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It was a perfect night for hunting demons. 

Thin fog hung close to the damp pavement and grasped with flimsy fingers at anything that moved, while reflections of the thin, scythe-like moon glimmered in shattered windows and chips of glass lying on the concrete. Abandoned warehouses languished up ahead, corpses of steel and rust and broken bricks.

Pippa Beverly shivered in delight.

Not that she couldn’t do this on a humid day with cottony clouds and an oncoming sunburn, but there was just something right about lurking through fog and gloom in pursuit of evil.

Pippa glanced at the blood trail in front of her and stepped over a puddle that still lingered from the day’s earlier rain. Moonlight glinted off the surface, blood swirling through the puddle like oil.

Though the blood itself wasn’t demonic—it belonged to the animal her quarry had taken as dinner—sourness squirmed in her gut as she passed through the remnants of foul energy hovering above the droplets.

She shivered again, though with much less delight.

When Pippa first began hunting demons, she’d been under the assumption that a demon’s aura was something she could grow used to. Eventually, she wouldn’t feel the awful twisting sensation of her body reacting to what should not be. Sure, the urge to vomit passed after a year or so, but the lingering discomfort never did.

Did the Ash Coven members still feel it?

Probably not. They likely had some ritual whenever a new witch was accepted: a little spell to calm the stomach against demon auras before the celebratory wine began to flow. Pippa would bet it would be a classy affair. There would be ties and lint-free dresses and cocktail napkins. And fancy cheese.

No Ash Coven protections for her, though. Pippa trudged through the night wearing old leggings, a loose sweatshirt with a hood pulled over her hair and a repurposed kitchen knife stuck in the pocket, and a pair of running shoes that tended to squeak at inopportune moments.

Everything was fantastic. Truly, just great.

If she weren’t trying to be sneaky, she would have given a snarling, frustrated shout to let some of the anger in her body exist elsewhere for a second.

The day had already taken a massive, steaming dump: a shitty day at a shitty job, and a terrible, pointless meeting with the Ash Coven. To top it all, she had to worry about her shoes cooperating with her intentions to be silent.

If she had been accepted by the Coven, then she wouldn’t have to think about said shitty job with equally shitty pay. Legal assistants had to make do with old shoes. Ash Coven members could buy themselves a new pair of non-squeaking shoes with excellent arch support and then take them out to the warehouse district on an inaugural hunt.

Being part of the Ash Coven would also mean that she wouldn’t have to worry about asshole coworkers who had recently transferred.

Well. Just one transfer. Just one asshole.

Maxim Fucking Sheppard.

Ugh.

That probably wasn’t the name on his license, but Pippa liked to pretend. He’d been at the firm for four months after  having transferred from a larger one in New York. It must have been fancy, what with the wardrobe he hadn’t gone through the effort to modify. Who had lapels that perfect? It was an affront to every single cardigan she’d thrifted and considered good enough for working a desk job.

Maxim. It was the sort of name that could perfectly accompany the question, “And which yacht would you like to take out today, sir?” The knot on his tie always looked like it had been arranged by a valet, which furthered the concept.

Every time he spoke to her, it was in sentences so brief and stilted they sounded like orders. She had never seen him smile. Never. When he asked for documents or paperwork to complete, he did it in a way that implied he was simply allowing her to fulfill her dream.

Pippa suppressed a wrathful yell again, instead strangling the cuff of her sweatshirt until the fabric creaked.

During today’s meeting, she’d made the horrific mistake of sitting in his typical chair in the conference room. As far as she could tell, the foam didn’t have an impression of his ass that made it better than the rest of the identical black ergonomic chairs in the room, but still, he had scowled at her until she moved. Not a single “Excuse me, but . . .” or “Sorry, do you mind if I . . .” He only stood glowering as if he had been given life by a mad scientist with overwhelming electricity bills. It was a glower that implied she was beneath him. She was inferior, not worth his time.

Then, hot off the heels of a warm drive in her old car that didn’t even have a working radio she could blast to ease some of that anger, she’d met with the Ash Coven members and those exact same feelings of ineptitude returned with force.

She’d thought the interview with them this evening would be better than the last. Maybe they would have decided she had finally done enough to earn her place in their circle. Maybe they’d—

Movement along the top of one of the dilapidated warehouses caught Pippa’s eye and she snapped her head up. She froze for long enough to realize it had just been a bit of moonlight shifting on a fire escape. Nothing more than a reflection. Her heart was slower to understand this and continued to pound frantically.

She wrestled the bitter thoughts away, rolled her shoulders, and breathed in the damp smells of old rain, rotting wood, and rusted metal. The magic in the surrounding air tickled her fingertips and brushed against her cheeks, calming her in the exact way that her mind never really could.

Comforted, she continued along the splattered trail. As long as she could reach out to magic and it could reach back, all would be well.

Pippa paused at the corner of one warehouse. Both the blood trail and the lingering energy stopped in the center of a derelict courtyard. Dead trees twitched in the breeze, their gnarled branches dripping with condensed fog. A soggy piece of cardboard, part of some long-gone distribution center, lay slumped against a bowed wall.

After a quick glance to make sure the courtyard was truly empty, Pippa stepped beneath the barren, twisted trees. She breathed in again. This deep within the warehouse complex, the fog rolled over her tongue and brought with it the sharp tang of rust. She shoved her baggy sleeves to her elbows, held out her hands, and closed her eyes.

Awareness bloomed slowly through her body. The moon dusted her skin with its pale light. Birds nested in high rafters, their heads tucked beneath their wings until dawn. A bat dodged between buildings as it picked off moths. From the north, a breeze dipped along the river before meandering over to pluck at the wisps of curling hair that escaped from Pippa’s stubby braid. Rust prickled at her just as it prickled at every joist and beam and corrugated panel. 

Just like the sort of prickle she’d felt when she suffered the disgusted frown at her worn shoes not an hour earlier.

Pippa curled her hands into fists.

“What else?” she had asked, unable to hide the desperation in her voice. “What else do you want from me?”

Elder Ranna had given her the sort of smile someone would give to a toddler asking for dessert at noon.

“We see all that you’ve done, Philippa,” she’d said, “and we’re impressed.”

Pippa finished the elder’s thought. “But it’s not enough.”

The other witches on the Ash Coven council had given pitying nods.

Elder Ranna smiled her same smile, though she added a patronizing tip of her head. “Your acceptance is taking longer than most, since we must always consider the matter of your . . . family.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Pippa had snapped. “My father is long dead.”

“And yet alongside your Natural magic, you still have his power.”

“I— But I’ve suppressed it. I haven’t used it in almost two decades, and most of the time I forget it’s there.”

“It’s in your blood, child,” Elder Ranna said with a weary sigh. “Although you might forget it, we won’t.”

Pippa had actively forced herself not to scream. She’d put on a mask of indifference, crossed her legs, and leaned back in the stiff chair as if it were the plushest throne.

That was when Elder David had seen her footwear.

In the courtyard, Pippa clenched her jaw so hard that her teeth ached.

She’d hunted the streets every night since she was fifteen, chasing down monsters twice her size just to prove she was worthy of being part of the same coven who still saw her as a pair of bad shoes.

A sharp crackling pulled Pippa from her brooding. She opened her eyes. The dead branches of the courtyard trees were curling in on themselves, the smallest ones withering and twisting like they were being burned by some invisible flame. Bark burst into the air as one of the trunks split.

Shit.

Natural magic didn’t much care about appropriate timing; it only knew how to listen.

Pippa forced her anger from her mind even as she frantically looked around to see if the noise had drawn attention to her presence. She urged the magic to silence, pulling back on it as if she were reeling in a net.

The branches shuddered and fell still, though several remained kinked at their ends.

Pippa ducked down beside a concrete planter and waited for the growl of some monster as it barreled around a corner or leaped from a building. But she only heard the sounds of the night: the soft rustle of wind, low calls of night birds, the grumbling creak of old structures.

She rose from her crouch and straightened her baggy sleeves.

What happened earlier today was unchangeable. All she could do was move forward, kill this demon, kill another, and another, and hope that someday, they would create a pile high enough to outweigh the other sort of magic she’d had no say in receiving.

To start, she had to find the trail.

