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	If Hell can freeze over, leave it to a witch to thaw it out.







Prologue


	Blade of the Seven Venoms


	A storm was rolling in. Reports placed the eye south and west, leaving New Orleans on the wet side. The live oaks surrounding the lakeside mansion thrashed about in alarm, but beneath the green-tinged skies, the rain had been a salty tease rather than a punch-drunk sailor.


	The stranger arrived mid-afternoon, knocking on the estate’s front gate dressed like a salesman and acting like a long-lost cat—the perfect example of confidence begging to be shaken.


	Storms were like that, thought the boss. Unexpected visitors too.


	Seated behind his mahogany desk, Tiago Case studied the security monitors. The screens flickered with a sickly glow as they tracked the visitor's approach. “Bruno, you haven’t had a good workout in weeks.”


	The boss’s challenge elicited an all too familiar growl from his fixer, followed by the booming slam of the mansion’s front door.


	Bruno Laird hadn’t really taken offense at the unexpected task. The job was his from the start—one of many reasons so few thought to bother the local boss. Halfway down the brick drive, he caught the scent of something new. His walk became a lope.


	Up ahead, the pedestrian gate buzzed open. The unknown man stepped through, kicking the gate shut with an efficient—almost casual—flick of his steel-toed shoe. 


	To Bruno and the rules of the Gray, only one thing mattered. “Who invited you here?”


	The newcomer was Asian, seemingly ageless, and fit. An expensive haircut, polished black leather loafers, and a gray business suit hid his true nature. “I belong here. Master Case knows it.”


	Wrong answer, thought Bruno. “He doesn’t know you.”


	“My name is Fang. I’m here on cartel business.” The man turned and bowed toward the overhead security camera as if seeing the boss on the other end of the wire.


	“You’re my business.” Bruno’s hands morphed into stubby hooked claws with a sickening crack. His shoulders hunched, bones shifting beneath skin. His jaw extended downward, making room for a vicious pair of fangs.


	Never taking his eyes off Bruno, Fang removed his suit jacket, folded it twice, and placed it gently on the driveway. Like a wiry statue, he stood with his feet apart, mouth locked in a taunting smirk. “This, I will enjoy.”


	Enjoyment was the last thing on Bruno’s mind. Pain always came first—a layering of his reality upon another’s. A tearing of flesh, a pounding of bone. As a Lycan, one’s territory only had meaning if you could defend it. As a rogue without a pack, Bruno had learned to fight twice as hard, holding nothing back.


	Fang wasn’t entirely human—that much was clear from the way he stood his ground. He wouldn’t have stepped through Tiago Case’s front gate without a good reason or the ability to step back out when his business was complete.


	Bruno lunged forward in a blur, claws slashing silver arcs through the air at Fang's pristine shirt.


	Fang flowed, dodging or blocking each strike—slapping them outward or down, measuring their speed.


	Chest cavities expanded. Neither man spoke.


	Bruno broke through, scoring Fang’s chest and driving the visitor back. A black boot suddenly appeared, sharply raising Bruno’s chin. A short hop back, and another boot spun into the side of his head.


	Bruno Laird had seen it coming. His elbow crunched into the visitor's shin, sapping the second kick’s power.


	With a painful step to one side, Fang fought to reset his balance. Locked on his foe, his eyes lost their luster, turning from amber gold to palest yellow. His smile disappeared as a jaw filled with man-eating teeth appeared.


	In truth, even a small change was painful for the owner, but not as painful as the final result. 


	Fang lunged, scoring twice with claws even wider than his opponent’s.


	Bruno punched back and grabbed hold of Fang’s shirt. Heads collided, stunning each man and driving them apart. Blood ran down Bruno’s shirt. Fang’s was torn nearly in half, revealing intricate tiger-stripe markings that writhed across his skin.


	Back inside the mansion, Tiago Case jumped out of his chair.


	Fang recovered first. Another spinning kick caught Bruno clean, sending the man into a roll. Fang timed his leap and landed on Bruno, intent on trapping one arm beneath him. 


	Instinct kicked in. Bruno squirmed and twisted beneath the other man’s weight.


	Dao Hu Fang was as much an assassin as he was a fixer for Hong Kong’s Kowloon coven. The assassin would have torn out Bruno’s throat with his next move. The fixer locked Bruno’s free arm in an unbreakable hold and pressed two pointy fingernails into his opponent’s tightly shut eyes.


	The voice of Tiago Case screamed out, “HOLD!”


	Fang froze.


	Tiago’s weapon fired once, striking the visitor square in the back.


	Bruno Laird bucked and threw Fang over in a heap. He rose slowly and landed a kick of his own to the stranger’s ribs. “A witch’s toy. FETH. Shoot him again.”


	Tiago Case lowered his weapon—a pump-action shotgun loaded with silver buckshot—and fired into the ground at his henchman’s feet. Shards of silver and dust cascaded over the Lycan, causing Bruno to recoil as if caught in a swarm of hornets or the spray of a claymore mine.


	“Bruno, get inside. I’ll take it from here.”


	Pinning his gun to the newcomer’s bare chest, Tiago Case tore away what was left of Fang’s shirt, revealing a full tapestry of tiger stripes and intricate tattoos. Each was a spell, or a curse to those that knew better. 


	Fang shivered once and clamped his fist around the shotgun’s muzzle. He rasped, “Unnecessary.”


	Case didn’t let up. “Who sent you?”


	“Zaragoza.” Another spell—one that chilled the boss to his core.


	He didn’t pull the trigger, but he didn’t let up. “And who are you?”


	“Dao Hu Fang. Blade of the Seven Venoms in Kowloon.”


	“Hong Kong? You’re an assassin?”


	“On occasion, but most consider me a catalyst.”


	“I don’t need any help.”


	“So, you’ve said, but Don Hector is an impatient man.”


	###


	Tiago Case was getting everything he could have asked for and more. That Dao Hu Fang was part of the latter didn’t ruin the boss’s mood, but it set him on edge. Only his son had that knack—until now.


	This was Case’s mansion. The city was his domain. He called the shots, not the Southern cartel nor its hired minions.


