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 Chapter One 
 
    Entirely Different 
 
      
 
    Unorthodox methods work for me―such as jumping off a bridge after finding a dead man on the side of the road. Not the first thing that comes to most people’s minds, but I tend to regard ‘normal’ as an insult. 
 
    Lucky for me, it’s not a big bridge, and it’s not over water. Or at least, it’s not a sixty-foot drop to a freezing bay. The little creek at the bottom of the gulch in front of me is barely shin-deep, and impossible to see from the road past all the vines and bushes. Oh, and by the way, the hill is steeper than it looked from the road. Naturally, before I’m halfway down, my hair loses its tolerance for being held back, and tosses its clip with the sharp snap of broken plastic. By the time I reach the streambed, my head’s an explosion of bright-red frizz. Sometimes, it’s as if my hair has a mind of its own. Given how often I flirt with magic, it wouldn’t surprise me if it soaked some up and developed free will. 
 
    With both hands, I pull aside the thick, curly theater curtain draped over my face and search the greenery, which comes up to my thighs. A small garter snake lifts its nose off the ground to give me the eye. 
 
    “Good morning, little guy,” I whisper. “Sorry to tromp into your house. I won’t be long.” 
 
    Rick, my partner, yells from overhead, “What are you doing? There’s all kinds of poison ivy and snakes down there… and maybe a bear.” 
 
    The nearly two-foot-long snake lowers itself back to the ground and crawls out of sight among the greenery. I twist around to peer up at my partner leaning on the guardrail thirty or so feet above and behind me. A pair of patrol officers next to him stare down at me as if I’ve lost my mind. Honestly, I’m not sure what made me jump the barrier and go down here. It felt like what I needed to do. 
 
    He laughs when my hair flops down over my face again. I puff at it, but yeah, right. It falls right back over my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” I mutter to my hair. “I’m trying to work here.” This time, when I tuck it behind my ears, it stays. 
 
    “Maddy?” yells Rick. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I shout back. “Only some garter snakes and they’re no danger. They’re rather charming, unlike your in-laws. They know I’m not going to hurt them… unlike your in-laws.” 
 
    He laughs, then yells, “You should put on a Tyvek… the poison ivy.” 
 
    “Pff.” I wave him off. The plants won’t bother me. It’s a matter of mutual respect.” 
 
    “Suit yourself. So, what… you get some kinda immunity to poison ivy in trade for that two-second sunburn thing?” 
 
    “Something like that.” I’d try to explain my relationship with nature, but it would only waste both of our time. Rick knows I’m a witch, and he plays cool, but I’m sure he doesn’t believe in it. 
 
    He walks out of sight, probably to start taking pictures of the body. That likely means he’s trusting my opinion that we’re at a crime scene and not an accident. 
 
    So, yeah. A trucker finds a dead guy lying on the side of the road at two-something in the morning next to a paper bag containing an empty bottle of Night Train… bum wine. Specifically, the body is on a little bridge spanning the ravine I’m presently exploring. The patrol officers who arrived first figure the guy had been stumbling around drunk when he got clipped in the face by a passing vehicle that mashed open his head like a hardboiled egg. Even if that were true, there’s still a crime―hit and run, since the driver didn’t stop. 
 
    Captain Greer sent us out to have a look, due diligence and all. Within seconds of me staring past the dead guy, over the guardrail and down at the thick greenery, I knew something waited there wanting to be found. I’m also pretty sure we’re not investigating an accident; the energy in the air is completely wrong for that. My arms out for balance, I make my way farther down the slope toward the creek gurgling below. 
 
    Rick returns to lean on the guardrail and shakes his head. Normally, he’s pretty sharp. I think he’s daydreaming about an easy afternoon―nothing to see here, just a car accident―and us getting to go home on time. Between watching me ‘do my thing,’ and facing the idea that I may be correct about this not being an accident, he’s no doubt lamenting the death of his afternoon surfing the web. I mean, don’t get me wrong. We love working cases, but we also love being idle―because that means no one’s been murdered. Alas, we’re never idle. 
 
    Once the creek edge is a few inches from my boots, I set my hands on my hips and look around at the area, every so often shooting a glance up at the road in an effort to get a feel for where an object might have landed. It feels like someone threw something off the bridge, and I think my hair agrees with me since it’s staying out of my eyes. That means the Goddess wants me to find something―or I’m potentially in danger. And given the most ferocious critters around here appear to be garter snakes, I’m guessing it’s the former. 
 
    Nothing looks obvious. Might be time to ask for help. 
 
    Focusing on my desire to find what I’m sure a killer hurled down here, I bow my head and whisper, “By Ceridwen’s wisdom and Ma’at’s truth, let Gaia reveal that which is hidden in her verdant swath.” 
 
    A soft breeze stirs among the trees and shrubs, strengthening the scent of the woodlands. Sometimes, I find myself pretending that we’re not a few minutes’ drive away from Olympia, and the whole world is still a vast, natural paradise. I am quite fond of modern amenities―especially hair conditioner… and having coffee shops on every corner―but I’d give those up in a heartbeat if the whole world could be this… simple and alive. Then again, vanilla lattes aren’t really that complex, are they? 
 
    “Anything?” yells Rick. 
 
    Based on the genuine interest in his voice, he’s moved out of denial and into his ‘let’s get this done’ phase. I don’t give him a hard time about his lazy act. One, I’m sure it’s an act. And two, he’s the only one in our department who doesn’t tease me about my witchcraft. While I’m sure he’ll never advance to the point of believing in it, he has been supportive. Rick will usually even chime in on my behalf when Linda gets going. Detective Linda Gonzalez is our department’s resident insecure Catholic. You know that joke about how can you tell if someone is vegan? (Answer: Don’t worry, they’ll tell you.) Well, that’s her, only with church. I don’t have a problem with anyone’s particular beliefs, just the people who can’t accept that some of us don’t want to follow the same path as them. 
 
    I smile at the plant life around me, grateful for the attention of the Earth Goddess. My focus settles on where a dense mass of poison ivy seems to be leaning aside to reveal the ground beneath it―and an old, wooden baseball bat. A wavering branch on a little sapling tree next points at something farther down the creek from the road that’s too small to see from where I stand. 
 
    “Working on it,” I call up to Rick before whispering, “Thank you for hearing me.” 
 
    Good thing I brought the camera. I snap evidence photos of the bat from a few angles and drop a yellow tag to mark where I found it. 
 
    With that done, I tug a pair of blue latex gloves out of my pocket, pull them on, and step over the stream to recover the bat, which is quite obviously spattered with blood at the end. Soon after I move off toward the second object, the poison ivy settles back as it had been. Eight steps later, I find a wallet among the foliage, splayed open with a number of plastic cards scattered around, likely thrown free from the force of impact. That, too, I snap multiple pictures of, as well as a few shots back up toward the bridge from where I’m standing. Again, I drop a yellow tag by the wallet. 
 
    When I crouch to pick it up, Ceridwen’s wisdom clicks in my brain. Some detectives call them hunches, but the universe hates an imbalance of forces. Energy we send out comes back to us three times as strong, but the universe and random chance isn’t always the agent of karmic return―sometimes it has mortal hands. I know the cosmos is nudging me in a particular direction. The cosmos, I think, wants me to solve this case. Or, in the least, to balance the energy. 
 
    I collect the wallet and cards. 
 
    When I stand and face Rick to show off my discoveries, my hair falls over my eyes again. That’s a good sign. Nothing else to find down here. After puffing it aside to see, I make my way back up the hill toward the road. I suppose I could try to rummage around for my hair clip, but some battles are pointless, not to mention I’m fairly certain it broke. It wouldn’t be the first time. Anyway, my time is worth more than a little bit of spring-loaded plastic. 
 
    Rick takes the bat from me when I reach the guardrail, freeing my hands for the climb up and over back onto the road. Once my boots are on pavement again, I set the wallet/cards on the sedan’s roof while Rick goes for evidence bags from the trunk. We might get prints off the outside of the wallet, so I use a pen to lift the leather flap, exposing a Washington State driver’s license. The deceased is evidently Mr. Brian Lewis. His photo looks much like the guy sprawled on the road would look had half his skull not been mashed in. He’s also local to Olympia. Seeing his registration for a 2014 Saab agrees with the whispers of the Goddess. 
 
    I point to the paper bag of booze. “That wine didn’t belong to Mr. Lewis.” I glance over at the patrol officers, then to Rick. “It belonged to whoever killed him and stole his car. This guy didn’t die from smooching the side mirror of a passing truck.” 
 
    Rick seals the bag holding the bat and gestures for the wallet, which I pass to him. “Kinda figured that part out when you handed me a bloody baseball bat, Maddy.” 
 
    “Where’d you get the stolen car from?” asks the senior of the two cops, scratching at his hairline. A little grey creeps into the brown of his hair over his ears. He’s probably got me by a more than a few years. Hey, some guys like patrol. Nothing wrong with that. 
 
    The other cop, a younger man with short, black hair, keeps eyeing the body, like he’s worried it’s going to run off. I miss being in my twenties, but I don’t miss being a patrol officer. It’s clear from his expression that he doesn’t have much experience with dead people. This could be the first corpse he’s seen up close, or maybe it’s his third or fourth and he’s the type who’ll never get used to it. 
 
    I point at the dead man. “Mr. Lewis is wearing a sweater, khakis, and boat shoes. Not a good choice for a long walk through the woods, and people who go hiking don’t tend to follow roads. Also, a guy who owns a Saab and dresses like that isn’t likely to get blind drunk on Night Train.” 
 
    Both cops cringe. 
 
    Rick winks at me and says, “I’ll stick with Wild Irish Rose, thanks.” 
 
    The two cops chuckle. 
 
    “Wow.” I whistle and shake my head. “That was bad.” 
 
    “Ugh,” says the younger cop. “That stuff’s even nastier than Night Train.” 
 
    I cringe. “You’ve tried it?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. But I smelled it.” He shivers. “Had a guy throw up on me last month. He’d been drinking the stuff.” 
 
    Rick stifles a chuckle since it’s bad form to laugh within ten feet of a dead guy, especially when they might still be watching. 
 
    “Given there’s no Saab here”—I gesture around—“someone, more than likely the killer, took it. The murder weapon and the victim’s wallet, cleared out of cash and major credit cards, were chucked straight off the road. Whoever did this wasn’t thinking much about covering their tracks… probably due to their having three-quarters of a bottle of Night Train in them.” 
 
    Rick bags the wallet before holding it up. “Damn, Maddy. Good eyes. I’m not gonna ask how you found this down there so fast.” 
 
    “I had help.” I smile and brush a finger over my pentacle necklace. 
 
    “Right.” He grins while tossing the bag in the trunk and grabbing a measuring ribbon. 
 
    “You into that voodoo stuff?” asks the younger cop. 
 
    “Witchcraft, not voodoo.” I smile and reach for my phone to call in a crime scene team. Might as well do that before I climb back down to record the official distance the objects landed. “They’re entirely different.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Two 
 
    All Three 
 
      
 
    While sitting in the car waiting for the crime scene unit to show up, I get a hit on Mr. Lewis’ Visa card. Yes, modern technology has changed the face of law enforcement in ways people even twenty years ago could never imagine―like wireless internet or laptops in our unmarked car, both of which I’m using now. The two cops have moved off down the road a ways to stand with the other unit keeping traffic away from the crime scene. 
 
    “Got something,” I say. 
 
    Rick’s using the steering wheel as a desk to fill out an incident report. He finishes writing a line and looks up. “Talk to me.” 
 
    “Our guy’s missing Visa card visited a liquor store at Capital Mall a little after eleven this morning, for $88.14.” I point at the screen. “It’s like this guy’s asking us to find him.” 
 
    Rick shrugs. “Maybe… or he has no concept. Good chance our suspect isn’t firing on all cylinders.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” I note the address for the store and shut the laptop. “The digital age is handy sometimes. Can’t imagine what cops did thirty years ago.” 
 
    “A lot of walking around. And we would’ve”―he feigns a gasp―“had to go to the station to use the computers there. If we even had them.” 
 
    I grin at him. A second later, my hair falls over half my face. I push it aside and click on the screen in front of me to the next page. “No one’s reported him missing, so he either lives alone or he’s not on great terms with his significant other.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to tie that back again?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Maybe. She doesn’t really like being contained.” 
 
    He gives me his usual ‘I’m not sure if she’s serious or kidding’ stare. 
 
    Before I can elaborate, a white van with medical examiner’s office markings pulls up. Two of Dr. Ferrante’s underlings (they hate being called that) hop out. Rick and I get out of our car and wander over to meet them by Mr. Lewis’ body. 
 
    “Afternoon.” I shake hands with a dark-haired, bookish man who looks like he belongs reciting poetry somewhere in a Starbucks, and an Asian woman who’s already got her game face on. She probably enjoys the sight of dead people as much as I do, which is to say, not much. They both appear around my age. “I’m Detective Madeline Wimsey,” I say. “And this is my partner, Detective Rick Santiago.” 
 
    Rick shakes their hands as well. 
 
    “Oh, so you’re the witch,” says the guy, smiling. “I’m Neal Parker.” 
 
    “Amanda Sway,” says the woman. The ID badge hanging on her chest spells it ‘Sui.’ “What can you tell us so far?” 
 
    “The deceased’s name is Brian Lewis. He’s thirty-four. Trucker found him a little after two this morning. We recovered a wooden bat down in the gully that I’m reasonably confident is the murder weapon.” 
 
    Neal and Amanda both nod. 
 
    “All right,” says Neal while lifting a bag of camera gear out of the van. “We’re on it.” 
 
    Amanda crouches by Mr. Lewis’ remains to examine the wound. 
 
    Rick and I wind up half-sitting on the hood of our sedan watching the coroner’s team photograph the body and conduct an exhaustive process of documenting his position and orientation. Amanda finds bone and brain bits we missed, some on the guardrail, some on the edge of the bridge. Fair bet there’s also spatter down in the ravine, but I doubt they’re going to find that. 
 
    “You doing that thing at Seattle Children’s Olympia Clinic again this year?” asks Rick. 
 
    Wow, random much? I chuckle to myself, then say, “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    Rick fakes a shrug. “Oh, just the look on your face when everyone said ‘Merida’ at the same time.” 
 
    And yeah, I get that sometimes. Okay, all the time. Thank you, Disney, for turning me into a walking, talking mascot for the movie, Brave. I really should be on their payroll. At least it’s a good movie. Okay, I admit I watched it and don’t have any kids. 
 
    Anyway, I can’t help but roll my eyes. 
 
    “Oh, come on, Maddy. You look just like her.” 
 
    “Sure I do, maybe twenty years later.” 
 
    “Naw, twelve years later, tops. You could pass for twenty-eight. A hard twenty-eight.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” Mr. Lewis is in a body bag but still present, so I refuse to laugh. Still, I smile at Rick. “What other Disney princess could I possibly go as anyway?” I wave a handful of my hair at him. “I’m kinda stuck.” 
 
    He shrugs. “Like I’m some kind of authority.” 
 
    “You have kids, Rick.” 
 
    “Yeah, a pair of boys who aren’t into the princess thing.” 
 
    “Your Jack Sparrow last year wasn’t half bad.” 
 
    Rick mimics the famous pirate’s posture. “I might be able to do the voice better if I actually have a few drinks beforehand.” 
 
    “Greer would tear you a new one.” 
 
    He whistles. “Yeah, she would.” 
 
    Pity it’s an official department charity event, or I’d ask Elise to go. She’s the youngest member of my coven and could pull off an amazing Queen Elsa from Frozen, complete with platinum-blonde hair. Well, maybe a Tim-Burtonized, depressed Elsa. The girl’s twenty, but she passes for seventeen, especially with a little makeup on. Problem being, she’s about as opposite in personality as one can get from the Disney character. In a room full of people she doesn’t know (much less sick children), she’s barely able to talk. 
 
    But anyway… 
 
    “So, I’m thinking we’re looking for a transient who happened to be walking down the road. Mr. Lewis sees the guy, stops for whatever reason, and gets bashed in the head for his trouble.” 
 
    “Or perhaps the Brian Lewis bloke had a flat,” says Rick in his best Captain Jack Sparrow voice. “Mayhaps the murderous knave found the unfortunate Mr. Lewis after he’d already stopped.” 
 
    I twist some hair around my fingers. “Possible, but I don’t think our killer would’ve continued changing a tire after whacking the guy.” 
 
    “Unless he waited for the car to be drivable before he attacked,” says Rick. 
 
    I nod. “Good point.” 
 
    Waiting for the coroner’s team to finish is maddening, but eventually, they have Mr. Lewis loaded up in the van and on his way to the ME’s office. Rick and I make a final sweep around the area, checking for anything we may have missed. He gets a few more photos of the blood on the road and guardrail, and we leave the scene to the patrol officers to watch until a crew shows up to clean the mess. 
 
    Our first stop is the liquor store in the Capital Mall where the Visa card turned up. On the ride, I keep digging on the laptop, and find a pair of ATM withdrawals of $300 each. Guess the killer sobered up enough to realize using the credit card of the man he just killed is practically inviting us over for tea. The more I think about this case, the greater my feeling becomes that Rick might be correct. Our killer is probably suffering from mental illness, or at least a strong case of not giving a shit. I’ve heard of homeless people committing crimes for the sole sake of getting a roof over their head, but they usually don’t escalate to murder one. 
 
    Since we have the vehicle registration, I put out a BOLO on the plate number for his Saab. Call it an educated guess, but if this guy is going to dispose of the murder weapon by throwing it down in a ditch thirty feet from the dead body, I’m betting he’s not going to take great pains to hide the car. Headed for a chop shop, this one isn’t. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The man behind the counter at the liquor store offers a friendly wave when we set off the electronic door chime. He’s probably three days past being legal to drink, but has a curly, brown beard halfway down his chest. I still don’t understand that whole ‘skinny guy dressed like a lumberjack’ thing. This store smells like someone set off a bomb of cedar chips and beef jerky, and they’ve got the A/C on North Pole, despite it being a cool day. 
 
    Rick and I do the introduction and badge routine. Surprisingly, the clerk doesn’t change his demeanor at all. Usually, people get nervous around cops―especially homicide detectives. We need a warrant to demand anything, but there’s no harm in asking. 
 
    “We were hoping you might be able to tell us who used a stolen Visa card at 10:14 this morning.” 
 
    “The transaction’s for $88.13,” adds Rick. 
 
    “Uhh, yeah. I think I remember the dude. Surprised me when he pulled out a credit card, yanno? He didn’t look the type to have one.” 
 
    “The type?” asks Rick. 
 
    Cringing, the clerk chuckles. “He had a certain… aroma to him, if you get what I’m saying? I thought he might’ve been a vagrant or something, but I didn’t, like, wanna offend him or anything.” 
 
    “You didn’t cross check his driver’s license?” asks Rick. 
 
    The clerk gives us an ‘oops’ face. “Er, no. Dude looked plenty old enough to buy booze.” 
 
    “Can you describe him?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah.” The clerk nods. “Forty or so, hadn’t shaved in a couple days, hadn’t had a shower in a couple of months. Thick eyebrows. Old-style Army coat. You know, the plain olive-drab type.” 
 
    “I know,” I say. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Jeans. Beat-up sneakers.” 
 
    “White guy?” asks Rick. 
 
    The clerk nods. “Yeah. Oh, he had a dark blue wool cap, too.” 
 
    I point at a camera aimed directly at where I’m standing. “Any chance we could look at the surveillance video around that time?” 
 
    “Sure, hang on a sec, okay?” The clerk takes two steps toward a curtain leading to another room. “Do me a solid and make sure no one steals for a minute?” 
 
    “No problem.” Rick pivots around to lean his ass on the counter, watching the store. 
 
    “Hey, Vic?” The clerk disappears behind the curtain. “Couple cops here askin’ for information.” 
 
    A thicker, deeper voice mumbles in response. The words are unintelligible, but the tone sounds promising. 
 
    After a few seconds, a shadow approaches the curtain, which pulls aside with a shink of metal rings, to reveal the clerk. “Sorry. You said, ten this morning?” 
 
    “The transaction is time-stamped 10:14 a.m.,” I say. 
 
    “Cool.” The clerk turns his head to the back room, and calls out the time. 
 
    “Gimme a minute or two,” says the thicker voice. 
 
    The clerk walks up behind the register again, letting the curtain flap back into place. “Just a sec. Victor―the owner―is burning it onto a DVD for you.” 
 
    I blink. Wow. That is… amazingly helpful. I glance at Rick. Even he looks impressed. I smile at the clerk and say, “Thanks.” 
 
    “Adam,” shouts the guy in back, about two minutes later. 
 
    The clerk, evidently Adam, holds up a ‘be right back’ finger and ducks out of sight beyond the curtain again. Rick and I remain ever-vigilant, watching the front of the store. In a moment, Adam returns and hands us a plain DVD in a clear plastic clamshell case. “This is everything from midnight until, like, five minutes ago from the internal cameras. Vic said it’s got the guy clear as day on it.” 
 
    “Awesome,” says Rick. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I shake Adam’s hand. “You, and Victor, have been a big help.” 
 
    Adam smiles. “Just trying to do our part, right? Keep society going and all that.” 
 
    “It’s appreciated.” Rick nods. 
 
    We head back to the car, where I pop the DVD into my laptop and open a media player. Video’s running before Rick’s door closes. It’s easy to drag the slider to 10:14 a.m., and sure enough, the screen fills with the scruffy face of the man most likely to be our killer. Adam’s description is pretty spot-on, except for the wool cap being black instead of dark blue. The man is probably in his later forties, but has more wrinkles than he should for his age. He sways like he’s still somewhat intoxicated, and never makes eye contact with the camera. 
 
    “That guy’s scarily calm for having killed a man hours before,” says Rick. 
 
    I tap my fingers on the edge of the laptop case. “He might not remember doing it. Mr. Lewis could’ve been killed any time between late yesterday afternoon and two in the morning, and this guy still looks half-drunk at quarter after ten.” 
 
    “Could be nerve damage, or maybe the guy’s so used to being shit-faced, he always wobbles like that. The man’s a professional. He polished off most of a bottle of Night Train and didn’t wind up in the hospital.” Rick’s wink gives away his joke. 
 
    “Poor bastard,” I say. “The DTs are going to kick his ass in prison.” 
 
    “Yeah, no kidding. Cold turkey’s gonna hit him hard.” 
 
    “Assuming we find him. Any ideas?” I ask. 
 
    Rick rubs the bridge of his nose. “Needle in a haystack. This guy might already have gone out of state. Don’t suppose you can whip up a spell or something to reel him in?” 
 
    That gets a laugh out of me. “Come on, Santiago… the body’s not even cold yet.” And by that, I mean the ME hasn’t examined him. “We’re still looking at a couple days of canvassing the area with this guy’s picture. There’s a couple places he might turn up. Almost $90 of liquor and $600 in cash, he’s going to be everyone’s best friend. Besides, magic doesn’t quite work that way.” 
 
    Our call sign comes over the radio. Rick’s faster to the mic since I’m covered in laptop. 
 
    “Santiago,” says Rick into the mic. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “A patrol unit has eyes on a green Saab matching the tags of your BOLO at a Motel 6 off I-5.” 
 
    “The one by Trosper Road?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Copy that,” says Dispatch. 
 
    Rick gives me the eye. “Did you do that?” 
 
    I rub my pentacle necklace. “Witchcraft isn’t the only magic out there. Ever hear of LoJack?” 
 
    “That’s some powerful ancient stuff.” Rick flicks on our emergency lights and hands me the mic. 
 
    “We’re en route,” I say into it, before relaying the description of the suspect. 
 
    “You’re going to make me believe in that stuff someday, you know.” Rick bleeps the siren enough to roll through a red light. “No case is ever this easy.” 
 
    I close the laptop and pull on my seat belt. “Some are. Something tells me we’re not dealing with a meticulous serial killer here. Probably trying to remember what a shower feels like, and maybe a soft bed.” 
 
    Rick shrugs one shoulder. “I bet we’re going to find a prostitute.” 
 
    My dismissive laugh gets him to raise an eyebrow. 
 
    “Donuts, there’s a prostitute in there,” he adds. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    He slows on the approach to an intersection and pulls a right turn once we’re clear. “The whole squad.” 
 
    “You’re really betting against my intuition?” I ask, amused. 
 
    “No, I’m betting against your optimism.” He grins. “You’re far too sweet to be a cop.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I narrow my eyes at him. 
 
    He glances at me for a brief moment. “It means you have a tendency to give people too much credit.” 
 
    “Do me a favor? If I ever stop doing that, tell me it’s time to find a new job.” 
 
    “Sure.” Rick grins. “What’ll you do then? Open up a little shop and sell candles, incense and whatnot?” 
 
    “That’s an option. Maybe I’d even spawn.” 
 
    “Better get on that quick,” says Rick. “Forty’s sneaking up on you.” 
 
    My eyes narrow. “So I’m an old maid now? Thirty-five’s plenty young enough to reproduce, thank you very much. And you shouldn’t call a witch old, by the way. Not unless you want to spend a few days hopping around your backyard as a frog.” 
 
    He laughs, which gets me laughing too. “You think this guy’s going to be the one?” ‘This guy’ is Caius, my live-in boyfriend. Though I suppose it’s more technically accurate to say I’m his live-in girlfriend. He owns the house; his family’s got a bit of money. They’re not like yacht-and-Bentley-rich or anything, but Caius works because he wants to. He’s also the son of our coven’s matriarch, Abigail. Thinking about the idea of handfasting―our term for marriage―with him is… surprisingly tempting. We’ve known each other going on ten years now and have been dating for at least six of them. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “He still a big-shot music guy or whatever?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Right.” I can’t help but shake my head. “Big shot is a bit overstating it, but yeah, he’s still a music producer.” 
 
    “Game face,” says Rick. “Here we are.” 
 
    He cuts the emergency lights, and a half-minute later drives into the parking lot of a Motel 6. A lone black Olympia Police car lurks near the far right. A thick-necked male officer with a brush cut inside points out an ordinary-looking green Saab parked closer to the building. While Rick circles us around toward the manager’s office, I snag a quick cell phone picture of the laptop screen showing the suspect’s face. The patrol unit follows us. 
 
    I lead the way into the office with Rick and two uniformed officers behind me. 
 
    A young woman behind the counter looks up and goes wide-eyed at my outstretched badge. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Detective Wimsey with the Olympia PD. Have you seen this guy?” I hold up the phone. 
 
    “Nope. Sorry.” The clerk shakes her head. 
 
    “When did you start your shift?” I ask. 
 
    “Nine,” says the woman. 
 
    “Probably wasn’t here when he rented a room. If the guy even rented a room. He might’ve only ditched the car here.” Rick sets his hands on his hips. “Maybe I spoke too soon about easy.” 
 
    “Hang on.” I lean on the counter. “Do you have a room registered to a Brian Lewis?” 
 
    She checks the computer, keys clicking for a moment. “Yes. Looks like he paid cash. We have a copy of his driver’s license.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be possible,” I mutter. Mr. Lewis’ license was still in the wallet I found. “Can I see it?” 
 
    The young woman rummages a file cabinet behind the desk and comes back with a sheet of paper showing a photocopy of a card with a blurry picture of Mr. Lewis that appears to be a work ID badge. The time of the check-in is 3:42 a.m., so I’m betting the half-asleep clerk here at the time wouldn’t have been able to tell a driver’s license from a lottery card. 
 
    “Great. Thanks. We’ll need a key.” I turn around to face Rick and the two cops. “Room 17.” 
 
    “I can open it for you,” says the clerk, standing. 
 
    “Are you even eighteen yet?” asks Rick. 
 
    “I am eighteen,” says the girl. 
 
    “We’d rather you stay here where it’s safe.” I hold out my hand. “We don’t know if the guy is armed or not.” 
 
    She timidly hands over a white plastic key card. “Okay.” 
 
    Rick reaches for it, but I hang onto it. 
 
    “I got it,” says Rick. 
 
    “I’ll hold the door so you big strong men can go in first,” I say in a fake ‘helpless woman’ voice. 
 
    The officers chuckle. 
 
    We hurry down a long strip of sidewalk under an awning, past door after door. Room 17 is the second one after an L-bend in the building. I draw my weapon, a department-issued M&P 40, as I ease up to the door. Canned laughter from an awful daytime TV game show emanates from within. The low volume tells me the set’s merely on for background noise, or perhaps forgotten, and won’t be absorbing anyone’s attention. Each room has a knob consisting of a large metal box with a handle, above which sits a credit card-sized slot. It’s probably going to beep when I put the key in, though it might not be loud enough for anyone in the room to hear over the game show. 
 
    Rick and the two officers line up behind me. The door opens outward, so I’m going to have to fling it aside and rush in. Hope the guys don’t think I was serious about letting them go first. 
 
    Goddess protect me. 
 
    I nod to Rick and seat the key in the slot. It beeps as expected, but it’s faint. No reaction comes from inside. After one deep, preparatory breath, I shove the door open and jump in while shouting, “Police, get on the ground!” 
 
    And promptly scare the complete shit out of two people. 
 
    A skinny strawberry-blonde woman on my left, sitting by the window wearing only panties, startles at my entry, fumbling a cigarette lighter and spoon, spilling boiling heroin all over a little table. The guy we’re looking for is sitting on the bed facing me, naked as a newborn. His half-gone bottle of wine slips from his fingers and drops straight down onto the rug. No weapons appear to be in plain view. 
 
    He barely has a chance to shout before Rick and the two officers are on him. I turn my attention toward the woman, who screams and falls off her chair, arms crossed over her face. She wails like a six-year-old who wiped out on her bicycle. 
 
    “Roll over, keep your hands where I can see them,” I say to the woman, ignoring her cries. 
 
    She complies, trembling, and whimpering, “Please don’t hurt me” over and over. I ignore that too. 
 
    After they cuff the man, Rick goes to grab a set of underwear from the rug, but recoils away from it. “Hang on… I’m gettin’ this guy a towel. Those things need to be burned.” 
 
    Our suspect’s stunned silence wears off in a sudden flurry of screaming and flailing legs. “Damn lizards! You ain’t gonna get me!” He drives his heel into one cop’s groin and tries to stomp the other one in the gut, all the while screaming about alien overlords impersonating humans. 
 
    I pivot to my right, gun not quite aimed at the flailing man. 
 
    Both cops yell, “Calm down!” and “stop resisting!” repeatedly, though the drifter continues to freak out, resulting in the officers hauling him off the bed to the floor. 
 
    Little Miss Timid picks that moment to spring at me, shrieking like a banshee and grabbing two fistfuls of my hair. “This is my gig, bitch! Go find your own john!” 
 
    I spin toward her, ducking to get some slack on my hair while grabbing her wrist with my free left hand. She’s maybe ninety pounds, easy to fling to the ground with a pain-compliance twist of her arm. The landing knocks most of the air out of her lungs, changing her screams into wheezing. Rick’s not quite halfway across the room to us by the time she’s sucking on a face full of carpet with my knee in the middle of her back. I holster my M&P and grab the cuffs off my belt. 
 
    “I’m not a prostitute, honey. That man’s all yours, but you’ll have to wait a little while for him.” 
 
    Rick hurries over and helps me wrestle her into the handcuffs. “Nice reversal.” 
 
    “Thanks. Nothing I’m not used to. Ever since high school… my fluffy hair was always the first target whenever I got into a scrap back then too.” I make eye contact with him. “And if you quip about how can I still remember that long ago, I will give you an itch that won’t go away for a month.” 
 
    He laughs. “Probably not the best choice of threat while sitting on top of a prostitute.” 
 
    The man’s got a point. 
 
    “Damn. I guess I owe the squad donuts,” I mutter before sighing. 
 
    “Well, you were right too. Looks like the guy used the shower.” He tosses the towel to one of the cops, who wraps it around the man’s midsection. “Maybe wear your hair a little shorter if it’s such a danger?” 
 
    I gasp at him. “No way. My hair’s like a…” I wave my hands, searching for the right words, “like a sentient entity or something. She despises hair clips, and I know I’d face punishment for cutting her too short.” 
 
    Rick stares at me like he can’t tell if I’m serious or joking. 
 
    Meanwhile, the taller cop says, “This dude’s somewhere between nuts, drunk, and high.” 
 
    “Probably all three,” I say, then to Rick add, “Well, you got your easy case, bub.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He pulls the woman (who’s gone back to docile) to her feet. He indicates her bra, which is on the rug between the table and bed, with a stare. 
 
    After putting on my blue gloves, I pick it up and check it over for hidden needles or drug paraphernalia. Once sure it’s just an ordinary (albeit filthy) strapless bra, I put it on the handcuffed woman. Fortunately, she showed up for ‘work’ in a tube dress, so she can step into it while handcuffed and I can pull it up for her, easy-peasy. 
 
    “I’m going to leave her in your car,” says Rick to the cops. “Your guys’ call. Prostitution, drug possession, or drop her off at a clinic. She’s not part of our case.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” says one. 
 
    “You got it,” replies the other. 
 
    Drifter, now still, continues muttering about how the aliens plan to take his brain out of his head through his ear. I’m pretty sure this guy’s probably going to wind up in a secure mental facility rather than prison, but that’s the best place for him. As long as he’s not out on the street murdering innocent people. 
 
    “Bet he wanted to get caught,” says Rick. “We interrupted his going-to-jail party.” 
 
    I grab onto the guy’s left arm while Rick takes his right. I say, “Or he’s plain old nuts and couldn’t form the requisite mindset to conceal his crime. Green Saab and the victim’s khaki pants are obviously an alien overlord in disguise.” 
 
    Rick shrugs. “Not my call. I’ll let the lawyers worry about if this guy deserves a cell with padding or not. And Maddy?” 
 
    I glance over at him. “What?” 
 
    “Blackberry jelly donuts are my favorite.” He winks. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Three 
 
    Hell of a Friday 
 
      
 
    The drifter’s mood swung far in the other direction by the time we brought him to a quiet room at the station for a chat. As violent as he’d been at the Motel 6, once we planted him in a chair, he seemed ready to nod off at any moment. 
 
    Within five minutes of us starting the interrogation, he claimed never to have met Mr. Lewis as well as said the man gave him a credit card willingly. Also, that we needed to call him Agent Westford. From there, it got more surreal. Evidently, all clandestine aliens spying on humans drive Saabs, so he had to protect the Earth. His words. 
 
    Rick’s face turns red at that. I know he’s itching to say something about this guy driving the stolen Saab next, so did that make him an alien now? But my partner holds back. If ‘Agent Westford’ truly is nuts, a conundrum like that might do bad things to his mind―like convince him the aliens burrowed into his head―and turn him suicidal. 
 
    After spinning our wheels for a little while, we both get the feeling the guy isn’t acting, especially when he blurts, “I got one last night before it could steal my brain.” 
 
    “Got one?” asks Rick. 
 
    Drifter nods. “Yeah. Bastard pretended to have car trouble. I could tell by the way he looked at me… he liked my brain and wanted it.” 
 
    “What did you do then?” I ask. 
 
    “Whacked him straight back to Xyton,” says Drifter. 
 
    I almost lose my straight face. “What is… Xyton?” 
 
    Drifter reacts as casually as if I’d asked what day it is. “Oh, that’s their home planet.” 
 
    Well, that certainly raises the question of his competence to process a Miranda warning… and a half-decent defense attorney stands a reasonable chance of tossing everything we manage to get out of him. So… back to holding he goes until we can get a department shrink to check him out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s late for a Friday, a little past six, yet the whole unit’s still at their desks when Rick and I return to the squad room. 
 
    I flop in my chair and start hammering away at the reports. If anyone had caught up to me in my late teens and told me that when I hit thirty-five, I’d be spending more Friday evenings than not sitting behind a desk in a police station typing up incident reports of all the weird crap I dealt with, I’d have laughed. At seventeen, I’d convinced myself I’d be the lead vocalist for a symphonic metal band within a year or two of finishing high school, and spend my twenties bouncing all over the planet. Earth, that is. Not Xyton. 
 
    Well, that didn’t happen. 
 
    Go figure; symphonic metal isn’t quite as big here as I thought. I still sing sometimes, but it’s wound up being a hobby. The ultimate irony there, of course, is that my boyfriend is a music producer who has a fondness for heavy metal. Most days, he works with people who get to live my now-dead dreams. Granted, his clients aren’t exactly rolling in money, but they are (more or less) making a living doing what they love. 
 
    That’s got to be it. I didn’t love it enough… or I’d still be doing it, even if I had to live off ramen packets. It’s silly, but I wound up becoming a cop because I got super into watching Law & Order. For a little while, I debated going to law school, but meh. I don’t have the right personality to be a lawyer. With some people, I’m far too nice to be effective at cross-examination. Others, I’d wind up sitting in contempt after leaping onto the witness stand and throttling them. That thing about redheads being hot-tempered? Yeah, there’s a little truth to it. I’d like to say I’ve got a higher-than-normal limit before I snap, but I still can snap. Big time. Smug grins get under my skin, and people who abuse animals, and big corporations who shit on the environment… and… damn police reports that don’t type themselves. 
 
    We got prints back from the Fed. Our Agent Westford is really Larry Benton. His prints were in the system from four years of service with the Army. Saw action in Afghanistan, and he’s had a rough time of it since he got back. A long list of run-ins with the law for years, going all the way down the coast to Sacramento. Poor guy. For his sake, I hope he winds up in a secure mental facility and not prison. 
 
    Voices circle my head like buzzards waiting for their meal to gasp its last breath. My irritation at paperwork causes the voices of my fellow detectives to needle at my brain. They’re all working on their respective cases. Rick, being my partner, sits at the desk facing mine. We’ve worked together for about two years now. I’ve even been to his house a couple times, met his wife, Erin, did the barbecue thing. They’ve got a couple rugrats, both boys. I think the oldest is four. I can see Rick being the dad that the neighborhood kids always keep quiet around so they don’t get in trouble. He’s a bit on the strict side but he doesn’t cross into ‘dick’ territory. I don’t see him throwing his sons under the bus if they grow into being troublemakers. Someone else’s kid? I picture him scaring the crap out of them by making them believe they’re being arrested. 
 
    Hopefully, his boys will turn out good and won’t need to worry about getting into trouble. I nod to myself. A protection charm or two won’t hurt to shield them from dark energy. Few people know just how many helpful spells I cast. In fact, they probably don’t want to know. 
 
    Linda Gonzalez gets into this mode whenever she’s pissed off where her voice scrapes the inside of my skull. She’s at the next desk to my right behind a short cube wall, but she’s so damn loud, reaming out someone who won’t give her some call records, I can’t concentrate. It probably doesn’t help that most times when I hear her voice, she’s making a snide remark about devil worship or something to me. I mean, there’s no actual animosity between us… at least none on my part. She just thinks I’m going to hell. The woman’s a year older than me, but we made detective at the same time. So far, she’s kept her opinions limited to wisecracks and snide remarks, and hasn’t seriously tried to ‘save me.’ 
 
    Her partner, Mike Washington, started off as a patrolman out in the sticks… I believe in Elma, a small town west of here. Versions of the story vary depending on who tells it, but he helped track down a serial killer who’d been active ten years ago. The Harbor Man claimed eleven before he got caught by bad luck. In this case, the bad luck took the form of Mike’s sharp eye for detail and excellent memory. Turned out a guy who lived in Elma always drove into Olympia around the time of a killing, while generally not leaving town at any other time. Guess it is a small town if Mike remembered everyone’s car. 
 
    Depending on the version of the story being told, Mike either followed the guy to Olympia and caught him before he could kill his twelfth victim, or he called over to the Olympia PD and suggested there might be a link, or he kicked in the guy’s door in Elma and led the raid. Either way, whatever he did got the attention of the brass. He transferred to the city and made detective young, like twenty-seven. I don’t envy him the balancing act between me and Linda, though. He gets quiet whenever the comments start flying about my beliefs. Guess he doesn’t want either one of us getting upset with him. And, by the way, we make him go to the police charity event at the kids’ hospital dressed as Thor. He looks the part, except for lacking muscles and his hair being too short, but it is the right shade of blond. 
 
    Ed Parrish, our senior detective, occupies the desk facing Andrew, our ‘new meat.’ He’s rubbing the bridge of his nose and groaning like his current case is making him consider early retirement. Not that he’s old or anything. The man’s only forty, but he’s got the salt-and-pepper hair thing going on. I like Ed. I partnered with him for my first year to learn the ropes. He’s a good trainer, and he’s got a wonderful sense of humor. He quips about the witchcraft stuff too, but never in a mean way. In fact, he’s even fired off a few one-liners at Linda in my defense. How to get on a witch’s good side? Have her back. 
 
    Our newest addition, Andrew Quarrel, turned twenty-nine last month. I can still taste that banana-fudge cake Ed brought in. I never really considered myself a fan of banana, but I’ve been dropping hints about that cake for when I hit thirty-six. Anyway, Andrew looks younger than he is. The poor kid probably gets carded every time he tries to buy beer. He’s also a fastidious neat freak and so clean-cut most people think he’s like a Mormon or something… but he drinks coffee. He never mentions anything about beliefs, and also stays out of the teasing whenever it rears up. Linda’s been on him to dress as Doctor Strange for the kids’ charity. 
 
    Andrew is so by the book it hurts. I mean, all rookies tend to have a bit of that, but with him, it’s a way of life. Unlike Rick, if Andrew ever has a kid who breaks the law, I’d expect he’d drag them to jail himself. 
 
    At the moment, he’s muttering into the phone with someone at the FBI. Their case is so strange and frustrating, I’m glad it didn’t land in my lap. Someone left a bomb in a box at a place that’s like a temp agency for clowns who go to parties, events, and whatnot. It went off when opened, killing the manager, a forty-nine-year-old father of four. From what I’ve heard of it, the attack sounded random. Those cases are the worst, with no motive other than spontaneous chaos. I wonder if Captain Greer thought sticking the new guy with exploding clowns would be a good way to get his feet wet. Like, make his first investigation a worst-case scenario so everything after that feels easy. 
 
    I lean back in my chair, glancing sideways at Ed rubbing his forehead and Andrew doodling on a notepad. The vacant stare at the ceiling tells me Andrew’s on hold. Without wanting to, I start humming the FBI’s hold music. I think they took it from the CIA after it got banned as an instrument of torture. Those two look like they could use a hand. Maybe I’ll send a little magic their way before Ed has a stress meltdown. 
 
    “I wish all cases could be as easy as this one,” I mutter loud enough for Rick to hear. 
 
    Rick chuckles. “No shit. That’d be the life, right?” 
 
    “Hey, Wimsey,” says Mike from a few desks down. “I heard you got into a turf spat this afternoon. Some girl didn’t like you muscling in on her territory?” 
 
    My scalp aches from the memory of that woman yanking me around by the hair. I cradle my frizz protectively. 
 
