’t allowed to cast magic.”
I remembered that. Ofelia had been endlessly frustrated by the way Pops stonewalled her training. She’d have been as good a witch as Domingo, easy, but she hadn’t been allowed to study with us. “Why can’t they cast magic? And don’t tell me that family curse bullshit again.”
“It is a family curse. It’s dangerous for the women to cast. Draws the wrong kind of attention on us.”
“Like rival covens looking to steal power from our family in some way?” I asked. “That wouldn’t have anything to do with magical artifacts, would it?”
Pops gave me an appraising look, like he was trying to decide if I was old enough to know about the Mejía women. “The Mejías are the best magical craftsmen I’ve ever heard of. They created foci that could funnel unusual amounts of power. Some dimensional work, too.”
Now that was rare. Suzy was the only witch I knew who could bend dimensions at all. The OPA had only discovered her because she’d modified her townhouse so it was bigger on the inside than the outside, after all.
“Could I do dimensional work?” I asked.
“Don’t be stupid. Just the women. Are you a woman?” Pops shook his head. “No, there’s something special about their blood—our blood—and that went into every magical artifact they crafted. But they don’t make them anymore. None still exist, either. Everything was destroyed.”
“Destroyed?”
“Burned, melted down, the magic stripped. It was all too dangerous to exist. Abuelita wouldn’t talk about it. All she would ever say was that Mejía magic was forbidden and I’d be smart not to ask questions. So I haven’t. The same goes for you.” He folded his arms, sat back in the chair. “How did you find out about them?”
“You wanted to hear everything from Domingo’s mouth,” I said. “You’ll have to ask him.”
That was the kind of talk that would have gotten me grounded for a week as a kid.
Now Pops only nodded, letting me drop the subject.
He grabbed a paperback I’d left on the bedside table and read the title off of the spine. “Neuromancer?”
“It’s a good book,” I said. “One of my favorites.”
“I’m borrowing it. Go arrest some witches before they finish off Domingo.”
“Don’t you want to know who to look for? What kind of magic you’ll be up against?”
“I think I can identify an enemy when they try to kill us, kiddo. I was hexing other witches before your father shot his first load across a Playboy.”
Talking about Dad’s jizz was always my cue to leave.
Cell reception wasn’t very good in the hospital, so when I got close to the exterior hall, text messages were delivered to my phone in a big batch. Most of them were automated updates from the OPA dispatcher, but a few were from Suzy. The case was spinning its wheels. Aniruddha had kept his promise and told the OPA nothing about what had happened with Lenox.
That didn’t mean I liked the guy, or his relationship with Suzy. It just meant I didn’t have another excuse to punch him yet.
After I checked all of the text messages, my phone rang. I didn’t recognize the number. I answered it as I walked through the hospital parking garage. “Cèsar Hawke.”
“Agent Hawke, it’s—it’s Gareth Milbourne, I don’t—God, please help me!” The manager of the First Bank sounded like he was running, breathless, terrified.
The spike of adrenaline instantly slaughtered the melancholy hanging over me. I picked up my pace, pulled out my keys. “What’s wrong? Where are you?”
“I’m at the bank. I thought that I was alone…” He stopped talking, but I could still hear his choppy breathing. Metal slammed against metal. Cloth scuffed against the phone.
Jumping into my car, I turned on the engine. “Mr. Milbourne, try to stay calm and tell me what’s happening.”
“The witches!” he cried.
The call went dead.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
SUZY ARRIVED AT THE First Bank of the Sierras only a few seconds before I did. She was still tucking her shirt in, buckling her underarm holster, pulling her jacket on. It was the middle of the night, so the temperature had dropped to eighty degrees—nowhere near jacket weather, but openly carrying guns in Los Angeles was a bad idea, even with a fake FBI badge.
I parked in the fire lane and jumped out.
“What’s going on?” Suzy asked. I’d been in too much of a hurry to explain when I’d called her.
“I got a call from Gareth Milbourne twenty minutes ago,” I said. “I think he’s been attacked.”
I peered through the shattered window. It was boarded up until contractors could install new glass, but through the gaps, I could see the empty lobby.
There should have been a security guard posted on the sidewalk.
“Look too empty to you?” Suzy asked grimly, drawing her gun.
“Much too empty,” I agreed.
I kicked the boards in. They splintered in half. Punching the remnants away, I forced my way inside of the lobby. Suzy followed.
Magic buzzed all over the ground floor of the First Bank of the Sierras, a place where magic had no right to be. My nose itched. I breathed shallowly, trying not to sneeze, but I couldn’t do anything about my watering eyes.
“Why would someone come back here?” I asked Suzy. My every footstep crunched against the glass. “They already robbed this place.”
“Your guess is as good as mine.” Suzy shone her flashlight on each of the desks in turn. Nothing had been moved since we’d arrived the morning of the robbery. “Are you going to tell me what happened at the warehouse today?”
I was so focused on the magic that I didn’t register the question the first time. She had to repeat herself before I could answer. “We got in a tangle with the bad guys. That’s what happened.”
“And then? Where did you and your brother go?”
It was hard to swallow around the sudden lump in my throat.
“Domingo’s been poisoned by arsenic,” I said. “I had to get him to St. Agathon’s.” It was true, aside from skipping everything in between that had happened with Lenox and Aisha.
Suzy actually managed to look sympathetic. “Does he know how it happened?”
“He’s not awake. We can’t question him.”
“Fuck,” she said. “That’s bad, that’s really bad.” The sense of magic being cast inside the building spiked. Suzy frowned. “Did you feel that?”
I could feel it all the way into my aching chest. It was similar to the sensation that I’d experienced underneath the Mejía mausoleum, although it was weaker—or maybe more distant.
The witch who’d tried to sacrifice Domingo wasn’t far.
“We’ve gotta search the building,” I said.
Suzy was already trying the elevator button. “Way ahead of you.”
The elevators didn’t work. No surprise there. The bank probably hadn’t returned to utility power since the robbery.
I explored behind the teller desks, looking for a sign of the magic I was feeling. I didn’t find anything new. The elevator to the basement, where the vault was hidden, was still locked safely behind a door that I couldn’t get through. As far as I could tell, the witch hadn’t come back for money.
Papers slid off of one of the desks near the back wall, crashing to the floor.
Suzy was still on the other side of the room. She hadn’t knocked those papers over.
Gun half lifted, I approached the desk.
There was a woman crouching behind it. She wore so much black that she blended into the shadows surrounding her. If she’d been trying to hide from me, I never would have seen her, but she wasn’t trying to hide.
It was Aisha.
She beckoned me over, a finger to her lips.
I lowered my gun, then lifted it again. I had no idea how I was supposed to treat her now. Good guy? Bad guy? Chaotic neutral, like she was fucking Catwoman?
In any case, it was probably safer to keep her in my sights.
“What the fuck are you doing here?” I hissed, crouching beside her.
She glanced over the top of the desk, making sure Suzy wasn’t nearby. “I came for the same reason you did. Someone’s cast a big spell here. The magic feels like Domingo’s.”
“Domingo’s in the fucking hospital,” I hissed. “He almost got sacrificed!”
“I know.” Aisha looked disturbed by the fact. “That witch wasn’t working under Lenox’s orders.”
“Then who was it?”
“No idea. He escaped.”
“So you think there’s maybe a tiny chance you’ve been wrong about everything? That Domingo has nothing to do with the pentagram ritual, and you’ve been trying to kill an innocent man?”
“He might have nothing to do with the pentagram,” Aisha said, “but he still killed DeShawn.”
For fuck’s sake. She wasn’t dropping it.
We didn’t have time to argue, though. “Leave this scene to me. I’ll investigate. This place is about to be crawling with OPA personnel and you don’t want to be on site when they arrive.”
“But Lenox sent me here to investigate.”
“What? Why?” I’d assumed she was responsible for the magic, just as she was responsible for the robbery in her basement. “Do you think Lenox knows you’re not on her side? Maybe she sent you here to throw us off her trail.”
“She’s smart, but not that subtle. If she realized that I’m trying to take her down, I’d be chained in a basement with so many curses on me that I wouldn’t cast straight for a month.”
Voices from the front.
The Union had arrived.
It was tempting to call out, have the guys arrest her. But I didn’t want them to take Aisha for the same reason I didn’t want them to take Domingo. They’d make her vanish.
“You need to get out without being seen,” I said.
Aisha’s jaw clenched. “And lose a chance to nail whoever’s casting this big spell? No way.”
“It’s Lenox. It’s gotta be Lenox.”
“What if it’s not?”
The Union unit was talking with Suzy. Their voices echoed through the lobby. Sounded like they were moving in our direction.
I turned back to Aisha to urge her to leave again—but she was already gone. I was alone behind the desk.
Yeah, definitely most like Catwoman.
I jogged over to join Suzy and the Union unit.
“Elevator isn’t working,” she said. “We’ll have to take the stairs.”
The Union aspis beside her laughed. It was a man I’d worked with before named Harding, a skinny guy with white tattoos ringing his wrists. “This building is, what, only forty floors tall? No problem.”
“Take these.” The team’s commanding kopis, Alfredo, gave Bluetooth headsets to Suzy and me.
I stuck it in my ear, pressed the button. The voices of OPA dispatch and the entire team immediately filled my skull. The Union coordinated all their movements using those headsets. Never saw the guys without them. I didn’t like putting one on—it made me feel like the entire agency had crawled into my brain.
But like Harding had said, we had forty floors to cover.
Sometimes a little help didn’t hurt.
 
 

Even taking the stairs two at a time, getting up those forty floors was slow. We had to stop on every landing to search for signs of spellcasting.
Alfredo scouted ahead, searching the higher floors for danger. His voice was a constant stream of updates shot straight into my ear. “Floor twelve is clear. No power here. Heading up to thirteen… Thirteen’s dark, too. Looks like nothing but offices. Feeling anything yet?”
“Not yet,” I said.
And I didn’t feel anything until we got to the top level.
As soon as my foot hit the landing on the fortieth floor, I started sneezing. Almost slipped back down the stairwell again.
“This is it,” Suzy said, grabbing my arm, hauling me onto the landing.
“How can you tell?” Harding asked. I was surprised he hadn’t heard about my weird allergy. It was one of those things that got talked about at the office for a laugh. My coworkers were assholes.
