
  
    [image: Soul Catcher]
  


  
    
      Soul Catcher

      The Soulkeepers Series Book Four

    

    
      
        G. P. Ching

      

    

    
      
        [image: Carpe Luna Publishing]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Copyright © G.P. Ching, 2012

        Soul Catcher: The Soulkeepers Series, Book 4

        Published by Carpe Luna, Ltd, PO Box 5932, Bloomington, IL 61704 

        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

        All rights reserved. No part of this publication can be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without permission in writing from the author or publisher.

        Second Edition: May 2014

        Cover art by Adam Bedore at Anjin Design.

        www.anjindesign.com

        v.2.2

      

      ISBN: 978-0-9852367-8-6

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Books by G.P. Ching

        

        
          Join VIP List

        

      

      
        
          1. Taken

        

        
          2. Harrington Enterprises

        

        
          3. The Council

        

        
          4. Strange Expectations

        

        
          5. Ethan’s Eden

        

        
          6. The Quota

        

        
          7. Jump

        

        
          8. Party in Paradise

        

        
          9. Calling Card

        

        
          10. Mission

        

        
          11. Pride, Prejudice, and Soybeans

        

        
          12. From Here to There

        

        
          13. The Wrong Direction

        

        
          14. Dead and Gone

        

        
          15. Bait and Switch

        

        
          16. Stoned

        

        
          17. Rescue

        

        
          18. Revelation

        

        
          19. Stress Management

        

        
          20. Zap!

        

        
          21. Soul Catcher

        

        
          22. Spider Woman

        

        
          23. Medicine Woman

        

        
          24. Trojan Horse

        

        
          25. Lost

        

        
          26. Doppelganger

        

        
          27. Transfer

        

        
          28. Into Shadow

        

        
          29. Temptation

        

        
          30. Revenge

        

        
          31. Fourth World

        

        
          32. Coming Out

        

        
          Epilogue

        

        
          
            Lost Eden (Excerpt)

          

          
            
              1. Consequences

            

            
              2. Abigail

            

            
              3. Eden

            

            
              4. Lost

            

          

        

      

      
        
          About the Author

        

        
          Books by G.P. Ching

        

        
          Join VIP List

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          Book Club Discussion Questions

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by G.P. Ching

          

        

      

    

    
      
        The Soulkeepers Series

        The Soulkeepers, Book 1

        Weaving Destiny, Book 2

        Return to Eden, Book 3

        Soul Catcher, Book 4

        Lost Eden, Book 5

        The Last Soulkeeper, Book 6

        

        The Grounded Trilogy

        Grounded, Book 1

        Charged, Book 2

        Wired, Book 3

      

      
        Soulkeepers Reborn

        Wager’s Price

        Hope’s Promise

        Lucifer’s Pride

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Join My VIP List

      

      
        	Enjoy a free story when you enroll

        	Never miss a new release

        	Get access to exclusive content

        	Enjoy select offers and giveaways

      

      
        Sign Me Up!

      

      
        
          
            [image: Enjoy a treasure of benefits when you join my VIP list]
          
        

        Discover more magic.  Join G.P.’s VIP list!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        I have no doubt that in the future, the laws that criminalize so many forms of human love and commitment will look the way the apartheid laws do to us now—so obviously wrong. Such a terrible waste of human potential… And never let anyone make you feel inferior for being who you are. When you live the life you were meant to live, in freedom and dignity, you put a smile on God’s face.

         

        —Archbishop Desmond Tutu
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      “Chevy! Come on, time to go.” Chevy’s father yanked the cord to raise the window shade, his voice holding more than a hint of frustration.

      Chevy Kikmongwi tossed an arm across his eyes to shield them from the offending light. He ignored his father’s prodding. Why did he need to participate in this stupid ceremony, anyway? Welcome to modern civilization. Time to evolve beyond believing in rain dances, even if he was half Native American.

      “I’m not leaving, Chevy. You may choose to live with your mother, but until you’re eighteen you will respect and participate in Hopi traditions with the rest of the tribe. Now move!”

      With no intention of getting out of bed, Chevy flipped to his stomach and pulled the pillow over his head. He should have realized moving back to Flagstaff from Sedona would mean increased visits from his father, but he’d hoped the year away would dull the big man’s desire to involve him in tribal affairs. Unfortunately, his dad was not the type to give up easily or take no for an answer. Robert Kikmongwi was not like Chevy’s mother and did not back down from his fifteen-year-old son. Without warning the futon flipped on its side, and Chevy’s body crashed to the linoleum.

      “Owa! Geez, Dad. What the hell? I could’ve broken a hip or something.” Slowly, Chevy propped himself on his elbows.

      “Next time, be ready, and this will be less painful for both of us.” In a red T-shirt and jeans, his father didn’t look any more Native American than anyone else’s dad in Flagstaff, but looks could be deceiving. A member of the Walpi village, he bought into all of the Hopi mythology, hook, line, and sinker. He probably believed the Snake Dance actually brought rain.