    “That girl was way out of her league.” Rick pantomimes some wrestling move. 
 
    Linda covers the phone and leans around her wall. “Maddy doesn’t charge. She uses all that sex power for her black magic.” 
 
    Ugh. I’d say something to her about not using dark spells along with my thoughts on karmic return, but I’d have better luck draining the Puget Sound with a coffee cup than getting Linda to understand. “You’re confusing us with Thelema. Sex magic was Alastair Crowley’s thing, not ours.” I’m not going to split the hair that Gerald Gardner was a naturist, and the whole naked ritual thing does happen in some covens… just not ours. Mostly, it’s not sexual. It’s about revealing truth. Of course, some dabbler new-age types take it in a sexual direction, but that’s not the spirit of it. I could probably be talked into doing a ritual sky-clad, as we call it, but I imagine it would get awkward with Caius and five women, one of whom is his mother. 
 
    While my mind wanders off about a smaller ritual involving only Caius and me, some fire, trees, and a distinct lack of clothes, I get the dumbfounded stare of a woman who wasn’t expecting a serious rebuttal. She half-rolls her eyes and goes back to listening to crappy music. I think that makes up about twenty percent of a detective’s work these days―sitting on hold. 
 
    “We had a hell of a Friday, eh?” Rick grins. “Getting a case and basically closing it in the same day happens maybe once a year. Enjoy it.” 
 
    I finish typing out a line in the report before looking over my desk at him. “Oh, I’m loving every minute of it.” 
 
    He laughs. “You sound so thrilled. Hey, it’s almost 6:30. Get outta here. Have fun camping.” 
 
    My hair floofs about as I shake my head. For once, I’m in no particular hurry to get home on a Friday night. Caius is in LA until late Saturday afternoon, so tonight’s going to involve a lot of quality time with the TV. “That’s next month, and it can’t come fast enough.” 
 
    “Now that’s something I never expected to hear a woman complain about,” says Rick. 
 
    Andrew looks over at us, mortified. 
 
    I grin. “I’m sure you never will.” 
 
    “Oof,” says Mike. 
 
    Rick leans his head back and laughs. Ed snickers into his hand. Poor Andrew looks about ready to explode. Interesting, he’s not reacted that way to bawdy commentary before… and I’ve been catching him staring at me on and off. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    My hair flops down over my face, shutting out the world. 
 
    Great. That’s the last thing I need. Detective Andrew Quarrel’s probably got a crush on me. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Four 
 
    Bad Energy 
 
      
 
    After a wonderfully relaxing (boring) night at home alone, I enjoy sleeping in. What sense is there in having a queen-size bed all to myself if I don’t abuse it a little? It’s not quite eight in the morning by the time my body demands motion. The last time I slept in so late… I can’t even remember, so I might as well continue the indulgence with a soak and shampoo. 
 
    While I’m semi-floating in the tub, it occurs to me that I haven’t been genuinely alone for a long time. Growing up, I had my parents and younger sister, Kate (who by the way loathes it when people call her Katie). In college, I had roommates. When I started as a patrol officer, I got an apartment, but Preema (one of my dorm roomies) moved in with me to split rent. Best I can remember, I had about two years after she moved out before I met Caius, and another year until I decided to move in with him. 
 
    So, that’d be nine years ago. 
 
    I kinda miss it and don’t at the same time. Inherently, I’m a social animal, and what my mother would call a ‘nurturer.’ As a kid, I always looked after Kate. That didn’t mean I wouldn’t sponge it up when my parents did the same for me, or when Caius goes into cuddle mode. But there’s still a nice sense of freedom at having a place all to myself. Today, I’ve got nothing to do… and all day to do it. 
 
    Hmm. I do need to prepare some sage for tomorrow. We’re going to the Craven house―where Caius’ mother, Abigail, lives―to do an Esbat to welcome in the full moon. That shouldn’t take long (preparing the sage, I mean). May as well enjoy the bath a little more. Caius won’t be home until after six tonight. Ooh, I’ll whip up some beef soup. 
 
    The phone rings. 
 
    I lean my head back against the tile wall and sigh at the pattern of white and black squares. With a groan, I drag myself out of the tub, hastily wrap a towel around my armpits, and do a poor impression of a first-time skater down the hardwood-floored hall to the kitchen. Clinging to the doorjamb while my feet slide out from under me in puddles of soapy water, I grab my cell off the little table, but I’m too late. The screen tells me I missed a call from Isabelle, my best friend since the age of four. Her parents still live next door to mine. 
 
    The phone errors when I try to open it with my thumbprint. Grr. Wet fingers. Still gripping the wall so I don’t fall on my ass, I type my pin and swipe with the tip of my nose. Fortunately, calling her back is one button tap. 
 
    “Sorry, Izzy. Was in the bath. What’s up?” 
 
    “Hey! Owen’s got this bachelor party thing going on for one of his buddies today. You wanna maybe grab lunch?” 
 
    Hmm. I glance down at my foot, creeping to the right across the grey ‘cut stone’ tiles Caius picked for our kitchen. They lend the aesthetic of a medieval castle to the room, which I’m all for, even if they are so dark they make me feel transparent. Alas, they’re not friendly to wet bare feet. I tap my toe in a small puddle. Sage prep won’t take long, and it’s not even ten yet, so I imagine she’s not looking to run out the door right away. 
 
    “Sure, what time?” I ask. 
 
    “Sweet. How about eleven-thirty? I’m bringing little Noah along.” 
 
    I fake gasp. “What? He’s not going to the bachelor party?” 
 
    Isabelle laughs. “No way. Those knuckleheads are going to a place to throw hatchets. Hatchets. Idiots.” 
 
    Can’t blame her for not wanting to trust a wander-prone toddler around a bunch of beered-up guys flinging sharp things around. Owen, her husband, has an attention span somewhere between a goldfish with ADHD and a quark. He’d lose track of the boy in a locked car. “Okay, cool, so you wanna bring him to that place with the rabbit?” 
 
    She laughs so hard she snorts. I’m amazed she remembered that. We conspired to play a practical joke on another of our friends, Tara, by taking her to this male stripper show without telling her what kind of ‘live entertainment’ would be there. She’d been expecting comedians, I think. We wound up having a blast, mostly laughing at Tara’s embarrassment. After the show, Tara dragged us to a bar for ‘brain bleach,’ and Isabelle had a bit much to drink. 
 
    “I’m kidding. I think.” I fix my stance before my legs slide out from under me. Oh, hell with it, I’m alone. I flip the phone to speaker and set it back on the table before dropping the towel to stand on it and mop up the floor a little. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “There’s a new sit-down Chinese restaurant in Capital Mall. Been itching to try it for a few weeks now,” says Isabelle. 
 
    Once my feet and floor are dry, I re-wrap myself in the towel. “All right. You want to pick me up or should I meet you there?” 
 
    “Umm… whatever works better for you.” 
 
    We’re going to be here all day if I don’t pick an option. I hate making choices like this since I don’t want to inconvenience people, especially my best friend. And she’s the queen of indecision. 
 
    “Coin flip?” asks Isabelle. She knows the drill. 
 
    “Don’t have one. I’m in a towel since you pulled me out of a nice bubble bath.” I stand there dripping for a few more seconds, staring at a charm pouch hanging from the kitchen cubby. “It’s fine, I’ll meet you at the place.” 
 
    “Okay,” she chirps. “See you soon!” 
 
    After we hang up, I head back to the bathroom to dry off properly and drain the tub. That done, I throw on a black gypsy skirt and a matching top that leaves a little of my stomach showing plus a bunch of bracelets and my triquetra earrings. Around my neck, I hang a sachet of mullein and angelica root I enchanted for protection. (It’s got yarrow flower in it as well, to ward off negative influences.) For a final touch, I add two pentacle necklaces, one silver and one wood with crescent moons on either side. Sandals can wait until I’m ready to walk out the door. 
 
    I head down the hall to the living room, cut across to the kitchen alcove, and out to the back porch that I’ve somewhat converted into a greenhouse. From a little set of ivy-shrouded shelves to the left of the door, I snag a copper sprinkling can, which I fill from a spigot on the wall. The air is thick with the smell of herbs, some edible, some medicinal. My blessed thistle, cayenne pepper, coltsfoot, red clover, comfrey leaf, and dandelions are getting a bit low, so as soon as I get back from lunch, I’ll need to start a few new plantings. While making the rounds, watering and tending, I thank Dionysius for watching over my garden and ask for his continued blessing. 
 
    The inkling that I ought to get moving strikes me as I’m working my way down the herb row, full of more common kitchen herbs like basil, dill, and such. I hurry to the end, leave the water can, and pad back into the house to fetch my sandals and handbag. 
 
    My truck, a one-year-old white Silverado, sits halfway off our driveway. Technically, it’s our truck since the payments come out of the joint account I have with Caius, but he prefers his little sporty thing. I’m not entirely sure what it is, but it looks like a Ferrari even though it’s nowhere near that expensive. I want to say it’s an Audi, but who knows or cares. 
 
    That said, I never imagined myself driving a pickup truck. Before I got my license, I daydreamed about something cute like a Miata or a Mini Cooper… but by the time I could actually afford to get a car, I’d been a police officer for a couple months and had seen what happens to people when tiny cars meet not-tiny trucks. So, yeah, that changed my mind. Plus, now that I’m a detective, sometimes I get calls in the middle of the night and need to drive my personal vehicle to a crime scene… and not all killers are nice enough to do their dirty work in civilization. 
 
    The donut-sized wreath of bramble, rowan, and ivy hanging from the rearview mirror makes me smile. It’s a smaller version of the one on our front door, charged with an invocation to Brigit to ward off evil spirits and dark energies. Power radiating from it is almost tangible, sending a tingle down my arms to my fingertips. It’s not going to let me drive like an insane woman and get away with it, but it will better my odds against random idiots. 
 
    After plugging the address of the place Isabelle wants to meet into the GPS, I back out of the driveway and get going. The ride to the Capital Mall takes a little over ten minutes. Isabelle’s already walking across the lot with Noah in tow when I roll by, waving at her. She waits by the front door while I park and hurry to catch up. 
 
    “Maddy!” She flings herself into a one-armed hug, since she’s holding her son’s hand. 
 
    “Hey, Iz.” After the hug, I pat Noah on the head and grin at him. 
 
    He waves. “Hello, Mabby. Peek-a-boo.” 
 
    Laughing, I pull my hair off my face. 
 
    Isabelle fusses at it as well. “You burn through all your hair clips again?” 
 
    “Meh. She hates being tied back, so I try to do it only when necessary… like for work.” I pull the door open and hold it for them before following. 
 
    The Golden Dragon is full of red velvet, gold trim, and wonderful aromas. They’ve got a couple massive pictures showing the Great Wall, farmers in a field, and a Chinese temple around the walls. Despite it being close to noon, there aren’t too many people here. The ‘niceness’ of the place gives off the feeling it’s meant more for dinner than lunch. 
 
    We get a round table near the middle of the room, plop down, and catch up with the minutiae of our daily lives while checking out the menu. I’ve known Isabelle all my life. We lived next door as kids, went to the same school all the way to college, only she became a paralegal. Most of her idle chatter involves bitching about two lawyers at her firm. One heaps work on top of her, but treats her like a person while the other’s a condescending bastard. To him, anyone who isn’t a lawyer charging $700 an hour is a peasant. 
 
    Noah reaches for the complimentary teapot, which I push to the opposite side of the table. He stares up at me as though I kidnapped his cat. The boy’s got straight hair like his mother, only a lighter shade of brown. It’s adorable that they’re letting him wear it long. 
 
    “How’s life treating you?” asks Isabelle. “You look like you’re in a good mood.” 
 
    I grin. “Working on the easiest case of my life. We got it as soon as we walked in the door Friday morning, and we landed a suspect the same day. That’ll never happen again.” 
 
    “Wow.” She blinks. “Almost too good to be true. You sure you found the right person?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Deciding on the Moo Goo Gai Pan, I put the menu down. “I’m pretty sure the public defender is going to plead insanity, and honestly, the guy ought to.” 
 
    “So, he’s really nuts?” asks Isabelle. 
 
    “Nuts!” yells Noah, startling a few other patrons. 
 
    Izzy and I crack up laughing. 
 
    A waiter approaches to take our order. Isabelle gets the General Tso’s as always, plus a chicken finger and fries plate for Noah. Soon after he leaves, Isabelle brings up this game her husband Owen is trying to get her interested in. Some kind of multiplayer online fantasy thing. She selected a sorceress character, which uses ‘netherworld’ magic to curse enemy creatures, as well as calls upon lightning-based spells for direct attacks. 
 
    “Sounds, umm, creative,” I say, trying not to sound too bored. Video games never did anything for me, especially when they feed into misconceptions about those who use actual magic. 
 
    After maybe fifteen minutes, the waiter and a friend arrive, bringing our food. 
 
    “Oh wow, this smells amazing.” I have Chinese food all the time, but usually only take-out. Actually sitting down at a place is way better. 
 
    “Please, enjoy.” The waiter bows, clasping his hands. “Do you need anything else?” When we both shake our heads, he smiles, offers a slight nod, and walks off. 
 
    “You guys are still good to go with us next month, right?” asks Isabelle, sensing my feeble interest in her online adventures. 
 
    “Oh, definitely. I wish we could swing more than one weekend, but I am totes looking forward to recharging my spiritual batteries.” 
 
    Isabelle gives me the narrow-eyed stare. “I think we’re too old to use the word ‘totes’ like that.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” I thrust my arm up as I shout… and my hair falls over my face again. 
 
    Noah giggles. 
 
    “Can I help you?” asks Isabelle, more serious than I’m expecting. 
 
    I pull the thick curtain of red curls away from my eyes, revealing an unsettling man in a sky-blue T-shirt and cargo shorts who’s sidled up to our table. His hair doesn’t look like he’s become aware of the invention of the comb (sure, I’m one to talk, but my hair actually eats combs), and his eyes don’t point in the same direction. The guy’s probably about our age, but I can’t tell if he’s staring at me or off into space. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but overhear you ladies talking about dark powers,” says the guy. “I feel compelled to help steer you away from Satan’s path.” 
 
    Oh boy. I give Isabelle the ‘you can deal with this guy’ look. 
 
    “Dark power?” asks Isabelle. “Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    The man gestures randomly. “You spoke of curses and incantations, summoning darkness. That’s the work of Satan.” 
 
    Isabelle smirks. “That’s the work of Snowstorm Entertainment. We’re talking about a video game.” 
 
    The man nods, wagging his finger at her. “Oh, yes. Video games are how Satan gets his hooks in you. Infecting the mind with evil thoughts when you don’t even know he’s doing it. Computers are the gateway to true evil.” 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but Isabelle jumps in. “Newsflash: evil’s not real. There is no God and there is no Satan.” 
 
    An internal sigh echoes in my brain. This is the only thing the two of us disagree on. Evil is real, but to her point, it does tend to be stronger when attacking people who believe it. My friend doesn’t allow anything supernatural into her headspace, and thinks religion, in general, is somewhere between stories made up to control people (Santa Claus for grownups, as she usually puts it) or nefarious psychotic cults. She doesn’t often spout off at people about it, but I suppose having a born-again get in her face over a video game steps over that tolerant line. Perhaps I shouldn’t have sicced her on the poor guy. 
 
    The ‘there is no God’ comment has no effect, at least none that registers in his expression. “Of course that’s what it appears to be,” says the guy. “That’s how the insidiousness of the evil gets into your head. You think it’s fake, but the whole time”―he knocks on his skull with worrisome ferocity―“the Devil is working his way into your soul. By the time you realize it’s happening, it’s too late.” 
 
    “Look, dude,” I say. “We’re just trying to eat here, okay? My friend isn’t interested in being preached at while her chicken gets cold. There’s nothing satanic about a video game.” 
 
    One of his eyes focuses on me while the other one rotates downward. Ack. I know it’s not his fault or anything, but it’s sooo creepy. “Oh, sister, you must turn back from your dark path! I see the mark of the Devil on you!” 
 
    “I’m not a Satanist,” I mutter, deadpan. “This is a Wiccan pentacle that symbolizes the five elements.” 
 
    “The Devil has you!” shouts the man. “But it’s not too late to repent.” 
 
    “I hate to rain on your parade here, but I don’t believe in Satan. The Romans modeled the character after Cernunnos, the Horned God. Your Satan is a bastardization of the Celtic god of life, animals, and fertility who rules over the underworld.” 
 
    Noah fidgets, teetering on the verge of tears. This wingnut is throwing off some bad vibes, and the boy can feel it. 
 
    “In other words, they needed a bad guy for their story,” adds Isabelle. 
 
    Again, I sigh to myself. I have no problem with people believing whatever they want, as long as they do no harm to others. I know my Goddesses and Gods are real, so his might be too. My friend’s contempt for his beliefs isn’t any different than if she mocked mine. Well, I’m sure she thinks I’m silly, but she hasn’t teased me about it either. However, I don’t run around trying to convert everyone I see to Wicca, and I certainly don’t think everyone who doesn’t follow my path is going to spend eternity in torture for not believing me. That said, the guy is way pushy, especially to walk up to two total strangers who are trying to eat in peace. 
 
    “Satan has clearly tainted your minds. I will pray for you.” The man closes his eyes and begins muttering scripture with his hands raised over our table. 
 
    Noah starts crying. 
 
    “The Dark One has even tainted the most innocent among you,” says the man. 
 
    I stand. “Okay, pal. That’s quite enough. Time for you to go back to your table.” 
 
    He stares at me in shock, like how dare I interrupt his interrupting our lunch with prayer. “You’ll wind up in Hell if you aren’t saved.” 
 
    I smirk. “If you don’t stop trying to convert random strangers who aren’t interested, you’re going to wind up in”—I mentally search for something equally fanciful—“the land of Oz, or Middle Earth, or…” 
 
    “Westeros,” adds Isabelle. 
 
    “Right,” I say. “Westeros. Nice one, Iz.” 
 
    She nods. “We’re a good team.” 
 
    “Why does that sound so familiar?” 
 
    “It’s from that show you don’t want to watch because everyone dies,” mutters Isabelle. “Too dark for you.” 
 
    Oh, right. I get plenty of death at my day job. Don’t need more sadness when I’m trying to have a good time. 
 
    The guy blinks, stammering, “W-what? Oz? Middle Earth? Those aren’t even real places.” 
 
    A Cheshire smile spreads over my lips. “Now you kinda know what you sound like to me talking about Hell.” 
 
    The man shifts his gaze to Isabelle. 
 
    She shakes her head, raising her hands. “Don’t look at me. I don’t believe in your fairy tales or hers. Now, do you mind? Please just go away and let us eat. You’re upsetting my son.” 
 
    He opens his mouth, a look of urgency in his eyes. 
 
    Before he can get a word out, I raise my voice over his. “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to return to your table. Now.” 
 
    A soft throat-clearing to my left announces the arrival of a middle-aged Chinese man with a touch of grey in his hair. Probably the manager. “Sir, please stop causing a disturbance, or I may have to notify the police.” 
 
    The nutter shows no signs of backing down, so I pull my badge out of my purse and hold it up. “You don’t have to call the police. I’m already here. Please, just go back to your table and eat in peace.” 
 
    We have a momentary silent stare down before the evangelical decides to cut his losses and walk away. The guy looks so dejected at ‘failing to save us’ I almost feel bad for him. Almost. Isabelle plucks Noah into her lap and bounces him. 
 
    “We are sorry for the inconvenience,” says the manager. 
 
    I smile while putting my badge away and sitting once more. “Not your fault.” 
 
    He leans closer, tilting his head while whispering, “Are you really a police officer?” 
 
    “Detective, yes… but I’m off duty now.” 
 
    “Ahh, wonderful.” He smiles at us, thanks us for visiting the Golden Dragon, and hurries off. 
 
    Isabelle keeps bouncing Noah, who’s calmed down considerably. “I thought you were going to get physical with that guy.” 
 
    “Really? What makes you think that?” I attack my food once more; fortunately, it hasn’t gotten completely cold. 
 
    “Your hair stayed out of your face. That only happens when shit’s about to get serious.” 
 
    I grin. “I thought you didn’t believe in that stuff.” 
 
    “I don’t.” She winks. “Just something funny to say. But you know… you are kind of inviting that sort of thing by flaunting all those pentacles and spooky earrings.” 
 
    “They’re not spooky, they’re triquetras. It doesn’t bother me. People who send out bad energy get it back three times over.” I pause long enough to savor another forkful. No point getting into the argument about why it’s asking for trouble for me to wear pentacles, but it’s fine if Christians wear crosses in public. Isabelle and I have been around that bend before. “Wow, this is amazing food. Nice find.” 
 
    “We came here last week and I knew I had to share it with you.” She eyes the born-again, who’s still staring at us from his table on the far right side of the room. “Is that guy going to do something? I don’t like the way he’s looking at us.” 
 
    I’m not picking up that bad a feeling from the guy, so I shake my head. “Doubtful. He’s probably just seething to himself about the Devil having an agent with the police.” 
 
    She almost chokes on a piece of General Tso’s from laughing. After draining half her water glass, she wipes her eyes on the napkin and spends a moment just breathing. “Ouch. Don’t do that when I’m eating.” 
 
    I try to give her the innocent face, but a heavy wall of red curls flops in the way. 
 
    Isabelle giggles. “I can’t wait to go camping with you guys. You sure you two are up for it?” 
 
    “We should be…” I puff at my hair. “As long as people have the decency not to be murdered that weekend.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Five 
 
    The Coven 
 
      
 
    I spent the rest of Saturday puttering around the house, doing a bit of cleaning, refreshing some wards, and cooking up the beef soup. Caius arrived a little after six in a foul mood from traffic, though within a few minutes of being home, the various protection spells we’ve placed around the house balanced his energy and he returned to his usual self. 
 
    Sunday, I wake feeling groggy, a little sore, and wearing nothing but a satin sleeping mask and handcuffs. Drat. Maybe I made the damiana tea a little strong after dinner last night. Being a cop, it was nigh inevitable that the cuffs would wind up involved in the bedroom at some point, though I don’t use my official ones. They’ve touched suspects. We take roughly equal turns with them, though Caius doesn’t care to be fixed to the bed like I’m presently stuck. A little tug confirms my memory that he’s attached me to the headboard. Faint weight on my chest feels like keys between my boobs where I can’t reach them. 
 
    The bastard. 
 
    I laugh. Either he’s messing with me, or something must’ve happened right when he was about to unlock them. From the faint murmur of his voice in the distance, I’m guessing the phone rang. Still foggy in the head, I pick at fragments of memory, reliving our lovemaking from hours ago. Either the tea had hit him hard or his trip was more stressful than he let on. After going twice in a row, he cuddled, teasing the idea of leaving me cuffed all night―and fell asleep. Guess I did too. 
 
    “Good morning,” I yell. 
 
    The soft thuds of him walking down the corridor grow louder, followed by a squeak from our bedroom door. 
 
    “Cripes, Maddy. Sorry ’bout that; it’s bloody Nigel on the phone.” 
 
    He’s the agent for Sombre Nocturnum, the biggest act Caius manages, and well… My boyfriend rather often uses a word for him that starts with C. It’s not such a big deal in England—it basically means contemptible fool—but over here, it gets people all lathered up. 
 
    The bed shifts and the jingle of keys accompanies a tickle at my chest. 
 
    Caius’ warmth spreads over me as he leans down close. After a few minutes of sensual kissing, he tickles my sides and armpits, making me squeal. 
 
    “Aah! Stop that!” I squirm, half-giggling, half-wailing. “You know I’m ticklish!” 
 
    He kisses my right breast. “Precisely why I’m tickling you while you cannot resist.” 
 
    “Knock it off before I mess the bed. I just woke up!” 
 
    “That could be the most romantic thing you’ve ever said.” He laughs and unlocks the cuffs. 
 
    I sit up, tug off the sleeping mask/blindfold, and stick my tongue out at him. He hasn’t bothered to get dressed yet either, so I spend a moment enjoying the view. Caius’ long, black hair falls over his shoulders, hanging down his thin, sinewy body to within a few inches of his waist. His face is on the long side, too, angular with heavy black eyebrows. 
 
    Soon after we met, I teased him that he looked like Count Dracula’s rock star younger brother. He could totally pull off the prowling a castle in a blood-red bathrobe thing. Of course, unlike me, he can get a suntan. Even a two-day trip to LA has browned him nicely. 
 
    “Be a moment. Still have the annoying twat on hold.” He sighs and pushes himself up off the bed to stand. 
 
    “Whatever he is, he’s your fattest paycheck.” I roll to my feet and head to the bathroom. 
 
    Caius chuckles. “Fattest something all right.” 
 
    Three hours of marathon sex demand a shower first thing in the morning. Technically, it demands a shower immediately, but he left me fixed to the bed. Can’t blame him all the way though; I passed out too. Half an hour later, I’m refreshed and smelling of jasmine conditioner. Another gypsy skirt―this one blue―plus a black tank top follows, and soon, I’m slicing up a pair of molasses-ginger muffins for breakfast. I like jam; he prefers butter. 
 
    “Oh, we’ve got the Esbat today, don’t we?” asks Caius, two bites in. 
 
    My mouth full, I nod. 
 
    He winces a little, like he’d forgotten, but the only thing that frightens him more than losing a recording contract is getting on his mother’s bad side. Fortunately, Abigail is one of the nicest people I’ve ever met. About the only way to make her angry enough to be dangerous is to threaten one of her children, try to harm her, or betray her trust. She’s only got one actual child, Caius, but she regards our whole coven as basically her kids. I suspect her fondness for Elise goes a bit beyond that though, somewhat like an adopted daughter―even if the girl’s twenty. Not that I blame her at all. Anyone (with a soul) who looks at Elise would feel an urge to protect her. She’s got these big green eyes and pale-blonde hair that make her look like child-Cosette from Les Mis, but taller. Some women supposedly have ‘resting bitch face,’ but Elise’s version of a neutral expression seems to ask the world why it’s so cruel to her. 
 
    “Right. I thought I forgot something important.” He scoops his cell phone up in one hand, unlocks it, and dials one-handed. “Hey, Marla. I remembered that thing I forgot. Yeah, tonight’s not good. I’m gonna call the Baphomet guys and tell them we need to do it next Sunday. Just wanted to let you know you don’t need to be anywhere tonight. Sorry about the short notice.” 
 
    Marla, his assistant, murmurs back over the phone. 
 
    “Great,” says Caius, smiling. “See you Monday.” He drops the phone on the table and picks up his muffin. “Baphomet’s Crown… new act. They’ve been in the studio finishing up their second album and want to do this ‘event’ to celebrate.” 
 
    “Ahh. Are they any good?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think they’ve got a decent shot. Probably a little on the thrashy side for you, but solid.” He slides back in his chair and stands. “Give me a bit to rearrange all this, and we can hit the road.” 
 
    “Cool. I need to put the sachets together anyway.” I toss my last bit of muffin into my mouth and rinse it down with coffee. 
 
    The nice thing about muffins for breakfast is it’s easy to wash crumbs off plates. That done, I head into the greenhouse and collect some galangal root, St. John’s wort, and some dried fig for the protection sachets. Bundling sage and cedar into a smudge stick takes me only a few minutes, after which I stuff herbs into six leather pouches, one for everyone who’ll be involved with the ritual. 
 
    I’ve evidently got ‘the touch’ with plants, so my garden supplies most of our coven’s needs. 
 
    Caius threads his arms around me from behind while I’m sitting at the workbench in the greenhouse. I lean my head back and kiss him for a moment. As tempting as it is to let him carry me back upstairs to the bedroom, the mere thought of more sex right now makes my plumbing ache. I glance down, noting his continued lack of clothing―not a rarity for him around the house. How he doesn’t freeze, I can’t understand. I’m the Irish one; damp, chilly weather shouldn’t bother me, but it does. I don’t know how he can stand being naked so often. Granted, I appreciate the scenery. Which gets me wondering. My life feels about as stable as it’s going to get, and I’m thirty-five already. If I’m going to usher a spirit back from the crucible, so to speak, I’d better start thinking about it soonish, and I doubt I’m going to find a man better than Caius to do that with. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” whispers Caius at my ear. 
 
    “Wondering if you’ll be going to the Esbat sky-clad,” I say, deciding to put off the children talk for now. Soon… 
 
    He chuckles. “I think my mother would object.” 
 
    “I think she’s going to be upset if we’re late.” 
 
    “Late?” He leans back. “It’s not even noon yet.” 
 
    “Well, there’s dinner, too, and you know she adores the company of having us there for that.” 
 
    “Right, right.” He kisses the crook of my neck, then my shoulder as he backs away. “I’ll go get ready.” 
 
    I finish putting the spell sachets together, gather them in a plastic bag with the smudge stick, and go off in search of my sandals. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Abigail Craven owns a large house deep in the woods of Thurston County, Washington. We take the Silverado, since the last mile and a half or so of the trail leading west from Route 101 is unkind to the suspensions of tiny sports cars. 
 
    Her home verges on being an estate, surrounded on all sides by thick trees with a large open field behind it. My head spins trying to imagine Caius growing up in such a world, simultaneously vast and full of wonder while also being isolated and lonely―at least in terms of having friends. He did attend school in Olympia, so it couldn’t have been too bad. Still, requiring an off-road car ride to hang out with his buddies had to suck. Quite a bit different from me having Isabelle right next door while we were growing up. 
 
    Abigail doesn’t employ the full gamut of servants, but the sheer size of the structure warrants hired help. Whenever we visit, it’s like being transported to another time and place. If not for everyone wearing modern clothing, I’d imagine stepping into Victorian London. Speaking of England, at one point, Abigail mentioned a relation to Anne Boleyn, but couldn’t confirm whether or not the allegations of her practicing witchcraft had been true. Back then, ‘witchcraft’ wound up more as a political tool to get rid of people than having any bearing on actual practitioners of magic. 
 
    A long, curving road leads to a courtyard in the front of the house, where a few cars gather in a paved circle. The number of them tells me we’re the last to arrive, as I feared we would be. Before we can even get out, Charles Price (Abigail’s butler, for lack of a better word) opens the front door and smiles. His 51st birthday occurred two weeks ago, the last time we visited the place. Not one to care about social status, Abigail took over Charles’ duties herself for his birthday. The subject of money hasn’t ever come up, though I imagine she’s well-off since I’ve never known her to work. Fair bet their family goes quite far back in England. 
 
    Today makes three visits in one month. That should make my as-good-as-mother-in-law happy, right? I hoped. Our coven meets once a month on the first, and again whenever there’s a holiday or new moon. Birthdays, handfastings, and other occasions don’t count as ‘official’ meetings, but we all tend to gather here for them, nonetheless. 
 
    “Ahh, Caius, Madeline, welcome,” says Charles, when we reach the door. His nearly-white hair is short and slicked back as always, not a thread out of place on his suit. 
 
    “Hello, Charles,” I say, smiling on the way in. 
 
    Caius shakes his hand. “Thanks for getting the door, old chap.” 
 
    “Bah. ’Tis what I’m paid to do.” Charles smiles. 
 
    After I park my sandals by the front door with the pile of other shoes, we head to the sitting room where the rest of the coven is relaxing. The dark wood walls and burgundy curtains send my imagination whirling off to the age of horse-drawn carriages and ghosts roaming the halls of castles at night. Admittedly, the place isn’t overly fancy, merely large. 
 
    Abigail, the head of our coven and Caius’ mother, perches on a wingback chair near a fireplace on the far side of the room, engaged in a smiling conversation with the others. She’s kind of got that whole Helen Mirren thing going where she’s into her sixties but still turns heads. Like me, she’s rather fond of gypsy skirts. Her hair is straight like her son’s, only grey, and even longer than mine, hanging down near her knees. A glint of metal pokes out of the neck of her black shawl from her pentacle amulet. 
 
    Our ‘baby witch,’ Elise Taylor, occupies the leftmost end of the large sofa in a brown, gauzy dress that makes her look like an escapee from Woodstock. She’s got the build of a French runway model, so the airy garment swallows her whole. A few pink highlights that weren’t there two weeks ago streak her otherwise pale-blonde hair. For once, she’s smiling, which makes her overly large eyes sparkle. She lives here with Abigail in a relationship that’s part friend, part adopted daughter, and part helper. 
 
    Next to her sits Tamika Bowen. She’s our resident ‘wild woman,’ and highly protective of the coven. More than once, I’ve had to physically hold her back from a confrontation. She’s also pretty free with slinging spell energy as an answer to problems. As soon as I take note of her, I gasp. Her dreads are gone, and she’s sporting a short puff of natural hair. 
 
    “Tami!” I shout, bringing the conversation to a screeching halt. “Your hair!” 
 
    “Late to the conversation as always,” says Abigail, smiling. 
 
    Caius strides over and hugs his mother. “My fault. We’d have been here earlier, but I got stuck on a business call.” 
 
    I rush over to Tami, gathering my heavy curls like I’m protectively embracing a child. “How could you chop it off?” 
 
    They all laugh at my overacting. 
 
    Tamika sighs. “Dreads are a pain in the ass, trust me.” 
 
    Colleen Connor, fellow Irishwoman, hops off the right end of the couch to check out my plastic bag of witchy herbs. She’s my height, but reedier, with long, straight black hair and hypnotic bright-blue eyes. Our tank tops are almost identical, but she’s wearing Army pants with thigh pockets. “Whatcha bring?” 
 
    I spin around her and plop down on the sofa where she vacated. “Sachets and sage.” 
 
    “Hey!” Colleen wedges herself between Tamika and me, squeezing my hip against the sofa arm. 
 
    Caius sits in a wingback chair on the other side of the fireplace from his mother. 
 
    Elise shifts, untucking her right leg from underneath her, and nearly pricks my nose with her big toe. “Check out the new charm I made,” she says, holding up her foot. A delicate silver chain circles an ankle not much bigger around than my wrist, from which dangles five silver crescents, each with a BB-sized blue crystal orb. 
 
    I lift one of the moons up on two fingers, appraising it. Noticeable energy radiates from the jewelry with the sense of a positive ward. Given how rare it is for her to smile, or be… ‘chipper,’ I’m wondering if perhaps she’d had an attachment to some manner of darkness this trinket is shielding her from. Though, within the coven, she’s a lot more open and animated than out in public. Evidently, me not saying something in three seconds gets her worried, as her expression starts to collapse back into the abandoned kitten look she usually wears. 
 
    “Wow, this is amazing,” I say, with sincerity. “Did you make the bangles too, or only the magic?” 
 
    Elise’s fleeting gloom fades back to the eager grin of a kid stuck in the ‘pleasing others’ stage of development. I’ve been accused of being overly caring, but the way she’s staring at me now is setting off a ‘someone attacked my child’ reaction in me. I’m more convinced than ever that a serious and awful event happened to this girl when she was in her early teens or tweens. Her emotional age hasn’t changed from about that point. 
 
    “I put it together, and I did the whole spell,” says Elise. 
 
    “She’s got quite the talent for wards and charms.” Abigail beams like a proud mother. 
 
    Elise grins. 
 
    Colleen hides a smirk for an instant. When Elise first showed up at the house four years ago, both she and Tamika doubted the girl’s motives, and thought she may be some street kid trying to take advantage of Abigail, who took her in. Since then, Elise’s overall fearfulness and need for validation hasn’t lessened, so we’ve come to trust her authenticity. Colleen has a low tolerance for treating a twenty-year-old woman like a little girl who needs constant reassurance, but so far, she hasn’t protested with anything beyond ‘gimme a break’ stares when Elise isn’t looking at her. Tamika wants to help Elise ‘get better,’ while I’m itching to figure out what happened to her. Guess that’s the cop in me. Abigail’s content to mother her as is, and Caius doesn’t seem to have an opinion of her beyond being happy his mother’s not living alone. He isn’t even jealous that a non-blood-relative has become basically his sister, and may wind up in his mother’s will. 
 
    That’s mostly what Tamika and Colleen were worried about, Elise ingratiating herself in purely for financial gain, but I don’t think the girl has it in her to do that. Evidently, Abigail doesn’t believe it either. After watching Elise go from sixteen to twenty, changing only on the outside―and not all that much―I’m positive she’s got some deep-seated trauma that’s caused her to stunt psychologically. The girl wants safety and protection, not money. 
 
    Elise rambles about her invoking defensive magic into the charm, describing the setup and ritual she used―both of which are relatively common. Still, we give her the validation she clearly needs. 
 
    “I know it’s working. The Shadow isn’t watching me sleep now,” says Elise. 
 
    “The what?” asks Caius, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “Umm.” Elise tucks her leg back under her rear end and shrinks into her usual timid posture. No, not timid. Terrified. “Stuff watches me at night.” 
 
    I think we all might have just arched eyebrows, and I think we all just realized how deep Elise’s psychosis might run. I find myself at a loss for words; luckily, Tamika jumps in and defuses the strangeness. 
 
    “Relax,” says Tamika, patting Elise on the shoulder. “Anything bad’s gotta first get through all of us, and that ain’t gonna happen.” 
 
    Elise cheers up at her touch. Her smile’s gone, but she doesn’t look like, well, like someone might look who’s being watched at night. 
 
    We drift into random conversations for the better part of the next hour or so. In between Colleen talking about how her crafty jewelry home business is taking off, Tamika fumes about a pastor, Emmett Waters, with whom she’s been sparring on and off for the past few months, both online and in the bookstore where she works. Turned out, a Christian customer noticed her pentacle necklace, tried to get her fired for it, failed, and riled up her entire congregation. Enter Emmett Waters. Fortunately, it’s not a big church, and Tamika’s a tough cookie. 
 
    I really don’t get why some groups can’t just believe what they believe without having to take it personally that others don’t share their beliefs. I sigh again. 
 
    Elise keeps quiet, listening intently while sitting cross-legged on the sofa. Caius chats mostly with his mother, from what little I can overhear, about his work with musicians, and an off-handed comment from Abigail makes me think I might wind up being dragged to England in a few months for a cousin’s wedding or something of that nature. 
 
    Laura Black, one of the housekeepers, brings in a tray of snacks: chips, pretzels, dip, cheese, and sliced veggies. She’s from the local Nisqually tribe, and is a couple years older than Elise, also with long hair that she keeps in a braid. Abigail pulls her into the conversation comfortably, and the young woman lingers for a while chatting and munching. 
 
    Eventually, we all migrate to the kitchen. Caius starts on making a pie; Colleen and I have ham detail; Abigail’s brewing up her mashed potatoes; Tamika and Elise prepare string beans, carrots, and pearl onions. I’m the kitchen witch of the coven, so I have a tendency to flit around and nose into what everyone else is doing. 
 
    “Where’s the garlic press?” asks Elise. 
 
    Abigail spins to face the cabinets and shelves, an expression of deep thought on her face. 
 
    I zip across the room to one of the fourteen drawers, pull it open, and grab the garlic press out from under a mountain of random gadgets. “Here.” 
 
    “Thanks!” chirps Elise. 
 
    Laughing, Abigail returns to her potatoes. 
 
    One of these days, I need to let my bestie Isabelle see me in a strange kitchen, intuitively knowing where stuff is. If that doesn’t get my skeptical friend to believe magic is real, I don’t know what would. If I know Izzie, though, she’s probably expecting magic to be like what she sees in those damn video games… so finding a garlic press wouldn’t be all that earth-shattering to her. Not when she’s expecting lightning bolts or glowing green clouds. 
 
    Oh, well. 
 
    “What goes in this again?” asks Colleen. 
 
    Since she’s holding a box of brown sugar, I assume she’s talking about the glaze. “Brown sugar, pinch of cinnamon, pinch of ground ginger, teaspoon of nutmeg, half a teaspoon of ground allspice, onion powder, mustard powder, black pepper. Pinch of clove powder and a pinch of cayenne powder.” 
 
    “Uhh, right.” She stares at me. “Again, slower?” 
 
    I smile to myself, arranging garlic and onions around the baking tray where the ham will cook while repeating the list. She’s got the glaze about ready by the time I’ve finished slicing a crosshatch pattern over the top of the meat, and gets started painting the glaze on. My task done, I head over to help Abigail mash after checking that the main oven is preheating properly. 
 
    Caius sets off a fit of oohs by making a French silk pie as well as the obligatory apple. 
 
    Early afternoon becomes early evening, filled with the warmth of a kitchen and friendship. Colleen and Tamika get into a minor debate about Gardnerian practices, specifically if the whole sky-clad ritual deal is an option or is ‘truer’ Wicca. 
 
    Once they start giggling at the idea of group nudity, Abigail glides over. “Nervous laughter is common the first few times. The symbolism is meant as an expression of truth beyond any set of body ideals, fashion ideals, or social customs as well as the divinity of nature and life.” 
 
    Caius raises an eyebrow. “We’re planning to go full digambara?” he asks, referring to the monks who literally give up any material possessions―including clothing. 
 
    “It would be a deviation from our custom, but if everyone’s of the same mind,” says Abigail, glancing around, “we could try it. It would make for an interesting experiment to observe what, if any, effect it has on our magical workings.” 
 
    Elise shrugs. Colleen goes red in the face. I’m pretty sure my expression remains neutral. My initial reaction is ‘please let’s not,’ but if everyone else is on board, I’ll deal. Tamika fidgets, staring at the ground. I think we have the same opinion, only she seems a little more on the ‘let’s not’ side. 
 
    “Isn’t it a little weird?” asks Tamika, glancing back and forth between Caius and Abigail. 
 
    “Only if you are caught up in the preconceptions of the society around us that nudity cannot exist without sexuality.” Abigail smiles. “The two concepts are not one in the same. I think it warrants more discussion, but no action yet.” 
 
    Tamika relaxes visibly. I relax not so visibly―until my hair falls over my face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A little after 10:00 p.m., Abigail leads us out a back door and across the grassy field behind her house. Nestled in a round copse of trees about a hundred yards from the building, our coven’s ritual circle glints in the gentle light of the new moon. The eight-foot stone disc bears a carved pentacle around a modest altar. 
 
    We take our positions at the star points, with Abigail offset to the north, and close our eyes, meditating on our desire to cleanse the area in preparation for our ritual. The chirping of crickets and the soft rustle of wind in the trees soothes my mind. Cool grass blades tickle my ankles, and an invigorating sense of earthen energy climbs up my legs. After a few minutes of calm, we set about clearing the area and dusting the circle of windblown leaves, seed pods, and grass bits. 
 
    I place the sachets, smudge stick, and some juniper berry incense I made for the air element on the altar. I also brought hyssop incense for Elise since I know she’s going to want to cast more wards against whatever darkness she thinks is coming after her. The St. John’s wort incense is for me, since I’ll be invoking a protection spell on myself and the other detectives in my unit―even Linda. 
 
