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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The guard made his usual midnight rounds. Aside from the muted sounds of music coming from the club on the upper level, all was as it should be until he got to the room he hated checking. He reached for the heavy set of master keys that hung from his belt and unlocked the door when he discovered the door was already unlocked. That’s when he realized he didn’t remember locking it when he’d done his nine o’clock rounds. His wife had called over something one of the kids had done, and it had taken him ten minutes to calm her down. After that, he’d forgotten.

      “Shit,” he mumbled under his breath as he turned the doorknob and opened the door a crack, keeping his free hand on the stun gun holstered on his right hip. But there was nothing out of the ordinary.

      The room’s sole occupant was still there. Still asleep. Still masked and chained to the chair. The guard let out a sigh of relief until he smelled it. It smelled like perfume, heavy and floral. Someone had been in this room. He hurried over to the console of the surveillance camera and viewed the footage. Cold sweat beaded his brow, and he leaned heavily against the console as the mistake that was going to end his life played out on the screen.

      He could take his family and skip town. But they’d find him and kill them all. And his wife and kids didn’t deserve to die for a stupid mistake he’d made. He just hoped they’d make it look like an accident so his family would get his life insurance. Several long minutes later, his hands had stopped shaking enough for him to pull his phone out of his pocket and call the number he wasn’t supposed to call unless it was an extreme emergency. He answered after three rings.

      “Yes?” came the clipped, impatient voice on the other end.

      Letting out a long trembling breath, the guard replied. “I’m sorry to bother you, Mr. Horne. But we have a problem.”
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        Two Days Later

      

      

      

      She stood under the shower, letting the spray of warm water flow over her head and down her back. After a few minutes, she felt around on the back of her head through the hair to the scalp. She probed until she found the seams and discovered them sealed tightly together. Putting the damned thing on had been hard enough, pulling it up and over her body inch by inch like a diver’s wetsuit three sizes too small. She hoped taking it off would be easier. No such luck. Then she glimpsed her reflection in the metallic body wash dispenser. And a face that wasn’t hers stared back, startling her.

      Her breath quickened, and panic rose in her chest, threatening to choke her. She needed to get out of this thing, now. Oddly, she hadn’t realized the gravity of what she was doing until that moment. Only it was too late. She had no choice. Tonight had been a trial run, and she’d nailed it. But her claustrophobia had kicked in, and she was seconds away from a full-blown panic attack. She resisted an urge to claw the back of her head. Instead, she braced her hands against the wall of the shower. Water continued to cascade over her body.

      “Calm down,” she whispered to herself. “You can do this. Take a breath. Breath.” And she did.

      She stood there so long the water ran cold, and she turned it off before trying again. Only this time, the seams pulled apart effortlessly with a soft sucking noise, like pulling a suction cup off a windshield. Once it was off her head, she could pull it down over her shoulders. Once past her knees, she stepped out of the skin as quickly as stepping out of a dress. She picked it up and hung it on the hook in the shower. The person who gave it to her told her it needed to stay damp to keep the skin pliable enough to wear and still look natural. But no matter how well she cared for it, it would only last a week, two at the most, as would the spell that infused the skin, making it mold perfectly to her body. But that was all the time she needed.
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          A WEEK LATER

        

      

    

    
      Zeno’s was hopping. Besides me, George Zeno, the owner, half a dozen regulars with no place to go and nothing else to do, and the redhead sitting across from me, the total number of warm bodies inside the bar was precisely nine. That was two more than usual since I mainly come here to meet clients. I was only at Zeno’s tonight because I was at loose ends and didn’t have much else to do when I wasn’t working. And since I wasn’t ready to get back to work just yet, I’d stopped in for a quiet beer and some old-school music. But five minutes after sliding into my usual booth, an unwanted drinking companion joined me.

      “Mr. Knight, why haven’t you been returning my calls? You’re being rude,” exclaimed Miriam DeJesus. “I thought we had an agreement?” 

      “Had,” I told her after taking a sip of my Corona. “I never agreed to a permanent arrangement with you. Your services are no longer needed.” I looked across the room.

