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Wake the Dead

Gamin Immortals, Book Two

Sophie Whittemore


To my grandmothers who left this world behind—Elizabeth and Katherine. Thank you for teaching me what love is.

And to my loved ones, I love you dearly.


Prologue

The Kraken Club

The Kuntilanak’s name was Indah, at least, it was in the strip club. Her long, black hair wrapped like a shroud around her body as she circled the pole. When her hair coiled past her shoulders, it revealed the nail sticking out of the back of her neck, thick as a child’s fist, the color of rust and blood. Black rope was tied around her legs, cuffing them to the soles of the boots she wore as heels. A tall and thin man, a fairy, with willow-emerald skin and eyes the color of lotus leaves, held out a wad of dollar bills. He placed them at her feet.

“Smile,” he told her.

She did, baring her fangs.

The fairy grinned. “Ah.” He traced his thumb against those fangs, still grinning as she sank them into skin that tasted of rotting leaves and nectar. The fangs retracted when he didn’t flinch. “Like a vampire.”

Indah laughed, bending over to pocket the bills in one smooth movement. “The vampires wish they were Kuntilanak like me.”

As soon as she pressed the bills to the glittering zip-up pouch at her thigh, they disappeared. The fairy waggled his long, thin fingers. “Alakazam.” He chuckled even though this wasn’t a laughing matter. Being of fairy blood, he couldn’t care less.

“Fae magic doesn’t feed me. Money does. So, if you’re not willing to pay with real cash, then get out.” She spat at his eye, praying he went blind. “Setan.”

She moved toward the bathroom, taking the long way around so she wouldn’t run into the handsy Ljósálfar manning the bar with his light-blond hair and translucent skin. He thought he was handsome, and he took many a mortal woman to bed, but his overconfidence turned the Kuntilanak girl off him.

Overconfidence just made you all the more of an asshole, and she knew his type. Pelle was just another elf acting as a handler in this gods-forsaken place.

She slammed into the bathroom and took the sink covered in the least amount of glitter and wadded tissue paper. She splashed under her armpits and near her groin, counting the feeble bills she’d collected in the first hour of the night.

The blue bathroom door swung lazily open behind her, screeching against tile. “Fuck off, Pelle!” She screamed it out, hoping she could scare him off.

Instead, it was the green fairy. He stood in front of her with his legs splayed wide, his eyes focused on her face.

“You again? I’m not for free.” She raised her middle finger, water trickling down the sides of her face. Smelling a sweet-smoky mix of nail polish and cigarettes in the back.

No reaction. His eyes stayed focused on her face.

“Hello? Fairy dude, you doing all right?”

His neck bent backward then slammed forward again. Something splintered: wood, blood, and bone. “They’re coming,” he said. “The ones who see all.”

Then he struck.

His weight slammed into her, willow skin flaking off into the sink. She scratched at his arms, but he wouldn’t stop, not even as the room erupted into the scent of overdue flowers and root rot. He went for her throat, taking her long wrap of hair and tugging backward. She choked and gasped, her hands against his chest, fingers digging into his skin.

Fluorescent lights flickered above her as she stared at the ceiling. One moment, then two.

Death called to the death in her blood.

She reached back to the nail behind her head, the one she promised not to remove if she wished to stay in Gamin. She’d heard what happened to the old Greek goddess, the one who couldn’t control her bloodthirst and went mad. She knew of the demon who played detective, the watchdog over all their sorry souls. Maybe Indah might look like a pretty jinn or guardian spirit, but she couldn’t hold herself back any longer.

She couldn’t hold back her true form.

She dug the nail out with a screech. Her long hair grew to her feet, her teeth extending past the pretty fangs. Blood dripped from her eyes and her tongue split into two as veins stood out against her skin, the muscles creaking and stretching to their full potential. Her feet and hands hooked like claws. She grew a head taller than the possessed green fairy.

“Setan,” she spat.

It was the last thing that echoed in the green fairy’s skull.

*

Moments later, Pelle, the bartending Ljósálfar, brought some of his pretty elf friends to see what was going on in the locked bathroom. When he brought the door down, Indah was sitting with the green man’s contorted body resting on her lap. The nail was back in her neck.

“He attacked me,” she explained, her gaze the glassy calm of shock. “I don’t know what he was on. Something strong. Something that made him forget himself… Forgetting.” She paused. “Do you think Lethe is at it again?”

“Call the detective,” Pelle told his elf buddies. “Whatever this is, making everyone lose their heads”—he grimaced at the choice of words—“we don’t want it in Gamin.”


Chapter One

Welcome to Hotel Hell

THE WORLD IS a chrysalis waiting, desperately, for something to happen. And when things happen, that means chaos follows. And when chaos follows, someone inevitably writes something akin to the Book of Revelations.

The Book of Revelations is nestled between the thumb and forefinger of the wandering priest sitting with one leg crossed over the other in the lobby of the Sweeney Inn. A glass cup beads, crying condensation, at his side. He has stubble he probably dreams will, one day, become a beard.

He really shouldn’t have a beard.

