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Chapter One

 


An eternity in torment.

That was what Tristesse experienced as the
hounds dragged her through the veil back to their master. Searing
flames that fried and split her skin, boiled her brain, rendered
her down to nothing but shards of bone. And then she would heal,
her body stubbornly rebuilding itself from the ashes, a phoenix
cursed to rise … and burn again, again, and again. The only refuge
was madness, and she embraced it eagerly in the scant seconds of
awareness she had. She plunged into insanity over and over, each
fall shorter and shorter, and every time she resurrected herself,
she had the clear and dreadful realization that eventually she’d
stop falling at all. She’d be broken, permanently.

Of course, she didn’t have the sanity to
care.

She didn't realize that it was over, not at
first. The pain was so absolute she had no way to register anything
else. She was only half-made when the hounds dragged her before the
Fourth Prince of Gehenna, a skeleton lacking skin, a stringless
puppet. Muscle was slowly knitting itself together over her ashy
bones. Her heart didn't beat, it stuttered and shuddered,
desperately pumping for blood that wasn't there yet. It was
amazing, incomprehensible, how much pain one could feel when they
lacked nerves. Her very bone marrow hurt. Awareness was a bitter
gift. If she'd been capable of thought, she would have wished to be
dead.

But she couldn't die. And so slowly her body
remade itself once more, and slowly she realized she was no longer
burning, no longer in the jaws of the hounds. She was still blind
when they dropped her at their master's feet, but she had skin, raw
and tender, and she could feel the blissfully cool marble she lay
on. She stroked it, sending icy knives of pain through her reborn
nerves. It was nothing compared to the agony of the journey through
worlds. It was almost beautiful in comparison.

Tristesse laughed. Or tried to. A croaking
caw was all she could manage, like a dying raven. She touched her
head gingerly, found herself bald as a newborn, her skull
dangerously fragile. The effort of raising her hand tore the
newly-grown skin along her forearm and she let it drop with a sigh,
feeling a hot gush of blood pour forth. She wanted to scream. But
screams were still too much.

Her hearing returned. The hounds' hot, heavy
breathing muffled almost everything, but she thought she heard soft
footsteps as someone paced around her. Waiting for her to heal
enough to start hurting her again.

There was a flash of dazzling stars in the
darkness of her own head, and she knew her eyes had returned. She
didn't dare open them. She knew what she'd see, and she had no
desire to see him.

But Sonneillon would not be ignored. She
heard the hounds move away, heard a silken whisper as he knelt
before her. She felt his too-long fingers slip under her chin, his
too-long nails grip her face. He pulled her to her knees.

"Welcome home, Duchess."

Tristesse opened her eyes with a gasp. For a
second, the flood of light blinded her again, and she could only
blink. Her eyes adjusted quickly, although it left her with a
shrieking headache. Soon enough she was able to see him. It was
enough to make her weep.

He was beautiful from a distance, with his
luminous golden hair and liquid black eyes. A face that Medieval
monks would have worshiped. But this close, Tristesse saw the
subtle, unnerving signs of his inhumanity. Those fathomless eyes
were pupiless and his skin was chitinous, with a dull shine that
made her think of snake skin and molting insects. And the hands...
His fingers were too long by far, capped by elegant, dangerous
nails as hard as diamonds. They were cutting into her skin as he
held her, a sensation she barely registered after the torture of
the journey here.

He stared at her expectantly. His black eyes
betrayed no emotion, but his pale lips were curved in a smile. She
knew that smile well, because he always wore it. Whether he was
bestowing favors on his favorites or disemboweling those who
disappointed him, he kept that same sweet, bland smile.

In another time, on another day, she would
have had a dainty, cutting reply for his greeting. But she was
still wracked with the pains of constant death and rebirth, and her
throat felt clogged with grease and smoke. She could only laugh
again, bitter and harsh, and once she started, she couldn't
stop.

He frowned, squeezing her jaw lightly.
"Laughter? Do you think you're in a position to mock, Duchess?"

She spat at him, a great gob of black bile.
As close as they were, it hit him straight in his perfect face, and
he released her immediately, rising smoothly. She fell back to the
floor, too weak to hold herself up.

Face contorted in disgust, he pulled a
handkerchief from his voluminous robes and wiped away the bile. He
dropped the ruined scrap of cloth and reached down to grab a
handful of her newly-sprouted hair, jerking her roughly to her
feet.

She screamed now, her entire body spasming
with the motion, muscles contracting, heart in overdrive. He was
far taller than her and he shook her like a ragdoll, until she tore
free, leaving him with a few strands of crimson hair. She collapsed
again, sobbing at his feet like a supplicant.