	Was he ageless like Fang? Not in the least. 


	Case’s temples were gray, his waist a few sizes too large, and his knuckles scarred from decades of misuse. His smile had cost thousands, so he used it whether he meant it or not.


	He set his crystal tumbler down on the leather-covered coffee table and poured another bourbon to slow his ire. “Fang, you could have simply opened your shirt at the gate. That’s why I shot you.”


	“You knew it wouldn’t kill me.”


	“I considered it a matter of respect.”


	“Don Hector Zaragoza could have sent a different messenger. One that would have shot you back. By sending me, he was showing you and yours the utmost respect.”


	“And the message?”


	“He merely wants to help.”


	“I didn’t ask for his help, nor do I want his sicarios.”


	“While his chosen minions are certainly dangerous, they are far too civilized for what you have in mind. The Saintsville coven is formidable, especially on its own turf.”


	The Mexican cartels’ vaunted sicarios were lethal in the extreme—lethal and terribly hard to kill—but so were witches.


	“Then what?” Case growled.


	“We offer something even more lethal: the cartels call them precursors. They’re imported from distant domains.”


	“Can these precursors be traced back to me?”


	“Never.”


	“And the witches. Can they stop them?”


	Fang smiled, offering a small reminder of who and what he was. “Mine or yours?”


	In Hong Kong, Fang was known as the Dao—the Blade—of the Seven Venoms coven. The sigils and stripes that covered his skin signified someone more than a warlock or a wildkin. Backed by the intricate markings on his skin, he’d beaten Case’s right hand man simply to prove his standing.


	Rather than rise to the bait, Tiago took his time, gazing out the bulletproof, floor-to-ceiling windows at an exclusive marina fronting the vast, rough-skinned Lake Pontchartrain. “Fang, I don’t own the Saintsville coven, and that’s the point. They dwell in the heart of my city and have been in my way for far too long.”


	“If they’re smart, they’ll hide, warded within their dens, and collect the bodies of those less protected at dawn.”


	“These precursors. Could you handle one if it came for you?”


	Fang frowned, “They won’t, but if you’ve got a safe room—or better yet, a boat—I’d keep it warded and prepped, just in case.”


	The weather outside howled, making it clear that a boat was a supremely bad idea for the present.


	“That’s not what I asked.”


	“These aren’t sicarios. They’re death incarnate—demigods with razor sharp claws.”


	Tiago hadn’t figured the Asian man as a braggart. “Demigods? What if they veer into the French Quarter and destroy our biggest market? That would be a disaster, and the amount of heat it would draw down from on high—I wouldn’t be pleased.”


	“Esteemed Master Case, precursors don’t have appetites like normal beasts. The summoning brings them through the Veil at great expense and with very specific targets.”


	“Who pays the tab for the crossing?”


	“The lost and forgotten of Saintsville may thin for a time. Do you object?”


	Saintsville and New Orleans were old names vying for the same patch of ground on the gulf coast of Louisiana. The massive, snake-like urban sprawl had plenty to offer above and below the cutline.


	Tiago shook his head and continued, “What happened in Texas?”


	“The Undercurrent cabals were long on courage and short on common sense. Their war quickly turned into a massacre.”


	“Did you see it?”


	“I saw the results. The covens of Houston and San Antonio were destroyed. Their Lycan protectors too. Don Hector was supremely pleased.”


	“I don’t work for Zaragoza or his brother. They’d better not forget that.”


	“I was merely hinting at certain priorities. We don’t want a Gray war ruining our day, nor do we want the Silvers butting in.”


	The Silvers and the Gray, the sanctioned shepherds of society and the sinister families that preyed upon its flocks, couldn’t exist one without the other.


	“I’ve got the locals and the Feds on speed dial. I’ll keep them out of the way.”


	“And Remy Armand?” said Fang.


	“What about the boss of Ten West?”


	“There are whispers he isn’t thrilled with you or what’s about to take place.”


	“Saintsville belongs to House Case. Armand’s got the casinos and college campuses to keep him occupied.” Tiago couldn’t hide his disdain of the lesser holdings. “He better stick to it.”


	Fang knew better than to step in between two rivals. “A storm is about to blow through. I’ll return when it clears.”


	“Does Mistress Ng of the Seven Venoms miss her partner?” Case made it clear he knew more about Dao Hu Fang than he originally let on.


	Fang answered in kind, “We both know what it’s like being married to a witch. I highly doubt Christina Ng misses anything, or she’d be here, plotting the way forward herself.” 


	Point taken, thought Case. “Before you go, where does your coven fit in Zaragoza’s scheme?”


	“We’re a supplier to the cartels, their covens, and anyone else willing to pay the price. Few in this world can afford what we’re offering.”


	“And what’s that?”


	“The Black in all its forms.”


	“These so-called precursors are Infernal?”


	“Yes, but one doesn’t traffic a demon. The coven provides the summoning rituals and the sigils needed to make it work. If you’re interested in the details—”


	“I’m NOT. Just show me the results and phone ahead. I’m not a fan of surprises.”


	“In Hong Kong, there’s a belief that bad fortune comes in threes. When one storm passes, another arrives, and another. Be ready for it, or else.”




Part 1


	The Summoning


	 




Chapter 1


	The Hunt


	“Go! Go! Go!” Twill had been pointing straight ahead—toward the Quarter—now she was pointing east at a block they’d already covered.


	They’d been circling the neighborhood looking for signs of what the NOPD deemed a night stalker, a nocturnal serial killer. The surrounding streets seemed empty and yet, Twill’s amulet had shifted from deep red to purple to black.


	It was close, she thought. Maybe too close.


	“HOLD ON!” Ugo braked hard, spun the wheel, and floored it.


	The SUV liked straight, but two of the wheels agreed with Twill. Bodies pressed against doors, glass, and each other.  


	The vehicle held six in all—five warlocks and a witch. Twill sat in the front seat, wedged between her brother Twain and Ugo. Three more sigil-coated guardians sat in the back. It was mid-October, and they were dead set on ending a beast before it took down another of their flock.


	“We keep this up, and I’m going to be sick,” said Twain. “Next time, let me drive.”