But Suzy didn’t tell him. She just winked. “It’s the only floor left.”
Alfredo slammed through the doors, and the other members of the unit pushed through, fanning out to take the whole hall—Harding, a healer, a couple of muscular guys who looked like they’d been hired because they could shoot straight. Probably ex-military.
“Hang back,” Alfredo told us.
Suzy and I followed as they checked each of the rooms. The sensation of magic grew as I went further down the hall. Got hard to breathe. I started to wheeze, smothering the sound in my sleeve.
“You’re so fucking lame,” she whispered.
She was probably just jealous of my awesome mutant sneezing powers.
“The floor is clear,” Alfredo reported, returning to our sides.
He was wrong. The floor definitely wasn’t clear—not with the way my eyes and nose were streaming. But it wasn’t like he could have missed spotting a major ritual like those I’d seen in the warehouse and mausoleum.
“There’s still an active spell here,” I said.
The Union soldiers ignored me, lowering their guns, engaging their safeties. They were convinced the danger had passed.
My magical head cold disagreed.
I checked an office directory on the wall. The name at the top was Gareth Milbourne’s. He was at the end of the hall.
Office on the top floor. Very fancy.
“I’m going to look,” I said, hands tight on the Desert Eagle. I’d been abducted way too many times that day to feel comfortable with it holstered.
“Knock yourself out,” Alfredo said.
They stayed behind as I proceeded forward.
The offices on the fortieth floor of the First Bank had glass walls, so it was easy to see what everyone had in their offices as I passed—knickknacks from Africa in one, sports memorabilia in another. I didn’t like working in a cubicle, but at least I had a half-wall of privacy. I’d have hated working in one of those rooms.
It was easy to see why the Union had declared the floor clear so quickly, though. Aside from two unoccupied bathrooms and a break room, every damn wall in the office was glass. We should have been able to see trouble from fifty feet away.
Gareth Milbourne’s office was largest of all. Great view of downtown Los Angeles. The city glimmered in the night, tinted yellow by smog.
The sensation of magic vanished as soon as I touched his doorknob. It was easier to breathe within seconds.
It was like that magic had been waiting for me.
The executive desk took up half of that massive office, all heavy oak with leather accents. It was arranged in an L-shape so that Manager Milbourne would be able to work while looking at either the view outside or the office inside.
It was also big enough to hide a small ritual underneath it.
I rounded the desk.
There was a body on the carpet, concealed under the shelter of solid oak. I wasn’t sure if I felt smug that I’d thought to look for it, or sickened that it was there at all.
That body wore a tailored suit. A pentacle necklace had slipped out of his shirt.
Gareth Milbourne.
I kneeled beside him, checked for a pulse. I almost jumped in surprise when I felt a responding heartbeat. “He’s alive!” I yelled, looking over the desk at the hallway. “Hey! I found the manager and he’s alive!”
Only Suzy was near enough to hear me. She grabbed the Union healer and dragged her into the room.
“What happened?” Suzy asked, scanning the room. “Where’d the magic go?”
I wished I had an answer for her.
The healer set her bag of tricks beside Gareth and brushed her fingers over his temples. Her eyes went distant with thought. “He’s fine. There’s no major damage to his head.”
At her touch, Gareth’s eyelids fluttered. He groaned. “What happened to me?”
“I’d love to know that myself,” I said, helping him sit up. He was too weak to remain upright on his own. He clutched at his left shoulder as though it hurt.
The healer dug around in her bag, extracting a few vials from inside. I could tell just by looking at them that they were filled with wholesome ingredients like burdock root, camellia, and frankincense, probably moonlight-infused to boost their healing properties.
She dabbed one of the salves at the cut on Gareth’s forehead.
“Tell me what you remember,” I said.
He flinched at the touch of the healer’s fingers. “I was doing work at my desk. I’ve had a lot of reports to write since the robbery.”
“Working without power?”
“Laptop,” he said. “I need to do my work here so I can refer to our paper files. Anyway, I was working at my desk and I heard a door closing elsewhere on the floor. I got up to alert the security guards that were supposed to be watching the lobby, but then…” Gareth frowned. “I don’t know.”
“You called me,” I said. “You mentioned witches.”
His eyes lit up. “Yes. People jumped me in the hallway.”
“How’d you know they were witches? Were they wearing bells?”
“Bells,” Gareth said. “Yes, they wore necklaces and bracelets with little gold bells, about this big.” He spanned his forefinger and thumb to indicate something the size of a marble.
So it had definitely been Lenox’s people. Them and their goddamn bells.
I shouldn’t have let Aisha escape.
I’d have to get more information from Gareth once he was clearer-headed. I left him to the healer, heading over to Suzy by the door. “The spell vanished when you went into the office,” she said. “And there’s no residue left to find.”
“That would be too easy, wouldn’t it?” I asked.
“There’s none of the hallmarks of the other spells here at all. No sign of rowan ash, no fires, no sacrifice…”
“It doesn’t matter if we find ash here,” I said. “We already know that this is related to the robbery. It’s at the same goddamn bank.”
“It’s at the same bank, but we have no reason to think this has to do with the developing pentagram,” Suzy said. “Don’t get lazy investigating. Don’t make assumptions.”
I wasn’t in the mood for her bullshit. “I don’t need a lecture, Takeuchi. I’ve been an investigator longer than you.”
“Then act like it.” There was no venom in her tone. She reached up to straighten my lapels. “Domingo’s going to be okay, Cèsar. You have to keep your head in the game.”
Her sympathy stung worse than an insult would have.
She was right. I was angry, confused, jumping to conclusions. The answers were right in front of me if I’d take the time to think.
“Okay. There’s no ritual, so Gareth Milbourne wasn’t being prepared for sacrifice,” I said. “Then why attack the bank again? What kind of weird fucking spell are we dealing with?”
She looked like she was thinking so hard that smoke should have come out of her ears. “What if they left something here when they performed that first ritual? Witches return to clean up the scenes of their rituals all the time.”
“They’d already cleaned up the robbery.”
“Maybe they were after Mr. Milbourne for something other than a sacrifice,” Suzy said. “He could have information they need, or…”
“What if they didn’t want anything from here after all?” I asked slowly. “What did the witches accomplish by attacking the First Bank of the Sierras a second time?”
“They got us to race to a crime scene,” Suzy said.
Me, Suzy, and the Union unit staffing the OPA campus after hours.
“This was a diversion,” I said.
And I’d played right into their plans.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
SOMETIMES, BEING RIGHT SUCKS huevos.
Suzy and I arrived at the OPA offices to find that a circle of power had been burned into the lawn. The grass was bald in some places, smoldering in others. The pentagram was broad enough that it could have fit a school bus inside.
We’d called dispatch on our way back, so our security department had triggered a thousand alarms. Several MVD agents had beaten us to the scene and were in a ring around the lawn, casting a second circle to contain the first. Two of them were still in their pajamas. The Union units protecting them weren’t in their pajamas—I was pretty sure the Union never slept.
“What’s happening here? How did a circle this large get cast too quickly for us to stop them?” I asked Agent Bryce. She was supervising the containment circle while wearing pajama pants with a kitty paw-print pattern.
“We don’t know much yet.” She smothered a yawn with her hand. “We haven’t had time to break down the spell. We’ll have to figure it out once we’re sure everyone’s safe.”
“Bet you that thing made the circle,” Suzy said, pointing. There was a small statue at the center of the smoldering grass. I couldn’t make out any detail at that distance—only that it was the size of my fist. It looked like another one of the Half Moon Bay Coven’s rare artifacts. “There are statues that can automatically cast circles. I’ve used them before.”
Magic was still buzzing around the statue. It made my nose itch. “I don’t think so—that thing feels like it’s still casting magic,” I said.
As if on cue, the agents casting the containment circle started shouting.
Fire flared from the artifact, arcing in pillars as thick as my arm. The witches nearer the circle turned to run—even though the containment circle wasn’t finished.
The pillars splashed over the grass, setting what little remained on fire.
Another surge of magic.
The statue gushed more flames, sputtering and hissing.
“It’s going to explode!” I grabbed Suzy, tried to drag her to safety.
She elbowed me away. “We have to close the outer circle!”
Suzy leaped in, drew her hand across the gap in the containment circle, and shouted.
What came out of her mouth was a word that wasn’t a word, a sound that didn’t reach my ears but made the whole OPA campus shake like there was an earthquake.
A word of power.
My eardrums popped at the force of it. Suzy’s magic punched me in the chest, closed my throat, and blurred my vision.
The circle slammed shut.
All that fire erupting from the statue smashed against the interior of the circle in a wave of molten fire. But nothing passed the line our agents had drawn.
Suzy collapsed to her knees as the fire continued boiling inside the circle. She glared at the flames in furious triumph. “Nice trap, assholes,” she growled.
Now that the statue’s flames were contained, the other agents moved back in even though it was too late for them to do any good. Nobody could disarm the artifact without breaking the containment circle, so we were just going to have to let the thing burn itself out.
Hopefully we weren’t going to have a permanent fire fountain on our lawn. That’d be hard to hide from mundane eyes.
This time, when I grabbed Suzy, she let me drag her away from the circle. Her legs were spaghetti. She stumbled when I tried to help her walk.
“Jesus, Suze.” I couldn’t bend low enough to pull her arm over my shoulders, so I had to pick her up. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
“What, and let the statue set the whole campus on fire?”
She had a point. But that didn’t change the fact she’d wiped herself out with a single word.
“Let the team handle it next time,” I said. “A dozen witches speaking a word of power is safer than a solitary practitioner.”
“Nobody else was going to do it. The other agents are pussies. That includes you and Aniruddha, for the record.” That didn’t come out with her usual vehemence. Her eyelids were dropping.
“I’m taking you to a healer.”
“Like hell you are. Get me to my desk. I need to see the inventory, figure out what they stole from us.”
“I’ll check the inventory.” If they’d left a fire-spewing statue behind at the crime scene, then whatever they’d come to the OPA to take had to be worth the loss. That kind of artifact was worth more money than most people earned in a lifetime.
The wreckage inside the MVD building was just as bad as the fiery mess on the lawn. All the windows on the first floor were shattered. Scorch marks burned a path up the carpet. The walls were coated in ash.
Agent Bryce caught up with me as I approached the elevator.
“I just got word that they robbed processing, Agent Hawke, sir,” she said breathlessly, showing me a photograph. “This is what’s missing from our inventory.”
