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Nica’s journal entry #184: Promises. Coach didn’t come. Abbie didn’t clean up. Check on coach. Worried.

* * *
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“Stop fussing and just do it!” Abbie chided herself, but her feet had come to a stop on the landing and refused to budge. Judith might as well have put a spell on her boots again to make her stand in place. She took a breath to calm her rattled nerves.

“Please hurry!” Nica called up from downstairs.

“Be right down,” Abbie replied, but couldn’t get herself to move toward her bedroom. To make a decision she’d avoided for two years. To rely on a demon for help.

Yet she’d lost the two kids under her care when they ran away to the Spell Gate Market. Then on their return, from right in front of Abbie, the Indian Goddess Kali snatched Nica, whom Kali considered her Herald. She’d kept her for over a week. After those two catastrophes, Abbie was certain that she needed more help to keep her family safe.

Ever since then, she had been repeating a mantra.

Nica’s back. She’s safe. You won’t lose her again.

It wasn’t helping her feel secure about not losing Nica to the irate Kali a second time.

“Abbie!” Nica called again from downstairs, her patience running out.

Her girl was freaking out because Nica’s football coach, Deepa Sunder, had asked to receive a cooking lesson with Granny Chan. Deepa wanted to surprise her husband with a dish he favored. He’d been in prison for the past few years, but was due to be released soon. Yet, now the day of the lesson had arrived, Deepa hadn’t shown up.

It was a half-hour past when they were due to meet. They’d texted and called to absolute silence from Deepa. Abbie had wondered if the coach had ghosted Nica, but Nica was insistent she wouldn’t do that. 

“She wants to learn how to make that mince pork curry, Abbie,” Nica had said. “Something made her miss this cooking lesson with Granny Chan.”

After the child had raved about Granny Chan’s cooking to her coach, Deepa begged her to arrange this cooking lesson.

Abbie couldn’t understand why Deepa would miss this session, any more than Nica. To her mind, the elder witch was the best cook in all of England.

Also, her Grimm instincts were tingling up a storm, and that meant something was out of sync. It couldn’t be because of Jimi. He’d gone to visit River, his BFF, for the day at the Irvines’ home. Abbie had called and confirmed he was safe. 

Since Jimi wasn’t the problem, and Nica was fine, chances were high that this incessant internal alarm bell had to do with Deepa’s absence.

Matthew Robert Livingston, the late Earl of Ashford, appeared beside her. “Are you certain you wish to summon a demon, Miss Grimshaw?” he asked in a grave voice, having guessed what she was up to.

She usually listened to her ghostly friend’s wise counsel, but not today. His presence, however, did the trick to get her moving. She raced into her bedroom and knelt to pull out her rucksack from under her bed.

“I have no choice,” she said as she searched for the tiny skull that Kali once gifted her. The goddess had said all she had to do was lick it for demonic assistance to appear. The skull was white, with two horns, and was no bigger than a Saint Christopher medal.

In the past, she had cringed at doing such a disgusting action and tucked it away at the bottom of her rucksack beneath the rest of her Grimm artifacts.

After Kali took Nica, she doubted licking the demon skull would have helped, since it was Kali who had killed this demon. Also, having the skull didn’t give her permission to use the demon against the goddess. Such a betrayal might have permanently lost Abbie her kids.

In hindsight, Abbie should have taken this demon artifact to the Spell Gate Market. Then she could have asked the demon to fetch Kali. The goddess would have helped them deal with their adversary quickly and efficiently. And she wouldn’t now be livid with Abbie for endangering Nica.

Shunning using this artifact because of a minor distaste had been a grave mistake. The day Kali returned Nica, Abbie had found a chain and hung the skull on it, but she couldn’t bring herself to wear that necklace. Whenever she thought of doing so, she’d recoiled from calling on a demon.

If her Grimm instincts were correct, though, she’d better put those feelings aside. She wasn’t prepared to risk losing anyone if trouble arose. Not if it meant Kali might impulsively snatch Nica again. Perhaps forever, next time.

