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CHAPTER ONE
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“But either thou art frightened of a spectre beheld in sleep and hast joined the revel-rout of nether Hecate.”

-Fragment 249, Aeschylus, 5th century BCE, trans. W Smyth.

And such too is the grandeur of the dooms

We have imagined for the mighty dead;

All lovely tales that we have heard or read:

An endless fountain of immortal drink, 

Pouring unto us from the heaven’s brink.

-John Keats

It was under a dark, rain-filled sky that Officer Gregg Ackerman came across the child. The morning was warm, too warm for a typical March in New Los Angeles. He was on the east side of the city, not far from the Bay Bridge. Police tape cordoned off the park where he stood in yellow ribbons. He trudged through the playground’s wet sand and he got the impression he was sinking down into it. He stared at the ground, his mood darkening with every moment.

They boy was young, probably no older than five or six. He was mutilated almost beyond recognition. He wore a pair of blue shorts and a simple t-shirt with some cartoon character Ackerman didn’t recognize. It looked like a crocodile or maybe a lizard but it was hard to tell due to the mud and blood. The boy was missing his left eye and tongue. His right hand was missing as was part of his shoulder. He looked to have been carved into like a Thanksgiving turkey. 

Ackerman turned his eyes away and focused on the contents of the sandbox. The playground stood vacant, sand caked monkey bars slippery. Three of the four seesaws were in decent shape but could use new seating. Even the swings appeared to be relatively new. They were completely still even though a small breeze kicked around. He stared at the chain links and could almost hear the creaking of loose hardware. For some reason, it made his fifty-three year old bones ache. 

The New Los Angeles Police Department had the entire block barricaded, but that didn’t stop nosy neighbors and reporters. Nothing ever did. They were gathered in clusters, their phones and cameras pointed at the play-set. He felt more than saw the electronic flashes. With each burst of light he imagined he heard a popping sound and tiny spots formed in front of his vision. He waved them back then checked his watch. The “meat wagon” would arrive within the hour to take the body to the morgue. The sooner the better as far as he was concerned. Every time his eyes went to the boy half buried in wet sand, he had to muster all his will to stop from shivering.  

“It’s not the cold, is it?” Officer Ross Martson asked beside him. He too was a twenty year vet and happened to be the first officer that arrived at the crime scene. He was skinny and almost hairless. His bald head shined slick from the rain. 

“Oh, it is,” Ackerman said. “A different kind of cold though,” Ackerman said with a humorless smile. “My insides are chilled.”

“Uh-huh. Will you talk to the press? They’re starting to gather.”

Ackerman glanced back at the barricade and was met with a blinding flash. He cursed openly and turned away. “This place is a crime scene. That little boy just had his insides ripped out. I couldn’t care less about the goddamn news networks.”

“I’ll talk to them,” Ross said, a tone of frustration in his voice. 

Ackerman turned back to the body and began taking pictures. He felt macabre, like the body wasn’t real but a wax dummy. Something found in an art-house museum. The child’s head had been turned all the way around. His mouth was open but a bloody mess where his tongue was cut out.

“Did we find the kid’s tongue or did he take it with him?”

Ross looked at the playground. “Nothing yet but the rain and sand might have it covered. Parts of him are everywhere.”

Ackerman sighed and ducked under the crawl tube. He shimmied forward until he was under the big toy and let his eyes adjust to the shadows. Rain bashed onto the tube and it reminded him of a bass drum. His attention came at last to a smeared word written on the side of the equipment in sharp, angular script. Lamia. 

“Anything?” Ross asked.

“Yeah.” Ackerman shambled up and to his feet. 

Silence held them as crime scene investigators entered the perimeter. Each of them looked at the body but didn’t let their eyes linger too long. It seemed sacrilegious as if sin was contagious and you could be polluted just by being in proximity with it. Ackerman staggered back to his patrol car. He was breathing hard. Each step a pitiful reminder of the weight he felt on his spirit. He fumbled with a cigarette while retrieving his phone from the glove box. He dialed quickly.  

“Yeah?” A familiar voice said after the first ring.

“Hank. Gotta minute?” Ackerman asked.

A slight pause. “What’s up?”

“You ever heard of Lamia?”

“Is it food?”

“Not exactly. A message on the side of a playground crawl tube.”

Another pause. “Is there a body?” 

“Yeah.”

“How bad?”

“Pretty sick. Kid missing body parts and gutted bad.”

“Don’t say anything to the press. I’m on my way.”

Thirty minutes later, Hank Dolan dipped his head under the police tape. He wasn’t a large man although he had put on a few pounds in the last six months. He was in his early forties having had a birthday the month before. His chestnut colored hair was wet and stuck stubbornly to his forehead even though he carried an umbrella in his left hand. He wore a plain white dress shirt and navy blue slacks. On his feet were leather cross-trainers. His dark eyes squinted and his mouth moved inaudibly as he took in the scene.  

“You can’t be here, Dolan,” Martson said. “You’re not a cop anymore, remember?”

“Talk to Ackerman. He called me,” Hank growled.

He tried to sidestep and was met with a police baton at his chest. Martson sneered then spat to the side. He sized Hank up as if he were sizing up a pile of garbage on a city street corner. His lip twitched and he raised the baton up to Hank’s chin.

“Fuck that. I’m talking to you. There’s still a lot of cops that remember what you did last year. You can’t turn your back, then come back as nothing happened. You killed cops, asshole. Get the fuck out of here.”

Hank squared his jaw and swatted at the baton with his open hand. “What’s the matter, Ross? Were you on Pious McNally’s payroll too? Did your precious side hustle dry up?”

“Fuck you-”

Just then, Ackerman grabbed Hank by the arm and spun him away. Hank clawed at his hands, trying to sidestep and stand in front of Martson. A humorless smile on his face, he jutted his chin out. He walked out to the playground with his eyes still following Martson who had stepped through the police tape and was now likely calling the Lieutenant Captain.  

“I hate that guy,” Hank sneered.

“Oh, he knows it,” Ackerman said with a grin. 

Hank felt riled up and stretched his neck from side to side. As the sand caked into the tread of his shoes, he noticed a dark stain on the ground that could only be blood. He bent and inspected it through squinted eyes. At once, his mind traveled back to the year before and his whole body shivered as if soaked. He couldn’t just forget how close he had come to getting himself killed while trying to protect Sadie Fuller. A flash of her blood covered and staring emptily forward filled his mind. 

Another splotch of red on the underside of the crawl tube brought him back around. He swallowed hard and looked at his feet. There were patches of wet clothing and was that hair? He stepped away from the tube and stared out at the playground. It took a few seconds before he realized what he was seeing. There were body parts strewn here and there. They were scattered as if the victim had literally been torn apart and his limbs scattered wherever. 

“It’s a wild animal attack.”

“No, it’s not,” Ackerman responded. “Look.”

He led Hank back underneath the tube and together they stared at the word Lamia scrawled in blood. 

“What the fuck is Lamia?” Ackerman asked. 

“I would guess a name.” Hank took out his phone and punched up the Internet. It took only a moment to find what he was looking for. “Goddammit.” 

“What?”

“It is. This one is descended or wants to be.”

Ackerman looked out at the playground and shook his head. “Who is it?”

“A child-eating demon. Her name comes from the Greek laimos and lamyros meaning gluttonous throat.”

“It’s a woman?”

“If we’re assuming this is an autograph and not some kid’s idea of comedy.”

Ackerman tugged at his front shirt pocket and pulled out a Camel cigarette. When he lit it, his hands had a slight tremble. “Christ almighty.” He took a drag then coughed and spat in front of him. “I can’t imagine a woman doing this to a kid. Look at the brutality. You said she eats them?” His voice had lowered and taken on tone of troubled iciness. 

Hank nodded. 

“Christ almighty,” He said again. Is this the same as last year?”

Hank’s mind again went to Sadie Fuller. It was only a flash but it was long enough to see her in a barn covered in blood and staring vacantly at her feet.  

“No. This one is different. You guys are gonna have your hands full.”

He stepped away from the crawl-tube and raised the umbrella over his head. The drizzle had grown now to a steady light rain. He heard the drumming on the canvas next to his ears. He stepped out of the sandbox and passed the swings and seesaws. When he got to the grassy area next to the sandbox, he scraped mud from the bottom of his shoes. He glanced up and found Ackerman staring at him.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m gonna go get coffee and an omelet at Morti’s. You want to come?”

“No, I don’t want to go get brunch. Do you see what’s going on here?”

“I see it.”

“Then you’re gonna consult right?”  

“I’m not a cop anymore. Ross is right about that much.”  

“You’ve had experience tracking these things. Hank, how the fuck do I go about catching a descendant that shreds and eats goddamn children?”

“I’d start by checking missing person reports and the morgues. Good luck, pal.”

“Are you serious?”

Hank held up his hands in a pacifying fashion. He backed away and turned in the direction of his car parked a half block up the street. He ducked under the police tape. When his feet hit the sidewalk he glanced back at the playground that lay now like an open wound oozing blood. 

“Don’t come back,” Ross smirked.

“Tell the Church of Man I said hello,” Hank responded without turning his head.

“Fuck you, Dolan.”

Hank jumped into his sedan and looked back at the crime scene that was quickly being cordoned off. A chill raced up his spine. For the first time in the past year, he was relieved to be a private investigator. This case was sure to get ugly and he wanted no part of it.  
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Twenty minutes later, Hank stared outside the window of his small office. It was a two-room converted apartment that was partitioned off by a hallway and small bathroom. On the walls were paintings by Franz Von Stuck. He had become obsessed with the German painter and Symbolist last year and couldn’t exactly say why. It had been shortly after Sadie had come into her own, so to speak. He had been walking past the city museum and a car-length print of Stuck’s Salome caught his eye. The painting showed the daughter of Herod II dancing in ecstasy as the head of John the Baptist is brought to her by a servant. He remembered staring at the head in some kind of bewilderment. It glowed as if the halo the man had been blessed with refused to be negated. His divinity remained in tack even after being separated from the source. He had thought that a poignant deduction of the descendant experience itself. Although separated from grace they remained wholly, stubbornly themselves.

So he’d hanged the painting up on the far corner of his office along with a print of The Vision of Saint Hubert which showed a stag in the middle of the night with an enormous crucifix around its head. This one was based on Hubert, a nobleman, who’d experienced the numinous while deep in the forest. Legend said he’d encountered the stag and was so moved he eventually became the patron saint of hunters. Again he recalled the year before. Jesus Christ came to mind. Then Sadie Fuller rose up to blot out that image. He remembered the expressions on her face-the confusion and rage. 

He shook off the memory and stood up and went to the sink. He filled a glass full of water and went to the four corners of his office. He watered the plants then dumped the glass into the sink and sat back down. He twisted around in his chair and reached across the desk to a manila folder simply labeled ‘descended’. It was open, loose papers and photographs in disarray. Hank stared at the xeroxed ink for a moment then closed the folder with a sigh. He leaned back and stretched. He pitched his head and listened to Eric Clapton’s softest tenor beam out of a small, portable radio on his desk:

“She’s a witch of trouble in electric blue.

In her own mad mind she’s in love with

You.

With you,

Now what you gonna do?

Strange brew.

Kill what’s inside of you.”

It shook him, he thought. Ackerman had been on the force a very long time but rarely had he witnessed a crime scene as grisly as the playground today. It had uprooted his sense of normalcy or maybe something worse. Oh, the grizzled old vet had had his share of shocks. He’d been on the Hilltop when they found the goddess Cybele last year. Point in fact, it had been him that found her mangled body. But the playground was worse. Hank got the impression that it was recreational like the killer was at play. He stared down at his hands and let his fingers pass over the tarot deck on his desk. It was a traditional deck with images that dated to the time of the Renaissance. He tapped the top card then cut it as you would a regular set of playing cards. He cut the deck again and then again. He thought about pulling a card but hesitated. There was a clamor outside that sounded like boots banging up the office stairs. As they got close, Hank put the card deck in his desk drawer. A tight smile crossed his mouth as his office door swung open. 

In came a skinny, red-haired, young woman with freckled skin and smoky eyes. She was probably five foot ten inches tall and had her hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her lips were full and the color of ripe plums. She wore fashionably cut jeans and a Primus t-shirt. She looked at Hank and advanced until she was standing in front of the desk. 

“Are you the private investigator?” 

“Well, my name’s on the door. Can I help you?”

“I need your help.” 

“With?”

“A missing friend.”

“How long has she been missing?”

“Two weeks.”

“You’re sure she’s missing?”

“She was abducted in front of me.”

“Have you gone to the cops?”

“We did all that-”

She broke off as another woman charged in the office. This one wheezed like an asthmatic and clutched her purse.  

“You’re supposed to wait.” Her hand ran through stiff, dirty blond hair. 

Hank leaned forward. “Ma’am?”

The woman surged ahead until she was standing in front of the redhead. Hank noticed her gaunt face and caked-on makeup. It was clear they knew each other but these two weren’t family. “What did she say?” 

“Excuse me?” Hank asked.

“I was just getting to it,” The redhead broke in. 

The older woman glanced down at her. “My name is Deanna Montgomery,” She said to Hank. “My daughter is missing.” 

Hank turned to the redhead. “Your friend.”

“Yeah.”

“Tell me what happened.” 

“It’s not that simple,” The redhead said.

“Goddammit, Hecate! Just tell him what happened,” Deanna said shrilly. 

Hecate. Hank sat up in his chair. He turned a puzzled frown onto the young woman. Her motion started as a sly turn of her head, then pivoted into a magnificent change in posture. The young woman took on an opulent air. She looked Hank dead in the eye. He felt his ears pop as if he’d surfaced from being underwater. The woman’s half-lidded eyes looked him up and down and she turned her head as if working out a curiosity. Finally, she smiled and it was dazzling. Hank’s loins stirred. 

Hank gestured to a bottle of whiskey at a small bar in the room’s corner. “Get me that.”

Deanna scooped it up and three glasses. Hank poured two fingers into each glass and slid them across the desk. Deanna took a good swig. Hecate lightly sipped but her plum lipstick lingered on the edge of the glass. She placed it down in front of her. 

“Your friend?”

“Her name is Stephanie Montgomery.”

“My daughter,” Deanna cut in.

Hank scowled and took a shot. A part of him didn’t want this case. Missing persons were some of the easiest in terms of work load. There was routine involved. Usually you start with social media then move on to surveillance and field investigation but something about this was rubbing him the wrong way. He didn’t even know the details but there was just something that pitted his stomach. Not taking his eyes off of Hecate, he gulped down another shot.

“Ma’am, I don’t mean to be rude but I can’t take your case.”

Deanna scoffed, a sound emitted from her throat. 

“Why not?” Hecate demanded. 

“I’m just terribly busy. You’d have to wait months.”

“We can’t wait that long!” Deanna moaned. “My daughter is missing now!”

Hecate’s attention was focused on Hank. “She’s my friend and somebody took her!”

“Who?”

“How should I know?”

“You were there. Often the abductor is an old boyfriend or lover.”

“Not this one. Stephanie doesn’t really date.”

Deanna looked at Hecate sharply as if she smelled of sewage. 

“You and she-”

“No, we’re just friends.” She said this directly to Deanna. “She just doesn’t date that often so there’s no way it could be some ex-boyfriend.”

“Does she have any enemies? Maybe somebody that would like to see her disappear.”

“Not that I know of.”

“But you were there.”

“Yeah, he took her right in front of me.”

Hank sank back into his chair and pushed his back against the leather cushion. He had a swimming buzz from the liquor and felt airy in his seat. Although his stomach was still churning and something about the case felt off, he laid his hands flat on the desk.  

“Okay. Tell me what happened.”
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Hecate took a moment to compose herself. That night was burned into her memory. Slurring sounds smooth as plastic filled the night air. Rain dripped down grudgingly. There was movement up ahead. Hecate and Stephanie Montgomery walked side by side, their arms touching.

“We should have called a cab,” Stephanie said. Her dark eyes were almost black underneath a hooded sweatshirt. Hecate kept her eyes forward, focused on the steam seeping from potholes to rise in the electric air. 

“It’s gonna storm,” She said. 

Up ahead, blinking signs with their metallic green plumage vibrated above clusters of random people. But the alley they walked through remained empty save for rats and one homeless man slumped against the adjacent building. He bent his head as they passed. 

They had made this walk countless times. A half-block from the hospice center, the alley was a narrow mouth wedged between two historic buildings. New Los Angeles was filled with back door alley labyrinths carved in the shadowy recesses of the city. And the hospice was only a few hundred yards from the bus stop. They had left work at 9:30 pm, still plenty of time to catch the B-line that would take them home. 

Stephanie tucked her wet, stringy hair behind her ears. Her pallid face drooped and she coughed. Her face twitched. 

“What is that?” Hecate asked. “The twitching.”

Stephanie looked away and cursed under her breath. “Just stress. I haven’t been sleeping.”

“You need to go to bed at night,” Hecate said, her eyes fixed in front of her. “The patients’ have started talking. Some of them think you’re on drugs.”

“Fine,” Stephanie said diffidently. 

Up ahead, a filmy smoke with rivets of silhouette coalesced at the mouth of the alley. The bodiless. Hecate swallowed hard when she made out a chorus of stray dogs howl. 

“Do you hear that?” Stephanie asked.

“Yeah, let’s get out of here. I’m cold.”

As they increased their pace, Hecate noticed the wind bite into her face. Beside her, Stephanie huffed, her breathing hard.

“You all right?” Hecate asked.

Stephanie nodded. “I’m good.”

Behind them, the sound of footsteps knocked on the pavement like a rhythmic echo. Hecate sensed that something was wrong. She looked down the alley as a tall shadow rapidly approached. It was tall, clearly a man, and he was jogging. The longing for home was a sudden ache in her chest. She knew they had to get out of the alley. Stephanie put her hands in her sweatshirt pocket and kept her eyes forward. The lines around her eyes were tight, her face impassive. She glanced at Hecate as scraping metal clanged behind them. Both looked, but the stranger was gone.  

“What the hell?” Stephanie muttered.

“Did he climb up the fire escape?” Hecate asked. 

“It’s possible. Maybe that was the sound.”

Hecate shook her head. “Come on, we’re gonna be late.”

Stephanie nodded and they picked up the pace.

Another sound.

What now? Hecate thought.

It was unmistakable. A cough or choking sound. It sounded like gagging. Then the shadow was there. On the other side of Stephanie, it approached slowly, one step at a time until it was right on top of her. 

Hecate tried to scream. Stephanie turned toward it and gasped. There came a buzzing in her head. Hecate slipped, nearly tumbled as Stephanie was yanked further into the dark. 

“Stephanie!” 

She felt herself falling, the icy cement on her behind. Again she thought she perceived choking but couldn’t be sure. And there was a stink. It made her head hurt and eyes watery.

Hecate pulled her phone out. She fumbled it, her hands shaking violently. She blinked, trying to make out where Stephanie and the shadow had gone. 

“Steph!”

Nothing. No, not just nothing. The alley was inexplicably quiet, devoid of sound. It was like a vacuum. Hecate opened her mouth, closed it again. She noticed the stinging in her eyes. Somewhere she thought she heard Stephanie cry out. She hid her face in her hands and peeked through her fingers. The alley was empty and Stephanie was gone. She was alone. Again.
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“Is that when you went to the police?” Hank asked. 

Hecate nodded. “They had me give a statement. Now they won’t see me.”

“How do you mean?”

“I went in everyday last week and they just told me to go home. They told me if they need more information, they’ll contact.”

“That’s how these things work. They have a protocol. I’ve got a guy on the force I can call. I’ll see what I can find out.”

“Thanks,” Hecate muttered, her voice low. 

He stared down at the photograph Deanna Montgomery had given him of her daughter and realized that she looked familiar to him. She was a rail thin woman with brown hair and eyes. Her features were sharp and severe. In the photo she was surrounded by what were likely co-workers but she didn’t wear a smile. Neither was it a frown. It was as if she had never seen a camera before and didn’t know how to act in front of it.  “Is her hair the same as in the picture?”

Deanna shut the photo album on her lap and looked up at him with smeared eyes. “Her hair is a little longer now. The picture also makes it look darker. It’s not that dark.”

Hank stared at her as she lit a cigarette. Her hands were shaky and she gritted her teeth in obvious tension. 

“Has there been any trouble with the law?”

“No. We don’t get into trouble.”

Deanna laughed without smiling. Hecate frowned and turned her head away.

“Oh, they work together at the hospice,” Deanna smiled derisively. She took a drag off the cigarette. Hank leaned forward. “Deanna, where is the father?”

Deanna choked. “Stephanie’s father? I have no idea! Haven’t seen him in ages. Besides, I have custody of Stephanie. I don’t want him around anyway.”

“Could he be responsible for Stephanie’s abduction?”

“Hell no.”

“Why not?”

“If there is anybody that doesn’t give a rat’s ass about anybody but himself, it’s that man. We haven’t seen him since Stephie was a baby. I have no idea where he is.”

That doesn’t mean he hasn’t been seeing you, Hank thought. “I’ll need whatever information you can give me on him too.”

Deanna nodded. Hank swiveled his head to Hecate. She was studying him with pursed lips. “You two do everything together?” 

“We do a lot,” Hecate replied.

Then how come you weren’t taken? “I’ll need to interview you again as soon as possible.” 

“You can call me.”

Hank nodded, stood, and steadied himself. He wasn’t sure about the daughter, but Deanna gave him the closet user vibe. He inhaled deeply. No trace of methamphetamine or even marijuana, but it was hard to be sure.

His features darkened with his mood as he showed them the door. He sensed there was more to it, that the mother had held something back. But why? Did she not want Stephanie found? Hank focused his attention on Hecate. The redhead was stunning to put it simply. She reminded him of Sadie. It was a way of being. A kind of wild animosity as if she were poised on the edge of a blade. Hank looked down at the cell number Deanna had provided. 

Hecate.

She was another Grecian, like Dionysus or Apollo. Or was she Grecian? He had read of Hecate before. A goddess of witchcraft and necromancy if he remembered right. She was associated with the moon and crossroads. She was often shown holding torches and there was a three-bodied aspect of her. A maiden, mother, and crone. It had been Hecate that helped Demeter search for Persephone in the myth. How fitting. He eased the seat back and took a sip of whiskey. He rubbed his chestnut colored hair and puzzled this over. Outside the office, a pair of dogs began to howl. He looked back at the photo on his desk and stared at an unsmiling Stephanie Montgomery. Deanna knows something, He thought. And I’d bet this Hecate knows even more. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lilac and Lemon. Sadie Fuller woke up at the Lotus. At least, that’s what it used to be called. A three-tiered pagoda on the outskirts of the city, the structure conjured sentiments of ancient Japan. It had a reddish frame adorned with yellow at the tiers. At the top, a steel finial pointed towards the sky. Sadie stared up and squinted from the glare. She had been here for months now and had grown bored weeks ago. She knew it was for the best. After what happened, her being in the city was a dumb idea. She knew this. She knew there could be CCTV tape of her coming or leaving a crime scene. She knew there could be witnesses that saw what she’d done. Or maybe she’d left behind some evidence that it had been her. She knew these things but that didn’t stop her from growing restless. She felt like she was in some kind of private prison Sure, it was better than actual prison but she was so tired.

Her room was on the second floor of the pagoda. A small room, maybe a former game room or study. A bed rested at the back wall along with a chest of drawers and small vanity table. There were no pictures on the wall save for a large portrait of a gray boar that startled her every time she got up to pee at night. Boxes of her clothes lay on the floor. She hadn’t bothered unpacking completely. She truly hadn’t thought she’d be here that long. Hank had told her it would only be a for few weeks. That’s what he’d said. A few weeks. Now it was going on months and she was still in hiding. Exhaustion crept into her and with it a trace of bitterness.  

She dressed in a pair of shorts and tank-top and threw her hair up into a messy bun. Barefoot, she left the bedroom and went to the kitchen. The coffee pot was full. She collected a mug and poured herself a cup then added sugar and walked outside. The morning was bright with no clouds. She stretched her back and sat down on one of the wooden chairs that overlooked a sea of yellow flowers. She could smell them. But these weren’t lilacs. They were some kind of daffodil or tulip. She’d never met the Japanese descendant goddess that had planted the field but Hank had spoken of her. From what he’d told her, the Maharishi-ten had been killed by Set just before he’d came for her. She remembered the conversation well. Hank had talked of her like she was a past love. His words hushed when he told her what happened. Sadie had found this off-putting  as if she would have been left out had he not been forced to tell her. Again, she caught the taste of bitterness. She took a sip of her coffee and crossed her bare feet in front of her. 

She closed her eyes and let Kali come forth. She felt pressure as the Indian goddess stretched her arms and legs. The goddess put both her hands on the cup and brought it to her lips. She let the coffee settle onto her tongue before swallowing. Sadie stood up and walked out towards the edge of the flower garden. She caught a memory of her father’s vineyard and there was a flash of images. She saw herself standing at the edge of the vineyard then was in the barn. Just two flashes like turning on and off a light switch. She pushed the memory away and stared out past the gravel driveway. She inspected the bear statue that marked the entrance to the Maharishi-ten’s compound. It was dull gray with fangs. Parts had chipped off as though the demise of the goddess was now signaling the end of her images and symbols. Kali kicked at the pebbles at their feet. She is a stranger to me. Sadie half-nodded but didn’t respond. 

She dipped her hand under a tree branch and sat cross-legged amongst the flowers. She was soft, careful not to crush the pedals. She picked out a blossom and held it to her nose. The fragrance made her light-headed. The sound of footsteps on the driveway caused her to look up. And there stood Nephthys. Her ebony Egyptian skin glistened in the morning light. She too had put on a tank-top but wore it with a long, floral skirt that reached all the way to the ground. She smiled as she got closer. Sadie returned the smile and held up her coffee cup in a ‘cheers’ gesture. Nephthys had been looking after her since her stay at the pagoda began. In all likelihood to make sure Kali didn’t kill anybody. Sadie understood but yet again felt pangs of bitterness.  

Nephthys stopped just short of the blossoms and glanced around. Her dark eyes measured everything as if she were a falcon taking in what lay below. 

“You coming up for breakfast?”  

Sadie nodded. “In a bit. I just got up.” 

Nephthys put a hand on her head. She sighed as the goddess squeezed her scalp ever so lightly. “The caretaker comes today.”

Sadie glanced up the driveway, beyond the blossoms, and toward the freeway that was a mile up the dirt road. She had met Fudo San only once before shortly after she’d arrived. He was a large man that wore suits and showed up in a luxury car. He had dark hair that he wore slicked back on his head. His face was round and pale. He didn’t smile often and gave off an air of ambivalence or maybe stoicism. He had said very little the first time they’d met. He had come unannounced and accompanied by a half dozen other gangster types. They had surrounded Sadie in a kind of half circle and studied her like she was a wild animal at the zoo. She remembered their eyes boring into her, almost begging Kali to surface so they could kill her on the spot. At least that’s what it had felt like at the time. She remembered the hushed whispers and the looks in her direction. To this day she didn’t know what Hank had promised or bargained to let her stay. She assumed it had been a combination of blackmail and full-blown threats. She hadn’t asked because, in truth, she didn’t want to know. When she woke up the next morning, Hank had gone off to work having left at daybreak. It was seven a.m. On the bar next to the front door was a handwritten letter. 

The letter said: I know what you are. My people call you the Yosuzume. In your language you could say it means ‘night sparrow’. As I slept the night before last I heard the “chi, chi, chi” of your call. I heard you outside beyond the trees-in the dark. I know the tidings you bring. I know the warnings of your call. When the yokai that you bring come close I will be ready to do what must be done. Until then, you may stay here at the pagoda. Everything in the fridge and pantry is yours to eat. I will send provisions every few days. You are not to leave the Lotus grounds and you are forbidden from entering the underground chamber. She is buried there. I don’t have to tell you of whom I refer to. I will know if the chamber is disturbed. Your stay is temporary, night sparrow. Treat this place as you would your own home. 

Sadie read the letter all the way through three times then carefully folded it and tucked it away in her bag. She didn’t know what it meant. She knew that Fudo San regarded her as a bad omen. He was expecting something bad to happen. Knowing that left her feeling cold and exiled. She was relieved when later that day, Nephthys had come. The silence of the Lotus estate would have driven her mad if she didn’t have somebody for company-even a stranger.

Coming back to the present, she took a donut from Nephthys’s outstretched hand and sat back down and stared out toward the freeway. She took a bite of the donut and washed it down with her coffee.

“What does he want?” She asked.

Nephthys shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe just wants to check up on you.

Sadie thought back to the letter. Night sparrow. “He considers me bad luck. He told me as much. I think I know why he’s coming.”

“Why is that?”

“The underground chamber. He warned me not to enter there. That’s where they buried the Japanese descendant.”

Nephthys nodded but didn’t say anything. Her face was passive almost blank. “Kali will have to be controlled,” She said after a moment. 

“I know.” Sadie gritted her teeth. I will not be invisible. 

She glanced down at a garden spade caked in sludge and pursed her lips. Her little flower patch was coming along. Lilacs of every sort erupted in a twenty by twenty foot tapestry just outside the main entrance of the Lotus estate. She supposed that it resembled a postage stamp swimming in an ocean of purple and yellow. In her mind, Kali had called it a Kavu. Sadie discerned the word deep inside and knew that it meant sacred groves. She bent to her lilacs and touched the delicious purples and rouge reds. She noticed a velvety fur on the petals. A softness like Kleenex.

They sat in near silence until Fudo San arrived. They noticed the dust first. It kicked behind the Lincoln town-car like a comet’s tail. Nephthys looked up at the sky, her face was pensive with a shade of worry. Very carefully, she stood up and watched the car as it shifted from a blurred, irregular smudge on the horizon to an unmistakable recently washed vehicle with tinted windows and polished wheels. Fudo San didn’t have a driver. He sat in the driver’s seat wearing sunglasses and even with the tint on the windows, they could tell he was immaculately dressed. He stepped out with a grunt and regarded them separately. Sadie hadn’t moved from where she sat. She took light sips of her soda and smoked as he shut the car door behind him and headed up the walkway towards the front door. He ran his eyes over Sadie.  

“How have you been faring?” He asked. 

“I’m fine. It’s been quiet up here.”

He looked at her severely, his eyes squinted through the sunglasses. He stepped past her without another word of pleasantries. When he reached the pagoda he turned away from the front door and approached a padlocked door on the far side of the pagoda. He checked the lock, inspecting it between his fingers. Then he pulled out a keyring and unlocked the door. He stepped in but left the door open behind him. Nephthys followed him to the door and peered in. She shook her head.

“There’s a staircase heading down.”

Sadie shrugged. She still hadn’t moved or even stood up from where she sat. Nephthys leaned into the doorway. She took a step forward, her feet at the threshold. Then, as Sadie watched, she followed Fudo San down. It looked like she’d simply vanished out of the light of the sun. As if she’d entered some doorway to another world. Nothing happened for almost a minute then she came bounding out with Fudo San close behind her. He held something in his hands but Sadie couldn’t make out what it was. Nephthys shouted something that sounded like a curse and raced across the grass. As if this were a signal, Fudo San pulled a gun from his trousers and pointed it directly in front of him. Sadie jumped up and was immediately coiled up like a spring. Kali raged behind her eyelids. Sadie felt her fire and was just able to yield complete control to the goddess. 

When Nephthys reached her she was out of breath. Her eyes were wide. She stammered out something but what she said made no sense at all. Sadie thought she heard the words mask and oni. Before she could get the gist of what Nephthys was trying to say, Fudo San was pointing his handgun at her face. He didn’t appear angry or even annoyed. His features were calculated, his brow furled as if working out a crossword answer. He stared forward but his eyes didn’t reach hers. Instead, he held out a mask. 

“Take it,” He said. “Put it on.”

Sadie wasn’t comprehending. She just stood there her mouth moving but no sounds coming from her throat. In her head, Kali had already leaped forward and was clawing out his eyes. She could hear his howls and cries as the Indian goddess punctured his eardrums and bit savagely into his neck. She willed her to remain calm. Silently, she spread her hands out in front of her. They were still as she took the mask out of his hand. It was black and white and resembled a skull with horns and fangs. The paint was fresh and gleamed in the sun. This was what Sadie found most perplexing. How could something so monstrous gleam so brightly in the afternoon sun? She turned it over in her hands and felt the sanded wood in her hands. It was smooth as porcelain. Her fingertips touched the horns then went down to the fangs and she found both the pointy ends sharp as a blade. She heard a click.

“Put it on.”

“Why?”

“Do it now. I won’t ask again.”