It was the lumpy bronze statue that had been confiscated from the illegal archaeological dig. Ivy’s wrinkled hands held a ruler beside the statue for scale, so the picture must have been taken at least a week ago.
“They stole that hideous thing?” I asked. “What is it?”
“Nobody knows, sir. That’s why it was still in temporary storage.” Agent Bryce got onto the elevator with Suzy and me. “Ivanna’s helping our other agents look into the statue. We’ll try to figure out what it does as soon as possible.”
“Great,” I said. “Grab me when it’s done. I’ll be at my desk for a while.”
All night, at this rate.
Not that there was much of the night left. It was already two in the morning. An ungodly hour to be awake and on the job.
It wouldn’t just be the MVD pulling overtime, either. Our security team, the Union, everyone we could wake up—we’d need them all to set new wards, figure out how they’d been broken, and find the perpetrators.
Yeah, it was going to be a long goddamn night.
I dragged Suzy out of the elevator on the MVD floor, which was buzzing with activity. A couple guys were casting temporary wards on the shattered windows while others were on the phone, trying to get a hold of agents who hadn’t come in yet.
There was no way our budget could accommodate this much overtime.
So much for Christmas bonuses.
I dropped Suzy off at the desk. She sagged into her chair, using mine as a footrest, and pulled a spare sweater over her eyes for shade.
“Is it still burning?” she asked.
I peered out the nearest hole that used to be a window. The fire had grown to consume the entirety of the circle so that it looked like we had a glowing half-globe on the lawn. “You could say that. Looks like you saved the OPA a lot of money.”
“And lives,” Suzy said.
“Guess which one the OPA cares about more.”
She grunted.
Suzy’s desk was at peak disaster level. It always got to be a mess in the middle of cases, but it was even worse than usual. She must have slaughtered an entire forest’s worth of trees to generate all that paperwork.
There was also a big roll of papers on top of everything.
“What’s this?” I asked, sliding the rubber bands off of the roll.
Suzy only glanced at it before draping the sweater over her eyes again. “Blueprints for the First Bank. I had them pulled earlier because you mentioned that the building was shaped for spellcasting. I thought there might have been useful information in there.”
“And?”
“If there is, nothing jumped out at me. The architect isn’t even in our database. It’s a dead end.”
I unrolled the blueprints on my desk, just enough that I could see the name of the architect.
Graciela Mejía.
One of my family members—one of the great witches who used to make magical foci—had designed the building owned by Lenox.
Aniruddha appeared out of nowhere. Dispatch must have called him in because he was in jeans and a t-shirt instead of his usual suit, which didn’t make him look like any less of a douchebag. I was surprised he didn’t have a pocket protector.
He dropped to his knees by Suzy’s side, taking her hand. “I heard what happened. Are you okay?”
“She’s just fucking fine,” I said.
“I can speak for myself, Hawke,” Suzy said. She patted Aniruddha’s arm without looking at him. “I’m just fucking fine, stop worrying about me.”
Aniruddha shook his head with a sigh. “Good, because the specialists are here. They want to speak with all three of us.”
By “the specialists,” he meant Lenox and the small team of witches who had shot at me in the warehouse. They emerged from the elevators and Aniruddha waved them over.
Aisha stood in the far back of the group, like she was trying not to be noticed. She was too tall to conceal herself. In boots, she was a full head taller than everyone else. She pointedly didn’t make eye contact with me.
“Thanks for coming, ladies,” Suzy said without moving. “Sorry, I can’t stand up right now. I used a word of power and I’m regretting it.”
“I understand,” Lenox said. “Agent Hawke, good to see you again.”
“How do you know Graciela Mejía?” I asked.
“She’s an artist. I’m merely a fan of her work.” Lenox’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”
“She designed your bank’s building. I assumed you contracted her for a reason.” I tapped the thumbnail version of the building’s exterior. “What’s it supposed to do? Is it just one big magical focus?”
“Agent Hawke,” Aniruddha said warningly.
But Lenox held up a hand to silence him. Her lips were so tense that they were rimmed in white. “It’s a magical focus. It’s also registered with the OPA and completely legal, though it was built prior to the OPA’s laws.”
“Did you know someone broke into the bank again tonight?”
“The break-in at the bank is why Agent Banerji called me,” Lenox said. “That, and to analyze the artifact currently burning your lawn. I’m somewhat of an expert in magical artifacts.”
“That’s what I’ve heard,” I said.
I caught Aisha looking at me. As soon as our eyes met, she found something else to look at.
“We’ll be in the meeting room,” Aniruddha said loudly, like he was trying to keep me from throwing more accusations in Lenox’s direction.
They walked away, and I let Lenox go.
Didn’t have much choice. I didn’t have evidence that she was guilty.
Yet.
“Someone from the archives dropped a box off for you this evening, by the way,” Suzy said. She sounded like she was about to fall asleep.
I had to move about half a ton of paper to find the box underneath. The label said that the files had been ordered by Director Fritz Friederling.
I’d forgotten that he’d agreed to order the Half Moon Bay Coven’s files for me. Good timing.
I opened the box. It was almost completely full of papers grouped into handfuls with rubber bands. There was also one small folder in the back.
The folder held the classified OPA files on Domingo. Only two pages—we were lucky. The first one was a basic dossier, like we had on all witches that we came across. The other was a list of his relations. I was on there, and so were Abuelita and Ofelia. They didn’t have anything on Pops. Lucky again.
There was no point in reading my brother’s dossier. I already knew everything about him. I set that aside and hauled out one of The Half Moon Bay Coven’s folders.
A quick skim showed me that the files were arranged in historical order. Old stuff in front, new stuff in back. I grabbed the newest papers and checked the member listing. I wasn’t sure what I expected to find—maybe some kind of smoking gun that would tell me, “Here is the reason that Lenox is trying to set fire to Los Angeles.”
“‘High priestess Lenox Pryce took charge in 1988,’” I said under my breath, reading it off the page. “‘High priest Scott Whyte took charge in…’ Huh.” He’d only been high priest for a year. More interestingly, I recognized his name.
I patted down my pockets, searching for my Steno pad. I hadn’t been keeping many notes for the case, but I’d written some things down while I was at Domingo’s house.
The notebook was in my back pocket, wrinkled with sweat. I peeled it open and found the most recent page.
The two last lines I’d written were blurry from moisture, but I could still read them. I’d jotted down the name of Domingo’s mechanic, Emcee. And then I’d also written down Scott Whyte’s name. He was the licensed marriage and family therapist that Domingo had been meeting with.
I’d assumed that Domingo was seeing a therapist with Sofia. Instead, he’d been in touch with the high priest of the Half Moon Bay Coven.
He hadn’t mentioned that to me.
I flipped through the files on the coven to see who had been high priest before Scott Whyte. It said, “Jeremiah Killick,” who had apparently been married to Lenox—now divorced.
Killick had an impressive number of pages dedicated to his history. Several crimes had been attributed to his name. Human sacrifice, blood rites, thievery.
Nice guy.
The Half Moon Bay Coven had reported those things to the OPA, trying to distance themselves from their former high priest’s activities. It probably explained why Lenox was so careful to remain in compliance, too. She didn’t want to get arrested for crimes her ex-husband had committed.
I flipped to Killick’s dossier. Even though his name didn’t ring any bells, I recognized the picture of the high priest.
It was Gareth Milbourne.
“No fucking way,” I said out loud.
“What?” Suzy asked.
My thoughts raced through both times that I had seen Gareth—or Killick, as the case seemed to be.
When we’d first arrived at the bank after the robbery, there had been no employees on site other than the manager. Nobody who could tell us that Gareth Milbourne wasn’t really Gareth Milbourne. And the security guards had been missing the second time I’d gone to the bank, too.
“We’ve got a problem,” I said.
Suzy protested as I headed to the meeting room, leaving her behind at the desk.
Aniruddha and Lenox were still talking by the doorway.
I handed Killick’s dossier to Aniruddha. “What’s this?” he asked, sounding exhausted. And then he read it and his eyes widened.
“Will this be another accusation?” Lenox asked, sneering at me. “Are you going to claim that I’m the one murdering witches yet again? You should know that one of my women turned up dead at the warehouse tonight. You met her in my hotel room—Hetty Meadowgrass.” She lightly slapped Aniruddha’s arm. “Tell Agent Hawke. We brought the body with us.”
If Hetty Meadowgrass had died at the warehouse that night, then the second attack on the bank hadn’t just been intended to lure us away from the OPA offices. We’d been looking at the bank instead of the other potential points on the pentagram.
Another sacrifice. The pentagram was finished.
“Jeremiah Killick,” I said to Lenox. “Why do you have him working at the First Bank of the Sierras if he’s a known murderer?”
Lenox looked to Aniruddha, as if searching for confirmation that I was joking. When he just gaped at her, she said, “Jeremiah never had anything to do with my business interests.”
Thump.
A distant explosion.
It took a second for the concussion to hit us, the way that thunder takes time to hit after the flash of lightning. The floor trembled under my feet. One of the bookshelves toppled over, spilling paperwork and pens everywhere.
Someone by the windows screamed.
I rushed toward the sound. Agent Bryce wasn’t hurt—she was just pale with shock, hands shaking as she stared out the window.
The night was on fire.
Pillars of flame gushed through the sky, splashing orange on the clouds and casting the world in false daylight. It looked a lot like the miniature pillars of fire still smoldering inside the circle on our lawn—but it had been multiplied in size a thousand times to tower over the entire city.
Still trembling, Agent Bryce showed me the picture she was holding. “We matched the bronzed statue from processing to that artifact.” She pointed to the lawn. “The witches stole a bigger version of the one on our lawn.”
No shit.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
MY TEAM BLAZED THROUGH Los Angeles in black SUVs with sirens screaming.
There’s no point pretending to be covert when you’ve got pillars of flame consuming the sky. Our PR department was going to have a hell of a time explaining this one away.
The blaze of flames turned night to daylight. The column was almost as thick as a house near the center, splitting into tentacles at cloud level. Chatter on the radio said that they had diverted air traffic, and good thing, too—those flames could have burned anything out of the sky. I’d have been worried about the freaking space station if it passed overhead.
