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      Miracles happen every day. Like hearing Agent Hardin over the bounty of mouth-watering Cajun specialties spread before me. Boudin balls. Steaming gumbo. Étouffée and red beans and rice. Jambalaya. Gator bites.


      Okay, so “gator bites” challenged my sense of culinary adventure, but the rest smelled like heaven and tasted like sin.


      Or that’s what Sister Betty said.


      She sat across from me at the scarred table in the tiny, dark restaurant. In her gray t-shirt and jeans, her red hair restrained in a ponytail, she looked nothing like a nun. With eyeliner and some quality time with a hair straightener, she’d pass for Scarlet Witch, or at least the dressed-down movie version. Lack of reality-warping powers did nothing to lessen her influence, though. More than once, my beloved, badass mentor took advantage of her long legs to kick me in the shins when my mouth emptied enough to get me in trouble.


      Marty, my partner and friend, delighted in every yelp, despite the retribution my glares promised.


      “Agent Hardin,” I began, but lost the thought as my fork hovered in indecision over the plates cluttering the table’s center.


      “Please,” the federal agent, who looked more like an aging accountant, covered his mouth and swallowed, “call me Cooper.”


      I nodded with a half shrug, wondering how many of his colleagues in the Department of Extra-Dimensional, Magical, and Occult Nuisances had the same privilege. He didn’t seem like the type of person comfortable with others using his first name. Including his parents. Hell, he might have been born in a three-piece suit. Biting back the urge to laugh, I continued. “Cooper, while I appreciate the offer, I don’t hunt monsters for money. Or status, so you can stop pushing. Like I told you this morning when you woke me up,” I added a little extra emphasis to hint how much he’d endangered his well-being by calling without an imminent threat, “I’m here for vacation. To rest. To take a break.”


      And so much more than that. To think. To get my messed-up head on straight. So much had happened recently, it left me wrangling my figurative demons as I hunted and slayed literal ones. Superficially, it was simple. Find monsters. Kill monsters. Sometimes, for a select few, catch and re-home them. Above all, protect people. The last couple of jobs, however, had me questioning, well, everything. Sure, I hunted monsters. Caught some, fought more. Some memorable kills even made fine storytelling over a beer and a good meal.


      What bothered me was how hard I’d failed lately. I needed time to figure out what the hell happened and then figure out how to get back to not sucking. I’d started working for the Holy Roman Catholic Church out of defiance, to make a stand and protect those who needed it most. It still got me out of bed after a rough night, but somewhere along the line, fighting the things that made midnight snacks of humans got…fuzzy. Complicated. And complicated became confusing.


      I glanced at Sister Betty, her arm draped across her body, hand hovering over the fresh stitches in her side where she was wounded as we tried to take down Father Robicheau, the former priest of St. Louis Cathedral and murderous human monster masquerading as a colleague. She laughed at something Marty said, but his bruised head distracted me, a souvenir from hunting another monster. Creature. Whatever.


      Not even my closest friends stayed safe on my watch.


      If those I cared about most weren’t safe, was anyone? And if they weren’t, what was I doing? What was the point? If I couldn’t protect people, why pretend to be something I wasn’t? Why set myself apart as some kind of protector of humanity if I couldn’t be what they needed?


      All eyes fell on me, and I laughed along with whatever joke I missed.


      The incident in Rome hadn’t started this weird downward spiral, but nothing had felt right since I watched that woman die because I failed to save her. I remembered her face and the snap of her bones in the monster’s teeth. Her voice still echoed through my dreams.


      It wasn’t the first time someone had died in front of me, nor was it the most gruesome death I’d witnessed. In fact, it reminded me of the night that set me on this path, familiar in a fucked up way I didn’t want to examine too closely, but after her death, everything seemed to go wrong. I’d intended to use this trip to sort through it all, starting with Rome, and decide if I still wanted this crazy monster-hunting gig. Decide if I could handle it long-term.


      Then, life happened, culminating, at least recently, with the mysterious man in the New Orleans airport and his victim. Even a child recognized the monster for what he was, but I didn’t act in time to prevent him from touching the stranger in the suit, killing him instantly. I could have acted, but I failed. The job retrieving the Black Dog for Helen, also known as the Norse goddess of the underworld, Hel, started and ended…hinky. I felt like it should mean something, but I hadn’t had the time, brain power, or enough sleep to process it.


      “Miss Kelley—”


      “If I’m calling you Cooper,” I jabbed my fork into a shrimp curled around a slice of andouille sausage from the jambalaya, “you should call me Caitlin.” I stuck both in my mouth with a groan of satisfaction. Traveling with my foodie friend and partner destroyed my assumptions about the culinary reputation of New Orleans. If I’d known the transcendental food wasn’t hyperbolic rumor, I’d have visited years ago and maybe enjoyed the city instead of being pressed into immediate monster hunting service.


      “I know you work for the Catholic Church. We’re not trying to interfere with that at all.” Cooper flashed a grin at Father Callahan, the priest who’d orchestrated my current career after my younger sister’s death. “And, Father, don’t hold the department’s nickname against us.”


      Father Callahan nodded charitably and chewed, reaching for a piece of cornbread. Sister Betty passed him the honey butter and received muffled thanks in exchange.


      During my training, neither Father Callahan nor Sister Betty specifically discussed the Department of Extra-Dimensional, Magical, and Occult Nuisances. Oblique references to potential government help in particularly nasty situations came up, though both encouraged me to focus on my own creativity, problem solving, and our immediate resources. I’d never even met a member of the no-such-agency comically nicknamed DEMON before. I don’t know when or if I would have if Agent Cooper Hardin hadn’t shown up in the New Orleans Police Department after our scuffle at the Saint Louis Cathedral. Without Cooper flashing his credentials, I might still be in jail.


      Cooper looked at me, expectant.


      I only opened my mouth to shove in more food.


      Hardin’s fork clinked against his plate. His smile vanished as he folded his arms on the table and leaned forward. The overhead light gleamed on his forehead. On most of his bald head. “You’ve never declined a mission before, so how about you cut the bullshit and tell me what you’re holding out for?”


      The low buzz of chatter in the crowded restaurant roared up around our silent table. Sister Betty and Marty stared him down. Father Callahan stopped, mid-bite, a drop from his spoon splashing on his plate.


      Despite the pressure of their wordless condemnation, Agent Cooper Hardin didn’t squirm. His disturbingly blue eyes focused on me, and I stared back, neither of us willing to look away first. “Well?” he asked. “What’s your price, Caitlin?”


      I set my fork on my plate and sat back, twisting to rest my elbow on the back of the chair. “That’s a pretty crass question, don’t you think?”


      “It’s business. I assume this is your tactic for negotiating your role with,” he glanced over his shoulder, “our department.”


      “I don’t have a role with your department,” I said. “The Church hired me. The Church pays me. If I decide to negotiate a role with your department,” I enunciated the word, “I won’t take the coward’s way out.”


      Marty and Sister Betty’s simultaneous warning of “Cee” and “Caitlin” sounded something like “Ceelin.”


      I ignored them.


      Agent Hardin sat back, folding his arms across his chest, the hint of a smirk tugging his lips. “Just remember I didn’t call you a coward.”


      “I didn’t call myself a coward, only the so-called tactic you’re accusing me of using.”


      “What’s your deal, Miss Kelley?” He emphasized the formal use of my last name.


      The vague tingle of compulsion prickled my skin. Everyone could probably hear my teeth grinding as my jaw clenched, yet I counted to ten and forced myself to relax. “I don’t have a ‘deal,’ Cooper. I told you, this is supposed to be my vacation.”


      “Which you’re choosing over the lives of innocents.”


      “Even on the airplane, they instruct you to put on your own mask before helping others.”


      Hardin’s lips twisted into a sour little frown.


      Checkmate, dude.


      That argument had been key in convincing Sister Betty to cover my responsibilities so I could take this damned trip in the first place, but I was even more proud of it as the electricity drained from the air at the table.


      I picked up my fork, took another greedy scoop of jambalaya, and chewed while I waited for him to answer. His shitty, accusatory question would not ruin my night. Or the food. Nothing short of bands of roving zombies or a feral vampire attack could put me off this manna.


      “Agent Hardin,” Sister Betty said, her voice stiff with diplomacy, “suggesting Caitlin has ulterior motives is tantamount to…to…”


      “Accusing her of extortion,” Father Callahan said.


      The little man unconvincingly dressed for New Orleans in his short-sleeved plaid button-up shirt shifted in his seat. “That’s not what I’m implying.”


      “Then you’re preying on her sense of justice and—”


      “Woah, woah.” Hardin held up his hands. “That’s not what I said.”


      “Then what are you saying?” demanded Sister Betty, cheeks flushed, eyes narrowed.


      “Only that the needs of the community far outweigh the benefits of a vacation, however brief. Lives are at stake. More with every day she refuses to take action.”


      “Your department’s trying to insert itself—”


      “My department’s an ally you need,” Hardin interrupted Sister Betty. “Especially here in New Orleans. As much as you may know about this city, Sister, you don’t know the city. You need experts. I have those experts.”


      “And they’ve done a fabulous job supporting the city’s monster hunter. Oh,” she tapped her chin with a fingertip, “no, wait, that’s not right, is it?”


      Cooper’s face burned bright red at the allusion to Sister Evangeline, the city’s previous hunter. Her death left a void I’d had to fill as soon as I touched down, including taking down her killer, Father Robicheau, the priest assigned to help her. Now, a federal agent was trying to push me into her role officially and complete a job they hadn’t been able to. “If you prefer, I’ll leave.” He pushed away from the table.


      I didn’t say anything. Watching him squirm amused me enough to stay out of trouble.


      “Cooper, sit.” Father Callahan waved at the array of half-empty dishes on the table. “There’s still plenty to eat.”


      Hardin looked at each of us in turn.


      “But cut the accusatory crap.” Marty picked up one of last two boudin balls. “If Caitlin says she needs a break, there’s a reason.”


      My chest ached. We’d never discussed my reasons, but little got by him. Especially when it got as bad as the breakdown that brought Sister Betty across the Atlantic to help me through it. I needed space. I needed time.


      I just couldn’t figure out how to explain it without sounding weak.


      When my thoughts cleared, Sister Betty, Marty, Father Callahan, and Agent Hardin all stared at me.


      Apparently, I’d missed something. Again.


      “Sorry, what was that?”


      “We’re done discussing work tonight, Cooper.” Father Callahan waved to the waiter and indicated his empty water glass.


      “But the threat—”


      “Will be there tomorrow. It’s too late to start anything tonight anyway.”


      Hardin bristled. “Which is why I tried to start the process this morning.”


      And he had.


      The first time Cooper called, I answered the phone and…expressed my annoyance with being awoken for a chat about my employment status. The second, third, and fourth times Cooper called before I’d hauled myself out of bed, Marty answered the phone. The next call I’d gotten was from Sister Betty telling me she’d agreed for all of us to meet Cooper for dinner.


      I poked at the food on my plate.


      He wouldn’t relent until he got the answer he pursued. Though he certainly didn’t look the part, he was a hunter in his own right. And why not? Monster hunters had to be as slippery as their prey. Maybe more. Maybe protecting the world required this kind of heavy-handed “convincing.” Despite Sister Betty’s assurance that DEMON agents were partners, I couldn’t imagine working like this all the time.


      “Agent Hardin,” Sister Betty said, each syllable over-enunciated, “that’s enough. You’re welcome to enjoy dinner with us, but no more business. If you cannot respect that,” she smiled without humor, “then it’s time we part ways.”


      “It’s not my intention to focus on business,” he said, “only to ensure the vulnerable are acknowledged and protected.”


      “Listen,” I leaned on the edge of the table, “I considered the human cost and arranged for coverage for my responsibilities. If you have concerns about my dedication, I’ll remind you that less than an hour after landing in New Orleans, I’d started chasing monsters. The very monster, in fact, you’re asking me to track down. DE—” I cleared my throat as his eyes widened. “Your department worked this case without success and, while I appreciate your confidence, there’s no guarantee I’ll find it any faster.”


      He stared at me, then nodded. “I’ll take you at your word as long as you—”


      “Dude,” Marty said, “she gets it. Let it go.”


      Hardin stared at Marty.


      Marty stared back.


      In the eternity that passed, I crossed my legs to bring the Derringer hidden in the ankle holster closer. My eyes never leaving Hardin, I released the strap securing it, more for reassurance than preparation for the inevitable explosion.


      Hardin blew a breath through his nose, his shoulders sinking as if deflating. “Fine.”


      The tension drained from the room, and though I expected his capitulation had more to do with being outnumbered than with surrender, if it meant even a temporary reprieve, I’d take it.


      “Hurricanes all around.” I turned and waved at the waiter, taking advantage of the truce, no matter how short-lived it might be.


      Laissez les bon temps rouler, as New Orleans decreed.
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      Residual warmth loosened my muscles as I rolled my shoulders against the brick wall and laughed with sheer pleasure for the first time since I’d landed. I felt lighter, freer, though that might have been the alcohol. Cooper had abandoned work talk when the first round of hurricanes made it to the table, inspiring all of us to keep the adult libations flowing. Three rounds in and Cooper excused himself for the night, leaving us to explore the controlled chaos of Bourbon Street and all it had to offer.


      Sister Betty giggled as her shoulder crashed against the wall beside me, leaning close and raising her voice over the music and tourists. “You’re drunk.” Ribbons of reddish hair escaped her ponytail, framing her face with long, untamed curls. Neon signs reflected multi-colored flashes of mischievous light in her steel-blue eyes.


      All the better to see you…


      “No, I’m not.” The bright, slushy drink in my plastic cup sloshed over my hand. “But even if I was—I’m not, but if I was—what would you do about it?”


      She slid her arm between me and the wall, her hand curling around my waist and making me shiver. “I’d make sure you got back to your room and tucked in. Safe and sound.”


      Night throbbed around us. Competing bass pulsed from the clubs lining the street. Less actual jazz and more thumpa-thumpa dance music. Tourists passed in dazzling waves of sound and motion, light painting their laughing faces the same garish neon colors as the frozen drinks in their hands.


      I looked up at her to regain my balance.


      She grinned at me.


      I grinned back and leaned so close my lips brushed her ear. “Take me home.”
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      The city’s rhythm transformed in the dark and made it easy and fun to get lost. Not to mention thirsty work.


      True to her wild roots, Sister Betty steered us in to one last bar “for directions” and shots before we managed to find Royal Street and the doorman under the square, white hotel awning. We stumbled down the street, shoulder to shoulder, propping each other up and singing.


      I pulled my sunglasses down as we crossed the blinding white lobby. “Bright light, bright light,” I squeaked.


      Sister Betty snorted a laugh. “You are such a nerd.”


      “Yeah, but you think I’m adorable.” I laughed, and we both swayed, almost falling in the elevator as the gold doors opened.


      “You are.” She grinned.


      A bell ticked off each passing floor.


      The elevator could take all damned night for all I cared.


      Her faded jeans and gray t-shirt made it damned hard to remember her real vocation. Even drunk, she leaned against the wall with the unconscious grace and fluidity she used when fighting. Only her occasional hesitation or indrawn breath hinted at the bandaged bullet wound on her side. She cleared her throat and straightened. “So tomorrow—”


      I groaned. “Tomorrow can wait until tomorrow.”


      “Well, technically, it’s tomorrow, so…” She waggled her phone between her fingers.


      “Not until I sleep, it’s not.”


      “That doesn’t even make any sense,” she said, unable to suppress a laugh.


      The elevator lurched to a stop, and we spilled into the hall, giggling and shushing each other. Nothing about the twisting paisley carpet pattern made the hallway easy to navigate drunk, but with our arms around each other, we mostly avoided bouncing against the walls. I held her tight to me, my hand on her hip to avoid the bandage barely a hand’s width above. For once, the long hallway seemed more like a gift than a punishment.


      “Here we are.” She flourished her free arm at my door.


      Reeling from the sudden stop, I flopped against the wall to dig the plastic key out of my pocket. “You could stay.”


      Sister Betty laughed. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


      “Why not? There’s two beds.” I shrugged, awkward, doubtful that reminding her about Marty’s presence would improve the odds of her staying. Awareness of the invitation’s implications grew and threatened to rush in at any moment. “Besides, I brought my thoroughly non-threatening Batman pajamas.”


      “I’m sure they’re adorable on you.” Sister Betty tapped my nose and seemed to sober up. “But it’s still not a good idea.”


      I struggled against my disappointment. “Alright. So, breakfast in the morning?”


      She raised an eyebrow. “Will you be up before the hour strikes double digits?”


      “If not, brunch.”


      Swaying a little, she laughed. “Then I’ll see you in the morning.” She kissed my cheek, and I smelled her shampoo, her soap and the faint, sweet scent of whatever she’d been drinking. “Sweet dreams.”


      I didn’t open my door until she disappeared down the hall and around the corner.


      The lock mechanism made a funky sound, then clicked open. I shut the door behind me as quietly as possible. In the dark, I thought Marty’s breathing meant he was asleep.


      Until he spoke.


      “Couldn’t close the deal with Sister Hotpants?”


      I barked my shin against the bed frame and bit back a curse. “I thought you were sleeping.” Rubbing the sore spot didn’t help. It would bruise before morning.


      “Nah.” He turned on the bedside light and blinked in the glare. “With all the bad dreams I’ve had the past couple of nights, I’m not exactly eager to sleep. Especially if Cooper’s right. They can’t come true if you’re not asleep to have them.”


      I sat on the bed, my back to my friend, ignoring the way the room tilted and spun as I untied my Doc Martens. “Maybe. But, I’m not convinced he’s right.”


      “You’re never convinced until someone proves you wrong. That’s your default setting.”


      Touché. “And one of our shared traits.” My Docs landed with a thud beside the nightstand. The thick-soled boots looked so out of place beside the antique-styled furniture. “But it’s not time to think about this. Not until I get some sleep.”


      “I could switch rooms with her so you guys—”


      “She said no.”


      “But she won’t see your fabulous Batman ‘jams.”


      I laughed despite my frustration and flopped back on the bed. “You’re the only lucky one on that score.”


      “Her loss, friend.”


      And mine.
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      Marty tapped his phone before shoving it in his pocket. “We’re going to be late.”


      “It’s morning. I’m doing the best I can.” The coffee he’d made me hadn’t stripped the gravel from my voice, but I felt marginally more human. Once my brain came online, I might actually reach personhood. “This nightmare business is going to be tricky.”


      Last night, before he finally dropped all the “shop talk,” Agent Cooper laid out a strange and disturbing case involving the creature Marty and I first encountered at the airport. The supernat that attacked us on the street might be another of its kind. It unsettled me. I’d chased ghosts and ghouls, fought zombies and vampires, but how the hell do you track down a nightmare? And what do you do once you find it?


      “Does this mean you’re throwing Cooper a bone and helping out?”


      I snorted and wriggled into my jeans. “I never planned to leave him hanging. I just needed like five minutes to myself. A pretend vacation, if I can’t get a real one.”


      “Makes sense.” Marty walked over to the desk to survey the weapons we hadn’t yet returned to the rectory arsenal in the Saint Louis Cathedral. “What’re we taking?”


      “To brunch?” I slid a shirt on and twisted to see how it fell in the mirror. “Unless you’re worried about the crab cakes being more than fresh, I think we’re good.”


      “Har. Har.” He put his hands on his hips. “I was thinking more about what we’d need after brunch, or have you not learned your lesson about wandering around unarmed?”


      My meager two days in New Orleans had proved…eventful. After the airport encounter where a monster dropped a victim with a touch, I’d been shot at by a priest hell-bent on stopping monster hunters from interfering with “God’s plan,” attacked by some supernatural creature on the street, and led a mythical harbinger of death and catastrophe on a wild run through the French Quarter, all while un-, or under-armed.


      Is it any wonder I needed a break?


      “I’ve learned it,” I picked up my Docs and sat on the edge of the bed facing him, “but Denver omelets and biscuits and gravy don’t usually demand small-caliber arms.”


      “When others eat them, they probably don’t.” He waved at the array. “But, this is you.”


      I did kind of hate it when he was right. “You take the Glock. I’ll take one of the 1911s.” The 1911s were big guns, but my favorite to handle. The weight would be a familiar comfort for me, but Marty wouldn’t stand a chance with them on a good day. “How’s your head?”


      He tilted his chin. “My eye’s pretty.”


      Though the swelling had gone down, he still had a lump where he’d clocked himself on a mausoleum while we hunted the Black Dog in Saint Louis Cemetery Number One. The overhead light made the bruise shift colors as he turned. “Pretty, indeed. But that didn’t answer my question. I’m more concerned about the inside.”


      “I’m fine. Just hungry.”


      “You don’t sound excited.”


      “About my head?”


      “About food. It’s kind of freaking me out.”


      “I’m excited. It’s supposed to be top notch. Four and a half stars on Yelp, thousands of reviews.” He picked lint from the blanket on the bed. “Might be better than last night.”


      “Then what is it?”


      “We need to get going.”


      I dropped the laces, hands on my hips. “You never let me get away with a non-answer. What is it?”


      “Nothing.” He turned and walked to the window.


      “If you’re not feeling well, we should get you checked out.”


      “I told you, I’m fine.” With a shrug, he pulled the curtain aside and shaded his eyes. “Minor headache, but no concussive symptoms.”


      “WebMD isn’t a—”


      “I called my mom.”


      I shut up.


      “She diagnosed me via remote appointment. Video chat and everything.” His voice dropped along with his shoulders. “Satisfied?”


      “Yes.” I focused on tying my shoe, unsure of what else to say. Marty seldom called his parents, since their conversations rarely ended well or at a reasonable volume. “How’d it go?”


      He turned back to the table of weapons and lifted a shoulder holster. “It’s too hot to wear anything over this.”


      Evasion. Not good. “True, but legal or not, we’re not provoking idiots with open carry.”


      “Right.” He checked himself out in the mirror and me in the reflection. “So we stop to raid the arsenal?”


      “Nah.” I slid off the bed and rummaged through my suitcase. “I’ll throw on something to hide the shoulder holster, and I can pack the Derringer in an ankle holster. Text Father Callahan and ask him to bring something for you.”


      We worked quietly, him on his phone, me searching for something I wouldn’t sweat through in thirty seconds.


      “It was okay, by the way,” he said, his voice soft. “Talking to Mom.”


      “Good.” I tried to stay casual as I folded a pair of jeans before dropping them back in the suitcase. “Did she give you a hard time?”


      “Less than usual when I told her about my head.” He laughed without humor. “I have a feeling the lecture will come next time.”


      His mother, a neurosurgeon of relative renown in the Boston area, never approved of her son’s involvement in monster hunting and never missed an opportunity to remind him where he’d be in his medical career if he’d stuck with it. She compared our work to ghost hunting TV shows. Despite Marty’s easy-going nature, her jabs spurred intense, heated arguments I’d fled more than once.


      “She said I didn’t need to worry unless I started vomiting, lose consciousness or,” he waved a hand in a vague gesture, “a list of other stuff I wrote down.”


      “Maybe she was worried.” I felt the heat of his glare before I turned. “What?”


      “Right.” He tossed the shoulder holster on my bed. “We’ll go with that.”


      I opened my mouth, hoping something supportive would fall out. “She…” Nothing followed. “I’m sorry.”


      He shrugged. “I’m used to it. You ready?”
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      “What do you think?” Cooper sat back, but nothing about him appeared relaxed, even after a lengthy, gluttonous brunch. I had to give him credit, though. This time, he’d waited until we were ensconced in the relative privacy of the rectory to start the business talk.


      I leaned forward, shifting some of the papers in front of me to see the pictures again. The guy from the airport. The monster in its overaged frat-boy guise. Only one full-frame picture of his face made it into the file to identify him, but Cooper had shown us a video, and a series of digital stills pulled from it. It tracked him from the moment he emerged from a men’s bathroom until he fled through the baggage claim doors. No records from before. No indication when he landed or images of him from any gate or terminal. Nothing could keep the dread and foreboding out of my voice. “I think this is going to be far more complicated than any of us are prepared for.”


      “There’s no record of him disembarking a plane? Or of crossing security?” Sister Betty asked, laying the report back in the file folder.


      Cooper shook his head and crossed his arms. “Nothing. We had techs go back forty-eight hours, and there’s nothing, not even using facial recognition or behavioral analysis.”


      “How is that possible?” Marty even abandoned his tablets to pore over the documentation in front of us.


      “What about coming in through the baggage claim doors?” I asked.


      “Nada,” Cooper said. “When the techs didn’t find record through security, that was the first place they looked. They can’t even find record of him going into the bathroom. “It’s as if he materialized in the bathroom and walked out.”


      “Maybe he did,” I said, thinking out loud.


      “IFM,” Marty muttered.


      “Yeah,” I agreed. If Cooper and DEMON’s hypothesis about this creature’s supernatural pedigree was right, Marty’s It’s Fucking Magic would be a plausible explanation for anything we might encounter.


      “What are your thoughts on how to proceed, Hunter?” Cooper asked, his voice lacking the irony and sarcasm I’d have anticipated hours earlier.


      “We do it the old-fashioned way,” I said, pushing my chair back from the table. “We’ll split up and investigate.”
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      Whether you’re Joe Average or have the dubious blessing of being associated with law enforcement, dealing with the TSA sucks. If I didn’t know better, I’d say the federal government had done a job fair targeting wraiths and slapped uniforms into the ones that passed for human. But I knew better. DEMON had tight control over the various species that could and could not hold jobs interacting with humans, even if no other government branch was aware of it. Besides, not even the government would be dumb enough to allow literal soul-sucking creatures to interact with humans.


      Human or not, the TSA agents at Louis Armstrong airport provided nothing Cooper hadn’t already shared with us. Even with the additional access and conversational lubrication hastily-procured federal IDs provided, no one we interviewed remembered the frat-boy man in any security line. With as many travelers as the airport handled on an average day, I’d expected as much. The gate agents we talked to provided even less detail, but Marty’s digital wizardry captured every word they said as I asked questions and probed for more.


      The only bright spot of the trip happened when I stumbled into my favorite New England coffee and donut chain and procured a cold brew and a chocolate-glazed donut. And that happened a very long nine hours after a sour-faced man hustled Marty and I into claustrophobic offices off the terminal proper in the furthest approximation of southern hospitality possible.


      Leaning against the high-top table in the coffee shop, I scarfed the last bite of my donut, watching my partner. With a yawn, he cracked his knuckles and stretched, asking the question I’d been asking myself for the last couple of hours. “What now?”


