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         A priest and a shape-shifter walk into an office” might be a good premise for a joke, but it’s alarming when it happens in real life. Especially when the priest is a real human priest; the shape-shifter is my own father; and the office is that of my company, Triptych.
         
 
         I’m partly so surprised because, while I’m expecting my dad, he’s not usually in the company of human religious leaders. Triptych rents space in a building in downtown Borealis, Illinois, where humans use all the other offices. That way we know when someone magical comes in. Unlike my human mother, my father’s a pureblooded nahual, or shape-shifter, and he takes his power from the Earth. As soon as he steps into our building, he always shows a tiny flair of his Earth magic against my sensors. He’s foresworn using his real magic for decades now, but he always “knocks” out of politeness: a familiar, gentle brush against my shields, compared to the gauzy texture of Shar’s succubus magic and the raging power of Moo’s Alfar mojo. So I knew my dad was on his way up, but I’d assumed he was alone.
 
         Keeping any surprise off of my face, I stand to greet our guests, as do Shar and Moo. They’d been sitting on the floor, using our battered couch as a backrest and playing a card game. Moo looks as calm as always, but Shar actively ogles the priest. Men of the cloth are like catnip to a succubus, and part-human succubus halflings are no exception to that rule.
 
         “Dad,” I say, walking out from behind the desk where I’ve been balancing our rather in-the-red accounts. He greets me with a hug and a kiss, and then turns to our guest.
 
         “Father Christopher Matthews, my daughter, Capitola Jones.”
 
         “Nice to meet you,” the priest says, taking the hand I’ve extended. A bead of sweat traces down his bald pate, and his fingers feel limp and damp in mine. He’s as nervous about being here as I’m nervous having him. I turn to my friends.
 
         “Father, this is my partner Emuishere.” Moo extends a long-fingered hand and the priest accepts it, their skin tones a study in contrasts. He’s so pale he could be mistaken for albino, while Moo’s flesh is like polished jet.
 
         “Father.” Shar interrupts the handshake by jostling Moo out of the way. “I’m Shar, the other partner.” Shar beams her succu-tastic grin and the priest’s eyes widen in rapture. Moo pokes Shar in the ribs with her elbow so I don’t have to.
 
         “Together, we’re Triptych,” I say, pulling the priest’s attention away from the succubus and back toward me. He appears both begrudging and relieved.
 
         I gesture toward the couch, and my dad steers the priest to it as Shar, Moo, and I pull chairs forward. We sit as we normally do: I’m in the center, flanked by Moo and Shar. Father Matthews blinks at us owlishly from behind his thick horn-rimmed glasses.
 
         To be fair, I reckon we are quite a sight. Luckily, Shar’s dressed rather conservatively today, although her stretch denim jeans hug every inch of her short, curvy body. She bats her enormous chocolate-brown eyes at Father Matthews, her fingers swirling a lock of her black hair like she’s considering using it to lasso the man. Shar’s half succubus, which means she doesn’t get her power directly from the elements like Moo and I do. Instead, she feeds off what we call “essence.” Humans make it in their bodies—it’s all the elemental magic they otherwise can’t process, and normally it would pass out of their systems without them ever knowing. But succubi can harvest that unused magic from humans by creating a powerful emotion—lust—and extracting the essence from humans’ bodily fluids. That connection between essence, lust, and sexual fluids led to the legends of incubi and succubi amongst human cultures, but extracting essence doesn’t actually hurt anyone involved.
 
         Moo, meanwhile, is all cool arrogance. She’s lost none of the poise learned from her Alfar father, who’d set himself up as a deity in Ancient Egypt. Her long, lithe frame could be carved from marble as she assesses the priest, and her power thumps like a familiar heartbeat against my weak shields. What I lack in magical strength, Moo makes up for, and then some. As an Alfar, Moo harnesses the power of all four elements. Most of our different magical species, or factions, can use only one element, although there are a few creatures that can double dip. But only the Alfar can use all four, which means they usually rule. Moo’s mother was human, however—a slave of her father’s. So she’s considered a halfling, like Shar and I, rather than a “real” Alfar.
 
         We’re all inspecting the priest, waiting as Moo scans him thoroughly to make sure he’s not hiding any magical secrets. Revealing his discomfort, his gaze darts from face to face—from Shar’s terrifying interest to Moo’s chilly nonchalance. His watery brown eyes finally meet my green, but he’s not comfortable there, either. So he looks up, his gaze finally resting on my chestnut Afro.
 
         My hair is very big. It’s a safe choice.
 
         Satisfied, Moo nods. I get down to business.
 
         “To what do we owe this honor?”
 
         The priest begins to answer but stops, instead slowly turning his body to stare at Shar like a lemming on the edge of the abyss. I kick my foot to the right, connecting hard with Shar’s shin. She grunts but dims her succubus mojo. My father steps in.
 
         “Father Matthews here has a problem. He’s from Springfield, and he was told about Triptych. That you three help people find things, and that you might help him.”
 
         “And who was nice enough to suggest that?” I ask, my voice dry. Our firm, Triptych, deals with supernatural problems plaguing supernatural folks. We almost never take humans as clients, especially when they’re human priests.
 
         “Tom Woods.” I frown at my father’s response. Tom is an old halfling friend of my family’s, going way back. He should know better. We use too much mojo to explain our methods, and if we start taking human cases—especially high profile ones that involve the police—how will we explain any seemingly miraculous results? Especially if they happen a lot?
 
         “And you agree with Tom?” asks Moo of my father in her cool voice. The priest’s eyes dart toward my friend, then flinch back. He can’t know Moo is an Alfar halfling, but even he can sense her power and the steel at her core.
 
         “Yes. I do, actually,” says my father, and I sigh internally. After all, my father is, sort of, our boss, since he’s the leader of the supernatural community of Borealis, our little western suburb of Chicago. He’s a democratically elected leader—something unheard of in most of supernatural society—but he’s our leader nonetheless. There’s also the fact he’s my dad, and I trust his judgment. But that doesn’t mean I have to like taking a human case, and a human priest’s case at that.
 
         “So, what’s the situation?” I ask, gesturing for Shar to take notes. She reaches over to grab her iPad off the desk, and then nods at the priest to start. His voice is low and melodious—a preacher’s voice. I bet he’s a talker.
 
         “Like your father said, I’m part of a diocese in Springfield. Specifically, I’m the principal of a Catholic private girls’ school. It’s a boarding school, and a lot of state legislators send their kids there, since they spend so much time in the capital anyway.”
 
         “And?” I know I’m being rude, but we need to get to business.
 
         “And girls have been disappearing. One about every three months.”
         
 
         “Abducted?”
 
         “We don’t think so,” the priest says, looking one part uncomfortable and one part zealous. “Well, at least not in the human definition of the word. We think they’ve fallen prey to Satan.”
 
         Silence sets its heavy paw over the room. Shar and Moo watch me, waiting for my reaction. I keep it neutral.
 
         “The Satan? As in, Lucifer? Beelzebub? The Prince of Darkness?”
         
 
         “Yes. That Satan.”
 
         I glance over at my father. He shrugs, helpful as always.
 
         “What makes you think it’s Satan?”
 
         “These are good girls. God-fearing girls. Girls who’ve known the blessings of the Lord all their lives.” Father Matthews’s voice falls reflexively into a very priestly cadence. “And yet they’ve chosen to leave their Godly lives to band together and commit…acts.”
 
         “Acts?”
 
         “Yes, acts. Of perversion.”
         
 
         “You’re going to have to be more specific, sir.”
 
         Shar shifts her body forward, perking up at his words. She’s all about the acts of perversion.
 
         “Public nudity. Unnatural sex. Destroying property. Sacrifice…”
 
         “Human?” I ask sharply.
 
         “Animal,” he says. Not much of a relief, but some.
 
         “Are you saying they’ve joined a cult?”
 
         The priest nods. “A sex cult. Led by Satan.”
 
         I ignore him. “For a cult, the three-month cycle would make sense. Pick a target, brainwash her, reel her in, then pick another target. Strange they’re all from the same place, though.” Shar and Moo nod, acknowledging my unspoken subtext that there’s something fishy at that school. I turn back to the priest. “You’ve seen the girls committing some of these acts?”
 
         “No, I’ve never seen them. But there are reports of them dancing or appearing—dressed in all manner of lewd attire—in the streets or on the trail behind our school or in the cornfields. Then they disappear. But not before they defile property or make sacrifices or seduce strangers…men and women alike.”
 
         “And what exactly are these sacrifices?”
 
         “Birds, mostly. Some rats. One unfortunate poodle.”
 
         “Poor poodle,” coos Shar. Moo rolls her eyes, unimpressed. She remembers a time when people took sacrifice a hell of a lot more seriously, killing entire palaces of staff to serve in the afterlife.
 
         I sit back, steepling my fingers in front of my face as I assess Father Matthews.
 
         “So what do you want from Triptych?”
 
         He pauses, gathering himself. Then he confesses.
 
         “We’re at a loss. Springfield is overrun with FBI, police, special investigators, private eyes. These girls are the daughters of important men. Rich men. But no one can find anything. Because they’re looking for the wrong thing.”
 
         “They are?”
 
         “They’re looking for men. For mortals. But Satan is at the heart of this. We need someone who understands Satan exists and that his powers are vast. We need someone who believes. Tom said you were those people.”
 
         “Wouldn’t the Church be a more appropriate place to seek help?” Moo asks.
 
         The priest looks distinctly uncomfortable. “I’ve sought help, and the church has sent it. But whomever they send falls prey to the evil. While at the school, seeing the damage that we see, they agree it’s a force of evil that cannot exist without the power of Satan compelling it. And yet, as soon as they leave the school, they insist I’m incompetent and that nothing else is wrong. My superiors know the girls are disappearing, and they’re being blamed, but all fingers eventually are pointed at me.”
 
         “Oh, they’re hanging you out to dry,” Shar says, oozing sympathy. I wince.
 
         “I wouldn’t say that,” Father Matthews replies hastily. “The Church just doesn’t have the manpower in our area that it used to, and our congregations are disheartened, eager to blame the spiritual home they once adored. Whatever is in that school is so evil, so powerful, that it sways the minds of even our best exorcists. My diocese is at its wits end. But then I talked to Tom, who told me about you. And he assured me that you were actually better suited to our problem than anyone the church could offer. And that you are believers.”
 
         A tiny smile plays over my father’s features. If Tom has sent this priest to us, it isn’t because we believe in God or Satan. It means supernaturals, like us, are involved.
 
         Which means Triptych is about to have itself a priest for a client.
 
         The only time we take on human problems, after all, is when they’re not entirely human. But that doesn’t mean I have to let Father Matthews know I’m on board…at least not until the fee’s negotiated.
 
         For while Triptych has played the part of the Good Samaritan in the past, we aren’t averse to fleecing the occasional fatted calf, or whatever the appropriate religious metaphor may be.
 
         “I don’t know,” I say after a pregnant pause. “We are, as you say, believers. But how will we work, with all of those other agencies in the way? The fact is, I’m not sure we can be of service if you’ve already got a hundred people running around the scene.”
 
         “I’ve thought that through. Most of the agencies have given up on the school itself. They have put up minimal surveillance, but that shouldn’t be an issue. And while there are night patrols, there’s no one actually in the school during the day—parents don’t want to panic the students. So I thought you can go undercover!” Father Matthews is very pleased with himself.
 
         How very “21 Jump Street,” I think. But I keep my expression flat.
         
 
         “If we do this, and I mean if, we’d ask you to keep our involvement secret from those other agencies. They’re not going to be happy having another fox in the chicken coop, and they’ll work to hinder our investigation. We’re especially vulnerable if you want us to work undercover. One ‘accidental’ slip from a member of a competing agency, and we’re dead in the water. For us, this secrecy is non-negotiable.”
         
 
         The priest nods. “Tom warned me that you’d ask for my silence in this matter. And while I don’t know you, I’ve known Tom all my life, and I trust him. If he vouches for you, I’ll accept that. And I can understand your reasoning. Meanwhile the other agencies have gotten nowhere, and it’s been over a year since the first girls disappeared. Will you help me? I mean, help the girls?” the priest says eagerly. Too eagerly. I can see just how much he wants us, how big an embarrassment this is for him.
 
         I wonder how deep the Vatican’s coffers run, and if the priest has access to them. Hoping that dollar signs aren’t swirling behind my eyes, I say, “I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to waste our time. Maybe the girls are too far gone? Maybe there’s a reason everyone else has failed to get them back? I’m not sure the case is worth it.”
 
         A cunning look passes over the good father’s face. He recognizes my language and knows what I want to hear.
 
         “I understand completely, Miss Jones,” he says. “May I call you Capitola?”
 
         I nod. If Father Matthews is opening his wallet, he can call me Bipsy.
 
         “Capitola, this problem is serious. We’re not just saving these girls, we’re saving their souls.”
         
 
         And your job, I think, but I keep silent.
         
 
         “You’d be doing God’s work. That’s priceless.”
 
         I cock an eyebrow at the good father to let him know that, in fact, there definitely is a price.
 