Sonneillon bent down to speak to her again.
"I understand, Duchess. I do. You escaped so neatly. It must be
frustrating to be thwarted and brought to heel so fast. But I had
no choice but to bring you home. Politics. Appearances." He waved
one hand dismissively, nails clacking. "I can't abide being made to
look foolish."

Tristesse pressed her palms to the marble,
staring at her pale hands and cracked nails. Against the blood-red
and gold flooring, her hands looked artistic, in an obscene sort of
way. She tested her strength and found she could push herself to
her knees with some effort.

"I've done you the courtesy of giving you a
private audience," Sonneillon continued, pacing around her. One of
the hounds padded after him, trailing sparks of fire in its wake.
"To allow you to explain yourself before you face your father and
the court. I'm sure you can give me a satisfying story. You always
did have a silver tongue."

She opened her mouth to answer and, to her
horror, heard herself laughing again. Words swirled around her
head, words of defiance and rage, but all that came out was sick,
broken laughter. Her ribs ached with it, her throat burned with it,
and she would have given anything to stop it, but it spilled from
her in an endless, mad torrent.

And it infuriated Sonneillon. He kicked out,
his pointed boot slamming straight into her jaw. She heard the
crack before she felt the pain, and then she couldn't laugh because
she was flat on her back with a broken jaw and all the air knocked
from her.

He bent over her again, eyes narrowed to
slits. "If you can't find a sensible use for your tongue, I
question how much you need it." He grabbed her by the throat. Her
mouth hung open, tongue lolling uselessly, and he snatched it with
two pincer-like fingernails, piercing it with a swift jab.

Tristesse's vision blurred. She gagged and
swiped at him, but there was no power in her limbs yet and she
simply slapped at his heavy robes, doing nothing but irritating him
further. He flung her away from him, sending her skidding down the
hall. She left smears of blood and ash behind, and the hounds
followed eagerly, lapping it up with fiery tongues.

"Very well," Sonneillon said lightly. "The
journey was hard on you. Perhaps I'm expecting too much too soon."
He turned in a flare of snow-white robes, snapping his fingers high
above his head so the light glowed off his opal ring. "You need
time to recover your senses. And then we can hear your story."

Tristesse felt a pulse of energy run through
the huge, empty hall. She glanced at the gold and red walls, at the
thick stone pillars soaring up to the vaulted ceiling, and watched
shapes peel free of the stone.

Stunted, stumpy little things they were.
Golems, barely as high as her waist but massively strong and
mindlessly obedient. Four of them marched toward her, their ugly
faces set with determination. Where they would take her, she could
only guess, for Sonneillon's palace was vast, but most of his
guests ended up in the dungeon, not the guest suite.

As the golems picked her up, one limb each,
she found herself laughing again. It was hard, so hard, with a
broken jaw and ruined tongue, but once again she couldn't stop it.
She was choking on blood and vomit as the golems carried her from
the hall, and still she couldn't stop. Delirious, ugly laughter
that spiraled up, echoing around the hall and bouncing back at her
until it seemed like the very room was laughing back at her.

Broken, she thought. She was broken. And
Sonneillon would break her a thousand times more.

****

Tristesse dreamed of Lola. Lovely, magical
Lola, so mortal and full of potential, and so far away. In her more
lucid moments, she wondered if Lola would try to reach her. It
wasn't impossible, not for a witch of Lola's talents and malleable
morals. In her really lucid moments, she hated herself for wishing
Lola would try, because to try would surely be the death of her.
Mortals weren't meant for Gehenna. Demons weren't meant for
mortals.

But she didn't have many lucid moments.
Sonneillon's hospitality was unkind and his moods were dark. She
was thrown in a bare cell, left without light or water. One of the
hounds guarded the door, huffing smoke and sparks through the bars
and reminding her sharply of the torture she'd already endured.
Even after her body was fully healed, her jaw mended, her tongue
whole, she was still wracked with pain. And the future promised
nothing but suffering. Sanity did not appeal, so Tristesse didn't
allow herself to be sane. She wallowed in the madness of her
journey here, in the misery of her imprisonment.

It was a strange sanctuary, but the only one
she had. In those really lucid moments, she knew Sonneillon
wouldn't leave her in the cell for long. She had humiliated and
defied him. She was too highly placed in the demon hierarchy for
him to impale her at the Dead Lake or behead her, but there were
plenty of other punishments he could inflict that nobody, not even
her own family, would blink at. Tristesse had lived a long time and
seen every depravity and cruelty an immortal could imagine. She'd
take insanity over Sonneillon's reality.