      I sighed and shook the ice in the almost empty cup to get the last of the coffee lurking in the bottom. “We figure out which supernats can materialize in our world. With and without assistance. ‘With’ gives us the long list, and ‘without,’ the short. Then we keep hacking away at it until we’ve got the most likely suspects.”


      “Done and done.” He tapped his tablet to life and slid it across the table. “The biggest culprit is likely to be a nightmare.”


      I swore under my breath. Something I knew how to fight would have been ideal. “I was hoping for something a little more corporeal. Goblins, minor devils. Hell, I’d even go for taking down a herd of manticores.”


      “I hate manticores,” Marty mumbled and shuddered, probably recalling the last skirmish we had with them in Nepal. A week stalking the haunted forest for a leathery-winged beast with the body of a lion, a scorpion’s stinger while dreading a not-quite-human face emerging from the shadows leaves a lasting—and negative—impression. Worse when it took three days after the first fight to finally kill the damned thing.


      Longest three days of my life.


      I shuddered, too, remembering the stitches I’d needed after the final battle. My thigh twinged with phantom pain, and I pressed it with the heel of my hand. “Yeah, me too, but it would be a straight forward job. Hunt, capture or kill, move on.”


      He scoffed. “Since when is anything we do ‘straight forward’?”


      As much as I hated to admit it, he had a point. Instead of saying anything, I picked up the tablet and skimmed the text. I sucked the last of the coffee from my cup and hoped for a monster easier than a nightmare.


      A girl could dream, after all.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      My heart thumped against my ribs as I tried to slow my breathing. I shivered, though I wasn’t cold. Every nerve buzzed with the aftermath of the nightmare, every sound amplified, every twitching shadow making me jump.  I blinked against the light and tried to focus on the details of the hotel room to ground myself. My bed. Marty’s bed. The unbalanced ceiling fan.


      This was real. Despite what happened in the dream, everything was fine. None of it had actually happened.


      I looked around.


      Or had it?


      The pen trembled in my hand, poised over my notebook, but the words to describe what I’d seen wouldn’t come.


      Marty rubbed his eyes, squinting. “Did you get it?”


      “No.” I dropped the pen into the open binding and lay the notebook in my lap. “Before I can get it down,” I shrugged, “it’s gone.” Not that my body noticed. I needed another run through the French Quarter to burn off all the energy jangling my nerves. It’d probably be enjoyable without a hellhound at my heels.


      Marty yawned and nodded. “What now?”


      Sweat ran down my back like a spider across my hot skin. I rolled my shoulders and tried to ignore the sensation by focusing on my notebook. The few words I’d scribbled made little sense. Banquet. Blood bisque. Sparkly dress. Key. Illegible squiggles between them should have been words, but weren’t. At least not words I could read.


      “Try to sleep?”


      My body trembled, and my brain whirred, flashing images that made no sense. “Not an option.”


      “Guided meditation?” He already sounded half asleep. Lucky bastard.


      Sister Betty taught me not long after I started training with her. She’d refused to let me leave training sessions before I’d used it to bring myself down. It’d probably saved my life by making sure I didn’t do something stupid and get killed. Fighting the things that had eaten my baby sister in front of me did little to dissipate the anger that threatened to consume me back then. Meditation helped. Sometimes, when things got bad, it still did.


      But not tonight.


      “I need to get up and move.”


      “‘Kay.” He yawned and buried himself under the fluffy blankets so deep, only the top of his brown curls peeked out. “Turn out the light.”


      “Yup.” I put my notebook on the nightstand and threw back my blankets. At four in the morning, surely there’d be something to do in New Orleans. Maybe even make a misbehaving monster regret its life choices.


      I slid out of bed and dressed quietly, strapping on my new belly band holster for “every day” concealed wear. The light switch made a soft snap, and Marty, cocooned in blankets, mumbled, “Take a weapon.”


      “Already packing.” I patted the Glock banded to me under my loose tank top as I left.


      Adrenaline and nerves conspired to make the silent hallway, ominous instead of the mundane, abandoned space it should be this early. Something felt familiar, like déjà vu, but I couldn’t remember what should happen next. The harder I tried to remember, the more the thought evaded me. All I had to do was walk down the hallway and take the elevator to the lobby to find other people, but I couldn’t move. Instead, I scanned both directions, my back pressed against my door, alert for whatever might try to kill me next.


      Crystal chandeliers glittered. Ugly paisley carpet patterns wove a drunken path between rows of closed doors.


      I waited.


      Nothing happened.


      My hand slid under my tank to release the strap securing my Glock.


      Silence.


      “This is stupid,” I whispered, fear sweat cutting a path down my spine. Of course it felt familiar. It should. I’d been living here for days. The last time the hallway felt like this, I’d caught up to the Black Dog and chased it. Then, there’d been a reason why my heart raced, why the atmosphere felt heavy and dangerous. But not now.


      I willed my feet to move. They reluctantly obeyed.


      Every instinct urged me in the opposite direction my feet took. Instead of heading to the elevator, instead of seeking the comfort of other people, I followed the path I’d used to stalk the Black Dog. Scorched paw prints marked the carpet, if you knew where to look.


      Before I peeked around the corner, my Glock pointed at the floor in my two-handed grip.


      Empty.


      I stepped into the branching hallway, relaxing my shoulders, but not re-holstering the gun. Whether a bullet would work against the creature I’d been tasked to find was unknown, but I preferred useless to empty-handed.


      The hallway couldn’t be more normal. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The same ugly carpet, the same too fancy chandeliers, and silent doors. At the end stood the table with the flowers and mirror I’d seen before.


      That I’d hallucinated in before.


      But had it been a hallucination?


      When I’d stalked the Black Dog, I’d had that horror movie experience of walking down the “hallway that doesn’t end.” In that mirror, I’d glimpsed the hellhound I couldn’t see with my own eyes. But, in that vision, I’d been wearing a sleek, sparkling evening gown instead of my black denim, tank and—


      The dress.


      My reflection had worn a dress. The same dress from my nightmare.


      My stomach cramped. I turned slowly, aiming my Glock low down the empty hallway.


      What the hell was I going to shoot? A mirror? The wall?


      Though none of my possible targets made sense rationally or tactically, I couldn’t force myself to holster the Glock.


      Investigation made sense.


      I approached the mirror cautiously.


      My reflection in the splotchy, silvered glass remained true. Faded, ripped jeans, a loose black tank top, and black Doc Martens. Blue-streaked black hair uncombed and bed head wild. Nothing behind me. Only me, armed and foolishly stalking a mirror, perilously close to endangering the first civilian to leave their room. They’d regret the urge to go for an early run, that’s for sure.


      The reflection didn’t change and nothing new appeared. I watched to be sure, nerves and bewilderment eventually giving way to pride. At least I could hold proper stance half asleep.


      “Don’t mind me.” I reluctantly holstered my Glock, eyes not leaving the mirror. “Just losing my mind.”


      This time, the hallways didn’t lengthen as I approached the antique mirror. I leaned as close as I could without disturbing the flower arrangement in front of it. Interrupted, erratic sleep shadowed my pale face, but everything else appeared normal.


      “Hallucinations,” I confirmed, readjusting my tank top to cover the lump in the belly band holster.


      My reflection mimicked, but for a moment, it felt mocking. I chided myself for paranoia and shook my head. Nothing supernatural. Only me, half asleep in a deserted hotel hallway obsessing over nightmares.


      I turned away, determined to burn off nervous energy and go back to sleep.


      Before I turned the corner, I glanced back and caught my reflection wearing a long, black sparkling evening gown, hand raised in a teasing wave.
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        * * *


      


      “I don’t see anything, Cee,” Marty grumbled.


      “I don’t either,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean something screwy isn’t happening with this mirror.”


      Sister Betty stepped back and contemplated it from a distance, arms crossed over her faded t-shirt. “There’s lore about haunted mirrors, especially silver-backed antiques. Given the hotel’s history and location, a few haunted items would be fairly normal. I’ll speak with Father Callahan about it.”


      “Are you sure it was your reflection?” Marty gestured to the hallway branching back to our room, his oversized black, gray, white, and purple striped tank top swaying around him like a dress. “That’s a long way to see a clear image in a damaged mirror.”


      “I know what I saw,” I insisted. “My reflection waved at me, and it was wearing a dress. The same dress I first saw with the Black Dog and again in my nightmare.” Marty and I locked eyes. “My reflection waved, Marty. I didn’t.”


      “It’s not unprecedented,” Sister Betty stifled a yawn, “but certainly unusual.”


      “That’s kind of our forte, isn’t it?” I said.


      “Indeed, my dear.” She smiled.


      Marty didn’t speak as he side-stepped the table and flowers we’d moved to get closer to the mirror. His breath fogged the glass as he leaned close. With one finger, he pushed the mirror, but it didn’t move. He stepped back, joining Sister Betty.


      Neither of them took their sleepy gaze off the mirror.


      “Any idea what we do now?” I asked. I’d already had one nightmare come true. When Marty and I hunted the Black Dog, we’d been attacked by a man or, rather, a supernatural creature disguised as a man. The dream showed the attack almost play by play. In another, the creature exacted revenge. I shoved away the mental image of his bloody knife. That one hadn’t happened. Yet. I hoped it wouldn’t.


      “Now? At,” Marty pulled out his phone, “four-thirty? We go back to bed.”


      “We don’t know what this is, so until we figure it out—”


      “It’s part of my nightmare,” I said, interrupting Sister Betty. “Part of what started when I hunted the Black Dog. And if Hardin’s right—”


      “Do you think he is?” Marty asked


      Both of them stared at me.


      “Dunno,” I said, the sudden, thready rasp in my own voice disturbing. Whether I remembered the details or not, the prospect of my nightmares coming true terrified me. Especially the recent ones. I hoped Agent Hardin’s information was wrong.


      “Are we willing to risk it?” Sister Betty turned back to the mirror.


      “No.” I rubbed the goosebumps on my arms before running my fingers through my hair. “No, we’re not.”
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        * * *


      


      The rectory office smelled like stale coffee and old incense. Father Callahan sat behind Father Robicheau’s old desk, stacks of books flanking his laptop. Marty sat across from him, typing on a laptop as Father Callahan spoke. Sister Betty paced, a book open in her hand. I sat on the floor sipping coffee, back against the wall, a book propped on my thighs. Discarded remnants from our early breakfast and mid-morning snacks haunted the desk and even the floor beside me. The clutter softened the otherwise stark room, or maybe the absence of a homicidal priest determined to rid the world of monster hunters just made the ambiance a whole lot less icky.


      “So,” Father Callahan leaned back and folded his hands behind his head, “the only conclusion we can draw is that it’s unlikely the mirror is haunted.”


      I put the mug on the carpeted floor beside me.


      “Unlikely, but not impossible.” Sister Betty folded her book around her thumb.


      “Yes, unlikely, but the best we can do without a complete history,” Father Callahan said.


      “Even in a haunted hotel?” Marty’s fingers slowed on the keyboard.


      “Yes,” Father Callahan said. “Age or relative spiritual activity of a location doesn’t correlate with mirror activity.”


      “The huge mirror at Tujague’s is well over a hundred years old, and none of the known activity has anything to do with it,” I said, briefly lifting the book from my lap. “If any mirror’s going to be haunted, I’d wager on that one.”


      “Exactly the example that came to mind.” Father Callahan nodded and sat up straight again. “Since its founding, the diocese has monitored reports of spiritual activity, especially businesses that profit from it, explicitly or implicitly. And though your hotel has a reputation for activity, none is mirror-related nor similar to the hallway distortion Caitlin experienced.”


      Marty nodded, though I wondered how much he already knew. The way he’d raided the Catholic Church’s servers over the past week, he might have discovered the Holy Grail’s location.


      “As much as there is here, I haven’t found any connection between mirrors and dreams in this.” I tapped the book in my lap.


      “Same.” Sister Betty closed the volume in her hand. “I’m hoping the Order will have something.”


      Sister Betty’s Order, the Holy Order of the Sisters of Mercy of Saint Brendan, had an extensive library covering the entire human spiritual experience from terrestrial culture to supernatural lore at their base in Ireland. Though I’d yet to discover how, Father Callahan’s impressive knowledge of lore and access to restricted Vatican information related to his connections with her Order. Neither of them discussed it, and when I asked, they deflected the conversation so skillfully, it took several minutes to realize what happened. I made a mental note to ask Marty what he could find out.


      “What do we do until they call?” Marty asked.


      “Well,” I groaned as I got to my feet, “there’s plenty of magic in this city, and where there’s magic, there’s practitioners. I think I’ll go see who I can find. Anyone want to come?”
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      Some days, you hunt. Some days, you’re hunted.


      The last time I hunted in New Orleans, my quarry found me. I shouldn’t have been surprised when it happened again, but with the jovial afternoon chaos of Chartres Street and Jackson Square, I didn’t notice I’d been targeted.


      Scarves and flowy textiles draping the fortune teller tables and chairs fluttered in the reluctant breeze. Signs swayed and one with a series of hand-painted tarot cards fell flat on the stone paving. One tasseled umbrella lifted enough to rattle the rigging securing it to a young woman’s folding chair, the sound all but lost in the corner jazz band’s music and the conversations between artists and tourists. From the long rows of art to the tiny tables and the river of tourists flowing between it all, I took it all in, too tired to focus on anything except whether the woman dancing in front of the band was Stevie Nicks, or just dressed like her.


      “Hunter,” said a wizened voice laced with impatience and emphasis indicating this wasn’t the first time.


      I turned, curious.


      A woman waved me over to her table. The sign propped against it featured a purple and green hand on a black background, gold lines etching the palms. She raised her voice again, a croak of noise over the music, talk, and laughter. “Hunter, come here.”


      How had she known? I pointed to myself with a questioning look and tightened my stomach muscles, hoping the Glock banded to me didn’t show or that the wind hadn’t exposed it.


      “Yes, yes,” she said, her impatience growing, “you are the only active hunter in the city today.”


      “What’s going on?” Marty asked from behind me.


      “Dunno, but I think we’re about to find out.” I walked toward the woman shaded by her sun-bleached rainbow-colored golf umbrella.


      “For a hunter, you pay little attention to the dangers around you,” she chided, gesturing at the stool across from her.


      “I’m sorry.” I studied her to figure out why she looked so familiar. “I didn’t hear you.”


      “Then there may be much you don’t hear, and that, cherie,” she pointed a crooked finger at me, “could be detrimental.”


      That one word triggered the memory. “I’ve seen you before. At Jazz Musicians Park.” That might not have been the name, but it was tourist-close. She’d caught me trying to clean some unfortunate powdered sugar out of my black shirt after my first experience with beignets. Side note: no matter how careful you are, powdered sugar blows everywhere with that first bite. You might think you’re slick, but you’re not, and you’re going to look like a coke fiend. There’s no delicate way to eat them properly without all the sugar, and then, what’s the point?


      She cackled. “She remembers. Please,” she insisted, another gesture toward the stool made the offer a command, “sit.”


      Marty and I exchanged a glance that said everything we didn’t.


      Another breeze blew through, more a ponderous motion of air than relief from the heat and humidity. I shrugged and sat. “Why do you call me ‘hunter’?”


      Sunlight filtered through the faded fabric overhead, and her dark eyes sparkled with mischief. “That’s what you are, isn’t it? A hunter of monsters? A knight of the Church?”


      A shudder ran through me. No one had ever identified me as a monster hunter unless I’d told them, worked with them, or killed a monster in front of them. Most of the time it was the “decapitated something that tried to eat you” experience. Or work. But mostly decapitation.


      She waited for my answer, her crone hands on the black velour table covering.


      “I… Yes. No one’s ever called me a knight before.”


      A dismissive shrug. “Titles change with time.”


      “How did you know? Did you,” my left hand lay on the table, my right crossed under it, hovering over the holster, “see something?”


      “Not the way you think, or expect, but,” she tapped her head, “I see plenty.”


      Unsure what she meant, though knowing it could have multiple meanings, I nodded. “If you’re looking for help—”


      “You are.”


      Her simple declarative stopped my words, and my hands fell into my lap. “What do you mean?”


      “You seek monsters you cannot hunt, cannot kill.” The umbrella bobbed as she sat back. Her clothes seemed as wrinkled as the day I saw her in the park, but the strange light through the umbrella made her look older. Without the animation of expression or talking, deep cracks scarred her face. I wondered how old she must be, how many years she’d spent in the sun.


      “What’s your name?”


      Her hands disappeared into her big sleeves. “Names are shadows that take shape when you focus and change when you stop.” She produced a deck of cards from inside her sleeve and placed them on the velour cloth. I recognized the oversized stack by the blue, white, and black plaid pattern and regretted sitting at her table. The Rider-Waite Tarot deck. “Shuffle,” she commanded.


      “This isn’t a good idea.” Marty bit off my nickname at the first sibilant hint.


      Smart. Names held power.


      “I think I agree,” I said, already reaching for the deck. I’d had my cards read before. Nothing bad had happened, except losing twenty bucks. I hadn’t learned more than I might have gleaned from a horoscope or prescient fortune cookie. In fact, I’d had more illuminating experiences high on caffeine and no sleep. Though I had no burning desire for this woman to read my cards in the middle of Chartres Street on a sticky Louisiana day, I suspected declining wouldn’t be an option.


      The old woman nodded in approval as I shuffled.


      “Will you tell me your name?” I asked.


      “No,” she said and closed her eyes. “Focus. Shuffle.”


      I obeyed. The Louisiana humidity seemed to evaporate from the weak shadows encircling me. After I finished, I stacked them neatly on the table.


      Without opening her eyes, she picked them up and pressed the deck between her palms.


      My stomach cramped with nerves and something I couldn’t identify.


      She opened her eyes, now glowing bluish-white.


      “Holy—”


      The old woman’s head lolled. For a moment, her glamour flickered, her craggy, wrinkled features superimposed over an ageless face.


      “Shut up,” I whispered at Marty. I’d heard about the transformation of half-fae creatures delivering prophecy. A disturbance could disrupt the prophecy or turn the will of the person—


      Creature?


      —offering it.


      Her skin took on a bluish cast, though I couldn’t tell how much distortion came from the light burning out of what had been her eyes.


      A surge of magic poured off her as she smiled, my own body reacting with euphoric relaxation. I bit my lip to restrain a giddy laugh.


      “You are more powerful than you know, hunter.” She sounded nothing like before. Thousands of voices layered to become hers, male and female, from very young to very old.


      I winced, the complexity of the sound hurt my ears, but my heavy limbs refused to move.


      The first card to hit the table wasn’t a card I knew. Unfamiliar runes decorated the upper right and lower left corners. In the center, an emerald green, open-mouthed dragon writhed, spewing spiraling gouts of orange-red flame.


      The old woman didn’t incline her head to the card, but her hand hovered over it. Blue-white light emanated from where her eyes should have been, the glare aimed at me and strong enough to make me squint. “The Dragon,” she said, as if I would understand.


      I knew better than to ask questions, but I certainly had them. This card had not come from the traditional deck. Behind me, Marty tapped notes on his cell phone. At least we’d have a record to review later.


      She withdrew her hand to pull a second card, laying another unfamiliar card to the left of the dragon. This one a gold-foiled bird of flame rising from a pile of ash. Different runes decorated the corners of the card. Her hand hovered over it, palm fractions of an inch from the card’s glossy face. “Oooh,” she crooned. “I should have expected you to manifest The Phoenix.”


      A little girl laughed, the beat of musician’s hand drums whipping her into a wild frenzy. Her shrill voice became a squeal, and though I worried the sound would break the old woman’s trance, I couldn’t stop the girl, too busy trying to catch every shift, every nuance of the fortune teller’s behavior.


      The old woman didn’t seem to notice her, only pulled another card, laying it to the right of the dragon. A hollow-eyed skull stared back as she withdrew her hand. Long, curving fangs protruded from both jaws, glistening with wet, fresh red drops in stark contrast to the matte blank voids where the eyes should have been.


      In my line of work, you reach for extremes. You reach for the super-holy, saint-like lifestyle, or you cultivate a sense of humor about the dark. You learn to laugh at what scares the shit out of you. Grinning skulls are funny, cute even, with heart-shaped eye holes emblazoned on a t-shirt. When a skeleton assembles out of a pile of bones and runs at you in a dark sewer, singing helps, especially the song about which bones connect. Silly as it is, it removes fear from the equation as you sight-in a Mossberg loaded with explosive rounds packed with blessed Jerusalem dirt. When I say I giggled so hard I almost missed the shot, I’m not being modest.


      My affinity skewed dark, but this was different.


      Humor could not survive against the card on the table. Not even the blackest gallows humor could thrive. Those empty eyes stared through me, woke something within and made it resonate. Staring into the matte, colorless holes felt like standing on the edge of a cliff and wanting, even for a heartbeat, to jump.


      That void called me.


      And something within me responded.


      The old woman whimpered as her hand hovered over the card. She blinked rapidly, her eyes returning to normal. Wrenching coughs doubled her over. Both Marty and I rushed to her side. The fabric-draped camp table toppled, and cards spilled across the stone-paved square.


      “Are you okay?” Marty held her in the chair as she slumped forward, hacking into a wrinkled, yellowed handkerchief cupped in her hand.


      She nodded, but the coughing didn’t allow her the breath to answer.


      The little girl skipped by, the lilt of laughter ringing in her voice as she sang, “Three blind mice, three blind mice.” She locked eyes with me. Her bright, lightweight dress spun around her as she twirled. “See how they run.” With determination I’d never have expected from a child, she looked from me to Marty, then to the old woman. Fear warbled its way down my spine. “See how they run.” With another eerie laugh, she ran across the square and disappeared into the crowd around the corner.


      Marty looked at me. “What the fu—” he glanced at the old woman, “um, hell was that?”


      “Such language,” she wheezed, “around a lady.”


      “Yes, ma’am, my apologies.” He squatted at her side, balancing on his toes. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”


      “Or your lady friend.” She waved the discolored handkerchief at me.


      “I love her to death, ma’am,” Marty’s lips quirked in a teasing grin, “but she’s no lady.”


      I rolled my eyes and gathered spilled cards while Marty righted the table. The old woman murmured grateful things the way only a Southern matriarch can—simultaneously gracious yet without any doubt her words constituted an order. “Yes, cher, thank you. Set it right here.” She gestured at one of the two pieces of fabric Marty held. “That goes over top. You are so kind, merci, ah, merci.”


      Straightening the cards in my hand, I noticed only familiar Rider-Waite Tarot images. I flipped through them, one at a time while her attention remained on Marty.


      “You won’t find them,” she said, her voice rough from her coughing fit.


      Startled, I placed the cards on the table. “I’m sorry. I should’ve asked permission.”


      She stared. “Yes, you should have, cherie, but that’s not what I said.” When I didn’t respond, she nodded at the chair and waved Marty to the other. “Sit. We have much to discuss.”
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      The patter of a late afternoon shower forced us closer to the table for shelter under the old umbrella. Fat, sporadic raindrops failed to deter the musicians, though the tourists took little notice as they hurried by, heads covered with shopping bags, arms, and colorful umbrellas. Artists covered their work with sheets of clear plastic and blue tarps and waited for the rain to pass. I scooted my seat forward to avoid the worst of the drips off the edge of the umbrella.


      The fortune teller who’d called out to me in the square, Madame Sabine, didn’t seem affected by the weather. She reached into the folds of wrinkled fabric in her lap, then pressed a copper-wrapped stone amulet into my palm, staring at the chips of silvered glass on the surface. “The things you seek are not part of this world but are in it. They gather and wait.” Cold rain rolled into the waistband of my jeans, but the stone transfixed me. “What waits? And how will I know when to use this? Or how to use it?” I still wasn’t certain what my target was, never mind what to do once I found it. The stone in my hand warmed since she’d first put it in my hand, but neither the weight nor the warmth provided what I really needed—answers.


      “You need not look.” She stroked the gray stone. “What you seek, cherie, seeks you. Be patient, be vigilant. You will know.”


      The leather cord softened as I twisted it around my thumb. “And this will help?”


      “Every door has a key,” Madame Sabine said.


      “What about the tarot cards?”


      She turned to Marty, one eyebrow arched with regal censure.


      He stuttered the first syllable before he regained his composure. “T-they weren’t traditional cards you pulled.”


      Her wrinkled hand caressed the cards stacked in the center of the small table with remarkable care. “There are times,” she said, barely louder than the musicians and intermittent rain, “when worlds mix, but not as they should, especially here. In these moments of power, we can do nothing but give it space.”


      I nodded, but the unusual Tarot card images wouldn’t leave me.


      Madame Sabine looked down at the deck still on the table in front of her, the whites of her eyes too bright. “We can only say c’est la vie and rely on the protectors of this world.”


      Responsibility, my old friend. “Is the mixing of worlds…malevolent?” I asked.


      She shook her head and tapped the deck. “There is no bad. No good. Only our interpretation. Is a cat bad because it hunts and eats a bird? Or the rain bad if it falls when we wish it wouldn’t?” With her other hand, she gestured to the sky. The rain stopped, the umbrella fabric brightening, the sun breaking through the clouds.


      “Did you do that?” Marty asked, a tremor in his voice.


      Madame Sabine only smiled, her eyes glowing around her dark irises. “There’s power here, Hunter, more than you can contain or control. Remind your partners, before the power lashes back and takes more than they’re willing to give.”
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        * * *


      


      The amulet hung heavy against my chest, and I stroked it absently.


      “I don’t know why you put it on,” Marty said from across the book-cluttered desk, without glancing up from his tablet. “Never mess with unknown magical objects. That’s basic self-preservation.”


      “You’ve said that already,” I said.


      “Normally, I’d agree,” Sister Betty said, finishing the glass of sweet tea Deacon Paul delivered after Marty and I returned to the rectory from our encounter with Madame Sabine. “But not this time.”


      Marty opened his mouth, then what she said sunk in. His jaw snapped shut, eyes wide.


      I wished I had it on video.


      “I’m okay with you wearing it.” She wiped the condensation from her glass with her thumb. “For now. Madame Sabine’s never been known to practice malicious magic. She’s helped previous hunters, including Sister Evangeline.” Her voice dropped as she mentioned the fallen hunter, a fierce, motorcycle-riding, shotgun-wielding force responsible for the territory between Tallahassee and San Antonio. I didn’t think Sister Betty and Sister Evangeline knew each other well, but Sister Betty seemed profoundly affected by her death.


      Murder. Her murder.


      Father Robicheau, her Church-designated partner, masterminded an “accident” where Sister Evangeline fell from a helicopter in mid-flight. The one person responsible for supporting her mission murdered her. She relied on the same support I did, that Sister Betty depended on. The trusted relationship she never should have had to question killed her.