	Another hard turn. Another screech of tires.


	BANG! The car rocked.


	“What did we hit?” With high beams on, Ugo hadn’t seen a thing.


	Before Twill could reply, the sharp clatter of storm-sized hail hammered across the SUV’s roof.


	Definitely too close. Twill needed the right spot—a place to hem in the fiend and take it down. 


	One block over. The old motel had a mostly enclosed lot.


	“Ugo, make a left here and then a right!”


	At the ripe age of thirty, Ugo was the oldest of the five warlocks. He knew the neighborhood, the coven’s tactics, and how Twill’s mind worked.


	“The Crescent View?” Ugo floored it. “Be ready to jump out! Twill will stay inside, keeping her head down while doing her blessed best to protect us.”


	Twill shot back, “There!”


	Bouncing over the curb, the SUV skidded hard and grinded to a halt in the middle of a semi-used parking lot. The space was surrounded on three sides by a worn-out, U-shaped two-story motel and a dingy swimming pool.


	The scuff of warm tires vied with the sound of nails tearing through sheet metal mere inches above their heads.


	Twain pointed at a short chain-link fence ten yards ahead. “Get it into the pool.”


	Twill leaned back and slammed her palm into the roof of the SUV. The roof buckled upward with a resounding BANG—and silence.


	Seconds passed without a splash or the shriek of tearing metal. 


	“Where did it—”


	The vehicle tilted forward as a black blur slammed into the hood. Eyes like fire-red beacons formed first, followed by the twisted shape of an oversized, eight-legged, hairless demon.  


	Everyone in the SUV leaned back. 


	It wasn’t the beast’s distorted form or soul piercing eyes, but rather the cyclone of black that circled it, tearing away at their reality. They’d been expecting one of the tainted or a wretched, black-eyed semi-human fiend—anything but this.


	“Whatever you do, don’t open the doors. Not yet,” said Twill. 


	The power of the Undercurrent rushed forth. A drowning sensation overwhelmed her senses, and a voice in the back of her mind screamed. The tenuous feeling built.


	Breathe, she thought. Breathe it in and hold it.


	Suddenly, an invisible river flowed over the SUV’s clear-coated hood, washing away the beast’s caustic aura. 


	Ugo slowly raised his shotgun and whispered, “Do those sigils work in both directions?”


	“Hell, no,” Twill ducked as she answered. 


	Five weapons of various sizes and shapes fired through the windshield.


	The beast caught the first blast and cartwheeled sideways, out of sight.


	Ugo shouted, “Reload! On the count of three, we go—full auto. Twain, draw your blade.”


	Four doors burst open and slammed shut, leaving Twill locked within her sigil-covered, steel and leather cocoon. 


	If the beast wants to hide, it’s got another thing coming, she thought. Pressing waves of power outward, she illuminated the night around them.


	Spreading into an arc, her crew moved forward with weapons raised. Shots rang out—flashes and staccato bangs followed snarls and screams.


	A body flew across the hood and bounced off what was left of the windshield—Ugo—leaving a bloody handprint, fingers spread wide.


	Twill knew what it meant. Stay put. 


	She placed her hand on the cracked and bloodied windshield—right beneath his—and sent a pulse of healing energy through their connection. It wasn’t the proximity of their palms, but rather the matching sigils on their skin that allowed the witch to act. 


	Ugo’s eyes met hers for a second, and then he was gone. A violent jolt hit Twill as another member of her team went down. And another, leaving only Twain and Gleason—both to her front left.


	Ugo was the oldest of their crew with Twain a close second. Gleason was the youngest and the quickest with a gun.


	Powering the sigils painted on each, Twill made the men even quicker—their skin thicker. 


	It almost worked. 


	Lasting all of fifteen seconds, a secluded eternity filled with firing, dodging, and slashing. Gleason’s pair of pistols clicked dry as they chased the beast back toward the pool. 


	The beast heard the clicks and knew exactly what they meant. With inhuman speed, it reversed course.


	FETH!


	This was Twill’s domain, and the river wasn’t far. She could tap into its power all night long and still not have enough magical torque to destroy the beast on her own. She simply wasn’t that kind of witch.


	Twill cut her flow of power into Gleason’s sigils and pushed everything she could into Twain. Her brother felt the boost and reacted, rolling forward onto the balls of his feet and leaning into the coming strike.


	Perfectly aimed, the gladius he’d named Thorn whisked through the humid night air as the beast raced to meet it.


	The demon juked, turning the blade’s killing arc into a jarring collision and a trade—a wound for a wound. It shot past Twain, diving into a roll and coming up with its mouth clamped onto Gleason’s femur with a sickening crack.


	Twill kicked open the driver side door. 


	The sulfurous stench of black blood filled the scene, warring with the scents of piss and iron and terror incarnate. 


	Gleason’s leg was torn wide open. His screams were cut short as Twill yanked away the young man’s fading consciousness, nearly stopping his heart.


	Twill wore sigils of protection and a layer of mundane body armor, but she wasn’t meant to fight. As a witch, she was there to boost her crew. She’d never failed before—never even lost a man.


	A growl—one that rang low like an obscene laugh—echoed throughout the enclosed space of the parking lot.


	This was something else—a creature steeped in death. Its power countered her own, twisted her reality, and tore through her warlocks like a tornado through an RV park.


	Twill had one shot left—one chance to save her brother.


	Now weaponless, Twain had collapsed between two parked cars. Getting to him was simple. He sat six steps from the SUV.


	Twill only made it three.


	The creak of the SUV was a warning.


	As she turned, a giant shadow leapt into view, dagger-like fangs and pure terror freezing the woman in place.


	She winced. Time slowed as her palm punched outward, catching the side of the demon’s head and forcing it wide.


	I can do this, she thought. No—


	Focused on diverting the beast’s bite, she hadn’t noticed its claw as it blurred beneath her chin. 


	The demon’s precision avoided her body armor altogether. Its power scythed through her sigils—death canceling out life in one last act of butchery.


	Twill hit the pavement hard, one hand grasping at the warmth running down her neck, the other gripping a charm, an old pocket watch.


	It was all she had left. Some might call it the easy way out, but Twill knew better. 


