







On the astral plane, Michigan Central Station looked much as it did in real life: a shattered black husk.

But here, throngs of people moved past the windows and along the warped steel tracks. Anya could make out hats shading faces, the swish of skirts, hear the chatter of voices and the creak of luggage—images of people from many eras, though no one seemed to notice the disparities.

“They’re ghosts.” Anya’s brow wrinkled.

“This place is what it’s always been: a way station for spirits among planes. Spirits come here before they move to the Afterworld, whatever that destination may be for them. From here, you can travel to any plane of reality. And the spirits don’t have much choice where they go.” Charon paused at the edge of the train platform, peered into the darkness with his hands stuffed into his pockets. “It’s coming soon.”

“What’s coming?” Anya’s mouth was dry. She could see light beginning to prickle the edge of the tunnel, hear a terrible sound moving toward them.

“The train. It’ll take you where you need to go.”

The roar trembled the platform, whipping up wind and a scorching heat that shimmered in the air. A blackness thick as the dark at the bottom of any basement stairs rushed down the tunnel.

“It’s going to hell!” Anya shouted, feeling a visceral fear rise in her stomach. That sound could come from nowhere else.

“Not hell.” Charon’s voice was shredded by the black. “But a road to it.”
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DEATH, WITH A CHASER OF magick.

Anya wrinkled her nose as the odors burned into her sinuses. Unmistakable, they awakened a primal fight-or-flight response in the most primitive part of her brain. She forced one foot in front of the other, her fingers tightening in a sweaty grip on the handle of her tool kit. Any ordinary person would have license to flee from those smells, but Anya had no choice. She was not ordinary. And this was her job.

The hoarder’s house smelled like burned bacon, fetid and greasy. The stench clung to the stacks of newspapers littering the kitchen table, the bundles of National Geographic magazines and cardboard boxes stacked along the walls on the scarred black-and-white linoleum. Dishes in the sink were coated with dried lemon dish soap; the garbage reeked of coffee grounds… but all the other odors were overwhelmed by the stink seeping through the peeling wallpaper.

A knot of cops milled at the back kitchen door. As if some invisible ward prevented them from crossing the threshold, the uniforms remained steadfastly outside, their voices kept low, thick with tension. There was none of the wisecracking and bravado gawkers usually brought. Transfixed, they didn’t want to walk away from the scene, but were unwilling to enter the house.

Someone had cracked open the window over the kitchen sink, allowing a breeze to creep through. Anya reached over the dishes to pry it open further, hoping to dispel the odor. A hazy film covering the pane obscured her reflection. Her latex-covered fingers smeared the glass, thick with grease. In spite of her gloves, the slickness of it made her skin crawl.

Anya tipped her head. A fringe of chin-length sable hair curtained her amber-colored eyes. Her hair had burned off six months ago and was now at that annoying stage where it still wasn’t long enough to pull back into a ponytail. She shoved it behind her ear with the back of her clean hand. The motion revealed a copper torque peeking out over the edge of her hazmat suit. The metal salamander curled around her neck, grasping its tail in a deep V above her collarbone. The collar always felt warmer than her skin, pulsing with its own presence. The salamander torque was always most active around death; she was certain it smelled the death as acutely as she did. For the moment, she ignored it.

“Thought you’d enjoy this one, Kalinczyk.”

Captain Marsh dumped a tackle box of tools on the kitchen table. Even in these stiflingly close quarters, her supervisor wore his firefighter’s coat open over an immaculately pressed white shirt and tie.

Anya’s brow arched. “Something stunk, and you automatically thought of me?”

Marsh’s mahogany face creased in a grin. “I thought it might have spooked some of the other fire investigators.” He crossed his arms over his crisp shirt. “But seriously… we need for this to be kept low-key. Quiet.”

She glanced at the cluttered, humble surroundings, brow creasing. There was nothing in the scene that suggested to her a need for secrecy. Sadness, perhaps… but not secrecy. And she was certain none of the others could taste the sharp tang of magick in the air, distinct as ozone. “What’s the backstory?”

“This house belongs to a seventy-two-year-old man, Jasper Bernard. A neighbor called nine-one-one because she saw strange lights and thought burglars might have broken in.”

Anya gestured to the kitchen table with her chin, looking askance. “Does he have anything worth stealing? Anything that could be found in this mess?”

“Yeah, well.” Marsh spread his hands. “I guess she could tell that something was different. Police tried the front door, and no one answered. All the doors and windows were locked. When they peered into the windows with their flashlights, they saw evidence of fire in the living room, and broke in.”

“They saw fire?”

Marsh shook his head. “No. Just char and ash. The fire was long cold. So was Bernard.”

“What did Bernard die of? Smoke inhalation?” Anya envisioned an old man dead on his couch of a fire started by a forgotten lit cigarette. As far as ways to die went, suffocating in one’s sleep was not the worst way to go. Anya had seen much worse. Though she knew the official coroner’s report wouldn’t be available for a few days, a preliminary opinion would help her move forward with the investigation.

Marsh nervously scrubbed his palm over the scar crossing his bald head. Marsh was rarely nervous, but Anya recognized the unconscious gesture. “No.”