      Nothing like a fundamental shift in your worldview to fuck with your head.


      Thoughts of my little sister, Shannon, dressed in pink ruffles threatened, but I shoved them down hard.


      This wasn’t the time.


      “We, that is, the Church, have commissioned her in the past. I trust her.” Sister Betty gestured at the amulet. “I’m guessing that’s native stone.”


      I pressed it against my chest. Instead of an irritating, unfamiliar weight, the stone felt as if it belonged there.


      Marty huffed, perturbed. “I don’t think it’s a good idea if we don’t know what it’ll do.”


      “It hasn’t done anything,” I said.


      “Yet,” he countered. “She called it a key. It could open anything from a door to Pandora’s box. And God knows,” he said with a sour little smile, “with you, things go south at the worst possible time.”


      “South’s a great destination.” I raised my water glass. “Fabulous, even.”


      “And we’ve been in a hot mess since arrived.” He snorted.


      “Include that in your Yelp review.” Sister Betty smirked behind the rim of her glass.


      “I can see the title now: New Orleans, Vacationing Monster Hunters, Beware.” The stone swung like a pendulum as I released it. He had a point, but admitting it might swell his head. “Let’s focus on what we can handle.” Shuffling through the papers on the desk, I pulled out one. “The creature from the airport—”


      “Which DEMON conveniently lost,” Marty griped.


      “Jesus, do we need to feed you or something?”


      He scowled, then stuck out his tongue. The laugh that followed signaled, at least, a temporary reprieve from his stormy mood. “I learned it by watching you.”


      Shaking my head, I pointed at the paper again. “The creature from the airport causes humans to collapse at its touch.”


      “Death.” Marty tapped his tablet to life. “It causes death.”


      “What?” Sister Betty asked.


      I closed my eyes.


      “The guy in the airport, Benito Hernandez, died after the creature touched him.” Marty passed the tablet to Sister Betty, and I leaned over her shoulder. “Massive coronary event. He never regained consciousness.”


      I skimmed the details, stomach too sour to read closely. Another death I should have prevented. Another name on the list in my head. The creature looked like some overgrown frat boy, and though I knew he was a monster, I did nothing until too late. When I should have acted, I waited. That man, Benito Rodriguez, died on my watch.


      What the hell was I doing in this job if I couldn’t do it when it mattered most?


      I didn’t have an answer.


      “Seems to rule out a nightmare,” she sighed. “There’s no record of creatures killing humans with touch except Death.”


      “Could it have been Death?” I asked, hopeful.


      She shook her head and returned Marty’s tablet. “Death taking a humanoid form isn’t unheard of, of course, but it usually takes a female form. Besides, in a densely populated place, Death wouldn’t have taken just one soul.”


      “We’re like potato chips?” Marty said. “Can’t have just one?”


      “You’re salty, for sure,” I retorted. “Why wouldn’t Death be content with one?”


      “It’s not that,” she said. “Humans are inordinately attracted to Death, especially in humanoid form. It’s not that Death wouldn’t have restraint, but humans can’t resist Death.”


      “That’s grim,” Marty muttered.


      “I saw it once,” Sister Betty said. “Death, that is, in human form. She was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen, though I knew what she was…” Her voice trailed off.  “No, we struck that theory early. With the evidence at hand, the Lore Keeper had no information.”


      That she’d contacted the Lore Keeper shouldn’t have surprised me, but as a barometer for the level of crap awaiting us, contacting the Vatican’s highest-ranking occult specialist never failed to catch my attention. None of the monster hunters I’d met ever mentioned the Lore Keeper, and Marty’s technically illegal research never turned up more than oblique references. Whoever the Lore Keeper was or where their knowledge came from, only the uppermost Vatican hierarchy knew.


      “That’s…disturbing.” Marty looked down at the report. “We’re working blind.”


      “No more than usual,” I said. “We’ve fought things we didn’t understand before. We’ll do it again.”


      “No,” Marty said, so pale that even the greenish-yellowish bruise on his forehead drained of color. “We’ve always had back up. We’ve always had some idea of what we’re dealing with and how to eliminate it, and in the most obscure cases, the Lore Keeper found answers.”


      “But we don’t know what to research,” I said, my words tentative and faltering. “We’ve got one direct observation of this creature’s effect on people, which could be bad or misleading.” I glanced from Marty to Sister Betty. “What if it does something else, and death was the result in this case? What if it affects people differently?”


      “We could be looking at it wrong,” Sister Betty agreed, taking the paper I’d picked up.


      “Did Hernandez have a history of heart trouble?” I asked.


      Marty tapped, swiped, and tapped again. “None on record, though he had high cholesterol at his last physical. Seven years ago.”


      “A lot can happen in seven years,” Sister Betty said. “Health issues could have contributed to his death.”


      “But what triggered it?” I leaned back and stared at the spill of light across rectory ceiling. “Something had to activate it, to cause… What’d they call it?”


      “Massive coronary event,” Marty replied, turning to his laptop, fingers rapid-firing across the keyboard.


      “Right.” I draped an arm across my eyes. A slow, resonant headache throbbed deep inside my skull. After a full night’s sleep, it might go away.


      “What else could it cause?” Marty chewed the side of his thumbnail.


      “I have no idea,” Sister Betty and I said at the same time.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      Hours later and still trapped in the rectory, we hadn’t gotten much further, though we’d all grown much crabbier, despite the delivery of refreshments by a nervous Deacon Paul.


      I tore a candy wrapper into thin strips and folded it into origami stars. Sister Betty watched me launch another tiny star at my empty coffee cup. “Seriously?”


      “What?” I asked.


      She waved a hand at the tiny pieces of poorly folded paper littering the desk.


      “They’re paper and tiny. Not the best aerodynamics.”


      Her right eyebrow arched, her lips puckered.


      I sat up, sighed, and scooped the paper scraps into my hand. “Sitting around’s killing me.”


      “The Order will call soon,” she said as if the words tried her already thin patience.


      “We’re wasting time,” I said again. “I could be out looking for this thing while we wait. You could call me on my—”


      “Knock, knock.” We both turned at Father Callahan’s familiar greeting, though neither of our faces must have reflected our appreciation for the arrival of another person. “Have I interrupted something?”


      “Just them antagonizing each other,” Marty said dryly. “I told them to get a room. Even offered to vacate mine, but no such luck. For any of us.”


      “Marty!” Sister Betty scowled at him. “That’s enough.”


      He held both hands up and pretended to be chastised. “Okay, I give up. Sorry.” The significant look he gave Father Callahan lacked subtlety and any attempt at being covert.


      “Right.” Father Callahan held up his phone and a paper file folder. “Well, maybe this will lift everyone’s spirits.”


      “What’s that?” Sister Betty asked.


      “The Lore Keeper’s report on strange deaths from a creature’s touch. Seems they happen all over the world, but in cycles. At one point, your hotel experienced quite a rash of them.” He put the folder on the table, and Sister Betty opened it eagerly. I hovered over her shoulder, skimming the text as she turned the pages. “A legend formed around the deaths and, in human lore, it was considered the suicide hotel.”


      “Why hadn’t we discovered that already?” I asked as Sister Betty flipped through grainy, old photos.


      “I would have caught that,” Marty said, confused and somewhat defensive.


      “No, probably not. So much was done to erase the legend, it’s only preserved in the most obscure libraries.”


      “Why? Haunted hotels thrive here.” I looked up from the pages Sister Betty studied.


      “Haunted hotels, yes,” he said, “but this isn’t a haunting. No hotel, even in a city renown for the paranormal, could survive if their reputation involved customers who had nightmares and committed suicide during their stay.”


      Marty and I looked at each other, neither mentioning the nightmares we’d both experienced.


      “True.” Marty looked back down at his tablet. “But Hernandez didn’t commit suicide. He dropped dead in the middle of a public space.”


      I shook my head. Nightmares. Death, even if by suicide. More puzzle pieces, but still, not enough. “We’re still missing something.”


      “But what?” Sister Betty asked.


      The harder I tried to focus on the idea, the vaguer it became. “I don’t know. Whether it’s a nightmare or something else, we’ve got to draw it out, watch it, then stop it before it kills.”


      “How do you propose to do that?”


      “Bait,” I said, looking at my three partners.
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      “Credible bait isn’t armed.” Sister Betty stepped back, surveyed me, then reached to straighten a seam. “You’ll blend in like this. Besides, ‘bait’ was your idea, so stop complaining.”


      “I’m not complaining.” I swatted her hand away and adjusted the form-fitting fabric encasing the smooth curve of my hip. Every inch of this egregiously pink ensemble was her fault. From the boob-smashing, low-cut halter top to the perilously short skirt. I resisted the urge to tug at the matching, skimpy thong underneath and raised my hands for her inspection. “I’m voicing my concerns about being unarmed, especially given our recent experiences.”


      “Legs are the most important weapons you’ve got in that getup,” Marty said from his bed, now transformed into a reclining fortress of tech and pillows.


      With a laugh, Sister Betty patted my bare thigh. “He has a point. And you’ve got better stems for this than anyone else.” The heat of a fierce blush rushed up my neck and burned the tips of my ears. Conflicting waves of emotion made me want to flee, strip, and jump her. Not in that order, but maybe all at once.


      Marty snickered from his nest, an evil cackle of perverse glee at my humiliation.


      Note to self: retaliate.


      He pressed a finger to his ear and muttered to Father Callahan, en route, somewhere between the hotel and Saint Louis Cathedral.


      “You look good.” Sister Betty handed me a glittery clutch too small to hold more than a tube of lipstick, ID, and maybe a little cash.


      “What the hell am I supposed to pack in that?”


      She shoved the purse at me. “You act like you’ve never dressed up before, Caitlin.”


      The warning in her voice made me bite back the sarcasm that yearned to be free. I took the sorry excuse for a purse and sighed.


      She eyed me, her hands on her hips. Far from being glitzed up like some Bourbon Street Barbie, she wore workout sweats, a t-shirt so thin a hint of skin color showed through, and her hair in a ponytail. “You done?”


      I grunted a response and tried not to roll my eyes. Push too hard and I’d regret it. Maybe not today, but she’d remember the next time we hit the gym. She always remembered in the gym.


      “Good.” Her tone brooked no resistance. “I’m not in the mood to kick your ass, no matter how much you deserve it.”


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      “Don’t make me change my mind,” she warned.


      But whether she wanted to or not, she couldn’t. She’d been shot on my watch. “You’re not kicking anyone’s ass.”


      “I still could.”


      “Not with stitches in your side.”


      “Don’t test me.” She turned and unearthed a pair of shoes from a shroud of tissue paper.


      “Oh, hell no.” I retreated a few steps. “I will not wear those.”


      The shoes dangled from her fingers, though “shoes” might have been a generous euphemism for the configuration of straps attached a thin, steeply sloped silver sole, and a dangerous spiked heel.


      Sister Betty raised her eyebrow, stepped forward, and thrust them at me.


      I shook my head. “I’m bait, I’m unarmed, and now you’re hobbling me.”


      She cleared her throat, raising her hand, the dangling straps, soles, and spikes wobbling in my face.


      Neither of us moved.


      From the far side of the room, the Jeopardy theme song crescendoed out of the silence.


      “Ugh,” I snatched the shoes, “fine, I’ll wear the damned things. But if I break my neck and die, I’m coming back to haunt your ass.”


      “As long as it’s just my ass,” she said sweetly, turning away.


      And now, instead of doing something useful or mood-improving, like hunting the nightmare and kicking any misbehaving monster ass that might get in my way, Sister Betty stationed me outside the bar. In a dress. Perched in a chair looking pretty and watching the world go by like I had nothing better to do.


      The murmur of conversation from the bar split on a woman’s sharp laugh, crashed together with a cheer from a chorus of voices, then resumed its low buzz.


      If ever I needed a drink, this was it, and yet…


      I sighed and shifted, careful not to flash the lobby. No one remotely suspicious walked by, but since I’d encountered the frat boy-man from the airport here, recon made sense.


      A woman in a sumptuous, yet conservative, dress gave me side-eye and turned up her nose as she passed. The patina on her pearls suggested old money, and her sneer of disdain confirmed it. I pretended not to hear her harrumph of contempt.


      “And then she had this whip,” said the leader of a tribe of twenty-something guys crossing the lobby, “and fucking six inch heels, man.” In shorts and a polo, he walked backward directing his words at his similarly-dressed companions. “Just wait, you’ll see. I’m telling you, it’s incredible.”


      I bit the inside of my cheek as he stumbled down the short stairs to the door.


      “Everybody hates working,” a man in a well-tailored suit said as he stomped by on his way into the bar, a designer leather computer case bumping his hip. The corners of his mouth flicked down in distaste as his eyes glided over me. A younger man with a less expensive case followed, furiously typing on his phone with both thumbs. Pretending he didn’t see me, the older man continued as they disappeared into the carousel bar. “When it comes down to it, though, I hate being broke a hell of a lot more than I hate working.”


      I yawned and pressed my fingers against the inner corner of my burning eyes to avoid ruining my makeup. This job couldn’t be over fast enough. At this point, I’d sacrifice my theoretical vacation for a few days of sleep. Well, part of my vacation, at least.


      After the mirror incident, I hadn’t slept. I lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling trying to figure it out. The couple of times my eyes drifted closed, details from the nightmare jerked me awake. Remembering the disturbingly dark and reflective bowl of viscous blood bisque made my stomach roil, and the way the liquid clung and glittered on a silver spoon made goosebumps riot across my skin. I dreaded sleep as much as I craved it, but if struggling to stay awake meant I didn’t have to see that nightmare, or watch the death of the woman in Rome again, or to hear Shannon’s terror—


      Out of habit, I scanned the lobby for something, anything of interest to distract me. It took a few seconds before my brain reacted to what I saw.


      To whom I saw.


      Across the lobby, near the left end of the front desk, he emerged from one of the ballroom spaces.


      I unlocked my phone without looking, subtly aiming the camera at frat-boy man, the nightmare, crossing the lobby. Without taking my eyes off him, I started the video feed.


      He never looked to either side, but headed for the front door, nose raised as if following a scent. People parted around him like water around rocks. Neither his day-dreamy pace nor his vague smile faltered.


      My Bluetooth headset rang, and I tapped it, still tracking the man with my phone as I stood and took a couple of hesitant steps. “She hobbled me with these heels.”


      “S’okay.” The staccato clicking of Marty’s keyboard betrayed his reaction to the streaming video. “I’ll monitor where he goes.”


      “Which does nothing.” I followed my target, tugging my skirt with my free hand and trying not to wobble.


      “Easy, killer. This is recon, remember? Information over capture.”


      “And if we lose him?” My shoes cracked like gunfire on the marble floor. I muttered curses under my breath and tried to walk softer.


      “Got him,” Marty said, then directed another comment to someone else. Maybe Father Callahan, maybe Agent Cooper. “We’ve got eyes on him.”


      I wove through the people at the door and stepped into the street, my legs aching with the tension of trying not to trip or break an ankle. Or both. “Where is he?”


      “Around the corner. Bistro side.”


      I swore again. “I’m coming up. I can’t chase anything in these shoes.”


      “Come on up, hoochie. I got beads and you won’t even have to show me your boobs.”


      I hung up on him.


      Bastard.


      Retaliation, for sure.
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      Sister Betty convinced me to keep the dress on, but only because arguing wasted time. I pulled on my Docs over my custom ankle holster and slid in a Derringer before running out. I’d have preferred a bigger gun or even the gas-powered “stinger” Marty bought me for my birthday, but weapon-hiding real-estate didn’t exist in the violently pink skintight fabric.


      “Which way am I going?” The phantom clicks of Marty’s typing echoed through the headset like some alien heartbeat as I waited, impatiently, for the elevator’s slow descent.


      “Left out of the lobby. Hard right around the bistro.”


      The elevator dinged at the first floor, but the doors didn’t immediately open.


      “You’ve still got eyes on him?”


      “And a tail.”


      “Cooper?”


      “One and the same.” Marty muttered a curse. “He’s good. I can’t pick him out.”


      “The mark?”


      “No, Cooper.”


      “I find that hard to believe.” I pressed the headset into my right ear. Agent Cooper wasn’t exactly the type of person you’d expect to find in New Orleans. Except at an accountants’ convention. Even then, he’d only blend in among people who looked like him. Short, stocky, stodgy, even. Completely ordinary and remarkably unremarkable.


      “I wouldn’t have bet on it, either.”


      I rounded the corner of the bistro, only to run straight in to a dark-haired man a little taller than me and stronger than he looked. He grinned, one arm clamped around me, pulling me into the downdraft of stale beer breath. A sweep of hair flipped back as he tossed his head only to fall across his forehead again. “Where you goin’, baby girl?”


      “Dude, tonight is not the night.” I pushed against his chest. He resisted and swayed. Fantastic. I wouldn’t have to break a sweat taking this grabby bastard down.


      “Aww, come on, baby, you don’t know what kind of night it could be.” His grin turned into a leer as he stared into my cleavage. He ground himself against me, his interest undeniable. Small, but undeniable.


      “This will not turn out well for you,” I warned. “You’ve got one more chance to let go before you regret it.”


      He tried to jam his leg between mine as he rubbed his crotch against me. “You don’t know what you might regret, beautiful.” His tongue ran across his scaly, chapped lips, and I recoiled, reminded of a certain giant space slug and how much my dress suddenly felt like a metal bikini.


      But I didn’t need a chain.


      Instead, I stomped his instep. Hard.


      Nothing crunches better than foot bones under Docs. Might not have broken anything, but I sure as hell popped a few joints. Either way, he howled and lost his balance trying to cradle his injured foot against his meaty thigh. I stood out of the way before he could trample or trap me, my hands on my hips. The way he carried on, some of those satisfying fireworks in his foot might have been broken bones.


      I failed to feel guilt. “Told you.”


      “You bitch!” Spittle flew as he screamed, awkwardly cradling his foot against his knee, his ass propped against the wall.


      “Right. You assault me, and I’m the bitch.” I shook my head.


      “Are you really going to argue with him?” Marty had a point, even if he sounded bored.


      “Right.” I jogged, clomping and splashing along the wet street. “Call the police. Let them chat with him.”


      “You’re pressing charges?” Marty sounded shocked.


      “How about you send me in the right direction and dial up NOLA PD?” A sea of milling tourists filled the neon-lit streets, a cacophony of music in the air. Another night in the party city.


      New Orleans, a vacation disaster for monster hunters. Zero stars.


      Despite being distracted by mentally writing my review for fellow hunters, Marty’s directions sounded familiar, and I realized I’d be passing Helen’s house. Or Hel. Or however the Norse goddess who’d taken up residence in the French Quarter wanted to be known. The last time I’d passed her place, I’d been running, though last time, I’d been chased by an otherworldly portent of death, a border collie of the dead. This seemed almost relaxing in comparison.


      I skirted a car, sucking in my side to avoid it as I passed Helen’s door. For a brief instant, I wondered if she’d let me enlist the help of her brother, Fenrir, a massive wolf. Or dog. But a god of sorts. Or son of a god. Something like that. I hadn’t read that chapter of the Norse mythology book yet.


      “Before you ask, the answer’s no,” Marty said.


      “What?”


      “You are not getting Fenrir to chase down this creature.” He gave the next round of directions.


      “You don’t know what I’m thinking.”


      “Yeah, I do. You slowed down and stared so hard at the door, you almost ran into a car.”


      “That’s creepy.”


      “That I know what you’re thinking?”


      “That you stalk me with cameras.” I turned the corner. “And it was a pothole, smartass.”


      “If you say so,” he chuckled.


      He must not have been watching his monitor while he teased me, or he’d have warned me about the gorilla in the middle of the road.


      A no-shit, real-life gorilla.


      Great.


      I skidded to a stop. “Uhh, Marty?”


      “What the fuck is that?”


      “I planned to ask you the same thing.”


      The gorilla stood on its hind legs, its eyes flashing brilliant gold.


      Even better. A goddamned supernat. Maybe the same one that attacked us before.


      “We’ve got a problem,” I said.


      “You have no idea,” Marty said, awe dropping his voice into a whisper.
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      I stepped back, scanning the street with my peripheral vision for anything that might become a weapon without taking my eyes off the gorilla in the middle of the street. “I need good news, Marty.”


      “Wish I had some.” He swore with ferocity. “Cee, I have to call Cooper. There are flying monkeys pouring out of Café Lafitte in Exile.”


      “What?”


      “Literal. Flying. Monkeys.”


      “You’re kidding.” Flying monkeys didn’t exist outside the movie that scarred my young psyche. To my knowledge, or the Church’s—or at least Sister Betty’s Order—supernats hadn’t evolved into creatures of modern mythology. At least not yet. “There’s no such thing.”


      “Wish I was,” he said, dry and curt. His other phone chirped. “Lemme call you back.”


      “Not a good time, I’ve got a sit—”


      The headset beeped as he ended the call.


      “—uation here.”


      The gorilla took up half the street, staring at me and brandishing huge teeth.


      Great.


      I’m gonna die wearing a dress and a thong.


      Scandalous as they were, at least my panties were clean. That had to count for something.


      How the hell did you deal with gorillas? Especially gorillas that weren’t gorillas and were some kind of supernat? If Sister Betty covered this in any of our lessons or training sessions, I sure as hell didn’t remember it.


      Derringers would convince most humans that messing with someone else might be a better use of their time. Fae and smaller supernats would get the hint with the right ammo. But this? Even with cold iron blessed hollow points filled with a proprietary blend of pixie dust and silver filaments, the piece in my ankle holster would only annoy this creature.


      “Hello,” I said with a wave. Nothing too big, too fast, or too threatening. I hoped.


      It grunted and stood up, its massive fists lifting fractionally off the ground.


      “What, or who, are you?”


      Another grunt and it flailed its arms, gnashing big teeth.


      “Right. Brilliant conversation.” I ignored the sudden chill in my blood. What supernatural creatures might take gorilla form and what could I do about it? I hated these encounters where my weapons didn’t matter either because they were out of reach, like now, or ineffectual against the target, also like now. If I didn’t come up with some miraculous idea, I might die. I pulled the skirt of the tight, fluorescent pink dress higher up my thighs. If we had to fight, I needed as much mobility as possible, though I dreaded the atomic, no, apocalyptic wedgie a roundhouse would give me.


      I considered slipping off the thong, debating the merits of the fabric’s epic internal intrusion not only up my butt, but deep into…well, more delicate areas versus flashing the beast in front of me. Thin as it was, breaking the elastic would require effort and conspicuous movement, and might not work. Next time Sister Betty made me wear a dress, I’d insist on combat-friendly panties, lines be damned.


      The gorilla leaned forward and charged a few loping steps, making a noise something like a combined grunt, laugh, and challenge.


      Very slowly, I shimmied the back of the dress up, slid my hands over my butt and hooked the elastic of the thong with my thumbs. “I don’t know what you are, but I’m not here to ruin your day. I’m chasing something else—”


      The rumble it emitted dropped an octave before rising in an animalistic scream of challenge. Arms raised over its silver-black chest, the beast flailed its massive arms again.


      I froze, hands on my outer thighs, the thong’s elastic stretched taut between my thumbs and against the curve of my butt. Why did no else ever find themselves in this kind of situation? And why the hell did Sister Betty not consider the fighting merits of my panties when shopping? Surely, there had to be other options. Did they make tear-away thongs? I made a mental note to ask a stripper later.


      “Easy,” I said, my voice low and soothing. Or, an attempt at low and soothing. Since the gorilla didn’t charge, I assumed I got close.


      It walked closer, a rumbling hoot echoing in its thick chest.


      Wriggling my butt, I worked my hands down my thighs. “That’s right. Easy.” Unless there was some kind of zoo jailbreak, this gorilla had to be supernat, though I didn’t know what kind. That, of course, meant problems. The lack of information created a minefield of any possible interaction. One wrong assumption—especially without backup—and this escalated in a bad way. As if I needed help making things harder for myself. Transformed human or not, I decided to assume the beast had higher cognitive function and understood non-threatening moves.


      The thong’s elastic fell off my thumbs. Silky fabric the same egregiously pink color as my dress slid down my legs and promptly snagged on my boot lace hooks.


      “Of course,” I said, staring at the beast as I lifted one foot and tried to kick free of the fancy death trap of satin and elastic.


      No matter how much I wiggled, the loathsome excuse for a garment clung to the metal hook, the elastic caught in the tread of my shoe.


      I swore.


      The gorilla cocked its head.


      “Not you,” I muttered, leaning forward to free myself.


      Everything would have been fine if I didn’t lose my balance at that precise moment.


      To be fair, the ringing scream of terror behind me more than contributed to the way I wobbled and fell against a car, my underwear tangled around my ankle.


      Of course, the woman behind me, the screamer, ran, and the gorilla lunged after her in a crashing, swinging charge.


      Human or not, predators chase.


      I swore, shoving against the car to launch myself into the gorilla’s path. Or, at least, to distract it. Making myself the more appealing option might be my only chance to save her and, perhaps, a large contingent of the city’s nightlife. I might not be Faye Ray, but I’d have to do.


      With an extra totter thanks to the thong, I nearly collided with the oncoming gorilla.


      It stopped.


      I considered my options, and my precarious balance.


      It snarled.


      “Nice gorilla.” I wondered what the hell to do next. “Are you…?”


      Words failed. How did you ask a creature, especially one capable of tearing your joints apart, a question that might piss them off? Or at least annoy them enough to make breaking limbs appealing? Would asking if it was human be…insulting?


      I couldn’t risk finding out.


      “Can you understand me?”


      One grunt and it settled on its haunches.


      I’d take that as a yes.


      If I could have taken a moment to enjoy the relief rushing through me, I would have. But if this went bad, I was so screwed. Without Marty in my ear, the likelihood of it going bad increased exponentially.


      “I mean no harm.” I held up my empty hands.


      Another single grunt. It approached tentatively, making a strange rumbling sound. Its gold eyes flashed, and suddenly, I couldn’t remember if I should hold its gaze.


      I hoped it understood I intended no challenge.


      Its nostrils flared as it leaned forward and sniffed me. Standing still, I submitted to the inspection. Maybe this opened negotiation. If nothing else, it bought me time.


      The gorilla’s teeth appeared between snarling lips.


      All the better to eat you with, my dear.


      We both tensed when it leaned down, gesturing at my ankle with its thick black finger.


      It must smell gun oil.


      I looked at my Docs, garlanded with the obnoxiously pink thong, one side still tangled on my boot lace hook, the other dangling like a perverse anklet. Think. Some magic combination of words had to get me out of this unmauled and unmaimed. “I can explain.”


