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“She’s right,” Morales said to me. “If we want in on this, we’re going to have to fight for it.”


Gardner tipped her chin to acknowledge his support. “Just be sure you keep the MEA out of it at the hospital. Since Prospero is technically still a BPD detective, use her badge to show credentials. I don’t want someone calling Duffy and him tattling to Eldritch.”


I clenched my teeth. Since I shared a last name with one of the most famous coven leaders in Babylon, I wasn’t exactly incognito in the Cauldron. Once I flashed my badge, someone would notice the name and remember it if Duffy came sniffing around for answers. “I just want to go on record that I still think this is a bad idea.”


“Noted,” Gardner said. “Now, get out of here and find me something I can use against Eldritch.”
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This one is for Kevin Hearne, the almighty 
Taco Pope and only male member of the Laser Vaginas.




“No man is rich enough to buy back his past.”


—Oscar Wilde


“What’s past is prologue.”


—William Shakespeare




Chapter One
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There was a body in the church.


Even if Duffy’s phone call hadn’t alerted us to that fact, the line of news vans along the street would have tipped me off. Murders always made the media swarm like flesh flies on a corpse.


Outside the yellow police tape, reporters wielded microphones and cameras like weapons, and they shot questions like bullets at anyone wearing a badge. Special Agent Drew Morales and I were bundled up in coats and street clothes instead of cop uniforms, so they let us pass without too much trouble. If they’d known my partner and I were members of the Magic Enforcement Agency task force, they wouldn’t have been so dismissive.


In addition to the journalists’ vehicles, two CSI vans were parked at the curb. I cursed silently. Any scene that required that many forensics wizards had to be a clusterfuck of epic proportions.


The call had come from Detective Patrick Duffy an hour earlier. Given the tense track record between Babylon PD and our MEA task force, they’d only have called us in to consult if the murder had ties to the dirty magic trade. The most likely scenario in this case was that the victim was a known player in one of the three major covens. Still, why the church? Dirty magic covens rarely set foot in houses of Christian worship—not even to commit crimes.


Adrenaline and dread made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. Adrenaline because I loved my job, and working coven cases was my specialty. Dread because coven-related murders were always messy and never easy to solve.


“Any guesses?” Morales said.


“The vic?” I shook my head. “We’ll find out soon enough.”


He shot me his trademark smirk. “You’re no fun.”


“It’s Sunday night and I’m working a murder. Sorry for not being the life of the party.”


He put an arm around my shoulder. “Beats the paperwork you were working on before Duffy called.”


I expelled my breath on a laugh. “No shit.”


I grabbed the handle to the door and noticed streaks of white corrective fluid across my knuckles. Before Duffy’s call, I’d been pecking away at case reports and cursing the MEA’s refusal to automate the extensive forms we had to fill out after we’d wrapped a case.


Through the gaping wound that used to be the church’s ceiling, a helicopter’s spotlight created a strobe-like pattern in the sanctuary’s shadowed corners. I ducked under a large wooden beam blocking our path. The structural damage had allowed a late-season snowstorm to have its way with the interior. Splintered wood and glass shards stuck out of the snow like skeletal hands. Broken windowpanes gaped like missing teeth in a battered face.


If you squinted hard, you could imagine this run-down temple in its heyday. Barrel-vaulted ceilings, gleaming woodwork, high stone arches, and stained glass that would have glowed like jewels in the late-afternoon sun. But now there was no sun—only the helicopter’s lights. And instead of a temple, it looked like a tomb.


The old church was just one of many sad relics of Babylon’s steel empire. Some might see the empty shell of a church as a symbol that God had turned His back on the city. The truth was, even if God existed, He wasn’t the reason the economy had collapsed. Ask any of the old-timers—the ones who were too worn down to bother with lying—and they’d tell you the real culprit in Babylon’s slow death: magic.


Several of the other abandoned buildings on the street had been torn down years earlier, leaving behind lots choked with weeds and trash. Yet for some reason, this old church had been allowed to remain. Maybe some people believed God would come back to Babylon, after all.


As I walked up what used to be the aisle, a familiar uniformed officer turned to call out, “Hey, Prospero, you don’t call, you don’t write…”


“I came to collect that twenty you owe me, Santini.” He’d been one of the few patrolmen who hadn’t treated me like a pariah back when I was still a beat cop.


He motioned toward his crotch. “I got your money right here.”


“You’d have to pay me a lot more than twenty bucks, Jimmy.”


Raucous laughter echoed through the old sanctuary. Murder scenes are usually tense, for obvious reasons, and any chance to add a little levity to the grim task of cataloging some poor bastard’s final moments was leaped on with forced enthusiasm.


Farther up the aisle, I spotted Duffy standing next to the altar. Even on a good day he wore a perma-frown, but this night, among the snow and the wreckage, and the blood, his expression was downright grim. He was speaking to Valerie Frederickson, one of my friends from the CSI squad. Val was a fellow Adept and one of my few allies at the BPD.


Behind the pair, a sheet covered the body, which was splayed out on the stone altar like a sacrifice to old pagan gods. In the snow in front of the altar, someone had painted a symbol using a liquid that was too darkly red to be anything but blood.


“Prospero,” Val called. “Hey, Morales.”


I waved and picked up my speed to get the shit circus under way. Circumventing the bloody symbol, I joined them by the altar. “Who we got?”


“That’s what I was hoping you could tell us.” His tone hinted that asking us for help was costing him a lot of pride.


Detective Pat Duffy used to be on the homicide beat for a precinct in an upscale Mundane area of Babylon. But last year, after his work on a case involving the murder of Babylon’s former mayor, he’d been made head of homicide for the Cauldron precinct, which handled crimes in Babylon’s magical slums.


Before his promotion, Duffy had rejected Gardner’s invitation to join the MEA task force—twice. None of us could figure out why he’d been so opposed to the move, especially since as an Adept, he shouldn’t have problems working under and beside other Lefties. But apparently he did. Now every time any of us had to work with him, it was twice as difficult and five times as frustrating as it should be. But since he was Captain Robert Eldritch’s new favorite, we were forced to deal with the guy.


