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        For my husband, Bobby,

        thank you for the support you give.

      

        

      
        For my loving mother, Gynda,

        your strength has inspired me.

      

        

      
        And for my Aunt Louise,

        who is resting in Heaven.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        …Footfalls echo in the memory

        Down the passage which we did not take

        Towards the door we never opened

        Into the rose-garden…
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      A small package leaned against the wall just outside my apartment door. The sight of it had an icy chill running down my spine, stopping me dead in my tracks. Dirt and grime coated the brown wrapping paper along with several postage stamps. Cambodia this time. The fucking bastard didn’t stay in one place too long. A tidal wave of anger flooded my body when I pictured the contents I knew were inside.

      Pictures of his latest victim.

      It was the third package I’d received from Doc—Ronald Stewart—in the past month.

      I dropped my overnight bag on the floor and knelt beside it. My trembling hand hovered over the tainted thing, as if I could somehow destroy it with my magick.

      The package must have arrived either Friday or Saturday. I hadn’t been home since Thursday. Kara and I were taking turns staying with Marta and the kids. They were still suffering from the torture they had been subjected to.

      Kara knelt beside me and picked up the parcel. I wanted to stop her, keep her from touching the putrid sickness inside, but I also understood that we’d eventually have to give it to Devlin. Silly as it sounded, to me, picking it up was a reminder that I’d failed. That if I had only figured out sooner what the Stewart family was up to, none of this would have happened.

      The thought remained on a constant loop inside my head.

      The first package from Doc arrived two weeks after we killed his sister and brother; a battle that took place on his family’s land, hidden in the small marshland between Sandpoint and Alice. Doc, after murdering his nurse Emilia, had left a note for me, along with directions to the barn-like structure. There, his family was holding close to fifty people, including Marta, for their Harvest ritual. We’d won that fight. And I’d barely escaped with my life.

      Like his first letter to me, he’d written in graphic detail about the torture he’d inflicted on Felicity Markum. Ronald had carved her up and eaten pieces of her. He’d even included photographs of his work. Unfortunately, he never signed the letter. It would have been proof of what he was doing—a confession written in his own hand. But he was too smart for that.

      Mixed in with the gruesome photographs was a picture of him in Thailand, arms around a group of kids, while wearing a doctor’s uniform. And while blending in with other physicians and treating the locals, he killed without the constraints his family had put on him. We’d scoured online news outlets in the locations he’d sent me boxes from: Thailand, Philippines, and Malaysia, and found articles on his victims.  Local women who bore a passing resemblance to me. I still get nauseous thinking about those photographs and the fact that he, in his mind, was obviously killing me over and over again.

      It was only when he left the area that he’d send me mementos with a bottle of Asbach Uralt—his favorite brandy—and photographs of his latest victim. Devlin sent copies of the first letter and set of pictures to the embassy in Thailand. Sadly, we never got a response.

      After some debate, we’d sent the pictures and the note to the Markum family. I wanted to shield them from the horror, but Devlin argued since they’d hired him to find out about their daughter, he was obligated to share the information with them, no matter how much we wanted to protect them from the reminder of their daughter’s death the pictures would surely invoke. And in the end, I understood why they needed to know, and it wasn’t my decision to make.

      A few days later, Devlin had received a letter—a check with an obscene amount of money along with a signed contract from the Markums. Regardless of their daughter not dying from the ritual, they hired him to investigate the other blood magick users on Tulare Island. The letter contained carefully worded instructions on what to do when we found them. While not direct, we all understood they wanted us to kill them all.

      Despite their wishes, we simply couldn’t do that. At least that’s what Devlin said. I was firmly in the Markums’ camp. We could, he said, investigate the five remaining families to determine if they were practicing blood magick. And if they were, we’d stop them. It seemed simple enough. Yet, I had a feeling it wouldn’t be.

      I stood up. My hand shook as I tried to ram my key into the lock—scratching at the polished brass. Pulling in a deep breath, I closed my eyes and pushed down the pain. Pushed down the images that were inside that dirty package. Pushed down the guilt and finally, hand steady, unlocked my door. Picking up my bag from the floor, I rushed inside and came to an abrupt stop in the middle of my living room.

      A sudden kaleidoscope of memories cascaded through me, keeping me rooted in place. My bag thumped to the floor as I let the onslaught of them overtake me. The numerous instances clues had presented themselves—practically smacking me in the face. My chest heaved and blood rushed through my veins while black spots blocked my vision. I gripped my shirt, burying my knuckles between my breasts.

      It all started with me walking into Tribec Insurance and smelling blood. Instead of running out of the building, I stayed.

      When I spotted the magick wards and symbols peppered throughout, sure, I questioned it, but still, I didn’t leave.

      Then, when I was presented with the option to leave, I’d stayed.

      And with Doc, I’d let hormones and anger at my having to take a job I would hate fuel my decision making. Turning a blind eye when I sensed, deep down, something was off about him.

      I couldn’t change the past, no matter how much I wished I could. But accepting what had happened felt wrong too. Like giving up, somehow. Each time I was faced with it, my body, mind, and soul wanted to shut down. To block out the world and just forget. That was how I usually handled things. But lately, it hadn’t been working. Alek advised me to use cleansing breaths and mantras to help.

      Fuck mantras. I wanted blood.

      But sadly, until we stopped Doc and all the other blood magick users on this damn island, I would probably keep having these episodes.

      I could do one thing to help myself, though: I could stop referring to that sadistic monster by the pet name I’d given him.

      I threw my keys on my brand-new coffee table. They skidded across the glass, most likely leaving little dips and grooves—permanently damaging the surface—and came to rest near the stack of self-help magazines I’d started accumulating. I had hoped the articles would help me deal with the panic attacks. But sadly, they, along with the book on surviving abuse I’d purchased, weren’t working.

      Figuring if I couldn’t get my mind right, I could at least give my apartment a makeover. I’d bought a few items of furniture with the money Devlin gave me. Along with the coffee table, I found a small dinette set in pretty good condition at a yard sale. Eventually, I’d get some towels and a few pictures for the walls.