      The gorilla and I locked eyes. It cocked its head like some gigantic dog.


      Nothing came to mind. At least nothing that would keep me alive. “Hi, I’m a monster hunter and trying to kill things like you,” kinda made me a target. So, we stared at each other. “Okay, maybe I can’t explain.”


      The gorilla moved slowly, cautious, and hooked a finger in the elastic dangling around my left ankle. Looking up at me, it tugged.


      “Yeah, they aren’t mine.” The implications made me squeamish. “Well, they are mine, but they aren’t mine. I’m only wearing them because of the dress. Not that I normally dress like this.” My mouth snapped shut so hard, I bit my tongue. Why the hell did I need to explain myself to a supernatural gorilla? And one possibly up to no good? One I might end up hunting? Get it together, Caitlin.


      It tugged the underwear again.


      Maybe it had some innate sense of justice and thought removing obstacles made for a fair fight. Or maybe it was just pervy and wanted my panties. Either way, I lifted my ankle.


      With unusual delicacy, the gorilla pulled the underwear off my raised left. Once free, I put my foot down, and lifted the other when it tapped my right ankle.


      What the hell is my life that some supernatural primate is removing my underwear in the middle of the street? In broad…well, twilight?


      My sleepy brain protested that regardless of hour, it was all weird. It took real effort to shut down the imaginary debate.


      I blinked as the pink elastic came free from the metal hook and the gorilla pulled the panties off my shoe. I held out my hand, but the massive paw retreated, the flimsy garment folded in it.


      Right.


      Pervy.


      I dropped my hand, overwhelmingly aware that I no longer had anything on under the dress. There’d certainly be no lines now, though I couldn’t imagine Sister Betty approving of this particular solution once she learned of their absence. Giant supernatural gorilla might pale in comparison to flying monkeys, even when you add in panty theft.


      What the hell was my life?


      I shook my head.


      Focus.


      “I’m not sure where we go from here. I know you’re supernatural, and that—”


      “You hunt the nightmare.”


      Startled, I blinked at the massive creature. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you speak.”


      “I don’t,” it said, its diction far more erudite and educated than I anticipated. “At least, not usually in this form, but what’s happening in the city makes the impossible possible.”


      Fan-freaking-tastic. “Right. That’s why I’m here. To help with…” my gesture turned into an awkward flail, “the strangeness.”


      It nodded. “You are a hunter.”


      “Yes,” I said. Lying would create more trouble than admitting the truth. Another question gnawed at me, and I weighed the repercussions of asking. Fleet-fingered Marty would have found an answer, or at least kept me from sounding like an awkward teenager asking for a first date. I shifted my weight from foot to foot wishing for pockets, a holster, or anything to occupy my hands. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure what kind of supernatural cre—um, entity you are.”


      Its primal grin made me supremely uncomfortable. “You needn’t concern yourself with that. My kind does no harm to yours. There are more important things to address.”


      Surviving awkward and perhaps stupid question number one? Check. Next topic. “Do you know what I’m chasing?”


      “Yes, and you only have three days to catch it.”


      Why the hell was it always three days? Couldn’t a girl get a week? Ten days? Maybe a couple of weeks to research thoroughly, enjoy the weekend, and still get regular sleep? Abbreviated gigs weren’t a big deal, until they happened back to back with no down time between them to recover and think.


      I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a deep breath. “Why three days?”


      Believe it or not, a gorilla’s smile can be as patronizing as the most condescending human. I braced for some inter-species mansplaining. “Have you not paid attention?”


      My back stiffened. “I’ve been a little busy.”


      “Too busy to see the world around you?”


      “What do you mean?” I resisted the urge to examine my memories for anything odd or unusual. That would keep me busy for days since almost everything I experienced qualified as unusual or odd. Sometimes, both. Like standing in the middle of the street having a conversation with a supernatural gorilla who had removed and kept my panties.


      He sat, settling in for a lecture, it seemed. “I presume you’ve heard of the nexus?”


      “Yes.” Bless Marty and Sister Betty.


      “Good. And you know it’s a source of power?”


      “Yes, one of the reasons so many supernats are drawn to it. And, I presume, why my team’s battling flying monkeys at Lafitte’s?”


      He snorted. “They are not unrelated. Do you know of the Compact?”


      It didn’t even sound familiar. I shook my head.


      “The Compact keeps the peace between dimensions and within the city though it’s crowded with, as you crudely put it, ‘supernats.’”


      Great. I’d insulted a primate strong enough to rip my arms off. Go me.


      He perked at the sound of sirens screaming past on a parallel street. “The Compact regulates places where the veil’s thin. It keeps the borders intact, at least where it’s respected.”


      “Wait, what?” Sister Betty had mentioned the veil between worlds before, but in the most abstract terms. As in, not-anything-I-would-have-to-deal-with abstract. “How is that possible?”


      “How is it possible, Hunter, that you don’t know?”


      Embarrassment surged, immediate and hot. Had I come to New Orleans to work, I’d have prepared. I’d have extensive information on the inhabitants, the nexus, and the veil. But that’s not what I’d come for, and now a supernatural gorilla in the middle of Burgundy Street was making me feel inadequate. “I tend to deal more with the corporeal.”


      It sounded lame, even to me.


      He grinned in an ape-y way that felt more like a threat than an expression of humor. “Are you sure you’re a hunter?”


      “Last time I checked.” I reminded myself of my lack of firepower and back up.


      As if anticipating a challenge, he didn’t speak immediately. “The Compact is reaffirmed every twelve years. Last time, there were…” his leathery paw swept through the air in a graceful gesture, “disagreements.”


      “Disagreements?”


      “Disturbing the nexus with inter-dimensional conflict causes…problems.”


      I did the math. “Katrina?”


      After a moment, he nodded. “An unfortunate side effect.”


      “These ‘disagreements’ caused the most devastating hurricane in decades?”


      “Negative energy has to go somewhere. This time it spanned multiple worlds.” He shrugged. “In the end, it worked out.”


      “Not for the thousands who lost their homes, their livelihoods.” He didn’t react, but I pressed on. “Their lives.” Repercussions still reverberated through the community and not just for the lost souls of the most vulnerable who hadn’t been evacuated in time. Katrina changed everything, and survivors still bore the trauma, like Officer LaFontaine’s acerbic reaction to federal government credentials.


      “That’s not my concern.”


      “Must be nice.”


      With a grunt, he stood. “We’re wasting time.”


      “No shit. How about you finish your story about the Compact and how all this affects New Orleans, me, and my job?”
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      Sister Betty braced her arms against her knees, panting, a rough circle of gray, malformed monkey corpses strewn around her, their feathered wings askew.


      “I’m empty.” I slid my Derringer into my ankle holster and flicked monkey brains off my shoe. Another expensive leather cleaning. If these weren’t so damned cute off duty, I’d cave and buy regular combat boots. Combat boots just didn’t have the same flair, so I kept buying—and cleaning—Docs. If the pope knew about my shoe vice, and the associated costs, it might be the proverbial straw to break the excommunication camel’s back.


      Agent Cooper Hardin handed me a Glock as he toed one the dead primates to check for signs of life. “One in the chamber, should be three more in the mag. Extras in my pocket.”


      We turned, back to back, and I reached into his pocket for ammo.


      “See anything else?” Sister Betty asked, a hand on her side as she straightened. She shouldn’t have been in this fight, not with unhealed stitches, and had I not encountered the gorilla, she wouldn’t have been. Yet another protective responsibility I’d failed to uphold.


      Pushing the thought away, I scanned the sky and snapped the new magazine into place. “Nothing in the air. Ground?”


      “Nothing,” Cooper said, holstering his weapon. “We’re clear.”


      “How’s your side?” I asked Sister Betty. “Do we need to get you to a doctor?”


      “No. Busted stitch. Nothing serious.” Sister Betty sounded strained. “Glad you showed up when you did.”


      “What kept you?” Cooper nudged a feathered wing out of his way and revealed another dead monkey.


      In the midst of battle, I hadn’t noticed, but these things were uglier and scarier than those that terrorized my dreams as a kid. Like some brainchild of Jim Henson, Stephen King, Clive Barker, and Ridley Scott, their grayish teeth looked vicious but didn’t compare to the ferocity of their black talons. It was a wonder any of us hadn’t been shredded during the fight.


      “I got delayed by a gorilla.” I stepped around one fallen flying monkey and stepped to the next, the distant music of a second line reaching us. Whether a funeral, a wedding, or just a spectacle for the tourists, I hoped it wasn’t headed this way. Keeping spectators away posed enough of a challenge without the garish little parades drawing them closer, never mind all the inevitable videos, live streams, and other recordings people posted. When all else failed, concocting stories of a movie shoot worked, but the fewer exposed, the better.


      Both Cooper and Sister Betty turned to look at me. Cooper, bent over another primate corpse, found his words first. “A…gorilla? An actual, living, breathing gorilla? In the middle of the French Quarter?”


      “Yes, that’s what I said. A giant gorilla on Burgundy Street.” I ignored his incredulous look. “We had a little chat about the Compact.”


      Cooper straightened, rigid and staring at me. “What did you say?”


      Bingo. Cooper’s big secret.


      “You’ve heard of it, Agent Hardin?” I asked, gratified and trying to restrain my amusement.


      “It’s classified information—”


      “I should have known,” Sister Betty muttered. “It makes so much sense.”


      My jaw clenched. “You knew?”


      Her shrug ended in a wince. “We thought they’d fallen out of favor.”


      “How do you know that?” Cooper demanded. “Where did you get that information?”


      For the first time since Marty hung up on me, my headset beeped. I pushed the button, drowning out whatever Cooper said next. “DEMON’s records indicate they’ve been actively involved in Compacts since the late sixties,” Marty said. “The first agent delegate attended in 1981, but no records after that. Can’t find a reason.”


      “You know, it’s creepy that you know what we’re talking about,” I said.


      “You’re welcome. I’m on the way via Uncle Sam’s black SUV taxi service.”


      “How’d you swing that?”


      “Don’t you have an argument to interrupt?”


      “Yeah, but you’re answering me later, buddy.” I tapped the headset button to end the call.


      Sister Betty scowled, hands on her hips, obviously at the end of rant. “We’re on the same team, remember? Your words.”


      “Seems DEMON’s known about these Compacts since the sixties. And has participated.” They forgot their argument.


      Cooper gaped, unfazed by Sister Betty glowering at him. “That’s classified. How—?”


      “And at least one agent attended in 1981, but none since.” I stared at him. “Why?”


      “This isn’t the place to discuss it.” An alarming flush crept up his neck. “If your partner’s hacking the federal government—”


      “Don’t get your panties in a knot, Cooper.” I forgot what I intended to say, immediately distracted by another voice.


      “Why, Miss Kelley, we meet again.”


      My eyes rolled of their own volition, and a headache instantly bloomed behind my eyes.  “Officer LaFontaine. How delightful.” I turned to face the rotund, red-faced police officer.


      “Not a sentiment I share.” His accent gave the venom-laced words a pleasant cadence. “Every time I see you, you’re mucking up my city.”


      His partner, Officer Boudreaux stood behind him, slightly shorter, but infinitely more pleasant. And attractive. He didn’t speak, but nodded, a restrained smile playing at the corner of his lips. My heart fluttered, and I looked at his superior officer’s shining pate, wishing for underwear as I tried to stifle my reaction.


      Officer Beau LaFontaine hitched up his utility belt and stepped over one of the dead winged primates without noticing my momentary distraction. “And today,” he continued, one hand hovering over to the unsecured Glock on his belt, “you’re holding the gun and not, allegedly, a member of the clergy.”


      I ignored the barb about our last encounter. “I’m armed, but,” I gestured to the carnage, “not without reason.”


      Cooper side-stepped a pair of entangled wings, his Glock holstered and hand out to Officer LaFontaine. “I’m Agent Cooper Hardin—”


      “I remember you, Federal Agent Hardin.” LaFontaine sneered, enunciating Cooper’s title an epithet. “One of them no-such-agencies Miss Kelley claimed to work for.”


      “I gave you contacts and credentials—”


      “Photoshop.” He interrupted me with a self-satisfied smirk. “Easy to fake.” He rocked on his heels. “I hope you all can take time out of your busy monkey-slaying schedule to come to the station because even federal agencies need clearance to operate in this city.”


      “Miss Kelley.” The new voice cooled my fiery rebuttal before it had a chance to escape. Officer Boudreau smiled at me.


      A shiver. “Hi.” The word came out without thought, immediately followed by the burn and irritation of instant embarrassment.


      “Looks like you’ve had an interesting evening,” Boudreaux said, still smiling. His hands rested on his belt, but in a far less threatening way. Naturally in control, a direct contrast to his partner’s bluster. And, my God, those eyes.


      “You could say that.” Sister Betty holstered and secured her Glock before approaching, her hand out. “I don’t think we’ve officially met.”


      “There’s no time now, either.” LaFontaine stomped through the bloodied street to stand between Boudreaux and Sister Betty. “What in blazes happened here, Miss Kelley, and who gave you authorization—”


      His words stopped, as if snapped off. When I looked, he stood eye to eye with Agent Hardin and neither moved.


      Sister Betty shrugged.


      “Officer LaFontaine,” Cooper said, vaguely amused. “May I call you Beau?”


      The dumbstruck officer gave a rigid nod, his mouth gaping.


      “Good,” Cooper purred. “As a fellow officer of the law, I realize the strain you’re under to keep this city safe can lead to a certain…sensitivity.”


      Another robotic nod.


      Officer Boudreaux approached, and I avoided eye contact. His hand drifted back to his weapon. “What’s he doing?” He stepped closer, focused on Cooper and LaFontaine ringed by flying monkey corpses.


      I shook my head in response, catching the echo of my thoughts in Sister Betty’s eyes. There might be more to Agent Cooper Hardin than we thought.


      “You’re going to cut Miss Kelley some slack, respect her credentials and mine, and let us do our jobs.”


      “I don’t know what you’re doing—”


      Hardin’s hand flew up in Boudreaux’s direction, his open palm seeming to freeze and silence the younger officer.


      Right. Note to self, don’t piss off Hardin.


      Also, determine what kind of juju this dude had before our “partnership” went much further.


      “Did you hear me, Beau?”


      Officer LaFontaine’s head bobbed again, but the movement seemed beyond his control.


      “You can do better than that,” Cooper chided.


      Sister Betty stepped closer. Cooper flicked a hand in her direction. She stopped and tilted her head as if listening to a distant sound.


      Boudreaux shook his head, frowning in confusion. I touched his arm. His muscles tensed under my touch, and our eyes met, his an unfathomable brown speckled with green.


      I swallowed hard and fought the urge to rub the tingle of electricity racing up my arm. “Don’t,” I said.


      “He’s my partner.” His voice sounded distant but determined as he released his weapon. “He’s doing something to my partner.”


      Disagreeing would have been a lie, but I couldn’t defend Hardin either. Sister Betty took another step toward Cooper, despite the warning gesture still aimed her way.


      “Officer LaFontaine.” The cadence of Cooper’s voice made my muscles heavy and softened Boudreaux’s tension. “Beau, you’re going to go easy on Miss Kelley and her team, aren’t you?”


      LaFontaine nodded again, a more natural, fluid motion accompanied by a soft “uh huh.”


      “Good.” Cooper patted LaFontaine’s shoulder. “When we finish this conversation, you’ll feel relaxed. In control. Confident. Appreciative of the beneficial partnership you’ve found. Won’t that be nice?”


      “Yes,” LaFontaine said, his voice dreamy and distant.


      “Why’s he hypnotizing my partner?” Boudreaux pulled away, quickly navigating the dead monkey obstacle course between him and LaFontaine.


      Before Boudreaux reached them, LaFontaine blinked, shook his head, and smiled. “I believe we met th’other day, Agent Hardin.”


      Sister Betty answered my wordless question with a shrug and a shake of her head. Whatever Cooper was, or what he’d done, wasn’t something she was familiar with.


      LaFontaine clapped Boudreaux on the back, the thunderous sound an ominous preamble to his jovial laugh. “Relax, son, will you? You’ve met Agent Cooper Hardin, haven’t you?”


      Gorillas. Flying monkeys. And Beau LaFontaine yukking it up with a federal agent.


      Things get weird in New Orleans.
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      “What do you think Cooper is?” I asked, trying to find a comfortable position in the back of the government SUV that didn’t gunk up the seats too much. Cooper arranged for a ride to the hotel and conduct through service entrances so we didn’t disturb the normals with our bloody, brain-splattered clothes. Still, I couldn’t relax into making a mess. Getting brains out of leather, even black leather, sucked. I didn’t envy whoever had to clean after Sister Betty and I got out.


      “Not sure.” She leaned her head back on the seat and sighed, her arms folded across her stomach. “Logically, he’s probably a human with magic.”


      I nodded, though I doubted it. Not only because I would have sensed something magical about him, but because not much in my world followed logic. Occam’s razor wasn’t my go-to tool. “What he did back there…”


      “Yeah,” she said when I didn’t finish the thought. “I’m not sure what to think about it.”


      “Marty’ll have his work cut out for him.” I wondered how much he’d seen en route. We hadn’t found an opportunity to discuss between his arrival and departure.


      “True,” she said.


      The car turned down Canal Street and stopped. I leaned my head against the tinted glass and watched the red street car rattle down the road beside us.


      “So…” Sister Betty’s words dissolved into awkward silence as we stared out opposite windows.


      “Hmm?”


      “What’s with you and Boudreaux?”


      “What?” I didn’t look at her. The shift in her tone said it all. She’d never admit it, but furtive jealousy colored her cautious question.


      “You and Boudreaux. The spark between you.”


      From her reflection in the window, I knew she studied me. I concentrated on the bustling foot traffic taking advantage of our red light. “I don’t even know him.” Something happened, though I wouldn’t have characterized it as a spark. Maybe a rush of post-fight adrenaline, or a surge of hormones because I needed to get laid, or the misfiring of my sleep-deprived brain, but not a spark. Only one spark mattered in my life, and my gut told me I’d be the one to get burned.


      “Okay,” she said, and her reflection turned away.


      I turned to her, hoping she’d finally say what she really felt for once. “What’s that supposed to mean?” We’d danced this dance for years, and it always ended with her stepping back.


      “Nothing.” She reached for the handle over the door as the car turned through the intersection before making a quick right down a side street.


      “No, it means something. What are you saying?”


      “Caitlin,” she said softly, “I only asked a question.”


      One long look into her slate blue eyes, and I yielded, knowing it was an escape. If she didn’t want to go there, we wouldn’t. I could wait, but I wouldn’t be idle while I waited for jealousy to spur her to action. “I hate it when you do this.”


      “Do what?”


      “This.”


      The orange glow of the parking deck lights made my eyes ache, but I stared into them. It was easier than looking at her.


      Neither of us spoke, even when the car stopped and we got out. A hotel staff member waited by a door marked “Service Entry.” In silence, we followed him down long, narrow hallways to a service elevator. He ushered us in, turned a key, and the doors closed. When they opened on our floor, he gave brief directions to orient us, then disappeared behind the closing elevator doors.


      Sister Betty followed me to my room. “Be careful, Caitlin,” she said as I fumbled with my keycard. “That’s all I’m saying.”


      “That’s all you ever say.” I stepped in, closing the door and leaving her in the hall.


      I only had time to strip before my cellphone rang. Thumbing it to speaker phone, I dropped the device on the bed and stepped into the marble bathroom. “Yeah, Marty, what’s up?”


      “I’m at the cathedral. You and Sister Betty need to get here. Now.”


      “What’s happening?”


      “We’re under attack.”
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      I’d never seen an attack quite like the one on the St. Louis Cathedral. From the second we jumped out of the car on Royal Street, we heard it. A clicking, buzzing swarm shrouded the building’s white stone edifice in a greenish-gray living insect shell.


      “What are they?” Sister Betty raised her voice over the gnawing insects.


      I didn’t need an entomologist to know. “Locusts.”


      Locusts, but not your average locusts. We ran down Pirate Alley, noticing only that the bugs ignored St. Anthony’s garden behind the church and, from the crowd of gawkers around its iron fence, the lush expanse of Jackson Square Park seemed untouched.


      “Locusts,” Sister Betty repeated.


      We shared a significant look.


      “Got any Raid?” I asked.


      She rolled her eyes and pulled out her phone. “I’ll see what our options are.”


      Onlookers approached the cathedral as if stunned. Most stood in awed silence watching fine white powder drift from the stone like snow. Fortune tellers scrambled to fold tables and umbrellas, though because of the humming insect drone or the ominous clouds scudding across the darkening sky, I couldn’t tell.


      One of the artists at the corner of St. Ann Street abandoned his paintings, sketching madly as he walked closer. Only the children seemed undisturbed. The cluster of squealing, laughing dervishes darted around the adults, playing, oblivious to the strange happenings. The little girl I’d seen the day before stopped when she saw me. Still wearing her white dress, her hair hung in wet strings, the fabric of her dress rendered transparent with water. Instead of taking in the spectacle of the bug-ensconced cathedral, she stared at me. Her companion, a boy roughly the same age, stopped when she did. The bright green plastic squirt gun dangling from his hand dripped water.


      I elbowed Sister Betty and gestured to the kids. “There.”


      “What?” She unplugged the ear not pressed to her phone and looked where I pointed. “I don’t see—”


      I walked away, trying not to look like some child-abducting criminal as I hurried toward them.


      The little girl didn’t move. With unnatural gravity, she lifted her own squirt gun and aimed it at me. Closing one eye, she whispered “bang.”


      At my hesitation, she lowered the squirt gun, covered her mouth, and giggled.


      No wonder people made movies like Children of the Corn. Yesterday’s creepy nursery rhyme had been less unnerving.


      Her companion retreated a couple of steps and looked around, his light brown hair swishing across his forehead. He ran, his squirt gun clattering to the ground in his wake. She followed, glancing over her shoulder once before I lost sight of her.


      I scooped up the abandoned toy and returned to Sister Betty.


      “I don’t understand.” Her brow furrowed as she stared at the plastic gun in my hand. “What do you intend to do with that?”


      “Bless it.”


      “What?”


      “It’s a water gun.” I gave it a shake to slosh the water inside. “Bless it.”


      “Caitlin, I don’t see what you think a squirt gun is going to do against this.” She waved a hand toward the bug-encrusted church.


      “Don’t you see? This is someone’s nightmare. Someone feared the plague of locusts. Someone religious. They’re hidden in the church, and the bugs are trying to get at THEM.” I held up the water gun. “And if it’s a religious fear, a religious symbol like holy water will help protect them.”


      Her scowl of confusion bloomed into understanding, then wilted. “I’ve never done it before, and I don’t have blessed salt, or the—”


      “But you have belief.” I thrust the gun at her. “You believe in God. You believe God will protect all His children. Invoking that protection should be enough.”


      “That’s not how this works. I don’t have—”


      “You have to try.” I caught her wrist and pressed the water gun into her hand. “You have faith. You have belief. We need to get inside.”


      Her eyes searched mine, and I read her doubt.


      I held her hand between both of mine. “Please. Believe.”


      With a soft sigh of defeat and a resigned nod, she closed her eyes and bowed her head.


      An approaching siren jolted the bystanders to action. Tourists raised cameras and phones for a final look, one final picture for social media, then fled. Even the artist tucked his sketchbook under his arm and scurried back to pack his canvases and painted panels onto his ancient cart while casting cautious looks over his shoulder.


      A pair of young men in khaki shorts and pastel polos stopped in front of a shop door on St. Ann Street, paper shopping bags dangling from the crook of their elbows. As people fled, they crossed the narrow pedestrian street, mouths open in comic shock.


      “Here.” Sister Betty pressed the water gun into my hand and pushed it toward me.


      Before I tore my eyes away from the two frozen men, I saw him. The nightmare emerged from the store behind the shopping couple, looking the same as when I encountered him in the airport and again in the hotel lobby.


      We locked eyes.


      A scream preceded the crash of stone on stone.


      My eyes snapped to the cathedral as the living sheath of locusts closed over the gap where the clock’s lintel once formed a perfect peak. Chunks of broken masonry cracked the gray stone paver next to the cathedral door. Smaller pieces fell and rolled away, cutting lines through the fine, powdery dust that haloed the building.


      “They’re devouring the church,” Sister Betty said, awestruck. “They’ll tear it apart.”


      Biting back a curse, I took the water gun and ran to where the door of St. Louis Cathedral should be under the crawling, scaly skin of bugs. Bracing myself, I aimed and pulled the trigger.


      The first spray of water blew back in my face.


      I recoiled in surprise and wiped my arm across my face. Muttering about wind, I turned, changed the angle of the gun, and squeezed the plastic trigger again.


      And got much the same result.


      Not exactly what I’d expected.


      Only the incessant shriek of the siren drowned out the incessant hum of the bugs. If I hadn’t glanced up to wipe water out of my face again, the next hunk of the façade would have killed me. Instead, I dodged. It crashed to the ground and shattered, spraying me with dust and stone shrapnel.


      Sister Betty grabbed my arm, but I pulled free, raising the plastic gun to fire again. The splintering crack and crash behind the cathedral heralded the death of one of the low palms in the garden. She jerked my arm again, the stream of water going wild as she diverted my aim. “You’re going to get killed. We can find another way.”


      I yanked my arm back again, the muffled thunder of boots on the stone behind me announcing the arrival of the firefighters. Taking less care, I squirted the bugs swarming the door. Water splashed several with a hiss, and as they dropped to the stone pavement, others poured into the vacancy, blanketing the handle with chittering greenish-gray bugs.


      A wisp of smoke rose from the pile of blackened bugs on the ground.


      Sister Betty looped an arm around me, leveraging her body weight to knock me down. We rolled across the square as a heavy block of column fell where we’d stood. She curled up, clutching her side as firemen dragged a hose past us and sprayed the building with water, showering us with kickback.


      Nothing happened.


      Torrents of runoff poured into the stone square, but the bugs only parted around the point of impact and splash zone. Everywhere else, they continued gnawing, powdered stone making the air silty.


      “There’s got to be some other way of getting them off the walls,” Sister Betty said, pale and breathless as she sat up.


      “Bless the water.” I stood and pulled out my phone. The screen must have taken the impact when I fell. Spidery cracks webbed the glass, but it still responded as I called Marty.


      “What?”


      “The water. They died when I hit them with the water you blessed. Bless the water coming out of the hose. Make it a giant holy water squirt gun.”


      “I can’t, Caitlin. It doesn’t work that way.”


