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“Come on, Zack. You’ve been putting this off for weeks.”

Lil gestured toward the little earthenware jar that sat on the table between us, while the clock in my kitchen measured seconds in tortoise speed. I rubbed anxiously at my jaw, the light growth of stubble rasping against my palm.

Faced with what was trapped inside, and what I was about to do, I hunched in my chair while seemingly endless worries rattled through my brain.

“What if it doesn’t work?”

The jar didn’t look like much. Fired terra cotta, it was a little bigger than my fist, with a wide mouth stoppered by a cork. Dark-red wax drizzled down, sealing it on all sides. An intricate sigil was stamped into the wax. It pulsed faintly with power.

“You got the sigil-phrase, didn’t you?” she prodded.

“Yeah,” I replied absently, only half-engaged in the conversation. The chaos in my head dredged up a rush of uncontrolled memories—dark waters, a crumbling labyrinth, and the maddened, poison-green eyes of my attacker. Dorimiel, decimus of the Nephilim. As leverage against me, he’d taken Lil’s sister.

Lailah.

I only knew her now from photographs and a few stray visions. All my other memories had been stripped away by the same power-hungry bastard who had sealed her in the jar. From evidence left around my apartment, we’d been seeing each other—clothes and lingerie in my bedroom, a toothbrush in the cup next to mine. I’d packed it all up, even the toothbrush. I couldn’t bring myself to throw any of it away.

Lailah had spent nights here, maybe lived here for a while—and I couldn’t even recall the feel of her lips.

“Get on with it already.” Lil smacked me none too gently on the shoulder, bringing me back to the here and now. She moved so fast, the stiff fabric of her low-cut navy dress strained in protest. “The worst that can happen is you fuck it up, and she stays stuck in there until the binding wears off.”

Trust Lil to be a font of compassion. I pushed the troubled thoughts aside and focused on the jar again. The lines of the sigil twined in an interlocking series of geometric shapes. Each shape represented a letter, each letter a word. I’d sacrificed more than I was willing to admit to get the series of words that served as the key.

“Here goes nothing,” I muttered.

Then I spoke the phrase.

A thread of virulent green power flared to life in the central convergence of lines. Like a spark following a trail of gunpowder, it traced through the interlocking pattern, line by line. It ended at the circle that circumscribed the full design. For an instant, the whole thing lit up so brightly, it left an afterimage burning against my retinas.

Lil perched on the edge of her seat, her dark-red locks spilling onto my kitchen table. She held her breath.

We both did.

And then… nothing.

What the fuck?

But I knew I could make it work. I had a taste for it now—the shape and function of this particular power. So many memories had been stripped from me, but the deep gnosis that welled in my soul wasn’t stolen so easily. Binding was a power native to me. I just had to trust my instincts.

I spoke the phrase again, the foreign words growing more comfortable on my tongue. The sigil flashed a second time, the outline igniting more swiftly. My vision drowned in sickly green energy until its glare eclipsed my awareness of Lil, the room, the ticking clock, even my own flesh—

* * *

Suddenly I was standing inside a labyrinth of crumbling black walls, the wet copper stench of blood thick in my nose.

I faltered, choking on panic as visceral as the memories that tangled around it. I never thought I’d see this place again, certainly not locked away inside one of the demon jars. I knew distantly that I was still sitting in my kitchen—I could feel my ass in the chair, the bones of my elbows propped against the table—but my mind was wholly in the space of Dorimiel’s making.

The thought was repulsive.

Dorimiel was dead—as truly dead as any of our kind could be. Still this construct lived on, infused with an echo of his power. Threads of black and green energy pulsed in endless iterations of the pattern stamped into the sealing wax. The sigil wove a prison around the jar in more than physical space.

Lil hadn’t warned me I was going to have to dismantle the damned thing by hand. Maybe she hadn’t known herself. Most likely, as far as she could see, nothing had changed—I was still bent over the thing, features rigid with concentration.

I didn’t want to be here. Not again. Not ever.

The black labyrinth responded to my surging anxiety. With sinuous undulations, the walls twisted around me, closing in. Then I thought I heard screaming—Lailah’s voice. I knew it instantly, despite my ransacked memories. The sound galvanized me to action.

“Zaquiel!”

Shouting my power, I lashed out at the lingering malevolence. The syllables of my Name rang deafeningly within the confined space and the whole otherworldly structure shuddered.

Dorimiel couldn’t hurt me anymore. I’d fed him to the darkness myself.

Emboldened, I intoned the song of fury and defiance that weltered at my core—my Name, the essence of my magic. Blazes of blue-white energy crackled around me, leaping against the writhing walls.

Again I heard screaming. Not Lailah this time. The space itself was shrieking—with anger, and with fear.

Gathering myself, I focused. Twin blades forged of pure willpower flared to life, gripped in my hands, their curve and heft so familiar I didn’t have to think about where they ended and I began. I slashed at the lines of the sigil, shouting not my name but the string of words that unlocked the seal.

Threads of the binding whipped like piano wire around my wrists, my throat, my wings. I snarled my defiance until power erupted in a brilliant nimbus around me. The concussion shattered the nearest walls and reduced the clinging filaments to useless ash. I moved forward, blades alive with spirit-fire.

Then I heard Lailah again, though I could not see her. I raced toward the sound of her voice, lashing at the sickly tendrils threaded through the walls. Through curves and intersections with incredibly sharp turns I pelted.

The blades began to sputter, then faded, but I didn’t stop. Where the tendrils tried to halt me, I clawed with my fingers and lashed out with my fists. About halfway through, I realized I was barreling along a version of the sigil itself. The pattern was the labyrinth, endlessly echoed and re-echoed. I tore it to pieces as I ran.

A massive door brought my breakneck journey abruptly to a halt. Red like the wax seal on the jar, it held an iteration of the sigil blazing in its center. Bellowing the notes of the pass-phrase, I raised both fists and with all of my strength brought them down against the barrier. The shattering impact became a cascade of light in the air, words reverberating in both color and sound.

The explosion threw me back—

* * *

—and I sat in my apartment again.

The jar lay in pieces upon the kitchen table. It had exploded with such force, little shards still spun halfway across the tiles of the floor. Only the cork remained, wearing the mouth of the jar in a jagged ring. The wax seal was melted, all the intertwining symbols puddling into mush.

Lil slapped at me, trying to drag me from my daze. With most of my brain still caught in seek-and-destroy mode, I snapped a hand up without thinking and seized her wrist mid-strike. Her eyes widened. She tried pulling her hand back without success. As she strained, power fierce as a summer storm crackled between us. I could feel an answering light kindling in my eyes—the same white-blue fire I carried on my blades.

“Where is she?” I demanded. My voice was thick and oddly resonant. I hardly recognized it as my own.

“Let go, Zack.”

I held on, grinding the bones of her wrist. Lil looked ready to smack me with her other hand. Then her expression flickered like cloud-shadows obscuring a distant, alien moon. She relaxed and simply waited.

As soon as she stopped struggling, my fingers loosened of their own accord. Lil rubbed her wrist, looking more irritated than hurt—it would take more than that to injure someone like her. She didn’t give vent to her ire, which was a switch for her. Instead, she shoved her chair back so hard it scraped noisily against the tiles. Without saying a word, she began collecting the various pieces of the jar. Her movements were swift but meticulous, the muscles under her toned, bronze skin vibrating with spring-loaded strength.

“It worked, didn’t it?” I was breathless—as if I’d really been running through the twisting halls of the labyrinth. I got up to help, but had to catch myself on the counter when I wobbled. My legs felt like water, and lines of exhaustion burned through my wings.

“Don’t touch anything,” Lil said, swiping her hand in an impatient gesture. “These belong to me.”

I backed off. Once I felt steadier, I peered across to the Shadowside, seeking some trace of Lailah.

“Why can’t I see her?” I murmured.

Lil’s head whipped up and she scowled at me.

“What did you expect?” she snapped. “Did you think she’d pop out of the bottle, like some glorified genie?”

“She’s the Lady of Shades,” I answered. “I thought I’d see her ghost, at least.”

Lil made a disgusted noise, then bent to retrieve a shard that had made it all the way under my rarely used stove.

“They tortured her, and then they killed her,” she growled. “It’s going to take her a while to come back from that.”

I stopped looking for the stray spirit, unwilling to give voice to the hollow sensation her absence inspired. Instead, I started pacing, shaking the last of the adrenaline out of my limbs.

“Are we done here?” I asked.

Lil stood, reached into her little white purse, and pulled out a swatch of green cloth. She folded the shards into it, and then dropped them back into the purse. Small as it was, it didn’t change shape in the slightest.

“I need to drop this off at my hotel room,” she said.

“You brought your car,” I said. “So go.”

“You’re coming with me, flyboy.”

“Since when do you need an escort?” I demanded.

Lil’s storm-gray eyes bored into my own. “I’ve dispatched three cacodaimons in Chicago since your showdown on the lake with Dorimiel. That’s three too many. We’re going to sit down and have a chat about what the hell is going on, but I need to put these someplace safe first.”

Tucking the clutch purse protectively under one arm, Lil headed for the door. She didn’t wait to see if I followed.
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Lil had rooms at the Renaissance Hotel downtown. The lobby thronged with people, the combined murmur of their voices and minds surging in a subsonic tide that battered against my psychic senses. My shields barely held against the weltering din.

Sequestered as I’d been in my basement office beneath the Cleveland Museum of Art, I’d forgotten how close it was to the holiday. Now, standing under the vaulted arches of the grand Jazz Age hotel, there was no ignoring the frantic emotional buzz of valentines and their sweethearts, seeking to make the most of the weekend.

Between the frenetic clientele of the nearby casino and the clusters of richly dressed couples each putting out their unique cocktails of excitement and agitation, the psychic space was suffocating. I put my back against a wall and silently willed Lil to hurry the fuck up.

She’d offered to take me up to the room with her, but that would have been worse than enduring the mental cacophony. The last thing I needed was alone time on Valentine’s Day weekend in a posh hotel suite with the Lady of Beasts.

Not that Lil wasn’t painfully desirable—that was actually the problem. Lil’s cloying seduction was just another weapon in her already potent arsenal, and she’d turned it on me more than a few times. Never mind that I’d been dating her dead sister. Never mind that in some distant incarnation she’d been married to my brother Remy. God help him.

For the Lady of Beasts, those weren’t even moral speed bumps. She’d come on to me just to watch me squirm, and after fighting with Lailah’s binding, I didn’t have the patience for that shit.

A boisterous couple threaded through the crowd, shifting toward the outskirts to avoid some of the crush of people. The woman stumbled—just tipsy enough to totter on her heels and nearly crash into me. Her husband, a guy who looked like one of his parents had been a bulldozer, caught her elbow, then glowered at me as if the lady’s misstep was my fault. A muscle ticked in his square jaw as his eyes locked on mine.

I knew that look. On some level, he sensed my cowl—the cloak of woven will and power I used to hide my not-quite-human nature. Most mortals never noticed, but every once in a while, I encountered one with enough sight to realize there was something off about me.