         And I’m thinking of one.
 
         After a little more proselytizing, we cut to the chase. I name a figure; Father Matthews accepts. I curse, internally, wishing I’d asked for more, even as my mind’s eye pushes our budget’s little red line firmly up into the black.
 
         
             
 
            *  *  *
 
             

         
 
         “Eat shit and die, God luvin’ scum” may not be the most original bit of vandalism but, when written in permanent marker, it is definitely hard to get off the porous tile lining the hallway of Holy Trinity Academy for Girls.
 
         Shar, Moo, and I have been at the school for a week now. Father Matthews is as good as his word, and he hasn’t told anyone about our involvement. He does avoid us like the plague, but that’s fine, as he seems incapable of acting normal when we’re around. Not having him breathing down our necks also means we get more done and are able to sink deeper into our covers. I’m posing as a janitor named Grace, which gives me access to the entire building. It also means my coveralls uniform makes me virtually invisible, since nobody pays attention to the janitor. Moo’s posing as the new guidance counselor, Ms. Summers, granting her access to student records and the ability to bring students in to talk at any point. But Shar’s got the most important job. Because she looks the youngest of us, she’s posing as “Starr,” new student extraordinaire. Unfortunately, despite infiltrating the school successfully, we’ve uncovered bubkes.
 
         I am, however, earning my keep as a janitor. Girls are filthy in a sneaky way, not to mention that almost all of the mysterious cult’s vandalism seems to occur at the school, where I get to clean it up.
 
         “Working hard there, Grace!” says a cheerful voice from down the hall. I close my eyes for a second, searching hard for my happy place, before turning around.
 
         Walking toward me is the head librarian, Frank McEachern, or Frankly McCreepPerv, as we’ve dubbed him. As usual, he’s accompanied by his mousy fiancée, Stacey. Stacey supposedly works at a local library, but she’s almost always on campus with Frank. It’s more than weird, although no one makes a big deal about it.
 
         Stacey gives me her most insipid smile, and I resist the urge to shove her. She’s just so frail that I can’t help but react to her with violence. Next to my six-foot, strapping build, she makes me feel like Godzilla.
 
         “Yes, Mr. McEachern. More vandalism,” I add, scanning their faces for any reaction.
 
         But Stacey’s big blue eyes blink vapidly at me, completely void of any incriminating possibilities. McCreepPerv, for his part, keeps his eyes latched on my breasts, as they normally are. I look down, wondering if my janitor’s navy blue coveralls are stained, or zipped too low, or anything else to warrant such undivided attention. But no. The uniform is clean and modest, if a little strained across the girls.
 
         Quiet descends as we all three study my breasts. Even Stacey’s joined in, although her expression betrays confusion rather than jealousy, as if she’s not entirely sure what game we’re playing. I’m desperate to move the conversation forward when I hear the sharp clicking of heels on the tiled floor. Those militant strides can only belong to Moo, posing as Ms. Summers, the hard-assed, tough-as-nails guidance counselor. The role isn’t a stretch.
 
         My friend’s Alfar mojo is completely dampened, but still she radiates power. At her heels scurry the two other guidance counselors, two elderly ladies whose sage advice to their female students consists entirely of ways to land a rich husband. Ironically, Mrs. Powers and Mrs. Masters are longtime widows and equally longtime roommates. Shar thinks they’re lesbians, but that’s because Shar can’t imagine two human beings sitting in the same room without humping each other. Usually with her as the butter in their human sandwich.
 
         “Ms. Summers,” Mr. McCreepPerv purrs at Moo, motioning her over eagerly. His eyes finally unlatch from my breasts, only to anchor firmly on Moo’s long, strong thighs.
 
         He’s an equal opportunity leerer, a breast man and a leg man, which is funny, considering Stacey is built like the wispy ghost of a twelve-year-old boy.
 
         “Mr. McEachern,” Moo replies, her voice curt. She eyes the vandalism. “I see we’ve had another one.”
 
         Mrs. Powers and Mrs. Masters both tut, as if on cue, shaking their curly blue-rinsed heads.
 
         “What is the youth of America coming to?” says Mrs. Powers.
 
         “I don’t know. I really don’t,” says Masters, her sentence flowing seamlessly off Powers.
 
         “I blame that Gaga woman.”
 
         “Or that one with the dollar sign in her name.”
 
         “No, it’s that reality TV.”
 
         “It’s TV, period—”
 
         “Ladies,” interrupts McCreepPerv. “Don’t blame all of television. I happen to know two girls who enjoy their soaps…”
 
         McCreepPerv’s words trail off suggestively as Masters and Powers giggle.
 
         “That we do,” says Masters.
 
         “That we do,” finishes Powers.
 
         I shudder involuntarily.
 
         “And speaking of the youth of America,” begins Masters, using her chin to point down the hall.
 
         “That sad creature,” concludes Powers helpfully. I’m afraid her blue-rinsed hair is going to fall off she’s shaking her head and tutting so fiercely. That can only mean one thing.
 
         Shar.
 
         Sure enough, down the hallway comes our own succubus halfling, who has doctored her uniform so she looks like an unholy combination of schoolgirl, Pussycat Doll, and Morticia Addams. Keeping a firm grip on her arm is Trinity’s new music teacher, Mr. Ruiz.
 
         If McCreepPerv had a polar opposite, it’d be Fernando Ruiz. Not only is Fernando gorgeous and talented, he’s also charming, charismatic, and—quite simply—likable. Upon meeting Fernando, with his wavy dark curls and strong Latino features, people want to get to know him better, help him out, maybe donate to his favorite charity.
 
         So I trust Mr. Ruiz even less than I do Mr. McCreepPerv. Frank would be hard-pressed to convince a valet to drive his stick shift, let alone get a girl to join his Satanic cult. Fernando’s a different story. All he would have to do is point the way.
 
         Hell, I’d probably throw on a pair of horns and let him fondle my forked tail if he asked nicely.
 
         “Fernando,” Shar whines, dragging her clompy, Goth-booted feet behind her in a perfect imitation of a teenage nightmare.
 
         “It’s Mr. Ruiz,” Fernando says firmly, pushing my friend toward us. Shar huffs but does as he wants and faces Moo. The two women eye each other, and for a second I want to applaud their acting skills. Shar’s staring at Moo’s impeccably tailored suit like it’s made of aluminum foil, while Moo drips disdain over Shar’s knee-high Frankenboots and micromini gray-and-black-plaid schoolgirl skirt. The skirt is even shorter, paired as it is with a tiny tutu-style petticoat. To top it off, Shar’s knotted up her uniform’s white shirt so it barely covers a black push-up bra.
 
         Then I remember they’re not acting, and for all the love they have for each other, they have equal amounts of what I choose to call “competitive fascination.”
 
         “As you can see, Ms. Summers, Starr has been doctoring her uniform again.”
 
         Shar rolls her eyes, crossing her arms in front of her belligerently.
 
         “Whatever, Fernando. I’m just expressing myself. Just because you like naughty little girls dressed in school uniforms doesn’t mean I have to play along.”
 
         “It’s Mr. Ruiz, Starr. And the uniform is school policy.” Fernando hasn’t even broken a sweat, but he does look to Moo for help.
 
         “I’ll talk to Starr,” my friend says, her normally cool voice glacial. “I’m sure we can reach an understanding.”
 
         “Whatever.” Shar pops her gum obnoxiously to make her point.
 
         “Thank you,” says Fernando fervently, as if Moo is doing him a favor, rather than her job as “Starr’s” guidance counselor.
 
         “Thanks for nothing,” Shar mumbles, kicking at my bucket of soapy water. It slops onto her own boots and she swears as long-windedly and creatively as the talking parrot of the madame at a pirate’s whorehouse, causing everyone to start.
 
         Masters and Powers walk away, tutting maniacally, while McCreepPerv makes his apologies to my breasts and Moo’s legs, then leads Stacey away. She’s still smiling like an imbecile and I wonder, not for the first time, if she’s on drugs.
 
         Fernando gives me his most winning smile, thanking me for all my hard work. He’s very careful to go out of his way to be nice to me, because he’s the sort of Nice Man who speaks to underlings, and also because he probably can’t figure out if I’m Hispanic, like him, or something else.
 
         I don’t bother clarifying my genetic heritage, obviously, as I doubt “half-human, half-supernatural shape-shifter with a few extras” is on his list of possibilities.
 
         Once Fernando’s gone, that leaves Moo, Shar, and me standing in the hallway.
 
         “Well, there go our most likely suspects,” I murmur, as I use my now-mostly-dry sponge to sop up the water Shar’s just spilled.
 
         “Who are all pretty unlikely,” says Shar, scratching lazily at her exposed belly.
 
         “I don’t know,” Moo says. “I don’t trust Fernando. And he could easily persuade most of these girls to follow him.”
 
         “He could persuade me, that’s for sure,” says Shar. “But I dunno. I’ve flirted with him pretty extremely, and he’s not made any sort of a pass.”
 
         “Maybe he’s not attracted to you,” Moo suggests, her voice arch.
 
         Shar snorts, letting us know how ridiculous that is.
 
         “Of course he’s attracted to me. He’s got a pulse.”
 
         “So?” Moo asks, needling her.
 
         “So? I’m me!”
 
         “And?”
 
         “And I’m not even wearing panties. Do you know what that means?”
 
         “I need to carry wipes?”
 
         “Ew,” I interrupt, knowing the girls could go at it like this all day. “This is serious. We’re working.”
 
         “It’s not like we’ve lost anybody,” Shar says sulkily. She’s been spending too much time as “Starr.”
 
         “True, no one else has gone cult-side since we got here. But we also have jack shit for leads, and it’s been a week,” I remind her.
 
         Moo raises a slim hand. “Not true. Like you said, we have suspects.”
 
         I lean back against the wall, graffiti be damned. “Sort of. But are they really suspects?”
 
         “They’re the only people who don’t have alibis for the nights the girls went missing,” Moo reminds me.
 
         “Yeah, but that’s because we’ve focused everything on the school and they’re the only ones who live together, or alone, and don’t have social lives, so they’re either without alibis or each other’s alibis. Can you really imagine those two old ladies running a Satanic sex cult? And I wouldn’t let Frank lead me to the bathroom, let alone into evil.”
 
         “But it has to be the school,” Moo insists, and I know she’s right. The girls who’ve gone missing have nothing in common, other than the school. They were all the misfits, the losers, the freaks and geeks—the people who walk alone, especially when they walk in school. But even then they didn’t seem to be friends with one another, except for one small group of three girls who were some of the first to go.
 
         “Maybe we shouldn’t be focusing on teachers,” I say, after giving my lip a thorough chew. I turn to Shar. “What about other students?”
 
         “These kids? Hell no. They’re so goody-goody it hurts. I think the only kids who weren’t total sheep were the ones to go with the cult. Now there’s me.”
 
         “Maybe you’re too bad,” suggests Moo. “You don’t have to be so extreme all the time.”
         
 
         Shar swivels, ready to take Moo’s bait, so I intervene. “C’mon, you two. Not the time or place. Shar, pack up your stuff and go home. We’ll meet you back at the hotel. Moo and I will wrap up here.”
 
         Shar flounces off, walking down the hallway toward her locker. I say good-bye to Moo, who strides off in the opposite direction toward her office. I’m about to take off, too, when I remember I still have a job to finish. Swearing under my breath, I grab my sponge, hoping my “magic words” will help scrub off the graffiti. But something catches my peripheral vision: a flash of bright yellow fabric moving down the same hall that Shar just took.
 
         Dropping the sponge, I duck against the wall, looking around carefully. I’m only searching for people, as I know this school like the back of my hand by now, and only the external doors, the main lobby, the gymnasium, and the auditorium have security cameras. If I tuck myself up against the wall, my coast is clear.
 
         I take a deep breath, and I reach down into my magic. I’m not a powerful halfling at all. The product of a human and a nahual, I can’t even shape-shift fully like my dad can. He can be whatever he wants, but I’m limited to morphing some of my features. Whatever weird genetic cocktail got mixed up inside my blood gave me a rare, precious gift, however: that of camouflage. Not only can I cloak myself with a glamour of invisibility, but I can cloak my glamour so that there’s no magical power signature.
 
         I can be the invisible (wo)man, to both humans and supernaturals, at least for a short time, anyway.
 
         Creeping forward on silent feet, I make my way down the hall, then turn to my left after peering carefully around the corner. Shar’s at her locker, talking to someone in the yellow and white uniform of the Trinity cheerleaders.
 
         That’s unexpected, I think. After all, cheerleaders traditionally rule the high school roost, and even though it’s only for girls, Trinity’s no exception. They may cheer for the neighboring boys’ academy instead of their own school, but that doesn’t make them any less the popular girls.
         
 
         Unlike Shar, who is at the absolute bottom of the social pecking order, as a new student and as someone who purposefully stands out from the crowd.
 
         So why is a cheerleader talking to Shar?
         
 
         I creep ever closer, keeping careful magical feelers extended inside my camouflaging glamour. But no one besides me is using any magic in the school that I can sense. Shar has hers dampened, and the girl in yellow appears entirely human.
 