      “But it did,” I insisted over Marty’s answer in my ear. “You did it with the water gun. Those bugs burned when holy water hit them. They were smoking. You have to bless the water.”


      “Holy water?” Marty must have covered the mouthpiece of his phone, muffling his voice.


      Sister Betty stared at me, ready to protest again.


      I held out a hand to her. “You did it before. You can do it again.”


      She squared her shoulders, pursing her lips as she took my hand. “This is crazy.”


      “I know.” I pulled her to her feet. “Sometimes, crazy’s our only option.”


      She held her side for a moment, and I waited. Shaking her head, she walked to the fire truck, stopping short to avoid colliding with a running firefighter.


      “They’re demon bugs?” Marty asked.


      “No.” I turned away from the noise to make it easier for him to hear me. “I think they’re someone’s nightmare. If they’re attacking the church, whoever conjured them must be inside. Find the person who’s afraid of locusts. Convince them it’s a nightmare.”


      “And how am I supposed to do that?”


      “I don’t know.” I scanned St. Ann Street. The two fashionable guys with their boutique bags looked flustered and stared down the street toward the river. The nightmare was gone, but I could guess where he went. “I’ve got to chase the nightmare. I saw him on St. Ann Street.” Before he answered, I ended the call and shoved my phone in my pocket. Sister Betty laid hands on the heavy canvas hose and closed her eyes as I ran past.


      I had only turned the corner when the sound started.


      Under the roar of the water, the hiss, sizzle, and pop of locusts sounded like microwave popcorn. What I didn’t expect was the scream of the dying bugs. The sound drilled through my skull and stabbed at my brain. People emerged from shops and ran, hands over their ears as they tried to escape the sound.


      By the time I got to the corner of St. Ann and Decatur Streets, it was too late. Too many people thronged the street to see where the nightmare had gone.
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      Sister Betty sat in the pew, her arm around the androgynous young African-American person with a tight cap of curls, long eyelashes, and a strong jaw. The young person curled against Sister Betty as if under a protective wing, drinking in her murmured words of comfort. Father Callahan and I stood a respectful distance away with Marty, our backs mostly to them to provide more privacy.


      “How’d it happen?” I asked my two partners.


      “I asked Riley,” Marty nodded at the young person in the pew, “about the nightmares and whether they remembered being touched while walking around the city.”


      I snorted at the immense challenge the question posed. Pinpointing one unexpected touch in any city, much less one with such a robust nighttime scene, would be virtually impossible. They could have been touched anywhere with deliberation, or like the man in the airport, by accident. “I can imagine how that went.”


      Marty nodded, his lips a grim line. “About as well as you’d expect. The locust nightmare is one they’ve had all their lives, but two nights ago, it became more vivid than before.”


      “Does that correlate to being out in crowds at all?”


      “Only with a day of travel and their arrival in the city.” Marty shrugged. “How exactly are we supposed to track this thing, and if we find it—”


      “When we find it,” I corrected.


      “—what are we supposed to do with it?”


      “Where’s…” I stopped. “Where’s Riley staying?”


      “The Wyndham. About a block away from us.”


      I nodded, thinking. The nightmare might be contained to the French Quarter, since all the disturbances had happened within its boundaries. Eight, maybe ten, blocks total.


      “Are you going to answer me?” Marty asked, more out of exasperation than real frustration. He hadn’t turned pink or bug-eyed yet.


      “I’m thinking.”


      “Oh. That’s what I smell. I thought it was barbequed bugs,” he quipped.


      I walked to the back of the church toward the rails of votives and stared down into the flickering candle flames. The solution felt close. As if the pieces were there, but not in the right order. Maybe some still upside down. As much as I’d learned about the nightmares, I didn’t have the full picture. But I still had Cooper and Madame Sabine.


      I spun back to Marty and Father Callahan, who stopped their conversation in surprise. “I have an idea.”
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      The last time I knocked on Helen’s door, I hadn’t known she was the Norse goddess of the underworld, nor what job waited for me. Sister Betty and I still needed to discuss the way it all went down, especially about why the Vatican sent the mission directly and with restrictions. But, I’d fight that battle later.


      This time, as I approached on the goddess’s door, I felt better prepared.


      “Helen isn’t a nightmare, Cee, so how would she be connected to what we’re chasing?” Marty asked.


      “I’m not sure she is, exactly, but—”


      “Woah, woah, woah.” Sister Betty grabbed my arm just above my elbow, jerking me back before my knuckles made contact with the door. “We are not knocking on her door with some half-baked accusation—”


      “I never said I was going to accuse her of anything,” I said and aimed a pointed look at Sister Betty’s fingers curled around my arm. “Mind?”


      “Nope.” Sister Betty shook her head. “Not until you tell me whatever’s going on in that head of yours.”


      Begrudgingly, I admitted she had a point. My recent plans hadn’t been as well scripted as she taught me. More than once, I’d violated her Scooby Doo rule by heading off alone to do things that might get me injured or killed. But, in my defense, I’d only done it when the risk of inaction outweighed the potential harm. “She’s a powerful supernatural creature—”


      “Goddess,” Marty corrected.


      “Right, goddess.”


      “Of the underworld,” Marty continued, pointedly, “as in ‘dead,’ as in ‘how you could end up if you do something reckless or run off at the mouth.’”


      “O-kay, I get it.” I rolled my eyes. “Can I finish now?”


      He made a nonchalant gesture for me to continue. “Sure.”


      “Without interruption?”


      “Depends on what you say.”


      “Knock it off.” Sister Betty’s scowl darkened with irritation. “Caitlin, get to the point.”


      “Assuming Helen is due some degree of respect,” I said, “it would make sense that she would attend this Compact. Possibly even wield some authority, even if only ceremonial.”


      “We don’t know that,” Sister Betty warned, though with hesitation.


      “No, we don’t, but she’s powerful. Maybe enough to be considered to be a delegate. I mean, if the thing we’re chasing is, how could they exclude her?”


      “Representing who?” Sister Betty asked.


      I shrugged. “I haven’t figured that out yet. I’m just assuming she’s got,” I gestured with my free hand, looking for the word, “supernatural street cred, I guess.”


      Sister Betty’s face relaxed some, and her grip slackened. “That makes sense. But it doesn’t tell me what you’re planning to do.”


      “It’s not quite a plan.” I winced as her fingers squeezed my arm. “That hurts, you know.”


      “We can’t alienate her,” Sister Betty warned.


      “You’re assuming we have a partnership with her to begin with,” Marty said. “Or that her presence in the city isn’t part of her own agenda.”


      My heart swelled, grateful he understood. “Exactly.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Her dealings in New Orleans have her returning regularly, making her a semi-permanent resident, right?” I said.


      Sister Betty paused, as if trying to determine how much she should admit knowing. “Sure, we’ll say that.”


      “And since you sent me to her for the Black Dog job and she took guardianship of the dog once I captured it, I’m assuming the Church knows about these dealings.”


      “I wouldn’t say you captured it, but go on.” Sister Betty released me and crossed her arms.


      “Well, what if she returned to New Orleans to attend the Compact and not in response to the Church’s request for help?” I risked a glance at Marty, hoping I played dumb well enough to protect his “research.”


      “No,” Sister Betty said after a long pause. “We had to convince her to come back.”


      Relieved she’d offered the information without revealing what Marty had already discovered, I pressed on. “But how hard was it to convince her?”


      She thought, then put her hands on her hips, her fingers in her back pockets. “Not as difficult as working with other pantheon members,” she admitted.


      Marty’s shoulders dropped, and he winked at me. Mischief managed, his secret database delving safe.


      I watched Sister Betty hopefully, waiting for her to relent.


      With an exasperated sigh, she said, “Maybe you’re right. Maybe she already had plans to be here, but that doesn’t mean she’s attending the Compact.”


      “What else would it be?”


      “Any number of things!” She threw her hands up. “We can’t assume we know anything about her business.”


      “Until we go in, we know nothing. It’s a gamble, but we only have a couple days before it starts. That’s plenty of time for nightmares to tear this city apart.”


      She rubbed her eyes. “I must be tired because this crazy plan makes sense.”


      “We’re all tired,” I said, looking at Marty. With the discolored bruise on his head and the dark rings under his eyes, he looked worse than the rest of us. His weary nod only completed a dismal picture.


      “Fine,” she said, “but be nice. Keep that tongue of yours in check.”


      “That’s what she said,” Marty snickered.


      Sister Betty swatted Marty as I stepped up to the door and knocked. Behind me, Marty feigned injury, and the two of them traded barbs. I took a deep breath and waited.


      After a few minutes, Guillaume, Helen’s stately, silver-haired butler answered the door. He stood in the open doorway, gave us a quick glance up and down. “How may I help you?”


      “Hi, Guillaume,” I said. “Could we speak with Helen, please?”


      “The mistress isn’t accepting visitors today.”


      I opened my mouth in anticipation of saying thank you, then closed it. “I’m sorry?”


      “Mistress Helen isn’t accepting visitors today.”


      Great. Now I’d get crap from the peanut gallery for not calling. “This is kind of urgent. There’s something going on that’s beyond our purview, and her expertise—”


      “I’m sorry, Miss Kelley. Good day.” He pushed the door closed, only to have it thump against my toe.


      “I know this is rude, but I really must insist.”


      The old man’s eyes narrowed, creating a spectacular starburst of wrinkles in the corner of each eye. “Yes, it’s exceedingly rude.”


      “Please? This is for the good of the city, and maybe even our world. Tell her it’s about the Compact because I think she’ll agree to see us.”


      His lips puckered in an angry knot, and I expected him to force the door closed despite my blocking foot. “Wait here,” he said finally, “and I will present your request.”


      “Thank you,” I said, removing my foot.


      He gave a brief bow then closed the door with a snap of the latch.


      We waited, not speaking.


      “He’s not coming back,” Marty said.


      “Give it time,” Sister Betty said.


      The three of us stood silent at the door, waiting. A few cars drove by, and between their passage, we listened to the distant sounds of music and voices.


      “What do we do now?” Marty asked.


      Before I could answer, I heard footsteps behind the door. A chill rushed through me. The gamble had worked. I tried to restrain my goofy, gleeful grin as the door opened.


      Guillaume had recovered his cool, aloof professionalism. “This way, please.”


      We followed him upstairs to the same parlor where we’d met Helen a few days before. This time, she wasn’t waiting for us.


      “The mistress will be right with you,” Guillaume said, and although he remained professional, I caught the hint of a sneer.


      Right. Noted. I pissed you off. And maybe Helen. This meeting would certainly go well.


      “I hope this works, Cee.” Marty echoed my thoughts and fidgeted with his phone after Guillaume left the room.


      Sister Betty sat in the overly delicate and probably expensive antique chair I’d loathed when I last visited. Neither the unnecessarily thin legs nor age of the piece phased her, though they’d tormented me into forced stillness. Maybe she weighed less. Or maybe, she sat still better than me. I sat beside her in a sturdier chair, free to wiggle as I questioned my own wisdom and hoped I could pull this off.


      The air in the room seemed to shiver as the door opened and Helen walked in. Like some kind of Forties silver screen star, she wore a long satin dressing gown in the palest pink, trimmed in marabou. She didn’t deign to look at us until she settled in the wingback chair, surreptitiously covering her left leg and tucking her satin-gloved left hand under her right. Even around people who knew, she took pains to conceal the skeletal half of her body. I wondered how many living people had seen her without her camouflage.


      “Helen—”


      Her glare silenced me. In the stifling room, silence filled the space between us. I bit my lip and waited. She stared a moment longer, then glanced at each of us in turn.


      Sister Betty cleared her throat only to receive the full heat of the Norse goddess’s stare. Instantly, my mentor reverted to the parochial student she must have been at one time. Sister Betty bowed her head, concentrating on her primly clasped hands.


      The infantile silent treatment grated my nerves raw. When I couldn’t stand another second, Helen finally spoke. “I hope,” she said, “this visit ends more respectfully than it began.”


      None of us said anything, but Sister Betty looked up, marginally less chastised than before. “On behalf of all of us,” she said, cautiously, “please allow me to apologize for the sudden intrusion.”


      “I’m not interested in your groveling,” Helen snapped with cool indifference, her eyes fierce. “Instead of wasting my time, tell me why you’re here.”


      I took a slow breath and reminded myself that we started this, that I led us into this mess. “We’ve learned about the Compact and wanted to know if you could help us gain access to it.”


      Her delicately arched brow rose in undisguised shock. “Excuse me?”


      “The Compact,” I said, “the gathering—”


      “I know what the Compact is. Why do you want to attend? And why do you think I would help you?” Her clipped words conveyed irritation despite her deceptively relaxed pose. At least her demi-god brother, Fenrir, wasn’t growling at her feet.


      “Well…” I swallowed hard and looked at Sister Betty.


      “Given your contact with other realms and your experience—”


      Helen laughed, her whole body shaking. “You have no one else to ask.”


      I glanced at Sister Betty, then Marty. Both of them shrugged. “No, we don’t,” I said, finally. “You’re the most powerful being in New Orleans, and if anyone could pull a diplomatic string, it would be you.”


      As her laughter abated, Helen dabbed the corner of her right eye, then the tissue disappeared under her hair to dab at the dead half of her face. “And why would I do that?”


      “Because,” I said, “if we can’t stop the nightmares from causing chaos, there won’t be a city left.”


      She raised her eyebrow and listened as I told her about the nightmares, including the locusts and other attacks we knew about. When I finished, she drummed her fingers on the chair. “You assume that I, as you humans say, give a shit.”


      I recoiled, taken aback by her profanity. “I…well, yes. If your realm—”


      “The underworld,” she corrected with disinterest.


      “If the underworld,” I repeated, “is replenished by the death of humans and grows as they proliferate and die, maintaining the equilibrium of this world should be of paramount importance to you.”


      Her face revealed no indication that she heard or considered my words. “Not only do you incorrectly assume my interest, you also incorrectly assume I can procure access to the Compact.”


      “Your influence—”


      “The hosting realm controls access.” She interrupted Sister Betty. “To gain access, seek the nightmare council.” She rose, finishing the graceful movement with a wave. “Good luck,” she added with a grin that would be mocking in any other context.


      We watched her leave, Sister Betty’s jaw clenched, and Marty sat, silent.


      The door latched with a click behind her.


      Frustration welled within me, my muscles shaking as my fists clenched. I sprang from the chair and paced, whirling on Guillaume as he entered to usher us out.


      The second we were outside, I looked around, wild, eager for something to punch, something to kick.


      “Cee.” Marty gestured down the street. “This way.”


      “No,” I said, rolling my neck, “I’m going for a walk or something.”


      “We need to come up with a strategy,” Sister Betty said.


      “How? We learned nothing! We’re back where we started, chasing spooks we don’t know how to deal with.” I paced the street. “I’ve got to burn off some energy.”


      “Come back to the hotel. We’ll change, go for a run,” Sister Betty said. “There’s gym space in the cathedral basement with equipment and mats. We can train.”


      If Helen wouldn’t help and we didn’t know where to find the nightmare, hiding in the cathedral basement wouldn’t dissipate the static buzzing under my skin. I needed to patrol, to hunt. At least in the streets, I had a chance to track it, find it, chase it down, and demand answers.


      “We need to be smart,” she said, gently.


      Despite my burning desire to run through the city, I gave a tight nod.


      She held out her hand.


      My anger melted as I stared at it. The problem I’d been ignoring reasserted itself. Even if I took her hand, it didn’t mean what I wanted it to mean. She cared, and I knew it. She might even be as attracted to me as I was to her, but…


      But.


      Regardless what she thought, what she felt, and in spite of her jealousy when she asked about Officer Boudreaux, she’d never take it further. We had an intimacy more intense than anything I’d known. We casually held hands and hugged. The kisses we’d shared practically melted my panties, but that was it. She’d refuse to go further, despite the temptation. Her hand didn’t mean what I wanted, but here she was, offering the one thing we both knew I wanted.


      An eternity stretched between heartbeats as I stared at her open palm with the tiny calluses at the base of each finger.


      It wasn’t enough, but it was enough for now. The torture I put myself through to keep my friend and mentor had to be enough. For now.


      I took her hand.


      She pulled me into a tight hug, as if trying to squeeze the rage and frustration out of me. I tried to pull back, but she resisted, her heart pounding against me when I finally relented and hugged her back just as fiercely.


      My Scarlet Witch might not have the power to warp my reality, but my god, she’d mastered manipulating my heart.
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      “Are you done?”


      I answered with a grunt and kicked the bag harder, fighting the taunt in her words.


      “No,” she said, pacing. “You twist when you kick like that and you’ll blow out your knee in the middle of a fight.”


      I gritted my teeth, adjusted my form, and kicked again with more focus. My leg flew up and around, the reverberation of contact a familiar sensation. It felt better, connected the way I expected, but I refused to show satisfaction.


      “Better. Again.” She circled me, checking every angle.


      Sweat dripped in my eyes. I glared at the bag, imagining the nightmare, imagining taking down Helen for not giving a damn, and imagining kicking Cooper in the teeth for not telling us about the Compact in the first place. I kicked again, my muscles burning, a growl of effort accompanying the movement.


      “Good.” For the first time since we started, she sounded happy. “Now, on to boxing.”


      I shook my head and stepped back, leaning over, breathing hard. Sweat dripped on the blue mats. “No,” I panted. “I’m done.”


      She checked her watch. “Shorter than usual.”


      “I haven’t slept well in days.” I dropped to the mat, leaning back to look up at her.


      “Then shower and head back to the hotel. Get some sleep.” She crossed the mat and opened a small refrigerator, pulling out a water bottle. “I’ve got extra clothes you can borrow.”


      I nodded, wondering if I’d make it through a shower before sleep ninja’d me. The mat felt ridiculously comfortable, a sure sign I would sink into dreamless sleep as soon as I crawled into bed. I could only hope “dreamless” included “without nightmares.”


      “Do you feel better, at least?” She offered me the water, which I immediately uncapped.


      I nodded, taking a long swig of water that ended in a cough. “Yes, thank you.”


      Sister Betty sat beside me on the mat and crossed her arms. “You did well, but you’ve got to watch those twists. Have you been practicing?”


      “Not as much as you want me to, but I don’t do much of this kind of fighting,” I re-capped the bottle. “It’s more the pew-pew kind of fighting.”


      She laughed at my finger guns and shook her head as I lay back on the mat. “Not an excuse for neglecting the basics. Practice your forms. You never know when—”


      “Am I interrupting?”


      I rolled my head on the mat. Sideways, Cooper looked taller and a little less like an accountant. It didn’t fix the way his suit didn’t quite fit, or his vaguely confused expression, but an improvement was an improvement.


      “Welcome to the gym, Agent Hardin,” Sister Betty said, drawing her knees up to her chest and wrapping her arms around them.


      “Cooper, please.” He gestured to the mat. “Mind if I join you?”


      “Feel free.”


      I scooted myself around to see him but didn’t get up. “What’s up, Cooper?”


      He sank to the mat more gracefully than I expected. “You look…comfortable.”


      Knowing I looked like I’d stepped out of a fully-clothed shower and probably reeked, I grinned. “Thanks.” My tired muscles relished the post-exertion release. If I closed my eyes, I might even drift off to sleep right here in the middle of the floor.


      “Glad to see you’re staying in shape,” he said, “because we’re not done yet.”


      I sighed and sat up. “Obviously, but we don’t know what the hell to do once I find the nightmare. Or how to deal with the Compact.”


      “That’s why I’m here,” he said. “But first, we need to discuss the victims.”
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      I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at my Docs, trying to summon the energy to lean over and pick them up. Beside the antique-looking nightstand, they looked huge and heavy. Cumbersome. Inelegant. They looked the way my heart felt.


      Tears pricked my eyes.


      “Cooper’s sending a car to take us—what’s wrong?” Marty asked.


      I sniffed and dashed a hand across my face. “Nothing, just zoned out, I guess. Thinking about what Cooper said last night.” That not only did the nightmare’s touch manifest a human’s worst fears, it stole a piece of their soul, and necrotized whatever remained. Anyone touched by a nightmare touched would die, even if not immediately. Each victim would lose themselves until their living spark extinguished and their body stopped functioning.


      And I still hadn’t managed to locate or stop it.


      I rubbed my face. One night of uninterrupted sleep hadn’t made much of a difference. Reality felt like a bad dream.


      If I couldn’t stop people from being touched, from dying from what Cooper called “soul ablation” after being touched, what was the point of me doing the job? Why not step aside for someone who could actually protect others?


      Even with Marty watching, I couldn’t reach for my battle-scarred boots. History made them heavy. I hadn’t owned them long, but they’d been through a lot, and not just the monkey brain stains. Most of the scratches had been buffed into ghostly color variations in the leather. I knew each one came from, from the first scratches across the top when I kicked a monster with spikes growing out of its legs, to the abrasions on the toes where I climbed an ancient Roman column for better line of sight. Cleanings handled the blood, but even so, history made them impossible to touch.


      “No, there’s something wrong.” He sat beside me, leaning down to try to look into my eyes. “What’s up?”


      I managed to conjure a mask of a smile, an all-too-familiar sensation. “Nah, I’m just tired. Didn’t sleep well.” The lie came out too easily, but I still felt the need to prop it up to make sure he believed it. “Before that, too many nights not sleeping. Trying to figure this out.” I shook my head, not sure what else to say. Under the tired, where I should have felt something, there was nothing. Not dread, or fear, or anticipation. Only a void and bone-deep weariness.


      He stared for longer than comfortable before asking, “You sure?”


      Lying without words felt less difficult, so I nodded.


      Marty took my hand and squeezed it. “If you’re not, I’m here. We can talk.”


      My throat closed, and tears threatened, but I squeezed his hand in return, jerking up the corners of my mouth a little farther. “It’s not serious. Once we catch the nightmare and handle this Compact thing, I’ll sleep for a week and be back to normal.”


      The skeptical quirk of his eyebrows said volumes though he said nothing.


      “I promise.” Guilt reverberated within me. I doubted sleep could do anything to fill the yawning blackness, though I might escape it for a while.


      Replies crossed Marty’s face in tiny flashes of expression until I looked away. Mustering every iota of energy I had, I leaned down and picked up my boots. “What did Cooper say about Riley’s status?”


      “Stable, but catatonic. Unresponsive to stimuli.” Marty stood, watching me. “The hospital downgraded them from good to fair about a half hour ago.”


      “I thought you said Riley was stable?”


      Marty shrugged. “They are, but I suppose it has to do with the catatonia.”


      “When did it start?”


      “Not sure. Someone found Riley sitting on a bench last night outside Café du Monde. Called 911 when they didn’t respond. They’ve been in the hospital since.” He checked his phone. “Cooper’s vehicle’s here. You ready?”


      “As I’ll ever be.” I slid off the bed, picked up my Glock off the nightstand, and tucked it into my belly band holster. Hospital rules or not, something told me New Orleans and I would just never get along unless I carried some kind of weapon.
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      Our second trip to Tulane Medical Center should have been less distressing since my team wasn’t being treated for battle-sustained wounds. Seeing Riley in bed, sprouting a hydra of wires and tubes, made it equally difficult.


      Madame Sabine, dressed in her old, colorless clothes, sat in the chair beside the bed. An expression of peace stripped years from her face. She hummed some tuneless melody I couldn’t recognize, her eyes closed, head back.


      I nodded in her direction and Sister Betty whispered, “She’s evaluating Riley.”


      “How?”


      “I don’t know. When I reported Riley’s experience and condition, the Order referred me to her.” She shrugged, and her gaze drifted back to the old woman. “There are things I’ve learned to accept on faith.”


      Typically, Sister Betty’s Order, the Holy Order of the Sisters of Saint Brendan, passed along hunting jobs, or information about threats, or provided arcane monster research, but recently, things had changed. The last job with the Black Dog hadn’t come through the normal chain of command and lacked the typical exit clause. Though the message bore the Order’s familiar stamp, it closed with Vatican staff signatures instead of the Reverend Mother’s arthritic scrawl. And now, the Order referred Sister Betty to a fortune teller for a consult on a soul in jeopardy?


      Not knowing what to make of it, I nodded and reaffirmed my intent to talk to have a long, detailed discussion about the Order with Sister Betty later. “Has she said anything about Riley, yet?”


      “To say something about the patient, I would have to finish, which I could do if you would stop yammering,” the old woman muttered, one eye open a sliver. “Both of you, sit and be quiet, or leave.”


      Sister Betty and I sat in the hard plastic chairs in the corner.


      Madame Sabine, satisfied, closed her eye and resumed her humming.


      I closed my eyes to listen. That indistinct sound drained away tension. My muscles relaxed, and I floated. On the edge of perception, a bad dream built on a sound, the sound that haunted my entire life—a sick, wet crunch and never-ending, echoing scream. The last sound my sister, Shannon, would ever make.


      “Cee?”


      I jerked upright again. “Yeah?”


      “You fell asleep.” Sister Betty patted my hand. “Were you dreaming?”


      “I don’t think so. Not really.” Another effortless lie. I rubbed my eyes to avoid meeting hers. “What did I miss?”


      “Not much. Madame Sabine’s waiting.”


      The old woman leaned forward in the chair. “Hunter, are you wearing the amulet?”


      With a nod, I pulled the amulet out of my shirt, light catching the glass. “Yes, ma’am.”


      “Good.” She sat back in the chair. “You’ll need it soon.”


      “What does it do, Madame Sabine?” I asked.


      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I only sense it will be important and you must have it when the time’s right.”


      “But how will—”


      “You will know,” she said. “We’re here to talk about your friend.”


      Sister Betty crossed the room to sit on the edge of Riley’s bed. Even when she took their hand, Riley didn’t move, didn’t react. I hoped it meant peace, and their sleep remained undisturbed until I could free them.


      I had to find a way.


      “How do we heal them?” I asked.


      Madame Sabine blinked. “There’s nothing we can do.”


      “Wait, what?” I said, rising and joining Sister Betty at Riley’s side. “I thought the Order recommended you because you could help reverse this.”


      “No, cherie,” she said softly. “I cannot reverse this. There’s nothing we can do but make them comfortable until the end.”


      “Are you saying they’re going to die?”


      “We all die,” she said.


      “Caitlin,” Sister Betty said.


      “What can we do to stop it?” I asked, gesturing at Riley and ignoring Sister Betty. “To save them?”


      “Nothing.” She stared at the young person in the hospital bed, her wrinkled lips downturned and sad. “The touch of nightmares outside of normal sleep disturbs the natural order. Sleep bridges the realms and protects against the touch of nightmares. When our worlds mix in such an unnatural way, they cross into our realm where the veil is thin.”