“Burns?” Anya winced. There were only two ways to die in a fire: burning or asphyxiation. Burns were the worst.

“You gotta see this for yourself.” He jabbed a thumb at the six-panel door off the kitchen. It stood ajar, and only cool shade stretched beyond. “That way.”

Heat had lifted the paint into bubbles that burst like blisters under her fingertips. She pushed the door open, sucked in a breath as her eyes adjusted to the half-darkness.

The living room was a pack rat’s nest. Above, a bare lightbulb had melted in its ceiling socket. Painted-shut windows had been forced open, allowing gray light to ribbon through bent blinds, over pressboard shelves warping under the weight of books. Anya scanned the titles, but most of them were in incomprehensible Latin. Sculpted shag carpeting was mottled under the weight of years of dirt and too few vacuumings. Unopened mail rattled on a dusty credenza, envelopes curling in a breeze that failed to chase out the bitter reek of death.

As disorganized as the room appeared, the scene was surprisingly intact from a forensic viewpoint. No scorch marks blackened the walls. It was unlikely that someone could have actually died of burns or smoke inhalation in a room showing so little damage. Only a swirl of carbon smoke stained the ceiling, surrounding the melted lightbulb over the couch.

Anya frowned. Maybe the old man had had a heart attack. Maybe he’d died of cancer. Or a drug overdose. Surely the autopsy would reveal something other than burns or smoke inhalation. There simply hadn’t been a fire here big enough to traumatize a mobile adult.

The threadbare couch faced away from Anya, toward a fireplace. The fireplace mantel sagged under an odd assortment of objects: a clutch of brass keys dripping over the edge like the limbs of a spider; a Tiki god beaming over his domain of clutter; a tarnished sword with an elaborate gilt hilt. Smoke had stained a collection of bottles in various sizes and shapes. They were now all the color of gray quartz, nearly concealing their contents: gleaming bones suspended in liquid.

Anya’s skin crawled. These things smelled like magick, like rust and salt. Old magick. Not the new, ozone tang of fresh-brewed magick that she had smelled in the kitchen. Anya picked her way around the couch for a better look and nearly stepped into the remains of Jasper Bernard.

Not that there was much of him. A greasy black burn mark spread from the middle couch cushion to the floor, scorching the carpet. A pair of feet in black socks and blue slippers extended from the bottom of the stain. Squinting, she could make out a few finger bones from a right hand at the perimeter of the scorch, but nothing else of Jasper Bernard remained. The burn had chewed through the carpet, leaving white ash on the unmarked hardwood floor. In front of the slippers sat an unharmed TV tray, a micro-waved dinner preserved in its compartmentalized plate. Meat loaf and green beans, from the looks of it.

She rocked back on her heels, breathing: “Holy shit.” This wasn’t a natural fire. It wasn’t even a possible fire. Human bodies didn’t burn like that, not even when they were doused with gasoline and set ablaze in cars. There was always something left behind. Nothing burned like that, even in crematories. Crematoriums had to physically pulverize the remains to get them into a box.… Where the hell had Bernard’s remains disappeared to?

She knelt to stare incredulously at Bernard’s feet. Through a hole in his sock, she could see pink flesh. The intense heat that had reduced his body to ash hadn’t touched the lint underneath his perfectly intact toenail.

Marsh’s steps scuffed up dust from the carpet behind her. “Is this what I think it is?”

If it was, it was the holy grail of fire investigation. She hedged. She hadn’t seen enough of the scene to be positive. “I don’t know for sure. We need to collect more evidence, but it has all the hallmarks of it.”

“Of what?” He pressed harder, leaning forward on his now-dusty spit-shined shoes. He didn’t want to be the first one to say it, the first one to step off the cliff into an irrational explanation.

She swallowed, kept her voice so low that the uniforms eavesdropping past the open door couldn’t hear: “Spontaneous human combustion.”

Silence stretched. She couldn’t believe she’d said it.

Marsh gestured to the open windows. “That’s what the uniforms are saying. That’s what the press would say if they knew.” He looked down at the hole in the carpet where a human had once sat, preparing to eat his TV dinner. “Disprove it. Find the truth.”

She rocked back on her heels, voice dry. It was too soon to even begin conjecture, and she resented being pushed. “Sir. I haven’t even begun to seriously consider any theory.…”

“Find a reasonable explanation for this. Take the time and resources you need, but make this go away.” His gaze drifted out the window to the darkening skyline. Somewhere out there a siren whined. “Detroit doesn’t need any more things that go bump in the night.”

Marsh was right. Anya stared down at the cinders, thinking that Marsh didn’t know half the things that wandered unseen in the city. If anyone else really knew what she knew… She smothered a shudder. Ordinary people had no idea of what lay underneath the skin of Detroit’s sad normalcy.

Anya wasn’t ordinary, much as she wished she were.

Her attention wandered over Bernard’s collection of bottles. By the look of things, Bernard hadn’t been ordinary, either.

Voices rattled from the kitchen door in argument. Marsh peered through the bent blinds, muttered, “The press is here.”

