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			Praise for the Arcadia Bell novels by Jenn Bennett

			KINDLING THE MOON (book 1)

			“Kindling the Moon rocks like AC/DC on Saturday night. This book has it all: great writing, action, romance, a strong heroine, a unique hero, and the best teenager ever. I can’t wait for the next one.”

			—Ann Aguirre, national bestselling author of Enclave and Outpost

			“The talent pool for the urban fantasy genre just expanded with Bennett’s arrival. This is an impressive debut, which opens the door for a series that promises to be exceedingly entertaining. . . . Plenty of emotional punch, not to mention some kick-butt action.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			“Bennett creates a world that is interesting and all its own. . . . Her characters are crafted with precision, and the writing is so good that readers won’t be able to stop themselves from becoming invested in the story. . . . One of the best series openers I’ve read.”

			—The Spinecracker

			“Debut author Jenn Bennett takes the familiar ideas of magic, demons, and mythology, and she gives us something sexy, fun, and genuinely unique in Kindling the Moon. Arcadia Bell is a sassy, whip-smart addition to the growing pantheon of urban fantasy heroines, and Bennett an author to watch!”

			—Kelly Meding, author of Trance and Changeling

			SUMMONING THE NIGHT (book 2)

			“Look out Mercy, Rachel, and Sookie, the urban fantasy genre has a fierce new heroine in Arcadia Bell! Bartender and magician Cady made her mark on the genre with 2011’s Kindling the Moon and with Summoning the Night she is rightly taking her place alongside some of the big names.”

			—All Things Urban Fantasy

			“Bennett quickly establishes that her terrific debut was no fluke, delivering another riveting tale featuring gutsy renegade magician Cady Bell. Bennett does a stellar job blending character development with plenty of supernatural mystery and peril. A series for your keeper shelf!”

			—RT Book Reviews, Top Pick

			“Bennett provides the reader with a tremendous story that flows smoothly, characters that feel as though they are sitting next to you, descriptive imagery that makes the setting seem real, all delivered with a spot-on thread of humor that adds to the narrative. . . . Summoning the Night, like Kindling the Moon before it, belongs in the hands of all urban fantasy and paranormal romance readers.”

			—Bitten by Books
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			It didn’t seem like the sort of boat that got lost at sea. But what did I know? I’d been on all of two boats in my twenty-five years, and neither was remarkable.

			This, however, was a sexy luxury yacht: gleaming metal, glossy white hull, polished wood deck. It bobbed in the sparkling water at the end of the pier, putting the other fishing and diving boats to shame, like a high-end sports car parked in a row of rusted-out pickup trucks. Lon had chartered it for the afternoon, and though it was a little windy out on the pier, it was sunny and beautiful. A near perfect November day. A good day to live in central California.

			“I can almost see the name of the boat.” Jupe strode across weathered dock boards, leaving Lon and me behind as he craned his neck for a better look. “Baba Yaga? Like the movie?”

			“Like the Russian fairy tale,” I said.

			“Oh,” he said in disappointment. “Is this a Russian boat?”

			“I’m not answering stupid questions today,” Lon said in a deep voice, which, much like his personality, was eternally even-keeled. A brisk afternoon breeze carrying the salty tang of the Pacific rustled his shoulder-length golden brown hair, which, combined with his roguish pirate mustache, faded T-shirt, and lean, muscular physique, gave him an Aging Surfer vibe. But the reserved way he held his six-foot frame in check and the wary squint of his perpetually narrowed eyes made strangers think twice about approaching him.

			Brown spiral curls bounced as his lanky fourteen-year-old son turned around to face us. “What did you say?” he shouted at Lon.

			“Your dad is selling you to a Russian family,” I called back. Several people milling around the pier gave me the stink-eye.

			“Fine by me. That means you have to start taking out the garbage, though.” Jupe absently swung a cooler in one hand as his steps quickened. His wispy spring green halo was barely visible in the afternoon sun. “Oh, man. Check out the deck. Hurry, Cady.”

			Dream on, kid. I wasn’t doing any hurrying. I had the weekend off from my Tiki bar, and Lon promised me a relaxing three-hour cruise down the Big Sur coastline. See some whales. Eat some fabulous food that Lon’s housekeepers had packed. Soak up some sun and be perfectly lazy.

			Lon and I had a few of other motives for the trip. One of them was to grant my best friend and co-owner of Tambuku, Kar Yee, a chance to get to know my new family a little better—and vice versa. Kar Yee had volunteered to be Jupe’s test subject for the afternoon, allowing him to do a little experimentation with his blooming demonic ability. And when I say “volunteered,” it’s more like Jupe had finally worn her down with his please-please-please begging.

			Really, it seemed like a full-immersion, crash course in getting to know my family, so I hoped she wouldn’t live to regret this decision, or I’d never hear the end of it. She’d already texted to complain about the half-hour slog from the city to the coast, but I hadn’t spotted her car when we drove up.

			“She’s late,” Lon noted, either reading my emotions with his demonic empathy, or noticing my fidgety glances around the boardwalk as I searched for her.

			Kar Yee was never late. “She’s here somewhere. Considering the insane amount of money you’re paying the charter company, I think they can hold the boat for a few minutes.”

			He grunted a reluctant reply.

			“Cady!” Jupe motioned widely with one long arm, beckoning us like he was directing concert traffic into a twenty-dollar stadium parking lot. He pointed at painted script across the side of the fishing boat next to our chartered yacht: Silver Girl. “Check it out. That one’s named after you,” he said, giving me a goofy grin.

			Even though I was human, I had a silver halo, setting me apart from both the halo-free humans and the typically green-and-blue haloed Earthbound demons that outnumbered them in this seaside town. The wispy cloud of silver light hanging over my head frequently got me curious looks from Earthbounds—they could see mine, and I could see theirs—but humans are color-blind, so to speak: they can’t see halos, and most of them are oblivious to demons walking among them.

			I’m an exception, having been born with preternatural sight. It’s one of the things Earthbounds and I have in common. My unparalleled ability to bind them with magick is what sets us apart. Just not far enough apart to stop me from falling for a demon almost twice my age, apparently . . .

			As we passed the fishing boat and approached our chartered yacht, a middle-aged Earthbound with long blond hair limped across the polished deck and leaned on the rail, looking down at us. I’d never seen anyone so tan. His hair looked a little thin and stringy, but he classed it up with a bright orange bandana wrapped around his crown. He might’ve been David Lee Roth’s shorter, fatter, older cousin. “Afternoon. I’m Captain Christie. You Butler?”

			Lon lifted his chin in acknowledgment.

			“Dispatcher said you were a famous photographer. I was hoping you might be bringing some models onboard.” He grinned at Lon, then glanced at me. I could almost divine his thoughts: pretty, but not beautiful; average height and weight; long, dark hair spoiled by the rebellious bleached streak at the nape of my neck. Clearly I was no model in his eyes, though I was sure he’d be checking out my ass at his first chance. But for now, all he said was, “Nice halo. Never seen one quite like that before. Where did you—”

			Lon, in his economical way of communicating, cut him off midsentence with the facts, and nothing but the facts. “We’ve got one more coming.”

			“They’d better hurry. I’d like to get ahead of a storm heading toward La Sirena.”

			Jupe surveyed the cloudless blue sky. “I don’t see a storm.”

			“A small one just popped up on the scanner.” The captain’s leathery cheeks plumped as he grinned down at Jupe. Deep lines etched the corners of his eyes and the space between his sun-kissed bushy eyebrows. “Don’t worry. Captain Christie will make sure you have nothing but sunny skies on your afternoon voyage, little man.”

			A look of supreme annoyance passed over Jupe’s face. I saw his mouth opening and poked him in the ribs to halt whatever retort he was ready to let fly. He checked himself and grumbled under his breath. “Little?”

			But the captain took no notice of Jupe’s injured pride and continued on in his oblivious way. “Come aboard. I’ll give you a tour while we’re waiting on the last passenger.”

			The three of us filed onto the yacht, listening to the captain’s pack-a-day raspy voice as he took us through a fishing area at the bow of the boat and showed us where life jackets were stored. A larger aft deck stretched over the back of the boat, housing a small dining table and built-in seating that curved around a low table. A nearby ladder led down to a small swim platform.

			Lon was considering buying a boat—another reason for our excursion—albeit a much smaller one than this. He owned a nice chunk of coastal land and had already commissioned plans for potential boathouses and docks to get a feel for the overall cost.

			What it boiled down to was a whole assload of cash. Not worth it, in my working-class opinion, but hey. It was his bank account, and he wasn’t often flamboyant with spending money.

			“Little nippy for bikini weather,” the captain said to me as he pointed to long vinyl mattresses flanking the seating. “But these sun pads are nice for tanning, if it warms up down the coast. No need to be shy around Captain Christie—he’s seen it all!” He gave Lon a nudge with his elbow as he winked.

			Lon’s brows knitted into an annoyed V. “Captain Christie will not be seeing any of her.”

			“Only a joke!” The captain struggled with a smile, but Lon continued to gaze down at him with stoic contempt.

			The corners of Jupe’s mouth curled as he snorted a laugh near my ear. “This guy’s a winner.”

			It’s hard to reprimand a kid when they’re right.

			A faint line of light caught my eye on the swimming platform below. At first I thought it was just sunlight, but as I leaned over the rail for a better look, I spotted a thin band of white light running around the hull of the boat like a bow on a package.

			Heka. Magical energy.

			“You have a protective ward on your boat,” I said to the captain. Sure, plenty of houses and businesses around town were warded with magick, but it wasn’t exactly commonplace, and I’d never seen a ward on a boat. It immediately made me suspicious.

			“Oh, yes.” He scratched his face. “Just a little, uh, extra protection.”

			“Against?”

			“Pirates?” Jupe guessed.

			“Thieves.” The captain cleared his throat. “Nothing to worry about. Everything’s secure and tight now. I haven’t had any issues since I had the ward installed.”

			“My dad put a ward around our house,” Jupe offered freely. “We had imp problems.”

			“Yes, well . . . no imps on the Baba Yaga.” He waved us away from the swimming platform. “Let me show you around inside the salon.”

			I glanced at Lon, who gave me a quick shrug. As long as we weren’t in any danger of getting boatjacked, I supposed it was none of my business.

			I put the ward out of my mind as we ducked through a door into the main interior space, a luxurious lounge area where rich teak wood lined the walls behind cream leather wraparound seating. Beyond lay a small galley with basic appliances and a dining area.

			“Staterooms are down those stairs. The head’s down there too. The toilet in the one up here needs repairs, so please don’t use it.”

			Jupe whistled as he dropped the cooler. “Pretty sweet. You could almost live here. TV, stereo, video games . . . Look, Cady, this place even has a bar.”

			“Oh, boy,” I said without enthusiasm.

			“Little to no cell reception once we hit Big Sur,” the captain said. “All that rugged coastline makes for a poor signal. But I’ve got Wi-Fi in the main cabin, and the password is Hotlegs, if you need to use it.”

			That was too much for Jupe to handle with a straight face. But the smart-ass comment he was preparing to unleash died on his lips when a familiar figure darkened the doorway to the salon.

			Kar Yee’s ultra-straight dark bobbed hair was windblown, her aqua halo dim. The Hong Kong ex-pat was dressed in skinny jeans, a long black shirt that clung to her slender hips, and a puffy gold lamé jacket that could’ve been stolen out of a Real Housewives cast member’s closet.

			“Well, well. Nice boat, Captain Lon. Where’s your parrot?”

			Her teasing sailed over the real captain’s head. “Richard Christie, at your service, madam.” He extended an eager hand to Kar Yee as his gaze dragged over her figure.

			She gestured to a box of saltwater taffy in her hand as an excuse for not returning the handshake. “Sticky fingers.”

			“Hi, Kar Yee.” Jupe’s face relaxed into a loopy grin. He’d been nursing an epic crush on my business partner for over a month now. No matter that she was my age. He’d practically pledged his hand in marriage.

			Kar Yee gave him a cat-eating-canary slow grin. “Long time, no see, future boyfriend.”

			Jupe made a choking noise somewhere between a giggle and a gag. I think she was the only person in the world who could trip up his cocky swagger.

			“Have some taffy,” she said, holding out the box. “I already ate all the peppermint ones.”

			Lon took the candy before Jupe could pounce on it. “No sugar.”

			Kar Yee brushed off her hands and shrugged.

			“You ready to be my guinea pig?” Jupe asked her.

			“Bring it on. I was Cady’s guinea pig in college. You wouldn’t believe—” Kar Yee looked askance at the captain and clammed up. “Never mind.”

			“Don’t mind me,” the captain said. “You coming into your ability?”

			Jupe’s mouth twisted. “Just a little voice thing.”

			I expected the captain to ask about it, but he was only interested in talking about himself. “I remember when I came into mine,” he said. “I’m a cloudbuster.”

			“A what buster?”

			“I can clear up storms.”

			“Whoa, really?”

			“Really. Even if you see storms in the distance, you don’t have to worry. I can keep storms away for about a mile around us. Sure, I like to avoid ’em when I can, so I can focus on piloting the boat. But you’re guar-an-teed sunny skies when you’re sailing with me. So whatever you have planned this afternoon, you go right ahead and enjoy yourself. Whatever happens on Captain Christie’s boat, stays on Captain Christie’s boat . . . No drugs, though. I can’t afford to go back to prison.”

			“Prison?” Jupe said, green eyes wide with intrigue.

			“Back?” I said.

			Lon groaned, then exhaled heavily through his nostrils. “Look, we’re all here now. Where’s your marine biologist?”

			“Sorry, he got sick. Just me today.”

			Lon squeezed his eyes shut. I think he was counting under his breath. Sometimes I could see his lips move when he did that, usually when he was close to losing his shit over something Jupe had done. “I want to take photos of whales or dolphins. That’s what I paid extra for. Not the TV or the Wi-Fi—I couldn’t care less about those.”

			“Probably for the best. My router’s on the fritz. Anyway, I know the perfect reef for dolphin spotting. You don’t want to dive, right?”

			“Yes!” Jupe said at the same time Lon said, “No.”

			He shot Jupe a firm look and clarified. “No diving today.”

			“Good. Leave it to me. I can have you at a perfect spot in about an hour.” The captain turned to Jupe. “Would you like to help me at the helm, little man? Maybe you and your Oriental beauty, here?”

			Kar Yee and Jupe wore twin faces of contempt.

			“Suit yourselves,” the captain said cheerily as ominous thunder rumbled in the distance. “Let’s get under way.”
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			La Sirena’s boardwalk grew smaller as we motored away from the pier. Sandwiched between rocky driftwood-strewn beaches and craggy cliffs, I could make out the quaint buildings that made up the town center, which locals called the Village. Next to it stood the castle-like wall that housed Brentano Gardens, the old-fashioned amusement park where Lon and I first witnessed Jupe’s demonic ability, which began manifesting a month ago—a couple of years earlier than the typical time frame for Earthbound kids coming into their preternatural gifts.