      “Because the power draws their attention?” I demanded. “What is the purpose of them crossing over and touching humans?”


      “I don’t know,” she said, stroking Riley’s cheek with tender compassion. “Even I only know what I know.”


      “And because the veil is thin and a nightmare crossed over, Riley’s going to die.”


      “So it seems,” she said. “Awake, we lack protection. The touch of nightmares is too much and consumes our divine spark. Without it, we die.”


      Biting back the urge to rail against fairness, I stared down at Riley’s face, marred by a few minor blemishes, but otherwise perfect and relaxed in sleep. A stark contrast to the way they trembled while they talked about the fear of locusts spurred by traumatizing bad dreams from childhood after vacation Bible school. They had stared up at Sister Betty with the innocent eyes of a terrified child and had only truly relaxed once Father Callahan sat and put his arm around them. I’d stopped the locusts, but it hadn’t been enough. The nightmare could still be out there, could do this to someone else, and all because I hadn’t acted fast enough. “How do I stop the nightmare?”


      Madame Sabine looked up at me.


      “Knock, knock.” Father Callahan opened the door slowly. “How are things in here?”


      “Someone else is dying on my watch,” I said. “Seems to be the new trend.”


      “Now, Caitlin, you can’t—”


      “It’s the truth, but I won’t let it happen again.” Not when it meant another name on my list. I directed my next question at Madame Sabine. “How do I stop it?”


      “There’s no simple answer,” Father Callahan said.


      “He’s right.” Cooper stepped into the room, followed by Marty. “There are things in play we don’t understand—”


      “But it’s not an excuse for not acting.”


      “She’s right,” Sister Betty said. “The threat isn’t only with regard to the manifestations of fears or the physical harm that befalls those touched, but also to the affected’s spiritual well-being. We have to act, Daniel.”


      I blinked and tried to remember when I’d last heard Sister Betty address Father Callahan by his first name. If I’d heard it, I couldn’t pin it to an exact event.


      Father Callahan pressed his lips together and nodded. “Yes, I know. I didn’t advocate doing nothing, and neither did Cooper, only a common sense approach.” He continued in a hurry as I opened my mouth. “This has happened before.”
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      “What?” Sister Betty, Marty and I all asked the same question at the same time.


      Father Callahan held up his hands in a placating gesture, but Cooper spoke first. “Before DEMON became an agency in the federal government, it existed as a fringe group. I won’t go into all the details, mostly because they aren’t relevant,” Cooper said, “but we observed similar incidents and reported them to the Church years ago.”


      “How many years ago?” Sister Betty’s shoulders stiffened.


      “That’s not—”


      “Two hundred and four.” Father Callahan leaned against the wall.


      “That was classified.” Cooper glared at the taller man.


      “They deserve to know.” Father Callahan gestured for Cooper to continue.


      “DEMON’s existed since,” Marty’s eyes twitched as he calculated, “1814?”


      “Longer, in some capacity,” Cooper said. “But the point is, we’ve seen this touch-induced soul ablation before, and it’s not impossible to reverse.”


      “Then we can save Riley.”


      “Yes, Caitlin, but it won’t be easy.”


      “Is anything?” I leaned forward, bracing my arms on my thighs. “What do we do?”


      Cooper actually shuffled his feet, his hands in his pockets. Had he bit his lip, he’d have looked like a child playing dress up.


      “What?” I asked. “What’s so terrible you don’t want to tell me?”


      “We don’t know. The manifestations stopped before the agents could figure out what happened. The soul-ablated weren’t discovered until after.”


      “Then how can you say it can be reversed if you don’t know how?” I demanded.


      “We know what’s causing the problem,” Marty said.


      “But not how to stop it,” I replied, “so we’re exactly where we started. Nowhere.”


      “The members of the Compact will know,” Cooper said.


      “Which members?” I asked.


      “We’re not sure,” Cooper said, shuffling again, “but we do know it’s possible.”


      “Again, we’re back at nothing.”


      “Caitlin, it’s not nothing. It’s a start,” Father Callahan said with unusual confidence, as if a positive outlook would make the impossible possible. “First, you need to access.”


      “Right.” I let my head drop and tried to reign in my irritation. “Any suggestions?”


      “Helen?” Cooper offered.


      “Oh, right, like I didn’t start with her.” I might have rolled my eyes, but in my defense, involuntary reactions to stupid suggestions are out of my control. “She refused.”


      “Why?”


      “Doesn’t matter. She’s not helping. Next suggestion.”


      Cooper turned to Father Callahan again. “Does the Church have other contacts with supernatural beings?”


      Madame Sabine’s laughter made us all turn as she slid out of her chair and crossed the room. She stopped in front of me, her hand lighting on my shoulder. I looked into her eyes, eyes that once transformed into glowing blue-white orbs as she pulled non-existent tarot cards from a normal deck. The electric buzz of magic radiated across my skin as she patted me. “Cherie, you’re wasting time. Instead of debating, go. Let the Compact find you.”


      Without another word, she left, humming to herself as the door closed behind her.
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        * * *


      


      Taking advice from others typically gets me in trouble, which is why I avoid even the most sensible tidbits of wisdom. Madame Sabine’s advice, I discovered, was no different.


      “I think this is the first time I’m glad to see you, Miss Kelley,” Officer LaFontaine said, peering over the door of his cruiser, the front sight of his Mossberg 12-gauge service weapon shaking despite bracing it as he trained it on the twelve-foot-wide coil of writhing snake filling most of the street.


      I glanced at him from where I stood, amused. “Why? Animal control busy?”


      “I hope you’re joking,” he said. Drops of sweat rolled down his bald, sunburned head. “This is more than a snake, and I only say that because I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”


      I glanced across the front seat of the car to where Boudreaux crouched behind the other open door, aiming another shotgun at the eight-foot-high pile of snake. He looked marginally more composed but refused to take his eyes off the creature. Probably best. The last thing I needed was those beautiful eyes rendering me stupid.


      Crouching beside LaFontaine, I asked for a rundown as Marty leaned in to listen.


      “You’ll think I’m crazy,” LaFontaine said.


      “There’s a fair chance I already think that.”


      He didn’t react, but Marty poked my kidney.


      “For the sake of getting this situation under control,” I said, “let’s pretend I won’t.”


      LaFontaine glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “It has nine heads.”


      “A hydra.” Marty sounded impressed. “No shit.”


      Great. Know what’s worse than a massive supernatural snake roughly ninety feet long? A massive supernatural snake roughly ninety feet long with nine regenerating heads. Any head I managed to remove would grow back—with an extra one for good measure. “Have you shot it or wounded it yet?”


      He licked his lips, his usual jackass swagger and bluster gone, though I couldn’t be sure how much fear neutralized or how much related to Cooper’s little hypnotism session. Engaging the supernatural in battle obviously rattled LaFontaine’s worldview more than witnessing the aftermath. Compared to his rather blasé reaction to dead flying monkeys, this felt extreme. But then again, a lot of people get squeamish when it comes to snakes. Regardless the reason, I felt a little bad for him as I waited for him to respond. “Yes,” he said reluctantly after a long pause. “You wouldn’t believe what happened.”


      I glanced to Boudreaux. “Was it a headshot?”


      “Yes,” they both said, the radio in the cruiser crackling and interrupting us.


      “Let me guess,” I said, “you blew off a head and two grew back.”


      LaFontaine’s shotgun rattled against the door. “How the hell did you know that?”


      With a grin, I patted the officer’s shoulder. “This isn’t my first rodeo.” I turned to Marty. “There’s a sword in the arsenal.”


      Marty nodded, already texting. “Father C’s en route with blades, additional firepower, and flamethrowers.”


      “Ooh, new toys? Where’d he find them?”


      “Flame throwers?” LaFontaine’s concentration broke, and he looked at me, his hands still braced against the car door. “What the hell are you going to do with a flamethrower?”


      “Prevent heads from growing back after we cut them off,” I said, barely sparing a glance his way before continuing my conversation with Marty. “Get Sister Betty to canvas for the victim. If possible, we need to figure out where they encountered the nightmare.”


      Marty nodded, his thumbs coordinating our response. “Backup plan?”


      With a shrug, I said, “If shit goes south, you and Sister Betty gear up and jump in.”


      He grinned, looking up from his phone.


      “Only,” I stressed, “if it goes FUBAR. Neither of you should be fighting until you’re fully healed.”


      “Okay.” His grin dimmed, though not by much. All I could do was hope they’d listen.


      “Shit,” Boudreaux said. “Beau, you seeing this?”


      I turned at the same time as Officer LaFontaine. The thick rope of coiled muscle rolled against itself, the snake rolling into a tighter knot, its blue-black scales glinting in the Louisiana sun. Two heads rose out of the center, followed by two more, then three more after that. Over the top of the snake’s body squirmed several, much smaller, multi-headed hydra. One of the smallest opened three of its mouths and hissed, issuing a tiny burst of mist.


      Not just a hydra, but a hydra with babies that had already gotten their acid. Fantastic.


      “I need a riot shield, helmet, and machete,” I said.


      “On it,” Marty said, stashing his phone and kneeling, his backpack already at his feet.


      “Riot gear? What for?” Officer Boudreaux glanced up at me in quick bursts, unwilling to stop watching the snake ball.


      “They spit more acid than housewife reality shows, and I’m too damned cute to have my face melted.” I passed my Glock to Marty and unstrapped the belly band holster for the two sheathed machetes he pulled out of his backpack. The sixteen-inch blades wouldn’t deliver killing blows to the snake, but with a little creativity, I could do some incapacitating damage until reinforcements arrived with bigger, badder toys. I tucked my shirt in, strapped on one sheath. I wouldn’t always need both blades in hand, but I knew better than to go into the fight with just one. Testing my range of movement, I twisted and wind-milled my arms, thrusting my chin at Boudreaux. “You got gear, or not?”


      He shared a look with Officer LaFontaine, holstered his weapon and scrambled to the trunk. A moment later, a helmet wobbled on my head. “It’s too big.”


      “That’s a first,” Marty said. “Usually, her head is way too big.”


      “Yeah, yeah.” I ignored his snark, pulled the black helmet off and handed it back to Boudreaux. “Got anything smaller?”


      He shook his head. “It’s the smallest one we carry.”


      Anything smaller probably wouldn’t fit either officer. “I’ll skip it. Hand me that shield.”


      Despite the doubt on his face, he handed the black shield to me. “What about Callahan? Aren’t you going to wait?”


      Marty held up five fingers.


      “Nope,” I said, sliding my arm through the straps and hefting the three-quarter length black shield, testing the weight. I swung the shield over me in a few practice moves to test my balance. Shorter than the two cops, this would cover more of me, especially during what I liked to call “tactical ducking.” Full-length clear riot shields provided superior visual advantages, but the small window and heavier shield were better suited to an encounter with a fanged, acid-spitting mama snake. “He should get here right when I need him.”


      “For what?”


      “Father C’s on flamethrower duty.” I stretched and planted a kiss on Boudreaux’s cheek. “Don’t shoot me, okay? And don’t land any headshots on those wigglers until I tell you.”


      Boudreaux didn’t answer, but his blush said plenty.


      Marty and I fist bumped. “Don’t get dead,” he said.


      “Don’t plan on it.” I took the machete he offered and stepped around the open cruiser door.


      The bigger hydra heads bobbed low over its coils as I entered the dead zone between the cruiser and the squirming reptile pile towering over me. “Nice wormies,” I said, circling, the shield in front of me as I peered through the window.


      Little hydras swarmed over the top loop of the snake coil, hundreds of tiny heads opening and hissing at me, the bigger heads hovering protectively over them.


      Did snakes have maternal instincts?


      I stepped closer, brandishing the machete.


      One of the big heads darted forward, the forked tongue stabbing at the clear window in the riot shield. The head retreated, but others swarmed forward, tongues scenting the air.


      The whoosh and rush of heat signaled Father Callahan’s arrival.


      Glancing back, Father Callahan stood between me and the cruiser. He grinned under broad goggles, his teeth almost as white as his clerical collar. The apparatus strapped to his back made him look like some kind of mad scientist. After a quick thumbs up, he aimed the wand’s igniter at the beasts.


      “Let’s dance.”


      I angled the shield low as I approached, ready to use it as cover. Through the window, I watched some of the smaller hydra slither off coil mountain and fall to the ground with a smack, their heads awkwardly swinging and bobbing after landing. I sidestepped the overgrown, multi-headed mudworms and swung the machete at the creepy crawlies studying me from on high.


      The impact of a striking head smashing into the shield almost knocked me off my feet. I stayed low, and a stream of flame shot over my shield. Waddling backward in a crouch, I looked through the shield’s window at the hissing chorus. Charred stalks missing baby snake heads drooped between the open, acid-spitting live ones.


      Strike one, a success.


      Another mama hydra head struck, a fang sticking in the thick plexiglass window. Acid dripped down the shield, scarring the window’s clear surface a milky white. I yanked against the retreating head to avoid losing my shield and darted my other arm around to hack at the snake’s exposed body. But, being my luck, I only managed a deep, anger-inducing cut instead of the near-decapitating strike I’d wanted. Pulling the shield close, I crouched as three more heads struck at once, crushing me into the ground. As they retreated, another pounded the shield, making my arm numb. Moving fast, I leapt and spun, managing to almost sever one head and duck beneath the shield before Father Callahan’s flame cauterized the wriggling stump and burned away the scrap of flesh attaching the head.


      One down, at least a hundred more to go.


      Piece of cake.
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        * * *


      


      The last three heads of the hydra loomed over me, striking my cracked shield from different directions. I prayed it would hold, watching the tip of a lone fang wedge deeper into the starburst impact point in the clouded plexiglass. A stream of fire arced over me long enough to scramble to my feet and dart across the snake-littered ground. Sweat poured into my face, and my muscles ached, but I rattled my remaining machete against the shield to draw the hydra’s attention.


      Sister Betty yelled from the other side of the reptile knot, and Father Callahan shot another burst of flame directly at the three heads. As intended, the heads each turned in a different direction. I lunged at the one aiming for me, twisting the shield at the last second to deflect an incoming stream of acid, my machete severing the waving stalk of flesh. I smelled burning plastic as I slammed into the ground, the severed head landing on top of my shield.


      When the ability to breathe returned, I almost regretted the first lungful of air, thick with the reek of burned meat. The stench of burning flesh intensified me as Father Callahan’s flame cauterized the cut I’d made. I clenched my jaw against the urge to vomit.


      As the flame guttered to a stop, I rolled to my feet, raised the battered shield over my head, and ran to Father Callahan’s side. A second before I got there, one of the remaining hydra heads attacked, striking at him so hard, it dragged the dead weight of the snake’s body across the pavement. The gunshot that blinded one of its eyes seemed to have irritated it. Father Callahan backtracked, but with each lunge, the snake got closer despite its missing eye. I screamed a battle cry and jumped, the machete cutting the snake deep. A shotgun blast finished the decapitation as I fell through the space between Father C and the snake. He landed on his rear and scrambled to get the flame thrower nozzle up to burn the stump before the heads grew back.


      Exhausted, but not done, I struggled to my feet in time to see Sister Betty lop off the last injured snake head with her machete and yell in triumph, a gout of flame from Marty’s flamethrower arcing over her riot shield to burn the severed neck.


      The hydra shuddered once and fell with a ground-shaking thump.


      Panting, I collapsed against the hood of the cruiser, surveying the gory wreckage.


      “Well done, Cee.” Father Callahan patted my shoulder before slumping onto the metal hood beside me.


      “Thanks.” I wiped my forearm across my forehead, though it felt wetter afterward. “Not too shabby yourself.”


      “That was…”


      I looked up into the stunned face of Officer Boudreaux and shaded my eyes to see him against the sun. “Kinda gross, right?”


      “Amazing,” he said, breathless.


      Laughter bubbled up from deep inside, and I leaned back on my elbows, though the hood of the car burned from the sunlight. “Thanks.” I poked my chin at Sister Betty behind him. “But I’m sure my mentor has fifty ways I could have done better.”


      She winced, handing me the machete hilt first. “Nah. Only ten.”


      “Slacker,” I teased.


      “Forgive me,” she said with a wry grin. “Chopping off heads distracted me from monitoring your form.”


      “Sister Hot—um—Betty and I make a pretty good team.” Marty stretched to plant an elbow on her shoulder.


      She raised an eyebrow. “I’m retired from the monster hunter business.”


      “But isn’t it easier than wrangling deviants like our dear Caitlin?”


      “Probably.” She eyed me thoughtfully. “But I think I’ll stick with that a little longer.”


      “I’d rather you have not had to jump in.” I watched her for signs of injury or pain.


      “Well, I’ve invested too much time in you to watch you die.” Sister Betty put her hands on her hips, standing tall. “And Marty’s not bad.”


      He grinned.


      “Not a hunter, but not bad.” The corner of her mouth twitched.


      I laughed as his expression evaporated. “The trainer giveth, and the trainer taketh away.”


      “Is this something you handle often?” Boudreaux glanced over his shoulder at his partner talking with Cooper. I hadn’t noticed when Cooper arrived. Maybe we could leave clean-up and debrief detail to him since he hadn’t been around for the really messy stuff.


      Beside me, Father Callahan, Marty, and Betty started planning how to locate the victim.


      “More or less.” I sat up and slid down the goo-covered hood. My team would be fine without me for a minute.


      Boudreaux looked at me, and electricity raced across my skin. “You know, I was thinking, maybe we should go out for dinner while you’re here. I can, I don’t know, show you things tourists don’t get to see.”


      “I, uh—”


      “Caitlin!”


      My head snapped around at the sound of Cooper’s voice only to see him sprint past, dodging the slippery debris of dead hydra with inhuman accuracy and grace. Whatever he saw, this couldn’t be good. Without thinking, I ran after him, leaving the rest of my team, and Boudreaux’s unanswered invitation, behind.
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      My muscles burned as I raced through the streets, dodging cars and pedestrians, jumping potholes, and splashing through the ever-present puddles. Each thudding step made me ache for sleep, to stop, to rest. With every breath, I heaved fire, but I fought to keep going, my eyes on the nightmare mere paces ahead of Cooper. If I could get there…


      Cooper yelled, but approaching sirens drowned him out.


      I pushed harder, unwilling to let the bastard escape.


      LaFontaine and Boudreaux’s cruiser skidded to a stop at the end of the street, blocking it with no space between the tight corridor of houses. I slowed, reaching for the gun I hadn’t remembered to strap on once the hydra fight ended, and cursed.


      “Stop where you are! Put your hands up!” Cooper’s command echoed in the street.


      The nightmare froze, then slowly turned to face the agent and his gun. He raised his hands, the hem of his shirt lifted to expose his pale belly.


      Four heads peered over the top of the cruiser. Officer LaFontaine, Officer Boudreaux, Sister Betty, and Father Callahan all aimed weapons at the nightmare’s back.


      Cooper adjusted his stance to avoid aiming his Glock at the cruiser and barked orders the creature didn’t follow. It shook its head, eyes wide with terror.


      I jogged the last few steps to Cooper, staying behind him. “I don’t think it understands.”


      “Yeah, I got that impression,” he muttered, then yelled again, but in a language I couldn’t identify.


      It nodded for the first time.


      “That makes things easier.”


      “What language was that?”


      “Elvish,” he said before yelling again in the same language.


      Sister Betty rounded the trunk of the car, lowering her weapon. She said something that sounded like what Cooper said. When had she learned Elvish?


      The creature turned to Sister Betty and spoke, voice shaking in terror.


      She nodded.


      “What did it say?” I asked Cooper.


      He ignored me, shouting what could only be a command. The nightmare whipped around, its hands thrusting higher into the air.


      “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”


      “I’m not a translator. When it’s over, we’ll debrief.”


      I bristled, but before some acidic reply fell out of my mouth, Sister Betty called to him. “Agent Hardin, stand down. Gyleeto agrees to come peacefully and safely.”


      “He can agree all he wants, but I won’t trust him until he’s on the ground and contained.”


      “This isn’t necessary,” Sister Betty insisted, holstering her weapon, her hands palm out and at chest height. “We have to show good faith. And trust.”


      The nightmare’s head swiveled between Cooper and Sister Betty.


      I stepped where Cooper could see me. “She’s right. This might be key to accessing the Compact.”


      “Down!” Cooper screamed. I dove for the ground, hands protecting my head as he fired.


      When I looked up, Sister Betty sat on the ground cupping her arm. The thunder of dented metal resounded through the street as the nightmare landed on the trunk of the cruiser and jumped off the other side.


      Cooper pursued the nightmare, and I scrambled over the dirty pavement to Sister Betty. She stared at me, eyes wide, her face deathly white.


      “What happened?” I asked. “Are you hurt? Did you get shot?”


      She blinked then looked down at her hand covering her arm as Marty knelt beside her. Tears welled in her eyes. Her lower lip trembled. She said nothing.


      I reached for her hand, to coax it away. “Let me see.”


      She twisted away from me and shook her head.


      “He touched her, Cee,” Marty said, so softly, I almost missed it.


      Ice coursed through me. “What?” Ice and rage.


      “The nightmare.” A tear ran down his cheek. “I saw it. He shoved her to get away. Both hands. He touched her.”


      “No.” I tried to make eye contact with Sister Betty, but she looked at the ground, her shoulders shaking. “That can’t be right.”


      A single sob broke out of her. She shook her head and folded forward, drawing her knees up, shaking with the force of her tears.


      My jaw clenched as I rocked back on my heels. I hadn’t watched them. I distracted Cooper. I neglected my team, my responsibilities.


      “Father Callahan’s gone after him.” Marty’s arm curled around Sister Betty as she sobbed. “Let’s take her back to the hotel.”


      To wait. For the manifestation of her fears. To wait until catatonia took her, too.


      “Caitlin?”


      I failed the woman I loved. My carelessness sentenced her to death.


      “Come on, Cee. Let’s go.”


      But I couldn’t. I jumped to my feet and ran after the nightmare.
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        * * *


      


      “What the hell is wrong with you, Caitlin?” Sister Betty slammed the rectory door behind her. “This,” she fumbled for words, “stunt was far more reckless than any of the crap you pulled in training as a teenager.”


      I crossed the room to the armory door, unable to look at her. Yes, I’d pursued the nightmare that touched her and damned her to have her worst fears manifest. Yes, I’d chased the thing that would eventually destroy the divine spark within that kept her alive. Did I regret it? Fuck, no. “Nothing’s wrong with me. My job is to save people. The nightmare escaped. I chased it to prevent it from touching anyone else.”


      The implication hung between us. It touched her while I wasn’t looking. While I distracted the agent covering her. She’d been touched, and it was my fault. The ramifications made me sick. I imagined her catatonic in a hospital bed like Riley, or worse, losing her altogether.


      Our eyes met. The redness around hers and the tiny red veins crisscrossing the whites made my chest ache. They telegraphed her fear, her awareness of her fate. First the nightmare feeding on her fear, then, death from the inside out.


      I might as well have murdered her myself.


      I paced the room, my back to her so I wouldn’t have to look at her any longer. “Why’s this an issue? You’ve taken bigger risks to catch a monster.”


      “This isn’t the same thing,” she said, her voice rising, her words becoming brittle. “What if it touched you, Caitlin? There are sensible times to put yourself in harm’s way, and there’s,” she grunted in frustration, “stupid ways of doing it. This was stupid. Do you get that? Running off alone to chase a monster is stupid. If it touched you—”


      “Like it touched you?”


      Her jaw clenched, but it didn’t stop her lip from trembling. She said nothing.


      “Cooper and Father C were already in pursuit. I joined to even up the odds of us catching it.” I swallowed hard around the lump in my throat as I lied. The guys had chased as soon as the nightmare ran. I followed because I needed to kill it, whatever it took. I ran four blocks before I heard Cooper yelling. When I got there, the nightmare had disappeared into a club. We’d searched but found nothing.


      “You’re reckless.” She followed me as I paced the small room, her pink rosary beads dangling from her clenched fist.


      “I’m doing my job,” I insisted.


      When we’d returned to the scene, Sister Betty’d sat in the back of Officer LaFontaine and Officer Boudreaux’s cruiser praying and running a rosary through her fingers. She’d refused to tell us her nightmare, shaking her head as tears rolled down her cheeks. Seeing the same beads in her hand now choked me up, but I refused to cry. I couldn’t let on how scared I was, too.


      With nowhere to hide in the rectory, I kept my back to her.


      “It’s not just today, either. You let the Black Dog chase you. Do you know what might have happened if it caught you? Do you understand the risk you took? Even if you managed to keep its focus off the thousands of people you endangered on Bourbon and all the side streets, it could have killed you. Then what would have happened?”


      “It didn’t.”


      “That’s not the point!”


      “And if it got me, so what?” I whirled, yelling at her, though I didn’t want to. “There are other monster hunters. Sister Evangeline died, and now I’m here. Even if something happens to me, there are others. And that’s worst-case scenario. Maybe I’d manage to mortally wound whatever tries to eat me before I died. Maybe I’d trigger some kind of allergic reaction to whatever gets me. It doesn’t matter. I’m not special. I’m just doing the work someone else would do if I wasn’t here. I protect people, but if I couldn’t, someone else would.” My eyes fell on the beads in her hand, and a ripple in her tight shirt indicating the newly re-bandaged stitches in her side. “Maybe someone else should.”


      She threw her arms up, exasperated. “Either you’re not listening, or you don’t care whether you live or die.”


      “I didn’t say that.” I fought the sting of tears.


      “You don’t have to,” she said softly, her faltering words cracking. “Your carelessness is like a death wish.”


      “If I was careless, I’d say ‘fuck it,’ take my vacation, and let the world fend for itself. Instead, I’m risking my life to save everyone else. Everyone.” I wrestled to contain what crawled under my skin, my hands balled into fists as I resisted picking up something, anything, to throw. Instead, I whipped around. “Yet no matter what I do, someone bitches because it’s never enough. It’s not enough for Hardin who wants me some kind of robot that does nothing but fight monsters. It’s not enough for you because God forbid I don’t account for every minute risk. It’s not enough for the Pope, for Giulietta Perricone, or Benito Hernandez, or Shannon because none of them survived when I should have saved them. They were all my fault! And now, you.”


      Her shoulders dropped, and her anger melted.


      The first tear dripped off my nose.


      “Is…that what this is about? People you weren’t able to save?”


      My jaw ached as I clenched my teeth, my nails cutting into my palm.


      “Caitlin, you can’t save everyone.”


