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  “Rick the Brave” is the first Downside short I wrote, which is why it’s placed first here even though it was the second published. I’d wanted to do a story from the point of view of a Downside outsider pretty much from the beginning, and it was a lot of fun to write Chess, Terrible, and their world from that viewpoint.


  By the time this was published--in the HOME IMPROVEMENT: UNDEAD EDITION anthology--CITY OF GHOSTS had already been released, so my attempts to keep Chess and Terrible’s relationship at least a little bit under wraps for spoiler-avoidance purposes didn’t matter so much, but writing it with that in mind was a nifty little challenge anyway. I was and am really proud of this story and that I was invited to contribute to the anthology.


  


  


  


  1.


  


  HIS WALLET WAS EMPTY, SO Rick took the job.


  It wasn’t a job anybody else wanted—well, hell, if it had been, somebody else would have taken it already, specifically his sister’s husband, who’d told him about it. Apprentice electricians didn’t often get handed five grand off the books for what would amount to only a couple of days’ worth of work. So much for Shelley telling him he’d never make any decent money. And calling him a wimp. And dumping him for that sleazy car salesman.


  Would a wimp take a job in Downside? Ha, no. No way. Like anybody else in Triumph City with half a brain and without a particular death wish, Rick had never gotten closer to the area than the stretch of Highway 300 that ran past it—over it—and he’d never wanted to. It was the kind of place where even the police didn’t go, the kind of place where you could find yourself a hooker or find yourself in mortal danger any hour of the day or night.


  But here he was, with his toolbag slung over his shoulder in what he hoped was a nonchalant fashion, standing with two other guys in the dusty, empty main room of a ramshackle house, while outside the streets rang with laughter and screams and loud music.


  A sort of grunting noise—it took him a second to realize it was someone speaking on the next floor—and they trooped up the creaky stairs toward it, past shreds of old wallpaper which fluttered as they passed like ghostly fingers.


  Now that was something he didn’t even want to think about.


  Looked like the other guys didn’t feel the same.


  “Any spooks up here, I throwing you at em,” the guy in front—he called himself Delman, of all things—told the one behind him, who was apparently known as “Barreltop.”


  Barreltop laughed. Rick did too, the sort of too-hearty laughter that always made him feel like an ass.


  The others didn’t seem to notice, though, or maybe they already thought he was an ass so they didn’t care. It was quickly becoming obvious that he didn’t belong here. The others seemed to know each other and probably lived in the area, although why they’d live in Downside if they were making this kind of money often, he had no idea.


  It couldn’t be because they liked the ambience. The house stood only a few blocks away from the slaughterhouse, and while the breeze was luckily going in the other direction, the smell was still there when it stopped. It tingled his sinuses like a sneeze he couldn’t get out.


  A few oil lamps sat on the floor of the room at the left of the stairs, casting wide U-shaped shadows against the dingy walls with their broken plaster and loose wires. Before Haunted Week and the utter destruction caused by the rampaging ghosts, before the Church of Real Truth had taken power and banished them below the earth, this had been a grand home. Now it was a corpse waiting for cremation. Or renovation, which was why they were here: wiring it for power, reinforcing the floors with steel.


  Thick sheets of that steel rested against the far wall, between two high empty windows. A few shreds of fabric danced in front of one of them, the remains of curtains still trying to do their job.


  Which was what he should be doing. He looked away from them, back at the other two, and found them staring at him, arms crossed, eyebrows lifted.


  That pose was mirrored by the hulking man leaning against one of the walls in black jeans and a black bowling shirt. Shit, he was big. Rick took an involuntary step back, then regretted it when the big guy smirked. Mean-looking, too; the expression wasn’t pleasant on his scarred, broken face, shadowed by the black fifties-style greaser haircut. For the first time Rick began to seriously doubt he would make it out of the building alive, or at least with all his limbs intact. He could see that guy ripping out an arm and snacking on it, just for fun.


  “You ready now?” the big guy said, and Rick realized they were still all looking at him, that he’d been openly staring.


  He nodded. “Yeah. Um, sorry.”


  The guy’s chin dipped. “You got the knowledge what needs doin, aye? Choose you a room, get them floorboards up. Half the floor, dig, then we get the steel in.”


  He pulled a cigarette out of his pocket, snapped open a black steel lighter. The room brightened for a second with the six-inch flame of the lighter, dimmed again when he snapped it shut and re-folded his tattooed arms. Barreltop and Delman walked past the stairs, into the room opposite, leaving Rick alone with the big guy. Why were they both leaving? Weren’t they going to take up the floorboards?


  “Gotta problem?”


  “I’m just wondering what you want me to do. Where you want me to start.”


  The big guy stared at him. “Over yon corner be good. Crowbar’s there.”


  “But I’m an electrician, I don’t—”


  “You wanting payment, aye?”


  “Well, yeah, but—”


  “Crowbar’s there.”


  Five thousand dollars, he reminded himself, crossing the floor and picking up the crowbar; he felt the big guy’s eyes on him but didn’t turn around to look. Instead he put the flat end of the bar under the edge of a floorboard, and pushed down.


  For five minutes or so the only sound in the house was the tearing and clattering of floorboards as they were wrenched from their places, and the chatter of the guys in the next room as they worked. Even this late—it was close to eleven—Rick’s shirt was damp with sweat, his throat dry from rotten dust. Dead mice and insect skeletons littered the layer of wood beneath the floor.


  He needed the money. He needed the money. His car payments were killing him—that fucking car Shelley wanted him to buy—and five grand would pay it off and give him a bit left over. Left over to buy presents for another girl, once he found one. A girl who would appreciate a more…cerebral man.


  There were girls like that out there, right?


  Of course. So a few nights of misery were worth it, because he could picture the boards were Shelley’s new boyfriend’s face as he tore them to hell. And once the boards were up he’d get to do some wiring.


  But good as the image of what’s-his-name’s terrified expression made him feel, he wasn’t going to kill himself for imaginary revenge, either, so he headed for the cooler by the doorway and grabbed a bottle of water. Vicious brutes like himself got thirsty some—


  A scream from the other room. A horrible scream, a terrified one, made even worse by the fact that it was a deep voice, a man’s voice.


  The big guy knocked Rick down as he ran past, sending him spinning to the floor. What the hell was going on?


  Dust filled his nose and throat, stung his eyes and made it impossible to see. For one confused minute as he struggled to his feet he was only aware of thundering footsteps and the big guy cursing.


  Then the others yelled, more yelling. Panic. Rick finally used his head and dumped water over his face, and saw them all backing into the hall, away from the ghost as it crossed the floor.


  A ghost. A ghost. Holy shit.


  He knew hauntings happened, of course. Ten years ago a family on his street had one, and the resulting payout from the Church had moved them into a newer, bigger house somewhere else. Like any child growing up after Haunted Week he’d heard the half-serious laments of his parents, wishing they had a ghost themselves, just a small harmless one but one that would earn them a settlement too, to pay for college for Rick and his sister.


  But they’d never really wanted that—who in their right mind would?—and Rick had never seen one.


  And now he did, and he was in an unfamiliar part of town where he doubted he’d survive ten minutes on the streets by himself, and he was about to get up close and personal with that ghost because he’d bought a too-expensive car to get into some gold-digger’s pants.


  Life sucked.


  But he still wanted to hold on to it.


  Barreltop and Delman didn’t seem to think this was the moment to get philosophical. They raced down the stairs so fast Rick wouldn’t have thought their feet touched the wood if he hadn’t heard the noise of it.


  The big guy backed away from the ghost, his hands raised, and Rick jumped to his feet, realizing even as he did that it was too late. The ghost had almost reached the stairs. It would be blocking his way in another second, and he didn’t particularly rate his chances on getting past it. It would attack him, kill him, try to steal his life for itself… Every hair on his body stood on end. It was like he could feel each individual air molecule hitting them.


  “Ain’t can hurt you lessin it gots a weapon,” the big guy muttered as he kept backing up.


  The ghost’s hands were thankfully empty, but the chances of them staying that way were pretty impossible. Shards of wood littered the floor, and the ghost would probably spot them—and lunge for them—in about two seconds.


  Funny how something so ephemeral, something that looked like nothing more than a person-shaped blob of light, could be so full of hate. So terrifying. Especially when it was so clearly female, tall and slender in a long gown, hair piled high upon its head. It had been a lovely woman once, he thought—he guessed, because the expression on her translucent face was so angry and contemptuous it made him shiver.


  She stood there, looking back and forth between Rick and the big guy. Probably trying to decide which of them to kill first. And with Rick’s luck, it would probably be him.


  Sure enough, she lunged for him. Rick stumbled in his haste to jump back, fell to the floor with a teeth-rattling thud.


  She advanced toward him; he crawled back, an awkward crab-like movement over the slippery pile of rotted floorboards. He didn’t want to die like this, didn’t want this dilapidated husk of a house to be the last place he saw—


  Something black swung through the ghost. She shrieked—she didn’t shriek, no sound came out, but her mouth opened and her entire form wavered and expanded.


  The big guy stood with a bar in his hands like a baseball bat. Not just a bar. It was the curtain-rod from the window, and it must have been made of iron, because when he swung it again the ghost stepped back.


  He glanced at Rick again. “Get up. Take this. Gotta make me a call.”


  A call? Like on the phone? Was he crazy? “Shouldn’t we just get out of here, I mean—”


  “Think it ain’t gonna chase us? Take this. Now.”


  The sweat on his skin didn’t help him grip the thing. Nor did the growing idea that if he slipped up the ghost wasn’t the only one in the room who might kill him.


  “Don’t quit on the swingin, dig? You quit swingin, we both of us die.”


  “No pressure,” Rick muttered, but he did as he was told, ignoring the frantic pounding of his heart.


  Behind him the big guy started talking. “Hey. Naw, gots us a problem. Naw, naw, I’m right, but us got a ghost here. Guessing—aye. Aye, no worryin. Got an iron bar, keeping it back. Aye.”


  Rick’s shoulders had already started to ache by the time he heard the phone click shut. The ghost, infuriated now, grew bigger and looser, in some horrible way that he couldn’t let himself think about, every time the bar sliced through it. The bar itself started to burn his hands, heating further with each pass through the ghost.


  “Got somebody coming help us out, dig. You need a rest-up?”


  “What?” Swing. Swing. “No. I’m fine.”


  “You sure? Them arms lookin shaky.”


  “I’m sure.”


  If he were honest, his shoulders were killing him, and the burning iron bar threatened to slip out of his grasp entirely. But nothing in the world could have induced him to admit it. Not yet, at least.


  He didn’t know how long he kept at it. Ten minutes, fifteen? Long enough for the loud, clattery music from the street outside to change a few times. He found a rhythm; swipe at the ghost, wait until it almost reformed, swipe again. But he couldn’t deny his arms felt as if they were about to fall off, and finally when the big guy asked again if he wanted a break he nodded.


  Of course, the girl arrived about thirty seconds after that, just as Rick was letting cold water splash over his face and down the front of his shirt to rinse off the dust and sweat. Great. Who didn’t want to look like a drool-covered baby in front of women?


  She was slim—almost too slim, as if she didn’t eat much—and pale, with thick black hair cut like a pin-up model and thick black eyeliner to match. Despite the heat she wore skinny black jeans over a pair of battered Chucks, and the red of her t-shirt peeked through little holes in the gray cardigan covering her arms. A canvas bag, faded green like an antique army bag, hung off her shoulder. In her hand was a canister of some kind.


  What was a girl doing here?


  He stumbled to his feet. “Hey, um, miss, you shouldn’t be—there’s a ghost here, you should—”


  She cocked an eyebrow. What was it with people looking at him like that? “I can see that.”


  “That’s Chess,” the big guy said. “She get rid of the ghost, aye?”


  “How hot’s that bar?” She walked toward the ghost, inspecting it; her thumb flipped open the top of the canister.


  “Ain’t cold.”


  She smiled. “No, I guess it wouldn’t be.”


  “Is that normal, for the bar to get hot?” Yes, it was dorky. But so? He, Rick, had done most of the ghost-swatting, and now Mr. Greaser was getting all the credit. In front of a girl who, okay, maybe she wasn’t the most gorgeous thing he’d ever seen, but she was pretty.


  And despite the holes in the sweater and the ratty shoes and make-up, he didn’t think she—no. She didn’t talk like them, that weird patois, so she must not live in Downside. So who knew, right? Why not talk to her? “Because it wasn’t when I started using it, but by the time I handed it over to him, it was.”


  “Yeah, that’s normal. It’s the energies mixing.” Her bag sank to the floor with a sort of crunchy thud.


  “Your name is Chess?”


  She nodded.


  “I’m Rick.” He started to get up and extend his hand, but she was already moving away. She whispered something under her breath and upended the canister, dumping something white onto the floor. Salt, he realized, when she started creating a circle around the ghost.


  “Little faster, Terrible,” she murmured. “I don’t want it to notice.”


  Oh, wait. The guy’s name was Terrible? Really? Didn’t anyone in Downside have a normal name? An adjective and a board game. Sure. Why not?


  Terrible kept swinging at slightly shorter intervals, checking his backswing while Chess walked around behind him. Her head was down, watching the line as it poured into place; when she was finished Terrible and the ghost stood within a circle five feet or so around.


  She whispered something else, then looked up. “Okay, get out whenever you’re ready. Just don’t—well, you know.”


  Terrible nodded, glanced down and started backing up. Oh, right. The salt line would—wait. Normal people couldn’t do that, right?


  Sure, just about every house had a jar of Church-salt in the cabinets; like a copy of the Book of Truth, it was practically given to people at birth. Well, no practically about it, really. Copies of the Book of Truth and Church-salt were standard gifts for baby Naming ceremonies. Rick had one of each himself. And supposedly if you ever saw a ghost coming for you, you could throw the stuff at it and it would give you a few seconds to make a getaway if you could.


  But normal people could not create binding circles like the ones Terrible was now stepping carefully out of.


  Who the hell was that girl?


  “Okay.” She knelt and started marking the floor with what looked like a piece of black crayon or something, scrawling an intricate little symbol just outside the salt circle. The ghost reformed inside it, its outlines clearing and defining again. When the girl leaned over and started drawing the same symbol inside the circle, the ghost swiped at her head with one long-nailed hand.


  Rick gasped, then immediately regretted it when she just kept working. “Doesn’t that hurt?”


  “Not really. It doesn’t have the energy to make itself solid, and nothing like a weapon or anything to solidify around, so it’s just cold.”


  Okay, something was definitely weird here. How did she know so much? And this kind of magic, the kind of magic she was apparently doing, wasn’t legal. Not for regular people.


  “Hey,” he said, aware that his voice sounded a little too loud, his joking tone a little too forced. “You don’t work for the Church, do you?”


  It was the wrong thing to say. Terrible looked at him. The iron rod still dangled from his fist. Shit.


  But Chess replied, glaring at the ghost as it renewed its efforts to hit her. “Why? Does it matter?”


  “No, no, I just…you seem to be really good at this, is all.”


  “Do I?” She finished the marking and started sorting through her bag. “What do you think, Terrible? Think I’m good at this?”


  “Seen better. Knew a dame once controlled a whole flock of birds, just with she magic.”


  Chess grinned, a quick flash before she pulled a lump of fabric out of her bag. “That must have been seriously impressive.”


  “Weren’t bad.”


  She laughed, for reasons Rick could not fathom, and nodded at the ghost. “Where did she come from, do you know?”


  “Barreltop find her, lookin like. Pulling up floorboards.”


  “I thought you were going to let me check over these places before you start tearing them up.”


  He shrugged. “You was workin. Bump only choose the place couple hours past.”


  She looked like she wanted to say something, but stopped herself before starting again. “Okay, this should only take a couple of minutes, no big deal.” She glanced at Rick. “You guys want to wait downstairs?”


  “Actually, I’d—”


  “Aye.” Terrible’s fist closed around Rick’s arm, lifting him from the floor. Damn, could the guy be any more insulting?


  But to say anything would only make things worse, so he followed Terrible across the room and down the stairs, taking one last glance back to see Chess unfolding a long black stick and setting it into some sort of base on the floor.


  ☠


  TEN MINUTES LATER SHE CAME stomping down the stairs. “It’s not working.”


  “What?” They both spoke at once.


  “I can’t get a portal to open, and the only reason I wouldn’t be able to do that is if there’s already one here.”


  Terrible rubbed his chin. “Like where?”


  “I don’t know. Show me where she came from, we’ll see if maybe it’s there. The ghost is masking anything else I might feel, so I’d have to get closer to whatever it is to find it.”


  “What do you mean, feel?”


  Chess started to answer him—at least he thought she would, she opened her mouth—but Terrible spoke first. His thick brows drew together. “Why you askin?”


  “Just curious.”


  “Aye? Don’t be.”


  Chess’s voice cut into the silence. “Show me where the ghost came from, okay? I’d like to get out of here.”


  “But—” Rick snapped his mouth shut. “Never mind.”


  “No, what is it?”


  “I just—you have the ghost locked in that circle up there, right? So why can’t we just leave? And maybe call the Church and have them come take care of it.”


  Terrible folded his arms over his massive chest and glared, but Chess shook her head. “The wind could blow the salt away any second. And if there’s an open portal in here, that means more ghosts, and they’ll find their way into the streets. We can’t let that happen, right?”


  That still didn’t really explain why he had to stick around, but neither was he going to try to leave. His toolkit was still upstairs, and he had the distinct feeling that if he tried to grab it and run he’d end up face-down on the floor.


  So the three of them headed back up the stairs and into the other section of the house.


  No windows at all back there, at least not ones people could see through. Boards crisscrossed the empty eyes in the wall. For some reason Rick felt almost as if they’d suddenly stepped underwater, or into some kind of jail cell. Probably the jail cell was more accurate.


  But as much as he hated this—and he did hate it—he had to admit he was kind of having fun, too, now that the situation seemed under control. It wasn’t every night that he got to fend off a ghost with a curtain-rod and hang out with a girl who might not be a Church witch but was definitely a witch of some kind. How many of his friends were having this kind of night? They were probably all sitting around Alex’s living room watching bootlegged porn.


  Barreltop hadn’t gotten very far with his crowbar. One board splintered at the end and split down the center, but that was all. Probably fortunate, really. The thought had no sooner entered his mind than Chess gave it voice.


  “Good thing he was lazy. If the ghost came out of here with loose boards and shit lying around you guys could have had a serious problem. A more serious problem, I mean.”


  Terrible didn’t reply.


  Chess sighed. “Can one of you pull this board up all the way so I can look underneath?”


  She said “one of you.” But she looked at Rick, and he, sensing an opportunity to actually not look like a total wimp in front of her, seized it and headed back to the other room.


  The ghost still stood in the circle, her fists clenched at her sides and her long gown moving as if in a faint breeze. She bared her teeth. Her furious gaze followed him as he grabbed the crowbar from where he’d dropped it.


  He ignored her. Or at least tried to. It wasn’t very easy, ignoring the presence a few feet away of something that had—maybe not personally, but still—killed three of his grandparents and several aunts and uncles. Not to mention millions and millions of other people during Haunted Week, leading to the rise of the Church and the fall of all other governments and religions. The urge to spit at the thing, to hurt her somehow, rose in his chest, but he fought it down. He couldn’t hurt her. She was a ghost; they didn’t feel pain. And she wouldn’t care if he spit at her.


  Better to pry up that board and let Chess destroy the portal or whatever, and send the ghost to the City of Eternity where it belonged.


  Assuming Chess could. If she was Church, she could, but she couldn’t be Church, not if she was hanging around Downside in the middle of the night. But if she wasn’t Church—whatever. No point in wondering, he guessed. They wouldn’t tell him.


  They were both kind of smiling when he walked back into the room, watching him. Maybe she’d told Terrible to get off his back? That would be nice.


  Terrible reached for the crowbar, but Rick pretended he didn’t see. He’d just fitted the flat end under the edge of the board when Chess spoke.


  “Hold on. If that came out when he’d only lifted the edge of the board, I have no idea what lifting the rest of it might do. So…be careful, okay?”


  He forced a grin. It felt more like a grimace, but he had to at least try. Chess didn’t look scared. Terrible certainly didn’t look scared. Rick was damned if he was going to be the only one who did. “I held off a ghost with an iron bar for like fifteen minutes before you got here. I think I’ll be fine.”


  The board came up with a satisfying crack. He reached down and tossed it aside.


  Chess produced a flashlight from somewhere—had she had that before?—and handed it to Terrible, who shone it into the space beneath the boards while she knelt beside it and peered in.


  “See anything?”


  “No.”


  “Feel anything?”


  “Not really. I mean, yes, the whole house feels off, but it doesn’t seem particularly strong here.” She straightened up. “There’s no portal or anything under—shit. Get back. Both of you.”


  “Huh?” Rick looked toward the doorway, where her gaze was pinned as she stood up. From her hand dangled one of those cloth bags Rick saw earlier.


  Terrible grabbed him and shoved him against the wall. He thought he heard his bones creak; he certainly felt it. “Hey, what—”


  Oh.


  Another ghost wavered in the doorway. It held a crowbar in its spectral hand.


  Pure terror shot up Rick’s spine, the kind of terror he hadn’t felt since he was seven and his older brother dangled him off a bridge for touching his stuff. That was his life, that crowbar, swinging like a metronome in front of the ghost’s wicked smile.


  Terrible picked up the iron bar, while Chess stepped forward, her right hand hidden by the cloth bag. An odd collection of syllables poured from her mouth and she flung something at the ghost, something that made dark speckles against its pale glow.


  The ghost froze. Almost before Rick had time to register that, to wonder at it, she’d upended her salt canister and started pouring another line, stretching it across the length of the room.


  Okay. That made sense, he guessed. But it also blocked their escape. What were they supposed to do, sit there all night? All day? Ghosts hated the sun, but not much sun would come in with the windows boarded up like they were.


  As if in reply Terrible turned and smashed his heavy foot into the boards. Rick joined him, feeling the boards give under his boot, until finally they split and fell into the yard below.


  It was a cloudy night, a dark one, but Rick’s eyes adjusted well enough to see a patch of overgrown weeds and some rusted lawn furniture. A rotted awning hung in tatters off a frame protruding from the side of the house.


  So much for jumping. If the fall didn’t break their legs they’d impale themselves, and he had a feeling it would be both rather than either/or.


  Chess’s gaze darted between them and the ghost. “Can you guys get down?”


  “Naw. All broken metal down there.”


  “Shit! I—what the hell?”


  Ghostly feet had appeared just below the ceiling. As they all watched they sank to the floor, another ghost revealing itself inch-by-inch from the bottom up.


  And another.


  Holt shit. Rick’s heart pounded so hard in his chest he thought it might literally explode. He almost wished it would, because at least that would be a quicker death. In that other room lay a pile of broken boards, some studded with nails. Probably enough debris filled the other rooms to turn himself, Terrible, and Chess into nothing more than bloodstains and piles of goo, even if the ghosts couldn’t cross the salt line. Ghosts could throw things, after all.


  Chess spun around, tugging that black crayon or whatever out of her pocket. “Boost me up. I need to mark the ceiling.”


  Rick started to bend down to cup his hands, but Terrible got there first. In one smooth movement he had Chess lifted high enough that she could scrawl another of those little symbols on the ceiling.


  “That should hold,” she said, as she slid back down. “But I need to get up there.”


  On what planet was that a good idea?


  He must have said that out loud, or made some kind of sound, because she looked at him. “The portal is up there. They’re not coming up out of the floorboards, they’re coming down through the ceiling. I need to close it.”


  Terrible frowned. “Lemme come along, aye?”


  “How are you going to get up there? Rick can’t lift you.”


  “Ain’t want you on your alones up there, Chess. Ain’t just one or two, aye, an we ain’t got any knowledge what weapons might be up there.”


  A pause, while Rick’s heart sank into his shoes. Then, as if in slow motion, they both turned to look at him.


  “Sure.” Was that a squeak in his voice? He cleared his throat and tried again. “Sure, I’ll go with you. Just tell me what to do.”


  She smiled at him. Terrible made some kind of growling noise.


  “I’m going to salt off a section up there,” she said. “Just like this one, as soon as I get up. I don’t know if there’s any debris or anything in that attic, but I assume there is, so you’re going to need to grab whatever you can—if you can—and put it in that area, where they can’t get it. Okay?”


  She slid past them and marked off another section of the floor behind her line, forming a square with the line already existing. “Try to get through here.”


  He didn’t look happy about it, but Terrible nodded and stepped into the square, ramming the iron rod at the ceiling. Plaster fell around him. For a moment it looked bizarrely like snow, until the plaster stopped and chunks of wood began.


  In less than a minute, or so he thought—time seemed to be going by awfully fast, and every passing second moved Rick that much closer to what he was certain was his date with death by ghost—the hole in the ceiling was big enough for them to get through.


  “Okay.” Chess looked at Terrible. “As soon as you get us up there, step back, okay? Don’t stay under here, at least not until I get it marked off on the floor.”


  If he nodded or said anything, Rick didn’t hear it, not over the rasping of his own breath in his throat. He closed his eyes for a second or two; when he opened them Chess’s feet were disappearing into the ceiling.


  His turn. His turn. Terror numbed him so effectively he barely felt his feet hit the dusty floor.


  But Terrible didn’t bend down to cup his hands, not immediately. Instead he grabbed Rick’s arm and squeezed, hard. Hard enough that Rick wondered if biceps could liquefy. Terrible’s eyes were black holes in his brutish face, and he said, “Aught happens to her, I kill you, dig?”


  It didn’t seem like the kind of question that was really a question, and Rick was glad, because he didn’t think he could have replied if he wanted to. So he just nodded mutely, and Terrible bent down for his foot.


  Something hit the wall above them, and the noise reverberated through the room. Rick barely had time to register it before Terrible practically threw him through the hole in the ceiling.


  He’d thought maybe he’d need a minute for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, but he didn’t. Not just because the small, round windows in the attic room weren’t boarded, but because it was so full of ghosts it glowed.


  For a second he just knelt there, his mouth open. He’d never seen anything like it before. Yes, before this night he’d never seen a real ghost, so by definition any ghost was something he’d never seen before, but this…this was amazing, and frightening, and beautiful in a terrifying and awful way.


  Through the mass of their bodies, the tigerish pattern of light and darkness, he saw other shapes, the thick outlines of furniture. Not too much, thankfully, but enough to make his heart sink further. Across the attic space were more porthole-like windows; through one of them a streetlight shone like a single star in a clouded sky.


  Chess crouched not far from the hole. She’d already marked off a large square around it with salt, and apparently the ghosts realized it, because Rick had barely seen the line when glass shattered above his head, raining chips on him that stung his shoulder and arm.


  “Chess! You right up there?” Terrible shouted from below.


  “I’m fine,” she called back, digging around in her bag.


  She glanced at Rick. “It’s definitely here, the portal. I have no idea how it got here or what the deal is or why, but it’s here.”


  “Is that going to be hard to fix?” A chunk of wood came flying at them. They jumped back and it clattered against the wall.


  “Don’t know.”


  “What? What do you mean?”


  Bluish light moved across her face like a reflection of water, making her features seem to shift and change shape a little as he looked at her. “I mean I don’t know. Until I know how it happened I won’t know how to close it. Or even if I can close it.”


  Great. Just great. He’d come up to help “clear debris” or whatever, and now he was on the front line of some sort of portal that this girl who may or may not be a witch may or may not know how to fix. Oh, and don’t forget the huge, very scary guy below them who looked like he ate babies and had just promised to kill Rick if anything happened to the aforesaid maybe-witch.


  This night just kept getting better and better. And he had no—“Ow! Fuck!”


  A shard of glass had imbedded itself in his arm, thrown by an angry ghost.


  Chess’s eyes narrowed. “Did you just get cut?”


  He lifted his arm to show her.


  “Damn it! They’re going to sense that, it’s going to make them mad.”


  Witch or no witch, she was starting to piss him off. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to let myself get injured after risking my life to come up here and help you. How careless of me.”


  To his surprise, she smiled. “You would have risked your life more if you hadn’t come up to help, and I kind of think you know that. But yeah, I guess you’re right. Sorry.” She lifted her hand, the black crayon in it. “Come here. I want to mark you.”


  He wanted to ask what the hell that meant, but he was tired of saying “What?” over and over like some sort of idiotic parrot.


  So he scooted over, closing the few feet between them. “Would Terrible actually have killed me if I hadn’t agreed to come up?”


  “It’s entirely possible, yeah.” She said it like it was no big deal. Like it was normal or something, rather than psychotic. Who the hell were these people?


  Her fingers touched his jaw, cool and light. “Close your eyes.”


  She smelled faintly of shampoo and a sort of herbal scent, with a little cigarette smoke mixed in. The crayon wasn’t a crayon at all, he realized, but some sort of woodless grease pencil, and it moved across his forehead in a tingly line. Circles, maybe, some kind of swirl with an angle? He wasn’t sure. It made his head buzz, though, enough that he opened his eyes a crack to try to shake the dizziness.


  The pencil moved down to his cheek; another little symbol there, and then she lifted his hand and drew on the back of it. It looked almost like a crab, but he couldn’t seem to really trace the pattern.


  Instead he looked up at her. He’d thought before that her eyes were dark, but they weren’t. Inside the thick black eyeliner and mascara they were lighter than that: hazel, almost blue but not quite. Pretty.


  He opened his mouth to tell her so, driven by some sort of imminent-death impulse, but she dropped his hand and pulled back before he could speak.


  “Those should help keep you safe.” She tucked the pencil back into her pocket. “They won’t be able to drain power from you, and you won’t feel the cold as much when they touch you. Okay?”


  He would have nodded, but ducked instead when a large chair flew at them.


  She grabbed his arm with her left hand, grabbed his eyes with her own. “But listen. They like fear. They can sense it, it excites them. You need to try to sublimate that. You cannot show them you’re scared. You cannot let them see when they hurt you. Now take off your shirt.”


  “What?”


  “Take off your shirt. Give it to me. We need to bind that wound of yours to try to mask—” a crash broke through her voice, what looked like a table leg hit the wall— “the smell of your blood.”


  He tried to smile. “You know, if you wanted to see my bare chest, all you had to do was ask.”


  Terrible’s voice cut into her reply. “Chess! What’s on up there?”


  Damn it! He’d finally managed to say something funny, too.


  “We’re fine,” she called.


  Rick peeled off his shirt and handed it to her. The attic was so damn hot it barely made a difference.


  She wiped his cut with it, ducked as glass smashed behind her, and wound the fabric into a bandage, which she tied around his arm with the air of someone used to dealing with such things. “I need to get out there and look around. So you need to start grabbing stuff, okay?”


  He glanced out again at the sea of ghosts, at the way the light they cast reflected off the naked ceiling boards and patchy walls and somehow thickened the air.


  “They can’t hurt you unless they have a weapon,” she said, in a softer tone. “Without magic powering them they can’t solidify themselves without an object to solidify around, remember? And those sigils will help protect you. So just keep your eyes open, and get everything you can behind that line. And for Truth’s sake, do not break the line, okay?”


  The sound of wood scraping wood drew his attention; a team of ghosts, four or five of them, were pushing what looked like an enormous wardrobe.


  Chess saw it too. “We’ll worry about that when we have to. Just go, and go as fast as you can.”


  She stepped over the salt line and into the mass of ghosts, who whirled around her, grabbing for her with impossible white hands that failed to take hold.


  Rick’s breath rattled in his chest. Ghosts out there. Terrible downstairs, probably with all sorts of weapons and eager to kill someone. He could move, or he could die, and while neither of them really appealed he figured moving seemed like a better idea.


  They were so cold. So damn cold. He’d never really thought about it. He’d been brought up to think of death as something peaceful, something that meant you got to go live in the City below the earth forever, that it was simply another stage of existence.


  And he did believe it. Hell, he didn’t have to believe it, because it was Fact and that was Truth, and he’d spent hundreds of Saturday Holy Days at Church and didn’t even have to think to know that Fact and Truth were what really mattered, and it was comforting and right.


  But apparently it was Fact and Truth that ghosts were cold, too, and that made him wonder if the City was cold, and if the dead spent their time there milling around in angry silence the way they were in that attic.


  A lamp flew past his head and hit the wall beside him with a heavy thud. He scooped it up and ran with it, dropping it on the “safe” side of the line. Same with a large book bound in moldy leather, and a rusty frying pan. There wasn’t as much small stuff in the attic as he’d originally feared, but he kept circling the floor, scanning it, almost getting used to the sensation of being dipped in ice over and over again.


  Something heavy slammed into his shoulder. He spun around to see a ghost raising another chair leg high over its head, preparing to bring it down again.


  He reacted without thinking, grabbing hold of the leg and pulling, turning so he could put his back into it. Damn, that ghost was strong. The edges of the wood dug into his fingers, into his ribs when he tucked it under his arm to get a better grip and leaned forward.


  The ghost still didn’t let go. This was fucking ridiculous. What was he supposed to do, spend the entire time up here playing tug-of-war with a dead guy for a chair leg? While more of them wandered around, faster and faster, probably grabbing more weapons to beat him into a bloody pulp?


  The thought energized him a bit. He pulled harder, pushing his entire body forward, and ended up taking five or six steps before he realized what was happening.


  Maybe he could…? Yeah, that would work, right? The ghost couldn’t cross that salt line, but he could, and the chair leg could.


  It made him feel a bit like a sled dog, for some bizarre reason, but he did it, towing the ghost toward the line, pushing through the mass of them. The cold almost started to feel good, it was so hot up there.


  He stepped over the salt line. Crossed the few feet between it and the wall, and gave the leg one last tug. The second the ghost’s hands touched the air over the salt line it let go.


  Yes!


  He ducked out of the way of a flying picture frame and headed back out. Through the translucent forms filling the attic he saw Chess, bending over slightly with her hand out. Trying to find the portal, he guessed. Or hoped.


  Not for the first time the idea that he had only her word that she actually knew what she was doing crossed his mind, but he shoved it away just as quickly. If she didn’t, it really didn’t matter. He was in that attic and he wasn’t getting out until either she managed to fix the problem or they both died, so no point in worrying about it.


  Terrible shouted from below, and Chess shouted back again that they were fine.


  A few simpering china babies sat on the floor by the wall. A ghost picked one up, started advancing toward him. Rick ducked away, realizing as he did so that he had an advantage Chess hadn’t explained. He could walk through them. They couldn’t walk through each other.


  He twisted his body, sliding through a ghost raising a shard of glass—that could not be a good thing, was there more broken glass around?—and around a heavy desk. More stuff, that’s what he needed, stuff to get on the other side of that—


  The china baby smashing into the side of his head stunned him, knocked him on his ass. Literally. For a second his vision blurred and shook; when the world snapped back into focus he saw light hit the shard of glass as it started to descend.


  Without thinking he grabbed at the spectral hand that held it. It was solid. Solid and cold and damp, with a sort of horrible give to it, the kind of give all living flesh possessed but which just felt wrong when the flesh in question glowed bluish-white and froze his own.


  The ghost’s face leered above him, its lips stretching into a hideous grimace. His arms shook from trying to hold it off. The point of the glass came closer, a little closer, aiming straight for his heart.


  “Chess! Chess!”


  She didn’t reply, but he heard her footsteps, heard her voice as she yelled more of those makeshift syllables and flung something at the ghost.


  Dirt. It landed on him and he realized it was dirt, dirt with a particular pungent smell. He also realized the ghost had frozen in place and he took advantage of it, snatching the glass from its hand and tossing it at the wall.


  That was a mistake. Another ghost caught it. Fuck.


  Chess glanced over. “I’ve found it. Get that glass to the other side of the line and come over to the corner. I might need your help.”


  Okay, this he could do. He thought. The ghost grinned, holding the glass up, but it was still close to the salt line and wasn’t moving quickly.


  And his mother told him playing basketball after school wouldn’t actually teach him any real skills.


  He looked at the glass, at the hand holding it. Focused on it. And ran, his hands outstretched. Another china baby smashed against the floor where he’d been; an old book glanced off his back. He ignored them.


  His hands closed around the ghost’s, shoving it forward. The ghost immediately went transparent. The glass fell to the floor, and unfortunately Rick fell with it, and it drove itself into his thigh.


  It took every bit of strength he could muster not to cry out in pain, but he managed it, remembering Chess’s warning about showing emotions. Instead he forced himself to get back up. They’d smell his blood, yes, and that was a bad thing, but he couldn’t really do anything about that. Instead he limped over to where Chess stood, shouting back down to Terrible that they were okay and had found whatever it was.


  She turned to him when he drew up beside her. “Look.”


  It was a wreath. What?


  As he watched, another ghost slid out of it. It was horrible to see, like witnessing the birth of a grotesque baby. It swung at him, at Chess, several times, its expression growing angrier and angrier, until finally it passed through them, no doubt to hunt for a weapon of some kind.


  When it had gone he realized that the center of the wreath wasn’t there, or rather, that he couldn’t see the floor through it. Instead the air appeared wavery, shiny almost, and tiny lights glowed in that space, lights and more shapes that could have been people.


  “It leads directly to the City,” she said, ducking as a candlestick flew past. “Look. It’s mistletoe.”


  “I thought that was illegal.” The second the words were out of his mouth he regretted them. Duh, asshole.


  She must have seen his thoughts reflected on his face, because she didn’t point out his stupidity. “It opens the gate between here and the City, see? That’s why. Especially in a mistletoe wreath. The Church destroyed every one they could find right after Haunted Week.”


  “Right.” Another ghost was forming in the center of the wreath. “So what do we do? I mean, what do you do?”


  “I think I can try banishing them all, just sending them right back through without a psychopomp. Then we burn the wreath.”


  He nodded, just as if he understood what she’d said, which he didn’t. He knew the words, knew that a psychopomp was an animal that carried spirits from this world to the City and that banishing was the act of summoning a psychopomp to do that job. But he had no idea what it actually entailed. It wasn’t exactly something people got to watch. “Just tell me what to do.”


  “Keep collecting debris,” she said. “And tell Terrible to watch out. When I send them all back it will probably create a vacuum in here. So, um, when I give the word grab on to something, okay?”


  His stomach lurched. Was she serious?


  Stupid question; he should stop asking it. Yes, she was serious, and yes, Terrible might kill him if the ghosts didn’t manage it first and yes, this whole thing was a big mistake and yes, if he made it out of there alive he was going to punch his brother-in-law in the mouth.


  She touched his arm, gave him a sort of soft quiet smile. “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine.”


  He nodded.


  Over the sound of his own footsteps as he half-ran, half-limped around the attic collecting more potential weapons he heard her voice, low and smooth like music playing in another room. The blood leaking from his thigh excited the ghosts, just as Chess said it would. They swarmed him, followed him, spun around him in a dizzying pattern of light. The cold wouldn’t go away, even for a second. The feeling of them passing through him, as if he was one of them, or as though he didn’t really even exist, wasn’t really there, grew more and more unpleasant.


  But not as unpleasant as the sound of the wardrobe scraping across the floor again.


  He looked in that direction. Not just a few ghosts behind it now. At least a dozen or so of them, pushing the heavy piece of furniture. Pushing it right toward Chess. They must have figured out what she was doing.


  As they picked up speed more ghosts joined them. Within seconds, it seemed, he stood almost alone, watching the wardrobe slide across the floor.


  “Chess! Chess, look out!”


  Instantly he heard Terrible roaring her name from below. No time to try to shout back, and Rick supposed it didn’t matter anyway. With a feeling rather like jumping in front of a loaded gun he ran to the corner where she was, trying to catch the wardrobe before it hit her.


  He’d just reached her side when her voice rose. Not in fear; it wasn’t a scream. It was simply her saying those words, those itchy-sounding, tumbly words.


  Light flashed from the center of the wreath, a second of bright blue-white light, and then—the space grew. He didn’t understand how it could happen, but the wreath widened until the doorway or portal or whatever stretched from floor to ceiling.


  That’s when his feet started sliding across the floor.


  Grabbing the wardrobe was instinct. So was grabbing Chess’s hand.


  Ghosts flew back through the portal, slowly at first, then faster as the vacuum increased. They too tried to catch the wardrobe, to hold on to him and Chess, but they couldn’t seem to solidify enough to do so.


  Chess started walking toward him, going hand-over-hand up his arm, until she too could clutch the wardrobe. The vacuum sucked at him, sucked in some odd way he didn’t really understand. It wasn’t a physical pull, well, it was physical, obviously, but the sensation seemed to come from inside him rather than outside.


  “It feels weird,” he managed. Holding the wardrobe with both hands necessitated pressing Chess between himself and the wood, almost spooning against her. She didn’t seem to mind, which was nice.


  “It’s your soul.”


  “What?” Damn it, there it was again.


  “It’s your soul. The portal is trying to pull spirits back into itself, and it can’t differentiate very well between disembodied ones and living people. Just hang on. Do you see any more ghosts in here?”


  He craned his neck to the left. Was that glow a ghost or—


  He lost his grip on the wardrobe.


  As if in slow motion he felt himself falling backwards, his head hitting the floor with a painful thud. Felt the rough wood floor beneath him scraping his back as he slid across it.


  Chess grabbed his feet. He managed to force his head off the ground long enough to see her feet hooked on the edge of the wardrobe.


  And long enough to turn around and see the portal only inches from his face, to see the cold darkness within, the black silhouettes and torch flames. Faces appeared in it and then disappeared, greedy eyes focusing on him, bony fingers trying to reach out and grab him.


  He could practically see saliva dripping from their dead lips as they waited for him, ready to steal his life, to try to feed on that power. He had no idea what exactly they would do to him, but he bet it would be painful.


  Chess shifted her grip, crooking her elbow around his feet and reaching into her bag. A second or two later she threw something at the portal, shouted something that sounded like “Belium dishwasher!”


  The portal closed.


  ☠


  HE DIDN’T THINK HE’D EVER been so grateful for a beer in his life. Beneath all of the bottles of water in the cooler were a dozen or so of them, chilled to perfection, and he wished he could suck every one back at once.


  Not only did he think he deserved a damn drink, he thought it would help a bit with the pain as Chess dug the glass shard out of his thigh.


  He was wrong about that one. He just barely managed to stay silent. But at least it didn’t take long, and when her hands touched his skin as she applied butterfly closures and some kind of ointment, covering it all with a bandage…well, that was nice, even though he felt shaky and weak from the loss of adrenaline.


  Terrible stood in the corner, watching the wreath reduce to ash. Rick looked at him for a second, then turned back to Chess.


  “So, um…maybe you’d like to go out to dinner with me or something, sometime?”


  Terrible snorted.


  Chess smiled, the kind of smile Rick knew meant “no” even before she opened her mouth, and started cleaning his scraped fingers with a baby wipe. “Sorry. I’m with someone.”


  “Oh. Oh, um…is it serious?”


  She squeezed more ointment onto the place where the splinters had been, slowly like she was trying to gather her thoughts. She glanced at Terrible, a quick little eye-dart before looking down again; Rick figured she didn’t want him to overhear. “He’s my family,” she said finally. Quietly. “He’s everything.”


  “Oh,” he said again, rummaging in his tired mind for a new topic of conversation. “So that thing I saw through the portal, was that the City of Eternity? Like, for real?”


  Chess smoothed a Band-Aid over his finger. “Not really. Well, it is, but it’s actually more like a tunnel into the City.”


  He took his hand back, took another swallow of his beer.


  “All burned out here,” Terrible said.


  Chess looked over at him. “Good. Can you scoop up the ashes? We’ll dump them down the sink later.”


  “You can’t just leave them here?” Rick asked.


  She shrugged. “Probably. But I’d rather be safe. You never know what can happen with stuff like that. Mistletoe is very powerful—as you saw—and there are a couple of spells that use mistletoe ash, so…better to just dump them.”


  “Because whoever set that thing up might come back and try again?”


  “What? No, nobody set that up. That was your fault.”


  He jerked upright. “My fault? How did I—”


  A heavy hand slammed down on his shoulder. How the hell had Terrible gotten there so fast? Rick hadn’t even heard his footsteps.


  “Oh, calm down. Both of you. Nobody deliberately set that thing off. It was you being here that attracted them.”


  Rick must have looked confused, because she sighed. “Think of it this way. All these years that wreath has been up there, but the house was empty. There was no energy inside it, you know? No life. But then you guys came in here tonight, and your energy activated the mistletoe and made a portal.”


  Terrible let go of Rick, shifted his weight. “Shit.”


  “Yes, shit. This is why you’re supposed to let me look through these places first, right? Please? Next time?”


  Terrible nodded.


  “Good.” She slapped her palms down onto her thighs and stood up. “Okay, are we all ready to go now?”


  “Aye, guessing so.”


  Rick stood up too. “Hey, do you need me back tomorrow night? Or…”


  Terrible’s eyebrows rose. “You wanna come back?”


  “Well…” Did he? No, not really. But he still needed the money, and he didn’t think he’d actually earned anything yet.


  Terrible reached into the heavy pack against the wall and pulled out a wad of cash. “Here. You take this, aye? An you ain’t needing to come back. Thinkin you done enough.”


  He held out his hand. Or rather, he held out a bunch of money, what had to be at least three or four grand.


  “Oh, hey, no, I mean, I hardly did anything, the floorboards aren’t even up at all.”


  Terrible glanced at Chess, then back. “Take it.”


  “But I—”


  “Take it.”


  So he did, shoving it into his pocket without counting it. At least he knew not to do that.


  He slung his backpack over his still-sore shoulder, and the three of them clattered back down the stairs and out the front door.


  Down the street a gang of kids were giggling and playing with firecrackers. On the corner a couple of hookers leaned against the lamp post, their skin glistening with sweat. The sound of breaking glass echoed over the other noises, the car engines and shouts and music.


  “Well, okay, I guess,” Rick said. He held out his hand to Chess, who shook it, then did the same with Terrible. “It was nice meeting you guys and everything.”


  “You too,” Chess replied. “Take care.”


  Terrible grunted.


  “Oh, and thanks,” she said. “You were a big help…you were really brave.”


  Brave. Was he? He didn’t feel like he was, hadn’t felt it at the time, but when he looked back at what he’d done…yeah, maybe he was. His chest inflated.


  But he didn’t let on how that made him feel. Instead he just said, “Bye,” and walked to his car, aware of their eyes on him, aware of the dark sky above and the city of ghosts beneath the earth. He’d seen it. He’d actually seen the City, he’d actually seen ghosts, been injured by them and watched them be defeated.


  He was Rick the Brave, Rick the ghost killer. Rick the guy any girl would want to be with, and he was four grand or so richer, and life was pretty damn good, after all.
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  “Home” was originally written for an anthology of “Ghost Romance,” so I had to keep the “Romance” aspect in mind just as much as the “Ghost.” That presented a bit of a challenge, since “Romance” means “happy ending,” and as you (I imagine) know, ghosts in this world usually mean the exact opposite sort of ending for some poor person.


  I really enjoyed writing this one, though; it was more pleasant than I’d anticipated to write a story where nobody dies or is in mortal danger and no nefarious forces are at work. And giving Chess a chance to just be happy with Terrible, and show her relaxing a little into that happiness despite her ever-present cynicism and fear, was quite fun.


  For various reasons this story ended up without a home, so I sent it to Macmillan to see if they wanted it for their Heroes and Heartbreakers site’s Fiction program. They did, and I was really pleased to work with them.


  


  


  


  


  “Love is not the most powerful magic. But it feels like it is.”


  —Truth for Teens, a Guidebook for the Young Adult, by Elder Carroll


  


  


  1.


  


  MOST—NO, ALL—OF HER cases started the same way: A homeowner or building resident called the Church to report a haunting. The Church assigned a Debunker to the case to investigate the haunting and hopefully disprove it, to make sure the person in question wasn’t just faking in order to get a nice fat settlement in exchange for the Church’s failure to protect them from the dead.


  After all, just because the population was smaller thanks to Haunted Week twenty-four years before, when the ghosts had risen and killed every living person they could, and just because the Church of Real Truth was in charge now, didn’t mean people didn’t still need money. They did. Just like Chess. She needed money for food, for rent, for the electric bill and the cell phone bill and all of those other things. And of course for drugs: the things that made her life worthwhile.


  So Chess worked, and she worked hard, and she’d handled a lot of cases and gotten a lot of bonuses for disproving a lot of hauntings. But she’d never had a case before where a neighbor called the Church to report the ghost and the homeowners insisted there wasn’t one.


  She’d rather not have the case. It was probably a huge waste of time; time she could be spending with Terrible, in his big gray bed. Just thinking about him made her smile, sent a cheerful little shiver up her spine. Love was terrifying, and weird, and sometimes uncomfortable.


  But it was so fucking sweet.


  It was also going to fuck up her concentration if she didn’t stop thinking about it. With effort she tamped down the heat rising in her chest, reached into her pillbox and popped a couple of Cepts to help chase the feeling away.


  The street looked like any other in Cross Town. Like any other street in any of the suburbs of Triumph City, really, or any in the District. Houses with smooth blank faces, all of them alike, watching each other across a wide expanse of concrete, two shiny cars in each driveway like weapons laid out on a table before them. So living-the-good-life. So upwardly mobile.


  So rotten. The people living inside those assembly-line buildings were people who gave a shit what others thought of them, and that made them dangerous. That made them people who’d sell out their mothers if it meant getting into the right person’s address book.


  Chess knocked on the pale blue front door of number 422, a bland two-story with peaked windows and a tiny afterthought of a front porch.


  The woman the door revealed when it opened looked like every self-satisfied suburban real-estate agent Chess had ever seen. The scent of smug drifted from her in waves. “Yes?”


  “Mrs. Brent?”


  “Yes?”


  “I’m Chess Putnam, from the Church. You made a complaint about a haunting—”


  “Yes, yes, get inside. Hurry, please.” Mrs. Brent’s clawlike fingers wrapped around Chess’s upper arm and pulled, exhibiting the sort of wiry strength Chess usually associated with desperate speed-pumpers on a long run. Chess almost stumbled over the threshold; Mrs. Brent slammed the door behind her.


  The second she flipped the lock, Mrs. Brent’s entire manner changed. Her face didn’t move—Chess didn’t think it was capable of that, not with all the surgeries and injections the woman had obviously had—but her shoulders relaxed, her back straightened.


  “There. May I offer you a drink, Miss…Parkman, did you say? Are you related to Judge Parkman, by any chance?”


  “It’s Putnam, actually. No, thank you, I don’t need a drink. Why don’t you just tell me about the ghost? What made you call the Church?”


  Mrs. Brent motioned Chess into the wide living room to the left, so full of beige it was almost invisible; the interior design equivalent of a bowl of porridge.


  The couch was comfortable enough, though, especially when sweet opiate peace started drifting through Chess’s bloodstream from the Cepts she’d taken outside..


  “I’ve been watching them.” Mrs. Brent sat too close, leaning in. Like she and Chess were pals or something. “I’ve seen the ghost. In their kitchen one night. In the living room another. All hours of the night it’s wandering around in there, glowing just like it has a right to be there. Just like it isn’t disgusting to—”


  “How did you see this?” The last thing Chess needed was for Mrs. Brent to go off on an indignant little tangent. The sun had just started to set and the Runners were playing at Chuck’s later, and she was going to meet Terrible there and needed to get ready first. The sooner she left Mrs. Brent’s self-righteous pseudomansion the better.


  The woman colored slightly beneath her stiff, ultra-frosted blonde hair and matching stiff, ultra-frosted make-up. “My kitchen windows face their house. I’ve been working on tracing some more ancestors lately—we go back over two hundred and fifty years, isn’t that wonderful?—so I’ve been in there working, making tea and such, you know. And from my desk there I can clearly see that ghost running around their house. It’s terrifying.”


  Finally. “Can I see the kitchen?”


  “Of course.”


  Chess followed her down a hallway lined with posed family photos: Mrs. Brent, a balding man running to florid and fat, two kids with toothy grins. Typical family. Typical house. So average they could move out and another family could move in, and no one would even notice. Just being there made Chess itch.