She rocked and laughed. She pulled out her
hair and tore at her skin. She crawled on the filthy floor, howling
at the hound, and in the eye of the mad hurricane, she dreamed of
Lola and blood. Rivers of it, skies full of it, graveyards awash
with it. The ice-rimed lands around the Dead Lake stained red, the
Lake itself churning with blood. And Lola walked through it,
dangerous and proud, crackling with power.

Tristesse had never contemplated being saved
before, not in all her long life. She had saved herself, many times
over. But in the depths of Sonneillon's dungeons, with a hound
patrolling at her door, she dreamed of rescue.

She dreamed of Lola.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Two weeks, three days, eight hours.

That's how long it had been since Tristesse
was taken. Lola had counted. She was still counting.

The first two days had been a blur. She'd
been concussed after her fight with Yvette in Crown Hill Cemetery.
Her symptoms hadn't been bad enough to warrant a hospital trip, but
she'd been drowsy and depressed, and Dawn had kept her all but
locked in her cottage, feeding her pain meds and holding a bag of
frozen peas to her head. Lola hadn't had the energy to argue at
first, but by the third day she'd recovered enough to start
panicking about Tristesse again.

When she slept, she dreamed about the
hounds—great flaming monsters—savagely attacking Tristesse. When
she was awake, she plotted feverishly to escape her unwanted house
guest and go find Isaiah's body. With the demon's immortal,
beheaded body at her disposal, she could bleed him endlessly and
generate the power needed to open a gate to Gehenna. She was still
pretty hazy on what she'd do after that, but it seemed like a good
starting point.

The problem was Dawn. At first, she'd
claimed she was staying for Lola's safety, to make sure the
concussion wasn't severe. And once it was clear Lola would be fine,
she claimed she was staying in case Yvette struck at them. When no
attack came and Dawn still hadn't left, Lola realized she wasn't
going to. Maybe she was too traumatized to go home, after being
attacked by a vampire there. Maybe she just didn't know what to do
with herself when she wasn't at work. Either way, Lola had found
herself with a lodger.

Except she didn't so much lodge in the
cottage as haunt it. During the day she drifted around, settling
nowhere, doing nothing. Sunglasses on, a giant mug of coffee
constantly clasped in her hands. At night, she sat on the sofa and
watched TV with a thoughtless focus. News channels mostly, but
occasionally Lola came down in the morning to find her staring at
static, sipping coffee and picking listlessly at cold popcorn.

Dawn was broken. Her presence made Lola
desperate and claustrophobic, but her situation was heart-wrenching
and Lola felt powerless to say anything about it, to make her leave
so Lola could start on her demented rescue plan. Dawn had nobody.
Nobody to help her through her trauma, nobody who could even
explain it to her. Her future was dark and unclear, and Lola
couldn't help, except by pretending Dawn was still there for her
benefit.

But it had been two weeks, three days, and eight
hours since the hounds took Tristesse and with Dawn clinging to her
like a caffeinated limpet, Lola felt like she was breaking too. She
needed to try. Even if she failed, even if it was impossible, she
had to try. Had to try everything, starting with the one thing she was sure Tristesse had
wanted her to try. Bleed Isaiah. Open the gate.

All she needed to do was get away from Dawn
for a few hours. The problem was, she wasn’t sure it was safe to
leave Dawn alone. Besides her insomnia and withdrawal, there were
darker signs that something was very wrong, signs Lola thought
other people might not pick up on. A blood magic practitioner, Lola
was keenly attuned to the powerful vibrations of fresh
blood-letting. Even though Dawn managed to hide the physical signs
of self-harm, Lola still felt the jolts traveling through the
cottage whenever Dawn cut herself.

And she didn’t know what to do or how to
approach it. Every day she steeled herself to ask Dawn if she
needed help or wanted to talk to a professional. Every day she lost
her nerve in the face of Dawn’s silence and her own anxiety over
Tristesse.

So she’d stalled and stalled, and now it was
closing in on three weeks, and she’d done nothing for either of
them.

On the morning of the fourth day of the
third week, Lola sat cross-legged on her bed and watched the sun
burn away the November fog outside. Her bed sheets were still
redolent of strawberry bubble gum and the musk of sex. She couldn’t
bring herself to change them and lose the last piece of her demon
duchess. Spread out on the sheets in front of her were several
bundles of herbs and rolls of ribbon. She’d cut seven lengths of
ribbon in brown, blue, and pink. Seven was a number linked to
protection, as were the colors blue and brown. The pink was for
love and friendship because … well, Lola was feeling just a tiny
bit guilty about the spell she planned to cast on Dawn tonight.