         Human and friendly, I think, watching as the girl runs a hand down Shar’s arm. Shar looks up, all wide-eyed innocence.
         
 
         Now I know she’s acting.
 
         The cheerleader and Shar have their faces close. They’re whispering, so it’s not until I’m nearly on top of them that I realize who the other girl is.
 
         It’s Jodi Corwin. I’m dumbfounded. If cheerleaders are popular at Trinity, Jodi is the Queen of the Cheerleaders. Athletic, with long pale limbs and fetching auburn curls, Jodi’s that wondrous combination of sex vixen and milkmaid we like to think of as “the girl next door.”
         
 
         Jodi’s never once glanced at me in the hallway—she doesn’t see people in uniforms, even with my janitor’s hat floating above me like a second head on my big-ass hair. And she’s only talked to Shar once—to ask Shar if her perfume was called “Skank.”
 
         Nowadays Jodi seems to be digging Eau du Skank, I surmise, as she giggles at something Shar’s said.
         
 
         I’m close enough to the couple now to hear what they’re whispering. With my camo, I also know Shar can’t sense me there, so I feel a bit pervy. Yet this is too weird not to investigate. It could be that Jodi’s genuinely interested in “Starr,” at which point I’ll leave them to it. But until then, call me Nosy Nelly.
 
         “I’m serious,” Jodi says, her blue eyes huge. “I love your outfits. They’re so unique.”
 
         Shar blushes, looking down. “You haven’t seemed to like them.”
 
         “Oh, that. Look, I know I can be a total bitch. But I just didn’t know you. I didn’t get it. For serious, I’m sorry.”
 
         Shar looks up into Jodi’s face. “You mean that?”
 
         “Of course. That’s why I’m here. I know I’ve been mean and I’m sorry.”
 
         “Well, thanks, Jodi.” Shar’s smile is so slow and sweet it’s like molasses spreading across her face.
 
         “You’re welcome.” Jodi’s smiles brightly. And she doesn’t seem like a Satanist at all. She could be legit. Or she could be a Mean Girl looking to butter up “Starr” to embarrass her later or to get her to do something stupid. Shar can handle something like that, and I consider leaving. But I’ve got one of those twinges in my gut that tells me to stay.
 
         After long experience, I’ve learned my instincts are to be trusted. So I keep listening.
 
         “So where do you get your clothes?” Jodi asks.
 
         “Oh, mostly online. There were stores in Chicago, but not here.”
 
         “Well, I love it. You’ll have to give me the websites. Can I ask why you dress that way?”
 
         “I dunno. I think it’s pretty.” Shar gives a dramatic pause before looking up at Jodi coyly. “I guess I just like dark things.”
 
         Jodi beams at Shar like my friend is the sunrise. My eyebrows rise.
 
         “That’s why I wanted to talk to you. And why I think I was so mean to you. I was jealous,” Jodi says.
 
         “Of me?” Shar’s voice is perfectly incredulous, honoring Jodi’s far superior social status.
 
         “Yes, of you. You’re brave enough to be like I want to be. I like dark things, too.”
 
         “You do?”
 
         “I do. I know I’m a cheerleader, and everyone thinks I’m so happy and fun. But it’s not really me, you know? Not who I am in my soul.”
 
         Shar’s nodding like she’s a parrot, and she’s taken a careful step closer to Jodi. Shar is breaking into the other girl’s intimate space gently but firmly.
 
         “I know what you mean. It’s like we can be totally different people in our hearts. It’s so hard.”
 
         Jodi’s eyes have welled up like she’s going to cry. She gives a choked sob. “Yes, so hard.”
 
         “Oh, Jodi,” Shar whispers, drawing the other girl forward into a hug. Jodi sniffles decorously, and then it happens. Jodi leans in and her lips find Shar’s in the sort of kiss that should only exist on a porn site, what with the cheerleading uniform, Shar’s outrageously doctored school uniform, and both girls’ stunning good looks.
 
         After a carefully timed moment, Shar kisses her back before pulling away. “Jodi?” she asks, all tremulously.
 
         “I’m sorry, Starr. I couldn’t help it. I feel like I know you so well.”
 
         “I feel the same,” Shar says, raising her fingers to touch her lips in wonder.
 
         “I want you to meet some other people,” Jodi says hurriedly, as if she’s caught in the moment. My ears perk up and I thank the Snooping Gods that I stuck around to listen.
 
         “Other people?” Shar asks.
 
         “They’re some people I’ve met who I think might be like you. Like us. You know, different inside. Interested in different things.”
 
         “Dark things?”
 
         “Yeah, dark things. I think you’ll like them. I think we can all be friends.”
 
         Shar beams at Jodi like she’s been offered a puppy. “Oh, Jodi, thank you. I’d love that. I do feel lonely here.”
 
         “I know, Starr. And I am sorry. But maybe I can fix it?” The girl leans into Shar, who blushes beautifully, raising her face shyly to Jodi.
 
         They kiss again, but I’m already moving away. I’ve heard enough. It’s not concrete evidence, no. But Jodi’s whisperings about “dark things” and “new friends” is enough to raise alarm bells.
 
         I’m pretty sure our circle of suspects has just widened to include one Trinity Academy cheerleader.
 
         
             
 
            *  *  *
 
             

         
 
         It’s a week later, and Shar’s finally getting to meet Jodi’s “friends.” For the occasion, our little succubus halfling looks hideous, in an adorable way. She’s done her long black hair up into pigtails, and she’s wearing this ridiculously short version of an Elvira dress, only this one has fake, sort of plastic chains hanging from the waist, along with ribbons. They trail farther down than the dress, so that they knock against her plump thighs.
 
         I would worry the chains will run her fishnets, but they’re already full of holes, so I guess that’s a moot point.
 
         Giving the immediate area one last sweep with both my weak magic and my sharp eyes, I go ahead and turn off our trusty if ancient Bronco. We’ve pulled into an abandoned parking lot, part of a strip-mall complex that might once have been fashionable, but had long since been abandoned for the Super Targets and Walmarts closer to the highway. All Shar has to do to get to her destination is walk around the empty stores in front of us, and then hike about a mile to get to the park where she’s supposed to meet Jodi.
 
         Moo adjusts the camera stuck to my forehead like a miner’s lamp. It’s not our most impressive equipment, but it’s cheap and no one’s supposed to see it, anyway.
 
         “Be cognizant of this—it’s your only link to me,” Moo cautions, causing Shar to roll her eyes.
 
         “Like Cappie’s going to forget she’s miked,” Shar says, but she pats Moo’s hand at the same time. They really do love each other, these two, even if they fight like…well, like sisters.
 
         I shake my head experimentally, feeling the camera bounce a bit with my hair but otherwise remain solid. Neither it nor my little earpiece microphone is going anywhere. The camera’s gonna squish the shit out of my ’fro, but like me, my hair is resilient.
 
         “Okay, Shar,” I say, as we’re getting close to time. “You know the drill. I’ll be a step behind you. Remember to cover any movements I’ll have to do, like opening something or moving something for access. As for the girls, let them take the lead. Keep your magic mute. And remember this is first contact. We’re not expecting miracles from this session, and it could be nothing.”
 
         Shar snorts. She’s convinced herself that Jodi is the key to everything. To be honest, although I’m keeping my thoughts to myself, I think she might be right. But I keep my emphasis on “might.” After all, in the intervening week, Jodi’s not exactly been warm to “Starr” at school. The cheerleader’s not been as aggressively nasty, but in public she ignores Shar, only being friendly at night, over text messages and the fake Facebook page we set up for “Starr.”
 
         So it’s absolutely possible that Jodi is evil without a Satanic-cult E, and she’s planning some sort of Carrie-style high school humiliation for Shar. But we’re not without our hopes that it’ll be more. After all, Jodi had put on the kind of act that would entrance any young thing struggling with her identity and her sexuality, and while that could be a high school bully feeling out a new victim, it could also be a cult recruiter putting out her own special feelers.
         
 
         “Seriously, Shar,” I warn. “For all we know, Jodi’s planning to dump a bucket of pig’s blood on you at prom. Or this is going to turn out to be one of those Christian groups that swear to be virgins until they meet a man like Jesus. So I don’t want you letting loose your mojo and turning them into an actual Satanic cult.”
         
 
         Shar giggles. “I am good,” she says, and Moo and I nod. Even with her succubus mojo dampened, Shar radiates sexual confidence, something that can’t be bottled. I’ve seen Shar work a room so nearly all the people there would take her home; give her their wallet; or give up their safe, domestic lives to run off with her. Oftentimes she does these things without even resorting to magic.
         
 
         They say the pen is mightier than the sword, but in a tussle, my money would be on Shar’s lady bits.
 
         “I know,” Shar tells me, her voice serious. “I’ll be sweet and shy. Out of my depth. Let them lead.”
 
         “Good.”
 
         “But if they start something, I’m fucking the shit out of them.”
 
         I nod, knowing that was a lost battle. You can’t take the succubus out of the girl. But at least the women who’ve gone missing are all over eighteen, so apparently Satan isn’t into jailbait.
 
         “As long as they’re seniors, like Jodi, you’re golden,” I say. Moo nods her head firmly and Shar pats her hand again. After a long, pretty fucked-up life, Moo doesn’t care about a lot of things. But sexual abuse, especially of kids, is one thing that pushes her buttons. Her red nuclear-warhead buttons. No one wants to push those buttons.
 
         I look at my watch. “It’s time.” Shar nods, opening her door.
 
         “Good luck,” says Moo. “If you need me I’ll be there.”
 
         And she will. That’s our Moo.
 
         Shar gets out of the Bronco, brushes herself off, and does a little twirl. I clap approvingly, which Moo echoes. From the towering platform soles of her Frankenboots to her thick black eye makeup, Shar would rock a reboot of The Craft.
         
 
         I hop out to take my place behind Shar, pulling my camo around me as I do so. My friend watches me disappear, shaking her head.
 
         “That’ll never get old,” she says. “Ready?”
 
         “Yep. Let’s hit it.”
 
         Shar nods and strides away purposefully. I follow, smiling at her slightly pigeon-toed stride, exacerbated by her heavy boots. I love these women like family, so much so that it hurts sometimes.
 
         Moo’s voice sounds in my ear, whispering, “Test, test.” I whisper back that I can hear her, loud and clear. Moo’s our techie and, although she’s the first to admit there’s still a lot she has to learn, she does a damned good job for someone who began life as an Egyptian child-goddess, back in the days of the pharaohs.
 
         Once we’ve walked all the way around the little strip mall, where Moo can no longer see us, I start giving her updates. She is, after all, also our muscle. I can’t camo her, so she can’t come with as there’s absolutely no cover for her. But we still want her to be able to find us if the shit hits the fan.
 
         “We’re walking toward the park. But all’s clear.”
 
         It’s a chilly, slightly overcast day in early fall—the kind of day in which you can smell on the wind both the life of summer and the decay of winter. It’s also eerily quiet; the abandoned strip mall behind us and the equally abandoned park in front of us lend a postapocalyptic feel to our adventure.
 
         There’s also absolutely no sign of Jodi.
 
         If I get doused in pig’s blood, I’m gonna take it out of that girl’s hide, I think, as I give Moo an update.
         
 
         “At the park. No one’s here. But there’s a ribbon tied to one of the beams of the picnic pagoda.”
 
         We keep walking toward the pagoda, Shar giving no indication she’s being followed.
 
         “There’s an arrow chalked on the concrete. It’s pointing toward the cornfield,” I tell Moo.
 
         None of us acts surprised. Shar and I both grew up in Illinois, so we know all about cornfields. Both of us had done our share of youthful partying in hidden rooms made from trampling down interior spaces of cornfields, and we’d dragged Moo along.
 
         I’m tiptoeing quietly, but even Shar’s Frankenboots are muffled as we step onto the grass and away from the asphalt of the park’s sidewalks. That’s when I see her.
 
         “I see Jodi,” I whisper. The girl’s wearing her cheerleading costume again, causing me to wonder if she has any other clothes. And if she does, why she never wears them.
 
         “Hey ya!” Jodi calls out, waving at Shar from across the field. Shar waves back and hurries toward her.
 
         “Hi there,” Shar says shyly, when we finally get to Jodi. I can’t help but grin.
 
         “You look gorgeous.” Jodi steps up to Shar, studying her closely before swooping in to give my friend a lingering kiss. I look away until I hear her say, “We’re this way.”
 
         Jodi takes Shar’s hand and leads her off into the cornfield. There’s a very narrow walkway of trampled stalks of corn, and I’m glad Shar’s walking so loudly, as I’m making a shitload of noise. It’s impossible to be quiet in a cornfield.
 
         It’s also difficult to keep your footing, and I’m so carefully trying not to get my big feet tangled in the cornstalks that I don’t realize we’ve found the others until a bunch of voices say, “Hi.” They sound like bright, cheerful, high school voices. Not the voices of a Satanic cult.
 