“Already?”

“News van just pulled up outside beside the squad cars. Someone must have tipped them off,” Marsh growled, heading for the door. “Work the scene. I’ll handle the press.”

The wooden door clicked shut behind him, leaving Anya alone with Jasper’s ashes.

She pulled her camera from her kit, aimed it toward the door. In the snap of the shutter and the bleed of light through the blinds, she gathered her thoughts as she circled the scene. She blotted out the voices filtering into the room, listening to the creak of heat-warped floorboards underfoot as she minced through Jasper’s clutter. Making sure each frame of the last shot overlapped with the next, she let her camera lens devour the images of a sad, ordinary life: bills stacked in piles; a wall clock with glow-in-the-dark numerals tapping out the time; a roll of yellowed stamps; a cardboard box full of record albums, the vinyl curled from the heat.

To say nothing of the extraordinary things augmented through the camera lens. Anya’s eyes swept over an elaborately enameled terra-cotta figure of a Foo dog with a broken paw; a plastic zipper bag full of antique coins that seethed like scales when she shook it. A wand of selenite crystal, long as her forearm and slender as her finger, rested on a battered desk, shimmering in the sunlight. A filigreed silver bottle the size of her hand was attached to a stopper on a tarnished chain. To Anya’s sensitive eye, these things swirled under a layer of dust, pulsing of mysteries of the ages and magick.

Anya peered through the gap in the blinds. On the street, she could see Marsh looming over a man with a minicam, while cops were stringing yellow tape. The man with the minicam looked persistent, beads of sweat from his well-gelled hair dripping down his neck and onto his expensive jacket. Anya thought she recognized him as one of the evening newscasters.

The reporter looked at the blinds, like a bloodhound sensing movement. Anya retreated into the shade of the room, but not before the blinds scraped the bottom of the windowsill.

In an old house of this era, marble windowsills were common, white stone skin crossed by black veins. But something about the pattern caught her eye, and she gently tugged up the blind cord.

A fine line of salt had been sprinkled on the window ledge, where it had barely been disturbed by breeze.

Anya frowned. She was no witch or magick-worker, but she knew a ward when she saw it. Bernard had been afraid of something magickal, of something magickal getting into his house… though there were plenty of magickal things already in his house.

It would take forever to process this scene, and to guess at which of those things might have gotten out of his control… enough to kill him.

Aiming the lens at the ceiling, Anya shot a picture of the lightbulb over the couch. The bulb troubled her. In any normal fire, the heat would cause the glass to break or warp. If it warped, it would twist toward the source of the greatest heat, the ignition point of the fire.

But this bulb dripped straight down over the couch. Like a bead of sweat on a runner’s nose, a piece of glass had frozen in mid-dribble, pointing to Bernard’s remains.

The fire could not have started there. Could not.

Anya’s finger cramped on the shutter switch as she snapped the greasy black stain from every angle. The ceiling had a sheen, as if it had been freshly painted, and she squinted at it. Nothing in this house had been painted in years. Could it be the residue of an accelerant, an exotic chemical trace that hadn’t burned cleanly away, as gasoline or propane might?

The same gleam glistened on the underside of the TV tray table, snagging her attention. Anya squinted at the sheen, touched it. It was still warm, smelling like candle wax and raw meat. Startled, she realized that it was the source of the unusual smell she’d discovered when she’d entered the house. This residue was what covered the kitchen windows, filmed over the plaster walls. It wasn’t an accelerant, at least, not in the conventional sense.

Fat. It was Bernard’s burned body fat, evaporated and settled onto his surroundings.

Anya’s stomach churned. She’d only read about this kind of thing in textbooks. It was called the “wick effect,” the idea that a human body theoretically could smolder for hours, feeding on its own fat. Theoretically.

But where was the original spark? What could have ignited the man in the first place?

Her gaze passed over the untouched dinner in its tray, moved to the fireplace. That would be the obvious place to look. On her hands and knees, she shone a flashlight up into the firebox. Through her gloved hands, the hearth felt cool as stone, colder than the TV table closer to the body.

This wasn’t the source. But she smelled the bitter tang of magick here, more strongly. After carefully recording the condition of the firebox and hearth with her camera, Anya pulled a pair of stainless-steel barbecue tongs from her kit and dug into the blackened ashes of the hearth.

A lot of paper had been burned here. Fragments flaked away, irretrievable. Anya was amazed that Bernard had ever disposed of anything. Whatever this was, it must have been important for him to destroy. From the grate, she plucked a corner of an envelope, frowned. Bernard seemed to have stockpiled all of his junk mail. With tweezers, she pulled a scrap of green paper from the envelope’s remains.

A check. The watermark was unmistakable. In the upper left-hand corner, a name was legible: Miracles for the Masses. The address was for a location in Detroit’s warehouse district.

She placed the scraps into an empty paint can to go to the lab for analysis and continued her poking around in the ash. Her tongs rang against something with a note like a bell: glass.