The herbs were a mixture of valerian,
lavender, and passion flower, all dried out and ready to be worked
with. Herb and ribbon magic weren’t her greatest strengths, but
this was the kind of amateur spell even a magical null should be
able to pull off. She hoped.

The plan was simple. Imani and Jonah were
coming over this evening at Lola’s request. She’d told them she had
a client meeting and wanted them to keep Dawn company. Before she
left to hunt for Isaiah’s body, she’d slip the bespelled sachet of
ribbon and herbs into Dawn’s bed and, if it worked, Dawn would
sleep properly for the first time in weeks. If it didn’t, Jonah and
Imani would still be here to keep an eye on her. Simple.
Hopefully.

The rest of her plan, to find Isaiah’s body
and open a gate to Gehenna … well, she was still fairly nebulous on
how that would work. But every day that she did nothing ate her
alive. Her heart was breaking apart in tiny, splintered pieces and
the only cure was demon blood. Enough of it to punch the walls of
the world apart.

She stuffed a little velvet sachet full of
herbs and added a few drops of lavender essential oil for good
measure. After some internal wrestling, she decided against adding
any blood. By nightfall, any magical potency from it would have
worn off. And, truth be told, Lola wasn’t sure it would help
anyway. Dawn and blood … blood and Dawn … it just felt like a bad
idea.

She knotted the ribbons together and tied the bag
closed. Then she sat back against her mound of pillows and picked
up the book on her bedside table. Symbols, Sigils, Signs, and
Seals. She’d memorized
the gate sigil now, every sharp and wicked line. This was the spell
that had started this whole journey, she thought as she traced the
lines for the thousandth time. With Yvette, dying and desperate,
murdering two people to gather enough blood for it. One of those
people had been Lola’s friend and client. That had been enough to
bring Dawn and her partner knocking on Lola’s door, looking to tie
her to the killings.

And now Lola was planning to perform the
spell herself. Not to summon a demon, but to follow one. Was it
love or madness? She wasn’t sure. Either way it was dangerous.

 


****

By dusk, Lola’s nerves were strung painfully
tight. In truth, she did have client work to deal with that kept
her locked in her office most of the day, and she was glad of the
distraction. With only Aergia, the tarantula Tristesse had gifted
her, for company, she worked on minor charms that required no real
thought, simply keeping her hands busy while her mind raced.

The enormity of what she planned was
starting to sink in. Crown Hill was huge and she had no idea where
Isaiah’s body might be. There were spells she could—and would—cast
to help her look, but she had no guarantees the body would even
still be there. She didn’t know if Tristesse had buried it or just
hidden it. If she didn’t find it tonight, she’d have to go back
over and over until she did, widen her search, intensify her
spells… And all the while more and more time would tick away.

It would get harder to hide what she was
doing from her friends, especially if Dawn stayed with her. She had
vague memories of telling Dawn that she needed to find Isaiah’s
body, just after Yvette had escaped them and Lola was reeling with
her concussion, but Dawn had never mentioned it since. Either she
didn’t remember or Lola had been too incoherent for Dawn to take
seriously. Either way, Dawn hadn’t talked about Tristesse with
her.

The truth was, none of her friends had. They
treated Lola like a wounded animal, ready to snap if offered help.
They didn’t mention Tristesse’s name or ask Lola how she was
dealing with her loss. And Lola didn’t try to talk about it because
if any of them knew what she was planning, they’d try to stop her.
So they all just acted as if that chapter was closed. Tristesse was
gone and that was that. Nothing further to discuss. It kept Lola
vacillating between burning anger and utter relief. But the longer
it took to find Isaiah, the more likely it was that Dawn, or Imani
or Rowan, would figure out she was up to something.

She shook herself from her reverie and
checked the clock. It was four-thirty and the sky outside was inky
black, shot through with pinpricks of fiery orange from the street
lights. Imani and Jonah would be here around six.

Lola put aside the confidence charm she was
working on and rooted through her desk drawer until she found an
empty amber vial. She picked up her athame and her cell phone, took
a couple of deep breaths that did nothing to calm her, and headed
up to the attic.

While she was still concussed, she’d thought
about using Isaiah’s head for the gate ritual. Once she was
thinking straight again, she realized she needed access to an
artery, something she could sever and bleed repeatedly. Yvette had
killed and drained two people to open her gate, after all. There
was no way Lola could get enough blood from just the demon’s
severed head. Not to mention the crawling horror she felt at the
thought. The ritual would be nightmarish enough without Isaiah
screaming curses at her the whole time.

