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      This book is for my writing community.

      The people who I found on the road to becoming the author I hope to one day be.

      

      Sometimes, it really is the friends you make along the way.
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      A chill crawled down Beatrice “Bat” Hernan’s spine. The old attic groaned around her with the movement of the wind outside, timbers shifting and resettling loud enough to scare anyone who happened to be afraid of ghosts. Bat was not afraid, in fact. Not of ghosts, anyway. What she was afraid of was⁠—

      She jerked, yelping too loudly in the quiet of the house as the light of her flashlight reflected off the face of a porcelain doll. The glaze was still intact, and the glass eyes glittered almost maliciously, but there was a crack that ran from one cheek up into the doll’s hairline.

      “They didn’t tell me this was a fucking doll case,” she grumbled to herself, lifting her hand to rub her chest just above where her heart still beat a little too hard. Goddess, she hated haunted dolls. They always wound up being so much creepier and stronger than they had any right to be. Really, what kind of spirit settled into a mildly unsettling child’s toy? A vindictive one, usually.

      The doll opened its mouth—which wasn’t something it should even be able to do, considering its face was all one piece—and released a rasping cackle.

      “Don’t you fucking start,” Bat hissed. She pointed at it and took a careful step forward. She hadn’t exactly come prepared for a doll—when spirits attached themselves to something with humanoid features, the connection usually ran deeper. She’d thought whatever was haunting the place was just attached to the house itself. Which would make things difficult enough, but also meant she wouldn’t be taking anything home with her outside of the little spirit box Rus Ashthorne made for her a few years back. She hadn’t packed anything else. Certainly nothing to seal a haunted doll.

      What. A. Hassle.

      “Does that nice family even know you’re up here? Or were you left behind by the previous owners?” Hopefully it wasn’t some kind of family heirloom. That would make its removal a pain in the ass. People got so weirdly attached to what to Bat boiled down to stuff. She’d never understand it.

      The doll’s eyes jerked from one corner of the holes in the ceramic to the other, and Bat heard something behind her scrape against the dust-strewn attic floor.

      Looking over her shoulder would have just made the creepy little fucker feel vindicated at knowing it was getting under her skin. Which would just make it act up more. It was trying to scare her. To get her to leave before she got close enough to identify what it was. Bat had been around enough ghosts, curses, and other… things to know that. Didn’t mean she had to like it though.

      “All right then, we’re gonna have to do this the hard way.” Bat nodded to herself. The attic floorboards were hard under her knees as she dropped down to start digging through her backpack. The thing was lined with enough warding symbols—thanks to a stitch witch she’d dated a while back—that it should hold the doll until she got it back to the abyss. The trouble with that was, she’d have to juggle her supplies between her clothing pockets and the smaller pocket on the backpack.

      The front pocket of her hoodie was only large enough to hold so much, but she stuffed it full to bursting. A wooden container of salt. A hand-carved stake. The spirit box from Rus. A handful of paper talismans. Chalk. And even a couple of tea lights. All were jammed together until Bat worried that the seams might tear.

      What was left over—a pack of incense, a large metal incense burner, and some books—she’d just have to carry. Maybe she could dig an old shopping bag or a trash bag out of the kitchen before she left. The family wouldn’t mind. Hopefully.

      Something else slid across the attic, faster this time, and closer.

      Bat saw it move out of the corner of her eye. It was large and box shaped, a trunk maybe. It sounded heavy. Heavy enough that if the doll got it into its head to give up trying to scare her and actually started throwing shit, it would probably crack a few ribs. She needed to be quick about this before it changed tack.

      “All right, you little fucker,” Bat mumbled, her hands shaking more than they ought to for how long she’d been at this as she lit an incense cone and jammed it into the burner. Flooding the metal with her magic activated the symbology she’d carved into it and kicked up enough sweet-smelling smoke that it settled around her like mist on a field. Then she stood. “You’re coming home with me.”

      “No!” The house rattled with the exclamation, nearly sending Bat back to her knees.

      “Well, that’s not good.”

      She had just enough time to throw herself out of the way of a hurled lamp. It shattered, glass shards flying. One of them scratched Bat’s cheek.

      “That wasn’t very nice.” Glass tinkled to the floor as Bat brushed it from her hoodie and pants.

      A cardboard box lifted, trembling threateningly in the air. “Leave,” the doll demanded, its head jerking on its neck so it could glare at Bat again.

      Bat had lost her flashlight in her leap for safety, but the glow from streetlights coming in through the window was enough to set the doll’s eyes to glittering again. Not that it mattered much, because they began to glow a startling shade of red. Bright enough to be of some minor concern.

      “You’re not just a bitchy little poltergeist, are you?” Bat tilted her head and sidestepped another hurled box, which thumped against the wall before exploding into a shower of old clothes.

      Another box opened in the corner, and something large and pointed lifted from it, rustling in the harsh quiet of a held breath. Bat didn’t have to see it in the gloom to know what it was and what kind of damage it could do.

      The plastic Christmas tree jolted forward as if to impale her on it, to pin her to the wall, where the doll could throw anything and everything it found at her.

      Bat sighed and lifted her hand, exerting more of her own magic than she really had to spare to still its progress before the doll could launch the projectile at her. “I don’t think so.”

      A flap of her wrist, and the tree dropped on top of the other boxes with so much force it likely broke anything beneath it. Hopefully there weren’t any antique ornaments in those boxes. Bat muttered a spell, and the incense smoke lifted higher, forming a dense fog that the doll couldn’t see or sense her through. The loss of sight made things more dangerous for Bat too. She’d have to be quick.

      Without the ability to find its target, the doll threw itself further into a tantrum. Hurling things around the attic at random. And now Bat couldn’t see them coming. She had to rely on the sound of objects whizzing through the air as she ducked another lamp, sidestepped the trunk, and threw herself out of the way of a very pointy metal angel that probably was for the top of the Christmas tree as it embedded itself in the wall behind her head.

      By the time she reached the box where the doll had been sitting, she was breathing in great lungfuls of sandalwood-scented air, enough that she was practically choking on the scent. A headache was imminent. That was future Bat’s problem.

      She lunged for the doll, arms wrapping around nothing but air.