	From one instant to the next, time stopped for Lady October. Her broken heart didn’t beat. Her mind didn’t move beyond the realization that she’d lost her whole team, including her brother, and there was nothing she could do to change it. 


	There Twill lay like a toppled gravestone—unable to bleed, unable to weep.




Chapter 2


	Storm Witch


	Lena Nevers had promised the boss his due. That had been her mother’s mistake, and now it would be hers. She’d expected the Goddess of the Gulf Coast to come through once again, and they had—with a vengeance.


	“The ponds are full,” said Lena. “Bring ‘em around back.”


	Lena lived two hours inland on a property covered in swamp and timber—one would never call it dry on a hot summer day. The place wasn’t easy to find. A muddy road ran out of Dido on its way to Perdition with her driveway hiding somewhere in between.


	Directions? Who needed those? Not anyone Lena wanted to see.


	Couldn’t she live off of a blacktop? In a region where most towns were named after scorned women, never.


	The ride up from Lafayette had been challenging enough for Dow Grant and his two helpers. The AC in their SUV didn’t work worth a damn, but its four-wheel-drive traction and aftermarket snorkel meant they’d get there and back tight on the heels of a hurricane named Eunice.


	The late season storm had done its job. The backyard still leaked from all the rain. The chirp of bullfrogs and the barking of chained dogs kept time to the splashes of the men’s boots.


	“Ponds?” Grant laughed. “Those are kiddie pools. I’ve got one in my backyard.”


	“These were empty this morning,” said Lena. “Now they’re full of power. Put one body in each, but don’t touch the water yourselves.”


	“Why not?”


	“Cuz I said so.”


	“Should we strip ‘em first?”


	“Take what you want but leave me their IDs. I’ll hold a funeral for the donors after I’m done.”


	The shallow plastic pools held more than storm water. The bottom of each was covered in sigils outlining a cosmic contract—a highly specific list of what to send through the cosmic Veil in return for a witch’s favor and the storm’s last kiss.


	“I’ll be taking these.” Grant jingled a set of car keys attached to a rabbit’s foot. “The only good thing about Ciro Case was his car.”


	“Case. THAT Case?” said the witch.


	Grant nodded, watching Lena carefully for her reaction. “You better not feth this up. Boss Armand is desperate.”


	“Desperate is a bad way to play. Do I want to know why?”


	“It’s a Family matter—one with a capital F.”


	“That’s a lie. The Families are known to sort their own differences without the need for outside help.”


	“True, but let’s just say that darker things are making their presence felt.”


	“Adowalla Grant, you say that like you aren’t the darkest of the bunch.”


	“Witch, what the FETH do you know?”


	“I went to school with your aunt Abella. She was a creole peach.”


	“My great aunt Abby died forty years ago of what most folks kindly describe as hard livin’ and old age.”


	“Nothing kind about her husband or the fact that he used to work for Boss Armand’s grandfather.”


	“And yet, you still owe House Armand a debt for your troubles. Best hope you get him what he wants.”


	“Just so we’re clear, what the boss expects and what I can deliver are two very different things. If Armand wants a demon, he isn’t going to get it from me.”


	“He wants something that will tip the balance in his favor when it comes to dealing with all the angst in Saintsville and the black-hearted fiends bleeding in from Texas.”


	“Saintsville holds far more than mob royalty—my sisters in the coven won’t allow anyone to import a soul from the Infernal planes. When you leave here tonight, you be sure to tell Boss Armand that some lines won’t be crossed.”


	“You’re reneging on the deal?”


	“I’m sticking to my original position. Don’t play dumb with me.”


	“Who says I’m playing?” Grant smiled and lifted his coat, showing off a matte black Colt .45 pistol.


	Lena picked up a pair of heavy shackles from the back porch table. “I need you to get the FETH out of here and let me complete the rite. Come back in the morning. I’ll have ‘em chained and waiting for introductions.”


	Longer sets of chains held several curs in place around the muddy, overrun yard. The largest dog was a speckled beast named Ham. The Catahoula was a mix of loyalty and aggression. Lena would turn them loose in the forest whenever signs of a troublesome predator or worse—feral hogs—appeared. The dogs were smart enough to dodge the gators and snakes that plied the neighborhood but didn’t know what to make of the night’s odd-smelling strangers.


	Seventy miles to the south, Lafayette was a small city. Its scents were utterly unnatural, neither canine nor human to those that lived beyond the busy corridor of Interstate 10.


	“So, what do I tell the boss?” said Grant.


	“The storm’s timing was the hardest part, but Eunice was one rock solid bitch. Tell Remy Armand he’d better be ready for whatever comes through.”







Chapter 3


	The Lost Soul


	[Ciro]


	Others will suffer. My final thought floated upward like a spark, leaving me with the feeling that I was utterly lost.


	The worst thing about being dead wasn’t the blindingly ugly white sun in a false blue sky. It wasn’t the immeasurable chorus of beasts nor the fact that they hid in the surrounding darkness, bleating out their complaint in two worlds rather than one. It wasn’t the dead wood with its splinters digging into my lower back, nor the heavy chains that held me flat. Lastly, it wasn’t the foreign taste of ashes in my mouth—a mixture of lamp oil, cloves, and burning flesh.


	“Traveler, you’ve certainly come a long way to get here. I’m Lena Nevers. Welcome to my domain.” The woman’s voice was strange, her accent more like a song, sinister yet inviting.


	Ageless and charcoal brown, her eyes seemed to capture everything. With wiry black hair and dark skin—she was, without a doubt, a doorkeeper of the damned.


	Feth, I thought. Don’t speak to me of angels when witches are about.


	“Traveler, what’s your name?”


	Names were important. So were spells. Combined they could ruin one’s day.


	With nothing left to grasp, I squinted, trying to block out the overhead light. The corners of the sky came into focus. Nothing fit except the extreme dampness of it all.


	I tried to move.


	The floor beneath me creaked with a familiar sound—the creak of rotting wood.


	I spoke through the mouth of a stranger, “Why am I here?”


	The witch spread her arms wide as if she were the mayor of Neversville. The wind around us seemed to bounce into a fury. “You’re here because I called, and the storm answered.”


