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Chapter One
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Phoebe Cabot arrived in Bridge Haven, Illinois in the dead of night in the pouring rain, which was about how all of her new enterprises began. But the following morning was glorious, sunny and blue skied, the puddles on the stepping-stone path to the workshop the only clue that the thunderstorm had ever existed. She carried a broom in one hand and a bucket of cleaning supplies in the other. According to Linda Sue (her mother), it was time to put Aunt Edna’s house up for sale. 

Lavender bloomed in the kitchen garden next to the house, the fragrance mild on the breeze. There was also larkspur, or maybe that was monkshood. Phoebe had no trouble imagining her late-but-not-lamented great-aunt growing it with the intention of poisoning anyone who crossed her—such as people who laughed out loud when she claimed to have magical powers. 

Some of the stones on the path to the workshop had heaved over the years, waiting to trap an unwary foot. Edna’s husband Archibald would have seen to them, but he’d been gone for ten years now. Phoebe smiled at a childhood memory: Archibald teaching her to use demons’ names instead of swear words. Linda Sue was opposed to swearing and Edna was opposed to saying demons’ names without taking elaborate precautions, so it was the perfect way to annoy them both at once. 

She watched her step as she went. It would be just her luck to break her ankle doing a good deed. Well, okay, Linda Sue was paying her to do it but still.

The door to the workshop balked when she pushed it, but she managed to wrangle it open. A musty scent of dust and mold greeted her. She rested the broom against the wall, then propped the door open with the bucket of cleaning supplies, hearing Linda Sue’s voice in her head as she did so. You know you’re just going to trip over that, darling.

She kept the bucket where it was, tempting fate, then switched on the overhead light, a single bulb in a hanging socket. Incandescent, because Edna didn’t hold with newfangled nonsense like compact fluorescents or LEDs. It didn’t do much to illuminate the darkness.

A small window was set in the wall on the other side of the workshop. The curtain rattled on rings as she drew it aside, and the shade rolled up without grumbling, but the window latch stuck and she broke a nail forcing it open. She chewed the broken fingernail down, watching the dust motes dance in the sunlight, eyeing the wooden shelves overloaded with boxes of miscellaneous household clutter and half-used candle stubs, grimacing at the swags of cobwebs hanging from the corners, noting the pentagram chalked on the floor. Where did a person even begin? 

A glitter on the work table caught her attention. Crystal vials, a small collection of them in a carved wooden box, possibly worth something if she washed them up and sold them on eBay. She picked up the box but it was heavier than she expected and slipped right through her fingers. The vials hit the concrete floor and shattered into grains like sand. 

“Oh, in the name of the unholy Selenius Minor!” she snapped. Other than the house itself, it was probably the only thing of value that Edna owned. “Damn it all!”

A sharp bang sounded, like a screen door slapping shut. A puff of acrid black smoke billowed up from the floor.

She sneezed, eyes watering from the pungent smell. The liquid in the vials must have created a combustion of some sort. In the last years of Edna’s life, Archibald hadn’t been there to keep the more dangerous chemicals out of her hands. Phoebe looked for a scorch mark on the concrete but didn’t see any. She waved away the smoke and reached for the broom.

That was when she saw the creature standing by the open door. She couldn’t help herself. She let the broom clatter to the ground, dropped to her knees, ruffled the Jack Russell terrier’s ears, and crooned, “Aren’t you a good girl?” whereupon the dog lifted its leg and Phoebe instantly corrected herself. 

“What a sweet boy!”

The tiny terrier barked and wagged his tail. He was a classic Jack Russell, white with brown markings, with a compact body and a flat head, weighing a grand total of maybe fifteen pounds. She swept him up into her arms so he wouldn’t step in the broken glass and cut a paw. 

His pink tongue darted out and licked her cheek. Something jolted through her like an electric shock and she pulled away, startled. He gave a brief yip and licked her again, making her laugh.