My height, the faded black jeans, and the leather biker jacket didn’t help matters any—especially not in this well-dressed scene.

I dropped my own gaze—I’d learned from experience that eye contact only made it worse. I didn’t need a fight on my hands, and there was no way to explain to the guy that what he was feeling was simply instinct—bred into the mortals over half a dozen millennia to warn them that people like me were dangerous.

He wouldn’t be wrong.

I stared at my scuffed and muddied engineer boots, clamping down on the camouflaging veil of energy. I could feel my wings ghosting through the shimmering gold curtain behind me. I pulled them tight against my body and tried to be nothing more remarkable than an ordinary guy.

Nothing to see here, move along.

Mr. Bulldozer blinked several times rapidly, then put a protective arm around his lady’s shoulders. Helping her toward the elevators, he cast a final scowl at me before the doors closed. Once they slid shut, I tilted my head back and loosed the breath I’d been holding. I still wasn’t used to all this shit. The incident with Dorimiel, not three months earlier, meant I was relearning practically everything. It sucked.

Keeping my eyes away from the people, I tried concentrating on the subtle murmur of the fountain burbling in the lobby, just audible beneath the rhythm of the voices. Massive chandeliers glinted high above, their gilded accents echoed in all the baroque railings winding up the stairs. Between the gold, the soaring pillars, and the rich Italian marble, the Cleveland Renaissance felt more like a temple than a hotel, wearing its throwback splendor without apology.

That sudden, sharp awareness of the timelessness of the space tipped the balance in my vision. All the lights went starry, and the layers of reality shuffled over themselves until different styles and eras all danced in a confusion of perceptions. I saw women in bustled skirts and men with fedoras, all mingling with the modern crowd in their holiday finery. Most of the specters were blurry, their faces indistinct as so often they were on the Shadowside. These weren’t ghosts, but echoes of the once living, stamped like fingerprints in time. I turned to face the windows, hoping to pull my perceptions back to the flesh-bound world.

That just brought me face-to-face with her.

She stood outside on the street, staring in at me. I might have taken her for a living person if not for her coat—she wore a light spring jacket that should have left her freezing in the harsh wind scouring the city.

She glimmered in shades all faded to monochrome—a simple but elegant dress that looked hand-sewn. Fancy hat with a little veil. Prim cloth gloves. Corsage on her lapel. Her dark skin was smooth and clear, full lips struggling with a melancholy expression. I could imagine the color of her eyes—deep brown, startling against the whites. From the way she studied me, I could tell she didn’t quite understand what she was looking at. Our eyes met and she jumped a little as she realized I could see her.

This was no mere echo of a life, stamped upon the Shadowside. Conscious and self-aware, this ghost remembered enough of herself to project a clear, unwavering image. Urgency creased her features and her lips parted on the verge of some message. When she opened her mouth, I heard nothing more than a faint whisper—as if the one thing the spirit couldn’t recall was her voice.

The dead woman raised a hand and lightly pressed her gloved fingers against the glass, beseeching. The Renaissance was old enough, the window was a barrier to the both of us. I raised my own hand, and Lil chose precisely that moment to sidle up from the crowd, jamming an elbow sharply into my ribs.

“Hey, flyboy,” she said. “What are you staring at?”

The wraith jerked back as if pulled on a cord. My vision faltered. When I saw her next, she was halfway down the sidewalk, heading toward Prospect Avenue. Her image stuttered as late-evening shoppers strode through the space she occupied. Streaking lights of cars and taxis burned trails against my eyes as I strained to keep the spirit in sight.

She halted a moment, looking over her shoulder and catching my gaze. Then she faded completely, her grayscale figure dispersing into the night.

“Dammit, Lil,” I grumbled. “You scared her away.”

“Was that a ghost?” Lil tossed her head with a scoff. The gesture sent wild waves of her dark-red hair cascading down her back. “Mother’s Tears, Zack,” she swore. “You attract dead mortals like stray puppies.”

“She needs my help,” I objected.

“Sure she does. So does every dead thing for miles, if you give it half a chance. You really need to learn how to tune that shit out.” She shifted her sable driving coat to her other arm, adjusting the grip on her white leather purse. She’d changed out of the navy dress and now wore a pantsuit in the same dark hue.

“There are reasons I can see the things I do,” I insisted. “There must be.”

Lil gave me a flat look. I thrust my hands into the pockets of my jacket and turned away from the window.

“With everything you’ve forgotten, why couldn’t you lose the self-righteous streak?” she growled.

“It’s not like I asked a monomaniacal asshole to shred my brain,” I replied. “Anyway—how is it your business if I want to help her out?”

“If it interferes with what I want, then that makes it my business. Or did you forget about the cacodaimons?” Lil gave me a shove in the direction of the hotel bar. “Our meeting. Now.”

I dug in my heels, gesturing vaguely at the milling crowd.

“Way too loud in here,” I said. “I can’t think straight.”

“How can you tell?” she muttered scathingly.

Half a dozen bitter retorts leapt to my lips, and I surprised myself by swallowing every one of them. Turning in the opposite direction from the bar, I started walking. Lil hovered by the liquid fall of golden curtains, storm-gray eyes tracking me until I was halfway to the revolving doors.

“You coming?” I called, pitching my voice so it carried over the noise of the revelers.

Again the disdainful scoff and toss of her head. Lil followed the gesture by rolling her eyes so hard she could have been shooting craps, as well as daggers.

“Fine,” she called back, practically shouting. “But you chase after that dead girl on your own time.” It was a testament to the mind-numbing din in the lobby that not a single person blinked at her statement.
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I lingered on the sidewalk along Superior Avenue, searching the cityscape for any sign of the ghost. The wind racing across the lake from Canada carried with it wicked razors of cold. They lashed at my ears and cheeks, and I knew it was bad because I could actually feel the chill.

All the mortals walked bent over on themselves, heads down against the wind and arms folded over their precious centers of heat. February was rarely a kind month in Cleveland. The only things sizzling were sentiments on Hallmark cards.

Lil stepped through the revolving doors, settling her driving coat around her shoulders. The heels of her polished leather boots clicked smartly on the pavement as she approached.

“All right. Where to?” she asked, her hair whipping like scarlet serpents around her heart-shaped face.

I scanned the street again, squinting as I peered consciously across to the Shadowside. Gliding movement drew my attention to the corner of Prospect and Superior. An RTA bus lumbered into view, dispersing the frail figure of the specter, but I was certain she’d been standing there. I headed in that direction.

Lil jogged to keep pace with my long-legged strides.

“You’re not fooling me, you know,” she complained.

Chewing my lip, I kept my vision poised between the two sides of reality. It took more concentration than I knew it should have—I was still relearning things. My frustration vented itself in snark.

“That’s good,” I replied. “Wouldn’t want your staggering sense of superiority to falter.”

Lil smacked the back of her hand into my bicep hard enough that I could feel the sting of her knuckles through my jacket’s thick leather. She did things like that a lot. It would have seemed abusive if I didn’t know the kind of violence she could inflict when she was actually trying.

Up ahead I spied the striped awning of a restaurant. Dark blue alternating with white, I could just make out letters on the sign above it. Aradia’s. The spirit winked into view for a moment, flickering against the restaurant’s front window.

“You in the mood for Italian?” I asked. I crossed the street before she could object, and beelined for the door. As I yanked it open, the crooning voice of Sinatra spilled out, enumerating the qualities of a very good year.

The interior of the restaurant was dark but cozy, caught somewhere between a bar and a bistro. A crepe streamer of pink and red hearts was tacked above the bar, the only nod to the holiday. The rest of the décor consisted of old black-and-white photos arranged in clusters on the wood-paneled walls. Many of them seemed like family portraits interspersed with scenes from bygone decades of Cleveland. The Soldiers and Sailors Monument. The old May Company building. A parade for what looked like the Feast of the Assumption along Little Italy’s Murray Hill.

Pale votives burned in squat settings of cobalt glass on the center of every table. There were perhaps five other people in the entire establishment, three of them sitting at the bar. Empty as the place was, the scent of food coming from the kitchen was amazing.

The bartender—a stout man in his middle forties built like a pickle barrel with legs—looked up as we entered. His nametag caught the light, proclaiming him to be “Benny.” He stared for a long moment, his heavy brow beetling with disapproval. Maybe it was the biker jacket. I held my cowl tight, though—I didn’t want a repeat of earlier.

The ghost flickered into view at the very back of the restaurant, disappearing through doors that looked like they led to the kitchen. I almost charged after her, but managed to hold my ground behind the “Please Wait to be Seated” sign near the hostess stand.

“No way,” Lil said after a quick look around. She turned to go.

“Hang on.” I caught her elbow, my attention still fixed on the spot where the spirit had disappeared.

Lil shrugged me off. Dropping her voice to a whisper, she hissed, “Something isn’t right here, Zack. Pick another restaurant.”

“She’s here,” I responded. “You’re probably feeling that.”

“You think I can’t see her?” Lil snapped. “I just don’t care about every lost little ghost. Come on. There’s a shawarma place right around the corner—”

“I’m not leaving. Not until I have some idea what she wants.”

Lil rolled her eyes, complaining, “Nights like this, I really miss the old Zack.”

“I’m not that guy anymore,” I shot back.

Lil gave me a speculative look.

“No,” she assented. “No, you’re not.”

An odd note in her voice made me bite back the remains of my tirade. The emotion was echoed on her bronzed features, keen and bright as a lightning strike. That look stirred memories of some significant moment from the past. Jazz music. A smoky alto. A long, sleek dress with a midnight’s wealth of stars. As soon as I grabbed for them, the images dissolved, subtle as smoke. Memory was like that now. Even the few scraps left to me remained elusive.

The kid at the hostess stand interrupted, menus tucked neatly under one arm. Olive-skinned and with a silky fall of dark hair, her eyes were bright as agate. She studied first Lil, and then me. The broad expanse of her brow and the little cleft in her chin echoed the features of the bartender, though nature had painted her with a much more delicate hand. The girl offered us a practiced and very convincing smile.

“A table in back?” she asked mildly.

“Yeah. That would be great,” I said.

The hostess headed off, and I strode swiftly after her, glancing over my shoulder. The Lady of Beasts hesitated near the front of the restaurant, her full lips twisted into something very close to a pout. She eyed the doors for a moment, as if plotting her escape. Then, muttering curses in a language long dead, she followed.

We sat at a table against the back wall. Rigidly polite with the waitress, Lil took her menu and held it open between us. I felt like I was staring at the Great Wall of China.

“Get on with it, already,” she grumbled.

“What?” I asked. The memories still rattled uneasily in the back of my head, hollow echoes like pebbles tumbling down a very deep well.

“Whatever the hell you’re going to do with the ghost,” she responded. “Have a heart-to-heart. Send her into the light. Something. Just get it out of your system so we can talk.”

“No one’s twisting your arm to stay, you know,” I reminded her.

She grunted a non-comment and went back to glaring at her menu. We were matched, stubborn for stubborn, so I dropped it. I might have a penchant for tilting at windmills, but with Lil, I knew when to quit.