    With the area physically cleansed, Abigail takes the moon candle, white, unscented, and decorated with silver ribbons, from her satchel and places it on the altar, leaving it wrapped in a black cloth. She lights a small, black candle next, then holds the smudge stick in the flame until it catches, rotating it and nursing the burn until a pleasant, aromatic smoke issues forth from the leaves. For the ritual cleansing of the circle on the spiritual plane, she walks around the edge, wafting smoke side to side. Tiny sage embers fly about, pinpricks of bright orange against the blue-black world. 
 
    “Let the sacred smoke take the unwanted energy, the dark thoughts, the dark forces, and carry them back to the Source,” says Abigail. 
 
    “Let them be transformed,” I chant, along with the others. “Let the Goddess reshape that which is dark and bring new light.” 
 
    Abigail repeats the chant two more times, and we reply in kind. 
 
    Once the smudging is complete, she approaches the altar and dabs the stick out in a bowl of sand, setting it astride the vessel until it cools. We approach the circle, me at the southeast (Fire) point. Colleen stands to my left at the Earth point, Elise at the west (Air) point, Tamika to my right at the east (Water) point, and Caius at the north (Spirit) point. 
 
    Abigail hands us each an item respective to our element, a short length of rope to Caius, representing the bond between the spirit and mortal world, the juniper berry incense to Elise for Air, a bowl of salt to Colleen for Earth, a candle to me for Fire, and a bowl of water to Tamika. 
 
    Once we all have our totems, we place them in rounded hollows in the stone pentacle at each star point. Abigail raises her athame, a not-terribly-sharp sword, holds it aloft for a few seconds, then lowers it to rest against her shoulder, the point still vertical. 
 
    “We invoke a circle this Esbat to celebrate the new moon,” says Abigail. “We bridge the worlds together. We call the spirit energy to well up from the earth, feeding upon the fire, powered by the air, and guided by water.” 
 
    She walks in a clockwise circle around the outer edge of the stone disk, dribbling salt from a pouch around her waist. When she passes me, I light the candle at my feet. She strides around the circle three times. When she reaches Caius at the north point for the third time, she turns inward and pads over to stand at the altar facing him. 
 
    Abigail waves the sword around once, the point aimed at the edge of the stone disc. “I create a circle of sacred space to protect us from outside energy, to contain our energy, and honor the Goddess.” She turns to her son. “Caius Craven, I invite you into our circle.” 
 
    He bows his head and steps up onto the stone disc. “I enter with perfect love and perfect trust.” 
 
    Abigail rotates to face the east point. “Tamika Bowen, I invite you into our circle.” 
 
    She dips her fingers in the water bowl and flicks it on herself before saying, “I enter with perfect love and perfect trust,” and stepping into the circle. 
 
    Abigail faces me. “Madeline Wimsey, I invite you into our circle.” 
 
    Smiling, I crouch to caress the candle flame for a second before standing. “I enter with perfect love and perfect trust.” And I do. I would trust any of my coven brethren with my life, as much as with anyone on the force. When I step up onto the platform, Abigail faces the southwest point. 
 
    “Colleen Connor, I invite you into our circle.” 
 
    She traces an inverted triangle with a small line across the downward-facing point, the symbol for Earth, in the salt bowl before standing. “I enter with perfect love and perfect trust.” With that, she steps up into the circle. 
 
    “Elise Taylor,” says Abigail. “I invite you into our circle.” 
 
    She lights the incense at her feet and stands. Her whispery voice repeats, “I enter with perfect love and perfect trust.” As she steps up, she gives us each a long stare of gratitude and pleading. We are her family now; if something dark did happen to her, I suspect it destroyed whatever family she’d been born to. 
 
    “I conjure this circle of power,” says Abigail with a commanding voice. “Be it a meeting place, a place of love, joy, and truth, a place of positive energy. Our circle is a shield against the darkness, against evil, a boundary betwixt the world of mortals and the realms of the mighty ones. I raise this circle, so mote it be.” 
 
    “So mote it be,” I chant, along with the others. 
 
    Abigail gazes up at the new moon for a moment of reverent silence before removing the cloth and raising the moon candle aloft in both hands and calling out. 
 
    “We welcome the moon! 
 
    “We invite Selene into our circle. 
 
    “A cycle closed, another begun. 
 
    “With the moon, have we all moved forward.” 
 
    I focus on drawing energy up from the earth at my feet, and projecting it into the circle, as do the others. 
 
    Abigail lowers the moon candle to touch its silver wick to the flame dancing upon the little black candle. Once lighted, she raises the large white candle skyward again. 
 
    “We celebrate the new month. 
 
    “We are thankful She has returned. 
 
    “To watch over us. 
 
    “Constant, yet ever changing.” 
 
    Abigail takes a silver hand mirror from the altar. She pivots to face the eastern horizon, where the sun will rise in the morning, and uses the mirror to continue to gaze at the new moon behind her. 
 
    “We ask for Her light and protection. 
 
    “She is with us at every moment. 
 
    “Watching and guiding, 
 
    “We are thankful.” 
 
    After a moment of introspective silence, she sets the mirror on the altar once more and faces north. 
 
    “This is a time of new beginnings,” says Abigail. “We contemplate our lives, our goals, our friends, and our foes. Think now, upon these things.” 
 
    And I do. I’m grateful for finding the killer so quickly, though I’d rather Mr. Lewis hadn’t been murdered at all. I’m grateful for Caius, and speaking of new beginnings, I spend a while trying to imagine what sort of child we might bring into this world. 
 
    Abigail warms a vessel of angelica root oil in the moon candle’s flame, and walks the circle again, anointing each of us while saying, “May the blessings of the Moon fall upon you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sister,” I say after she touches my forehead. “Blessed be.” 
 
    Once everyone has received the blessings of the Moon, she returns to the altar. “While our circle is strong, invoke any magic you need.” 
 
    I collect my St. John’s wort incense from the altar and return to my star point. There, I light the incense with the Fire candle, and bask in the aromatic fragrance while focusing on my desire for protection against physical harm, and that this protection extends to Rick, Ed, Linda, Andrew, and Janet Greer, our captain. I picture suits of armor forming around us, transparent and glittering with the light of Selene, drawing upon the power of the new moon to shield us from harm. I say, 
 
    “I craft my spell upon the fire. 
 
    “Call the power; weave it higher. 
 
    “Selene, Goddess of the Moon 
 
    “Shield us from dark and gloom. 
 
    “Let those who seek to hurt or maim 
 
    “Know the power of your name.” 
 
    My thoughts return to the gleaming suit of armor, and my plea for the Moon Goddess to deflect harm away from us. In the periphery of my awareness, Abigail invokes a protection spell upon us all, as well as the grounds around the house. Caius invokes Morrigan, asking her to keep watch over me. My heart fills with warmth at hearing him pour so much of his energy into wanting me safe. Elise channels a protective ward around herself against dark energy and magic. Colleen splits her invocation between defense against those who would do her harm, and trying to keep her car limping along by sheer force of enchantment. 
 
    Tamika asks Hecate to surround that hostile pastor with a karmic blowback. She’s slinging potentially dangerous magic, but at least she isn’t sending out actively negative forces. Redirecting his own negative energy back on him isn’t quite as bad, but if she’s angry, it leaves things open for quite a bit to go awry. 
 
    Abigail shoots her a ‘be careful’ look. 
 
    Once we’ve all finished our personal spells, Abigail raises the moon candle high and thanks Goddess Selene for joining our circle. We each take our turns thanking our respective elements for lending their power to our ritual on this Esbat. 
 
    “Our spells are cast,” says Abigail. “Our intentions true. Goddess and God, I call to you.” She picks up the athame again, pointing it at the north end of the stone pentacle. “This circle, I now close.” 
 
    A sense of her dismantling the energy around us comes on, a feeling of power rushing up from the ground, through the sword, and into her center. She rotates in place counterclockwise three times. When she stops, we all take a step back off the stone. Cool, moist earth touches my soles and a wonderful chilly breeze lifts my hair for a few seconds. The scent of trees and woodlands fills my senses, chasing away all worries. Tonight, I shall dream of a time before, when we could have lived our whole lives among nature, without the taint of industrialization. 
 
    My meditation over, I crouch and extinguish the Fire candle. Tamika pours her bowl of water into the grass, and Elise tamps out the Air incense. 
 
    Our Esbat done, we migrate together into a group embrace around Abigail and bask in the love we share for each other. When the moment fades, we gather our supplies and begin the walk back to the house. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Six 
 
    Legal Questions 
 
      
 
    We convene again in the large sitting room, this time with tea and cakes. Though, I skip the cakes. Caius’ pie was plenty of empty calories for this girl in one day. With the Esbat ritual complete, and the tingle of magic in the air, we relax for a while and chat like any other family gathering for a holiday event. 
 
    Elise seems to have gotten a charge from the circle, as she’s laughing and participating in the conversation like a normal person. It’s a happy change from her usual ‘haunting phantom’ act. She starts talking about some show called Supernatural. I haven’t seen it, but I kinda fake my way along in the conversation. Evidently, the two lead guys are serious eye candy. Hmm. Maybe I’ll have to check it out, but it sounds like they kinda go off the deep end with the paranormal stuff. Heh. Guess they kinda have to if they titled the show Supernatural, right? 
 
    Except for Abigail and Elise, the rest of us all need to wake up for work tomorrow, so the gathering shows signs of winding down about a quarter to midnight. Well, technically, Caius can wake up whenever he wants to… he’s his own boss. Still, 6 a.m. comes really fast when my face doesn’t hit the pillow until midnight. Per our unspoken agreement, he’ll be driving home so I can catnap on the ride. 
 
    I get up and cross the room to where Abigail’s sitting. 
 
    “About that time?” She smiles at me, wrinkles around her eyes deepening. 
 
    “Yeah.” I stoop and hug her like my second mother. “I’m going to be a zombie as it is. Thank you for hosting us again. Was a wonderful Esbat. I can still feel the charge in the air.” 
 
    She pats my shoulder before I stand straight again. “Lovely to see you again, dear.” 
 
    We make the rounds hugging or shaking hands, and soon everyone disperses to collect their shoes, purses, and containers of leftover food. 
 
    Tamika approaches me while I’m crouched to put on my sandals. “Maddy?” 
 
    “Hey?” I grin up at her. “What’s up?” 
 
    She folds her arms, glances off to the side, and fidgets―clearly pissed off. “Can you do anything about that damn pastor? Get him off my ass?” 
 
    “What’s he doing?” I secure the second strap and stand before swiping my hair off my face. 
 
    “Being an asshole.” She waves her hand about at random, muttering. “He’s got some people protesting in front of the store. They followed me home once, and now, they’re leaving pamphlets and putting up ‘sin lives here’ signs.” 
 
    “Ugh.” I lean my head back and sigh. “Depending on where they’re putting those signs, it might be trespassing. If they’re keeping to a public sidewalk, that’s not an option… but they might be disturbing the peace or gathering without a permit. Honestly, the best thing you can do would be to file police reports or consider a civil lawsuit.” 
 
    She stares down at her feet, lifts her toes, and puts them down twice. “So you can’t really do anything?” 
 
    “There isn’t much I can do unless they’ve committed a crime. Being a bigot in and of itself isn’t a crime.” I wrap her in a hug. “I’m always willing to head over and stand with you. Idiots like that usually fizzle out and go away if you ignore them. They’re not really spiritual. They’re more interested in controlling people than building any sort of relationship with their god; that’s why it freaks them out when they run into people who don’t follow the same path.” 
 
    Tamika squeezes me back and half-smiles. “Yeah, I know all that, but it doesn’t make it any less irritating. I’d ask my grandpa to talk to him, but that would end in a fistfight.” 
 
    We both laugh. Her grandfather’s a Baptist minister, and surprisingly enough, he’s at peace with her beliefs. The man’s also as protective of his family as Tamika is, so it’s clear where she gets it from. 
 
    Caius enters from the main hall, carrying a stack of disposable plastic containers filled with food. Alas, none of his French silk pie survived, so we don’t get to take it home. “About ready?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah. You’re driving,” I say. “I’m ready to sleep.” 
 
    “I figured. What would you do without me, Maddy?” 
 
    “Sleep less, drive more.” 
 
    “Is that all I’m good for? Chauffeur?” 
 
    “You have other uses,” I say, a coy smile on my lips. 
 
    “Maddy?” asks Abigail, emerging from a shadow by a black-and-silver tapestry of the Moon Goddess at the end of the hallway back to the parlor. 
 
    I pivot to face her, smiling, but the look of worry on her face makes me nervous. My smile drops. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Abigail smooths her hands down the front of her dress, edges closer, and speaks in a near-whisper. “Elise came close to opening up about her parents, but withdrew again.” 
 
    “Is she all right?” asks Caius, his eyebrows up. 
 
    “She’s upstairs.” Abigail glances at the ceiling. “She ran off to bed. I’m sure something terrible must’ve happened. Maybe even sinister. I was hoping Maddy might be able to look into it?” 
 
    I purse my lips. “I can try… has she told you anything yet? Are you sure she’d even want me poking around? She might not be ready to open that door yet. Maybe the parents are the ones who hurt her.” 
 
    “It’s looking more and more like that,” says Abigail, with a sad smile. “It pains me to see her so trapped behind her fears. I want her to be happy.” 
 
    “So do I.” I squeeze her hand. “It’s not exactly in the regulations to use department resources to investigate a personal issue, but I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    Hope shows in Abigail’s chocolate-brown eyes. “Thank you, dear. I appreciate it more than you know.” 
 
    There are few people on this planet that I would bend the rules for. Abigail is one of them. Maybe Caius. Okay, definitely Caius. Anyway, I could always try some divination spells. 
 
    Colleen next hugs her way among us on the way to the front door. Smart one she is, she has her leftovers in a shopping bag. 
 
    “Night, Mum.” Caius kisses his mother on the cheek. 
 
    “Drive safe, sweetie.” Abigail hugs him, hugs me, then waves farewell to us. 
 
    We head across the large parking circle in front of the house, and I’m already well on my way to sleep by the time I mash my knuckles into the side of my truck’s door. Ouch. I peel one eye open, move my hand a few inches to the right, and grab the handle. 
 
    Oh, tomorrow’s going to suck. 
 
    But tonight was worth it. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Seven 
 
    On Deck 
 
      
 
    By Tuesday morning (mostly with the help of going to bed early last night), I’ve recovered from the mere five hours of sleep I had after we returned home from Abigail’s on Sunday. Thankfully, my Monday was relatively quiet and consumed by paperwork about the drifter case, plus a meeting with Paula from the DA’s office. Something tells me that one’s not likely to see the inside of a courtroom, assuming the advocate agrees to involuntary commitment. 
 
    I’m tired on the way in, so when our squad room’s trick door spring-slams behind me, I yelp, which in turn startles everyone else. “Grr. When are they going to fix the hydraulics on that thing?” I ask anyone who’s listening. 
 
    Most everyone shrugs. They don’t care. Bigger fish to fry and all that. 
 
    At 7:00 a.m., I file into the briefing room with the rest of the squad for our usual morning meeting. Captain Greer takes her spot at the front of the table. For a short woman, she’s got a powerful presence. Even the higher brass tends to back down when she sets her heels on an issue. Her hair is somewhat like mine in terms of being frizzy and curly, though it’s black and less than half the length. Also, hers doesn’t have a personality. 
 
    As if on cue, my hair decides it’s had enough of being contained and bursts free, launching the clip across the table, squarely into Linda’s coffee. This, of course, silences the room for a few seconds before the laughter starts―except for Linda, who’s glaring at me like I did that on purpose. 
 
    “Even her hair’s tired of you picking on her,” says Rick to Linda, adding a wink. 
 
    I give him a light shove. 
 
    “You meant to do that,” says Linda. 
 
    “Did I?” I blink. “So you admit to believing in magic? I mean, I don’t see how else I could pop a hair clip on command and plunk it perfectly into a Styrofoam cup six feet away without using magic. Besides, that’s still cruelty to coffee.” 
 
    She shakes her head and actually smirks while pulling the clip out of her java and holding it out in two fingers. I grab it and wrap it in a napkin. 
 
    Captain Greer regains control of the room by clearing her throat, then spends a few minutes discussing the upcoming charity event at the children’s hospital, again ‘asking’ which of us will be attending. Of course, it’s understood she’s not really asking. She can’t legally obligate us to go, but for one thing, how can anyone say no to sick kids, and another, none of us want to disappoint her. After that, we go around the room giving updates on our respective cases. 
 
    Mike and Linda are still trying to narrow down their suspect list for who killed the lawyer. Linda had been leaning toward the wife as the prime suspect, but half a dozen women and a video camera confirmed her alibi at a salon. Mike’s sniffing around another lawyer at the same firm who had been competing with the dead guy to make partner, while Linda thinks the killer is a former client the man failed to keep out of jail. 
 
    Ed and Andrew’s clown case is still a hot mess. Ed mentions that the explosive device responsible for killing the manager contained hundreds of nails, each of which had ‘die perv’ scratched into them. However, all the clown actors working for that agency have squeaky-clean background checks. 
 
    “I think the bomber was abused by a clown at some point in the past, and has a pathological hatred of clowns in general,” says Andrew. 
 
    “Who doesn’t?” I mutter, to a few chuckles. 
 
    “Well,” says Captain Greer. “Most of us don’t try to blow them up.” 
 
    “No witnesses and no cameras on the property,” says Ed, tossing a pen on the table with contempt. “We’ve been working our way decade by decade back through the sexual assault files, looking for clown molestation cases, but haven’t hit anything yet.” 
 
    “Are there many reports of people molesting clowns?” asks Rick. 
 
    Ed picks his pen back up and throws it at Rick, who laughs. “Semantic prick.” 
 
    “Maybe you aren’t squeezing the right red nose,” asks Linda, to some chuckles. 
 
    “How about you two?” asks Greer, staring at us. 
 
    “We won the lottery,” I say, and explain the drifter case already with the DA’s office, heading toward a guilty-but-crazy plea. 
 
    “Excellent.” Greer smiles. “Then you’re on deck.” 
 
    As we start to get up, Rick points at me. “Oh, everyone. Maddy lost a bet and will be providing donuts for everyone at some point soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I hold my hands up. “Let me know what kinds to get.” When everyone all starts trying to talk over each other, I shout, “By email!” 
 
    The meeting over, we head back to our desks. I’m looking forward to another nice, calm Tuesday. It’s probably too much to ask that we go three weeks without a murder happening, but it’s not exactly like we’re in New York City or Chicago. It’s not unheard of for a nice stretch of calm here, but with me having plans to go camping, I’m not holding my breath. 
 
    My pessimism is justified a little after eight when Greer walks toward us wearing that expression. 
 
    “Here we go again,” mumbles Rick to me. 
 
    “Captain,” I say, when she’s close enough. “You look like someone died.” 
 
    “That’s because someone did.” She hands us a slip of paper. “A body turned up in the woods west of Ken Lake. There’s evidence to suggest some manner of Satanic ritual was performed.” 
 
    “Whoa. Human sacrifice?” asks Andrew, looking up from a few desks down. 
 
    Linda, next to him, mutters something to herself in Spanish, then adds plain as day in English, “Sounds like Wimsey’s people.” 
 
    “Gonzalez,” I snap. “You can’t use ‘Satanic’ to explain everything you choose not to understand.” 
 
    “Says the girl wearing pentagrams.” 
 
    “They’re pentacles, not pentagrams. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Jesus, I didn’t sign up for this,” says Greer, shaking her head. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I add. “Satanists borrowed the pentacle the same way your people borrowed Easter from a German pagan goddess, Ēostre.” 
 
    Linda glowers at me, though there is a hint of playfulness in her expression. 
 
    Captain Greer holds her hands up. “Either you two zip it, or I’m going to lose my shit. We’ve got a murder to solve. Get to it. Stat.” 
 
    Rick grins and says, “No problem, Captain. Wimsey’ll cast a spell and we’ll have it done in a day… like the last one.” 
 
    Captain Greer stares at him. “Don’t tell me you’re believing in magic now, too?” 
 
    He stands, grabs his blazer, and takes the paper from Greer. “I’ll believe in anything that protects the sanctity of my weekend.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Eight 
 
    Too Many Movies 
 
      
 
    Rick drives our unmarked silver Crown Vic, still chuckling from the scene earlier. I’m still a little pissed. Life goes on. 
 
    Ken Lake sits west and a little south from the Olympia city center. It’s maybe a thousand feet across at the longest point, and ringed by a wonderfully woodsy area of homes that leads us on a meandering ride until we wind up on Lakemoor Drive, which runs north-south at the farthest west point of the development. It’s a split-lane with individual roads for each direction separated by a wall of trees. 
 
    A pair of Olympia PD cars sit in the uphill driveway of a nice dark brown house, with one officer standing between them, probably waiting for us. Rick tucks our car up on the dirt between the two lanes, enough out of the way not to block traffic. The cop, E. Morrison, according to his nametag, steps out from between the patrol cars as we walk up the driveway. 
 
    “Detectives,” he says by way of greeting. 
 
    I reach him first. “Officer. What’s the situation?” 
 
    He gestures back past the house while eyeing the pentacle amulet hiding behind my badge. “We don’t think the homeowner here has anything to do with the case. This is just the best place to get into the woods from. It’s a bit of a walk back to the scene. A hiker found the guy, came to this house, and the homeowner called it in.” 
 
    “Where’s the hiker now?” I ask. 
 
    “We got his statement and information then sent him home. He was a wreck. You’ll see why soon. Anyway, it’s about a twenty-minute hike to get to the site.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” I say. 
 
    Morrison walks up the driveway, which is pretty steep, and heads around the house. 
 
    “Should’ve worn my Timberlands,” mutters Rick behind me. 
 
    I keep my smile to myself. Unless we’re going to some kind of official function, or investigating a case among uptight corporate types in the city center, I tend to wear my Carhartt boots, jeans, and a flannel while on duty. Killers around here love to ditch bodies in the woods, so I actually dress for tromping in the brush. My badge sways from its lanyard around my neck as I navigate the hill at the end of the homeowner’s property, following a barely-visible footpath further uphill into the forest. The walk is arduous, but the scent of the natural world surrounds me with calm. 
 
    The ground levels off somewhat after about thirty yards. With each step farther away from the lake, the flatter the terrain becomes. Rick grumbles whenever he trips on a root or nearly loses one of his loafers to a clingy vine. 
 
    “Brace yourselves, detectives,” says Morrison. “It’s kind of a mess.” 
 
    I cringe mentally. Ugh. This is the part of this job I like the least. “Any idea who the victim is?” 
 
    “Uhh… white male, probably thirties. The whole thing looks ritualistic. Pentagram on the ground, guy’s cut wide open. Kyle thinks a hunter might’ve done it; the vic’s almost cleaned like a deer.” 
 
    “Ouch,” says Rick. 
 
    Deep breaths. It can’t be worse than what I’ve seen at car accidents. The worst was an eighteen-year-old kid who had his head bashed in half by the steering wheel. Most of his brain wound up on the hood. 
 
    We walk among the trees for a while, and I use that time to draw energy from nature while asking Cernunnos to shield my mind from dark powers. If anything serious, magic-wise, happened here, the area could be tainted. The last thing I need is to pick up an attachment or something worse. 
 
    Soon, the voices of other police officers emanate from up ahead. Morrison leads us between a pair of trees, one of which has a small plastic bag tied around it as a marker. Beyond that, a roughly twenty-five-foot clearing contains the remnants of an old fire pit as well as the stomach-twisting smell of death. 
 
    The body lays sprawled out on his back, arms behind him and legs spread, on top of a warped pentagram gouged into the dirt. Whoever dug out the lines didn’t put a lot of effort into measuring, leaving it lopsided. Faint scratches in the dirt within each triangle resemble elemental runes. Already, I highly doubt Satanists had anything to do with this. Grapefruit-sized stones sit at each of the points, all of them bearing a lump of human tissue―an organ that’s been removed from the body. The victim’s head is oriented toward a crude altar of more piled rocks. The relationship between the altar and the pentagram suggests the practitioner would’ve been facing the top point of the star, rather than the intersection of the bottom two, which suggests they meant it as a ‘right side up’ pentacle, but forgot the circle around it. 
 
    When I get close enough to get a better look at the dead man, I close my eyes for a second to deal emotionally with the scene before me. Deep breaths, good. Good. 
 
    Eyes open, I note that all the damage is focused on his torso. He’s been cut open from the base of his neck to his crotch, and precious little of what belongs inside him is still in there. The torso’s interior is mostly empty; the shiny, purplish-red gleam of the mesothelium lining the inner thoracic cavity, with a hint of spine showing, is an extremely disturbing sight. 
 
    Even Rick gags. 
 
    “Yeah,” says an older cop, who’s a good fifteen feet away with his back to the corpse, watching the woods. “This poor bastard had a rough night.” 
 
    I compartmentalize my disgust and step around chunks of human flesh to reach the body. After putting on the blue gloves, I poke around a little. The victim’s hands are tied behind his back with white cord that looks like a clothesline. No evidence of bruising shows on his face, and the neck is undamaged. 
 
    “Help me turn him over,” I say. 
 
    Rick nods, squats next to me, and carefully takes hold of the man’s hips while I’ve got the shoulder. We roll him over and I scan the man’s back. Rick does too. 
 
    “No bullet holes,” he reports. 
 
    “Nope,” I say, and we ease the body back down. 
 
    “We still thinking hunter?” asks Rick, squatting next to me. 
 
    “Doubtful. Unless he took a small caliber round to the heart that didn’t go all the way through him, or he was stabbed.” 
 
    Rick tries to chuckle, but winds up choking. “Oh, he was stabbed alright. Gutted like a deer.” 
 
    “That could’ve happened after he was dead.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Rick sighs, shaking his head. “For his sake, I hope so. Any weirdness?” 
 
    “Oh plenty, but nothing magical.” I stand, mostly to get my mouth and nose into clearer air. The dead man’s heart sits atop the altar at my left. Thin trails of blood down the side still appear wet. I’m not getting any feeling of energy from the area with any paranormal essence. If anyone did try to actually perform a ritual of some kind here, they had no idea what they were doing. Though, desire has more weight than mechanics. So a serious attempt to work black magic would likely have left something in the air. Its absence tells me the killer set this up as theatrics or misdirection. 
 
    The sad pentagram, however, is fairly deep, at least four inches, but narrow like a gardening trowel. Heck of a project for a killer to do at random. I crouch and examine the ruts in the ground forming the star. A little moss and a few weeds poking up from the base makes me think it’s been here for a while. 
 
    “Any significance to this?” asks Rick, pointing out the body parts sitting on the stones. 
 
    I shake my head. “Not with any tradition I’ve ever studied. I’m not convinced this is real anything, and the victim is definitely not part of any Wiccan ritual. The setup here doesn’t look right for Satanists either―and the human sacrifice thing is, as far as I know, only in movies and the minds of people who hate them. Whoever made this site is trying to throw us off, or is painfully clueless. They’re not a serious practitioner of anything but homicide. The organs all over the place”―I gesture at the blobs and fragments scattered haphazardly―“make no sense. Even among societies known to have conducted ritualistic human sacrifice, they had a certain degree of respect for the victim. This is pure savage.” 
 
    “Yeah, just throwing bits and pieces around.” Rick rubs the bridge of his nose. “Forensics is going to have a field day with this.” 
 
    I keep my eyes on the ground to avoid stepping on any pieces of our victim, some of which look like intestine fragments. 
 
    A large, irregular flap of beige tissue off to the left catches my eye, and feels significant. “Rick. What’s that?” I point at it. “Tell me that’s not a sliced-open stomach?” 
 
    Two of the cops gag. 
 
    Rick winces. “Yeah, that’s kinda what it looks like.” 
 
    I circle the area, studying the layout of the clearing, the pentagram, the altar, the body parts. They feel at odds with each other. I catch myself continually glancing at the stomach as I roam about. The line between hunch and help from the Goddess is a blurry one, so I offer a mental thanks for her assistance, just in case. 
 
    “So you think this was some kinda ritual killing?” asks Rick. 
 
    I face him, fold my arms, and frown. “I think we’re dealing with someone who saw too many movies.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Nine 
 
    An Eye for Truth 
 
      
 
    I continue to search the area, taking notes and pictures for some time, while Rick does the same. A crime scene crew stumbles in maybe forty minutes after our arrival, bitching and moaning about the long walk. Yeah, the police should send out a public announcement asking murderers to be considerate of law enforcement and display their victims in handicap-accessible locations. 
 
    At the end of the small group, a youngish Asian woman in a navy pantsuit far too nice to be out in the woods arrives, pulling a gurney bearing an empty body bag. At least she’s traded high-heels for white sneakers. When she gets closer, I recognize her. It’s Amanda from the ME’s office. Rick and I approach, and greet her. 
 
    “Hi,” says Amanda. “I’m here from the medical examiner’s office. Wow. This guy eat a grenade?” 
 
    Rick winces. “Looks like it.” 
 
    Amanda sets her hands on her hips and gazes around at the carnage. “Well, the body will at least be lighter. We’re a little overwhelmed at the moment; hence, I’m here alone. Would one of you mind helping me get him on the stretcher once the forensics people are done?” 
 
    We both say, “No problem” at the same time. 
 
    With nothing to do as we wait for the CSI crew to crawl over the scene, I wander to the edge of the clearing and observe while letting my thoughts roam. Figures in white Tyvek suits document the location of each body fragment, take meticulous pictures of every inch of ground within the clearing, and collect all sorts of fun things like bugs, dirt, and deer crap. 
 
    I can’t take my gaze off the flap of stomach tissue when one of the men bags it and carries it over to a cooler. Grr. There’s something definitely important about it, but I’m missing it. 
 
    Focusing on my desire to understand, I clutch my pentacle amulet and, as inconspicuously as I can, turn in place three times clockwise, envisioning a small circle of power forming around me. A shimmer of sun among the leaves overhead bathes the area in golden energy, which I draw into myself. 
 
    Fickle glimmer, fickle light, 
 
    Goddess, show me what is right. 
 
    To Hecate, I send a plea, 
 
    Let the lost soul speak to me. 
 
    I offer a moment of thanks to the Goddess and Hecate for listening to my request, and turn three times counterclockwise to close my personal circle. 
 
    “Planning to take a catnap?” asks Rick. 
 
    “What?” I peer over at him. 
 
    “You’re”―he spins his finger around in the air―“doing that turning in place things that dogs and cats do before they go to sleep.” 
 
    “You’re a regular comedian,” I say, but offer no more. Just because he’s my partner, Rick doesn’t get to know all my secrets. I let my eyes sweep over the crime scene again, my mind open to receive any help from the outside. Asking Hecate to let the dead man reach me might be risky, but I’m hopeful my intention to receive information (and not draw forth a specter) will keep things under control. 
 
    Rick grins. “Yeah, well, you―” 
 
    I hold a hand up at him when a flash of light on the ground makes me zone in on a leaf near the spot where the mangled stomach had been sitting. Following the odd pull, I advance back into the clearing. 
 
    “Whatcha got?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Saw a glint.” I crouch by the bloody patch of ground, but don’t notice anything that could’ve reflected the sun. 
 
    “CSTs have already been over this spot,” says Rick. “There’s nothing here.” 
 
    “Trust me.” I brush my gloved fingers over the ground in a back-and-forth grid pattern. The third time I touch soil, I unearth a diamond. It’s on the small side and not mounted, which makes me think it fell from jewelry someone (perhaps the killer) had been wearing. “Got something.” 
 
    “Whoa.” Rick tries to laugh and grin at the same time. “That was buried.” 
 
    I pop the little gem into a baggie and hold it up, staring past it at my partner. “Well, you did say I’d cast a spell and solve this in one day. No promises about the one-day thing, but I can do the spell.” 
 
    He sputters. “Wind shifted the dirt. Or someone stepped on it. You obviously saw it before it got covered.” 
 
    “Obviously,” I say, winking. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A little more than an hour later, we finish up by helping Amanda lift the remains onto the gurney. I wince inwardly realizing she’d been right… our victim is significantly lighter with a completely hollow torso. She manages the stretcher herself over the uneven terrain, but does flag down one of the patrol officers to help her get the remains down the hill without losing control. 
 
    Another officer, a fellow redhead named MacLeod, walks up to us. “Detectives?” 
 
    “I’ve been accused of worse,” I say. 
 
    “Ugh, what a mess.” MacLeod shakes his head at the spot where the body was. “Probably one of the worst things I’ve seen. If not the worst.” 
 
    My stomach can’t help but to agree. 
 
    MacLeod leans toward us, lowering his voice like he’s about to reveal the identity of JFK’s assassin. “Look, I don’t know if it matters, but I’ve been out here before.” 
 
    “Oh?” I ask. “Recreationally or for business?” 
 
    He chuckles. “Guy one house over called us a couple months ago. We found a pack of high school kids hanging out here, drinking and doing that Satanism stuff. The pentagram in the dirt, dancing naked, drinking, smoking, etc.” 
 
    “Wait, so this shit was here months ago?” asks Rick, gesturing at the ground next to us. 
 
    I’m already nodding. “Yeah, that makes sense. I had the feeling this pentagram has been here for a while, and that it took a lot more effort to put together than a killer is going to do in the heat of the moment.” I point at the bloody mess. “The star is uneven. It’s not measured out properly. Perhaps most damning, it looks like something high school kids would do.” 
 
    “Hoping you mean the altar and not the disembowelment.” Rick might have shuddered. Truth is, homicide cops aren’t as cold as people think. Something like this rattles the best of us. 
 
    Anyway, sad as it is to think, it’s not completely implausible to imagine a couple of high school boys hacking someone up. There are some sixteen-year-olds out there who are pretty damn big… and pretty damn crazy. Though, how many of them would be wearing diamond earrings? 
 
    “Naw,” says MacLeod, “last time, it was just a pack of kids and beer. They did up this whole place with the star on the ground and the little altar and such. At the time, I was half expecting to find a dead cat, but the only thing they killed were their own brain cells. We would’ve left ’em alone, but they had alcohol and all of them were under twenty-one. The girl was the youngest… sixteen, if I remember right.” Officer MacLeod makes a drinking gesture. “She’d been the most blitzed of the lot. So bad she couldn’t walk. We transported her to the hospital to get checked for alcohol poisoning.” 
 
    “Any idea if those kids have been back in the area?” Rick asks. 
 
    MacLeod shakes his head. “Hard to say. If they have, no one called us about it. Val and I were the first ones on the scene here today after the homeowner called 911. We, uhh, weren’t quite ready for the gore. Val, uhh, my partner, might need to see the department shrink.” 
 
    “Got the teenagers’ names and info?” I ask. 
 
    “Not on me.” MacLeod pulls a little notepad off his belt. “Let me have your email and I’ll send it as soon as I’m back at the station.” 
 
    “Great.” I give him the address. 
 
    MacLeod jots it down. “I don’t think they’re all involved, but the one kid was real into the dark stuff. Had on a black robe and a staff. A fucking staff.” He whistles, shaking his head as he puts his notepad away. “An honest-to-goodness staff. Like he’s going to part the Red Sea or something.” 
 
    A drunk sixteen-year-old girl might’ve lost an earring. But they were here months ago. Depending on how often people tromp around this area, it’s unlikely that a diamond dropped months ago would still be here. Then again, Rick and I missed it, the forensics people missed it, and I needed a helping hand from the Goddess to find it. Had my focus on that stomach tissue instead been trying to point out the spot of ground near the diamond? Or did I sense a wrinkle in cosmic energy from the organ itself? 
 
    If the diamond did belong to that girl, those kids probably had something to do with this killing since my magic led me right to it. I pinch the bridge of my nose, dreading the thought that kids so young might’ve been responsible for something so ghastly. 
 
    I let a long, slow breath out my nose. 
 
    Relax, Wimsey. Take it easy and stop trying to jump straight to the end. 
 
    “This one’s not gonna be a one-day case,” I say, to no one in particular. 
 
    Rick sighs, hands on his hips. “Yeah. I got that feeling too.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Ten 
 
    Chicken Soup 
 
      
 
    It’s a bit after nine that night before I walk in the door at home. 
 
    Between gathering the information we do have, setting up meetings with the ME’s office, and following up on Officer MacLeod’s months-old police report, the rest of the day after leaving the crime scene shot by in a blur. The whole ride home, I can’t stop thinking about the grisly details… and the stomach that had been sliced into a mostly flat sheet. 
 
    Caius is in his office/den, laughing with someone on the phone. From the few snippets that make it past my brain fog, it sounds like a lead singer made a request for a ridiculous outfit he wants to use in their next music video. Not cost or practicality ridiculous, but ‘looking stupid’ ridiculous. Caius is trying to talk them out of it, since the guy thinks it’s badass. 
 
    The whump of the front door closing attracts him from his lair, and with a, “gotta go, call you soon,” he tosses his phone on the table by the sofa and walks over to me. “Bad day?” 
 
    I melt into his embrace. Sometimes, life would be much easier to deal with if I could forget all the horrible stuff and cling to Caius when the world exceeded my tolerances. Or my parents. In some way, I envy Elise for that, having Abigail. Maybe instead of mentally damaged, her inner soul is still that of a child, so she projects that to the outside world. 
 
    A sigh leaks out as I bask in Caius’ embrace. I’m no kid anymore. Nor am I a traumatized twenty-year-old. Theoretically, I am old enough to be Elise’s mother… if I got knocked up at fifteen. Hey, I said theoretically, not likely. 
 
    “Something’s bothering you,” says Caius, his warm breath washing over my left ear and neck. 
 
    “Yeah. New case. Bad one. The, umm… gore kinda got to me.” 
 
    He scoops me up and carries me into the living room, sets me on the couch, and takes my boots off. “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    I lean up when he moves to sit beside me, then recline with my head on his shoulder. “Are you sure you want to know? I’m not sure I want to know.” 
 
    “I’m here for you, babe.” He kisses the top of my head. “Always.” 
 
    It would be so easy to fall asleep half on top of him. Having him hold me like this is exactly what I needed. Even if he didn’t say a word. “The gore got to me. I don’t know… I’ve seen almost as bad before, but I mean those were car accidents. This was someone mauling a person on purpose. Am I doing the right thing? Working this job? I can’t understand how people can be that evil to each other.” 
 
    Caius runs his hand through my hair while I stare down the length of my body at black socks with little crescent moons on them. Their cuteness makes me smile. 
 
    “You walk the path that’s called to you,” he says. “Questioning if you’re in the right place is something we all do. But if you were not where you were meant to be, you would be doing more than questioning. You would act.” 
 
    “As in, I would find a new profession if I felt strongly enough I was in the wrong one?” 
 
    “Right. And I don’t see you sending out resumes.” 
 
    I smile and grasp his hand. “I love that you’re so confident in me. I don’t want to wind up one of those old, burned-out ex-cops who spends their days swimming around the bottom of a whiskey bottle.” 
 
    “Your reaction shows your humanity, even if your example is a little clichéd,” he says, grinning. I elbow him lightly as he lifts my chin with a finger and kisses me on the lips for a long moment. “You are the most kind, compassionate, and caring person I know.” 
 
    “Says the man who spends all day talking to drunken rock stars and money-grabbing managers?” 
 
    “They’re not all drunk. Some are high too.” 
 
    “So, I’m the most caring person you know?” I gaze into his dark hazel eyes, not sure if I should laugh or melt. “Even more than your mother?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Definitely. If I fake being sick, she kicks me out of bed and makes me go to school. You’d bring me chicken soup.” 
 
    Laughing wins and I feel better already. 
 
    “Speaking of soup… did you eat?” asks Caius. 
 
    I roll onto my side, cuddled against him. “Yeah. Well, I consumed something. I’m not sure the vending machine cheeseburgers at the station count as actually eating.” 
 
    He cringes. “Before you do that to yourself again, call me. I will bring you real food.” 
 
    “My hero,” I gasp. 
 
    Caius grins. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. 
 
    He tilts his head, raising an eyebrow. “For…?” 
 
    “Being here. Making me feel better. Taking my mind off that mess. And, well… everything. I know the universe brought us together for a reason.” 
 
    “I’m sure it did, and the Goddess knows what she’s doing.” He lifts my chin into an even longer kiss. “Oh, I baked another French silk pie.” 
 
    I gasp. “You’re going to make me fail the department physical!” 
 
    He tickles my stomach. “You are quite far away from being out of shape, but I think you could use a thorough examination.” 
 
    “Do you now?” I bite my lip as he traces circles around my belly with a fingertip. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” he says, wagging his eyebrows. “A very thorough physical.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Kitchen Witchery 
 
      
 
    Wednesday, late morning, I’m sitting at my desk sipping coffee while waiting for a call from the medical examiner’s office. Last night helped tremendously. We messed around for a bit on the couch before he ran me a bath… and while I soaked, he fed me a piece of pie. Seriously. Nothing beyond cuddling in bed happened after, but it was perfect. 
 
    Rick puts so much sugar in his coffee, I can taste it on the air. He’s been gathering information on those kids Officer MacLeod busted for drinking while I’ve been trading emails with the ME to obtain the decedent’s fingerprints. They finally come through, and I get lucky. The prints pull up a match, courtesy of the FBI database. Mr. Walter Manning, age thirty-six. According to his file, he’s got a long list of arrests including burglary, simple assault, shoplifting, dealing in stolen property, and even a forgery count. That one stands out so I check deeper, and it turns out he signed his mother’s name on a check when he was eighteen. Wow. His mother pressed charges over $142. I hope that was a parent at their wits’ end trying to make young Walter wake up. 
 
    Doesn’t look like he got the message. Hmm. 
 
    He’s done time here and there, but the longest was only three years. Well, that’s something. People you meet in prison can carry some long grudges. I decide some old cellie he pissed off feels like a better place to start looking for a killer than a group of underage drinkers with an occult hobby. Time to start digging. I fire off a request to the BOP, asking them for records from Manning’s time behind bars. Did they document any conflicts with other inmates, disciplinary infractions, that sort of thing? 
 
    Rick’s on the phone with someone at the high school, more or less doing the same thing with the kids from the forest site. Heh. There’s quite a few similarities between prison and high school when you think about it. 
 
    I look up from my screen at a commotion by the hall, as Ed Parrish walks in. In the time I’ve been here, I’ve never seen the senior detective late for work even once… and worse, he looks worried. Disheveled, even. 
 
    “Shit,” I mutter, before hurrying over. “Hey, Ed? What’s up?” 
 
    He gives me a beleaguered glance and runs a hand up over his unkempt hair. He’s about to start talking when Captain Greer comes out of her office and approaches with the same expression of concerned curiosity that must be on my face. She indicates her office with a slight nod and an eyebrow lift, more of an offer than a request. 
 
    “Nah, it’s all right.” Ed rubs the bridge of his nose. “Tim had an accident at camp yesterday.” 
 