“Who called it in?” I asked.


Standing beside me with his arms crossed, Morales loomed like a large shadow. Even though he outranked me, I was the one who knew the covens best, so he was letting me take the lead.


“Homeless freakhead across the street called it in,” Duffy said, using the term for a potion addict. “Unis found him in an abandoned gas station across from the church. He gave an initial statement, but it didn’t make much sense. He was spouting nonsense and half-frozen, so I called an ambulance to take him to Babylon General. Once he’s lucid, I’ll head over to get an official statement.”


“All right.” I blew out a breath. “Let’s see who’s behind curtain number one.”


Val flicked back the covering.


The limbs had been severed from the trunk and arranged around the body. “Where’s the head?” Morales asked.


Val nodded toward a covered statue next to the altar. Wearing a grim expression, she slowly pulled the sheet away. On top of a marble pedestal, a kneeling angel cradled a severed head.


“Shit!” The outburst escaped my lips like a bullet from a gun muzzle. The sound echoed off the crumbling walls and the banks of snow. I felt rather than saw everyone in the ruins freeze. Tension rose like a plasma dome over the crime scene.


The empty eye sockets and the blackened potion burn in the center of the forehead were important clues, but they hadn’t unsettled me. Instead, it was the bull ring hanging from the nose and the close-cropped gray hair that made my stomach flood with acid.


“One of your old friends?” Duffy was asking if I knew the victim from my days as the scion of a dirty magic coven.


I swallowed hard and dragged my gaze from the face of the man I’d known since I was born. “H-his name is Charles Parsons. On the streets they called him Charm.”


“Figured he was Votary from the tattoo on his wrist.” Duffy’s tone was filled with contempt, and he flicked a glance at my left arm.


Without thinking, my right hand moved to cover the matching Ouroboros on my own wrist, which permanently marked me as a made member of the Votary Coven. I’d left the coven ten years earlier and started a new life, but not everyone was willing to let that old life stay in the past. “He was Abe’s left hand—his enforcer.”


A parade of black memories goose-stepped through my head.


The last time I’d talked to Charm was on the worst day of my life. As both the next of kin and the leader of the Sanguinarian Coven, Uncle Abe had been the one to tell me that my mother had died, but Charm had stood nearby with his arms crossed. That’s how I’d always remember him: standing with his head bowed like a bull ready to charge. Lots of people had been afraid of Charm, but I’d always found comfort in his steady presence.


After my uncle had told me the news, I’d cried myself out and screamed until I was hoarse. Abe hadn’t known how to comfort me, but Charm had offered me a cigarette and patted me on the arm. “It’s not your fault, Katie,” he’d lied. Abe had told me my mom overdosed on a potion I’d cooked, and Charm had listened patiently as I broke down with guilt. Charm hadn’t been a man of many words, but he always listened. That’s why he’d been such an asset to Abe—he heard everything.


“Kate?” Morales prompted.


I shook myself and tried to ignore the grief smudging my vision. There’d be time for mourning later. Now I had a job to do. “After my uncle got pinched and thrown into Crowley, Charm took over as the day-to-day leader of the crews still loyal to the coven.”


I scanned the crime scene again to avoid looking at Charm’s sightless eyes. Now that I knew who the victim was, it put a whole new light on the visible evidence. As I did, I scrolled through a mental Rolodex of possible enemies.


“What are you seeing, Prospero?” Morales asked.


“The blood in the snow,” I said. “It’s an ankh, I think.”


His knees popped as he knelt closer to the symbol. “Sangs?”


I nodded. The Sanguinarian Coven specialized in blood magic, and a lot of their Arcane symbolic language revolved around Egyptian hieroglyphs. But the ankh was especially damning because the new leader of the Sangs, Harry Bane, had one tattooed on his forehead.


Morales rubbed his lower lip and looked up at me. “Think it’s retaliation for Ramses?” Ramses had been Harry Bane’s father, who had been murdered the previous November.


“The old leader of the Sangs?” Duffy asked. “What about him?”


“I was just wondering if this is some sort of grudge hit,” Morales said, not looking in my direction. “After Ramses died, chatter on the street speculated that the Votaries were responsible.”


Duffy crossed his arms. “His death was ruled a suicide.”


Morales and I exchanged a quick look. Ramses had been murdered while in protective custody. The cops charged with his care claimed he’d hanged himself rather than face standing trial for his crimes, which included distribution of an Arcane substance and murder. But Morales and I both knew that was bullshit. We also knew the rumors were sort of true. Uncle Abe had put out the hit on Ramses from prison, but no one could prove it.


“Well?” Duffy prompted.


“Street thugs don’t tend to put too much stock in police reports, Detective,” I said. “All it takes for this to happen is one Sang corner boy looking to prove himself.”


“Still, that was months ago,” Morales said in a thoughtful tone. “Why get revenge now?”


“I have a feeling once we have that answer we’ll have our guy,” I said.


“Murder weapon been found yet?” Morales asked.


Val shook her head. “Doubt we will. The body was obviously moved here after they dismembered him. ME should be able to tell us whether they cut him up before or after they hit him with whatever potion caused that forehead burn.”


I shuddered at the possibility Charm might have been alive during the ordeal. Morales touched my arm and shot me a concerned look that seemed to ask if I needed to leave. I shook my head and cleared my throat. “Are there any other wounds? Gunshots?”


Val shook her head. “Nothing visible, but we’ll know more once Franklin gets him back to the morgue.” Thomas Franklin was the medical examiner, who should be arriving any minute to collect the body—or the pieces of it, anyway.


“Question is—why move the body here?” Duffy rubbed his lower lip and narrowed his eyes.


I looked at the ankh on the ground. “I know Harry Bane isn’t exactly a candidate for Mensa, but does it bother anyone else that there’s so many obvious clues that he’s behind this?”


“Explain,” Duffy said.


“This church is just inside Sang territory. If someone wanted us to think this was their handiwork, this is the perfect place to leave the body. It’s on their turf but not so far that some other coven member getting caught here couldn’t make a quick escape.”


“Hold on,” Duffy said. “You said you thought this was a revenge hit by the Sangs?”


