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PART ONE

JEZEBEL




1

Caitlin’s House (I)

On the night the Underworld put a contract out on me, a crescent moon dangled overhead like a celestial fishhook and stars bobbed in the sky. Just my luck. I’d been hoping for a raging thunderstorm, maybe some hail. You know, something dramatic. But no. I got picturesque.

Just another sign that Hell had gone to Heaven in a hand basket.

I threw a nervous look over my shoulder, unable to relax even though I sensed only the thrumming energy of Salem, Massachusetts, in the predawn morning. Nothing infernal beeped on my psychic radar. For the moment, I was safe. Desperate and so terrified that I was pissing my metaphorical pants, but safe.

Okay. Deep breath, like the way the humans did it. There. Oh, right. Release it. Mental note: Humans breathe continuously.

Hmm. That was going to be a royal bitch to remember.

I rang the bell and waited, taking in the details of the plain wooden door. The only obvious detriments to the uninvited were a smattering of impressive-looking metal locks. The less obvious barriers included a few nasty hexes and one particularly inventive curse.

Excellent. Just the kind of help I needed.

After a few moments, I felt a presence behind the door – probably scanning me through the peephole. Putting on my game face, I grinned broadly, displaying sinfully perfect teeth.

The door inched open until the attached security chain pulled taut. A face peered through the crack. The one visible eye, very green and very wide, stared at me for a heartbeat. Then it widened even more and took on a glassy sheen. Fear wafted from her like perfume. Yummy.

Stop that, I scolded myself. You need her help. Don’t scare her to death. Yet.

‘Hi, Caitlin,’ I said, pouring on the charm.

I heard her swallow before she replied, ‘Hello, Jesse.’

My grin faltered, and I quickly pasted it back on. I’d been banking on her saying my full name. Then she would have fallen sway to my glamour and I’d be inside already, with her dancing a jig to keep me entertained, instead of me still standing on her doorstep, biting back the urge to look over my shoulder again.

Caitlin waited to see what I wanted with her, like she had all the time in the world. Sure, she wasn’t the one who had the Scourge of Hell sniffing her trail. That honor was reserved for me.

Okay, time for the mafia tactic. ‘You signed a contract with one of my associates. I’m here to collect.’

I heard her breath catch in her throat, and I thought I had her. Then the one eye staring at me narrowed. ‘If this were an official visit,’ she said, ‘you wouldn’t have bothered ringing the doorbell. You would’ve just materialized inside. Besides, since when does one of your kind do collections for the Hecate?’

Crap. ‘You want an answer, or was that rhetorical?’

‘Good-bye, Jesse.’ She shut the door.

‘Wait!’ Hating myself, I said the magic word. ‘Please.’

A pause, and then I heard the chain sliding free. Caitlin opened the door far enough to reveal her entire face, round and proud and framed with black curly hair. Let’s hear it for insatiable curiosity. I flashed her my best Adorable Female grin.

She said, ‘Swear on your name that you mean me no harm, that you’ll do me no harm, that you will bring me no harm.’

I checked myself before I rolled my eyes. Friggin’ witches and their oaths. ‘On my name, I so swear it.’ Of course, after tonight, my name didn’t mean squat. But I didn’t see any need to bring that up.

Caitlin opened her door wide. ‘Enter.’

I sauntered through the doorway, my hips sashaying and breasts jiggling. It was part of my Farrah Fawcett look, circa 1978, complete with frosted, flipped blond hair.

‘What’re you supposed to be?’ Caitlin asked as I pranced by, my boobs nearly hitting my chin with every bouncing step.

‘A Charlie’s Angel.’

I heard a snort, and I glanced over my shoulder to see her hiding a smile behind her hand. Maybe she was terrified of me. Maybe she’d just invited me into her place of power, despite her better judgment. But she still had to admit I had a sense of humor.

Caitlin flipped on a light, and I blinked as my eyes adjusted, taking in the contents of the small living room off the entrance. On the pale walls hung pictures of mountains, pompous in their purples and browns. Candlesticks poked up from holders set on the windowsill to my right; the faint stench of jasmine still clung to the air. Two large sofas, overstuffed with pillows, dominated the space. Each propped against a wall, the couches squatted like bloated spiders. Well, minus the eyes, legs, and webs … and overlooking the creamy white coloring.

Okay, so maybe they weren’t exactly reminiscent of insects. But hey, I couldn’t help but look for the dark in things. You could take the demon out of Hell, but taking the Hell out of the demon required a lot more work. And that’s where Caitlin came in.

‘Have a seat,’ she said.