         I look up to see a small group of girls staring at us. Moving my head carefully, I pan my camera over them so that Moo can make IDs.
 
         Meanwhile, Jodi plays the good hostess.
 
         “Everyone, this is Starr. Starr, do you know everyone?”
 
         Starr murmurs, “No, I’m sorry,” probably for Moo’s benefit. I can picture our Alfar halfling, iPad at the ready, taking notes.
 
         “Well, that’s Lara, that’s Madison, and that’s Jenny and Ana.”
 
         Unfortunately, none of these girls match our files of the missing. In fact, these are all current students.
 
         As the girls make small talk, I use the opportunity to do a careful scan of the area. But I can’t feel anything at all, which is odd. But then I’m distracted by Jodi taking charge of the conversation. What starts out as frivolous chitchat steadily grows more serious, with Jodi asking careful questions. The girls talk about the teachers, about the boys at the boys’ school, about their parents. It seems innocuous initially, but I notice that Jodi increasingly hones in on negative responders. Lara, for example, is goodness personified. She defends her teachers, thinks boys are sweet and chivalrous, and loves her parents. Jodi quickly loses interest in Lara.
 
         “Starr,” on the other hand, is answering everything negatively. Her parents are assholes who sent her away because they don’t understand her. The boys at the boys’ school are immature assholes who don’t understand her, and she likes “real men,” anyway. The teachers? Guess what—they’re assholes who don’t understand her. Jodi spends a lot of time commiserating with “Starr’s” woes, not recognizing the fiddle is playing the fiddler.
 
         They talk forever, and it all gets a bit boring, as teenage angst inevitably does, when Jodi says something that makes me perk up.
 
         “So you’re probably wondering what we’re all doing here,” Jodi says.
 
         Yes, I think. We are, actually.
         
 
         “Well, I met all of you, and I felt really…close to you. Like you’d understand me, and I’d understand you. I know I seem popular at school, but…” Jodi pauses and when she speaks again, her voice is that of a Very Sad Girl. “But the truth is, I’m lonely.”
 
         “You’re lonely?” Madison asks sarcastically. Madison’s a hulking, sullen girl whose gum I’m constantly cleaning off the underside of desks.
         
 
         “Of course I am. Just because it seems like I have friends doesn’t mean I can’t be lonely.” Jodi’s always-large eyes are big as saucers, and she looks like she might cry. I resist air-playing her a tiny violin, not least because no one can see me anyway.
 
         “It’s hard,” Shar says, approaching Jodi and putting an arm around her waist. “It’s like we’re expected to always be one thing, and sometimes it’s easier to be that way. But we can still be totally different inside.”
 
         Shar’s “logic” leaves me baffled, but it seems to work for Jodi.
 
         “That’s it, totally,” the cheerleader says, beaming at Shar. Shar beams back, pretending they’ve had a Moment.
 
         “I’m sorry, but you’re, like, the most popular girl in school. And a cheerleader. Why are you even hanging out with us?” Madison still isn’t having any of it.
 
         Jodi heaves a heartfelt sigh. “That’s just how I am at school,” she says. “I’ve learned it’s better just to get along with everyone. But inside, I’m different. I like people like you guys. People who are different.”
 
         “You’ve never seemed to like us ‘different people’ before,” Madison points out, pulling her ugly cardigan tighter around her.
 
         “Yeah, well, there’s someone who has come into my life. Someone who has shown me another way to be. Someone who speaks to the darkness in me.”
 
         At the word “darkness,” there’s a long silence.
 
         “I feel like there’s a darkness in me, too,” Shar says nervously, as if she’s admitting a huge secret.
 
         “Dude, are you part of that cult?” Madison interjects. “Everyone says all those girls have transferred, but we know they’re the ones fucking up the school.” I cheer internally. I’ll happily clean up Madison’s gum if she keeps cutting to the chase like that.
 
         Jodi laughs. “What cult? We’re just here to get to know each other better. There may be powers in this town, powers that might be interested in us, but that’s not what this is about.”
 
         Silence falls on the group as they mull over Jodi’s words. She’s done it perfectly—promising nothing while hinting at everything, all the while denying direct involvement with anything untoward.
 
         “To get to know each other really well, I think we should do a ritual,” she says, her perky cheerleader voice more appropriate for suggesting they bake cookies.
 
         “A ritual?” I hear Ana ask hesitantly. One of the few Hispanics in our school, Ana’s Catholicism runs deep. Although her answers to Jodi’s questions suggest Ana wants to be a rebel, I’m not sure how far that rebellion will stretch.
 
         “Yes. It’ll be super fun!”
 
         Jodi emphasizes her words with jazz hands. I wonder what cults have come to these days.
 
         “What do we have to do?” asks Lara. I’m not sure Lara has any idea what’s going on. Maybe she does think they’ll bake cookies.
 
         Jodi’s bright voice catches Lara’s enthusiasm and matches it.
 
         “I think we should do this thing I learned in a book about ancient religions. When people would make new friends, they would do this ritual to honor each other. And we totally bonded today. I mean, I think we’re all really going to be good friends. So I’d love to do this with you. But, I mean, we don’t have to. If you guys don’t want to be friends or whatever.”
 
         There are hasty assurances from all the girls except Madison that they “do so” want to be friends. Madison’s skepticism visibly skyrockets.
 
         “I’ve always wanted to do, like, a ritual,” Shar says, after giving everyone enough time to kiss Jodi’s ass. She’s stuck close to Jodi this whole time, encouraging the girl with her presence, but that’s it. Our girl’s kept her mojo dampened.
 
         “But it’s not, like, I dunno…evil or anything?” Lara asks hesitantly. I want to pat her on her blond head and send her home, and I can tell from the split-second flash of irritation that crosses her face that Jodi does, too.
 
         “No, not at all. It’s like…I dunno, something fun. Think of it like this is a slumber party and we’re playing Light as a Feather, Stiff as a Board. Remember how much fun that was?”
 
         The girls all giggle appreciatively, Shar touching Jodi’s arm gently to let her know she’s on board. With everyone back on her side, Jodi pushes forward.
 
         “So the first thing we have to do is get skyclad. That’s very important.”
 
         “What’s skyclad?” Lara asks eagerly.
 
         “It means naked,” Shar says helpfully. “I’ve read about it.”
 
         “Oh,” Lara says, suddenly less excited. “Naked?”
 
         “Yes. Let’s honor our bodies. Honor our beauty. Honor each other! We’re friends, right?” Jodi sounds like the host of a game show called “Peer Pressure Punk,” and I’m not the only one to reach that conclusion.
 
         “I’m out of here,” Madison says abruptly. And with that, she stomps off in her Docs. Everyone watches her until she’s melted into the cornfield.
 
         “Well, it’s not for everyone,” Jodi says. When she grows up, she should be a politician.
 
         “So, what do you want us to do?” Shar asks. “Why are we getting skyclad? What is this ritual?”
 
         “I just thought it would be fun. We’ll be honoring ourselves. And testing ourselves…”
 
         “Is this a test? For the cult?” Shar asks, building off Madison’s question.
 
         Jodi laughs. “I told you; I don’t know any cult. I just know that sometimes, when special girls find one another, they can call forth great powers.” There’s an ominous pause before Jodi speaks again, back in cheerleader mode. “So what do ya think?”
 
         “I don’t want to join a cult,” Lara whispers. “I thought we were just gonna hang out.”
 
         “Then you can leave, Lara,” Jodi says, her voice firm.
 
         “But—”
 
         “I said you can leave.”
 
         Lara looks around, bottom lip trembling, but the girls have gone all High School Clique on her. They either refuse to meet her gaze or, like Ana, stare at her aggressively. Eventually Lara sniffles and walks off. That leaves Jenny, Ana, Jodi, and “Starr” alone in the cornfield.
 
         “Are the rest of you in?” Jodi demands.
 
         There are murmurs of assent, and Shar’s are fervent.
 
         “Good. I knew it would be you guys. I just did. I saw you guys, and I thought, ‘They’re going to get me. They’re going to be my friends.’ Now let’s start the ritual! But keep your shoes on, or the corn will cut your feet.”
 
         The girls all strip down to their skivvies, then those, too, get hung up on handy corncobs. I take a careful few steps back while they’re stripping, using the noise of their shuffling around to press myself against the wall of cornstalks in case they’re serious about the dancing.
 
         I’m soon glad I did.
 
         At first, the girls stand around carefully not making eye contact, except for Shar and Jodi. Both are sizing up the other women wolfishly, although soon they’re mostly eyeing up one another. After everyone’s gotten a chance to get slightly more comfortable being naked, Jodi gives a delighted little clap.
 
         “We’re all so beautiful! Let’s dance. Take my hands; we’ll dance in a circle.”
 
         Jodi grabs Shar’s and Ana’s free hands, and with a little urging is able to get Ana to start stepping to the left. There’s a lot of giggling as the girls start moving, and much tripping over cornstalks. The noise grows more frenetic as the girls increase their pace till they’re whirling, naked, in the cornfield.
 
         The faster they go, the more they laugh, and soon Jodi leads them forward and backward in swoops, all the while keeping them moving counterclockwise. I can’t help but smile. The girls do look beautiful and happy, both sets of cheeks deliciously pink in the chill air.
 
         Indeed, Jodi’s little show is a pleasure to watch, which only makes me wonder who it’s really for.
 
         From under my camo, I spread out my magical feelers under my dense camouflage, but I get absolutely nothing.
 
         The girls are dancing like crazy now, hollering and whooping and laughing. Jodi’s gentle forward and backward swoops have turned into them all rushing toward one another, their hands joined in a circle, then rushing back.
 
         I wait for the inevitable, and then it happens. Jodi “trips,” sending her flying into Shar. The two women grapple, trying to stay upright. Then they grapple, trying to get each other not so upright.
         
 
         Ana and Jenny stop, eyes wide, watching Shar and Jodi kissing. It’s Ana who moves first, toward the two girls making out. Jodi’s obviously watching to see the other girls’ reactions, because as soon as Ana steps forward, Jodi throws out her hand.
 
         Soon enough, all four are writhing on a blanket Jodi’s pulled out of the backpack she’d left propped up against a stalk of corn. Knowing I won’t be heard over the sounds they’re making, I settle myself down on the ground.
 
         I shut my eyes, giving the girls as much privacy as I can, as I carefully scan for power signatures. I’m so involved trying to figure out if there’s anything hiding in all that dead space that I nearly jump out of my skin when Moo says over my earpiece, “Would you mind turning your head just a little bit?”
 
         For a second I wonder if she’s sensed something. Then I realize I’ve been sitting with our camera panned directly on the mini-orgy before me.
 
         “Thanks,” Moo whispers. Then we wait for Shar to finish. And then finish everyone else.
 
         I marvel at the number of times I’ve found myself in this same situation, and I wonder how different a show like Charlie’s Angels would have been if they’d had their own succubus. After all, there’s nothing like a succubus to take one (or more) for the team.
         
 
         Eventually the girls are up and dressed, looking breathless and wrung out. Only Shar looks rested and refreshed, having gotten enough essence from her little session to power her for the next week.
 
         The girls say good-bye, lingeringly and slightly embarrassed. Jodi pays close attention to Shar; I think our succubus made quite the impression.
 
         The girls follow Jodi out of the cornfield, and I trail along afterward. I think I see a flash of something gray from the corner of my shield, but when I open up a camoed probe, I feel nothing—nothing supernatural or human or even animal. The cornfield’s dead, but my imagination must be nice and active.
 
         The girls all go their separate ways at the edge of the cornfield, the other three heading in the direction of the school. It’s the opposite direction from where Shar is heading, but I still refrain from speaking to her, and I keep a careful eye to make sure we’re not being followed till we’re back at the Bronco.
 
         When we’re all settled in the car, with Shar lying across the backseat like she needs a cigarette, we stop to assess.
 
         “What’s your impression?” Moo asks.
 
         “That I’m worn the fuck out,” Shar says with a contented sigh.
 
         “About Jodi, Shar,” Moo chastises. “Is she our girl?”
 
         I pull the camera off my head, fluffing up my hair by running my fingers through it as I consider.
 
         “I dunno, Moo,” I tell her. “That was definitely something. But it wasn’t anything close to what the real cult is doing. What’s your impression?”
 
         Moo, oftentimes our eyes in the skies, usually sees things we don’t on the ground.
 
         Moo thinks for a bit, then answers carefully. “I’m not sure. Jodi has given away nothing. On the one hand, this is very suspicious. She’s doing all the right things for someone who’s looking for another target.”
 
         “Yup.”
 
         “But, on the other hand, there is no sign of the other girls or anyone in charge. Jodi couldn’t be doing all the damage or hiding all of those women—she’s just a human. She couldn’t be keeping them shielded. Maybe she’s not in the cult but is trying to be a copycat?”
 
         “Could be. What do you think, Shar?” I ask.
 
         “I dunno,” Shar says. “I didn’t feel anything magical. Except those lips. I can say, for certain, that I’m not the first woman Jodi’s been with.”
 
         “Yeah, but despite what the Republican party would have us believe, lesbianism and Satanism are not the same thing.”
 