	Storm. The word felt more like a name to me than a force of nature. Maybe it was both.


	“Prove it,” I said.


	“The sigils on your skin tell the story. Can you read them?” 


	Swirling black marks had been inked across my shoulders and chest.


	I shook my head.


	“How many have you killed?”


	“Hundreds.” The answer jumped out of my mouth unbidden.


	“A braggart, then.”


	“No—maybe. I don’t know who I am.”


	“I’ll show you.” Lena Nevers reached out her hand, touching the wall beside the door. With a click, the overhead sun went out. In a single stroke, the world collapsed into a nocturnal landscape lacking in stars or a late-night chill.


	I reached out with my senses, finding a swamp, a jungle, a forest filled with hungry predators and prey.


	Nevers continued, “Your name is Ciro Case.”


	“Who’s that?”


	The witch laughed, caught herself, and cursed, “Your body donor. Don’t worry, their memories are there, waiting for you to catch up, and my sigils will protect you.”


	Without the sun’s glare, my eyes adjusted to a pair of candles on a nearby table. I was chained to the porch of a wood-framed house. Above me, the porch’s ceiling was painted pale blue like a false sky. 


	To my left, in the yard, a small trough held water, traces of blood, and a human body—face down.


	I said, “Who’s that?” 


	“His name was Belmont. He was your partner.”


	Not my partner, I thought. “Who killed him?”


	“Even if I knew, that’s not for me to say. I’m a healer by trade.”


	“Then why didn’t you heal him?”


	She shrugged, “I asked for two souls and only got one.”


	Not the answer a true healer would give. “One more time. Why am I here?”


	“Boss Armand wants a killer—someone he can control.”


	“Boss?”


	“You know the title?”


	“I know the Gray.” 


	“Is that so? Then you’ll know the importance of a debt and the need to clear it.”


	I did. My iron chains snapped taut as I replied, “Whose debt? Yours or mine?”


	 The witch flinched. She ignored my question, “Armand lives in a city south of here. A place called Lafayette. He’s expecting you.”


	“Expecting me to what?”


	“To follow his command once given.”


	“Who gave him that idea?”


	“I did. It’s an old spell. The memories and loyalties of Ciro Case should return. If they don’t, the sigils on your skin will still hold sway. You’d do well to remember that.”


	I’d do well to drown in my own pool, not here.


	Her predictions meant as much to me as the holes in my existence. I looked again at the dead man named Belmont. “If that body is any clue, I’d say your spell didn’t work.”


	“My spells always work.”


	“Then why this chain?” I shook the rusty iron holding me in place—a shackle on each wrist, one on each ankle.


	Around the woman’s unbounded yard, seven hounds were also chained in place, panting like horny guards in a backwoods prison.


	The witch remained a step out of reach. “Your name is Ciro Case—whether you like it or not.” 


	I offered her the truth as a counterspell, “Ciro Case is dead.”


	“To some, but others will know you by that name. This is yours.” She held out a small card with a portrait of a seemingly familiar face and a perfectly small set of writing—some of the words seemed strange, but I could read them. 


	Another spark jumped free. “Witch, I don’t belong here. Send me back.”


	“Send you where?”


	“A pool—a reservoir—not a pig trough.” 


	My memories had been lost in the crossing, but my rage had arrived in full. The chain around my left ankle snapped free of the porch’s rough floor. 


	I kicked at Belmont’s ugly blue basin. It cracked, dumping water onto the already puddle-filled ground.


	It did us little good.


	Lena Nevers let go a nervous laugh and inched closer to her table. “Why the hurry to return?”


	 I strained, not at the irons but at my mind, reaching back, hoping for a face or a name, and finding only glimpses of twisted hideous things.


	Demons, I thought. “Others will suffer.”


	The witch’s fear reached the dogs camped out around the backyard. They came up growling at an unseen threat.


	I went with it. “Witch, do you know what you’ve chained? Shall we barter for your life?”


	“My spell—I excluded the Infernal Realms.”


	I knew the Infernal cycles as certainly as I knew a storm-tossed night. I smiled, suddenly knowing the key to my escape. “Your spell worked, but do you think other entities haven’t sorted the same ways out? The Infernal Realms have their own wizards and their own means of escape.” 


	The dark woman gathered up a long black stick and pointed it at my chest. “Are you one such wizard?”


	An odd memory of the weapon spitting fire into another man flooded my mind. I’d been the one holding it—its kick slamming hard into my shoulder. The man had folded in half around a life-ending hole in his gut.


	“If I was, that weapon wouldn’t matter, would it?”


	“No,” she said. “It wouldn’t, but you can’t hurt me. My sigils hold sway over your life and actions.”


	The shackle on my right wrist tore into my skin, while the bolt holding it in place burst free with a pop.


	Two down, two to go. 


	Using both hands, I ripped out the next bolt and stood with a single chain holding my right ankle in place on her porch. 


	I spread my arms wide. “I’ll make you a deal.”


	“What deal?”


	“Send me back, and I’ll let you live.”


	“I can’t. The storm has passed. The gate is closed.”


	“Then kill me.”


	“If I did, you’d be washed away like pig shit in a hurricane. You’d never find your way back.” 


	Her imagery needed work, but she wasn’t lying. 


	Feth. “Turn me loose, and I’ll kill you last.”


	Her grip tightened on the weapon.


	I sensed the instant her fear tipped the scales into action.


	Her finger flinched—throwing her backward with a resounding blast. 


	Too slow. 


	The witch had blinked as she pulled the trigger. As the weapon fired, I spun away. 


	Dogs yelped in the background.


	I didn’t let up. The last chain shrieked as I lunged forward—straight at the witch with my eyes upon her throat—and came up a painful foot short.


	Feth.


	My muscles strained with everything I had, but this body felt like a throwaway. It wasn’t enough to reach her—not yet.


	I took a step back. “What are these glyphs you’ve painted on me?”


	“We call them sigils, and they’re your cage. They define the rules for your stay in our domain.”


	“Who are you to imprison me?”