She hesitated, halfway up the stairs,
momentarily sickened. Could she do it? She glanced at her wrists,
marred with countless scars from blood magic spells. It cost her
nothing, mentally, to cut herself for magic. And sometimes when she
worked with clients, they would have to give blood, and that was
fine. As long as everyone consented and signed the paperwork, it
was fine. But for this kind of magic, this kind of ritual, there
was no consent, no waiver, no give and take. Just take. It was
going to be gruesome and it was going to leave invisible scars, do
unseen damage to her psyche. She had no problems with gray magic,
but this was edging ever close to black.

And that, of course, was why she couldn’t
let her friends know.

It doesn’t matter, she told herself, gritting her
teeth. It
doesn’t matter. She
wouldn’t give Tristesse up without a fight, and it wasn’t like she
was going to kill Isaiah. He was immortal. It didn’t matter. It
would be fine.

She stopped off in her bedroom to grab her
headphones, then clambered up the creaking ladder to the attic. A
moth the size of her palm fluttered past her when she switched on
the light. Moths symbolized faith and intuition for some. She
decided to take it as a sign she was doing the right thing.

The heavy wooden chest looked innocent
enough by itself. In someone else’s attic, it might contain an old
wedding dress, yellowed with age and smelling of lavender. It might
be stuffed with children’s toys and drawings. Only in Lola’s attic,
she was sure, would it contain a demon’s head. The ring of demonic
sigils and the powerful rush of blood magic, combined with the cool
tingle of air magic, belied anything innocent about the chest and
its contents.

She put her earphones in and pumped up some
loud, angry music on her phone before breaking the circle. It
didn’t completely block out Isaiah’s screams, but it was still
better than nothing. With drums and guitars clanging in her ears,
she stepped forward and broke the circle, feeling a quick stab of
magical backlash as she did. The burn scar on her back, in the
shape of the rune algiz, throbbed painfully. Athame clutched
tightly, she opened the chest.

Isaiah stared up at her, hatred in his
bloodshot eyes. His mouth moved, but the music shut out the worst
of his insults and curses, and Lola could almost pretend it was a
fake, a Halloween decoration gone haywire, and not the actual
immortal head of a demon. Almost. Her stomach still churned at the
sight of him, at the bloodstains on the wood and around the stump
of his neck. At the malice in his eyes and the cruelty twisting his
mouth. She pictured Tristesse, with her fire engine-red hair and
cat-with-the-cream smile, and she drew the blade of the athame
across Isaiah’s forehead. Immediately, his mouth fell shut and she
saw fear in his eyes.

She’d threatened before to cut his eyes out
or sew his mouth shut. Apparently, he’d believed her. Lola felt a
vicious twist of satisfaction at that, but she quelled it, focusing
on what she came for. Shallow cuts to the face bled heavily, and
her small slice to his forehead would quickly fill her amber vial.
She wanted to do it and get out of here before he started speaking
again.

Still, even the scant minutes it took her to fill
the vial were too long. He stared at her mutely, face contorted
with pain, worry, and absolute hatred. Even if she looked away, she
could feel the weight of his gaze. The pounding music couldn’t stop
that. Her hands were shaking by the time she was done. She capped
the bottle and stood, ready to slam the lid shut when Isaiah cried
out. She didn’t need to hear him to understand. Wait!

She pulled out her earphones warily, sure
she was going to regret it.

“What are you doing with that?” he asked,
sounding as wary as she felt. She didn’t blame him. Blood was a
powerful tool, demon blood even more so.

“You don’t need to know,” she said, tucking
the vial in her pocket.

“If you won’t tell me, I’ll ask
her,” he said,
catching her off-guard. A slow, sly smile spread across his
blood-stained face. “I can feel her, you know. There’s something of
me in her, isn’t there?”

He meant Dawn. Angry nausea swamped Lola.
She didn’t give him a chance to twist the knife in deeper. “Fuck
you,” she told him, voice trembling with fury. She kicked the
chest, hard, and the lid slammed shut.

Isaiah started screaming, his usual litany
of abuse aimed at her and Tristesse. Lola put her earphones back
in, turned the volume up, and set about re-casting the wards.

One day she’d find a way to shut him up
permanently. Until then, this was the best she could do.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Dawn was watching TV when Imani and Jonah
arrived. Or at least, she was in the front room and the TV was on.
Lola knew if she asked, Dawn wouldn’t be able to tell her what was
playing.