      “Yes, I can. I can get better, I can get stronger, I can—”


      “No.” Sister Betty reached out and touched my shoulder, and I shivered. “There will always be someone, something bigger and badder than you and bent on destruction or murder. All you can do—”


      “Not good enough.” I swatted her hand away, my heart aching at the hurt in her eyes. “I will do my job. If that means I die doing it, so be it, but if there’s even the smallest chance I can save someone, I will. If there’s some way I can save you—” I bit off the rest and turned, wild, needing to flee. I snatched my key and my Glock off the table and darted around her.


      “Where are you going?” she called after me.


      “To do my fucking job.”
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        * * *


      


      Humidity made the air thick. Walking back to the hotel felt like wading through swamp water, and tourists further slowed my progress to a crawl, especially around jazz bands playing in the street for change. None of it did much to ease my frustration, but I tried to be patient.


      A blast of cool air poured over me as I entered my hotel. I shivered and calmed a little. As I crossed the lobby, the sheen of perspiration finally drying on my exposed skin, I realized maybe Sister Betty had a point. Letting the Black Dog chase me like prey had been one of my craziest, and most impulsive, ideas. The improvisation led to its capture, but maybe I’d risked too much. Whether I could have had a smarter or safer idea in the moment didn’t matter, but I hadn’t taken time to consider the possible encounters, and maybe that was her point.


      Maybe running after the nightmare under the pretense of backing up Cooper and Father Callahan was equally dumb. Two of my team had the matter in hand, two more needed me, and I’d run off, helping neither. I’d had time to think and pick the best solution but chose not to. My emotions won out over reason, and I’d been lucky. Next time…


      A lump of dread rose from deep in my gut and lodged in my throat as I crossed the lobby.


      If Sister Betty did die—


      No. None of that. Not now. Not yet.


      There had to be a solution, a way of stopping the nightmare without risking everything. I clutched the amulet between my breasts. Whatever its purpose, the weight felt grounding as I entered the empty elevator, pressed the button for my floor, leaned against the railing, and closed my eyes.


      I had to find a way of stopping it.


      Sister Betty would die if I didn’t, and time was running out.


      My reflection stared back at me, sweaty, dried hydra goo crusting my shirt. I needed a shower and, from the bags under my eyes, a nap. Cleaning up and getting some shut eye, hopefully nightmare-free, should clear up my perspective, then I’d come up with a plan, bring it to the team, and we’d try again


      The elevator dinged, and I stepped out onto my floor, distracted by my thoughts.


      By the time I looked up, I’d passed my door and stood in the hallway with the mirror, still clutching the amulet. I shook my head and turned around with a snort.


      Then, I heard my name.


      I leaned back to look down the hall. Faint strains of music seemed to come from one of the rooms, and from the opposite end of the hallway, a cellphone rang. The mirror caught my eye again. Something about it never failed to draw my attention, maybe because I expected something unusual from it again. As far away as I was, my reflection looked normal.


      Until it waved.


      “Shit.”


      A monster hunter’s work is never done.


      With one last longing glance at my hotel room door, I turned on my heel and stalked the mirror. As I approached, the sparkling darkness surrounding my reflection swirled into a long, sparkling evening gown. I still gripped the amulet, but my reflection held a clutch that glinted in the overhead lights. Something in my reflection’s expression seemed…concerned, as if my reflection felt some kind of urgency to reach me.


      My reflection and I ran at each other.


      Just as I approached the table with the flowers and prepared to stop, reality bent, and I ran through what felt like an icy waterfall.
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      Crashing a party’s way more fun when you intend to do it. And when your arrival doesn’t instantly provoke an armed response.


      Welcome to my life.


      It happened so fast, I thought I’d finally crossed some threshold of sleep deprivation and landed in a hallucination. One minute, I was dirty, tired, and running down a hallway toward some alternate reality image of me in a magic or enchanted mirror, then I stepped into the middle of a hotel ballroom surrounded by a spectacle of impeccably dressed supernatural creatures. Less than a heartbeat later, cold, iron-strong fingers gripped my arms, tangled in my hair, and exposed my throat to the threatening prick of fangs over my jugular. A killing bite.


      Believe it or not, I’ve had worse receptions.


      Being zapped into a party by magical mirror portal only to be set upon by vampires isn’t the worst way I’ve spent a Friday night. Doesn’t crack my top ten, either. But that doesn’t mean I was immediately prepared. It took almost a full minute to figure out what the hell had happened, including being restrained by not just the one vamp with his teeth at my throat, but by two. They must have heard of me before.


      The gathering seemed to get the gist of the situation before me, though probably because they had a bigger-picture view and could turn their heads without puncturing their throats. A hushed silence settled around me, then swelled to an angry uproar.


      “These are supposed to be closed proceedings!”


      “If this is the security being offered, I’m leaving.”


      “What’s the meaning of this?” I couldn’t see who owned the angriest approaching voice. All motion, including turning or normal breathing, was out of the question, so I waited.


      “George, Lafayette, stand down.” This voice sounded less flustered and far more amused.


      The snick of retracting teeth shook me with a primal chill. Though the vampires didn’t release me, the imminent danger of becoming an unwilling blood donor had passed. I addressed the vampires holding me and straightened as much as their imprisoning grip would allow. “Not exactly the welcome I’d show my guests, but hey, you do you, boo.”


      Silence fell on the crowd, and hundreds of eyes stared at me from all over the dimly lit room. Not that there was anything remotely intimidating about standing in a pool of light in front of a ballroom filled with creatures, most of which had at least a passing interest in killing me. Or at least “playing” with me to the maiming point.


      The vampires held me immobile, on display for the creatures clustered around tables, whispering and pointing. Some creatures I recognized, like the sasquatch pair in the back sporting only bowties, the golden glow of were-creature eyes in the heaviest shadows, and the iridescent aura of a beautiful woman who had to be fae. Others I felt glad I didn’t recognize, like the scaled beast with six eyes and rows of hideous teeth, or short, tumbling creatures that might be goblins, or kobolds, or even gremlins. The most disturbing ones looked as human as me, though something wasn’t quite right about them.


      That’s when I understood.


      “This is the Compact.”


      “Of course it is,” said the offended, exasperated voice from behind me. “What else did you think you were interrupting?” The creature walked around me, a skeleton in a tuxedo. The black jacket and white shirt hung loose on its frame everywhere except the collar bones. “Exactly what do you intend to accomplish with this unforgiveable intrusion?”


      One creature, a hair-covered thing with a long, split tongue flicking between viciously sharp teeth made me think about some chimerical combination of a snake, shark and…Afghan hound. I tried not to stare at any of them, but each time I paused to take in the next creature, I met some other implausible image. Instead, I met the black void of the skeleton’s eye sockets in front of me. “I didn’t intentionally intrude.”


      The skeleton scoffed, though how it spoke without a voice box baffled me. It crossed its arms, and I swear I heard the rattle and scrape of bones. “Well, how’d you get here?”


      “You know.” I shifted as much as I could, immediately losing my train of thought, stunned into silence. My battle-dirty jeans and tank top had transformed into the same black, sequined dress I’d seen on my reflection. Sparkly fabric glided provocatively over my skin and spilled to the floor, a round, glittery clutch only slightly larger than the amulet, in my hand.


      “I’m waiting,” the skeleton prompted.


      I looked up at the clutch, mouth open. Crossing through the mirror, I’d become my reflection. “The amulet must have let me pass,” I muttered before realizing I’d said it aloud.


      “What?” When I didn’t answer, the skeleton stepped closer, and the vampires tightened their grip. “What did you say?”


      “Can I have my arms back, please?” I glared at the blond vampire holding my left arm and preventing it from reaching the clutch in my right hand. Whether the surly, scowling bloodsucker was Lafayette or George, I didn’t care. “It’s not like you couldn’t catch me whenever you wanted.”


      The vampire’s hair gleamed almost as pale as his ghastly skin as he tossed it over his shoulder and looked to the skeleton.


      Great. Rattlin’ Bones-y must be the emcee of this shindig.


      I gave the skeleton the full extent of The Look, expecting it to work as well as it did on humans and human-like supernats. On this…creature, it didn’t do much.


      Bones-y waited for me to answer.


      “Fine.” I sighed. “If you’ll let me look in my purse, I think I’ve got whatever passes as an invitation around here.”


      If skeletons could have eyebrows, I’m pretty sure one of his would have jumped off his bony forehead. And as much as you could expect a walking pile of bones to express emotion, this one looked curious. He crossed his arms and stared at me a moment longer, then nodded.


      The blond vampire released my hand.


      I repressed the urge to scowl at my former captive. No need to earn the next problem. It would come just fine on its own. “I’m going to open my purse now.” I wiggled the bag in my right hand. “It’s too small for weapons, so let’s not get frisky, okay?” That wasn’t quite true, but I didn’t know what was in it, and too much truth might be hazardous to my health.


      Opening the clutch, I prayed nothing inside would alarm the supernaturals within striking distance. Laying on the plush black satin lining was a tube of lipstick, a plastic key card from my hotel room, and a golden coin.


      I pulled out the coin, angling it in the light. One side was embossed with an image of a paddlewheel river boat, a fleur-de-lis, and a half mask, an engraving of the city name and date around the outer edge. The other side caught the light as I flipped it over, and someone at a nearby table gasped. Conversation rippled through the room, too low to understand.


      “How did you get that?” demanded the skeleton in the tuxedo, its arms akimbo.


      Before I could read the flip side of the coin, the frowning blond vampire re-captured my hand, and his dark-haired partner plucked it from my fingers. “Hey!”


      The skeleton took the coin from the vampire. “Remove her.”


      “Wait,” I protested.


      “Stop.” The word resonated through the ballroom, silencing all conversation.


      The skeleton stiffened.


      I looked around and followed the gaze of the creatures in the room until I saw him. My gut fluttered with hope as a silverback gorilla loped across the room.


      It couldn’t be…


      The skeleton shivered as the creature approached, the coin clutched in its fingers, unconcealed by lack of flesh. “Lushiku, this is highly irregular. A simple matter of security—”


      “She has a ticket, does she not?” The gorilla, Lushiku, pointed a thick, black, leathery finger at the coin peeking between the bones of the skeleton’s hand.


      “A forgery.”


      “You have not tested it.” The gorilla settled on its haunches, knuckles on the ground, his posture wrinkling the red sash draped across his massive chest. He winked at me. I wondered what he did with my panties. And why he wanted them in the first place. Maybe he’d consider it pre-payment for helping me.


      “I don’t need to,” the skeleton said, defensive. “She’s not on the member rolls. She’s an intruder, and I refuse to imperil the proceedings—”


      “A forgery is simple enough to prove, but you have neither checked the rolls for Miss Kelley’s name, nor have you tested her ticket. Is it integrity that concerns you, or are you and your faction still trying to discriminate against the humans?”


      The skeleton bristled, his bones scraping against the coin. “Your accusations are unfounded.”


      “They’re mere observations, Gideon. If you perceive them as accusations, perhaps they have merit.”


      Murmurs rippled through the crowd behind Lushiku. Creatures from across the room rose, drawing closer to see.


      Gideon crossed his arms. “This is highly improper, an obstruction of procedure, and I’ll have you know—”


      With a low, menacing growl, Lushiku leaned forward and said, “Test the ticket. Or explain why your contingent has blocked human admission to the Compact for decades.”


      I recoiled as a worm-like creature with tentacles wriggled up to us and arched like a king cobra. Smaller tentacles around the mouth squirmed in our direction as it leaned forward to chirp at Gideon.


      The skeleton scowled as much as a fleshless creature can and snapped at the wormlike creature. “That’s not true. The nightmare council has never prevented humans from attending.”


      “Bullshit,” a delicate voice said with a European accent I couldn’t identify. “The nightmare council didn’t even attempt contact prior to the Compact, as outlined in the bylaws.”


      Gideon stared at the female speaker behind me but didn’t retort.


      “Milagros is ready.” Lushiku gestured to the wormlike creature and its extended tentacle. “Test the ticket.”


      “You endanger the spirit of diplomacy,” Gideon stammered, his bones grinding the coin.


      “Test the ticket,” said a humanoid female at the table nearest us.


      “Test the ticket,” echoed a winged, androgynous creature who hovered over us.


      Other voices repeated the phrase until it became a chant. The vampires’ grips loosened on my arms as they murmured to each other, unsure what to do.


      As the crowd grew closer, Gideon looked from one creature to the next before reluctantly handing the coin to Milagros, the worm-like creature. “It’s a forgery, you’ll see. Humans haven’t attended our Compact in decades. Her ticket is fake.”


      “Which is the problem,” Lushiku said as the worm-like creature flipped the coin into its mouth. “Humans have as much right to attend as any other being, yet you and your boss omitted them from the proceedings. Did you think we hadn’t noticed?”


      “When do I get a say?”


      The vampires remembered their purpose and jerked me back, the dark-haired one clamping a hand over my mouth. “Shut up,” he said. “Until we know you’re supposed to be here, you say nothing.”


      I tried biting his fingers, but he squeezed my face and crushed my lips against my teeth.


      Between the shoulders and heads of the crowd, I saw him. The frat boy-man, Gyleeto, his hair still shabby-chic though he wore a tuxedo. When he saw me, his eyes widened. With a panicked glance around, he disappeared behind other creatures.


      I struggled to free myself from the vampires as Lushiku argued with Gideon.


      “—exposing the human population to predators and poachers will only unbalance the realm. You cannot expect to advance your agenda without repercussions.”


      I grunted and struggled, only fractionally moving the guards who gripped me.


      The wormlike creature ejected the coin onto a waiting tentacle and offered it to Lushiku. “The ticket is legitimate and not a forgery,” Milagros said in a shockingly human and delicately accented voice. “It is issued to Caitlin Kelley, hunter of monsters, designated representatives of mundane humans.”


      I had never heard of anything like this creature and wondered if Sister Betty had. Fear about her condition surged, but I pushed it away. To get out of this, I had to focus. Maybe I could find a solution for saving her here.


      They all looked at me.


      “Hunter,” Lushiku, prompted. “What is your name?”


      I twisted to look at the vampire with his hand over my mouth. Though close to my height and eerily slender, his preternatural strength made up for any advantage I might have exploited. His dark eyebrows rose, as if in question.


      I rolled my eyes, waiting for him to release me.


      “You’re no fun, intruder,” he murmured. “Let me into your mind, and we’ll have fun.”


      I tried to bite him again, though his hand on my mouth made it impossible.


      “This is the first time a human has ever tried to eat me. You know,” he laughed, “I could give you fangs of your own if you really want to play vampire.”


      “Lafayette,” Lushiku said, exasperated. “Release the hunter and allow her to answer.”


      “You’re no fun either, monkey.” Lafayette removed his hand.


      “I’m going to kick your—”


      “Answer the question, Hunter.” Lushiku interrupted my threat.


      “Yes.” I ignored the saliva smeared around my mouth. “I’m Caitlin Kelley, a monster hunter for the Holy Roman Catholic Church.”


      Distrust radiated from the monsters nearest me, their eyes not leaving me, even as they murmured to each other.


      “But I have never been a, what was it? Representative of humans?”


      My admission prompted another ripple of conversation and gasps through the assembly.


      “The ticket’s a forgery,” exclaimed Gideon, his skeletal grin triumphant. “Remove her.”


      “She may not see herself as a representative,” said a gray-faced man in elegant, but tattered clothing, “but perhaps she was so designated without her knowledge.”


      “Where did you get this?” Lushiku plucked the coin from the tentacle Milagros offered.


      “Before I ended up here, it wasn’t a coin. It was a copper-wrapped stone, and when I passed through the mirror in my hotel—”


      “Which hotel?”


      “Who gave you the stone?”


      “—it became a purse and the coin was inside.”


      More overlapping voices, but I caught words like “collectors,” “amulet,” and “carousel.”


      Lushiku gestured for silence, then nodded at the vampires. “Release her.”


      “But the list—” Gideon interrupted, shaking his head.


      The vampires did not move.


      “Bring the list,” commanded Lushiku, anger compressing his face and baring his fangs. He rose to his full height, arms lifted in a regal gesture.


      Voices repeated the call across the ballroom, the sound swelling until the crowd parted in silence to reveal a familiar form bearing a clipboard.
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      Frat boy-man, Gyleeto, hurried, though his steps still seemed hesitant. He glanced from me to Lushiku, clutching the clipboard like armor.


      “You,” was all I could say.


      His mincing steps veered toward Lushiku, offering him the clipboard.


      “Thank you.” Lushiku glanced at me. “Do you know him?”


      “He’s the one causing trouble. The one I’ve been chasing. He touches people, their worst nightmares manifest, cause havoc, and then the humans die, their souls destroyed by some kind of mystical infection.”


      “I can’t help it.” Gyleeto cowered at Lushiku’s elbow.


      I jerked against the restraining hands of the vampires. “You speak English? Then you knew what we were saying!”


      The frat boy man cringed. “I’m sorry.”


      “Sorry isn’t good enough.” I lunged forward so hard the vampires moved to catch their balance. “My partner’s to going to die because you touched her.”


      “Miss Kelley,” Gideon said.


      “No.” I struggled against the imprisoning hands. “Let me go, damnit.”


      “Miss Kelley is on the list,” Lushiku announced, pointing to the clipboard.


      “What?” Gideon stepped to the gorilla’s side to look at the list. “No, that says ‘human delegate.’ That could be anyone.”


      “Exactly,” said Lushiku. “She’s human and has a ticket in her name. She’s the defacto delegate.” He looked at the vampires, flashing his teeth again. “I said release her.”


      This time, they complied. I rushed to grab the nightmare, only to be stopped short. Again.


      “Now, now, you should know better.” Lafayette crushed me against his chest, arms around me like iron bands. “Like you said, you touch him, you die. This is for your own protection. Besides,” he leaned in and sniffed deeply, “you smell fantastic.”


      Replying with colorful invectives made one old-fashioned looking creature at a nearby table stare at me with horror. I didn’t care.


      Lafayette laughed, unmoving as I squirmed.


      “Let me go,” I demanded through clenched teeth.


      “I rather enjoy this, actually,” Lafayette said, pulling me against him. “It’s a little like holding a fish, if I remember my human days accurately.”


      “I’ll remind you what gutting a fish looks like as soon as you let me go.”


      “Enough,” said Lushiku. “Lafayette’s right to protect you, Miss Kelley, though his methods are…objectionable.” The gorilla stared at the vampire, raising half of his imposing brow. “But, if you’ve sufficiently regained control, he will release you.”


      “I’m in control, but he,” I pointed at the elusive nightmare, “will not get away again. I’ve been chasing him all over this goddamned city, and I will get my answers.”


      Lushiku put one heavy hand on the nightmare’s shoulders. “You will get your answers. Will you agree to a truce if we guarantee this?”


      Answers within reach, I relaxed as much as Lafayette would allow. “Yes,” I said.


      With Lushiku’s gesture, Lafayette dropped me to my feet.


      “Miss Kelley, please take your place at the table, and we’ll continue. Gideon,” Lushiku continued, “I believe we can call a brief recess so Miss Kelley can get her bearings.”


      “We have a tight schedule,” the skeleton said.


      “There’s contingency time built in,” Lushiku insisted, a thinly veiled warning in his tone. “I entreat the hosting council to spend some in honor of our new arrival. And,” he leaned forward, his knuckles pressing against the ground as if preparing to attack the walking pile of bones, “I do not anticipate denial of such a reasonable request.”


      If Gideon had lips, the uptight skeleton would have pursed them. Instead, he answered with a curt nod, pivoted on one heel, and walked to a podium several feet away.


      Though the vampires didn’t touch me again, they guided me to a table near the podium where humanoid servants prepared a place for me with a beautiful table setting. I sat, allowing one of the creatures to push in my chair for me.


      Gyleeto stood off to one side, clutching his clipboard. As I took my seat, he tried to escape, but Lushiku stepped in front of him, personally pulling out a seat for the nightmare. The jittery creature evaluated his options, then sat out of my arm’s reach.


      Lushiku nodded, satisfied, and gestured to the seated nightmare. “As a show of good faith, Miss Kelley, we will join your table for the rest of the event.”


      The nightmare looked up, alarmed, lips trembling with protest. “But I have duties—”


      “I will take responsibility,” Lushiku interrupted. “I’m sure Zikros will understand.”


      The nightmare bowed his head and sat still, as if hoping to go unnoticed until dismissed.


      Gideon stood behind the podium, his bony hand over the microphone as he conferred with another skeleton.


      “Why’d you do it?” I asked the nightmare. “Why’d you hurt people?”


      He winced, watching me out of the corner of his eye. “I’m sorry,” he muttered.


      “That’s not what I asked.” I leaned closer, and he retreated, but didn’t leave the chair. “Why’d you do it? Why’d you touch those people? You killed the man in the airport. Riley’s dying in the hospital. My friend’s going to die because of you. Why’d you do it?”


      The nightmare cowered, a tear glinting on his cheek. “I was hungry,” he said, miserable.


      “What?”


      “Gentle creatures,” Gideon tapped the microphone for attention, “our apologies for the interruption. We’ll be getting back on track in a few minutes.”


      “What did you say?” I pressed.


      Gyleeto looked up at me, his eyes shining with unshed tears. “I said I was hungry.”


      “You feed on people?”


      “No,” he said, “but it doesn’t matter. I’ll be destroyed for this.”


      “Why destroyed?”


      “As an example,” he snorted. “For causing an inter-dimensional incident.”


      “What is the meaning of this?”


      I turned toward the source of the imperious voice. A red-skinned, horned creature wearing a tuxedo stormed into the room. Apart from the stylish, well-fitted suit, tailored black shirt, and satin bow tie, he looked like a demon stereotype.


      Gyleeto slunk down in his seat, muttering, and I realized who the creature must be. The head of the nightmare council. “Your boss?” I asked.


      The trembling nightmare nodded, hiding his eyes behind his hand.


      “Master Zikros, so glad you were able rejoin us,” Lushiku said, rising from his seat. “Allow me to introduce—”


      Zikros scowled at him and sneered at me. “I’m not wasting my time meeting some human. What I care about is that you’ve circumvented my direct orders to my staff.” The heated glare he leveled at Gyleeto made me as uncomfortable as the cringing nightmare.


      Lushiku straightened, his words crisp, his tone sharpening. “I assure you, your associate’s in service of the Compact.”


      “We’re hosting the Compact. That’s service enough.” Zikros snapped his fingers. Gyleeto sprang to his feet, nearly toppling the chair to scurry behind the demon creature. “Over-reaching self-importance like this is why movements like ours gain momentum across all dimensions. You are nothing yet assume yourself of greater standing than you deserve. No creature from the earthly plane can stand up for itself—even against creatures from their own realm.” Zikros towered over Lushiku, sneering. “A worthless plane of livestock with delusions of grandeur.”


      “Each dimension serves a purpose, and none can exist without the others. Even your dimension cannot exist on its own.”


      “No,” Zikros said, grinning, “but it would thrive without the restrictions imposed on it by this Compact. My people are condemned to starve while this lot,” he gestured at me, “overburden their planet and endanger not only themselves, but every other realm. If humans were the superior beings they believe themselves to be, maybe they should start keeping their numbers manageable and lifestyles sustainable. Maybe then we, the more responsible realms, wouldn’t be forced to seek alternative measures of control.”


      Hesitant applause started in the back of the room, paused, and resumed, gaining support before rising conversation drowned it out.


      “This is not the time to debate your agenda,” Lushiku said calmly.


      “Of course it is,” Zikros said. “Because even the presence of this human and her essence is unnecessary torture for all of my kind.” His nostrils flared as if to prove the point. “There’s a reason they weren’t invited and that you’ve chosen to undermine the choices of the host council is a personal insult.”


      “She was invited, Master Zikros,” Gideon said.


      I hadn’t heard him approach, but the skeleton stood behind Lushiku, wringing his bony hands and almost bowing.


      “What. Did. You. Say?”


      Even I shivered.


      “She’s on the list,” Gideon whispered. “She has a ticket.”


      Zikros turned his burning eyes on me. “Let me see it.”


      “Nice to meet you, too. My name’s Caitlin Kelley.” I leaned back in the chair. “I assume from the conversation you’ve had around me that yours is Zikros, so that’s what I’ll call you.”


      The crunch of his grinding teeth broke the silence with chilling dissonance.


      Maybe someday I’d recognize those line-crossing moments before they happened.


      “I don’t give a damn what your name is. Show me your ticket.”


      “Hospitality, much?” I reached for my purse. “Haven’t traveled beyond my plane before, but I bet this’ll be my least favorite.” A second later, I popped the clasp and tossed him the coin.


      He inspected it, his sneer deepening into a disgusted frown. The roaring, inarticulate sound he made didn’t make much sense, but it made the elegantly dressed creatures around me cringe and cover listening orifices.


      Gyleeto came at a run, clipboard in hand. Zikros snatched it and compared the text on the coin to the list. Then, turned on me. “Where did you get this? Who put you up to this?”


      Lushiku inserted himself between us. “Master Zikros, I must insist—”


      “I am head of the hosting council, and I dictate how this goes. Sit down and shut up, monkey.”


      In a terrifying sneer, Lushiku bared his fangs and growled.


      “Boys, boys, put them away.” An elegant, soothing, yet amused voice joined the chaos.


      My head ached. All I wanted was a nap, and the longer this went on, the more complicated it got. I rubbed my temples and tried to see around the vampires.


      The voice belonged to a woman in a stylized, fitted tuxedo. A top hat perched on her wild mane of dark curls, a long, thin cigarette holder balanced between the index and middle finger of her left hand. “There’s no need for a pissing contest in polite company.”


      Neither Lushiku nor Zikros moved. Lafayette and George stepped back to flank her.


      I stood, offering my hand. “Caitlin Kelley, unwelcome human addition to the Compact.”


      She smiled, glanced at my hand without taking it, and smiled. “Be careful who you offer your hand to, Hunter.” With an elegant gesture, she indicated Zikros and his cowering associate, “Especially in mixed company.”


      Recognizing the wisdom in her words, I retracted my hand in the least awkward way I could. “Right,” I said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”


      “Because I didn’t give it.” With a turn of her head, she dismissed me and focused on Zikros. “Zeke, you needn’t be such a dick. You’re giving us a bad name.”


      He gritted his teeth. “Your indelicacies do not amuse me, succubus. Learn your place.”


      She laughed, throwing her head back in delight. The top hat never budged, even when she straightened and dabbed at her eyes with a silken handkerchief. “You say that like I have some subordinate place. It’s cute.” Tucking the handkerchief in her breast pocket and arranging the point artfully, she continued, “Looking like the big guy doesn’t make you the big guy.” She patted his chest and addressed the cowering nightmare. “What did I miss?”