      A shadow hovered near the entrance to the bar. A debt shadow. The person to whom she owed the debt attached it to Miriam. It had gotten darker since the last time I’d seen it. If she didn’t pay up, the shadow would devour her. She didn’t have much time left, a month, maybe two at the most.

      “But I thought you wanted info about Desi. I’ve got lots of info,” she said in a frantic whisper. 

      And I had wanted info on Agent Desiree West. I’d needed it like a drug. I needed to know she would be okay and if she was looking for me. But in the month since I’d made this foolish agreement with this silly woman, a painful home truth hit me like a Mack truck. I was the one who’d almost gotten Desi killed. Because of me, she’d been distracted. She hadn’t seen the Mercedes coming in time for her to get out of the way. And neither had I. It wasn’t just her getting hit by that car, either.

      Once upon a time, in another reality, Desiree West had been a different woman, literally. She’d been a graphic designer named Ava Duval. I’d saved her from dying and fell in love with her. What I didn’t know then was that she was supposed to die. In saving her, I’d allowed the woman I was supposed to save to die. I lost my wings and got kicked out of heaven. When I saw Ava again, she was Desiree West and didn’t know me from Adam. Any way you cut it. I was bad news for Desi, and I wouldn’t hurt her again. 

      “Sorry. Not interested.”

      “You’re lying. You’re dying to know how Desi’s doing.” She gave me a sly, knowing smile that set my teeth on edge.

      “How much do you owe?” I asked, wanting to wipe that smile off her face.

      The smile froze before disappearing completely. “What?” 

      “Seriously. How much?” I nodded toward the door where the debt shadow waited unnoticed by the other patrons.

      “My skin,” she replied flatly after several long seconds. 

      “You bet your skin? All of it? How stupid are you?” 

      “Don’t you dare judge me!” she spat out and then leaned back in the booth, glaring at me. 

      “I’m not judging you. I’m asking you a question. What the hell were you thinking?” I didn’t expect her to answer because she probably didn’t know herself. 

      The supernatural gambling casinos used debt shadows for gamblers who’d borrowed money from the house and couldn’t pay it back. And I knew because I’d saved my fair share of charges from even entering one of those God-forsaken shitholes when I was a Guardian. They let you win just enough to get you hooked, and then they turn the tables on you. Suddenly, you aren’t winning anymore, and that’s when you borrow money to keep playing, hoping your winning streak will come back. And it might for a while. Then the tide turns again, and you need more money. In the end, the house always wins. And that’s how it works at most casinos.

      But at a supernatural casino, the real problem comes in when a gambler gets tired of gambling on the floor with the low-level suckers and enters the high-limit room. The rules are very different there. You owe the house a sacrifice every time you borrow money from the house and can’t pay it back because of the sky-high interest. It’s small things at first, some hair or fingernail clippings, a pint of blood or urine. But then things quickly escalate: a finger, an ear, all your teeth, a limb, a few years off your life, and, in Ms. DeJesus’s case, her skin. I finished my beer and didn’t look at her until she’d composed herself before I asked her the next question that I knew I’d regret. But what the hell? I was on a roll.

      “Is that what happened to your eye?”

      “No, I lost it in a side bet during a poker game. It was my first time in the high limit room, and I didn’t know what I was doing.”

      “Have you been using the money I’ve been paying you to pay off your debt?”

      “Are you kidding me? I couldn’t use that money to flick sweat from a demon’s balls. I need it to pay for some strong warding spells to keep that thing,” she said, jerking her thumb over her shoulder at the shadow, “from following me into work every day. If they found out, I’d lose my job.”

      “There’s always the public library,” I pointed out. She ignored me.

      “Look,” she said, leaning forward and lowering her voice to a whisper. “You may not want this info I’ve got on Desi, but have you forgotten you were also paying me not to give the EA the info I’ve been digging up on you?” 

      “Yeah, I remember. And I also know you didn’t find jack on me because there’s nothing to find.”

      “Oh, really, Mister Invisible? I thought you’d say that.” She pulled a piece of paper from her purse and unfolded it. “Well, according to this contract with Global Cellular, one Xavier Knight is on the friends and family plan of one Ruth Purdy, whose place of residence is 347 Burgundy Street.”