I shouldn’t be thinking like that. There could be a mind reader in this very room. Gamin attracts those types more than most places. It attracts the magical like rats to disease. It’s the magic river that does it, the magic hiding us from the human world. So, case in point, there very well might be a mind reader in this very room.

Hey, asshole, if you’re reading my mind, and I smile as I think this, fuck off.

The round-bellied, redheaded, and altogether-too-good-for-her-own-good witch beside me, Patty, scowls at the priest bearing the Book of Revelations. Specifically, she scowls at the mud caking his shoes. “He’s dragging it all over the place.” She watches the floor, how his legs swing across it. “I don’t care if he’s a priest. If he muddies the ground—” She ties her frizzy red hair back from her round face, making me wonder if she really will sock him. Her absolute kickass attitude never ceases to amaze me, and if fate took other chances, I would not hesitate to make her my dream girlfriend.

“He’ll meet his Maker?” I finish for her.

She smirks, leaning her chubby, freckled arms against the front desk. She’s about to answer when the man gets to his feet and crosses toward us. He’s not too tall, about my height, with dark hair, thick brows, and skin that glows like a penny in the sun.

“Welcome to the Sweeney Inn,” Patty declares, a little glint of pride in her eyes. A businesswoman growing comfortable in her power suit. Her brother, Jason Sweeney, keeps the books. Patty leads the running of this place, and she runs such a tight ship that her orders even make me weary at times.

Together, they run the (Evil) Eye Inc., your friendly neighborhood necromancy corporation and local coven business. Being younger, they’ve moved a lot of the business online with tech-wizard friend Erik Borden doing most of the magical for-your-eyes-only monster coding.

You heard me.

Witches are getting into the Silicon Valley big tech startup business.

What’s the world coming to?

I look around the lobby again and notice a tiny ghost rat scurry in one of the corners, still carrying the piece of poisoned cheese that ended its life.

It’s a work in progress.

“Your name?” I ask the handsome stranger, my pen poised over the check-in book.

He points to the paper and pen. “Really, no computer?” He has crooked bottom teeth, but it doesn’t detract from the glow in his smile.

I shrug. “I’m old, therefore, I’m old-fashioned.”

He leans in a little closer at that statement. The Roman collar, a clerical collar, at his neck peeks out. “You look hardly twenty.”

“Many people have told me that. Well, mostly people.” Patty casts me a withering look at the inside joke. I point to the book. “Name?”

“One room.” He falters at how far I’ve already skipped in the usual check-in process. “And my name is Adam. Adam Way.” He pronounces it “Aadom.”

“Father Way?” I ask.

He nods. “As you say.”

Oh, a poet. I hate poets.

“What brings you to Gamin?” Patty takes the crumpled bills he pulls from his wallet, watching him just as suspiciously as I do. This wouldn’t be the first time a stranger tried to pull the wool over eyes. There was a ghūl just last week who tried to party with a selkie during a bachelors’ party…ugh, the teeth on that one, I assure you it was—

“Training.” He fixes his collar.

“For?” Patty shifts over, pressing his change into his open palm.

“The town’s priest—” I’m honestly surprised this town still has priests considering the string of murders that occurred a few months ago. “—he asked me here for a very special reason. He wants me to become a purifier. No, that’s not quite it. You will think it’s silly, like the movies.”

“I assure you”—and here Patty and I grin in unison—“we’ll believe in anything.”

“I am training to become an exorcist. I’m afraid my family back in Lebanon still hope I can become a lawyer or a scholar or something. Fight for justice. Get married again instead of chasing after some spiritual quest.” He lowers his head and looks conspiratorially at me. “But I’m sure your parents act the same way.”

I sign off on the rest of the book, checking off prepared rooms, and reach for a keycard for him from under the desk. “I don’t have family back anywhere. I came from, well, I suppose it’s...” Ancient Mesopotamia. Now it’s Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, Turkey, and Syria. “But I left home a long time ago. My home, the home I knew…the people. That whole world is gone. It doesn’t need me anymore.”

“You left to go where?”

“Wandering the world. Traveling extensively.” Murdering. Thieving. Gathering an army of the damned, but who’s counting? That was old Lili. Now, I’m changed. I’ve grown soft.

Adam takes his keycard and nods at that. “I’m sorry. Without family, it must be hard.”

I close my eyes and think of the strange little community I’ve recruited here in Gamin. Patty and Jason Sweeney, necromancer siblings. Byron the ghost and his boyfriend, Erik Borden, a techno-wizard (literally). Detective Ikiaq, a shapeshifter as old as I am.

And Jo. Jo Kim. My gangshi, soul devouring partner. Forever asleep because of a mistake I made, chasing after an oracle punk who turned out to be an angry Greek goddess with a murderous chip on her shoulder.

But instead of telling him all that, I say, “I found my family. Eventually.”

He looks another moment into my eyes with his dark ones, his hand matching my complexion, the shade of the sun that made me when I wandered the world as a powerful goddess of Sumer, Lilitu. His hair’s clipped back, perhaps a deterrent for his sex appeal as a priest, but it does a poor job of it. A gathering of ladies at a bachelorette party nearby whisper about how they’d “want the priest to come to the party before the wedding and not after.”