      “Who are you?” I asked, disregarding propriety and manners in an attempt to follow what the hell was going on.


      The elegant woman Zikros called a succubus raised one eyebrow and stared me down. “Are all hunters so rude?”


      “I don’t speak for all hunters. I’m trying to figure out what’s going on.”


      She couldn’t disguise her smirk as she sat and took a drag off her cigarette. “A little late for that, don’t you think?”


      “Mistress,” Gyleeto’s voice barely registered as a whisper, “may I be excused?”


      “Have you eaten?”


      He hung his head, as if in shame. “Yes, Mistress.”


      “Then, yes, you may go.”


      “I dismiss my people, not you, succubus,” growled Zikros.


      “And, my dearest, hot-headed, Zeke, I outrank you.” She didn’t deign to look at him. “I can, and will, dismiss who I choose, as I choose, so kindly fuck off.”


      Gyleeto waited beside her, looking between the two figures.


      “Go.” She shooed him away with a flick of her fingers. “Your assignment’s in my room on the desk. I expect it done by dawn.”


      I glanced at my wrist out of habit, only to discover my watch had been replaced by a gemstone-encrusted bangle roughly the same size. If everything transformed when I stepped between the worlds, I hoped the transition gave me good fighting underwear, though I wasn’t in any hurry to find out.


      “Yes, ma’am,” the nightmare said, hurrying off into the crowd.


      “Excuse me,” Gideon said, suddenly far less confident addressing the elegant woman, “may we resume the schedule?”


      “I suppose that’s why we’re here, so let’s get it over with.”


      “You will not derail my objectives,” Zikros threatened, standing over her.


      “Your objectives are stupid.” The woman flipped open a portfolio placed in front of her by a humanoid servant. “And, as such, I’m not letting them proceed. As I mentioned, I outrank you, and when I object to your idiot policies, which I do, they won’t be implemented.”


      Zikros sputtered, but words didn’t manifest out of the sound.


      “You might see the earthly realm as a hunting ground where you can glut your basest desires, but the fact of the matter is that we need them as much as they need us.”


      “Still right here,” I said, trying to learn as much as possible from her double talk.


      She glanced at me out of the corner of her eye but kept talking to Zikros. “Give me trouble, and I’ll remove you from the council. Permanently. Understood?”


      “Okay, look, I’m sure your in-fighting is delightful and entertaining for you, but I’m losing time here,” I said. Sister Betty needed me to find an answer for healing soul ablation from a nightmare’s touch and get back, plus we needed to stop the nightmare incursion from affecting more humans.


      Zikros, Lushiku, and the woman looked at me. Gideon shuffled his feet. The flush I saw across his cheekbones had to be a trick of the lighting.


      “My friend’s dying because she got touched—”


      “You’d have us starve, then?” Zikros demanded.


      The succubus rolled her eyes. “Really, you are so dramatic, Zeke. No one’s starving. There’s plenty to feed our entire realm. It’s the Collectors we need to worry about.”


      Zikros scoffed.


      “Again, still here.” I stood to get attention this time.


      It didn’t work.


      “My realm will not be destroyed to preserve human livestock.” Zikros addressed the gathering. “Any who deny my people access to the human realm for feeding will share their fate.”


      Anger and arguments swelled around us.


      “And you, Miss Kelley,” Zikros whispered, leaning so close, I felt heat radiating off his red skin, “if you interfere, I’ll make sure you’re last to die.”
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      Hot-headed. Reactionary. Impulsive. Reckless.


      These words have all been used to describe me at one point or another. Individually, they don’t paint a flattering picture, but they explain why I often get in trouble. They also explain how I manage to get out of fights alive, especially when shit gets weird.


      And shit got weird in the ballroom.


      Whether I saw or felt the vampires move to capture me is irrelevant, but somehow, I dodged the right way. They overcorrected and tackled Zikros instead. The demon-looking nightmare howled with rage as the two bloodsuckers scrambled off him. He popped up like an evil jack-in-the-box into the face of a hissing succubus who kneed him in the junk.


      Weaponless yet again—though neither by choice nor oversight—I ducked under the table and crawled to the other side.


      “What is the meaning of this nonsense?”


      I jumped and knocked my head on the table before I emerged through the trailing tablecloths. First, I saw Lushiku’s hairy legs, but beyond him stood Helen, swathed in cream-colored silk slightly lighter than her hair. Fists perched on her slender hips, a shimmery pink ribbon trailed from her right, pulled taut by a snarling Fenrir.


      The vampires, Lafayette and George, disappeared.


      Zikros seemed to forget the translucent opal-colored stone knife the succubus held at his throat as he faced the massive, growling wolf-dog. “Lady Helen.”


      “I’m waiting,” she prompted, then looked at his captor. “Violetta?”


      Violetta smiled. Neither her grip on Zikros or her knife faltered. “Lady Helen. I heard you were in town. So glad you were able to join us.”


      Helen crossed her arms, more of Gleipnir sliding through her fingers to give her demi-god brother, Fenrir, a little more leash. She flicked a lazy gesture at Zikros. “What’s this about?”


      “A disagreement, my lady, nothing more.” Violetta pulled Zikros closer. “My colleague threatened an honored guest, and—”


      “I see no guest,” Helen said with such affected boredom, I expected her to yawn.


      Violetta glanced at the table, holding Zikros. “She must have, um, stepped out.”


      “You lost her?” Amusement, this time from Helen.


      A black, leathery hand appeared in front of my face. Lushiku helped me to my feet before drawing attention to me. “Miss Kelley is right here, Lady Violetta.”


      “Great.” She pressed the knife against his throat. “Zeke wanted to apologize for being inappropriate.”


      Zikros sneered in defiance and glared at me. “I don’t apologize to livestock.”


      The iridescent blade drew a trickle of blood that looked black as it ran down his red throat. “You are so rude, Zeke, and I’ve had it with your impertinence.” She wiggled the blade, and he winced. “My apologies, Lady Helen, Miss Kelly. Neither Zeke’s agenda nor his behavior represent our dimension.”


      “If I’d known this was going to be such a savage event, I wouldn’t have worn white.” Helen tugged Gleipnir, and Fenrir took a reluctant step backward.


      “I assure you, my lady,” Violetta struggled to restrain Zikros as he fought her grip, “this isn’t the tone we wish to set. As soon as Zeke calms the fuck down, this will all be over.”


      Fenrir sat at Helen’s feet, his ears flicking, eyes wide and alert.


      Helen glanced down at the massive wolf with the raised fur. “If Fenrir can be controlled, I don’t understand why you cannot control Zikros. Then again,” she turned to me so slowly, it gave me chills, “Miss Kelley’s quite the polarizing figure. Especially when driving her agenda.”


      I managed a smile and half-bow in her direction. “Nice to see you again, too, Helen. You look lovely.”


      She scanned me with indifference and turned to Violetta. “How long before we resume business? I have other, more important, engagements to attend.”


      “But this affects your world, too, Helen.” I stepped forward, restrained by Lushiku’s extended arm in front of me. “He’s trying to exploit our realm.”


      Helen raised an eyebrow and laughed delicately. “Our realm, Miss Kelley?”


      “Well, yes,” I said. “Earth.”


      “That is hardly ‘my’ realm.”


      “But you live there. You have businesses there.”


      “I spend time and conduct business in many dimensions. Earth isn’t particularly special.”


      “But it should be.” Lushiku’s arm allowed me one step forward as she turned away. Fenrir lunged to his feet, teeth exposed, his growl so low, I felt it more than heard it.


      “And why is that?”


      Whether right or wrong, I spit out the only answer that came to mind. “Human souls populate the underworld. Without them, you’d have no kingdom to rule.”


      Her thin eyebrow arched. “You think Earth’s the only realm feeding my kingdom?”


      A stone dropped into my gut from somewhere inside. I had nothing else to offer.


      She tugged Gleipnir and turned away. “I’ve had enough.”


      “What about the nexus?”


      A murmur rippled through the crowd. Helen stopped and turned. “What about it?”


      “The New Orleans nexus is important to you. To all of you.” I addressed the creatures in the ballroom. Even Zikros paid attention.


      If only I had more to say.


      “It’s not the only one,” Helen said, when I didn’t go on. “Good night.”


      “Good night, Lady Helen,” Violetta said, disappointment coloring her voice.


      “Are you so bored with life you’re willing to permit a massacre?” I demanded.


      Helen’s eyes flashed as she glared at me despite her eerie control. “Excuse me?”


      Lushiku’s arm pressed against my abdomen but didn’t yield as I leaned forward. “You’re deliberately ignoring a threat to humanity because it doesn’t interest you. You’re willing to sacrifice an entire planet—”


      She laughed. Helen actually laughed. “Humans are so theatrical and dramatic. When will you and your kind learn, Miss Kelley, that you are not the top of the so-called food chain? That your existence is insignificant? That the pantheon hasn’t considered you once since you made your passion for self-destruction abundantly clear? Why bother delaying the inevitable?”


      “There’s more to humanity than a self-destructive minority. Some people work for the good of others, to protect others, and to save them when they’re in danger.”


      “And you see yourself as one of these people?” she asked.


      “Sure.” I made eye contact with Zikros. “I fight things that snack on humans.”


      “Then why are you ignoring the threat of the Collectors?”


      I’d heard the name before, several times, yet knew nothing about them. “What do you mean?”


      “That self-sacrificing, ‘save the world’ drive only extends to personal causes, then?” She cocked her head, a waterfall of hair cascading over the left side of her face. “Only for saving the woman you love?”


      “That’s not what I—”


      “You didn’t have to, my dear,” she said. “If you’re content to ignore the bigger threat to pursue the one affecting you personally, that’s your choice. But don’t plead for philanthropic assistance.”


      Of course, that’s when it happened.


      Helen turned her back, Fenrir leading her away. Lushiku turned to address Gideon. Violetta looked at me and opened her mouth to speak.


      Zikros seized his opportunity.


      In her moment of distraction, Violetta’s hold slackened enough to relieve the pressure of the blade on Zikros’s throat. He folded in half, jammed his fist in Violetta’s stomach, then slammed his head into her face.


      The knife clattered to the floor.


      Violetta collapsed, her air gone. Zikros and I dove for the iridescent stone knife, the beads and sequins of my dress catching as I scrambled across the carpet. I cursed and pushed harder, my fingers folding around the bone handle an instant before his. Zikros screamed for Lafayette and George, though neither appeared. I rolled as he lunged, dress sticking like Velcro to the carpet as I ducked under the table again.


      My arms wrapped around the table’s center support a heartbeat before his fingers caught the hem of the dress and yanked. Threads popped, and the straps dug into my shoulders, threatening to break. Unable to pull me out completely, he crawled toward me, only to have his attack interrupted by an angry silverback gorilla pummeling his back.


      I scrambled from under the table, kicking off my shoes and retreating a few steps to watch the beating, knife in hand.


      Violetta knelt on all fours, her top hat askew as she retched and fought to reclaim her air.


      Helen watched with feigned boredom, her slightly narrowed eyes betraying her interest.


      Lushiku pounded on Zikros with animal fury, and I wondered if Zikros would survive.


      “STOP!” Gideon screamed.


      Everything fell silent.


      The skeleton twisted his fingers nervously, but he stood with more poise than I would have expected amidst such chaos. “This is highly irregular.” His voice jangled with nerves. “Guests of the Compact should not behave in such a manner.”


      Zikros roared and thrashed, and Lushiku pinned him to the ground, though it required his entire body weight and all his focus.


      I crouched at Zikros’s side, careful to avoid his touch. The blade flashed as I lowered it to his throat. “You know livestock stampede and kill ranchers, right, Zeke?”


      He spat, though most of it splashed right back in his face. “I will hunt you down, then your family, your friends, and feed them to my people while you watch. When you have watched me exterminate the entire human race, then, I will savor your death slowly. You—”


      The knife literally cut off his words.


      His mouth moved, finishing the sentence before surprise washed over him and the blood ran out of him.


      “You killed him.” Violetta bent over me, sounding pained as she held her stomach.


      “I’m a hunter. He threatened my family. My world. And me.” I handed her back her knife and stood. “No matter what you did, he wouldn’t have changed. It was in his eyes.”


      She nodded and took the blade. “I’d have done the same.”


      I looked at her. “How do I save the people who are dying from this?”


      “I’ll dispatch healers to those who have been touched.”


      A rock lifted off my heart. “They’ll survive? Return to normal, soul restored and all?”


      She smiled the way adults smile at worried children. “Yes, they’ll be fully restored. It’s typically an accidental affliction, and when reported, reversed as quickly as possible.”


      I thanked her and provided the information they’d need to reach Riley, Sister Betty, and scribbled a quick note of introduction and instruction. “There’s at least one more we haven’t found yet.”


      “Once you find them, we’ll heal them as well.” She beckoned a humanoid runner, gave instructions in a language I couldn’t identify along with the note.


      “Now what?” I asked.


      Violetta shrugged and gestured to Gideon. “We recess for body removal and a quick cleaning, then get back to work.


      “Another day at the office?”


      “Something like that,” she said with a smile.
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        * * *


      


      “Do you, Hunter, consent to represent the humans in this Compact unless death prevents you from doing so?”


      Staring into Gideon’s dark eye sockets reminded me of Madame Sabine’s tarot card. I suppressed a shiver and turned to Lushiku. “Isn’t there a better representative for the human world than me?”


      Low conversation rippled through the room. Creatures turned to at each other. Some with waving eyestalks looked at many creatures at once. Tentacles, teeth, fur, wings, and scales stood out against elegant evening wear, yet everywhere I looked, I saw disapproval, doubt, and fear.


      Lushiku’s eyes flashed amber, and he bowed to Gideon. “If I may speak to the Compact.”


      With a graceful nod and a sweep of his tuxedoed arm, the skeleton master of ceremonies yielded the floor.


      “Gathered members of the Compact,” Lushiku’s deep voice boomed through the speakers, “I represent the Hidden Earth clans of the Indo-African region.” I repeated the name to myself to try to remember. “The Hunter is here not by designation of the humans, nor by members of the Compact.” Another scattering of whispers. “To their ways, and many of ours, this isn’t considered fair representation, but the events that brought her to us make her the representation humans need.”


      A few claps from the back. Though I strained to see into the shadows, I couldn’t make out where they came from.


      “This Hunter pursued a threat to her people through a foreign city, defended the vulnerable, and seeks to save those affected by unsanctioned feedings by nightmares.”


      “She’ll kill us if she stays,” cried a voice from somewhere in the middle of the room.


      Noises and murmurs of assent followed.


      “She killed Zikros. What else will she do, if given a chance?” Another voice from the back corner of the room.


      Lushiku waited for the whispers to stop. “Zikros threatened her tribe, her world, and her person. How would you react?” Applause peppered the low hum of conversation. “The human realm is vulnerable to almost every other realm, and where the barrier becomes too thin to ignore, the humans need hunters to protect them against rogue elements.”


      “Why should we?” asked an angry growl of a voice.


      “Like any ecosystem, when one realm fails, we all fail.” Violetta managed to sound indifferent, even bored, though her words spawned cries of alarm. One creature sobbed dramatically.


      Lushiku waited, but only for a moment before raising his voice to reclaim his audience’s attention. “Additionally, the former representative of the nightmare council betrayed the agreements established by this very Compact and overpowered his superior who tried to control him, thus subjecting the realm to censure under the rules of failed, attempted coup until such time as stability can be re-established and proven.”


      Violetta sat up straight, rigid in her chair as she stared up at Lushiku, her lips tightening into a knot. A flush of color darkened her pale chest, neck, and flamed at the tips of her ears. As I watched the muscles in her jaw twitch, I had no doubt she’d have words with Lushiku after this speech.


      “This hunter protected us, though some of us depend on her realm for sustenance.”


      Lounging against back into her chair, Violetta studied her manicure as the murmuring continued. The tight clench of her jaw hinted at the lie in her posture.


      “Imagine she wasn’t here,” Lushiku continued, “and we were vulnerable to their feeding. Would you still deny the need for a protector?”


      A gasp. Horrified whispers. Reluctant assent.


      Violetta cast a dour glance at Lushiku, eyebrows raised, arms crossed over her chest, the corner of her mouth twisted in a sour pucker.


      Definitely would be words. Maybe projectiles.


      Lushiku noticed and changed tactics. “What if vampires threatened us the way the nightmares threatened humans?”


      A wave of motion parted the crowd, revealing the vampire’s table at its center. Another beautiful woman looked up askance, Lafayette and George standing behind her. George made a nearly imperceptible shift toward a jewel-encrusted ceremonial blade on his hip, which I hadn’t seen earlier. If I hadn’t been concerned another fight might break out, I’d have laughed at the absurdity of a vampire carrying a weapon.


      “But,” Lushiku quickly added with a slight bow for the vampires and another for Violetta, “they abide by the laws and agreements that preserve the balance between worlds.”


      George relaxed, and the preternatural stillness seeped out of the woman in front of him. Violetta nodded, her eyes closing briefly in acknowledgement. My relief turned to revulsion when I caught Lafayette’s rakish grin, the tip of his tongue sliding across his lips.


      A green-skinned creature with a massive, slicked blue-black pompadour stood, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the mile-high hair hid horns. “You’re asking us to permit a hunter to stalk us while we struggle to survive and punish us for sating our needs.”


      “No,” Lushiku said. “I’m asking for a new accord, for new negotiations to govern the Compact and the business that crosses worlds.”


      Hesitant applause grew louder as creatures voiced their approval.


      “As appointee to the council representing the humans of the Earth realm, Caitlin Kelley, Hunter, has the support of the Hidden Earth clans of the Indo-African region.”


      I tried to memorize what he said to tell Marty and Sister Betty later, but my brain hiccupped trying to digest the meaning. “Wait, I’m supposed to speak for all humans?”


      Even in the primate’s face, I read irritation. “Are you not a protector of humans? Do you not already speak for them in matters concerning higher beings?”


      Higher beings.


      I held my tongue.


      Another day, another miracle.


      To be the sole voice for the humans in this Compact “until death prevented” me from doing so? Anyone from DEMON or even the Church would be better prepared to take on this role. It required a certain diplomatic flair, of which I had a demonstrable lack. I hadn’t been in this room more than an hour before I killed someone. An important someone. Well, formerly important. Still, what kind of credibility could I have after that? “There are more—”


      “She speaks for the humans.”


      Helen’s crisp, aristocratic pronunciation rang through the ballroom.


      The crowd didn’t exactly part, but people turned in their seats toward her shadow-swaddled table. Guillaume stood behind her, offering his hand as she rose. Her hair swept across half her face. “She transacts on their behalf and has the vote of the pantheon.”


      Maybe things got interesting for her after all. I wished for my headset, for Marty’s nimble, detail-capturing fingers. I dug my fingernails into my palm, forcing my sleep-deprived brain to remember the conversation.


      Lushiku nodded, his black and gray fur gleaming.


      “And the vote of the queen,” the female vampire said from her spot in front of the vampire thugs. The queen? Queen of the vampires? Catherine? Sister Betty mentioned her in a briefing, but I only knew her reputation. Queen Catherine couldn’t know me. How could she vote for me? Part of me wondered what these leaders knew.


      “With three votes of support, the referendum is presented to the floor.” Gideon returned to the podium.


      Within moments, I heard my name across the room. Dozens of…appendages rose until the room filled with a sea of human hands, paws and claws, a few tentacles, and even a flipper or two, if the light wasn’t playing tricks on me. When the master of ceremonies called for dissent, the only hesitant hand in the air belonged to Gyleeto, the frat-boy man/nightmare I’d been chasing since I landed in New Orleans.


      Gideon turned toward me, and I looked into the black void where his eyes should be. “Congratulations, Caitlin Kelley, Hunter, and Human Representative of the Compact.” With a sweeping gesture, he indicated the table in front of the podium where a humanoid servant placed a leather portfolio. “Please join us, and we’ll continue.”


      I sat, thanking the tuxedoed shade who pulled out my chair and helped me slide it in.


      “Congratulations.” Lushiku leaned over to whisper in my ear.


      “Thanks, I think.” Before he stepped away, I touched his arm. “I have a question.”


      He nodded with a quiet grunt.


      I beckoned him closer, leaning in to whisper. “What did you do with my panties?”


      His chortling animal laughter drew the room’s attention. He shook his head and returned to his table with long, swinging strides that alternated between feet and fists.


      Definitely pervy.


      I opened the leather portfolio in front of me as Gideon called the Compact to order. Cooper was gonna be so pissed when he found out.
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      Sleep transformed our entire team as much as Deacon Paul and Father Callahan transformed the old office in St. Louis Cathedral. Only the old green carpet and the tiny door to the arsenal of weapons remained from its previous inhabitant. In place of Father Robicheau’s imposing wooden monstrosity of a desk stood a smaller, modern, modular workspace with cabinets, shelves, and plenty of space for multiple chairs. Behind the desk, a new bookcase, already filled with Father Callahan’s most important reference books. Comfortable chairs, couches and small tables made it welcoming.


      Father Callahan put his book on the desk and stood as we entered. “Glad to see the two of you well rested.”


      “A little sleep works wonders.” I handed him the bag of beignets we’d bought on the way. Sister Betty put the paper tray of coffee cups on the table. “A few more nights like that, and I might feel partially human.”


      Father Callahan hugged Sister Betty, asked about her stitches, and offered her a chair.


      She dismissed his comments with a half-smile and removed the five cups from the tray.


      Watching them, emotion clotted in my throat. I’d come close to losing Sister Betty twice in less than a week. Marty’d been hurt. Father Callahan only narrowly missed being bitten by a hydra. The longer they stayed close to me, the more they got hurt, the closer they got to dead. And yet, they endured it. They volunteered to stay. Not even my parents did that.


      “I’m glad you both decided to stay.” I tried not to sound as awkward as I felt.


      “Where else would we be, Caitlin?” Father Callahan took his seat, leaning as far back as his ergonomic chair would allow. “Regional monster hunter’s a complicated, difficult job, and you’ll need help keeping such a massive territory in line.”


      I nodded and claimed a coffee cup before I slid into a chair. Cooper leveraged my new role with the Compact to convince me to accept the regional monster hunter position covering the south from the Tallahassee to San Antonio and everything in between. A massive territory indeed. Riding a motorcycle like Sister Evangeline didn’t seem so eccentric when you saw the lines on the map.


      “Someone has to keep an eye on you, wild child.” Something in Sister Betty’s teasing tone belied the seriousness of the sentiment, or maybe something in her steel-blue eyes. Either way, she meant it. She intended to keep me safe, even if only from my own bad decisions. It wasn’t the reason I wanted her to stay, but I’d take it.


      “Really, we owe it to Father Robicheau for so conveniently vacating his position for me,” Father Callahan said with humorless smirk.


      Sister Betty hung her head. She had to be thinking about Sister Evangeline, the hunter Father Callahan murdered for his twisted beliefs. “At least some good will come of his crimes,” she said, softly.


      Father Callahan cleared his throat. “Marty stepped out with Cooper, but they’ll be right back.” He picked up the grease-spotted paper bag, rolling the edges back, and sniffed inside. “I thank God for beignets.”


      “Until you eat them with that on.” I gestured at his black frock shirt.


      “Rumor has it you’d know.” He winked at me.


      “That might or might not be true,” I admitted with a laugh.


      They smiled at me, and I felt an inkling of confidence return. With them here while I took on Sister Evangeline’s old territory, maybe I wouldn’t screw this up. Maybe I had a shot at keeping the list in my head short, never adding another innocent victim’s name to it.


      When I shook off the thought, they were both staring at me. Sister Betty looked expectant and concerned, but Father Callahan beamed with pride.


      They looked at me the way I wanted my parents to look at me. Like they had before Shannon’s death ripped a hole in my family.


      I picked at the paper coffee cup, trying to swallow the sudden lump in my throat. “Seriously, thank you for staying.”


      Cooper and Marty’s conversation about the relative merits of Marvel over DC preceded their entrance, and not even juggling plastic bags and Styrofoam containers interrupted it.


      “Yeah, but Marvel has Black Widow and Scarlet Witch, and you can’t say they aren’t badass. Ask Cee.” Marty deposited his load of breakfast containers on the table. “She ‘ships them and, if you think about it, they’re a more dynamic duo than DC has dreamed up.” He shot me a look. “They’re the perfect match.”


      A hot blush raced to the tips of my ears so fast, I thought I might pass out.


      “There’s so much wrong with that, I don’t even know where to start.” Cooper placed his stack of Styrofoam containers on the table. “Breakfast is served.”


      Marty sat beside me. I elbowed him hard as I reached for plastic utensils. “How about you let me fly my nerd flag, instead of flying it for me.”


      He rubbed his side. “Sure, beat up a friend trying to help.”


      “Uh huh.” I pulled the lid off my coffee and set it aside.


      “Hello?”


      We all turned, but I knew the voice. An earthquake of nerves started in my heart and radiated through the rest of me.


      “Officer Boudreaux,” Father Callahan said in his most genial, pleasant voice, “how can we help you this morning?”


      Boudreaux filled the doorway, smiling at each of us in turn. The expression widened when he locked eyes with me. “Deacon Paul said you’d be in here. I hope I’m not interrupting.” He lifted a brown paper bag. “I brought beignets. The good ones.”


      “Please, join us,” Father Callahan said. I reached back and dragged the nearest chair to where we clustered around the table. “We just sat down for breakfast.”


      Boudreaux smiled and strode across the room, handing Marty the grease-spotted bag before sitting beside me. Under the shuffle of the others passing plastic utensils, food containers, and coffee, he leaned close and whispered, “How about that date?”


      “Are you asking me out, Officer Boudreaux?” I bit the inside of my cheek to control the grin and avoided looking at him.


      “What if I am?”


      “Then, officer, I’d be afraid you’d arrest me if I said no.” I popped the plastic fork out of its sealed package, glancing at him out of the corner of my eye.


      “Then how about I ask you as Rene Boudreaux?” He grinned, a devilish glint in his eye.


      Curse him for such pretty eyes and nerve-wrangling smile.


      I hurried to answer before the quiet settled around us. “Then I’d say yes.”


      “Good.” He peeled foil off some kind of breakfast burrito. “That’s the way I like to start my mornings.”


      “How’s that?” Sister Betty asked, leaning around Marty.


      “With coffee,” I said before he could answer.


      He sipped from his cup, almost spilling it as he tried to nod.


      Sister Betty frowned, skeptical as Marty, Father Callahan, and Cooper shared confused glances.


      “So,” I pulled a notebook across the table, starting the meeting, “what do we know about the Collectors?”
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