My knuckles were white on the steering wheel as I ripped through freeway traffic. I squealed around a cluster of cars that had stopped in the middle of the lane, swerved across a median, raced to catch up with another SUV’s taillights.
As we approached the pillar of flame, the car seemed to get hotter and hotter. Between the summer heat, that fire, and the close quarters, it had to be getting close to a hundred degrees in the SUV. The air conditioning couldn’t put a dent in it.
“The helicopters have placed it almost directly to our east.” That came from Agent Bryce in the passenger’s seat. Suzy had been too weak to get up from her desk—and she’d tried, trust me. So Agent Bryce was working at the dashboard computer, nailing down coordinates.
But she wasn’t talking to me. She didn’t need to. I could see the map on the dash, too.
She was communicating with Aniruddha in the lead vehicle. It was bad enough having to hit the road with Agent Bryce. Even worse to go with fucking Aniruddha. I’d rather have faced an entire coven of bloodthirsty maniacs on my own.
Bryce pointed at the next exit. “Here!”
I had to cut across four lanes of traffic to make it in time.
The primary column erupted from a small theater set among restaurants that looked like they hadn’t passed a health inspection in decades. The roof’s debris were scattered over the pavement.
The Union had arrived before us and were evacuating the block. Didn’t look like there were many people to remove. Most people weren’t stupid enough to stick around when fire rained upon Los Angeles.
I parked behind Aniruddha, ripped the sunglasses off of the visor, and jumped out. Agent Bryce was only steps behind me.
Just standing on the street outside the theater made my arm hairs curl from the heat. It was a hundred times bigger, hotter, and louder than the firestorm made at the OPA offices. I had to put on the sunglasses to be able to look at it sideways. Felt like a tool wearing those at night.
“Keep your head down,” Aniruddha barked at me.
I couldn’t help but glance up once he said that. There were helicopters above—looked like we had news choppers playing keep-away with the flaming tentacles. Those pilots had serious gonads.
Alfredo, one of the Union kopides, emerged from the front door of the theater. The black uniform clung to him with sweat.
“Any sign of Killick?” I shouted over the roar of the flames.
“I couldn’t get close enough to tell,” he said. “The whole stage is burning. We need witches to dismantle this before we can move in safely.”
“On it,” said Agent Bryce. Her arms were wrapped around a steel case from the SUV. It was a ritual-in-a-box—everything we needed to cast another containment circle.
This was part of life with the Magical Violations Department. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d gotten too close to a deadly spell for comfort. I’d dodged curses that could flay the skin from a man’s bones. Once, I’d even managed to dismantle a spell that was set to blow up half of Los Angeles. The other agents had bought me drinks every week at our favorite bar for weeks after that.
Going after spells like this never stopped being terrifying. It never got easy.
It also usually never involved risk of getting barbecued while the whole city watched.
“We’ll make sure nobody enters or escapes while you work,” Alfredo said. “Good luck.”
I jammed the Bluetooth earpiece into place. “If you hear horrible screams, it’s probably because we’ve died a fiery death. Bring marshmallows.”
Agent Bryce laughed weakly. Aniruddha just looked ill.
We headed inside.
The theater was one big room, no lobby in the front. As soon as we passed the tiny ticket booth by the entrance, we were in the audience. The padding on the seats was gray with ash, the paint on the walls was peeling, and the whole stage was on fire. It seared my eyes through the sunglasses. Couldn’t look directly at it.
No wonder Alfredo had looked so dazed. There was no way we’d be able to get any closer to the center of the flames. Not without protective suits. We were witches, not fucking fire salamanders.
Aniruddha was thinking the same thing. He backed away. “We’ve got to cast the containment spell on the sidewalk outside.”
“While the news choppers film?” I asked. “Are you fucking stupid?”
“I have something,” Agent Bryce said. “Wait—I can fix this, just give me a second…”
She set the case down, opened it up, extracted a couple of charms. Calling them “charms” was generous. They were rubber balloons, like the kind you get at birthday parties, inflated to the point of straining.
Agent Bryce lobbed one at me. It struck the center of my chest and exploded.
“Hey!”
Magic gushed out of the balloon, carried by the oils inside. It stunk like amaranth and betony mixed with horse shit—pretty foul.
But by the time I stopped sneezing into my sleeve, I felt cool. Like I’d jumped into a pool of water fully clothed.
Bryce threw the second one at Aniruddha, then used the third on herself. “They’re protective charms,” she explained. “I picked them up from the supply room before we left. It won’t keep us from catching fire, but it should make it easier to approach the flames.”
She was a beautiful genius. I would have kissed her if she hadn’t looked like my ex-girlfriend’s stepmother.
The charms hadn’t just cooled me down a few degrees. It had altered my vision, dimming the room to a comfortable level.
Now I could see the statue at the center of the flames. The ugly bronzing had been stripped from the statue, exposing its stone innards. It was shaped like a crouching fat man with a hanging belly. Horns erupted from his hair and curved around his jowls.
The horns weren’t his only prominent feature, though. He was hung like a sperm whale. Must have been an idol for a specific god. A god who was insecure about his manliness.
I’d have to show pictures to Suzy if I survived the theater. She’d get a good laugh out of it.
I jumped over the railing alongside the seats and landed in front of the stage.
Agent Bryce tossed the spell box down to me, then took the long way down, winding through the seats to reach the floor. By the time she and Aniruddha reached me, I’d already placed the first of the crystals in a crescent on the floor below the stage.
We’d have to get up on stage, behind the fire, in order to complete the circle.
“Thumb wrestle?” I suggested to Aniruddha.
“I’m not going back there.” Despite the charm, he was swimming in his own sweat. I didn’t think it was just the heat. Aniruddha had worked up a nervous sweat. Could definitely see why Suzy would find that attractive.
I wasn’t going to make Agent Bryce get up on the stage.
That left me.
Tucking the other crystals under my arm, I climbed up the stairs, sticking to the edge of the wings.
My Bluetooth headset crackled when I got close to the fire. The magic was too strong for me to get a signal and kept me from talking to the Union.
It was interfering with my ability to breathe, too. Had to finish the circle and get out before my unfortunate allergy got too bad.
The first position for the crystals I carried was easy to reach. I placed a crystal and candle at four o’clock and moved on.
The second position was harder. I had to get all the way behind the flames.
I edged along the wings, staying as far from the fire as possible. The position gave me a really good view of the hole in the roof. It was kind of pretty, looking up at that. The fire was white-blue at the center, touched with orange around the edges. With the way it moved, it looked like something organic.
“Stop right there, Agent Hawke.”
The voice came from behind me.
Shit.
I’d let myself get distracted and hadn’t even searched the wings.
Lifting my hands, I turned slowly to see Jeremiah Killick—formerly known as Gareth Milbourne—aiming a gun at me.
He was in pretty rough shape. His pinstriped suit was drenched in blood and ash. He’d obviously visited the scene of the last sacrifice before heading this way.
But he wasn’t working alone. Two other witches emerged from the darkness behind him. One of them was part of Lenox’s attack witch team—an older woman who was still wearing the bells that marked her as a member of the Half Moon Bay Coven.
The other witch was the red-haired guy named Murray, the one who worked for Domingo. He’d probably done the most recent sacrifices. He was still holding a knife covered in drying blood.
Killick extended out a hand toward me. “I’ll take that crystal!”
And give up our only chance to contain the fire? Not a chance in hell.
I edged away from the wings, trying to place myself so I could signal to Agent Bryce.
Killick shot the stage between my feet. The crack of the gunshot was loud, but not so loud anyone would be able to hear it over the fire.
“Don’t move!” he yelled, aiming the gun at my face again.
I froze.
Murray took the crystal from my hands, and I let him.
“Trigger it, Linda!” Killick barked.
The older woman opened her hands to the fire. She spoke a quick mantra, a few short words that I couldn’t hear over the flames.
The pillar twisted, spiraled, narrowed.
All those different columns shrank and withdrew into the theater. Killick grabbed me by the collar and dragged me away from the fire so that they wouldn’t touch me.
One by one, the pillars folded inward, forming arcing lines that reminded me of a rose. A deadly, flaming rose of death. Once the points touched at the center, a single pillar exploded from the statue—this time aiming straight down into the stage. It punched through the wood and into the basement.
“What’s it doing?” I asked.
“It’s searching for blood,” Killick shouted over the roaring of the flames as they swirled. The fire was getting louder as the spell advanced. “Five deaths to find the book!”
I had to yell back at him to even hear myself. “What book?”
“You should know, Agent Hawke! It’s your blood!”
Killick sounded insane.
Any spell that involved my blood couldn’t be good, though.
The pillar of flame melted the earth below the basement into a hot slurry. It was widening, turning half the theater into a crater.
Inside all of that fire, the statue’s eyes opened.
I know that sounds fucking crazy. I doubted my sanity when I saw it, and I was the one looking at the goddamn thing. Stone doesn’t move. It doesn’t peel its eyelids open, turn its head, and focus on one of the witches desperately attempting to contain it.
But that’s what it looked like to me.
Since I was already taking a fast trip down crazy lane, it wasn’t that much more of a stretch to think that the statue recognized me. I felt like I recognized it, too. We were separated by petals of fire, yet connected at our cores, and it electrified my whole body to see it.
Something about that statue spoke to a power dormant inside of me, evoking a kind of magic I’d never felt before.
Then the fire stopped moving.
The column of flames wasn’t dancing anymore, wasn’t growing or melting or anything else. The roar had gone silent. It was frozen like a photograph.
The gaping crater underneath the statue was bright and wide open, waiting for Killick to act.
The high priest nudged me. “Go to the statue.”
It wasn’t like I could argue with him at gunpoint.
I walked up to the edge of the newly formed crater. It was hot, almost too hot, even with Bryce’s charm protecting me.
The magical fire connected the belly of the well-endowed statue to a point in the earth fifty feet under the theater’s basement. It seemed small now that I was looking at it from above.
“Agent Hawke!”
That was Aniruddha’s voice.
I could see the other agents around the edge of the fire now that it had stopped moving. In front of the stage, Aniruddha and Agent Bryce had set up an altar using the spell-in-a-box case. Magic haloed both of them in white light.
They would have been ready to close the containment circle…if Murray hadn’t taken the final crystal from me.
Killick lifted the gun enough that they’d be able to see it. “If you move, I’ll kill him!”