From the grate, Anya pulled the neck of a shattered bottle, charred black. It was smaller than a wine bottle, stoppered with an ornamental silver seal. Whatever it contained was obscured by the carbon black skin coating it. She turned the broken edge toward the light.

She’d expected it to be an empty vessel, for water or wine. Or perhaps a glass prison like the ones on the mantel, holding preserved fragments of bones. But looking into the darkness of the bottle was like looking into a geode: Shining, rock-crystal teeth glinted back at her, seared obsidian-black from the fire.

Around her throat, something fluttered. Anya’s hand slipped up to the metal collar around her neck. A warm shape inside the metal shifted, peeled away from her skin. Delicate salamander toes unfurled and marched down her shoulder as the metal sizzled and released a living creature. Taking the shape of a hellbender, a fire elemental salamander leapt to the hearth, growling at the magick-soaked bottle in the grate. His tongue flickered into the black of the firebox, and he incandesced with an amber glow.

“Sparky,” she hissed. She had no fear that Marsh or any other living creature could see him; Sparky was invisible to ordinary humans. But Sparky only bothered to wake himself up under three conditions: when it suited his preternatural whims, when ghosts were around, or when danger was near.

Anya swallowed. As if handling a piece of radioactive debris, she placed the fragment of the bottle on the hearth. Sparky stalked toward it, his feathery gill-fronds flaring. His tongue flickered over the carbon on its surface.

Anya held her breath, watching for Sparky’s reaction. She knew he smelled the magick on it, too. But she had no way of knowing how dangerous that broken bottle really was. For all she knew, it could be a magickal time bomb… a bomb that blew up Jasper Bernard. A bomb that could still be active.

Sparky turned around, presented his speckled rump to the artifact. He scraped his back feet at the ash disdainfully, as if he were a cat burying a turd in a litter box.

Anya rolled her eyes. The salamander couldn’t speak, but he managed to be expressive, just the same. Perhaps the bottle wasn’t a source of danger; perhaps the elemental was busy expressing himself and being a pain in the ass.

Or… Anya looked around the room, back at the grease stain that had once been Jasper Bernard.

Anya whispered at the stain, “You still here, Bernard?”

Perhaps Sparky was picking up on something else that had disturbed his nap. Perhaps Jasper Bernard hadn’t gone peacefully to the Afterworld, and was still hanging around. If so, she could talk to him, get the real story of how he’d managed to dissolve himself from this plane of existence and leave just his foot and slipper behind.

A translucent orb welled up in the grease stain: a balding head and bespectacled eyes. Anya noted that a piece of electrical tape held one side of the glasses together.

“Jasper Bernard?” Anya asked quietly. She didn’t want to startle him. The freshly dead were always skittish as feral cats, and she expected Bernard to be no different. She could feel Sparky slithering behind her legs, and she stood on his tail to keep him from crawling forward and scaring the ghost off.

“Everyone calls me Bernie. You… you can see me?”

“Yes, I can see you.”

The phosphorescent eyes shifted right and left, and panic twitched through his voice. “The cops didn’t see me. The firemen didn’t see me. How can you see me?”

Anya crouched beside the stain in the floor, conscious of Sparky straining beside her. “I’m a medium… of sorts. I can see spirits and talk with them.”

Bernie’s eyes narrowed in assessment . “I’ve met mediums. You’re more than that.”

Anya chewed on her lower lip. She didn’t want to panic Bernie, but she didn’t have time to construct a plausible lie. “I’m a Lantern. Ghosts are drawn to me.” Anya deliberately left the other part out, the part about how she could destroy what remained of his spirit with little more than a breath. Spirits came to her, moths to the flame, and—if needed—she incinerated them.

The frightened eyes peered over a bifocal glass line at the salamander. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Um… This is Sparky. He’s my friend.” My friend who would also like to have you for lunch.

Sparky growled at him.

“A salamander? How did you ever tame one of those?” Curiosity and a note of avarice resonated in the ghost’s voice.

“I, uh, have had him since I was a child.” Again, not the whole truth, but Bernard didn’t need to know the whole truth. Nor could Sparky be really considered “tame.” Anya eyed him suspiciously. “What do you know about salamanders?”

Bernie’s fingertips steepled above the oily black pool. “I’m a collector, of sorts.”

Anya glanced at the bottles over the fireplace. “A collector?”

“A purveyor of magickal artifacts.”

Anya protectively angled her hip before Sparky. “That’s why this place stinks of magick.”

Haughty eyebrows wrinkled over the glasses. “My house does not stink.”

“Bernie.” Anya crouched before the spirit, mindful not to disturb the grease stain with her knees. Bernie might not have fully digested the knowledge that he was dead, and she didn’t want to send what was left of his personality into a tailspin before she could extract some useful information. “Is that what happened to you? Bad magick?”

“I remember… the fire.” Bernie’s lower lip turned down and began to dribble off the side of his face. The force of the recollection was beginning to disincorporate him.

She’d have to work quickly. “Do you remember what started it?” Anya pressed him. “Were you burning something in the grate? Smoking?”

Despite Bernie’s magickal surroundings, experience had taught Anya to seek the most mundane explanations first.