“Where did you come from, sweetie? Edna didn’t have any pets.” She checked for a collar, but he wasn’t wearing one. The irresponsibility of some pet owners astounded her. Still, the dog seemed happy, well-fed, and well-groomed. Jack Russells were supposed to be very intelligent and full of energy. Maybe he’d slipped out of his collar and gotten loose from his house. 

He was warm and heavier in her arms than she would have supposed from looking at him. She shifted him to her hip, reluctant to put him down and have him run away. It would be so easy for him to get hurt. 

She’d check with the neighbors to see if anyone recognized him. Then she’d call the Humane Society and the local vets to find out if any anxious pet owners were looking for their lost dog. If that didn’t work, she’d put an ad on Craigslist. 

Three minutes with the dog and I have a better plan for his life than my own. 

“Come on, sweetie,” she said to the dog. “Let’s get out of here.” She closed the workshop door behind her with a click. 

The terrier wagged his tail again. She could swear he was smiling.
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Chapter Two
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Noah Rossi snapped his head up. The tingling at the base of his skull, the hint of threat he’d been feeling for the last ten minutes, slammed into a full-blown migraine. He dropped his lunch menu onto the basket of naan and clutched his temples. If someone had taken a sledgehammer to his skull it would conceivably have hurt less.

“Who?” he managed to gasp out. No way could he form a complete sentence. “What?” The smell of the curry, so appetizing a minute ago, now made his stomach rebel. He forced down a wave of nausea.

His lunch companion, Joseph Musgrave, instantly sober in the way of a wizard with the right magical incantation at hand, threw money on the table and lifted Noah by the arm out of his chair. Noah stumbled along beside him, stomach roiling, head pounding. They were almost out the door before Noah realized they were leaving. 

Outside on Seventh Avenue, Musgrave flagged a cab, not even tutting about the cost—a lapse so shocking Noah noticed it even through the blinding pain. He fell into the backseat and Musgrave ducked in beside him and gave the cabbie Noah’s address in Chelsea. The driver grunted and pulled into traffic. 

Noah didn’t utter a word; it was all he could do not to utter a sound. Zeus might have felt like this when Athena burst out of his skull, full-grown. He gripped his head tightly and tried to ride it out, to rise above it, but the pain wanted his full attention; it grabbed him and shook him.

“Steady, now,” Musgrave was saying softly, patting his shoulder. “Just a few minutes. Almost there.”

Another wave of pain crashed over him, bringing with it the most intense nausea he’d ever felt. His stomach heaved and he almost vomited all over his mentor’s shoes. Musgrave flinched and muttered a brief incantation. The pain eased a little and the nausea abated. Noah gulped in a breath and tried not to heave again.

“Here we go,” Musgrave said as the cab slewed to a stop at the curb in front of Noah’s brownstone. Noah staggered out as Musgrave handed money over to the cabbie, not even pausing to get a receipt.

His knees almost buckled taking the first step up to the brownstone, but Musgrave held him up. Inside, Noah collapsed on the thinly padded sofa as another starburst of pain exploded behind his eyes. He slumped over, the bones of the sofa biting into him. His last thought before he yielded to the darkness was that next time he bought a sofa he was going to worry less about style and more about comfort.

When he swam back to full awareness—minutes later? hours?—he heard the clink of glass and the hiss of Musgrave’s incantation. A moment later his mentor came into the room with a steaming potion that looked, and tasted, remarkably like Twining’s English Breakfast tea. For all Noah knew, it was. Musgrave wasn’t much of one for creating healing draughts.

Noah drank the whole cup down in a series of long swallows, and the rage of the pain eased back until it was only a leashed tiger waiting in the darkness to pounce. Like so much of his life recently. You could suppress it, but you couldn’t get rid of it.

He kept his eyes closed and and focused for a moment on breathing. He’d dated a yoga teacher for a while, and she was constantly trying to get him to breathe through his third eye. Right now, he would be happy enough if he could get air in through his nose or mouth. After a moment, he licked his lips and croaked, “What the hell was that?”