			The memory of what happened that night was one of the factors that led Lon to suggest the boat trip as a good opportunity for Jupe to experiment with the ability: unlike the amusement part, this was a controlled environment with a limited number of people. “Better to defuse a bomb out in the ocean than in the middle of a town,” he’d joked.

			The bomb in question was busy trying to impress Kar Yee with his talent for identifying every building in the receding skyline. And after the town disappeared from our line of sight completely, we sat on the deck at the back of the boat, watching the storm darkening the sky behind us, and broke into the cooler.

			“Hey Dad,” Jupe said. “If we buy a boat, will it be this big?”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Well, maybe you should compromise and get a smaller one with a hot tub, because then, when it’s cool like this, we can get in the hot tub and relax.”

			“No hot tubs.”

			“Just think about it,” Jupe said smoothly, as if he was conducting a business deal.

			Lon ignored him and turned to Kar Yee. “You don’t get seasick, do you?”

			She shook her head. “I rode a ferry in Victoria Harbor every day until I was a teenager and left Hong Kong. My parents own a boat.”

			“A junk?” Jupe asked.

			“A speedboat. You sound like that racist captain, describing me like I was a rug or takeout food.”

			Jupe’s face tightened with indignity. “I’m not racist. I’m biracial.”

			“Maybe you are just ignorant about Asians.”

			“No way! My best friend, Jack, is Japanese—”

			“Mmm-hmm,” she said, cocking a brow as a breeze ruffled the collar of her designer jacket. “The old ‘I have Asian friends’ excuse.”

			“What? No! I—”

			She winked at him. “Only teasing, ‘little man.’ My dad’s a lawyer, not a fisherman. Lawyers in Hong Kong don’t own junks.”

			“How am I supposed to know? I’ve never been outside the States. All I know about Hong Kong is from travel shows on TV.”

			“Since he met you, he’s got his bedroom DVR set to record anything to do with Hong Kong or China,” I said.

			“Hey!” Jupe complained.

			Kar Yee grinned. “Don’t listen to her, Jupiter. She’s just jealous of our love.”

			Jupe laughed, unsure if she was teasing him again, but too far gone to care. He pulled out his cell phone in a clumsy attempt to change the subject. “Picture time.”

			“Snap away,” she said. “Left side is my best side.”

			“Please don’t encourage him.” Shivering in the cool ocean breeze winding over the stern, I scooted closer to Lon and tucked my feet under my legs on the ivory cushion.

			Jupe began snapping photos of Kar Yee, with the occasional pity shot of Lon and me thrown in to make it look aboveboard, I supposed. And never mind that his dad was a semi-famous photographer with a camera worth more than my car. He was going to fill up his phone with Kar Yee from every angle. God only knew where those pictures would end up. Probably on every online movie forum the kid patrolled, tagged with exaggerations about their nonexistent relationship.

			“Who’s running the bar if you’re both here?” he asked after what must have been a few thousand photos.

			“Amanda,” I said, referring to our lead waitress. “We’re breaking her in.”

			Kar Yee polished a small apple on the hem of her shirt. “Hopefully she won’t run off with all the money in the safe.”

			“Hopefully she remembers the safe combination.”

			“You guys can call to check on her,” Jupe said, glancing up at the captain’s distant figure, which stood under a navy canopy on the topmost deck. He pulled his phone back out. “Or maybe not. No signal. But you can send her a message—I remember Crazy Bandana Man’s Wi-Fi password.”

			I groaned. “Don’t we all. Seriously, Lon. Where did you find this guy?”

			“Someone I knew used to work for the charter company.”

			Jupe stopped taking photos. “Oh, wait. Her?”

			I felt Lon’s arm tense around my shoulder.

			“Oh-ho-ho, it was her,” Jupe said.

			I waved to get Jupe’s attention. “Who’s ‘her’?”

			“Amanda.”

			“Huh?” I was momentarily confused, picturing Amanda back at Tambuku.

			“Amanda Morris,” he clarified in a fake posh voice. “So, remember when I told you about the only woman he’d snuck into the house before you?”

			“Sneaked, and yes.” It was one of the first Butler family secrets he spilled to me. The first of many. Jupe would not only let the cat out of the bag, he’d set the bag on fire so that cat would be sure to roam free for the rest of its nine lives.

			“Snuck, and that was Amanda Morris. She spent the night.”

			“You weren’t supposed to know that,” Lon complained.

			Jupe flashed Lon a sheepish smile. “Not my fault you couldn’t be quiet. I heard talking that morning, then I saw you hustling her down the stairs. I’m not dumb, hel-lo.”

			“Yeah, hel-lo,” I repeated in the same sarcastic tone, grabbing Lon’s chin to turn his face toward mine. “Who was this woman?”

			“No one.”

			“He went out on a bunch of dates with her,” Jupe offered. “Then he brought her home that night, then she stopped calling.”

			Kar Yee made a dramatic pity-filled sound. “It was probably your pirate mustache, Lon. Some women aren’t into that dirty rock star chic. You’re lucky Cady has low standards.”

			“Hey,” Jupe complained with a cross face. “My dad makes the Lust List in the Village Weekly every year.”

			“Bros before hos. Nice,” I praised. “Now, who is this Amanda chick?”

			Lon sighed. “She met some guy vacationing in Big Sur. Ran off to Tennessee with him.”

			“He was human,” Jupe said, as if it were soap opera–worthy.

			“Crime against God, an Earthbound dating a dirty human,” I said dryly.

			Jupe made a dismissive cluck sound with his tongue. “You’re more on our side than theirs. Did you guys just feel that? It’s starting to rain. That Captain Christie is a liar with that cloudbusting garbage. He said only sunny skies.”

			A gust of wind blew strands of dark hair into my face. “Was he lying?” I asked Lon.

			He shook his head. “He was confident about his ability.”

			“I’m sure it’s fine,” Kar Yee said, looking up at the sky. “See, you can tell where the sky changes.”

			She was right. It almost looked like we were sailing beneath an invisible barrier that kept the clouds at bay. Kind of cool. I’d heard of people with this ability, but I’d never seen it in action.

			“Clear skies or not, it’s windy and cold out here,” I said, squeezing Lon’s knee. “Come on. Let’s move inside the salon. Jupe, you can test out your knack on Kar Yee, if she’s still willing.”

			Jupe waggled his brows at her. “What do you say, Kar Yee? Are you?”

			“If you promise to play nice,” she answered, leveling him with a semi-threatening look.

			“I promise.”

			“I’ll hold you to that.”

			“You can. My dad says real men don’t make promises they can’t keep.”

			“Oh, really? Thank God that doesn’t apply to real women.”

			While she herded him toward the cabin, I lagged behind to have one last look at the ward on the swim platform.

			“What is it?” Lon asked.

			“You aren’t at all interested in why he has this?”

			“He was a little nervous when you brought it up, but mostly embarrassed. Maybe the boat got robbed while he was sleeping on board. Captain’s pride, or something.”

			“Maybe.” And perhaps I was being overcurious about something that wasn’t a big deal, but upon closer inspection, I noticed the ward didn’t just circle the hull of the boat. It ran up the ladder to our level.

			I pointed this out to Lon, and we traced its path to where we stood. “It’s hidden on the underside of the railing.

			He bent low and tilted his head to inspect. “Clever.”

			From the railing, it ran across the deck through a line of recessed lights in the flooring. “Hard to see in the sunlight, and the lights probably disguise it at night.” My gaze followed the line of Heka up the outer wall of the cabin. It was brighter in one spot. I moved a blue-and-white-striped life preserver ring to reveal a series of arcane symbols painted on the wall there.

			“Reinforcement?” Lon asked.

			“Like a cornerstone,” I agreed. “Don’t recognize all these symbols, though.”

			Lon and I held each other’s gaze for a moment; he didn’t recognize them, either. “Interesting.”

			More like suspicious. Maybe the good captain would be willing to tell me the name of the magician who had erected his ward once we got to the reef. It could be nothing. Could be artistic flourishes that didn’t add anything to actual ward; my bar had a bit of this in the binding symbols painted on the floor, helping them to better blend with the Tiki-themed decor.

			But as I took one last look at the unfamiliar symbols under the life preserver, I felt an uneasiness tighten my chest. And I wondered if I maybe should be less interested in who set the ward and more concerned about what exactly it was protecting us from.
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			“Sixty-five degrees,” Jupe read from a GPS screen on a wall inside the salon. “Winds gusting at sixteen knots. What does that mean?”

			Lon leaned down to peer out the windows circling the cabin. “It means I’m not going to get any decent photos until we get farther down the coast away from that storm.”

			“This blows. I wanted to see some blue wales.”

			“Patience.” Lon sat on a curving sofa, beckoning me to join him. He pulled me sideways into his lap and wrapped his arms around mine. “All right, Jupe. No dangerous dares. No intimate questions.”

			Jupe’s face pinched. “What the hell does that mean?”

			“It means don’t ask anything creepy,” I translated.

			“Like . . .” Jupe trailed off, a devilish look in his eye.

			Oh, God. Here we go.

			“Like, don’t ask about her safe word?”

			“Safe word?” Kar Yee repeated. “What the hell is that?”

			Lon cursed under his breath.

			“You know,” Jupe said, smiling one of his lazy smiles that brimmed with a delirious suggestiveness he only partly understood.

			“Is that one of those whips and chains things?” Kar Yee said.

			Jupe nodded, eyes widening with sordid interest. “In case things get out of control.”

			“No whips and chains,” Lon said, his patience wearing thin. “No safe words. Where the hell do you get these things?”

			“Jack told me at school.” Jack. Jupe’s BFF. That shy little Godzilla-loving Earthbound was always taking about crazy stuff with him. “He said everyone has them these days. Don’t you and Cady have one?”

			Lon snorted. “Yeah, it’s a little word called ‘no.’ ”

			“That’s it?”

			“No need to complicate things.”

			Well, when it came to Lon and me, there was really no need to say it all, frankly. Maybe an occasional “too deep!” or “my leg’s cramping!” or perhaps a frantic hand signal to indicate that the sexy choking was about to turn into an SVU case.

			“ ‘No’ is the only safe word you’ll need,” Lon said in his tough-dad voice. “And if you ever hear it out of a girl’s mouth, you’d better stop whatever horrible thing it is you’re trying to do to her.”

			“I wouldn’t do anything horrible—I mean . . . jeez, Dad.” He glanced at Kar Yee, slightly mortified. “Don’t be weird.”

			“Yeah, Lon,” I said, trying not to laugh. “Don’t be weird.”

			Lon clamped a warm hand around my knee. “You’ll be saying no later if you don’t watch it,” he whispered close to my ear.

			“Challenge accepted,” I whispered back.

			“I just don’t get it,” Kar Yee said. “Why is it that the people who are into that lifestyle always seem to have terrible fashion taste?”

			“Kar Yee hates leather,” I told Jupe.

			“Are you vegan?” he asked her. “You sure ate a lot of that salmon dip on the deck.”

			“Vegan? Please,” she scoffed. “The only people who don’t eat meat in Hong Kong are poor or following silly Western trends. I hate leather because it is unstylish. Black leather is the worst—very 1950s motorcycle gang,” she said, making a vomit face. “And who wants to parade around in sticky latex and studded dog collars?”

			“Probably Captain Christie,” I said.

			We all laughed.

			“All right, enough of this,” Lon grumbled, probably uncomfortable that Kar Yee might get the idea we talked about bizarro shit in front of the kid all the time—which we did. Mostly because Jupe was the one always bringing it up, but all that was supposed to stay inside the Butler circle of trust. Kar Yee might be my best friend, but she hadn’t yet crossed over the proverbial family line.

			“Let’s just get back to the experiment,” I suggested.

			Lon relaxed his grip on my knee. “Jupe, start out with something easy. Get Kar Yee to tell you her favorite color.”

			“No, it’s gotta be something she wouldn’t normally tell me.”

			I waved him over and whispered in his ear. He grinned. “Okay.”

			Kar Yee kicked off her shoes as he sat on the sofa across from us, facing her. “Let’s have it,” she said. “Do your worst.”

			He snorted a merry laugh, then shook out his hands—what a drama queen—and closed his eyes to concentrate.

			Many Earthbounds had a demonic ability, more commonly known as a “knack.” Lon’s knack was called empathy: he could hear your emotions. Lots of inconvenient baggage came with a knack like his. It was hard to get used to wearing your feelings on your sleeve, and nearly impossible to lie to him. But I didn’t mind . . . most of the time.

			Jupe didn’t inherit his father’s knack, unfortunately. Nor his mother’s: allure. Yvonne was a supermodel and Lon’s ex-wife. Jupe did get a lighter version of her toffee-colored skin and her long, lanky shape, but he wasn’t able to charm you into thinking he was a god.

			In a way, what he could do was worse. His knack was called persuasion, a rare ability that Jupe liked to refer to as his “Jedi mind trick.” From what we could tell so far, he could command you to do things with his voice alone. He’d started coming into his knack about a month ago. I’d seen it in action, and it was nothing to screw around with—poor Lon had nightmares about Jupe robbing banks and knocking up all the girls in his class. Jupe’s doctor had encouraged Lon to let the kid practice it in controlled situations, so he could learn to use it the right way.

			“Kar Yee,” Jupe said, his voice overloud, pupils twitching back and forth like he was in waking REM sleep. “You want to tell me how much money you paid for that gold coat.”

			She jerked back, as if he’d slapped her. “Twelve hundred, but it was on sale, I swear.”

			My jaw dropped.

			Jupe made a victory fist. “Yyyes!”

			“I don’t like this game,” she complained, crossing her arms over her middle.

			Lon’s silent chuckle vibrated through his chest. “All right. We know it works. What we really want to know is how long the effects last.”

			I threaded my fingers through Lon’s. “You need to convince her that her favorite color is pink, say.”

			“Pink,” she scoffed.

			“Exactly. Then she can report back to you when she starts hating pink again.”

			“If,” Jupe amended. “It might be permanent. What about that, Dad?”

			“Mmm.” The distant storm clouds outside Captain Christie’s “range” distracted Lon. I glanced out the window as well. Was the yacht speeding up? Felt like we were going a lot faster.

			“I don’t know about this. I don’t want to start buying pink clothes,” Kar Yee said.

			“Fine. Black leather, then,” I told Jupe. “Make her go bananas for black leather.”

			“Oh, no. Why don’t you force Captain Lon over there to tell you something?” Kar Yee suggested. “Like where he’s hoarding his pirate booty.”