The ghost shook his head. “It wasn’t me. It was her.” The eyes behind the glasses rolled upward. “Wait. If you can see me, can she see me?”

“Can who see you?”

Ghostly fingers gnawed at the edge of the stain. Bernard’s eyes flicked to the ceiling. “Oh, shit…”

The ceiling opened, a vortex of wind reaching toward the floor, cold as the breath of winter. The vortex didn’t disturb any of the physical surroundings, but it reached for Bernie as surely as a child rooting through a toy box for a favorite plaything. Like a marionette jerked on its strings, Bernie’s ghostly body was yanked out of the floor. His body, clad in pajamas and a chenille robe, flailed in resistance to the invisible force.

Anya lunged forward, instinctively reaching for the ghost. Sparky grasped Bernie’s pant leg with his teeth, growling. The salamander pulled back with all his might, struggling to ground Bernie to the ruined floor. But the old man was rising like a helium balloon, and Anya didn’t know how much longer they could hold him. The reek of sour magick, like expired milk, made her gag.

Bernie pedaled in the air, his fingers beginning to char. Ghostly flames licked under the collar of his robe, and the chenille burst into flame.

“Don’t let her find the vessel!” Bernie shouted.

The artifacts dealer was yanked from Sparky’s grip and fizzled away into the ether. The hole in the ceiling closed up, leaving the room ringing in silence.

Anya landed on her butt on the stained carpet, slack-jawed. Frigid air steamed from her mouth. She’d seen ghosts disincorporate as the result of exorcisms, or willingly, when they chose to walk into the afterlife. But she’d never seen anything like this, nothing so violent. The ghost had been sucked up like an ant in a vacuum cleaner, but… to where?

“Bernie?” she called, into the half-light of the room.

No one answered her.

Sparky waddled to the stain covering Bernie’s ruined carpet. He circled it twice and began scratching it with his back feet, as if he were burying another dead thing.
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“IT WAS LIKE A BASS on a fishing line… he just struggled and got pulled out of the water. To where, I don’t know.”

Anya stared into her drink. In the milky depths of the White Russian, she kept seeing Bernie being hauled back into the ether.

Her voice carried. At this hour, the Devil’s Bathtub bar was nearly empty. The former speakeasy retained most of its 1920s charm, from the polished, railed bar and the original woodwork, to the claw-foot tub containing wish-pennies in the center of the scarred wood floor. The bathtub wasn’t original; the original had been destroyed in a botched exorcism several months ago, when Anya had contracted a nasty case of demon possession.

The Devil’s Bathtub always retained some degree of secret comings and goings. Though bootleggers no longer brewed bathtub gin there, it was now the headquarters for the Detroit Area Ghost Researchers, a group of paranormal investigators of which Anya was reluctantly a part.

They were the only patrons in the Devil’s Bathtub tonight. Jules, behind the bar, led the group with stern authority. He was still wearing the meter-reader’s uniform from his day job, capped off with a Detroit Tigers ball cap. The tattoo of a cross peeped out from under his sleeve. His ebony brow wrinkled as he supervised Max, a Latino kid with sagging jeans, filling water balloons with holy water from a large two-liter bottle shaped like the Virgin Mary.

“Keep your fingers off the Madonna’s holy bosoms.”

Max rolled his eyes and kept his fingers splayed over her plastic breasts. “You don’t want me to drop her, do you?”

“Have some respect for the Holy Mother, willya?”

Max stuck his tongue out and licked the bottle. Jules slapped him on the backside of the head, and the kid yelped.

“Apologize to the Madonna.”

“I’m sorry, Madonna, for licking your holy tits.…”

Katie snorted, her pale hand covering a chuckle from her perch at a table. Her witch’s Book of Shadows lay open before her, scrawled with notes of spells and potions. Being a modern witch, she’d used tiny colored sticky notes to earmark some of the pages. One had even insinuated its way into the curtain of long blond hair over her shoulder.

“You’re not helping, Katie,” Jules growled.

“Hey,” retorted the witch, “she’s not my Goddess. Mine has a sense of humor.”

“See?” Max ducked another swat from Jules. “Hecate likes having her tits licked. Or Isis. Or whoever Katie’s worshipping this week… Hopefully Isis. Hecate is a real dog.”

Jules snorted. He wasn’t a big fan of witchcraft. He tolerated Katie’s presence on the team because she was effective… lately, more effective than his own methods.

Katie threw a cardboard beer coaster at Max, striking him on the back.

“Ow!”

“Quit insulting the heavenly ladies who protect your scrawny ass from evil, or I’ll hex you. I’ll make you unappealing to girls until you’re old enough to collect Social Security,” Katie told him. A witch was not to be fucked with.

“The witch is less forgiving than the Holy Mother. Now, get over here.” Jules snagged Max by the ear and marched him off behind the bar to wash glasses.

The water balloons lay on the end of the bar like forlorn breast implants awaiting a home. “You guys getting ready for a run?” Anya asked.

“Yeah.” Brian, DAGR’s tech manager, looked up from his keyboard. Tucked away in a dim booth, he was surrounded by wires and illuminated by green light from his monitor, looking more machine than man as the glow reflected off his glasses.