      No getting out of this. Guess he’d have to get through it. “I need a minute,” Chevy said.

      “Yeah, I’d say so. Smells like a brewery in here.” Oh, he was pissed. He was doing that thing where he closed and opened his fists.

      “A couple of the guys came over and, you know.”

      “Yes, I do. Doesn’t your mother have any rules?”

      Chevy grunted and ran a hand through his too-long black hair. “If you got a problem with Mom’s rules, go talk to her about it. Our rules work for us.”

      “What you mean is, you like having no rules and Shelly likes not having to worry about parenting you.”

      The shrug Chevy gave said it all.

      His father slapped the doorframe as he exited the room in a huff. With much effort, Chevy stood, head throbbing in time with his heartbeat. Damn. The bathroom door wavered in his adjusting vision until he stumbled through to the porcelain sink. He fished a painkiller out of the medicine cabinet and tossed it to the back of his throat, rinsing it down with water from the tap. When he was finished, he spread his eyelids, one side at a time, careful not to tug on his new eyebrow piercing, and dripped some Visine over his chocolate browns. Had to look presentable for the native ladies. A little flirting would go a long way to shorten a slow ceremony. If he was lucky, Raine Nokami might find him in the crowd. She was hot enough to make a day on the reservation worth it.

      As he climbed into the shower, the fighting started. Dad must have found Mom, which meant she’d come home last night after all. They’d be rehashing all the ancient history about how she’d promised to raise him the Hopi way. That wasn’t going to happen. No way was he going to live in a clay box and farm corn in the desert. And for what? To follow the divine direction of some Great Spirit? Did they even know how people on the outside laughed at their antiquated faith?

      Nope, Chevy had bigger plans for himself. Plans to change the world.

      Stepping from the shower, he toweled off and tied his hair back into a ponytail. He brushed the taste of stale beer from his mouth and dressed in jeans and a gray T-shirt. Then, as loudly as possible, he exited his room, hoping the stomp of his feet and the slam of the door would shame his parents into giving the argument a rest. The sooner he hit the road, the sooner this would be over with, and he could get back to his real life.

      [image: ]

      The red dirt of Route 264 billowed up around the tires of his dad’s Jeep. The two-and-a-half-hour drive from Flagstaff to the reservation was an exercise in small talk. How was school? Did he have a girlfriend? Like Chevy would share any of his personal thoughts with his parental units. Eventually, the one-word answers and head nods ebbed the flow of questions, and the even hum of the road replaced the forced conversation.

      “We’ll have to go on foot from here,” his dad said as he parked the Jeep in a gravel lot outside the village.

      Like Chevy didn’t know that. This wasn’t his first visit to First Mesa or Walpi, but he held his tongue and obediently followed on the footpath.

      “If you were raised here, with the others, it would be time for your coming of age ceremony.”

      “Yeah?” Chevy internally groaned. Not another ceremony.

      “I’d present a challenge, a test of courage, and if you succeeded in overcoming the challenge, you would be invited into the Kiva and be part of a ritual. After the ritual, everyone here would consider you an adult.”

      “Adult enough to decide I never want to come back here?” Chevy snapped.

      It was a cruel thing to say. The older man’s forehead wrinkled with the grimace that crossed his face, but he didn’t say anything to rebuke Chevy’s comment. Instead, he raised his proud chin to the pueblos on the top of the mesa, the warmth of the August sun already hot enough to bring a sheen of sweat to the surface of his skin.

      This was going to be a majorly long day.

      “Cheveyo!” the high voice that called his Hopi name cut through the distance like a bird’s caw. Raine. Her straight hair floated behind her, spread like black wings, dwarfing her petite frame as she raced toward him. Dark eyes cut to his soul.

      Thankfully, his dad swerved to go talk to a man Chevy didn’t recognize and was out of earshot by the time she reached him. Her brown arms flung around his neck and pulled him into a tight hug before backing to a respectable distance. “I’m glad you came,” she said.

      “Good to see you too, Raine, but don’t call me Cheveyo. My name is Chevy.”

      “Not here it’s not.” She smiled and the world stopped turning. “When you were born, your mother held you up to the rising sun right over there.” She pointed to the edge of the red-rock crag. “And when the first rays touched you, she named you Cheveyo.”

      Chevy shook his head and laughed. She always pushed this, every time he visited. “Yeah, and because she was white she didn’t realize she’d chosen a bad name. She thought it meant spirit warrior, but it doesn’t. Cheveyo is an ogre that steals children in their sleep. If you were named after a monster, you might prefer a nickname too.”

      “I think it sounds tough. Roll with it.” Her eyes flashed and she took a half step closer, tossing her hair over her shoulder. Oh, she smelled good, like sweet spices. “Maybe, you’ll become such a great man Hopi will have to change the meaning of the name.”

      Riiiight. Chevy held his tongue. He didn’t want to risk making her angry and losing her company.

      His father appeared at his side. “Raine, so good to see you. How’d it go yesterday?”

      “Good. I think the spirits helped me.”

      “Helped you do what?” Chevy asked.