			Lon flicked a dark look toward her, then his son. “You do, and I’m putting you on one of those flimsy lifeboats attached to the side and dumping your ass in the ocean.”

			Kar Yee began whispering something to Jupe that made him grin like a crazy person.

			Lightning streaked the sky through the portside windows. “That seemed close,” I murmured to Lon.

			He glanced out the window again. “Maybe the captain’s weather knack isn’t as strong as he claimed. Does it look darker toward the bow to you?” Instead of waiting for an answer, he raised his voice without looking away from the window. “Don’t do it, Jupe. I mean it.”

			I glanced up in time to see Jupe’s face straining. A flood of words spilled from his mouth. “Dad-you-want-to-tell-us-how-much-you-paid-for-those-jeans.”

			“None of your damn business.”

			We all looked at him in surprise.

			“Didn’t work,” he said as his hand trailed down my back and curled around my waist.

			“Maybe it doesn’t work on men,” Kar Yee suggested. “Some knacks only work on one sex or certain ages. Cady and I knew a Earthbound in college who could only read the minds of small children.”

			“My knack worked on that guy at the amusement park,” Jupe argued. “He was about my dad’s age.”

			“And Bob,” I added. “You helped save your dad’s life by encouraging Bob to heal him. Your knack is pretty strong—maybe you need a minute to recharge. That happens to me when I’m doing magick.”

			“Maybe. Or maybe I should try it on you, Cady.”

			“Nuh-uh. We have a pact.” No magick used on him, no knack used on me. “Only life-or-death type situations.”

			“But—”

			“Nope.”

			“Wait, what about—”

			Lon pushed my hair back over my shoulder. “She said no. Did you not hear a word I said earlier? No means no. Period. End of discussion.”

			Jupe groaned in frustration as the boat slowed, rocked, and then abruptly changed direction. “Whoa. Where are we going now?”

			Lon glanced out the window. “Probably to the reef he was talking about. We were headed south before, so looks like west now. What’s the GPS say?”

			Jupe jumped up from the sofa and read the screen by the door. “It says ‘System offline. Reconnect to network.’ ”

			Oh.

			“It’s probably fine,” I said. “The captain did mention he was having router issues.”

			Kar Yee inspected her nails. “Sure, put your faith in the bigoted white man in charge. That always works out.”

			The boat slowed again, then came to a stop. Seconds later, we heard uneven footfalls coming down the steps outside the cabin. The door swung open and Captain Christie and his million-dollar smile shuffled inside.

			“My apologies, folks. We’re going to have to take a roundabout way to the reef. Might take an extra half hour or more. There’s a second storm cropping up south of us, and I can’t handle two. The first one’s already draining me.”

			“How come you didn’t know about the second storm before now?” Jupe asked. “I thought sailors got storm warnings from the Coast Guard, or something.”

			“We do. Only state-of-the-art equipment onboard the Baba Yaga. But Mother Nature is tetchy over water. Anyway, it’s nothing to worry about. Just don’t want to get trapped in the middle of two storms, little man.”

			Jupe’s restraint was threadbare. I was pretty sure he was one more “little man” away from losing his shit.

			“As long as we’re safe,” Lon said. “I don’t want to take chances with my family. I’d rather go back.”

			“Rest assured, I’ve been piloting boats for thirty years. Never had an accident.”

			“How’d you hurt your leg, then?” Jupe asked, his tone utterly accusatory.

			“Shark got me.” The captain lifted knee-length shorts to reveal a crescent-shaped scar resembling a bite mark that stretched across his lower thigh.

			“No way—really?”

			The captain bellowed a laugh. “Nah, just messin’ with ya. No sharks in this area.”

			“Yes there are. Great whites. I’ve seen one with my dad.” He turned to Lon. “Right?”

			Lon nodded.

			“Sharks don’t like storms, so you’re fine,” the captain said. “Everyone enjoying themselves so far? Sorry the Wi-Fi’s down. I’ll have it up again shortly, along with the satellite TV signal. Poker chips and cards in that cabinet there, if you’d like to play.”

			“Who’s driving the boat?” Jupe asked.

			“Got it idling, don’t you worry.”

			“What if we drift into the cliffs?”

			The captain’s smile dimmed; he wasn’t the only one losing his patience. “Do you see the shore?” the man said, pointing to the windows, where there was nothing but ocean and storm clouds. “We’re going away from the shore, not toward it, little man.”

			That did it.

			Lon recognized Jupe’s intentions a second before I did and loudly warned his son, “Don’t you dare!”

			But it was too late.

			Jupe had gritted his teeth and was already blurting out something that was more a general expression of frustration than a command: “Shut up and sit down, you . . .” Jupe paused, searching for words in the middle of using his knack, finally selecting what was in all probability the least offensive of the putdowns he was juggling. “Brainless idiot.”

			A dazed look spread over the captain’s face. His mouth slackened. Shoulders went limp. Halo grew smaller. A moment later, he sank to the floor and sat.

			The cabin was silent as we watched him, waiting to see what would happen. After a few seconds, I walked over to the man and waved my hand in his face. “Captain Christie? Can you hear me?”

			No response. He just stared ahead with glazed-over eyes.

			Lon squatted next to me and, in turns, shook the man’s shoulders and called out his name. When it was clear the captain wasn’t coming around, Lon muttered, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			Jupe made a small noise, just as surprised as the rest of us. “Uh-oh.”

			“Godammit,” Lon complained. “What the hell have you done to him?”

			“Crap. I don’t know. He can’t literally be brainless . . . can he?”

			“You’d better sure as shit hope not. What did I tell you about using your knack?” Jupe gritted his teeth in embarrassment as Lon plowed on, not waiting for an answer. “I told you to ask permission and never use it on strangers.”

			“He’s not a stranger. And I’m sorry, but he was being—”

			“This is not a joke,” Lon barked. “You can’t go around using it without thinking.”

			“Okay, okay,” Jupe said, scratching the side of his neck. “I’ll fix it. Give me a second.”

			“Yes, you damn well will.”

			“Hold on. Let’s think about this carefully,” I said, stepping between the two of them. “You didn’t ‘make’ him brainless, Jupe. You must’ve just tricked his mind into believing that he’s, well—”

			“Dumb,” Kar Yee said. “You turned him into an imbecile. But let’s be honest—it wasn’t a very far trip.”

			I shot Kar Yee a not-helping look. “What’s done is done. Let’s just get him back to normal.”

			After a few minutes of heated debate, we settled on the best way to counter the captain’s condition, and Jupe geared up for another try. “Captain Christie, you will forget my last command and return to your normal state.”

			Nothing.

			He tried again. “Captain Christie, you are not a brainless idiot. You can speak and function as you did when you walked down here.”

			Nope.

			“Captain Christie, you want to talk and stand up and you aren’t a brainless idiot.”

			He tried three more times, variations on the same message, but nothing registered. The captain just stared blankly across the room, unmoving.

			“Oh, God,” Jupe moaned.

			“Maybe you need to cool down and try again in a few minutes,” I said, squeezing his shoulder for encouragement. “Let’s all just stay calm and wait it out. Everything’s going to be fine.”

			But as we waited, staring at the mute captain like he was a pot of water heating to boil, the light inside the salon began to dim. After a couple of minutes, a steady rain stippled the cabin windows and pattered against the hull.

			Not good.

			And if anyone had any doubts about what was transpiring outside, Kar Yee vocalized our fears. “Guess the captain’s cloudbusting knack is offline, too.”

			With nothing metaphysical pushing back the storms, the clear skies circling the boat began worsening, and fast. Wind roared against the windows as the water roughened. My stomach lurched as the full brunt of the storm hit the boat.

			“Try it again, Jupe,” Lon encouraged after several minutes.

			Still nothing. I glanced at Lon and wondered if he was thinking the same thing that I was, that this was perhaps the limitation on Jupe’s persuasive knack: maybe there were no takesies-backsies. And if that was true, then we’d have to wait it out and hope like hell its duration wasn’t permanent.

			More time passed. I glanced out darkened windows. Nothing but dusky gray and a torrent of rain pummeling the glass, until a flash of lightning zigzagged across the sky. A clap of thunder quickly followed.

			“That was close,” Jupe said nervously. “How far away is the storm, Dad?”

			“Five seconds equals a mile. Start counting from the next bolt.”

			When lightning struck again, Jupe began counting out loud, “One-Mississippi, two-Mississippi, three-Mississippi, four—”

			Thunder startled all of us.

			“Jesus!” Jupe said. “It’s less than a mile away. Maybe I should try my knack again on the captain.”

			But before Lon could answer, the boat tilted back and forth like a rocking horse, then pitched to the right. I tumbled off the sofa. Lon snagged me around the hips, saving me before I fell on the floor. The boat pitched wildly in the opposite direction. We shouted in unison as our cooler slid off a table and crashed into the cabin wall. Jumping up to rescue the spilled contents, Jupe momentarily lost his balance and sloppily righted himself.

			But someone else wasn’t able to do the same. The captain lurched like an emotionless rag doll as his body swayed violently toward the corner of a side table near his temple. And when the boat settled, his eyes remained closed, and he didn’t get back up.

			Blood bloomed from a wound on his head.
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			Lon crouched over the captain’s body, checking the wound.

			“Oh, God,” Jupe whispered. “Is he alive?”

			He had to be: I could still see the man’s halo, though it had shrunk considerably.

			“Unconscious, but he’s got a pulse,” Lon confirmed. After the boat rocked again, he said, “No other injuries I can see.”

			I hastily stripped the orange bandana off the man’s head—nearly bald up there, just as I suspected—and pressed it against the wound to stanch the blood. It was bleeding like crazy. “Hey, Captain Christie, wake up,” I shouted into the man’s face, hoping that the bump on his head might’ve cancelled out the effects of Jupe’s knack. No such luck. “Should we slap him? Shake him?”

			“If he’s got a concussion . . .”

			I shook him a little anyway. He didn’t respond.

			“Oh, God,” Jupe moaned. “This is all my fault. What if he doesn’t wake up—what if he dies? Is it getting worse?”

			I followed his troubled gaze down to the blood staining the bandana. “He’ll be okay, Jupe. Promise. It looks worse than it is.” Surely.

			Thunder rumbled through my bones. Too close. Way too close. The boat swayed, taking my stomach with it. The captain’s body almost rolled away. Lon and I fell over him. I grabbed his legs, and Lon, his shoulders.

			“I hate to point out the obvious, but we’re on a boat with no captain in the middle of a storm.”

			“Two storms,” Lon pointed out.

			“What should we do?” Kar Yee asked, looking at Lon, then me. “Magick?”

			It wasn’t night, so my Moonchild ability was out. “I don’t know any spells that will”—I waved my free hand above the captain’s coma-like face—“bring him back to consciousness.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’m not a demon. I don’t have a healing knack. And even if I did, he might still be under the influence of Jupe’s suggestion.”

			“Oh, God,” Jupe murmured, his face tight with worry. “What have I done? I’m so sorry, Dad.”

			“I know you are, I know,” Lon said softly. “But we can’t turn back time, so let’s just concentrate on what we can do, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			My eyes met Lon’s across the portly captain’s prone body. “Can you pilot a boat?”

			“If you count a rusty bass boat with an outboard motor. Kar Yee?”

			“Me?” Her tone was somewhere between indignation and disbelief.

			My ears translated this as one big hell no. In the years I’d known her, she mostly viewed transportation as something done by other people at her request: call taxi, ride in taxi, pay taxi. She’d only bought her first car a year ago—if she could get away with riding around in a gilded litter carried by four underpaid shirtless men, she would.

			“One of us better figure out how,” I said.

			“Steering in a straight line on a sunny day is one thing,” Lon said. “Piloting through squalls and rough water takes skill. I think we’re going to have to call for help.”

			Jupe whipped out his cell. “No signal. Hotlegs is offline, remember?”

			“We can use the VHF radio to call the Coast Guard,” Lon said.

			I handed Kar Yee the bloodied bandana. “You and Jupe stay here with the captain. Make sure he doesn’t roll around or anything.”

			Lon and I trekked upstairs to the salon. I opened the door to the deck and was punched in the face with rain. We were in the middle of a raging storm, no ifs, ands, or buts about it. The sky was the color of a newly paved parking lot. A fierce wind blew across the deck, sending a wall of briny spray over the railings as it battered the grizzly bear design on the red-and-white California state flag hanging above the parlor. The boat seesawed, caught in an army of angry waves attacking the stern. I gripped the doorframe to stop myself from sliding.

			“I’ll go alone,” Lon shouted over the wind and rain, trying to pull me back into the salon.

			I pictured him falling overboard and shook my head. “Come on, before it gets worse.”

			We clung to the outside of the cabin and clattered up metal stairs. Lightning streaked across the bow of the boat as we cleared the top step, illuminating the surface of the ocean, a million peaks of rippling waves. The thunder that followed—not more than a second or two behind—was so loud, I hunched over, as if shielding myself from dynamite. But what scared me more than the brewing typhoon was Lon’s face. This was clearly the last place he thought we should be with all this lightning.

			But neither one of us was willing to sit around belowdecks, waiting for the captain to die while the yacht crashed into the rocky shoreline.

			A canvas Bimini canopy on metal poles, which looked about as strong as an awning over a restaurant patio, covered the bridge where Captain Christie had been steering the boat. It kept the storm off our heads, but not off our clothes: fierce winds blew torrents of rain beneath it.

			An outdoor lounge area sat at the back of the bridge, complete with built-in chaise longues, a dining table, and a really nice gas grill set into a granite countertop. “Jesus, he’s living large up here,” I muttered to myself.

			“Don’t touch anything metal,” Lon shouted.

			“College-educated adult,” I reminded him. “Not your teenage son.”

			He feigned deafness, gesturing to his ear while surveying the bridge. But my attention shifted to my feet, which were now standing on a circular design in the center of the bridge. About the size of a car tire and painted in tinted shellac, the wheel-like pattern resembled a stylized compass. And to the undiscerning eye, that’s all it was—because the sheen of the shellac did a great job hiding the glow of Heka.

			I tugged Lon’s sleeve and pointed down. “Center of the ward.”

			Lon nodded and started to look away, then halted, staring. He saw it now, too: this was no ordinary protective ward, but a very specific one. “Æthryic demon seal? He’s protecting the boat against demonic attack?”

			“Apparently so.”

			Lon steadied himself on the rocking deck and bent to inspect it. “Christ, this looks familiar. What class of demon is this?”

			I shook my head. But this was not something I saw every day—or at all, actually. No one on this plane, human or Earthbound, should need ongoing, permanent protection from anything Æthyric. Especially not a specific class of Æthyric demon. Even my magical order’s temples didn’t have specialized protection like this.