Choosing the sofa nearer to the door, I plopped down, and my boobs followed. Crossing my long, tanned legs, I leaned back into the pillows and dazzled her with my Farrah smile.

She clearly wasn’t impressed. Caitlin glanced outside before she shut and locked the door. A mutter under her breath told me that she’d reactivated her magic wards. Something in my chest loosened as I realized I was under the witch’s protection. Not like she’d be much more than a nuisance to my pursuer, but still, it was comforting.

Bless me, I really was getting soft.

Caitlin hid a yawn behind her hand as she approached the other couch. I’d obviously woken her; she was decked out in a green flannel nightshirt, and her curly black hair was so sleep-tousled that it looked like she’d used an entire can of hairspray to get it to stand up that high. Too bad it wasn’t the 1980s – she’d have been incredibly stylish.

She sat, folding her legs beneath her and nearly disappearing into the cushions. Because she radiated such power, I tended to forget how small she was physically – maybe she reached five-foot-four. Strong witches really should be taller. She asked, ‘What brings you here, Jesse?’

I tried to think of something witty to say, but what popped out of my red-lipsticked mouth was, ‘I need your help.’

Mental note: When bargaining with mortals who have something you need, don’t tell them how much you need it.

She tapped her chin as she looked at me, her large green eyes thoughtful. Her face had a surprisingly sharp nose and chin, offsetting her full cheeks and cupid-bow lips. Attractive, in a second-glance sort of way. A little makeup, and introducing her hair to a brush, would do wonders. ‘What would you ask of me?’

Licking my lips, I said, ‘Can you turn me into a mortal?’

She blinked. Then she blinked again. Finally she asked, ‘Why?’

‘I’m sort of AWOL.’

‘You’re what?’

‘And some lower-downs aren’t too pleased about that.’ Actually, that was putting it mildly. If I got caught, the very best I could hope for was a millennium in the Lake of Fire. I didn’t want to think about what the worst would be.

Staring at me, she said, ‘What on Earth could make a demon run away from Hell?’

I shook my head. ‘Sorry. That’s the bonus round.’

‘Jesse—’

‘Look,’ I said, catching her gaze with my own. ‘It’s like this, okay? I ran away from Hell, just like you said. And now something’s after me, ready to drag me back, kicking and screaming. So I need to get off the demon radar and blend with the flesh puppets. That’s all you get, Caitlin. Now, can you turn me into a mortal or not?’

Her face darkened as her mouth pulled down into a deep frown. ‘If you want my help, you have to answer my questions.’

‘And you have to understand that there are some things too dangerous for you to know. Unless,’ I added lightly, ‘you want Hell to come after you too.’

She blanched, and I caught the intoxicating scent of terror. My nostrils flared as I inhaled deeply. Maybe the whole breathing thing had its perks.

‘If I help you, what do I get out of it?’

‘You mean, besides the pleasure of a job well done?’

She didn’t even blink. Bless me, these so-called white witches weren’t as altruistic as they claimed. At least, not Caitlin.

I said, ‘What about that whole “Do unto others as you’d have others do unto you” thing?’

Her eyes gleamed, and I knew I’d made a mistake. ‘So you’d be in my debt? If I help you now, then you need to help me when I need it?’

Crap. ‘Sure – assuming it’s within my power. I mean, I can’t go and make you immortal, or grant you three wishes, or anything like that. And it’s a one-time offer. No coming back to me, demanding more and more help. You help me now, and I help you once, when you need it.’

‘Deal.’ She spat into her palm, then leaned forward, sticking out her hand.

I followed suit. Our palms touched, and my flesh itched where our saliva mingled. Some people think you need blood to make agreements like this. While blood’s nice, any bodily fluid would make the contract just as binding.

‘Now,’ she said, wiping her hand on her nightshirt, ‘let’s make you a mortal.’

*

I thumbed through a magazine while I waited for Caitlin’s potion to brew. The cover story promised to teach me ‘ten tantalizing tips’ guaranteed to drive my partner wild. I had to see what passed for ‘tantalizing’ these days. I was willing to bet it didn’t include snakes and honey.

‘Here we go.’

I glanced up to see Caitlin gliding up to me, mopping back her unruly black curls, looking incredibly proud. In her hand, steam wafted from a large mug. About time. It had taken her a half hour to gather and mix all the ingredients, and nearly two hours for it to do the fire-burn-and-cauldron-bubble thing. I didn’t know how long slumming in Salem, hidden in a witch’s house, would disguise my presence from my hunter; with every passing moment, my unease had grown. But now it looked like the waiting was about to pay off.

Setting the magazine aside, I frowned at the cup as she thrust it at me. ‘What’s that smell?’