Pippa shook out her arms and repositioned her hands. Breathed. There was the moon, the sleeping birds, the hungry bat. As she focused, she began to sense the demon’s aura. All otherworldly creatures had them, and over the years, Pippa had compiled somewhat of a compendium in her mind. Succubi evoked the sensation of bare skin gliding across heated silk, ghouls were icy and bitter, wood fairies felt as fresh and clear as a summer rainstorm. 

Pippa concentrated on this demon’s presence. Thorns and grease. It crept along her skin and settled high in her stomach.

There you are.

She delved into that sensation and when she opened her eyes, a wavering path of murky red flickered along the concrete. The trail left behind by the demon’s aura appeared dim where she stood but brightened as it passed through the broken wall of a warehouse up ahead. Easy enough to follow.

Broken glass littered the ground where she crept into the warehouse, and she rose to her toes in order to step cautiously between the shards. The building was silent except for a wet chomping sound that came from high up in one corner. She let her concentration drop, and the trail faded out of sight.

The thin moon did nothing to illuminate the warehouse. At her position by the door, she could see cobwebs floating through the air in front of her face, yet her eyes wouldn’t adjust to the darkness, and the far half of the building remained pitch black. The large glass windows lining the walls were nearly opaque from dust and dirt. The stench of fresh blood wafted past her into the night and, combined with the stronger aura enclosing her like a shroud, made her regret eating so soon before her hunt.

Pippa swallowed hard in an attempt to keep her dinner in its place. She could ready an attack, but where would she aim it? And what exactly was she trying to hit? 

Her fingers tapped the knife in her pocket as she thought. Different demons had different susceptibilities: a blast of fire might take out a blood-raged ghoul, but it would only encourage any number of other things. She just had to stay quiet. Maybe she could make a distraction to lure it outside, let her see it before it saw her. 

If she could brighten the building, she could—

Right then, Pippa stepped on a chunk of brick, and her shoe let out a loud, farting squeak.

The chomping stopped. A beat of silence, and then the sound of something landing hard on concrete and sprinting in her direction.

Pippa grabbed on to a handful of nearby magic, twisted it, and hurled it into the air above her head. Light blasted out from a single point, but in her haste she pulled too little, and the light flickered out quickly. Yet in that brief flash, it lit up the demon long enough for her to see a sickly pale face, twin curved horns, and an impossibly large gore-streaked jaw unhinging wide.

She threw herself to the side and heard it smack the wall behind her. Its low snarl rattled through her bones.

“I do not like my meals interrupted, witch.” The demon spoke in an indistinct, slow way that implied its jaw was still hanging loose.

Pippa couldn’t see more than shadows. Adrenaline scalded her veins.

“Yeah?” she said. “I didn’t know dog tastes better if you eat it all at once.” She’d seen the torn collar, the little tag for Billy.

The demon hissed. “It was a stringy creature. Its hairs are stuck in my teeth.”

Its voice twisted in disgust, and Pippa took advantage of the temporary diversion. She pulled more magic to her.

This time, when she hurled power into the air, light exploded outward and glowed bright and steady enough to illuminate the entire warehouse. Scattered bricks and beams littered the concrete floor, and the demon staggered across them as it threw one pale arm over its face. It wore a pair of sagging pants tucked into heavy boots. Its torso was bare, and though the demon’s body was gangly, its stomach pouched in the sort of way that implied the size of its dinner. Two long spiraling horns curled along its scalp from its temples, and the pointed ears beneath them twitched backward in anger.

A Tro’grath. Before she’d been humiliated in yet another interview, the Ash Coven had mentioned that a new group of these demons had moved into New Hawkshead’s underground several weeks past. They were known for their intelligence, but also their violence.

This one was young, since it only had a single set of horns. Older Tro’graths could have several sets sprouting from their heads.

More adrenaline trickled up Pippa’s neck. Young demons were volatile. Even though they compensated for their lack of years and wisdom with rashness and stupidity, their strength outperformed that of their elders. She’d heard tales over the years of witches beginning fights with young demons under the supposition that “young” just meant “careless,” only to become a cautionary tale for others.

Better be careful, then.

She let the magic around her flow over her hands, reveling in the strength it brought and the way it brightened the light overhead. The demon staggered and hissed at her like a cat sprayed with water.

“And what about the people you killed yesterday?” she said, surprised that she managed to keep her voice from trembling. “Were they pitiful too?”

It lowered its arm and blinked in the light. Something glimmered in its skin, and Pippa looked closer. Were those jewels embedded in its forehead? Two sets of eyelids shuttered quickly over milky pink eyes, and its pupils, like black pinpricks, settled on her.

It twitched its mouth in a grotesque parody of a smile. Red flecks adorned its bared fangs.

“No,” it said. “They were delicious.”

Pippa quelled her rising revulsion, even as magic continued to flood along her fingers. “The coven that protects this city can let an owned animal’s death slide occasionally. But killing humans? You crossed a line when you ate them.”

The Tro’grath snorted, then began to circle her in a wide arc. Those pink eyes fixed on her neck a little too firmly.

“Go on then witch,” it said. “Tell me more about lines. You can speak of them as I gnaw on your spine.”

Pippa frowned. “Gross.”

That’s when it lunged, spittle flying from its mouth, jaw open far enough to reveal the second row of fangs ringing its purpled tongue. The screech that burst from that awful maw was like the piercing agony of metal scraping against slate. Muscles bulged beneath its sickly skin.

Pippa was ready.

She forced the gathered magic out of her hands. It shot from her, spraying up and out in a wall of shining air that formed an arced shield. As the demon collided with it, the force rattled her arms.

The Tro’grath tumbled onto the concrete, its eyes wide. Black blood trickled down from a wound on its temple near one of its horns. It stared at her as if utterly shocked she would dare fight back.

Rage twisted the mottled lips into a snarl and it lunged for her again, but Pippa pulled on the magic, reorienting the shield to bring it down onto the demon. The magic crushed the Tro’grath into the concrete. She felt it writhe and twist beneath the magical pane, and she pushed down harder.

She didn’t notice the demon had grabbed a brick to throw at her until she felt the impact of it on her shin.

Pain lanced through her leg, and she staggered with a cry. She scrabbled to keep the magic together, but she had been distracted for a second too long. The shield wavered, fractured, then fell over the demon as if it had been made of dust.

The Tro’grath erupted out of the shining cloud, all bared teeth and flashing claws. When Pippa turned to dodge, she landed on her injured leg. The blossoming bruise on her shin erupted into a pain so sharp that her graceful move became an awkward stumble. Claws raked across her sweatshirt, her skin saved only by the baggy bulging of the material.

She ducked beneath another swipe and pulled her knife from the sheath within her sweater, then propelled herself forward and embedded the blade in the demon’s chest.

Different demons had different weaknesses, but she’d learned long ago that if in doubt, always go for the heart. 

The demon let out a furious screech. When it scuttled away from her, she saw she’d aimed too high: the handle wobbled below the creature’s shoulder, far from its heart. 

It wrapped one clawed hand around the knife and pulled it from its body. Smoke wisped from the wound, and the Tro’grath gave Pippa a look somewhere between indignation and shock.

“You dare?” it said. “You dare to strike me with your fey-blade?”

If it was offended by being stabbed by her, it would be outright horrified to know the “fey-blade” was just a kitchen knife from a pawn shop doctored with a hasty spell to make it act like silver.

Despite her now-throbbing shin, or perhaps because of it, Pippa couldn’t contain all of her laugh, and a small snort escaped.

The demon heard, and its face grew purple with fury. “You laugh, witch, the way a mouse laughs in the jaws of a beast.”

It hurled Pippa’s own knife at her, and as she flung her body to the side to avoid it, the demon sprung at her and raked its claws over her stomach. Two claws made it through the sweatshirt.

She cried out and pressed a hand to her midsection. Not mortally deep, but . . . deep. Blood welled beneath her palm and slipped over her fingers. Magic waited at her fingers, ready to pack into the wound and guide quick healing. She urged it along her arms and down her torso.

The Tro’grath’s pin-sized pupils widened at the smell of her blood. It tipped its head back and howled in delight.

“My family will see what I do to you, and they will sing my name for lifetimes.” Another one of those awful smiles stretched its lips. It pointed to the center jewel in its forehead, now glowing. “They will see.”

