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  Private detective Duncan Andrews is used to dealing with things strange and bizarre. Luckily, he’s got friends to back him up, including Gina, a witch, Robbie, his boyfriend, and Daisy, their zombie bulldog. A new case brings Duncan face-to-face with a demon named Asmodeus. If that wasn’t enough, one of the original Gorgons wants revenge against Duncan for killing her sister. Duncan and his team must pull out all the stops if they’re going to get through this alive.


  Prologue


  20 Years Ago


   


  “You’ve got to turn out that light. It’s got to be dark!”


  Bruce Douglas scrunched up his face and looked at his friend as if she were too stupid to live. “If we turn out the lights,” he said in a know-it-all tone, “we won’t be able to see the board.”


  Aishe Hines smiled indulgently at her best friend. “I’ve got candles, dummy. You only use a Ouija board by candlelight. Everyone knows that.”


  “I’m not sure we should be doing this,” the boy with the blond hair and the cowlick said. Aishe tried to remember his name. Was it Calvin? Or did she just think that because he reminded her of the boy in that cartoon with the tiger? It hardly mattered. He’d come with Lynda, and Aishe really didn’t like him anyway. “Your mom isn’t going to approve of this, Aishe.”


  The boy had mangled her name, making it one syllable, so Aishe corrected him. “It’s Aishe. A-sha. Like Asia, only different.”


  The boy—possibly Calvin—frowned. “I’m not good with foreign names.”


  “I’m not foreign!” Aishe was indignant. “I was born right here in Cincinnati. My dad’s American, and my mom’s Japanese.”


  “What does it mean? Your name?” Lynda asked. “All names mean something.”


  “It means it’s my birthday, and if I want to play with the Ouija board, we play with the Ouija board.”


  Becoming ten had its advantages. Aishe had somehow convinced her parents to allow her birthday party to be held in the basement. Aishe’s plan had worked out. After the cake and ice cream, and the opening of the presents, Aishe’s mother had opted to return upstairs, leaving the basement door open so that she could “hear what’s going on down there” and ensure the kids didn’t get into too much trouble. Aishe knew that, short of the six kids that were left all suddenly bursting into screams, her mom wouldn’t be able to hear a thing.


  The only downside was that her big brother, Mahali, had to be present to “watch over” things. Aishe liked Mahali as a brother, but he was two years older and could be a bit of a tattletale. She hoped, however, that the forbidden Ouija board, which had been stuffed high into the seldom-used basement storage closet, would prove enticing enough for him not to inform their parents.


  Mahali’s skin was darker than Aishe’s, and he was growing taller. If Aishe was honest with herself, he was also growing handsomer. Her friend Lynda obviously thought so. Even though she’d come with the obnoxious Calvin, she could hardly take her eyes off Aishe’s brother.


  Well, it wasn’t like Calvin and Lynda were dating, Aishe knew. They were only ten. No one dates at ten, not really.


  As Aishe brought the box containing the board over to the long card table, still festooned with balloons and party favors, she noticed Mahali frowning. “Where did you get that?”


  “The closet.” It had always been Aishe’s policy to be honest, especially when she was doing something she knew she wasn’t supposed to. Why add lying to her sins?


  “I don’t think that’s something Mom wants us to mess with.” Mahali’s words may have held warning, but his eyes showed interest.


  Aishe opened the box. “Yeah, well, that’s why we’re not going to tell her.”


  Bruce, Aishe’s friend from school, was still standing over by the light switch. “Am I supposed to turn this off now?”


  “Not until we light the candles, dummy.” Aishe turned to Mahali. “You know where Mom keeps the emergency candles, right? The top drawer over there?”


  Aishe watched Mahali out of the corner of her eye. If he moved toward the old desk in the corner of the room, where the candles were, then he would go along with her scheme and not tell their parents. Her brother hesitated a moment but then shrugged and went to the desk.


  Bonnie, Aishe’s best friend, was already seated at the table. She eyed the board that Aishe took out of the box, with its intricate letters and numbers. “How does it work?”


  Aishe couldn’t believe she had to explain a Ouija board to anyone. Didn’t Bonnie watch horror movies? “You use this,” Aishe said, taking the planchette out of the box, “and everyone sits around the board. We all put our fingers on this thing, and it spells out words, answering our questions.”