Closing my eyes, I focused on my sense of the space—the patrons, the flow of history along the walls, the conspicuous absence that was Lil as she shielded herself from me. My senses expanded, little fingers of light tracing all the dark corners to see what they held. There was a subtle thrumming on the air, and it grew more pronounced as I concentrated. We were near a Crossing—a little tear between the realms of spirit and flesh. That didn’t bode well for the dead woman. Crossings most often showed up in places where someone had suffered a traumatic death. It was starting to look as if my ghost was a murder victim.

The edge of the Crossing was close—I could almost touch it, if I extended my wings back far enough—but the heart of the disturbance lay beyond the doors to the kitchen. I dropped into a deeper focus, reaching with my mind as far as I could into that central pulse of terror and pain.

Echoes of the spirit’s imprint flickered on the edge of perception—the dark curves of her face, her eyes, tearful, pleading. Then I felt a jolt, like I’d run headlong into an electric fence. Light and symbols exploded in my head. I shook myself, blinking.

“What did you just do?” Lil hissed.

The bartender’s head whipped around and he glared at us. I could feel his attention crawling against my scalp.

“Hey! What are you doing back there?” he called.

“Told you so,” Lil mouthed. “The place is warded, isn’t it?”

I tried to clamp down on my cowl and look innocent, but it was too late for that. The bartender threw his dishrag aside and headed our way. His big, meaty hands looked more accustomed to breaking jaws than polishing glasses, and he brandished them at me as he stomped toward our table.

“You’re so good at making friends,” Lil snarked.

I got up hurriedly from my chair, holding a hand out to halt the guy. “Hey—we’re just here as paying customers.”

“Oh, baloney. You know what I’m talking about,” he rumbled. His accent was so thick, he sounded like he was making a conscious mockery of The Godfather. Then he squinted at me and said, “Wait a minute. I know you. You’re one of Salvatore’s goons.”

“Salvatore?” I wondered, turning to Lil. “Does he mean Saliriel?”

Sal was one of my many siblings, and somewhere along the line she had decided she liked life better as a woman—Machiavelli in garters. Lil pressed her full lips together and said nothing. She despised Sal to a psychopathic degree. To be fair, I wasn’t exactly a member of Sal’s fan club myself.

I took another step or two back from the table, maintaining my distance from the fuming Benny. This also had the effect of bringing me closer to the edge of the Crossing. I could feel its energy vibrating against my cowled wings.

“Just hang on a second. I don’t work for Sal,” I objected.

“Yeah, pull the other one,” Benny replied. “I remember you from the Statler, when Joey Porrello called his big meeting. That was decades ago, so don’t pretend you’re a normal guy. What are you doing pissing around my momma’s restaurant?”

My mind raced down the few corridors of memory left open to me, trying to make sense of his accusations. All I dredged up was some vague knowledge of an old mob meeting at the Statler hotel—from the late twenties. If Benny had been around back then, he sure didn’t look it. Then again, neither did I.

Lil stood slowly, one hand on her little clutch-purse. If I knew the Lady of Beasts, her trusty Derringer was tucked inside. She turned on the dazzle, flashing an apologetic smile to Benny.

“Sorry. Blind date. This always happens to me,” she said sweetly.

The stumpy bartender flicked his gaze toward my companion, but evidently decided she wasn’t much of a threat—which was incredibly stupid on his part. He turned his glare back to me. His bloodshot eyes were set close to his great potato of a nose, the brown of his irises so dark they looked almost black in the lighting.

“We had a deal,” Benny growled.

“Let’s say I don’t exactly remember the terms,” I said, stalling. It wasn’t a lie, either.

“Don’t play dumb with me. That pulse-sucker, Sal, asked us to stay out of his business, and he promised no one would come poking around in ours,” Benny said. He stabbed a sausage of a finger toward my chest. “You’re poking.”

Pulse-sucker. Sal was the next best thing to a vampire, and Benny knew it. Which begged the question, what the hell was Benny? While I struggled to remember anything that didn’t involve knowledge picked up from history books, Benny advanced on me. He shook his knuckles again, and this time I could practically taste the power gathering around him—tiny dark stars in a tightening orbit.

Of course the mob had magic. Why did that even shock me?

The whole restaurant fell silent around us. Not a single person moved either to interfere or to flee. That was a bad sign—it meant they were used to outbursts like this. The dark-haired girl at the hostess stand stood rigidly, copper-penny eyes fixed on Benny. Focus, not fear, etched her expression. The fingers of her left hand were threaded in a peculiar gesture. Power crackled around her.

Magic was a family affair.

Lil stepped neatly around the table, nudging me toward the exit.

“I know a great Thai place just a block over,” she chirped. “Italian always gives me indigestion anyway.” She had the “I’m a normal human” mask so firmly in place, even I wanted to believe it.

I started to turn away from the Crossing and head toward the front door. The hostess watched us warily while Benny practically simmered with a pent-up desire to clobber me. The ghost coalesced into view just over his shoulder. She locked her pleading eyes on mine.

“Help me,” she mouthed.

Two words I found irresistible.

My own mouth started racing before good sense could catch up with it. “You have this dead girl attached to your restaurant,” I told Benny. “Did you know that?” His features darkened, that orbit of power growing more concentrated. Running would have been the smart thing—at least until I knew what I was dealing with—but I couldn’t stop myself. “African descent. Twenty-something. Looks like she’s dressed for Easter Sunday. I get a feeling somebody murdered her. You know anything?”

“I warned you!” the bartender bellowed.

“Why can’t you come with a mute button?” Lil groaned.

“Guess that’s a yes,” I said.

Benny cocked his fist back and lunged. He moved with all the grace of a Sherman tank, and it was a good bet he was going to hit like one. I dodged the first blow, but he followed it up with a murmured incantation. A little late I realized he wasn’t so much trying to sock me as throw something in my general direction.

Little black sparklers burst in my vision and the world smeared like an Impressionist painting. I scrubbed at my eyes.

It didn’t help.

“What the hell?” I sputtered.

“You’ll back off if you know what’s good for you,” Benny snarled. He was already calling up another salvo of whatever magic he’d dished at me.

“I’m not with stupid here,” Lil declared. She took a decisive step away from me. “And I’m leaving.”

Benny spat on the floorboards. “Good idea, sweet cheeks.”

“Sweet cheeks?” she squawked. A spike of ozone tickled my nose and I thought for a moment that he’d pushed her too far, but then I heard the harsh report of her heels as she marched toward the front door.

Once Lil was out, the hostess threw the deadbolt. I still couldn’t see clearly, but the girl’s voice reached me. She murmured rhythmically—some kind of chant. I could feel lines of power tightening around the space. She was locking the wards down—and those were a way bigger problem for me than deadbolts.

“We’re playing for keeps now, buddy,” Benny said, winding up for another spell.

“How many times have you watched Scarface?” I asked. “Nobody talks like that anymore.”

While he sputtered a response, I turned toward the psychic stain of trauma soaked into the space behind me. I was certain now it marked where the ghost had died—but that meant it was as good as a doorway for me. Benny wouldn’t see that coming. I caught my breath as I plunged through the Crossing.

The veil or whatever Benny had thrown across my eyes peeled back as I tore through to the Shadowside. The last thing I noticed before the fleshlands slipped away was one of the old photographs. It looked like it dated to the thirties.

Two squat, broad guys in shirtsleeves and suspenders stood on either side of an old white-haired matron. She had eyes black as a starless sky and a smile that shamed the Mona Lisa. The guy on the left was unmistakably Benny. The other guy looked like he could have been his brother. A plaque under the picture read, “The Boys with Momma Tuscanetti.”

I had a name. Names were power. That would come in handy once I got the hell out of there.
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The spirit was waiting for me on the other side.

Anchor points of magic flared all around us, crafted along the foundation of the family restaurant. The place was old enough that the walls had a solid existence on this side of things, as well. The wards that were worked into them blazed against my vision, weaving lines of color and light alien to the Shadowside’s perpetual gray. I could feel the webwork closing in. Whoever had built them knew what they were doing. The wards were subtle—almost invisible—right up until they were activated.

The ghost stood a few paces from me, shock registering on her features.

“Didn’t know I could do that, did you?” I asked.

She shook her head mutely, backing away. The transition to this side always tore off my cowl. My wings left blue-white streamers of power in the air behind me. Subtlety wasn’t my strong suit—especially not when I stood in my element, a step off from the world of the living.

“Don’t be afraid,” I said quietly. Seemed like I ended up saying that a lot. All the books these days depicted angels as beings both beautiful and benign. I knew better. If there was such a thing as God—and I really couldn’t say either way—we weren’t his children. We were his hit squad, and trust me, we looked the part.

The ghost nodded slowly, then opened her mouth. Words were still lost to her. Her dusky-hued features creased with frustration as she struggled to speak.

A tortured violin sound shrieked through the Shadowside—the lines of the wards as they tightened. Wires of power started cutting against me.

“I don’t have much time here,” I told her. The bitter trauma of her final moments was stamped into the space around us, lending added weight to the strangling wards. Straining against the psychic imprint, the spirit’s appearance flickered between how she wanted to remember herself and the things she sought desperately to forget. Urgently, I said, “Don’t hide it. Let me see.”

With a pained expression, she surrendered to the replay. Echoes of past events stuttered like a stop-motion film bled dry of color. There was no sound.

I bore witness as the black woman—I still didn’t know her name—appeared near the entrance of the restaurant. She was smiling like she expected to meet a friend. Another person approached her—close to her height, broad and stumpy. I’d have put money on it being Benny, but it wasn’t a spirit exactly, simply an echo, so the features remained indistinct.

The replay flickered forward. An argument.

He ripped off her glove then jerked something from her finger. He threw the object—it had to be a ring—violently toward the back of the restaurant. She reached after it, started crying.

The images jumped again and the stout man grappled with her. The ghost’s mouth opened in a silent scream. She struggled. He threw her against a wall, pinning her. His thick-fingered hands closed round her throat. Then a burst of something eclipsed the whole scene—those black stars of power connected with Benny’s magic.

In their wake, the image stuttered forward. The woman was on the floor now, crumpled in the corner where I’d first felt the Crossing. Her eyes rolled wildly, her hat askew. She was gasping, pleading. Her attacker loomed over her, viciously kicking. Her body rocked with every blow. That dark power surged again, and everything went black.

Shaking with futile rage, I hunched in the empty echo of the restaurant with the wards still singing around me.

“I am so sorry,” I whispered.

The spirit faded back into view, silently pleading. She mouthed a message over and over again. I couldn’t make it out. The wards crackled and my head buzzed unpleasantly. If I didn’t leave soon, I wasn’t going to get past them, and I didn’t like the idea of fighting Benny and the girl when I had no idea what I was up against.

Then I spotted a chink in the magical webwork—it was just through the door to the kitchen. The door had no substance on this side—most didn’t—so I slipped right past it. The narrow opening on the other side looked like part of an old exit that must have gotten bricked over in the flesh-and-blood world. It lay at the very heart of the Crossing. Residual images of drywall and some heavy piece of kitchen equipment flickered in and out of existence in front of it—they hadn’t been in place long enough to leave lasting impressions.