The hell did that mean?

Pippa urged the magic to move faster. Already, the blood had stopped flowing from her stomach. Another few seconds and she would—

She barely managed to duck beneath the demon’s swinging fist. Her head felt light from the triple impact of heavy magic, pain, and adrenaline, and her body wasn’t moving as fast as it needed to.

The next backhand swipe caught her squarely in the chest. Pippa flew several feet across the warehouse, and when she landed, the scattered bricks didn’t make for a comfortable landing. Two of her ribs snapped on impact, and her breath left her chest in a silent shout.

Snarling, the Tro’grath vaulted through the air and landed on top of Pippa. She threw out a hand and shoved against the demon’s throat. Even though her muscles burned and her ribs screamed, she kept her arm extended while she tried to avoid its scraping claws. Her forearm trembled with the effort of keeping those gnashing teeth at bay. Saliva dripped from the demon’s fangs and burned as it hit her skin.

The fangs were inching closer, and Pippa could easily imagine the feeling of them sinking into her neck. Claws dug into her side above her hip; hot, rotten breath filled her lungs.

A little thought brushed against her, breaking through the growing fog of fear: Natural magic required concentration and energy. With every second this fight continued, a little more of her abilities slipped away. She was already too tired. Too spent. If she became too exhausted to channel the magic around her, it might as well not even be there.

Yet there was that other magic, one that didn’t need nearly as much focus and care as the magic she pulled and molded from the world around her. She only had to let this power out, and it would take care of everything.

No.

Pippa hadn’t hidden away that part of herself for so many years just to give in to it now.

With one desperate pull, Pippa urged the world’s magic up through her body, encouraged heat and fire, and sent it through the hand gripping the demon’s throat. Flames shot from her palm into its skin, and with a scream, it arched its back in an attempt to pull away. Pippa brought her legs high and struck out with both feet, hitting the demon squarely in the chest.

It lurched off of her. Clawed fingers scrabbled at the shining blisters ringing its neck.

She tried to grasp more magic, but the demon was already preparing to lunge again. There wasn’t time.

A piece of rebar, about twice the length of her arm, caught her eye beside her shoulder. She grabbed it, and when the Tro’grath leaped toward her, she used her entire body to swing the bar into the demon’s side. It connected with a vibration that rattled Pippa’s elbows, and as the creature tumbled onto the concrete, it let out a burbling screech.

Every limb ached, every muscle felt seconds away from collapse. She couldn’t fight much longer. 

Magic roiled in the ground beneath her back. It was there, ready to listen. Pippa called on it with her last scraps of energy and felt the concrete push upward in a wave that sent her staggering to her feet. Taking advantage of the momentum, she held the length of rebar tight and thrust it down so the rusted steel punctured straight through the center jewel in the Tro’grath’s forehead.

Blood-smeared limbs spasmed. The demon’s throat convulsed in a choked gurgle. One eye centered on Pippa, the pupil having contracted so small she could hardly see it.

“They will . . . come for . . . you,” the demon croaked. Then, with a rattling breath, it fell still.

If Pippa had a dollar for every time some creature promised vengeance or death, she wouldn’t have to be an assistant at a law firm. How nice would it be to have payment for all of this.

She had enough energy for one more bitter thought about the coven before her strength gave out and she sagged to the concrete and flopped to her back.

Pippa reached up to scrape her sweat-damp hair out of her face and, from the feel of it, managed to smear her own blood over her forehead and into her hair. She groaned.

Magic was slower to respond when she was so exhausted. Instead of racing through her body, it moved like cold syrup. But it still moved. Warmth oozed over her rib cage, side, and stomach, knitting bone together and closing her skin. It did best with fleshy injuries, and though her stomach and side would be closed by the end of the night, bone took longer to fully heal. At least it had done enough so she could breathe without her own ribs knifing a lung.

Pippa rolled to her side and forced herself to her feet. She still had more to do.

According to the Ash Coven, the citizens of New Hawkshead would riot if anyone saw a corpse like the one in front of her. No humans knew that the bus drivers and politicians and grocery clerks lived alongside creatures of myth and nightmare; she had to make sure that did not change.

Her legs wobbled slightly as she stood and held her hands over the Tro’grath’s body. She focused on the flesh, the collection of blood and viscera that was an intrusion on this world. The magic hovering in the air flowed where she directed it, tweaking, changing, burning.

The Tro’grath’s body withered on the concrete as if it were being consumed by flame from the inside. Skin burned red-hot momentarily before it turned to ash, and soon, the entire corpse was nothing more than a charred pile.

Pippa tried to call the wind inside to scatter the remnants, but after all she’d done, she could only manage the barest lazy breeze. A few clumps of ash twitched and then fell still. Whatever. If anyone came in, they’d have to look hard to find a pile of dust slightly darker than the other piles of dust.

She staggered from the warehouse into the moonlit warehouse complex.

“They will see.”

The demon’s words slunk back to her. She shook her head, then groaned and pressed a hand to her temple at the resulting headache.

A demon’s dying promise didn’t much matter now. And even if it did, she’d worry about it tomorrow.

Yeah.

Tomorrow will be a better day.
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Tomorrow was going to be horrible. 

Maxim Sheppard spun around in his home office chair before giving his computer a cold look. It was updating. The scurrying progress bar showed this wasn’t going to be a lengthy update, but it had come at the exact moment he’d been in the middle of a flow, where any interruption threw him off track like a boulder in the way of a bicycle. He’d put the update off for too long and the computer had apparently decided that he was no longer trusted with decisions about its health.

He would have preferred to be at work on a computer paid for by the firm and updated by the IT department, but Ivanov, Barry, and Cruz had stringent rules about staff loitering in the building after midnight, for some reason.

Maxim thumped his palm on the chair’s armrest. The new account was not his yet. By all rights, he shouldn’t even have been working on it, and doing so must have been violating something, yet he couldn’t stop. There were numbers to check, finances to question, potential litigation opportunities to delve into. The announcement for who would receive the promotion wasn’t going to come for another—Maxim checked his watch and frowned—fifteen hours. But if he was brought onto the account with ideas already percolating and a hefty base of knowledge already established, he would have nothing to worry about. At least for a few days.

He scoffed and made a half spin in the chair. He’d never been great at convincing himself.

The monitor’s screen flashed and a new progress bar appeared, this one lacking the speed of its predecessor.

Maxim scrubbed a hand through his hair and gave his computer another withering look. At the bottom of the screen, a little number informed him that the update was at a very impressive two percent.

Maxim spun to face away from the monitor. His study was bathed in an eye-cramping blue glow. The room did have a light, one of those half-domed glass bowls with a nipple-like protrusion in the center, but it remained off. He’d planned to get a lamp to use instead of the overpowering overhead light, but four months into the condo’s lease, he’d reached the point where no lamp seemed right, and the very prospect of picking one out sent him spiraling into a bad mood. There were simply too many options. The past week, he’d start scrolling on some elegant website only to hyperfixate himself into a cart filled with six different lamps and not actually liking any of them.

Maxim snuck a quick glance over his shoulder at the progress bar as if it were a child playing a game and would freeze if it saw him looking, and rubbed his temples with one hand.

The lamp was a distraction, of course. That was obvious. He was focusing on something he could control to keep his mind off of something he couldn’t: the possible promotion. The possible raise, the possible change in his life, the possible sense of purpose.

With a growl, Maxim pushed off his chair and thumped into the kitchen for a glass of water.

He shouldn’t think about any of that now. Especially since his computer was out of commission for probably the rest of the night (Morning? Day? Whatever), and the only end result of this spiraling would be a heavy layer of irritation and feeling like he’d swallowed a bag of eels.

The drink was cool and calming in his hand. He focused on the prickle of condensation, the tactile sensation of smooth glass and tickling beads of water. Outside the kitchen window, New Hawkshead’s lights glittered. Not nearly as bright as he was used to.

New York was a city of gleaming beauty and horrible filth. It had an atmosphere to it, a tangible . . . well, he didn’t want to say aura, because that was all hippie crystal-waving nonsense, but it fit. The city was a breathing, writhing mass of intoxicating toxicity. He loved it for that. In a city of eight million people, it was easy to blend in. Easier to find distractions. He could hurl himself headfirst into his work and it would consume him in a way that left no time for spiraling or hyperfixating on replacing tit-like lighting fixtures.