      Patting her shoulder proudly, his father answered for her. “Raine was chosen as the Antelope Maid. She told the story yesterday and is going to be part of the ceremony today.”

      “Wow. Congratulations,” Chevy stuttered. “Who had the honor of accompanying you as Snake Youth?” Please don’t say Drew.

      “Drew,” Raine whispered as if she could sense Chevy’s dread.

      “That’s cool,” Chevy responded too quickly. He nudged his father’s elbow. “Hey, we should find Grandma before the ceremony starts.”

      “Good idea. Nice to see you, Raine.”

      Close behind his elder, Chevy gave Raine a small wave goodbye as he headed toward the plaza. The frown she wore darted straight into his heart. Hell, it wasn’t her fault the tribe had paired her with Drew for the ceremony. But Chevy dreaded the ceremony even more, now. Raine wouldn’t be by his side, silently poking fun at the festivities. Instead, she’d be a part of the irrational display. It almost made the experience worse.

      He battled with himself all the way into the adobe-walled village. Should he be more supportive of her? Of the tribe? No. No, he couldn’t allow himself to be pulled into this. Living the Hopi way was a prison. The reservation was literally landlocked, surrounded by the Navajo. Walpi didn’t even have running water for God’s sake. This was not the life for him.

      His grandmother, Willow, emerged from her pueblo and embraced him in a bone-crushing hug, surprisingly strong for her four-foot-ten-inch frame. “Welcome home,” she said. “Come. Let’s find a place to observe.”

      Observe. That was all he could do. He wasn’t actually part of all this. Sadly, his father and grandmother wouldn’t participate either, even though they probably wanted to. His grandmother was a medicine woman, deeply faithful to the traditions. She would observe and explain to him in some weak effort to make him understand. Everyone tried so hard to bring him along. They would be better off when he turned eighteen. He’d never come back here, and his Hopi relatives would eventually forget about him and go on with their lives. For now, he sat between them on the bench on the edge of the plaza, waiting in the hot Arizona sun, under a cloudless blue sky. The painkiller he’d taken was wearing off, and his head began to throb.

      “Over there is the Kisi,” his father said, pointing at a crude shrine of sticks and animal skins. The focal point was an altar covered in brightly colored sand. “That’s where they keep the snakes. The snakes carry the prayers of the faithful to the underworld, and if our dance is acceptable, the spirits will send rain.”

      Chevy rolled his eyes.

      “They come,” his grandmother said, stating the obvious. He couldn’t have missed the drumbeats. The snake priests and their attendants paraded into the plaza, beating drums and shaking gourd rattles. One by one, the priests reached into the Kisi, pulling out whatever snake their fingers wrapped around first. The diamond-shaped head of a rattlesnake poked out from one of the priest’s fists. Damn. He didn’t remember them using poisonous snakes in the past, but then a couple of years had passed since his dad had forced him to attend a Snake Dance. With any luck, he wouldn’t have to watch anyone die today.

      The priests danced around the plaza, the snakes slithering over and under their hands. For the second lap, the priests held the snakes in their mouths, never missing a beat. At the same time, the attendants tried to distract the snakes from striking with their snake whips.

      Chevy wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans.

      “They use all the snakes,” his father said. “The gatherers will keep them in the plaza as the priests drop them during the dance. See? The feathered wand soothes them and then they throw cornmeal to distract the snake before snatching them by the head.”

      Either brave or stupid, Chevy thought.

      By the time the priests had circled the plaza several times, chanting their prayers, fifty or more snakes wriggled around the gatherers’ necks and arms. Then, a snake priest found the Kisi empty. With a bowl of cornmeal offered by an attendant, he drew a large ring on the ground. The gatherers released the snakes inside the circle.

      Raine, dressed in white, joined the dance and worked to keep the snakes inside the cornmeal boundary. Holy cow! Chevy’s heart threatened to leap out of his mouth as she leaned over and used her snake whip to turn a rattler back toward the center. The diamond head coiled, ready to strike, and wouldn’t you know it, there was Drew, swooping in to save the day. He coaxed the reptile toward the center of the circle, away from Raine. Chevy dug his nails into his thighs.

      The whole thing unfolded like a train wreck, terrible and mesmerizing all at the same time. The priests scooped up snakes by the armful, returning them to a different shrine as the gatherers and attendants kept any stragglers from reaching the crowd.

      “The snakes are released into the pit to carry the prayers to the underworld,” his grandmother whispered.

      Chevy didn’t even realize he was holding his breath until the last snake slithered into the shrine. Thankful no one was hurt, he gasped in relief. The priests accepted bowls of liquid from the women of the village. Chevy cringed as they drank, then heaved onto the red dirt near their feet.

      “The vomiting cleanses them of the snake charms.” His grandmother smiled as if induced vomiting was an ordinary occurrence.