			So why the hell did Captain Christie need it?

			“Later,” Lon said, pulling me away from the magick-charged seal. As he did, the boat lurched and nearly knocked us both on my ass, so I did my best to put the seal out of my mind and focus on the more pressing task at hand.

			A steering wheel sat in front of a panel of instruments that couldn’t have possibly been more foreign to me. I blinked rain out of my eyes and spotted something that looked like a CB radio. Lon was already ducking down to peer at the screen, where a digital light shone.

			“Channel number,” Lon shouted, squinting at the screen as he swooped dripping locks of hair back from his forehead. He fiddled with a knob and the volume increased so I heard a voice being transmitted as if through sandpaper static. Sounded like weather bulletins.

			“What channel is the Coast Guard?”

			“Damned if I know,” he said. “Supposed to be some emergency button . . .”

			I pointed at a red button. “Like that one?”

			If we weren’t about to die, he might’ve laughed. All I saw were his merrily narrowed eyes, the slight uptick of the corners of his mouth . . . a barely there smile some people might not even notice. Not me. I lived for that smile—my smile—and when I saw it, I relaxed. Just a little. Everything would be fine. This was just a crazy story Jupe could tell his Earthbound friends at school.

			Raindrops crested over Lon’s high cheekbones and dipped into the deep hollows of his cheeks. I pressed my hand against his face—

			Then the bridge exploded.
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			It sounded like war. Like a pipe bomb. A building being demolished.

			Blinding white light obliterated my sight for an extended moment. I was floating. Lifted out of my body, passing up through the veil and crossing over to the Æthyr.

			Or heaven. Hell. God only knew.

			Seconds—minutes?—later, when I realized I was still on earth, I couldn’t move. The white light was gone. I felt rain driving down on my face. Could see part of the bridge, the canvas canopy . . . and the enormous smoldering hole in the middle of it.

			The scent of burnt plastic and smoke revived me. I gasped for breath, willing my lungs back to life, then coughed up rainwater.

			My feet felt like they were on fire. Smoke unfurled in wisps from my lowtop sneakers. I sat up and tugged one off by the heel: the rubber sole was a black, melted, stringy mess. Yelping, I tossed it away, then immediately jerked off the other shoe and both socks. Was someone yelling? Hard to tell under the storm’s cacophony. Where was—?

			Lon. Thank God.

			He lay on the bridge next to me, groaning like he’d been socked in the stomach. His jacket and jeans were smoking. I shouted his name and pushed myself up. My hands patted him down, making sure nothing was hurt or on fire.

			His eyes flew open when I touched his face. “Oww! Fuck! Your fingers are hot.”

			I snatched them away. My skin looked a little pinker than its usual dead-white bartender pallor. I sniffed. Burnt hair. “Boat got hit by lightning,” I explained.

			“We’re not dead?”

			Anyone else probably would be. As a magician, I had a preternatural capacity for holding more electrical current than the average human. Or demon. I frequently siphoned electricity into my body and used it to “kindle” my natural magical energy—Heka—for charging spells: electricity flowing inside walls, car batteries, generators, power plants . . .

			And lightning.

			Not that I was indestructible. I’m quite certain electricity could kill me, though it would likely fry my brain long before I kicked the bucket. And it sure as hell could harm Lon, and as he sat up on the bridge, I wondered just how in the world he’d survived.

			“I was touching you,” I said. “I must’ve taken the force of the strike. I—”

			A furious gale of wind rushed over the bridge, tilting the boat. I grabbed the railing to keep from sliding across the deck. When the rocking lessened, we both climbed to our feet. My lungs ached. Skin tingled. Hands were shaking. Like I sometimes felt after kindling a big spell. At least I wasn’t in the grips of post-magick nausea. The unsteady boat was already churning my stomach hard enough to make me dizzy.

			“Fire.”

			I looked up. “What?”

			“Fire!”

			My gaze shot to the polished teak dash behind the steering wheel, where flames danced wildly, playing tug-of-war with the rain dripping from the singed Bimini canopy. Lon ripped his jacket off and swatted it against the fire. The wet fabric smothered the flames, but the damage was already done.

			Blackened, the whole dash. Glass cracked. Wood splintered.

			VHF emergency radio melted.

			Lon tried to grab the handset, but it was too hot to touch. He rubbed his fingers, breathing heavy as he surveyed the damage on the console, the hole in the Bimini canopy, a massive black spot on the deck where we’d been standing during the strike . . . my discarded shoes. “What the hell?”

			“Don’t know where the lightning entered me, but it exited through my feet. My skin still hot?”

			“Warm,” he said upon touching my hand. “But you were hot enough to burn me before. Jesusfuckingchrist, Cady. You’ve never felt that way after kindling Heka. You sure you’re all right?”

			I nodded vigorously to convince myself as much as him. He crushed me against his rain-soaked chest and kissed me firmly on my temple. I could tell how scared he was by how hard he was holding me. That only increased my worry, so I pushed away and turned my attention to the bigger problem—the what the hell were we going to do now issue. If the controls were fried, and we couldn’t contact the Coast Guard, then . . .

			Holy whore of Babylon, it was dark. Like night. And despite the raging storm, the seesawing boat was quiet. No humming below my feet. As in no engine.

			Lights on the bridge were dark. So were the ones embedded in the stairs.

			All lights were out . . . including the glowing Heka that had lit up the Æthyric seal in the center of the bridge.

			The protective ward was down.

			I gripped the rail as my eyes met Lon’s.

			Jupe.

			I glanced down at my hand. The bond Jupe and I shared through magick had, in the past, created a glowing thread of Heka that appeared when the kid was in danger. It wasn’t there at the moment. Hopefully that particular magick was still reliable enough for me to assume he was safe. But it didn’t matter, because Lon was already in protective-father mode.

			“Go!” he shouted, herding me off the bridge.

			As waves tossed the boat, we rushed down the stairs in the deluge, hardly able to stay on our feet or see the next step. My bare feet were numb with cold by the time we made it to the bottom and raced to the cabin. Jupe’s voice called out from inside. Lon wrenched open the door and we tumbled inside the darkened salon. Dim, gray light filtered in from the windows, sifting over the strewn contents of the cooler, sofa pillows, Kar Yee’s gold coat, and Lon’s camera bag.

			“Jupe?” Lon shouted hoarsely.

			Dark spiral curls popped up from behind the bar. “Dad!”

			“Everyone okay?”

			Kar Yee appeared behind him, holding up her cell phone for light. “Everyone except the captain and the boat. We moved him back here to keep him from rolling around. What happened out there?”

			“Did we get hit by lightning?” Jupe asked before his gaze fell on my hair. “Cady—”

			“I’m fine, and yes, we got hit.”

			“Ohmygod,” he murmured, then glanced down. “Where are your shoes?”

			“Melted,” I said, trying not to shiver. The boat rocked. I grabbed for Jupe to steady him.

			“What about the Coast Guard?” Kar Yee asked.

			Lon shook his head. “The radio upstairs is shot. We didn’t get a chance to use it.”

			“Everyone check your phones and see if anyone can get a signal,” I suggested.

			Nothing.

			Jupe’s long arm extended and rotated as he moved his phone around, trying to get anything but a no service message onscreen. “Should we try outside?”

			“Do not go outside,” Lon warned. “It’s too dangerous.”

			“Okay, okay. So what do we do, then?”

			“I suppose there’s not a second VHF radio around,” I said hopefully.

			Lon wiped water from his face. “Should be another helm inside.”

			“I don’t remember seeing it on the tour,” Jupe said.

			“We’re at the back of the boat. Stands to reason that it’s past the kitchen.”

			Lon was already heading for a closed door in that direction.

			“Stay here,” I told Jupe and Kar Yee. “Watch the captain.”

			The door Lon had spotted led into a hallway with a bathroom and crew quarters. One of the doors was different than the others: familiar sigils were carved into the wooden doorframe.

			“Standard cloaking magick,” I said to Lon, who nodded, recognizing it as well. Unlike the exotic seal on the bridge above us, this was standard fare for medieval magicians, who used it to hide secret entrances, hoarded treasure, rooms filled with various and sundry debaucheries—whatever needed hiding.

			The sigils were dead. Lightning must’ve overloaded all the magical work onboard. I slid open the door and found a small room with a built-in bed, stuffed chair, and narrow desk, over which several photos hung, including one of Captain Christie surrounded by busty bikini-clad women on the bridge of the Baba Yaga.

			“Captain’s quarters.”

			“The ward around the boat wasn’t enough?” Lon said, fingering the grooved sigils on the doorframe.

			“He went to a lot of trouble to make himself a little bunker here.”

			“Better than a state-of-the-art panic room.”

			“Cheaper, too, if you know a good magician.”

			He gave me a quick smile, then sniffled and rubbed his nose. “Wish Jupe could’ve asked him about all this instead of turning him into a vegetable.”

			“Yeah, me too . . .”

			Another door across the hall a few yards down opened to descending stairs. The scent of singed oil wafted up from below.

			“Engine room,” Lon said, running his hand along the wall. “Look.”

			Dark splotches with branching lines covered the paneling around a recessed light in the hallway. “Lightning went all the way down here? That’s not good.”

			And it only got worse. The door at the end of the hall opened to the inner helm and a stronger, acrid burning smell. Curved windows provided gray light and a front row view of the storm raging outside on the bow of the yacht. Beneath those windows was a bigger console of equipment and two pilot seats. And the burn marks we’d seen in the hallway were here, too—just bigger.

			“Fuses blown,” Lon said, looking at a panel on the wall. “Lightning must’ve overloaded the electrical system and caused a massive surge. Unbelievable.”

			“Another VHF radio.” I picked up the handset and pressed the red emergency button several times in rapid succession—as if one lucky push would restart the system. “It’s dead, too.” Everything was dead. No lights on the gauges.

			“We’re standing below the bridge,” Lon said, looking up. “You can see where the strike went through the ceiling, rode down the walls, and went through the floor. Christ. We’re lucky it didn’t set the whole boat on fire.”

			I glanced out the window as Lon inspected the damage. The lightning and thunder had abated, but the storm was roaring. Waves crashed over the bow as the yacht pitched from side to side. But one of those waves, when it receded, it left behind a dark shape on the deck.

			I leaned toward the window, straining to see through the sheet of rain obscuring my view, and just for a split second I could’ve sworn the dark shape was . . . crawling.

			Not sliding. Not shifting. Not floating.

			Crawling. With legs or arms or . . .

			My thoughts shot back to the downed ward on the bridge. Panic ousted the adrenaline high I’d been riding.

			“Something’s on the boat!”

			Lon rushed to my side. “Where?”

			Another wave arced over the bow, blanketing the dark shape. When it receded, there was nothing there.

			“Where?” Lon said again.

			Heart racing, I pointed to the spot and blurted out a crazed description of the dark figure. But as we intently scanned the bow for a sign of anything at all, anything that would give rational meaning to what I’d seen, we saw nothing at all. No deck chair, loose garbage bag, blanket. Nothing.

			“Oh, God,” I moaned. “Do you think I’m just panicking about the ward?”

			“Maybe,” Lon said. “Could’ve been a big fish. Shark. Killer whales are black, and they’re out here. Crazier things have happened than them landing on a boat for a moment.”

			“That’s probably it,” I said.

			“We should . . .”

			“Yeah, of course.” God, I hated feeling paranoid. Hated that Lon was hearing my panicky embarrassment, but at least he wasn’t giving me any grief about it. He was too busy rummaging through cabinets on the back wall, dumping out the contents as he went. Power cords, computer cables, and boat manuals piled up at his feet.

			“What are you looking for?”

			He unlatched the last cabinet and made a happy noise as he withdrew a small case. Inside, snuggled in molded foam, lay a toy-like plastic gun, the color of a brand-new basketball.

			“Emergency flares,” he said, shutting the case and tucking it under his arm.

			Hope blossomed inside my chest as I trailed Lon to the salon and rejoined the group.

			“Will they work in the rain?” Jupe asked when his dad unveiled his find.

			“Rain, snow, sandstorm.” He loaded a fat orange shell into the chamber with sinewy fingers and a palpable confidence. I hoped he was right, and that this wasn’t just his avid love of guns talking.

			I stood between Jupe and Kar Yee, watching as Lon opened the door to the salon, raised the gun toward the gray sky, and fired off four flares in different directions. Firework-bright red light and smoke streaked through the rain and lit up black clouds from within.

			When he was done, Lon struggled to close the door against intense winds that howled from the stern and carried the sharp scent of sulfuric chemicals from the fired flares. “Don’t want to use them all up,” he said, securing the gun back inside the case. “Might need to launch more of them when the storm passes.”

			Were they bright enough to attract attention in the middle of a nasty storm? Was there anyone around to see them?

			We had our answer seconds later, because someone saw them all right.

			Or something.

			That black figure I’d been trying to convince myself was good-old-fashioned paranoia? It passed over the starboard windows as it climbed to the roof above us.
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			Jupe cried out near my ear, then jumped behind me. “Ohmygod, ohmygod . . .”

			“What the hell!?” Kar Yee shouted.

			“Did you see that?” I said. “You saw it, right?”

			“I saw it! What did I see?”

			“Jesus, Cady,” Lon mumbled. “You were right.”

			“What is it?”

			Jupe latched on to the back of my shirt. “Where is it?”

			“Everybody hush,” I said.

			We all glanced up at the ceiling, trying to hear something beyond the howling winds and sheeting rain and our own labored breathing. I swayed on my feet and bumped into Jupe, who started in fright, then whispered an apology before plastering himself against my back so firmly I could feel his heart racing.

			The roof creaked. Or maybe it was the boat rocking. I held my breath, eyes rotating in their sockets as I desperately searched the ceiling. Moments later, a muffled Boom! above the TV made us all jump.

			But it was the sound that followed, the sound of feet racing across the roof that made my stomach drop.

			Whatever the hell that thing was, I knew one thing: I wasn’t going to stand around and wait for it to attack. I looked at Lon and spoke in a low voice. “Captain’s quarters. I can charge the cloaking magick around the captain’s doorframe.”

			He nodded once.

			“Lock the door to the deck,” I told Kar Yee as I retrieved my jacket from the jumble of loose things sliding around the rocking cabin.

			Lon waved at Jupe. “Help me.”

			With dueling grunts, father and son lifted the captain from behind the bar. Kar Yee and I trailed them as they carted Christie’s limp body through the kitchen, down the hall to his quarters. He moaned a little when they set him on his narrow bed—a good sign. We watched him for a moment but saw no other movement. At least he wasn’t in a coma.

			Lon acted as my lookout while I inspected the cabin’s sigils to make sure everything was hunky-dory. I found connecting points in the corners of the room, the floor, and the ceiling. It was nice work; whoever the captain had hired knew what they were doing. And it wouldn’t take much to recharge it.