But Anya knew better. She admired the muscles moving in his chest as he stretched. She and Brian had been taking things slow. But every once in a while, an unintentional gesture like that made her heart skip.

He caught her watching, and the corner of his mouth quirked up.

Anya blushed, looked down into her drink.

“Typical generic haunting, we think,” Brian said. “Interesting because it’s a full-body apparition of a woman, but in modern dress. We can’t find any record of any suspicious deaths at the location… very boring history. The apparition won’t speak or tell the owners who she is. She paces through the halls at night, but doesn’t interact with anyone.”

“Residual haunting?” Anya asked. Some hauntings were like supernatural tapes that played over and over in the spiritual memory of a structure. There was no consciousness behind them whatsoever.

“Maybe. We’ll find out when we get there in a few days. Since this one isn’t a violent haunting, it’s been pushed down on the priority list.”

Anya frowned. DAGR had been under too much pressure lately. Jules had even contemplated recruiting more staff. Detroit was suffering from more than the well-publicized economic malaise and spikes in crime. Something deeper was affecting the city, feeding on its despondent psyche. The number of reported hauntings and supernatural happenings had skyrocketed. Bars were full of people trying to deny that the city was slowly slipping away around them. Jails were full of those who’d snapped, and whom evil had taken hold of. Churches were full of penitents trying to wash away the despair. And DAGR’s schedule was full of people who were convinced that they’d seen something more, underneath all of it. And what they saw terrified them.

Sitting before the bar’s cash register, Sparky slapped the register keys and was rewarded with a series of electronic beeps. He chortled to himself, tail kinking in delight. He pressed another random series of keys, and the register emitted a foot of tape that curled over the edge of the bar. The only things Sparky could affect, other than Anya, were energy fields. The salamander loved playing with electronic equipment. Anya dreaded his unpredictable effects on it.

Jules stared at her. “Is it… is it on the register?”

“Yeah.” Anya knew that no one else could see him. Just her and the spirits. And animals. Sparky liked to chase cats. Jules had an intense disgust for all nonhuman entities. He’d been trying to be polite around Sparky lately. Anya considered that a sign of progress in human-salamander relations.

“It’s okay to touch him. He won’t mind.”

Jules gingerly glided his hand over Sparky’s body. To most humans, the only palpable signs of Sparky’s presence were changes in air pressure or temperature fluctuations.

Jules shook his head. “I don’t feel him.”

“Here.” Anya guided Jules’s square hand over Sparky’s chest. “Feel anything?”

Jules frowned. “Just… just a tingle.”

Sparky snorted, annoyed at being distracted from the bells and whistles of the cash register. His tail slapped the front of Jules’s shirt.

Suddenly, Jules’s cell phone blared to life. He jumped back, snatched it out of his uniform pocket and flung it on the bar, as if it were a live snake. The phone smoked and hissed with static, and went dead. His hands shook… whether in anger or fear, Anya couldn’t tell.

Anya winced. “Sorry about that. I’ll pay for it.”

Sparky waddled across the bar to the cell phone, licked it. A blue arc of electricity curled from the darkened screen.

“Don’t bother. The wife’s been nagging me to get a new one, anyway. One with GPS, so that she can track where I am.” Jules growled, wiping his hands on a dish towel, as if he’d touched something filthy. “Just keep that thing away from the television. At least while the Lions are playing.”

Anya made a face at him. She scooped Sparky up in her arms and placed him, wriggling, on her lap, then reached forward to rub his round belly. The little chunker had been putting on weight lately. Perhaps he’d been nibbling at too many ghosts. She cooed as she rubbed the pale speckles on his amber tummy, and he squirmed in pleasure. Jules looked sidelong at her with barely disguised disgust.

Brian wandered warily over and plucked the cell phone from the bar. In seconds, he had the faceplate off and was tinkering in its tiny copper guts. “Interesting. The battery’s totally drained. I mean… the motherboard’s fried, but that’s kind of cool.…”

“I thought ghosts drained batteries sometimes,” Anya said.

“They can. Video recorder batteries. Camera batteries. It’s not uncommon during an investigation to have a fully charged laptop die.”

“Why does that happen?” Max stood on his tiptoes to peer over Brian’s shoulder. The teen had taken a shine to the electronics, and Brian had begun to take him under his technological wing.

“Well, the theory is that ghosts need to draw power from somewhere to manifest. That’s why the temperature drops in a room where ghosts are present… they draw energy from air. A battery of an electronic device is pretty much the same thing. Some people who are psychics or psychic vampires can even power down watch batteries.”

“What’s a psychic vampire?” Max asked.

“They’re humans who suck other people’s energy fields,” Jules said. “Like leeches.”

Anya wrapped her arms around Sparky, who burped against her ear. She wrinkled her nose. His breath smelled like sulphur. “Sparky is not a psychic vampire.”

“Not saying he is. Just that he might have some survival mechanisms that we don’t know about yet. I mean, you don’t even really know where he came from,” Brian pointed out.