      Somewhere near the ceiling the doll cackled again. “Stupid witch.”

      Bat dove out of the way of another box as it dropped from where it floated above her and crushed the one the doll had been sitting on. It banged hard against the floor, the cardboard ripping to reveal stacks of old books.

      “Ah fuck.” Bat rolled away into the fog again, just barely avoiding being bludgeoned by what looked to be the collected works of Shakespeare. With her feet back under her, she picked her way across the attic and tilted her head to squint through the smoke. It was beginning to thin, which meant she was running out of time.

      The incense should have made whatever spirit was inhabiting the doll more lethargic, but all it seemed to do was piss it off. Another sign that it wasn’t a run-of-the-mill poltergeist. This was something worse. A soul eater maybe? There was no indication that it had been feasting on other spirits, but then Bat hadn’t exactly done a lot of research beforehand. The job wasn’t a paying one, and the family hadn’t reported any weirdness aside from scared kids and moving objects. Why should she think that the thing living in their attic was anything more than a minor annoyance?

      Serves you right, you cocky little shit, a voice that sounded eerily like her partner snarked in the back of her mind, toneless, but Bat had learned to read the demon a long time ago. Nariko was going to have a fucking field day with this. She was always on Bat about doing more research ahead of time. About sweeping the house before she went in spells blazing, so to speak. But honestly, where was the fun in that?

      Shut up. I’m busy. Bat forgot sometimes that Nariko could perform this little trick. That their bond made it easy for her demon companion to give a running commentary of literally anything and everything. It would be amusing if it weren’t so fucking annoying.

      Busy getting your ass handed to you by Polly Pocket.

      This thing isn’t Polly Pocket. Polly Pocket is— You know what, I don’t have time for this.

      The smoke had thinned enough that Bat could see the vague shape of the doll floating near the center of the room. But, if she could see it, then it could also see her. It spun in the air, searching for her, and she squeezed herself in between two towers of boxes that wobbled threateningly.

      Taking a minute to catch her breath, Bat peered through the darkness at the chaos of the space around her. They had well and truly made a mess of the place. Whatever monetary gratitude the family might have felt obligated to give her after this job was probably out the window. Which was just fabulous. Nariko was going to have her ass for that too. They hadn’t had a job that made any kind of pay in at least a month, and the old woman they rented from was probably going to start feeling less generous about her offer to let them live there if they didn’t make rent soon. No amount of resolved hauntings could stand up against the constant drag of capitalism.

      Her foot caught on something in the dark. Bat stumbled but managed to stay upright and keep the boxes around her from toppling and giving away her location. Squatting down, she got a better look, and found a tangled sheet that must have fallen out of one of the boxes the doll threw at her. From there, a hasty plan formed. It wasn’t perfect, but it was something.

      With a couple quick flaps, Bat unraveled the sheet enough that it hung in front of her. Then she peeked out around the edge of her boxy cover. The doll was still looking for her, spinning faster and faster at a dizzying pace as it searched, but it seemed unwilling to move from the center of the room. Likely worried that moving would make it too easy for Bat to corner it. Which it would.

      Digging through one of the boxes at her side, Bat pulled out a baseball and hurled it across the room as hard as she could. It whizzed through the air, just missing the doll, which spun to follow the progress of the projectile. The sound of broken glass followed as said projectile shattered the small window in the gable on the other side.

      Was that a crash?

      Fuck. She definitely was not getting any kind of compensation or gratitude for this. If anything, she was going to have to pay the family for damages. Maybe Nariko was right about writing a contract that said she wasn’t to be held responsible for property damage during her jobs. But she just didn’t feel right about having people sign a contract when they weren’t paying for her services and when they so clearly needed her help… Ah well.

      The doll spun again, it’s back to Bat, likely thinking she’d escaped through the window, or maybe that she’d fallen through. Bat didn’t know what it was thinking, honestly, not when she didn’t know what kind of spirit was inhabiting it, and it didn’t fucking matter. What mattered was that it was no longer paying attention to where she was.

      She had one shot, and one shot only.

      Stumbling from her hiding spot, Bat leapt into the air, threw the sheet as high as she could, and sent up a little prayer to the Goddess—who had done fuck all for her lately, but it was ingrained in her as a witch from an old witching family that the Goddess looked after the folk—that it would fly right.

      It did.

      The doll screeched, a sound so loud and high-pitched Bat’s ears would be ringing for hours to come. But she managed to drag it to the ground with the sheet covering it. It struggled and jerked. The spirit living—or perhaps trapped, since it hadn’t left the porcelain shell—inside of it was doing everything in its power to get free of its flowery-sheet confines. Even going so far as to lift itself and Bat off the rough floor and slam her against the boards.

      Her back hit hard, knocking the air from her lungs, and she wheezed, but didn’t let go. She had it now. The more it struggled, the more twisted up in the sheet it became. Boots skidding on the splintering floorboards, Bat dragged the doll—sheet and all—toward where she’d left her backpack.

      The innocuous black canvas bag sat open in the middle of the floor, biggest pocket gaping and ready. It took more huffing and puffing than Bat would ever be comfortable admitting, but eventually she had the doll, sheet and all, within the warded confines of the bag, where it went eerily still. She dropped back onto her ass in the middle of the attic, and zipped up the bag, her eyes squeezed shut against the pounding of her head.

      Then the harsh sounds of “The Devil Went Down to Georgia” broke the silence, making Bat jolt, and curse quietly under her breath. She fumbled to get her phone out of her pocket, not even looking at the screen—which had been cracked during the ensuing fight with the haunted doll—before she answered. “Nariko, if you don’t stop turning my ringer back on, I’ll⁠—”

      “You’ll what?” Nariko asked, her voice a low purr and a challenge all in one. Fucking demons.

      “Send you back to the demon dimension where you belong.” An empty threat, and they both knew it.

      Nariko scoffed. “No, you won’t. Who would do all the paperwork around here? After all, the devil’s in the⁠—”

      “The devil isn’t in anything, because he doesn’t exist. He’s just something the—” Bat took an annoyed breath, scrubbing her face as she moved to pick up the last of her stuff one handed and try to shove it into the smaller pocket on the backpack and her hoodie. “What do you want?”

      “I’ve got a job.”

      “I’m on a job right⁠—”

      “A paying job.”

      “How much?”

      “Let’s just say there’s a bottle of Screaming Eagle Sauvignon Blanc that will no longer be on my wish list this time tomorrow.” The hair on the back of Bat’s neck raised at the delight in Nariko’s words, the tattoo on her thigh tickling, although that was probably just her imagination.

      “Fine. I’ll be back home in an hour. We can go over the details then. Have the rift open when I get there.” Bat threw her backpack over one shoulder, then switched the phone to that hand and scooped up the incense burner with the other. “This thing was fucking nasty. It needs to go immediately into the abyss until I’ve got more time to figure out what the fuck it actually is.”

      “I heard some of it, but how nasty, exactly, are we talking?” A frown marred Nariko’s tone, enough that if Bat didn’t know any better, she might think the demon was worried about her safety. Thankfully, she did know better.

      “Nasty enough we’re probably going to get a bill for property damage.” Bat winced, the leftover glass from what looked to be a mirror cracked further under her boots. What’s seven more years bad luck? “I had to break a window.”

      “Damnit, Bat!” Nariko hissed. “That’s it, before this next job, I’m writing that fucking contract. We can’t keep doing this. Insurance doesn’t cover ghost-related incidents. You know as well as I…”

      Bat tuned the rest out as she stepped onto the street, sucking down the cool, wet air of Ireland in the winter. A thin layer of snow crunched beneath her feet on her way to her little sedan, and all the world was distant and quiet, like a snow globe a tourist would take home, apart from Nariko’s continued bitching.
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      Finding a corner of the library that was quiet was difficult enough, but add to that Valeska’s desire for it to be well lit and secluded, and the task became nigh impossible. Add to that the requirement that there needed be no fewer than ten such spots, so that she could move around, because staying in one place increased the likelihood that she would be found. An inevitability, really, even with all her careful planning, but one she hoped to prolong at least until she finished getting her doctorate. Hence the varying study times, the many hiding spots she found for herself over the years, and the way she snuck into the library like some kind of vagrant.

      Still, she must have become complacent somewhere along the line. That was the only reason for this sudden turn of events. The only excuse for why the face of Oleander Duncan—Valeska’s unlikely mentor—hung upside down in front of her from one of the library ladders like a bright-eyed freshman out to annoy everyone in their vicinity.

      “How did you find me, Ollie?” Valeska asked, her tone a hiss as she double-checked the page she’d been on, lest she forget it, then closed the book. Had the intruder upon her sanctuary been anyone else, she would not have bothered. She would have simply continued reading until they got the hint and went away. Oleander Duncan would not simply go away; Valeska learned that early on in their acquaintance. They pretended as though they did not catch subtle hints, or social cues, but Valeska knew differently. Oleander simply did not care if they were bothering someone or not. In fact, they seemed to relish annoying anyone, and everyone, but especially their mentees, Valeska in particular.

      “Now, is that any way to talk to your mentor? Your professor? Your knowledgeable senior? Can I not get at least a Professor Duncan? Or perhaps a ‘hey, prof,’ as the kids say?” Oleander didn’t get down from the ladder. They continued to hang from it, their umber cheeks growing increasingly purple from all the blood rushing to their head.

      Valeska wondered how long they could stay that way before their brain exploded, or if Oleander’s circulatory system would rush to correct the imbalance, thereby saving their life. It would be an interesting experiment if Valeska were a student of medicine, but she was not. No, her field of study was history at large, and in particular how the history of folk interacted with the history of non-folk to create things like hauntings and vague but nefarious mysteries like the Bermuda Triangle. Medicine had always been Uncle Drake’s kink. To a fault, in fact. But that was neither here nor there.

      “Are you listening?” Oleander flapped a hand in front of Valeska’s face, forcing Valeska’s eyes to focus on them once more.

      “No. I am not.” Whatever foolishness Oleander was up to today could wait until Valeska finished her paper on the differences between a haunting created by the spirit of a folk versus a human. Or maybe never. Never would be preferable.

      Oleander huffed and dropped from the ladder, gracefully landing on their feet like a large feline, their arms automatically crossing over their more than ample chest. “You should offer me more respect, Miss Dracon. I am your supervising staff member, after all. And your senior, as I said.”

      The urge to roll her eyes was so great, it practically gave Valeska a headache, but she prevailed somehow, even in the face of Oleander’s shameless blackmail. The truth was that Oleander was only her “senior” in that they were higher up in this field of study than Valeska. Where age, experience, and sheer number of degrees were concerned, Valeska outranked nearly everyone at W.E.I.—Wynter’s Eve Institute.

      Besides that, Valeska knew that tone a little too well. Oleander was up to something. How tiresome. The sooner Valeska found out what, and either foisted the task off on some poor unsuspecting undergrad, or told Oleander their latest theory was complete bunk, the sooner she could get back to her own research. Thus, with a deep sigh and a bowed head, she asked, “What can I help you with this evening, Professor Duncan?”

      The stern expression on Oleander’s face cleared, and they tilted their head with a pleased smile. “There, was that so hard?”

      “You have no idea,” Valeska grumbled. Although she suspected that Oleander did have some idea. They seemed far too pleased with themself over what they’d just done. The cat that got the cream, and all that. “Now, out with it.”

      With a sharp exhale, Oleander brushed a black loc from their face. It had strayed from the hastily drawn ponytail at the base of their head, they had missed it when they gathered their hair up, or it was intentional. Any option was equally likely. “I have a research project for you.”

      “I’m working on a paper already.” Valeska held up the book she’d been carefully poring over before she was so rudely interrupted.

      “A field project,” Oleander corrected.

      “I don’t do fieldwork.” For more reasons than one, but the primary one being that Valeska simply did not want to. She’d spent too many of her nearly two hundred years out in the world, trying to do things to change what was around her. On battlefields, working with the wounded. In organizations that provided aid to disaster-torn areas. She had seen enough of the suffering of humanity, of the cruelty of people—folk and non-folk alike—to last her several lifetimes. It wore her thin. She wanted no more of it, so when Uncle Drake suggested she tuck herself away within the recesses of academia, she’d taken the idea and run with it. Now she had no fewer than twenty-two academic degrees. Degrees that would serve no purpose outside of said recesses, and that suited her well enough. “I never have, and I have no plans to change that anytime soon.”

      “Oh, c’mon,” Oleander grumbled, their black-painted lower lip poking out in a pout that might have worked on someone younger, someone weaker, someone who craved the approval of their mentor. Valeska had no such desires. Mostly. She wanted to get her degree and move on to the next program. Start the next thing. Twenty-two degrees was not enough. Fifty wouldn’t be either. There was so much of the world to learn, and all of it she could do from the distance and safety of a library. “Don’t you want to go out and see practical applications to the theories you’ve got cooking up in that head of yours?”

      “Not particularly. No. Reality very rarely lives up to the imagination.” Another hard lesson she’d had to come to terms with early on in her immortality. All vampires became jaded and disenchanted with life eventually. Valeska may have done so a little earlier than most. Uncle Drake said it was because she was predisposed to that sort of thing. That she’d been that way before she was turned too, though that life was so distant at this point, Valeska hardly remembered it. It came in flashes sometimes, early in the morning. A little house in a village several days’ ride from anything close to modern civilization. No books in sight. A family whose faces grew blurrier with time. She wasn’t sure any longer if Valeska had been the name her parents gifted her with, or if Uncle Drake chose it for her. Not that it mattered. She was what she was now. There was never any going back.

      “Valeska.” Oleander straightened from their slouch, lifting their chin and meeting her eyes with their dark-brown gaze in a way most mortals, folk or otherwise, didn’t dare. It was what drew Valeska to them in the beginning, what made her seek them out. Oleander wasn’t scared of Valeska, vampire or no. “Miss Dracon,” Oleander started again, their tone dipping into something more formal, more official. Damn. “This is a project that will help a number of humans. The object you’re being sent to find, and either neutralize or collect, has already killed twenty, according to our records. That’s a low estimate, there are likely more that have not been reported. You’d be⁠—”

      “And what of it?” Valeska blinked slowly, annoyed. “Humans are fragile, and inconsequential. They die. It is what they were made for.”

      Oleander jerked under Valeska’s blatant ambivalence toward suffering, as if they had been slapped. “Then you don’t care that people are dying?”

      “No. I do not.” Valeska shrugged and dropped her head back to her book, opening it to the page where she’d left off. “Find someone else to send off on your mission of mercy. I’m not interested.”

      “But the lives⁠—”

      “Are of little importance to me. They are fleeting. Academia is the only thing that stands the test of time, and even that can be destroyed if we’re not careful. I’d much rather dedicate my energy toward something I know will last.” Callous, yes, but true. And beside the fact, she couldn’t get attached again. She couldn’t watch as another mortal life was snuffed out before its time at the hands of a cruel world that would not, or perhaps could not, change. She didn’t have the heart for it. Not anymore. Not again.

      Oleander straightened their spine and snatched the book from Valeska’s hands before she could progress further on the page. When Valeska lifted her head to glare at her mentor, Oleander’s face was impassive, unafraid. “If you’re so interested in the preservation of knowledge, then you’ll take this field trip seriously.”

      “Why?” Valeska squinted. Oleander liked to play the fool more often than not, but Valeska was intimately familiar with their tactics. They were nothing if not manipulative, and clever. Which was quite tiresome at times such as these when Valeska just wanted to be left alone.

      “As I’m sure you’re aware, our institute runs largely on donations from wealthy patrons. The smaller departments, such as ours, depend on those funds. The less money W.E.I. receives, the less money trickles down to our department, and without funding…”

      Oleander trailed off, but they didn’t have to finish that sentence. Valeska could very easily follow a thought to its conclusion, especially one like this. Without the funding, their department would be shut down. Oleander could find another position at the college; they had the clout and the knowledge to teach something else, maybe not something they were as interested in as this, but a paycheck was a paycheck. Valeska, on the other hand, would either have to transfer to another university, or face losing all the progress she’d made toward her current degree program. Yes, her credits could transfer to another course of study, but not all of them. Universities had a limit for those sorts of things, and even if they didn’t, some of her classes had been very specific. Niche enough that they wouldn’t apply to much else, if anything. Valeska would be left flapping in the wind, so to speak. And who was to say if she’d be able to find this same program elsewhere.

      She was loath to leave something unfinished.

      Rubbing the space between her brows, the place where all Oleander Duncan–induced headaches settled, Valeska let out a long breath, her shoulders drooping. “You know I’ll need sustenance during the trip, correct? I can hardly go around dragging unsuspecting folk into alleyways, it’ll draw too much attention.”

      “Already have that taken care of.” Oleander smiled brightly, pulling a thick file folder from seemingly nowhere. “I’ve been collecting résumés for field assistants.”

      For how long? Valeska wanted to ask, but she was sure she wouldn’t like the answer. Oleander’s ability to manipulate her into doing whatever it was they wanted was increasingly problematic.

      “This will be great for your dissertation,” Oleander insisted, because of course they did. They weren’t wrong, unfortunately. Field experience would add a depth to her final paper that many of the other students wouldn’t have. It would put her a cut above the rest. Practical knowledge was always a benefit. That didn’t mean she had to like it, and she did not.

      “I suppose you have already done the heavy lifting of organizing the expedition as well?” The less work Valeska had to do, the better. While she was confident she could have set the whole thing up herself, Oleander had connections she didn’t that would make finding a guide, getting equipment, and such, easier.

      “Yup!” Oleander agreed brightly, the p popping in a way that might have been cheerful if Valeska wasn’t so dreading what was to come.

      “Then you have a guide.”

      “Yes.” Oleander nodded. “It’s all in the file. W.E.I. will loan you any equipment you think necessary, and the department has a budget set aside for this kind of thing. Not a large budget, mind, but enough to stay at a mid-rate hotel for a few weeks, and to cover meals so long as they aren’t of the five-star variety.”

      “Takeout and a motel then.” Valeska hated the sound of this already. It was going to be a disaster, she had little doubt. There was no turning back now. “What of my T.A. duties?”

      “Already taken care of.” More proof that Oleander had been sure they could bully Valeska into saying yes. They had likely been planning this from the moment Valeska joined the department. Maybe not this expedition exactly, but something.

      “You could get someone else to go. There are plenty of other qualified students in the⁠—”

      “You’re our best and brightest, Leska. And there is no one else as well rounded as you.” Oleander shook their head, that stubborn loc falling into their face again, this time going ignored. “We can’t afford any mistakes. We need this donor happy.”

      So that was it then. Oleander had definitely been planning to utilize her to secure funding for the department from the beginning. Amazing they’d waited this close to the end of her program to put everything into motion. Maybe there hadn’t been a donor wealthy enough to bother before now.

      “Are you going to tell me how much money they’re offering the department?”

      “Oh no, definitely not.” Oleander laughed, shaking their head. “Against policy, I’m afraid.”

      “Of course it is.” Valeska reached for the folder, eager to get this started and over with so she could return to the safety of her studies.

      Oleander yanked the folder away, one black brow raised high on their umber-brown face. “You’ll do it then? I need a vow.”

      “Why?” Valeska narrowed her eyes further. There was a catch here, something Oleander wasn’t telling her.

      Oleander’s answer came in the form of them dropping Valeska’s book onto the bench beside her, and holding out a hand, magic gathering in the lines of their palm. “A vow.”

      The idea of tying herself to something like this didn’t sit right with Valeska. She’d lived long enough to know that vows weren’t something any folk could wiggle their way out of, even if that folk was as clever, old, and powerful as she was. “What exactly am I agreeing to here?”

      “That no matter the circumstances, you’ll find the thing this donor wants. You’ll see this through to its conclusion, and not quit just because things get annoying, or boring, or hard.”

      Valeska scoffed, offended at the mere insinuation. “I’ve never quit anything in my⁠—”

      “Regardless.” Oleander cut off the lie before Valeska could even fully tell it, which was probably better for them both. It wasn’t a good look to be lying to one’s mentor.

      “Oh, very well.” Valeska huffed and took Oleander’s hand. She felt it the moment the promise locked into place, the magic lifting every hair on her arm as it settled into her very bones. “Now may I see the brief?”

      “Sure.” Oleander dropped the folder onto her lap. “Knock yourself out.”

      Valeska flipped it open. The first page provided the name and information of the company Oleander had hired to be their guide. “Hernan? Why does that name sound—” She lifted her head to find Oleander had disappeared, perhaps the way they’d come, and scowled, shaking herself. “There have to be at least a thousand Hernans out in the world.”
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      Kicking salt and snow from the tread of her boots, Bat toed them off at the door and knocked them underneath the little rack where five other near-identical pairs resided. Nariko was forever on her about mixing it up a little and trying something new, but the black leather combat boots hid most stains and were better for her back than anything else she’d come across. A blessing when she spent most of her time on her feet or running for her life.

      “Honey, I’m home!” Bat called into the duplex she shared with her demon roommate. It was a narrow two-story. Most of the space on the first floor was taken up by stairs, and the windows had to be wrapped with plastic in the winter, but it was cheap, and the neighbors didn’t ask too many questions about the weirdos living next door who were up at all hours of the night and occasionally came home covered in blood.

      Nariko poked her head around the corner from the kitchen, her long dark hair piled into a messy bun on top of her head, glasses perched on her nose. The glasses were blue-light filtering, and mostly a style choice. Demons had better than twenty-twenty vision. But wearing glasses and looking like a tired mother of two tended to make people excuse the weirdness that surrounded Nariko, because how could a nice, mousy-looking woman be something from a dimension of violence and fire in disguise?

      “Did it give you trouble?”

      “You know it did,” Bat said, struggling out of her hoodie, making her short auburn-dyed hair stick up with static. “It’s not just a poltergeist.”

      “Oooooh.” Nariko’s eyes went round and started glowing with an unearthly light as they always did when she was excited. “What is it?”

      “Don’t know. Soul eater? Maybe. Lesser demon? Possibly. I won’t know until I can rip it out of the doll, but I’m resistant to do that.”

      “What for?” Nariko was suddenly in front of her, snatching the backpack away so she could open the big zipper pocket and peer down into it. “Well, hullo there.”

      The bag jerked as if the thing inside was trying to get away from the demon it was faced with. Nariko just held tighter, the small curious smile spreading her lips growing and growing and growing until the corners nearly reached her eyes.

      “You’re an interesting one, aren’t you?” she asked the doll, giving the bag a little shake until it quieted down. “There. That’s much better, isn’t it?”

      Bat brushed past her into the kitchen to grab the mug Nariko left on the counter for her. It was bitter going down, some mix of teas and other herbal remedies Nariko concocted to lessen the nightmares and other side effects that came with being tied to a demon. She refused to give Bat the recipe. It didn’t make her tired, just cleared her mind when it came time to sleep. For the first few weeks after binding herself to Nariko, Bat hardly slept. Every time she closed her eyes, she was down in that pit where Nariko spent most of her life. The fire. The brimstone. The screams. It was enough to break a mind, even a folk mind. Nariko figured out the tea shortly after the third week in a row that Bat woke screaming.

      “The rift open?”

      Nariko rolled her eyes with a scoff and followed after her. “Yes, the door to the attic is open. Why you insist on calling it the rift and the abyss I’ll never⁠—”

      “It sounds cooler,” Bat said, the bag’s zipper biting into her fingers as she snatched it away and stomped up the steps, Nariko trailing behind her.

      “We’re running out of space up there. We can’t keep storing things like this. Eventually it’s going to reach critical mass, and then what?”

      “That’s a problem for future Bat and future Nariko.” She was right though, and Bat knew it. Eventually, she’d have to come up with a way to cleanse the items she locked away in the attic. Even heavy-duty containment circles from a necromancer as powerful as Rus Ashthorne couldn’t make up for the fact that they were running out of room.

      “I could open a pocket dimension and⁠—”

      “And we don’t know what kind of effect that would have on what we have up there, do we? You have no way to guarantee that your pocket dimension wouldn’t be located somewhere in the demon realm. If it is, we have no way to know what that would do to the things I bring home.” They’d had this argument a lot over the last few months. Bat could go through it in her sleep if she wanted to, and in the end, it would always reach the same conclusion. They didn’t have the money for more space. A pocket dimension created by a demon was likely going to be demonic. Demonic magic mixing with malevolent supernatural forces, even if those forces were human ghosts, was a recipe for trouble. A wormhole. Or an explosion. Or a true abyss. None of which was Bat prepared to deal with.

      “If we only had some fae contacts, that might be something,” Bat muttered mostly to herself as she nudged the door to the attic open further and climbed the steep steps. The shades were down, making the wide-open room at the top even darker. “Kick on the lights, will you?”

      Nariko grunted her annoyance at being ordered around, but a second later the lights were on, and Bat was faced with what she affectionately called the abyss.

      A collection of haunted odds and ends. Things she’d taken from people who were either unaware of what they had, or likely to use what they had for nefarious purposes. A fresh warding circle was drawn neatly against the wall, right in between an old typewriter and an innocuous-looking ceramic snowman. Nariko really did do good work, not that Bat would ever tell her that. She already had too big a head.

      Picking her way through the containment circles so as not to alert any of the artifacts or have any of them interact with the little fucker in the bag, Bat held her breath. She hated this place. It sucked the life right out of a person, and no matter how bright the lights above, there was a perpetual gloom about it. The shadows longer. A dark haze over everything. The air thicker, like swimming through sludge.

      That’s why she’d named it the abyss. Because sometimes, if you stared long enough at any one thing in here—or at the collection as a whole—it would stare back at you. And you didn’t want that. Not if you wanted to keep your sanity, your soul, and anything else you held dear intact.

      Bat reached into the bag, not thinking about what sort of trouble the little fucker inside could cause until searing pain burned from the spot where something that felt like broken glass bit down on the meat of her palm. Ripping her hand out of the bag, she hissed at the doll. It looked back at her, glass eyes blinking innocently.

      “I could smash you into a million fucking pieces, you know that, right?” Bat raised a dark brow, pointedly not looking at her hand that had begun to drip blood. She needed to get out of this room before the metallic scent woke up anything around her. “Then what would happen to you?”

      The doll’s only response was another slow, satisfied blink.

      “Maybe I should let Nariko play with you. She’s always asking me if she can experiment on the things I bring home. She’d take you apart seam by seam. Tear out all your stuffing. Find what makes you tick.” It was an empty threat. They couldn’t risk doing things like that in case it unleashed whatever was trapped inside the doll, but it didn’t know that.

      The doll stopped wriggling.

      “That’s what I thought.” Bat snatched it up by its hair with her unbloodied hand and dropped it unceremoniously into the containment circle. It twisted its head all the way around so it sat on its little stuffed body backward, clearly perturbed. “Go ahead and make yourself comfortable, you’re going to be here a while.”

      Then Bat left it to get settled, shutting off the light with her clean hand, and turning to find Nariko waiting for her on the stairs.

      “Little bitch bit me,” Bat grumbled, holding up her bloody hand.

      “I’ll bet it did.” Nariko snorted. “I think it’s a demon. A lesser one. It probably tried to curse the folk that summoned it, and they trapped it in that doll.” She shrugged and headed for the hall bathroom, expecting Bat to follow her so she could patch her up. “It’s grumpy is all. Likely starving too.”

      “Well, you don’t eat folk.” Bat huffed, the sharp exhale blowing up the hair that had fallen into her face. She sat on the edge of the tub, let Nariko pull her hand close and pour stinging disinfectant onto it, heedless of the hiss it drew from Bat’s clenched jaw.

      “Not anymore.”

      “I’d ask. But I really don’t want the answer.”

      “No. You don’t.” More disinfectant. “You might need stitches.”

      “I don’t. You just want to use the staple gun on me again. Stop it.” Bat swatted her away and reached one handed into the first aid kit on the sink for a roll of bandages. “Vindictive demon.”

      “Oh shush.” Nariko snatched the bandages away to wrap them herself. “Big baby.”

      “When do I meet the people for this job you called about?” Bat asked, hoping the change in subject would distract Nariko from the medical staple gun she was still eyeing at the bottom of the first aid kit. Perks of a job with no health insurance, sometimes they had to steal medical equipment for a rainy day.

      It was always raining these days.

      “Tomorrow evening.”

      “That’s not giving me a fuckload of time to plan.” Bat grabbed a bottle of aspirin from the medicine cabinet and downed three with her tea.

      “That’s not the recommended dose.” Nariko frowned, but didn’t stop her, and when Bat raised an eyebrow, she shook her head.

      This, too, was an age-old argument between them. Bat needed to take better care of herself. Bat might be a witch, but she was still mortal, and her life was tied to Nariko’s for better or worse. If she died, so would Nariko. Consequence of the deal they’d struck. It also meant that so long as nothing happened, she could live forever. Never age. A prospect that sounded much more glamorous when she was twenty-two and making the deal. Now at near forty, it just sounded exhausting.

      “And you don’t need a fuckload of time, do you? I mean, they already have something they’re after.”

      “I’m assuming you have the file downstairs.” She downed the rest of her tea. It had gone tepid, and she gagged on the temperature but forced a swallow anyway.

      “You should get some sleep. It’s going to be a long week.” Nariko hovered and fretted, like a helicopter parent but more demonic. She could make Bat sleep, if she wanted. She could exert her will on Bat, force her into bed, and knock her unconscious. She wouldn’t though. Not if she ever wanted to hear the end of it.

      “It’ll be even longer if I don’t get a head start on prep,” Bat called over her shoulder, already on her way down the stairs to the little eat-in kitchen where Nariko had sprawled everything about the coming expedition on the round two-seater table. Grabbing a sheet from the top of the mess, she headed for the coffee maker to get it started. She’d need the caffeine if she was going to pull an all-nighter, and even then, she’d probably pass out at the table.

      She was just about to fill the pot with grounds when something at the bottom of the page caught her attention and pulled her up short.

      The client: WEI

      “Nariko,” Bat said, not taking her eyes off the paper, her lips twitching with distaste, “please tell me Wei is a surname.”

      “A surname?” Nariko wrinkled her nose in confusion. She looked cute like that, almost human.

      “A last name.”

      More confused blinking.

      “A family name. Nariko, tell me this is someone’s name. Tell me it’s not like the name of⁠—”

      “It’s Wynter’s Eve Institute. It’s W-E-I,” Nariko sounded out the letters as if she were talking to a toddler. “That’s why it’s in all caps like that.”

      Bat’s stomach lurched, the scent of stale coffee grounds making her want to throw up. “Tell me you didn’t sign us up for a job with the university that kicked me out,” she pled. Because surely Nariko couldn’t be so cruel, right? She was a demon, yes, but she wasn’t… she wasn’t unkind. “Tell me you didn’t.”

      “Of course I did.” Nariko snorted. “Do you see what they’re paying us? It’s enough to get us a proper warehouse for the abyss.” She frowned, her eyes narrowing. “Fuck, now you’ve got me saying it.”

      Bat’s legs wiggled like jelly underneath her, as if she might sink to the floor without her brain’s say-so and curl up into a tiny ball. Maybe then she wouldn’t have to do this. Maybe then she wouldn’t have to face it. “They kicked me out, Nariko. I’m not talking academic probation. I’m not talking a suspension. I was thrown out of academia. Expelled. Forever. They put my name on a list, and now I can never go back to school and get my degree. I’m a pariah in the magical community. I still have fucking student loan debt to pay, and you just signed us up for a job with the fuckers who basically ensured I wasted five years of my life!”

      Nariko sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose, a gesture that Bat knew came with the thought that she was being too mortal for Nariko’s taste. Because to a demon, getting oneself worked up over things like this was silly. This was trivial compared to how long a creature like Nariko—and by extension Bat—would exist. Logically, Bat understood that. That didn’t make the corners of her vision stop tunneling.

      “Look.” Nariko stepped in close, chest nearly plastered against Bat’s, and grabbed Bat by the jaw, her thumbnails digging in to the sensitive skin right under the hinge. The pinprick of pain forced Bat back into her body even as her distress threatened to hurl her out of it. “With the money they’re paying, you can buy a degree if you want one. Never mind pay off your student loans.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “I know.” Nariko pecked Bat’s nose with a kiss, an idle, intimate thing she’d picked up from watching too many sitcoms. “But we need the cash. If we’re going to keep taking on clients that can’t pay, we need the cash. And besides, you love a good con, don’t you? A good grift? Just take them on a merry chase about the countryside, and when they come up empty? Well. It’s not in their contract that we’re guaranteeing them the thing they’re looking for.”

      “But what if⁠—”

      “The likelihood that you’re going to have to face anyone you know from there is incredibly slim. It’s been nearly fifteen years. Anyone who was enrolled when you were has probably gotten their stupid piece of paper and scarpered off. Stop worrying.” Her nails were starting to draw blood, but she didn’t pull away, and neither did Bat. Because in the end they were both touch-starved little idiots. They both needed this.

      Bat took a breath, the oxygen filling her lungs and chasing away the darkness, bringing Nariko’s face into brighter focus. “What’re they looking for anyway?”

      “Something to do with Houdini.” Nariko stepped back, flapping her wrist. “A magic box or something. I don’t know, it’s all in the paperwork.”
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      For some reason Jace Elwood—yes, those Elwoods. The famous witching family known far and wide as some of the cleverest, most powerful witches in the world. And no, he was not a powerful witch like his fathers. He was adopted. Thanks.— thought that this would be a more official outfit. It didn’t help that he hadn’t more than glanced at the address Professor Duncan gave them. Or that when he and Valeska sat down with them for the briefing about the expedition, he hadn’t exactly been paying attention to anything they said.

      How could he when the most beautiful person he’d ever seen in his life was sitting just an arm’s length away from him in the other dusty tufted velvet chair of Professor Duncan’s office? Oh, he’d seen Valeska Dracon before, in passing. They were in the same department, the same degree course. But she was his upperclassman, so they didn’t have any classes together. And even if they did, she always seemed to be alone. Her nose stuck in a book. Something untouchable about her. Maybe it was because she was a vampire. He didn’t know. But even when they sat in Professor Duncan’s office together, not more than two feet apart, she seemed so far away.

      Now, still, she was so far away, pressed into the back of a tiny Smart car rideshare, their knees almost touching.

      “That’s just a house,” Jace said, looking through the window on his side to stare up at the duplex they idled in front of. He had a penchant for stating the obvious. He wondered if Valeska would find that annoying or endearing by the end of this. Most people leaned toward the former.

      “It’s the right address,” Valeska murmured. She had her white-blond head ducked over the file folder Professor Duncan provided them, her face hidden from view.

      “Maybe Professor Duncan got it wrong?” But even as he said it, he heard the foolishness in the words. Professor Duncan liked to pretend to be flighty, ridiculous, and frivolous, but they were anything but. Jace had only been at W.E.I. for a year now, but even he could see the way the entire department danced on Oleander Duncan’s strings. It was terrifying.

      Valeska didn’t dignify that theory with an answer. She shoved the file folder into her purse and climbed out of the car. By the time Jace managed to pay the driver and scramble out after her, she was already standing on the narrow front porch. There was a little sign next to it that read “Hernan & Co.” in a blocky script. So clearly, they had the right address. Just weird that the company was operating a haunted tour business out of a residential area. That had to be illegal, right?

      The door opened just as Valeska raised her hand to knock, and a short, dark-haired East Asian woman blinked back at them. Valeska and the woman stood there for a beat, sizing each other up, it seemed. Maybe they were figuring out what the other was? Jace could never tell what kind of folk a person was, even having grown up in a magical family. Something about his human nature made it impossible. He’d learned to pick up on the signs of a folk, but pinpointing what kind would never be possible for him, even if he lived the full length of his human lifespan. And asking, he’d been told, was rude.

      “Hernan?” Valeska asked, and Jace might have been imagining it, but he thought there was some relief in her tone. Like she’d been half expecting someone else to open the door and was glad that they hadn’t.

      “Nariko,” the woman corrected. “Come in, I’ll make you some tea and coffee while we wait. My partner will be down shortly. She’s just futzing around with some stuff upstairs.” Nariko stepped away from the door, heading toward the kitchen without a backward glance, clearly expecting them to follow.

      There was a little cabinet for shoe storage at the door, so Jace and Valeska carefully kicked off their boots before heading the way their host disappeared. Right in front of the door was a big wooden staircase that blocked the view of anything else at first. Skirting around it, they found a small sitting room, the walls covered in bookshelves that went from floor to ceiling, all crammed full.

      “Make yourselves comfortable,” Nariko called from the kitchen through the narrow door at the other end of the wall that housed the stairs.

      Valeska’s fingers twitched at her sides as if she wanted to reach for the books but knew it would be rude.

      With another quick glance around, Jace flopped himself onto one end of the oversize leather couch, his legs sprawled out in front of him. At the sharp look Valeska shot him, he tilted his head. “She said to make ourselves comfortable.”

      “Yes, and I suppose you take any invitation you’re given from a demon,” Valeska hissed. It was the most she’d said to him since they were formally introduced. And Jace would be lying if he said he didn’t bask a bit in her attention, however cold it might be.

      “A demon?” Jace turned on the couch, his head twisting as if he could see into the kitchen from where he sat, but he couldn’t. “How do you know she’s a demon?”

      “I simply do.” The way her amethyst eyes narrowed said she wouldn’t be expanding upon that, not that Nariko gave her the chance as a moment later she returned with a tray cluttered in things to make tea and coffee. There was an elegant tea set that didn’t match the level of shabbiness of the house at all, and three black mugs with gold around the rim.

      “Take whatever you like, I won’t be offended,” Nariko offered, tone carefully nonchalant, but it was clear by the way her eyes fixed on them that she would be offended if they decided to take nothing at all.

      Jace grabbed a mug of coffee and filled it with enough sugar that he was chewing his first sip more than drinking it, then lifted his head to watch Valeska and Nariko have some kind of standoff over the tea tray. He didn’t know what Valeska was so fussed about; it was good coffee. And Nariko wasn’t likely to poison them, not when they were there for a business meeting. Demon or not.

      Valeska raised her pale brows. Jace wondered if that were a challenge, an invitation for Nariko to show her ass by complaining about her lack of manners.

      Nariko ground her teeth together, her eyes slowly changing from a warm brown to near pitch black, the pupils spreading outward to start eating away at the whites of her eyes.

      “Enough, Nariko,” a voice said from the stairs. “Before you set fire to the throw rug. Again.”

      Nariko’s eyes flickered back to warm brown in an instant, but her expression shifted to something that Jace could only term as put out. “She’s being rude.”

      “Of course she is,” the voice responded, and slowly the woman from upstairs came into view.

      First her legs, covered in neatly pressed black slacks that clung nicely to her backside and muscular thighs, held up by black suspenders. Then her torso, a cream turtleneck stretched over her chest, the sleeves rucked up to her elbows to expose almond-brown skin covered in tattoos of what seemed to be warding symbols from a quick glance. And finally, her face. Dark eyes. A nose that was slightly crooked, like maybe it’d been broken. High cheekbones. A sharp jaw line. And auburn hair cut shorter than Jace’s, flopping messily into her eyes.

      “She’s a vampire, she can’t help it,” the woman said, her tone thick with distaste.

      “Beatrice,” Valeska practically spat the name, like it was something disgusting and foul.

      Beatrice raised one eyebrow high on her face, her dark-plum-painted lips ticking down into a look of displeasure. “There’s no need to be nasty, Dracon. And it’s Bat.”

      “I’m not calling you that.”

      “Hernan then. Whatever.” Bat shrugged, stopping at the bottom of the stairs. She was taller than Jace originally estimated. Likely of a height with him. Her lines were lean and elegant, but Jace wouldn’t be deceived by that. If she did half of what the company’s website said she did, then she was likely all muscle. Built to fight whatever went bump in the night. “Look, I’m not happy about this either.”

      “I am not doing this,” Valeska said, a note of finality to her tone. “Not with you.”

      Bat’s jaw clenched, her eyes narrowed. There was something there, something sizzling between them. History and dislike, sure, but something else too. A different kind of tension. “You look well, Dracon,” Bat continued as if Valeska hadn’t spoken. “Why don’t we have a seat, and we can chat about this little expedition.”

      “Ollie never said it would be you.” Valeska remained standing, her feet already turned toward the door as if she would bolt at any moment. Jace carefully put down his coffee, not making a sound. Nariko, too, seemed to be holding her breath.

      “Ollie.” Bat’s brows rose high on her face, and she stumbled slightly as if she’d been struck. “Of course. It would be Oleander, wouldn’t it? Let me guess, they’ve taken you under their wing, have they?”

      Valeska’s chin lifted in pride, or defiance, maybe a bit of both. “They have. Not long after you were expelled, in fact.”

      Bat snorted. “Yes, because they needed a new pet genius to keep them busy, didn’t they?” She rolled her eyes to the ceiling, taking a moment to compose herself, and when she dropped her gaze back to Valeska, the look of contempt was gone. “Fine. Oleander set this entire thing up. We’re caught up in their machinations, like always. Doesn’t mean we can’t be professional.”

      “I will not work with someone who was expelled and put on the blacklist of every university and magical community in the world.” Valeska’s gaze swept toward Nariko, accusatory, and Nariko bared a bitter smile with too many teeth. “You’re a disgrace.”

      Jace could practically hear Bat grinding her molars together. “If I’m such a disgrace, why was I hired?”

      “I do not know, but I intend to find out.” With that, Valeska stormed out, leaving Jace behind.

      He blinked, wide-eyed, at the slammed door. She hadn’t even bothered to slip back on her boots, but that didn’t seem to stop her. He watched as she crossed the porch, descended the stairs to the street, and disappeared.

      “Well,” Nariko said, breaking the crushing silence, “that could have gone better.”

      “You don’t say.” Bat closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, she seemed to realize that Jace was there, lending more credence to Jace’s theory that were was another kind of tension between the two women. Bat only had eyes for Valeska so long as she was in the room. Not that Jace could blame her. Valeska was the kind of person who seemed to draw every gaze. “And who are you, exactly?”

      “Jace Elwood.” Jace rose from his seat and offered her his hand to shake, which she did with a surprising amount of strength. He’d been right—she was tougher than she looked. “I’m Valeska’s assistant and… umm… Juice box? I guess?”
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