			I searched an inner pocket of my jacket and found a couple of magical supplies I usually carried just in case. One of them was a portable caduceus, a carved magician’s stave with a thick core of graphite. I used a much bigger one in the bar, but miniatures were good for smaller spells like this. I palmed the caduceus, cracked my neck, and shook out my arms.

			“Be careful,” Lon said. “The lightning strike . . .”

			Yeah. I was a little worried about how that had affected my energy stores, too. Heka isn’t limitless. I stilled my mind and reached out for current. Didn’t take long for me to hone in on a fat supply nearby—likely the yacht’s batteries, from the sluggish, stale feel I got when I tugged and siphoned, but it was active enough to kindle Heka. When I felt the current catch, I took it slower, testing to make sure I wasn’t going to implode or anything. I didn’t, so I kept going.

			Just when my cells felt like they were buzzing and I could take no more, I positioned the caduceus over a sigil on the doorframe and pushed. Bright-white Heka surged from the caduceus. One by one, like dominoes falling, the sigils lit up.

			Post-magick nausea punched me in the gut, not that I had a chance to dwell on it. Lon pushed me inside the captain’s quarters and hastily slid the door shut. Kar Yee’s arm shot out to lock it.

			And not a second too soon. A loud crash sounded from the salon.

			We all stood stock-still, trying to listen over the cacophony of the storm, as four-too-many people crammed inside a space that was barely big enough for one. After a moment, another crash drew our attention. Jupe whimpered. I snagged his hand as the boat pitched. It sounded like the creature was moving around the cabin, but just when I thought it might be heading down the crew hallway, I heard glass breaking.

			Then it was quiet.

			“Is it gone?” Jupe finally whispered after a long moment.

			I had no idea.

			Kar Yee leaned closer and spoke in a low voice. “Does the spell cloak noise?”

			“Mostly,” I said. “Don’t yell or bang on the walls.”

			But no one said anything for several minutes until Kar Yee piped up again. “Someone needs to find out if it’s still there. We can’t just sit in here and drift across the Pacific in a coffin for hours.”

			I was closest to the door. “So I guess I’ll just peek outside. . . .”

			Lon pulled the flare gun out of his jacket.

			“What do you expect to do with that, set the boat on fire?”

			“Stay low and I’ll aim high.”

			I grumbled and crouched, then flipped the lock and slid the door open a few inches at a time. Nothing but darkness in the hallway. No noise but the storm and the sound of waves crashing against the hull. I stuck my head around the doorframe, craning my neck to look toward the salon. The windows filtered a dull gray light over the lounge area. I could make out shapes of the sofas and the edge of the bar. Could see the door leading out onto the deck. But I couldn’t see any movement other than the occasional stray soda can, dumped from our cooler, rolling around on the floor.

			It took me a few seconds to realize I was focusing my sights too far. At the end of the hallway, between the captain’s quarters and the salon, a silhouette stood in the small kitchen. It had feet—or legs, at least. Arms, too. But something was . . . off. I lifted my searching gaze to its shoulders. Its face tilted to look at the ceiling.

			A second face followed.

			And a third.

			Three heads. And all of them were sniffing the air.

			All the small hairs on my neck and arms stood erect. I jerked back and slid the door shut, almost crushing Lon’s flare gun in the process. Our hands collided as we rushed to flip the lock.

			“What?” Jupe whispered loudly. “Is it still there?”

			“In the kitchen. I think it smelled me.”

			Jupe’s eyes widened with alarm. “What did it look like?”

			“Uh . . .” I pulled my damp shirt away from my stomach, thinking of the three heads.

			“Did you see it, Dad?”

			Lon blinked several times. “I don’t know what I saw. It’s not human. Not Earthbound. And I don’t want to see it again.”

			“What do you mean, it’s not Earthbound?” Kar Yee said. “Are you saying that it’s something escaped from the Æthyr? That’s impossible. . . . Right, Cady?”

			A few months ago, I would’ve agreed, but I’d seen a lot of weird shit lately. Lon and Jupe had, too. And though I wasn’t exactly forthcoming about everything when it came to Kar Yee, right now, I didn’t have much of a choice.

			“Look,” I told her, “there’s a big ol’ demonic seal on the bridge, and I don’t recognize it. But the captain was trying to protect the boat against something, and it’s no coincidence that that thing appeared after lightning disabled the ward.”

			“Oh, shit,” Jupe moaned.

			“Yeah. That’s about right,” I agreed.

			“What could it be?” Kar Yee said.

			Lon crossed his arms over his chest. “Had to come from the water. Cady saw it come in on a wave.”

			“Mermaid,” Jupe said in a voice filled with equal parts terror and certainty. “I told you. Foxglove, she barks at something in the ocean.”

			“We might be sixty miles or more away from our house, Jupe,” Lon said, but I could hear doubt in his voice. After all, La Sirena translated to exactly that: mermaid. Maybe there was some truth behind the town’s name. Thing was, even though I’d seen a couple of Æthyrics running around loose, they couldn’t stay here for any substantial length of time. They needed an earthly host to survive. That’s how Earthbounds came into existence: demons stuffed into human bodies through a now-lost arcane spell.

			But that thing outside was definitely not sporting a human body, and the ward on this boat wasn’t freshly painted. The Heka that had charged it before the strike was dull. Barely visible. The captain must’ve had all this magical work erected a while back—maybe years—I explained to the group.

			Lon raked his fingers through damp hair, pulling it back from his forehead. “What kind of Æthyric being could stay alive outside a human body for years?”

			A raspy voice answered at the back of the cabin, “A Rusalka. Is she here?”

			We all pivoted toward the bunk. Captain Christie was feeling the wound on his head as he looked up at us with bloodshot eyes.

			“You’re awake! Oh my God!” Jupe said, then lowered his voice. “Wait—are you okay? Do you know where you are?”

			“My head is killing me, I know that. I’m a little fuzzy on the rest.”

			“I’m so, so sorry,” Jupe said, almost close to tears.

			But if Christie knew what the kid was blubbering about, he didn’t show it. He only pushed himself up to his elbows and said, “What’s going on?”

			“Take it easy,” Lon cautioned. “You probably have a concussion.”

			Well, at least he wasn’t doomed to a life as a mute dullard. Jupe’s knack wasn’t permanent. Lesson learned the hard way.

			I gave the old coot the lowdown. “Lightning struck the boat. Bridge is fried. Likewise the controls down the hall.”

			“Oh, God! My poor girl,” he moaned.

			“Yeah, well, there’s more. The lightning took down your ward. We’re in the middle of a nasty storm—same one that threw you around and knocked you out. Lon shot a few flares, but who knows if anyone saw them. And now there’s a creature onboard, so I recharged the cloaking spell on this room. Your turn.”

			“You’re a magician?”

			“It’s your lucky day.”

			“I knew that halo of yours was strange,” he muttered.

			“Not as strange as what’s in your kitchen.”

			He groaned and sat up in the bed. “I first encountered her about ten years ago. She lives in Diablo Reef—where I was taking you. She used to live off the coast of an island between Russia and Japan called Shumshu. The guy who sold me this boat lured her over here in the nineties. She’s . . . uh, intense.”

			We all stared at him as he pointed toward the bite mark on his leg.

			“She’s Æthyric,” I said.

			He nodded.

			“Rusalka is a mythological Russian water spirit,” Lon argued. “A nymph.”

			She damn sure didn’t look like a nymph to me. Nymph sounded cute, sexy even. Not something you’d call a three-headed monster.

			“That’s just what the people who found her called her,” the captain said. “She’s more like a water demon. A kind of mermaid.”

			“I knew it!” Jupe whispered hotly, his body vibrating with excitement.

			“How is she living on earth?” I asked.

			“She’s not exactly alive, per se.” The captain winced. “She’s sort of dead.”

			“Mermaid ghost?” Jupe said, seeming to increase in height a couple of inches as he prepared himself to be proven right and thus the winner of every argument he’d had with his father.

			“More like a zombie. She used to be an Æthyric demon. According to her, some magician summoned her at the moment she was dying, and because of that she somehow got reanimated here. She says it happened three hundred years ago.”

			“Zombie mermaid,” Jupe mouthed to me.

			“Hold on,” Kar Yee said, eyes narrowed on Christie. “If I choose to believe all this crap, and the only reason I might is because I saw something climb up the window—”

			The captain moaned and covered his eyes.

			“And if you’ve warded the boat against this mermaid, and she’s bit you, then I’m going to assume she’s dangerous.”

			“Deadly,” he confirmed.

			“Is she like a siren?” Jupe asked. “Should we be covering our ears?”

			“She lost that ability when she died. But if the ward’s down, she’ll do whatever it takes to get to me. She’s tracked me down from a hundred miles away and almost killed three of my passengers before. We gotta get that ward up.” He looked at me with desperate, pleading eyes. “Can you recharge it?”

			A specialized ward that big? It would be a struggle in the best of situations and take a hell of a lot more current than the batteries I’d tapped to charge the room. Would also require me to expose myself to the creature roaming the yacht for an extended amount of time.

			“Absolutely not,” Lon said. “We need to call for help. Is there another VHF?”

			He swung his legs over the edge of the bed. “A hand-held unit in the engine room.”

			Lon looked at me. “I can make a run for it.”

			“Fat chance,” the captain said. “She’s got a wicked sense of smell. She’ll be on you in seconds if she’s anywhere on this boat.”

			“Maybe I can use my knack on her,” Jupe suggested.

			“No,” Lon and I said together.

			Jupe grimaced and scratched the back of his neck. “Just trying to help.”

			“Can she be killed?” Lon asked the captain. Then added, “Again?”

			“Not that I know of. If she’s got a weakness, I’ve never discovered it. And I’ve been dealing with her for almost twenty years. Best thing you can do is hide.”

			Screw that. I wasn’t sitting around in this tiny room waiting for someone to spot us. God only knew where we were, and the last thing the captain had told us before Jupe messed with his mind was that nothing was on the radar for miles.

			I considered our options. I had a series of sigils on my inner arm tattooed in white ink: one of them was a temporary spell that could render me nearly invisible. Might be able to use this to find the handheld VHF radio, but I wasn’t entirely sure how well it covered up scent. Wasn’t sure I wanted to find out, either.

			Even if I could make it back without her attacking me, even if we could radio for help, what would happen when help came? If the captain was right, and she’d taken down his other passengers, what would she do to the rescue team? Or to us?

			I wasn’t taking a chance. Not with my family and friend on the boat.

			Still, there was something I could do, and it hadn’t failed me yet.

			“Can you still use your weather knack?” I asked the captain.

			“Yes.”

			I held up a hand and shook my head. “Don’t use it quite yet.”

			“Why?”

			“Your mermaid is Æthyric. And that means she can be bound.”

			“That’s how they transported her here from Russia,” the captain agreed.

			I gave him a tight smile and reached inside my jacket pocket. “Let’s set a trap, shall we?”
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			It was a pain in the ass, what with the cramped space and the boat rocking and the pressure of being moments away from death at sea, but I managed to draw an Æthyric level binding triangle on the floor of the captain’s quarters with a broken stick of red ocher chalk. Everyone but the old man sat on the narrow bunk, an unhappy audience squished together like sardines.

			“Okay, Christie. Ready to play bait?”

			Sweat beaded on the bridge of his nose. “Not really.”

			“Stand here,” I instructed, ignoring him and pointing a narrow space between the base of the triangle and the outer cabin wall.

			“You sure you can trap her? She’s fast.”

			“I’m sure.” I wasn’t.

			Caduceus in one hand, I knelt by the side of the door on the other side of my handiwork, which amounted to a potent series of scrawled arcane symbols and words forming three sides of the trap and ready to be awakened with magick. After loosening my neck, I exhaled and wielded a pocketknife I’d borrowed from Lon. It only took a few quick gouges to scratch out an integral symbol on the doorframe that had been holding the cloaking spell together. Without it, the bright-white Heka charging the spell fizzled, popped, and faded.

			I dropped the pocketknife and unlocked the door. Slid it open. Crouched out of sight.

			We were now sitting ducks.

			Some kinds of magick are semi-permanent and all-inclusive, like the ward on the yacht and the cloaking spell: when activated, they can be crossed freely. As long as the cloaking spell was charged and the symbols intact, you could step in and out of the room without worrying about breaking the spell. It’s like a public park: anyone can use it.

			But a binding trap is different. It’s temporary, and it has a one-way charge. As long as the charge is active, whatever is trapped inside it cannot leave; however, it can be broken from the outside. All it took was a single toe over the triangle’s border to fizzle the charge.

			This meant that I had to light the charge while the demon was inside the trap. That could be tricky. If I didn’t trap the Rusalka mermaid in time, she could move right through the uncharged trap and attack the captain. I had a tiny window to charge it while she was standing inside the triangle . . . before she wised up to the situation.

			It was a risk, sure, but so were our other choices. I looked up at Jupe, who would, if I failed, have to rely on Lon’s flare gun to protect him from the Rusalka. I hoped to God it wouldn’t come to that.

			My hands shook. Heart hammered against my rib cage. I waited, muscles straining, as I listened for movement outside the quarters.

			It didn’t take long.

			I heard a clatter in the salon. The sound of flesh slapping on kitchen tile. And when a bolt of lightning briefly cast her slithering shadow along the far wall of the corridor, I held my breath and braced myself.

			A pair of large, flat feet stepped through the doorway. The skin was covered in glossy, iridescent scales the color of dried seaweed. The bone structure of her legs was decidedly nonhuman: the two legs almost melded together as one when her feet were aligned.

			And it only got stranger above the waist.

			She had small breasts, a curvy, hourglass waist, and long arms ending in webbed fingers. And sitting on her shoulders like a mythological dragon or something out of a Lovecraft story were three slender necks bearing the three heads I’d earlier seen in silhouette.

			I’d summoned a few demons with weird appendages: tails, cloven hooves, wings . . . but I’d never seen a multi-headed demon outside a medieval engraving in a musty goetic tome.

			And the faces on the three heads weren’t ugly. Despite being hairless and covered in brackish scales, her faces were quite lovely. All three of them.

			“Richard,” she said from each her mouths, slightly out of sync. Her voices were roughly etched with a strange vibrato. Rows of gills lining the sloping tops of her shoulders opened and closed when she talked.

			“Hello, Onna,” the captain replied nervously.

			“Where ever have you been?”

			She stepped farther into the room as Christie crushed himself against the wall. She had one foot in the binding. I just needed her to take one more step.

			“You are hurt,” one of her heads said, craning to see him better with shiny black eyes that didn’t blink.

			“Uh . . . yes . . .”