I shook my head. “I said it appears that way. It’s possible someone just wanted us to think that.”


Morales blew out a long breath. “Jesus. We need to keep these details out of the news. If the Votaries believe this is a Sang hit, they’ll come out with guns blazing to avenge Charm.”


Duffy opened his mouth, but a voice called out for Val. We turned to see a tall black man entering the sanctuary. “There’s Franklin now.” She gathered her evidence kit. “I’ll go fill him in so he can get started.”


“Let us know what he finds,” I said.


“Sure thing.” She turned to go.


“Excuse me?” Duffy said, sounding exasperated.


“What?” She froze and shot him a confused look.


“Why would you call the MEA with details about my case?”


Val glanced from Duffy’s boorish expression to my annoyed one and back again. “I’ll let you two figure that out. Bye.” She marched away, lugging her evidence case.


I raised a brow at Duffy. Next to me, Morales crossed his arms and looked down at the older man.


“Don’t flash those fed intimidation glares at me,” he said. “Homicides are the BPD’s.”


“Something you seemed to have forgotten when you called us in to explain your crime scene to you,” Morales said.


Duffy’s eyes narrowed. “I appreciate the help, but this was never an invite to team up. I assure you Captain Eldritch will agree.”


I barely managed not to call bullshit or roll my eyes. Duffy was clearly still pissed at us for stealing his thunder on the Babylon Bomber case five months earlier. He’d been called in after Mayor Owens had been killed, but Morales and I were the ones who solved the case and got all the credit in the media.


“Why don’t you call Eldritch and ask if he agrees with your plan to lock federal agents out of a case involving players in our ongoing investigations?” I suggested.


“You damned well know he’s at that Mayor Volos’s inauguration party.”


My lips curled up at the mention. I’d been invited to that party, too, but luckily I had a great excuse for begging off: I hated the new mayor. He knew it, too, but had sent that damned invite anyway to screw with me.


“Gardner’s there, too, right?” Duffy said, triumph clear in his tone. “Guess you’ll have to take it up with her in the morning.”


By then Duffy would have already warned his boss, Eldritch. Unfortunately for us, Captain Eldritch had his eye on a promotion to chief under the new mayor, and would fight tooth and nail to get a big coven bust on his résumé.


“All right,” I said. “Fine. We’ll let the brass decide. But don’t call us next time you need someone to save your ass.”


With that Morales and I turned our backs on the sputtering detective. As we marched back down the aisle, Val and Franklin stopped talking to shoot us apologetic glances. That’s when I realized every uni and CSI wiz in the place was watching us leave, which meant everyone had heard the exchange.


Except Charm, I thought. The man who used to keep his ear to the ground for the Votary Coven would never hear anything again. With one last look toward the altar, I thought, Rest in peace, big guy.




Chapter Two
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Half an hour later Morales and I walked into task force headquarters carrying bags of burgers.


The front door of the building still bore the sign for Rooster’s Gym, which was the name of the old-time boxing club that used to inhabit the second-floor space. Inside, a set of narrow steps dumped us into the massive room that served as our office. Old wooden planks covered the floor, and large steel windows added to the ambience. In the center of the floor, the old boxing ring still stood, only instead of hosting fights it now served as the place where our team duked out strategies on cases.


To the right of the entrance, a couple of temporary walls had been erected to seal off the lab the team wizard used to break down potions and create Arcane tactical weapons. To the left, a row of old metal desks bore ancient desktop computers—a couple even had typewriters. Only the best for the MEA.


The scent of old sweat and ozone filled the air. The sweat was a relic from the old days, but the ozone was a sign that someone was cooking potions.


“We’re back,” I called. “And we brought dinner.”


“In here,” a muffled voice responded.


Morales walked toward his desk, which butted up against the boxing ring. I set down the food and detoured toward the lab. But before I reached it, a loud popping noise exploded from the area. A plume of purple smoke curled toward the ceiling and was accompanied by the sound of coughing.


I ran the rest of the way. Behind me, the sound of Morales’s boots striking the wooden floor planks echoed as he followed.


I skidded into the doorway in time to see my little brother, Danny, turn. Large goggles covered the top half of his face, but the bottom half was all smiles. “Hey, Kate!”


“What happened?” I demanded.


Kichiri Ren, our team wizard, turned to look at me. The members of the team called him Mez, which was short for Mesmer. He wore a white lab coat over his vintage vest and slacks. He pushed a pair of goggles up off his face and onto his dreadlocks, which were studded with various charms and amulets. He was the only Asian man I’d ever seen with dreads, but somehow he pulled them off. He coughed and waved his hands to dissipate the purple smoke. “Everything’s under control.”


I shot him a skeptical look. “That’s the second explosion today.”


“Third,” Danny corrected.


I raised a brow at Mez, who cringed. “There was a slight mishap while you guys were gone.”


“Cool, right?” Danny grinned. He pushed his own goggles back. Sweat and potion residue formed an outline where the protective eyewear had been. The effect made him look younger than his sixteen years, especially when paired with the excitement making his eyes shine like a little kid’s on Christmas morning.


“Everyone okay?” Morales said at my shoulder.


Mez shrugged. “I’m teaching him how to actively charge a Spagyric tincture. He just charged it a little too much.” He clasped Danny on the shoulder as if he was proud of him. “I’m telling you, Kate, the kid’s got some mojo.”


Danny’s smile was so proud, I felt the corner of my own mouth turn up in response. “’Course he does,” I said. “He’s a Prospero.”


For the last five months, Mez had been teaching my little brother the ins and outs of cooking clean magic. After months of Danny needling me about wanting to learn magic, I’d only relented when Mez agreed to be the one to teach him. Even though I was also an Adept, my specialty was dirty magic, but I didn’t want Danny anywhere near that kind of knowledge. I was hoping that learning the clean side of the Arcane arts would distract the kid from wanting to learn the old family business.


“Just be sure not to blow up the building, okay, Danny?”


He rolled his eyes. “Whatever.”


“How’d it go with Duffy?” Mez busied himself putting on thick rubber gloves and cleaning up the mess while we spoke.