Still, I was going to have to time things just right. When I could see the obstacles, they were real enough to do damage.

The spirit trailed behind me, still weeping.

“I’ll come back for you,” I promised.

The wards stuttered across the narrow sliver of an opening. As I stepped toward it, something on the ground caught my eye. It pulsed like a tiny fallen star, gold and gleaming. Caught between the new drywall and the stainless-steel monolith shoved up against it. I had to wait for their Shadowside echoes to flicker out of existence. I bent and retrieved it.

It was the ring.

I shouldn’t have been able to pick it up. On the Shadowside, most objects were merely after-images—faded memories trapped beyond their time. But the ring pulsed against my palm, its light still gleaming. This was a relic. It had meant so much to her in the moment that she died, some of her essence had burned into it. It held existence on both sides. I could carry it across with me.

Gripping the precious object, I ducked swiftly through the breach in the wards. The covered door led not to an exit but a closet. The added bricks and drywall had sealed it into a tomb. A different set of workings were etched around the space—subtle lines of power wrought to hide and obscure. Someone had wanted to forget about this cramped little cupboard. A second later, I realized why.

Bones. It held her bones, curled like an infant in the claustrophobic space. I held a hand up to the echo of the immured skeleton. With the clash of magic between the warding spells and hiding spells, there was still a way through. It was tight, but I could make it if I hurried.

I had to walk right through the dead woman’s remains. That shuddersome contact finally gave her a voice. Her words resonated to the core of me.

Tell him I didn’t leave.

I wanted to ask more, but there was no time. I slipped under the searing cords of power weaving around the perimeter of the building, the bite of the magic scathing my wings. With a sharp electric crackle, the little brick restaurant sealed behind me. The spirit didn’t manifest again.

Moving a few paces off, I stepped from the Shadowside and pocketed the ring.

* * *

Lil lounged on one of the fancy leather chairs near the fountain back at the Renaissance. I stabbed a finger in her direction as I strode through the dwindling crowd.

“You walked out on me,” I said.

“You were being an idiot,” she responded coolly. I flung myself into the seat next to her, the leather of my jacket creaking.

“Doesn’t it bother you—what they did to her?”

“Zack, please,” she sighed. “At least pretend that you know me.” Her beautiful features were cold and without pity.

“So you’re not going to help,” I said, scowling and pushing my fingers through my wind-tousled hair.

A look harsh as lightning flashed through Lil’s eyes.

“Are you kidding? That bastard called me sweet cheeks,” she growled. “I’ve made men eat their testicles for less.”

I covered myself reflexively. There was no chance she was joking.

“Right then. So I can count on you at least for violence,” I observed. Steering the conversation away from such cringeworthy topics as vengeful castration, I continued. “They shut the place up tight with wards, and Benny the bartender was throwing more than punches. You got any clue what we’re dealing with?”

“Magic? Old Italian family?” she mused, her thundercloud eyes tracing the lines of gilding across the ceiling as she considered it. “It’s a bloodline of witches. Strega, possibly Streghoneri.”

“What’s the difference?” I asked.

“Italian magic doesn’t fuck around, but Streghoneri spellwork gets pretty dark. Curses, the Evil Eye – things like that,” she replied.

“You think it’s dark?” I marveled. “That says a lot, coming from you. What else?” She stretched against the chair, watching the water bubble in the fountain. Conversations rose and fell around us, their dull, cycling hum punctuated by staccato barks of laughter.

Lil was looking everywhere but at me.

“Spill it,” I demanded.

Coyly, she met my eyes from beneath a nest of heavy lashes. “You say that like I’m hiding something.”

“The sky’s still blue, so yeah—you’re hiding something.” Studying her expression further, I ventured, “Or avoiding it. And avoidance—that’s not really like you.”

She looked away, chewing her cheeks. The gesture drew her full red lips into something resembling a lush rosebud. The sight inspired a memory—wholly inappropriate to the situation—of her kissing me. She’d done it as a control tactic months ago, and I kind of hated her for it, but that didn’t stop the languorous tingle that shivered from my mouth to points further south.

Guess we’d recovered from the threat of castration.

“Maybe you should go talk to Sal,” she said after a while.

“Oh, fuck that,” I snapped, glad to have something to get angry about. Anger helped push the unwanted feelings away.

“I don’t like the idea either,” she admitted, “but if Benny-boy remembers you in connection with the Porrellos, Sal probably knows the rest of the story.”

“No. Just no,” I insisted. “Every ounce of information I get from Sal costs me at least a pound of flesh.”

“There’s always Remy,” Lil suggested.

“I can’t believe you’re telling me to go to the Nephilim—any of them.”

“Your mess, your people,” she spat back. “You got a better idea?”

I started to snarl that they weren’t my people. I was Anakim—not Nephilim—and my tribe had been devastated, the majority imprisoned over the past two hundred years. But that was old news, and arguing history was pointless. I shoved my fists in my pockets and jammed my knuckle into the ring. Lil had me so beside myself, I’d almost forgotten about it.

Pulling out the relic, I turned it round and round in the light cast by the chandeliers. A single diamond glittered in a setting of white gold. There was writing inside the band.

Wrapped around your finger — Dom

“Yeah. I’ve got a better idea,” I said, starting to smile.

“What do you have there?” Lil asked. She held her hand out for it—then made a face when I wouldn’t hand it over.

“My problem, remember?” I taunted, dangling the ring just out of her reach.

“Fine,” she sniffed. “If you don’t want my input.” She leaned back in her chair, making a show of languidly draping herself over the rich upholstery.

“Don’t know about input, but I could use your smartphone,” I allowed.

Her eyes narrowed. “What for?”

“Browser,” I answered. “I have a name. In fact, I have a bunch of names tangled up with all this—Dom, Benny, Porrello, Tuscanetti. I know the city. I have a range of dates. I might not remember shit about that deal Aradia’s people cut with Sal, but give me access to the Internet and I don’t have to rely on memory. I’ll find what I’m looking for.”

For a minute, I thought she was going to tell me to piss off. Then she dug in her purse and handed me her phone.

The sensible thing would have been to retire to the relative quiet of Lil’s hotel room. She even offered. Again I declined. The lobby was still busy, but not as bad as earlier. Not that it mattered. When I had research to focus on, everything else became background noise.

I started with something easy—the Statler, Tuscanetti, and Joey Porrello. I had a feeling things would fan out from there, maybe even lead me to the name of the ghost. Online there were records for everything, if you knew where to look. Lil’s smartphone was ridiculously tiny in my big hands and I turned it sideways so the keys weren’t so close together. She craned her neck to peer over my shoulder as I tapped rapidly on the screen.

“And you don’t have a cell phone—why?” she inquired, shoving a strand of russet hair back from her face.

“I have one. It’s in my office,” I answered as I scrolled through an article on the Mayfield Road Gang, the Porrello brothers, and the 1928 mafia summit at the old Statler hotel. There was a Salvatore connected with all that, but when I followed the link, he looked nothing like the person who was now my sister.

“Your office,” Lil scoffed. “That kind of defeats the purpose of the phone being mobile, don’t you think?”

I shrugged, leaning my shoulder away from her. “They don’t travel so well through the Shadowside. I got tired of ending up with overpriced paperweights.”

Lil made a monosyllabic non-comment. After following another useless link, I muttered some monosyllables of my own, all of them four letters in length.

“Thought you were some sort of research wizard,” Lil teased. I looked up from the screen long enough to glare at her.

“You don’t happen to know the last name Sal was using back when she was Salvatore, do you?” I asked.

After a pause, she answered, “Try DiAngelis.”

“Seriously?”

Lil gave me a look.

“That’s subtle as a toothache,” I said.

“Seems to run in your family,” she quipped.

I refused to dignify that with a response, no matter how right she was. Fixing my attention on the glimmering screen, I entered “Salvatore DiAngelis” into the string of names I had growing in the search engine, along with “Statler Hotel,” “Cleveland Cosa Nostra,” “Aradia’s,” and “Tuscanetti.” That led me somewhere interesting.

It wasn’t an .edu site, like most of the articles that had been popping up. The top search result was a personal blog. From the graphics, it verged closer to conspiracy theory than hard scholarship.

“Under the Underworld,” I read. “The Occult Mafia in Cleveland.” Little gifs showed lurid scenes edited together from The Sopranos and True Blood. The blog’s title sounded like a bad made-for-TV movie, but most of its information was right on the money. The author had gone down the rabbit hole of crazy and come out the other side. One flashing headline asked, “Are Immortals Running the Crime in Cleveland?”

I nearly choked.

“What?” Lil demanded.

I grunted a response that wasn’t, and continued digging through the site.

There was an entry for Salvatore DiAngelis with a grainy picture clipped from an old copy of the defunct Cleveland Press. Sal in a suit with short, slicked hair, parted to one side. My only memories of Sal featured her current identity as a woman, so the image was a little jarring. A thin caterpillar of a mustache crawled her upper lip. She was blonde as ever, and how she had passed herself off as Italian should have been a bigger mystery than her immortality. The black-and-white photo was placed side by side with another newspaper clipping—this time from the seventies.

Neither picture was exactly high quality, but Sal’s features were unmistakable and, of course, they hadn’t aged. Below Sal was another familiar face repeated across the decades—Benito Tuscanetti.

“Gotcha, Benny,” I murmured.

Benito appeared a couple of times with another Tuscanetti—Dominick. I recognized him from the family photo tacked to the wall in Aradia’s. That had to be the Dom who had put his name on the ring. The dead woman’s story was starting to fall into place, all the pieces blazing in my brain. As sick as it made me, her color was the key.

“I think I got it,” I told Lil.

“What is all this?” she demanded. She tore the phone from my hands, brows knitting as she scrolled through the blogger’s collection of impossible photos. But I didn’t need the articles anymore. My thoughts ticked rapidly through all the connections, leaping from chain to chain.

“So we’ve got a family of Strega—witches—but way beyond Wicca 101, right?” I asked, not waiting for a reply. “They’re specifically Italian, so, a bloodline, like you said. Family is important. There are two brothers, Benito and Dominick—otherwise known as Benny and Dom. Dom inscribed the ring, by the way,” I added, waggling it at her. Lil didn’t so much as glance up from the blog.

“This can’t be possible,” she breathed.

“No, but it is,” I insisted, rising to my feet. “Don’t you see? It makes perfect sense. One of the brothers falls in love—probably in the late forties from the clothes the ghost is wearing. Only it’s not something approved by the family,” I continued. “The girl’s the wrong color—a huge no-no in those days and worse in a bloodline that’s hung up on lineage. Ol’ Benny finds out and tries to put a stop to it. Contacts the girl, asks her to meet with him.”

Pacing excitedly, I felt the rightness of the story as it unfolded.