			She held out a hand and stepped into the middle of the triangle.

			Bingo.

			I reached out for current. The source I’d tapped for the cloaking spell was almost dry, but that’s why I wanted Christie’s weather knack on idle until I was finished. I concentrated and searched farther away, waiting to catch something in the storm. I found it almost immediately and tugged.

			Lightning was so raw and wild. It fluctuated. Ebbed and flowed. One second I was pulling as hard as I could and getting nothing—the next I was flooded with current. My insides roiled. Skin itched. Breath stolen. Heka roared inside me, bouncing around my cells as it sucked in the electricity I was siphoning.

			One of the Rusalka’s heads snapped toward me. Crud.

			I wasn’t ready—I needed more Heka. The captain was supposed to distract her—we’d discussed this. He knew I needed time to charge the trap. The bastard was too caught up in his own cold sweat to help me.

			“Hey!” Lon shouted, redirecting her attention.

			Helpful, but not ideal. Lon could handle himself, but I didn’t want the creature’s attention shifting beyond him, where Kar Yee’s and Jupe’s faces peered from their hiding place at the foot of the bunk.

			All the hairs on my body stood on end, and I felt as if I might implode. That was my saturation point.

			Just as the creature hunched down and prepared to attack Lon, I touched the chalked edge of the triangle with the tip of the caduceus and pushed.

			Heka flew through the wooden stave and lit up the trap like a spotlight in a Broadway show.

			She tried to leap at Lon and slammed into the magical barrier.

			Got her!

			An eerie, out-of-tune keening echoed through the cabin as she looked down and realized what had happened. But I was too busy feeling sick to boast more than a fleeting bit of triumph. My stomach dropped and knotted in pain, bringing tears to my eyes. I balled up like a cooked shrimp outside the trap, half certain that I’d seriously injured myself. Maybe the lightning strike on the bridge had done more damage to me than I’d originally thought.

			Lon’s voice rumbled near my ear. “Breathe.”

			As his warm hand rested on my back, I forced myself to calm down and follow his instruction. Breathing was good. Breathing was normal. My muscles eventually slacked. Insides unknotted. I stretched out of my I’m-going-to-die position and rolled over to face the demon. Roaring like a caged tiger, she railed against the barrier in a whirlwind of impossibly fast kicks and punches, gills rapidly opening and closing, teeth gnashing.

			“You tricked me,” the Rusalka said to Christie in her triple voice.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, still flattened against the wall as if he didn’t trust the trap.

			All three heads lunged toward him as she pointed a webbed finger at his face. “We have a pact. You hid from me. You tricked me.”

			“Now, Onna . . . I, uh . . .”

			I slanted a glance at the captain as Lon helped me to my feet. “What is she talking about?”

			Onna’s heads rotated toward me. “Who are you?”

			“I’m the one who trapped you. You are bound by me so you must answer me honestly.” A simplified version of a standard magical contract that magicians had been using for hundreds of years.

			“Are you Richard’s lover?” Onna asked.

			“What? God, no.”

			“She’s just a passenger,” the captain said.

			Onna’s left head rotated toward me. “But she’s a mage.”

			“And something else,” the middle one added, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

			The third head joined the other two, and they spoke in unison again. “If I am bound by rules, then so are you, mage. This Earthbound man has entered into a pact with me that he dishonored. I demand you release me from this prison and allow me vengeance.”

			I glanced at Christie. “What is she talking about? You didn’t say anything about a pact.”

			“Yes, well, I’m not sure it was exactly a pact, per se. It was more like a gentleman’s agreement—”

			“Lies!” Onna’s three heads shouted. “I gave you my body to consummate our agreement.”

			Several of us groaned at the same time.

			“Captain Christie!” I prompted.

			He looked at me, wiped his sweaty forehead with the sleeve of his shirt, then looked to Lon. “Come on. Think about it—three mouths. How could I resist?”

			“Gross,” Jupe murmured from the bunk.

			Great. Now he’d be asking about that later.

			“Did you make an agreement with her in exchange for sex?” I asked the captain.

			“My body was not the bargain,” the demon said. “It was the seal. The bargain was that I would teach him ancient secrets about dark magicks.”

			Some Æthyric demons had magical knowledge: it was the main reason magicians summoned them, to learn new tricks. “What kind of magick?”

			One head swiveled in my direction. “Magick to control the weather.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Kar Yee mumbled.

			“You aren’t really a cloudbuster?” I asked. “That’s not your natural knack?”

			The captain offered me a sheepish smile. “I don’t have a knack. She taught me a simple trick, that’s all. And it doesn’t work like I thought it would—it only keeps clouds away. I can’t change the temperature or make it rain.”

			“It keeps storm clouds away,” Lon corrected, looking out the small, round window over the bunk, where a sliver of blue sky was beginning to clear around the yacht. “That’s a pretty fucking handy knack for a sailor to have.”

			“I did not trick him,” the demon said. “I taught him everything I knew.”

			“In exchange for what?” I asked.

			Onna tucked all three chins close to her necks and stared down at the captain with a look of defiance. “That he would be my husband.”
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			O-o-ohh. Now the whole pact-sealed-with-consummation made more sense.

			Kar Yee, the pragmatist, asked the most pertinent, nonsexual question we all were thinking: “He can’t live underwater—how was he supposed to be your husband?”

			“Our agreement was that he would visit me once a fortnight,” the first head explained.

			“He only upheld the bargain for one year,” the second added.

			“He promised me a lifetime,” said the third.

			“I was young and reckless,” the captain argued.

			“You were thirty and eight years,” Onna said in unison.

			He tried again. “I was doing a lot of coke. I wasn’t in my right mind. I didn’t think she really meant forever, you know? Then I got set up by that damned hedonist erotic cruise company and went to jail for six months . . .” He turned to Lon with a thoroughly misguided help-a-brother-out look. “Nothing lasts forever. Everyone deserves a second chance. I mean, obviously that kid isn’t hers,” he said, nodding back at me. “Everyone makes mistakes, right?”

			Lon gave the captain a look black enough to wilt flowers. “My kid is not a mistake.”

			“There is no mistake,” the three demon heads said. “You understood the bargain, Richard. I did not force you to make this agreement. You entered into it willingly.” The heads swiveled toward me. “And you cannot keep me here forever. This trap will eventually break, and when it does, I will take my revenge on everyone here unless you free me willingly and give me my Richard.”

			“Whoa,” I said. “Don’t threaten me. I didn’t wiggle out of a bargain with you. And if we wait for a few hours, when night falls I can solve everyone’s problems and send you back to the Æthyr.”

			The captain stood taller. “You can do that? Send her back?”

			“She did not summon me,” the demon said. “Therefore she cannot send me back.”

			“Yeah, well, you don’t know me: I rack up a few extra skills when the moon’s out, so that little rule doesn’t apply. I’ve sent others back. I reckon I can send you, too.”

			At that Onna turned from haughty to pleading, sounding almost like a teenage girl. “No! I do not want to go back! This is my home now, and I’ve done nothing wrong!”

			“You killed those two women!” the captain said.

			“They were whores, not women. And I was protecting what was rightfully mine.”

			“Diz-amn,” Jupe whispered.

			The captain scooted down the wall, sidestepping the binding. “You have to send her back or she’ll kill me. Probably kill you all, too. That’s why I had the ward built. Once she’s got your scent, she’ll never let you go. First it was just my room, for some privacy. Then I had to do the whole ship.”

			“Or I could just let her have you,” I said.

			The captain’s mouth fell open. “You wouldn’t.”

			He was right about that. I glanced at Jupe. That would be a fine lesson to teach the kid.

			No, I wasn’t going to feed the captain to the demon, though it was awfully tempting. I mean, on one hand, he was an asshole and had put us all in danger by not being upfront about his boat being a magnet for pissed-off three-headed zombie mermaids he’d screwed over. Then again, Jupe was the one who turned the captain into a temporary coma patient—which was the reason his weather trick stopped working and lightning took out the ward . . . so it was pretty much the kid’s fault this all happened.

			And if I’d learned one thing from my short time with Lon, it was that it’s never the kid’s fault. Sure, he’d get grounded later when—if—we made it home. But whatever brand of crazy trouble Jupe managed to kick up, Lon always took the blame. “My kid, my problem” he always said.

			Even if I wasn’t the birth mother, I supposed Lon’s problem was my problem now, too.

			But did the Rusalka deserve to be sent back to the Æthyr? After all, she was the wronged party in this whole creepy scenario.

			“I may not continue to exist if you send me back,” she said, as if sensing my sympathy.

			Super. Now I was supposed to worry about a dead demon not being able to live her carefree zombie life? “Look,” I said, feeling more like a divorce counselor than a mage. “Why do you even want this guy? Look at him. He’s fat and balding and old—”

			“I’m only fifty,” he argued.

			I shot him an annoyed look. Trying to help you, Mr. Hotlegs.

			“The point is, he’s no prize. He’s probably going to drop dead of a drug-induced heart attack before the next decade’s over.”

			“His body pleases me,” the demon said.

			“I’m going to be sick,” Kar Yee mumbled.

			“Now I understand why people need a safe word,” Jupe added. “Because if I had one, I’d sure as hell be saying it right now.”

			Lon groaned. This was not something any of us wanted to picture.

			I pinched the bridge of my nose, then tried to reason with the demon again. “All I’m saying is that he’s not your soul mate. You deserve better than this. You deserve a husband that cares about you. Someone who wants to, uh, visit you every fortnight or so.”

			“You can do better,” Kar Yee said. “A lot better.”

			I shrugged at the demon. “You don’t really want this deadbeat. Do you?”

			Three heads turned toward the captain, all of them wearing angry frowns. After a long moment, she said, “I suppose not.”

			The captain slumped against the wall, a look of absolute relief slackening his face.

			“Release him from his pact and find someone new,” I encouraged the demon.

			She paused for a moment, thinking. “On one condition. He must bring me new men every fortnight until I chose a new husband.”

			The captain made a face.

			“Sounds fair to me,” Kar Yee said.

			“Only if you give me your word that you will not kill him, or the men he brings,” I said. Then added, “Or anyone else on this boat.”

			“I give you my word and solemn oath,” she said.

			I nodded, then spoke to Christie. “Go on. Promise her you’ll bring her potential husbands.”

			“How am I supposed to do that?”

			“You’ll think of a way. Start your own ‘hedonists cruise’—I don’t care.” The local Hellfire Club would be all over that shit; he could make a small fortune.

			“All right, I promise,” the captain said unhappily.

			I looked at Lon. “Can we trust her?”

			“She’s not lying.”

			“I do not break my promises,” Onna said, slanting accusing eyes toward Christie.

			A loud noise made me jump. It took me a moment to realize that it was a horn blaring, and it was coming from outside the yacht. Jupe stood on the bunk and stuck his face in the porthole window. “Coast Guard! We’re saved!”

			A collective sigh of relief circled the room. Holy Mother of God, was I happy.

			“You’d better hurry,” Lon said.

			Yeah. Probably not wise to have a demonic monster trapped inside the boat while we were being rescued.

			Lon skirted the trap and stood guard in front of Kar Yee and Jupe, flare gun in hand, while I palmed his pocketknife . . . just in case. Then I did my best to look at all three pairs of Onna’s eyes and said, “I accept your oath and honor mine in return. You are free to go.”

			I swiped one bare foot across a corner of the triangle, breaking the binding.

			Onna shook herself like a wet dog and jumped out of the trap. Quick as a whip, she lunged at Christie and pinned the man to the wall. He shouted out in terror and turned his head to the side.

			Onna wrapped webbed fingers around his chin and forced him to look up at her. “You broke all three of my hearts, Richard. If you fail to honor this new oath to me, this time I will tear your skin from your bones and bury you alive at the bottom of the sea.”

			“Sounds reasonable,” he mumbled.

			“Goodbye, Richard. I will see you in a fortnight.”

			She spun around and surveyed the room, then bowed her heads at me, one after the other. “If we meet again, I will hold you in regard as an honest mage.”

			Awesome, and God I hoped that never happened.

			And with that, she exited the room and disappeared down the hallway as a muffled voice called out to the Baba Yaga through a megaphone.

			•   •   •

			It took hours to sort everything out with the Coast Guard. Lon gave them an official statement about the lightning strike—omitting details regarding both Jupe’s and the captain’s knacks and, of course, Onna. While Christie led them around for an inspection of the yacht’s damage, we waited for a dispatched towboat to haul the dead Baba Yaga away. Once we got back to La Sirena, Christie was taken to the hospital for concussion tests. He started to tell us goodbye, but took one look at the displeasure on Lon’s face and thought better of it.

			After seeing Kar Yee back to her car, Lon, Jupe, and I piled in Lon’s SUV and headed back home. The dashboard clock said it was after nine. It felt like one of the longest days of my life.

			“Seat warmers, please,” I begged. My clothes were still a little damp beneath the blanket the Coast Guard had provided.

			“On it,” Lon said as he fiddled with controls and pulled out of the nearly empty boardwalk parking lot onto Ocean Avenue. Everything around was closed and dark, apart from the lights crowning the walls of Brentano Gardens Amusement Park across the street.

			“Okay, lay it on me,” Jupe said from the backseat. “How much trouble am I in?”

			“I haven’t decided yet,” Lon said as headlights from a passing car beamed slices of light across his face. “But it’s probably going to involve manual labor and all of your weekends until Christmas spent indoors.”

			Jupe sighed dramatically. “I thought so. I bet Kar Yee never wants to spend time with us again.” Oh, he was probably right about that. He blew out a long breath and crossed his arms over his chest. “I wish we’d never gone.”

			Dammit. Even though he’d acted like an asshat today, I hated seeing him all dejected and mopey. He was a hot mess, sure, and I knew his dad was secretly fantasizing about dumping him on the side of the road, but I just couldn’t help it: the kid turned me into Silly Putty.

			“Look on the bright side,” I said. “We did learn a few things today.”

			“Like that I was right about the mermaid ghost?”

			God help us, we’d never hear the end of that.

			“Like that your knack doesn’t last forever,” I said. “And you might not be able to correct a command once you’ve given it.”

			“In other words, never tell someone they’re brainless when I’m using my knack.”

			“No,” Lon corrected. “Never use it in anger.”

			“Or carelessly,” I added.

			“Just don’t use it at all,” Lon said gruffly.

			Jupe grimaced. “I’m actually okay with that. But I do have one request.”

			“What’s that?” Lon asked.

			“Let’s forget about buying a boat.”

			“Forgotten.”

			Jupe stuck his head between our seats. “Instead, I think we should bring the water to us. How ’bout a swimming pool in the backyard? You know, like Jack’s? An infinity pool.”

			“Not a chance,” Lon said.

			“Hot tub?”