      Shit! And I’d been so careful. Even my driver’s license had a fake address on it. Ruth Purdy was my cat shifter roomie Minx’s government name, and she still used it when she needed to sign contracts. She’d tried in vain a few months back to upgrade my flip phone to a smartphone. I had no idea she’d put me on her contract. The damned phone was still in the box on my dresser, gathering dust. Minx was trying to help me, even though I didn’t need that kind of help. And I didn’t want the EA dragging me back down to their little secret prison and grilling my former existence out of me. I trusted the debt shadow lurking at the door more than I did any of them. I wasn’t even sure how much I trusted Desi at this point. But I also no longer wanted to be tied to an agreement with this woman. Then it hit me, Minx. 

      “What if I told you I might know a way to get rid of your shadow and buy you some more time?”

      “I’d say, do tell, Mr. Knight,” she replied, putting her elbows on the table, and resting her chin on her interlaced fingers in anticipation.

      But before I could tell her, a woman appeared by the booth, looking down at me expectantly. How the hell did I get so popular tonight? She looked about thirty-five, was slim, and wore a skin-tight black V-necked sweater with black jeans tucked inside red high-heeled cowboy boots. Her hair was a riot of dark brown curls that fell past her shoulders and easily her best feature. Her makeup was thick, and I wondered if it hid a bad complexion, bruises, or both. She wasn’t unattractive, but she’d just missed being pretty by a hairsbreadth. Her expression was weary, like her life hadn’t quite turned out the way she’d hoped, but she’d had no choice but to make the best of it. And I ought to know. Not only did I have experience in that area, but I could see the color of her aura rising off her like steam from a hot bath. The muddy grayish brown of disappointment and dreams that didn’t come true. Welcome to the club, sister. 

      “Can we help you?” asked Miriam, barely able to keep the impatience out of her voice.

      But I could hardly blame her when there was a dark mass of menace waiting for her at the door, and I’d just dropped a nugget of hope in her lap.

      “Not unless your name is Xavier Knight,” the brunette replied, staring directly at me, and pointedly ignoring Miriam. 

      “This discussion isn’t over. I’ll be calling you tomorrow,” said Miriam, rightly sensing she’d lost my attention. She slid out of the booth, slinging her purse over her shoulder. She didn’t even bother acknowledging the brunette as she headed towards the door. The debt shadow fell in step behind her on her way out. 

      The brunette slid into Miriam’s vacated spot. I sat there staring at her. And as I watched her purple rhinestone-tipped nails drumming nervously against the tabletop in time to Jackie Wilson’s “Baby Workout”, I couldn’t help wondering how she’d found me, and more importantly, what the hell she wanted with me. I’m not in the phone book. Do people even still use phone books? And I hadn’t worked on a case in over a month. Yet she’d tracked me down at Zeno’s and approach me without so much as a hello while I was conducting business with someone else.

      “Well?” said the brunette expectantly. 

      “Well, what?” I shot back before draining the rest of my Corona and setting the bottle down more forcefully than I’d intended. The brunette flinched, then looked around before leaning across the table and lowering her voice.

      “Are you going to help me or not?” I gave her a confused look, and she pressed on. “Didn’t Father Sims call you about me? I’m looking for my little sister, Lacy? Lacy McHugh?”

      Well, it all made sense now. Father Andrew Sims, the priest at St. Jude’s, was a good friend. He’d sent a lot of work my way in the year that I’d become an unexpected resident of New Orleans and was one of the few who knew about my former occupation as an angel with heaven’s elite guardian squad. But he was well into his eighties and becoming a little senile.    

      He’d probably listened to this woman’s sob story, told her where to find me, and forgot to give me a heads up. But just because it made sense didn’t mean I believed her. I’d learned my lesson the hard way on my last case: that lesson being no more job referrals unless I got verification directly from the horse’s mouth. I should have gotten up and walked out. But I didn’t. I was either a sucker for a damsel in distress or just a sucker.

      “And your name is?” I pulled out my phone and punched Father Sims’ number.

      “Rose. Rose McHugh? Shit!” she said as I held the phone to one ear. “He didn’t call you, did he? Damned priest. I should have known I couldn’t trust him.”