“She’s probably thrilled,” I said. “She dresses up, thinks she’s finally won their approval, but the meeting doesn’t go as planned. Maybe Benny asks her to move far away and forget about Dominick. Maybe he just asks her to dump him. Either way, she won’t do it. So Benny kills her and uses magic to hide it. And Dominick—he never knows she didn’t walk out on him. No wonder she’s so upset,” I finished. “Even dead, she’s still in love. Half her soul’s tied to this ring.”

I lofted it in triumph.

“Mother’s Tears, Zack, take a breath already.” Lil pulled away from me. “And I’m not talking about your little murder mystery, I’m talking about this website.” She jammed a finger at the phone as if threats of violence might convince it to cough up its secrets. “Where the hell did he get these things?”

A voice rang out suddenly from the front of the lobby.

“I think you should give me back that ring.”
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The words, spoken with steely authority, cut through all the other chatter in the lobby. Lil swore under her breath, pocketing her phone. I snapped my head in the speaker’s direction.

Standing near the main entrance was the white-haired figure from the photo at the bistro. Momma Tuscanetti. She wasn’t particularly tall, with her shoulders hunched and rounded with age. Draped in a shapeless black dress that dragged on the floor, she leaned heavily on a gnarled wooden cane. She looked every bit the storybook witch, her seamed and leathery features fixed in an expression both haughty and implacable. Her black eyes shimmered like twin oil slicks, and I could taste the acrid bite of her power from where I stood.

“Now you did it,” Lil breathed. She touched a hand to a charm she was wearing, and simply disappeared.

“Good to know you’ve got my back on this,” I spat, glaring at the empty air. I resisted saying anything more. Lil wouldn’t pop back up until she was good and ready.

“I’ll ask again nicely,” Momma Tuscanetti said. If she’d noticed Lil—or her disappearing act—she made no indication. She merely extended an arthritic hand, fingers beckoning. “The ring. Now.”

She stood like a squat, black rock in the middle of a river, as all the foot traffic in the lobby parted around her. The mortals were oblivious to her presence. The filmy energy of a spell stretched like gauze upon the air. Something bitter threaded through the fluttering power. I faced off with her, my own power ramping up.

“What are you doing to them?” I demanded.

The crone smiled, revealing teeth yellowed by an untallied burden of years. “The malocchio accomplishes more than curses, boy.”

“The Evil Eye?” I asked. “You turned it into perception magic?” Color me impressed—that was some powerful stuff to casually drop onto everyone in the lobby.

“A simple spell, fueled by their desire to remain ignorant of all the things moving around them in the dark,” she explained as she shuffled forward, her tone resonating with both pride and derision.

“Things like me and you,” I ventured. Rigidly, I remained poised beside the chair, my mind racing around all the possible ways this could go poorly if I fought her—not just for me, but for the mortals.

The crone pursed her lips, their edges dragging with disapproval. “You I don’t know so much about yet.”

“You better not hurt them.”

“Such a cheeky boy, already making demands of me,” she crowed. She lifted her chin, the gesture sending a quiver through the folds of wrinkled flesh dangling at her throat. She still held one hand outstretched, and she turned it to point accusingly. “Do you think it’s your place to protect them?”

“It might be,” I responded. Decision made, I palmed the ghost’s relic and shoved both fists deep into my pockets. The leather of the jacket would hide the first glimmers of light as I gathered my own power. Silently reciting three potent syllables, I strode purposefully toward the wizened matron.

Zah… qui… el.

My Name was song and light and fury. I clamped down on the cowl I’d put back into place after escaping the restaurant, hoping the cloak of energy would further obscure what I was doing. But I shouldn’t have underestimated the Streghoneri. Her eyes narrowed before I’d taken five paces.

“All these people are safe for now,” she warned. Her own slow advance halted. The fingers of her outstretched hand twisted in an arcane gesture. “That will change should you choose to attack me.”

She might as well have pulled a loaded gun.

I froze, holding the notes of my Name on the nearest edges of conscious thought. I didn’t want to drag all these innocents into our fight—not if I could help it. Black motes of scintillating energy contracted around the old woman and the stink of her power intensified.

Where the hell was Lil? She could at least tell me what to expect from old Endora here. Swiftly scanning the crowd, I searched for any sign—either of Lil or the spirit animals that attended her.

Nothing.

“Doesn’t it bother you?” I stalled. “Aradia’s clearly a family-run place—Benny, the little hostess. I caught the resemblance. But I didn’t see Dom anywhere. Did he have the night off?”

The crone regarded me stonily.

“How long has it been since you’ve seen him?” I pressed. “It must kill you knowing that you went to such lengths to protect your bloodline, yet still lost your son.”

The old witch spat a wad of stringy spittle on the tiles at her feet. I half-expected it to sizzle.

“Self-appointed protector of humanity,” she sneered in a low voice. “And now you presume to judge me.” Her flat slit of a mouth trembled with indignation.

“Like you said, I’m cheeky,” I responded. “So, was killing her worth it?”

“Who sent you meddling in my business, boy?” she demanded. “I hope they armed you with more than smart words.” Dark whorls of energy danced around her knotted fingers. I took a purposeful step forward, still keeping my own power hidden as well as I could manage.

“I don’t want to beat up an old lady,” I said, “but I’m walking out of here with this ring.” A couple of bystanders shot me strange looks. It seemed like the cone of silence didn’t cover my half of the conversation.

“The hard way, then,” she muttered. Her eyes glinted as she took the measure of my features. “Let’s see what you really are, so bold and full of spleen.”

With a twitch of her fingers, she flung something at me—a compact orb of black flame. It arced across the lobby, rushing straight for my head. Moving faster-than-human quick, I brought my arms up to shield my face. I tried to side-step the impact, but the gleaming projectile matched both my movement and my speed. When it smashed against my forearms, I expected it to hurt—but the writhing sphere of magic simply dispersed like smoke, rolling across the edges of my cowl.

“What the hell was that?” I managed.

Momma Tuscanetti snapped her fingers once, and the clinging wisps of smoke ignited in a bright but heatless flash-fire. It consumed the cowl entirely, and my own power flared diamond-bright. I could feel an answering blaze burning behind my eyes. Released from the obscuring veil of energy, my wings unfurled in a rush of gleaming light.

For one glorious moment, they felt real in the flesh-and-blood world. Then the moment passed.

“Sweet Consort of the Lady,” the matron gasped. She swiftly crossed herself.

“Surprise,” I said. “I’m really not the guy you want to piss off.” My voice resonated on three notes at once, each word a perfect chord. It didn’t sound remotely human.

Suddenly, the mortals milling through the lobby stopped what they were doing. Thirty heads swiveled toward me as they stared.

“A Fallen Star?” Momma Tuscanetti said. “What could you possibly want with one dead mortal woman?” Her expression hardened again. “No matter. There is fear enough here to snuff even your flame.”

She raised her arms, gesturing expansively. With a sharp command, she sent the spinning motes of energy careening throughout the crowd. The glimmering power shifted from black to a dull, angry red. An echo of the bloody light kindled in all the mortal eyes, and their faces convulsed with rage and disgust.

One woman cried, “Monster!”

Another shrilly declared me a terrorist.

I heard “maniac” and “murderer” and “rapist,” each insult magnified to a thunderous degree by the acoustics of the soaring arches overhead. The mortals hardly seemed aware of what they were saying, spittle flying from twisted lips as they shouted.

“Every mind?” I demanded, ducking a shoe thrown at my head. “How can you be controlling every mind?”

“I’m not controlling them, Fallen One,” the crone chortled. “All I have to do is influence what they see. Their own assumptions do the rest.” She remained effectively invisible while the mob in the lobby fixated on me. Spitting and screaming, they railed as if I’d won Shirley Jackson’s version of the lottery. The red glare of energy trailed behind them as they moved.

I was immortal—but only on a technicality. My physical body was as prone to dying as the next guy’s. My flesh could take a little more punishment than the average person, but this many mortals beating the crap out of me might be more than it could handle. I needed an exit strategy, and quickly.

If I’d been standing on the Shadowside, it would have been simple—one solid downstroke, and I could fly out of harm’s way. The lobby’s vaulted ceiling gave me plenty of room to maneuver above the crowd, but my wings didn’t translate to the flesh-and-blood world, and without a Crossing, I couldn’t step from one side to the other.

A big guy shoved his way from the back of the crowd, nearly climbing over the others in his frenzy to get at me. The extremity of his fury distorted his features, but I still recognized him—Mr. Bulldozer. With a maddened roar, he launched himself at my back, landing like a sack of bricks.

I staggered under the impact but managed to remain standing. Hitting the floor with a mob like this clawing at me would’ve been a sure way to leave the hotel in an ambulance, if not a body bag. The man clung like a rabid animal, teeth snapping at my ear as he worked to lock his arms around my throat.

The crone cackled as I struggled to get out from under the guy without causing him serious injury. I finally pried him off and flung him bodily into the crowd. Half a dozen people stumbled backward as he crashed into them, but even more lunged at me from the sides. I shielded my head with my forearms, shoving hard when a few grabbed for me. The thick leather of my biker jacket took the brunt of the blows.

They punched and ripped and clawed. I pushed them back again and again, but held my power tightly in check. Stronger and faster than any mortal, I could kill them if I wasn’t careful. I didn’t want the lives of this many innocents on my hands—but I didn’t want to lie down and let them beat the snot out of me, either.

There had to be a way clear of this mess.

“Still trying to protect them, even from yourself?” the crone taunted. “You could always hand over the ring.”
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The ring. It was a relic—tied to a death and saturated with human emotion. It straddled the two sides of reality, which was how I’d picked it up in the first place. Maybe I didn’t need a Crossing after all. And if I could do it—use the ring as an anchor to pull myself from one side to the other—I had an idea of how to deal with both the crowd and the crone in one swift maneuver.

I murmured my Name, shaping a coalescence of power with as much finesse as I could muster. It hooked like a burning sphere just under my ribs. With a hoarse shout, I released it, throwing my head back as light erupted in every direction. Mortals couldn’t typically see the magic, but that didn’t make them immune to its effects. The crowd staggered in the wake of the noiseless concussion, and the nearest were shoved bodily backwards into the others. It cleared a space about eight feet around me, giving me a little breathing room.

As the mob recovered, I slipped my hand into my pocket and closed my fingers around the ring. I pictured the face of the dead woman as vividly as possible, and though I still didn’t know her name, witnessing her death had given me a tie more intimate than mere words. With lightning strokes of memory, I painted her tragedy in my mind—the struggle at the restaurant, the stricken look when her attacker had divested her of the ring. All the pain and betrayal and terror that thrummed in the precious loop of metal even now…

Holding all of it close, I shoved.

The air thickened around me, then parted with a sudden ripping sensation.

I stepped across.

The crowd all but disappeared. On this side, they were smudges at best, human-shaped, but indistinct. The roiling storm of their fury held more substance than they did. I stood at the epicenter as this whirled around me, tugging at my wings. The crone was visible—squat as a toad in an old nightgown, a stream of oily black power erupting from her hands and head.

Unfurling my wings, I took a running leap, straining against the current of dark energy. With a little work, I broke free of the frenzied whirlpool, rose high as the vaulted ceilings would allow, then turned and dropped like a stone on the witch.