‘Number of things. Moth’s cocoon, egg, milk, powdered ivory. Blood, of course. Mercury, but there’s no smell to that. Water, a tampon—’

‘It’s the milk,’ I said, wrinkling my nose. ‘Ick. How do you people stand that?’

She looked affronted, as if I’d pointed out a pile of fresh dog turds on her area rug. ‘Dairy’s an important food group. You need milk.’

‘Sure, if you’re a baby cow. Ugh, revolting stuff.’ Making a face, I peered inside the mug. The potion stank to high Heaven, and it looked just as appetizing. Brown with white funguslike flecks, the liquid was just thick enough for me to make out the congealing blood, but still watery overall. ‘And this looks like it came out from the baby cow’s other end.’

‘It’s Gala Tea.’

I shook my frosted, flipped mane of hair. ‘Never heard of it.’

‘Actually, the full name is “Potion of Pygmalion.” The nickname’s just some witching humor. You know, Pygmalion the sculptor? From the myth? Prayed to Aphrodite for a wife just like the statue he carved, and Aphrodite brought the sculpture to life? He named the statue Galatea.’ Her full lips twitched into a smile. ‘Get it? Galatea, Gala Tea?’

‘Sweetie,’ I said after a long pause, ‘don’t quit your day job.’

‘You don’t have to be mean about it,’ she mumbled.

I blew out a sigh, lifting my bangs away from my eyes. ‘What, you expect me to be nice? I’m a demon.’

‘Not after you drink this, you’re not. Now look, here’s the thing: this will transform you into whatever your outer image is. So unless you want to be stuck looking like a one-time star of jiggle television, you should probably rethink your appearance.’

I raised my arms high and let a ripple of power wash over me. My hair curled and darkened until it was a thick, tangled mass framing a round face with wide green eyes, a sharp nose, and a mouth with cupid-bow lips. My breasts diminished a cup size, and my frame shrank until I was a petite woman of five-foot-four, small and lean instead of tall and curvy. When I grinned, my teeth clamped down in a slight overbite. Sayonara, Farrah. Hello, Caitlin.

The look on her face was priceless. I didn’t know if it was because I was wearing her form or because I was naked. She yelled, ‘Stop that!’

I blew her a kiss. ‘First give me the potion.’

‘Fine,’ she said, shoving the cup into my hands. ‘Here. Now would you please change into something else? And put on some clothes?’

‘In a moment.’ The nauseating stench of sweet milk emanating from the mug made me want to gag. ‘How’s this work? I drink it, and poof, I’m mortal?’

Frowning at me, she seemed lost between answering my question and being annoyed at my temporary appearance. Her pride in her abilities won out. Seven deadly sins – got to love them. ‘Well, not exactly.’ She ran her fingers through her hair, brushing thick curls away from her face. ‘It will lock you into mortal form. No soul, of course. But still human. So you’ll have to take care of all your human needs.’

‘Like sex?’ I perked up. ‘I can do that.’

‘That’s procreation, which you can’t do. No soul, remember? No little demonites for you.’

I pouted. Sex was important, even if it wasn’t to make babies. It was … exercise. Right, exercise. And I had to exercise my new human body. Oooh. This had possibilities.

‘Listen,’ Caitlin said, dragging me away from lascivious thoughts. ‘This is important. If you use any infernal abilities, it will cancel the spell.’

Crap. Why did these things always have a catch? ‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning that if you use any of your powers, the jig is up, and whatever’s chasing you will be able to track you again.’

‘So on top of remembering to breathe, I have to restrain myself from seducing men and sucking out their souls? Isn’t there a learning curve or something?’

She tapped her chin as she thought. ‘Well, if you had an item like a Shield Against Evil, that would do double duty. It would cut you off from your own power, and it’d hide your power from … well, your former associates.’

‘Perfect! I’ll take one of those.’

A smile played across her round face. ‘If you want another favor, Jesse, then you need to give me something in addition.’

Ooh, wasn’t she the confident little witch? Getting greedy with a creature of the Pit, eh? Sure, I was in her place of power, and I was there to beg a favor. But that didn’t mean she should forget who I was … and what I could do.

‘You’re right,’ I said, giving her a tiny, helpless smile, setting her at ease. ‘I’ll give you something.’ Then I pushed, just a little – nothing to set off any of her wards, just a tickle of desire. Hetero was way more my thing, but I’d done the Sapphic route in my time. Caitlin was one of those free-spirited mortals who saw the inherent beauty in all living things, blah blah. In other words, she pitched for both teams. A whisper of power, blowing her way, settling over her like dander. She sneezed …

… and looked into my face, and I watched her eyes darken and heard her heartbeat quicken. I licked my lips slowly, suggestively, and her lips parted in return. A sound escaped from her mouth, the softest of ohhhs, as her eyes lost their focus. I caught the spice of her sex as her body responded to my invisible touch, saw her nipples harden beneath her flannel nightshirt, watched her undo first one button, then the next …

My voice soft so I wouldn’t pull her out of her trance, I purred, ‘Say my name.’