      The only drawback of me making my apartment into a home was that I still pictured my previous neighbor, Wade, dead on the floor in the corner of my living room. And sadly, no amount of gussying up would ever wipe that gruesome apparition from my mind.

      Kara walked up behind me. I could feel her eyes boring into my back and feel the weight of her concern hanging in the air.

      “Why did you pick it up?” I asked, not turning around.

      “You know why,” she answered, her tone cautious.

      I dug my fingernails into the palms of my hands.

      “Devlin said we need to keep tracking him,” she continued, her voice softening. “And if he’s crazy enough to send us information on where he is, we shouldn’t just throw it away.”

      I whipped around and snatched the package from her. “He sends these sick little mementos after he’s left the area. How can that information help?” I was arguing with the wrong person. But my anger had to go somewhere. And sadly, Kara was the only person in the room. I threw the package on the ground; the thump was like nails on a chalkboard.

      My damn fault. All of it.

      She didn’t move. Just stood there with love and patience in her eyes. She, like everyone else, had become used to my sudden outbursts. I hated that. I’d promised myself I would stop, but today, it really couldn’t be helped.

      I didn’t understand why Devlin wanted to start with the church. It made more sense for us to focus on the Sinclair family since they were the ones who had hurt Marta’s kids. But he pointed out the protection around them right now would pose a risk to us, so we’d begin with the Young family.

      When I continued to argue with him, he must have picked up on my hesitancy and figured out there was more to my not wanting to deal with the Young family than what I was saying. He stopped insisting and had given me the opportunity to explain my reluctance. But true to form, I had declined to go into detail, leaving me with no way out of the situation.

      Kara continued to stare at me as I cycled through my anger.

      Pull it together, Nicole.

      It was the love in her eyes that chipped away at my resolve.

      Besides, our friendship was the one thing that kept me sane. I couldn’t afford to lose her. Not now. Not ever. And more importantly, she didn’t deserve my rage.

      “Sorry,” I said, reaching for her.

      She smiled and wrapped her arm around me, pulling me close. “You know I will always have your back, Nicole.”

      “I know,” I mumbled. “I just…”

      She stepped back and looked at me. “We all, just… The key is to keep it together. Let the fury build.” Her mouth stretched into a wicked grin. “And when the time is right, we strike. Letting all that rage feed our magick.”

      “And bathe in the blood of our enemies?” The last of my anger slowly seeped out of my pores. I could do this.

      She laughed, her body also relaxing as she studied me. “That’s right. We will bathe in their blood and let their screams be our soundtrack.”

      “Have I told you lately that I’m a little frightened of you?”

      Her face took on a pensive look while she tapped her finger on the side of her cheek. “No. But I’m thinking I should get that printed on a t-shirt.” She gestured across the spans of her chest. “Fear me.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve corrupted you.”

      She picked up the package off the ground. “Well, maybe I needed a little corrupting.” She pointed toward my bedroom. “Now, why don’t you go find something proper and decent to wear to church.”

      “Shit,” I said and rushed out of the room. Despite not wanting to go, I still loathed the idea of being late. Hated having to rush in at the last minute. It made me feel as if I were missing something. Like in my haste to beat the clock, I’d left out a crucial task or step when getting ready. That’s why I always left early. It gave me time to not only think, but also circle back if I had, in fact, forgotten something.

      I opened my closet door and stared at the mounds of clothing crammed into the small space. I didn’t have church clothes, at least not according to society’s standards. But then again, I never much cared for the boxes the illusive “they” put people in in the first place. So, fuck them.

      And it was that very attitude that had me staring at the many clothes in my closet, contemplating wearing a short red dress to church.

      “He’s in Cambodia,” Kara said as she walked into the room. “And yes, there are pictures.”

      Why the hell had she opened the package?

      “That’s inconvenient,” I said as I stared at a skintight green dress. I doubted I could blend in showing off my cleavage, and if I had to bend over for any reason, I was sure to cause an uproar. Might even get a few people offering to pray for me. I groaned and shoved it back in the closet. It landed on the floor with the rest of my clean clothes. I really needed to do something about my closet.

      “The pictures?”

      I glanced over at her. “No, Kara, the fact that he’s in Cambodia. How the hell am I supposed to kill the sick bastard if he’s not here?”

      She set the pictures on my bed and joined me at the closet door. “Remember what Devlin said,” she slanted her eyes toward me, “he’ll return eventually.”

      Devlin believed Doc was obsessed with me. Even after he’d gotten away, he continued contacting me. Taunting me. And that level of fixation would not only make him careless but also force him to return to Tulare. So, he wanted us to keep the sick mementos Doc sent. That way we could keep an eye on his progression into madness. It would be the only signal we had when he inevitably returned to Tulare Island.

      When I objected, he pointed out that I got away from him once and would do so again. This time, with the team backing me. Yes, it’s true I did survive. Even if I hadn’t known my life was in danger. But it didn’t mean I liked the idea of waiting around patiently for him to come and finally finish the job.

      The bastard had told me in one of his letters he wanted to kill me—that his desire to do so was so overpowering that he had to fight hard against it. So, instead of raping and killing me, he had turned me into a useful pawn in his scheme to get away from his family and free himself from the shackles they’d imposed. He’d wanted free rein to continue with his sick proclivities, and I was the useful idiot who helped him get away.

      I shook my head. “Eventually? How many women will he kill between now and then?” My stomach flipped and bile rose, burning my throat. A wave of dizziness came over me. I stumbled toward the bed, shoved the pictures out of the way, and sat down. “I can’t do this.”

      Kara turned and extended the dress to me. “This will work.”

      “Did you hear me?” I took the pale-yellow summer dress from her. “I can’t do this.”

      “I heard you. And”—she smiled sarcastically—“I’m ignoring you.”

      “Fine. If I fuck up, I will blame you.”

      “That’s the spirit,” she said, and went over to my jewelry box. “Do you have earrings to match?”

      Honestly, I couldn’t recall when I’d bought the dress. So, there was no way I’d remember having earrings to match. While Kara rummaged inside my jewelry box, I slipped out of my clothes, pulled on the dress, and groaned. The damn thing was too tight.