“My mother gave him to me,” she challenged Brian, daring him to continue. This was rocky ground for her, and he knew it.

“But where did she get him?” Brian pulled up a bar stool.

Anya let a curtain of hair fall over her face. Her chin-length hair was handy for hiding behind. “I don’t know. He just always was around. My mom said he used to curl up in my bassinet with me when I was a baby.”

Jules snorted from a safe distance across the bar. “And to think I was nervous when my wife let the cat sleep with our daughter.…”

“Can you ask your mom sometime?”

Anya’s jaw tightened. This was not terrain she’d covered in her relationship with Brian. Not yet. “She’s, um, not around anymore.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” Brian stared down at the steam his fingerprints made on the glossy bar, outlining his hands.

“Don’t be. It was a long time ago.” Anya wound her fingers under Sparky’s armpits. Brian said that she used Sparky like a security blanket in a lot of ways. Maybe he was right. But she needed the little guy. She didn’t really need anyone else—not the members of DAGR, not even Brian. But she would admit to herself that she needed Sparky.

A wheelchair squeaked along the polished bar floor. Ciro, the owner of the Devil’s Bathtub, pushed up to the bar. His ebony face was creased with sadness. He held a photo album in his deeply lined hands. Anya noticed how much they shook when he handed it to her, the album pages opened like heavy birds’ wings that smelled of mothballs.

“That’s Bernie,” Ciro said, pointing to a faded snapshot of a group of men wearing plaid pants and collared shirts. Anya judged by the cut of the collars and the fading orange hue of the photograph dyes that the picture had been taken in the 1970s. The interior of a bowling alley sprawled in the background. Ciro’s shaking finger pointed to a man with muttonchop sideburns and a meticulously trimmed, elaborate mustache. Even back then, Bernie sported glasses and a paunch.

Anya’s gaze trickled to the other faces in the photo, grinned as she saw a younger Ciro lounging beside the ball-cleaner. Anya could see the swagger in his posture—he was a young man with the world at his bowling-shoed feet. Young Ciro had hair. Lots of it. His Afro spread out of the view of the camera, as meticulously groomed as a topiary. She bit back a laugh.

“Hey, it was the style back then.” A gleam of humor and pride flickered in the old man’s eyes.

“It’s the style again, Ciro.”

Ciro self-consciously rubbed at his bald pate, smiling at the handsome image of his younger self. He’d kept the beard and mustache, but the Afro was long gone. “Time and follicles wait for no man.”

“Is this how you know Bernie? From a bowling league?”

“Not just a bowling league. The League of Smooth Operators. We were league champions for three years, till half the team got sent to ’Nam.”

“Did you guys bowl after you got back?” Anya wasn’t sure how to ask how many of Ciro’s friends came back.

The old man shrugged. “Some of us. Off and on. But it wasn’t the same.” He tapped Bernie’s picture. “Bernie was always an odd duck, even then. Though that was a time of… well, I guess you could say it was an era of spiritual exploration.…”

Max snorted and pantomimed smoking a joint.

Ciro gave him a dirty look. “That’s not what I meant. I meant that Bernie was into weirder stuff than the rest of us. And I don’t just mean drugs.”

“Like what?” Anya leaned forward. Ciro was DAGR’s demonologist. He’d forgetten more names of demons than Anya had ever known. For someone to be into weirder shit than Ciro was saying a lot.

“Bernie was obsessed with the idea of astral travel. Out-of-body experiences. He insisted that he’d been all over the world.”

“I didn’t think that humans could go to the astral plane,” Anya said. “Isn’t that the same as the Afterworld?”

Ciro shook his head. “You’re confusing the road with the destination. The astral planes do include the Afterworld, but much, much more. Not all of those places are happily, heavenly ever after. Astral travel reveals intersection points that connect our world and allow travel to those planes… shortcuts.” The old man sighed. “But, in general, yes. Humans don’t go there. Not without paying a terrible price.”

Anya recalled the anguished expression on Bernie’s face as his ghost was pulled out of the room. “I can visualize that.”

Ciro continued. “When Bernie said he was plane-hopping back then, we thought he was just tripping. But once or twice he managed to bring physical objects from his travels.”

Anya’s eyebrow crawled up into her hairline. “Really?”

“Small stuff. Chinese coins, crucifixes… One time he came back with a piece of stone he said was from an archaeological dig in Egypt. That kind of thing. Though such apports aren’t totally unheard of in the metaphysical literature, substantiated reports are pretty uncommon in modern times.”

“He had a lot of junk in his house. Things that smelled like magick. Swords, jars of skeletons, charm bags…”

Ciro nodded sadly. “He hasn’t changed much, then. He started getting into dealing magickal artifacts in the early eighties. Didn’t care about the provenance or the background of the items, or who he sold them to. He was in it for the money. He brought some really ugly stuff around the bar.… Once, he brought a piece of armor he swore had come from a demon. Stuff that reeked of evil. I told him to quit, before he picked up something too big for him to handle.”

“What did he say?”

“Said that he wasn’t using the things he sold, had no attachment to them, so he was safe. He said that he was just the conduit. I told him that didn’t matter. Sometimes things attach to you.”