Her fingers opened the third button, and her right breast poked out from the opening in her clothing. In a breathy whisper, she said, ‘Jezebel.’

Bingo.

‘Caitlin, you mentioned a Shield Against Evil.’ I kept my voice pitched low; even though calling my name while under my power bound her to me, she was still a ridiculously strong witch. The wrong tone, or pushing her too hard to do something against her nature, could break my control over her. ‘Do you have one of those shields here, lying around?’

‘Mmmm.’ Now her shirt was completely unfastened, and her hand was moving down between her legs. ‘Yes …’

‘Sweetie, I need you to get it. Wrap it up in a towel and bring it to me. Don’t touch it directly with your skin.’

Her hand paused, fingers buried in her cotton panties. ‘Now?’

‘Now.’

With a sigh, she stood and padded out of the room, her open nightshirt flapping around her like a robe.

Okay, she’d give me the shield, I’d drink the nasty brew, and everything would be fine—

A small buzz whined in my ears. I tensed, sitting up straight as I tentatively reached out, stretching my power …

… and was slapped away.

Shit! I stole a glance out the window. It was still dark out, but the sky already had that lush purple look that meant sunrise was right around the corner. The humans were waking up. A stray car or two motored by, mortals on their way to somewhere; across the street, a light was on in an upstairs room.

And somewhere out there, my pursuer had honed in on me. I didn’t know how much time I had before I was found – maybe a few minutes, maybe as much as an hour. In my hands, the mug of witch’s brew trembled.

Caitlin walked back into the room, her eyes vacant, her arms wrapped around a blue towel. ‘I brought it for you …’

Excellent. With both the potion and the talisman in my possession, I could make like a shepherd and get the flock out of there. I wasn’t about to put Caitlin at risk, especially not after that blessed oath she’d made me say. Last thing I needed was for the Hecate to come after me; there’s nothing like a deity with a hair up its ass to really take the spring out of one’s step. ‘Much obliged, sweetie.’

I grabbed the bundle from her hands – a bit too roughly, because she blinked once, blinked again and said, ‘Jesse … ? What—’

The buzzing in my ears turned into a full-blown scream just as something slammed against Caitlin’s front door: BOOM, BOOM, BOOM!

Casting aside all hints of subtlety, I hurled my power at Caitlin. She gasped, then a dazed look settled over her as she swayed on her feet.

‘Hear only my voice, Caitlin,’ I commanded her, somehow keeping my voice steady. ‘Lie down on the couch and close your eyes.’

Glancing at the door, I saw it still held. For now. Nothing had burst through, which meant Caitlin’s ward was way, way stronger than I’d hoped it would be. The beastie outside was only knocking; out of either respect for the witch’s power or out of fear for her patron goddess, my hunter was being polite. That meant I had a moment or two to spare. Yay, me.

Turning back to my enchanted witch, I was going to tell her to sleep, but instead I gave her a small gift. I hadn’t meant to lead trouble to her door; the least I could do was show her a good time. ‘Picture your fantasy lover, the one whom you’ve always wanted. Your lover is here with you, Caitlin. Your lover is with you now, kissing you up and down.’

She moaned, her body arching, her exposed flesh dimpling from the touch of her imaginary partner. Another crash sounded against the door, like something huge and heavy pounding against it. BOOM! The demon outside was getting impatient. Had to be a male; we females were used to waiting.

Over the noise I said, ‘Let your lover seduce you, Caitlin. Give yourself over completely, with no restraint.’ In a burst of inspiration I added, ‘When you climax, you will forget I was ever here. And then you’ll sleep for the rest of the day.’

Letting out a cry of pleasure, she moved her body, arms reaching up to encircle nothing.

I’d say that getting Caitlin out of a rampaging demon’s way safely counted as me helping her when she needed it. All debts were cancelled.

Again, a BOOM!!! against the door, which buckled slightly from the force. I was out of time.

‘Right,’ I said aloud, the wrapped shield in one hand, the steaming mug in the other. ‘Bottom’s up.’ And I gulped down the potion.
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Caitlin’s House (II)

I’ve slurped on monkey brains when doing a stint in Taiwan. I’ve feasted on sweetbreads in France, when one particular client was a chef with exotic appetites. I’ve even forced down a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, all in the name of doing the job.