  “See? Right here. This is my desk.” Not so much a desk as a section of granite countertop without a cabinet below, really, and two small drawers. Neat stacks of paper sat next to a closed laptop computer. The Brents were online, then. Good. Chess made a quick note in her pad: Check internet records re Brents.


  It wasn’t unheard of for people to conspire together, after all.


  “When I sit here I see right through their windows, see?”


  Right through was a bit of an exaggeration. Mrs. Brent wasn’t that much taller than Chess’s own five foot six, and Chess had to hold herself in a hunched sort of squat over the chair as if it were a public toilet in order to see the Solomon house. So Mrs. Brent was nosy. Not a surprise.


  “I saw it more than once.” From her stack of papers Mrs. Brent produced what appeared to be a list, all typed out on plain white paper, printed in a “cheerful” font in bright green ink. “I’ve noted all the dates and times here, as you can see.”


  Chess scanned it, pretended she cared. “Can I take this?”


  “Of course, sure. That’s going to help you, right? I can testify. I’m ready to testify anytime. Those Solomons, her with her jingly jewelry and her tacky long skirts, and him, he’s some sort of…some sort of hippie, or something, he owns some organic store or something. Just look at their cars.”


  Chess couldn’t. The house blocked them. Nor could she see in any other windows of the Solomon home, which belied Mrs. Brent’s statement, but whatever. Busybodies liked to exaggerate. It made them feel important. “Are there any other windows that face their house?”


  “Just the landing.”


  “Can you show me?”


  Mrs. Brent kept up her stream of brittle chatter as she led Chess back down the hall and up the stairs—not about the Solomons anymore, but about the country club and some ball being held there, and her children’s school, and a bunch of other shit Chess didn’t give a fuck about.


  But from the landing Chess could indeed see into the Solomons’ living room, which Mrs. Brent termed “ghastly,” presumably because the Solomons had used colors that didn’t match their skin tone.


  A little blue sportscar sat out front. That must have been the vehicle that annoyed Mrs. Brent, although Chess couldn’t figure out why. She supposed it looked like some sort of superfast threat, but only to someone who didn’t know anything about real cars. What it actually looked like was a midlife crisis. Terrible’s Chevelle would leave that thing in the dust.


  “When they had their parties, people parked all over the lawn. Our lawn, too. Sometimes they’d leave tire marks. And—”


  “Parties? They do that a lot?”


  “Almost every weekend until a month or so ago, I think. Sometimes they have their parties in the dark, too. If you know what I mean.” Mrs. Brent’s mouth twisted in disapproval.


  “They were having…adult parties?”


  “I suppose you can call them that. All sorts of people, about a dozen, and they’d play music for an hour and then the lights would go off, and all we could see was maybe a little bit of light. And then everyone would leave a few hours later. I’m not complaining, but you tell me what normal kind of party only lasts until ten or eleven at night.”


  How the fuck would Chess know? She’d never been invited to a party in her life, at least not as a guest. As a child—before the Church found her and made her a witch, made her one of them, gave her a real life—she’d been the entertainment at a few, sure, but she’d stopped looking at the clock early on, when she realized the hands only moved slower when she paid attention to them.


  And in Downside, where she lived, eleven at night was practically dawn.


  “Is there anything else you can tell me, Mrs. Brent? Have you noticed any strange sounds coming from the house? Have you experienced anything—chills, things moving without you having moved them, feelings of being watched, that sort of thing?”


  Mrs. Brent shook her head. “How can I keep that from happening? I have two children, Miss Pitman. I don’t want them in danger just because the Solomons live like hedonists.”


  “Putnam. And I’m afraid there really isn’t, no. They don’t tend to drift much, though, not when they’re on their own. If there’s a ghost—”


  “If? I’ve seen it. I know it’s there.”


  “If there’s a ghost, it’s probably there for a reason. Some sort of connection to that house or that piece of land. That’s what we usually find, anyway. So chances are it won’t drift over here.”


  Mrs. Brent followed her back down the stairs. “So when will you get rid of it? How long will that take?”


  “I have to prove its existence first.”


  “But I know it’s there. I saw it. You know, my husband went to school with Javier Ramos, the Elder, and I’m sure when he tells Javier about your refusal to—”


  That was it. Chess stopped short on the stairs and fixed the woman’s plastic face with a dead-eye glare. “Mrs. Brent. I am following Church procedure, and Church procedure in these situations is very clear. Elder Ramos will tell you that himself. I assure you I’m going to do everything I can to keep you and your family—and the Solomons, and everyone else—safe. But it can’t be done in a day. Okay?”


  Mrs. Brent sniffed. “Well, that’s fine, but I hope you have a resolution to this soon. I have a very important dinner party the week after next and I can’t risk something happening that night.”


  Right. Never mind the possible deaths or anything. Never mind that ghosts were basically just killing machines and if the Solomons had one it was only a matter of time before the thing built up the strength to attack them, Mrs. Brent’s social standing was on the line. Another typical thing about this typical woman, and Chess was starting to choke on the thick fog of snobbish conformity polluting the air.


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  


  


  


  


  2.


  


  HER MOOD DIDN’T IMPROVE UNTIL she got three Cepts into her stomach and her body into a warm shower to wash off the smell of suburban self-righteousness. Ugh. What a pain in the ass.


  But, then, it was better than the alternative. Certainly she was glad no one was trying to kill her and that she wasn’t having run-ins with powerful lunatics performing ritual sacrifices, like on her last case. That was something to be grateful for.


  The other thing to be grateful for was sitting on her couch when she got out of the shower. Terrible. Her smile was so wide she felt like it stuck out past her cheeks.


  She couldn’t help it. He was there, and she didn’t get to spend enough time with him—no amount of time would be enough—and they had the whole night. That was something to smile about, so she was going to.


  He smiled, too, that smile which changed his whole face. Once—before she got to know him—she’d thought he was ugly, with his many-times-broken nose and harsh features and scars, his thick mutton chop sideburns and those dark hooded eyes that threatened so many people. Now she knew better. He looked like himself, and she loved him, and she could stare at his face for hours and not get bored. He looked better to her than anyone else in the world ever had.


  He started to get up when she padded barefoot down her short hall into the living room. “Hey, Chess. You right?”


  She pushed him down and plunked herself onto his lap. “Right up, yeah.”


  “Aye?”


  How did he do that? How did he manage to kiss her so little shocks ran through her body, so she felt warm and soft but electrified at the same time?


  However he did it, she hoped he’d never stop.


  He pulled away, tugging at the towel she’d tucked around her. “Gots me an idea, now. Whyn’t you come on into bed with me, let me give you it.”


  “What exactly is it that you want to give me?”


  He gave a snort of laughter, but his mouth was busy on her collarbone, the base of her throat, where droplets of water still clung to her skin. “Give you whatany you want, Chessiebomb. Anything.”


  “You don’t want to head out? We’re already late.”


  “Be fast, aye?”


  “No.” With effort—a hell of an effort, actually, because his hand had slipped under the towel and found one of his favorite spots—she slid off his lap back onto the couch. “Come on. I know you want to see the band, and—”


  “Oh, aye.” But he pulled the towel completely open to fall on the cushion behind her, started kissing her neck again, right where he knew she liked it.


  Without her meaning it to, her head tilted to the right, giving him better access.


  “You’re the one who said—”


  His hand slid up her ribcage, over her breast, so lightly she felt it all the way through her body. “You so fuckin pretty, you got that?” The hand moved lower. “So pretty everywhere.”


  She swallowed. Her mouth had gone so dry it was hard to talk. “To you, maybe.”


  “Aye.” His lips moved further up her neck until he pulled away enough for their eyes to meet. “Aye, to me.”


  This time the kiss was deeper, more forceful, more demanding. A demand she really had no desire to oppose.


  She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Well…there’s an opening band anyway, right?”


  ☠


  FIVE HOURS LATER THEY STOOD together outside the Solomon’s’ home, the heavy-hot summer air damp around them. They’d left the Chevelle a block over so as not to attract attention, and even that short walk made Chess’s Bettie Page bangs spiky with sweat, especially after the oven-like heat inside Chuck’s. Chess hated summer.


  “What you want? We head in, or do a check out here?”


  “Just outside, tonight. I don’t have my Hand to deepen their sleep, and I didn’t get to check the doors and windows and stuff earlier since it was still light out.”


  Their feet made faint rustling sounds through the tidy grass—shorter on the Brents’ side than the Solomons’, she noticed, the line of demarcation sharp and obvious. She imaged Mr. and Mrs. Brent tsk-tsking at it. Snobs.


  Not that the Solomons weren’t snobs; they probably were. She’d find out later. For now she wanted to see what if anything she could discover before they learned she was investigating them.


  The living room window on the left side of the house was the first to check, and it was one of several reasons she’d brought Terrible: it hung above her head, and he had about a foot on her. Not only could he see through it, but those thick muscles he packed made it easy for him to lift her up, to hold her in place so she could take a good long look, too. The same size that made him the most feared debt enforcer in Downside made him the perfect partner for late-night investigations. Or, well, the perfect partner for anything, at least as far as she was concerned, but that was due to more than just how tall and strong he was.


  She dragged her mind from those cheerful images and focused on the Solomon living room. Nothing special. Nothing special at all. A few bookshelves, a couch and easy chair, a widescreen TV. Macramé planters hanging from the ceiling. Prints on the walls, generic stuff like black-and-white pictures of the Golden Gate Bridge and some sort of hippie tie-dyed tapestry thing.


  On the side wall, though, on the other side of the kitchen… What was that?


  She pressed her nose against the glass. Damn it, the Solomons had turned off their lights before bed—a pretty good indicator that they didn’t have ghosts. Most people suffering a real haunting made their homes so bright that sunglasses were required. Ghosts didn’t like the sun or light, so such action did occasionally help—not to mention the general fear of the dark, the almost instinctive way fearful people sought the light, tried to wrap it around themselves as if seeing a danger coming would make it go away.


  It wouldn’t. It never did. Chess had learned that a long time ago.


  But even in the dark, she could just make out the object sitting on a low table, next to the phone. “Shit.”


  “What’s troubling?”


  “Here, put me down. They’ve got a rat skull and spine in there, tied up with owl feathers.”


  He obeyed. “Owls take ghosts down the City, aye? So they pullin shit with ghosts?”


  She dusted her hands on her jeans—the windowsill hadn’t been exactly clean—and smiled at him. Of course he knew that. He knew it because of her, because he paid attention, and because he was so much smarter than he thought he was. “Yeah. They’re sometimes used in binding rituals. Like, Maguinness was bound to a ghost, remember? He used toad-magic and mistletoe, but a lot of people use rat skulls or spines.”


  Terrible nodded. “Be why them claiming them ain’t got a ghost, aye? Causen them the ones bringin it.”


  “Exactly. Damn it!”


  They started walking toward the back of the house, where a wide cement patio lay bare save for a generic umbrella table-and-chairs set. “What the trouble, though? They binding themselves a ghost, you bust em in, aye?”


  His absolute confidence in her never failed to make her face warm. To make her insides warm, too. She didn’t deserve that kind of trust, not at all. But it felt so fucking good, she couldn’t bring herself to give it up. Couldn’t let him see how little she was actually worth it.


  “Yeah, but it’s still a ghost. I get half my bonus because they Summoned it themselves, but... It’s just a pain in the ass, you know? All the research and everything I have to do to figure out who the ghost was, get its grave supplies and all of that…not to mention I have to notify them they’re under investigation now and I’m stuck with this case. This sucks.”


  A set of sliding glass doors led into the kitchen; the blinds were closed over them so Chess couldn’t see through. Her own reflection stood out clearly, though, hers and Terrible’s as he came up behind her, wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head. “All be right up, ain’t you worry on it. An you needin lashers, you know I got—”


  “No, I’m fine.” She slipped out of his grasp. Yeah, she knew he had money. Plenty of money. She didn’t know exactly what Bump paid him, but she imagined it was some sort of percentage of profits, and profits from all of the gambling, prostitution, and especially drugs in Downside west of Forty-third were considerable. Hell, the amount she herself spent on drugs every year was considerable. Addiction was a lot of things, but cheap wasn’t one of them.


  Which was why she couldn’t take money from him. She couldn’t take it because they slept together, and she couldn’t stand the idea of money and sex having anything to do with each other. Nor did she want him to pay for her drugs. They’d never discussed it or anything, but she’d never asked him to bring them to her—save for one emergency when she’d been trapped and withdrawing hard—and he’d never offered.


  He said he didn’t care about her addiction, that he loved her no matter what, and she believed him. But not caring was a lot different from approving.


  The whole thing made her want to hide. And lucky her, she had some chemicals to hide behind. She dug her pillbox from her bag, grabbed three more Cepts and washed them down with water.


  As she looked down to put the silver pillbox back in its little pocket, she noticed something on the other side of the glass doors, below the bottom of the blinds. What…what was that? She squatted down to get a closer look.


  “What you seein?”


  She glanced back, waved him to her side. “What does that look like to you? There, see? On the floor just inside.”


  He crouched, squinted as he leaned forward. “Like dirt, maybe? An got some scratch-ups on there, too, but ain’t can make em out.”


  “Runes,” she said. The cement patio hurt her knees. Not just because it was hard, but because it had absorbed the sun’s heat all day. It felt like kneeling in a frying pan. “Protective runes, and some bindrunes. Some sigils I don’t recognize, too, like they invented them themselves. Normal people can’t cast shit like that.”


  “Thinkin them witches, too?”


  “I don’t know.” She pulled her camera out of her bag. She probably wouldn’t get any decent shots of the symbols on the other side of the glass, but she couldn’t exactly copy them down by hand; inscribing a sigil was basically the same thing as casting it, at least for witches like herself, and no way was she going to chance activating some sigil when she didn’t know what it did. “I guess it’s possible they could be unlicensed witches, but if that’s the case I’d think the neighbor would have noticed them doing magic and told me about it. She certainly seems to spend enough time watching them.”


  “Maybe them ain’t doin it on they alones.”


  “I wonder if— Oh. Right! Mrs. Brent—the neighbor—said they used to have these big parties every week, where the lights would go out after half an hour or so and everyone would leave a couple of hours after that. She thought it was some kind of sex party, but if they had a lot of people… She said it was about a dozen, I bet it was thirteen.”


  He stood back up when she did. “Get a gang-up on, all them gots a little power, they pool it all together, aye?”


  “Yeah. I guess so, anyway.”


  His hand touched the back of her neck, gave it a gentle squeeze. “Takes a many of them make one almost as good as you.”


  There was that blush again. “Well. Um, let’s walk around the rest of the house, and get going, okay? I kind of want to go home, I don’t know—”


  His arms wrapped around her waist; his head bent to hers. A slow kiss. A soft one that made her tingle all the way down to her feet. “Feel like gettin you home myself. Maybe get some eats in you, what you thinkin? You eat today?”


  She buried her face in his broad, strong chest for a minute, took a deep breath of the soap-smoke-and-pomade smell of him, mixed with bay rum from shaving and whatever indefinable other scent that was his alone. She wasn’t hungry. She especially wasn’t hungry when she knew any minute her pills would kick in and set butterflies dancing in her stomach.


  That feeling was a hell of a lot better than food. But for some reason he’d been insisting of late that she eat, which was sweet and made her feel special while at the same time annoyed and wishing he’d quit paying so much damn attention. Being taken care of was…confusing. Weird. Not always comfortable.


  She’d known telling him she loved him would mean giving up some privacy. She just didn’t think it would entail so many reminders of that sacrifice, that it might mean having to answer for things like how much she ate and slept. That he would watch those things. Care about them. She’d never realized it meant she’d become responsible for things.


  But she didn’t argue, didn’t mention any of that. Instead she smiled at him. It was practically impossible to look at him without smiling, so that was easy.


  “Yeah. Yeah, let’s go home and get something to eat.”


  


  


  


  


  3.


  


  MRS. SOLOMON—MARGARET SOLOMON, NÉE Margaret James—stood in her doorway wearing some sort of dashiki-thing, her long rust-colored hair hanging almost to her stomach. Her feet were bare, her face innocent of make-up. A cloud of sandalwood incense smoke drifted out around her in an annoying hippie fog.


  “But we don’t have a ghost,” she said. She started to fold her arms across her rather considerable chest, then apparently thought better of it. “I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time.”


  Liar. “I appreciate that. But I’m going to have to come in and investigate anyway.”


  “You can’t—”


  Chess already had her hand on the paper; as Mrs. Solomon started to speak she pulled it from the folder she carried and held it out. “This is an Order of Relinquishment, which certifies that I have the right to enter this home anytime, for any reason, with or without your approval.”


  Two more sheets. “This is an Order of Non-Culpability, which says anything I may damage in the course of the investigation isn’t my responsibility to repair or replace. And this one is an Order of Domain, which says you must leave these premises at any time I ask and stay away until I permit your return. All of these Orders are subject to my discretion, and failure to obey any of them is grounds for a prison sentence.”


  Mrs. Solomon examined the papers. Her hand shook ever so slightly, a faint twitch that made Chess’s eyebrows rise. Nervous? Good.


  “Now. Will you step aside and allow me to continue my investigation, or do I need to order you out and call the Squad?”


  Mrs. Solomon stepped a foot or so to her right. “Come in, Miss…?”


  “Putnam. It’s right there on that form. Thank you.”


  The sandalwood smell got worse when Chess stepped over the threshold onto the woven raffia mat on the floor; patchouli joined in when Mrs. Solomon moved. Ugh. Both of those scents were…well, suspicious, actually. Yes, they were very popular ones among the wheat-germ-and-whole-grain crowd, but they were also strong enough to mask a lot of other scents.


  If the Solomons had summoned a ghost into their house—and they had, Chess knew they fucking had—they would have used some sort of incense or burned some sort of herbs. For that matter, if they were harboring a ghost they might want or need to keep something burning all or most of the time.


  Though why in the hell anyone would want to harbor a ghost Chess had no idea. Why? Because they liked taunting themselves with death, liked seeing how far they could push it before they actually did die? Because they hated themselves and wanted to die but couldn’t bring themselves to—


  The thoughts stopped there. Ghosts and drugs were not the same thing.


  Right?


  “My husband isn’t home at the moment.” Nerves were obviously getting the better of Mrs. Solomon. The Orders Chess had given her still shook in her hands; when she changed her grip she left soft damp spots where her fingers had been. “He’s at the store. He owns a store, Earth’s Blessings? Organic foods, farmed sustainably? You know, people say we don’t need to worry about the environment anymore because the population is so much smaller, but they’re so wrong, it’s still incredibly important, don’t you think?”


  “Sure.” Whatever. The rat-skull-and-spine was gone, Chess noticed. Damn, she would have liked to touch the piece, to see if it had been used recently in a Summoning. She still could, but that would require either asking about it or conducting a full search with Mrs. Solomon standing there, which she didn’t want to do. Better to come back that night with her Hand of Glory to put the Solomons into enchanted sleep so she could do a really thorough search.


  Without having to listen to Mrs. Solomon babble, barely pausing. “…And people are really starting to catch on, I think, one day we’ll convince everyone, we just have to raise our voices together in joy, you know, and make sure people know how beautiful life can be if they just let it.”


  Chess resisted the urge to roll her eyes and headed for the window on the far wall, the one visible from the Brents’ landing. Sure enough, a thin layer of salt covered the sill. Salt, and a few runes scratched into the wood. Yep. The window at the front of the room facing the street was similarly covered. Chess reached out, let her hand rest just over them to feel the faint tickle of energy on her skin.


  “Isn’t it something, that stuff on the sills? It was like that when we moved in, we have no idea where it came from, but Doug—that’s my husband, Doug—said they were probably protections of some kind, and we poured salt on them to neutralize them just them case.”


  Another lie. Was the woman really so naïve that she didn’t realize Chess knew she and her husband were the house’s first residents ever? “Why didn’t you call the Church?”


  “I’m sorry?”


  Yeah, sure she was. Chess looked up, met Mrs. Solomon’s earnest brown eyes. “Why didn’t you call the Church? When you found the runes here, I mean. Someone would have come out and helped you.”


  “Oh. Oh, right, well, we just didn’t think of it, we didn’t want to bother anyone, you know, it didn’t seem important, really.”


  She didn’t ask if they were in fact important, or what they meant, or even if Chess recognized them. Chess hadn’t expected her to.


  Next they wandered into the kitchen, which was decorated in a horrible mustardy color with brightly painted clay masks and woven baskets dotting the walls. Magic in the room, definitely. If Chess hadn’t felt it sliding under her clothes, reaching out to tickle the back of her neck, the louder, more frantic tone of Mrs. Solomon’s voice would have told her. “You know, we don’t know anything about those things, we just want to live our lives, you know, and give something back to the earth and society, we want to contribute, that’s what we’re all here for, to learn and to teach.”


  “You’ve never had any sort of problems? Discomfort? Prickling feelings on the back of your neck or your arms? Sudden chills? The feeling someone is watching you?”


  “No. Nothing like that. We, wouldn’t we know if we had a ghost? And we’d want to report it, wouldn’t we, so we could get a settlement?”


  “Some people use ghosts as weapons.” The runes…now that she could see them more clearly she picked out Egam and Bonro. Ghost runes, summoning runes. Spirit home runes, used to bind a spirit to a particular place. Big surprise. “Or to gain power.”


  “Why would we want that, we don’t want that, we’re not that kind of people.”


  Chess just looked at her. What did it feel like to be that innocent, that trusting? Everyone was that kind of people; it wasn’t even a kind of people, it was just people.


  And Mrs. Solomon, for all her “I love everyone life is beautiful la la la” shit, was no different from anyone else. She obviously wanted something badly enough to break the law, and whatever she wanted was obviously something that benefitted no one but herself. Something that could very well be harmful to everyone else.


  Mrs. Solomon followed her through the rest of the house. Three bathrooms, four bedrooms with one acting as an office. A nice place, really, if one was into that sort of thing. Which Chess wasn’t.


  The master bedroom was huge, almost as big as Terrible’s warehouse apartment. Nature pictures and a few bright paintings hung on the walls. A satin nightgown in a deep wine color lay shriveled like a discarded snakeskin on the unmade bed; a few vibrators and various other “adult toys”—at least Chess assumed that was what they were, she’d never seen some of those things before—sat on a shelf next to it.


  Well, well. More clothes covered the floor in little clumps. Mostly men’s clothes, button-up shirts and khaki trousers, boxer shorts and boxer briefs, jeans and t-shirts. Average clothes.


  So why did something about them bug her?


  She didn’t know, and with Mrs. Solomon standing there chattering and blushing harder by the minute she wasn’t going to figure it out. She snapped several pictures to look at later.


  Mrs. Solomon had just finished telling her about how love was the most powerful force on earth when sounds drifted up the stairs.


  “My husband’s home.” The woman’s bright smile hardly moved as she talked. “So you can meet him, and I’m sure you can see there’s no ghost here, and we can call this whole thing finished.”


  Oh, man, this lady was not going to give up, was she? It didn’t change anything, of course. It was just irritating.


  Doug Solomon appeared to be a few years older than his wife, with a salt-and-pepper beard and matching hair that reached his shoulders. His tie-dyed t-shirt—ugh—had a slightly stretched collar, and his jeans had holes in the knees. Brown sandals completed the look. Double ugh.


  He wasn’t as nervous as his wife. “That bitch next door needs to mind her own business. It’s because she wants us out of here, you know. We ruin her image of the perfect neighborhood. She didn’t like our parties, she doesn’t like our music, she doesn’t like our clothes or our cars or anything else.”


  “Why do you think that is? I mean, can you think of some reason why she dislikes you so much?”


  Mrs. Solomon sniffed. “She disapproves of our lifestyle.”


  Chess looked at them blankly. They stood beside each other against the living room wall like suspects in a line-up, but instead of looking at Chess they looked at each other, reached for each others’ hands. It was almost…well, no, it wasn’t almost. It was. Sweet.


  It felt like a private moment, one Chess shouldn’t be seeing, and it made a little spark of pain flare in her chest. She wanted to go home. She didn’t want to be there, didn’t want to be working or watching the Solomons. She wanted to be with Terrible, wanted to touch him, to have him touch her. It…it actually physically hurt that he wasn’t there.


  She’d always thought it would hurt to be in love and not be loved back; that it did hurt, when Terrible wasn’t speaking to her and she thought she’d blown it for good. She hadn’t realized that the pain didn’t come from whether or not the feelings were returned. The pain came from love itself, and nothing could stop it or keep it at bay.


  Nothing except drugs, anyway, and as soon as she got out of there she was going to take some.


  “We’re polyamorous,” Mr. Solomon said, breaking her reverie. “Moxie—Margaret, I mean, I call her Moxie sometimes—and I often invite other men to share our bed. We had parties for people like us, who enjoy celebrating their intimacy and love by sharing it with others.”


  Chess wasn’t about to comment on the whole idea of “celebrating love,” no matter how many people were involved. “So Mrs. Brent knows you have these sex parties, and that’s why she hates you?”


  “They weren’t sex parties.” Mrs. Solomon seemed stronger with her husband present and holding her hand. Some of the tension had left her voice. “They were just parties for people we like, who like us. And if the mood was right and we found ourselves wanting to express ourselves physically, we did.”


  “It’s not illegal,” Mr. Solomon cut in. “It’s not adultery if she has my permission and I have hers.”


  Even if it were illegal, Chess wouldn’t give a shit. Not her department. Besides, the Solomons were facing a much tougher charge. Adultery was a day in the stocks outside the Church, assuming a betrayed spouse wanted to press charges; summoning a ghost was a death sentence.


  “Why did you stop having them? The parties, I mean.”


  The Solomons glanced at each other; Mr. Solomon spoke up. “We’ve just been busy lately, is all, and tired. But we will have them again. We’re not going to let that nosy bitch keep us from living our lives. What we do is none of her business, and we believe in spreading love around, that it’s positive and right to spread love around, and we’ll keep doing it.”


  Mrs. Solomon leaned closer to her husband, rested her head on his shoulder. “If it’s never happened to you, you don’t know. The…the energy we can raise together, the joy we fill the room with…it’s beautiful.”


  Mr. Solomon twitched. Not a big twitch, nothing Chess would have noticed had she not been specifically looking for it. But a twitch was a twitch, and Mrs. Solomon had mentioned raising energy, and now Chess knew how they were summoning ghosts.


  She just didn’t know why.


  Speaking of twitching… It was time to go. She had some pills in her bag with her name on them.


  She stood up. “Well, I won’t take up any more of your time this afternoon. You’ll probably hear from me at some point in the next few days, so don’t leave town or spend the night elsewhere or anything until further notice.”


  “We have a vacation home in Crestview,” Mr. Solomon said. “We were planning on taking a long weekend—”


  “Sorry. You need to stay here until my investigation is complete. I’ll try to finish it as quickly as possible.”


  Not that it mattered. When she finished her investigation the Solomons would go to prison, and then to the City of Eternity below the earth where the dead lived forever. Where humanity was safe from them, because a ghost aboveground was a fucking killing machine, and the Solomons were putting thousands of lives at risk.


  One last thing. Chess stopped at the door, held out her hand. “Thanks again, Mr. and Mrs. Solomon. I’ll be in touch.”


  Mrs. Solomon shook first. Energy, yes, but not particularly strong or powerful. It was definitely in the air, in the house, but that was only to be expected. Especially since the woman was so open. She had no protections, no “psychic armor,” for lack of a better term, to keep her energy inside and away from people.


  A born victim, really. Just a twist of fate had led her to being a villain instead.


  Mr. Solomon was different. His hand touched Chess’s, and energy shot up her arm and made her tattoos vibrate. She glanced up at him just in time to see a flash of silver disappear from his eyes.


  Mr. Solomon was Hosting.


  


  


  


  


  4.


  


  “LIKE THAT DUDE TYSON, AYE?” Terrible slid the Chevelle up against the curb two streets away from the Solomons’ house. “Got a ghost inside.”


  “Right. He’s not as creepy, but he’s still sharing his body with a ghost. That’s why they have all those sigils and shit on the windowsills and doors. They’ve made their house a spirit home to keep the ghost there.”


  Terrible got out of the car, came around to open Chess’s door for her, a little habit of his. She’d wondered a few times where it came from, why he did it; certainly he hadn’t had a mother or father to teach him. He’d grown up like her. Well, he’d grown up both better and worse than her, sleeping on the streets or being taken care of for a week or two by the occasional drunk or lonely junkie instead of being moved from foster home to foster home like she’d been, beaten or raped by a string of shithead rentaparents, starved or treated well all according to chance.


  “Why do you do that?” she asked, as they started walking toward the Solomon house with his hand engulfing hers, making her feel safe. “With the door, I mean. I always wondered.”


  “Ain’t you like it?”


  “I do, I just wonder where it came from.”


  “One of Bump’s dames. Brenda, were her name. Told me I should.”


  “Bump’s women taught you a lot of things.”


  “Aye.” He grinned down at her. “Recall I tell you on Lisa?”


  “The one who taught you how to read?”


  “Ain’t all she taught me.”


  She stopped, and gave his hand a little tug to make him do the same. His puzzled expression relaxed when she reached for him, wrapping her arms around his neck to press her lips to his. “I think she did a very good job.”


  His hands slid further down her back, all the way down to hold her bottom and pull her closer. “Aye? Thinkin maybe I forgot me some, maybe you oughta give me some reminding. True thing, ain’t wanna lose the knowledge.”


  “Later.”


  It sucked to pull away from him, but she had to. If nothing else, they stood in the middle of somebody’s lawn in a strange neighborhood at one in the morning. Not really the time or place to start taking off clothes.


  He obviously disagreed. His strong arms stayed around her, trapping her against him as he kissed her again. Harder this time. Deeper. Deeper still, until her blood pounded in her veins and her hands wouldn’t stop moving, exploring his back under his shirt, tucking themselves into his jeans.


  “Let’s get us back in the car.” His voice, low and thick in her ear, made her shiver.


  “No.” One last kiss before she pulled away again. This time he let her go. “Let’s just get this done. Then we have the whole night. In bed.”


  The streetlight on the corner cast half of his face in shadow, but the visible half clearly showed him calculating how likely he was to get her back into the car.


  Not likely. She tugged on his hand. “Come on. It won’t take long, I promise.”


  They started walking again.


  “So why you thinking he got it on? Tryna kill somebody? Power, maybe? You get any feel from him why?”


  “I didn’t get much of a feel for either of them, really. They’re just…lame. The only halfway-interesting thing they seem to do is sleep with other people together.”


  “What?”


  “Didn’t I—oh, no, sorry, I didn’t have time to mention it before. They have an open marriage or something, and they both sleep with other people, and sometimes I guess they both sleep with that other person at the same time. A threesome.”


  “Damn. Them out here got so much they don’t mind givin the share, aye?”


  They’d reached the Solomon house, once again dark and silent inside. Oh, they had a ghost. They just weren’t scared of it, didn’t feel the need to turn on lights.


  Stupid. Lots of people—especially people who’d managed to build themselves a little power by borrowing from others in a gathering like the Solomons had done—tried to summon ghosts. Some of them succeeded, too.


  And most of them died. A ghost couldn’t be controlled, couldn’t be reasoned with, or at least something like ninety-nine-point-nine percent of them couldn’t be. Their humanity...changed, after death. Disappeared, really. All ghosts wanted to do was kill.


  “I didn’t think of it that way,” she said. Funny, that. But he was probably right; he usually was. These people didn’t mind sharing because they always knew there’d be more. They never doubted it.


  This time he was the one who stopped, tugged her back to him. His hands were warm and solid on the sides of her face, cradling it while he kissed her. “Got some knowledge for you.”


  “Oh? What’s that?”


  His lips touched her forehead. “Don’t give a fuck what else I got. Ain’t never sharin you.”


  Sometimes he looked at her and their eyes met, and it felt like time stopped. Like he wasn’t looking at her, he was looking into her, and like she was doing the same to him. She reached up to stroke his face, his thick muttonchops rough and soft at the same time against her fingertips. “Me either.”


  She’d always loved his smile. Even back in the very beginning, when she’d thought he was ugly and, well, terrible, she’d noticed it. She’d been so stupid then not to see the rest, to waste those months because she was scared or whatever the hell her problem had been.


  “C’mon,” he said finally, pulling away. “Let’s get us inside, aye?”


  Chess knelt on the cement slab that called itself a porch and pulled the Hand of Glory from her bag. Terrible stood by silently while she lit the candle in its palm, whispered words of power. The click—or whatever it was, she always thought of it as a click—when the spell set came back to her a second later. She turned back to him and nodded.


  A minute with her lube syringe and lockpicks got them inside the house. Even in the middle of the night the scent of incense assaulted her as if they had a pound of it on the fire.


  Terrible sniffled, his face hidden in the dark. “Likes they some stink-herbs, aye?”


  “Yeah. I think they’re using sandalwood to cover up something else.”


  “An they all asleep? Ain’t wake up?”


  “Nope.” She pulled her flashlight out of her bag. “The spell lasts until I put out the candle, so they’re in enchanted sleep. You could shoot a gun in here and it wouldn’t wake—”


  His lips cut her off, taking hers in a kiss that refused to be denied. She knew that kiss. Knew it meant that he had no intention of stopping until both of them were exhausted, and if she wanted him to stop she needed to say something fast.


  The trouble was, as his hand slipped under her shirt and up to slide over her breast, as he pulled her bra cup out of the way so he could roll her nipple gently between his fingers, she didn’t want him to stop. She never wanted him to stop, not ever.


  This was a subject’s house. This was so wrong, she shouldn’t even have brought him along. If the Church found out about it she could get into some serious trouble. Even Chess, whose file looked pretty damn good—certainly the best Debunking record in the District—would get a big-time slap, if not a day in the stocks, for this.


  “Gots it all to weselves, aye?” His warm breath on her throat, her ear, his teeth gentle on her flesh. “Just you an me.”


  She couldn’t answer. Couldn’t, because she knew she should be saying no, telling him to wait until they got back to her place or his.


  But the words refused to come. Instead she just made a gasping sound, almost like a whimper.


  He kissed her harder, his tongue sliding past her lips to find hers. Metal clinked; he’d popped open his belt buckle, and his other hand left her breast to undo the buttons of her jeans.


  “Want you so bad, Chessiebomb. Now.” His teeth on her neck, biting harder. “Aye? Now.”


  The Solomons had several bean bags dotting the floor in their living room. Hippies. Terrible lowered her onto one of them, reaching over to yank another closer and tuck it under her head. The cold heavy cotton shocked the bare skin of her lower back, the suddenly-bare skin of her bottom when he slipped off her panties and pushed them down along with her jeans.


  His back under her palms, so warm and solid. His chest so strong, covered with the thick hair she’d never imagined she’d like as much as she did. Covered on the left side over his heart by the scar she’d made, the shape of a binding sigil that had kept him alive the night he’d been shot. That sigil might still be keeping him alive. for all she knew.


  But he was alive, and that’s what mattered to her. It was all that mattered as she let her palm run down his stomach to play over the thick blunt head of his cock, all that mattered when he gasped above her.


  He pushed her hand away, catching her right thigh in the crook of his elbow as he did, thrusting into her before she had a chance to realize what was happening, yanking a cry from her throat then quieting it with his mouth. The beanbag sighed beneath her, shifted as he started to move slowly, carefully, making little circles with his hips, dancing in and out of her for endless delicious minutes until she dug her heels into the backs of his thighs to urge him to speed up.


  His hands stroked the sides of her face, slid up into her hair, over her breasts. They gripped her hips and tilted them up, holding her steady for him, his fingers digging into her skin hard enough to make pain mingle with pleasure and drive any other thoughts from her head. She didn’t want to think about anything else, anyway. What was the point, what else was there?


  Nothing. Only him, his hand shifting again to slide down between them and touch her in the spot he knew would have the greatest effect. His body driving into hers, against hers, wrapping around hers even as she wrapped around him. His face above hers, his eyes half-glazed and focused on her. Completely on her, like there was nothing else in the world.


  The beanbag shifted beneath them with every thrust. She twisted her arms around his and used them to brace herself so she could lift her hips to meet him, heat building, pressure building like white light pooling in her pelvis, like a star about to supernova.


  He gasped her name. His hips moved faster, harder. The rest of the room disappeared; she didn’t feel the beanbag beneath her, didn’t see the ceiling over them, didn’t smell the horrible incense. She was flying and the only thing holding her to the earth was Terrible’s hands, Terrible’s weight above hers.


  Terrible putting her back together when she burst apart beneath him, clutching his arms. Terrible gasping louder, pushing her harder, speeding his pace even more, totally absorbed. She heard his breathing grow shallow, felt him swell inside her, watched his face change as he shuddered over her and fell into her arms.


  


  


  


  


  5.


  


  THEIR BREATH BARELY HAD A chance to return to normal when headlights flooded the front windows and the sound of an engine idling outside made her lift her head. What the fuck— Oh, no.


  Terrible looked at her, the same thought reflected in his eyes. But he was faster, leaping off the beanbag and peering out the window. “Cab in the drive.”


  “What? They— Shit! Shit, shit! They weren’t home, they’re not here asleep, they were out. Fuck, we need to get out of here.”


  “Ain’t got time. Them outta the car, dig.”


  She tried to remember the layout of the house as she snatched up her stuff from the floor. “Down the hall there’s a closet. Come on.”


  This was one of the stupidest situations she’d ever been in on a case. Fuck! Thankfully it appeared the Solomons didn’t use the closet often; an ironing board, a few boxes, and what looked like an exercise machine of some kind, covered in dust, huddled against the walls. Enough room for both of them to get their jeans back on.


  “Hopefully they’ll go to bed soon,” she whispered, leaning back against him. She blew out the candle on her Hand.


  She had every right to be there. As she’d told Mrs. Solomon, the Church granted her authority to enter anytime she chose, at any hour of the day or night. But getting caught was…bad form. Among Debunkers, not getting caught was a point of pride.


  Of course, there was the added complication that she’d brought her…well, boyfriend, though as always that word was too small to encompass what he was to her. That could be a problem.


  Terrible’s lips tickled her ear. “I could just knock em out, aye?”


  She laughed softly, tilted her head to kiss him. “I somehow think that wouldn’t be good if the Church finds out.”


  Voices filled the air: indistinct murmurs, Mrs. Solomon laughing about something. The door closed behind them. Chess leaned forward a little to hear.


  “I’m tired,” Mrs. Solomon said. A male voice mumbled something Chess didn’t catch, and Mrs. Solomon laughed. “Right, Joe.”


  Joe? Mr. Solomon’s name was Doug, she’d called him Doug earlier. Maybe it wasn’t him, though. Maybe it was her boyfriend, or some guy she’d picked up, or who the hell knew what.


  Chess tilted her head back, turned her face toward Terrible’s. He leaned down so she could reach his ear. “What did the guy look like? Outside, I mean, when he got out of the car. What did he look like, did you see?”


  “Weren’t too light, but lookin…like them out here, dig. Clean. White buttoned shirt. Had he a beard, them brown pants an shined-up shoes. All straight.”


  “And it was just the two of them?”


  “Aye.”


  Chess had tossed the beanbags back into an approximation of where they’d been; it seemed like she’d done all right, because no alarm was being raised. Instead, murmurs and soft laughs drifted back from the living room. Were they going upstairs or what?


  She rubbed her arms, shifted her weight. Hoped Mrs. Solomon and this Joe person would get the fuck upstairs so she and Terrible could sneak out. The incense smell, so strong even in the closet, made her nose itch; her arms itched, her chest—


  Shit.


  That wasn’t a normal itch. That was ghosts: the tingling, burning kind of itch they always caused when their energy hit the magic imbued in her tattoos. There was a ghost in the house, a ghost nearby. But Mr. Solomon was the one Hosting, and his name wasn’t Joe, and the man Terrible described didn’t sound like Mr. Solomon. She doubted Mr. Solomon had ever worn trousers and button-down shirts in his life. The man owned a business and ran it wearing torn denim, so…


  The lights in the living room hadn’t gone on, and—oh, shit—little sounds started making their way into the closet, sounds that were unmistakable indications that Mrs. Solomon and her companion were doing some “celebrating.”


  Terrible pulled back Chess’s hair so he could kiss her neck. “Be in here a while, aye?”


  “Maybe he won’t last long.”


  His short laugh made his chest move against her back. “Aye, maybe so.”


  Mrs. Solomon yelled something, something that had something to do with cowboys, if Chess heard right, and— Wait. Wait a minute.


  Mr. Solomon was Hosting. He shared his body with a ghost, but Chess would only feel that when the ghost was “out,” so to speak—when it had control of his body. The underwear on the floor in the bedroom came back to her. Of course. One man preferred boxers, the other briefs. No, Mr. Solomon didn’t wear khakis, he wore jeans and t-shirts, but there had been tidier clothing on the floor, right? So the ghost wore button-downs, the ghost wore trousers. She honestly didn’t think she’d ever seen anything like it, heard of anything like it in six years of Church training and almost four more of Debunking. People didn’t Host spirits and just…let those spirits exist as another person using their body. They Hosted for power. They worked with a ghost but didn’t allow the ghost independence. How fucking dangerous was that? What was the matter with these people, did they not realize what a ghost would do if given control of a body?


  Mrs. Solomon had been laughing and talking to the ghost. Laughing, talking, and calling it Joe. The man inside her husband’s body.


  What had Mrs. Solomon said? “We believe in exploring the pleasures of the body,” or some shit like that? Yeah.


  Some exploring.


  Well, she hoped they’d enjoyed it. They wouldn’t be exploring too many bodily pleasures in their prison cells.


  ☠


  MR. SOLOMON HAD COME HOME at about five the day before, so Chess gave it until almost seven before she arrived at their front door and gave it a happy little knock. She’d been stuck in that damn closet for almost an hour the previous night while Mrs. Solomon and the ghost in Mr. Solomon’s body had themselves all sorts of fun in the living room. At first it had been funny. Then it was boring. Then annoying.


  But now she had the forms and herbs she needed and she was going to bust them for their rather creepy sex game, and now she had three Cepts and a couple of lines of speed working their warm and delightful way through her bloodstream, so she had reason to be cheerful.


  Mrs. Solomon obviously didn’t feel the same. Her face darkened when she saw Chess on that pitiful porch.


  “Hi, Mrs. Solomon. I’d like to talk to you and your husband.”


  “We really don’t have time right now, Miss Putnam, I’m afraid—”


  “It’ll only take a few minutes.” Chess pushed past her into the living room, where she plunked herself down on one of the two armchairs and started messing about with the papers in the file she’d brought. Not that she needed to. She knew where they were, which papers she needed. But it made her look official, and distracted her from the sandalwood smell.


  “This isn’t—”


  “Come sit down.” Chess’s smile was starting to hurt her cheeks.


  Mrs. Solomon looked toward the kitchen, from which Mr. Solomon was emerging with a half-eaten sandwich in his hand. “We were just— Doug, can you tell her we’re busy?”


  “Maybe Joe can tell me,” Chess suggested.


  The Solomons froze. For some reason, the sight of Mr. Solomon, sandwich still in hand, mouth full of food, body stiff as a board, made Chess want to giggle. Or, well, it was probably a combination of Mr. Solomon looking rather silly and how fucking good she felt. Good physically—great physically—and she and Terrible had slept late and spent the afternoon hanging out in his big gray bed, and he loved her and she loved him and that was the most amazing thing. Which made her feel good, well, non-physically, too.


  “Come, sit down,” she said again, indicating the couch. “Let’s talk, and there are some forms I’d like you to sign. I have a list of attorneys for you—you’ll probably want one, of course, but—”


  “Please don’t.” Mrs. Solomon’s voice broke. “Please. It’s not what you think.”


  “Oh? It’s not Mr. Solomon here Hosting a spirit so you can have sex with it?”


  A long silence. Mr. Solomon sat down, placing the sandwich on the side table and resting his hand on Mrs. Solomon’s knee. She covered it with her own. Kind of a sweet little gesture, a sad one.


  But ghosts were dangerous. Not to mention that what the Solomons were doing could conceivably be ghost abuse, which wasn’t any less serious than Summoning ghosts in order to kill people.


  They’d broken the law for their kinky thrills, and they had to go down for it. So to speak. In the legal, being-imprisoned-and-executed way.


  Mr. Solomon cleared his throat. “It’s not like that. It’s— Joe is…”


  “He’s our third,” Mrs. Solomon said. “He’s our lover. It’s not just sex. We love him.”


  Right. Sure they did. “Mrs. Solomon, regardless of why you’re breaking the law and endangering your neighbors—”


  “I would never hurt anyone,” Mr. Solomon interrupted, and at the same moment Chess’s skin started trying to leave her body. Silver covered his eyes, a thin sheen Chess could still see through. Like a shiny film. “I know what you think but I wouldn’t.”


  “You’re Joe, I assume.”


  He nodded. “Joseph Bayer. And I am not a killer. I’m not like that. I— Doug and Moxie…I love them. I love them, and they love me.”


  A trickle of…something…started crawling up Chess’s spine. Discomfort, maybe? Sadness? What?


  Mrs. Solomon glanced at her husband, or rather, at the ghost in her husband’s body, then turned back to Chess. “We used to have parties, as you know. One week we decided to try summoning a ghost. I know, Miss Putnam. I can’t imagine now why we took such a risk, but we did.”


  “They summoned me,” Joe said. “I saw the hole and I leapt for it. Miss Putnam, you can’t imagine what it’s like in the City, how cold, how—”


  “I’ve been there.” Definitely discomfort now. Yes, Chess had been to the City of Eternity, the enormous underground cavern where the dead were imprisoned. The enormous underground cavern everyone seemed to think was a beautiful, peaceful place, the enormous underground cavern in which everyone was thrilled to know they’d live forever. Not Chess. To her it was a hell she never wanted to visit, a place so horrible it made even living worthwhile.


  Joe’s shoulder relaxed. “Then you know. They’re…they’re more normal, when no living people are around. They’re just like regular people, most of them. But some of them…they never get over being dead, and they’re so angry. It’s awful. It’s awful to be around them. Doug and Moxie saved me.”


  “We started summoning him every week,” Mrs. Solomon continued. “And eventually he started hanging around after everyone left, and…we fell in love.”


  Again her voice went hoarse. She cleared her throat and went on, her eyes damp. “We did some research. We found out how Doug could Host Joe and how we could make the house a spirit home to keep him safe. Our friends all helped us do the rituals. And we’ve been together ever since, the three of us.”


  Joe smiled; he leaned over and kissed her forehead. “The three of us.”


  The silver sheen left Doug Solomon’s eyes. “We love each other. Joe and I can talk, you see, we experience things together. I’m never alone, because he’s there. Moxie is never alone, because we’re both here. We share my body, and I’m happy to share it with him because…because I love him.” He coughed, wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand like a little boy embarrassed at being caught crying.


  “I don’t expect you to understand.” Mrs. Solomon sniffled. “But we’re just, we’re in love. Joe is our third. He’s part of us. He’s…he’s just part of us. He’s like the missing part we never knew was missing, and we can’t— To lose him… Please, please don’t…”


  Chess shifted in her seat, looked up at the ceiling, over at the far wall, Mrs. Solomon’s sobs cutting into her flesh. Her own eyes stung.


  Yeah, she did understand. She did know. Six months before she wouldn’t have, and she probably would have been calling the Squad at that very moment.


  Which was what she should be doing. No matter what the motive, Hosting a spirit was illegal. Consorting with a spirit was illegal. The Solomons were committing a serious crime.


  But she’d done it too, hadn’t she? That sigil on Terrible’s chest, the one saving his life—that was a serious crime. A forbidden sigil. The psychopomp—a hawk—which had been coming to collect his soul the night he’d almost been killed, the psychopomp she’d shot dead because she couldn’t bear to lose him…that was a serious crime.


  If it was ever discovered, if anyone ever learned that she’d killed that hawk to prevent it from carrying his soul to the City, that she’d illegally locked Terrible’s soul to his body to keep him alive, she’d be executed. They wouldn’t give a shit that she was Church, that she had a great Debunking record, or that she’d done it because the thought of a world without Terrible in it made her literally want to die. Even the City wasn’t as bad as a life without him would be. She’d committed a capital crime, and if that was discovered she would die for it.


  But it would be worth it, because that crime had meant she wasn’t alone anymore, that she would never be alone again. It meant some of the emptiness inside her was gone and would never come back as long as he was there to fill it. It meant that she actually had someone she could trust, someone she could depend on, someone who made her feel special and beautiful and good, like a whole person, like someone who wasn’t dirty and wrong and worthless.


  He did all of that for her, because he loved her, and because she loved him, and every day she thought about that with the kind of gratitude she’d previously only felt for the Church and various pharmaceutical companies.


  Terrible was… He was a miracle in a world without miracles, and she couldn’t believe her luck. And there was nothing, absolutely fucking nothing, that she wouldn’t do to keep him in her life, because without him it wouldn’t be a life at all. So, yeah. She knew how it felt to find part of herself in someone else.


  Mrs. Solomon was still sobbing. Mr. Solomon had his arms around her, whispering to her. As Chess watched, his eyes changed; now he was Joe telling Mrs. Solomon how much he loved her, how much he loved Doug, that he always would. His tears fell onto her hair.


  They were breaking the law. Chess’s job was to bust them for it. Her job was to keep the world safe and to uphold the Truth.


  She swallowed. “Joe…you understand my concerns here. You are a ghost.”


  He glanced at her over Mrs. Solomon’s head. “I do. But I swear to you, I’m not like that. I’m human. I’m as human as I was the day before I died ten years ago. I would never harm any living person. I was a doctor, I spent my life healing the sick.”


  This was so wrong. This was so, so wrong.


  But it was all she could do, because she couldn’t look at them huddled together on the couch crying, couldn’t listen to them murmuring to each other, and do something she knew in her heart was cruel. She couldn’t do it because she couldn’t forget how it had felt when she saw Terrible lying so still on the broken sidewalk and knew he was gone forever unless she did something fast.


  She tore off a piece of paper from her notebook and closed the file. “Joe, Mr. and Mrs. Solomon, this is my cell number. I expect you to use it if anything changes. I mean it. Even if it’s simply that Joe starts to feel angrier than normal. I can take care of it, and you won’t be arrested. But you have to tell me, because if you don’t…if you don’t, we all get busted.”


  “What?”


  “You need to keep me informed of what’s happening. I need you to swear. I need that to be a magic-bound oath, one you’ll be physically compelled to keep. That means I’ll be putting a magical imperative on that one action, do you understand? And it’s connected to me.”


  Mrs. Solomon’s eyes, wide and disbelieving, fixed on Chess, like watching her would keep her in place. “You… I don’t understand. You, you’re not…”


  “I’m not turning you in, no.” Chess put the papers back into the file. Good thing she hadn’t told her supervisor, Elder Griffin, what she was on her way to do. She could pass this off easily as the Solomons liking to watch movies in the dark and Mrs. Brent being paranoid. “Provided you agree to my terms. The oath, the phone calls if anything goes amiss. And please, be more careful about what you let your neighbors see, okay?”


  She expected gratitude. She didn’t expect Mrs. Solomon to burst into tears again, or to throw herself pretty much into Chess’s lap. She didn’t expect Mr. Solomon to fall to the floor and curl up into a fetal position, practically wailing with joy.


  Fucking hippies.


  ☠


  TWO HOURS AND THREE MORE Cepts later she unlocked the front door of Terrible’s apartment and slipped through the magical wards she’d put up as another layer of protection from things both alive and dead.


  He was sitting on the couch reading a car magazine, Johnny Cash’s “Flesh and Blood” playing in the background. Waiting for her.


  “Hey, Chess. You right? All finished?”


  She set down her bag and toed off her shoes, pushed them up against the wall. The way she always did, because that’s where they belonged. Because this apartment was where she belonged.


  Because with him was where she belonged.