	“I am Lena Nevers. Evangeline is my parish. All those that swim in the Undercurrent are bound by my authority here.”


	As far as I could tell, only the woman’s rusty pig iron held me in place and the small pool was more of a wader. “Tell me the rules.”


	“When asked a question, you must answer with the truth. When confronted by a witch, you cannot cause them harm. When given the quest, you must complete it or die in the attempt.”


	“Sounds simple enough.” The paint on my skin itched as if each black stroke was a lie leading me astray. “Now tell me why I’m here.”


	The witch caught herself. “I give the orders. Not you.”


	Behind me, deep in the forest, a nocturnal hunter growled—an unseen beast suddenly tipping the scales in my favor.


	The pack of hounds went crazy, growling and straining for a hunt, while waves of pure terror rolled through the woman’s mind.


	The predator—whatever it was—didn’t belong in her domain. 


	Her dogs knew it.


	She knew it.


	And now, I knew it too. 


	I let out a growl of my own, “Let me go.”


	“Go where? You’ll need me if you want to return home.”


	Never trust a witch. I had no other choice. “How do I go back?”


	“You must complete the boss’s task. He paid the price for this transaction.”


	With every second that passed, my desperation became clearer, my past dimmer.


	I opened my mouth and nothing, not a word or a sigh, seeped forth. No bargain could make us even—ever.


	The witch saw it too. “Traveler, when I set you free, you’ll clear out and never come back. You’ll not harm me or that which is mine.”


	I didn’t know what other beasts awaited me here.


	“Weapons have names and, in rare cases, souls.” I nodded toward the ragged oak table and its single useful tool. “Give me that blade, and we’ll have a deal.”


	The ten-inch hunting knife—half blade, half handle—called to me like a drug. Intricate swirls adorned the blade’s surface, while a textured, dark-green layer covered the handle.


	“Will you leave straight away and never come back?” The witch pointed past her pets toward the thicket of trees, swamp, and unseen predators.


	“Yes.”


	“Wait here.” Circling wide, well beyond my reach, she tossed me the knife.


	The handle was rough, pimpled, and stronger than any skin I’d ever known. The blade’s edge was pristine.


	“Where’d you get this?”


	“A magical place called Walmart. They import them from China by the thousands.”


	“Where’s China?”


	“About as far from here as one can get.” 


	Nevers collected each dog and reconnected them to spots along her porch. Then she bent her long black weapon in half, clicked a small cartridge into place, and straightened it out. “Just so you know, Ham and his sisters here have an appetite for just about anything. I’d save that last ankle for running.” 


	The last chain was starting to give. I could feel the porch’s grip softening slowly—the witch’s time running out. She spun and tossed me a small metal key. I caught it. 


	The last shackle popped open. 


	Nevers raised her weapon. “Our deal is struck, stranger. Be gone.” Her words carried a cosmic weight—shoving me back a step.


	My skin flared like the striking of a fuse.


	I stepped forward. I flipped the knife once in the air and caught it. It was a small gesture—a simple test of her power against mine—and not the smartest move on my part.


	Witches were big into control, and this was her domain. Those two bits of wisdom quarreled loudly in my mind.


	“You WILL send me back,” I shouted.


	“Agreed, but I’ll decide WHEN you go back. Until then—,” the woman screamed something utterly unknown to my ears. Her voice tore into me like the claws of a demon, and her sigils wriggled like snakes on my chest.


	My skin began to burn—literally—with a sizzling hiss. The pain was intense yet familiar—like a branding suffered a thousand times before.


	My senses expanded. Everything seemed brighter as shades of heat and emotion filled my view. Unguarded thoughts spun through my head like moths, while a cascade of scents and sounds rolled in from predators near and far.


	The air here was different—heavier and certainly wetter. A man could drown by simply standing on a porch.


	BANG! The witch’s weapon barked a second time—straight into my chest.


	I staggered back as if punched by an iron-coated fist, puking out a stream of water mixed with blood. The black script on my chest burned even hotter at the offense. Lacking the expected hole in my skin, I bit down on the pain and swallowed. 


	With the pungent scent of iron and sulfur filling the air between us, the witch took a step back, covering her nose.


	I was naked. I had a knife. I’d made my point, and so had she.


	Six dogs growled. The seventh, a large male, simply drooled as if admiring its next meal.


	The forest awaited.


	I ran.







Chapter 4


	Predator and Prey


	 


	[Ciro]


	One doesn’t linger when a witch tells them to go, nor does one ditch a pack of hounds in their own backyard. Simple logic said that my hellish night was only beginning. 


	I’d been in a jungle before, but this was something else. Swathes of hardwoods appeared and disappeared between patches of swamp water, clinging vines, rotting stumps, and musky breeding holes. 


	At first, trees had been my biggest worry. I clipped several until my night vision bloomed and the game trails appeared. My sense of smell was overwhelmed by a freshly stirred mix of rotting vegetation and scat. At best, it told me I was moving deeper into the forest, not out. At worst, it told me there were other things out here hunting besides the dogs. 


	I gripped my knife and rode the thought that eventually, the forest or the dogs would run out. The alternative nipped at my heels—the chance of dying in an unknown world, far from my home. 


	With only the vaguest of memories, I knew I belonged in another place and time, and that others needed me far more than did a reclusive witch or a Gray boss.


	FETH.


	I hurdled as much as I ran. In between, I swam or waded through channels of waist-high water—shortcuts that the dogs seemed to avoid.


	Packs of tusked and hairy hogs barreled outward from my path. Vines tore at my skin. Gators slid through stagnant streams as I leapt overhead. The hounds drew nearer with every howl, and the fastest of the pack was almost upon me. 


	I veered hard right and leapt into another dark gully with a resounding splash. The nearest dog landed in my wake and came up swimming. That was its mistake.


	I spun, grabbed its head, and pressed down, stabbing into the back of its neck as the hound tried to wriggle free. The strike didn’t kill it. I shoved it away and worked my way frantically to the far bank.


	It didn’t take long. 


	With blood in the water, other creatures slid into play—a huge gator glided from the shallows and struck. The dog went under with a YELP! and never reappeared.