But never, in all of my existence, have I had to stomach milk.

I quaffed the brew, screwing my eyes shut and pretending there was lemon curdling the mixture, making it palatable. At least the blood and ivory offset the taste somewhat.

With the last gulp, I felt the liquid explode into raw magic, bursting through my body from the inside out. I screamed as heat seared over me, fusing my outer shell to my true demonic form. Pressure bubbled in my limbs as blood and bone and muscle transformed from parody to reality, from infernal to human. Sparks danced across my skin in a wild jitterbug, standing my body hair on end as I felt – really felt – every nerve ending tingle. From my scalp to my toes, and everywhere in between, my flesh sang with life, a song resonating with agony and ecstasy. My scream cut off as I gasped, breathed …

… and crashed to the floor, whimpering, wrapping my arms around my torso. Fuuuuuck. That hurt!

I couldn’t do anything but tremble as a million sensations hit me at once. Smell, more than anything – a stench of sweat and shit and milk and blood, all mixed into an organic perfume that assaulted my nostrils. Taste – the tangy, salty flavor of my perspiration and sharp sweetness of my blood as I bit through my bottom lip … and fuuuuuuck, the feeling of that bite – bless me, that stung!

A backbeat to my pain was the chill of cool air kissing my skin; the solidness of the wooden floor, and above it the thick bands of the area rug, bumpy and uncomfortable against my bare legs; the undertow of gravity pulling me down, anchoring me to the ground, giving weight to my hands, my breasts, my head …

Wetness seeped from my eyes. Raising a hand, I wiped away the fluid, assuming it was blood; with my luck, I’d probably sprung a leak. I stared, dumbstruck, at the water that glistened on my fingers. Tears. Actual tears.

Unholy Hell, the witch really did it. Her nasty potion turned me into a mortal.

On the couch, Caitlin let out a series of gasps, ending with a scream of triumphant pleasure. Outside the house, an earthmoving BAM! BAM! BAM!!! rattled my teeth and sent candlesticks flying from the windowsill as something massive connected with the warded front door.

Taking a shuddering breath – and marveling over not having to remember to breathe – I looked up. The door still held, but the wood appeared stressed, as if it could splinter with the slightest breeze. On the sofa, the witch sighed in contentment, and her head lolled to the side, her thick curls eclipsing her face. Lights out for Caitlin.

I quickly unfolded the towel. Lying on the blue terrycloth, a thick silver chain winked at me. Clasped to it was a single, large green gem in the shape of an eye. Even in the soft lighting of Caitlin’s living room, the verdant color shone clearly, brightly. Not emerald, which would have been a deeper green; maybe peridot.

Biting my lip, then wincing from the fresh bout of pain that brought, I braced myself as I touched the chain.

Nothing. No burst of flame. No instant disintegration.

The door groaned, buckling as the being outside struck it again. Two of the metal locks snapped off, landing near my bare feet. Caitlin’s wards wouldn’t hold much longer.

Blowing out a nervous breath, I grazed the gemstone with the tip of my finger.

Still no reaction. Either the shield was defective, or I was completely human. From the way overwhelming terror was turning my new blood to ice, I decided to run with the ‘completely human’ scenario.

Now or never.

I grasped the chain and dropped the necklace over my head. The green stone slipped between my breasts. Gooseflesh dotting my skin, I stood on shaky legs and turned to the door.

Showtime.

I opened the door, remembering at the last minute that I was stark naked. That didn’t bother me, but it probably would have upset Caitlin, so I stuck my head out, keeping my nude body behind the tortured door.

Between my breasts, the stone tingled.

On the front porch stood a creature easily the size of a small mountain, immaculately dressed in an Italian-cut black suit. Gold cufflinks by the wrists; gold clasp on the silk tie. Black wingtip leather shoes caught the dawn as they sparkled in the morning light. Wearing a human form, his salt-and-pepper hair was perfectly trimmed, and his face and body were full, the byproduct of luxurious foods. Eyes the color of liquid gold gleamed at me – no pupils, no whites, just gold. Everything about him screamed ‘money,’ and I easily placed him as a demon of Covet.

I mentally slapped my forehead. Of course. A creature of Greed would be a perfect bounty hunter; everyone knew that nothing stood between a Coveter and its intended object. It made me briefly wonder what sort of price was on my head – as greedy as those demons were, the price had to be right. No one wanted something that wasn’t worth the effort.

Cold comfort. Or maybe that was the draft blowing on my nude body.

‘Little witch,’ the demon rumbled in a rich, cultured voice, ‘you have something I want.’