      Kara handed me a pair of gold hoops. I put them on and surveyed myself in the mirror. My hair stuck out all over the place, looking as if I’d stuck my finger in a light socket. Red splotches covered my cheeks, forehead, and chin. And the bags under my eyes made me look as if I’d been awake for the past thirty days. I could cover it all with make-up, but I refused to put any on in this heat. And doing my hair would take too much time. So, tight yellow dress and wild-woman-do, it was.

      Kara took the box back into the living room and put it on the coffee table while I grabbed my purse. Before we left out, I debated briefly on whether or not we should take the damn thing with us. I didn’t want it in my house. But I also didn’t want to touch it again, either.

      So, I left it where it was.

      Wade’s apartment sat next to mine near the entrance. As we made our way to the front door, Kara stopped and stared at the for-rent sign affixed to the frame.

      Mr. Wan still hadn’t been able to find a renter, especially since he was required to disclose Wade had been found dead inside the apartment. We had moved him to his own place after our confrontation with the men sent to kill me by Andrew Snow, a former trainer at Tribec Insurance.

      The other tenants had speculated about Wade’s death for weeks. At first, they believed his murder had something to do with the previous tenant who used to live in my apartment. Afterall, the man had started growing marijuana in the garden outside. Eventually, they started giving me accusing glances as if I was somehow responsible. It was my fault. I should have shut Wade down long before that night. I’d told him I wasn’t interested, but obviously not in a way he understood. If I had, it would have stopped him from coming over every time he believed I was home.

      “How much is the rent here?” Kara asked.

      “Don’t tell me you’re giving up your house? I thought you said your grandmother left.”

      “No.” She continued walking. “Paul is looking for a new place.”

      I stood there for a minute, watching her. She better not suggest Paul move next door to me.

      “Kara?”

      She turned. “Come on, Nicole. We need to get going.”

      I caught up to her. “If this is some weird attempt on your part to have Paul keep an eye on me, I will be pissed.”

      “You have got to stop being so paranoid.” She pushed open the front door. “Now, come on. Let’s go join a cult.”

      “You actually managed to put those two things together,” I said, following behind her. “Paranoid and a cult.” I turned away before she could see the fear in my eyes.

      She unlocked the doors, and we climbed inside the stifling car. We rolled down all the windows, and Kara turned on the air-conditioning full blast. Humidity made it easier to cool off the car. But nowadays, despite the moisture in the air, it seemed to be taking  longer for the air-conditioning to work. The lack of rain puzzled a lot of people on Tulare Island—especially the weatherman, who had grown increasingly agitated every time his prediction for rain wasn’t fulfilled.

      Once the car had cooled down, Kara faced me. “You don’t have a problem with Paul moving in, do you?” she asked, looking as if she were bracing for the worst.

      I shrugged. I’d gotten over my petty jealousy of Paul a few weeks ago. It was misplaced and stupid. Paul was a decent guy. Strange? Illusive? Yes. But also nice, and fun to go drinking with. The man could not hold his liquor.

      “I hope you told him about what happened,” I said. “I’d hate to have it slip out when he comes over for a night of drinking.”

      Kara smiled then reversed out of the parking spot. “See, you’ve already found the bright side.” She slanted her eyes toward me. “I thought you gave up drinking.”

      “I’ll probably be drinking again real soon. And it’ll be nice to have someone to drink with.”

      Kara frowned and pulled out onto the street. She wouldn’t say anything about me going back on my word. It was a song and dance we were used to, only speaking up when things got too bad. She gave me the space to decide if I wanted to talk to her when something was bothering me. My usual way of dealing with these uncomfortable situations was to make some sarcastic remark. Opening up and expressing my feelings just wasn’t me.

      My apartment was a few blocks south from our old stomping ground, Jordin Cisco’s. I should have told her to take the long way around to avoid the place, but it was too late now.

      Kara slowed as we came to the gray brick building with blacked-over windows and a single reddish steel door. The neon sign wasn’t lit. The bushes were still thriving. Which meant someone was still pissing and pouring beer on them. In the daylight, the once-familiar spot had taken on a more sinister caste. As if the light, finally showed me what had remained hidden for so long.

      I’d learned weeks ago that Jordin Cisco was an Old One—a god created by blood magick a few thousand years ago. And I had taken to him like a moth to flame. He had been my lover. The one constant in my life that I could depend on never changing. Sure, he slept with many other women, but I never had an issue with it. I enjoyed his company when I could.

      “I still think you should confront him,” Kara said, stopping at the intersection.

      Ezra, another Old One, had warned me about the pact he and his siblings had made regarding people with my strange type of magick, a power that allowed me to keep a dead person’s soul tethered to their body. I’d learned about this rare ability during a battle with the employees at the Sinclairs’ at-risk youth facility. During the attack, a man had died. And my hand on his body had kept him somewhat alive—his soul resting inside his long-dead flesh.

      He’d told me they would either kill or protect me.

      Ezra had chosen to protect me, marking me with an elaborately drawn brand that I was still trying to decipher. Unlike the shen ring on my wrist, his brand was engraved into my bottom lip and only showed when I was in danger. Yet, Jordin had only slept with me. He had to have known about my magick, which made me wonder why he decided not to brand me for protection as well? And since he hadn’t, that left him with only one option.

      To kill me.

      Jordin was the true embodiment of Dionysus. The original basis for the mythical god of wine and madness. Often driving women insane. Turning them into Maenads. The raving ones. Women who were given to divine possession and frenzied, ravenous like behavior.

      When I learned this, I thought of the women who had become fixtures at the bar, sitting on bar stools staring raptly at him, hoping to gain his attention.

      I must have sensed the danger inside of him like a coiled snake ready to strike. His attentiveness was intoxicating and always left me in a drunken state. Could that have been the reason I’d been so drawn to him? Yes, I loved sex. And yes, Jordin was extremely good at it. I’d slept with many men but with Jordin, it had been different. My nights with him had always left me high, feeling as if my skin were on fire.

      I never questioned it, though. Like I said, I enjoyed the ride.

      But now, I worry what my time with him could have done to me, if seeing him again would have the same effect. Would I be able to refuse him? Or would I let him pull me back into his powerful embrace?