I leaned against the doorway and looked at Morales. He blew out a breath and answered. “The good news is someone killed a major player in the Votary Coven.”


Mez paused from cleaning to look up. “How is that the good news?”


“Because the bad news is Duffy is fighting to keep the case all to himself,” I said.


“Why’d he ask you to come, then?” Danny demanded.


I shot my little brother a warning look. He’d been hanging around enough that he clearly considered himself a member of the team, which he absolutely was not. I pulled a dollar out of my pocket. “Why don’t you go buy a soda in the locker room?”


A flare of rebellion flashed on his face, but I hardened my look enough to let him know any arguments would have consequences he wouldn’t like. “Fine,” he muttered. As he passed, he snatched the bill from my hand but refused to look at me.


I glanced back at Mez, who deadpanned, “Why’d he ask you to come, then?”


“I heard that!” a pouty voice called from the other side of the gym.


I rolled my eyes and shook my head. Some days I wondered which one of us was more likely to survive Danny’s teenage years. Every day it looked more and more like I’d be the big loser, which was curious seeing how I was the one legally permitted to carry weaponry. “He said it was professional courtesy,” I said, ignoring the moody teen, “but really he needed me to identify his vic for him.”


Mez made a disgusted sound. “I’ll never understand why Eldritch made Duffy head of the Cauldron murder squad. The guy doesn’t know dick about coven politics.”


“Exactly,” Morales said. “Which is also why he refused to listen when we warned him that the covens might use Charm’s death as an excuse to start a war.”


“Who’s Charm?”


I crossed my arms in an effort to corral the emotions swirling in my chest. “He’s been running what’s left of the Votary Coven since Abe went to Crowley.”


Mez tilted his head. “You knew him?” I nodded, trying to appear dismissive, but Mez saw through it. “I’m sorry, Prospero.”


I shrugged. “It was a shock but not exactly a surprise. Dirty living usually leads to a dirty death, you know?” Even though I believed the words I’d spoken, it didn’t lessen the emotions I was struggling with. The truth was, Charm’s death had brought up a lot of memories I usually kept under lock and key. Seeing him dead had taken me right back to the night I’d found out my mom had died. Grief was like that sometimes, snagging individual strands of your life and tangling them until you can’t remember what’s immediate and what’s past.


Luckily, both men seemed to accept my comment about Charm’s death being inevitable and moved on.


“You call Gardner?” Mez asked.


“She’s on her way in now,” Morales said. “She sounded relieved to have an excuse to leave the ball.”


“You mind keeping the kid busy for a little longer?” I asked Mez. “I need to call Baba to see if she can come get him.” Baba was an elderly witch who used to be our neighbor. But about a month ago, she’d moved in with us after she’d missed a couple of rent payments and almost been evicted. It had taken some convincing, but I’d eventually talked her into living with us rent-free in exchange for all the help she gave me with Danny.


“I don’t mind dropping him off once we’re done cleaning up,” Mez said.


I checked my watch. It was already close to nine, which meant Baba was already in bed reading one of her romance novels. “If you don’t mind, that would be a huge help.”


“It’s no problem,” he said. “It’s on my way anyway.”


Right then Danny returned with his soda. “What’d I miss?”


Morales ruffled his hair. “Boring cop stuff.”


Danny looked up at my partner and grinned. “Please, nothing you guys do is boring.”


I snorted to cover my brief spurt of jealousy. If I’d tried that buddy-buddy stuff with Danny, he would have yelled at me for embarrassing him and then refused to speak to me for days. But Morales and Mez could do no wrong in the kid’s eyes because, unlike me, they were cool. Asses.


“We brought burgers if you’re hungry,” I said.


“Where from?” Danny asked, his tone suspicious.


“Burger Shack.”


The kid’s eyes rolled so hard he probably saw the back of his brain. “Mickey’s is better.”


Morales shot me a smirk. “Told you.”


“It’s also on the other side of town,” I said pointedly. “No one’s gonna force you to eat it.” I turned on my heel and left all three males staring after me. I could practically hear the three of them share silent looks that said “Chicks, man,” as I walked away.


I grabbed a burger from the bag and took it back to my desk. A stack of file folders sat next to the typewriter I’d abandoned when Duffy’s call had come in a few hours earlier. At the time, I’d been eager to leave the reports behind in favor of actual police work.


When I’d joined the Magic Enforcement Agency, I thought life would be a nonstop ass-kicking party. While our most recent bust of a cosmetics ring that sold illegal vanity potions to rich ladies had been successful, it hadn’t exactly gotten my heart racing. The last time we’d really gotten our hands dirty had been last October’s Babylon Bomber case. The perp then had been a real nut job who thought he was the god Dionysus. He’d tried to kill Morales and me before blowing up a dirty magic bomb over the city. I didn’t exactly enjoy people trying to kill me, but I did savor the adrenaline rush of the grittier cases. That’s why I’d been excited when Duffy called. That feeling had only intensified once I’d found out it was Charm who had been killed and realized what was at stake.


Morales strolled up to my desk. He shoved a few of my fries into his mouth. “You okay?”


I looked up at him. “Yeah.”


But even as I spoke the words, my mother’s face appeared in my mind. She was smiling and pulling on her coat. Telling me she had to run an errand, but she’d be back before Danny woke up from his nap. Before she walked out the door, her eyes had been bright. “Thing’s are looking up for us, Katie. I just know it.”


If Morales saw the lie in my eyes, he decided not to comment. That’s one of the things I liked about Morales. He’d let me talk when I was ready, and if I was never ready he’d accept that, too. He grabbed a handful of fries. “How you wanna play this with Gardner?”


I opened my mouth to respond, but the sound of a door opening interrupted, followed by the click-clack of shoes on the steps. A cold breeze whooshed through the gym a moment before Special Agent Miranda Gardner appeared at the top of the steps.


Instead of rising to greet her, I froze in my chair with my mouth hanging open. Gardner was usually one for sensible business suits and low-heeled shoes, but that night she wore a long gown in a modest navy hue, which was jazzed up by a sheer overlay dotted with beads and crystals. I wasn’t sure if it was the formfitting silhouette of the dress or the fact she was wearing makeup that surprised me more.