  Bonnie spoke slowly. “So, it’s like magic.”


  Aishe wrinkled her nose. “More supernatural.”


  That interested Bonnie. “Oh! Like Buffy the Vampire Slayer?”


  Aishe knew that Buffy was a show that Bonnie wasn’t allowed to watch, but she managed to see some episodes despite the parental ban. “Yep, just like Buffy.” Aishe didn’t mention that the heroes on the show would probably think using a Ouija board was a bad idea.


  “Xander is so hot,” breathed Bonnie.


  Mahali was back with the candles and a box of matches. “You can’t prefer Xander to Spike. Spike’s fantastic! And he’s funnier, too.”


  Bonnie sighed. “But Xander’s so cute.”


  “If you say so.”


  Aishe didn’t want to talk about TV characters. She wanted to get the show on the road and use the Ouija board before Mom came down to check on them. She ordered Mahali to light the candles, which he put on the small paper plates they’d used for the cake, and waited for everyone else to take a seat. “Turn those lights out first, though, Bruce.”


  Bruce acted like making his way through the darkened room was difficult, and even pretended to stub his toe on a chair leg, but he finally sat down next to Aishe. Mahali sat at the “head” of the table, which was okay with Aishe, even though it should rightfully be her spot as birthday girl. After all, her brother was going along with her scheme.


  “How do we start?” Calvin asked. “Don’t we have to ask for some dead person to talk to us?”


  “Oh, can we talk to Michael Jackson?” Bonnie asked.


  “Why would we do that?” Calvin sneered. “We want to talk to someone interesting. Like Daniel Boone or General Custer.”


  Aishe shook her head. “We’ll let the board decide who we’ll talk to. And it has to be someone dead. Michael Jackson’s still alive.”


  They all put a finger onto the planchette. Bonnie, being short, had to lean forward to join in. Calvin giggled, but Aishe silenced him with a harsh look. “We have to take this seriously,” she admonished.


  When the tittering ceased, Aishe asked in a strong, clear voice, “Is there anyone out there that wants to talk with us?”


  The planchette remained motionless.


  “Well, this is stupid,” Calvin said.


  “Give it a chance,” Mahali suggested, making his sister smile.


  Bonnie whispered, “Is Michael Jackson available? We’d really like to talk to him.”


  “He’s not dead!” Aishe reminded them.


  The planchette, which had been at the center of the board, began to move slowly.


  “You’re pushing it!” Calvin accused Aishe.


  “No,” Aishe replied, a little shocked. “I’m not.”


  “Neither am I,” her brother said.


  “What’s it spelling out?” Bruce sounded scared.


  Mahali kept track of the letters the planchette pointed to. “I…A…M…H…E…R…E. I am here.” He frowned. “Who does that mean? Is it actually Michael Jackson?”


  In answer, the planchette nearly raced to the corner where NO was written in block letters.


  “Not Michael Jackson, then,” Calvin said. “Who are you?”


  Again, Mahali kept track of the letters as the planchette moved. “A…S…M…O…D…”


  “Asmod?” Calvin didn’t seem impressed by the game. “What sort of name is Asmod?”


  “It’s not finished,” Mahali said.


  “Maybe it’s Mozart!” Aishe was excited. “Wasn’t his first name Asmod-something?”


  “It was Wolfgang,” Bonnie told her. “His middle name was Amadeus. And I don’t want it to be Mozart anyway. He was boring.”


  “Maybe he just can’t spell,” Bruce said.


  “E…U…S.” As Mahali finished reading the last letter, the planchette stopped moving. “Asmodeus? What kind of a name is that?”


  Aishe shivered. Had the room just become colder? She opened her mouth to say something, but just then a voice boomed from the stairwell.


  “What are you kids doing down here? Why are the lights off?”


  Crap. Mom had caught them. There followed the sounds of Mrs. Hines feet coming down the steps, and then the lights came on.


  Aishe turned around to face her mother, her most disarming smile on her face. “We were just playing a game.”


  “What kind of game do you play in the…” Her mother spied the board on the table. “Where did you get that?”


  “In the closet.” Aishe was hopeful. Mom didn’t seem too upset.


  “That’s not the sort of thing kids should be playing with. And why were you doing it by candlelight?”


  “Spookier that way,” Aishe replied.