      I turned away from the bar and Kara continued driving. I pushed the thoughts of him down deep, burying them in the vast basement of my painful past. I couldn’t dwell on the many opportunities Jordin had to slaughter me while I’d lain naked and vulnerable in his bed. The many ways in which he could have killed me was too much to think about. And I already had the images of Ronald’s victims in my head. I didn’t need anything else to keep me up at night.
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      We drove in silence—cutting across the island using the back roads instead of the main highway. I appreciated the detour; it gave me time to get my thoughts in order and review the plan the team had gone over this week.

      A few years ago, most people on Tulare started referring to The Better Day Church as a cult. Including myself. Of course, this certainty was never anything anyone could prove. It was just rumors and conjecture based on the odd beliefs of its parishioners.

      The lack of concrete details was why Devlin outlined that our objective today would be to determine if the church was in fact a cult, and if so, secure an invitation to join. If not, we would have to keep digging and find another way to verify if the Young family was using blood magick. We all doubted their true purpose would be revealed to those who attend church services occasionally—so we’d also have to show an interest in all their activities.

      I was not looking forward to purchasing more useless clothes like I did when I got the job at Tribec Insurance. And I drew the line at elaborate hats and white gloves. There was no way in hell I would ever wear some extravagant hat. Especially in this heat.

      I turned to Kara. “I can understand why Jonah is part of this recon mission. He is a faith mage.” I paused. Maybe asking why she chose to come today would sound unappreciative. Fuck it. She knew me. “Why did you decide to join us today?” I sounded like a damn self-help guru. Why did you decide to join us today?  Seriously?

      She laughed. “Did you just say, ‘recon mission’?”

      “Devlin’s words. Not mine,” I said, smiling. “I think he’s wearing off on me.” Was she stalling?

      Kara blew out a noisy breath and shrugged. “You…” She trailed off, then glanced at me. “I knew you were struggling. I saw it in the way you kept staring off into space, wringing your hands like you needed something to take the edge off. I’m surprised you didn’t buy any cigars.” I let out a bitter laugh. I had been entertaining the idea of buying a pack for a while. “And,” Kara continued, “I wanted to be there in case you needed me.”

      I rubbed my temple and looked out the window. “Yeah, this is going to be hard.” I stopped short of telling her why. No one knew about my past dealings with a religious cult and now was not the time to go into it. I needed to stay focused on the job at hand or I’d breakdown into a useless puddle of emotions. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      “And Nicole,” she said, drawing my attention to her. “Try not to be cynical.” She smiled. “Make it a mantra: I will not by cynical.”

      “What about questions? Can I ask those?”

      She laughed. “Of course. It would show interest. Just”—she gave me a look, her eyes dancing with humor—“try not to add any cynicism to them.”

      Her suggestion was eerily like the advice she had given me when I was applying for a job at Tribec Insurance. Kara knew I had a hard time not peppering people with questions. Truthfully, I’d been this way since I was a child. It used to drive my mother crazy. But the cynicism came later, when life had dealt me a shitty hand, and the only way I could cope with it was by using an unhealthy amount of sarcasm at the wrong time. I was working on it. Well, at least trying to work on it. But until I did manage to deal with the lemons I refused to make into lemonade, I had Kara to keep me grounded.

      Kara crossed the border from Pleasanton into Alice, and I shifted my focus.

      My limited abilities with magick disturbed me. It was a constant reminder of my parents and Luisah’s betrayal of not teaching me the things I needed to know about my own abilities. Ones that had been locked away behind a black mass of energy that had been destroyed weeks ago. Now, my body had this thrum of power running through it—waiting to be used. Only, I had no idea how to use it. Sure, I understood all the rituals and even knew about the roots and herbs used in earth magick, but I didn’t know how to wield my power to make a spell work.

      When the team started teaching me, the right way, about magick, they gave me a strange analogy. They said to look at my magick like I had a green thumb. While two people could use the exact same methods to care for plants, it was always the person with a green thumb who managed to keep the plants alive and thriving—able to connect on a cellular level and assess the plant’s needs. While the other person, time and time again, ended up with dead vegetation.

      Magick was in the blood. In our very DNA. And surprisingly, everyone had it to some degree. However, like the green thumb analogy, only a few could access and wield its power.

      Devlin considered those who couldn’t use magick as having none. During his entire career in law enforcement, he had refused to use his own magick against those who didn’t have any active magick of their own.

      I had a strong suspicion this rigid belief would change eventually.

      Given this, I decided to start off small by working on viewing the human aura or soul as some referred to it. It was where a person’s magick resided. My first encounter with this was when we fought the people at the Sinclair at-risk youth facility. Alek had been bathed in a rich orange that looked like the sunset, Rachel a dark green, and Devlin a vibrant, lush blue. Using Jonah as a test subject, I was able to see his aura consisted of a white-goldish color tinged in black. My own had a green hue, representing earth, but it also had striations of red running through it. Which could possibly explain the anomaly in my magick. Kara, being an earth practitioner, had a dark green aura. But she also had blue ridges cutting into the green. The more vibrant the color, the stronger the magick. Only earth and mind practitioners had the ability to see the magick in others.

      But unlike other earth practitioners, I had an additional power that they had never seen or heard of before.

      I could keep a dead person’s soul tethered to their body. Recently, I’ve practiced both seeing and feeling the small ball of energy pulsing in the center of an individual’s aura. Alek had graciously volunteered for this experiment. When I touched his soul, it felt like a cold orb of energy, crackling in my palm. Alek said the sensation made his fight or flight response kick in, giving him a level of fear, he never thought he would feel.

      It was going to take more practice, and understanding, before I could use my strange ability in battle. And while I would have loved to continue working on it, learning about the other principles was also important. Especially given what we were setting out to do. So last week, I switched gears.

      According to Jonah, faith magick had never really been about religion. Its power was meant to create. But some thousands of years ago, after creating the first god using faith magick, the practitioners also formed religion. Using mankind’s spirituality against them to garner control over the people. Today, it was the most common principle used across the world, which was why it was too easy for people to become fanatical in their beliefs and try and impose them on others—creating Zealots.