Fudo San raised the weapon. She raised the mask and placed it over her face. Through the eye slits she saw Nephthys take a step back, her face wore a look of bewildered horror. Fudo San watched her silently. His arms were still raised and the gun still pointed at her. She didn’t know how much time passed. It couldn’t have been long-perhaps only a few seconds. She started to remove it and Fudo San shook his head.

“Not yet. Leave it there a little longer.”

She held it secure to her face for another thirty seconds. Finally, he nodded. The sun was bright to her eyes when she took it away from her face. She blinked a few times. Fudo San’s lips twisted slightly. For a brief moment a relieved smile rose on his face like a cloud in an otherwise cloudless sky. Then his stoicism returned and he took the mask out of her hand.

“What was that?” Nephthys asked.

“I had to know for sure.”

“Know what?”

“That she isn’t Shuten doji.”

“That I’m not what?”

Sadie pivoted back to where she had been sitting but didn’t sit. She picked up her coffee cup and took a long drink then wiped the back of her neck. She found perspiration had formed on her back and sweat was dripping from her armpits down her size. Fudo San gestured towards the pagoda. 

“Come inside.”

They took seats at the kitchen. Fudo San soundlessly collected an orange from the fridge and dug smartly into the peel with his fingertips. His eyes were on Sadie the whole time. When the orange was peeled, he pulled out the silverware drawer and plucked out a small blade. He began to separate the orange slices carefully separating each one and laying them on a dish.

“What the hell is going on?” Sadie finally asked. Her patience thinning. 

“I had to make sure you weren’t what my people call Shuten doji. You are an orphan are you not?”

“Yes.”

“Shuten dogi was an orphan child that was troublesome. He was strong and smart but he was troublesome. He got into fights. He was lazy. He spent all his time drinking sake. That’s where he got his name. Shuten doji means “little drunkard.” One night at a festival he sought to pull a prank. He put on an oni mask, jumped out of the darkness, tried to scare the festival goers. But something terrible happened. When he tried to take the mask off he couldn’t. It had fused to his face. When he went to the abbot for help he was mocked and called wicked. He fled into the mountains and eventually became wicked, and full of rage-”

He stared now at Sadie. He wore a haunted expression as if he’d scene these events occur in real time. She thought maybe he had.

“-Shuten doji hated the world. He learned black magic and would attack merchants and travelers. Then he started to kidnap young men and women and drink their blood and eat their organs. I had to make sure.”

“You had to make sure I’m not drinking blood and eating organs?”

“Yes.”

Sadie was flummoxed. She stared at the dish with orange slices on it then reached out and took one and popped it in her mouth. She chewed and sweet citrus filled her mouth. She shut her eyes. The taste was glorious as if she’d never eaten an orange before. A low moan came from her throat. 

“I still don’t understand,” She said and picked another slice off the plate. Nephthys joined her. She too was relishing the fruit. “Why would you think that I’m drinking blood or eating body parts?”

“Because of this.”

He reached into his back pocket and unfolded a newspaper article. On it was a headline. Lamia strikes again! Seventeenth body found in back alley. Are our children being hunted? Sadie didn’t read on. Her eyes skimmed the most disturbing parts but she didn’t allow herself to read it carefully. Beside her, Nephthys wore a look of horror. She took the article out of her hand and placed it in front of her and her head bent almost to the table as she read. 

“I had to make sure it wasn’t you.”

“The trick with the mask. You wanted to see if it would fuse to my face like it did his.”

“Something like that.”

“And are you satisfied now? I didn’t-or rather-she didn’t kill children. And she certainly didn’t eat them.”

Fudo San was stricken. His face was pale. He turned to the sink and poured a glass of water. He drank slowly until the entire glass was empty and then filled it and drank another. When he had finished he turned back to her and nodded gravely. 

“Yes, I am satisfied. You are not Shuten doji. But there is someone out there that is.”

His eyes went to the window and he stared miserably towards the city. She could see he was thinking about something maybe a child or younger sibling. There was an obscure feeling in the expression he made when he silently exited the pagoda, got into his Lincoln, and drove back to the freeway.  

––––––––
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Hank Dolan stepped into the alley where Stephanie Montgomery had been taken at just after nine thirty in the morning. The alley sat lazily in the morning sun like an exotic animal. He passed through the entrance and the sun was blotted out from the buildings’ walls. He looked down the length and was unsurprised. There were all the usual characteristics of a city alley. He saw heaps of trash. A drop-down fire escape ladder was retracted almost to the ground. There were even a couple of pigeons eating something off the ground further in. Basically, it was just as Hecate had described it.  

It was a brazen place for an abduction. Hecate had said that the man approached when they were near the mouth of the alley on the other side. They had heard him coming first. She remembered his footsteps and then, apparently, they lost track of him until he was right behind them. Was there a hiding place? Perhaps a crevasse or alcove in the wall he could have slipped into before taking his shot? Hank inspected the building exterior but didn’t see anything out of place. It was smooth save for some windows further up and a concrete ledge near the top. There was all the usual signs of age. He ran his hands across flaked paint and chipped stone. For what it was worth, the alley was nondescript. Just a normal city alleyway. 

He continued on taking deliberate steps. He heard a cabbie blast his horn and what sounded like the screeching tires of a near miss at the intersection. He fixed his attention back to the buildings’ walls and a feeling came over him. Call it a hunch or a spat of intuition, but an emotion like dread seeped into him. He squinted in the semi-darkness. He stopped. He stared at the walls on either side then something caught his eye. On the far side, on what was probably an apartment building, was something oddly out of place. Eye-level and dappled in light, a series of crags were carved into the building. To Hank, they looked like patches of Xs and sharp lines. As if somebody had taken a pocket knife and jabbed into the hardwood and dull paint. It wasn’t accidental nor was it graffiti. He leaned in and smelled the lines, then took out his camera and snapped a picture. The flash momentarily lit up the alley in a bright spectrum of color. 

He knew what they were without even having a background in the subject. They were witch markings. In the ancient world, witch markings were apotropaic symbols used to ward off evil spirits. They were a form of protection and were often left on buildings and fireplaces. He ran his fingers across the jags and found them sharp as if they had just been carved. His mind went to Hecate. Would she have made these strange shapes? He thought it likely. Something like witch markings were definitely in her wheel-house. But when? Would she have carved them before or after the abduction? If before they obviously failed. He put his hand out and traced them again with the pads of his fingertips.

There was a sound. Hank started and his hand went to the glock at his waistband. He took a step forward and cleared his throat.

“Is anybody there?”

A human form shifted under a rain tarp a few feet away. The mass sat up and spat. A wet cough followed as the tarp was pulled aside. Hank felt bile rise in his throat. The man couldn’t have been more than thirty years old, but the stench coming from him was like decomposition. He was almost bald save for a ring of hair on the back of his head. His eyes were glassy and unfocused. There was a thick coating of what Hank could only guess was alley sludge on the man’s skin.  

“What you want?” The man asked. 

Hank backed up, giving him some space. “Sorry. Didn’t see you there.” He bent down so he was eye-level with the man. “Listen, you sleep here often?”

“There’s no crime in sleeping here. I don’t bother nobody.”

“You’re not in any trouble. You been here for the last few months?”

“Huh?”

“Have you been squatting here for a while?” Hank asked.

“What’s it to you?”

“I’ve just got a few questions.”

“You smell like a cop.”

“And you smell like peaches. Give me a break, man, did you squat here last month?”

“I guess so, off and on. Why?”

Hank laid his hand on the wall. He turned on his phone’s flashlight and pointed it at the carved lines. The man stood up timidly and followed Hank’s gaze. He studied the crags for a few seconds and shrugged.

“You see who did these?” Hank asked.

“I didn’t. They’re new, though. I remember hearing the scraping a few weeks back. I was sleeping and woke up to somebody bangin and scraping on the wall. I didn’t ask questions. I mind my own.” 

Hank nodded. “Listen, let me buy you a cup of coffee and some food. You hungry?”

“What?”

“At the diner. Over there.” Hank pointed towards an old twenty-four-hour diner across the street from the bus station. “I can’t promise gourmet but I’m sure they can throw something together.”

“Why?”

“I’m trying to find a missing woman.”

“What’s that got to do with me?”

“She went missing at your current address.” Hank stared down at the tarp then back up at the man’s face. “I could use your help and you could use a bathroom and a hot meal.”

Twenty minutes later, Hank sat at a diner booth. Alley man sat across from him staring hard at a steaming cup of black coffee. He had spent the better part of a half hour in the restroom washing his face and body. He still smelled but the freshening made him almost appear youthful. Their waitress gave him a sympathetic smile as she put down a hamburger and fries next to his coffee.

“Do you want ketchup for those fries?”

“Yes, please,” He said with no inflection.

“Here ya go, sweetie.”

She put down a full bottle of ketchup and smiled again as she moved to another table. Hank waited, sipping his coffee as the man ate. It was obvious he was hungry but not starving. He almost daintily picked at his fries as he dumped ketchup on the hamburger bun and took large, even bites. He met Hank’s eyes and nodded. Hank lit a cigarette then reached into his pocket and took out a small flask. He emptied its contents into the cup. 

“Got a name?” He asked.

“Marty.”

“I’m Hank Dolan.”

“You know that isn’t healthy,” Marty said. He motioned towards the flask.

“Neither is sleeping in your own shit,” Hank replied dryly. 

“What’s this about?”

“There’s a girl that was abducted in that alley. It happened about a month ago.”

“Okay.”

“You see or hear anything strange? Maybe something you should have reported to police?”

“How old is this girl you’re talking about?”

“Twenty one. She was with a friend. Somebody grabbed her on the way to the bus stop.”

“You talking about the hospice girls?” Marty asked, looking up from his food.

“I am.”

“I suppose I saw them often enough. Walking from the hospice to catch the bus. Yeah, which one was it?”

“Stephanie Montgomery.”

“She the taller one?”

Hank slumped into the booth. A numbness spread from his chest into his arms and hands. He closed his eyes, felt his heart thumping hard in his chest. The man smirked and tapped his fingers on the booth.

“Man, there’s more than drink in that flask.”

“Of course not.”

“Yeah, that’s what we all say. So?”

“Stephanie is a bit taller.”

“I remember her. She’s louder than the other one. Talks a lot.”

“And you didn’t hear or see anything? What about from your fellow tenants?” 

“Fuck you. If I’d been there, I’d done something. You’re not a cop, why are you interested in all this?”

“Hired by the mother. Have you seen anybody new lately? Any new faces at all?”

“Not really. At least none I can remember off the top.”

Hank sat back and took a sip of his coffee. He glanced out the window at the alley. Half a dozen pigeons were at the mouth preening their feathers. He watched them for a few beats then looked up to find Marty staring at him. 

“Anyway, the shorter one helped me out so I hope they find her.”

“How did she help you out?”  

“With food.”

“She take you out on a date, Marty? You don’t seem like her type.”

“Funny guy. Let’s just say she hit me up on a place where I can eat freely and not be hassled by wannabe cops.”

“Hardy har har,” Hank wheezed. “What place?”

“I don’t know, man. I don’t want to ruin it.”

“What?”

“I
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