    No wonder he looks like that. Tim’s his eleven-year-old son, and not exactly an outdoors kid, either. As smart as he is skinny, he’s more the computer gaming type. Not that he’s afraid of the outdoors or anything, but he’s not equipped for it. In fact, I’m sure he liked the idea of going off for a week of summer camp, though Ed’s expression tells me it didn’t end well. 
 
    “Oh, no… I hope he’s okay,” I say. 
 
    “You need to take the day?” asks Captain Greer. “Doesn’t look like you got much sleep.” 
 
    “The case is what’s keeping me up.” Ed sighs. “Tim… The camp has an improvised shower set up on the hillside, a slab of rock basically with a curtain around it. Water’s not heated, but it’s something. Anyway… Tim’s taking a shower and I guess he steps wrong. The stone’s all sorts of slippery with soapy water and he shoots off it like a bullet, sliding bare-assed down the hill.” 
 
    I catch myself before I laugh. As funny as that’s starting to sound, Ed looks far too worried for this to have a humorous ending. 
 
    “… and he goes straight into a thicket of poison ivy. It’s everywhere.” 
 
    Rick crosses his legs and groans. 
 
    “Oh, damn,” says Captain Greer, her eyebrows rising. “That boy oughta be in the hospital.” 
 
    Ed winces. “Well, he had his hands guarding the delicate bits, but… yeah. I’m waiting for Katy to call me any minute about taking him to the hospital if it gets too bad.” 
 
    “I have something that can help, if you want.” I glance at Captain Greer. “I’d need to run home for about twenty minutes to brew it up.” 
 
    Captain Greer quirks her eyebrow at me with a bit of a smirk. “Magic?” 
 
    “Heh. If it works, I’ll try it,” says Ed. “What are you thinking of?” 
 
    “Jimsonweed is a natural remedy for poison ivy. I’d give you an oil you add to a bath and let him soak in it.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Ed rubs his chin. 
 
    Captain Greer looks back and forth between us. “If you want her to, I’m okay with it.” 
 
    Linda mumbles to herself in Spanish. I ignore her. 
 
    “Sure. He’s basically been crying constantly.” Ed waves for me to follow. “Come on. I’ll drive.” 
 
    I glance at the captain long enough for a nod of approval before hurrying after him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ed pulls his Excursion into the driveway at my place, dwarfing Caius’ little car. I thought my Silverado was big, but someone could seriously live out of this land boat. Why on Earth would anyone want a truck this large? I jump down and give the vault-like door a shove closed before heading over to the front door, which opens before I get there. 
 
    Caius, in a black long-sleeved shirt and pants, barefoot, glances at Ed and back to me with a look of bewilderment. 
 
    “Only back for a couple of minutes.” I pause long enough for a quick kiss, and continue into the house toward my herb garden. Since the guys trail after me, I explain to Caius why I’m back so early. 
 
    “Ahh.” He winces at Ed. “Ouch. Poor little man. Sorry.” 
 
    “Ehh. Tim was looking forward to camp, but after this, I think he’s going to want to stay home and play video games.” Ed manages a feeble smile. 
 
    “Can I offer you anything to drink?” asks Caius. 
 
    Ed glances at me. “How long is this going to take?” 
 
    “Ten minutes or so.” I grab my mortar and pestle, a bottle of plain oil, and some candles. 
 
    “Thanks, maybe water… I’ll be heading straight home after taking her back to the station.” Ed smiles. 
 
    Caius nods to me. “I can run her back there if you want to get this brew to your son faster.” 
 
    “All right. Thanks.” Ed nods. 
 
    I set up five candles around a small pentacle I have inscribed on a workspace, add a few ounces of the plain oil to my mini-cauldron, and place it at the center. It’s set on a base with a Sterno can, which I light. A little running around the garden later, I’ve collected what I need: blackberry leaf, a powerful healing agent and also a reagent used to invoke Brigit, who I often call upon for healing magic. Eucalyptus leaf, another herb quite helpful with healing spells. Some aloe, for its soothing properties, and a bit of blessed thistle, which ups the power of healing magic. 
 
    My primary ingredient to attack poison ivy, jimsonweed, I’ve already extracted into oil, a bottle of which I’ve got in the cabinet above where I’m working. I start by pulverizing the blackberry leaf down to a fine powder, which I transfer to a holding bowl. The eucalyptus follows, and the blessed thistle last. After setting the mortar aside, I place my mini-cauldron at the center of the pentacle. 
 
    That done, I spend a moment clearing my mind and visualizing my workspace being purified of negative or distracting energies. Ed hovers at the doorway to the garden, watching me from about fifteen feet away, thankfully remaining silent. I don’t mind having an audience as long as they don’t interfere. 
 
    I light the Spirit candle first, then Fire, Air, Water, and Earth. 
 
    While tracing my athame, a ten-inch dagger with a braided metal cord handle, around the outside of the small pentacle, I project my desire to establish a circle. 
 
    “Lady Brigit, I invite you to my circle,” I intone under my breath, adding the blackberry leaf to the warming oil in the mini-cauldron, and light aflame a small pile of it in a bowl as an offering to her. “Please honor me with your presence.” 
 
    Eyes closed, I let my head and heart fill with gratitude for her hearing my plea. 
 
    I add the eucalyptus leaf, stirring it into the hot oil. 
 
    “A boy trod down a blighted path, 
 
    “Spare his skin the ivy’s wrath.” 
 
    I pour a healthy amount of jimsonweed oil into the mixture. 
 
    “With leaf and aloe and weed of jimson, 
 
    “May his skin be cured of crimson.” 
 
    I add the aloe, continuing to stir clockwise. 
 
    “For Lady Brigit’s grace I yearn, 
 
    “To spare this child the poison’s burn.” 
 
    Last, I add the blessed thistle while picturing Timothy. 
 
    “From pain and anguish, set him free. 
 
    “This elixir I craft, so mote it be.” 
 
    The candles flutter with a ripple of energy in the air, and I’m sure Brigit has heard me. 
 
    Head bowed, I again whisper my thanks and continue stirring the mixture until it becomes a clear, pale green. Again, I grasp my athame, and circumscribe the pentacle counterclockwise, releasing the energy within the circle back to the universe, ending the ritual. I puff out the candles in reverse order, and cover the Sterno heating the mini-cauldron, putting it out. Using tongs, I pour the potion into a little spherical glass bottle a little larger than a golf ball, and cork it. 
 
    “Expecting something different?” asks Caius from behind me, knowing the ritual is complete. 
 
    “Umm. I wasn’t really sure what I was expecting,” mutters Ed. 
 
    I turn and smile back at them. Both are sipping water from tall glasses by the doorway. “It will take a moment to cool, but it’s finished.” 
 
    “So, you said put it in a bath?” asks Ed. 
 
    “Yes. Pour all of it into a tub of room-temperature water.” I bundle the hot bottle in a cloth to pick it up, and carry it over to him. “It’s important that he doesn’t drink this. Jimsonweed is poisonous if ingested. It’s for his skin only. He should keep the affected areas under water for at least twenty minutes, but soaking longer won’t hurt.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Ed manages a weak smile. 
 
    I’m sure he thinks I’m close to nuts, or ‘eccentric,’ and perhaps himself as well for being here. I smile brightly. “You’re quite welcome.” 
 
    We wander back to the kitchen, where Ed sets his half-empty glass on a counter. 
 
    “I suppose you need to get back to the station right away?” Caius asks me. 
 
    I nod. “But not ‘violate the speed limit’ fast.” 
 
    “Darn,” says Caius, snapping his fingers, voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    “Arrive alive,” says Ed in a cheesy voice. He salutes me with the bundled bottle. “Thanks, Wims. I’m gonna go give this to Tim. Sorry for the trouble.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine. You’re like family to me… even Linda.” 
 
    Ed laughs. “Every family’s got that one relative.” 
 
    “Indeed.” I giggle. 
 
    I follow Ed to the door and see him off. As he carefully sets the potion on his front seat, I almost giggle again. I seriously doubt the man started off his day thinking he’d wind up transporting a real potion from a real witch. I don’t hope it will work; I know it will work. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Evisceration for Dummies 
 
      
 
    Rick and Captain Greer walk up to me as soon as I’m back in our squad room. The trick door tries to smack me in the ass again, but this time, I’m ready for it and catch the bastard thing. Greer asks about Ed and his son, while Rick’s got that urgent look in his eye. 
 
    “Ed’s on his way home with the salve for Tim. I don’t know if he’s planning to stay home or come in later.” I shift to face Rick. “What happened?” 
 
    “ME called. He’s ready to talk to us about our vic.” 
 
    Captain Greer nods at us. “All right. Go deal with that. I’ll give Ed a call in a little while.” 
 
    Linda looks up from her computer screen, shakes her head, and goes back to what she was reading. 
 
    I hurry off behind Rick down the hall and out to the parking lot. 
 
    “So, how’d it go?” he asks. 
 
    “It went. All the energy felt right, but it’s not exactly a complicated brew.” 
 
    He pushes the door open, chuckling. “And that shit really works.” 
 
    I grin. “Always, and it’s not shit.” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” 
 
    I wave it off. Rick didn’t mean to offend. “Did you get anything from the ME over the phone?” 
 
    “Just that he has answers. Your friend at the Bureau of Prisons got back to us. Manning didn’t have any major incidents while in custody.” He hops in and starts the engine. 
 
    I fall into the passenger seat and buckle up. “Damn. Nothing?” 
 
    Rick shrugs. “I’m sure he had some issues, but nothing significant enough to appear on his record.” 
 
    “So, prison grudge seems unlikely.” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe something will still turn up from another inmate.” 
 
    “Possible,” I say, but the lead feels cold. 
 
    “Hey, on the bright side,” says Rick. “We still have our devil-worshiping teens to look into. Maybe one of them is a little short in the sanity department. I did some calling around when you ran home to do the Witch Hazel thing.” 
 
    I smirk. 
 
    “One kid’s kinda got a reputation as an outcast. He’s had a bunch of police complaints, but that’s all… just complaints.” 
 
    “The locals giving the pagan a hard time?” I ask. 
 
    “Maybe.” Rick slides us into the left lane and slips through a turn on a yellow light. “Or it could be technicalities. We should probably talk to them at least.” 
 
    I let my head sink back against the seat and sigh out a, “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Thurston County Coroner’s office building always gives me weird vibes. 
 
    I mean, it doesn’t look creepy or anything, more like a nice veterinarian’s office with a sloping green roof and well-manicured grounds. Still, the air here has an ‘off’ vibe, but I suppose any place where the dead are held against their will is going to have issues. It doesn’t matter what faith a person comes from, lying in a cooler on a slab doesn’t sit well with what should happen after death. 
 
    Dr. Simon Ferrante, the medical examiner, meets us in a procedure room where the remains of Mr. Walter Manning lie under a sheet, a creepy sunken hollow where the chest should be. The doctor is in his early fifties with neat, short white hair. I will confess that the sight of him, gaunt, tall, hooked nose, and a permanent serious expression, would have scared the hell out of me as a kid. He’s unsettling enough now and I’m thirty-five. 
 
    Fortunately, I’ve spoken with him before and all the eeriness leaves as soon as he opens his mouth. His voice is deeper than one would expect from a man so thin, and he speaks with a sympathetic cadence likely crafted over many years of comforting the relatives of his clients. 
 
    “Sorry about the delay,” I say while shaking his hand. “My fault entirely. Helping Detective Parrish with something.” 
 
    “Nothing too bad I hope.” Dr. Ferrante smiles. 
 
    I explain his son slipping off an outdoor shower and sliding naked down a muddy hill into a grove of poison ivy. He cringes. Rick covers his groin again. Goddess… boys and their parts. 
 
    “Whatcha got for us, Doc?” asks Rick. 
 
    Ferrante holds up his tablet computer and pokes at the screen. “My official ruling as to the cause of death is going to be stab wounds to the heart.” 
 
    “Wow.” Rick blinks. “Impressive. Mind if I ask how you came to that conclusion?” 
 
    “Not at all.” The doctor smiles. “There are marks on the interior thoracic cavity and spinal column from the point of a blade consistent with a weapon of at least eight inches being thrust into the chest. The uniformity in the penetration depth, plus analysis of the lacerations on the organs recovered from the scene suggests a dual-edged, straight blade from eight to ten inches. My opinion is a combat knife or a replica medieval dagger. The weapon was sharp, but not to an extreme degree. The lacerations weren’t clean and had signs of tearing.” 
 
    I nod while jotting down notes. 
 
    “I found no evidence of a struggle. The victim’s fingernails did not contain foreign tissue and he had no bruising indicative of any attempt to defend himself. This is consistent with the results of the blood analysis, which showed high levels of gamma-Hydroxybutyric acid. I believe he was unconscious while killed.” 
 
    Rick finishes writing something and looks up. “What do you make of the, umm, dissection?” 
 
    Dr. Ferrante sighs with a hint of an eye roll. “The killer sliced up the poor man’s guts, but it’s not even the work of a hunter cleaning a deer. Whoever did this had no idea what they were doing from an anatomical standpoint, and even less of an idea how to use a knife. Many of the organs have common lacerations, which suggests the killer was unable to differentiate them and merely hacked away.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Rick glances at me. “A group of dime-store, high school Satan worshippers would’ve had to have incapacitated a grown man before sacrificing him.” 
 
    I fidget. He’s got a point, but it doesn’t feel right to me. My expression gives away my feelings of dissonance, but they’re not quite strong enough for me to dismiss those kids entirely. 
 
    “Anything else?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes.” Dr. Ferrante nods. “He had high levels of marijuana, GHB, and alcohol in his system as well. Or what was left of his system. Drink is the most likely agent for introducing the GHB, commonly called the date-rape drug. Oh, and I would put the time of death at approximately 2:20 a.m. to 2:40 a.m. the night before the body was discovered.” 
 
    “So the body wasn’t out there that long.” Rick nods. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Have you located any next of kin?” asks the doctor. 
 
    I shake my head. “Not yet. We only got his name recently.” 
 
    “All right. He can sleep here for a while then. Oh, before I forget…” The doctor holds up the tablet, showing pictures of a man’s shin. Crystals, like diamonds, gleam from within a deep incision. 
 
    I squirm a little at the gore, but it’s honestly tame compared to the rest of him. Why is it the smaller injuries like that make me squirm so much more? Guy gets his head blown apart by a shotgun is bad, but I really cringe watching a skateboarder scrape their knees. Guess the lesser injury is more relatable… I can imagine what that feels like. “Is that a diamond?” 
 
    “No. This man had several pieces of glass embedded in his leg. The wound was fairly recent. It had only just healed. A small bump drew my attention to it. It may or may not be helpful, but it’s a fairly common type of glass used in doors. Safety glass that turns into little bits when broken.” 
 
    “Don’t they use that for car windows too?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Similar but different type,” says the doctor. “The glass in your victim’s leg was completely flat, suggesting a door or window. It’s rare but not unheard of to be in house windows, but this glass definitely did not come from a car.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Rick rubs his chin. “Any idea how a guy would get that stuck in his leg?” 
 
    “Kicking in a door?” I swipe at my hair, pulling it off my face. “Having a piece of plate glass swung at you like a weapon? Falling down stairs drunk and going through a door? You need more examples?” 
 
    Rick shakes his head. “That was quite enough, thank you.” 
 
    “Tripping and landing on a scattering of already-broken safety glass as well,” I add anyway. 
 
    “You done, Wimsey?” 
 
    I grin. 
 
    Dr. Ferrante swipes at the tablet and pokes the screen twice before saying, “The glass being in his leg is likely to raise more questions than it answers right now, but may likely explain something you find later.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Rick nods. 
 
    “Or it won’t.” Dr. Ferrante winks at us. “It may very well be unrelated.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doctor.” I glance at Rick. “So, we know that someone probably drugged him unconscious, tied his hands, and carried him out to the woods where they stabbed him to death before cutting him open.” 
 
    “Sounds about right.” Rick tucks his notepad away. 
 
    “For what reason, though…?” I mutter, intending to be rhetorical. 
 
    “That’s why they pay us the big bucks.” Rick pats me on the shoulder. “Well me, anyway. I assume you make less than me.” 
 
    My eyes narrow, but I can’t conceal a smirk. “Asshole.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back at our desks, I find the victim’s last listed address while Rick checks out his job. He’d been working labor at construction sites, which opens the possibility for a work accident to explain the glass in his leg. 
 
    “No, no… no need to fire him,” says Rick into the phone. “Mr. Manning was found dead yesterday.” A pause. “Yes, we’re sure. Do you know anyone who might’ve had a reason to hurt him?” Rick listens to the phone, nodding, for a little while. “All right. Was he involved in any accidents on a work site within the past year? Mm-hmm. Right. Okay. Thanks for your time.” 
 
    “Well?” I ask when Rick hangs up. 
 
    “His boss was about to can him for no-call-no-show. Manning only took two days off three weeks ago, but other than his being absent up without calling out, he had a good work history. Boss said he got along with people, no accidents, no complaints. He hadn’t been at their current work site since Thursday of last week.” 
 
    “So, he misses Friday and Monday. We have him being killed after two in the morning on Tuesday.” I frown. “So where was he over the weekend?” 
 
    “A damn good question,” says Rick, locking his computer. “Want to start with his place or raid the high school for devil worshipers?” 
 
    I copy Manning’s address onto a note. “Let’s check out his apartment first.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    No Trouble 
 
      
 
    Walter Manning lives―or lived―northeast of the city center by the tip of the East Bay. 
 
    I drive this time, and our trip to the Bayview Apartments complex is uneventful. Little conversation happens along the way since Rick’s all over his coffee cup like it’s his wife on their wedding night. My head’s trying to compartmentalize the idea of potentially looking at high school kids for such a grisly killing. I keep circling back to that little diamond, and some ‘sweet little angel’ losing it in the midst of cutting a guy open. 
 
    I’m not so naïve as to think it impossible for, say, a sixteen-year-old girl to kill. Psychosis doesn’t have a minimum age, or gender requirement, though I would like to believe such a thing is rare. A few documented cases of young female murderers come to mind, but usually, their victims had been even younger than the killer―or abusive caretakers. Maybe this girl stood around watching while the boys did the dirty work? I suppose the kids could have been up to something dark two months ago, perhaps that’s why she’d gotten so drunk… though it still doesn’t feel right to me. Also, how would Manning have wound up tight enough in the social circles of high schoolers to get drunk with them? 
 
    Maybe one of the teenagers tried to slip that GHB to the girl who lost the earring? A generic image of a drunken young girl staggering face-first into a tree and losing an earring flashes across my brain. What if Manning found the kids in the woods, helped himself to some beer, and got the one meant for this girl? 
 
    No, that doesn’t make any sense. Why would they kill him at all then, much less throw his guts all over the place? Could he have attacked them, or attacked this girl in the past? His file had nothing even remotely close to a sex crime. Walter was a thief, and not all that good of one. Damn. That doesn’t feel right either. What is the connection between Walter Manning and that group of kids? 
 
    “You look ready to turn someone into a toad,” says Rick. 
 
    I’m laughing before I realize it. “Wow… Thanks. I needed that.” 
 
    “What? Turning someone into a frog?” 
 
    “No, jackass.” I take a left into the apartment place and park by the rental office sign. “The laugh. Did you find anything that looks like a connection between the vic and those kids?” 
 
    “Only the ritual site.” Rick opens his door. “If this was part of some actual Satanic killing, there probably isn’t a connection. Random sacrifice victim.” 
 
    “Is that a thing?” I ask. “Random sacrifice victim?” 
 
    “I have a book or two on it.” 
 
    That, I don’t doubt. Rick read up on serial killers the way most people read James Patterson. If he says it’s a thing, it’s a thing. I say, “Except for the small detail of Manning being drugged first in his drink. That suggests he had some familiarity with his killer.” 
 
    “There’s that.” Rick nods. 
 
    “Which means, he either somehow knew those kids and went drinking with them, or we are missing something.” I hop out, shove the car door closed, and approach the apartment leasing office. 
 
    “I get the feeling you’re leaning toward missing something.” 
 
    “Yeah. How many thirty-six-year-old men routinely go drinking with high schoolers?” I pause, one hand on the doorknob and glance over at Rick. “Excluding predators.” 
 
    He makes a ‘you got me there’ face. 
 
    A pleasant auburn-haired woman in her middle forties looks up from behind a desk when we walk into a room that smells like pumpkin spice candles. Her beige sweater either belonged to her mother or she’s trying to get a head start on being elderly. I return her smile and introduce us while showing my badge. 
 
    “Oh… homicide detectives, I hope nothing’s happened here.” The woman appears equal parts concerned and frightened. 
 
    “We’re investigating the death of one of your tenants,” says Rick. “Walter Manning.” 
 
    She gasps. “Oh, my. Who would want to hurt him?” 
 
    “That’s what we’re hoping you could help us with,” I say. “Miss?” 
 
    “Betty Hanley. I run the leasing office here and help the property owner out with paperwork and whatnot. I know all the tenants, but I can’t think of anyone who might have an issue with Walter.” 
 
    “So, he didn’t cause any trouble, have any problems with anyone?” asks Rick. 
 
    Betty shakes her head. “No, not really. The landlord was initially a little nervous about his prior conviction, but after meeting with him, decided to give him a chance. We haven’t had a single problem with him in the two years he’s lived here.” 
 
    “What can you tell us about him?” I ask. 
 
    “Well…” Betty leans back in her chair, rubbing her chin. “Sometimes, he’d drive a big truck home with some construction company logo on it. He mostly kept to himself, though. Friendly if you walked up to him, but he tended to avoid people. Can’t say I ever saw him having any women around, or really anyone, for that matter, who visited him. If he had a social life, he kept it elsewhere.” 
 
    I nod while jotting down notes. “We’d like to have a look around his apartment.” 
 
    “Also, we’d appreciate it if Mr. Manning’s residence remained undisturbed until we either get a crew to go over it or determine an investigation unnecessary.” Rick smiles. 
 
    “Of course.” Betty holds up a ‘one moment’ finger and places a call from her desk phone to a man named Lou, explaining that the police need access to an apartment. The call is brief, and she hangs up looking pleased. “Lou’s on his way. He’s the property manager. He’ll take you over there and let you in.” 
 
    “Great. Thank you,” I say. 
 
    Rick makes idle chatter with Betty about the huge fish tank in the leasing office for a few minutes, and we unwillingly (but with smiles) learn the names of all fourteen occupants. I slip in a few questions about Walter and discover he didn’t miss rent payments and the management here considered him a model tenant. One person did complain about him, once, but only because they had discovered his criminal record and ‘didn’t feel safe.’ The other tenant had been advised that Walter was being monitored, and any questionable conduct would terminate his lease. We take down the name of the person who complained, a Jacob Yost. It’s a bit of a stretch to go from not wanting a convict in your apartment complex to slicing a guy to bits, but it’s worth checking on. 
 
    The door opens, admitting a large-bellied man in a white button-down shirt, bolo tie with a wolf-head clasp, and jeans. He’s got long, straight grey hair, a boulder-shaped face with prominent cheekbones, and radiates a grandfatherly curmudgeonry. My inner sense tells me he’s a kind soul, but for whatever reason likes to put up a gruff exterior. As soon as he notices my pentacles, his energy shifts to a mixture of deference and unease. I can’t tell if he respects me as some sort of shaman or thinks I’m giving off ‘bad energy’ and wants no part of it. Great. Now, I’m at unease too. 
 
    “Hello.” I offer a hand. “I’m Detective Wimsey; this is my partner, Detective Santiago.” 
 
    “Lou Hawk,” says the older man, while shaking our hands. “Betty says you two need to see inside one of the rooms?” 
 
    “Right. Walter Manning’s place.” 
 
    “Oh.” Lou’s eyebrows climb. “Thought that boy had things sorted out. He’s in trouble?” 
 
    I look down. “No, Mr. Hawk. He’s been killed. We’re investigating.” 
 
    “Shame, that.” Lou waves for us to follow and goes back outside. 
 
    On the way to the apartment, we repeat the usual questions, but Lou the property manager also doesn’t know anyone who’d have an interest in harming Mr. Manning, and backs up Betty’s opinion that the man kept to himself and stayed out of people’s way. He unlocks the door of a modest one-bedroom apartment, which is reasonably well-kept for a man living alone. A hint of machine smell hangs in the air, like I’m standing next to a piece of heavy construction equipment. Given the brown coat hanging near the door, the fragrance is likely soaked into it. 
 
    We pull on gloves and do a basic walk-around, though there’s nothing obvious here that suggests violence occurred. All the windows look secure, the door showed no signs of tampering, no scent of cleaning products or signs of blood anywhere. I do find a cell phone on his desk, and collect it plus a desktop computer. After ten minutes, Rick and I meet again in the living room with equally grim expressions. 
 
    “Whatever happened, didn’t happen here,” says Rick. 
 
    I glance at the forty-inch TV, covered in dust. “I’m inclined to agree.” 
 
    “Should we invoke the Tyvek legion?” Rick grins. 
 
    “Not sure it’s worth it just yet. I think our guy met his fate elsewhere. He left his cell phone behind, so he either went somewhere in a hurry or….” 
 
    “Left without wanting to.” Rick glances around. “Maybe we ought to get them here?” 
 
    I heft the computer box. “Let’s see if we can find any communication in his last hours alive first. Not really looking forward to Greer giving us a ‘talking to’ about wasting resources.” 
 
    Rick nods and turns to Lou. “We may still need this place intact. How long can you keep it before it becomes a burden not cleaning it out and re-renting it?” 
 
    Lou shrugs. “Rent’s due by the seventh of each month. He’s paid this one, so you got a couple weeks yet.” 
 
    “Great. Appreciate your help.” Rick is about to turn away when he pauses and asks, “You wouldn’t happen to know if he has any next of kin or relatives? Say, anything on his rental application?” 
 
    “Did he list an emergency contact?” I ask. 
 
    Lou points across the parking lot. “That’s a Betty question. She’s got all that in her computer.” 
 
    I nod. “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    While Lou wanders off in another direction, Rick and I head back to the leasing office, and wait for a moment while she accepts a past-due rent check from a tenant. As soon as the man leaves, I approach the desk. 
 
    “Back again. Can you tell us if there is an emergency notification contact on Walter’s lease? Any next of kin?” I ask. 
 
    Betty nods while typing. “Yes. Julia Manning,” she reports a moment later, squinting at the screen. “Younger sister, according to the document.” She jots down a phone number with a Portland, Oregon, area code on a Post-it note and hands it to me. “Mr. Manning didn’t give an address for her.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I hold the note up, smiling. “This is a big help.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Rick’s been busy writing out an official receipt for the evidence we are removing from the apartment. He hands it to Betty. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this?” she asks. 
 
    Rick shrugs. “Put it in his file.” 
 
    “Will the computer be returned?” She looks at the receipt, narrowing her eyes. “And his phone?” 
 
    “Doubtful. Once we’re done with it, it’ll sit in a room for a while waiting to be claimed. His next of kin can always put in a request later, once the case is closed.” 
 
    She shrugs. “Not that I care. Never seen his sister, or anyone, really. I hope you catch the bastard that did this to him.” 
 
    “We do, too, ma’am,” I say. 
 
    Next, we look up that complaining neighbor, Yost, but since it’s the middle of the day, he isn’t home. Back at the car, while I’m stashing the computer in the trunk, Rick scoots in behind the wheel and sticks his tongue out at me like a little boy. Sighing out a weak laugh, I walk around to the passenger side and get in before tossing him the key. 
 
    “So, off to the high school?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Before we scare the shit out of a bunch of teens, I think we should see what we can get from Walter’s electronics.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Rick drops the car in gear. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s unsettling how fast our tech guys hack into Walter’s computer and phone. 
 
    I guess privacy really is all an illusion. I’ve heard people say that it shouldn’t bother those who have nothing to hide, and while there’s some truth there, I do have issues with the government being able to see everything. Granted, it works to my benefit here since it’s my job to find out who killed Mr. Manning… and I’m sure he wouldn’t mind the invasion since it might help make someone answer for his death. But generally, government is still made up of people, and people have human flaws. A total lack of privacy is ripe to be exploited by a corrupt government. If only we could find a perfect balance. 
 
    Anyway, Manning’s computer is not the shining pile of information I had hoped it would be. His Facebook presence is nearly nonexistent, like he logged in once to see it and never went back. Couple of video games, a resume file, bunch of emails to his parole officer which all look routine. I hand that off to Rick while I keep digging. 
 
    Speaking of digging, the Portland phone number for his sister is disconnected, and I strike out trying to find a Julia Manning anywhere within 500 miles who is related to him. Walter might’ve done it to be evasive, which, given his criminal record, is possible―or he’s alone and just put something there to put something there. 
 
    Rick gets off the phone with Manning’s parole officer and shares the lack of usefulness there. “Oh, he did mention Walter saying he had a couple friends. Kinda odd that they didn’t visit him at home, right?” 
 
    “Maybe they did and no one noticed?” I close the emails and turn my attention to the phone records our lab extracted from his cellular. The tech highlighted three numbers with frequent repeat contact over the past few months. “Hmm. Maybe I found the friends.” 
 
    One number turns out to be his boss at the construction company, but the other two look promising. I like promising. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    A Couple of Demons 
 
      
 
    A little after eleven in the morning on Thursday, we arrive at Olympia’s #1 Toyota, a dealership where the owner of one of Manning’s frequent dials works. 
 
    The number belongs to a Mr. David Swanson, age thirty-four. Like Manning, he’s had a few run-ins with the law, though his criminal career is less extensive. Juvenile shoplifting, and a charge of grand theft auto three days after he turned eighteen, though it looks like the judge felt sorry for him and let the ‘joyrider’ off with probation and community service since the vehicle was recovered without damage. 
 
    Since that, he’s been clean―or at least good enough not to get caught. 
 
    Not three steps into the service entrance, a whistle catcall breaks the relative silence. A weaselly-looking guy in a polo shirt and khakis slides up next to me and asks, “Hey, baby. Do you need your chassis inspected?” 
 
    I harden my glare at him (despite Rick always teasing me that my glare has all the intimidation value of a growling hamster) and set my hands on my hips, pushing my jacket back to expose my sidearm and badge. “I wasn’t aware that sexual harassment was part of the ‘full service’ maintenance.” 
 
    The guy goes white in the face and stammers. Two other men behind small service-counter desks stare at their computers, diligently avoiding looking at me. A woman at the third desk shoots me a giant grin. 
 
    Rick, easily a full head taller than this guy, looms over him. “Hey, baby. Do you need your face realigned?” 
 
    “Easy, man. It was just a joke. I thought she was someone else.” 
 
    “Another redhead, right?” 
 
    He shrugs. “You all look the same to me.” 
 
    Okay, that got a grin from me. “Cut the shit,” I say. “Where can we find David Swanson?” 
 
    “Uhh.” The weasel points at a hallway to the right. “In the garage. Just go on in and yell for Dave.” 
 
    “Right,” says Rick. 
 
    As we head down the indicated corridor, I give Rick the side eye. “Face realigned?” 
 
    “The first thing that occurred to me. Lame, I know.” 
 
    “No, it was sweet. Thanks.” 
 
    We head past two bathrooms and a cashier’s desk, and I stiff-arm open a pair of swinging blue double-doors. The garage is large and loud, with ten service bays all in operation. 
 
    “Dave Swanson?” I shout. 
 
    A small army of jumpsuit-clad mechanics freezes in their tracks, all of them staring at me. 
 
    I feel like the only woman in a men’s prison for a second until the mood shifts more like I’m the Irish girl who just walked into the wrong New York bar in 1860. Undeterred, I narrow my eyes and walk forward. 
 
    “Olympia PD. I need to talk to David Swanson.” 
 
    My hair picks that exact moment to fling off its clip, and fluff down over my face. 
 
    A few strands flutter on my sigh, as the men all chuckle. Well, I suppose amused is better than lecherous and/or hostile. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to cut it?” whispers Rick beside me. 
 
    “I’m sure,” I mutter. 
 
    A dark-skinned, possibly Native American, man in a mechanic’s jumpsuit approaches and hands me back the clip. Ooh, score. It didn’t break this time, just flew off. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, taking it and pinning my hair back again, this time, a little more loosely. 
 
    Tension broken, the men resume doing what they had been doing. 
 
    “Dave’s over there,” says the man, pointing. 
 
    “Thanks again.” I walk three bays over, stop, and ask in a loud tone, “Dave Swanson?” 
 
    A short guy with light brown hair and close-set eyes stands up from under a little SUV. He looks like the license photo I pulled up back at the office. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “You’re Dave Swanson?” 
 
    “You got him. What’s this about?” He walks around the front of the micro-SUV and stuffs his hands in his pockets. “What’s up?” 
 
    I show him my badge and we introduce ourselves. The badge has little effect on Dave, no stranger to the police. “Do you know a guy named Walter Manning?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah.” Dave nods. “We kinda hang out sometimes.” 
 
    Rick edges up next to me. “How close would you say you are with him?” 
 
    “I dunno.” He pulls one hand out to scratch behind his right ear. “Met the guy at a bar a couple years ago and we started bullshitting. He ain’t from the area, and neither am I, so we kinda wound up hangin’ out. Uhh, why are the cops asking about Walt?” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw him?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Uhh.” Dave puffs air out, making his cheeks swell up. “Week maybe? He came over to my place and we caught the Seahawks game. Had wings, beer. Maybe too much beer… he slept on the rug in the living room.” Dave chuckles. 
 
    “When was that, exactly?” I ask. 
 
    “Last week, Wednesday. Seahawks versus the Pats.” Dave glances at Rick. “Hey, how can you tell if the Pats are cheating?” 
 
    Rick’s eyebrows go up with a slight frown of contemplation. “Umm, the ball’s light on air?” 
 
    “Naw.” Dave grins. “They’re on the field. But that’s a pretty good try.” 
 
    I’m not a sports fan, but I know the gang back at the station are. Both boys sound like sour grapes. “I take it the Hawks lost?” 
 
    Dave rolls his eyes. “Yeah. That’s why we wound up on the floor passed out. Damn Pats.” 
 
    “Money riding on it?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Just a pool around here.” Dave gestures at the service bay. “Not like real gambling. Dunno if Walt had any action going on at his place. So, uhh… what happened? Is Walt in trouble?” 
 
    I let the air out of my lungs. “Mr. Manning was found dead yesterday.” 
 
    Dave blanches, jaw open. “Oh, shit… what the fuck?” He rakes a hand up through his hair and shivers. “Wow. I mean… dude had some demons, but he was really trying to turn it around.” 
 
    “Demons?” I ask. 
 
    He bounces a little and can’t seem to figure out where to put his hands. “Record, you know… little trouble with the law. That was all behind him, he said. He had a decent thing going on at that construction yard.” 
 
    “Seems like he didn’t have a whole lot of friends,” says Rick. “Can you think of anyone who might’ve had a particular reason to want to hurt him?” 
 
    Dave shakes his head. “Naw, man. Walt wasn’t a people-type person. He didn’t go out of his way to expand his social circle. Wow.” He exhales. “I can’t believe the dude’s dead. That’s, like, really fucked up. You guys really don’t have any idea who did it?” 
 
    “The case is currently ongoing,” I say evenly, our standard response. “Are you aware of any other friends or associates he may have?” 
 
    Dave shakes his head. “Umm. If he hung out with anyone else, he never mentioned them to me.” 
 
    Hmm. Walter had one other person he called fairly often over the past month, though the calls didn’t last long. Then again, his calls to Dave’s phone didn’t last long either. Some guys aren’t talkers. Must be a man thing to have a full conversation in forty seconds. 
 
    “All right,” I say and hand him one of our business cards. “Please call us if you think of anything that might help.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dave studies the card. “So, like, when’s the funeral and stuff?” 
 
    “No idea.” Rick shakes his head. “We’re still trying to locate any next of kin. Did he ever mention any family to you?” 
 
    Dave purses his lips, squinting in thought. “I think he said something about a sister, but she didn’t get along with him.” 
 
    I perk up at the mention of the sister. 
 
    Rick arcs an eyebrow. “Any idea why? Could whatever went on between them have been bad enough to make her want to hurt him?” 
 
    “Doubt it.” Dave shakes his head. “She’s all uptight about him havin’ a record and all. Think she’s got a kid or something and doesn’t want a ‘criminal’ around the baby.” 
 
    “Ahh.” I add ‘sister probably real, has a child’ to my notes. Well, if his sister actually does exist and isn’t part of a cover story, that’s a little more information. “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Rick points at him. “Don’t lose that card. If you think of anything, no matter how insignificant, let us know.” 
 
    “Right. Will do.” Dave salutes us with the card before tucking it in a breast pocket. 
 
    We’re about halfway across the dealership on the way back to our car when a fiftyish man in an awful tweed suit runs over to us. He’s tall and broad-shouldered, but thin, and has a tight, well-sculpted helmet of curly grey hair. The man’s almost a caricature amalgam of a televangelist and used car salesman. 
 
    “Detectives?” asks the guy. “I’m Peter Johnson, the general manager.” 
 
    Rick’s eyebrows go up; he almost snickers. 
 
    Boys and their ding-a-lings. I nod and repeat our introductions. 
 
    Mr. Johnson clasps his hands together, grimacing at me. “I’d like to apologize for the comment one of my maintenance associates made to you earlier. We take such things very seriously here, and I’d like you to know it won’t happen again.” 
 
    I stare at him blankly for a moment. Shit, I’d almost forgotten the comment. If Rick’s mouth opens, he’s going to laugh at this guy, so he keeps quiet and I jump in. 
 
    “Thank you.” I manage not to smirk at him. Based on that one female service agent’s reaction, they haven’t been taking harassment all that seriously. I wonder if he’s apologizing because I’m a cop, or if he thinks I might be inclined to buy a car from him. “There’s no need for the man to lose his job, but he could do with some attitude adjustment.” 
 
    Mr. Johnson nods at us. “I agree. Is there anything I can help you with?” 
 
    “No, thank you. We’re done here.” 
 
    “Either of you need a new car?” 
 
    “We’re investigating a murder,” I say. “Want to reconsider that question?” 
 
    “My apologies. Have a good day.” 
 
    “No shame,” Rick mutters when we’re not-quite-out-of-earshot. 
 
    Once we’re outside and the door closes behind us, I say, “That man’s parents were cruel.” 
 
    Rick bursts out laughing. 
 
    I take advantage of his momentary incapacitation to steal the driver’s seat back. 
 
    “So, onto the other friend?” asks Rick, hopping in. 
 
    “Yeah. Alan Chan, I think it is.” 
 
    Rick snickers when I start the car. “Hi, I’m Penis Penis, the general manager.” Again, he snickers. 
 
    I smirk at him. “Why do men find that funny?” 
 
    He wipes tears from the corners of his eyes on his tie. “Oh, I dunno. It just is. Poor bastard. Admit it; you were trying not to grin at him.” 
 
    My lips twitch. “I admit to nothing.” 
 
    “Not even a little?” 
 
    “Okay, maybe a little.” 
 
    Rick’s chuckles to himself as I pull out of the parking lot. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Or It’s Free 
 
      
 
    The second number belongs to Alan Chan. 
 
    Before we left the office, I pulled his address and place of employment, Gino’s Pizzeria. He’s renting a bedroom out of a larger house on the southeast end of Pattison Lake, an area called Kelly’s Korner. 
 
    A healthy elderly woman, white and clearly not related to Alan, answers the doorbell. She looks bewildered by our presence until we hold up our badges. “Oh. Police?” 
 
    “Good afternoon, ma’am,” I say on autopilot. It’s not even 11:30 yet. I don’t bother correcting myself. Close enough. “Is Mr. Chan home?” 
 
    “Oh. The apartment’s got a separate door on the right side. There’s no way to get in there through the main house. Is something wrong with Alan?” 
 
    “No, ma’am,” says Rick. “He may know someone connected to a case we are investigating. We only need to talk to him.” 
 
    She smiles, looking relieved. “Oh, that’s nice. He should be home now, but he may be sleeping. The boy works late.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I say. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” The elderly woman grins at us and eases the door shut. 
 
    On the way around the corner into the side yard, Rick asks, “Boy?” 
 
    “He’s thirty-two. Matter of relativity.” 
 
    A cool wind rushing in from Pattison Lake rips between the houses, fluttering my hair and nearly tearing the notepad out of Rick’s grip. The gust subsides, leaving a weaker, but noticeable breeze behind. 
 
    Rick starts up a narrow wooden stairway that leads up to a tiny porch/deck on the second story that’s barely big enough for two adults to stand on. While he rings the bell, I hover on the first step down from the porch. Never know how someone is going to react to the police showing up at their door, and crowding up is a recipe for a problem. 
 
    A few minutes―and more bell ringing―later, a bleary-eyed Chinese man answers the door in only boxer briefs. He’s slim but athletic and of average height, maybe five-ten. The man definitely looks like we woke him up. 
 
    “Alan Chan?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Yeah.” The guy scratches his stomach, scrunching up his nose. “Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “11:29 a.m.,” says Rick. “I’m sorry, I found out from your landlady that you work nights. We won’t take up too much of your time.” 
 
    I peer past Alan at a tiny apartment, the entirety of which would fit in my living room. Then again, Caius’ house is pretty spacious. Alan’s bed, TV, and sofa occupy a common main room, with a miniature kitchenette in the back corner and a closet-sized door in the back leading to a tiny bathroom. 
 
    “What’s this about?” asks Alan, while wiping at his eyes and yawning. 
 
    Rick flashes his badge and introduces us. Interestingly, Alan doesn’t look so tired anymore. “Do you know a Walter Manning?” 
 
    “Say again?” 
 
    “Walter Manning,” Rick says, this time enunciating a little more clearly. 
 
    “No idea. Never heard of the guy.” 
 
    Rick uses his phone to show a driver’s license photo. “Can you explain why there are over a dozen calls from him to you over the past month? A lot of communication for someone you don’t know.” 
 
    “Oh.” Alan’s expression goes sour. “That guy. Look, I deliver pizza. When I have trouble finding a place, sometimes I call the number that ordered from my cell to ask for directions. This guy’s been up my ass ever since, like, his first order. He thinks I own the pizza shop or something. Keeps trying to call me directly to order pizza and bitching about it being even a minute late.” He waves his hand side to side. “We don’t do that whole thirty minutes or no charge bullshit. Dude thinks if he catches me ten seconds late, he’s getting his pie comped.” 
 
    “Where do you work again?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Gino’s,” says Alan. 
 
    I jot down the bit about harassing phone calls. “So you don’t know Mr. Manning on a personal level?” 
 
    “Nope. I just deliver pizza to him. I don’t think the dude cooks. I’m there, like, twice a week. Hey, can you guys maybe tell him to knock off the calling thing? It’s really damn annoying.” 
 