  “We were talking to Mozart,” Bruce said.


  “Only if death made him an idiot who couldn’t spell his own name.” Bonnie slumped back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest.


  Mrs. Hines hovered in the doorway. Aishe could tell she was attempting not to lose her temper. She doesn’t want to come across as mean in front of the other kids, Aishe thought.


  “Well, it’s getting late,” Mrs. Hines stated brusquely. “We should start cleaning this place. She forced a smile to the little guests. “Your mothers will be here soon to pick you up.”


  Aishe didn’t bother to hide her disappointment. The birthday party, it seemed, was over.


  Just when things were getting interesting.


  ***


  Aishe slept lightly that night. Perhaps because it was her birthday, Mom didn’t even get angry after all the kids had left. She’d just admonished Aishe—and Mahali, telling him he should have known better—that some things were best left alone. So Aishe had been bundled off to bed, still full of an inner glow and thoughts of her presents. She spent a few moments staring at the poster of Taylor Hanson on her wall. She could barely see it in the darkened room, but her night-light illuminated just enough of it so she could make out his shape if not the details. It hardly mattered. Aishe had the poster’s image imprinted in her mind.


  Staring at Taylor, eventually her eyelids grew heavy, and soon she turned onto her side and fell into a blissful sleep.


  She awoke some time later, not sure what had roused her. Had it been a noise? Groggy, she sat up in bed. She rubbed her eyes briefly and glanced at the clock on her night stand. It was nearly three o’clock. She listened carefully. Had she heard Mahali in the room next to hers? He often got restless and paced at night. No, whatever it had been, it had come from her own room. She knew that instinctively.


  Aishe frowned. Was that a shadow hovering near the floor, over on the other wall beneath the poster of all three Hanson brothers? Yes. And it was moving. And she could hear a soft sound. It was almost like a whimper.


  The shape was large and reminded Aishe of a bear. That was ridiculous, she knew. A bear couldn’t have found a way into her room, even if one had escaped from the Cincinnati Zoo. It would have made one heck of a racket, breaking down her door. Because, let’s face it, bears don’t handle doorknobs well. So what was skulking over in the corner, moaning slightly?


  Aishe could see the shoulders of the figure heaving, as if whatever it was couldn’t catch its breath. She threw back her covers and shifted closer to the edge of the bed.


  “Are you okay?” she asked softly. “Are you hurt?”


  Now that her eyes were adjusting, she could see the thing, whatever it was, was big. Bigger than her daddy, and muscular, like that Arnold guy in The Terminator. And it was…black. Very, very black. And naked. It moved its head in her direction, and she could see it had red eyes—all red. There was no white at all.


  And it seemed to have horns sticking up from the top of its forehead.


  Aishe was afraid, but she fought the impulse to throw herself back and hide under the covers. Whatever this thing was, it seemed to be hurt. Or sad. Maybe it was like the beast in Beauty and the Beast. Ugly on the outside, yearning for love and acceptance on the inside.


  Aishe slowly slipped out of bed. Her bare feet touched the chilly floor. She repeated, “Are you hurt?”


  The figure grunted and seemed to shift away, as if it were afraid of her.


  Slowly, Aishe walked up to the creature. It made a snuffling sound but didn’t lash out at her. Emboldened, she reached out and put a tentative hand on its shoulder. It felt like rubber, or thick leather. And it was warm. Almost hot.


  “Are you sick?” Aishe asked. “Do you have a fever? Your skin feels awfully hot to me.”


  The monster—although Aishe hated to think of the unfortunate thing using that term—shook its massive head. “No.”


  It had spoken! A low, gravelly voice, but Aishe thought she detected a hint of appreciation in that single word. Like the creature was grateful she’d bothered to ask.


  “I’m Aishe,” she told it.


  The creature, which had been practically curled up in a ball in the corner of her room, unfolded enough to raise his head. With the room illuminated by her night-light, Aishe still couldn’t make out too many details, but she saw a lined, dark face with thick, rubbery looking lips.


  “I’m Asmo…Asmodeus,” the creature said slowly.


  “Are you injured?” Aishe couldn’t see any wound, but surely something must be wrong with Asmodeus. And it must be something bad to make a big thing like him skulk in the corner.


  Asmodeus shook his head. “I’m better now. Just a little…weak.”