      She pounded the palm of her right hand on the table so hard my empty Corona bottle bounced up and fell over. It hit the tabletop with a clang before rolling off the edge. I caught it with my free hand without looking before it hit the floor.

      “Calm down, Ms. McHugh. I need to verify a few details first. That’s not a problem, is it?”

      “No,” she finally said. The word came out in an exaggerated sigh.

      She gave me a sullen stare as the ringer bleated in my ear. No one was answering at the rectory, which was a surprise. Father Sims’ housekeeper, Mrs. Julian, never let the phone get past a few rings before answering. After the tenth ring, the voicemail kicked on.

      Father’s Sims’s voice asked the caller to leave a message, promising that if they were experiencing a crisis of the spirit, he’d get back to them as soon as he could. But, if it was a life-or-death emergency, to please hang up and dial 911. I pushed the button to end the call without leaving a message. Her damsel in distress cred was on hold until I got some verification.

      “Seems we have a problem, Ms. McHugh.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Just because some priest isn’t home to vouch for me, you won’t even talk to me?”

      “Exactly. Until I can talk to Father Sims, I’d advise you to call the police.”

      I got up to go, expecting her outraged cursing to follow me out the door. Instead, I heard something worse than cursing. It stopped me in my tracks, mere inches from the door and a clean getaway. I reluctantly turned around. Rose McHugh was crying. Not just quietly weeping, but loud racking sobs that shook her thin frame. Her aura had turned from grayish brown to a dark gray. Jesus! Everyone in the bar looked at me like I was worse than dog shit.

      “Way to go, Casanova,” said a man sitting at the bar whom I’d never seen before. He was wearing a rumpled white suit with a pink shirt and had thinning hair pulled into a scraggly ponytail. “Anyone ever told you it’s not nice to make a lady cry?”

      Before I could tell the bastard to mind his own business, he smiled at me as if he knew me. Then a blinding white light filled the room. Suddenly, I was no longer at Zeno’s. I was on a mountaintop with a lush carpet of fragrant green grass and fresh air. And I wasn’t alone. The man was still sitting at the bar overlooking a steep waterfall. He was still smiling at me, a golden halo hovering above his head. I fell to my knees and lowered my head.

      “Raguel.”

      “Get up, Xavier. How many times do I have to tell you all of that bowing and scraping makes me nervous,” replied my boss, Raguel, the archangel of Justice.

      The few times I’d encountered him during my time as an angel, he’d borrowed the bodies of unsuspecting humans to communicate with me. He was sticking to the same MO. I hadn’t seen him in a month, not since he’d appeared to me in an alley and told me there was a traitor archangel in heaven responsible for the changed existence of Desiree West and was plotting to destroy humanity. This asshole had almost succeeded with a highly addictive drug made from zombified brain matter.

      Raguel had enlisted my help in tracking the traitor down and had even restored my wings. Well, kind of. He gifted me with a pair of holographic wings that I still have no damned clue how to use. He’d also given me some of my angel powers back, which is why I could still see auras. I also had the ability to heal people of non-life-threatening injuries. But, although my former boss seemed to have a lot of faith in me, I still have no idea what he expected me to do.

      “I expect you to do your job and help that young woman find her sister,” he said, literally reading my mind. “You haven’t taken on a job in a month, Xavier. How do you expect to find out who destroyed Ms. West’s former existence and is actively trying to destroy humanity if you’re sitting on your ass in a bar?”

      “You want me to take Rose McHugh’s case? Why?”

      “Why? Isn’t that what you do? Help people. Why would you turn her down? Last time I looked, it was a guardian’s duty to help people in need, right?”

      “With all due respect, I’m no longer a guardian,” I told him, rising, and walking over to the bar to sit on the stool next to him. “Holographic wings don’t make me a guardian. Seeing auras doesn’t make me a guardian, either. I’m human now. And I can only do so much.”

      “But I don’t need you to be a guardian, Xavier,” he said, lifting a glass of bourbon to his lips that hadn’t been in his hand mere seconds ago. “I need you to be my eyes and ears here on earth. I apologize if I did not make that clear enough the last time we spoke.” He waved a hand, and a glass of port wine appeared on the bar in front of me.