Here though . . .

Maxim sipped his water and made a face through the window at the small, charming, boring cityscape of New Hawkshead.

At the New York firm, he’d been treading water in a sea of other champions of humanity, being sapped of energy and motivation. He had made as much of a difference as a light bulb illuminating the Grand Canyon.

Here at Ivanov, Barry, and Cruz, though,  he could make change. More importantly, he could make change that he could see. In the last four months, he’d had more interactions with the very people he was trying to help than he’d had in all his time at Prosten and Sons. The cases were smaller, the results not nearly as dramatic. Instead of multi-million dollar lawsuits that shifted a mansion and a pack of purebred Pomeranians from one soft hand to another, a day’s success could mean a patient winning a case against their mildly negligent doctor, or a tenant proving their right to live in a rental without a gas leak. He’d been making a difference and even received a few Hallmark cards to show for it. But it still felt like he could do more.

Beyond the window, a distant searchlight marked the location of one of the more desperate car dealerships. He had done his research before arriving here, and aside from the occasional disappearance, murder, or wild animal traipsing through town, there was nothing notable. There had been some sort of newspaper-worthy event in a cemetery about twenty years ago that had ended with two dozen dead, which Maxim only remembered because it had sounded like the opening to a tabletop campaign, but it still paled in comparison to New York and its weekly horrors.

Maxim scoffed into his glass before taking a long swallow. One city was more memorable than another because of the number of homicides. Way to be the stereotypical hard-hearted lawyer.

Maybe he’d ask someone in the office if there was anything worth doing in town. Or out of it, even. A local might know of some trails, or a comfortable bookstore. It would give him the opportunity to get the hell out of his apartment and get to know the town that was now (at least according to his health insurance and driver’s license) home. And, it’d be an excuse to talk to a coworker about a subject that didn’t include the word “asset.”

He could ask Pippa Beverly, one of the office’s assistants. As far as he knew, she’d grown up in New Hawkshead and probably knew about the local interests. 

Short, curvy Pippa Beverly. She had hair that, when it wasn’t wrangled into a knot, came to her shoulders in molasses-colored curls. A slight overbite made her top lip a bit larger than the lower one. Her cheeks puckered with dimples when she smiled. She had such big eyes, too, so dark they were almost black.

Maxim frowned at the droplets clinging to the outside of the glass. He’d consider her quite attractive if she actually gave a damn about anything. The firm assisted the people in the community with problems they couldn’t possibly solve themselves, and it seemed as if Pippa was the only one in the office who couldn’t care less about any of it. She was distracted on the best of days and irritable on the rest. He wished that her indifference didn’t rankle him so much, but every time he caught her staring through the conference table during a meeting as if her boredom could drill a hole through the mahogany, he wished he had a ballpoint pen to jam up his nose.

What else could possibly be prioritizing her attention? It wasn’t his place to reprimand, though. He wasn’t her boss, and colleagues didn’t comment on the other’s lack of professionalism. 

Maxim drained his glass, then arranged it carefully in the dishwasher. He glanced at the clock on the microwave and let out a low groan, then raked both hands through his hair. If he stayed up any later, the circles underneath his eyes would have their own area codes.

After one last look at the computer’s frozen progress bar and strongly resisting the urge to shut it down as punishment, Maxim stumbled into his bedroom, stripped to his underwear, and toppled onto the mattress. The sheets were crisp and cool, the fan overhead sent down a lovely, calming breeze, and crickets and distant traffic murmured melodies through the open window.

This room, with its natural white noise and the barest hint of chill, was typically enough to lull him into sleep.

Typically.

Most nights didn’t come before a promotion. He’d pushed himself harder than anyone else at the firm, and tomorrow, he’d find out if all of the extra hours, sleepless nights, and caffeine migraines from diets subsisting only of coffee might finally turn into a job that would give him satisfaction. 

So Maxim lay on his crisp sheets in his cool room and stared out of the open window at a town he’d barely gotten to know, and tried not to think about how his life was about to completely change.








  
  
[image: ]



“And you’re sure they denied you?” 

“Yes, Mother,” Pippa said into her phone for the eighth time in half as many minutes, fighting her irritation by fidgeting with the items on her desk. Clicking pens, picking some dust out of her keyboard, sliding her handwritten nameplate back and forth within its plastic holder.

Philippa Beverly, Kenzie from HR had written in a bubbly script. The i’s were dotted with circles.

“But are you sure?” Mary Beverly repeated. “Some of the Ash Coven members like to slur their words.”

“No one slurred.”

“Or maybe they were talking about the previous interviewee. You must have missed something.”

“Mom.” One of Pippa’s eyes twitched as she stared at the paneled ceiling. Her ribs ached with the force of her sigh, and she idly rubbed her side. Although she felt much better than she had last night, a few twinges remained.

“They denied me,” she said. “Again. They said it was . . .” She paused and glanced around the office.

Most of the associates’ doors were closed, and those whose remained open were either pacing or flipping through depositions. The assortment of assistant desks in the center of the office space held only Pippa and Juliette Cohen, who had enveloped her as a friend shortly after starting at Ivanov, Barry, and Cruz. Geoff Davis—the third assistant—had just gotten up for another cup of coffee, and Jules was typing intently on her computer. Anything more than a cursory look revealed the words “Kirk,” “Spock,” and “throbbing.”

Although no one seemed to be listening, Pippa kept her voice low as she spoke into her phone.

“They always say it’s because of him. His power is in my blood, which makes my application take forever. It’s impossible.”

Mary heaved a loud sigh on the other end of the line, as if readying herself for a battle. “They’ll change their minds. You have to keep trying. You’re good at this, Pippa. Don’t you want to have a career doing something you’re good at?”

“Of course I do, you think I used to dream about proofreading emails when—”

Mary didn’t seem to hear. “I don’t think you’d want your father’s faults to hover over you for you the rest of your life.”

“Faults” was a weak term, considering what he’d done, but Pippa kept that comment to herself.

Mary continued. “They’ll let you in. I know it.”

“What if they don’t?” It was the question that had been stabbing at Pippa for years. There wasn’t much else in her life that she could confidently claim as worthy of a solid future; if she couldn’t find success here, then where?

“They will.”

Sometimes, she wished for her mother’s optimism, even if it was just an overabundance of determination disguised as positivity.

Mary’s voice grew gentle. “And until then, you’re making New Hawkshead safer.”

“Yeah.” Pippa poked at her nameplate. The knowledge did give her some sense of duty, and purpose, and . . . hell, even pride. Every hostile creature she put down was one less murdered citizen. One less butchered pet. However, that never stopped her mother from—

“But you just have to keep trying.”

Yep. From saying that.

The twitch moved from Pippa’s eyelid to her temple, and she rubbed the spot hard with her thumb. She’d pulled her hair into a loose bun this morning, and as she massaged her scalp, several locks fell out of the clip and into her face.

“So what did you get last night?”

“A Tro’grath,” Pippa said, so delighted at the change in subject she had to remember to keep her voice low as she recounted the fight. “But there was something weird. It had stones. In its head.”

“Rude, Pip. I know they’re demons, but there’s no need to talk like that.”

“No, I mean it had . . . jewels. In its forehead. Almost like a circlet, but in its skin.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. Have you heard of anything like that before?”

Her mother made a “Hmm,” and in her silence, Pippa could hear the warble of a television.

“I’ll ask my book group.”

Pippa’s chair squeaked as she leaned back in it. “You have a book group?”

“It’s online. We use videoconferencing. Pippa, I can hear your judgment.”

“No judgment, just surprise.” A little bit of judgment, as this was the same woman who had written every single one of her passwords on a piece of paper she kept within her folded laptop. But Pippa wasn’t going to bring that up now. 

“You have a book group that’s all right with you asking about demons—”

A shadow moved into Pippa’s field of vision, just enough in the periphery for her to see expertly hemmed pants and a set of shining black shoes.

“—that, uh, aren’t in the . . . um . . . Player’s Handbook?” she managed. The black shoes didn’t seem to be going anywhere. “Hey, I gotta go, we’ll talk more tonight.” Her mother’s confused squawks cut out as she ended the call.