The rest was easy. I maneuvered behind her Shadowside presence, then stepped back through before she could even react. I threw my arms around her stooped figure, catching both her wrists in my hands, then pulled her arms tight across her chest and clung in a bear hug. She squirmed and tried to strike me with the head of her walking stick, but the angle was all wrong. Her grip faltered, and the cane clattered noisily to the floor.

The crowd pivoted at the sound. The motes of the perception spell still swarmed around me, drawing the mob’s collective rage. As one, they took a lumbering step forward. It was just as I’d hoped.

“Better turn it off, or they’ll tear both of us to pieces,” I hissed. She stank of earth and oil and—oddly—licorice.

The mob advanced. Momma Tuscanetti strained again in my grip. Her bones felt delicate as dry twigs under my fingers, but I didn’t let up.

“You wouldn’t risk your life for one forgotten human,” she grated.

A woman in a flirty little black dress pulled to the head of the pack. Her hands were hooked like claws as she glowered at us, and her glittery manicure looked as if it could do some real damage. The main doors to the lobby stood only a few paces behind us, but I stood my ground, holding the old woman like a body shield in front of me.

“I’ll come back,” I whispered. “Will you?”

Momma Tuscanetti refused to answer. The lady with the festive nails drew so close, I could see the individual hearts painted on the acrylics. Mr. Bulldozer started shoving again until he was only a few steps behind her.

“I could hurt them,” she croaked.

I bore down on the frail bones of her wrists. “I could hurt you.”

She grunted, but refused to cry out. The red embers of power swirling around the mortals stuttered.

“What do you propose?” she responded, a little breathlessly.

The riot of mortals wavered as she asked the question, but they didn’t stop. I spoke quickly. “I want the ring. I want the girl. Let her go.”

“Why her? Why now?” Momma Tuscanetti craned her neck to glare at me. Her depthless eyes were locked between fury and bewilderment. “No one’s seen that girl in sixty years. No one cares.”

“I care,” I said. “She asked for my help.”

The crone tensed against me. “Is that all it takes, Fallen One?”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Call me Zack.”

Her eyes lingered on mine, so dark I couldn’t distinguish pupil from iris. The pall of her power tightened, tugging at my breath as if I stood in a vacuum. She whispered something, and I felt that power expand, rushing out to touch every person in the lobby of the Renaissance. They wavered, blinking, as if waking suddenly from a dream. The red glare of the energy bled slowly away.

A heartbeat later, they were just a lobby full of people again, chatting, laughing, and flirting with all the bravado inspired by the holiday.

“This close, I know the taste of your power, Fallen One,” Momma Tuscanetti mused. “Benny thought he recognized you.” She stopped struggling and simply stood in my arms, passive and unhurried. “Am I to believe we fell into your path by chance, Zaquiel?”

I twitched as those syllables rolled from her lips.

“I’ve heard your name before.” Dry laughter rasped from her throat. “So let’s not pretend this isn’t personal.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said. Again, she twisted her neck to stare at me with her unnerving obsidian eyes.

“No, you don’t.” She chuckled. “How interesting.” She shrugged her shoulders against me. “Let me go, and we’ll deal.”

“Just like that, you’re willing to bargain?”

“I don’t want to die today, and there’s no hope in killing you—not permanently at any rate,” she said sourly. “So, yes. We bargain.”

I relaxed my grip and gave her a little shove, moving her away from me. Yet I held my power at the ready, alert for any sign of duplicity. Momma Tuscanetti bent creakily and retrieved her walking stick. An oily sensation clung wherever I’d been in contact with her, and that licorice smell lingered cloyingly on my clothes.

“How about I just walk out of here?” I said. “I’ve got the ghost’s relic. I can figure out the rest.” With that, I started for the doors.

“I know where to find Dominick,” she called.

I whirled at this announcement. Smiling sweetly at my expression, the crone continued, “Come, Zaquiel. Regardless of the things dividing us, you don’t imagine I would lose track of my first-born son, hmm?”

Folding my arms across my chest, I regarded her from my full six-foot-three. Apparently I was invisible now, too—we might as well have been alone in the lobby. The mortals parted unconsciously around us, no sign in their faces that they remembered the insanity from moments before.

“And what will it cost me?” I asked.

A haggler’s grin tugged at the edges of the crone’s withered lips. “A favor.”

I didn’t like the sound of that.

“This favor,” I responded. “I’m not killing anyone for you.”

“You say that like I’m some kind of monster. Yet, I suspect I’ve killed less often than you have, Fallen Star.” Momma Tuscanetti canted her head like some black-winged bird of prey. “Let’s make this simple. Favor for favor, action for action. If I call upon you in the future, I will ask for no more than what you have done in aid of this girl’s spirit.” She riveted her eyes to mine. “A fair bargain?”

“You’d give up your dirty little secret, just like that?” I demanded, suspicious and confused. “You know I’ll tell Dominick the minute I find him.”

Restlessly, she tapped her cane on the tiles. “I’m not an idiot,” she snapped. “But as you say, you have the ring. You’ll find him now. The only question is when. I might as well get something for my trouble.”

“He’ll hate you,” I warned.

“He hates me already.” Her wrinkled face contracted until it was nothing but lines. “Fool boy threw everything away for that little Mooliachi. Now,” she said, squaring her shoulders as much as she was able. “Swear to the bargain.”

I hovered by the doors, my fingers clenched around the ring.

“It’s a trick. You’ll just come after me.”

“So make that part of the bargain,” she purred. “It suits my interests if you don’t come after me and my own. Mutual non-aggression?”

“Not forever,” I snapped. “Not if I find you’ve done something else.”

Her lips flattened into a pale line. “Set a limit, then,” she hissed. “A year?”

“A month,” I answered. My eyes drifted to the people around us. They carried on, oblivious.

She tapped her cane with a frown.

“Six.”

“Three.”

“Done,” she said with a subtle grin. “Swear to the bargain, and we can conclude.”

I studied the stooped old woman, hesitating. She was crazy if she expected me to swear on my Name. An oath like that was binding in ways I found suffocating. Tuscanetti hadn’t earned that much. But a gentleman’s contract—that I could manage.

“Favor for favor, action for action,” I echoed, hoping it sounded sufficiently formal. “You release the girl’s spirit and tell me where to find Dominick, then some time down the road, I’ll help you with something non-lethal. And for the next three months, we leave each other alone. You have my word.”

A broad and ugly smile split her face.

“So let it be witnessed,” the witch declared.

She raised her walking stick and struck the tiles with a resounding crack. A burst of power spread out with the sound, tousling my hair in its updraft. Maybe I’d avoided swearing on my Name, but this was still way more potent than a nod and a handshake. I wondered exactly how deep a hole I’d dug for myself this time.

In clipped and formal tones, she said, “I’ll release the girl’s remains before the next full moon. There are rituals to be observed in unwinding all that power. As for Dominick,” she spat. “My son lives on the second floor of a house off East 152nd, on Utopia—and don’t think this is some maudlin reconciliation on my part. He nearly spoiled ten generations of careful breeding. I do not want to see him. Let him live out his days. He has nothing I want.”

“I’ll check on her,” I warned. “To make sure you’ve let her go.”

“I’m sure you will.”

With a sneer, she turned and shuffled into the crowd. Ominously, she called over her shoulder.

“I look forward to future dealings with you, Zaquiel.”

She made a cutting gesture with one bony hand. The swirling motes of her cloaking spell flared briefly, then winked out like embers scattered on the wind. In the wake of their light, the crone vanished. I stood there cursing myself a few minutes, and wondering if it wouldn’t have been smarter just to kill her.

People began to stare again.

A tapping on the window behind me made me nearly jump out of my skin. It was Lil, gesturing impatiently for me to join her outside.
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I couldn’t shove my way through the revolving door fast enough. I marched up to Lil.

“Where the hell have you been?” I demanded.

She gave me a look like I’d just asked why the earth went round the sun. “Getting work done.” She gestured toward her car, which was parked half on the curb, its hazards flashing. “You did your job and kept her distracted. Now let’s go.”

“Was that the plan?” I grumbled indignantly. “Keep her distracted? Would have been great if you’d mentioned a plan.”

“You’re a smart guy. I thought you’d figure it out on your own,” she said with a shrug. “Worked fine last time.”

“Sure,” I responded. “And almost got me devoured for all eternity.”

“Quit your bellyaching,” she snapped. “You talked. I fixed things. Now get in the car.”

My hand stalled with the passenger-side door half-open. “Hold on a minute,” I demanded. “What do you mean you ‘fixed things?’”

She ducked into the driver’s seat. Her door slammed. The Sebring lurched as she threw it into gear, already starting to pull away.

“Fuck me,” I grumbled. It was dive into the car, or get left standing on the curb.

I dove.

Lil continued without even glancing over to see if I’d made it intact.

“You get anything useful while you two were posturing in there?” she asked as I yanked my door closed.

“I know where to find Dom,” I said, repeating the address the crone had shared with me. Lil made an impatient sound and thrust her smartphone into my hands.

“Just put it into the map function,” she said.

She peeled onto Superior, and I almost lost the phone to the sudden momentum. A lumbering salt truck pulled in front of her and we both nearly kissed the windshield as she braked. The dirt-caked city vehicle trundled lazily along, taking up nearly two lanes of traffic and subsequently forcing our progress to a crawl.

During the relative lull, I strapped my seatbelt on. Though I was effectively immortal, Lil’s driving remained a great motivator to follow the “Click-It or Ticket” law. She snarled at the salt truck, slamming her palms furiously against the steering wheel. I finished with the map function and snapped the smartphone into its hands-free cradle.

“Are you going to tell me what the hell you were up to while I was getting useful stuff like his address?” I asked.

Instead of an answer, she spat a scathing comment about the salt truck driver’s disreputable parentage, then swerved into oncoming traffic to get around. She briefly played chicken with an old Cadillac, then cut back to her own lane at the last possible instant. A massive pothole stretched in front of us and Lil hit it hard enough to shake loose a few fillings.

“Do you have to drive like you’re possessed?” I choked.

“You’re immortal,” she snapped. “Suck it up.”

“This body isn’t!” I objected.

She aimed for another pothole out of sheer spite. I heard a whump and the whole car shuddered. Then she whipped onto Ontario, playing dodge ’em with the slower cars—which was all of them. The whump sound came again, except this time there was no pothole.

“What the hell is that?”

“Benny must be waking up,” she observed. “Don’t worry. The trunk’s warded.”

“Shit, Lil,” I choked. “Stop. Stop now, and turn around.”

“Don’t get your boxers in a twist,” she said. “I said it’s safe. He can’t cast.”

“No,” I insisted. “You don’t understand. We have to let him go. I negotiated a non-violent agreement. Hostages weren’t part of that.”

She turned and gaped at me—nearly driving us off a bridge in the process.

“You,” she said, genuinely incredulous. “Non-violent. You’re kidding, right?” A rapid series of thumps shook the back seat, and the car shimmied as we sped down the road.

“I gave my word,” I replied. “This goes against the arrangement.”