“Try threatening them with something they won’t like,” I muttered. Bryce wouldn’t be happy if I was dead, but Aniruddha would probably throw a ticker-tape parade.
“Climb into the borehole, Agent Hawke,” Killick said.
I twisted around to stare at him in disbelief. “The borehole? You mean the flaming, million-degree borehole that will turn me into witch dust if I touch it? That borehole?”
“Witch dust or paralyzed for life,” Killick said, digging the gun into my spine.
“Yeah, sign me up for paralysis.”
He huffed. “It won’t actually burn you. Go down and get the key.”
“Make your friends do it,” I said. They were standing nearby, still holding my crystal, still preventing me from closing that goddamn containment circle.
Killick shoved the gun into my back. Hard.
I lost traction on the edge of the stage and skidded down into the borehole. The debris formed a wall that was nearly vertical. My stomach dropped out as I tumbled head over feet and slipped right into the fire.
I was surrounded by brilliant blue light hotter than the sun. I threw my arms over my head in vain, trying to protect myself from the magical fire.
A shout of pain escaped me before I actually felt any pain.
And then I realized there wasn’t any pain at all.
Slowly, I lowered my arms and lifted my head. I was on my knees at the bottom of the crater. The ground was melted around me, still molten and white-hot, yet somehow hard enough to support my weight.
The fire hadn’t just frozen in time. The whole borehole seemed to have been removed from reality. I might as well have been standing in the Holodeck version of a fire, bright but harmless.
“Huh,” I said.
Squinting up at Killick, I saw that he still had his gun aimed at me. Probably not a good time to make any sudden motions. Drawing the Desert Eagle was also probably a bad idea.
I searched the ground around me. Something shiny jutted out of the molten earth two feet away.
A key.
The metal was platinum-white and cool to the touch. It was a key the size of my hand. Small, but impossibly heavy. Olympic barbell heavy. I struggled to pick it up.
The craftsmanship was beautiful. The flat end was covered in curlicues, while the tip was much simpler. Elegant.
This was Mejía work. I could tell.
Don’t ask me how.
“Get up, quickly,” Killick called down from the stage. “Before the fire starts burning again.”
I tucked the key into my belt and climbed.
About two seconds after I rolled back onto the relative safety of the stage, the fire started moving—slowly at first, then faster and faster, until the flames were licking at the roof at full speed. The pillar reached back toward the sky. The temperature climbed.
“Wait,” I rasped. My throat was dry, lips cracked. “If you’ve got the key, why’s it still tunneling?”
“There’s more hidden deeper in the earth,” Killick said. He wrenched the key out of my grasp. The fire reflected in his eyes, burning with more excitement than a nerd on the release day of a new Star Wars movie. “Finally. Finally. Wait until Lenox sees this.”
“Ha!” I said. “I knew she was guilty!”
A gunshot rang out.
A scream.
Linda, the female witch, hit the floor bleeding from her chest.
Aisha strode out of the wings behind her, swinging her gun around to aim at Murray. He only had an instant to open his mouth in a plea before she fired again.
Bang.
A hole appeared in his forehead.
Murray seemed to fall in slow motion. The last crystal for the containment circle tumbled out of his hands.
His body hit the stage first, and then the crystal followed. It exploded into a thousand fragments, gusting magic into the air and turning useless in an instant.
“Damn!” Killick swore, launching himself away from me.
Aisha fired a half-second too late. The bullet missed him, vanishing into the fire instead.
I got to my knees, drew my gun, tried to aim at him. His feet pounded against the stage as he raced into the wings. I popped off a couple of shots, but neither hit. Killick’s distraction had worked. He had already vanished outside.
Aisha hauled me to my feet. “Sorry I wasn’t faster!” The fire had worked itself up to its full fury again, forcing her to shout over its roar. She dragged me deeper into the wings to escape the heat.
“Your timing could be worse,” I said.
But it could have been better, too.
We couldn’t finish the containment circle and the fire was only growing.
Aisha shielded her eyes from the fire with a hand. Her hair was frizzing from the heat and sweat. “Who was that guy?”
“Killick,” I said. “The high priest who left before you joined the Half Moon Bay Coven. He’s behind all of this. He’s been sacrificing people, setting up the ritual, trying to get to some key.”
“Key?” she asked.
“Yeah, I have no idea. Don’t ask me.”
There was a side door that let us get off of the stage and back into the audience without having to approach the fire.
My fellow OPA agents were still by the altar.
“Did you place it?” Aniruddha asked.
“The crystal’s broken. We can’t finish the circle with this ritual now.” I kicked the side of the box. “We need another plan.”
“The fire’s growing,” Agent Bryce said, coughing into her arm. The ash was getting worse, too. “We should escape before the building collapses.”
“And let that thing burn the whole neighborhood? We can’t go anywhere,” I said.
“So what do we do?” Aniruddha asked.
“We close it another way.”
Suzy had only managed to contain the smaller version of the statue with a word of power, after all. The circle was wider and the statue was more powerful, but another word of power would have to work.
I didn’t know how to use words of power. Neither did Aniruddha and Bryce—I’d reviewed their files just that week, and that was well outside their abilities. We couldn’t close the circle like she had.
But Aisha could.
“I need you to use a word of power to close the containment circle,” I said.
Aisha looked at me like I was crazy. “I already used a word this week. Another one might kill me.”
Agent Bryce’s eyes brightened. “You could do it with our help.” She held a hand out.
Aisha grimaced, but she took Agent Bryce’s proffered hand, and then mine. I was the only one with a hand free to grab Aniruddha. Dude had sweaty palms. Pretty sick.
Once we were linked, I could feel the power flowing through all four of us. Agent Bryce was surprisingly strong. As strong as Aisha and Aniruddha combined.
Four witches wasn’t enough. I’d never heard of a single coven in the entire world that only had four witches, and for good reason—you either worked alone, or you gathered enough friends to round it out to a dozen.
But it had to work.
Magic throbbed around us as the fire grew to consume the entire stage. Using my grip on Aisha and Aniruddha, I pulled the group back a few rows, where we could almost breathe.
“Go, Aisha,” I said.
Her hand tightened on mine. “We could all die if this doesn’t work.”
“We’ll burn to death if you don’t.”
Aisha faced the flame, set her shoulders, and took a deep breath.
And then she spoke a word.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
I WOKE UP IN the crater.
It was a lot bigger than when Aisha’s word of power had knocked all four of us unconscious. As in, it took up the entire theater.
But the fact that I wasn’t on fire or otherwise dead seemed to be a pretty positive sign.
Call it a win.
My arms and face were covered in ash. I felt like I’d spent all day in an oven at low temperature, sucking the juices from my muscles and shriveling me into jerky. Sitting up with a groan, I found myself resting between Agent Bryce and Aisha, who were as coated in ash as I was.
Waking up between two ladies. Nice. Under other circumstances, I’d have had to mark that kind of day on my calendar.
Too bad it wasn’t that kind of day.
Aniruddha was in the crater, too. And so was the statue, which was now a formless gray lump at the lowest point of the crater. It was still burning hot, but the containment circle had clamped down on it tightly, keeping the fire inside a hemisphere of power no bigger than a car.
It provided enough light to tell that Killick wasn’t in the half-collapsed theater with us, alive or dead.
“Fuck,” I grumbled, clambering to my feet.
My body didn’t hurt too bad, all things considered, but I felt like there was a hole in my gut. My magic had been drained. Aisha had taken everything for her word of power. It was going to be a long time before I’d be able to use magic again.
When I got up, the movement stirred Agent Bryce. She wiped a hand down her face, trying to clean off the ash. She only succeeded in smearing it around. “What happened?”
“It worked,” I said, giving her a hand up. “We’re alive.” I nudged Aniruddha in the side with my foot. Someone else might have called it a kick, but I didn’t break any ribs, so I wasn’t going to call it that. It was a nudge. All right?
Flashlights shone down at us.
“What’s your status?” It was Alfredo again. The Union had found us.
“We’re alive,” I called back. Somehow, against all odds, even though we’d almost been consumed by fire, we were alive. “Killick escaped. Did you catch him?”
“We didn’t see anyone escaping.”
Damn. They’d missed him.
“We need to search what’s left of the building,” I said. “Can you do that for me? Thanks.”
Their voices mumbled, receded.
Aisha was on her feet now, too. She looked the worst of all of us. Her skin was the same color as the ash in the theater and exhaustion made her waver on unstable legs. “This isn’t over,” she rasped. “Killick’s going to be back.”
“I know,” I said.
I was counting on it.
Alfredo returned and dropped a rope down into the crater. I grabbed the end, used it to climb out.
The theater was totaled. Only the topmost row of seats had survived. Everything else was a pile of debris, including the skeleton of the walls. I could see outside onto the street, where the Union was using yellow tape to hold back reporters and gawkers.
No wonder it hadn’t taken Alfredo long to search the building. There wasn’t any building to search.
“Did you find anyone?” I asked as he dropped the rope down again to pull up Aniruddha.
“No, sir,” Alfredo said. “Killick is gone.”
My Bluetooth earpiece beeped. I’d forgotten I was wearing it, so the sound startled me.
“Excuse me,” I said, stepping out of the wreckage of the theater.
The earpiece beeped again before I managed to push the button.
“You have to get out of there, Cèsar.” That was Suzy’s voice.
She was alive. The word of power hadn’t killed her. Another one of the night’s victories. “What are you doing on this line?” I asked. “Don’t tell me you’re at the office when you should be sleeping.”
“Get to the hospital. Right now.”
“But I feel fine,” I said. “Nothing that drinking a few gallons of Powerade and a long shower won’t fix.”
She made an exasperated sound. “It’s not about you. It’s about your brother. I think I know where Killick went.”
 
 

St. Agathon’s was under lockdown when I arrived.
Never a good sign.
My FBI badge got me through the front door. The main lights were off, leaving nothing but the glow of the red emergency lights to illuminate my path.
The elevators were dead, too. It took me too long to get up the stairwell to the ward Domingo was in. Everyone was rushing between floors using those goddamn stairs. It made for a traffic jam of apocalyptic proportions.
Finally, I hit his floor and kept running. The hallway doors that were normally locked hung open. Nurses were talking in clusters, too busy to notice me.
I caught Dr. Rashida by the nurses’ station.
“What happened here?” I asked.