Even the slight case of sideburns only serves to accentuate his tense jaw, his teeth gritted in nervousness. Everything about him is tightly wound, a watch ticking in a gentleman’s pocket, waiting to spring.

Those are always the most fun to break.

“Of course.” He nods. The gaggle of ladies behind him giggle as he turns around and raises his hand in what could be a wave, a blessing, or both. “We all need family in these trying times. The world seems to be on fire, if you’ve read anything of the news or heard the gossip lately.”

“We didn’t start the fire!” Patty quips, already launching into a half-hearted humming of Billy Joel.

“You act older than me sometimes,” I gripe at her, biting my tongue back as I note Adam’s curiosity. Patty and I may both look twenty-one, but I’ve seen empires fall eons before she even learned they existed. Or before she existed, for that matter.

Adam, smiling, clutches his room key and his Bible in hand, his simple faux leather soles shuffling against the lobby floors as he turns toward his room. “Funny. My room number is 177. One more seven, and I might be considered blessed.” He bows a little toward me, the movement stiff, his eyes a little too curious for my comfort. “But it was a blessing to meet you, Lili.”

As he turns around, I’m cursing beneath my breath. What is he, a mind reader?

“How in the nine Hells did he know my—?”

Patty stops me by pointing at my lapel, where my nametag reads my printed name, “Lili,” alongside “concierge” beneath. “Cool it, Sherlock. Not everything has to be the start of some mystical case file with you. What is this, a TV show?”

She picks up a stack of newly printed Gamin town maps from beneath the desk and goes to restock the sad little pile next to the magazines by the door. Funnily enough, the maps mention town destinations like the riverfront, historic town hall, and hiking in the woods.

The pamphlets say nothing about the dead bodies of sirens, the cursed waters that make you forget your memory, or the string of serial killer murders that, somehow, flew under the radar thanks to a fair bit of magic.

Monsters make great bedtime stories but horrible advertising.

Adam goes off to his room. The bachelorette party goes to get drunk in our brown bar. And us? We shuffle out from behind the desk, wanting to stretch our legs after standing in the same, listless position for so long. Putting maps at the front of the lobby just to give us an excuse to do something. Anything.

“Three,” I say, breaking the silence finally.

Patty glances over, curious. “Three what?”

“Three months, Patty. It’s only been three months since we caught Lethe.” I pick up a map from the pile and leaf through it. I stop at a cheery mention of some no-name diner with fraying booths and too-thick pancakes, too-thin bacon. “And suddenly, everything’s just back to normal again? There could be a copycat killer out there following in Lethe’s footsteps. And Detective Ikiaq might remember how well I did on the last case—”

“You’re not a detective,” Patty tells me.

“But I could be,” I reply.

“You were at the right place at the right time,” Patty huffs, fixing my nametag and pointing to the empty cups that need replenishing by the water coolers. “Don’t consider yourself Gamin’s private eye after happening to catch one killer. You don’t have a license.”

“Not everyone who’s skilled in a profession has a license.”

“No, but they sure make you feel better when the dentist is performing your root canal.” She glances at me with an intense side-eye, a habit she’s adopted from her twin brother, both with the same red-blonde hair, freckles, flushed pale skin, and pesky habit of ignoring their self-preservation instinct. “What’s with the rant, Lil? Have you been dreaming again?”

“Immortals don’t dream. We have memories that we fall back into, uncontrollable visions.” I examine my fingernails, just regular mortal length, clipped and harmless. No talons that could skewer three grown men. No growing to the size of city buildings in my true form. No unleashing of power.

No terrorizing, there’s just fear that I’ll do it again. Lose control.

“Tell me, Lili. I’ll try to understand. What’s been going on?” Her honey-hued eyes bore into mine, trying to find some semblance of my soul, I suppose.

I exhale, thinking of the memories that hurt so much to remember. “I miss her, Pats.” I think on the last vision I had, a week ago, the one I wanted to fall into so badly that I banged my head against a wall for an hour afterward, only stopping when I worried about freaking my neighbors out. “I remember everything about what it was like to see her conscious. Her eyes dancing as they stayed on mine. Holding her in my arms, smelling like hair dye and cigarettes in the bathroom where we first confessed our feelings to each other. Hell, I’d even have her put a hole in me again with that shotgun of hers just to see her living. I’d do it again and again just so I could say, ‘I love you’ and ruffle her short-cropped blue-black hair and drink Bloody Marys with her with the actual blood intact and…”

“Shit!” Patty leans over to pick up a fallen magazine with a sprig of lavender in it to promote household harmony and curses as her phone slips out of her pocket. Beneath the table holding the magazines, Patty’s carved out a small ward to keep guests in good spirits while waiting in line. “Sorry, love, keep telling me about your vision.” Patty’s gaze is filled with—and this hurts to think about—pity, as her eyes stare into mine. “At least… I mean, at least you had Jo Kim while she was…”

“Awake? Alive?” I sigh, digging my thumbs against my eyes, wondering if tearing them out would hurt less. “What is living anymore for a true immortal or reanimated? Existing is hard enough.”