Pippa plastered a friendly smile on her face and turned to the person hovering at the edge of her desk.

Her smile became a bit more forced when she saw who it was.

Maxim Fucking Sheppard.

Pippa had to crane her neck to look up at him. He really liked to loom. At about six feet tall, it came naturally to him, like he was a neolithic standing stone. With his wide chest and near-permanent glower, he only had to be cloned and aligned with the solstice and no one would be able to tell the difference.

“I’d like those printouts now. Please.” His “please” at the end felt like trying to dab a bit of honey on a cactus to make it go down easier.

Pippa’s smile became more forced. “Of course.” She’d printed the files an hour ago and they sat on her desk, waiting patiently for this exact moment.

Maxim didn’t go away when she handed them over. He flipped through the papers, checking each one. “The Burton case?”

“At the back.”

“Ah.”

He closed the manila folder, but then continued to loom as if he had something else to say. He had decently plump lips, the sort that could pull off a successful pout if they weren’t always pressed into a thin line that hinted at unaddressed constipation. Now though, he was clamping down on the bottom one.

Was he . . . nervous? His hair wasn’t quite as coiffed as usual. It was normally styled with the type of carefree tousling only achieved after twenty minutes of meticulous arranging in the morning, but today a few blond strands stuck up as if he’d been running his hands through it repeatedly.

Pippa’s indignation hovered nearby, uncertain.

Was this the day she would find out if there was more to stony, yacht-ordering, cactusy Maxim Sheppard?

“You shouldn’t be taking personal calls in the office,” he said finally.

Never mind.

It wasn’t as if non-workplace activity was forbidden; Pippa had overheard more than one lengthy conversation about some spoiled child’s preference for a specific soccer team, or observed a game of table-tennis created with a makeshift net on someone’s desk. For shit’s sake, Jules was writing porn.

What Maxim had meant was “You shouldn’t take a personal call.”

Pippa bridled her anger and said, “Of course, Mr. Sheppard. Won’t happen again.”

Fuck, she hated calling him that, especially since he was only three or four years older than her. All that separated them was a handful of years and ninety thousand handfuls of cash that paid for a fancy degree.

Maxim’s jaw twitched.

Before he could say anything else, Pippa slid into her secretary role in an attempt to urge the conversation into the type that encouraged him away from her desk.

“Do you need anything else? More depositions printed out?” A colonic?

“I— Uh, no.” He walked away without another word. He couldn’t bother with a “Thank you,” or a “Good job, Beverly, I appreciate your work.” Not even a slight nod.

Before he slipped into his office, Pippa fought the juvenile impulse to chuck her plastic nameplate at the back of his head.

Jules spun around in her chair and scooted over to Pippa’s desk by digging the edges of her high heels into the carpet. She always dressed as if she were a lawyer herself: well-fitted blazer, pencil skirt, heels high enough to also function as weapons, her black hair pulled into a sleek ponytail.

Pippa thunked her forehead onto her keyboard, not caring about the alarmed chimes it created.

“Jesus, he has the social skills of a hornet,” Jules whispered.

“Unhh,” Pippa groaned against the space bar. At Jules’s supportive shoulder pat, she straightened, then deleted the gibberish she’d headbutted into her open email. “At least he looked frazzled. Made me feel a little better.”

Jules blew a soft raspberry through her lips. “If I were him, I’d be frazzled too.” When Pippa frowned, she added, “Because of the— You forgot. About the dinner tonight. Seriously? The dinner where they’re going to announce who gets promoted to senior associate and gets the entire Crossly-Williams account, and will basically be a private lawyer to the second-richest family in New Hawkshead?”

Oh.

Tonight, the entire firm—all thirty-odd partners, associates, assistants, and even the two janitors—would be attending a dinner to celebrate the achievements of the most tenured partner and reveal who would be rising to a higher level of snobbery.

Which was why Maxim had demanded more of Pippa than normal over the last month, asking for depositions and textbooks and taking on cases that would have broken someone who wasn’t utterly desperate for the new title.

“Only forgot for a second,” Pippa said.

Jules shook her head. “You’d think with three assistants, he wouldn’t be riding you so hard—” She grimaced. “Sorry, poor word choice.”

Warmth crept up Pippa’s neck and settled by her ears. Even though she’d never seen Maxim when he wasn’t wearing a suit and tie, she was pretty sure he was built underneath all that tailored black fabric. 

Nope, nope. Pippa shook the images from her mind before they could fully unfurl. She was stressed after the conversation with her mother, exhausted from last night, and hadn’t yet had her lunch, which were the only reasons the concepts of “hard riding” and “Maxim Sheppard” in the same sentence made her pulse quicken.

Jules appeared lost in thought. “I mean, I’m not one to speak on male attractiveness, but if you were to see him on the street, you’d have to admit he’s nice to look at. Symmetrical.”

“Not his nose,” Pippa said. It had a bump along the bridge and was tipped slightly to the left.

“Yeah, but it’s kind of rugged. Maybe he broke it saving a puppy.”

Pippa had built a backstory that included a childhood accident of someone defending themselves from his bullying, which she liked a lot better than Jules’s idea.

“What about his resting bitch face?” she said. “You have a positive spin on that?”

“It’s mysterious.” Jules arced her fingers through the air. “He’s like an oyster you gotta crack open to get to the meat.”

“Ew.”

“What? It’s a good metaphor.”

“Because he attaches himself to any large moving objects, sucks out their joy, and smells like dead fish?”

The unamused irritation in Jules’s face could have leveled buildings. “You’re thinking of barnacles. Anyway.” She flapped her hand, caught a chip on one painted nail, cursed, then flapped it again. “I’m surprised you’re not trying to get in good with Mr. Oyster. If he ever makes senior associate and sees you as a, I don’t know, a pal, it’ll open up so many more opportunities for you. No more assistant. You could move up. Become an attorney yourself.”

Pippa gave a noncommittal grunt.

“That doesn’t appeal to you? Protecting the unfortunate, defending the helpless?” Jules arched one perfect black brow, then chuckled as she scooted back to her desk. “Wow. It’s almost like you don’t want to keep the city safe or something.”

Pippa forced a laugh.

An incoming email chimed, and Pippa navigated to her inbox.

Burton Case is Missing a Page. Please Remedy.

She wrangled her groan into a heavy sigh. Her ribs didn’t approve. There wasn’t a missing page; she’d gone over it twice to check before collating it into a pile with everything else he’d asked for. It would be easier to reply to the email that he was incorrect, but much more satisfying to go the passive-aggressive route and print out another set, this time with numbered pages.

Sorry, trees, she was doing it for petty revenge.

Pippa looked over at Jules when the other woman gave a frustrated grunt and tapped her delete key in a forceful staccato. Jules spun in her chair and, using her high heels as traction assistance once more, scooted over to Pippa.

Jules leaned in. “Okay, so what’s another word for ‘cock’?”


      [image: ]If the day had been perfect, Pippa would have left work on time. She would have checked the clock hanging above the door to the break room, logged out of her computer, and taken the stairs, because it was only five o’clock and she needed to be at the restaurant at six, so why not get her legs moving? Jules would drive them over together and they’d laugh about all the genital euphemisms Pippa discovered on her phone. 

The Ash Coven had a certain strictness about close interactions between members and the common public; mainly that they didn’t allow it. Once Pippa was accepted (if she was ever accepted), she’d unfortunately need to prune some friendships. 

So it would have been nice to have another drive, one more conversation, just a little extra laughter, that she would keep as a memory.

But alas, it was not to be a perfect day.

The clock above the break room read 5:45 by the time Pippa gathered up her belongings to leave. “One more email” had turned into a long rabbit hole of mismanaged documents and PDF viewer updates. By the time she shut down her computer, the rest of the office had already left.

Pippa stabbed the button to close the elevator doors behind her.

The red numbers ticked down. At least the building wasn’t very tall; at least the elevator ride was short.

She eyed the sun as she left the building. Not for the first time today, she sent a few foul thoughts toward the person who decided to schedule what was essentially a well-catered meeting after work. Autumn was fast approaching and with each passing day, the darkness grew a little more demanding. Demons weren’t very considerate of workplace social obligations. If she left the dinner early, maybe she could have enough time for a hunt or two while still being able to get more than six hours of sleep.