Her hair was coming out of her bun, flying around her shoulders. “There were some noises—the generator—” She cut herself off. “I’m sorry, Mr. Hawke, but I have work to do.” She rushed away without looking back.
I slammed through the door to Domingo’s hospital room.
The curtain had been yanked down from the track. It puddled on the floor, sticky and black. Blood spattered the walls. The window was covered in a spider web of cracks. The couch against the wall had been upended, splinters of wood jutting from the wall as if its frame had exploded.
Kind of looked like there were pieces of two separate dead bodies in all that wreckage, but it was hard to tell. There weren’t many big pieces left.
And in the core of calm at the center of it all sat my family.
Pops and Domingo were encircled by a circle of power. There was no visible sign of it—no line of salt, no candles, no crystals. Nothing. The only way I could tell it existed was because the debris stopped abruptly in a two-foot radius around the hospital bed. Carnage on one side, shiny floors an inch away.
Domingo was still unconscious, but unhurt. The IV dripped saline into his veins and the monitor beeped in time with his heart, slow and steady.
Pops was kicked back beside his bed, reading Neuromancer. He didn’t look up when I came in.
“Did you blow the power?” I asked.
He waved vaguely in the direction of the bodies. “They did, with all their magic. You shouldn’t have bothered coming.” He licked his thumb and turned a page. “I have this covered.”
The bodies on the ground looked female, judging by what little remained of their clothing. Pops didn’t share my hesitance when it came to killing women—not if they’d earned it. That meant Killick wasn’t among the dead.
If the high priest hadn’t come to the hospital to kill my brother, then where was he?
I turned to leave.
Killick stood behind me.
Oh, for fuck’s sake.
My reaction time was good, but not that good. I hadn’t drawn my gun earlier to avoid alarming the nurses, so it took time to pop the strap, pull it out of the holster, lift it to shoot.
By that time, Killick had already punched me in the gut.
The breath whooshed out of me. He ripped the Desert Eagle from my hands as I fell to my knees, then struck me across the jaw. Magic erupted when his knuckles contacted my face.
It didn’t hurt and I couldn’t sneeze. I felt nothing at all.
My whole body was frozen.
Killick approached Domingo’s bed. The metal key jutted from his back pocket. There was a second piece of metal in his other pocket, one shaped like a flat disc. Another Mejía artifact. That was what had frozen me where I kneeled.
Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Pops setting down the paperback and standing up to meet this new foe. I wanted to shout a warning, wanted to tell him that he was in danger, but I could only groan.
Pops seemed to get the hint. “You’re the one after my boy.”
“And you’re the one who just slaughtered two members of my coven.” Killick tossed my gun onto the bed at Domingo’s feet.
“They started it,” Pops said with a shrug.
Killick took the key from the theater out of his pocket. “I’ll take my pound of flesh and be gone from here. I just need fresh Mejía blood, freely offered, and you won’t need to see me again.”
“You won’t get either of my sons volunteering blood.”
A faint smile from Killick. “I already have.”
Killick ripped the IV needle from Domingo’s arm. A bead of blood welled from the exit point. Killick touched the key to that blood.
The key glowed.
Domingo glowed, too. For an instant, his pallid skin shimmered like a jewel, which made him look real pretty. I’d have to pick on him for it later.
For now, I was just pissed.
If my brother had already volunteered his blood to Killick, then that meant they’d been in contact.
Everything fell into place.
Domingo had been working with a murderer and lied to me about it. He’d put my job on the line, along with both of our lives.
“There,” Killick said, grinning at the key. “That’s all I needed. Not so bad, is it?”
“I changed my mind,” Domingo croaked as the high priest stepped away. “I’m not willing.”
My brother was awake.
Five seconds too late to stop Killick from taking his blood, but he was awake.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Killick said, tucking the key into his pocket again. “Fortunately, we’ve both already gotten what we wanted out of this, so I won’t take it personally.”
“You tried to sacrifice me,” Domingo said. “That was never part of the deal.”
If I’d had any control over my body, I would have asked what deal he was talking about. Neither of them responded to my groans, though.
“You were her enforcer, her loyal minion,” Killick said with unnatural calm. “I don’t blame you for my ejection from the coven, no matter the part you played in it. I blame Lenox.” His upper lip twitched. He cracked his knuckles. “But I am still very, very angry with you, Domingo Hawke. Your blood would never have been enough on its own.”
Killick drew a gun and aimed it at Domingo.
Pops lifted his hand as he stepped forward. With a short incantation, his magic stopped Killick dead. It thrummed through the room, making the medical equipment vibrate, sending shivers through the puddles of blood on the floor.
His circle of power was still active. He was prepared to cast one of his trademark curses.
“Don’t touch my kids,” Pops said.
“Your ‘kid’ has lied, killed, and betrayed.” Killick’s arm muscles strained. He was still trying to move the gun, even as Pops’s magic pushed right on back. “He executed the Half Moon Bay Coven’s commands in Los Angeles for years. Then he turned on Lenox to leave with me, and now he’s turned on me, too. If anyone’s earned death, it’s Domingo Hawke.”
Killick’s arm twitched, aiming the gun an inch closer to Domingo’s head.
Pops shoved with all the force of his will.
A silent explosion rocked the room. The light fixture swayed. The IV bag pulsed like a drum.
Killick staggered, doubling over.
When he lifted his head again, blood streamed from his hairline and right nostril.
That was dark magic. Powerful magic. And here my grandpa was, wielding that power like it was something he did on a daily basis.
Killick gave a dry laugh. “You’re the Hawke I should have hired, aren’t you?”
“I don’t need money,” Pops said serenely.
But even though he sounded chill, I could see him cracking. His hand was shaking. He’d emptied himself stopping the assassins and didn’t have much left to deal with the priest.
I couldn’t help him. I was empty, too.
See, this is why witches carry guns. At least you can load up on extra ammunition. Can’t load up on extra magic.
I tried to catch Domingo’s eye, silently demanding that he get out of the goddamn hospital bed and help Pops. But either he was wimping out or he was still too weak from the arsenic poisoning. Domingo wasn’t moving.
Killick strained against Pops’s magic. Sweat trickled down my grandpa’s jaw.
“I’m going to break through your magic in a few seconds. I can think of a thousand things to do with this much Mejía blood, if I drain both of your boys,” Killick said softly. “Or you can release me, I’ll kill only Domingo, and then leave.”
“You can’t have either of them,” Pops said.
But Killick wasn’t bluffing.
The remaining magic in the circle strained, then snapped.
Pops lost control. He dropped at Killick’s feet and the high priest swung the gun around to aim at him instead of Domingo. He was smart. He knew who the real threat was.
“Don’t!” Domingo shouted.
Killick tried to fire with the muzzle aimed squarely at Pops’s head.
His gun clicked.
It had jammed. Killick looked at his gun in confusion, frowning.
I wasn’t confused. I knew exactly why it had jammed.
Lenox had arrived with a curse of her own.
The high priestess of the Half Moon Bay Coven entered the room and touched my shoulder. The magic holding me like a statue lifted. “There you go, Agent Hawke.” She smiled coolly. “Good to see you too, Domingo.”
“Lenox,” he said in a way that was much less friendly. “Nice work on the gun.”
“We would have been faster, but these spells take time to cast.” Several members of the Half Moon Bay Coven were in the hallway behind her, working furiously on scrubbing the circle they’d just cast so that they could make a fresh one.
This spell wouldn’t just unravel Killick’s magic and jam his gun. Whatever they cast now would be deadly.
It was easy to spot the divorced couple in the room. Even without magic involved, the way that Lenox and Killick glared at each other looked like it should have set the room on fire.
“You never could let me have a goddamn thing for myself,” Killick said.
Lenox gave a short laugh. “What is it you’re trying to get for yourself now, exactly? Making another lame power play? There are no artifacts on this Earth strong enough to make you anything but impotent.”
“We’ll see if you’re still mouthing off once I’ve unlocked that box,” Killick said.
They were so wrapped up in each other that he didn’t even notice when I stood up, backing to the doorway.
Aisha was among the witches casting outside. They’d taken over the entire hallway. That was going to be hard for the OPA to gloss over with the mundane hospital administration.
“Here,” she hissed, sliding her gun across the floor to me.
Her firearm was smaller than I was used to. Felt awkward to wrap my fingers around it. But the safety was easy to find, and the trigger was on the same spot as any other gun.
Lenox and Killick were still talking.
“You’re pathetic, Jeremiah, and you’ll always be pathetic,” she said. “I didn’t know you were pathetic enough to attempt to slip arsenic in the well at my house, though—which didn’t work.”
“What’s the arsenic for anyway?” I asked, holding the gun behind my back so Killick couldn’t see it. “I never found a spell that used both arsenic and rowan.”
“The poison has nothing to do with Killick’s pentagram, if that’s what you’re asking. It’s a weaselly way to murder. He’s too yellow-bellied to risk killing someone face to face,” Lenox spat.
Killick’s cheeks purpled. “Oh yeah? Is that what you think? That I can’t murder someone with my own two hands?” He shoved his gun against Pops’s head. “Let me show you!”
I fired my gun first.
The fact that I shot at Killick at all, without hesitation, shocked me as much as the sound. It was deafening in such a small room.
What shocked me even more was that I moved the gun an inch at the last second.
Instead of shooting Killick in the stomach, like my first instinct had told me to do, I shot him in the thigh. The leg buckled underneath him. He fell hard.
I was on top of him an instant later, leaning my knee on his spine, twisting his arms behind his back.
I’d picked up my handcuffs while at the office earlier that night, and I snapped them over Killick’s wrists with no small amount of satisfaction. The cuffs were warded to prevent Killick from casting magic. In my custody, he was, as Lenox had said, impotent.
“Finish him off, Cèsar,” Domingo growled.
He wanted me to kill. He wanted me at his level.
I was too disgusted to even respond.
Killick wasn’t going anywhere for the moment. I left him on the floor and helped Pops to his feet. The fact that my grandpa let me assist him at all meant he was even more beaten than he showed.
“You’re not bad at what you do, son,” Pops said, patting me on the shoulder.
Was someone cutting onions in the hospital? Jesus.
I accepted his almost-hug the way that real men do, which meant I didn’t make eye contact and stepped back as soon as I got the chance. “Yeah, thanks.” I tried not to look at Domingo, either, but there was no missing his stunned expression out of the corner of my eye. Pops had never complimented him like that.