      It was all so disturbing: the rhythm, the dancing, the chanting, beautiful Raine in danger, and then the vomiting. Chevy’s head throbbed. A war waged within him, his brain telling him the ritual was archaic and ridiculous, but a deep, unused part of him desperately wanting to be part of this, to understand and participate next to Raine. As if those feelings weren’t confusing enough, at that moment the previously clear blue sky opened up. Hell if he could explain why, but rain began to pour in sheets over Walpi village. The Hopi people shouted praise and gratitude toward the heavens and the Earth.

      Chevy cracked. He leapt up and raced toward the footpath, hurling himself down the mesa.

      “Chevy, wait!” his dad called from behind him.

      He didn’t wait. The rain soaked him to the bone, but he didn’t care. He had to get away. If he didn’t get a handle on this thing inside of him, this part that wanted to believe, he’d never save his sanity.

      Near the car, Chevy stopped short of a grouping of juniper trees, their twisted branches oddly at home in the rain. An enormous winged snake with a white plume of hair stared at him through the leaves. His breath hitched. A Kachina, a Hopi spirit! He fell to his knees, quaking.

      The snake stepped forward, transforming into a tall redheaded woman in purple stiletto boots that paused in front of his prostrate form. What the hell? Was he hallucinating? Dehydrated from his hangover?

      “Well, now this is interesting,” the snake woman said in a low, breathy drawl. “You are quite the offender. Kind of kicked the ‘honor your ancestors’ thing to the curb, didn’t you?”

      Chevy bowed his head.

      “There, there. Take my hand and I’ll give you exactly what you deserve.” The snake woman extended her long fingers, her sharp tapered nails reminiscent of a bird’s talons.

      Gaze lifting to her bright green eyes, he extended his hand.

      “Cheveyo!” Raine barreled down the mesa, not stopping until her hand gripped his shoulder from behind. She locked eyes with the snake woman. “Who are you? Are you here for the ceremony? You’re too late.”

      Chevy wanted to explain to Raine what the snake woman was, but before he could utter a single syllable, the spirit clasped his wrist violently. A growl emanated from deep within her chest, and her thin lips peeled back from abnormally long, sharp teeth.

      Raine cried out and pulled back on his shoulder.

      Snake Woman did not release Cheveyo. Her other hand shot out to grip the twisted trunk of the juniper tree beside her.

      Everything slowed. For once in his life, Chevy saw things with absolute clarity. The tree bark shingled the snake woman’s arm, climbing toward him like a predator. The tree was swallowing the spirit and would eat him too. Oh no, Raine! He yanked against the Kachina’s clutches, but Snake Woman wouldn’t let go. Locked around his wrist, the spirit hissed through clenched teeth. Every cell in Chevy’s body resisted. Counting to three in his head, he pulled away with everything he had in the opposite direction. The effort paid off. His hand slipped from hers, and he dove into Raine, trying his best to protect her from the bad spirit.

      But something was terribly wrong. As he collided with Raine, he entered her skin, sliding inside her body like an overcoat. He blinked twice, staring down at the feminine arms and hands lifted in front of his face.

      Then, he gaped in horror as his own body disappeared inside the bark of the juniper tree.
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      Malini straightened her skirt and pressed the button for the elevator. This had to work. She’d been trying to get an audience with Senator Bakewell for weeks, to find the Watcher who was influencing him and take the dark angel out of the equation before the next vote.

      “What’s the bill called again?” Jacob asked, straightening his tie.

      “S. 5109-International Economic Assurance Act. If I read it to you, I’d give you a headache, but the bottom line is the legislation would legalize the employment of slave labor in the United States as long as the slaves were not American citizens.”

      The elevator doors opened, and the two stepped inside the privacy of the compartment. Jacob grunted. “That would effectively decriminalize human trafficking. Who would ever vote for that?”

      “No one with a clear head, but the council and I think Watchers have been influencing Bakewell for years and possibly a few other representatives. The legislation itself is confusing. Sounds like a boon for the economy to most people. If I wasn’t privy to Fatima’s loom, I probably wouldn’t understand the consequences.”

      Fatima was Fate, the immortal who lived in the In Between, weaving the destinies of every living soul on the planet into fabric. Malini alone, as the Healer, could read patterns in the fabric and use her gifts to interpret possible futures.

      “We might not fully understand the consequences, but the Watchers do. Lucifer’s up to something. I can feel it,” Jacob said, eyes darkening. The Lord of Illusions always seemed to have a plan B. After the Soulkeepers had forced Lucifer back to Hell that summer, when Abigail botched his human sacrifice, they’d thought they would get a break to regroup. No such luck.

      “Yep. I can feel it too.”

      “So, we end the Watcher and let Senator Bakewell get back to his usual philandering ways?”

      Malini giggled. “That’s the general idea.”

      “How are things with the council going, anyway?” Jacob asked.

      The new Soulkeepers’ council consisted of Malini, because she was the Healer, Abigail and Gideon, as administrators of Eden, Lillian as the head of field operations, and Grace and Master Lee as Helpers. The point of the council was to enhance the communication and coordination of the small team of Soulkeepers. The Watchers outnumbered them. Always would. Even with Mara slowing time in Nod and Hell, the Soulkeepers had to work smarter to thwart the evil Lucifer inflicted on the world.