      It was my favorite drink. I purposefully didn’t drink it much because I got tossed out of heaven the last time I fed a weakness. Plus, the good port wasn’t cheap. I took a sip, and the rich, smooth sweetness lingered on my tongue before sliding down my throat. 

      “And me taking this case helps you how?”

      “Not just me, but you as well, Xavier,” he told me, setting his empty glass down on the bar. It refilled instantly.

      “You’re telling me that this case has something to do with the traitor archangel?”

      “I’m telling you that nothing in this life comes for free. You have to be willing to give to get.”

      “So, I take on a case I don’t want to take, and in doing so, I’ll find out who tried to end the world?”

      My boss sighed and rolled his eyes heavenward. “Possibly. Or at the very least, another piece of the puzzle. You know how this works, Xavier. Why are you being so difficult?”

      I wasn’t trying to be difficult. When I was a guardian, I had charges who thought the world owed them and spent their lives waiting for what they wanted to drop into their laps. Many became bitter, and even destructive people when that didn’t happen. As tempting as it was, it wasn’t my job to show them that not everything they wanted was to their benefit or ignite inspired action, let alone teach them how helping others could also benefit them. That was the job of muses and spirit guides, and they were a fickle and frustrating bunch. It was my job to protect my charges, mainly from themselves, and to make sure they ended up on the road they were supposed to take, be it good or bad.

      But the game had changed. I was human now, looking at the world through human eyes, experiencing human emotions, every one of them, not just the love and lust I felt for Ava Duval when I was a guardian. Everything about this new life of mine was infinitely harder, or so it seemed. You could hardly blame me for forgetting what I’d learned in heaven. But Raguel was right. I needed to get off my ass and start helping people again. I’d never find the answers I needed sitting on the sidelines.

      “That’s the spirit,” said Raguel, and my face flushed slightly. I kept forgetting he could read my mind.

      “Why do I get the feeling you know more than you’re telling me?”

      “Because I always do and always will.”

      “And you won’t tell me the real reason you want me to take this case?”

      “Now, where would be the fun in that?”

      “Can you at least tell me what I’m supposed to do with the holographic wings you gave me?”

      “It’s not what you do with them, Xavier. It’s what they do with you,” he said with an enigmatic smile.

      Sunlight glinted off his glass, blinding me. I held up a hand to shield my eyes, and the world went dark and smoky. I was back in Zeno’s with everyone in the bar staring at me like I was crazy. Raguel, or rather the guy whose body he’d been using, was still sitting at the bar and gave me a blank look, as if he’d never seen me before in his life. Because he hadn’t. Then he tossed some dollar bills on the bar and left.

      “X? You alright?” asked George. I simply nodded in response. 

      Despite what Raguel had just told me, I just couldn’t get sucked into this woman’s drama until I talked to Father Sims and found out if she was legit. I grabbed a napkin from a holder on a nearby table and headed back to the booth. I slid the napkin across the table at her. Rose McHugh looked up at me in surprise. Her tears had made her mascara run in black rivulets down her makeup-caked cheeks.

      “Write your number down, and I’ll call you after I talk to Father Sims.”

      I’d meant for her to write her number on the napkin. Instead, she wiped her eyes and blew her nose with it, then reached into her big black purse and pulled a business card out of it. It was a small purple rectangle with silver letters in a spidery font: Rose McHugh, MUA, Nightshade Cosmetics. The card listed an address I recognized as being in the business district, with a phone number right below it. 

      “Thanks,” she said in a small voice, without looking up at me.

      I could tell that she wasn’t used to asking anybody for help. And neither was I. It made me feel just a little more sympathetic towards her. But just a little.

      I tucked her business card in my back pocket and left the bar.
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      St. Jude’s was on my way home, and I hadn’t gotten within a block of the church before I realized why no one at the rectory had answered the phone. An ambulance idled at the curb with its red lights flashing. The back doors were open, and as I sprinted down the street, paramedics were loading Father Sims into the back, trailed by Mrs. Julian. I called her name as she tried to climb in with her employer, but she didn’t hear me as whatever the tallest of the two paramedics said as he barred her from getting into the ambulance made her face redden in anger.