Killick groaned at my feet. I hauled him off of the floor, keeping a tight grip on his elbow.
“You’re going somewhere very dark for a very long time, ‘Gareth,’” I said. “Hope you’ve enjoyed the sun while you could.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you,” Killick said.
The cuffs jangled.
He’d gotten them off while I was distracted by Pops.
Lenox took a step back, white with shock. “Jeremiah!”
His fists lifted as he lunged at her. He had to know he was sunk—there was no way he’d be able to take down his ex-wife without the entire coven in the hallway killing him. He just didn’t seem to care anymore.
Bang!
A gunshot rang out in the hospital room.
Killick never reached Lenox. He stumbled, skidded, fell to the hospital floor.
Dead.
Domingo held my gun in both hands. And his aim wasn’t just better than mine—his resolve was better, too.
He’d shot Killick squarely in the temple.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
“THE POWER OUTAGE CONTINUES through much of western Los Angeles as the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power performs repairs on the gas lines after last night’s colorful eruption.” The news channel showed a picture of the flames. The photo had been altered—instead of fire reaching to the clouds, it was only a couple stories tall. Big, but not apocalypse-big. “It’s not certain how long gas will remain unavailable, but electricity is expected to be available by this afternoon.”
There were mild memory modification spells in the newscast. I could hear it as a hum rolling underneath the volume of the anchors’ voices. It would sound to a layman like an audio problem, but I recognized it for what it was.
People who heard that noise wouldn’t forget what they’d seen the night before, but they wouldn’t think or talk about it, either. The memories would be dimmed. Uninteresting. I’d have been surprised if anyone was even discussing the event come sundown.
I was mostly immune, of course. Nothing could make me forget what I’d been through.
At least not until my scorched eyebrows grew back.
On the bright side, I didn’t feel the urge to sneeze at all from that magic. My weird head cold seemed to have passed and my allergies were back to a normal level of embarrassment.
The news switched to another story. Pops turned the TV off. “Fuck ‘em. Only idiots buy that crap.”
“Most people buy it,” I said. “Our magic’s pretty good.”
“You kidding? I felt it all over the show. Nobody’s got a sense of subtlety in their art these days.” He spit into the hospital’s sink in distaste, like he needed to get the taste of magic out of his mouth.
It wasn’t real surprising that the OPA wasn’t good enough for his approval. If his own flesh and blood couldn’t get it, some government agency wouldn’t, either.
Domingo’s room had been cleaned up since the night before. It was impressive what Lenox’s coven could do when unleashed. Between the dozen pairs of hands they’d brought to the hospital, a couple of mops, and a carefully orchestrated cleaning spell, there wasn’t a single drop of blood left behind.
The Half Moon Bay Coven was almost as efficient at making crimes disappear as the OPA.
Good thing they weren’t the bad guys after all.
“I’m going home to take a shower,” Pops said, stuffing the last of his spell supplies into his duffel bag again. “Then I’m going to clean your old bedroom, Domingo. And as soon as you check out, you’re going to come to me. You got that?”
Domingo was still watching the blank TV. He didn’t reply.
“I’ll pick him up when he checks out,” I said.
“Yeah, you will.” Pops snapped his fingers in front of Domingo’s face, forcing him to pay attention. “Hey. Look at me. Did you hear what I said? You’re going to spend the next few months with me. However long it takes to knock some sense into your fool head.”
“I heard you,” Domingo said dully.
Pops grunted. Slung the duffel bag over his shoulder. Patted me on the back. “See you later, Cèsar.”
And then he was gone.
Domingo and I were alone. Finally.
There was a chair beside Domingo’s bed for visitors. I didn’t take it. Didn’t want to be that close to him.
But I couldn’t leave until we talked.
“Let me get this straight,” I said, pacing at the foot of his bed. “You were a member of the Half Moon Bay Coven—not high priest of a coven you started—and you defected with Killick when he got kicked out for being a murderer.”
Domingo glared at his hands in his lap. “There’s always two sides to a story.”
“Let me hear the side of the story that doesn’t make it sound like you aligned yourself with a homicidal maniac.”
“Killick’s not a maniac. He just doesn’t care how he gets the job done.”
“But you should. You should, and you don’t. You killed Aisha’s brother when he crossed paths with Killick.”
Domingo fiddled with the IV taped to his wrist. His arms were mottled with bruises. Looked like it had taken a few tries to stick another vein after Killick had pulled the first needle out. “I don’t know who Aisha is, but sure. I’ve killed a few people before.”
I’d been hoping he’d deny it. I’d been hoping so hard that I probably would have even believed him.
“Who else?” I asked.
“Witches,” he said. “Soldiers in a war.”
“Human beings. Fuck, Domingo.” I wanted to smash, wanted to rip and tear and break things. I settled for sitting in the chair next to him and gripping the bedrail tightly. “Stealing was one thing, but this… Why?”
“Our blood’s special,” Domingo said. “It’s worth money. And I needed money. Sofia cleaned me out when she left. You know how much the divorce courts favor women? You have any idea how much spousal support I have to pay that bitch?”
“That’s your wife you’re talking about.”
“Ex-wife.”
“You loved her, and she’s family,” I said. “Don’t talk about her like that.” He tried to speak again, but I didn’t let him. “What did Killick pay you for your blood?”
“A lot,” Domingo said. “More money than you can even dream about.”
“I hope it was worth it. Sofia only divorced you because you’d gotten into magic again. Didn’t she?”
Domingo’s jaw clenched. “Yeah, Sofia left me because of the coven. And Sofia is why I left with Killick. I’d just gotten divorced, he had an offer for me, and all he wanted was my blood. Mejía blood. Said he wanted to use it to make a better coven than Lenox’s.”
“And you ended up helping him sacrifice all those witches.”
“No,” Domingo said emphatically. “Everyone who got sacrificed? They were loyal to Killick. He poisoned them and used their deaths to fuel his spell. That’s goddamn sick.” As if killing strangers wasn’t sick. “I went into hiding with other members of the coven to keep Killick from getting them. I was trying to protect my people.”
I couldn’t listen to this anymore.
Pops was right. Domingo needed an intervention.
If it wasn’t already too late for him.
I checked my watch. “I’m going to work. I’ve gotta clean up your mess. But I’ll be back when you get discharged this afternoon, all right?”
Without waiting for him to answer, I went to the door.
Domingo spoke from behind me. “It’s so easy for you, ‘cause you’ve got no interest in money or power or blood. It’s not easy for all of us. Most people want things. It’s hard not to.”
I shut my eyes. Wished I could shut my ears, too. I didn’t want to hear anything else.
“It’s not that hard not to kill people, man,” I said. “It’s really not that goddamn hard.”
 
 

Fritz Friederling was leaning against the wall opposite the door when I left Domingo’s room.
Don’t ask me how he knew where to find me. The guy knew everything.
It looked like Fritz had just gotten back from his trip to Nevada. His cheeks were sunburned. His normally polished loafers were dusty. He’d rolled back into Los Angeles and immediately sought me out.
Too bad I didn’t want to talk to him.
I headed down the hall without acknowledging him, eyes on the linoleum. It felt like I’d died and my body was operating on its own. My brain had moved on, going somewhere dark, somewhere far away.
My kopis paced me. I couldn’t ignore him completely. The bond made sure of that.
Only a week apart, and I was already feeling weirdly happy to see him—happier than I had any right to be. Something to do with the sickness Aisha had talked about.
We got on an elevator. It was brown. The overhead light was flickering. I hit the button for the level with the parking garage.
“How much of our conversation did you hear?” I finally asked.
“Most of it,” Fritz said.
“You know what Domingo did.” It wasn’t a question. Hell, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Fritz had known before Killick tried to burn down Los Angeles. “Gonna have him arrested?”
“Do you want him to be arrested?”
I looked at him again. Really looked at him. His shirt was untucked, collar sticking up, eyes bruised with exhaustion. He looked as sick and tired as I felt.
“No,” I said.
“I won’t report anything.”
I wanted to thank him for that. He was the director, even more responsible for upholding the OPA’s laws than I was. It meant a lot that he’d keep it to himself.
The words wouldn’t come out. I felt too heavy.
He rested his hand on my shoulder, just for a second. Silently sympathizing.
Then the doors opened and we were at the parking garage. I ran my hands through my hair, took a deep breath, shook out my arms. I was tense. Didn’t feel good.
It would hurt to carry around this much anger.
Normally, I’d let it go. I didn’t hang on to feelings that weren’t helpful. Like when I’d killed the half-succubus assassin in my apartment—I hadn’t felt good about that. Never felt good killing a woman, even if she had demon blood.
But I’d let it go.
I couldn’t let Domingo go, dammit.
I’d keep this anger for his sake. I’d use it to fuel me. And I’d be back to deal with Domingo later—after he was out of the hospital, once he was living with Pops and the ghosts of what he’d done were haunting him. That was when my anger would be useful.
He deserved at least that much.



 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
BY THE TIME FRITZ and I got back to the theater, agents from the Magical Violations Department had dug another couple hundred feet into the ground.
It was pretty impressive how fast the OPA could get work done when it wanted to. We made murderers disappear into black bags before you had time to blink, and we could clear a ritual scene in the time it took most people to have lunch.
Digging a big hole was nothing for us, even when it had to be done covertly.
It helped that we had the flaming statue up and running again.
Suzy was monitoring the containment circle, cast in a tight radius surrounding the flaming crater. It was good to see her working. Only a day after she’d drained herself and she was back at it. Made me optimistic that I might be back to brewing potions soon, too.
The containment circle was open at the bottom, allowing the statue to dig into the soil without damaging the rest of the building. All that flame was pretty cool to see—especially now that it was safely walled off with magic. The OPA had built scaffolding around the sturdier parts of the theater so that we could look into the crater safely.
“We had that statue in our custody for weeks before Killick needed it,” I said. “Big damn coincidence.”
“Not really,” Fritz said. “We never caught the amateur archaeologists who unearthed it. It must have been Killick. If I’d known it would become this much trouble, I wouldn’t have shuffled that case to the bottom of the to-do list, but I didn’t have time to focus on it with the summit.”
Agent Bryce climbed onto the scaffold with us. “We have the results of the soil analysis, sir,” she said by way of greeting.
I held my hand out. “Thanks.”
She gave me an apologetic smile and handed the analysis to Fritz.