  Aishe smiled. “I’ll take care of you.”


  She felt just like Belle in Beauty and the Beast.


  ***


  16 Years Later


   


  Pete Foster was one happy man.


  The ceremony had been beautiful, just what Aishe wanted. Loads of flowers, a church full of their friends and family. Pete had been so nervous he’d barely paid attention to the minister and had to be prompted to repeat his own name. That had made Aishe grin and brought a titter of laughter from the guests. Even Reverend Donaldson had smiled a little.


  The rest went by in a blur. Repeated words. A kiss, and he, Pete Foster was married to Aishe Hines. Aishe Foster, now.


  The reception! Pete couldn’t remember dancing so much, talking so much. The cutting of the cake. All the photos. Aishe looking so beautiful in her dress. Everything had been just…perfect.


  Now, here they were, in the honeymoon suite of the downtown Hilton. Tomorrow they’d be taking a plane to New York, and then they’d travel on to Paris, where Aishe had always dreamed she’d have her honeymoon. Pete didn’t care where they were, as long as he was with Aishe.


  He’d have her in his arms soon. Well, as soon as she got out of the bathroom. What the hell was she doing in there?


  Pete paced the floor a few more times. He’d taken off his shirt but still had on his black pants and the uncomfortable shoes that had come with the tux. He wasn’t sure what he should be doing. Did she expect him to be naked when she eventually emerged from the bathroom? No. Aishe wasn’t like that. Besides, it wasn’t like it was their first time.


  Pete strode over to the bathroom door and knocked softly. “You still in there?”


  He heard her giggle. “Yes, I haven’t died or anything.”


  “Are you coming out before the sun rises?”


  “I’ll be just a few more minutes,” Aishe assured him.


  “Don’t be too long,” Pete said. “I’m horny.”


  “Start without me. You usually do,” Aishe joked.


  Pete hadn’t been lying. He really was horny, which surprised him. He should be dead on his feet, what with the hectic day and all the dancing and drinking. He smiled to himself. This time, though, they’d be doing it as Mr. and Mrs. Peter Foster. A married couple. Pete turned away from the bathroom door, a silly grin on his face.


  Which faded as he came face-to-face with a creature from Hell.


  It was big—bigger than Pete’s six feet two—and at first, Pete thought it was a cross between a rhino and a hippopotamus, if such a thing could stand on two feet. It was so black that it seemed as if it drained the very light from the room. Pete gasped and would have screamed, but the creature clamped one huge hand over his mouth and with the other grabbed his shoulder so hard he was sure the bones shattered.


  The creature growled softly and then opened its mouth to reveal sharp, yellow teeth. “You’ll not have her,” the thing said.


  Whatever it was, it picked Pete up as if he weighed nothing. As soon as the hand was away from his mouth, Pete began to scream. He screamed as the monster carried him across the room. He screamed louder as the creature threw him through the window, smashing the glass.


  He screamed as he plummeted sixteen floors to the pavement.


  Chapter One


  Every now and then, people get carried away.


  What started off as a regular lovemaking session quickly escalated into something feral, primal. First, there was some wrestling involved, but then came the biting and even a little bit of scratching. No blood was drawn, mind you, but I ended up with a bruise on my thigh and a sore rib. Robbie had marks from my fingernails all across his back. And there was sweat. A lot of sweat.


  We lay on the bed, which resembled a battleground, and stared up at the ceiling attempting to get our breath back.


  “Holy shit,” Robbie muttered.


  I sucked in air. It felt good, but if I breathed in too hard, my side ached a little. “Yeah, tell me about it.”


  “I wasn’t too rough on you, was I?”


  Snort. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”


  There was a short pause. The sound of the overhead fan and the ticking of the clock seemed extremely loud. “I went easy on you, you know,” Robbie said.


  I turned my head to look at him. He was lying naked on top of the sheets, his body shining with perspiration. I watched the rise and fall of his chest to see if he was more out of breath than I was. Dammit, he wasn’t. “Yeah, I was going easy on you, too.”


  “Want to go again, old man?”


  “Yeah. I’ll show you who’s boss. And, for the record, technically you’re only a little younger than me.”


  “Yeah? Which one of us gets carded when we try to buy liquor?”