Her fingers brushed the skull’s smooth white bone in the rucksack, and bile rose in her throat. Swallowing that unpleasant uprise, she slung the necklace around her neck and raced past Robert.

“We could always reschedule,” Granny Chan was telling Nica downstairs. What an accommodating sweetheart.

“We won’t be long,” she said to Judith’s gran. “Deepa lives less than twenty minutes away. Please wait for us. I’ll text if we don’t find her.”

The elderly witch nodded, but appeared uneasy, her gaze flicking past Abbie’s shoulder.

Nica dragged Abbie to the front door, and Granny Chan called after them, “Be careful! Someone’s on your trail.”

Abbie swung around in surprise, but saw no one nearby except for Granny Chan. “Who?”

“You’ll know soon enough,” Granny Chan said, enigmatic as always. An anxious frown marred her wrinkled face as she quietly shut the door.

Abbie glanced at Robert, who shrugged, as if he couldn’t fathom the cryptic witch’s warning either.

“Let’s go!” Nica raced toward St. Michael’s car park and Abbie’s red Renault hatchback.

Robert took the back seat this time and Nica the front passenger seat. Abbie was driving off when she glanced in the mirror and saw an unexpected passenger lounging beside Robert. About the ghost’s height, her new passenger was dressed in a posh white suit, but the horns on the head and the deep reddish tinge to the skin were dead giveaways. That was a demon in her car.

Abbie slammed on the brakes.

“Why did you stop?” Nica asked, glancing at her with concern. “This is an emergency. Let’s go.”

“Is anything amiss?” Robert asked.

Couldn’t he see the creature beside him? If not, was the demon really here, or was she seeing things? She’d been seriously stressed for months.

The demon grinned at her.

She was about to swing around and snag it with her cord when it occurred that she might be responsible for this. Had putting on the skull necklace summoned this demon apparition? But she hadn’t licked the skull yet. Was that why only she could see it?

Why would it appear at all before she formally called for it? It wasn’t making any threatening moves, so she clenched her right fist and calmed the cord agitating to shoot out of her forefinger and deal with the threat.

Not wanting to alarm Nica, Abbie breathed deeply to calm herself and then drove on down the road. Luckily, this was a lonely stretch, so she hadn’t caused an accident with that unexpected stop.

“Go faster!” Nica urged.

“We don’t want a speeding penalty, do we?” Abbie responded, but she sent the girl an assessing glance.

This past summer, when it came time to mete out punishment to Nica and Jimi for running into danger to rescue Jimi’s BFF, she’d originally thought of saying no cleaning to Nica. Period. That might have been a boon for any other child, but for her girl, who cleaned all the time, the threat carried the weight of true punishment. Yet, Abbie couldn’t bring herself to enforce something so painful on the child.

Nica had been obsessively cleaning ever since her mother was murdered. Her therapist said that the defense mechanism might fade with age. He’d also suggested that journaling could help her deal with the emotions that fed the compulsion. Yet, Nica balked at the very idea of writing about her feelings. She insisted she wasn’t upset about anything.

So, instead of no cleaning, Abbie insisted that for one month whenever Nica felt the compulsion to clean, she must journal about her feelings before picking up a broom.

Abbie was still gauging the result. She suspected Nica was truly contrite and would never again run away. Best of all, even after the punishment month was over, she’d often caught Nica writing in her journal.

She crossed her fingers that Nica would write about what she was going through today in her journal. For now, she hoped this trip would solve the mystery of the coach’s absence and put Nica’s mind at rest. As for the demon apparition in the car, the girl certainly didn’t need to add that to her worries. 

Abbie glanced in the mirror and, encountering the demon’s sneer, pressed her foot on the gas pedal in panic. The only one who was thrilled by their increased speed was Nica. “Now we’re moving.”