My stomach dropped into my toes, and I swallowed a lump the size of a pigeon. I barely choked down a nervous laugh as I forked the sign of the evil eye, trying to flick my wrist the way I’d seen countless mortals do in the past. Part of me relished the sensation of being horrorstruck; it was fascinating how my limbs wanted to freeze up and my heart nearly stopped beating out of fright. The rest of me told myself to get a fucking grip and deal with the very real threat looming over me right now.

Putting the right amount of respect (completely fabricated) and fear (completely legitimate) into my voice, I shouted, ‘Back, demon! You’re not welcome here!’

He sneered, looking down at me as if I’d come to dinner dressed in ripped jeans. ‘I don’t need your welcome, little witch. I need your guest.’

Widening my eyes in mock surprise, I repeated, ‘Guest?’

A smile crept across his broad face. ‘You know who I mean, little witch. I can smell the slut. I know she’s here. Her trail ends at your doorstep. Where is she? Where is Jezebel?’

Even the best lie isn’t as strong as the lamest truth. ‘She knocked on my door hours ago. She’s not here anymore.’ So to speak.

He bent down so his head was level with mine. His golden eyes sparkled, and I found myself staring at their reflective surfaces, captivated by the way they shone. All of that gold … His eyes seemed to grow into brilliant suns, flashing yellow and white. I felt myself falling into a sea of cold, golden coins, being sucked under …

‘Are you telling me the truth?’

My voice small, far away, I said, ‘Yes …’

On my chest, the gemstone flared. Gasping from the sudden heat, my concentration broke and I quickly pulled my gaze to the floor. Bless me, he’d almost charmed me! That bastard!

His voice heavy as bars of gold, he said, ‘I don’t believe you.’

Okay, time to channel Caitlin. How would she react if a demonic presence attempted to compel her?

Based on how she was currently unconscious on her sofa, she’d fold like a pack of cards. So make that, How would Caitlin react if a demonic presence unsuccessfully attempted to compel her?

Confident that the shield around my neck would continue protecting me, I pulled myself up to my full height – all sixty-four inches of it – and planted a hand on my hip. Glaring, I said, ‘I don’t give a damn what you believe. You’re a creature of Greed; that’s obvious from all your expensive trappings. You have no power over me. I belong to the Hecate. Unless you want to invoke the wrath of the triple goddess, do your golddigging somewhere else.’

Perhaps amused, he stood straight, looming over me as he smiled. ‘You’re very cute, little witch, posturing in all of your glory. Tell me: Where is the succubus Jezebel?’

If she were in her right mind, the succubus Jezebel would be far, far away from you. Still pretending to be Caitlin, I said, ‘I don’t know.’

‘You smell of sex, little witch. I think you know more than you’re saying.’

I lifted my chin high. ‘Of course I smell of sex. You interrupted me. Last I heard, there was nothing wrong with having intercourse in my own house, on my own time, with a willing partner.’

He stared at me, peered into my eyes as if he could read my secrets. His grin widened, revealing a mouthful of sharp teeth. Eep.

I was out of bravado, so I covered by running out of patience as well. ‘Next time, ring the doorbell. Now get out of here before I banish you.’

‘You don’t have the power to do that, little witch.’ His golden eyes flashing hypnotically, he said, ‘I could take anything I wanted from you.’

‘Anything?’ I threw open the door, revealing my nakedness … and my necklace. The shieldstone seared my flesh, warding off the demon’s inherent Evil. Clenching my teeth, I refused to squirm as I felt my skin burn beneath the peridot.

His gaze traveled the length of my body, lingering by my breasts, but I couldn’t tell if that was due to my womanly charms or the amulet that dangled between them. He said, ‘Pretty. And a pretty talisman too. I want it. Let me have it, little witch.’

A wave of power crashed over me … and washed away. Still, it had rocked me back a step; if I hadn’t been holding onto the door handle, I would have fallen. His eyes gleamed gold as they sparkled, inviting me to look deep within.

My throat tight, I said, ‘If you can take it, it’s yours.’

A grin splitting his face, he reached out and caressed the swell of my left breast. My flesh grew icy where his touch lingered, as if he’d stolen my body’s warmth.

I hadn’t abased myself to a mortal witch and forced myself to drink milk just to have a Coveter cop a feel. Swallowing my fear, I said, ‘Maybe I was wrong about you being a creature of Greed. You’re acting more like one of Lust.’

Ooh, that struck a nerve. With a snarl, he grabbed the stone – and screeched, pulling his fingers away. Holding his scorched hand, he glowered at me, his malefic gaze promising to hurt me in ways I’d never dreamed. ‘You’ll pay for that, witch girl!’