  The clock ticked more. My God, it was loud. How the hell did we ever get any sleep in a room with a clock loud enough to break the sound barrier? I made a mental note to kick the thing to death and to go out and buy a digital clock. Digital clocks are smart. They don’t tick.


  Neither of us moved. I, for one, was too exhausted. I lifted a hand, decided it was too much exertion, and let it fall.


  “Bacon,” Robbie said.


  I was looking at the ceiling again. There was a crack in the ceiling. I wondered how long it had been there. “I beg your pardon. Did you just say bacon?”


  “I did. As in, I’d like some.”


  “Ha! And you think I’m going to get up and make it for you?”


  “Well, yeah. I won.”


  “I didn’t realize it was a competition.”


  “Part of it was, and that was the part I won.”


  “There weren’t any rules set.”


  Robbie lifted his head. “I’m ready to go again, old man. So, unless you want your ass whooped, you’ll get up and make me some breakfast. With bacon.”


  I grinned. “Well, I’m not going to—”


  He attacked me. We tussled on the already destroyed bed, giggling and groping. Robbie managed to get me in a headlock, giving me a wrenched neck to add to the list of aches and pains. We were both hard again, which said something about our psyches. We enjoyed trying to dominate each other. Or maybe it just said that we were really horny.


  In the end, I got a scratch on my cheek—my fault, I really wanted out of that headlock—Robbie got a bruise on his chest, we broke the bedside lamp, and Robbie got his bacon.


  We ate at the dining room table. I’d put on a robe, because I’m classy, and Robbie had donned a pair of basketball shorts, because he has stunningly muscular legs and likes to show them off. Our bulldog, Daisy, was in a nearby corner, gnawing away at a chew bone. Being a zombie, normal chew bones don’t interest her much, but my friend Gina had zapped this one, giving it the essence of squirrel brain—Daisy’s favorite meal.


  As Robbie munched his fifth slice of bacon, he spoke between swallows, wondering aloud. “So, Gina’s going to be officiating at our ceremony. That’s a given.”


  “She’s been ordained. Mind you, that was over a century ago. We might want to get her some more recent accreditation.”


  He frowned. “So, who does that leave us as guests? We can’t ask any of my family. As far as they know, I’m dead and have been for over ten years.”


  “Yeah, that’s the trouble with resurrection. Some ties you just must cut. And my family is out, as well.”


  “Why’s that?” he asked, slurping down some orange juice.


  “My dad is dead, and my mom is…not coming.”


  Robbie looked up suddenly, sensing a story. “She in prison?” he asked.


  “No. But we don’t see eye to eye on—well, nearly everything. It’s a shame Dad’s not still hanging around. Even as a ghost, I’d have him at our wedding. Might make the flower-bearer piss himself, but you can’t please everyone.”


  “Then our entire guest list is Nick, Casey, and Mr. and Mrs. Carson.”


  I swallowed some corn flakes. “Yep. That’s about it.”


  “We’ve got to get out more.”


  I glanced over at Daisy, with the gray tinge to her fur and her bloodshot eyes. She ignored me as she attempted to destroy her chew bone. “Yeah. There might be a few difficulties there.”


  Robbie sighed. “I’ve been thinking about joining a bowling league.”


  “Invite them over. Those who don’t run screaming get invited to the wedding.”


  “Surely we’re forgetting someone.”


  I thought. “I can’t imagine who. Or is it whom?”


  Robbie popped the last bit of bacon into his mouth. As he enjoyed it, we sat and pondered. I came up with nothing.


  “We can invite the dead guy down the hall,” Robbie suggested.


  “Yeah, there’s him. He’s not really a friend, though, is he?”


  “True. And he screams a lot.”


  We both sighed. And then my cell phone rang, which made both of us jump. I checked the number, expecting it to be Gina or Nick, but I didn’t know the caller, which could mean a prospective client. I answered in my nice voice. “Duncan Andrews here.”


  “Is this Duncan Andrews, the detective?” asked a male voice.


  As opposed to Duncan Andrews, the florist? I wanted to say, “Hey, you called me.” But instead I assured the caller I was, indeed, Duncan Andrews the detective. Albeit at the moment bruised by my lover.


  “My name is Mahali Hines.”


  “Um…could you spell that?” I’m not my best in the morning, and I figured I misheard his name. Turned out I hadn’t.