			“How about we just go home, light a fire in the fireplace, and watch a movie?” I said.

			“Wine,” Lon added. “Lots and lots of wine.”

			Jupe raised his hand. “Only if I can pick the movie.”

			“Fine,” I said, reaching back to twine my fingers around his. “Which movie?”

			“It’s an Italian horror flick from 1973. It’s about a photographer who falls under the spell of a witch.” He waggled his eyebrows.

			“Sounds familiar,” Lon said, darting his eyes toward mine.

			“What’s it called?” I asked.

			“Baba Yaga,” Jupe said with a grin.

			I groaned as Lon slowly shook his head at Jupe in the rearview mirror. “I should’ve sold you to the Russians when I had the chance.”
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			I knew better than to be preoccupied when Tambuku Tiki Lounge was overcapacity. Crowds are ugly; it doesn’t matter if they’re human or demon.

			Our bar held a maximum of sixty-five people per California fire code. My business partner treated this rule as more of a suggestion on Thursday nights, when Paranormal Patrol made us a midtown hot spot. Easy for her; all she had to do was sweet-talk the county inspector out of a citation. She wasn’t the one being expected to break up drunken, demonic brawls.

			“Hey!” My eyes zeroed in on a college kid stealing a drink off the bar. “Did you pay for that? No, you didn’t. Get your grubby paws off.”

			“That woman left it,” he argued. “Possession’s two-thirds of the law.”

			“Nine-tenths, jackass,” I corrected, snatching the ceramic Suffering Bastard mug out of his hand. An anguished face was molded into the side of the classic black tiki mug, half filled with a potent cocktail bearing the same name. When I dumped the contents in a small bar sink, the kid acted like I’d just thrown gold in the trash. He glared at me before stomping across the room to rejoin his broke buddies.

			If I were a bartender in any other small bar in the city, I might be encouraged on occasion to double as a bouncer. As the only trained magician on staff at Tambuku, I didn’t have a choice; it was my responsibility. After two years of sweeping up broken glass and trying to avoid projectile vomit, I’d seen enough demons-gone-wild behavior that would make a boring, corporate desk job appear attractive to any normal person. Good thing I wasn’t normal.

			“Arcadia? Cady? Hello?”

			Amanda leaned across an empty bar stool, waving her hand in front of my face.

			“Sorry, what?”

			“I said that I need another Scorpion Bowl for booth three. Jeez, you’re distracted tonight,” she complained, unloading two empty wooden snack dishes from her tray before circling around the L-shaped bar top to join me.

			“How wasted are they?” I craned my neck to see the booth while scooping up Japanese rice crackers from a large bin.

			“They’ve passed over the halfway mark, but they aren’t there yet. No singing or fighting.” She wiped sweat from her forehead with a dirty bar towel. Amanda was one of three full-time waitresses we employed at Tambuku. Tall, blond, tan, and permanently outfitted with a stack of worn, braided hemp bracelets circling her wrist, she looked like the stereotypical California girl.

			Her family had lived on the central coast for several generations in La Sirena, a small beach community thirty minutes away from the city; it captured its bewitching namesake with photo-worthy vistas of the rocky coastline and the blue Pacific that bordered it. Her parents had a ceramics studio there, and we’d commissioned them to make most of our tiki mugs and bowls, which now sat in neat rows on bamboo shelves behind the bar.

			“I’m more concerned about the couple at hightop three.” Amanda peered into the cracked mirror over the cash register that allowed me to watch the bar when I had my back turned; she poked a few stray wisps of hair back into her braid.

			Keeping our specialized clientele happy without sending them into a drunken frenzy was difficult at times. I strained to get a look at Amanda’s hightop couple, two women who were red-faced with laughter. One of them had dropped something under the table and, after retrieving it, was having trouble getting her ass back up onto her chair. They were verging on sloppy drunk, so I made a mental note to cut them off. Still, my money was on the obnoxiously loud group at booth three.

			Amanda waited while I constructed the four-person Scorpion Bowl from brandy, two kinds of rum, and fresh juices. When no one was looking, I smuggled in a few drops of a tincture derived from damiana leaf, one of my medicinals that I kept stashed away in a hidden compartment behind the bar. Most of these were brewed from basic folk recipes, steeped herbs and macerated roots. They soothed nerves, calmed anger, or sobered the mind. Nothing earth-shattering. Well, mostly . . . 

			A few were intensified with magick. Spells in liquid form, I guess you might say. Just as perfume smells different in the bottle than on a person’s skin, magical medicinals react with body chemistry and produce unique results; the same medicinal that creates a mildly lethargic feeling in one person might put someone else in deep sleep. Sometimes I had to experiment to find the right one for the job. The one I was using now, the damianatha, has a calming effect that usually wears off pretty fast; I often use it to quell potential bar fights.

			I didn’t feel guilty about dosing people without their permission. I had a business to protect, and the sign at the entrance—marked with the two interlocking circles that formed a Nox symbol, identifying us as a demon-friendly establishment—did clearly say ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK.

			After putting away the damianatha, I strained the enhanced concoction into a serving bowl. Inside the ceramic volcano that rose up from the center, I floated a sugar cube soaked in 151-proof rum on top of an orange slice. When we first opened Tambuku, I’d light the Scorpion Bowls right there at the bar, until Amanda once caught her hair on fire during the trek to the table. Now I make her light it herself once she gets there. Not as dramatic, but much safer.

			“Almost time for the show,” Amanda noted as she searched her pockets for a lighter. “I think there’s only that one table of savages to get rid of before it starts. Can you check?”

			Savages. Slang for humans who didn’t believe in anything paranormal . . . which would be most humans. Savages didn’t believe in magick, and they certainly didn’t believe that a small but growing group of the population was made up of demons.

			I double-checked to make sure Amanda was right about the lone table of savages, and she was. Just a group of women dressed in corporate-gray suits, probably trying out the “wacky” tiki bar down the street from their office. “They’ll leave. Shouldn’t be an issue.” And apart from them, Amanda and I were the only nonsavage humans in the bar. I tossed four extra-long straws into the Scorpion Bowl, and she whisked it away on her tray.

			Now, when I say demons, I don’t mean big, bad evil creatures with horns and tails and rows of bloodstained teeth. Don’t get me wrong, those kinds of demons exist, safely tucked away on another plane; Æthyric demons can be summoned by talented magicians, such as myself, with the proper rituals and seals. Nevertheless, the Earthbounds that patronized my bar were much lower down on the supernatural food chain.

			Apart from their minor demonic abilities, which vary from demon to demon, the only distinguishing feature of an Earthbound demon is a glowing arc of light around the head: a halo.

			Yep, that’s right. Demons have halos. Everything preternatural does. Not a static, detached ring like you see in religious paintings, but more of a diffused, colorful cloud. Surprised? I might have been, the first time I saw an Earthbound, back in Florida, when I was a kid . . . that is, if I hadn’t already seen my own halo in the mirror. I’m not demon. Just different. My conception was kinda weird. Okay, it was really weird, but the point is that my parents weren’t all that surprised to discover I had a halo; they were just surprised that I could actually see it. They couldn’t, but that’s because humans can’t see halos. They are basically color-blind when it comes to detecting preternatural visual markers. But just because you can’t see ultraviolet light doesn’t mean it’s not there.

			My small, silver halo didn’t quite look like the nebulous green and blue halos on the demons who frequented our bar, but it still came in handy; most demons wouldn’t normally come near a practicing magician with a ten-foot pole, much less frequent a bar owned by one, but my strange halo granted me a wary trust.

			I checked the clock. Almost time for our weekly TV addiction.

			After I made a couple of Fog Cutters for another order, I wound my hair into a twist on top of my head and pinned it in place with a plastic swizzle stick. Then I turned off the tropical exotica bar music—classic Martin Denny—stood on a stool at the end of the bar, and tugged down my snug 1982 Iron Maiden concert T-shirt, a triumphant two-dollar score from the Goodwill down the block.

			“Listen up,” I yelled across the room as eighty-plus pairs of eyes turned toward me. “It’s eleven o’clock. Most of you know what that means here on Thursdays at Tambuku.”

			“PATROL TIME!” The group reply echoed around the bar, followed by a series of cheers and whoops.

			“That’s right,” I said with a grin after they’d calmed down. “It’s Paranormal Patrol time. For those of you who aren’t familiar with Tambuku’s weekly TV ritual, you might want to get out while the gettin’s good. Because it’s about to be really loud in here—” Two whistles and a couple of indistinct shouts interrupted me. “Yeah, like that, only worse, and with lots more profanity. If you want a quiet drink, go across the street to the Sunset Bar. You have now been officially warned.”

			A respectable round of applause ended my speech. The lone table of savages began gathering their purses and left a tip on their table. Worked every time. As they headed out the door, I climbed down from the bar stool, readied the DVR, and started the show.

			When the Paranormal Patrol logo moved across the screen, Tambuku’s regulars began singing along with the theme music, substituting an alternate, rude set of lyrics. I spotted Amanda and a table busser gleefully joining in and smiled as I cleared away a couple of empty tiki mugs and wiped down the bar. Amanda’s laughing couple at the hightop were getting a bit rowdy. Maybe she was right after all; I kept my eye on them.

			This week’s episode of Patrol took place in Charleston, where the intrepid crew of professional hunters—all savages—were investigating the hundred-year-old ghost of a nun. After they set up their equipment, the so-called expert began his introductions to the so-called ghost: “Hello? I’m trying to speak to the ghost of Mary—can you hear me? Give me a sign if you can. I come in peace.”

			So funny that humans waste money on ion counters, night vision cameras, and all the rest of the junk that purports to “detect” the paranormal. Because halos and other supernatural markers show up plain as day on most modern cameras if you have the right eyes . . . and Tambuku’s patrons did. So when a small glowing head poked up over the shoulder of the ghost hunter, our customers began their call-and-response game and all yelled in unison, “Look behind you, asshole!” Around the bar, everyone downed a drink in tribute to the first on-screen imp appearance.

			Rocky Horror fans had nothing on us.

			The ghost seeker’s eyes watered as he sat down on an old bed where the ghostly nun was murdered years ago. “Oh, God . . . I think I feel something,” he whimpered into the camera. He felt something all right; it was the same imp they filmed the week before in Chicago. Looks like they had themselves a hitchhiker.

			Even savages who dismiss most paranormal phenomenon love to entertain the possibility that ghosts exist; too bad they don’t. Sorry to burst your bubble, but if you think your house is haunted, it’s most likely just everyday, run-of-the-mill imps: small transparent demons that humans can’t see. Imps are pretty much harmless, but they’re fond of creating minor havoc. Moaning, turning the lights on and off, lowering the temperature of a room, and this was exactly why imps had made the Earthbounds who produced Paranormal Patrol very, very rich. Sending a group of unsuspecting and gullible humans down in buildings known to be infested with imps? Damn fine TV.

			Everyone in Tambuku was enjoying the imp in this week’s episode until the second commercial break; that’s when I heard breaking glass. Amanda’s laughing couple at the hightop was now kissing. Not them, then. My eyes flicked to the table with the dosed Scorpion Bowl, but they were all staring at the booth behind them. Amanda and I had both been wrong.

			“Oh, holy Whore of Babylon.” I muted the TV and reached for my caduceus, a carved wooden staff entwined with two snakes and wings at the top. It wasn’t some mystical ceremonial object; it was made in China, like, last year. Despite this, it does have a real graphite core that conducts energy, and that was the important part. The only ritual objects I use are practical ones. Robes and candles and sacred temple spaces? Forget it. Just useless, bullshit trappings.

			Caduceus in hand, I abandoned my post behind the bar and strode in the direction of the offenders. But before I could make it there, a low gasp spread through the crowd and everyone in front of me began backing up.

			“Move it.” I pushed people out of my way until I made it to the problem table. Broken glass crunched beneath my lowtop sneakers as I approached.

			There were three Earthbounds at the booth: Kara and her boyfriend, both regulars, and some other guy I didn’t know in a red flannel shirt . . . whom Kara was choking. Well, not choking so much as freezing the skin around his neck. Beneath her hands, a network of blue lines formed on his skin as she screamed, “Motherfucking liar!”

			“Did you sleep with him, Kara?” her boyfriend asked, sitting at her side. His face was stroke-red. For crying out loud, no ambulances tonight, I thought to myself as the choking victim knocked a ceramic coconut-shaped mug off the table with his flailing arm. It shattered into ragged snow as it hit the floor. The crowd behind me jumped back as an errant ceramic shard ricocheted and pegged me on the arm. It stung like hell.

			“Hey!” I yelled, rubbing my injury. “That’s handmade. We’ve only got a few of those mugs left in stock. You’re paying for that.”

			Kara’s victim paid no attention to me as two other mugs, the rice cracker bowl, and all the napkins began rising off the table. I’d heard that her boyfriend was telekinetic, and apparently he had a hard time controlling it when he got upset. Awesome.

			I double-checked that the bar was still savage free. It was.

			“Tell him that I didn’t sleep with you! Tell him!” Kara spoke in a frantic, high-pitched voice as the blue lines erupting on his neck began spreading up into his face.

			Enough. I gripped my caduceus and struck the floor in front of the booth, right on the triangle point that was painted on the hardwood. It was a binding triangle. There was one under every table in the bar. Risk management.

			Eyes closed, I tapped into electrical energy from the bar, reeling it into me with care and precision. Amanda once asked me how magick like this worked. Different spells called for different kinds of magick, but the energy I needed to power a binding like this had to be amplified, or “kindled.” The easiest way to think of magical energy—Heka—was to picture it as a wood log in a fireplace. Just as wood burns when you put a match to it, Heka transforms into a more intense energy when it’s been kindled by an outside source; electricity was just one of several ways to do that.

			As I pulled, the garish tropical-themed lights inside the bar wavered and dimmed. I mumbled a short binding spell and, in one massive push, released the kindled Heka through the caduceus, into the binding triangle.

			My stomach lurched like I was riding a roller coaster. Depending on the spell, the accompanying nausea could last for a couple of seconds, or it could make me so sick and exhausted that I’d have trouble standing. Fortunately, this time, it wasn’t bad.

			When I reopened my eyes, a low moan rose from the crowd behind me. They were impressed, as usual, but I wasn’t; the binding triangle glowed with kindled Heka, but it wasn’t bright like it should be—it was dull and popped with static. It must’ve been because of my mood. Whatever. It was working, and that was what mattered. The objects crashed back down on the table, rice crackers scattering everywhere, as the three drunken demons in the booth finally looked up.

			“Shit.” Kara released the man across the table and dropped her fading blue hands to her side. He fell back into his seat and coughed, reaching for his wounded neck.

			“Seriously, Kara, this is the second time this month. I told you last time that if it happened again, I’d ban you from the bar.”