Musgrave had gone into the bedroom and could be heard opening and closing drawers.  “That, my friend, was a Summoning.”

The way he said it, Noah could hear the capital letter. He had expected the explanation—what else could it be but a demon assuming physical form and coming into the world?—but it still took an effort to keep from groaning aloud.

“I’m assuming it was successful?” He didn’t know much about being a demon barometer, this being his first trial, and trial was the word for it, but it would be extremely unfair if he experienced this kind of pain for an unsuccessful summoning. 

Musgrave reappeared, suitcase in hand, and shrugged. “What do you think?”

Noah pressed the tips of his fingers against his temples, slightly surprised to find that his head hadn’t actually exploded. He hated it when Musgrave went into teaching mode. The headache was receding, but it hadn’t entirely disappeared so it was a struggle to think and reply. 

“I suppose it’s in my jurisdiction.” He eyed the suitcase. “I guess I’m going somewhere?”

“You know, we usually like to see a bit more confidence in the Elect.”

Noah scowled at him, which made the headache come dancing back. “Don’t call me that.”

Musgrave shrugged again, then reached for his pocket flask. He gave Noah a brief salute and took a bigger gulp than decorum allowed before tucking the flask away.

In the time since Noah had come into his magical talent and discovered that he was supposed to keep a good half of the country safe from what Musgrave called magical malice, he’d learned that whatever his generally positive experience of the temporal world, he had the worst luck ever in the otherworldly realm. 

Exhibit A, his drunken mentor in the use of magic. Exhibit B, his lack of clear understanding of not only what he was supposed to do about a summoning but how the hell he was supposed to do it. Exhibit C, his father dying before he could tell Noah whatever it was he should have passed on to his only son and heir about the magical talent. Or the magical curse, as Noah liked to think of it.

“I suppose I’ll have to use a locator incantation.”

“Show some confidence, my friend,” Musgrave said. “Confidence.”

Noah scowled again. “I have never felt ‘fake it till you make it’ was good advice for anyone to follow.”

“If we wait for mastery,” Musgrave said, “we’ll all be dead.”
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Chapter Three
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Phoebe watched the dog cavorting in the front yard, chasing his tail with a merry yip, then racing off in pursuit of floating dandelion seeds. The afternoon was wearing on to evening, the sun lowering in the sky but still bright. She’d already trotted the dog up to the nearest nine houses, and everyone who came to the door admired him but disclaimed all knowledge of him. The local humane society and vets’ offices hadn’t had any leads, either. She’d put a listing on the local Craigslist but so far no takers.

On the one hand, he was a delightful dog, smart and playful and entertaining, but on the other hand, he was a Jack Russell, which meant he wanted constant attention, interaction, and activity.  She’d already named him, which meant she was way more invested in him than she should be, but she couldn’t go around calling him the dog. So she’d started calling him Reginald. She was probably going to get attached, and then she’d have to leave him. Once Edna’s house sold, she’d be on her way to the next thing, whatever the next thing was, and it probably didn’t include dog ownership. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted the elegant silver car prowling down Sycamore Street. Subconsciously, she was always on the lookout for the Jaguar whenever she visited Bridge Haven, though it didn’t show up very often. The driver had homes in Manhattan, Barcelona, and Tuscany, or possibly Milan, and maybe elsewhere she didn’t know about, and she had never quite understood why he had a home here. Or why he came to visit it. Hilton Head Island it was not. It wasn’t even Lake of the Ozarks. It was ... Bridge Haven.

She stood up, hands fisted on her hips, and watched the car as it pulled into the driveway one up from Edna’s. The driver’s side door opened in a smooth movement and the Bruno Magli boots touched the pavement with an elegance Phoebe would never achieve in her lifetime.