      And in the wrong hands, faith magick could be the deadliest.

      Given my own experience with religion, I had to agree.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, a little after eleven, we pulled into the packed parking lot of The Better Day Church, located in Alice, two miles North of Tribec Insurance. The service started at eleven thirty, so we had made it on time.

      Kara circled the lot as I took in the garish structure: a towering white and gold cathedral with Roman columns and white marble statues of lions on either side of the walkway leading to the building.

      One Sunday, when I was younger, my mother and I had ridden by the place on our way to Sandpoint. It was a year before David and Karen Young had been killed. A massive white tent had been erected in the parking lot. Scores of people roamed about, holding plates of food. My mother had called it a revival and said most churches held them. I had been curious and asked if we could go. She gave me a look I will never forget; one so laced with fear that I’d turned away and just stared at that tent as we continued to drive by.

      Looking at the giant cathedral now, I wondered about that look. Did she know something about the family? Or was it just the aversion she and my father had to organized religion?

      The original church had been modest—a small white and black building with a large lot. Once Gavina and Boyd took over the church after her parents’ death, they’d turned it into a spectacle.

      Kara pulled into a spot in the last aisle close to the exit and shut off the engine and, sadly, the air too. I sat there, staring, trying to build up the nerve to get out of the car.

      “Are you ready?” Kara asked.

      “Yeah, I just need a minute,” I said, not looking at her.

      She didn’t push. I appreciated that. Instead, she turned the car back on and the air on full blast as I continued to gaze out at all the people making their way toward the large building.

      The last time I’d been in church was four months after my best friend Steve’s death. Two weeks after my boyfriend Frank had been killed. After pumping ten bullets into Frank’s chest, his uncle had turned the gun on me while I lay there in a drugged-out state, unable to muster up enough willpower or concern to save myself. If not for him using all the bullets on Frank, I would have died that day.

      I spent the next few weeks in so much pain, it felt as if my very soul was clawing away at me—hollowing me out until there was nothing left. My skin burned. My heart ached. And I just wanted everything and everyone to go the fuck away.

      My parents tried. Especially my mother. But in the end, I climbed out of my window and ran away to stay in New Orleans with a woman who I had believed was my Aunt Delilah.

      Her way of helping involved her church, a congregation whose roots came from twisted rituals and lust and power and subjugation. Pastor Jeremiah ran this small cult-like church with a zeal born from madness. Every once in a while, I still saw his dark, evil eyes staring down at me—willing me to believe in him.

      Their place of worship was hidden in a deep, shadowy part of the bayou. Away from prying eyes and those who would question their beliefs. They had tried to convince me I only needed to have my soul cleansed to free myself of my pain.

      Even now, all these years later, I can feel the rough, pitted texture of the concrete slab they had laid me on. Still feel the cold biting into my naked skin as the pastor stood over me praying while my aunt stood by watching. When the rest of the men surged forward and the pastor’s wife handed him a knife, I yanked free of my loosely tied bindings, jumped off that slab, and ran.

      When I’d returned home the next day, I didn’t tell my father what happened. But somehow, he must have known. He told me Delilah was not really my aunt, but a family friend, one who they had long stopped talking to when they learned the depths of her beliefs. Only, no one ever told me this before. But then, why would they? We had left New Orleans and settled on Tulare Island when I was young. And while my father’s brothers kept in contact, we never stepped foot in our old neighborhood again.

      After all, my mother had buried the man who raped me when I was six behind our house. To them, the land would forever be poisoned.

      On a sigh, I pushed open the car door and stepped out into the sweltering heat.

      Kara turned off the engine and got out of the car to join me. “Well, I hope we’ll be able to find seats,” she said as we started toward the church—mixing in with the other people making their way across the lot.

      “The size of the building says we will. Besides—” The humidity made me gasp. Please let them have air-conditioning. “Jonah’s probably already here. And he would have saved us one.”

      Kara made a non-committal noise that sounded suspiciously like a moan and continued walking.

      The closer we got, the more my stomach turned. I had sworn to never set foot in another church again. But here I was, swarming to Enlightenment like the rest of these people.

      Halfway to the building, my steps faltered. A man, leaning against a white Cadillac with dark tinted windows, caught my attention. Bald head, tanned skin that suggested he might be mixed with something, with a long, jagged scar tracing from his ear to the middle of his neck. He wore a pair of dark jeans and a tight gray shirt, molded to his massive physique. Even though his shaded gaze remained fixed on the church, I got the impression he was watching us. A chill ran down my spine and I reached out and stopped Kara.

      She turned and gave me a questioning look. I pointed to the man. “Does he look…” I paused, unsure of what I wanted to say. All I knew was that his presence felt wrong.

      “What?” she asked, glancing between me and him. “Do you know him?”

      I shook my head and turned to her. “He just seems out of place,” I said finally.

      She studied him for a moment, her face going pensive. “Probably just some rich guy’s driver,” she said after a while. “We should keep walking. I feel like my skin is on fire in this heat.”

      I nodded. She was probably right. I was on-edge and most likely looking for danger when there wasn’t any.

      By the time we reached the front entrance, my entire back was covered in sweat. My hair was plastered to my head; strands lay across my face as if they had grown directly out of my pores. My sandaled feet slid forward on the verge of slipping completely out of my shoes. And my throat screamed for water.

      “Fucking heat,” I croaked. I should have brought a bottle of water with me.

      “It’s like the sun was trying to cook us as we walked.” Kara wheezed, her breathing shallow.

      “Please tell me you have a tissue or a bath towel in your purse.”

      “A bath towel?” Kara ran her hand over her forehead. “I might just go dive in that enormously large fountain they have over there.”

      I glanced over in the direction she was looking and found a marble statue of a woman wearing a toga in the center, holding an upturned jug in her hand. Mist smoked out as water cascaded down into the pooling water below. “You make the first move, and I promise I will follow.”

      She laughed. “No, I think that’s more your speed.”

      “Don’t tempt me.” I ran my sticky arm across my forehead as if that would help. All it did was add to the already gritty, clammy sheen of sweat covering my face.