Ah, that was the dream.

She unlocked her car and slid over the hot upholstery, imagining how nice it would be to take off her awful, unsupportive flats, and her restricting pencil skirt, and the cardigan that, no matter the temperature, was either too hot or not warm enough, and collapse into her bed.

Pippa turned her key in the ignition. Turned it again. Pulled the key out, checked she was in the correct car, but, no: this was hers. It had the same scrapes on the dashboard, the same neoprene steering wheel cover, the same musty smell of old fabric and plastic.

Having to fight evil every night didn’t leave much time for a college education, which, of course, most well-paying jobs in New Hawkshead required. If she had been accepted by the Ash Coven, their wages would be more than enough to buy something nice and functional and maybe even a little bit comfortable.

Pippa swallowed her bitterness and turned the key one more time.

Nothing.

She glanced at her phone. If she didn’t leave in the next five minutes, she would miss the dinner. Which wouldn’t be horrible, really, and everyone would understand the “car troubles” excuse. 

The building’s doors opened. Maxim Sheppard walked briskly out of them. He had a satchel slung across his torso and was digging in one of the pockets for his keys.

Of course he was the only other person from the firm still in the building. If she slumped down, maybe he wouldn’t see her..

Maxim glanced in her direction, paused, then headed over to her.

Pippa twisted the key in the ignition several more times just in case.

“Something wrong with your car?” he shouted through her closed window.

“It just has a tricky start sometimes.” Her smile was on the deranged side of overly cheery. “Thanks though!”

Maxim gave the front half of her car the same sort of look someone would give an old apple core. “I don’t think that sounds like a tricky start.”

“Nope! Got it! I’m good!” Pippa reached out to the magic floating about in the hot air. Magic was on uncertain terms with anything mechanical or electronic, but she was desperate. Her right hand was on the key and out of sight of Maxim, so she forced energy through the key, then through the starter, along wires and connection points until it reached the engine.

The car started. Pippa sagged into her seat. The only way her day could get worse was to have the universe substitute a laugh-filled drive in Jules’s car with the uncomfortable silence of being trapped in a vehicle with someone who saw her as little more than a paper-fetching peon.

The engine gave a roar so powerful she could feel it along her spine, then it belched, sputtered, and died. A lazy stream of smoke emerged from one corner of the hood.

“I’ll just take the bus,” Pippa said around her heavy despair.

“If you take the bus, you’ll be late. Come on. I’ll drive you.” He started walking to his car as if certain she’d follow.

Pippa took a deep breath and huffed it out through puffed cheeks. The door squealed when she opened it, as if the vehicle objected to being left behind.

“It’s your own damn fault,” she muttered before heading to Maxim’s sleek sedan. Of course it was sleek. Of course it was fancy, and new, and appeared to be the kind of car above which birds wholly avoided perching.

After she got inside, her first thought was that the car smelled like him. A little sharp, a little citrus-y. Woodsy, somehow. But a pleasant scent—nothing like the cloying body sprays or colognes present in the office. It was . . . good. Disarmingly good.

Her second through fifth thoughts all revolved around how clean the car was, and how comfortable, and how it lacked even the slightest trace of human habitation. Pippa glanced around to try and locate a crumpled-up receipt burrowed in some deep recess or an abandoned grocery tote. Nothing.

She sent a sideways glance to the man beside her. He wasn’t a demon; she knew that for certain. When he’d first transferred to the firm, she had pushed out with a dash of magic and groped around his aura for anything unnatural, but he was wholly human. There hadn’t been a single magical speck in his body. No power, no hidden secrets. Nothing. He did have a warm aura though—comforting somehow, and spicy, like a bowl of hearty soup with a sprinkle of chili pepper.

Which made it that much more jarring when he’d opened his mouth.

Pippa uncrossed and then recrossed her legs. There was too much legroom. She didn’t know what to do with it.

“Nice car,” she said as they merged onto the freeway, if only to fill the car with something beside the barely-audible dulcet tones of news radio. She rested her hands on her purse, too nervous to touch anything lest she leave smears.

Maxim shrugged. This close, she could hear the crinkle of his suit as he did so. “It works.”

His eyebrows drew together and a look eerily similar to discomfort crossed his face. “That’s— That sounded callous. I’m sorry about your car.”

“It’s lived long enough,” Pippa said. “If engines could talk, it would be letting out one shrill, sustained scream.”

A short huff jerked Pippa’s attention to Maxim.

Was he . . . was he smiling? She felt herself starting to gape and snapped her mouth shut. His smile wasn’t large, really just a tip at the corner, but it was more than she’d seen before.

Maybe if she kept going on about her car, crack a few more jokes, she’d see that smile get larger. Would there be crinkles by his eyes? Creases in his cheeks?

Not that she cared. This was purely a scientific exploration.

Her phone buzzed in her purse, putting a pause on any further discoveries, and Pippa pulled it out to a message from Jules.

The Crown Jules: Okay but, like, how do they *work*



Pippa tapped out a response.

Pippa: How do what work?



The Crown Jules: Penises.



Pippa: What am I, your cock encyclopedia?



The Crown Jules: Yes, because you actually like them. Unless you don’t?? Pippa if you’ve put me on for the past three years I swear



Pippa: I haven’t put you on, promise.



The Crown Jules: Okay, well if that changes, I’d better be the first to know. SO precum. Tell me about it. Is it different than cum?





Nope, she couldn’t talk about cum now, especially with Maxim sitting two feet away.



Pippa: Use an incognito search. Don’t do images. 



The Crown Jules: Boo. Also where are you?



Pippa: On my way. Are you working on your story at the dinner??



The Crown Jules: Yeah, it’s boring as fuck right now.



Maxim drummed his fingers on the wheel. “You were, uh, talking about demons earlier?”

Pippa froze halfway through returning her phone to her purse. Panic raced along her arms and twisted tight in her stomach.

She’d been such an idiot to talk about her hunting at work. Why did she think no one would overhear?

Her thoughts tumbled around in her head, each one growing increasingly spiked. She could spin some story about how it was all part of a book. But what if he didn’t believe that? What if he told someone else? The coven would come down on her for this, surely. Humans were like lambs, they always said. Brittle in both body and mind. Witches had to protect them from the demonic threat just as much as they had to protect them from the existential dread that would come from learning their nightmares lived right down the street.

Pippa braced herself and started an excuse just as Maxim spoke.

“It wasn’t really what you—”

“I used to game, too.”

Her excuse fizzled off her tongue. “Game?”

Maxim cleared his throat. “I mean . . . I assumed that’s what you meant. I overheard ‘Player’s Handbook’ and jumped to conclusions.”

“Yes, yep, that’s . . .” Pippa said, the words rushing out of her in relief. “That’s what I was talking about.”

She’d never participated in said game, since fighting pretend monsters always felt like taking her work home with her, but she’d seen enough online tidbits and references to grab for an innocuous-sounding name.

“My favorite character was a bard,” Maxim said. “At least for the longest campaign.” He huffed a short laugh. There it was again—that almost-smile twitching up one corner of his mouth. It was like seeing a crack in stone. “I had to really sing, and not just say I was singing.”

“That sounds awful,” Pippa said honestly.

“Not at all.” His smile grew slightly and she caught a glimpse of his white teeth. “I used to love all of that. The adventure. Fighting evil.”

How hard would he break if he found out the truth? Fighting evil was all well and good behind when it happened over books and dice, where the only threat was someone else’s imagination.

“Sure,” Pippa said, not managing to sound even partially enthused.

Maxim’s smile faded. The stony countenance Pippa had learned to hate returned and covered any hint of emotion.

“But it was a long time ago. I was young.” He shifted in his seat, and Pippa got the sense he was uncomfortable to have revealed this part of himself, as if she would think less of him upon the discovery that he used to have fun.

It was tempting to try and delve deeper into the man beside her, yet even though these new facets of his personality sat her perilously close to “not hatred,” she wasn’t getting paid to analyze his history.

Pippa watched the city flash past the passenger window.

They spent the rest of the drive in silence.
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Jules leaned over, chucking Pippa’s shoulder and nearly making her choke on her pasta.

“So wait, he what?” Jules whispered.

“Gave me a . . . ride,” Pippa said around a mouthful of penne.