“Better than dying. I’m perfectly content not fearing for my life, thank you very much.” Patty blows a loose curl out of her eyes as I slowly return her smile. “I’m set on wild, crazy adventures for a good, long time. Thank you.”

Patty’s cell phone screen lights up as the ringtone blares, something from that indie college crooner she likes, the one with the androgynous stage persona and the lip-biting habit. The contact reads, “DETECTIVE IKIAQ” with a small smiley face symbol beside it. I pluck the cell phone out of her hand before she can pick it up.

“Hey, don’t you have your own?” Patty grumbles.

I wave my smartphone at her. “The AI thing always cusses me out in Italian. We’re fighting right now.” I angrily switch my own phone off as I steal Patty’s. “Hello?”

A heavy sigh from the other end of the line. “Lili, did it ever occur to you that I might be actually trying to reach Patty?”

I laugh extra loudly, “Ah, detective, you’re so funny.”

“You’re on speaker phone, dumbass.” Patty flips me off as she goes to fetch more maps from the front desk.

I switch the speaker phone off as the detective tunes back in. “Well, you’re lucky that I’m going to need all of you back for this case. We have a murder involving quite a few Gamin reanimated and immortals. The mythical underbelly of this town might talk more freely to you than to me if we need to interrogate them.”

“You mean I’m more intimidating than you.” I gloat.

“You’re reckless and violent, yes,” the detective gripes. “But word travels fast in Gamin, especially about the hotshot demon who tracked down a killer of monsters. The legendary townsfolk respect a legend even more powerful than them.”

“And Patty?”

“The Sweeney siblings have a way of…controlling you, to put it nicely. Last time you went full-on and skewered Lethe with a giant talon, you’d left the Sweeneys behind entirely.”

“A dog without a leash?” I offer. “And my friends are the leash.”

“Precisely. Why do you keep interrogating me like this?” The detective pauses, sipping from his favorite mug of hot chocolate, I’d presume.

“I just wanted to hear you admit that I’m bigger than you, at least in my true form.” I try to contain the smile in my voice, the sick morbid fascination that would get my mind off this sense of ennui. This nothingness of pining over a broken heart, trying to wake someone whose soul was even more lost than mine. “Show me the body.”


Chapter Two

But I’m a detective!

THE KRAKEN CLUB sits at the edge of Gamin, a few miles left from the gas station where Lethe murdered the monster hunter, Dakari Borden, in her sick fantasy quest to get to me. The strip club is hidden behind a billboard where a half-naked selkie with her furs draped dramatically around her neck poses with her hands on her knees, deep-set eyes staring out at the world like they’re trapped in the advertisement. Wanting to be set free. The headline over her shoulders reads:

GIRLS OUT OF THIS WORLD!

(Only at the Kraken Club 18+)

“Out of this world.” I smirk, shaking my head as Patty’s lips draw into a thin line at the advertisement. “Don’t they know it.”

Patty rolls her eyes. “Chill with the one-liners, Top Gun.”

We get out of Patty’s bumblebee-yellow car, parked beside Detective Ikiaq’s shorter-framed vehicle with thick, dramatic plumes of exhaust. The detective sports a new peacoat that drapes dramatically from his large, stout frame. He brought Toothpick as his partner, the scrawny half-werewolf rookie with acne and a squeaky voice. The native Inuk Ijiraq shapeshifter towers over the “fearsome” barely-out-of-college werewolf, really acting more as Toothpick’s elder brother than anything else.

Detective Ikiaq looks every inch the fearsome true immortal that he is. Not just a human who has some magic or a human who died and became one of the reanimated. Anyone who is of immortal stock was created at the beginning of time and will roam the world, most likely, until its end. They are the ones mortal mythology placed as its gods, its creation, and its heroes or worst of its demons. The reanimated are the bratty upstarts who were once human, but now believe they are of the gods. And the mortals with a little bit of power, necromancers, witches, etc., they’re still human. Just with a little flavor mixed in.

I place my hands in the pockets of my peacoat, nodding at the detective’s new style. “Copying my look, detective?” I stick my tongue out at him.

He laughs, the sound deep from his belly, calming with an edge of old danger, and does a little twirl, his aviator glasses sliding down his nose. He reaches into his pocket and hands me a matching set. “Wondered when you’d show up, Nancy Drew.” His mortal façade flickers out of existence for a moment. If you see him from the edge of your vision, he turns into a skeletal figure from your nightmares, hunched and humanoid. Jaw dislocated and slavering, with bone antlers sprouting from his skull.

But from the front, he’s just amiable Detective Ikiaq, law of Gamin.

That is, only if you don’t know any better.

I put on the glasses and check myself out in the reflection of his car. Hair plaited into raven braids; eyes turned vibrant silver. Everything looks sharper about me, like I’m bursting out of my skin.

Literally, if I lose my mind and transform into that…that beast again.

Lili, the god that time forgot and mortals misremembered.

Yup, that’s me.

Mother of monsters.

Best remember it. You’ll need it for later.

I snatch Detective Ikiaq’s telltale hot chocolate out of his hands, take all the cream and chocolate off it, then hand it back to him. “Call me Nancy Drew again, I dare you. Next time, you lose your head.”