“Hoping to keep my job, Cèsar?” he asked, skimming the page.
I tried to shrug it off. I also tried to pretend my face didn’t get all hot. Suzy may have been right to tease me for my attitude, but I would never, ever admit that aloud.
“Just got into the habit of being the one everyone calls sir.”
“Then tell me what you think of this, sir.” Fritz passed the page to me.
I gave it a quick read. “How is this possible? If the organic matter in the soil underneath the theater is over six thousand years old…who buried it? Demons?” And why the hell had I thought that the key had been the work of the Mejía family? We hadn’t been around for six thousand years, that was for certain.
“No, I don’t think it was demons.” Fritz actually looked disturbed. Genuinely disturbed. “I need to make some phone calls.”
He headed outside with his Blackberry, brushing past Aisha as she entered. Fritz turned to watch her walk away from him. Apparently we had very similar taste in women.
Fritz lifted his eyebrows at me when he realized that Aisha was headed my way, radiating silent approval.
Aisha had a temporary OPA security badge clipped to her belt. She was almost dressed like a normal human being in jean shorts and a tunic long enough to hide her gun—no leather in sight. I could see the bulge at the small of her back when she edged through the doorway.
I was glad to see her. Pretty weird, considering she’d bludgeoned me once. All the life-saving made up for that.
“How’s it going?” I asked. “Feeling good that your case is done?”
“Pretty damn good, yeah.” Aisha peered over the railing at the crater. “I’m not sure this artifact is in better hands, though.”
“Going to infiltrate the OPA next? Spend a few years stalking us from the inside?”
She barked a laugh. “No way, hell no, and also fuck no. I’m getting back to Driver. I’m sick of being sick.” She glanced at Fritz’s back. He was making his call on the sidewalk outside. “How about you? Feeling good to be back with your kopis?”
“No,” I lied.
“Well, keep an eye on the OPA for me. Will you? Make sure that thing doesn’t see the light of day after this.” She jerked a thumb at the statue.
She didn’t have to ask me. I’d already been planning on the same thing.
The Mejía artifact—if it was a Mejía artifact—was too dangerous for anyone to have.
“You were right about Domingo,” I said. “Look, I’m…I’m sorry. For everything. He’s not going to do any of that again. I’m going to make sure of that.”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” She sighed. “My brother shouldn’t have been tangled in these covens anyway. There’s bad blood among the witches around here. They’re trouble, all of them.” The corner of Aisha’s mouth twitched as she studied me. “Well, most of them.”
I leaned an elbow on the railing, giving her a once-over. The shorts were better than leather pants. “How long you got before you leave town? Because, you know, if you’d want to grab coffee…”
Aisha laughed again. “No.”
Well, at least she wasn’t dancing around the refusal. Left no room for doubt. Also, it left no room for my sense of pride. “Is it because I work for the OPA?” I asked. “Or because I’m brothers with Domingo?”
She patted me on the cheek. “It’s because of your Y chromosome.”
“So you’re—oh. Yeah. Okay.” She didn’t look like a lesbian. She was way too pretty. “Are you sure you don’t want to give it a shot? Maybe I’d be the guy to change your mind.”
“A tool like you? I don’t think so.”
Ouch.
“You’re an angry person, Aisha,” I said. “You should try being less angry sometimes. Chill out. Take it easy.”
“I’ll take it under advisement.” Aisha glanced at her watch. “Listen, I have to get going. It’s a long way back to Canada.” She hesitated, then plunged on. “You’re welcome to come work with us. Driver’s got a good team, and I think you’d be an asset.”
“I thought my Y chromosome was a problem,” I said.
She rolled her eyes. “Just think about it. Working for the OPA is dangerous. There are alternatives.”
The idea of working with a rogue demon hunter rubbed me the wrong way. Kopides who operated outside of the OPA’s law were dangerous. They were responsible for more innocent deaths than demons sometimes.
But was it really worse than working for a company that might decide to kill me at any moment?
“I’ll think about it,” I said.
She handed me a business card. It said “DRIVER” in the middle with a tiny phone number underneath.
“Give us a call,” Aisha said.
The flames within the containment circle suddenly cut off. I leaned over the railing to look into the crater, but the statue had melted into the earth so deep that I couldn’t see the bottom. We already had guys pulling on harnesses so they could be dropped into it via pulley.
“Want to stick around for a few minutes and see what comes out of there?” I asked, turning back.
Aisha was already gone.
Damn. She was quiet.
Fritz rejoined me on the scaffolding, beckoning to Suzy at the bottom of the crater. “Send it up here. I want Cèsar to take a look.”
She gave him a thumbs-up in agreement.
“Where are you going?” I asked.
Fritz slid sunglasses on. “Meeting with upper management. They want a review of the case.” He shot me a look over the rims. “Would you rather go? This was your hard work.”
Upper management probably included Vice President Lucrezia de Angelis, who was another name on the “list of hot women who have tried to kill me.” It was a surprisingly long list. And a pretty good reminder about why I didn’t want a promotion anytime soon.
“You have fun with that. I’ll send you pictures of whatever we’ve dug up.”
“Don’t take any photos,” Fritz said in a low voice. “This won’t be going on the official record.” He pulled a box out of his jacket, like the kind that men’s neckties are sold in at Wal-Mart, and hesitated before handing it to me. It was heavier than lead. I was so surprised that I almost dropped it. “Be careful.”
With that ominous warning, he left.
Suzy had the artifact wrapped in a tarp before it was carried up to me. I directed the men to take it to the trunk of my SUV and then leave.
I unwrapped the tarp as soon as everyone had gone back inside.
The artifact was a box. Just a big stone box with two locks. It had been engraved with symbols much like the ones on the key. I weighed the gift Fritz had given me in my hand, and I knew what he wanted me to do.
He’d returned the key to me so I could open the box, alone and off the record.
I made sure that nobody was looking before taking the key out. It only worked on one of the locks, which clicked open as soon as the key contacted it. The other lock remained closed.
Was I going to have to kill five people and perform a big, messy ritual to find a second key? That didn’t seem right at all.
No, I was pretty sure I already had the second key.
I pressed my hand against the side of the box hard enough that my hand bled.
When my blood contacted the stone, we both glowed. Just for a second. Same way that Domingo had when he’d touched that key.
The second lock popped open.
I startled at the quiet click it made, then laughed at myself. It wasn’t like I was opening the Ark of the Covenant. It was just some ancient box of indeterminate origin that an evil high priest wanted to obtain for ultimate power that happened to react with my family’s blood. No big deal.
Wiping the rest of my blood off on my pants, I lifted the lid.
There was a single piece of yellowing paper inside the box.
“Hey, you opened it,” Suzy said, appearing at my back.
I slipped the paper into my jacket before turning. “Hey, Suze. You’re looking better.”
“Yeah, I’m up for almost killing myself with another word of power again. Can’t wait.” She pushed me aside to look at the box. “Empty?”
“It must be some kind of joke,” I said.
“Or else someone got here and emptied it first.” The look she was giving me, I almost thought that she knew I’d taken the paper.
I shrugged. “Hard to say.” Stepping back, I slammed the door to the SUV shut.
“I’ll take it to processing,” Suzy said.
I grabbed the keys out of her hand. “I’ve got it. Mind supervising the site cleanup?”
“That’s an order, isn’t it?” She snorted. “You’re going to have to tell me what’s going on later.”
I forced a smile. “Yeah.”
She walked away. My smile died.
I got behind the wheel of the SUV, disabled the dashboard computer, disconnected the tracking devices, and drove away.
Like Fritz said—that box wasn’t going on the record.
 
 

I dumped the box at Fritz’s house before returning to the hospital. Then I sat in the parking garage to wait for Domingo.
While I waited, I read the yellowed note.
The paper didn’t look six thousand years old. Neither did the writing on the inside. It was in English—modern English, readable English—and had been scrawled in penmanship that wasn’t much better than mine.
The note said, “Sorry to disappoint, but I’ve taken the book. I got impatient for genesis. The gang’s getting together, can’t wait to meet you.” And it was signed with initials: “N.F.”
Someone else had opened the box, taken whatever book was inside, and replaced it with that note.
How someone could have gotten to that box without burning down Los Angeles was beyond me. Sacrificing five people without anyone noticing—that was possible. But the fire couldn’t have been hidden easily.
I suspected Domingo would know.
It was five in the afternoon now. He should have already checked out and come to find me in the garage.
Sticking the note in my jacket, I headed inside and took the elevator to Domingo’s ward.
I stopped short in the door to his room.
A nurse was making the bed.
Everything that had belonged to Domingo, Pops, and me—including my tattered old copy of Neuromancer—was already gone. “Hey, where’d this patient go?” I asked, rapping my knuckles on the doorway.
The nurse frowned. “Who are you?” She hadn’t seen me with Domingo. She didn’t know she could talk to me.
“Hello, Mr. Hawke.” It was Dr. Rashida. She had been passing by, but stopped to talk with me.
She looked sad, and I immediately knew.
He’d checked himself out.
Domingo was gone and he hadn’t said goodbye. Hadn’t wanted to face what he’d done, or what Pops and I would do about it.
“Hey, Doc,” I said. “How long has he been gone?”
“Over two hours. He asked me to give this to you before he left. I’m sorry.” Dr. Rashida walked away real quick before I could ask anything else.
She had handed me an envelope. I peeled it open.
A handful of hundred-dollar bills fell out, along with a photograph.
It was similar to one of the ones I’d found on Domingo’s refrigerator—probably taken the same day at a different time. He was sitting somewhere sunny and warm with a woman at his side. Now that I’d seen Gina in person, I realized that it was her. Domingo was dating one of the witches from his coven.
I rubbed my thumb over the money. It was covered in a fine, ashen powder. Rowan ash, to be exact.
Bet if I ran the serial numbers, it would come up as having been stolen from the First Bank of the Sierras.
Five million dollars.
Domingo hadn’t been joking when he’d said that Killick had paid handsomely for his blood. He’d given my brother access to his ex-wife’s bank vault.
That would go a long way to making a new life for Domingo and Gina somewhere else. Somewhere sunny and warm where covens didn’t go to war, where Domingo had never been a thug, where nobody would want his blood.
Somewhere, I hoped, that the OPA would never be able to find him.
I threw the money in the trashcan on my way out the door.
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