A low whistle carried over from the direction of the lab. “Lookin’ good, sir!”


Gardner’s smoky eyes narrowed as she turned an ice-queen look at Mez. The wizard put his hands up and backed away. Without a word, she kicked off her ridiculously high heels and padded angrily across the worn wooden floors toward Morales and me.


As she approached, her glare dared us to comment on her appearance. My partner cleared his throat and stood straighter. “Evening, sir,” he muttered.


She tipped her chin quickly. “My office.”


I rose from my seat and exchanged a wide-eyed look with my partner. He shook his head. “Here we go,” he said under his breath.


I walked into the office first. Gardner was standing in profile behind her desk. As I watched, she spread open the high slit on her skirt and unbuckled her thigh holster. “Thank Christ. That thing’s been chafing me all night.” She looked up and saw me in the doorway with Morales looming at my back. “Well, come in.”


We spilled through the door and took the two chairs facing the metal desk. A sign on the desk reminded us that our boss would tolerate no bullshit before five p.m. It was well after five, but I was pretty sure she didn’t want any bullshit right then, either.


She finally dropped into her seat. “All right, so,” she said, looking back and forth between us, “after you filled me in on the phone, I’ve been thinking about how to approach this.” She pulled her sparkly earrings from her ears and tossed them on the desk next to her Glock. “Duffy didn’t report what was happening to Eldritch, so we have some time.”


“How do you know Duffy didn’t call him?” I asked.


“I was at his table,” she said with all the joy of a woman who’d spent her night with people she couldn’t stand. “He didn’t get any calls.”


“That’s good,” Morales said. “We have some time, then.”


Gardner pressed her lips together. “I’m not sure this is a hill we want to die on, guys.”


I frowned. “How do you figure?”


“When I left the party, Eldritch was smoking a cigar and drinking Scotch with the mayor. It’s looking more and more like Chief Adams will be promoted to commissioner, which means Eldritch is campaigning hard-core for the position.”


I sighed. “Never mind that Duffy is the last person who should be leading a case involving the covens.”


Gardner nodded. “Agreed.”


“So what are we going to do?” I asked.


She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “The mayor wouldn’t be too happy for his first week in office to be remembered as the start of a coven war. I could play that angle with Eldritch.” She tapped her fingers on her desktop as she thought it over. “Didn’t Duffy say he has a witness?”


Morales nodded. “He was sent to Babylon General.”


Gardner sucked on her teeth. “Well, start there. If we can gather enough evidence pointing to a coven hit, Eldritch will have to give us the case.”


I went still. “Sir, you want us to interview Duffy’s witness?”


She raised a brow. “Is that a problem?”


“It’s not exactly kosher to horn in on Duffy’s witness before he’s had a chance to talk to him.”


“I thought you wanted this case?” she demanded.


“I do—it’s just, if Eldritch finds out, any chance of cooperation will go down the drain.”


She leaned forward. “Do you think Eldritch would hesitate to interview one of our witnesses if he thought it would benefit him? I know this is tricky for you since you technically still report to Eldritch, but if we delay we’ll risk any chance of gaining traction on stopping the coven war.”


I sighed. “Easy for you to say. If he finds out I went behind Duffy’s back, he’ll fire me.”


“I’ll handle Eldritch.” She laughed bitterly. “You just get me some evidence to strengthen our case when I talk to the captain tomorrow.”


“She’s right,” Morales said to me. “If we want in on this, we’re going to have to fight for it.”


Gardner tipped her chin to acknowledge his support. “Just be sure you keep the MEA out of it at the hospital. Since Prospero is technically still a BPD detective, use her badge to show credentials. I don’t want someone calling Duffy and him tattling to Eldritch.”


I clenched my teeth. Since I shared a last name with one of the most famous coven leaders in Babylon, I wasn’t exactly incognito in the Cauldron. Once I flashed my badge, someone would notice the name and remember it if Duffy came sniffing around for answers. “I just want to go on record that I still think this is a bad idea.”


“Noted,” Gardner said. “Now, get out of here and find me something I can use against Eldritch.”




Chapter Three
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At the hospital we went straight to the information desk on the main floor. We had next to no information about the witness, so we decided Morales would work his charm on the nurse to get a room number.


The woman behind the desk was in her late forties with graying hair, wrinkles around her mouth that hinted at a lifelong love affair with nicotine, and a voice like steel wool. “Help you?”


Morales leaned an elbow on the counter. “Hi there, Donna,” he said, reading her name tag. “One of our witnesses was brought in a little bit ago, but we don’t have his room number.”


“Need to see a badge.”


Morales shot me an expectant look. I pulled back the edge of my leather jacket to flash the badge clipped to my waistband. Donna held out her hand. With a sigh, I removed it and handed it over.


“Where’s yours?” she said to Morales.


“Forgot it in the car,” he said with a rueful grin. “I could go get it, but it’ll take a few minutes since we had to park in the remote lot.”


Donna pressed her lips together. “What’s the patient’s name?”


My partner flashed some teeth. “Our buddy asked us to come talk to the witness but he didn’t give us a name.”


She crossed her arms and gave him a schoolmarm don’t-bullshit-me frown. “Why don’t you call your buddy and find out the name?”


“It’s a sensitive case, Donna.” Morales leaned farther over the counter to whisper. “Murder. Our detective friend is busy informing the deceased’s family, and we’re on somewhat of a time crunch. You understand.”


Donna’s right eyebrow arched up like a pissed-off cat. “Oh, I understand.”


Realizing that Morales’s plan to charm the woman was crashing and burning, I pushed in next to him. “Detective Prospero.”


Her expression changed. “Kate Prospero?”


“Yeah,” I said slowly.


“I saw you on the news a few months back. You’re a real hero.”


Beside me, Morales grumbled, “I was on the news, too.”


I nudged him with my elbow. “I was just doing my job, ma’am. Which is what we’re trying to do right now, too. It would be a huge help if you could see if there was a homeless man brought in about two hours ago. He would have arrived by ambulance.”


“Oh!” Her eyes widened. “You mean Hot Pocket.”