The detective just laughs at me. “Ah, Lili. Same as you ever were.”

“What happened here?” I ask, but the mood noticeably falls at that.

The detective and Toothpick, the acne-possessing werewolf, exchange an uneasy look, then glance back at the cracked glass door of the Kraken Club, gaudy neon lights disguising the hole in the front. Waves of energy radiate off it. Desperation. Fear. And the power, magic repressed. Magic unleashed with lethal results. Patty shudders beside me, retreating within her burgundy hoodie, hands hidden beneath her armpits.

“The report you sent me said decapitation. This monster’s got a dramatic streak, huh?” I pause for a moment before going for the front door. I can see a mix of mortal, reanimated, and magical human clientele through the windows. No immortals, not unless they’re in hiding or trying to be discreet.

Too bad I’m not.

*

Questionably having a good time

(But not a long time)

I STEP INSIDE, hit with a wave of sweat and dried liquor, some of it regular, some tinged with magic. Ambrosia, mead, and cheap beer and wine. Vodka splashed with nectar of the gods, chasers mixed with sake, amaranth, and blood. A runway where eternally youthful men, women, and those in between or not at all strutted. Dressed in little, showing much. Except for the scars that didn’t quite fit, puzzle pieces glamoured to appear something akin to mortal.

The floor’s beaten in with glitter and varnish. The walls are frosted mirrors that seem to reflect off into a disorienting infinity. The ceiling boasts a low hanging, lazily spinning disco ball flashing in iridescent sparks that ultimately lead to nothing. The bar is populated by a host of green-tinged skin, tattoos like scales, and piercings that glint like wings. You wouldn’t be able to tell mortal apart from monster. Not unless you had a monster-hunter Seer on you or didn’t belong entirely to this realm.

Patty flinches, pressing her thumb and forefinger to the bridge of her nose to clear her vision.

“Are you all right?” I hold out my arm as she takes it, trying to regain her balance.

Toothpick even looks a little queasy, his teeth elongating slightly and the hair on his forearms prickly. The werewolf in him called upon as his adrenaline flight-or-fight instinct kicks in.

Detective Ikiaq kicks a couple of chairs over with his boot. A red-faced human with a kitsune young man on his knee shouts at us. He goes instantly silent when I snarl at him. The detective reaches into his jacket, pulls out tiny bottles of water, and tosses them to Patty and Toothpick.

“Be careful of the glamours. The Fae syndicate runs this joint, and it gets disorienting fast for those of mortal stock,” the detective rumbles.

The red-faced human beside us takes up pomegranate seeds by the fistful. The kitsune, fox ears and tail flicking, looks relieved as his client distracts himself with the ever-replenishing red plastic cup of beer.

“The faster they fall, the quicker their wallets empty out,” I murmur, and the words are thick as the pomegranate seed juice spilling on the floor. Bodyguards stand at the front. They look reanimated or mixed with some kind of immortal blood. I can’t see into their eyes, deep wells. Their skin is cracked clay. “Golem guards just boot the broke ones out of here once they’re finished and have no more money to give. Like so much trash.”

“Not that different from a politician,” Patty quips, shaking her head clear and passing the water bottle back for me to tuck away.

“Where’s Jason?” the detective asks, looking at the door as though Patty’s twin will waltz through at any moment.

Patty shrugs. “He spends a lot of time in New York lately. He doesn’t like staying in Gamin for long. Ever since…”

There’s a lot of ways to finish that sentence. Ever since he lost his arm in the Dead Realms. Ever since me and him got in a fight and he accused me of murder. Ever since he had to recover from the traumatic, not-of-this-world experiences chasing after a serial killer three months ago…

I wouldn’t say we were ever best friends, but now, the most I could hope Jason would have with me is a little bit of tolerance.

Patty pointedly avoids my gaze. “But he carries on his work remotely. For the inn and the coven and such. And he comes back. He always comes back.”

Detective Ikiaq looks as though he’s about to say something when a man walks toward us, his skin so pale it’s see-through, with long platinum-blond hair and a couple of choice piercings.

“We got company…” the detective warns with a rumble.

The newcomer looks like that kind of walking, model-like sex appeal you see in big cities, the perfect amount of wannabe Mr. Right mixed with a generous dash of wrong and faux designer.

A light elf. I don’t like how he keeps staring at Patty and me, like conquests. When his gaze lingers on me, I take great care to flip him off.

“Oh look,” Patty grumbles, getting shakily to her feet. “Legolas got an undercut.”

Excellent hearing, wonderful. We love eavesdropping elves.

He smirks, nodding. “Ah, a full frame and gorgeous curves. I like a woman who’s unapologetically herself.”

Patty shakes his hand, brief as possible. “Thanks, I like women too.”

“Ah.” He shakes the detective’s hand and Toothpick’s next, leaving me for last. “And you are?”

“I’m not giving my name in a Fae establishment.” My voice is so cold, it should be a carrier for frostbite.