      “Just okay,” Malini said honestly. “Sometimes I think the adults don’t take me seriously as their leader.”

      “I thought we’d moved beyond that.”

      “Me too. But it’s still there, Jake, festering under the surface. Some of the things I bring to them are hard to accept. Like when Bonnie and Samantha couldn’t return to Nebraska.” Her eyes darted down to her tangled fingers. “They lost the restaurant. I thought Grace was going to blow a gasket.”

      “They’re not chained to Eden. If Grace would rather take her chances with the Watchers, she can be my guest. That goes for the twins too.”

      “Jake!”

      “I’m just saying, Malini, they should consider the alternative before taking their frustration out on you.”

      The elevator stopped, and the doors opened. Malini and Jacob stepped into a vast, pale space, all steel, glass, and ivory sandstone floors. Malini’s heels click-clacked as she crossed the foyer to the front desk. Shiny metal letters on the dark wood read Harrington Enterprises.

      A slender blonde with a French manicure ended the call she was on and fixed them with a hard, green-eyed stare. “Can I help you?”

      “We’re here to interview Senator Bakewell for our school newspaper. His assistant told us he’d be here meeting with Mr. Harrington and would have a few minutes to talk with us.”

      “One moment, please.” Abruptly, the woman stood and power-walked down the hall.

      “That was weird,” Jacob said.

      “Did you smell her?”

      “Yeah. Eau de Watcher with a core of human. Not even masked with illusion. Possessed or influenced?”

      “Influenced. Long term by the strength of the aroma.” Malini rubbed her nose. “I’m texting Lillian for backup. I’ll have her wait in the lobby, just in case.” Her fingers flew and then she tucked the phone back into her pocket.

      Jacob reached out with his power. If the blonde was influenced, he might need a weapon. “There’s a pitcher of water in the conference room to your right, a bathroom down the hall, and a jug of it this way. Maybe some sort of break room,” Jacob whispered. “You’re covered.”

      “Let’s try to do this without making a scene. She’s human. She probably doesn’t know what we are. Keep this low profile, less to clean up later.”

      Jacob nodded.

      Click-Clack. The blonde returned, a cardboard smile on her face. “Right this way.”

      She led them along the windows overlooking the magnificent mile to a door labeled Conference Room D. She rapped lightly.

      “Come in,” a man’s voice drawled.

      The woman opened the door. “I have your twelve o’clock. School interview.”

      “Send them in, Amanda.”

      Amanda stepped aside, directing them inside with a swing of her arm. A stoic man in a crisp gray suit raised a cup of coffee to his lips before standing to welcome them.

      “Senator Bakewell?”

      “The one and only.” Bakewell’s smile lit up the room.

      Malini walked around the conference room table and politely extended her hand.

      Bakewell stared at her offered handshake and cleared his throat. “Sorry to be rude but I’ve had a bought of illness recently. Amanda should have explained, I can’t touch you. Call me a germaphobe!” He gave a deep laugh. “Truly, it’s as much to protect you as me, darlin’.”

      Malini lowered herself to the chair next to him, flashing Jacob a pensive look. If she couldn’t touch the senator, she couldn’t heal him of his Watcher influence. Of course, if they didn’t find and kill the Watcher responsible, there was no point anyway. He’d be influenced again in no time.

      Jacob pulled out a chair across the table and sat down.

      “I’m Mandy Witherspoon from St. Scholastica High School. Thank you for agreeing to this interview.”

      “Always interested in helping the future of America,” Bakewell said. “And who are you?” he asked Jacob.

      “Oh, I’m Fred.” Jacob held the man’s stare for a second. “Er, I’m just her ride.”

      Bakewell laughed. “Behind every successful woman is a man who can parallel park.”

      Jacob chuckled, but Malini’s mouth pressed into a flat line, silencing them both. “Why don’t we get started? Your assistant said you only had a few minutes.”

      “She would know.” Bakewell nodded.

      Malini pulled a pen from her purse and opened her notebook to a blank page. “How did you get your start in politics?”

      “My father was a politician. You could say serving the American people is in my blood. As soon as I’d earned my law degree, I pursued a career in politics. My first position was mayor of the little town of Pointer, Ohio.”

      Malini cut him off. “I have a history of your career. It’s very impressive.”

      He tilted his head. “Thank you, young lady.”

      “Can you tell me what legislation you’re most excited about right now?”

      “Sure. I’ve sponsored a bill to increase the penalties for illegal drug possession and another to increase our investment research into biological energy alternatives.”

      “Biological energy alternatives?” Jacob asked.

      Malini shot him a sharp look. He shrugged apologetically.

      Bakewell chuckled. “The driver speaks! There’s a professor at UCLA who thinks he can genetically modify bacteria to produce petroleum. If his research pans out, we could put the little buggers in our landfills where they’d eat our garbage and poop out oil. I think that idea’s worth some government funding, don’t you?”

      Jacob nodded.

      “What can you tell us about S. 5109?” Malini asked.