    “Manning is harassing you?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Yeah. You can check it out with my boss if you want. I mean, I guess the guy was all right, but he’s damn obsessive about his pizza arriving on time.” 
 
    My pen stops. My gaze flicks up to make eye contact. The guy was all right. Maybe he meant past tense in the case of previously encountering the guy, but neither of us have told Alan that Manning’s dead yet. This guy’s sinewy, some muscles, but he’s thin. I don’t think he could’ve overpowered a guy Manning’s size on his own. Could a harassed pizza delivery driver get so pissed off at an annoying customer they kill them and tear their guts out? 
 
    Weak, but that stood out. 
 
    I circle Alan’s name in my notes and write ‘was’ next to it. 
 
    “Heh. I like my pizza hot too,” says Rick. “Your place any good?” 
 
    Alan shrugs. “Yeah, it’s decent. Enough people seem to like it that I still have a job, so I can’t complain. So, you two here about the harassment? Did Gino call it in finally?” 
 
    Rick shakes his head. “No. I’m afraid your phone won’t be blowing up anymore on account of Mr. Manning. He was found dead the other day.” 
 
    “Oh.” Alan yawns. “That sucks. Kind of a shitty way to stop getting annoying phone calls, though. Dude was neurotic about his extra-large. What’d someone kill him for?” 
 
    “Putting ketchup on pizza,” says Rick. 
 
    Alan grimaces. 
 
    Rick taps his notepad on his hand, grinning. “Thanks. Sorry to wake you up.” 
 
    I manage to turn around on the narrow staircase without falling, facing into the wind. 
 
    Rick sputters and spits behind me. “Gah! Control that beast. I’m under attack!” 
 
    Laughing, I trot down the steps to the ground. At the bottom, Rick narrows his eyes at me with a playful fake-angry glower. One strand of my hair hangs from his lip. I pluck it loose and pretend to reattach it to the mop. 
 
    “Ack. Almost lost some.” 
 
    “It whipped me square in the face.” His ‘hard’ expression falters to a grin. 
 
    “The hair’s innocent. Blame the wind.” I hop in the car and wait for him to join me. “Hey, did you catch that ‘was’?” 
 
    “Yeah. We didn’t tell him Manning had died yet.” 
 
    I pick at the key in the ignition without turning it. “Think it’s something or just a half-awake guy talking about a past meeting?” 
 
    “Half-awake guys make the worst liars. It’s worth noting.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” I stare at the dashboard, brain going in circles. “What do you think now?” 
 
    “Pizza?” Rick grins. “Talking to that guy made me kinda hungry, and it’s almost lunchtime.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Karmic Return 
 
      
 
    I’m too distracted by thoughts of Alan Chan potentially being involved to realize what Rick intended… until we drive into the parking lot of Gino’s Pizza. Aha! Mixing work and lunch break. 
 
    We head inside and order a pair of slices each. Plain for me, the works for Rick. 
 
    The guy behind the counter looks well into his fifties and is probably at least part Italian, so I venture, “Are you Gino?” 
 
    He smiles and declares, “The one and only,” before leaning close and whispering, “at least in this building.” He throws his head back and laughs. I do, too; his laughter is infectious. 
 
    “Would you mind if we asked you a few questions about one of your employees?” I hold my badge up when the chuckling subsides. 
 
    “Oh, boy.” Gino leans back, fuzzy eyebrows up. “Hope it’s nothing bad.” 
 
    “Mostly just looking to verify some information. Do you have a man named Alan Chan working for you as a delivery driver?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He nods. “Alan’s a good guy. Always on time. No complaints… except one nutjob.” 
 
    Rick tilts his head. “Nutjob?” 
 
    Gino nods while using that long spatula thingie to move our slices around in the oven. “Yeah, this one kook keeps pestering him. Calls him direct to place orders, loses his mind if the pie takes longer than a half hour to get to him.” He sets the slice-retriever tool up on top of the oven and faces us again. “No threats or anything. Guy’s harmless, but damn annoying.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks,” I say. “You ever see the guy here in person or spending any time with Alan?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Gino shakes his head. “I think Alan might break his nose if he cornered him here.” 
 
    “Alan’s violent?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Naw.” Gino waves us off. “But if a guy like that customer called me three times a week for a month, then found me at work too, I’d probably pop him one. We all would.” 
 
    Rick chuckles. “Yeah.” 
 
    Gino pulls our lunch out of the oven, arranges it on paper plates, and sets it on the counter. “Here you go. On me, detectives.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I say, smiling. 
 
    We move to a booth table and throw ideas back and forth about our theories. Rick still thinks the kids are worth looking into. Something gnaws at me about Alan, but I don’t say anything about it here in case Gino might overhear. 
 
    In a fit of decent-but-not-awesome timing, my cell phone rings while I’m dusting slice one’s crumbs off my hands, before I can start on slice two. A torrent of shrieking assaults my ears when I answer, and after a moment, I understand it’s Colleen, my fellow coven witch, freaking out because her latest shithead boyfriend got into an accident and he’s in the hospital. 
 
    “Slow down, hon. Take a couple breaths, and try that again,” I say. 
 
    Colleen near-hyperventilates in the background for a few seconds before sniffling. “Okay… okay. Justin was comin’ over to my place. He wanted to take me to this little concert at a club, but I really can’t stand the kind of music they play so I didn’t want to go. He got upset and said we’d talk about it in person. On the way here, he, like, evidently tried to swerve in front of a big rig. The truck couldn’t stop. It rear-ended him and kicked his car off the road.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” I mutter. “How is he doing?” 
 
    “He’s in surgery.” Colleen’s voice starts to break into a pre-cry whine, but she gets herself under control before detonation. “It’s my fault.” 
 
    Taking blame that he drove like an idiot because he’s pissed off is the sort of thing a woman accustomed to domestic abuse tends to do, which isn’t Colleen. True, she has a real knack for finding losers, but she doesn’t stick around and tolerate mistreatment. “Coll. You know that’s―” 
 
    “I know! I don’t mean what you’re thinking.” She sighs. “He got pissed because I didn’t like that band, and I know that’s not my fault. But it is my fault, I think, that he got rammed.” Her voice drops to a whisper. “The spell.” 
 
    I blink. “What?” 
 
    Colleen continues talking a little louder than whispering. “A few days ago, I cast a ward on myself for protection. Justin was making me uneasy. I thought he was going to get violent someday, and I was waiting for a good time to tell him it’s over. I just know he was coming over to slap me around or worse, and the spell reflected his negative energy back on him. I cast a karmic shield, and it put him in the hospital.” She again begins to wind up for a sobbing meltdown. 
 
    “Coll. Easy. Stay with me. This guy… is he already hitting you?” 
 
    She’s quiet. 
 
    “Coll?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says in a meek tone. “A little.” 
 
    My face heats up with anger. “Okay, one: you are leaving the guy. Two: if you want to stay with me and Caius for a while, you’re welcome to… but you are going to get away from him.” 
 
    Colleen sighs. “He’s really not that bad.” 
 
    Ugh. Her frustration at her lack of luck with love is starting to make her tolerance for mistreatment go into real danger territory. “If you’re sure your spell put him in the hospital, he is that bad.” 
 
    She squeaks. “By the Goddess! You’re right.” 
 
    “You didn’t wish harm on him, you protected yourself. That guy put his own ass in the hospital,” I say. 
 
    “Right. You’re right.” She sighs. “Okay. I’ll break it off with him.” 
 
    I smile. “Good.” 
 
    “I will.” She lets out a huge breath of relief. “Thank you. I, uhh, gotta go. I’m at work still.” 
 
    “’Kay. Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    “Will do.” Colleen exhales, remaining quiet for a moment. “Thanks, Maddy.” 
 
    Not that she can see, but I nod, and end the call. 
 
    Rick quirks an eyebrow at me. “Drama?” 
 
    I explain between bites of my second slice. 
 
    “So, your friend has an asshole problem?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Colleen’s got horrible luck with men. She’s been trying to find someone for years. One died, two wound up in jail, and the rest turn out to be jackasses.” 
 
    Rick watches me eat for a moment or three. “Wow. All that hair of yours, and none of it gets on the pizza.” 
 
    “I have years of practice. Besides, she’s hungry too. If I don’t eat, she gets nothing.” 
 
    Rick rushes his next mouthful with an urgent look, like whatever gem of a joke he thought up can’t wait to leap into the spotlight. “Hey, you guys are witches, right? Why doesn’t she just whip up some kinda love potion or whatever, and make him adore her and treat her right?” 
 
    I pause, pizza less than an inch from my teeth, staring at it. “Because, she doesn’t believe in altering a person’s desires.” I take a bite. 
 
    “Uhh.” Rick’s right eyebrow creeps upward. “You sounded way too serious there.” 
 
    “You asked a serious question, didn’t you? Manipulating someone’s fate like that is black magic. It never ends well for the witch or the poor bastard. Colleen’s got bad luck; she doesn’t want bad karma on top of it.” 
 
    He gawks at me for a few seconds more, then looks down and resumes eating. I’d say I’m sorry for killing his joke, but I’m not. Stealing a man’s mind isn’t a playful topic. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The Damndest Thing 
 
      
 
    By the time we get back to the station, Rick’s in full gear about investigating the teenagers who set up the ritual site where we found Manning’s remains. I’m intending to call the patrol officer who rounded them up two months ago while Rick makes contact with the high school to arrange some interview time. 
 
    The desk phone rings while I’m reaching for it. Argh. Timing. 
 
    “Wimsey,” I say. 
 
    “Hey, Wims. It’s me, Parrish.” 
 
    “Oh, hey, Ed. What’s up? How’s the poison ivy?” 
 
    He’s quiet for a few seconds. “I, uhh… don’t really know how to say this, but Tim’s doing much better. It’s the damndest thing I’ve ever seen. The rashes are noticeably shrinking and he’s not screaming or even trying to scratch anymore. We’re probably going to keep him inside for a couple more days though.” 
 
    I grin to myself and offer a momentary thought of thanks to Brigit. “That’s wonderful news.” 
 
    “Hey, uhh. Thanks. Sorry for teasing you about all that witch stuff before.” 
 
    “It’s cool.” I smile. “You always meant it in fun, and I don’t take myself too seriously.” 
 
    Ed chuckles. “Yeah, but… wow. I never really thought it was like real, ya know?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’re, umm, really talented.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Hey, before things start getting weird with us, would you mind letting Greer know I’m on the way back in?” 
 
    I laugh. “Sure.” I open an instant-message window on the computer and pass his status along to the captain. “See you soon.” 
 
    While holding the phone to my shoulder with my head, I disconnect the call, then dial over to patrol division and ask for all the info they have on the teens in question. I’m patched through to Officer Gerard. He takes a few moments to pull the files and collate the info. Once done, he gives me what I want verbally, promising to email me the info as well. 
 
    First off, there’s Kevin Sayers, age nineteen, works as a short-order cook at a little restaurant near the West Bay. Lives with his parents still, east of Ken Lake. The police have a few calls about ‘suspicious activity’ at his place, but it sounds like uptight religious neighbors objecting to his display of pentacles and/or other pagan symbols on his car. 
 
    Marco Ruiz, age eighteen, still a senior. The school notified police on two occasions regarding his potentially having marijuana on the property, but no drugs were found either time. Other than that, he’s got no record. 
 
    Trevor Roberts, also eighteen and a senior. Someone called in an anonymous tip last year claiming he intended to shoot up the school, but it turned out to be a false report from another student who had been on record as bullying him. The officer who went to the home noted that his room had numerous ‘Satanic artifacts’ in it. Oh, boy. 
 
    Dante Malcolm, age seventeen, a junior at the same school, has no record of contact with the police with the exception of the night two months ago when they got caught drinking. I don’t get much from the patrol guys about him other than one pointing out his father’s a dentist, mom’s a lawyer. 
 
    Last, I ask about Mackenzie Roberts, the sixteen-year-old. Looks like she’s Trevor’s sister, and a sophomore. Her record is clean as well, barring the underage drinking issue from two months ago. Officer Gerard adds that the girl couldn’t even walk out of the woods and they sent her off in an ambulance. 
 
    Ugh. My thoughts return to that diamond. If the girl smooched a tree, she might’ve lost an earring, or at least knocked the stone out of one. Why had the Goddess directed me to it? What is its significance? Meanwhile, Rick hangs up looking pleased with himself. He waits for me to finish with the Patrol Division. Once I set the phone down, he grins at me. 
 
    “We’ve got appointments set up with the students in a little over an hour, and Kevin Sayers is presently home.” 
 
    “Okay. You drive.” 
 
    “Feeling okay?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m thinking too hard to focus on traffic.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    The Cook 
 
      
 
    The Sayers’ home is a nice grey one-story with an attached two-car garage on the right side. A tall wooden fence continues off to the right from the garage, behind a huge bush. The lawn looks professionally maintained, and mowed within a day or two. 
 
    One car, an older, small green pickup truck, sits in the driveway, probably Kevin’s since his parents would be at work now and it has a pentacle decal on the back window. That is, of course, if he comes from a stable, nuclear family. Turns out, according to our paperwork, he does. We approach the front door and I ring the bell. 
 
    “This kid could be erratic,” says Rick, lowering his voice. “Word I got from the school was they considered him an outcast. Spent as much time in detention as the teacher in charge of monitoring it. He might be young, but don’t let your guard down.” 
 
    I’ve arrested stone cold killers before. Teens too, but fortunately none for murder… yet. I’m ready for anything. “Right.” 
 
    Except a short, heavyset old woman with fluffy white hair in curls answers the door. She’s so damn cute I want to hug her. “Hello? Can I help you? You’re not Mormons, are you? If so, I ain’t interested. But I appreciate you worrying about my everlasting soul. Mighty considerate of you. Still, I ain’t interested.” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” I hold up my badge. “I’m Detective Maddy Wimsey with the Olympia PD, and this is my partner, Detective Rick Santiago. Is Kevin here? We’d like to talk to him.” 
 
    “Oh, my grandson’s down in his room. C’mon in. Care for some tea? Lemonade?” 
 
    “Thank you. I don’t think we’ll be here long enough to trouble you for drinks. We just have a few quick questions.” I follow the old woman through the living room to a hallway where a narrow stairwell leads down. 
 
    “Kevin’s room’s in the basement.” She knocks on the door three times. “Kev. You decent?” 
 
    An exasperated moan emanates from below. 
 
    “The boy probably stayed up too late on them video games again.” Grandma opens the door and sticks her head in. “Kevin!” 
 
    “I’m up!” he almost-yells. “What do you need, Gran? Geez. Scared the sh―crap out of me.” 
 
    “Some p’lice here ta speak with you.” 
 
    “Cops? Wow, umm, okay,” says Kevin. “Sec. Lemme put on pants.” 
 
    At the boy’s nonchalance at hearing the cops are here, I glance at Rick. He looks a bit surprised/impressed. 
 
    “’Kay,” yells Kevin, less than a minute later. 
 
    “G’won down.” Grandma ambles back to the living room and eases herself into the sofa. 
 
    Rick takes the lead down the stairs into a finished basement. Or at least a finished three-quarters of a basement. Another door on the far left likely leads to the room holding the furnace, water heater, and so on. Posters of heavy metal bands cover most of the walls, many with quasi-Satanic imagery. He’s got a huge black tapestry with a silver pentacle covering the wall opposite his bed, near a flat-screen TV hooked up to a PlayStation. His dresser is covered in candles, some of which bear pentacles, crescent moons, or elemental glyphs. 
 
    Kevin, shirtless, barefoot, and wearing jeans, sits on the foot of his bed, grinding the heel of his hand into his left eye and yawning. His hair’s much shorter than his old high school photo, light brown and thick. My guess is he had to cut it to get a job working around food. The boy’s thin, with a narrow face and sunken cheeks, though his arms and pecs aren’t doughy. He’s no athlete, but he’s not an utter couch potato. Still, I don’t think he could’ve dragged a guy Manning’s size around alone. An investigator’s brain never stops. 
 
    More telling, though, is his utter ease with our presence. He’s either still asleep, or has nothing to worry about. 
 
    “Mr. Sayers,” says Rick. “How are you?” 
 
    “That’s my dad.” Kevin half-grins. 
 
    I step forward, making sure he can see my pentacle necklaces. “Any time after eighteen, you can be called ‘mister.’ But yeah, it takes a bit of getting used to.” 
 
    He stares vacantly at my chest (the amulets, I’m sure) for a few seconds before his lips pull into an amused grin. “Nice. So, uhh… what do you guys want me for?” 
 
    I repeat our introduction, and point out we’re homicide detectives. “When was the last time you visited your circle in the woods west of the lake?” 
 
    “Uhh.” He scratches his head. “I wanted to go out there Sunday for the new moon, but I couldn’t get off work. My asshole boss doesn’t think it’s a ‘real holiday.’” 
 
    “So… when were you there last?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Month ago? Maybe two? Haven’t been in a while. The guys don’t want to go.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” I ask. 
 
    He yawns again. “You probably already looked it up. We got bagged for drinking. Cops were real cool about it though. Some of my friends’ parents, not as cool.” 
 
    Rick takes an 8x10 printout, nine faces of white guys in their thirties, one of whom is Manning, out of a manila folder and offers it to Kevin. “Do you recognize anyone on this page?” 
 
    I watch his expression for any changes, but he strikes me as genuine in his confusion. 
 
    “They all kinda look the same. Nah, man. I guess some of them might’ve been at the Pines, but I don’t usually leave the kitchen so I don’t see people.” 
 
    Rick takes the paper back, nodding. “So, what did you do out there in the woods?” 
 
    “Cast some circles, draw down the moon, basic stuff. Couple of spells tryin’ ta help my friends with their grades, maybe get Mack’s dad to chill out a bit.” 
 
    “Whoa. You think there’s enough space in the woods for the moon?” Rick chuckles. “Where would you put it?” 
 
    That gets me to laugh. “Rick… it’s not literal. Drawing down the moon is a ritual where we invite the Triple Goddess to borrow our body and speak through us. My coven has done it a few times. Abigail, as our high priestess, is the one who beckons her.” 
 
    Kevin’s eyes widen at me. 
 
    I add, “When we say ‘the moon,’ we mean the Moon Goddess, not the actual Moon.” 
 
    “Oh.” He gives me the side eye, jabbing a thumb at me. “This one rains on all my jokes.” 
 
    Kevin grins. 
 
    I edge closer. “Kevin, why would Mackenzie’s father need to relax? Is there something going on there?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s just uptight. Always on them both, but her in particular. Still treats her like she’s six. Screams at her if she wears the wrong thing or doesn’t get an A. Dude’s a perfectionist asshole.” He cringes. “Uhh, sorry. Not sure if it’s illegal to curse around cops.” 
 
    Rick laughs. “If cursing around cops was illegal, we’d all have to arrest ourselves.” 
 
    My feel of energy in this place is weak, but somewhat present. I’m pretty sure Kevin does it because he thinks it’s ‘cool,’ not really out of any true connection to the Goddess. I’ve also mentally written Kevin off as a suspect, or at least pushed him to the “long shot list.” 
 
    “Can I ask where you were last Monday?” I give him an easy smile. 
 
    “Yeah. Workin’ at the Pines.” 
 
    “The Pines?” asks Rick. 
 
    “The Pines Inn… the restaurant.” Kevin reaches across his chest to scratch at his left shoulder. “Monday, I was there from 5:00 p.m. until like two in the morning.” 
 
    Rick glances at me. Dr. Ferrante put Walter’s time of death around 2:30 a.m. Tuesday morning. It makes for a really tight schedule, but it’s theoretically possible for Kevin to have left the restaurant at two and made it to the ritual circle in a half hour… though doing so while wrangling an unconscious adult man defies reasonable expectation. Plus, where would he have stashed Walter while at work? He wouldn’t have had time to go anywhere else to pick him up or he couldn’t have arrived at the circle in time to match Ferrante’s estimation. Then again, if he had accomplices bringing Walter to the circle, he could’ve made it from work to the murder scene in time. 
 
    “So you haven’t been near your ritual circle at any time within the past week?” I ask. 
 
    “Nah.” Kevin shakes his head. “Like I said, the guys don’t wanna go back there after we got busted. Plus, Mack’s old man threatened to shoot me if I came near her again.” 
 
    Rick’s eyebrows both go up. “He threatened you like that? Did you do anything to the girl?” 
 
    He ‘pffs’ while shaking his head. “Barely talk to her. I’m just ‘the bad-influence bogeyman.’ And he’s extra pissed ’cause Trevor’s into this stuff too, which of course, is also my fault. Little does he know that Trevor’s really into it. Like hardcore. He gave me so much shit for not digging a circle around the pentagram. Anyway, she’s totally about Dante. Only reason she even came with us that night was him. I finally talked him into skipping track practice once. Doubt he’s gonna do that again.” 
 
    “What are the chances any of your friends might’ve gone back to the, umm, ritual site?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Slim to nil.” Kevin scratches his side. “They all got pretty much reamed out by their parents after. Somehow it turned into my fault, but I didn’t even bring the beer.” 
 
    “Who all was in your group?” I ask. 
 
    Kevin rattles off the same list of names I got from the officer in Patrol Division. His honesty pushes him further down my list of suspects. He also doesn’t add any new names that the cops missed. 
 
    “Why, did something happen?” asks Kevin, looking up, as if the thought had just occurred to him. Maybe it had. 
 
    Rick glances at me, then to Kevin. “Yeah.” 
 
    I let my guard down a little and speak in my normal ‘non-cop’ voice. “A man was killed at your ritual site.” 
 
    “Whoa.” His eyes bug out. “You don’t think… we did it?” 
 
    “I admit it’s striking me as highly unlikely, but we’re just running down all the leads we have.” 
 
    My tone of voice seems to calm him. He slouches somewhat, shaking his head while muttering, “That’s messed up…” 
 
    “It will be a little while yet before the area ceases being an active crime scene, but in a couple months if you ever decide to go back there, you should do a thorough purification to balance the energies. I didn’t feel anything tainted, but it can’t hurt.” I raise an eyebrow. “Oh, and you should probably circumscribe your pentacle.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a Jewish thing?” asks Rick. 
 
    I stare at him, mouth open. Is he serious? 
 
    Rick winks at me. “A guy was killed and you didn’t feel a taint?” 
 
    I shrug. “The kind of thing I’d just feel right away without performing any kind of sensing ritual goes a bit past the terrible act of a human being killed. Yes, of course there’s negative energy associated with murder, but nothing worse used it as a crack to slip through.” 
 
    “Whoa.” Kevin’s gaze darts around at random. “Someone tried to set us up… make it look like a sacrifice.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” asks Rick, a hint of suspicion on his face. 
 
    “I ain’t sayin’ someone killed a dude to make us look bad on purpose, but if you killed a dude in the woods and then found our shit… why not use it and make it look like something else?” 
 
    I look at Rick. “It wouldn’t be a stretch to imagine them doing it as a way to throw us off their trail. Fake ritual killing. Thanks, Kevin.” I smile at the kid and mean it. “We’re, of course, going to verify your hours with the Pines Inn, but I wouldn’t worry too much.” 
 
    He nods. “If you guys need anything, I’d be happy to help out.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Rick shakes his hand. 
 
    We make our way upstairs, wave goodbye to Grandma, and head outside to the car. Once we’re in and the doors close, Rick sighs. 
 
    “I think the kid’s being honest.” 
 
    “Me too,” I say. “But I’m still going to call the restaurant. You think the killer might’ve done it somewhere nearby and moved the body into the circle after finding it in the woods?” 
 
    Rick scratches at the side of his neck. “Damn. Watching that kid itch himself has me feeling fleas everywhere. Yeah, maybe. The forensics people didn’t turn up any drag marks though, and the amount of blood in the ground was consistent with the murder happening there.” 
 
    “Guess they were luring Walter into the woods looking for a good spot.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Rick starts the car. “And they found one all right.” He glances at me. “If we wind up on the trail of a demon, I think I’m going to retire early.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    The Bard 
 
      
 
    I spend the whole ride to the high school feeling queasy. 
 
    In between squirming in my seat and rubbing my gut, my thoughts drift back to the sliced-open stomach that had stood out to me at the murder scene. Argh! This is frustrating. Not only am I sure the Goddess is trying to tell me something, I feel like my not seeing it is disrespectful to her. 
 
    The unease fades soon before we meet the principal, a middle-aged man with a bad greying comb-over and a frumpy suit. He’s pulled the students out of class and moved them to the guidance office where we can meet them individually in small conference rooms. 
 
    We thank him and offer our assurances that we won’t take up too much of their time. 
 
    “Should a parent be present?” asks the principal. 
 
    “At the moment, we have no reason to suspect them of any wrongdoing. They’re all associated with a particular location of interest, and we only need to interview them as a matter of procedure. You can stand in for the parent if you like,” says Rick. 
 
    “All right.” The principal leads us into an office. 
 
    A thin white kid with long, black hair and black clothes sits closest to us in a row of chairs by the wall. The girl seated at his left looks younger than sixteen, also with black hair. She also likes black clothes, a sweatshirt and jeans, but her T-shirt is hot pink with a Hello Kitty on it. The pair of them are almost as pale as me, though she lacks freckles. Can’t all be me. She’s shivering like we’re about to cart her off to jail for thirty years. As soon as we enter, she looks up at us with enormous dark green eyes. That cat… Puss in Boots? Yeah, he’s got nothing on this kid’s pleading stare. 
 
    Dante Malcolm sits on the other side of the girl. He looks like he’s from an entirely different world in a peach-colored polo shirt and khakis, a neat flat-top afro, and glasses. Of the lot, Kevin included, he’s by far the most muscular, which, given his position with the varsity track and field squad, makes sense. He’s the only one of them participating in any extracurricular athletics. He’s no slouch academically either. 
 
    “Trevor?” asks the principal. “Come on into the back now, okay? This won’t take long. The detectives have some questions for you.” 
 
    The boy gives us a surly glower, rises to his feet in the posture of a bipedal vulture, and lopes off after the principal. Once inside the conference room, he sits with his side facing the door, not looking at us, his arms folded across his chest. 
 
    “Hi, Trevor,” says Rick, to no reply. “How long has it been since you visited the, ah, circle in the woods?” 
 
    “You tell me, you’re the detective,” snaps Trevor. 
 
    Rick closes his eyes, meditating away the anger. “Have you been back there since the night you were picked up for underage drinking?” 
 
    “All this over a couple beers?” 
 
    “This isn’t about the drinking,” I say, trying to sound soothing. 
 
    “I didn’t do it,” mutters Trevor. He shifts his weight, and I catch sight of a leather bracelet with a little pentacle on it. 
 
    I sit at the table opposite him and lean forward enough for my amulets to swing into view. “We’re talking to you because you and your friends have a connection to the place where a serious crime occurred.” 
 
    He glances at me out of the corner of his eye, his expression sour as months-old milk. “What crime?” Finally, the boy notices my pentacles, and his demeanor shifts to utter confusion. “You Wiccan?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Trevor rotates to face the table, sitting like a normal person in the chair. “They let cops do that?” 
 
    I nod, smiling. “Yes, they do. Look, Trevor, we’re not here to give you a hard time. I’m trying to figure out who did what. Can you tell me when you were last out there?” 
 
    “That night we got caught drinking.” He fidgets. “I’m still grounded. My parents are all over me. They think I almost killed Mack.” 
 
    “Killed?” asks Rick, sounding shocked. 
 
    “Just a little alcohol poisoning. It wasn’t that bad, but my dad totally freaked out.” He leans closer to me. “What did they do to our circle? Is it fuc”―he glances at the principal―“I mean, is it messed up?” 
 
    “The circle was disturbed a little bit, but most of the damage is spiritual in nature.” I disregard the unease radiating from the principal and keep going. “When I was out there, I did not feel a significant amount of energy in the surroundings. If you had managed to establish a link to the Goddess on the site, the crime we are investigating there has all but ruined it.” 
 
    Trevor fidgets with his bracelets. “Really… I haven’t been out there since. You can ask my parents, or even the old couple next door. I dunno if I’m gonna go fix the circle. It’s, like, maybe on private property or something. Might just wait ’til I’m livin’ on my own and set up a new one. Don’t got a lot of time now. Trying to get a band going. At least my parents still let the guys come over to practice.” 
 
    I smile. “That’s cool. Music is a good outlet.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Sure, you’re just saying that.” 
 
    “I’m not. When I was your age, I dreamed of being in a band too. Still sing with one sometimes.” 
 
    Trevor leans his head back. “Oh, yeah? Which one?” 
 
    “After Purgatory.” There are, after all, perks to dating someone in the music industry. In my case, it was being a backup vocalist for my favorite band. 
 
    “Dude! No way!” He blinks. “I have some of their CDs!” 
 
    “You probably have heard me then.” I examine my fingernails. “Penumbra Spiral album?” 
 
    He nods, mouth dropping open. For the first time in my life, I feel famous. Ten minutes flies by with Trevor machine-gunning questions at me about the band, the songs, the lyrics… he almost bounces out of his chair when I sing a few lines. Rick shakes his head. The principal, I suspect, wishes he was anywhere but here. 
 
    “Is it true JJ has the Mad Priest’s finger bones inside his guitar?” asks Trevor, awestruck. 
 
    “Well, I haven’t taken Jose’s gear apart, but I’m pretty sure that’s just a rumor,” I say. 
 
    He asks about Krol’s legendary alcohol tolerance. Kristen Rollins is the drummer, and yeah, she can drink like hell for a little thing. When he asks if Marty, the bassist, is really a vampire who never sleeps, I play coy and say, “Well, I’ve never seen him sleep, but that doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    He keeps asking about the Norway tour, which I was not part of, but Caius did set up. I don’t mention my boyfriend, famous in his own right, or we’ll be here all damn day talking about bands. Eventually, I steer the conversation back to the ritual circle by commenting that the place would make a wicked backdrop for a music video, and ask if he’d ever taken his band buddies there. 
 
    “Serious. Swear. I haven’t been back there since that night.” He looks down. “My kid sister got really messed up, vomiting all over the place. Ugh.” 
 
    “What’s your connection to Kevin Sayers?” asks Rick. 
 
    Trevor shrugs. “We used to hang at school. Outcasts and all that. He graduated last year.” 
 
    Rick nods. “Do you see him much these days?” 
 
    “Not since I’ve been grounded.” He sighs. “Is it legal to ground me now that I’m eighteen?” 
 
    I grin. “It’s embarrassing but not illegal. Be glad that’s all they’re doing. Technically, they could kick you out of the house.” 
 
    He sags in the chair. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Trevor, do you recognize any of these men?” Rick shows him the same paper that got no reaction from Kevin. 
 
    This boy’s expression contains a similar amount of nothing. “Nah. Should I?” 
 
    “Ever run into anyone walking around that part of the woods while you were out there?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Just a hunter or two,” says Trevor. “But I don’t think any of those guys.” 
 
    “All right.” Rick glances at the principal. “I don’t think we need to bother Mr. Roberts here any longer today.” 
 
    “Very well.” The principal stands. “Please wait a moment; I’ll be back with the next student.” 
 
    He and Trevor walk out. 
 
    “Well, you got a groupie,” says Rick. 
 
    I grin. “Yeah, maybe thirty people have heard of that album. What are the odds of me running into one?” 
 
    “Life is full of weird coincidences.” He leans away, giving me an appraising look. “How can you tell what’s a coincidence from what’s one of your… umm”―he waves a hand around―“spells.” 
 
    “Guesswork. Mostly. Usually, the only way to tell is gut feeling, but every now and then, something happens that’s so obvious it’s difficult to write off.” 
 
    “Like finding a bloody bat in a ravine?” 
 
    I grin. “I could’ve merely gotten lucky.” 
 
    “But you weren’t lucky.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t.” 
 
    “You were guided to the bat?” 
 
    “I was, yes.” 
 
    “That’s some freaky shit.” 
 
    “You have no idea, Big Guy.” 
 
    “Big Guy?” Rick raises an eyebrow. 
 
    “Felt like a ‘big guy’ moment.” 
 
    Rick laughs while we wait for the principal to return with the next student. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty 
 
    The Innocent 
 
      
 
    Principal Hollister arrives a few minutes later, ushering Mackenzie in by a hand on her shoulder. The poor girl’s still shaking in her black Converse and can’t look either of us in the eye. A faint hint of fruitiness wafts from her, likely shampoo or conditioner. When she sits opposite us, I note a trace of pale purple eye shadow. Judging by its hasty appearance, I’m sure she put it on in the bathroom here, well away from parental eyes. 
 
    Poor kid. Alas, there’s nothing illegal about a parent being overbearing. 
 
    Within seconds of her butt making contact with the chair, she starts crying. 
 
    “Hello, Mackenzie,” I say in my best comforting voice. “There’s no reason to be frightened.” 
 
    “There isn’t?” She sniffles. “Why are you here then?” 
 
    “We need to ask you a few simple questions about that place in the woods with the star on the ground.” 
 
    She wipes at her cheeks, makes eye contact with me for an instant, and resumes staring at her lap. “Okay.” 
 
    “How often did you and your friends go out there?” 
 
    She shrugs. “All the time, I guess. Like every weekend. Trevor, my brother, is seriously into that pagan stuff, and his friend is too. There’s, uhh, weed sometimes, but I never touch it. I swear. It’ll get in my hair and Dad will smell it.” 
 
    “What else happened out there?” asks Rick. 
 
    Mackenzie bites her lip. “Uhh. The guys dressed up in black robes and chanted stuff. Lit candles. Drank a lot. I didn’t think anything would really happen. Why, did they do something? Are we in trouble?” Her shaking gets out of control; she doubles over forward, holding both hands to her mouth. 
 
    I scoot around the table and put a hand on her shoulder. “No, you’re not in trouble. It’s all right. We were hoping you might have seen something… out of the ordinary. We’re looking for witnesses.” 
 
    Her shaking recedes to trembling. “I haven’t been outside except to go to school since we got busted. I’m totally super grounded. I’d probably have more freedom if I’d been sent to jail. Just ask my parents.” 
 
    “Heard you got pretty sick that night,” says Rick. 
 
    “Yeah.” She touches her throat. “Threw up a lot. I don’t remember much. We were in the woods, then flashlights are in my face, and the next thing I know, I’m in a hospital bed with a massive headache.” 
 
    “You drank a lot,” I say. 
 
    “Yeah.” She fidgets. “I know. I shouldn’t. It sounds cheesy, but I don’t think I can drink anymore. Even thinking about beer makes me sick now. If I smelled it, I’d probably throw up.” 
 
    Rick grins. “Nothing like overindulgence to cure an addiction.” 
 
    “Is this about me getting drunk?” asks Mackenzie in a sheepish tone. She paws at her hair with both hands, pulling her fingers down the length in front of her chest in a repetitive, nervous habit. 
 
    “No,” I say. “And you haven’t been back there since the night you were taken to the hospital?” 
 
    She shakes her head. 
 
    “How do you feel about Kevin Sayers?” asks Rick. 
 
    Mackenzie shrinks in on herself. “I think he’s mad at me. I’m kinda scared of him. I got so messed up I threw up and fell over. It’s my fault the cops figured out we’d been drinking.” 
 
    The girl starts shaking hard again, so I pat her back and keep trying to calm her down by telling her it’s all right and she’s not in trouble. She bursts into tears and blurts, “I’m sorry” over and over, along with declaring how she never should’ve gone out there and she won’t do it again. 
 
    It takes me a little while to get her back to a relative state of calm. No longer shaking, she merely stares up at me with pure anguish. I hold her hand and reassure her a few more times that she isn’t in any trouble and she doesn’t even have to talk to us if she doesn’t want to. 
 
    “How do you feel about the others who visited that circle with you?” I ask. “You don’t have to answer, but we would appreciate your opinion.” 
 
    “Marco’s a pothead. He’s maybe involved with a gang or something. I’ve heard people say he even deals. He’s scary. Trevor’s really into the whole occult thing. He’s kinda a dork, but he’s my brother. I think it’s silly… running around the woods in robes, right? Dante…” She squirms and looks down, a little color appearing in her porcelain face. “He’s okay, I guess. Into metal. We both like Killswitch.” 
 
    “Dante part of that whole pagan thing too?” asks Rick. 
 
    Mackenzie shakes her head. “No. He doesn’t believe in anything like that. Just hangs out with Trevor ’cause they’re friends. He’s afraid of my dad though. Thinks my dad’s got a thing against black people, but he doesn’t. Dad just looks like that. You know, mega-white, dresses like a dork… like he’s from the 1950s or something.” She manages a feeble smile. 
 
    Rick laughs. 
 
    “But, Dante’s such a rule follower, my dad would love him.” Her cheeks redden even more. 
 
    I smile to myself. Yeah, this girl’s totally crushing on him. 
 
    Rick shows her the pictures, and she has no real reaction to them other than biting her lip again with confusion. 
 
    “Uhh, they’re not pervs, are they?” asks Mackenzie in a mousy voice. 
 
    “No. One of these men is a victim of the crime we’re investigating, the others are random guys who look like him.” Rick smiles. “You haven’t seen any of them?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    I stand and smile at her. “You can go back to class now, Mackenzie. Thank you for helping us out, and please don’t worry. You’re not in any trouble.” 
 
    She glances at the principal as if waiting for his permission to get up. When he nods, she silently rises to her feet and creeps out the door with her head down. 
 
    “Mackenzie?” I ask, a thought springing to mind. 
 
    “Huh?” She spins, half out the doorway. The look on her face says she’s expecting me to say ‘Oh, just kidding’ and arrest her on the spot. 
 
    “Did you lose or damage any jewelry when you were out there?” I hold up a hand. “Before you say anything, we already know you were at the circle in the woods. If I found something of yours, it will help me to know if it wound up there before or after the crime. Whether you say yes or no won’t get you in any trouble; I just need the truth.” 
 
    “No.” She answers without hesitation, while holding eye contact. 
 
    “You’re not missing any little diamonds?” I ask. 
 
    Mackenzie shakes her head, looking relieved. “No, ma’am.” 
 
    Huh. How about that? I’m not sure what catches me off guard more―that the diamond isn’t hers or I got called ‘ma’am.’ I smile at her. “Thank you.” 
 
    The principal excuses himself and walks with the girl out into the office. 
 
    “Wow,” whispers Rick. “That poor kid is almost traumatized. I wonder if she saw something?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. That doesn’t look like ‘watched a murder’ trauma. Some kids are petrified of being in trouble, and I think her father might be overbearing to the point of causing PTSD. She’s somewhere between the fear of getting busted for underage drinking and afraid of getting in trouble again, for anything. These kids don’t feel like killers. We’re wasting time here.” 
 
    His expression radiates ‘yeah, you’re probably right,’ but he says, “Two more to go.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    The Loner 
 
      
 
    Dante Malcolm enters two steps ahead of the principal. He shakes both our hands before moving around the table to sit facing us. Rick’s caught off guard by the formal/respectful greeting, and I’m distracted by thinking of the diamond. If it’s not that girl’s, could it have come from the killer? Or even the victim somehow? 
 
    Rick recovers first. “Thanks for meeting with us, Dante.” 
 
    The boy nods. “I didn’t have much choice, but sure.” 
 
    Rick blinks once, twice. “Well, please understand you’re not obligated to answer any of our questions at this time.” Rick slides the sheet of pictures across the table. “Do any of these men look familiar?” 
 
    Dante picks the paper up and stares at it for about fifteen seconds before offering a weak grimace and setting it back down. “I’m sorry, detectives. I don’t know any of them.” 
 
    I nod. “What can you tell us about the ritual circle in the woods west of Ken Lake?” 
 
    “Oh, umm.” He laces his fingers together on the table. “It wasn’t what I had expected. I knew Kevin and Trevor were into some strange stuff, but I had no idea they were that into it. Or it would be that strange.” 
 
    “Something about it disturbed you?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Well, standing around a creepy circle in the woods in black robes and lighting candles… I felt like I was in a lame horror movie.” Dante smiles. “Those guys are a little over the top.” 
 
    I idly twirl a finger around some of my hanging hair. “If you had no interest in their ritual, what convinced you to go out there with them? The beer, just hanging out with friends, or someone or something else?” 
 
    He breaks eye contact for the first time, searching the fake wood grain on the table for answers. “Well, it surprised me how into it they were. I wasn’t quite prepared for how seriously they took it, quite frankly. Marco brought the beer. I, uhh, mostly wanted to see what the hell they were all talking about. And, umm… Mack asked me to go.” 
 
    “That girl, Mackenzie,” says Rick, “drank quite a bit for her size, didn’t she? Could barely walk.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dante’s eyebrows knit closer. “Sorry. They said the pink ones weren’t too strong, like fruit punch, but they were harder than the beer. She didn’t even know how bad she got until she tried to stand.” 
 
    “Pink ones?” I ask. 
 
    “Mike’s Hard Fruit Punch,” says Rick. 
 
    “You know this how?” I ask. 
 
    “It was in the report,” says Rick, winking at me. He looks at Dante. “According to the police report, you didn’t appear intoxicated. Did you have any?” 
 
    Dante sighs, glances over at the principal, and nods. “Yeah, one.” 
 
    “Have you been in the area since that night?” I ask. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” says Dante. “I’m either here at school, at home or at work pretty much all the time. Oh, and practice and homework eat whatever time I’m not at work.” 
 
    “Mind if I ask where you work?” Rick smiles. 
 
    “Burger King at Capital Village.” 
 
    I ask, “Dante, would you say you went into the woods that night mostly to spend time with Mackenzie?” 
 
    He again breaks eye contact. After a few seconds, he shrugs. “Yeah, she’s all right.” 
 
    Rick glances at me. I know that look in my partner’s eye. We silently agree this kid has nothing to do with the killing. 
 
    “That’s all, I think.” I pat the table. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Malcolm.” 
 
    “No problem, detectives.” Dante stands. “Can I ask what happened that you’re here asking us questions?” 
 
    I fold up my notepad and stick it back in my purse. “Someone was killed in the woods near the place you kids were hanging out. We’re talking to everyone who might’ve been in the area.” 
 
    Dante’s eyes widen. “You don’t think Kevin or Trevor killed someone?” 
 
    “No.” I smile. “But whoever did wanted us to chase a bunch of young Satanists.” 
 
    “They aren’t Satanic,” says Dante. 
 
    “I know.” I pat my pentacles. “And I’m sure the killer doesn’t know the difference.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    The Herbalist 
 
      
 
    The last of the teens involved in the underage drinking event, Marco Ruiz, had called in sick today, so we decide to take the interview to him, germs be damned. On the drive there, we debate it being a potential waste of time, since none of the others set off our BS detectors, and unless this Ruiz kid is some overdeveloped monster, he wouldn’t have been able to drag Manning around on his own. 
 