  He set the magazine down when she reached him, opened his arms so she could sit in his lap. Her head fit perfectly into that spot just above his collarbone, where his neck met his body. Where she could bury her face in his warm skin and breathe him in.


  His arms wrapped around her. “Chessie? You right?”


  She nodded, closed her eyes for a second and let it wash over her. Happiness from the drugs sliding through her veins. Happiness—happiness so bright and strong it burned her heart—because of where she was, because of who she was with. Happiness because now the empty space inside her, the space where everyone else kept love and good memories and peace, had a little bit of those things inside it.


  Happiness, too, because she’d done something to help other people feel that way, no matter how nervous it made her when she really thought about it. Hell, that couldn’t be avoided. Love and nervousness went hand in hand, she’d learned; love could be snatched away at any moment, love could end in destruction. Usually did, as far as she knew. But then, what didn’t?


  But it wasn’t ending just now, and that was something she could feel good about. Something she could trust. And she did.


  “Yeah, right up,” she said, and planted a kiss on his jaw. “Just glad to be home.”


  


  


  


  


  THE END


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Heroes and Heartbreakers again! This was probably the most difficult of these to write, since it’s a short written for a series with holiday/Christmas themes. Of course, since there is no Christmas in the Downside world, it wasn’t easy to think of a way to fit that theme.


  I thought of Dickens and A CHRISTMAS CAROL first, of course; I mean, how can you not think of it when contemplating Christmas and ghosts? But since my ghosts aren’t the “I’ll give you a chance to change your life” type (and I’d already done the “But this is one of the rare ghosts that doesn’t want to kill everyone,” thing in HOME), that didn’t seem to work--and it did feel a little obvious to me. So I turned to GREAT EXPECTATIONS instead, because I’ve always found Miss Havisham in her wedding dress with her moldy spider-filled wedding cake to be such a striking and sad image, and then to another literary image that always stuck with me--the three gray hairs on Miss Emily Grierson’s pillow from Faulkner’s short story “A Rose for Emily.”


  “Eliza” was the first name of the real woman on whom Dickens apparently based his Miss Havisham, and “Hudson” came from that greatest of all cinematic obsessive shut-ins in inappropriate clothing and horrible make-up, Jane Hudson from Whatever Happened to Baby Jane?


  Plus, you know I’m always happy to write about love and death.
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  CHESS HAD NEVER SEEN AN auto graveyard before. Human graveyards, sure, more than she wanted; her job required her to enter them on occasion—on bad occasions, since entering a graveyard meant she had a confirmed haunting in whatever house she was investigating as a Debunker, which meant no bonus for her—to collect dirt from the grave of whomever it was who’d returned as a ghost so she could banish it back to the City of Eternity under the earth.


  The auto graveyard—junkyard, really—was very different. Aside from the obvious, there were no high stone walls and gates and locks, no signs warning people that by the authority of the Church of Real Truth unauthorized persons were not permitted to enter.


  And she wasn’t alone in there, either.


  Rusted-out hulks of cars made treacherous walls. Razor-sharp edges could slice skin and clothing; odd shapes made holes and nooks where anyone could hide. Where he could be hiding. Chess quickened her pace almost to a run. Where was he? Listening for footsteps didn’t help. He was too quiet, and it was too loud there, anyway. The cold wind whistled down the aisles and around the corners, whined through holes in the stacks of metal and made them creak and rattle.


  Not to mention the music, the faint and very creepy tones of the Carpenters’ “Close to You.” Ugh. It was tinny-sounding, far away and half-lost in the wind, like maybe it was some weird auditory hallucination. Like a memory of the song rather than the actual sound of it playing.


  She was pretty sure it was playing, though, because why the hell would she think about that song? And why would her head play it start to finish, over and over?


  It wouldn’t. So no, she was definitely hearing the stupid song for real. It didn’t help the butterflies in her stomach one bit. He was going to jump out at her, grab her. Anticipation made her palms sweat.


  She looked behind her. Nothing. She turned a corner, peering down the alley of wreckage. Nothing. All she could see were dead cars and junk, the remains of a society that no longer existed. The ancient Greeks and Romans left statues and art. The world Before Truth had left garbage.


  Not really fair, she knew, but she was too busy trying to find a place to hide to feel bad. He was close. She could feel it, she knew it. Her feet moved faster, almost as fast as her heart. If she could get to the car, if she could just make it to the car before he—


  Too late. Hard arms wrapped around her waist, yanked her back against an equally hard body. Her feet left the ground. Her gasping shriek was lost in the wind even before it dissolved into giggles and Terrible’s lips found her neck just above her scarf.


  “You win,” she said.


  “Aye.” He spun her around; his left hand slid into her hair while his right tugged her hip closer and he kissed her neck again, harder. “So what I’m getting? For a prize.”


  “Um…” She shivered. “I’m not sure winning a game of Hide and Seek really qualifies for a prize.”


  “Aw, damn.” The Chevelle stood only fifty feet or so away. He started walking toward it, using his body to push her along. His teeth nipped at her earlobe. “Causen I had me a real good idea.”


  “Oh?” She meant it to sound arch and disinterested, but she just couldn’t seem to accomplish it. Especially not when his palm slid over her behind and came to rest on the back of her upper thigh. If he shifted it just an inch…


  He stopped walking and kissed her. Hard. Hard enough for her to forget the cold wind and the stupid song in the background. Hard enough for her to practically forget her own name. She wrapped her arms around his neck and strained on her tiptoes, afraid she’d fall over if he let go of her.


  Except he wouldn’t. He never would. That was Fact and Truth, and she believed it, trusted it, more than she’d ever trusted anything in her entire life.


  “Oh, aye.” He pulled back so his dark eyes met hers, so she could see that…that something, that whatever it was, that was just for her and her alone. “Were thinkin I take you on home now, throw you around a little. How’s that sounding?”


  It was sounding pretty fucking good to her, was how it was sounding. Her entire body throbbed. And he knew it. She could see he knew it.


  Then she felt he knew it, because he hoisted her thighs up to wrap around his waist and his hot hand snaked up under her coat, under her shirt, to stroke her bare back. This time she kissed him, this time she drove her fingers into his hair.


  The Chevelle was closer than she’d thought, and still warm beneath her when Terrible set her on the hood and leaned her back so his hard body covered her and his erection pressed against her. Another deep, insides-melting kiss swallowed the tiny sound that she couldn’t stop. His tongue played with hers, making all kinds of promises as his palm glided over her breast and his other hand squeezed her thigh.


  Cold wind still blew over them but she barely noticed it. Or maybe she just didn’t care, especially not when his lips left hers and his nimble fingers tugged her scarf open so he could nibble at her throat, so his mouth could travel further down into the vee of her shirt’s neckline and send tingles dancing all over her skin.


  She caressed his broad shoulders, his back solid and wide beneath his shirts, and tightened her legs around his waist to pull him closer.


  “You taking me home or what?” she managed. Finding breath to talk was hard. Getting her tongue and lips to obey her demands instead of his was even harder.


  “Aye.” The words were half-mumbled into her throat. A final kiss, a final caress, before he straightened up. Pomaded strands of hair fell over his forehead. “Let’s us get there fast.”


  She slid off the hood and watched him bend down to pick up the grimy engine parts he’d found—the grimy engine parts that were apparently the reason they were there, in the middle of the auto graveyard, in the middle of a cold gray winter afternoon. “That’s the flam you need for the ganorzle problem?”


  His grin made her even more desperate to get out of there and get home immediately. Amazing how she still felt that way. Even more amazing how he seemed to still feel that way, too. “Aye. Lessin you gots a better idea.”


  “Eh. I’ll let you try it your way first. But if you get stuck, let me know.”


  He kissed her again before he popped the trunk and tossed the metal in. “You hearing that music?”


  She nodded, even though he wasn’t looking at her. “Where’s it coming from?”


  “Ain’t knowing.” He opened her door. “Nobody living out here, what I got.”


  The auto graveyard was on the very outskirts of Downside, so far south the bay’s gray winter water lapped the shore to her right. So far south the territory war between Terrible’s boss Bump and his rival Lex didn’t matter, because nobody lived there to war over. “Somebody must be here, though.”


  He shrugged.


  “I hope you’re gonna pay for that.” A woman’s voice, nasal and twangy. Not a Downside accent.


  They both turned. Okay, that woman was…what the fuck?


  Despite the December cold, she wore a thin evening gown with no coat. No, not an evening gown. A wedding gown. Dingy and tattered, with a high lace collar, dirty pearls and sequins dotting the bodice, and a shredded tulle skirt that had probably once gotten its fullness from layers rather than wrinkles but didn’t anymore. The long sleeves came to points over the backs of the woman’s hands. That was a fucking wedding gown.


  It was weird enough, even without the fact that the woman was clearly at least in her sixties—gray hair rose in a matted cloud from her creased, elaborately made-up face. Not that “elaborately” meant “skillfully.” It didn’t. She looked like a five-year-old had attacked her with markers: bright green shadow that extended well past the outer edges of her eyelids, bright red lipstick that bled into the papery skin around her mouth, bright pink spots on her cheeks. She’d even painted a beauty mark over her lip on the right side.


  “You ain’t thieves, are you? You don’t look like thieves.” The woman frowned at Terrible, taking in his enormous frame, the black hair still messy from her hands, the thick muttonchops and hard dark eyes and scars. “Well, maybe he does.”


  Chess bit her lip to keep from laughing. Terrible was better at hiding that stuff than she was; when she looked at him his expression hadn’t changed. She could see it, though, the glint of amusement in his eyes.


  Except it wasn’t all funny. It was suspicious, too. Hadn’t he just said nobody lived there? Who the hell was that woman?


  “Ain’t been here afore,” he murmured, then, to the woman in a louder voice, “Aye, then. How much you wanting?”


  The woman stared him up and down again, then turned to Chess. Chess couldn’t tell if the woman approved or not, but something in her face changed. She turned her back, raising one claw-like hand in an impatient “come on” gesture, and started walking away. The tulle skirts, yellow-gray with age and grime, billowed and shifted in the wind.


  “Maybe we should just leave,” Chess said, but Terrible shook his head. Which she’d expected him to do.


  “She’s needing to eat, too, dig. Iffen she owns the place guessing I oughta pay her.”


  “She’s creepy.” Damn it. Her body still hummed and throbbed; she wanted to go home. She wanted to dive into the big gray bed with him and stay there until the sun set behind the crumbling buildings across the street.


  “Aye.” He dipped his head at the Chevelle. “Can wait in the car, if you’re wanting. Ain’t guessing this’ll take long.”


  “And send you off alone with Miss Havisham? I don’t think so.” More like “No fucking way.” Even knowing he could handle just about anything that might happen—people weren’t terrified of him for no reason—she wouldn’t do that. Not only because he was everything to her, not only because she was mildly curious, and not only because the whole reason she was there with him to begin with was she’d just finished a Debunking case and so they hadn’t gotten to spend much time together in the last few weeks.


  It was because warning bells were going off in her head. Something didn’t feel right about this, and the auto graveyard was just the kind of place where witches who liked to play on magic’s bad side would hang out to do that playing, and the woman sure as fuck looked to her like she could be one of those witches. Or like she could be someone who knew those kinds of witches, or even like someone who’d be victimized by those kinds of witches. Terrible could handle any kind of physical attack; Chess didn’t doubt that for a second. But a magical one? That she wasn’t so sure about.


  He smiled, getting the reference like she’d known he would; he hadn’t read the book but she’d told him the story once. “Thinkin she attack me iffen she gets me inside on my alones?”


  “Hey, I owe you a prize, is all. I don’t want you to forget.”


  He kissed the side of her head, took her hand to start following the woman’s waving skirts back through the aisles of junk. “Ain’t forgetting that one. True thing, Chessiebomb.”


  It wasn’t easy keeping up her cheerful mood on the journey. Stacks of dusty metal loomed over them. Cracked windows shifted slightly in the wind and caught the weak sunlight like mosaics of a single color; thick elderly cobwebs waved and shook. It was like being in a horror novel illustrated by Dr. Seuss. And with every step the sound of that dreary song grew louder, boring into her head like a drill-wielding ghost, and Chess felt more and more like something was wrong—not wrong in the someone-else-could-be-in-trouble way, but wrong in the she-could-be-in-trouble way.


  She held Terrible’s hand tighter. He squeezed back, absently, without looking at her; he was too busy looking around, with his chin up in that way he had that made him look like the predator he was, like he was hunting.


  They reached the end of the makeshift hallway and followed the woman around a curve Chess hadn’t noticed before. A stretch of weed-choked gravel extended a few feet beyond the last pitiful dead car, a walkway bordered by a torn and rusted chainlink fence. It used to be a fence, at least. All that remained were a few posts and patches, torn steel doilies fighting the breeze.


  Down the walkway to the right, in a clearing, sat the house. It was a much bigger house than Chess would have expected, a long ramshackle structure with a sagging roof and a termite-fodder porch hanging off the front. Silence fell the second she saw it; the song had ended, but before Chess had time to be glad, the opening notes played again. A disc on repeat, or a record player starting over and over. The thought of finding that record player and smashing it to pieces grew more tempting by the minute.


  But as soon as they stepped onto the patchy dead lawn in front of the house—littered with rusted metal and bald tires and sun-faded chunks of plastic—she forgot about the music. That was magic she felt, crawling up her legs from her feet, wrapping around her in the air. Not strong, no, but magic just the same. Unpleasant magic, too, from the way it itched. Shit. She glanced at Terrible. “You okay?”


  “Aye.” He did seem okay, too, which was a relief. Why she expected him to not be—worried that he wouldn’t be—didn’t make sense, considering that the sigil Elder Griffin had helped her design for him had been working just fine, but still. She couldn’t help it. Especially since it was her fault he was so vulnerable to dark magic, her fault because of the sigil she’d carved into him to save his life the night he’d been shot. That the problem seemed to have been solved didn’t make it right.


  The woman had already ascended to the wide open porch, and was standing with the door half-open, looking back at them. “Well, hurry up. We don’t have all day.”


  Actually they pretty much did, but whatever. Chess didn’t want to spend it there, and she knew Terrible didn’t either. So she hurried up, and in a few seconds they were climbing the creaking, splintery stairs to the porch.


  This got more fucked-up with every step. Paint flaked in huge chunks off the house’s exterior walls, paint the color of rotten egg whites. Dead plants—that might have just been because of the cold, true, but Chess didn’t think so—lined those flaking walls, bare brown sticks below a faded wooden sign that read “The Hudsons.” The screen on the door was torn.


  And beyond it…beyond it was some sort of ode to violated health codes disguised as a kitchen. Waterstains and shreds of wallpaper. Filthy hardwood floors sagging with age, the boards so covered in muck that squelching sounds filled the air as they walked. Dirty silver cardboard stars hung from the ceiling—what was that about?—and red ribbons dangled from the cabinets. A stove covered in layers of baked-on food; a sink piled with dishes.


  And the smell. Mold and dust that made her sneeze, unwashed bodies, rotting food, and the cloying, nauseating fugue of cheap rose perfume. It made her want to gag almost as much as the thought of the germs and bacteria tap-dancing on her skin did. She shuddered.


  “Vincent will be back tonight,” the woman—Mrs. Hudson?—informed them, turning right into a hall which stretched, it seemed, the entire length of the house. “It’s our anniversary. Fifty years we’ve been married. I can’t wait to see him again.”


  Chess hoped Vincent didn’t have very high hygienic standards. But then, if he was married to this stranger-by-the-second woman, he must already know what sort of state that house was in. Chess had been inside some shitty buildings in her life, but this place went beyond even some of the “homes” she’d lived in as a child.


  Mrs. Hudson gestured toward the kitchen table piled with papers and plastic containers and dirty clothes. “You can sit there, if you want.”


  Yeah…that wasn’t going to happen. Chess didn’t much feel like sticking to a chair, and she definitely didn’t feel like inviting diseases to set up camp on her clothes. She took a few steps after the woman instead. The magic she felt increased. Still not strong, but still there, and still worrying. Had Mrs. Hudson been doing magic, or did she just have some magical objects—spellbags or whatever—buried in the mountains of junk?


  It wouldn’t be unusual if she’d been doing magic; lots of people did, trying or buying little spells or glamours, and the Church encouraged it. Every time some citizen used a spell that worked, it proved the Church’s Truth that magic was real. But most spells done by ordinary people didn’t feel as…complete as whatever it was Chess was feeling. Magic done by non-witches tended to have an unformed sort of feel to it. It was weak.


  The magic Chess felt may not have been strong, but it also wasn’t unformed. She didn’t know for sure what kind of magic it was—except that it wasn’t sex magic, which tended to be the amateur magic she encountered most since any idiot could get turned on—but it wasn’t good, and it wasn’t unformed. It was like a spell waiting to be finished, like a trap ready to snap shut over a fragile bone. Waiting. Ominous.


  Of course, Mrs. Hudson seemed so out of it that it was entirely possible that gangs of random witches were holding full-blown rituals in the yard every weekend, and Chess was just feeling the residue of that.


  She didn’t think so, though. And that wouldn’t be in the house. Mrs. Hudson might not notice, sure, but where would they find the space?


  From the mouth of the kitchen Chess could see slices of three rooms, and all three were stacked to the ceiling with old newspapers, plastic bottles, broken toys—the rocking-horse was particularly creepy—and furniture and boxes and…just junk, piles of junk that must have taken years to collect. Sure, they were in a junkyard, but that seemed like taking the concept a little too far.


  Terrible didn’t seem any happier about being in there than Chess. His gaze darted up and down the hall, checking the doorways, the ceiling, the floors. His right hand sat warm and heavy on the back of Chess’s neck; she knew his left was probably on the handle of his knife behind his back.


  But why? Why was he so uneasy—why were they both so uneasy? Despite the uncomfortable twitch of magic, which could have been almost anything, nothing about the woman seemed particularly threatening. She was just a crazy, rather creepy old woman, so scrawny that Chess was surprised the wind hadn’t blown her away. And Terrible was cautious about everything, especially when she was around, but grabbing his knife seemed a little excessive even for him.


  She guessed he just couldn’t shake the sense of unease, and she couldn’t, either. His broad, strong chest warmed her back as she leaned against it, wanting to be closer to him, wanting to feel the steady, reassuring movement as he breathed. His chin rested on the top of her head for a second.


  The song started again. The contrast between the schlocky soft-rock ballad and the utter filthy chaos surrounding them made the whole thing even worse. It just didn’t seem to fit. But then, what would Chess know? She’d never fit anywhere, either. Not until Terrible came along, anyway.


  Curiosity about other people had never been something Chess had much of. She knew all she needed to know about people: they were shit. This woman was probably no exception, which meant whatever was going on—she was delusional, she was squatting in the house, she was hiding a dead body in her bedroom—was really not something Chess needed to get involved in. The best thing to do was pay her what she wanted so they could go home.


  But she still felt on edge, and uncomfortable. Her phone told her it was just past eleven in the morning—they’d gotten up early for various reasons—which meant it had been about three hours since she’d last taken her Cepts, and that was long enough. She dug into her bag for her pillbox, grabbed two of the little white keys to peace that sat inside, and popped them into her mouth, washing them down with water from the bottle she always carried. They wouldn’t start kicking in for a few minutes, but she still felt better. Calmer.


  “I guess we can sell those for twenty.” Mrs. Hudson slid past Chess and Terrible to walk down the hall. She smelled like something a dog had thrown up. Ugh. “It being the holiday and all. I didn’t expect to see anybody here today, but I guess a day off work is a day off work.”


  “Holiday?”


  Mrs. Hudson shot her an are-you-fucking-crazy sort of look, which was rich coming from her, but whatever. “It’s Christmas Eve.”
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  OH. WELL, OH SHIT. CHRISTMAS.


  “It’s Vincent’s favorite holiday,” Mrs. Hudson went on, drifting further down the hall and turning into a doorway. “It’s his birthday, too, you see. That’s why we got married on this day. He’ll be back tonight. Oh, how I miss him when he’s not here.”


  Chess almost didn’t hear that last part, and not just because backup vocals were aah-aah-aah-aah-aaaah-ing from the speakers across the room. She was too busy returning Terrible’s confused look, and wondering what the fuck to do.


  There was a ritual space in the house after all. But not a magical ritual space, at least, not the kind Chess was familiar with. This was a very different sort of ritual, one illegal since 1997 when the Church of Real Truth defeated the dead and in exchange was given control of the world. It was a ritual celebrated by families and friends, and while Chess guessed it was magical in its way, it wasn’t a magic she’d ever felt or experienced—at least, she’d never felt or experienced that kind of magic until Terrible came along.


  He leaned down so his lips were close to her ear. “Ain’t legal, aye?”


  “No.”


  She waited for him to ask if she was going to report the Hudsons, but he didn’t. He probably knew she wasn’t sure what to do; he usually did. “Maybe oughta just get us outta here.”


  “Yeah, I think so.” But despite her unease, Chess couldn’t help being honestly fascinated. She’d never seen anything like the room in front of her, not for real anyway; the Church’s museum housed a few items related to the day, and she’d seen pictures in books, but this was an actual room in an actual house, decorated by people who were actually celebrating.


  It was beautiful. Even more so than the exhibit in the Church’s museum, because this was real; this was a personal home decorated for an important holiday, with personal items and touches. And it was spotless. The scent of pine filled the air from the tree in the corner which rose almost to the ceiling. Strings of colored lights wound through the dark green branches heavy with bright ornaments. Beneath that tree were piles of presents, bright shiny wrapping paper faded and covered in dust—that didn’t seem to make sense, but hey, maybe Mrs. Hudson didn’t have any clean paper. Wouldn’t be a surprise, in that house.


  Paper cut-outs of grinning snowmen and angels—wow, shit—covered the walls, along with a big banner that said “MERRY CHRISTMAS” in red and green letters strung together. A wreath hung over the roaring fireplace; Chess had a moment of panic before she saw the wreath wasn’t mistletoe, and so couldn’t open a doorway to the City of Eternity.


  The clock on the wall had stopped at twelve-fifteen.


  “Nobody celebrates anymore,” Mrs. Hudson said. “I guess they just don’t care. They’ve forgotten. Instead they have those fires at Halloween, all week they have them. Fires and drums…I don’t understand it.”


  Chess certainly did. And yeah, from her position there on the bay, Mrs. Hudson would have quite a view of the Haunted Week rituals, the bonfires and parades.


  But how the hell could she not know what they were? She’d lived through Haunted Week back in 1997. She’d been there as the world changed. She’d been an adult who could watch it happen, instead of a parentless infant like Chess had been.


  How was it possible to live in a city, surrounded by people, and have no idea what was going on?


  But then, reality seemed to have deserted Mrs. Hudson some time ago.


  “People don’t really celebrate Christmas anymore,” Chess said, more as a test than anything else.


  Mrs. Hudson sighed. “It’s a sad, sad world, that doesn’t celebrate the holidays.”


  She was right about it being a sad world, but Chess didn’t think it had much to do with holidays. It had a lot more to do with the fact that the world was made of people, and they were in general pretty miserable.


  “Vincent loves Christmas,” Mrs. Hudson said, in a softer voice than she’d used before. Her eyes shone oddly; she seemed to be staring at Chess’s neck, at her chest still exposed from Terrible’s hands earlier. Creeeepy. “He can’t wait to open his presents. I don’t care about what happened with the ghosts. He’s getting his presents and his Christmas.”


  Terrible cleared his throat and started digging in his wallet. Yeah, she was ready to leave, too.


  Mrs. Hudson ignored both the sound and the gesture. “It’s so hard to be away from my husband. There’s no point to being alive, when my husband isn’t with me. When it’s just me, alone… Half of me is missing.”


  Unwilling, unwanted sympathy pricked Chess’s heart. She knew that feeling. It was the worst feeling in the world.


  Mrs. Hudson’s fingers trailed over the pictures lining the top of some kind of cabinet. The pictures, like everything in the room except the presents but unlike every single other thing in the house, were spotless, and they were clearly of her and Vincent: a large wedding photo in the center—was that the same dress? Yes, it was—a few portraits, a few snapshots, Mr. and Mrs. Hudson standing beneath a sign for Hudson Veterinary Clinic. Something about those pictures bothered Chess, but just as she was about to put her figurative finger on it, Mrs. Hudson said, “We never had children. We tried for years, but we couldn’t. So it’s just us here. For so long, just the two of us…”


  That feeling of identification grew worse. Just the two of them, and no children, and no possibility of children. Just like Chess and Terrible; well, he had a daughter, but he couldn’t have more and she couldn’t have any.


  Not that she really wanted to, or thought it would be a good idea. Even without her addiction, Terrible’s job—and to some extent her own—didn’t exactly lend itself to good parenting. Hell, her personality didn’t exactly lend itself to good parenting. That was a responsibility she’d never particularly wanted. A responsibility she’d invariably fuck up if she did have.


  Still. Hearing those words caused a tiny, lonely pain to twist in her chest, sappy as it was. Suddenly the entire scene didn’t seem creepy and disturbing—well, no, it was still really fucking creepy and disturbing, but it was tragic as well. This woman spent her days like this, while her husband was away? Listening to a shitty song over and over and thinking about how she had nothing to live for when her husband wasn’t home? And all the happy photos of the past didn’t—


  Wait. That was it. That was the problem with the pictures.


  They were all old. The oldest Mrs. Hudson appeared in them was maybe forty-five; her hair was still mostly black, her face a lot less lined. Chess had never been a big picture-taker—she had maybe three pictures of herself with Terrible, and one of them had been taken before they were together and another was from Elder Griffin’s wedding, taken by one of her co-workers without her knowing it—but the Hudsons appeared to have documented almost every second of their marriage on film. The Hudsons at a restaurant. Mr. Hudson in a white coat with a stethoscope, smiling next to a sleeping tiger. The Hudsons at an amusement park. The Hudsons holding champagne flutes at a racetrack, with horses in the background.


  So where were the recent pictures?


  “You’ve been married fifty years, Mrs. Hudson?”


  “Eliza. Yes…fifty years tonight.”


  Chess edged closer to the pictures. Sure, it was possible the newer photos were in albums or something, but it was still odd, wasn’t it? And given Eliza’s talk about Vincent not missing this Christmas, and about his opening presents that looked like they’d spent a few decades in a dustbin, and especially the low-level sense of magic and wrongness in the air… Either Vincent was dead or Vincent had left Eliza years ago, and given the happy-smiley-lovey-love in those pictures, Chess figured “dead” was the safer bet.


  She caught Terrible’s eye, jerked her head toward the door as unobtrusively as possible. He raised his eyebrows; she nodded. Yes, something really not-good was happening, and they needed to get out of there so she could call the Church. This wasn’t something she wanted to handle on her own, and even if she did it was outside her jurisdiction, so to speak. The only crime over which Debunkers like her had real legal authority was faked hauntings, technically known as “Conspiracy to Commit Spectral Fraud,” and usually done to get a nice cash settlement out of the Church. And even then she had to call in the Squad sometimes to make the final arrests—she didn’t carry handcuffs or a weapon, at least not a legal weapon. Technically she wasn’t supposed to carry her knife. She definitely needed the Squad for this one, and she needed them soon.


  Terrible held out a crumpled bill. “Said twenty, aye? Oughta get us gone, let you get back to…back to you day.”


  Eliza drifted forward and took the money. “Sure. You want to get to your own Christmas, I bet. It’s Vincent’s favorite holiday, you know. He won’t miss this Christmas. Tonight he’ll be here. It’s our fiftieth anniversary. We’ll spend it together, just the two of us.”


  Chess forced a smile. Time to get the fuck out of there. “That sounds great. We’ll let you finish getting ready.”


  “Oh, yes, there’s so much to do… So much to do,” Eliza said. “I have to bake cookies and finish decorating and gather everything I’ll need. So much work to do. But I can do it. I have the power of love on my side. And that’s all I need.”


  Ordinarily Chess wouldn’t have thought so. But who the hell knew what was in that house? Personal possessions that could become totems, junk that could have magical value…it wasn’t exactly an energy-free place. They were right on the water, too, and the incoming tide and mist would be full of power later on.


  As for the power of love…well, it wasn’t something they’d taught in her classes at Church, but if anyone knew how transforming that could be, it was Chess.


  Chess the witch. Chess who had the power needed to raise the dead herself. Chess who—shit, Chess whose tattoos Mrs. Hudson had been staring at. Whose tattoos Mrs. Hudson had seen outside right before she invited them into her house. Lured them into her house. Fuck. Did Mrs. Hudson actually know what she was doing, did she know what those tattoos meant? Was she planning to try to steal Chess’s power?


  “We’ll let you finish getting ready,” Chess said again, grabbing Terrible’s hand as she reached him and pulling him—or letting him pull her, since he obviously understood what was going on—back into the hall and toward the front door.


  Eliza Hudson followed. Closely. “Oh, yes, I’ve got a busy evening ahead of me. I can’t wait to see Vincent. He’s going to love his presents. We’re going to be so happy. Nothing will stop that.”


  Terrible opened the door and pushed Chess through. Her skin crawled with the need to move.


  “You watch your step,” Eliza called after them. “The ground’s real uneven.”


  No more uneven than it had been, Chess thought, but even as she thought it she felt Terrible tense up beside her, heard the shot, felt him start moving.


  Another shot. Terrible threw himself at her. Too late. A stab of pain in her neck, hard sharp pain. She hit the frozen ground with a bone-crunching thud she almost didn’t feel. Her vision blurred.


  “Shit,” Terrible said. He lifted himself off her, but too slowly. It sounded like he was talking through water. She reached up and felt her neck, expecting blood and torn skin.


  Instead she found a dart. Like the one poking out of Terrible’s neck. What the fuck? What was—why was that there, what was happening? It felt like she knew, like she should know, but she couldn’t seem to make the connection. Like her brain had been replaced by a sock full of pudding. Terrible’s hand rose to the dart protruding from his skin and yanked at it; his other hand grabbed hers and tugged, trying to lift her from the ground, but another dart appeared an inch or so away from the hole left by the first.


  He fell. Chess watched him fall. Her own body had evaporated. She didn’t have a body, and she was so tired... Some part of her screamed and tried to move, knew that she couldn’t sleep there outside on the ground, but there was nothing else she could do. The sky grew hazy and narrowed to a slit, and in that slit Eliza Hudson’s face appeared, surrounded by a whitish corona.


  “I am not letting you ruin my Christmas,” she snarled, and everything went black.


  


  


  


  


  3.


  


  FUCK, HER NECK HURT. WELL, her whole body hurt, but her neck seemed especially sore, like someone had bitten her really, really hard. Harder than even Terrible had ever bitten her neck.


  Terrible. Where was he? Opening her eyes didn’t help, it was too dark in whatever room she was in. Her wrists and ankles were tied, which made it rather difficult to sit up, and her mouth was so dry that when she tried to call his name all she managed to produce was a sort of wheeze.


  Shit. Turning her head made stars dance in front of her eyes and sent waves of fresh pain radiating from her neck. Pain she could take. Panic, though…panic wasn’t as easy to deal with, and she could feel it threatening as her eyes started to adjust to the darkness and she didn’t see him.


  “Terrible?” It still sounded like a wheeze, but at least it was audible. She licked her lips with her too-dry tongue, swallowed, and tried again. “Terrible? Are you in here?”


  He’d been hit twice, she remembered. That bitch Eliza had plugged two darts into his neck. Animal tranquilizers, she bet; like the ones Mr. Hudson had probably used on the sleeping tiger in the photograph, like the ones any vet would have. Hudson Veterinary Practice, and the Hudsons standing there grinning. Motherfucker.


  At least the fear and anger were helping her wake up. She wriggled along the floor—eew, she pictured sliding across germs and bacteria like a box on a rolling conveyer belt—until she’d moved her head away from the wall so she could see more of the room.


  A dark shape against the wall. A big dark shape, a Terrible-shaped shape. Mrs. Hudson had managed to drag him into the house somehow, then. She hadn’t left him unconscious in the freezing cold. It would have been a relief except she still didn’t know if he was alive. She assumed she would have felt it if he wasn’t, that she would know, but she honestly couldn’t be sure.


  Time to make sure. More maneuvering across the sticky, nasty carpet, until she was close enough to hear Terrible’s breathing. He was breathing. Thank fuck. “Terrible. Terrible, wake up.”


  Nothing. Shit. She probably could have woken him if she’d had access to her bag—some of those herbs were pretty pungent—but her bag hadn’t been at her side when she woke up. Bending her legs told her that her knife wasn’t in her pocket, either. Great. No knife, no—no bag. Not only was she tied up, not only did she not have a weapon or any of her magical supplies, and not only did she suspect a crazy old woman was going to try to use her like a battery, but if she didn’t end up killed by Vincent’s ghost she’d end up withdrawing there in a filthy room in a house that seemed held together only by mold and delusions.


  She took a deep breath, pulled her tied-together ankles back, and kicked Terrible as hard as she could.


  He stirred a little, but didn’t lift his head or otherwise indicate he was awake. Fuck.


  “Sorry,” she whispered, and kicked him again. The force of the movement knocked her onto her back, which hurt her hands, but whatever.


  He shifted position. “Ow.”


  “Terrible, wake up. You need to wake up, okay? We have to get out of here.”


  Pause. “We on the floor?”


  “Yes. And we have to get up. So you need to be awake.”


  “Fuck.” Another pause. “How long we been out?”


  “I don’t know. But it’s dark out and she’s probably getting started soon, and if we don’t get out of here we’re going to be the presents Vincent unwraps. Do you have your phone?”


  His arms moved. His shadowy form shifted. “Naw, guessin she take it. Only…hold on.” More movement; he sat up, leaned forward, half-lifted himself from the floor, leaned back. Checking to see if the smaller folding knife he kept in his boot was still there, she guessed, which was confirmed when he spoke again. “Took my big knife, dig, but not this one. Here. You sit up?”


  “Yeah.” She pushed herself up and turned her back to him. “Can you see me?”


  “Aye.” Rustles and shifts behind her, and the touch of cold steel on the inside of her wrist. “I holding it steady, aye? You cut the rope.”


  And possibly a couple of veins, she thought, but didn’t say it. Wasn’t like she had a choice, anyway. Especially not when magic pulsed over her skin, a thick nauseating wash of it that made her shiver. “Shit. She’s really going now.”


  “What plan you got?”


  “I don’t know.” Her muscles screamed at her—they weren’t meant to move that way, she didn’t think—but she managed to lift her wrists against the blade and find what she hoped was an angle where she wouldn’t slice herself open. “I want to stop her before she summons him, if we can. I don’t think I have enough salt to put a ring around the whole house to hold them in until the Squad gets here, even if I can find my bag. And I doubt she’s actually made a circle herself, so…”


  “Nothin to hold the ghost in, aye? Can go anywhere he’s wanting.”


  “They can go anywhere, yeah, after he kills her. Which he will.” There! The rope gave; she yanked her wrists apart and grabbed the knife to start cutting him free. So much faster and easier when she could see what she was doing. “If she thinks she’s going to get some happy fucking holiday, she’s in for a real surprise.”


  Terrible started to reply, but whatever he was going to say was cut off by her gasp. She rested her head on his back for a second. “Can you feel that?”


  “Feel something, aye.” He must have felt the rope weakening, too, because he jerked his arms outward. It broke. “She brought him up yet?”


  “No.” Chess watched him free her ankles, and then his. Her feet tingled as blood rushed back into them. “But she’s close.”


  A click, a flare of warm light; Terrible had pulled his lighter, and the wild high flame showed her a bedroom. The master bedroom, she guessed; a door at the other end by the headboard looked like a bathroom. And, oh, yeah, in the corner stood a flatbed dolly, the kind used to transport loads of construction materials or heavy, bulky items. Like sedated large animals. Or sedated large people. Bitch. She’d loaded them on there like cases of beer.


  Terrible stood up and held out his hand to help her do the same. In the golden light she could see his eyelids lower than usual in his pale face and the unsteady way he stood. Well, yeah, he’d been shot up with animal tranquilizers. So had she, but her body was used to downers. And uppers, and just about anything else she could get her hands on. His wasn’t. And he’d been hit twice, instead of once. “You okay?”


  He nodded. “Let’s just get us outta here, aye?”


  He wavered on his feet when another wave of magic hit them, and a new worry blossomed in her mind. The sigil she’d carved into his chest to save his life had made him more vulnerable to magic—particularly dark magic—and for a while he’d passed out every time he was exposed to it.


  No. Not passed out. Died. He’d died every time he was exposed to it, died for just a tiny fraction of a second but died just the same.


  The sigil Elder Griffin helped her design had solved that problem, but it still depended in part on his own strength to work, his own energy. If he was weakened by, say, animal tranquilizers…what would that mean?


  She didn’t want to find out. Instead she took his arm to guide the lighter. “I can’t imagine she’s put my bag—oh, shit. No, I bet she did.”


  “Put it where she can use all what’s in it, aye?”


  “Probably. I don’t see it in here. All I—” Oh, ew. Eew eew ugh yuck.


  They were in the master bedroom. Faded curtains with huge yellow-and-green daisies on them covered the window to her right, the same pattern as on the wallpaper. Not that she could see much of the wallpaper, because more framed photos obscured it. Eliza and Vincent’s grinning faces watched her and Terrible from every surface, huddled together on top of the dresser and lining the top of the cabinet-style headboard of the queen-size bed. That wasn’t the gross part.


  The gross part was the horrible oblong stain stretching down the right side of the bed, the bits of what looked like dirt but probably wasn’t scattered inside it and the clumps of matted hair on the pillow. Chess didn’t even have to think about it to know exactly what had lain there, and for how long, and where that object was now.


  A long pause while they both looked at the bed. Terrible swallowed and took a step closer to it. “Been sleeping with he body, aye?”


  “It’s been in here, I don’t know that she’s been sleeping with—oh.” Her stomach twisted. On the pillow beside the stained one were several long gray hairs. “I guess she has. I don’t—shit. She’s got his body.”


  “Be easier for him coming back.”


  “Right.”


  They stood in silence for a second. “Guessing be why she got all them clocks stopped? Like you say on the earlier, Havisham. You tell me she stopped all she clocks, in that book, aye?”


  “Yeah. I guess…after Haunted Week it took a few months to finish getting all the ghosts down to the City. There were still some isolated attacks. I think I read about one in late December that year, around here. Maybe that’s what happened to him.”


  It was probably what happened to him. Which made things worse. “If it’s the anniversary of his death, and his birthday, and she has his body, that can make it pretty easy for her to bring him back even without me here. Maybe that’s why she was so sure she’d see him tonight. We need to hurry. If we get there before she finishes summoning him it’s not a problem, but without my bag...”


  He tried the doorknob. Locked. Of course. “Want me breaking it or the window?”


  She hesitated. Wandering around outside in the freezing cold didn’t appeal, but for all they knew Eliza had her tranq gun all loaded up and ready to go, and the sound of the door flying open would give her plenty of time to take aim.


  He seemed to know what she was thinking. He pushed the curtains open, which didn’t let in much light at all, and tried to slide the window open. It didn’t budge. “Grab you that pillow offen the bed, aye?”


  She did, while he stripped off his jacket and wrapped it around his fist and forearm.


  “Is this going to be that much quieter than the door?” she asked him.


  He shrugged. “Iffen she hear it and comes down, still ain’t be so easy to aim at us. Ready?”


  Chess ducked her head behind the pillow. The sound of shattering glass drowned out “Close to You” for a second or two; icy air caressed Chess’s skin. She pulled the pillow down to see Terrible brushing glittering shards off the sill and hoisting himself up on to it, over it, landing outside with a barely-audible thud. He held his hand out to her through the hole. “C’mon. Bring the pillow.”


  It probably wasn’t necessary, but she set the pillow on the sill anyway. Being sliced by jagged glass wasn’t her idea of fun. Neither was trying to find places for her knees and feet among the photographic detritus covering the dresser. But she did it, and Terrible pulled her safely out through the window and into his arms as a surge of magic from the living room took her breath away.


  Or maybe it wasn’t the magic, or at least not that kind of magic. His arm curled around her waist, yanking her to him, and before she could react his mouth was on hers. One of those kisses she hated as much as she loved, a kiss that knew they were about to throw themselves right into the path of danger and might not survive; a kiss that told her how much he loved her just in case they didn’t.


  And she said the same, in the same way, pressing her hands on the sides of his face and pushing her fingers into his hair. This wasn’t the end for them. It couldn’t be. It wouldn’t be, because there never would be an end for them. She knew that. It was Truth, and she believed in it more than she believed in anything else, even the Church.


  His fingertips stroked her cheek, barely a touch before he grabbed her hand and started running around the back of the house.


  The tide was in. Waves lapped the stone retaining wall only twenty feet or so away, the sound shrouded by both the thick fog that made her feel like they were running through a nightmare and the ever-present “Close to You” that made her want to shove a fucking drill into her eardrums. She gripped Terrible’s hand tighter.


  They had to slow down when they reached the end of the house, almost invisible in the mist. Gravel and rocks littered the ground, and who the hell knew what junk they might trip on? Even with the eerie glow coming from what must have been the lit Christmas tree in the front window, there wasn’t enough light to move at anything like full speed. The energy in the air, in the mist, from Eliza’s ritual, thrummed against Chess’s skin and burrowed into her soul. It was hard to breathe, would have been hard to breathe even if the air hadn’t frozen her lungs.


  Finally they reached the window. And stopped, staring for a moment they couldn’t afford at the scene framed by fog-edged glass. Mrs. Hudson stood by the tree, her body limned in festive multicolored light, and raised a knife. Chess’s knife. That bitch. Terrible gave her that knife. She’d have to re-consecrate it if she were to use it again—oh, what the fuck was she whining about that for? Surviving this holiday nightmare was sort of a bigger concern just then.


  Just as Chess figured, Vincent’s body—well, it wasn’t much of a body at that point, just a skeleton covered in scraps of fabric and scraps of things Chess didn’t want to think about—lay at Mrs. Hudson’s feet. A pillow supported its skull. Around it several items were arranged like afterlife tokens at a Viking funeral: a wallet, a pair of worn tennis shoes, what looked like baseball cards, a pair of socks and some underwear. Very personal, so very powerful. One of the items was a hammer, which was awesome because what they really needed was to give Vincent’s ghost a deadly bludgeoning tool right there in easy reach.


  She had to admit, though, that she was a little impressed. Despite Mrs. Hudson’s obvious lack of training and her failure to mark a circle, she’d planned her little ritual awfully well, substituting personal items, anniversaries, and a corpse for real magical ability and thus enabling herself to bring the whole thing off even without Chess’s power. But Chess figured she’d had years of practice at that; something told her this wasn’t the first time Eliza had tried this. Maybe it was a yearly ritual, too, just like the decorations and presents.


  What Chess didn’t see was her bag. Shit. Not only were all of her magic supplies in there—including the black chalk she’d use to mark protective sigils on herself and Terrible—but her fucking pills were in there, and maybe not all of the itching she felt was magic. Maybe some of it was early withdrawals, which meant she really really needed to find it and end this mess. She’d need it to end this mess; too late to escape and call the Squad, because even as she started to jump toward the window Eliza stabbed herself in the hand. Blood poured from the wound onto the decayed corpse. Magic blasted like a mushroom cloud, blue light flared, and Chess’s skin erupted in stinging, burning itches as that magic grabbed her own power and the runes and sigils tattooed on her body reacted to it. She gasped and stumbled, suddenly weak, And especially suddenly a lot more pessimistic about their chances of surviving, because the flash of blue cleared to reveal the ghost in the living room.


  Vincent Hudson had arrived.


  


  


  


  


  4.


  


  HE WAS WEARING A SANTA suit.


  A fucking Santa suit.


  Ghosts always appeared pale ice-blue, clothes and all, but Chess had seen images of Santa Claus in the Church archives and museum, and there wasn’t a doubt in her mind that this ghost was dressed like Santa, even down to the weird hat.


  The itching all up and down her arms and across her shoulders grew worse. That seemed like an awful lot of itching, actually, for just one ghost. Which it might not have been. The room was full of junk and the area around the house even fuller, so who the hell knew what else might come through the hole Eliza had opened—if she was using personal objects as totems and power-generators, she could raise half the City with all the old crap in that place.


  For that matter, who the hell knew how big the hole was? Anything could be ready to materialize, in a place that was basically a deadly-weapon-smorgasbord for ghosts, and without her bag Chess couldn’t do a damn thing to stop them. Or to stop them turning Eliza and Terrible and herself into ghosts who would then leave the house and join the slaughtering fun. Ghosts didn’t stop killing until either someone stopped them or the sun came up, and it was just a couple of days past the longest night of the year.


  Vincent’s face—the same one from the pictures, only a little older, and obviously not flesh-colored—broke into a wide grin at the sight of his wife. Chess wasn’t fooled.


  Eliza was. She opened her arms, threw back her head. Her voice came tinny and jubilant through the glass. “Vincent! Oh, Vincent! I did it! I did it this time!”


  “Come on.” Chess started hunting through the fog for something to throw through the window. “My bag’s got to be in there somewhere, once I find it I can—”


  Terrible’s hand hard on her arm, stopping her. She turned to him, ready to ask what the fuck he was doing, but the look on his face stopped her. It was serious, and sad, and he said in a quiet low tone, “Let she have it.”


  “He’s going to kill her, we can’t just—”


  “What she’s wanting, aye? Be why she’s done all it.”


  “But—”


  “Chessie.” He dipped his head toward the house. “C’mon. Look.”


  She opened her mouth to argue, but nothing came out. His eyes were full of sympathy, and she turned to the window and realized he was right. Eliza just stood there with her arms outstretched. Her face shone. Her chest heaved.


  Vincent stepped forward, the slow, horrifying stroll of a ghost ready to claim a victim. His grin widened into a rictus of glee, like a parody of joy, and he took the knife—still Chess’s knife, damn it—from Eliza’s hand while Eliza stood, watching him. Waiting.


  Chess and Terrible waited, too. Terrible slipped his arm around Chess’s shoulders and drew her close; she wrapped hers around his waist and pressed her head against his chest, right over the sigil carved into his skin beneath his shirts. The sigil keeping him alive. Her eyes stung, and she couldn’t even say why—or maybe she could, and just didn’t want to think about it.


  The pale light cast by Victor’s ghostly form and the bright Christmas bulbs bathed Eliza’s face, made it glow. Maybe it wasn’t just the lights. Maybe it was happiness, the way the years seemed to melt away as she smiled at her husband. “I love you,” she said. “I’ve missed you.”


  The knife flashed across her throat.


  Time, already running incredibly slowly, stopped altogether. It seemed to take an hour before blood poured from the wound over the lace collar, another hour before it oozed over the too-big bodice, before it soaked into the dress in a wide dark stain and dripped into the messy tulle.


  Eliza’s lips moved. It looked like “Thank you,” or maybe “I love you,” again, but Chess couldn’t tell. It didn’t matter, either. Eliza’s body crumpled.


  Terrible’s feet hit the porch before Eliza’s body hit the floor. All those planters lining the wall; he hoisted one and pulled it back, ready to throw through the window. Vincent didn’t pay attention, because Eliza’s ghost rose from her body like Venus from the shell.


  Chess had never seen ghosts exhibit affection to each other. Of course it happened in the City, but outside of it was different. Outside of it she’d never seen them really interact with each other, except when they ganged up to kill people. But Eliza and Vincent looked at each other. Really looked at each other. They reached out in unison. The song kept playing, playing so loud, and Chess’s vision blurred so she could hardly see the two of them embrace, reunited by death.


  They broke apart when the planter crashed through the window. Identical snarls appeared on their glowing, eerily perfect faces. Vincent lifted the knife.


  Terrible hurled himself through the gaping hole in the wall; in his hand was a length of pipe he must have picked up from the porch. Chess followed with no clear idea what the fuck she was going to do to help him except finding her bag, which could take forever in the piles of junk everywhere.


  It wasn’t in the living room; a quick scan showed her that, which was all she had time for because while Terrible wrapped his hands around Vincent’s knife-wielding fist, Eliza found her own weapons.


  That woman had been holding on to her Christmas shit for twenty-five years. Twenty-five years worth of projectiles to fling at Chess, and her aim was really damn good. A china Santa hit Chess in the shoulder. One of those ceramic light-up houses with snow painted on it hit her in the chest. She stumbled; her foot slid on a piece of broken Santa and she fell to the floor.


  Heavy Christmas decorations continued to pelt her as she struggled to get back up: glittery silver and gold balls, figurines that must have come from one of those little tableaus they called Nativity sets. A wooden baby Jesus hit her in the face. She picked it up and threw it back, knowing it wouldn’t do any good but pissed off enough not to care. It sailed right through Eliza’s translucent form.


  Terrible was still struggling with Vincent. He was trying to pull Vincent by Vincent’s one solid hand—ghosts could solidify around objects but not on their own—into the center of the room, away from any other potential weapons, while Vincent was trying to pull Terrible back toward the walls and shelves. As Chess scrambled to her feet Eliza turned to Vincent. A look passed between them. That could not be good.


  It wasn’t. Chess saw it coming and opened her mouth to scream, but it was too late and it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. Vincent dropped the knife. His hand instantly lost its solid form and slipped through Terrible’s grasp.


  Eliza caught the knife on its descent. Light flashed from the blade as she flipped it, ready to drive it into Terrible’s back.


  Chess was already moving. She threw herself forward. A blast of freezing cold, even colder than it already was, as she passed through Eliza’s ethereal form. It didn’t make Eliza drop the knife, but it did give Terrible the second he needed to duck out of the way.


  Chess hit the Christmas tree. Ow, that really hurt; they didn’t call them pine “needles” for nothing, and pinpricks of pain erupted all over her body. The tree wavered and fell into the wall behind it.


  Chess grabbed one of the ornaments from it and threw it at Eliza’s solid hand as it raised the knife again. Vincent had one of the framed pictures in his hand and kept slamming it over Terrible’s head. The frame splintered and cracked.


  Chess disentangled herself from the tree. Try to stop Eliza, or try to find her bag? She didn’t want to leave Terrible there with two ghosts, but without her bag they were fighting a losing battle. She needed graveyard dirt and asafetida to freeze them, salt to bind them inside a circle while she called the Squad or just went ahead and banished them herself—assuming her psychopomp skull was in her bag and unbroken.


  More than that, she needed her pills. All the energy in the air made her skin feel like it was shriveling up and splitting, but it wasn’t just magic doing that, and it wasn’t just magic making her start to feel queasy. That was withdrawals. She had no way of knowing what time it was but it was definitely at least eight or nine, which meant it had been at least seven or eight hours since she’d taken her Cepts. That was a problem. A sick witch was a weak witch, and she could not afford to be weak. Yes, Eliza’s ghost-summoning had already used what power of Chess’s it wanted to—it wasn’t pulling anything from her anymore—but that wasn’t the only sort of energy she needed if she was going to get them out of this alive.


  So her bag had to come first. She started to duck around Eliza only to be caught by her fist on the backswing. Fuck, ow! Spots exploded before her eyes. Just what she needed: compromised vision.


  Terrible managed to escape from Vincent. She saw him scan the floor for another weapon, but she didn’t see much of use and apparently neither did he. At least not much, because he bent down—taking a hit on the shoulder from Vincent’s statue-clutching hand—and yanked loose one of Vincent’s bones. Ugh. Not that she could blame him, but still ugh. He went for Eliza’s hand with it, a few good solid blows before Eliza jerked away and the Christmas tree slammed over Terrible’s back.


  Vincent had dropped the statue and picked up the fucking Christmas tree. Ornaments jangled and shattered, lights blinked on and off, as he swung it like a baseball bat again and again. Terrible swatted at it with the bone. Pine needles and pieces of colored glass flew everywhere.


  Chess ran from the room and into the hall. Her bag, where would her bag be? It wasn’t in the living room, and it hadn’t been in the bedroom or the yard—at least she didn’t think it had been, it was so foggy she couldn’t know for sure. If Eliza had dragged her and Terrible in through the front door, maybe she’d left it in there?