“I’m Ljósálfar, not Fae. Nordic mythology, I’m afraid, darling.” He nods. “And we all know who you are, Lili, after you…unleashed, as it were. Though you have many names, don’t you? Too many to count. Tsk, tsk…” He smiles, though it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Clever way to avoid the Fae. But they’re so petty, they might just try to find another way to get to you.” The warning dissipates as he focuses on a flourishing, courtly bow like I saw back in the Elizabethan courts. “I just run the bar here at this wonderful establishment. Babysit the working pretty young things, tasks like that. You may call me Pelle”—he smiles wider at me—“or anything you’d like.”

“Demisexual, and I’m taken,” I bite back, turning away from him. “You can try Toothpick, if you’d like, though. He’s single.”

“Hey now!” Toothpick squeaks. “I’m on the job.”

Pelle’s eyes widen at that, his eyebrows raising in a wrinkle-free forehead. “On the job?” He looks to Ikiaq and his demeanor instantly snaps to all-business. “Ah, not customers then, but here as detectives. Wondrous, I loved reading about Sherlock. He was asexual too, you know.” He winks at me. “So, I suppose you’ll want to see the body.”

“We’ll need to see the girl who was found with him too,” the detective says as we follow him down a dank hallway to where the bathrooms are located, most of the stall doors missing from their hinges.

“Woman, not girl,” Patty interjects. “I’m assuming she’s over eighteen. Or eighteen thousand with how immortals are.”

“Yes, my bad. The woman,” the detective remarks.

Pelle still faces front and away from us, fixing his brows in the mirror. “Oh, is she guilty until proven innocent?”

“We’re immortals, but we don’t work that way,” Detective Ikiaq informs him.

“Don’t get me wrong, the Ljósálfar are of your stock, detective. We began since mortal imagination could fathom us. But the Fae, on the other hand…” He laughs, pressing his hand to the silver chain at his neck. “My employers run by Fae rules. Fae time. They will want revenge for the murder. Besides, I can’t help you there. She skipped town as soon as we found her with the body.” He glances down at his faux-leather shoes, tapping his toe against the sink’s edge. “The Fae will bring her to justice soon enough.”

We look around the bathroom, empty, if a little grungy. “And where is the body?” My words echo off the walls, bouncing off words and graffiti with anti-mortal sentiment. Sigils and renditions of sexual anatomy, human and otherwise.

He pauses for a moment before going into the only stall with a locked door. He opens this with a skeleton key. He pinches the air over the toilet, revealing a shimmering curtain so thin that it reflects all light around it. A decapitated Fae man with his head sewn clumsily back on his shoulders sits on the closed porcelain seat, skin the sickly gray-green of a willow tree. Blood like rot and damp dirt of the forest. His eyes are tinged with gold veins, starkly standing out against the lotus color. “Not good for business,” Pelle tells us.

“So, you just put glamour over a corpse.”

Pelle shrugs. “The Fae have hidden worse.”

“But you’re not Fae,” I reply.

He raises an eyebrow at me, irritated now, voice short and snappy. “Wondrous memory recall.”

“You aren’t one of the Fae. Which means you can lie.” I stand in front of him, hands balled into fists.

He swallows as I hold my finger at his throat. “Will you skewer me too then, just like you did to that Greek goddess?” He laughs, the sound high-strung, his golden hair pulled back over skinny shoulders. “Come now, I’m too pretty for that.”

I ram his body into the stall. Ikiaq steps forward, his voice a rumble low in his throat. “Lili…”

“I’m fine!” I snarl, but I pull back a little. The detective only cares that you don’t lose yourself again, idiot. Despite it all, he still damn well cares. Your friends care.

I lower him a little, so his feet touch the floor. But Pelle is still firmly in my grasp. No escaping for him. “Where is the woman who removed this man’s head from his shoulders?”

“Gone!” he shrieks.

“Lili!” It’s Patty this time, arms crossed over her chest, staring me down with the fury of a vengeful deity. “We don’t torture people. He hasn’t done anything wrong aside from being a bit of an asshole, but then we’d have to beat on every person in this place.” She points to the ground. “Drop him.”

I do so. He grunts as he hits the ground, hard. “Toothpick! Watch him,” I bark. The rookie pulls a taser out and points it at him.

“Mortal’s pet,” Pelle mutters. I kick him.

Pat glares at me. “Sorry.” I shuffle my feet against the ground. “My foot slipped.”

“Can’t you see?” Patty throws her hands up in the air. “He’s protecting the woman who ripped this guy’s head off. Shouldn’t we be asking why?”

Detective Ikiaq leans forward, squatting to the guy’s level, his large hands propped on his knees as he still towers over the guy. “You said it yourself. Fae Court doesn’t operate by our rules. You’re risking a lot for the Fae not to have dragged your ass to Summerland by now. After all, I’ve been informed that you were the second one to stumble upon this Fae lord’s body.”

“And who told you that?” Pelle shoots back. “Who leaked this info to you?”

The detective purses his lips into a thin line. But the scrawny Ljósálfar makes a good point. “Yeah, detective, who did call us onto this case?”

The detective gets to his feet again, a heavy sigh as he tosses his empty hot cocoa into the trash. Crumpling the cup with one fist. “The Fae did. They were concerned that one of their own had been taken out.”