         “I know. But where’d she get that experience?”
 
         “Um, Shar, she goes to an all girls’ school. You make the connection.”
 
         Shar harrumphs. “I still think it’s Jodi.”
 
         Moo shakes her head. “There is no evidence. Only some heavy petting and a little dancing, with girls who are definitively not missing.”
 
         Shar’s about to respond and I know it’ll turn into a total brawl if I let them get into it.
 
         “It’s a good lead, though,” I say.
 
         “Maybe.” Moo’s not the glass-is-half-full kind of girl. “We’ll just have to keep watching.”
 
         
             
 
            *  *  *
 
             

         
 
         Father Matthews isn’t happy.
 
         “Sorry, sir. Still nothing to report.”
 
         “But that stunt with all the dead bats! It was gruesome!” He’s mad as hell and I don’t blame him. I’m mad as hell. I’m the one who had to clean the dozens of dead bats out of the auditorium, after all.
         
 
         “I know. And we’ve narrowed down our suspects. But these things take time.”
 
         Father Matthews grunts. “And who are these suspects?”
 
         “I’ve told you, sir, that we can’t make any names public till we have more information. We don’t want to cost an innocent man or woman a job.”
 
         And I mean that. The priest is so panicked at this point he’d fire all of our suspects, just to be safe.
 
         “Well, I’m expecting results soon.”
 
         “Sir, we’re making headway. We’re on a stakeout as we speak,” I say. Moo’s watching me talk with a disgusted curl to her lip. For an insane second I consider passing her the phone to let her deal with the priest. But then we’d probably get fired and never paid.
 
         “Good. Make sure that headway gets somewhere. This week.” With that, Father Matthews hangs up on me. I put my iPhone to sleep, leaning back in my seat with a groan.
 
         A few weeks after Shar first met Jodi in the cornfield, we’re back to square one. Jodi’s cult appears to be just that—Jodi’s cult. They’re having a grand old time dancing naked, making out, and playing at Satanism. Compared to the real cult, it’s only play—nude boogying and necking. Although they did sacrifice a pigeon. It was an already dead pigeon, however, which was still enough to send Ana headed for the hills. She bailed before she knew the thing in the box had been pining for the fjords for at least a day. So Jodi’s cult is down to three—her, Jenny, and “Starr”—and although they’re doing their best, their meetings more closely resemble an audition for a seventies soft porn horror film than anything else.
 
         One interesting thing is that the girls who leave Jodi’s cult don’t seem to remember anything about it the next day. Using her position as the guidance counselor as an excuse to call each girl into private meetings, Moo has carefully questioned all the cast-offs about what they did the night before. As she has to keep her magic dampened, Moo can’t use magic to force them to answer, and all of her questions yield vague responses involving “the mall” or “some homework or something.” Frustratingly, they also present all the cues one normally does when one’s telling the truth, and yet we know they’re lying. They also don’t stink of a glamour, although there are subtler mind magics that aren’t detectable. All of which leaves us unsure whether they’ve been forced to forget, somehow really forgotten, or “forgotten” in that way teenage girls do so well, when memories might lead to them getting grounded.
 
         Moo’s long since decided Jodi’s the wrong tree up which to bark, and I can’t help but agree. We no longer bother to accompany Shar or even mic her when she goes to meet Jodi. For her part, Shar still insists that there’s something fishy about Jodi, but I can’t help suspect Shar’s just out for the easy essence refuels she gets rolling around with the wannabe cultists. While this case leaves Moo and me frustrated, and my nails a wreck from all the janitorial work, it’s keeping Shar in the succubus version of lobster and caviar.
 
         But we do need someone watching Jodi, leaving our other suspects to Moo and me. Oh, and me to clean the school. Because I’m still the janitor, and the real cult has been as active and scary as Jodi’s has been pathetic.
 
         Rather than dancing around naked, making out a bit, and bothering dead pigeons, like Jodi’s, the real cult had progressed in their own animal sacrifices all the way to a very-much-alive goat, which they beheaded on the front lawn of the school. That no one saw them attested to why Tom had sent Father Matthews to us. After all, while they keep an incredibly low profile—so low many of the girls don’t even know they’re there—the school’s being monitored by police, FBI, and not a few private investigators, including us. At night, after everyone leaves, the surveillance is amplified by actual foot patrols. And yet, no one saw anything. The girls managed to get onto school grounds and past various cameras, patrols, and random passersby, all in order to behead a goat and string it up by its back legs in the school auditorium.
 
         Worse yet, we never felt an ounce of magic. So whatever’s helping the girls can do it with magic so strong he or she can cloak it, something that’s virtually impossible. I may have camouflaging capabilities, but they only extend to myself. That’s the nature of the power. So the thing that’s helping the girls has a different kind of magic altogether, and I don’t even want to contemplate what that means.
 
         “They still haven’t moved,” Moo says, her flat voice gone even flatter with boredom.
 
         “I know,” I say, putting down my binoculars. We’re watching McEachern’s house, but he and his fiancée, Stacey, had sat down to watch TV a few hours ago and hadn’t moved since. We can see their forms perfectly through their sheer curtains, making me wonder what they watch every night with such close attention.
 
         I bet they’re reality television people. They seem the sort.
 
         I start as my musings are interrupted by a loud beep, indicating that one of the trackers we’ve hidden on our suspects is active. Moo had borrowed Frank’s and Fernando’s cell phones, during which time she’d slipped a tiny tracker in their phones’ cases. Masters and Powers had been a little more difficult, as they didn’t carry cell phones. I’d had to slip a tracker in their voluminous handbags while cleaning their offices. But, as usual, the effort was worth it.
 
         “Fernando’s on the move,” Moo says, frowning down at her laptop as I start up the Bronco. “He’s headed to town.”
 
         I drive down the block before turning on my lights, then race toward downtown Springfield. I admit I’ve always liked Fernando as a suspect. He’s too good-looking, too suave, too charismatic not to suspect in a case like this. And what’s he doing in Springfield anyway, teaching at a girls’ school? I know jobs in music education are rare these days, but still. He’s the Chicago type, not the Southern Illinois type.
 
         Following Moo’s tracker, we find Fernando at a fancy downtown restaurant. Peering through the door, we have a perfect view of his table. He looks gorgeous in a tailored black suit, and I wonder where he gets the money for those clothes. My eyes move to his companion. He’s sitting with a woman who might be his mother. She’s elegant and silver-haired, with an innate authority that has the waiters prancing around her, eager to please.
 
         I gesture to Moo to stay put as I look around. No one’s watching us, and I pull my glamour and camo around me. I wait until I can follow another couple that walks inside the restaurant, so no one wonders how the door opened by itself. Then I sidle carefully up to Fernando’s table, wondering what I’ll hear.
 
         It’s not what I expect. It rarely is.
 
         First of all, the woman isn’t Fernando’s mother. She’s a state senator, whom the solicitous host—who checks up on the couple constantly—calls Mrs. Campbell.
 
         Secondly, and more importantly, Fernando’s head over heels for her.
 
         “I love you,” Fernando says, for about the fifth time in a row. He sounds frustrated, adamant.
 
         The woman shakes her head. Fernando says it again.
 
         “You can’t,” she says. “You’re just a boy.”
 
         He laughs. “I’m thirty-five, for God’s sake.”
 
         “And I’m fifty-seven. I could be your mother.”
 
         “But you’re not my mother. And age doesn’t matter.”
 
         “You say that now.”
 
         “I’ll say it forever.”
 
         “What about those girls you work with? They’re closer to your age than you are to mine. They can offer you things I can’t.”
 
         “Like what?” Fernando scoffs.
 
         “Like youth. Children. A lifetime together.”
 
         “They offer me nothing. They’re not even women. It’s you I want.”
 
         The woman looks down to where Fernando’s taken her hand. Her eyes are wet; she’s holding back tears.
 
         “Why?” she asks.
 
         “Because you are what you are—because you’ve seen so much and done so much. You know who you are. I love your strength, your experience, your wisdom. I love that you’re not a girl. I love that you’re someone I can learn from. I don’t want a child; I want a woman.”
         
 
         Fernando sounds so sincere, because I suspect he is sincere. The passion in his voice and the expression on his face are too raw to be faked. He’s desperate, and desperately in love. He’s not off seducing young girls; he’s off trying to marry someone twenty years older than himself.
         
 
         Shit, I think. There goes my best suspect.
         
 
         I can’t be certain, of course, but we’ll do our homework the next day and check up on Mrs. Campbell’s schedule. But I’m pretty sure the senator will be able to fill the mysterious gaps in our Fernando’s alibis.
 
         Not bothering to find out if the woman reciprocates, I head outside to Moo. We’re done here.
 
         After I tell her what I heard, Moo and I are silent on the drive home. We swing by McEachern’s just in case, but he and Stacey are still sitting there, silhouetted perfectly in the picture window.
 
         I’m stupidly frustrated by the time we get back to the hotel, so I’m not too pleased to find Shar lying on the bed in my room. We have a suite, but there she is in my space, reeking of sex and Ed Hardy perfume. I’m about to yell at her when I take a deep breath and smell something else.
 
         Blood.
 
         Shar’s sitting up, watching my face as I register everything. She smiles when she sees my expression flash from anger to fear to curiosity.
 
         “It’s blood all right,” she says. “Real blood. From a live pigeon.”
 
         I arch an eyebrow. “Are we going to have two active cults to worry about?”
 
         Shar smiles. “Not two, only one. Tonight Jodi brought another animal sacrifice, but this one wasn’t already dead. It was a live pigeon. She killed it in front of us with a kitchen knife. Jenny fainted. Jodi told her she could go.”
 
         “And?” Moo asks impatiently from behind me. I hadn’t heard her come in.
 
         “And that leaves just me. I won.”
 
         “Won what?” I ask.
 
         “According to Jodi, I get to meet the Master.”
 
         
             
 
            *  *  *
 
             

         
 
         This is so “Buffy,” I think to myself as we descend into the bowels of Holy Trinity Academy. Buffy the Vampire Slayer is one of Moo’s favorite shows, so we have to watch it all the time. We all know Moo has a crush on Spike, but she’d never admit it. I wish I could needle her about it, but Moo’s back in the Bronco, keeping tabs on our progress through all of her gadgets, while Shar walks ahead of me, blindfolded and led by Jodi.
         
 
         Once again I’ve got the camera on my head and I’m micked up to Moo through my earpiece. And once again I’ve got my camo up and ready. Unlike last time, however, I’m very hopeful to end this case tonight.
 
         And if anything goes wrong, Moo’s Alfar powers can rip the whole school off its foundation. But I still keep a carefully camouflaged feel out for any magic, and I know Moo’s Alfar senses are doing the same from where she’s parked outside in the Bronco. Because there has to be magic involved for the girls in the cult to be able to stay hidden and to keep f-ing up the school the way they are. And yet we’ve never felt anything the least bit supernatural coming from anywhere nearby.
 
         I keep pondering this fact as Shar and I ascend into the subbasement of the school. It’s creepy down here—the lighting is dim, and it’s a very old school that used to be a nunnery, so it’s a real basement, not one of those brightly lit new-build basements. There also doesn’t seem to be anyone around besides Jodi, Shar, and me.
         
 
         We keep going farther into the basement, until Jodi leads Shar into a room full of old desks, chairs, boxes of textbooks, and dilapidated shelving units. We go through another similar room, and then another. It’s only when we’re in the last room that I start to get worried. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of another human being, and I know exactly where we are, since I’d had to cart up a whole load full of desks from this very room one afternoon.
 
         This is the last of the storage. There’s nothing else past here. What the hell?
         
 
         And yet Jodi’s calmly walking Shar directly toward the back wall of the room. Jodi never slows down and neither does the blindfolded Shar, but they’re on a collision course with concrete. I watch with rapt attention as Jodi walks right through the seemingly solid wall. I scamper to keep up, tucking myself right in behind Shar’s now-disembodied arm. I squeeze my eyes shut as concrete looms alarmingly, feeling a slight tingle on my shields as I walk through the wall.
 
         When I open my eyes, we’re in Cult Central.
 
         There are cots lining the walls, which have been festooned in black and red bunting. It would look festive if it weren’t so bedraggled and covered in pentagrams and anarchy signs. On one end of the room looms an old, dilapidated altar, also painted black. Only the middle of the floor is swept clear, one enormous pentagram painted on the concrete.
 
         It’s like a bad seventies horror set, I marvel.
         
 
         Jodi leads Shar to the middle of the pentagram, and I back up against a wall where I can give Moo a good view of the action. I carefully pan the camera around so that Moo can see that sprawled around the room are all the missing girls.
 
         “They’ve been under the school the whole time?” Moo hisses in my ear. I don’t have to respond; the question is rhetorical.
 
         “This whole thing is impossible,” she continues. “I know this school like the back of my hand, as do you. There’s not supposed to be a wall there. I’m even looking at a map. No room.”
 