	The witch had unleashed the bitches and the oversized mongrel called Ham mere minutes after I’d taken off. Maybe she wanted to make sure I didn’t double back, or maybe she simply wanted me dead. Maybe this was a test, though of what I couldn’t say. Whatever she’d been planning, it hadn’t panned out—yet.


	My left ankle was on fire—the tendons had stretched in my attempt to dislodge the last iron bolt—and it hurt just to breathe. The witch’s sigils had eased the damage from her weapon, but not the pain.


	I didn’t have a clue where I was or where I was going other than away from the source of my troubles. I knew what it meant to be a predator or prey and the reasons for it. I knew the smell of fear, death, and desperation well enough to avoid them when given the chance.


	Ham and his remaining sisters had circled to my right and were about to put an end to my midnight run. For my last stand, I’d make another jump into the dark water and fight it out from there. It was a fitting plan for a perfectly vicious night.


	The catch? On my left, another predator moved like a shadow with six-inch fangs. Glowing red eyes pierced the night and proved me a liar for what I’d left out when speaking to the witch. Putting it simply, her spell had worked. She’d gotten her wish. Two souls had come through the Veil from my domain—one of which was pure Black.


	Sure, I knew the Gray—the nefarious underside of every society. I also knew the Black—the Infernal powers that sought to harvest the grains of death, pestilence, and strife. I’d felt the bite of a demon, the tirade of a Pestilent horde, and the unflinching stroke of a Hell-knight’s sword. I knew when to block, when to dodge, and when to run. Tonight was all about the latter.


	My new knife was the perfect blade for hunting rodents or small dogs. Against an alpha hound named Ham, it was nearly useless. Wearing the underused and abused body of a dead man only made matters worse.


	I sprinted along another finger of semi-dry ground, aiming to intersect the canine pack near the base of a towering tree. Its bark was smooth near the ground, but it offered plenty of folds and branches higher up—if I got there.


	Ham’s pack arrived first. The lead bitch shot for my midsection. 


	My knife slashed downward, ripping into the dog’s eye and driving it away.


	I turned my back, hoping I could outrun the rest. All I needed was one long second and a good grip.


	I leapt high.


	My body slammed into the tree, knife first. 


	Gripping the hilt of the embedded blade, I bent my knees and pulled myself up as high as possible in a single move.


	The pack howled and scraped at the trunk below, trying to do the same. With a running start at my backside, they might get there.


	I wrapped my arms and legs around a jutting fold in the trunk and began to shimmy upward. Three feet became six and then ten.


	Suddenly, howls became whines.


	A new shape rounded the trunk above me—a hairless black spider with twin fangs and a barbed tail. It didn’t struggle or slip on the vertical surface. It lunged.


	Not a spider, I thought, as the ember-eyed beast plummeted past, dragging one razor-sharp claw down my back from shoulder to buttocks. Fire parted my skin, turning my ragged breath into a powerful scream. 


	In that flash of pain, my plan came apart. In my gut, I knew the dark beast, and an incredible need to flee.


	On the ground below, carnage ensued as the huge predator landed among the six remaining dogs and tore into the frenzied pack.


	I yanked my knife out of the trunk one last time, grappled hard to my right, circling the giant tree, and slid down into an all-out run.


	The sharp growls, snarls, and whines of battle played out behind me. It was never close. 


	I almost felt bad for the dogs. I would have if it weren’t for the warm feeling of blood running down the crack of my butt and the simple fact that I would be their next meal, if they won.


	A low growl and the tearing of brush behind me signaled that the last battle had ended.


	Suddenly, another scent caught my attention like a net—something new—a small ridge and a concoction of fumes. Up ahead, a pair of lights moving left to right—a night patrol perhaps—something human and yet not.


	I scrambled out of a man-made ditch, knowing that there was no chance of outrunning my pursuit. Sure of the fiend’s hot breath mere inches from the back of my neck, I couldn’t look back.


	An odd-looking carriage—a truck, the word surfaced in my mind—bounced down the road with a throbbing hum. 


	Let the demon tussle with that, I thought, as I vaulted into its path.




Chapter 5


	Deputy Bell


	The crackle of the radio interrupted the deputy’s bumpy patrol over the little used back road. “Cal, how’s it looking out there?”


	“Etta Brand is passable.”


	“Passable?”


	“Four-wheel-drive passable. I’m halfway to Highway 105.”


	“The swamp hasn’t risen up and snatched you away for its own sordid use?”


	Deputy Calvary Bell smiled to himself at the dispatcher’s playful tone. “Wishful thinking, Jess.”


	“There’s a full moon tonight—whether one can see it or not. Let me know when you reach the blacktop.”


	Bell drove carefully—not more than twenty miles per hour—with high-beams and a floodlight scanning for downed power lines or stranded motorists. With a few downed trees reaching out of the ditches, the winding narrow road was down to one lane in places and small ponds instead of potholes in others.


	Nobody would be out this late with the hurricane having rolled through. Folks knew better, so why not Deputy Bell? He was merely making sure of that prediction on his way over to the next main route through Evangeline Parish. 


	“You’re worried about me, Jess?”


	“We’ve got a date Saturday night. I’d much rather you arrived at the theater in one piece.”


	“Whose turn is it to choose?”


	“Mine. Be nice, or you’ll be getting another horror flick.”


	“I’ll keep that in mind.”


	A twisting shadow flew across the deputy’s windshield. Bell’s eyes might have seen whatever slid across the hood of his SUV, but his mind couldn’t tie it to anything real. He registered the screech of claws, the flash of red-hot coals, and a sharp BANG!


	In an instant, the shadow was gone, crashing into the wet thicket on his left.


	His mind quickly zeroed in on one of two options: either piss himself or—


	He floored it.


	Not a gator, he thought. They don’t jump hood high. It might have been a man or maybe a cat—a big freaking cat or a bear. Why hadn’t a full moon been mentioned before I left the station?


	“Bell, you there? Why the sudden jump in speed?” As a sheriff’s dispatcher, Jessie Gambol could track every vehicle in the fleet via a GPS system that included speed, location, and airbag deployment.


	“I hit something, or rather something hit me—maybe a bear or a big fething dog.”