      The smile faded from Bakewell’s face and his cheek twitched under his left eye. He took another drink of coffee, his eyes rolling in his head as he tilted the cup back. At the same time he set the mug down, he checked his watch.

      “I am awfully sorry; it appears we’re out of time. I hope you’ve got enough for your interview. If you want any other information, feel free to ask Amanda at the front desk.”

      “But I’ve only asked you three questions!” Malini protested.

      Bakewell stood and pushed in his chair.

      “I can see you’re busy.” Malini stood and motioned for Jacob to do the same. She held up a finger and flashed a charming smile. “Please, Senator, one more thing. Your coffee smells delicious. Would it be okay if we grabbed a cup before we go?”

      “Of course. Down the hall and to the right.” Bakewell gave her a curt nod and rounded the table, holding the door open for the two of them.

      “Nice to meet you, Mandy and, uh, Fred.” He poked his head into the hall. “Amanda!”

      The blonde came click-clacking from the front desk. “Yes, Senator Bakewell?”

      “Please show Mandy and Fred to the refreshment area and then show them out. Let Harrington know I’m ready for him.”

      “Yes, sir.” Amanda pointed a hand in the direction she came from. “Right this way.”

      Malini followed her directions, Jacob sidling up next to her.

      “What now, Mandy?” Jacob asked.

      “Now, we get a drink,” she said.

      Amanda stepped ahead of them and opened the door to a small kitchenette area with three vending machines, a microwave, and a coffee pot next to the water cooler. “Help yourself,” she said. “Cups are in the cabinet. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll be back to check on you in a moment.” She took off toward her desk, no doubt to inform Mr. Harrington the senator was waiting.

      Malini reached into the cabinet and pulled down a Styrofoam cup. She poured a half cup of coffee.

      “Care to share what we’re doing in here?” Jacob said.

      Raising the cup to her nose, Malini sniffed. “It’s in the coffee,” she said.

      “What’s in the coffee?”

      “Watcher elixir. Here, smell.”

      Malini held the cup under Jacob’s nose, the scent of cinnamon, sulfur, and spice growing stronger with the movement.

      Jacob sniffed, then gagged. “Yep. That’s the stuff. Doesn’t make sense though. He spends most of his time in Washington, D.C. Do you think the Watcher is here?”

      She dumped the coffee down the sink and stared at the wall. “I’m not sure. Amanda has been influenced for quite some time, and she lives here. Bakewell is here regularly but not frequently enough to maintain the type of influence I suspect. The Watcher must be reaching him in D.C. too.”

      “Huh,” Jacob said. He leaned up against the counter and sighed.

      Healer or not, trying to think like a Watcher was never easy. With a deep breath, she rinsed the cup out and poured herself some water. She raised the Styrofoam to her lips.

      Sniff-sniff. She lowered the cup and stared down into the water. “What business is Harrington Enterprises in, Jacob?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can you Google it?”

      Jacob pulled out his phone and typed the company’s name into the search bar. “A bunch of things: pharmaceuticals, energy, water purification.”

      Malini held the cup under his nose.

      Jacob took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “It’s in the water.”

      “Gives new meaning to drinking the Kool-Aid,” Malini said.

      “Looks like Lucifer is up to his old tricks again.”

      “Yeah, and there’s nothing we can do. The Watcher might not even be here. It’s wherever this water is bottled.”

      They both stared at the water cooler as if it would sprout lips and start giving them answers. Out of the corner of her eye, Malini glimpsed a man in a sharp navy suit pass by the open door to the break room. Something about the way he moved was too graceful, inhuman. She turned her head to get a better look. Dark wavy hair, a smile that could sell toothpaste, and navy blue eyes. He straightened his red tie, and then moved beyond her line of sight. The saccharine sweet, sulfur scent of Watcher hit her full force. Jacob narrowed his eyes at the pull of evil from the doorway.

      “He’s—”

      Jacob was already around the corner. Malini followed, kicking off her heeled shoes and running down the hall at breakneck speed. As she turned the corner into the long stretch of hallway to the atrium, she saw the Watcher tapping the button for the elevator frantically. Unnatural eyes locked onto hers, and a knowing, nervous smile twitched across the demon’s face. Without missing a step, Jacob’s hand moved toward his ankle, calling the water from his flask. He hadn’t counted on Amanda. She leapt around the desk, blocking their target with her body and distracting Jacob.

      “Hey, you can’t run in here,” she said.

      He shoved her out of the way in time to see Blue Suit disappear into the stairwell. Malini cruised around Amanda, kicking off the desk to pick up speed and corner into the stairwell. Luckily, bright light filtered through windows lining the small space. Sunlight limited a Watcher’s power; they might have a prayer of catching him.

      In defiance of gravity, Jacob cartwheeled over the stair rail, dropping to the landing a floor below. The move would be dangerous for an ordinary human, but Soulkeepers developed superhuman agility and strength over time. The Watcher wasn’t smiling anymore.