Lola was in the kitchen anyway, stirring a
huge pot of stew and constantly checking the clock. She was itching
to get out and get to work, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to
escape without a few basic pleasantries. She tossed a handful of
thyme sprigs in the pot and thought bitterly for a moment that life
was much simpler when there was nobody else in it.

She bit her lip, wishing she could retract
the thought. She’d lost Tristesse, true, but they were all
grieving, all wounded, weren’t they? Rowan had been betrayed by
Yvette and was now forced to lie constantly to the local coven, of
which she’d reluctantly become the leader. Imani and Jonah should
never have been caught up in this in the first place, but they’d
stood right beside Lola every step of the way. Caleb, too, Rowan’s
miserable boyfriend. And with Yvette still out there somewhere,
deranged and bloodthirsty, it wasn’t over yet by a long shot. They
were all carrying a burden. She’d chosen to hide hers from her
friends. She could do better than blame them for that.

When Imani and Jonah finally showed up, Lola
was ready to bolt. She would have happily just shoved them inside
and ran out, ran all the way to Crown Hill, demon blood in hand,
but she forced herself to at least pretend this was a normal night,
greeting them and ushering them into the front room with forced
cheer.

The winter weather had done nothing to
dampen either Imani or Jonah’s style. He’d added a neon pink streak
to his black hair and swapped out his silver lip ring for a
matching hot pink one. Imani had added a mass of rainbow hair
extensions to her braids and swept glitter across her eyelids and
cheeks. They both wore long black leather coats, but whilst Jonah’s
clothes were all black, Imani wore a Victorian gothic dress in
dramatically dark red.

“I appreciate you dressing up for me, but
there was no need,” Lola said.

Imani sat regally on the sofa, smoothing out
the velvet folds of the dress. “I dressed up for Dawn,” she said,
flashing a smile at the other woman.

Dawn glanced at her, smiled wanly, and went
back to staring at the TV.

“And I dressed up for myself,” Jonah said.
He was already playing with his smart phone, no doubt tweeting
something to the Fort Rosser Fortean Twitter account he ran.
“What’s the deal tonight, Lola? Your client want anything
interesting?"

She wouldn’t have told him even if she’d had
a real client to visit. “Not remotely,” she said, heading through
to the kitchen. “Keep working on your Fort Rosser Panther
stories.”

She doled out steaming bowls of stew and
thick chunks of warm, buttered bread for everyone. Even Dawn,
although she knew Dawn would just pick listlessly at it. She was
just setting it all on a tray when Imani came in, shutting the
kitchen door gently behind her. She leaned against the door,
blocking Lola’s way, and folded her arms across her chest. Between
the outrageously fancy dress and her stern posture, Lola felt like
she was about to be told off by a time-traveling cyber-goth.

“What?” she asked nervously, guilt making
her scars itch.

“What are you up to?” Imani asked. “And
don’t give me the client crap.”

“What makes you think I’m up to anything?”
Lola set the tray down and tried to scratch her wrists
surreptitiously.

“’A liar should have a good memory,’” Imani
quipped. “You told Rowan just three days ago you'd canceled your
evening appointments this week, because you wanted to stay home
with Dawn, and Rowan told me when I told her you asked us over
tonight.” She jabbed her finger triumphantly at Lola.

“And you think it’s impossible I’d get a
client at short notice? Why is that so unbelievable? I need to
work, Imani.”

“I can see you scratching your wrists, you
know. You only do that when you’re stressed, which is a lot,
actually, even if you pretend otherwise.” Imani wagged her finger
now, the kitchen light glowing off a huge amber ring.

Lola scowled and shoved her hands in her
jeans pockets. “I need to work,” she repeated. “I hate leaving Dawn
alone, but I have bills to pay. Is that so weird?”

Imani frowned, as if debating whether to
push the matter or not. Once she got an idea in her head, it was
hard to distract her, but Lola didn’t think her cover story was
that questionable. She had told Rowan she wasn’t doing evening
work, true, but it was also true that money was tight. October was
usually a busy time of year for her spiritual consultancy business,
giving her a good safety net over the leaner winter months. This
year she’d been too busy battling demons and vampires, something
she didn’t think she could tell her electricity supplier.

“I think you’re being shifty,” Imani said.
“If you just need a night away from—”

“It’s not that,” Lola said quickly.

“But, honey, if it is, that’s fine. You’re
not a bad person if you’re struggling to cope with Dawn, especially
with … everything…” She trailed off with a sigh, and suddenly Lola
was desperate to hear someone else say Tristesse’s name.