         I don’t say anything back, waiting for my chance. The missing girls have all stood up now and are pacing around Shar as if sizing her up. Some walk forward to touch her curiously. The bolder ones kiss her. Shar’s happy to keep them entertained. They’re also starting to talk more animatedly, so I chance a whisper.
 
         “Old magic,” I hiss, sotto voce.
         
 
         “Of course,” Moo says, still sounding remarkably calm. “Did you feel it?”
 
         “Against my shields. The tingle,” I whisper, under cover of chatter.
 
         “Well, that throws a wrench into our plans,” Moo says.
 
         I want to say, “No shit,” but I don’t risk it. I know we’re in trouble.
 
         The thing is, my ability to camouflage is a secret, but it’s not my real secret. My real secret is that, when I’m in camo mode, I’m not as vulnerable to certain types of magic as I should be. The magic Moo and I use, the magic that all of our kind uses, runs off different kinds of elemental forces. Unfortunately, it’s this type of regular elemental magic that my camo doesn’t really affect. So, if Moo threw a mage ball at me I’d probably be toast. But there are other types of magic than just elemental. And it’s the old magic—that which existed before there was my kind, the magic that I suspect is real magic—to which I’m immune. This immunity became obvious when I was a child. I’d play Find-and-Seek with our house brownie, Terk. Brownies use only old magic, and Terk couldn’t apparate me if I had my camo up. He should have been able to sense and apparate me, or make me appear in front of him, and he could when I wasn’t camouflaged. But if I was camoed, I wasn’t just invisible to him, I was also immune to his magic.
         
 
         While this power probably sounds awesome, it really isn’t. Creatures that use old magic are incredibly rare. So my having this ability is like being a human soldier who’s immune to nuclear strike, but who can still be shot or stabbed. The chances of the former happening are slim to none, while the latter is an imminent threat.
 
         Moo’s gone quiet, and I know she’s working through something. Finally, I hear her voice in my ear.
 
         “I can’t feel anything. There are no power signatures anywhere. If anything, the school is a void.”
 
         At Moo’s words, my inner lightbulb goes off—that special bulb that illuminates when we’ve been idiots. I swear to myself and nod my head like crazy. Moo can’t see me nod, but she can see the movement of the camera. I’m trying to tell her, “Yes, it is odd,” emphatically. It works.
 
         “Of course it’s strange,” she says, and she’s as close as an Alfar can get to a frustrated groan. “It’s always been a blank, but there should be something swirling around these walls, even if it’s just from elemental power in the earth and the air. The water in the pipes. But we don’t get anything from that school.”
 
         Moo’s nailed it. There’s something very powerful in the school. Something that doesn’t want to be found. Something that likes young women and sacrificing pigeons.
 
         It really is a seventies horror film.
         
 
         My attention is drawn back to the center of the pentagram, where Shar’s greeting all the missing girls. She’s doing a good job pretending she doesn’t know them, even though we have every single one of their files memorized.
 
         There are the first three gone missing: Laura, Rachel, and Alyssa. Their school photos show awkward young women in the sort of clothes women wear to hide ourselves: big jeans and bulky sweatshirts. But now they’re wearing an odd mélange of random sexiness. One girl’s sporting bikini bottoms with a small sweater, another has on a leather vest and men’s boxers, while another girl is wearing only a lei and a smile. They look pretty dopey, and I wonder what they’re on.
 
         As if to tease me, I see two of the girls share something pill-like from a small baggie before passing it on. They place whatever it is on their tongue, then twine together for a passionate kiss. Moo’s sharp eyes watching through my camera catch them, too.
 
         “Ecstasy?” she asks. “LSD?”
 
         At this point, we can’t know. It could be either of those, or a special cocktail just for the girls.
 
         The rest of the missing young women all come on screen one by one. Moo’s ticking names off a list she’s jotted down on her iPad.
 
         “They’re all there,” she whispers.
 
         I’ve done the math, too, and to my relief they’re not only all here, they look healthy.
 
         They’re also ready to get down to business. First Jodi shoos away all the other girls, and then tells Shar she’s gotta strip naked.
 
         “Are you sure?” Shar asks, feigning shyness. Moo gives an unladylike snort.
 
         “Yes, dear,” Jodi says brightly. “We’re all getting skyclad again. That’s how the Master likes us!” Her sentence is punctuated by a saucy wink.
 
         I hope the Master also likes it when women kick his ass. Because he’ll be getting a little of that today, too, if I have anything to say about it.
 
         Shar carefully removes her clothing so she doesn’t jostle her fascinator. But Jodi notices that Shar’s left in her enormous hair clip.
 
         “Everything, Starr. You have to come to the Master free of all vanity.”
 
         “But my hair,” Shar protests.
 
         “Everything,” Jodi repeats, but her normally achingly friendly smile is darker somehow.
 
         Shar carefully takes out her fascinator and places it on her folded stack of clothing. Then she picks up everything and walks over to one of the cots to set down her clothes. The fascinator she perches in one of her tall boots, so the spider’s fat body is pointed toward the pentacle. Shar’s being extra careful, since the spider has a backup camera and mic in both of its shiny eyeballs.
 
         I can’t help but smile at Shar’s actions. With the fascinator on one side of the room and me on the end, Moo’s actually ended up with a better view of the scene.
 
         We watch a naked Shar pad toward Jodi, who has also stripped off her clothes. In fact, all of the girls are starkers.
 
         “Prepare me,” Jodi says, her whole demeanor changing into that of a commanding priestess. It’s like she’s taken off the cheerleader along with the uniform.
 
         Two girls come forward, carrying something. It’s a robe made up of free hanging panels of material, leaving Jodi both naked and robed, which I think is quite a feat. She now looks very much the Satanist, albeit a happy one, and I can’t help but think that the bloody hue of the robe really makes her green eyes pop.
 
         “Starr, stay with me. Girls, take your places,” Jodi says. The girls all move around the pentagram, then sit in a circle.
 
         “The girls who’ve been missing longest are at the points, like they’re leaders or something,” Moo says. I scan the group and nod, but I also move my head so I point my miner’s camera at the point of the star that’s at the top. It’s empty.
 
         Moo thinks again. “Oh, right. That’s empty. Maybe it’s for Jodi? Or the Master.”
 
         Moo’s assessment makes sense. I keep a corner of my eye on that empty point, thinking there’s a good chance that’s where the Master will make his appearance.
 
         Jodi keeps a hand on Starr’s bicep as she turns toward the waiting women.
 
         “Sisters, we’ve come together to welcome another into our midst. She has proven herself worthy of our consideration, needing only to pass this final test.”
 
         “Welcome sister,” the girls chant. They’ve done this before. Shar gives a little wave, a polite gesture rather out of place, considering the Satanic ritual and all.
 
         “We have all been in Starr’s place. We have known the excitement and the fear. We have felt these pedestrian emotions turn to glory, and to the knowledge that all will be well if we submit to the Master.”
 
         “Submit to the Master,” the girls chant. They’ve begun to sway—slowly at first, but increasing in pace until they’re moving with the rhythm of Jodi’s speech. Something tells me that baggie made its way all around the room.
 
         “Since coming to Him, we have felt his glory. We have felt His power as he moves amongst us and inside of us. We share in his strength, and we know his dominance through our love of the Master.”
 
         “Love the Master,” chants the peanut gallery.
 
         “It is through the Master that we know ourselves. He has brought us to the true word, the word that betrays the world, the word that renews us and solidifies us. Without him, we are nothing, and we live to serve the Master.”
 
         “Serve the Master,” chants the group.
 
         “I’m sensing a theme,” Moo says, her dry humor catching me off guard.
 
         “Kneel, sister,” Jodi says, turning to Shar. When Shar doesn’t immediately obey, Jodi’s hands find Shar’s shoulders and the cheerleader pushes our friend gently toward the ground. Shar kneels, her eyes wide. She’s doing a great job looking terrified, although I think I’d be a little skeeved out by Jodi’s pep talk.
 
         Serve the Master my ass…
         
 
         Once Shar is on her knees in front of Jodi, the cheerleader takes a step back and throws wide her arms, bellowing toward the ceiling.
 
         “Your final test, Sister Starr, is to behold his magnificence. He is power, He is glory, and yet you must be steadfast. You must meet Him as his Bride, submitting to His will and His mastery, and become His slave.”
 
         Jodi slowly lowers her arms, meeting Shar’s gaze.
 
         “Will you be His, Sister Starr?”
 
         “Oh, yes,” Shar blubbers, tears dripping down her face. Our little succubus has masked herself with an expression of ecstasy, and she’s visibly writhing in anticipation.
 
         “And the Oscar goes to…” Moo murmurs. It is a bit ridiculous, but I’m glad we’re finally here. If all goes well, this will be over tonight. We’ll have us one bad guy to hand over to the local supernatural authorities and a bunch of young girls to get back to their families and into therapy.
 
         Shar’s still kneeling, looking forward. I’m watching closely when Moo hisses, “Move!” in my ear.
 
         Without thinking I spring to my left, just as a huge figure strides past me. If I’d stayed where I was, it would have run smack into me. That would have been difficult to explain.
 
         “What in the name of the moon and stars is that?” Moo whispers. I’m breathing slowly, trying to get my heart to stop pounding, and it’s only then that I really get a chance to study our new visitor.
 
         The thing is at least seven feet tall, with an extra foot or two of penis sticking before him like a divining rod.
 
         I think it’s forked, I marvel, squinting at the camera. The creature’s also red as Hellboy, with the prerequisite horns and tail, and giant goat haunches with huge hooves. He looks a bit like Tim Curry’s demon in the movie Legend, only he’s alternately pinching his own nipples and stroking himself, something that doesn’t happen in the film.
         
 
         He also passes a little baggie to Jodi, who squirrels it away in the massive robe. Satan’s apparently a dealer these days. How the mighty have fallen, even more.
 
         “Could that really be Satan?” I risk hissing.
 
         Through the magic of video, I know that Moo is giving me a Look.
 
         “There is no Satan.”
 
         My mind is scrambling. Meanwhile, “Satan” is going around the room, greeting all of the girls with a grope and a kiss.
 
         He looks like Satan, I think. And if it walks like a duck…
         
 
         “I can tell you right now it’s not the real Satan,” Moo tells me, as if reading my mind. She likes to point out my “too human sensibilities” all the time, and she knows most of my weaknesses. “I have lived through the rise and fall of too many gods to believe in that one.”
 
         She, herself, was considered a goddess. But she doesn’t like to talk about it.
 
         “That said, the idea it’s something ancient would make more sense. It would explain some of this mystery if he were old, and of the old magics…” Moo trails off.
 
         I nod to indicate I’ve understood her and her implications. Worst-case scenario, right now, is that we’re dealing with something super ancient. Something that existed before our kind, the Elementals. Something that uses the old magics. Maybe something that is old magic. If it’s the last one, we’re well and truly fucked, and not in the fun way.
         
 
         I watch, preparing to sprint toward my friend, as the creature walks up behind Shar to let his red hands, replete with long, hooked nails, curl over Shar’s shoulders. I extend my feelers as far as they’ll go under my camo, frustrated at seeing my friend so vulnerable.
 
         Shar’s turned her face to look at the red-nailed claws grasping her shoulders, and she looks scared. I don’t think it’s entirely faked this time.
 
         We watch as the creature turns her around. Kneeling as she is, her face is uncomfortably close to his pronged junk.
 
         For a split second, Shar forgets to react with fear. At the sight of the forked penis, her expression looks positively greedy before she remembers to school herself.
 
         The being looks down at Shar. She’s peering up at him with rapt eyes, and I, too, study his profile. He’s oddly familiar, but I can’t think how. Do I know any Satans? I think I’d remember those horns.
 
         “Little Sister,” he says, his voice booming and low and ominous. If he’s not Satan, he does a good impression, that’s for sure.
 
         “Sweet, sweet little Sister. The Master welcomes you.”
 
         Shar’s practically panting, her huge brown eyes gone liquid like melted Toblerone.
 
         The big red hand grips Shar’s chin gently, but his next words are anything but kind.
 
         “But first we must punish the traitor,” the Master hisses, as everyone in the room disappears.
 
         
             
 
            *  *  *
 
             

         
 
         I know Moo’s fast, and I’m no slouch in the running department, but you would have thought Moo was Kenyan rather than Egyptian from the way she ran into that school.
 
         She also didn’t bother with subtlety, instead letting her Alfar force boom through the empty halls. After being magically quiet for so long, Moo’s mojo nearly knocks me over, all the way in the basement. It’s easy to forget how powerful she is.
 
         It’s also easy to forget how much she loves Shar, since they fight so much and because Moo finds it as hard to express emotion as Shar finds it easy. But the woman running toward me is anything but uncaring. She doesn’t even pause at the wall we know is a glamour, and I can see her run straight through like a linebacker.
 
         “What happened?” she demands.
 
         “I’ve got no idea,” I say. “One minute it was all, ‘Shar, meet Satan,’ then I felt a tingle of old magic. Then everyone disappeared.”
 
         Moo swears, letting me know she’s really upset. Shar and I are the potty mouths.
 
         “Did you feel anything else?”
 