Someone at the other end of the table shouted congratulations to Doris, then began to tell a meandering story about how she earned the nickname “Ironteeth.”

“But why?” Jules hissed.

“What, so he saves puppies but can’t let me in his car?”

“I implied that, at one point in his life, he saved puppies. Toss a dog in front of that man now and I bet he’d tell it to sign a contract before he pets it.”

“He also used to play Dungeons and Dragons.”

Jules pinned Pippa with an expression of such shock that a piece of unchewed broccoli fell out of her mouth.

“Oh, gross, Jules,” Pippa said as Jules scrabbled for the floret in her lap and popped it back into her mouth.

“Whatever, I’ve seen you do worse.”

“Please. When?”

“When you forgot your lunch and ate someone else’s forgotten science experiment in the fridge. Don’t you shake your head, I saw you. You sniffed the container, almost barfed, and then tried some of it.”

“So? How’s that a character flaw?”

“It isn’t, and you’re doing a great job of trying to derail this conversation.” Jules shook her head in disbelief. “Mad Maxim is a nerd. Goddammit. I love nerds. This is terrible news.”

“He used to play,” Pippa said. “Used to. Really emphasized that part.”

“Like that makes a difference. Once I know someone’s tasted the sweet, sweet elixir pouring forth from the loins of geekdom, I gotta respect a little.”

“You’re still having trouble with that sex scene, aren’t you?”

“No,” Jules muttered unconvincingly into her wine glass.

Pippa sipped her own drink and glanced over to where Maxim sat. The restaurant had slid several large tables together to accommodate everyone, and he was between two other associates who were currently talking around him.

He had excused himself to the bathroom almost as soon as he and Pippa had arrived and returned with his hair looking as put together as it could with only water from the sink. More professional than the rumpled relatable mop of dark blond, not quite the magazine cover coif of previous days.

Maxim rolled the stem of his wine glass between his thumb and his forefinger while he sent a calculating gaze around the table. What turbulent thoughts battered his mind? What judgments was he passing upon his coworkers based on their food preferences or eating habits?

Pippa’s attention snagged on the hand that held the wine glass. The slow spin of the glass stem between his large fingers would have been hypnotizing if not for her concern for the glass. With hands like those, she was surprised the stem hadn’t already snapped in his grip.

He shifted and scrubbed one hand through his hair. For a brief second, dismay flared on his face at the realization that he’d wrecked whatever careful arranging he’d done in front of a bathroom mirror, and Pippa remembered that little almost-smile, the joy in his voice when he talked about things he’d once liked.

“How are you doing in the face of these discoveries, Pip?” Jules said, yanking Pippa’s attention back to her side of the table.

Pippa smoothed her napkin over her skirt. “He might not be a total asshole. It’s weird. I’m not sure how to feel about it.”

“Good. We should feel good.” Jules didn’t sound as if she had convinced herself.

Idle chatter accompanied the bustle of plates being cleared away and the clink of refilled drinkware.

Daniel Barry pushed his chair away from the assembled tables and stood with all the care of someone who had discovered a decade ago which knee was the bad one.

The chatter ceased. It was time.

Pippa wished only slightly that she was excited about all of it, because that might make this speech more bearable.

Not all of Daniel’s speeches were awful. He always began with a hearty thanks, followed with a reminder about any upcoming firm events (next Monday was Joclyn’s birthday, and Michael would be bringing a cake from his nephew’s bakeshop) then rambled about a topic in the way that implied he’d once attempted stand-up comedy.

“Wow,” he said now. “Wasn’t that delicious? The last time I saw such a gorgeous dish, I was getting married. And the food wasn’t bad that day, either!”

Pippa joined the forced laughter and mentally began a list of the places she would scope out tonight. Last night, she’d gone as far north as Caldwell street, but maybe tonight she could head downtown.

“. . . thank you, I’m here all week! Nah, not really; no one wants me pouring wine. Anyway . . .”

There were rumblings of a few upstart succubi who’d set their designs on New Hawkshead’s university and had taken full advantage of freshmen who were simultaneously high on gullibility and low on sense. She could give the demons a visit and make sure they understood the local laws. Succubi were some of the more easy-going demons, and confrontations typically ended in long conversations comparing bad sexual encounters. Plus, for some reason, they always made the best mixed drinks. Maybe it was the demonic magic.

After last night, Pippa could use an easy evening.

“. . . but let’s get to it. I know you’re all on the edge of your seats.” Daniel rubbed his palms together and grinned like a cartoon villain. “I know, I know—this isn’t the usual way we announce promotions, but we all felt like tonight needed a little bit more impact than an email. Dana Crossly and Evan Williams have been this city’s greatest champions. They’ve founded shelters, constructed low-cost clinics, and continue to shine a bright light on the injustices we here are all too privileged to experience firsthand. The associate who works with Ms. Crossly and Mr. Williams will have a direct hand in helping the people who need it most.

“So you all can understand why this announcement needs excitement! Pizazz!” Daniel punched the air.

Pippa hadn’t ever thought a promotion should be treated in the same way as a film award, but maybe that was why she was only an assistant.

Daniel paused, looked around the room, and grinned again.

Across the table, Maxim’s calm facade was believable except for the twitch in his jaw and the flex of his fingers, like they wanted nothing more than to fidget. He’d worried his lips so much they appeared rouged and slightly plumper than usual.

In one bright moment of empathy, Pippa could imagine how he must feel. She wasn’t sure why it had taken her this long to realize what such a position would mean to him and to all of the other associates who had put themselves forth for consideration.

For Pippa, working at the firm had always been a way to pay bills. When she applied to Ivanov, Barry, and Cruz, she’d already had her sense of purpose, and if it involved a few more beheadings than board meetings—well, not everyone had the benefit of going home clean at the end of the night. But she knew her place in the world, what she had to do, and how she had to do it.

Maybe Maxim did deserve the title. Maybe it might make him a little more human, a little more bearable. A little happier.

Daniel Barry spread his hands and bent his knees as if bracing himself for a large wave. “We are thrilled to announce that our newest senior associate and header to the Crossly-Williams account will be . . .”

Roughly half of the people at the table held their breath.

“Reggie Cavatappi!”

Applause filled the room, along with a few whistles and cheers.

Reggie’s smile seemed fit to break his face. He stood to accept another round of applause and began to shake hands with whoever stood nearby.

“Well,” Jules said under her breath. “That was a letdown.”

“Reggie’s nice, isn’t he?” Pippa said.

“But he’s so boring.”

Pippa turned to her friend. “You have a very strange set of ideals you admire in other people.” Her palms were beginning to sting, but no one seemed interested in ceasing their clapping.

“I like ‘em interesting. How is that a strange set of ideals?”

“Am I interesting?”

“Oh Pippin, my dearest sugar muffin of chaos. Of course you are.”

At last, the eternal round of applause faded and was replaced by the constant murmur of congratulations and well-wishes and people rising from their chairs to congregate around him.

Someone started shouting, “Speech!” to which Reggie shook his head and then gestured in an “Oh, why not, I’ve actually been wanting to do this for months” sort of way.

It was then Pippa noticed Maxim’s seat was empty. Thinking back, she didn’t remember when he had left, but he certainly had not been in the line of other associates who gamely shook hands and accepted their defeat, like any reasonable adult would do.

She couldn’t remember if she had ever gained a begrudging respect for someone only to lose it completely in such a short span of time.

“Do you think he’ll ever make a speech, or will he just be swarmed by suck-ups and handshakes?” Jules said.

“I’ll bet—” Pippa’s chair started to vibrate, and after a very confusing second, she realized it must be her phone. Whoever it was could wait. She continued, “I’ll bet you twenty bucks he ends up making the speech tomorrow in the office.”

Jules wrinkled her nose. “Before or after nine?”

“Oh, before. Definitely befo—” She broke off as her chair vibrated again. A repeat caller, which, on Pippa’s phone, wasn’t typically benign. She fished her phone from her purse and unlocked it to two unread texts, two missed calls, and a voicemail from “Mamma B.”

“Shit, I need to take this,” she said as she scrambled out of her seat and tapped her mother’s contact bubble.

“You’re so rude right now!” Jules’s conspiratorial grin lessened the chastisement.