The rest of him followed, as mouth-watering as she remembered from previous sightings, lean but solid, with a lazy grace that said he was accustomed to people watching him. She was conscious of her torn jeans and stained T-shirt, chosen for housekeeping chores, not style, and her begrimed face, and possibly—she sniffed—yes, a bit of an aroma.

He was also wearing a T-shirt and jeans, but his T-shirt was pristine, because he did not do anything as mundane as clean out his great-aunt’s house. He had people for that. 

The car door closed with an expensive-sounding thunk. The window didn’t rattle down half an inch the way hers did.

She blew a wayward strand of sweaty hair out of her eyes and looked her fill. His artfully faded jeans had probably cost three hundred dollars, but the way they showcased his butt they definitely seemed worth the money. 

He took a look around the street, his sunglasses hiding his eyes. Probably five hundred for the sunglasses. She could pawn them and pay her bills for the month. His gaze went past her without stopping.

Reginald stopped cavorting, took one look at not-the-boy-next-door, stiffened, and began barking, high-pitched and furious. She scooped up the dog and whispered, “Totally agree.” She snuggled him close, which stopped the barking but didn’t prevent him from letting out a low growl—not at her, but at her great-aunt’s sometime-neighbor, Noah Rossi. 

“Shh,” she said. “We don’t want the neighbors complaining about you.” 

And then Noah gave a disagreeable scowl at nothing in particular and crossed the lawn to where she stood.

*
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It was early evening, and while it was still warm, Noah could feel a hint of coolness on the breeze. Someone was grilling steaks, making his mouth water. He’d skipped lunch and now he was starving. He’d like a steak, and some grilled asparagus to go along with it, and maybe an amber ale. But he wasn’t going to get any of that. He’d be lucky if there was a lone Lean Cuisine in the freezer from last time he was here. 

He’d taken the company jet from New York, the pain in his head receding a little over the course of the two-hour flight, and Musgrave’s anxiety echoing in his ears (“I hope you’re in time to do something.”)

He’d landed in the corporate airfield thirty minutes north of Bridge Haven. He kept the Jag at the airfield. The mechanics probably went joyriding in it when he wasn’t around, but he liked having his own car ready when he landed. It took some of the sting out of having to be here, and what was a few miles between friends? 

But now he was tired, having crossed half a country in no time, in a small jet whose pilot apparently liked finding turbulence and riding it like a surfer instead of trying to go over, under, or around it, with a headache that kept threatening to come back, and a job he didn’t particularly want to do. 

A small brunette in the next yard was staring at him with her mouth half-open. He recognized her as the young woman who sometimes visited the old lady who owned the house next door to his. Edna Bixley. That was the old lady. Who was dead now, and he’d foolishly thought that would make his life easier, since that made one less witch he had to keep track of in his new role as Mystical Manager of the Lands East of the Mississippi or whatever the hell Musgrave called it. Imagine his surprise when the locator spell showed the summoning (he refused to use the capital letter) smack in the middle of Bridge Haven. 

He didn’t know who the young woman was—well, he did, but only in a vague sense. Edna’s relative, he remembered, but she’d never done anything annoying like Edna, so he hadn’t paid much attention to her. 

He cut across the grass to where she stood with a little dog in her arms, a tiny, yappy terrier, because that was what his headache needed now. Edna had never owned any pets—she was too mean, not to mention tight-fisted—but if she had, it wouldn’t have been something as harmless as that. It would have been a Doberman. Trained as an attack dog.

The dog growled at him as he neared, so he stayed a respectful distance back and did not make the mistake of laughing. He took off his sunglasses so as not to be rude and hit her with his best smile. She took a full step back from him, so he toned it down, extended his hand and said, “I’m sorry to hear about your . . . about Edna.”

She studied his hand for a minute, and then she took it, dropped it like it burned, and said, “Thank you.”

“I don’t think Edna ever introduced us,” he said, still working the smile, willing her to be charmed. This was going to be so much harder if she wasn’t. “I’m Noah, Noah Rossi.” 