	“Why do you sound so spooked?”


	“It crossed my hood. I didn’t get a good look.”


	“It landed on your hood? Maybe it was one of those trophy cats that were set free last month. That’s got to be worth something. Did you kill it?”


	“Jess, anyone mention you watch way too much TV?”


	“Bell, it was big news: Animal activists emptied out a private zoo while the owner was away on business, turning loose several exotic big cats.” 


	Bell knew that was the Feds’ cover story for the mass murder of a family that had lived ten miles from where Calvary Bell now sat. Neither the gruesome murders nor the narrative made any sense.


	Bell figured if he knew the truth, so should Jess. “It was fake news. I can’t fathom how anyone would believe such a tale.”


	“Well, Harold Keyser called in a sighting earlier tonight. Said his son shot a lion that was after their goats.”


	Keyser’s farm was only five miles north of Bell’s position—as the raven flies. “Tell Harold I’ll be out in the morning to verify the kill—if he doesn’t sober up and change his mind.”


	“Will do. Don’t be late for breakfast.”


	“Roger. I’m—FETH!” Bell slammed on his brakes and veered hard right around another enormous pothole.


	The SUV caught it with its back left wheel, bucked like an unbroken horse, spun, and skidded sideways on the narrow lane. A fast three-sixty later, the deputy was facing the right direction as his vehicle ground to a lopsided halt on the edge of a ditch.


	Jessie’s concern sounded over the night shift’s shared band, “Bell—Bell—you there?”


	Bell didn’t want to speak, knowing Jess would recognize the loop of terror in his voice. He clicked the send button on his shoulder-mounted mic once and lowered his window.


	A scattering of raindrops and the rustling of the wind didn’t explain the missing chorus of bullfrogs, owls, or cicadas. The deputy was used to traveling the backwoods routes alone. He preferred the familiar sounds of a late-night shift knowing that real trouble tended to sleep in.


	That wasn’t there a minute ago, he thought. Or was it?


	His finger reached up and gently pricked at a hunting knife protruding two inches through his windshield. A star-like crack pattern spread outward from the blade. 


	Bell had never hit anyone or anything in the line of duty, but there was always a first and maybe second time for everything. On the hood, deep scratches appeared in his flashlight beam, as if something had skated across it in the gloom.


	Jess is gonna love this.


	Bell put the SUV into low gear and gunned it. The vehicle jumped forward, veering sloppily to the left—away from the ditch—and halted with an obvious lean.


	Flat tire—Feth. Bell didn’t have a choice. He turned off the engine and scanned the nearby ditches.


	Nothing. 


	He listened. 


	Nothing.


	He got out.


	The vehicle had a spare bolted to its tailgate. Bell figured if he worked fast, he’d have it swapped out and be on his way in ten minutes, assuming the jack didn’t sink too far into the mud. 


	As he fought to get the jack into place, Bell whispered to himself, “I’ll leave the knife where it is. Sheriff Gambol will get a kick out of seeing it in the morning. Hell, the whole courthouse will be out there taking pictures—even Jess.”


	“Who’re you talking to? And who’s Jess?” Like an unexpected echo, the voice sounded farther away than it was.


	The deputy froze in a crouch at the SUV’s rear quarter panel and replied, “Who’s asking?”


	Slowly shifting his right hand up his thigh toward a weapon, Bell searched for the source of the interruption but didn’t dare turn around—not yet.


	“That’s the question of the night.” A scrape sounded from the far side of the road. And another.


	Hand on taser, Bell stood and spun—facing back down the road the way he’d come. Leveling his flashlight, Bell saw something straight out of a mangy, low-budget slasher flick—a man, buck naked, covered in blood and swamp. A flicker of fire seemed to dance across the newcomer’s eyes.


	Okay, a grade-A slasher flick. 


	The blood looked plenty real, as did the fresh cuts, bruises, bullet holes, and hideous tattoos. If Bell didn’t know better, he’d have sworn a gator had chewed this one up and spit him back out. 


	“Mister, I’m Deputy Bell of Evangeline Parish. What the FETH happened to you?”


	“A witch happened.”


	“A witch?” Bell knew the rumors of night children and full moons. He’d heard every story but had never once seen it for himself. “Sir, are you lost? Do you need a doctor?”


	“I need you to lower that torch and return my knife.” The stranger pointed over Bell’s shoulder.


	Calvary Bell had been a deputy for nearly ten years. Before that, he’d been a quarterback and a local high school hero. When trouble stared him straight in the eye, he could go one of two ways—either dodge it or stare back. 


	“That’s MY knife now,” said Bell. 


	The stranger smiled at the challenge. “Did you see it?”


	Bell glanced toward the trees, saying “See what?”


	The man charged.


	Bell wasn’t one to be suckered. Twin pops of a taser dropped the stranger two steps short of his goal.


	The man hit the ground hard. His momentum added a skid and a roll across the rough surface of the poorly tended road.


	From there, it took Bell all of ten seconds to cuff the man’s wrists, double zip-tie his ankles, and toss him into the far back of the SUV. The backseat would have been more comfortable, but at that point, Bell didn’t feel like staining his ride any further. He looped a tow chain through the man’s cuffs and again through the heavy rim of the blown out wheel.


	He had met these types before—strung out tweakers selling themselves for the next hit and losing their minds in the process. He’d seen videos of their physical decline mapped out over two, maybe three years, max.


	“Can you swim?” Bell toyed with dropping the crazy bastard into Cocodrie Lake and saving them both some time.


	The man replied with a forlorn sigh, “Does it look like it?”


	That caught Bell off guard.


	The dome light in the cargo bay of his cruiser backed up the man’s self-deprecating assessment, and suddenly, the nightmare morphed into a human being in the deputy’s eyes.


	Bell took a second to spit. “You’re not from around here, are you?”


	“No, not even close.”


	A ways off—somewhere between a mile and a hundred yards—an unearthly growl sounded like a laugh.


	“You’re still not getting back that knife.” Ignoring the warm liquid seeping down his trousers, Bell slammed the back gate shut, jumped into the front seat, threw the cruiser into low, and drove hard for Highway 105.
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