“You and oaths,” she spat. “We’ve discussed this.” She drummed her nails on the steering wheel as she drove. Benny started thrashing again, and she flicked her eyes to the rearview mirror.

“It was the best solution, given the situation,” I insisted. In my head I added, Because I thought you up and left. Maybe she could hear me anyway.

Lil punched me in the upper arm. “I went through the trouble of catching a Streghoneri for you, and now he’s trussed up in my trunk, flyboy. You better not change your mind again if we let him go.” She turned her attention back to the road long enough to swerve around a rattletrap pickup going approximately three miles an hour, then rolled through a three-way stop. “Come on, Zack. I know you want to kill that asshat as much as I do. Didn’t you say he’s the one who made your ghost?”

It was tempting—really tempting. I had no doubt that Benny was a murderer, and probably several times over. He wore violence like a comfy second skin, and Momma Tuscanetti had all but confirmed it—the girl had been killed because she wasn’t the right color to be accepted into their family. That was a miserable reason for murder, but then, the twentieth century had seen a lot of monstrous things done in the name of “purity.”

“She didn’t ask me to avenge her,” I answered. I was staring at my knuckles. They bore scars from fights I could no longer recall. I wasn’t that different from Benny, when I thought about it. Violence clung to me, and I was even comfortable with the impulse. But that didn’t mean I had to give in to it.

With quiet fervor, I said, “She asked me to get a message to someone she loved. I think the ghost has the right idea on this. No one dies tonight.”

Lil sighed like a child denied a trip to Disneyland. “All right then. Better hang onto something.”

She tapped the brakes, then banked the car in a U-turn so tight I thought the Sebring would go up on two wheels—or flip over completely. Reflexively I seized the armrest, cursing under my breath. Once the centripetal force stopped making the convertible feel like a starship during red alert, Lil turned her attention from the road, and shot me a smile stitched from cunning and mayhem.

“Don’t worry, Zack,” she said. “I know just the place to dump him.”

* * *

There was a construction site a couple blocks away from Aradia’s. Lil pulled in, parking the Sebring next to a ramshackle trailer. Rummaging through her purse, she produced a little pewter charm. In the stuttering glow of a nearby streetlight, she examined the crudely stamped disk of metal, then shook her head with a silent frown.

Reaching again into the bottomless handbag, pushing aside her pearl-handled Derringer, she continued to dig.

“You have to leave him alive,” I reminded.

“Oh ye of little faith.” She savored the irony as she pronounced each word, then found what she was seeking, flipping an enameled bit of metal in the air with a look of triumph. I did a double take. Painted on the charm was an image of Warner Brothers’ odiferous Casanova, Pepé Le Pew.

“Do I even want to know?” I muttered.

“If you really want to keep this bloodless, we can’t have Benny-boy or any of his people figuring out who took him,” she answered, catching the amulet between her thumb and forefinger. She held it about an inch from my face. “This will cancel my trace, and make it really unpleasant for anyone who tries to employ tracking magic. Problem solved.”

Amulets were sort of Lil’s thing. I didn’t know how they worked, and I’d never been curious enough to ask, but between the charmed objects, the spirit animals she could call up on a whim, and her talent for swift and merciless destruction, Lil was a one-woman Special Forces squad.

“Sit tight,” she told me. “I’ll set it up so they can find him within the next twenty-four hours. He’ll be cold and pissed as hell, but it won’t kill him.”

“Sure you don’t need a hand?” I asked as she opened her door and stepped out of the car. “That guy probably weighs a good three hundred pounds.” She popped her head back in, russet curls falling forward to only partially cover her magnetic cleavage.

“The charm will only cover me, Einstein. Besides, I didn’t need help the first time. I’ve got Lulu.”

The thrumming purr of a great cat ghosted to my ears, and something bumped against the passenger-side door with enough force to jostle the entire car. Lil’s spirit lion stood inches away. She turned golden eyes on me, and then rubbed her face against the side mirror, nearly tearing it from the Sebring. It was a hell of a trick, since the lioness wasn’t a creature of flesh and blood.

“You named your lion Lulu?”

“I didn’t name her, stupid.” Lil huffed and straightened away from the door. “That’s just her name. Now wait here, and don’t cause trouble.”

For once, I didn’t argue. While she worked I kept my head down, idly tracing the pathways of old, white scars etched across the knuckles of my hand.

* * *

Lil finished getting Benny off our hands. When she was done, Lulu the lioness trotted off on paws the size of dinner plates.

Climbing back into the car, Lil headed for the exit. We pulled back onto the road, and arrived at Dominick’s house on Utopia at half-past ten. It wasn’t a large building—all of the homes on this truncated side-street were relatively small.

Painted the color of old coffee grounds, it had peeling trim and a second story porch that sagged in the middle. One of the gutters looked as if the next strong wind might tear it down, but the walk was neatly shoveled and the yard—what little was visible beneath the scattering of snow—was tidily maintained. Cheery Christmas lights twinkled in one lone tree, out of step with the current holiday.

All of the insanity of the night had been hurtling toward this point, yet now I sat in the car, uncertain how to proceed. I had to go up and knock, obviously. Return the ring. Pass along the spirit’s message—but how was I supposed to start that conversation? Dominick—assuming he was home, assuming he even still lived here—had known the dead woman more than fifty years ago. Since then, he’d left his family. He had probably moved on with his life—

“You going to sit there and brood all night?” Lil inquired. She smacked my arm, but the blow lacked her usual spite. I studied her face for a long moment—a proud face, fiercely beautiful with full red lips, warm bronze skin, and flashing gray eyes that forever belied her inhuman nature. Her bone structure reminded me of the pictures I’d seen of her sister Lailah—the woman I’d apparently been dating, but couldn’t even recall.

A sharp sense of loss welled up, stealing my breath.

“Have I done stuff like this before?”

Lil looked away. “You won’t like my answer.”

“Tell me anyway,” I urged.

Lil drummed her nails on the steering wheel. She made a show of gazing at the house, though I was pretty sure she wasn’t really seeing it. I resisted the urge to reach out and turn her so she faced me. She tensed a moment, as if sensing the very thought, then gave a slow exhalation of breath.

“The old Zack believed in justice, but his way. Any time our paths crossed, they crossed in death. Mortals only counted as collateral damage. He never went out of his way to hurt innocents, but he didn’t make much effort to help them, either. ‘Individual lives are too brief to matter,’” she explained, adding, “And that’s a quote, Zack.”

I cupped the old engagement ring in the palm of my hand, tracing its endless curve with one finger. The power invested in the little relic made the metal thrum faintly, and if I concentrated, I could feel the echoes of emotions clinging to it—joy, love, nostalgia, and the bitter pang of loss. If Lil was telling the truth—and I had no reason to believe otherwise—then the person I was, who I had been, wouldn’t even have bothered to pick the relic up.

He would never have looked twice into the pleading eyes of the ghost, let alone dug as deeply into the source of her misery. He would simply have walked along, willfully ignorant to her heartache and loss, unable to appreciate that the life taken from her was a tragedy because it was the only one she had.

“I’m not that guy anymore,” I reminded myself, and for the first time, the words weren’t shadowed by the specter of regret. I pocketed the ring, then stepped from the car and strode up to Dominick’s house.

Lil didn’t offer to follow me.
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The second-floor apartment was accessible from a long flight of stairs. They were high and narrow, and the carpet in the middle of each step was worn down to the backing.

Little collections of everyday detritus rested at intervals along the climb—a milk crate of cleaning supplies, stacks of old newspapers bundled with twine, a paper bag full of what looked like secondhand toys for a small dog. Cobwebs and dust hung like a pall over everything.

Tiny wards were etched along the walls—weak and nearly invisible. They amplified the impression of dilapidation and disuse, weaving the subtle suggestion that there was no point in pressing on. Despite the wards, I made it to the top of the landing and, after a moment of feeling awkward, knocked on the door.

There was no answer. The blare of a television chattered inanely through the heavy wood of the door, so I knocked again. Based on the bag of toys on the stairs, I half expected the shrill bark of some small, excitable canine. Nothing. Then the creak of the floorboards. Muted shuffling. The babbling television fell silent.

A moment later, the door jerked open a crack. Rheumy brown eyes in a deeply lined face peered under the links of a security chain. For a startled instant, I wondered if the old witch had sent me to the wrong address. If this was Momma Tuscanetti’s first-born, the years hadn’t been kind.

Only one way to test it.

“I’m looking for Dominick Tuscanetti,” I said. “Does he live here?”

The old man’s features twisted and he moved to slam the door in my face—except I’d stuck my boot between it and the frame. Steel toes. Gotta love them.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I said. “Look. I know it’s late, and the last thing you need is some weird guy in a biker jacket pounding at your door, but I found something that you need to see.”

“Dominick Tuscanetti’s dead,” the old man grumbled. His voice was a frail echo of Benny’s. Unlike his brother, the years had whittled him down to a gaunt specter of a man. Maybe he lost the fringe benefits when he’d cut ties with the family. I remained certain it was Dominick, however. The face from the old photograph clung to life somewhere deep under furrows of worry lines and a corona of wispy, white hair.

Wordlessly, I held out the ring.

The old man’s jaw went slack enough that he was in danger of losing his dentures.

“Where—where did you get that?” he gasped. His face—already veiny and pale—went a starker shade of gray. He staggered back from the door and for a heart-skipping instant, I thought he was going to pass out.

“Long story,” I answered. “Can I come in?”

He wetted trembling lips and nodded, fumbling at the chain on the door. He backed into the crowded entryway to make room for me, nearly toppling an empty tank of oxygen tucked in the corner. Jerking a hand to catch it, it looked again as if he was going to fall over. Without thinking, I reached out and grabbed his arm to steady him.

My whole hand prickled at the contact. Dominick’s head snapped up like it was fixed on a spring, pupils narrowing to pinpricks as he stared at me.

“What are you?”

Uh-oh. I yanked my hand back. In the absence of support, the old man tottered, but kept his feet.

“Just a messenger,” I insisted.

“Who sent you?” he demanded. Tattered fireflies of power sprung to life around him. The lines of his face deepened with the strain.

“Don’t. You’ll hurt yourself,” I cautioned. “I’m not a threat. I promise.”

He wavered a moment, not yet convinced.

“She didn’t tell me her name. She couldn’t,” I whispered. Between us, I lifted the ring so its single jewel could catch the yellow light streaming from his living room. “She’s the one who died because of this.”

The instant I said it, his features collapsed under the weight of his grief. He seized the wall beside him for support, but even that wasn’t enough. He slid slowly downward, until he sat crumpled in a heap of awkward joints and skinny limbs. His forehead dropped against his bony knees and the sputtering motes of power winked out, one by one.

“Nadine,” he breathed.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured hastily. I wasn’t sure if I should risk touching him again or just keep the hell away. His shoulders shook as he wept soundlessly, and his desolate bereavement saturated the apartment until my own eyes stung in sympathy. “I haven’t had a lot of practice with messages like this,” I managed, “but she needed someone to tell you. She never left you, and she never forgot.”