      Down, down, she pursued, floors flying by, hot on the demon’s heels. The male frantically tried a doorknob, a gold lion’s head ring flashing in the bright sunlight. Locked. Malini smiled. Jacob succeeded in reaching his flask and his broadsword of ice formed in his palm. They had him!

      With suicidal resolve, the Watcher dove over the railing, twisting out of reach of Jacob’s stabbing blade. Malini watched the demon drop to the landing below, forcing her feet to move faster down the stairs. Only, they’d reached a lower level of the building, and the topography changed. This floor housed a spa with a tranquil atmosphere, partially drawn curtains decorating the stairwell. The Watcher grinned at her one last time before sinking into a sliver of shadow. Navy blue eyes, suit, and golden lion’s head ring disappeared in a plume of smoke, leaving behind only a wisp of sulfur stench.

      “Damn!” Malini rolled her eyes at the ornate doors to the spa with contempt.

      Jacob channeled his sword back into his flask. “Do you think he was the source of contamination?”

      “I don’t know. The elixir was inside the bottled water. If that was the Watcher responsible, he contaminated the bottle at the source. Senator Bakewell spends most of his time in Washington. If he’s influencing him there too, we’ve got a very busy Watcher on our hands.”

      “Still, it’s possible.”

      “Yeah, but did you notice his suit? He’s posing as an executive. There’s something else going on here, Jacob.”

      “We could go back upstairs and grill Amanda for more info.”

      “She’s influenced too. She won’t tell us anything.”

      “Then what do you suggest?”

      “We need to collect ourselves, talk to the council, and do our homework on Harrington Enterprises. My gut tells me this is bigger than Senator Bakewell.”

      “Shoes?” Jacob asked, glancing at her bare feet.

      She shook her head.

      “You’re the boss.” He led the way toward the atrium to meet Lillian.

      “And I can parallel park too,” Malini said under her breath.
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      The next day, Malini arrived in Eden alone with two things on her mind: Harrington Enterprises and Cheveyo. She needed to ask Abigail and Gideon for help researching where the infected Harrington water was produced and distributed. Until she understood the connection between Senator Bakewell and Harrington, she was putting out a fire with an eyedropper.

      Cheveyo was another story entirely. He’d been missing far too long. With two experienced Helpers on the case, finding him should have been easy, but every lead came up empty. She’d even visited the In Between and searched for his thread. Maybe he’d been taken by the Watchers? She hoped not. They needed every Soulkeeper left alive to stand any chance of keeping Lucifer at bay.

      Abigail met her at the door. “No Jacob today?”

      “Laudner family brunch.”

      “Ah yes. How is Aunt Veronica doing?”

      “Ninety-six and still gripping to life with both crotchety hands.” Malini laughed.

      “Same as I remember then.” Abigail led the way through the jeweled foyer of The Eden School for Soulkeepers.

      “How are things with you and Gideon?” Malini asked.

      “Oh …Uh … Good, I suppose. Settling in.”

      “You don’t sound thrilled exactly. Is married life not what you expected?” Immediately, Malini regretted the all-too-personal question.

      She dipped her head. “Oh, marriage is fine … perfect actually. Eden, on the other hand…”

      “What about Eden?”

      “Honestly, sometimes this place feels like a prison. Both Gideon and I would rather be working alongside the other Soulkeepers.”

      First Grace and the twins, now Abigail. Didn’t anyone appreciate the safety of Eden? Malini paused outside the hallway. “I’m sorry, Dr. Silva. It’s just too dangerous for you right now.”

      “Yes, of course. After Lucifer’s threat at our wedding, we should be thankful for Eden.” She didn’t sound thankful.

      Malini nodded and let it drop.

      “How long do you have today?” Abigail asked.

      “A few hours. My family thinks I’m studying at the library. I should be, of course. Senior year, you know.”

      “That’s right! Have you applied anywhere?”

      “Your alma mater.”

      “University of Illinois? They’d be fools not to admit you. What will you study?”

      “Journalism.”

      Abigail turned away but not before Malini caught a flash of skepticism. Everyone assumed she’d study medicine because she was a Healer, but the idea of having to allow people to die on a regular basis when she had the capability to heal them didn’t appeal to her. Life and death were a delicate balance, so easily thrown off by the most benevolent of actions. No, she would be an observer, ferreting out evil and bringing it to light.

      At the stairwell, Malini noticed the halls had been conspicuously empty. “Where is everyone, anyway?”

      “The rest of the council is waiting for us in the conference room, and the students are studying in the dining hall. We haven’t made the curriculum easy.”

      With a snort, Malini declared her support. “Better hard now than hard later when they’re fighting for their lives.”

      “My sentiments exactly.” Abigail hooked right at the top of the stairwell.

      “Are Grace and Lee back from Sedona?”

      “Not exactly.” Abigail flashed a knowing smile and opened the door to the room next to her office.

      The conference room consisted of a long wooden table in front of an arched window overlooking the jungle. When Malini walked in, Lillian and Gideon tilted their faces up to greet her. So did Grace and Master Lee, although Malini could see right through their bodies to the chairs they sat in.