    His being out of school isn’t suspicious since none of them had any clue we’d be meeting them today. 
 
    Marco lives in the Black Lake apartments, east and south of Ken Lake and the crime scene. A bit of a trek to the magic circle in the woods, but not an impossible ride for a mountain bike. Then again, Kevin has a truck so he could’ve easily given his friends a ride. 
 
    A fortyish woman in a black sweater and coral-colored yoga pants answers the door, eyeing us with annoyed suspicion, which evaporates when I hold up my badge. She probably thought we were missionaries or something. Yeah, we get that a lot. 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Ruiz?” I ask, then introduce myself and Rick. “Is your son, Marco, home? The school told us he wasn’t in today.” 
 
    She glances back and forth between us, vacillating between fear (that we might take her son away) and anger (at him for whatever he did). “Can I ask what this is all about?” Rick barely gets started talking about the spot in the woods when she holds up a hand. “Pardon me, but they said that was all over with, that he wasn’t in any trouble.” 
 
    Guess the patrol officers didn’t figure out Marco supplied the booze. Oh, well, I have bigger fish to fry right now. “This isn’t directly about that, but about the area where it occurred,” I say, since I see that Rick is annoyed he’d been cut off. “A man was killed, Mrs. Ruiz. His body turned up at the same spot Marco and his friends had been drinking. We don’t suspect your son had anything to do with this, but we are interviewing everyone who has been in that area of the woods in case they might’ve seen something that could help us.” 
 
    “Oh.” A little paler, but far less confrontational, Mrs. Ruiz takes a step back and waves us to come in. “He is in his room. He’s been sick today. A cold.” 
 
    The woman waits for us to walk inside, closes the door, then leads us down a hall of brown shag carpet to a back bedroom from which the tweeps and chirps of a video game emanate. She knocks twice and sticks her head in, speaking a couple words of Spanish before ducking out. 
 
    “Si. Sure, whatever,” says a teen boy. 
 
    Detective Rick Santiago smiles at the woman and speaks in rapid Spanish, reminding me all over again that my partner is fluent in two languages. 
 
    The woman shrugs, looks at me, eyes my amulets, and makes the sign of the cross before hurrying off. 
 
    I’m used to that, so I pay the gesture no mind and whisper, “What was all that about?” 
 
    “She told him he doesn’t have to talk to us and to demand a lawyer if he gets nervous.” Rick smiles. “I said, ‘I was going to tell him that, but thanks for saving me the trouble.’” 
 
    “Heh.” 
 
    We step into a pretty stereotypical teen-boy bedroom, heavy with the overpowering menthol of something like Vicks rub. The obvious presence of ‘sick’ in here gets me sipping air in small breaths. He’s got some band posters, surprisingly enough of nineties rock, one big one of Santana over his bed holding a gleaming white guitar, his face contorted in the magical flow of riding the music. Socks, underwear, jeans, shirts, and two Army jackets litter the floor. 
 
    The left side of the room glows blue in the castoff light from a forty-inch TV hooked up to a video game console. Within seconds of me looking at it, the game pauses, trapping a little spaceship in the middle of its maneuvering among floating orbital junk. 
 
    Marco appears quite sick, as well as… fearful. Snot glistens around his reddish nostrils, and he’s sweating heavily. Maybe his fever is breaking. He’s got large eyes and a smooth, rounded face that makes him look closer to fifteen than eighteen. Long hair and a slender build probably get him into a lot of fights. I can see someone mistaking him for a girl from behind. Heck, if this kid wanted to do the drag thing, he’d be scary hard to tell apart from a real woman. That is, when he’s not fighting off the flu or whatever he’s got. 
 
    Rick and I keep our distance, remaining by the foot of the bed. 
 
    Still, there’s something to his nervousness or fear, and Rick senses it too. My partner’s ‘oh, let’s just knock the last kid off the list’ casualness has given way to the little forward lean he takes on whenever he thinks he’s dealing with someone guilty. 
 
    “Howdy,” says Rick. “Sorry to hear about the cold. Looks like a nasty one.” 
 
    Marco nods, sniffs. “Yeff. It thucks. Fanks.” 
 
    “We’re here about the ritual site in the woods,” I say. 
 
    “Wub about it?” 
 
    “When were you there last?” Rick glances around at the floor, using his shoe to lift a pair of jeans and peer under them. 
 
    I take a step to the left, also scanning for anything incriminating―muddy shoes, bloody clothing, something with a diamond on it―or something with a diamond missing. Finding such evidence would, of course, be too easy. This kid’s sloppy, but he can’t be stupid enough to leave blood-soaked clothing on his floor for Mom to clean up. Besides, he’s way too short/skinny to possibly have dragged an unconscious adult man around. Seeing nothing alarming, I sigh. My next intake of breath explains why the kid’s on edge with cops in his room. 
 
    Pot. 
 
    I catch a hint of raw marijuana that’s so fresh it couldn’t have been cut more than a day ago. 
 
    “Not thince that night,” says Marco. “Thorry. My nothe ith plugged.” 
 
    “You been sick long?” asks Rick. 
 
    Marco shakes his head. “Tharted Thaturday.” 
 
    I put a hand on Rick’s arm. “I know why he’s nervous, and it’s got nothing to do with why we’re here.” 
 
    Marco stares at me. 
 
    “You can’t smell anything, can you, Marco?” I ask. 
 
    “Listen to the kid,” says Rick, gesturing at him. “He may never smell again. And all I smell is Vicks.” 
 
    “He’s kidding,” I say at the panicked look on the kid’s face. 
 
    Marco shivers. 
 
    I smile. “If you’re honest with us, I won’t make a big deal out of what I’m smelling.” 
 
    Rick, confused, walks past me into the left corner, sniffing. After four breaths, he spins to quirk an eyebrow at me. “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    I shoot him a blank with my finger. 
 
    Realization dawns over Marco’s face. Finally, he shrugs, deflated. When you’re caught, you’re caught. “Ubb. I went back there Monday night.” 
 
    Rick whips his stare off me, onto the boy. “What time?” 
 
    “Late.” Marco fidgets at the controller. 
 
    “Why did you go out there Monday night?” I ask. “To buy what I smell?” 
 
    “Ubb, yeah, but no one thowed up.” Marco reaches for a tissue and blows his nose, then tosses it into a nearby wastebasket with a thump so loud my stomach does a backflip. “I was s’posed ta meet some guys, but they didn’t show up… but.” He cringes. “You guys gonna bust me for trying to score some… herbal remedies?” 
 
    “We’re homicide, not narcotics,” I say. Weed has been legal up here for a number of years, but selling to minors isn’t. 
 
    “You say homicide?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Someone’s dead?” 
 
    “Bingo,” says Rick. 
 
    Marco swallows, or tries to swallow. Mostly, he looks like he might vomit. Maybe his cold has turned into the flu. Or maybe he knows something. 
 
    “What else happened out there, Marco? Something freaked you out. Talk to us.” 
 
    He nods. “So, I’m hangin’ out there, waiting, right? And I hear some people coming, only it ain’t the people I’m expecting. I duck off a bit and hide, thinkin’ maybe it’s cops.” 
 
    “And?” asks Rick. 
 
    “I saw two dudes draggin’ another dude. Maybe he got passed out drunk or somethin’, but it felt like a real wrong vibe, ya know? Energy was all over the place. I hauled ass.” 
 
    Out comes my notepad. “What did these men look like?” 
 
    “Umm. The drunk dude was white. Dark hair. Other two had ski masks on or something. I didn’t see their faces, but drunk dude was out. Gringo had way too much.” 
 
    Rick and I spend a few seconds jotting. 
 
    “What else did you see? Clothes? Car? Did they say anything you could understand?” asks Rick. 
 
    “They had on all dark thit. I ubb, didn’t―” Marco holds up a finger asking us to wait, blows his nose again, and hurls the glop of ooze into the wastebasket. Good aim. “Nah, they were wearin’ all dark shit. Had flashlights. I kept my head down so they didn’t see me.” He coughs a few times. “One dude seemed nervous as hell, the other one sounded pissed. I think one of ’em said, ‘this place is great,’ and the other guy said, ‘you do it.’ That’s when I got my ass outta there.” 
 
    I jot down ‘two killers, men.’ 
 
    “The ‘drunk’ guy,” asks Rick. “Did he move at all, struggle, stumble, speak? Anything?” 
 
    “Nah. He was out.” Marco makes a sideways chop with his hand in time with the word ‘out.’ 
 
    “Could he have been dead at that point?” I ask. 
 
    Marco shrugs. “I guess, but I dunno, man. I wasn’t that close. And did you really just ask me that? Like, is this for real?” 
 
    “For realz.” I flip the notepad closed. “We might need to ask you additional questions or at some point need to ask you to repeat what you told us under oath.” 
 
    “Uhh.” He shifts his gaze back and forth between us. “Did I for real watch some dudes murder someone?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you saw a killing, or even a dead man.” I smile, reassuring him. “You got out of there before they did anything.” 
 
    Marco nods and somehow looks even sicker. “Truth is… I knew something happened, but I wanted to forget what I saw. Tried to pretend it didn’t happen. But I guess it did.” 
 
    Rick gazes around the room. “Bit of advice. Ease back on the uhh, ‘gardening.’” He winks at the kid. 
 
    “Okay. Thobe dubes.” He again blows his nose, loud, long, and gooey. “Ugh. Those dudes… they didn’t see me, did they?” 
 
    “Did you hear any shouting or get chased?” I ask. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Rick sets his hands on his hips. “Considering they went through with it, they didn’t see you. If they thought they were seen, they probably would’ve fled.” 
 
    “Oh… right.” Marco leans back against the headboard, clearly relieved. 
 
    “Thank you for your time, Marco,” I say. “I hope you feel better.” 
 
    “Fanks.” 
 
    We head out the door. At the living room, I tell Rick to hold on, hook a right, and go through an alcove at the far corner into the kitchen/dining room. The mother is pulling pots and such out of the cabinets in preparation to cook. “Mrs. Ruiz?” 
 
    She looks over at me. “Are you done with Marco?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. He’s got a pretty nasty cold.” 
 
    “It’s a bad one,” she says, nodding. 
 
    “Whenever I get like that, I make a brew that helps. Bring one pint of water to a boil and pour it over an ounce of yarrow leaves, making a tea. Add a teaspoon or so of honey and three drops of habanero oil. Let it steep for about ten minutes and then give it to him to drink. It’ll make him sweat, but it purifies the blood of toxins.” 
 
    She gives me the suspicious eye. “You’re a witch?” 
 
    I hold my hands up. “Yes. Only trying to help.” 
 
    Mrs. Ruiz relaxes. “My son’s friends say they are too, but don’t talk of herbs and teas.” 
 
    “Your son’s friends are playing around. Anyway, give it a try. Would you like me to write it down?” 
 
    She nods… slowly, studying me, not sure if she likes what she sees, but too polite to say anything. And so I do, scribbling the ingredients on a magnetized pad on the refrigerator. 
 
    “Thank you for your time,” I say, capping the little mini-pen and returning it to its plastic slot, adjacent to the notepad. 
 
    She walks me to the door, where Rick is waiting. She thanks me again for the recipe and I tell her no problem. Rick looks at her, then me. He shrugs, thanks her for her time, and we walk out to our car. I’m closer to the driver’s seat; this time, Rick doesn’t fight me over it. 
 
    “Well that wasn’t a waste of a trip,” he says. 
 
    “Nope,” I say. “Assuming you believe his story.” 
 
    “Don’t you?” Rick pulls open the passenger door, gazes at me over the roof. 
 
    I hesitate with one leg in, staring at the house in thought. “Yeah. I do. Without a doubt.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Dude Earring 
 
      
 
    Two minutes into our drive back to the station, Rick lets out a grumbling sigh. “We should’ve come here first.” 
 
    “We would have talked to all of them anyway. Besides, whoever killed Manning wanted us to spin our wheels chasing Satanists… or Kevin and Marco―hell, all of them―could be exceptional liars.” 
 
    “But they all agree that the Trevor kid’s into the occult stuff far more than the others. Wouldn’t he be the most likely to take it to the next level?” 
 
    I glance at him for a few seconds while slowing for a red light. “What next level?” 
 
    “Human sacrifice.” 
 
    “If he killed a guy, he’d have been far more jumpy and uneasy around us unless he’s a serious clinical psychopath―not to mention his sister would’ve given us some kind of hints. Calling him a ‘dork’ doesn’t make me think something darker is going on… or that she’s hiding a terrible secret.” 
 
    Rick scratches at his beard. “I dunno. That girl was wound pretty tight. Domineering father like that? Kid could have snapped. Both kids.” 
 
    “His grades weren’t good enough,” I say, running down the psychopath checklist. “And there’s no pattern of animal abuse, bedwetting, or fire-starting.” 
 
    “Look at Mrs. Book Learning… someone’s been studying the Macdonald Triad.” 
 
    I chuckle. No, I hadn’t been studying it, but all homicide investigators know the Triad―a basic test to determine predictive violent nature―like the back of our hands. I say, “Anyway, none of those kids have any of the markers.” 
 
    “That girl would’ve peed her pants if we shouted at her.” Rick shakes his head. Bedwetting is, of course, one of the predictive factors associated with the Macdonald Triad. 
 
    “Growing up, my friend Isabelle was like that around cops, too, for a while. We had a classmate in our freshman year of high school get walked out in cuffs. No one even thought Devon could break the law. He looked super clean-cut. Isabelle thought cops would just, I dunno, randomly show up and grab a kid. That whole year, she was terrified the police would take her away, too, and she’d never see her boyfriend, me, or her parents ever again.” 
 
    “Wow. What’d the kid do?” asks Rick. 
 
    “I dunno. No one ever told us. Rumor accused Devon of doing everything from robbing a place to stabbing a guy to stealing a car. He came back a month later and carried on like nothing happened. Couldn’t have been anything too bad. Probably nothing more than getting caught with weed or something.” 
 
    “Bummer for Isabelle.” 
 
    I resume driving as the light changes. “She got over it, but she used to freeze up around cops. We had a resource officer walk down the hall by us once, and she collapsed in a heap, sobbing, because he made eye contact. She thought he was coming for her.” 
 
    “Oof.” 
 
    “Of course, that reaction makes him walk over to check on her, and she almost had a legit panic attack.” 
 
    “Poor girl,” says Rick, shaking his head. “Kids and their irrational fears.” 
 
    “Well, he’s why she got over it. Once she realized his interest came from being worried about her panic attack, she felt dumb for thinking the police just showed up and grabbed kids out of the blue without reason. Not to mention, she’d seen something on the news about corrupt judges and prison for profit. Overactive imagination of a fourteen-year-old.” 
 
    “Ugh.” He sputters air through his lips. “So, if Marco’s on the level, that means he saw two killers. Two men. You think some dude is missing a diamond earring?” 
 
    Despite myself, I laugh. “Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    Rick shakes his head. “Nope, I ain’t buying it. No way. That teeny little thing you found isn’t a ‘dude earring.’” 
 
    “Oh?” I smirk at him. “What size of gem makes it officially a ‘dude earring’?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Ever see those football players? Now those are dude earrings.” 
 
    Another damn red light. Grr. I step on the brakes a little too hard, making Rick lurch forward and grab the console. 
 
    “Easy. This thing’s a little more sensitive than that truck of yours.” 
 
    “I know how to drive. I’m just pissed at the light.” 
 
    “Red’s attracted to red.” He laughs at his own joke. 
 
    For a moment, I thrum my fingers on the steering wheel. “Dr. Ferrante said Manning most likely drank the drug.” 
 
    “You think the kids were involved since they were drinking?” 
 
    “They were drinking two months ago,” I say in a voice part sigh. “The murder was last week. That’s hardly a connection.” 
 
    “Feed a pigeon once. Anyway, where are you going with this?” 
 
    “Manning was a willing participant, at least as far as drinking the GHB went. These two men… would’ve had to have been friends of his. Acquaintances, maybe.” 
 
    “Or maybe the killers slipped it in his drink at a local bar.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I say. 
 
    I shake my head. My hair clip decides to break loose and make a run for it the instant the light goes green. Shit. Using one hand to keep my eyes clear, I drive across the intersection and take the next possible right turn into a strip mall parking lot with an IHOP. Once I park, I half-climb into the back seat in search of the runaway clip. 
 
    “Is your hair trying to send us a message from the Goddess or is it trying to kill us?” 
 
    “Hah.” I rummage a bunch of wadded-up papers and hamburger wrappers on the floor behind my seat. “Damn, when was the last time we cleaned this thing out?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    My hand lost under trash, I get an idea. “Rick?” 
 
    “Those jeans are rather tight, you know.” 
 
    Giggling, I root around another few seconds until I find the clip, then pull myself back to sit up front. “Thank you for not slapping my ass.” 
 
    “Oh, I was tempted… but I didn’t want to wake up as a toad.” He grins. “Besides, Erin would kill me.” 
 
    “I got an idea.” 
 
    “Toad?” 
 
    “No, smartass. And, yes, she would kill you.” I gather my hair up, whisper an apology, and clip it off my face. “What are the chances that a full-grown man gets dosed with GHB at a bar?” 
 
    Rick shrugs. “Hard to say. Someone sly enough could slip something in anyone’s drink, especially if it was a crowded bar. What are you getting at? I can see you don’t like my answer.” 
 
    “What if Manning got dosed with GHB right at home?” 
 
    “The office woman said he never had anyone over.” 
 
    “That she saw.” I back out of the spot, change my mind, and pull in again. “We’re already at IHOP. Lunch?” 
 
    He nods. “So what’s your idea?” 
 
    “I want to check his place again, properly.” 
 
    He whistles. “All right. Well, now we got something more to go on.” 
 
    “Or because we’ve got nothing else to go on, so we have to rubber-glove the apartment.” I kill the engine. “Greer won’t mind the expense.” 
 
    “Let’s hope.” He opens his door. “Better that than spending two weeks canvassing every bar within twenty miles to see if anyone remembers Manning.” 
 
    “Look on the bright side,” I say, smiling. 
 
    “There’s a bright side here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Rick flips his notebook closed. “We could be trying to track down the guy blowing up clowns.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Picking Trash 
 
      
 
    Being the oddball I am, I get a spinach omelet for lunch. At IHOP. 
 
    Rick teases me about it for most of the ride back to Manning’s apartment. Our debate on the cosmic wrongness of eating not only breakfast food at noon but eggs at a place that specializes in pancakes―“It’s right there in their name!” argues Rick―and general acceptable lunch protocols finally winds down as we pull up to the leasing office. 
 
    My great idea to check the trash for beer cans laced with GHB is a long shot but hey, who knows. A forensics crew is on the way. I figure if nothing else, they can dust the place for prints and run around with Luminol to check for evidence of latent blood. Even if the killer mopped it up, invisible traces remain that will make the Luminol glow blue. Granted, other bodily fluids make it glow too. Yeah, kinda gross, but what are you gonna do? 
 
    After securing the key from Lou, the property manager, Rick drives us around and parks in front of Manning’s door. The mailbox is overstuffed and a medium-sized package has been left leaning against the wall under it. 
 
    I hop out and approach, sifting the pile of what turns out to be eighty-percent junk mail, the rest bills. The package has UPS markings and a return sticker indicating they could not deliver it due to a nonexistent address. I flip it over and something inside clinks like small marbles in a vase. Uh-oh. Guess it’s not only undeliverable, but smashed. It’s addressed from Walter Manning to a Julie Murphy, with an address in Tacoma. Huh. Odd. That isn’t too far away; wonder why Manning didn’t just drop it off himself. 
 
    Rick opens the door and I follow him in carrying all the mail and the package, which I set on the kitchen table. An odd feeling of interest comes over me, and I don’t quite take my hands off the cardboard box. The same way I fixated on that mangled stomach, the UPS package inserts itself into my forebrain. I pull a set of blue latex gloves out of my pocket and put them on. 
 
    Rick wanders the place, not touching anything. “They ought to be here soon.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I push on the box until the tape separates from the lid flap. “Shame how roughly people handle packages sometimes, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Rick pokes his head into the kitchen from the hall. 
 
    “Oh, nothing. This returned package looks like it got kicked around enough to pop open… and break whatever is inside.” I lift the flap to expose newspaper used as packing material. 
 
    Rick wanders over, now interested, and lifts the other side of the cardboard lid with one finger. He twists his head and body so that he can read the address sideways. “Any idea who Julie Murphy is?” 
 
    “Possible lady friend?” I say, and unearth a nine-inch tall ceramic owl figurine, surprisingly intact. “Hmm. This is pretty.” When I tilt it around to examine, it continues making faint tinkling noises. Definitely not broken. “Oh, wait a minute.” My eyes widen and I stare at Rick. 
 
    “What? You’re setting up for a lame owl joke, aren’t you?” 
 
    I’m too lost in my thoughts… and the possibility of what just might be inside the ceramic owl to think of anything funny. Hands shaking, I turn the figurine upside down and locate a plastic plug on the bottom about the size of a nickel. It takes some doing, but with the help of a butter knife, I get it open. “Okay, let’s see what we got.” 
 
    “You already know, don’t you?” 
 
    “Maybe,” I say. 
 
    Holding it low to the table, I upend the owl and cup my left hand behind it. Little by little, I lift the head end, as if pouring. 
 
    Eight diamonds spill out onto the table and roll to a halt against my fingers. The smallest one is about twice the width of a pinhead, the biggest, pea-sized. A scrap of paper hangs out of the hole, snagged. 
 
    While I’m gawking at the diamonds, Rick snatches the paper and unfolds it, reading, “‘Don’t sell them all at the same time or place.’” 
 
    I shift my gaze up to meet his. “Whoever this Julie Murphy is can’t be a professional criminal if Walter has to tell her that.” 
 
    “Or she doesn’t even know he tried to send them.” Rick drops the paper on the table. 
 
    “Possible.” A spark fires in my brain. “Hey, his sister was named Julia, with an ‘a.’ You think?” 
 
    “Murphy could be a married name,” says Rick. 
 
    “That, or it’s one hell of a coincidence.” I picture the diamond from the ritual circle sitting in my palm among grains of soil. “The stone I found in the woods. Either Manning or his killers must’ve dropped it.” 
 
    Rick eyes the little cluster of diamonds on the table. “Let me grab a bag for those.” 
 
    After he returns from the car with an evidence baggie, I transfer the diamonds to it and fill out a log sheet. Three guys and two women from the crime lab arrive a few minutes later. I let them know we’re looking for beer cans or glasses with potential traces of GHB, as well as fingerprints of anyone who may have been in the apartment or any major blood evidence on the floors. I wind up chatting with one of the techs, Keith, who remarks that the depth of blood seep in the ground at the forest site is consistent with the murder having happened there. So much for the ‘killed elsewhere’ theory. 
 
    “Hey.” Rick points at the kitchen counter. 
 
    I twist away from the forensics guy and follow my partner’s pointing finger to a wooden knife block. The largest one appears to be missing, judging by the size and position of the empty slot. I tug the next one up enough to look at the edge. They appear reasonably sharp, and Dr. Ferrante thinks the murder weapon had been ‘somewhat sharp,’ due to a lot of tearing instead of cutting. 
 
    “These look a little too sharp to fit what the ME observed,” I say. 
 
    “Maybe Walter used the missing one all the time and dulled it compared to the rest.” 
 
    My partner has a point. I next check the dishwasher just in case, and find no knife. I feel the familiar sense of excitement as clues and motive start coming together. Truth is, I live for this feeling. 
 
    One of the women from the forensics team edges past me and takes the whole bag from the kitchen garbage, seals it with duct tape, and carries it off. If the kitchen knife is the murder weapon, that means the killer had to have been here. Or, maybe Manning lost it years ago. After all, the knife block doesn’t look that new. 
 
    No, I think. It’s all adding up. 
 
    Or so I hope. 
 
    “Hey, Detective?” calls a man, Wilkins, I think. “I got something in here.” 
 
    Rick and I both turn and stare at a fortyish guy with spiky pewter-colored hair coming in from the interior hallway. 
 
    “Blood in the bathroom, but it doesn’t look like a murder scene,” says Wilkins. “There’s also a giant knife in the wastebasket.” 
 
    “Well, there goes that,” I mutter. Dammit. Still, we are close to an answer. I can feel it. 
 
    We follow Wilkins into the main bathroom. Blue blotchiness glows inside the sink, following a trail of dribbles up the side and down the front of the cabinet to a puddle on the floor. The ghostly shapes of several bare footprints surround it. 
 
    “Looks like your guy probably cut himself and ran in here to clean up,” says Wilkins. 
 
    Rick shakes his head. “Ferrante didn’t find any wounds on his hands.” 
 
    “The injury doesn’t have to be on his hand,” I say. “Manning’s entire torso was a damned mess. He could’ve fumbled the knife and suffered a wound somewhere the ME couldn’t find because it had been shredded by the killer.” 
 
    “Wow.” Rick looks over the glowing Luminol spots. “You think a guy can be that clumsy?” 
 
    “Isabelle’s husband wound up in the hospital once from trying to reheat leftovers.” I glance sideways at Rick. “Men plus kitchen equals moderate to severe injuries.” 
 
    Wilkins smirks. “I’m a rather fine cook, thank you very much.” 
 
    I laugh. 
 
    “So,” asks Rick. “You’re sure this is accident blood and not evidence of a crime?” 
 
    “Well, so far, we haven’t seen any traces of blood anywhere else, but your dead guy was pretty lonely.” 
 
    “Lonely?” I ask. 
 
    Wilkins wags his eyebrows at me. “Yeah. The Luminol in the bedroom is… well, if you go in there, put on your sunglasses.” 
 
    “Oh.” I nod. “That kind of lonely.” 
 
    Rick grabs my shoulders lightly from behind and sets his chin atop the fingers of his left hand, looking at Wilkins. “She’s a precious little innocent.” 
 
    “Hah.” I frown. 
 
    Wilkins excuses himself and gets back to the search. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” asks Rick. 
 
    I start back toward the kitchen. “I’m thinking I want to talk to Julie Murphy.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    Next of Kin 
 
      
 
    We get back to the station a little after 3:00 p.m. 
 
    It’s not even Friday yet and I am in dire need of a weekend. The blood from the bathroom is likely to be an accident, since they didn’t find anything else on the floors or walls. That, plus the knife in the wastebasket, feels like a man’s habit of punishing inanimate objects for hurting them. I’m thinking a ‘how dare you cut me! Into the trash you go’ situation. We took the knife anyway and sent it over to Dr. Ferrante for testing, just in case. 
 
    Rick starts making the rounds, calling local medical centers to see if Walter sought treatment for such an accidental injury. While he does that, I run the address from the package. It takes me only a couple minutes to realize he transposed two digits in the zip code. Geez. You’d think the shipping company would’ve been able to catch and fix that. Lucky for me, they’re either lazy or strict. 
 
    I find a match in the motor vehicle system for a Julie Murphy and wind up with the usual horrible driver’s license photo of a bored/tired late-twenties woman with blonde hair up in a clip staring at me. According to her file, she’s twenty-six, receiving food stamps, and has a three-year-old daughter. I also discover she’s married to Brett Murphy, who is currently in county lockup on a drunk and disorderly. 
 
    Might as well try calling. 
 
    The phone rings five times before a whispery-nervous sounding woman says, “Hello?” 
 
    “Mrs. Murphy?” I ask. 
 
    She hesitates a few seconds but says, “Yes. Who is this?” 
 
    “I’m Detective Madeline Wimsey with the Olympia Police.” 
 
    “Oh.” Her voice loses some of the whispery quality, tinted with optimism. “Is this about Brett?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not. I have a few questions for you about another issue. Do you know anyone named Walter Manning?” 
 
    “Walt? Yeah. He’s my older brother. Why? Did he get in trouble again?” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “Did you expect him to?” 
 
    “Well, not really, but my husband’s out of work for a while now and things are kinda tight. Walt wanted to help me out, but he doesn’t make much money and I know that tone he had in his voice the last time we spoke.” She sighs. “I’m afraid he’s going to do something stupid. He’d go back to jail if it helped me and Heather. Walt insisted he was gonna help me out. Called me a couple days ago and said he took care of it, but I don’t know what he meant.” 
 
    I assume Heather is her daughter. So, Walter did try to send those diamonds to his sister, but for a little error on the address, she didn’t get them. Better for her at least. “Mrs. Murphy, we need to talk in person. Would it be okay if I stopped by?” 
 
    “Umm, is something wrong?” 
 
    “I’m going to head to your place right now, okay? We should be there in about a half hour.” 
 
    “All right,” says Julie, clear worry in her voice. 
 
    When I hang up the phone, Rick hovers by me with his blazer hanging over his back on two fingers. “Walter got treatment at Providence St. Peter’s two days before his death. He had a four-inch cut on his abdomen that required stitches, but the wound had been shallow. From what he told the doctor there, he dropped the knife in the kitchen. It bounced off the sink and got him on the way down to the floor.” 
 
    “That’s either a load of crap or incredibly freakish bad luck,” I say. 
 
    Rick nods. “I’m leading toward a load of crap.” 
 
    “Me too. Think he got into an argument? And someone grabs the knife and lets him have it?” 
 
    “Luminol found a little blood in the kitchen, some drips.” Rick shrugs. “Maybe it happened. And nobody says, ‘lets him have it’ anymore, Maddy.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I heard it on TV the other day,” I say. 
 
    “And I’m pretty sure you were watching Dick Tracy.” He gestures at my phone. “Is that who I think it was?” 
 
    I nod, sighing. “The sister.” 
 
    “Great.” He looks down, cracks his neck a little. “Time for that ride.” 
 
    “Part of the job,” I say. 
 
    “My least-favorite part.” 
 
    “Join the club. C’mon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few minutes shy of four in the afternoon, we park by a small house in a not-wonderful part of Tacoma. The front yard is full of sparse grass, a kiddie pool, and a handful of colorful rubber balls. We get out and walk over a myriad of chalk drawings of flowers covering a stretch of sidewalk between the curb and the front door. 
 
    Julie opens it before we hit the bell, wearing a man’s T-shirt draped over her shoulders. A lingering aroma of hot dogs hanging in the air washes over me. Her eyes are red as though she’d been crying. She looks unhealthily thin, and it’s obvious she isn’t wearing a bra. The inane rambling of a kids’ cartoon show goes on in the back of the room. 
 
    I show my badge. “Mrs. Murphy, I’m sorry we have to meet under these circumstances. May we come in?” 
 
    She backs up without a word, lets us in, and stands there looking shell-shocked for a few seconds before following us to the couch without closing the door. Rick steps over to shut it. I walk after her into a small living room, where a scattering of Barbies and toys litter the floor. A tiny blonde girl wearing pink socks and a white dress busies herself with some of the dolls. When we walk in, she looks up at us, looks away, then whips her head back up and gawks at me. 
 
    “Princess Merida!” she squeals. 
 
    Oh, not now. 
 
    Rick glances at me. Okay, I guess I get kid detail this time. I sigh. Time to break out the accent. “Och! Ye bonnie wee lass, come with me a tick?” 
 
    I’m much better doing an Irish than Scottish accent, but I try anyway. Pretending to be the Disney princess, I scoop up the child and carry her out of earshot toward the kitchen. At least I have seen that movie, so I can more or less muddle through the motions of being the character. As if my hair picks up on the need to distract the child, it comes unglued and frizzes everywhere. 
 
    A moment or two after I’m in the kitchen with the girl, Julie bursts into tears in the living room behind me. 
 
    Heather glances in that direction. “Why is Mommy crying?” 
 
    “Someone got hurt,” I say. 
 
    Little blue eyes grow huge. “Daddy?” 
 
    I shake my head, making my hair dance about. “Nae, lass. Yer pa is fine, but he’s gettin’ some ’elp right now. That’s why he’s nae home.” 
 
    “Oh.” She relaxes. 
 
    For a few more minutes, I keep Heather distracted by pretending to be a medieval Scottish noble. I even do my best mangling of the lullaby from the movie, despite being utterly inept at pronouncing Scots Gaelic. Fortunately, the child doesn’t notice, and grins at me the whole time. 
 
    Once Julie’s sobbing has faded to silence, I creep down the hallway and peek into the living room. Rick’s sitting on the couch next to her with his most comforting expression. Julie sniffles into a tissue and looks up at me. Heather wriggles, so I set her down. She runs over and climbs into her mother’s lap, clinging. 
 
    “Mrs. Murphy,” I say, “D’ye know anyone Walt might’ve ’sociated wit’?” 
 
    Rick gives me a weird look, and I realize I’m still doing a heavy accent. Oopsie. 
 
    Julie lets her arm flop into her lap and stares into space for a moment. “I haven’t seen Walt in a few weeks.” She nods to her daughter. “We’ve only been in Tacoma for a month. This place used to belong to Brett’s dad, but my husband’s older brothers put him in an assisted-living type home and they’re letting us stay here. I wanted to be closer to Walt.” She sniffles into tears again, clinging to her daughter. “My brother doesn’t do well on his own―didn’t do well. He needs―needed―support. Ah, crap.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss,” I say. 
 
    She nods, sniffles, wipes her eyes. I wait patiently. Even her daughter seems patient, staring intently at her mother with big round eyes. 
 
    Finally, Julie says, “Walt… he usually doesn’t―didn’t―socialize very much, but he said he was making an exception for a couple of guys. I think he meant he was gonna do something illegal, but I prayed he wasn’t. I mean, I prayed hard. He’s not good with tough situations, you know. I never should’ve told him Brett got laid off. He did something, didn’t he? Robbed some place again.” 
 
    Rick keeps his expression neutral. “We haven’t been able to confirm that one way or the other, but it is possible. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Do you know anything about these two men he had contact with?” I ask. 
 
    “No. Sorry. He didn’t say much about them, but I don’t think he knew them that long.” 
 
    “Who should we contact about releasing his remains?” asks Rick. 
 
    She sniffles. “Our parents are dead. I’m the only family he had left.” 
 
    I write out the information for the coroner’s office on the back of one of my business cards and hand it to her. “Walt’s body is currently with the Thurston County Coroner’s office. You can call them at this number. Ask for a Dr. Ferrante.” 
 
    Julie bows her head. “I’m sorry. For whatever he did…” 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” I crouch, take her hand, and offer a reassuring squeeze. “Walter made his own choices. There is nothing to feel guilty over.” Easy for me to say, I know. But I hope she hears the truth in my words. 
 
    She nods. “Thanks for trying to make me feel better.” 
 
    We spend a few minutes more comforting her before taking our leave. On a whim, I pull into a supermarket not too far from her house and grab a bunch of stuff that’ll keep a while. Canned goods, cereal, frozen waffles, and a whole frozen chicken. Rick catches on and adds more stuff. We split the bill, and go out the door with $160 in food. 
 
    Julie looks surprised to see us back so fast, but when she notices the yellow plastic bags, she starts crying all over again. We help her put away the groceries, express our condolences again, and politely leave. 
 
    Back outside, I take some air and look toward the sun, squinting, soaking in its light and energy, clearing my head and heart. True, Walter wasn’t a perfect angel, but he was no killer. He didn’t deserve to die. Meeting Julie makes him more of a human being and less of a ‘case,’ and I find some small degree of comfort in what little help we could provide her. 
 
    It seems Rick does as well. He pats me on the shoulder, then heads for the car. We both remain quiet for the whole ride back. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    The Owl 
 
      
 
    On a hunch, I decide to borrow the ceramic owl overnight. I let Captain Janet Greer know I’m bringing it home to do some additional research on my own time, and since the statuette has little intrinsic value, she doesn’t bat an eyelash at the request. Forensics processed it already and confirmed Walter’s fingerprints. 
 
    After a wonderful dinner (Caius cooked an amazing salmon with capers with a side of mushroom brown rice), I brew myself a cup of mugwort tea since I’m planning to work a divination. Mugwort is amazing for clarity of sight during such rituals, and it’s also a wonderful wash for crystal balls and mirrors. 
 
    “So, what’s up?” asks Caius, sliding up behind me while I stir. “Case giving you a rough time?” 
 
    He knows what mugwort’s for. “A little. Trying to sort out a bunch of confusing information.” 
 
    Caius slides his hand up my leg, under my oversized T-shirt. Upon discovering my lack of underpants, he starts kissing the side of my neck and telling me how much he adores my soft skin. 
 
    We move to the living room sofa and chat/cuddle while I sip tea. He’s in a great mood since a German band, Zweihänder, wants to sign their new album with his label. Their debut didn’t see much US distribution, and they’re hoping he can make that happen with their next album. I share what I can about the case, and explain my hope to get something from the statue. 
 
    “There’s got to be a strong emotional link in that owl. He sent it to his sister out of love. I’m pretty sure he―or they―stole a bunch of jewelry, and his cohorts turned on him for some reason.” 
 
    “Cohorts.” Caius shakes his head and nibbles at my ear. “You say the most romantic things.” 
 
    I laugh, scrunching up from the sensation of his lips exploring the side of my neck. It’s so sexy, but it tickles! We kiss and paw at each other for a little while until I feel the tea kicking in with a trace of lightheadedness. 
 
    “Sorry.” I smooch him again and pull back. “Tea’s hit. Let me get this done.” 
 
    He nods. “All right. Might as well wrap up some emails. Holler if you want a boost of my energy.” 
 
    “Will do,” I say, and marvel again at just how lucky I am to have a boyfriend who says, ‘if you want a boost of my energy.’ 
 
    Anyway, I don’t bother getting dressed again, since it’s only the backyard―my long T-shirt is plenty. The best part about being home from work is that I don’t need pants. If Greer would let me rock a gypsy skirt on duty, I’d so do it, but it’s against regs. After collecting the owl from the table by the front door, I slip outside, cradling the statuette. 
 
    We have a little ritual space set aside to the left of our pool, surrounded by a tall wooden fence laced with ivy and honeysuckle that blocks it off from the rest of the yard and the outside. Though it’s hardly the elaborate, permanent circle at Abigail’s, Caius made a wormwood pentacle inlaid in concrete. A black tapestry hangs on the left above a small shelf containing bowls of herbs, candles, incense, and other supplies. 
 
    The owl goes in the center of the pentacle, and I set up five black candles around the points. I place a bowl of dried coltsfoot beside it since the smoke also helps with visioning magic. Next, I mix some red clover and mandrake root in a second bowl. The clover helps with clairvoyance, and the mandrake root is another reagent that empowers visions. 
 
    I clear my mind and concentrate on purging both my thoughts and my surroundings of all negative energies and influences. Athame in hand, I get up and walk three times around my circle clockwise, picturing a powerful stream of energy flying from the tip of the dagger into the circle around the pentacle. On my third orbit, I light the candles, and kneel at the base of the star facing the spirit point, which we have oriented to the north. 
 
    Careful to avoid the candle flame, I bow my head and let my thick red curls go wild. 
 
    “I invite the Goddess, and Cernunnos to my circle, may you lend me your power so that I may see. Lady Ceridwen, I seek your counsel and prophecy. I invite you to my circle. Brush away the cobwebs of doubt and misdirection. Clear my thoughts and perceptions so I may see truth.” 
 
    While inviting each of the five elementals into the circle, I light the coltsfoot as well as the mandrake/clover mixture and fan them until they are both burning fragrantly. 
 
    Basking in the smoke, I open my mind to Ceridwen and grasp the top of the owl with my right hand. 
 
    “Lady of inspiration, I call to thee. 
 
    “Lady of prophecy, grant me sight. 
 
    “From eyes of stone, a brother’s life. 
 
    “A vision of blood, a deadly knife.” 
 
    I remain still for a minute, listening, waiting, hoping that the Goddess hears my plea. My thoughts focus on nothing, drifting wherever the influence of my magic takes them. Despite being in no way close to hungry, a sudden craving for pizza comes out of nowhere. 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Ceridwen. Thank you to the Goddess and Cernunnos, and to the elements for your aid.” 
 
    As soon as I end the ritual and close the circle, the urge to run out and eat an entire pizza fades, but not the memory of it. I smile to myself and clean up the ritual space, leaving it as I found it, then head back inside with the owl. 
 
    Caius isn’t in the living room or den, so I imagine he’s gone up to bed. Sure enough, I find him reclining there with sheer white satin up to his waist, leaving little doubt in my mind he’s wearing nothing but the sheets. 
 
    “There you are.” He looks up from his Kindle with a smile. “I trust it went well. You’re still glowing with energy.” 
 
    “Yes. I was fortunate.” I peel off my shirt and slip naked under the covers, clinging to the warmth of his body. 
 
    “Not as fortunate as I am.” He slides an arm around my back. “Marry me.” 
 
    “Sure.” I lay there in silence, tracing circles with my finger around his chest while he strokes my hair. After a few minutes, I tilt my head up to make eye contact. “Are you ever going to ask that and be serious?” 
 
    Caius grins from ear to ear and wraps his arms around me in an embrace that pulls us nose to nose. “You’re glowing with clairvoyant energy right now. What do you think?” 
 
    His energy reverberates within my chest, sending a rush of warmth down my limbs. He kisses me for a while before rolling us to the side so I’m on my back. He hovers over me, his long, black hair tickling my chest, his smile growing more wicked by the moment. I lean back and emit a moan when he kisses my jaw below my ear and works his lips in a series of kisses down over my neck to my breast. 
 
    Oh, I think I’m going to be staying up far too late tonight. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    The Devil’s Eye 
 
      
 
    With the help of my alarm, I manage to wake up on time Friday morning. I grab a quick shower and get dressed in the usual flannel, jeans, and work boots, before heading down to the kitchen where Caius is busy finishing up cooking poached eggs and toast. 
 
    I want to ask, ‘How did you get up so early?’ but when I look at him and smile, my coffee-deprived brain and my dry mouth have a disconnect. I think I might have said, “Toyota.” 
 
    He blinks, shakes his head. “Say again?” 
 
    “Uhh. I meant, how are you up so early?” 
 
    Caius nods while setting my breakfast in front of me on one of those quirky square plates his mother got us. “I can see where that got mixed up.” 
 
    I smirk. Over breakfast, Caius gets me laughing with his story about how perplexed that German metal band was when he informed them the US would never let them air a music video full of topless Valkyrie maidens strutting around with six-foot-long swords. They just couldn’t understand the problem. 
 
    Ahh, what a lovely repressed country we are. 
 
    After breakfast, we kiss for a bit at the front door and I head out to my truck, but before I can start it, Caius runs the ceramic owl out to me. Dammit. That wouldn’t have looked good to the captain if I forgot it. 
 
    “Thanks, babe,” I say, kissing him again through the open window. 
 
    “Stay safe.” 
 
    I nod. “Toyota.” 
 
    “Huh?” He again tilts his head at me. 
 
    “Oh, that’s a message.” It’s in my subconscious for sure. 
 
    “Ahh.” He nods. “Too much mugwort tea.” 
 