  “It’s okay,” the caller said. “It’s an admittedly odd name. I think my mother just picked it out of a Spanish Bible. She wanted her kids to have distinctive names.”


  “She succeeded. It’s a nice name, though. How can I help you, Mr. Hines?”


  There followed a pause. I’m used to that pause. I get it a lot in phone calls. People who hire me, especially if there’s some supernatural element to their problem, often don’t know how to put into words what they’re experiencing. Or they’re afraid I’ll call them crazy. If they only knew.


  “It’s my…my sister,” Mahali said after a while. “I think—this is really difficult to explain.”


  “It often is, Mr. Hines. Perhaps it would help if we met face-to-face.”


  We set up an appointment. He seemed relieved. I left him with, “Don’t worry, Mr. Hines. I deal with unusual cases all the time.” Which was probably an understatement.


  As I put my phone away, Robbie raised an eyebrow. “Want me to be there?”


  “Couldn’t hurt. He’ll be at the office at two. You free then?”


  “Having lunch with Casey and Nick, but nothing after that. What’s on your agenda?”


  “I have to stop by the bank and deposit that check from the Wilson case. Having lunch with Gina. Oh, and I’m meeting with our landlord this morning so he can bitch me out about the ruckus we supposedly caused last week.”


  “Well, we did shoot some werewolves that tried to attack us in the parking lot.”


  “Hardly what I’d term a ruckus. Besides, what were we supposed to do? Let lycanthropes rip our neighbors to pieces? I kind of like some of them. Can you take Daisy out? I probably won’t have time.”


  Robbie nodded. “Yep. See you at the office a little before two.”


  ***


  I opted to get chewed out by the landlord first. Amazingly, no one had spotted Robbie and I actually firing guns; nor had anyone seen our furry friends. In fact, the general complaint received was that we’d been setting off early Fourth of July fireworks. Yeah, because we do that sort of thing, Robbie and me. I shouldn’t complain, because we weren’t being evicted, but you’d think people living in Indianapolis would know gunshots from fireworks.


  I wanted to tell the property manager we hadn’t realized three of the pack had followed us home from their lair, and we’d actually—probably—saved the lives of many of their residents, but I thought that might be a long discussion once begun, and I didn’t want to be late to lunch with Gina, so I meekly apologized for our behavior and skedaddled as soon as I could.


  I paid our electric bill on the way to the restaurant, a Thai place in the Fountain Square area. Parking was a bitch, so I was late anyway. Gina was seated near the front, away from the other occupied tables. I’m sure she asked for that table specifically, since a lot of our conversations were bizarre and caused raised eyebrows in the general populace.


  Gina had cut her long hair fairly short. It wasn’t quite a Liza Minnelli style, but it was close. It made her look more like a pixie than a witch, but Gina was stunning with long hair, short hair, and possibly no hair. It was her eyes that contained her beauty. They were huge and filled with vitality. When Gina looked at someone—anyone—they generally took notice.


  God help them if they didn’t. Although she is a healing witch, Gina has been around for centuries and has picked up quite a few spells on her travels. She isn’t a person one would want to cross.


  Her smile, when she saw me, was genuine, although tinged with a little worry. “You look tired,” she said as I sat down opposite her.


  “Been busy,” I said honestly.


  She pursed her lips but said nothing. After we’d both taken a sip of water, she said, “I already ordered for us. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “What did you get me?”


  Gina gave me a withering look. “You get the same thing every time we come here. Chicken curry. What did you expect?”


  Yeah, that’s what I would have ordered. We chatted about the wedding plans and what we both had been up to during the week, just wasting time until our food arrived. After it had, we got down to the nitty-gritty.


  “So,” Gina picked up her soda to take a sip, “you’re probably wondering why I asked you to lunch alone, without Robbie or any of the other dingbats.”


  “I’m all a-tingle,” I replied.


  “There’s two things, actually.” She set her glass down and tried a forkful of her crispy duck. When she’d swallowed that, she continued. “First, we really need to talk about these portents of doom hanging over you.”


  “Must we?”


  Her right shoulder went up a fraction of an inch and then back down. I’m not sure it counted as a shrug. “I checked my crystal ball, cards, and pretty much every other way of divination for you. Everything looks black. And when I say black, I mean…” She illustrated by drawing a finger across her neck and making a gurgling sound. “Even my Magic 8-Ball wasn’t optimistic. I asked it about your future, and it came back with Better start buying black to wear. And that’s not even one of the answers Magic 8-Balls have.”