She shifted the dog in her arms, bending her face a little closer to it, and said, “I’m Phoebe. Phoebe Cabot.”

“Nice to meet you, Phoebe Cabot,” he said. He let the smile dim since it didn’t seem to be working. 

She wasn’t a witch—the geniuses at the Doom House who were in charge of mystical management would know if she was—so she couldn’t have summoned the demon herself, but here she was in the vicinity of the problem. Maybe she’d seen something or knew something. The problem was, how could he get her to talk to him without dragging the words “demon summoning” into the conversation? Most people didn’t believe in magic—he certainly hadn’t—and phrases like that tended to trigger a fight-or-flight reaction.

The little dog was vibrating with low growls and he didn’t make the mistake of reaching out to pet it or of coming any closer. He wished the dog would stop. Dog people always thought their pets were excellent judges of character. 

“Listen,” he said, hoping she’d give him the benefit of the doubt. So far that seemed unlikely but much must be risked in war, or so Musgrave always said. Of course Musgrave was quoting a fictional, not to mention unhinged, character, but it sounded good. “Did you know that your . . . that Edna was a witch?”

“Do you mean that as an insult or as a job description?”

He grinned without meaning to. “Job description.”

“I know Edna believed she was a witch,” Phoebe said, “as in a woman who uses occult or supernatural powers to effect change in the world around her. She was also a witch in the generally accepted usage of the word as a euphemism for bitch.” 

It took him a slow second; the headache hadn’t completely subsided. 

“You’re not wrong,” he said.

She didn’t smile. The dog barked at him, then gave her a look that clearly said Let’s get rid of this loser. 

Right back at you, Fido.

“How can I help you, Mr. Rossi?” She hugged the dog closer to her chest and turned slightly away, like she intuited his feelings about the creature. The dog snuggled right into her cleavage and gave him a you just wish, buddy look.

Maybe the headache had him off his game. Admittedly she wasn’t his usual type, which ran more toward angular, sharp-edged blondes, so possibly he was out of his area of expertise. It was deeply unsettling to realize he was jealous of the dog. Why didn’t someone cuddle him close like that?  

“I’d like to see Edna’s workshop,” he said.

The dog barked again and lunged at him. Phoebe made a startled sound and dropped it, then gasped as it hit the ground, but it landed unhurt and darted right for Noah’s leg. He let out a curt, “No!” 

The dog skidded to a stop, its open jaws quivering half an inch from his calf. It didn’t bite but started yapping at him, every muscle rigid with dislike. 

Right back at you, Fido.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Reginald,” she said. “That’s enough!” 

The dog subsided but fixed him with glare that said it wouldn’t soon forget that he was an enemy. 

“The workshop?” he said to Phoebe, ignoring the dog. He didn’t really care what a yap dog thought of him.

“I’m sorry,” she said, not sounding sorry and also not moving towards the workshop. “I don’t see why you need—?”

Direct action, that was the key to obstacles. He didn’t answer her question but went past her, around the corner of the house to the workshop in the back. Through a stand of trees he could see the sun, low in the sky, reflecting in the lake beyond. Musgrave loved to maunder on about sunset thinning the veil between worlds. But the veil had already been breached so he guessed he didn’t need to worry about that. Unless the demon increased its power at sunset. With his luck, it probably would.

“Hey!” Phoebe sounded more startled than outraged that he was doing an end run around her. He could hear her chasing after him, her sandals flapping on the stepping-stone path.

He pushed open the unlocked door to the workshop, which resembled nothing more than an overgrown tool shed, and switched on the overhead light. 

His eyes riveted on a pentagram chalked on the concrete floor, noting the blurred erasure that meant the containment had been broken. Edna must have called the demon to manifest in physical form and penned it in what might best be called a mystical holding cell. Then she’d died before doing whatever she’d been going to do with the demon. She’d hidden the physical manifestation from them, proving that she was cleverer than they had given her credit for being. Now the containment had been breached and the demon loosed on the world. That was what he and Musgrave had felt, not the summoning of the demon but the loosing of it. 