         “I’m not sure, but I thought the power did not come from Prongs.”
         
 
         “Prongs?” Moo asks.
 
         “Prongs,” I say, waving two of my fingers in front of my jean’s zipper to help me explain.
 
         “Then where did the power come from?” Moo asks, ignoring my brilliance.
         
 
         “I don’t know. But like I said, I don’t think it came from Satan.”
 
         “He’s not Satan,” she says absentmindedly before getting to work. Using her power, Moo begins to systematically move everything, including the massive old altar, looking for a hidden door or something. Meanwhile, I prowl around the room under my camo, trying to see if one of these other walls isn’t quite real.
 
         They all are, and both Moo and I are getting frustrated.
 
         Moo swears, dropping a bunch of cots she’s been levitating with her power. They strike the concrete with a loud clatter, but even louder is the power she sends out.
 
         “I’m looking for a dead spot,” she says. “Something that feels like the school.” Her eyes close, and I feel her reach again. I amp up my weak shields, wishing for the hundredth time that my camo would work against elemental magic, as I try to keep my eyes on Moo’s face.
 
         Her eyes snap open, focusing on a distant spot on the wall, when she finds something. She purses her lips in concentration, and then she smiles.
 
         “I think I’ve found—” Before Moo can finish, however, there comes a voice from behind us.
 
         “Get off my land!” it screeches. I start to whip around, catching a glimpse of a hooded figure, as its power booms out.
 
         It’s old magic.
 
         I still have my camo up, so the bulk of its force bounces off my shields with only enough strength to knock me on my ass. Moo, however, goes flying, as even her Alfar strength no match for the old magic. She hits the massive altar hard, her manifested shields taking the brunt of the impact, but it still has to hurt.
 
         Then the hooded figure disappears, apparating with an audible pop.
 
         I get to my feet before hurrying over to Moo. She’s pulling hard on her power, healing herself, and I let her finish before offering her my hand. She stands gingerly, shaking her head as if her ears are ringing.
 
         “Well, that answers one question,” Moo says, her voice calm despite everything. I nod. I, too, have recognized the power signature: a bizarre combination of mostly old magic with a little bit of elemental magic thrown in.
 
         There’s only one creature that starts out elemental like us but ends up being able to use the old magic.
 
         “Gnome,” I say. Then, to clarify, “Young and squatting.”
 
         Moo nods, then gives me the information I need to call Tom so he can round up his paranormal posse.
 
         We may need reinforcements.
 
         
             
 
            *  *  *
 
             

         
 
         “This is it,” Moo says. “The dead patch.”
 
         We’re back outside the cornfield where Shar had her original run-in with Jodi. But now that we know what we’re looking for, we can feel the same curious blankness that blanketed the school. In fact, the field’s actually not far from the school, separated only by the school’s ample grounds and a thin strip of forest surrounding what used to be a railway track but has long since been turned into a nature trail.
 
         The blank spot probably resembles a large oval from above, encompassing the school and its environs, the bit of trail, and a patch of this cornfield.
 
         Not a huge amount of territory, no—but a good patch of land for a very young gnome to squat on and eventually bind with to create its own territory. Gnomes start out like us, able to use only elemental magics. But once they bond to a territory, they have access to the old magic, the essential stuff of which our elemental powers are but a shadow.
 
         They wizen up like tiny elderly beings when they fully bond, giving life to the legend of garden gnomes. But they’re the sort of garden gnomes more likely to wield the power of a nuclear warhead than a wheelbarrow.
 
         After we’ve probed the hell out of the blank patch to make sure we know exactly where the squatting gnome’s territory ends, Moo turns to me expectantly.
 
         “What’s the plan?”
 
         Plans are my job. Sometimes I hate my job.
 
         I cross my arms and think about it. If we charge into the gnome’s territory, it’d just do what it did earlier and thump Moo. I might be able to forge ahead using my camo, but then it’d be me against a field full of drugged girls, someone posing as Satan—who may or may not be powerful—and the gnome. I’m pretty good in a brawl but not that good. So if we can’t go in, we have to divide their forces and get Satan to come out. But how? And will our reinforcements arrive in time if Satan really is a prince of darkness?
 
         “Uh, Cap?” Moo says, interrupting my reverie.
 
         “Huh?”
 
         “We have a visitor.” Moo points toward the parking lot where we left the Bronco. There’s a girl walking toward us, dressed in an unseasonable trench coat, large-brimmed straw hat obscuring her face, and kicky strappy sandals. She looks like a flasher all done up to go to the Derby. She’s also carrying enough Styrofoam trays of Starbucks to caffeinate a flotilla.
 
         “Oh, hey,” she says, when she manages to get close to us. She’s been weaving quite a bit on her walk, and I’d chalked it up to her sandals on grass and her coffee burden. But once she’s close enough, I can see her eyes are three-quarters pupil.
 
         “Hey there,” I say agreeably. “What’s going on?”
 
         “Just getting the coffee. Am I late? Are you new?”
 
         I grin happily at her. Thank the gods we’re dealing with a Master who takes Starbucks breaks. Too bad for the girls he’s less into them wearing clothes, as it’s chilly out. Her trench coat has gaped open enough to show she’s wearing yoga pants and nothing else.
 
         “You could say that,” I say. “We’re here to talk to your Master.”
 
         “Oh. Does he know that?”
 
         “I think he might.”
 
         “Oh. Should I get him for you?”
 
         I nod to Moo, who’s crept up silently behind the girl.
 
         “That you shall, honey. Now hold still; we don’t want to hurt you.”
 
         Moo strikes, wrapping a powerful Alfar shield around the girl so fast it’s like she’s stepped in a bear trap. We manhandle the girl well away from the border of where everything goes “dead,” so we know we’re safely outside the gnome’s territory.
 
         “Dude, the coffee,” is all the girl has to say for herself, as she forlornly gazes upon the spilled contents of the overturned cups. Her hat has also fallen off, and I belatedly recognize her as Brittany, one of the last girls to go missing. She’s lost a bit of weight in the cult and has chopped off her hair.
 
         “I know, hon,” I soothe. “Now I want you to scream.” She looks at me with confused eyes, and I sigh. I really don’t want to have to hurt her, but desperate times…
 
         I yank sharply on a lock of badly cut hair, and she shrieks. I do it again, and she shrieks again. At the same time, Moo uses her power to batter at the subtle shields surrounding the field. It’s less a polite knock on the door and more the pounding of an enraged giant.
 
         It’s not long before we see movement in the field. There’s nothing creepier than people melting in and out of a cornfield, as the director of Children of the Corn knew very well. One minute someone can be there, but they can disappear with just a few movements.
         
 
         “They’re there,” Moo says.
 
         “Amplify me,” is my only response. Moo does it with her magic so my voice will carry.
 
         “We’ve got something of yours,” I call. “Why don’t you come out and talk?”
 
         I give another vicious tug on Brittany’s hair, and she shrieks obligingly.
 
         More stalks rustle, hinting at hidden watchers.
 
         “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” I boom. A pair of horns is suddenly floating above a row of corn, but Satan stays put.
 
         “I knew it,” he says, his voice furious. “I knew she’d betrayed her Master.”
 
         I frown, unsure how he knows about Shar but even more intent on getting her back.
 
         “Hand her over,” I say. I refrain from adding, “Or the girl gets it.”
 
         There’s more movement in the corn.
 
         “Why would I do that? I relish the chance to punish this little bitch, as she deserves. As you interrupted.”
 
         I shudder, hoping the punishment hasn’t gone that far. We hadn’t taken long to uncover the site and get over there.
 
         But if that jackass has hurt Shar, he’s gonna pay.
 
         “Come out and talk,” I say. We need to get him in our line of sight. We need to engage with him. Then we need to piss him off. Luckily, Triptych seems to specialize in pissing people off.
 
         The horns bob, but Satan doesn’t show himself.
 
         “Are you afraid?” I boom. Sure enough, that does it.
 
         Satan appears at the edge of the cornfield, looking rather surly for a reputed fallen angel.
 
         “Of course I’m not afraid. I am the Master!”
 
         I yank poor Brittany’s hair. She shrieks again. The Master twitches.
 
         “A real master would keep a better handle on his girls,” I say, initiating Operation Annoyance.
 
         Satan grumbles.
 
         “So where is she? I’ve shown you mine.” I poke Brittany in the back, and she mewls in fright.
 
         I don’t want to do anything else till I’ve seen Shar and know she’s okay. Satan narrows his yellow goat’s eyes at me, as if assessing his options. Eventually, he nods.
 
         Out stumble Jodi, Shar, and the girl Laura.
 
         Except Laura and Shar are holding Jodi, as if Jodi’s the prisoner.
 
         I try not to act surprised, and Jodi’s in no condition to give us away. She’s badly beaten and barely conscious.
 
         “How did you know?” I say, hoping Satan’s not too wily.
 
         He’s not.
 
         “She let that woman nearly get to me. And she was a spy! An interloper! Sent by our enemies! She’s talking to the parents, even now.” I assume he means Jodi’s parents, as he spits at her to punctuate his rant. The spit lands with an audible squelch on the bare skin of her belly.
 
         Jodi’s eyes flutter. “I didn’t know,” she pleads. “Jenny lied to me, too…”
 
         Suddenly I remember Jenny, the girl Shar beat out to meet the Master. Also a relatively new student, Jenny’s a loner. And, apparently, also undercover, with enough focus on her mission she didn’t magically forget what she’d seen upon leaving the gnome’s territory.
 
         Laura turns Jodi to smack her hard across the face, and Jodi’s pleas subside. Shar’s eyes meet mine and I see a flash of concern. She’s not sure how much more abuse Jodi can take. Meanwhile, Shar’s more than capable of healing the cheerleader, but not without giving herself away.
 
         I hand Brittany over to Moo and take a step toward Satan, then another. We’re only about two feet from each other, but with him in his gnome ally’s territory, we might as well be miles apart.
 
         I need to bring that mountain to me.
 
         “So,” I say, lowering my voice conspiratorially and praying I’m right. “I know you’re not really Satan.”
 
         Satan’s expression turns mulish, my first clue that, while we don’t know what he is, he’s probably not a fallen angel. But he’s obviously sensitive about the subject, something I hope we can use against him.
 
         “I am Satan! The Dark Lord! Lord of Pain and Glory!”
 
         I shake my head. “Thou doth protest too much. What are you, really?”
 
         “I am Satan!” he roars, spittle flying.
 
         “No, you’re really not,” I repeat calmly. “So what are you?”
 
         “I am the Master! You will bow before me!”
 
         “Look, that might work on those children you’ve kidnapped. But I’m not a teenager.”
 
         Satan frowns. “I didn’t kidnap anyone! They are minions!” he roars.
 
         “Enough with the roaring, ‘Satan,’” I say, gesticulating great big air quotes with my fingers. “I’m right here.”
 
         Satan stomps a hoof. I roll my eyes.
 
         “You can’t be Satan,” Moo calls from over my shoulder. She’s realized my game.
 
         “Of course I’m…” Satan roars. Then he catches himself, dialing down his volume. “…Satan!”
 
         “Would Satan hide behind a gnome? And not even a fully mature gnome?” Moo once again tests her strength against the shields. They don’t break, but they waver right where she’s hitting.
 
         “Well, let’s be fair,” I say to Moo. “It is an immature gnome. And he does like them young, even when it comes to gnomes.” I turn back to Satan, who’s obviously fuming. He’s been so careful to pick girls who are older than eighteen; I knew that was a nerve ripe for picking.
         
 
         “Did you kidnap the gnome, too?” Moo asks calmly. Satan snaps.
 
         “I kidnapped no one!” Satan’s back to roaring. He’s also taken a delicious step forward, although he’s still safe behind the gnome’s barriers. We’re getting to him, but not enough.
 
         I need a new tactic.
 
         “Girls!” I call. “Oh, girls! Come out and talk to me for a second.”
 
         “Stay back!” barks Satan.
 
         “Why should they? If you’re the all-powerful Satan, what can I say to sway them? Only someone who wasn’t really Satan would be afraid of me.”
 
         It’s cheap psychology, but it works. There’s movement in the corn. The girls have heard me, and, more importantly, “Satan” knows they’ve heard me.
 
         “Come out,” he barks again. “This woman’s tongue is full of lies. You know your Master!”
 
         Slowly the girls melt out of the corn. One minute they’re not there, the next they are—the magic of the cornfield. In the far right of my peripheral vision is the hooded figure, the immature gnome who nailed us earlier. It appears to be facing the wrong direction—an amateur mistake. Even an immature gnome is a powerful ally if it’s partially bonded to the land, as this one is, and it’s never a good idea to let your big guns dip into your stash.
 
         “Howdy, ladies,” I say with a friendly wave. “My name’s Cappie, and I think you’ve been lied to.”
 
         “Aren’t you the janitor?” one girl asks, her unfocused gaze wandering haphazardly over me. They’re all stoned to the gills.
 
         “I’m actually a detective,” I say, which is true. Triptych does have a human PI license, even if we don’t need it often.
 