Stay calm, Abbie chided herself. She next tried to make eye contact with Robert. No luck. He was leaning back in his ghostly form, eyes closed, completely oblivious to the demon ensconced beside him. Robert loved being inside a fast-driving carriage.

Lately, he preferred driving to being driven, so Abbie had taken him to sparsely populated country roads to practice taking the wheel.

More worrisome than watching Robert manipulate her car’s gears was seeing the chap reclining beside him. The demon hadn’t spoken yet. Was it waiting for her to lick the skull before talking? If so, it would have to wait for a long while.

As she took a corner faster than normal, Robert opened his eyes. Noting her distracted gaze in the mirror, he glanced beside him. He did not see the demon, for he wasn’t focusing on the red-tinted gent.

“What’s in here with us?” he asked in her mind.

“A demon,” she responded as silently.

“Perhaps it’s time to call Kali for help?”

She shook her head. Not until the demon-slaying ferocious Kali was in a calmer, more conciliatory mood, which, according to Nica, hadn’t happened yet. Also, she was not about to give Kali any excuse to think she was incapable of taking care of Nica or any issues they faced.

“We’re almost there,” Nica said in excitement as Abbie’s next turn brought them to Deepa’s street.

She screeched to a halt as the street number came up quicker than expected and then cringed, looking around to see if anyone had heard their startling arrival. All was quiet.

Nica was out of the car before Abbie had finished parking.

“Shields up over Nica,” she said to Arthur, her pen ring, before hot-footing it after the ten-year-old. They arrived at the front door together to find Robert and the demon waiting for them.

Someone had drawn an intricate and colorful chalk drawing on this house’s front stoop. It even had artistically arranged flower petals, with tiny oil lamp holders placed at various points. Someone had rudely walked through that drawing, smearing the colorful powders, damaging the vision.

An angry affront surged at that thoughtless action. She and Nica carefully side-stepped the drawing.

Nica rang the doorbell, her feet twitching with anticipation.

Abbie had to force her gaze away from the smudged drawing to the front door and noticed it stood slightly ajar. Abbie knocked. The front door swung open from that slight pressure.

“Hello?” she called in. “It’s Abigail Grimshaw and Nica Gill. Deepa, are you home?”

All remained eerily silent.

Technically, if they went in, it wouldn’t be a break-and-enter since the door had been ajar.

“Touch nothing,” Abbie warned and used her knuckles to push open the door enough to step inside.

She elbowed on the light switch. “Anyone home?”

Silence.

Robert went ahead of them, walking through the walls. The demon trailed behind him, being no more substantial than the ghost. Nica and Abbie strolled from the entryway to the living room, which overlooked a dark dining room.

“Come to the kitchen,” Robert called. He appeared beside Abbie and placed a warning hand on Nica’s shoulder.

Abbie gave him a nod that she understood the caution. He’d found something it would be better for Nica not to see. Nica appeared frightened and looked ready to follow Abbie.

“Pray stay with me, Nica,” Robert said.

After a brief hesitation, she did as he asked.

Abbie walked to a door that led to the kitchen. She used the end of her shirt on the knob and then pushed the door in. 

The kitchen was as tidy as the rest of the house. All the counters had been wiped clean. Even the dishcloths were neatly folded and hung on the cabinet door handles.

To Abbie’s discerning eye, nothing in here should have made Robert race out of this room so precipitously. And then she spotted the demon crouched on the far side of the island. Her heart skipped a beat in surprise at what lay before him. It looked like a body lying on the floor, with a tablecloth draped over the face.

The demon dipped under the cover to look beneath. It then raised its head and meeting her gaze, ran a finger across its throat.

Abbie went over to check for herself. She lifted the cloth and sucked in her breath in horror as she recognized the face of the victim. Deepa Sunder lay utterly still, a see-through plastic market bag pulled around her head and secured at the neck. Her terrified expression showed what she must have experienced at the hands of her killer. Someone had pulled her arms behind her back unnaturally.

Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, Abbie checked for signs of life. No pulse, and no breath moved the plastic bag over the victim’s face. Dropping the checkered covering, she dialed 999 to report this incident.

The demon stretched out on the island, resting his head on his fist and watching her work. She returned to the dining room, where Nica and Robert waited.

“Let’s go outside,” she said. “The police and an ambulance should arrive shortly.”

She held Nica close and whispered what she’d found. The girl wept as they headed toward the front door.

Abbie texted Granny Chan to apologize for canceling the morning cooking lesson, explaining about their find here. While she had her mobile out, Abbie also used it to take a shot of the drawing on the front stoop with the footprint smearing it, with her shoes in the shot for size comparison. The print suggested an unusually large shoe size. Might prove useful later.

The sound of a car driving up had Abbie swinging around, expecting the police. Instead, a large car had pulled up behind Abbie’s small Renault hatchback.

A woman in her mid-forties with a long thick black braid stepped out of the silver Volkswagen Golf.

It was Deepa. She had on an embroidered crop top matching her flared teal trousers. A stylish, long scarf draped across her throat and flowed over her shoulders and down her back. She could have stepped out of an Indian fashion magazine, hurriedly carrying groceries to her front door.

It took a moment before anyone spoke.

“You’re alive!” Nica cried and ran to hug her coach.

“Of course, I’m alive,” Deepa said, smiling at the child. “Sorry I missed our appointment, but my husband was released earlier than planned. I thought I texted you, but in my excitement, I must have forgotten. Sorry about that. He wanted me to pick up a few of his favorite foods before he arrived home, so I rushed out, leaving my cell behind. I’ve been shopping all morning.”

Abbie glanced from her to the house and back, her mind numb at this impossibility. Deepa was wearing the same clothes as the woman lying supine in the kitchen with a bag over her head. How could this be?

She stopped the coach from going into the house. “There’s a dead body on your kitchen floor,” she said. “And she’s dressed identically to what you’re wearing right now.”

“What!” Deepa said, gripping her grocery bag.

“Do you have a sister or cousin who looks like you?” Abbie asked.

“No,” the coach said, heading toward her front door.

Abbie caught her arm and held her in place. “We should wait out here for the police to arrive. Don’t want to mess up any evidence.”

“I suppose,” Deepa said.

They didn’t have long to wait as the two tones of a police vehicle sounded up the street before a unit arrived and blocked the drive. Judith, in a smart blue suit, and Ducky, in his uniform, exited that police unit and hurried up to them.

Judith flicked a friendly nod to Abbie before her gaze settled on Deepa. “Name please?”

“I’m Mrs. Deepa Sunder. This is my house.”

Judith frowned at Abbie with confusion. “You said you found a victim?”

“A woman dressed exactly like Deepa,” Abbie said, and pointed to the house. “In the kitchen.”

“Wait out here.” Judith and Ducky politely stepped over the chalk drawing on the stoop. She entered the house, with him following, his hand on his taser.

Robert and the demon followed them into the house.

“Who is dead in my house?” Deepa asked, her voice pitching higher as her panic rose. “Is it anyone I know?”

“The police will tell us who it is,” Abbie said in a calming tone. She took Deepa’s grocery bag, which had torn a little from Deepa’s fierce grip, and set it down on the ground.

“I was mistaken, since I thought it was you.” Abbie stroked Nica’s hair in comfort. At least this poor child hadn’t lost someone today. “Thank heavens I was wrong.”

“But who would be in my house?” Deepa asked, tone high and indignant. She was heading toward hysteria. “No one else has a key.”

Robert appeared beside Abbie and spoke in her mind. “That is no longer Mrs. Sunder inside.”

Ducky came out then, giving Abbie a sneer as he hurried toward his police unit. “Lost the ability to tell a man from a woman, Abbie?” he asked over his shoulder.

“A man?” Deepa asked, now sounding frightened. “What does he look like? I’m expecting my husband today.”