      I spotted Jonah standing outside the large gold and white cathedral doors waiting. An immobile force of a man wearing a short-sleeved white button-down shirt and dark green pants. Parishioners gave him a wide berth. I didn’t blame them. He was giving off this ‘get the fuck away from me’ vibe that was hard to ignore. I loved it.

      He watched us as we made our way toward him. Correction, those brown eyes were glued to Kara as if she were just the spiritual healing he needed. I chuckled.

      “What?” Kara asked, her eyes on Jonah as she straightened her cream-colored short dress.

      I glanced at her. She had worn her long red hair down and had even curled the ends. Something she almost never did. I didn’t have the heart to tell her what it looked like now.

      “Oh, nothing,” I said, smiling.

      In the past few weeks, she and Jonah had been giving each other some extremely heated looks when they thought no one was watching. It was cute. And I really wished they would just go ahead and get down with it. Kara needed to have someone put a smile on her face.

      “D, that man is sexy as hell,” Kara said.

      I turned to her. “Wow, you managed to curse. Well, your version of cursing, at least, and you said hell before we even got inside.” I shook my head and linked my arm with hers. “You’re such a heathen, Kara.”

      “Shut up, Nicole. And I’m serious. Give me some pointers.”

      “Outside of church?” I asked in mock outrage.

      “Forget it.” She turned to me. “Do you remember your mantra?”

      “Yes, I will not be cynical.”

      She nodded. “Good.”

      “Welcome. Are you new?” a woman asked.

      Kara and I whipped around and came face to face with three young girls. They stood behind us, wearing white lacy dresses that came to their ankles. Smiles stretched across their faces as they took us in. I was surprised they weren’t covered in sweat. I mean seriously, how the hell did they manage to be covered from head to toe and not be affected by this heat?

      The blonde-haired girl looked like she was the oldest: maybe early twenties. She kept her gaze steady as she continued to smile, waiting for our response. She gave off an air of authority, as though she commanded the space around her and everyone else were mere obstacles in her way. Okay, yes, I was telegraphing. Honestly, while she did give off this sort of, ‘I’m in charge’ vibe, she also had an openness about her. Like she wanted to invite you in.

      The dark-haired girl looked no older than eighteen. Her dark green eyes held a well of inquisitiveness that gave me the impression she was trying to figure something out about us. Her slight build looked unassuming. But then again, the dress she wore was probably meant to give that impression. The younger girl, maybe no older than seventeen with similar features, stood by her side. Her dark brown hair was pulled up into a tight bun—stretching her face into a porcelain mask. She kept her green eyes averted, only stealing a few fleeting glances at us as she pressed into the other girl. Sisters?

      I felt movement behind me but didn’t look away from the girls. Jonah’s familiar cool woodsy scent washed over me. The girls’ eyes tracked up, taking him in.

      Kara smiled and I worked my mouth into a facsimile of the gesture.

      “Yes,” Kara said to the girls. “We are most eager to hear the wisdom of Boyd.”

      Most eager to hear the wisdom of Boyd? When the hell did Kara start talking like that? I glanced at her. She was serious!

      Don’t laugh, Nicole. Please, don’t laugh. I will not be cynical. I will not be cynical.

      Kara turned to me. “Isn’t that right, Nicole?”

      “Yes,” I said, and immediately went into a coughing fit. Me being here was a bad idea. I’d be surprised if I managed to hold it together for the entire service.

      “I’m Sara,” the blonde one said. “And this is Juliette and Bridgette. It’s very nice to meet you. All are welcome to enjoy the word of Boyd. And we’d love for you to sit with us.”

      Jonah placed a hand on both our shoulders. “They’re with me.”

      I smiled. Jonah sounded like our pimp.

      “You’re welcome as well,” Juliette said, her voice small, as if speaking up wasn’t what she was used to doing. Interesting. Especially since she had no problem making eye contact with us.

      Sara turned to me, locking eyes. “Are you sure you won’t sit with us?”

      “Umm…”

      Something in her eyes frightened me. It was a predatory look I’d seen before in a similar situation—the sinister hunger I received at my aunt’s church from all the parishioners as they watched me walk toward the altar.

      A breeze pushed at my back and suddenly I was back at the outdoor church hidden in the thickness of the bayou. The cloying smell of dead things filled my nose. Water lapped nearby, but I couldn’t see it. All the men and women that surrounded me wore false smiles. “Welcome,” they’d uttered. “We will heal you,” they’d said as they led me to the middle of the clearing.

      But I didn’t look at them. I had become transfixed on the concrete altar in the middle of the clearing. The ground appeared to have given birth to it. All the vegetation caressed its sides, keeping it cocooned. Safe. The surface gleamed in the moonlight. And the leather straps nailed into the stone had been polished, laying wide. Waiting.

      I’d gone so far beyond fear and hope that I never registered the tears streaming down my face until the scene became hazy. Or the fact that they had to carry me the last few steps until my feet no longer felt the ground beneath me.

      “No thank you,” Jonah said, the timbre of his voice pulling me out of the memory.

      I shook myself and both Jonah and Kara looked at me. I turned away from them and swallowed the lump in my throat. “Yes, no thank you,” I whispered.

      I really didn’t need to say it again. I was sure the women had gotten the message. But I needed to say something. They were all staring at me; their scrutiny made my skin itch. It was almost as if they were scratching away at the surface, digging into me. At any moment, they would see the fear building inside and the raw anguish that was taking all my strength to bury once again.

      I will never let anyone tie me to an altar again.

      “Yes, of course,” Sara said finally and extended her arm toward the church. “The service will be starting soon.”

      Jonah’s hand went to my back, urging me forward, and I took a step. Sweat had accumulated at the base of my neck. I pulled my hair up and a warm breeze blew across my nape. I glanced up at the sky. White clouds rolled overhead. Our frequent showers were no more. It was almost as if something was holding the water back with an invisible dam. The pressure could be felt in the air, and at any moment, it would become too much. The dam would break, releasing all that water. And with it, an enormous amount of power.
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      Like the outside, the inside of the church reminded me of a gilded homage to the gods. Tall white columns lay flush against the walls with ivy vines intertwined around the posts. The floor was covered in white and gray marble. A display case filled with religious items sat just inside the door. Sitting beside it was a rack filled with brochures for church activities.