    “No… I think I had the perfect amount.” I wink and back out of the driveway. 
 
    Within minutes, I’m stuck behind a guy in a Corolla going fifteen under the speed limit. Grr. A pair of 4Runners shoots by us in the left lane. Three blocks later, I get caught at a red light and it looks like every other car going by on the cross street is a Toyota. 
 
    I know the streets aren’t flooded with an epic amount of Japanese cars today. More that I’m noticing them more than anything else. Everywhere I turn, my gaze settles on a Toyota. I’m positive Ceridwen is sending me the message I asked for. 
 
    A few blocks from the station, I stop to grab donuts and coffee to make good on my bet with Rick. To save hassle, I get one of those giant boxes of coffee, like a two-pot vat instead of individual cups. They give me a paper bag full of paper cups, sugar and creamer packets, napkins and whatnot. The treats fill my passenger seat and I wind up driving to the station like a granny not to make a mess. 
 
    Two dozen donuts, coffee, and trimmings in my arms, I make my way down the corridor to our squad room… 
 
    And the damn trick door slams shut on my hair, trapping me. On my friggin’ hair! By some miracle, I don’t throw donuts everywhere when my head jerks back, halting my stride. 
 
    Grr. I shift my weight side to side, trying to balance the load on one arm, but I can’t seem to find a point that will let me free one arm without everything tumbling to the ground. I sigh. Really, Hair? Really? I can just picture a faerie-like voice giggling at me. I’ve got about twelve inches of movement, not enough to do much but stand there feeling like an idiot. 
 
    I’m sure my face is every bit as red as my blasted mane. 
 
    It doesn’t take too long for Ed to notice me standing by the door. He gives me a quizzical look, unsure why I’m just waiting there. Andrew leans around his desk to stare at me as well. I huff, blowing a stray squiggle of red away from my right eye. Of course, it falls right back down where it was. 
 
    “Wims?” asks Rick, standing out of his chair and peering around the corner by the water cooler. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    I lightly tug my head to the side until my hair stops me. “I’m a little stuck.” 
 
    When the guys erupt in laughter, I close my eyes. Junior year of high school, a girl I didn’t quite see eye-to-eye with decided to sneak up behind and de-pants me in the middle of gym class. Bitch even yanked my panties down. That was only slightly more embarrassing than I feel right now. In fact, I think the guys would’ve teased me less over a wardrobe malfunction than the suffering I’m going to endure for this. 
 
    Linda walks over. “Ooh, donuts! Thank you.” She opens the top box, selects a Boston cream, and walks away. 
 
    Rick, too, helps himself to a donut and even pours himself some coffee from the box dangling off my left hand. 
 
    Great, I’m a living table. Nothing to do for it but wait. The more upset I get, the worse they’ll give it to me. 
 
    Even Captain Greer takes a donut and coffee, leaving me standing there trapped by my reluctance to drop the donuts all over the floor. Andrew can’t even bear eye contact, and makes no move toward the treats. 
 
    “Go ahead,” I mutter. “It’s fine.” 
 
    He looks up apologetically while Rick and Ed fall into a conversation about some movie where a woman gets her hair locked in an old-school fridge, trapping her in a serial killer’s kitchen. Then they start debating how long it will take me to disassemble the doorknob and escape. 
 
    Andrew eventually snatches a glazed donut from the box and scurries off to his desk like a manic squirrel with a treasured acorn. 
 
    Chuckling, Rick opens the door. “You stayed a lot calmer than I would have. I’d have chucked the shit on the floor after ten seconds.” 
 
    “Luckily, I’m far more evolved.” 
 
    I carry the donuts and coffee and whatever dignity I have left to the table in the middle of the squad room used for this sort of thing, and set them down. Once I’ve got a strawberry jelly and a coffee in hand, I head for my desk with a mission. “I have a theory,” I say to Rick. 
 
    Linda glances over at me. “That your hair is a hazard?” 
 
    “Oh, it plays games but it won’t hurt me.” I chomp a healthy bite out of my donut, mentally stick my tongue out at Linda, and attack the computer. 
 
    “Whatcha got?” asks Rick, settling into his desk with donut number three. 
 
    I admit to mild jealousy, though I’m not sure if it’s his metabolism or lack of care toward his health that I envy. “My working theory is that Manning and two others robbed a place, stole some jewels, and wound up having a disagreement.” 
 
    “Solid theory. Any idea who the others might be?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    He sits up straight, hesitating with a donut inches from his exposed teeth. “That sounded too confident. What did you find?” 
 
    “Nothing I can give to the DA.” 
 
    “Magic?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Linda glances over at me. “You should get a broom with flashing lights and a siren.” 
 
    “I can’t do the broom-riding thing,” I say. “It’s hard to fly straight with wood between my legs. Come to think about it, I may not even leave the ground.” 
 
    Rick nearly chokes on his donut while Ed cackles. No, it’s not the first time someone’s cracked on me about a broom. I have a number of one-liners at the ready. 
 
    She fights a smile, and looks away. “Thanks for the coffee and donuts.” 
 
    “Thank Rick,” I say. “He made the bet I was dumb enough to agree to.” 
 
    “We need more than magic, Wims,” says Rick, between bites. 
 
    I nod and begin running through the system, hunting for recent reports of robberies where loose gems were stolen, disregarding cases in which the suspect took ‘a ring or two’ from a display case. I get one hit, a jewelry store in the downtown district, where the owner reported a tray of twenty-two diamonds of various sizes stolen, as well as some bracelets, a set of emerald earrings valued at $12,400, and an item listed as The Devil’s Eye, a twenty-five-carat ruby for which the owner claimed a $1.2 million loss. 
 
    My first thought is: Gee, that doesn’t sound ominous at all. My second thought is: holy sweet mama! $1.2 million! 
 
    As I’m poring over the report of that incident, my mouse-clicking finger freezes at a photograph of damage inside the store showing a display case smashed open with bits of safety glass all over the rug. I involuntarily rub my left shin, the same spot Walter had a few nuggets embedded under his skin. 
 
    “Rick. Look at this.” When he walks around to stare over my shoulder at the screen, I point out the broken glass. “Walter must have kicked in the display case or maybe fell on the glass afterward.” 
 
    “That’s too much of a coincidence to ignore.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. Let’s take a ride.” I print out the evidence photo of the diamonds we recovered from the owl statue to bring along. 
 
    “So, who’re your suspects?” asks Rick, pulling his jacket on. “You never did mention that.” 
 
    “Oh.” I smile up at him. “Walter’s friend, Dave, and that pizza guy. They’re the only two individuals he had any semblance of contact with on a regular basis.” 
 
    “The pizza guy? But Gino, his boss, backed up the harassment story.” 
 
    I lock my computer and stand. “Of course. How easy would it be for Alan, the driver, to complain? Or for Walter to play along with the annoying customer act to set up an alibi?” 
 
    “Why would Walter help the guy set up an alibi for his own murder?” Rick follows me back down the hall to the exit. 
 
    “I’m sure he didn’t plan for that!” I stiff-arm the door open and squint at the bright sunny day outside. “They were trying to dispel the appearance of having any sort of association with each other to cover the jewel heist.” 
 
    “Heist?” He laughs. “You’ve been watching way too many movies, young lady.” 
 
    “Maybe I’m Bugsy Siegel reincarnated.” 
 
    Rick laughs, and I let him drive, since I’m still seeing Toyotas everywhere, and it’s sort of freaking me out. On the way there, I tell him about the spell I cast last night, the sudden, odd craving for pizza that I took as Ceridwen pointing at Alan Chan, and of course, my new Toyota fixation. 
 
    “Say, Walter’s ‘friend,’ Dave Swanson, is a mechanic at a Toyota dealership,” says Rick. 
 
    “And you have to admit, Alan was on edge, too,” I add. 
 
    Rick drums his fingers on the wheel. “He also slipped and said ‘was’ in regard to Walter before we mentioned anyone had died. I think you’re on to something, kiddo.” 
 
    “Kiddo?” 
 
    “It felt like a ‘kiddo’ moment.” 
 
    I shake my head, smiling. “Could there be a connection between them and the teenagers, or did these two scumbags randomly stumble over the ritual circle?” 
 
    “I say random. Marco told us the one guy said something like, ‘this looks good.’ They found that site by accident.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The showroom of Olympia Diamond Exchange is pristine, despite the robbery occurring only two weeks ago. A woman in a glittering purple dress approaches, her sales smile weakening with each step as she gets a better and better look at my jeans-and-flannel ensemble. 
 
    “Good morning, I’m Victoria. Can I help you find anything?” 
 
    I hold up my badge. “Yes, actually. We’d like to speak with the owner if he’s around. Mr. Surinder Shah, I believe?” 
 
    “Oh. Of course. One moment.” Victoria whisks off into a back office. 
 
    We cross the sales floor to the nearest counter. 
 
    “Cameras,” says Rick. “I see at least four.” 
 
    I pick them out as well, little black domes on the ceiling. 
 
    Victoria returns two minutes later and holds the door open for a late-forties man in a nice pale-tan suit. He’s on crutches, his left leg in a cast up to the knee. I don’t remember seeing anything in the robbery report about injuries, only that three women and two men who had been working at the time were left hogtied in the back room. 
 
    “Mr. Shah?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes.” He ambles up to the inside edge of the counter and leans on it. “I am happy to see you are still working on this case. It’s been some time now with no word.” 
 
    “We aren’t working directly on your robbery; however, I’m confident that our case does intersect.” I show him my badge. “Detective Santiago and I are with homicide.” 
 
    Mr. Shah’s dark brown cheeks pale a little. “Homicide? Someone was killed? How does that relate to me?” 
 
    I open my manila folder and set the photo of the diamonds on the counter glass. “Do you recognize these stones?” 
 
    He picks it up and squints close at the page. “It is difficult for me to say without examining the actual gems, but these do resemble some of the loose diamonds that we reported missing.” He peers over the paper at me. “Have you found them? May I see the gems in person? I’ll be happy to go to the police station to look at them.” 
 
    Rick smiles. “We can arrange that, yes. Having your confirmation would help.” 
 
    “Those gems, eight of them, we found in the home of the man who was killed. I believe the men who robbed you got into a dispute over their ill-gotten gains.” I glance again at the camera bubble. “I was hoping your security system might’ve captured something useful.” 
 
    “The men all had ski masks on,” says Victoria. Her radiant disdain for my ‘not rich person clothing’ is long gone. In hindsight, it more likely had been her disappointment at expecting a low commission. She half-leans on the counter a few feet away from me, scratching at her left wrist while staring at the rug. “I was here that day. I think one of the robbers was Chinese. I got a close look at his eyes when he dragged me by the hair into the store room.” 
 
    “Ski masks,” mutters Rick. “That’s consistent with what the boy saw.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I look at Mr. Shah. “What happened to your leg?” 
 
    “My foot. Last month, I went out for coffee soon after arriving here in the morning. While crossing the street, I slipped and a truck ran over my foot.” 
 
    “Ooh. Ouch.” I cringe. 
 
    “You’re telling me.” He chuckles. “Better my foot than my head. I laughed at the idea of a curse, but that was a warning, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Curse?” I ask. 
 
    He nods, as if he hadn’t just uttered something most people would consider complete nonsense. “One of the items stolen, Detective, was a twenty-five-carat perfect ruby.” Mr. Shah’s eyebrows draw close with anger. 
 
    “The Devil’s Eye,” I say. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right.” He looks up at me, surprised. “How did you know that?” 
 
    “I read the police reports of the burglary, but the robbery division didn’t have anything from your security feed.” 
 
    “That’s because one of the thieves knew the system and erased it,” says Victoria. “He’s why Rebecca quit. She used to be the manager, but the guy forced her at gunpoint to log into the system with her password. After she got him in, he erased everything. She’s seeing a psychiatrist now for post-traumatic stress.” 
 
    “So the man was familiar with the system then, only needed your manager’s login credentials.” Rick jots that down in his notepad. 
 
    “Yes.” Victoria nods. 
 
    My mind is still reeling. “You did say something about a curse, correct?” 
 
    Mr. Shah nods. “A colleague of mine in Chennai warned me not to trade that gem.” He shakes his head, sighing. “I didn’t believe in the foolishness of curses, of course―back then.” 
 
    Rick’s eyebrows go up. “You’re serious?” 
 
    “Look at my foot, Detective.” Mr. Shah smiles. “And you are investigating the death of one of the thieves, correct? What troubles me most is how the thieves seemed to know I had this gem. They came right for it.” The man scratches at his right eyebrow, exhaling in frustration. “I suppose it’s better to have it stolen than wind up dead myself.” His somberness evaporates with a laugh. “Assuming you believe in that sort of thing. Have you found it?” 
 
    “Not yet.” I tap my pen on the notepad. “Er, what sort of curse are we talking about here?” 
 
    He eyes my pentacle necklaces and crescent-moon earrings. “You, the police, take such things seriously?” 
 
    “I do.” I grin, then jab a thumb in Rick’s direction. “My partner, not so much. The department as a whole, even less than him.” 
 
    Rick chuckles. 
 
    Mr. Shah stares blankly, processing what he’s hearing. 
 
    “Well,” he says after a moment. “It supposedly came from Egypt, out of a tomb belonging to the pharaoh, Khufu. Legend claims it is under the protection of a curse, and all who possess it meet an untimely death within three months. There’s a list of over twenty individuals who have owned the Devil’s Eye at one point and died. According to the stories, the only way to survive possessing it is to claim it with the genuine intention of returning it to its true owner.” 
 
    “And that is?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Khufu’s mummy… if you can find him.” Mr. Shah waves dismissively. 
 
    “You’re not worried about the curse after everything that happened?” I ask. 
 
    “I had a buyer already lined up. Even if the curse was real, I hadn’t intended to keep the gem for myself.” Mr. Shah grins for a second before his expression turns angry. “Somehow, those thieves knew that I had the stone here waiting for the buyer. Perhaps he is involved?” 
 
    I add that to the notes. “Do you have the name and contact information for the buyer?” 
 
    “Of course.” He shifts to look at Victoria. “Would you mind bringing my phone from my desk?” 
 
    “Okay.” She gives us an ‘excuse me’ look, and heads into the back. 
 
    Rick rubs his chin, then glances at me. “Kinda odd, you think? Cursed gem, ritual site in the woods?” 
 
    I let out a soundless chuckle. “I’m sure that’s a complete coincidence.” 
 
    “Did you say ritual site?” asks Mr. Shah. 
 
    “I did, but that’s all I can say.” 
 
    The man shakes his head. “Well, in addition to the Devil’s Eye and twenty-two diamonds, the thieves took quite a bit else.” Mr. Shah proceeds to list off stolen jewelry for the better part of two minutes. “… and an emerald bracelet. The police who were here before took down a full report of everything, and it’s with the insurance company as well, of course. When do you think I will be able to check those diamonds? And if they are from the robbery, when will I be able to get them back?” 
 
    “Probably not until after the trial,” says Rick. “Depends on if the DA wants to keep them as evidence.” 
 
    Victoria emerges from the back room with a smartphone and hands it to Mr. Shah, who pokes at it for a little while before holding it up to show off a close-up view of a huge oval-cut ruby. As soon as I see it, my gut cramps up bad enough to make me lean into the counter. 
 
    “Wims?” asks Rick, a hand on my back. “You all right?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have eaten that donut.” I take a few deep breaths until the pain passes, then snap upright and stare at the phone in shocked realization. My head turns to stare at Rick, but I don’t say anything in front of the jewelry store people. 
 
    “This is the stolen ruby,” says Mr. Shah. 
 
    “Thanks. We’ll keep an eye out for it.” Rick flashes his sarcasm smile. “Something that big is hard to miss.” 
 
    “And harder to sell,” says Mr. Shah. “At least on the black market. It would be a tragedy if they cut it down into smaller stones.” 
 
    I flip to a clean page in my notepad. “What about that buyer’s information?” 
 
    “Oh, of course.” Mr. Shah swipes a few times at the phone’s screen, then smiles. “Mr. Ethan Christiansen.” He reads off a phone number and New York City address, which I copy down. 
 
    “Another question,” I say. “Did any of the thieves hurt themselves when they were here?” 
 
    “Yes. One man did.” Victoria gestures at the display case Mr. Shah is leaning on. “He put his foot through the front of the cabinet, lost his balance and fell over sideways. Started cursing loud, screaming about his leg.” 
 
    Rick and I nod at each other. Walter, of course. 
 
    “Do you have the information for the company that repaired this glass or built these counters?” asks Rick. 
 
    Mr. Shah nods to Victoria, who runs off to get it. 
 
    “It may be overkill, but if we can match the glass to what we found in Walter’s leg, it’ll only help the DA out,” says Rick, mostly to me, but to anyone else who might be listening. 
 
    “Yeah.” I nod. 
 
    We copy the information about the glass company, thank Mr. Shah and Victoria for their help, and head outside. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    A Witch’s Intuition 
 
      
 
    As soon as the car doors shut, I turn to Rick and yell, “I got it!” 
 
    He leans back. “Whoa. Okay. Magic again or did you figure out something I’m just too dense to spot?” 
 
    I jam my finger into Rick’s mostly-flat belly. “I know what happened.” 
 
    “Well, tell me.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “No, you’re poking me in the stomach, which I’m not entirely sure I’m comfortable with.” 
 
    “Think about it, big guy.” And I poke him again. 
 
    “Hey, what gives―” And the look on my partner’s face says it all. 
 
    “His stomach. You don’t think…” 
 
    “Oh, but I do,” I say. “Walter swallowed The Devil’s Eye. He tried to steal it for himself. That’s why they cut him open like a Thanksgiving turkey… hunting for that gem. That’s also why I felt so drawn to his sliced-open stomach. Alan and David chopped his intestines up into little bits looking for it. The mauling wasn’t out of anger… well, maybe not entirely out of anger.” 
 
    Rick squirms in the seat. “Ugh. What kind of sick son of a bitch rips a guy open like that?” 
 
    “Someone that, as Dr. Ferrante said, doesn’t know what the hell they’re doing or where to look, someone who is chasing 1.2 million bucks.” I lean back in the seat and close my eyes. Thank you, Lady Ceridwen, for the insight. “And who knows. Maybe that curse made them more violent. They were going to kill him anyway for double-crossing them.” 
 
    “Curse, hah.” He glances at me. “And double-crossing? Really? Are you still stuck in an old caper film?” 
 
    I stick my tongue out at him. “Walter fumbled a knife and cut himself. Mr. Shah got run over by a truck, then robbed. We may not even have to do anything, just wait for Alan and David to show up dead by some horrible ‘accident.’” 
 
    And Rick might have a point, actually. I do sound a bit like I’ve stepped off the set of The Maltese Falcon. Then again, such movies are what helped me want to be a cop in the first place. I think, also, I feel a sort of nostalgia for that bygone era, when bad guys were bad guys and good guys were good. These days, there seems to be a lot more grey area, and a lot more bad guys, too. 
 
    After a moment, Rick shrugs and glances at me. “Must be humid out. Your hair is filling the entire right half of the car.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha.” He’s exaggerating, but I grumble and try to gather it down a bit. Try, being the operative word here. 
 
    Rick starts the engine. “You really don’t feel any temptation to trim it, eh?” 
 
    “Nope.” I raise my nose with an air of fake aloofness. “It’s the source of my power. And you’re right. It is humid today.” 
 
    “Does your magic hair see through ski masks, too? Because we’re going to need more than you having odd cravings to tie the pizza guy to this.” 
 
    I scrunch up my nose. “We could get Alan’s picture and overlay a ski mask on it, see if Victoria could ID his eyes. Maybe that’s going out on a limb.” 
 
    “Yeah. Any decent lawyer will get that tossed.” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, we have the phone records showing Walter contacting both of them regularly. Not exactly barking up the wrong tree.” 
 
    Rick taps his foot on the brake pedal. “It’s something, but weak.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get pictures of the stolen jewelry circulating, and request a bunch of uniforms branch out to all the pawn shops in the city. Also, time to rattle some trees in the lab and see if they got anything from Walter’s trash.” 
 
    “Are you doing that on purpose?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Doing what on purpose?” 
 
    He stares at me for a few seconds, the whole time I feel confused. “I guess not then.” 
 
    “Doing what, dammit?” 
 
    “Well, you keep adding tree metaphors or idioms or whatever to everything you’re saying.” 
 
    “Tree metaphors?” I raise an eyebrow. 
 
    “Going out on a limb, branching out to pawn shops, barking up and rattling some trees.” 
 
    “Huh. I didn’t mean to do that.” My eyes narrow. “Or that’s another message.” I snap my head to the left to face him, and my hair clip flies onto the dashboard with an explosion of curls that completely covers my face and drapes over my chest. “Back to the forest! I have to have missed something.” 
 
    Rick chuckles. “Would you hit me if I called you adorable?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I wait ten seconds, then thump him on the leg. 
 
    “Ow. What was that for?” 
 
    “Not calling me adorable.” I part the hair off my face enough to stick my tongue out at him again. 
 
    “Wait, so you would’ve hit me for calling you adorable, and you did hit me because I didn’t?” 
 
    “Yep.” I grab the hair clip and wrangle the mane back into a semblance of order. 
 
    “Women… I do not understand.” 
 
    I smile. “That’s okay. You’re not supposed to.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hopefully, there’s still a little residual clairvoyant boosting in me from the mugwort tea. 
 
    Rick drives us back to Ken Lake and parks on the side of Lakemoor Drive again, near the same house we visited when first checking the crime scene. From the road, there’s little sign that a murder scene sits a short ways west into the woods. 
 
    We get a radio call within seconds of Rick shutting the engine off. 
 
    “Yeah. Go ahead,” says Rick into the mic. 
 
    “Hey, thought you might find this interesting since Wims is into that weird stuff,” says Dispatch. 
 
    I grab the mic in Rick’s hand and squeeze his finger into the button. “It’s not weird; it’s pronounced Wicca. What happened?” 
 
    Rick grins at me. 
 
    “One of your suspects was just involved in a motor vehicle incident. Patrol sent over an FYI. A guy you accessed records for was hit while walking across the street with a couple pizzas.” 
 
    My stare locks with Rick’s. Without looking at the mic, I ask, “Alan Chan? Is he okay?” 
 
    “I don’t have that info, Detective. It just says here he got clipped by a Prius. Let me check and get back to you.” 
 
    “Copy. Thanks.” I hang up the mic. “Well, we know who’s got the Devil’s Eye.” 
 
    “Alan.” 
 
    “The one and only,” I say. 
 
    “And he’s looking likely as a suspect for Walter’s death.” Rick wags his eyebrows. “We better move fast before that curse hits him with something heavier than a Prius.” 
 
    “Perhaps. Or perhaps it really was an accident.” I shrug. “That’s the annoying part about curses. It takes a string of unfortunate things to happen before it’s possible to separate a curse from bad luck.” 
 
    Rick starts to laugh, but it melts off to a worried expression. “Okay, this is getting a little scary now.” 
 
    “Well, don’t worry too much. If you wind up touching the gem, just keep saying, ‘I don’t want to keep it’ over and over in your head. Maybe Khufu will believe you.” 
 
    “Not funny.” 
 
    I push my door open. “Not trying to be.” 
 
    “Sheesh, Wims,” says Rick after getting out. “You look like a prehistoric fern.” 
 
    “It’s humid,” I deadpan, then sigh. “Volume triples in moist conditions.” 
 
    Rick adjusts his belt. “I can sympathize, but more like quadruples or quintuples.” 
 
    “Hah.” 
 
    I lead the way up the hill and plow into the woods. About twenty minutes later, a few scraps of crime scene yellow tape lead me to the ritual circle. Amazingly, nothing looks disturbed from the last time I was here. Arms out, fingers splayed like spiritual metal detectors, I walk in an expanding circle, waiting for intuition to lead me somewhere. 
 
    Rick checks out the altar and circle again, picking at the head-sized, bloodstained stones at each star point and looking under them. Fifteen-ish minutes later, he sighs. “I don’t think we missed anything.” 
 
    Not having felt any tugs, I stop walking and rub my pentacle amulet. Since my boots block me off from nature, I crouch and thrust the fingers of my left hand into the soil and moss, reveling in the energy that creeps up my arm. 
 
    “Earthen circle stained with death, 
 
    “Lines of power, lines of magic. 
 
    “Witness here a man’s last breath, 
 
    “Bear no taint from fate most tragic. 
 
    “Goddess guide my instinct true, 
 
    “Show me that which I must do.” 
 
    Rick hovers a short distance away, keeping quiet. He folds his arms, one eyebrow up. “If that works, donuts on me next time. Hell, the next five times.” 
 
    A ripple of energy seems to peel away from me and race off into the woods. The feeling is subtle, but enough to get me moving. I walk as if a thread pulls me forward. Within minutes of leaving the clearing behind, I spot a handprint in the dirt at the base of a tree. 
 
    “Someone fell here,” I say, but keep going, unable to resist the urge. 
 
    “Drag mark,” says Rick behind me. “Holy shit, Wims. Fuck. Are you serious? Tell me you’re not actually following the path those guys dragged Manning along.” 
 
    His feet crunch and splinter twigs; mine are silent. 
 
    “Another drag mark here,” he reports. “Forensics didn’t search wide enough.” 
 
    “Neither did we,” I mutter. 
 
    The pull leads me down a much shallower incline and out of the forest in a dirt lot behind a house a good ways west of the development around Ken Lake. The property is isolated on all sides by trees, except for a spur that connects to a little westbound road. I come to a halt by a set of tire ruts and a half-buried can of Diet Coke. 
 
    Rick walks up behind me, looking around. 
 
    I point at the tire tracks, and other marks that look an awful lot like a man’s knee imprints. “This is where they brought him in from.” The can lines up with the tire tracks about where the passenger side door would open, assuming they didn’t back in. “Bet one of them kicked that soda can from the car when they got out and didn’t notice.” 
 
    “You thinking what I am?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Another call to Forensics?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. Couple of shoe prints along that trail too.” 
 
    After offering silent thanks to the Goddess for her help, I look over at Rick. “I’ll go get the car and drive around here. Gotta work off that donut.” I pat him twice on the belly, and head back into the woods. 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    Dangerous Magic 
 
      
 
    A large black cloud hovers over me Saturday morning. Metaphorically speaking. Conjuring actual clouds only happens in video games. 
 
    Yes, I knew what I was getting in for when I signed up for this job―heck, patrol officers have a relationship with weekends like an angry ex-spouse after a brutal divorce. Still, going into detective work was an improvement schedule wise… except in mid-case when the suspects could disappear at any time. 
 
    So, here I am at the desk, fist mushed into one side of my face, staring at a report. The tread from the tire marks matches the type of radial sold stock on Chevrolet Impalas from 2010 through 2014. Alan Chan owns a silver 2012 Impala. Score one for the good guys. Speaking of Alan, he had an unexpected close-up meeting with a Prius driven by a young woman who admitted to glancing down for a second because her cell phone chirped. Her windshield suffered more damage than Alan, since she hadn’t been going that fast. Perhaps the biggest tragedy (as Rick put it) was the loss of two pizzas that flew out of the cozy bag and landed in the street, cheese-side down. 
 
    Who says there are no universal laws? 
 
    Drop a pizza, it goes cheese-to-pavement. 
 
    And, yeah, how the pies landed was in the report. In other news, no local pawn shops have gotten any suspicious merchandise of the jewel persuasion. However, the tire print matching Alan’s car on top of phone records might be enough to seduce a judge into issuing a warrant to search his place. 
 
    With nothing else to do but wait for any of my feelers/inquiries to come back, I find myself thinking about Elise. It’s a little bit of an abuse of my access, but I justify it to myself by promising the Goddess I will only do good with anything I learn, and not betray my coven sister. First, I run her name, Elise Taylor, in the system. It comes back with a missing person report from four years ago, when she’d been sixteen. The file has an FBI link via NCMEC. Looks like she vanished from Colby, Kansas, reported missing by foster parents. Based on what I know from talking to Abigail and Elise herself, this report was issued about a month before she turned up at Abigail’s doorstep. 
 
    It’s cross-linked to four police reports involving the foster parents’ biological son, Derrick. The boy, a year older than Elise, attacked the father once, Elise once, and two random strangers. No one pressed charges, and the boy was sent for psychiatric evaluation. His record has nothing in it after Elise ran away. 
 
    Hmm. Elise has been consistently terrified of ‘dark energies’ following her. Whatever had been after her probably affected Derrick, and left when she did. Nothing remotely sinister has happened around her at Abigail’s, but our High Priestess’ mansion is perhaps the spiritually safest location within a hundred miles. Maybe it can’t get to her… whatever it is. Or maybe it’s her and she can’t control it? I want to look more into what happened to her biological parents, but that’s not in any system I can link to. Nope, that’s going to take an actual phone call to a police department in Colby. 
 
    I glance at my computer. Nothing yet. Hmm. 
 
    Minutes later, I’m being transferred to a detective in Kansas. 
 
    “Keef,” says a milquetoast-sounding man. 
 
    “Hello, Detective Keef… I’m Detective Wimsey in Olympia, Washington. I have a person here who may be in danger, and I’m trying to piece together as much as I can of her background from about four years ago when something happened.” 
 
    “All right, but you’re kinda taking a stab in the dark. This is a pretty quiet town,” says Keef. “Whatcha got?” 
 
    “Her name is Elise Taylor. She would’ve been sixteen at the time, four years ago. Can you tell me if she was the victim of any violent crimes?” 
 
    “Hang on.” Computer keys tap for a few minutes. “Hmm. Okay. Yeah, I got something here. Two reports of her being involved in assaults at school. Mind you, she attacked two other students.” 
 
    “Oh, my. How bad? Any weapons involved? Gang activity?” 
 
    “Nah. Looks like a pair of girls having a catfight.” Keef chuckles. “Poor kid. There’s something here about her mother passing away soon before the outbursts started. Another note says she was real quiet beforehand, well-behaved, good grades. They cut her a break, but a month later, her old man goes on a rampage.” 
 
    A cold, sick feeling grows in my gut. “Rampage?” 
 
    “Drove around town, trying to run people over… did a bunch of property damage, broke a leg or three. He tried to run over a few officers, too, and they shot him. He didn’t make it.” 
 
    “Sorry.” That explains foster care. “Thank you, Detective Keef. You’ve been a big help.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    I hang up and sink back in my chair, staring at the wall. Her mother died somehow. Since Keef didn’t elaborate, I’ll assume nothing criminal happened there. Elise is gifted, like the rest of us at the coven. We know what we’re doing, and our magic is real, not some fun toy to mess around with. Shit. I rub the bridge of my nose. Did she try and use a spell to make her mother come back, or talk to her, or something of the sort… and a dark entity heard her calling? Dammit. This feels right. Scary, but right. 
 
    My system beeps with an incoming email. Oh, goody! Perfect timing. Then again, I’m the impatient girl who can’t sit still for ten minutes. I file what I learned about Elise in the back of my brain for later and open the results of the fingerprint analysis on the Diet Coke can. The mugshot staring at me is Alan Chan, but that’s not the name on the file. Mr. Nelson Wang is evidently wanted by police in Delaware for the theft of $200,000 from his former employer. I skim the document enough to understand that he inserted some kind of virus into their system to obtain passwords from higher-level people, then forged authorization to purchase nonexistent copiers, computers, and such. He controlled the account the electronic funds transfer went to, under the guise of a falsified office supply company. 
 
    Hmm. This guy must’ve been the one who found out about the Devil’s Eye, or at least where it would be going. Maybe he hacked the armored car service or got into the system of whoever Mr. Shah purchased the gem from. 
 
    “Murder in thirty minutes or it’s free,” says Rick over my shoulder. He’s eyeing the picture of Alan Chan on my left monitor. 
 
    “Something like that.” I chuckle. “Alan isn’t Alan. His prints match this guy.” 
 
    Rick reads the Delaware warrant. “Well, if they want him, they can wait for the murder trial to end.” 
 
    “Hey, Wimsey,” says Linda in a raised voice. “You’re on television.” 
 
    “Huh, what?” I sigh mentally. Well, at least Rick and I aren’t the only ones here on a weekend. I get up and follow the sound of her voice to the little kitchenette off the squad room. The smell of crappy coffee and vending machine cheeseburger (somewhere between melting plastic and bread) keep me from getting too far in. 
 
    She points at the screen on the wall. 
 
    It’s news, and the text in the blue strip on the bottom reads, “Local pastor warns of witchcraft,” below a square-faced older guy with wispy gray hair and perhaps the frumpiest beige blazer I’ve ever seen. Red tinges his face and spit globules fly from his lip every few seconds as he gesticulates wildly at the reporter next to him. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I mutter. 
 
    Andrew turns the volume up a little. 
 
    “…and no one is doing anything!” shouts the pastor. “There is an entire coven of Satan-loving witches right here in Olympia, and people should be concerned. What is it going to take before people heed God’s word? Infant sacrifice? Murdered children?” 
 
    I scowl. “They need to fit that guy for a padded cell.” 
 
    “Have you seen any evidence,” asks the reporter, “that these supposed witches―” 
 
    Bang! 
 
    With a brilliant flash, a shaft of lightning nails the steeple of the small church-shaped building in the background. The upper third of the spire explodes in a shower of splinters with a racing crack that continues down into the front wall. Fire breaks out near the topmost point. The pastor clutches his chest and falls to one knee, gasping, while the reporter screams and throws her microphone over her head, ducking for cover. 
 
    The balls-of-steel camera person doesn’t even twitch, and zooms in on the burning steeple. When he pans back out to show the reporter, she’s recovered her composure. 
 
    “Pastor Waters, I don’t think God agrees with you.” 
 
    He glares at her. “They did that. This was no act of God.” 
 
    “How can you know that?” asks the reporter. “Lightning strikes have traditionally been associated with divine retribution.” 
 
    I tune out as the pastor launches into another tirade. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” Linda leans on the table and slurps horrible coffee. “Act of God, or did one of your friends learn how to throw lightning?” 
 
    I think Tamika is throwing out bad energy… and needs to be careful. But I say, in a lightly exasperated tone: “We don’t throw lightning from our fingertips. That’s Hollywood. We don’t even do destruction. Our credo is basically, ‘do whatever you want as long as it harms no one.’” 
 
    “What about harming churches?” asks Linda. 
 
    “That isn’t a church. It’s a building with a pointy part used to vacuum money away from the gullible.” I walk back to my desk. “There’s no spirituality there. At least, not at his church. Many churches, yes. Not this one. Truly, all that guy wants is power and control over what others think.” 
 
    Linda trails after me. “Do you always have to pick on Christians?” 
 
    “Christians, I have no problem with. Con artists on the other hand… He’s not religious. He’s using religion to enrich himself. There’s a difference.” 
 
    I get a blank stare from her for a second or two before she returns to her desk. 
 
    “Why do you look guilty?” asks Rick when he sits at his desk. 
 
    “Because I think something one of my sisters did might have caused that.” 
 
    He blinks. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Karmic blowback, not a direct attack. That man was trying to throw out animosity against us and do us harm, so her spell reflected it back at him in a more direct way.” I pick up the phone and call Captain Greer at home. “Or, maybe it’s just a freak act of nature.” 
 
    “Hello?” asks Captain Greer. 
 
    “Hi, Captain, it’s Wimsey. Need you to request some warrants.” I fill her in on the tire tracks and the Alan Chan-is-Nelson Wang bit. 
 
    My email client chimes again. 
 
    “Oh, hold on a sec, Captain.” 
 
    More lab reports. They got prints on beer cans from Walter’s apartment, and they don’t match Walter or Alan/Nelson. I bet they’re David Swanson’s prints. He probably brought the drug over on pretext of hanging out to watch the Seahawks game. The lab report confirms the presence of GHB in two of the beer cans. Unfortunately, Swanson’s arrest at eighteen didn’t result in his fingerprints staying in the system in any capacity that we can cross-check. However, if we can get a warrant for him, I’m almost certain they’ll match. 
 
    I explain this to Captain Greer as well. 
 
    “Nice,” she says. “All right, let me make a few calls. Stand by.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Thirty 
 
    The Mechanic 
 
      
 
    Neither of us want to leave the station, as Greer could call us back at any minute. 
 
    “Maybe we should order pizza from Gino’s.” I scratch my head. “Would it be wrong to arrest the delivery guy and eat his pizza at the same time?” 
 
    Everyone chuckles. 
 
    “As long as it’s paid for, I see no problem with that.” Andrew smiles. 
 
    “Thai?” asks Rick. 
 
    “I’m not wearing the right kind of shirt for one,” I say. 
 
    He frowns at me. 
 
    “Sure.” I grin at him, waving the comment off. Is it possible that I’m not as funny as I sometimes think I am? “Never had it before. What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Get the Pad Thai,” says Linda. “It’s like Thai food for beginners.” 
 
    I give Rick a ‘that works’ look. 
 
    My phone rings. “Hold on.” I pick up. “Wimsey.” 
 
    “Wims, it’s Greer. Arrest warrants are on the way. You’ve got authorization to bring Wang and Swanson in. Working on search warrants for their residences. Probably an hour on that yet.” 
 
    “Awesome. We’re on it.” I hang up, but don’t let go of the phone. “Rick, Swanson first or do you want to grab Wang?” 
 
    Everyone chuckles. 
 
    “Where are they?” asks Rick. 
 
    I check over the files. “Swanson is most likely at the dealership right now, and fair bet Chan is at home, sleeping.” 
 
    “Let’s pick Dave up first then. Hopefully, by the time we roll up on his place, we’ll have the warrant. Besides, Alan got nailed by a car, so that means he’s probably got the gems, or at least the important one. Better to have the search warrant show up when we’re on the scene so we don’t get stuck standing around all afternoon waiting to search the place.” 
 
    “Good plan,” I say. 
 
    Rick winks. “That’s why I make the real money.” 
 
    Everyone chuckles again. 
 
    “Uhh,” says Andrew, “what does getting hit by a car have to do with having the stolen merchandise?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a cursed gem, obviously,” says Rick, in such a matter-of-fact tone, he silences the room. “Kills everyone who owns it. You know, normal shit. Any gem past a certain size always carries a death curse.” 
 
    Linda mutters something inaudible, shaking her head. 
 
    Cops might not believe in witchcraft, but we are a superstitious bunch. Everyone keeps quiet as Rick and I hurry down the hall. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We head to the Toyota dealership with a pair of patrol cars as backup. So as not to spook him, I send one of the units around back to watch for a runner while the other two officers hover on foot by the garage door. Rick and I will go in since he’s seen us already and will hopefully think we need to talk to him about his dead ‘friend.’ 
 
    The waiting room, visible through a window near the garage is jammed full of people. Most are absorbed in books or some talk show on the TV. Only one guy looks up at the four of us walking by. Our uniformed backup waits at the edge of the garage door as we continue inside. 
 
    Cars fill each bay with two more sitting just inside the door waiting their turn. Mechanics run about, some pulling machine carts, others carrying boxes or parts. Asses stick out of hoods, boots jut out from under vans. The room’s deafening between men shouting and tools operating. 
 
    I look around, but don’t see Swanson anywhere obvious. As soon as I’m in arm’s reach of a shortish Hispanic guy in blue mechanic’s coveralls, I tug his arm. 
 
    He looks at me, down at my boobs, and back at my face. “Oh, hi. You shouldn’t be in here. Employees only.” 
 
    “Olympia Police.” I indicate the badge on my belt. “I need to see David Swanson. Is he here?” 
 
    “Oh.” The guy spins to face the room, looks around, and points at a bay with a black Tundra up on a lift before yelling, “Yo, Swanson!” 
 
    Dave (formerly one of the asses sticking out of a hood) slides backward to his feet and glances toward us. He looks perplexed for a moment before his gaze drifts to the door―where one of the patrol officers hovers. Swanson goes rigid, turns pale, and takes a step back with a side-to-side glance. 
 
    “Shit,” I mutter, and start fast-walking toward him. “He’s gonna bolt.” 
 
    Swanson sprints toward the back of the garage. Rick and I pick up to a run, him a little faster since I grab my mini-radio and call in the uniforms. 
 
    Rick closes in, but Dave shoves a pushcart full of tools rolling into my partner’s path. Rick tries to bump it aside, but the thing’s too heavy and he winds up bouncing off it and ricocheting into yet another cart before hitting the floor. 
 
    “My hero,” I mutter, as I rush past Rick and lean into my stride, chasing Dave down a handful of service bays, shouting at him to stop. He heads into a corridor underneath a sign bearing the word ‘Parts,’ and hooks a left out of sight beyond white-painted cinder blocks. 
 
    Right as I reach the corridor, Dave catches me off guard by charging straight back out. We collide chest-to-chest, his greater body mass knocking me back. Before I can get my gun around on him, he pounces, his left hand getting a fistful of shirt, his right pulling at my mane, but finding no purchase. Thank you, Hair! 
 
    Tromping shoes in the hallway tell me the outside cops came in through the parts counter, explaining his sudden about-face. 
 
    Dave’s hand swipes out of my hair, taking only a single strand. Exploiting his confusion at the inexplicable lack of grip, I ram my knee into his groin and go for an arm bar takedown. The guy’s fast and terrified, somehow ignoring the nut shot and twisting away from my hold on his wrist. I duck a fist going for my nose and pop back up in time for him to lunge, grabbing me by the boobs and shoving me so hard I fly straight off my feet―into Rick. The top of my head mashes his jaw shut. I see stars; Rick crumples to the floor behind me like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    Dave takes off to my right. 
 
    Fighting the pain in the back of my head, I try to aim my M&P at him, and shout, “Stop!” 
 
    Rick grumbles, “Shoot the fucker,” between moans. 
 
    I sprint after Dave, the two cops from the parts hallway right behind me. He heads for a plain grey door with an EXIT sign on it. Growling, I dash forward and fling myself into Dave’s back, knocking him into a staggering run that crashes against the door. He bounces away, spins, and stumbles headfirst into a large freestanding shelf. 
 
    With a scrape of metal, he drags an enormous socket wrench handle off the shelf into a swing for my head. I leap back, raising my weapon, but Dave’s feet slip out from under him, dumping him flat on his back in a puddle of… something. Transmission fluid, I think. 
 
    “Don’t move!” I shout, aiming at his chest. “Toss the wrench, Swanson.” 
 
    Dave abandons the giant metal club to cradle the back of his head and moan. 
 
    The uniforms and Rick catch up, mere seconds behind me. Evidently dazed from his head hitting the concrete floor, Dave barely reacts as the patrolmen roll him over and cuff him. 
 
    “You okay?” asks Rick, a little blood dribbling over his lip. 
 
    I rub the back of my head. “Sorry about that. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Bit my lip. Looks like I’ll be out on medical for a few months.” Rick holsters his sidearm. 
 