         “Oh,” she says, then giggles inappropriately before closely examining the back of her hand.
 
         “Like I said, I’m a detective, but a special kind. I investigate frauds that pass themselves off as magical. Does that sound familiar to you?”
 
         The girls look around, their expressions confused. Satan tosses his horns.
 
         “I am no fraud! I am Lucifer!”
 
         “Oh yeah? The thing is, ladies, I think he is a fraud. I bet he’s not even magical, himself. I bet he’s hooked himself up with someone who is magical, but he’s probably just some schmuck who can’t even shift his own shape. I bet that whole Satan shtick is just a good glamour.”
         
 
         “What’s a glamour?” another girl asks vaguely.
 
         “It’s nothing!” Satan yells. “This is no glamour!”
 
         “Oh yeah? How can we tell? You’re behind your special little barrier there. I bet the second you were to cross over, you’d be some redneck wearing overalls. Maybe you’re just a kid. I wonder if he’s just a kid?” I turn to Moo, who’s stepped up next to me. “It would explain why he kidnapped all the children.”
 
         “They’re not children. They’re not kidnapped. And I am the Prince of Darkness.” Satan’s so mad now, his voice isn’t loud. He’s gone all cold and creepy with real rage. Just like I want ’im.
 
         “Whatever,” I say. “You ladies believe me, right? You’re wondering why he’s still standing there, aren’t you? All he has to do is take one step out and you’d know he was really Satan, but he’s not even budging.”
 
         Stoned heads swivel toward Satan, including the hooded form of the gnome. Satan hisses.
 
         “Here!” he shouts, stepping over the invisible boundary that demarcates the immature gnome’s territory, and its power, from us. He’s still Satan, but now I can feel his power. It’s very, very familiar. I smile.
 
         “Are you happy?” he yells, turning toward me. “Do you see?” He turns back to his minions. “I am your Master!”
 
         I shake my head, then nod at Moo. The gnome, who’s finally managed to figure out which direction to face, raises a hand in warning, but it’s too late. Like a whip, Moo’s Alfar power lashes out and snares the being in front of us.
 
         “What the—?” he squeals, struggling. “Let me go! I am Satan! I will crush you!”
 
         “Yeah, yeah,” I say. “Whatever.”
 
         Moo pulls Satan well back from the gnome’s boundaries. But we still have that same gnome to deal with.
 
         It’s turned toward us, watching its “master” avidly from underneath its hood, which tracks my movement as I go to stand in front of it, carefully staying on my side of its territory.
 
         “So,” I say. “You gonna give up gracefully, or are we gonna have to call in the big guns?” Speaking of big guns, I really want our reinforcements to arrive. If we can’t get the gnome to come out with all the girls still on its side of the barrier, we could be in trouble.
 
         The figure mumbles something inarticulate and its manicured hands ball up into angry fists. They’re youthful hands, and feminine—it must be an incredibly young gnome. It starts to reach deep with its powers, trying to bond further with the land, extend its territory…
 
         “Shar, now!” I yell.
 
         With a powerful shove, our little succubus reveals she’s not just a bamboozled high school student. While I engaged with the gnome, Shar had crept up behind it. Using a combination of her own magical powers and the biceps she keeps toned in weekly sessions of Body Pump, Shar shoves the gnome hard, sending it flying toward me. Once the gnome’s over its own territory lines, its power fizzles with an audible pop and I’m left holding its robed figure.
         
 
         Those same manicured hands form claws as it reaches up to take a swipe at my face, but I’m too fast for it. I’ve got it turned around and in a choke hold before it can land a hit, tightening its hood down low over its face so it can’t see its target.
 
         Moo has Satan, and I have the gnome. Shar returns to heal Jodi, yelling that she’ll round up the girls. I’m just about to pull the gnome’s hood off when I hear an engine roar up behind us. I recognize one of the power signatures, and I’m pissed it took them so long even as I can’t help but feel smug, knowing we got everything taken care of before The Powers That Be could even mobilize.
 
         Tom pulls forward in a battered Jeep, along with two other supes whose power I can feel from here. One’s an ifrit and the other’s an incubus, and from their strength I reckon they’re the local investigators, or supernatural police, for Springfield. Moo and I herd our prisoners toward their fate, and Tom, the incubus, and the ifrit meet us halfway.
 
         “What do we have here?” Tom asks, eyeballing Satan. The Prince of Darkness looks defeated, his forked penis flaccid and no longer quite so impressive. Before we can respond, a seminaked cultist runs at Tom, holding a corncob like a spear. The incubus stops her in midstride with a negligible flick of his magic. Shar apologizes for the runner from where she’s rounding up the girls.
 
         “We’re not sure,” I say, once everything’s calm again. “We were just about to do the unmasking.”
 
         “Nahual?” Tom asks, pointing at Satan. I nod. Now that the gnome’s juice has been shut off, it’s easy to feel Satan’s power signature. Like Tom and my dad, “Satan” is really a shape-shifter, and a powerful one. But he’s no more Lucifer than I am, even when I don’t get my coffee in the morning.
 
         I gesture theatrically toward the couple but Tom shakes his head.
 
         “You do the honors,” he says, with a small smile I can’t help but return. The investigators shift impatiently, and I manhandle the gnome so it’s facing the crowd and me.
 
         We all gasp when I pull back the hood.
 
         “Stacey?” I ask.
 
         The girl’s vapid blue eyes blink up at me, registering a combination of confusion and anger. The ifrit takes her in hand as I turn toward Satan.
 
         “Well, if you’re the gnome, then I bet I know who’s under there. Come out, come out, whoever you are!” Satan’s yellow goat’s eyes blink mulishly at me, and I nod at Moo, who smiles ghoulishly and uses her Alfar power to crash through Satan’s power like it’s Styrofoam.
 
         “Hi there, Frank,” I say, walking forward to shake him by the shoulders as if greeting an old friend. “So that was you under there this whole time?”
 
         “Mr. McEachern?” babbles one of the girls, followed by a chorus of ews. Frank’s face is beet red with anger and humiliation, as he vainly tries to break through Moo’s hold on his power so he can shape-shift back into Satan form.
         
 
         “It’s not so forked now, is it, ladies,” Shar chuckles, and at least one of the girls actually gags. They’re glaring so accusatorily at Frank, I almost feel sorry for him. Almost.
 
         He can’t meet their eyes, and I don’t blame him. But he can meet mine.
 
         “You bitch,” he snarls.
 
         I nod obligingly.
 
         “If you hadn’t come along—”
 
         “Yeah, yeah, it’s been said before,” I interrupt. “This is what we do, Frankie. We stop bad guys. You’re a bad guy.”
 
         “Right, like you’re so good. You think you’ve done these girls a favor. But what have you done, really? I gave those girls pride. I gave them something to believe in. Everyone in that school treated them like garbage till I came along. They love me, and I love them.”
 
         I feel Moo’s power blossom behind me, and I take a quick step back to place a hand on my friend’s shoulder. I make her meet my eyes and breathe with her until she calms down. Moo gets kinda upset when men like Frank claim they do what they do out of love.
 
         She’s heard it before.
 
         When I know she’s not going to slay him where he sits, I turn back to Frank.
 
         “See, my friends and I have to disagree with you. You can’t say you gave these girls anything, when all you did was lie to them. They believed in something false, something you created.”
 
         “And they were vulnerable,” Moo snarls. “You knew they were vulnerable, and you preyed upon their weaknesses. You’re a parasite.”
 
         Moo’s mojo swirls, and Frank has the good sense to look nervous.
 
         “They love me,” he insists.
 
         “No. They loved your lies. They loved your drugs,” I say.
 
         “They loved the revenge you offered,” Moo continues.
 
         “Don’t forget the twofer!” Shar sings out from our left, making a lewd gesture with her fingers. We ignore her.
 
         Frank’s changed his mind and now won’t look at us. The only safe place for his eyes is apparently the ground, but he’s still defiant.
 
         “They did so love me,” he mutters to his shoes.
 
         I sigh, then walk behind him and grab his hair. Yanking his face up, I make him turn to the girls.
 
         “If they love you for real, Frankie my boy, they’ll love you even now. Ladies!” I call, so they can hear me. “How do you feel about Mr. McEachern here?”
 
         The looks on their faces are answer enough. Various combinations of emotions play across their drugged faces, but they’re all of the same ilk: humiliation, anger, and accusation. If they can get that irate while still stoned, I can only imagine how they’ll be sober.
 
         None of them is a big fan of our Frank.
 
         To give him credit, he must have believed his own delusions. The sobs that tear through him are real. Stacey the gnome tries to comfort him, but he shrugs her off in violent repudiation. The only girl who really does love him, and he doesn’t love her back. It’s almost tragic.
 
         Almost.
 
         Not so tragic is seeing Stacey and Frank carted off by the supernatural police. They’ll both be going away for a while, although in Frank’s case I wonder if “away” isn’t going to be a shallow grave somewhere. Our justice is harsh, especially for those who involve the human authorities in our shenanigans.
 
         Definitely not tragic is calling up Father Matthews and seeing the parents of the girls come pick up their children. It’s going to be a boom time for local psychotherapists. Although, after Moo makes a few careful wipes of their minds, the girls won’t remember much except randomly bonding together to become Satanists. All memories of a “real” Satan are expunged, and no connection will be made to Frank or Stacey.
 
         It’s harsh, in that the girls will probably have to pay for their human crimes without being able to blame magical influence. But I don’t feel too badly for them. The only influence Frank exerted over them was offering them power. We probed their minds and he never seemed to have actually glamoured them to follow him.
 
         Which means the girls willingly took him up on his offers of revenge, so they deserve some punishment. Just because someone’s feeling unpopular doesn’t mean she gets to slaughter a goat for some poor bastard making minimum wage to clean up all by herself…
 
         All right, I’ll admit to feeling a little bitter about the goat. Scrubbing blood out of cuticles is a nightmare.
 
         But glamouring the girls still leaves the job of explaining Frank and Stacey’s sudden disappearance. The Powers That Be obligingly leave that up to us. I graciously accept the command, even as I add 5 percent to their bill. Because yes, I’m charging them along with Father Matthews for services rendered.
 
         “We’ll leave a note, telling everyone they eloped and they’re moving to Yemen,” I say as we pull up in front of Stacey and Frank’s little bungalow, right before Moo gasps and Shar makes an eep sound from the backseat.
         
 
         “What the fuck?” is my reaction when I, too, see the figures of Stacey and Frank watching television, like they do every night.
 
         Then I groan.
 
         “Of course,” I say before getting out of the car and making my way up to the front door. A quick lock pick has me inside, and I don’t even bother to raise shields as I head into the front room.
 
         Moo and Shar pant up a second behind me, mage balls at the ready, but there’s no need. Watching television in front of the gauzy curtains are two mannequins.
 
         Moo and Shar’s mage balls fizzle out, and I walk forward to claim the bodies. They’d raise too many questions if we left them.
 
         I have one mannequin tucked under each arm as I head toward the door. Right before I make it outside, Shar stops me.
 
         Giggling, she takes the male model away and turns it to face Shar and me.
 
         Standing behind it, she makes it talk.
 
         “I would have gotten away with it, too, if it weren’t for you meddling kids!”
 
         Calmly, Moo blows its head off with a mage ball. Shar swears, dropping the smoking figure before lunging at Moo. I sigh, sticking the intact mannequin between them like a referee.
 
         “Ladies! Let’s wrap this up and get home. C’mon now.”
 
         Moo and Shar glare at each other, until Shar apologizes by picking up the beheaded mannequin herself.
 
         “If this were a Scooby-Doo mystery, what would it be called?” Shar muses, inspecting the jagged edges of the mannequin’s neck.
 
         “‘The Haunted Academy’?” Moo attempts. Creativity’s never been her strong suit.
 
         “‘The Case of the Pronged Penis’!” Shar crows, although her eyes have gone dreamy. I sigh.
 
         “‘Acting Out at Trinity Academy,’” I say. “Or ‘Trying Times at Trinity Academy.’ Or ‘Satan’s Surprise.’”
 
         “You win,” Shar says. “I like the last. He sure did have a surprise.”
         
 
         “I like the first,” Moo says, causing Shar to flash her a dirty look.
 
         “Well,” I say, before they can start back up, “I’ve got a new case for us. It’s called ‘Write That Note and Get the Fuck Out of Dodge.’ You with me?”
 
         “Hell yeah,” Shar says, before pulling Moo, me, and the creepy mannequins into a rough hug.
 
         “Good work, ladies,” she says, standing on tiptoe to kiss both of us on our cheeks. I grin.
 
         Good work, indeed. And soon I’ll have the invoices to prove it.
 
      

      
    

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/9780316217965_welcome_image_online.jpg
ething
Wiﬁiﬂ
Thi
£ Comisy
O Nicole Peeler






OPS/nicole_peeler_credit_robert_trudeau_online.jpg





OPS/9780316217965_cover_epub.jpg
BEYORBIT SHORT FICTION

Something
Wikkid

This'w
Cume%g

Nicole Peeler





OPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OPS/orbit_logo_online.png
orbit:






