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CHAPTER ONE

Oliver knocked on my office door and pushed it open without waiting for me to answer, which he rarely does. His eyes looked wild and his usually-immaculate dark turtleneck and khakis seemed rumpled. I stared. Oliver is my cousin and my assistant, and like me, he can discern and communicate with the supernatural—which would be most of the Olympia Investigations clientele. Unlike me, Oliver is generally poised, calm, and self-assured. It takes a lot to rattle him. He closed the door behind him and leaned against it.

“A…woman to see you,” he said, just above a whisper.

“Geez, is she a Medusa or something? You’re white as a ghost!”

“Worse. I think she’s a witch.”

Well, that made some sense. Oliver had endured a bad experience with an urban witch when he was still a teenager, and apparently it was the kind of encounter that leaves an impression—and a scar. I don’t know all the details, because Oliver doesn’t talk about it. Most urban witches are friendly, environment-loving, generally benevolent people—but not all.

“What’s she doing?” I asked in the same low voice Oliver had used. I didn’t think the witch could necessarily hear through walls, but one never knew.

Oliver’s lips pressed together in a thin, disapproving line. “Burning incense,” he said in a clipped voice. “And using magic, because I can see the aura.”

“I’ll see her right away,” I told him hurriedly. In the witch’s mind, she was probably purifying the outer office of Olympia Investigations, but to Oliver this would be akin to an invasion.

Oliver sucked in an audible deep breath and blew it out slowly. Then he opened the door and said to the outer office in a remarkably even tone, “Ms. Sheridan can see you right away.”

He stood aside to let the witch enter and I wondered if she noticed, as I did, the way he flinched back ever so slightly as she walked past him.

I stood behind my desk and offered a hand to shake, studying the witch. She looked young, no more than twenty-five or so, although with witches, you could never be sure. A wide blue headband caught her black hair back from her face, allowing tiny curls to escape around the edges. She carried a red-wine-coloured jacket over one arm and wore a knee-length t-shirt dress in tie-died burgundy and aqua colours. A heavy pendant shaped in an arcane symbol rested in the neckline. Black combat boots and a black suede cross-body bag with a dramatic fringe completed the ensemble. A faint glow of the magic she’d just cast floated around her, almost as if her body gave off pale blue steam. Dark eyes assessed me, and a smile twitched the corners of her mouth as she took my hand. In her other one she held a bundle of smoldering herbs, sweet grey smoke curling lazily up toward the ceiling of my office. Her handshake was cool and firm.

“I’m Acacia Sheridan,” I said. “How can I help you?” I sat down again and gestured for her to do the same.

She blew a puff of air onto the smoking herbs and the fire magically extinguished. She dropped the herbs into her bag and smiled at me. The sweet aroma hung in the air and my habitually bedraggled office felt cleaner and brighter. Urban witches knew their stuff.

“Honore Martel,” she offered. She glanced at the door to the outer office and the twitching smile blossomed. “Your assistant seemed a bit…nervous around me.” Her speech held a slight French-Canadian accent, although she spoke English with a fluid grace.

“You’ll have to excuse Oliver,” I told her. “He had an encounter with a witch long ago and it left him…wary. It’s nothing personal.”

“Ah.” Honore Martel didn’t ask, wary of what? She wouldn’t be here, after all, if she didn’t know of my ability to deal with the supernatural. And after the burning herbs and accompanying cantrip, she probably felt it was obvious to me what she was. Witches are human (although not, of course, exclusively), so it’s not something Oliver and I can automatically sense upon meeting one. But as soon as they cast a spell or perform magic, the aura of that energy use makes it abundantly clear.

“I—we—would like to hire your services,” she said, letting the topic of Oliver go. “You are adept at finding things that have gone missing?”

“I have a certain amount of experience,” I said cautiously. “Who is ‘we’? And what have you lost?”

Honore sat back more comfortably in the big blue armchair across from my desk and crossed her arms, the fingers of one hand tapping on the other bicep.

“‘We’ are myself and my six sisters—coven sisters, that is,” she clarified. My eyes might have gone a little wide at the idea of seven sisters in one family. Being an only child myself, that notion was far outside the realm of my own experience. But I knew urban witches often gathered in tribes or small groups and weren’t averse to using the traditional word—coven—to describe themselves. I nodded for her to continue.

“We recently tried—” she halted, then sighed and began again. “We—made a mistake. We wanted to summon a benevolent spirit to cleanse and purify a former crack house over on Cooke Street.”

I felt my eyebrows lift. “Okay.”

“A local housing co-op for at-risk youth bought the place after the police cleaned out the dealers, and the city put it up for tax sale. Blanche—one of my sisters—knows the coordinator and offered our help to freshen up the place. We helped them clean and paint and put down new floors, and then we thought this ritual would be the finishing touch.”