“With Tristesse being gone,” she said, the
words falling bitter and black into the silence. “With Tristesse
being taken.” Against her will, she found herself rubbing her scars
again.

“Yeah, with that,” Imani said softly. She
crossed the kitchen to wrap her arm around Lola’s shoulders, giving
her a half-hug. Her voluminous skirts made a whole hug too awkward.
“None of us are gonna think less of you if you’re feeling depressed
or exhausted. Dawn would be crushed if she thought she was dragging
you down.”

Maybe. Lola wasn’t convinced Dawn would even
notice. “I know. I do know, and maybe I should be reaching out to
you guys more, but—”

“But none of us know how to help her.” Imani
released her and grabbed a hunk of bread, dipping it in the stew
and eating with a thoughtful expression. “Maybe it’s time we
started actively helping instead of waiting for her to ask. You
know she could have, like, PTSD from the attack? We should look
into that. And ley line magic.”

“Good luck with that,” Lola said, helping
herself to a piece of bread too. “Most of the literature on ley
lines is bullshit. Unless they know about demons and demon magic to
begin with, all the researchers are looking for the wrong things to
start with. And if you do believe in demons, there’s no obvious
reason to link them to ley line mythology. Everything I’ve ever
read has either debunked it all completely or tried to tie it to
UFOs or the return of King Arthur, or both.”

She shook her head, realizing she was
letting herself get distracted. “I need to go. When I get back,
we’ll talk about it, okay? We’ll figure something out.”

“Sure.” Imani picked up the tray of food,
heading for the door. “I’ll see when Rowan’s free. We can have an
intervention.”

She sounded completely serious. Lola cringed
and tried not to think about how badly Dawn would take that. But
maybe Imani was right. They’d all been walking on eggshells,
waiting for Dawn to make a move. Maybe they needed a new approach.
They should pull together, drop the wall of silence, and help Dawn
fight.

Assuming Lola succeeded in finding Isaiah’s
body, opening a gate to Gehenna, finding Tristesse, and bringing
her home, of course. But then, if she managed to do that, she was
pretty sure she could do anything.

She tried to nurse that tiny flicker of
optimism as she followed Imani. It was going to be a long night and
she needed all the hope she could get.

****

Back in September, when they were first
hunting down Isaiah's vampires, Tristesse and Imani had performed a
spell with a map and some blood to help track them down. At the
time, Tristesse had promised to show Lola how it was done "another
time." Unfortunately, another time had never come. But some things
Lola didn't need to be taught. The first was that, in magic, intent
was everything. The second was that blood called to blood. Even old
blood still had a magnetism to it, and demon blood had a potency
that just couldn't be matched. The blood she'd taken from Isaiah
this morning would be all but useless by now if he'd been human.
But he wasn't, and it was still vibrant, singing to her magical
senses. The amber vial was warm in her gloved hand, full of
potential. Full of sorcery.

She sat in her car, outside Crown Hill's
forbidding iron-wrought gates. The interior car light was on,
gleaming off the map she had on her knees. In her spare hand, she
held a simple quartz pendulum on a chain, dangling over the
cemetery map. The crystal was stained with Isaiah's blood, glowing
pale crimson under the car light. Divination with blood wasn't
something she'd done much of, but the principle was as sound as any
other kind of dowsing. Quartz was a good crystal for this kind of
thing, and she was hoping the added boost of Isaiah's blood would
enhance the quartz's properties.

When she pulled on her aura-sight, the blood
on the crystal took on a brilliant oxblood sheen, the color of
demonic magic, and as she concentrated her will and intent on
Isaiah's body, the pendulum began swinging in her hand. Wide, wild
circles at first, but as she focused harder, drove all her energy
home on the thought of that body, the circles grew smaller and
neater, honing in. Electric heat snapped through the car and a jolt
shot through the crystal. The blood blazed red and the rune on her
back throbbed.

She felt a sudden tug and a static shock,
and the point of the pendulum hit the map, spearing through the
paper. Swearing, she dropped the chain to shake her fingers.
Peering down at the map, she saw the crystal had pierced it on the
far side of the cemetery. Crown Hill was a good three hundred or so
acres, giving it the dubious distinction of being the largest
cemetery in the county. Lola's stomach twisted when she realized
where she'd be heading. The Weatherby Hospital.

Back in the nineteenth century, it was
common for asylums to be built and treated as their own closed
communities, often with their own cemeteries. Bodies were often
buried in unmarked graves, and when such hospitals fell out of
fashion, they were simply left to decay, the dead remaining in
their untended graves. Time and the elements quickly made such
places unwelcoming, even dangerous.