  The kitchen looked even worse than it had, full of murky shadows and, probably, bold-in-the-dark rats waiting to jump out of them and onto Chess’s head. Well, let them jump, she guessed, despite the way her skin crawled at the thought of it. She waded forward, knocking over stacks of papers and empty food containers. A pile of clothing fell into her path. Her bag, where was her bag? She forced herself to open cabinets and stick her hand into the darkness beyond. Her hand touched dusty things, too-soft things, things that squished against her fingers and made her gorge rise in her throat.


  But no bag.


  Back into the hall, peering into the rooms. Nothing. Fuck, fuck, Terrible was alone in there with two ghosts and he needed her and she couldn’t help him without her bag, and she had to find it. Had the bitch really left it outside?


  Fine. Out the front door, down the porch steps, to stumble around in the fog looking for a bag practically the same color as the ground at her feet. No flashlight, no lighter, not even a match to help her see; just the intermittent glow from the living room window and the sound of “Close to You” to orient her, and the pounding of her heart worse by the second and the fear rising in her chest.


  Her foot hit something. Something that gave with a clunking rustle, and she knew it was her bag. Thank fuck, she’d found it. It had been opened, and her skin crawled at the thought of Eliza’s bony hands rummaging around in her belongings, but at least she’d found it. Even better, a quick shuffle told her everything was in there; two seconds to find the pouch that held graveyard dirt and dip her fist into it, and she was ready. Or not quite ready, because she really needed her pills, but she couldn’t let Terrible stay in there a second longer than she had to. Dirt first, then pills.


  The scene that confronted her through the window was like something from the world’s sickest educational holiday re-enactment. Terrible stood in the corner, fighting off Vincent and the Christmas tree with Vincent’s bone, while Eliza threw framed pictures and Yuletide bric-a-brac at Terrible’s head. Blood ran down the side of his face; his shirt was torn. And “Close to You” still played, making the whole thing even more bizarre.


  First thing Chess was going to do when the ghosts were locked down was break that fucking record.


  Which she did. Despite the way her body screamed for her pills, when she ran through the window and threw the dirt, her power flew along with it in a clean arc, and her voice rang clear. “Dallirium espirantia!”


  It wasn’t as strong as it would have been if she’d been feeling better, but it worked. Vincent and Eliza froze in place. The Christmas tree thudded to the floor. Terrible climbed around and dragged it out of the way as she salted a circle around them, moving as fast as she could to get it done before they became mobile again. She could feel their furious gazes on her back as she worked.


  “With blood I seal the circle.” Her knife slid through the pad of her left pinkie. Blood welled from the cut to drip onto the salt. The circle snapped shut. Done. Her breath escaped in a rush; she dug in her bag for her pillbox and grabbed three Cepts. Pills, then rest for a minute, and then she’d banish them herself. It was too cold to sit waiting for the Squad. And if she was honest with herself, well, the Squad would send Vincent and Eliza straight to the spirit prisons, wouldn’t they? Chess could do the same—she had melidia in her bag—but…


  Despite what Eliza had done to her, to Terrible, she just couldn’t quite bring herself to condemn her to an eternity of torture for it. Eliza’s words from earlier echoed in her head again, about it being just the two of them, no children, no one else. Eliza had spent the last twenty-five years alone waiting for him to come back, trying to bring him back. Suffering. It was a little too close for comfort, really, and Chess knew all too well about committing crimes in order to be with the person she loved—the person she needed. Was Eliza’s crime really worse than her own?


  Maybe she was just going soft from withdrawals.


  She’d just finished crunching the pills into a bitter mess and washing it down when the sound of scratching vinyl interrupted the Carpenters, and silence fell. Beautiful, wonderful silence. Terrible handed her a lit cigarette.


  “Damn,” he said, looking around the room at the dark remains of the Christmas tree, at the destroyed ornaments, at the tattered wall hangings and smashed picture frames. “Christmas always such a fucked-up holiday?”


  She smiled. “I’m pretty sure it was just this one.”


  “Know how to make it all better, though.” His arms slipped around her waist. “Seem to me you still got some owes with me, if you dig. Supposed to be a prize I’m getting.”


  She glanced at the ghosts, pacing the circle and glaring at her with furious intensity. She looked at the room. She thought about what Eliza had wanted and why she’d summoned her husband’s ghost, and how they’d be together in the City of Eternity forever. And how she and Terrible would be, too.


  Then she looked up at his face, blood dried down his cheek but still smiling at her. “Yeah,” she said. “I guess I do.”


  


  


  


  


  THE END


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  This was originally supposed to be the capper (so to speak) of this anthology and a Christmas present for all of you last year. But, me being me, I didn’t manage to get anything together in time. So I published this in segments on my blog, which turned out to be a lot of fun (so much so that I may do another like it at some point). What I failed to mention at the time was, this wasn’t actually completely finished when I started posting it, so some of it was a literal first draft when it appeared on my blog.


  Because of that, you may notice that this one has changed a bit from its original publication (although if you asked for the complete ebook file, the changes were in there, too, I believe). I went through and did a little editing and expanding, just a sentence or two here and there to hopefully clarify it and clean it up.


  Ever since UNHOLY MAGIC I’d wanted to do something more with the “ghost of a murder victim” idea, since I didn’t really get to use it then. This gave me a chance to do that, and to make the ghost an actual clue, which pleased me. I was also quite pleased to expand on the sort of impression Terrible had made on Chess’s co-workers, and on the fact that the injuries she picks up doing her off-the-books work for Bump don’t go entirely unnoticed.


  Your responses to this story really made my holiday last year, and I’m still so grateful to each and every one of you.


  


  


  


  


  1.


  


  ELDER GRIFFIN PULLED A SLIM, pale blue folder from his drawer and set it on the edge of the desk. “This came in four days ago.”


  Chess guessed that meant he was giving it to her. She reached for it carefully, waiting for him to stop her. She almost wished he would stop her. Wished he would say something, do something, so she could challenge him on it. If she could just make him talk to her…


  What difference would it make? If she got him talking he’d just tell her things she didn’t want to hear, and there was no point in that. She knew what he’d say: That he was disappointed in her, that he no longer trusted her, that the only reason she still had a job was because to report what she’d done would be to implicate himself—and to sentence her to death in the bargain.


  Every time he spoke she heard that, anyway. It was clear in the impersonal tone of his voice. It was obvious from the way he didn’t look her in the eyes and the falseness of the smiles he gave her only when other people were around.


  And it hurt. Fuck, it hurt, just as much as it had the day three weeks before when she’d confessed everything and lost him forever.


  She picked up the file and skimmed the first page, the form filled out by the homeowners themselves. Mr. and Mrs. Mike and Sue Randall, of Cross Town. No actual ghost seen yet, but they had—they said they had—several of the markers that indicated one was trying to materialize. Cold spots. Objects being moved. Sounds like chains being rattled or someone crying in another room. Smears of ectoplasm on the walls.


  The Randalls reported a few other, more unusual things too, things that didn’t bode well. Scratch marks in paint, broken glass and mirrors, locked doors opened and left open. None of that encouraged, just like the admittedly unconfirmed idea that Elder Griffin had deliberately given her a shit case that wouldn’t earn her a bonus didn’t encourage.


  But all of those things could be faked, too. Most of them were things the average person didn’t know about or think of, but that didn’t mean the Randalls weren’t just creative with their fake haunting. She’d find out, anyway.


  She looked up at Elder Griffin, who had his attention turned to the silent TV mounted on the wall. It was just moving pictures, people mouthing words he couldn’t hear or understand, and he apparently thought it was still more worth paying attention to than she was. “Okay. I guess I’ll get started, then.”


  A curt nod. Then, as she tucked the file into her bag and started to stand, he said, “Cesaria.”


  “Yeah? I mean, yes, sir?”


  Six months ago—one month ago—he would have smiled at that. Now his blue eyes remained impassive, his face blank. “How is Terrible?”


  A split second where she thought he was talking to her, maybe starting to think of forgiving her, before she realized what he meant. He didn’t mean “How was Terrible” as in, “How’s that man of yours doing, why don’t we all get together?” or “Why don’t we start talking about things again?” He meant “Has Terrible been passing out in the presence of dark magic or possessed by any ghosts lately?” But of course, he couldn’t outright say that because of where they were, and he wasn’t about to seek her out elsewhere or call her to ask, so he had to be oblique.


  “He’s fine,” she said. “Everything’s fine.”


  That was Truth, when it came to Terrible. Everything was fine. Better than fine. Despite sitting in Elder Griffin’s office in the middle of one of the awkward, stilted, and cold discussions she hated getting used to having with him, thinking of Terrible made the weight in her chest lighten. Not as much as it would when she managed to get a couple of Cepts down her throat, but almost.


  Elder Griffin’s fair hair caught the light as he dipped his head. Even then he wouldn’t give her his eyes for a second. “Good. Let us hope that continues to be the case.”


  Well, that sounded optimistic. But she couldn’t exactly argue with it, could she? And she wasn’t about to call him on it. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t. He was, essentially, her boss. No, he couldn’t turn her in for her crime—the illegal sigil she’d carved on Terrible’s chest to save his life after he’d been shot, binding his soul to his body, making him more vulnerable to possession—because to do so would be to condemn himself as well. But he could get her fired, or demoted. He could assign her a bunch of shit cases like the one in her bag, and then report to the Elder Triumvirate and the Grand Elder that she was no longer effective in her job.


  The thought made her sick. “Thanks,” she said, although she had no idea what she was saying it for, and stood up. “I’ll just, I guess I’ll get started.”


  ☠


  FILING CABINETS STRETCHED ALONG THE entire back wall of the library, filing cabinets full of history and horror and lies. Every address the Church of Real Truth had ever investigated had a file in there, and the Debunkers even remembered to update them most of the time. Well, over half the time.


  The Randalls lived at 24751 Harrel Street, in Cross Town. The south end of Cross Town, not too far out of Downside. Not wealthy people, then. Money troubles were likely. If they were close to Downside it was possible they’d have some resentment against the Church, too, which meant this would probably not be a fun initial visit. Well, more not-fun than usual, because they weren’t exactly a laugh riot anyway.


  No file on the Randall house. Okay. That was good news, because places where a haunting had been previously confirmed were more vulnerable in future. While she was there she went ahead and checked the other addresses on the street. All clean.


  The computer didn’t give her much that wasn’t already in the file Elder Griffin had given her. Mr. Randall was a short-order cook at a Pancake Hut. Mrs. Randall had a spotty employment history but had been a secretary at a printing company for the last five months. Not a lot of financial security in that household, then, which meant they had reason to fake a haunting. The smallest settlement Chess had ever heard of for a confirmed haunting was thirty-five thousand dollars, and thirty-five k could go a long way.


  At least, it could go a long way for people who didn’t spend big chunks of their income on drugs. People not her, in other words.


  “Chessie! There you are.” A grinning Dana Wright—one of the other Debunkers—was heading for her at a purposeful clip, an eager grin on her face. Speaking of people who didn’t spend big chunks of their income on drugs. Dana’s jewelry caught the overhead lights as she walked; her clothes were so obviously expensive that even Chess could see it, and her freshly colored and styled hair made Chess think of the fact that her own black-dyed hair had reddish-blond roots showing and her Bettie Page bangs needed a trim.


  “Elder Griffin said you might be here,” Dana continued once she’d arrived at the table. “I was wondering what you’re doing tonight?”


  Chess cast about for something to say. Anything at all. Unfortunately, she had nothing. Terrible was working on something with Bump that had kept him out every evening that week, which meant he had a lot to catch up on that night so probably wouldn’t be home until late. Which meant she’d either be home by herself, or— “I have a new case, so…”


  “The Randalls, right? In Cross Town? Elder Griffin said he gave it to you.”


  Chess focused on making her smile and nod look natural, on not showing how much the question stabbed. Elder Griffin was telling Dana about her case? He’d barely tolerated Dana before; well, “barely tolerated” was a little harsh, maybe, but she hadn’t been his favorite Debunker or anything.


  That had been Chess. Not anymore.


  “My parents’ maid knows the Randalls,” Dana said. “So I might have some information that could help you. I thought, maybe you can come over, and we’ll have something to eat and I can tell you about it. Say, seven o’clock?”


  Well, that made her feel a little better. It explained why Dana knew about the case, at least, and since it was way, way against policy to assign Debunkers cases where they knew any of the people involved, it explained why neither Dana or Doyle had been given it. Since Doyle and Dana were—much to Chess’s surprise—still together.


  She thought for a second. Depending on how her initial visit went, she might be heading for the Randall house to do some middle-of-the-night investigating while they were asleep, but she wouldn’t be doing it at seven. She’d been kind of looking forward to having the apartment to herself for a few hours, but that wasn’t that important. And how long could Dana keep her?


  Besides, the more information she got, the faster she could get the case finished and move on to a better one. So she nodded again and forced a smile. “Sure. That sounds great, thanks.”


  ☠


  MRS. RANDALL STARTED CRYING THE second Chess arrived, and ten minutes later she was still sniffling and sobbing. All that misery, on top of the meeting with Elder Griffin and the evening she was going to have to spend with Dana and the sinking, stronger-by-the-second certainty that she was not going to be getting a bonus on this case and, of course, all the other shit that lived in her head… Thank fuck she’d downed a couple of pills right after she left the Church, because if she hadn’t had a few Cepts in her system she would have been clawing the walls to get out of there.


  Not that she blamed Mrs. Randall. She didn’t, at all. Everyone joked about how they wished they could have a ghost in their house so they could get a settlement, but nobody actually wanted it to happen, for real. An entity that could walk through walls and wield weapons, whose only desire was to kill as many living things as it could, and which was uninjurable, unkillable, and didn’t feel pain? Not the best houseguest, even if millions of them hadn’t risen from the grave and slaughtered most of the world’s population twenty-three years—almost twenty-four, now—before. Most people were terrified at the idea that a ghost could be trying to set up camp in their homes.


  So no, she didn’t blame Mrs. Randall. She just didn’t feel up to dealing with tears, and luckily she had her Cepts so she didn’t have to. She could close herself off to the misery emanating from Mrs. Randall, and focus on work.


  She pulled her Church-issued Spectrometer from her bag and switched it on. It came to life with a shrill beep, which didn’t bode well for her bank account; she ignored the sound. Best to pretend that was totally normal. No matter how sinking that feeling in her gut was, this could still be a scam, and her job was still to prove that it was. “Maybe you could show me the rest of the house now?”


  Mr. and Mrs. Randall nodded and stood up. They moved like people thirty years older than they actually were, like their fear and unhappiness had settled into their joints and created a constant ache there.


  They headed for the kitchen first, a narrow galley-style space with fading olive-green paint, white cabinets, and a dingy linoleum floor. A dingy, scratched-up floor. “Do you have a dog?”


  Mr. Randall shook his head. “We used to. A long time ago. Maria took him with her when she left.” His tone changed when he said “Maria,” bitterness and anger creeping in. Hmm.


  “Maria is your daughter?” She knew the answer already, of course, but it was always better to pretend she didn’t have much information, that she didn’t know anything of importance. Easier to catch people in lies that way; easier to get them to talk if they thought she was just sort of an empty-headed rube.


  “She moved to New York ten years ago.” The words came out clipped, pushed through gritted teeth. Clearly this wasn’t a subject Mr. Randall wanted to discuss.


  Which meant she should push it a little. “When was the last time she came for a visit?”


  “She hasn’t been back to visit. She’s not welcome here.”


  “She writes sometimes,” Mrs. Randall said, glancing from her husband to Chess and back again. “She lets us know where she is. She sent money once or twice.”


  “Which I sent back,” Mr. Randall said. “Dirty money.”


  “Mike,” Mrs. Randall said, in her tear-choked voice, “that’s not true.”


  Mr. Randall glared at his wife. “You know what she’s doing up there.”


  “She’s an administrative assistant.”


  “For a pimp,” Mr. Randall said.


  “For her boyfriend.” Mrs. Randall turned teary eyes to Chess. “He’s a businessman.”


  Mr. Randall made a dismissive noise. Chess ignored it. A boyfriend would be another name to check out, and she could verify which of the Randalls were right that way. Mrs. Randall wouldn’t be the first woman to believe her child’s lies, but Mr. Randall wouldn’t be the first man to think the worst of a child, either. “What’s his name? The boyfriend.”


  “Jeff. Jeff Martin.”


  “Mason,” Mr. Randall said. “Jeff Mason.”


  “No, I know she said Martin—”


  Best to nip the bickering in the bud. The house, with its air of loneliness and suspended time, the anger sparking off Mr. Randall and the hopelessness of his wife, had already started to oppress her, and she hadn’t even seen the rest of it yet. She scrawled down both Martin and Mason, and said, “We should probably get to the rest of the house, okay? Especially where any particular incidents took place.”


  The Spectrometer beeped steadily throughout the house: a short hallway, a bathroom with cracked dusty-pink tiles, a non-bedroom dominated by a sewing machine and piles of fabric, and the pale green master bedroom with heavy Art Deco furniture. All normal. She saw the paint scratches and empty frame from the broken mirror, and got more beeps, but that wasn’t such a huge deal. The Spectro picked up on ghost energy, yeah, but high emotions or magic or, hell, microwaves or old wiring could set it off, too. It was just a tool.


  Her skin, though… That was not just a tool. That was closer to a guarantee, and the tingling of her tattoos, the way they itched as the magic-infused ink and the power of the symbols reacted to the energy in the air, was the sort of guarantee she didn’t want when she was on a case. That itching and tingling said ghost. Or at least ghost magic, black magic, and she really didn’t want to get involved in that. Not again. Not when she was still recovering from the last mess, the ghost-infused speed that had turned half of Downside into magic-controlled zombies.


  They entered the last bedroom—Maria’s room, it had to be, from the outdated movie posters and pictures torn from magazines, the general air of neglect and disuse. The Spectro went crazy, erratic beeps echoing in the air, like the sound her burning, itching skin would make if it could scream aloud. Fuck.


  But it was still too early, and too little evidence, for her to just give up. The Randalls seemed like an average couple, unhappy but not thieves or cheats. Lots of scumbags did. Nobody was innocent, really; Chess had learned that lesson many times. And everywhere she looked in that house and everything they said provided more reasons why they might fake a haunting. They were poor. They were estranged from their daughter and seemed unhappy—or too happy, in his case—about that. They lived about six blocks from the outer edge of Downside, and that distance was growing shorter every year.


  And really, they were people, and most people didn’t need a reason or an excuse to lie or cheat or steal or fuck over other people. They did it because they were selfish and self-important, because they wanted things and didn’t want to wait for them. Humanity was a seething pit of snakes and snake-charmers, waiting to bite or order others to bite.


  Not that she was any better. She definitely wasn’t.


  Which was why she wasn’t counting this case as a loss yet. Everything could be faked, and her job was to prove that, and she was good at that job. Very good at it. Even with the number of weird-ass cases she’d had and her ghost-threesome-soft-spot a little while before, she was one of the best—if not the best—Debunkers in Triumph City.


  So she wandered around Maria Randall’s sad teenage bedroom, scanning the books and stuffed animals and make-up but really looking for wires and plugs, projector lenses and speakers and, especially, spellbags or gris-gris or totems, anything magical that could set off her tattoos and make the Spectrometer react.


  Nothing jumped out at her—literally or figuratively—but she saw a few things she’d look at more closely later, when she broke in with her Hand of Glory and really searched the place.


  “Okay,” she said, turning to the Randalls. They both stood in the doorway, close together but not touching. “I think I have everything I need for now. I’ll be in touch again soon.”


  ☠


  SHE WAS JUST ABOUT TO get into her car when she saw the man across the street. He wasn’t hard to see; it was still light out and he was standing on the porch watching her. Watching her like he knew something, like he had something to say.


  Might as well talk to him. Neighbor interviews were usually part of the investigation anyway. She put her keys back into her pocket and crossed the street.


  He straightened up as she approached. Yeah, ready to talk. He was about her age—so about Maria Randall’s age, then, two years or so older than Chess—and attractive in a bland clean-cut way. Medium build, blue t-shirt and jeans, stupid-looking sandals on his feet like he was some sort of surfer dude or something instead of a bank clerk or customer service rep or whatever it was he probably did.


  “You’re from the Church?” he said when she reached the bottom of the short flight of stairs leading to the porch. His house was bigger than the Randall home, and nicer. Fresh wood indicated recent repairs. “Looking into the Randalls and their supposed haunting?”


  She nodded. Address “supposed” or not yet? Not yet. “You know them?”


  “All my life. I grew up here.”


  “So you know them pretty well.”


  A dark flash across his even features, quickly controlled. Hmm. Anger, or sadness? Chess couldn’t tell. Maybe it was both. “Yeah. I know them pretty well. I did, anyway, until he kicked Maria out of the house.”


  The Randalls hadn’t said Maria was kicked out. Not a surprise, though. Hell, it was possible Mrs. Randall didn’t even know. “So you and Maria were friends?”


  “You could say that.” He sipped his beer; a time-waster. “She was my girlfriend. I still hear from her sometimes. She writes. I went up to visit her a few years ago but she has her own life up there. Job, boyfriends.” Another little face-twist. Looked like Mr. Neighbor was the jealous type.


  She ignored that, too. For the moment. “And you still live here?”


  “I’m here to see my parents. They told me about the Randalls claiming a haunting. The whole neighborhood knows.”


  “That they’re claiming it, or that they’re faking it?”


  He smiled, an oozy kind of smile. Chess readjusted her earlier assumption about his work. He had salesman written all over him. “They’re faking it. Old man Randall there’s always got an angle, you know what I mean? He’s one of those guys. Claiming injuries to get paid time off work or free stuff from stores, that kind of thing. A scammer.”


  Mr. Neighbor would probably know all about that kind of thing, too. The conversation felt manipulative; Chess had the sense that he was feeling her out, looking for a way to convince her of something. Kind of weird coming from somebody not actively involved in the case, but not unusual. Besides, she had no real idea how involved or not he was. He could be in on it. He could just hate Mr. Randall for taking away his special girlfriend toy.


  Whatever his motive was, it definitely existed. Neighbors weren’t usually so eager to get involved, especially not in areas of town like this, but there were always people who wanted to feel important or like they knew the real secrets or whatever. He could be one of them. He looked like one of them; the kind of guy who’d started writing his autobiography when he was twelve and was still convinced that one day there’d be public demand for it.


  She pulled out her notebook. Most people clammed up when she started writing things down; it reminded them that she was there officially, that there was an investigation and a record. If this guy didn’t, that might tell her something, too. “What’s your name?”


  “Pete. Pete Malina. M-A-L-I-N-A.” Oh, yeah, definitely somebody who wanted to insert himself into her case. “Mrs. Randall’s a nice lady, but she’s totally cowed by him. She does whatever he says. She’d go along with his plan, absolutely.”


  “You seem awfully convinced this is a fake haunting,” she said.


  He didn’t even blush. “Why wouldn’t it be? What about them would attract a ghost? Besides, I know him. I know what kind of man he is.”


  “What kind is that?”


  “The kind who only cares about himself. I bet Mrs. Randall believes it. He’d scare her just for fun.”


  Chess squinted at him. Partly because the sun was bothering her and she didn’t want to go digging for her sunglasses with him watching, and partly because that statement didn’t exactly jibe with the impression she’d gotten. Mike Randall was a dickhead, but he’d seemed to love his wife; he’d been dismissive of his daughter but not of her.


  Something to think about. Maybe Dana would have more for her about their relationship, too. “Okay, thanks,” she said. “What about your parents? Have they seen anything? Can you think of any other neighbors who might know something?”


  “Just about everybody on this street might. You could talk to my mom. She’s out shopping right now. You know, I come to visit, I give her some cash.” He smiled like this was supposed to be impressive. Like it was going to make Chess think he was some great guy or something. She could see a calculator clicking away in his head, looking for the right equation to charm her. He’d never find it. “She’ll be around tomorrow, probably.”


  “Thanks,” Chess said again. Then, remembering, “Hey, do you have a number for Maria? Or any way to get in touch?”


  “I do, yeah. She doesn’t really answer her phone but you could try leaving a message. Hang on.”


  He disappeared into the house, leaving Chess to stand alone in the fierce sunset light. A glance around the neighborhood showed her a few other people loitering in their yards, pretending to pull weeds or enjoy the sunshine and conspicuously not-watching her. Shit, she’d really wanted to head home instead of interviewing more neighbors; there was a chance she could see Terrible before she headed to Dana’s place.


  But they were all standing there waiting, and if she took off… It would look like the Church didn’t care, and that was not an impression she was ever supposed to give. Even if she wanted to, which she didn’t.


  Pete came back and held out a scrap of notebook paper to her. He didn’t come down the stairs, so she had to climb up. Jerk.


  He didn’t let go of the paper when she took it, holding it between his fingers and holding her eyes with his. “They don’t have a ghost,” he said. “Trust me.”


  As if she would. 


  


  


  


  


  2.


  


  SHE FINALLY GOT BACK TO Church a couple of hours later, just as rush hour was dying down and the horizon was pale with the setting sun. Too bad the arrival of evening didn’t come with an accompanying drop in temperature; by the time she’d walked across the grounds to get to Dana’s cottage in the employee complex she was sweating.


  Dana answered the door with a bright smile on her face and hauled Chess through it on a raft of speech. “Gosh, it’s been so long since you’ve been here, hasn’t it? How long has it been? How did things go at the Randall place? Just sit down, do you want a drink? Dinner’s in the oven, it’ll be ready soon.”


  With anyone else Chess might have thought nervousness lay behind the chatter, but Dana was a talker anyway. Although…she did seem a little nervous, didn’t she? Or at least jumpy, trying too hard. She couldn’t be that excited about Chess coming over—and she certainly couldn’t be so anxious that Chess was going to enjoy the visit or something, they were just going to talk about work—so what was going on?


  “I hope you like fish,” Dana said, as she bustled around the kitchen. All of the single-employee Church cottages—as opposed to those for married employees or some of the higher-up Elders—followed one of two floorplans: living room on the left, kitchen on the right, bedroom in the back; or the mirror image of that. Dana’s was the mirror image, with the living room on the right. From Chess’s position on the ivory flowered couch she could see into the ivory-cranberry-and-pale-blue kitchen and the ivory-cranberry-and-navy-blue bedroom. It was all very tidy. Beneath the fragrances of dinner cooking were potpourri and air freshener, scents intended to hide others. “I thought, hey, you haven’t been over for dinner, so I’d do something nice.”


  “You didn’t have to.” She wished Dana hadn’t, actually. The Nips she’d taken after leaving the Randalls’ neighborhood were kicking in, and the last thing she wanted was food. Especially not when that food would come with a large helping of I-made-this-special-for-you guilt. Dana probably wouldn’t say that, but that wouldn’t make Chess feel any less guilty if she refused to eat it. “I thought we were just going to have a snack or something.”


  “I like to eat early.” Dana pulled a bottle of white wine out of the fridge and set it on the counter. Would it be rude to ask for beer instead? Probably. Damn. “You know, I’m usually in bed by ten, so if I eat too late I don’t sleep well, which makes it hard to get up at six for my workout, so…”


  “Sure,” Chess said, like she totally had the same issues. Bed by ten? Up at six for a workout? It sounded horrible. And pointless. Who needed exercise when speed was available?


  Dana smiled at her, like she honestly believed Chess did relate. Her co-workers did not know her at all, did they.


  But then, she didn’t really want them to, so that worked out okay.


  “How did things go at the Randalls? What did you think of them? Helen—my parents’ girl, you know—she says Sue Randall is terrified.” Crystal chimed as Dana pulled two wineglasses out of a cabinet and set them beside the bottle. Gold rims reflected the room in narrow miniature; that image moved when Dana moved, a visual distraction Chess didn’t need. “She’s known Sue for a long time. And she knows how hard we work. She definitely doesn’t think Sue would fake it, or is even capable of it.”


  “What about Mike Randall?”


  Dana bobbed her head back and forth, a maybe-maybe gesture. “I don’t think so, though, I mean, Helen doesn’t. He wouldn’t scare Sue like that. He’s kind of a mean bastard but he’s pretty devoted to her.”


  Which was the impression Chess had gotten. It was also what most of the neighbors had said: Mike Randall was a prick who loved his wife. “But would he think it was worth scaring her if it meant she could have a retirement fund or a new house or something?”


  Dana shrugged. “What did you think?”


  Chess avoided that question. Not because she didn’t trust Dana—well, she trusted Dana when it came to work-related discussions—but because she didn’t feel ready to answer it. “What about their daughter? Did Helen say anything about her?”


  “Maria? I know Helen remembers when she moved away, because Sue was really upset. And she’s seen a few of Maria’s letters and pictures and, you know, gotten updates on what she’s doing and stuff.” Dana shook her head, her eyes wide. “I don’t think she’d come back here, though. And I can’t see her faking up a haunting to get money for her parents. She hasn’t even mentioned Mike in any of her letters that Helen knows of.”


  Her letters. Chess hadn’t asked for those, or for copies of them; unless it became relevant later, she preferred not to. And odds were high that they wouldn’t be relevant. “How does Helen know them?”


  “They were kids together. They went to the same church. Before Haunted Week, I mean.” Dana’s voice took on a slightly nervous tinge. “Helen doesn’t believe anymore or anything. My parents wouldn’t have hired her if she did.”


  “Of course.” Chess managed to keep the impatience off her face. Dana was always so eager—so desperate—to please, so worried people would take her the wrong way. Unlike Chess, who assumed right from the start that they would. She avoided a lot of pain that way.


  She avoided more of it with her pills, and didn’t she wish she could take a couple more at that moment. Sitting in that cottage made her uncomfortable, the way all of the cottages did. It wasn’t the small size or the interior decoration that looked as if it’d been done by a woman thirty years older than Dana. It certainly wasn’t that they were on Church grounds.


  It was the sameness of them all, the feeling that she wasn’t a person but was instead a doll, something off an assembly line sitting inside a plastic board-game house from a larger assembly line, set into a square of artificial turf made on a larger one again. No individuality, just a few superficial differences in hair or eye or skin color bestowed by the stroke of a mechanical paintbrush; wind up the tiny humans and watch them walk in mindless circles until they ran out of power. And there was no meaning in any of it, no purpose.


  Just thinking of it, feeling the ivory walls with their wallpaper borders closing in around her, made her itch. She wanted to take a couple of Cepts but there wasn’t much point when she was about to force some food down her throat. She wanted to go home. She liked Dana okay, she really did, but fuck, how she wanted to go home. She wanted Terrible, and their big gray bed, and to be where she belonged.


  Dana carried the glasses and the wine bottle over to the cloth-covered round table by the window. “Of course, Helen says Sue is especially scared because a few years ago there was a haunting at her old job.”


  The file hadn’t mentioned that. Had it? No, she was pretty sure it hadn’t. “What? Which old job?”


  “Um… Helen didn’t say. I’m not sure she remembers. Sue quit when the haunting stuff started, I think. She wasn’t there long.”


  Which might explain why nothing came up in Chess’s search, or why it wasn’t in the file. She pulled her notebook out of her bag and scribbled a reminder to ask Mrs. Randall about that, and to double-check her employment history against the place files. “Do you know how long ago it was?”


  Dana pulled a ceramic dish out of the oven. Steam billowed from the open oven doorway and off of whatever it was bubbling in the dish, which actually smelled pretty good. “It has to have been at least ten years, because Helen said Maria encouraged Sue to leave that job when the haunting started, and Maria left about ten years ago.”


  “Did Mr. Randall want her to quit?”


  “He’s never liked her working.” Dana carried the food to the table, tipping her head to invite Chess to come sit down. “I guess he complains about it a lot. So he was happy for any reason for her to leave a job.”


  Now that was more helpful. If faking a haunting—or, well, apparently the one at Sue Randall’s job hadn’t been faked, but there was no confirmation of that yet. If the threat of a haunting had been enough to get Sue to quit a job…what might Mr. Randall want her to do now, that he decided to pull out the big scary ghost-gun to convince her?


  A couple of the neighbors had mentioned Mr. Randall seemed to want to move. One of them told her Sue seemed to love her latest job and to be pretty dedicated to it. Maybe that was Mr. Randall’s motive?


  All things to consider. She was starting to feel a bit better about the case; it still didn’t seem like a winner or anything, but at least she had some leads, something to go on. And she owed that to Dana. Guilt over her earlier resentment made her shift in her seat. “Hey…thanks for this. The information, I mean. And the food. I really appreciate it.”


  “Happy to help.” Dana sat down herself and poured them both wine, then started serving the food with a silver spatula. Something in the way she did it, in the pensive frown on her face, rang warning bells in Chess’s head. Dana looked as if she was trying to figure out how to say something, and as if it was something she didn’t think Chess was going to like hearing. “You know, Chessie, I’m always happy to help you. I mean, I want to. Because I care.”


  Uh-oh. Chess grabbed her wineglass, which Dana had filled a ladylike third of the way, and poured that ladylike third down her throat. Ugh. She really was not a fan of wine.


  But she was a fan of alcohol—among other things—and the wine was there, so she’d take it. “Thanks. This really is helpful. Hey, seen any good movies—”


  “Which is why I hope you know that I’m just trying to help you when I say I’m worried about you. We’re all worried about you.”


  Chess clenched her fist under the table to keep from reacting. Fuck. Holy fuck, how had—she’d been so careful. She’d never even taken fucking cold medicine or aspirin in front of anyone at Church, never let them see her pillbox, hardly even drank. How could they know about her addiction, how had they figured it out?


  With an effort she hoped wasn’t visible, she furrowed her brow and shoved as much genuine confusion as she could into her eyes. “Worried? Why?”


  “That…” Dana took a deep breath. Oh, shit. “That guy you brought to Elder Griffin’s wedding. Your boyfriend. Doyle says he’s met him before, that he’s violent and a bully and not very smart. That he’s a bad guy. He looks like a bad guy. It worries us.”


  Her first response was relief. It wasn’t about her pills; she wasn’t about to get shopped to the Elders and kicked out of the Church and into some rehab hell. She was safe.


  But right on the heels of that relief—so close it happened at pretty much the same time—was anger. Doyle was running around calling Terrible a violent bully? Doyle had some fucking nerve saying that shit. Him of all people. And—hold on. “Us?”


  “Me, Atticus, Nancy… We thought maybe we should talk to Elder Griffin, but we decided to talk to you first. And let you know we care. We’re here for you. You don’t have to stay in an abusive relationship—”


  “Okay.” More fist-clenching; if her fingernails were longer she’d have sliced all the way through her palms at that point. Getting pissed—no, showing how pissed she was—would only be seen as an admission of guilt, as panic or trying to hide something. So she focused on the sharp pain in her hands and used it to keep her voice calm. “I appreciate that you guys care, really.” Lie. “But I am not in an abusive relationship. Absolutely not.”


  “You have bruises,” Dana said quietly. “On your wrists. It’s not the first time, either. We’ve all noticed them, for the last few months, on your arms or your wrists or your shoulders or neck. You didn’t give those to yourself somehow. And you weren’t on a case, so you didn’t get them that way.”


  Shit, could she leave now? When could she leave? Dana’s cottage had become a trap; not just a plastic toy house, but a roach motel. The floors covered with sticky, oppressive care and concern would grab her feet and hold her there until she starved to death, until she cut off her own legs to escape.


  Which she was almost tempted to do, if it meant she could avoid that conversation. Avoid trying to come up with a way to explain those bruises on her wrists—they were hardly even bruises, really, Dana was being awfully fucking dramatic—that didn’t reveal things that were nobody’s business but hers and Terrible’s. Yeah, he’d given her those little marks, those faint smudgy shadows under her skin, but he sure as fuck hadn’t been hurting her at the time. And she didn’t mind one bit, either.


  When she didn’t reply, Dana continued. “What about a few weeks ago, after Elder Griffin’s wedding? You looked like somebody had beaten you up.”


  Fuck. It had never occurred to her that people would see the bruises she got the night the Agneta Katina exploded, and think Terrible had given them to her. And she didn’t have any way to explain that set of injuries, either, because what was she supposed to say? “Oh, those. Yeah, I was just doing a little illegal magic and blowing up some private property. You know, because somebody was bespelling my dealer’s drug supply. And a bunch of people died, but I never reported any of it?” Sure. That was a great idea.


  How fucking ironic. People had been ignoring the abuse written all over her body, the signs of what had happened to her at the hands of this or that piece of shit who was supposed to be taking care of her, for her entire life. Now she was happier than she’d ever been and actually with someone who made her feel safe, someone who would die before he’d let her get hurt, and suddenly everyone had fucking eagle eyes and were so worried about What Horrible Things Were Happening To Chess.


  “I was in a car accident,” she said. It wasn’t a great excuse, but she had to give one, didn’t she? Damn it, she never should have agreed to this stupid visit, no matter how useful Dana’s information was. “It was only minor so it didn’t get reported. I am not being abused. By anyone.”


  Pause. Dana wasn’t looking at her, so Chess couldn’t tell if she believed her. Did it matter? Probably not.


  Almost definitely not. “Even if that’s true, you have to know that people are talking about you. We’re concerned. You could do so much better. You’re smart, and you’re pretty, and you can be really funny. You have a lot to offer, and you should be with someone who has a lot in return. Who is just as smart, and can talk properly, and has a real job.”


  Dana reached out to stroke her arm, a brief touch that Chess ignored. She ignored Dana’s attempt to catch her gaze, too. “Why do you want to waste your time with someone like that, when there are so many better men out there? Men who can give you a real life, who can be good husbands and fathers one day?”


  The smell of the food had changed from appealing to nauseating; Chess’s throat burned from it and the rage churning in her gut. Good thing she hadn’t been hungry before, because she couldn’t imagine forcing that meal down even at gunpoint. She hunted with her eyes for the clock on the wall, found it above the fridge covered with sappy greeting cards and magnets with kittens on them and a few pictures of Dana and Doyle in his Look-at-Manly-Me leather-filled living room, and stood up. “Oh, hey, I didn’t realize it was so late. I’ve got to go, Dana, sorry. I’ve got—one of the Randalls’ neighbors asked me to come back around nine, so I really need to get over there.”


  Dana didn’t look fooled. Chess didn’t give a shit. If she didn’t get out of that place immediately she was going to scream. And then she was going to smack Dana across the face, and that was really not a good idea. That was the kind of thing that would bring a whole load of disciplinary actions and problems down on her head, and she did not need that. What she did need was fresh air, and a smoke, and fuck how she needed her pills.


  “Just think about it, Chessie, okay? I know a couple of really nice guys who’d be happy to go out with you. Doyle and I were thinking of having a party in a couple of weeks, you could come and meet them—”


  “No, thanks.” Chess was already grabbing her bag. The door only a few steps away beckoned her like a pipe full of Dream. All she had to do was grab it, open it, and she’d be free. She’d be done with this bullshit conversation, and she’d be forewarned if any of them ever tried it again.


  They were all talking about her? Nosy motherfuckers. She’d known when she brought Terrible to Elder Griffin’s wedding that there would be some gossip, that everyone would have some sort of opinion. It was easy for busybodies to have opinions, after all. Especially when it came to subjects they knew absolutely fucking nothing about.


  But she had not imagined them getting together and dissecting her life and personality, assuming she was with Terrible because she didn’t think she could do better or that he actually abused her and she needed their help. She hadn’t pictured them setting up some kind of intervention to free her from Terrible’s fell clutches. Fuck them all. All of their best qualities piled together wouldn’t make half the person he was.


  “I really didn’t mean to upset you,” Dana said. “I’m trying to help. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.”


  The furious words Chess had been about to fling in Dana’s direction died before they left her mouth. The fury itself didn’t, not really, but Dana wasn’t lying—at least she didn’t seem to be, and Chess didn’t think she was. She was honestly worried, and while it was at least partly her fault that she was shallow and unimaginative and that she couldn’t see what a scumbag Doyle was, her heart was in the right place. Or close to the right place. The point was, if Chess actually was being abused and needed help, she’d be grabbing a lifeline offered by Dana at that moment, and that mattered.


  But the rest of it? Fuck letting that go. “I know, Dana. I appreciate it, really. But you have no idea what you’re talking about. And neither does Doyle.”


  She turned the doorknob and opened it, pausing for a second before she crossed the threshold into sweet, sweet freedom. “But tell Doyle for me that I’m really grateful for how he’s being such a good friend, too. Tell him I’d hate to ever have to tell you if some guy actually had hit me, because I know you’d be really upset to hear the whole story. Could you just say that to him? I don’t want him to think I don’t care about his concern.”


  Doyle wasn’t stupid. He’d get the message. It would only hurt Dana to tell her how she’d slept with Doyle—once—and how he’d acted like an entitled little whinybaby when she made it clear it wouldn’t be happening again. Dana didn’t deserve that, so Chess wouldn’t do it. Unless she had to, like if Doyle opened his fucking mouth about Terrible again.


  Of course, she guessed it could be argued that she had a responsibility to tell Dana how that situation ended with Doyle punching her in the eye, and how he had a problem with Terrible because Terrible beat the shit out of him for it. But she doubted Dana would believe her. Doyle certainly wouldn’t admit to it. She didn’t have any proof. And honestly, she didn’t think it was something he’d do again, to anyone else.


  But…she would tell, if he didn’t shut the fuck up.


  She almost hoped he wouldn’t, as she strode across the grounds and climbed into her car. Too bad that would mean a whole different kind of shitstorm, and would open an even bigger window into her life for her fellow employees to shove their interfering heads through. And if they did that, who knew what they would see?


  Anything was too much. Why couldn’t they just leave her alone? When had she ever asked any of them for help, even in training? She hadn’t. Shouldn’t that have given them the message that she didn’t need anything from them?


  As if people ever got that particular message. Or as if it ever stopped them from telling other people what to do.


  She stabbed the gas pedal and steered her car toward the street, satisfied by the feeling of escaping and the knowledge that she’d soon be back in Downside. Satisfied by the act of driving, and the fact that it, at least, was something nobody else tried to “help” her do—although, hell, somebody out there probably would try to snatch the wheel from her if they could, even if it killed them. Which led her right back to Doyle, and how she was going to tell Terrible about the discussion with—oh, shit.


  No. She couldn’t tell Terrible about it. This was what he’d predicted, wasn’t it? What he’d worried about, one of the reasons—if not the reason—why he hadn’t wanted to go to the wedding with her. He’d told her they would judge her, that seeing her with him might make them look at her differently, that they’d think something was wrong. He’d told her it could cause trouble for her and she ought to be concerned about it.


  The discussion with Dana couldn’t exactly be called “trouble.” Neither could the still-infuriating mental picture of everyone she worked with having some sort of roundtable “Poor Chess” conversation over popcorn and beers—or fish and wine, or whatever the fuck. It was irritating, it was annoying, it made her want to drop “Mind your own damned business” notes into all of their mailboxes, but it didn’t count as trouble.


  Trouble would be if she’d just had that conversation with one of the Elders. The fact that her fellow Debunkers thought Terrible didn’t look like a nice guy—what the hell did a “bad guy” look like, anyway? Because she’d known a lot of cold vicious shitbags who looked as kind and gentle as Nursery Goodys—meant nothing when it came to her work. She didn’t give a damn what the other employees thought of her.


  And despite her paranoia earlier, she knew that as it stood, her Debunking record was good enough to grant her a lot of leeway in behavior. Not good enough to save her ass if they found out about her drugs, and definitely not good enough to save her life if they found out about the sigil on Terrible’s chest, but good enough that they wouldn’t care about who she dated. If they’d even cared to begin with, which she doubted.


  So this really didn’t matter. And if it did? Well, that was a bridge she’d cross when she had to. If she had to, which she hoped she didn’t, because if she had to make a choice between Terrible and the Church, the Church would lose. No question in her mind about that one. She could handle not working for the Church. It would suck, but she could do it.


  But losing Terrible? Nope. Somewhere in the back of her mind, somewhere deep down in her soul, deeper even than all the filth and sludge, the guilt and rage and memories she buried every day under the weight of her pills and powders and thick sweet Dream smoke, way down at the bottom… Down there was the terror like a constantly churning engine at the idea of losing him. If that ever happened she didn’t know how she’d be able to handle it, how she would go on with her life. So if anyone at the Church thought they were going to take him away from her?


  She’d like to see them fucking try.
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  THE FOUR CEPTS SHE’D TAKEN as soon as she got off the Church grounds were starting to cool her still-boiling blood when she walked into Trickster’s bar—surprisingly crowded given that it was only a bit past eight—twenty minutes or so later. Funny. The Church wasn’t the only place where her relationship with Terrible was now public information; everyone in Downside knew now, too.


  So the people she worked with had started worrying and avoiding her and thinking something was wrong with her, and the people in Downside…well, they avoided her, but they’d always done that to some extent. People were scared of witches; they tended to think she had a lot more power than she actually did. She didn’t exactly go out of her way to correct them, either.


  The difference, as she made her way through the tight-packed crowd of people waiting for a beer at the bar or making out or getting ready to do either of those things, was that it wasn’t just fear in their eyes anymore, or even the bland acceptance she got from people who’d seen her around enough to get over being afraid. What she got now was deference, even more than when it was just common knowledge that Downside’s Churchwitch worked for Bump. People got out of her way with cast-down eyes; when she passed she felt those same eyes follow her. Vendors in the Market tried to offer her discounts or free stuff in respectful, hopeful voices. Restaurants served her better food.


  They’d been afraid of her before because of her abilities, but they were more afraid of Terrible. Way, way more afraid. With good reason, too; he took his job as Bump’s chief enforcer very seriously, and he was very good at it.


  That probably shouldn’t have made her as proud as it did, but whatever. Maybe she was a “bad guy,” too. She certainly couldn’t argue if somebody wanted to call her that, no matter how much she would have liked to. She had too many crimes under her belt at that point, too much damage done.


  The red-gelled blacklights that always made the interior of Trickster’s look like some sort of hazardous materials alarm had just gone off inside also made it harder to see at first. Her eyes had finally adjusted by the time she got past the bar, and she started hunting for him. He’d probably be against the back wall, where he usually was, keeping an eye on things. Giving Trickster’s what their protection money paid for, at least in part. Being visible.


  White-hot joy burst in her chest when she saw him over the heads of the crowd. It felt like days since she’d seen him, like weeks, instead of just that morning. Yeah, he’d been asleep when she left, but still. She had seen him for an hour or so the day before, and the day before that.


  It wasn’t actual time making her feel like it had been years since she’d gotten to talk to him; it was the sense that when he wasn’t around the minutes crawled. She’d always thought that was sappy bullshit, lies made up by bad songwriters to make normal people feel both inferior and desperate, but it wasn’t.


  A cloud of kesh smoke wafted through the stale-beer-and-sweat scented air; almost unconsciously she sucked it in as she passed through it. He hadn’t seen her yet. He was looking down at someone or something she couldn’t see.


  Someone. A girl. Probably a little younger than Chess, and a hell of a lot more scantily clad, with light brown hair curling over her blue halter top and almost to her bare waist. She was smiling up at him, and as she talked with bright animation her hand snaked out to touch his arm. What the fuck? Who the hell did she think she was? She ought to watch herself, with that flirty look and—Chess caught herself. What the fuck, indeed. So some girl was trying to flirt with Terrible. So what? As if he’d even notice, or respond.


  But that…that jealousy, that sudden red-hot explosion of Back Off He’s Mine in her head, shocked her. That had never happened to her before; well, she’d never had anyone for it to happen to her for. Not like that. Why would she be jealous because some guy she didn’t want to see again hooked up with someone else the next night?


  She wasn’t. She never had been. So her response to seeing that girl was…interesting. Not good, but interesting.


  The girl drifted away, dropping one last smile like a lacy handkerchief. Terrible looked up; his eyes found Chess’s. Those glowing red lights washed over his face, mellowing the few bruises and scratches still fading from his skin. Just looking at him made her rage disappear, melted it in a sweet sticky flood. When they’d first met—when they’d first met, and for a couple of years afterward—she’d thought he was ugly, with his nose crooked from multiple breaks, his heavy brow and jaw, his scars and hard deep-set eyes, predator’s eyes old before their time. His massive frame, the threat implied in his every movement…there was a reason nobody had ever called him anything but Terrible, and she’d thought that was exactly what he was.


  She’d been insane and stupid. Every scar and crag told a story, and all those stories added up to the most amazing person she’d ever met, the one she was so fucking lucky to be with.


  “Hey, Chess,” he said—the way he always did—when she got close enough to hear. “You right?”


  “Yeah, right up. You?” It was so hard to get close to him and not grab him, slide her hands all over his chest and press her head against it. But she didn’t. Yes, public knowledge, blah blah blah, but that didn’t mean they had to put on some kind of free show—and the news was still fresh enough that people were watching.


  He did kiss her, though, a brief kiss that nonetheless managed to make her entire body vibrate. He probably didn’t have much time—she knew he didn’t, he’d said in his text that he didn’t—but maybe he had enough to run home for a few minutes? She just wanted to be alone with him, to be close to him, to let him chase away all the shit she’d picked up at Dana’s and the depression over her lousy new case.


  His hand came to rest on the back of her neck, sliding under her hair to touch her bare skin. Another little vibration, a shiver that her insides all participated in. “Aye,” he said. “Busy, though.”


  “Who was that?” She tipped her head in the direction the girl had gone, irritated with herself for asking but unable to not ask.


  “Chloe. Been helping, dig, knows she some people. Got a brother works the corner, too.” His thumb rubbed the sensitive spot where her head met the side of her neck, slow little circles. “What you been doing?”


  Finding out my co-workers think you beat me up, she thought, but she didn’t say it. “New case.”


  He looked at her more closely, those dark eyes—black in the red light—searching her. Looking through her. Nothing could hide from those eyes. “Ain’t a good one?”


  “I doubt it.”


  The question passed across his face, but he didn’t ask it. She was glad, too. She didn’t want to talk about Elder Griffin. She didn’t want to talk about anything, actually, especially not because his thumb kept moving and it was like he’d found a nerve that ran straight down through her stomach to all points below. “Better though, aye? Be a challenge or whatany. So you ain’t all bored up by easy shit.”


  The first real smile she’d managed all day felt good. Almost as good as his leg against hers when she shifted closer to him. Definitely not as good as his warm skin, though, when she slipped her left hand around to his back, and up under the t-shirt he wore beneath a black bowling shirt. “Yeah. Why have things been so dull around here lately? It’s been like three weeks since the last time we almost died. You really need to get something moving.”


  His head dipped forward in acknowledgment. “Be this dame I’m living with, guessing. Keepin me busy.”


  “Oh?” She hooked two of her fingers just inside the waist of his jeans, slid them back and forth. His body didn’t move, but even in the fluorescent red glow of the room she saw his eyes change, saw sparks go off deep inside them. “She sounds lame.”


  “Naw,” he said. “Only she ain’t should keep doin that with she fingers, lessin she got plans for more.”


  Oh, she had plans. She’d had plans ever since she walked in—hell, she’d had plans since she’d left that morning.


  Months before, she’d learned the not-as-disturbing-as-it-should-have-been Truth that when faced with an essentially unlimited supply of drugs, she didn’t stockpile or regulate very well. She just took more. Living with him was pretty much the same thing. He was always there, in his bed—their bed—right next to her, a big strong sexy temptation, and she couldn’t seem to set him aside for later. She just wanted.


  Like she did at that moment. And if he was going to make threats like that… She ran her hand around to his front and stopped just before the thin line of hair on his stomach started, very close to where she knew he wanted her to go. So close, in fact, that she could tell just how much he did. “Looks like I’m not the only one with plans for more.”


  “Ain’t know what you talkin on.” But his grip on her neck tightened and shifted, tilting her chin up as he leaned toward her, and his other hand squeezed her hip to pull her closer.


  Discordant guitar notes jangled loud over the speakers, startling her; the first band was starting to set up. She hadn’t even noticed them moving around, or the way the crowd had shifted to the side to let them pass. Actually, she’d pretty much forgotten that anyone else was around at all, much less a room packed full of Downsiders on their way to whatever kind of stupor they liked best.


  Shit. That meant it was getting closer to nine, and he’d have to get to work soon. Her heart sank. Not all the way—not only was she feeling more cheerful than she had all day thanks to him, but her Cepts had really hit so she didn’t think her heart could sink all the way if it tried, and fuck wasn’t that nice—but a sink just the same. Getting to see him and touch him and feel whatever googly lovesick warmth was all well and good, but if googly lovesick warmth was all she wanted she’d get a fucking puppy.


  Apparently she wasn’t the only one who felt that way. If time was running short, Terrible seemed determined to make the most of it; he finished the movement he’d started before the noise distracted them, and his mouth met hers hard enough to let her know he wasn’t about to let her just leave.


  She pushed her fingers a little farther over, so they brushed the tip of his erection. His stomach muscles twitched, a tiny shiver that transmitted itself to her so she shivered, too. Just as when she’d walked in and seen him talking to Chloe she’d had some rush of animalistic possessiveness and anger—like a child whose toy was in danger of being taken away, at least she imagined that’s how kids who got toys felt—so that shiver, the small sound she knew he made even though she couldn’t hear it over the instruments tuning in the background, set off another kind of primal flood in her system. One just as violent, just as needy. But a fuck of a lot more enjoyable, though probably still not a great idea to indulge in the middle of a public place.


  It was that thought that made her pull away—she kept her hand where it was, because what better place could it possibly be at that moment, but she broke the kiss and leaned her head back to look at him. “Don’t you have some sort of meeting you have to go to in a couple of minutes?”


  Dark greed lurked behind his eyes; she caught a flash of it before he pushed himself away from the wall. His fingers around her wrist tugged her along with him to the bar, where he shoved open an unmarked door and pulled her through it.


  A storeroom—well, kind of a storeroom. To her left was a wall of steel bars fastened by numerous chains, padlocks, and deadbolts, behind which were cases of beer. In front of her was a low steel cage with a couple of kegs inside, also locked with a spiderweb of heavy chains and padlocks.


  And the reason for all that security was to her right. Some very determined long-ago thieves had either cut through the wall or taken a door off its hinges; she’d seen the hole before, and the bars behind it and the few remaining pieces of dry splintery wood trying desperately to shield the bars, when she passed it in the hall, but hadn’t really realized what they led to. Or, she hadn’t given a damn, because why would she?


  The only light in the room came through that hole, too, a dim wash over all of the metal cages and bars, occasionally blotted out as people walked past on their way down the hallway.


  That hallway where they’d first kissed, eight months before. Hard to believe it was eight months. Just as hard to believe that she’d ever be able to look back at that night without a pang of regret, a twinge of shame. One day maybe they wouldn’t slap her across the face every time she thought of it, but really, she was never able to look back at anything else in her life without those two emotions ganging up to remind her of the many ways she failed as a human being, so she wasn’t holding her breath.


  The one thing that made it bearable, though, was the fact that no matter how badly she’d fucked up that night—and, oh she had—he was there with her now, and he loved her, and he grabbed her by the hips and yanked her to him, almost bending her over backwards as he kissed her hard. His warm hands snaked up under the hem of her shirt to caress her bare skin, squeezing it, squeezing her to him so she could hardly breathe.


  Breathing was overrated. Together they spun around, stumbling to the keg-cage until it hit the small of her back. The cold steel would have shocked her if she hadn’t been so focused on the feel of his mouth against hers, his body against hers, and if he hadn’t lifted her so her ass rested on the cage and he could shove himself between her legs to press against her.


  What she couldn’t ignore, though, was the sound of voices in the hall, a burst of loud laughter right outside that reminded her—or pointed out to her—that she and Terrible stood right in the spotlight, as it were.


  His head turned toward it; without hesitating he hoisted her up and carried her to the far end of the cage, into the corner near the bars, out of the light where they couldn’t be seen.


  Much better. She shoved his shirt up out of the way so she could spread her fingers over his stomach, his broad chest, the thick hair and rough scars, the smooth skin hot under her palms. Then it was hot against her own stomach and chest, because he yanked her shirt up over her head—she had to take her hands off him—and dropped it somewhere; she didn’t give a shit where, especially not when his lips and teeth found her throat, when his palms found her breasts and slid over her nipples. Her back arched into them, but he was already moving on, nimble fingers running down her stomach to open her jeans, insinuating themselves under the waist of her panties then around to her back where they dug into her behind.


  Noises still drifted into the room, but she didn’t notice them anymore. Her attention was way too focused on the heat pounding through her body, the way her chest rose and fell with her panting breaths, the way even the single sharp tug she gave his belt buckle to open it took too long and the way her hands shook as she did the same to his jeans. She forced her hand inside, gripped his cock hot and hard against her palm as he kissed her again.


  He gasped against her mouth; his teeth caught her tongue, biting down just hard enough to let her know what her touch was doing to him. That was a thrill, too, another wild explosion of savage joy in her soul, one that fit right in with the unfocused nature of her thoughts, the desperation in her racing blood and the buzzing between her legs.


  The buzzing that demanded satisfaction. She pushed his jeans down, pushed his boxers down, started to lower her feet to the floor so she could get her own jeans off, but he had other ideas. Instead of pulling away completely he spun her around. His hands forced hers onto the cage, far enough out so she was slightly bent over, and his fingers tightened on her wrists, gave them an emphatic little shove, so she understood he wanted her to keep them there. She drew in a single, shuddering breath as her jeans and panties fell and his foot kicked hers outward until they couldn’t go any farther apart.


  The his hands disappeared. She bit her lip, standing there, anticipation sending throbs through her entire body. Waiting. Wondering what he would do next and knowing she had no say in it, that she’d given up control of the situation. Knowing that even in the darkness of the corner he could see her, that he was looking at her bare skin.


  Seconds passed. She clutched at the cage, bracing herself, her breath loud and harsh in her ears. Through the hole in the wall she saw heads pass by, people only ten or fifteen feet away but unable to see her. Unaware she could see them. She was so tense, her body practically vibrated, her muscles aching from frustration.


  His fingers slipped between her legs, unerringly finding the right spot, unerringly using just the right pressure. She couldn’t stop the cry that escaped her lips, even though she tried; couldn’t keep it from being loud enough that someone overhearing it was a definite possibility.


  And she couldn’t really give a damn, either, because he didn’t stop touching her, didn’t change the rhythm or pressure, and just as her legs started to buckle he thrust into her and sent her flying.


  This time when she cried out his hand clamped over her mouth, muffling the sound and pulling her head back, exposing her throat to his lips just like the rest of her was exposed to him—just like she’d always been exposed to him. His bare chest burned against her back; his fingers urged another explosion from her before they shifted to her hip, lifting it so she had to stand on her tiptoes, changing the angle at which he drove into her.


  He gasped her name, once, like a promise in the darkness. The room swirled and spun around them. He changed his grip from her mouth to the top of her head, clutching at her, biting her throat, his hips moving faster. She started to reach back to touch him but he caught her wrist almost before she could lift it, and slammed it back down. She was completely at his mercy.


  Faster now, and faster, hard straight thrusts that forced tiny sounds from her no matter how hard she tried to be silent. He let go of her forehead to hold her hip with his left hand so his right could go back to where it would do the most good, and she didn’t care about being quiet anymore because he didn’t seem to, either. His head fell back from her neck and he stiffened, swelling inside her, and she shattered for the last time right after him.


  His arms wrapped around her waist; she felt his lips brush her shoulder before he rested his head on it, his thick muttonchop sideburn rough-soft on her skin and his slowing breath warm.


  Afterglow was awesome, but her legs ached from being on tiptoe for so long. With a sigh of regret she dropped her heels, straightened her back, and he fell away from her enough to let her stand and pull her clothing back into place while he did the same.


  She’d just finished adjusting her shirt—retrieved from the top of the cage—when he bent to kiss her again. Softer, slower, with his left hand on her neck and his right resting lightly on her waist, but still enough to tell her that he wished they had more time. That she mattered to him.


  “I guess you really do have to go,” she said when he pulled away.


  “Aye.” The regretful tone in his voice made her feel a little better—well, really, just seeing him had made her feel better, but the Cepts and the sex had pretty much chased away any remaining shit from her day. But the regretful tone helped keep it all away a little longer, as did his hands playing with hers, and that was nice. “You heading to you new case later? Do you break-in an all?”


  “Want to come with me?” Technically it was against the rules for her to take him along, but at that point she really didn’t give a shit. She was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to—she was pretty much certain he wouldn’t—but if he could, she wanted him to.


  Sure enough, he shook his head. “Ain’t thinkin I get home much before light, neither.”


  She might as well head to the Randall place, then, at least once it got late enough. There wasn’t much point in getting there at ten at night when they wouldn’t be asleep yet. Unless, of course, they were like Dana, who spooned down some organic-yogurt-and-smug before bedding down with the sunset, or whatever.


  That was mean. So what.


  “Whyn’t you text me,” he said. “Afore you get home from it, dig. Maybe I get done earlier.”


  She nodded. That would be something to look forward to.


  Or she could skip the Randall place entirely, visit the piperoom instead, lounge on a velvet sofa and disappear into a soft golden cloud of Dream smoke. She hadn’t done that in a while, actually, and it sounded way better than working her stupid fucking case.


  His palm cupped the back of her head and pressed it to his chest, while his free arm wrapped around her. “Been missin you,” he said quietly. “Feels like I ain’t seen you in weeks.”


  She looked up, opened her mouth to reply, but before she could the door burst open and Chloe stood there, her silhouette limned in scarlet from the bar behind her. Chess had managed to forget about her, had almost managed to forget where they were.


  “There you are,” Chloe said, in one of those wounded little accusatory voices. Like she had some claim on Terrible’s time. “I’ve been looking everywhere. We have to go.”


  “Oh. Oh, aye, just gimme a hold-on.”


  Chloe’s gaze traveled up and down Chess’s body before transferring back to him. “Only a minute, okay. We’ll be late. And I was really counting on you giving me some advice and stuff, you know, telling me what to do. I’ve never done this before, so…I need your help.”


  So much for the relaxed, happy feeling engendered by drugs and orgasms and Terrible himself. Chloe was really irritating, wasn’t she? And there was nothing Chess could do about it, because it was work—they were setting up some new supplier or something—so she couldn’t go along and she couldn’t ask him not to go.


  Chloe kept standing there. Apparently the notion of privacy wasn’t familiar to her. Or she just didn’t care. Or she was just really nosy. Whatever the reason was, Chess wished she would go away.


  Whether Terrible felt the same way she didn’t know, but he took a half step away, letting his palm slide down to the back of her neck as he did. “What you doing now? Want me walking you to you car?”


  She could stay at Trickster’s for a while, watch the show. She could go see if Edsel was still in the Market; he’d gotten out of the hospital the week before and was back to work, albeit working shorter hours until he fully recovered.


  Or she could go home and read or something, look over her Randall notes and see if she’d missed something, or if there was anything she should be particularly mindful of when she went back. Which would probably be the most productive. And, again, the sooner she finished this case the sooner she could get a better one.


  Or a worse one, but she didn’t really want to think about that. Either way, she wanted to get through the Randalls as soon as possible.


  “Yeah, okay,” she said. “I think I’ll go home for a bit.”


  Chloe finally stepped out of the way. Up close she wasn’t quite as pretty as Chess had originally thought, but skillful makeup and carefully styled hair more than made up for it. She was a little taller than Chess, a little heavier—not hard, really, since Chloe probably swallowed more food than pills, whereas Chess tended to do the opposite even with Terrible pushing her to eat more—and quite a bit bustier, which was also not hard. Her eyes met Chess’s with the flatness that told Chess that Chloe was tougher than she looked, that behind that sweet face was a crafty mind that looked out for itself first and always.


  In other words, looking into Chloe’s eyes was like looking into the eyes of pretty much everyone in Downside.


  Whatever. Chloe could give her that dead calm look all she liked, and be as charming and please-help-me and eyelash-batt-y with Terrible as she liked. She wasn’t going to get anywhere. It would have been funny if it weren’t so…well, so irritating, and so much something Chess hadn’t dealt with before in any real way.


  If she even was dealing with it. For all she knew Chloe was just trying to get a job done, and was being friendly to Terrible because she wasn’t a total bitch, and maybe sensed Chess’s suspicion and so was hanging back. Maybe she was afraid of her; that whole witch thing again.


  The garbage-and-smoke scented breeze ruffled her damp bangs when they got outside and started up the street to where she’d left her car. Crowds were forming outside as the first band started to play, people hanging around to hear the music for free, to meet up with friends, to score—she saw two of Bump’s street men doing brisk business—or just to have a place to be, something to do. Any gathering attracted people, like ants swarming to sweet poison. She wondered what the odds were that any of them were going to be dead by the end of the night; fifty-fifty, probably.


  She knew she shouldn’t, but once they got clear of the last stragglers she said, “So Chloe…you’ve been doing a lot of stuff with her?”


  He shrugged.


  “You said she knew some people, is that why she’s involved?”


  “Got she a job with some people lookin to get business done, dig. Them knowing her, so she needing to be there.”


  “Just you and her, huh?”


  She felt his glance but kept her own eyes turned resolutely ahead, glad the darkness hid the heat on her cheeks.


  “Aye,” he said finally. “Cepting when Bump gets heself in, giving us he decisions an all.”


  Chess raised her hand toward the right, letting him know they needed to turn up Fifty-sixth to get to her car, and wished to fuck she hadn’t mentioned Chloe.


  Most of the time—well, okay, some of the time, maybe more than half of the time—her total lack of experience when it came to actual relationships wasn’t a big deal. She didn’t know much about them, no, but she knew Terrible, and she was getting pretty good at being with him. It was easy to be with him, anyway.


  But other times… Other times it was like she kept blundering into cobwebs and getting trapped, with sticky embarrassment all over her face and body and no clear way out of the mess. He knew what she was asking him and why, and she knew he knew, and she felt like she’d just hung a big “I don’t trust you” sign over her head. And that wasn’t the case, at all.


  But she couldn’t come out and say that, when she hadn’t come out and said anything else. And she knew he was waiting to see if she had a response before he spoke. So every second of silence went on forever, the air between them thick with unsaid words.


  Damn, she hadn’t remembered her car being so far down the street. Had the street gotten longer while she was inside Trickster’s?


  They passed a gang of kids sitting around on a broken porch, playing some sort of game that involved scraps of paper and a knife. It didn’t look like a very fun game, but who was she to judge? It was probably the best thing ever.


  Certainly it was better than what she was doing, walking without a word being exchanged, feeling awkward and stupid.


  Terrible waited until they were out of the kids’ hearing to speak. Casually, like it didn’t matter. Like it was okay. “Only gots me a problem, aye, workin with she.”


  “Oh?” They’d reached her car, finally. She looked down at her keys, fiddling with them. If she got to the piperoom fast enough, she could spend maybe twenty minutes there and still be sobered up enough to investigate the Randall house later. It wasn’t quite nine, she had like five hours to kill. And she needed something, anything, to wipe this whole humiliating conversation from her memory. She had enough shit in there already; it was like a fucking storage unit crammed full of garbage. Overflowing with it, until it spilled out onto everyone and everything close to her.


  “Aye.” He touched her cheek. “She ain’t you, be the problem. Dig?”


  Warmth flooded her face again, but a different kind of warmth. One that made her happy and uncomfortable at the same time, and both for the same reason: because he knew her so well. “Oh,” she said again.


  “Love you, Chessie.” He kissed her long enough for her to feel the words, to feel what they meant, then stepped back so she could unlock her car and get in. “Text me, aye? When you get done. Or iffen you don’t go.”


  She nodded. “I love you.”


  One last kiss and she drove away, wishing he could go with her—or that she could stay with him—but feeling better just the same. Not because of what he’d said about Chloe; that was nice, but it wasn’t the thing that really helped. What really helped was that he’d known to say it, that he hadn’t judged her or gotten angry. What really helped was that he’d said it in a way that made it seem like it was his idea, just making conversation, and not a response to her unasked question. Even though they both knew damn well it was.


  But he’d pretended anyway. Because he loved her, and he was hers.


  Now if only her case could be solved as easily.


  


  


  


   


  4.


  


  WHAT WAS THAT SHE’D BEEN thinking about solving her case easily, again?


  She knelt on the floor in Maria Randall’s abandoned bedroom and contemplated the object exposed by her flashlight’s beam. A recorder.


  Not just any recorder, either. An expensive one, a high-end one, sleek and shiny silver and totally out of place in the tangle of dusty stuffed animals and ribbons and general teenage detritus on the floor against the wall.


  Had she missed that earlier? How could she have missed it, though—she’d looked there, and hadn’t noticed anything even remotely modern, much less modern and worth about what she’d be spending on drugs in a week if she didn’t get some of hers free from Lex. That was a considerable amount.


  But she had to have missed it, because why in the fuck would the Randalls have planted it after she left? Yeah, the way Debunking investigations proceeded wasn’t really common knowledge, but only a couple of real idiots would move incriminating evidence from a decent hiding spot to one that didn’t even qualify as a hiding spot after the Church got involved. The Randalls didn’t seem like geniuses, but she didn’t think they hit that level of dumbass, either. That was professional-level dumbassery, like picking-a-fight-with-Terrible dumbassery: too stupid to live.


  She reached out and touched the Play button. Static crackled into the room, followed by a few muffled rattling sounds and some metallic clanks. Hmm. According to her notes the Randalls had reported sounds like that, but not, apparently, in this room.


  Okay. White spots erupted in front of her eyes when she took pictures with the flash; she blinked them away with difficulty and picked up the recorder in her latex-gloved hand. Its smooth surface revealed not a single smudge or fingerprint, nothing that might tell her who put it there. Of course there were other ways to tell, spells she could do, but spells like that were tricky and time-consuming, and required supplies she didn’t have with her. Usually she didn’t need to do them; usually it was obvious who’d set up the various recorders or projectors or whatever else.


  And usually she was able to capture them on recordings of her own, too. In her bag were six or seven little Church-made cameras, motion-sensitive ones designed to be easily hidden. Plenty of hiding places in the Randall house, too, which was good. No need to sneak any of the Randalls’ belongings out of the house and ask the Church to make replicas with cameras inside, or make new cameras to fit into those belongings.


  Several shelves were mounted on the wall above the dresser. Chess fixed one of the cameras under the top one, next to the bracket where it couldn’t easily be seen. Another went above the door. She’d already set up two in the living room, two in the kitchen, and drilled a hole in the shower curtain rod to place one there, facing the sink and mirror.


  She hadn’t found any recorders or anything else in those rooms, though. So why was one in here?


  She guessed she’d find out.


  Nothing hid in the seams of the unattractive clothing in Maria’s time capsule of a closet; nothing but the limp sadness of fabric that hadn’t been washed or worn in years, anyway. Nothing on the floor but shoes with cracking leather. The top shelf held a few yearbooks, a shoebox with pictures in it, a couple of stuffed animals. Chess gave those a squeeze to see if they concealed cameras or speakers or anything else, but they didn’t.


  Cool air hit the back of her neck. She froze. The Randalls couldn’t have woken up, because the candle in the palm of her Hand of Glory still burned. That meant her spell was still active.


  She might have thought it was a ghost—the ghost—but her tattoos weren’t itching or burning or any of the other things they did in the presence of ghosts, so no, it wasn’t that, either. And it wasn’t the air conditioning switching on, because it had been on already.


  So where…the window. It came from the window, open the tiniest crack thanks to a faulty latch—not really a latch, just a brass hook which fitted into a metal cup or eye or whatever it was called mounted to the inside wall.


  Or was that latch faulty?


  It took her a second or two to figure out how the windows worked. They were actually several panels of glass on either side of a fixed pane, so only the side panels opened. On the indoor side of those panels a set of screens slid in a track. Okay. The trick was to push the screen aside, open the window—they opened outward—and set the metal bar-thing to hold the window open the correct amount. Then the screen was slid back over the space. To close the window the process was basically the same: slide screen, close and latch window, slide screen again.


  But this window hadn’t been hooked shut. The screen was closed, and the panel had been pushed back into place, but the hook hadn’t been placed into the eye. It definitely hadn’t, because when she gave the panel a light push it swung free.


  How long had it been like that? She ran her gloved fingertips over the hook; dust rolled off. Unlike the windowsill, which was spotless. That was weird, wasn’t it? The dust-free sill indicated it was cleaned regularly—had been cleaned recently—but wouldn’t the cleaner notice the hook dangling free?


  Maybe. Maybe not. It was possible for people to miss all kinds of things, wasn’t it? They saw what they wanted to see, heard what they wanted to hear; they didn’t pay attention to shit and then wondered why everything fell apart or disappeared. Unlike her. She never wondered why. She knew.


  Not the time to think about it. She pushed that thought, and the ones that followed it, aside, and focused on her case. That window wasn’t up high. Just about anyone could climb through it.


  Not just about anyone would know how the windows opened, though. Or about the hook, and that it was the only lock.


  Maria would know. Looked like Chess should go ahead and give her a call, see what she had to say. See if she’d popped back into Triumph City for an unannounced visit, or if the Randalls were lying about their lack of communication. Maybe Maria had spoken to old Pete Holding-A-Torch across the street there, and he’d told her about the haunting, and she’d come to snoop around herself. Or to plant a recorder that might make her parents look guilty.


  That last was probably pretty unlikely, but she wasn’t going to discount it, either. It never paid to underestimate how low people would go.


  Lucky for her, she never did.


  ☠


  VOICEMAIL AGAIN. “HI, THIS IS Maria, leave a message,” in the sort of tone Chess imagined would have once been described as “trilling.” It sounded so much like trilling, in fact, that it was almost a song itself; a jingle for hairspray or something, produced on one of those machines that automatically made everyone sound like they were in tune.


  The message wasn’t really that sing-songy, Chess was just irritated. It was her third fucking call that day, and still no answer or callback, and in general, when the Church called people didn’t ignore it. At least not if they didn’t want a visit from the Black Squad.


  Actually…that was an idea. Not having the Squad visit Maria, but asking if they might be able to confirm some information for her. Because she didn’t have a Church file on Maria Randall yet; she didn’t know if it was a system issue or there was just a delay, but no file had arrived, and without it she had nothing to go on. The mailing address Pete had given her for Maria turned out to be a UPS Store, and the records Chess could search—driver’s licenses, addresses, employment, basic stuff—only covered Triumph City and the surrounding areas. Yeah, Elders could access more, but…asking Elder Griffin didn’t really appeal.


  But the Squad would have access to all of that, too, and she could call the New York branch so they could access all of that locally. It made sense to call them, or at least no one would think it was particularly unusual; she’d done it once or twice before.


  The Church mainframe listed contact information for all the departments, in all of the offices worldwide. Chess walked into the library, ignoring the glances she got—because of Randy Duncan, because of the Lamaru, because of Terrible, because they all knew she had no family and didn’t live on Church grounds, who the fuck knew why—and headed straight for the row of computers. It only took a minute to look up the main Squad office in New York and scribble the number in her notebook. She’d go outside in a few minutes to do that; nobody in the building needed to hear her call.


  Especially since she wasn’t fully certain why she was making it. There was no reason to believe Maria Randall was involved in any way with her parents’ case—yes, one of the standard elements of any Debunking case was talking to relatives, but if the family had been estranged for ten years there was little reason to think Maria could add anything.


  It was just…something bothered her about it. About Maria. Not the fact that the girl had taken off—or been kicked out—ten years before and hadn’t really spoken to her parents since; Chess had never been much for chatting on the phone herself. It wasn’t that she was apparently still in touch with Pete Malina, either, because why wouldn’t she be? Aside from how spending time with, or talking to, Pete Malina seemed to Chess like some sort of punishment, anyway. Maria obviously hadn’t felt the same. Maybe because she was a triller.


  Speaking of Pete, his file had arrived. She flipped it open and grinned. Ha, he was a salesman. Apparently a good one, too; his bank accounts were pretty healthy. Not a surprise. She imagined that plastic charm of his worked on a lot of people, especially the sorts of people who bought parcels of land for development.


  Interesting, though, that with all that money—and every page in his file showed her another bank account—and access to all sorts of real estate secrets or whatever, he hadn’t moved his parents to a better neighborhood. Yeah, there’d been evidence that improvements were being made to their house, but still.


  It was possible they didn’t want to go, of course. Maybe something she should ask about. She looked up, considering how to phrase the question, and caught one of the fourth-year students staring at her. He quickly looked away.


  It was a really fucking good thing that she didn’t depend on the Church for her social life, because it felt like almost every day something happened to alienate her further—no, not to alienate her further, to remind her of her alienation. To remind her that she wasn’t like them and they weren’t like her.


  That wasn’t going to change either, so it wasn’t worth thinking about. She turned her attention back to the file. What else, what else…heh. Pete spent a decent amount at various strip clubs and pick-up bars. He had subscriptions to a couple of different nudie magazines, too. No girlfriend, then, she assumed. He certainly wasn’t married, and no one lived with him in what Chess had no doubt was his intensely musk-scented modern high-rise on the edge of Northside.


  Oh. Huh. Pete Malina sent money to New York every month. The same amount every month, six hundred dollars taken directly from his account and sent to Maria Randall.


  So he was giving her money? He hadn’t mentioned that, and it seemed—given his “I give my mom cash because look I’m awesome” act—like the sort of thing he would mention.


  Plus, hadn’t he said he’d gone to visit her a few years ago but she had some new boyfriend, or something like that? He hadn’t seemed too thrilled about it, either, or the way she’d made herself a life there. He’d seemed decidedly un-thrilled, in fact. She remembered that flash of anger or pain she’d seen.


  So why was he subsidizing that? And so generously: six hundred a month probably wouldn’t go very far in New York—it wouldn’t go far in Triumph City, really, especially not for those who had necessities like drugs to pay for—but it wasn’t an insignificant amount. She’d think he was trying to somehow buy Maria back to him, except nine years was an awfully long time and he didn’t seem like the type.


  Which left two possibilities: either she gave amazing phone sex, or he felt guilty for something.


  Chess really needed to talk to Maria Randall. And she’d like to be able to do it before she headed back to the Randall place that night to check her cameras; ordinarily she didn’t go back that soon, but after finding that damned recorder that looked like a plant she thought it would be a good idea.


  Right. Time to contact the Squad. And time to leave the Church library; no one was looking at her at that moment but she still felt like they were, like she had some kind of giant blinking FUCK-UP arrow pointing right at her head. She wanted to take a few Cepts and make the call, in that order.


  Which she did, as soon as she reached her car. Much better. Just knowing she’d swallowed them, just knowing that in a few minutes they would start to enter her bloodstream, made her feel calmer. More cheerful. Let people stare at her, what did she care?


  Too bad that feeling wouldn’t last. And it didn’t. The first thing the Inquisitor Fifth on the other end of the line said after Chess introduced herself was, “Wait. Chess Putnam, like Cesaria Putnam? Triumph City Cesaria Putnam?”


  “Um, yes.” What the hell? Was it not bad enough that everyone in Triumph City knew who she was? Now other cities were joining in the uncomfortable nonfun. Just what she needed. “I’m hoping you guys can—”


  “The one who worked with Cassie Benz.”


  Oh. Shit. It hadn’t even occurred to her that—well, of course they would. They’d known Lauren Abrams. They’d worked with Lauren Abrams. Chess thought she had, too, but she hadn’t. The woman she’d worked with was a female Lamaru member named Cassie Benz, who’d been impersonating Lauren through the use of some serious dark magic.


  Cassie was still alive in the prison on Church grounds. Chess had not been to visit her there.


  And she really didn’t want to discuss any of it with a stranger on the phone. “Yes,” she said cautiously. “That’s me. Look, I was hoping—”


  “And then she impersonated you.”


  Chess didn’t reply. Whatever this woman wanted to say or do, whatever jollies she wanted to get out of recounting a situation that Chess had in fact lived through and so remembered perfectly well, she might as well just say or do it.


  “Lauren Abrams was one of my trainers,” the woman said. “When I think about that woman pretending to be her… How much time did you spend with her? I mean, was she really that good? Is it true there were a bunch of gang members in the City, and there was a big fight there?”


  Like she was going to talk about that.


  On the other hand, though, she was asking this woman for a favor. “I spent a couple of days with her. And, well, she fooled the Grand Elder, and he was Lauren’s father, so…she was pretty good, yeah. I don’t know anything about gang members or fighting in the City.”


  The woman’s dissatisfaction with this answer came through the phone as a long sniffy silence.


  Chess did not have time for other people’s drama voyeurism. She threw her voice into that silence, in a tone that hopefully indicated she was in a hurry. “Listen, I could use some help with a case I’m on. I’m trying to track down a girl who lives up there, but the only address I have is a UPS Store. Can you look her up for me, get me a home address and a phone number?” Maybe some obsequiousness, for good measure? “And, um, I’m sorry about Lauren. I wish I’d gotten to know her.”


  Pause. “What’s the name and vitals?”


  Excellent. Chess gave her Maria Randall’s birthdate and Citizen ID number, and waited while the woman clicked computer keys and her Cepts started to hit. So nice. Especially after having those particular memories stirred up with the Intrusive Stick.


  What was even nicer was that three minutes later she was able to hang up the phone, with a different address and a different phone number written down in front of her. Finally, it seemed like she might get somewhere—she didn’t know where she expected to get, really, since she still suspected the whole Maria thing was a dead end, but hey, it was giving her something to do, at least. Finally she might have an answer to something.


  Ha, as if she ever could have answers, to anything. That was confirmed when she dialed the number. It rang twice before a woman’s voice answered. “Hello?”


  That was not the voice on the outgoing voicemail message. No trill at all. It was much…heavier, she guessed. Lower. A roommate, maybe? “Yes, hi, can I speak to Maria, please?”


  “Who?”


  “Maria Randall?”


  Pause. The line went dead.


  ☠


  TEN MINUTES LATER HER PHONE rang, interrupting the Suicide Commandos’s “I Need A Torch.” Well, well, what a fucking surprise. Maria Randall’s number—the number Pete had given her—showed up on the screen. Uh-huh.


  She snapped the music off, pulled over—luckily she hadn’t hit the highway yet, because she couldn’t drive and take notes at the same time and no way was she not documenting this particular conversation—and hit the button. “Hello?”


  “Hi, is this Cesaria Putnam? From the Church?” There was the trill. There was the faint distortion, too, a minor interference in the connection that made Maria’s voice—if it was Maria’s voice—sound distant and fuzzy. Not so much it wasn’t understandable, but enough so Chess had to strain a little to hear.


  “Yes,” she said, instead of “You know damn well it is.”


  “My name is Maria Randall. You called me?” A pause, and then an ingratiating, “Sorry I couldn’t call back earlier. I was at work, I just got your messages.”


  “Where do you work?”


  Another pause. “I work for J. Masters Personnel. We’re an employment agency.”


  Masters. Not Mason or Martin, then, as Mike and Sue Randall had thought. She wrote it down. “You’re open late.”


  “I was—my boyfriend owns the place, we were doing some paperwork and stuff.”


  Sure they were. “Do you know why I’m calling?”


  “I guess because my parents are faking a haunting? Pete told me about it. I’d rather not be involved, if that’s okay with you. I don’t associate with them, we don’t have much of a relationship. I don’t want to…I don’t want to get involved.”


  Now it was Chess’s turn to pause. Not because she didn’t have anything to say, but because she was trying to decide which question to ask first. “Can I ask why? What happened with them?”


  Maria sighed. “They didn’t like me dating Pete. They didn’t like me dating anyone. They didn’t like my grades or…honestly, they just didn’t seem to like me. My father kicked me out of the house when I was sixteen, you know. Did he tell you that?”


  “They say you write.”


  “I write to my mother,” Maria said. “I didn’t want her to think I was dead. But my father… You know he’s setting this whole thing up. He has to be. He’s been talking about it for years, how he’d do it. Really, you should just arrest him now and save yourself the trouble.”


  Pete and Maria both seemed very invested in the idea that Mike Randall was some kind of criminal mastermind or something. Chess didn’t buy that. She knew a couple of those, and Mike Randall was nothing like Bump or Lex or even like Slobag had been. And he was really not anything like Terrible, who was one of the smartest man she knew, if not the smartest, despite his belief to the contrary.


  Certainly he was the best man she knew.


  And while she could certainly understand Pete and Maria’s desire to believe the Randall haunting was fake—she wanted to believe it more than anyone—it seemed as if more than being convinced themselves, they were trying to convince her. Why would they do that?


  Because they had some sort of vested interest in it being fake, that was why. Or at least in her believing it was fake…and ending her investigation. A suspicion slipped into her mind, an ugly one that nonetheless felt like Fact and Truth.


  One she’d need to think about later. “And your mother? You think she’s part of the plot?”


  “She’s totally under his thumb. He controls everything.”


  Time to switch things up a little. “So you’re still close to Pete.”


  “Of course.” Maria’s voice went all happy and soft again. Insta-trill. “He’s been there for me. Almost all my life. He’s a couple of years older, you know, he really… He always watched out for me. I guess he’s the best friend I ever had.”


  Yeah, Chess would call just about anyone who gave her six hundred bucks a month a pretty good friend. She didn’t want to mention that, though; didn’t want to tip her hand. If her new suspicion was right—and ugh, she hoped it wasn’t—then playing dumb was the only way to go. “But your romantic relationship is over?”


  A second of hesitation, and then, “I’m not sure what that has to do with my father faking a haunting.”


  Damn. “Sorry, I just—you mentioned a boyfriend, was all. And…” Oh, yuck, yuck, yuck. “Pete seems like, um, like a pretty interesting guy. Smart, successful, takes care of his parents and everything. I just, I guess I just wondered, you know, he seems really fond of you and I thought, if you two still have a relationship…”


  “Oh.” The smile in Maria’s voice turned her stomach. “Well, no, we’re not together anymore. We’re just friends. But he’s a great guy. Unlike my father, always trying to come up with some scam, some get-rich-quick scheme. It was so embarrassing. And now this—like I said, I really don’t want to be part of this. My parents go their way and I go mine, you know?”


  “Is that why you’ve never come back for a visit?”


  “Why would I want to? So they can try to involve me in their schemes? I’m telling you, it’s all fake. I bet—I know where they hide things, okay? Like in my room, under my stuff. Under their dresser, they have a hidden drawer, I bet there’s something there. The cabinet in the kitchen, next to the fridge, that’s a false bottom. Look in those places. You’ll find the evidence.”


  Yeah, Chess bet she would. And as long as she was gambling… “So, I guess I can’t send them up to stay with you, then?”


  “What?” That wasn’t a trill, it was a shrill. “Why—why would they come stay with me?”


  “Well, when their house is razed, you know. They might need somewhere to stay, and it would have to be with someone we know won’t lie to cover up for them, or—”


  “Razed? Why would their house be razed?”


  “Well, honestly, I think it’s inevitable in this case. I mean, if they’re lying, the Church will take the house, and we’d rather destroy it than try to sell it. And if they’re telling the truth, a haunting like the one they describe would really require the complete destruction of the property.”


  It was almost fun to make up that much bullshit. It was even more fun to hear Maria’s silence.


  More? Hell, yeah. “And, of course, if we arrest them for conspiracy to commit spectral fraud, we’d want to get a sample of your DNA to match. That way we can get you your check for the partial value of the house, since you’re not a part of their crime.”


  She’d counted all the way to thirteen in her head before Maria spoke. “I don’t want any check.”


  “But you should get one. You’re an innocent victim in this. And really, isn’t it the least they owe you? Especially your father, for how he treated you? This is your chance to finally get something back from him.”


  “I don’t want any check,” Maria said. The fear in her voice came through the phone loud and clear to tingle up Chess’s spine. “I told you, I want nothing to do with them. Not ever. Give the money away or something.”


  “But—”


  “I’m sorry, I have to go. Just—just please leave me out of this. I don’t want a check, I don’t want to see them or talk to them. Okay? Please leave me alone.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Chess said, making an attempt to sound sincere and not as if she was grinning. “But I really will need to stay in touch with you, at least for the time being. As long as your parents are the owners of the property I have to keep investigating, and by law and Church policy a check will be issued to you if and when the house is destroyed. You can do whatever you like with the money, of course. You don’t have to keep it, and you don’t have to see or talk to your parents, but this is unavoidable.”


  “I see.” Another sigh from Maria, but a forced-sounding one. “Well. I see, then. Thank you.”


  Chess put the cap back on her pen. “Really, there’s nothing to worry about. I’ll give you a call in the next couple of days and let you know how things are progressing. You just put this out of your mind. I know you’re not involved or anything.”


  Like hell she wasn’t.


  


   


  


  


  5.


  


  SHE NEEDED TO CALL IN the Squad. Technically this was a case for them, or at least, a big part of it was—if she was right, anyway. The only crime over which she had real authority was a faked haunting, technically known as Conspiracy to Commit Spectral Fraud, and whatever other crimes were committed during the commission of same: digging underground, destruction of property, that sort of thing.


  And she should call in the Squad, anyway, because there was nothing for her in this case. No bonus, at least she seriously doubted there was one—it was possible that the Randalls were just a lot more sophisticated at faking, sure, and the rest of it had nothing to do with their haunting, but it wasn’t likely. And they hadn’t left that recorder. She was convinced of that.


  Not that her convictions necessarily meant shit. But she had them anyway.


  It was just past eight. If the file was correct—which of course it was—that meant both Randalls would be home, and would have been home long enough for Pete Malina to have made the move she suspected he’d make. Might as well get confirmation of that before she went any further, and then she could get everything started.


  Mike Randall answered the phone on the third ring. “Randall residence.”


  “Hi, Mr. Randall. It’s Cesaria Putnam, from the Church. Remember me?”


  “Yeah, I do. I was just gonna call you, too. You might as well take us off your list or close or file or whatever it is you do. We’ve sold the house.”


  Fucking bingo. “Oh. Okay, I have to let you know that selling the property without disclosing its status as a potentially haunted site is—”


  “It’s all disclosed.” His relief was clear even over the phone; he almost sounded like a different man. “It’s one of our neighbors buying the place. He’s in real estate and he knows all about it, says he’ll sign whatever papers you need him to sign. We just got off the phone with him not ten minutes ago.”


  She paused to make it seem like she was surprised. “Well, that’s—you do know that whatever settlement money you’re entitled to would now go to him, as the owner of the property?”


  “We’re not worried about that,” Mike Randall said. Yeah, she bet they weren’t. How much was Pete giving them? Twice what the Church would have paid? Three times? How much was his life worth to him?


  “Okay, then. What will probably be best is if I come over there with all of the necessary documents—you’ll need to sign a release, of course, and there’ll be some papers for your buyer to sign, as well.” Like the one that ordered him to allow the investigation to continue—she’d somehow forgotten to mention that in her last conversation, hadn’t she? Oops. “If you want to give me the name and phone number of your buyer, I’d be happy to call and explain it to him, too.”


  “He’s just right across the street,” Mike said. “Pete Malina. It’s—well, I always thought he was a scumbag, but he’s really helping us out here. It’s real generous of him.”


  “Yeah.” She managed to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “It sure is.”


  ☠


  IT PUT A SMALL DENT in her misery shell when she saw the Chevelle in the private parking lot. Terrible was home. He was home, and she could spend a little time with him while she picked up the magic supplies she’d need for later. At least that was some good news.


  It got even better when she opened the heavy steel front door of their apartment and found him in the middle of getting dressed, with his jeans on and his shirt off. Oh, damn, that was nice. The way his muscles shifted under his skin as he moved, the scars and tattoos…and that body was hers, she could touch it anytime she wanted, kiss it, press herself against it. All of it. The thought made a little more of the sick horror that had been dogging her for the last couple of hours, the sick horror not even four Cepts had managed to lift, fade; not a lot, but still a fade.


  He smiled as she closed the door behind her. “Hey, Chessie. You right?”


  She nodded and crossed the gray cement floor to wrap her arms around him, craving his warmth. “Do you have a few minutes, or do you have to leave?”


  “Ain’t got many.” He kissed the top of her head. “Chloe needs pickin up, dig, heading us over she work.”


  “Oh, right. Chloe.” Ugh. She’d forgotten about Chloe. And now Chloe was going to spend time with Terrible while Chess sat around for an hour and then went to finish off her case.


  “Dame who ain’t you, aye?”


  “I remember.”


  “Hopin so,” he said, before his hands moved from her hips down to her bottom and gave it a light squeeze. “Be a problem?”


  “I just…I solved my case. I think I did, I’m pretty sure I did.”


  He inspected her face, his own expression solemn. “Ain’t lookin like be good news, aye?”


  “No. No bonus, for one thing.”


  “Don’t know why you worryin on that. Ain’t needing to pay for shit here, dig, an I got—”


  “I know.” Except she wasn’t about to ask him for money for her pills, for the pipes or packs of keshes all rolled up or little bags of crushed Nips. She never wanted to ask for money for those; her addiction was her problem—well, no, it was the solution to a lot of problems, but it came with its own complications. It was her responsibility, was what it was.


  And not only did she not think he particularly wanted to pay for it, but…something inside her squirmed at the idea of giving him that much control over it, of feeling somehow like she needed his permission to buy more. Yeah, Lex gave her a lot for free, but not everything, and if she hadn’t gotten a delivery from his people she’d just head for the Market and score there, no problem. She wasn’t dependent on Lex. Hell, she wasn’t even really talking to him just then.


  She couldn’t ask for credit from Bump or any of his men now, either, because they all knew about her and Terrible, and there was no fucking way any of them would keep that information from him. They’d be on the phone with him before she made it to the street.


  He was still looking at her, waiting to see if she’d go on. So she did, resting her head against his chest. “It’s not—I appreciate it, really. I love you. I just, I’m not in a great mood, I guess. My case sucks, I had to call the Squad in and—”


  “Aye?” His palm warmed her cheek. “Thought you say you ain’t getting a bonus, means the ghost real. Why them Churchcops?”


  “Because,” she said, hating the way the words sounded, “the ghost is a murder victim, and the murderer will be there in the house.”


  ☠


  “SO,” CHESS SAID, SITTING ON the Randalls’ couch and taking out her files. “I just have some releases and stuff for you guys to sign. And your neighbor, the purchaser? I have some for him, too. I notice he’s not here yet.”


  “He’ll be here any minute,” Mrs. Randall said. The happiness on her face was a knife in Chess’s gut. That happiness was about to be destroyed, crushed beneath the weight of the news Chess had to deliver. Funny how often that happened, that joy and Truth just couldn’t exist together.


  She looked around the room, trying to ignore the tingling up her arms and across her chest as her tattoos reacted to the ghost energy in the air. Was that stronger than it had been? Probably. Not only did ghosts generally strengthen over time, but she was there in the house and the two Inquisitors who’d come along were standing in the back yard, waiting for Pete to come in so they could block the exits.


  They’d wanted to come inside with her. She’d said no. No need to tip him off. His arrest was a matter for the Squad to handle, yes, but the Randall haunting was still her case.


  “I see you’ve started packing,” she said, nodding toward the boxes in the corner.


  “We can’t wait to get out of here,” Mr. Randall said. “Let this whole mess be his problem. Take my wife somewhere safe.”


  Somewhere safe? Good luck finding that. “Before we start with all the paperwork, I just wanted to remind you that the sale of your house at this point forfeits your right to a settlement. The settlement amount in this case is forty thousand dollars.”


  She watched them, her hand poised over the file; whatever they said next would determine which papers she pulled from it. If forty thousand was more than they’d make from Pete, they might change their minds, in which case she could skip all the transfer-of-ownership stuff. If they were making more from Pete…he damn well ought to authorize their withdrawal of those funds before he went to prison.


  Mrs. Randall leaned forward. “Do you have to tell Pete that you told us that? Before the papers are signed.”


  Chess smiled. Good. At least she could do one thing for these people. “No. I don’t. He’ll never know.”


  “We still want to sell,” Mr. Randall said.


  “Great.” Out came the transfer papers, and the ones forcing Pete to allow the investigation to continue. She shuffled the files around so that the Squad file was on top, ready for when she needed it.


  “I still just can’t believe this is happening,” Mrs. Randall said. “The first thing I’m going to do is call Maria. Maybe we can go visit her. Maybe she’ll let us see her.”


  Ouch. Chess was spared the necessity of a reply by the knock at the door. Pete Malina had arrived.


  Mr. Randall let him in, to much hand-shaking and odious “I’m just happy to help you two,” bullshit from Pete. She couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when he heard what she had to say, when he saw the contents of the file the Inquisitors had given her fifteen minutes before.


  Speaking of them. They were ready, apparently; magic shivered up her spine as they set a circle around the house. That was the signal.


  “Okay,” she said, after everyone was seated and Pete had accepted a drink and she had declined one. “Let’s get started. Mr. Malina, these are the first documents I need you to sign. They’re an acknowledgment that you’re aware of the potential haunting but still want to buy the property, and then that one releases the Randalls from any liability should you be injured because of the potential haunting.”


  “Happy to,” Pete said. Like he was some kind of fucking beneficent hero or something.


  She held out the next set while he was still signing the first. “These are the actual property transfer forms, including your authorization to pay.”


  Just as she’d hoped, he grabbed them and started signing without paying attention. Without reading them, without any hesitation. “Then there’s confirmation that you’re aware of the active Church investigation currently underway and the rights of the Church in that regard, and then your statement of ownership.”


  They all watched him scrawl his name across the forms, going so fast Chess was surprised his hand didn’t cramp. Well, he had reason to hurry, didn’t he? She imagined he felt like a drowning man who’d just grabbed a rope and was about to break the surface to safety.


  Except she held the other end, and she was about to drop it. In spite of her anger, in spite of the unhappy knowledge that she was about to destroy the Randalls’ lives, she was very pleased to be doing that.


  She held out the next sheaf of papers. “These are documents pertaining to the property’s history. Sign acknowledgment of receipt on the last page, please.”


  He flipped the pages up. His face went white; she felt his sudden terror, his panic as he realized he was caught.


  Their eyes met. She let every bit of knowledge shine in hers, let him see the Truth on her face as she spoke. “Mr. Malina, are you familiar with the woman pictured there?”


  “No. I’m not.” She had to hand it to him. Not everyone could keep their voices that calm when they knew they were about to be busted.


  But then, he was a sociopath, so why wouldn’t he be able to?


  “Are you sure? Maybe this will help.” She handed over the copies of his bank records, with the money transfers highlighted. Next came the lease “Maria Randall” had signed on her apartment, and the arrest record from New York that listed that address as the place of arrest for a woman named Gabrielle Rose, whose image—an old mug shot—was currently staring up at Pete from the open file in front of him.


  “That’s Gabrielle Rose,” she said. “But you already know that. I’m sure you also already know that Gabrielle is wanted on various charges—fraud, theft—here in Triumph City, and has been for about ten years.”


  He didn’t reply.


  “Is that why she went along with it?” Chess asked. “Is that why you asked her to do it? It must have seemed like a perfect solution, really. You got to cover up your crime, and she got to pick up a new identity and earn a nice little income just for listening to phone messages and writing a few letters?”


  Chess could certainly see the appeal in that bargain. If she were Gabrielle, she might have taken it, too.


  Except she’d learned that no matter what sort of new identity people tried to put on, it still wouldn’t remove the old one, wouldn’t wash away the past. The mirror reflected the same damn person, no matter what jobs they were lucky enough to get or what men they were lucky enough to be with. Gabrielle could call herself Maria all she wanted, use Maria’s ID to get bank accounts and jobs, present herself as someone with a different kind of life, a better kind, than she really had… But she was still Gabrielle, and everything she’d tried so hard to escape still clung to her, its bony fingers sticky with blood.


  “It was pretty clever,” she said. “If Gabrielle hadn’t hung up on me when I called, I might not have guessed it. And then when she tried to refuse a DNA test, when I told her we’d raze the house, and you tried to buy it to stop us… That was a mistake.”


  “What’s going on?” Mr. Randall’s nervousness transmitted itself in his voice, in the jangly energy of the room. Everyone in there—well, except her—was panicking or starting to, and it was going to get a hell of a lot worse in a second.


  Which it did. Pete Malina threw himself off the couch, leaped for the door, and flung it open, only to be greeted by one of the Inquisitors—this one was J. COHEN according to his nameplate. Mrs. Randall screamed.


  Pete made a break for the back door. Cohen chased him, but it didn’t matter much, because the second Inquisitor—B. LEWIS—waited for him there. Mike Randall attempted to get up; Chess stopped him with an outstretched hand, and they watched as Cohen and Lewis wrestled Pete to the scratched linoleum and Lewis cuffed him.


  Tears ran down his red face. Yeah, Chess would probably be crying, too, if she was about to get sent to prison.


  “What the hell is going on here?” Mr. Randall demanded, over Mrs. Randall’s horrified sobs. “What are you arresting him for?”


  Chess watched, unmoving and unmoved, as Cohen and Lewis shoved Pete onto the couch. “Well, Mr. Malina?” she said. “Do you want to tell them why you’re being arrested? What you did?”


  He didn’t reply.


  “Will you tell us what you did with her? She’s somewhere near here, I assume. Under the house, maybe? Did you dig under there?”


  Mrs. Randall looked at him, too. And at her husband, and at Chess. Knowledge dawned in her eyes, on her face. Chess’s grim pleasure at seeing Pete get busted evaporated.


  “What are you talking about?” she asked Chess, but Chess could see she already knew. She could see both of them putting it together in their heads, ticking off boxes and connecting wires. “Who are you talking about? What did he do with who?”


  And just like it was some kind of fucking cue, Chess’s tattoos caught fire. Maria Randall was about to make her presence known.


  Chess turned to the Randalls. She didn’t have a lot of time, but she could make enough for this, at least. She owed it to them. “I’m so sorry. I really am.”


  Their horrified faces were going to stick with her for a while. There probably had been a better way to handle the whole telling-them thing, but she hadn’t been able to think of it; she couldn’t tell them before Pete got there because she seriously doubted they’d be able to hide their reactions, and she couldn’t tell them while questioning Pete because it would have lessened the impact on him—she’d been hoping he’d be shocked into actually answering her questions, into confessing outright.


  That didn’t make her feel better about it, though. Learning the daughter they’d been corresponding with for a decade was in fact some con artist being paid by a murderer? Yeah, that could have been broken to them a little more gently, and with a little less drama and Squad violence.


  Drama and violence seemed to be the inevitable end of just about every situation in her life, though, didn’t it? Stupid to expect anything else.


  Mrs. Randall opened her mouth to reply, but Chess needed to get moving. She hauled her salt-pouch from her bag, and grabbed a handful as she stood up. The power in the air was building, pressure rising, and soon it would burst. And then they’d really be in trouble.


  Just as she’d agreed with them beforehand, Cohen and Lewis urged the Randalls to their feet and shifted them to an empty spot in the floor. Taking them outside would have been better if they knew Maria would materialize inside the house—they could solidify the walls on the astral plane, so she couldn’t get through them—but they didn’t know that, and they couldn’t risk putting the Randalls where they couldn’t be seen.


  Salt poured from her hand in a nice solid line, circling the Randalls. She didn’t look at them, though. She looked at Pete Malina. “She’s coming, Pete. You know who she’ll go for first, right? The ghosts of murder victims always seek their murderers.”


  Pete went even paler, which was kind of impressive. Chess hadn’t thought that was possible.


  “She’ll be here any second,” she continued. “And look at all the weapons lying around here. You know, if you tell me where she is, I might be able to stop her. I’ll definitely be able to send her away faster.”


  Neither of those things were entirely true, but hey. Fuck him.


  “How did you do it? Where did you bury her? Why did you do it?”


  She was pretty sure she already knew the answer to that last question, though.


  Mike Randall lunged; it seemed he’d finally allowed himself to believe it, finally broke free of the horrified semi-catatonia in which both he and his wife had been standing. Cohen caught him. “Don’t step over the salt line, sir. It’s for your safety.”


  Spots popped before her eyes, bursts of power as the air rippled and gave. Oh, shit, she was about to face one extremely pissed-off ghost. “Where is she? Time’s running out. You’re not helping yourself, you know.”


  Pete stared at her. He was about to give, she could feel it, see it in his eyes. Good, because she really wanted to get this done, and if he didn’t ‘fess up she’d have to stick around for hours while a crew of Inquisitors and Corpse Detectors and Retrieval Technicians hunted for the body—the bones, most likely.


  Mike and Sue Randall were shouting, screaming at Pete. Both Cohen and Lewis struggled to hold them back.


  “I could just tell them to let the Randalls go,” Chess said. “How long do you think you’ll last with them and a furious ghost after you? And then after they slaughter you, I send you straight to the spirit prisons. Sound good?”


  A vase flew at Pete’s head. Damn, his reflexes were better than she’d thought they would be; he managed to duck away, and the vase smashed against the wall in a burst of greenish glass. The ripples in the air increased, the energy increased, beating against her skin like dull hammers.


  “She’s under the flowerbed,” Pete said. Fear and defeat changed his voice completely. “Under her bedroom window.”


  Yes! Finally. She’d been right and she’d known it, but it was still a relief to have it confirmed. Plus a confession would allow her to hand the file over all wrapped up neatly—which looked good for her. No, this case wasn’t exactly a win as far as her Debunking record went. But it was a win as far as Catching Bad Guys, and especially with things the way they were, anything that made her seem like a good investigator was pretty helpful.


  A knife whizzed past her arm. Any second Maria would materialize. Chess dug into her bag for her asafetida and graveyard dirt. She’d be able to freeze Maria in place the second she appeared.


  But Pete didn’t need to know that, did he?


  And he didn’t. She saw the plan form in his eyes and started to move a second after he vaulted from the couch and made a run for the picture window—right, he couldn’t open the door with his hands cuffed behind him. He was bigger and faster, but she was more agile; she caught him right before he tried to throw himself out the large wide pane.


  Unfortunately, “caught him” didn’t mean “stopped him.” Instead she went through the window right along with him, the sound of the breaking glass loud in her ears. Tiny shards hit her skin in sparks of sharp pain; worse pain jolted her entire body when she landed half on top of Pete on the damp earth outside. She ignored it and shifted position so she straddled him. No, she didn’t weigh much, but it was the best she could do. Especially with the Squad there.


  If they hadn’t been there, she’d have punched him, or grabbed her knife and held it to his throat. Enough of this shit. Enough of this selfish bastard. He was going to fucking talk.


  But the Squad was there, so she just met his teary eyes with her best fuck-you glare and said, “Why did you do it?”


  “She was going to leave me.” For a second—just a second, but she saw it clearly—his fear disappeared, replaced by fury. Then it came back. “She was going to New York, she didn’t want me to go with her. She knew some guy up there—she was going to be with him.”


  He started crying. “I didn’t mean to do it, I was only twenty. I just, I pushed her, that was all. It was an accident. It was—”


  Maria appeared.


  Pete’s words turned into a howl. He struggled to get away but Chess dug her knuckles into the base of his throat—a trick Terrible had taught her—until he went still.


  Sue Randall screamed, and kept screaming, heartbreaking shrieks that made Chess’s eyes sting. She couldn’t imagine what that woman was going through; finding out her daughter was murdered and then seeing her ghost immediately after…awful.


  Especially since Maria’s rage transmitted itself so clearly, like electricity in the air, that Chess bet Sue could feel it—she bet everyone could feel it. Maria wasn’t just a ghost. That would be bad enough, since ghosts were like sharks without the whole swimming-and-making-baby-sharks thing: perfect machines. All ghosts did was kill. It was all they wanted to do.


  No, Maria was the ghost of a murder victim. So that violence and rage, that instinct to murder every living thing they saw, was amplified by a hundred.


  She moved with a speed Chess hadn’t expected, that obviously the Inquisitors hadn’t expected, either. One second Maria was there in the kitchen, her features twisted with rage as she selected a knife from the block on the counter. The next she was a luminescent streak across the room, and the next her fist, solidified around the knife, collided with Chess’s cheek and knocked her off of Pete. Fuck, that hurt. Ghosts were strong, and cold; it was like being slammed in the face by a large block of ice.


  Pete tried to crawl. He managed a sort of pitiful scoot, pushing with his legs. Maria followed him, slowly now, obviously savoring his fear. His hoarse sobs and pleas scraped the air.


  Shit. The herbs and dirt had flown from Chess’s hand when she went after Pete, and her bag was inside. No way could she get it and be back before Maria killed Pete—or, even if Maria kept drawing the whole thing out like a kid sucking a hard candy instead of biting it, it wouldn’t be too long before Pete broke the circle around the house. Which would allow Maria to go anywhere. And Inquisitors didn’t carry graveyard dirt and asafetida as a matter of course, at least Cohen and Lewis apparently didn’t.


  Shit, shit, shit. She couldn’t let Maria kill Pete, as much as she’d like to. Not only were the Inquisitors there, and not only was she trying to wrap this case up as impressively as possible, but she sure as fuck didn’t feel like dealing with two ghosts instead of one. No other choice, then; she’d have to climb into the living room, find her bag, and—


  Maria’s window wasn’t far from where she sat. Maria’s window, with her grave the dirt beneath it. No, Chess didn’t have time to dig two feet down—the best depth from which to gather grave dirt—but all that dirt would still be grave dirt, and it would be Maria’s.


  Maria’s pale form, almost iridescent in the darkness, stood over Pete. The breeze that ruffled Chess’s hair didn’t touch hers, didn’t ripple the fabric of the sundress she wore.


  Chess scrambled toward the bedroom window. Her cheek still throbbed in pain—well, almost all of her did, she’d gone through a fucking window—and all of the terror and misery in the air made her want to scream herself, but she dug her fingers into the dirt, picked up a fistful, and flung it at Maria, throwing as much power as she could along with it.


  It hit. It worked. Thank fuck, it worked, and Maria froze in place, crouched over Pete’s supine body, the point of her knife only inches from his throat.


  ☠


  FOUR CEPTS SAT IN THE palm of her hand as she trudged up the steps to home, four—or was it five? Oh, who the fuck cared—hours later. After Banishing Maria and sitting in while the Inquisitors interrogated Pete, filling out all the paperwork, and going over everything with the Randalls, all she wanted to do was get high and get some rest. The Randalls’ horror and misery, Pete’s wailing apologies and self-justifications, refused to stop echoing in her head, and she didn’t want to hear them anymore. She had enough of her own shit in there already—some old, some new. The new was worse, at least at that moment.


  Terrible sat on the couch, reading a Cornell Woolrich novel while Bo Diddley played on the jukebox in the far corner. His smile eased some of her unhappiness, but didn’t chase away Pete’s voice.


  “I didn’t think you’d be home so early,” she said after he’d greeted her. The pills hit the back of her tongue; she washed them down with water, and crossed the floor to sit next to him.


  “Aye,” he said. Concern darkened his eyes; his fingers traced the tiny glass-cuts on her face, the bruise forming on her cheek. “What’s all this?”


  “Oh.” She’d almost managed to forget that. “I went through a window, and then a ghost—the girl’s ghost, the murdered girl—punched me. It’s no big deal, though, really.”


  She’d think it was good that at least the people she worked with would know it happened on a case, but really, what difference did it make? They’d think whatever the fuck they wanted to think, regardless of what she said.


  “Ain’t look like no big deal,” he said, but he dropped his hand to rest on her thigh. “You get him? The killer, meaning. You get all the knowledge an all?”


  “Yeah.” She bit her lip. He was going to ask, so she might as well tell him. “He buried her in her yard. Under the window he used to sneak in at night when they dated. But she was leaving, running away to New York. Alone. To see some other guy, she said he was just a friend but Pete didn’t believe her. So he killed her. Because he was jealous.”


  Terrible lit a couple of cigarettes and handed her one without speaking. Letting her go on, letting her get it out.


  So she did. “He tried to say it was an accident, you know, but it was a lie. I could see it in his eyes. He liked that he’d done it, because she couldn’t get away from him. He even admitted it later, sort of, because we asked why he buried her there, right at her house, and he said he wanted to keep her close to him. Where she always had been, where she should be.”


  His eyebrows rose, just a quick twitch, but he still didn’t speak.


  “And about a year after that he met Gabrielle—that was the name of the woman he hired, Gabrielle—when he’d just started working at a real-estate office. She was doing some kind of scam, and he figured it out, and he stole a bunch of money to send her to New York and gave her all of Maria’s ID and everything. He still had all that stuff. He’d kept it all.”


  “Damn,” Terrible said. His hand moved farther up her thigh; not hitting on her, but reassuring her. “Guessing iffen she ghost ain’t showed up, he ain’t woulda got caught for it, aye?”


  “Right. Her parents were totally fooled by the letters and everything. But then when the haunting started, he knew what it probably was. So first he tried to convince me it was fake—well, you remember, I told you earlier—and then he tried to buy the house, thinking he could stop the investigation.”


  She shook her head. When the hell would her damn pills hit? “But that wasn’t the only reason. He didn’t want anyone to dig up her body, because then it wouldn’t be there anymore, close to him. He didn’t want anyone to take her away. He wanted the house so he could keep her there forever.”


  “Pretty fucked up, aye.” He didn’t sound surprised, but really, why would he? She wasn’t surprised, either. It wasn’t surprise making her feel so awkward.


  It was wondering just how close she was, how close any of them were, to doing what Pete Malina had done. Wondering how far jealousy might drive a person; wondering when love turned into anger.


  She was pretty sure that no matter how jealous she might get, she wouldn’t kill Terrible. She certainly didn’t think he would kill her, and he’d had a lot more cause to be jealous than she ever had. Looking into Pete’s eyes hadn’t stirred some sort of primal recognition or anything.


  But still…she’d seen Chloe with Terrible and her immediate thought had been how much she’d like to punch Chloe in her pert little face, just for daring to stand next to him and smile at him. Maybe that wasn’t a big deal—it probably wasn’t.


  But Terrible was supposed to be dead. Right then, as he sat next to her, he should be dead. She’d broken the law, she’d broken her oaths to the Church, she’d broken a sacred trust in order to save him, and she’d done it because she couldn’t stand not having him with her.Because he was hers. Just like she’d wanted to punch Chloe because Chloe was smiling at and touching her man, who belonged to her. Mine mine mine.


  What was the difference? Was there a difference, really? Yes, she’d saved a life and Pete had taken one, but it could definitely be argued that being in the City was a good thing. Most people wanted to go there, felt comforted knowing they would.


  “It just kind of weirds me out,” she said finally, because he was waiting for her to speak. “He was so able to justify what he’d done. He’d broken the law but he could justify it because it kept her close to him, because he didn’t want to lose her. Or whatever.”


  Pause. She almost felt the wheels click in his head, things snapping into place. “Aye. Only I’m thinking it ain’t what he done that’s mattering. Be what she wanted matters, aye? She wanted leaving, an he ain’t let her. Iffen she wanted staying, dig, be different.”


  She smiled at him, a real smile. Her pills were finally hitting, that delicious slide from her stomach to her head and everywhere else. What a fucking relief that was.


  But it wasn’t the whole reason for the smile, or for the relief. It definitely wasn’t the reason why she felt like the absolute luckiest person on the planet. “That’s kind of a labored analogy there, you know.”


  He dipped his head. “Ain’t like words what I’m best at. Thinkin you dig my meaning, though.”


  “Yeah. I get it.” And she did. She took his face in her hands and kissed him, a long solid kiss. More relief, more happiness clearing away the filth. His pulse throbbed against her fingertips when she pulled away to look at him. “So…what are you best at, anyway?”


  He took her hand and stood up. “C’mon with me, aye? I show you.”


  She followed him to the big gray bed, and let him do exactly that.
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  And here’s the new story! A touch of inspiration from Dickens again, BLEAK HOUSE this time.


  


  


  


  


  1.


  


  THE PERFECT PLATE WAS ESSENTIALLY a greasy spoon with delusions of grandeur, squeezed between a dry cleaner and a dollar store in a bland-looking strip mall a few blocks away from Church headquarters. Chess thought the food sucked, but that didn’t matter. It wasn’t like she was going to eat anyway.


  What mattered was that the place wasn’t in Downside, which made it a place she could meet Beulah for lunch without people noticing them together. Word that Bump’s Churchwitch was hanging out with the sister of his rival, Lex, would travel pretty fast; word that Terrible’s girlfriend was hanging out with Lex’s sister would travel even faster. Nobody would be happy about that.


  It was a good thing she’d spent her entire life keeping secrets. Otherwise she might wonder if she was ever going to be able to just be honest with other people. Other people besides Terrible, at least.


  Speaking of secrets…she dug her pillbox out of her bag, grabbed three Cepts from it, and choked them down dry before she got out of the car and made her way through the heavy, steamy heat toward the restaurant.


  Ice-cold air blasted her the second she opened the door, instantly chilling the sweat on her skin. It took her eyes a second to adjust to the dim interior—well, dim compared to the sunlight outside, so bright it felt like an assault—to see Blue already there, lounging at one of the little tables in that elegantly lazy way she shared with Lex. Her white sleeveless top exposed bare golden-skinned shoulders; her hair was up in a perfect messy twist, and her black cigarette pants probably cost more than Chess’s base monthly salary.


  She smiled when Chess sat down. “You’re late.”


  “It’s only five past.”


  “Five minutes late is still late.”


  “Well, you’re still a bitch,” Chess said, “so I guess we’re even.”


  “True.” Blue straightened in her chair and picked up the menu. “Are you eating? Am I actually going to see you consume food?”


  Chess shook her head, just as the waitress arrived and they went through the whole dull just-a-Coke-no-really-just-a-Coke routine and Blue ordered one of those rich-girl salads that were mostly green Styrofoam and cost fifteen dollars.


  “Busy at work?” Blue asked, when the waitress finally wandered off.


  “No.” Damn, that came out kind of flat and cold, didn’t it? “It’s just, August is a really slow month. It’s been a really slow summer.”


  Blue’s slightly raised eyebrows showed that she’d caught the lame repetitions of ‘really,’ and knew what they were hiding. “And I guess it doesn’t help that you’re not the most popular girl in the place these days.”


  “I guess it doesn’t.” That was an understatement. Ever since Elder Griffin found out about the psychopomp hawk she’d killed and the illegal sigil she’d carved on Terrible’s chest to save his life, he’d been, well, less than enthusiastic about her.


  To be fair, at least she was still alive. Both of those crimes were executable offenses, and if Elder Griffin had turned her in for them she wouldn’t have been sitting there whining to Blue. She wouldn’t even have been in the City of Eternity, the enormous cavern beneath the earth where the spirits of the dead wandered in endless icy silence. She’d be in the spirit prisons, her soul forced into solidity by electric current and tortured with fire and light and iron and whatever else the Church could think of to torture it with—and when it came to torture, the Church was awfully inventive.


  It was worth losing some income to stay alive and out of the City. It was worth losing every penny she had to keep Terrible alive; hell, if she had been busted and sent to spirit prison, that would have been worth it, too.


  But it wasn’t the loss of income that depressed her. It was the loss of Elder Griffin himself. He’d been…he’d been her friend. More than her friend. He’d cared about her, helped her. Stood behind her. That had mattered more than she’d ever realized until the day it was gone, and it still made her chest feel hollow when she let herself think about it.


  Which she didn’t want to do, any more than she wanted to talk about it for even one more second. “No big deal. How’s your thing, did you look at that place yesterday?”


  A totally-not-fooled expression played over Blue’s face, but thankfully she let it drop before Chess could finish bracing herself. “I think it’s going to work, yeah. There’s enough space for all the girls to practice, and it’s not far from the school.” She hesitated. “The owner’s son asked me out.”


  “Oh? What’s wrong with him?”


  “I’m sure I’ll find out. Or, you know, Lex will, and he’ll tell me.”


  The waitress arrived with their drinks. Good. Not only was Chess thirsty, but hearing Lex’s name, so casually, made her feel sick. It was as if a greenish lens of nausea had suddenly slid over everything. Not unusual, for thinking about him to make her feel…well, bad, but it was unusual for her to feel it so strongly.


  The waitress—her name, according to the plastic tag on her white short-sleeved button-down, was Ella—didn’t look too hot, either. Or rather, she looked exactly too hot, as if after taking their orders she’d zipped into a rubber suit and gone outside for a jog. Her dark hair was damp, her face flushed.


  But she smiled to acknowledge their thanks, and seemed sprightly enough as she trotted off back toward the kitchen. Maybe she’d just been making out with the cook or something. Not Chess’s business, certainly, but at least it got her mind off Lex for a second and eased some of the queasy feeling. The Coke helped, too.


  What really helped was the fact that her pills started to kick in, sending enough warm peace through her body that she didn’t blink when Blue asked, “Are you ever going to talk to him?”


  Unfortunately, not blinking didn’t mean she didn’t still feel the hit, or that she had any idea what to say. “I don’t know.”


  “It was just business. And he did warn you. He asked for your help and you said no, what was he supposed to do?”


  Like what Lex had done to Terrible—trying to hire him, and then when Terrible refused, trying to have him killed—was the only reason she was pissed. It was the main reason, yes, but not the only reason at all. But then, Blue probably didn’t know about the rest of it, about Lex’s little “Too bad it ain’t in you to make that mean shit,” speech or how he’d almost destroyed everything for her just to prove he could. Somehow she doubted he’d told Blue about that, and she certainly wasn’t going to.


  “Not what he did,” she said. “Kind of anything other than what he did, actually.”


  Blue ignored that. “Look, I was pissed at him, too. I don’t blame you. But I know he feels bad about it.”


  “I’m sure he spends hours crying from shame. Is this why you wanted to hang out today?”


  “No. We just haven’t talked about it and I thought I’d—”


  A blast of heat on Chess’s right side so hot it lifted her hair from her shoulder; screams erupted in the room, and Chess started moving. Fuck, what was that, had someone set off a bomb or—what the hell?


  The waitress was on fire.


  No, that wasn’t accurate. The waitress wasn’t on fire. The waitress was fire, a column of fire about a foot and a half in diameter that reached from the floor to the ceiling. Her unmoving black shape was barely visible through a wall of blue-orange, one arm extended like she’d been reaching for something only she could see.


  Even as Chess tried to move, to hunt for a fire extinguisher or tub of water or anything that might help, the flames started to die. It was as if someone had dropped a candle snuffer over them, the way they just…stopped, leaving a waitress-shaped lump of coal in their place. Smoke still rose from it; cracks and fissures in what had been her skin glowed red from heat.


  The other waitress on duty lurched toward her, carrying an obviously heavy plastic tub of water. Chess raised her hand and started to shout, but she was too late. The water flew in a sloppy arc. The corpse broke apart, her almost-unburned feet still planted where she’d been standing but the rest of her falling in awful chunks or washing across the floor in the now-gray water. Steam rose in a thick, noxious cloud. Shit, were there molecules of waitress in that steam? Were the rest of them breathing her in?


  The cook appeared. With a fire extinguisher, how useful. At least this time Chess was able to get the word out before he opened the thing up and spread foam or whatever it was all over the already-destroyed body parts. “Don’t!”


  He gave her that double-take look she was so familiar with, the dismissive glance followed by a second look when he saw the magical symbols tattooed up and down her arms. Those tattoos identified her as a witch, as Church. Kind of refreshing, actually, to have someone give her that half-respectful-half-scared look because of her job instead of her boyfriend or her drug dealer’s protection.


  Kind of unfortunate, too, because once he noticed her ink, everyone else did, and they all looked at her. Respectfully. Expectantly. Waiting for her to handle the situation.


  Great. It took her a minute to dig her Church ID out of her bag—the jig was up, she might as well get officially involved—to flash as she spoke. “Has anyone called 911?”


  Headshakes all around, punctuated by a girl barely out of her teens throwing up on the floor. Which was a perfectly understandable reaction when faced with a pool of burned-corpse stew, really, but didn’t help Chess keep her own nausea under control.


  She managed it, though. It helped that Blue caught her eye, a question on her face, and Chess could nod and put her focus on procedure. Blue could be trusted to calm everyone and hand out napkins and drinks and whatever without trying to sneak away or influencing their memories by chatting. Chess wasn’t anywhere near as sure about the others.


  She put away her ID and took out her phone. “Okay, I’ll call them. I need all of you to wait until the Squad gets here, please. They’ll want to take statements from all of you, and we need those statements to be as true as possible, so please don’t discuss what just happened, okay? Just sit down over there.” She gestured toward the far corner, away from the mess—from both messes. “Is there anyone else here?”


  The cook shook his head. “We’re it, at the moment. Our manager’s here until eleven, and then comes back at three. Do you want me to call her?”


  “No, thanks. Just go sit down, okay?” Was there anything else she needed to say to them, or do? This wasn’t her job; usually the only citizens she dealt with in an official capacity were people who claimed to be haunted, in which case she was there to investigate them, not babysit them. Although sometimes, admittedly, it ended up being almost the same thing. Cheaters attempting to defraud the Church didn’t tend to be either the smartest or the most mature of people.


  Like she could talk.


  Rather than call 911, she went ahead and dialed the extension for the Black Squad office at Church headquarters. Technically she guessed it wasn’t an emergency anyway, since the woman was beyond help and whatever fire she’d walked into or—how the hell had that fire started, anyway?


  However it happened, it was out, and the other people in the restaurant didn’t appear to her to be particularly threatening. Of course, appearances didn’t mean shit. Hell, as far as danger went, she and Blue were probably way off the scale—they’d both killed people, and they both knew plenty of other people who’d killed people, and they each knew at least one man who would willingly maim or kill anyone they asked him to, just because they asked.


  But none of the other patrons felt threatening, either. And she didn’t have many options. She couldn’t tie them all up. Her authority to detain and arrest was limited to crimes involving faked hauntings, and her authority to investigate was limited to her assigned cases. So the best she could do was hope her ID and tone of voice intimidated them enough to make them stay put.


  And hope the Squad arrived quickly.


  ☠


  WHICH THEY DID—WELL, THEY ought to have, since they were only a few blocks away. Less than ten minutes passed before the parking lot was full flashing red-and-blues, with an ambulance and a fire truck for good measure.


  And within a few minutes more, the Squad had the scorched area taped off and the restaurant patrons sitting at separate tables writing down their recollections of what had happened. The three initial Squad members had given her a bit of side-eye when she identified herself, but she was used to that. If it wasn’t because of her unwilling involvement in the death of another Debunker, or because of the woman she’d been forced to work with who’d been using a powerful glamour to impersonate the Grand Elder’s daughter, or because that woman had then impersonated Chess in order to let a terrorist group into the City of Eternity, then it was because everyone had seen her with Terrible at Elder Griffin’s wedding and decided that since he was big and strong and scarred and tattooed, he must also be beating her. Okay, yes, the fact that she’d had a few bruises may have had something to do with that, too, but they’d all judged him and they all judged her, and they could all fuck right off.


  None of them said anything, of course. Very few judgy bastards were brave enough for that sort of thing. Instead a new man—an Inquisitor Third, obviously the guy in charge since the others were uniforms—arrived, spoke to one of the initial responders, and then approached her with a hesitant smile on his pleasant face. “Chess? Do you remember me?”


  The second he said it, she realized she did. Of course she did. It wasn’t easy to forget the brother of an Elder Chief Inquisitor, especially when that brother had been only a year ahead of her in Church training. “Well, hey, Will, how have you been?”


  “Not bad, not bad. It’s good to see you.” He tipped his head toward Ella’s corpse, now being photographed by the Body Removal Squad. “You know, if you wanted to catch up, you could have just left me a note or something.”


  She fought back her smile. Will always had been fun to talk to, though they’d probably only spoken a handful of times. “Nah, that’s boring.”


  “A lot safer, though. What happened?”


  She gave him a quick run-down, and agreed to hang on while he talked to the other witnesses. Which gave her time to think, too, about what the hell could have happened to that poor waitress. How had she burned up so fast? How had that fire started? It was so hard not to start talking to the witnesses herself, not to dig in and start investigating. No, it wasn’t a Debunking case, but it wasn’t like she’d been given a decent Debunking case in the last few months. And really, she’d done enough non-Debunking shit for Bump that it hardly seemed to matter anymore.


  But she couldn’t. She especially didn’t think she could go shoving herself into a case being handled by someone whose family name carried serious weight in the Church, and who was himself probably on a fast-track to further glory. The fact that he couldn’t have been more than twenty-six and was already an Inquisitor Third told her that.


  All of which meant she was going to have to sit this one out, and hope she got an update when it was all over.


  She’d just come back in from having a cigarette when Will motioned for her to join him near the back of the room, by the soda machines and kitchen entrance. The smell of hot oil and bacon drifted through the gaps around the flimsy two-way door as she sat in one of the chairs that had been placed on the grimy floor. Hopefully somebody had turned the fryer back there off, because another fire was the last thing they all needed.


  Will sat in the chair opposite and scanned the written statements in his hand. “So you didn’t see the fire start?”


  “No.” It was unnerving to be the subject of official questioning, rather than the questioner. It had only happened to her a few times in her cases—she never closed a case without solid, inarguable evidence, and the Church almost always got a confession anyway—but even when it had, she’d been backed up by the Church, testifying on their behalf. This was not the same.


  Nothing in Will’s demeanor indicated he thought of her as a suspect. Why would he? Everyone else had seen that fire start, too, and they knew she hadn’t been touching Ella or standing next to her or whatever. But she still had to fight the instinct to clam up, to tell half-truths or deny everything. Old habits died hard, she guessed, especially when there were other kinds of habits that had to be kept hidden.


  “You just felt the heat and turned to see her on fire.”


  Chess nodded. “I’d only just looked at her when the flames started to die, and then the other waitress threw water on her. That’s when she broke apart. The cook came out with the fire extinguisher but I managed to stop him from spraying everything.”


  “Thanks.” Will had a nice smile; he was a decent-looking guy, actually, with short sandy hair and blue eyes. Way too preppie for her tastes even if she’d been remotely interested in any man but Terrible, which she wasn’t, but still not bad-looking. “Or, I guess Kevin should really be the one to thank you, since he’s the one who’d have to scoop up all that foam and go digging through it.”


  “Kevin’s the fire investigator?”


  “Yep.” Will hesitated. Like he was about to ask an uncomfortable question, or one more important than he wanted it to seem. Hmm. “Did you feel anything before the fire started, or notice anything strange?”


  “She was really hot,” she said slowly. Why had he hesitated before that question? What was he looking for? “She came to drop off our drinks, a couple of minutes before it happened, and I noticed she looked really overheated. But she seemed fine, she was smiling and energetic.”


  “Nothing else?”


  “No” was just about to jump off the tip of her tongue, when she remembered it wasn’t entirely true. “There was, actually. When she gave us our drinks…”


  Shit shit shit, this was so fucking embarrassing. “I felt sick when she got close. But it didn’t feel like how magic usually feels, and my friend and I—I just thought it was the heat outside catching up with me, or something.”


  Amazing. Lex could fuck things up for her by just being mentioned in a conversation.


  “Do you think maybe you were picking up something from her? Her energy, I mean. Maybe something was wrong with her?” Will was looking at her very oddly. Very closely. What the—shit. Fuck, he could ask her to take a blood test, couldn’t he? He could search her bag.


  Okay, now she was being ridiculous. Calm down. Yes, he could, but he probably wouldn’t. Why would he? Unless she started acting like she was nervous and high, of course.


  “I don’t know,” she said, knowing it sounded cagey but really not sure how to change that. “I don’t know what happened.”


  “Did your friend notice you feeling sick? Did you mention it to her?” He glanced at Blue, engaged in another fashion-model lean on a low bench near the window, messing with her phone.


  “I didn’t mention it. She knew something was wrong, but she didn’t ask what it was—um, the subject we were discussing wasn’t one of my favorites, so maybe she thought that was it. You’d have to ask her if she did or what she specifically noticed, though.” Did that sound snotty? “I just mean, obviously I can’t speak for her, and I don’t want to make it seem like I am.”


  Will smiled. “You Debunkers make the worst witnesses. Why are you all so paranoid all the time?”


  Ha, he had no idea. “Are we?”


  “Yes. Weirdos.” His smile widened. “I used to think it was just because your work forced you to be suspicious of everyone, but my friend Red—he’s an Inquisitor, too, Brian Redding? You’d probably know him if you saw him—says you all chose Debunking because you’re twisted loners who don’t want to work with other people, and it’s a good thing you don’t carry guns.”


  “Is that what Red said.” She played along, keeping her tone lightly sarcastic. If he searched her he’d find her knife, too. Technically it was okay for her to have it on her, since she wasn’t working, but still. “And Red knows this because…I guess he tried to be a Debunker and failed, so he had to settle for the Squad?”


  “You mean like how all of you guys tried to be Inquisitors and failed, so had to settle for Debunking?”


  “Hey, if that’s what you need to believe, you go ahead.”


  “Seriously, though,” he said, still smiling. “I don’t get how you guys can work alone all the time like that. It’s been bad enough for me the last few weeks since my partner transferred to Protection. Do you ever work with another Debunker, or have you maybe partnered up with one of us—”


  His sudden horrified blush told her that his sentence hadn’t snapped off like a twig because he’d gotten distracted or forgot what he was going to say. It was because he’d remembered. He’d remembered that she’d been partnered with a Squad member who turned out to be a terrorist in disguise who wanted to destroy the City. Or he’d remembered that she’d been working a Debunking case that Randy Duncan, another Debunker, had been involved in, and that Randy had ended up dead.


  The terrorist—Cassie Benz was her name, and she’d been a member of an anti-Church organization called the Lamaru—had fooled a lot more people than just Chess, and Chess had been the one who uncovered her deception. Randy had also joined the Lamaru in a plot to take over the City of Eternity, and the ghost he and the Lamaru were planning to use as a tool had decided to kill him instead.


  That was what had actually happened. Chess knew damn well that not everyone believed it. Or rather, they believed it, but they also thought it was awfully strange that both cases had involved her, and wondered about Randy’s death. Living in Downside—off Church grounds—and not hanging out with other employees hadn’t exactly made her popular and trusted, even before she’d become semi-notorious.


  Will, though, didn’t seem like he suspected anything. He looked like he wished he could burst into flames himself—hell, his face looked hot enough that she thought maybe he would. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I mean, I’m not sorry, because I don’t think—I mean, I didn’t mean—”


  She managed to smile. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “I’m sorry. I just forgot that you’d—shit, I’m not handling this well, am I?”


  “Really, don’t worry about it.” Actually, forgetting that she was the common denominator was the best thing he could do, as far as she was concerned. Her smile got easier to maintain. “I think I understand now why you aren’t capable of working on your own.”


  “Well, you can see how smooth I am,” he said. Relief hid in his joking tone. “Do you think I should be left to handle cases by myself?”


  She just managed to stop herself before she laughed too loud; there was still a dead body on the floor and a roomful of traumatized citizens. And they knew she was a Church employee and that Will was, too, so for the two of them to lurk in the corner laughing like ghouls was probably not the best idea.


  That didn’t mean she wasn’t going to reply, though. “Honestly, I don’t think you should be trusted to eat or bathe by yourself, at this point.”


  “Well,” he said, “you’re wrong there. I have recently mastered the fork.”


  “That’s pretty good for an Inquisitor. Maybe someday you’ll be able to handle a steak knife.”


  “Actually…” He glanced over his shoulder again. “Maybe you can help me out with that, a little. Your friend there, Blue…is she seeing anyone?”


  Well, that was unexpected. And difficult to answer. Blue had been on-again-off-again with Theo for longer than Chess had known her; the on-again-off-again was understandable, considering even aside from the fact that he was cheating on his wife with her, he just seemed like a dickhead in general. Lex hated him, and while Lex hating someone wasn’t an absolute guarantee that they deserved to be hated—case in point, Terrible, although “hate” probably wasn’t quite the right word for how Lex felt about Terrible—his judgment of people was usually pretty trustworthy.


  But that guy whose parents owned the space Blue wanted to rent for one of her community groups had asked her out, and she hadn’t said she told him no because she was with someone. She hadn’t said she’d told him yes, though, either.


  None of that was the main reason for her hesitation. If Blue went out with an Inquisitor… Shit, what would he find out about her? What would that lead to him finding out—to the Church then finding out—about Chess? Yeah, she trusted Blue, and Blue wasn’t going to say or do anything that might get Lex in trouble, but it still didn’t send a thrill of happiness through her to think of Blue and Will getting close.


  He obviously noticed her silence—how could he not? “If she’s got a boyfriend or something, you can just say so, you know.”


  “Oh, sorry. No, it’s not—she just sort of ended a relationship, is all.” The back of her neck prickled with discomfort. Talking about Blue’s personal life was barely easier than talking about her own. “I don’t know if she’s looking to date again.”


  “But I could still ask for her number, right? She doesn’t have a huge boyfriend who’d probably kill me just for looking at her, like some people do.” The last words were spoken with an exaggerated air of pointed disapproval, and accompanied by a ridiculous raised-eyebrows-pursed-lips expression that made him look like a sanctimonious fish.


  “No,” she said, amused in spite of herself. Not uproariously so, no, but it was hard to take real offense when he was working so hard to make sure she knew he was joking. “She doesn’t.”


  Genuine relief showed in his smile. Relief because Blue was single, because Chess had gotten the joke, or because he’d truly been worried that Terrible might pay him a visit? “So maybe you could put in a good word for me, then. Just, you know, tell her what a great guy I am. Honest, hardworking, loyal, smart…modest…”


  Blue might really like him. He was her type: smart, funny, clean-cut, probably shopped at Ralph Lauren or J. Crew or whatever other preppie Northside stores Blue sometimes dragged her to. She’d never heard any gossip of a “He talked her into bed then never called again” nature about him—of course, she didn’t hear a ton of gossip, especially about people who didn’t work in the main building, but still. “Okay. I’ll talk to her. But I can’t guarantee anything.”


  “Cool, thanks.” He looked over his shoulder again—at Blue, she realized, who was on her phone—and then at the Body Removal Crew, almost ghostly in their pale blue suits. “What a story we’ll have to tell our grandkids about how we met.”


  Yeah, she wasn’t touching that one. What she would touch, though—so to speak—was the case itself. No, it wasn’t hers, and she had no business thinking about it, but she couldn’t help herself. It had been so long since she’d had an interesting case, and there she was right in the middle of one and she couldn’t do shit about it except in her head. Frustration churned so strong in her stomach that even the leftover effects of her pills—the whole “waitress inferno” thing had pretty much killed her buzz—weren’t keeping it down. What had happened? How the fuck had it happened, and why?


  Some kind of magic had to be at work there, a seriously advanced kind of magic done by seriously twisted people. What had Ella been doing in her personal life, to become their target? Sure, it could have been something as simple as not bringing their food piping hot or failing to treat them with the sort of deference assholes always thought was their due—entitled shitheads could go redline over the stupidest things—but it could have been, probably was, something a lot deeper. If nothing else, how had someone been able to slip a fire spell onto her person?


  It couldn’t have been anyone in the restaurant at the time of the fire, because Chess had managed to get a feel for all of their energies as they waited for the Squad to arrive and none of them felt like they had any kind of magical ability at all, much less enough power to reduce a living human to carbon.


  Along with all of her clothes and everything else, which sucked. Will probably wouldn’t find any evidence at all in the ashes; thanks to Waitress Number Two and her clever water-bucket plan, anything of magical significance or usefulness would have been destroyed.


  “So,” she said, hoping it sounded casual. “What do you think, anyway? Got any theories?”


  “About our grandchildren?” Oh, right, he didn’t know what she’d been thinking, did he? He caught what she meant after a second or two, though; maybe her raised eyebrow and thinned lips gave him a hint. “Oh, the case. Yeah, I have a theory. A loose theory, anyway.”


  She waited. He didn’t continue. “Okay, so? What is it?”


  He glanced around the restaurant, and leaned forward. “I’ll tell you, if you agree to be honest about what you think.”


  Like she was going to say no to an opportunity like that. “Okay.”


  Another glance around. A deeper lean. He lowered his voice almost to a whisper. “Spontaneous human combustion.”


  


  


  


  


  2.


  


  SHE LOOKED FOR THE JOKE on his face. There was none. “Are you serious?”


  “Honestly? I don’t know.” He raised his hands, a “hear me out” gesture. “Last week another woman died exactly like this. We didn’t have any evidence there, either, and the one lead I had really didn’t give me anything. But there was zero proof that the victim there was doing anything magical, I mean, she had a couple of store-bought spells at her place. One of them was even decent, but they were all old. And she didn’t have any enemies that I could dig up. So why would somebody want her dead? I couldn’t find any reason.”


  “That doesn’t mean her body caught fire just because, with no source.”


  “No, but it does mean my options were kind of limited. And I’m not sure this new incident changes that very much. Our check on the first vic was thorough as hell, and this waitress’s name was never mentioned. No connection other than working on the same street here. One might turn up, sure, but I’m not counting on it. I couldn’t even discover that my first victim ever even ate here.”


  This was getting more and more intriguing, much as she hated to admit it. Funny, she spent so much time bitching about complications in her cases, but it turned out she kind of missed that. At least, she missed the complex cases where her life or the lives of people she loved weren’t in danger. Those were pretty rare.


  “There has to be something,” she said. “Something they came in contact with, or someone they met.”


  He nodded. “Yeah, but if that was the case, wouldn’t there be more victims? If they just brushed against some sort of flammable spell ingredient, how were they the only people who did? And why a week apart? If they met and offended somebody who likes to burn people to a crisp, why are they the only ones?”


  “Boyfriend? Maybe they turned some guy down and he—”


  “Nope. The first victim was in her fifties. No way the same guy is chasing both of them.”


  “So what are you missing?” she asked, before she realized how it might sound. “I mean, not that you’ve missed some—”


  He waved his hand, letting her know he wasn’t offended. “Go on.”


  “Okay. What happened at the first scene? Maybe a witness left before you got there, or there was somebody you didn’t get to talk to?”


  “Nope. Only four people in the room, and one of them burned to a crisp. The third was my best chance at a suspect, but that person wasn’t here today, or anywhere near here, as far as I could tell. So no, nobody got skipped over.”


  “Maybe one of those people didn’t think to mention something they didn’t know was important.”


  “Possible,” he said, “but I’ve been back there twice since it happened. I’m pretty sure I know every detail of the victim’s life in the last few weeks, and none of those details lead to fire.”


  Might as well go for it. “How about you show me the file? We can look at it together.”


  Damn. He started shaking his head before she finished the second sentence. “I’d love to—I honestly would, you’re a good investigator—but you know I can’t share case information with people outside the case. The only way I could let you examine the file is if we get official permission for you to work cross-department.”


  Right. Official permission he’d have to ask his superior for—thus admitting he couldn’t handle it on his own, which he probably wouldn’t want to do—and, more importantly, official permission she’d have to ask Elder Griffin for. Damn it. Her chances of getting that were about as good as her chances of growing a third leg. Not that she wanted a third leg. Which was okay, because she sure as fuck didn’t want to ask Elder Griffin to loan her to the Squad, either.


  Push it, or not? She probably shouldn’t; she didn’t need the Elder Chief Inquisitor hearing that she was trying to get his brother to bend the rules. But she couldn’t help herself. “Oh, come on. You don’t have to let me take it home or anything, just let me have a look. Five minutes with it, and you can sit here with me the whole time. I bet we can find something.”


  “I don’t even have that file with me, the first victim. It’s back at Church, locked in my desk.”


  Damn. “But we can at least look over what you have on this case, right? The witness statements, the background you have so far? And we can talk about how they compare.”


  For a second she thought he was going to agree. Something in the shifty way he checked the locations of the other Squad members—they were all chatting in small groups or wandering around outside—and the hesitation in his eyes made her convinced he was going to agree. He definitely looked like he wanted to agree. Her heart gave a little jump of anticipation, almost like the little jump it gave when Terrible gave her a certain dark-eyed look or took his shirt off or, well, really anytime she saw him.


  Unlike those times, though, it seemed she wasn’t going to drift off in a daze of blissful satisfaction, because Will shook his head. “I can’t.”


  Bullshit. Why digging in and seeing what he had so far had suddenly become so vital she didn’t know, but it was and she was going to fucking do it. She fixed her most innocent expression on her face, batted her lashes a little, and said, “Oh, that’s too bad. What was it you wanted me to tell my friend Blue there? That you’re a sleazeball with a couple of illegitimate kids running around spreading ringworm? Or was it about your tiny dick, or—”


  “Okay, okay,” he said, practically jumping out of his chair and giving the rest of the room a panicked once-over. “Just—okay. But you can’t tell anyone. And you can’t tell Blue that.”


  “Of course.” She smiled. “I wouldn’t do a thing like that, Will. Where’s the file?”


  ☠


  SHE WAS STILL THINKING ABOUT it as she turned into the small private parking area behind Terrible’s building. Behind her building, actually, but she was still getting used to that. She’d only been officially living there for about two months; well, she’d been unofficially officially living there, since unmarried Church employees weren’t allowed to “romantically cohabitate,” as the Church put it.


  But the odds of Terrible and herself getting married one day were pretty damn slim, since he didn’t have a real name or birth certificate—or school records, or medical records, or anything else. How was the Church supposed to license a marriage when one of the parties technically didn’t exist? He had a few forms of ID in various names, and they maybe could have used one of those, but she gathered—she’d never asked—that those names had belonged to actual people who were no longer living, and nobody wanted the Church to run checks on them.


  So they were “romantically cohabitating,” and if they were caught Chess could be suspended. Probably for quite a long time, given that her department head didn’t seem inclined to advocate for her. She’d be looking at a forced six-month vacation, at least.


  Worth it. The risk was worth it, and the extra work to mitigate that risk—picking up mail at her old place, stopping by there once every week or two to dust and move things around, having a couple of Bump’s people go there daily to turn lights on and off and run water so her bills reflected utility usage—was also worth it. Especially when she got out of her car to see Terrible there.


  Half of him, anyway. The lower half—mmm, almost as nice as the upper half—protruded from beneath the front end of his black 1969 BT Chevelle, which was propped up with its fat black tires on orange steel ramps. It looked almost like the car was trying to leap over him, like it was trying to fly away. It reminded her of a lion’s head in profile, with its mouth open and its teeth bared, the cement beneath it as the lower jaw and the car itself the upper. The ramps could have been fangs, poised to sink into flesh; the military-green lantern hanging from the center of the open hood could have been a narrow, gleaming eye.


  Metal clanked against cement. The low rumble of plastic wheels followed it, and Terrible’s upper body and head appeared, resting on the wooden platform thing—well, how was she supposed to know what it was called?—he lay on when he worked under his car. A couple of smudges of grease marred his snug white t-shirt; his hands were black with it, and another faint streak decorated the left side of his neck just below his thick muttonchop sideburn. Sweat glistened on his skin and dampened his shirt enough to make the fabric slightly see-through. Or maybe that was the fact that it was old and thin anyway. She didn’t care. What mattered wasn’t why it was slightly see-through. What mattered was that it was slightly see-through, especially as he stood up. Mmm again.


  “Hey, Chess,” he said, interrupting her vaguely pornographic reverie to give her a brief kiss, leaning over without touching her so he didn’t accidentally smear grease on her. “You right? Figured on you bein home before.”


  “Yeah, sorry.” Ugh, she didn’t want to start thinking about the whole mess again. “Our waitress caught fire and burned to death, so the Squad came and—”


  “What?” While she was speaking he’d grabbed a tattered rag resting on the Chevelle’s front quarterpanel and started wiping his hands with it. Its dingy grayish color—the result of years of engine-related cleanup no washing machine could completely erase—suddenly reminded her of Ella’s charred remains, of the stain her ashes had left on the white tile floor and the flakes of them that had smeared the gloves of the Body Removal crew.


  It didn’t help that Terrible clenched the rag in his fist, a reflexive movement she’d become familiar with. His job as chief enforcer for the Lord of the streets west of Thirty-fifth meant his first instinct when faced with any sort of problem was to solve it with violence—especially when the problem involved her being scared or endangered. Normally she barely noticed. But at that moment she saw ash-carved fingers curled into claws by the fire’s raging heat; she saw pale dead skin covered with coal-black water drying into a gray film.


  With effort she dragged her gaze back to his face. It wasn’t a face that comforted most people, with its dark, deep-set eyes, its nose permanently crooked from too many breaks not properly reset, its scars and heavy brow and thick muttonchops. Most people ran from it, especially if they were confronted with the expression he now wore.


  Most people were idiots, though, and most people didn’t get to see him the way Chess did, unguarded and open. They didn’t see him smile or feel his lips on theirs—which was a good thing, really, because not only would it harm his ability to do his job but it would piss her right the fuck off—or have him look at them with more love than she’d ever thought possible, or with passion and desire so hot even the briefest memory of it could make her light-headed. They didn’t know him the way she did. They definitely didn’t love him the way she did.


  “Our waitress caught fire and burned to death,” she repeated.


  His brow furrowed. “You meaning like problems with them wires in the kitchen or aught like that? Or—”


  “No.” The summer breeze, barely cooler than the air itself, felt cold there beneath the roof covering the parking lot. Or maybe it just felt cold to her.


  It was relative, anyway; she was still sweaty. “Like she just caught fire, in the middle of the floor. No matches, no sparks, nothing to set it off, just…all of the sudden she was on fire. The Inquisitor in charge of the case says it’s the second time in a week that it’s happened.”


  “You thinkin it magic? Some witch wanted em dead?”


  “Well, I think it’s magic, probably. Will—he’s the Inquisitor in charge, nice guy—thinks it’s spontaneous combustion.”


  His eyebrows rose. “Aye? True thing? Thought that weren’t for real.”


  “It’s happened before,” she said. “Just not very often, and most of the alleged incidents were BT so we really don’t know much about them. We know at least one of them was real, though, the old government had some files on it that the Church found. Only—it’s really rare. Even if all the cases ever suspected were real, it’s still seriously fucking rare. So for there to be two occurrences in Triumph City alone, in eight days…”


  “Maybe ain’t so spontaneous, aye.”


  “And that’s only the ones we know about. There could have been more here in Downside, right? How many fires have there been?”


  He considered it for a minute, absent-mindedly reaching into the car to grab his cigarettes and, after a quick nod from her, lighting two. “Damn. Two I got knowledge of, our side. Weren’t our buildings, dig, an ain’t had any asking us on who were inside em, so we ain’t done any lookin on it.”


  She took a cigarette, and leaned against the car beside him, where she could smell the dusky, silvery scent of oil mixed with his sweat, his skin. Smells that made her feel safe. “Will—he was a year ahead of me in school, we had a couple of classes together—let me see the witness statements he took today, and the preliminary background info he got. The waitress lived in Cross Town with her boyfriend. Her co-workers didn’t know of any health problems or anything. One of the customers was looking right at her when it started, and he said she just stood still, got this weird look on her face, and burst into flame. She didn’t scream or anything. She didn’t even look like she was in pain, he said.”


  “Fuckin crazy, aye.” He considered that for a second and she waited, knowing he was turning it over in his mind, considering all the angles, all the possibilities, before he spoke. “It like that with the first dame, too? With witnesses an all, dig. They gave the same tale?”


  “I don’t know.” Damn it. “I didn’t get to see the file on the first case. I don’t even know the victim’s name—honestly, Will wasn’t even supposed to let me see the stuff he did show me. It’s not a Debunking case, it’s a Squad case.”


  “Ain’t so bad, aye?” The look in his eyes told her he saw her disappointment. “People burnin up an no warning, don’t seem so safe to be lookin into. An iffen some dude out there’s setting em afire by magic or whatany, don’t seem safe that way, neither.”


  She managed a small smile. “Maybe not, but it seems pretty interesting. And it’s not like Debunking is so safe. At least not for me.”


  His answering smile lifted her spirits. It always did. “Causen you the only one good enough for them hard cases.”


  Her face warmed. “It’s just frustrating. I was there, you know? I saw it happen. And now I have to just sit back and let Will—he asked Blue for her number, too, and she gave it to him—find out what happened, and maybe he’ll tell me when it’s all done. Maybe.”


  When she mentioned Blue giving Will her number, his eyebrows shot up, but he didn’t comment on it. He leaned over and kissed the side of her head. “Aye, well. Let’s ain’t start wishin for trouble. Betting some’ll be on soon anyroad.”


  Which was perfectly true. The problem was that she was hoping for some trouble that wasn’t aimed at her, and that was a lot harder to find.


  ☠


  WALKING THROUGH THE INTERIOR OF Chuck’s felt like taking a stroll through a rainforest in the middle of typhoon season. There were just too many bodies in there, hot sweaty bodies crowded four deep at the bar, crammed into booths built for half as many people, sitting on tables, lining the walls; so many that the feeble air conditioning couldn’t even begin to compensate. The place seemed ready to burst at the seams, to explode and spray beer, blood, and sweat everywhere. Ugh, summer really sucked. She already wanted to take another shower, and it had only been a couple of hours since her last one.


  Terrible muscled his way up to the bar to get them a couple of beers, and then led her through the horde of wacked-out drinkers to their usual booth. A wall of backs enclosed it; when Terrible started shifting them out of the way she saw it was because some generous soul had been chopping lines up and down the length of the table and letting anyone who wanted have a turn with the straw. She glanced at Terrible and saw the suspicion in her chest mirrored in his eyes. Damn it. They’d only been in the place five minutes and already they had to go outside and ask some questions. After the nightmare they’d had a couple of months before with ghost-tainted speed, they weren’t taking any chances.


  It wasn’t so bad, though, really, considering that after only a few minutes in the furnace-like atmosphere inside Chuck’s, the faint garbage-scented breeze outside felt amazing.


  She wasn’t the only person who thought so. Crowds formed around open Downside bars with the eager speed and predictability of rats gathering around a pile of kitchen waste, listening to the music without paying or meeting friends or looking to score—Bump’s men were fixtures there, and they were always holding. But this night the crowd was particularly large, and the streetlight shone off of a lot of sweat-slick heads that had obviously come from inside. Well, either that or they’d been jogging a few miles, and she figured she could put money on that not being the case.


  They’d made it to the corner of the building when Chess stumbled. Her vision blurred; the cracked pavement in front of her twisted and spun, and her stomach did the same. It wasn’t just dizziness or queasiness, either. It was dread, the sensation of everything good disappearing, leaving her weak and alone and scared. Her legs didn’t want to support her. It was like how she felt when she’d taken too much speed, or when she was hit by powerful black magic—holy shit.


  She shook Terrible’s hand off her arm and started glancing at the crowd, trying to figure out who it was. Lots of people milled around the street, lots of backs moving away from her and faces coming toward her. A small shifting ocean of people. “I’m fine. I just—shit, I think somebody here might be about to catch fire.”


  The kids with all the speed looked at her like she was insane. Terrible, of course, didn’t; his deep-set eyes showed only concern. “Like on the earlier?”


  “Yeah. Before it happened I felt sick. Just for a second, when she was near me. I just felt it again. I could be wrong, but something’s going on even if it isn’t that specifically.”


  As she spoke she kept searching, taking a few steps in each direction, scanning the faces in the crowd. Who was it? How had they managed to disappear so fast, why was everyone moving around so much? Damn it, if it wasn’t so hot out she might have a chance, but everybody was flushed and sweaty. Everyone looked like they might burst into flame at any second.


  “What I’m lookin for?” His grip loosened but didn’t disappear, and she was grateful. She felt fine—the sickness had passed as quickly as the person who caused it apparently had—but it could hit again at any second. And really, she just wanted him to touch her. She wanted to be reminded by the comforting solid warmth of his skin against hers that he was there, that he had her back.


  “I don’t know. Shit, we don’t have time—the waitress was really sweaty, her face was red—”


  Terrible snorted.


  “Yeah, I know. But maybe somebody who looks especially hot, especially uncomfortable? I guess if I get close to them I’ll feel sick. I mean, it could be some other kind of dark magic but I don’t think it is.” The sea of heads yielded nothing. She studied the outer fringes of the crowd, the shadows in the alleys; maybe someone was lurking there, waiting for their spell to activate? Ugh. If she planned to grab any person who looked suspicious or as though they were planning something nefarious, she was going to have to question everyone on the street. And in the bar. And in their homes nearby. And, really, herself and Terrible.


  She looked anyway, though. She had to do something. She had to find the victim, or potential victim, and help them—although how she was supposed to keep someone from turning into a living torch she had no idea.


  Terrible’s grip tightened. “Look there.”


  She followed his gaze; it wasn’t hard to do, since several female voices suddenly rose above the general din of talk and laughter and the Suicidal Tendencies song blasting through the open doors of Chuck’s. She couldn’t figure out exactly what the voices were saying, but it didn’t matter. She knew. Panic sizzled around them like lightning, and the whole crowd took an instinctive step back. Nobody wanted to be near whatever was making those voices sound like that.


  Except, of course, Chess. Or, she didn’t want to be near them, but she knew she ought to be. And Terrible needed to be, since it was his job to know what was going on and make sure nobody did anything stupid like alerting the media or the law or anything—the law wouldn’t show up, but why take the chance—or, especially, taking advantage of the chaos to try to steal from Bump’s men.


  “Get water,” she managed to gasp, before she ducked her way through the crowd, uncapping her water bottle—not that it would do any good—and arrived just in time to see a girl standing there with her hands on her chest and a look of shock and…shock and wonder on her face. She turned her eyes skyward and burst into flame just as Terrible grabbed Chess and yanked her away.


  The girl froze in place as she burned, exactly like Ella had. She didn’t scream. She didn’t seem aware that anything was happening, much less that heat intense enough to make Chess’s eyes water was radiating from her and her skin was popping and peeling behind the flames, her clothing…oh, shit, her clothing was melting into her.


  A couple of people tried to throw some water on the woman almost as soon as the fire rose, to no avail. A puff of steam rose from where the water hit, but the flames didn’t abate at all. Which was what Chess had expected, but it still made her feel worse. As did the moment when everyone realized at once that the water wouldn’t help, that nothing would help, and all movement stopped.


  A few isolated gasps or oddly muted sobs came from the horrified onlookers, but mostly there just was silence. Dead silence. That quiet, that moment where the whole crowd seemed to be holding its breath in awe, scared Chess more than the blaze before her or the sickness she’d felt. It almost scared her more than the idea that at that very moment some sick pyromaniac sorcerer could be planning his or her next exhibition. It was just so fucking eerie. Like a campfire for serial killers or something.


  Even as she thought it, Terrible’s hand landed on the back of her neck, under her hair; he gave it a gentle squeeze and pulled her to his side. Perhaps he knew what she was feeling, knew she needed the comfort of his body against hers. Maybe he needed it himself. Either way, it soothed her—as much as it was possible to be soothed, which wasn’t much. It felt wrong, ghoulish and cruel, to just stand and watch, but there was nothing else they could do.


  Just as they had earlier at the restaurant, the flames died all at once, leaving a charred black figure standing there in the shape of a woman; a statue carved from fire and death. And behind it, ringed around it like worshippers of the old religions, a gathering of staring people. Staring at the woman—of course they fucking were, she was a woman made of smoking ash—but staring at Chess, too. They weren’t stupid. They knew that what they’d just seen wasn’t an everyday sort of occurrence, and they obviously expected Bump’s Churchwitch to solve the problem.


  Fuck. What was she supposed to do? This was Will’s case, an Inquisitor case. This was the third instance of human combustion in a week, the second in a day. She ought to call Will and let him take over.


  But they were in Downside. Will might not even agree to come out there, and if he did he might not make it out alive, and if he did…well, if he did he’d have some real information about Chess, about her life. Not the basic stuff he already knew, but stuff like her boyfriend wasn’t the innocent construction worker she’d presented to everyone at Church. Maybe stuff like what Terrible actually did for a living and that she knew about it. Maybe stuff like she helped him do it, or rather, she helped his boss with any magical problems that happened across his path. And maybe even why. If anyone got wind of her helping Bump because he was her drug dealer…yeah, that was not going to go well for her.


  What was she supposed to do, though? Investigate this on her own? Or, of course she could fucking investigate it on her own, but what about the first victim who was already dead? That victim whose name she didn’t have and whose file she had no way of accessing? Unlike Debunkers, who had to hand whatever evidence they gathered to Goody Tremmell to be added to their case file, Inquisitors kept their files themselves until the cases were closed. There wouldn’t be a copy anywhere; Will had the only one, and she didn’t think he’d change his mind about showing it to her.


  Which meant flying blind, with no idea what the Squad had already ruled out or who they’d interviewed or what they’d found or anything. All she knew was that he’d had a single lead that didn’t pan out, and that the victim was female and had died eight days ago. Even if she could look up all the women who’d died that day and research their causes of death—which she couldn’t, since she didn’t have access to those databases—there was no guarantee it would work. It was possible that the information hadn’t been entered yet, or hadn’t been entered correctly, or even that Will had given her misinformation.


  Funny how she was standing there thinking about it like she had a choice. Even if she didn’t know damn well that the part of her desperate for something to occupy her mind was practically jumping up and down with the desire to see this stop and make sure nobody else ended up as a charred relic… Even without all of that, the looks on the faces of that crowd, the knowledge that they all expected her to fix it, the knowledge that if she just shrugged and walked away it would put not only their fear of her and their belief in her abilities in jeopardy but it would by extension make them doubt Terrible and Bump, meant she might as well just resign herself to some blind-flying, because it was happening.


  It was her own damn fault, she thought as Terrible and Bump’s men rounded up witnesses and moved everyone away from the corpse. She was the dumbass who’d wished for something to do. Terrible had, as usual, been right. She’d wonder why only the bad wishes ever came true, but hell, that was life, wasn’t it?


  ☠


  THE GIRL’S NAME WAS—HAD been—Harmony Clare, and she lived only a few blocks from Chess at Fiftieth and Cross. A few blocks from Chess’s old apartment, anyway.


  “We was getting us outta here,” her girlfriend Rosa said, in between sniffles. “She just started working she up in Cross Town, she done, got sheself a office job an all, typin an such. Even could speak her properlike, you diggin me? Were goin to get us a place there, getting outta here. An now—” A sob broke her sentence; it was a minute or so before she picked up the pieces. “Now she gone. What I’m s’posed to do with she gone?”


  Her naked emotions made Chess cringe a little with vicarious embarrassment. Not that she didn’t understand; she did. More than she wanted to, she did. And she was getting better at being comfortable with that, with not feeling like showing emotions in public was akin to stripping naked and inviting everyone to have a good long look, or like showing them in front of anyone at all gave them ammunition to use against her.


  But Rosa’s feelings slithered through the hot, sticky air between them to beat against Chess’s body, to beat against the too-thin walls of the fading high she desperately needed to top up. It stung like raw onions rubbed on abraded skin.


  “When did she start her new job?” she asked. “And where was it—what was the name of the place?”


  Rosa wiped her nose with a flowered handkerchief that looked like something a clown would reject as too garish. It clashed horribly with her polka-dot button-down shirt. “Johnstone Accounting what the place be called, her answering them phones an such, do typing. Started three weeks past now, she done. Real good at all like that she is—she were—real good at it…”


  Her face disappeared behind the handkerchief while Chess scribbled the information in her notebook. Johnstone Accounting. Death magic or dark magic of any kind didn’t seem like it’d be much of a hobby for accountants, but that was no reason to rule it out. Anyone was capable of doing anything; everyone was a worthy suspect. “And did she like it there? They were nice to her, she didn’t have any problems with anyone?”


  “Liking it right, she were, said all them nice to she. Maybe one dame weren’t so good, some dame name of Victoria. Harm saying me how she were cold, you diggin me, weren’t so much for friendly-like. But none else, what her say. Likin it right, bein inna building like it with all them other ones around, people in an out an suchlike all the day.”


  Chess scribbled Victoria’s name down, too. When she looked up she noticed a few people creeping closer to where she and Rosa stood. Nosy bastards. She picked at Rosa’s sleeve—even that sent a shock of agony and grief up her arm—and took a few steps back, hoping Rosa would follow.


  Luckily she did, because if she hadn’t Chess might have had to grab her arm, and that would have been like sticking her hand into an oven that cooked with pain instead of heat. “Did she have any problems with anyone else, that you know of?”


  Rosa shook her head, and kept shaking it as Chess continued, “No enemies? Was she involved in any groups or organizations, hobbies? Did she take any classes or…? Okay. Who were her friends—your friends? Who were her exes?”


  At least those last two yielded something, although the pitifully short list of names didn’t look promising. Ha, as if Chess could say anything about a list of friends being pitifully short, with her one friend in the whole world. Not counting Terrible, of course, but he wasn’t her friend. He was her life.


  Chess glanced at the statue made of ash—the ashtue?—and back at Rose. “What can you tell me about tonight? What was Harmony wearing, how long have you been here, were you meeting someone else?”


  The handkerchief danced over Rosa’s face again. “Come here roundabout an hour past, guessing. I ain’t looked at a clock. Weren’t havin a meet-up with nobody, nay, an her were wearin—her were wearin she a dress, blue dress, what her just buy on the yesterday. Buy so’s to match up a necklace she gotten for luck, blue stones on it, you diggin me? Were a sundress, iffen you got what one being, little straps an short, swingy skirt. Weren’t like whatall her usually wearing, only she say she were havin her a celebrate. Look so pretty, her done, like a flower. Just like, like a flower.”


  Ugh. Chess was starting to feel like a sadistic voyeur, like the fact that she was trying to help didn’t excuse the questions she was asking. Too bad she really did need to ask them. “How was Harmony feeling? Did she seem sick, or especially hot or uncomfortable? Did she talk to anyone odd or—” What was she saying, this was Downside, if Harmony had spoken to anyone at all that person was probably fucking odd. She tried again. “Did she talk to anyone who seemed to you like they didn’t belong here, or anyone you’ve never seen before?”


  “Were all right up, only just afore she—just afore she—afore she burning, she say were feelin mighty heated-up. Ain’t seemed sick or any. Were all energyful, iffen you dig my meaning, like joyful happy, only saying her feeling heated-up. Us gave hiyas to some we knowing, nobody us ain’t knowing. Weren’t none did this to she, were just—were just her alla sudden on fire, alla sudden burning up on me, an I ain’t could stop it…”


  She started sobbing again, and this time Chess didn’t interrupt. What was she supposed to say, anyway? “Yeah, that sucks?” No. There was nothing to say, and she couldn’t stand there with Rosa’s pain like talons digging into her soul.


  So she took Rosa’s number, told her again that she was sorry for her loss, and headed to where Terrible stood talking to a few witnesses. He peeled away from them to meet her halfway.


  “Got any knowledge offen her?” His hand found the small of her back, and guided her to the side.


  “Some. You?”


  He shrugged. “Dame were here an hour afore the fire. Nobody seen shit, dig, none talkin to she or seein any sneak up on her or aught like that. Them who were looking at her say she seeming all right up, happy an shit, then she just stop and start burning up.”


  Speaking of burning up…shit, she’d dropped her beer a while ago, hadn’t she? Without even noticing. Terrible had one, sweating as it dangled from his hand. She grabbed it and took a swig. Much better. “That’s pretty much what Rosa said. Harmony had just started a new job, though, and I got the name of the place and of their friends. Maybe we can find something there.”


  “You ain’t sounding hopeful.”


  “I’m not.” She took another drink. If only she was washing down a few Cepts with it instead of just enjoying a cold beer on a way-too-hot-for-comfort night. In a minute she’d duck into a shadow to take a few; she’d learned the hard way that it was best not to do it where anyone could be watching her, especially anyone with a camera. “We don’t even have any idea what started that fire, much less why.”


  “It don’t feel like magic?”


  That was the million-dollar question, wasn’t it. “It—I guess so. I mean, I felt something. I felt sick, just like I did earlier.”


  He took the bottle from her hand and drank from it himself before handing it back. “With you waitress there? Both times she came near you, aye?”


  “With—what?” As soon as the words left her mouth, though, she knew what he meant. “No. No, it wasn’t both times, you’re right. When she took my drink order I didn’t feel it. I felt it when she came back with the drinks, and that’s when she looked really hot, too. She was fine before.”


  “So whatany happening, happening fuckin fast. Be why Harmony ain’t seemed to have trouble long afore she burning. Thinkin maybe be a spell needing some shit to get started up? Maybe got a timer on it, if you dig, some delay?”


  “Like a bomb?” It felt weird to smile, but she let it happen anyway. Not because what he said was funny; it wasn’t. But because she was looking at him, at his rough, craggy features washed with bluish light from Chuck’s, at the black bowling shirt with wide red stripes on either side of the buttons. She smiled, too, because it was so familiar: Discussing a case with Terrible, hearing what he had to say, feeling his gaze on her as he waited for her reactions to his thoughts. His always-valuable thoughts. She would never stop being amazed at how lucky she was.


  It really wasn’t the time, though, so she killed the smile once she saw that he’d seen it, that he understood it. “I don’t know. It’s possible, but that’s really complicated magic. Really difficult, and it requires a lot of power, not just for the death but to set it as a trap. This doesn’t feel powerful enough. It doesn’t feel like a death charged it.”


  That was it, wasn’t it? Death magic felt like, well, death. Destruction, hatred concentrated and turned into power. And a sacrifice; building a death curse required a murder. What she’d felt had been sick and dark, but it hadn’t been powerful enough to be death magic.


  Maybe someone had tried to build a death curse but hadn’t known about the necessity of a sacrifice, or hadn’t had the guts to do it? Kind of silly, the idea that it was okay to murder someone by magic but not with a knife or axe or slowly by starvation or whatever the specific spell required or the specific practitioner preferred. But someone not as skilled, someone who’d done some real studying but not enough, might not know that.


  “So what you thinkin?” He scanned the crowd in that alert, suspicious way of his, always watching everyone. “Guessing ain’t a witch done it, aye? Be just—”


  Headlights bathed his face, lit up the graffiti-marked walls around them and the thinning herd of people gathered around the corpse. Bump’s men in their van, there to collect what was left of Harmony and take her—rather unnecessarily, really—to the Crematorium to join all of the other bodies waiting to be destroyed. At least, the ovens in the Crematorium would be unnecessary; the official stuff wasn’t. Harmony’s death could still be legally recorded. Cause of death wouldn’t even have to be fudged very much, aside from saying the fire was an accident rather than intentional.


  Which just might be the Truth.


  


  


  


  


  3.


  


  THE FIRST THING SHE DID after she disentangled herself from a still-sleeping Terrible’s arms the next morning and took her pills was text Blue. A very long shot, yes, but the only shot she had.


  Her phone buzzed a couple of minutes later, as she was closing the bathroom door behind her. One big disadvantage to the fact that she now lived with someone else in what was essentially one cavernous room: if she didn’t want to disturb him, she had to sit in the one place with a door.


  It didn’t help much, considering the amount of echo-y tile in there, but if she kept her voice down he could usually sleep through it. “Hey.”


  “You’re up early,” Blue said, sounding chipper as always. How Chess ended up friends with a morning person she’d never figure out. “What’s going on?”


  “I couldn’t sleep.” She pressed her back against the wall and slid down to a sit, grateful for the cold tile. “Thinking about the waitress, you know.”


  “What about her?”


  “Well…” Shit, she should have thought this out a little more. But then she hadn’t thought Blue would call her quite so quickly, either. “Actually, I was wondering if that Inquisitor called you.”


  “Will? Yes, he did. Why?”


  “Did you guys talk for a while? Do you like him, I mean?”


  “I don’t know.” Blue sighed. “He seems okay. But can you imagine me dating somebody from the Church? An Inquisitor? Lex would have a fucking heart attack.”


  Again the faint pang in her chest. Nowhere near as serious as it had been—there wasn’t some kind of bizarre energy-and-joy-sucking-fire-spell at work this time—but there all the same. “He was perfectly happy to be involved with somebody from the Church himself.”


  “You’re not an Inquisitor. And you’re not exactly a straight arrow, Chess, sorry to tell you.”


  “And aren’t you and Lex both glad of that,” she replied, ignoring the sting she knew Blue didn’t intend for her to feel. “Besides, what the fuck do you care what he thinks of who you date?”


  “I’m… I’m trying to listen to him more about that stuff.” Then, before Chess could get her mouth open, “Not because I want to obey him or something. But he’s right a lot of the time. He was right about Theo.”


  Like seeing that Theo was a piece of shit took a genius or something. Whatever. “Okay, fine. But Theo was a dick to you. I doubt Will would be.”


  Suspicion crept into Blue’s tone. “Why do you want me to go out with him?”


  Chess sighed. Sighed, and scooted across the floor to the cabinet below the sink. A few weeks before, she’d stashed a little bag of pills in there, in the box where she kept old nail polishes and eyeshadows and shit that she didn’t really wear anymore but didn’t want to throw out. It wasn’t that she was hiding them from Terrible or anything, it was just…sometimes she wanted to take an extra one or two, and she didn’t necessarily want or need him to know she was doing it. He paid attention, she knew, and as much as she loved him—and as much as she appreciated that he never said a word, never judged—sometimes that felt too much like being monitored. Like needing permission.


  Besides, she didn’t want him to worry, either. And fucking whatever, she didn’t need to explain it to anyone or justify it to anyone. Her pills were her business.


  And just then it was her business to take another one. “Okay. We had a fire here last night. Just like the waitress, another girl, right there on the street. And I want to know who the first victim was and about Will’s investigation, but he won’t give me any information since I’m—”


  “Uh-huh.” The suspicion had turned into amusement. “So you want me to whore myself out for information for you.”


  “Kind of, yeah. But I really do think you guys would get along. He’s okay, I mean, he was when we were in school and that doesn’t seem like it’s changed.” She paused. “I’d do it for you.”


  “Yes, but you’re a whore anyway.”


  “Like you’re not.”


  Blue laughed. “But you’re asking me to be a cheap whore. I’m not sure I should just—”


  “Oh, cut it out.” Chess moved to the edge of the tub and lit a cigarette. “I’m not asking you to sleep with him, just talk to him. See if you can find something out, or if you can get him to share more information with me. And we both know you’re going to do it, because people are dying and you want it to stop as much as I do. So just call him, okay, and quit being a pain in the ass about it.”


  Blue gave a big, sarcastic sigh. “Fine, fine. I’ll call him. But you owe me.”


  “Owe you what? You act like it’s a fate worse than death, to have some nice harmless preppie—rich preppie, by the way—buy you dinner.”


  “And you’re not the one who’ll have to deal with Lex when he finds out. I can’t just quit talking to him like you can, you know. I—” Blue’s voice took on a hint of smugness that rang an alarm in Chess’s head. “Fine. I’ll call Will, and I’ll act like I can’t wait to see him, and I’ll tell him he should share everything he’s learned with you because you’re the smartest chick in the world.”


  “Awesome,” Chess said. Maybe if she got off the phone fast, she wouldn’t have to find out what Blue was planning that made her sound so sly. “Thank you—”


  “If,” Blue continued, “you agree to quit avoiding my brother.”


  Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck, and damn it for good measure. Yeah, she’d figured at some point she’d talk to Lex again, probably. He was Blue’s brother. She still—she still cared about him, even though she was pissed at him and their once-simple relationship had become fraught with complications and sensitive topics and things that went unsaid.


  “You don’t have to have long conversations with him,” Blue said. “But at least you could come to my house again, instead of acting like it’s a torture chamber or something. Say hello to him. Quit making faces when I mention him. He is my brother, and we live in the same house, and it’s hard not to say his name ever.”


  She could probably refuse. Blue would probably call Will anyway.


  But obviously this was important to her; the slight wheedle in her voice made that clear. And Chess was trying to be good at this friend thing. She’d never had a female friend before Blue, at least not since the couple of girls she sort of hung around with at the Corey Home. And they hadn’t been friends, just girls who shared her interests in mood-altering chemicals, guys, and weapons. She hadn’t really trusted them, not really.


  Blue she trusted. Blue had risked her life more than once for her. That meant something.


  What it didn’t mean, though, was that she was happy about it. Shit, maybe instead of thinking it was pitiful that she only had one friend she should consider going back to having none. Life had been a lot less complicated, that was for sure.


  But it had also been less fun, and a lot more lonely. Having a friend was kind of like an addiction all on its own: there was a point where it became a part of everyday life, and then another point right after that where it became a big part, one that would leave a hole so big nothing could fill it. A point where the thought of losing it filled her with terror, especially when it felt like she was losing so many other things. Elder Griffin, her job and relationship with the Church in general…and yeah, even Lex himself, she had to admit. Terrible was all she truly needed, but it—it made her proud to have something else, someone else, too. It made her feel like maybe she wasn’t such a failure as a person after all.


  But fuck, why couldn’t Blue be related to someone else, or have asked for anything else?


  She let the silence drag long enough to convey her unhappiness before she said, “You really are a bitch, you know that?”


  Blue’s triumph came through the line loud and clear. “I’ll call you later and let you know what happens with Will.”


  “Fine.”


  They hung up. Chess glanced at the time; quarter to ten. She was late if she was planning to play look-what-a-good-girl-I-am at Church; not by much, but enough. It was Thursday, so there probably wouldn’t be any new cases to hand out and the main hall would be full of people waiting for their Liaiser appointments. Another thing that sucked so hard about summer: with the kids off school everyone decided it was a good time to bring them in to visit with Great-Uncle Ezra’s channeled spirit.


  Liaising made a lot of money for the Church, and money for the Church was a Good Thing, since it paid her fairly meager salary and the much-less-meager bonuses that actually made her job worthwhile. Hell, her job was pretty fucking lucrative, actually; good money for those without a drug habit, which was everybody but her. Her fellow Debunkers wore expensive jewelry and clothes and got their hair done in salons instead of paying five bucks for bang-trims in a dingy nail place off an alley.


  Not that she was complaining. She wasn’t. It just would have been nice if she could get one of those much-less-meager bonuses instead of the penny-ante shit she’d been handed for the last few months, because her savings were about to fall below the five-digit range again. Still a lot of money, yes, but not when she remembered that back in March it had been a lot closer to six digits, and that even after the new car and couch it had been comfortably in the middle of five.


  Bleh. She didn’t want to think about it, and she didn’t want to brave the crowds to sit in the Church library and do nothing, either. What she did want to do was head out to Whatever-the-fuck-it-was-again Accounting and see if she could dig up something worthwhile on Harmony or her co-workers, or discover where she’d managed to get hold of a spell capable of turning her into a human torch.


  The fact that she was eager to get started on a case that wasn’t hers, that had only the most peripheral connection to her actual job, was so sad she considered—as she did at least once a week these days—heading to Church anyway, storming into Elder Griffin’s office, and demanding he talk to her. Demanding he forgive her. She pictured it as she turned on the shower…and that’s where it died, as it also did at least once a week.


  Elder Griffin would not be impressed by her pushing him. And yeah, he was kind and good-natured and gentle, but he hadn’t gotten to where he was without having serious fucking steel at his core. She’d heard stories of some of the things he’d done in his youth and during Haunted Week, and they weren’t stories about hiding in closets while other people did the heavy lifting. They weren’t stories about a guy she wanted to piss off. At least not more than she already had.


  One day soon, though… One day soon she was going to do it anyway. She’d have to, because something had to happen. Something had to give. Punishing her by removing his friendship, his—his whatever it was, his affection for her? That was fair. It hurt like fuck, but it was fair. She deserved it. Actually, she deserved a lot worse.


  What she did not deserve was being assigned the useless garbage at the bottom of the case queue. Hell, the most interesting thing that had happened to her work-wise in the last couple of months was discovering that the real haunting she wouldn’t earn a bonus for was the ghost of a murder victim, and catching the murderer. Nice for her sense of justice and her pride, but shit for her bank account.


  Bleh again. More things she didn’t want to think about, and thankfully it was getting easier not to as the warm shower and the even more delightful warmth of her pills really started to smooth the rough, hideous edges she seemed to wake up with every morning. Aside from the obvious Truth that the just-before-bed pills had pretty much worn off by the time she woke up, the contrast between sleep’s peaceful oblivion and the reality of being dropped back into her body with her memories and the misery that was a constant companion felt like being forced to stare into a mirror that reflected all the shit inside her head. Like the shock of waking up reminded her who she really was, of the ache even Terrible couldn’t fully chase away no matter how much she wished he could and no matter how much she knew he wanted to.


  So mornings pretty much blew; the prospect of long formless hours ahead of her and having to figure out what she would do with them blew. Especially with Terrible as busy as he was these days and the knowledge—there it was again—that she couldn’t spend the whole day at the pipe room or something because he’d hear about it. He wouldn’t be angry or anything, it was just that he would know. It might make him worry, and she didn’t want that.


  When she left the bathroom half an hour or so later clad only in her underwear, she found him awake and in the kitchen. Clearly he hadn’t been up long; the scent of the toast he was eating filled the apartment as he stood at the counter, staring out the window so his naked back was to her. Now there was something else that cheered her up, even if they couldn’t do much about it just then. Sometimes being a witch sucked. The six days a month that they couldn’t have sex because to put him in intimate contact with her blood would magically bind them were definitely times when it sucked.


  She could still touch him, though. His skin was warm against her cheek as she wrapped her arms around him from behind, sliding her palms over the thick hair on his chest. Her head fit right between the bottoms of his shoulder blades. “Hey. Did I wake you?”


  His left hand snaked around to caress her hip. “Naw, had to get up anyroad. You? You figuring on checkin that numberhouse, aye, where that dame Harmony were workin?”


  “That’s my plan.” She kissed his spine.


  “Want me going with you?”


  “Aren’t you busy?” Her hands wandered down over the hard muscles of his abdomen. She really shouldn’t be doing it, not then, but he…he just felt so good. Touching him reminded her that she was alive, that she belonged to someone. She’d never had anybody in her life she could just touch like that before, reach out whenever she wanted and press her skin against theirs and they were happy to have her do it.


  Maybe “happy” wasn’t quite the right word. His right arm came around to lock against her back, pressing her tighter to him; his left hand covered hers and slid it farther down over the waistband of his boxers to his rapidly-hardening cock. “Aye, only iffen you got any you want me doing, just—”


  “No.” She gave a little sigh of regret and started to pull away. “Still can’t.”


  His arm tightened, refusing to let her move. “Aw, c’mon. Why we ain’t just go on back into bed, see what happen.”


  “Nope. Sorry.” This time she pushed a little harder; he let her go. “You can wait a couple more days.”


  “Damn.” He turned to face her, so she could see the amusement in his eyes. “I were gonna give all my other dames the ring-up an cancel em for today.”


  “Well, it’s a good thing you didn’t, then.”


  “Aye, guessing so.” He kissed her on the top of the head and headed for the fridge to pull out a bottle of water. “Still take you over there, iffen you’re wanting. Thinkin you get any knowledge?”


  “I don’t know. I just—if I could get a look at the Squad file on the first one, it’d be a lot easier. If I could check out all three victims…” She shrugged.


  “Ain’t can figure out whatany they all got in common, aye? Where the connection’s at.”


  “Right. And there has to be one. It’s—I mean, I guess some asshole could have picked random names out of the phone book or whatever, but then he’d have to track them down and gather hair or personal items—you know the kind of shit that goes into death curses—and then find them again to plant the curse on them. And then, what, follow them around and wait for the spells to go off? I didn’t notice anybody from the restaurant outside Chuck’s last night. And those people, somebody would have noticed.”


  “Them who do shit like that, doin it so’s they can watch,” he said, nodding. “Wanting getting off on it. Lookin to me like the only one at both places be you, Chessiebomb.”


  The words reverberated in the way of all Truths she didn’t want to see. “Fuck.”


  “What? Be a problem?”


  “No, I just—you’re right. The connection is me. And like we said last night, it doesn’t feel powerful enough to kill on its own. The magic, I mean. Remember?”


  When he nodded, she continued, “So what if I gave it the power? If it fed off me…my magic is more powerful right now, and it’s less controllable. I wonder if—damn it, I really want to see that first file.”


  “Blue getting it for you?” His expression and tone were neutral, impassive, but her face still warmed.


  He obviously saw that, too. He gave her one of those half-shrugs of his. “Who else you chatter with so early? An you gave me that Churchcop dude wanting she digits. Woulda been my thought, too, aye, calling her.”


  “Except you don’t trust her.”


  “Ain’t sayin that.” Then, at her raised eyebrow, “Aye, right. I ain’t trust her. Not for owing shit to, leastaways. Know she yon friend, aye, an know she ain’t get into he business, only…”


  The “he” was said with a slight derisive tone, a tiny lip-curl she bet he didn’t realize he was doing. Not that he would give a shit if he was aware of it. “Ain’t sayin—guessing she aright, Blue. True thing. Only havin owes to her…just ain’t likin that one, dig? Ain’t good. She doing shit for you, what she gonna ask for payback?”


  Fuck. Why did he always manage to find the weak spot, to ask the one question she didn’t want him to ask? Why was he always fucking right?


  If only he was as dumb as other people thought he was—as dumb as he himself thought he was. But then, if he was that dumb she probably wouldn’t love him so much. Maybe he wouldn’t love her so much, either.


  He definitely wouldn’t understand her the way he did, or know her as well as he did, because his eyes narrowed ever so slightly. That was all it took: a second of hesitation on her part, or maybe she’d shifted her gaze to the floor for an eyeblink of time, or her face colored a tiny bit more. She didn’t know what it was. All she knew was that he’d pegged her. And yes, she’d planned to tell him anyway—of course she was going to tell him anyway, before she did anything, because that was the right thing to do and she was determined to do the right thing when it came to him—but it sucked to tell him because he knew something was up instead of being able to pick her own moment, her own way to do it.


  He set the water bottle down and braced his hands on the black countertop behind him, hunching his shoulders forward. The tattoos on his shoulders and biceps shifted as his muscles moved beneath his skin; something she ordinarily loved watching but couldn’t find any comfort in at that moment. “Right, then,” he said. “What’s she wanting?”


  “She wants me to talk to Lex again. Not, like, to be his best friend or anything, but just to stop avoiding him. So she doesn’t feel stuck in the middle anymore.”


  Silence. A long uncomfortable silence, during which she tried to read his expression but couldn’t quite manage it. He had the often-irritating ability to make his features a complete blank mask; usually she could still figure out what he was thinking, or he would give her a look or brush his fingertips against hers or something so she knew what was going on in his head, but not this time.


  Then he laughed. A bitter, disbelieving laugh, while he shook his head. “Fuck. Every time that fucker’s name come out, we ain’t got fuckin clothes on, aye? Like he plan it up.”


  “I haven’t forgiven him,” she said. “I won’t forgive him. Ever. And if you don’t want me to talk to him, I won’t. I haven’t, I mean, I haven’t talked to him since right after the whole Kyle Blake thing. You know that.”


  “Aye.” His left hand rubbed the back of his neck for a second before dropping. The gesture stabbed her heart. That was what he did when he felt vulnerable, or when he was upset about something.


  She crossed the floor to press her forehead into his chest, resting her palms on the warm, smooth skin of his waist. “I made my choice.”


  “Aye,” he said again. Silence for a moment, while she felt the comforting rhythm of his heartbeat strong in his chest, and then the even-more-comforting weight of his hands on her back. “An you get my thinkin on it. Just—fuck, Chess, ain’t wanting shit with he again, aye? Every time he fuckin name come up, means problems coming too. Just sick of wonderin what problems gonna be this time.”


  “I told Blue I’d say hello to him. I didn’t say I’d be his friend. There won’t be problems this time because we won’t let there be.” She turned her face up to look at him, to look him in the eyes. “I mean it. He is not going to be part of my life again.”


  She did mean it, too. She just hoped it was up to her.


  


  


  


  


  4.


  


  SHE WAS STILL HOPING—STILL worrying, really—when she parked her car outside Johnstone Accounting, which turned out to be in a stubby two-story office building four blocks away from the restaurant where she’d met Blue the day before. Okay, that had to mean something, right? No way could that just be a coincidence. It might be even less of a coincidence if she knew where the first victim had come from, or worked. Or rather, when she found out, because that shit was going to happen.


  A bell rang when she opened the door of the building and stepped into the foyer. Kind of weird, that, because there was no main receptionist or anything, just a row of mailboxes and one of those directories with the little white plastic letters. This one, encased in a glass cabinet with a lock, informed her that Johnstone Accounting was in 204, next to a therapist and a place called “Exotique Visions” that Chess hoped was something to do with porn because otherwise it was a horrible name for a business.


  Aside from the chilly air conditioning and that odd smell office buildings had, like a combination of dust, paper, and generic cleansers, nothing about the place seemed unique or unusual in any way. Her tattoos didn’t make the slightest peep, so to speak; not a twinge, not an itch, not a tickle, and the only feeling she got from the atmosphere around her was the general boredom of office work.


  That nothing-special ambiance didn’t change when she reached the second floor and entered 204. Shit. She was going to have to tell them about Harmony, wasn’t she, because it didn’t look like Rosa had called them. Not that she could blame her for that, it just sucked. Death notification wasn’t part of Chess’s job, as a rule, and to say that breaking bad news and dealing with people’s emotions was not one of her strengths…that was an understatement.


  She didn’t do too badly, though, and luckily—awful to feel lucky about it, but still—Harmony hadn’t been there long enough to become a well-loved part of the Johnstone Accounting family or whatever bullshit offices like that liked to say. The frowsy redhaired woman behind the desk covered in cat pictures got upset, and Irvin Johnstone sat down rather suddenly, but no one burst into hysterical tears or anything.


  Chess gave them all a few minutes to absorb the news and then said, “Can you think of anyone else in the building who knew Harmony? I want to notify as many people as possible, while I’m here. Anyone she spent a lot of time with? Maybe somewhere she went for lunch regularly?”


  No one could. Damn. “Can I see her desk?”


  One of the women led her to it. Victoria, in fact, the woman Rosa had said didn’t get along very well with Harmony. Chess opened the top drawer of the desk and pretended to examine the collection of pens, paperclips, and rubberbands there as she spoke, like she was just making idle conversation. “Did you know Harmony well?”


  “Not really.” Victoria was smug and overly made-up, and Chess bet she hadn’t paid for those stupendous breast implants herself. She looked like she belonged at Exotique Visions rather than an accounting firm.


  More than that, though, the calculating way she sized Chess up set Chess’s teeth on edge, or it would have if she’d met Victoria socially somewhere. As it was, Victoria’s inherent bitchy sense of competition was useful. Chess hadn’t thought it would be so easy.


  “Harmony doesn’t seem like someone who had a lot of friends,” she said casually. “I mean, from what I’ve picked up so far this morning. Kind of a sad sack, really.”


  Saying it made her feel like an asshole, but Victoria snatched up the cue like it was an engagement ring from a terminally ill millionaire. “She was. Really mousy, you know, really eager to please. Always worried about what people thought of her, trying to make them like her. I had to talk to her a couple of times about her ridiculous crusades around here.”


  On the desk was a picture of Harmony and Rosa, snuggling on a couch and smiling at the camera. Chess looked away from it; she couldn’t talk while those happy faces watched. “Crusades?”


  “You know. She was always trying to take leftover food from the fridge to give to street people, or something. Once she even invited some dirty person into the building to sell crappy handmade jewelry.” Victoria flicked her long, highlighted hair off her shoulder in a perfect shiny curtain. The gesture showed off the large diamond studs in her ears, studs Chess was willing to bet were real. “Why didn’t she just gather up all of our valuables and hand them to him, while she was at it? Invite all his friends in to rob the place?”


  Handmade jewelry. Hadn’t Rosa said something about Harmony wearing new jewelry the night before? A lucky necklace or something, and she’d bought a dress to go with it? Magical jewelry in the wrong hands, or made by the wrong hands, could sometimes cause problems. She’d never heard of it causing people to combust, but it still might be worth looking into. “Was—did anyone buy anything?”


  “Harmony did. Nobody else. I told the guy he’d have to leave before he got five feet through the door. The last thing I want to do is call the exterminators because somebody brought lice into the place.”


  In that, Chess could heartily concur. Lice, ugh. She could heartily concur with the folly of inviting strangers into her workplace or home, too; in Downside a stranger was just a killer you hadn’t met yet. But for some reason she doubted Victoria’s assessment of this particular street vender, and hell, she just didn’t fucking like Victoria much, so she was going to think the woman was a snobbish asshole anyway. “Do you know—had you seen this person before? Is he around a lot?”


  “Why?”


  Damn. She couldn’t really answer that one honestly, especially since her newly-formed semi-theory about jewelry was so tenuous as to be absurd. And if it turned out to be as ridiculous as it probably was, she didn’t want everyone thinking some poor innocent jewelry seller was killing people. “It’s illegal to do that sort of thing. I thought I’d keep an eye out, since I’m here anyway.”


  The idea of the man being carted off to prison obviously appealed to Victoria; her face didn’t change, but cold satisfaction flashed in her eyes. Oh, she was a delight, that one. “Well. I see him pretty often. He walks up and down the street here, bothering people. There are some restaurants, you know, and hair salons and stuff, so there’s a lot of people he can try to sell his junk to.”


  “Great. I’ll look for him. Thanks so much.” Chess gave her what she hoped was a “This business of being horrible, don’t we love it,” kind of smile, and left.


  ☠


  UNFORTUNATELY, SHE HADN’T THOUGHT OF a good way to ask the accountants if any of them had heard of other deaths in the area, especially fire-related deaths. And none of them had volunteered said information, either, so she still didn’t know who that first victim had been.


  Maybe that was important, maybe not. Maybe the first victim was the key to the whole thing; hell, maybe Will was busting somebody right that second.


  Until she knew that for sure, though, she was going to assume that wasn’t the case. And while she didn’t know who the first victim had been, she did know who the second victim was. She could be more direct with her questions there, too, because the restaurant employees already knew how Ella died. Maybe they would also know if Ella had bought any jewelry off anyone recently, or any other sort of item or trinket or something. Maybe they could give her a better idea of who Ella was, so if she was wrong about the jewelry thing she’d have something else to go on, some way to connect her to Harmony.


  She hesitated in the office building parking lot. Should she walk, instead of taking her car? Yes, it was hot as fuck outside, but it was only a couple of blocks. And walking would give her a chance to peer through the windows she passed, get a better look at what was going on inside. She was familiar with a couple of the convenience stores—she was vaguely familiar with the whole area, since it was so close to Church—but she didn’t know any of them well enough to know who—of course.


  Shit, of course. If any of these places had lost an employee recently, they’d be looking for somebody to take her place. Which meant they might have a HELP WANTED notice in their window. If she saw one she could go in and act official, and see if they gave her anything. And it would be further confirmation of her theory; maybe not about the jewelry vender, but at least that there was some specific thing that happened on this street that had caused the deaths.


  She hit pay dirt on the next block. A travel agency had one of those red-and-white signs tucked into the corner of their display, right between a generic-looking beach poster and a faded list of their current specials. Was four nights in the Bahamas for six hundred bucks a good deal? She didn’t know. Vacations weren’t something she spent a lot of time contemplating; the idea of jetting off to someplace where she might not be able to score if she needed to didn’t really appeal. Sure, she could stuff her pillbox full and hide a bag in her luggage, but what if it got lost? What if she got robbed? What if some sort of natural disaster occurred and she ended up stuck there for an extra week? Withdrawal in a strange hotel room somewhere wasn’t her idea of fun.


  Either she wasn’t the only one who thought vacations away sounded hellish or Lipton Travel didn’t offer good deals after all, or both, because the place was empty except for a man in a cheap suit in the back of the room, and a woman with frosted hair set in a careful helmet sitting behind a desk just inside the door. She must have been a family member; the nameplate on the desk said WANDA LIPTON.


  She looked up hopefully when Chess walked in; her smile faltered slightly when she saw the tattoos up and down Chess’s arms and across her chest that identified her as a Churchwitch, but she bravely pasted it back into place. “Can I help you?”


  “I hope so.” Chess raised the pitch of her own voice, softened it and added a hint of Wanda’s cadence, enough to make the other woman comfortable with her. What the hell. Either this was the right place or it wasn’t, so she might as well just bring up the fire immediately. But deferentially, too, because she didn’t want Wanda asking any questions about why she was there by herself after the Squad had already—presumably—come and gone. “I’m looking into the fire? Do I speak to you about that, ma’am?”


  Wanda’s eyes, already large and watery behind sparse lashes, watered even more. “Oh. Poor Alice. I still can’t believe it. And her daughter about to get married…”


  Yes! Well, not “Yes!” like she was thrilled a woman was dead, but yes, this was the place, and that was awesome.


  She was careful to keep that sense of accomplishment out of her eyes, though, as she nodded sympathetically. “How awful. I’m sorry for your loss. Were you here when it happened?”


  “I was.” Wanda tugged a handkerchief from her voluminous bosom and held it ready in her hand, like she was just waiting for a spare tear to escape its ocular prison and run down her cheek so she could mercilessly obliterate it. “She was just sitting down with a new customer—haven’t you been told this? Her customer was a witch, too.”


  Chess quickly grabbed her notebook from her bag, glad that looking down gave her a chance to hide her triumph. If Alice’s new customer was a witch, and if that witch was female…score another point in favor of her theory. “Her customer works for the Church?”


  “Well, I sure think so,” said Wanda. “She was all marked up like you. We give special discounts to you folks, you know, anyone who works for the Church. You ought to take a brochure, honey, I bet you’ve got a real nice man in your life who should take you away somewhere romantic. We could all use a little romance, couldn’t we?”


  As if Terrible needed to take her away somewhere for that. As if anything could be more special, could matter more, than going to sleep and waking up beside him. Or riding in his car while he drove with his hand resting casually, possessively, on her thigh, sometimes telling her to shift the gears so he didn’t have to move it. Or watching some old movie on the couch with their bodies tangled together, his chest warm and hard against her back. Or when she had a bad dream and he woke up to hold her and talk to her, to remind her that he was there and nothing bad would ever happen to her again. Or—or too many times to count, too many things to count. They may not all have been some stereotypical greeting-card idea of “romance,” but they sure as fuck were love, real love, and that was way more important as far as she was concerned. Any asshole could buy flowers and dinner. No one could do the things Terrible did, the way he did them.


  Wanda seemed to take her silence as a sign that she was dreaming of smearing oil all over herself and sweating in a deck chair. Her tone became knowing. Slightly wheedling. Wholly irritating. “Just the two of you, dinner on the beach…lobster and—”


  “I’ll think about it,” Chess said, wanting to focus on work and not on the ludicrous idea of Terrible picking lobster meat from a shell with a tiny fork.


  Of course, she didn’t want to offend Wanda, either, so she added, “I sure would love it.”


  That sounded so fucking cornpone, but Wanda bought it. Her smile, which had started to falter, came back. “Everyone does. And you know, three of the last five couples we booked to the Caribbean got engaged while they were there...”


  Well, goodie for them. She was starting to feel trapped by her smile, like it was a smile-shaped torture device someone had slapped over her mouth. “Wow, that’s amazing. Was—was Alice’s client one of them? The Church employee she was booking, I mean. Was she going to the Caribbean?”


  Wanda’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure where she was going, actually. She left right after—well, when the fire stopped burning, she was gone. She hasn’t been back. Makes sense, poor thing, planning a vacation and suddenly her travel agent just…just burns up.”


  Her voice grew hoarse. An uncertain moment passed where it looked like she might lose it, but she pulled herself back together. “It was terrifying. Really terrifying. And Alice, she was such a good friend. She was such a lovely woman. Everyone loved her. So I’m not surprised that girl hasn’t been back.”


  “Do you have her name? Or any contact information?”


  “Isn’t that in your file, honey? We gave all that information to the man who was here when it happened.”


  “Actually…” Chess bit her lip and tried to look sheepish. “I grabbed the wrong file this morning, and I really don’t want to have to go back there and admit it—my superior’s out of the office for the day, so I’d have to tell Elder Dioli about my mistake, and…”


  “Say no more.” Wanda’s sweet smile would have made Chess feel guilty if she hadn’t really needed the information. Yes, the girl was probably the lead Will had mentioned, so visiting her would be pointless, but “probably” didn’t mean “definitely.” He’d said his lead hadn’t panned out, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t arrested her for impersonating a Church employee. He would have had to, if he’d spoken to her. But he may not have asked about her cycle or hormones; despite the Church’s constant insistence that men keep such things in mind and the way female employees were expected to be completely open on the subject—female Liaisers, for example, weren’t permitted to work in the City during that week, and some of the female Materials employees had to be restricted to only certain jobs as well—it didn’t always happen. “Give me just a second.”


  She slid herself back behind her desk and spent a minute or so alternating between smiling reassuringly at Chess and typing something into her computer. The printer behind her started to whirr, and a few seconds later Chess had a warm sheet of paper in her hand that told her someone named Leanne Ardennes had begun the process of booking herself a trip to Australia, but hadn’t finished or paid.


  Chess had never heard of a Church employee named Leanne Ardennes. Or Leanne anything, for that matter. She scanned the paper, hoping for an indicator of employer or position or something, but no. “You said this woman’s tattoos looked like mine? She had as many as I do?”


  Wanda inspected Chess’s bare arms, and then nodded. “I’m pretty sure. She was awful covered up with them, and some of what she had looked just like what you’ve got. There—” she pointed to the protective bindrune on Chess’s left shoulder, and then shifted her finger over a few inches to the hafuran and the Church seal— “and there, definitely, and I think most of them on your right arm look familiar from her. Why, is something wrong?”


  “Oh, no, not at all.” Oh, yes. Hell, yes. The bindrune and the Church seal weren’t given to everyone. Those went only to employees who engaged in magic regularly in the course of their work, and whose jobs required physical magical protection. Debunkers, Liaisers, Inquisitors, and the Materials employees who created psychopomps. Except the psychopomp creators usually were promoted to those positions later, so had their Church seals in the less prominent places that were still available when the promotion happened.


  If Leanne wore those tattoos in the positions Chess had them, the only Church jobs she could hold would be Debunker, Liaiser, or Inquisitor. She sure as fuck wasn’t a Debunker or Liaiser, because if she was Chess would know her. And if she was an Inquisitor she—well, even if she wasn’t involved in the case on a “planned it” sort of level, she wouldn’t have just taken off as soon as Alice started to smoke. She would have stayed and identified herself and given a statement and all the official shit Church employees were supposed to do. The official shit Chess herself had done, the day before. Instead Leanne had melted—no pun intended—into the ether, and the only reasons Chess could think of for her doing that were either she was awful at her job or she wasn’t an actual Church employee.


  She’d find out more about that when she visited that address, and she’d do that as soon as she finished with Wanda. “Ma’am? While I’m here, have you ever seen someone selling jewelry and stuff, like from a cart or a box or something?”


  “You must mean Mr. Harvey. He’s always selling something. Jewelry, or crafts, or socks and things he probably gets at a discount. He’s a nice man. Maybe a little…well, he isn’t all there all the time, if you know what I mean. But he’s a sweet man. We all look out for him.”


  “Did Alice buy anything from him?”


  “Oh, sure. She bought a pair of earrings just a week or two ago, for the wedding…” Her face crumpled; Chess braced herself for tears, but Wanda was tougher than she looked. “They were real pretty. Set with opals. Worth way more than she paid for them. We don’t know—the jewelry wasn’t stolen, was it? Mr. Harvey isn’t dishonest. He’s not a thief. If he’s been selling stolen goods he didn’t know about it. Somebody had to lie to him. He’s a sweetheart, that poor man.”


  Uh-huh. Chess had known a lot of poor sweethearts who were vicious pieces of shit behind closed doors. And she now had “Mr. Harvey” personally connected to two dead women. So she wasn’t going to take Wanda’s teary reassurances of how honorable and good the man was immediately to heart. “Did the first Inquisitor—my supervisor, I mean—did he ask about Mr. Harvey?”


  “No, I guess he didn’t. He didn’t ask about jewelry or anything like that. He was more interested in Alice’s family, and her customers and such.” Her expression changed, fear creeping into her eyes and her voice. “He said it was probably an accident or something medical, maybe, or static electricity. You don’t think it’s something else, do you? Did somebody do that to Alice, should we be worried? Do you think Mr. Harvey had something to do with it? Because that’s just not possible.”


  “Not at all.” Chess planted her firmest, most bullshit-confident smile on her face, and hoped it would ease some of the suspicion now showing up on Wanda’s. The last thing she needed was for Wanda to think she had to lie to protect Mr. Harvey. “I’m just thinking if he’s around the area a lot he might have something to add, is all. And I’d sure like to see that jewelry, if it’s that good a deal. Do you know where I can find Mr. Harvey?”


  Wanda relaxed. Apparently she hadn’t noticed that Chess wasn’t wearing any jewelry at all, and good for Chess she hadn’t. “Oh. Well, he’s usually around somewhere on the street. I bet if you drive up and down for a bit you’ll see him.”


  The man in the back corner—shit, Chess had almost forgotten about him—spoke up for the first time, in a lazy, disconnected sort of voice, like he’d been guzzling cough syrup all day. “He’s got a little shelter behind the Stop Shop down the street. I don’t think he sleeps there, but I know he spends time there.”


  “Thanks,” Chess said. “And thanks again for all your help.”


  Wanda shoved a brochure at her. “You come back and see us, okay? We can set up something real nice for you, I promise.”


  Chess took it, and another, and another, and finally managed to extricate herself from the office clutching a dozen colorful pamphlets for vacations she’d never be close to tempted to take, and the printout with Leanne Ardennes’s information—which included her home address, which would probably turn out to be a vacant lot or something. Otherwise she’d have been arrested when the Squad talked to her, and she had to have known the Squad would be talking to her. She had to know that what happened wasn’t just some kind of electrical accident. If Chess had felt so ill before both of the fires she’d been witness to, Leanne must have felt the same.


  Although, “been witness to” wasn’t exactly right, was it? She hadn’t been just a witness. She’d been the cause. She herself had been the catalyst for two fiery deaths in a single day. Fuck, she was getting to a point where it wasn’t safe to walk past her on the street, wasn’t she? People didn’t even have to know who she was, or speak to her, in order for her to damage them.


  No, it wasn’t her fault. Technically. That didn’t make her feel any better, or any less responsible.


  Maybe Leanne felt the same. Maybe she’d been too scared or upset to stick around. Or—more likely—she either hadn’t given a damn, left to keep from getting busted for her illegal ink, or had planned Alice’s death herself.


  But why? What kind of weird-ass crime was that, to sell people bespelled jewelry and then visit them to set off the spell—at random, apparently? What could Alice the travel agent and Harmony the receptionist have done to Leanne, what could Ella the waitress have done, to deserve something like that?


  It didn’t really matter. Murder didn’t always have a reason. But it still just seemed strange, and coupled with the skill necessary to create that kind of spell… Yes, her own power had set it off, but so had Leanne’s, and a badly made spell wasn’t going to explode like that no matter whose energy came near it.


  Surprisingly, Leanne’s address was real, a squat two-story apartment building with an open walkway stretching the entire front length of it, about a mile and a half from Church headquarters. It was one of those streets that had been built and settled about twenty years BT and never updated, heavy with concrete latticework outside entryways and dark wood accents around windows.


  Something was new at Leanne’s place, though: yellow Crime Scene tape over the door of apartment 210, which was listed as hers on Lipton Travel’s printout. So the Squad had searched her place. Well, that was what she expected. What they found, and if they’d found and spoken to Leanne…that was another thing entirely.


  They hadn’t found Leanne. That fact Chess learned when she knocked on the door of 209, and was greeted by a tired-looking man in cargo shorts and a plain white t-shirt. “Haven’t heard from her,” he said as soon as he saw Chess’s ink. “Haven’t seen her.”


  Well, if he was happy to dispense with all the identification and protocol shit, so was she. “But you knew her?”


  He nodded, scratching his stubbled chin and stifling a yawn. Slung over a chair in the living room behind him was a white jacket, the kind chefs wore, so he was probably a late-night worker. Or he just liked to stay up late. Wasn’t as if she could say anything about that, was it? “Only as neighbors. She came into my work a few times for pizza, came over for a beer once or twice with me and my friends. I mean, we’ve lived next door to each other for over a year, you know? And we’re about the same age. Like I told the guys who were here last Wednesday, I wasn’t into whatever she was doing, I don’t know what it was.”


  Hmm. So Will had gone there straight there from Lipton Travel, just as she’d figured. “Did she tell you what she did for a living?”


  “I told the other cops, she just said she was a witch. Like freelance. I dunno, I figured that wasn’t the only way she was getting money anyway. She always had guys up here, all the time. I kind of got the impression they were paying her bills for her, if you know what I mean.”


  “Like she was a prostitute?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know if I’d say that. Just, she had a lot of boyfriends and I always figured they pretty much paid her bills. She never, like, offered to sleep with me or my friends for money or anything.”


  Chess made a note. “Do you know who any of her boyfriends were?”


  “Not really. She didn’t exactly introduce them or anything. One of them was named Miles or something, though. He was the main one. He was around a lot, so I heard her say his name a few times.”


  Miles. Well, that was helpful, or it would have been if Miles hadn’t been a fairly popular baby name right after Haunted Week. Elder Miles Watkins was a hero of the Church, who’d died in a ghost attack on a school after rescuing a hundred children. There were thousands of Mileses in Triumph City alone. “Did you ever see him? Do you know anything about him?”


  “Didn’t the other cops tell you all this? No, I don’t, really. I saw him a couple of times, he was kind of skinny and had a ponytail. That’s all, though. I really didn’t pay much attention. You know, she was just my neighbor, was all.”


  Yeah, she knew. Nobody ever paid much attention to their neighbors. Not always a good thing—how many murderers or child molesters or rapists got away with it for years because nobody bothered to look at them for even half a second longer than they had to?—but something she sure as hell counted on. The last thing she’d ever wanted was for people to pay attention to her.


  Not to mention that if Mr. Neighbor—whose name was Brad, he said when she asked—was paying more attention in general, he might be more curious about why she was there, asking the same questions Will had asked the week before. “Is there anything else you can think of? Anything that might be useful?”


  “She seemed really busy lately. She wasn’t home much. I thought I heard her say something about moving one night, she was out on the balcony on her phone, but I didn’t really listen. That’s it.”


  Moving. “Did she talk to anyone else here, that you know of?”


  He snorted. “Half these places are empty, and the rest is old people. I’m leaving soon myself. Cuesta Verde, you know the place? I’ll be there in two months.”


  “Sure, I know it.” Knew it, and couldn’t figure out why the hell anyone would want to move to its beige confines. About five months before, she’d been to the place to investigate a Lamaru member who lived there. Cuesta Verde was yuppie horrifying; the sort of place that tried to force its residents to gather for bland jolly-jolly social activities, like an air-conditioned summer camp for twentysomething dullards who really missed high school.


  “More space,” he said. “More people.”


  By which he probably meant “more women,” but Chess wasn’t going to quibble. She wouldn’t have quibbled even if she gave a shit, which she didn’t.


  “Well, good luck,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound sarcastic. “And thanks. Just—let us know if you hear from her, or see her, or remember anything else, okay?”


  After he’d closed the door she went ahead and peeked in the front windows of Leanne’s apartment. Looked like the Squad had been pretty thorough. Or maybe Leanne had just been a horrendous slob, but Chess was pretty sure it was the former. No matter how filthy some of the houses she herself had grown up in had been—and some of them were really fucking gross—they were usually dirty rather than ransacked, and Leanne’s place had been ransacked. The couch cushions lay on the floor, the shelves were stripped bare, the furniture had been pulled away from the walls and upended…a thorough search indeed.


  She could break in and do her own search. Picking the lock would be easy, and any magical lock set up by the Squad would be Church-designed so she could handle that, too. But the odds that they’d left anything worth looking at, anything that might give some hint as to Leanne’s whereabouts, were slim.


  Brad the neighbor was telling the truth about the lack of both younger people and people who had spoken to or wanted to speak about Leanne. A quick stroll around the place and a few very brief conversations with hostile residents proved that. None of them thought much of Leanne and her loud partying or whatnot; none of them had spoken to her recently or ever if they could avoid it; and none of them had any idea where she might be hiding. Great.


  That really only left her one option—or, only one good option. She could go find Mr. Harvey and hope he knew where Leanne might be, but she couldn’t go arrest the girl herself if she found her. Talk to her, question her, yes. But arrest her? No. Debunkers only had authority to arrest people for crimes involving Spectral Fraud, and even if that weren’t the case, regulations required a Squad member to make the arrest of any Church impersonator—at least, they required it unless it was an emergency situation or a Squad member was unavailable, but there was no way Chess could claim an emergency after deliberately hunting Leanne down.


  For a second she considered calling Terrible and having him go with her. Together they could hold Leanne wherever it was until she could call Will. But no. Much as she would have loved to, no. He was busy, he wasn’t Church, and it wasn’t her case so she shouldn’t go fucking around with protocol.


  Besides, better to just finish this up. Leanne and her boyfriend might at that very moment be tying up the loose end that was Mr. Harvey’s existence in the world of the living. She had to make the call.


  Just that short period of time had heated the inside of her car enough that she stood outside it with the doors open and the engine running, air conditioner on full blast, while she brought up Will’s number in her phone and hit the button to dial. A woman’s voice answered it. “Chess?”


  Huh? “Blue?”


  “Yes. What’s up?”


  “What are—” She pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at the screen; it definitely said “Will.” “Are you answering Will’s phone?”


  “No. This is just a dream.” A man laughed in the background and murmured something Chess couldn’t make out before Blue continued, “Of course I answered Will’s phone, idiot. We saw you were calling so I picked up.”


  Well, Blue certainly hadn’t wasted any time, had she? “Can I talk to him?”


  Another background murmur. “He wants to know if you’re ready to admit how superior he is. Should I tell him to fuck off, or do you want to say that yourself?”


  “I’ll say it myself. Hand me over to him, okay?”


  “Hold on.”


  Chess did. The car had cooled off enough that she could sit down and close the doors, which was good because she didn’t want to chance being overheard any more than she wanted to par-bake in the driver’s seat.


  “Hi, Chess,” Will said. “Calling to beg to join the Squad?”


  “You wish. The real question is how hard you’re going to beg for my help, because I’m pretty sure I’ve got this cracked.”


  “Really?” He was all business now; she could picture him straightening in his seat. “You know what caused the fires?”


  “Leanne Ardennes,” she said.


  “Damn, how did you find out about her? Did somebody show you my—”


  “I saw the Help Wanted sign outside Lipton Travel. I took a chance. Nothing illegal.” Technically that was true, right?


  He let it go. “I don’t think Leanne did anything, though, aside from the illegal tattoos. Wanda—I guess you talked to Wanda?—didn’t mention anything about her using words of power, and we didn’t find any spells around the place—”


  “The spell was on Alice. Leanne set it off.”


  “They hadn’t met before,” Will said. Smugly. “There’s no way Leanne could have planted a spell on Alice. There were no odd spells or magic at Alice’s house, and—”


  “Jewelry.” Chess matched his tone, and added a little extra smug just for the hell of it. “Earrings, specifically. She didn’t get them from Leanne, she got them from a man called Mr. Harvey, who sells secondhand junk up and down the street.”


  What followed was a pause so quiet and still Chess thought she could just about hear Will’s thoughts churning and grinding in his brain. Like if he opened his mouth it would sound like a trash compactor had gotten stuck in his throat.


  Then he said, “Even if you’re right, Leanne didn’t say anything that might set off a spell. And Leanne wasn’t at the diner yesterday, and you didn’t hear any words of power or anything. You didn’t even feel a spell activate when the fire started, which you—”


  “I activated that spell. Ella the waitress, that one was my fault.” As was Harmony, but she couldn’t mention that one.


  “What? How is that possible?”


  “My energy set it off. It’s my menstrual week, so it’s more powerful than usual. I bet it was Leanne’s, too, but she did it deliberately. She knew her energy would set off that spell. That’s why she went to the travel agency to begin with. When you guys searched her place, what was in her trash cans?”


  Pause. Long pause. “Yes. You’re right, she had feminine products in there. Shit, we didn’t even think about that.”


  A car pulled into the narrow lot and parked a few spaces down from her. Just an elderly man with a grocery bag, but it reminded her that she wasn’t in the best location to sit there and chat. “Meet me behind the Stop Shop on First, the one two blocks up from Lipton Travel, okay? Mr. Harvey supposedly camps back there or something.”


  “That’s the jewelry guy?”


  “Yes. I figure he might have some idea how to get in touch with Leanne—he must have been in touch with her somehow, or she wouldn’t have known who bought that jewelry. So maybe we can get something from him, at least.”


  Will murmured something to Blue, who answered. Then he said, “Okay. I should be there in about fifteen minutes.”


  “Cool.” At least she hoped it would be, and that she wasn’t about to get egg smeared all over her face in front of both Will and Blue.


  Only one way to find out. She gave Leanne’s silent closed door one last look, backed out of her parking space, and headed for the road.


  


  


  


  


  5.


  


  MR. HARVEY’S SHELTER WAS VISIBLE as soon as she eased her car around the Stop Shop to the back, just as Mr. Lipton had said it would be: a brittle, crinkled tarp in a painful shade of bright blue made a lean-to against the wooden side of what appeared to be an enclosure for garbage cans. Chunks of cement and brick held the side of the tarp in place on the pavement, and a few old cushions huddled beneath it. Not a place Chess wanted to hang out, but comfortable enough for what it was, she guessed.


  Mr. Harvey obviously thought so, too. He appeared from behind the garbage enclosure as soon as she shut off her engine, a chubby little man with thinning hair and gray stubble, wearing patched workpants and a thin polyester button-down. From the way he cradled the box in his arms and the distress on his face she figured either he’d been expecting trouble or he’d just heard about some. Either way, apprehension crawled up her spine. She got out of the car slowly, keeping her hands visible; she figured he may not consciously notice that or pay attention to it, but he’d feel reassured just the same. “Mr. Harvey?”


  “I didn’t say nothing,” he blurted. Terror widened his eyes and made his voice shake. “I swear I didn’t.”


  Shit. Her tattoos. Or, her tattoos and the fact that Leanne had the same ones. He must have thought Leanne was Church, or that Chess was like Leanne. “Of course you haven’t.”


  “I didn’t tell nobody nothing.” Something in the box sparkled as he moved. Jewelry, she bet. It was wrong to feel pleased about that—about the connection he was basically admitting with his distress—but she couldn’t help it.


  She kept her voice calm and neutral, though. “I’m sure you haven’t. I just want to talk to you, okay? I wanted to see the jewelry you’ve been selling. And—” Oh, damn. She’d almost forgotten. “I think it’s best if you put the box down, sir. Put it down, and if you’re wearing any of that jewelry you should take it off. Can you do that? Just take it off and set it down.”


  His face crumpled; he started stumbling around, weaving in schizophrenic patterns across the expanse of cement. Fuck. Chess couldn’t get too close to him, not if she didn’t want that box of bespelled jewelry to burn and especially not if she didn’t want any jewelry he might be wearing to burn. So she couldn’t just grab the box away, or grab him. She needed him to set the damn thing down and step away from it, and he didn’t seem to be in much of a mind to listen to her instructions, let alone follow them.


  “I was talking to Wanda,” she said. “At the travel agency. You know Wanda, right? She said such nice things about you.”


  He stopped stumbling around. Thank fuck, maybe she could get through to him. “Wanda?”


  She nodded. “Wanda told me to come see you. Okay?”


  He looked doubtful.


  “I just want to talk to you for a minute, and I can help you. Just put that box down, and take off any jewelry you might be wearing, and let’s talk for a minute. Can we do that? Wanda said you’re fun to talk to.” Not entirely true, of course, but she needed to get through to him. She needed him to trust her. Should she get out the travel brochures as proof she’d met Wanda, or would that be even more suspicious?


  For a minute she thought he was going to run away. Shit, please let him not do that. She didn’t want to have to tackle him if he was wearing stones that could burst into flames, and while he looked fairly clean—he was nowhere near the vermin-infested filthbeast Victoria had implied—she wasn’t eager to get all bear-hugged up with him, either.


  But he set down the box. He even took a couple of steps away from it. Excellent. Chess moved, too, a few feet from her car but still not getting too close to him. “My name is Chess. And I just want to talk to you for a minute, and then everything will be fine. Okay? You’re not in any trouble.”


  “They said I was.”


  “Who? Who said that?”


  He hesitated, eyeing her bare arms and chest. “Nobody.”


  “Was it Leanne? The girl with tattoos like mine? Did she say you were in trouble?”


  A faint nod. Oh, sigh-of-relief time. “Did Leanne give you that jewelry to sell?”


  “It ain’t right,” he said, on the verge of tears again. “Somethin’s wrong with it, with them…those nice ladies. Those nice, nice ladies.”


  That was solid proof right there, not that she needed more of it. It was nice to have just the same, though. Now she just needed Will. Where was he, anyway? He’d said fifteen minutes. It had to be close to that, and she wanted him to witness whatever statements Mr. Harvey made.


  Besides, somebody was going to have to take possession of that jewelry and she sure as fuck couldn’t do it. Somebody needed to take Mr. Harvey to a safe place and that was the Squad’s responsibility.


  But if she picked up her phone to call him, or tried walking around to the front of the building to look, Mr. Harvey would run. He looked as jumpy as a speedfreak on comedown. She had to get him calm before she could do anything.


  Talking about the dead girls maybe wasn’t the best way to do that, but she might be able reassure him, and thus get him to tell her more. Besides, what else was she supposed to discuss with him, the stock market? “Do you mean Alice, and Ella?”


  He nodded, his expression so miserable her own chest ached. Good thing she hadn’t mentioned Harmony, then, since she’d obviously been right in assuming he didn’t know about her.


  “That wasn’t your fault. I promise it wasn’t. I want to help you, and I want to get the people whose fault it was, but I need you to talk to me. Okay? Just tell me if Leanne gave you that jewelry to sell, and if you know where she is.”


  “I’m not supposed to tell.”


  Fuck. Chess looked at him for a second, at his quivering lower lips and innocent eyes. He wasn’t stupid—he wouldn’t have survived so long if he had been—but she didn’t think he was very smart, either, and Wanda had been correct that he just wasn’t quite right in the head.


  Which made it both easier and harder to convince him that she was being honest. Easier, because he might not think of ways telling could backfire on him and he might be more willing to accept her reassurances. Harder for other reasons: he’d have to disobey someone who scared him, and he’d have to disbelieve whatever they’d told him would happen. If Leanne had witch ink and Leanne had threatened him, it might be difficult for him to trust anyone with the same tattoos. Most people thought witches were a lot more powerful than they were, too, so who knew what he’d been told could—wait. “Mr. Harvey, do you know much about magic?”


  He shook his head. “I never wanted nothing to do with all that. I never wanted to sell witch stuff.”


  “That’s okay. I totally understand. But you know magic is real, right? You know it’s Truth?”


  Fear in his eyes again, but he nodded, an abrupt little nod while he kept his gaze fixed on the dirty cement at their feet. She’d really like to get off that cement. Heat radiated from it, even through the soles of her boots. She bet the proverbial egg could be fried on that damn parking lot; she felt like she was being fried just standing there.


  She kept her voice as cool and soothing as possible, though. “So you know I can do magic, right? And if I do a spell on myself, it will work?”


  “I guess so.”


  Tricking the innocent homeless man felt shitty, but what choice did she have? She dug in her bag, not sure what she was looking for, until her fingers closed over a black cat bone she’d tied to a piece of galangal with cobwebs. It was just a protective spell, but Mr. Harvey didn’t know that. “Okay. This is an honesty spell, and as long as I hold it I can’t lie, see? I can only speak the Truth. So when I tell you I’m here to help you and to catch the people who hurt those girls, you know that’s Truth, right?”


  Long pause. Chess waited. The air around them, hot and heavy with humidity, waited. Shit, if this didn’t work she didn’t know what would.


  Finally he nodded. “Okay.”


  Not the time to show her relief. “Great. Now I need you to tell me if Leanne is the person who gave you that jewelry, and if you know where I can find her.”


  “Her and the man gave it to me. They said they found it and I could make me some money with it. They didn’t tell me something’s wrong with it. They didn’t tell me it’d hurt somebody. I didn’t want to hurt nobody.”


  “I know.” Oh so close, so close… “I know you didn’t. Do you know the man’s name? Or where I can find either of them? Did they give you a phone number or anything?”


  He shook his head. Damn it. “They come checking on me, they asked me to write down who I sold stuff to. So I did. They come by every day to get it. Only they ain’t come last few days.”


  Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. That was it, then. There were other ways to track Leanne down, but Will had to have tried them and Chess wouldn’t be there if that had given him anything useful. Fingerprints, DNA matches, the Known Offender databases…all of them must have bombed out. Once Will arrived they could try viewing the Stop Shop’s surveillance videos; maybe they could get a license plate from them, and thus the name of Leanne’s boyfriend, but she didn’t have a lot of hope on that one. That would be too easy, and if she had to pick one word to describe her life, “easy” wouldn’t exactly be her first choice.


  “Is there anything else you can tell me? Anything at all, about Leanne or the man? Are you sure you didn’t get his name?”


  “He done most of the talking. She was just real quiet. And…he was older than her. A lot older, I think. I—” Fear rippled across his face again; Will’s car had just nosed around the side of the building. Damn, she should have warned him that someone else was coming. That was stupid.


  She held out her hand. “It’s okay. That’s a man who works with me. His name is Will, and he’s here to help you, too.”


  Mr. Harvey’s panicked gaze darted from her to Will emerging from his car and back again, with an extra pause when Blue got out of the passenger’s side. Why hadn’t Will dropped her off, or at least told her to stay in the car?


  A question for later. Meanwhile, Will and Blue must have realized what sort of state Mr. Harvey was in, because they both slowed their movements. Will gave Mr. Harvey one of those sympathetic smiles that Chess always found patronizing but most people seemed to like. “We just want to help you.”


  Uh-oh. Mr. Harvey didn’t look happy at all. He wrung his hands together so hard it looked like he was trying to rub the skin off them. “I already told everything I know. I don’t know anything more.”


  “You were about to tell me something,” Chess said. If she could get his attention back on her, maybe he’d chill out a little. “You said Leanne’s boyfriend was a lot older than her, and then you started to say something else before Will got here.”


  Back and forth, back and forth, went Mr. Harvey’s eyes, fast enough that it was amazing he hadn’t fallen down from dizziness. “I don’t remember.”


  “Maybe his name?” Chess suggested. “Maybe what she called him? Or what kind of car he drove, do you know what kind of car it was?”


  “Blue car. Dark blue. Like a Church car.”


  Chess spoke, fast, before the suspicion in his tone could become outright fear. “They’re not from the Church. We are from the Church, and we’re going to help you, but Leanne and her boyfriend are definitely not.”


  In Leanne’s case that was Truth. Hopefully it would be the same for Leanne’s boyfriend; Chess had no idea, but of course she wasn’t about to let Mr. Harvey know that. “Go on.”


  “He had a ring,” Mr. Harvey said. “He wore a ring on his right hand. On his pointer finger. A big thick ring, with a face on it. And a stone. Black, and shiny—”


  Chess was moving before the sound even registered in her head; her body knew what it was, and her body threw itself to the scorching cement in an attempt to hide. Kind of stupid, considering that her car was right there and that jumping into it wouldn’t scrape the skin off her forearms and then sear the abraded skin just for extra fun, but there was no time for either caution or common sense. Not when the noise she’d heard was a gunshot, Will and Blue were nowhere to be seen, and Mr. Harvey lay in an unmoving heap a few feet away from her. She didn’t need to see his wide-open, slack mouth or the blood pouring from the hole in his right temple to know he was dead.


  She also didn’t need to hear the squeal of tires in the near distance behind her to know who had shot him, or why. Fuck. She scrambled to her feet, her keys in her hand. They had to move fast if they had any hope of catching the bastard. “You guys okay?”


  Dumbass, of course they were okay. She’d only heard one shot, and that bullet had found itself a nice cozy home deep in Mr. Harvey’s brains.


  Will and Blue didn’t waste any time pointing that out to her, thankfully. Instead Will barked something she couldn’t quite make out and jumped into his car. His voice was barely audible over the surprisingly impressive roar of the engine as he started it up. “Come on, he’s getting away!”


  He didn’t need to tell her twice. Didn’t need to tell Blue twice, either, although Chess was pretty sure taking her along on a high-speed pursuit wasn’t an action the Church would pat either of them on the back for.


  She was also pretty sure that wouldn’t matter, because the killer—who had to be Leanne’s fucking boyfriend, who else could it be—had a head start on them that few people, and few cars, could hope to make up. Terrible could have done it, of course, in his Chevelle, but Will’s sporty little coupe was, well, a sporty little coupe, whereas the Chevelle was a pile of vehicular muscle on fat tires, barely flexing at ninety miles an hour and which she sometimes imagined ran on a combination of gas, testosterone, and sheer insolence. Will was nowhere near the driver Terrible was, either. Not a surprise.


  He gave it a good try, though, racing out of the parking lot and onto the street, where they spotted the back end of a dark blue sedan turning onto Laws Avenue. Uh-huh, just like poor Mr. Harvey had described. Her pulse quickened as she sat awkwardly in the center of the backseat like a nosy child, holding on to Will and Blue’s headrests so she could look out the windshield.


  Traffic wasn’t too bad at that time of day, either, so Will was able to gun it up to the corner and follow. Another, better glimpse of the sedan’s rear led to a left turn, but not much else.


  Will swerved around a boxy beige van full of kids and fast-food wrappers that hugged the white line as it galumphed along, oblivious to everything but the choruses of “Ninety-Nine Bottles of Beer” that were probably going on inside. “Chess, will you call this in? Can you make out the plates?”


  “I can’t,” Blue said. “The first letter might be a B, but it could be just about anything else, too.”


  “It’s too dirty.” Chess tried to catch a better look as the car zipped around another corner, but it was gone before she could get any kind of fix on it. “Can you get out your flashing light or something, do you have one of those?”


  Will gave her a sour look in the rearview. “Oh, why didn’t I think of that. No, I don’t have one. This is my personal car. I don’t think it would make much difference, anyway.”


  He was probably right. Chess had been in a couple of car chases both with and without lights and sirens, and she couldn’t remember that they’d ever helped that much. She shrugged, and pulled out her phone. “Just a thought.”


  She called the Squad’s direct line and gave a quick run-down as Will passed another car, hopped the curb, and bounced and jittered across forty or so feet of gravel to bypass the corner. That gave them another brief sighting of the sedan as it made a left. This was a shorter block, which meant they might be able to gain on him, and being off the main roads helped. In fact, Chess was just starting to think they might have a chance when they followed him around that corner and found nothing.


  No sedan. No other cars at all.


  “Fuck,” Blue said, echoing Chess’s thoughts.


  A horn honked off to their left somewhere. Maybe a block away, maybe two? Either way, it might be their new nameless friend, the excellent shot, and Will stomped the gas so hard Chess almost fell backward. The coupe’s rear tires skidded over the pavement as he accelerated into the turn; if he’d been going faster they probably would have spun out.


  Down the street they sped, past office buildings and restaurants whose full parking lots seemed like nothing more than enormous hiding places for inconvenient vehicles. It would be so easy to slide into one of those spots, dump a car, and wander into one of the buildings. Hell, Chess had done similar things herself. “Blue, check out the parking lots.”


  “What do—oh, you think maybe he abandoned the car?”


  “It’s possible.” What was impossible—or almost so—was trying to determine the model of even one car as they zoomed past. “He probably didn’t, but we should look anyway.”


  “It doesn’t matter.” Will’s voice was dark, angrier than she’d ever heard it—of course, she didn’t have a ton of experience with him to draw from, but still. He sounded really, really pissed. “We’re not going to find him. I don’t know where the fucker’s gone, but he’s gone, all right. Damn it.”


  Blue touched his arm. Hmm. Maybe she liked him more than she’d let on. “So what do we do now?”


  No answer. He just sat there, glaring out the windshield with his jaw clenched. They were still moving, but at a slow pace now, doing little more than idling down the road—well, the investigation had slowed to a crawl, so why shouldn’t the car? Made sense to Chess. She’d think there was nothing worse than the frustration of hitting a dead end on a case if she wasn’t well aware that there were worse things. Much worse things. Things that gave her nightmares and flashbacks, things she spent fuckloads of money trying to forget but which still refused to disappear from her memory.


  Dead-end frustration sucked a lot, though. If it was her case—exclusively hers, that was—she’d go back to the beginning, look over her original notes and see if maybe—oh, right. “Let’s head back to the Stop Shop. The Squad’s going to meet us there, and maybe you can get something from the jewelry, or somebody will have information about Leanne and her boyfriend.”


  ☠


  MR. HARVEY’S SAD DISCARDED BODY still lay prone on the cement; a few random Squad members milled around, and they’d put up red tape to block off the area, but no one had moved him or anything else. They hadn’t put the tape close to him, probably because of the danger posed by the jewelry but maybe just because they were lazy. They were Squad, after all. Chess had yet to spend time with one who actually wanted to dig in and get their hands dirty.


  To be fair, she’d only worked with a few of them, and one of them had actually been Lamaru. To be even more fair, Will wasn’t exactly packing it in and going for a beer. Still. This was one subject—almost the only subject outside of their work itself—about which she agreed with her fellow Debunkers: the Squad were a bunch of pedantic dullards.


  One of those pedantic dullards, a stocky guy with a dark buzzcut and a ruddy complexion, approached as Blue, Will, and Chess climbed out of Will’s car. Terrible would probably have something to say about the ticking emanating from under the coupe’s hood, but whatever. She was more interested in what the Squad member had to say, and in ignoring his double-take when he saw her. The smirk that followed was like a blinking ASSHOLE sign across his face.


  He didn’t say anything to her, though. He spoke directly to Will, which was probably appropriate since it was his case. And better for her, anyway. She sure as hell didn’t want to chat with him. “No one’s been near the body or the box. The clerk said he’d get the day’s security footage cued up, so whenever you want to take a look at it you can. He didn’t see or notice anything.”


  Will nodded. And damn it, indicated her. She could do very well without some sort of pally we’re-all-one-big-Church-team lip service. “This is Chess Putnam, she’s a Debunker. She’s been working with me on this. Chess, do you know Kurt Phillips?”


  Well, damn, she hadn’t expected “working with.” Chalk another point up for Will, even if he only said it to make Blue think he was a good guy. No, she didn’t have any proof that he’d said it for that reason, but even if he had it was still nice.


  Nice enough that she ought to be nice, too, damn it. She’d just started hoisting the corners of her mouth up—it was an effort, like cranking a winch—when Kurt gave one of those trademark schoolyard bully laughs and said, “Uh-oh. Are you sure you’re really Will, and not some terrorist in disguise? I hear Chess isn’t always too good at telling the difference.”


  Yeah, ha ha, fuckface. It would be more fun than she usually had outside of bed or the pipe room to punch Kurt in the mouth. She rolled her eyes instead, and jerked her chin toward the growing crowd behind them, random citizens gawking at the scene through sunglasses or squinting and shielding their eyes. In the two or three minutes since Will had driven into the parking lot, it had grown quite a bit. Bad news and good gossip traveled awfully damn fast, and Mr. Harvey’s death qualified as both. “Did you talk to any of them? Maybe some of them were in the store or looking out a window or something, and saw what happened?”


  “A couple of them saw you,” Kurt said. “And they saw Will and his girlfriend there. They saw you guys get shot at. That’s really it. The usual traffic. It’s been a slow day, I guess.”


  Had Will been making threatening faces behind her back or something? That was a decent answer. Not that Kurt deserved credit for it, and not that she would give him any even if he had. “Did the clerk say anything about people coming to see Mr. Harvey?”


  “Who’s Mr. Harvey?”


  “The victim,” Will said. Good thing he spoke up before Chess, because she wouldn’t have been able to keep herself from sounding just as irritated as she was. How the hell did the Squad deal with constantly having to defer to somebody else and share all of their thoughts and information? She did that when she and Terrible worked on things together, but that was different. Aside from the obvious facts that doing anything with him was fun and that she loved him, he shared his thoughts and information, too, and listened to what she had to say.


  Confusion sat all over Kurt’s face. “Why would anybody come see some bum?”


  This was ridiculous. Kurt was like a caricature, the sort of douchebag dudebro bastard who filled the lower ranks of the Squad because they never managed to advance any higher—okay, maybe they didn’t fill the ranks, but they were the stereotype anyway.


  She turned to Blue, who was eyeing Kurt with the same raised-brow disdain Chess was feeling. “Want to come with me? I’m going inside to talk to the clerk.”


  “Am I allowed?”


  Chess shrugged. “I don’t think they’ve cordoned off the store, so anybody can go in.”


  Blue glanced at Will, who was explaining the whole backstory to Kurt and looked like he knew that was going to take a while. “Okay, sure.”


  The crowd had grown larger despite the miserable heat. Hopefully the clerk inside had some experience, because a steady stream of people walked in and out of the building; they must have been slammed in there.


  Actually… She stopped walking. “Does it seem to you like people are going in and out of there kind of fast?”


  “What do—huh. Maybe, yes. You think they’re shoplifting while the clerk is distracted?”


  They stood and watched for a minute, which was as long as it took for two teenagers to walk into the Stop Shop and emerge with two cases of beer. Chess wasn’t the greatest judge of age in the world, but no way were those guys old enough to buy cases of beer, and no way had they managed to buy them that quickly. “I think something’s going on. Come on.”


  


  


  


  


  6.


  


  NO CLERK. NOT BEHIND THE register, not in any of the aisles, not behind any of the people wandering around the store. A few of those people saw Chess’s tattoos and sped out of the store, but most of them were too intent on grabbing things off the shelves to even notice her.


  Blue leaned over the counter to look at the floor behind it. “He must be in here somewhere. Right?”


  “I don’t know.” Was he in the bathrooms, maybe? Chess opened the doors of both, but they seemed to be empty. “The Squad talked to him a few minutes ago, I guess, so he can’t have gone very far.”


  Or he could have gone really far, far enough that he could never come back—like to the City of Eternity, for example. Which was exactly what had happened. When Chess pulled open the door of a small storage closet, his bloody body tumbled out onto the dingy linoleum at her feet. She barely managed not to yelp. “Blue.”


  “Yes?”


  “Go get Will. Tell him to come in here, okay?”


  “Why, what’s—” Blue popped her head around the door. Her face paled. “Oh, shit.”


  “Yeah. Just—get Will in here.” No one in the store had noticed yet, but that wasn’t going to last. There were too many people, and people were too nosy, and there was no fucking way Chess was going to touch the body to stuff it back into the closet even if doing so wouldn’t have fucked up the evidence.


  Blue nodded, swallowing hard. She hadn’t spent quite as much time around dead bodies as Chess had. Lucky. Her hand shook a little as she hit the buttons on her cell; calling Will, Chess assumed.


  The clerk had been stabbed or shot, Chess wasn’t sure which. She was sure, though, that the knife or bullet had gone into the clerk’s right eye, and a thrill of foreboding ran up her spine. Mr. Harvey had been shot in the right temple. Could mean nothing, sure, but it could also mean that their killer had some sort of fetish or ritual, and his aim had been a little off with Mr. Harvey.


  She was also sure that the clerk’s shirt—a green-and-white short-sleeved button-down with green epaulets on the shoulders and the Stop Shop logo above the right chest pocket—had been put on the body after it was dead. Not only was the shirt unbuttoned, but the blood which streaked down the clerk’s face stained the white t-shirt he wore but had not touched the uniform shirt at all. Well, it had soaked through in one spot on the left, above the embroidered “Craig” there, but it hadn’t touched the collar. Chess wasn’t a forensics expert, but she knew enough to know what that meant. Blood hadn’t run down into that uniform shirt.


  Blue’s voice cut into her thoughts. “Sorry, the bathrooms are closed.”


  Shit. Customers. Having one of them get a look at the dead clerk would not be a good thing; the store was full enough that if they all decided to come a-goggling she and Blue couldn’t possibly hold them back. The Squad were generally a bunch of dicks, but she wouldn’t blame them for getting pissed off at her if she let a horde of random strangers play slip-n-slide in the victim’s blood. Plus, Will wasn’t a dick, and he’d be the one held responsible if the evidence was tainted. And his brother was an Elder Chief Inquisitor, so having him think well of her…well, it wouldn’t be a bad thing, would it?


  Insensitive, perhaps, but no one had ever accused her of being sensitive. Besides, that thought was nowhere near as horrible as the mean little tingle of pleasure that came when she thought about what might happen to her new buddy Kurt out there, if a murder had been committed right under his stubby nose.


  “How do you know?” a voice demanded. Oh, right, duh, customer. Maybe not leaving Blue to handle it alone would be good. She stepped back around the door, and held up her Church ID, fast so the woman wouldn’t see that she wasn’t with the Squad.


  “Sorry, Ma’am. You can’t come back here. We’re—we’re conducting interviews.”


  The woman—fiftyish, perfectly coiffed, expensively dressed—took in Chess’s jeans and t-shirt in one smooth glance. Her eyebrows rose. “In the bathrooms?”


  Shit, that did sound stupid, didn’t it? Oh well. She’d said it, she had to stick with it. “There are bathrooms in the deli next door.”


  “Ma’am, I need you to leave this area.” Thank fuck, it was Will. She never thought she’d be so glad to see a Squad member.


  Too bad Kurt was right behind him, but she couldn’t have everything, could she? Or, well, she personally never seemed to have much of anything—whatever could go wrong tended to do so, catastrophically—so she should just be glad Will was there at all, instead of Kurt turning up with a bunch of photographers and demanding a drug test from her, or something.


  Kurt was the one who came around to look at the dead clerk, while Will finished arguing with the woman and started clearing the rest of the crowd out of the store. So Chess was right there to witness the change in Kurt’s expression when he saw the body, the way his face went white and his eyes widened. He looked up at her, and she knew the half-formed suspicion in the back of her mind was right on the money. “That’s not the guy you talked to, is it?”


  He shook his head. His voice was barely above a whisper. “That’s not the guy I talked to.”


  She let that statement ride for a minute or so, long enough that her silence made the “So…who has the problem with mistaken identities here?” point that she couldn’t make verbally. A horrid blush spread over Kurt’s skin. Yeah, well, he should be embarrassed. She’d been fooled by a glamour so strong it had also fooled the Grand Elder himself—the former Grand Elder, anyway, but he’d still been Grand Elder then. Kurt had been fooled by a fucking name embroidered on a shirt. Or he’d just been too lazy to ask to see ID the way he was supposed to. Either way, he was a dumbass.


  And she wasn’t going to show him any mercy. She let the knowledge of his fuck-up sit in her eyes, on her face, as she said, “So who did you speak to, then?”


  Kurt didn’t answer.


  She pressed harder. “Did you actually see the surveillance tapes, or did the person you thought was the clerk just tell you he’d get them ready for you?”


  No answer.


  “I’d like to know that one.” Will stood right behind Kurt, with his arms folded over his chest. “Did you at least look through the rest of the building here, to make sure there aren’t any other bodies shoved anywhere?”


  Finally Kurt said, in the sulky tone of a bratty child caught in a lie, “He said he’d get everything ready for us. He was very cooperative. I didn’t think I needed to sit in here and babysit—who the hell would pretend to be a Stop Shop clerk, anyway?”


  “The murderer would,” said Will, saving Chess from having to say it herself.


  ☠


  THEY FOUND LEANNE’S BODY LYING in a sticky pool of dark blood in the back corner of the cooler, stuffed behind a chest-high wall of twelve-packs. The security camera footage had been erased. The cash box and the money in the register had been removed. Their killer had been very busy indeed.


  “How did he get all of this done before we got back here, though?” Blue asked, when they finished scanning the endless static on the videotape in the store’s cramped, ransacked office. “And the Squad got here before we did, right?”


  “We weren’t chasing him, probably,” Chess said. “Either that car wasn’t related to the crime at all, or he had an accomplice lead us away.”


  Will nodded. “He would have had plenty of time to do it, really. If he was waiting at the deli or something, he could have just zipped over here when we left, killed Leanne and the clerk, then put on his shirt and waited for the others. It wouldn’t have taken him ten minutes. He could even have been inside already, for that matter.”


  And then he stood there answering Kurt’s questions, cool and calm as anything, while he had two bodies stowed away. Damn, that was pretty terrifying.


  “So,” Blue said, “what happens next? What do you do?”


  “We check for prints, which we probably won’t find. We look for witnesses, which we probably won’t find.” Will sighed and rubbed his forehead. “This one doesn’t look like a winner. The guy is gone. We don’t know his name or have any identifying details.”


  “Did you try the jewelry’s energy?” It was probably pointless to ask—if he’d felt something he would have said—but Chess asked anyway. The frustration of getting this far and not finding an answer was one of the worst things in the world, almost as bad as the withdrawals she was starting to get anxious about. She really needed to find a private spot to down a couple of Cepts, and with the Squad crawling all over the place that was not going to be easy. “I mean, did you get anything usable from it?”


  “Only that it’s a fire spell,” Will said. “A really sneaky one, too. Definitely a trap, set off by any powerful female hormonal surge. But it’s a group spell.”


  “Shit. Not just one male one female?”


  “Nope.” Will glanced at Blue and caught the curiosity on her face. “We can’t identify individuals based on group spells, because the energy is all mixed together. There’s no way to separate them.”


  Blue leaned back in her chair, one of those bland leather-and-steel chairs on rolling balls that always seemed to squeak whenever their occupant moved—and considered that for a minute. “So there’s a group of people out there that did this.”


  Chess and Will exchanged glances. That was the sort of information they didn’t really give to the public, at least the Squad didn’t, but either Will assumed she’d probably tell Blue anyway or Will would have told or he just didn’t care, because he twitched his eyebrows up, twisted his mouth a little to the side. Asking her to make the decision, because she knew Blue better.


  Which she did. “Yeah. It means there’s a group out there who did this, and we have no idea why.”


  ☠


  THE FOLLOWING MONDAY SHE WAS sitting in the library—wasting time, because what the fuck else was she going to do—when Goody Mitchell approached her. “Elder Griffin desires to see thee in his office, Miss Putnam.”


  Her tone and expression indicated that she thought Elder Griffin must have been a deranged idiot for wanting such a thing. Chess didn’t particularly disagree, at least not considering the way things had been between herself and Elder Griffin for the last couple of months; her first reaction was fear. What had she done wrong this time? Or had he finally had enough and decided to report her or fire her or kick her out of his department? It couldn’t be good news, because the only good news would be either a case or his forgiveness, and really, the first depended on the second and that wasn’t going to happen. He was never going to forgive her.


  His expression when she entered his office didn’t convince her otherwise. Not a hint of genuine warmth came through the practiced smile that didn’t reach his eyes; not a touch of gladness or affection tinged his voice. “Good morrow, Cesaria. Close the door, please.”


  “Good morrow, sir.” She bobbed into a curtsy and did as he said, trying to hide the nervousness-bordering-on-panic rising in her chest and wishing the Cepts she’d shoved down her throat in the upstairs bathroom would hit faster. Ordinarily she might think his coldness meant something was wrong, but it had become pretty standard in the last couple of months, really. He could have been about to tell her she was fired or that the Elder Triumvirate had decided to make her the first female Grand Elder, and he probably still would have sounded like he was discussing floor wax with an odd-smelling stranger.


  He gestured at one of the chairs opposite his desk. “Sit down.”


  Every step further into his office hurt. Once it had been a place she’d looked forward to being in, had gone out of her way to spend extra time in and had been comforted by. Once she’d been a welcome guest. Not anymore. Now all of the stuff on his shelves—skulls and spellbooks and bones and fur, twigs and stones and balls of wax and canister after canister of powders and herbs—just reminded her of how it shouldn’t have been there. It should have been in a new office, one suiting the new position he should have been promoted to after his marriage—would have been promoted to, if not for her. The big globe in the corner that showed where all of the country borders used to be, the television mounted on the wall with the sound off and the captioning on, glared at her. They knew what she’d done. They knew she was to blame.


  “This is for you.” Elder Griffin held out a sheet of paper. Shit. Oh, no, she was about to get busted, wasn’t she, for sticking her nose into a Squad case without prior authorization? Or, well, she’d kind of had Will’s authorization—joking though it had been, he’d still said he was interested in hearing what she thought—but that might not make a difference. Or Will might have denied giving it. Or who the fuck knew what else; all she knew was that surprise documents were rarely good news.


  “Rarely,” didn’t mean “never,” though. The paper was a commendation from Elder West and Elder Inquisitor Bucket, Chief Inquisitor of the Black Squad. What? She hadn’t actually helped Will solve his case, not really. Unless some half-assed “Well, we kinda know who did it we just don’t know who he is or why,” counted for the Squad, which even she couldn’t imagine it actually did.


  “Elder Inquisitor Bucket was very impressed with you.” Elder Griffin cleared his throat. “He thanked me for loaning you to the Squad to aid his brother’s investigation. I confess I did not know what to say, as I had not been aware I’d done so.”


  She hadn’t been, either. “I never said you had.” Fuck, that sounded a little short, didn’t it? “I mean, it wasn’t like that, it wasn’t—I didn’t do anything officially. I didn’t talk to Elder Inquisitor Bucket or request to enter the investigation. I was a witness at the second fire, and, um, I did identify myself as a Church employee and hold down the scene and the witnesses until the Squad arrived to take it, but I didn’t do anything outside of standard protocol. The rest was just…”


  “Do you wish to be transferred?” His face, once so easy for her to read, had become an inscrutable mask. He was all cool efficiency, with no emotion bleeding through. “Elder Inquisitor Bucket has indicated he would be pleased to have you. You have worked with the Squad before, of course, and—”


  “No!” The word exploded from her, propelled by panic. Being transferred to the Black Squad? As if she didn’t have enough problems. “I was only—a woman burst into flame right in front of me, and I wanted to know why. You didn’t have a case for me, so I thought… I figured I could do a little looking around on my own time, sir. Will said it was okay.”


  “Are thee certain? A transfer could be arranged very quickly.”


  Her voice sounded very small. “Do—do you want me to transfer, sir?”


  “It is not my decision.” He wouldn’t meet her eyes. Fuck, she’d thought the pain had started to abate, that she’d started to get used to it, but that didn’t seem to be the case at all. “But if you are so unhappy in this department that you wish to work in others, you should know that the Elders have noted this is your fourth commendation. They have all expressed envy that I have someone with such dedication to the Church and the law in my department, and they wonder why you aren’t being kept busier here.”


  Oh. That explained it. Well, what the fuck did he want from her, anyway? Yes, she deserved to have lost his friendship. She’d fucked him over—inadvertently, but it had happened just the same. She’d committed a serious crime and he’d covered it up and fucked himself over in the process. She’d betrayed his trust and hurt him, and she knew it still hurt him.


  But this was getting ridiculous, and she couldn’t keep her mouth shut about it anymore. If other Elders wanted her and he no longer did, then she’d switch departments. Or she’d leave the fucking Church, as much as the thought made her shiver. But on this, at least, she wasn’t wrong, and she hadn’t been wrong.


  She clenched her toes inside her shoes in an attempt to keep herself calm. Here she fucking went, then. “Elder Griffin, I’m sorry I let you down. I am. It makes me sick to think of it, okay? But I’m not sorry for being good at my job. I’m not sorry for wanting real cases to handle, and I’m not sorry that other Elders think you’re lucky to have me. You used to think so, too. And whatever you think of me personally now, you know I’m better than the cases you’ve been giving me lately.”


  He didn’t respond. Maybe he didn’t know what to say. That was fine, because she wasn’t done, although the tightness of her throat told her she ought to be soon. “Honestly? Whether or not I leave is up to you, because you need to decide if you want the other Elders to envy you or if you want to let your feelings about me get in the way of the success of your department. And if you want to explain to them why you didn’t try to keep me. You just let me know.”


  Still no answer. She stood up on legs that felt jerky and numb, and headed for the door. Shit, now she got to spend the next however-long worrying about what he was going to say. She probably had enough pills to get through the wait. Maybe. Maybe they’d be enough for her to forget that she’d just essentially blackmailed a man whose friendship and support she missed so bad she didn’t think it would ever stop hurting, too, but she doubted that.


  His voice came just as she turned the knob. “Cesaria.”


  “Yes?”


  He hadn’t moved; he wasn’t looking at her, either. “Report to me on Wednesday for a new case assignment.”


  So many things she could say, wanted to say. None of them were appropriate, except, “Thank you, sir. I will.”


  “Facts are Truth,” he said, and started shuffling papers on his desk.


  ☠


  WILL LEANED AGAINST THE RAILING of the steps outside, waiting for her. He couldn’t have been waiting long, because he wasn’t flushed or sweaty despite the miserable heat. He looked completely cool and comfortable, in an untucked white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Maybe he had a dozen of them and changed them throughout the day. Maybe he had some sort of genetic disorder that meant his normal body temperature was so low the heat didn’t affect him. Or maybe he just moved through life that way, with his wealth and privilege like built-in air conditioners shielding him from all of the unpleasant extremes.


  Chess, on the other hand... By the time she’d made it halfway down the steps she felt rumpled and damp and defeated by the world, even without the discomfort about her talk with Elder Griffin. It would have been pretty awesome to think his decision to keep her was a sign of some sort of thaw in his feelings, or that it was because he recognized her value as a Debunker. Too bad she couldn’t think either of those things. Not after her “if you want to explain to them why you didn’t want to keep me,” line, anyway. Yep. Trust her to ruin whatever happiness she might otherwise have felt when something good happened.


  Will didn’t need to know any of that, though, and it wasn’t hard to keep it from him. She could put on a cheery everything’s-cool smile whenever she wanted; she’d spent her whole life learning how to do that. Lucky her. “Hey, Will. What’s up?”


  “Coming to give you your due,” he said. “Thanks a lot for the help. Did you get your commendation yet?”


  “Just now. Thanks. You didn’t have to do that.”


  He shrugged a no-problem. “You were the one who led us to the guy. That was your work, and you did it without the files. I have to admit that’s impressive.”


  It wasn’t that impressive, though. Maybe that was—no, not maybe, that was what was bothering her, or a big part of it, anyway. If Harmony hadn’t died she probably wouldn’t have put the jewelry thing together, and the idea of winning some kind of admiration because of Harmony’s death sent a fresh wave of nausea through her. Then she’d kept that death from Will, too. More dishonesty.


  “No,” she said. “You would have gotten there. And I should have called right away, anyway.”


  “An error I guess you’re not joining the Squad to resolve, huh?” His smile told her he noticed her surprise. “Drew told me they were going to make the offer. I didn’t think you’d take it.”


  She held up her hands. “I just don’t think I could handle all the excitement.”


  “I’m still working it. The jewelry, I mean. The energy from it’s all group energy, but I’ll find them. They had to buy the stuff somewhere. Maybe I can track them down that way.” He glanced around at the empty parking lot, the empty stocks fifty feet or so away waiting to be filled with sinners in a few days. “You sure you don’t want to transfer? I could use a partner. I think we worked pretty well together.”


  “We did.” She smiled. The idea of working with a partner—other than Terrible—still made her itch, but if she ever had to, he’d be a decent one. He was a decent guy, for that matter. At least he seemed to be. She didn’t want him to think her refusal was personal. “It was fun. I’m just happy where I am, is all.”


  “Well. If you ever change your mind, or need a favor…I still kind of feel like I owe you. I’m taking Blue to dinner tonight.”


  The connection between owing her and taking Blue out to dinner had to be deliberate. She ignored it. She also ignored the thrill of discomfort—of fear—that rose up her spine at the idea of a Black Squad member getting close to someone who knew her secrets. Sure, in the abstract it hadn’t seemed like it would be such a huge deal for Blue to go out on a date with Will, but the abstract hadn’t accounted for the idea of a second date. Stupid of her. “Oh. Cool.”


  His eyes scanned her face; she was pretty sure that was the sort of look he gave people he questioned officially. The sort of look that said he was paying attention to her every blink and twitch, trying to look into her and find whatever Truth may be buried there. “You know, when she called me, I kind of thought you’d put her up to it. But I guess she had a good time, whatever the reason she called to begin with. I know I did.”


  That searching look wasn’t easy to ignore as the hint had been, but she managed it just the same. “I’m glad you guys had fun.”


  “Yeah. Me too. Anyway, I’ve got to get moving.” He gave her arm a friendly punch. “You have my number. Use it sometime.”


  “Sure,” she said. “You, too.”


  He disappeared back into the building, and she headed for her car, not sure how she felt. Being owed a favor by a Squad member was a good thing; it could be a very useful thing someday. Having Elder Griffin say he wanted to keep her as a Debunker—having him at least acknowledge her skill at that—was good. Knowing there were Elders who would welcome her in their departments was good, too. Comforting. And, of course, there was the satisfaction of having another commendation in her file, and of having accomplished something.


  But she couldn’t feel really positive about any of it. The only kinds of favors she could think of that she’d really need from an Inquisitor were the kinds of favors she’d never be able to ask for—the kinds of favors that would require revealing things she would and could never reveal.


  Elder Griffin? Still hated her. Acknowledging her skill wasn’t anywhere near thinking she still had any value as a person, especially not when she’d oh-so-cleverly pointed out that he’d look like a moron if he let her go. And of course there was the possibility that he wanted to keep her around to make sure she wasn’t breaking any more Church laws in her spare time.


  Which she was, but none as serious as the one he knew about. Not quite as serious, anyway.


  Speaking of crime…there was the last bit of disquiet. Blue, and Will. And Lex. Fuck. Yeah, Will was a decent guy. Too bad “law-abiding” went along with that “decent.” Chess couldn’t quite picture him looking the other way when he found out what Blue’s brother did for a living, or rather, she couldn’t picture him looking the other way when that knowledge led him to Bump and Terrible, and thus right back to Chess.


  Maybe that was selling him short—and selling Blue short; since when was Blue not someone who could inspire the kind of love that led people to turn their backs on their responsibilities and beliefs? Most people, shallow bastards that they were, wouldn’t think Terrible could ever be worthy of that kind of love, but she’d burn the Church to the fucking ground if it meant saving his life. In fact she kind of already had, at least in terms of the laws she was supposed to uphold. So why would she think no one would do that for Blue? Why would she think Will wouldn’t do it?


  Oh, what difference did it make? Except that if Will and Blue became a thing, any negative ramifications of that would be her fault. Or how she was going to have to talk to Lex again. Yay. Good job, Chess, what a win.


  But the biggest thing, the worst thing… Whoever had bespelled that jewelry was still out there. Leanne’s boyfriend, whoever he was, was still out there—and he was planning something else, she could feel it in her bones. That jewelry thing seemed too random, too senseless, to actually be so random and senseless. It didn’t feel like a main event; it felt like a test, like a small part of some bigger plan. It felt like somebody very smart and very cruel—he’d killed his girlfriend without a second thought, it seemed, just because the Squad had gotten her name—was gathering knowledge for his endgame, and she had a sick feeling that said endgame would be horrible to see.


  She also just bet she was going to be forced to see it, when it came.


  


  


  


  


  THE END


  


  


  


  


  


  ...and that’s it for now, although there will be a new Terrible novella, a Lex story, and of course more novels on the way! Thank you so much for all of your support and enthusiasm!
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