      A woman stopped us before we could enter the chapel. “We like to have all the new people sign the guestbook.” She beamed at us as she held out a gold pen.

      Jonah took it and scribbled down his name and address, then handed it to me before I could formulate a protest. I stared at the long list of names and addresses and froze. I didn’t want to give these people my information. Jonah nudged me, dipping his head toward the book. I glanced at Kara, and she too gave me a look that said, ‘do it.’

      I swallowed the cynical reply on my tongue and wrote down my name and address, omitting my apartment number. Let them figure it out. It wasn’t until I started to turn away that I noticed Jonah had written a bogus address.

      I narrowed my eyes, trying to keep my ire contained, and Jonah shook his head and mouthed, later. Damn right we would talk about this later.

      Once Kara had signed the book, we continued inside.

      Light wooden pews with red cushioning curved in toward the altar—or pulpit—as if they were being moved by some unforeseen force. A strange earthy scent hung heavily in the air. I held back a sneeze as we moved to the center of the room and found the last of the available seats.

      Only to have my nose assaulted again. The man next to me—late forties, greasy dark hair streaked with gray, wearing a wrinkled dark blue suit—smelled like he’d bathed in motor oil. When he shifted, I got the faint whiff of peppermint and a tangerine scented aftershave that was trying to compete with the oily smell.

      I will not be cynical. I will not be…fuck!

      I turned to Kara. “Can we change places?”

      She looked around me, wrinkled her nose, and shook her head. Dammit. There was no way I could keep my mantra in my head and block the man’s scent at the same time. Especially not with old memories pushing their way to the surface too.

      Jonah leaned over and whispered, “There are only a handful of people dressed like those girls.”

      I turned and surveyed the crowd. Hushed voices overflowed the large space, echoing off the walls. He was right. Most of the people were dressed in either suits or dresses. Only a few individuals wore the white lacy number that Sara, Juliette, and Bridgette wore. And it was only the women. I didn’t see any men wearing white. Come to think of it, I didn’t see many men at all.

      Jonah told us most cults had more women than men. Because underneath the ramblings of a professed Prophet was really a deviant mind that used his charm to cajole women and young girls into sleeping with him. Seeing all the women in white all but confirmed this.

      I spotted the Young family sitting in the front pew.

      Andrew Snow had compiled information on seven families on Tulare Island he believed practiced blood magick. The Young family was among them. While he was able to determine their magick, he had little personal information on them. We had to fill in the gaps in his research.

      Salome, the oldest at twenty and an earth mage like her sister Oralee, stood, arms crossed, watching the crowd. Rachel had managed to find her class schedule at Red Oak University when she hacked into the database, and it seemed Salome wanted to be a teacher.  Unlike the rest of the girls in the crowd, she wore a simple blue dress. It complemented her blue eyes.

      Her sister Oralee stood next to her. Instead of wearing the white frock, she wore a tight white dress that stopped just above her knee. Large gold hoops adorned her ears. She wore her dark brown hair pulled up in a tight ponytail. She looked bored and a little irritated. While she had graduated from high school, she had yet to apply for college.

      Vidette, a faith mage like her mother and sister Hedia, sat with her back to everyone. She was supposed to graduate this past year but dropped out before she could complete school. The youngest, Hedia, sat next to Vidette, resting her head on her sister’s shoulder. At fourteen, she spent more time in the principal’s office than she did in class.

      Their only son, Xavier, stood near the stage with a smirk on his face, his eyes wandering over everyone. He was the only one of their children who didn’t have magick. If I had to guess, being the only male child, he might resent that. At least that was what I was getting from his body language. Like he was above everyone and everything. Men often went through that phase in life. Some settled into it like it was their calling in life. I’ve encountered quite a few of them in my vast-experienced dating life.

      When I asked Rachel about the family’s array of magick, she said it was possible. Especially if Gavina’s ancestors had mixed with other magick families. The same way a child could be born with blue eyes when both parents had brown eyes. Somewhere in their family history someone had earth magick and that trait, through DNA, would have been given to the child.

      From their indifference, I had to wonder if the Young children even took part in their parents’ activities. None of them seemed interested in being here. That had to be important. I filed the observation away for later examination.

      Sara, carrying three books, made her way toward us. She smiled at a few people along the way. Juliette stood in the front with a group of other women, her gaze transfixed in our direction. Her sister stood next to her. I followed her line of sight to Jonah. He rubbed his chest as he watched her. It was almost as if he, too, was transfixed.

      “Jonah,” I said. “What’s going on?”

      He shook himself and turned to me. I raised a brow in question.

      “Nothing,” he said. “Just…” He turned back toward her, but Sara stood in his way.

      “I noticed you didn’t have our Holy Book.” Sara handed the books to Jonah. “You can use these for the sermon and pay for them before you leave.”

      “Pay for them?” I asked, as I took a copy from Kara. The Wisdom of Boyd: A guide to Spiritual Enlightenment and Worship. Seriously?

      “Yes, of course,” Sara said as if it was a given.

      “Why the—” I started. Kara placed her hand on my arm.

      I will not be cynical. I will not be cynical.

      “That will be fine,” Kara said.

      No, the hell it wouldn’t. I wasn’t paying for this shit.

      “Enjoy the sermon,” Sara said, cut her eyes at me, and walked away.

      Bitch.

      “I’m not paying for this book, Kara,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Jonah said. He glanced at me. “We need to secure an invite, remember?”

      My mouth moved, but no words came out. I wanted to argue. My fists clenched on my lap, the short nails biting into my skin—most likely breaking the surface. While my head pounded, a lump formed in my throat. I swallowed it down. He was right. I tried to fill my head with my mantra again, but it wasn’t working.

      Why the hell was I getting so emotional?

      Oh, I knew why. Because long-buried memories were surfacing, and I couldn’t do anything to stop them. I toyed with my charm bracelet, trying to find comfort. The bracelet had been a gift from my father when I was nine. The charms on it—an ankh and a fleur-de-lis—represented my parents.