I have to admit, inside I was laughing at Oliver. He was afraid of an urban witch who helped create safe homes for at-risk youth? But I didn’t let my amusement show on my face. It was clear from Honore’s voice that the bad part of the story was still to come.

“What went wrong?”

She licked her lips. “The spirit that appeared in answer to the ritual—it wasn’t benevolent. It was—” she swallowed and closed her eyes for a breath, “quite the opposite. It broke free of the summoning circle and attacked Chloe, then disappeared. She’s still in the hospital.” The smile from earlier was gone now, as if it had never been.

I didn’t feel like laughing any more, either. “That’s terrible. But can’t you call it back, or banish it, or something? I don’t know much about the Practice, but if you summoned it—”

The young witch shook her head. “Without Chloe, we’re not strong enough. She was the ritual’s keystone, and it’s—well, it’s complicated. It’s not so easy to just stick someone in her place. I don’t know how long she’ll be in the hospital.”

“Could you get someone else to help? Sort of—borrow a witch from another coven? You can’t be the only ones in the city.”

Honore’s dark eyes looked tired. “We’d really like to fix this without too many other practitioners knowing. It won’t be easy to convince someone to stand in the keystone position if they know what happened, either. It could be dangerous. We’d need someone very experienced, and there can be…friction, between covens.”

I pulled a deep breath and sighed. “All right. But what do you want me to do? I can communicate with a lot of creatures, but I don’t have any real ability beyond that. And I’m definitely not a practitioner.”

The young witch nodded. “I know. We’re hoping you can help track him down, because he’s doing something to hide from us. I’ve been scrying him for two days now and all I get are glimpses, but he’s gone before we can reach him.”

I really didn’t like the way this was going. “What do you plan to do if you find him? And by the way, you haven’t told me what ‘he’ really is, yet.”

“We think if we can find him and get close, we can put a geas on him until Chloe’s better and we can send him back for good. But when we do get a read on him, we can’t get there quickly enough. We thought you might do better at tracking him down, because you’ll be able to identify him just by looking.”

I stared at my slightly scarred and battered desk, thinking. “With enough information I might be able to,” I admitted. I looked up and caught her gaze. “I mean, I have to know where to look. And you’ll have to tell me everything before I agree.”

Honore matched my sigh. “That’s the tricky part,” she said slowly. “It’s—he’s—we’re pretty sure he’s a demon. And it’s only a matter of time before he starts doing what demons loose on Earth do.”

I sat back in my chair as if she’d pushed me. “You mean killing people.”

The young urban witch nodded, and her brown eyes reflected the fear I knew showed in my own.

After we’d arranged to meet with the rest of the coven the next day and Honore had left, I went out to reception to talk to Oliver. The lemony smell of cleanser scented the air, erasing the witch’s sweet incense. That meant Oliver was scrubbing down the tiny kitchen area in the outer office, even though it was one of the few places in the office that was usually spotless. I sat in his chair behind the reception desk. He’d managed to get me to pay for a new chair a few weeks ago, and I realized now how much nicer it was than mine. I might have to do something about that with the funds from the witches’ fees. I put my feet up on the desk. Usually Oliver hates that, but this time he didn’t say a word. He didn’t even look over at me.

“When you finish cleaning the coffee maker, you should put on another pot,” I suggested as the hot water began bubbling and snorting and the sharp tang of vinegar filled the air. When Oliver cleans—especially if it’s anxiety cleaning—he goes all out. He’d pushed up the sleeves of his charcoal turtleneck and everything. This was serious.

“Are you working for her?” he asked, neatly tying off a compost bag of used coffee grounds.

I noticed he said you, not we. Not a good sign.

“She seems very nice,” I told him. “Her coven helps at-risk youth find safe places to live.”

He eyed me silently over the coffee maker as the diluted vinegar and water perked its way through the inner workings, spiking the air. “So you are working for her. May I request a leave of absence?”

“Of course you may. And I’ll consider it. But I think I might need your help with this one, Oliver.”

He scrubbed vigorously at a spot—probably imaginary—on the tiny countertop for a moment, then turned and shook the cleaning cloth at me. “How many times have I asked to go along with you on a case?”

“Lots, and sometimes—”

“Sometimes you let me go. And now there’s a case with a witch for a client—”

“To be precise, there are seven of them in the coven—”

“So there’s a case involving multiple witches—witches—and THIS is the one where you need my help?” He dropped the cloth and leaned back against the counter, crossing his arms and glaring at me.

I swallowed. “I’m sorry? Look, I know what happened to you was—”

“No.” He held up a hand to stop me. “We’re not talking about that.”

I let my feet drop back to the floor, leaning forward in the chair and speaking quickly. “Okay. Here’s the thing. They accidentally summoned a demon, and they need help to find him before he starts killing people. You and I—well, we’re uniquely qualified to do that, aren’t we?”