‘I’m under the protection of the Hecate,’ I said, managing to keep the fact I was utterly terrified out of my voice. ‘Harm me, and you’ll face her in all her ire.’ I made myself believe those words, forced myself to be Caitlin in all of her faith in magic and gods.

And he bought the act completely. Trembling from rage or pain, he spat, ‘Where’s the slut? Tell me, where is Jezebel?’

Taking a deep breath, I said, ‘All I can say is she’s no longer here.’

A growl sounded, deep in his throat, and the color of his golden eyes darkened until they danced with red. Blood money.

I’d gone too far. If I didn’t appease him somehow, he would launch himself at me, ward or no. And I was too exhausted to counter a full-blown demonic attack. ‘She was dressed up like a television star,’ I said quickly. ‘Maybe she’s on her way to Hollywood. You know, to blend.’

He paused, arching an eyebrow. His unblinking eyes tried to read me, to penetrate hidden meaning behind my words. Finally he said, ‘You turned her away?’

‘She said something from Hell was hot on her heels. Why would I want to take on her problem?’ I even pulled off a passable shrug. All I had to do was keep from passing out, and I’d be home free.

His voice dripping with menace, he asked, ‘Did the slut tell you why I was after her?’

‘I asked twice, but she refused to answer.’ Remembering Caitlin’s words, I added, ‘If she wanted my help so bad, she would’ve answered my questions.’

After a moment, he nodded. ‘I believe you. No matter. I will find her, little witch. If not me, then one of the others.’

‘Others?’ I asked before I could help myself.

Golden eyes gleaming, he said, ‘Oh yes. There’s quite the price on her head – either attached or not. So if you see her, little witch, tell her to come back to Hell before it’s too late. Or better yet, don’t say a word. I’d rather be the one to find her before the others do.’ He grinned, then disappeared in a puff of sulfur.

Slamming the door against the stench of rotten eggs, I slid down to the floor, shaking so violently that I thought my teeth would fall out.

Others.

How many were after me?

I rubbed the amulet between my thumb and index finger. It was cool to the touch; nothing Evil was nearby … at least, nothing Evil that intended me any harm. For the moment, I was safe. Three cheers for the former demon.

But I couldn’t stay. My disguise wouldn’t fool everyone; some entities saw the truth of the matter, no matter how deeply or cleverly it was hidden. I needed to lose myself in a sea of humanity, preferably in a place where sinners walked hand in hand with saints. And, if I could swing it, a place where I could get a sweet pair of shoes.

Thanks to my rash action, I was stuck in Caitlin’s body. More accurately, I was trapped in a body that was a dead ringer for Caitlin. The lady herself was still leaping in the fields of Slumberland, blissfully unaware of how close she’d been to having a demon of Covet as an enemy.

Since that would’ve been my fault, I was sort of glad things didn’t turn out that way. I might have felt obligated to make things right. Not because I liked Caitlin (I did) or thought of her as a friend (I didn’t) but because that would have broken one of the Ten Great Rules. Paraphrasing Rule No. 3, demons could fuck with mortals only if said mortals were slated for Hell, or begged a favor of Hell, or courted the demons of Hell. Caitlin didn’t fit any of those categories. Worse, technically she was protected by the Hecate. Smart demons didn’t piss off goddesses, period.

I touched my flesh beneath the gem and blew out a relieved sigh when I found the skin unmarred. Mental note: Even if it feels like you’re in the Lake of Fire, your body doesn’t burn from contact with an active shieldstone.

Mental note, part two: Never ever, ever remove the Shield Against Evil.

Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to stand. The demon had been right – I reeked of sex. Couldn’t help it; it was an after-effect of using my power on Caitlin before I drank her vomit-worthy potion.

Right. First things first: Time to bathe.

It took me a few minutes to find which room had the bath (none), and a bit longer to figure out the shower stall. I’d taken my fair share of showers in my time, but they’d all been for (and with) clients. They’d never been about getting clean, just wet. After learning the hard way that twisting the single knob all the way meant scorchingly hot water, I adjusted the temperature, reviewed the various soaping options, and grabbed two dark blue towels from the small closet outside the bathroom. Then I proceeded to take a delicious shower, staying under the water until my skin wrinkled.

Mental note, part three: Showers aren’t just for sex.

Toweling dry, I pawed through Caitlin’s various toiletries and cosmetics, frowning over the very slim assortment of goodies. It took longer to apply makeup by hand than it did by magic, but I figured I’d get faster with more practice. Turning my thick black hair into a tight French twist, I fastened it with two long bone-colored pins, allowing some tendrils to frame my round face. Then I found Caitlin’s bedroom and ransacked her closet and bureau.