      Jonah studied me, waiting for a response. Finally, I nodded and turned away before he could see the tears filling my eyes. I sucked in a deep breath and willed the pain away.

      Rubbing my suddenly chilled arms, I faced forward and let my mantra fill my head. He was right; I needed to pull myself together.

      Come on, Nicole. You got this.

      I didn’t have this. Dammit, I should have told Devlin I changed my mind and wouldn’t go. But then he would have asked why, and I would have stumbled around for a plausible reason that didn’t require me to relive the past. Alek would have pulled me aside and stared at me, willing me to tell him. I wasn’t ready to share my past pain with anyone.

      She’d told me once that Jonah didn’t do undercover work. Yet, he had volunteered to do this assignment. Come to think of it, he had suggested I help.

      I glanced over at him.

      Curiosity wormed its way inside of me, a welcome distraction from the emotional turmoil that had started gnawing at my insides and unlocking the long-buried trauma I needed to ignore.

      Why did he want to go undercover at church? True, he was a faith mage, but he could have stayed on the sidelines and offered support like he’d done when Devlin, Rachel, and I were at Tribec. Was there something in his past that he needed to atone for? Devlin had alluded to Jonah having a troubled past when he’d first talked to me about what his team did.

      Before I could ponder it further, a rush of excitement ran through the crowd. We turned and watched Boyd and Gavina Young make their way up the aisle toward the dais with smiles plastered across their faces.

      Confidence oozed off the short round man as he strode forward wearing his white robe with gold embroidery running down the front. I was somewhat surprised to learn he didn’t have any magick. I would have thought it was a requirement for running a cult. But what he lacked in magick he made up for with his gift of gab. Boyd had spent his youth in and out of juvenile detention. And his adult life running cons. Despite his shady past, he was never the one in the spotlight when the church came under scrutiny. It was always Gavina.

      Gavina walked next to him—arms linked—looking regal and refined, a slender woman with long raven hair that hung around her body like a veil. The front had been pushed up in a tall bump making it look like a crown.

      Boyd took his place behind the lectern while Gavina sat behind him on a marble chair with red cushioning.

      Boyd looked out over the congregation with his large hands gripping the sides of the polished wood.

      “It’s great to see so many new faces here today,” he said, his voice filled with false joy. “So many people ready to receive wisdom.” He paused, morphing his face into a mask of skepticism and concern. “But how many of you will deny that wisdom?” He paused again. Staring. Waiting. I had to hand it to him; he even had me a little curious. “Would the new members please stand? Show the congregation—your fellow brothers and sisters—who you are.”

      People rose slowly from their seats. I glanced around and counted close to forty. Finally, Jonah and Kara stood. I remained seated. Besides, I wasn’t ready to receive any of Boyd’s bullshit wisdom.

      Jonah and Kara looked at me with concern in their eyes. Dammit. I stood.

      Boyd continued, “Tell me. Are you all ready to receive my wisdom?”

      Murmurs filled the space. I mentally flipped him the bird.

      Boyd gestured for everyone to sit.

      Again, he paused for effect. I wondered if he practiced this song and dance in front of a mirror. “We grew up poor.” He shook his head, gripping the side of his lectern. “No money for even our basic needs. We relied on charity and the good will of our neighbors.” A tear slid down his face. He pulled a white handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his eyes.

      I wanted to call bullshit, yell at him that it was too early in his act to turn on the water works. How the hell could people be so caught up in this crap? Kara squeezed my hand. It was like she was reading my damn mind.

      She leaned over. “Remember your mantra,” she whispered.

      I will not be cynical. I will not be cynical.

      “One day, while walking home from school, a voice whispered to me.” His mouth turned up into a knowing smile. “It told me that I had been chosen to spread its word and I had to convince my parents to move out of our town and into the next one.” He stopped and drummed his meaty fingers on the podium, staring at each person in turn. “I asked this voice how we were going to do that with no money. It replied, ‘I will provide the way.’ So, I ran home and told my parents exactly what it said.” He smiled, again looking around the room. “You can guess what my father said. And my backside was good and worn by the time he finished saying it.” Everyone laughed as if on cue. “But I didn’t give up. I kept at it. Until finally, he agreed maybe we should move.”

      Boyd moved from behind his lectern. “And I promise you,” he said, raising his voice as if he were shouting to the heavens. Some of the congregants stood, lifting their hands up to join in his rapture. “The very day we settled in our new home was the day our lives began. No more struggle. No more worry. And from that day on, I have been blessed with more wisdom. More knowledge than I could ever hope to use in one lifetime.” He lifted his book again. “And it’s all right here.”

      The congregation applauded. And I crossed my arms over my chest. His story sounded so much like every other con artist’s bullshit and lacked any substantive detail. He should have come up with a better story; at least given us the reason his father changed his mind. And who suddenly has no more problems? If I spotted a suggestion box on my way out, I was so going to give him some critique notes.

      As Boyd waxed on, Gavina’s gaze roamed over the congregation, hungry, like she was scenting out fresh meat until finally settling on me.

      Our gazed locked, and the room seemed to shift. My heartbeat slowed, keeping rhythm with the second hand on a clock. I tried to turn away, but her dark eyes held me there. Heat pooled in my stomach and warmth spread all over my body. I remembered this feeling. Sexual. Tender. But I’ve never been attracted to women. Yet, Gavina kept me rooted in place, snared in her seductive web. Boyd’s voice grew smaller and smaller as if I were sinking into a pit. Getting further away from him until all I heard was the roaring of my own blood in my ears.

      “I can heal you,” a feathery voice whispered, waking the mark inside my head. “I will heal you. Just let me inside.”

      An invisible finger ran down the side of my face and the phoenix’s wings opened.

      When I was a child, my mother had bargained with an Old One to block the part of my brain that would allow me to access my magick. They had placed a mass of darkness, a sort of magickal seal, around it. To keep it in place, they put an elaborate mark in front of it—a golden glyph of a phoenix outlined in red with a fleur-de-lis rising behind the mystical bird. The entire mark was enclosed in a shen ring. Outside the ring were hands, held up as if in prayer. Many different types of wards had been used but given what Alek told me
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