  I frowned. “You’re kidding about the Magic 8-Ball, right?”


  Gina narrowed her eyes at me. “Yes, dummy. I was adding some humor to an otherwise dreary situation. According to all sources, you shouldn’t be buying unripe bananas if you don’t want them to go to waste.”


  “Yikes,” I said, keeping some levity in my tone. “Sounds dire.”


  Gina did the shoulder thing again. “You and I both know that nothing is written in stone, though…” She thought about her words. “Except, of course, old tablets and stuff like that. The Ten Commandments. You know what I mean, though. We can take precautions.”


  “I’ll look both ways before crossing the street,” I promised.


  “That’s a start. I’ll prepare some new spells for your apartment, beefing up the protections there. I’ve got a new witch bag for your car. Keep this in your glove box.” She fished a small sack bound up with twine out of her purse and handed it to me. It smelled like sage and cinnamon. “And this is for you to wear. Don’t even take it off to shower.”


  It was a chunky amulet on a necklace. “It’ll clash with everything I own!” I protested jokingly.


  “Ha.” Gina wasn’t amused. “We need to take as many precautions as we can.”


  I put on the amulet. It felt a little heavy around my neck, but I’d get used to it. “What do you think? Inside my Neil Diamond World Tour T-shirt, or out?”


  She seemed to notice my apparel for the first time. “What era were you born in, anyway?”


  “Hey, Neil is a singer for all generations. Who am I supposed to listen to, Lady Gaga?”


  “Yes, but…never mind. I’m not going to let you deflect the conversation. This is important.”


  “Yeah.” I set my fork down and put my serious face on. I looked into Gina’s eyes. “If all this doesn’t work and I…shuffle off this mortal coil, I want you to promise me something.”


  There was surprise in her eyes. I don’t think she expected serious from me. “Of course.”


  “If the worst-case scenario happens and I…” I let that go unfinished. “I’m not coming back. As a spirit, I mean. I just couldn’t do that to Robbie. You know how much I love him, and I know he’d expect me to, but…I just can’t do that to him.”


  Gina blinked. “I understand.”


  “You’ll have to take care of him for me. Promise me that.”


  Tears welled up in her eyes. “Holy shit. Duncan Andrews being sincere and honest. Of course I will.” She bit her lip. “But we’re not going to let it come to that.”


  I smiled. “No, we’re not. Screw Portents of Doom!” I gave the phrase capital letters.


  “Screw ’em!”


  We clinked our soda glasses. The waitress came over and we told her we had no room for dessert. She promised to return with our bill.


  Gina sighed. “There’s one more thing I want to bring up, and that’s the increase of supernatural creatures in the city over the last couple of years.”


  “I’ve noticed.”


  “I know you have, and we’ve commented on it before. There’s been an influx of vampires, werewolves, demons, and what-have-you in Indianapolis for years now.”


  “Maybe the tourism board is targeting the wrong audience.”


  Gina made a sour face at the joke. “Or…something is drawing them here. Something big. Something powerful.”


  “Oh goody. Something new to worry about.”


  Gina put her hand on mine. “Just promise me you’ll try to be careful, and not go blundering into situations like you usually do.”


  “I is who I is, Miss Gina. The leopard can’t change his spots.”


  Gina sat back with a sigh. “I just hope this leopard doesn’t end up mounted on someone’s wall somewhere.”


  Chapter Two


  She was ancient, so old that parts of her past were as much a mystery to her as they were to others. She recalled her sisters, remembered them well, although it had been centuries upon centuries since she’d last seen them. And she knew she was known as Euryale, although over the years she’d had many names and many faces.


  There had been a time when she could pass as human, although that ability was lost to her. Her skin now was a permanent gray, covered in places with scales. Her face was that of an aged crone, although she recalled a time when she’d been young and beautiful. Her hair was long, raven tresses streaked with gray, hanging down to her shoulders. If she wished, those strands of hair would twist and turn and become…


  Snakes.


  And looking upon her would turn a mortal to stone.


  She slept often now, sometimes for decades at a time. For what was a decade to an immortal? And life for her was uninteresting. Or it had been, until she found she had a new purpose.
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