      “What do you mean, I can’t come with him?” she sputtered indignantly. “I’m all he’s got. There’s no other family. Just me!”

      “Sorry, ma’am, we’ve got limited space, and we need room to work.”

      “What happened?” I asked, rushing up to the ambulance as the doors shut in Mrs. Julian’s face. I caught a quick glimpse of Father Sims lying on a stretcher with an oxygen mask strapped to his face.

      “I don’t know!” she snapped as she watched the ambulance leave, sirens blazing. “I found him unconscious on the floor in his study. I told that man he needed to cut back. He’s doing too much at his age! He should have retired ten years ago. But does he listen? No! Do you know what he told me?”

      I shrugged instead of responding because I knew she wasn’t looking for a response. She was scared and nervous and needed to vent. So, I let her.

      “He told me unless God came down from the mountaintop and told him it was time to retire, he was going to keep working until the day he left this earth! Silly old fool!”

      I followed her and the dark purple trail of her aura as she rushed back inside the rectory to get her purse and the keys to Father Sims’ ancient Buick Regal, knowing that the purple didn’t just show bravery or courage. In this case, her purple was mixed with fear, as it was so dark it was almost black. The last time I’d seen an aura that purple the person, it was coming from Desi right before that Mercedes almost killed her. I’d saved her. But thinking about her hurt too much. I pushed the thought out of my head and got into the passenger side of the Regal.

      But once Mrs. Julian had gotten behind the wheel of the car, she froze, her back ramrod straight as she finally remembered what I already knew. She handed me the car keys with a grimace, or maybe it was a smile. I couldn’t tell since I’d never seen Father Sims’ housekeeper look anything other than annoyed. But what the hell did I know? Maybe she reserved her smiles for people she liked, which I’m pretty sure did not include me. The older Creole woman usually watched me like a hawk whenever I came by to see her boss. She was never actually rude. Just wary, like she’d yet to decide if I was someone to be trusted. Smart woman.

      “Could you please drive me to the hospital, Mr. Knight?”

      I nodded and switched places with her. I knew she couldn’t drive and would have reminded her of that fact had she tried to start the car.
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      When we arrived at the ER of Tulane Medical Center, a nurse told us they were examining Father Sims, and we’d have to wait. Since Mrs. Julian was the next of kin, the nurse gave her a bundle of paperwork to fill out. I sat down next to her in the crowded waiting room when she abruptly looked up from the clipboard, startled like I was someone other than the man who’d just broken the speed limit to get her to the hospital.

      “No need to wait, Mr. Knight. I promise I’ll call you as soon as I’ve spoken to the doctor.” She turned her attention back to the paperwork as if to dismiss me. But had she known me better, she’d have known it wouldn’t be that easy.

      “I can wait. I’ve got no place else to be. Besides,” I said, sitting down opposite her. “You’re going to need a ride back home.” She sighed and shook her head.

      I grabbed a six-month-old issue of Sports Illustrated from the magazine rack and started flipping through it, realizing it was going to be a long night.
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      Mrs. Julian didn’t speak to me again until I drove her back to St. Jude’s rectory around midnight. Father Sims had a mild case of pneumonia and was admitted. He’d been sleeping when we’d finally seen him.

      “I should have known he was sick,” she said in a flat voice. “He hasn’t been himself lately, and he was off his food. I couldn’t even get him to eat a piece of my praline pie. And he loves my praline pie.”

      Again, I knew she was venting. But at least I now knew why Father Sims hadn’t called me about the referral he’d given Rose McHugh and figured it was as good a time as any to find out if she’d been telling me the truth.

      “Do you remember if a young woman stopped by to see Father Sims recently, long curly hair…”

      “And make-up as thick as Spackle? Is she a friend of yours?” asked the older woman, turning to look at me with narrowed eyes.

      “Hardly. She told me Father Sims referred her to me about a personal matter, and that’s what I’d wanted to ask him about when I came by tonight.” Mrs. Julian was silent for a minute before speaking again, and I could tell her outright mistrust of me, and her natural curiosity was at war with her manners.