I shot Morales a look, but he shrugged, as if he couldn’t make sense of it, either. “Hot Pocket?” I asked.


“His real name’s Dale Schmidt, but ’round here we call him Hot Pocket.”


“Why is that?”


“You don’t want to know.” She smiled like the Mona Lisa. “Anyways, he was brought in about the time you said. According to my friend in the ER, he was mumbling something about a dead body.”


“That’s probably him, then,” Morales said. “Do you have a room number?”


She typed something into her computer for a moment. While she looked it up, I turned to Morales. “Hopefully he’s had enough time to sober up so he can shed some light on what happened.”


Donna snorted. I shot her a questioning glance, but she kept her eyes on the screen. “What?” I asked.


She looked up then. “Oh, sorry. It’s just Hot Pocket’s a professional potion freak. He’s never totally sober. But I’m sure he’ll be as helpful as he’s able.” She looked back down at the screen, but an amused smirk hovered on her crepe-paper lips.


“According to this, he’s already been moved from the ER into a room. You can go on up.” She rattled off a room number and directions on how to reach the correct wing of the hospital. “Good luck, Officers. You’ll need it.”


With that cryptic send-off, we started our journey to meet the mysterious Hot Pocket.


When we reached the floor Donna had indicated, we found a uniformed cop standing outside the witness’s room. Morales stopped me just off the elevator and pulled me down a side hall for a strategy session.


“Looks like Hot Pocket’s got a bodyguard,” he said. “You know him?”


I glanced around the corner for another look. “Nope,” I said. “He must be a rookie. They wouldn’t waste a seasoned guy on an assignment like this.”


Morales nodded. “That’s good.”


“How should we play this?”


“Just follow my lead.”


I nodded but didn’t say anything. No sense reminding him that his plan to take the lead hadn’t gotten us very far with Donna. “Yes, sir.” I performed a mocking salute.


Morales grinned. “I kind of like it when you call me sir, Cupcake.”


I frogged him in the ribs. “Don’t get used to it, Macho.”


He rubbed his sore side. “All right, let’s hit it. Remember to act natural.”


I followed him back around the corner and toward the door. The closer we got to the uni, the more I was convinced my rookie theory was right. His posture was too straight and his uniform too perfectly pressed and creased for him to have been on the job long. It reminded me of my early days on the force. Back when I still felt like a superhero in my uniform—ready to dispense justice and make the bad guys pay. I found myself sort of envying the kid in front of the door for still being able to function in the black-and-white world where there was an obvious line between right and wrong.


As we approached, the kid stood straighter. “Evening,” Morales said in a friendly tone. “Detective Duffy got caught at the crime scene and asked us to pitch in and interview the witness.”


The kid’s eyes narrowed. “Duffy didn’t call me.”


Morales sighed. “Listen—” He squinted at the kid’s shiny name tag. “—Officer Harper, is it?” The kid nodded. “If you want to call Detective Duffy, be my guest, but I’m guessing he won’t be too happy to be bothered. You ever work a murder scene?”


Harper shook his head. Morales made a clucking sound with his tongue. “Gruesome stuff. Plus the media’s breathing down Duffy’s neck. When we left he was in a pretty shitty mood.” Morales shrugged. “But, hey, you want to call him and ask him why he sent us to do his job, that’s your business.”


The green officer blinked a couple of times. “Maybe it’s best not to bother him.”


“A wise decision.” Morales nodded, as if it had been Harper’s idea to begin with. “Is Mr. Schmidt awake?”


“Yes, sir. A nurse is in with him now.”


Morales clapped the guy on the shoulder. “Appreciate your help. We’ll be in with him for a little bit if you need to go hit the head or grab some coffee.”


Harper’s shoulders went back another inch. “I’m not supposed to leave my post, sir.”


“Good answer.” Morales clapped the guy on the shoulder. “I was testing you.”


I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing.


“Thanks for your help.” Morales took my arm and pushed me through the door, where we ran headlong into a fabric room divider.


“Knock, knock,” I called.


“Come on in,” a male voice answered.


I pushed the curtain back. A male nurse was leaning over the patient and attaching some sort of device to his right side. “Oh, sorry,” I said quickly and started to back away.


“It’s cool,” said the man in the bed. “Buck here was just finishing up.”


“The new bag’s in place,” the nurse said. “We’ve added an antibiotic potion to your saline drip to deal with the infection, but we’ll need to keep the area clean.”


The man called Hot Pocket’s lower face was covered with a scraggly beard. His shaggy hair was the color of muddy water shot through with gray. The color of the orange juice he sipped through a straw contrasted nicely against his apple-green skin. His odd complexion color was the result of a longtime dirty magic habit. If I had to guess, he probably favored some sort of abundance potion—the kind that’s supposed to bring fame and fortune to the user, but more often exacerbates envy and leaves the user desperate for more attention.


Morales cleared his throat. “Mr. Schmidt? We’re with the BPD,” he half lied. “We were hoping you could answer some questions about what you saw at the church earlier tonight.”


Schmidt set down his juice and wiped his mouth with the back of his green hand. “Mr. Schmidt was my daddy. You can call me Hot Pocket.”


In his voice was the clear invitation to ask him the story behind the nickname. But I wasn’t about to go there. If the hospital staff knew him well enough to give him a special moniker, it meant the reason was probably extremely disturbing.


“You’re all set,” said Buck, gathering his supplies. Once he was done, he passed by carrying a bag filled with something I really hoped was not shit. I stepped back out of his way.


“Make sure they bring me my dinner soon,” Schmidt called after the nurse. He received a quick wave before Buck closed the door behind him. “So,” I said slowly. “What can you tell us about what happened at the church?”


“Already told the guy at the scene. Doody?”


“Duffy,” I corrected, biting my lip.


“Right, Duffy.” He put his hands behind his head, which made his hospital johnny stretch across his torso. It made the suspicious lump on his right side more noticeable. “I was freaking pretty hard earlier, but I know what I saw.”


“May I?” I indicated a chair next to the bed. When he nodded, I sat down and opened my notebook. “If you wouldn’t mind going over it one more time? What were you doing in the gas station when the murder happened?”