“You should know better than to make deals with Fae, Ikiaq.” Pelle’s words rumble out, clear as can be, ringing in the small room, echoing in our ears.

“Any man can lose his hat in a fairy wind,” Patty mumbles. “Our parents even warned us about trusting Fae kind when they were alive. The Fae are beyond our control. Neither reanimated, nor immortal.”

“You heard the witch,” I snap at the detective. “You know that, ever since the Fae line began, the Fae Court play by their own rules.”

The detective cracks his knuckles, glaring at me with dark eyes beating with intensity. “The Fae exiled themselves to Summerland because they were run out of their forests, out of their lands by the immortals and reanimated and humans and witches who overtook them back in Europe.” He chuckles bitterly at that. “Aqaa! Trust is hard for those whose trust has been broken one too many times.”

“Listen to your master, Lili, like a good dog.” Pelle smirks.

I’m going to kill him.

“Lili.” Pat again, stepping forward and glaring at me till I’m convinced she might actually shoot lasers from her eyes. “I said it once, but I won’t say it again. Drop him.”

“Good girl,” Pelle grunts as he hits the floor.

I rear back and punch him, satisfied to hear my fist connect with his nose. The crunch of bone. The elf howls, his pretty face askew as he bleeds all over the bathroom tile.

“You bitch!” He forms spit bubbles out of blood as he clutches his nose and wails. “You snapped my nose.”

“Keep calling me dog, you really will find the true bitch in me.” I wince. Too corny, reel it in, hotshot. You’ve been streaming too many of those true crime shows. “It’s not us you should be afraid of. I don’t know why you’re protecting this woman, but last time I checked, none of us here are actually Fae. We’re what passes as magical law enforcement in Gamin, buddy. We don’t work for any one person. All we know is this guy”—I point to the stall where the green-tinged corpse is slumped over—“was decapitated. Why one of your workers decapitated him, we don’t know. But this isn’t Fae court, not guilty until proven innocent. We just want the whole picture to ensure this doesn’t happen again, understand?”

Pelle laughs, spitting out blood and wincing when his nose wrinkles the wrong way. “I don’t even know why I’m protecting her. I…I know I come off as an asshole. But against my best judgment, I fell for her. She doesn’t like me back, and how can I blame her? I’m a mess.”

“You got that right…” I mutter, only getting elbowed in the ribs by Patty for my trouble.

“I don’t deserve her. I shouldn’t get to play the shining knight in armor chivalry card bullshit and try to protect her like this. She even told me to call the detectives, shocked by what she did. But I don’t want the Fae finding her. Getting their revenge when…when it wasn’t her…”

“We aren’t your therapists.” I soften as he turns to me, his face all messed up with blood. His eyes sad in that asshole douche way, thinking they were on top of the world until they got a harsh reality check. “And you’ve got a lot of issues, clearly. But you said it yourself. You don’t get to try to protect her. She makes her own choices, so you should let her talk to us. Besides, you falling for her? You’re in a position of authority as her supervisor. Falling for her is just taking advantage of her situation. It’s wrong, Pelle.”

“No, no, it wasn’t like that!” he moans. But he’s gone from being a pitiful thing to a selfish, grasping thing instead. He shakes his head, likely trying to play the sufferer when he’s just using us. Probably like he used his worker too.

“She’s innocent until proven guilty. That’s how the law works here in Gamin. We won’t have vigilantes killing her outright.” Detective Ikiaq nods at Toothpick, who pockets the taser. “Check on the car. It’s got enough iron in it that the Fae should leave it alone, but it doesn’t hurt to check. Use your human form though, can’t risk touching silver.”

Toothpick goes to leave. Pelle shoots a dirty look up at me. Sighing, I get behind Patty. “There, now it’ll take me more time to get to you if I’m going to beat you up,” I say, ignoring Patty’s glower at me, “but I won’t beat you up because you’re going to cooperate now. Isn’t that right, pretty boy?”

Pelle tries to look pleadingly to Patty, but I glare at him until he turns back to me. “Your business is with me, pretty one,” I reiterate, my scowl only deepening despite Patty’s heavy sigh.

I swear, even his silence makes my skin crawl.

“Fine,” Pelle spits out after another long, agonizing moment of hesitation. “Indah couldn’t stay here. She was the last one to see our headless friend, the green Fae man, after all. She was the last one to see him in this state we long-lifers dare to call living, before unfortunate circumstances separated his head from his body. But his power still lingers, even in his un-death, when the Fae plan to take him off to Summerland for a proper burial.” He lowers his head, his eyes still locked on me, the hatred and confusion swirling within them as blood trickles down his split lip.

“That’s all well and all, but we’ll wait to deal with the Fae another day,” I begin, bringing my index fingers up toward my knuckles, cracking the bone there, willing my heart to stop racing, to keep the beast from losing all control within me. Remember what happened with Lethe. You mustn’t lose yourself again…even if this bathroom could do with a remodeling. “Tell me where Indah is now, pretty boy. It’s crucial we get her story…”

I want to say, “it’s crucial we get her story before the Fae get her,” but that seems too negative. I’d like to think positivity is my newest virtue. “It’s crucial we get her story as soon as possible for the sake of this case.”