    “You wish.” I put my weapon away as well and approach the uniforms. “Thanks, guys. Appreciate the assist.” 
 
    We escort Swanson out to a marked car where one of the patrol guys leans him against the side and begins the pat down. 
 
    “David Swanson, you’re under arrest for the murder of Walter Manning. You have the right to remain silent…” He stares straight ahead, shifting back and forth from terrified to furious as I finish the Miranda warning. There will be plenty of time later to grill him about the missing jewelry and everything else―once we have Alan/Nelson in custody as well. 
 
    One car takes Swanson off to booking while the remaining two cops head back to their car to follow us. Rick waves me toward the driver’s side and flops in the seat, holding his jaw. 
 
    “God damn, that hurt.” 
 
    “Yeah, it did.” 
 
    “Top of the skull’s a lot harder than my jaw.” He chuckles. 
 
    I radio back to Dispatch, requesting another unit for backup at Alan/Nelson’s address. “He tried to tear my boobs off, Rick.” 
 
    “Surprised you didn’t shoot him for that.” He squints at me. “You sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” I say. 
 
    “How the hell did that guy not choke you with your own hair? You can’t even carry donuts through doorway without getting trapped.” He shakes his head. “I was trying to get a bead on him, but had no shot with you in the way.” 
 
    I laugh, and fluff it over my shoulder. “I told you. She plays games, but won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    By Minutes 
 
      
 
    The good news is that Alan/Nelson’s rear, upstairs apartment has only one way in, a side pathway. He’s got no escape routes that don’t require a leap out of a second-story window. On the side of bad news, though, the place has a tiny, elevated porch/deck and a narrow stairway that forces people into single file. 
 
    I ask one of the cops to remove the nice old lady from the main house, just in case. The police report from the jewelry store robbery mentioned all three men had handguns. While waiting to be told the woman’s been evacuated to a safe distance, I head around to our trunk and pull on my bulletproof vest. Rick does the same. Seeing us, the other three patrol officers grab theirs as well. 
 
    No sense taking needless risk. The Goddess might send a puddle of transmission fluid to shield me from a socket wrench, but I should at least meet her halfway. 
 
    I look at the one female officer who’s on the small side. Both of us could fit on that deck and not be overly cramped. “You and me knock, Rick right behind us, and one more on the steps, two on the ground watching windows.” 
 
    Officer Beem, the woman, nods. “You got it.” 
 
    “Shit. Wims?” asks Rick. 
 
    “What?” I look back at him. 
 
    “There’s no Impala anywhere around here. I think our guy’s gone.” 
 
    My gaze sweeps around over the parked cars within sight of the house. True enough, no sign of a silver Impala. Grr. “Damn. Come on.” 
 
    I rush up the stairs and ring the bell, then pound on the door yelling, “Police. Open the door.” 
 
    No answer. I ring again; still nothing. 
 
    “Boot it,” I say, holding the outer door open. 
 
    Officer Beem rears back and stomps by the knob. The main door doesn’t quite give, but she is small. Her second kick punts it clear and she rushes in shouting, “Police!” 
 
    I duck in after, covering to the left while Rick follows his gun to the right. 
 
    The residence is so damn tiny, we can see right away that he’s not here. 
 
    “Well, shit,” I mutter. “The city just bought that nice, elderly landlord a new doorjamb.” 
 
    “We probably missed him by minutes,” says Rick, heading into the bedroom. 
 
    I grab my mini-radio and call in a BOLO for the silver Impala. Dispatch reads the plate number back, and I confirm. “Be advised the suspect is most likely armed.” 
 
    “Copy that,” says Dispatch. 
 
    “Wims,” yells Rick. 
 
    “Thanks,” I mutter to Officer Beem, before walking the six steps it takes to get to the bedroom. “Whatcha got?” 
 
    Rick’s on one knee by a closet, pointing at the floor where a section of peeled-up carpet exposes boards, and an open hole big enough to hold a shoebox. “That’s probably where he had the jewelry.” 
 
    “Yeah. Probably.” I holster my sidearm. “Damn it. What tipped him off?” 
 
    “I have no idea. Maybe he’s a witch, too,” says Rick. 
 
    “Think I know,” says Officer Beem from the front. “Check this out.” 
 
    I walk back to the main room. Beem’s over by a little computer table in the corner, to the left of the front door under a window. The monitor’s got a six-way split screen view. Two of the panels show the garage at the Toyota dealership; one has the salesroom floor, the other the back parking lot. The next two panels look like the interior of an apartment, likely Swanson’s, and an outside shot that must be coming from a small camera on a telephone pole. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” says Rick. “Guess there’s no trust among thieves.” 
 
    “Damn. We should’ve hit this guy first.” I rub the bridge of my nose. “Dispatch, come back?” I say into the radio. 
 
    “Go ahead, Wimsey.” 
 
    “Can you push that BOLO out to the State Police? This guy’s likely planning to take a long ride.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    I let my arm fall to my side, radio in hand, and sigh in frustration. Neither of us could’ve predicted this surveillance suite. If someone hits me with a car―even a slow-moving Prius―I’m going to stay in bed for a few days, right? Guess there’s nothing like a murder charge and a million-dollar ruby for motivation. 
 
    Well, since the computer is open, I poke around. When I minimize the software controlling the video feeds, his email client is right there showing a transaction alert from his credit card. He’s paying a monthly rental charge for a bay at Swantown Marina. Again, I thank the Goddess for that being right there under my nose. 
 
    “Rick!” I shout, leaping to my feet. “I know where he’s going!” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    Lucky 
 
      
 
    Since I became a detective, I haven’t had as many reasons to run code three as when I worked patrol. I kind of miss the adrenaline rush. 
 
    Though, we seldom drive as fast as the movies make it look. Unless we’re in direct pursuit of someone, we usually don’t do much more than fifteen to twenty over the posted limit, if even that. Driving ‘a little fast’ while traffic moves out of our way and we blow through red lights is usually fast enough. No sense risking civilian lives for something stupid like losing control of a car. 
 
    Anyway, I’m flying down the street with the lights and sirens going, two patrol cars behind me. Rick’s on his cell phone with Parrish back at the station, who’s in contact with Swantown Marina management and City Records. While they are trying to figure out what boat we’re looking for, I’m on the car radio with Dispatch calling in marine support. 
 
    Swantown Marina sits at the southernmost point of the Budd Inlet, so we’ve got about a three-mile stretch where he’s contained, before he could go anywhere. If, as I guess, he’s going to try for Canada or California, he’d have to swing right past Boston Harbor toward the Nisqually Reach, then make his way up past Seattle on the Puget Sound. It’s a long-ass trip for a small boat. 
 
    “They got the Impala at Swantown… Love OnStar,” says Rick, holding his phone away from his mouth. 
 
    “Shit. We’re way behind.” 
 
    Minutes later, I race west down Olympia Avenue, then pull a tire-squealing right turn onto Marine Drive. Since traffic is lighter there, I pour on a little speed and cut the siren, advising our backup to do go silent as well. Alan/Nelson is probably not expecting us to figure out where he went so fast. I hope. 
 
    Neat rows of thin trees blur past us on both sides, a large fenced-in field of brown grass on our left. After passing the only other car in sight, I push it up to 75 MPH, staring to the right over a browned field at the rows of boats. 
 
    “Take the first entrance up there,” says Rick, pointing. “Alan’s rental berth is on the southernmost pier, closest to us, middle row.” 
 
    If I had my Silverado, I’d have gone clear over the turf, bee-lining for the boats, but in our Crown Vic, I’m stuck on pavement. Spotting the marina entrance coming up on the right, I hit the brakes a little hard, bleeding off speed, and whip around the turn. The parking lot is narrow, stretching way off to our left, but only about sixty feet ahead to a red-painted curb, beyond which sits the access way to the docks. 
 
    We come to a stop with our front tires against the curb, and leap from the car. A little blue awning covers a doorway leading to a bridge that connects solid ground to the moorings. The dock ahead of me forks to three piers, each lined on both sides with berths and boats. 
 
    Rick barrels over the bridge onto the wider dock, and heads straight down the center, his head swiveling right and left. I follow, with four patrol officers a short ways behind me. Seconds later, Rick’s stride slows, letting me zip past him. He draws his weapon, pointing it to the left at maybe the tenth boat out from shore. 
 
    “Nelson Wang,” shouts Rick. “Hands where I can see them and get off the boat.” 
 
    I pull my sidearm and take aim as well, at our suspect standing on the rear deck of a cabin cruiser a short distance ahead on our left. 
 
    Alan/Nelson scowls at us—not a trace of fear whatsoever—for a fraction of a second before ducking out of sight into the enclosed bridge. The engine roars to life and a spray of foam churns up from the ass end. 
 
    With a grunt, I leap the expanding swath of water behind the boat and land on the deck in an open area between facing blue benches. Rick jumps in behind me, but slips and goes face down on the bench to the left next to a bundle of provisions Alan had been packing up. Two patrol officers chance the ever-expanding jump to the accelerating boat: one guy winds up clinging to the back end, his legs in the water, the second officer doesn’t reach the boat and disappears, only a hat floating where he went under. 
 
    Alan turns hard to the right, pointing the boat down the pier row toward open water. I wave my arms for balance, but still fall sitting on the right-side bench. The maneuver dumps Rick flat onto the floor again. 
 
    The last two cops decide against the impossible jump and continue sprinting down the pier, trying to keep up with us. 
 
    “Stop the boat!” I shout, leaping to my feet after we straighten out. I point my weapon into the control house. 
 
    Rick hurls himself up. Alan jerks the wheel, tossing me stumbling to the right and almost straight over the side into the water, but unintentionally helping my partner find his footing. 
 
    Growling, Rick storms forward, but leaps away an instant before a gun goes off. The report drowns out any sound of a strike on the hull, but fiberglass splinters fly near the back left corner. Rick cringes against the bench seat, sticks his arm out, and fires rapidly, blind into the cabin. 
 
    Hoping his barrage makes Alan duck, I shove up from the padded bench and dart forward, keeping to the right so Alan can’t see me, halting with my shoulder against the frame of the cabin door. Half a breath later, I risk a quick peek. 
 
    Alan fires at the wall, trying to shoot through it and hit Rick. The ricochet of the bullet zinging around inside the cabin makes him flinch. 
 
    “Drop it!” I shout, swinging into the doorway and staring into his eyes over my gunsights. If he twitches, I’m putting another hole in his face. Or… I feel it. A gym bag on the floor sits at the fringe of my awareness like another living person is in the room with me. The curse. It’s trying to kill Alan, and it wants to use me to do it. “Alan… don’t be stupid. The curse wan―” 
 
    No emotion on his face, Alan spins to aim at me. 
 
    The black energy wants me to, but I don’t fire. I’m no murderer. 
 
    Surprisingly, I don’t feel afraid. The Goddess is with me. Indeed, I sense Caius’ smile as he casts a spell of protection over me… 
 
    Alan’s gun clicks. 
 
    “Drop it now!” I shout. “Don’t―” 
 
    Rick’s shot goes off above and behind me. Alan twists away and to his right, his weapon flying from the hand of his limp arm. He hits the ground in a heap, clutching his bleeding shoulder while screaming past clenched teeth. 
 
    I’m about to pounce and contain him when a flash of white in the windows catches my eye. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” I shout. Docked boats rapidly fill the windscreen. 
 
    I leap for the controls while Rick jumps on the snarling Alan. I twist the wheel to the right, and holy shit, it’s not a car. A little bit of turn goes a long way. Overcorrecting, I fishtail and sideswipe the prow of a parked boat (a big improvement from crashing headlong into it) and we carom back into the lane between piers. Alan and Rick slide across the cabin and slam into the opposite wall. A scream from outside tells me we lost the clinging cop on impact. 
 
    Another row of boats, docked on the right side, approaches fast. My hair flies everywhere, but one eye remains uncovered. I yank the wheel back the other way and more or less straighten out in the lane between piers. Immediate panic at not smashing into something gone, I guess (correctly) that the lever next to the wheel is the throttle, and ram it all the way down. 
 
    Angry rumbling comes from the engine behind me an instant before the boat lurches forward, throwing me chest-first into the wheel. The guys wrestling on the floor smash into the front wall, legs in the air for a second before they crash back down, Rick on top of Alan/Nelson, who howls. 
 
    “Oops! Sorry,” I whisper, pushing myself up off the wheel. 
 
    When the engine keeps on growling, it hits me that I slam-shifted into reverse. Not wanting to back into any other boats, I shove the lever up to the middle. The engine rumble dies down to a soft idling purr. Well, at least I found the boat equivalent of stomping on the brakes. We’re drifting still, but not too fast. 
 
    I help wrestle the still-struggling Alan over onto his chest. He screams when Rick wrenches his right arm around behind his back and holds him down so I can apply handcuffs. 
 
    “Wims, you’re way too nice. You would’ve been justified firing.” Rick, out of breath, stares at me with sweat dripping off his nose. He looks genuinely worried. “That’s going to get you killed. You are beyond lucky that weapon misfired.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I lean my knee into Alan’s back to keep him still. “Lucky… like that puddle of transmission fluid that made Swanson slip before he could hit me.” 
 
    Rick gives me the side eye. “That’s getting creepy now.” 
 
    “It’s not creepy.” I wink. “It’s magic.” 
 
    “You still should’ve taken the shot.” He shakes his head. “Greer’s going to be pissed.” 
 
    “It’s the curse. It wanted Alan to die.” I eye the bag. “The gem was manipulating circumstance. I’m not a murderer, and I won’t be manipulated by dark energy.” 
 
    I stand, grab the wheel again, and start trying to teach myself how to drive this thing into a nearby open berth. While I’m tinkering, a police boat pulls up alongside us. The officers on board it stare at me in bewilderment. 
 
    Chuckling, I pull the side cabin window open and smile at them. “I have no idea how to drive a boat.” I look down. “Rick?” 
 
    “Never touched a boat before, unless oars count.” 
 
    “Hang on,” yells one of the guys on the police craft. He jumps across like a modern-day pirate in a black BDU, a Colt M4 instead of a cutlass at his side, and strolls into the cabin with us, muttering, “Detectives,” by way of greeting. 
 
    I back away from the controls. “All yours.” 
 
    While the boat cop steers us up to a berth, I retrieve the grey gym bag. Pulling the zipper open with the tip of a pen reveals a mess of glitter: gems, gold, cash, and one enormous blood-red ruby. It’s captivatingly huge, dark, and I dare say definitely in possession of some funky energy. 
 
    I am not going to keep you. I have no intention of keeping you. It’s still got dried blood on it, likely Walter’s. The idea that this gem had been inside a man, then cut out, makes my skin crawl. After lowering it into the bag and zipping it again, I glance at Alan/Nelson, who’s gone red in the face and gasps air in short, hard sips. 
 
    “You’re lucky. That gem is cursed.” 
 
    Alan rolls his eyes. “Don’t give me that bullshit. I don’t believe in that shit.” 
 
    Rick shrugs. “I dunno. Your buddy, Walt, is dead because of it. Your future isn’t looking too great either, but you’re at least alive. Be glad my partner’s such a kindhearted soul.” 
 
    With a gurgly sigh, Alan lets his head thump against the floor. 
 
    The boat jars with a faint shock as we tap the pier. Cops on the side throw mooring lines over and swarm on board. With a bag of jewels on my arm, I happily return to solid ground and radio for a medical transport to take Alan/Nelson. Both cops who got wet are fine, but their electronics (sealed body cams aside) aren’t so lucky. 
 
    I glance warily down at the bag. Even holding it with two fingers makes me uneasy. “Be right back.” 
 
    With a nod for Rick to follow, I hurry back down the pier, over the blue-framed bridge, and jog up to our car. I can’t put the bag in the trunk fast enough. Before closing the lid, I concentrate on my desire to shield the car (and us) to protect against negative energy from The Devil’s Eye lingering behind. 
 
    “Stolen eye of ruby hue, 
 
    “Old king Khufu’s words imbued. 
 
    “No harm shall your presence trace, 
 
    “Thy mournful wrath and proper place.” 
 
    I shut the lid, leaving my hands on it for a few seconds while picturing the trunk as a containment vessel capable of blocking the gem’s energy. 
 
    “Nice. That gonna do anything?” asks Rick. 
 
    “Well, if we don’t get killed driving back to the station once we’re done here, I’ll say yes.” 
 
    Rick pats me on the shoulder. “You really know how to boost confidence. You oughta be a motivational speaker.” 
 
    My hair falls over my eyes. I huff at it, but it doesn’t move. “I’ll get right on it.” 
 
   


 
  


 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    Plans 
 
      
 
    Next Tuesday. 
 
    I’ve never been so happy to be rid of shiny jewelry before. Aside from the tedium of having to photograph, bag, and fill out a property form for each individual piece (including all the separate diamonds―ugh), handing it all off to the evidence clerk felt like a giant black shadow lifted from my shoulders. The poor older guy thought I was crazy when I advised him to keep telling the big red gem that he wasn’t keeping it. 
 
    Hope he trusts me. Cops can be superstitious so, who knows? 
 
    Swanson flipped on Alan when the woman from the DA’s office offered to take the death penalty off the table. And maybe I helped freak Swanson out a little bit with all my talk about the curse, especially when he mentioned feeling strangely violent the night of the killing. That unease probably pushed him over the edge to take a plea. The mechanic’s confession filled up almost a whole notepad. Evidently, it was Alan’s idea to kill Manning once they realized he’d swallowed the Devil’s Eye and planned to sell it for a mere three hundred thousand just to ditch it fast. He couldn’t give us the name of the person Manning was going to sell it to, but oh well. Swanson confessed to visiting Manning at his home and drugging his beer, then calling Nelson, who drove over and helped drag the unconscious man out to the car. 
 
    I’m sure Wang will have a different story, but Swanson said he just stood there trying not to watch while Wang killed Manning and tore him up looking for the gem. It’s not entirely implausible that only one of them ‘got their hands dirty’ if they only had one knife. He claimed Wang told him the knife is sitting at the bottom of the Puget Sound, and thus far, Wang has not been talkative. 
 
    Rick made contact with Delaware PD, and let them know we have their guy in custody, but he’s connected to a murder charge. They were rather laid back about the whole thing, I guess figuring that a murder charge takes precedence over whatever they can hit him with for a couple hundred grand of cybercrime. 
 
    Most of today, I’ll be touching my computer in naughty places, working on a mountain of reports. Later tonight, I’ll be touching Caius in naughty places. Throughout the week, Rick and I will be busy going over both residences, following up with witnesses and… dealing with the marina people about damage. Yeah, it’s gonna be fun. Oh, and Rick and I are both scheduled to testify at a competency hearing for that drifter, Larry Benton, next Tuesday. Looks like the DA is open to an insanity plea. 
 
    Rick swings by my desk and drops off a coffee. “This is going to be a long week.” 
 
    “Yeah, but at least the hard part’s over with. I’ll take tedium over not knowing who killed Manning any day.” 
 
    Rick holds his coffee up like a toast. “I’ll drink to that.” 
 
    We tap Styrofoam cups and slurp. 
 
    “So, Wims, any plans this weekend?” 
 
    I nod. “This weekend, I’m helping a friend cope with getting rid of a crappy boyfriend. Probably a lot of ice cream and movies. Or maybe we’ll go hiking or something, enjoy nature.” I lean back and lace my fingers behind my head… and my hair falls over my face. “Next weekend, camping.” 
 
    “Camping?” He chuckles. “I’ve never heard someone say camping in that tone of voice before. Usually, people are like”―he groans―“‘Uhh, I gotta go camping.’” 
 
    “What can I say?” I pull my hair off my eyes. “I like nature. It’s magical.” 
 
    With a wink, I lean back in my chair and tuck up to the desk. 
 
    If only I could come up with a spell to fill out these damn reports. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One 
 
    Dream Life 
 
      
 
    Discarded wrappers littered the slate-grey countertop, rustling as small hands added one more to the pile. Maya couldn’t remember the last time a housekeeper prepared her meal―not that it took a lot of skill to unpack a thin, octagonal plastic tray and toss it in the Hydra. A minute later, four unidentifiable blobs in separate compartments had absorbed enough moisture to expand into a substance similar to the stringy meat-in-gravy she recalled giving her dog, plus a portion of green beans and mashed potatoes. 
 
    The only difference was how it smelled―the dog food was better. 
 
    A brown horror rested at the center of the tray in its own little chamber. It was supposed to be a dessert, but if she saved it for last, it would be rock hard. If she ate it first, it would scald the inside of her mouth. Maya stood up on tiptoe to reach into the Hydra, sucking air through her teeth as she tugged at the hot plastic tray, then scurried to the table and dropped it fast, rubbing her hands on her oversized beige sweater to cool them. With a sigh, she fell into the chair, staring at the comm terminal while picking at her dinner and letting one dangling foot sway. Endless weeks and months of the same three choices for dinner left her uninterested in tasting it. 
 
    Whatever meat sat under the heavy, brown gravy, its scent reminded her of having a dog. Tiny and white, he had regarded the pedestrian offering of rehydrated food as though it came from on high. Like Maya, he’d gotten the same unidentifiable substance every night, but the little guy had been excited as if each time was the first he’d had such a treat. A frown formed around the fist mushing her cheek to one side. She couldn’t recall the dog’s name or what had happened to him, catching only brief glimpses of having had a pet at some point in the past. 
 
    She left the empty tray on the table and plodded down the long corridor across the penthouse apartment and the four wooden stairs descending to the living room, a vast expanse of dimly lit sparsity. At a pair of sliding glass panels, she sat cross-legged on the tan carpet and gazed out over a glittering city of steel, glass, and neon light. Gusting wind pushed the scent of rain in around the closed doors. 
 
    Whirring, a little louder than the machine that cleaned and dried her hair, grew in strength to the right. Maya leapt to her feet, standing stiff at attention as a hovering drone skimmed along outside. Gleaming white shrouds, twelve inches around and emblazoned with the word Ascendant in silver, covered a ducted fan at each tip of the triangular machine. A large gun on its undercarriage swiveled at her, seconds before a grid of green laser light covered her body. After a momentary pause, a happy chirp accompanied its weapon returning to a neutral orientation, and the drone tilted forward, flying off. She lowered herself to sit once more, glaring at the slogan ‘Building a better you!’ below the name of her mother’s company until the machine drifted out of sight to the left. 
 
    She couldn’t hear the people far below in the street, but they seemed sad like her. Everyone kept their heads down and shuffled along, a river of grey-clad bodies indistinguishable from each other save for subtle variations in height. Most wore the same drab poncho and filter mask; everyone feared breathing in Fade. No one made eye contact with anyone. Several larger drones hovered over the crowd, patches of radiant light adding color to the blank world. Their frames as big as motorcycles, the four-fanned Authority bots on the hunt for criminals and non-conformers were double the size of the corporation-owned ones circling her building. 
 
    No one ever smiled; at least, not unless they happened to be selling something. 
 
    Overcast sky darkened, fast enough for her to perceive the change to night. Today had been a remarkable day; Mother had shown up at the penthouse apartment to check on her. Elation at gaining her attention, even for one solitary hour, had long ago turned to resentment. Mother hadn’t been as much concerned with her as she’d been with getting some good photos for use in the latest ad campaign. 
 
    Being the daughter of the CEO of Ascendant Pharmaceutical Corporation sucked. 
 
    An hour past dark, she gave up on waiting for the telltale glow of Mother’s helicopter coming in for a roof landing and trudged to her bedroom. Maya changed into a shin-length nightdress and started to crawl into bed, but stopped with one knee up on the mattress. She got down, went to the door and, as if sneaking up on a sleeping monster, crept to the comm terminal in the hallway. At the center of an eight-by-ten panel of dark metal, a round steel eye as big as her fist greeted her with a slow-blinking red light. 
 
    “Maya,” she said. 
 
    “Voiceprint recognized. Good evening, Maya Oman. It is past your bedtime.” 
 
    She sighed. “I know. Outbound call please, Vanessa Oman.” 
 
    The terminal remained silent for thirty seconds before the regal face of a woman in her middle thirties appeared, a midair hologram. Long, black hair cascaded around high cheekbones and perfect ebony skin. Every time Maya saw her, she felt self-conscious at her lighter tone. She wanted to be dark like Mother, not the medium brown she’d been stuck with. Always, Maya wondered if her appearance had something to do with her mother’s distance. 
 
    The cadence of a recording in a stern woman’s voice filled the corridor. “This is the private vid-mail inbox for Vanessa Oman, CEO of Ascendant Pharmaceuticals. If you have the necessary clearance to contact this number, leave a message. Otherwise, please disconnect this call and await the arrival of Authority Officers.” 
 
    “Begin message,” said a digital tone. 
 
    “Mother. It’s Maya. You didn’t come home… again. I guess you’ve gone to one of the other apartments. Good night.” Maya turned her back on the console. “Terminal, end call.” 
 
    The walls flickered and went dark as the holo-projector cut out. Maya spent a moment admiring moonlight glinting off the silver glitter in her raspberry toenail polish before emitting a soft sigh and heading to bed. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Body Count 
 
      
 
    Pressure on her face dragged Maya out of sleep. Two bright green spots hovered over her; an enormous metal hand covered her mouth and pinched her cheeks. The scent of a sweating man mixed with industrial chemicals flooded her nostrils. She let off a pitiful, muffled scream and kicked through her blankets at a chest rigid enough to hurt her toes. 
 
    A gun slid out of the darkness; its icy barrel against her forehead pushed her skull into the pillow as the green eye spots shrank with a faint electronic whirr. 
 
    “Be still. One sound, you die.” His breath smelled like rotting meat. 
 
    Maya attempted to nod, but couldn’t move her head. 
 
    “Blink twice if you understand.” 
 
    She did. The man removed his giant hand from her face. He leaned up and away, keeping his weapon aimed at her. Room lights came on; his eyes shifted color, becoming yellow. His great dark-blue arms, bigger around than her chest, appeared metal, as if hundreds of small interlocking ingots had flown together in a devouring plaque that advanced well over his shoulders and shrouded the sides of his head. The interface between steel and skin resembled the teeth of a gear. More guns peeked from the folds of a long military-style coat. At her stare, mechanical lens-eyes jutting an inch out from his head clicked and narrowed further. His broad face and wide nose were similar in hue to her skin: creamed coffee. Not a trace of humanity remained in his glare. 
 
    Maya had no doubt this man could kill her. 
 
    A woman, younger than Mother but not by much, slipped past him. His bulk made her seem like a child. Black fatigue pants swooshed as she cleared the end of the bed in two strides. Thick dreadlocks hung down to her belt, studded with trinkets, beads, and wooden rings. She wore a nylon harness with a pair of handguns, several cases, and two silver grenades over an olive-drab tank top. A long-sleeved camouflage shirt draped loose and unbuttoned over everything, sleeves rolled up to the forearm. The woman scowled at Maya with contempt, a look dire enough to make her raise an arm to protect her face. 
 
    “Don’t give me that shit,” grumbled the woman. She bent forward to yank the blankets away from Maya. “You’re a Citizen; I ain’t gonna feel no sorry for you.” 
 
    “How we lookin’?” the huge man asked no one. Seconds later, he grinned. “Sounds good.” 
 
    The woman’s loose outer shirt sagged open as she leaned forward, grabbed a handful of Maya’s hair, and held her still for a brief but disdainful stare. “Roll over, hands behind you.” 
 
    Maya did as instructed, and didn’t move despite the creak of unwinding tape. She winced but kept quiet while the woman crushed her wrists together and cinched them with the sticky plasticized ribbon. A painful grip about the ribs swung her perpendicular to the bed. Maya whimpered as the angry woman gathered her legs together and wound more tape about her ankles. 
 
    A harsh slap to the back of the head silenced her. 
 
    “Quiet. Damn Citizen brat. You and your kind don’t know the first thing about suffering up in this palace. Don’t you dare give me that. The more pathetic you act, the more I ain’t gonna regret this.” 
 
    She lay like a loaf, offering no protest. Once the woman bit off the tape and squeezed it in place, she pulled Maya over onto her back by a fistful of fabric. She tilted her head, peering up past heaving breasts at the sweat-covered face hovering over her with an expression that asked the woman why she was being so mean. The silent plea seemed only to enrage her abductor more. 
 
    “Step it up, Genna. We’re made,” said the big man. 
 
    Genna’s oversized camouflage shirt shrouded the girl like a tent when she leaned her hands on the bed, on either side of Maya’s head, trying to peer out the bedroom door. Dog tags slipped out of the woman’s tank top and hit her in the face. She flinched, glaring at the dark brown arm inches from her face. The point of a black crescent moon tattoo peeked around her right shoulder. Maya cringed away from a drop of sweat landing near her eye. Genna slid backwards to her feet and shrugged a large, empty bag off her shoulder. 
 
    “Are you kidnapping me?” Maya whispered. 
 
    “Maldita niña,” muttered the huge man. He poked the top of her head with his pistol. “Shut up!” 
 
    “If you’re taking me for ransom, you’re wasting your―” 
 
    Genna pressed a line of tape over Maya’s mouth. 
 
    Widening yellow machine-eyes gave away a strong desire to inflict pain. “Dammit, kid, you don’t listen.” 
 
    The woman added a second length of tape, making an X over Maya’s mouth. “Calm down, Moth. You kill her now, and we just wasted a bunch of time and effort for nothing. Took Head weeks to find this princess.” 
 
    “Loco hombre de rata,” Moth grumbled. 
 
    A skinny Asian man in black pants, jacket, and gloves raced into the bedroom and stumbled to his knees when he tried to stop. He had a gun out, but it seemed like a little toy compared to the one pointed at her face. “Shit! Authority’s here.” 
 
    The metal-armed man whirled about, aiming at him, eyes wild with panic. 
 
    “Shit, Moth,” the man gasped, holding his hands up. “I’m not a damn Korean. Come back to now.” 
 
    “That was fast,” said Genna, as calm as if the sons of Jeva had come bearing religious literature. “Guess Headcrash is slipping.” 
 
    Moth scowled at the window. “He must’ve missed a sensor.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… you got the drones,” Genna muttered to no one. “But they found us somehow.” 
 
    “So? No big deal.” Moth smiled and aimed at the door. “All that means is this op just got a body count.” 
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    The coach glided to a halt in the shadow of a stone church set atop a craggy shelf overlooking a town sprawled through grassy hills. Mountains to the west blocked the setting sun from view, peaks aglow beneath a pinkish sky. Firelight flickered within the windows of homes down the grade; the only sign of life on the winding road up to the church had been an old man and a pair of mules. 
 
    Father Molinari descended from the coach and took a deep breath of cold air laced with the fragrance of pollen. Some aspect of this place haunted him, quickening his heart, though he could not set his gaze upon any obvious cause. Indeed, he was right to come here as much as he feared for his life. He clasped his crucifix, tracing his fingers over the cold metal. Something about the vista before him seemed familiar, the church, the modest farm, a small outbuilding beyond. He stared at it, gripped by an inexplicable dread. As if to let go of the coach doorjamb would commit him to a fate inexorable once set in motion. His heart pounded, and he forced himself to look away. 
 
    Yea though I walk through the shadow of the valley of death, I shall fear no evil. 
 
    The local priests dismounted their horses, handing the reins to a tow-headed boy of about fifteen in a pale tan tunic. He cast a wary glance at Molinari before leading the animals around the left of the church. Near the back of the side yard, a long rickety roof covered four stable stalls. One bearded black goat in the shadow east of the building chewed something while staring at him. Molinari studied his hand as if mystified by it, and released his grip. The uneasiness in his belly intensified. He lowered his arm at his side. 
 
    The Lord my God is my savior. I trust in Him to guide me. 
 
    “It is no grand affair like you are used to.” Renault gestured at the front doors. “But it is what we have, and we are thankful for it.” 
 
    Callini trotted over, all but bouncing in his boots. “Father Molinari, would you care to rest the night or see it right away? It is quite an honor for us to have a visitor of your stature.” 
 
    Paolo set about unhitching the horses. “By your grace, Fathers, may I avail of your stables?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Renault. 
 
    “May as well lay eyes on the beast immediately.” Father Molinari started for the church, but halted at a hand on his arm. 
 
    “My apologies, Father.” Callini indicated the smaller building a hundred yards west, on the far side of a garden patrolled by chickens. “We could not bring the fiend onto consecrated ground.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” Renault nodded. “The beast gave off smoke and screamed when we tried to bring it inside.” 
 
    “Very well.” Molinari set his belongings back in the coach. “Lead the way, Fathers?” 
 
    They crossed through fields of cabbage, carrots, and beets to a masonry structure built in a similar, but less ornate style than the church. Most of the inside space contained farming tools and bags of seed, as well as a small hand-operated grist mill. Father Renault made his way to the opposite wall and opened a door, which led to a spiral stairway down. 
 
    “There are rooms below intended for monks.” Renault paused at the opening. “We have confined the creature in one, where it can do no harm and is away from the sunlight.” 
 
    “The Devil shall miss no opportunity to deceive.” Father Callini held up a finger. “Do not trust thine eyes.” 
 
    Father Molinari blessed himself. “For even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.” 
 
    Renault, lantern in hand, led the way down seven turns, and opened a door at the bottom. Beyond laid a narrow hallway with four doors on each side and one at the end, all but one open. Two metal hooks held a thick wooden beam to the door, nailed in place by an amateur’s hand. Only the closed room had such a bar. He trailed the two priests into the hallway, entering a cloud of thick, moist air permeated with the stink of must. 
 
    The hair on the back of Molinari’s neck rose. With each step deeper into the earth, his unease mounted. Renault stopped at the closed door. Flickering lamplight wavered on the walls, casting the man’s jowls in grotesque shadow. He hesitated at touching it, as if petrified of what lay inside. Up close, it became clear they had nailed the hooks in place themselves. The nails looked more bent than driven. Father Molinari’s throat tightened with worry. Any vampire he’d tangled with could rip the door open with ease. 
 
    The heavyset priest glanced at Molinari as if seeking counsel. 
 
    Father Callini sidled up at his left, terror warring with eagerness in his countenance. At Molinari’s nod, Renault lifted the bar from the hooks and set it upright against the wall. He unlocked the door with an iron key and gave it a push. 
 
    Molinari, hands clenched to fists to keep them from shaking, approached the creaking portal. The sight within the eight-by-ten foot cell took the breath from his lungs. 
 
    Huddled at the center of the rear wall, shivered a tiny wisp of a girl. Pale, with dark chestnut hair and the face of an angel, she clutched a ragdoll to her chest. Her white silk nightdress bore smudges and dirt where her knees had pressed it to the floor. Bare toes peeked out from the hem. A length of chain emerged from between her feet and curved around to the wall at her side where it secured to a ring. 
 
    Molinari’s heart beat in long, labored thuds as he glanced at a frayed bundle of rope on the right side of the room, and to a red velvet cord a little more than two feet in from the door. The child drew herself in tight. Faded bruises circling both wrists tugged at his heartstrings. Too-wide green eyes seemed to stare straight into his soul. 
 
    “What in the name of God is this?” Molinari caught himself yelling. 
 
    He made to rush in, but the priests grabbed his arms. 
 
    “Father, no,” yelled Renault. “It is a deceiver.” 
 
    “Do not step past the line.” Father Callini indicated the red cord. “That is as far as its claws can reach.” 
 
    Molinari threw them off, but held his ground. “What have you done? She is a child!” 
 
    “It is a beast.” Father Renault made the sign of the cross over himself. 
 
    “I will not be part of this madness.” Molinari again tried to approach, but the younger man held him back. “Release this child at once.” 
 
    “Father, look,” whispered Renault. “She smells your wound.” 
 
    His struggle with Callini ceased. Molinari glanced at his bandaged hand, at the blood soaked into the fabric. The child stared with rapt attention at the cloth. He moved his hand from side to side as if waving a treat at a dog. The girl tracked it as an earnestness took over her features. She shifted her weight, a light clatter of chain on stone accompanying the slight movement. 
 
    Father Callini took note of his testing the girl’s reaction and let go. Molinari entered the room, but stopped where the velvet rope crossed from wall to wall. He held out his injured hand. The child’s expression fell to a sad pout. 
 
    “Please, help me,” she whispered in French. 
 
    “It tries to deceive,” whispered Callini. “God will give you strength.” 
 
    Father Molinari’s face warmed with anger. “This cannot be. You are mistaken. What crime could such a small child have committed to be treated in such a manner?” 
 
    Callini reached in and unwound the bandage. The girl appeared transfixed by the dripping wound. Such silence permeated the room that the pat of a droplet striking stone seemed loud. She set her doll down and braced her hands flat against the stone on either side of her. Weak red luminescence lit her eyes. Her lips twitched and tiny fangs extended. 
 
    “No…” Molinari stared in horror as the child balanced up on her toes and slid forward onto her knees. 
 
    The chain dragged behind her as she crawled; small shackles intended for a woman’s wrists bound her ankles. She sniffed at the air for a second before she lunged, emitting a mixture of childish pleading mewls and angry canine growls. Her fingertips came within a half-inch of the demarcation after the tether cut her leap short. She could not get her face close to the droplets. After a few seconds of futile straining, the girl wiped at them with her hand and licked her palm. 
 
    Molinari took a step back, covering his mouth. Tears rolled from his eyes. Images of an arrogant Viennese man in a frilled collar, pale as death, cruel, and responsible for dozens of murders flashed through his mind. His laughter echoing at a party―the arrogant disdain with which he flung a dead woman from a bridge into the river, fanged mouth gaping open in the last seconds of his existence. How could God allow such a fate to befall an innocent? 
 
    The child whined and whimpered, reaching for Molinari. Glowing eyes faded and surged, as if a child and something else warred for control. She begged for help―it demanded food. 
 
    “It wants you to feel sorry for it,” said Renault. “We have been providing it cow and pig blood, but only enough to forestall a second death.” 
 
    “It looked startlingly close to alive when we found it.” Callini puffed up his chest, proud of himself. “We have determined that their power diminishes when they are deprived of the ability to gorge themselves.” 
 
    She whined, grabbing the stone and pulling herself into the tether a few times. Father Molinari glanced at the abandoned doll and crumbled a fist into his mouth, unable to stop crying. He lowered himself to a squat and reached his unhurt hand forward. 
 
    “Careful,” said Renault in a stern tone. He grasped Molinari’s shoulder as if ready to pull him back at a second’s notice. 
 
    The girl placed her tiny hand in his, skin cold as death. She gripped two of his fingers and stared into his eyes. “Please help me.” 
 
    He held her hand for a few minutes, unsure what to think. Every so often, she leaned in the direction of his wound and struggled at her chains. Molinari released her hand and stood. 
 
    “This defies all understanding. This cannot be. I wish to try an exorcism. Perhaps there is enough innocence left within her.” 
 
    “She’s d―” Father Renault withered away from Molinari’s glower. “Of course, Father.” 
 
    The girl shuffled backwards, chain jingling, and gathered her hands at her chin, cowering like a waif about to suffer a beating. It was the same pose she had been curled in when the door opened. 
 
    Father Renault closed and locked the cell after they backed out. Muted sobbing echoed through the stone hallway, clawing at Molinari’s heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Less than an hour later, Molinari led the way back to the cell in full mass regalia, flanked by Fathers Callini and Renault, also in their vestments. Renault bore a thurible, already lit and exuding incense. Callini carried an aspersorium of holy water. Frantic clattering in the cell silenced as their steps resonated through the underground passage. 
 
    Again, Renault removed the bar and unlocked the door. The girl sat closer to the right rear corner, hands clasped about the chain between her ankles. She stared up at Molinari with such need in her eyes that he could not bear her gaze. He looked down. After a moment, he knelt upon the cold stone, as close as the other priests permitted to the red cord, and set out three candles. Callini held an aspergil over his head, and flung holy water on her. She shot him an annoyed scowl. 
 
    Molinari raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It resists the touch of God,” whispered Renault. 
 
    Callini stood at his left, dunked the aspergil, and flung more holy water upon the girl. “Should it not burn and writhe?” 
 
    “The one in Vienna did so,” said Molinari. A spark of hope filled his heart. “As did one in Genoa. Perhaps this one is not lost to us.” He kissed the OSM embossed in the leather-bound prayer book and set it on a cloth in front of him. “Our Father, who art in Heaven…” 
 
    She hid most of her face behind her knees, staring at him as he recited the Lord’s Prayer. Throughout the recitation of the rites of Exorcism, she occasionally cringed or shivered, but maintained a fearful, if not unimpressed, look. 
 
    Father Renault shook the thurible, creating a rhythmic clattering of tiny chains on the brass vessel. The cell soon filled with incense smoke, which seemed only to make the living cough. Molinari led into a repetition of the rite that had freed Josephine Baudin. All the while, Father Callini flung holy water at the child. She gave him sour glances and wiped her face whenever it hit her there, but her skin did not blister or smoke. 
 
    Impending futility fueled Molinari’s resolve. He powered through a third recitation, his voice rising, despite resignation clear in the hearts of Callini and Renault. 
 
    The girl stood and crept forward with tiny, shuffling steps. She waved her arms to keep balance when the tether went taut, staring at Molinari with a forlorn expression. Even if she were to lunge, her hands would only find the sacred book, which he assumed she could not bear to touch. Once more, the weight of guilt crushed his soul, and he averted his gaze to the tendons rising from her too-pale feet. The sight of such a small child in shackles infuriated him, even if she was… tainted. 
 
    God grant me the strength to ensure whatever fiend stole this waif from her bed in the middle of the night will suffer an eternity of Hell. 
 
    “It ignores your prayers, Father,” said Callini with a trace of a sigh. “The rite is not working.” 
 
    Molinari clenched his jaw, barely resisting the urge to sigh. The man had a talent for stating the obvious. 
 
    The girl managed to kneel without falling, and folded her hands as if in prayer. 
 
    Father Callini growled and worked the aspergil as if a lash, throwing holy water on her while tracing an X pattern in the air. Her eyes shut harder as if she fought to hide pain. 
 
    “It mocks us,” yelled Callini. 
 
    “We are wasting our time.” Father Renault stopped waving the censer. 
 
    Molinari raised a hand to quiet the priests, watching her lips move. The girl recited the Lord’s Prayer in French at a level beneath a whisper. All three men waited in silence until she finished and looked up, defeat plain on her face. 
 
    The child lowered her hands into her lap. “Il ne écoute pas.” 
 
    “God does not listen to creatures from the depths of Hell.” Renault rattled the censer at her. “You who are a fiend in the guise of innocence. You who have stolen the flesh of―” 
 
    “Enough.” Molinari blew out the candles. “I have been sent here for a reason. I will find it.” 
 
    She covered her face with her hands and sniffled. 
 
    Callini and Renault backed out of the cell and waited for him to gather his things. Molinari avoided looking at the distraught child; his mind raced for something―anything―he could do as he walked out into the hall. 
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