      “What exactly is it you do, Mr. Knight? I’ve seen Father Sims giving you money, and I’m assuming it was payment for some service, but I can’t begin to fathom why he’s paying you. Father Sims is not a rich man, and he’s as gullible as he is kind.” She eyed me with distaste, her face reddening, and that’s when it finally hit me.

      I always met with the good father privately behind his closed office door, and when she saw money changing hands, she must have thought I was a con man preying on an old priest.

      If her boss hadn’t told her about our business arrangement, I’m not sure she had a right to know. But if I didn’t give her an explanation, she’d be mean mugging me from here on out. But I didn’t exactly know how to explain what I did because there wasn’t a name for it.

      “I help people with problems they can’t fix on their own.”

      “What kinds of problems?” she asked. And I was happy to see she’d visibly relaxed and looked genuinely interested.

      “All kinds,” I shrugged. “Helping people who got conned out of money by phony contractors after Katrina get their money back. I helped get a kid headed for a life of crime get back on the straight and narrow.” I continued, but purposefully left out the part where sometimes getting people to comply and do the right thing came at the cost of blood and broken bones and not my blood and broken bones if I could help it. And I wasn’t about to tell her I used to be an angel. Her head would explode.

      “And why does Father Sims give you money? Don’t the people you help pay you?”

      “Most of them pay me well. But the money you saw wasn’t Father Sim’s paying me. It was me paying Father Sims a referral fee. He sends quite a few clients my way, and it’s the least I can do because, as you’ve pointed out, he’s not a rich man.”

      The older woman merely nodded with begrudging approval and said nothing else until I pulled into the portico of the rectory. We both got out, and figuring I’d done my civic duty for the night, began walking down the driveway when she called out to me.

      “Mr. Knight? Do you like praline pie?”

      I headed back up the driveway.
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      The house was empty when I woke up in the morning. Minx, my cat shifter supermodel roomie, was on a shoot in California, and my other roomie, David Granger, wasn’t home, either. And that surprised me. Granger had been camped out on our couch for the last month moping because they had kicked him out of the Equinox Agency’s Mage Training program, and he had no place else to go. He’d only left the couch to shower, and he only showered because Minx threatened to take a garden hose to his funky ass if he didn’t. He was also eating up all the food and not contributing a dime to the household expenses.

      Minx was not happy, and if she ain’t happy, nobody’s happy. Granger had to go. Aside from him getting on Minx’s nerves, looking at him every day reminded me of my last job. And that’s the last thing I wanted to think about. Minx told me I had until she got back from Cali to get rid of our unwanted houseguest, or I could leave, too. And I could certainly afford to get my own place. But despite her bluster, I knew Minx didn’t want me to go. And I didn’t want to leave, either. Living with Minx had its advantages.

      Her cat essence masked the smell of my corrupted soul, which attracted Lucifer’s bounty hunters. She even made me an elixir to help hide me when I wasn’t near her. And living with her meant my name wasn’t showing up on a rental agreement or mortgage and kept me off the grid, which is where I liked to be. Although now I’d have to talk to her about getting my name off her damned phone plan. That she’d become my best friend was icing on the cake. But it was clear someone had to go, and it wasn’t going to be me. And I knew getting rid of Granger was going to cost me. I pulled out my old flip phone and made a call.

      I’d just finished eating breakfast when Granger walked in and looked at the empty skillet on the stove and then at me. He looked tired, although I couldn’t figure out why since all his days were the same: whine, eat, shit, sleep, repeat. Feeling sorry for yourself must be exhausting.

      He was wearing his uniform of the past month, gray sweatpants, and a black hoodie that I’d loaned him and were too big. His unruly blond hair needed cutting, and his freckles looked like dark smudge marks on his pale face. When he saw that no cooked breakfast was forthcoming, he grabbed a bag of chips from the counter and headed back to the couch. I followed him.

      “Here.” I handed him an envelope.

      “What’s this?” He eyed the envelope suspiciously, and when he didn’t take it, I tossed it on the coffee table in front of him.