“Give me the ring,” he rasped. He reached out blindly.

I squatted down close to him and placed it in his upturned palm, taking care to keep our fingers from touching. I really didn’t want a front-row seat to his grief, courtesy of my abilities. This close, it was bad enough.

“Tell me everything,” he demanded.

So I did. The restaurant, his family, how the spirit first appeared to me. I left out as much as I explained—the details of my bargain with his mother, the unsettling way the witch had unmasked me, anything that tied back to Lil. Especially Benny and the construction site. By the end, he was starting to recover, lifting his head to peer curiously at me. The motes of power sparked into view again, and I was reasonably certain he was trying to see me for what I was.

“You don’t want to do that,” I cautioned.

“You remind me of someone, though,” he murmured.

“I know the taste of your power.” Momma Tuscanetti’s words rang in my mind. If I’d tangled with her and Benny-boy before, chances were Dom had been in the mix, too. Before the split over his choice in lovers, the trio had come as a packaged deal.

“Who knows? I have that kind of face,” I responded with a casual shrug. At least, I hoped it was a casual shrug. Over the past few months, I’d learned that I made a terrible liar.

Dominick gave me a long and speculative look. He rocked a little, trying to get off the floor. I put my gloves on, then gave him a hand up. It was hardly a subtle gesture, but I sucked at subtle as much as I sucked at lying. Soon he was upright and relatively stable.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

He nodded, heading for the easy chair in his living room.

“Why didn’t you move away?” I asked. “Your family’s based in Cleveland. If you wanted out, why not go further?”

“I always held out hope,” he responded, looking down at the ring. “If I stuck around long enough, maybe I’d hear from her.” He turned his gaze to me. “And it worked out, finally. Not exactly the way I’d hoped, but it’s better than not knowing.”

My eyes started stinging again and I swallowed hard against a tightness forming in my throat. Not my emotions, I told myself.

“You lost someone, too.”

He didn’t ask it as a question, but I refused to answer anyway. What was the use of crying over a woman I couldn’t remember? I’d done everything I could for Lailah. She was free. I needed to be content with that. Suck it up, buttercup, as Lil would tell me. I needed to change the subject.

“I wish I could let you see her—your Nadine.” The one thing I hadn’t gotten when I freed Lailah. Maybe I was projecting my own issues after all.

If Dominick divined anything from my expression, he made no comment on it. Instead, he got creakily to his feet.

“I gave up a lot when I left the family,” he said, his voice a bit steadier, “but I still have a few tricks. You want to see?” He headed toward a small room tucked at the end of a short hallway.

I hesitated, then followed, too curious to resist.

Dominick held the door open for me, a brittle sort of pride peeking out from beneath his grief. The room beyond had started life as a decent-sized walk-in closet, but shimmering bolts of black fabric had transformed it into something more exotic. Tacked to the walls and the ceiling, the dark drapery hung in rich cascades around a central table. A silver bowl—broad and bell-like—rested on the table. Water kissed its brim and a bed of smooth, black stones covered the bottom. Above it hung a single lamp of ruby glass, cut so the many facets sent little prisms of light from its flickering votive.

“A psychomanteum,” I said.

Dominick’s brows shot up. “You’re smarter than you look.”

“I get that a lot,” I joked. “It’s the biker jacket, isn’t it?”

He tottered into the room, then gestured for me to stand opposite him, across the little table. There was just enough space for the both of us. I had to stoop to avoid bumping the lamp with my forehead.

“I built this to look for her,” he explained. “If she was dead, I’d hoped she’d come to me.”

All the intricate spells that had been etched across the walls of Nadine’s makeshift tomb, they were aimed at Dominick. The family had known—or at least suspected—that he could build something like this. To maintain the lie that she’d simply run away, all they had to do was hide her ghost from him. And if some stranger happened to see her spirit, with the spells that silenced her voice, she could never explain.

Assholes.

Then in a stroke of luck, Nadine had found me—the guy who could walk through walls. Brushing up against her immured corpse had been the only thing that let me hear her voice.

There was a clack as Dominick pulled the door shut, and I jumped. Lines of power snapped into place as he sealed the little room, leaving afterimages burned into my retinas.

“There’s more to this ring than you can see,” he said, holding the relic poised between us. His dark eyes fixed on mine, the lamp kindling in them a new life. He winked. “But you knew that, didn’t you?”

Without waiting for an answer, he dropped the object into the water. Gold gleamed in the lamplight as the ring drifted to the bottom, coming to rest on the bed of polished black stones. An answering light glimmered in the shadows. First one and then ten and then a hundred flickering motes of energy coalesced in a lazy spiral above the silver bowl. They were reflected back by the still waters.

Dominick gestured for silence, then began a sibilant chant under his breath. The spiraling stream of power ebbed and flowed in rhythm with his words. Like little stars, the specks of power glinted in the shadows of the psychomanteum. And then—in the space between the stars—an image began to form. A wide, dark eye. The curve of a cheek. A strong, broad nose, and beneath that, full lips, curled wistfully at one corner.

Dominick’s breath quickened, each exhalation underscored by a subtle rattle deep in his chest.

“Nadine Williams,” he whispered. He gripped the sides of the table fiercely, steadying himself over the silver bowl. The fairy lights rippled like petals set adrift on the sea, but the image held. “Wrapped around your finger, dear. That’s my heart,” he said. “Even now.”

The voice that answered rode on subtle music, soft and on the very edge of hearing.

“I never left. He begged. He bargained. He threatened, but I wouldn’t walk out on you, Dom. Not ever.” The syllables floated midway between presence and absence, each word resonant with a sound like trickling water.

Dominick wept freely, whispering broken lines from a song or a poem, though his throat was so tight it refused to give most of them up. I cast my eyes downward, unwilling to intrude with even my attention on such an intimate exchange.

That was how I saw it—another face captured in the dance of shadow and magic—except this one appeared only in the depths of the bowl. I’d never seen more than a few scattered photos, but recognition was instant—her high, smooth brow, long, graceful nose with just a little hook at the tip, lush lips like the bud of a flower promising to bloom. And her eyes. Huge, dark eyes angled slightly at the edges.

Eyes that could swallow you whole.

My breath stumbled in my throat and her name left my lips without a sound.

Lailah.

The subtle music rose behind Nadine’s spirit-voice until the whole of the little chamber seemed alive with chiming bells. Dominick didn’t notice it—he still whispered urgently to his ladylove, pouring a lifetime of sentiment into a few stolen moments.

Through the music came an echo of Lailah’s voice. Even forgotten, I knew it.

“I’ll come back, Zaquiel.”

The message shivered through me. My thoughts were drowning in her eyes.

“I’ll come back. I promised.”

And while I couldn’t remember when she’d made it, I felt that promise resonate, deep as the syllables of my Name. The satin curtain of her midnight hair fanned out across the bowl. For a moment it looked as if she was really floating there, just beneath the water. I wanted to call out, call her back. I reached out reflexively.

“Lailah!” I cried.

This time the word erupted from my lips, thunderous in the close and shrouded room. Dominick fell silent. Strands of Lailah’s hair swirled around her image, extending like great, black wings, and then the image changed until all I could see were those wings. And her eyes.

Those eyes became a swirling darkness that drank the light.

“What’s happening?” Dominick demanded.

The darkness on the face of the water burst forth in the shape of a bird—a massive owl with huge, dark eyes, a pale heart of a face, and feathers the color of soot. A great wind rose in its wake, scattering the fading motes of power. The spirit-beast wheeled once around the tiny room, rustling the curtains in silent passage, and then it, too, dispersed in a whirl of shadows.

For a small eternity, we were both too stunned to say anything. Dominick broke the silence first.

“That thing. It came with you?”

I nodded.

His mouth collapsed into a harsh, unsteady line. “I think you should leave.”

Mutely, I nodded again, then picked my way around the little table, careful not to jostle the central bowl. I held onto my cowl as if my life depended on it. I didn’t want to explain that to him. Not any of it.

Crossing to the front door, I slipped through and pulled it quietly shut behind me. Then I sat at the top of the stairs with my head in my hands until my racing thoughts settled to a pace I found tolerable.
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Lil waited in the Sebring, her face uplit by the glowing screen of her smartphone. She didn’t look up when I got in.

“About time, flyboy. I was getting ready to send out a search party.”

I didn’t answer right away. Slow, fat flakes of snow drifted onto the car, melting into rivulets that streamed across the windshield. I stared at the branching pattern without really seeing it. My head whirled with images from the psychomanteum—Lailah’s face, the owl—especially the owl. I’d seen spirit-beasts like that before, creatures of shape and shadow, with no true physical form. They were always creatures called up by Lil—the Lady of Beasts.

What did that mean?

Lil turned her attention from the phone long enough to elbow me in the ribs. “Hey,” she said. “You’re broodier than normal. Things didn’t work out?”

“Kind of the opposite, actually,” I responded.

Lil put the phone down. “What happened?”

I started to ask if she could call an owl—and if that owl’s name might be some variation on Lailah.

I couldn’t get the words out.

“Zack?” Lil pursued.

Shaking my head, I made a sound that was a non-answer.

I felt her eyes on me, questing for some indication of what was on my mind—if not in my expression, then my body language. Maybe something more esoteric, like my energy. I held tight to my cowl, unwilling to yield. After a few moments, she let it go, turning her attention back to the smartphone.

Snowflakes fell and melted and trickled from the car, repeating the process endlessly.

“How good are you at tracking someone from their website?” Lil asked, breaking the silence. I shrugged, glad for a chance to change the direction of my thoughts.

“Depends on the website. Why?”

She held up the smartphone. The browser was still set to the conspiracy theorist’s blog. In miniature, I saw a black-and-white glamor shot of a lounge singer. She had long, thick waves of hair and wore a darkly spangled dress that hugged her sinuous curves. Recognition drifted like smoke through the ruined halls of my memory.

“I want to meet this guy,” Lil purred. She wore a look that threatened mayhem.

“How about we trade?” I suggested.

Curiosity flickered across her features. “What do you have in mind, flyboy?”

“I make with the computer magic, and you tell me a few things.”

Cautiously she asked, “What kinds of things?”

“Tell me about Lailah.” The words came out in a rush.

Lil stiffened and I could practically see the walls slam up around her mind.

“I’m not asking about any of the weird stuff,” I continued. “I know you wouldn’t tell me, even if I did.” I drew a breath, feeling my heart rise to the base of my throat. My eyes were fixed on the shadows beyond the windshield where—perhaps—a great soot-covered owl wheeled beneath the bellies of the clouds. I swallowed hard, fighting to find my voice again. “What was she like as a person? Who was the woman that I loved?”

Lil’s brows ticked up to her hairline, and then she gave me the strangest smile.

“Oh, Zack,” she said. “You’re full of surprises tonight.”

“So, you’ll tell me?” I asked, more shocked by her assent than I’d expected to be.

She regarded me from beneath heavy lashes. “A little.”

I nodded, then stretched against the curving back of the bucket seat. Every muscle in my neck felt determined to compress my vertebrae down to powder.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said “I’m done chasing ghosts.”
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