“Turning tricks.” This was said with a straight face and a matter-of-fact tone.


I paused with my pencil hovering above the pad. “By turning tricks you mean—”


“Selling my body for potion money.”


I bit my lip to hide my shocked smile. Morales cleared his throat.


“Err, Mr. Schm—Pocket,” Morales said, “you are aware we’re cops and you just admitted to breaking, like, three laws.”


Hot Pocket sat up a little straighter. “Are you going to arrest me?” he asked in a hopeful tone.


“Not at this time,” I said quickly.


“Oh.” His face fell. “That sucks.”


“Wait,” Morales said, “you want us to arrest you?”


“Prison’s a lot more comfortable than the streets.” He shrugged. “Three hots and a cot, right? Plus my special skills are in high demand in the can.”


Before I could quickly change the subject, Hot Pocket pulled his hospital gown to the side to expose the colostomy bag attached to a hole in his abdomen. “There’s some real sick fucks’ll pay good money for two minutes with my stoma.”


Bile rushed into the back of my throat. Morales took a step back, as if the distance would protect him from the mental image. The room was silent for a good thirty seconds as we each struggled to figure out how to respond to the disturbing revelation.


“Wait,” Morales said, recovering first, “that’s why they call you Hot Pocket?”


The green man smiled proudly. “Partly. They call me Pocket on the streets, but the nurses added Hot on account of all the STDs.”


My hand found its way to my mouth. I wasn’t sure whether the move was meant to cover my horror or keep in the vomit that threatened to make an appearance all over the sterile hospital floor.


Oblivious to the distress he was creating in two veteran cops who’d seen their share of fucked-up shit, he continued, “I’m kind of a celebrity around here.”


I tapped my pencil on the pad in a rapid staccato. “Maybe we could get back to what you saw at the church?” I asked hopefully.


A quick knock sounded at the door before it opened to reveal an orderly bearing a covered tray. “Dinnertime!”


The patient clapped his hands. “Hey, Bob! You bring me a juicy steak?”


The orderly laughed. “Chicken and rice today.”


“Aww, man,” Hot Pocket said.


“Behave yourself and I’ll get you some of them graham crackers you like.”


“Sweet!”


The orderly nodded at us with a smile. Clearly Hot Pocket hadn’t been lying about being a regular around the hospital. We waited until the guy left and the patient started eating before we continued.


“So about the church?” I prompted.


“Well,” Hot Pocket said over a mouthful of chicken, “about five thirty a loud noise woke me up.” He swallowed loudly. “I went to one of the windows and saw a white van had pulled up to the side of the church.”


“You get the license plate number?” Morales asked hopefully.


Hot Pocket shook his head. “Anyways, a dude and a big cat got out and dragged a huge bag to the building.”


“Wait—a cat?” I asked. No wonder Duffy had sent the guy to the hospital if that’s the story he’d told at the scene.


Hot Pocket grimaced and shook his head. “Huge.” He extended his green arms to the side. “Black, too. Bad luck.”


Morales cleared his throat and shot me a look. I ignored him. “What did the cat do?”


“At first I thought I was just trippin’ balls, right? But I rubbed my eyes and sure enough when I looked again, it was still there. It seemed like the cat was in charge ’cause the other dude was following it.”


“Can you describe the man?” I asked.


“He was wearing all black. Like a cat burglar? Ha! Get it—cat burglar?” He glanced at me to see if I was amused. I forced a weak laugh. “Anyway, I didn’t see the man’s face or nothin’ on account of he was too busy dragging a big bag behind him.”


“How confident are you with the time?” Morales asked.


“Pretty sure. I checked my watch.”


“You wear a watch?” Most junkies don’t accessorize because those items could be sold for cash or traded for a fix. Plus, they tended to invite beatings from other freaks looking for things to pawn.


He fished around under his pillow and produced a brass pocket watch. “Belonged to my daddy. Still runs like a top, too.” He held it up so it caught the light as it spun. I leaned forward as if to admire it. “It’s tricky having stuff like this on the street so I keep it where the sun don’t shine.”


I froze with my hand in midair. “Uh?”


“Luckily, once the doc rerouted my plumbing my pooper became convenient for storage.”


I lowered my hand with as much grace as I could muster and wiped it on my jeans. I hadn’t touched the watch, but just hearing the story made me feel like I needed a scalding-hot shower. “How long were they in the church?” My tone sounded strangled to my own ears. I chanced a glance at Morales, who was looking at me with exaggerated patience.


“About twenty minutes. I waited another ten after they left to go see what they was doing. That’s when I saw the body.” He shivered. “Ooh boy, I never run so fast in my life.”


“Is there anything else you can tell us about when they left—the man and the cat?” I asked.


“Mm,” he said over a mouthful of juice. “I almost forgot to tell ya. When they walked back out, the cat was a man.”


I tilted my head. “Two men walked out? You’re sure.”


“Yep. The same guy who walked in and another fella who was wrapped up in a blanket that covered his head.” He nodded enthusiastically. “And when I went to look there wasn’t no cat in there.”


I frowned toward Morales, who looked like he was about three seconds away from walking out of the room and never looking back. “We appreciate your help, Hot Pocket.” I moved to hand him a card. “If you think of anything else, please call me.”


He took the card and nodded. “Hold up—Prospero? You one of Old Abe’s relations?”


I nodded. “His niece.”


“And you’re a cop?” Hot Pocket shook his head. “Ain’t that a trip? And here I thought I was the black sheep of my family.”


“Thanks for your time,” Morales said, shooting me a grin. With that, we left the room.


Officer Harper nodded at us as we exited. “Get what you need?”


I paused. Morales didn’t stop to talk. Instead he headed toward the nurses’ station to speak to Buck the nurse. “Honestly?” I said to Harper. “I have no idea if that was helpful.”


He looked at a loss for how to respond, so I waved good-bye and went to join Morales.


“He’s excited y’all are here,” the nurse was saying.


I frowned at him. “Why’s that?”


Buck waved a hand. “Oh, Hot Pocket loves attention.”


“Tell me something,” Morales said. “He told us about his nickname. Is it true that he—”


“Oh sure. He’s a minor celebrity around here.”