      “Wha—” she said as her mouth dropped open.

      “Warwick’s stones,” Abigail explained. “We figured out how they worked. They project the image of the person calling to the other stones in the set.” She motioned toward the rough, blue gemstone on the table. “Ancient cell phones.”

      “Handy,” Malini said.

      Inside the blue tint of his transparent image, Lee’s hologram smiled. “Good morning, Malini.”

      “Good morning,” Malini took a seat across from Grace’s hologram “Any new clues on Cheveyo’s whereabouts?”

      Grace spoke up first. “We found an apartment in Sedona with residual traces of Soulkeeper energy. Only, no one lives there anymore. Building manager says a woman and her son moved out over a month ago.”

      “Did they leave a forwarding address?” Malini asked.

      “A place in Flagstaff. The son’s name was Chevy.”

      Gideon shifted in his seat. “Surely a nickname.”

      “Presumably. We’re headed to Flagstaff tomorrow to confirm he’s our Soulkeeper.”

      “Excellent,” Malini said. “So, why do you both look so worried?”

      Lee sighed. “The residue was faint, Malini. I am an experienced Helper. I’ve been tracking Soulkeepers for decades. Either he is in transition, or he has never used his power. He is going to be vulnerable.”

      “Crap. Do you think Lucifer has him?” Malini asked.

      Abigail shook her head. “Lucifer may have his name from the list, but if we can’t locate him, chances are Lucifer can’t either. Something about this boy is making him hard to find, both for us and for the Watchers.”

      “We need to get to him first,” Malini said.

      “Obviously.” Grace pursed her lips.

      What’s with the attitude? Malini scowled.

      Master Lee made his best attempt to diffuse the tension. “We will find him. Before we leave for Flagstaff, we are visiting his old school and interviewing neighbors. A picture would aid our search efforts.”

      “Makes sense. Thank you,” Malini said.

      With nothing left to share, Abigail reached for the stone. “Thank you for being with us today. I’ll keep the stone with me in case you find anything.”

      Grace nodded, reaching for the sister stone. Her image flickered and then disappeared, along with Master Lee’s.

      “That was disappointing,” Lillian said, turning a paperclip between her fingers.

      Malini couldn’t argue. Discouragement hung heavy in the air between them. “How are the new Soulkeepers coming along?” she asked, hoping for better news.

      “Good. Bonnie and Samantha are tougher than they look, and Jesse was already good as gold after training with Master Lee,” Lillian said.

      “And Ethan?”

      Lillian’s eyes flicked to Gideon’s. They both made a sound like a soft groan.

      “What is it?”

      “He’s, um, challenging,” Lillian said.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well, he has trouble following the rules,” Gideon said.

      Abigail tilted her head in agreement. “He’s late for every class, has been caught trying to cheat several times, and is otherwise annoying.”

      “Annoying?” Malini laughed.

      She bit her lip. “He loves to be the center of attention. Yesterday, he burst into song, some obnoxious rap melody, and started grinding against one of the gnomes. We had to give the poor fellow the day off.”

      As much as she wanted to keep a straight face, Malini couldn’t, overcome as she was by a fit of giggles. Soon the others joined in as well.

      Lillian shook her head. “He is funny. A joy to have around most of the time. But can he be disciplined in the field? We’re not sure how much we can trust him.”

      “Hmm. Yes, I can understand why that could be a problem.”

      Abigail cleared her throat. “He has a past. The night I picked him up I think he was running from the mob. He admitted to stealing some money.”

      “Ah. Trust is a major issue then.”

      “Next time you’re in the In Between, can you follow his thread?” Abigail asked. “Give us something to go on?”

      “Of course.” Malini nodded.

      “Good.” Abigail scribbled a note to herself.

      “Well then, Lillian filled us in on yesterday’s mission. What is your plan with regard to Harrington Enterprises?” Gideon asked.

      “None yet. I need your help with some research. Maybe one of the helpers can bring you resources.”

      “No need. We have all the resources necessary. Follow me.” He gathered his notes and headed for the door.

      Confused, Malini said her goodbyes to Lillian and followed Gideon into the hall. Abigail joined them at her side.

      “Where are we going?” Malini asked.

      Abigail smiled mischievously. “We have something to show you, something I believe you will find quite interesting.”

      “Interesting like The Huffington Post or interesting like a hive of Watchers trying to decapitate me?”

      “The first.”

      “Excellent!”

      Through a door at the end of the hall, Malini followed Abigail into an antechamber.

      “I don’t remember ever being in here before,” Malini said.

      “This room wasn’t accessible.” Abigail pointed toward the door they’d just entered. “That used to be a solid stucco wall.”

      Malini lowered her chin and raised her eyebrows.

      Gideon paused to face her. “I was lamenting the lack of outside information in Eden when Archibald, the good gnome that he is, asked if there was anything he could get for me. I said, ‘Yes, a New York Times.’ And, without leaving Eden, he brought me one.”

      “What? How?”

      “As we’ve come to
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