Thankfully, the dinner had turned into a general milling about with Reggie Cavatappi looking disheartened that the whole “speech” shout had been taken more as a joke than a suggestion. Pippa dodged easily between chattering people.

“Oh, now you pick up,” her mother said.

“I’m at a dinner. For work.”

“Really? They do those? Are you going to have time to go out later—”

“Mom,” Pippa snapped. “Please just tell me what’s so important that you called. Twice.” She trotted down a hallway, heading for a windowless door beneath a glowing exit sign.

“Oh. Right,” Mary Beverly said. “The demon from last night. One of the ladies in my book group has a cousin from Portland, and she said a group of Tro’graths left there for the Northeast . . .”

Pippa emerged into a narrow alley. The sun had dipped behind the buildings across the street and cast the alley into dusky shadow. An overflowing dumpster sat along one wall, and wooden crates were stacked beside it.

“. . . and she said . . .”

Movement in one corner sent Pippa’s heart into her throat. Someone was sitting on a crate, their elbows on their knees and their hands scraping through their hair. She looked closer, recognized the hands and the hair and the person, and her alarm morphed into bitterness.

“Mom, I have to go.”

“Pippa! I’m not done. She said that the jewels in the head—”

“I’ll call you later.”

“They mean that—”

Pippa hung up and started for Maxim Sheppard. 

He glanced up at the sound of her approach. He’d unbuttoned his suit jacket and loosened his tie.

“Really?” she said. The venom filled her voice easily. “Reggie Cavatappi is a nice person. He has been nothing but kind to every single one of us in the office, from janitor to partner, and wishing him well was the absolute least you could have done. You couldn’t shake his hand once?” 

Maxim’s laugh emerged sharp and bitter. “Why do you give a fuck?”

It was so unexpectedly vicious that Pippa was lost for a rebuttal. “I—” she managed before she let the rest of her sentence break apart in her shock. 

His lips pressed together and he exhaled hard through his nose. “You don’t care about this job. This firm. You don’t care about anything we’re doing, so why do you care how I react to utter, gut-punching disappointment?”

Maxim must have seen something in her expression. Bafflement, probably, and a bit of hurt from being cursed at in a restaurant alley. Leaning forward, he scrubbed at his head with both hands. His blond hair stuck up in a way that brought him a step away from rakish.

“Do you know what it’s like to want to make a difference?” he said, more to the ground than to her. “To feel like if you could only get this one position, this one fucking job, you would find purpose. Fulfillment. And then it . . .” Another sharp sigh puffed into the crisp evening air.

“Yes.”  She said it again with more emphasis. “I know exactly what that’s like.”

Without realizing she had been walking toward him, she found herself close enough to see that his eyes were green, and as the setting sun filtered through a gap in the buildings across the street, the dying beam settled across his face and turned that green into a color so light they almost seemed golden.

How had she never noticed? Could office fluorescent lighting be that manipulative?

And the new softness in his features, had lighting hidden that as well? She swore the lack of tension in his brow and the absence of any jaw clenching was something previously undiscovered.

Maxim’s lips parted around the beginning of a question—she could see it in the upward cant of his eyebrows—and Pippa found herself holding her breath.

Then his gaze slid off her to something at the opening of the alley, and the peaceful moment shattered. He surged to his feet and pulled Pippa behind him before she could utter a peep of protest.

“Stay behind me,” he said in a display of unnecessary chivalry that had her rolling her eyes.

She thought about saying that she was more dangerous than any mugger that might try and accost them, but it was pompous and a bit douchey, and when she looked past his shoulder, she realized it wasn’t at all correct.

The figure crouched in the alley’s entrance was not a mugger. Not a human, either. It was the arms that really gave it away, since there were two extra. The face was wrong as well, with large, blinking eyes on either side of its head that were as red and shiny as marbles, and a vertical snapping mouth ringed with hooked teeth.

The creature was garbed in a pair of loose cargo shorts and a basketball jersey with “Hell’s Outcasts” stamped in bright lettering. Additional holes had been cut into the fabric beneath the armpits for the extra arms. A pocketed bandolier lay across its narrow chest.

“What the fuck?” Maxim breathed.

Pippa could agree, for once.

“The shit, Charles?” she called out from behind Maxim.

The demon bobbed his head. “Hey, Pippa.” It came out as more of a clicking chatter than any sort of normal speech, but that was mostly because of the teeth.

Occasionally, she’d get information from Charles about any new residents causing havoc or gossip of potential threats to the populace. The demon had straddled the line between ally and enemy, never drifting too far to either side.

Charles also never went out in public, and never in daylight. Being seen by humans was a fantastic way to get killed by an Ash Coven member. Or an Ash Coven hopeful. Something wasn’t right here.

Pippa wriggled around Maxim, dodging his grip and ignoring his hissed, “What are you doing?”

“You’re not supposed to be above ground this time of day,” she said to the demon.

“Yea-a-h, about that.” Charles tapped a set of stubby, curved claws on a bandolier. “Got a job I couldn’t refuse.”

A chill tickled Pippa’s spine. “To do . . . what?”

“Someone wants you gone.” He shrugged one pair of knobby shoulders. “Nothing personal.”

“Yeah? Who paid you so well, then?” Magic hovered at her fingertips, ready to be channeled.

Charles shook his head. “Sorry, can’t say. Signed a contract in blood. Some of that ‘Say our name and your brain’ll leak out of your nose or wherever’ stuff.”

“So they were rich.”

“Rich enough.” 

“And there’s no way I can talk you out of this.”

If a face like Charles’s could appear incredulous, it would have done so now. He shoved a hand into one of the bandolier’s pockets. When he withdrew his claws, red powder was pinched between them. “I mean, I’ll feel a little sad. You’re not bad, for a witch. But you’re still a witch.”

Sharp teeth chattered in impatience. “Anyway. Burn, bitch.”

With a clacking shout, the demon threw the powder into the air. It exploded into flames that shot toward Pippa like they’d come out of an ignited gas line.

Pippa forced magic out of her hands and battered the stream of fire, directing it upward, where it fizzled against the purpled sky.

More powder flew into the air, more flames engulfed the alley. Pippa kept them at bay with either redirection or scraps of conjured shield. The alley was growing hotter, and several small fires burned in the dumpsters and frolicked within the wooden crates.

Pippa had just gathered the power into herself, intending to use it to blast Charles across the street, when the demon threw three handfuls of purple powder out of the leather bandolier. Three long, whiplike tendrils lashed out at Pippa. She sent them flying with a quick series of magical punches, though one passed her face close enough to see the striations of power binding the powder and giving it substance.

If anyone inside heard the noise in the alley, they would surely come out to see. Couldn’t have that; couldn’t let anyone know.

For some reason, this thought set off a series of alarms in Pippa’s head. She was forgetting about something in this alley, something that would—

The quick snap of a magical whip and the ensuing pain in her forearm broke the thread of that reflection, and she diverted all of her concentration to the demon before her.

Charles had a handful of the red powder, the same sort that he had thrown into the air to conjure fire.

“Do you think you’ll taste good?” Charles said.

“Excuse me?” Pippa spat.

“Charred like this. Barbecued witch. Never tried it, myself.” He reached his other three hands into the pockets and pulled out more powder, all of it red and shimmering like sand.

Pippa thought of shields and barriers, and an idea came upon her so suddenly that she almost staggered.

“That’s disgusting, Charles,” she said. She felt the magic around the demon quiver in anticipation of what she planned to do.

“Isn’t that what you’re good for? Why else would someone want to burn witches?” The demon flung out all four arms to engulf the alley in flame.

Right as Charles moved, Pippa tugged the surrounding simmering magic into a shield and enclosed the demon within a dome of it.

Flames arced around the inside of the dome like an apocalyptic snow globe, roaring and vile.

After the flames faded, she let the shield dissolve. A dark plume of smoke puffed skyward. When it cleared, Charles was nothing more than a charred pile on the concrete.

Pippa walked up to the body gingerly. It didn’t move when she nudged it with the toe of her flat. Another pull on magic dusted the remains and scattered them into the street.

There was still that prickling sensation in her brain, of something forgotten that she really should not have let slip.

From behind her, there came a clatter and a low groan. Pippa whirled about, hands raised and ready to defend herself.

Oh.

Shit.

She had forgotten about Maxim Sheppard.
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