      “It’s a thousand bucks. It should be enough to get you back on your feet until you get a job. I already talked to Madame LuLu, and she has a room you can rent above her shop. She’s even willing to let you live there for free for a month,” I explained, keeping my voice calm so he wouldn’t freak out.

      The first time Minx had told Granger to vacate the premises was after he’d eaten all her bananas foster ice cream. She screamed at him so loudly and chased him through the house, partially transformed with her cat claws extended, and Granger freaked out and disappeared into thin air, which was one reason he got dropped from the EA’s mage program.

      He’d also used someone else’s identity to get into the program, which was the official reason he got kicked out. It was bullshit. They couldn’t figure out how he could disappear into thin air. And Granger didn’t know himself. And since the Equinox Agency is a secret government agency that dealt with the supernatural world and claimed to maintain the balance between good and evil, they couldn’t decide just who or what David Granger was and feared what they didn’t understand. So, they dropped him from the program, ruining any chance he’d had at becoming a licensed mage for the EA. It was like Harry Potter getting booted out of Hogwarts.

      “You’re giving me a thousand bucks?” he said in a small voice, staring at the white envelope on the coffee table. “Man, you guys must really want me gone.”

      “Not gone, relocated. Minx wants her couch back, and since you’re no longer in the EA’s training program, you need to figure out Plan B. And it’s not a gift, you’ll be working the money off.

      “Working it off?” He looked confused. “Doing what?”

      “I got a case, and you’re going to help me out until you get a job.”

      He perked up instantly and stood up. The bag of chips fell on the floor.

      “Don’t get excited. It’s not that kind of case. I need to track down a woman’s missing sister.” Granger wasn’t the only one who needed to get back into action. I needed it, too.

      “Doesn’t matter what kind of case it is. You never know when you might need magical help.”

      I didn’t like the gleam in his eye. But his aura had brightened considerably from the perpetual muddy gray it had been since he took up residence on our couch. Plus, he hadn’t disappeared, so I guess I couldn’t complain.
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      Agent Desiree West could feel the eyes boring into her back. She stretched and suddenly spun around in her chair. All the people who’d been staring at her quickly looked away. Annoying as it was, she understood. She’d become a curiosity and a mystery to be solved by many people at the EA. She’d also become someone to be feared and avoided by those who didn’t have the time or inclination for mysteries and curiosities. And what was worse was that Desi didn’t have any answers for them. She had no clue why she was still alive when she should be dead, or at the very least, paralyzed.

      A Mercedes hit her, going at least forty miles an hour driven by a Nephilim hellbent on destroying humanity, and yet here she was back at her desk at the Equinox Agency a mere three weeks later without so much as a limp. But although she was back at work, she wasn’t back out in the field. She was on desk duty until further notice. Sighing, Desi got up to get her fourth cup of coffee from the break room and looked around to see if anyone would speak to her or make eye contact. But many of her coworkers had their heads down or their eyes focused on their screens.

      “Just going to get some more coffee. Anybody want a cup?” she said aloud to no one in particular. No one answered her. And it frustrated her being treated like a pariah by the people she’d worked with for five years. Desi was about to walk away when someone stopped her.

      “I’ll have a cup if you’re getting one, Agent West.”

      It was Tom Parillo, one of the EA’s tech guys. He held out a Star Trek mug and Desi took it.

      He smiled a thank you, and Desi was happy to see some of her coworkers at least had the decency to look ashamed. Happy that not everyone thought she had a terminal case of cooties, Desi headed into the break room, almost barreling right into Miriam DeJesus, the EA’s head librarian. Today the redhead was wearing a red eyepatch with white polka dots to match her red and white polka-dotted skirt. Supposedly, Miriam had lost her eye when she’d tried to pet a unicorn. But Desi knew for a fact that Miriam liked to gamble and frequented the supernatural gambling casinos. Morel had told her she’d lost her eye in a poker game. There was a low-level demon somewhere sporting Miriam’s left green eye.

      “Hey there, West. How’s it going?” Miriam had followed Desi back into the break room and took a big slurp of her coffee as Desi filled the two mugs.

      “Well, considering you’re one of maybe five people still speaking to me, I’d say it could be going better.”

      Miriam rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry. They’ll come
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