Next time I go on the lam from the Underworld, I’m turning to a supermodel for help. Maybe her accessories will lack that certain magical oomph, but I bet she’d have a killer wardrobe.

Finally, I decided on a light blue cotton blouse, dark blue jeans, and brown open-toed sandals. For giggles, I wore a white lace bra and panties. In all of my existence, I didn’t think I’d ever worn white intimate garments. Men always seemed to prefer red and black. Maybe white made them think of angels – or worse, marriage.

Finding a suitcase with a set of wheels and a retractable handle (bless me, these mortals were fucking ingenious), I piled in an array of clothing that I deemed bearable, leaving behind the long, flowing skirts, matronly blouses, and dowdy sweaters. Maybe Caitlin was an über witch, but she was also in serious need of a fashionista.

I shoved Caitlin’s makeup and personal items into a travel bag and dumped that inside the suitcase as well. In went two pairs of boots, one pair of athletic shoes, and all-purpose black pumps. After scanning her small house, I also added two jackets and a few books from her library. One title in particular had me rolling on the floor: Lucifer’s Hammer. Heh. King Lucifer never used a hammer.

That thought stopped me cold. In my mind, I heard King Lucifer’s voice, decreeing the Announcement to all of Hell. And I remembered the softest brush of lips against mine, the faintest whisper of words: You really believe that your friend isn’t an enemy?

Shoving the memory aside, I grabbed Caitlin’s purse and flipped open her wallet. Then I rolled my eyes. Leave it to me to borrow the identity of the one adult in all America that didn’t have a driver’s license. What was I supposed to do with a State ID – pick my teeth?

Hmm. But she did have some cash, at least. And ooh, lookie at all the credit cards.

Crap. I should’ve had Caitlin tell me what her PIN was before I drank that nasty potion. Now I couldn’t command her without activating my power – which meant removing my amulet. And it would be, pardon me, a cold day in Hell before I did that. Oh well. I’d make do.

Before I walked out of Caitlin’s life, I covered her sleeping body with a blanket. She murmured some nonsensical sleep stuff and rolled over.

Sweet dreams, Caitlin. And don’t cancel your credit cards before I max them out.
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South Station

As I shut Caitlin’s door behind me, I realized I had no idea where I was going. I adjusted the shoulder strap to my purse, grabbed the handle of the suitcase, and walked exactly three steps before someone called to me.

‘Hey, Cait, good morning!’

I turned to see a little man exiting the house next to the witch’s. A scrawny thing, he was dressed in a brown suit that screamed polyester and begged to be returned to the 1970s. With a chicken neck and no chin, the man was a far cry from Adonis. But his smile was genuine, and I found that oddly appealing. His hand was up in a wave.

Flashing him a smile, I said, ‘Morning.’ Far as I could tell, other than the spectacular shower, there was nothing good about the morning so far.

‘Wow, you look terrific!’ A mad blush exploded across his face, staining him from ear to ear. ‘I mean, you always look terrific. But there’s something different about you. Did you change something?’

Heh. A lot of somethings. ‘There’s no fooling you.’

‘Got your hair cut?’

‘Styled it differently.’

He grinned, showing overly large front teeth. ‘I knew it! It looks really good this way.’

‘Thanks,’ I said, fiddling with the suitcase’s retractable handle. The blessed thing was halfway up, and I couldn’t get it to open all the way.

Locking his front door, he said, ‘Say, it looks like you’re going on a trip. Business or pleasure?’

Survival. ‘You could say a little bit of both.’

He chuckled, a sound that was far too attractive for his looks. ‘That’s the right attitude! You headed to the airport?’

Trapped on a flying coach, with no way out? Er, no. ‘I like traveling on the Earth instead of over it.’

‘Know what you mean. Besides, security’s a real bitch these days. Pardon my French.’ Tucking a briefcase under one arm and picking up the newspaper on his doorstep, he said, ‘If you’re going to South Station, I’d be happy to give you a ride. It’s on the way to the office.’

I had no idea what or where South Station was, but if Chicken Neck thought it was where I was supposed to go, I was willing to run with it. Smiling warmly, I said, ‘Aren’t you the nicest neighbor a girl could have?’

His blush deepened. ‘Say, let me help you with that,’ he stammered, walking over to me and taking the suitcase. He did something to the handle, a quick push in and out, and the thing worked perfectly for him. Huh. Must be a mortal thing. With a thick newspaper tucked under his armpit, his briefcase in one hand and the suitcase’s handle in the other, he looked ridiculously comical … and rather sweet.

Ugh, it had to be the milk. I couldn’t be this nice in real life.

Next to his large, blue minivan
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