Anya’s fingers fluttered to the collar around her neck. She understood that kind of attachment better than most.

Attachment wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, Anya had decided. But she still trod carefully.

Too carefully, she knew, for Brian.

Brian pulled his van into the driveway of Anya’s tiny one-story house. It was the same as every other house on her street, except for the huge, leafy maple tree in the front yard and the fact that the shutters were green. Everything else was identical as far as the eye could see down the block: fading siding and aging brick, curling roof shingles, and postage-stamp-sized lawns, illuminated by the glow of porch lights. Spring was summoning leaf buds from square-trimmed shrubs and the trees, though it was still too early for the grass to need cutting.

Anya had lived here, in the Detroit village of Hamtramck, since she was a child. Different houses, but all much the same… The house she’d lived in with her mother, the one she’d lived in with her aunt and uncle, and this one all had the same layout that she could navigate with her eyes shut. All stood in the comforting shadow of the massive St. Florian Roman Catholic church. But things were a bit different than she remembered as a child. More bits of trash blown up against chain-link fences and never removed. A few more fire hydrants marked out of order. No traffic going to or from the now-closed auto plant down the road. People left their porch lights on all night, as if the wan glow might keep some of the darkness at bay. When Anya was little, her mother would have called it a waste of electricity. But it seemed necessary, somehow, now. It was a futile hope, Anya knew, but still instinctive. Humans gathered around light, like campfires, to feel safe.

Brian’s breath fogged the glass of the van. “Do you want me to come in?”

Anya weighed the question for a moment, and she knew that he felt her hesitation. The pulse in the collar she wore around her neck felt sluggish. Sparky was sleeping, so she said, “Sure.”

She popped open the door and stepped onto the cracked driveway, pulling her keys from her jacket pocket. Brian crossed to the back of the van and shuffled in the pile of wires and boxes of ghost-hunting gadgetry. He rounded the corner of the van with a cardboard box in his arms.

“Whatcha got?” she asked.

“A present.” He balanced the box on his hip as she unlocked the door. “A little something for your house.”

Anya frowned. She supposed that her decor could have used the improvement. Compared to Brian’s usual milieu, a bird’s nest of wires and electronarcanum, her house probably looked pretty spartan. Furnished in spotlessly clean used furniture, the living room was nearly perfect in its efficiency. Anya liked it that way. Most days, she came home from work covered in ash, and the hardwood floors were easy to clean. She was compulsive about keeping bits of her work out of her sanctuary, and the cleanliness managed to create the comforting illusion of order, much as her neighbors’ porch lights created the illusion of safety.

Brian set the box down in front of the coffee table.

“What is it?” She sidled up beside him, and his arm wrapped around her waist.

“I’ve been spending a lot of time here, so…” His chin rested on the top of her head. “I took the liberty of getting you a television set.”

Anya blinked. Thanks to Sparky, she kept very few electronic devices in her house. Hell, he blew up her last microwave and destroyed a can opener a week ago. “Um, I hope that Sparky doesn’t…”

“If he blows it up, he blows it up. I thought it would be fun to try, though.” He kissed her cheek. “He’s pretty much left us alone lately.”

Anya smiled against Brian’s chest. A petulant salamander could be a distraction in a relationship. Sparky’s need to demand attention at inopportune moments had been a serious handicap in her previous relationships. It was very difficult to get in the mood with an invisible mewing salamander perched at the foot of one’s bed. But Sparky seemed to be less needy now. Last week the salamander had allowed Brian and Anya to sleep spooned up on her worn velvet couch, without so much as a peep.

Anya still felt a twinge of reticence about becoming involved. Everyone she’d ever loved had disappeared from her life. And she didn’t want that to happen to Brian. He was too important to her, and she was too afraid of screwing things up.

She felt Brian nuzzle the top of her head, felt his arms stiffen and his chin move back, almost imperceptibly. She realized that she still smelled like work: like death and magick and the grease stain on Bernie’s floor. The psychic grime on her made her skin itch.

She pulled back, stood on tiptoe to kiss Brian’s top lip. He had a tiny scar on the upper left side of his mouth; she’d never asked where it came from, but she loved the feel of it. “Let me get cleaned up.”

“Only if you promise to come back.”

She slipped away from him, down the dark hallway that smelled of lemon wood polish, to the cold white tile of the bathroom. A dozen yellow rubber duckies stared down at her with cartoon eyes from a shelf as she undressed. The salamander torque remained next to her skin; it always did. She’d never taken it off, even as a child.

Closing the door, she tugged her shirt over her head. Her nose wrinkled. Her clothes smelled like charred bacon. Absently, she ran her fingers over the scar on her chest, the remnants of a burn mark. White, shiny scar tissue spread over her heart in a star-shaped pattern that was slowly darkening. It wasn’t a mark from an ordinary burn—this had been left by a demon, a demon she’d barely survived. It shouldn’t have happened. An ordinary demon could not have done to her what Lilitu had. A Lantern could devour ghosts and demons at will, burning them up and destroying them. Lilitu had been the exception.
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