“But what he does, it’s … dangerous, right?” Morales asked.


The orderly’s smile faded. “Of course it’s dangerous, but so’s being a potion freak. And being homeless, for that matter. You wouldn’t believe the degrading shit people do to score dirty magic.” He shook his head. For the first time, I noticed the permanent bruises under his eyes and the jaded tilt to his mouth. “Naturally, we try to convince him to stop risking his life like that, but in the end it’s his decision. Best we can do is treat him when he comes in, give him a couple of hot meals, and make him comfortable until he ends up ODing, gets stabbed by a trick, or dies from health complications.”


“That’s a pretty fatalistic view,” Morales said.


“He’s a potion junkie, Detective,” Buck said with a sad smile. “Fatalistic is the only option. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go give Mrs. Strauss a sponge bath.” He walked away whistling, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.


Morales turned toward me with his brows raised and blew out a breath. “What do you think?”


I shrugged. “Even if Hot Pocket didn’t hallucinate the whole thing, we still don’t have enough to go on to convince Eldritch to give us the case.”


“Agreed,” Morales said. “Can you imagine how he’d react if we told him a catman killed Charm?”


I huffed out a laugh. “Hey, it’s the Cauldron—weirder things actually have happened.”


Morales pushed himself away from the desk and started walked toward the elevators. “I think it’s time to call it a night. I’ll call Gardner and fill her in. Maybe after sleeping on this we’ll be able to come up with a new angle.”


I nodded, but prayed sleeping on it wouldn’t require any dreams about Hot Pocket’s special gifts.




Chapter Four
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I dreamed about the church. The pristine snow glinted sharp as knives in the helicopter’s lights. Only this time, instead of Charm, the body on the altar belonged to my mother. The highlight of the nightmare was the moment when her eyes popped open in her disembodied head. Two blue lips parted and hissed at me, “Murderer.”


Needless to say, when I woke the next morning I felt about as refreshed as a zombie rising from the grave. Only instead of brains, I needed coffee.


Danny was already at the kitchen table. I yawned and nodded a greeting. He didn’t look up from his phone, but every few seconds he managed to bring a spoonful of cereal to his mouth without spilling milk.


I stuck a filter in the coffeemaker and scooped in grounds. “Anything interesting planned at school today?”


Heavy silence greeted my question. I turned to see what had happened to the game soundtrack. Danny was staring at me with a betrayed expression.


“What?”


“You’re supposed to speak to my class today.”


I closed my eyes and cursed silently.


“You forgot,” he accused.


I opened my eyes and scrambled to cover my slip. “Not at all. I just momentarily blanked.”


“Whatever, Kate.”


“Danny, cut me a break, okay? I was up late and haven’t had any caffeine. I would have remembered eventually.” I turned to pour some coffee into my mug. “Morales, Mez, and I will be there.”


“You promise?” The kid shot me a threatening look that reminded me a lot of the one I used on criminals all the time.


“Yes, sir.” I saluted. “Should I bring lots of embarrassing naked baby pictures of you, too?”


He rolled his eyes. “That’s child abuse.”


I grinned at him. “Will Luna be there?”


His expression went dead serious. “Kate.”


“What?” I asked, all innocence.


“I swear to God if you do anything—”


I laughed. “Give me some credit, kid. I’m not going to embarrass you in front of your girlfriend.”


His cheeks went bright red. “She’s not my girlfriend,” he mumbled. After that, he tuned me out and turned his attention back to the game. Electronic beeps and bops and zings filled the kitchen once again. While I waited for the coffee to finish brewing, I turned on the small TV on the counter.


A morning news show was on. I turned up the volume to compete with the racket coming from Danny’s game and fill my coffee cup. The perky blonde on the screen flashed a thousand-watt, potion-whitened smile at the camera. “Babylon’s power brokers turned out in droves last night to help new mayor John Volos celebrate his inauguration.”


I groaned over the rim of my coffee cup as an image of Volos popped up on screen. On a normal day, he looked handsome, if imposing, but in the tux he’d donned for the ball he was downright devastating. I took a sip of scalding coffee to distract myself from those traitorous thoughts.


“Mayor Volos, what will be your first act as mayor?” the reporter standing next to Volos asked.


He looked into the camera, as if he were speaking directly to me through the screen. “I intend to follow through on my campaign promises. My number one priority as mayor will be to reduce violent crime in Babylon. To that end, I’ll be creating a committee on how to best stem dirty potion traffic in the Cauldron.”


“A committee,” I snorted. “How about raising cops’ salaries so they don’t have to worry about paying their rent while fighting your war on dirty magic?”


“Huh?” Danny said, looking up from his game.


I shook my head and punched the Off button. Instead of listening to a man I didn’t like, and sure as hell didn’t trust, I needed to get to work.


However, before I could escape to grab a shower, Baba shuffled into the kitchen. My septuagenarian roommate used a purple cane decorated with yellow crescent moons as a walking aid. She wore black leggings, white tennis shoes, and an oversized T-shirt with three howling wolves and a full moon emblazoned across her chest. Her gray hair was pulled back into a long ponytail.


“Help me, will ya?” she groused instead of saying hello.


Danny rushed forward to take the bag from her free hand and pulled out a chair for her at the table.


“Morning,” I said. “Coffee?”


She waved a hand. “Tea. You know coffee gives me the runs.”


I scrunched up my nose and put on the kettle. “What’s in the bag?” I warmed up my own coffee and leaned against the counter.


She frowned, as if she’d forgotten she’d brought a bag in with her. “Oh!” Her face cleared. “Some stuff for my new job.”


“Since when do you have a job?”


“What? I do things,” she said. When I just stared at her, she finally relented. “Okay, it’s a volunteer thing, but it’s still work.”


“That’s great, Baba.”


Lately, I’d noticed her age catching up with her. Baba used to spend most of her time at the Babylon Senior Center, flirting with the silver foxes, playing bingo, and participating in a smutty book club. But lately she’d been sticking closer to home. By that I mean, butting into our business more than usual. Her having something new to do might mean I’d get a little less grief from the meddling witch about my own lack of a personal life.
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