He huffed a breath in and performed the protection casting with his right hand, not that he had much hope it would work, and began the incantation—

“Just what the hell—” Phoebe began, marching into the shed after him. She skidded to a stop. “Oh in the name of Malthus, not you, too.”

He ignored her outburst, letting his breath ease out, focusing on the breath and the power, and listening, as Musgrave was always caviling about, to the sound of the universe.

He could hear her impatience over the sound of the universe, and she was just bursting to say something to him, but she held it back. The dog hadn’t followed her into the workshop, which was a blessing, but the thought itself was a sign he hadn’t stilled the chatter of his mind. You couldn’t hear the universe if your mind was chattering about dogs. And if you were waiting for an impatient young woman to speak—

“Oh, hell,” he said, giving up. He turned to face her, and his look must have been more hostile than he meant because she took a step backward. 

“Who was she summoning?” he demanded. 

Phoebe’s mouth dropped open again and she said faintly, “What?”

“The pentagram.” He gestured impatiently at the floor. “Who was she summoning?”

She glanced at the symbol, then lifted her gaze to stare at him some more. Finally she said, “I have no idea.” 

“Of course not.” The roll of demons who might be summoned by a witch was long, and if he had to go through it one by one to figure out which Edna had called, it was going to take a long, long time. Of course, the demon would almost certainly make itself known well before Noah got to the Bs, and then they would all be dead, so perhaps the task wouldn’t take that long. 

He squatted to study the pentagram more closely, the concrete floor rasping against his shoes as he moved. Not that studying the symbol was going to tell him anything. What Noah didn’t know about demons could fill ten dictionaries. 

“How did the pentagram get erased?” 

“I was in here cleaning,” she said defensively.

If you loosed a demon into the world, you damned well ought to feel defensive. He rocked back on his heels, still staring at the pentagram. “You better tell me everything.”
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Chapter Four
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Phoebe should have known. A man that hot, with that much money, had to have a secret. She just hadn’t guessed that what he was hiding was his detachment from reality. 

“Um,” she said, backpedaling towards the open door.

“Wait a second!” He jumped to his feet. She didn’t pause to think, just turned, grabbed the hoe off the wall, and spun to face him.  

“Whoa!” He screeched to a halt and held up a placating hand. “I just want to ask a few questions.”

“Uh huh.” She kept the hoe cocked against her shoulder like a baseball bat. After the dance lessons, cheer drills, and pageant auditions Linda Sue had foisted on her in a desperately misguided attempt to cure her natural awkwardness, she’d wound up in martial arts training as a last-ditch effort. The martial arts lessons she’d liked. 

“I need to know,” he said. “It’s important—”

“The fate of the free world depends upon it,” she intoned.

“Well, yes,” he said. “And we don’t have much time.”

“Of course not.” She was feeling a little less worried about his intentions so she lowered the hoe but kept it in hand.

“So will you please tell me what happened? ”

“I was cleaning—”

“Before that.”

“I drove to Bridge Haven in my car?”

“No. I mean—tell me what you know about Edna.”

“She was screwy,” Phoebe said, feeling on firmer ground here. Even so, she didn’t put the hoe away. “Linda Sue—my mother—says Edna was always into the occult, just that it got worse after she went through the change.”

“What change?” 

She blinked. “You know . . . the change? Happens to middle-aged women?”

He stared at her, apparently at a complete loss.

“Menopause?” she offered.

“Oh.” Enlightenment dawned, his puzzled brow smoothing out, swiftly followed by a flush of red embarrassment. “That was when she became a witch?”

She shrugged. “I guess. I don’t really know. She’d been into the occult from the time I can remember.”

“And you’re not. Into the occult, that is.”

“I don’t believe in magic.”

He gave her an approving nod. “And your mother? I don’t recall seeing her around in the last few years.”
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