Oliver’s glare turned into a disbelieving stare as his eyes went wide. “Accidentally? Summoned a demon?” He gave a short bark of laughter that held no real amusement. “How inept can they be?”

That made me squirm a little, because I’d had the same thought. But Honore Martel had seemed so earnest and troubled that I’d let it slide. “I know it sounds bad, but mistakes happen. Accidents happen. We don’t have all the details yet. And I think the important thing here is: there’s a demon loose.”

Now Oliver turned away from me, deliberately staring at an empty chair in the waiting area. He opened his mouth and closed it again. “We haven’t dealt with a demon before,” he said finally.

I shook my head. “Closest I’ve ever come were those stories Nonna Pia used to tell.” Our grandmother Olympia, for whom I’d named the agency, had passed on the dubious gift of communing with the supernatural, and she’d lived an interesting life herself because of it.

Oliver sighed. “And they were bad. Really bad.” He met my gaze again, and I thought some of the anger had dissipated. “You really think they’re ‘good’ witches?”

He didn’t add if such a thing really exists, but I heard it in his tone. I shrugged. “They sound like it. I’ll make you a promise, okay? They do anything, or we even hear of them doing anything, that makes you uncomfortable, you can walk away.”

Oliver picked up the cleaning cloth from the counter and wordlessly wiped down the side of the coffee maker. It had stopped its muttering and sputtering, and the scent of warm vinegar filled the air. I had to admit it felt cleansing. But I was ready for it to smell like coffee again.

“Anything at all,” I reiterated. “Just give it a try?”

“All right,” he said finally. “I guess we’re going demon hunting. I hate it when you’re reasonable.” And he threw the cloth at me.

I caught it and smiled. “I have my moments.”

“And I have to go and get ready to talk to witches,” he said in a grim voice. “I have some things to do, so you’ll have to make your own coffee. I’ll see you in the morning.”
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CHAPTER TWO

Oliver arrived for work late, which never happens. I let it slide, though, because I saw what he’d meant by “getting ready” to deal with witches. It threw me a little. He wore a light grey flight jacket I’d never seen before, with a row of colourful embroidered sigils running down the left side, over his heart to the hem. An amulet shaped like a stylized dog nestled under the collar of his turtleneck, suspended from a leather strip. And on the middle finger of his left hand a wide aluminum band glowed dully in the office lights.

I raised an eyebrow. “What’s all this?”

“Protection,” Oliver said briefly.

“Did you bring anything for me?”

“You don’t think you need it.”

I made a point of looking at his various “protections.” “Well, I didn’t, but now you’re making me wonder. Are these for protection against the witches, or the demon?”

Oliver shrugged. “Both, I hope.”

“I’m going after the demon, too.”

He sighed. “True enough.” He slipped the ring off his finger and held it out to me. “This might have been overkill, anyway. Just don’t lose it.”

The band was too big to fit anything but my thumb, but I slid it on. “What does it do?”

“Gives you a plus one to Constitution,” he said with the first smile he’d offered all morning.

“Great, I’ll make sure the DM knows I have it the next time I play Dungeons and Dragons.”

“Makes you more difficult to injure with a physical attack,” Oliver said, relenting. He touched the dog-shaped amulet at this throat. “But this one does the same thing. That’s why I said maybe the ring was overkill.”

“All right, let’s put the Back Soon sign on the door and go talk to some witches,” I said, and Oliver grimaced but followed me out of the office.

Honore Martel had given me an address over on Riverview Road, which turned out to be an older warehouse-type building with a small storefront on the street side. The sign on the facade read “Seven Sisters Health & Beauty”, and the window displayed brightly-coloured creams and lotions, and pyramid stacks of soaps and bath bombs. Notes proclaimed that all the products were made on-site and used only “natural” ingredients.

I checked the address against Honore’s, and it matched all right. “This must be the place,” I told Oliver. “Not too sinister-looking, right?”

He gave me a look that served as an unprintable answer, and we pushed the door open and stepped inside. A tinkling chime announced our arrival.

The riot of scents hit us the moment the door opened: vanilla, lavender, coconut, patchouli, eucalyptus, and too many others to tease apart. Two women, one younger and one in her thirties, were busy creating an intricate and precariously-balanced structure of tiny soaps, but looked up with smiles as we entered. Neither of them was Honore. White-painted shelves lined the shop walls, holding bottles and jars filled with colourful potions and creams. Bunches of drying herbs and flowers hung from the rafters, interspersed with sparkling crystals that caught the morning light and tossed rainbows around the room.

“Is Honore around?” I asked one of the women. She had flawless skin the colour of my darkest-ever tan and a smile that felt like the sun coming out. She brushed soap residue on her bright yellow apron and came forward to shake my hand. Her grip was brief but friendly and confident, and a lemon-vanilla scent wafted with her.
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