Crown Hill predated the Weatherby
Hospital—the asylum had been built there because there was already
a cemetery conveniently attached to the land. It had stood as a
home for the criminally insane until the late nineteenth century,
adding its steady supply of corpses to the ever-expanding cemetery.
Now the crumbling old building was home to nothing but rats and
memories. Every couple of years, a teenager with more guts than
sense would venture in and fall down the basement stairs or trip on
a hidden tombstone and break an arm or an ankle, and the papers
would issue a bored warning about trespassing. But mostly people
avoided it. Superstition, as much as common sense, made sure of
that.

It was the perfect place to hide a body,
Lola had to admit. She blinked away the aura-sight. She'd use it
again once she reached Weatherby. In the meantime, she dropped the
crystal around her neck and tucked the bottle of blood in her
pocket. Hopefully they'd both exert enough "pull" to keep her on
the right track until she got close.

Armed with a flashlight, a shovel, and a
backpack full of tools of the witchy trade, she locked up the car
and set off into the cemetery. Cold moonlight fell over Crown Hill
and fog coiled around the tombstones, casting the cemetery in an
eerie, surreal light. Despite the urge to rush, she took her time,
aware that one bad fall here could land her in the hospital. A tiny
part of her was waiting for Yvette to emerge from the dark to
challenge her, and her spine prickled at every noise. The crunch of
dead leaves underfoot, the soft call of an owl, the distant blare
of a car horn... Normal, expected sounds, but the night and Lola's
nerves conspired to make them threatening.

She did nearly veer into a headstone when a
moth started fluttering around her flashlight. It was a gray-yellow
creature, pretty in a subdued way. Its sudden appearance set her
heart racing, but once she realized it was just a moth, she
relaxed. Like the moth in the attic this morning, it seemed like a
good omen. It stayed with her all through her walk across the
cemetery, dancing in and out of the flashlight's beam. And,
stupidly maybe, it helped her stay calm and focused. It made her
feel less alone.

With her nerves more settled, she was able
to concentrate on the quartz pendulum and the vial of blood. Both
were warm to the touch, and when she peeked at them with her
aura-sight, both sparked with oxblood red. Encouraged, she pushed
on into the fog, trying not to think about how dangerous Weatherby
would be in the dark.

She'd been out there once, as one of those
foolish teenagers. She'd snuck out there on a dare from a classmate
to bring back some old piece of medical equipment as proof. Not,
thankfully, in the dead of night, but in the middle of the day,
cutting a boring geography lesson. It had been bad enough then. The
bricks crumbled to dust at a touch. Cobwebs filled the doorways.
Rusted wheelchairs lay at crazy angles in the halls, and smashed
bottles with illegible labels were scattered everywhere. The aura
of misery and decay hung over everything. Lola had snatched a
bloodletting fleam—what else?—and bolted. She'd made it out without
breaking any limbs, but she did get a deep, ragged gash in her
forearm from a rusty nail and a week's detention and extra
homework. She was pretty sure she still had the fleam
somewhere.

She'd just have to hope Tristesse hadn't
hidden the body inside the hospital. She was pretty sure the demon
duchess had buried it—the shovel Tristesse had been carrying that
day, the first time Lola fought Yvette here, had been muddy. So
either she'd unearthed Isaiah and dumped him in the hospital, or
she'd unearthed him and reburied him. Neither scenario was ideal,
but exploring the hospital in the dark was beyond stupid.

Her arm ached from carrying the shovel and
she could only imagine how tough it would be to dig into hard, icy
earth. She had the tempting, treacherous thought that she could
just mark the burial spot tonight and come back in the morning.
This would all be easier by daylight, surely. It would definitely
be safer.

She had to laugh at that, a dark, bitter
laugh that sent the moth flitting away. Safe! Too late to worry
about safe when she was dealing with demons and blood magic. And in
the morning, it would be two weeks and five days since Tristesse
was taken. She couldn't come back in the morning, not if she found
Isaiah's body tonight.

Weatherby loomed out of the fog, the
moonlight starkly defining the high, broken walls and glittering
off the broken glass in the windows. The rows of headstones grew
thinner, heavy marble and stone replaced by weathered wooden
markers engulfed in ivy and weeds. Lola shivered and set down the
shovel to clutch the pendulum again. Even through her thick woolen
gloves, it was uncomfortably hot. It was a good sign. A very good
sign.

She repeated that to herself over and over
as she walked into the grounds of the abandoned hospital.
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