			A lock of dyed orange hair fell across her cheek. “I didn’t mean to get so out of control. Give me another chance. I promise—”

			“Please unbind us,” her boyfriend pleaded. “It raises my blood pressure and I don’t feel so good right now.”

			Amanda pushed her way through the crowd. “Wait! They started a tab. They owe us, hold on.” She fumbled in her pocket, then flipped through several scraps of wrinkled paper until she found the right one. “Sixty-three dollars and forty cents. Oh, and Kara didn’t tip me last week when she came in.” She clicked her tongue at Kara and winked. “Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

			“There’s also the broken barware,” I noted.

			“Here!” Kara’s boyfriend pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. “Please, unbind us now.”

			As Amanda snatched up the money, her foot crossed the triangle and inadvertently broke the binding spell. Kara’s boyfriend slumped to the table, heaving, as the other two gasped in relief.

			“Oops, sorry, Cady.” Amanda winced at the dead triangle as she pocketed the money.

			A table busser appeared with a broom. I scanned the crowd for one of our regulars and quickly spotted him. Bob was a short Earthbound in his thirties with dark, slicked-back hair and a lazy eye. He was dressed in his usual attire, a Hawaiian printed shirt with repeating hula girls. Unlike half the people in the bar, Bob’s demonic ability was useful. He was a healer. Not a miraculous one, but good in a pinch. He also had a thing for me and would probably set himself on fire if asked.

			“Hey, Bob,” I called out. “Will you take a look at that guy’s neck? Make sure he’s okay.”

			“No problem.” Bob trotted off behind the wounded man, who was making a beeline toward the door along with Kara’s boyfriend.

			“Am I banned?” Kara asked as she scooted out of the booth.

			“You’re banned on Thursday nights for the next month. No Paranormal Patrol.”

			Her face fell, but she nodded in acceptance and made a drunken attempt at a short curtsy as she left, her blue hands now fully reverted to their normal color.

			Low whispers hummed around the bar as the crowd dispersed and people returned to their seats. Someone asked if I could rewind Patrol; we’d missed several minutes during the ruckus.

			After I made my way back behind the bar, I picked up the remote and started to hit rewind when I noticed what was on the screen and froze. A special news report had interrupted the program. I took it off mute and ignored the murmured complaints about another delay in the evening’s festivities. A petite Latina reporter spoke into a microphone beneath a red umbrella.

			“I repeat, local authorities here in Dallas are trying to confirm whether the couple in the parking garage are indeed the notorious serial killers Enola and Alexander Duval, who made international headlines when they were charged with the deaths of three rival occultists seven years ago, known collectively as the Black Lodge slayings. The footage we’re about to show you was just released to us, taken this morning from a gas station near the airport.”

			A clip from the surveillance video played. Clear as day, there were my parents getting into an SUV. What the hell were they thinking? They weren’t supposed to be in the States; they hadn’t been here in years.

			Right after we faked our deaths and went into hiding, I saw them every few months. Then a few months turned into a year, and a year into three. I didn’t think about them much, unless I heard their names mentioned in some true-crime-exposé rerun on basic cable.

			The reporter continued. “The fact that the killers are still alive and in Texas after all these years is astonishing. There’s speculation that their daughter, also a member of their former occult order, could still be alive too. Now, back to the studio for Tom’s commentary. Tom?”

			I stood stiff as a soldier and stared at the screen. I was dimly aware that my hands were trembling. My vision tunneled, then everything went black.
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			When I came to, I lay on the floor inside the Tambuku office, looking at two pairs of feet; one was wearing purple sneakers . . . Amanda. The other feet were bare and belonged to my business partner, Kar Yee. She never wore shoes at work. She would begrudgingly put them on if forced to meander past the bar, but that was her limit. No threat of broken glass and spills or health department requirements would sway her; she even drove her car without shoes.

			The two women were arguing. Amanda was trying to convince Kar Yee that she could stand in for me at the bar, begging her not to call in a replacement bartender.

			“I won’t screw anything up,” Amanda promised.

			“You’re too slow mixing drinks,” Kar Yee said. “Too. Slow. Do you know why? You talk too much.” A petite Chinese Earthbound, Kar Yee had perfect skin, catlike eyes, and a chin-length bob with severe, straight bangs. Two long, thin locks of hair framed her face, several inches longer than the rest of her bob, and she sculpted these into sharp points that dangled to her shoulders. All of this was surrounded by a stunning aqua-blue halo.

			I cracked my neck and pushed myself up off the floor as the two of them continued to squabble. “Give me a few minutes, then I can finish my shift.”

			“Oh, you’re awake,” Kar Yee noted without emotion.

			Amanda groped my clammy forehead. “Are you okay? What happened? Are you sick?”

			“I’m fine,” I said, pushing her hand away. Then I remembered what caused the blackout. A pang of worry tightened my chest. “I mean, uh, yeah. Probably getting sick, that’s all.”

			“You want me to mix drinks for a few minutes?” Amanda asked me. “Mika can handle my tables.”

			Kar Yee made a perturbed noise and folded her arms across her slender chest. Amanda often played us like a mom and dad. If one said no, she’d corner the other to get the answer that she wanted. Still, running the back office was Kar Yee’s responsibility; managing the bar and our small staff was mine. My call, not hers, and I didn’t feel like wrangling someone else to come in and sub for me on their night off.

			“Who’s watching the bar?” I asked.

			“Mika, and Bob’s helping her guard the cash register. Can I mix drinks? Please? I won’t touch your potions this time, I swear.”

			“They aren’t potions . . .” Well, technically that’s exactly what they were, but whatever. “Ugh. Fine. Go. Don’t let people talk you into adding extra shots without paying. Buzz if you need help.”

			“Thanks, Cady!”

			Amanda sprang away as Kar Yee handed me a glass of water and leaned against her desk.

			“What’s really wrong?” she asked after Amanda was gone. “You look like shit. Your halo is all . . . bleh.” She made a sour face and wiggled her fingers. “In trouble, maybe? It better not interfere with business. There are two big concerts down the street at the Cypress Club this weekend that are going to keep us slammed.”

			Kar Yee’s no-nonsense way of thinking made her a great business partner, but not a warm-and-fuzzy friend. Most of the time this worked out well for me because she didn’t pry into my background too much. Sentimental friends were a liability for someone in my situation.

			“It’s probably not a big deal. Just something that I need to sort out. Tomorrow’s my night off, so hopefully I can take care of it before Saturday.”

			“Hmph.”

			Her usual response. It meant, I know you’re lying to me, but I’m not asking.

			I met Kar Yee at college in Seattle, a year after going into hiding, and right after I had assumed my current identity. Before that, I’d been traveling around the country under several other aliases in an attempt to elude our rival magical organization and any stray FBI investigators with nagging suspicions about my parents’ faked deaths.

			Kar Yee’s parents lived in Hong Kong. She came to the States to study international law, but ditched the law program for a degree in business. During her second year in school, she decided that she didn’t want to go back home, so she married an American boy to get her U.S. citizenship, then divorced him after INS lost interest in them. Even though they’d never consummated the sham marriage, her fake husband seemed genuinely upset to see her go.

			After college, it was her idea to move to California. Most Earthbounds prefer a Mediterranean climate near a large body of water, which is why there are so many living in our area. (If you want to avoid demons, try the Midwest—virtually demon free, at least from what I’ve heard.)

			Once we got to California, it was my idea to start up the tiki bar. We traveled up and down the northern coast for almost a month before we settled on the city of Morella. Bordering the Big Sur region, Morella is the fourth largest city in the state, half an hour from the ocean, and a couple hours south of San Francisco, if you drive fast. And there were Earthbounds aplenty here; you can’t swing a dead cat without hitting one. The blocks surrounding Tambuku are lined with demon-friendly businesses. So when we found this location for lease—half underground, the entrance at the foot of a short flight of cement steps down from the sidewalk—we knew it was perfect. We’d been in business for almost two years, a success from day one.

			Amanda’s voice came through the speakerphone on Kar Yee’s desk. “Uh, Arcadia? Is there more white rum out here somewhere? I kinda tipped over the bottle you were using and I can’t find—oh wait. Never mind. Crap. A big group of people just came in the door.” A loud chorus from the bar rattled the speaker before she hung up. Paranormal Patrol was still going strong.

			“Can you help her?” I gave Kar Yee a pleading look. “I need a few minutes alone to make a phone call.”

			She shot me a suspicious look, then nodded silently and complied, closing the door behind her. I locked it before pushing up the sleeve of my T-shirt to reveal a raised design on the inside of my arm, between my wrist and elbow.

			Inked in white with a thick needle, the tattoo isn’t noticeable unless you’re looking hard—a long, oval Egyptian cartouche that contains seven hidden sigils, which I can identify like Braille from the scarring. Most of them are protective wards: instant, ACME-style spells for protection and stealth. Having them permanently affixed to my skin allows me to avoid hand-drawing the symbols in a pinch and could mean the difference between life or death . . . or between staying hidden and being caught.

			One of the symbols, though, contains a homing sigil for my personal guardian, an Æthyric messenger spirit that can be called for information or help. Known as Hermeneus entities, these beings are coveted by magicians. To petition their aid, you have to woo them in a special ritual. If one of them takes a liking to you, it might offer up its services—either a onetime deal or a more permanent situation, in which they form a link to your Heka signature, something as unique to each person as a fingerprint.

			Once linked to you, a guardian will be your loyal eyes and ears on the Æthyric plane, able to glean bits of hidden knowledge, warn about Æthyric disturbances, and monitor spirits who are linked to other magicians. The magician’s equivalent of the witch’s familiar.

			These Hermeneus spirits don’t physically cross over from the Æthyr to our plane. Instead, they use Heka to transmit a kind of noncorporeal hologram of themselves. Because of this, they aren’t much use for earthly tasks. All they can really do here is relay information from one magician to another. Before the phone was invented, this was probably helpful, but now? Not so much.

			Unlike the binding triangle I’d just powered up in the bar, my guardian’s homing sigil didn’t need to be charged with Heka that had been kindled with electrical energy. It required a more passive, personal energy gained from bodily fluids. Might sound a little odd, but magicians have used fluids to charge spells for centuries: blood, saliva, sexual fluids, tears. Inside all of these is raw, unkindled Heka. The amount of raw Heka varies by fluid type—blood has more Heka than saliva, for example—and it also varies person to person. Not that there’s some lab test available to verify this, but I was pretty sure that my blood had a hell of a lot more Heka than the average person’s. And this definitely gave me an advantage, magically speaking. Just as anybody can learn how to draw, anybody can learn to do magick; however, someone who lacks natural artistic talent might take twice as long to master the basics. And let’s face it: that person might eventually learn to pull off a decent landscape, but they’ll probably never be Michelangelo.

			Ready to call my guardian, I stuck my finger in my mouth, extracted a small amount of Heka-rich saliva, then wiped it on my guardian’s sigil. “Priya,” I whispered. “Come to me.”

			A familiar wave of nausea rolled through my stomach. The air in front of me shuddered, and a wispy, glowing figure pulsed into view. Like other Hermeneus spirits, Priya has a birdlike head and a unisex body, too rugged to be female, too soft to be male.

			Priya nodded at me, bending at the waist. Command me, it said inside my head.

			“My parents are in trouble. They’ve been spotted by authorities in Texas and are no longer hidden. The Luxe Order will soon know that they’re still alive, if their wards haven’t already alerted them. Contact my parents’ guardians in the Æthyr and relay this message. Wait for a response. I need to know what they want me to do to help. Go.”

			Priya nodded and disappeared.

			My guardian was my solitary link to my parents. Only in an emergency was I supposed to send it out to contact their guardians; I thought this qualified.

			When I sent Priya out on these errands, the return time varied. Sometimes the spirit would come back to me with a report after a few minutes, sometimes several hours later, I could never tell. So I plopped down on Kar Yee’s chair and hoped it would be a short trip.

			Opening one of the desk drawers, I reached toward the back until my fingers skimmed a stash of hand-rolled valrivia cigarettes. Calming like nicotine, but with a mild euphoric kick, valrivia doesn’t trash your lungs the way tobacco does and is about as addictive as caffeine. Half the demon population has a valrivia habit. I picked up mine from Kar Yee in college. I’d already smoked two that day—my self-imposed limit—but under the circumstances, I thought I deserved another. I dug a lighter out of my jeans pocket and lit up.

			It was hard for me to believe that it had been seven years since the so-called Black Lodge slayings had thrust my parents into the public spotlight, making them villains in the lead story of every news organization, half a dozen true crime novels, and God only knows how many television investigative reports. They even got their own trading cards, part of a collectible set of serial killer profile cards that included Charles Manson and John Wayne Gacy. Classy.

			Their sensational story was everything that the American public craved: gory murders, witchy ritual occultism, and a Bonnie and Clyde escape from the law with their daughter that ended tragically in their deaths.

			Only, the three of us weren’t dead, and my parents weren’t guilty.

			A repeat of an American Killers episode played on the muted television screen on the desk. It had been only a few hours since they’d been spotted, and already the stations were rearranging their programming to capitalize on the news story.

			I turned off the television in disgust and took a few drags off my cigarette before my guardian reappeared.

			May I show myself? Priya’s voice inquired in my head.

			“Yes.” I crushed the remainder of the cig into a chipped ashtray shaped like a monkey head.

			Priya’s form took shape again in front of me. Enola’s guardian confirms that they are aware of the situation. The Luxe Order will try to hunt you down. She suggests you ward yourself. She will contact us when they are safe, and will give you a place and time to meet them. She also said it would be unwise to pursue any other communication with them at this time. It’s too dangerous.

			After years of little to no contact with my family, I was finally going to see them again? My heart fluttered, but I was still puzzled. “Why did they come into the States without warning me?”

			I do not know. Enola’s guardian was closemouthed.

			I exhaled in frustration. “Was there anything else?”

			Your father’s guardian refused my request to communicate.

			“They’re probably just being cautious. The Luxe Order has been able to intercept communication between guardians in the past.”

			Yes, it would be logical for your parents to be heavily warded at this time.

			A I tried to make sense of everything I caught myself chewing my fingernails; all of them were down to the quick, so not much left to bite. I wondered if the local branch of our magical order knew more than my parents were saying; it wouldn’t hurt to check with them.

			Do you require anything else?

			“Just keep your eyes open in the Æthyr and let me know if you see anything unusual.”

			Priya nodded and began fading. Before the spirt vanished, it added, Be careful.

			Right. And now I had to walk back out into the busy bar and pretend that I really was Arcadia Bell, bar owner. Not the daughter of two alleged serial killers being hunted down by the FBI. For the first time in years, I was genuinely afraid that I couldn’t keep up the lie.
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