Ducky stopped. “Is he Caucasian? Wearing blue jeans and a white shirt.”

The woman Abbie had seen in there had on a teal outfit like the one Deepa was now wearing. How extraordinary!

Deepa shook her head. “No, he’s dark-skinned like me. With short gray hair.”

“Then that’s not him inside,” he said and headed off.

The coach sighed in profound relief.

Nica hugged her in comfort.

Judith exited Deepa’s house next, and shut the door, running her hand through her hair in a harried fashion. The demon came out next, shaking its head. It shrugged to show it couldn’t explain what had happened.

Great.

“A forensic unit is on its way,” Judith said.

Abbie remained silent. She’d have to wait until their Standard Bearer meeting to discuss this extraordinary event.

“You’ll both have to come to the Chipstead station to give us a statement.”

“I can’t come today,” Deepa said, sounding distracted. She picked up her grocery bag. “I’m expecting my husband.”

“An unknown perpetrator has murdered a male in your kitchen, Mrs. Sunder,” Judith said in a kind but firm tone.

“But who was he?” Deepa asked.

Judith pulled out her notebook. “His name is Oscar Evans.” She glanced at Deepa. “Are you two acquainted?” She showed her the man’s ID card.

Deepa shook her head. “I’ve never met that man.”
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Chapter Two
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Nica’s journal entry #185: Dead body. Coach in trouble. Sad.

* * *
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“What happened to the man you found in my house?” Deepa asked.

“He was asphyxiated with a grocery market bag.”

“Oh, no!” Deepa cried out. “Poor fellow. What was he doing in my house? Have I been burgled?”

“This is now a murder investigation,” Judith said, “and that house is a crime scene. Neither you nor your husband can stay here tonight.”

“You can’t enter until Forensics completes their work,” Judith said to Deepa. “Let us know later if you find anything missing.”

“I have a cousin we can stay with,” Deepa said in a thoughtful tone. “She wanted us to join her family’s Diwali celebration next week, anyway. Oh, I left my phone inside. Could you get that for me?”

“Yes,” Judith said, “after we’ve examined it. I’d like you to come to the station later today to give your statement. You can pick it up then.”

“I can’t make it today,” Deepa said in a shaky tone. “Too much to do. Will try for tomorrow.”

“Today,” Judith said in an uncompromising tone.

Deepa gulped and nodded. “Okay, I’ll be there. I better go now. I have to speak to my husband. Explain what’s happened here. Bye, Abbie. Nica.”

Abbie and Judith watched Deepa walk away, hugging the grocery bag. 

“Ducky,” Judith called, “move our unit to allow Mrs. Sunder to leave.”

He waved acknowledgment and got into the car.

Deepa thanked Judith before she tossed her groceries in the back seat and then she quickly drove away, leaving Judith, Abbie, and Nica watching her hasty retreat with various degrees of concern.

“Do you believe Mrs. Sunder doesn’t know the victim in her home, this Evans?” Judith asked Abbie as the coach backed her Golf down the drive.

“Why would she lie?” Nica asked, frowning in confusion.

“People lie for many reasons,” Judith replied, but her gaze stayed with Abbie.

She was asking what Abbie’s Grimm instincts said about Deepa’s story.

“I believe her, too,” Abbie replied. “But something odd happened here. I saw a woman in the kitchen, and I have two others who can verify that, but not in a court of law.”

Judith frowned. “Robert and Nica?”

Abbie shook her head. “Robert and the demon that’s following me.”

“A demon’s following you?” Nica asked Abbie in surprise.

She sent the girl a side-assessing glance. Though a demon had brutally killed her mother, Nica had been exposed to all sorts of demons since then at the Spell Gate Market. And Nica’s recent visit with Kali, the demon-eating goddess, might have helped Nica get over her demon issues. She seemed more intrigued than frightened at the mention of the word demon.

Abbie showed both Judith and Nica her necklace. “It showed up after I put this on.”