I spot movement from the corner of my eye. Patty is waving her thumb, whispering words past her barely parted, cherry-lip-gloss-scented lips.

A truth hex. Clever witch, Patty.

“Interrogation magic can be dangerous with elves,” Detective Ikiaq mumbles. “Magic mixing with magic blood, like mixing two different chemicals, you don’t know how they’ll react.”

“What could go wrong when everything’s already wrong?” I reply, but I keep the detective’s warning in my mind as I step closer to Pelle.

Spurred on by Patty’s quiet incantation, Pelle relaxes a little when he speaks. “She lies in hiding with the Snake Woman. That’s all I got out of Indah before she fled. She was in shock, even terrifying herself.” His eyes glaze over further, a haze of sleep rumbling in his voice as he rambles on. “Imagine, the whole mess scaring the shit out of a Kuntilanak, a flesh-eater. So, you know whatever’s involved in this case must be from, well, if I was a believer in the Abrahamic religions, I’d call it hell.”

I nod and Patty, satisfied, stops chanting. Thus ends our witch’s truth hex.

Pelle gurgles, a strangled cry.

“Ah…” Detective Ikiaq warns. “And there’s the withdrawal symptoms.”

I brace myself, knees bent and gaze steadying on Pelle.

“W-what—?” he sputters, eyes aglow with a bronze flame. “What did you do to me?”

“Withdrawal symptoms,” the detective says, squatting in a defensive position. “Magic can be a hell of a drug sometimes. And it seems Patty’s truth spell has reached a limit with you, light elf.”

Pelle spasms, throwing his head back and rolling his head around, stretching his neck out. He lurches to all fours, pushing his torso up higher so his arms tense, every tendon visible. The flashy designer clothing is rumpled and stained from the toilets and his own blood. His platinum hair plasters to his cheeks and neck as his eyes sharpen to a feline structure, narrowing in on Patty.

He reaches for his leg, and a thin bone dagger is strapped there, bleached the color of ivory, stained with rust.

It’s then I let go of some of my power.

And I ever so slightly lose control.

I grow half a foot taller in a crack of bone and sinew. My nails sharpen to points, teeth curving too. The faint outline of tattoos marks my skin, my names. Lili. Lilit. Lilītu. ki-sikil-lil-la-ke. Lamia. The First. The Dark Maid. Maiden of Desolation. Mother of Anathema, amongst others.

In the bathroom mirror, the whites of my eyes disappear, giving way entirely to black.

Pelle, even in this crazed, instinctive state that Patty’s magical withdrawal has driven him to, falters. He holds his pitiful bone dagger between us, pointing the blade still at Patty.

“Do it.” My voice is a crackle of ancient energy. “Give me an excuse to feast on your bones, little elf.”

Pelle trembles, sense returning to him as he sobers up from whatever magic Patty had him under. He takes in my new height, claws, and teeth, and he spins around and raises his bone knife. The murky ivory color gives way to a clear reflection…

Not a knife.

A mirror.

The light flashes from Pelle’s fingertips, magnified by the mirror blade, blinding us all with the radiance of a miniature sun as the room goes unbearably white. Closest to the energy blast, I’m knocked back, unable to continue the transformation from the interruption to my powers. The return to my normal, weaker form costs me as I crack my skull against an exposed pipe. Patty, luckily, slides into the flat, safer wall. Detective Ikiaq braces against the closed toilet stall.

When the room returns to normal, there is no trace of the Ljósálfar. Even his blood has turned to ash, like the debris a phoenix leaves behind as it is violently reborn.


Chapter Three

One down, nowhere to go

DETECTIVE IKIAQ DRIVES me back with Toothpick in the passenger seat, listening to music through his headphones. Patty follows with her own car behind us, wise to avoid the chaos. The volume’s so loud, I can hear the beat of a generic pop song from all the way back here.

“There’s a town where I cannot see…

The monsters that come out of me.”

“Turn it off!” I tell Toothpick. The young werewolf smiles at me and gives me a thumbs-up, then proceeds to turn the volume up louder.

The nerves of steel in this jellyfish of a kid…it must be the werewolf in him.

I press my forehead against the glass as the beat goes into some strange rock-techno house mixed with too much synth and reverb.

“How the hell can you proceed?

When the devil herself can’t sign the deed?”

Ikiaq, thankfully, is sharper than his assistant and shuts the radio off just as it goes into its duetted chorus.

We stop real quick at a chain restaurant called Grid’s Griddle. The joint is owned by a half-giant, most likely named Grid.

“I went to school with Grid,” Toothpick says, all smiley. “She’s amazing.”

“Oh, so you went to school, did you? That’s a surprise,” the detective snarks, ruffling his head when Toothpick pouts. “Ah, I’m just messing with you, kid. Let’s get some fries.”

So, the detective and I get a good deal on raw hamburger meat and blood packets. Toothpick grabs some chicken nuggets and Patty gets a milkshake and fries.

The smells of blood and fast food should never mingle, let me be the first to tell you. Even as the mother of demons. I don’t approve of whatever monstrosity makes up that scent. It breaks my unbreakable heart.
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