Judith leaned in to study it, and then said, “You can’t mention either Robert or the demon in your statement,” her friend replied with a scowl. “Just say you were in shock at your discovery, and that you were mistaken about the description you gave the 999 operator.” 

Abbie nodded.

Judith gave her a hard look that said she didn’t approve of the demon necklace as a fashion statement.

“I’m calling an SB meeting for tonight,” she said to Judith as she thumbed her message.

“Good,” her friend replied. “The victim in the house could have been a shapeshifter.”

“That would explain why he looked like Deepa one moment,” Abbie said, “and a stranger the next.”

Judith nodded. “Death might have returned him to his normal human face.”

“Does that mean he’s fae-cursed?” Nica asked. “Like Yousef?”

“Could be,” Abbie said. “Last time I checked in the Grimm Tales about shapeshifters, Klaus showed me a fae curse that resulted in a shape-shifting creature. I’ve also observed fae change the form of other fae.”

The two tones of another vehicle in the distance suggested an ambulance was on its way.

“I’ll be stuck here for a while,” Judith said. “Why don’t you type up your statement and email it to me and I’ll put it in proper format? You can then sign it tonight.”

“Thanks,” Abbie said, glad to skip the drill of going to the Chipstead police station.

“Nica, let’s go home,” Abbie said.

They both returned to her car, and Abbie backed down the drive before heading toward St. Michael’s. Her ghostly protector and demon interloper were both back in their seats, too. As she drove, she spotted a vehicle parked across the street. She wouldn’t have paid it any attention, except, when she arrived here earlier, this street had been empty.

This pickup truck had a male in the driver’s seat, watching Deepa’s house. Was he drawn by the police unit out front? Lots of folks slowed and stopped around accident scenes.

Her Grimm instincts said this might be different.

Abbie tossed her mobile to Nica. “Call Judith and have her check on the driver of that pickup we passed.” She gave her the vehicle’s registration number. Swerving around the block, she back-tracked to monitor the driver, to ensure Judith wasn’t in danger. Abbie parked on the adjacent side of the street, where she had a good view of the blue pickup.

Judith and Ducky approached the suspect vehicle on foot. Before they’d made it halfway across the street, the pickup sped off.

Judith yelled, “Stop! Police.”

Ducky stayed to guard the house while Judith gave chase in their police unit. Abbie followed, keeping to a safe distance.

“Hang on tight,” she warned Nica as the fellow led them through the streets of Chipstead and into Sevenoaks.

“Stay in this lane,” Robert said. “He’ll likely swerve back here soon enough.”

After passing two cars, the driver did return to this lane, with Judith following close behind. The vehicles ahead of Abbie turned off and, in no time, she was on their trail again. Robert was getting good at defensive driving.

Another police unit pulled up ahead, light flashing and two-tone sirens ringing. Judith and the other police unit blocked the pickup front and back, pinning it in place.

“Wow!” Nica whispered, at the high-speed chase ending in such a dramatic fashion.

Abbie pulled up on the side of the road as a third police unit arrived on the scene. The driver made a run for it. Judith sprinted after him and flung her baton, tripping him. She then had him in cuffs before he could get back on his feet.

Abbie finally drove away, confident Judith was safe, and getting on with her work.

“Who was that in the pickup, Abbie?” Nica asked as she stared at Judith, totally impressed by the takedown.

“We’ll no doubt find out tonight,” she replied, suddenly eager to consult Klaus about the man killed today and the appearance of the demon. Maybe Klaus could give her an idea of what type of demon it might be. With its laid-back attitude, it didn’t resemble the one that had killed the kids’ mother. That demon had been broader, taller, and meaner, and certainly not into making a fashion statement.

* * *
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The Standard Bearers’ meeting began that evening in Abbie’s kitchen, their favorite gathering spot. The full SB crew was present: Yousef, Talin, Judith, Robert, her two kids and herself. There should only be seven
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